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Ode
WE are the music-makers,
And we are the dreamers of dreams,

Wandering by lone sea-breakers,
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And sitting by desolate streams,
World-losers and world-forsakers,

On whom the pale moon gleams:

Yet we are the movers and shakers
Of the world forever, it seems.

With -wonderful deathless ditties We build up the world's great cities,
And out of a fabulous story

We fashion an empire's glory:

One man with a dream, at pleasure,
Shall go forth and conquer a crown;
And three with a new song's measure
Can trample an empire down.

We, in the ages lying

In the buried past of the earth,

Built Nineveh with our sighing,

And Babel itself with our mirth,

And o'erthrew them with prophesying
To the old of the new -world's sworth;
For each age is a dream that is dying,
Or one that is coming to birth.

—Arthur O'Shaughnessy

Seven Gifts of the Creator,
Seven colors of light

Seven seas in the -wide world,
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Seven days in a sennight,
Seven months of fallow
Seven continents trod, weave
Seven ages of history

In the eye of God.

--Artford Demastam

SONGOF THE SKY LOOM

Oh, our Mother the Earth;

Oh, our Father the Sky,

Your children are we,

With tired backs. We bring you the gifts you love.
Then weave for us a garment of brightness...

May the warp be the white light of morning,

May the -weft be the red light of evening,

May the fringes be the fallen rain, May the border be the standing rainbow.
Thus 'weave for us a garment of brightness

That we may walk fittingly -where birds sing;

That we may walk fittingly -where the grass is green.
Oh, Our Mother Earth;, Oh, Our Father Sky.

—Traditional, Tewa

THE WEAVER S LAMENT
Time, it is a tapestry
Threads that weave it number three

These be known, from first to last,
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Future, Present, and the Past
Present, Future, weft-thread be
Fleeting in inconstancy

Yet the colors they do add

Serve to make the heart be glad
Past, the warp-thread that it be

Sets the path of history Every moment 'neath the sun
Every battle, lost or -won

Finds its place within the lee

Of Time's enduring memory

Fate, the weaver of the bands

Hold these threads within Her hands

Plaits a rope that in its use Can be a lifeline, net—or noose.

One man with a dream, at pleasure, Shall go forth and conquer a crown; And three with a new
song's measure Can tramp an empire down.

ARGAUT, CONTINENT OF NORTHLAND

The light of the harbor torches fluttered on the waves and reflected back at the night sky, a dim imitation
of the waxing moon that hung stubbornly above the end of the quay, ducking in and out of the clouds
racing past on the wind.

Long into the dark hours, scores of even darker figures had sworn, sweated, and spat, reaching
endlessly into the bowels of the ships that lined the jetty, dragging forth their treasures in the forms of
barrels and chests and loose bales of goods bound for market in Ganth, then throwing them roughly into
wagons or carrying them, corded muscles straining with exertion, into the dray sleds amid muttered
cursing. The dray horses, sensing the onset of a night rain, danced in their hitchings, fearing the coming
thunder.

Finally, when the docks were silent, the torches had burned down to the stalk joints, and no light
remained but that of the obstinate moon, Quinn emerged from the belly of theCorona and made his way
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down the gangplank, glancing behind him several times until he reached the pier.

The longshoremen had joined the ship's crew in warmer, louder haunts, and were now undoubtedly
drinking themselves into belligerent fits or pleasant stupors. The stench in their quarters the next morning
would be a fine one, to be sure. But the smell of intestinal gas and sour vomit tomorrow would be
welcome compared with what Quinn faced now at the end of the dark quay.

Quinn's eyesight had always been acute. He had sailor's eyes that scanned the endless horizon for a
fleck of variation in the swimming expanse of monotonous gray-blue; he could tell a gull from a tern from
the crow's nest in the glare of the sun at distances that befuddled his shipmates. Still, he always doubted
the accuracy of his vision in the last few moments of this familial walk, for the person he was meeting
always seemed to change before his eyes as he approached.

Quinn was never quite certain, but it seemed as if the manthickened , and grew more solid, his long,
thin fingers subtly gaining flesh, the shoulder; broadening slightly beneath the well-made cloak. Once
Quinn thought he had caught a glimmer of blood at the edge of the seneschal's eyes, but a closer look
proved him to be mistaken. They were clear blue, cloudless as a summer sky, without a trace of red. The
warmth of those eyes was almost enough to dispel the chill that never failed to creep though Quinn like a
slithering vine whenever they met.

"Welcome back, Quinn." The heat in the seneschal's voice matched that of his eyes.

"Thank ye, m'lord."

T trust your voyage was successful.”

"Yessir."

The seneschal still did not favor him with a glance, but instead stared into the lapping waves cresting
under the pier. "And was it she?"

Quinn swallowed, his throat suddenly dry. "I'd say sure as certain, m'lord."

The seneschal turned finally, and looked down at Quinn with a contemplative expression. Quinn
caught it then, that smell, the faint, foul reek of human flesh in fire. He knew the odor well.

'How do you know this, Quinn? I don't want to sail across the world for nothing; I'm sure you'd
agree."

'She wears the locket, m'lord, a shabby piece amongst all 'er jewels."

The seneschal studied Quinn's face for a moment, then nodded distantly. "Well, then. I suppose it's
time I paid her a visit."

Quinn nodded dumbly in return, almost unaware of the raindrops that had begun to spatter the
dockside planks.

"Thank you, Quinn. That will be all." As if in enthusiastic agreement, the rippling glow of heat lightning
undulated across the docks, punctuated a moment later by the rumble of distant thunder. The sailor
bowed hurriedly and turned, scurrying back to theCorona and his tiny, dark hole belowdecks.
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By the time he reached the gangplank and looked back, the figure had become part of the windy rain
and the darkness again.

HAGUEFORT, NAVARNE

In the other side of die world it was raining harshly. Night was coming, bringing with it the relentless
downpour that had been dogging Berthe's mood from the moment the storm had begun at dawn, though
early on it had taken the form of a mild but insistent shower. Every hour or so a wayfarer had pounded
on the scullery door, begging shelter and tracking rainwater and mud from the road over her newly
washed floor.

By nightfall she was livid, berating the last of the men with language so acid that the chamberlain
himself had rebuked her, reminding her of the re-centness of her hire and the strict standards of courtesy
die Lady Cymrian expected to be in place at Haguefort, the keep of rosy brown stone in which the royal
couple lived while the beautiful palace her husband was building for her nearby was being completed.

But the lady was away and had been for weeks, her absence evident in the ever-souring mood of her
husband. Lord Gwydion was passing die remaining fortnight before her return in all-night meetings with
his weary councilors, who privately expressed die hope that the next two weeks would come and go
rapidly, given his ugly state of mind. Berthe had never met her, never even seen her, but unlike the rest of
the palace staff, she did not pray for the lady's speedy return, the lord's bad mood notwithstanding. From
what Berthe had been able to discern in her ten days' tenure at Haguefort, the Lady Cymrian was an odd
duck given to some fairly strange ideas.

Now the vast kitchen was dark, die polished stones of the floor finally scrubbed clean, the firecoals
burning down to flickering ash. Upstairs in the meeting rooms on the other side of the main wing lights still
burned, and voices were occasionally raised in barely audible laughter or argument. Berthe leaned against
the hearth wall and sighed.

As if in blatant mockery, the door knocker sounded. "Be off wi' ya," the scullery woman scowled
through the latch. Silence reigned for a moment; then the knocker sounded again, louder this time.

'Go away!" Berthe roared back before her better sense took hold; she glanced around furtively,
fearing the return of the chamberlain. When she had ascertained that no one important, or likely to report
her to someone important, had overheard her, she lifted the bolt, cleared her throat, and opened the door
a crack.

Before her was nothing but the gloom of the dreary night. Seeing no one at the threshold, Berthe
started to close the door, a growl of annoyance emanating from the wrinkled folds at her throat.

A flash of lightning blazed, and in its momentary light a figure could be seen lowering the hood of a
cloak, the oudine of which she could barely make out, and had caught no sight of the moment before. A
crackle of electricity hummed over her skin as she peered out into the murkiness of the night Berthe had
to look closely through the sheeting rain to see even this shade of a person; had she not squinted into the
darkness at the same moment as the flash, it was unlikely she would have noticed anything at all. She

interposec herself in front of the figure that was preparing to step into her clean anc buttoned-down
kitchen.

"There's an inn down the road a piece," she growled into the rain. "Every one's to bed. The buttery's
closed down tight. I don't mean to keep the staff up all night."
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'Please let me in; it's very cold out here in the rain." The voice was that of a young woman, soft and a
little desperate, heavy with the weary tone of a tired traveler.

Berthe's annoyance was apparent in her answer, though she struggled to maintain the civility she had
heard the lady was insistent upon, even to peasants. "What do you want? It's the middle of the night. Be
off wi' you, now."

'T want to see the Lord Cymrian." The reply came as if from the darkness itself.

'Days of Pleas are next month," Berthe answered, beginning to close the door. "Come back then; the
lord and lady hear requests beginning at sunrise on the first day of the new moon."

"Wait," called the voice as the opening narrowed. "Please; if you'll just tell the lord I'm here, I think he
will want to see me."

Berthe spat in a puddle of dirty water forming near the scullery step. She had dealt with such women
before. Her former employer, Lord Dronsdale, had a veritable flock of them, assigned to different nights
of the week; they gathered outside the stable, waiting for the Lady Dronsdale to retire, then began
preening beneath the back window, each hoping to be selected by the lord, who signaled his interest
from the balcony. It had been her job to shoo away the girls not chosen on a given night, and an onerous
task it was. She had hoped not to have to repeat it here at Haguefort.

"Well, now, aren't we the cheeky wench?" she snapped, her recent training forgotten. "It's past
midnight, my girl, and you're here unannounced, on a day not in keeping with the law. Who are you that
the lord would want to see you at this hour?"

The voice was steady. "His wife."

Later Berthe realized that the clicking she heard following the words was the sound of her jaw
dropping open; it remained thus for much too long. She closed her mouth abruptly and pulled the heavy
door open wide, causing the metal hinges to scream in protest.

"M'lady, forgive me-I had no idea'twas you." Who would expect the Lady Cymrian, dressed in
peasant garb, unguarded, at the buttery door in the middle of the night ? she wondered, clutching
her icy stomach.

The darkness shifted, and the cloaked figure hurried inside. Once she was silhouetted against the
firelight, Berthe could see that the Lady Cymrian was no taller than she, and slight of frame. Her jaw
trembled as the young woman untied the hood of her cloak amid a cloud of mist that rose from the folds
of it, then pulled the garment from her shoulders.

First to emerge from the shadows of the plain blue-gray fabric was as fair a face as Berthe had ever
seen, crowned with golden hair the color of sunlight pulled back in a simple black ribbon. The expression
on that face was clearly one of displeasure, but the lady said nothing until she had carefully hung her
cloak, still surrounded with an aura of mist, on a peg over the fire grate, followed by a quiver of arrows
and a white longbow. Then she turned to Berthe.

When the lady's eyes, deep and green as emeralds in the shadows of the firelight, took in the scullery
maid's face, however, the look of annoyance faded into a serious aspect devoid of anger. She brushed
the rainwater from her brown linen trousers and turned back to the fire on the hearth, which leapt as if in
welcome, warming her hands.
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'My name is Rhapsody," she said simply, looking at the scullery maid from the corner of her eye. "I
don't believe we've met."

Berthe opened her mouth, but no sound came out. She swallowed and tried again.

'Berthe, m'lady; I'm new here in the kitchen. And I apologize most humbly—I had no idea'twas you at
the door."

The Lady Cymrian turned again, and folded her arms. "You didn't need to know it was me, Berthe;
any traveler who has come to this door is to be let in and welcomed." She saw terror come over the old
woman's wrinkled face, and her hand went unconsciously to the tangled gold locket around her neck.
She smoothed the chain and cleared her throat.

'l am sorry that this was not explained to you upon your hire," she said hurriedly, casting a glance in
the direction of the buttery's inner door. "And also for disturbing you so late in the evening. Welcome to
Haguefort. I hope you will like working here."

"Yes, mum," Berthe muttered nervously. "I'll go tell the chamberlain to alert the lord you're here."

The Lady Cymrian smiled, the firelight dancing off her locket. "No need of that," she said pleasantly.
"He already knows."

The buttery door banged open with a force that made Berthe jump. She leapt even farther away as
the maelstrom that was the Lord Cymrian rushed past her in a flurry of billowing garments and speed
born of long musculature, his odd red-gold hair catching the light of the roaring fire and glinting ominously.
Her hand went nervously to her throat, watching the man who was said to have the blood of dragons in
his veins sweep down upon the small lady, gathering her into his arms. Berthe would hardly have been
surprised to see him tear her limb from limb, or consume her, on the spot.

A moment later the buttery door opened rapidly again. Berthe leaned against the wall for support as
the chamberlain, Gerald Owen, and a number of the lord's royal visitors crowded in the opening, some of
them with weapons drawn.

Owen's wrinkled face relaxed upon seeing the lady in the arms of the lord. "Ah, m'lady, welcome
home," he said, pulling out a handkerchief and mopping his brow in the heat of exertion and the blazing

hearth fire. "We weren't expecting you for another fortnight."

The Lady Cymrian tried to extricate herself from the lord's embrace, managing to merely to raise her
head above his shoulder.

"Thank you, Gerald," she replied, the words partially muffled by the fabric of her husband's shirt. She
nodded in the general direction of the nobles crowding the buttery doorway. "Gentlemen." "M'lady,"

returned an awkward chorus of voices.

The lady whispered something into the lord's ear that made him chuckle, then patted him and slid out
of his arms. Lord Gwydion turned to his councilors.

"Thank you, gentlemen. Good night."

"No, no, please don't abbreviate your meeting because of me," the lady objected. "Actually I'd like to
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sit in; [ have a few matters of state I need to discuss with some of these good nobles." She looked back
up at the lord, who stood a head taller than she. "Are Melisande and Gwydion Navarne to bed?"

Lord Gwydion shook his head as the chamberlain crossed to the fireplace and took her cloak down
from its peg, still radiating its aura of mist. "Melly is, of course, but Gwydion is keeping council with us.
Has made many good suggestions, in fact."

The lady's smile grew brighter and she opened her arms as her husband's namesake, the tall, thin lad
who would one day be the Duke of Navarne, made his way through the convocation at the doorway and
came into her embrace. As they conferred quietly, the lord turned back to his councilors.

'Give us a few moments, please,”" he said. "We'll resume our conversations—briefly—at half the
hour." The nobles withdrew, closing the buttery door behind them.

Berthe eyed the chamberlain, gesturing nervously toward the back door to her chambers; Gerald
Owen nodded pointedly. The scullery woman bowed clumsily and made a hasty retreat to her room,
wondering if the Lady Drons-dale would consider taking her back.

T'he Lord Cymrian watched as Gerald Owen walked slowly over to his wife, who was unbelting her
scabbard without breaking her conversation with their ward. Owen had been the chamberlain of
Haguefort for many years, serving both Gwydion Navarne's father, Stephen, and Stephen's own father
before him. Even in his later years, his staunch loyalty and service to Stephen's children, and their
guardians, was unfailing. He carefully took Rhapsody's sword and cloak, and left the buttery without
causing so much as a pause in her conversation.

"Twenty center shots in the same round?" she was saying to Gwydion Navarne. "Excellent! ['ve
brought you more of those long Lirin arrows you liked from Tyrian; they've fletched them in your colors."

Gwydion's normally somber face was shining. "Thank you."

The Lord Cymrian tapped his wife on the shoulder, gesturing toward the door through which Gerald
Owen had left.

n

"I made a loan of my cloak of mist to you so that you might travel unseen by highwaymen and thieves,
he scowled with mock severity. "Not so that you could return without my notice."

"Trust me, my return will garner your notice later," she said teasingly. "But I really must speak to
Thrman Karsrick before he returns to Yarim; did I see him among the councilors in the doorway?"

"Yes."

'Good." She slipped her hand inside the crook of her husband's arm. "Now, let's go attend to affairs
of state—so that we can retire to our chambers and discuss the—er—state of affairs."

She walked arm-in-arm with both Gwydions through the towering hallways of Haguefort, past ancient
statuary and carefully preserved tapestries from the First Cymrian Age, Rhapsody found herself suddenly
battling a wave of conflicting emotions, some warm, some bitterly painful, all deeply held, none changed
in any way by the passage of time.

The loss she and Ashe, as her husband was known to his intimates, still felt at the death three years
ago of Lord Stephen, Gwydion Navarne's father and Ashe's dearest friend, was still acute. It was
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impossible to traverse the corridors of Haguefort, the keep that Stephen had lovingly restored and filled
with priceless artifacts, or tend to his historic exhibits in the Cymrian museum on the castle's grounds
without being overwhelmed with the memory of the young duke and the great joy he had held for life.
Each time she left Haguefort, she returned to find his son resembling him more.

The thought caught in her heart; Rhapsody blinked. Gwydion Navarne was staring down at her from
the first step of the grand staircase, offering her his hand on their way up to the keep's library, where
Ashe had been meeting with his councilors, looking for all the world like his father. Beside her Ashe
squeezed her hand; he understood. Rhapsody squeezed back, then took their

TILE FOUNDRY, YARIM PAAR, PROVINCE OF YARIM

Justas rivers flowed inevitably to the sea, in Yarim Paar all knowledge, public and hidden, all secrets,
made their way, sooner or later, to the ear of Esten.

And Slith knew it.

Whether the secret was uncovered in the bright, unyielding sun of Yarim Paar that baked the
red-brown clay of the crumbling northern city to steaming in summer, or in the dark, cool alleyways of
the Market of Thieves, the opulently decadent bazaar in which trade, both exotic and sinister, flourished
at all hours of the night and day, Esten would eventually hear of it.

It was as unavoidable as death.

And since death could come from standing in the way of such information, it was usually better to be
the bearer of the secret to Esten than the one who might be perceived as trying to hide it from her.

Though not always.

Slith glanced up nervously. The journeyman who was overseeing his work and that of the other
apprentices was stretching out in the shadows of the large, open kilns, seeking relief from the blasting
heat, paying the boys no mind. Bonnard was a corpulent man, a skilled ceramicist whose touch with tile
nippers and mosaic tesserae was unrivaled, but he was not much of an overseer. Slith exhaled, and
cautiously reached into the greenware jar on the lower shelf again.

What he had found was still there where he had seen it yesterday, wedged at an angle in the unfired
clay at the bottom of the urn.

Another backward glance reassured him that Bonnard's attention was otherwise engaged. With a
smooth movement, in the attempt to avoid the notice of the other lads stoking the dung fires and stirring
the slip, Slith plucked the clay container from the shelf and tucked it quickly under his arm, then made his
way out the back door of the tile foundry to the privies beyond.

Slith had long been accustomed to the stench of waste that slapped him each time he drew the rotten
burlap curtain open; he ducked inside and pulled it closed carefully. Then, with moist hands that trembled
slightly, he reached gingerly into the open mouth of the vessel again. With a firm tug he pulled out its
contents and held it up to the light of the rising moon that leaked in through the gaps in the privy curtain.

A blue-black gleam stung his eyes in the dark.
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With great care Slith turned the circular disk, thin as a butterfly's wing, to the side, catching the
moonlight that ran in ripples off its pristinely balanced rim. The outer edge was razor sharp—Slith had
shaved several layers of skin from the back of his hand the previous day when he reached, entirely by
accident, into the greenware jar while moving the older urns waiting to be fired from the dusty storage
room to the kiln area.

He would probably have limited his curiosity to the curse he had muttered under his breath and
assumed that the odd metal disk was an unfamiliar scraping tool of some sort, except for the dark, tacky
shadow that marred its surface. Slith's hand shook as he turned the disk over.

It was still there.
The shadow of blood, long dried.

A memory flooded Slith's mind. Three years before, he and the other first-year apprentices had been
jostled awake in the dead of night by bells ringing frantically deep within the foundry. He and his fellow
novices in the art of tilemaking had crept out to see what the emergency was, only to be shoved roughly
aside by the journeymen hurrying to respond to the alarm. What they all had found when they came into
the kiln areas had kept him awake every night for months afterward.

The huge vats of boiling slip had been upended from their fires, spilling a sea of hot, molten earth in
lumpy waves throughout the vast foundry. Three of the apprentices who had been working the late shift
tending the slip and kiln fires had vanished, though one was later located, under a hill of cooling slip,
drowned in the wet clay. The bodies of the other two, Omet, a bald-pated fifth-year apprentice whom
Slith had liked, and Vincane, a brutish boy with a penchant for cruel pranks, were never found. A dozen
or so journeymen were also missing.

But, worst by far, the alcove that led down to the tunnel where the slave boys were clandestinely
digging had filled with boiling slip and somehow been fired, baking it to an impenetrable ceramic wall.

The night of the calamity was only the second time in his life that Slith had laid eyes on Esten, the
foundry's owner and Mistress of the Raven's Guild, the trade association of ceramicists, tilemakers,
glassblowers, and other artisans that was the cover for the most brutal and nefarious ring of thieves in the
Market.

The first time had been the day he had been apprenticed to her in the tile foundry. Even though her
face was darkly beautiful, her physical form slight, and her smile glittering, there was such menace, such
inherentthreat in her aspect, in the way she moved through the air, that Slith, then nine years of age, had
begun quaking uncontrollably when he was brought into her pres ence. Esten had looked him up and
down like a hog she was considering purchasing, then nodded and waved a dismissive hand. He was
bound over, the papers signed, his life no longer his own, if it ever really had been. From that moment on,
there had been no real abatement to the fear that was born in him that night.

But it was able to grow.

The night of the accident he had seen Esten for the second time. The cool, detached demeanor he had
observed on the day he was bound over in her service was gone, replaced by an anger so complete that
it seemed to call thunder from the sky above. Slith tried to put the image out of his mind of Esten stalking
purposefully around the mounds of cooling slip, breaking suddenly into sharp, lunging movements, kicking
the dim firecoals, slamming the open doors of the cold kilns shut, pulling over shelves of bisque pots and
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racks of fired tiles in explosions of black rage. The remaining journeymen winced at her cobra-like
eruptions of fury, but grew even more agitated as that fury cooled to a seething, contemplative
concentration.

Finally, after staring at the disaster for more than an hour, still as death, Esten turned around and
leveled a chilling gaze at the assembled men and boys.

"This was not an accident," she said softly, with a deliberateness that froze Slith's spine. The faces of
the journeymen, lit only by the dying embers of the slip fires, went paler at her words.

It was unnecessary for her to add the thought that followed.

Yet three years later, as far as Slith knew, there had been no clues found, no answers to the riddle of
that night.

Life in the tile foundry was even more restricted now than it had been before. Prior to the accident,
everyone was on alert because of the highly sensitive nature of the operations taking place in the tunnels
below the foundry. Now the pressure came from the unresolved question of who had been suicidal
enough to dare to disrupt Esten's secretive digging, would be reckless enough to destroy something so
important to her. Whether the answer would eventually point to a clever and powerful adversary, or an
extremely lucky fool, mattered little.

Because, inevitably, like rivers to the sea, all secrets made their way, sooner or later, to the ear of
Esten.

And Slith had just found one.

THE CAULDRON, YLORC

fire on the mammoth hearth in the council chamber behind the throne room crackled and blazed with
smoldering anger, neatly matching the mood of the Firbolg king.

Achmed the Snake, the Glowering Eye, the Earth Swallower, the Merciless, and owner of a host of
other fear-invoking titles bestowed upon him in both honor and fear by his Bolg subjects, leaned forward
in his heavy wooden chair and tossed a handful of broken shards of glass into the fire's maw, muttering
ugly Bolgish curses under his breath. The long fingers of his thin hands interlaced in a viselike lock,
coming to rest against the lower half of his face, veiled, as always, in black cloth, as his mismatched eyes,
one light, one dark, stared in savage silence into the fire.

Omet ran a hand absently over his beard and leaned back against the wall, but said nothing. He had
always been given to judicious observation, rather than helpful interjection, and had learned almost from
the moment he came to live in Ylorc three years ago that when the king had finished aligning the
innumerable thoughts, images, plans, counterplans, and impressions that his vibrationally sensitive
physiology was routinely bombarded with, he would speak.

Any disturbance to the sorting process was generally not appreciated.

Unlike his fellow artisans, many of them Bolg, Omet was comfortable with silence. After many long
minutes of watching them shift uncomfortably from foot to foot, or sweat nervously in the presence of the
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Bolg king, he stretched, then leaned forward and picked up the last remaining shard from among the glass
splinters on the floor, ran it in between his forefinger and thumb, then held it up to the firelight himself.

The king is right, he thought.Too thick .

When the king finally lowered his folded hands from where they rested against his upper lip to beneath
his chin, Omet stood up noticeably. He had become quite good at recognizing the subtle signs that
signaled changes in the Bolg monarch's mood, and he tried to pass them along discreetly to his fellows.
He cleared his throat slightly.

"Too much feldspar," Omet said.

The Bolg king blinked but didn't say anything.

Shaene, a big, brawny ceramicist from Canderre, leaned forward, picking fretfully at his leather apron.

'Gold smalti?" he asked apprehensively.

The Bolg king's head did not move, but the mismatched eyes shifted to Omet. Omet shook his head.

Shaene snorted impatiently. "Vitreous glass then. What do you say, Sandy?"

Omet exhaled deeply. "Not strong enough."

'Peh!" Shaene growled, tossing his acid-stained leather glove down on the enormous table. The
muscles of King Achmed's back tensed.

The room went suddenly still.

Rhur, a Firbolg mason, the only other man in the room besides Omet whose brow was still dry, met
his glance. "What then?" he said, his voice marred by the harsh whistle that characterized the language of
his people.

Omet's dark eyes went from Shaene to Rhur, then finally to the Firbolg king.

"We can no longer experiment like this," he said simply. "We need a stained-glass artisan. A sealed
master."

King Achmed kept his back to the ceramicist long enough for Omet to count ten beats of his own
heart. Then, without a word, he rose from his chair and left the room, making not even a whisper of
sound, or disturbing a current of air in his passing.

When Omet guessed that the Firbolg king was well out of earshot, he turned to Shaene.

'Master Shaene, my family was originally from Canderre, so our mothers may have been friends in
childhood," he said evenly, using the tone in which a lad of not-yet-eighteen summers could address an
older man without requiring confrontation. "In honor of that possible friendship, perhaps you could refrain
from striking the flint of the king's patience with the steel of your foolhardiness when I am the one
standing closest to him." he traversed the dark hallways hollowed into the mountain, soon to be
brightened by torchlight, Achmed suddenly felt the need for air.
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Following the main causeway of the Cauldron, his seat of power within the mountains, past clusters of
Bolg soldiers and workers who nodded deferentially as he passed, he stopped long enough to step into
one of the viewing stands that looked out over the cavernous capital city of Canrif, now in its fourth year
of renovation.

A warm updraft carrying a cacophony of noise and vibration from the rebuilding that was taking place
below slapped against his hands and forehead, and swept over his eyes, the only places on his body not
shielded by veiling. His skin-web, the network of sensitive veins and exposed nerve endings bequeathed
to him by his mother's Dhracian blood, could feel the disturbance anyway, even swathed as it was in
cloth, muted. It was an irritation, a constant stream of stimulation that the Bolg king had learned to live
with a lifetime before.

When he had first come to this place, four years ago, the vast cavern below his feet and towering
above his head was the sepulcher of a dead city, silently rotting in the stale air long trapped within the
mountain. Within its broken hallways, along its desolate streets roved clans of Firbolg, demi-humans who
had overrun Canrif at the end of the Cymrian War and now walked its crumbling tunnels, oblivious of the
glory that had once been.

A thousand years before it had been a masterpiece of architecture and a paean to ingenuity, carved
into the belly of the Teeth by the design and sheer will of Gwylliam the Visionary, the only other man ever
to claim the title of king within this forbidding range of jagged mountains.

It was well on its way to becoming that masterpiece again. Four years of focused attention from
thousands of Firbolg workers, as well as the costly and limited guidance of expert artisans from outside
Ylorc, as the Bolg called this land, had reclaimed almost half of the city, restoring it to the model of art
and efficiency it once had been. The ancient culture that had built the place, naming it Canrif, might not
have understood the priorities die Bolg king had employed in the restoration; though Gwylliam would
have agreed with Achmed's emphasis on reinforcing the defenses and infrastructure, he might have found
the king's penchant for adding tusks and odier Firbolg features to ancient Cymrian statues more than a bit

perplexing.

The tumult below him dimmed slighdy; Achmed looked down to see a section of die massive city
below the viewing stand motionless in the midst of all the movement. The workers who were hauling
loads of stone, tiling roofs, laying bricks, and a thousand other tasks in the reconstruction of Canrif stood
stock-still, staring up at him from below. The paralysis was spreading in waves as more and more of die
Bolg saw him up in die reviewing stand, halting in their tracks.

Quickly he withdrew from the stand and hurried down the corridor, feeling the waves of motion
resume a moment later, dissipating in long ripples of vibration.

A cleaner wind caught his nostrils as he neared the opening of the tunnel. As he stepped out onto the
rocky ledge, the cool air of the open world whisked around him, tugging at the edges of his veils and
robes, carrying widi it different vibrational patterns, scents of campfires burning, sounds of distant troop
movement in the canyon beyond.

Achmed walked to the end of the ledge and stared down. A thousand feet below in the dry river
canyon the watch was changing, the troops doubling with the coming of night. Torchfires flickered in thin
streams of light, twisting on the canyon floor like fiery serpents as the lines of soldiers ran their evening
drills. He could hear snippets of the cadence being called when the wind favored it.
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Satisfied, he turned his gaze skyward. The firmament holding the heavens in place had blackened
patchily, widi blue clouds smudging die panorama of stars that winked in the night wind.

He stared beyond the darkened rim where the canyon turned southeast; then he took down die veil
and closed his eyes, letting the wind rush freely over his face and neck, brisding against the veins of his
skin-web. He opened his mouth, and let the breeze fill it.

In his mind he sought a heartbeat, a distant thythm on the wind. It was his blood-gift to be able to
match his own to those ancient rhythms born in die same land as he had been born, die lost Island of
Serendair, silent beneath the waves of the sea a thousand years again by half. A gift now shared only with
a few thousand other living souls, all ancient beyond years, caught at whatever age they had been when
they left the Island, frozen forever in time.

He quickly caught the heartbeat he was seeking, felt his pulse slow slighdy and beat in the great,

voluminous tympani of his oldest friend. Achmed exhaled; the nighdy ritual brought him something akin to
relief.

Grunthor lives, he thought, satisfied as always.Good .

He turned and sought another rhythm on the wind, a lighter, quicker one, more difficult to find, yet still
unconsciously familiar. He knew it as well as his own; he was bound to its owner, bound by history, by
friendship, by prophecy, by oath.

By Time.

He caught diis one quickly as well, far away, past the Teeth and the seemingly endless Krevensfield
Plain that lay beyond, over the rolling hills of Roland, almost to the sea. It was there, flickering in the
distance, like a comforting song, the ticking of a clock, the ripples in a stream.

Achmed exhaled again.Good night, Rhapsody , he thought.

He sensed Omet's presence even before his polite cough sounded, and waited until the tile artisan had
come up to his side, continuing to stare down into the canyon.

Omet stared down into it as well.

'Quiet night," he observed.

Achmed nodded. "Are the last deliveries in yet?"

'Yes." Omet handed the king a leather pouch, then shook his head as the wind caught his hair,
blowing it into his eyes. It had finally gained the length to do so again, after he had shaved it off while
apprenticed to the tile ovens of Yarim, and their dark mistress. The thought made him shudder involuntar
ily. He stood quietly as the Bolg king leafed through the messages from the aviary. Achmed's system of

messenger birds was as reliable as the rising and setting of the sun.

"Nothing from Canderre yet," the king said, turning the small slips of vellum over one by one, holding
on to one in particular.

Omet nodded. "Francis Pratt, their ambassador, has been in ill health, I hear."
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'From Shaene?"
Omet chuckled. "Yes."

"Then Prarfs probably in a brothel bedding half of Canderre. Shaene is more consistently wrong than
any form of life I have ever encountered." He kicked a pebble into the canyon, knowing he would never
hear its impact. "Pratt's probably had trouble finding an artisan in the western provinces."

'Probably." The word came out lightly, but the night wind caught it and held on to it, adding weight,
leaving it hanging in the air above the ledge.

The Bolg king turned the remaining piece of paper over in his hand. "If Pratt can't find us one in
Canderre who can be trusted, perhaps there is one in Sorbold. Or we can send across the sea for one
from Manosse."

Omet let his breath out as lightly as he could. "We could take our chances in Yarim. The best are
there."

Finally the Bolg king turned, leveling his mismatched gaze at Omet, and smiled slightly.

'Well, it's interesting you should mention Yarim," he said, "because there is a message here from
Rhapsody. She wants Grunthor, you, and me to meet her there two fortnights from today." He chuckled
at the look of shock on the young man's face.

Tl be happy to stay behind and look after the works while you and the Sergeant are gone," he said
hastily when he recovered the use of his tongue.

T thought you might see it that way," Achmed said. "So if you'd rather, you can stay here with Rhur
and the Bolg artisans, and that idiot Shaene, listening to him call you Sandy."

Omet sighed. "I can endure that, I suppose. Better than the alternative."

Achmed nodded. "If you say so. Me, [ would take any chance I could to spare myself from Shaene."
He pulled the veiling back over his lower face, made one more check of the mountain walls, the canyon,
and the Blasted Heath beyond, then turned and strode back down the causeway into the depths of the
Cauldron again.

On his way to his bedchamber, he stopped in the smithy, where Gwylliam's ancient forges, refitted
now with his own accoutrements, blazed through the night, turning out steel for weapons and tools, armor
and architecture. Three thousand Bolg toiled through each shift in the blinding light and heat, adding to the
strength of the mountain with every pull of the bellows, every clang of the hammer.

The Bolg Master of the Forge nodded to him, as he did every night at this time while Grunthor was
away. The Firbolg king completed the Sergeant-Major's tasks quickly, checking to make certain the cull
pile was not being pilfered, the smiths were not using excessive amounts of iron ore in the mix as they had
a few seasons back, and that the balance of thesvarda ,' the circular, triple-bladed throwing knives that
the Bolg exported to Roland, was being attended to.

Finally, assured that the smithy was functioning properly, he bade the forge-master good night and
headed for his chambers, stopping to finger the newly minted supply of disks for his cwellan, the primary
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weapon he used. It was of his own design, similar to an asymmetrical crossbow, curved to employ
greater recoil on the spring. Instead of firing bolts, however, it made use of thin metal disks as the
ammunition, razor-sharp, three at a time, staggered, each disk forcing the previous one deeper into the
wound made by the first.

He held one up for a moment to the blazing light of the forge fires burning below, smelting steel into
fiery near-liquid to be beaten into an endless number of shapes. The fireshadows danced across the
cwellan disk, sending waves of rippling light over the blue-black rysin-steel surface.

Suddenly weary, the Firbolg king hastened to bed.
I

JIERNA TAL, THE PLACE OF WEIGHT,
SORBOLD

C.'he realm of Sorbold was a place of relentless sun. Mountainous and arid, it stretched like the
fingers of a grasping hand southward from the rim of the Manteids, the mountain range known more
commonly as the Teeth, arthritic phalanges of spiny hills reaching across the barren desert and into the
rocky steppes of the Lower Continent, to the ghostly inland seacoast, where the skeletons of ships lost
centuries before still littered the black sand, shrouded in mist coming off the warm sea.

In winter the icy winds swept across the land, scattering crystals of snow, howling through the bleak
dunes, shifting the desolate landscape like a child playing in a box of dirt. At night those winds carried
sprays of golden sand aloft into the sky, where they drifted for a moment among the stars, mirroring the
silent streaks of blazing light above, shooting stars that fell into the edges of endless blackness
encompassing the vast, echoing desert.

In spite of the harsh reality of the land, the occasional sense that the Creator had forsaken the place
and its people, Sorbold was a realm of deep magic.

The harsh climate did not engender a hospitable nature in the people of this rocky land. Sorbolds
were known for the shortness of their attention, of their tempers, of their alliances. The only thing that
seemed to be long in the national personality was memory. Sorbold held its history tightly; every battle
loss, every betrayal, every perceived injustice counted and recounted silently but consistently as the years
turned into centuries and eventually millennia. Ages and dynasties came and went with the shifting sands
of the desert, but the memories remained, hidden, brooding, deep within the vaults of Time.

For three-quarters of a century Sorbold had been under the rule of Her Serenity, Leitha, the Dowager
Empress, a humorless woman whose cold attitude stood in marked contrast to the climate of the realm
she held locked in her tiny but iron grip. The empress was short of stature but long of will. When she was
coronated she was almost a perfect globe in shape; as the years of her reign passed she desiccated
slowly, like a drying apple, as if the heat of Sorbold were sucking the water, fat, and muscle tissue bit by
bit from her body, leaving her withered, hard, and leathery well into old age. The process made her
stronger, like steel that was tempered in fire, or leather cured in smoke. For all that the bordering nations
of the continent had quiedy distrusted her father, the Fourth Emperor of the Dark Earth, they openly
feared his daughter, who seemed bound and determined to live forever, and was doing a fair job of
accomplishing that goal.

The bravest of her subjects and adversaries on occasion referred to the empress (well out of her
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earshot, of course) as the Gray Assassin, after a poisonous spider commonly found in dark, cool hiding
places in the mountainous clime. Like the arachnid, the empress was rumored to have mated only once.
Her consort, a pasty-faced noble from the Hintervold, was found the morning after their wedding, his
rigid body carefully dressed and lying on top of the neatly folded sheets in the royal bedchamber, a
hideous grimace sealed forever into his features by the richtus of death, while the empress was out for her
morning ride.

The momentary union produced the empress's only progeny, the Crown Prince Vyshla. The Crown
Prince favored his father; his skin was sallow and pale, even in a clime that produced swarthy
complexions in everyone else who lived there; his hands and body were soft as a woman's, some soldiers
of the Columns were known to have joked once, though in doing so they learned quickly that the
mountains, and even the desert sand, had ears. Their eyeless remains, dried and mummified by the harsh
winds and waterless air, swung for more than a year from a parapet outside the palace of Jierna Tal
before the prince was finally prevailed upon to have them removed so that they did not clash with the
street decorations celebrating the rites of spring.

It was not the prince, however, who was responsible for the grisly ornaments, but his mother.

The Crown Prince had remained unmarried all his life. At first it had been rumored by those outside
his realm that the reason was his deeply held standards, set too high for any mortal woman to reach. As
the years passed, however, other reasons were proffered when the topic came up over tankards of ale
around inn hearth fires or in sewing circles.

Perhaps it was the prince's own noxious personality that kept him from winning a bride; he was said
to be fussy and high-strung, easily offended and given to spates of impotent smoldering. In addition, other
types of impotence were widely rumored. But, for all that Vyshla was, without question, annoying and
childlike, he certainly was not the first ruler of a powerful nation to be devoid of a pleasant personality.
That lack of personal charisma had never been a barrier to a royal marriage before; on the contrary, it
had been more or less proven that the most attractive appendage in a royal man was the scepter he held
in his hand by divine right, not anything more centrally attached to his body.

As time went on, the gossip shifted. Crown Prince Vyshla's lack of betrothal, marriage, and progeny,
it was now believed, had been engineered entirely by the Dowager Empress. Jealous and avaricious, the
woman who had ruled Sor-bold for more than seventy-five years had broken the aggressions of her
enemies, held armies at bay, and elevated a dry, resourceless land into a realm of tremendous power and
influence by the mere force of her will and vision. Quite simply, the stories said, she was not willing to
entertain the possibility that an heir was necessary, because she was never planning to leave the throne.
One of the more exaggerated tales claimed that she had wind-dried the unfortunate soldiers who joked at
her son's expense as an experiment to see how better to preserve herself post mortem, so that she might
continue to rule without interruption after her death.

For all the iron-clad avarice of the self-serving dowager, and the finicky, spoiled behavior of the
pampered prince, however, there had been one moment in recent history that showed that the Empress
of the Dark Earth and her son were levelheaded monarchs, reasonable in their policies of international
relations, acting in the best interests of Sorbold.

They had more or less willingly agreed to, and ultimately signed, treaties of trade and nonaggression
with the new Cymrian Alliance.

Initially the elderly queen and her son worried when the benison of Sorbold, the foremost clergyman
in their land and the dowager's personal confessor, had returned from Sepulvarta, the independent
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city-state that was the capital seat of the religion of the realm, with news of the alliance between the
central human nation of Roland to their north, the forested Lirin realm to their west, and Ylorc, the savage
kingdom of Firbolg monsters across the mountainous barricade to the east.

The new queen of the Lirin, a half-human woman named Rhapsody whom Vyshla had haltheartedly
sued for the hand of, and Gwydion of Manosse, the Heir Presumptive of the Cymrian line that had ruled
Roland, Ylorc, and Sorbold itself for a time a thousand years before, had been selected by a council of
the surviving Cymrians and their descendants to reign over a loose alliance of the realms of the central
continent, while each kingdom retained its sovereignty. The empress was able to see the value in being
perceived from the outset as a friendly independent nation, rather than have the alliance of men, Lirin, and
Bolg test their mettle as a possible conquest later on.

The Dowager Empress had a remarkable gift for looking forward. Her visionary glance saw down the
road into a future where cooperation from the outset would yield protection in later days.

As with most visionaries, what her eyes couldn't see was the shadow that loomed behind her.

'x!,'he three-quarter moon rose heavily over the streets of Jierna'sid, the capital seat of Sorbold,
glowing sparingly on the sand that blasted the formal gardens and well-kept roadways, a constant
reminder of the endless desert that flanked the city on two sides. The wind seemed to laugh in time at the
moon, teasingly blowing wisps of clouds in front of the pale sky-lantern, shrieking fitfully over the sleeping
city.Try to tame me , the wind seemed to taunt./ dare you .

That moon, in answer, doused the central object of the city with a particular shine.

Towering above the palace of Jierna Tal, the Place of Weight, stood the holiest artifact in the land. It
was a gigantic set of ancient scales, the wooden column and beam planed smooth by artisans of the old
Cymrian empire a thousand or more years before, the ancient metal pans even older, trays of gleaming
gold carried across the ocean on ships fleeing the destruction of the place they had been smithed,
burnished by the relentless sand and wind.

The last time those mammoth scales had been used to weigh a decision of heavy import had been
three years prior, when the Patriarch in Sepulvarta died. The Patriarch had decreed in his final moments
that, rather than naming his own successor, he wished to allow the Scales to select one. The benisons of
the religion, those clergyman directly beneath the Patriarch in power and influence, had gathered in Jierna
Tal for the Weighing, a long-revered rite in which the ancient Scales passed judgment on a candidate's
worthiness. Historically the Scales had at one time made determinations on many different kinds of
offices, as well as the innocence or guilt of accused criminals, and whether treaties were balanced and
fair, but in recent memory their wisdom was only consulted on matters of state or great import. The
selection and investiture of a new Patriarch was deemed a worthy cause for consulting the Scales.

The Ring of Wisdom of the Patriarchy had been placed, amid solemn ceremony, into the tray that
aligned with the west wind,Leuk , the wind of justice, to serve as the weight. One by one, each of the
benisons had stepped onto the eastern tray.

One by one the Scales had tilted crazily and the eastern tray upended, finding the candidate unworthy,
and depositing him unceremoniously onto his hindquarters at the base of the enormous scaffold amid
roars of amusement from the immense crowd that had gathered to watch the selection. The youngest of
the four benisons, Ian Steward, had bravely volunteered to go first. He landed with a resounding splat,
his body splayed out in such an unflattering manner that the eldest benison, Colin Abernathy, had decided
to forgo the process and pass up a chance at the Patriarchy altogether.
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Finally, when each of the existing benisons had been deemed unworthy of the Ring and the Patriarchy
by the Scales, another man had stepped forward. He was tall and broad of shoulder, despite being
advanced of years, his white-blond beard and hair curling in streaks of gray. He had stepped onto the
scale tray as if it were something he had done many times before, and stood, as if listening to a voice in
the clouds, as the enormous arm and chains of the Scales raised him on high, over the heads of the
now-silent crowd, then balanced the trays.

As the stunned crowd recovered from its shock and roared assent, the man quietly spoke but one
word, his name.

Constantin.

The noise from the crowd dimmed for a moment. The name was renowned in Sorbold, shared with a
famous gladiator in the western city-state of Jakar, a cool and bloodthirsty arena killer who had
disappeared from the gladiatorial complex some months before. The thought that this elderly holy man,
soon to be anointed and invested with the powers to become the most potent healer in the land, had the
same name as the gladiator was such a great irony as to invoke a sea of rippling laughter across the city
square that rattled the bell towers of Jierna Tal.

Later that day, long after the decision of the Scales had been officially inscribed in the holy tomes of
Sepulvarta, many hours after the crowds in the square had dispersed, the new Patriarch could still be
seen, standing at the foot of the Scales, staring up at the holy instrumentality, a look of reverent
amazement etched into the lines of his face.

+Jn the light of the waxing moon a man again stood, a different man, gazing at the Scales, a look of
similar awe molding his heavy facial features into an aspect of reverence. His swarthy hands were at his
sides, awash in the silver illumination, fingering something smooth as he watched the magnificent
instrumentality of justice gleam in the intermittent brightness.

The last watch of the night had changed while he stood in the shadows of the palace of Jierna Tal. The
soldiers of the Second Steppe Column, sweating beneath their helmets of cured leather banded in steel
and wrapped in linen, passed by within a few strides of him as if he were not there. Now the street was
silent, the lights in the palace dimming, then winking out into blackness.

He exhaled, then took a deep breath of the hot summer air, dry, rich with portent, letting it fill his
lungs.

Then he slowly mounted the steps leading to the titanic Scales.
The inconstant moonlight gleamed off the golden trays, large enough to hold a two-ox cart and more.

He stared contemplatively at the center of the pan, at the fine lines long ingrained in the metal, the surface
marred by time and weather, shining with their own radiance. This had been the birthplace of many new

beginnings.
His left hand opened.
In it was a weight shaped like a throne.

The carving on the weight was in and of itself worthy of appreciation; the tiny throne was rendered,
curve for curve, angle for angle, engraving for engraving, in the likeness of the throne of Sorbold, down to
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the image of the sword and sun that decorated the ancient seat of power now occupied by the Dowager
Empress.

But more of notice was the material that comprised the weight. It was cool to the touch, even in the
heat of the desert night, its rockflesh striated in colors of green and purple, brown and vermilion.

It hummed with life.

Carefully the man set the throne weight into the western tray. He then walked deliberately around the
massive machine and stood in front of the eastern tray. He opened his right hand.

The fleeting moonlight had vanished; at first, darkness cloaked the item in his hand. After a moment,
as though curious, it returned, shining on the irregular oval, violet in color, though when the light touched
the surface it seemed to shimmer radiantly like the flames of a thousand tiny candles. In its
smooth-weathered surface a rune was carved in the tongue of an island long settled beneath the rolling
waves of the sea.

It was a scale of a different kind.

With consummate care he placed it in the empty tray, marveling at the waves of violet light that rolled
to its edges like ripples of a pebble thrown in smooth water.

The man's dagger, worn a moment before at his side, glinted in the dark.

He rolled up the sleeve of hishelaque and drew a quick, thin line, black in the darkness, across the
back of his wrist, then bent down and held his bleeding hand above the tray.

Seven drops of blood dripped onto the scale, each one meticulously counted.

Then the man stood up, ignoring the oozing of the blood into the sleeve of his garment, watching the
Scales intently.

Slowly the enormous plates shifted, skittering across the stones of the square slightly.

Then the plate bearing the bloody scale was raised aloft, the light of the moon flashing off the golden
tray as it moved.

The Scales balanced.

The piece of Living Stone carved in the shape of the throne of Sorbold ignited and burned to ash in a
puff of crackling smoke.

The man at the foot of the Scales stood stock-still for a moment, then threw back his head and raised
his arms in triumph to the moon overhead.

He did not cast a shadow.

Inthe opulent darkness of his bedchamber, the Crown Prince was thrashing about in the clutches of
disturbing dreams. He began to sweat, struggling to breathe.
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YLORC,'SORBOLD BORDER AT KRIIS DAR

(J)ergeant-Major Grunthor had been somber all night.

The entire ride home to the Cauldron he did not speak a word, did not allow his eyes to move from
the ground in front of him. He just spurred his horse to as consistent a canter as he could maintain,
rushing to get back to the Firbolg seat of power.

He had actually been quite cheerful earlier when riding the enfilade line, shouting playful obscenities in
the Bolgish tongue at the guards on the Sorbold side of the border, grinning widely and waving to the
stern-faced sentries, trying to crack their resolve while appearing as nonthreatening as seven and a half
feet of green-skinned, tusked musculature can appear. It was his favorite way to end a border check.

'Hie! Sweet'eart! My 'orse 'ere wants a word with you! She thinks ya might be the jackass who
fathered the mule she popped t'other night!" The light from the border fires illuminated his broad face,

causing his impeccably kept teeth and tusks to mirror the waxing moon overhead.

The Sorbolds, strictly trained not to respond unless attacked, continued to stare due east into the
lands of Ylorc, steadfastly holding their watch.

The giant Sergeant-Major tugged at the reins, guiding the heavy war horse to retrace its steps, then
stood in the stirrups, balancing perfectly against the skill of his mount.

'Speakin' o' fathers, did ya know I coulda beenyour dad, but the dog beat me up the stairs?"

Not so much as one Sorbold eyelash fluttered. The Bolg line of guard under his command snickered
intermittently.

A wicked gleam appeared in the Sergeant's eye as a new taunt occurred to him. He reined Rockslide,
his war mare, to a stop and began to dismount, still shouting taunts at the border guards.

"Why are you all so sore-balled, anyway? What, 'ave you been knobbing the sagebrush or—
As his foot touched the earth Grunthor stopped.

His skin, generally the color of old bruises, went pale enough to be noticed by his men, even in the
dim light of the fires.

He bent quickly and placed his hands on the ground, struggling to maintain consciousness over the din
in his ears; the internal noise rocked him, made him weak, threatening to bowl him over in pain and
despair.

The earth beneath his hands and knees was wailing in terror.

For each age is a dream that is dying, Or one that is coming to birth.

HAGUEFORT
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The members of Lord Gwydion's advisory council had reconvened in Haguefort's richly appointed
library and were grouped in pairs and triads in various parts of the voluminous room, examining papers or
talking quietly among themselves. To a one they rose from their seats and fell into a pleasant, welcoming
silence as the lord and lady entered.

First to greet the returning lady was Tristan Steward, the Prince of Bethany, the most powerful of the
provinces of Roland. He had been hovering near the doorway by himself, away from the other
councilors, and stepped quickly into Rhapsody's path, bowing politely over the ring on her left hand.

'Welcome home, m'lady," he said in a thick voice, oiled with the fine brandy of Haguefort's cellars.
The light from the library's lanterns pooled in his auburn curls, making them gleam darkly in red-gold hues
similar to those in Ashe's hair, though not with the same odd, metallic sheen that the Lord Cymrian's
dragon heritage bequeathed him.

Rhapsody kissed the prince on cheek as he stood erect again. "Hello, Tristan," she said pleasantly,
extricating her hand from his grasp. "I trust Lady Madeleine and young Malcolm are well?"

Tristan Steward's eyes, green-blue in the tradition of the Cymrian royal line, blinked as they looked
down at her.

"Yes, quite well, thank you, m'lady," he said solemnly after a moment. "Madeleine will be honored to
know you asked after her."

"Young master Malcolm must be getting ready to take his first steps," Rhapsody said as she continued
into the library, her hand resting on Ashe's forearm.

'Any day now. How kind of m'lady to remember."

'T remember every child at whose naming ceremony I have sung. Good evening, Martin," Rhapsody
greeted Ivenstrand, the Duke of Avonderre, who smiled and bowed deferentially; she nodded to each of
the other councilors and slipped hurriedly into an empty seat at the long table of polished wood where
Ashe and his advisors had been meeting. The dukes of Roland and the ambassadors from Manosse and
Gaematria, the Isle of the Sea Mages, all member nations of the Cymrian Alliance, took their seats as
well, following the lead of the Lord Cymrian.

T can see you've been keeping these good councilors far too long and far too late into the night in my
absence," Rhapsody said to her husband as she gingerly moved aside a half-eaten turkey leg that lay oh a
plate amid crumpled sheets of parchment and empty cordial glasses on the table before her, eyeing the
refuse that was clumped in piles around the rest of the table and other parts of the library.

Ashe rolled his eyes and sighed dramatically. "Revisions to the Orlandan tariff structure," he said with
mock angst.

'Ah. Well, that explains it." She turned to young Gwydion Navarne, seated to her left. "Where were
you in your discussions when I interrupted, Gwydion?"

"The impasse seems to have occurred in the discussion of the exemption that the province of Yarim
has requested on foodstuffs, owing to the drought conditions of the last two growing seasons," the young

man said.

'Indeed," Ashe agreed. "Canderre, Avonderre, and Bethany oppose the waiver of such tariffs, while
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Bethe Corbair agrees."

'Bethe Corbair shares a border with Yarim, and does not have the cost of transportation of goods
that Avonderre has," protested Martin Ivenstrand, whose coastal province was the most distant from
Yarim.

"Nor do [ remember Yarim agreeing to reduce tarifts on their opals or their salt in the past when
restrictions on sea trade threatenedour revenues," said Cedric Canderre, the older man who was the
duke of the province that bore his name, known for its production of luxury goods, fine wines, and rich
delicacies. "I am unclear as to why this drought is any different than the obstacles Canderre or the other
provinces of Roland have faced."

'Because this drought isbeggaring my province, you imbecile," growled IThrman Karsrick, the Duke of
Yarim. "Those so-called obstacles did not make even a nail's worth of a dent in your fat treasury, and
you know it. Yarim, on the other hand, is facing mass starvation."

Rhapsody leaned back in her chair and looked to Tristan Steward. "And what is Bethany's position,
Tristan?"

'We are certainly sympathetic to Yarim's plight," said the prince smoothly. "As such, we are more than
willing to extend them generous extensions on their tariff payments."

Amusement sparkled in Rhapsody's green eyes, but her face and voice remained passive. "How kind
of you."

The mild look on Tristan Steward's face hardened a little. "More than that, m'lady, Bethany is
concerned that this matter was brought up for discussion at the level of the Cymrian Alliance at all," he
said, a terse note entering his otherwise warm voice. "Hithertofore each province of Roland has always
had the right to set its own tariff rates, as it deemed fit, without interference from any—er, higher
authority." His eyes met Ashe's. "At the Council that named you Cymrian lord and lady, we had been
assured that the sovereignty of the realms within the Alliance would be respected."

"Yes, that assurance was given, and it has not changed," said Rhapsody quickly, noting the darkening
of her husband's expression. She turned again to the young man who would soon take a place at this
table as the Duke of Navarne. "What is your opinion of this, Gwydion?"

Gwydion Navarne shifted in his chair, then sat forward.

'l believe that, while the sovereignty of provincial tariff rights is important to observe, there are some
things that transcend tariff," he said simply, his young voice husky with change, "emergency foodstufts
being one of those things. Why should those of us blessed with more fertile lands and plentiful food profit
excessively from the suffering of a fellow Orlandan province, rather than going to its aid in a time of
need?"

The Lord Cymrian smiled slightly. "Your father would have proffered the same solution," he said to
Gwydion Navarne, while keeping his eyes locked with Tristan's. ""You are a compassionate man, as he
was."

'Well, I am sorry to intrude at what is clearly a sensitive stage of the talks, but if you will allow me, I
believe I may be able to proffer an alternative solution to the tariff quandary," Rhapsody said, squeezing
Ashe's hand.
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'By all means, do tell, m'lady," said Quentin Baldasarre, the Duke of Bethe Corbair.
"Yarim needs water." Rhapsody folded her hands.

The councilors looked to one another blankly, then stared in turn at the table, amid the occasional
clearing of throats. Thrman Karsrick's brow furrowed, barely containing his annoyance.

'"Does m'lady have a way of beseeching the clouds for rain, skysinger that she is? Or are you merely
stating the obvious for amusement at my expense?"

'T would never taunt you on so grave a matter for amusement, m'lord, that would be cruel," Rhapsody
said hastily, pushing down on Ashe's arm to guide him back into his seat as he began to rise. "But Yarim
has a great source of water in its midst, a source which you do not currently make use of, and which
would doubtless spare you from some of the effects of the drought."

Karsrick's expression resolved from anger into confusion. "M'lady does understand that the Erim Rus
has run dry, and that even when it was still flowing in spring, it was contaminated with the Blood Fever?"

"Yes."
'And that the Shanouin well-diggers are finding surface veins of water less and less often?"
"Yes," Rhapsody said again. "I was referring to Entudenin."”

Silence fell over the dark library, the lanternlight dimming as the oil reserves began to run dry, the
firelight on the hearth burning strong and steady, casting bright shadows on the faces of the bewildered
councilors.

Entudenin in its time had been a towering geyser, a miracle of shining water spraying forth from a
multicolored obelisk of mineral deposits sprouting from the red clay of Yarim, in cycles roughly akin to
the phases of the moon. For twenty days out of every moon cycle it showered the dry earth with sweet
water, water that made the dusty realm bloom like a flower in the desert. In its time it had gifted the
province with liquid life, allowing the capital city of Yarim Paar to be built, a jewel in a vast wasteland at
the northern foothills of the Teeth, and had nourished the outlying mining camps and farming settlements
as well.

But its time had come to an end several centuries before, when one day, without explanation or
warning, the marvelous artery of life-giving water dried to a shriveled shell, never to give forth water
again. Centuries had passed; the obelisk withered in the heat, dissipating into a shrunken formation of
mono-colored rock, unnoticed every day by hundreds of oblivious passersby in the town square of
Yarim Paar.

'"Entudenin has been dead for centuries, m'lady," said Ihrman Karsrick as pleasantly as he was able.

"Perhaps. Or perhaps it is merely sleeping." Rhapsody leaned forward, the fireshadows gleaming in
her eyes, which sparkled with interest.

'And does m'lady have a song of some sort with which to awaken Entudenin from its sleep of three
hundred years?" Karsrick was struggling to maintain his patience.
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'Perhaps. It's the song of the drill." Rhapsody folded her hands. "And I am not the singer to make use
of this song, but within the Cymrian Alliance there are such singers."

'Please elaborate," Ashe said, noting the looks of bewilderment on the faces of the councilors.

Rhapsody sat back in her chair. "Entudenin was the embodiment of a miracle; fresh water in the
middle of the dry clay of Yarim, heralded as a gift from the All-God, and the gods that the indigenous
population worshipped before the Cymrians came. As such, when Entudenin went silent, it was assumed
to be some kind of divine punishment. What if, in fact, it is not?"

The silence that answered her was broken only by the crackle of the hearth-fire.
'Please go on," Tristan Steward said.

"It is possible the water that flowed from Entudenin in its lifetime came from the sea," Rhapsody said.
"That would explain its lunar cycle—the phases of the moon have similar effects on ocean currents and
tides. I have just re

I

cently been to the lava cliffs along the southern coastline of the lands of the sea Lirin, similar to the
ones that line the coasts near Avonderre. There are thousands of crannies and caves in those cliffs, some
of which are quite shallow, others of which go on for miles.

"It made me wonder about the source of the water for Entudenin. It is possible that an inlet there or
even more northward fed water through an underground riverbed or tunnel of some sort all the way to
Yarim. The complexities of the strata that make up the earth are immeasurable." Rhapsody inhaled
deeply, having traveled through such strata long ago. "It is possible that the right combination of
underground hills and valleys, riverbeds, inlets, and filtering sand led to this sweet-water geyser a
thousand miles from the sea, swelling and ebbing with the cycle of the moon and the tides. If all this is
possible, it is also possible that this pathway became clogged, closed somehow. If it could be opened
again, the water might return."”

'M'lady, how would anyone know?" Quentin Baldasarre asked incredulously. "If, as you suggest, a
blockage occurred somewhere along a thousand miles of subterranean tunnel, how could one ever find
it?"

Rhapsody sat forward. "One would ask those who know the subterranean maps of the Earth, who
walk such corridors in daily life, and have the tools to mine them."

Realization began to spread through the features of the councilors, leaving unpleasant expressions on
the faces of the dukes of Roland.

'Please tell me that you are referring to the Nain," Martin Ivenstrand said.

'T am referring to theBolg , of course," Rhapsody replied testily. "And I do not appreciate your tone
or your implication. The Nain want as little contact with the Cymrian Alliance as is necessary to maintain
good standing. The Bolg are full participants in its trade and support." She turned to Thrman Karsrick,
whose face had gone an unhealthy shade of purple. "You seem suddenly unwell, Thrman. I would think
that this opportunity would bring you great joy and anticipation, not indigestion." She glanced at the
turkey leg again. "Though I am not surprised if you are suffering from that, too."
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The Duke of Yarim coughed dryly. "Surely m'lady does not believe me so daft as to want to enter into
dealings of some sort with the Bolg?"

The expression on the Lady Cymrian's face resolved into one of sharp observation.

"Why ever not, [hrman? There has been a trade agreement between Roland and Ylorc for four years
now. You sell them salt, you buy their weapons, they are members of the Cymrian Alliance—why would
you not seek their expertise in solving your greatest problem?"

'Because I have no desire to be beholden to the Firbolg king, that's why." snapped Karsrick. "We
share a common border. I do not wish to have him feel he can cross that border and take remuneration
from Yarim at any time he wishes."

'l would never think that you would put yourself in such a position," Rhapsody replied. "His doing so
would not be tolerated. My suggestion is that you contract for the services of his artisans, just as you do
with those of Roland, Sorbold, and even from as far away as Manosse. Do you have some objection to
making use of the talents of Firbolg artisans?"

'T do not wish to invite hordes of Bolg—artisansinto Yarim, no, I don't, m'lady," Karsrick retorted.
"The possible repercussions hold great horror for me."

'Surely that is not an unreasonable stance," interjected Tristan Steward. "King Achmed does not look
happily on Orlandan workers coming intokis realm. The handful of them that have been invited to work
on the rebuilding of Canrif have been subjected to unbelievably intense scrutiny, and even then only one
or two have been hired. Why should we issue invitations to his people when he has not been particularly
welcoming to ours?"

'Perhaps the reason for King Achmed's lack of hospitality may be that the last time your people came
into his lands they were carrying torches and clubs, Tristan," Ashe commented. He had been sitting back
in his chair, hands folded in front of his chin, watching Rhapsody press her argument. "It will take some
time for the Bolg to get over the annual Spring Cleaning ritual that was practiced, at their grievous
expense, for so many centuries."

"If I recall, you took part in one of those raids yourself when you were a young man training with the
army, Gwydion," said Tristan Steward darkly. "We rode in the same regiment."

'Regardless, you are missing the point," Rhapsody said. "The Bolg may be able to help restore water
to Yarim, sparing it from the drought that now threatens your people. If there is any possible chance that
they can, do you not have an obligation to seek their assistance?"

'Do I not have an obligation to the safety of those people as well, m'lady?" asked Karsrick, a note of
desperation in his voice.

'Yes, you do," Rhapsody replied, "and so do 1. Therefore, I offer to take full responsibility for the
comportment of whatever Bolg craftsmen, miners, or artisans come to Yarim to examine Entudenin, and
for whatever work they do. I am well aware that this is, at least historically, a holy relic, and that you are
greatly concerned with preserving it."

"Yes."
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'So again, let it be on my head. I will take full blame for anything that should occur in this undertaking."

The Duke of Yarim threw his hands up mutely, then sat back in his chair with a dull thud. The other
members of the council looked at each other in bewilderment. Finally Karsrick sighed in resignation.

"Very well, m'lady."

Rhapsody smiled brightly as she rose from the table. "Good! Thank you. We will meet King Achmed
and his contingent four weeks hence in Yarim Paar at the foot of Entudenin." She looked around at the
blank faces staring back at her. "Well, good councilors, if you do not have anything else pressing that
needs to be attended to this evening, I think I shall commandeer my husband and leave you all to get
some rest."

Ashe was on his feet in an instant. "Yes, indeed, thank you for your patience. I shall see to it that you
are all able to sleep in late tomorrow; we will not be convening until the day after.A¢ least . Good night,
Gwydion." He pushed the chair back under the table, bowed to his councilors, and his namesake hastily
accompanied Rhapsody out of the library. On the way across the room he leaned down to her ear and
spoke softly.

'Well, darling, welcome home. It's good to see that causing strife among the members of the council is
still a family trait."

As they passed the large open hearth the flames of the fire roared in greeting, then settled into a quiet
burn again. Rhapsody stopped and looked quickly over her shoulder.

She stared into the fireshadows dancing on the colorful threads of the intricately woven carpet, then
looked up to the balcony doors on the other side of the library, where raindrops dashed intermittently
against the glass.

'Did—did someone just come into the room?" she asked Ashe softly.

The Lord Cymrian stopped beside her. His dragonesque eyes narrowed slightly as he concentrated,
reaching out with his dragon sense to the corners of the vast library. His awareness expanded between
two beats of his heart. Every fiber of carpet, every candleflame, each page in each book, the breath of
each member of the council, each drop of rain outside the keep was suddenly known to him in detail.

He detected nothing different. But now his blood ran colder.

"No," he said finally. "Did you feel something disturbing?"

Rhapsody exhaled, then shook her head. "Nothing tangible." She slipped her hand into her husband's
palm. "Perhaps I am just eager to quit this place and be alone with you."

Ashe smiled and kissed her hand.
'As always, m'lady, I defer to your wisdom."
In a remarkable show of restraint, he waited until the doors of the library had closed securely behind

them before sweeping Rhapsody off her feet and carrying her, in a few bounding steps, to their tower
chambers.
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Inside the library, the damask curtains that lined the glass door to the balcony overlooking the
Cymrian museum in the courtyard below fluttered gently, unnoticed by the councilors, who had
immediately returned to their arguments, oblivious of the howling storm outside the library windows.

A heartbeat later, they hung motionless, still as death, once more.
Q)ive

, Q) ire

Frith-re

ARGAUT, NORTHLAND

The night rain fell in black sheets, twisting into showers of dark needles on the wind before it
spattered the muddy cobblestones of the streets leading to the Hall of Virtue, the towering stone edifice
that housed the Judiciary of Argaut.

The seneschal paused for a moment at the top of the marble steps of the hall, listening as if to distant
voices in the turbulent wind.

The streets of the city were silent, muted no doubt by the frigid wind and insistent rain. Even the
wharfside taverns and brothels had doused their lamps, closing their shutters tight against the gale that
blew in off the waterfront.

The seneschal stared out over the harbor, to the far end of the cove where the lighttowers burned,
even in the downpour, serving as guide to the ships at sea, their hulls battered by the pounding storm.We
well may lose one tonight , the seneschal thought, pondering the signals from the tower; the light was
flashing in broken beams, gleaming with increasing brightness as more oil was added to the flame. He
inhaled deeply. When death hovered in the sea winds, it was invigorating to the lungs.

He closed his eyes for a moment and turned his face up to the black sky above him, letting the icy
wind buffet his eyelids, allowing the rain to sting his skin. Then he opened his eyes once more, shook the
water from his face and cloak, and climbed the last few steps into the Hall of Virtue.

The great iron doors of the hall had been bolted against the night and the storm. The seneschal shifted
the small burlap sack he carried to his lesser hand, grasped the knocker, and pounded; the sound
thudded like a bell tolling a death knell, echoing for a moment, then was swallowed by the howl of the
wind.

With a metallic scream the enormous door was pulled open, flooding the opening with dim light. The
guard stepped quickly aside; the seneschal patted the man's shoulder as he passed from the fury of the
storm to the warmth of the echoing quiet in the palace's vast foyer.

'Good evening, Your Honor," the guard said as he closed the heavy iron door behind the seneschal.

'Has my lord sent for me?"

"No, sir. All is quiet."

The exchange was the same as it was each night, the soldier thought as the seneschal handed him his
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dripping cloak and tricornered judge's hat. The lord never sent for the seneschal; he never sent for
anyone, in fact. The Baron of Argaut was a hermit, living in an isolated tower, and tended to in gravest
secret by only a trusted handful of advisors, chief among them the seneschal. The soldier had been
standing guard duty in the Hall of Virtue for more than four years, and had never seen the baron even
once.

'Good. A pleasant evening to you, then," said the seneschal. The guard nodded, and returned to his
post by the door. He listened to the fading click of the seneschal's boots as he crossed the polished
marble foyer and made his way down the long hallway into the judiciary chambers. When the last echo
had died away, the soldier allowed himself the luxury of breathing once more.

""The candlefiames in the wall sconces that lined the long hallway to the Chamber of Justice flickered
as the seneschal walked past, causing the light that pooled intermittently on the dusky slate floor to dance
frenetically, then settle back into a gently pulsing glow again.

At the end of the long central corridor he opened the door to the dark courtroom and stepped inside,
his eyes adjusting quickly in the absence of light, then quietly closed the door behind him.

The seneschal's eyes burned at the edges as he gazed lovingly about the place where so many
judgments were handed down, where so many men and women stood accused, then condemned. The
prisoner's docket, the barrister's podium, stood silent now in the dark, the echoes of the wailing that had
occurred here today, and every day before today, vibrating invisibly in the air, leaving behind a delicious
hum of agony.

The seneschal strode quickly across the floor of the shadowy chamber, past the empty witness
gallery, pausing for a moment at the clerk's desk, a two-compartmented, cagelike table with wooden
slats above it. Draped over the slats was a long piece of parchment curled at the ends, stretched out to
allow the ink to dry. Many names were neatly inscribed on the document, tomorrow's court agenda, a list
of condemned souls who did not know that their fate had been decided long before they had even been
accused. The seneschal fingered the parchment with an air of bemused melancholy.No time for this. Ah,
well .

His mind wandered to the street wench he had killed earlier this night beneath the pier, her body
doubtless being battered now against the pylons by the raging surf of the storm. His thoughts then shifted
to the sailor who would burn for the crime tomorrow, at this moment sleeping off his evening's rum,
oblivious in his drunkenness, the blood of a woman he had never seen drenching his clothes, clotting in
dark, sticky pools. It was bound to be an exciting trial, and an even more exciting bonfire, especially if
the rum vapors were still fresh on the bewildered man's breath.

Such a shame that he would not be here to appreciate it.

The seneschal exhaled sharply, refocusing, silencing the building din of dark voices calling in the depth
of his ears.

A slight movement in the burlap sack he carried brought him back to the task at hand.

Framing the bench where he sat daily in judgment was a red curtain, heavy damask that smelled of
mildew and earth hanging behind his chair. The seneschal climbed the steps to the bench, then drew the
curtain aside, revealing the stone wall behind it. He ran a finger over an all-but-unseen crack, felt for the
handhold, then turned the doorway aside and stepped into the darkness of the tunnel behind the wall,
closing it carefully behind him.
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Down the familiar passageway he descended, his feet finding their way automatically in the blackness.
A left turn, then three more to the right; his eyes closed to slits.

His body flooded with warmth when the greenish glow in the distance became visible. His steps
quickened as he called into the darkness.

'Faron?"

From the floor of the catacomb steam began to rise, thin tendrils of twisting vapor hovering over the
glowing pool.

The seneschal smiled, feeling the heat rise inside his own body.
'Come forth, my child," he whispered.

The gleaming mist thickened, writhing in waves that reached outward, above, into the blackness that
surrounded it.

The seneschal peered into the vapor.

Finally, from within the glowing pool bubbles of air crested the surface of the incandescent water. The
meniscus roiled, then broke open, causing the ghostly mist to swirl and vanish.

From the center of the pool a head emerged, human in shape though not appearance. Wide, fishlike
eyes occluded with milky cataracts blinked as they came into sight from below the surface, followed by a
flat, bridgeless nose; then the creature's mouth, or near lack thereof, appeared, lips fused in the front,
open over the molars, black horizontal slits through which small streams of water gushed. Its skin, golden,
sallow, appeared almost a part of the pool from which it had been summoned.

The gleaming water surged as the creature, with great effort, pulled itself up on forearms that curled
and bent under the weight of its torso, its limbs misshapen and mutable, as though they were formed not
of bone but only of cartilage. The silky garment that draped its body bulged slightly in spots to cover both
nascent male and female bodily traits, set in a slight, buckling skeletal frame, grotesquely twisted and soft.

A fond look came into the eyes of the seneschal, eyes that burned red at the edges in excitement. The
demon spirit that clung to his physical form, recognizing the presence of its own, crowed in excitement,
scratching at his ribs.

'Good evening, little one," he said softly. "I've brought your supper."

The creature's cloudy eyes burned red at the edges in response. With a forward movement of its
twisted arms it drew nearer, its lower body hovering in the shining green water of the pool.

The seneschal drew forth the blade he wore at his side and opened the cloth sack. Reaching inside, he
pulled out two marinus eels, blind, oily creatures, black of flesh and thick of heft, that bit wildly at his
forearm, lashing about as they dangled over the pool. He tore the heads off and tossed them into the
darkness, chuckling as the creature's eyes widened hungrily.

Then, with exquisite care, he sliced the still-twitching bodies into thin slivers and tenderly fed them to
the creature through the side openings in its mouth, eliciting grisly popping and slurping sounds as the soft
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teeth ground the flesh to bits.

When the creature had consumed the eels it backed away from the pool's edge and began to sink
slowly into the green water again.

The seneschal's hand shot out and caught its head gently under the chin; the layers of loose, wrinkled
skin reverberated, sending ripples through the glowing pool.

"No, Faron, tarry."

He stared down at this child of his creation, the end result of one of his favorite and most brutal
conquests, an Ancient Seren woman who fell quite literally into his hands a thousand years before. The
atrocities he had committed upon her still made his blood burn hot with pleasure; impregnating her had
been well worth the diminution of power that he had suffered as a result. The innate magic she and all
those of her race possessed—the element of ether left over from Creation when the Earth had been
nothing more than a flaming piece of a star streaking across the void of the universe—burned in Faron's
blood, just as the fire from which his own demonic side had come did. There was a perverse beauty in
their misshapen offspring, this denatured entity, its features at the same time old and young, all but
boneless in its deformity, yet still his child, and his alone.

The creature's enormous eyes fixed on his face unblinkingly. "I have need of your gift," the seneschal
said.

Faron stared at him a moment longer, then nodded.

The seneschal released the mute creature's face, caressing it gently as he did. Then from an inner
pocket of his robe he brought forth a square of folded velvet and opened it carefully, almost reverently.

Beneath the folds of cloth lay a lock of hair, brittle and dry like straw, hair that once was golden as
wheat in a summer field, now yellow-white with years, tied with a black velvet ribbon that had decayed
almost into threads of dust. He offered it to the creature floating in the pool of soft green light and watery
mist.

'Can you see her?" he whispered.

The creature stared at him a moment longer, as if gauging his weakness; the seneschal could feel it
searching his face, wondering what had come over him. He contemplated the same thing himself; his
hands were shaking with anticipation, his voice carried a husky note of excited dread that he could not
remember it having before.

Probably because he had not considered the possibility in more than half again a thousand years that
she might still be alive.

Until this night.

The creature apparently found whatever it was looking for in his face; it took the lock of ancient hair,
then nodded again and slipped beneath the surface of the pool, reappearing a moment later.

In one of its grotesquely gnarled hands it carried a thin blue oval with tattered edges that gleamed
iridescendy in the reflected light of the pool water. Each side of the object's surface bore an etching; it
was the image of an eye, obscured by clouds on one side, clear of them on the other, the engraving worn


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

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

almost to invisibility by time.

The seneschal smiled broadly. There was something so pleasing about seeing the scale in the hands of
his child that he could barely contain his delight. Faron's mother had been the last in a long line of Ancient
Seren seers to possess some of the scales, and her power to read them had passed through her blood
into Faron's. Imagining the horror she must be suffering in the Afterlife made the demon that clung to his
soul shout with joy.

He watched reverently as Faron plunged the ancient scale beneath the surface of the gleaming green
pool. Clouds of steam from the heat of the fire that burned naturally in Faron's blood began to rise, white
vapor that filled the air like ghosts hovering above, longing for a view.

Earth, present in the scale itself, the seneschal mused, staring through the billowing mist.Fire and
ether, ever-present in Faron's blood, water from the pool . The cycle of the elements was complete
but for one. Given the distance over which he wished Faron to see, great power would be needed.

Slowly he took hold of the hilt protruding from the scabbard at his side, and with great care drew
Tysterisk. A rush of wind whipped through the catacomb, stirring clouds of mold spores from the floor as
the blade came forth from its sheath, invisible except for a shower of sparks of flame as if from a
brushfire in a high breeze,

A deep tug resonated through both his human flesh and his demonic spirit, the bond of connection to
the elemental sword of air within him blazing as it always did when the weapon was drawn. Holding
Tysterisk in his hands was the most powerful pleasure of the flesh he had ever experienced, an orgiastic
sensation that dwarfed all others his body had felt. He held it over the glowing green pool, sending waves
crashing over Faron where a moment before there had only been gentle ripples.

The elemental circle was complete. Beneath the surface of the green water the scale glowed. The
clouds in Faron's occluded eyes cleared; their bright blue irises shone like stars in the reflected brilliance
of the pool. The seneschal noted the change, the demon within him crowing with excitement.

'Can you see her?" he asked the ancient malformed child again, struggling to keep his voice steady.

The gnarled creature stared into the windy water, blinking in the dark, then shook its head, the
hanging folds of skin beneath its chin quivering.

Impatiently the seneschal fumbled in the bag that had contained the eels and withdrew a soft tallow
candle, formed from caustic lye and human fat rendered from sickly old people and children, the useless
booty of privateered ships that had been picked clean of more valuable captives and treasure. He tapped
the wick with his finger, calling forth the black fire from within his demonic soul, his very essence, and
sparked the flame. When the taper began to glow he held it up over the pool, casting more illumination
over the submerged scale.

'Can you see her?" he demanded again; the fire burned in his voice, dark with threat.

Faron squinted, studying the scrying scale. A moment later the monstrous face turned up to meet the
wild blue eyes of its father, and nodded.

Blazing excitement, replaced a moment later with impatience, roared through the seneschal.

'"What do you see? Tell me more."
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The mute creature stared at him helplessly.

"What is she doing? Is she alone?"

The creature shook its head.

The fiery excitement soured to blinding fury.

"No? She is not alone? Who 1s with her? Who ?"

The creature shrugged.

The wild storm in the seneschal's eyes broke, like the wind-whipped waves in the gale.

He plunged both his hands up to the last joints of the fingers into the misshapen creature's soft skull,
twisting them as its fishlike mouth dropped open at the sides in agony, a silent scream bursting in waves
of gushing air exiting its quivering lips.

As Faron's body went rigid with shock, the seneschal closed his eyes and concentrated. Intently he
focused his concentration inward, untying the metaphysical bonds by which his immortal demonic nature
clung to his corporeal form, seeking the vibrations in Faron's blood that matched those of his own. He
found them easily.

Like threads of spun steel, the tiny tethers of power stretched between his body and his soul.
Meticulously he unhooked them one by one and retied each one to the misshapen mass of human flesh
writhing in his hands, whose blood burned with his own.

As the fire of his essence slipped into Faron's body, his own corporeal form cooled, withered and
sank into itself, shriveling like a mummified skeleton. It clung to Faron, its ossified fingers still protruding
from the child's head.

Faron's twisted form, now the vessel, the host of the immortal soul of the demon, straightened and
grew substantial, the cartilage hardening into bone. The demon peered out through Faron's clear blue
eyes.

He stared into the blue waves of light reflecting in the scale just below the surface of the glowing green
water.

At first he saw nothing but a distant shadow. Then, a movement, and his bearing sharpened.

In the rippling waves of the pool he could make out the watery image of a face, both alien and innately
familiar to him. It was a face he had studied at great length a lifetime ago, stared at in portraits, gazed at
intently when in close proximity. He knew every line, every angle, though in the clouds of steam it was not
exactly as he remembered it.

Perhaps it was the expression that was confusing him. The face he had known was a guarded one,
one that rarely smiled, and when it did, that expression was wry. The emerald eyes within the face had

burned with contempt, coolly disguised beneath an aspect of disinterest, especially when fixed on him.

Now, though, in whatever blue light through which it passed half a world away, this familiar, unknown
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face was wreathed in an expression he did not recognize.

There was laughter in her eyes, caught in this moment of time, and some thing more, an expression he
could not place, but did not like, whatever it was. Her face was shining in the reflected glow of
candleflame, but more—it was generating its own light.

She was talking to someone.

More than one person, it seemed, from the way her head moved, someone whose face was at an
equal height to her own to the left, and another who was taller to the right. When she looked in the latter
direction, her eyes took on an element of excitement that burned like elemental fire, pure and hot from the
heart of the Earth. There was something so inviting, so compelling, about this face that involuntarily he
reached into the glowing water and touched the back of her neck, where the golden hair he had dreamed
about for more than a thousand years hung in a silken fall. He drew Faron's gnarled finger through the
ripples in an awkward caress.

Half a world away, she froze. A look of revulsion, or perhaps fear, washed the smile from her face,
leaving it blank, pale. She glanced over her shoulder, then put her hand to her throat, as if shielding it
from a bitter wind, or the maw of a wolf.

His touch had made her recoil.

Again.

Whore, he whispered in his mind.Miserable, rutting whore .

His anger exploded, causing Faron's body to jerk and quiver with the physical manifestations of rage.
With a furious sweep of his squamous hand he slapped the surface of the water, sending the scale
spinning out of the pool and into the dank darkness of the catacomb.

He breathed shallowly, trying to regain his focus.

When reason returned, he closed his sky-blue eyes, concentrating on the metaphysical threads that
bound him to Faron's human form, loosing and relying them once more.

As the demonic essence rushed back into the seneschal's body, the withered mummy swelled with life
again, the angry light returning to his dried-out eye sockets. Faron's body, by contrast, grew supple and
twisted again until it collapsed under its own weight.

The seneschal breathed shallowly as he pulled his remaining fingers from the soft skull of his child,
stanching the blood that dripped from the holes. Tenderly he gathered Faron, who wept silently,
deformed mouth gasping at the edges, into his arms and caressed the wisps of hair, the quivering folds of
skin, gently kissing the creature's head.

'T am sorry, Faron," he whispered softly. "Forgive me."
When the creature's soundless moans resolved into light panting, the seneschal cupped its face in his
hand and turned it so that he was staring into its eyes, now cloudy again, though still the same blue as his

own.

T have wondrous news for you, Faron," he said, stroking its flaccid cheeks with his fingers. "l am
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going on a long voyage, far across the sea—" He pressed his forefinger to the creature's fused lips as
panic came into its eyes.

'And I am taking you with me."

The dark staircase that led to the Baron of Argaut's tower was built, except for the last few steps, of
polished gray marble veined in black and white. The stairs, like the passageway itself, were narrow; the
noise of footsteps ascending or descending was reduced to soft, ominous clicks instead of the echoing
cadence that walking through the other corridors in the Hall of Virtue produced.

At the top of the staircase the last few steps were hewn from blood coral, a stinging calcified sea
plant—a living creature when in the sea, it was said—that formed poisonous reefs thousands of miles
long near the Fiery Rim, many ocean leagues away. It blended with the marble of the steps, forming a

deadly barrier to anyone not immune to the bite of fire, the sting of venom.

The seneschal climbed the last stair and stopped before the black walnut door bound in steel. He
knocked deferentially, then opened the door slowly.

A rush of dank wind and consuming darkness greeted him.
He stepped quickly into the chamber and closed the door behind him.
'Good evening, m'lord," he said.

At first no sound replied except the skittering movements of mice and the flutter of bat wings in the
eaves above.

Then, deep within his brain, he heard the voice, words burning his mind like dark fire.
Good evening.

The seneschal cleared his throat, casting his eyes around the black tower room, the darkness
impenetrable. "All is progressing well in Argaut. We had another successful day in the Judiciary."

Very good.

He cleared his throat again. "I will be leaving tonight on an extended voyage. Is there anything m'lord
requires before I go?"

The silence swelled around him in the dark. When the voice spoke again, it burned with menace,
stinging his ears and the inside of his brain.

An explanation, to begin with.

The seneschal inhaled deeply. "I've had some news today that someone who owes me a very great
debt, an oath struck on the Island of Serendair before the Great Cataclysm, survived the awakening of
the Sleeping Child and is alive." He let his breath out with the words. "I need to collect on that debt."

Why? the burning voice demanded.Send a, lackey .

Wisely the seneschal swallowed the retort that rose, unbidden, to his lips. It was not prudent to
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enflame the baron.

"That is not possible, m'lord," he said in a measured, respectful tone. "This is something to which I
must attend personally. I assure you, however, the prize with which I will return will be more than worth
my absence."

In your estimation, perhaps. But mayhap not in mine. The anger in the voice seared the inside of
the seneschal's head.lf you have, who will procure the slaves? Maintain the terror? Who will sit in
the judiciary? Attend to the burnings? Who will fulfill the law ?

The seneschal's eyes burned red at the edges in response as he struggled against his own wild ire.

"The infrastructure is well in place, m'lord. All of that will be done, and more." Impulsively he dropped
to one knee and bowed his head. When he spoke, his voice carried an excitement that the expansive
darkness of the room could barely contain. "But to please m'lord, before I go I will attend to your will. I
will accomplish a rash of burnings sufficient to light the sky to a crimson glow that will linger for days! I
will move up the dockets, deploy the fleet, set in motion whatever m'lord desires. But I must leave with

the tide ere morning; I have a contract to enforce." He raised his eyes to the darkness again. "An oath to
make someone uphold.”

The silence echoed around him. The seneschal stared into the endless darkness, waiting.

Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, the voice spoke. It was filled with reluctance, a
disappointment that was palpable.

Very well. But be certain to return as soon as you have claimed whatever is owed to you.

The seneschal rose quickly and bowed from the waist. "I will, m'lord. Thank you."

The dark voice spoke softly, the tone in its words fading into the blackness again.

You may go now.

The seneschal bowed once more. He backed away in the darkness, feeling for the handle of the door.
Once he found it, he opened it, stepped through quickly, and closed the door behind him, taking his
leave. Of a completely empty room.

.vOnnd-et?,

Merte-mi

THIEVES' MARKET, YARIM PAAR

«Jt never failed to amaze Slith how much power could reside in a single word, a word that was merely
someone's name.

Particularly Esten's name.
Now as he followed Bonnard's quivering form, the rolls of flesh vibrating with each step along the

cobbled alleys of the Market of Thieves through which they were traveling, he pondered whether
invoking that name had been wise or not.
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Bonnard's sneer, upon finding him shirking his duties in the privy, had melted quickly into an
expression that straddled the border between consternation and fear when he had uttered his need to be
taken to the guildmistress. Slith cast his eyes down at the dusty red cobblestones and smiled to himself,
remembering their exchange.

What—what would the likes of you need to see Esten about'?
Certain you wish to know, Bonnard? That will make you the only other one besides
me.

The journeyman had considered the question for the span of ten heartbeats, then scowled, shook his
great jowled head quickly, and motioned for Slith to follow him.

Now, as they traveled deeper into the Market of Thieves, Slith wondered whether invoking that name
had been the most foolish thing he had ever done.

As a young child he had once ventured as far as the Outer Market, the bazaar of merchants and
goodsellers from all over the known world, and undoubtedly parts of the unknown world as well. He had
found it to be a place of open-air shops and street booths, of exotic animals prowling the areas near
shopkeepers' wares, of brightly colored silks and bags of pungent spice, the scent of incense and
perfume mixed with the slick, heavy odor of the peat fires over which meat was roasting. His mother had
brought him along with her in a vain search for a tonic to heal his ailing father; after seeing her pay every
coin she had for a bottle of glittering liquid that had proved completely ineffective, Slith understood on an
innate level at the age of six how the market had gotten its name.

Never, however, had he been this deep in, this close to the poisonous danger of the Inner Market. He
could feel the threat in the air around him; it was somehow heavier here in these back streets, these dark
alleys, where the color and pageantry gave way to hidden alcoves and shadowy porticos. The mud-brick
buildings, dried to the color of blood, as all of Yarim was, the kiosks of straw and sheets of oilcloth
dotting the streets, teemed with secrets.

Gone were the merchants loudly hawking their wares, the chanters and the singers and the screaming
carnival barkers. The Inner Market was a place of thick silence, furtive glances, where hidden eyes
followed every move.

Slith kept his eyes downcast, as instructed, watching the heels of Bonnard's hobnail boots. He could
feel the ga,'e of what seemed like a thousand of those hidden eyes on him, but knew that attempting to
meet that gaze could be fatal.

Finally Bonnard stopped. Slith looked up.

Before him loomed a tall, wide, one-story mudbrick building, dark from the coal dust that had been
mixed with the red Yarimese clay when it was fired. Like most of the buildings in Yarim it was in a state
of advanced decay, the coal dust clay flaking off the building's edifice ominously, signaling a deeper rot.
The inconsistent patches made the building look like it was bleeding.

On the door was a crest, the sign of a raven clutching a gilt coin. Slith suppressed a shudder; he had
seen the guildmark before, on the day of his indenture, when his mother brought him to the counting
house of the Raven's Guild to be inspected by Esten. The Raven's Guild in the city center of Yarim Paar
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was a grand building, housing the largest trade association in the province, a confederation of tile artisans,
ceramicists, and glassblowers, as well as smiths of all sorts. The guild also provided an intraprovince
messenger service. It was the worst-kept secret in Yarim that they were a formidable coterie of
professional thieves, thugs, and highwaymen who ruled the dark hours of Yarim.

And Esten was their undisputed leader.

Cold beads of sweat trickled down his neck as Bonnard opened the door and motioned him
impatiently inside. He followed the journeyman's gesture to an alcove to the left of the door, and watched
nervously as Bonnard disappeared into the darkness before him.

Slith blinked rapidly, trying to force his eyes to adjust quickly in the absence of light. The room
seemed to have no visible boundaries; the space before him melted into the farthest reaches of his vision.
A battered table, rough-hewn from ragged wood, stood a few yards from the door to his right; at least
that was what it appeared to be by shape. Around it were mismatched chairs of various heights and
styles. He thought he could see a cold fireplace behind the table. The harsh odor of coal and rancid fat
hung thickly in the stagnant air.

"You wanted to speak to me?"

Slith reared back in shock, a numbing cold sweeping through him.

Almost as close to him as the air he was breathing was a face, its pale contours blending into the
darkness. It appeared disembodied, dark eyes staring directly into his own.

Slith swallowed, then nodded wordlessly, his mouth too dry to form sounds.
The black eyes twinkled as if in amusement.
"Then speak."

Slith opened his mouth, but no sound came out. The eyes in the darkness narrowed slightly as a look
of annoyance entered them. He cleared his throat and forced the words out.

T found something. I thought you should see it."
The face inclined at a slight angle.
"Very well. Show me."

Slith fumbled inside his shirt pocket and pulled forth the roll of rags in which he had wrapped the
blue-black disk. Before he could reach out to hand it over the roll of cloth disappeared from his grasp.

The dark eyes cast their gaze downward; then the face turned and vanished.

In the distance a glow of light pulsed, then brightened into a ring, as one by one a circle of lanterns
was unhooded.

As the room was illuminated Slith saw that it was much smaller than he had imagined when the
darkness still reigned unchallenged. In the far corners several grizzled men were watching him as they
brought the room to light with the lanterns.
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Esten stood before him, turning the blue-black disk carefully over in her long, delicate hands, her face,
unlike those of most Yarimese women, unveiled. In the half-light he could see that she was no taller than
he, with long raven hair and garments the color of a starless night that had blended perfectly into the
darkness a moment before. Her tresses were bound back in a braid that was knotted at the nape of her
neck, further accentuating the sharp angles of her face. Slith imagined she must be of mixed blood, her
face possessing some but not all of the characteristics of Yarimese faces. He pondered where she might
be from for a moment, but the thought disappeared as she leveled her dark gaze into his own.

"You are one of Bonnard's apprentices?"

Slith's father had imparted few words of wisdom that he remembered, but one oft-repeated phrase
stood out in his mind:Look every man in the eye, friend or foe. Tour friends deserve the respect,
your enemies warrant it even more . He returned her stare as respectfully yet directly as he could.

'Yes."

Esten nodded. "Y our name?"

'Slith."

"What year are you?"

'Fourth."

She nodded again. "So you are, what—eleven? Twelve?"

"Thirteen."

A look of interest came into her eye. "Hmm. I took you on rather old, then, didn't [?"

Slith swallowed, determined to hold his ground, and shrugged.

Esten's expression of amusement widened. "I like this one, Dranth. He has steel in his viscera. Make
sure he is getting enough to eat." The blue-black blade appeared between her long, thin fingers. "Where
did you get this?"

T found it in a greenware jar on the back storage rack in the firing room."

'Do you know what it is?"

"No," said Slith. He watched as Esten's gaze returned to the disk. "Do you?"

Shock washed over her face at his impertinence, as if he had attacked her. Within a breath she had
recovered in time to gesture to the men behind her, staying their hands, and leveled her shining gaze at
him again.

"No, Slith, I don't know what it is," she said evenly, holding the disk up to the streaks of light pulsing

from within the hooded lanterns. "But you may sleep in deepest peace tonight, assured in the certainty
that I will find out."
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'At first I thought it was a seam scraper of some sort," Slith said, watching the firelight ripple over the
surface of the disk in her hands. "But it occurred to me that it has probably been in that jar a long time."

When Slith looked at her again, her eyes were glittering with cruel excitement, looking past him.

"You may be right," she said softly. "Maybe for as long as three years." She turned to one of the men
in the corner. "Yabrith—give Slith here a reward of ten gold crowns for his sharp eyes, and a good meal;
tell Bonnard he will be ready to return to the foundry after he has supped." She looked at Slith once
more. "Your attention has served both of us well. It would be a good habit to cultivate. Tell no one what
has transpired."

Slith nodded, then followed the sullen man who gestured to him.

Dranth, the guild scion, watched as the boy had left, then turned to the guildmistress.

'Do you wish him removed?"

Esten shook her head as she turned the disk over in her hands again. "Not until we discover what this
is. It would be a shame to toss away four years of good training if it merelyis a seam scraper."

Dranth's eyelids twitched nervously in the lanternlight. "And if it is more? If it is indeed something we
missed, something left behind from—that night?"

Esten held the disk up to the light, ripples of blue reflecting against the dark irises of her eyes.
'Bonnard knows where the boy sleeps. And you know where Bonnard sleeps."

She finally broke her gaze away and nodded to the remaining men, who slipped out the back and
disappeared into the darkest part of the Inner Market.

(_A 1l but one of the lanterns had been extinguished and night held sway within the walls of the
guildhall when the men returned with Mother Julia.

Esten smiled wryly as she watched the wizened crone enter the antechamber of the hall. She was a
withered old prune, hunched and shrouded in myriad colorful shawls, the second most powerful woman
in the Market, accustomed to receiving those who wanted information from her in her own lair, on her
own terms. Being summoned in the middle of the night and hauled into the depths of the Inner Market
undoubtedly did little to improve her normally crotchety and imperious disposition but, like everyone else
in the realm of thieves, she could not refuse Esten, or show any sign of annoyance.

A false smile, minus more than a few teeth, spread across the wrinkled face.

'Good evening, Guildmistress. May Fortune bless you."

"You as well, Mother."

"What may I do to be of help to you, then?"

Esten studied the weathered face, its aged features a deceptive setting for the bright, quick eyes that

stared back at her. Mother Julia was by trade a soothsayer, a fortune-teller who procured an extremely
comfortable living from the fools who sought her advice. Although her ability to predict the future was no
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better than anyone else's, she was a source of generally reliable information about the past and, even
more so, the present, largely owing to her extensive network of spies, which was centered in Yarim but
also crossed provincial and even national borders, the majority of them members of her own family. She
had seventeen living children at last count, Esten knew, having been the agent by which that tally had
been diminished by one, and more grandchildren, cousins, and relations by marriage than the stars in the

night sky.

She was anxious, Esten knew as well. The wrinkled face was placid, but the dark eyes within it
burned with nervous light. Usually Mother Julia played the information gambit better than anyone in the
Market, but she had led too early, had tried in her second breath to entangle Esten into indebtedness.
She's losing her touch , the guildmistress thought, tucking the observation away as she did all
information. She turned away and walked toward the fire, denying Mother Julia a clear look at her face.

"Nothing at all, Mother."
The crone coughed, a consumptive sound of rattling phlegm and fear. "Oh?"
Esten smiled inwardly, then set her face into a serious mask and turned to face the old woman.

T have been singularly disappointed in your lack of response to the one question about which I did
seek your help."

An arthritic claw went to the soothsayer's throat. "I—I have—have been scrying diligently,
Guildmistress, peering through the—the red sands of Time to try and discover—" Her words choked off
and she sank into silence when Esten raised her hand.

'Spare me your prestidigitation and claptrap; I am not one of the imbeciles who seek it from you. You
have had more than three years to bring me an answer to a simple question, Mother—who destroyed my
tunnel, stole my slaves, killed my journeymen? Who snatched the sleeping water of Entudenin out of my
hands, leaving Yarim to wither in thirst and depriving me of the wealth and power it would have brought?
This should be an easy thing to find at least one clue to, and yet, yet you have brought me nothing,
nothing at all."

T swear to you, Guildmistress, I have searched diligently, night into day following night, but there is no
trace!" the crone stammered, her voice quavering. "No one in all of Yarim knows anything. Outside the
Market, not one soul even knew of the tunnel. The destruction must have been the work of evil
gods—how else except through the hand of a demon could all that slip be fired into hardened clay, when
all your ovens together could not have done it?"

A blur of movement, and Esten's eyes were locked on the crone's from a breath away, a gleaming
blade at her throat, pressed so lightly and yet so close that tiny droplets of blood were spattering the air
with each of the old woman's nervous tremors.

"You old fool," Esten growled in a low voice. "Gods? Is that the best that you have for me after all this
time?" She lashed out violently, contemptuously, and shoved Mother Julia into the table behind her,
causing the old woman to stagger and crumple against the table board with a moan of pain. "There are no
gods, Mother Julia, no demons. Certainly a charlatan of your caliber, who finagles idiots out of their
precious coin in return for bursts of colored smoke and disembodied voices, must be aware of that, or
you'd already be burning in the Vault of the Underworld."

"No, no," the woman moaned, struggling to stand but only managing to clutch the table before falling
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to the dirt floor. "I give homage to the All-God, the Creator who made me." She made a countersign on
her heart and ears, her arms trembling.

Esten exhaled, then strode to where the woman was cowering on the floor, seized her arm, and
pushed her into the chair.

"The gods do not make us, Mother Julia; we make the gods. If you understood this, you would be a
much more powerful and respected woman, instead of just a pathetic impostor who swindles the naive
and vies with Man-wyn for the idiot trade."

At the sound of the Oracle of the Future's name, the old woman made her countersign again, her eyes
wide in terror. "Don't invoke her," she whispered. "Please, Guildmistress."

Esten snorted contemptuously. "Too late to fear that now. Manwyn only sees the Future. She knew
what you were going to hear a moment ago before I said it; she can no longer remember it now." She
crouched before the frightened soothsayer, moving slowly, deliberately, like a spider stalking a victim.
"All she knows is what lies ahead for you." She cocked her head to the side, dark eyes gleaming. "Do
you think she is afraid on your behalf?"

'"Please-"

'Please? You are asking me for favors now?" Esten leaned closer, her limbs moving in a deadly
dance. "Did you think your time was infinite, my patience endless? You are an even bigger fool than those
pathetic vermin who seek you out for answers to their insignificant questions." She stopped within a
hairs-breadth of the trembling crone, and the glint in her eyes grew harder, like greenware firing in the kiln
into bisque.

'T employ you because your network, your leprotic clan, has so many eyes," she said steadily, her
voice low and deadly. "Those hundreds of eyes must all be blind, then, to have been unable to find even
one clue in three years, wouldn't you say, Mother?" A terrifying smile spread slowly over her delicate
face. "Perhaps they no longer need the use of those eyes." She turned to the guild scion. "Dranth, issue an
order to the Raven's Guild: from here forth, any member of this simpleton's family that they come across
is to have its eyes put out immediately, including her wretched grandchildren who prowl the street,
spreading filth and breathing the air reserved for others who have some actual worth."

'Mercy," the old woman whispered, her arthritic hands clasped in front of her. "Please, Guildmistress,
I implore you—

Esten settled back on her haunches and regarded Mother Julia, whose face was gray and covered in
beads of sweat.

'Mercy? Well, I suppose I can consider your entreaty, can offer you one last chance to redeem your
sorry family. But if I do, and you fail me again, all the world will regard your clan as monsters, because
that which is useless on their heads—eyes, ears, and tongue—will be removed from them and cast into
the alleys to feed my dogs. Do you understand me, Mother?"

The crone could only bring herself to nod feebly.

'Good."

From within her garments Esten pulled forth the bundle of rags Slith had given her. With great care
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she moved the layers aside and revealed the blue-black steel of the whisper-thin disk; it gleamed in the
inconstant light of the lantern.

'Do you know what this is?"

Mother Julia shook her head.

Esten exhaled. "Study it well, Mother Julia—use your eyes for what may be the last time. Within one
cycle of the moon I want the word spread within your clan alone as far as your miserable influence
extends; I want to know what this is. And more importantly, I want to know to whom it belongs. Bring
me that information, and I will keep you within my protection. Fail me, and-"

T will not fail," the crone said softly. "Thank you, Guildmistress."

Esten patted the woman's wrinkled cheek gently. "Good. I know you will not, Mother." She reached
into the folds of cloth that formed the trousers of her garments and pulled forth a gold coin minted with

the head of the Lord Cymrian on one side, the crest of the Alliance on the other. "Take this gold crown
for your newborn grandson—what was he named?"

"Ignacio."

"Ignacio—what a lovely name. Give this to Ignacio's mother for him, please, and extend my warmest
wishes to her upon his birth."

The old woman nodded shakily as two of Esten's men took her arms and raised her to her feet.

'See to it Mother Julia gets home safely, please," Esten instructed as they led her to the door. "I would
not want anything untoward to befall this dear lady."

She waited until the door had closed soundly, then sat down before the lantern, watching the watery
patterns of light ripple across the smooth surface of the disk and off the razor edges, like bright waves
rushing headlong over a shining cliff to a dark sea.

Soon, she thought. ,'will find you soon .

J

t?een v-"eass "vioci?, V-"1aoc

Kurh-fa

THE CAULDRON, YLORC

if he did not have the kingly sense that allowed him to perceive the movements and changes within his
mountains, Achmed would still have known that Grunthor had returned to the Cauldron.

Centuries before, in the old life, Achmed had traversed a fjord near the Fiery Rim, a desolate inlet of
churning sea currents between towering black basalt cliffs. In the thick woods atop those cliffs, teeming
with wildlife but uninhabited by humans, dwelt Firewyrms—giant, chameleon-skinned beasts akin to
dragons, which legends claimed were formed from living lava with teeth of brimstone. Dormant much of
the time, the serpents, when hunting, prowled through the undergrowth below the forest canopy in
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relative silence, and yet it was always obvious to him when they were approaching, because the fauna
would disappear utterly; the incessant birdsong that rattled over his ultrasensitive skin would suddenly
cease, as if the forest was holding its breath, hoping the predators would pass.

It was much the same in Ylorc whenever Grunthor returned.

Achmed had never been able to divine exactly what it was about the Sergeant-Major's training that
enabled him to strike such abject fear into the hearts of the Firbolg soldiers in his command, but whatever
it was, it had needed to be applied only once.

From the moment he was sighted, still three or more leagues away, the corridors and mountain passes
of Ylorc scrambled to attention, clearing away any tomfoolery in favor of regulation dress and behavior.
The Firbolg could sense his approach from great distances, like the birds and creatures of the fjord hiding
from the Firewyrms, and, like them, took great pains not to draw his notice.

Despite their obvious fear of their commander, a fear he cultivated continually, the Firbolg army was
devoted to Grunthor in a way that Bolg had never been. It was a source of amusement to Achmed how
in little more than four years' time the primitive nomads they had discovered when he, Grunthor, and
Rhapsody had first come to this place had learned to hold watch as well as any soldier in Roland,
Sorbold, or Tyrian, and were better trained in tactics and weapons use. Such skills were only partially
imparted by training. Most of them came from pure loyalty.

Grunthor's impending arrival this day, however, seemed to be generating more than its usual
consternation. Rather than snapping to attention, as the Firbolg soldiers generally did when word came
down that the Sergeant was within range, the Bolg were scattering before the scouts that heralded his
arrival.

This did not bode well as to whatever Grunthor had found on his border check.

A few moments later Achmed's foreboding was borne out. Over the rim of the steppes that led up to
the foothills of the Manteids, as the Teeth were officially called by cartographers, rode a party of eight
horses, one enormous, heavy war horse in the lead. Achmed's extraordinary vision could make out the
Sergeant-Major, the many hilts of his weapons collection jutting from behind his back, urgently spurring
Rockslide, cresting the battlements and riding through the gates in the recently erected walls of baked
brick and bitumen.

The Bolg king jogged over to the quartermaster, who was standing ready to take the Sergeant's
mount, and waited.

The ground beneath his feet rumbled ominously with the party's approach, the dust of the steps and
rocky terrain rising like smoke from bursts of fire around them. There was a look in Grunthor's eyes that
Achmed could see even from a great distance and didn't like; those amber eyes had seen more than their
share of death and devastation, had faced foes of human and demonic nature, and always maintained a
steady gaze. What he saw now was confusion, something Grunthor rarely exhibited.

"What's happened?" he shouted into the mountain wind as the Sergeant brought his mare to a halt and
tossed the reins to the quartermaster.

The giant Bolg stared down at the king, then shook his head. "O1 was about to ask you the same
question, sir," he said as he dismounted. "Oi 'alf expected to find the place in flames." He dismounted
with an earthshaking thud.
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Achmed watched until the quartermaster led the war-mare away. "What has you so worried?"

Grunthor bent down and laid his hand reverently on the ground. The earth, the entity to which he was
tied on an elemental level, no longer wailed in fear, but was quiet.

'Somethin' was wrong at the pass, somethin' terrible," he muttered, running his thick fingers through
the dust and pebbles on the ground.

The Bolg king watched silently as the Sergeant stood and turned around several times, then shrugged.

'

"Twas like there was a rip, a gouge of some sort," he said, more to himself than aloud. "Can't explain it
past that. Like the Earth was bleeding to death."

Ts it still there?"
The giant shook his head. "Naw. Everything's quiet now."
Achmed nodded. "Any guesses as to what it was?"

Grunthor inhaled and let his breath out slowly, feeling the heartbeat of the Earth pounding in his own
blood. His union with the element had come to him during the trek he, Achmed, and Rhapsody had once
made, refugees from their doomed homeland, crawling through the depths of the world along the roots of
Sagia, the World Tree. In the course of that seemingly endless journey across time, he had absorbed its
ancient rhythms, breathed in the secrets that lay dormant in its depths, had come to know it intimately,
innately, though he could never give voice to what he had learned.

Grunthor., strong and reliable as the Earth itself, Rhapsody had Named him in the moments after
walking through the purifying fire at the Earth's heart. The name had come to embody his bond to the
element. Being above ground now made him feel somehow bereft, away from the comforting warmth of
the Earth.

So the wound the Earth had sustained, whatever had caused it to scream in fear, had reverberated in
his soul, leaving him frightened, a feeling he had rarely experienced in his life.

He shook his head again. "Naw."
Achmed glanced through the gate over the battlements to the steppes below. Dawn was coming,
wrapping the world in cold light; the wind whipped across the desolate plain, making the grass bow low

in supplication, unbroken waves of vegetation that covered the bulwark of hidden battlements, ditches,
and tunnels that formed the Firbolg first line of defense. There was something ominous in its passage.

When he looked back his eyes met Grunthor's, and an unspoken thought was passed between them.
Together they hurried into the Cauldron.
cAchmed carefully checked the corridor outside his bedchamber before locking and bolting its door.

He nodded to Grunthor, who carefully removed the intricate traps and opened the many locks on the
heavy chest at the foot of the Bolg king's bed, finally lifting the top to reveal a dark portal. He climbed
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inside, followed a moment later by Achmed, closing the lid of the chest behind him.

They traveled the dim corridor in silence, the rough-hewn walls of basalt swallowing all sound of their
passage. The air of the upworld, clear with the relative freshness of morning, quickly flattened and
became stolid, dank, as they traveled deeper into the mountain.

The farther in they went, the harder it became to breathe. The heavy odor of destruction,
smoke-stained air that hung heavy with grit, still remained, three years later; the fire that had raged deep
in the belly of the mountain had long since burned out, leaving behind acrid soot and bitter dust that stung
the eyes and the lungs.

Neither Bolg spoke as they traversed the tunnel Grunthor had built to the Loritorium. There were
ghosts in these passages; specters of people and dreams, both of which had died horribly. They
concentrated instead on avoiding the traps Grunthor had set, which would seal the tunnel in the event it

was broached by anyone other than the two of them or Rhapsody, who came once a year to tend to the
Child.

Deep within the mountain, at the bottom of the tunnel, a hill of rubble rose, ominous, in the dark, a
moraine of stones and broken basalt that served as a bulwark, a last barrier before the Loritorium.
Achmed paused for a moment and hung back, waiting for Grunthor to open a passage in the mound of
stony wreckage.

While he was waiting, he looked up at the ceiling above him, stretching into the darkness of the
Loritorium's dome. Seeing this place never ceased to cause him to reflect sadly on the overwhelming loss
of it all, the ruin of what had once been a masterpiece, a deeply hidden city of scholarship, once a shining
example of the genius of Gwylliam, the Cymrian king who had fashioned Canrif and the lands around it
many centuries before. Now it was but a metaphor to the destruction that comes when vision gives way
to ambition, and ambition to the avaricious hunger for power.

Bugger it, he thought, anger burning in the back of his throat./ can only rebuild so much of what
that idiot destroyed .

Even as the thought formed, it dissipated. There was no end to what he could, and would, build and
rebuild in these mountains, because ultimately it was not the outcome of the construction that was his
purpose, but the process. The renovation of Canrif, and the additional projects he was fomenting, were
all undertaken with one motive in mind: the building up of the Bolg, his unknown father's race, from
scattered tribes of primitive, demi-human, nomadic cave dwellers into a real society—a warlike, austere
society to be certain, but nonetheless a culture with value, a contribution to be added to history.

And he had an immortal lifetime to spend on that undertaking. How else was he to spend forever?

But not this place, he thought.Never this place. This remains as it is, undis-

He took stock of the hidden measures he had set in place to insure the sacrosanctity of the place in
the event something happened to either of them, musing idly for a moment about the devices attuned to

their heartbeats, their own innate vibrations, set to seal the tunnel in the presence of any intruder.

If Grunthor were to die, I would have to bring in a score of work crews to open and char the
tunnel and then kill them afterward, he thought.Such an unfortunate loss of manpower .

An orange-red glimmer caught his eye; he turned to see the wall of shale and dust gleam like molten
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lava around Grunthor's hands, which were outstretched, forming an entryway in the mound, leaving a
tunnel with walls as slick as glass. Achmed blinked away his musings and followed the giant Bolg through
the opening.

On the other side of the mound was what remained of the Loritorium, silent now. A haze of old
smoke snaked heavily through the space beneath the overarching dome, disturbed perhaps by the
vibrations of their movements and the introduction of the air from the world above.

In the center of what remained of the courtyard the altar of Living Stone appeared undisturbed; the
Sleeping Child, formed of the same elemental earth, lying supine upon it.

Achmed and Grunthor approached the altar quietly, careful not to disturb the Earthchild. The chamber
in which she had once rested before its destruction had borne a warning inscribed in towering letters:

LET THAT WHICH SLEEPS WITHIN THE EARTH REST UNDISTURBED; ITS
AWAKENING HERALDS ETERNAL NIGHT

The two Bolg had long paid heed to that warning, having seen the threat to which it referred, a far
more deadly Sleeping Child, with their own eyes during their travels through the center of the Earth.

The child still rested as she had when they had first found her, her eyes closed in eternal slumber. Like
the altar on which she slept, her skin was a polished gray surface, translucent, beneath which veins of
colored strands of clay in hues of purple and green, dark red, brown and vermilion could be seen. Her
body, tall as that of an adult human, seemed at odds with the sweet young face atop it, a face with
features that were at the same time coarse and smooth, roughly hewn but smoothly glossed; she was like
a living statue of a human child sculpted by a being that had never really seen one in close proximity,
without any sense of perspective.

The hair of the child was long and coarse, green as spring grass, matching the lashes of her eyelids.
Those eyelids twitched intermittently but remained closed, as did her heavy lips.

Mutually the Bolg sighed, unspoken relief evident in the relaxation of their stances. They drew closer
to the altar.

'Does she look—smaller to you, sir?" Grunthor asked after a long moment.
Achmed squinted, examining die outline of her form on the altar. There was no shadow, no visible
indication that her body had lost any of its size; still, there was something different, a frailer air to her that

he couldn't place, and didn't like.

Finally he shrugged. Grunthor crossed his arms, staring down at the Earth-child intently. Finally he
shrugged also.

'Oi think she's lost some of 'er, but it must be a very small amount," he said, his heavy forehead
wrinkling in worry. He tucked the eiderdown blanket beneath which she slept around her tightly, then
gently caressed her hand.

'Don't ya worry, darlin'," he said softly. "We got yer back."

'She doesn't seem ill, or hurt?"
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'Naw."

Achmed exhaled. Grunthor's description of the wound he had felt in the Earth had unnerved him, had
made him fear that the Earthchild might have been compromised or injured, or worse. It was an unending
worry anyway; she was, to his knowledge, the last living Child of Earth, a being formed long ago from the
pure element and sparked into life by an unknown dragon.

The rib of her body was a Living Stone key that could open the Vault of the Underworld, where in
the Before-Time the demons of elemental fire, the F'dor, had been imprisoned. It was the blood oath of
the Dhracians, his mother's race, to guard that vault, to keep the F'dor locked away for all time, to hunt
down and destroy any that might have escaped. Likewise, it was the endless quest of upworld F'dor to
find a way to free their brethren from the Vault, unleashing the chaos and destruction of the world that
they, children of fire, craved incessantly. The Earthchild, therefore, was the fuse, the catalyst that could
light a sequence of events that could not be undone. The fate of the Earth was dependent on her safety,
and he, as a result, was sworn to an eternity of guardianship to see that she remained unharmed, hidden
here, away, in the dark vault that once was to have been a shining city of scholarship and lore.

It was a small enough price to pay, though not an easy one.
'Sleep in peace," he said quietly to the Earthchild, then nodded toward the passageway.

As they passed through the tunnel Grunthor had made in the moraine, Achmed looked up one last
time at the firmament of the dome that towered into the blackness above the Loritorium and, finding that
it appeared sound, glanced back at the altar of Living Stone.

The Earthchild slumbered on, oblivious, it seemed, of the world around her, and of whatever might
have threatened it.

The Firbolg king watched her for a moment, then turned and walked back through the tunnel ahead of
Grunthor, who closed the hole in the moraine behind them, his black robes whispering around him.

'What do ya think did that, then, caused the Earth to scream that way?" the Bolg Sergeant asked,
glancing one last time over his shoulder before turning to follow the king up the corridor.

Thave no idea," Achmed replied, his voice echoing strangely off the irregular walls of the ascending
tunnel. "And there's little more we can do, other than prepare, because sooner or later whatever it is will
no doubt find me. Let's make our way from one ruined landmark to another." Grunthor nodded and
caught up with him, traversing the rest of the corridor to the upworld in companionable silence.

They were on the other side of the moraine, halfway home, and so were unable to see the single
muddy tear slip down the Earthchild's face in the darkness of her sepulcher.

runthor stepped gingerly over the scattered shards of colored glass and looked up into the thin,
towering dome hollowed into the mountain peak Gurgus, the Bolgish word fortalon . The levels of
scaffolding that ringed the interior of the structure were silent now, the artisans gone, leaving only the king
and himself.

And an increasingly large pile of broken glass.

"Not going particularly well, I take it?" he said humorously, kicking aside the debris. He reached down
and picked up a crumpled piece of parchment lying beneath the detritus that bore the markings of an
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architectural plan.

'"Don't open it," Achmed advised sourly. "It's full of spit. I encouraged everyone to take a turn at it
after a particularly trying day early last week. You might want to stay away from any other wads, too; as
the week wore on, the bodily fluids we applied to the plans reflected our progress, or lack thereof. You
can imagine where we ended up."

Grunthor grinned, his neady polished tusks gleaming in the half-light, and tossed the wad of parchment
back into the pile.

'Why ya driving yerself mad with this, sir?" he asked, his tone at once light and serious. "If you really
feel the need to be irritated to the point o' going insane, why don't we just send for the Duchess? She
generally 'as that same effect on you, and she costs less than rebuilding the dome of a mountain, at least if
you pay by the hour."

Achmed chuckled. "Now, now, let's not reference our beloved Lady Cym-rian's sordid past. We'll be
seeing her soon enough. I heard from her last night by avian messenger; she wants us to meet her four
weeks hence in Yarim."

'Oh, goody," the giant replied, staring up into the tower again. "What now?"

'She wants our assistance—your assistance, actually—in bringing Entu-denin, that dead geyser
obelisk, back to life."

Grunthor nodded, arranging the piles of colored glass with the toe of his boot.

'O1 told 'er a long time ago'twas probably a blockage o' some sort in the strata. She got 'em to agree
to let us drill?"

'Apparendy."

'And you're willing to drop everything and leave at 'er request?"

Achmed shrugged, then went back to the pile of colored rubble.

The giant raised an eyebrow, but said nothing, returning his attention to the tower.

When Gwylliam founded Canrif he seemed to have a penchant for hollowing out mountain peaks. The
Teeth were full of them, jagged summits that stretched into the clouds, multicolored, threatening, dark
with beauty and secrets. They must have posed a challenge to the arrogant Cymrian king, because he
spent a good deal of his time reinforcing them while chipping away at the mountain strata inside diem,
filling them with needless rooms and grand domes. Grunthor, tied to the earth as he was, found the
practice repulsive to the point of feeling violated.

When he, Achmed, and Rhapsody had come to Ylorc, they had found and restored a ruined
guard-tower post in the western peak of Griwen, attached to a fortress and barracks that housed more
than two thousand Bolg soldiers, and a towering observatory above the Great Hall, from which thirty
miles of the Krevensfield Plain could be seen in all directions save east.

He, as a military man, understood the need for these renovations. He could even grudgingly abide the
rebuilding of the inner mountain cities and the restoration of the art and statuary, things he had little use
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for. But none of the reconstruction projects had taken on the import, or produced the aggravation, that
the Bolg king's current undertaking had, and for the life of him, he had no idea why.

The Sergeant squinted as he looked up into the pinnacle of the broken tower, trying to discern what it
was about this Cymrian artifact, this particular hollowed-out mountain peak, that so captivated Achmed's
attention. Each time he returned from maneuvers the king's mood was blacker; now it had taken on
approximately the same hue as pitch.

There were endless opportunities for renovation in the Bolglands. The place had once been almost a
country, a multiracial settlement nestled in the pro tective arms of the mountains, inside the earth and in
the open-air realm beyond the canyon, housing the greatest minds of the times, undisturbed for three
hundred years, allowing great advances in every aspect of science and art to germinate and grow,
unfettered. Even the seven hundred years of war that followed had not destroyed those engineering feats
and architectural marvels completely. Besides, Grunthor reasoned, Achmed had all the time in the world
to build them back up again.

All the time in the world.

'What is it about this thing that has ya so bollixed up?" he asked finally, gesturing at the tower. "Oi
think it might be a good idea to 'ead off ta Yarim just ta get you away from this place. If'senslaved your
mind. Ya look downright awful."

'I'm Dhracian. I always look downright awful."
"More awful than usual, sir."
"You can tell that even behind the veils?"

"Yup. Yer eyes're all yella and red. Thought for a moment ya might 'ave gone F'dor on me while I was
away."

"Now that would be interesting; a Dhracian F'dor. I wonder what would happen if a demon tried to
possess me. My guess is that I would explode or dissolve, so diametrically opposed are the two races,
which might be worth it; at least I would take one of them with me. But no, I'm not possessed; we have
merely been meeting with failure at each turn here. The domed ceiling is defying me, and I hate being
defied by glass." Achmed sighed and crouched down, running his gloved hands through the colored sand
and shards. "Omet says we need to find a glass artisan of a much higher level of expertise, a sealed
master."

"Well, 'e would know."
"Yes, and he has even acknowledged that the place to find one is Yarim."
Grunthor whistled. " 'E must really be growing desperate."

'Or he knows that [ am." The two friends exchanged a smile; Omet's terror of Yarim and his
sensitivity even to the mention of the place had made for many entertaining moments over the last three
years. It was a source of great amusement among the Bolg to see the calm young man who lived casually
among them and was rarely at a loss for a wry comeback become instandy flummoxed at any reference
to the province, going white and trembling violently. The guildmistress he had served there, whose name
he had only mentioned once, must have been formidable; Omet had whispered to him, back when he


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

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

was still a bald teenager they had rescued from the ceramics works, that evil in a purer form did not exist.

But of course, Omet had seen nothing of the world. Achmed knew that no matter how terrifying the
guildmistress was, evil had a whole array of purer forms it could assume.

He had met a number of them personally.
'So I suppose that means we're going," Grunthor said.
"Yes, unless you can't spare the time away."

"Naw," the giant said, stepping over the debris and going to stand directly under the tower. "Hagraith
and the others can 'andle it while Oi'm gone for a bit. An' it'll be wonderful ta see the Duchess again;
been too long."

'Indeed," Achmed agreed.

'[s that really why you're going, sir?" Grunthor said, avoiding the king's gaze. "It's been fair on to
impossible to break you away from this secret glass-tower project.”

Achmed exhaled shallowly, then went to the draftsman's table and drew forth a sheaf of vellum pages,
weathered with age, from a box beneath it.

"These are the plans I could find for this place," he said, his voice soft, as if speaking more to himself
than to the Sergeant. "They are incomplete, unintelligible in places, written in code or ancient languages in
others. I can follow the basic diagram, but there is so much missing that I can't find in Gwylliam's library
or the vault underneath it. I know that the dome is supposed to be formed from colored glass—it says
thus in Gwylliam's notes, and there were seven glass test blocks buried in the vault, one of each color, to
use as a gauge—but which colors are arrayed where is not clearly spelled out. There is one
manuscript—this one"—he separated out a ragged page—"that seems to make reference to the tower,
but I can't decode it. Perhaps Rhapsody can. Besides reading Serenne, as a Namer she is
knowledgeable about the science of the vibrational scale. Some of the notations in the manuscript look
like musical script of a sort."

'Ah," Grunthor nodded. "Oi knew there 'ad to be a connection between this and Yarim for you to be
willin' ta go, even more than the chance to see 'Er Ladyship again." He sighed as Achmed held the ratty
diagrams close to his eyes. "Perhaps could you finally break down and tell me what is so all-fired
important about rebuildin' this tower, sir?"

Achmed blinked. "What?"

"You're obsessed, if ya forgive me for sayin' so. An' I can't fathom why." The Sergeant crossed his
arms. "Ain't never seen ya like this except when you're huntin'. The troops are fully trained, the borders
secure; the Alliance seems ta be goin' well, from what an 'umble soldier like me can tell. We got plenty o'
battlements, outposts, lookouts. So why does this one 'ave you in its grip?"

The Bolg king's olive complexion darkened as he contemplated the question.

Grunthor waited patiently until he was able to sort out his thoughts enough to give voice to them.

'When Gwylliam and Anwyn battled during the Cymrian War, it took her five hundred years to make
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it from the western coast to the Teeth," he said finally. "Their sons had been divided against their wills,
pressed into service by each parent, so as a result, Anwyn couldn't even approach the Teeth to assault
them for most of the war. Anborn held back his mother's armies for his father with tremendous success.
All across the continent there was zero-sum warfare; Llauron would take a town or a province for
Anwyn, Anborn would take it back for Gwylliam. As long as the brothers were the generals, it was
hardly a real conflict; you can tell they were not prosecuting the war too enthusiastically by the length of
time over which nothing of any note was accomplished. That is not surprising, given that neither of them
really wanted to be participating in it the first place."

Grunthor nodded, having studied the battle records.
'But when Anwyn finally did return to the Teeth, what was her first objective?"
The giant exhaled. "Gurgus," he said.

'Right. This peak, this tower was the first thing she attacked—w#y?" The Firbolg king began to pace,
leaving little or no trail through the colored dust on the floor. "She didn't bother to secure her perimeter,
to advance her borders. She ignored Griwen and Xaith and the westernmost outposts, left her army well
behind the line of engagement, and instead sent a stealth brigade, three cohorts of her best troops, into
the depths of the Teeth, knowing none of them would ever return,specifically to destroy this tower. But
why? It had no weapons, no battlements, nothing but a ceiling of rainbow-colored stained glass and some
sort of metal support piping and a wheel. What could possibly have been so important about this tower
that Anwyn would compromise her position, sacrifice her best-trained soldiers, to destroy it before
engaging Gwylliam?"'

'Dunno," Grunthor said, shaking his head. " Twas a long time past, that war; damned thing ended four
'undred years ago. You met 'er at the Cymrian Council; she was off 'er flippin' track. Maybe she was just
crazy then, too. 'Avin' seen 'er in action, Oi'd say there was probably astupid reason, like she 'ated the
colors of the roof windows or ol' Gwylliam 'ad once said 'e liked it. These people were fools. Now
they're both dead, an' we're all better off for it."

He stood straighter, casting an enormous dark shadow across the room. "But you, sir, you're no fool,
and neither am Oi. So why don't you tell me the real reason you're bent on rebuilding something, when ya
don't even know what it is?"

Achmed's mismatched eyes studied his longtime friend for a moment, then looked away.

T've seen an instrumentality like it before," he said. His voice was distant, a world away. "Same
cylindrical tower; same piping. Same colored glass ceiling. Same wheel."

Grunthor waited in silence until it became too heavy to bear. "Where?" he said finally.

'In the old world. Someone in Serendair had one."

'O0?"
The Bolg king let his breath out slowly, as if trying to hang on to the word for as long as possible.

'Glyngaris," he said at last.
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It was a name that he had only uttered once before in Grunthor's hearing, and never in the new world.
The Sergeant stood still for a long moment, then shook his head, as if shaking off sleep, and nodded.
"If that's all, sir, Oi'm going to go and see about settin' up to leave in a few weeks."

Achmed said nothing, standing still as death, as the Sergeant left the room.

HAGUEFORT, NAVARNE

The rush of wind and sun that blew the tower window open awakened Ashe, filling his eyes and
causing him to turn for a moment away from the warmth beside him, shielding his forehead from the
brightness of morning invading his chambers and his sleep. He muttered vulgar, muted curses that he
didn't particularly mean in a variety of tongues, some common, some obscure, then rolled back over and
stared down at Rhapsody, sleeping deeply, undisturbed in the filtered light.

His good mood returned upon beholding her again. The lacy curtains at the window, fluttering on the
wind of dawn, cast moving patterns on her delicate face, striping her cheekbones and brow with fleeting
shadows that darted a moment later over her hair, which spread in silken waves over the pillow and
white bedlinens like a golden sea.

Within his dichotomous soul, he could feel the swell of divided emotion, the love the man felt for her
vying for dominance with the satisfaction in her safe return that was appreciated by the dragon side of
him. It was an interesting disparity; his draconic, covetous nature counted her as treasure, struggling with
jealousy and bereft despair when she was gone from his sphere of awareness, juxtaposed with the
simple, uncomplicated adoration his human side accorded her as the other half of his soul.

Either way, he was wholly glad she was finally home.

He reined in his breathing and moved away slightly so as not to awaken her, settling back against the
pillows to study her face while she slept.

With her eyes closed in unconsciousness, she appeared younger, slighter than she did when awake,
almost childlike. The heat of the element of pure fire that she had absorbed long ago during her trek
through the Earth from her island homeland to this place on the other side of the world burned latent in
her cheeks, much dimmer than it did in her eyes, where it could be seen most clearly when she was
awake. That elemental magic living within her had a powerful effect on the people who beheld her; it
caused some to stare at her as if hypnotized, others to cower in fear as they would in the presence of a
roaring inferno. It was an aspect that was misperceived by the masses as an intimidating beauty, because
they were unfamiliar with the power behind it.

He, unlike them, was not bespelled by that beauty, but recognized it for what it was, because his
dragon nature could sense the power within her, could almost see it. Indeed, because he was tied as
powerfully to the element of water as she was to that of fire, he understood on the deepest possible level
the gift and curse of such an elemental bond. As a result there was a perfect balance between them, an
opposition and a commonality that had made him fall inescapably into enchantment with her even before
he had ever seen her; just being within a few miles of her had been enough for the dragon to sense her
magic and succumb inexorably to it.
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The man, on the other hand, living himself with immense natural powers but imperfect in his humanity,
could see beyond that magic, that beauty, to the imperfect woman beneath it. What his human heart felt
for her was the love any man had for the woman who completed him, whom he in turn completed, flaws
and strengths endured and appreciated, arguments and petty annoyances fought over and forgiven in the
course of weaving the tapestry that was a shared life. Being of the lineage from which he came, with its
vast powers and terrible history, it was this ordinary love, this common, perfectly imperfect union that he
treasured above all else, the sense of normalcy and reality she brought to him.

And she was home.

From the moment he had laid her carefully on their marital bed the night before, as she extinguished
the bedside lamp with a simple gesture toward it, there had been no words between them; no words
were ever necessary. The fireshadows on the hearth across the room had leapt and danced in time with
their lovemaking, the flames roaring with abandon, diminishing down to glowing coals as their passion
was sated, dissolving into the contented sleep of lovers blissfully reunited.

And now she slept still, pale, undisturbed by the morning wind rippling through her hair, as he
watched her, content with his world.

Finally, when the sun had risen fully above the rim of the horizon and the window ledge, flooding the
bedchamber with light, she stirred, then opened her deep green eyes and smiled at him.

"You're awake?"

'Yes."

"You're awake."

'Apparently.”

"You're never awake before me."

"Now, that's an insulting overgeneralization."

Rhapsody rolled over and stretched, then slid her small, callused hand into his. "Very well, I don't
believe I've ever seen you awake before me until this morning. You are usually deep in the sleep of a
hibernating dragon and almost impossible to rouse with anything short of the overpowering stench of that
nasty coffee you like so much."

Ashe drew her into his arms and rested his nose against hers. "I dispute that utterly. It is remarkable
how easily I am roused when you are here, m'lady. If you are complaining, I insist on the opportunity to
prove my point."

"You'll get no complaint from me," Rhapsody said. "On the contrary, I am impressed at your prowess,
as always, even more so after last night. You must have been practicing in my absence. I hope you were
alone." She laughed as Ashe's face colored, then kissed him warmly.

"Well, I am happy to hear that you were not disappointed after traveling all that way to come home."

He pulled her against his chest and lay back on the pillows with a contented sigh, reveling in the contrast
of the warmth beneath the down coverlet and the cool sting of the wind above it. "Did you manage to
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attend to all your affairs of state in Tyrian?"
"Yes."

'Good; glad to hear it, because I don't intend to let them have you back any time in the foreseeable
future. And as you know, dragons can foresee quite a way into said future, so I hope Rial obtained your
signature on whatever he needed for the next several years."

Rhapsody chuckled, then sat up and regarded Ashe with a thoughtful expression. "I did indeed make
certain that all of Tyrian's business requiring my attention received it duly, because I now hope to
undertake a project that would have me here in Navarne for an extended period of time. After the
excursion to Yarim to rejuvenate Entudenin, that is."

Ashe sat up as well. "Oh, really? I'm intrigued. What project might that be?"
"The care and education of a child."

"You adopted another honorary grandchild? How many does this make now? Are you over one
hundred yet?"

Rhapsody shook her head, her green eyes kindling to a darker emerald shade. "No, only thirty-seven.
And that is not what I meant."

'Oh?" Ashe felt a slight chill hum through his skin at the tone in her voice. "What did you mean, then,
Aria?"

The coals on the fireplace, a moment before nothing but cooling gray ash, gleamed red again,
matching the blush in her cheeks.

'T think it's time we had one of our own," she said, her voice steady, though Ashe could feel a slight
tremor in her hand.

He stared at her, trying to force the words that she had spoken to pass from his ears into his mind,
until he saw her wince in pain; quickly he released her fingers, which he had unconsciously clutched to the
point of unwelcome tension.

Slowly he sat up more fully, swung his legs over the edge of the bed, and leaned forward, bringing his
chin to rest on his folded hands. He could tell by the change in her heart rate, her shallow, rapid intake of
breath, and a dozen other physiological signs his dragon sense was aware of that his reaction was
distressing her, but he was too upset by her words to do anything to relieve her anxiety. Instead he
concentrated inward, trying to beat back the jumble of words from the past that were echoing in his
mind.

In a sudden swirl of muscle and bedsheets Ashe rose and went to the wardrobe, trying not to see the
look of astonishment and hurt on his wife's face. He pulled on a shirt and trousers, then turned finally, not

meeting her eyes.

'T must return to my meetings with the councilors," he said flatly. "I am sorry to have wakened you; I
should have let you rest longer after your long journey."

'Ashe-"
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He strode rapidly across the room and took hold of the door handle. "Go back to sleep, Aria," he
said gently. "I will have them bring you a tray in an hour or so."

"You told them you would not be meeting today."

"That was inconsiderate of me. They have been held captive here for weeks; they doubtless want to
finish and return to their provinces."

Rhapsody tossed back the coverlet and rose from the bed, pulling on her dressing gown.
"Don't be a coward," she said evenly but without rancor. "Tell me what has you so frightened."

The vertical pupils of Ashe's eyes expanded, as if drawing in the light and her words. He met her gaze
for a moment, then opened the bedchamber door.

'Rest," he said simply.
He closed the door quickly and silently behind him.

found him later that afternoon at the top of one of the carillon towers that flanked the main gate of
Haguefort.

Rhapsody knew her husband was aware of her presence, would have felt her coming from a great
distance away, so she assumed he was willing to be found. She waited in the doorway at the top of the
tower stairs, following his gaze over the rolling hills of Navarne, where the sun was painting the highgrass
in swaths of yellow light and deep, cool green. Finally, when she saw his shoulders rise and fall as he
exhaled deeply, she spoke, breaking the silence that heretofore had been interrupted only by the
occasional whistling breeze.

's it Manwyn's ranting? Is that why you are afraid?"

Ashe said nothing, but continued to stare over the foothills toward the Krevensfield Plain. Rhapsody
stepped through the doorway and stood beside him, resting her hands on the smooth stone crenellations
of the parapet, newly rebuilt after being destroyed in rank fire and burning pitch three years before. She
waited in silence, breathing in the sweet summer air, following his gaze over the hills.

Finally, when he spoke, his eyes were still fixed on the seemingly endless sea of green meadow
beyond the walls of the keep.

'Stephen and I used to roam these fields endlessly in childhood," he said quietly. "Sometimes it is as if
I can see him there still, chasing imaginary warriors, flying kites, lying on his back staring at the clouds and
reading the future in them." He shook his head, as if shaking off a chill, then turned and regarded her
seriously. "Did you know his mother, like mine, died when he was young?"

No."
Ashe nodded, then looked back over the Plain. "Consumption. It withered her away from the inside.

His father was never the same afterward—took his spirit with her when she left. Stephen barely
remembered her. Just like Meli-sande doesn't remember Lydia."
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Rhapsody sighed. "I am not going to die, Sam," she said, using the name she had once given him long
before, in their own youth when they had met on the other side of Time. "Manwyn told you that as well.
She said so directly, in fact—'Gwydion a-p Llauron, thy mother died in giving birth to thee, but thy
children's mother shall not die giving birth to them."

Ashe shook his head slightly in the vain attempt to silence the words in his mind, recounted in
excruciating detail by the dragon in his blood. It had been more than three years since he stood in the
dark temple of the Oracle of Yarim, Manwyn, the mad Seer of the Future, who by a curse of birth was
also his great-aunt, and shuddered at the odd inflection in her voice as she pronounced a prediction she
had not been asked for.

1 see an unnatural child born of an unnatural act. Rhapsody, you should beware of childbirth:
the mother shall die, but the child shall live.

Rhapsody's hand came to rest gently on his bare shoulder but he shrugged it off, trying to break the
grip of other words in his mind, spoken in his father's voice.

assume you are aware of what happened to your own mother upon giving birth to the child of
a partial dragon? I have spared you the details up until now—shall I give them to you? Do you
crave to know what it is like to watch a woman, not to mention one that you happen to love, die
in agony trying to bring forth your child,

hmmm? Let me describe it for you. Since the dragonling instinctually needs to break the
eggshell, clawing through, to emerge, the infant-Stop.

Tour child will be even more of a- dragon than you were, so the chances of the mother's
survival are not good. If your own mother could not give birth to you and live, what will happen,
do you think, to your mate?

Without looking at his wife he shook his head again, concentrating on the waving green sea of
highgrass below him.

T have seen too much death to risk it, Aria; I have known too many divinations that have been
misheard, misunderstood. With the very last words of advice my father gave me he warned me that |
should not trust prophecies, that their meaning is not always as it seems."

'If you are discounting prophecies, then why does the first one worry you at all?" Rhapsody said,
taking his hand. "It seems to me that you are giving credence to those that would prevent us from living
our lives as we see fit, in order to avoid peril, but shun those that nullify those dire warnings. Either accept
both, or neither, but do not choose to fear one and refuse comfort in the other."

Ashe's skin darkened in the light of the afternoon sun. "There are so many children in your life,
Rhapsody, inour lives. Anywhere you go, from this very keep you live in to the mountains of Ylorc, from
the Lirin forest to the Hin-tervold, you have 'grandchildren’ to love and look after. I don't think it is wise
to tempt Fate by risking your life giving birth to the child of wyrmkin, an infant with dragon's blood in its
veins. There are enough motherless children to tend to without bringing another into the world." His voice
carried a bitter sting.

Rhapsody took him by the arms and turned him around, slipping into his embrace.

T refuse to make my choices based on the maniacal rantings of your aunt," she said humorously,
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"which is why I never use the hideous brocade table linens she sent us as a wedding gift." Her tone grew
more serious, and she caressed his cheek tenderly. "I want to make the life with you that we planned,
Sam; I want to mix my blood with yours, to carry your children within me, to raise a family of your line
and mine that is entirely our own. I thought this is what you wanted as well."

Ashe did not break his gaze away from the windy plain.More than you can know , he thought.

'"If there is good reason not to have children, I will yield the idea in a heartbeat, but in the face of two
conflicting prophecies, I see no need to live in terror of something that she has told you willnot happen.
Besides, the prophecy you fear has already been fulfilled; it was not directed at me, but at the mother of
the last child fathered by the F'dor we destroyed." Her eyes darkened at the memory. "I witnessed the
birth, and the death. The mother died. The child lived. It's over. The prophecy was fulfilled."

"You don't know that for certain, Rhapsody."

She threw up her hands in exasperation and turned away from him. "What do we ever know for
certain, Ashe? Moment to moment, life is unsure—you can't live in fear of it." Another thought occurred
and she turned back. "Man-wyn cannot lie, can she?"

"Not directly, but she can obfuscate and evade, and she knows the distant future as well as the
immediate, so she can give an answer to a question that qualifies as truthful, but may not be pertinent for
a thousand years. She is not to be trusted."

'But if she answers directly, yes or no, that cannot be false, can it?"
Ashe shook his head. "Supposedly not."

'Well, then, since I am headed to Yarim in the next few days, and Manwyn's temple is in Yarim, I will
have ample opportunity to ask her directly, yes or no, if giving birth to your children will cause my death
or permanent infirmity. Perhaps she can lay this ambiguity to rest then and there."

Ashe's face went pale, then red. "A moment ago I was grateful beyond measure that you had returned
home," he said stonily. "Now I wish you had remained in Tyrian, where at least you would be safe from
your own foolhar-diness. Rhapsody, didn't you learn the last time we addressed Manwyn in her temple
that it was an experience not to be repeated?"

'Apparently not," she snapped, pulling away and turning back to the tower doorway. "Apparently I've
also been wrong in assuming you shared my desire to have a child; if you did, you would not be deterred
by so flimsy an excuse." She started down the stairs, only to be caught by the arm and turned around.

Ashe stared down at her for a long moment. Rhapsody's anger, white-hot a split second before,
cooled at the sight of the pain in his dragonesque eyes, the depth of the agony she knew he had suftered,
and the love that ran even deeper. Inwardly she cursed herself for the pain she was causing him now, the
fear her selfishness had rekindled. She opened her mouth to recant but was stopped when he rested his
forefinger on her lips.

"We will go together," he said, cupping her face gently. "We will put the question before her, and I will
try and live with her answer. It's the only way to reclaim control of our lives."

'Are you certain you want to do that?" she said, arching an eyebrow. "If memory serves,you were the
one she attacked last time we were there. She didn't give me any difficulty."
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'Well, she and I are family, after all," Ashe replied, a hint of humor returning to his eyes. "If you can't
fight with family, with whom can you fight? Look at my grandparents. Their marital spat led to a war that
took down an entire empire."

"Hmmm. Perhaps we should reconsider adding to our family after all," Rhapsody said. She looked off
across the whipping highgrass and smiled as a brightly colored kite in the shape of a copper dragon
caught the wind, streaking suddenly higher on a strong updraft. She waved to the tiny figure in the
distance, and Melisande waved back.

Ashe exhaled. "No, you're right," he said at last. "If it is at all possible, I would dearly love to see the
children of the House of Navarne and those of the lines of Gwylliam and Manosse playing in these fields
once more."

'Well, in a sense that decision is entirely up to you." Rhapsody spoke the words gently, knowing that
to do so heavily would sting; as a descendant of a Firstborn race, Ashe had to make a conscious
decision to procreate. "But once you decide in favor of it, whenever that may be, I promise to make that
decision worth your while."

Ashe laughed and kissed her hand, then went back to watching Stephen's daughter draw pictures in
the sky with her dragon kite, lost in memory.

TEMPLE OF THE ORACLE, YARIM PAAR

The darkness of the inner sanctum of Manwyn's temple was broken intermittently by fires burning in
decaying receptacles and the tiny flames of countless candles, thick with the stench of burning fat barely
masked by pungent incense.

Mother Julia stared across the jagged well in the floor to the dais suspended above it, trying to hold
the Seer's gaze and failing; the eyes of the mad prophetess were perfect mirrors of quicksilver, devoid of
any iris, pupil or sclera. They reflected the myriad flames, making Mother Julia's head spin crazily.

'How—how long will I live?" she whispered, dotting her gray forehead with the colorful fringe of her
shawl.

The Seer laughed, a maniacal, piercing sound, then rolled suddenly onto her back, pointing the ancient
sextant in her hand at the black dome of the temple above. She began to swing the dais wildly over the

jagged pit beneath her, singing in mad, toneless words.

Finally she righted herself and leaned over the edge of the platform, fixing her reflective gaze on the
trembling crone.

"Until your heart stops beating," she proclaimed smugly. She waved a dis missive hand at Mother
Julia, her rosy golden skin, scored with tiny lines of scales, gleaming in the half-light.

"Wait," the old woman protested as the doors to the inner sanctum opened. "That is no answer! I
made a generous offering, and you have told me nothing!"

A blank look of confusion crossed the Seer's face. Mother Julia turned away from the guards
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gesturing at her, realizing that she had phrased her objection incorrectly; Manwyn could not comprehend
the Past, only the Future and enough of the Present to allow her a stepping-stone in Time. With a
trembling hand she reached into the folds of her garments and extracted her last gold crown. She held it
up; the light caught the surface and reflected in the prophetess's eyes.

"You are not telling me anything. You will cheat me for Eternity if you do not provide me more of an
answer. [ will be forever a bad debt of yours."

Manwyn cocked her head to one side, her tangled mane of flame-colored hair billowing in the updraft
from the dark well; its metallic silver streaks caught the reflection of the candlelight for a moment and
flashed, causing Mother Julia to wince in pain. Her lips pursed as she considered, then nodded briskly
like a child.

"Very well. One more question. Consider carefully; I shall answer no more for you in this lifetime."

The old woman shuddered, racking her brain to combine her questions into one which would suffice
while the ancient Seer spun the wheel on the sextant beneath her fingers, humming tunelessly. Finally
Mother Julia took a deep, ragged breath and squared her shoulders.

"Who shall tell me what the disk of blue-black steel is?" she stammered.

The prophetess looked into the sextant, then up at the crone again. When she spoke, her voice was
plain and clear of madness or singsong.

"Your son Thait will tell you what you have been commanded to discover," she said simply. "Five
weeks and two days hence this night."

From the depths of her belly the old woman sighed, relief glistening in her eyes and on her brow. She
bowed to Manwyn, tossed the coin into the well, muttered her thanks, and hurried out through the heavily

carved cedar door past the guards, eager to quit the temple as quickly as possible.

As the cedar door closed behind the woman, Manwyn looked up as if startled. She nodded to
herself, then called softly into the darkness in the distance.

'He will whisper it to you through his tears as he sits beside your grave, arranging the stones."

A,HOt

't'tdto
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Luasa-ela

PORT OF ARGAUT, NORTHLAND

The scent of fire in the wind was always an exciting thing, the seneschal thought, inhaling deeply.
Pungent ash mixed with the tang of salt sea air was like a perfume to him, especially in the aftermath of
morning, when the white smoke of the infernos gave way to the stolid gray miasma that hung like dirty

wool in the wind above the smoldering coals, the dingy causatum of so much glorious flame the night
before. It was an odor he had loved all his life, but in the last thousand years or so it had taken on a
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special appeal, particularly when laced with the olfactory undertones of human flesh, which added a
pleasant causticity to it.

The previous night he had stood in the darkness of the reviewing stands, watching the burning pyres
be lighted like signal flames along a giant battle wall. It had been an unprecedented inferno; the chorus of
wailing, rising and falling on the summer wind, had been especially melodic, a symphony of pain that
enflamed his soul with excitement.

The thrill had still not worn off, even in the bitter light of dawn observed now from the rolling deck of
theBasquela on which he stood. The bonfires had burned down to seething ash, cooling, waiting for the
farmers of the Inner Crescent to come and haul the detritus away, sowing it into their fields to enrich
them.

The seneschal ruminated on that for a moment, the beneficial balance he had achieved since coming to
power. The shipping lanes had never been so profitable; Argaut's fleet was one of the most commanding
and respected in maritime trade throughout the civilized world, plying the seas in extended cycles, braving
some of the most dangerous coastlines in the process—the rocky archipelago of the Fiery Rim; the
shark-infested waters of Iridu and the Great Overward, where the predatory fish could reach a hundred
feet in length; the burning swells that still foamed over the watery grave of the sunken Island of Serendair
in the south seas, its former mountaintops of Briala, Balatron, and Querel now making for treacherous
pocketed reefs of boiling volcanic blasts.

The real danger in those places was not the natural phenomena that existed there, but the pirates who
used them as hunting grounds. Privateers from deadly, centuries-old familial lines, their ships, swift and
silent, plied the shoals and crosscurrents as if immune to the perils of the sea, mastering the wind with
merciless efficiency. The remains of the vessels they plundered were never found, the able-bodied among
the crew and passengers sold as slaves in a variety of ports around the world, most especially in the
diamond fields of lower Heraat in the Great Overward, and the gladiatorial arenas of Sorbold. The old,
the sick, and the weak were used as chum for the sharks.

The Brigands of the Sea Wind, as the pirates like to call themselves, were the scourge of the shipping
lanes, the terror of the seas, and made the passage of travelers and the plying of trade hazardous at best.
Even the nations that supplied military forces to escort their merchant vessels watched in hope that turned
frequently to dismay for their return. Owning a strong, reliable fleet of swift ships that could run the
privateers' blockades, outsail them, and escape with their crew and contents intact was one of the
greatest assets any merchant guild or nation could have. Argaut's merchant fleet and navy were without
peer in the world.

Because the Baron of Argaut, who owned the fleet, also owned the pirates.

It made for a perfect cycle, a very profitable way to suppress competition. The seneschal was
extremely proud of the beautiful simplicity and intercon-nectivity of it all. The Brigands occasionally
attacked ships in the waters near Northland, but by and large stayed far enough away from port to avoid
suspicion. The slave trade fostered friendship in places like Druverille, the frozen wasteland to the north
of Manosse, and Sorbold, a key nation in the western continent on the southern border of the
Wyrmlands. The northern continental coastline of the Wyrmlands had been held in protection for
thousands of years by the dragon Elynsynos, who allowed no ship to broach the misty shores. The slave
traders of Sorbold were Argaut's favorite trading partners, paying a high premium for captives who could
serve in their famed gladiatorial arenas.

And so the cycle had continued, year after year, century after century. The shipping lanes filled
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Argaut's coffers with the bounty of respectable trade by the merchant fleet and the booty of privateering
by the Brigands. The slave trade provided an easy dumping ground for any victims of piracy who would
have survived to tell the tale; the less valuable captives were accused, along with the occasional local
upstart, of being the pirates themselves and were burned in great bonfires that lighted the night sky, sating
the righteous indignation of the population while convincing them of the efficiency of their government.
The remains of the unfortunates were sown into the fields to produce a bountiful harvest, or rendered as
fat for tallow candles, both of which in turn provided more products for the shipping trade.

And, above all else, they satisfied the bloodlust of the seneschal and the baron, both of whom craved
the thrill of the fire.

Indeed; I have no wish to abandon this.

The seneschal whirled, caught off guard by the baron's voice.

'M'lord-"

Disembark. We are not leaving.

The pleasant musings vanished, leaving the sensation of acid burning in the seneschal's eyes.
'Forgive me, m'lord, but we are." Involuntarily he winced at the stabbing pain in his head.

The voice, when it whispered again, was low and soft; the seneschal could barely make out the words
over the waves of nauseating thrum in his head and the crying of the gulls.

In sixteen centuries you have only dared defy me once; remember what you wrought.

"Twice," the seneschal corrected. He clutched his brow in agony, shaking his head like a boar shaking
off the hunting dogs beset upon its neck. He glanced woozily in the direction of the dark hold where
Faron waited, frightened, in his transplanted pool of gleaming green water. He had been secreted aboard
in the middle of the night, carried in soft blankets, while the fires were burning down and the sea winds
tugged at the moorings. The terror in the child's eyes haunted at him again, and feelings of protective rage
rose inside his breast. "And what [ wrought is a lifeline for you; remember that."

The threat in the reply was unmistakable.

You remember it as well.

"Yer Honor? Sea-shakes got hold o' ya already? We haven't even cast off yet."

The seneschal struck violently at the air behind him, knocking the man flat with a gesture.

"Leave me in peace."

The sailor, long accustomed to the strong arm of command, rose quickly from the deck and slipped
away. When the sailor had gone, the seneschal focused his attention again on the voice in his mind, the

demon that shared his soul.

T will not be questioned by you in this," he said in a low voice, fighting the grip behind his eyes.


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

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

You are taking us away from our place of power, where our dominion rests, unchallenged.
Why?

The seneschal stood a little straighter.
'A debt is owed me, a debt I had written off a lifetime ago and a world away."
So if you decried this debt a lifetime ago, why pursue it now?

The seneschal ran his fingers angrily through his hair, as if seeking to gouge the nagging voice from his
scalp.

"Primarily," he spat, "because Ichoose to. And I do not wish to answer to you about it."
The dark fire of F'dor spirit that clung to his essence burned blacker within him, making him nauseous.
1 can see we have a misunderstanding of roles here.

"Yes," the seneschal agreed, "though I am certain we have differing opinions on who is transgressing
on the terms under which we have agreed to associate with one another."

The voice of the demon was silent for a moment, leaving only the sound of the wind and the sea, the
cry of the gulls, and the distant noise of the port growing busy as morning came. When it spoke there was
a crackling sound in its tone, like a fire, the flames calm but seething underneath in the coals.

I have allowed you far more autonomy, far more independence, than most with our
arrangement would have.

The seneschal exhaled sharply.

'Perhaps that is because I took you on voluntarily, if you recall," he said. "You have benefited greatly
from my strength, from retaining my independence. If you wanted a passive host whose life essence you
could suck out, use as a parasitic moss uses a tree, surely there were thousands of sickly, pathetic rabble
after the Seren War ended that you could have taken on; a flower-seller, perhaps; a fishwife, an infant?
You chose me because I offered you a host healthy of body and mind, a soldier, a leader of men, with
power of my own that you could share, but it was never part of the bargain that you would possess that
power outright. If you had wanted a servile lackey, you should have chosen a host within your ability to
subdue, with strength less than your own, one you could conquer, could make your own unwillingly,
could hollow out and feed off of until you moved on to someone better. You would never have been able
to take me on then, never would have conquered me against my will." He paused, feeling the ebb and
flow of the demon's spirit coursing through his veins. "You cannot do it now."

The sea wind gusted again, snapping the mains'l violently, then settling into a calm breeze again. The
seneschal felt the heat within him dim as the demon considered his words.

You have not done poorly in this bargain yourself, the voice said when finally it spoke again. You
wanted life unending. You have had it .

"Yes," the seneschal acknowledged, "yes, I have. And so have you. I might point out that when I
came to you your host was dying, alone, unable to drag the sorry remains of his crumbling body out of
the water that was filling the dungeon in which you were held captive. I saved your sorry life, have
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brought untold glory to you, the power of elemental wind to mix with your fire—"
In return for immortality.

"Yes. A fair trade. And all in all, it has been a beneficial, in fact, inspired pairing." The seneschal
clutched the railing, prepared for another onslaught of demonic rage. "Except on those occasions when
you forget that [ have the final decision as to where we go, what we undertake. You, sadly, have no
choice but to come along. Unless you wish to leave now."

The demon chuckled; it was a harsh, rasping sound that scratched against the seneschal's ears. You
always were foolhardy. Think which of us will have the worse of the bargain if I should decide to
do that .

"My wager is on you," the seneschal said as the sun crested the horizon, splashing the ocean with
golden light. "After sixteen centuries of unquestioned dominion, feeding your hunger for fire and ruin, [
think it would be amusing to see how you fare as a cabin boy or a whore strolling the docks. Look
around you; is there anyone in particular that you crave to move on to? Perhaps there is a tavern wench
you might like to have as your host? Then perhaps you too can know the feeling of being fornicated over
and over again, as [ do when you try to assert yourself."

The voice of the demon cackled.

It might be interesting to take you up on that. Were we to part company in the next beat of
your heart, I would not die; I would be weaker, 'tis true, but when one is immortal, a setback in
merely a delay, not an ending. It would almost be worth the loss of stature and power to take up
residence in another, any other, just to watch your body shrivel to dust and blow away in the wind
before my eyes. The fire returned, soaking into the internal edges of the seneschal's consciousness. You
do know that is what would happen, do you not? Without my essence you would not only be a
dead man, but one who owes Time a dear debt he has no means to repay .

'Go then," the seneschal snarled. "Cast yourself out. Better still, allow me to do it for you."
Your rashness will be your undoing, if not now, then later, the demon said solemnly.

Again the voice fell silent, and the seneschal gripped the deck railing. The demon was the embodiment
of chaos, of destructive impetuosity. He prepared himself for battle, or being tossed into the sea, or into
oblivion.

You are in pursuit of a woman, once again.

The seneschal clenched his teeth, seeking to bar the F'dor spirit from the inner reaches of his mind,
but it was like trying to hold back the sea; the hot fingers in his brain probed mercilessly, unyieldingly,
violating what little space was leftzo him. He could feel it searching the hidden realms within his head,
finally coming upon the thoughts he had sheltered from it, grasping them, digging them out like a root from
the dirt.

Have you karned nothing? the demon chided angrily.Do you not recall what happened the last
time you let your lust get the better of us ?

"Yes," the seneschal said bitterly. "I recall it well, and would change nothing about it, given the chance.
It gave both you and me a night of unmitigated joy in the glorious suffering of an Ancient Seren, and the
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boon of a bloodline in the child that was born of that night."
A useless freak. A monster.

"Nonesuch!" The seneschal's voice, low and guttural to avoid calling attention to himself, ground
against his throat as if against shards of glass. "Faron is a beautiful creation, unique, with powers only
beginning to be realized. And should either of us ever be in need of a vessel in which to seek refuge,
Faron is perfect."

Thank you, no. I have higher expectations of a host than that. I have no desire to share my
life's essence with what is essentially a humanfish,blind in daylight, boneless, timid—

Violently the seneschal raked his nails down the sides of his head, gashing stripes of blood across his
cheeks.

'"Enough of this! If you wish to move to another host, do so now, or submit to my will! I will brook no
more of this nonsense!" In his rage the seneschal closed his eyes, concentrating on the spiritual tethers
that bound the demon to him, hooks in the core of his essence that he had untied the night before, to
allow their combined spirits to inhabit Faron. All thought of self-preservation vanished; he quickly found
one metaphysical tie and in his mind seized upon it, preparing to cast off from the demon as the ship soon
would from the dock.

Stop. The scathing voice quavered.

Silence returned to his mind. The clouds that had blanketed the sun as it rose thinned and broke open,
causing the morning light to shimmer in dusty streams across the water. The seneschal held his breath,
waiting for the demon's reply, longing for the cool darkness belowdecks where Faron waited. He
wondered whether the monster he had carried voluntarily, its metaphysical talons embedded in his soul,
would make good on its threats. There was nothing he could do but wait.

Finally, when the voice spoke again, it was subdued.
Tell me of this woman, and why this is so important to you.

The seneschal inhaled, allowing the salty air to fill his lungs to their depths. He allowed his mind to
wander back over ancient fields of summer grass, the

Wide Meadows of the Island of Serendair, now nothing more than seagrass in the sand beneath the
boiling waves of the sea. He concentrated on the memories he had made there.

'Her name is Rhapsody," he whispered, struggling to keep the word light on the air, reverent, like a
psalm, a holy laud, though he knew it was far past impossible for his profane mouth to ever utter such a
prayer. "I knew her in Serendair, before the cataclysm. She is beautiful; eyes green as the emerald forest,
hair of gold like ripened sheaves of wheat. But that is not why."

Then why?

The seneschal tried to form thoughts, words around the memory. "She is spirited, alive; passionate."
The thought of the disdain he had routinely seen in her eyes many centuries before rose up like bile in his
throat, stung his pride all over again now as it had then. "Stubborn, surly, defiant, argumentative. Foolish."
And she loved me , he thought, allowing himself a fraction of a second to bask in the rumination, then
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driving it from his mind before the demon could seize upon it.

The knowledge that she had sworn her fealty to him had salved many a difficult moment, had kept him
warm through a thousand dark nights in the time before the demon, when he was a mortal man in the
vanguard of a coming war. He could still summon up the memory of the oath she swore to him before he
had left her for the last time, a memory he had consigned to the dark vault of loss long before, too painful
to think about without going mad.

Lswear by the Star that my heart will love no other man until this world comes to an end .

The fact that he had forced her into the pledge, had made her promise it, knowing that she was unable
to lie, as he held the life of a young girl in his hands before her eyes, had dissipated in his recollection long
ago. She had given her word, and Lirin had rules about such things inbred in their blood.

If she had said she loved him, it must have been the truth.

The loss he felt when the word had come to him as he was embroiled in the early battles of the Seren
War that she had vanished, when he was within a hairsbreadth of reclaiming her, had almost killed him.
She had been stolen by the Brother, the Dhracian assassin known as the most proficient killer the Island
had ever seen, even more proficient than he himself had been. There was no trace of her to be found, and
so he had assumed that the Brother had killed her and tossed her body into the sea, as the Dhracian's
disinterest in temptations of the flesh was renowned. He had wept, for the first time in his memory, tears
that rained like acid and had driven him into even greater fits of destruction, sacking villages and torching
the Wide Meadows in the vain hope that the wildfires he ignited would help purge his soul of the despair
he felt at her loss.

And now he had come to find that she was alive, had survived the destruction of the Island just as he
had, had undoubtedly sailed away before the cataclysm with the other Cymrian refugees who had made
their way across the world to the Wyrmlands and had taken shelter there. She, like he, had cheated
Time, had robbed Death of a conquest, had obtained the same immortality that the other Cymrians and
their descendants had obtained.

And she had married. Word had come via the shipping lanes of a royal marriage in Roland, but he
had paid it no mind, until the nameRAapsody had come to his ears again, after sixteen centuries of silence.

It was then that the jealousy had begun to brew. He took to walking the docks at night, passing by
dock wenches and drunken sailors that otherwise would have been easy prey, wondering if the
Rhapsody he had known and this new queen that he had heard tell of could possibly be one and the
same. When the curiosity turned to obsession he had summoned Quinn, one of the sailors who was his
unwitting thrall, and sent him on a mission to discover if by the smallest stroke of Fate it might be the
woman who had pledged herself to him. Until last night, it had seemed almost impossible to believe that it
might be true.

And then Quinn returned, confirming his greatest hope, and his greatest dread.
She was alive.
After all these centuries, the death of the Island in volcanic fire, a journey that had taken the lives of

many of the refugees, and the war that followed, she was still alive, half a world away. Still wearing the
locket she had worn when he knew her. She was alive. And married. And happy.
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His thoughts blackened as the rage returned. She had lied to him. She had broken her oath.

She needed to be taught the consequences of such actions. "Why?" he said aloud, his voice beginning
to shake in the effort to suppress his fury. "Because she is the single best knob I have ever experienced; a
bed-wench of limitless charms. A talented slut, a rutting whore who broke an oath to me. I seek to
reclaim what I lost when that happened."

The voice of the demon was weak, like the graying ash of a long-burning fire that had expended much
of its fuel.

Not again. Let us not do this again. Remember the consequences: remember how

weak we were left the last time you gave in to the desire to knob a woman. Each child you
father breaks of en my essence, ouressence, leaving us diminished. Sate your lust in blood and fire,
not between a woman's legs. What you leave behind there— "1 will leave no seed behind this time,"
the seneschal retorted, gripping the railing as the light from the rising sun flattened over the sea. "When
Faron was conceived I was still human, my blood only slightly tainted by your essence, because you
were still so weak from the transfer of hosts. Now I am F'dor, having carried you for sixteen hundred
years. There is very little, if any, human blood left in me. And F'dor, like all other Firstborn races, choose
whether or not to break open their souls in the act of procreation. Believe me, I have no intention of
doing that again; I want nothing between Rhapsody's legs but me. I plan to spend a goodly amount of
time there, making up for all the time she owes me. So rest easy; your power is safe."

There was another long silence while the demon considered, peppered now by the increasing noise

from the docks, the cacophony of activity as the harbor swelled with life and traffic. Finally the voice
within his mind spoke; it was soft, as though tired, resigned, but still bore a resolute tone.

Very well. Let us be off, but with the intent on returning as soon as you have retrieved that
which is owed to you. I wish to get back to the terror, the burnings, the mad beauty of the
destruction we have wrought here.

The seneschal absently fingered the hilt of Tysterisk as he thought back for one last moment to the
image of Rhapsody's face as she swore her pledge to him; she had called him by a name he had long
forgotten until now.There; is that enough for you now, Michael ?

Michael, he had been called in that other life. He had all but lost the memory of it.

Michael, the Wind of Death.

'Believe me," he said again, "where we are bound, there will be more than ample opportunity for

terror, for burnings. I promise you, the mad beauty of the destruction we have wrought here will pale
beside what is to come when we make landfall on her shores."

HAGUEFORT, NAVARNE

The master of the range flashed the signs from one hundred fifty yards—twelve centers, two inner
ring, nine outer ring, one perfect alignment.

Gwydion Navarne sighed, then signaled for the targets to be moved back. While the rangekeepers
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dragged the haybutts about in the distance he gave his longbow a shake, then gently ran his fingers up the
grip. He had spent more than a year in its making, had carefully blended wood, horn, and sinew, cured it
lovingly. It was a weapon of which he was greatly proud, even if it was still not a masterpiece; it, like he,

was in training, learning, stretching to its potential.

This afternoon he was not proving worthy of it.

He was so focused on trying to sort out the problem with his angle of flight that he did not hear the
approach of the hoofbeats until Anborn was already upon him.

"You disappoint me, lad."

The snort of the black stallion shook Gwydion from his concentration, and he looked up into the face
of the Lord Marshal, the ancient general of the Cymrian army, who was staring down at him from his
high-backed saddle, watching him as intently as a bird of prey watches a mouse. Gwydion shook the
bow again.

"My apologies, Lord Marshal. I'm working on my free-flights, albeit dismally this afternoon." He
nodded to Anborn's man-at-arms, an older First Generation Cymrian with gray hair and a deeply lined
face, weathered from the sun, who always traveled on horseback with a pair of crossbows drawn. "Well
met, Shrike." The soldier nodded in return, dismounting.

The general snorted in the same timbre as his war horse, then reached behind him and unstrapped his
crutches from their saddle bindings.

'T'm not disappointed in your accuracy, boy, but in your choice of projectiles. I see you have a
fondness for those flimsy Lirin sticks." Anborn sighed dramatically. "I should have had a long talk with
you before your adopted grandmother moved in here and destroyed your sense of arrow flight with her
Lirin preferences."

Gwydion laughed, then took the reins as the Lord Marshal dismounted slowly, Shrike standing ready,
as always, to support him should he lose his balance. In the three years since Anborn's crippling,
Gwydion had never seen it happen.

'Actually Rhapsody has little preference for arrows, and not too much interest in archery anymore," he
said. "She brings me back the long whitewoods whenever she goes to Tyrian if she can."

Anborn steadied himself on the two specially made canes and stared at Gwydion in mock disgust. "So
you came to this tendency on your own? Appalling."

T am still studying the crossbow as well, Lord Marshal."

'Well, then at least you shouldn't be taken out and fed to the weasels yet."

Gwydion Navarne laughed. "Perhaps someday you can enlighten me as to why your family is so
fascinated with the feeding of incompetents to weasels," he said, glancing at the squire who was
approaching with the general's chair. "If I recall correctly, your brother, Edwyn Grifryth, declared the
same fate should befall Tristan Steward at the Cymrian Council."

'Being devoured by weasels is far too good a fate for Tristan Steward," Anborn said contemptuously.
"In addition, it would be cruel to the weasels." He observed the gesture of the rangekeeper. "They are


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

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

ready for you, lad."

'So what have you been occupying yourself with, Lord Marshal?" Gwydion Navarne asked as he
nocked his arrow. "Rhapsody said you had gone south to the Skeleton Coast of Sorbold."

'Indeed." The Lord Marshal allowed Shrike to assist him into the wheeled chair, then laid the crutches
across his now-useless legs.

Gwydion Navarne watched the general thoughtfully as he settled himself. He had met the legendary
soldier as a child of seven at his mother's funeral, and had been terrified by the experience. He was too
young to have yet heard of the general's cantankerous reputation, so Anborn's very appearance was
intimidating to him; the broad, menacing musculature of back and shoulders, gleaming azure eyes set
within a face dark with terrible memories, black hair streaked with white flowing angrily to his
shoulders—everything about the general was sufficient to make him want to hide behind his father, who
had understood his fear innately and did not require him to come out and shake hands until the general
was ready to leave.

And now, since the council held in the wake of the great battle three years ago, he had come to know
and admire the man, to love him much the way his godfather, Gwydion of Manosse, did—respectfully
and from a safe distance.

There was something in the general's eyes that Gwydion Navarne didn't grasp. He recognized, in the
incomplete wisdom of youth, that there were thoughts, emotions, and insights in the head of someone
who had lived for as many centuries as Anborn had, seen as many horrors as Anborn had, and
contemplated life in ways that Anborn had that he himself could not comprehend now, if ever.

Gwydion Navarne drew back and let fly; the arrow's arc was slighted a hint to the lee; it struck the
hay target at one hundred sixty yards and glanced off.

Drat!"
The Lord Marshal stared at him as if thunderstruck.

'Drat?" he said disdainfully. "Dmt? Dear All-God, what has my useless nephew been teaching you? Is
that the best oath you can muster, lad? After you finish here we will go directly into Navarne City and
find a suitable tavern, where we will tend immediately to your proper education in the essential
things—drinking, wenching, and swearing properly."

'Oh, I do know how to swear fairly well, Lord Marshal," Gwydion Navarne said pleasantly. "I just
didn't want to offend your ears, knowing you to be the frail and discreet gentleman that you are."

Anborn chuckled as Gwydion Navarne drew back again. "Well, I would certainly hope so. My
nephew, your namesake, has been schooled by the best—that would beme—in the finest curses ever
wrought of the dragon tongue, which is the preeminent language in which to swear. You don't have the
physiology for that, alas—without the serpentine aperture of the throat you could never manage the
double glottal stop—but certainly you should have acquired an impressively vulgar vocabulary after living
with him for a few years. And your 'grandmother'—well, a Namer of her power should have access to
some utterly splendid oaths."

'Oh, she does." Gwydion Navarne let fly, piercing the inner edge of the outer ring, then kicked the
ground in annoyance.K Hrekin't't"
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'Ah, a Bolgish profanity, if an uninspired one. Not bad." The general's face twisted in amusement.
"Can't imagine who you caught that one from."

'"Well, when you and I served with Sergeant-Major Grunthor as honor guard at Rhapsody's
coronation in Tyrian, he taught me many useful things, such as nit removal from private skin folds and
how to clear the nasal passages of blockage while rendering an assailant momentarily sightless at the
same time."

'Ah." Anborn cleared his throat as Shrike looked askance at the young duke-to-be. "Well, one can
never have too many weapons in one's arsenal, though that one was unknown to me until just now."

Gwydion Navarne unstrung the weapon, allowing the bowstring to relax. "So are you going to share
with me where you have been? Or am I committing a social misstep inquiring?"'

'Both." The ancient warrior looked him up and down, but with a different expression in his eyes than
before; there was a sharper intensity in his glance that was tempered with another, deeper emotion, one
that the boy did not see this time as he turned back to his bow. "I was looking for a Kinsman on the
Skeleton Coast."

Gwydion Navarne did not look up as he strung the bow again. "Oh?" He gave the bowstring a
perfunctory pluck and, satisfied with the draw, glanced up finally. The serious expressions on both men's
faces made him blink. "Was this a kinsmen on your father Gwylliam's line, or from your mother Anwyn's
family?"

Anborn exhaled deeply and looked out over the meadow, his eyes unfocused, as if seeing into
another time.

"Neither. I don't mean a kinsman who is merely a blood relation. I am speaking rather of an ancient
society of men, a fraternity forged in the old world, from another time; brothers. Warriors. Dedicated
soldiers who mastered the craft of fighting over a lifetime's devotion to it, at the expense of self. Kinsmen
were sworn to the wind and Seren, the star which shone over the Island of Serendair, resting now below
the waves on the other side of the world. And to each other. Always to each other."

Gwydion Navarne brought his hands to rest atop the bow respectfully, waiting to hear the rest of what
the Lord Marshal, usually a man of few words, was saying.

He felt Shrike's eyes on him, but he didn't turn to meet the glance of Anborn's man-at-arms. The
intensity he felt in their stare told him that what the general was sharing was something he was imparting
carefully, with great import. He resolved to be worthy of the telling.

Anborn looked out over the rolling hills to the high wall that surrounded the fields beyond Haguefort;
atop the rampart guardsmen walked, patrolling the battlement, their shadows long and spindly in the
afternoon sun.

"To some extent, all soldiers are brothers of a kind, relying on one another for their very lives. This
kind of life forges bonds that can't be formed any other way, not by birth, nor by the mere desire to do
so—it is a commitment of the soul that transcends any other; the willingness to die to save a comrade, the
participation in a cause greater than oneself.

'After a lifetime of such soldiering, two kinds of men remain—those that are grateful to have survived
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the experience, and those that are grateful that the experience survives.

"The first kind gathers his belongings and whatever pieces are left of himself at the end of his service
and goes home to farm and family, knowing that no matter what befalls him thereafter in life, he was part
of something that will never leave him, tying him to others he may never see again, but who remain a part
of him until death takes him."

He cleared his throat and looked back at Gwydion Navarne, studying him for a moment. "The latter
kind never goes home, because to him, home is the wind. The wind is never in the same place for more
than a moment, but is always there, around him, wherever he is; it is both ephemeral and stalwart; he
learns to be the same way. And the more like the wind one becomes, the more one loses a sense of self.
Of course, any soldier who serves, any man-at-arms who puts his life at risk daily for not only his
comrades and his leader but for those he never sees, has little sense of self anyway.

'Kinsmen were the elite of men who lived this way. They were accepted into the brotherhood for two
things: incredible skill forged over a lifetime of soldiering, or a selfless act of service to others, protecting
an innocent at threat of one's own life."

He took the bow from the young man's hand and turned it over, making adjustments to the grip and
examining the string. "Your nocking point is too high," he said. He made a motion with his hand toward
Shrike, who wordlessly plucked a white longflight from Gwydion Navarne's standing quiver and handed
it to him. The general flexed the wood of the shaft, then raised his eyebrows.

'Good spine," he said with grudging admiration. He nocked the arrow, then handed the bow back to
the young man.

Gwydion nodded silently.

"When one has achieved the right to become a Kinsman, it is the wind itself that selects him," Anborn
continued, watching him closely. "Air, like fire, earth, water, and ether, is a primordial element, one of the
five that make up the world, but it is often overlooked. Its strength is always underestimated, rarely seen,
but formidable. In its purest form, air has/ife , and it knows its own: Kinsmen, who were also called
Brothers of the Wind. Serendair was a highly magical place; the wind blew freely there, and strong. Alas,
the birthplace of the element, Northland, is on the other side of the world from here, so wind is not as
strong in this land as it was there.

"When a man becomes a Kinsman, whether he has earned the title through a lifetime of service or a
moment of selfless sacrifice, he hears the wind in his ear, whispering to his heart, telling him its secrets. He
can use those secrets to hide within it, to travel by means of it, to call for help on it. The Kinsman call is
the most compelling summoning a man can ever hear; it ensnares the soul, reaches deeply into the heart,
demanding to be answered. It is used only in the direst of circumstance, when the Kinsman uttering it
feels he is on the threshold of death, when his death will have impact beyond itself. And any Kinsman
hearing it would never think of ignoring such a summons; to do so would leave him haunted unto insanity
for the rest of his days."

'And you heard the Kinsman call from the Skeleton Coast." Gwydion Na-varne tried to keep his
voice low and respectful, but the excitement in it boiled over, breaking the solemn mood in the meadow.

Shrike stared sharply at him, but Anborn merely nodded.

'Did you find him? This Kinsman, was he there?"
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Anborn exhaled, remembering the sound of the waves crashing against the black sand, the steaming
mist from the sea swirling around the wreckage of ships from the old world, broken fourteen centuries in
the timeless sand. The wind had fought for dominance with the sound of the sea, had faltered and
drowned in its roar.

'No," he said.

Gwydion Navarne lapsed into silence again. He turned away from the Cym-rian soldiers and drew
back, then loosed his arrow at the popinjay suspended from a pole at one hundred and fifty yards. The
straw bird snapped back at the force of the impact, then swung wildly, eliciting subtle sounds of approval
from the two men.

Feeling somewhat vindicated, the young duke-to-be turned back to them.

'"Perhaps he was answered by another Kinsman," he suggested.

'"Doubtful," Anborn growled. "Kinsmen were rare in the old land; in this world they are all but
imaginary. | have met but two in the last seven hundred years. One was Oelendra, the Lirin Champion,
who led the First Fleet of refugees from the Island itself, and passed from this life after the royal wedding.
The other—" His words broke off and he smiled slightly to himself.

"Who, Lord Marshal?" Gwydion Navarne could not contain his curiosity. "Who was the other?"

The two soldiers exchanged a glance, and Anborn's smile broadened.

"Perhaps you should ask your 'grandmother1the answer to that question," he said.

'Rhapsody?" Gwydion Navarne's brows drew together above an incredulous expression. "Rhapsody
is aKinsman ?

'"Perhaps I neglected to mention that Kinsmen come in all shapes and sizes, lad," he said, echoing the
words she had once used on him in the same incredulous state. "They come in all walks of life—some of
them even are Singers, Namers."

"Women can be Kinsmen?"

'Both the Kinsmen I have just mentioned were women. You think only men are willing to sacrifice for
a greater cause?"

"T'd like to have one sacrifice a few hours, a few scrapes on her knees, and a sour taste tomorrow
morning for the greater cause of my satisfaction," muttered Shrike. "Are you finished here, Anborn?"

Gwydion Navarne ran a hand through his mahogany-colored hair. "This has been a curious day," he
murmured. He looked up at Anborn's man-at-arms. "Are you a Kinsman, Shrike?"

The elderly Cymrian snorted. "When you are one yourself, then you may ask me that," he snapped.
"Not until."

'Sorry," Gwydion said, but already Anborn was nodding in the direction of the black stallion. Shrike,
obviously relieved to be quitting the conversation, wheeled the chair quickly over to the horse and took
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Anborn's canes, strapping them quickly to the saddle again.

"You really should reconsider the longbow, lad," Anborn said as Shrike prepared him to mount. "A
crossbow or stonebow penetrates better and is more flexible in war."

"Yes, but we are at peace, and have been since the lord and lady ascended the throne," Gwydion
replied, looking at the ground as the man-at-arms lifted the ancient general with his shoulder from the
wheeled chair and boosted him like a child into the saddle. "I don't expect to see war anytime soon, Lord
Marshal. For now as an archer I only need to be proficient enough to penetrate a haybutt."

The general paused in his ascent and stared down at him. "Only a fool thinks so, lad," he said shortly.
"Peacetime is good for but one thing: practicing skills to be ready for the next war. Your father knew this;
you can tell by that wall he built. Woe unto your province if you don't know it as well."

When the Lord Marshal had been hoisted back onto his mount, he gestured for Gwydion Navarne to
bring him the longbow. The youth complied, fascinated, as the Cymrian general closed his eyes, drew the
bow easily back to an anchor point well behind his ear, a draw length Gwydion had never seen on the
bow before, and fired.

The arrow whistled past him; the wind on which it sailed tousled the young man's hair, blowing it into
his eyes, but not before he saw the arrow slam into the direct center of the hay target, vibrating rigidly in
waves he could feel in his teeth from one hundred sixty yards away.

Anborn opened his eyes.

'Did you hear it?" he demanded.

"The wind? Yes. It whistled like a teakettle."

The general tossed him the bow impatiently.

"That was thearrow .," he said curtly. "Did you hear thewind* ?"

Gwydion Navarne considered, then shook his head.

NO "

Anborn exhaled sharply. "Pity," he said as he lifted the reins and Shrike mounted his own horse.
"Perhaps you are not meant to, then."

"Why did you tell me this?" Gwydion Navarne called as they turned to leave.

Anborn came alongside the young duke and leaned down as far as his fused vertebrae would allow
him, steadying himself against his high-backed saddle.

'"Because soon there will be no more Kinsmen," he said quietly. "The brotherhood all but perished
when the Island was swallowed by the sea. MacQuieth, probably the greatest of all Kinsmen, died soon
after that; he led the Second Fleet to safety in Manosse, then waded into the sea, standing vigil for the
death of the Island. When the cataclysm came, he walked into waves and drowned. What few remained
in this place—Oelendra, Talumnan—all have passed from this life now. One day the legendary Kinsmen
will be nothing more than that; a legend. I thought you might want to hear the lore while there was still
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someone qualified to tell you, lad." He took up the reins. "I am sorry if  was mistaken. And if Iwas
mistaken, then you, too, are sorry."

'T am honored that you chose to tell me, Lord Marshal," Gwydion said hastily as Anborn nodded to
Shrike, preparing to depart. "But what about Rhapsody? She is a First Generation Cymrian, and
therefore should be unaftfected by the passage of time. As long as she lives, won't there always be

Kinsmen?"

Anborn sighed. "Apparently you don't understand the meaning of the word," he said, a touch of
melancholy in his voice. "One cannot be a Kinsman alone."

He clicked to his stallion, and cantered oft over the glossy fields of highgrass bending in supplication
before the late-afternoon sun.

HAGUEFORT, NAVARNE

¢,'Chapsody raised her hand to her face to shield her eyes from the glare of the sun. The wind was
gusting hot, even now, at dawn, the portent of scorching day ahead.

The green fields of Navarne were silent beneath the sun, the dawn win rippling the highgrass in waves
beyond the trans-Orlandan thoroughfare, tr ancient roadway that spanned the length of Roland from
Avonderre to tr Manteids. The quiet hills looked in all their vast motion like a green-golde sea, ebbing
and flowing with the gusts of the wind. They put her in mind ( earlier days, other meadows, another world
now long gone, and in the mid of the excitement brought on by the upcoming journey a pang of melanclm
struck, resonating for a moment in her soul.

Peace reigned across the Cymrian Alliance, and had for three years now; was both a fragile and a
resilient accord, with the occasional flare of tempei and disputes, but by and large harmonious. She could
see it in the faces of tr people of the continent, from the Lirin of the western forest to the delegate from
Bethe Corbair, the last Orlandan province before the Bolglands, a rela: ation of a long-held guard. Even
Ashe seemed to be relishing the end of ho: tilities that had gripped the land for decades. This formerly
hunted man, wh had spent twenty years hiding and alone, now walked the world openly, haj pily, his face
to the sun. That a wyrmkin's dragon blood, notorious for ii paranoia, was allowing him the optimism he
was experiencing must surely h a sign that all was right with the world.

But there was something in the wind.

She could not really put her finger on what she felt; it was transiton ephemeral as the wandering
breeze itself. But a change was coming; she coul feel it. And it made her skin prickle in cold, even
beneath the growing heat ¢ the summer sun.

The noise of preparation dimmed; she looked away for a moment from th soldiers making ready the
horses, wagons, and supplies that would accompan them on their trek to Yarim and turned from the
ocean of billowing gra; westward toward the real sea, one hundred leagues away.

Is that where it's coming from? she wondered, trying in vain to find the threa in the wind, the change
in the air, whatever alteration in scent or heat ¢

I
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density that was causing her melancholy. Attuned as she was to the vibration in the world around her,
in the tone of the music that life made, as a Lirin Singer, a Namer, she could seek such changes. But she
found nothing.

There had been no dreams, no nightmares that foretold of anything looming, warnings like the ones
that had once nightly plagued her sleep. When she was wrapped in Ashe's arms, the bad dreams stayed
at bay; a dragon guarding one's dreams was the most peaceful means to a night's rest. But even more,
when she was away from him, in Tyrian or journeying back again, there had been no visions, no
premonitions, no omen to give credence to this sudden change in the wind.

Perhaps she was only imagining it.

Yet as she stood, peering futilely into the distance, she felt another chill, a different one, this time at her
back. The tiny hairs at the nape of her neck bristled and beads of sweat appeared, cooling a moment
later in the morning breeze. Rhapsody turned quickly, staring over the battlements of Haguefort eastward,
toward the ever-reaching expanse of the Krevensfield Plain, but the sensation was gone. Nothing met her
eyes but endless swimming fields of highgrass.

She put her palm to her temple, seeking to dispel the throbbing that had arisen from deep within her
brain; as she did, to the south she felt yet another quiver, like a tremor in the ground. She bent quickly
and touched the earth beneath her feet, but found nothing out of the ordinary.

And then, as quickly as it had come, it too was gone.

' AI.ia?H

Rhapsody looked up to see Ashe, on the roadway below, watching her along with the guards, the
soldiers, and Gerald Owen. She mustered a smile and shook her head, a gesture that sent everyone back
to his appointed task except Ashe, who handed the chest he was carrying to one of the escort troops,
then headed up the grade to her side.

'Is something wrong?" he asked as she stood and brushed the dirt from her hands.

'T'm not certain," she replied, shielding her eyes again and looking around. Whatever had disrupted her
thoughts, had given her pause, was gone now, if it had even been anything to begin with.

'T don't think so," she said finally.

"We can still send an avian message to Achmed if you wish to stay home," Ashe said, running a finger
through a loose strand of her hair. "He won't be leaving Ylorc for another day or more; Yarim is so much
shorter a trek for him."

Rhapsody took his hand and pulled him back toward the wagons. "Not at all. I am very much looking
forward to this journey," she said as they walked to the caravan. She stopped as a carriage marked with
the royal standard plodded into the line, drawn by a team of bays. "What is that?"

Ashe bowed deeply. "M'lady's coach."

'Surely you jest."

The Lord Cymrian blinked. "No. Why?"
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"You want me to ride in a carriage?"

"Why not?"

'Coaches are for—for, well—"

A wry look of amusement came into Ashe's blue eyes. "For what, my dear?"
'For—well, for nobility and the like."

"You are nobility, Rhapsody. You're royalty now, as much as it pains you."

She cuffed him playfully. "You're right, it does, but that's not the problem. Coaches are for the
pampered, or the old, or the ill. I don't wish to be any of those things, not yet at least."

'Are we never to overcome your distaste for royal amenities? It might afford us a private place to
sleep."

"T'm sure the regiment will appreciate that. No."

Ashe gave a mock sigh of annoyance. "Very well," he said, and gestured to the quartermaster. "We
don't need the coach, Phillip. Thank you."

"It would just slow us down anyway," Rhapsody said, going to her roan mare and patting her
affectionately. "And Twilla would be jealous."

"Let it be noted that I attempted, indulgent husband that I am, to spare your hindquarters from the
saddle, and you rebuffed my efforts," Ashe said, attempting an injured air.

'"Well, my hindquarters thank you, and please do not comment further on that statement," Rhapsody
said, patting the roan again. "Are we almost ready?"

"Yes."

"Then perhaps we should find Melisande and Gwydion Navarne. And I wanted to be certain to bid
farewell to Anborn."

Ashe nodded in the direction of the crest of a hill. "He's over there," he said. "I'll gather the children if
you want to go say goodbye."

Rhapsody kissed him appreciatively. "Thank you."
She waited until he had ascended the steps of Haguefort before heading toward the hill he had
indicated. She stopped halfway up, listening to the moan of the wind again, but there was nothing in it out

of the ordinary that she could discern. Finally she sighed and hurried up the hill face to the summit.

At the top of the hill Anborn sat, alone in his wheeled chair. His back was to her, but as she
approached he spoke.

"It's coming from the west, I believe," he said.
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Rhapsody stopped where she stood. "What is it?" she asked apprehensively.
The ancient soldier didn't move. "I don't know," he said.

Rhapsody slowly came forward until she was beside him. Even standing upright she was only slightly
taller than the Lord Marshal was when seated. She waited, not wanting to disrupt whatever he was
listening for. Together they stared out over the endless meadow to the horizon, brightening now with the
full ascent of the sun. Finally the general spoke.

T thought I heard the call," he said.
"You had said. On the Skeleton Coast."
Anborn turned his azure gaze on her. "No; again, last night."

The chill returned, prickling her flesh, but this time Rhapsody knew that the source was the general's
words. "Where?"

Anborn looked away again. "If I knew, I would be there." He rolled his shoulders, the massive
muscles rippling beneath his shirt, then straightened his useless legs with his hands.

'l heard nothing, though I sense a change in the air," Rhapsody said, brushing the hair from her eyes as
the breeze blew through again. "I have never heard the call of the Kinsmen on the wind, Anborn; I've
only been the one to cry for help, and you answered. I thought that if a Kinsman called, and there was
one within the hearing of that call, he would come; that the elements themselves would aid in bringing
mVV

The general nodded. "That was my understanding as well."
'So then how could this be?"

Anborn shrugged. "I have lived more than a thousand years, Rhapsody. If I live a thousand more, I
will still not know the answer to every question you would have."

Rhapsody smiled slightly. "Indeed that is true," she said, putting her arm across his shoulder. "And
even if you knew, I doubt you'd share the information. You cannot even deign to tell the buttery cooks
what you want for supper."

"Your new one is wretched, by the way. I've had better swill and hardtack in the belly of a cargo
ship."

The light words dissipated on the wind, leaving an image ringing in Rhapsody's mind.

'Could the call have come from the sea?" she asked. She felt Anborn's muscles tense slightly beneath
her arm. "Llauron used to say that the wind over the sea sometimes caught sounds and spun them, like
raveling wool, keeping them flying about forever, battered by the vibrations of the endless waves. s it
possible you are hearing a call that came from someone on the sea, maybe yesterday, maybe a hundred
years ago?"

Anborn scowled. "If we are to debate all of what is possible, you will not arrive in Yarim in time to
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meet the Bolg king," he said gruffly, though the affection was unmistakable in his voice.

'Perhaps that is why you are hearing it and I am not," Rhapsody said. "Perhaps it came from a time
before I was even here, before I became a Kinsman." Her face colored slightly in the morning sun. "It is
still so hard for me to believe that I am one; I haven't the lifetime of soldiering service that most have."

Anborn shook his head. "Many lies are put on the wind, but the wind itself never lies. You called and
I heard you, so whatever you did to obtain the status must have been worthy. Hard as it sometimes is to
imagine it." He pinched her hip playfully.

"What do we do, then?" she asked, slapping his hand and trying to keep the desperation she felt at
bay.

Anborn shrugged again. "Nothing."

"Nothing?"

"Nothing." The lines in the general's face crinkled as he squinted into the sun, then turned his gaze to
the fields again. "You cannot save the entirety of the world, Rhapsody; no one can. If it is to be, if there is
a Kinsman in distress, and he is able to be saved, the wind will see to it that he will be. I stand
ready—well, all right, Isit ready." He chuckled and patted her face gently, allowing his hand to linger on
her cheek for a moment. "And I know you do as well. So we will wait and see what is to pass. In the
meantime, go and live your life. Go to that dry red brick of a city and flood it; drown it, for all I care. It's
a place of dry rot, and deserves to blow away in the wind, as far as I'm concerned, but if this is what you

seek to do, by all means go do it. You cannot wait on destiny; it comes to you, usually when you are
least ready for it."

Rhapsody took the hand that rested on her face and kissed it, then bent and kissed the general's
cheek.

"Thank you, Anborn. Are you staying in Haguefort for a while?"

'A short while, long enough to undo the miserable lessons my useless nephew has been giving the
young duke. That boy doesn't even know how to spit properly; it's a crime."

Rhapsody laughed. "Oh good. Well, I'm sure he will be a whole new man when we return."

'Count on it. I may not be here to welcome you home, alas. You know how much I dislike staying in
one place for too long."

She nodded. "Yes. I will miss you, as always."

The general waved a hand at her. "Go. The caravan was almost ready when I came out here an hour
or more ago. They are doubtless waiting for you. Travel well."

He waited until she had disappeared over the rim of the hill before he spoke.
'And, as always, [ will miss you, too."

THE CAULDRON


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

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

cAchmed marveled at how quietly the Bolg had assembled.

The caravan to Yarim had been stocked and made ready during the night, so as not to disrupt the
morning muster or early maneuvers; the work had been accomplished in virtual silence, impressive
because the wagons with the drill bits and gears were seven yards long, with four axles each, weighty,
cumbersome equipment that clanked and groaned under the best of circumstances. It was a tribute to
Grunthor's training and the natural grace of the Firbolg body, made flexible and stealthy by necessity.

Despite the efficiency of their actions, the king could see that the Bolg who had been selected to travel
to Yarim were nervous.

The scars from the centuries-old tradition of Spring Cleaning still remained, four years after he had
taken the throne, a hideous annual ritual in which the Orlandan army, drunk on power and better armed
and trained, came to the foothills of the Teeth and laid waste to a Bolg village, thinking that their
bloodthirsty actions were keeping the demi-human population in check and preventing the cannibalistic
hordes from attacking the border provinces of Bethe Corbair and Yarim.

In their haste to destroy andiurry home, the soldiers of Roland had seemed to miss the fact that the
site of their devastation was the same every year. The Bolg manipulated the situation masterfully; a
ramshackle village was hastily constructed and populated with the castoffs of the semi-nomadic
society—the old, the infirm, the sickly. The solution, to his mind, was pragmatic and clever; it kept the
herd stronger, while appeasing the bloodlust of Roland, and prevented them from coming deeper into the
Teeth where the Bolg really lived. The deception had been the convincing factor to Achmed that this
populace, the race of his unknown father's people, was worth his effort to protect.

From horseback he could see them now in the light of dawn, gathering their foodstuffs and weapons,
hitching the dray horses to the wagons—oxen might have been better, but would never have survived in
the Teeth. Bolg didn't care for the taste of horseflesh, and could be threatened into treating the animals as
transportation, not food, unlike the four unfortunate teams of experimental oxen he had purchased from
Bethe Corbair a few years back. He still occasionally saw Bolg pass him in the tunnels, their crude
headpieces sporting the bovine's horns, usually just one from the center of the forehead or sprouting from
their heads atop a helmet. He had once even seen one adorning a lesser commander's codpiece, and
muttered a silent apology to the late ox.

So for all that the human inhabitants of Yarim would no doubt tremble at the sight of a cohort of the
Firbolg army approaching from the east, they could hardly be as unsettled by it as the Bolg were at the
thought of entering into the heart of the former enemy's territory in a small, sparsely guarded group. They
had more justifiable reason to worry, in his opinion.

The ground rumbled to his right, and Grunthor appeared atop Rockslide.

'O1 think we are ready to depart, sir," the giant said.

Achmed nodded and turned to Rhur, who wore an apprehensive expression, noticeable in the gray
light. Since the aspect usually seen on Bolgish faces was taciturn, it was especially unsettling.

'As ordered, look to Omet for guidance in matters of Gurgus, and to Ha-graith in administrative
ones," he said. "If there is something about which you are uncertain, await my return." The Bolg artisan

nodded.

Achmed took up the reins, signaled to the quartermaster, then urged the horse forward until he was at
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the head of the supply column. He cleared his throat.
'Ready?"
The dark faces and hirsute heads nodded silently.

"Very well, then. We'll be in and out quickly, so as not to have to endure these people any longer than
absolutely necessary. Fall out."

With a grinding scream of wood, the noise of the animals, and a flash of the summer sun on the
blue-black steel of the drill bit, covered a moment later in canvas, the Bolg engineers set forth for the red
clay of Yarim.

AT SEA, AT THE CROSSING OF THE PRIME MERIDIAN

The seneschal could hear the sailors calling to each other from the riggings of theBasquda , even over
the bellow of the sea wind.

'Point o' No Return, Cap'n!"
'Point o' No Return! All hands hoay!"

The shout was picked up by a dozen voices, then a score, then two score, passed all around the
decks like the warning of wildfire or flood.

Fergus, the seneschal's reeve, stood up from the sea chest on which he sat and motioned to the
armsmen the seneschal had brought from Argaut to gather abaft the mainmast. A man of few words,
Fergus communicated largely in a lexicon of terrifying growls, grunts, and snorts, but in the building gale
he resorted to sweeping arm gestures and a black glower.

The seneschal grabbed for a nearby stay and clutched the mouse, the metal ball on the stay's collar.
The Prime Meridian, the invisible line that sundered the sea and was said to have been the exact place
where Time began, was the fabled Point of No Return, where a ship might pass silently and without
incident, or be caught and scuttled by an errant crosscurrent; worse, the wind had been known to
suddenly die down, becalming the ship on the open sea. It was the place that sailors dreaded, but were
forced to brave on any circumnavigation. The metal under his hands was slippery and cold in the salt
spray and stiff wind.

'Ease the ship," the pilot shouted to the helmsman. "We're gonna close-haul 'er."

Clomyn and Caius, the seneschal's trusted crossbowmen, staggered to their feet, looking for a place
to grab hold and ride out the crossing of the meridian. Twins whose hearts beat in unison, and whose skill
with their weapons was unmatched in all of Argaut, the brothers had been green since leaving port, and
now lumbered, pale, as their stomachs rushed into their mouths.

'Bear a-hand, mates!" the captain called, steadying himself. " Tis a heavy sea today; look alive. Warp
her, or we're gonna be all in the wind."

The ship's crew, long accustomed to braving the Point, scrambled aloft or manned their posts,
preparing for a violent ride. The heave of the sea was strong, slapping high waves over the sides,
drenching the armsmen in the seneschal's regiment.
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The seneschal, himself unsettled by the pitching of the vessel, clung to the stay, gasping for breath as
he caught the spray from a cresting wave full in the mouth. He shouted for Fergus, and the reeve made
his way across the slippery deck.

'Secure me," he ordered his reeve, who nodded and braced himself, then grabbed hold of the
seneschal's arm.

"Luff! To the lee, man!" called the pilot to the helmsman again.

The seneschal felt the black fire within his soul rage with anger at the helplessness he now felt. The
ship was pitching violently, the sailors scrambling, when only a few moments before they had been
following a fair wind, making good time. That his journey, and thereby his goal, was in jeopardy,
infuriated both man and demon.

'Right the helm!" the captain shouted.

'Hold sound," the seneschal said to Fergus, who nodded his understanding.

Fighting off the gale, he grasped the hilt at his hip and drew Tysterisk.

A shower of infinitesimal sparks of fire gusted forth from the scabbard, visible only in the blink of an
eye.

The seneschal held the sword hilt aloft, slicing through the gale with a vicious sweep.

To any eye other than one as close as Fergus's, it would have appeared that the seneschal was merely
in possession of a handle of black steel. But Fergus, being close enough to touch the man, caught for a
split second a glimpse of the blade, its edges faint black outlines that held within their boundaries a
swirling of tiny currents, invisible except for the droplets of water from the spray that were caught and
spun within them.

And in that split second, the reeve could see the tiny, formless faces of spirits, eyeless wraiths with
dark mouths open in howling agony, that spun within the invisible blade; for that moment he could see the
weapon's heft, its power, crackling in the air around it.

That power radiated instantly through the seneschal, causing his body to stiffen, to surge with a
strength that Fergus could feel in his grasp. The skin beneath the seneschal's robes grew warm, then
blistering, too hot to touch. With a guttural sound of pain, Fergus relinquished the lord's arm.

There was little need to secure him now anyway.

Lightning crackled in the wind that swept the deck and sails.

Like the sword blade, the seneschal's lean body seemed to take on a greater heft, a sinewy
muscularity, as the power from the weapon surged through him. He threw back his head and laughed,
then shouted into the wind.

'Bow to me!"

The twins, prone on the deck, stared up from the pools of vomit through their sodden hair, watching
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the transformation.

Watching their master instruct the wind itself.

'Tam your lord!" the seneschal bellowed into the gusts that tugged at the mains'l. The sound of his
voice was deep, cutting through the scream of the gale like the blade of the sword through snow. "Bow
to me; I command it."

In answer the thundering wind crackled with static, whipping in a cyclone-like spiral skyward.

Then, in a twinkling, the wind died down; the waves, absent its tormenting buffets, calmed. The sails,
aback, their surfaces pressed aft against the mast by the force of the wind a moment before, slackened
and fell, then filled again as a fairer breeze blew through, catching them.

The crew stood stock still, their eyes riveted on the seneschal.

The seneschal closed his eyes, a wide, triumphant smile on his lips. He raised his face to the sun,
visible now that the clouds had been blown away. He stood for a moment, reveling in the glory of his
mastery of the gale; then, as if coming to clarity, opened his eyes again quickly and leveled a displeased
glance at the crew. The breeze around the hilt in his hand sparked angrily, tiny sparks of flame like
windswept embers of a campfire taking to the air.

'Get on with it, then," he said in a low, deadly voice.

The captain turned quickly to the pilot.

'"Thus!" he called, the order to maintain the course. The crew, dumbstruck the moment before,
scrambled to attention, returning quickly to their posts.

Fergus dried his stinging palms, blistered from the heat of touching the seneschal, on his breeches,
then crossed the deck to where the crossbowmen still lay, sundered by nausea.

'Rise up," he said in his gruff voice. "Get back belowdecks'til you're needed."

The mate paused as he passed the captain on the way back to the quarterdeck, leaning close to his
commanding officer so as not to be overheard, not realizing that the wind heard everything.

"What have we taken on, sir?" he asked nervously.
The captain did not flinch.

'l couldn't say," he answered, watching the seneschal return to his quarters below decks. "But surely
our voyage is blessed. How can we ask for more than to have the wind itself with us?"

ON THE SKELETON COAST, SORBOLD
Jvith the morning came the wind.

The man stood with the rising sun behind him, his face to the west, watching the rolling mist billow in
waves half a heartbeat behind the surf as it broke over the black sand of the beach.
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All around him the towering wrecks of ships dozed, their ancient timbers jutting from the sand like the
cracked bones of giant mythical beasts, wrapped in dense blankets of fog.

The sea looks calm this morning, he thought, watching the gentle ebb and flow of the waves,
foaming as they ran up the dark, sparkling sand of the beach, then retreating shyly. He knew it was all a
pretense. The riptide a few feet from shore was deceptive and merciless, the rocky bottom jagged as
broken glass from the volcanic shards of sand. Here on the lee of the Skeleton Coast, peace was only a
pretty mask for a deeper, deadly threat.

The thought amused him.

On the windward side of the coast, the waves made no attempt at concealing their rage. They rolled
in high white breakers, pounding the shore with an unforgiving fury, crashing against the rocks, blasting
their spray violently into the air, churning madly until they were sucked back into the maw of the sea
again, only to return insistently a moment later, over and over and over endlessly.

There was something much more appealing to him about that undisguised sea rage, that unapologetic
hostility, unfettered by the need to hide, to appear passive. It was a rage he felt himself, an anger that
lurked deep inside, needing to be disguised, tempered, cloaked in a gentle face, an amiable aspect, for
the sake of cooperation. Like the leeward sea.

For now.

A beam of gold broke through the ever-present haze, illuminating the vapor in the cloudy air, making
his dusky skin shine coppery, the color of the earth in sunlight. Sorbold skin, burnished by the desert
wind, the unrelenting sun. There was a beauty to his people that did not exist in the other strains of the
human race of the continent, a superior mettle that withstood the relentless sun, the pounding blasts of
desert wind, the harsh clime, the brutal nature of the culture, and came out the other side stronger, honed,
like a clay pot tempered in fire.

Soon to be put to the test.

A creaking whistle interrupted his musings, a groaning that could be heard from time to time along the
Skeleton Coast. It was only the wind bending around the ruined masts of the ancient ships, whipping over
the remains of the hulls, blasting the wood clean. The dead ships had been built from a strange wood,
from a kind of tree not seen on this side of the world, wood that had not rotted even with the passage of
fourteen hundred years. The wind seemed to caress the ruins lovingly, wrapping them in the steam of
morning, moaning its plaintive song.

The man looked up, his thoughts refocused on the task at hand. He had been scouring the beach in
the gray light of predawn, as he had been the day he first found treasure here, as he had done endless
times since, to no avail. There were only a few moments left before full sun, when the misty beach would
turn white and cloudy, the haze impenetrable, blocking any chance for a glimmer of magic to be seen.
Quickly he cast his gaze around one more time, his eyes scanning the foaming waves, the black sand.

He saw nothing out of the ordinary, just as he had every time he had looked save that first time.

The man let out a deep sigh, resignation in his breath. The failure was not unexpected; after all, how
many times in one lifetime can one be handed the keys of Time?

He dug dispiritedly beneath the prow of the skeletal ship he had been searching through, trying to
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catch sight of any scrap that the sea had not claimed, any glint, any tiny sparkle like the one he had seen
that day, but to no avail.

The red-orange arc that had cracked the horizon at daybreak swelled to a complete sphere, filling the
heavy, vaporous air with opacity. Full sun.

He sighed deeply, remembering the moment of his discovery fondly.

He had been a much younger man then, a man with unrealistic dreams of youth and the itching desire
to see them to fruition being lessened a little each year as those dreams dissipated. He had all but settled
into the resentful acceptance that his life would turn out to be no more than ordinary when an impetuous
dawn stroll along the black sand beach had yielded a fortuitous glimmer.

He had almost missed it; he caught it out of the corner of his eye, like a distant movement, and it had
set his heart to heavy, painful thudding; legend said that gray lions, living ghosts of hunter-predators,
prowled the Skeleton Coast, blending into the mist to invisibility until they were upon their unfortunate
prey. He had seen enough human bones scattered amid the bones of ships to believe the tales. The
purple glimmer on the periphery of his vision had terrified him, caused him to stop, frozen, where he
stood, praying to the All-God to allow him to blend into the mist, to escape the jaws of the ghost lions.

When nothing sprang out of the fog at him after a few minutes he had cautiously made his way to the
dark bones of the ship, the outlines of its crushed timbers turning from shadows to gray, then black, until
he was there, inside what had been the hull. He had dug carefully in the sand, brushing the grains on the
wet surface gently away, oblivious of the blood that was seeping from his fingers, his skin sliced into thin
ribbons by the volcanic shards.

About a knuckle's depth down, hidden in the lee of a broken timber, he found it.

At first he had thought it was a shell of some kind, or perhaps a piece of mother-of-pearl; it was violet
in color, irregular in hue, flat as a whisper, with a ragged edge running the perimeter of an asymmetrical
oval. It had taken him several moments to work up the courage to touch it, in fear that it might be a kind
of poisonous coral or other sea plant he had never encountered before. When finally he did, he found it
smooth as glass, but scored with fine lines, as if inlaid with countless tiny, perfect tiles.

However long it had been wedged in the sand had given the sea the opportunity to grind it down,
blast the surface with uncounted gusts of wind and grit, and yet, still etched into its surface was a rune of
some kind, a type of writing he had never seen. Gingerly, and with the greatest of care, he picked the
odd thing up and held it up before his eyes.

At that moment the sun broke through the mist again. The ray of light touched the glass like surface
and caught each tiny line; the object flashed with a glamour that almost blinded him. Ray upon ray of
multicolored light rippled in a heartbeat over the pale violet surface, running in glistening rivers off the thin,
tattered edge, dazzling his eyes.

And then, when the light moved on, it darkened again to the flat violet hue once more.

He did not feel the pain in his bloody fingers, or the sand in his eyes, or the growing heat of the sun as
it climbed into the sky. All he felt was the magic radiating in his hands, the beating of his own heart
keeping time with the ticking of some great unseen universal clock, a melodic hum in his mind telling him,
without words, that his life would never again threaten to be ordinary.
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He had feverishly sought its origins from that moment forward, had indentured himself as a ship's cook
on voyages to Manosse and the Hintervold. taken a position as an acolyte in Terreanfor, the great
cathedral of Lord God. King of the Earth, Sorbold's basilica of Living Stone, had served scholars and
clerics and Filidic foresters, all to no avail. None among them had in their libraries, their memories, or
their recounted lore a story of such a thing, and of course he could not ask anyone directly what it was,
let alone show it to him.

He grew more and more frustrated as the years went by, searching for any clue, any explanation, but
could not even find a sample of the writing that formed the rune on the object's surface.

Until the day, quite by accident, he had happened upon the Cymrian museum, a little repository of
dusty relics, rarely open and even more rarely visited, in the small keep known as Haguefort in the
Orlandan province of Navarne.

The keeper of the museum was a pleasant young man named Lord Stephen Navarne, the duke of the
province and an unabashed aficionado of Cymrian lore and history. He had inherited the responsibilities
of the position of Cymrian Historian from his own father, who, like the other historians before him, had
kept artifacts and records of that era locked away in secret, ashamed to be of the lineage of the people
who had come to this continent as refugees from a disaster, and ended up consuming it, first in
colonization, then in war. Those who were descended of that line rarely spoke of it, and almost never
acknowledged its shameful history, its atrocities and destructive arrogance.

Stephen Navarne had been different, however. Knowing the advances that had been made before the
Great War, the building of roads and cities, harbors and lighthouses, castles and cathedrals, he had
chosen instead to be proud of that heritage, albeit subtly. He had lovingly built a small, unassuming
depository of the historical treasures of that era with an eye toward preserving them, displaying them with
a pleasant combination of pride, humility, and scholarship. He was always more than willing to give of his
time to those seeking to know more about the time period and the race, the diverse, fragmented
population that had escaped the volcanic fire of the Sleeping Child that had consumed their homeland,
only to turn around and revisit that destruction on the lands of their hosts, then disappear into history.

It was there, in that tiny museum, amid the carefully tended displays, that the man who now stood
beneath the Sorbold sun, wrapped in the mist of the Skeleton Coast, had discovered, in the tattered,
water-soaked pages of a fragment of a book rescued from the same skeletal ships, several of the
answers he sought.

The book, from the looks of its remains, had once been a thick tome, bound in leather and
calligraphed in a careful hand, the annoyingly meticulous hand of a scholar. It existed now only in pieces,
crumbling bits of pages and smeared ink, carefully preserved under glass. A few sections were intact, but
by and large what remained was unreadable, or torn beyond recognition, or paste.

But one thing that had survived was the tide, embossed on the tattered leather cover.
The Book of All Human Knowledge, it read.

He had missed a good deal of the explanation that the Duke of Navarne had proffered about the
book, struggling to contain the exhilaration that was ringing in his ears, making him sweat in nervous
euphoria, all the while attempting to come across as calm and mildly disinterested. It was the first of many
subsequent performances in which he was able to utterly deceive the person talking to him, appearing in
one face, while hiding a very different other one.
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What little he had heard he had mostly forgotten now; it was some sort of incessant babble about an
old-world Nain explorer named Ven Polypheme, who had compiled all the great lore and teachings he
had discovered in the course of his travels around the world. It had also been necessary for him to inquire
of several other meaningless entries in the book in order to avoid allowing Lord Stephen to suspect which
item he was interested in, and so a good deal of the historical background had blended together.

But a few salient facts had penetrated and remained lodged in his brain.

The item he had was a fortune-telling talisman of some sort, a card in what the Nain explorer had
described merely as the Deck. The Deck had belonged to an Ancient Seren seer named Sharra, and so
on occasion Ven Polypheme referred to it as Sharra's Deck. The seer, according to the explorer, was
able to draw upon some elemental power with which to manipulate the cards to bring about significant
events, though what that power was, or what those manipulations led to, had been lost to Time and the
sea.

The symbols on some of the other cards in the deck had been crudely sketched in the book; indeed, if
he had not recognized the throne symbol on one of the more intact pages he might have missed the
connection altogether. But miraculously that drawing was intact in the exhibit, the inscription below it
clear enough to be recognized.

He had struggled to remain blase as he gestured absently to the runes below the sketch of the throne,
runes he had committed to memory, even though he could not read them.

'What language is this?" he had asked the young duke casually.

'Ancient Serenne," Stephen had replied, his blue-green eyes snapping with excitement. "It's really
more a magical code or musical notation than a language. Here; I have a small volume that is a folio of
sorts on Ancient Serenne, if you would like to see it."

He had searched feverishly through the slim book, writing the words and symbols with trembling
hands, until a single phrase stared back at him, the translation of the runes he had struggled for so many
years to decode.

The New Beginning, it said.

The only other information of note that he had discovered in the scant remains of7he Book of All
Human Knowledge regarding the Deck was that Ven Polypheme believed the cards were formed from
dragon scales, though he acknowledged he had never seen their like in any of the many dragons he had
apparently been privileged to meet in the course of his travels.

And since dragons were the race formed of elemental earth, he had a suspicion he knew what might
help power the scale.

The time was almost right to test his theory.

He had already put the steps in motion; the Scales of Yarim had weighed in his favor. From the
moment he had placed the totem of Living Stone on one plate and the violet scale of the New Beginning
on the other and they had balanced, he had felt it, a blood-deep power coursing through his veins, an

entitlement that transcended any other.

As the sun rose in the firmament, and the thick mist of the Skeleton Coast swallowed him into
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invisibility once more, the man knew that the time was at hand to see if he could wield it.
ON THE ROAD OUTSIDE YARIM PAAR

The sweet morning air rang with the sound of a glorious bass, slightly flat, echoing off the Teeth
beyond.

My lover snores like a bear in its den, She smells like a moose in 'eat, She's covered in mud like a pig
in a pen Six toes on each of 'er feet.

Oh, 'ow I 'ates to leave 'er side When I 'ears the call to duty, I 'ad to look far and 'ad to search wide
For a thing o' such endless beauty.

A score or so of raspy Bolgish voices picked up the chorus to the cadence:
Aye-eh, Aye-ah, a wondrous sight to see, Aye-eh, Aye-ah, my girl in Ter-I-lee.

Achmed was only half-listening to Grunthor and his troops extolling the praises of the Sergeant's
favorite bedwench in song; he was watching instead for the approach of the Yarimese guards. He
suspected that Thrman Karsrick, paranoid old goat that the duke was, would do whatever he could to
contain the presence of the Bolg in his province, escorting them grudgingly into the work zone, perhaps
under cover of darkness, to avoid exposing his subjects to the cannibals, as Bolg were frequently
referred to by humans.

He didn't need to wait long to be proven correct.

Just as the Bolg chorus had arrived at the place in the tune where Grunthor's wench's nose ring was
being compared favorably to that of a local prize-winning bull, a thin line of horsemen appeared in the
distance.

The melody choked off, swallowed with precision.

'Ah, 'ere comes the welcoming committee," the Sergeant said, smirking. "Was wonderin' when the
royal treatment was gonna begin." He turned to the two dozen Firbolg workers and signaled the caravan
to slow to half speed. "Ya all remember ta use yer napkins and fingerbowls like I taught ya. Now set to."

The Bolg guard that was riding escort, numbering a dozen more, nonchalantly aimed their crossbows,
targeting the forelegs of the Yarimese guards' mounts as the Sergeant and the Bolg king rode slowly out
to meet the soldiers of Yarim.

A single rider, a dusky-skinned man with light eyes, separated from the contingent in turn and urged
his mount forward gently.

'Well met, sire," the officer from Yarim said when he was within earshot, addressing the Bolg in the
Orlandan vernacular. "Welcome to Yarim; I am Tariz, and am to be your escort and aide while you are
here in the province."

Achmed did not favor the man with a glance. "Lead."

The soldier reined his horse around, and rode back toward the Yarimese contingent, his shoulders
twitching as if he expected a crossbow quarrel to be planted between them at any moment.
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tIn all seasons save for summer, Yarim Paar was a cold, dry place, a flat wasteland nestled between
the fertile fields of Canderre to the west and the towering peaks of the Teeth to the east. It was an older
city than most others on the continent, and the most ancient of all the provincial capitals, having preceded
the Cymrian era in its building by more than a thousand years. Ex actly how long it had been standing was
lost to Time and the wind that blew the red clay around in spiraling clouds across the wide, arid plain.

In summer, the current season, the dry red clay clotted the air, making it difficult to breathe in the heat.
The parched ground had baked at the surface and cracked, sending forth spirals of red clay dust with the
tramping of the horses' hooves, stinging the eyes along with the glare of the sun.

Achmed had seen the bright white cloth of the construction tents that had been erected around
Entudenin long before any of the rest of the decaying buildings in the center of the capital could be
discerned. In the massive expanse of what had once been the jewel of the cold desert, the gleaming
fabric of the site glowed against the backdrop of blood-red clay. He inclined his head toward it, and
Grunthor nodded.

Tariz noticed their exchange. Nervously he shifted the reins into his right hand and pointed with his
left.

"That is the site, sire," he said awkwardly.

"Then why are we riding away from it?" Achmed asked, already knowing the answer. The sensation
was similar to being a cat playing with a bird it had caught. His head hurt with the game, and it annoyed
him.

'"Er—we, ah, well, I have specific orders from the Duke of Yarim to first take you and your contingent
to the barracks complex that has been set up for you outside the city to the northeast. You will be most
comfortable there; we have arranged for housing for the men and animals, as well as for the machin-ery."

"The men fcw?" asked Grunthor in mock amazement. "Oh, goody! Ya mean we don't have ta sleep in
the rocks amongst the snakes? You truly are a gentleman, sir."

"The duke intends to see to your every need while you are his guests," stammered the aide.
T presume that includes our need for constant guard," Achmed said.
"Yes, yes indeed." Tariz looked relieved.

The Bolg king reined his mount to a halt and gestured for the aide to stop alongside him. He leaned
nearer, locking eyes with the man.

'Let me make one thing undeniably clear from the outset, Tariz," he said quietly. "Whatever your
orders, my men and I are not your prisoners. For practicality's sake I will tolerate your presence, your
needless vigilance, your standing guard over us while we work, for as long as it suits me. But bear in mind
always that it is the ignorant fools in your own province you are watching for and holding arms against,
whose curiosity is injurious in some way in the mind of your duke, not the Bolg artisans he has hired. If
for one moment I feel a shift in that understanding, if any of my workers are harassed or made to feel like
anything less than the hired experts that they are, come to save your province from dying of thirst, we will
be gone before you draw a second breath, leaving you to wither and desiccate in the sun. Do you
understand my words?"
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The Yarimese soldier nodded, his eyes bright in the sandy wind.

'Good. Then let us move out more quickly; the men deserve a rest from this sun before we begin
work at nightfall."

Q) rom the gleaming marble balcony of her guest room in the Judiciary, the palace of Yarim's duke,
Rhapsody watched the procession of wagons and horses as it turned to the east. The gown of green
Yarimese silk in which she was clothed, the duke's welcome gift, gleamed in the sun passing over it as
she turned to follow the caravan.

"Where are they going?" she demanded, shielding her eyes from the bright glare radiating off the
balcony railing, inset with precious opals and lapis lazuli, the gloriously colored products of Yarim's
famed mining camps.

Thrman Karsrick cleared his throat. "I have arranged for them to be quartered in the Bissal Crescent,
a few miles outside of the city," he said blandly. "They should be easy to protect there."

"That's nothing but a dust bowl," said Ashe, crossing his arms. "Have you recently built a garrison
there, Irhman?"

"No, m'lord, not a permanent one, but a full camp has been erected, with a ring of guards around it."

Rhapsody turned to the duke. "Let me understand this. You have invited King Achmed to your
province for the purpose of benefiting from his expertise, in a matter that could remedy the possible
starvation of your people and save your treasury from being emptied, and you are expecting him to
quarter outside the city, sleeping on a cot in a tent in the middle of a barren wasteland, under continuous
guard, much in the same manner as you once housed the murderers from the Market of Thieves?"

"Not at all, m'lady," replied Karsrick, his teeth set in annoyance. "The murderers from the Market of
Thieves were given bedrolls, not cots. Where did you expect me to house the Bolg?"

The Lady Cymrian turned and strode angrily to the door. "I expected you to house them as you
would any other guests in your province, [hrman, and I am embarrassed on your behalf, as well as my
own, that you didn't expect to do this as well. As for the Bolg king, who is a visiting head of state, and a
fellow member of the Cymrian Alliance, I expected you would put him up in your very own bedchamber,
if need be, and sleep yourself on the scullery floor with your fat arse to the fire before you would disgrace
both of us like this."

When the duke turned, purple with fury, to her husband, the Lord Cymrian merely shrugged.

"Namers must tell the truth as they know it, Thrman," he said, following Rhapsody to the door.
"Speaking anything other than the truth dilutes their power. So perhaps it would have been more politic of
me to address you myself, rather than leaving it to Rhapsody, and tell you what a graceless, mannerless
idiot you are." He caught her arm before she went through the door way.

"You are right, of course, Aria," he said quietly. "But practically speaking, do you not think the Bolg
would be uncomfortable here in the Judiciary? Wouldn't they, in fact, have chosen the same sort of

accommodation that Thrman has provided had they been asked?"

'Undoubtedly," his wife replied, kissing him on the cheek. "But theyweren't asked. Sometimes the


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

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

etiquette is more in the question than in the answer. I will return before supper."

Ashe caressed her face gently, then returned to the balcony, watching in silence, listening with
Karsrick as the palace guards repeated her orders to bring forth her mount and open the gate.

'"Make certain she is accompanied and guarded on her way to the Bissal Crescent," the Lord Cymrian
directed Karsrick, who nodded angrily and left the room, leaving him to stand alone on the balcony,
observing his wife ride off to meet the other two of the Three, the men who had brought her across Time,
through the belly of the Earth, unknowingly returning her to his life and his world again.

He swallowed, willing himself to be grateful.

1, would ya look at that."

Grunthor laughed aloud at the sight approaching the camp. From the west a rolling cloud of dust rose,
in front of which a Lirin roan could be seen, in full canter transitioning to a gallop. Atop the roan was a
woman in a green silk gown, her lower legs bare, the skirts streaming behind her in the wind, similarly to
the way the blond tresses of her hair were flying, her scabbard slapping at her side. Behind her, a small
retinue of guards struggled to keep pace.

"Looks like she's bent on losing them, eh, sir? Think she might be 'appy to see us?"

Behind his veils Achmed smiled as well. He knew it was only a matter of moments before she would
descend upon them, because he had been tracking her heartbeat for most of the morning. It was racing in
time with the galloping mare.

"Yes, I believe she is," he said.

As she crested the rise where they were encamped, the roan slowed, then came to a graceful halt in a
swirl of red dust. Rhapsody vaulted from the animal's back, and ran toward them, bare of foot, grinning.

She threw herself first into the waiting arms of the giant, allowing him to lift her from the ground and
swing her about in his embrace like a child.

'Grunthor! I amso glad to see you! Thank you for coming!"
"My pleasure, miss," the Sergeant grinned in return. "Been far too long."

T agree," she said as he put her down gently on the ground. She turned to the Bolg king and
embraced him. "Hello, Achmed."

'Hello yourself," Achmed replied. "That was quite a spectacle, the Cymrian Lady riding astride with
her skirts flying up in the wind. If you decide to give up the royal life and go back to your previous

profession, that might be a good way to attract business."

"Thank you, I'm glad to see you as well," she said, ignoring his comment and taking his arm, then
Grunthor's. "I'm here to escort you to the Judiciary in Yarim Paar."

"Why?" Grunthor asked.

"'Well, it's bound to be more comfortable than billeting in the middle of the desert."
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"Naw, that's all right, miss. The troops are more comfortable 'ere actually; fewer 'umans gawkin' at
'em. They can get some rest and a good meal and be ready ta work tonight. An' Oi'd just as soon stay
with 'em, if ya don't mind."

"Well, what about you, Achmed? Do you wish to remain here as well?"
'Did your husband accompany you to Yarim?"
'Yes."

"Then I'll pass on the invitation," the Bolg king said. Rhapsody's face fell, so he quickly added, "It's
better that I remain with my 'men,' as you are so fond of calling them." He stopped at the top of a sandy
rise, watching the deployment of the Yarimese guard around the perimeter of the camp. "But as long as
you're here, I need you to look at something."

Rhapsody glanced around the Bissal Crescent. Far away at the horizon to the east she could see the
shadow of the Teeth, their multicolored peaks faded by distance into a muted gray, ringed with a haze of
clouds; it was raining there, filling the watersheds, no doubt, with the life-giving rain that was denied by
Nature to the vast expanse of the province of Yarim.

To the north and west of the Crescent, great red rocky formations were strewn about the desert floor,
some reaching heights of over one hundred yards. Their curves and hollows spoke of a time when they
might have been supple clay, now fired in the kiln of the wind and sun into the hard, dry skeletons that
baked in the heat along with the rest of Yarim.

There was something unnerving about this place to her, this open land ringed with dead red rocks and
Yarimese guards; it was as if there were eyes somewhere, watching her, watching them, but hidden from
sight in a place that had no natural cover.

She shook her head to clear it. "Very well. Show me." She waved to the Yarimese guards, dismissing
them. The guards looked at one another helplessly, then assumed parade rest.

Achmed reconnoitered for a moment, then took her elbow and led her to a sheltered place in the lee
of a rocky formation, ten or so feet in height, where a small tent had been erected. He led her inside, then
pulled off one of his outer veils that served as a cloak and tossed it on the ground at her feet.

'Sit."
Rhapsody obeyed, heedless of the clay dust that crept into the drapes of the silken gown.

The Bolg king shrugged off the pack he wore across his back, removing from it a thin locked box
fashioned of steel. Beeswax sealed the edges; Achmed ran his finger around them, melting the wax, then
produced a tiny wire, with which he sprung the lock. With the greatest of care, he removed the contents
of the box, wrapped in several layers of protective oilcloth. The cloth contained a few pages of brittle
parchment, an ancient manuscript that Rhapsody surmised must have come from Gwylliam's library in
Canrif.

He handed the drawings to her with the greatest of care; she took them with similar gentleness. The
schematics were detailed in the painstaking detail she had seen in other examples of Gwylliam's work,
meticulously rendered in a fine architect's hand, for that had been the training of the ancient Cymrian king
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before he had led his people away from the doomed Island of Serendair.

The schematic was of a tower of sorts, supported by beams or pipes of some kind, its fan-shaped
ceiling set in panes of colored glass, ordered as the colors of the rainbow. The key that indicated each of
the colors was in Old Cymrian, the common tongue of the Island that she, Grunthor, and Achmed had
each spoken when they lived there, now considered a dead language by the people of this land, who
spoke Orlandan, the language of the provinces of Roland, or the vernacular of their individual homelands.
A separate drawing detailed a wheel of some sort, also set with panels of glass, or something like it,
though clear, not colored.

She pointed to a series of notations near the bottom of the page. "Gurgus," she read. "Wasn't that the
mountain peak in the Central Corridor of the Teeth that had been smashed to bits by Anwyn's forces
early in the siege of Canrif?"

"Yes."

'Hmmm." Rhapsody turned the sheaf of papers slightly to better catch the diffuse light shining through
the fabric of the tents. "This is interesting, but why are you showing it to me? You can certainly read this
yourself."

"This part I can, yes," Achmed agreed. He ran a perennially gloved finger along the edge of the top
page. "It is the page below it that I cannot, and am hoping you can."

"What is this apparatus? Do you know?" Before the Bolg king could speak, Rhapsody quickly handed
him back the parchment and put a finger to her lips. "Tarry a moment, Achmed."

She rose from the dirt floor of the tent, pulled the flap aside, and stepped out into the blinding light of
noon again. The wind whipped warm across her face, slapping her hair into her eyes; she turned in to it,
allowing it to blow the strands clear. Then she drew her sword.

Daystar Clarion, the elemental sword of fire and starlight forged millennia before, came forth from its
sheath with a whispering ring, a note that sounded quietly, a muted call of a battle horn. Drawing it in
peace, as she had, caused it only to ring softly, vibrating gently in the sandy wind, but when it was drawn
in battle, the call of the sword could be heard across continents, could shake the foundations of
mountains.

Rhapsody held the sword aloft in the hot breeze, focusing on the metaphysical tie that bound her to
the weapon. She could feel it resonating within her, humming in the same note, pulsing in time with her
heartbeat and the breath of the elemental fire within her. Quickly she drew a circle in the air around the
tent, a thin ring of light that remained even after the sword had passed from it, hovering on the wind. It
was a circle of protection, a musical tone that would divert the currents of air around it and keep what
was said within it from escaping onto the wind.

The silver circle undulated on the air, expanding and contracting with the changes in the breeze, but
continued to hover, steadfast, flexible but unbreakable. Satisfied, Rhapsody returned to the tent.

T have an uneasy feeling lately that someone is watching me. I don't know if it has to do with the work
here in Yarim, but I think it's best we take extra precautions. What we say now cannot be overheard,"

she said as she sat back down beside her friend.

He was staring at the pages, his mind clearly far away from the windy plain of Yarim. She noted the
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absence of focus in his eyes, and thought to herself how much his other nature, the Dhracian bloodline,
was showing at this moment. Rather than the heavy, rough-edged angularity of the Bolg features that
were apparent when he was around Grunthor and his Firbolg subjects, she could see instead the thin, fine
veins that scored the surface of his skin, the long, sinewy musculature and dark eyes of the race of his
mother. He was very far away, she knew, lost in thoughts, most likely from the other side of Time, so she
waited in silence until he was ready to speak again.

When his eyes finally cleared, he fixed them on Rhapsody for a moment, then turned back to the
manuscript.

T have seen something like this once before," he said, his voice as sandy as the Yarim wind. "It was
long ago, in another lifetime, long before we met in the streets of Easton in the old world." He fell silent
again.

Rhapsody pulled the green silken folds of her dusty skirt around her knees and waited.

'Someone I once served as guardian for—a rare and magical being—had an apparatus that looked
very much like this. I only saw it once, but it would be impossible to forget such a thing. Like this, it was
built into a tower in a clifftop monastery, though not in a mountain peak; Gwylliam had delusions of
grandeur that made him feel he could mold the very Earth itself. In the language of its owner, the
apparatus was called the Lightcatcher."

'"What did the apparatus do?"

Achmed shook his head, his eyes heavy with memory. "I am not certain. I do remember, however,
that when the gravely injured were past the point of being healed by the monks or the priests there, they
were taken to the Light-catcher. Many of them returned, whole. When knowledge was being sought, the
priests often asked—" He caught himself, his olive skin turning darker for a moment. "The one who
possessed the machine was frequently asked questions that required the ability to see into the future, or
across great distances, or into hidden places, and those questions were answered. There were other
things as well—things that defy explanation that the Lightcatcher brought about. It was an instrumentality
of great power. How it worked, and what its exact capabilities were, I am not certain. I have tried to
follow Gwylliam's directions in the reconstruction of the one he built, but I cannot get the colored glass in
the ceiling to the right thickness and porosity."

"You are rebuilding this?" Rhapsody asked. "Why?"

The Bolg king studied the drawings before him. "If the scant records of the Cymrian War that were
preserved in the library of Canrif are to be believed, part of the reason that Anwyn was not able to assail
Gwylliam's stronghold for more than five hundred years was this instrumentality, and whatever powers it
had. When she finally broached the mountains, the destruction of the instrumentality was her first
objective. Such a powerful tool would aid in making the mountains secure."

Hot as the day was, a sudden chill swept over Rhapsody. "Do you not believe the mountains to be
secure, Achmed?" she asked, concern darkening her green eyes. "Is there a threat that is unknown to the

Alliance?"

The Firbolg king shrugged. "There are always threats, Rhapsody. There is no such thing as a lasting
peace, only long pauses between episodes of war."

'Are you certain you and Anborn aren't related?" Rhapsody asked jokingly.
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'If I were to be related to someone in your husband's odious family, I suppose he is the one I could
endure with the least bad taste in my mouth. I respect his ability to not give a roasted rat's damn what
anyone thinks of him. But as for your question, remember that I guard a mountain, and a Child who is the
key to the Underworld for the F'dor. Even if we are at peace, I can never be overly prepared. The risk is
far too great. And since you were named as the Earthchild'samelystik , you should be willing to do
whatever it takes to tend to her as well, to assure her safety. Helping me in this regard will do that."

Rhapsody sighed, then carefully separated the top pages of the sheaf from the older, more delicate
page at the bottom of the pile, handing them to Achmed as she studied the last one. It was thin and
cracked with age, the paper crumbling at its edges. The markings on it were in a script she recognized
immediately, being the language in which Lirin Singers trained to become Namers: Serenne, the tongue of
the Ancient Seren race, the progenitors of her homeland.

"There 1s a poem, or frontispiece of a sort here," she said, studying the whisper-thin strokes of ink.
"Serenne is based on musical script, and so it is somewhat hard to equate to spoken language."

"Your best effort should suffice," Achmed said impatiently.

"The poem is a sort of roundelay, a verse of a song, but the main lines read something like this:

Seven Gifts of the Creator, Seven colors of light Seven seas in the wide world, Seven days in a
sennight, Seven months of fallow Seven continents trod, weave Seven ages of history In the eye of
God.

She turned the parchment slightly toward the light. "It's graphed like a musical scale, which, by the
way, is another seven—seven distinct notes in an octave, the eighth note being the same as the first. It
looks as if this is just a part of the poem; the rest is missing."

'Does it make any sense to you?" Achmed asked.

Rhapsody exhaled. "Not really, except that it is a list of significant sevens." Her brow furrowed. "One
of them seems out of place—the Seven Gifts of the Creator. I had always heard the elements referred to
as the Five Gifts, fire, water, earth, air, and ether, so I am not certain what that means."

'Can you read anything else?"

'"There is a list of names beside the words for the different colors in the rainbow—shall I read them to
you?"

"Yes."
She tucked a lock of hair behind her ear and bent closer to the parchment page.

"They are marked with the musical symbols for sharp and flat, almost like the signs for positive and
negative, all but the last one.

Lisele-ut, or red, Blood Saver, Blood Letterfrith-re , orange, Fire Starter, Fire QuencherMerte-mi ,
yellow, Light Bringer, Light QuellerKurh-fa , green, Grass Hider, Glade ServerErige-sol , blue, Cloud
Chaser, Cloud CallerLuasa-ela , indigo, Night Stayer, Night SummonerGrei-ti , violet, The New

Beginning.
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When she looked up again, Rhapsody's face was pale.

"What have you found, Achmed?" she said nervously. "This is old magic, sacred and secret ancient
lore; it worries me to see it out in the open like this. Only the most revered of Namers in the old world
were allowed access to this sort of lore. These words are the basis of all vibrational code, which gives
power to Singers' music, spell-weavers, healers, and others from the old land that could manipulate
power through the vibrations of the living world."

Achmed said nothing. He made use of vibrational lore himself; in his elemental tie to blood, the tie that
allowed him to track and distinguish heartbeats. It was a power that had made him an unerring assassin

on the other side of Time.

'What are you going to do with this once you have reconstructed this instrumentality, Achmed?"
Rhapsody asked, handing him back the parchment sheets with great care.

The Firbolg king smiled from behind his veils.

"The same thing you have asked me to do here in Yarim—make the lives of your subjects more
secure."

'Why don't I believe that's the end of it?" Rhapsody said, rising from the ground and brushing the dry
red clay from her gown.

'"Because, your choice in husbands notwithstanding, you are not a fool. Now, come. I'm sure there is
some stew or gruel left from dinner that you can have, so that you can properly thank Thrman Karsrick
for his hospitality when you return this evening."

AT OPEN SEA

The seneschal's reeve spotted the continent even before the lookout in the crow's nest had
opportunity to do so.

'"Land, m'lord," Fergus called, lifting his voice to be heard over the gusting sea breeze.
The seneschal nodded, staring over the starboard bow to the dim gray at the horizon's edge.
'How much longer?" he asked the captain, his voice dry and crackling in the wet air.

'We have to skirt the coast, m'lord; there's a dangerous reef between that barriers the Lirin lands
between Sorbold and Avonderre. Five days to a week'til Port Fallon, I would hazard."

The seneschal nodded, struggling to keep the impatient voice in his head at bay. He listened to the
scream of the wind, the snapping of the sails as they filled and slackened, then filled again, bringing him,
moment by moment, closer, ever closer. He closed his eyes and let the sun beat down on them from a
cloudless sky.

Soon.

TOWN SQUARE, YARIM PAAR
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Jhrman Karsrick's efforts notwithstanding, when Achmed, Grunthor, and the Firbolg miners arrived in
Yarim Paar that evening, the square was teeming with townspeople.

A fourth contingent of soldiers from the Yarimese army had been sent in to bolster the efforts of the
three previously assigned divisions; they ringed the town square around the ancient obelisk and pushed
the noisy horde back to the first ring of streets, away from the dry central fountainbed in which En tudenin
stood. But word that the Bolg were coming had spread like wildfire throughout the capital, so as the
afternoon waned to evening, more and more of the populace of Yarim Paar continued to crowd the dusty
roadways, hoping for a glance. By the time Tariz and the other escort troops reached the city center,
Yarim Paar was in a state of barely controlled chaos, a carnival-like atmosphere of waving firebrands,
shouting and curious merriment bordering on pandemonium.

'Oh, lookee! A splendid buffet of fresh meat!" Grunthor said, loud enough for the escort to hear him,
pointing to the clamoring throng. "O1 likes it when my dinner is 'appy, makes the taste sweeter. That
Karsrick sure knows 'ow ta make a Bolg feel welcome and well fed. What an 'ost, eh, sir?"

Tariz, who rode at the fore, wheeled and stared at the giant Sergeant, then at the Bolg king.
'He's speaking in jest, I take it, Your Majesty?"

'Probably," Achmed replied. "Grunthor doesn't tend to like dry meat, and Yarim has been without
water for so long that you all seem a bit on the stringy side."

"Too true," the Sergeant agreed with a comic sigh. "Give me a nice, fresh Lirin! Now, that's a juicy
treat, moist an' tasty. But ya never know. Ain't too many Lirin around 'ere. Local cuisine might be just
fine."

The escort troops looked at one another, then halted and dismounted quickly.

'Send an advance guard up the Marketway to the town square, meet up with the second division and
bring back enough troops to open a corridor," Tariz ordered his soldiers. "Push the peasants back; try
not to bloody the fools too badly."

Achmed's eyes narrowed in annoyance. His personal reasons for coming to Yarim, Rhapsody's
assumptions of his altruism aside, had been to seek her assistance with translating the manuscripts and to
find a stained-glass artisan who was a sealed master. In a city known for its tile manufacture, he
reasoned, it was not impossible that one might be for hire. He had been assured by Omet that there were
many masters from the old school, now scratching out their livings in more humble labors, longing for a
return to the days when Yarim had supplied the ceramics, tile, and glass for the great cathedrals and
buildings of state, back before the Cymrian War had put an end to all such things. With the swirling chaos
filling the streets, however, it would be nearly impossible to find the opportunity to locate such an artisan.

He looked back over his shoulder at his own troops. The Bolg were standing at attention in their
simple garb, which seemed grotesquely primitive by comparison with the red tunics, articulated leather
armor, and horned helmets of the Yarimese army. Every Firbolg face was set in a mask of stoicism, their
eyes directly ahead, disregarding the uproar before them, but he could tell that they were unnerved by the
wriggling mass of humanity crowding the streets, shouting and laughing and fighting for the chance to
catch a glimpse of them.

LJutside the enormous tents that surrounded Entudenin, Rhapsody was growing anxious.
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'It's a spectacle gone mad," she said nervously to Ashe. "I am not certain they will be safe in the
crowd, even with the guards. Right now the townspeople are just curious, but what if the atmosphere
turns violent? If either group becomes more afraid than curious, there's no telling what could occur. If the
citizens swarm them, the Bolg may panic, and they will be crushed."

Ashe nodded in agreement, then turned and pulled the tent flap open and went inside. He came back
a moment later, a length of rope in his hand.

'Thrman," he said to the duke, whose eyes were glazing in alarm, his skin molded with sweat, "there is
quite a bit of rope in this tent. Lash the lengths together—probably at least four street lengths here—and
give it to the soldiers to demark a corridor through the city; open it right through the crowd, wide enough
so the Bolg can pass comfortably. Position the soldiers inside the rope, and make the closest
townspeople help them hold it. Beg the Firbolg king's pardon and indulgence; tell him we will have this
problem cleared up in a few moments."

The duke signaled to his captain of the guard, who carried the Lord Cym-rian's orders to the rest of
the troops. Ashe turned to Rhapsody.

'Step back inside the tent, Aria. There will be a good deal of shifting and pushing for a moment, but it
will settle into a controllable chaos shortly." He pulled the tent flap aside.

"What are you doing?"

"It's impossible to quell the curiosity that has been sparked by trying to hide the Bolg; they have
become an irresistible attraction, thanks to Thrman's bungling. But we can use it to our advantage." He
turned to the captain of the guard unit that was forming a barrier between the dais on which they stood
and the crowds. "Captain, summon your best hornsman."

A chain of shouted orders rippled over the building din, swallowed as it moved through the air. Within
a few moments a trumpeter had appeared.

'M'lord."
'Hornsman, make ready," Ashe addressed the soldier. "Play a volley of welcome for a head of state."
As the hornsman prepared himself, Ashe turned to the Duke of Yarim again.

'Once the Bolg have come into the work tent, have the original contingent of soldiers continue to ring
it, but keep adding as many as you can, gradually. If you gently insert a few troops here and there, the
circle will expand slowly but resolutely, without necessitating any confrontation with overeager onlookers.
Keep expanding the ring until the crowd is two street corners away from the work site. Then announce
the times of the changing of each shift."

Karsrick's mouth dropped open. "Is that wise, m'lord? The townspeople will know when the Bolg are
arriving and leaving, and will gather at those hours in these same unwieldy numbers."

"Yes," Ashe agreed, "and they will go back about their business during all the other hours. At first
many of them will stay, hoping to catch a glimpse, but, being dissuaded that this will come to pass, they
will settle for watching the changing of the guard. After a short time, even this will cease to be interesting
to all but a few." He clapped Karsrick on the shoulder encouragingly. "Buck up, Ihrman; this is
temporary, though Rhapsody was right when she told you if you had just treated them like guests, instead
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of like monsters that needed to be guarded, and guarded against, this would not be a problem. Had you
done that, you would never have incited this level of curiosity in the first place."

"Yes, m'lord," Karsrick muttered.
'All right, hornsman, set to," Ashe instructed. "Play a lively tune that will make the Bolg feel welcome."
Peering through the tent flap, Rhapsody chuckled.

'l suggest a rousing instrumental of 'Leave No Limb Unbroken,' " she said. "Last [ knew, that was
their favorite march." e the roped corridor was opened in the sea of onlookers, and the townspeople
themselves enlisted in holding the barrier lines, the Bolg were able to hurry quickly into the work site
without incident.

When the flaps of the enormous tents had closed behind them, muting the noise of the rabble, and the
soldiers established in a ring around it again, Achmed turned to the Lord and Lady Cymrian and the
duke.

'Perhaps I misunderstood the invitation," he said angrily. "I was under the impression you were hiring
us to work on your dried-out shell of a geyser, in the hope that bringing our skills to bear on it might
rescue your withering province from dying of thirst. Had I known you were recruiting for your menagerie,
or a traveling circus, I would have remained in Ylorc and left you to shrivel in the heat. There are far
more interesting freaks among your own subjects, Karsrick; you certainly don't need our help to fill your
sideshow."

"My deepest apologies, Your Majesty," the duke said, bowing from the waist and struggling to appear
sufficiently contrite. "We could not have fore

I

seen the interest that the townspeople of Yarim Paar would have in the arrival of their—neighbors
from the southeast. Please forgive the rudeness of our welcome; it was not intended. Tell me what I can
do to make it up to you."

The Firbolg king's expression shifted slightly in the flickering shadows from the torches outside the
tent, the light changing in his mismatched eyes. He lingered for a long, uncomfortable moment in silence
before the duke; then finally, when he spoke, his voice was calm.

"You can find me a stained-glass artisan, a sealed master, who is willing to be hired at an extremely
generous rate to work on a project in Ylorc." He turned away from the duke as he took a few steps
toward the Bolg assemblage, then looked back over his shoulder. "No ninnies. I've had enough of those
today."

The Duke of Yarim exhaled, looking doubtful. "I will put the word out to the guilds, sire, though I
can't guarantee an artisan will come forward."

Achmed walked over to Grunthor. "How do you want to proceed?" he asked the Sergeant.

The giant Bolg considered for a moment. "Clear the tent o' all unnecessaries, and let me examine the
dry wellspring."
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Achmed walked back to the royal couple and the duke. "Get everyone out of here," he said curtly,
"except for yourselves."

Ashe nodded, overriding the protest that was bubbling on the duke's lips. He turned to the Yarimese
soldiers gathered under the tent.

'Out, gentlemen. Thank you." c-A.s the Bolg Sergeant came forward and stood before the obelisk, it
was as if the rest of the people standing beneath the strung canvas in the town square faded into the gray
darkness of oblivion, leaving only himself and En-tudenin, alone together in the universe.

Even in its state of decay and petrification, the geyser was, like himself, a child of the Earth, one born
of fire, the other of water, both unique creations that had known the magic of the Mother's touch.

As he walked around it in wonder, the first thing he felt was an overwhelming sense of loss. How
beautiful it must have been in its living time, a towering pillar twice as tall as he was, arched at the top in
an angle that jutted westward in the direction of the setting sun, beckoning to the wide ocean a thousand
miles away. He could almost see how it was formed, and must have once looked, layer upon layer of
multicolored rings and stripes in rich hues of vermilion and rose, deep russet, sulfurous yellow and
aquamarine, mineral deposits that grew ever taller with the passage of time, until their height surpassed
anything on the flat dry prairie of clay for as far as the eye could see.

Now the obelisk stood, lifeless but unbowed, shriveled and covered in a baked red clay, like the rest
of Yarim.

Grunthor stepped over the broken stones of the fountainbed at its base and approached it slowly,
almost reverently, wondering what could have happened to cause such a vibrant, growing source of
life-giving water in the middle of the cold desert to suddenly cease, then fade this way. He put out a hand
to touch its shrunken flesh.

Beneath the tips of his fingers, the desiccated clay felt surprisingly warm and supple. Grunthor blinked;
his eyes told him that the geyser was dead, its once-moist clay now hard and inflexible, but a deeper part
of him, the place where he and the Earth were indissolubly bonded, was taking over his sight, his senses.

From deep within the ground he could hear the voice of the Earth, the slow, melodious song that had
first crept into his unconsciousness, permeating ever fiber of his being, when he, Achmed, and Rhapsody
were crawling in the depths of the world, pulling themselves along the spidery roots of Sagia, the World
Tree, fleeing from their hunters to this new, strange land. The song wound around his heart, whispered
invisibly in his ear, and it told him the tale of Entudenin.

The song recounted the birth of the region known as Yarim in the language of men, a place forgotten
by the trade winds, in the shadow of the mountain, at the base of the glacier, on the continental divide,
where the ground was barren but the earth held riches, deep and hidden. Ore of copper and manganese,
iron and rysin, the blue metal so beloved of the Bolg in the making of steel, healing mineral springs, opals
and precious salt all were concealed beneath the thick red clay, but with no regular prevailing sea winds,
no cool gusts from the mountains, the ground hardened stubbornly, refusing to give up its bounty easily.

Grunthor stood, rapt, transfixed, the tale forming images he could see inside his mind, as the song
grew more melodious, more fluid. The tale changed to the story of the Erim Rus, the Blood River, a
muddy red watercourse stained by the slough of the manganese-red mountains. The Erim Rus had
eventually met up with a tributary of the mighty Tar'afel, and their marriage had formed a beautiful oasis at
the riverhead. From that marriage Entudenin had been born.
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The Tar'afel, like any great river that bisected a continent, had a network of underground tributaries
that scored its riverbed and the floodplain that surrounded it, some reaching for many miles from the
actual banks of the river. One of these veins was particularly fortunate in its placement; it connected, in
the vast, spidery network of subterranean springs that form a wa tershed, to a strong line fed directly
from the sea, through a volcanic cave in the northern coastline of the icy Hintervold. That cave was
pocketed in the rockwall at the exact place where the Northern Sea met the open ocean, producing an
immensely strong crosscurrent that backwashed for a thousand miles.

This backwash was the lifeline of Entudenin.

Along the way east the seawater traveled through the glacial fields of the Hintervold, where it was
sweetened by icy drainage and deprived of some of its salt; it passed beneath the verdant fields of
Canderre, through the peat bogs and rich loam that gave that province its bounty, until it finally reached
the sandy, mineral-laden red clay of Yarim, where it decided to stop—that decision forced by the deep,
heavy layers of all but impenetrable clay and bedrock that had been left over from the formation of the
mountains to the east. Filtered by ice, sand, and time, and ramming up against the underground barrier,
the water, now sweet, had nowhere to go but up.

And up it went.

At its birth, Entudenin had been little more than a puddle, emerging with a gurgle, then spreading out
with a great muddy burp. Had there been any human eye around to witness its arrival, it might have gone
unnoticed entirely, but the region would not be inhabited for several thousand years. It was not a
monumental beginning, but it was an important one; the seal of the earth over the water had been broken.

From then on it was merely a matter of the passing of time and the tides of the ocean, dictated by the
phases of the moon. When the sea current was at rest, Entudenin rested as well, its water source
withering to a trickle that pooled beneath the fields of Canderre, never traveling into the region of red clay
at all. But when the tide turned, and the moon was at the height of its strength, the seawater poured in
violently, racing along its course until it erupted in a joyful shout from the evolving geyser, spraying
glistening drops into the air to mingle with the sunlight. As this continued over the millennia, the minerals
that remained around its mouth began to grow thick and harden, forced upward by pressure, until the
obelisk that had been Entudenin in its glory had risen, tall beneath the countless stars of the endless desert
sky, reaching toward the moon.

That obelisk, formed of sea and earth, well traveled from many places, containing precious minerals
and ores, salt, ice, and time, took on a life of sorts, a child of pure Earth, a wonder of the world; sweet
water in the middle of a vast, dry land. The glistening mica that scored its walls, glittering back at the
stars, was a silent sign of the magic that it held.

And so it had remained for thousands of years more. Eventually this life giving wellspring was
discovered by man and put to use, almost worshipped, tended by priestesses of the Shanouin tribe, an
extended family of humans who had a Mythlin ancestor. Mythlin were one of the five ancient races,
formed at the beginning of time, from the element of Water; thus the Shanouin had talents for divining it
even beneath the desert sand. They were talented well-diggers, and it was assumed that they would be
the appropriate guardians of Entudenin.

The Shanouin managed the cycle of the Fountain Rock, as Entudenin became known in the language
of Yarim. They kept those who longed to harvest the water away for a full day after its cyclical
Awakening, when, with a deep rumble and a glad shout, the backwash roared forth with enough force to
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break a man's back. The Shanouin maintained control as the water was gathered during the Sennight, or
Week, of Plenty, that followed the Awakening, where the flow was abundant; then through the Sennight
of Rest, when the copious spray settled into a smooth, bubbling stream. As the current turned fallow in
the sea, the water of Entudenin would subside into a quiet trickle, known as the Sennight of Loss. During
that week, only those with grave illness in their households or the elderly and frail were allowed to collect
from the wellspring. Finally, as the moon went new, Entudenin slipped into the Sennight of Slumber, when
it slept, waiting for the moon to shine again and turn the tide.

And so it went on, year after year, to century and millennium, until the day of the Shifting.

Grunthor's head snapped back at the change in the voice of the Earth. The song it had been weaving
was a lilting roundelay that had come to lull him into a sense of peace; now, with a sudden jolt, the
melody changed, screamed into a searing crescendo, then stopped altogether. Beneath the images in his
mind, the voice of the Earth whispered sadly.

Miles to the west of Entudenin, at the border of Canderre, was one of the great opal fields of Yarim,
Zbekaglou, whose name in the language of the indigenous people of the continent meant Rainbow's End,
or "where the sky-colors touch the earth." Zbekaglou had been scoured for centuries for its treasures, the
earth rent in great delves and mined of its soft, colorful gems, then left empty, open. Where the earth had
been mined, the ground was instable, even below the water table. A strong vibration, a normal
occurrence in the heartbeat of the earth, had shaken loose a landfall of the disturbed clay beneath the
ground, plugging the watercourse completely.

Since this happened in the middle of the Week of Slumber, the water merely never returned.
Entudenin went dry, overnight, never to shout with the joy of the Awakening again.

While Rhapsody had told Grunthor the lore of the humans of Yarim, and how the people had reacted
with horror, then blame, then finally resignation to the loss, allowing their jewel of a city to wither in the
heat, but going on with life, the Earth told him in quiet tones the end of the tale of what had happened to
Entudenin.

It was a slow, painful death.

Like the great Trees of the Earth, or vast canyons carved over time by rivers, or the pounding sea
itself, or any of the other places where elemental earthen magic is embodied, Entudenin had a soul of
sorts. In its time it had been a vibrant entity, a natural formation with almost human moods, roaring with
joy at the Awakening, laughing happily as the water flowed copiously, filling the vessels, the fountains, the
canals of Yarim Paar. Sinking into sober reflection at the Sennight of Loss, contemplating the mortality of
the world. Silent in its slumber, to awaken again, beginning the wondrous cycle all over, never tiring of it.

The beautiful obelisk, deprived of the gift of water, at first experienced a sense of what in human
terms might have been bewilderment. It could hear the prayers of the humans that had tended it, feel their
vibrations, even though it could not comprehend them, but their desperation translated, transcending the
differences in consciousness, and that desperation became its own. As time passed, and the water did
not return, the Fountain Rock yearned for salvation, prayed in supplication in its own way to its Mother,
but the Earth could not undo what man had caused.

Finally, in sorrow, the obelisk succumbed to the inevitable. It continued to stand beneath the sun,
feeling the moisture leach out of it more and more as each day, year, and century passed, baking from the
outside, withering. It lost some of its height, a good deal of its girth, and all of its myriad colors, passing
from the beauty of a child to the ugliness of a crone over time. As each drop evaporated beneath Yarim's
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blistering heat, Entudenin mourned.
But it refused to crumble.

Stalwartly, what tiny remains of soul had been embodied in the Fountain Rock held fast, standing tall
beneath the stars, the mica that remained in its surface still gleaming in their light on occasion.

I runthor's head swam, then snapped back again at the abrupt end of the Earth's song.

When the voice went mute, his stomach turned; he felt the connection to the warmth that had been
coursing through his veins, winding its way through the chambers of his massive heart, shatter suddenly. It
was an internal blow so strong that it buckled his knees. He fell to the ground, his hands on the earth,
searching unconsciously to reestablish the connection, but the Earth had gone silent.

A moment later he felt hands on both his shoulders; he waved them away, fighting the nausea that had
rushed into his mouth, swallowing to choke it down again. He sat back with effort and waited for his
head to clear.

When finally it did, his amber eyes blurry as the vision righted itself to the world around him, away
from the pictures that accompanied the Earth's song, he looked up to see Rhapsody and Achmed
standing over him, Ashe at Rhapsody's side. The Bolg in the tent were whispering among themselves with
fear at the sight of their felled Sergeant-Major.

Again he waved away Achmed's hand, and rose, unsteady for a moment, inhaling deeply through his
great nostrils. After a moment he turned to the king and nodded once. An intricate view of the inner
pathways of the obelisk and its feeder lines was etched in his brain.

'Right. 'Ere's the plan: we take off that angled arm—it's withered to the point o' being solid anyway,
and it's too fragile to withstand the bit."

'Take off the arm?" Thrman Karsrick interjected nervously. "You can't do that—it's a holy relic."

Tt's a holy relic that doesn't function," said Achmed, his back to Karsrick while he continued to watch
Grunthor, who had lapsed into silence at the higher-ranking official's interruption. "Do you want to
maintain a dead decoration, or do you want water?"

The duke thought for a moment, then put his hand on the Bolg king's shoulder. "Can you guarantee
that the water will flow if I allow you to remove the Obelisk's arm?" he asked hesitantly.

"No, but I can guarantee that blood will if I remove yours," the Bolg king replied, staring at Karsrick's
hand.

'Achmed," Rhapsody chided. "Some courtesy, please."

The Bolg king exhaled as the duke quickly withdrew his hand. "I can guarantee very little in life,
Karsrick. The return of the water is not something I can warrant. But I can guarantee that if you do
nothing, the water will not return. If he says the arm must be removed, then it must be. Now kindly be

silent and allow us to hear the rest of his directions."

The duke cleared his throat and nodded at Grunthor.
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'We'll drill out the obelisk itself, and the first thirty yards below it," the Sergeant said, wiping the sweat
from his wide forehead, his skin having returned to its normal hue, the color of old bruises. "That'll get 'er
ready to withstand the return of the water, if it comes. Right now she'd shatter." He glanced up at the dry
red geyser. "The pathway beyond that is clear; the real blockage is farther away, almost to the border of
Canderre. That's somethin' I can 'andle myself, sir; no point in draggin' the men there. Once they finish
'ere, you can take 'em back to Ylorc and O1'll ride out to the border, clear the blockage, an' then come
on 'ome."

'Will you need any of the equipment?" Achmed asked.

The giant grinned broadly, then fumbled in his pack for a moment. He produced a small hand spade,
battered and worn, and held it up for Rhapsody to see as well. It was Digga, the retrenching tool he had
used to dig the three of them free from the Earth after their journey through its belly four years before.
Rhapsody laughed.

"This is all O1'll need, sir," he said.

'All right," Achmed agreed. He turned to the assembled Bolg craftsmen. "Unpack the rest of the
equipment and we'll set to work."

LJutside the tents the ring of Yarimese guards was slowly, subtly growing larger. The ever-expanding
ring had pushed the crowd gently but resolutely back to two street corners away from the town square,
where the flickering torches that lighted the tent from the outside did not reveal the movements of the
shadows within.

At the edge of the rope, Esten waited, struggling with the throng of townspeople to get closer, to
catch a glimpse of what was happening. She was preparing to leave, having seen nothing, when Dranth
touched her elbow and shook his head, indicating that thus far none of her spies had managed to broach
the work site either. Esten inhaled deeply, then pushed her way through the crowd to the empty streets
beyond.

T have no patience in this matter," she said to the guild scion. "Karsrick is benefiting from all the work
I undertook before the disaster; if the Bolg restore Entudenin, he will have the water that should have
belonged to me. Why has no one gotten inside? The guards have always been easy to bribe or threaten."

"The Yarimese guards, yes, mistress," Dranth replied darkly. "But the Bolg are standing guard as well;
their king brought his own security detail with him, and they are steadfast and thus far unapproachable."

The guildmistress's black eyes glistened angrily.

T want to know what is going on in that tent," she said in a low, deadly voice. "And I need to have
someone get inside, to prevent the theft of my water. Before night falls tomorrow, it will be done, or
blood will spill like the water from Entudenin."

Within three days, Ashe's prediction had come to pass. The Bolg followed a regular schedule of
workshifts, laboring silently in the heat beneath the tents that surrounded the work site, and the villagers
of Yarim Paar settled for watching them enter and leave the tents and the city as their rotations changed,
from the boundary two street lengths away.

The throngs that had gathered during the first days began to grow sparse, and while there was still
considerable interest in the primitive men whom the Lady Cymrian had said were Entudenin's hope for
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resurrection, the majority of the town returned to its work and its daily routine, occasionally happening by
the square at the appointed hours to see the Bolg hurry out of the tents to their waiting escorts. No
interaction was allowed, and since the Bolg never initiated any, or showed any interest in meeting or
touching any of the citizens of Yarim Paar, it became unconsciously clear to the townspeople that the
Fir-bolg were being protected from them, and not the other way around, which changed the mood from
resentful and fearful curiosity to that of embarrassed interest.

The linen tents, bleached white as snow at the onset of the project, rapidly took on a brownish-red
cast from the clay dust spattered into the air by the drilling. Great beams of wood were brought in on the
Bolg's supply wagons, lashed together in articulated sections that were driven into the ground by massive
apparatuses of tampers and gears, sophisticated machines designed centuries before by Gwylliam and
used to hollow out the passageways of Can -rif. The townspeople of Yarim Paar, accustomed only to the
well-digging practices of the Shanouin, marveled at the sights and sounds of the tools that the Bolg were
making use of, though most of the smaller equipment was kept from their sight, like the craftsmen
themselves.

The disembodied arm of Entudenin was removed first, and, in a quiet ceremony, brought into the
Judiciary's main rotunda beneath the palace's famous minarets. There it was put on display, because
Yarim had no elemental temple, its people worshipping under the auspices of the Blesser of
Canderre-Yarim, lan Steward, who held services in the Basilica of Fire in Bethany a hundred leagues
away. The first day it was available to be viewed by the public, more than four thousand people came to
reverently observe it, ten times the number that had paid their respects when the body of Thrman
Karsrick's father had been lying in state in the same rotunda many years before.

Ashe watched the crowds filing into the rotunda from the balcony of their tower guest chambers west
of the central palace, chuckling at the look on Rhapsody's face.

'What is it now, my love?" he asked teasingly. "You seem amazed."

'lam amazed," Rhapsody said, staring over the railing at the snaking line that stretched down the
streets, almost to the central Marketway. "That bloody thing stood in the center of their town for
hundreds of years, ignored and unnoticed. Virtually every merchant, every tradesman who had business
in the center of the city, walked by it every day, and no one paid it a bit of attention except a few pilgrims
and a little boy I once saw stop there to relieve himself. And now it is a holy relic of vast interest to the
same people who were oblivious to it three days ago. Itis amazing."

Ashe put his arms around her. "Indeed. Well, do you suppose I might be able to draw your interest
away from this amazing sight for a while?"

'By all means," she said, smiling. "What do you have in mind?"

'T thought we might go out into the city in disguise—you could put on a ghodin and I can wear a
hooded veil like the Shanouin well-diggers or some other pilgrim."

His wife laughed in delight. "Back to the days of hiding your face, are we? Well, I did wear a ghodin
the last time [ was here with Achmed, so that I would not be recognized. There are not too many yellow
heads in Yarim; [ would have been a curiosity, and since we were here to snatch the slave boys from the
tile foundry, that would not have been a good thing. I can wear one again; all that flowing white linen
keeps the heat out. So where would we go? It might be a good time to shop the market; all the
townspeople are in the Judiciary, bowing to a dead rock formation. The crowds shouldn't be too
pressing."
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"Not quite what I had in mind."

th?"

'T thought we might make a visit to Manwyn's temple."

The laughter in Rhapsody's eyes resolved to a clear, sober expression.

'Are you certain you want to do that, Sam?" she asked gently.

"Yes," he answered, taking her hand and leading her back into the tower chambers. "Let us obtain the
answers to our questions, knowing we may only get some insane babble, and then we can make an
afternoon of it. We can take noonmeal in a tavern or over one of those open-street firepits, and then find
something quaint in the market to bring home for Gwydion and Melly."

Rhapsody made a deep reverence before her husband. "Lead on, m'lord."

Lvvvanwyn's temple stood at the western edge of the city, the centerpiece of a section that had been
a thriving water garden in the time when Entudenin still brought forth her liquid gifts, now all but deserted.
Deep, dry depressions that had once been immense pools lined the decaying streets, along which broken
statuary of sea nymphs poured empty vessels into dusty fountains.

The temple itself was, like Yarim Paar itself, large, majestically built, but decaying from neglect.
Formed of marble which must have been magnificent in its time, the Temple of the Oracle was composed
of a central building with two annex wings sprawling at the end of the main thoroughfare, crumbling in
places. Cracked marble steps led up to a wide, inlaid patio, where eight huge columns stood on the

unevenly paved surface, marred by expanding patches of lichen.

The central building was a large rotunda topped with a circular dome in which two large cracks could
be seen. A tall, thin minaret crowned this central building, shining like a beacon in the sun.

Rhapsody stopped at the base of the grand staircase.

'Are youcertain you want to do this?" she asked Ashe again. "It was very strange the last time the
two of you saw each other here; I don't want to repeat that, if possible."

"You do not enjoy being in the center of a battle of dragon will in a moth-eaten temple?" Ashe replied,
looking into her green eyes, the only part of her visible beneath the ghodin. "Teetering on the brink of her
yawning well as the ground shakes, dodging falling pieces of the firmament of the dome?"

"That would be accurate, yes."

T will do my best to behave," he promised. "Come, Aria."

Rhapsody's green eyes glittered nervously. "Do you remember the wording we planned?"

Ashe caressed her hand reassuringly. "Yes. Come."

They climbed the great stair and passed through the large open portal that served as the entrance. The
inside of the temple was dark, lit only by dim torches and candles, keeping the entranceway in a perennial
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state of half-light.

The interior of the temple, unlike its edifice, was well maintained. In the center of the vast room a large
fountain blasted a thin stream of water twenty feet into the air, where it splashed down into a pool lined
with shimmering lapis lazuli. The floor was polished marble, the walls adorned with intricately decorated
tile, the sconces shining brass.

To either side of this room were small antechambers where Manwyn's guards stood, wearing the
horned helmets traditional in Yarim and armed with long, thin swords. A large door of intricately carved
cedar stood across from them, behind the fountain and its pool, also guarded.

Rhapsody stopped again suddenly and grasped Ashe by the arm.

'Oh! Wait! Remember the last time we came here for a prophecy, Manwyn was very angry because
you were hiding your face. Perhaps it is best to remove the ghodin and the veils now; I don't want to
provoke her again."

"Very well; we will as soon as we are inside."

Ashe pried her fingers loose from his forearm, took her hand again, and led her around the fountain,
stopping before the guards of the great door.

"Ten gold crowns to see the Oracle, for the Seer's sustenance," the man said rotely.

Ashe reached into his coin purse and drew forth the amount the guard had demanded.

'If this is really being used for the maintenance of the Oracle, I expect that she will have a new gown
since the last time we saw her," he said, dropping the coins into the offering box. "She looked thin and in
a fair bit of disarray, though I see thatyou are well turned out and of a healthy girth, soldier. But I'm
certain that you would never usurp any of the alms given to the Oracle for yourselves, now, would you?"

The guard spat on the floor and opened the beautiful cedar door, motioning them angrily inside.

"You are doing anexcellent job of behaving already," Rhapsody said dryly as they entered the Inner
Sanctum.

T'm a dragon. It's my job to annoy people."

'l see that."

"Well, if we are to reveal our faces in the attempt not to disturb Manwyn, we had best do it now."
Ashe pulled the veil from his face, then gently took down the head veil of her ghodin. He blinked;
Rhapsody's face was almost as pale as the white robe she was wearing, ghostly in the glow of the
candleflames around them.

'Aria? Are you all right?"

She nodded wordlessly.

Ashe took her hand; it was cold and trembling slightly.
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'"Rhapsody, if you don't want to do this, we can leave now, without a second thought."
She shook her head, though her grip tightened slightly.

"It's just all coming back to me now," she said nervously. "I had forgotten how intimidating a place this
is. Manwyn frightens me."

"Then let's go back to the bazaar." Ashe turned and curled his knuckles to rap on the cedar door, but
Rhapsody stopped him.

"No. We have to hear what she has to say, have to ask her about her last prophecy, or else something
that should be a wonderful, exciting event in our lives will only bring worry and fear," she said. "l am
sorry I am being such a coward. Let's go in."

Ashe squeezed her hand, and together they went deeper into the Inner Sanctum.

The room beyond the cedar door was immense, illuminated by a series of small windows in the dome
of the rotunda and countless candles. In the center of the room was a dais which was suspended
precariously above a large, open well, sideless, flush with the floor.

Manwyn sat, as she always did when in her temple, in the center of the suspended dais. She was tall
and thin with rosy gold skin and fiery red hair streaked with silver. Her face bore the lines of middle age.
In her left hand she held an ornate sextant, and she was dressed, as Ashe had expected, in a ragged
gown of green silk, once a magnificent garment, now frayed and worn with age.

The Seer of the Future had eyes that were perfect mirrors, with no pupil, iris, or sclera to delineate
them. The first time Rhapsody had beheld her, it had almost felt as if she were drowning in those eyes,
deep, reflective pools of quicksilver that gazed only beyond the present, into the realm of what had not
yet come to be.

She had learned, over time, how dangerous it was to the conscious mind to meet the gaze of a dragon
or its kin. So she lowered her eyes respectfully and waited for the Seer to address them.

At first Manwyn ignored them altogether. Her long fingers were engaged in spinning the wheel of the
sextant, which she did while humming a tuneless melody to herself. The lord and lady stood silent while
she played, glancing occasionally at each other but saying nothing.

Suddenly, as if she had caught the scent of fire in the wind, Manwyn lurched upright, sniffing the air.
Her liquid silver eyes darted wildly around the circular room, finally settling on them. She rose up slightly
on her knees and pointed to the great dark hole that yawned raggedly in the floor.

'Gaze into the well," she commanded in the same harsh voice Rhapsody had heard the last time she
had been here, a raspy croak that scratched at the edges of Rhapsody's skull.

Against her will she began to tremble again; Manwyn had attended the first Cymrian Council and their
wedding, and had not been intimidating or frightening at all, merely detached and confused. But here
within her temple, she was terrifying, smiling with a confidence that bordered on cruel amusement. "May
the All-God give thee good day, my great-nephew and his lady-wife," the prophetess said, bowing
deeply and saluting them with the traditional address of the Island of Serendair. "And indeed, He shall; it
shall be a very interesting day for you."
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"Thank you, Aunt," Ashe replied, returning her bow. "I hope that's not the extent of our prophecy. I
paid generously at the door."

The Seer chuckled. "You will always be my favorite great-nephew, Gwydion of Manosse. And your
lovely bride; she is quite a hat in your feather. Hat and feather, hat and feather!" She giggled, grinning
broadly.

Rhapsody bowed in greeting, glancing askance at Ashe, who shrugged.

'Speak, then, your question," Manwyn commanded, her solemn expression returning.

The Lord and Lady Cymrian exchanged a glance, remembering what they had planned to say.

T seek a clarification of two conflicting prophecies you gave to us a few years ago," Ashe said.

Confusion passed like a cloud over the Seer's face. "Prophecies?"

"Yes," Rhapsody said quickly. "To me you said, 'I see an unnatural child born of an unnatural act.
Rhapsody, you should beware of childbirth: the mother shall die, but the child shall live."

'And yet to me, her husband, you declared, 'Gwydion ap Llauron, thy mother died in giving birth to
thee, but thy children's mother shall not die giving birth to them," Ashe added. "We seek to know what
you meant,

Aunt."

The confusion on Manwyn's face deepened to bewilderment. She ran a hand over her head through
the tangle of matted snarls that was her hair, pulling at it nervously as a child, then shook her head briskly.

"You ask of the Past," she said petulantly. "I will never be able to see the Past. I know nothing of what
you speak."

Rhapsody's throat constricted. "Of course she wouldn't," she whispered to Ashe. "How stupid of me
to phrase the question like that."

The nervous confusion cleared in an instant from the Seer's reflective eyes; her back straightened, and
she turned in Rhapsody's direction slowly, like a predator stalking its prey. She slid down onto her belly,
causing the suspended dais to swing crazily over the well, and fixed her silver gaze on the Lady

Cymrian.

'One should beware the Past, lady," she said in a grim voice, though she was smiling. "The Past can
be a relentless hunter, a stalwart protector, a vengeful adversary. It seeks to have you; it seeks to aid
you." She moved forward even more, her upper body suspended over the well, and whispered, "It seeks
to destroy you." She sat back, pleased with the sight of Rhapsody's pale face, and twirled her fingers
through her knotted hair. "Just as the Future continually seeks to destroy me."

'Answer this," Ashe commanded, disturbed by the look in the Seer's eyes

- that was bringing fear into Rhapsody's. "If Rhapsody and I conceive a child, will she or the baby
come to any harm of it? I seek a direct answer, Manwyn. I tire of the game."
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The Seer stared at him for a moment, as if stunned, then calmly pointed the sextant at the firmament of
the cracked domed ceiling above her and peered into it. Rhapsody huddled closer to Ashe as a dark
wind rose from the well in the floor; the thousands of candleflames dimmed suddenly, blackening the
room. Above their heads, the dome had faded into a night sky, dotted with stars between which
ephemeral clouds passed, unhurried. A cold breeze rippled across their backs, snapping the fabric of the
ghodin like a sail on the high sea.

Finally, after what seemed an eternity, Manwyn lowered the instrument from her eye and turned her
gaze back to Ashe, her face sober. She held the golden sextant aloft, the navigator's tool that guided his
great-grandfather, her father, Merithyn the Explorer, across the sea to the shores of the dragon
Elyn-synos. Ashe understood the gesture; she was reminding him that she was born of that union, as was
he, even if consciously she could not see the Past in which it happened, a commonality of dragon blood
and ancient lore that was both their bane and blessing.

"You will always fear your own blood, Gwydion," she said calmly, her voice absent of any wildness.
"You need not. Your wife will not die in bearing your children."

Ashe pointed at her accusingly. "Rhapsody," he said sternly. "Say thatRhapsody will not die."

'Rhapsody will not die in bearing your children."

"Nor become injured or infirm by it? Don't hedge your answer, Aunt."

Manwyn shrugged. "The pregnancy will not be easy, but it will not kill or harm her. No."

Ashe inhaled, gauging the new clarity with which she spoke. "Swear it to me, Manwyn, as your
great-nephew, and as your lord. I want your oath; swear to me, descendant of our common ancestors,
Lord Cymrian, duly invested, to whom you swore allegiance, that you areutterly certain that my blood
will not cause this woman who stands before you harm in the bearing of our children."

Tt will not," the Seer said patiently. "I swear it."

Ashe exhaled, watching her carefully. "Thank you, Aunt."

"You are most welcome, m'lord," the Seer said, bowing respectfully.

'Anything else you wish to impart us of the Future before we go?" Ashe asked as Rhapsody began to
pull the hood of the ghodin over her head again.

Manwyn considered his question, her curled fist tucked beneath her chin, a finger resting on her
cheek.

"The Pot and Kettle will be serving an excellent spiced lamb at the noon-meal," she said pleasantly.
"And today the netcher will have some wonderful arrows, sparred in feathers dropped from an albatross

in Kesel Tai; they will bring your ward luck in his bowmanship."

"Thank you." Ashe pulled up his own veil. "God give thee a good afternoon, and a peaceful night." He
took Rhapsody's hand and started to lead her away.

'Gaze into the well before you go," Manwyn said, her voice soft.
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The two exchanged a glance, then Ashe nodded and released his wife's hand, turning to approach the
well.

"Not you, m'lord," Manwyn chided. "The lady."

'Do you wish to, Aria?" Ashe asked, running his thumb over her knuckles. "We can leave right away if
you wish."

"That might offend her; I don't wish to do that," Rhapsody said quickly. She turned and walked
carefully across the dark floor, taking care to stay as far from the cracks in the jagged opening as
possible.

When she reached the well, she peered hesitantly over the edge into the endless darkness below,
where once she had seen the poor Lirin mother who had fulfilled Manwyn's childbirth prophecy. A soft
howl, the whine of the wind, ululated and echoed deep within the black pit in a discordant wail, but
nothing more. She stared, trying to see whatever it was the Oracle was trying to show her, but all she
could make out was blackness.

T see nothing," she said finally.

The prophetess smiled widely, her silver eyes gleaming with wicked light once again. "No? Pity. I
suppose there are no more divinations coming to you today." She slid down on her stomach again, her
chin resting on her hands, and cocked her head to one side.

'Such it is with all those unlike yourself, who are not prescient," she said, a tinge of haughtiness
entering her voice, "who are not Singers, who are not blessed with dreams of the Future—in short, the
rest of the world, lady. Who walk the earth, go about their lives, never having any warning of what is
coming for them." She began to giggle again; the mirth increased rapidly, until she was shrieking with
laughter.

'Rhapsody—come now." Ashe's voice had the tone of a king, a quiet command that sliced through
the madness and beckoned unwaveringly. Rhapsody shook her head to clear it, then turned away from
the well and hurried back to him, taking his hand and walking rapidly toward the cedar door.

Behind them Manwyn began to call loudly.

Long ago a promise made, Long ago a name conveyed, Long ago a voice was stayed—Three debts
to be paid.

Against her will Rhapsody stopped and turned around. The Seer was not looking in their direction,
but was dancing on the suspended dais, clutching the wires that tethered it to the domed ceiling, swinging

crazily over the pit.

Manwyn began muttering madly. "Betrayed! Aid! Delayed! Your eyes—the color of jade!" Then her
gaze locked on to Rhapsody's, and a broad smile wreathed her face.

'Afraid?" she asked solicitously.

Rhapsody straightened her shoulders angrily, annoyed with the game.
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"No," she shouted back across the dark room. "No, Manwyn, I'm not afraid, not of the Past, nor of
the Future, nor of your senseless babble. I will live happily in the Present, thank you very much, a place
you should consider visiting sometime. But thank you for the lunch recommendation. If it produces a
satisfying belch I shall dedicate it to you. But since it will be in the Past, you won't know it." She turned
and stormed out through the cedar door, Ashe close behind her, struggling to keep his laughter in check.

"Well, Aria," he said, wiping back a tear, "you are doing anexcellent job of behaving as well. Come;
that lamb sounded tempting, and I would pay an immense sum to watch you belch."

INSIDE GURGUS, YLORC

SAlmost ready, Rhur?"

The Bolg artisan nodded his agreement, followed a moment later by Shaene.
'Ready, Sandy," the Canderian artisan said.

Omet took a deep breath, then grasped the newly assembled wheel, forged from steel and inlaid with
clear glass wedges. The others took hold as well and lifted, groaning under the strain.

Carefully they guided the wheel over to the wall where metal piping was attached in a semicircular
track beneath the open dome of the tower above them. The beveled edges of the wheel, after a few
moments of maneuvering, aligned with the metal track; once they had it in place, the wheel hung,
suspended at an angle, above the floor of the tower. The artisans carefully stepped back to survey their
work.

'All right, Sandy, it's up. Now what does it do?" Shaene asked, panting and wiping the sweat from his
forehead.

Omet shrugged, ignoring innately Shaene's joking reference to the sands of Yarim from which he had
come, feeling winded himself. "Don't know. I think it is some kind of healing device. Once the stained
glass in the ceiling is in place, the plans seem to indicate that the wheel works with the colored light
shining through the ceiling. Purely speculative on my part, however; I can't read die language of die plans.
If you want to know more you'll have to ask the king when he returns. But at least we know we followed
the plans correctly."

'And no easy feat it was, either, since much of 'em's missing," Shaene hastened to add.

"Too true. All right, let's take it down, wrap it in the oilcloth, and lock it in the storage room before
something happens to it," Omet said, brushing his hands on his breeches. "This is the only part of the
project that has worked so far; we shouldn't risk compromising that."

'Right," Shaene agreed. He grasped the top of the wheel a moment before Omet and Rhur were in
position to do so. His sweaty palm slid off the cool metal, jostling it and setting it, inadvertendy, into
motion.

Widi a scream of metal the wheel spun quickly across the track, following it around the mountaintop
tower for several yards while the artisans, shouting and cursing, ran after it. As it rolled it caught the
sunlight shining above the mountaintop, and cast bright, quick patches on the floor of the tower that
sparkled in elaborate patterns for an instant, then vanished.
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Once they had regained control of the wheel, the three artisans stared at the floor in silent unison.
'"What wasthat 7" Shaene asked when he recovered his voice.
Omet shook his head. "I don't know."

"It must dosomething ," Shaene insisted. "Seems like an awful lot of trouble to go through for a
moment of pretty amusement."

"Well, it does do something," Omet said, taking hold of it again. "It goes into storage. Come on, now,
help me take it off the track." He looked up to the open tower ceiling, where sunlight glinted off the metal
framework on which the stained glass was expected to go, then looked back at Rhur and Shaene.

'And whatever you do, don't tell anyone about it."
THE WORK SITE, YARIM PAAR

runthor raised a hand for the drilling to stop, wiping the sweat from his massive brow as the relentless
thundering of the gears and the pounding of the bit slowed to a dull cadence, then ceased.

He watched the men for a moment, all dripping with similar perspiration, their normally dusky skin
pale and sallow in the heat. Accustomed to the cool depths of the Earth, already two Firbolg artisans and
a soldier had succumbed and were being tended inside the Judiciary.

"This is ridic'lus," the Sergeant muttered. "We've run out o' today's water already; is Karsrick gonna
bring the additional rations 'e promised or not?"

"We have put out a call to the Shanouin, sire," the duke's aide-de-camp said to Achmed, who was
pacing back and forth the length of the hot tent. "They are commanded to deliver three more barrels each
morning. Will you similarly instruct your soldiers to allow them through the guard line? They have been
turned away twice already."

"That may be because my soldiers do not speak Orlandan," Achmed said, stepping around the
growing piles of red dust and gaping holes in the ground. He pulled the tent flap aside. "Come."

A few moments later a parlay took place at the exterior ring where the Yarimese soldiers were
holding the guard line. The soldiers, who had been told to deny access to anyone other than the
commanding officers, the duke, lord, lady, and the Bolg themselves, were instructed to make certain that
the water bearers, and the water bearers alone, were brought into the work site, under careful guard, and
allowed to deliver their barrels.

After the outer ring had been given instructions, Achmed moved with the aide-de-camp to the inner
ring, manned by Firbolg soldiers, and addressed them in Bolgish.

'An hour before each shift changes, water carriers will be allowed through the first guard line. Be sure
to check their barrels without fail, pry open every one of them and run a clean sword through the water,
make certain there is nothing or no one hiding in them. Then escort the water carriers back to the first
guard line. If anyone attempts to slip away from you, or enter the tent, subdue him. Try not to crack his
head open against the stones in the street, but if you should happen to do so by accident, at least the
blood will blend in with the bricks." The Bolg soldiers nodded in assent as the harsh, noisy cranking of
the drill started up again.
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'And if anyone broaches the guard line, kill him and eat him, in whatever order you prefer," Achmed
said loudly in Orlandan, for the benefit of the Yarimese.

When the bells of the tower tolled noon, six anxious-looking women in pale blue ghodins, priestesses
in the Shanouin tribe, approached the work site under guard, bearing between them three great water
casks. The Bolg soldiers ringing the tent grudgingly moved aside and allowed them to come through the
second guard line, up to the exterior of the tents. They quickly set their burdens down outside the tents
and hurried back through the Firbolg line, into the custody of their human guards.

As the tent flap opened, one of the women glanced over her shoulder fleet-ingly, only to meet the
mismatched eyes of the Bolg king, staring at her from within the tent, clothed in black and standing in
front of a great pumping machine that groaned and screeched like the damned. In the split second of sight
she thought she was gazing straight into the Underworld itself.

The Shanouin woman wheeled around and hurried to keep in step with her sister priestesses.

Inside the cool marble walls of the Judiciary's library, Ihrman Karsrick and his captain of the guard
watched the work site, seeing nothing but the occasional exit of a figure from the enormous tents. For
three days the Bolg had labored in consecutive shifts, entering and leaving the tent at their appointed hour
with the same precision as the changing of the guard at a royal palace, completely undisturbed by any
onlookers.

A knock on the library door startled him; it was his chamberlain.

'Yes?"

The man came in and closed the double doors behind him.

"The Hierarch of craftsman's guilds has sent a message, m'lord."

'What is it?" Karsrick dreaded the answer, expecting it at the same time.

'

"With respect and regret, there is none in our ranks suited, available, qualified, or willing to accept the
Bolg king's generous offer. Our apologies and best wishes."'

"There's a surprise," Karsrick muttered. "Now what am I to do?"

"There is another avenue, another source, m'lord," the captain of the guard proffered nervously.
"What source? Where?" the duke demanded.

"The Raven's Guild in the Market of Thieves."

'Are you out of yourmind ?" Karsrick shouted. "You want me to consort with thieves and assassins,
and send one of them into the realm of Ylorc?"

The captain shrugged. "There is no love lost between you and the Firbolg king. Sending an artisan
who might be an assassin as well—
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Karsrick's hand sliced through the air in a gesture of silence.

'T do not condone the assassination of heads of state, however much I distrust them, thank you. Do
you have any idea what the Lady Cymrian would do, not to mention the Lord, if I were to engage in such
chicanery, especially if it led to the death of her friends, the Bolg king, or his sergeant? She would melt
my flesh from the inside with hideous musical torture, or some such thing. No."

'M'lord, the Raven's Guild is not entirely composed of assassins and thieves. On the contrary, they
operate, as you know, some of the most prestigious and well-respected foundries, metal and glassworks
in Roland. If there is an artisan left in Yarim to be had, one that might be willing to perform their craft in
such odious circumstances—"

"No!" Karsrick stated again, more firmly this time. "I will not do that. I would prefer to make my
apologies to the king and hope against hope for his understanding, than eventhink about opening that
door, do you hear me? Is that clearly understood?"

'Yes, m'lord. It was only a suggestion."

'A very bad suggestion." Karsrick leaned heavily on the ornate metal molding that surrounded the
library window, suddenly weary. "Do not allow this conversation to leave the room, Captain. The last
thing I need is for word to get back to Esten about this." He turned to look at the captain of the guard,
who nodded, and met his glance.

It was a glance that acknowledged that Esten undoubtedly already knew.
JIERNA'SID, SORBOLD

easy it is to be overlooked in broad daylight, the man observed, standing in an alleyway shadow.
He was watching the beggars of the city taking refuge from the heat of another blistering summer's noon,
supplicating for water or coin from passersby in the central streets of the capital city. The townspeople,
oblivious of them, walked on without a break in their conversations, or even a glance of notice.

As if they were invisible.

He looked up at the high towers of Jierna Tal beyond the massive Scales, rising proudly to the sky
above, thankfully free of any desiccating bodies or other grisly ornamentation. One had to admit that it
was a beautiful palace, a place of visionary architecture that elevated the city beyond the dull little
collection of animal markets, street booths, linen weavers, and dingy buildings in which the populace
found shelter. One could even describe it as magnificent.

One day, he mused,all ofSorbold will be described thus .

One day soon.

His gaze fell on the Scales, their golden plates gleaming brightly in the light overhead; he closed his
eyes, remembering with relish the feel of their approval, the rush of air as he was lifted up, held aloft in

their approbation.

A few more days, he thought, fingering the violet scale in his pocket, relishing its warmth, its humming
vibration./ await the moon .
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He stepped off the portico step and over the beggar lying before it, then strolled into the light of the
marketplace without a flicker of notice.

The crowd passed around him as if he were not there.
OUTSIDE THE PORT OF AVONDERRE

C,'he seneschal held the candle aloft in the fallowing darkness, taking pains not to allow the wax to
drip onto the child or his makeshift pool of gleaming green water deep in the ship's hold.

The ship lurched suddenly as it hit a cross-swell; the current from the Northern Sea made
approaching the harbor of this province of the Wyrmlands difficult, occasionally treacherous. The hold
shuddered; Faron squealed tone-lessly as the water around him stormed in tiny breakers.

"There, Faron, there, there," the seneschal crooned comfortingly, trying to quell his impatience and that
of the demon. "Don't be frightened; read the scales and tell me if we can put into port here. Is anything
lying in wait for us? Or do we have clear passage to the harbor?"

The creature struggled to maintain its balance, its soft bones and flaccid muscles no match for the
pitching of the ship. With trembling, gnarled hands, Faron held a jade-green scale up to the nickering
candlelight. The large, liquid eyes blinked rapidly in the intermittent dark and light. Finally the creature
shook its head.

"No?" the seneschal demanded angrily. "No? Why in the name of Void not? Do you see any danger
to us, any resistance, hidden in the waves? Is someone coming?"

The child stared at him in terror, then nodded vigorously.
'Are you certain?"
Faron groaned and nodded again, then disappeared beneath the meniscus of the green water.

The seneschal doused the light and groped his way to the ladder. He climbed up on deck and, spying
the captain, shouted into the wind.

'Change course! Veer now; sail further north, along the coast, until we reach the reef of Gwynwood."
He brushed the wind out of his light blue eyes, squinting in the heat of the sun's glare.

The captain stared at him as if he were mad.

"Your Honor, there's nowhere to weigh anchor there! Avonderre is a sheltered harbor, with a
guardian light to spare us from the shoals. We can't wind the ship now." He raised a hand to his brow
and stared east toward shore. "That aside, we're about to be boarded."

The seneschal stumbled to the rail and followed the captain's stare.

A small cutter in the harbormaster's fleet was giving chase, flying the flag of approach.

As acid splashed the back of his throat, the seneschal cursed silently in the profane words known only
to F'dor and unutterable in the language of men. He had feared this happening; theBasquela did not have


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

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

valid docking papers in Avonderre, or any other Orlandan port, nor did it have clearance to dock in the
other ports of the Cymrian Alliance. The potential of challenge by the authorities in the port had been
weighed at the time of departure against the need for speed; Quinn had warned him of this when he hired
theBasqueln , rather than waiting for theCorona .

And now it seemed they were about to be confronted by the harbormaster's crew, just outside
Avonderian waters.

'Drop anchor," the captain ordered the crew.
The seneschal turned to Caius, who was, as always, cleaning and refitting his crossbow.

'Pass word to Quinn, quietly, and tell him and the others to make ready," he said to the crossbowman,
while his brother and the seneschal's reeve listened nearby. "I sense an unfortunate maritime accident may
be about to occur."

RAVEN'S GUILD, MARKET OF THIEVES, YARIM PAAR
The leaping flames of the enormous hearth all but obscured Dranth's approach.

The guild scion was used to entering into the guildmistress's presence with no fear; as her most trusted
officer, he had come to believe that she valued his candor, even when it angered her, although she had
been so irrational since the devastation three years ago, and even more so of late, that he didn't take
anything for granted where she was concerned.

Especially now, when she was as angry as she was; none of her spies had yet been able to broach the
Firbolg guard line. The drilling was continuing, contrary to her wishes. Even the uproar that had erupted
when a half-eaten body of a child had been tossed into the desert near the Bolg camp had failed to stop
the excavation; a few hours of rioting had been quickly quenched, and the Bolg exonerated, causing the
human sheep of Yarim Paar to return to their gawking outside the drilling tents, preventing her assassins
from bringing the work to a halt.

It was frustrating her more than he had ever seen.

Being near Esten in a state of frustration was similar to playing carelessly with the volatile acids used in
the foundry. It was not a matter of whether one would be burned, merely of when and how badly.

He cleared his throat softly.

Esten didn't seem to hear him. She was staring into the roaring fire, her chin resting on her curled fist,
deep in thought. Her long black hair, freshly washed and still damp, hung to her knees, gleaming in the
dancing light. It was a dark and lovely image; Dranth could almost see the woman there in the
fireshadows for a moment. Then reason returned, and he remembered where he was.

And who she was.
And what she was.
He would never forget his first sight of her, a ratty urchin, the child of a Yarimese craftsman and a

dark Lirinpan mother, long gone. She was eviscerating a soldier four times her body mass in a back alley
of the Inner Market, a tiny, crude blade jutting from the hollow of his throat, another moving like
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captured light in her hand. The look she had shot Dranth had been so deadly that he had merely stepped
back and marveled as she coolly completed her grim task, her blade flashing with a speed born of a
precocious talent, an inbred agility, and an utterly ruthless lack of fear. Dranth was no stranger to masters
of the knife, but that day, in the dark backstreets, he knew without question that he was witnessing the
most skilled artisan of murder he had ever seen.

She was eight years old.

He cursed himself; the momentarily human impression of sensuous womanhood, incorrect and
dangerous as it was, left him feeling light-headed, weak, as if he had been walking carelessly along an
abyss, thinking it merely an irrigation channel, not seeing it for what it really was in the darkness.

Dranth cleared his throat again, louder this time.

"Visitor, Guildmistress."

Esten turned finally and stared at him, her gaze as devouring as the desert sands that were said to
have swallowed the legendary city of Kurimah Milani more than a thousand years before. Dranth
gestured into the darkness, motioning the young woman to come forward.

Like a pale ghost she appeared, swathed from head to toe in her light blue ghodin, her face white in
the fireshadows. She was trembling, and the tremors redounded through the fabric of her ceremonial
garb, making her appear as a ship's sail on a windy sea. Darks curls peeked out at her forehead, the only

part of her hair showing, framing her face.

Esten seized her own long locks and, in a lightning-quick motion, bound them into a knot at the nape
of her neck, then stood slowly as the taller woman approached.

"Well, well, this is indeed an honor," she said, venom dripping from every syllable. "A Shanouin
priestess has deigned to come and visit me. How interesting. What is your name, Holiness?"

The tall woman squared her shoulders and folded her arms beneath her flowing garment. "Tabithe,
Guildmistress." Her voice was soft, respectful.

"What do you want?"

The priestess coughed, then nodded an apology for the disturbance. "I have come to beg for the life
of my mother-in-law," she said.

'Ah. And whom would that be?" Esten folded her arms, mirroring the priestess's stance.

The Shanouin woman coughed again, this time from deeper within, a rattling sound that hinted of
red-lung, a common illness among the well-digging tribe.

'Mother Julia," she said finally.
Esten began to walk in a slow circle to the woman's left, nodding exaggeratedly. The priestess
remained rigid, her eyes toward the firelight, while the guildmistress completed her stroll. Finally Esten

stopped directly in front of her. She leaned forward, her face wreathed in a sinister smile.

'"Too late," she said.
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The woman blanched but otherwise her expression did not change.

"Truly, Guildmistress? Are you jesting?"

"Truly, Holiness. I never jest."

The woman was silent for a moment, then inhaled deeply.

"Then may I barter for the body?"

Esten snorted. "I doubt you would want it in the state that it is in, Tabithe; my hair is still damp from
washing the blood out of it. I suggest you return to your husband—which of the wretched charlatan's
litter would he be?"

'Thait, Guildmistress."

'Ah. Well, I suggest you return to Thait and tell him that his impostor of a mother is resting in
peace—pieces, actually—and that I did him a favor excising such a blight from your family."

The pale young woman struggled to remain focused. "I have information I believe to be valuable,
Guildmistress," she said, her voice betraying her slightly.

'Really? That's interesting. Y our mother-in-law did not. Hence her current state."

The priestess nodded. "I did not have a chance to tell her, or anyone else, this information," she said
haltingly. "I have only come upon it this afternoon; I had gone to Mother Julia's house to tell her, but—

"What is this information?" The guildmistress's tone became suddenly intense.

Tabithe blinked several times, her face otherwise a mask. She inhaled, her lips set in a thin line, then
spoke. "For my mother-in-law's body, Guildmistress?"

Before she could exhale, there was a dagger at her throat, a blade that had sprung forth from the
leather sheath at Esten's wrist. The edge pressed across her gullet to the point of stopping her breath, just
before breaking the skin. Esten's prowess with a blade was renowned, and it was said that, no matter the
size or speed of the opponent, once Esten decided to employ said blade, it would sever the jugular
before the next beat of the victim's heart.

'For the continued soundness of your own, Holiness. Speak."

The woman winced. "I delivered water to the work tent of the Bolg today."

The blade disappeared, and the priestess exhaled, drawing another ragged breath before the bright
black eyes were next to her own.

"What did you see?"
"Very little—the flap was only open for an instant."

The voice dripped ice. "And why do you think this would purchase the pieces of your
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mother-in-law?"

'T—I saw the Firbolg king," the Shanouin stammered. "He was swathed in black garments, his eyes of
different colors, the skin of his face mottled with veins. It was an unholy sight."

The black eyes narrowed. "And you think this would interest me? I know the Bolg king is there, and
that he is hideous. Both are common knowledge. You are trying my patience."

'Behind him the Bolg were operating an enormous drill; there were a half-score or so of them turning
the handle of a machine. It had great metal circles lined with teeth that interwove like weaver's threads."

'Gears." Esten took a step back. "I am listening."

'T could see the bit," Tabithe said. "At first I did not realize what it was; I had never seen one of such
length and breadth before. It was curved, like a twisted tallow candle, driven into the ground by the
machine, not a tamper as we use."

'"Is that all?" Esten began to stalk the dark shadows, disappearing in and out of the light.

"It was made of steel, I believe, Guildmistress," the priestess said, summoning her courage. "Steel that
glinted both black—and blue."

All the noise went out of the room as Esten stopped pacing. She turned slowly to the priestess.
'Say that again," she said quietly.

Tabithe hugged herself tighter beneath the pale blue ghodin. "The bit of the drill the Bolg are using is
forged of blue-black steel, similar to the thin circle you described," she stammered. She stood in silence
as Esten stared at the floor; what she was cogitating on, Tabithe had no idea, but she could see that the
epiphany she was undergoing was enormous.

Finally the guildmistress looked up again; whatever deliberation had been going on in her mind a
moment before was no longer reflected in her eyes.

"Thank you, Holiness," she said politely. "Y our information is indeed valuable, and you shall be
rewarded handsomely for it." She turned to the guild scion. "Dranth, reassemble Mother Julia and have
her body wrapped in fine Sorboldian linen. Put the body in a wagon for Her Holiness, and deliver to the
house of Thait." Her eyes returned to the priestess as she finished her directive. "Collect from him the
lowest delivery fee."

"Yes, Guildmistress." The guild scion disappeared into the dark reaches of the guildhall, returning a
moment later. "It is ordered."

'Good. Thank you for the information, Tabithe. I'm sure your husband will be grateful for your efforts,
given what stock your family places in the burying of kinsmen and the like."

'Yes, Guildmistress," the priestess said.
"Nonsense, if you ask me," Esten added. "I know that the clan you married into is a superstitious lot,

but even your own people have the same silly practices. I never cease to be amazed that a tribe such as
the Shanouin, who dig in the earth, laying back the blankets of uncounted bones, can still have a belief in
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the Afterlife. Tomfoolery, all of it. But enjoy your little rituals, if they make it easier for you to face the
inevitability of mortality."

The priestess bowed respectfully and followed the hands that beckoned to her from the darkness into
the alleyway beyond.

‘When the door closed behind Tabithe, Esten turned back to the fire.
'Dranth, did you make certain that a wide wagon was hired for the delivery?"
"Yes, Guildmistress." He had anticipated the request.

'Good. Please instruct the driver to collect a double fee when he delivers the bodies. And extra for the
linen—perhaps as a kind gesture you can wrap Tabithe in blue."

It is being arranged as we speak."

The guildmistress kicked a burning ember that had spattered out of the hearth back into the fire grate
with the toe of her boot. "Make certain that you tell the head journeyman at the tile foundry to adjust the
schedule to replace the boy, Slith, and Bonnard. I don't want to fall behind on any orders."

'Bonnard as well? He knows nothing; it's a shame to lose so competent a ceramicist."

Esten turned and leveled her gaze at the guild scion. Her voice, when she spoke, was flat, her words
carrying double meanings.

"What doyou know, Dranth?"

Dranth swallowed, his eyes signaling his understanding.
'Did you see that she is pregnant?" he asked hesitantly.
"Tabithe? She is?"

"Yes. Hiding it under the folds of her ghodin."

'Ah." Her gaze returned to the fire as she pondered the information. After a moment she crossed her
arms.

'Her informationwas useful.”

"Yes, Guildmistress."

"Perhaps we should be lenient then."

'If you wish, Guildmistress."

"Very well, then. No extra delivery fee for the baby."

AVONDERRE HARBOR, PORT FALLON, OUTSIDE THE SLUICEWAY
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!|L,'ort Fallen, at Avonderre, was the largest and busiest in all of Roland; with the exception of
modest fishing villages and harbor towns, it was the only port, and the only combined shipping and naval
center in the Cymrian Alliance.

Farther south along the coast were Tallono, the great sheltered harbor that had been built by the
Gorllewinolo Lirin thousands of years before with the help of the dragon Elynsynos, and the two great
western seaports of Minsyth and Evermere in the unclaimed region known commonly as the Nonaligned
States. But none of those ports had the size or the open access of Port Fallen. Tallono was restricted
only to Lirin vessels, while Minsyth and Evermere were dwarfed by the massive inner harbor of Ghant in
Sorbold, which lay to the east above the Skeleton Coast. The combined size of all four was still not quite
that of Port Fallon.

In the heyday of the Cymrian Empire, a lighttower one hundred feet in height was constructed at the
mouth of the harborway, where the southerly currents of the Northern Sea cleared from the easterly ones
of the open ocean. The light from the tower could be seen, it was said, on the clearest of nights by ships
as far away as the outer archipelago to the east of Gaematria, the mystical island of the Sea Mages that
straddled the Prime Meridian.

In one of the most ambitious engineering projects of the Cymrian era, an enormous sluiceway had
been constructed, a floodgate of a sort being formed from the natural curve of the coastline, to keep the
tides from damaging the ships in port. What nature had already provided to Avonderre's coastline was
embellished, a new causeway built that turned the harbor into an enormous lagoon, eight miles wide from
the outer villages, protected from the elements. In the most virulent of storms, the harshest of winter
weather, or even in the wake of a tidal wave that crashed to the north on the coast of the Gwynwood
reef, destroying not only the port but the villages nearby, the mighty, bustling harbor of Port Fallon
remained unharmed, safe in her natural shelter.

The existence of the sluiceway made the all-but-impossible task of patrolling the harbor achievable;
the harbormaster had outposts that flanked the entry channel into Port Fallon from which his large fleet of
guidance, rescue, and interdiction craft could be launched. Thus the ships that made Port Fallon a
destination were protected both by nature and by law from the misfortunes of the sea; the favorable
geography improved upon by Gwylliam's engineers saved many a ship from sundering in a storm, while
the vigilant patrols of the harbormaster and his sailors prevented the more brutal scourge: pirates.

To keep the trade flowing in and out of Port Fallon, the harbor patrol ships were on constant
dispatch, routinely trolling for anything entering or leaving the harbor that seemed untoward. Their
moorings were on the two causeways to the sides of the harbor's mouth, so their launchings were easy,
and the sea at die sluice was glasslike. It was certainly impossible for diem to inspect every ship, check
every cargo, even interdict every act of privateering, but by and large they maintained order in the harbor,
and that in turn made Avonderre one of the safest and most prosperous headwaters of the shipping lanes
the world around.

Avonderre's wharf stretched along the north-south coastline for as far as the eye could see, peaking in
the center at the pinnacle of the lighttower, then gradually diminishing down over the harbor proper,
where along the colossal jetty a hundred merchant vessels could be off-loaded at once, in a meticulously
choreographed dance of longshoremen, deckhands, barrels, crates, horses, and wagons drawing forth
treasures from around the world with die precision of an anthill, only to be equally efficiendy reloaded
and sent on their way again.

It was this massive amount of seafaring traffic that had made the seneschal decide to risk sailing into
Port Fallon in an unregistered vessel, without the papers of special waiver he had represented to the
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captain that he possessed. In the course of an average day, a thousand ships or more might pass through
die waters of the sluiceway. How likely, then, that a modest litde frigate like dieBasquela ., hovering at
the harbor's outer edge, politely waiting its turn in the queue, would be assailed by the harbormaster?

Far too lijcely, it now appeared.

The seneschal cursed again at the sight of the masted cutter skimming quickly over the smooth waves
toward them, signaling them with the harbormaster's inspection flag.

He glanced around quickly to ascertain that no other ships were within easy sight, then motioned to
the reeve, who in turn nodded to Clomyn and Caius. The twin bowmen slid into position at the rail,
casually balancing their ever-present crossbows on one arm.

The captain was signaling to the cutter his preparation to be boarded for inspection. A three-man scull
was being launched, with two rowers and the harbormaster's agent climbing into it as the other three
crew members on the cutter lowered it over the side. The seneschal could hear their voices on the wind,
calling to one another.

'Handsomely, now, lads," the agent was shouting to the sailors. "Have been in the drink already once
today."

'And youstill need a bath, Terrence," one of the men on board shouted back to him. "You stink of
bilgewater and Mistress Carmondy's perfume."

"Twas a rough night," the agent said agreeably.

Good-natured cursing and laughter was keeping the harbormaster's crew occupied for the moment.
The seneschal turned away from the rail for a moment and stared at the captain, who was chuckling along
with the first mate, waiting for the arrival of the boarding party. The captain turned, still smiling, to the
seneschal.

"You should lay hands on those documents of waiver, Your Honor," he said, signaling his crew to
lower the rope ladder, though the scull had barely touched the water and was just being cast off. "The
harbormaster's agent will want to inspect them upon coming aboard."

T have no such documents," the seneschal said calmly.

The smiles faded from the faces of the captain and the mate; they both turned in to the wind to stare at
the seneschal, the expressions on their faces indicating they thought they had misheard him.

"Pardon, Your Honor?" the captain said.

'l said I have no documents of waiver," the seneschal repeated, louder this time so as to be heard
over the snapping of the sails.

The captain left the rail and came to the seneschal. "I am quite certain you said that you had arranged
for waiver before we sailed, sir," he said, his face growing flushed.

The seneschal shrugged. "Perhaps I did. If I did, I lied. I apologize most sincerely. I cannot possibly
afford a trail of documents that would lead back to Argaut."
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'What? Why?" The captain's face darkened from red to purple, "This may be nothing more than a fine
for you, sir, but I could have my ship seized."

'T would not despair of that, Captain," the seneschal said, nodding to Clo-myn and Caius.

T took your word, sir, as a high official of Argaut, and I am shocked that—The captain's next few
words were lost in the sound of the crossbows unleashing their bolts.

The brothers had fired three shots each before the mate had recovered enough to gasp; the captain
was at the rail in time to see the last of the three sailors on the cutter fall back with a quarrel in his throat.
He looked down in horror at the scull to see the agent and one of the rowers, the agent supine, the rower
prone, bolts in the throat and neck as well.

On the floor of the scull one sailor remained, a quarrel lodged in his lower spine, his legs useless, as he
flailed helplessly in the bilge. Caius laughed aloud and cuffed Clomyn on the ear.

'Blunderer! Cheese-fingers! Look at that!"

His brother shouldered him angrily, aimed, and fired again. The sailor lurched and then lay still. Caius
shook his head and clucked in mock disapproval.

"Two quarrels for one man? What a waste! A sin, I tell you. Asin't't"”

T could keep my scale of bolts used to men killed one-to-one if I bury my bow's stock in your
forehead, Caius," his brother growled.

'Hoist the scull, aboard," Fergus ordered theBasquelcis crew; the sailors stared at the bewildered
captain and the horrified mate, then quickly jumped to the rail, drawing the long rowboat to the ropes.

"What is going on here?" the captain demanded, striding toward the seneschal. "Desist! What are
you—

The seneschal grabbed the man's throat and, with a wrenching swing, slammed him into the mast.
Fury burned in his eyes as he squeezed, pressing his bent knuckle in between the bones of the man's
clavicle. The captain gasped and flailed helplessly, his eyes blinking in an attempt to remain conscious.

The seneschal pulled the captain back and battered his head against the mast again, and again, over
and over, shaking the mast, pounding relentlessly until blood spattered the mains'l in stripes and flecks,
bits of the man's brain caking the timber.

Finally, with a vicious tug, he dragged the captain's corpse to the outer rail, the side of the deck
aligned with the open sea. He snatched the binnacle, the box containing the man's beloved compass and
navigational maps, lashed it quickly with a length of rope and tied it around the dead man's neck, then
tossed his body overboard. He stared as corpse hit the waves and sank. Then he turned back to the
crew; he took a moment to straighten his triangular hat and brush the green-gray matter from his cloak.

'Ido so hate being questioned," he said casually.

Fergus stared in dismay over the side.

'"Why, if I might ask, did you toss the binnacle too, Your Honor? How are we to navigate now?"
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The seneschal inhaled. "I wanted the captain to have clear directions to the Underworld," he said, his
tone light. "And we don't need those petty tools. Faron will guide us with the scales."

The sailors looked to one another doubtfully. "Yes, sir," Fergus said.

'And now," the seneschal continued, striding up to the first mate and stopping before him, "now there
is a question of you, sir. Do you wish to ascend to the captaincy?"

The man squared his shoulders and looked the seneschal directly in the eye.

"No," he said, quietly and firmly. "I know that you will kill me in the end, whether I aid you or not. So
I choose not to."

The seneschal's muscles rippled with anger. "I will not kill you in the end; you are wrong in that," he
said, his voice seething. He turned and walked away from the mate, then nodded to the twins.

The crossbows fired again within a breath of one another. The mate's body only lurched once as it
tumbled over the side.

"Twill kill you in the beginning," the seneschal said. He turned to the reeve. "Where is Quinn?"

'Here, sir," came the sailor's voice, shallow and thready. The seneschal motioned for him to come
forward.

"It seems you have command now, Quinn. Prepare to weigh anchor, after securing the scull and once
the cutter has moved on."

The sailor's blue eyes blinked rapidly in the unfiltered sunlight on the open water. "Moved on, sir?"

In reply the seneschal turned back to the cutter. He walked to the rail, studying the listing ship for a
moment.

'Spill the sails," he called to Quinn, who quickly repeated the order. The crew leapt to grab the sheets
and discharge the wind, gathering the napping canvas as quickly as they could.

The seneschal closed his eyes and drew Tysterisk, reveling in the gust of air, the rush of power that
came forth with it, the harnessed wind itself. He opened his eyes and looked to the sails of the cutter,
which began to fill with wind.

TheBasquela remained at anchor, riding the shallow waves, as the cutter began to bear away, into the
wind, sailing briskly out of the harbor toward the sluice. From any distance it appeared as if the
harbormaster's ship, satisfied, had departed from theBasquela , moving on to patrol the outer port.

The seneschal looked about the immense harbor, where many ships were passing, some moving into
dock, others already moored, some dealing with their own inspections by other vessels of the
harbormaster. The cry of the gulls, the glare of the sun, the slap of the wind as the cutter sailed away;
ordinary business in Port Fallen.

'Bear away, against the wind," he ordered Quinn. "Take us out of the harbor, across the sluiceway
and around the point." Quinn scrambled to obey.
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When theBasquela was no longer in sight of the wharf, the seneschal tapped Clomyn on the shoulder.

'Here's your chance to make up for your miss earlier," he said, the gleaming blue of his eyes mirroring

the sky.

Clomyn came to the rail. "Where, sir?"
"The mains'l, I think."

The crossbowman sighted his weapon, out of range for a normal archer by more than three times.
"Ready;, sir."

The seneschal touched the tip of the quarrel, and spoke the wordkryv; ignite.

The tip of the bolt gleamed red for a moment, then blazed forth in a spark of dark fire. It hissed
menacingly as it snapped to life.

The seneschal nodded, and Clomyn fired. The wind lay eerily still for a moment as the bolt soared
over the ocean currents and out of sight.

Then, at the very edge of their vision, a tiny finger of smoke rose from the mains'l.

"Well done," the seneschal said to Clomyn. He raised the sword and reached down into himself,
where the element of air, of wind, was bound to his dark soul.

The breezes that scudded along the sea between theBasquela and the cutter picked up, gaining
strength, then bound together; a small waterspout appeared for a moment as they passed over the waves,
gusting toward the empty ship. A heartbeat later, the crew of theBasquela saw the cutter's sails go full.

Within another heartbeat the cutter's mains'l exploded in flame. The fire leapt high up the mast, then
raced from the forecastle to the stern, all in the twinkling of an eye. All on the deck of theBasquela ,
stood and watched, rapt, as the red-orange fireball resolved itself in black ash, burning caustically, the
ship a bright, skeletal outline in the smoke.

'Bear a-hand, Quinn," he said to the new captain, who was trembling slightly as the horns and bells
began to sound in the distance. "Follow the coast. [ want to drop anchor again in the morning. It is
ungentlemanly to keep a lady waiting."

YARIM PAAR
n the morning of the eighth day, the drilling stopped suddenly.

Thrman Karsrick, who had finally become accustomed to the grinding rumble outside the windows of
the Judiciary, leapt up from the breakfast he was sharing with the Lord Cymrian and hastened to the
window. He looked out over the streets to the place where Entudenin stood, and the work had been
progressing.

In the distance he could see that the internal ring of Bolg guards had broken in places; Firbolg soldiers
and artisans alike were milling about, apparently packing up equipment, carrying it out of the tent to the
large wagons that had brought it in eight days before. He could not see any sign of a restored fountain, no
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breach of water, no change in the tent, no pool on the ground.
'Gods, where are they going?" Karsrick said, crumpling his napkin in panic.
Ashe took another bite of his hot buttered scone and shrugged.

'They aren't finished—they can't be finished, it's only been eight days. I don't know whether to be
thrilled or horrified," Karsrick muttered, his eyes darting around the room to the window, at the Lord
Cymrian and back again.

Ashe swallowed and wiped his mouth on the linen napkin. "Perhaps they are. Achmed does not waste
time."

"We must go to them, m'lord," Karsrick insisted, hurrying across the conservatory to the door.
"Where's the Lady Cymrian?"

Tbelieve she is in the garden, singing her morning devotions."

Karsrick summoned the chamberlain, clanging the bells so frantically that Ashe rose from the table
and folded his napkin, his breakfast half finished.

'Thrman, why are you so distressed? You have been beside yourself since the Bolg arrived; I would
think their departure would gladden your heart immensely."

Karsrick stared at him glassily. "There is no water, m'lord. They have dissembled
Entudenin—disemboweled it, really—sliced away the relic's upper arm, disturbed the city for eight
continuous days without stopping, robbing the entire square and all the streets surrounding the
Marketway of any peace, any sleep whatsoever as they continued their hellish drilling into the dark hours
of the night. They've destroyed the walkways and the fountainbed in and around the town square—and
there is no water"

Ashe sat back down to finish his meal. "All right, Thrman, all right, calm yourself. Rhapsody will return
in a moment, and then we can make our way to the square and ascertain precisely what is happening."
the duke, lord, and lady arrived in the square, the Bolg had half finished packing up the equipment.
Karsrick hurried to the Firbolg king and tapped him nervously on the arm.

"Where are you going, King Achmed? Surely you are not ready to leave yet."

The Bolg king turned around and regarded the duke as he would someone with cauliflower sprouting
from his ears.

'Surely we are," he said as if addressing a five-year-old or a mental defective. "It's finished. We've
done as much as we can. We hate this place, this place hates us; seems all in all like a good time to
leave."

The duke gazed in dismay at the disarray of his town square beneath the tent and beyond it. Clay dust
was everywhere, piled in great heaps like miniature red mountains. Deep crevices had been dug that
were hastily filled in, lending the appearance of new graves, while the cobblestones of the street and the
bricks of the walkways were strewn about in abandon.

And worst of all, Entudenin stood, naked and dismembered, looking as sad and shriveled as it did
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eight days before, shorter, with a great hollow hole in it.
"Tt's—it's not finished!" the duke cried, waving his hands wildly.
'As far as we're concerned, it is. We've done what we can do."
'But there's no water."
"No, there isn't."

"You've broken the Fountain Rock down, sliced its arm off, delved the streets, made a colossal mess,
and there is still no water. Yet you are preparing toleave?"

Achmed crossed his arms and looked for a long moment at Rhapsody; he narrowed his eyes, inhaled,
and addressed the duke in a barely civil voice.

'We, unlike you, have been following the phases of the moon, Karsrick," he said, stepping out of the
way of three Bolg soldiers carrying a long, heavy wooden box. "If there is water still available to
Entudenin, it would be in its sleeping phase right now; five days or so hence, if there is water to be had, it
should come back. It may, it may not." He shrugged. "We've done what we can to make the Fountain
Rock capable of withstanding the flow, should it return. We removed a great deal of debris and detritus
from the feeder tunnel, and there is another place below the ground where the passageway is partially
barred, near the Canderian border, which will be taken care of. I'd say we're finished here.

'Since we cannot predict for certain how the cycle of the flow corresponds to the moon's phases, |
deemed it necessary to get the miners away from the subterranean chambers now. The force of water at
Awakening was said to be violent, damaging in fact. I don't want my men in harm's way when it returns, if
it returns. [ will not lose any of my subjects on your behalf."

"What he says makes good sense, Ihrman," Rhapsody said, staring at the dry red geyser. "There is
really no point in the Bolg remaining here, in the heat, now that the digging is done. I'm certain King

Achmed is looking forward to returning home."

'Please, sire, reconsider and stay," Karsrick said, eyeing the building crowds that had come to
investigate the silence. "I will host you and your artisans in the Judiciary—

'Did you find me a stained-glass artisan?"
I
Karsrick stopped in midword, his mouth open, then closed it quickly.

T put out a call to every legitimate guild, sire, but alas, no, I was unable to locate anyone qualified to
do the level of work you asked for who was also available to travel to Canrif."

The Bolg king exhaled. "Ylorc. It's called Ylorc, Karsrick."
"My apologies; of course. Ylorc."

Achmed directed three soldiers carrying an enormous metal gear to a specific wagon, turning his back
on the duke. "I wish I could say that your inadequacy surprises me," he said sullenly, "but I was prepared


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

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

for it. Grunthor—are we close?"
"Yes, sir. Just 'ave to pack the bit, and a few o' the odds and ends."
The duke trailed along behind the Bolg king as he continued to make preparations to leave.
'Please—just a few more days. Stay until the water returns."

"No." Achmed took hold of one end of a jointed timber, and Ashe caught the other end, helping him
carry it to the waiting wagons.

"Why are you so insistent that they stay, Ihrman?" Rhapsody asked, coiling a great length of rope.
'T—in case—well, if there should be some residual need—
Achmed gave the timber in the wagon a ragged shove, then turned to face the duke.

'He's afraid the water will not return, which is a very good possibility," he said to Rhapsody, staring at
Karsrick in contempt. "And if that comes to pass, he wants the Bolg here to take the blame, and
whatever ugly reaction the citizenry may visit upon whomever they blame. You're a coward, Karsrick;
when a man starts being afraid of the reactions of his own subjects to the point where he is unwilling to
acknowledge his own decisions and take responsibility for them, he ceases to have any credibility as a
leader, in their eyes, and in the eyes of those who rule alongside him." He picked up a pair of wrenches
waiting in a pile to be loaded and tossed them into the wagon.

'He's right, Ihrman," Ashe said. "Bid your thanks to the king and move out of his way."

T do appreciate the irony of your invitation," Achmed said, signaling to the Bolg soldiers to pull forth
the last wagon, the one that transported the bit. "You didn't want us to come; now you don't want us to
leave. It's touching."

'Sire—" Karsrick protested.

'Have the bill of tender prepared immediately; I expect to be given the down payment within the next
hour," Achmed said to the duke, cutting his protest off with a mere glance. "And make certain those
powdered mineral ores I ordered—the manganese, iron, cobalt, and copper—are delivered here, ready
to be packed."

Karsrick swallowed, and left the square, motioning to his aide-de-camp.

"Thank you for doing this," Rhapsody said over the building din of the crowd as a dozen Firbolg
workers ducked into the tent. She took Achmed's hand as Ashe and Grunthor held the tent flaps aside. "I
am sorry you were not able to find a stained-glass artisan, but I do appreciate your doing this for me."

Achmed and one of the soldiers pulled open the gates of the wagon. "Once again, you overestimate
your importance to me," he said dryly. "Karsrick is paying me handsomely, satisfied with our work or
not. And he is giving us a tariff waiver that extends beyond the ten-year proviso you negotiated with
Roland four years ago. If his credit papers are not in Ylorc with the next mail caravan, [ will stop all trade
with him until they arrive." The first two Bolg soldiers emerged from the tent, the blue-black rysin-steel bit
in their hands, followed by four more; Achmed motioned them over to where the wagon waited. He lifted
his voice for effect. "Who knows? If they don't pay the balance, perhaps we'll invade and round up some
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of the townspeople to stock the larders of the Cauldron."
Rhapsody's expression hardened. "Why must you do that?" she asked in annoyance.
'Do what?"

'Say things you do not mean, just to be ugly. Be deliberately obstreperous, obnoxious. Make people
unnecessarily wary of the Bolg."

The Bolg king watched as the enormous bit was loaded into the wagon, then wrapped in heavy
canvas for the trip, more for the protection of the wagon than for that of the bit. Then he turned and
smiled slightly at Rhapsody.

"Who is to say that I don't mean it?"

'Tam. Stop it. I know you better after fourteen hundred years, all but four of them alone with you and
Grunthor in the dark, facing death daily. I know when you are bluffing and when you mean what you say.
You didn't just now."

The Bolg king's face grew serious. He took Rhapsody's arm and led her to a sheltered side of the
tent, away from the tumult of the onlookers and the noise of the Bolg preparing to move the equipment

out. He looked down into her face, studying her for a moment, then sighed and looked away.

"You once asked me whether I desired the Bolg to be viewed by the world as men, or as monsters.
Do you remember?"

"Yes," Rhapsody replied. "I remember very well; you chose men, albeit monstrous men."
Achmed nodded in assent. "Indeed I did, and that is what we are: both man and monster. But
remember, Rhapsody, for all that you struggle to make the humans accept the Bolg for the men that we

are, it is the monster in us that may prove to be their more valuable ally in the end."

Rhapsody jumped at the sound on the other side of the tent of the wagon gate slamming suddenly
shut.

'Why?"
'Don't you remember your childhood nightmares?"

"Yes." The corners of Rhapsody's mouth twitched as a smile began, then was abruptly halted.
Achmed was not smiling in return. "Because monsters never sleep?"'

Achmed merely nodded.

'In any event," she said, "whatever disappointments there have been in this undertaking—Entudenin is
still dry, you did not find your artisan—perhaps there will be a better understanding now between humans
and Firbolg. That alone was worth the price."

Achmed shook his head. "Perhaps, though I would not say the Firbolg opinion has improved much.
And it will take months to wash off this cursed red dust."
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The impulse to smile came again, and Rhapsody surrendered to it. "With good reason. But at least
there has been some enlightenment on the side of the Yarimese; perhaps it will extend to other humans as
well."

'Perhaps. But in my experience, enlightenment has a very short life span. It tends to shrink, not
spread. Do you want to say goodbye to Grunthor before we go?"

'Of course. | thought perhaps he might stay for a few days after you and the Bolg leave, get a good
rest and have a chance to replenish his stock."

'If he agrees, that's fine; then I only need one more thing from you."
Rhapsody moved deeper into the tent's shade. "Yes?"

'When I have the Lightcatcher assembled, when I believe it is time to test it, or if I need your help
determining what it does, will you come?"

Rhapsody inhaled deeply. "You do understand that I am uncomfortable with what you are doing?
That I think you should have a greater hesitancy to make use of power you don't fully understand?"

Achmed nodded shortly. "I do. Andyou do understand that I take nothing in life lightly; therefore, you
should trust that I will never employ anything of this nature without absolutely needing to do so."

'l do," Rhapsody said quickly. She reached out and pulled the Bolg king into her arms and embraced
him tightly. "And you understand that whenever you need me, I will come." She kissed him on the cheek,
hugging him more tightly. "Travel well, and put a little time aside to be happy, Achmed. I know that is
something that won't happen unless you specifically schedule it." Achmed chuckled and returned the
embrace.

The noise from the townspeople of Yarim had grown into cacophony by the time the Bolg departed.
Another division of Yarimese guards had to be activated to keep the corridor through the streets open;
the Bolg rode out from under the tents, without looking back, leaving the lord and lady, the duke, and the
giant Sergeant-Major behind.

Moments after the Bolg disappeared from view, a murmur ran through the crowd that was rapidly
picked up by more and more voices, until the streets were full of chanting.

"Take down the tent!"

'"Where is the water?"

'Show us Entudenin!"

'Water! Give us water!"

Thrman Karsrick began to shake. He turned to the lord and lady in terror and fury.
"This is exactly what I feared," he hissed. "They are going to tear us limb from limb."

'Don't be ridiculous, IThrman," Ashe said in annoyance. "Address them; tell them that we hope the
water will return within a cycle of the moon, and that they must be patient."
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T will not," the duke retorted. "I am not certain that it will, and I do not wish to be seen as an even
greater fool than they already think me for bringing the Bolg to Yarim in the first place."

'Life is an uncertain entity, lhrman," Rhapsody said. "They have lost nothing if the water does not
return."”

"You are more than welcome to inform them of that, m'lady."

Rhapsody sighed and turned to Ashe. "Perhaps I should." Her husband considered a moment, then
nodded. She squeezed his hand, then climbed to the highest place that remained in the stone wall
surrounding the fountainbed, in front of the work tent.

Ashe leaned over to Karsrick as she reached the top and steadied herself.
"Watch this, and learn how it's done by a master," he said.

Rhapsody closed her eyes and began to chant softly, using her skills as a Namer, weaving the words
of her song in and out of the tones she heard and felt around her in the marketplace. Over and over
again, the volume increasing incrementally, she spoke the true name of silence, until the cacophony of the
town square subsided.

She opened her eyes and regarded the townspeople with a direct, calm expression.

'Fellow Orlandans, people of Yarim, the Firbolg king and his craftsmen have finished their work here.
They have ended the drilling to coincide with the lunar phases, because in its living time Entudenin's cycle
followed the moon as well. Whether the water returns to Entudenin, and to Yarim Paar, is in the hands of
the All-God now. If it does, the drought will be averted, and life will most likely be easier, and more
bountiful. If it does not, you will be no worse off than you were before the Bolg came. We must await the
ruling of the Creator, and the Earth. Until then, we must be patient.”

The tone of her voice was melodic and clear, her face set in a straight, emotionless expression. Ashe
smiled. She was using her Namer's ability of True-Speaking to address the boisterous rabble, and it was
working well; the crowd appeared bespelled, settling down into tranquillity, lulled by the music and the
innate beauty of the fire that burned within her.

The musicality of Rhapsody's voice changed; she was weaving a suggestion into her True-Speech.
'Return to your homes, or your labors. If the Fountain Rock awakens, you will not miss it. But your
carts stand empty, your ovens cold, your houses unattended, while you wait here for something that may

be a long time in coming."

The crowd stood for another moment, absorbing the magic in her words, then quietly began to
disperse.

Rhapsody climbed down from the tiny stone wall and took Grunthor's arm.
'Return with us to the Judiciary," she said fondly, smiling up at her friend. "The duke will make certain

that the very best his kitchen has to offer will be prepared for your supper—and I donot mean any of the
scullery workers."
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'Awwww." The giant caught sight of the duke's face out of the corner of his eye, and broke into a
wide grin. "Why, that'd be lovely, Duchess. Maybe 'e'll even give me a lit'le tour o' the place."

In the front of the crowd, standing close to the rope corridor, a woman in the flowing, pale blue robes
of a Shanouin priestess had been standing, watching every movement of the Bolg as they packed up their
gear and made ready the wagons for leaving. While others around her had peeled off and joined in
good-natured merrymaking, she had remained at the front of the line, struggling to see owing to her slight
stature.

When the rysin-steel bit was brought forth and wrapped for its journey, she moved closer, forcing her
way between two of the Yarimese guards for a better look. The guards, ordered by law to protect the
Shanouin, glared at her but did not sweep her back into the crowd as they might have someone who was
not a water priestess.

When the Bolg finally departed, she, along with most of the onlookers, followed them to the outskirts
of the town, watching until they were out of sight. But when the other townspeople returned to the square
to be addressed by the duke, she had continued on, to the rocky outer reaches of Yarim Paar, staring
after the wagons and horses until they were swallowed by the distant horizon.

She reached into the folds of her robe, and pulled forth the cwellan disk; it caught the light of the sun
overhead and flashed like a beacon.

She held it up to her bright, black eyes for a moment longer, then slipped it back into her slightly long
robes.

Then she herself slipped back into the pleasant mayhem that was erupting as the town let go of its
breath with the exit of the Bolg in the red streets of Yarim.

THE PALACE AT JIERNA TAL, SORBOLD

The evening lamps had been doused; the nightly cones of pungent incense and balms of sweet
sandalwood were burning down to ash in their golden receptacles lining the hallways outside the
cavernous bedchamber of the Dowager Empress as night crept in, silent, on a warm, moist breeze. The
heavy silk damask curtains at the open window crackled slightly with its passing.

Within the opulent chamber Her Serenity, Leitha, Dowager Empress, daughter of Verlitz, the Fourth
Emperor of the Dark Earth, was watching the night sky from the silken pillows of her mammoth bed as
she was accustomed to do each evening. The full moon cast an illumination as bright as midday against a
gray sky filled with visible clouds and scattered stars beyond the burning moonlight; it was a strange sight,
magnificent in its clarity.

Outside the bedchamber, the palace servants moved quietly in the completion of their daily tasks:
spiriting away the empress's gowns for cleansing and pressing; discarding the still-fresh flowers in dozens
of porcelain vases which would, in the morning, be graced with another crop of blooms; removing the
trays containing the remains of the empress's nightly bedtime repast—for a tiny, shrunken woman who
weighed no more than a feather, the empress had an appetite that would shame a sailor or a
gladiator—and sweeping the desert sand from the thick, densely woven carpets and tapestries that lined
the high

I
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corridor walls. Several halls away, a string quartet played a sweet concerto, muted enough to spare
the empress any disturbance while lulling her to sleep.

Despite the care the servants took in moving quietly, the empress could hear them. It was the curse of
her dominion; the palace of Jierna Tal, with its high towers and thick ramparts, bulwarks and
fortifications, had been so long under her rule, and the rule of generations of ancestors who handed the
crown down to her, that it was part of her consciousness, just as everything that took place in the realm
of Sorbold was. Indeed, she was even distantly aware of the changing of the watch, the entire column of
soldiers whose sole duty was to guard her stronghold from the slightest disturbance. She sighed in
annoyance and pulled the gleaming coverlet up around her wrinkled neck.

'Good evening, Your Serenity. I trust you are resting well."
The voice, crisp and distinct, came from the darkness itself.

The empress sat up starkly, or tried to. Instead of her normal ease of movement, she found herself
unable to do anything but straighten her back. Her arms lay, useless, at her sides, her hands, spotted and
gnarled with age, motionless on the smooth edge of the thick coverlet. She opened her mouth to speak,
but her jaw was clenched, rigid, unable to open.

At tiny glimmer of violet radiance caught her eye near the window, swallowed a moment later by the
darkness.

In the shadows a figure of a man appeared, silhouetted against the bright light of the full moon. The
empress could not distinguish his face at first; it was the same heavy-featured, bearded, swarthy face that
most of her subjects possessed, but the eyes within it shone with an incandescence she had never seen
before. Internally, she felt a tumbling rush of cold, though her body did not tremble or quake, but merely
lay as still as death.

The figure approached her bedstead, pausing for a moment to examine the heavily carved mahogany
bedposts, then came forward and sat down on the feather mattress beside her. His body made no
impression in the plumped coverlet; it was as if he had no mass, no weight, at all.

The man leaned forward and gently tucked the coverlet around the empress, taking great care in
folding the silken sheets under her motionless arms. Then he sat back and cocked his head to one side,
observing her with interest, as though she were an objet d'art or an interesting exhibit in a menagerie.
When he finally spoke, his voice was soft, and warm as the desert wind.

'In case you are interested, the bells you will hear shortly will be summoning the royal healers to the
bedside of your useless son, the late Crown Prince."

The eyes of the empress snapped open wide, the only movement still under her control.
The shadow man chuckled quietly.

"Yes, it's true, your fair-haired, pasty-skinned boy is gone. But do not despair; you will be following
him imminently into the Vault of the Underworld, so there will be no need to pretend to mourn him. I
know you despise him every bit as much as the rest of the population of Sorbold does." The empress
blinked rapidly, her breath shallow and rasping. The figure moved, slightly, catching a ray of moonlight
from the balcony window; backlit thus, the empress saw that he was filmy, the colors of his robe
gleaming as the moonlight passed through them, through his skin, his hair, his face.
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Now she recognized him.

Her heart pounded painfully, thudding loud in her chest and ears. The filmy man noted her panic and
genially patted her rigid hand. "Calm yourself, Empress. This is to be a momentous experience for both of
us. Your son—now, that was truly regrettable and unimpressive; I took his birthright from him, his scanty
authority and lore, without a whisper of struggle; he was as disappointing in death as he was in life. But
you, Leitha—if [ may address you thus—you are a lioness, aren't you? Y our squamous claw here has
held back Time itself, when death should have come for your decades ago. By sheer will you have clung
to the throne of Sorbold, and life, in a magnificent show of spirit. I look forward to its testing!"

The tiny, shrunken body of the empress began trembling vigorously, but now it was more from fury
than from fear. The man saw the change in her eyes, and smiled broadly.

'"Much better! Gird your soul, Empress; I am come for it." The man relinquished the empress's hand
and rose from the bed. From his pocket he took forth a gleaming purple oval, the scale he had found so
long ago in the wreckage of the Cymrian ship. It glowed in the light of the moon, the runes shining with a
light of their own.

He stared down for a long moment at his prey, then seized the silk coverlet at the bottom of the bed,
wrenching it off the Dowager Empress's feet, clothed in white linen bedshoes. He took one of them in his
hand, stripping off the slipper and cupping it as the empress shuddered.

'Ah, the heel that you kept on the neck of the populace all these years—strangely small for such a
crushing force," he mused, running his fingers gently over the thick yellow calluses, the ropy purple veins,
the dry skin parched white with age. He held the scale up to the empress's eyes, his own shining as
brightly as the runes.

"This, Empress, is a New Beginning, the passing away of a dynasty before your eyes. The Divine
Right of Kings your ancestor claimed three centuries ago passes now, like the light from a dying torch, to
a new, stronger firebrand, one with sufficient fuel to blaze before the nations."

The gleam in his eyes turned cruel.

With a savage twist he seized the empress's heel and squeezed with a grip of iron.

The old woman screamed silently, her mouth unable to open, her throat to issue forth any sound,
locked in an agonizing rictus.

The shimmering ripples of light cascading from the scale in his hand pulsed for an instant, then glowed
more brightly.

From within the empress's heel a thin wash of light emerged, diffuse as a dusty sunbeam. It hovered in
the air, formless, for a moment, then arced with a sudden force into the scale.

The translucent man's head arched back, his shoulders convulsed as well, as an expression of joy
crept over his filmy features.

After a moment he righted himself again and looked back down at the quivering old woman. He
released her foot; it fell to the bed with a graceless thump, the heel desiccated and hollow, powdery skin
hanging loosely over a skeletal bone.
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His eyes twinkled as he ran his fingers up the dowager's leg, smirking as she groaned wordlessly. His
hand came to rest on her knee, fingering the wrinkled skin which only a few hours before had been
anointed with a balm of precious oils and ambergris.

"This knee, which never bent in supplication, even to the All-God—how much strength much reside
there. Give it to me, for it is mine now."

With a sickening pop, the kneecap crumbled beneath his hand, sending forth a burst of light, denser
this time, flooding into the scale and the hand of the man who held it. His body rocked again as a jolt of
power shot through him, making his muscles contract, his heart pound, as blood raced through him,
leaving him flushed, tumescent, more solid than a moment before; it was a sensation of bliss so deep that
he barely needed to witness the agony that racked the dowager to make his pleasure complete.

He closed his eyes, allowing his head to swim in the new sea of power that was engulfing him; it was a
sensation almost painful in its sweetness. In distant thoughts he could hear his weaknesses, his lowborn
failings, melting in the rushing sound of Divine Right as it entered him, filled him, made him whole.

He was jolted back to consciousness by sickening blow of a small, hard foot to his genitals.

The glory vanished, replaced instantly by a rush of cold that shocked him to the neck, nauseating him.
His vision blurred for a moment; when it returned he looked down to see the wizened old crone glaring at
him, the rigid muscles of her face struggling to contain the triumphant smirk that shone clearly and without
fetter in her eyes, fighting with the agony that gripped her, and emerging victorious.

A primal rage reared forth from the depth of him, to be suddenly quashed by a newer, higher-minded
emotion, a sense of amused pity that tasted gloriously rich in the back of his mouth. Nobility, newly won.
After his breath returned, the man smiled without more than a hint of a wince.

"Well struck, Your Serenity; I see [ was correct when I predicted this would be a delightful struggle."

He grasped the empress's nightgown and jerked it up to her neck, laying her body bare. Without a
hint of revulsion he fondled her sagging flesh, watching intently the look of horror and humiliation in her
eyes, drinking it in, smiling broadly.

"These breasts never suckled, never gave life, nor joy, of any kind; there is no power to be harvested
here, alas. You probably can't feel much of this anyway, can you, Empress? You have been dead below
the neck your entire life."

Finally, when he was finished playing with her, his hand slid up her arm to her hand, the arthritic joints
swollen and distended with age. He bent over her and raised the hand to his lips, brushing the palm with a
kiss.

"This is the hand that has gripped the arm of the Sun Throne, has held the Scepter of the Sword in its
grasp for far too long," he intoned. "The Scales have weighed in my favor now, Serenity. Time to loose

your grip."

He turned her hand over and caressed the ring that adorned her middle finger, a large oval of shiny
black hematite surrounded by a ring of blood-red-rubies from Sorbold's eastern mountain mines, the
Ring of State her father wore, and his father, grandfather, and great-grandfather before him. Carefully he
slid it over the distended knuckles and onto his own hand; he held it up to the light of the moon, causing
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the hematite to gleam brighter, the rubies to sparkle like dark fire.
He turned and held his hand up before her eyes, ignoring the blistering rage in them.

'Do you like the way it looks on my hand?" He admired the ring a moment longer, then sighed and
removed it from his finger. "Alas, I shall have to wait until my investiture as emperor to keep it." He
leaned over to return the ring to her finger and choked, then laughed aloud. The empress's rigid hand was
frozen in an obscene gesture.

'Bravo, again, Serenity. This has proven quite enjoyable." He slid the ring back in place, roughly this
time, then seized the elderly hand, dragging forth the power it held into the scale as before, leaving the
flesh withered to the bone.

A look of solemnity settled over his swarthy features. He knelt down and leaned against the bed, his
eyes locked with hers; the defiance in the empress's gaze dimmed in the face of what she saw in those
eyes.

The man ran his finger delicately around the perimeter of her head, tracing a circular path through the
wisps of thin white hair at her temples.

"This head bore upon its brow the Crown of Sorbold, the golden acknowledgment of sovereignty, of
dominion," he said softly, his voice barely above a whisper. "Ingrained in this skull are many of its secrets,
whispered to it from monarchs past, wisdom handed down through the ages, ruler to ruler, in one,
unbroken line." The gleam in his eyes softened as tears came into the old woman's eyes, and his voice
became even more gentle. "Those secrets, that wisdom, belongs to me now, Empress," he said, nodding
slowly, as if to soothe her.

With great difficulty the dowager wrenched her head away.

The man rose, leaving his hand in place. The soft look in his eyes hardened as his fingers gripped the
fragile skull at the temples.

He held up the scale once more.
The runes glowed, fiercely bright.

'Please give my best regards to Crown Prince Vyshla when you see him in the next few moments," the
man said. "How lucky it is that you have lived all your life in Sorbold, Serenity. The climate here should
be a good preparation for what is to come."

With a sudden contraction of muscle and will, his fingers clutched the top of the small skull and
squeezed mercilessly.

A blisteringly bright line of light appeared in the flesh of the empress's head at the precise line where
the crown was worn. It jumped, as with a life of its own, in a blazing arc, lighting the woman's contorted
face, into the violet scale, exploding with brilliance and sending frenetic waves of colored light spilling in
ever-replenishing waves off the scale's tattered edge.

The man's body convulsed violently, orgiastically, as a harsh guttural sound ripped forth from his
throat. His body stiffened and became opaque, growing instantly warm with the sensation of power and
authority visited upon him. He shuddered, trying to maintain his stance, and fell to one knee, overcome by
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the lore of dominion over the land, its treasures, and its people.

How long he knelt, regaining his breath and his balance, he was uncertain, but eventually when his legs
could bear his weight again he struggled to a stand, and looked down into the royal bed.

The Dowager Empress of the Dark Earth was gray and cold, the color of clay. Her body no longer
trembled, her chest giving only the slightest of indications of breath. All the pigment that had tinted her
skin, her hair and eyes had faded from her, leaving her pale, colorless. Not even a hint of defiance
remained in her glassy stare, but her skeletal hand still clutched the Ring of State in a death grip. The man
exhaled slowly, amusement returning. They would have to pry it from the claw of her dead fingers. It
seemed fitting.

He bent over the shell of the dying empress and softly kissed the cold, papery skin of her forehead.

"Thank you, Serenity," he whispered.

Then he stepped back into the moonlight. The illumination wrapped him in its glow, making him shine,
translucent again, against the heavy damask silk of the royal bedchamber's draperies.

He waited thus, unseen, as the bells began to ring frantically down the hall, watching the understanding
of their import pass through the reflective stare in the old woman's eyes.

tIn her last moments of fading consciousness, the empress could make out the whispered words on
the other side of her heavy mahogany door, spoken in a voice clogged by tears.

'Should we waken her?"
A long moment of silence followed, finally broken by the final words the dowager heard.

"No, let her sleep. Morning will come soon enough; give her one last night of happiness before we tell
her that her son is gone."

THE GUEST CHAMBERS OF THE JUDICIARY, YARIM PAAR

Come away from the balcony, Aria."

Rhapsody looked over her shoulder and smiled. "I'm waiting for dusk, so that I can sing my sunset
devotions," she said, turning back to the sight of the all-but-empty town square and the dry rock
formation at its center.

The five days Achmed had believed would pass before the water would return had come and gone;
Grunthor had remained three more until the moon began to wax full, then departed for the Canderian

border, shaking his head.

'Don't know what's keepin' it," he had muttered as he mounted Rockslide "Shoulda been 'ere by
now."

'Be careful traveling alone through the areas near the mining camps to the west," Rhapsody had said,
handing him a kerchief tied with a knot. "That's a fairly rough area."

'Oi'm tremblin'."
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Rhapsody laughed. "Well, be careful anyway. Once you get in range of the border, things will be
better. The people of Canderre tend to be a friendly lot; many farms in the eastern part of the province. It
reminds me a good deal of where I grew up."

Grunthor reached down and caressed her small cheek with his enormous hand. "Look after yerself,
Duchess, and don't be a stranger. Come back for a turn in Ylorc; don't ya miss Elysian?"

Rhapsody exhaled deeply at the pang that was summoned by the reference to the beautiful
underground cottage in the center of a subterranean lake in the Bolglands where she and Ashe had fallen
in love. It was a haven for them both, a place away from the world and its cares. "Yes, more than I can
say. But not as much as I miss the people in Ylorc. I will try to come and visit, Grunthor. I just can't say
when it will be. There are a few things that require me to be close to Haguefort for the time being."

'All rightee. Well, fare thee well, miss. Be'ave yourself."
'T promise nothing."

'An' kiss Miss Melly for me; give my regards to my mate, the young Duke o' Navarne. Tell 'im next
time we meet Oi'll show 'im 'ow to pick 'is teeth with a fallen enemy's 'air. Works with yer own, o'
course, but it's much more fun when it's a foe."

'l shall tell him." Rhapsody clenched her jaw to stem the sadness she felt at his leaving, the loss that
ached intensely whenever she was parted from him, or from Achmed, the only two living people who
really knew her in her other life.

'What's this, by the bye?" Grunthor had asked, lifting the kerchief and taking the reins in hand.

'A memento of Yarim, just for you, since you were so good and didn't consume any of its inhabitants.
Even though I know you really were tempted."

'"Damn right," Grunthor had chuckled. "With all of 'em standing around the square all day, it was pure
torture. A lot like workin' outside a bakeshop and never able ta go inside for a taste."

Rhapsody, still at the balcony, smiled, remembering the exchange, and hoping he had enjoyed the
gingerbread men decorated with horned helmets like the ones the Yarimese guard wore, and the note—
Eat vicariously. She was certain he had enjoyed the joke.

The door closed quietly behind her, and she felt Ashe's shadow fall on her from behind; he often came
to listen to her evening vespers, the requiem that Liringlas sang for the sun as it sank below the edge of
the world, welcoming it again in the morning with the dawn aubade, the love song to the morning sky. He
always stood in respectful silence until she was finished; Ashe had Lirin blood in his mother's line, but not
from the Liringlas strain. Nonetheless, all Lirin were called Children of the Sky, so it seemed fitting that he
share the devotions she kept to the sun, moon, and stars, the other Children of the Sky.

She began the vespers, an ancient melody, in sweet major tones that turned quickly minor, a song of
natural sadness and daily loss, resolving to a major key again, hopeful in its ending, a pledge of devotion
that would last the long night and be there to greet the return of the sun in the morning. It was a song
handed down in Lirin families from parent to child; in her case, her Lirin mother had imparted the melody
to her, a twice-daily ritual that now brought her comfort in the memory.
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Her human father had stood, much as Ashe did, in the shadows during these times, listening to the
beauty of her mother's voice, and her own awkward attempts to imitate the sacred air. Her brothers,
their Lirin heritage an afterthought to them, ignored the tradition, busying themselves instead with
farmwork in the golden light of the morning sun, still at work in the red light of its setting.

A tear crept down her face, unbidden. It dried on her cheek in the warm wind.
Strong arms, comfortingly strong, encircled her.
"Lovely as always. Coming inside?"

'In a moment." Rhapsody pulled his arms tighter around her and laid her head back against his chest.
She closed her eyes and felt the wind on her face, the heat of day beginning to wane with the cool of
oncoming night.

Behind her eyelids she could remember the placement of the evening star; its memory still burned
bright in the darkness, much like the ones she had just been recalling, though all the people bethought had
long since passed into the realm of the Afterlife.

Ashe buried his face in her hair, exhaling deeply.
'Worried? Anything of concern to you on the wind?"

Her eyes still closed, Rhapsody listened carefully. The wind was muted, still; it gusted intermittently,
dying down to the stagnant air of summer, only to pick up again in a moment. She concentrated, trying to
discern the vibrations it carried.

Like the breeze in which she stood on the windy hilltop near Haguefort, the wind of Yarim carried a
sense of arrival, of portent; something was coming. Yet unlike the sense she gained in Navarne, that
something evil was brewing, it was a gentle omen, seeming to be a harbinger of something good.

A sense of hope, of good cheer, rippled over her skin, leaving it tingling.

She leaned back against Ashe, listening to the beating of his three-chambered dragon heart; it was a
comforting sound, musical, slow, like the rhythm of waves in the sea. The vibration she felt in the air
around her, the sense of peace and good fortune, blending with the heartbeat of her soul-mate—it was
intoxicating, making her face flush warm in the rosy luminance of the setting sun.

She struggled to come back to consciousness, back to calm, knowing that if she remained in Ashe's
arms a moment longer she would succumb to a deep and blissful reverie, one from which it would be
painful to rouse, and would remain on the balcony into the dark hours, reveling in the sounds of the night,
the warm wind on her face, her husband's enduring embrace, his breath on her skin, the spicy scent of
summer mixed with the intoxicating perfume from the Outer Market.

Rhapsody gently broke free from his hands and turned around to him, her face shining. Ashe blinked,
then smiled.

'All right, I will assume that your answer is no, there is nothing worrying you on the wind."

"Nothing at all. Not on the wind, not anywhere else."
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'Good." He took her hand and kissed it gently, then led her from the balcony into the inner chamber
that had been lighted while they were outside with dozens of scented tapers.

All around the room were porcelain vases overflowing with fragrant summer lilies in fiery shades,
dianthus and tuberoses, and sweet woodruff, known to the Lirin as ease-the-mind. On a table in the
center of the room a silver platter of rich red berries coated in white and dark chocolate lay next to a
bottle of Canderian brandy, two crystal snifters beside it, light dancing off their bowled surfaces. And in
the middle of the table, a tiny fountain danced and splashed around a glass cylinder of flame, causing
watery, fire-colored ripples of light to flicker on the chamber's walls.

It was Rhapsody's turn to blink. "What is all this? Do you think this means Ihrman has forgiven me for
forcing the Bolg on him?"

'Probably not," Ashe said, walking to the table and uncorking the brandy. "This is from me."
'From you? Why? Are we arguing?"
Ashe chuckled. "I don't think so. Not yet, at least."

Rhapsody bent close to a vase of tuberoses and inhaled the sweet-spicy scent. "Then are we
celebrating?"

"Yes."

She looked up at Ashe; the light of the candleflames was glistening in his cerulean-blue eyes, a
half-smile on his face.

"What are we celebrating?"

Ashe poured the gem-colored liquid into the snifters, then swirled them both gendy.

"Your birthday."

Rhapsody cocked her head and looked askance at him. "My birthday is not for another two months."
"Not the upcoming one, Aria. Next year's."

"Next year's birthday? Why?"

He ambled across the room and stopped in front of her, handing her a glass.

'Because the gift [ plan to give you for your birthday next year will take time to craft; about thirteen
months, I think. I need to be certain you will want it before it is started.”

Rhapsody lifted the glass to her lips and took a sip. The liquid was warm, like fire, and it burned
pleasantly in her mouth. She swallowed, inhaling over the fiery sensation in her throat. "Why don't you tell
me what it 1s?"

Ashe took a sip himself, then stood, regarding her, one hand in his pocket. After a moment he pulled
out a small leather drawstring bag and tossed it to her. She caught it, sending rolling waves through the
brandy in her glass.
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'Goodness; you'll make me spill," she chided, setting the glass down on the table and opening the
pouch. She shook the contents out into her hand.

Five heavy gold pieces, older coinage than she had seen in Roland, slid out, clinking pleasantly as they
came. Rhapsody turned the top one over slowly and examined it.

'

'Malcolm of Bethany,' " she read, squinting at the inscription, then looked up at Ashe, a puzzled
expression on her face. "Was this Tristan's father?" Ashe took another sip of his brandy and nodded.
"Thank you," Rhapsody said doubtfully.

'Do you remember ever seeing coins like this before?"
T don't think so."

He sighed in disappointment. "Ah well. I had antiquities merchants scrambling all over Yarim to find
them. What a waste."

"Where would I have seen them?" Rhapsody asked, her voice betraying a hint of impatience.

Ashe set his glass down and came over to her, taking her shoulders and staring down into her
questioning eyes.

'In a windy meadow, on the other side of Time," he said gently. "I offered you coins just like these,
because I had nothing else to give you on the eve of your birthday."

Rhapsody turned away, clutching the coins tightly in her hand. She braced against the flood of
emotions that swept over her, some stinging, others sweet, all treasured memories of their meeting in the
old world, a story that no person other than they knew.

Sometimes, even now, she wondered if it had all been merely a dream that lingered until it had formed
a memory.

Ashe took her by the shoulders and turned her around. He tucked his forefinger under her chin and
lifted her gaze to meet his own, the vertical pupils in his eyes expanding and contracting in the flickering
light of the candles.

"Through all the years, down all the roads I have traveled, after every nightmare, every dream, I have
never forgotten how you looked in the moonlight that night, Emily," he said softly, using the name her
family called her in the old world. "I still do not know what magic, what hand of Fate, plucked me from
the road to town that I was walking and deposited me where I could find you, outside that foreharvest
dance, but whoever it was, I owe them my soul. Because without you, I wouldn't have one."

Do not be so quick to feel gratitude," Rhapsody said, her eyes on her fist, gripped tightly around the
golden coins. "Whoever it was must have been the cruel person who also ripped you away from me the

next day."

Ashe smiled broadly. "Exactly. And the pain nearly killed both of us—all but ruined our lives."
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'And you're grateful for that?"

"Yes. All of it. The good and the bad, the pain and the ecstasy. Because it was our beginning, Aria.
And in that beginning we knew, without question, what we wanted—each other, in any way we could
have that. It was simple; there was no questioning it. You were willing to leave behind everything you had
to come away with me; [ was willing to give up the life I had known in the Future, knowing the war that
was to come, in a heartbeat, to be with you. Risk was something we never even considered; that is what
is so pure, so holy, about a new beginning. And nothing—not being dragged back to this time, not the
cataclysm that took Serendair to the bottom of the sea, not having to travel for centuries through the belly
of the earth, not separation, misunderstanding, pain, death, betrayal—nothing has thwarted the love that
began that night." He reached out then and caressed her face, receiving a smile in return.

'And nothing will," she said.
'Each new beginning we've had in our lives has been a renaissance for us.

There is a risk that is weighed, then discarded, when we forge ahead, trusting in what we are doing,"
Ashe continued. "Look at your undertaking with En-tudenin. There was considerable risk there—the ire
of the citizenry, the potential for conflict between the Bolg and the Yarimese, the possibility that you were
destroying an ancient holy relic, which I know as a Singer and student of lore would be devastating to
you—and yet you understood that the need for the water outweighed the risk. You forged ahead, staked
your credibility with the dukes, the people, and with the Bolg, unable to promise any of them results or
protection, but undertaking it anyway. As you said to me in Navarne, what in life is not worth risk? Even
Achmed was willing to assume his part in that risk, for whatever his reasons were."

"What makes that so astounding is that, except for Grunthor and me, Achmed trusts no one,"
Rhapsody agreed. "Trust is the thing that allows you to risk, but the concept of risk is not in his
personality. He hates acting without a plan, without the ability to control every aspect of the situation,
even though he has so many skills that he can call upon in a crisis or an unexpected circumstance. He's
consummately impatient."

Ashe's smile faded a notch.

'l don't know if you are right about that, Aria," he said. "I think Achmed is more patient than we think.
It all depends on what he is waiting for."

Rhapsody laid her hand on top of his that lingered on her face.
"What are you telling me, Sam?" she asked softly.

Ashe entwined his fingers with hers. "That if you agree, if you are willing to undertake with me a new
beginning, | think we can set about ordering your birthday present tonight."

Rhapsody leaned closer so that her lips were just a breath away from his.
'And what do you plan to give me for my birthday?"
Ashe gazed into her eyes, the love in his own burning as brightly as the lanternlight, the candlenames.

'Someone to teach your morning aubade, your evening vespers to," he said.
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of the worry, the concern that had plagued both their minds over the years was gone, banished from
the room as if by the hand of an unseen guardian, leaving nothing but the soft, inconstant light of the
candleflames, the scent of tuberoses, the crackle of the lantern fire, the splash of the fountain, and each
other.

And yet there was anticipation, a nervous, dizzying excitement that they had felt once before, so long
ago, on the other side of Time.

The sense of portent, the good cheer that Rhapsody had felt on the balcony, blew in on the evening
breeze and wrapped itself around the bedchamber; there was an utter lack of foreboding, a palpable
good cheer that drove any doubt from the room.

Only once did Rhapsody speak.
"Why-?"

'Shhh, love," Ashe said, resting his finger on her lips, then replacing it with his own. "Don't ask why
tonight; leave that for the morning."

She returned his kiss without hesitation of any kind.

The lanternlight within the fiery cylinder that shone on the falling water of the fountain mirrored their
movements, a slow, gentle dance of melding, opposing elements, improbable in their attraction, beautiful
in their union.

Those bonds of elemental power, tied inexorably to their souls, sang deep within each of them; the
crackling passion of the fire that was she, the patient relentlessness of waves of the sea that was nascent
in him, oscillating, undulating, building and cresting as it joined with her, warmed by the pure, gleaming
fire within, forming a new element, one that burned with heat, ebbed with the tides of the sea, remaining
stalwart, unending, as their love for one another.

The element of Time.

In a fleeting moment of conscious thought amid the blissful oblivion of lovemaking, Rhapsody felt a
tone sound within her, a melodic note that was different fromda , her own Naming note, andsol , the
musical pitch to which Ashe was attuned. This new tone resonated through her body and mind, then
disappeared, leaving a mark she could sense, but only distantly.

It was the most beautiful sound she ever remembered hearing.

The water in the fountain on the table leapt with joy; the fire in the lantern burned brightly in time with
it, until its fuel was spent. Then it resolved to a gentle glow, reflecting in the ripples in the basin, no longer

leaping, but smooth as glass.

The moon crept over the horizon's edge, bathing the red clay of Yarim in white light, making the city
shine as if in a dream, the silent brick buildings and empty market stands gleaming in its radiance.

The moonlight glided through the open balcony window and came to rest on the two lovers, wrapped
in sleep and the arms of each other, spreading to lovers like them all across the city.

It tiptoed into the apertures beneath which children slept, blanketing them in its light, shining in their
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dreams.

It shone around the sad, lifeless relic that stood in the center of a disrupted fountainbed, illuminating it
to dazzling as the tiny flakes of mica in its surface reflected the light.

From the depths of the now-cleared earthen passageway came a whisper, then a gurgle, and finally a

sigh.

A particularly bright moonbeam caught the first mist around the Fountain Rock's summit; it sparkled in
the haze of the glistening vapor, bathing it with an ethereal radiance of mist.

And as the dry, weary city slept in the cool wind of an otherwise warm summer night, life-giving water
began to pour forth, once more, from Entu-denin.

CV't'tVorning clanged in on the clamor of the bells from the Judiciary's tower ringing over a swell of
shouting in the still-dark streets.

Groggily Ashe sat up, deep in the fog of dragon-sleep, his head humming unpleasantly at the ruckus.
He muttered an inaudible curse, then rubbed his eyes with one hand as he propped himself up with the
other, the blissful ease of the night before dissipating around him.

His dragon senses came to awareness first; the fire in the room had gone out, and the heat of day had
not yet come to dispel the chill of dawn from the chamber. In the scope of his awareness he could feel
the water coursing forth from Entudenin a few street corners away, hear the glad tidings being shouted
and acclaimed by voice, the ringing of bells, the clashing of pots, and the banging of drums as Yarim Paar
awoke to the miracle. The minutiae of it all was mammoth; each individual in the square—four hundred
twenty three, four hundred twenty four, the dragon counted—each of the three hundred and seven,
no, nine, noise makers, each of the one hundred and eleven sparks in the fireplace, each drop of newly
flowing water—seven hundred million, four hundred sixty seven thousand, three hundred thirty six,
seven, eight—counted obsessively by his dragon nature. The resulting din made his head hurt, made him
struggle to subdue his innate awareness, shielding it from his conscious mind so he would not end up with
a colossal headache.

Rhapsody slept fitfully beside him, pale and whispering to herself. After spending half the night in deep
slumber she had become restless, edgily twitching from side to side in the bed, embroiled in dreams that
he could not chase away. He had, as a result, not gotten a great deal of rest, and he was certain, based

on the reverberations from her body and the alabaster hue of her face, that she had not, either.

He leaned over her and kissed her neck, his lips warm against her cold skin; it was moist, perspiring.
He laid his hand on her side and shook her gently.

'Rhapsody? It's almost dawn. Are you going to sing your aubade?"
She moaned in response, drawing her knees up and curling into a ball.

Alarm rushed over him. Ashe sat up, shaking off the tremors of cold worry and gathered him wife into
his arms. She was breathing shallowly, face beaded in sweat.

"Rhapsody?"

Weakly she pushed away from him and rolled onto her side, then dragged herself to the edge of the
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bed. She stumbled as she stood, then hurried to the privy closet, slamming the door behind her.

The alarm that had gripped him was replaced a moment later with realization as the sounds of retching
issued forth from behind the bathroom door.

He rose quickly and dressed, waiting for her to return. After a few minutes had passed he walked to
the privy and stood outside the door.

'"Rhapsody? Are you all right?"

Her answer was weak. "Go away, please."

'Can I get you something?"

"No. Go away."

He ran a hand nervously through his red-gold hair. "Do you—"

'Ashe." Her voice came through the door more loudly this time, still ragged but a little stronger. "Go
away for a while, or I will have to kill you when I come out of here."

'Oh. Well, since I don't want to die just yet, I suppose I will go out on the balcony for a bit," he said,
his smile fighting with the furrows of worry in his brow. "If you need anything, just snap your fingers, and I
will be there."

"Thank you. Go away."
'All right."

Now."

'At your will, m'lady."

The Lord Cymrian turned away from the renewed sound of retching and went out onto the balcony.
Dawn was breaking over the city, coming to light over the red buildings and making them gleam with
morning fire. Ashe took a deep breath, inhaling infinitesimal drops of moisture that had coated the air in
the night, leaving it heavy, sweet.

In the streets below a crowd was gathering, larger than the crowds that had pushed into the
Marketway to stare at the Bolg. There was an almost palpable violence mixed with the joy as the
townspeople at the edge of the central streets, those who had obviously heard the news from those
closer to the city square, shoved themselves forward, carrying jars and clay vessels for harvesting the
liquid bounty that had returned in the night.

Ashe noted, lacking any genuine interest, that the Shanouin priestesses had been summoned; a thin
corridor in the pressing crowd had been opened to allow a dozen or so of the veiled women in their pale
blue ghodins into the town square where the fountainbed had already begun to overflow, spilling precious
water onto the dry bricks of the streets. One among them seemed different, awkward in the ritual
countersigns they were making as they approached the Fountain Rock; he might have thought it
noteworthy if he cared at all, which he did not.


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

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

He stared at the wellspring; Entudenin had darkened, like wet clay, to a deeper hue of brown. Tiny
rivulets of green and blue, too insignificant to be visible to human eyes yet, but within range of his sight,
striated the clay; by the end of the cycle, the color would be starting to return to the Fountain Rock.
There was something deeply pleasing about the knowledge of that. He closed his eyes, concentrating on
the miracle a few streets away.

The element of water that formed the core of his soul sang within him; the waters that were issuing
forth from Entudenin shouted in return. Ashe stood for a moment, lost in the silent song, then went to the
sword rack and drew Kirsdarke, the ancient elemental sword that he carried as its bearer. His hand
gripped the hilt more tightly than usual; the sword was more alive today, gladdened by the presence of
the living water pouring into the streets of Yarim Paar.

He returned to the window and held up the sword in the light. The liquid blade, which normally ran in
blue rivers from tip to tang, disappearing just above the wave-shaped hilt, was frothing like breakers
rolling to the shore of the sea; it sparkled in the light of dawn, rejoicing in kinship with the fountain. Ashe
could feel its power, enormously vibrant and strong, even at rest, surge and increase, celebrating now
with renewed excitement, as if it were welcoming a child in this place of dry desert.

In his kinship with the sword, he could understand its thrill.
Soon he would welcome a child of his own, one who shared the same blood, the same history.
And love for the same woman.

The privy closet door opened with a slow creak and Rhapsody emerged. Ashe sensed her return and
quickly sheathed the sword, then ran into the room from the balcony and took her arm. She was pale as
milk and her eyes seemed to be struggling to keep a focus.

'Tam all right, Sam," she said, forestalling his query, "but I can't see very well. Can you please help me
to the bed?"

"You can't see?" Ashe asked nervously, guiding her gently across the cold tiles of the floor. "I have
never heard of that before."

She squeezed his hand as a spasm shot through her, stopping where she stood, trying to regain her
balance, then nodded when she had done so. "How many times have you witnessed a woman of human
and Lirin blood who was carrying a wyrmkin child?"

Never," Ashe admitted, "but I didn't think you would be ill so quickly."

"Neither did I," Rhapsody said, pushing back against the pillows as Ashe delivered her to the bed.
"My mother carried six of us without missing a single morning's chores. It's frustrating to be so weak.
And cold. I feel so cold." Her eyes cleared for a moment, and she took Ashe's hand and smiled. "But I
am very happy."

Ashe kissed her on the forehead. The skin was still clammy, beginning to burn with feverish heat.
"Yes. As am [." He looked down into her green eyes, which were beginning to cloud over again. "Tell me
what I can do for you," he said, trying to keep the desperation out of his voice, and the worry from taking
command of his mind.

Rhapsody winced as her abdomen contracted again; she rolled to her side, trying to keep from
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groaning in pain.

"Take me home," she said, her face buried within the pillow. "I want to go back to Haguefort."
cKhapsody had just reemerged from the privy closet when Ashe returned to the room. She was sitting in
one of the chairs near the fire a few feet away, dressed in her traveling clothes, and looking as if she felt
better, though still ghostly pale. Ashe came to her side, took her by the shoulders, and bent down, kissing
her cheek.

Tt should a fairly simple task to slip, unnoticed, from Yarim," he said, running the back of his hand
over her hair, still damp from the bath he had given her before he left to make arrangements for their
journey. "Every man, woman, and child in Yarim Paar, it seems, is dancing in the spray from En-tudenin,
filling jars and being generally jubilant or disruptive. No one is paying attention except our own guard

regiment."

'Good," Rhapsody said, clutching the arms of the chair as another spasm rocked her.

Ashe sighed in a mixture of frustration and sympathy. "I hope you will forgive me, but we will be
traveling by coach," he said, a note of humor in his otherwise-worried voice. "At the risk of having to
brave your ire for being made to feel pampered, old, or ill, I thought you should be as comfortable and as

contained as possible."

"Thank you," she replied, exhaling deeply as the tremor passed. "You have been most kind. At the
risk of making myself ill again, can you answer the question I was trying to pose to you last night?"

"Yes. What is it?"

"When you said that we could, er, order my birthday gift, you commented something about it taking
thirteen months to craft," she said, her hands moving back to her stomach. "Why?"

Ashe winced. "Well, you are half Lirin, and the Lirin have a longer gestation than humans do," he said,
watching as the realization began to come over her face and trying not to laugh at the comic horror in her
expression. "A child of a full Lirin mother and a human father generally is carried for about thirteen
months, as you know. And that's being optimistic. With dragon blood involved, it's impossible to know
how long this will take."

'How long was your mother pregnant with you?" Rhapsody asked shakily.

"Two and a half years. Close to three."

The Lady Cymrian stood up sharply, her hand over her mouth.

'Excuse me," she said quickly, then lunged for the privy closet again.

Ashe waited for a moment, then went to the door and summoned the guard.

"Tell the quartermaster to hurry with that coach," he said.

The jolting ride through the rocky outskirts of Yarim Paar was sheer agony. Every rocky rut the
coach contacted brought on another spasm, another bout of nausea, leaving Rhapsody sallow and

trembling. By the time they reached the foothills above the city, she was unable to remain upright and lay,
curled under a heavy blanket, on the coach's bench, jostled violently with each lurch of the carriage.
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Ashe was growing frantic, though he fought to keep his panic from his wife's notice. He kept repeating
the words of the Seer over and over again in his mind, struggling to draw comfort from them but finding
none.

Rhapsody will not die bearing your children. The pregnancy will not be easy, but it will not kill
or harm her.

If you have lied to me, Aunt, I will come for your blood, he thought bitterly, endeavoring to
remember the primordial mandate that the Seers could not do so, but failing to be consoled by it. After
all, his own grandmother, Manwyn's sister, had deceived him about Rhapsody's survival more than a
hundred years before.

When they reached the summit of the promontory that overlooked Yarim Paar, Ashe glanced out the
window, then rapped on the window that opened onto the driver's perch.

'Stop here, please."

"Yes, m'lord."

As the call to halt traveled fore and aft of the carriage in the caravan, Ashe knelt on the floor next to
Rhapsody's seat and ran a hand gently over her hair and face. Her body was still cold and trembling, her
eyes still fleetingly glassy. He lowered his lips to her ear, kissing it, then spoke softly.

'Aria? Can you hear me?"

She nodded distantly.

T'm going to stop here and take you outside for a moment to get a breath of air." Rhapsody didn't
respond.

Carefully he gathered her in his arms and kicked open the carriage door, carrying her out of the
darkness of the coach, down the steps and out into the blinding summer sun.

The wind at the top of the bluff snapped his cloak of mist behind him, spattering droplets into the hot
air, as it blew her hair in front of her face. Rhapsody's eyes remained closed, but her grip on his arm
tightened slightly.

He carried her to the edge of the rocky promontory and came to a halt there.

'Aria—Tlook if you can."

At first Rhapsody did not respond, but after a moment of the wind in her face she opened one eye,
then the other, and gazed out at the city of Yarim Paar stretching out on the flat red plain below.

In the center of the distant city, a glorious mist of blue and white was emanating forth from the tiny
gleaming obelisk that yesterday had been dead, shriveled in centuries of heat and loss. The light of the
summer sun caught the water droplets and refracted them into a glorious spectrum of color, reaching
from the ground into the air above, disappearing in a shaft of gold from the sunlit clouds.

The water that was flowing now from Entudenin had spilled over the foun-tainbed and was coursing
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through the streets, turning the dry red clay to dark mud. The sound of merry laughter, of celebratory
music and clamor could be heard, muted but unmistakable, in the distance; it echoed off the rocky hills on
which they stood, a joyful vibration in the normally silent desert.

Rhapsody lifted her head, then slowly slid down to a stand, bracing herself against her husband, and
smiled. She inhaled deeply, but said nothing, staring at the rainbow in the desert.

Where the skycolors touch the earth.
Ashe drew her closer, steadying her.
'See, Aria? See what your faith has wrought here?"

Rhapsody leaned against him, resting her head against his shoulder, and watching the combined
celebration of humans and earth in the Fountain Rock's life-giving spray. Reveling in the song of it.

'Our faith, and the Bolg's knowledge of the right way to proceed. And Achmed's refusal to be
deterred by the bigotry of the Yarimese."

"Perhaps that is all that a miracle is—faith and the knowledge of what is right in combination with
refusal to be deterred." His hand came to rest on her abdomen. A moment later hers came to rest atop
his.

'T am sure you are right."

He led her back to the carriage, leaning on his arm but walking on her own. Once she was settled
inside, he took a final glance at the ancient wonder on the windswept plain below, then called to the
coachman.

"Take us back to Navarne—gently, now."

THE CAULDRON, YLORC, IN THE FORGE

Casy, Shaene—the glass will shatter before it anneals; it's not sufficiently cooled."

'"Bugger yourself, Sandy," Shaene growled, clutching the giant pincers with the leather rags, his thick
arms trembling with the effort. He shifted the cylinder of just-melted frit, the earliest stage of glass, to the
edge of the forge and brought it to rest above the slab where it would be flattened into a sheet.

Achmed struggled to contain his impatience.

"The color is wrong already," he said through gritted teeth. "The red is too light; it's almost pink."

'Give it a few hours of heat," Omet suggested, interposing himself between the king and the craftsmen
who were standing near the kilns that had been built near the iron forges; the men and Bolg were
uniformly dripping with sweat and exhaustion. "The color changes in the curing. It will darken."

Achmed turned away in frustration and aimed a savage kick at an almost empty pot of powdered

cobalt ore that sat at the brink of the open fire. A streak of blue light erupted in the flames as the mineral
ignited, then extinguished a second later.
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Shaene started at the sound, dropping the pincers and bouncing the glass cylinder off the rock slab.
The resoundingcrack echoed through the cavernous chambers around the forge, followed by the
dispirited sigh of the glassworkers.

'Enough of this!" Shaene shouted, heaving the metal pincers against a nearby stone wall where they fell
onto a wooden scaffold, sending pots, tools, and smalti flying. His demeanor melted before their eyes,
like the glass in the kiln. "I cannot bear this anymore, not for all the gold in Gwylliam's treasury! This

project is cursed, cursed!"

'Calm yourself, Master Shaene," Omet said, glancing between the livid craftsman and the narrowing
eyes of the Bolg king.

A gruff cough drew their attention. Achmed turned around to see a Firbolg guard standing off to the
side of the forge overhang, signaling to him.

'Get back to work, Shaene, or I will tell your mother you are having tantrums again," he spat, then
strode over to the soldier.

"What is it?"
'Messenger, Sorbold."

'A messenger from Sorbold? From the mail caravan?" The soldier shook his head; Achmed scratched
his own, slapping the sweat away. "Very well. I will be right down."

The man was waiting in the Great Hall when the king arrived, dressed in the livery of the empress and
the armor of the mountain columns, staring at the domed ceiling above the hall. He turned immediately
upon hearing the king enter and bowed perfunctorily.

'Majesty."

"What do you want?"

The soldier eyed him with a mixture of nervousness and contempt. The Sorbolds were not a naturally
courteous people; rudeness was so much a part of the national character that special regiments, like the
one to which this soldier belonged, were trained in the politics of etiquette, so that messages could be
delivered across borders without international incidents being started. He stood at straighter attention and

cleared his throat.

"The Blesser of Sorbold, the benison Nielash Mousa, greets King Achmed of Ylorc, extending to him
the salutations of—

'"What do youwant ?" Achmed demanded impatiently. "I am busy."

The messenger, caught up short, swallowed the words he had painstakingly prepared, then met the
king's eye.

'Her Serenity, the Dowager Empress, has passed from this life in her sleep," he said shortly.

'l am sorry to hear that," Achmed said curdy. "Her son must be thrilled."
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"Doubtful," replied the Sorbold soldier, abandoning royal protocol in the attempt to deliver the
message. "He 1s dead himself."

"What happened? Did they hire a new chef?"

The soldier paused long enough to recover from the insult. "Her Serenity had seen ninety-four
summers, the Crown Prince sixty-two. It was the will of the All-God, nothing more."

The Firbolg king eyed him in silence for a moment, then put out his hand.

'Do you have an official decree?" he asked.

'Yes, Majesty, and a request for you to attend the state funerals from the benison."

Achmed broke the seal and opened the folded parchment, scanning it rapidly. It contained the same
information that had been relayed to him orally, in more flowery language, with the addition of a single
long sentence at the bottom of the decree.

As the Crown Prince left no legitimately recognized heir, a Colloquium is summoned by invitation to
address the absence of a line of succession to the Throne of the Dark Earth, issued to the Lord and Lady
Cymrian, sovereigns of the Alliance to which Sorbold is a sealed ally, as well as rulers of bordering
nations, namely His Majesty, King Achmed of Ylorc, Her Majesty, Rhapsody, Queen of Tyrian, Lord
Tristan Steward, Regent of Roland, and Viedekam, Administrator of the Nonaligned States as well as
representatives of the Church, the Nobility, the Mercantile and the Army, to convene directly after the

burial during the Period of Mourning, eleven days hence.

The Bolg king stared at the decree for a very long time, then looked up into the face of the messenger,
almost as if he had had forgotten the man was there.

"You may go now," he said, nodding to his own guards. The Sorbold representative bowed and left.

Achmed waited until the footsteps of the soldier from the rocky, secretive nation that bordered his
own had died away, then sat down on the marble throne in the Great Hall, his stomach churning in
rare-felt anxiety. He stared at the words on the parchment, words whose import he was only beginning to
absorb, and swore in the language of the Bolg.

"Hrekin," he said.

ON THE TR AN S - O RL AN D AN THOROUGHFARE, BETHANY

The royal coach, already traveling at half-speed, slowed appreciably. The small internal window slid
open, and the driver's voice could be heard over the noise of the decelerating caravan.

'One of your regiments is approaching, m'lord."

Ashe, leaning back against the leather bench with Rhapsody propped up, asleep, in his arms, reached
for the velvet curtain on the carriage's side.

'One of my regiments?"

"Yes, m'lord. It appears that Anborn is at the lead."
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"Very well, slacken the reins and roll gently to a stop. Make it as gradual as you can."
"Yes, m'lord."

The sound of hoofbeats and shouted orders grew louder as the coach came to a halt, amid squeaking
and the clattering of the horses and tack. Carefully Ashe slid his wife from his chest to the pillows,
covered her carefully with the carriage blanket, and stepped quickly from the coach, endeavoring to keep
the blinding sun from encroaching on the cool and comfortable darkness within.

As he came around the front of the carriage he could see the Lord Marshal in the fore atop his
beautiful black stallion, leading the second regiment of Haguefort in a steady canter eastward to meet
them on the thoroughfare; the General motioned to the soldiers behind him to slow to a walk, and
spurred his horse onward in Ashe's direction.

'Well met, Uncle," Ashe said, shielding his eyes from the sun as Anborn approached. "Please keep the
regiment back—Rhapsody is sleeping, and I do not wish her disturbed."

The General laid on the reins and drew his mount to a brisk halt; the animal danced fluidly in place,
then stopped completely, perfectly trained to the needs of the horseman who had lost the use of his legs.

'Sleeping?" he demanded, his voice terse on the hot summer wind. "Midday? Is she ill?"

Ashe motioned to Anborn to follow him out of the hearing of the carriage guards; when they were
about fifty paces away, he glanced at the two regiments setting to a watch, then returned his attention to
Anborn.

'She is not feeling well," he said, looking up from the ground at his uncle. "She is with child."

Anborn stared down at him from the stallion's back, absorbing his words for a moment, allowing the
horse to edge uncomfortably close to Ashe. Then, with a speed born of years of soldiering, he pulled the
greave from his useless leg and heaved it at the Lord Cymrian, striking him square in the chest.

'Are you out of your misbegotten mind?" he hissed, fury evident in his tone. "What have you done,
you idiot?"

Ashe inhaled deeply, struggling to remain calm, though his fists curled at his sides, and the dragon in
his blood began to rise.

'If you need ask, Uncle, I am sorry for you," he said as pleasantly as he could.

The General drew himself up in the saddle, anger radiating from his azure eyes. "Y ou unspeakable
fool! Did you forget, perchance, what happened to your own mother?"

Ashe finally took a step back. "Why are you here, Anborn?" he asked, the multiple tones of the
dragon creeping into his voice. "I trust you have a reason other than to assail me with questions that are
none of your concern."

The General spat on the ground to his right side, as if trying to clear a bad taste from his mouth, then
walked the horse in a tight circle to return to court distance, reached angrily into the folds of his jerkin
and pulled forth an oilcloth packet, which he tossed to the Lord Cymrian.
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"The Empress of Sorbold is dead, finally," he said contemptuously. "As is her fat bump of a son."

Ashe stared at him for a moment, then pulled the missive from the oilcloth and broke the seal, his
dragonesque eyes scanning the document.

"This is worrisome," he said as he read the missive. "There is more than just a lack of a direct heir;
over the empress's long life, even those distantly related to the crown have died out. Sorbold is a
headless body now; it will be chaos there."

"You have your father's talent for understatement," Anborn observed, staring down at him from the
saddle. "Mark this moment in your mind, nephew; this is the day when the war that is to come began."

"You see war in every waking moment, Uncle," Ashe replied, the more human tone of annoyance in
his voice now. "There is a council in place, an Alliance to which Sorbold is a friend, not only through
Leitha, but those who came to the Moot and pledged their fealty. Let us not borrow trouble, shall we?"

'The second regiment is outfitted with the appropriate state mourning finery and all that other nonsense
of protocol," the General said, ignoring his words. "They are here to escort you both to the funeral.”

Ashe glanced over at the carriage. ""We cannot possibly attend," he said, rolling the parchment into a
scroll and sliding it back inside its oilcloth sheath. "Rhapsody is fragile, ill, and I will not jeopardize her
with such a long journey over mountainous terrain."

"You cannot possiblynot attend," the General snorted, glaring down from the saddle. "This will be the
moment when Sorbold's destiny is decided, the genesis of a new dynasty, or a new form of government
altogether. Those distant royals who may attempt to stake a claim to the throne will face a possibly
bloody challenge from the nobility, who, as head of their own city-states, may seek to dissolve Sorbold
as an empire altogether. Then there is the army, the mercantile, and the church, all of whom have interests
they will want to advance. You are the bloody high lord of all this mess; you have no other choice but to

go "

'He's right, Sam." Rhapsody's voice, weak but clear, caused both men to turn abruptly toward the
carriage, where she crouched at the door, preparing to disembark. Her long hair, normally bound back in
a simple black ribbon, hung loose down her back, but otherwise she seemed alert.

'Rhapsody—wait," Ashe said, running to her side. He slid an arm behind her to brace her, then helped
her out of the carriage, into the warm air. "I'm sorry to have disturbed you."

'"Well, draconic tones tend to rend the vibrations of otherwise bland air," she said, entwining her arm
through his to stand on her own. "I assume that the other multiple-toned voice could only belong to
Anborn, yes?"

The General nudged his mount closer slowly. "Indeed, lady. Can you not see me?"
Rhapsody shielded her eyes and looked up at him. "I can see your shadow, your outline," she said,
smiling wanly. "But [ would know your vibrational signature anywhere, Anborn, whether my eyes are

working or not."

The General gave her a slight smile in return, which quickly faded, as he looked at Ashe with a
mixture of accusation and disgust.
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'Did I hear correctly that the empress is dead?" Rhapsody asked.

"The empress and the Crown Prince both," Ashe replied, looking off to the south in the direction of
the Sorbold border; even at this distance the rocky peaks of the Teeth could be seen, swathed in the
intermittent clouds that cloaked the mysterious realm. "Within hours of each other."

'How awful," Rhapsody murmured. "Did they get a new chef recently?"
"It's not clear. But they were both quite aged, and they died in their sleep."

"Leitha probably had nothing left to live for, after accomplishing the one thing she still had to
do—outlive anyone who was a challenge to her sovereignty," Anborn said, shifting in the saddle.

'Stop it. What a terrible thing to say." Rhapsody's face went pale, and she clutched her abdomen
suddenly.

"You must go to the funeral for me, Anborn, as my representative," Ashe said, taking her into his arms
and guiding her back to the carriage. "As you can see, Rhapsody is in no condition to be left alone."

The General's expression blackened. "So as to not risk offending the lady's ears, or senses, I won't
curse you properly as I should, and tell you what a ridiculous thought that is. You agreed to take on this
accursed lordship, if you recall. I, being the more intelligent and sensible of us, refused to even be
considered for it. Now you see why." He looked at Rhapsody, whose face was blank with illness and
concern. "But you are correct in that the Lady Cymrian is not able to be left alone. So I will take her
back to Navarne, and you can go off to Sorbold and try and sort out the situation there."

'"If you think I would leave—"

'He's right, Sam," Rhapsody said, her voice strained but somewhat stronger. "If we can't both be
there, you must go."

"Very well," Ashe said, looking displeased, "I will go once you are safely ensconced in Haguefort."

"The timing will not suit," interjected the Lord Marshal. "You will only be on time for the funeral
services if you head straight from here to Jierna Tal in Jierna'sid. The rites take place in the Night
Mountain, at the basilica of Earth, Terreanfor. That5s a good five days' ride or more, with favorable
weather. They want to bury the old hellkite and her useless blob of a son before they begin to rot and
stink in the heat."

'Oh gods," Rhapsody moaned. She turned away rapidly and retched.

"You think I would leaveyou to tend to her?" Ashe demanded incredulously as he handed her his
handkerchief.

For the first time since he had arrived Anborn appeared taken aback.
"My apologies, lady," he said quickly. Rhapsody, her back turned, waved her acceptance. "Listen,

nephew, I promise to be on my best behavior—I will comport myself in the manner which she deserves
in an escort. And I will protect her with my life."
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Ashe's face was doubtful as he ran his hand over her back. "Rhapsody? What do you think?"
His wife ran her hand through her thick gold hair, pulling it back off her face, and turned around again.

'T will be perfectly safe with Anborn," she said, breathing deeply. "I want to get back and check on
Melisande and Gwydion Navarne. But I don't want to remain at Haguefort."

"Where do you wish to go, then, Aria?"

"To Elynsynos."

Uncle and nephew looked at each other in shock. Anborn was the first to recover his voice.
"You wish to go to the dragon's lair? Unsteady as you are?"

Rhapsody nodded. "Yes. She alone of anyone alive that I know has carried a child of a totally
different racial line, has blended the blood of dragon and human in her own body. I will be safe with her,
and well, in her cave of the Lost Sea. The waves will lull my nausea until Ashe returns from Sorbold.
Elynsynos will take care of me." She smiled wanly. "Those aspects aside, I miss her terribly. It will be
good to visit and catch her up on the gossip."

Ashe exhaled deeply. "I suppose there is nowhere I can think of where you will be safer during your
confinement, Rhapsody," he said at last. He looked at his uncle. "And there is no one else to whom I
would entrust getting you there. Very well, Anborn; if you will escort my wife to Haguefort, and then to
the northern wilds to the lair of Elynsynos, I will be in your debt." Anborn nodded. "I will take one of the
falconers with me. If there is need of me, if anything goes wrong—"

"Twill only send out a falcon if there is a catastrophe. Now go. The regiment is waiting."

"Travel well, Sam," Rhapsody whispered as Ashe took her into his arms. "I wish to hear good news
when I see you again. And study the basilica; I've heard it is one of the hidden wonders of the world. I
want you to tell me every detail of it when you return."”

'T hope you know that I am only going because you want it that way, Aria."

T know. Your presence there, at this time of upheaval, will benefit not only Sorbold, but the Alliance,
and the rest of the world."

'If you wanted me to stay with you, the rest of the world could be damned," he whispered back.
BRINNE SEACOAST, NORTH OF AVONDERRE, GWYNWOOD
The scales had augured that the tiny fishing village would be deserted at midday.

As usual, Fawn is right, the seneschal thought as the rowing scull made its way across the waves
toward shore.

Caius, the more seasick of the twins, had elected to sit in the stern, rather than pitch with each wave,
and was gripping his stonebow tightly, his face gray. Clomyn, comfortably ensconced in the bow, called
to the boatswain, guiding him through the rocky edge of the shoals that were the bane of the fishermen of
this desolate northern coast.
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Finally, when the sun was directly overhead, and the world swam in billowing heat rippling off the
sand, the seneschal's scull and the three longboats of soldiers he had brought with him from Argaut made
landfall.

He stood for a long moment, drinking in the gentle crashing of the waves, the black, pocked cliffs
rising tall beyond the shoreline to meet the sky, the cry of the gulls above, the whipping of the wind that
dashed along the coast, and the scent of promise that hung in the air, waiting for him to fulfill it.

One more sennight, Rhapsody, he thought.The scales have predicted our meeting .

Within his mind he could feel the familiar boiling sensation as the demon woke and began to come to
awareness.

We have made landfall, the voice whispered, excitement evident in the crackling tone.l'll want a

fire .

"Not yet," the seneschal demurred. "We do not want to draw attention to our presence yet."
When shall the burnings commence? When will the destruction begin?

'Soon," the seneschal murmured, trying to remain calm; his excitement only served to enflame the
demon. "But not yet; we have work to do, horses to purchase, plans to lay. It is best that we remain
undiscovered until we have captured what we are after. Once she is safely stowed on the ship, the fires
will begin."

He struggled to turn a deaf ear to the demon's impatient, wordless mut-terings that followed, and
looked instead to the men who were off-loading, dragging the longboats out of the surf.

'Signal the others to prepare to come ashore. When the men and the supplies have all landed, secret
the boats up the beach, where the sand ends, in one of those rocky enclaves," he ordered, signaling to
Fergus. "Make haste; we have a trap to lay."

Q)rom inside a cave in the volcanic cliffs farther north, black eyes clouded with the film of age
watched as the ship unloaded its crew, observing the back-and-forth of the longboats, until at last they
were stowed away in the rocks at shoreline. The ship retreated to deeper waters on the south side of the
cove, out of plain sight. The soldiers combed the area around the beach, then slowly set forth east to the
forest.

Had any of them been watching in return, they might have seen an elderly man with skin the color of
driftwood, who stared in their direction for a moment, then shook his head in the throes of dementia and
returned to drawing meaningless patterns in the sand.

JIERNA'SID, SORBOLD

cAchmed had long despised cards and other games of chance.

Part of the reason might have been that long ago, in the old world, that other life, his true name had

been won in a game of cards from the Bolg of Serendair and given by the winner, under duress, to the
demon that was his enemy.
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Part of the reason might also have been that his Dhracian mother was selected for capture by the Bolg
with a toss of the bones.

But whatever the reason, what he detested most about gamesplaying was the uncertainty of it.

The thrill of the gamble that others so often relished never came to him; he hated risk, and spent the
better part of his existence minimizing it whenever possible. And while on those occasions in his life when
he had succumbed to the need to gamble, to risk, in order to achieve what he wanted, he had more
oftentimes been successful than not, he still endeavored to minimize that uncertainty, that surrender of
control.

He ruminated on how much he loathed those ambiguous, helpless feelings as he stood on the
reviewing stand, the lone representative of Ylorc amid a sea of other dignitaries and their retinues.

From his place in the crowd of heads of state he was learning a good deal about both the actual
capacities of his fellow sovereigns, and the perceptions they hoped to convey, by studying the retinues
they had brought with them to the state funeral of Sorbold.

The Sorbold army had turned out in force, doubtless to underscore to the visiting dignitaries the
unwavering power they still had. Achmed counted twenty divisions in the square that surrounded the
palace of Jierna Tal alone, with that many again lining the streets from the Place of Weight where the
mammoth Scales stood to the mountains on the outskirts of Jierna'sid, where Terreanfor, the hidden
Basilica of the Earth, was concealed in a place of endless darkness. It was an imposing display of
manpower, well managed and obviously well trained. Grunthor would have been impressed. Achmed
settled for merely being concerned.

Many of the other heads of state, including Tristan Steward, the regent of Roland, Miraz, the Diviner
of the Hintervold, Viedekam, one of the chieftains of the Nonaligned States, and Beliac, the King of
Golgarn, whose borders backed up to his own on the far eastern side of the Teeth, had brought
enormous retinues with them as well. It was this genital-waggling posturing that flooded Achmed with the
sensation of being at a game of cards; the silent bluffing, the position-staking, the puffery that irritated him
beyond measure.

The Lirin realm, Tyrian, of which Rhapsody was titular queen, had sent a modest delegation headed
up by her viceroy, Rial, a calm man with a sensible head on his shoulders. He had come with the Lirin
ambassador to Sorbold and a handful of guards, as had Ashe, whose solitary presence caused Achmed
to raise an eyebrow. Rhapsody's absence was rather disturbing; he knew that very little would have been
able to keep her from attending such a landmark service as this funeral in Terreanfor, a place she had
never been privileged to see, student of ancient lore that she was.

Achmed stepped out of the crowd as much as he could, though the dais was so full that he could
barely separate himself at all. He concentrated, trying to locate Rhapsody's heartbeat; it was there
somewhere in the distance, but jumbled, whether from the conflicting rhythms all around him, or for
another reason he could not fathom. He resolved to make certain to catch up with Ashe when the
opportunity presented itself.

As he stepped forward, what little space there was around him widened. The other nobles and heads
of state had taken the implication, as he expected they would, of his solitude: he did not need guards,

soldiers, or a retinue around him.

He was deadly enough all by himself.
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Achmed glanced around the central square of the city, flooded to overflowing with onlookers. The
Sorbolds were a stern-faced people, dour and stoic in their aspects, so different from the exuberant
idiots in Yarim who had crowded the Bolg work site a few weeks prior, hooting and cheering as if they
were at a carnival. He had no doubt that such an occasion of state would have been even more
celebratory in Roland, where emotions ran high and increased proportionally with attendance.

Here, however, the all-but-silent crowd was much more intimidating. While it did not have the volatile
nature of a gathering in Roland, which might go from excited merriment to angry destruction with very
little warning, there was a threatening air to them, these silent desert dwellers who stood, staring down
from city walls and parapets, ramparts, window ledges and rocky crags, watching the rites that marked
the passage of their empire from an age of steel-fisted autocracy into one of uncertainty.

Achmed knew exactly how they felt.

He noted silently how grateful he was at times like these that he was no longer subject to the
heartbeats of each person who shared the land with him, as he had been in Serendair. His blood gift, the
maddening pulses of millions of strangers beating in his mind, vibrating against his skin, had been horrific
to endure, even if it had made him a handsome living as an unerring assassin. Now that was gone, left
behind beneath the waves of the sea in the Island's watery grave; all that remained were the few distant
pulses of those who had once lived there, now ageless, who still remained in the new world.

Like Rhapsody.
And Grunthor.

His attention was drawn to the steps of Jierna Tal by the clanging of the brass bells from the palace's
towers. Harsh and dissonant, the ugly clamor rang out over the land, silencing whatever noise had been
present among the swell of troops and onlookers.

The funeral rite was beginning.

From the front palace doors a procession emerged, a double line of priests and acolytes dressed in
robes in the colors of Sorbold—vermilion and green, brown and purple, twisting slashes of color that
interwove like threads. Achmed recognized the pattern; it was the same colors that could be seen
beneath the Sleeping Child's stone-gray skin, and in the altar of Living Stone on which she lay. They
carried before them tall poles topped with the symbols of the dynasty, the golden sun bisected by a
sword.

Following the line of clergy was the benison of the region, the Blesser of Sorbold, Nielash Mousa.
Achmed recognized him by the rounded miter he wore on his head, and the amulet of the earth that hung
around his neck, but otherwise would not have; in the intervening three years since the investiture of the
Patriarch, Constantin, Mousa had aged at least a decade. He still carried himself with dignity, even as his
shoulders were hunching under whatever weight was burdening him.

Behind Mousa came a pair of catafalques, each borne by six soldiers in the livery of the royal house,
the bodies atop wrapped in simple white linen embroidered in gold. From the size of them there was no
doubt that the empress was in the lead, consigning the Crown Prince to wait his turn unendingly, in death
as she had done in life. A single line of mourners draped in black brought up the rear, silent and stoic.

The clanging bells slowed to a long, repeated knell tolled by the two deepest of them. As the sound
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diminished, one last figure emerged from the palace. A tall man in golden vestments, emblazoned with an
ornate silver star on the front and back, his eyes scanning the crowd all around and above him; Achmed
noted from the calm expression on his face that he had walked into his share of enormous gatherings.

The Patriarch, Constantin.

Alone among the clergy, the Patriarch's head was bare. He, like all those of Cymrian blood who had
lived an extraordinary length of time, was a study in contrasts, his white-blond hair and curling beard
streaked with gray, his face lined, while his shoulders remained broad, unbowed. He raised his hand to
the people, moving it slowly across the panorama, and as he did, they bowed in a great wave of
respectful motion. His presence, more than the death and burial of the two monarchs, caused an aura of
awe in the square; generally Patriarchs remained unseen by the populace, even the faithful who
worshipped in their cathedrals.

The procession moved through the city square, the dissonant bells tolling a clashing knell the whole
while. Achmed shifted his stance; the vibrations from the bell tower were making his teeth ache, and
sending spasms rattling down his spine.

He felt the touch of a hand on his elbow; Ashe had made his way through the cluster of nobles and
heads of state to stand beside him on the reviewing stand.

'Achmed; well met."
The Bolg king nodded perfunctorily. "Where is Rhapsody?"

"Navarne," the Lord Cymrian replied, leaning forward to catch a better sight of the procession as it
mounted the steps to the platform in the Place of Weight. "Though she may have left to visit Elynsynos by
now."

The last knell of the brass bells sounded, then died slowly away, taking the noise of the crowd with fit.

With great, grim care, the bearers of the catafalques mounted the steps that led up to the Scales,
following the benison. The remainder of the clergy stayed below, ringing the great stand on which the holy
relic stood. One of the priests who had led the procession was handed a pair of parchment scrolls and a
quill; he unfurled the first one, the older of the two.

At the top of the steps, the benison was met by two pairs of sturdy soldiers bearing an elaborately
carved box the size of a coffin hanging from two poles; they followed him to one side of the Scales,
standing rigidly, their eyes on the sun.

Achmed's eyes narrowed as the linen-wrapped body was lifted, under the direction of Nielash
Mousa, and placed carefully into one of the great golden plates. He and Ashe watched closely as the
benison himself reached into the ornate box and removed many small sacks of sand known as Fists, a
measure of weight used commonly in Sorbold and among the merchants who did business there. He
carefully placed each Fist onto to plate opposite the empress's body, watching the balance closely.

Finally, after an agonizing amount of time, the Blesser of Sorbold signaled to the priest who held the
scroll. The cleric hurried forward to hear what the benison conveyed to him; he scratched it onto the

scroll with the quill, then stood erect and turned to the Patriarch.

'Her Serenity, the Dowager Empress, at birth twenty-three Fists, one Fin-gerweight. Upon her
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coronation, five hundred fifty-one Fists, one Finger-weight. Upon her marriage, six hundred sixty-six
Fists, six Fingerweights. Upon the birth of her son, the Crown Prince Vyshla, seven hundred seventy-five
Fists, two Fingerweights. Upon the occasion of her fiftieth jubilee, five hundred fourteen Fists, eight
Fingerweights. Upon the occasion of her seventy fifth jubilee, three hundred sixty-six Fists, three
Fingerweights."

The priest studied the scroll for a moment, looking puzzled, then announced in a voice that quavered
slightly, "At the Weighing following death, one hundred two Fists, three Fingerweights."

A buzzing rumble passed through the crowd at the number. Ashe and Ach-med exchanged a glance.

"That can't possibly be right," the Lord Cymrian murmured. "If that was correct, she—she would have
not weighed much more than she did at birth; she'd have had the body mass of a three-year-old."

"The Scales are obviously wrong," Achmed said.

A stifled gasp rose from the ground below the reviewing stand; the Bolg king looked down to see the
first few rows of Sorbold townspeople staring at him in a mix of muted horror and dismay. Ashe leaned
forward slightly and spoke into his ear.

"Not a politic statement in these parts," he said softly. "The Scales have long been trusted to be the
unerring determinant in all grave matters. As you can see by the litany of her life, each Sorbold citizen is
weighed at significant moments of passage—though only the royal family is weighed on these Scales."

Achmed swallowed angrily but said nothing. He had seen the plates of the Scales a lifetime before,
affixed to another balance, in Serendair, and so knew better than Ashe their history.

"Declare the death weight again," said the benison.
'One hundred two Fists, three Fingerweights."

The benison and the Patriarch exchanged a glance. Then Nielash Mousa turned and addressed the
crowd.

"Throughout her life, Her Serenity lived and breathed for Sorbold; it is not unexpected that she
breathed the last of her life essence into the very air," he said in his gravelly voice. "She gave everything
she had to her people and her nation; there is nothing left of her earthly body, but the lightness of it shows
clearly that her spirit is free, in the warmth of the Afterlife."

The crowd fell into skeptical silence.

The Blesser signaled to the soldiers, who removed the small linen-wrapped corpse from the plate and
returned it to the catafalque on which it had rested, then replaced the pile of Fists in their coffer. The
soldiers who had borne the pall of the prince came forth and lifted his body, obviously with greater strain
than the ones who had carried the empress, and placed it on the Scale plate.

Again the Blesser of Sorbold began the ceremony of weighing, slowly balancing the Scales against the
corpse with the bags of sand. The crowd began to grumble quietly as the minutes passed, but the benison
continued the task meticulously, adding each small bag to the ever-growing pile with precision, followed
by a check of the Scales' balance. Finally he conveyed the result to the head priest, who turned to the
Patriarch, and the crowd once more.
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'His Highness, the Crown Prince Vyshla, at birth, twenty-eight Fists, eight Fingerweights," he intoned.
"Achieving the Age of Ripening at eleven summers; six hundred-ninety three Fists." He coughed; then, in
the absence of any other significant dates for the prince, read the death weight.

'At the Weighing following death, one thousand, three hundred fifty-six Fists, three Fingerweights."

A subtle combination of sounds conveying both astonishment and amusement whispered over the
crowd, which fell silent again.

Nielash Mousa cleared his throat. "In contrast to Her Serenity, who gave the entirety of her earthly
essence in the service of her people, what a sadness it is that Crown Prince Vyshla was so well prepared
to serve, and yet passed from this life, never having had the opportunity, before he had the chance to
share his potential. His contribution to Sorbold surely would have been a weighty one."

The Blesser of Sorbold stood for a moment, then, in the absence of something else complimentary to
say, signaled to the soldiers, who removed the body from the plate and placed it back on its catafalque.

The benison signaled to the priests in the lead of the procession, who again formed their double line,
and the benison, the head cleric, and the catafalques began the long march to Terreanfor.

They passed through the swell of the crowd without breaking their gaze from the path before them.
Even if they had, they would most likely never have noticed the man at the edge of the crowd of
onlookers, watching the procession with an uncharacteristically pleasant expression on his face.

A face that was somehow much more opaque than it had been the last time he stood at the foot of the
Scales, in the light of the full moon.

The noise of the crowd had long died away by the time the funeral procession and the invited
dignitaries arrived at the basilica in Night Mountain. Each of the guests had been required to leave their
retinues at the mountain pass that guarded the entranceway into the Earth basilica; twenty regiments of

Sorbold guards were present for the purpose of ensuring cooperation in this matter.

The Bolg king and the Lord Cymrian had, by virtue of proximity, been paired up in the procession,
and so walked uneasily beside each other, following the line of priests in the multicolored vestments.

"Why did she not come?" Achmed asked as they descended into a ravine in the rocky crags, a
winding open tunnel that left rock walls towering above on both sides.

Ashe smiled to himself, watching the floor of the pebble-strewn trail.
'She had more important things to attend to."

The priest in front of them turned around and glared angrily at them both but said nothing. The two
sovereigns fell into an awkward silence.

At the opening of the cave that led into the basilica itself, the procession came to a halt.
The two golden symbols that had preceded the funeral parade were brought forward to a place in the

ravine where the sky was clearly visible overheard, and placed flat on an enormous ceremonial slab, on
which oil was then poured. The guests waited while fire was kindled by the sun, then transferred to four
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small lanterns that would serve to light their path down into the darkness of the Earth cathedral.

Achmed glanced around at the dark walls as the procession descended into the passageway leading
to the basilica proper. The earth, dry and stony at the exterior from contact with the heat of the upworld,
quickly grew cool and moist as they traveled deeper in. The distant, dim light at the head of the
procession cast occasional shadows in which the walls of the passage could be seen, smooth and trim,
unlike cave walls, and gloriously colored by nature in random swirls, difficult to appreciate in the dark.

As the funeral procession moved deeper within Night Mountain, the sound from the world above
disappeared, replaced by the slow, melodic song of the Earth. The deep timbre of it was subtle, so
rarefied that most of the dignitaries could not even hear it; Achmed could tell because, unlike them, his
breathing and heartbeat began to keep time with its rthythm, his footsteps marking cadence in an effortless
synchronicity. Among the others, only Ashe seemed to have picked up on the pulse.

Ahead in the distance, light flickered off the passageway walls. The line of clergy, pallbearers, and
mourners slowed their steps as they approached the dancing shadows; the dignitaries, relegated to the
rear, came to a virtual halt, waiting to pass into the actual basilica.

Finally the funeral procession moved through a high archway into a vast, circular antechamber.

The dimensions of the room were intermittently visible in the reflected light that flickered in one of the
three semicircular alcoves that were hollowed into the walls at each of three quarters of the circle. That
alcove, directly across from what appeared to be another archway, twice the size of and to the right of
the one they came in, radiated heat and light from a leaping flame that burned with the intensity found only
in the pure fire of the Earth's heart. The tiny flamewell of moving light cast bright fireshadows around the
antechamber, and a short distance into the basilica beyond the tall archway.

Across from the hallway in which they stood was another alcove from within which a deep, gurgling
splash could be heard. The evanescent light glimmered momentarily on the bubbling underground stream
that formed a low fountain, rising up from the ground and then back upon itself, to rise again a moment
later.

As the procession came into the antechamber, a gust of wind, stale and heavy with the scent of wet
earth, whipped from the final alcove, passing over them, trapped within the circular walls of the
anteroom.

Paeans to three of the other elements, Achmed noted, looking around for the traditiona