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Prologue

In the Cave of the Weavers, the Y oungest of the Three sat alittle apart from her Ssters, struggling with a
section of the Web Everlasting that seemed to resst her every effort to create harmony and order. The
pattern beneath her fingers had not, as yet, unfolded or revealed itsdf to her. She knew only that every
time shetried to work on this particular design and make clear what could only be glimpsed in what
resembled a heavy snowstorm, very few threads she added sank into and became a part of the Web.
The rest crumbled into dust.

"Itisnot yet time, Sister,” the middle one of the Three had told her when that part of their eterna work
kept drawing her attention. The Middle Sister was an imperturbable sort, neither as sentimental asthe
Y oungest nor as crusty asthe Eldest. "But soon. Y es, very soon.”

The Y oungest glanced back at the Web where work was complete, or nearly so. All had become white,
asif heavy snow fell most of thetime, and yet the pattern was not obscured elsewhere asit was here.

"Y ou told methat the spot just past, where the joining of the ill-omened brought with it ashift in the
pattern, would also make clear thisone."

The Y oungest indicated a particular snarl of white, where the Web of Time accepted no thread of color
except for the occasional strand of red—the color of blood—and where fell shapes moved obscurely on
hidden business of their own.

Once she had recoiled from them. Later, searching that portion of the Web aready woven, she had
discovered their dreadful origins. Now she could not et them be. "We know thereis horror here, but the
Web hasyet to tell uswhat it is"

"Come and work with us. Leave the past done and do not inquire into the future.

Work for today. When tomorrow isready, it will tell us. Y ou know that."

"Aye, you have always known that," said the Eldest. Shelooked up from her work and frowned. "But

then, you were aways ready to rush ahead, to find out what lay in store for those whose livesweave in
and out of theWeb of Time."

"Isit redly forbidden to care about them? They are so frail, so short-lived..."

"Agan | will tell you, and thistime | hope you listen, for you have not heeded me before. The affairs of
mortals, frail and fleeting asthey are, must not concern us.”

"The Web isfighting you because you are trying to changeit,” said the Middle
Sder.

"Letitformasit will," the Eldest said sternly, "for we cannot take pity on the oneswhoselivesare
interwoven init. To do so would be to create atangle that could never be put straight again. Please do

not speek of it again.”

The Y oungest looked away, unable to bear either the op-probation of her sisters or the hideous segment
of the Web of Time over which shetoiled. She had to accept the truth of their words. She could not



remove dl traces of compassion for the mortals who bravely arose to face the horrorsin the snow and
the many who perished here, trampled under the feet of the monstrous beasts that appeared from out of
the past where they had once been locked away. Gently, she touched one of the life-threads entangled in
the struggle. It was strong and vigorous, but she knew it would snap erelong. "Thisis one of the great
ones," she observed, trying to keep her tone neutra. "Or, he could have been great had he been wise.
And had he not been cut down untimely.”

Interested in spite of herself, the Middle Sister came and peered over her shoulder. "And you wonder if
hisdeathisinvan?' shesad.

"There must be those who mourn. Heleaves confusionin hispassing.”

"And s0 hasit ever been with great ones of the mortd kind," said the Eldest, more than alittle crosdy.
"Very well, if that portion of the Web drawsyou so irresstibly, then by al means, work onit.”

"| agree," said the Middle Sister with asigh. "Buit let it direct you, and do not meddle.”

"Thank you, Sgters™

Grateful for the permission given, the Y oungest straightened the kinks from her shoulders as she glanced
back aong what had been completed in TimesWeb. There dl was order, in recorded lives and degth,
and even Kingdoms rise and passing.

Therethe Three had worked generdly in harmony until thislatest coil had arisen. With some measure of
tran-quility restored among the Weavers, she knew that she was now strong enough to suppressthe pity
she could not help feding.

She would offer no mercy to those who were doomed, and above al not meddle with the design, for it
would be folly—and worse, it would ruin the work.

At peace once more, the Y oungest addressed hersdlf to the area where the white tangle was deepest and
most confused. Under her patient fingers, it began at last to take form and shape, though what it showed
would have daunted any but one of the Three.

And as aways, the living continued to believe that they were free to make decisions, to act asthey
believed fit, even astheir threads passed through the fingers of the Weavers.

One

Rohan tightened his grip on the hilt of his sword, though he did not unshesthe the weapon. Much
depended on this meeting between himsdlf, asleader of the

Sea-Rovers, and Tusser, leader of the Bog-people.

Instead of returning to Rendelsham as Granddam Zazar had instructed him, or even to the Oakenkeep,
he had gone south to New Void, wanting the companionship of blood kindred. There he had learned that
the Bog-people had resumed their raids on farms and small holdings.

"Hunger drivesthem,” Snolli said, "but that doesn't put bread on our table.

Theseraids must cease.”



"I agree, but not for the reasons you think."
"Then give me the benefit of your wisdom, young Rohan.”

Rohan did his best to ignore the heavy irony of his grand-father's tone. "We should make atreaty with,
them," hesaid.

"And | suppose that meanswe feed them aswell,” Snalli replied more than alittle sourly.

"Yes. Itiscertan,” hetold Snolli, "that we will need the help of the Bog-men when the Great Foulness
from the North comes, and alittle grain now and then isasmall priceto pay. Hard times are upon usal.”

Snolli shook hishead. "I have amost cometo believe that what we fled isno longer interested in us. If
Kasa wasn't dways stroking that drum of his—"

The Spirit Drummer looked up from where he sat near the fireplace. "Beglad | doit, Chieftain,” he said.
"Y ou'd have been in more than one pretty pickle before now, if it wasn't for me."

"But what have your foretellings cometo?' the aging leader of the Sea-Rovers demanded. "Nothing!"
"Not yet," Kasai muttered, asif to himsalf. "Not yet. But soon, yes, very soon..."

"Rubbish,” Snalli declared stubbornly. "Nothing but rubbish.”

And so, despite his grandfather's dismissive words but with the warning of the

Spirit Drummer ill in his ears, Rohan had decided to seek out the Bog-men on his own and make
dliance. Surdy Snolli wouldn't do it of his own accord, Rohan thought, and much as he admired and
respected Gaurin, leader of the Nordors, husband of his stepmother Ashen, he doubted that Gaurin
would have thought of such amove, ether.

Bog-men were of no consegquence to the Nordors, nor to the people of Rendel, whence the Nordors
had come for refuge, as had the Sea-Rovers. Y et, Rohan knew in his heart that al those who were able
would be needed when the fighting came.

With that in mind, he had sought Granddam Zazar's help in setting up this meeting with Tusser Though
word had come that Tusser's father, Joal, had gone to the deep pools alive, Rohan knew that it wasjust
agtory told to frighten those who heard it. Even Zazar had been taken in until sheredlized the ruseto give

Tusser's clam to be headman legitimacy. Jod had not died; he had merely been hidden away until Tusser
was accepted by dl in hisvillage. Rohan's grandfather

Snolli lived aso, though both men had long ago retired from such pleasant pastimes as making war on
each other.

Rohan hoped to make of that a common bond, through which he and Tusser might cometo an
agreement. Also, though this was something he was reluctant to admit even to himsdf, it wasin the
direction of the Bog that he had last heard tell of his sweetheart, Anamara, traveling. Still under the effects
of aspell the wicked Sorceress had put on her in Rendel sham, she could well be expected to return to
the place where, convinced shewas abird in human form, she imagined she belonged. Or—he hardly



dared hope—where she might think to find him again, as he had found her on the verge of perishing in the
cold and dangerous Bog.

At first, Zazar had been inclined to be cross with him for going againgt her ingtructions. But then, as
Rohan explained how matters were with both the

Bog-people and the Sea-Rovers whose crops the Bog-men raided more and more often, she relented.

"| can't guarantee that Tusser will meet with you,” the Wysen-wyf said. "I can't guarantee, should he meet
with you, that helll go along with such ascheme. | can't even guarantee that you'll come out of ameeting
with him with your skinin one piece.”

"Yet I'll riskit," Rohan had said.

"And aso, | will keep an eye out for that silly Lady Lack-wit of yours, in case she decided to come back
hereinstead of staying where she was warm and safe.”

Rohan's ears had burned, but he made no retort. And so, now he waited in a place of Zazar's choosing,
at atime Tusser sdlected, and the Wysen-wyf stood across the little clearing hard by what had once been
afar outpost of Galinth, the ruined city, watching for Tusser'sarrival. Behind her, insde ashdlter hastily
thrown together from stones and brush, awisp of smoke arose in the cold, dank air.

"| think he'scoming," Zazar said.

A boat emerged from a concealing fringe of vegetation that had scarcely atrace of leaf onit, for the chill
that continued to grip Rendd discouraged any plant growth. Nevertheless, the twigs formed such an
effective barrier that Rohan had not seen thelittle Bog-craft until it was almost in plain view.

Trueto his agreement, Tusser—if that were truly him— was done. Rohan had no doubt, however, that
he was heavily armed with additiona wegpons stowed in the bottom of the boat, and that he had
companions stationed within close hailing distance. He glanced across the clearing at Granddam Zazar.
She nodded and took a step forward.

"Hall, Headman," she said, though there was scarcely atrace of deferencein her manner. "l have
prepared atalk-fire so that you and my grandson can confer properly.” Sheindicated the conical
twig-walled hut prepared behind her, and ducked through the curtain covering the doorway ahead of the
two men.

Neither seemed willing to let the other precede him. Rohan held out both of his hands, showing Tusser
that he held no weapon. When Tusser did the same, Rohan ducked through the opening. When both
were insde and seated by the small fire,

Zazar dropped the makeshift curtain over the door again and snugged it against arandom wind with a
few well-placed stones.

"It'sapoor meeting place at best, but the only one even partialy acceptable to both parties,” she
explained. "Here. | have some broth to warm you."

"Wagte of time," Tusser said gruffly. Though comparatively young to be aheadman of aBog-village,
nonetheless he gppeared to be capable aswell as strong. He accepted a mug of the steaming broth with
anair of indifference, but Rohan noted that he cradled it in hishands asif grateful for the warmth.



"Thank you," Rohan said, accepting his own mug. He Sipped appreciatively. "Let's hope we can find, if
not awarm friendship, then at least away to lessen animosity between us.”

"Too much slly talk," Tusser said with ascowl. "1 havetime only for good talk, not silly. Why you want
meet with me? Y ou just Outlander. Maybe | send to deep poolsinstead.”

Rohan set hismug aside and put his hand on the hilt of his sword again. "'1'd dispute you over that
ambition,” hesad mildly.

Tusser continued to scowl at him. Then helooked away, indifferent again. "No matter," he said. "Maybe
another time"

In the shadows, Zazar made a muffled sound that Rohan recognized as a stifled laugh. She scooted
forward until she had aplace at thetalk-fireaswell. "It's plain to methat I'm going to have to serve as
go-between here." Sheturned to

Rohan. "Oh, I'm sure you have come here in areasonable manner, but despite the fact that |'ve explained
the Situation to thislout saverd times, he thinks he has to impress you and show you how strong heis
before he'swilling to make treaty.” She turned her head and fixed Tusser with a gaze that Rohan was all
too familiar with. He had been on the receiving end himsalf when he had been acting particularly
thickheaded. For al of Tusser's many years on Rohan, the look seemed to be affecting him in very much
the same way. "Very well, then, say it and have done. Get your stupid pride out of your system all at
once, or you can believe that I'll kick out every last spark of the talk-fire and the Bog-people can starve
or freeze or die when the invaders come. And you can be sure that your gabble of the deep poolswon't
mean athing to them. Now. What'sit to be?'

Tusser shifted alittle, trying to avoid Zazar'simplacable stare. "'l ready to treet. If terms good enough.”

Rohan spoke up. "There are terrible times coming. Our land—" He spread hisarms, indicating not only
wherethey s, but the entirety of the Bog and beyond it.

"—all of our land, both yours and mine, isin danger. | have heard rumors, tales, of people from the north
who long to take it from us. And so my message here isasmple one. We must make pact with each
other and stop our warring, or these invaderswill find us easy picking indeed. If, however, we stand
together—"

For thefirgt time, Tusser appeared interested. "Y ou think we like one village makes war on another?’
"Something likethet."

"And then, when big birds come, or Outlanders come, even villagesthat not like each other al fight
together?"

Rohan took adeep breath of rdief. "That's right. We must dl fight together, when the—the other
Outlanderscome.”

"Tusser agree. But until then, wefight. Now | go."

"No," Rohan said hadtily. "We must stop our fighting—I thought | had made that clear.” Heturned
imploringly to Zazar.



"Youdid," shesad, "and so did I. But trying to get something through Tusser's thick skull when he
doesn't want to understand, iswell nigh a hopeless chore.”

"Look," hesaid to Tusser. "What's to be gained if we continue to make war on each other and when the
other Outlanders come upon us, we are so weak we can't fight them, even al together?

Tusser frowned again, trying to work out what Rohan had said. "Yes," he said at last, "but what we do
between times?’

"Thereis much the Sea-Rovers can learn from you, and much that we can teach in return,” Rohan said.
"Later wewill go to therest of Rendd. I'm sure that—"

Whatever prediction he had been on the point of making was lost asasmal, furry creature nudged its
way under the door curtain. With a high-pitched squedl, it made astraight line for Zazar. Tusser recoiled,
reaching for his shell dagger, but Rohan grasped hiswrist before he could draw it.

"Weysd" Zazar said, taking the little one on her lap. Weyse stood up, her clever little paws on Zazar's
shoulders, and trilled and squeaked at her in what could only be interpreted as an urgent manner. Her
fur-covered face held adef-initely anxious expression; and her entire manner radiated fear.

"Thisisafriend,” Rohan explained to Tusser. "I know her well. What is Weyse saying, Granddam Zazar?
It must be important, to bring her here.”

"Danger," the Wysen-wyf said. "Much danger. Men from the Outside, and they are burning as they go.
That's hard to believe." She held Weyse out alittle distance from her, so she could ook into her eyes.
"Areyou certan?'

Againthelittle creature chittered and trilled in ahighly agitated manner.

"Smoke," Tusser said, hisaready wide nodrilsflaring as he sniffed the air.

"Not from talk-fire, not from hearth." He legpt to hisfeet, drawing the dagger whose hilt he was il
clutching. He gppeared on the verge of attacking Rohan where he sat. "Y ou!. Betray Bog-people!”

"Don't beafool, Tusser," Zazar said, getting to her feet in turn. "Do you redlly think Rohan, an honorable
knight of Rendel, isgoing to set fire to everything while he's pt to get caught in it himsaf?"

"Granddam Zaz isright," Rohan said. He was last on hisfeet only because he paused to pick up Weyse
and cradle her in the crook of hisarm. "1 know nothing of these men, except that whatever it isthey think
they are doing, setting fire to the Bog, they must be stopped!”

"Well, now'syour chance," Zazar said to thetwo. "If ever you had any plans or hopes of working
together, you couldn't find a better place to start.”

"I'mfor it," Rohan declared. He handed Weyse to her and loosened his sword in its scabbard. Then he
turned to Tusser. "I'll facethem doneif | haveto, but it would go better with an dly.”

Tusser stared at him for along moment. Then he nodded. "We two not aone. | have men aso.”

"| thought you hed. Better cal them.”



With Tusser and ahaf dozen of hiswarriors close behind, Rohan approached the scene that Weyse had
described to Granddam Zaz. He could immediately see that it was even worse than he had thought.

They were on the outskirts of the ruined city of Gadinth, a place Rohan had visited before in the company
of Zazar, Ashen, and Gaurin. Now four men clad in nondescript clothing seemed bent on burning what
was left of it. No wonder

Weyse, whose home thiswas, had come running to Zazar for aid.

Tusser gave ahand signd, and hisfollowers crouched down, eyeing the scene aswarily asdid he and
Rohan. "Makefire on water," Tusser observed. "I hear about this once before.”

"When?'

"When still just spear man for Jod. Father," he explained as Rohan looked at him quizzicdly. "They go
after Outlander girl once one of us, find more

Outlanders. Teke away. They burn water."
Rohan thought amoment. "Ashen," he said.
"Yes, Ashen." Then Tusser turned to sare at Rohan. "'Y ou know Ashen?'

"She married my father,” Rohan said, wondering how to explain the tangled circumstances to somebody
as untutored as the Bog-man. " Sheis my foster-mother.”

Tusser nodded. Apparently the notion of fostering was not an unfamiliar one to the Bog-people. "She
Outlander demon spawn, Jod say. Shelives?'

Rohan decided not to give any more details than necessary. "Yes."

"Not want kill Ashen. Once maybe, when she make me want woman. Forbidden. Not kill now, though.
Maybe later. We attack now?' He indicated the four men out in the open.

"l think thisisjust asmdl part of them. Look there."

To the west, aplume of black, oily smoke wasrising. Another began to boil upward just alittle way east.
The crackle of dry, cold trees and underbrush filled the air. Tusser made another sgna and one of his
warriorsslently fell back and vanished the way they had come.

Going for aid, Rohan thought. It ssemed agood idea under the circumstances.

The ones Rohan and Tusser were observing had finished opening bags and spreading what these bags
contained over both land and water. One of the men held a container Rohan recognized as the kind used
to carry live cods, and he was now trying to light atwig fromiit.

"Better be ready to polefor our livesonce | get it going,” one of them said.

"This stuff goes quicker than the old powder. Burns on land aswell as water, too. Don't get any on you."



A quick, disciplined rush, Rohan thought, and well have agood ground from which to fight the ret,
when they come. Before the soldier could get hisflame going, Tusser erupted from his place of

conceal ment and, followed by hiswarriors, began awild attack. Hisand hisfollowers war-criesfilled the
ar.

"No, wait—" But there was no turning back. Rohan jumped to hisfeet and |legpt forward.

The Outlanders surprise was complete. They stopped dead in their tracks, staring at the ones who
seemed to have dropped out of nowhere. With swift, brutal efficiency the Bog-warriors cut down the
Outlanders. It was dl over in an instant, and Rohan looked at Tusser with new respect.

"Y ou areaworthy fighter," he said. "It will be good to have you asmy aly, when thered fighting comes."
Tusser nodded his thanks, but didn't loosen his grip on his shell-tipped spear.

"More Outlanders come, | think. This place cursed, but maybe good for fight. Can hide until more of my
people get here.”

"Then let's get to ahigh ground, where we can see what is happening.”

The two men, with three of Tusser's warriors behind them, picked their way over the rubble. Behind
them, Rohan heard splashing and chose not to ook at how the

Bog-men were disposing of the bodies of their enemies.

He would remember the way to the chamber where he and Granddam Zazar had held their meeting and
she had discovered the true identity of the one known varioudy asthe Magician and the Sorceress,
depending on which guise she had decided to assume, but was reluctant to take them there. Instead, he
chose a spot where aportion of the city wall was still more or lessintact. From that sheltered vantage
point, they had agood view of the surrounding territory.

They didn't have long to wait. Tusser pointed in the direction of the big plume of smokerisingin thewest.
"They come," hesald.

"l hope your fllowsmakeit intime, or it will be an even shorter fight than the last one,”" Rohan observed.
Tusser grinned. "They makeitintime. | hear both.”

By straining his ears, Rohan could just discern the quiet sounds of poles pushing the Bog boatsin their
direction. These were aimost drowned out by the noise the Outlanders were making as they headed for

the ruins. Also, the interlopers were talking, obvioudy not thinking there was anyone to hear them.

"What's got into Morrice and hismen?' one of them was saying. "We should have been seeing their
smokealong time ago.”

"Maybe they found a Bog-woman to take their minds off their jobs," another voice said, laughing.

"The Dowager won't be pleased to hear it," thefirst voice rgoined, and Rohan jumped alittle despite
himsdf.

Was she the one behind this attempt to burn the Bog? He could scarcely believe that even Y sacould be



50 blind asto commit such afoolhardy act, and yet the men had used her title. What could be her
reason? He didn't have time to ask more questions before the men were upon them.

Hetook atighter grip on hissword, the Rinbell weapon that was his father'slegacy, and, with Tusser,
swarmed over the low wall, taking the battle to the enemy.

Inamoment the air was full of yells and the clash of wegpon againgt weapon, punctuated with an
occasiond cry of pain.

The man Rohan found himsdlf facing had pulled a sack out of his bdlt, and had it open.

"Throw the powderl" another man, obvioudy the leader, yelled above thedin.

Obediently, the soldier flung the contents of the sack into the air, aiming it a Rohan. He legped back, and
mogt of it missed him. But some clung to hisleft deeve. The smell was reminiscent of oil sometimes used

in lamps when the candle supply grew low. He didn't have time to brush away the substance. He made
short work of the man in front of him and then sought the one who had given the command.

As he fought, he could see out of the corner of his eye that these new attackers had managed, by
accident or by design, to set light to the powder, and the flames were beginning to leap skyward. Intent
on his opponent, it wasn't until he had dispatched his enemy that he realized his peril. The powder, which
clung to hismail, was ablaze. He managed to strip off the metd shirt only to find that the deeve beneeth it
was aso onfire. Hadtily, he began to beat out the flames, trying to keep himsdf from panicking. The
conflagration did not yield at onceto his attemptsto extinguishiit.

A woman's scream. "Rohan!”

Beyond dl beief, Anamarawas running toward him from the direction of the center of the city. She
barreled straight into him, pushed him down and rolled him onto his Sde, smothering the flames. Despite
her efforts, they blazed up anew and without hesitation she ripped off apiece of her skirt, wrapping it
around hisarm until the firewaswell and truly extinguished. "Oh, Rohan!

You'rehurt!" shecried.

"Not s0 bad,” he managed to say. Helooked up at her, fearful of what he would find, but her eyeswere
clear and her own.

"Where have you been?’ she said. "Where have | been?| remember only alittle.

There was an old woman—"

"Later, my darling girl," Rohan said. "L ater. Right now—" His arm was beginning to throb horribly. He
was afraid to remove the covering and see the injury he had sustained. "The old woman—that is
Granddam Zazar. Tusser—"

"Tusser here." The warrior knelt beside Rohan. Dimly he was aware thet the

Bog-warrior was tucking some itemsinto the lupperskin shirt hewore. "Y ou hurt.”

"YS,"



Tusser sarted to shove Anamara aside roughly, and Rohan grasped his arm with his uninjured hand.
"Please. Thislady—sheismy lady. Y ou understand? Please. Get us—both of us—to
Zazar. | begyou."

Tusser frowned, staring first at Rohan and then at Anamara. Dirty and disheveled, her clothing in tatters,
she looked anything but a suitable person for Rohan to claim as his own. She could have been mistaken
for awild creature of the Bog hersdlf, had it not been for her skin, pale beneath the grime, and her
light-colored hair. Rohan gritted histeeth, hisworld spinning around him.

Hewondered at the strength of the newly made dliance between him and the
Bog-man leader, and whether it would stand this strain.

"Zazar have much power," Tusser said findly. "I take. Let her ded with you and
Outlander woman."

"Thank you," Rohan said. Findly he wasrelieved enough to fed the pain of hisburned arm, and he
fainted dead away.

When Rohan returned to his senses, he found himself in the familiar surroundings of Zazar's hut. He was
surprised by how little hisinjury pained him. He smelled one of Zazar's concoctions and, examining his
arm, he discovered that the pungent earthy odor was coming from under the clean cloth that wrapped it.
His burned clothing had been removed and he wore a shirt of lupper skin, Smilar to the onesthat the
Bog-men wore. Thelacings holding the left deeve to the rest of the garment had been removed, to make
tending to hisarm easier. He did not see hisarmor or his sword, but knew that Zazar would have seen to
it that they had been cleaned and laid aside for safekeeping.

Hedidn't think he had stirred much, but Zazar noticed hiswaking anyway. " Oh, so you're back with us,
areyou?' shesaid. "It'sawonder you didn't get yourself burned to a crisp, and your precious Anamara
withyou."

He noticed that she had not referred to Anamaraas"Lady Lackwit" and reasoned that Zazar had noticed
her return to redlity aswell. Therefore, it was not a dream engendered by his need to haveit so.

"Tusser and hisfdlows brought you in on alitter, with Anamaratrailing behind,” Zazar continued. "Y ou
must have impressed him quite a bit during the battle. They don't do that for their own, but make them
wak if they'readle”

Zazar'swordstriggered amemory. "They're burning the Bog," Rohan said urgently. "Y sa's men—"
"Don't worry. I'm taking care of things." Zazar indicated a pile of smoldering ashes on aflat sone.

A tiny flame sprang up and she turned away from Rohan instantly. Crooning a song that had no redl
words, she made curious gestures over the bit of fire and then spat onit. At that moment, Rohan became
aware that the sound of light rain on the roof intensified. Thelittle flame died at once.

"There," the Wysen-wyf said, satisfied. "That should bethe last of it. Wed have had awarm time of it if
they'd been able to complete their task. That powder was very hard to deal with. It won't come off, but



burnsitsdlf out whereit sticks."

"I know. | had gotten some on my deeve. | takeit that our defense was successful.”

"Apparently, the Outlanders didn't expect any resstance. There are afew

Bog-men in the deep pooals, but more Outlanders. The rest ran away asfast asthey could, with no
stomach to carry on someone dsesfight. Tusser isso proud of himself with what he's caling histrophies
of war that he's called for agenerd talk-fire with the headmen of al the other villages. | think he fancies
setting himself up as headman over dl of them and he gives you most of the credit. Y ou stand in very high
regard with him. Jod isin ablack fit of rage, but he'stoothless by now." Zazar'sface splitinan
unexpected smile. "Redly toothless. Not afang left in hismouth. A headman or one who oncewasa
headman getsfirg shares of the harvesting. His wives have to chop hisfood very, very fine or he would
go ashungry astherest of us."

Rohan had to amile.

"l said it was someone e se'sfight. Y ou muttered the Dowager Y sa's name while | was working on you,
and then when you awoke you said it again,” Zazar continued.

Her light tone vanished, and her expression grew serious. "Do you think she was respongble for this?!

"I believe s0. They wore no livery or uniforms, but | heard the men talking before the righting began. Can
| St up now?"

"You might aswell. But don't try to stand, not yet. You'll bedl right. It's deep blisters mainly, and those
arethe most painful. But you'll come out of it with only afew scars as souvenirs. The powder hadn't
touched your skin, or you'd be dead by now. Y ou were lucky."

"My lady saved me. Whereis she?'

"Here," Anamarasaid. She entered hisfield of vision, balancing abowl of noodlesin broth and a chunk
of bread on one of Zazar's platters. She, too, wore lupperskin garments— tunic and breeches. "Here.

Y ou need something to eat after your orded.”

"Areyou dl right?" hesad.

"l amnow."

"But how?" Helooked from Anamarato Zazar, who shrugged and began stirring the ashes to uncover
any sgn of anew flame."Y ou were—confused for so long.”

"l don't know how it happened. | think Madame Zazar worked over me, in aplace where | had my own
bed, and awarm little creature called Weyse stayed close by."

"That was the Oakenkeep. | wasthere, too, at times."
"Weyse was with mewhen | was hiding in the Bog. In fact, she found me and took me to aroom—"

"Yes, | know that place."



" She fed me and showed me where fresh water came from a pipe. She gave me matsto deep on, and to
keep mewarm. She saved my life"

Rohan set hisbowl aside. " She saved us dl, for she was the one who aerted usto the danger. Whereis
she? Did she escape from thefire?!

"Of course she did,” Zazar said, alittle crosdy. "Sheisno fool. Until you began to tir, she was curled up
besdeyou."

"I'm glad she's safe," Rohan said, relieved. He dipped the bread into the last of the broth, to soak up
every drop.

"Perhgpsit was seeing you in danger that took the last of the veil from my sght,” Anamarasaid. Shewas
now sitting beside him, and as she spoke she clasped her hands and looked down at them with her old
shy manner. Rohan's heart turned over.

"l want to marry you," he blurted suddenly and felt himself go warm in away that no flames could have
done. "'l mean—"

"I know," shesaid."Yes"
"Y—y&?l

"Of course she said 'yes you ninny," Granddam Zaz said, her voice sharp. "As soon asyou'refit to
travel, you'll go back to the Oakenkeep, tell Ashen and

Gaurin what you've accomplished in the Bog, marry the girl, and then off you'll go to war, ridingina
Sea-Rover ship. That iswhat | have seen, and I'm never wrong.”

"Oh, no, not to war," Anamarasaid. Her eyes began tofill with tears.

"If Granddam Zaz is correct—and she dwaysis," he added quickly, to forestdl

Zazar'sretort, "we will have fighting, one way or another. The only question is, whether it is between the
Dowager's men and the people of the Bog, or if she comesto her senses and we unite against the

common foe from the north."

"Wewill haveto rely on Gaurin's good sensein that regard,” Zazar said. Her tone had softened alittle.
"And, | must suppose, yours aswell.”

"There has obvioudy been much happening at Rendel-sham while | was at New Void with Grandfather
Snalli, or making aliance with Tusser, or searching for my lady.”

"Well, the world wagged on without your guidance," Za-zar said. But the corners of her mouth softened
just alittle, and Rohan knew she was not serioudy annoyed with him. "1 am of haf amind to go with you
to the Oakenkeep. With

Weyse. The Bog has become an inhospitable spot, with the Dowager being stupid enough to try to burn
it down."

"l know Ashen will be glad for your company,” Rohan said. "' She has dways worried about you. But will



the Bog itsdlf be safe, with you gone?!

"I'll set wards," Zazar said. "And, if what Tusser told meistrue, the survivors of the battle will take atae
back to Y sathat will make her disinclined to repeat her folly. Also, | will ask Gaurin to post sentries at
theriver."

"Then we are safe," Rohan said. His eydlids drooped. He was growing very deepy.

"For thetime being.”

Two

Lessthan aweek later, Rohan, with Anamara and Zazar, set out on foot for the

Oakenkeep, hometo his stepmother Ashen and her husband, Count Gaurin of the

Nor-dors. Rohan and Anamara had double-layered capes over their lupperskin clothing, and Zazar wore
thewarm fur-lined cloak that Gaurin had given her.

Rohan, hisinjured arm in ading, had his sword dung on hisback, and Anamara and Zazar took turns
with the burden of hisarmor. All three carried pouchesfilled with trail food.

Rohan was till alittle unsteady—the effects of the shock of hisinjury, Zazar said—but determined that
he would make it on his own. Now and then, when she was unencumbered, Anamarawaked close
beside him, and occasiondly put his good arm over her shoulder in an effort to spare his carefully
hoarded strength. He was grateful for the assistance, but unwilling to lean on her too heavily. Her own
strength had not yet fully returned after the ordedl of madnessinflicted on her.

"Do you have any ideawhere the Sorceress has gone?' he asked Zazar thefirst evening of their journey.

They had stopped close by alittle copse of trees, where asmall measure of shdlter could be found. Zazar
built asmdll fire and they warmed their dinner over it.

"My guessisthat shefled north, to where her true dlegiancelies. Her last bit of evil had to bethe
enchantment on Anamarato make her think shewas abird. Flavidle wouldn't have had timefor more.”

"Well, it was effective, if it was something she rushed through,” Anamarasaid.
"It'sawonder | didn't legp off adiff, trying to fly."

"Y ou undoubtedly would have, if there had been such in the Bog where sheleft you,” Zazar said. "You
were quite amess when Weyse and | began to work on you.

Y ou didn't speak, but merely whistled.”

Asif she had been called, Weyse popped up from behind a bush and squeaked at them. Then she
bounded ahead beyond the firelight and stopped, looking back over her shoulder.

"| think she wantsusto hurry,” Rohan said.

"With good reason,” Zazar commented. "Were going asfast aswe can,” shetold the furred one. "Infact,



we're amogt there. But wewon't travel in the dark, so you might aswell come back and be patient here
withus"

Despite Rohan's best intentions, they were another night on the way. But the next morning, shielding his
eyeswith hisgood hand, he could just make out the pennons flying from the topmost towers of the
Oakenkeep, and their design, in the distance. "Good," he said. "That spring green one meansthat Gaurin
isin residence, and not off on some errand, or hunting, or away at Rendelsham. Come on. We can pick
up our pace alittle, now that were al but insde the gate.”

Nevertheless, it was more than an hour before Rohan and the two women reached the Oakenkeep. He
was swaying on hisfeet, and gratefully accepted the assi stance of the servants who came hurrying to
show the guests up the stairs and into the Great Hall and notify the lord and lady that they had guests.
The three newcomers went into the small areathat had been screened off for warmth and privacy. Even
more gratefully, Rohan sank into the big chair beside the hearth, not caring if it was the one Gaurin
customarily occupied. Weyse hopped up onto hislap.

Footsteps on the gtairs, echoing in the vastness of the Hall, and then Gaurin and Ashen were greeting
them. "Oh, you've been hurtl" Ashen exclamed. She knelt beside Rohan, and cautioudy examined the
bandage on hisarm. Then shelooked up at Zazar. "How did this happen? And what is she doing here?”

Anamara's cheeks, already reddened with the cold, turned scarlet. Rohan shook off Ashen's hands. He
gently set Weyse down and, despite hisfatigue, pushed himself to hisfet.

"Sheishere because, by some miracle, sheisaliveand | found her inthe Bog."
Heturned to Gaurin. "Greetings, gr. | gpologizefor our intrusion.”

"Itisnointruson. Please get up, Ashen,” he said. "We must greet our guests properly. Will you be
gaying with usfor long?"

"Yes," Ashen said, obvioudy struggling for civility. "Y our apartment, as aways, isready for you, Zazar.
Andthereareroomsavailablefor al. I'll have Ayfare start warming them at once."

"I'm staying for agood, long vidt," Zazar announced. "At least until | think it'stime to go back to the Bog.
The Dowager Y satried to burn it down.”

"What!" Gaurin said, startled out of hisusua composure.

"That'swhat | said. Now, send for some heated wine or ae or juice or whatever you drink these days
and let usdl st down so we can rest—we have been traveling on foot to get here, you know. Then, if
Ashen can stop fussing and fretting and generally acting like somebody had just put sour-thistle berriesin
her soup, well tdl you what's been happening.”

Gaurin laughed then, and kissed the Wysen-wyf's hand. "Madame Zazar, we can aways count on you to
get to the heart of matters. By al means, something hot to drink now. Later, Ayfare and her staff will
have hot baths and warm woolen clothing for you. In the meantime, we will provide arespectful audience
for your remarkable tae.” He gestured to the stewards to begin carrying out hiswishes. "Nalren, please
ask the Dowager Rannore and Captain Lathromto join us.

| have afeding thisis something they need to hear aswell.”



Naren, who had been elevated to the rank of chief steward at the Oakenkeep, nodded and | eft
immediately, taking the other servantswith him. In afew moments, the Dowager Rannore, who now
seemed to be a permanent resident, and

Lathrom, captain of the soldiers under Gaurin's command, entered thelittle private place. Stewards had
aready set up the trestle table. With Gaurin and

Ashen, they sat down and waited, silently, while the three newcomersrelated their dmost incredible tales.

"Wdl," Gaurin said in mild astonishment when they had finished. "Y ou have, indeed, had someinteresting
adventures. What happens next?"

"We must get to Rendelsham and confront the Dowager,” Rohan said. "If these are the games she wants
to play, we must make sure that she understands the cost.

But before that, | want to marry my lady Anamara.”

"No—" Ashen said automaticaly. Gaurin looked at her, quirking one eyebrow, and her cheeksturned
hot, but she persisted. "No. Absolutely not. Sheis not the right onefor you."

"She saved my life," Rohan said, "at therisk of her own. Shelovesme, and | love her. How else do you
suppose that she could cling to life in the Bog, unless she was hoping that | would find her?"

Ashen had no answer, but nevertheless shefolded her lipsfirmly. The girl had made an unfavorable
impression on her thefirst time sheld seen her, and her recent—well, enchantment was not too strong a
word, when she thought she was a bird and had acted just as empty-headed—had not enhanced her in
Ashen'ssght.

Rannore reached out and took one of her hands. "It islike astory out of abook," she said gently. "And it
isvery obviousthat they do love each other.

Surely you remember how it was, with you and Gaurin.”

The young Dowager, widow to the late King, mother of the present King, looked not at either Gaurin or
Ashen, but at Lathrom, and her smile was answered by an upturning of hislips.

Ashen glanced at Zazar for guidance, but the Wysen-wyf seemed entirely engrossed in taking atangle out
of Weysg'sfur. Ashen knew her Protector was ddliberately going to be of no help.

Anamara sat slent, head bowed and hands clasped, but she peered up at Rohan through her eyelashes
with such alook of adoration that Ashen felt she was intruding on a private moment. She aso knew there
was no gracious way to maintain her opposition. Rohan was aman grown, without need to beg.

"Very wel," she said rductantly. "The girl has proved her mettle. If you want her, and she wantsyou, |
will raise no further objection.”

Rohan got to his feet and lifted Anamara up aso. Then they went and kndlt before Ashen. "Thank you,"
Rohan said. "Though we could have wed without consulting you, nevertheless, | am glad that you accept
our union.”

"If we could, | would like to be married here, at the Oak-enkeep,” Anamarasaid shyly. "It iswhere first



began to come back to mysdif after, after—"

"That isover and donewith," Ashen said. "Wewill not look backward, but forward from this moment
on. Wewill have the wedding here."

Gaurin got up in histurn and pulled Ashen to her feet and into his embrace.
"That's the wonderful, level-headed Ashen | know," he said. He kissed her hair.
"But we haveno priest.”

"We can send for the good priest Esander,” Ashen said. "Rohan needs alittle time for further heding
before embarking on marriage.”

"Esander? The one who married you two?' Rohan said. "That would be perfect. Make it soon, though,
for | am nearly well aready thanksto Granddam Zaz's medicines.”

"Theréll be amessenger on the road within the hour,” Gaurin said.

Rannore and Lathrom glanced at each other. When she nodded, L athrom spoke. "'For that matter, sir, he
might aswell perform two ceremonies” he said.

For the second time in as many hours, Gaurin was startled out of his composure.
"Two?'

"Aye. My lady here and |I—well, we've decided that we'd marry at our first opportunity. We thought
we'd have to wait until you returned to the capitd city. It would be much better if we could do it
somewhere else besides

Rendelsham." He turned to Rohan. "Wed makeit a different day, of course, so you wouldn't haveto
Spare your specid time.”

Rohan grinned and clasped the older man's hand with his good one. "Well make it adouble ceremony,
and the sooner the better.” Then hisgrin widened. "Thiswhole thing will just about giveold Y saasaizure,
won'tit!"

Gaurin frowned. "Perhapsthat isn't agood idea," he said.
"She always had a strong sense of propriety,” Rannore said. Her eyestwinkled in turn. "I think shewould

be entirely outraged if | married someone she considered below my sta-tion.” She turned toward her
prospective husband and added softly, "No matter how | might fed about it."

Ashen was no less gartled than Gaurin. She had thought that if Lathrom married anyone, it would have
been her former maid, Ayfare, now the Oakenkeep's head housekeeper. Y es, Rannore had remarked on
Lathrom's attractive manliness, but

Ashen had never imagined—

From the entrance to the screened-off area, Nalren cleared histhroat discreetly. "Y our chambers are
prepared,” he said, "and tubs of steaming water await. | will seeto your bath mysdf, Sir Rohan, so that



you do not do any further damage to your wound.”
"No, | will," Lathrom said. "'l practically raised the boy, you know."
"Help me" Rohan said, looking pleadingly &t Zazar.

"Fend for yoursdlf," sheretorted. "Thisis one of the things I've been looking forward to, soaking my old
bonesin hot water and getting really warm for once.

The Bog istoo chilly and damp for me these days and I've no mind to let my tub get cold, cosseting you."

Gaurin laughed out loud. "Resign yoursdlf, Rohan," he said, hisgood nature entirely restored. "Well have
an early supper, some more talk about what's to be done about this new pastime of burning out the Bog
the Dowager has embarked upon, and then tomorrow well start making wedding plans.”

The morning brought, however, yet another visitor to the Oakenkeep. Just asthe resdents were Sitting
down to their medl of rusks of fresh-baked bread and hot oaten porridge laced with honey, Naren
announced the newcomer.

"The gentleman said to tell you it was Hynnd, gr," the steward said. "He says he knows you well, and
you him."

"And so | do!" Gaurin exclamed. "Bring himin, bring himin. No, even better,
I'll go and greet him."

Suiting action to words, he arose from the table and, pausing only to fling alight mantle over his
shoulders, rushed out of the vast Hall. There, in the frozen dush and snow at the foot of the stairsleading
to the inner ward, arather road-weary man and atroop of soldiers were dismounting. Ashen followed
hastily, hugging her own mantle around her for warmth. More snow wasfdling.

Ndren trailed behind.

The two Nordorn men embraced heartily and, after the manner of their custom, kissed each other on the
lips. "Oh, it has been solong," Hynnd said. "We've both grown up now. And just ook at you—measter of
this great stronghold and a beautiful lady to wifel" He turned to Ashen, bowed, and took her hand to kiss
it, but she forestdled him.

"Gaurin has spoken to me often of you, his childhood companion, and his close kinaman,” she said. She
kissed him on the lips, aswéll. "Welcome, Prince

Hynnel, son of Cyornas NordornKing, and a thousand times welcome.”

"Y es, close kinsmen indeed. Gaurin ismy cousin, for his mother was my father's sigter. If | hadn't been
born, he would have been the heir—" A cloud went over

Hynnd'sface. "Thetruthis, | am no longer Prince, but King, of sorts. My country liesin ruins, the palace
destroyed. And my father isno more.”

"That is sad news, though not unexpected,” Gaurin said. "All knew that the first attack would come
againg King Cyornas, and that he would not refuse the chalenge.”



"He madeagood end, | antold,” Hynnd said. "He had aready sent me away for safekegping, over my
objections.”

"Widll, you're here now, and that's what matters." Gaurin turned to Naren. "All of Prince—King Hynnd's
men are to be found lodgingsin the barracks, and their horses stabled. Let al befed well, for they are
our honored guests. And you will come with me, Hynndl, for there are othersinside that | want you to
medt.

Y our voice will be valuable as we decide on what course to take when we go to

Rendd sham, our capitd city.”

"| passed close by,” Hynnel said, "but | did not tarry except long enough to learn where you were living.”
"Wearein aprecarious Stuation,” Gaurin said. "But that talk will come |ater.

Now, come and eat. Our fareisplain, but hearty.”

"That suitsmewell," the exiled King said. Then dl three climbed the gairsto return to the Oakenkeep
Hall and the warmth of the screened-off little room near the fireplace.

Asthey went, Ashen examined the newcomer, her roya kinsman by marriage, hoping that she was not
being too obviousin her scrutiny. There was a definite resemblance between them, with the
honey-colored hair and skin, and it was plain that they were blood cousins. And yet there were
differences. Hynnd had been born to be aking, but in acouncil, it would be to Gaurin that men would
turn when they sought astrong voice.

All the ones at the table, even the Dowager Rannore, would have risen from their seats when King
Hynnd wasintroduced to them, but he stopped them with an uplifted hand. "My titleis meaningless,” he
sad. "When | amin Rendd—or, let the Great Ones dlow—while | am fighting against our common
enemies, | am just

Hynnel, aman of the Nordors, and one of you. Time enough later, when we prevail—if we prevail—for
the ceremonies and trappings of kingship.”

"Asl recdl, your father wasn't much for the trgppings of kingship ether,”

Gaurin said. He seated Hynndl on hisright. Rohan hadtily shifted farther down on the bench to
accommodate the newcomer. Hynnel looked askance at his rustic appearance, but made no comment.

"We escaped from afirein the Bog that destroyed our belongings. Granddam Zaz gave usthese." Rohan
indicated the lupperskin clothing, which now looked out of placein their surroundings.

"Ah. | see. Very practica. Well, asfor my father, Cyornas NordornKing thought ceremony was awaste
of time and never bothered except when the occasion demanded,” Hynnel said. He accepted a big bowl
of steaming porridge and poured hot milk over it. "Thislooks delicious. Weve been up well before
dawn, wanting to get on the road and not risk freezing as we dept.”

"But the Nordorn regions are known for their cold climes," Ashen said as she picked up her spoon. Her
porridge had chilled, and had athin skin over the top.



Naren unobtrusively replaced her bowl and Gaurin's with fresh onesthat seamed even inthewarm air of
the little screened-off dining room. " Surdly you had little to fear, in more hospitable lands.”

"Yes" Hynnd said around amouthful of bread lavishly spread with honey and butter. "But thiskind of
cold isdifferent. Itis, well, maignant if | am explaining it right. It seeksyou out, even herein the south.”
He glanced around at his surroundings. "It disguisesitsalf so it can find you in an ordinary winter—which
thisisnot. Infact, itisspringtime, isn't it?'

"Almost summer.”

"Yes. Well, in an ordinary winter, thislittle room that you have created would be almost too warm, with
the great fireplace and al. Now it barely keepsthe edge off the chill."

"I can imagine how much worseit isin the north, closer to the source," Ashen said.
"l don't haveto imagine,” Zazar said around amouthful of porridge. "'I've been there. Inaway."
"Indeed?' Hynnd said politely.

"When | introduced you, there was no timeto tell you the specifics and pedigree of the ones who honor
me by sharing my table,” Gaurin said. "In additionto

Madame Zazar being my wifée's foster mother sheis dso the famed Wysen-wyf of the Bog."

Hynnel inclined his head in respect. "Even in the faraway land of the Nordors, your fame has reached us.
It isgood to know that we have such apowerful dly asyou. | takeit you have visited us by magical
means?'

"I needed to see what—and who—we were up againgt. And so, while Rohan here was unconscious at
my hut after being burned, | took mysdlf there. Y our people are very brave."

"Thank you, Madame Zazar. We only did what we could, and were defeated at the end.”

"Pushed back, maybe. But defeated? Never." Gaurin's voice was strong, but Ashen heard the words that
were not spoken—defeated, not yet.

"Thereredly isto bewar, then,” shesaidin afaint voice.

"Yes, my lady, | fear therewill be," Hynnel said. "But how it will affect you and your charges—" He
looked from her around the table quizzically, his gaze lingering on Rohan.

"My hurt isonly aminor one and even now hedls" he said. "Lady Anamaraand | are to be married as
soon asthe priest from Rendelsham arrives. And thislady and this gentleman aswell.” Heindicated
Rannore and Lathrom.

Hynnel got to his feet and bowed to both couples. "Then congratulaions arein order. | have comeat a
happy time, and asad one aswell. My grestest regret isthat | will be tearing bridegrooms from their
ladies armstoo quickly, but need waits not upon desire.”

"The boons of your knowledge and skill are very welcome," Lathrom said.



"I will dowhat | can to advise you to the best of my ability." Then Hynnd seated himsdlf again and
picked up his spoon. "Once you are fully healed, are you prepared for ajourney to the NordomL and,
young Rohan?Y ou will need specid clothing, and your wegpons must undergo some modification—"

"What sort of modification?' Rohan asked. He did not go armed insde the

Oakenkeep, of course, and so did not have his sword at his belt. Nevertheless his hand went to hisside
asif hemissed itsweight.

"Well, for onething if you use your sword the hilt must be wrapped to keep it from freezing to your hand.
Most of the time you will wear mittens, of course, and you can't fight with asword that way. Instead,
you'll be using amace, or perhaps an axe. Sometimes a spear.”

"l am passable with mace and spear. | have never mas- tered the axe," Rohan said, "though my
grandfather's people favor that wegpon above al."

"All the better for them, and it will be wise of you to practice. | have seen it cold enough that the meta of
asword blade will not hold an edge, for it isso brittle that it will snap. A maceisfar superior. And your
clothing—do you think you can march off with nothing but alight shirt under your mail, and ajupon and
cloak over it? Oh, take your mail if you like, but be prepared for it to be as useless as your sword—all
weight, and no protection when it shatters at alight blow. Leave your warhorse, if you have one, behind
and let your lady worry and fret over him. Thereisno place for chargersin aland of deep snow.

If there are no deds and trained dogs to pull them, you will walk. And how do you plan to keep your feet
from freezing in thin boots? No, my young friend, there isaknack to surviving the bitter cold we will be
facing and that iswhere my knowledgeis even better than Gaurin's, for he has lived long in the south.”

"Wewill learn wdll fromyou, Sr," Lathrom said. He turned to Anamara. "Fear not,” hetold her. "I will
look after young Rohan." He smiled at Rannore. "Which meansthat | will be much too busy to think of

putting myself in any great danger.”

The Y oung Dowager returned the smile, but her eyes were shadowed. "I fear there will be danger in
every direction.”

"And so thereis, and will be, until the Great Foulnessis vanquished. And the
|ce Dragonswith their riders.” Hynnel accepted another bowl of porridge. "I was hungry!™

Ashen pushed her bowl away. "And now | have no ap- petite,” she said. "Please, let there be no more
talk of war, or of weapons, or of preparationsfor war. At least not just now."

"Of course, my dear,” Gaurin said. He kissed her fingers.

If she had not had to begin making new cold-wegther garments for Rohan, Ashen would have been able
to set aside the specter of war in al the preparations for

Anamara's and Rannore's weddings. Rohan's lack of clothing was easy to remedy; he was enough of a
szewith Gaurin to wear his garments. Anamara presented amuch greater problem. She had only the
lupperskin tunic and breeches she stood up in, and was o thin that both Rannore's and Ashen's dresses
hung on her. Nor could she be expected to wear servants garb. Therefore, some time had to be spared



to put together adressfor her. Though Ashen had sent for the clothing she had prepared for the girl what
seemed to be years ago, it might not have time enough to arrive before the wedding. She had thought to
move Anamarato safety in Rydale. There dwelt her daughter and Gaurin's, young Hegrin.

Her heart cramped. Oh how she missed Hegrin! She wondered what the child was doing. Did she ever
miss the young woman who chirped and whistled at her, instead of speaking? Was she studying her
lessons? Was she happy? Did she miss her parents aswell?

But she had little time to dwell on thisloss. She had to be content with the reports the tutors sent back
from timeto time. Already amessenger was on the road toward the seacoast, away to the south and
east, and he would bring back fresh reports aswell as Anamaras clothing. And so, becauseit was
unlikely to arrivein time, Ashen'sthoughts camefull circle asto how the girl could be decently clothed
until shewaswed.

The shoemaker had already come, and gone. Charged with the responsibility of seeing to it that everyone
in the Oakenkeep was shod, men and horses alike, he made a fresh cast of everyone'sfeet and began
making dippersfor Anamara. He aso began making boots for Rohan, in much consultation with Hynnel,
who had notions contrary to what fashion dictated.

Wulvine skin was the choice both for the footwear, with the fur sidein, and for the hoods of outer
garments. Wulvine fur did not gather frost, even from a person's breath, and the people at the
Oakenkeep had begun to seek out wulvines when they went out hunting, and to prize the petshighly.
Ashen had used onefor lining the hood of her cloak. Also lined with adifferent fur, it fastened down the
front, with dits through which she could put her hands, if need be.

The chore of actudly congtructing Rohan's warm outer garment—his akind of tunic with ahood that
could betied close to hisface—went to the armor-maker.

To Ashen it was given to make the many layers of undertunics, and Anamarainssted on taking over most
of that chore. Though these layers made aman look nearly twice as bulky as he actudly was, Gaurin
assured her that they kept him safe from the elements. His own Nordorn garments had once been

packed away in trunks with sprigs of rosemary in the folds, and he had not thought to need them in the
milder climes of Rendd. Of late, however, he had unpacked and begun wearing them when he ventured
out into the snowy grasp the unseasonable weather had on the land. Ashen could not get used to the sight
of hislithe, athletic figure so muffled that he was nearly shapeless, but he fared well in the frigid outdoors.

Those who went with him copied this mode of dress as best they could, and

Lathrom declared it to be superior to asingle heavy layer of wool, or even afur-lined cloak. Ashen could
not duplicate the ddlicate materials, they looked frail assilk or the reed-fluff she used to gather in the Bog
but much more durable, and so she had to make do with the finest grade of wool, aswhisper light asa
lady'sfinest gown.

Every woman in the keep, even Zazar and Head Housekeeper Ayfare, was smilarly occupied. Rannore
and Anamara gtitched steedily, both somewhat faster and more efficient than Ashen, who was constantly
distracted by other matters. Rannoreé's maid, Dayna, and Nacynth, the maid newly assigned to Anamara,
worked with them.

Gaurin could not be positive that other Nordors, refugees from the bel eaguered lands, could convince
their neighbors to borrow from many years experience in how to survive and even thrive in extremely
cold wegther.



"We can't outfit the entire nation," Ashen complained one evening. She and

Gaurin werein their gpartment, and she was putting the final stitching on another of the winter tunics
before bedtime. She sucked one finger that she had pricked with aneedle so badly it bled.

"No, but we can set the example for othersto follow," hetold her. He laid aside the hunting spears he
was sharpening; it was upon his shoulders and

Hynnel'sthat the brunt of providing meet for the castlefdl, for Rohan was till not fit. "And if your efforts
keep one man on hisfeet when the fighting comes, it will beworthiit."

"Yes, | supposeit will," she said. She drew the candle alittle closer, and returned to her task.

The entire castle buzzed with activity. Even the occasiond shaking as another fire-mountain erupted or
coughed molten rock into the air went amaost unnoticed.

The Dragons and their riders, Hynnel said, were speaking to the land. Even in the Bog, new
fire-mountai ns appeared—enough that Zazar remarked that despite the danger the Bog-people must be
warmed by them.

When at last the good priest, Esander, arrived at the Oak-enkeep, an astonishingly big part of the
preparations had been accomplished. Both Anamara and Rannore had splendid new woolen gowns,
Anamaras white trimmed in blue, the color of the House of Ash of which she was adistant member, and
Rannore's of the Rowan color, deep gold trimmed in black as befitted her status as awidow.

The messenger from Rydale was due back at any time, and the piles of winter garmentsfor the men of
the Oakenkeep were stacked high in the sewing rooms and the solar, waiting to be packed into trunks
and boxes. The chapd had been prepared for the wedding ceremonies, decorated as best as they could
provide, given that no flowers bloomed in the snow. But the place had been made gay with ribbons and
many candles. It would do.

Even Rohan had laid aside hisding, for he claimed that Granddam Zaz's ointments had cured his hurt all
except for alittle soreness.

Esander, somewhat to his dismay, had been given aroom to himself despite his protestations that he was
accustomed to deeping in adormitory, and bunking down in the soldiers quarters would do nicely for
him. Ashen let him have time to unpack the small bundle of belongings he had brought with him—asharp
contrast to the many trunks and boxes of goods the lowest noble could not seem to do without—and
was waiting at the foot of the stairs when he came down for dinner. There was one good thing about
having al these people living in the keep, she reflected as she waited; it was much warmer now with so
many bodiesingdeit. The spare figure of the priest came into view from the shadows on the stairway.

"Greetings, Esander,” Ashen said.
"And greetingsin return, Lady,” said Esander. "Y ou look well."
"Aswell asmight be, when | am consumed with worry. Y ou have heard that there may be war."

"Therewill surdy bewar. Thereistadk of littleeseinthecity.”



"And here aso. The men speak in low voices and think | do not know, but how can

| ignorethefact that all of the women have been kept busy night and day, preparing winter clothing for
them to go and fight in?" Tearstrembled on

Ashen'slashes, and impatiently she brushed them aside. "Perhapsit is not as bad as everyone supposes.”
"Perhaps. Now, might | meet the happy couples before | say the words over them?"

"Of course. They will bewith us at the supper table.”

Even Esander could not repressarising of his eyebrows when he learned that the

Dowager Rannore was one of the ladies he would be marrying the next day. "Do you then have the
gpprova of Our Gracious Dowager Queen Ysa?' heinquired.

"It isnot required, good Esander,” Rannore replied. "1 have the permission and blessing of King Peres,
who wishes nothing for me but my heart'sown desire. And

| havefoundit.”

Ashen could not remember seeing her more happy as she exchanged glances with
Lathrom, their hands clasped.

Esander bowed. "Then | could wish for nothing better,”" he said.

Privately, Ashen thought that having the Dowager's permission might have been more prudent. She
hoped she could stay out of any trouble between Rannore and

Y satha was sure to arise from this union.
"And this young man and woman?" Esander continued.

"Thisismy foster son, Rohan, and hislady, Anamara, who is shortly to become as my daughter to me.”
To her surprise, Ashen discovered that the polite words she uttered were the truth. She had initialy
thought that acceptance would be the best she could muster where Anamara was concerned. However,
inal the hard work in close company that she and Rannore and Anamara had engaged in, with the
accompanying talk of women who were friends and women who were edging cautioudy toward
friendship, she had cometo likethegirl.

Gaurin moved to her Sde, in theloving support she had cometo rely on from him. "Both couples are
following where their heartslead,” he said. He put hisarm around Ashen'swaist. "Do for them what you
did for us, and | assure you that nothing but good will come of it.”

Esander bowed his head in acknowledgement. If he had any objections, he did not voice them.

The next morning, on aclear day when the sun sparkled on the snow and even gave off afrail warmth,
King Hynnd, a Gaurin's request, knighted Lathrom. Gaurin would have done it himsdlf, but he thought to
do Lathrom as much honor as possible. Then the two couples were wed. Therewas much rgoicingin
the



Oakenkeep, for the inhabitants had little enough diverson these days. Hynndl danced with both brides, as
did Gaurin, and the feasting went on for aday and anight.

"Now | must go to Rendelsham,” Gaurin told Ashen in the privacy of their gpartment, "and Rohan must
go with me. Also Hynnd and our new Sir Lathrom. We havetarried aslong as| dare. Thereis much we
must do there, and not the least of our taskswill be to confront the Dowager Y sawith thisincident in the

Bog. Rohan knows this and Hynnel, who has his own errands, knowsit aswell. We cannot have a
country divided because of the whims of one woman who fanciesthat she rules because she wears four
myderious Rings."

If Ashen had not redlized long ago that he was correct, she might have protested. None of the men had
made any pretense that they would not be going to the capita city as soon asthey could. If it weren't an
affront to his bravery and valor, she would have wept. Instead, she kept back her tears and merely
nodded. "I am going with you," she said. "And Rannore and Anamarawith uswith their maidsaswell. |
think Ayfarewill be glad to have her duties lightened with only meto take care of, and Daynaand
Nacynth both look forward to being in Rendelsham to see the great noblesin person. Zazar will return to
the Bog."

Gaurin quirked one eyebrow, but if he was surprised, he did not show it. "It will make for dower going,
with the women in the company.”

"Don't blamethat on us," shesaid. "Y ou'll have dozens of cartsjust to carry your gear lumbering dongin
your wake. Put the other women with the carts and | et them go at their own pace with aguard to look
after them and | will keep up with you. Just you try to outride me."

He began to smile. "What afierce woman | have married! In your careful planning, have you considered
how the Oak-enkeep isto be defended in our absence?”

"I have. Ndrenwill bein charge of the residence, and Lathrom will leave afew men for the actua
defense of the cadtle, if such isrequired. He can pick hisown leader.”

"Wadl, my dear. Y ou seem to haveit al worked out." Then he chuckled aoud.
"And you should know that your plans are very much like mine, if you had dlowed meto voice them.”
"Gaurin."

"Do you think that | could bear to leave you behind, when we have so little time | eft together? Of coursel
will have you with me in Rendelsham. But when | ride away, you must return here. Promise me.”

Carefully, she avoided saying the words. ™Y ou will haveto set aguard to prevent me from running after
you."

He opened her jewd chest and picked up an iridescent stone circlet. "Remember the bracel et that was
my father's, an heirloom of my house. Remember also what | said to you the first time we met, and |
recognized it for what it was even as| recognized you as the one woman whom | will love until | dieand
beyond. If ever you arein need of anything, put this on, think of me, and | will know, and whatever
separates us, evenif it ishaf theworld or | face an entire army alone, | will overcomeit to be at your
Sde”



She took the bracelet and dipped it onto her arm. Now she allowed the tears to reach her eyelashes.
"How | loveyou. Yes, until | dieand beyond. Y ou are more to me than anything or anyone dseinthis
world, even our daughter. How can | bear being apart from you."

"Adhen.”

They embraced, clinging to each other so tightly it seemed that both were trying not to let anything, any
danger, any peril to them or to others, to come between them.

Three

The Countess Marcaa of Cragden studied the amulet she had finally managed to filch from the little chest
where her husband kept certain items hidden from view. It depicted awinged creature, furred rather than
feathered, and it had tiny, glittering yellow gemsfor eyes. The whole artifact possessed agray sheen, as
though well rubbed. It did not look new.

| can't imagine why the Dowager indsted so much on my steding thisinggnificant thing, she thought.
Nevertheless, she had been successful, had followed orders. At her earliest opportunity, shewould giveit
to Ysa So thinking, she dipped it into asmall pouch and tucked that into her bodice.

There were more important mattersto think about than asilly amulet. Count

Gaurin of the Nordors, and a man rumored to be not only the new NordornKing but also Gaurin's
cousin, were supposed to arrive in Rendel sham this day. With them would be the Y oung Dowager, King
Peressmother, and alarge retinue of fighting men.

And Ashen of Ash, of course.
Marcadahad never entirely gotten over her suspicion and jealousy of Ashen. The

King's by-blow daughter had married Gaurin and Marcala herself was safely the wedded wife of Harous,
Count and Lord High Marsha of Rendd. However, Marcala had not forgotten that Harous had once
had designs on Ashen, possibly even thinking that, through her, he might obtain agrasp on Rendd's
throne. She knew her hushand; nothing in the reach of hisambition could surprise her.

No, | am being slly, shereminded hersdf firmly. I am hiswife, and the

Dowager Queen Ysaismy friend. Together we are more than amatch for Harous's ambitions—yes, and
Asghen's, too, if she has any hidden away under that innocent guise of hers.

Marcaaturned her attention toward sdlecting the gown she would wear when she journeyed from
Cragden Castle to Rendel sham. It was so difficult, these days, to find something fashionable and &t the
sametimewarm.

Two hours later, clad in peach velvet, she was being ushered into the Dowager

Queen Y sa's chamber dedicated to the reception of honored guests. Y sasface and figure, Marcaa
noted, were still as youthful in gppearance as they had been shortly after the Four Rings had comeinto
her possession. But the Rings themsel ves adorned hands that were showing signs of age. Perhaps,
Marcala thought, there was alimit to how much the Dowager could enhance her looks. Or perhaps Y sa



hadn't noticed that her hands were bony and heavy with veins, the backs showing many brownish
blotches. The Dowager was even now holding these hands out to Marcaain greeting.

"Welcome, Countesd™ Y saexclaimed. "What a bright spot of color you aways bring to the Court.”
Marcalatook the outstretched handsin her own, and dipped a graceful curtsey.

"Thank you, Y our Highness" she said. "I wish you sun and warmth for the day, and for many daysto
come."

"Come and st with mefor afew minutes, before | have to attend the Council.
Many of my nobles, including your husband, are gathering and wish to spesk with me."

"And dso with the King?' Marcala murmured. She held an innocent expression as best she could when
Y saglanced at her sharply.

"Later. First they wish to consult with me. They have not told mewhy."

"They recognize both your wisdom and your experience," Marcadaanswered. "In the meantime, | have
brought you a present. Just atiny thing, atrinket, but something you once said that you wanted.”

Y saraised one degant eyebrow. "Then | am surethat | will likeit, whatever you havefor me." She
gestured and her ladiesretired, drawing the door to but not latching it. It was well known among them
that the Dowager and the Countess liked private conversation.

"What isit?' Y saasked, when she was certain they were done.

"Just this." Marcala opened her peach-colored velvet handbag which matched her gown, and drew out a
smaller, dark gray velvet pouch, tied with aslver cord.

The Dowager opened it at once.

"Ah," Y sabreathed, looking at thelittleamulet. "You found it &t last."
"Yes, but | fear that my lord Harous shal missit sooner or later.”
"Has he used it, to your knowledge?"

"No, but that isonly asfar as| am aware."

"Wherewesit?"

"Thereisasecret room at Cragden, off the apartment we share. Harous thought | didn't know about it.
However, in my, um, former life, it was my businessto discover such things.”

Y sanodded. Marcaas former occupation, earning her thetitle of "Queen of

Spies," had brought her to the Dowager's attention in the beginning. "I am glad to know that you have lost
none of your skill," Ysasad.



"It was necessary to wait until | was certain | would not be discovered. The hiding placeissmal, and
contains only achest and alarge book, on which the chest rested. Init | found a metal headband like a
diadem, set with an oval adornment, and afew other odds and ends including the amulet you now hold.
The chest had been locked, and | relocked it. | did not disturb the book."

Y salaughed, the sound like the cackle of avorsehen. "Maybe he will think hislittle trinket flew away on
itsown," she suggested with ady amile.

"Perhaps. | hope s0." Marcaa closed her velvet handbag. "1 would rather that the disappearance never
be discovered.”

"Wheat of the heedband?"
"I recognized it for what it was, though the oval gem was something new to me.

It isaDiadem of Concealment. It makes afog appear around the wearer, so that he may go
unrecognized when he wishes."

Therewas adiscreet tap at the door. Y satucked the amulet back into the little pouch and put it in her
bodice. "That will be Lady Grisdla, to tell me that the nobles are assembled. Thank you, Marcaa. | will
hidethisgiftin asafe place”

She arose from her chair; Marcala stood as well, dipping another curtsey asthe

Dowager swept from the chamber in acloud of spicy perfume. Thus aone, Marcala decided to wander
the corridors, hoping to discover what the great matter was that had brought the nobles of Rendd to
meet with their one-time queen, rather than petition an audience with King Peres, Y sa's grandson.

The Dowager Y saknew full well what the meeting with her nobles was about. Those men who had
survived theill-fated foray into the Bog had brought her the news of itsfailure, and so it was only amatter
of time before questions would be asked by the ranking nobles. Her only surprise was in the numbers
assembled before her. Thelast time so many of the high ones of the land had gathered had been at the
Grand Tourney, when al the nobles, young and old aike, had met in friendly combat or—in acertain few
instances Y sa preferred not to think about—not so friendly combat.

Looking at the men around the Council table, Y sawas sure she could see glimmers of the same kind of
animosity so much in evidence on that occasion. Only thistime she knew it must be directed at her. Well,
she could deflect it. She had done this, and more, in the past.

"How now, gentlemen?' she said, seating hersdlf at the head of the table. "What brings you here with
such gloomy countenances? Come now, be frank with me, | pray you.”

Rohan of the Sea-Rovers was the first to speak. "Men who said they were under your orderstried to
burn the Bog." He held up hisleft arm and stripped back the deeve to show the newly healed burns. "It
was only by accident that | mysdf survived.”

Rohan, again, Y sathought with distaste. At the tourney, it had been Rohan's doing that the man Flavian,
the Magician, had been revedled as Flavielle, the

Sorceress. It waswell known that this person had been in Y sais employ, and she had avoided censure
only by claming innocence of al knowledge of what



Havielle had been doing. Well, asthen, so now.

"| assure you | know nothing of such orders. Anyway, what profit would one gain by setting fire to the
Bog?' Ysasad. "And how could such be accomplished? The place is mainly water, from the accounts
I've heard, frozen these days, and what isn't water isworthless.”

"They had a powder that burned when spread upon the water and anything else it touched,” Rohan said.
"Asto what good it would do to burn it, only the one who ordered it done would know."

Clearing ahouse of ratswith fire did good aso, Y sathought, even though the rats might not agree. "To
repest, | know nothing of any such orders,” she said.

"l assumethat dl isnow well in that strange place?!

Royance, Head of the Council, seated at the far end of the table opposite to her, nodded. "The fire has
been put out,” he said. " Since then, there has been no word. | can only hope that there are no unfortunate
aftereffects.”

Harous, gtting at Y sas right hand, spoke up. "Then it is of no importance now who, pretending to speak
for our gracious lady, made use of fire. No great harm has been done, excepting the injury suffered by
our young friend." He nodded to

Rohan, and Rohan returned the gesture. "And | see that even that was aminor matter, and he has heded
rapidly.”

Gaurin then spoke. "Allow meto introduce my cousin, once Prince Hynnel, son of
Cyornas NordornKing, and now King in exile himsdlf. He has brought news from the north.”

Hynnel arose and looked around the table. Almogt al of the Council werein attendance, and afew
others of the nobility aswell. Y safollowed hisglance.

Gattor of Bilth examined hisfingernalls, his expresson typicaly deepy and bored. Wittern of Rowan,
attended by his deputy Edgard, sat near hisold friend

Royance. Vak of Mimon was aso present, aswell as Jakar of Vacaster. Who was missng? Liffen of
Lerk-land. But another was in attendance—Y sa searched her memory. It was the one-time sergeant who
had been implicated in the late King

Florian's abduction of Ashen, for what purpose Y sa preferred not to consider.

What was his name? Oh, yes—L athrom. But why was he here? He was in no wise of the nobility.
However, she had heard he had been elevated to the position of

Gaurin's second in command. Perhaps he was here as Edgard attended Wittern. But
Gaurin wasin no wisein need of adeputy. It was disturbing.

"Madame," Hynnel said, "let me speak plainly. As one sovereign whose throne is no more to another
roya lady whose successor occupies the chair she once held,



| say to you that regardless of who issued what orders and what was the outcome, we must al cease
pleasant Court pastimes of pitting one faction againgt another.”

Y sastarted to speak, and Hynnel silenced her with agesture. "1 make no accusations,” hesaid. "It is
smply apart of the kind of life you lead, and that | once was apart of. | know these gameswell.
Fortunately, there has been, as Lord Marsha Harous so astutely notes, no grest or lasting damage done
and few liveslost. Thefireisout, and what wasin the past isgone. Let us now address ourselvesto
much gregter matters.”

"| think you speek of the question of Rendd's safety, King Hynndl," Ysasaid.

She held up her hands so that dl could see what adorned her thumbs and forefingers. Shetold the litany
of the Four Great Rings. "Oak, Yew, Ash, and

Rowan. These symbolize the Four Great Families of our country. It isthrough these Ringsthat | have
found the strength to do what had to be done, to protect

Rendd. Tirdesdy have | worked, asdl here can attest to you.”

"Thereisno need,” Hynnel replied. "It isknown far and wide how great have been your efforts. Pray
you, however, please do not name meking. | am but a

Nordor, perhaps better born than some, but not king until my homeland is free of what has destroyed it
and what now advances to do the same to Rendel.”

"The Ice Dragons, and their riders,”" she said, and was rewarded by looks of surprise on many faces. This
was surely apiece of knowledge that would make al forget any lingering questions concerning that
unfortunate incident in the Bog.

"Madame?' One man—L ord Royance—was not surprised, but wary, and Y sasuddenly recognized that
she had blundered. Only then did she remember that she had never mentioned the glimpse of Ice
Dragons she had had through the eyes of her flying servant, Visp, nor that she had held this secret for
sometime.

Hynnel sat down again and looked from her to Royance, puzzled and wary in histurn.

"l did not think you commanded so much Power," Lord Royance said. His Silver brows were drawn
together. "How did you know of these creatures, of which | have only recently been informed?”

"| saw themin adream last night,” she added hadtily, "aswell asthe armiesthat follow them. | was
frightened, and then | awoke. However, | thought it only agrim fancy born of overwork, but with
King—I mean, Lord Hynnel's presence, he obvioudy being arefugee from just what | saw when my
mind was roaming, set freein deep, | now must think it atrue sending.”

"Indeed,” Royance said.

Y sabreathed alittle easier. He seemed accepting of her explanation and not inclined to pursue the
matter. She reminded herself again not to underestimate

Royance, or, for that matter, any of them. Complacency was her worst enemy, especidly in these



periloustimes. "What then do you make of al this?" she asked Royance. "As Head of the Council, surely
you must have arecommendation.”

"I do. Thetime | have dreaded for so long is upon us. We must now form our armies, to march out and
fight these Ice Dragons and their riders and any other followers, before they can do the same here asthey
have done e sawhere”

Y sahad long since come to that conclusion, since the day she had seen the destruction of the
NordornKing's paace by the great pale beasts that breathed crystals of ice. If she closed her eyesthe
sight of the aged NordornKing being cut down with his nobles and stretched cold upon the ground came
back much too vividly for any comfort. She rubbed the Rings on her hands, but they brought her little
comfort.

Why e se, shethought, did these great nobles think she had ordered the destruction of the Bog, if not to
clear out that which would only be a detriment to the effort of war. Who could say what those
mud-rooted less-than-humans might do, once al the army had marched north and they would befreeto
roam through the countryside at will, no longer confined behind the Barrier River?

But that question was, as Hynnel had noted, of the past.

"Letit beasmy good lords advise," she said gracioudy. "Assemble your forces, and if you require an
order from my grandson, King Peres, you have only to ask."

"Much of what this assembly is responsible for is aready accomplished, Y our
Highness" Gaurin said. "Wewill have four great armies—"
"Four?Y our Nordors, yes, and the army of Rendd, but then who?"

Rohan cleared histhroat to speak again. Always Rohan, Y sathought with some bitterness. Why was he
forever meddling?

"The Sea-Rovers, Y our Highness. Y ou made pact with my grandfather, Snolli. Under the terms of that
pact | dare speak for him, though heis not yet aware that his shipswill be called into service."

"That makesthree. And where does the fourth come from?"

"It comesfrom the Bog," Rohan said.

Y sagasped and othersin the room scowled at theidea. "The Bog? No—" she said.

"Why not? Do they have lessto lose from the terrors advancing on our land than we do? Can they not
fight, at need? There are plenty to tell thetale of how fiercely they defend themsalves. Therefore, asthe
Sea-Rovers made pact with

Rendd, so did we make pact with the Bog-people. They may not be aswe are, Y our

Highness, but when the fighting begins, we need every man we can muger.”

Around the table, most of the ones who had frowned had now begun to nod reluctant agreement. Wittern
of Rowan, King Peress maternal grandfather and arguably the ranking noble in the room, spoke up. "The



youngster makes sense,” he said. "If only | were twenty years younger—even ten years younger—I
would be marching out mysdf."

"And |," Royance said. "l could get together winter gear in amatter of days. In fact, I'm of agood
mind—"

Gaurin bowed to the elderly noble. "Sir, your vaor does you nothing but credit.

But asit has dways been, sometimes the Situation requires that afew of the wisest must stay behind to
manage the affairs of state while those others of us go and fight. Thusit isnow. Let your young relative,
Nikolos, lead your muster of troopsin your stead. If you will take my advice, engage Steuart aswell. He
isan excdlent young man, one who has conducted himself well both during histraining for knighthood
and after.”

"Please, Royance," Ysasaid. "Y our presence is needed here in Rendelsham. Stay here with King Peres,
andwithme"

Royance bowed. "Asyou command, Y our Highness." But he looked wistful.

"If the important business of our meeting is past, then | ask leaveto return to

New Void," Rohan said. "My grandfather SnoUi will want to know that his ships must be made ready for
war. Also, he will beinterested to know about the men of the Bog, and other matters we have discussed
today."

"Of course you have our leaveto depart,” Ysasaid. "I have one question, though. | seethat Lathromis
with us. Heis, if | remember correctly, your captain of soldiers, is he not, Gaurin?'

Before Gaurin could reply, Lathrom got to hisfeet and answered. "That | am,

Y our Highness, and more besides. | dare to sit with the nobles of Rendel because

King Hynnd has made me knight. Also, | have married one of the noblest of them.

My wifeisthe former Y oung Dowager, Rannore of the House of Rowan."

Every nervein Y sasbody quivered so violently she thought it would make an audible sound. With an
enormous effort she maintained her composure. Despite her shock and dismay, she noted that the rest of

the men in the Council chamber greeted this news with no surprise. Therefore, they knew it beforehand.

She forced hersdlf to smile. "How very—very clever of you,” she said. "And what good use you made of
her vidt at the Oakenkeep. Is your—your wife herein

Rendd sham with you?"
"Of course, Madame. We are but newly wed. | would not leave her behind, nor would she be left.”
"Then send her to me within an hour, so that | may give her my congratulationsin person.”

With that, she arose from her chair and, ignoring the bows of the men who legpt to their feet in courtesy,
she swept from the room. She was glad that her pace held steady; she did not sway or stumble.



"How could you!" Y saraged a the young woman standing before her. "How dared you couple with
a—acommoner!"

"l lovehim," Rannore said.

"Love" Ysareturned with asneer. "Dishonor! Y ou spit on the memory of my son, your late husband, the
King—"

"He dishonored his own memory/* Rannore said. Her cheeks were beginning to redden and she clasped
her handslow in front of her. Suddenly Y sarealized, with that gesture, that Rannore was pregnant.

"Not as much asyou have," the Dowager said in adangeroudy quiet voice. "l seethat you must have
anticipated your wedding by at least several months, just as you did before with my son. And who else
have you bedded with, like the whore you are?"

At this, Rannore's reticence vanished. Y ou dare accuse me of whoring? With

Florian, | wasforced. With Lathrom, | went to him out of love, not for gain.”

Her expression hardened and her anger paled as well, making her cold and dangerous. "No, Madame,
be careful whom you labdl. Itisnot I, but you! Oh, your sins are not ones of the flesh, to be sure, but you
have whored after power ever since King Boroth placed the consort's crown upon your brow."

"Y ou could be executed for the treason you are spitting now, and your paramour with you."

"And who will order it s0? Not you, for Rendd's king, my son, favors my union, even though thetiny
world of the Court might think it unworthy of my stetion.

He cares more for my happiness than you or anyone else, except Lathrom.”

"If what you wanted was a bed companion, | could have found you one of a suitable rank."

"So that you could till dictate to mewhere | should go, whom | should see, how

| should behave? How often | should be intimate with this 'bed companion’ you so gracioudy deigned to
give me?' Rannore laughed harshly, astrange sound to come from one usudly so meek and retiring. "No,

Madame. Thank you, but | have arranged my lifeto suit mysdlf.”

"Thereisno place for you and your disgrace at Rendel-sham Castle. How do you proposeto live with
your commoner.

"I will return to the Oakenkeep, where you do not rule,” Rannorereplied proudly. "And heisa
commoner no more. Even now, my son, King Peres—" She put afaint but unmistakable emphasis on the
words. "—isgranting him lands and properties as befitting one of hisloya knights."

Y sarecognized defeat when she saw it, but she wasn't about to let Rannore know.

"Then go your ways, and be certain that if you ever come back here, it will be without my prior
knowledge and certainly without my welcome.”



"When wasit never thus?' Rannore said, alittle sourly. Y ou bardly tolerated me while Florian was dive,
except that | had borne the heir to the throne of

Rendd ."
"And perhaps not even that—" Y satried to bite back the words, but they had aready been spoken.

"Do not makeidlethreats,” Rannore said. "I know your tricks. Y ou might try to cast my son's heritagein
doubt, but too many witnessed the marriage with hisfather. Peresisthe rightful king."

Y sas manner changed abruptly. Rannore had, unwittingly perhaps, presented her with aweapon she
might use at some futuretime. It had been common knowledge that this conniving dut had been pregnant
when she married the young King of

Rendd, aye, and farther dong than she was now. Fainting and sick she had been aswell, not blooming
with health. Who was to say that Florian had truly been responsible for Peress getting? With Rannore's
subsequent behavior in taking up with someone who had once been a common soldier, who wasto say
how many more she had accepted into her bed, perhaps even while Florian lived? Some women did
that—accepted lovers only while pregnant, so as not to have any untoward consegquences from their
ddliance.

Lorehad it that physical characteristics for males skipped a generation.

Florian had been on the reedy side, but Boroth had been a spectacular specimen of aman in his prime.
Peres did not take after the man presumed to be his grandfather.

Therefore, al Y sawould have to do would be to cast doubts on his paternity.
Given public doubts, she could set him aside at will, should a better progpect come aong.

She amiled at Rannore. "Perhaps | wastoo hasty,” she said, making her voice gentle. "I should be
congratulating you instead on your newfound happiness. It was just that | was surprised. | thought you
might have consulted me before you acted, not that | would have stood in your way. Come, let us be
friendsagan.”

She held out one hand to Rannore, who took it warily and kissed it. "Thank you,
Y our Highness. | will be glad if thereis no enmity between us.”

"Of course not." The Dowager took back her hand and indicated that Rannore should sit. Then she sent
for hot fruit juice and cakes. "'l would give you wine, but that is not the best thing in your condition.

Come, speak with me for awhile. Have you begun thinking of aname for your new son, or daughter? Do
you need any baby clothes? | have Peress clothing packed away in silver paper and dl weneedtodois
ar it out andit will be perfectly usable.”

Sowly, Rannore began to relax. Y sa continued to chatter about matters concerning new babies,
providing no outward sign that her mind was churning with the possibilities of this new scheme of hers.

Who, she wondered, would she sdlect if she decided that Peres should be declared theillegitimate child
of some commoner such as the one Rannore had chosen thistime, and be deposed?



Four

Rohan made the journey to New Void in record time, reluctantly leaving Anamara behind in Rendel sham.
But he was obligated to confer with Snolli.

"Married, en?' his grandfather said sourly. " The prospect of some good fighting pleases me but | don't
want to have my backshield a puling bridegroom lonesome for hislady when he getsto lead my marines.”

"Well, you won't have to put up with anything even near that," Rohan retorted.

He had long ago learned that when Snalli barked, he should bark back. "' Anamara understands what
we're up againgt, asmuch as| do. Incidentaly, | actually made that aliance with the Bog-people you've
only talked about so long, and therelll beasmall army of them with the Renddlians.”

"Now that | would pay good coin to sedl” Snolli ex- claimed, his good humor restored. "How did it
happen?”

Rohan proceeded to tell him of his adventuresin the Bog, and how he had found

Anamarawhen he had feared her dead, and how brave she was. When he had finished, Snolli looked at
him with atrace of respect.

"Maybeyoull do after al. And you say you want to have the marines bundled up and they're to leave off
their ordinary gear?'

"I've tried both ways and have found thisto be the more effective. We probably won't be quite as cold
out on the water as the men who will be fighting on land, but well be among them sooner or later. | see
no reason not to try their ways."

"They're nothing new," Snalli said. "Y ou forget, because you were fill in swaddles a the time, that we
came from the north. On land, we make sure to dress so we won't stick out like bandaged thumbs
among our neighbors. But at sea, we do aswe please.”

"I'm sure that nobody will object if you continue to do so," Rohan said. "Now.

This battle will be very difficult. Are you sure you're up to the effort—"

At thisimplication that he wastoo old to fight, Snolli came straight up out of hischair. Around him, his
men tried unsuccessfully to hide their smilesand

Kasa, the Spirit Drummer, sniggered openly. "How much effort do you think it takesto give orders from
the deck of asalling ship?' the Chieftain demanded in aroar that shook dust from the rafters. "If you
think I'm staying out of agood fight, then think again!”

"Sorry, Grandfather,” Rohan said hadtily. "1 was only thinking of you—"

"Such thought isthe last thing to occupy your empty head.”

Rohan knew that he had to change the subject, quickly. "Grandfather, if you would, pleasetell me about
how our homeland was destroyed.”



"You've heard it before.
"Yes, but now | need to hear it again. Please, Sir."

Snolli subsided with only afew additiona rumbles, and Rohan bresthed alittle easer. Hishead was safe
for the moment. Then, once more, the Sea-Rover

Chieftain began to recite the terrible tale of theinvasion led by sinister riders mounted on bessts out of
nightmares, armed with rods blasting a mist which seemed to burn out aman's lungs. None of Snalli's
spies had learned what had dragged these horrors out of theice regionsto ssamp away into thefair land
that the Sea-Rovers had held for time out of mind.

Y es, the enemy could be killed, those stunted, twisted creatures who followed the riders, but any
captured seemed to die by will done before any information could be extracted from them. They
themselves took no prisoners, man, woman, and child coughed under the cloud of poison mist and
quickly died.

"Thank you, Grandfather," Rohan said into the silence when Snolli had finished the story that wastoo
grimly familiar to al of the Sea-Rover kin. "It's definite. | can now tell you what your spies could not. |
know what these beasts are, and whence they came.”

Now it was histurn to tell hiskindred of the Ice Dragons that had awakened when the Palace of Fire and
Ice, long guarded by Cyornas, had suffered great harm when athunder-gtar fell to earth.

"From the reports of those who survived, one of the walls adjacent to the tomb cracked. Thisheld the
deeping body of the entity who was only whispered about as the Great Foulness. Our Nordorn kinsmen
now know it was at that moment the

Foulness began to stir and then to wake. The I ce Dragons demolished the palace of Cyornas
NordornKing, killed him—" gasps around the fireplace, for Cyornas had aways been agood friend to
the Sea-Rovers—"and then turned south.”

"Wearedl in grave danger,” Snolli said.

"How many shipswill you command?’ Rohan asked.

Snolli began to tick them off on hisfingers. "Wdll, therés my flagship, the old Gorgull," he said. "She's
showing her age alittle but she'still sound.

And then we have Stormbracer and Wave-Ruler. Wind-Singer needs some refitting.

Two shipsare no longer seaworthy, and another ship waslost at sealast sailing season.”

Rohan nodded. It was a Sea-Rover custom never to mention the name of a ship that had sunk.

"Since then, though, we've built Spume-Maiden,” Snalli continued. "She's small, but swift. Harvasis her
captain, and we have a couple more ships close to completion. We can put five in the fight now, with the

two new ones ill to come.”

Rohan nodded. "That is better than | dared hope. Thereisaharbor, close by



CadleBilth."

"I remember the place. Poor anchorage, but as good asisto be found aong the coast.”
"Thereisthe best place to gather, while the armies prepare. | will go and tell them to expect you."
"Wewill bethere, with afull complement of marinesfor you to command.”

Snolli's eyes gleamed, and Rohan knew hewasin for at least one more sharp verbd jab from his
grandfather. "Never fear. I'll have men stationed to save you from making afool of yoursef in front of
your friends.”

The laughter of the Sea-Rovers till rang in Rohan's ears as he started the long, cold trip back to
Renddsham. If only, he thought, he could persuade

Snalli that he was a capable fighter in hisown rightl But that, like so many things, would haveto be
proven in combat. Never would Snolli accept Rohan's claim otherwise.

Hewondered if hisfather Obern had had to endure the same sort of half-amused, half-contemptuous
treatment from Snolli and then decided that yes, probably, he had.

The city of Rendelsham could not hold the muster of fighting men who were rapidly assembling. Thus, a
great camp was erected on the plain between the city walls and Cragden Keep. Only afew of the
mustered men visited the city occasiondly. Those whose wives were nearby wanted to be with them, but
al knew that it was better for moraeif they remained with the rest of the soldiers.

Rohan fdt that he suffered more than the others did, from being separated from his bride, but reason told
him he was not dlonein this. Upon hisreturn to the city he discovered he had been given asmall
gpartment in one of the buildings near Rendelsham Castle, and there Anamarawaited for hisinfrequent
vigts. He dared not tell her they would grow even fewer and farther between when Snolli had brought his
ships up to the harbor at Bilth. Then he would join his ma: rines and they would be based on the vessdls
until the combined armies would begin to march and the ships move out to support them from the sea.

Hisdaily routine and their preparations were not things she wanted to hear about, which meant they had
lessand lessto say other than how much they loved each other and how greatly they would miss each
other once Rohan was gone.

In his eyes, however, the goings-on in the camp were fascinating. Many if not most of the soldiers had
adopted the Nordorn way of dress, setting aside their regular armor for the many layers of clothing,
which were dmost as good as chain mail for protection. Every woman in the city was kept busy sewing
the many tunics and breeches now required, while al the armorers and leather workerstoiled to create
hooded outer garments and warm boots. Wulvine fur became more vauable than gold, and those men of
the city who weren't going to war were kept busy hunting the animals.

Rohan had never been able to get the marks from thefire off the left deeve of hischain mail, no matter
how hard or how often he polished it. He now considered the burn mark abadge of honor, and had a
pang of regret when he packed away the armor in a chest entrusted to Anamara's safekeeping.

Gaurin and Hynnel, dong with others of the Nordors, had to be everywhere at once—supervising the
congtruction of deds, choosing likely dogsto harnessfor the pulling of such transport. There were
arguments with those who tried to ingst on taking their familiar weapons. The Nordors organized daily



drillswith mace, axe, their own type of spear, and a particularly nasty weapon that was just two metal
rodsjoined with ashort chain. When used as a club, however, it was deadly indeed.

From the area between Grattenbor Keep and Y ewkeep came trainers with prized war-kats, now
unfortunately so scarce that only the highest ranked noblesrated apair. If Rohan had not been assigned
to a ship where war-kats would have been usdless, he, too, would have found himself in possession of a
pair of the coveted, intdligent animds.

Once these deek and beautiful creatures had roamed free and deadly in the winter wastesto the north.
Asther numbers grew they made a pact with men.

Tdler than most dogs and much fiercer, these degant felineswith their long legs and headssmal in
comparison to their lithe bodies had golden fur marked with dark rosettesin the summer. In winter, that
fur faded to amost pure white. They stalked through the camp with the kind of careless arrogance that
bespoke their superiority asfighters dongside the nobles to whom they had been assigned.

The dogs gathered for the deds had to have some protection from the wesather, and so they, too, were
provided woolen garments and well-lined mittensfor their feet. Not so the war-kats, who actualy
seemed amused by this, judging from how often they gathered to watch the dogs at training. War-kats
had triple-thick fur coats—the outer deek and waterproof, the middle dense and dl but impenetrable, the
one nearest the skin the texture of warmest down—while their paws were covered so with fur that if they
even felt the snow and ice over which they trod they gave no notice.

Yet, for dl their fierceness when they went into battle, they seemed to develop agenuine fondnessfor the
men to whom their care had been entrusted. If they were not roam- ing through the camp, investigating
everything with that curiogity any cat displays, they could befound lying at easein their human
companions company, being stroked and fed with scraps of the soldiers rations.

Gaurin, naturaly, had apair of war-kats, as did Hynnel and the other ranking nobles except for Harous,
who refused his.

"My duties are such that | cannot spare the time to see to them properly,” he said. "Nor do | wish to
burden any of my gtaff with the task. Chevin, my lieutenant, isamost asbusy as| am.”

"Would that they could be persuaded to pull aded,” Gaurin said. He smiled.

"But they are obvioudy too smart to agree to such amenid task, if they are anything like Rgjesh and
Finola, my two. Only dogswill alow themsalvesto be put in harness. | fear that any hopes our soldiers
had of riding north to meet the enemy are for naught. The dedswill have to be reserved for carrying food
and other supplies, and furthermore, many of them will have to be pulled by men.

Our dog power islimited.”

"Have someone draw up aschedule, so that all bear such duty equaly,” Harous said. Then he was gone
on another errand demanded by the multitudinous details occupying dl the leaders. However, the High
Marshal bore the greatest responsibility in the preparations for war.

Asusua, Ashen and Gaurin occupied the suite that had been permanently assigned to themiin
Renddsham Castle. Ayfare had been left behind to unpack and store their belongings while Ashen joined
Gaurinin the Greet Hall for the midday meal. To her rdlief, the Dowager was not among those gathered.
Instead, young



King Peres occupied theroya chair onthedais.
"Greetings, cousin,” he said to Ashen with apleasant nod. "Y our fair faceis ever welcome at our table.”

She smiled. Pereswas quite anice, polite young man—afar cry from hisfather, her haf-brother Florian.
"Greetings, dir," she said, and dropped a curtsey.

"Oh, don't stand on ceremony,” the King said, waving away such fripperieswith agesture. "l grow weary
of it, especidly from people| like. Do tell me, how does our fair cousin, your beautiful daughter?’

"Hegrin?' Ashen said. "She doeswell. We sent her to Ry-dale, for safety. But we get regular reportson
her progress with her l[essons.”

"I could wish for her presencein Rendelsham,” Peres said, alittle wistfully.
"I like her, too, very much.”

"Perhaps when the war isover, Sir, acourt visit could be arranged.”

"Yes. Wewill send for her then. We are eager to see her once more.”

The resumption of the formal tone told her that she was now freeto find her place a the table while
Gaurin and others made their own greetings.

To her pleasure, she located her assigned seat near Lord Royance. His hair had grown, if possible, even
whiter since she had last seen him, though his blade-thin figure was till as erect and elegant as ever.

"Lady Ashen!" he exclamed. Hetook her handsin hisand kissed her fingertips.

"How well you look. The exile you have chosen agrees with you."

She amiled. "Indeed, being out of the moil of Renddshamisal that | have ever desired.”
"And your handsome husband.”

Her cheeksgrew warm. "Yes."

"Heisasfineafighting man as| have ever seen. | fancy that | was very like him, once, when | was
younger. Not that | havelost my edge, you understand.”

"Of course not, my lord. How well | remember your prowessin the Grand Tourney of not too distant

By thistime Gaurin had joined them. The meal was beginning and the trenchers of bread were being
placed on their platters, preparatory to the diners being served. He took the bow! of warm, scented
water from apage, and handed it to

Ashen and then to Royance before dipping hisown fingersin it and wiping them on hisngpkin. "Y ou
acquitted yoursdf wdl inthe Tourney, sir,” hetold



Royance.

"Pity | was matched againgt poor old Wittern. At first, anyway." Royance smiled with more than atouch
of mischief.

"You nearly killed Jakar, before that wicked Magician's spell was shattered.”

"Would have, too. Those of Vacaster would have been absent alord.”

Ashen had a sudden suspicion that Royance, in spite of hisyears, had decided to join the fighting men, as
one of them. Hoping she was wrong, she asked, "And how many men have you added to the roster of
the Army of Rendd?"

"Hve hundred, not including my staff.”

Gaurin glanced at her and she knew that thiswas not anew concern. "Edgard has charge of Lord
Wittern'slevy. Y our young kinsman, Nikolos, leads your men, of course.”

"That honor | have reserved for mysdif.”

"Then what shal | do for companionship herein Rendel?' Ashen said. "'l had counted on many long and
pleasant talkswith you, for | shal bevery londy."

"Such arethetimes, my dear,” the elderly nobletold her.

"Such are the requirements of war that sometimes our best must stay behind,”

Gaurin said. His tone was gentle, but Royance's snowy eyebrows drew together in afrown.

"I like not the sound of those words, Gaurin,” he said. "Areyou implying that | am not fit for battle?’

"Sir, we discussed this before, and | thought the matter settled. Please. Give me your word."

"I think that my husband isright," Ashen said hadtily. "It is the wisdom and experience of such asyou that
we require most in these perilous times. We who must needs stay behind will rely on you the most. Also,
where would there be a substitute for someone to hel p guide King Peres? He needs you now, more than
ever.”

The truculent expression on Royance's face eased somewhat. "It istrue that none of his other
councilors—" His glance went, perhapsinvoluntarily, to the chair the Dowager Y sacustomarily
occupied. "—arefit to advise himin time of war."

"Then give the matter consderation,” Ashen said, "asto where you are needed the mogt.”

Royance looked at her and asmile began to curve the corners of his mouth.

"You've learned moretact sincelast | saw you," he said. "Once you would have innocently told methat |
would be a hindrance, someone to be looked after and protected.”

"Never, arl"



"Well, maybe not in so many words." The white-haired noble drew along sigh.

"Perhaps you areright. Perhaps my best fighting days are behind me." Then the old burhawk which he
had taken as his symbol peered out at her between hiseydids. "But only my best days. | till havea
battle or two left in me."

"None could doubt it, Sir," Gaurin said.

"Very wdl," Royance said. "Barring unforeseen circumstances, | will not ride out to war.”
"Thank you, gr," Gaurin said.

"I thank you aswell," Ashen said, in somerelief.

Then, with the arrivd of the mest, the med began. Ashen rdaxed alittle, now that asmal crigs, one
among many, had been averted. Much as Royance hated to be left behind, he had agreed. It waswiddly
accepted that hisword had aways been better than another's signed pact. She knew that Gaurin planned
to be off ahead of the Renddlian contingent to ready the proposed campsite. It was over the Ren-del
border, where hewaswell familiar with theland. Also, he commanded fewer menin the Army of the
Nordors than marched under the Rendel banners.

Consequently Rendedl's muster would take more time, being afar more complicated affair. Even Ashen
thought it not wiseto wait.

She turned her full atention to enjoying every moment she could of her husband's company, while he was
dill inthecity.

Harous was not kept so busy that he did not find time to return to Cragden Keep now and then.
Marcaa, he noted with some measure of pride, did not hang on him or beg him to remain behind the way
somewivesdid. Still, he knew she was sorry to see him depart.

"When you go, | will not weep," shesaid. "'l will not send you off with sad memories. But | will wait
impatiently for you to return.”

He nodded approvingly. "You are atrue soldier'swife," he said, caressing her cheek. "Y ou must know
that | appreciate that."

Freed of that particular worry, he turned to considering the selection of those items he would take with
him. Because of Gaurin's and Hynndl's greater experience in thefield, hewould be leaving mogt of his
favorite weapons behind. Also, he needed to test the multilayered clothing the two Nordorsfavored, to
make sure the garments didn't hamper his movements. Marcala, unaccustomed to anything but decorative
needlework, had commissioned their making and, obscurdly, Harous had a secret wish that they were the
work of her own hands.

Ah, another thing—magica protection. Harous went into the bedchamber he and his

Countess shared and found the key in its hiding place under his chain of office asLord High Marshdl. It
bore the images of the Four Trees and was ever kept in achest with other jewelsfor court occasions.
Touching acertain gpot on the fireplace mantle, he heard the dmost inaudible sound of apane diding

open.



Harous lifted the arras and entered the secret room.

Out of habit, he checked with quick glances. Nothing appeared disturbed since hislast visit—how long
ago? For along time he had had no need of the items he kept carefully hidden. Because of its seclusion,
the chamber was practically dust-proof. He couldn't even see any evidence of his own footsteps—how
long ago had it been? When he had last entered the Bog, swathed in mist, to encounter, among others,
Aghen.

Theroomwas very smal, with only asmall chest to furnish the space remaining.

It rested on abook of arcane knowledge that Harous deemed powerful enough to keep avery close
secret. The key did easily into the chest lock. He lifted out the metal headband. Designed to center
above the brow of the wearer was the ova tdisman that would increase the spell of conceament, aswell
asgrant immunity from certain weapons. This, definitely, must go with him. He gave the other contentsa
cursory glance. They would not be helpful. Let them remain for now at

Cragden. He closed the chest, preparatory to locking it again.

Suddenly he stopped, pricked by afeding of subtle wrongness. Something was missing. Harous snapped
the chest open again and searched with more purpose. So that wasit. The amulet to summon aflyer,
smilar to the one those in office knew by now the Dowager kept in her tower room, though hers was not
completely twin to this one. He remembered well the day he had shown it to Y sa, telling her it came from
Zazar—ablatant lie, for what reason could Za-zar ever have to grant him such aboon? Nevertheless,
though he had never used it, it had served his purposeif only to reved to him the Dowager's possession
of themagicd cresture.

Harous stirred the contents of the chest with thumb and finger. He was positive that it had been here,
locked into safety. Now, he leaned againgt the wall with an ever degpening frown twisting his brow.
Someone skilled in locating secret rooms, picking locks, and searching out hidden matters had been
ahunt here.

Who was the intruder? No one knew about this safe place except himsdif.

Harouss frown became a scowl. Who? One name kept presenting itself. Marcda, his countess.
Ashiswife, she had accessto most of his secrets, could even have discovered thisroom by accident.
She was awoman, and so bound by her nature to be curious. She was Y sd's friend and confidante.
Therefore, Y sa could have sent her to rummage, perhaps, indeed, to seek the amulet. Why?

He could answer that easily—because Y sa could not bear to believe anybody save herself possessed
such atool. Harous remembered the look on Y sa's face when he had shown the amulet to her—an
ingtant flash of recognition followed by an amost padpable desreto takeit out of his hand.

Wéll, now she had it. For dl the good it would do her. He done retained the secret of its animation, and
without that spell, the amulet was usdless. But then, perhaps Y sa's motives never extended beyond
depriving him of a power that she felt was hers alone. He was reasonably certain that, by now, Ysamust
have destroyed it.

Just as she had destroyed hisfaith and trust in the now stranger who was hiswife.

Ashe consdered it, Harous realized that hisregard for her had bloomed very suddenly, as had hersfor



him. He could make agood guess at the compulsion put on him and shuddered, asif he had discovered a
tissue of spiderwebs enveloping hisskin.

Harous lifted the plundered chest off the book. Then he squatted on his hedl's and opened the book.

Eventualy he found what he waslooking for. Rapidly reciting acounterspell, hefet his"love" for Marcala
dissolve,

He could hope the spell had not been asloose for Marcda. It would be gregtly to his advantage to have
her ill inthral to him. If not, well, that scarcely mattered. Very soon he would be gone to the northern
wars, and he could deal with her later—if need be.

Thewar. And how Y sas stupid, selfish meddling had very nearly riven the country intwain, just asthe
enemy was on the march. Hislips shaped a soundless snarl a recent memories. She had thwarted him at
every turn, even to marrying him to her favorite, just to control him.

Now that the scales of being bespelled had fallen from his eyes, Harous redlized that not only had he
ceased to love Marcaa but now he detested Y saas well. He could bardly tolerate the idea of risking
himsdlf for a couple of women who had used him so cynicaly. Was even the safety of Rendd worth it?
Perhaps, rotten as the country was from the top down, it would be better destroyed, alowing anew
realm to rise from the ashes.

Making sure that the secret room was once more in order, he left, taking the headband with him. He
thumbed the spot on the fireplace once more until the door did shut behind the arras.

It was good that Marcala had promised him no tearful farewell. He would have had difficulty in
resiraining himself from denouncing both her and the Dowager Y s, if she had put on ashow of deceitful
grief at his departure.

Hve

Despite his best resolve, however, Harous was unable to concedl his change of heart and mind. Marcala
knew him too well. Perhaps she, too, had experienced the breaking of the bonding spell which had held
them both in thral. In any event, her manner toward him changed sharply, even as histoward her.
Tenson stretched dmost papably taut between them and the evening before he was to depart at dawn, it
broke. They faced each other, full of accusations and recriminations. The best either of them was left with
at the bitter end of that encounter was that they were honest with each other at long last. Outside their

chamber, servants scuttled past on soft feet, having no desire to be caught listening and so turn such
wrath toward them.

"Yes" Marcdasad recklessy, drawing out the word so that it became the hiss of astriking snake. "'l
stole your precious amulet and yes, | gaveit to Y sa. | was bound, for she commanded meto doiit.”

"I suppose shedidn't tell you why."
"No. Why should she? It was enough for her to give the order.”
Harous scowled. "Then why didn't you steal my headband while you were at it?"

"The one you used to wear when you journeyed into the Bog?' she said, too swestly.



Hedrew in abreath, surprised, and Marcalalaughed. "A hit! | was only making a guess, but the look on
your facetelsme | am correct. Whatever was your errand in the Bog that you had to go wrapped in
mist? The capture of the Ash heiress?

It certainly wasn't to vist Zazar."

"Woman, you are treading on dangerous ground,” Harous said, grating the words between histeeth. His
fingersflexed asif hewould clutch & her.

"Agan, ahit, and inthe gold, too. Well, let metell you afew things. | have ways of gathering information
that you do not know of."

"Enough. Say no more."

"Not nearly enough, now that we are being frank with one another. | know of many more of your crimes.
| know, for example, of acertain cairn of stones erected over the body of a Bog-woman, killed by aman
clothed in migt. | know aso of what was taken from her, and what became of it."

"I could snap your neck likeatwig."

"Y ou wouldn't dare." Marcaalaughed again. "I am beyond your threats, for | hold thetitle of Countess
of Cragden and | have made full use of the privileges such atitle bringswith it. If you attempt to murder
me, if you take one step in anger toward me, dl | haveto dois cry out and servantsloya to mewill rush
to my rescue. Then you would be the one to have to explain what cannot be explained. Right at the brink
of war, a that."

Harous had to concede that much, at least for the moment. Any revenge he might take against Marcaa
would haveto wait. Still, he strove for some semblance of avictory in this battle between them. "When
thewar isover, | will divorceyou.”

"And marry Ashen, asyou aways schemed, or o you think." Marcalas laughter turned to an open
sneer. " She was never yours, not for amoment, even when she married the Sea-Rover Obern. There
wasl|, closeto hand, willingly your leman and only later—" She stopped abruptly.

"Only later, when Y saworked alove spell, did | ask you to become my wife, isthat it?" Harous supplied
for her.

She shrugged. "I know of no spell. Royance was the one who gave you the push you needed to make
you do the sengble thing.”

"I am going off to battle, and in battle men die. But whichever Sdetriumphs, | promiseyou that | will do
what | must to survive. | will divorce you for your treason.”

"Y ou might live through thewar," she said, her eyes glittering, "but after you come home?'
Every nervein Harouss body tingled. He knew that what had begun as a quarrel had suddenly become a
threat to hisown life. He would have to be careful indeed, in the hours he had | eft before he departed

from Cragden Keep and this very dangerous countess of his.

"Let usleaveit a that," he said carefully. "I spokein haste and anger. We both did. When thewar is



finished, then perhaps we will al be sufficiently changed that we can put this unfortunate episode behind
us, and perhaps make afresh beginning. After dl, we have discovered, at the very least, that we are
equally matched. What say you, lady?"

She seemed mallified by hiswords. "Let us consder that when thewar isover.
After you fulfill your promise and return to me."

Not even if they had made up their quarrel completely would Harous have shared a bed with hiswife.
Claiming that his duties as marshd dictated that he should be with the soldiers, he stayed in the barracks
with those of his men who ranked highly enough to be given quartersinsde the keep. The foot-soldiers,
comprising the largest number of the men, camped outside.

At dawn, while he was conferring with his officers and sergeants about the best marching order, Marcaa
appeared from the doorway behind him, bearing atray on which two goblets of warmed wine steamed.
Behind her came servants aso bearing trays and others bringing a cask on rollers. The tap was dready
drivenin, ready to decant the contents.

She picked up one of the goblets. "A stirrup-cup, husband,” she said clearly, her voice carrying to the
assembled soldiers. "To wish you luck on your way. And dso for your brave warriors. It is meet for the
Countess of Cragden to give you thisfarewdl."

From behind him, Harous could hear the gpproving murmur of his officers. She made, indeed, abrilliant
gpot of color with her deep rose velvet dress embroidered with pink vaux lilies. "Thank you, wife," he
sadwith acertainirony. "I can dwaystrust you to do the gppropriate thing.”

She smiled for the benefit of the waiting men and offered him thetray. They were standing &t the top of a
short flight of stairs leading to the ward where they were assembled. Outside, on the plain where the rest
of the army waited the order to march, nobody had brought wine, heated or otherwise. "Let al here be
served, the lucky oneswith your own hand,” he said, "and then we will drink atoast together.”

She raised an eyebrow, but moved to comply. Carefully, he marked which goblet she had offered him.
Then, ashe set the tray aside, he turned it so that the positions of the goblets were reversed, making sure
that Marcaladid not see him do it. There was nothing amissin Marcaas gesture; it was, in fact, both
expected and the proper thing to do. Nevertheless, there was no sensein taking chances and Harous had
aways been a prudent man.

When dl in the waiting company had been served, the Marshd did not touch thetray, dlowing Marcala
to pick it up. He took the nearest goblet, not the vessel she had intended for him to drink from.

"Let uslink arms, to symbolize our resolve,” he said. "And our lagting union.”

Thistime her smile, for him aone, was one that he recognized asfase. She twined her arm with his, so
that their faces were so close their eyeashes dmost brushed and they warmed each other's cheeks with
their breath. "To victory/ shesad. Y ou must drink it dl.”

Harous drained the goblet, as did she, and he wiped his lips with the back of his hand. In theward,
everyonefollowed suit.

Then hetook his place asleader, giving the signa to begin that action which would take the assembled to
the camp of the Four Armies. There, very soon, they would face the perilsfrom the Country of Ever



Snow that lay beyond even the
NordornLand.

Because the Nordors had preceded them, the Army of Ren-del was not thefirst of the four to arrive at
the rendezvous point, but it was not the last. That dubious honor went to Rohan. The winds were against
the Sea-Rovers, seas running high. Nevertheless, two days late and afew sailstattered, the little fleet
pulled into the indifferent harbor serving the stronghold of Bilth and the marines disembarked.

Rohan entered the gate in the stockade wall that earlier arrivals had erected and was escorted
immediately to the tent erected for the use of the generas of the Four Armies and their staffs. A russet
flag, bearing the device of atower, floated above it, indicating that this was the headquarters of the Lord

High

Marsha of Rendd. Snow was piled high on al sides, leaving only anarrow path to the entrance guarded
by two Renddian soldiers. "My apologies,” he said as he went insde. Oncein, heredized there was
another room behind this one, set asde for Haroussliving quarters. A burning brazier made the
conference space cozy. The remnants of amed lay on atray on asmdl table, waiting to be removed.
Chairs were set here and there, and between two of them, agame board.

Gaurin glanced up from the map he had been studying. The meddlion proclaiming him Generd of the
Army of the Nordors swung from achain around hisneck. "No need," he said. "Y ou are not very late.
We are currently working out strategy, and trying to decide from which direction these in- vaders will
come." He made room for Rohan at the table. "There are two possible routes—this one to the west
between the upthrust of mountains and the sea, and the other in anarrow gap between these same
mountains and another range of them, stretching to the east." He pointed to map lines.

Rohan pulled off his mittens, massaging his cold fingers, as he peered a the map. "Either way hasits
advantages. And its disadvantages.”

"That's the conclusion we have reached," Harous said.

Inafar corner of the tent, Tusser looked up. He had been sitting on a blanket, hunched over, his head
propped on hisarmsthat were wrapped around his knees.

Over his customary garments of lupperskin, he wore a knee-length tunic of heavy wool, and hisfeet were
wrgpped indirty cloth. "Mapsslly,” hesad. "Wego fight."

"Greetings, Tusser," Rohan said. "I didn't seeyou there.”

"Hearrived an hour or so before you did,” Harous said. "Weve been having difficulty making him
understand that we can't just go out dl at once, without plans or direction, and no amount of shouting
getsthrough to him." Harous made a dismissive gesture toward the Generd of the Army of the Bog and
turned away.

"Ah," Rohan said. "I believethat | recognize the problem.” He recognized aso that Tusser's Sitting apart
from the generds of the Army of Rendel and the Army of the Nordors was not entirely accidentd. There
must still be agreet deal of distrugt, particularly between Rendel and the Bog. Gaurin could be counted
on to be much more tolerant and accepting, but he was not the High Marsha, who outranked even the
generas, as Harous's badge of office, surmounted by a coronet, proclaimed. Rohan wondered where
Tusser's badge was. Or, for that matter, if he had been given one.



Rohan went over and squatted down beside Tusser. "Y es, we will go and fight, this| promise," he said.
"Tusser ismy friend. Do you remember our pact?’

"Tusser remember.”

"Then Tusser knowsthat | tell the truth. Comewith me, and | will explain the map.”
"Not hurt ears?’

"No, | won't shout at you. | promise.”

Tusser got to hisfeet and followed Rohan to the table. There, on top of the map spread out on its
surface, he set a piece from the game board atop the symbol for the nearby keep.

"Thisstands for Castle Bilth. Y ou passed by it on your way to the camp.”

Tusser nodded, interested. "Big stone place.”

"Y es. The big stone place will be our falback point if it should cometo that.

Here are mountains—" He tore up some scraps of bread from the discards on the tray, piled themin the
appropriate place, and scraped the opening to the east that Gaurin had noted. "—and hereisthe second
way they can come at us. Out hereisthe water, where | will be mogt of thetime."

A dull light began to dawn in Tusser's eyes and he nodded again. "Tusser see.

Map isflat pictures of country, you show me which is mountains, which is big sone place. Can't make
map wet for show water. Spoil pretty drawing."

"Yes. That'sit. Wewill fight, but we do need to go to theright placeto do it. If we don', then the enemy
will dip past us and the war will belost before it garts.”

"Now Tusser understand,” he said. "Land between mountains like two riversin
Bog. Why we not put armies both places?!
"There aren't enough of usfor that,” said Hynnel, who had moved to watch

Rohan's effortsin making the Bog-man comprehend what they were about. Hynnel's badge indi cated
that, king in exile or not, he was Gaurin's second in command.

"Huh," Tusser said. "Then do like Bog-men do. Put men to watch both places of land river. Then dl go
where enemy goes."

"Post scouts, to avoid ambush. That isavery good plan,” Gaurin said serioudy.

"And we will take your advice. Thank you. The snow is degp, though, and our armies cannot move fast
enough from one—e, river, to the other. So | would rather put most of our troopsin place beforehand.”

Tusser nodded. "Yes," hesaid. "All have good plans.”



Satisfied, he went back to his corner and Harous stared a him, a sour expression on hisface. "That," he
sad, turning to Rohan, "isthefirst time since he arrived that anybody has been able to get through to
him."

"All it takesis—" Rohan bit back the words he was going to say, that al it took was explaining and
showing rather than shouting, and substituted

"—patience."

"WEell, you obvioudy have more of it than | do. So I'll turn General Tusser over to you in futurewhen it
comesto discussions of Strategy.”

"Tusser glad," the Bog-leader said from his corner. But he picked up amedallion on achain from nearby
from where he had been sitting, and dipped it over his head. Rohan rec- ognized it asidentical to the one
Gaurin wore, symbolic of hisrank, except that the emblem it bore was of aBog lupper.

"Where can my men set up thelr tents?' Rohan said hadtily. "Well be spending much of our time at sea,
of course, but being marines, well have our land duties aswell. Most of my fellows have dready
awarded themsalves aplace in the front lines, when the fighting comes.”

"And so they shdl haveit, if circumstances alow,” Gaurin said. "Come and seethe area set aside for the
Sea-Rovers. It growslate and | want to stretch my legs anyway."

He exchanged glances with Hynnel, and Rohan noted that Hynnel nodded dightly.

Gaurin, Rohan redlized, was making sure that Tusser would be treated with respect in his absence.
They ducked through the tent flgp and began making their way through the lanes cut into the snow in
what Rohan recognized asakind of city-camp. Row upon row of tentslined each lane, dl with their
sdes covered with loose snow to insulate the inhabitants from the northern winds.

"Welivein luxury now," Gaurin said, "in good shelter and with hot medls at least once aday.”

"Harous seems dretched alittle thin,” Rohan said. "Or isthat just my imagination?”

"No, it ismy observation aswel, young Rohan. | do not know what is egting at him, but something
obvioudy is. Perhaps heisjust on edge, waiting for the fighting to begin.”

"Perhaps," Rohan agreed. "Weadll are.” But privately he thought it was more than that. Furthermore, he
thought that Gaurin shared that opinion but didn't care to discussit for he changed the subject.

"How was Ashen when you left, and your lady wife?'
"Both well, and both missing us. But brave, as we might hope for them to be.

Before | left, Ashen moved Anamarainto her quarters, for company. Anamara has begun calling her
'Madame Mother." "

"That ischarming. Let us hope our absenceisbrief. It dready seemslike years, though it hasbeen only a
few days." They cameto across-lanein the camp. "Just one moment,” Gaurin said. "'l want to see how



Rgesh and Finolaarefaring. Also, | have been keeping Ketin and Bittafor you."
"Who?'

"Y our war-kats, of course," Gaurin said with asmile. "Y ou have the ones that would have goneto
Harous. Also, you need to pick up your badge of office." He tapped the medallion he wore. It bore his
persona badge, theimage of asnowcat with asilver collar around its neck. "Y oursis of second rank,
like Hynndl's. | had the symbol on that amulet put on it—the one with the crashing waves.

Snolli'shas aship under full sall. We awarded your grandfather thetitle of

Admira-Generd. We thought held like that, and | knew you wouldn't mind.”

"Of course| don't mind. Snolli will loveit. Shdl | takeit to him?'

"No need. | sent an envoy the moment | heard the ships had arrived.”

"Thank you. Gaurin, I'm not sure | can get used to the notion of being responsible for apair of war-kats."

Gaurin's smile widened. "They are quite agreeable company,” he said. "Once you get used to them, that
is. And they to you."

"I'll do my best,"” Rohan said dubioudly.

Rohan picked out Gaurin's headquarters by the spring green flag, with hisemblem of asilver-collared
snowcat. Thewar-kats, very different animads, lounged insde. To his amazement, Gaurin introduced the
creatures as serioudy asif they had been courtiers newly arrived from another land. "Kdtin, Bitta," he
sad, "thisisRohan. He will be your new friend. Y ou areto look after him when heison land. When heis
away, you will stay with me or with Hynndl or

Cebas-tian."

They stared at him out of eyes bright with intelligence, and swallowed, licking their lips. Cautioudly,
Rohan, under Gaurin's supervision, tickled them under their chins. They accepted thisfamiliarity and,
listening to their rumbling purr, he began to seethat it would, indeed, be pleasant to have their company
so far away from home. They weren't Anamara, of course, or even Weyse. But neither hiswife nor the
grange little cresture from the Bog were nearby, and he would not have them here on this exposed plain

beyond Bilth keep.

"Arethey redly such fierce beasts?' he said, as Bittarubbed against him and then gave him ahead-buit,
amogt knocking him over with the force of the affectionate gesture.

"When they arein combat, yes. They seemto enjoy it."

"Itishard toimagine.”

"They eat food we give them, though they can catch their own. I'll give you a gtiff-bristled brush to groom
them with. They like that, too. These are young, asyou are. Well, come aong. You still haveto set up

your portion of the camp.”

The two war-kats followed the men as they made their way to the spot that had been set aside for the



Sea-Rovers.

They did not tamely trail at their hedls, however, being given to dashing to one Side or another or chasing
each other and plowing into a pile of snow apparently for the sheer, kittenish joy of scattering it high into
theair. Once Kdtin caught arodent hiding under one of these snow piles and gulped it down before
Bitta could rob him of his prize. Rohan began to understand that these independent creatures considered
themselves the equal s of the men who supposedly looked after them. That they would condescend to
fight by the side of these men was, he decided, dmost unbelievable.

"What's to keep the other side from having war-kats?' he asked Gaurin. "Don't the invaders come from
whereit used to be war-kat range?'

"The war-kats aways choose with whom they will dly," Gaurin replied. "Though they are very efficient
predators, they are not aggressors, nor do they appear to approve of man's aggression againgt hisfellow
man. Or, in the case of many of theinvaders from the north, demi-man. The bulk of the enemy foot
soldiers are Frydians, nomads who have aways lived in the most gppalling conditions for they will not
trust anyone they deem better than themselves. Until now, that is.

They follow the Dragon-riders without question.”

"Perhaps these Frydians think they will be rewarded.”

"Mogt likely. War-kats hate them. Y ou will notice that Tusser has no war-kats both from his preference,
or, | imagine, theirs. They have yet to put themsalves on the Sde of any but the defendersin adispute.”

"Remarkable" Rohan said.

"Yes, very. Ah, were here”

"Here" proved to be an open space, far enough to the northern side of the camp to satisfy the Sea-Rover
marines craving for danger, and yet well within the stockade. Nearby, anumber of shelters made from
the fragrant, dark green branches of trees were being constructed under Hynndl's supervision. He caught
sight of Rohan and Gaurin and waved to them. Then he checked to see that the building was proceeding
correctly and made hisway over to them.

"The Bog-men did not bring any tents,”" he said, "and so we have to make do with hunting shelters.”

"They will be aswdl off that way asthey werein the Bog. | notice that Harous has placed the Army of
the Bog-men near Rohan's encampment.”

To keep even this smdl a group—perhaps ahundred men in al—segregated from the
Renddians, Rohan thought. Aloud, he said, "Weéll/the pact was between us and them.”
"Y ou can rest assured that your alieswill betreated fairly,” Gaurin said,

"with my kinsman in charge of their welfare.”

Giving Gaurin acasua salute, Hynndl returned to histask. In the area set asde for the Sea-Rovers, some
of the marines had aready set up Rohan's shelter and supplies aong with his battle flag, and were now



busy erecting their own tents. Good smells were wafting from the cook tent. Rohan recognized fish stew,
a Sea-Rover stgplewhile out onraids.

Rohan ushered Kdtin and Bittainsde, and, under Gaurin'singtructions, fed them some of the stew. They
lapped a it enthusiagticdly.

"I think they'll bedl right herefor awhile," hetold Gaurin. "I'm going back to the fleet. At first light, |
want to take Spume-Maiden up the coast afew leagues, and see what | can discover. She's our fastest
ship, and her captain used to dandle me on hisknee."

"That isasound notion,” Gaurin said. "'l will be eager for your report.”

After Gaurin left with Rohan, Harous indicated to Hynnel and Tusser that their session for the day was
over. "Weve done enough,” he said to Hynnel. "1 suggest that you go with the Bog general to seeto the
disposition of his men and make sure that they are snug and well situated. We should get as much rest as
possible now, for we do not know when we will be called to arms.”

Hynnel saluted and left at once. To Harouss mild surprise, Tusser put up no argument, though he had
been quite voca ever since the moment the Bog-man had arrived with histiny, ridiculous rag-tag "army™
at his heds. Instead, he obediently followed Hynndl through the tent opening though he did not offer the
courtesy of asdute. No better than Frydians. They were the same, redly, except that the Bog-men lived
their liveswet and the Frydians dogged through their daysin deep and heavy snow. Their only difference
lay inthefact that

Bog-men were on the side of Rendd, and Frydians werent.

Amused by his own thoughts, Harous decided not to make an issue of it. Then he gave ordersthat the
brazier be moved to his private quarters, at the back of the tent, accessible through adouble flap in the
wall between the rooms.

He could have had two braziers; his rank entitled him to that and more. But he felt it best, as a matter of
morae, to forego such minor luxuries. Actualy, it was no greet hard- ship. Within amatter of only afew
minutes, the smaler room was comfortable.

Even the flooring was not exceptionally cold throughout the structure, being a double layer of wood
planks with space between them.

Haroustook off his outer garments and lay down on the camp bed, stretching out with his hands behind
his head. Thisbed, at least, was aluxury he dlowed himsdlf. Common soldiersrolled up in blankets, or
fur robes, or dept in their clothing on whatever ground cover they had been ableto find to line the floor
of their shelters.

He counted the days since he had |eft Cragden Keep. More than enough time for any effects of the
stirrup-cup to have made themselves known if she had somehow switched the goblets again. Or—the
thought suddenly struck him—if she had foreseen that he would switch them and had drugged her own
goblet in anticipation of such amove. Would that subtlety be beyond her? He thought abouit it, and then
decided that it would not. It would not even have been beyond her to drug both gobletswith a mixture to
which she had carefully rendered hersdf immune,

Now that, he thought, wasindulging in sheer fantasy— more than alittle Sick fantasy at that. He wished
he could dismiss the notion that she had put something in the wine. But that nagging suspicion would not



go away.

He seemed hedlthy enough. Hefelt well. Perhaps the whole matter was just his overwrought imagination
at work. In the morning, he decided, he would go out reconnoitering and have alook for himself at those
notchesin the mountains, and perhaps find asuitable ground for battle, when it finally came. And he
would go done. Hewastired of the company of men. Indeed, he wastired of the company of Rendel.

Harous made sure the candle on the little table beside his bed was properly trimmed before he pulled up
afur-lined robe, turned over, and fell adeep.

Sx

The Lady Marcaa, Countess of Cragden, awakened with adull, persistent pain in her midsection. It was
gl dark, the middle of the night, and the candle at her bedside was close to guttering out. She dragged
hersdf out of bed, wondering if she had eaten something that disagreed with her at supper. Perhaps she
had made amistake to alow herself adegree of festivity after Harouss departure, esting heartily of mest,
which she usudly avoided. She found another candle, lit it, and carried it to her dressing table,

She looked awful—awful! She had dark circles under her eyes and her complexion had turned to paste.
Then, as she continued to gaze into the mirror, redization cameto her.

Inaburst of sheer fury mingled with terror, Marcala snatched up asilver-gilt box of face powder and
hurled it at the glass. The mirror shattered; the box broke and powder fogged the air, to dust the table.

"No," shewhispered. And then, louder, dmost acry of panic, "Nol*

Heavy-eyed with deep, Reuta, her maid, hurried into the room. "Lady?'

"It'snothing," Marcaaassured her. "l just had alittle accident, that's all.

Y ou can go back to deep and clean up the messin the morning.”

"Yes Lady."

Thelast thing Marcalawanted at the moment was to have someone hanging over her, offering to help.
Knowing that she was probably aready beyond help, nevertheless she carried the candle over to achest
where she kept certain medicines and hurriedly mixed an emetic. With an effort, she forced hersdlf to
drink it down. Purging her ssomach would surdly draw the trouble out of her system.

That treacherous beast, Harous. And it was she hersalf who had been stupid! If only she had not drunk
the stirrup-cup. She had planned not to swallow adrop, just in case he managed to switch the vessels.
Too confident, she had been so sure dl wasin perfect order! He had not touched the tray from the
moment he set it down to wait until al in the ward had been served. How had he doneit?

A wave of nausea gripped Marcaa. She ssumbled to snatch at abasin, just in time. When she wasfinally
ableto lift her head she did, indeed, fed alittle better. The next few dayswould tell thetale. If she had
been quick enough, shewould be very ill for atime, but shewould live. If not...

Marcala climbed back in bed, but not to deep.

| am not poisoned, shetold hersdf. It istoo soon. It must be that the joint had gone off alittleand | am



not used to mest. Better in the morning, | know.
If I had drunk the poison, it would have taken longer for meto fed the effects.

Y et, she had mixed that dose for astrong, active man, not a dight woman. He would have ailed dightly
for afew days, and then—well past the time for anyone to make a connection between the ceremony of
departure and his current illness—he would sicken rapidly, linger for awhile, and then, most regrettably,
die

| think | wasintimeif it was the stirrup-cup, Marcdatold hersdf. Why didn't | put it in hisfood, inthe
bowl of breskfast grue? Why did | have to be so reckless and hasty to giveit to him before al hismen?

Maybe—-just maybe—he had drunk the poisoned wine after al and even now could be feding the
effects.

No, it was the mest that sickened me, shetold hersdlf. Itisonly that.
After dl, it had been along time since she had poisoned someone persondly.

Her last victim had been the real Lady Marcala, and that had been accomplished at a great distance,
away back eastin Vavager.

Now she recdled the Dowager's words, describing the lady when Y sawas proposing that Marfey—the
name shewas using at the time—take the woman's place. Y sahad been queen then, wed to King
Boroth, who was il dinging tolife.

"She hasblack hair. By theleft corner of her mouth thereisasmal dark molewhich is said to enhance
her charms rather than detract from them. Graceful, she dances well, and ever has an eye for awell-built
man. Her favorite colors are violet, deep rose, gold and the peach-pink shade of vaux liliesfor which she
has a grest liking and wearsin her hair whenever thereis achanceto do so.

Also she wears perfume made from these flowers.”

Marcalaknew the woman well, but nonetheless asked for alikeness. Appearances might have dtered
over theyears. As she had gazed at the miniature, she knew that their close resemblance to each other,
even to the beauty mark Marcala habitualy covered with cosmetics, had not diminished at al. Even Ysa
had remarked upon it.

Not surprising, considering that the real Marcaa had been her haf-sster. They shared the samefather.
Marfey, or Darya, or Vira, or whatever other name the woman who had become known as the Queen of
Spies choseto use, had been sent away asasmall child from Vavager and reared el sawhere. An
embarrassment to the earl, she thought bitterly. Hated by the earl's wife.

Thanks to Queen Y sa, she had come into the estate that her noble blood entitled her to. Harous—She
remembered how, at first, her association with him had been only Y saiswish. Marcala had aways been
too prudent to alow hersdlf the luxury of falinginlove. Still, she had cometo love Harous, had been
jedlous of him and his transparent ambition to gain the Rende throne through the Ash heiress, that
ampering littletwit, Ashen.

Theirony struck Marcaaanew and, in pite of the fear she had managed to push aside for the moment,
she chuckled. Two women, engaged in making their way in the world, both the bastard daughters of



noblemen. But in Ashen's case, her father had been Boroth, King of Renddl, and Marcaas only the Earl
of Vavager.

Neverthdless, the smilarity of their Stuations had aways amused her, in abitter sort of way. She, the
daughter of aminor earl, had managed to snare the leading nobleman of Renddl. Ashen had not fared so
well. At Marcala's suggestion, Y sahad married Ashen first to the Sea-Rover heir, and then to anear
stranger from the North. That the fellow was rumored to be akind of prince in hishomeland meant
nothing in Renddl. Here he was just one more noble among many, hisrank inferior to Harouss. This had
alway's been pleasant to contemplate.

Until recently.

When had things changed between Harous and herself? And, for that matter, how had it happened that
she had forgotten her own rule sufficiently to fal inlovewith him?

Marcaaforced hersdlf to think, to remember. Such was better than dwelling on what might just be
happening within her body. Harous had said something, during that quarrel on their last night before he
left, about aspell...

A hazy memory swam into her mind, an occasion when Y sahad invited her up to the very private
chamber at the top of the highest tower in Rendelsham Castle.

Marcala concentrated, and the recollection sharpened.

Without surprise, she had noted that Y sawas indulging in spell-casting. When a rustling noise as of
something shifting in its deep attracted her attention she noted the presence of something near, hiddenina
satin-lined basket. It must be what she had only heard rumored—aflying creature, not naturd, that the
Queen sent out from time to time when she was gathering information. Spying on whomever she chose.

No wonder, Marcalathought now, Y sawas so interested in that amul et she had stolen for the Dowager
Queen. That must have been the means for summoning asimilar cregture,

She herself had not been exactly honest with Y sa. She had told the Dowager she didn't know how to use
theamulet. In fact, she had read the spell in the book on which the chest had rested, therein Harous's
secret room. Now she wished she had not been so quick to turn the amulet over to the Dowager. She
would have liked to have known how Harous fared.

She clung to her memory, reconstructing how it had been when she stopped being entirely her own
woman and becamein thrall to Harous. Y sahad ingtructed her to put her hands on the royal shoulders
during the spelling, to lend strength. Just aswell, for Y sahad collgpsed. Without Marcaa, the Queen
might have died.

Could it have been from the effort of casting the spell to affect both Harous and her? It had been very
shortly after that moment that she had begun to think of him as more than someone she could use—a
very digtant relative who had been kind enough to open his houseto her.

It could only have been the effects of Y sa's spell that caused Marcalato open her bed to Harous, to
divert his attention from Ashen. It had been not merely for her own pleasure, though that was certainly a
part of it. She had burned for him and he was not indifferent. Also, she yearned then to save him from
himsdf.



His ambitious pursuit of the Ash heiress, with her measure of roya blood, would have netted him nothing
but the headsman's axe, when his schemes became so blatant that they could not be politely overlooked.

Just as shein turn could not overlook the threats he had made against her.

Nobody—not even Count Harous of Crag-den, Lord High Marsha of Rendel—could threaten to kill or
divorce the Queen of Spies, and go unpunished. For that alone he had to die. A momentary pang of pity
touched her. Once, there had been atime when they had been happy with each other...

Y sa, contrary woman that shewas, at firg tried to block Marcdas plan for marrying Harous. Marcaa
smiled to hersdlf, remembering. How frightened Y sahad been, when she let the Dowager know that the
rea Vavager heiress had died.

Marcalamade certain, without saying anything outright, that Y sawas quite aware of who had been
responsible for that very convenient death, even if she didn't know the particulars. The Countesswas
confident that Y sa had since investigated, and was equaly confident that her agent who had handled the
meatter had |eft no traces. In fact, he had used the same poison as the one she had put into the stirrup-cup
meant for Harous.

Which brought her full circle. Fresh fear gripped her.

| am not poisoned, shetold herself. | am not.

The Lord High Marsha of Rendel would normally have gone nowhere without asquad of soldiersat his
back. However, now he gave orders that he was to go out of the camp aone.

"Chevin," hetold hislieutenant, now holding the office of aide-de-camp, "being penned in here has begun
toirk me. | want to seewhat | can discover on my own.

Y ou know that | am a skilled man of the out-of-doors, and so | can avoid the enemy if | should come
upon them. A company of heavy-footed soldiers would be my doom."

"Asyou command, sir,” Chevin replied, but Harous could see that he did not approve. "Please, for al our
sakes, do not be gonelong.”

"That | promise. Now, get about your duties. Y ou will bein chargein my absence.”

Glad to escape the confinement of the camp and his responsilities as leader of the Four Armiesfor a
little while, Harous donned awhite cloak over hiswinter garments and dipped out. In ashort time, he
hed |eft the stockade behind to make hisway toward that narrow gap in the range of mountains where his
chances of seeing without being seen were better than on the searoad.

Chevin, he thought, was completely loya, but nowhere near the cdiber of

Hynnd. How had Gaurin managed to get an exiled king for his second in command?

Alsp, Cebastian and L athrom were excdlent members of Gaurin's saff, not to mention Rohan. He envied
Gaurin his ability to attract able men to him. And women. Ashen—

He put that thought aside firmly, resolving to study the Nordor closely to learn what his secret might be.
Until Gaurin had cometo Rendd, it had been Harous who was considered the rising noble, to whom all



drew nigh in hopes of having hisluck rub off on them. But now it was al Gaurin, Gaurin, Gaurin. The man
moved like awar-kat, with never any wasted motion but dways purposeful and, above al, confident. In
any other man it would have been arrogance. Harous felt awkward by comparison.

Gloomy thoughts, dso to be put asde firmly. His discontent deepened until it was dmost pa pable.

It wasagray day, promising more snow, and clouds veiled the thin winter sun.

The cold air seemed to burnin hislungs.

Something—or someone—was coming, and only the faintest squeak of snow being trodden underfoot
betrayed that person’s approach. Quickly, Harous took refuge behind some rocksin the snow-filled
glade, knowing that any sound he made would carry as clearly in the unnatura stiliness of the air.
"Harous?' awoman's voice said.

Startled, he drew in a sharp breath.

"l can hear you, you know. The throbbing of your heart is as clear to me asmy own. If | can detect your
heartbeat, what makes you think | couldn't hear you breathe just now?"

There was, he thought, nothing to be gained by trying to carry on the pretense that this person, whoever
shewas, did not know he was there. He moved out of hishiding place.

The woman stood there asif she had been waiting for him to arrive. She moved her head so thet the
hood of her light cloak fell back, to reved aface so beautiful he caught his breath again. Her fingers
moved aso, and afew glittering flakes of snow drifted from them.

"Don't you know me, Harous?' she said. Her voice waslow and vibrant. "Don't you remember me?"
"l—I don't know."

"You saw me lagt at the Grand Tourney, when that meddling youngster, Rohan, interfered with my plans.”
"You arethe Magician—"

"The Sorceress. | am Flavidle."

"Why areyou here?'

"For you, Harous. Only for you."

Without conscious valition, he walked forward and took her in hisarms. She melted againgt him, warm
andwilling.

The scent of her perfumefilled his nogtrils, a once earthy and sophisticated.
"l can scarcely believethis," he murmured in wonder.

"Believethat | anyours" shesaid. Her lips parted. They were very red.



"But why? How?"

"So many questions. Let us say that | sensed your anger at the Dowager, and at the betraya of the
unworthy wife you were tricked into marrying. It drew me here, even asit drew you to where | waited.”

He cradled her head in his hands and kissed her then, hard enough to break the skin of thosered, red
lips. Shelaughed, deep in her throat, and returned his passion in full measure. Then she pulled back far
enough to look into hiseyes.

"Shdl you in turn be mine? Are you the one | have long awaited, cometo meat last? Shdl | offer you
what | have offered but once before, only to be spurned?

Y ou are aman with some Power, though raw and untrained. This| have sensed in you. Shdl | increase
your taents a hundredfold? | can do this. All you would haveto doin returnisto join me.”

"Joinyou," he echoed. It was asif hewaslosing himsdlf in the depths of her eyes. He still held her head,
fedling her fine, delicate skull between his hands. Harous was strong enough that he could have crushed it
likean egg. Sheamiled a him, unafraid.

"Shdl | show you?"
"Please”

Sheturned her head in the cradle of hishands, brushing her lips across his palms. Then she dipped out of
thecircle of hisarmsand, holding him by the hand, led him to where, in the shelter of an outcropping of
rock, an enormous white beast waited. It had along neck, and sharp spines decorated its back. It raised
itshead and stared a him out of black, bottomless eyes. Ingtinctively, he recoiled and reached for his
sword.

"Do not bedarmed,” she said with alaugh. "Hewill not harm you, aslong as1 am with you. Y ou will
need to drink this, however, so that you will not freeze where | am taking you."

She drew out asmdl vid, unstoppered it, and handed it to him. Without question or hesitation, he drank
down the contents. It had dmost no taste but immediately warmed him to his core. She showed him
where and how to mount, in aspot just behind the great head. Then in agraceful bound she was seated
behind him, wrapping her asams around hiswaist. "UpV she commanded.

Huge wingsthat he had not noticed before now unfurled from where they had been folded tightly against
the creature's body.

"Thisisan Ice Dragon, isnt it," Harous said.

"YS."

She nudged the Dragon by digging her hedsinto its neck. Then in asound like aclap of thunder they
were airborne. Snow scattered in their wake. Harous sensed that the Dragon flew reluctantly, and asked
about it.

"They are not fond of flight for in milder climesthe effort can warm them too much. Here, though, we are
cold enough for them. It will be even colder, the higher we go."



Harous did not fed the chill. A magica warmth enve- oped him. The philter she had given him must be
responsible. Even his breath did not puff out white and frosty now and he threw back the wulvine-lined
hood of his cloak.

They soared high over the mountaintops. He could see that they were so sharp-edged that he fancied he
could cut hisfingerson them if he touched. Asthey cleared the cloud cover into bright sunlight al became
brilliant and glittering— the scales of the |ce Dragon he rode, his own garmentsfull of ice crystas, and,
behind him, Havidle. Her hair blew in the wind.

"I wanted to show you this," she said. Her grasp around hiswaist tightened, and she put her head againgt
his shoulder.

"I have no wordsfor it," he said. He was beginning to fedd more a ease on the

Dragon's neck. The seat was not that much different from riding athick-chested warhorse. He grasped
the scaly protuberances on its head the way he would have held reins, to keep his balance.

Havidle nudged the Dragon again and it banked, gliding mgestically on widespread wings. Then it
descended once more.

He recognized that they were near the point at which they had first broken through the clouds.
"Look," Havidlesad. "To your right."

He saw that she was referring to ashiny thread of ice high atop one of the mountains guarding the narrow
pass. From this distance it looked narrow, though it filled the space it had cut for itself.

"What isit?' Harous asked.
"Aniceriver. Usudly such crawl aong the ground until they reach the sea.
There they splinter off great blocks of ice dangerous enough that ships avoid them.”

Harous nodded. He had heard tales of such things. "I never knew they formed high on mountains,
though."

"Not often. Here, they will drop ice on anything unlucky enough to be under them at thetime." She
loosed her hold with one arm and pointed in the direction of the flow of ice. "Watch. Observe my

power."
As she gestured, the thread of ice became larger, both in width and thickness.

It trembled on the precipice. Even as high asthey were, Harous could hesr it begin to creak and snap.
Hewas reminded of the crackling of ice when liquid was poured on it. A few glittering shardsfell from
the lip. Then the noise stopped.

The frozen river was, for the moment at least, at re<t.
"Itisready," Havielle said, pleased. "Now, you must lead the Rendelians into the pass. At the proper

time, | will seeto it that the river cascades huge blocks of ice onto the vanguard, where al the leaders but
you will be. Then thewar will be over." She turned him so that he could look &t her. "And you will be



mineand | will beyours, completely. It isdifficult to wait until then.”
"Mugt we?'
"No."

Harous fet that he was drowning in her eyes. He scarcely noticed the | ce Dragon returning to the ground
until they had dismounted. A shelter constructed of tree boughs waited nearby. The fragrance of the deep
green needlesfilled his nogtrils. Within, such formed a smooth, dippery floor. A smdl fireburnedina
rock-lined pit in the center, and an dmost invisible thread of smoke escaped through the place where the
doping walls came close to meeting. On either Sde of the fire was an open space. In one of these, fur
robes had been laid, making abed. He didn't know if he took her in hisarms, or she clagped himin hers.

"l loveyou," he said, much later. He brushed the hair back from her forehead.

It ftill sparkled asif filled with crystals of ice, though the interior of the little shelter had grown quite warm.
"You will never regret this," shesaid. "'l will give you Power such as no human has ever known."
Hethought of Y sa, and of Zazar. Asif she had read hismind, the Sorceress laughed.

"No human," she repeated. "Those back in Rendel only think they know what Power is. They only sipiit.
With me, you will drink it deeply, in full measure.”

Again, hefound himself logt in her as he had not been with any woman before.

Outside, the Ice Dragon's teeth gnashed once, asif it snapped at an insect, and at the sound Havielle
laughed.

Eventualy, helet her go with asigh and reached for hisdiscarded clothing. "1 must return to the camp.
They will comelooking for me."

"Then | will not hinder you."

"But how can | leave? Why can't we fly away on your Ice Dragon, and then | will lead your hosts against
those who are now my enemy?"

"No, my Harous. Not yet. Y ou must pretend to be loya to Rendd until thetimeisright. Then wewill be
together, | promise, and Harous the Conqueror will lead usin triumph into our new lands—even into
Rendelsham Cadile”

With that pledge lingering in his ears and the taste of her mouth on hislips, he rductantly left her and
began to retrace his steps back toward the camp. He wondered, belatedly, at the ease with which he had
accepted the philter. A long time ago, it seemed, someone—his wife—had offered a stirrup-cup,
possibly poisoned. It should have taught him caution. That long-ago wife was atreacherous bitch to be
sure, and not to be considered in the same breath as hisradiant, scintillating Flavielle. Far from suffering
the effects of any poison,

Harous had never felt so well, so strong, so much in command of himself as at this moment. Indeed, he
would trust Flavielle with more than hislife.



He had been correct in his surmise about being missed. As he crested arise, he caught sight of Chevin,
leading haf adozen men. There would have been no adequate explanation had they found himin
Flaviellesembrace,

He waved to show that he was unharmed.

"We had begun to worry about you, sir," hislieutenant said when they had caught up with each other. |
know you are both wary and cautious, but till, thisis enemy country.”

"Asyou can see, your concern was for naught, though | do thank you for it."
Chevin looked a him curioudly. "Y ou do seem better for your outing,” he said.
"Something about you has changed.”

"| found no battleground, but | have discovered what | fed isthe best route for us to take when we carry
our quarrd to our foes," Harous replied, smiling.

And, he added to himself slently, | haverid mysdlf of awife | never loved, who wed mefasdy. No wife
a dl. | discard her.

Then Chevin gave him information in return, including the intelligence misson
Rohan had undertaken on Spume-Maiden. Harous nodded.

"That was agood ideaon his part." He glanced up. The cloud cover was lower and adark, date blue. "It
will begin to snow soon and heavily, | think," he said.

"Wewill beimmobilized for awhile, aswill the enemy. However, thisisaboon for we can usethetime
wisdly. Y oung Rohan should be back soon, with what information he has gathered. While the enemy
have not troubled themselves to learn about us, to the best of anybody's knowledge, that hasto work to
our advantage. We shdl have amesting of our generds and their staff this afternoon so that we can lay
out our order of attack."

Three days passed, and Marcaladid not |leave her bed. Her condition deteriorated steadily though she
kept it from Reuta and the rest of the servants. It was atemporary indisposition, shetold them, and
longing for her absent lord. Reuta cleaned away the mess on the dressing table, and tended Marcaato
such degree as her lady would alow.

In the privacy she craved, Marcaacould be honest. Must be honest. By thistime she could no longer
convince hersdlf that she had merely easten something that disagreed with her. Not only had shefailed to
kill Harous from a safe distance, but also it seemed she had destroyed hersdlf in the attempt.

Y et, dl wasnot lost. There was still one way she could get a measure of revenge againgt him. If she
hurried.

She got out of bed and dressed hersdf in her finest, astonished at how weak and thin she had become. It
was asif her body was being eaten from within. Calling for a carriage, she had herself conveyed to
Rendelsham, and thence to the castle. Y sawould see her unannounced; the Dowager had dways done
S0 inthe past.



Y saturned pale when Marcala, leaning heavily on a staff for support, staggered into her private chamber.
"Madame," Marcdasaid. "Pray let me not stand upon ceremony. In fact, let me not stand &t all.”
"Marcaal Y ou should be home, in bed. You areill.”

"No, Madame, | am dead.”

The Dowager waved her ladies out of the room and with her own hands drew up achair for Marcaa.
She dropped into it gratefully and, with equa gratitude, accepted a cup of spiced wine, once heated but
now cooled to tepid. The beverage had the effect of restoring her, if only alittle.

"Thank you."

"Whét has happened?’

"Much. Pray, send for Lady Ashen. Sheisdill herein Rendelsham, is she not?

There are mattersthat concern her and | will not speek until sheiswith us.”

Y saarose, touched a bell-pull, and Lady Gertrude entered the room. " Go and fetch the Lady Ashen,”
Y saordered. "Her presenceisrequired here."

"Tdl herto hurry."

Marcads voice had become a croak. She patted afew drops of cold perspiration from her forehead
with a scented kerchief. She held out her goblet for more wine but the small pitcher was empty except for
afew drops.

"And Gertrude," Y sasaid, "bring more heated wine."

"A large pitcher," Marcalaadded.

The Dowager added some other instructions to Lady Gertrude so softly that

Marcaacould not hear what was being said. She didn't care; she was beginning to float in and out of
redlity anyway. Thelady-in-waiting hurried off to do

Y sashidding.
"Ashen will be here presently,” Ysasaid. "Would you like to lie down?"
Marcadasmiled wanly. "l fear that if | do | shall never risesagain.”

"Y ou should have come here earlier, the moment you began to fed ill. Well, better late than never.
Madgter Lorgan surely has something to cure you. I've sent for him—"

"He can do nothing,” Marcdasaid. "Pray remember my— my former occupetion,

Madame. | know my symptoms. Thereisno help for me. But if we hurry, | can give you and Ashen such
information asis needed to bring atraitor to justice.”



"Rest yoursdlf until Ashen getshere”

The hot spiced wine arrived firgt. With afresh goblet in her hand, and not having wasted her strength by
spesking, Marcalafdt alittle better by thetime

Ashen was shown into the chamber. Lady Gertrude would have lingered, but the
Dowager dismissed her.

"Lady," Ashen said, a shocked look on her face, "they told me you were indisposed, but they did not
reved the haf of it."

"Marcdaisveryill,” Ysasad. "And she saysthereis something to tdl you.”

Marcaaspped a the strengthening wine. The process of heating it had eliminated most of that which
caused a person to get tipsy; she wondered why she hadn't thought of this herself, then understood that
her mind was not functioning aswell asit should. The poison, no doubt. She could have dept where she
sat, and never awakened. Instead she forced hersdlf to temporary dertness. There was the story she
must tell.

"Harous and | had aterrible quarrdl. Things were said on both sides, and things were done—"
Ddliberately, Marcala decided to tell the truth but twist what had happened to put it in itsworst possible
light. "I am poisoned, Madame Dowager and Lady Ashen. And Harousdid it."

"Surdy not. Why would he?'

"He has done even more dreadful things, Madame. Dreadful. Heis atraitor."

"l cannot believethis.”

"Youmust." Inalow, steedy voice, saving her strength as much as possible,

Marcalatold the two shocked women what had come out during the great quarrel with Harous. "I see
that you wear the necklace he gave you," she said to Ashen.

"The one made from the old brooch pin.”

Ashen's hand went to her throat. "Y es. | wear it often, as an heirloom of my house."

"The brooch is something he stole from a Bog-woman, when hekilled her.”

Marcalas words rocked Ashen back in her chair and she stared at Marcala unbdlievingly. "No."
"es"

Ashen turned away numbly, staring at nothing. Then she began to speak in amonotone, as one who has
been stunned by ablow to the head. "Kazi. It was Kazi.

She was a—awoman in Zazar's house while | was growing up. Zazar protected her.



But she couldn't protect her when Joa, the headman, brought her to the ruined city. She was bait, you
See, to get meto come out of hiding. But | wouldn't, and then Jod went away and Kazi went away and |
knew | had to go after her becauseif | didn't she might get eaten by Gulpers and then | saw her with a
man who was covered in mist. | had apower stone and made mist appear around mysdlf and then |
could see him dl but hishead and he killed her with hisfist. | saw it dl, | saw it—"

"Y ou're babbling nonsensg, girl," Ysasaid. "Pull yourself together at once.
Thereisno evidence that this man was Harous or even that therewasaman at al.”
"l never knew who it was. | never saw the misty man again.”

"Harous has adiadem that creates such amist,” Marcaasad. "l saw it. Thereisataismanin the band
that strengthens the spell againgt magic, and most weapons.”

Ashen went on speaking asif unableto stop. "'l saw the man take a bright thing from Kazi's body. Kazi
never let me look at what she wore around her neck on athong.”

Y saexhaed sharply through her nose. "Thereis no reason to suspect that the
‘bright thing' you claim you saw and the old Ash brooch were one and the same.”

Ashen turned to the Dowager. "To the contrary, Madame, | think thereis. Once, just before Marcala
and Harous's wedding, Gaurin asked me where Harous had found the brooch. | said he had never told
me. It set me to wondering, but the matter was dropped and | didn't pursueit. There was never anything
to tieHarousdirectly to Kazi's death. Until now, that is."

"Y ou must have been mistaken in what you thought you saw,” the Dowager said.
"Evenif someonedid put her out of her misery—you said she was crippled—this
Kazi creature was only a Bog-woman after dl."

Ashen drew hersdlf up. " She was awoman, Madame, and she had done Harous no harm. If you do not
consider her murder acrime, | do!"

"Of course" Ysasaid smoothly. "I only meant—"

"Perhaps my murder is sufficient?' Marcalasaid, an edge to her voice. She sat up straight in her chair, but
the effort cost her too much strength and she sank back again. "Do not forget that he schemed to marry
Ashen and, through her, gain the throne. Now, | think he intends even greater treason. His parting words
led meto believethis. He promised he would do anything—anything—necessary for hisown surviva so
that he could come back to divorce me, and in hiseyeswas alook that told me he would even go over
to the enemy, should they prevail. With my dying breath | svear my words aretrue.”

Ashen wasfingering her necklace, the one that bore the badge of her house, aflamerising from avessdl
set with alarge sapphire, that hung from sapphire beads. Marcdaknew theitem well, for Harous had
ordered her to find and hire the goldsmith to have it repaired from its nearly ruined state, and turned into
the handsome ornament he intended to give Ashen. Around the edge of the former brooch ran words,
what was caled a canting pun. "Without flame, there can be no



Adh"

Marcadahad nearly had it melted for the gold, planning to claim later that it had been stolen, but then had
thought better of it. She had known al dong, if

Harous did not, that he would never marry Ashen. So let him give the wench presents. It did no harm,
and Harous was rich enough to afford it ten times over.

"I must go back to my apartment,” Ashen said, her voice shaky. "If thereismore, Lady Marcala, pray
leaveit for another occasion. | cannot bear any more."

"For my part,” Ysasaid, "1 must befrank, even though it painsmeto say this.

| bedievethat your illness, Lady Marcaa, has caused your imagination to carry you away into akind of
madness. | cannot give countenance to these wild tales of yours.”

Ashen turned to her, dishelief plain on her face. "Then you do not believe what
Lady Marcalahastold us?'

"No, | do not. Not aword."

"Shouldn't someone be notified?!

"No. Therewill be no messenger sent to disturb the Four Armies. Harous has enough on hismind asit
is" Ysaturned to Marcaa. "Master Lorgan should be here a any moment and he will give you medicine
to make you more comfortable at once. Poor child. Poor, dear, sick friend. Y ou needn't even walk to the
rooms next to my own. Y ou will be carried on alitter. Y ou must be tended carefully, and | will seeto
your well-being persondly.”

"For whatever smdl amount of time | have left," Marcala said with wry bitterness.

"Y ou arewrong, my dear. Master Lorgan isvery skilled. Y ou will yet recover your health, in both mind
and body, and live for many, many yearsto come."

"And | add my hopesfor your recovery to the Dowager's,”" Ashen said. "We have had our differences,
you and |, but please believe mewhen | tell you that | have never wished you harm.”

Which, Marcalathought, is more than | could ever say about you. She hadn't even the strength to protest
at theway Y sathought shewaslying. Or mad.

Now al Marcadawanted wasto lie down quietly and deep forever. She couldn't even summon up
resentment for Y sas betraya of rgjecting her story. After dl, the Dowager was notoriousfor believing
only what was comfortable or convenient.

One more defeat. Then aspark of hope flared, faint and dmost imperceptible, from an unexpected
direction. The Ash wench had believed her. Maybe she could do something, where Y sarefused. Ashen
had taken the question for unraveling, and sooner or later someone was bound to find the truth. Actualy,
Marcalawastoo tired to care. It didn't matter. Nothing did anymore. And by the time al was known,
shewould be beyond caring about anything whatsoever, for she would be well and truly dead.



Seven

Ashen could not get back to her own apartment swiftly enough. Anamarawas Stting in the main room,
mending ashirt of Rohan'sthat had been | eft behind.

Without pausing to greet Anamara with more than anod she found Ayfare where the maid was busy
putting achest of clothing into order.

"Good," she said. "Please find for me some garments suitable for travel over what isbound to be arough
trail, and somethat will keep mewarm. Lay out my cloak with the wulvine lined hood. Isthere any of the
winter gear left from ouitfitting those soldiers who would accept it?"

"Yes Lady," Ayfaresaid, sartled. "But—"

"No questions, please. | have just learned some dreadful news. The Dowager dismissed it astheravings
of awoman whoisvery ill—and sheis. The Lady

Marcaatruly looksasif her hand is on death's door. However, at least one thing she told me hasthering
of utter truth. | cannot put the rest aside.

Therefore, | am going to warn Gaurin that there may be atraitor in their midst.”
Anamara poke from the doorway. " Rohan has enemieswho might lie about him."

"No," Ashen told her daughter-in-law. "1t isnot Rohan. | would rather that the man'sidentity remain a
mystery for now, but the gossip will bedl over

Rendelsham Castle within an hour. It is Count Harous."

Both |adies gagped, hands to their mouths. Then Anamara spoke up. "I will go with you.”
"And 1" Ayfare sad.

"No," Ashen repeated. "I must do thisaone."

"It is madness, Madame Mother! Y ou cannot possibly undertake such a dangerousjourney al by
yoursdf!"

Ashen had to amile, if atriflewanly. "And | suppose my safety will be assured by having two other
women with me? It isimpossible. But this| will do. | will ask someone to accompany me, Someone we
candl trust. Will that cam your fears?'

"It will help," Anamarasad. "Who?'

Ashen's smile grew wider. " Someone who has expressed awish to be with the fighting men, someone
whose reputation for honor—aswell asfor hisfighting prowessin years past—has no stain upon it.
Someone who promised he would not go, unless, of course, an honorable excuse could be found.”

"Lord Royance?' Anamarasaid, her eyeswide.

"The same. | can think of no better. Now, Ayfare, please get clothing together both for Lord Royance



and for me. | must go and ask him now, and | think he will not refuse me. Have the winter garments
ready by thetimel return, if you can.

Thereisno timeto waste.”

Ayfare nodded. "It will be done, Lady," she said, dready beginning to rummage through the chest for
whatever might be appropriate. That this completely undid al her previouswork didn't seem to matter to
her.

A few minutes |ater, a steward ushered Ashen into the room Lord Royance used for meetings. Therewas
someone with him now, agray-haired man Ashen had seen once or twice. She started to leave again, to
wait outside in the corridor, but

Royance motioned for her to Stay.

"Sir Brean and | arefinished with our business, Lady Ashen. We were merely exchanging pleasantries.”

Brean arose from his chair across the table from where Royance held akind of court. He bowed to both.
"Then, gr, you will take this matter before the

Council?' hesaid.
"I will, as 1 told you, put it under advisement,” Royance replied. "1 must think about it first."
"Thank you." Sir Brean bowed himself out and closed the door behind him.

Royance arosein turn and cameto greet Ashen. "Y ou are awelcome sight, my dear—I hope you don't
mind an old man's effectionate familiarity.”

"l welcomeit. | have come asking for your help.”
"If itismineto give, thenitisyours”
"It isavery private matter."

"Then we shdl discussit in private." Royance led her into the small chamber opening off the formal one,
where they both sat down beside thefire.

Leaning forward and mincing no words, Ashen told the old gentleman what had taken placein the
Dowager's apartment. She took off the necklace Harous had given her, and held it out to him. "Thisisthe
proof that, to me at least, what

Lady Marcalasaid wastrue. | witnessed that murder, Sir. | saw amisty man—and now | am certain it
was Harous— kill Kazi and take thisfrom her body. At least, the Ash badge. The rest was added | ater,
when it was reworked into its present form."

"But why would Harous do such athing? Sted aruined brooch from a dead

Bog-woman."

"I cannot fathom a reason. Perhaps he saw some possible use for the trinket later. Perhaps Kazi had



annoyed him. Perhaps hedid it for sport.” Ashen'slipstwisted bitterly. "There are those who hunt
Bog-people asif they were beasts."

Royance shook his snowy head. He closed his eyes and Ashen could tell that he was thinking deeply.
Eventudly he spoke.

"Harous comes from an ancient family. | have known him since he could toddle. He was awaystoo
ambitiousfor hisown good, but | never thought—No, | will not judge him prematurely on the word of a
sick woman, even though your evidenceis strong. Men have been convicted and even executed for less.
Stll, there might have been amisunderstanding. Harous could aways have found the old brooch after
you were brought out of the Bog, and had it made into the necklace out of sheer generosity. Another man
might have been responsible for Kazi's death.”

"I know. | am trying to keep dl that in mind." She picked up the necklace and ran the sapphire beads
through her fingers. "Once, along time ago, Zazar pulled some cords out of atangle she kept as one of
her ways of seeing into the future.

She cdled these cords 'trimmings from the Loom of the Weavers.' On this occason she pulled out Six
and laid them on the floor between us. Three were gold, one brighter than the others. Another was such
an intense blueit hurt my eyesto look at it. Thefifth was spring green, and the last was black with afew
flecks of gray. It lay apart from the others."

"What doesthismean?' Lord Royance asked. "I don't understand.”
"If you had been brought up by Zazar, you would. The golden threads were the

King, the Queen, and Prince Florian. His thread was thin and weak; the Queen's the strongest. The blue,
Zazar said, was me. The green one | thought was Obern but | was mistaken. Gaurin's color is pring
green and | knew hewasthe man | loved from the first moment | saw him." She swallowed. The next
words would come hard. "I never guessed who the last was, until now. The black thread, | fear, was
Harous"

"Thisisno evidence"

"l know. And yet—" She picked up the necklace and studied it. "Part of me wants to throw this away.
Another part of mefedsthat my—my mother must have been wearing this brooch when she cameto
Zazar, the night | wasborn.”

Royance frowned. "Now | will tell you something, though | don't know if it will help or not. | often saw
the Lady Aldithawearing abrooch very smilar to the onein question except the vessel holding the flame
was alapislazuli. But what became of it, | do not know nor can | attest that you have it now." He spoke
dowly.

Ashen's eyesfilled with tears. "Harous gave me the fragments of the blue stone that had been originaly
set inthebrooch. | still keep them in my jewel box.

They are lapis. Lord Royance, thank you. In my heart | believe that you have solved this one mystery at
least. The brooch was my mother's. | will keepit for itisdl that | will ever have of her." She fastened the
ornament around her neck once more. "But as you say, more questions remain. Is Harous guilty, or
innocent? Whatever the truth may bein thismail, | fed that Gaurinisin grave danger. | must go to him,”
she gtated. "I mugt.”



"Why not let amessenger from the Dowager, or the King, or even the Council carry this news?'
"Because Y sahasforbidden it.”

"l see. Well, itisno didoyaty to think that the Dowager wrong. | agree with you." Lord Royance spoke
firmly. "I think the threat of treason was something spoken hagtily, in the heat of aquarrel between two
headstrong people, and there is nothing in it. Nevertheless, Harous must be informed. If he isinnocent, he
should be given the chance to clear himsdif. If heisguilty—" Heleft the rest of the thought unspoken.
"Als0, he should know about hiswifésillness" He got to hisfeet, his movements brisk. "Knowing you, |
suspect that preparations are aready underway for our journey.”

Ashen's cheeks grew warm. "Yes, sir. | hoped you would go with me. But if not, | was determined to go
done”

"I wonder if Gaurin knows what atreasure he hasin you. Well, | told him at dinner the other night that |
ill might have a battle or two left in me. It seemsthat boast is about to be put to the test. | will not have
broken my word, now thereis need." He returned to more practica matters. "What preparations are you
meking?'

"So far, warm clothing, enough for both of us. We will need food, of course—"

"I have alittle carriage on runnersthat will take usto arendezvous point near a certain hunting lodge of
infamous memory. We can go that far without escort.”

Ashen grimaced to think of it, but the old gentleman wasright. The lodge where she had been taken,
years ago when she had been abducted and Obern had come to her rescue, was close by the road north
and a convenient meeting spot.

"I will send amessenger to Grattenbor. | am seldom there these days, but | daresay they have not yet
forgotten their lord. There must till be aded or two left there, or at Y ew-keep. Jervin, my chief seward,
will find them for us, and dogsto pull them. | know my kennelswere not entirely emptied. My guardswill
bring the deds and dog teams and join us at the lodge, and thence to the road north. | will personaly
handle the one that carriesyou."

"Can you drive aded?' Ashen asked in some disbelief. She had envisioned amarch aong the road the
soldiers had taken, and had never hoped for anything swifter.

"I did, inmy youth," Royance answered. Unexpectedly, he grinned and a ghost of the high-spirited boy
he had once been shone through his customary dignity.

"Grattenbor isvery close to the mountains, and dedding and snow traveling out in the high country is
something we dl do. | loved it and practically had to be dragged back home. | can give your Gaurin
competition crossing snow fields unless he too knows how to make woven frames for your feet that will
keep you from fdling through the crust.”

Now that the adventure was taking shape, he seemed downright jaunty about it. A dozen years seemed
to drop from his shoulders, and once again Ashen was reminded of the way he had welcomed the
opportunity to participate in the Grand Tourney with the other senior nobles.

"Y our various talents never cease to amaze me," she said, smiling in return.



"Put your worriesto rest, my dear," he said. He patted her hand. "As soon aswe are able, we will be at
the war-camp, where these terrible questions will find answers.”

It was late afternoon and the first heavy flakes of snow had begun to fall by the time Rohan and Snolli
arrived back in camp.

Rohan touched the hilt of his sword with his gloved hand, grateful that the

Nordor leaders had relented and allowed edged wegpons after all. He hoped the weather would not
grow too cold to use them. The approaching snowstorm added to his apprehension. He was warm
enough, but he missed the comfort of armor. The brush of dried herbs and grasses Granddam Zazar had
given him to wear was useless without ahelm to wear it in. However, he had tied it to athong and now
kept it closeto his skin. Another item she had given him—asilver amulet with the design of crashing
waves—he wore more openly. "I'm late again,”" he stated with some degree of guilt.

"Never mind, boy,” Snalli told him. "They need what we bring. They'll wait for us." Hefingered the
elaborate badge of office hewore. Rohan hid asmile, remembering how delighted his grandfather had
been at the title Admira-General, and how he had tried to hide t.

"That'smorethan just agenerd, isn't it," he had said, scowling.
"Indeed it is, Sr," Rohan had said.
"Do | keep the badge, oncethiswar isover?'

"l see no reason why you can't, Sir. In fact, | see no reason why yours shouldn't be a permanent office, in
Rendd "

His grandfather had grunted dismissively, but Rohan knew better than to believe his gruff act. The
Council of Rendel would be wiseto have just such aschemein mind, he thought, or I'min trouble again
for speaking when | didn't know al the facts.

"Widl, judging from the number of guards and the flag there, I'd say weve arrived.” Snolli tramped
Straight to the men stationed at the entrance to the command tent. "Y ou there. Make way for the
Admirad-Generd of dl of Rendel and his second in command. We bring information.”

"High Marshd Harous and al the other leaders of the Four Armies are waiting for you eagerly,” one of
the guards replied. He saluted and ushered them inside.

Asbefore, the interior was warm, not only from the brazier, but aso from the presence of many more
men than had been there the previous day. Rohan recognized his friend Ce-bastian, seated beside
Gaurin, and remembered that there was kinship between them. Hynne was on Gaurin's other side, and
next to himwas

Lathrom. He looked up at Rohan and nodded awelcome. Steuart, the champion of the Grand Tourney,
sat next to Chevin, Harous's lieutenant, and Rohan realized that he was a part of Harous's saff.
Elsawhere around the table he recognized

Jabez of Mimon, Vinod of Vacaster, and Reges of Lerkland, al young nobles of his ac- quaintance, who
had found positions as junior officers. Ni-kolos of Grattenbor,



Royance's deputy, had the seat that would have been hislord's. Gidon of Bilth acted as hissecond in
command. Harous himself occupied the seet at the head of the table, and Tusser was relegated to a spot
asfar down from him aspossible.

Rohan deliberately chose achair close by the Bog-man. "I know these men. Let me do thetaking,” he
whispered to Snalli.

Harous spokefirgt. "Welcome, Admira-Genera, and Rohan," he said. "Asyou can see, we have been
studying the map of the area and making conjectures as to where our enemy has gathered, but without
firm information our guesses are only useless exercises. | hope that you have brought us something we
canuse”

"I have," Snalli retorted. His chest puffed up alittle. "The Sea-Rovers have made themselves more than
useful today. Rohan, you tell them.”

Rdieved that his grandfather was taking his advice, Rohan began, though heleft out certain private
observations.

The grizzled old Admira-Generd indsted on leading the mission in person. "'Y ou may be young and hot
for battle," hetold Rohan, "but it istoo soon to engage the enemy. Not until we know what were facing.
Takes somebody seasoned to get in and out in one piece when we go to take alook. They are bound to
object, if they catch us.”

Without reminding his grandfather that the reconnai ssance mission had been hisidea, Rohan surrendered
command of the Spume-Maiden, chosen because she was faster than any other ship in the fleet. Snalli
promptly took his place beside

Captain Harvas. Rohan's battle flag floated in the breeze, sea-blue with the device of crashing waves, and
the old Chieftain ordered hisrun up aboveit. In moments, Snolli's ensign floated free, crimson with an
attacking seaeagle.

Skillfully, Harvastook advantage of the dight breeze to take the little ship north, far enough from the
shorefor safety, but still close enough so that, with the use of Snolli'sfar-see glass, they could note what
was to be seen. The stubby little vessdl pitched and rolled in the dark waves.

They rounded a promontory. "Huh," his grandfather grunted. "Therethey are." He passed the glassto
Rohan, who gazed through it eegerly.

If it had been abrighter day, he could have observed more, but it was enough.

"We counted five great beadts, dl in stals made of stone. The Frydian invaders must have gathered the
sones and built them," Rohan told the generds. "I think there was asixth stdl, but it was empty.”

Harous raised one eyebrow. "Six Ice Dragons,” he said.
"Add to that ahost of armsmen,” Rohan continued. "They are camped not in good order the way we are,
but huddled in clusters here and there. Thismadeit difficult to count, but | think we may be outnumbered

roughly threeto one."

"Interesting odds," Gaurin commented. "However, the important newsisthat the



Frydians must be planning to take the sea road and make adirect assault on us."
"Of coursethey are," Snalli said impatiently.
"And how, Rohan, did you manageto find out al thiswithout being spotted from the shore?"

The Admiral-Genera took this question himsdlf. "It'san old Sea-Rover trick. We sailed on past, innocent
asyou please, asif wewere out on an errand that had nothing to do with the people from the North. And
then, when we were out of sight of them, we headed out to sea until we couldn't see the shore and turned
back south once again. Harvas used to be awave-reader until his ship was destroyed, when first we
cameto Rendd. He can smdl hisway across the water both coming and going.”

"That nameisfamiliar,” Harous said. "He wasin Rendd-sham briefly, was he not? When the late King
Florian wasflirting with an aliance between our two peoples?'-

"Y our spies are competent. Yes, | sent Harvas as surety for the hostage the cata—I mean, King Florian
had left with uswhile we were discussing terms. He was just a Prince then. All came to naught, though.
Waan't until my son Obern married that skinny, pae girl that we could treat with your Queen.”

"Aghen," Gaurin said mildly.

"Oh, yes," Snalli said. "Y ou married her later, didn't you."

Rohan wanted to put hiselbow in Snalli'sribsor hisfist in hismouth if there were room, what with
Snolli'slarge foot occupying it aready. He might wreck the whole dliance among the severd peoples of
Rende with hisrough tongue.

Also, there was more important information to relay. He had to speak up, and break into his
grandfather's pleasant game.

"Wekilled one of the Dragons," hesaid, "and itsrider.”
Every man in the room, except for Snolli who just sat complacently in hischair, legpt to hisfeet. Even
Tusser wasimpressed. Theair wasfull of their questions. How, where, what had they used against

it—Rohan aso had to stand, and gesture for silence.

"Admira Snolli went back to his own ship. Something told me there was more to be seen. Before Snolli
could stop me, | sent Spume-Maiden sailing north again.

The Dragon wasin the air by the time we turned back," he said. " So their suspicions must have been
aroused despite our pretense.”

"Weve seen these things before," Snolli observed judicioudy, "though mostly on the ground. They came
after us, when Void was destroyed. That's our old stronghold,” he added for the benefit of those who
didn't know the Sea-Rovers story. "But we outran them with afavoring wind, and their being weary from
destruction. Thistime luck was dl that saved thisyoung fool.”

The generas and their aides sat down again and Rohan took up the terrible, necessary tale once more.

Snoalli, of course, wasin hot pursuit but the much dower Gorgull couldn't catch up before the battle was



over. The Dragon seemed aslarge asthe ship they sailed in, but that could have just been their
imaginations. It swooped down for a closer ook at them. Even without the far-see glass Rohan could see
aman seated just behind the enormous head.

He turned to Dordan, one of the steadiest of the marines. "Archers,”" he ordered.

"Have our bows warmed, greased, and drawn aready,” Dordan said, grinning. "A giant crossbow or a
catapult would be ussful, but we don't have any."

"Stay hidden until it comes close enough.”

"Count on me, even as your father did." Dordan gave asignd and the bowmen under his command took
what shelter they could find on the deck of thelittle ship.

When the Dragon came within range, Dordan leapt up with aloud cry. He and his archers took deadly
am, and fired. The Dragon veered off asitsrider, startled, tried to dodge the hail of arrows. Some
missed, but many more found amark. Therider clutched at his shoulder but kept his seet.

An arrow had lodged in the beast's eye and it began raking at the injury with its great claws. It tossed its
head, and itsrider logt his perch. The force with which the caped figure hit the water must havekilled

him. If he could have held his seet just afew momentslonger, hewould have lived, at least for alittle
while, because the Dragon drifted down and settled onto the surface. It spread out its great wings for

buoyancy.

"Quick, beforeit can take flight again!™ Rohan shouted.

A boat was dready being lowered. He scrambled into it asit cleared the deck.

"Let us keep on putting arrows into the beast, from adistance," Dordan said.

"No usein getting too close, too soon."”

Rohan gripped the hilt of hisRinbell sword, grateful to haveit in his hand.

Grandfather had called him hot for battle. That was an understatement. He was feverish for redl action,
wanted to grapple the creature and subdue it with only his own strength as aweapon, but he recognized

the archer's wisdom. He nodded.

Dordan gave asignal and another flight of arrows arched over their heads. Asbefore, most found their
mark but afew had been aimed at the rider whose body floated nearby.

"These things can bekilled," Rohan said. "They are not invincible, as we had thought.”

"We haven't bagged thisoneyet," Dordan warned. "And we brought it down only because its rider
wasn't expecting usto attack. | think he just came out to give us alooking-over."

"Wdl, then, let'sfinishit off."
By thistime, more boats had |eft the ship, al filled with armed men. They circled the downed Dragon,

gpproaching cautioudy; the cresture was very dangerous. It lashed out with itswings, threatening to
swamp any boat that came too close.



"Wevejust been scratching at it. Those arrows aren't any moreto it than a speck of sand would beto
us. If we're to have a chance, we have to blind it completely,” Dordan reported. He stood up in the boat,
keeping hisfeet with difficulty asthe Dragon's continued flailing crested a heavy chop.

Nevertheless, hisnext arrow lodged in the beast's other eye. Its struggles grew moreintense. It could not
claw the arrows out without losing the buoyancy of its outstretched wings. Immediately the other archers
began aming for the same target and, in spite of the threshing of the creature'slong neck, many found
their mark.

"Bring usin closer, toward the head," Rohan said.

"Dangerous move, Rohan, but probably necessary,” Kather said. He didn't have

Dordan's skill with the bow, and hefted a spear instead. An axe, the weapon the

Sea-Roversliked best, hung at hisbelt. "Those arrows are just annoyances, if | guessright.” He hefted
his spear. "Itll take afew of thesein just the right place—"

Kather launched the spear and found histarget. Within amatter of moments, the

Dragon's head bristled with spears and its movements—Rohan hoped—qgrew feebler.

"We can't throw hard enough to make the spear points go deep,” Rohan said. "The skull istoo strong.
We can't hope to reach the heart, not with its body half under water. That means someonewill have to
go up close, try for the brain. | mean, | cantry for it."

"That istoo close," Dordan said dubioudly.

"l havetotry. Takemein."

The men began working the boat as close asthey dared, but it was usdless. The

Dragon was till flailing its head back and forth and there was no hope of

Rohan's being able to leap up and catch it, even if he could have been able to avoid the huge mouth filled
yvith sharp, white teeth. Snolli would be furiousif he failed, and take credit if he succeeded. Well, so be
Iit.

"Thewing," hesaid. "I'll try for thewing, and then climb up the neck."

"Youremad."

"I'm aSea-Rover," Rohan said, grinning. "If | fail, then tell my grandfather | died well."

Eight

The Dragon made no extra effort to fling Rohan off into the sea, perhaps because it smply didn't notice
his presence. Nevertheless, a pasm of itswing flipped him high into the air and it was only by luck that

he was hurled in the direction of the body and not into the water. Rohan grabbed one of the sharp spines
that ran down the Dragon's back and, having ahandhold at last, pulled himself dowly aong these



protuberances toward the beast's head. He was careful not to let go of one before he had a secure grasp
on the next. Still, it seemed that days must have passed before he reached the saddidlike spot just behind
the enormous skull whereitslate rider had sat. Here there were two depressions on either side that
seemed perfectly designed for human legs. He scrambled up and into the naturd saddle and gripped the
beast's neck with thighs and feet. Then, asif sensing astranger on its neck, the Dragon began to thrash in
earnest in an attempt to fling him off. If Rohan had tried to mount the biggest, meanest, wildest horsein dl
of Rendel, he would not have had as rough aride asthe lce

Dragon was giving him now.

He had to trust in the strength of histhigh musclesto keep from joining the

Dragon'slate rider, who was floating out past the spot where this desperate battle was going on. Out of
the corner of his eye, Rohan spotted one of the boats, making for the body. But he didn't havetimeto
think about it.

He drew the Rinbell siword and held it high, point down, waiting for the right moment to strike. There had
to be avulnerable point somewhere, and Rohan was betting hislife that it was very close to the natura

saddle.

"They say Rinbdl| blades, if they choose, fight for those who wield them," he cried out, hiswordslost in
thedin of battle. "Let it be so!"

Closing his eyes, he struck. The blade hit solid bone and Rohan knew that he had failed, and would
forfat hislife. "Anamara—"

Then, asif of itsown valition, the point of the sword did past the bone and went in, up to the hilt. Rohan

moved it back and forth, trying to do the maximum damage. He felt something give deep in the Dragon's
skull and it spasmed violently. All itslimbsflailed out once more, and then its head drooped and it went

limp.

"Here, Rohan. Jump for the boat. Well catch you."

Rohan looked up. Dordan waited in the little vessel. He had brought it in periloudy close. Hismen had
hard work to keep the craft steedy while lending what aid they could. The waters were still violently
agitated from the Dragon's strugglles.

"Inamoment.” Rohan set hisfoot on the back of the Dragon's skull and pulled.

At first the sword refused to budge and his heart sank. Then the blade came out, reluctantly. 1t would
have to be cleaned with care, he thought, lest the

Dragon'sichor damage it. For the moment, he returned it to its sheath for safekeeping.

Suddenly weary in every bone, he summoned alast bit of strength and jumped. At that moment the boat
was tossed and he missed, landing heavily in theicy cold water. The men hauled him out before he could
sink and drown.

A few thick, heavy flakes of snow werejust beginning to fall.

"What atael" Cebagtian said. "Comrade, | dmost envy you your adventure!™



Around him, the other young nobles nodded their agreement.

Rohan shrugged. "Theréell be fighting enough for dl of you on land, and perhaps even harder than my
skirmish. We were lucky because we took the rider unprepared for us.”

"I've heard they are mongters who ride the Dragons," Chevin said.

"This one looked rough and crud, to be sure,” Rohan said, "but he aso looked human enough. At least
on the outsde. We were lucky with him but it will not be thus with the others. They will be ever on their
guard from today. Anyway, we sailed on south, as my grandfather said, to Bilth harbor. | changed into
dry clothes, and we came here at once.”

He did not mention the tongue-lashing Snolli had given him. Then he remembered something.

Hetook a hollow rod about half the length of aman's forearm out of hisdeeve.

It wasthe color of slver, or perhaps of steel. There was athong handle at one end but otherwise the rod
was unremarkable, perfectly plain except for a protuberance on one sde. "When the men retrieved the

Dragon rider's body they found this.”

"Be careful!" Snalli shouted. ™Y ou didn't tell me you were dragging that thing with us. Itisaterrible
wegpon!*

Rohan examined therod curioudy, peering into it. "Redly? It seems empty to me—"

"You fool. Do you see the stud, just where your forefinger could reach if you had the thong over your
wrigt, holding the thing? That makes amist shoot out of the rod. It'll burn the lungs out of anyone unlucky
enough to bein theway."

Rohan put the rod down hadtily. "I'm sorry, 1—"

"You didn't know," Snolli said sarcasticaly. "Therésalot you don't know."

"Let me put it away for now," Harous said. "It isgood to have one of the enemies great weapons, so that
we can sudy it."

"Nothing to study,” Snalli said. Nevertheless, he passed it down the table, where each man who had to
handle the thing did so gingerly, and with great caution.

"L et us hope that we can have haf your success with the Dragons,” Harous said soberly. He unlocked a
chest and put the deadly rod into it with aclink of meta. All the assembled began to breathe easier.

"Now," the Lord High Marsha continued, "let us consider two facts | have been pondering while Rohan
related hister- rible story. One, the enemy's camp is on the searoad.”

"Yes," Rohan said. "There is agap between the mountains, where thereisasmdl plain, much like the one
our camp occupies.”

Harous nodded acknowledgment. "Two, it isvery possible that they are not even aware of the narrow
pass that, according to the map, would lead usto a spot dmost behind them. Surely to their flank.”



Therewas aslence. Then Gaurin spoke. "Y ou are proposing a surprise attack.”

" am. Wewill split our forces. A small number will go dong the searoad, exposing themselvesto the
most danger—"

"My marines," Rohan said.

Harous nodded. "The assgnment isyours. The main body of our forces will make our way through the
pass and fal upon them while Rohan has them occupied. Thefighting will befierce, | promiseyou, but if
we have luck on our side, it will al be over with one grest battle.”

"Tussr likefight," the Bog generd said. "We go with Rohan.”

"No," Harous said. "I want you to follow the Rendel troops. Y ou will be our reinforcements, if they
should be needed.”

Tusser started to protest, but Rohan laid ahand on hisarm. "Do as he says," he urged quietly. "Harousis
agood genera and he knows—" Rohan started to say

"human" but stopped in time. "He knows thiskind of fighting, under these conditions.”

"Snow," Tusser said. He thought for amoment, scowling. "Rohanisright. | do.”

"Thank you."

"Itisagood plan,” Gaurin said thoughtfully, "but aren't you risking dl onasingleline of attack?"

"I am," Harousreturned. "But great danger warrants greset risks. Can you think of a better course?"

"| think we should learn more, if we can, about what faces us before we commit oursalvesto a battle
againg the kind of odds Rohan spoke of. And | think we should have an aternate plan, perhapstwo, in
case our origina goesawry."

"Wewill send out scouts," Harous promised. He went to the flap of the tent and peered out. A bolt of
lightning flashed and thunder reverberated through the mountains. Snow blew through the opening, and
the sentries posted outside were dready covered withit. "Go and get warm,” hetold them. "Nobody is
going to tir whilethisstormisgoing on." Gratefully, they sdluted and I eft.

"l suggest that we all find our quarters now, for evening isdrawing on. Think of your best men for the
unpleasant but important assignment of spying out the enemy. Tomorrow, we will send out the first ones.”

Harous could hardly get the generdls and their staffs out of the command tent fast enough. His head
throbbed and had done so ever since Rohan had told of the killing of aDragon rider. It could easily have
been FHavidlel His heart had nearly stopped, and he breathed again only when Rohan had been quite
specific that the one they encountered had been male. One of the soldiers assigned to him brought him his
supper, and he ate without tagting. He left the tray; someone would pick it up in the morning. Candles
placed here and there in the main area of the tent had lighted the recent ddliberations. He pinched out al
but one and carried it into his private quarters.

Havidlewaited for him there.



He dmost dropped the candle but caught it in time. "How did you get here?' he said.

"| told you. | have powersthat others only dream of."

"Areyou red? Or am | dreaming you?'

Shetook the candle from him and put it on the table beside his camp bed. "Find out for yourself,” she
sad. Then she cameinto hisarms. The scent of her perfume enveloped him. Her thin, filmy garment
fluttered to thefloor.

Later, she propped hersdlf up on one elbow and brushed the hair back from his eyes. "We saw aship,”
shesaid, "and sent out a Dragon. It did not come back."

Hetold her of Rohan's adventure. Her eyes darkened. "That must have happened while | was occupied
with other matters. If | had been there, Shrang would till be dive, and Rohan would be dead.” She lay

down beside him once more, resting her head on his shoulder. The narrowness of the bed encouraged
closeness. "I know this Rohan," she said, an unmistakable edge to her voice. "Heisameddliesome,

Supid boy."
"Heisthe one to whom you offered Power once, isn't he?”

"Y es. Forget him. He does not concern us. Now, tell me of what you and your general s talked about
|ater.”

Herdated the plan for the flanking attack. She listened intently.

"It isagplendid opportunity to turn the ambush againgt them,” she said.

"That'swhat | wasthinking, only I didn't know how | was going to find you to tell you about it."

She amiled then. "Y ou should have trusted me more. Anyway, there will be no battle, no ambush, until
the snow stops. And that will last for at least three days. | shdl be here with you whenever you want me,
during thet time."

"l want you."

"But | must go, before you begin your march. Thereis much to do. Remember, the men must go benegath
the frozen river | showed you. | will drop the ice upon them.”

"I know. But how shdl | escepeit?’

"I will wait until you are safely past. And | will shild you when my troopsfal upon what isleft of your
men. Y ou are mine, now, and | will look after you."

"And later, when you have won and Rendd lies open to you?'
"Ah, later. Later | will bestow wonders upon you such as you cannot even begin to imagine.”

Harous could not imagine why or how he had ever found the pae, anemic Ashen éttractive, or eventhe
warmer-blooded Marcala. Both receded far, far into his distant memory, not to be thought of again



except with contempt. Here in hisarms was his mate, his counterpart, his equal—the one for whom he
had been created. The woman in whose ddlicate hands he had placed hislife and hisfuture,

"Y ou are wonder enough, dl by yoursdf," hetold her.
Shekissed him.

Ashen twisted the iridescent bracelet tighter on her arm. Al her other adornments she had left behind,
when she garted on this journey except for the

Ash badge. She packed the badge away, for proof if necessary. The bracelet sheinssted on wearing. It
had once been an artifact of Gaurin's house. She had discovered it by accident, in the ruined city of
Gd-inth degp in the heart of the Bog, on the arm of the skeleton of amurdered man. He had been
Gaurin'sfather, though neither of them knew of those terrible circumstances when, insteed of claiming the
bracelet, he had given it to her, on the occasion of their first meeting.

"L et this be a pledge between us" he had told her. "If ever you arein need of anything, put this on, think
of me, and | will know, and whatever separates us, even if it ishdf theworld or | face an entirearmy
aone, | will overcomedl barriersto be a your sde.”

Ashen dared not issue such asilent pleanow, for she knew he would heed it.
Nevertheless, because the bracd et made her fed closer to him, sheworeit.

"I think we should make an early stop for the night,” Lord Royance said. "The sky is darker than the day
suggests, and so | believe there will be snow."

"Can we keep going?" Ashen asked anxioudy.
"We may have to wait out a storm, but then we will be back on the way as swiftly as possible.”

Already Royance's men were hacking boughs from trees and beginning to consiruct double lean-tos from
them. Interested, she observed how they were made. The flooring was thick and springy and the doping
sSdes nearly met at thetop. They finished hersfirgt, and established her init. There was plenty of room
both for her and her few belongings, and a good quantity of the suppliesthey had brought with them.
Cdling on thetrail-craft she had learned as achild, she kin- died alittle fire where the smoke could
escape easly through the roof of her makeshift dwelling. The interior warmed quickly. The boughswere
fresh and green—sheinhaled their fragrance with pleasure. They would not burn but she ringed the fire
with stones anyway, as a precaution.

A few flakes of snow managed to make their way through the opening at the top of her shelter, to fdll
szzling into thefire, but where she now lay on abed of boughs covered with afur robe, she was snug
and warm. Shewondered if Gaurin knew the secret of constructing such aconvenient thing, and then
decided that asaNordor he did.

They were two daysin their temporary camp, and Ashen fretted at the delay.

"We were caught just on the edges of the snowfdl," Royance assured her. "It was much worse farther
north as you know from the echoes of thunder. But that isaboon,” he said before she could cry out in
dismay. "With such a storm to contend with, nobody on either side could venture out. Never fear, dear
Ashen, | predict that wewill arrivein plenty of time before thered hodtilitiesbegin.”



And you hopeto bein the midst of those, she thought, but kept it to herself.

Royance's chief steward, Jervin, had charge of the camp. He was ataciturn man, dmost asold ashis
master and even leaner. Like Royance, he had refused to be left behind though his presence meant that
there were only five soldiers to guard them and not the six that Royance had ordered. "1 will take care of
you,”

Jervin said. And no argument could budge him.
Themorning of the third day dawned bright and clear, and both Jervin and
Royance judged that it was safe to take up their journey.

Ashen had never seen working dogs pulling deds before. Contrary to what she imagined, they did not
have to be forced to their task. Rather, they seemed to be laughing, with open mouths and lolling tongues
asthey leaped eagerly into their harness, ready to go. Indeed, they had to be restrained lest they run
away before the men could put the dogs coats and mittens on, dragging the empty deds behind them.
Once the conveyances were |oaded, Ashen rode on the one where the food and other supplies had been
arranged to alow her to be as comfortable as possible. Most of the time Royance stood just behind her,
guiding the ded by putting out hisfoot from time to time and nudging it in one direction or the other.
Jervin had charge of the other, and the rest of the men took turns riding or trotting behind. Now and then,
they halted to rest the dogs, who didn't seem to need it, and to let the guards catch up. To Ashen's
relief—and she had to admit, her hidden amusement—Jervin bullied his master into riding now and then
on the other ded, taking histurn resting like the others. None of the men would alow himto run along
behind though he ingsted that he wasfully able, despite hisyears.

"Itisnot seemly,” Jervin said, and that was that.

If they had not been on a serious errand, Ashen would have gresetly enjoyed the adventure, particularly
the spectacle of the dignified Head of the Council of

Rendd reliving hisyouth. She settled for taking each moment asit came.

Sooner than she had dared hope, the stockade fence surrounding the camp came into view. "Oh, faster,
faster!" she cried to Royance. "We must get there now} "

"Ingood time," the old nobleman said, but he whistled to the dogs and they redoubled their efforts.

Asthey approached the gate of the stockade, however, Ashen sensed at once that something was badly
amissingde. The place wastoo quiet. Perhgps the enemy had fallen upon them, killed them al—

"Oh, no," shewhispered. She put the back of her hand to her mouth. The gesture reminded her of the
bracelet and she pressed her lipsagaing it. "Gaurin,

Gaurin," shemurmured. "If you are till—"
She couldntt finish the thought.

Then, asif by amiracle, he was there, coming through the gate. She threw back the fur robe and
scrambled free of the ded, dipping and diding in the snow as sheran to him. He hurried to her no less



quickly and caught her in hisarmsjust as shefell.

"Youlive, youlive" she said brokenly, her face buried in his shoulder.

"Yes, my Ashen. | am unharmed." He kissed her hair where her hood had fallen back on her shoulders.
"My Lord Royance. What brings you and my wife to this dangerous place? | thought you remained safe
in Rendelsham, with the King."

"Ashen has news you must hear. And she would not be stopped from coming to tell you herself, so |
escorted her."

Ashen pulled hersdlf free enough so that she could ook up at him. ™Y ou must be careful,” she said
tensday, her words pitched so that only he could hear. "I fear thereisatraitor in your midst.”

His eyebrows drew together and a single deep line etched itself between them. "A traitor.”

"Yes. Pleasg, if you have not yet fought, do not go out against them, not until the traitor has been
uncovered.”

"We gtill need to prove the charges,”" Royance cautioned.
"I need no further proof than what | have already. Oh, Gaurin, please. Do not face the enemy, not yet."

"You aretoo late, my Ashen. The battle was yesterday. We gave good account of oursalvesand it istoo
soon yet to tell, but | fear that we have lot.”

Nine

An excdlent day for abattle." Harouss breath puffed white as he surveyed the assembled troops. The
worgt of the blizzard had eased during the night, the thunder and lightning ceased, and now the sun shone
bright and clear, sparkling on the scattered flakes of snow that continued to fal.

"l am ready to start up the sea-road,” Rohan announced. Behind him, his

Sea-Rovers grinned behind their shields and each took fresh grip on axe and sword. All had wrapped the
hilts and handles of their weapons with rawhide, for a better grip. One man, alittle ahead of the rest, held
Rohan's battle ensgn.

Without agtiff breeze to makeit flutter bravely, it hung limp.

"At my command,” Harous reminded him. ™Y ou must give the rest of ustime enough to besat through any
deep snow in the mountain pass. Then you will engage the enemy long enough for usto fal upon them
unexpectedly from the flank.”

"Count on me, Sir." Rohan put his hand on Keltin's head and the war-kat began anoisy purr. On his other
sde, Bitta nudged up to be noticed as wll.

Harousturned to Gaurin. "l have searched out the mountain pass,” he sad, "and

| will lead our forces the best way to go."



Gaurin raised his eyebrows dightly. He had not personally explored this part of the area as Harous
claimed to have done, but he knew mountains. Harous, however, was the ranking officer and Gaurin
could tdll that the marshd, for al hislength of experiencein arms, could scarcely hold himsdlf back,
driven by his eagernessto engage the enemy.

L eaving behind the noncombatants—the cooks, the physicians, the laundresses and afew other women
who had trailed dong behind their men—the Four Armies of

Rendd marched out, each under its own flag. Someone had put together aguidon of sortsfor the
Bog-men, brownish-green with adevice of alupper daubed onit, and one of the warriors carried it
proudly. Though they had come with war-drums, as had the other armies, these had been left behind on
the generals express orders. Stealth was the order for the day.

The vanguard, composed of the generals and officers, expected to take the brunt of the attack. Eight
war-kats deigned to accompany them and paced alongside with enormous dignity—Gaurin'stwo, Rgesh
and Finola, and those in the charge of

Hynndl, Cebastian, and Steuart. Just behind the vanguard came the Nordor armsmen, and behind them,
the Renddians.

Tusser, of dl the officers, had been assigned to go with hismen, a Harous's express command. They
straggled along behind the Renddlians, lacking any sort of military order.

Harous himself proceeded to outdistance the vanguard. Too far ahead, Gaurin thought.
Snow and wind make a cgpricious combination, particularly in mountain country.

By astroke of good fortune, the howling gae had been funneled into the narrow valey and had swept
away mogt of the new snow through which they must make their way; consequently, the advance on
ground level was much easier than it might have been. Rocks and other obstacles were clearly
discernable under their fresh white blanket, and so were easy to avoid. Above, on top of the mountains,
the winds had not been so fierce, dlowing snowfall to accumulate to steep and dangerous depths. Gaurin
kept awary eye on that possible peril. He recognized this as avalanche country. If it had not been for the
prospect of taking the enemy by surprise, he would have protested this present plan of attack even more
vigoroudy than he had already done.

"Welose nothing by waiting aday or two, and have much to gain by sending out scoutsto learn just what
may face us," he had urged repeatedly in the counsd tent. "Particularly since the storm has struck so
heavily. Otherwise we march into a Situation where we are as blind men.”

"Perhaps. But | for one cannot sit idlein camp in thisfashion," Harous retorted. Around him most of the
officers nodded agreement.

He had the young nobles thoroughly in his hand, Gaurin noted. Rash, foolhardy, inexperienced in anything
other than set-piece battles, they werefairly itching to get into the fight. Well, he thought, many of them
would get their first scarstoday and thereby learn a more mature caution.

The advance along the valey floor presented so few obstacles that the soldiers moved four abreast,
thereby making much better time than if they had had to keep singlefile. At the muster of troops, each
company commander had impressed on them the need for quiet. Neverthdess, they still made more noise
than Gaurin could accept. He was constantly wary of the heavy snow piled overhead. He motioned to



Cebastian, who was also glancing upward with aworried look.

"Drop back and tell the men they must be as quiet as possible," he ordered in alow tone. "No talking, no
jangle of wegpons."

"I know, gr. | will seetoit.”

With Cebastian to remind them, the noise level among the armsmen dropped appreciably, though still not
asmuch as Gaurin wished.

Every stride took the corps deeper into the mountain pass. Asthey rounded a spur of rock and entered
well into the valley, Gaurin noted a second road dug into the mountain flank to hisleft. Then, to theright,
he glimpsed aflash of something high above, dmost at the peak of the heights. Stopping short, he
shielded hiseyeswith hishand. A momentary increasein the snowfal curtained the uppermost dopes.
Rajesh and Finola had flanked him and now paused beside him. Above, springy, fragrant evergreen trees
covered much of the mountainside except where a clean-scrubbed swath marked a path of one of the
frequent avalanches. In anotch in line with this pot, the brightness of the morning, combined with the
blue glitter of the snow—

Not snow! Icel

Gaurin held up his hand, gesturing a halt to those behind him while he strove to find an answer. Rgjesh
lifted hislipsin asilent snarl and Finolagrowled deep in her throat. The men in the front ranks, il
obediently slent under

Cebastian'singstence, clustered at the head of the valey, effectively blocking entry for those behind
them.

Gaurin had seen situations such asthis before. Aswith al icerivers, whether atop amountain or crawling
on the ground, thisone lay inasmall rift it had carved between two higher peaks. These heights, he
recognized to his dismay, were thick with new falen snow. If the crust of old snow had melted, evena
little, it would then certainly have re-frozen during the last few daysinto asurface of pureice. This
promised marked danger. The dightest mischance would send the new snow plummeting down the
mountaingde in the chute where such disasters had obvioudy occurred many times before. If that
happened now, and they were in the way, they would al be destroyed at once. Fortunately, it was easy,
especidly for aNordor, to predict the limits of where the avalanche could be expected to fall.

Harous, unknowing that Gaurin had halted the advance, was still forging ahead.

Gaurin risked the noise he would make, running to catch up, as the war-kats bounded soundlessly beside
him.

"Look up there," he said softly. "We must turn back."

Harous surveyed the danger area Gaurin pointed out. "Yes, | see” hesaid. To

Gaurin'sdismay, he spokein anormal tonethat carried inthe till air. "But | do not agree to any retreat.
Rather, the order will be to advance so that we will win through before the snow or theice givesway."

Heraised hisarm to giveaforward signdl.

"Retreat, now!" Gaurin countered. "Believe me, | know this country! We proceed to great danger.”



Harous shook his head. Then suddenly both men redlized that the time for argument had run out. An Ice
Dragon poked its head over the edge of the frozen river. Itsrider waswell established to see dll
happening below. A second

Dragon appeared higher up on the dope, on the other sde. The tranducent blue and whiteice began to
crack and shift, and the booming sound echoed off the opposite canyon walls. Both war-kats went tense
and lifted therr lipsto snarl doud.

Harous smply stood, staring, perhapsin shock. Gaurin grabbed the High

Marshal's arm and with sheer bodily force strove to drag him back the way they had come. Then, at the
far end of the valley they had entered, Gaurin saw oncoming enemy soldiers dong the narrow road cut
high along the mountainside directly opposite the iceriver. He knew the worst a once. The path of
advance by the Four Armies had been turned into an ambush to trap them.

"CebadtianV he shouted. "Now!"

Cebastian, knowing what to do, immediately set up aclamor, setting sword against shield and making as
much noise as he could. Those men gathered at the head of the valley began to follow hisexample.
However, many behind them, unable to assess the Situation and confused by what seemed to be
conflicting orders, hesitated.

A huge crystd of iceleaned out and broke off the lip of the frozen river. With deceptive downessiit
dropped, bounc- ing off the dopes, shattering asit fell. The Dragon stationed high up on the mountain
soread itswings and lifted into the air.

At that Rendelian soldiers found their voices. Their shouts and the din they made clashing wegpons
agang shiddsfilled the valey to drown out the sound of the fracturing ice above them. Even the
war-kats sent up ahowl. The heavy snow trembled, and with akind of terrible inevitability, beganto dip
from the heights. Eerily, its descent at first was not aroar, but rather awhisper. The

Ice Dragon that had been perched on the river attempted to take flight, too late. Finding itsvoice at last,
the bellowing snow dide overwhemed it. As the men below watched in awe, the avesome force of
faling tons of heavy snow tumbled the huge beast as easily asif it had been achild'stoy. In amatter of
moments, its limp and broken body was completely buried. The avalanche poured into the valey floor,
effectively blocking al passage save retreat aong the way the armies had come. The high path carved
into the opposite mountainside now swarmed with Frydian warriors.

Some of the destruction would have caught the vanguard had Gaurin not forced them back. The enemy
soldiers, safe enough on their narrow road, sped to the attack. In the sky, four Dragons were a-wing. It
could only be amoment, Gaurin knew, until those would aight on the mass of fallen snow, even beforeit
had time to sttle.

Rohan, at the head of histroop, watched until the Renddlian soldierswere well on the march, the Army
of the Bog-men trailing after. As best he could judge, the moment had come for him to take the sea-road,
there to engage the enemy and keep them occupied until Harous arrived to fall on their flank and destroy
them.

With one such master stroke could the war be won. The leader might remain, but he would be helpless
with no one to command.



They had easy going—afar easer route, Rohan suspected, than the floor of the valley pass. Therefore,
he did not push the men, but rather tried to gauge as best he could what progress the others were
making. If he attacked too soon, he ran therisk of losing too many of his men to superior numbers. If he
attacked too late, the element of surprise would be gone and he would be left on the

Frydians flank, with too few men.

He could, he redlized with cam fatalism, only do what he could, and hope for the best. The back of his
neck tingled unnaturally, as dways when he faced danger. He touched the little spray of herbsand
grasses Granddam Zaz had given him, for luck.

When, according to the lay of the land as he remembered having seen it from the deck of
Spume-Maiden, he estimated they were dmost within sight of the Frydian camp, Rohan indicated a hdlt.
Hiswar-kats, dmost invisible againg the snow, crouched nearly within touch.

"Closeranks," he ordered. Dordan and Kather, each in charge of a squad of marines, grinned.

"We know what to do," 1aobim retorted irritably. He was another of the seasoned veteranswho had
once served with Obern, and who now served with Obern's son.

Rohan did not alow himsdf to take offense. "That you stand here now," he said agreeably, "provesit.”
He gave them what he hoped was adisarming grin. It would not do to have the Sea-Rovers begin to hold
him, anewly armed youngling, in contempt, and they were all fully independent enough to do so. If they
believed him arrogant, they would unceremonioudly strip him of hisrank and choose another leader,
regardless of what the other commanders of the Four

Armiesmight think or of hiskinship with Snalli. In fact, he thought glumly,

Snolli would approve of such remova and be not in the least sympathetic toward his grandson for what
Snolli would consider stupidity. "Put it down to a case of nerves on my part.”

"You'l get over that soon enough once thefighting darts," Kather said. He hefted hisaxe, hislipsliftedin
acrooked and somewhat crud, anticipatory smile. He eschewed the protection of the fingerless gloves
some of the others wore. His hand must have been cold, but hisgrip wasfirm.

"No timelike the present to gart,” said laobim gruffly. "Give thesignd.”

"Well reach the outskirts of their camp and take on whoever we find, and then charge for the center,
making as much noise aswe can." Rohan drew his sword and likewise decided to do without hisglove.
In amoment, he was bound to be quite warm enough. "Let'sgo,” he said.

Only one Ice Dragon of the four settled onto the mass of snow that had fallen from the crest of the
mountain. The footing was gill ungtable, but the Dragon's bulk crushed and made firm any shifting of the
surface beneath it. The creature raised its great wings. Snow fell from under them. Then it opened its
mouth, uttering asound like araging storm. More snow and ice belched forth from that awesome cavity
inagresat gout.

That, Gaurin thought, was only one of the perilsthey faced that day. With no large weapons, no
catapults—at Har-ous's orders, he redized—they were at the



Dragons mercy. They would just have to take what came, and do the best they could. Suddenly, an
idea, engendered by Rohan's report, produced another possibility for killing these creatures besides
hurling stones at them. A spear, perhaps an arrow— The battle loomed and he forgot the ghost of the
ideain the urgency closing in on them.

Rajesh and Finola, looking very smal against the Dragon's bulk, bounded forward before Gaurin could
stop them. Though the huge creature could have crushed them with one clawed foat, ill they did not
hesitate to attack.

One—Gaurin could no longer tell which at this distance—crouched fearlessy in front of the Dragon,
making itself atemptation. The beast's greet tail switched whiplike asthe reptile screeched. The war-kats
tallslashed likewise, asthey snarled their defiance. Dragon and rider's attention centered on the war-kat
facing it. The other circled around beyond range of the Dragon'stail and launched itsdlf in aprodigious
leap. Claws and teeth cut at the Dragon's Side, where it could not reach. The Dragon flailed in frustrated
fury, and the shrill criesit uttered were not borne on aspray of ice. Now that it centered attention on one,
the other war-kats attacked in the same fashion, sinking claws and fangs everywhere they could reach
Dragon flesh. The beast went screaming mad, thrashing about and unable to didodge its tormenters.

"Now!" Gaurin shouted. Behind him, his standard bearer waved hisflag and his
Nordors rushed forward, swords and spears at the ready. Lathrom matched the others stride for stride.

Facing such an ondaught, the Dragon faltered and stepped back. Perhaps, as with the one Rohan had
dain, it was not used to determined opposition. Nevertheless, it fought on, far from being vanquished. Its
mighty limbs flashed up, and men began to fall. Therider pointed a dender metd rod that erupted bluish
mist from one end. Where the mist enveloped the attackers, more men went down, coughing asif to tear
their lungs open. And yet they pressed forward.

A brave armsman, close to strangling from the effects of the poisonous mist, ducked between and under
the Dragon'sforelegs. There, it might be possible to find avulnerable spot.

Therider shouted acommand, and the Dragon shook itself. The great wings stretched to their fullest
height and it began to lift from whereit had alighted. Men scattered. The war-kats leapt to safety and
came bounding down the hillock of snow, their tails battle-fluffed. Once they were out of range of the
cregture's claws and icy breath, they stopped, crouching, and al joined in ayowl of defiance that echoed
from the snowy dopes on ether Side.

While the Nordors and Rendelians had been engaged with the Dragon, enemy soldiers had made great
advance along the pathway cut into the side of the opposite mountain.

"Go and seeto theinjured,” Gaurin said to Cebastian. He turned to Hynndl. "It is plain that we have been
ambushed. Now | fear for Rohan.”

Hynnd's hand tightened on the hilt of hissword. "It is possible to go around the Frydians on the mountain
path. I've been in thisvalley before but from the north. Now | have my bearings. The Frydiansareon a
newly made road. However, thereisan older one, higher on the dope. If we can gain that one, and if
fortune favors us, we can reach Rohan's detachment.”

"I will keep them engaged so they do not deter you. May fortune indeed be with you, cousin.”

"Andwith you aswdl."



They clasped hands. Then, with nearly hdf of the Nor-dors behind him, Hynnel raced toward the | eft
face of the valey, war-kats bounding ahead of him. In moments, Gaurin could see some of the Frydian
soldiers at the head of the column hurrying to clamber upward, obvioudy aiming at Hynnel's detachment.
Most, however, did not understand and kept to their path. Once past those at the forefront, Gaurin knew
that Hynnel had agood chance. It al depended on whether his own remaining command could keep this
first wave of invaders busy enough so that Hynnel could get through.

"Attack!" Gaurin shouted the order, heading toward the spot where the press of battle would be greatest,
only to have Lathrom catch hisarm.

"Y ou are needed elsewhere," Lathrom said. "Please, Sir, go back and arouse

Harous. Something seemsto be the matter with him. He seems dazed. In any case, the Nordors can't
hold these Frydians forever, by themsdlves, and the

Rende-liansarein disarray. Grant me the boon of leading our men, until you can return with alarger
force"

Gaurin gazed a him intently for an ingtant before nodding assent. "'In the
Oakenkeep you are my second in com- mand,” he said. "L et the lead be yours here and now."

"Depend on me," Lathrom said. Uttering his own deep, booming war-cry, he broke into arun, followed
by his persona detachment of men close on hishedls.

Gaurin waved Rgesh and Finola after him.

In moments Lathrom's men had engaged the invaders, now defenders, in battle.

Hynnd and his company were able to fight their way through scant opposition, so gaining the high road.
The war-kats, on the hunt, snarled full-throated chalengesinto the cold air. Here and there, above the
din created by the clash of weapons, an enemy armsmen screamed, to be suddenly tilled.

Despite the chill, Gaurin wiped swest from his forehead as he considered

Lathrom's comment about Harous's strange action—or rather, lack of it. With long strides, he hurried
toward the High Marsha, meeting Harouss lieutenant,

Chevin, bound in his direction. Gaurin paused to give Chevin terse orders. The younger man sprang to
action, rounding up a handful of men and heading down the road to join Lathrom and the Nordors,
dready inthethick of thefight. Then

Gaurin made hisway toward Harous only to discover that instead of marking the battle order with the
attention such atense Stuation required, the Lord High

Marshal and Tusser werein the midst of adispute.
"Dragon flying," Tusser said, obvioudy not for thefirst time. "Not hurt bad.

Goestoward Bog. | go, too."



"You'll stay here, to provide reserve support, as| commanded.”

"Reserve support now must come from the Army of Ren-ddl, which so far has seen little fighting,” Gaurin
interrupted. He kept sharpness out of histone only by an effort. ™Y ou might notice that over haf of my
Nordors are currently holding the pass againgt the invaders. The other haf of my army isgoing to
Rohan'srelief."

Harous blinked. "Then we must send men to help. Where is Chevin?'

"l met Chevin on my way here, and heisaready taking care of it." Gaurin let therest of histhought—no
thanks to you—hang unspoken between them.

The High Marshd shrugged. "We seem to have the matter well in hand, then.”

Gaurin had to bite back hiswords before he said something that would have called for blood between
the two of them. This matter was far from well in hand, he thought, and it seems you have donelittle
enough about it. Two |ce Dragons had been destroyed and one dightly wounded, but three more
remained ready to attack at any moment. Ren-delian and Nordor wounded—and some dead—were
being carried off the field even now, from the skirmish. The Dragon that had brought them down was
aready dwindling to amere speck in the sky, winging itsway southward. Soon, Gaurin knew, it would
drop to earth and walk. At that point, perhapsit could be outflanked and overtaken.

Lathrom's report had been accurate. Harous did not ook well. Two spots of color high in his cheeks
made him appear feverish.

"Why," Gaurin asked carefully, "do you think the Dragon is not headed toward the
Bog?'

"Itisflying inthat direction only to throw us off," Harous said with more than atrace of scorn. "It must be
going back to some other encampment unknown to us, to have its scratches hedled.”

"Yetit did not waver or veer inflight," Gaurin pointed out. "Its path lies straight south. Therefore, |
believe that Genera Tusser is correct. Its hurts may be minor, but its rider knowsthat it cannot hold its
own in another fight such aswe just had. So, instead, therider picks what he thinksis the weakest target
in the land they seek to conquer, and that isthe Bog."

"l go," Tusser said. "Defend Bog."

"No," Harous repeated flatly. "Y ou will stay here.”

By thistime severd of the young officers, some bleeding from wounds, paused nearby, certainly
overhearing their commanders argument in the midst of afierce, pitched battle. Such ascene was hard to

overlook.

"Tusser has as much right to defend his own homeland from those who would conquer it as any of the
rest of us" Gaurin pointed out. "If | thought the

Dragon were threatening Rende sham or the Oakenkeep, and it were in my power, | would make sure
that this pass and the coast road were defended properly and then go to their relief, orders or no.”



Severd of the young officers were nodding agreement, afact that Gaurin could tell wasnot lost on
Harous. He expected an answering outburst from the High

Marshd. Ingtead, he looked away, feigning astrange and uncharacteristic indifference.
"Tusser go now," the Bog genera said, "kill Dragon. Then Tusser come back—with army.”
Gaurin waited in vain for an answer from Harous. "1 will take that as apledge of honor,” he said.

Then Tusser did something that, asfar as Gaurin knew, was unprecedented. He held out his horny hand
for Gaurin to clasp. Gaurintook it. "Yes," the Bog-man replied sternly. "Pledge of honor.”

Then heturned and, at the head of hiswar party, set off a a steady, distance-eating trot back toward the
road they had come up just afew days before.

Harous watched him go, a pinched expression around his mouth. "Good riddance," he said, amost
spitting the words. "'l never expected anything from him and that ridiculous 'army’ of his. | don't know
what fool had that notion, to drag the

Bog-men dong. One can never trust those mud dwellers.”

"Thefool who 'dragged them along,' asyou put it, was my kinsman, Rohan,"

Gaurin said. Thistime he didn't even try to keep the anger and exasperation out of hisvoice. "And | do
not propose to leave him to die by Frydian hands this day!"

Paying no more attention to the High Marsha of Rendd, heralied ahundred

Renddian soldiers. Uttering a shout thet relieved at least some of his frustration, Gaurin threw them into
the struggle a the snow mound. There the battle had widened asit spilled over from the road itself. Even
though it was not the best footing for abattle, till it gave the Four Armies—two, actualy, snce Rohan's
men were gtill presumably fighting on the other side of the mountain pass, and the Army of the Bog had
departed—more room in which to maneuver.

Then Gaurin turned to those remaining. "We came too close to being trapped here.

Somehow, our plans became known to the enemy. The Sea-Rovers must bein terrible straits, waiting for
our successful attack on the enemy's flank, an attack never to come now. We must go to their aid. Who
iswithme?"

Ten

In the Frydian camp, the northerners were waiting for the Sea-Rovers. All their plans at naught, the
marines found themsavesin adesperate Stuation as

Frydians envel oped them from three sides. The Sea-Rovers, dmost as one, uttered fierce battle cries
joined by war-kat screams. Then they took a stand, sometimes with a battle comradeif possible, done
when they had to, and steadied themselves to meet the first wave of attack.

Rohan had no time to marsha his thoughts before he found he was defending himself againgt two of the



stocky, flat-faced invaders. He dapped aside a spear-thrust with the flat of hisblade, and in amost the
same motion drove it through the body of his second opponent. When he swung around to cut down the
remaining foe, he found two more again facing him. He had no ideawhere Kdtin or Bitta could be,
though he could hear their snarls and screams echoing in the distance. He judged that they had dipped to
therear, to cut down any laggards.

Gripped by the rhythm of battle, he somehow found his thoughts clearing. Thisis not right, he said to
himsalf. We were stealthy enough, our scouts out. How had the Frydians known, been so organized?
The Sea-Rovers should have taken them by surprise. Also, once the first staggering shock was past and
his men had begun to settle down into the discipline of fighting, he could see there were not as many of
the enemy in the camp as there should have been.

Therefore, not only were the northern invaders waiting for the Sea-Rovers, but they dso must have sent a
larger portion of their forces againgt the army toiling its way through the mountain pass.

With hisheart in histhroat and the back of his neck tingling fiercely Rohan redlized that thosein the
mountain pass had marched straight into an ambush, even as had the Sea-Rovers.

"Pull back!" he cried, and heard his order repested by those who heard it over the din. "Find adefensible
spot!" They would stand fast aswastheir nature, selling each life as dearly as possible.

The marines were quick to obey. They knew what they now faced. All were more seasoned than he,
Though they preferred to be on the attack, they practiced aso the discipline of defense. Someone had
firmly planted Rohan's battle flag and the Sea-Roversrallied to it. Here the baitle swirled, wespons
clashinginaclamor full of danger and desath.

Incongruoudly, asif he had stepped out of time, Rohan remembered along ago day in the Great Fane of
Rendd, a conversation with the good priest Esander, and abook. Most of all he remembered the words,
which he had sworn would be his guide asthe way hewould live hislife. They sang in hishead in rhythm
to his sword strokes.

Though caution and common sense are certainly important, sometimesarisk iscaled for.

If you laugh, you risk gppearing afool.

If you weep, you risk appearing sentimenta.

Reaching out for ancther isrisking involvement.

Exposing fedingsisrisking reveding your true sdf.

Pacing your ideas, your dreams, before acrowd isrisking regjection.

Loving isrisking not being loved in return.

Living itsdf carrieswithiit therisk of dying.

Hoping is risking disappointment.

Tryingisrisking falure



Nevertheless, risks must be taken, because the greatest hazard, pitfall, and danger inlifeisto risk
nothing. If aperson risks nothing, does nothing, has nothing, that person becomes nothing. He may avoid
present suffering and sorrow, but he will not learn, fedl, change, grow, love, or live. Chained by hisfesr,
heisadavewho hasforfeited hisfreedom.

Only that person who dares, who risks, isfree.
Today Rohan wasindeed daring to the utmost degree, accepting the ultimate risk.

He believed with cold certainty that he and his friends and kinsmen could, perhaps would die where they
stood. He hoped that those left on the ships, his grandfather in particular, would come to know that they
died wdl.

Because he must, he hoped that Anamarawould not grieve overlong.

Gaurin led the detachment of Rendelian soldiers at adouble-time trot back through the mountain pass, up
the coast road. Thiswas not the sort of rushed pace war-kats liked, so he left them behind. Rohan had
histwo. That was good, though more would have been useful in the battle he knew must lieahead. To
their credit, the men did not seem inclined to want much rest but instead were eager to go to the aid of
the brave marines on whom such alarge portion of the fighting was now fdling.

Pushing the men as hard as he dared, Gaurin kept them moving. He could well guesswhat the
Sea-Rovers must face. Frydians were fierce fighters, never more so than when they felt they had the
advantage.

The Renddians were panting by the time the sounds of battle began to reach their ears. Nonetheless they
redoubled their efforts. They were practically at adead run by the time they rounded a pile of rocksthat
marked some kind of boundary. Spreading out quickly, they joined the fight. Gaurin found himsdf beside
atough Sea-Rover fighting gamely despite the blood running down his brawny wegpons-arm. Had he
been but afew minutes more on the road, the man would likely have been cut down.

"Just intime!" the man gasped. "We thought we were donefor!"
Gaurin dispatched the Frydian before him and dipped an arm around the

Sea-Rover's shoulders, as he was obvioudy too far gone to walk unaided. "We have been busy over on
the other sdeaswell,” he said. "We came as quickly aswe could.”

"We know," the Sea-Rover said.

When Gaurin had settled the wounded man in aspot out of theworst of the danger, he himself plunged
immediately back into thefray.

With the unexpected—and extremely welcome—arriva of reinforcements, the balance began to shift in
the battle in the Frydian camp. By ones and then twos, and then in groups, the northerners began to

break and run. Gaurin became aware of an increase in the din coming from the right, and redlized that the
survivors of those Frydians who had started down the hidden mountain road into the deeth valey must be
infull retreat and what they found before them now could not be awelcome sight. Soon their pursuers,
Nordors and Rendelians with war-kats bounding ahead of them, came pouring after them, into the camp
area. Inthe middle of the battleground, Lathrom and Gaurin met. Wearily, they leaned on their swords
and clasped hands.



"Wd| done" Gaurin said.
"Better done," Lathrom said.

Rohan joined them. He had a cut on hisforehead but otherwise he seemed dl right. Kdtin and Bittawere
by hisside; Bittalimped, shaking her paw now and then. "Better done indeed,” he said, indicating the
Sea-Roverswho had lived through the fighting. "If you had not arrived when you did, | doubt that we
could have lasted much longer.”

Cebastian and Chevin likewise joined the small knot of officers. Both had wounds that needed treatment.
However, they could wait as men with worse injuries got the physicians first attention back at their camp.

"Yes, my thanksaswell," Chevin said. "We have won agood victory thisday.”

Gaurin nodded. He knew that by rights, he should have been congratulating Harous instead. Harous,
however, had been conspicuoudy absent from the fray both in spirit and in body. Perhaps, Gaurin hoped,
after he had taken the detachment of men up the shore road, Harous had roused himsdlf from that strange
torpor.

"Ancther such victory could finish us" he sad. "Whereisthe High Marshd ?

"Heis seeing to the cleanup of the battle site at the mountain pass. He has ordered me to ask you to do
the same here”

"Of course," Gaurin said.

Working with quick efficiency, both Nordors and Ren-ddlians dragged the stocky bodies of the Frydian
dead into a pile for burning. Others put together makeshift litters for the worst wounded and started them
on thetrek back to their camp. Then they too retreated southward from the enemy site, carefully setting
the haphazard groupings of tents and shelters on fire asthey went.

Within moments the entire areawas ablaze.

Rohan arranged alitter for Bittaaswell, for her paw was now obvioudy unableto bear her weight. It
seemed only fitting to honor his gdlant companion in such manner.

Harousfdt asif he were burning with fever. Where was Ha-vidle? She had promised to oversee the
battle, to drop theice river on the heads of their enemy. The plan had been so perfect. Could she have
been riding the Ice Dragon that his men had wounded? He could not make himsalf even contempl ate that
hers could have been the one caught in the deadly avalanche, and that she may now be dead.

No. It wasimpossible. Later, he thought, clinging to ahope beyond all hope, he would see her again,
hold her in hisarms.

In the meantime, he busied himself with ordering the clearing of the battlefield. His head pounded with
every heartbeat and despite the frigid day, he was sweating. He found that he did not regret the numbers
of Renddian or

Nordor soldiers who had fallen, or been wounded. Instead, he resented the fact that the Bog-men had
deserted the battlefield on the flimsy pretext of defending their portion of Rendel. If they had been where



he had ordered them to be, perhaps the odious Tusser would have been found among the dead.

Or, perhaps he was correct and the | ce Dragon really was headed for the Bog. In that case, given the
poor weapons the Bog-men carried, and their equally weak attempts at armor, the odds were definitely
with the Dragon, no matter how many minor wounds it had sustained. The result would be the
same—Tusser would be dead, along with the rest of his contemptible excuse for an army.

He hoped, then, that Flavielle had ridden that beast. She would return to him in triumph.

"Wewon, gr." It was Reges. He was favoring one leg, and Harous redlized that the young noble had
suffered asword dash to the back of hiscalf. A little better aimed, and he would have been hamstrung.
Asit was, he would probably recover.

"Sowedid," Harous said. "So we did. Whereis Chevin?'

"Still on the battlefied.”

"Tdl him to report to me."

Reges sduted and hobbled off to do as he was bid. Presently, Chevin, battle-smudged but without
apparent hurt, appeared. "Sir?"

"How doesthe enemy?"

"They have broken, sr, and are on the run.”

"Pursue them back to their camp,” Harous said. "If the fight has gone out of them, then let them go. Only
be sure that they havetruly fled, and then, if you can find Gaurin, tell him to seeto the ordering of that
battlefield even aswe are clearing this one. Do you understand?’

"Of course, Sr.”

Chevin saluted again and turned to do Harouss bidding. The Lord High Marshd returned to his thoughts.
Perhaps Gaurin had perished, not that it would matter if Ashen were widowed once more. Harous knew
that he belonged, heart, soul, and body, to the Sorceress Flavidle, and even the dight impediment of his

fasewifewas of little concarn to him now.

Strange. He had not thought of Marcalabut for that once, when he had encountered Flavidlle not far
from this very spot, and that was to remember how she had made an attempt on hislife.

His heart cramped again. Flavidlle. She was the true mate for aman such as himself.
His thoughts began to race madly, driven by hisfever. Where were the remaining
|ce Dragons? Why had the Ren-delians faced only one of the five remaining after

Rohan had so treacheroudy dain the sixth? With a Dragon buried in the snow and the wounded one fled
south, why had the other threeriders not cometoitsaid?

No, she could not have deserted him. The odds of her being among those now curioudly absent from the
field of battle had shortened dramaticaly.



If she had perished in the avadlanche. ..

"Did you bring medicines?' Gaurin asked, as he escorted Ashen, Royance, and their followers through
the camp. Here and there faint moans of wounded men came from tents and shelters.

"No," Ashen said. "I had hoped to arrive before—" She clutched at his deeve, suddenly darmed. "Who
ishurt? Rohan?'

"He hasafew scratches, but is unharmed. | was able to send adetachment of our forcesto hisrdief. A
few of the young Renddlian nobles were too rash and got their first scarstoday, but most of the wounded
are our foot-soldiers.”

"Isthereaninfirmary?'

"Y es. However, their supplies are dready running low."

"I will go there at once, and seewhat | can do.”

"Asfor me" Royance said, "if you will find me atent somewhere, and abed, | find that | need alittle rest
before | can make mysdf useful. Driving adog-ded a my age—"

Gaurin smiled, despite the gravity of the Situation. "' Sir, your staunchness shamesthe rest of uslesser men.
| doubt that any of us could have accomplished what you have."

"With enough need pushing you, you could. But now that | am here, | am weary the way | was not, on
thejourney.”

Reges of Lerkland limped past. He had afresh bandage around the lower part of oneleg. Gaurin called
to him. "Would you please seeto Lord Royance? He needs a place to rest himself.”

"It would be my privilege. If you don't mind sharing atent, Sr," Regessaid.

"I've dept on the ground, in the open, often enough on campaign, though not in the snow if | could help
it," Royance answered stouitly.

"Wdl, hereyou'll a least have shdter, and some warm food. Please follow me, Sir.”

Royance waved at Gaurin and Ashen, arting off with Reges. Jervin, close as ashadow, trailed behind
hismagter.

"When you have rested alittle, we shall speak about this, er, busness you mentioned, sir,” Gaurin said.

"Y es. In the meantime, Ashen can give you the tale, but keep in mind that hersis evidence from the heart,
and not what can be seen or touched.”

"I will, gr."
Then Royance and the young man disappeared from view down one of the makeshift streets of the camp.

Gaurin turned to Ashen. "Before you go to the wounded, we must talk. In private.”



Heled her to hisown tent, giving ordersto apassing soldier that ajug of hot soup be brought at once.
Insde the shelter, awar-kat reclined comfortably on

Gaurin's camp bed fastidioudy cleaning itsfur and another dozed in the folding chair. "Rgesh, Finola,
please get down. Thisismy lady, Ashen. Make your manners.”

Thetwo beautiful crestures roused themselves and stalked over to her. She had the impression that they
did so not out of obedience, but rather from curiosity.

"May | touch them?" she asked.

"Yes. They will not hurt you.”

She stroked their heads, cautioudy at firgt, and then with growing confidence as the war-kats rubbed
againg her. "l didn't see any of these except at adistance, before you marched off from Rendelsham.
They are quite splendid. Arethey redly asfiercein battle as people say?*

"Later | will tell you about how they teased an |ce Dragon that was attacking us. But now, | want to hear
what you have come such along and dangerous way to tell me.”

They sat, Gaurin on the side of his bed and Ashen in the chair, with the war-kats close by, their heads
conveniently placed so the humans could scratch them behind their ears. She accepted the cup of hot
soup gratefully, and then as she sipped it she outlined for her husband the terrible thing that had happened
to Lady Marcala, and the even more dreadful accusations she had made.

"The Dowager wasinclined to put it down to Marcaasillness,” Ashen finished.

"But you believe her," Gaurin said. It was not aquestion.

"Yes, | do. Her evidence was enough for me, given what | have seen with my own eyes. Not to mention
the matter of my necklace."

"Then it surdly isenough to warrant some close questioning of the gentleman in question. But Lady
Marcaa— how isshe?’

"She dtill lived, when Lord Royance and | left Rendelsham, but was very ill.
After so many days—I don't know."

"I will send word that dl the officers are to meet in the counsdl tent,” Gaurin said. His eyebrows were
drawn together inagern line. "Stay here."

"No, | will gototheinfirmary tentsinstead.”

"Very well. Just bewherel can find you, in case you are needed.” His expression softened dightly.
"Royance must have hisrest disturbed, | fear."

"Hewill not mind," Ashen said. "He knowsthe necessity.”

"Hynnd'stent is nearby. We will meet there. | must discuss this matter with



Royance before we give the others thisdisma news, and | want my kinsman with me for his good

He arose from where he had been sitting on the camp bed, and Ashen likewise stood. He embraced her
and, for amoment, she alowed hersdf to luxuriate in his presence. "How | have missed you," she said.

"We are together now. After we have settled this vexed question, | will consider whether | can bear to
send you back or not."

Ashen'sheart beat alittlefaster at hiswords. "I will go now and start helping with the wounded.”

He kissed her lightly before they left the tent. The war-kats had to be | eft behind against their wishes.
They wanted to follow Ashen, and they were dissuaded only when she reassured them that she would
seethem later.

Harous made hisway through the camp, glad of the hubbub that alowed him to pass amost unmarked.
He barely acknowledged the salutes of his guards outside the command tent, hisgod his private quarters

beyond.

"Thereiswater heated. Shal we bring it, Sr?' one of the guards asked.

"Yes. Setit on thetablein the main room, and | will manage for mysdif. If anyone wantsto see me, say
that | am not to be disturbed.”

All he wanted was to strip off his sweat-soaked garments, to be dry and cool once more. He could not
bear the thought of laving hisbody in hot water. Nor did he wish anyone's company just now. Hefelt he
could not even endure thelight of acandle.

As he hauled a sodden mass of layered tunics over his head, he caught afamiliar scent. A ddlicate touch
on his back made his skin tingle from head to foot. Was he dreaming? Was hisimagination, fired by the
fever that wracked him, now going to torment him with ghosts?

"Y ou are not dreaming.” Flavidle spoke hardly above awhisper.

The fragrance of her perfume enveloped him. She pointed one finger and lighted a candle without
touching it. Then she helped him off with the soiled clothing, handing him a soft woolen robe. The bell
outside his private doorway sounded, indicating that the guard had brought the water asinstructed. She
waited long enough to give the man timeto leave. Then, cautioudy making certain that the main room of
the tent was deserted, she brought the steaming basin into the inner chamber.

Havielle made him lie down on the camp bed. She sprinkled afew drops of an ixir into the water and
crystals of ice formed around the edges. Soaking a cloth in the mixture, she loosened the robe, and
began, patiently, to wash hisbody. Theicy water felt wonderfully refreshing.

"You areill, my own," shesad. "More than you should be. What isthe matter?’

"| feared that you were dead. There were two Dragons, and you said you would be overseeing the
battle, the ambush, and one Dragon died in an avalanche and the other was wounded—"

"Sssssh.” Shetouched her fragrant fingertipsto hislips. "The Dragon caught by the snow was, indeed,
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"Do you think so little of me? Did you believe my Power so dight that | could not escape that or even
greater danger?'

"l am never afraid, but | was, thistime, for your sake."

Having finished washing the swest from his body, she drew the robe around him again. "There. Y ou will
fed better soon,” shesaid.

"I am better already, but whether it isthe potion you used on me or merely your presence, | do not
know."

The Sorceress arose and began searching his clothes chest for fresh garments.

The soiled ones il lay in ahegp, and she kicked them into a corner. "When you dress again, you must
wear lighter clothing,” shesaid.

For thefirst time it registered on him that she wore only athin tunic, belted at the waist. Even when she
was outside, thiswas covered by an equally light cloak. "And yet you are warm, in the snow," he
marveled.

"Yes. Here, drink this—dl of it."

She held another vid, smilar to the one from which he had drunk before, to hislips. Again he swallowed
the contents without question. She put her hand on his forehead for amoment.

"Y our fever isgone now," she said. "When it comes upon you again, do not worry.

Know that it isonly your former life burning itsalf away, making you worthy of acceptance by the Greeat
One Whom All Serve, and who ismy specia master. Beforelong | shdl take you to him mysdlf, let him
know of your great deeds, how vauable an dly you are and how dear to me. Perhaps he will even bless
our union. But that will come later. Tomorrow you must confer with your generas.”

"Don't leaveme.”

"Itisonly for alittlewhile. | must find my lieutenant, Farod, and the other riders. Also Chaggi, the leader
of our Frydian dlies. We have someralying of our own to do, you know, for while there was no clear
victory on either Sde, il there werelosses. | will take one of the remaining Dragons. | was not
expecting to be tumbled head over hedls and nearly buried beneath amountain of snow." Shesmiled a
little ruefully. "I did not think your warriors would be so resourceful

"That was Gaurin's doing. HeisaNordor, and he could recognize that the snow wasripeto fall.”

"Gaurin. | will mark the name."

She kissed him. With agesture, she dimmed the candle until it gave off no light though it continued to
burn. In the gloom he could sense that she had |eft. Then the light flared up again.



In command of himself once more, he arose from the camp bed and began to dressin the fresh,
lighter-weight tunic she had laid out for him. The sweety garments dtill lay in the floor. He cdled one of
the guards, ingtructing that the sodden mess be taken to the laundresses.

On the morrow, he would confer with his officers after he had gone over the reports that would be
coming to him shortly. It would be interesting to see what new plan of battle they would devise, and even
more interesting to think of waysto turn it againg them.

Eleven

LordRoyance,"Gaurinsaid, "Harouswill not be expecting you. Should we not inform him that you are
here?"

"In duetime. For the moment, | would rather let my presence be a surprise.”

With alittle rest and warm food, the old gentleman had regained much of his strength and dl of hisaura
of command. He sat on the camp bed in Hynnel's tent, awar-kat dozing beside him, its head pillowed on
hisknee. It was not one that Gaurin recognized, but this independent breed often napped where it
pleased.

Gaurin, Hynnel, and Lathrom found places for themsalves as they awaited Rohan'sarrival. Only Gaurin
and Royance knew the particulars, but the others were well aware there were grave mattersto be

discussed. Their demeanor reflected curiosity and concern. In afew moments the young Sea-Rover
ducked through the opening. A fresh bandage was wrapped around his forehead.

"Please pardon my tardiness. | wanted to see how Bitta was faring after we got her back to camp.”
"Isshe badly hurt?' Hynnel asked.

"Her paw is swollen and bruised, and the physician thinks one of the small bonesis broken. Someone
must have managed to strike ablow with amace or aclub.”

Rohan stopped abruptly and rubbed the back of his neck, frowning alittle.

"Sheisyoung yet, and haslearned avauable lesson at ardatively small cost,” Gaurin said. "Now we
come to the reason why we have gathered. Lord

Royance, pleasetell our trusted companions of what you have learned. Thereisno timeto lose; we must
confer quickly."

In quick, terseterms, the old nobleman outlined the accusations againgt Harous, not failing to include such
extenuating evidence as he could muster. For amoment, there was complete silencein thetent. The
drowsy war-kat shifted, making itsalf even more comfortable against Royance's leg.

Lathrom wasthefirg to spesk. "1 am the only native Renddian here)" he said, gazing a Royance, "saving
your lordship. If there has ever been treachery like this before in this country, | have not heard of it. Or
esawhere”

"Not inthe Land of Ever Snow," Hynnel said.

"Nor with the Sea-Rovers," Rohan said. He rubbed the back of his neck. "It is unthinkable—if it istrue."



"Therein liesthe problem,” Royance said. "How do we prove this?'

"Ashen sets great Sore by that necklace," said Gaurin,

"and the evidence of her own eyesiscompdling.”

"And yet it istainted by magic," Royance pointed out. "On both Sdes.”

"I have heard a description of something smilar if not identicd. It soundslike a Diadem of Conced ment,”
Hynnel said dowly. "It isaheadband," he explained when the otherslooked at him inquiringly. "Initis st
agem with which the Diadem createsthe fog. Thisfog is, naturally, most dense around the wearer's
"But wouldn't the wearer be blinded?' Lathrom asked.

"No, for heisingde the enchantment,” Hynnel replied. "It does not affect him personaly.”

"It isunfortunate that no one thought to search Cragden Keep for this Diadem,”

Royance sad.

Gaurin raised his eyebrows. "Perhaps Harous has it with him."

"Probably. Such an item could be very valuable to anyone, particularly to someone who wanted to
conced hisidentity." Lathrom laughed. "An excdllent tool for aspy.”

"Supposedly, during the storm, we sent out spiesto nearly freeze themsdlves.

They came back with very little information judging from the way the baitle went. | did not notice that our
Lord High Marshd offered hismagica protection to any of them,” Hynnd stated dryly. "If, indeed, there
were any. However, spiesor no spies, | have aproblem picturing Count Harous as atraitor.”

"Weadl have problems picturing him asatraitor,” Lathrom said flatly.

"Nonetheless, the evidence againgt him seems strong.”

Rohan appeared to belost in thought. "Therod,” he said.

The othersin the tent turned to stare at him questioningly. He frowned and rubbed the back of hisneck
again, asif something there wasfretting him.

"Y ou remember. Well, Lord Royance, you wouldn', but the rest would. The rod with the handle that |
brought back from when the Sea-Roverskilled thefirst

Dragon.”
"Yes?' prompted Gaurin.

"Wdl, when we gave it to Harous for safekeeping, he put it in achest in the command tent. | remember
noticing that there was alock on the chest, but didn't think anything of it at the time. | aso remember



noticing that when he put the thing insde, it clanked asif striking another piece of metd.”
"Perhaps that was the Diadem,”" Lathrom observed.
"And perhaps not," Gaurin said. "We cannot specul ate on what we do not know for certain.”

"Then | will go and ask our Lord High Marshd to show me the chest, and its contents," Lord Royance
dated firmly. "It isentirdy within my right to do so, being asthisis one of our enemy’s deadly weapons."

"And then, when the chest is opened—"

"l will seewhat dseliesingde.” Royance carefully dipped the war-kat's head from its pillow on hisknee
and arose from the camp bed. Roused, the war-kat shook its head and ears. Then it leapt up and
bounded through the tent opening.

"L et us now hope that the other contents of Harous's chest are innocent,”

Royance continued. "1n spite of everything, | am not eager to discover that he hasturned againgt us. If
that isthe case, | fear that dl islogt.”

"Go and tell my lady of what was decided here," Gaurin said to Lathrom, "and then join us at the
command tent.”

Lathrom saluted and turned to do hislord's bidding. The othersfollowed Gaurin in the direction in which
the war-kat had already disappeared.

Harous, having finished alight medl, was busy at asmdl tablein his private quarters going over thefirst of
the reports from his officers following the battle. He sensed a presence and looked up, frowning, having
given gtrict orders he was not to be disturbed—

"Havidld" he exclamed in pleasure as he jJumped to hisfeet. "Oh, how glad | am to see you returned o
soon! Come to me, dear one.”

She alowed only abrief embrace. Again the scent of her perfume enveloped him.
"We have no timefor daliance, my Harous," she said. "1 fear that we have been discovered.”

She did not smile and Harous grew dert immediatdly, avare that the Situation must be grave indeed. Until
this moment she had never before come to him other than in the dark of night.

"What shal we do?"' he asked.

"I had hoped that you would be able to lead the armies into another disaster, but thisis not to be. Lord
Royanceisin the camp and even now approaches with some of the nobles a hishedls. | was—let'ssay |
was nearby, though they did not recognize me."

He accepted her words as truth. Royance's presence could mean only one thing.
All his suspicions were confirmed. Marcaahad indeed tried to poison him, and must have drunk the

dose meant for him. Then she had decided to tdl her false taleswhile she sill could. Hatred flashed
through him; he hoped she had died, and in great pain.



"What shdl we do?' he asked again.

"Wemust fleg, for in afew momentsthe entire camp will be aware, and then nothing | can do will keep
them from killing you. Come. Together we will ride

Ice Dragons, and you will lead the Army of the Great One against what remains of those you once
commanded. Victory will be ours!”

"We cannot risk going out the entrance, past the sentries, where we could be seen. Nor can | chance
going out into the main enclosure and retrieving my

Diadem of Concealment.” Harous managed to smile, even at thistense moment. "1 kept it in achest out
there, dmogt in plain view."

"Y ou are ever the audacious and daring one," Flavidle said. Her mouth softened, but only for amoment.
"Leaveit. | will cover uswith shadow for aslong asit takes for usto make our escape.”

She gestured with both hands, and, as the room darkened dightly in Harouss sight, she amost vanished
in the gloom. He took up adagger and cut adlit in the back wall of histent big enough that both could
duck through. Then they ran, two shadowy crouching figures, through the camp.

The Lady Marcalalay abed in the quarters that had been assigned to her next to the Dowager's
gpartment. True to her word, Y sa had been afrequent visitor, coaxing Marcaato sip alittle broth, or try
to eat acrust of bread. Also,

Master Lorgan had proven himsdlf to be a skilled physician. Because of his treatment she was amost
without pain and, indeed, felt stronger than she had when she had come to Rendelsham Castle three days
ago with her tale of treachery and murder.

It was, she knew, only temporary. Beneeth the gentle masking of Lorgan's strengthening tonics, the
poison continued its deadly work.

She needed to know what was happening outside the room in which shelay.

Touching abell beside her bed, Mar-cala summoned her maid, Reuta. The girl, encouraged at her
mistresss gpparent improvement, happily babbled dl the gossip she knew.

Marcdallistened without comment, but was pleased to learn that the

Bog-princess, Ashen, had done precisaly as Marcala had wished her to do. That the fool had managed

to summon the wit to drag old Royance along on her errand pleased Marcdaimmensaly. Harous would
surely have no chance to defend himsdlf, not with the Head of the Council dispensing the stern justice he
was famousfor.

Nevertheless, Marcdawanted to witness the outcome for herself. Only then would degth grant her
peace. She continued to listen until the maid had finished.

"That isvery interesting and amusing, Reuta," she said. "'Y ou have made my heart merry asit has not
beenintoolong. Infact, | think | will get out of bed for awhile today."



"Yes, Lady,” Reutasaid. "But remember that you are still week. Y ou have been soill."
"l will gtinachar with my feet up. To achievethismuch will hearten me.”

"Magter Lorgan and Her Highness might not gpprove.”

"Isthe Dowager in her gpartment?”

"No, Lady. She has gone down to the Hall for the midday medl. Shall | take word that you wish to see
her?'

"No, | would not disturb her."
"1 will go and fetch soup made with lentils. That is strengthening.”

Marcaaalowed the maid to help her into adressing gown and help her asfar asthe chair. Though she
desired no food, she needed to get Reuta out of the way for awhile. Thissmal burst of strength coupled
with Y sa's absence might not come again before it wastoo late.

"Thank you. The lentil soup sounds good. Bring me aso new cheese and bread. | believe | may havea
little appetite today."

"I will be back before I'veleft!" The maid, obvioudy ddlighted, scurried through the door.

Marcaawaited amoment, and then pulled hersdlf to her feet. Clutching at whatever cameto hand for
support, she made her way out into the corridor, and thenceinto Y sa's apartment. It was deserted, as
Marcaahad hoped, al of her ladies having accompanied their mistiress to dinner. Without hesitation,
Marcaaentered Y sa's bedchamber and looked around.

Ah. There, on atable, that must be ajewel chest. If Ysawas as predictable as
Marcaahad aways found her to be—

She opened the chest and lifted out atray filled with costly baubles—brooches and ringsfor fingersand
ears, most set with rubies or emerads, the gems of

Oak and of Y ew. In the space beneath lay necklaces of dl kinds, from heavy and ornate to smple ones
suitable for everyday wesar. She lifted one of the most e aborate of the necklaces and discovered under it,
just as she had hoped, the little amul et she had taken from the chest in Harous's secret room. It till lay
safein the dark gray velvet pouch.

Slipping the strings of the pouch over her finger for security, Marcalaput al to rightsin the jewel chest,
exactly as she had found it. Then she returned to her rooms as quickly as she could. Shetucked the
pouch under her pillow and had time to settle herself in the chair and even to catch her breath alittle
before

Reuta appeared, bearing atray with the soup, bread, and cheese she had requested.
Then Marcala suffered the maid to watch her while she ate. To her surprise, now that she had

accomplished this smdll feat of steding back the amulet, sheredlly did have atouch of appetite. She
finished everything on the tray and let



Reuta help her back to bed.

"Now it'stimefor anap, my Lady," themaid said. "Y ou deserve it. Master

Lorgan will be so pleased to learn of your progressV

"A little degp sounds very good,” Marcaasaid. "Please do not disturb mefor at least an hour.”

The maid tucked her in, made certain that the curtains were drawn so that no untoward brightness of day
would disturb her mistresssrest, and then closed the door behind her.

Immediately, Marcalatook the velvet pouch out of its place of concealment and shook the amulet into
her hand. She had no ideawhat sort of creature it depicted—winged and furred rather than feathered.
Thetiny ydlow gemsglittered asif its eyes could see evenin the dim light. She rubbed it, while caling the
gpell of activation back into clear memory.

Asthe Bog-men had expected, the I ce Dragon came to ground and began to walk toward the Bog,
keeping as close to the sea as possible using the coast road.

Tusser and hisfollowers had no troublein cutting inland just enough to stay out of sight and passthe
dangerous beast. He knew of agood spot for the

Bog-men to attack, well short of the boundaries of their homeland.

The Bog generd had the luxury of alittle time in which to make his preparations. He motioned to
Sumase, his second in command, to St by him and the two conferred in relative privacy.

"Now | sorry | go to fight with Rendd," Tusser said. "Out-landers aways trouble. Rohan friend maybe,
Gaurin dso, but Harous no friend.”

Sumase spat onto the frozen ground. "Never friend to Bog, Harous. So now we get whole [ce Dragon to
fight, just us," he said, grinning. "How you think we do this?"

"l haveidea," Tusser said. "We till ahead of Dragon.”

The other man lifted hishead, asif searching with both eyesand ears. "Yes. | hear it walk, walk, heavy.
Stll far away, though.”

"Find man who runsfastest. Something | want, something | take long ago when thereis other big fight in
Bog. Y our man goes, we keep Dragon busy here until he gets back, bringsbags | keep hidden.”

Sumase grinned wider. "Bags not made of lupper-hide?”
"Y es, you know ones | mean, with roya mark on. Y our man may have to make Vankagive."

"Everybody know what bad temper Tusser'swife has. | get Lorko. He strong. He run fast, and can sit on
Vankaaso."

"Good. Now, you know how to stir up big flyers? They hate us, but hate Dragon more maybe."



"They nest in cliffsaround here, and south, too. While we wait for Dragon to get here, maybe we push
eggsout of nest or kill fledglings. It bejust like old times, you and me, eh?"

"Y es, good times. Harder now, though. If we get birds on our side, and maybe

Gulpers, too, we can kill Dragon and rider, both.” Tusser'slipslifted inamirthless smile. "Then
Outlanders see how well Bog-men fightV'

Sumase drew back and stared at hisleader. "Y ou go back to Harous when Dragon is dead?”
"Tusser give word. We go back. But not Harous. Rohan and maybe Gaurin.”

Sumase stared off into the distance, plainly disapproving. "Maybe. | send Lorko anyway." Then he
hauled himself to hisfeet and went in search of the Bog warrior, to tel him of the thankless errand he
would be sent on.

Marcaa, too keyed up to liein bed, moved to thelittle table in her bedchamber. Twice she assayed the
spdll of animation, and twice shefailed.

Something she was doing, or not doing, was keeping her from success. She closed her eyes, picturing the
spell book asit had been in the secret room off hers and Harous's apartment. In memory, she opened the
cover and turned pages until she cameto theright one.

Thewriting was beautiful, picked out in gold and red on the capitd |etters.

Her hand moved as once again she seemed to touch the page, hastily memorizing the spell. Then she
redlized what she had done wrong. The incantation was "flyer live' and not "flyer fly."

Shetook the amulet in her hand. With newfound confidence, she began to murmur aloud.

Flyer live, by night and by day, Harken to these words that | say. Flyer live, by day and by night, And
bring to methe gift of thy sght!

For along moment nothing happened. Then the amulet stirred in her grasp and began to grow. The
golden gemsof itseyes becamered, cameinto focus il glittering, and the little cresture unfolded and
dretched itswings.

It was not something to be petted or stroked. Its glare could only be described as malevolent. Perhaps it
was resentful of having been cdled into being.

Marcaadid not care. She held it out on the palm of her hand. "Go," shetold it. "Y ou know the one
seek. Go and seek likewise"

It lifted rather than flew from her hand, and made acircle of the room. Marcalaremembered, belatedly,
that she had not opened awindow for it. Such proved unnecessary, however, for the creature faded into
nothing even as shewaiched. A dizzying moment asit passed through awall, and then shewaswith it as
it soared upward, seeing through its eyes.

Having accomplished this much, she could do the rest in bed, and indeed, she was exhausted as she had
never been before. She crept back awkwardly, stumbling over the furnishings of her room, unableto see
them clearly, and climbed in.



Gratefully, shelay back on her pillow and pulled the covers over her thin, wasted body, smoothing them
50 that Reutawould not suspect that her mistress had been about, unsupervised.

Up, up she went, one with the newly born creature. Below, everything was cold and white, dotted with
the near black of evergreen trees. Above, the sun was dmost unnaturaly bright. Snow sparkled inthe air,
asif suspended in aclear blue sky.

She turned north. Time's outlines became blurry; now she fancied she could detect the twin tracks of ded
runnersin the snow, and then it seemed she saw the deds themsel ves—two of them, hurrying northward
even asshedid, only dowly by comparison. Sheleft them far behind.

There, ahead, was what could only be the camp where the armies commanded by

Harous were bivouacked. She circled it, noting the areas where the Rendelians were quartered, set aside
from the place for the Nordors. Virtuadly isolated from the rest was another set of sheltersand for thefirst
time she got aglimpse of one who could only be aman of the BaleBog. Next to that wasthe

Sea-Rover encampment.

Having gotten her bearings, she found a place to perch and watch, invisible, from the top of atent pole.
She recognized the pennon flying over thislarge and imposing shelter and knew it had to be Harous's
guarters. Inside she heard male voices but could not make out clear words though she sensed they were
making plansfor an impending battle. She discovered that she did not want to enter, and knew thiswas
the flyer's preference rather than hers.

Then Gaurin left the tent with Rohan. A little later, the other Nordorn nobleman—Hynne, she
remembered— eft with another Bog-man. She thought about following them, but decided againgt it.
She—the flyer—closed their eyes, and in that strange time compression, night fell and then it became day

again.

Harous | eft the camp. She launched hersalf skyward and, from agreat height, observed as he made his
way aone down avalley carved between two towering mountain ridges.

She was watching when he hid behind arock for amoment and then emerged to embrace awoman who
waswaiting for him.

"So | thought,” Marcalamurmured to hersdf. But her voice had the effect of disturbing the flyer. Their
vision shifted, and she knew they had become, if only briefly, visble. She resolved not to spesk again, if
she could helpit.

Their vison shifted again, and she was once more one with the being she had conjured from astone
amulet.

Her husband and the woman mounted the back of a huge white beast waiting nearby.
An IceDragon. It lifted into the air.
Marcadaand the flyer soared even higher, mindful to keep their quarry in sight.

Asthey flew, Marcaawondered. Where had she seen this woman before?



Then sheremembered. At the Grand Tourney, when young Rohan had done something incomprehensible
and the Magician stood revedled as the Sorceress, Flavielle.

Everyonein the viewing stand, where Marcala had been given the favorable seat close to the Dowager
Y sa, had been petrified. Then, in aburst of thunder and snow, Flavielle had disappeared. Y sahad been
|eft to defend her very life for having brought such abeing into the Court.

The Ice Dragon aighted once more and Flavielle and Harous entwined in a passionate embrace. Marcaa
forboreto follow the guilty pair into the shelter made of tree branches, and thistimeit was by her
inclination aswdl asthat of theflyer.

Sheflew in restless circles around the shdlter, thinking to wait and follow one or the other when they
finally emerged. It would, she surmised, be awhile. She knew all too well what was trangpiring insde.

"Harous," she murmured. "I have no interest in where his doxy goes."
Again theflyer lurched inits course, disturbed, and their vison shifted.

Too late, Marcadaredized how close they had come to the Ice Dragon. Its snaky neck lashed out. It
opened its mouth, and the last thing she and the flyer heard was the sound of itsteeth crunching into the
tiny morsel of flesh and sinew. A loud noisein her ears, pain, the echo of awoman's laughter—

With ashock that made her entire body spasm, Marcalareturned to hersalf.

Terrified, she thrashed for amoment in the restricting bedcovers. Ingtinctively she clutched at her limbs,
certain to find them broken and mangled. The Dragon's teeth had been so huge on her, its breath so cold
and foul—

Then she began to come back to herself. She wasintact, unharmed, or would have been except for the
fact that she was dying from her own poison. Only the flyer had been destroyed.

Marcdaslipslifted inasmal, bitter smile. Y sawould never have any benefit at adl from the bauble she
had ordered her loya friend, the Countess Marcda, to go and stedl for her. Marcaladidn't even know if
what was |eft had become stone again and now rested in the belly of the Dragon, or if it had spat the
fragments out into the snow.

All Marcaawas certain of was that she had now been supplanted in Harous's uncertain and fickle
affections. She was glad anew that she had managed to convince Ashen, if not her erstwhile friend the
Dowager Queen Y sa, of Harouss treachery. The deds Marcala had marked traveling northward at such
afeverish pace could only have been carrying Ashen and whomever she could persuade to accompany
her.

The gtrain of her foray into magic wastaking itstoll, sheredized. Then,

Marcdaknew it was more than that. The small store of artificia strength she had been granted from the
tonics and potions had come to an end. She was dying.

A moment of panic seized her, asquickly silled.

"Let it happen," shewhispered. "1 have done what was needed and now | know the truth. Let Harous



wallow with his new light o' love as hewould. Very soon he will be exposed for what heis, and | will be
avenged.”

She strove to straighten the bedclothes again, aware of her growing weakness.

Then she composed her limbs, folded her hands across her bosom, and closed her eyes. More gently
than she dreamed possible, she drifted off into a deep from which she knew she would never awaken.

"We mugt give her asfineafunerd aswe can arrange,” Ysasaid to Lady Ingrid, who had brought the
news of Marcalas death. "The Cragden tomb will now hold the most beautiful and accomplished
countessthat line has ever known. Please notify

Lord Royance."

"Lord Royanceis not in Rendelsham, Madame," Lady In- grid replied. She looked down, asif fearing
Ysaswrath. "Nor ishein the city, asfar as anyone knows."

"Not here—" Y sagtared at her lady-in-waiting, frowning. Where could he be?

Then, dl at once, she knew. That cursed Ash wenchl She must have gone directly to Royance with
Marcaas mad tale of didoyalty and treason, and the old fool had been taken in by it. They were
probably halfway there by now.

She made sure her face was composed and showed no distress beyond what the death of her great
favorite would be expected to cause. "Notify Lord Wittern," she said to In-grid. "Heis, after dl, the
King's great-grandfather. He will send word to dl the nobility ill in Rendelsham so that they may gather
and pay proper respectsto the wife of our Lord High Marsha in hisabsence. | will preparethe list of
whom to summon.”

"Yes, Madame," the lady-in-waiting said. She hurried off to do Y sas bidding, obvioudy relieved at not
having been required to bear the brunt of the

Dowager's displeasure.

Y sals mind was aready busy with details of the near-roya funera to come.
Rannore would have to be present, even in her increasingly obvious condition.
Lady Rannore, she thought with some contempt, and not Her Highness, the Y oung

Dowager Rannore of Rowan, Y ew, and Oak. That title had always rankled Y sa. It came much too close
to proclaming her aged. ..

Gattor of Bilth, who had removed to histown house in Rendel sham when he learned that the great
encampment of the Four Armies would be placed dmost at his doorstep. He must attend aswell. Who
else? Lady Anamara, she supposed.

She went to her writing desk, took a piece of paper, dipped apen in theinkwell, and began to make
notes. If shetried hard enough to keep herself busy at thistask, she could ignore the truth that Marcalas
death had been, in some respects, ardlief to her. The Countess had, right from the start, been entirely too
clever for Ysato trust her as much as she would have liked. Marcala had served her purpose, even as



Harous had served his.

It occurred to her to wonder if Harous really had turned traitor or if it was only afigment of Marcaas
poisoned imagination. Well, either way, it would dl be resolved. Now Y sa could afford to be grateful to
Ashen for having dragged

Royance out on what she hoped was afool's errand. Royance would not preside over a solemn moment
herein the city where his presence was virtualy required, but he would, in ajust and equitable manner,
ascertain Harouss loyalty.

Evenif the remote possibility that Harous was toying with the idea of betraying his country proved true,
she trusted Royance to deal with the upstart count and put him back firmly in the ranks of its unswerving,
gtaunch nohility.

She il had the black dress and jet jewe ry from the funera of her son, King

Florian, and that Sea-Rover Obern. They might be dightly out of fashion by now, but they would do.
After al, Rendd was at war and some sacrifices must be made.

The scratch of her pen filled the room as the Dowager went on with her plans and list-making.
Tweve
Joining the handful of other women who had been pressed into service as nurses,

Ashen found hersalf ddmost submerged in the needs of the wounded. The worst off were those who had
encountered the blast of mist from the rodlike weapon the

Dragon rider had carried.
"It was like breathing in fire," a Renddlian soldier told her, gasping for breath. "And it ill burns—"
"Hush," she said soothingly. "Don't try to talk. | will bring you cool water to drink."

"Makeit morethan cool. Iceitsalf wouldn't put out thefire. And an ice pack for my chest, please! It il
burns™

Around her, others who had been involved with the fight with the Dragon clamored for the same. She
busied hersdf with tending to their requests until the pitcher she carried was empty and dl theice used.
And still they begged for more. She emerged from the infirmary tent where she was working, to take a
short rest before returning to her labors. A short distance away, she spotted Rohan and waved to him.
He hurried over tojoin her.

"It'sgood to see you, Ashen,” he said. "But what brings you here, of al places?| just got asummonsto
go to Hynnd'stent, and | think Lord Royance isthere with Gaurin and some others aswell. Isthere
something amiss? The back of my neck istingling, the way it does when there is danger around.”

"| fear we aredl in danger,” Ashen said. "Y ou are hurtV She gently touched the fresh bandage on his
head.

"Just ascratch. But ray war-kat, Bitta, has an injured paw. Y ou have away with animasyou learned



from Granddam Zaz."
"Yes" shesad in answer to hisunspoken question. "'l will ook in on—Bitta, isit?'
"Thank you. Now, | haveto hurry."

Then he was gone. Ashen was glad he had not had time to press her for an explanation of why shewas
here. He would find out soon enough, from Gaurin and from Royance. Far better than they be the ones
to tell him and those few others they were prepared to take into their confidence.

She dipped water into a pitcher, adding fresh, clean snow from theinterior of the nearest drift to cool it.
She couldn't carry enough snow to make into ice packs and still take water to theinjured. Someone else
must do it. Bracing herself, she returned to her task of trying to save the lives of those who,

Ashen feared, were beyond saving.

She wished Zazar were with her. But she saw no way to send word to the Wysen-wyf that her services
were most sorely needed.

Tusser carefully stationed his men where the terrain would be to their advantage, beit ever so dight.
Here, alow cliff surmounted by trees flanked the coast road on one side so closdly that the |ce Dragon's
flanks would scrape the stones, and on the other, asteeper cliff dropped amost straight down into the
sea. The big problem lay in making sure the Dragon kept to the road and did not take flight. However,
with Bog-men to battle, Tusser felt confident it and itsrider would not attempt to flee.

Also, he believed, there was a certain other advantage, one that would even the odds. He watched down
the road, hoping that the man Sumase had sent would return in time. Thingswould go poorly for them al,
if hedid not.

To hisrdlief, he caught sight of Lorko, pushing through the brush to the side of the road. The Bog-man
waved triumphantly, showing the three sacks of flammable powder he carried, the ones Tusser had
filched during the fight with the Dowager's men. That weapon of Outlander force was one dl his plans

depended upon.

"Vankanot want to give," Lorko declared, dropping his burden before the headman, "but | make her
ayway."

Tusser turned to Sumase. "Who is best thrower?"
Sumase frowned alittle. "Hili," he said after amoment. "He hit mark very often.”

"Then send Hili upinatreeat top of cliff," Tusser ingtructed. "When Dragon comes by, Hili throws
powder in sacks on Dragon. Y ou understand?’

"No. But | tell him."
Tusser grinned. "Y ou'll see, later. Now get everybody in place. Dragon near.”
Sumase went off to do the headman's bidding. The timing was good, Tusser believed. Judging by the way

the ground underfoot trembled dightly with the beast'sfootfdls, it must be just around a bend in the coast
road. Then Sumase returned to Tusser'sside.



"I send somebody to stir up birds aso,” Sumase reported. “"Maybe even Gulper or two, if we lucky.”

"My plan works out, nothing be I eft for Gulpers or birds either,” Tusser returned grimly. He hefted a
couple of shortened spears, the shafts behind the points oddly wrapped in greasy rags. "But good
thought, though. Y ou got firein pot?"

"Just likeyou tell me. But | not see—"

The Dragon came into sight. Itsrider drew back on thereins, obvioudy ng the narrowness of the
pathway and whether it would be to his advantage to urge the beast doft. At that moment, severd of the
giant birdsinhabiting the cliff beneath the battleground flapped into sight from the seaward cliff edge asif
to cut off the Dragon's escape. Tusser whistled through his fingers and the Bog-men jumped up from their
hiding places, shouting and brandishing their wespons.

"Run, run," some of them chanted.

Others named the rider coward, and not afew added coarse and unflattering comments as to the man's
ancestry.

Therider urged his mount forward. Now the Dragon could not spread its wings to drop snow upon
them, but agout of iceissued from its maw asit roared defiance. A few Bog-men, mad for battle and
heedless of Tusser's ordersto await the signal to attack, rushed forward, jabbing with shell- tipped
spears. Therider pointed ameta rod at them but his mount's wild twisting movements made a good shot

impossible.
"Back!" Tusser shouted. "Get back!"

He couldn't wait to see whether they obeyed or not. The plan must be carried out, for thiswould be the
only chance he got. The headman looked up toward the top of the low landward cliff and waved. Hili
waved back. Tusser saw him draw back hisarm, aim, and throw.

One sack hit squarely on the Dragon's back and powder scattered down one side, with some spilling
over theridges on its back to the other sde aswall.

Neither the Dragon nor its rider appeared to notice. The second sack, not aswell aimed, hit lower on the
Dragon'sflank. However, the third struck the rider aswell as engulfing the Dragon's head with the deadly

powder.

Some of the giant birds were now in action against the grest reptile. Others swooped toward the men
from the Bog. Tusser could delay no longer.

He stuck the point of one of his shortened spearsinto thefire pot. The rags caught fireimmediately. He
launched the spear. It caught the Dragon in the chest, at a spot where only asmall amount of powder
coated its scales. The second fire-tipped spear lodged in the beast's neck. With aroar that stopped even
the most battle-crazed of hismen in their tracks, the Ice Dragon wasinstantly engulfed in flames.

"Back, back!" Tusser shouted again. "Everybody, get back!"

Hedid not have to repesat that order. The Bog-men scrambled away from the writhing horror the Dragon
and itsrider had become. Mad with pain and fear, the beast roared, trying to stretch itswings. It



succeeded only inlosing its footing on the narrow road. Two of the giant birds were struck by theflailing
Dragon and, in turn, caught fire. The rest of the flock scattered, flying for their lives, dl appetite for battle
gone. Three Bog-men went over the edge of the cliff, and their screams blended with those of the giant
birds and the flaming Ice Dragon.

A thick stench of burning Dragon-flesh and scorched feathersfilled the air.

With a second roar the enormous beast shivered dl along its spiny back. 1t shook its head and, as Tusser
watched, something flew off and dropped to the ground—therider. His body still blazed, and Tusser
knew it would do so until the powder had burned itself out.

Again, the Dragon stumbled, coming too close to the seaward cliff edge. It scrabbled franticaly at the
rocks, finding no secure hold. Theniit fell, and asit dropped it stretched itswingsin alast vain effort to

fly.
A spiraling trail of smoke and sparks arose in itswake asit followed the

Bog-men it had, perhapsinadvertently, dain. In the shocked silence that ensued, those atop the cliff on
the shore road clearly heard the dull crunch asit smashed into the waiting rocks out of sight below. Then
the silence was broken by the sucking sounds of splayed feet pulling huge misshapen bodies from the
waters, and familiar degp grunts. The Bog-men knew the Gulpers were about to feast.

Tusser drew adeep breath. Now was the moment, he knew, when he would prove himself even better
than hisfather Jod had ever been. Joa would never have known even how to attack such adanger, let
aone dedtroy it. He turned to his companions, grinning.

"That how wekill Dragons" he said with an air of careless confidence, asif thisfeat were onethat the
Bog-men accomplished every day.

Sumase whooped, and within amoment the remainder of his men were bellowing with the kind of
laughter that only comes after escape from amoment of great peril.

Even Hili, dill up onthe dliff above and relatively safe, shouted along with them. From his vantage point
he began pdting them with smdl stones until Lorko and Kipu climbed up and threatened to throw him
off.

"What about this?" Sumase said, when the commotion had begun to die down. He indicated the body of
the Dragon rider, still burning in the middie of the coast road.

"Leave" Tusser said. "If birdswant, let them have."
Sumase grunted.

Lorko came up to them. "We go back to village?' he said. "Vanka say she have something to talk to
Tusser about.”

It was Tusser'sturn to grunt. Lorko was not the most diplomeatic of men and he had said Vanka had not
wanted to give up the sacks. He could well imagine

Vankas displeasure, and he saw no reason to endure it sooner than he had to.



"Go get rod from rider. Proof wekill. Push over for Gulpersif you want. Then we go back to where we
fight," he said, fingering the badge he wore as Generd of the Bog Army. "Tusser promise. Give pledge of
honor."

Royance, Gaurin, Hynnel, and Rohan made their way through the camp, the command tent their
objective. Snow was beginning to fall again, Royance observed wearily—Dbig, heavy flakes. In amatter of
momentsit was snowing heavily enough to make visibility uncertain at adistance of more than afew feet.

"I will speak to Harousfirgt,"” Royance said, "and seeif this matter can be settled without quarreling. That
ismy duty, as Head of the Council."

"Of course" Gaurin said. "Y our head is cooler and much wiser than ours.”

Hynnel and Rohan a so nodded assent, though Royance could tell that they were inclined to proceed with
more directness and less diplomacy than he exhibited.

If only they knew, he thought. He would gladly take Harous by the throat and shake the truth out of him,
if the Lord High Marshd by so much asabreath indicated that the charges againgt him held even a
fraction of truth.

Neverthdess, he smiled, mustering dl hisdiplomatic skills. "Time enough for hodlilities, if it comesto that,
young men,” hesaid. "Ah, we have arrived.”

"Is Lord Harous within?' Gaurin asked the guards outside the door.

"Yes, sr. He had his bregkfast some time ago, received preliminary reports of the battle, and has not |eft
histent,” one guard replied. He shivered alittle.

"Y ou must be cold, stlanding herein the open. Go and get some hot food,” Royance said kindly. "I do not
think anybody is going to attack our headquarters, not whilewe areinside. And surdly not in the heavy
snow." Then, when the grateful men had gone out of earshot, he added to his companions, " The fewer
earsto overhear what will be said in the next little while, the better.”

Gaurin and the others nodded and followed Lord Roy- ance ingde, where it was markedly warmer
because of the brazier that always burned. The main room of the tent was empty.

"He has his private quarters beyond,” Hynnd said. He led the way and touched asmadll bell hanging
beside the entrance. There was no stir from insde and Hynnel made bold to open the flap.

The chamber beyond was empty, yet there was an indefinable sense that it had been vacated recently. A
trace of something like perfume lingered on a breeze wafting through arent in thefar wall, bringing flakes
of snow withit.

"Did something creep into the camp and attack Harous from behind?' Rohan cried, darmed. "Somefdll
northern beast?'

"I think not," Gaurin replied. He examined the edges of the dash in the tent wall. " This has not been torn
but cut, aswith adagger.”

"But who—" Rohan scowled, his hand on the hilt of hissword. "L ord Harous was taking no chances on
mesting with us" he said, answering his own question.



"We must go after him," Gaurin said. " Or them. | see two sets of footprintsleading from the tent. Human
footprints™

"We must go quickly," Hynnd added, "or risk losing them dtogether.”

"Yes" Gaurin looked from Hynnedl to Rohan, both his kinsmen, one by blood and one by marriage. "Are
you with me?'

"Of course," Rohan replied, and Hynnel aso nodded assent.

Gaurin turned to Royance. "Sir, diplomacy isno longer an option and thisis amatter for younger men, as
you your- sdf put it. Please remain behind in safety while we three go and bring our errant Lord High
Marshal back to you."

"l would amost argue with you for the privilege," Roy-ance returned, "but | seethe senseinit. Go
quickly, whileyou can.”

Without another word, the three dipped through the hole in the tent wall.

Royance retreated into the main chamber, closing theflap firmly behind him.

Stirring up the brazier for more warmth, he settled down to wait for their return.

Ashen stepped outside the infirmary tent again to replenish the supply of snow needed to cool the water.
No need to worry that the white driftswould run out, she thought wryly. Already the fresh snowfal was
accumulating on every surface and had reached amost knee depth in the paths. Those would haveto be
cleared soon for passage among the blocks of tents.

Shediscovered it was easier, somehow, to dedl with the oneswho had suffered woundsin the fighting
with the Fry-dians. Their injuries were straightforward, and when their hurts were cleaned and bandaged,
they beganto hedl.

Not so with the men who had breathed in what they were now calling the Dragon's

Breath. Everything shetried to do for them, it seemed, Smply made matters worse. She wiped her
forehead with the back of her hand and straightened up, easing akink in her back, to see Lathrom

approaching.
"Greetings," she said. "And how does my Lord Gaurin? And my Lord Royance?'

"Wdl enough, Lady Ashen," hereplied. "We conferred and now they have gone, with Lord Hynnd and
young Rohan, to pay acal on Harous. Lord Gaurin sent me to inform you."

For no reason she could think of, Ashen caught her breath sharply. She twisted the opaescent bracel et
she dill wore on her arm, and redlized that it had grown extremely warm—amost hot. "Gaurinisin
danger," she murmured aoud.

"What say you, Lady?' Lathrom said. "No, no danger, surely. You are tired—"

"Gaurinisin danger," she repeated stubbornly. "Or will be, soon. Where did you say he has gone?'



"To the command tent,” hesaid. "Lady—"

She had dready left him behind. The command tent could barely be detected. The fluttering
russet-colored pennon bearing the device of atower showed in spite of the thickening snowfall, however,
and Ashen floundered toward it.

At the doorway of the tent she nearly ran into Lord Roy-ance. She ssumbled and he caught her by the
arms before shefell.

"How now, Ashen,” the old lord said. "What is your hurry? Has something happened?

He brushed snow from her shoulders, and belatedly she redlized that she had forgotten her cloak in her
haste to find her husband.

"Gaurin," she gasped, searching for air. A knot of panic gathered in her throat, making bresthing difficult.
"Whereishe?'

Royance's snowy brows drew together in afrown. "'l sup- pose | must tell you. He and Hynnel and
Rohan have gone after Harous," he said.

"| gayed behind."

"Which way did they go?'

"Comeingde. You must be hdf frozen."

"Please, my lord. Where did they go?'

"1 will show you."

Half frantic at what she considered the old gentleman's waste of time, Ashen dlowed him to draw her
ingde the command tent, where the brazier took the chill off the air. Royance opened aflap in thewall
toward the back, reveding the private quarters. A small pile of snow was building ever higher on the
wooden planking of thefloor.

"It seemsour bird hasflown the nest,” Royance commented. "And so Gaurin,

Rohan, and Hynnd have gone after him."

"They arein danger,” Ashen said hoarsdly. "Gresat danger. | must find them!”

"Ashen, my dear, please cdm yoursdf—"

"No!" she cried passionately. She shook from head to foot, not entirely from the cold. "I cannot!
They—heisin danger, and | can help. Please do not hinder me."

Royance looked into her eyesfor along moment. Then he nodded. ™Y ou are not to be gainsaid now any
more than when you came to me determined to come to the Camp of the Four Armies. Very well, a
least take my cloak. | will be warm enough here.”



"Thank you, sr!" she said. She fastened the fur-lined garment around her shoulders. As Royance was
congderably taler than she, she had to be careful not to step on the hem and trip hersdlf. "L et ushope
that | am mistaken, but | cannot rest until 1 go to him.”

With that, she ducked through the opening in the tent wall. It took her amoment or two to get her
bearings. Looking at the ground, she knew she had no time to waste. The footprints of those the three
men followed had long been swalowed up in the fresh snowfdl, but she could till see traces of those left
by their pursuers. Unless she hurried, those, too, would vanish.

She pulled the warm cloak closer around her and started off through the drifts, not knowing which
direction to takeif she should lose thetrail or, for that matter, if she would become so lost that nobody
could find her in the storm and she would perish.

In her hut in the Bog, Zazar tirred her kettle and droned atuneless song. All of her varied sources of
Power had told her much the same thing: Some great event was approaching. She knew not whence, or
what thiswould be, though she did suspect. She was glad to be back in her home, if only temporarily, for
thiswas where she could best perform theritua she was now attempting. If she had remained in the
Oakenkeep, shewould have had to return for the proper materids anyway, so what wasthe sensein it?
The Oaken-keep was not home at present, not with Ashen, Gaurin, Rohan, Anamara, and the other
young people whose strength and energy brightened the very air around them being away in Rendel sham.
Shefet something very like affection for them, afedling that annoyed her very much. A Wysen-wyf had
no timefor such frivolities.

"Change wrought by a Changer," she crooned as she tirred.

The concoction in the kettle displayed streks of many colors never blending, only swirling endlesdy
under the strokes of her wooden paddie. Red, green, blue, gold, purple, they spirded in the wake of the
blade the Wysen-wyf wielded. She added afew hits of thread from aball she had taken earlier from a
secure hiding place. The mixture foamed and gave birth to acloud of smoke. When that cloud cleared,
the contents of the kettle had formed a definite pattern.

Za-zar set the paddle aside and began another song.

"A Changer | brought into thisworld, and nurtured. A Changer who knew not what shewas. A Changer
who has read, and learned, yet done naught until—"

Wasit to be now? No, the Wysen-wyf thought as she stared into the kettle. But soon. Very soon.
Would it bein time? Experimentally she picked up the paddie again and gave the mixture another stir only
to watch it settleinto the pattern that it had shown after the addition of the threads. She knew she could
gtir until the dawning of another day, and this design would not dter. It was as unchanging as the Web of
the Weavers.

Which, Zazar thought with atrace of humor, was only to be expected, since the fibers she had cast into it
were said to be trimmings from that same Web.

She sobered again immediately, concentrating on what lay a hand. One at such labor must be ready for
whatever came. At present she knew not what would be required of her, but it would surely be what she
had aways provided. Zazar turned aside from the kettle to begin opening jars and boxes, laying out
various herbs, spices, dried grasses, and other items of her craft. From behind her came asound as of a
muffled explosion and, briefly, an orange glow lit up the interior of the hut. She didn't glance back; she
knew that the colorful contents of the kettle had disappeared.



The Wysen-wyf continued her preparations, knowing it was very necessary to be ready when the
summons came. Another sound came from behind her, a softer and more reassuring one. Then something
soft and furry rubbed againgt her legs.

"Hello, Weyse," Zazar greeted the newcomer. "Y ou understand, don't you. | had hoped you would
come."

For answer, Weyse legpt up onto the table where Zazar was working and hunkered down on her
hindquarters, her clever little paws crossed over her plump belly.

She began uttering a series of squeaksinterspersed with chirps and an occasiona purr. Her head was
cocked to one side, asif she knew she was being understood.

"No, | don't know exactly when we will be summoned,” Zazar said. "We shdl smply haveto wait until
then." She stroked Weyse and listened to her burbling purr. Then she returned to her preparations.

Weyse continued to watch Zazar for awhile and then, growing bored, wandered off to another part of
the hut where she poked inquiringly into asmall bag left untied on thefloor.

"Yes, it'sabit of the mixture of dried berriesand grain you love. | put it down for you to find. Don't edt it
al a once

Despite hersdlf, the Wysen-wyf smiled fondly on the unearthly little being who was her frequent
companion, and on whom she relied more than she knew it was good for Weyse to know.

Then shereturned to her tasks. By the time she was ready to go to bed, she had alarge pack filled with
various supplies, good for healing or—she hoped it would not come to that— more deadly purposes.

Weyse found her own deeping place, as was her habit. Sometime during the night, a steady, cold rain
began to fal and despite her fur coat that usudly kept her comfortable, she snuggled her way onto
Zazar's bed and curled up beside her. The

Wysen-wyf, grateful for the extrawarmth, tucked Weyse under the coverlet where they dept undisturbed
until morming.

Thirteen

Gaurin set abrisk pace, Hynnel and Rohan following in hiswake. The snow was not as heavy asit had
been, though flakes continued to fdl. It would not do for them to dow down, however, for those whom
they pursued could still escape.

Gaurin was dill in the lead as they topped asmall rise, from where they could get as good alook at the
surrounding countryside as was possible through the snowfal. They were, Gaurin redized, closeto the
road to the valley of desth.

The snow had laid akindly veil over the land and for awhile at least, no visible traces of that terrible
battle remained.

With amotion of hishand he stopped his companions. "L ook. But be careful. We must go with great
caution now," he said softly.



Hynned and Rohan crouched so they could not be seen, and each peered cautioudy over the edge of the
ridge. They saw what Gaurin had glimpsed—a shadow, or rather two shadows close together, stopped
for the moment a least, in asmdl clearing. And these shadows had | eft footprints!. Hynnel pursed hislips
asif he might whistle, but made no sound.

"The snow was our friend thistime. | don't think they know we are here. | believe they are headed for the
valey where the battle took place," Gaurin murmured. "Perhapsthey have dlieswaiting for them there.”

"With Ice Dragons?' Hynnd whispered. He shaded his eyeswith hishand, trying to see through the
faling snow-flakes. Unexpectedly, the snowfdl abated.

"Perhaps." Gaurin also shaded his eyes, to no avail. "There are three Dragons | eft that we know of unless
more await in resarve to the far north. We must take even more care now that the westher has cleared.”

"Three Dragons. That's one apiece,” Rohan said.

Gaurin and Hynndl turned to him in disbdlief, but he grinned to show that he was only joking.
"Bravewords," Hynndl said. "L et us hope you do not have to eat them.”

"They would not be very tasty,” Rohan admitted.

Gaurin shook hishead sadly. "Alasfor dl of Lord Roy-ance's obvious hopes that

Harous would not be found traitor, | am now convinced that is exactly what is happening.”
"He must be stopped,” Hynndl said with equa softness, but histone was grim.

"Aye, and his companion with him," Rohan added. He took agrip on the hilt of hissword. "Shal we go
a themin united charge?'

"It may cometo that," Gaurin replied. "But for now, | think they have not yet redized that they are being
followed. Let ustake what cover we may. There are trees and rocks off to the right. Thus, we may work
to get ahead of them. Then when we have cut off their escape, |et us take them captive. We will return
them to the camp and the justice that awaitsthere.”

"If they do spot us beforetimes, then we can charge them, young Rohan,” Hynnel said. He smiled
indulgently.

"We shouldn't split up,” Gaurin cautioned. "Follow me, and from now on, no talking. Hand signa's
instead.”

Rohan nodded, and Gaurin knew that he remembered what he had been taught from the times they had
gone out hunting at the Oakenkeep. Hynnel needed no reminder, having grown up with these same
sgnas. Gaurin led them off thetrail to theright and up adight dope, where astand of deep green trees
promised a shelter from which to maneuver themsdavesinto agood position.

Carefully, with histwo companions only astep or two behind, Gaurin searched for spotsto tread where
no snap of twig or squeak of packed snow would betray their presence. The ground was very stony in
thisarea, and even on the floor of the valley entrance he could make out hillocks that could be hidden



rocks.

They could do no better than draw even with the ones they pursued, for more outcrops of rock barred
their way. Crouching down to survey the land, it was clear to him that their present position was better
than hoped for, however.

Because of thetrees |ocation they had managed to come very closeto their quarry. All threeredlized
their advantage; now the question was how to exploit it in the best way possible.

Those two shadows had halted now, apparently believing they were free of pursuit. Voices drifting up to
the hunters confirmed this.

"I think that we are safe enough away to dissolve the shadow," awoman'svoice said clearly.

Behind him, Gaurin heard the gtifled hiss of Rohan'sindrawn breath and his hand sngpped up in warning.
"No oneis even aware that we have gone," answered another voice, aman's.

Gaurin recognized Harous. "L et that old fool Royance come knocking. Nobody is home!™

One of the shadows moved, and then both people stood reveded. Gaurin frowned.

Neither was clad in the kind of garments needed for frigid weather. Indeed, the woman—an astonishingly
beautiful creature—wore only athin dressthat hid none of her charms, with alight cloak tossed over her
shoulders. Harous was a <o lightly attired, though not as scantily as the woman.

Gaurin turned to Rohan. Without a sound, he mouthed the word "Who?"

With exaggerated movements of hislips, Rohan replied sllently, "Havidle."

The Sorceresst A number of pieces of apuzzle abruptly fell into placefor

Gaurin. This could not be anew thing, thistreason of Harouss. He must have been held in thral by the
Sorceress, Gaurin redized, well before the poorly planned battle that had dmost cost them al too dearly
to continue. But how had such a betrayal come about?

Hisyearsof training at the hands of Cyornas NordornKing's military tutor took over. One of many things
the retired warrior had drummed into him wasto look a a Situation from the enemy's point of view as
well ashisown. Therefore, the battle had not been poorly planned at dl, from the viewpoint of the
Dragon riders and their Frydian dlies. That the Four Armies had managed to rally and then had come out
of it aswell asthey had, killing aDragon in the bargain, was remarkable.

Gaurin decided to risk awhisper to his companions, hopeful that the conversation the two below were
having would cover any sound that might carry to them. They were now discussing Dragons, and

observing that the Sorceressslieutenant, someone named Farod, was late arriving.

"We must move to take them before the Dragon comes,” he said softly. " The one representing the greater
danger, | think, isHarous. Heismine."

"I'll take the woman," Rohan murmured. "'l know her."



"I will help whoever needsit,” Hynnd said. "But | think they will not go easily. Weredly can't be sure
which of them isthe more dangerous.”

"Wewill find that out speedily enough.”
With that observation, Gaurin arose from his hiding place. "Count Harous of

Cragden, Sorceress Flavielle, surren-der yourselves at once! | command it by authority of King Peres,
Lord Royance of Grattenbor, and al of the land of

Rendd!" Hiswords echoed, booming from the rocky heightsall around them.

Then he charged down the dope toward the two who now turned to stare at him, as thunderstruck asif
he had erupted out of the ground itself.

Harous recovered quickly. He drew his sword and put the Sorceress behind him.

"Y ou will haveto take me, Gaurin!" he shouted in turn. "I won't come tamely, at your cdl!" Then, at the
sight of the others, "Three to one, en? Those are a coward's odds.”

"You aremy captive," Gaurin said, grating out the words. "There will be no unfair fight here.”

"Give over, and therewill benofight a al. | will take custody of the woman,” Rohan said. Both he and
Hynnd flanked Gaurin now, with drawn wegpons.

"Gaurin, isit? | have marked you as a pecid enemy." Flavielle gave a sneering laugh. Shetook a step to
gtand firmly beside Harous. "How highly you rate yoursalves, you poor foals, to think three of you can
stand against those who are your bettersin every way!"

A three-forked lightning-bolt of power flashed from her hand to send Rohan stumbling back. Helost his
footing and fell, his body damming heavily onto one of the snow-covered hillocks. A cry of pain dmost
drowned the sick sound of abonein hisarm snapping. A second fork of the power-bolt branched
toward

Hynnel, hating the action just begun, while the third arced around Gaurin. With ametallic crack, his
sword shattered, the shards glittering as they dropped to sink at once into the snow. He hurled the hilt at
his enemy and reached for the dagger in the top of his boot.

The Sorceress threw back her head and uttered another taunting laugh. " So much for our enemies. Now,
do with them asyou will, my Haroud!"

Sword at the ready, Harous took a step forward.

The Bog-men under Tusser's command decided, after their firgt flush of victory, that they did not want to
rgjoin the fighting forces they had |eft to do battle with the |ce Dragon. Tusser found an open spot of
ground where, according to their custom, they could sit and discuss the matter. As headman, he done
was privileged to stand.

"We not need Outlanders anymore,” Lorko said sullenly. " Stay here, go back to huts, get warm.”

"Too warm for Tusser, maybe," Sumase said with awide grin.



Hewaggled his eyebrows knowingly and severa other Bog-men sniggered. Lorko's story of how Vanka
had vigoroudly objected to giving up the sacks of powder, and her thregts of what shewould do to
Tusser the next time she saw him, had gained wide circulation among the surviving members of the Army
of the Bog.

"Tusser not happy to go back ether, but give word,” the Bog Generd repeated stubbornly.

"Maybewe go by big city of Renddl,” Kipu said. "I hear Outlander talk in camp, they say headman over
al of uslivethere. Maybe we go see him. Maybe him and

Tusser fight.”

That drew amore open laugh and even Tusser had to smile a the thought of a hand-to-hand battle for
the position of headman over the entire land. His perspective had broadened considerably as aresult of
their foray out of the

Bog, evenif that of mogt of his companions hadn't. He recognized that there was much, much moreto
their world than the Bog, or even the occasiond Outlander who blundered into it, risking being flung to
the Gulpersin their deep, dark pools.

"Tusser not fight with child, and headman King still child without many hairson hischin," hesaid. "But |
fight anybody here who decide they not want go back to battle camp with me." He hefted a shell-tipped
spear and assumed a belligerent stance.

Lorko looked up but, at the prospect of facing his headman in combat, thought better of it and turned
away.

"Well?' Tusser chalenged. "Nobody fight me?"

Silence, and, following Lorko's example, nobody except Hili, the smalest of them, was bold enough to
meset hisgaze.

"I fight you," hesaid, grinning, "if we throw rocks. | beat you then!™

Thetension that had gripped the circle of Bog-men dissolved abruptly as the men erupted into shouts of
laughter.

"That good one!" Lorko said, wiping tears of mirth from his eyes. "Nobody beat you throwing rocks. Or
bags of powder that burn.”

"Yed" ydled Sumase. "How the great high and mighty Outsiders know how Bog-men kill Dragon dl by
their salves, if we don't go back and tell them? Answer me that!"

Within moments the same men who had been on the point of mutiny were nodding in agreement and
nudging each other over the prospect of lording it over the

Outsiders who had treated them like hut-guests who had overstayed their welcome.

Sumase got to hisfeet, hefting his shdll-tipped spear. 'Y ou and me," he said to



Tusser, "we go tdl. Rest can stay behind and burn backsidesin hut firesif they want. We laugh at them
for cowards."

"Lorko no coward,” the warrior grunted. He, too, lumbered to hisfeet. "And no friend of Lorko coward,
ether." He glared around the circle, and one by onethe

Bog-men followed his example and stood up.
When the last one was standing, Lorko nodded at Tusser. “"We go now," he said.

Ashen found her path alittle easier once the snowfall lessened. She still had no idea of where shewas
going, but surmised that it wasin the direction of the battle fought by the wounded men she had lately
been tending.

Why would anybody choose to return to that site, she wondered. Then she remembered thetale of the
two lce Dragons, and how one had been buried in an avalanche and the other had flown off in the
direction of the Bog.

Perhaps Harous, in histreachery, hoped to fly away aswell, to hisnew dlies.

Shefrowned, in spite of everything still unwilling to assign such depths of wickednessto the man who had
brought her out of the Bog and set her feet on the path that Zazar had foretold her. And, she reminded
hersdf, killed Kazi in awanton act of cruelty. A complicated man, Lord Harous, never more so than as
at thismoment. Surely he must think himsdlf well judtified in his action, however mysterious.

Ashentoiled on. Ahead lay asmall rise from the top of which she could see better what lay ahead. The
sound of voicesraised in dispute floated toward her on the till, cold air, and she redoubled her efforts.

She achieved the crest of therisejust in time to see the terrifying scene unfolding below her. Gaurin,
Hynnel, and Rohan stood to her right, swords drawn, and opposing them, Harous—and the woman
Ashen had briefly seen reveded asthe

Sorceress! Lightning crackled from the woman's hands.
"No—" shecried, and knew that her protest wasin vain.
She stepped into astrange kind of time, where everything seemed to move dowly.

The Power from the Sorceress's hand split into three arcs. Rohan went down, clutching at hisarm, and
Hynnel stood frozen in midstep, unable to move. The shards of Gaurin's sword glittered in the air asthey
fell. The Sorceresslaughed, and Harous, his weapon intact, took astep toward Gaurin, who did not
flinch as he reached for his dagger.

At that moment, Ashen redlized what he had truly meant when he had pledged hislife's blood for her
protection. Incongruoudy, in thisleisurely, delayed time, she remembered his exact words, spoken to the
shade of hisfather in the catacombs of the ruined Bog city of Galinth, words meant to be conveyed to the
ghogt of her first husband, Obern. "It is thanks to Obern that you may now go in peace, and in honor/"
Gaurin had said. "When you see him, tel him that hislady iswell, for | have her in my care. Assure him
that nothing will happento her whilel live

And here hewas, unhesitatingly ready to offer himsealf even unto desth if it would delay for amoment the



approach of danger to her, or to any of those heled.

A fiercewave of the same spirit engulfed her. "Never! Thisshdl not be!™ Ashen cried doud, her words
unnaturaly drawn out. "Hewill not dig, if | can prevent it!"

With afury she had never known hersdf capable of, she drew hersdlf to her full height. Arms upraised,
shefound abdl of pure Power gathering in her hands.

Scarcely knowing what she did, she hurled it down at the tableau before her with every ounce of strength
in her.

Below, severd things were happening, dl dmost at the sametime.

"Here," Rohan shouted, hiswords dow and hollow sounding. "My Rinbell sword will fight for you!" He
managed to grasp the hilt of the weapon with his good hand and tossit to Gaurin, who caught it nestly.

Another lightninglike blast gathered in the Sorceress's hand but before she could launch it properly, the
scintillating bal of Power Ashen had hurled went thundering into the little clearing.

The Sorceress staggered back. Her bolt of Power, mis-aimed, smashed into Harous from behind. He
took a staggering step forward, only to spit himsdlf on the sword Gaurin had just brought to bear.
Hynndl, released from his paralysis, rushed toward Flavielle with weapon upraised. She had barely time
enough to grab adender rod from her belt before he was upon her. A cloud of mist gushed from one end
of therod, taking Hynndl squardly in the face. With a superhuman effort, he managed to take another
step and cut her down where she stood before he dropped.

Time abruptly snapped into its accustomed pace again. Ashen, released, fairly flew down the dope
toward the scene of carnage. "Gaurin!™ she screamed. " Oh,

Gaurin!

He didn't turn, though she knew he had heard her. Instead, he was easing Harous to the ground. She
reached them in time to hear Haroustell Gaurin not to try to pull out the sword.

"It would do no good, only cause me more pain. Let me die as| deserve, with the blade of justice
piercing my body." He shuddered. A trickle of blood escaped hislips. "Havidle—"

Gaurin glanced toward where the woman's body lay. "Sheisdead,” hetold Harous.
"And with her the spdll shelaid upon me. Did | redlly turn traitor?' His gasping voice held aplaintive note.

Ashen knelt besde him. "It was not your doing,” she said, seeing no need to torment adying man with the
tale of hismany misdeeds.

"Aye, but it was, and more—" His eyes seemed to clear, to comeinto focus. "Isthat you, Ashen? I'm not
just dream+-ing?'

"l am here"

"How does my Lady Marcdain Rendelsham?"'



"II, but well enough when | left her.”

Hesmiled grimly. "Not for long, I'll warrant.” The effort of speaking was dmost too much for him. He
coughed. "I'll see her soon." He grasped at Ashen's hand, and looked from her to Gaurin. "Tell them I'm
sorry," hesad. "Tdl them—"

"Wewill," Gaurin replied.

But the dying man could not hear him. With the lightest of Sighs, the spirit of

Count Harous of Cragden, Lord High Marshal of Rendel and Commander of the Four

Armies, dipped from hisbody and was gone on afaint breath of wind.

Then both Ashen and Gaurin turned to the others. It was obvious to Ashen that

Hynnd was wounded even worse than Rohan. Both men lay in the snow where they had falen, moaning
inpan. "Seeto Rohan," she said as she turned her attention to Hynndl.

"It was the burning mist,” Hynnel managed to croak. " tried not to breatheit in, but it entered my lungs
anyway. It burns, it burns—"

"Dont try to talk," Ashen said. She looked at Gaurin. "How does Rohan?"

"Heislucky he came out of thiswith nothing worse than a broken bone," Gaurin said, sparing aglance at
her from where he was carefully examining Rohan'sinjury. "Don't move your arm before | splint it, unless
you want to lose the limb. The break seems clean, with no splinters coming through the skin, and that is
good. Can you wak?'

"Yes, and | cantak, too,” Rohan answered, somewhat irritably. He tried without successto stiflea
groan. Hisface was very pae. "Why do you ask?"'

"Well, Hynnd can't move, and | will not leave him aone, nor will | leave Ashen unguarded. Therefore,
you are going to have to be the one to get back to the camp and bring back warriors and allitter for
Hynnd. Can you manageit?"

Rohan looked up asthe gravity of the situation sank in. "Of course,” he replied stoutly. "It'smy arm that
was broken, not my legs.”

"I wish | had one of those silly silk roses you used to conjure out of nothing, so that | could make you a
temporary ding," Ashen said.

"That wasdl my tiny gift of Power was ever good for,” Rohan said. "That, and lighting candles without
touching them. | doubt that | could do even that, now.

All that's |eft isthat tingling on the back of my neck when danger isnearby.”

He blinked in sudden comprehension. "The war-kat in thetent!" he exclaimed. "No wonder my neck was
killing me. They awaysgo in pairs, but that one was aone.

Now itisclear! That must have been Favidle, disguised. And to think Lord



Royance actudly petted her!"
With the stoic practicdity of aseasoned warrior, Gaurin removed the cloak from

Havidl€es body and began tearing it into Strips. "Ashen, please seeif you can find some smdll, straight
pieces of wood so | might bind Rohan'sarm in atemporary splint.”

"Of course." Ashen knew what was required; she had splinted broken limbs before.

She got up immediately and hurried to the little copse of woods where Gaurin and his companions had
hidden. When she returned, she discovered that her husband had dragged the bodies of Harous and
Havidle off to the other Side of the valey entrance and placed them in the shelter of yet another upthrust
of the rocks that made footing so treacherousin this area. Hynnel was Sitting up after afashion and
Gaurin wasjust finishing raking fresh snow over the bloodstains.

"Will these do?' she asked.

"Admirgbly, my Ashen."

"A tree had fallen, and there's quite alot of dry wood at that spot.”

"Good," he said. "That means we can take shelter there and perhaps even have asmdl fireto keep us
warm while we wait for Rohan to return.”

"I don't need afire" Hynnel said. "I'm burning."
Indeed, Ashen thought, he did look more than alittle feverish.

"Nevertheless, afirewe shdl have, if weneed it," Gaurin said. With swift efficiency he was aready busy
fashioning amakeshift plit and ding for

Rohan'sarm out of the strips of cloth he had torn from FHavidle's cloak.
"Rohan, if you think you are ready, please be on your way."

"I'll be back before you fairly know I've gone."

"Don' forget to tell them that we may be expecting the arrival of anlce
Dragon, so they should come quickly, and prepared.”

"I will." The young warrior saluted awkwardly with hisleft hand and immediately took off at aragged jog
aong the path so many feet had made in the snow, his baance uncertain but hisresolve firm.

"Now, my Ashen," Gaurin said, turning to her. "While we wait you can explain to me whence came that
great ball of Power that did so much damage, and at such atimely moment."”

Fourteen

In ashort time Gaurin had found shelter for them in the stand of trees and had built asmal fire of dry



wood that gave off very little smoke. Hynndl lay nearby on abed of dry needles and fresh boughs, his
cloak wrapped around him only because of Ashen'singstence. He had sunk into something like acoma.
From timeto time she l&ft the circle of warmth and checked on him anxioudy when his moans grew
audible. "1 truly do not comprehend where that burst of Power came from,” Ashen said when she
returned from one of these vidits. "All | know isthat Harous was on the verge of killing you, and
everything in me said no. | raised my arms, there was something between them, and then | was—well, |
suppose you could call it 'pushing’ and you know the rest.”

"| think the Rinbell sword redly did fight for me," Gaurin said in histurn. "'l had not conscioudy raised it,
and yet it was ready when Harous stumbled againgt it." He unsheathed the wegpon and examined it
curioudy. "Very finework," hesad.

"I think | was responsible for both Harouss and Flavielle's deaths" Ashen said inasmall voice. "If |
hadn't thrown that ball of Power—"

"If you hadn't doneit, Rohan, Hynndl and | would be dead now and you as well when the fugitives
discovered your presence, asthey were bound to do. If anyoneisresponsiblefor their degths, it isthey
themsalves"

Ashen could not dispute these blunt facts. Nevertheless, she was sorely troubled by the eventsin which
she had played such apivotal part.

"Come and rest, my Ashen,” Gaurin said. He leaned againgt the trunk of the tree under which they
sheltered and opened his cloak for her.

Gratefully, she crept into the warm, safe haven of hisarms and nestled against him, mindful not to hamper
him in case danger approached and he needed to be free to defend them all. With another glance at
Hynnel, who seemed to be resting as quietly as possible under the circumstances, she drifted off into a

light deep.

She awoke to the unmistakable sounds of a pitched battle. Gaurin was not at her side but the spot he had
occupied was still warm. She turned to Hynnel who was vaiantly trying to struggle to hisfeet.

"Don't do that!" she said. She moved over beside him. | think were safe enough in the shelter of these
trees, at least for thetime being.”

"But my kinsmen arefighting—"
"And you are wounded," she said sernly. "L et them defend you. And if dl elsefalls, let me defend you.”

He smiled at that. "Gaurin hastold mewhat afierce woman he married. | believe him. | saw the Power,
you know."

She amiled in return, but inside her heart was sinking. He was obvioudy fretful at being excluded from
where hisduty lay. "Would you like me to go peer out and report to you what is happening?’ she said.

"I would appreciateit." He coughed so violently she was fearful he would start hemorrhaging.
She gave him ice to suck, and the coughing fit eased. Then she made her way cautioudy toward the edge

of thelittle copse of woods. Pushing a springy branch out of the way, she gained an unobstructed view of
the spirited skirmish out on the rock-strewn plain leading to the valley.



Rohan had sent a consderable force to their aid. She recognized Cebastian's guidon, and was glad that
Rohan had had the wit to go to the Nordors. Gaurin had foreseen accurately; perhaps at the sametime
the rescue party had arrived, an

Ice Dragon had appeared. Now the warriors were intently engaged with it, trying to damage it without
being harmed themselves. A pair of war-kats circled the

Dragon, tenseness gpparent in their every move.

It was Ashen'sfirst Sght of an Ice Dragon. She found hersdlf holding her bresth as she watched. The
terrible, unnatural beast was s0 big] If it craned its neck it might be able to peek over thewalls of
Cragden Keep, Certainly severa of them would make short work of the walls surrounding Ren- delsham
Cadtlefor, unlike Cragden, they were meant for show only and not for real defense.

The war-kats, one on either side, fearlessly hurled themselves onto the beast's flanks and fastened
themselves with teeth and claws. Its skin shivered asthe

Dragon shook itsdlf, but the war-kats were not didodged. The Dragon rider pulled vigoroudy on the
reins. With aroar that gusted ice crystalsinto the air the huge beast did not exactly take flight; rather, it
flapped its wings and bounced, barely aoft, apparently hoping to catch some of thewarriorsin itstaons.
The war-kats legpt to safety as men scattered, depriving the enemy of any easy target. By mere
happenstance the Dragon veered toward the copse of woods where Ashen crouched, watching, and the
tip of one of the great wings buffeted the trees above her. The trunks, dmost as springy asthe low
branches, were knocked violently askew, rebounding in such away asto spray the entire areawith the
snow that had coated their limbs.

Ashen retreated at once in the unexpected shower to seeif her patient had been harmed. Hynnel had
barely been touched, and only afew chunks of the heavy, packed snow had fallen on him.

"| think they aretrying to tirethe Dragon,” shetold him.

"How many men?"

"| didn't count them. Perhapsfifty.”

"Go back again and see what's happening.”

She nodded. She had not sighted Gaurin when she had been watching before, and could not rest until she
knew his whereabouts. By the time she had found another good vantage point, however, the battle was
over. As she watched, the Ice Dragon lifted into the air, tucking itsfeet againgt its belly. Then it flew back

in the direction from which it, presumably, had come. The war-kats squalled alast chdlenge and then sat
down and began to wash.

Presently she spotted Gaurin leading a squad of men toward the copse and she emerged from that shelter
togotohim.

"Areyou dl right?' she asked anxioudy.

"Unharmed. The heavy spears our men were armed with were more than the Dragon or its rider wanted
to contend with."



"Do you planto go after it?"

"No. It isimperative that we leave here immediately before the rider returns with reinforcements.
Cebastian and some of our most trusted men are packing

Harouss body inice for transport with us, thence to be sent to Rendelsham.”

"Whereit will be given honorable burid,” Ashen said bitterly. "Does he deserve it after what he has
done?'

"We cannot do otherwise."
"And Havidle?'

"Thereis no reason to do any more than pile acairn of stones over her. We must get Hynnel back to
camp where he can be cared for, and this episode has shown methat | cannot tolerate the thought of you
in danger. | am of amind to send you, with the honor guard for Harous, back to Rendelsham.”

"And | am of amind not to go."

He smiled then, the creases at the sdes of his mouth meeting the crinkles at the corners of hiseyesin the
way that dways made her heart turn over. " Of course you wouldn'. | will think on the matter. But in the
meantime you will stay in camp whereyou arerelatively safe and not set foot outsde thewalls.”

"That | will agreeto.”
Once returned to camp, Gaurin and Ashen settled Hynnel in the physicians tent.

Then they, with Rohan, whose broken right arm had been properly set and splinted, consulted privately
with Lord Royance in Gaurin's quarters before joining the remaining officersin the command tent. There
they told him the true circumstances of Harouss ending, sparing nothing.

"Y ou have donewdl," Royance told them. "Better that Harous die swiftly and cleanly than face atraitor's
trial either here or in Rendelsham. He will return and belaid to rest ahero. It is pretense, yes, but
pretense for the ultimate good of the country. Much better that, than his treachery be known to cause
dismay throughout the land. Dynasties have falen for less cause.”

He brushed his hand across his eyes and Gaurin knew the old gentleman, despite his resolute words, had
been profoundly shaken by what had happened. Royance must have harbored a hope, however faint,
that Haroussloydlties had remained true.

Then Royance took a deep breath and squared his shoulders, putting al his private fedings aside.
"Rohan, do any of the men you sent to Gaurin'said know aught of what he has just told me?”

"No, sr. Gaurin gave me no ingtruction on the matter but | knew that telling them would not be wise. On
the way back to camp | had time to construct aplausible story. Actudly, | embdlished thetruth just a
litte

"Tel usthese embd lishments so that we will not destroy the pretense unawares.”



Gaurin adso was interested, for he had relied on Rohan's good sense and discretion out of ingtinct, not by
plan. Ce-bastian had not volunteered any details of the story Rohan had taken back with him and Gaurin
had not asked. It was, however, obvious to him that the brave young knight had no idea of the true state
of effars.

"Asfar as Cebastian knows," Rohan related, "the marsha ventured out alone, as he had done before, to
survey the battleground, perhapsto learn where we had made mistakes so we would not repeat them.
Knowing his danger, we went after him, to escort him back safely. We found him in combat with
Faviele, and her lieutenant, Farod. She distracted him, and Farod, the one the Nordors fought | ater,
bested Harous. Then Hynnd wasinjured, striking her down in turn. We were nearly killed oursalves. The
lieutenant fled to retrieve his mount. Hynnd,

Gaurin, and Ashen would surely have perished when Farod returned, had they not sent me back for aid.”
He smiled. "When you think about it, thistale isnot that far off the mark.”

"If you wanted to develop it, you have some naturd talent asaliar, you scamp,” Royance said wryly.
"Very clever. Thetaewill hold upif thereis not too close scrutiny of it.”

Rohan had the graceto blush. "All | did, redly, was bring FHavidl€eslieutenant into it earlier than he
actudly was."

Despite the gravity of the Situation, Gaurin was amused. He had not thought

Rohan to have had such aquick wit.

Ashen spoke up. "Y ou are without question the ranking noble here, Lord Royance.
Assuch, | have something to ask of you."

Heturned to her courteoudy. "It isgranted, of course, but first | must tell you this. You arein aunique
position, my dear. You are not aruler, asthe

Dowager Y sa continues to be, but you were the one with the wit and courage to act on vita information
on amatter that affected the country's safety where she did not. | perceive you may well have a great
dedl moreto offer us"

"Not | so much asmy Protector, Zazar," Ashen replied. "We need her here. | need her here. And |
petition that | be allowed to send Rohan in one of his swiftest shipsto fetch her.”

"How say you?' Royance asked the young knight.

Rohan glanced down at hisarm ruefully. "I'm out of the fight for good thistime," he sad. "Even with
Granddam Zaz's potions thiswon't hedl by thetime thewar'sover, | warrant. So | am available to run
messenger service. | will go, and gladly.”

"Good," Royance said. He arose from Gaurin's camp chair and the others likewise stood. "Now let us
join the other officers before they begin to wonder what we are doing in secret. That ishow rumors are

born and rumors are the last thing we need to contend with just now."

"I will leaveyou toit, for my responshility calls meto theinfirmary tent,”



Ashen sad.

"Go with our gratitude,” Royance replied. He took her hand and kissed her fingers. "I take thisliberty
with your permission, of course, Gaurin."

", too, am very proud of my lady," he said.
Then they left his cramped quarters and each went to hisor her duties.
When Royance, Gaurin, and Rohan arrived at the command tent, Royance took

Harouss former place at the head of the table while the other men found their own seets. Royance
wagted notimeintrividities.

"We need to settle severd matters, al pressing,” he said without preamble.
"First is selecting an honor guard for Count Harous's body to escort him back to

Rendelsham. Though we can ill afford to have any of our officers or men absent, neverthelesswe must
send afull complement. Chevin, as Harouss lieutenant, will lead them."

The young noble bowed his head in assent.

"Pick whom you will to accompany you, but not more than adozen. Rohan will not be among them, for |
have assigned him another errand. There must be amilitary funerd with full honors. Let the Dowager
make the preparations, only impress upon her that your swift return hereisvita for everyone's safety.”
Then

Royance looked at each of the men in the tent, piercing them with his hawklike gaze. "The next matter.
Who will be our new Lord High Marshd?"

Steuart glanced up from the dagger he had been toying with. "1 propose that you assumethis office, gir,”
he said. "Who e se but Royance of Grattenbor isaswell qualified?’

Royance shook his snowy head. "Alas, | fear that what so many have told meis correct. My fighting days
aeover.”

L athrom spoke up. "There would be no need for you to take thefield, sir. Leave that to younger
warriors. Y ou carry with you alifetime of experience. Please, Sr. Guide us now."

"Itiswell thought on," Gaurin said, pleased to know that his private preferences were those of hisfelow
officersaswall.

"I will speek for Admird-Genera Snolli and add my voiceto that of the othersin voting aye," Rohan
announced. "I have no doubt that when Genera Tusser returnshe will aso agree.”

Around the table, the junior officers nodded. Cebastian, Steuart, Reges of
Lerkland, Jabez of Mimon, Gidon of Bilth, Vinod of Vacaster, and Nikolos of

Grattenbor, who was Lord Royance's deputy, all thumped the table with the flat of their handsin



approval.

Chevin, Harouss lieutenant, was the last. Harous's degth had hit him hard, more so than the other
officels. He arose from his chair. " Sir, with the death of my lord, | have lost my will for command. When |
return from the sad errand you have assigned me, | ask leave to be excused from my duties as an officer
and be alowed to join the common soldiers, there to fight in the front ranks and perhapsto die.”

"Denied," Royance said. "Y ou will remain apart of the staff of officers, and do your duty asyou have
been trained.”

Chevin sat down again, but he did not raise his head.

"Lord Royance, you must have Lord Harouss badge of office," Gaurin said. "He left it behind when
he—when he departed the camp. | will getit."

He entered the living-quarters area of the command tent, gratified that the meeting, so far, had gone
exactly ashewished. It was only natural that Royance would become their new marshd. In anticipation,
he had found a moment to give private ordersto Jervin, Royance's steward, to see that therent in the far
wall be repaired and the room made habitable once more.

Jervinwaited within. "All isready, Sr," hesaid.

"Thiswill suit Lord Royance well," Gaurin said, looking around. Everything was, indeed, neat and tidly.
Royance was well served. "Where have you put Harous's personal bel ongings? We will send them back
to Rendelsham, of course, but there is something | need for Royance, abadge of office. Itisamedalion
onachan."

"Here, gr." Jervin indicated asmall chest on atable nearby. Gaurin recognized it as the one that had
originally been kept in the main section of thetent. "I gathered everything of that sort, put it insde, and
brought it here.

Gaurin lifted thelid, not surprised to discover severd itemsincluding what had to be the Diadem of
Concedment and the rod that emitted Dragon's Breeth in the chest. Helaid the rod aside, picked up the
medallion, and returned to where the officers were waiting.

"Sir, please dlow me the honor," he said.

Royance nodded, and Gaurin ceremonioudly put the chain over the old noble's head, arranging it on his
shoulders.

"I have something else for Lord Royance," Rohan said.
Royance raised one snowy eyebrow. "And what would that be?’
"Sir, | was granted a pair of war-kats. Like me, one of them has an injured paw.

Sheisout of the action, and her mate will not fight without her. Please, dlow meto place themin your
careat least whilel am gone on my errand. | can think of no one | would rather havein charge of them.”

The old gentleman smiled. "It'sbeen along time since | have had the privilege of having the company of
war-kats," hesaid. "l will be honored.”



"Thank you."

"Thereisanother pair of war-katsto be reassgned,” Gaurin said. "Hynnd liesin the infirmary and until he
can fight again | propose that they go to you aswell."

Royance quirked one snowy eyebrow. "l am like to be covered with war-kats at thisrate," he said. The
officers seated around the table laughed, not entirely out of politeness. "' Perhaps Lathrom deserves them
more. But, aswith al war-kats, they will go where they will and not always where we would have them.”

Rohan turned to Gaurin. "Now that that's settled, | lso have aboon to ask of you."
"If itisin my power to grant, | will do s0."

"Please do me the honor of keeping my sword and using it in place of the one that was broken. It issaid
of aRinbdl sword that it will fight for itswidlder, if the cause bejust. It was my father's.”

"The honor ismine" Gaurin said. "1 think it fought for me once, and will again. | thank you."

Rohan turned to Royance. "Now, with your permission, sir, | will depart on the errand you have assigned
me, but before | leave, | will bring Kdtin and Bittato you. Bittas the one with theinjured paw."

He arose, bowed, and |eft the tent. Gaurin judged that the time was right to bring his specid project
before the officers.

"I have been thinking," he said, and recounted the tale of how the trees had flexed and bent under the
buffeting of the wings of the Ice Dragon. "When we were fighting the beast it reminded me of anideal
had earlier for awegpon to use against them. Now that we know what we are facing we need to build
catapults, of course." He hoped no one would remember that Harous had opposed this project. "Wheat |
am proposing now is something new. If we could set two of these young and springy treesin a stationary
platform, like the arms of abow, we might bend them back with awindlass. Then we could set another
tree, its branches trimmed and the point sharpened—"

He saw looks of interest and comprehension dawning on the faces of some of the young warriors. Even
Chevin came out of his despondency and Royance nodded thoughtfully.

"With thismachine," the new Lord High Marshal said, "you could pierce a Dragon from agood, safe
distance.

"That would be my hope," Gaurin replied. "And we could awaysfal back on catapultsto throw gresat
gonesat them.”

A few others had not received thisidea positively. Steuart arose to speak for them. "It seemsto me,” he
sad, "that this might be beyond the customs of war.

Would not this weapon be entirely too powerful 7'
"Perhaps," Royance answered, "in another sort of warfare. But ook you, young

Steuart. The lce Dragons are an unprecedented wegpon of war in and of themselves. This—this giant
bow that Gaurin is proposing is but a counter to what we face, not an escalation of wesponry.”



Steuart consdered the High Marshd'swords. "Thereis merit to what you say. | will lodge no further
objection.”

The Lord High Marsha nodded, his authority and leadership amost palpable.

"Then set the men to finding trees suitable to the task and build as many of both of these machines, as
possible” Royance glanced around the table. "It will serve to keep the men's minds off our recent near
disagter in battle. It isawayswell to keep them busy, and ourselvesaswell.”

Snolli merely shrugged at the newsthat L ord Royance was now High Marsha of
Renddl. "Makes no differenceto me," he said. "Go, be an errand boy. Take
Spume-Maiden. I'll stay here and fight from my deck on Gorgull, theway a
Sea-Rover should.”

Gratefully, Rohan accepted and set sail before his grandfather could change hismind. A few days |l ater,
he arrived at the Sea-Rover stronghold. With agood wind behind them they had sailed past the dliffsat a
brisk pace, but not so swift that he had not been able to make out the remains of what had once been an
Ice

Dragon at the bottom of aprecipice. It wasrapidly being reduced to bones by predators.

"Wonder how Tusser did it," he said to himself, and made a mental noteto ask later. His vote for
Royance as High Marsha in Tusser's name had been but wishful thinking. When he had heard how the
Bog-men had gone immediately to defend their own piece of Rendel, he had had no doubt but that the
Dragonwould prevail and kill them dl. He found himsdlf unexpectedly hopeful that his somewhat
cgpriciousdly was gill among theliving.

Even if there had been an anchorage anywhere on the rocky rim of the Bog, he would have dared go no
other route than the familiar one he had known since childhood, full of good hiding placesin case
Bog-men lessfriendly than Tusser were about. That meant anchoring Spume-Maiden in the harbor at
New Void.

Harvas, her captain, offered to accompany Rohan into the Bog, but he declined the company. "Trust me,
| will be quicker gone and returned if | go dlone,” he said.

"It goes hard with meto let the Chieftain's grandson venture into that dark and disma place,” Harvas
replied. "I got my first look when we sailed along the cliffs and had to fight greet birds and nasty
swimming horrors. Y ou were just amewling brat a thetime."

"Wel, Snalli isn't hereand I'm dl grown up now," Rohan said. "Bdlieveme, | am. I'll bedl right. When |
was ayoungster | spent dmost as much timethereas| did at New Void or the Oakenkeep. But if it will
make you fed better, go with me to the Barrier River and post guards until | come back.”

The captain had to grudgingly settle for this concession. He sdlected haf adozen of hisburliest sailorsin
addition to himsdf and then, with Rohan safely placed in the middle, they journeyed cross-country,
thence dong theriver to the familiar ford.



There Rohan |eft them, despite renewed protests from Harvas. Almost gratefully, he plunged into the
dank gloom of the Bog and, alone and without any untoward incident except nearly dipping on apatch of
ice, arrived at Zazar's hut. To his surprise, he found the hearth cold and the Wysen-wyf sitting on alarge
pack half adeep, her fur-lined traveling cloak about her shoulders. Weyse was curled beside her,

napping.
"Lookslike you were expecting me," he said.

"Of course| was," Zazar said, unsuccessfully gtifling ayawn. "And you're late.

Sit down, sit down. Supper grew cold along time ago, but | can strike thefire again and warmiit up if |
have to. What happened to your arm? And your hard head?"

"It'salong tae, and I'll entertain you with it on the ship.”

"Ship? What ship?'

"The Spume-Maiden, Granddam. She's mine now—or, at least, close enough to claim her for my own."
"No need for aship just to go to the Oakenkeep.”

What?"

"Did that knock on your head make you deaf? | said we didn't need a ship just to go to the Oakenkeep.
Maybe you've gone daft instead.”

Rohan felt the conversation dipping rapidly from hisgrasp. "Let's Start over.

My ship, the Spume-Maiden, iswaliting for us. The Oakenkeep is hot our destination.”

"Oh," Zazar said.

"| thought you knew—"

"Well, maybe| don't dwaysknow everything," the Wysen-wyf admitted grudgingly.

"There are some details | might be alittle vague on. | expected Ashen might have returned from
Rendelsham to the Oakenkeep, and we were going to be with her. That'swhy | was dl packed and
ready. Y ou had me thinking wed be sailing down the Great Barrier River like aflock of loons."

Rohan held onto his reason with both hands. "No, Grand-dam,” hetold her, "were going north, closeto
where the battleground is. Ashen isthere and she sent me.

There have been many terrible things happening. Y ou're needed.”

"Then why didn't you say so? Here you are, dawdling about wasting time with story-telling and asking for
supper with the fire out and the ashes swept. That doesn't make any sense. We haveto get goingl Y ou
take the pack, and I'll look after Weyse. Don't keep babbling a me. Y ou can just wait awhile and give
me the whole story once we're on the ship and on our way."

She st off at abrisk pace, leaving Rohan to shoulder the pack lopsidedly, and wonder at why he was so



fond of Zazar when she had to be the mogt difficult, exasperating woman he knew.
Fifteen

A cloud of dmost papable gloom hung over dl of the city of Rendelsham and, in those parts of the
country where the heralds had taken the news, over Rendd itsdlf. With the death of Count Harous, Lord
High Marshd of Rendel and leader of the Four Armies, the spirits of the people dropped sharply. No
matter that he had died a hero; his absence was sordly felt.

Harouss body was dready in the family crypt of the vault at Cragden Keep, kept packed inice, awaiting
thefind, privaterites. An effigy lay in the Great

Fane of the Glowing, resting upon Harous's shield and covered with the Marshd's banner showing the
badges of the Four Houses—Oak, Y ew, Ash, and Rowan. As much of the populace as could make their
way into the Fanefiled past in respectful mourning until the day of the funera, when the nobility occupied
the choice spotsin the Fane and only the luckiest ones of the commoners would be able to crowd in to
watch.

The Dowager Y s, First Priestess of Santize, the premier lady of Rendel, stood beside her grandson,
King Peres, asthe service for Count Harous droned on.

Therewere no fireplacesin the Fane, of course, and no braziers ether. It would have been unendurable
had it not been warmed alittle by so many bodies packed init. Her hands, bare of gloves so that the
Four Rings could clearly be seen, were iff and blue and she wished for boots such as the men wore.
The floor was so0 cold that her feet were numb. Though she kept her demeanor grave, giving the proper
responses at the proper times, her thoughts were busy, occupied with other matters.

Two dtate funerals within such abrief time, and an entire House, a staunch dly of both Oak and Y ew,
now vanished asif it had never been. What a pity, Y sathought, the late Countess Marcala had not
fulfilled her dynastic duty and produced an heir. Now, however, when the Cragden vault was closed, it
would never be breached again, for Harous was the last of hisline. Y samade anoteto order a
magnificent monument be erected over the entrance to the vault and sedl it permanently, with appropriate
sentiments carved into the stone attesting to the bravery and vaor of al the Cragdens, the last count the
most staunch of dl, faling in defense of Rendd.

Poor Marcala, soill that she had been out of her mind at the last. Y sadidn't believe aword of the
nonsense she had babbled. Poison indeed. A strange malady, yes, but natural. Y sahoped it would not
bring more casesin itswake. She made anote to consult Master Lorgan and have hersalf examined
thoroughly, in case she had contracted something.

After dl, she had been most assiduous in nursing her poor, doomed friend.

Vaguely, she hoped that the exiled king of the Nordors, Hynnel, would recover from theinjury suffered
when he had gone to Harouss aid. That wretched

Sorceress and the wesgpon that burned out men'slungs! Y sarued the day she had ever trusted the
woman. But then, she had not known she dealt with any but a

Magician, aman, being totaly unaware that the woman was going in disguise. All of the Dowager'sinnate
distrust of her own gender came back upon her full force. Better, far better, she thought, to rely on those
she knew from long acquaintance that she could trust such asthe unfortunate Marcaa. Or unearthly



servants, such astheflyer Visp.

She glanced past the King to Lady Rannore, his mother. Her shameful condition was very apparent, and
in'Ysasopinion, to the point of dictating that she retire from public view. Y saknew that Rannore had
been questioning members of the military escort for news of her baseborn husband's well-being even as
Y sa had questioned them for news of how the war was going now that the Lord High

Marshd hed fallen.

Perhapsit was dl to the good that Royance had gone haring off into the snowy wilderness with the Bog
Princess Ashen on that fool's errand. Royance was, Y sahad to admit, the best qualified of al Renddian
senior noblesto take up

Harouss duties. Despite hissilver hair and the age that would have bowed his shoulders had he not
fiercely ressted al such signs, it had been little over a score of years since he had defended his property,
or what he deemed his, in full Sege from neighborstoo ambitious. He knew full well what he was about,
evenif hedid not takethefield persondly.

The ceremony was drawing to aclose. Harouss effigy, till resting upon his shield, would now be
shouldered by his military honor guards. Then the funeral procession would wend itsway out of the Fane,
through the streets of

Ren-del sham, and along the well-worn road to Cragden Keep and the vault that awaited. Y saand King
Peres, of course, would form the head of the cortege which would a so include those senior nobles ill in
the city for the Countesss recent funeral. Out of the corner of her eye, Y sa glimpsed Wittern of Rowan,
the

King's grandfather. Just behind him would come Gattor of Bilth, aslazily deepy-eyed asever. He had
comeinfor hisshare of criticism, Y saknew, because the war was being fought practically in his back
yard, with Bilth Keep close by. Surely he should have been in residence but Gattor had never been a
warrior. His conflicts had ever been conducted in the shadows and few were the times men could more
than speculate on his part in the sudden collgpse of an aly of a House rumored to be encroaching upon
hisown holdings. It was no surprise to Y sathat he preferred to stay in Rendel sham now, where he was
rdaivey sfe.

Vak of Mimon, Jakar of Vacaster, and Liffen of Lerkland ranged themselves behind Gattor. It remained
only for her and the King to assume their pogitions and then the fina portion of this sad occasion would

begin.

Despite the solemnity of the moment, she was glad that only her feet would suffer. Her black mourning
dresswas heavy and warm, and she would not be required to go without a cloak. It was enough that she,
the Dowager Queen, wearer of the Four Rings, holder and guardian of the true power in Renddl, would
be forced to go on foot, to honor the dead.

King Peresturned to Lady Rannore. "Madame my mother, you are excused from thislast sad journey,”
hetold her. "Please, return to Rendelsham Castle where you will bewarm." He gave her one of hisrare
smiles. "And aso for the sake of my brother, or Sster, who waitsto be born."

"Thank you," Rannore said. "'l will obey."

Then Peres addressed Y sa. "And you a so, Madame Granddam. Thisis no matter for women. Let the



men take up what isrightfully their duty.”

"I would gladly go, to honor Harous, but will stay behind, at your request,” Y satold him.
"When we have come back from Cragden, we will send for our fair cousin Hegrin,”
Peres continued. "She dwells, we aretold, in Rydde, for the safety it affords.

But sincethereisno longer any safe placein thisland, we would have her by us and to that end have
aready written out aletter to thiseffect. To lend akind note to our request, we have bethought ourselves
of acertain strand of pearls, strung with sgpphires, in theroya treasury. Please have it ready when we
return, for we would send it to her, inloving friendship.”

Y saopened her mouth, and then closed it again. There wasthat in her grandson's face that told her
protest would be futile. Instead, she dropped asmadll, stiff curtsey. "Yes, Your Mgesty,” shesaid.

Inwardly, shewasfurious, warning bells clanging afar from melodious din in her mind. She knew full well
what this might entail, with the King now of marriageable age, if barely. Now, while Y sasearched out the
pearl and sapphire necklace, she would have to begin thinking of away to thwart what was surely to
become a dangerous situation, with the daughter of the Ash heiress and the King of Rendel in such close
proximity to one another.

Dalliance was one thing, but marriage another and, unlike either hisfather or grandfather, Pereswas not
onelikely to be given to trifling with awoman's affections. When he wed, she, Y sa, would choosethe girl
and the daughter of the

Bog-Princess Ashen was, without a doubt, the last one Y sawould ever consider.

"Comein, young Chevin," Lady Rannore said. She showed Chevin to a seat by the fireplace where
spiced wine was being heated by her maid. "I am told that you will be leaving Ren-del sham now thet the
funerd isover."

"At firg light tomorrow." Gratefully, the young knight pulled the chair closer to the warmth and accepted
agoblet of the steaming mixture. He drank deep and then set the goblet aside, rubbing his handsto get
some circulation back into thefingers. "Thank you, Lady Rannore," he said. "It was brutally cold, on the
way to Cragden and back, informal clothing. Now | fully understand the wisdom of the many layers of
tunics and other garmentsthat Lord Gaurin and Lord Hynnd bade us wear. We would not have survived
our first week in the encampment without them.”

"It was asad journey, bringing Lord Harous back for burid."

"Sad and more than sad. But we are most grateful that Lord Royance was there, to step into the breach.
Heisabrave old gentleman, and | doubt not that he will lead uswell.”

"Please forgive mefor asking again. Blameit on my condition. Y ou are certain that my lord Lathromis
well?" Ran-nore asked.

"For afew moments by your fire and the pleasure of your company, | would answer the same question a
dozentimesover,” Chevin replied gdlantly. Y es, he was aswedl as any of uswhen we saw him last.”

"Almost | would not ask for tales of hisexploits, but | find that | must.”



"Hefought vdiantly at the battle of the valey. If it had not been for him leading our men againg the
Frydians who hoped to fall upon uswhen we were in disorder after the avalanche, | daresay that the war
would be over by now and ourselves not the victors."

Rannore shook her head in wonderment. "Would that | could be there, with my kinswoman Ashen. Tdll
me of her aswdl."

Chevin amiled; obvioudy thiswas apleasant topic for him. " Sheisthe very embodiment of what we fight
for," he said. "Without athought for her high station, she tends the wounded from daylight to dusk. She
aways hasaword for everyone she mests, and just to see her liftsall our spirits.”

"Keep her safe, when you return.” Rannore sighed. She took a packet, wrapped in waterproof covering
and tied with yellow ribbon, from the table nearby. "Please take thisto her. Init arelettersfor her and for
my husband aswell. Tell her— tell her that we who wait behind are concerned for her."

"Shewill be safe, aslong asany of us have breath in our bodies,” Chevin promised. "Oh—I amost
forgot, in the press of other matters. | do know something that might lift your spiritsalittle. Y ou know
that Rohan suffered abroken arm and is out of the fight.”

"Yes, | had heard. It must go hard with him."

Chevin smiled. "We might tease him about making a capita errand-boy, but we know he chafes at it.
Anyway, there was astory in camp, before the honor guard left, that Rohan had been sent off on another
mission, to bring the Wysen-wyf of the Bog with him when he returned.”

"That isnewsindeed!" Rannore exclaimed. "For what purpose?’

"That | do not know, Lady."

"It is one more mystery among so many. Perhagps Rohan can report to Rendelsham

Cadtle now and then, as part of hisduties, and bring us news."

"l will suggest it to Lord Royance," Chevin promised. "And now, Lady, | must regretfully say my
goodbyes. My thanksfor your hospitdity, and know that | will deliver your messagesto Lady Ashen
persondly.”

Herose from his chair and Rannore attempted to do likewise. Her bulk made the task difficult. Chevin
offered assstance.

Rannore put her hands on his shoulders. "1 will give you three kisses to take with you," she said. She
touched her lipsto hisright cheek. "Thisisfor

Ashen, who ismy dearest friend." She kissed hisleft cheek. "Thisisfor Lord
Royance, whose bravery and valor isan inpiration to usal.” Then shekissed

Chevin lightly on thelips. "And thisisfor my sweet husband, whom | would fain have by my side, were
al wdl with theworld."



"I will convey these dear messages asfaithfully as1 will your letters™” Chevin said, "and count mysdlf
fortunate to be your messenger. Farewd |, Lady, until | seeyou again.”

Ashen settled once more into the routine of the camp as she awaited Zazar's arriva—aways supposing
that Rohan would be able to persuade her to leave the

Bog and journey northward.

Boredom aways being a soldier'sworst enemy, it became a greet diversion to the warriors to occupy
themsalves, when they were not constructing catapults or working on the windlass that would propel the
giant crosshow, to make bricks of snow and construct walls around every tent and shelter, replacing the
casud pilesand drifts.

Some of the men, stationed to the north side of the encampment where the winds were strongest, had
discovered that such asnow wall, ingtead of making them colder, had the opposite effect. Consumption
of wood for fires and braziers went down sharply, and warmth was conserved. Soon, little could be seen
of individua dwellings as snow walls arose everywhere. The command tent, the infirmary, and the tents
occupied by the officers were enclosed first and then the men worked on other areas. Ashen was
amused to see Sgns appearing on thewallsto aid the men in finding their way, now that other landmarks
had quite disappeared inside what was becoming known as the Snow Fortress.

To her further surprise and sometime amusement, every war-kat in the Fortress, once it had comeinto
her presence and sniffed her and, presumably, found her acceptable, became her friend. If she ate with
the officersin the command tent,

Bittawould try to climb up into her Iap and, if rebuffed, would hold up her injured paw for Ashen to
massage gently while Kdtin blatantly stole tidbits from her plaiter. Pyegan and Rosdla, Hynnd'swar-kats
presently under Lord Roy-ance's care, sat by, patiently waiting their turn for Ashen's attentions. If she
took an hour to go back to the tent she now shared with

Gaurinto lie down and rest from her nursing duties, either Rgjesh or Finolawould come and stretch out
close beside her. More than once she awoke to discover one on ether side, keeping her warm, as now.
She sat up, yawning.

"You are very good, faithful crestures, and very big nuisances,”" she said affectionately, giving them kisses
on the tops of their heads. "I would stay, but thereis much work to do.”

She eased the tiffness out of her back. Warm she might be, but two war-kats took up alot of room on
the narrow camp bed.

She put on her cloak and stepped outside, grateful for the snug, fur-lined boots she wore. It was snowing
again. It seemed to her that it was dways snowing here. The best thing one could say wasthat thefaling
snow made battle impossible, and a so provided the cooling packs and chilled water for the men suffering
from the effects of Dragon's Breath. As she made her way down a passageway of snow-brick walls
toward the infirmary tent, the war-kats pacing beside her, she passed one of the laundresses who carried
astack of clean clothing that Steamed dightly inthe cold air.

"Isthat for Lord Gaurin?' Ashen asked.

"Aye, marm, and abit for you aswdll," the woman replied. She eyed Rgesh and



Finolawarily and gave them awide berth. "Now that yon beasties not be within histent, | will goin and
leave dl upon the bed, if it please you.”

"The—the beagtieswon't harm you," Ashen said. "Only our enemies.”
"They beinresdence, | dasn't goin,” the woman said stubbornly, "but leave dl outsde.”
"Very wdl," Ashen said. "I thank you for your good service."

The woman bobbed her head, blushing, and dogged on through the deepening snow, leaving afaint
sulphur smell in her wake. Ashen wondered idly how the laundresses managed to find water for washing
and air hot enough to dry the garmentsthat they were still steaming later. She promptly forgot about the
meatter as she entered the infirmary tent.

Dragon's Breath victims, segregated from the othersin a curtained-off areato make caring for them more
efficient, had not improved since last she checked on their condition. However, Ashen thought as she
made her rounds, they were not much worse and the rest were healing rapidly enough that severa could
be discharged on the morrow. Hynndl seemed the most ill, but then, she thought, that must have been
because he had taken the mist from the hollow rod Havidlle had wielded full in the face whereas the
others had encountered such only in passing. The armsman, she learned, who had charged full at the
Dragon atop the mound of snow after the avalanche had been afflicted as badly as had Hynnel, and he
had since died. Only one of thewarriors, Norras, seemed closeto being asill as her kinsman.

"Water," Hynnel whispered when she cameto hisbedside. "Please, water withiceinit. Thejugis

Helay drenched in swesat. Ashen peered around the curtain and called to two of the other women busy
at the other end of the tent to help her change his bed and the clothing he wore.

"L et me sponge you off aswell,” she said. "Would that make you fed better?”

"Whatever you do, you make mefed better, dear cousin," Hynnel said. He made agdlant effort to smile,
and Ashen's heart cramped with pity for him.

In afew moments, she and the other women had stripped the soiled garments from him and had
efficiently made up the bed with fresh linen from the pile the laundresses had brought. It, too, was il
warm and aso smelled faintly of sulphur. Ashen sat down on astool beside the bed and began to wash
Hynnel's face and limbs with cool water as he drank thirstily from the newly filled goblet she gave him.

"l wish | could do morefor you," she said. "And those others who are suffering from the same mal ady.
Would you like something to est?"

"Just water for now," Hynnel answered. "Please, be sure thejug isfilled to the brim. Perhaps you could
leave asecond one aswell."

She shook her head. Since he had been brought back he had refused everything but afew bites of bread,
and now she could count hisribs. "Y ou must et something.

Y ou are wasting away."

"Perhaps alittle cold meet, later.”



"I must go and tend others now," she said, "but | will be back." On impulse, she dared to tease, to
threaten him playfully. "With adish of cold roast falowbeesteif | haveto go and hunt it mysalf.”

To her pleasure, he smiled again and it reached hiseyes.
"| said you were afierce woman," he said. "And now you proveit again."
"Seep if youwant to," Ashentold him. "1 will be nearby.” Then she arose and went back to her duties.

Far to the north, the Dragon-rider Farod waited outside the curtain of ice that shielded the Great One
Whom All Served from the blasphemy of being viewed by unworthy eyes. Soon enough he would spesk,
and Farod was in no hurry to learn what the Great One would say. The fact that he had been sent for
boded ill for him, and he cringed at the thought of taking full blame for the disastrous loss they had
suffered.

The hood on Farod's light cloak was thrown back and, had he wished, he could have looked at his
reflection in theice curtain that would have shown him what service to the Great One had wrought upon
his festures. Once golden of hair with skin that turned dark brown in the summer months, Farod now was
bleached from the cold, his hair and skin aswhite asif frost-bitten. Thisfrosty skin was stretched taut
over sharp bones and his eyes, the only color to be seen in hisface, were sunk into the sockets and
covered by lashlesslids.

Flavidlle's body lay on the bier carved of ice that occupied the center of the chamber where Farod
waited. With his own hands he had washed her clean of the blood of her death-wound, awound that she
would not have suffered had he been nearby, and caressed her covertly as he had done on too few
occasonswhile she was living. Then he had composed her limbs, dressed her in transparent white and
laid her here, to wait.

Hedtared a her, full of longing, fingering the hollow metal rod he had taken from her body. "From this
day forward | vow | will use no other wegpon in battle," he murmured. "Ah, my FHavidle, most brave, if
only—"

An answering whisper came from behind the curtain. " Sheis dead. She cannot hear you."

Soft asit was, the sound filled the chamber and echoed from theicy walls.

"You loved her." The Great One had not posed a question.

" She was my commander. My superior. | gave her my love, yes, and my respect.”

"Y ou gave her more. Y ou loved her and till do, the way a man loves awoman.”

It wastrue. He had loved her more than hislife—more than anything, even the

Great One, so much that he was happy even for the few crumbs of her affection she tossed him now and
then, when she was not otherwise occupied. He begrudged every moment she spent with someone else,

but to no avail. She ruled this aspect of her life completely, as she did in every other matter.

He had never known such rage as when he returned for her and discovered her dead, with her |atest
lover with her, and aforce of the hated Nordors ranged against him, bearing long and heavy spears that



presented even him with athreat. He had had to retrest, for atime, until they had departed and he could
gather the lifdessform of his beloved and bring her back to theicy palace wherein dwelt the Great One.
If her lover's body had still been with her, he would have worked great mischief upon it, but it was gone.
He could only surmise that the Nordors, for reasons of their own, had made off withiit.

The voice behind the ice curtain whispered on. " And why should you not bein thrall to her?1 desired and
loved her aswell—yes, even |. She would have been the greatest of consorts, by my side, after she
conqguered the world for me. She was perfect except for—shall we say, certain weaknesses of her flesh.
She wasindiscreet. She wanted Power for her lover, equa to her own. | found it hard to overlook.”

Farod's limbs would not support him and he went down to his knees. Thus had
Favidlewhispered in his ear, on occasion, of Power that they two could share.
Thiswas worse than being blamed for her death. The Great One knew a i "Forgive me, my lord."

"Oh, itisnot youtowhom | refer.” Thevoice, still awhisper, filled hishead. "1 waswilling to let her have
some indulgences. Y ou are forgiven, for you are among those who arein my trust. But she went outside
our circle, searching for other pleasures. That was her undoing, | fear."

Farod bowed his head in silence, hoping that the Great One wastruly as indifferent as he seemed to be,
and would not order his desth with hisnext words. Then atendril of thought, asfragile as mist, wafted
through theice curtain and ingnuated itself into Farod's heed.

Ingtinctively he fought againgt thisinvasion as he redized what memories were being sought. "No—" The
cry was as suddenly stilled as more tendrils emerged and wrapped him in a cocoon from which there was

No escape.

—thefirst time, long ago, when he had dared touch her, and first her denid and then her eager
response—her summons that brought him and the Ice Dragon to

Rendd and their flight with the half-conscious girl they had abandoned in the Bog—H avidllelocked inan
embrace with him asthey flew back north—another embrace as they waited atop the mountain before
the avdlanche—

Farod writhed, as much as his bonds would alow. Surely this—this probing that uncovered every secret
would bring him to painful deeth. He could only hope that it would be swift coming.

"There, there," the Great One whispered soothingly inside hishead. "Thisisgood. Very good. Y our
remembrances will give me much pleasure. | am grateful for them. So much so that | will award you her
position. Y ou, Farod, are now the leader of the Ice Dragon Riders."

Abruptly the tendrils withdrew. Farod discovered that he was lying on the floor of theice chamber, on his
face.

"l must not drain you of al your memories at once. | will savor them instead, one by one. It may take
ya.SIII

"My lord." Farod could only mouth the words, but he knew that the Great One heard.

"Arise. Y ou must now advise me. Thewar has not gone well. What shall we do now?'



Shakily, Farod pulled himself to hisfeet by holding onto theice bier. He did not darerisk aglance
toward the occupant. " Our Frydian allies are no match for any but the Bog army. Chaggi, their
commander, agrees. Three of our |ce Dragons have been destroyed. Snow now falls where our enemies
are encamped and there will be no fighting until it ceases. My lord, we need more dlies—strong, able

"We have them," came the whisper from the Great One behind theice curtain. "1 have aready sent for
the Baron Damacro and his human army. When the snowfal stops, you will lead them, the remaining
Frydians, and the three Ice Dragonsin an dl-out attack." Then the Great One seemed to change the
subject. "Do you know aman caled Piaul? Or one caled Duig?'

"No, my lord."

"Duigistrue, but Piaul and hisfollowerswerein her thrall aswell. They cameto me, following after her
when sheleft Rendel. They did not know they were going to war. Y es, she convinced them to turn to our
cause, and | think it takes no imagination to know how she did it. Piaul and his soft-handed friends have
had some interesting times, being trained by Duig. They will fare worse than you. Much worse. Y ou will
put them in the vanguard, where they will be destroyed in the next battle.”

Rdief that hewas dill in the Great One's uncertain favor made him bold. "Our enemieswill be
demordized with this bold action and we will surdly triumph!”

Farod said, louder than he intended. The echoes boomed from the chamber walls, nearly deafening him.
"I will persondly seethat you do."

Farod remained there, unmoving, for amoment, uncertain asto whether or not he had been dismissed.
Then, to hisamazement and darm, the floor around the column of ice began to shift, to change, and walls
sprang up with great swiftness. In moments Havielles body and the bier on which it lay were encased in
ashimmering, crysta dome. If he had not leaped back quickly into the only obvious entrance into the
chamber and pressed himsdlf againgt theicy wall of the corridor outside, he would have been enclosed
with her,

As he watched, the transparent tomb floated toward the ice curtain that did not part but yet alowed it
passage through. In another moment, al had disappeared.

Farod discovered that he was shaking, asif from an ague, and dl hislimbs were weskened. The Great
One Whom All Served had granted him areprieve, that much was certain, but he had no illusionsthat this
was anything but temporary. He lived only because he was till useful. He had detected, through the pain
and fear of the tendrilsthat had penetrated his skull, an even greater depth of malice than he had ever
observed the Great One display. When the war was over, whatever the outcome and supposing that he
survived it, and his memories had been thoroughly wrenched from him, he could look forward to nothing
but the most painful, agonizing death that the Great One could devise.

Any direction helooked, he found nothing but death staring back. If he had been free, hewould havefled
to the other side, even as Harous had turned traitor, but he knew that even that avenue of escape was
blocked for him. The Great One would smite him down before the thought was half-formed.

Perhaps, if these new dlies could bring the swift victory he had promised, and the world was the Great
One'sto savor, he could crave the boon of aswift death. That wan hope was dl that was|eft to him.



Sixteen

Thereturn of Tusser with hislittle army bearing their trophy of war, the mysterious hollow cylinder that
gpat Dragon's Breath, was dmost completely eclipsed afew dayslater by the arriva of the Wysen-wyf
of the Bog. Men crowded the walls of the Snow Fortress, eager to get a glimpse of thisfamous and
mysterious being, and were rewarded by the sight of a stocky figure ssumping doggedly through the snow
asif she hurried toward awelcome shelter. "ZazarV

With acry of pleasure and relief, Ashen hurried toward the stockade gate and the Wysen-wyf. At the
last moment, she restrained hersaf from embracing the older woman, knowing that Zazar had never
encouraged or even alowed such open gestures of affection. Nevertheless, Ashen was glad to see her
Protector and not only because Zazar's skills were so sorely needed.

"It's cold out here. Wheream | to live?' Zazar asked by way of greeting. She stared at the walls of

snow-bricks. "Y ou can't expect meto dig ahole in this miserable mess.” She was dressed in many layers
of oddly assorted clothing and in addition had dung ashawl over her heavy cloak, which gave her avery

peculiar appearance.
"Thereisasnug tent aready prepared for you," Ashen said, “close by my own.”

She glanced beyond Zazar. "Whereis— Oh. | see him." Rohan came staggering up the path, lugging a
large pack with his good hand, followed by others of the

Sea-Rover crew of hislittle ship, Spume-Maiden. "Give you good greetings,

Rohan," she said. "Wl met after asuccessful journey. Set the pack down.

Someonedsewill carry it for you."

"Not likely, Ashen," Rohan said. " Granddam Zaz has been most particular about who touches it. Seems
that only I will do." He glanced around. "A lot has changed since | went away, it would seem. How d'you
find your way around? Oh, | see. Signpodts. That's clever. Hope ther€'s one saying 'Thisway to the
Sea-Rovers place.'"

Something wriggled and chattered under the shawl around Zazar's shoulders, and afurry nose poked out,
sniffingthecold arr.

"Weysai" Ashen exclamed. ™Y ou—you brought her with you!"
"Of course| did. | couldn't leave her behind, not when she offered to go,”
Zazar said.

Delight and concern warred within Ashen as she stroked Weyse's head. How would thislittle creature
fare with the war-kats st king through the encampment?

She would find out soon enough, for Rgjesh and Finolaappeared asif out of nowhere, to station
themselves by her sde. Weyse stared at the war-kats and, asif nonplussed, the war-kats stared back.
Then they turned away and Finola began to wash. Ashen bresthed once again, relieved that a



catastrophe had been averted. It would have brought an ill omen to Zazar's arrival had they decided that
Weyse was prey, asuitable mouthful for any who chose to chase her down and trap her, and there was
none who could say them nay, not even Zazar hersdlf.

The Wysen-wyf had been watching the interplay between the furred ones asif she knew the outcome
beforehand. "Well, that's settled,” she said. "Show meto thistent and let me caich my bresth. Then we
will go and see the men Rohan tdls me are suffering from something called Dragon's Breeth."

"How was your journey?" Ashen asked as the three of them made their way down one of the
snow-packed streets. Already the newfallen flakes were ankle deep, and the passageway would need to
be swept again.

"The water was choppy and the ship tossed more than | was comfortable with, but we survived. The
coadtlineis gtill marked with fire-mountains, though they are not as active asthey were at first. Daresay
they'll start up again if the Great

Foulness decides to come down from the north.”

"Y ou can't think such athing ispossible!” Ashen protested.

"I can't think it isn't. His Putrescence must think by now that the war needs his personal rotten touch,

what with his pet Sorceress dead and al. Very brave of Harous to have fought her. She was a danger to
al shecamein contact with."

Ashen exchanged glances with Rohan and bit her lip. Obvioudy he had told her the story he had
concocted for the benefit of those who had not encountered

Harous and Flavidlle and suffered for it. She nodded; she was not yet prepared to tell Zazar the truth
about Harous's association with that evil woman, though that time must come. "Even bf aver, Ashen said,
"for Hynnel to havekilled her.

Hewas grievoudy harmed in that encounter and it was for that, aswell as many other things, that | have
begged you to come.”

Zazar shrugged. "'l knew | would be sent for, sooner or later. Isthisthe tent you spoke of 7'
"Yes. Comeingde. | gave ordersthat you should have hot soup waiting for you.

And for Weyse," she added.

Zazar, Ashen, and Rohan entered the shelter and 2t Zazar's direction the young

Sea-Rover put the bulky pack on the camp bed. Zazar took off her shawl and cloak, laid them aside,
and looked around with askeptica expression on her face. "1 supposethiswill do," she admitted

grudgingly.

"It'sas good as any accommodationswe have," Rohan said. "Y ou even have asmdll brazier, to keep you
warm onceit's lighted. Now, if you don't need me for anything else a the moment, | must report in.”

He gave them both a salute and ducked back out through the tent opening.



Ashen aso removed her cloak and sat down on the bed. She uncovered atray that had been left on the
little table beside Zazar's bed. The soup was till hot enough to steam in the chilly air. She offered it to
Zazar. "Here, please- The soup will warm you up and make you fed better.”

Zazar, unaware that the chair she now occupied was considered aluxury, accepted the cup of warm
liquid and drank haf of it. Then she set the rest down for

Weyse and turned to Ashen. "Very well, let me take out afew things from my pack and then I'm ready to
go see the people you are so concerned about that you dragged me halfway across the world. Weyse,
you day here"

Thelittlefurred creature seemed perfectly content to obey, snuffling greedily over the cup Zazar had
given her. Zazar retrieved the shawl from where she had dropped it and arranged it on the camp bed for
Weyseto snuggleinto later, if she wished. Then the Wysen-wyf opened her pack, took out afew items,
and tucked them into a smaller pouch. She drew the strings tight and dipped them over her wrist, and
donned the cloak again.

Ashen fastened her own cloak and then the two of them left the shelter.
"Asyoull see, theinfirmary tent isclose by. Theone Gaurinand | shareisjust afew stepsfarther on.”
Ashen indicated a place where Gaurin's spring-green ensign flew, indicating that the Generd of the

Nordorn Army wasin the camp. ™Y ou'll soon learn your way around.”

"Bet it takesalarge brazier to hesat that place. | wonder why he hasto have such abigger tent than mine,"
Zazar commented, peering through the doorway |€ft in the snow wall.

"Of courseit'sbigger,” Ashen snapped. "It hasto be! He's the commander of the

Nordors and second only to Lord Roy-ance himselfV She bit her lip but couldn't call back her sharp
words.

Unexpectedly, Zazar grinned. "For awhile there, | thought you'd lost al your spirit. Good to seeyou
havent.

Y onder's abanner with apestle and mortar. Isthisthe infirmary?"

"Y-yes, itis" Ashen sammered. It wasthe first time, to her recollection, that Zazar had ever teased her.
She had been known, many times, to torment those she was fond of, particularly Rohan and sometimes
even Gaurin. In aflash of insght sheredized that this marked some kind of turning point in their
relaionship, but what this actualy meant, she could not tell. At the leet,

Ashen felt an unusua trace of affection radiating from the old woman.

They entered the tent, into the familiar, to Ashen, smells and sights of the sickroom. Efficiently, Zazar
examined the few men till present with battle wounds. M ost had been discharged and only the worst
hurt till remained. The other patients were, expectably, accident cases or, more numerous, frostbite
vicims

"And how are you treated?’ Zazar asked one.

"Snow packs, marm,” the soldier told her. "Then, when we're thawed out abit, warm compresses.”



"That's good. Very good."

"Mostly, we gets our ears or noses frozen when our hoodsfall back and we don't notice. Sometimes toes
or fingers getsit, too. Don't take long, not in thiswesather, y'see.”

"Yes" the Wysen-wyf said, nodding. "I do see”

Then sheturned to Ashen. "Show methe others.”

The two women moved toward the curtained-off area. Insde, the women Ashen had trained had just
finished changing the beds and helping the disabled men into fresh clothing. The laundresses had not yet
come to gather the soiled linen to be washed.

"Greetings, Hynndl," Zazar said. She pulled up astool by hisbedside.

"Well comeindeed, Madame Zazar!" Hynnel exclamed. Heimmediately began coughing. "Forgive me.
Sometimes, when | speak too loudly or enthusiasticdly, this happens.” He wiped hislips on ascrap of
linen he grabbed from anearby stack of smilar piecesof cloth, clean and nestly folded.

"Do you often bring up anything when you cough?' Zazar asked.

"Not often, though it seems| should. Mostly, | am just exhausted by it."

Zazar opened her pouch, selected asmall packet, and shook the contents into the cup that was always
nearby Hyn-nel's bed. She poured water into the cup, stirred the mixture, and gaveit to him. "Here," she
ingructed. "Drink it all down, no matter how bad it might taste.”

Obediently, Hynnel put the cup to hislips and swallowed. Then he handed the cup back to Zazar and
gmiled. "It isn't nearly asnasty as | thought it would be, and | can fedl the heavinessin my throat and
chest loosening alittle”

"Good," Zazar said. "That'sits purpose. Thisisno remedy, understand, but if it eases your symptoms,
that cannot be abad thing."

"Mogt gratefully accepted, great Wysen-wyf."

"Y ou may haveto cough again, and if you fed the need, doiit. It will be to your benefit to bring up what's
troubling you."

"I will." Then Hynne lay back upon his pillow, pulled the bedcovers up, and fdll into alight deep.

"I have never before seen him do that—ypull the sheet and blanket over him, | mean,” Ashen whispered,
not wanting to disturb Hynnel's dumber. "Heis dways complaining of being too hot.”

"Yes," Zazar mumbled absently. With atouch so gentleit did not disturb the degping man, shetook his
wrigt and counted the heartbeat. Then she felt hisforehead, pulled up one of hiseydids, and sniffed a his
breath. When she had finished, she beckoned Ashen to follow her outside the curtained-off area.

"Y ou say he complains of being too hot?' she said.



"Yes. And the other men aswell. We can scarcely keep up with their demands for cool water and ice
packsto put on their chests. They say they are burning up.”

"Hmmm." The Wysen-wyf absently tapped her fingernail againg her teeth, thinking. "Thereisno fever. |
would havefdt it on hisskin, or smelled it on his breath. There was something, though, something e se—"

At that moment, three laundresses camein to gather up the soiled clothing, bearing fresh garmentsto
replace the used ones. They brought the usua whiff of sulphur with them asthey entered.

Zazar reached out her hand and caught one of the women by thearm. "Y ou, there," she said imperioudy.

"Ts done nothing wrong!" the woman exclaimed. Fear reflected in her face and her eyes opened so
widdy the whites showed dl around theirises. "Fs no thief, marm, never stole nothing!"

"Nobody isaccusing you." Zazar leaned forward and took a deep breath, smelling the stack of clean
clothes. "Where d'you go to do your washing?"

The woman relaxed just alittle. "Why, to the hot pools, marm.”
"Hot pools. And the water smellslike this?

"Y es, marm. Fearful gtink it is some days, but you gets used to it." The woman laughed suddenly. Y ou
thinks we heats our water over cookfires? Couldn't kegp up with th' demand, if you takes my meaning!"

Ashen frowned, puzzled. One smal mystery solved, but another revealed. "I've never heard of any hot
pools" shesad. "Where are they?"

"Why Powerslove you, marm, they'sjust abit off to th' eadt, they is, and around a bend. Some of us can
drive, so we takes the dog deds there and back.

With enough willin' to go, light enough work. Better'n back homein Rendd where we hasto scratch for
what we gets and keep fires under kettles at that.”

"Put away your clean linen ingde, and gather up the soiled clothes. Then show methe pools,”" Zazar
ordered. Sheturned to Ashen. "l want to try something.

Look you, ever since the stirrings from the north began, we have been troubled by unreenting snow and
coldandice"

"That istrue, if you leave out the fire-mountains.”

Zazar made an impatient, dismissive gesture. "That's nothing but the Great

Foulness creating deep stirrings that make the earth crack. Perfectly naturd, if you can call such
disturbances things of nature. No, snow and cold and ice are his, and precede him like an army of
herads™

"Then," Ashen said dowly, "the men suffering from Dragon's Bregth are not hot—"

"—but cold!" Zazar finished for her. "Here, let me show you. Isthere water heated?'



"Y es, we dways keep some at Smmer for emergencies, to wash away the matter that comes out
sometimes when their cuts are nearly mended, and for the frosthite victims aswell."

"Show it tome"

Puzzled, Ashen directed Zazar to the place at the far corner of the tent where their tiny remaining stock of
medicines was kept. A small kettle sat to the rear of the brazier, and nearby stood alarger vessd full of
water with which to replenishit.

"Closeyour eyes," Zazar ordered.

Ashen obeyed. Shefdt adraft asif of the tent flap opening and then shutting again, and heard some soft
Splashing.

"Givemeyour hand."

Ashen held out her hand, felt Zazar's strong old fingers on it, and then it was plunged into liquid. She
cried out and struggled againgt that implacable grasp but to no avail. Without willing it her eyesjerked
open. "Why would you scald me, Protector?’ she protested. "I have done nothing—"

"Look, Ashen." Zazar reeased her hand and gave her ascrap of linen onwhich to dry it. "Thiswater is
not hot. It isnear freezing. Seethebitsof ice dill floating init.”

Ashen rubbed her hand, trying to understand.

"It isin how the mind percelves what has happened. Y ou were expecting hot water, and so your mind
told you that was what it was. Y ou know better now, don't you."

"Y-yes" Ashen sad.

"Aswith you, so with the men beyond yon curtain. When they are in the process of thawing, frosthbitten
fingers, toes, noses, earsfed asif they are efire.

The Dragon's Breeth froze the lungs of any who breathed it in, and it registered with them as burning
ingead.”

"Then what we—what | have been doing has only made them worse!" Ashen exclaimed, gppalled.

"No, you did the right thing and for the same reason that you do not plunge frozen fingersinto hot water
to thaw them, not if you want to keep them intact.

Now the time has come to introduce these poor frozen bodiesto warmth. | wasthinking of a hot bath
and wondering how | could arrange it under these conditions. Now the way is made plain to me."

"Wewill need the dedsfor the men, and littersaswell. I'll go and get Rohan to arrange for them.”

"Yes, do," sad Zazar, dready lost in her own thoughts. "I have something elsein mind for himto do as
well, and the sooner he starts, the better.”

While waiting for Rohan to organize a stretcher party, Ashen and Zazar returned to the Wysen-wyf's
tent. There, Zazar said, she wanted to inventory the stores of medicines she had brought with her, and



Ashen could help.

"I've got something that, when taken over time, will help boost men's resistance to the cold,” Zazar said.
"WEIl have to measure doses carefully. Suppliesare limited until | can go back to the Bog and bring
more, now that | know what's needed.”

"Anything, at thispoint, will hep," Ashen said somberly.

"And," Zazar added with amysterioustone, "I have alittle something elsein mind aswell.”

It was on Ashen'slipsto ask what that might be when they ducked through the opening to Zazar's new
living quar- ters and she caught sight of atableau that almost stopped her heart.

Rajesh and Finola had returned to the tent, nudged their way insde, and made themsalves at home.
Rajesh occupied the chair, and Finolareclined at her ease on the bed, with Weyse clutched in her paws.
To Ashen, it gppeared, at first glance, that she had Weyse's head in her mouth. Ashen took a step
forward, acry of protest on her lips, but Zazar stopped her.

"Look again,” the Wysen-wyf advised.

A rumbling purr, interspersed with contented trills, filled the air. So far from harming Weyse, Finolawas
industrioudy washing the odd little cresture with her rough, pink tongue, and both the war-kat and
Weyse were enjoying the experienceimmensdly.

"I don't believe you need be concerned about Weyse's safety in camp,” Zazar said. She laughed adoud, a
sound that Ashen had heard but seldom, and never, in her recollection, in amusement. Derision, yes, and
even dishdlief, but never ddight, such asnow.

Someone outside the tent cleared histhroat, sgnaling for attention. "Comein,

Rohan," Zazar said, dill chuckling.

"I have four deds ready and enough littersfor therest,” he reported. "What isthat?"

He was staring, unbdievingly, at the scene on the camp bed.

"One of Gaurin'swar-kats—"

"Finola," Ashen supplied.

"Yes, Finola. Well, she seemsto have adopted Weyse."

Rohan began to laugh in turn. "And just ook at Rgjesh!™ he exclaimed. "He looks every inch the proud
papal

"Well, it's plain to see that it's safe to leave Weyse d one while we go to find these hot poals,” Ashen
sad. "What of Gaurin? Did you tdll him what you were about?"

"Of course | did. HE's going with us. There have been rumors of fresh tirringsto the north, and hewould
guard you and your charges. Also," he added, nodding at Zazar, ""he sends his kindest regards which he
will convey in person within avery short time. Also, Lord Royance wishesto pay his respects.”



"I dways said Ashen did herself more than proud when she married Gaurin,” Zazar remarked. She
rummaged in her pack again and added afew moreitems to the pouch fastened to her wrist. "Well, let's
be off. This Royance fellow can wait. I'm as eager to see the pools as any.”

To Ashen'sdismay, the war-katsing sted on coming with them to the pools. With both her and Gaurin
leaving the camp, there was no denying them, and Finola carried Weyse in her mouth, as gently as she
would have carried a kitten. Weyse made no objection, but Zazar rescued her nevertheless, preferring to
ettle her on the ded that would carry Hyn-nel.

If the war-kats accepted Weyse, the same could not be said of the ded dogs.

They brigtled, lifting their lipsin deep, scarcely heard growls, and in spite of the harnesses they wore,
began to stalk Hiff-legged toward the small furred one. Immediately, the war-kats took up vigilant
positions flanking the ded and issued answering growls astheir tailslashed from sideto sde. Themen
assigned to driving the deds waded in fearlesdy, dapping dogs asde and establishing disciplineina
no-nonsense manner, thus avoiding an unpleasant incident. Reluctantly, the dogs assumed their positions
at the fronts of the deds and dropped to the ground, elaborately ignoring what they were forbidden to
touch.

Eight men touched by the Dragon's Breath were brought out of the infirmary tent; the four who were the
most ill rode the deds where beds had been prepared for them, and the others, despite protests, were
conveyed in litters gladly carried by their companions.

Gaurin, sathed from head to foot in hiswulvine-lined cloak, found amoment to greet the women. Y our
presence is most welcome, Madame Zazar," he said. He lifted her hand to hislips, and in spite of the
heavy mittens shewore, kissed it. "And you, my Ashen? Areyou well?"

"Always, when | catch sight of you."

He amiled, and Ashen's heart cramped at how tired and worn he looked. With the worries and
respongibilities of war to burden him, there were more linesin his face than before. In an effort to lighten
his day, shetold him of the dogs, the war-kats, and Weyse, and was rewarded by seeing him throw his
head back and laugh out loud.

"How wonderful!" he exclaimed. "We must be sure the story spreads. It isjust the thing to lift soldiers
spirits. Building snow-brick walls haslogt its gppedl, and the war engines are d most compl eted.”

"Boredom isone of our worst enemies, | have learned,” Ashen explained to Zazar.

She gazed at the guardsmen lined up, waiting for Gaurin's command to march. "I believe the dramaof the
war-kats and Weyse, plus the discovery of the hot pools the laundresses have kept secret, will provide
conversation materid for quiteawhile.”

The laundresses, asif hearing themsalves mentioned, came into view, loaded down with the bundles they
had been accustomed to conveying by ded. Soldiers stepped forward to help.

"Good enough,” said the woman to whom Zazar and Ashen had spoken earlier. Sheloaded an enormous
pack into asoldier'swaiting arms. "Y ou gets 'em dirty, so you might aswell lend ahand when it comesto
taking 'em where we gets'em clean again.”



The soldierslaughed, and then Gaurin gave the sgnd to move.
The place of the hot pools could be sensed |ong before the caravan arrived.

Steam rose well above the ridge of snow-covered rock that surrounded the place on three sides. Inside
thislittle pocket in the mountains, Ashen discovered humid warmth that prompted her to remove her
heavy, fur-lined cloak. The laundresses were aready taking the bundles of soiled clothing from the
soldiers carrying them and making for their favorite spotsin the series of sulphurous poolsthat dotted the
landscape. The ded-drivers placed the conveyancesin an area that looked to have been used for the
purpose many times before, and unhitched the dogs. They trooped, asif by habit, to a particular place
and lay down to deep.

The war-kats likewise found locations from which they could observe dl that was going on and, if
necessary, sound awarning. Finola settled Weyse between her paws, and there the little creature from
the Bog stayed.

"Come, Ashen,” Zazar said. "We must locate a poal that the laundresses do not use. It must be very
warm without being boiling hot. 1t might be necessary to bring snow into coal it, at least for the first
bath."

Obediently, Ashen followed the Wysen-wyf as she tested the temperature of one pool and then another.
At length, after rgecting severa, Zazar found a pond, somewhat distant from the rest, that seemed
auitable. It was not fed directly from the ground, asthe others were, but was the result of runoff from a
small onethat the laundresses did not use. With the help of the guards, the women brought their patients
to the pool and saw to it that they immersed themselvesin the warm water. With this accomplished,
Ashen found afew momentsto look around at this strange place.

Though snow il fell, even here, it Szzled asit struck the water. The ground around the pooals, though
devoid of vegetation, still was warm enough that snow did not collect. The air seemed too moist to alow
for the drying of the clothes after they had been washed, but on ahigher elevation some distance awvay
Ashen discovered the ingenious solution the women had devised.

Perhaps with the aid of some of the men who, on occasion, drove the dog-deds, they had erected a
drying shed and filled it with racks. Here the rocky ground was heated, perhaps from the underground
passage of the water, and the air was dryer. All that was necessary was the flow of air, and someone had
rigged a pand woven of twigs and branches that served as afan to move the air through the shed when
the natural breeze did not suffice.

There was a definite routine to the laundresses activity. Certain pools were used for the actua cleansing;
other pools were reserved for rinsing. As the now-clean articles soaked, the women entered the shed
and took down the clean, dry, warm garments, folded them neatly and wrapped them to keep the snow
off.

Then the women returned to the rinse pool's, wrung out the clothing, carried it to the shed, and laid it over
the racks. One woman untied the ropes on the fan blade and started its motion while all waited for Zazar
to judge that the sufferers from Dragon's Breeth had completed their initial trestment.

"A very neat arrangement,” Gaurin commented with some amusement. "It isonethat, | confess, | had not
even questioned until now. | wasjust grateful that we could dl stay clean and dry.”

Ashen was not dlowed the luxury of remaining long in her husband's company undisturbed. Zazar cdled



to her.

"Come and help me mix acertain potion,” the Wysen-wyf said. "It must be drunk soon after being stirred
and | only havetwo hands."

Whatever taste the mixture had was disguised by the sulphuric tang of the hot water. Zazar would not
alow snow to be melted for the brew.

"Notime" shesad. "We must get thisinto them while they are still warmed from the bath. And anyway,
thiswater must contain heding propertiesaswell.”

When Hynnél had been given his dose, he had scarcely swallowed it before he began coughing.
"Madame Zazar!" he said, breathless, "thisis even worse than before!”

Zazar crouched down beside him where he dlill lay inthe poal. Y es," she said, touching his shoulder with
unaccus- tomed gentleness, "and will befor awhile. | will be frank with you. The

Dragon's Breath froze your lungs where it entered them.”

He stared at her, comprehension growing on hisface. "And now it islike the Situation when awound
mortifies, isit not?"

"Y es. Thetissue that was frozen is dead, and must be removed before you can hope to get better. That
means you must cough.” She handed him a clean scrap of linen.

The other men were likewise beginning to cough, deep and racking, and they reached eagerly for other
scraps of linen that Ashen and a couple of the laundresses gave them.

"Y ou won't bring up much, thefirgt time," Zazar said, dusting her hands and getting to her feet. "But once
begun, it will continue. Now, your lungs are loosened by the beneficia heat and my herbd drink. Later,
back at theinfirmary, we will wrap you in blankets and heat stonesto place beside you to help the
process.”

Then the men were helped from the pool, covered warmly, and settled in litters or deds. The company of
laundresses, invaids, hedlers, and guards started back for the camp.

"One moment,” Gaurin said to Ashen and Zazar. "When we get back, your presenceisrequired in the
command tent.”

"What for?' Zazar demanded.
"I believe that Rohan mentioned earlier that we had had word of some stirring among our enemiesto the
north. If we areto fight again, you and Ashen must be informed of our plans, so that you can make

preparations of your own."

"In anticipation of what we and the physicianswill befacing later,” Ashen finished for him, through numb
lips

"Yes, | fear :0."

"Gaurin, | want to go with you, when you march out,” Ashen said, an edge of urgency in her voice.



"Never!" he shouted. And then, more softly, "Never. No, my Ashen, | would never put you into such
danger, or dlow you to put yoursdlf in peril—not while theré's a bregth left in my body."

"| redlize that there is some risk involved, but hear me out." Ashen tried to sound as calm and reasonable
aspossible. "Wewill set up various areas so that we can work more efficiently, treat the most serious
casesfirgt while the ones less severdly hurt can wait. If | am there, | can make judgments on the spot as
to where to send the wounded so that we don't waste time.”

Gaurin frowned, asingle line cutting deeply between hisbrows. "It is unprecedented, entirely contrary to
al the cusoms of war. Nevertheless, | will think about it," hefindly said grudgingly.

Asthey once more camein sight of the encampment, Ashen determined to bring it before the meeting to

which she and Zazar had been invited. Gaurin would be expected to try to discourage her, and she
should have known better than to approach him privately. But the other officers might seethe sensein her

suggestion.

And anyway, it wasn't asif she was anticipating taking up asword and plunging into the thick of combat.
Shewould stay well back from the fray—though, she knew with asinking fedling that thoughts of
Gaurin's safety would be uppermaost in her mind.

Also, she had to admit if only to hersdlf, if Gaurin were wounded, she would bein aposition to tend his
hurtsimmediadly.

Something bitter rose in the back of her throat. No] she cried silently. He must not be hurt. Shewould
die before she let anything happen to him.

Seventeen

Of course | know who Lord Royanceis,” Zazar said impatiently. "I've just never met the man, that's al."
"If you had, you would never have referred to him as 'that Royance fellow," "

Ashen said. "It sounded disrespectful .”

"| think that Madame Zazar is having some amusement at your expense, my Ashen,”

Gaurin murmured in her ear.

Ashen stared firgt at her husband and then at the woman who had nurtured her from the moment of her
birth. Zazar quickly glanced away but not before Ashen caught adefinite twinkle in the Wysen-wyf's eye.

"What has gotten into you?' she demanded. "We face ahorrible enemy, whose weapons do such terrible
damage, and | see you more merry than ever | have knownyouto beinal my life."

Zazar sobered. "A fair question, deserving of an honest answer,” shereplied.

"Perhapsit isbecause | sensethat al isnow drawing to aconclusion. Whether for good or for ill, |
cannot tell.”

"Would that you could, Madame Zazar," Gaurin said somberly.



"We should be tending the wounded," Zazar said, "instead of wasting timein meetings.”

"Our patients are S0 tired from their excursion that al they want to do now isdeep,” Ashen pointed out.
"It will do no harm to meet with our brave officers before they march off to battle.”

Zazar shifted Weyse on her arm; beside her, Finola nudged againgt her anxioudly.

"Oh, don't worry so much,” shetold the war-kat. | won't let anything happen to your 'baby.
They reached the command tent and Gaurin ushered the women inside. Lord Royance looked up from
his place at the head of the table and rose to hisfeet. The younger officers, including Harouss newly
returned honor guard, hadtily followed hisexample.

"Great Wysen-wyf of the Bog!" Royance exclaimed. "Y our presence ismost heartily welcometo usl” He
bowed to her. "Ashen, my dear, it isgood to see you again aswell. Come, gentlemen, make a place for
our honored guests.”

Chevin came forward to escort both Ashen and Zazar to seats at the far end of the table; Gaurin took his
chair next to Royance as his second in command.

"l have amessage for you, Lady Ashen,” the young knight said. "There were three messagesin al, and |
have ddlivered the first two." He glanced a Gaurin, who nodded. Then he kissed Ashen on her right
cheek. "Thisisfrom Lady Rannore, who is proud to call you her dearest friend.”

"Assheismine. Thank you, Chevin."

Then Ashen gave her attention to the discussion asit resumed. Snolli nodded at the women and then took
up histde.

"We mugt've put agood fear in'em/' he said complacently. "They won't send another of those Dragons
after us soon, that's for sure, not after we killed one and |eft it to wash up on their shore. We sail aswe
please, up and down the coast, far enough out that they think we can't see what's going on.”

Seated beside him, Kasai, the Spirit Drummer, looked up from the small drum he had been stroking, and
spoke. "They don't have our secret,” he said, grinning.

"Chieftain's got afar-see glassand al they've got is those flying mongters that won't come close.”

"I have heard of viewing instruments such asthis" Roy-ance said, "and think that one would be useful on
land aswdll. If you ever come across another, please keep mein mind.”

"l will. Anyway, what we've seen is companies of men, marching from the north.

Sometimes there's a Dragon with 'em, sometimes not. They don't seem to bein any great hurry. Welose
sght of 'em somewheat to the north of the burnt Frydian camp. | think they turninland.”

"This has been confirmed by our scouts and hunters," Gaurin put in. "Also, that they are not all Frydians.
Our enemy has found better alies.”

"Indeed," Royance said heavily, "I recognized some of the descriptions of cognizances. Some of us



remember certain nobleswho departed Rendel sham in the wake of the revelation of the viper our
Dowager Queen had, unwittingly, harbored.”

Steuart spoke up. "Piaul and hisfollowers. At the time we thought ourselves the better for their absence.”
"Jugt 0. It isaterrible day when those on whom we should rdly turn traitor.”

Ashen glanced at Royance but his countenance showed nothing beyond his statement. Heis a better
measter over hisfedingsthan |, she thought. | could not keep it to myself that the biggest traitor of dl isthe
man whose position he now occupies.

A sudden commotion between her chair and Zazar's attracted everyone's attention.

Bitta had nudged up to Ashen, aswas her wont, to have her hurt paw massaged. In so doing, she had
apparently come too close to Weyse, dozing comfortably on

Zazar's|ap, and Finola objected strenuoudy. Both war-kats were now fizzing at each other, fur bristling.
Pyegan and Rosdla, Hynndl's war-kats now in Royance's care, stalked forward, possibly to joinin.
Rajesh was on hisfest, alert and protective, but not yet menacing. In seconds the command tent could
have been filled with snarling, battling war-kats had not Royance intervened.

"Stop that a oncel™ he shouted sternly. "Both of you. Bitta, go to your bed.

Y ou, the other one—"

"Fnola" Gaurin supplied. "Her mateis Rgesh.”

"Yes. Wdll, you, Finola, sit. And be quiet. Rgjesh, Pyegan, Rosela, leave be.

Leavebe, | say!"

There was no gainsaying Royance's authority, not even by independent-minded war-kats. The animals
obeyed, if reluctantly.

"Now," Royance said, looking around the table at the officerswho were alittle more interested in the
diversion than was seemly. "We know of the enemy's gpproach. It isup to usto choose the battl efield.
Gaurin?'

Gaurin arose, placed an upright support on the table, and unrolled amap on it for the othersto see.
"Hereisour camp,” he said, pointing to adrawing of a stockade battlement. "Here, the sea, the ruined
Frydian camp, and here the valley where our first battle was fought. It was no good battleground to begin
with, and has been rendered even less so by the avdanche that till blocksthe valley floor.”

"Not to mention the frozen river above, dropping ice spears on any who pass,”

Lathrom said, his deep voice rumbling in his chest.

"Farther north, and to the eadt, there isawide valey where, unless my guessiswrong, the enemy is
gathering,” Gaurin went on. "There are waysin and out from severd directions, including from the south. |

think that they plan to rush down upon us, when their numbers are complete, and take us by surprise. |
propose that we turn the surprise on them instead. Let us secretly take our engines of war— the catapullt,



the giant bow—through one of these paths and, when we have gathered, fal upon them in a battle that
will findly decidethewar."

"They have eyesjust aswe do, and scouts,” Reges said. "What isto keep them from sending those flying
horrors and discovering our plans?

"| think they will not be expecting any such move on our part,” Gaurin answered.

"Further, wewill trave at night, and hide ourselves during the day. Our white outer garmentswill help
with this disguise and we will conceal our engines with tree branches. Remember, we have not seen a
Dragon aoft for many days now. | think they are reserving them for later, when they attack in force.”
Ashen had been studying the map from her place at the foot of the table. It was boldly drawn and, if
accurate, showed a spot that might be used for the immediate treatment of the wounded. She arose.
"May | have permission to speak?"

"Granted, of course," Royance said.

Quickly, she outlined what she had broached to Gaurin, omitting the fact that his reaction had not been
favorable. This battlefield he had chosen, however, was so far from the encampment of the Four Armies

that even he must see the wisdom in her proposa.

"We can expect casudties. What will you need, in setting up this new thing—I supposeyoud cdl it a
fidd infirmary?' Royance asked, interested.

"A few women, some men to act aslitter-bearers, bandages and salves."

"And me, probably,” Zazar said grumpily. "Leave it to you to make mefreeze out in the open instead of
tending to the badly hurt, the way | should.”

Ashen turned to the older woman. "I will not ask you to go with me," she said,

"for | know where you would be the most vauable.”

Zazar was not mollified. "Y ou would put yourself in more danger than you should.

It'sagood enough plan—more men will live, and the lightly hurt can go back to the fight sooner—but
there are otherswho can do thisjust aswell or better than you. Let one of the physicians from the

infirmary takethis pos.”

"I will agreeto have aphysician therewith me. But | must be—" Ashen bit her lips before she could finish
her satement: / must be near Gaurin, lest he be hurt and | am not there.

"Well, | supposethat will haveto do." Zazar turned to Rohan. "Do you still make those silly silk roses out
of thinar?'

Startled, Rohan nodded. "Y es, but not very often these days."
"Make me one now."

"| redlly need two good hands—Wait, hereitis”



A pink silk rose appeared and dropped on the table in front of the Wysen-wyf.

She picked it up and promptly shook it out into alength of thin, dmost trangparent fabric. Do you have
to color it?" she asked her foster grandson.

"Why, no, it takes more effort only | thought you might like apink one—"

"And do they dways haveto be dl folded up like this?’

"No, Granddam. But there's not much to delight ladiesin smple strips of uncolored silk.”

"I'm not thinking about ladies," Zazar snapped. She handed the sk to Chevin, who happened to be
?hftr:lr(]g next to her. "Here," sheindructed. "Wrap thisaround your nose and mouth. Tell mewhat you

Obediently, Chevin wound the strip of silk around his head. "1 can bregthe through it if that's what
interestsyou," he reported.

"Of course you can breathe through it. The air's chilly in here, despite everything. Do you fed a
difference?’

"Y es, Madame Zazar. Breathing is much warmer, for some reason.”

Zazar snorted. "Thereason'sssmple. Y our own breath iswarm, coming out, S0 it softens the cold when it
comesin agan." Sheturned to Rohan. "D'you think you can make enough of these—just strips of cloth,
mind, and white, not colored—so that every soldier can have one before they go marching off again?'

Comprehension dawned on Rohan'sface. "I can certainly try, Granddam,” he said.

He glanced around the table. "And it will give me something more important to do than just run errands.
Not that | minded,”" he added hadtily.

"Good enough for you, if you were silly enough to get your arm broken," Sholli muttered, and beside him
the Spirit Drummer sniggered behind hishand.

"Wdl, gettoit," Zazar ingtructed. She turned to Gaurin. "When d'you plan to move out?'

"Not for afew daysyet," he said. "Thanksto our great Admira-Generd Snolli'sinformation, we will
know when our enemies have gathered enough that they may begin their assault. My Lord Royance will
givethe ordersfor usto go."

"Then you'd better keep in close touch with me, Royance," Zazar said. "I'll be brewing up something I've
been thinking about for awhile, that will help the men's resistance to the cold. Should comein handy if
you're going to march ‘em through the snow."

Far from being incensed at the untoward familiarity Zazar displayed by omitting histitle, Royance, Lord
of Grattenbor, Lord High Marsha and Head of the

Council of Rendd, dly and kinsman of the House of Oak and as mighty asaking in hisown right, arose
from the table and bowed once more to the Wysen-wyf. "It was afortunate day that brought you to us,"



he said. "And wethank you for al your efforts.”

Rohan soon found that manufacturing strips of white slk out of nowhere was very tiring when it was done
in such large numbers. Zazar, however, was relentless.

"Our men may be subject to Dragon's Breath when they get where they're going. No sensein having
them half dead before they even get there," she said sternly, and Rohan went back to his chore.

Ashen kept Rohan's energy up by seeing to it that he had plenty to eat. She gave him atablein the
infirmary tent close by where Zazar set up her store of medicina herbs. There the Wysen-wyf brewed
smadl amounts of first one and then another potion until she got the formularight.

"We're going to need more than | brought. The herbs are potent and we don't need as much aswe might
with another mixture," she muttered, dmost to hersdlf, "so they will last alittlewhile. But | will haveto
send you—no, | will have to make you take me back to get more before we're done.”

"Will I sill have to make white STk wrappings while we're gone?' Rohan asked hopefully.
"Of coursel" Zazar snapped. "Now stop being so lazy and get back to it.”

Ashen watched the two with amixture of affection and exasperation. Affection won, not only for Rohan,
but, somewhat to her surprise, toward Zazar as well. It was an emotion she was not accustomed to
associating with the Wysen-wyf. With every minute that passed, she was more and more grateful for
Zazar's presence and the miracles she had aready accomplished.

Mogt of the men who suffered from the effects of Dragon's Breath seemed to be gresatly improved. Only
Hyn-nel and Norras showed dow progress. That, Ashen thought, was because these two were the worst
afflicted and so would be the dowest to recover.

Prudently, Ashen waited until Rohan was absent before voicing these thoughts about Hynnel and Norras.
No sensein worrying the young knight unduly.

"Those two will never recover fully,” Zazar told her bluntly. "When so much of the lung has been
destroyed, thereis no restoring what isgone. It isgood that they till live and that must belaid to your
good nursing. And my potions and the hot baths, of course. But they will beinvaidsfor the remainder of
their lives, and the dightest aillment might carry them off. Same with the other six, only notinsucha
measure.”

Ashen'sfirgt impulse wasto reject Zazar's words, but in her heart she knew them to be true. She would,
she decided, think about it later, when she had more time. Instead, she asked, "And the white silk
coverings? Will they help our brave warriors resist the Dragon's Breeth in the coming battle?”

"They will, with my strengthening potion to help." Suddenly, and uncharacteristically, Zazar reached out
and took Ashen's hand in agentle grasp.

"Do not fear for Gaurin," she said. "He has devised away to destroy these horrible Dragons at a
distance, and he has come through other battles with nothing worse than scratches.”

Tearswelled in Ashen'seyes. "It'sjust that— Well, | am sick with worry about him, and | haven't heard
from Hegrin nor she from me since I've been here, and it isal becoming morethan | can bear.”



"Y ou can bear it, Ashen Deathdaughter. Y ou have no other choice.”

Ashen was forced to smile through her tears; the rough edge was back in full measurein Zazar'svoice,
and this somehow served to comfort her more than the

Wysen-wyf's unaccustomed gentleness. "Thank you,” she said smply.

"It'sno more than you should have thought of yourself." Then Zazar changed the subject abruptly. "Have
you done much reading, and you know the kind | mean, lately?"

"Well, not since I've been here, of course" Ashen said.

"It might be important. Tell mewhat you've learned.”

Obediently, she related to Zazar the arrangement she had had with Esander, the kindly priest at the Great
Fane of the Glowing, but it was when she mentioned the book Esander had given her that Zazar's interest
and attention sharpened.

"Describe this book," she ordered.

"Well, it is both very old and extremey vauable. It is bound in blue velvet and the hinges and locks are of
gold set with precious gems. Thetitleis embroidered in pure gold aswell, and there are many gemstone
beadsin the stitching. It is called Powyr. Theword is spelled oddly. Thereisasecond title, dso
embroidered in the velvet, and thisis Ye Boke of Ye Fayne, also spelled oddly. The paper is
cream-colored and not at al affected by the years.

Thewriting onit isbeautiful, with the capitals al picked out in red and gold, and there are colorful
illugtrations on the title pages of each section.

When | am not reading it, | keep it locked away in a cabinet that only one other person has akey to."

"And that would be—who wasit? Ayfare, your maid. She was with you when you visited me, and you
wereso sick.”

"Yes" Ashen stared off at nothing, remembering Obern's child she had miscarried, mogt at the cost of
her life, and how Zazar had saved her.

"l would like to see that book."

"I brought hardly anything with me from Rendelsham, and in any event, when we journeyed to the capitd,
| 1eft it behind at the Oakenkeep,” Ashen replied, puzzled. It wasthefirgt time she could recall Zazar
showing any interest in any book or tablet that she did not already have accessto.

"Y ou don't understand, Ashen. | need to see that book."

Ashen gazed into Zazar's eyes, and the old woman stared back implacably.

"Very well, then. | will haveit brought here. I don't know how, exactly, but | will arrangeit.”

Zazar shrugged. "Oh, that'seasy," she said airily. "When Rohan and | return to the Bog, I'll drop him off
close by the city. There hell pick up Ayfare, check on hislady, see how Rannoreis faring—L athrom will



want to know—and bring

Ayfareto the Oakenkeep. I'll meet them there, well find the book, send Ayfare back to take care of
Rannore, and then I'll return here before you'll know I'm gone.™

"You do seemto haveit dl worked out,” Ashen said.

"Of course.”

A burst of lightning briefly brightened the interior of the infirmary tent, closely followed by aclap of
thunder. Zazar went to the entrance and peered out. "Storm,” she commented briefly. "Ther€ll be no

movement of soldiers, enemy or otherwise, until it dies down. But that doesn't mean aship can't sall.

Snalli told methat the seais not nearly as disturbed aswe might think, what with al the commotion on
shore.

All isrelatively quiet herefor the moment. Y ou know the routine of caring for the injured. So, | think
Rohan and | will leave at once."

A week |ater, Rohan, accompanied by Ayfare and four of his marines as guard, rode through the gate at
the Oakenkeep. There was no sign of Zazar, nor of

Harvas, whom Rohan had assigned to hel p the Wysen-wyf accumulate the herbs and other items she
would need and then transport the bags and bundlesto

Spume-Maiden. According to plan, the Spume-Maiden should now be lying a anchor in the sheltered
harbor at New Void.

Heleft hishorse in the charge of one of the grooms and made hisway, despite the blowing deet mixed
with snow, immediately to one of the lookout towers. He gazed west, and then redlized that Zazar would
be coming from the south instead.

She would not dream of entrusting her precious goods to anyone she had not trained from infancy, and
Rohan knew she would have ing sted on stowing them hersdlf in aplace that suited her.

He could just make out a solitary figure on the road, approaching the Oakenkeep.

He wished for afar-see glass of hisown, but knew this could be none other than

Zazar. Who e'se would willingly be abroad on such ablustery day?

He descended the stairs from the tower and hurried toward the resdence. There, insdethe Hall, Ayfare
had dready seentoit that asmall fire burned in the familiar shelter of the screens. Rohan smelled food
being heated and his stomach growled. He had not had hot victuas since leaving Rendel sham.

Within an hour, Zazar was sitting comfortably at the little table insde the screened-off area, noisily
durping abowl of thick soup that seamed in the chilly air. " All'staken care of with the herbs" she
reported. "WEIl have plenty, if the war doesn't last too much longer. | added some salves and materiads
for making poulticesaswell."

"I'm sure that everything you chose will be put to good use," Rohan told her.



"Yes, wdl, did you remember to take the mixture | gave you, that helps you withstand the cold? | wasn't
there to remind you, and you probably forgot.”

"No, Granddam, | did not forget. And you are right. It does seem to make the effects of this beastly cold
wegther easier to endure.”

"Good. Y ou may be growing up alittle. And how was everyone in Rendelsham? Y our wife?'

Rohan felt hisface grow warm. Their reunion had been wonderful, so much so that he felt he could not
stand to tear himsdlf from her arms. But in the end he had kissed her lips, her eyes, and her forehead, and
bade her good-bye. To her credit, she stood staunchly and watched him ride away without weeping.

"My wifeiswdl, asisLady Rannore. If we win the war speedily enough, her babe may be born into
warmth and light.”

"Lathrom will be glad to hear it," Zazar said around another mouthful. "And Her
Highness?'
"I caught only afleeting glimpse of the Dowager for | reported directly to King

Peres. | daresay she isn't much interested in me these days. The King appreciated my report, though, and
is pleased that the war gtill seemsto go well. He expressy asked me to send runners with news of the
anticipated battle." Rohan reached for the pitcher of mulled wine and poured agoblet for himself and, at
her nod, for Zazar. "1 did learn one interesting thing. My sweet 5's, Hegrin, must be quite ayoung lady.
Sheisdueto arrive at Court any day now. The King's sent for her. Shelll be staying in Gaurin's and
Ashen's gpartment, where Anamara and Rannore and Ayfare will al look after her.”

"Hmmm." Zazar's eyebrows rose, but she made no other comment.
"It'sonly naturd,” Rohan went on, "that the King would want people near his own age around him. He's
surrounded by old men, long in the tooth, who are unable to go out and fight. They're turning him into one

of them, or at least trying to. Hegrin will be like ablooming rosein that decrepit company.”

"Some might say old Royanceisabit long in the tooth for what heis currently doing," Zazar commented
with atrace of acid in her voice.

"Well, theres old, and therés old, if you take my meaning,” Rohan said. "If everyone there had even a
trace of Lord Royance's spirit, the King might not be longing for younger companionship.”

"He may have an eye toward something more than that,” Zazar said. "' Something more important. More
permanent.”

Rohan turned and stared at her. She stared back, the corners of her mouth turned down. "No," he said
finaly. "He'stoo young, not to mention Hegrin. They're ill just children! Impossible.”

"Asyou say," Zazar retorted. "But children grow."

"Impossible," Rohan repeated, but he had to admit that Zazar had given him something to think about. He
pondered whether to relay thisinformation to



Gaurin or Ashen.

Before he could make up hismind, Zazar put her empty goblet on the table with athump and arose from
the bench where she had been ditting. "Ayfard" she caled.

A moment later, the Oakenkeep's head housekeeper appeared. 'Y es, Madame Zazar?"

"If Rohan did as | ingtructed, he told you I've spoken to Ashen about a particular item she keeps locked
away inacabinet.”

"Hedid, Madame. | havethe key right here." Ayfareindicated abundle of keys dangling from the
chatelaine around her waist. "Please follow me."

Ayfareled them up the stairsto the private apartment Ashen and Gaurin shared.

Without hesitation, she crossed the living quartersto alarge upright armoire.

At the base of the armoire was a set of drawers that could be locked—the cabinet of which Ashen had
spoken. Ayfareinserted asmall key into the lock on one of these drawers and turned it. Then she
opened the drawer and stood back so that

Zazar could examine the contents.

Rohan peered over her shoulder. Whatever it was that was so important, it was wrapped in what |ooked
like waterproof |eather and tied with asilver ribbon.

Disappointed, he said, "Isthat it? Perhaps you'd better open it just to make sure.”

Zazar hefted the package, fegling the outlines of the contents with her strong old fingers. She pulled one
end of the wrapping loose just enough that Rohan caught a glimpse of blue.

"No, thisisit,” shesaid. "But | will openit. In private, if you please." She glared at him.
Accept defeat, Rohan bowed and left the room with Ay-fare close behind him. She pulled the door shuit.
"Do you know what'sin that package?' Rohan asked her.

"I think it'sabook,” Ayfarereplied, "but why she set such store by it | don't know. We have other
books."

Indeed, the Oakenkeep boasted an extensive library for a private residence.

Upwards of a dozen volumes on various subjects graced the shelf behind the table where Gaurin was
accustomed to working, and that was bes des the books of accounting he meticuloudy maintained. Only
Rendel sham Castle could claim more, and except for the Dowager's notorious appetite for reading, those
books went mostly untouched.

"l suppose we might aswell go back down where it'swarm, and wait for Granddam

Zaz to get through with whatever she'slooking at," Rohan said, alittle glumly.



It was bad enough that his broken arm—mending, according to the physicians, but still kegping him on
the sddlines—rendered him fit for nothing more than being amessenger. Worse, he now felt he was not
trusted.

He and Ayfare descended the stairs and re-entered the warm area behind the screens. Disconsolately, he
reached for the pitcher only to have Ayfare grab it first and place it on the hearth to warm again.

Just as he was pouring the mulled wine into his goblet, Zazar hurried around the screen and sat down. He
stared acrossthe table at her. She was obvioudy more than alittle agitated and out of breath.

"What isit, Granddam?"' he asked. He reached for Zazar's goblet to refill it aswell.

"I've been glancing through the book—yes, you might aswell know what it was, eveniif it'sfar beyond
you. What I've learned will come as asurprise to severd people, though | anticipated it. Did Ashen ever
tell you about the time when she was tending to your father, and tried to use magic for the first time?”
"No!" Rohan exclamed. "What happened?'

"Well, she had just found him. He had been knocked off the cliff and falen into some ferns. He was hurt
and lucky to be dive. Anyway, | wasn't there and she tried to contact me."

She had brought Obern to the room Rohan was familiar with, in the ruined city of
Gdinth. Despairing of hislife, Ashen had stirred together amixture such as she had seen Zazar use on
rare occasons and dissolved it in water from the pipe. Then, hoping she had doneit right, she drank off

the potion.

"Shewound up in—well, | suppose you could cal it an underground chamber. | knew she needed me,
but | was caught in apillar of fire, whichiswhy | hadn't goneto her by then.”

"Y ou were caught, you say?"

"Yes" Zazar snapped in some annoyance. "Even with me, sometimes experiments don't go exactly the
way I'd like"

There had been another woman in the room when Ashen arrived. It was the Dowager, then Queen Ysa
of Rendel. Both women had stared at each other, astonished, until

Zazar made them concentrate on the issue at hand.
"I should have known it would take both of you," Zazar had said. "Well, come on then."

She held out one hand to Ashen, and the other to Queen Y sa. Ashen took her hand at once, but Y sa
hesitated amoment. Still, she did what was required, and then

Zazar stepped out of thefireand it died behind her.

Then Zazar had introduced the two, telling them that they would meet in the outside world sooner or
later.



"Ashen went back to Galinth and tending your father, Y sareturned to whatever shewasdoing in
Rendel sham, and nobody was the wiser," Zazar finished.

"What atad€]" Rohan exclaimed. "But what has this got to do with this mysterious book you spoke of ?*

"You areadunce,” Zazar said flatly. "We three weretied at that moment, and now the time has cometo
use that bond in defeating our common enemy.”

"B-but how?'

The Wysen-wyf averted her head, unable to meet hiseyes. "I do not know," she said. "I only know that
thisiswhat will be required of us." Then after along moment she turned and looked him squarely in the
face. "'l know onething more.

Y ou how have ancther errand to perform, perhaps the most important you have ever embarked upon.
When we |eave the Oakenkeep, | will go to New Void, and thence sail north with the supplies|
gathered. Harvas will not like learning that you will beleft behind, but I will ded with him. Y ou will return
to Rendelsham, and persuade the Dowager Y sato come to the encampment of the Four Armiesas
quickly asshe can.”

Rohan just stared at her, mouth agape while a hundred conflicting thoughts chased themselves through his
mind. F- ndly hefound hisvoice. "Thisis no trifling task you have set meto,” he said.

"I know. Do you till have that brush of herbs and grassesthat | bade you wear in your helm?”

"Yes, | keep it ever close by me though my helm is usdlessin such cold aswe endure. It isstored here, in
an armoirein my rooms, dong with my other gear."

"Go and get it," Zazar ingtructed. "Wear it and your mail coat when you go into the Dowager's presence.”
"Do you think it will help?' Rohan asked.

"Again, | don't know. But there were forces beyond either of usat work when | devised it for you. Now
such forces may themsalves prompt you what to say, what to do, to get this pampered lady to follow my

"May it be 0," Rohan responded somberly. "I will be frank with you. There have been timeswhen |
doubted your wisdom and your foresight. Not so now. | will go to Rendel-sham and do my best to do
your bidding."

"Good. What Y sawill think of this, nobody cantell, but I can guess she will be reluctant.”

Rohan grimaced. "Reuctant” was avery mild way to put it, if he knew anything about the Dowager and,
having been in her company for many nights during histraining in the Queen's Levy, he was certain that he
did.

"| say thisalsoto you," Zazar continued. "Persuasion is preferable, but if dl elsefails, take her by force,
bound and gagged, and drag her behind you."

Rohan was shocked. "It isthat important.”



"ltiS"

Then Zazar did something very uncharacterigtic. She arose from the bench where she had been sitting,
took Rohan's face between her old, brown hands, and kissed him on the forehead. "Y ou will not fail," she
told him. "For al our sakes, you cannot.”

Eighteen

The Dowager Y sastared a Rohan, standing before her as a supplicant in the room she had set aside for
such matters. Here at specified hours she alowed those to come who would pleafor her to intervene
with King Peres, or for the favors that only she could bestow. These occasions pleased her grestly, for
there were dwayslarge numbers of people waiting in the antechamber. Further, because so many of
these petitions concerned private matters, she received them aone and their attention centered entirely on
her. Guards stood outside the doors, of course, but none dared disturb what went on within, not even
one of the

Dowager'sladies.

Out of curiogity, she dlowed Rohan to enter ahead of the rest. At his greeting given with lessthan the
deference shefdt she deserved, she decided she should have left him coal- ing his hedsingtead. 1t would
have done him some good, surely. Taken down hisarrogance, if only alittle.

The young knight had definitely matured since she had first seen him, astripling youth comein answer to
the summons of the Queen's Levy. Now he stood before her clad in deep blue, the Court color, over
chain mail and with hishelm tucked under hisarm. The stains on his mail deeve from the fire powder ill
showed. The mail was obvioudy freshly polished, so the marks had not been left asaform of boasting.
Y et, despite hismartia appearance, he was il far from being a presence to be reckoned with.

Nor had the Dowager forgiven him for what had happened to Anamara. She blamed him entirdly for the
fog that had fallen over Anamara's mind, that had led the girl to the brink of desath. A fragment of aplan
flitted across Y sa's thoughts.

Perhaps that marriage could be set aside. Y sacould think of more valuable dispositions of what
amounted to her roya ward, than bestowing her upon someone little better than ahedge knight for dl his
connections with the Sea-Rover leadership.

Rohan's words penetrated the indifference with which the Dowager was regarding him, and her attention
suddenly cameinto focus. ™Y ou—you want meto what?" she demanded increduloudy. "To journey
north, into the army encampment? To subject mysdlf to the harshness of the clime, the discomfort not to
mention the dangers, and for what purpose?”’

"My granddam, Zazar, the great Wysen-wyf of the Bog, has decreed it," Rohan replied. " She says—"
"Oh, I know what she says," Ysasaid irritably. "Y ou needn't repeat it." Indeed,

Zazar's bizarre request—an order, actually; Y saknew one when she encountered it—was one of the few
things Rohan had told her since thisinterview began that had engaged her attention. To be sure, Zazar
had a fearsome reputation—as formidable as Y sa's own—»but that was no reason for her to leave the
comfort and relative warmth of her private chambersin Rendelsham Castle to put herself into peril just on
Zazar's say-<0. "It isaridiculous demand. | will not doiit.”



"Granddam Zazar saysyou must,” Rohan replied.
"Andif | refuse?’

The young knight had the grace to blush and look down. "Then | am commanded to take you unwillingly,
if need be"

Y saarose. From the height of the dais on which her chair stood she could glare down a Rohan with the
full force of her digpleasure.

"Never!" shecried. "Itisimpossible! All I haveto doiscry out and you would die before you laid ahand
onme. | will not be dictated to in thisfashion!™

She gestured toward the door. "Now, get out before | summon the guard and have you
removed—willingly or unwillingly," she added with more than atrace of spite.

"Please, Y our Highness," Rohan said. "I merely follow the orders of those more versed in certain arts—"
He put adight but definite emphasis on the word.

"—thanl."

He moved his good hand and an emerad-green silk rose, Yew's color, appeared init. He offered it to
the Dowager. Without her conscioudy willing it, she stepped down from the dais and took the rose from
him.

"Yeaw'scolor," Ysamurmured.

Despiteits being made of silk, shelifted it to her nose. At that moment, the ridiculous tuft of dried herbs
and grassesin the crest of Rohan's helm began to give off adight but unmistakable vapor that rosein the
air and envel oped both the Dowager and Rohan. The odor was fresh and clean, despite the desiccated
appearance of the sprigs, and Y sabreathed it in deeply.

She gared at the young knight. " Thank you for your gift," she said, vaguely surprised at the gentleness of
her own words. "Know that your demand is both insolent and insulting, but for that very reason | must
giveit due consideration because of your bravery in speaking so to me. Y ou would not have dared voice
such, had it not been important.”

Rohan bowed. "Thank you, Y our Highness," he said. "L et us hope—for both our sakes—that you grant
memy plea

"Go now," Ysasad. "You will have my answer tomorrow."

"I will return & this hour." Rohan bowed again, and | eft the room.

Asif inadream, Y sanoticed that sometime during the interview the tuft of grasses and herbs had
disappeared from Rohan's helm, no doubt falling to dust at last. Now, perhaps he would wear a proper
ornament in hishelm. A plume, perhaps, in Sea-Rover colors.

When Rohan had bowed hisway out of Y sa's audience chamber, she sat long, thinking, wondering why

she had not had the young man arrested. She stared at the green silk rose she still held and sniffed at it
again. Thefresh scent had al but disappeared. On impulse, she arose and called one of the guards.



"Peasetel the oneswaiting to see methat | have an important matter to attend to,” sheingtructed him,
"and | will grant them interviews a another time."

"Yes, Your Highness," the guard replied. "But some will be very disgppointed.”

"Of course. They dways are. Neverthdess, | must be about the matter of which | spoke, and so tell
them.”

The guard bowed and turned to do Y sa's bidding. Y saleft the audience chamber by another door and
returned to her gpartment. There she selected aplain cloak and put it about her shoulders, pulling the
hood up over her head so that, she hoped, nobody would recognize her.

She made her way out of Rendelsham Castle and across the courtyard to the Great
Fane of the Glowing. There wasthat within that she must see.

She glanced up as she approached. The Fane boasted windows both great and small decorated with
pictures made of pieces of colored glass, set into the openings with great skill and artisanship. None,
however, was as beautiful or as elaborate asthe circular one surmounting the main doors. Designed for
no purpose other than sheer decoration, thiswindow glowed asif it created itsown light even on a
dreary day such asthis onewas. The flowers and leaves, picked out in jewe tones—ruby and garnet and
rose quartz; sapphire and spingl and lapis; golden topaz and yellow quartz and citring; emerald and
chrysophase and jade—represented the Four Houses. Her own father had contributed many of the green
elements, even as Boroth's father had supplied red ones. She could remember the day, fraught with
tension, when the completed window had been lifted and cemented in place. Who had given the yellow
ones? She remembered—

Erft of the House of Rowan, elder brother of Wittern, the current head. Thelate
Aldren of the House of Ash had contributed the blue so that all Four Great
Houses were well represented. All great nobles. All departed.

But it wasthree of the smallest windows that were the focus of Y sa's quest thisday. These particular
oneswere located on an upper balcony, virtualy hidden from al but the most inquisitive, and few of
those, after discovering them, would return more than once. Exquisite as the windows were, nonetheless
they inspired vague fedings of dread. For these windows changed with time, and no artisan's touch could
account for the shifting. One of these windows depicted the hands and Web of the Weavers. When the
land awakened as the Great Foulness stirred, this picture, which had changed only alittle from the oldest
man's memory, began to shift. Now if someone watched patiently, he could see the dark hands of the
Weavers moving. Since the last time Y sa had beheld it, the Web had taken on a different appearance.
Now it showed adreadful tangle, asnarl of white, where the Web of Time accepted no thread of color
except for the occasional strand of red—the color of blood—and where fell shapes moved obscurely on
hidden business of their own.

The second window, the one showing a Bog-lupper, was no lessdarming. The smdll lupper that had
once sat beside apool had now vanished into the underbrush and a huge lupper with amouth full of
sharp teeth had emerged onto the land.

It was, however, in the third window that the most frightening phenomena had once been seen, before



Y sahad or- dered acurtain nailed into place to cover it and hide it from unwary eyes.

This mysterious window had ever shown ablank face, white and barely tranducent. Itsvery lack of
design made it uninteresting. Then something began dirring in its depths asif a cresture more deadly,
more horrifying even than the one making itsway out of the Bog-pool were emerging from aheavy
snowstorm.

Y sastood before thiswindow for amoment, gathering her resolve, before reaching out and pulling the
dusty curtain loose from the nailsholding it in place.

She had thought herself prepared, but she wasn't. There, in the whiteness, distorted through acold, icy
vell but nonetheless discernible, she saw the face of Rendd's greatest enemy. Sickened, she felt asif the
breath had been knocked out of her. Inadvertently she touched the window. She recoiled, taking a step
back and wringing her hands, asif they were covered with cold dime from this briefest of contacts. And
this horror was what Rohan and Zazar were summoning her, awoman, to face?

"No," she murmured doud into the chill air of the upper balcony. "I cannot. | will not.”

At that moment shefelt astirring of the Four Great Rings on her forefingers and thumbs. Horrified, she
stared down at them. They had begun to move, to dide from the places they had occupied for so many
years. She clenched her fists so0 hard her joints cracked, but the Rings continued their dow, inexorable

passage.

Her heart pounded in her throat. They were departing from her and there seemed to be nothing she could
do to stop it. How could they betray her so, when she had been so faithful, had toiled for so many years
in Rendd's service?

Or, she thought suddenly, was she the one betraying the Rings? Could it be that they had joined with the
Wysen-wyf in ther ind stence that she engage in what must be the greatest folly of al?

Well, if so, if it would take her own life's blood to save Rendel from the putrid presencein the
window—a putrescence that, she knew, was only a pale shadow of the redity— then so beit. A
measure of calm descended upon her.

"| spoke from emation. Now | speak from responsibility and duty. | will journey north," she said to the
presence in the window, "and if the Powers decide that | must give up my lifeto destroy yours, then | am

ready."

The Four Great Rings snugged themselvesinto place on her fingers again. She stroked their familiar
presence gratefully and her heartbeat dowed. Shefdlt, somehow, that had she persisted in her denid of
Zazar's summons, ot only would the Rings have gone she knew not where—certainly not to the wispy

young King
Peres—but Rendd itself would have been doomed. It had been a near thing.
She could no longer bear to gaze at the creature depicted in the third window.

Not even acurtain newly nailed in place would keep the evil from radiating out and defiling the Fane. She
turned, searching, and found asmall piece of ornamenta statuary. It depicted the Four Trees and was
made of porcelain, not stone, but it would do. Shielding her face, she swung it and both the ornament and
the window dissolved into tiny bitsthat no one could ever reassemble. Cold wind, mixed with snow,



began to blow through the open hole where the window had been. She could not bear to touch this
space, even in an attempt to fit the curtain back over the nallsthat had once held it.

She descended the stairs, throwing back the hood on her cloak so that all who saw her could recognize
her. The Chief Priest of the Fane hurried toward her, gpologetic.

"If only you had told us you were coming, Y our Highness" he said, dasping his hands unctuoudy, "we
would have given you the proper wel come befitting one of your exated rank.”

"A window has broken up there," Y sasaid, pointing in the direction from which she had just come. "The
upper bacony."

"Wewill haveit replaced at once—"

"Do not bother," the Dowager ordered imperioudy. "There are two more that should be taken out as
wdl."

"But—>but, Y our Highness, the bacony will be dark—"

"Then light candles." A sudden suspicion caused Y sato peer at the priest more closdly. ™Y ou've never
even seen those three windows, have you?”

The priest flushed. "No, Y our Highness. There are rumors, but one does not pay attention to such
things"

"Y ou should have," she said bleakly. "The windows are unnatural. Take them out, and then close up the
holeswith brick and mortar. | want it to seem asif they never existed.”
"It will bedone." The priest bowed.

Then Y saswept out of the Great Fane and back toward Rendelsham Castle. With her decision, she now
felt much more like herself—strong and in charge of most of what went on in Rendelsham. Between now
and the time when she must depart on thisfool's errand—this brave act, she corrected herself
slently—therewasthe little matter of Hegrin'simminent arriva a the city. Surely there would betimeto
arrangefor aninterview with thischild.

Yes, Ysadefinitely felt better now that a decision had been reached. She regretted only the timing. She
might have to be more blunt than her usua wont as she put an end to any fantasiesthe girl might be
entertaining about a relationship between her and King Peres.

"How very pretty you arel" Y saexclaimed. "That sapphire and pearl necklaceis very becoming and goes
wdll with your lovely blue dress. Come here, and let melook at you."

Hegrin curtsed. "Thank you, Y our Highness," she said. Obediently, she approached the Dowager.
"Y ou look very much like your father,” Y sasaid. "Same shade of hair and eyes.
Y ou'rethin, though, like your mother, even though you have more color to you.

Haven't they been feeding you, tucked away as you have been, off in Rydae? If you don't finish your
lessons, do they make you go to bed without any supper?’



Hegrin's golden giggle seemed to light up even the corners of the room. Therewas adimple at the corner
of her mouth. "Oh, | have avery good appetite!" she exclaimed. "My nurse, Beatha, says| should be
very fat indeed, consdering how much [ like sweets."

"Here" Ysasaid, amused. She offered the platter of spice cakesthe girl had been eyeing. "Now let us Sit
down and becomefriends. Y ou must tell me all about yoursdlf. | am very interested, you see.”

Y satook her accustomed chair by the fire and Hegrin perched on one of the low seats where she could
easly reach the cakes.

"Thereredly isnt much to tell,” the girl said, her voice muffled. She swallowed, and then took another
bite. "They took me to a nice apartment where

I'm staying with Lady Rannore and Lady Anamara. | call both of them "aunt’ but it's very complicated.
Lady Rannoreis my aunt by marriage, and Lady Anamarais

Rohan'swife and heisamost my older brother. My mother and father are both away fighting in the
North, and King Peres sent for me to come here. Bestha saysthe King isakind of cousin.”

"Yes, | suppose heis. Hisfather and your mother were half-sblings.

"Beatha saysthat isn't too close akinship—" Hegrin clamped her lipstogether, asif she knew she had
sad too much.

"Any kinship a al with the King is something to be cherished but not abused,”

Ysasad, helping hersdlf to a spice cake before the child devoured them dll.

"Do you understand what | am telling you?”

Hegrin's brow wrinkled as she thought, and Y sawas struck once more by how young and innocent she
was. Perhaps there was nothing to worry about after al, but she had not remained in command of the
land of Rendd through Boroth's reign and then Florian's and now Peress by relaxing her vigilance.

"No, Y our Highness, | don't understand. Not redlly.” He-grin helped hersdlf to the last spice cake.
"Well, never youmind,” Ysasaid. She alowed hersdf to pat the girl's hand.

"It'sjust grown-up matters. Worries and fears. Nothing to bother yoursalf about."

Hegrin'sface cleared and she smiled again. "'I'm glad. The King wants me to come and play agame of
cardswith him later. If | win, doesthat mean | am abusing my kinship with him?"

Ysasmiledin return. "Of course not!" she exclaimed. "Hewould be in danger of becoming alittle spoiled,
if everyonelet him triumph—not that there are that many young people in Rendelsham Cadlle, at least
none of high enough rank to invite to play games. Go ahead and win, if you can.”

"Oh, I will, Y our Highness," Hegrin said, laughing. "Rohan taught me that game along time ago, and |
know dl thetrickd"



Then Y sadismissed her, but kindly. Hegrin smiled when she curtsied, and pulled the door closed after
her when shelleft.

The girl could be dissembling, Y sathought as she stared into thefire. Still, she was acheerful, pleasant
presence in these dark days. Perhaps too cheerful.

Giddy, Y sadecided.

What wretched timing that she, the Dowager Queen and true ruler of Renddl, had been—summoned was
the only word for it—summoned to go on some fool's errand north, out of her warm and comfortable
gpartment. She could il refuseto go, but she didn't alow the thought expression, even to flutter in
privacy at the edge of her mind. She could till fed the movement asthe Great Rings had shifted on her
fingers. No, not again would sherisk such athing.

Y oung Hegrin was, Y sathought, ill enough chaperoned by her Aunt Anamara, but added to that the
protection of Y sal's former daughter-in-law Rannore, who had proved hersdlf adut twice over, and the
potentia for mischief between Hegrin and King Peres became intolerable. The girl needed another
guardian, that was plain enough, but who? Of her persond ladies, Y saintended to take her favorites,
Ladies Grisdlla, Gertrude, and Ingrid, so that she might be looked after properly. None of the other
ladies were as steady, or as trustworthy as these three, and certainly not ones to whom the guardianship
of such animportant person as the daughter of Ashen and Gaurin could be entrusted.

Then Ysasmiled. When he died, the former king, Florian, Y sa's son, had been embroiled with awoman
at Court. She had, of course, been no better than she should have been to form aliaison with Florian, but
when she had been found out openly after having been duped by Forian to add poison to Ashen's
medicine, she had undergone quite aremarkable transformation. Y sa had seen this sort of thing before,
when someone's transgressions, upon being brought to light, then wrought a complete change of
character. So it had been with Florian's wench—now what was her name? Y sa searched her memory.
Ah, yes, that wasit. Jacyne, wife of aminor court officia. She had become the very modd of propriety
and mord rectitude.

She could betrusted to seeto it that nothing questionable went on between

Hegrin and Pereswhile Y sawas unable to oversee the Situation personally. Also,

Jacyne was bound to be grateful to know that her former transgressions had now officialy been forgiven
and her status at Court not only restored, but also actually enhanced. She would teach giddy little Hegrin
to be sober and decorous, and would even be grateful for the opportunity. Y saliked having people fed
deep gratitude to her. It made them reliable, knowing asthey did that what the

Dowager had bestowed, she could also take away.

Hegrin pulled the door shut behind her and leaned on it, her eyes closed.

"Did your interview with Y sago badly?" Aunt Rannore asked.

"Would you like something to drink?" asked Aunt Ana-mara.

"No to thefirst question,” Hegrin answered, "and yesto the second. Y ou were right, Aunt Rannore. That

lady is one who seemsto seeright through you." She accepted a steaming cup of fruit juice, such asshe
was accustomed to at home, and sipped from it. " She gave me cakes, but nothing else, not even water



with adrop of wineinit. | suppose she thought me till ababy.”
Her two aunts bade her sit and tell them all that had transpired between her and
Her Gracious Highness, the Dowager Queen Y sa.

"| tried to be mysdlf, asyou ingtructed, Aunt Anamara, and yet appear abit smple and young for my
years."

"That qudity was, | think, what the Dowager found attractive about me. She thought | could be useful to
her, and so | would have been, to my detriment, had not good fortune intervened,” Anamarasaid
soberly.

"l wasin adifferent Stuation, of course, when | first cameto Rendelsham,”

Aunt Rannore commented. "My one-time mother-in-law isvery fond of having more power over people
than even her exalted station entitles her to. But come, tell us. How did she appear? What did she say?"

"Actudly," Hegrin said as she drained her cup, "she seemed alittle distracted asif something more
important was on her mind."

At that, Aunt Anamara's face clouded. "I know," she said. "Rohan hastold me of hiserrand. His
Granddam Zazar has given ordersthat Her Highness accompany him to the encampment of the Four
Armies, to what purpose the Wysen-wyf will not say."

"Sheismy granddam aso," Hegrin said thoughtfully. "And if she has decreed that the Dowager go
northward, then go she shall. | wish | were going.”

"Asdowe," Aunt Rannore said with asigh. She put her hand on her abdomen. "If only my child were
born—"

"Andif only | had theleast sill inarms" Aunt Anamaraadded. "The Army of

Rendel would be greater by two. But you, dear niece—"

"I know, I know," Hegrin said. "I'm too young. I've been told that al my life,

Too young to go hunting with Father, too old to cry about it, too small to climb the high towers at the
Oakenkeep, too big to act like aboy in skirts." She smiled, knowing that a mischievous dimple danced at
the corner of her mouth.

"But I'm not so young that | don't know about the plansto marry meto King

Peres, if he decides he likes mewdl enough.”

"Hegrin!" both ladies exclaimed in unison.

"I've heard that most of my life dso. My nurse, Begtha, was aways going on about it. My mother tried to
make her hush, but she'd just talk behind Mother's back."

"Well, then," Aunt Rannore said. "And what do you think of such athing?’



"I think it'sslly." Hegrin offered the pitcher of juiceto both her aunts and then poured more for hersdf.
"All the King wantsisacompanion closeto him in years. No need to make such afuss about it.”

The two ladies exchanged glances.

"Wel, it remainsto be seen what, if anything, will comeof it,” Aunt Anamarasaid firmly. "Probably
nothing at all, asyou said. But till, it paysto stay on the good side of the Dowager, if ever you can find
it"

Rohan stared at the assembly before him, trying not to show hisdismay. The

Dowager Queen Ysahad, in avery short time, put together an astoni shing assortment of boxes and
bundles and her three ladies likewise each had asmilar accumulation. They wore traveling garments

made of impractica dark sk velvet, with equaly impractical embroidered cloaks over them.

"—and, of course, my persond chef and his g&ff," Y sawas saying. "Please notify them to make the
proper arrangements.”

"l am sorry, Madame," Rohan protested, appalled, "but thiswill not do. Thereis no way we can
transport so many people and goods. We are limited to the two dog-deds | was able to engage, and
accommodations at the Snow Fortress are much lessthan Y our Highnessis accustomed to.”

"Y ou cannot expect meto go into this primitive place alone, with nothing of what | am accustomed to, for
my good comfort,” the Dowager retorted haughtily.

"The soldiersin thefield find warmth and comfort in many layers of finewool,"
Rohan pointed out. "The women, too. Also, our food may be plain, but nourishing.”

"Perhaps Ashen stoops to such indignities as eating common soldiers provisions and wearing their
clothing, but for me, it isquiteimpossible. | do have my station to maintain.” Y sasniffed audibly.

Rohan knew he must devise an acceptable compromise, or the Dowager might refuse to go atogether.
She had come close enough to it when he had told her of

Zazar'singructions and then had changed her mind on what seemed to him to be a caprice. A pampered
woman, Granddam Zaz had called her, and a better description

Rohan could not devise. Hefelt like picking her up bodily, velvet and dl, lashing her to one of the deds,
and setting forth at once, leaving boxes, bundles, ladies, and chefsin the swirl of snow |eft by his passage.
But that would have been, at best, unadvisable. He had to find acompromise that the

Dowager would accept.
He softened his voice and manner. "Y our Highness, | beseech—yea, | implore you to show our dear
nation your great mettle, how well and nobly you can endure the conditions under which your brave

oldiersfight for usdl. Think onit,

Madame. By so doing, you will likewise ingpire them to even greater efforts, and thanksto you the
enemy will know utter and lasting defeat. Only you, asther warrior-queen, can accomplish this™”



To Rohan'srdief, Y saactudly pondered hiswords. "What you say may well be true, young Rohan, but
gtill you cannot expect me to forego so many comfortsthat | should perish,” the Dowager said at last.
She seemed to Rohan to be somewhat mallified, but not yet ready to capitulate.

"Please trust my experience, Madame. Take only one lady, no chefs, no saff, and leave three-fourths of
your goods be- hind. Believe me, you will not need silks and velvets at the Snow Fortress. They will only
be a hindrance and a burden, and the shapel ess woolen garments you despise are the best things to keep
you from freezing. Herein the city | will find you warm, fur-lined boots and agood cloak likewiselined
with fur. Know that our soldiers will be heartened more by your presence in good, practica garments
such asthese than in dl the elaborate Court garments your seamstresses can devise.”

The Dowager shook her head. Then she grew pae and clenched her fisss—convulsively, Rohan thought.
An odd gesture on her part. Her entire manner changed. She smiled, though to Rohan it seemed more
than alittle strained.

"Wait, perhgpsyou areright,” Ysasaid, her voice eerily gay in stark contrast to her imperious manner of
amoment earlier. "But on my own terms, as| may. A warrior-queen. That suitsme. | will take adiadem
withme." Sheturned to her ladies. "Very well, it isdecided. Of you dl, Lady Ingrid isthe youngest and,
therefore, best likely to endure the hardships of both the journey and the sojourn in—what interesting
namedid you cal it, Sr Rohan? The Snow Fortress.

Therefore, you, Lady Gertrude, and you, Lady Grisdlla, will stay behind.”

The two thus singled out began to protest, but privately Rohan thought the one chosen to accompany the
Dowager |ooked the most dismayed. To give them aslittle time as possible for lamentations, he set them
to work. "Please have the baggage returned to Her Highness's gpartment and unpack it al. Whileyou are
doing this, | will seeto acquiring boots and the fur-lined cloaks | spoke of. Then | will help Lady Ingrid
pick out the best and most practical garmentsfor our roya lady to take with her." He turned to the
Dowager. "l redizethat, in my zeal to keep you warm and comfortable, | came too closeto forgetting
that great ladies must be beautiful aswell asvdiant. | gpologize. Believe me, Madame, between us, we
will have you turned out in such afashion asto dazzle our warriors and daunt our enemies.”

Then he bowed himsalf out of her presence, grateful to have avoided yet another crissinvolving Her
Gracious Highness, the Dowager Y sa

Both Anamaraand Rannore were openly amused at the task Rohan proposed for them though they
strove to be serious.

"I know who sawed the best woolen garments, herein the castle,” Rannore said helpfully, "and | think
thereis till asmal store of them. | will take care of that part of the errand.”

"And | will find the boot maker who served us so well, and the man who made your cloak," Anamara
sad. Shewas hiting her lip to keep from laughing out loud.

"Please don't tell anybody who these things are intended for, lest the tale get about,” Rohan pleaded. "I
don't know why, but | fed it would be far better if

Her Highness did not leave Rendelsham with any great pomp or display. She might be annoyed at this,
but that istheway it must be."



"Annoyed? She will be furious. No doubt you will have to promise her agrand triumpha parade upon
her return,” Rannore said, "complete with avictor's crown and rose petas strewn in her path.”

Their sobriety stretched until it broke and both |adies dissolved into mirth.
Even Rohan had to smile at the picture his kinswoman's words had painted.

"Dear husband," Anamara said, struggling to regain her composure, "'l know that you have given usthe
lighter tasks here. How much more difficult it has been for you, first to persuade the Dowager to go with
you, and then to impose on her the conditions under which she mugt live. | do not envy you."

"l don't envy me either,” Rohan replied, "especidly not when she might break her promise at any
moment, and never give it asecond thought.”

"Then we must work quickly, before she changes her mind," Rannore said decisively. Sheturned to
Anamara. "Come, sweet coz, and let usto our tasks.

Painful though it is—and none knowsit better than |—the quickest goneis the soonest returned. Let us
hope that this scheme of Zazar's has the desired effect and brings a quick end to this dreadful war. And
our loved oneswill then come hometo usagan.”

"Letit beso,” Anamarasaid somberly.
Rohan took her hand and held it againgt hisheart. "Aye, intruth, let it be so."

With the Dowager Y saand her lady-in-waiting, In-grid, hastily outfitted for their sojourn in the bitter
northern cold, Rohan could no longer delay his departure,

"Would that | could stay with you, my Anamara," he said, "but duty calsme.”

"I know." Anamaraswonderful deep blue eyesfilled with unshed tears. She touched the ding that il
held hisinjured arm. " Only thiskeeps you from being in the thick of the fighting thet is yet to come, and
for that | am thankful."

Rohan knew that if the Four Armieswere not successful in the coming battle that he, and even Lord
Royancefor dl hisyears, would be called upon to try to delay the ondaught that would carry the enemy
even to the gates of Rendelsham.

Then such laggards as Gattor of Bilth, Vak of Mimon, Jakar of Vacagtar, and

Liffen of Lerkland would have to take up arms. But, he reminded himsdlf, wars were fought by menin
their prime, and these lords of Rendel were long past thelr fighting years. Also, they had not stinted when
it cameto ralying men loyd to them, and maintaining supply lines. All had donetherr part, asit wasgiven
to them to do.

He kissed Anamara's eyelids and the tears spilled down her cheeks. "Do not worry, my dear,” hetold
her. "l am certain that Granddam Zaz has something very specid and surprising in mind, with her
ingstence on the Dowager's journey to the Snow Fortress.”

Anamaratried to smile, though her lips were trembling. "Maybe she wants Y sato lead the next charge,”
shesad. "That would undoubtedly frighten them al away."



Rohan laughed doud. "That's my brave girll" he exclaimed. "Now, give me akissto remember in the
daysto come.

"I will," she said, "and more than that." Suddenly she lowered her head, and her cheeks blazed red. "1—I
thought | could tell you straight out, but | cannot.”

Rohan tilted her head up again, studying her features. Then it cameto him, what shewastryingto say. "Is
it true? Areyou with child?"

"l think s0, though it is<till too early to be sure”

"Now, more than ever," hetold her solemnly, "will | endeavor to return to you quickly, and in one piece.
Y ou, and our child—"

She nodded. He pulled her into an awkward one-armed embrace.

"Now go," she said with as much bravery as she could muster. Do not worry about me. After dl,
Rannoreis here, not to mention young Hegrin, and | will be looked after with greet care.”

It took al of Rohan's resolveto bid her farewd |, but somehow he managed it.

The Dowager would be waiting, and, as he had told Anamara, his duty bade him go when he would
much rather have stayed.

In the short space of time when Rohan had been gathering what he considered the proper gear for Her
Gracious Highness, the Dowager Queen, Y sahad found amoment to send for a certain other lady and
give her indructions.

Lady Jacynewas, to Y sa's amusement, very uncomfortable at being summoned into the Dowager's
presence. And well she might be, Y sathought. After dl, asthelast of along string of the late King
Florian's mistresses, she had been deeply involved in Forian's scheme to poison his half-sister, Ashen.
That Jacyne had been duped by Forian was of small concern; what did matter was that she was the only
survivor of the plot, other than Ashen, of course. Florian was dead; Obern of the Sea-Rovers, Ashen's
former husband, was dead; his replacement Gaurin, cemented a better aliance than the Sea-Rovers had
ever offered; and Ashen had ceased to be a congtant irritation. Y sasmiled to hersalf. No doubt Jacyne
hoped that she had been forgotten, now that she had discovered honesty and faithfulness to her husband.

"Y ou sent for me, Madame?' the woman said nervoudly.
"l did, indeed. Come here."

The stale smell of the woman's flesh reached the Dowager long before Jacyne approached. Y sacould
seethegrimein thelines of her throat, and the grubby, untended hands. Her clothes were none too clean,
ether, even though they were arusty black that might have hidden some of the soil. Apparently the Lady
Jacyne now believed in the mortification of the flesh.

Y safolded her own clean, well-manicured hands so that the Four Great Ringswere clearly visible. "'
have decided to go to the encampment of the Four Armies, and hearten our brave men by my presence.
One of my wards, the Lady He-grin, needs areliable guardian in my absence. Y ou seem to meto be
suitable. A purse goeswith it, of course.”



"But Madame," Jacyne said, "is not the Lady Hegrin dready well looked after by her kinsvomen? Even
your own former daughter-in-law—"

Despite her overdl contentment at Jacyne's appearance and apparent great change of character, Ysa

straightened and turned the full force of her displeasure on thelady. "Y ou dare to question me? Lady
Hegrin needs a change of guardians.

That isdl you need to know!"

Jacyne wilted at once, and Y sahad to struggle to hide her smile.

"Beg pardon, Madame, it isjust that | never dreamed—"

"Well, your rediscovered virtue is something that | felt deserved areward,” Y satold her, softening. "I
expect you to keep aclose and strict eye on Hegrin and not allow her to fall into wanton ways because
of—wadll, cal it unfortunate associations." She named the figure she had decided to award Jacyne. "Will
that amount be satisfactory, for you to maintain the girl in comfort, if not luxury, and till keep some for
yoursdf?'

"Oh, more than satisfactory, Madame!" Jacyne cried.

"Please, know that you can count on meto oversee your ward very carefully indeed!"”

Y sacould fairly seethe woman cal culating sums, and knew that Hegrin would probably not get the
benefit of any of the money that Jacyne would receive. No new dresses every week for Hegrin. That did
not entirely displease the Dowager.

After dl, Hegrin probably had funds of her own to maintain herself, and in any event, she wasthe
Bog-Princesss daughter.

She dismissed Jacyne. "Now go," she said, handing the woman afolded paper.

"Thisisyour warrant both for the custody of the girl, and to call on my privy purse.”

Lady Jacyne bowed hersalf out and when shewas gone, Y sadlowed hersdlf to smile openly. So much
for that stupid little snip Anamara, who had dipped from the Dowager's control, and so much aso for
that dut who had trapped FHo-rian into marriage and now was on the verge of bearing a child of someone

little better than the lowest rank of noble.

Y sacould not prevent Hegrin from associating with King Peres, for it was by his command that she now
lived in Ren-delsham, indde the very castle. But with

Jacyne now playing watchdog, the chances of an unfortunate alliance were lessened. She could now go
off with aclear conscience on that fool's errand the

Wysen-wyf of the Bog wasingsting upon.
A week later, Hegrin and Peres sat at atable facing each other, with a game board set up between them.

Hegrin leaned her head on her hand, her mind obvioudy not on the game. Peres glanced at her keenly.
The placement of the pieces, determined by aroll of the dice, seemed certain to give Hegrin an early,



easy win. She had not, however, taken her opening advantage, and Peres knew thiswas unlike her.
"|s anything wrong, sweet coz?' he asked.
Shelooked up, startled, opened her mouth asif to speak, and shook her head instead.

"Befrank with me, my dear cousin. | fed thereis something amiss. How can | help if | don't know about
it?'
"Mease, Your Mgesty, | don't think there's anything you can do.”

Peresturned over agame piece, ending the contest. "1 am the King," he said, smiling. "What isthere |
can't do?'

"But it's your granddam’s order—" Hegrin clapped her hand over her mouth.

"Aha," Peres said, keeping histone neutrd. Her again, he thought. "It ismy ordersthat count, coz.
Remember that. Now, what has Granddam Y sa done thistime? L et us see what we can do to make you
gmileagan.”

The urgeto confidein him overrode any instructions Hegrin might have been given to hold her tongue. "I
am no longer in the care of my Aunt Anamaraand my

Aunt Ran-nord" she said hatly. "Instead, | am given into the keeping of Lady
Jacynd" The way she spoke her name told Peres plainly how odious Hegrin considered the lady to be.

Despite his best intentions, Peres raised his browsin some surprise. Naturally, he had heard al the
rumors and knew that hislate father had been involved with

Jacynein asordid relationship just before his death, and before he, Peres, had been born. Now why
would his granddam replace Lady Anamaraand his mother with this one-timetrollop as her guardian?

The answer lay in thinking theway Granddam Y sadid.

Peres was schooled enough in this, having observed it dl hislife and, on occasion, had used his
granddam's scheming ways to outmaneuver her. He knew his granddam was very vexed with his mother,
Rannore, even though she now strove to hideit. She must be vexed with Anamara, too, though there had
been nothing even remotely like the row that had occurred between the two women when his mother had
returned to Court, married to someone she loved, but whom Granddam thought benegth her. He smiled
at the thought that even while thisrow was going on, he was knighting L athrom a second time and
granting him lands and manors enough to make him rich. Granddam had been very wroth indeed, when
shelearned of it.

Therefore, the Lady Jacyne must serve some other purpose. Then he understood.

Jacyne owed the Dowager much, while the other two ladies—his mother especialy—did not. Granddam
was using Hegrin to punish Anamaraand his mother.

And Peres knew thisto be grosdy unfair.



"Whom do you wish to have as your guardian?' he asked Hegrin. " There must be someone, while your
mother and father are away."

"Of course," Hegrin replied. " was most happy with my aunts. There was no cause to tear me from what
family | have close a hand during these perilous days.”

"And you aren't happy with Lady Jacyne?"

Hegrin made aface. "Shetriesto be very holy. Sheisadways reading to me from some book on how to
behave, and she makes me go to the Fane twice aday, morning and evening, and she never laughs or
even smiles. | must embroider—not clothesfor Aunt Rannore's new baby, but silly little mottos instead
that are supposed to ‘improve my mind.'

She makes me eat grud for my supper because she thinks | am too fond of sweets—well, | suppose |
am, but eating gruel won't cure me of that. But theworst is—" Sheleaned closer and her voice assumed
aconfidentia tone. " She doesn't wash and she smelbV

"Smdls”

"Yes. And won't even use any perfumeto try to cover it up. Neither Aunt Rannore nor Aunt Anamara
sméll, but that's because they wash every day." Hegrin looked down again, and her cheeks grew pink.
"Lady Jacyne even disapproves when | wash." Then she gazed at Peres, apleain her green-blue eyes.
"She'strying to make me over to be just like her! And | hateit, coz, | Smply hateit!" She bit her lip.
"Your Mgesty, | mean."

"When we are dlone, you may cdl me'coz,' or even by my name," Peressaid. "1 am your friend, just as
you are mine. Wetwo are like bits of sea-wrack, washed up on shore just now. And | will not have any
Sweet coz of mine soill-trested.”

He got to hisfeet and went to adesk in thisroom he had designated as his own, where he could play
games or read or talk, or otherwise behave as one his age and not necessarily asthe King of Renddl.
Rummaging through the mess he had alowed to accumulate atop the surface, he found a piece of paper
and then, eventualy, aquill and inkwell. With a sure hand he wrote afew words, sanded the writing,
folded the paper and dropped wax from the nearest candle, sealing it with hisown signet. Then he tugged
on abell pull and afew moments later his persona body servant, ayouth named Tamkin who was afew
years older than he, appeared.

"Pleasefind the Lady Jacyne and inform her that | will see her in the Council chamber within the hour,” he
told Tamkin.

"Yes, gre” Tamkin said, and hurried off to do the King's bidding.
"Here, coz," Peres said, handing Hegrin the paper. "This officidly rescinds

Granddam Y sdsorders, just as| will inform your former guardian. Y ou are now returned to the care of
your aunts, just as before.”

He was rewarded by seeing a veritable sunrise of asmile break over Hegrin's festures. "' Oh, thank you,
Your Mgesty 1" shecried.

"Then | takeit you are pleased.”



"l am happier than | cantell you."

"Good. | don't have to seethe Lady Jacyne for an hour, and if it'salittle longer than that, the wait will do
her good. We gtill havetimeto play that game, and do it properly thistime, if you like."

The dimple at the corner of her mouth danced mischievoudy. "Oh, | do like, coz, and thistime I'll beat
you fair and proper, too!"

Helaughed aoud, pleased anew that he had thought to have hisfair cousin brought to Court. Sometimes
hefelt that the weight of the entire world was on his shoulders, and she provided exactly the kind of gay
diversion he needed. He was growing very fond of her.

And aso, he admitted to himself, thwarting one of Granddam Y sa's mean little actions was quite pleasant
aswell.

"Oh, no, thiswon't do,” Y sasaid, looking around the dwelling place that had been set aside for her and
Lady Ingrid. "Thiswontdo at dl."

Plainly, two tents had been combined with the snow-wall separating them removed, and adoorway of
sorts cut to join them. In the second "room™ thus created, Y sa could see ajumble of boxes and bundles,
but Lady Ingrid was nowherein Sght.

There was abed in each room, and achair in the one that was, presumably, hers.
A smdll brazier took theworst of the chill off theair.

"It isthe most spacious we haveto offer,” Jabez told her deferentialy. "The only lodgingsthat are larger
arethose of the High Marshal.”

"Oh, yes. Royance. Well, hewill smply haveto giveway tome" Ysasaid imperioudy.

"l am sure that the High Marsha would have done so dready, but refrained because hisliving quarters
arein the command tent, and there is much commotion there, with messengers coming and going, and the
officers planning the next assaullt. | think the Lord Marshd thinks you would not find it restful.”

Y safrowned and turned her back. "I'll be the judge of that, later,” she said.
"I will see Zazar now."
"Yes, Madame."

She sensed rather than saw him bow, and agust of chilly air told her that he had | eft the tent. Glancing
around, she redlized with a certain distaste the conditions under which Rendd'sarmieslived in the field.
And where had these two tents come from? She had a sudden suspicion that the former ownersdidn't
need them anymore.

She went into the second room. There was barely space enough for the second narrow bed that had
been hastily moved in for Lady Ingrid's use, and not even a chair. She quickly determined that some of
the boxes of clothing were missing, and then found that they had had to be stacked outside, between the
sde of the tent and thewall of snow. Shivering, she returned to the relative warmth of the part of the tent



that was hers. What had she gotten hersdlf into? Not for the first time, she wondered why she was here.

The command tent young Jabez had spoken of was undoubtedly much better than this. Well, if need be,
she thought sulkily, it would have to be turned over entirely to her. Surely Royance and his officers could
make their plans somewhere else.

"Y ou wanted to see me?"

Y saturned to see Zazar standing in the doorway. She had a basket in one hand, an odd little furred
creature in the crook of her other arm, and she was scowling.

"I did. | wanted to know the meaning of why you had me dragged dl this way, through the snow, out of
my—"

"I will tell you when I'm ready, and not amoment before," Zazar said. The scowl turned to alook of
amusement. Y our business now isto wait. Oh—and you might lend ahand in the infirmary. We could
aways use another nurse. Lady Ingrid is dready making herself useful, unlike you.”

It was the Dowager's turn to frown. "How dare you address me in that fashion!”

"Oh, drop your airs, Ysa," Zazar snapped. "In case you don't, | remember when you cameto mein the
dark of night seeking a potion that would keep Boroth in your bed. Y ou were much more polite then. |
sent you away if you recdl, telling you thet if hewould not stay for regard of you, no magic of minewould
keep him there." The Wysen-wyf looked at Y sakeenly. "It was about that time that you began to read
and to dabble in Power yoursdf, wasn't it? Tell me. Were you successful in your endeavors?’

Y safelt her cheeks grow hot. "That is none of your—" She looked away, unable to meet theimplacable
gaze that cut through her to where thetruth lay. "No. | was not." Then, with aremnant of her accustomed
hauteur, "No one knowsit better than you. After dl, you fostered my late husband's bastard.”

"Aye, Ashen Deathdaughter, whose birth killed the king's true love and who is proven to be far better
than the seed from which she sprang. For al that you have put her through and the grace with which she
endured it, you should respect

Adhen

"Respect?' Ysaechoed. "I can barely tolerate her presence.”

"Even dfter dl theseyears.”

"BEven 0."

"Well, it'stime you put the past behind you, and more. She will rise to be more than ether of us, though
asyet sheknowsit not.”

Y sahad no answer to that. She sniffed and turned away.
"Y ou areliving among soldiers now," Zazar told her brusquely. "Wedl work here, even you. Asl said,

drop your airs and stop acting like someone whose every whim must be catered to. Follow me now.
Learn of therea world."



Reductantly, the Dowager Y safound hersdlf trailing after the Wysen-wyf.

Studioudy, sheignored the war-kats stalking through the camp and the odd little furred creature that
Zazar carried. With Zazar, she ducked into atent full of steam from vessds of Smmering water and the
smdll of medicines and sick men. Zazar directed her to one of the beds, and with ashock, Y saredized
that the occupant was Hynnel, the son of the late Cyornas NordornKing, only so wasted and thin she
scarcely recognized him.

She sat down on astool beside the cot. "Do you remember me?* she asked with unaccustomed
gentleness. "We met but briefly, when you were on your way to the

Oakenkeep and your kinsman Gaurin.”

"Yes, | remember,” Hynnel said. He endeavored to smile. "I was seeking directions only and you were
gracious enough to come outside the city and greet me.”

"It was no burden. Y our father—"
A cloud passed over hisface and Y saimmediately redlized her blunder.
"Heisno more, and | fear that | will soon follow him."

"Notif | canhelpit," Ysasaid brusquely. "Now, you must tell me. What is your treatment, and how can |
best carry it onward? After dl, | can't just Sit around and wait to be catered to. | am hereto help.”

Far away to the north, the being known to his enemies as the Great Foulness and to histhrals asthe
Great One Whom All Served wasin conference with hismost trusted officers, if indeed, there was
anybody hetruly did trust.

Farod, leader of the Dragon-riders, was speaking. "l have set the order of attack,” he said. "Y ou, Baron
Damacro, will engage the main army. Our Frydian dlieswill destroy the remains of the Bog-men, and my
Ice Dragons will lend assi stance wherever they are needed. Agreed?’

"Agreed," replied Damacro, adour-faced man clad in black fur.
"And my place?' asked Duig.

Farod bared histeeth in akind of smile, watching Duig. He did not cower, the way most men did at such
agrimace laid over his pae and frosty skin stretched taut over sharp bones. " Second only to the Baronin
command of our ground forces. Y ou have another task, however. Y ou will send a picked body of men
and undertake to destroy the ships of the Sea-Rovers. We have suffered enough from them, both from
their audacity in striking down one of our Dragons, and from the way they seem to be able to spy out our
movements even when they sail a agreeat distance from land. However, if their ships should happen to
snk under them..."

"l understand,” Duig said, grinning. "A few small boats, quiet in the night, and an augur to bore holesin
the hulls— yes, we can manage the Sea-Rovers, me and my men.”

"Thismeansthat you will not have the honor of being in the van of our al-out attack against the Four
Armies. | suggest that honor should go to our former



Renddians, Piaul and the men he leads.”
"Thus can their loydty to the Grest One be proved,” Duig said. "Excdllent.”

"And you, Great One?' Farod asked, turning to theice curtain behind which his overlord sat. "Do these
plans suit you?!

Thefamiliar whigper came from behind theicy curtain, filling the chamber.
"Anything that will remove this obstacle from my path suitsme. But | warn you, do not fall me."

"We sworefedlty, Great One," Baron Damacro said. "Wewill not fail, for we know our reward—either
way."

The Baron, Farod knew, had been promised the governorship of Rendelsham.

"Just 0," the Great One whispered. "The Four Armies are dmost ready to march into our trap. Areall
our forcesready?'

"Awaiting only thefina placement to close al avenues of retreat behind them,”

Farod said.

"And isthere no word of any specia plansthey have been making, even as we have been preparing?'
"As| told you earlier, our spies have brought back reports of some kind of construction they have been
doing—machines on great whedls. But further than that, we know not. They |eave the machines outside
their walls. | do not think it a matter of great importance.”

"How many machines?'

"Thereportsvary. They are nowhere near completion. One looked like a siege engine, and the
other—no one knows. The enemy ismost likely engaged in an enterprise without any thought to guideit.

"Beware," the whigper came. "Beware. Do not make the mistake of thinking our foes are weak or
smple-minded. | fear these unknown machines, finished or not.

We must destroy them before they can get them in place. Our enemies are to be crushed. To make sure,
| have decided to come and see the battle for mysdlf, onceit has begun.”

It was an unprecedented statement. Never before had the Great One Whom Al

Served ventured beyond the ice curtain that sheltered him from unworthy eyes.

Farod bowed. "1 and the Dragon | ride will personally look to your safety,” he said.

"My Power is such that you will not be needed,” the Great One retorted, "but your presence will be
welcome nonetheless.™ The entity behind the curtain shifted, and the curtain grew more opague. "Now

go. | fed that the find battle grows nigh, perhaps even tomorrow. Make your final preparations to meet
thefoe, even as| make mine."



"Tonight, late, in the dark of the moon, we march,” Royance said. He looked around the table where his
officers were gathered. "We should arrive just before dawn. |s everything in readiness?

"Itis, gr," Gaurin reported.
"Show me your proposed order of battle," Royance commanded.

Gaurin approached, unrolling amap that the officers around the table had not asyet seen. Therewasa
soft intake of breath asall but Royance viewed it for thefirst time.

"Hereisthevaley | spoke of earlier. Our spies have brought back sufficient information that we could
draw out the terrain asyou seeit. My guess, based on their reports, was that thisis the place where the
enemy was gathering. Our scouts have confirmed that my guessis correct. More are moving into the area
daily, both the Frydian remnants and men aswell. They appear ready to move. We must thwart this
advance. While their numbers are large, they are not more than our warriors can ded with." Hetook up a
piece of chalk and marked aroute on the map. "Thisistheroad | proposeto take, and have dready
ordered the catapult and giant bow to be carried to this place, where the road bends about aminor valley
where the machines can be con- cedled. They should dready be there, hidden under white cloth and tree
branches."

"But gr," Steuart protested. "We cannot use the engines! They are not even completed] They lie haf-built
just outsde our walldl™

Gaurin smiled. Around the table, the other junior officers were looking bewildered aswell. "'l seethat my
plan was successful, and the secret kept even in the privacy of our own company. It wasaruse. While
there were engines left lying unbuilt outside, e sewhere the rea oneswere being completed by a squad of
Nordorn engineers who were sworn to silence.”

"Y ou could havetold us," Steuart said, an edge of reproof in hisvoice. "Our labor was for naught.”

"Far fromit. My hopeswere that with this diversion, | could give you young men training in how these
engines of war work, and at the same time convince our enemiesthat our labors were fruitless.”

"l see, dr," Steuart said. "But | till wish you had let us know of your plans.”

"The very hair on my own head does not know my plans,”" Gaurin replied. "Not dl of them. You are
hearing of them now, only because we march tonight. | am putting you, Steuart, in command of the giant
bow, and Cebastian in command of the catapult.”

The two young knights brightened. "Thank you, Sir,” they responded. They arose, bowed, and resumed
their seats.

"| assume that you have crews dreedy trained, and | will assgn some of my

Nordorn engineersto you aswell," Gaurin said. "When you bring those engines onto thefield of bettle,
only at thefirst shot will we know how successful we were at concealing our readiness.”

Snalli girred in hischair a the conference table. "And what about the

Sea-Rovers patindl this?'



"We ask for the aid of two-thirds of your marines on land, and that your shipswith therest in reserve
stand ready offshore, Admird-Generd," Gaurin said.

"We do not know if the enemy plansto make aflanking attack from that direction. If they do, then it will
fdl onyou to prevent it."

"Agreed. Also, if any of 'em try to escape by taking to boats and heading back north with their tails
between their legs, we can squash 'em like fleas” Snalli laughed.

"Wewill count on you," Royance commented soberly. "Now. What about this scheme of Ashen'sto set
up afied infirmary just behind our battle lines?’

Gaurin grimaced. "'l could not talk her out of it, Sir, and | dared not order her to stay behind. Every man
with awifewill understand this"

Therewas aripple of laughter around the table, even from those who were not wed.

Gaurin acknowledged their understanding, and then continued. "' Ashen has been gathering bandages and
medicines the past two days and has dready gone ahead.

But at least she will not be aone. Madame Zazar has decided to be with her after all."
"Staunch Ashen. She putsthe bravery of our warriorsto shame. Staunch Zazar aswell.”
Jugt at that moment, the Wysen-wyf appeared in the doorway of the command tent.

"Zazar who but for misfortune should be at home tending to her businessinstead of here, freezing, in the
middle of awar," she snorted. "Royance, that person | spoke to you about has arrived.”

Royance started to hisfeet. "Then | should go and greet herl” he exclamed.

"No hurry. She's busy at the moment." Unexpectedly, Za-zar grinned. "Y ou'll never believe what she's
doing."

Twenty

Madame," Lord Royance said, bowing low to the Dowager. "How noble of you to come. Y our presence
here will gladden the hearts of our men asthey march out to do battle.”

It was on Y sastongueto tell him that it was not her ideaito come to this forsaken spot and that if she had
her way, shewould gill be in her warm apartment in Rendelsham. Then it occurred to her to wonder
why, exactly, she had not had her way inthis, ardatively trifling matter. Royance was sill waiting for her
response. She held out her hand for him to kiss.

"Could | have done any less?' shesaid.

"Will you say afew words to the company, asthey prepare to march away? Genera

Gaurin iseven now setting the order.”

"Of course" Ysasad. Privately, she wanted nothing more than to lie down and have Lady Ingrid rub her



back and her feet, and to get severa more braziersin to make her truly warm and comfortable.
However, she stifled these fedings.

After dl, she had seen with her own eyes some of the effects of battles she had only heard about
previoudy. Poor Hynnel.

She put her fur-lined cloak around her shoulders, and, grateful for the fur-lined boots she had scorned
when shefirst saw them, followed Royance out to the makeshift platform that had been hatily erected so
that she could be seen by as many of the armsmen as possible. He helped her up, where she stood
reveded in theflickering torchlight.

Ah, the young faces—and so many of them fledgling knights who had dined at her table. Y safet her eyes
fill with tears. She spoke with unfeigned emotion.

"All of Rendel knows and honors your efforts on our behdf. Let no man here, however humble, think
himsdlf anything but ahero. Thelives and fate of those you left behind now liein your hands. We are
proud of you."

A murmur of approva rose, growing in volume. Royance held up his hands. "No cheering,” he reminded
the men. Heturned to Y sa. "The officers have impressed on the soldiers that no untoward noise must be
alowed, no sound of movement, lest the cold, il air carry the newsto enemy ears.”

"l see" Ysasaid. She nodded and waved to the men asthey passed the place where she stood.

But as the Bog-men came near, one of them, akind of chieftain by the medallion he wore around his
neck, paused.

"Y ou are mother of headman over al of us?' he asked.

Y saregarded him for along moment before she answered. "The King, Peres. | am his granddam.”
The man shrugged. "So he send old lady in his place. Still just little boy."

Then he marched on, oblivious of the scowl that Y sasent after him.

When the last of the warriors had departed from the camp and Royance had helped

Y sadown from the platform, he escorted her to her tent. Then he bade her farewel| for atime and
disappeared back in the direction of the command tent for the nervous wait he must endure until they
returned.

"Lady IngridV Ysacdled.

"Sheisn't here”

With adtart, Ysaredlized that Zazar waswaiting for her in the shadows, wherethe dim light from the
brazier did not reved her at first. She carried awrapped package under one arm.

"What do you want now?' Y saasked. "It'slate. I'm tired. Surely the wounded men can wait until
tomorrow before | must go back to theinfirmary.”



"Oh, that tent isin good hands,” the Wysen-wyf replied. "1've put Ingrid in charge. Y ou're going to be
needed € sawhere, though, and me with you."

"No!" Y saprotested. "How dare you take my only lady-in-waiting from me! | told you, I'm tired. | want
to liedown and go to deep.”

"Wel, you can't. Comewith me."

With that, Zazar grabbed Y sa's soft, white hand in her brown, wrinkled one, and began dragging her
through the night.

Gaurin, in the van of the Four Armies, led the way cautioudy. Because there was no moon, the going was
particu- larly hazardous, a condition that he felt was more than compensated for by the covering
darkness. All the war-kats, except for Bitta, and Keltin who would not leave her, ranged alongside the
men, passing completely silent on their padded, letha paws. Even Finolasinginctsto fight at men'ssides

and perhaps engage

|ce Dragons had overcome her desire to mother Weyse, the odd little creature from the Bog, and she
paced beside Gaurin, amost near enough to touch.

His second in command, Lathrom, was close by hisright sde. Cebastian and

Steuart, each with their picked company to operate the catapult and giant bow, trailed not far to hisleft,
reedy to ped off into thelittle closed valley where the great machines waited. Behind them came what
had once been the Four

Armies, damost melded into asingle fighting force with divisons under the command of the junior officers.
All—Nordors, Renddians, Sea-Rovers—now marched as one. Only the Bog-men kept their separate
identity. As many men as Rohan could creste lengths of silk for wore these scarves over their faces.

They cameto that dight break in the canyon walls where Ashen had proposed setting up her front-line
infirmary. Though adight glow was beginning in the eastern sky, there was no gleam of light from the
black shadows and Gaurin didn't know whether she could even see him asthe army passed by. Hewas
tense with the gnawing desire to see Ashen a that moment, hold her in hisarms, but instead he forced
himsdf to march on.

Behind him he heard afaint sound asif of asigh, and knew that Cebastian and

Steuart had discovered the spot where the two engineslay hidden. The young officers knew that when
the sounds of battle began, their crews should pull the catapult and the bow out and, if possible, bring
them to bear.

Ahead, Gaurin sghted the first faint flicker of lightsingde tents. He could not tell where the |ce Dragons
were picketed, if indeed they had been brought down from where they usualy stayed hidden. A glanceto
elther sde assured him that his men were edging forward, eager for the battle to begin. Gaurin shared
their excitement, their fear, their tenson. Thisfight would end it al, oneway or another. They must
triumph or the unlucky survivorswould live only to see their world end.

Drawing the Rinbell sword, cognizant of the telltale sound it made, the ring of stedl cutting through the
cold dawn air, hegavethesgnd.



With acry that seemed to come from athousand throats smultaneoudy, the

Renddian army broke into adead run and poured through the gap in the canyon walls. Many of the
enemy, not yet awakened for the invasion they thought they would initiate, died before they could kick
free of their blankets.

Around the advance rose the sound of clashing stedl, of the screeching and yowls of the war-kats. The
shouts of men added to the din. It was nearly impossible to hear any orders. Y e, from the rear of the
enemy camp, asound erupted that overrode al others.

Gaurin looked up. Two Ice Dragons had appeared. One roared again, and a gout of ice and snow
erupted from its maw. The distance was too grest for thisto have any effect. The Dragons began to
stump forward. The enemy forces scattered before the monsters as they spread great wings, threatening
to knock men to the ground, as Gaurin had seen them do before. Snow swirled from the flashing of these
wings. He glanced behind him. By the growing morning light he could see that Steuart and Cebagtian and
their crews had, indeed, dragged their engines of war out where those could be brought to bear.

He shouted awarning. The missileswould probably fly over his men's heads, but therewas no sensein
taking unnecessary risks. Gaurin hoped those manning the great projectiles could get their shots off
before the war-kats, giving in to their ingtinctive hatred of Dragons, dashed ahead, putting themsdvesin

pexil.

The sharp twang of adashed rope cut through the air asthe "arrow" from the giant bow—an entire
tree-trunk, carefully trimmed and sharpened—whistled overhead, flying a the target. With ajarring
thump, the projectile hit true.

Fatally skewered, the Dragon fatered, crashing with athud that shook the ground. Itsrider attempted to
jump clear, only to be crushed under the weight of the Dragon's great head.

Despite the fate of its companion, the second Dragon couldn't halt its ponderous progress. Therider,
unable to turn his mount, hampered by the necessity of going forward without trampling those of hisown
army, tried to guide it over the body of the downed beast instead. At that moment, Cebastian let go the
catapult. The cradle hurled arock the size of aplow horse. Itsflight was dower and more awvkward than
that of the arrow, but its effect would be no less devadtating if it hit the target.

A heartbeat earlier and the monster would have met the fate of the first, being crushed rather than taken
down by agiant arrow. However, the second missile only dammed into one of the creature's forelimbs. It
was not for naught; the cracking sound that echoed through the vale could be nothing but that of a
gigantic bone, breaking.

"Forward!" Gaurin cried. "Finish it off!

A man, ahuman warrior, wasin hisway, and he paused long enough to strike him down. The man'sface,
vaguely familiar, was S0 pale and frightened that Gaurin dmost regretted that blow. A thought which
passed before it was fully formed.

Theincident dowed him enough, however, that he was not first to engage the wounded Dragon.
Someone—Gidon, he thought—had grabbed the odd weapon used by the Dragon-riders from the one

who had fadlen, and was now turning it on the one still atop the wounded animd. A gout of freezing mist
shot out of theend of therod. The



Rider snatched at his cloak, seeking to cover and protect hisface. Not for the first time, Gaurin wished
for bowmen, but they were useful only from shipswhere the air was not as cold asit was on land. Here,
in this extreme cold, strings would break and the bows themsalves would crack.

Now war-kats swarmed over the wounded Dragon, ignoring the downed one. With them, Lathrom led a
detachment of men armed with heavy spears, men and beasts attacking with single-minded ferocity. The
Rider stroveto pull his mount up, to fly, but the Renddians quickly crippled the beast's wings. War-kats
squdled, clawing their way up the Dragon's flanks, and one of them pulled the Rider from his perch.

That fight was as good as over. Gaurin took amoment to look around, to see how the rest of the battle
was going. Some Rendelians were down, more wounded than dain. He could see others beginning to
carry theinjured from thefield of battle, back to where Ashen and her physician helpers were waiting.
Asfar ashe could tdl at this point, the surprise had met with great success.

The enemy apparently had no ideathat they were going to be attacked, rather than be the attackers. In
the distance, he could see the Bog-men engaging such

Fry-dian aliesthe invaders could persuade to return to the battle, driving them from thefield.
Hiswarrior'singincts were humming. Thisvictory was too easy, bringing no satisfaction. Gaurin knew he
must keep himsdf and his men vigilant, lest they be taken from the rear or the flank by reserves hidden
and waiting for their own moment for surprise.

He paused to wipe battle-swesat from hisforehead, and then ran to help wherever he could, in the areas
where there was ill resistance. A large pocket of the enemy had ralied around someone who was
obvioudy aleader, and thiswould have to be dealt with.

"Zazarl" Ashen exclamed in surprise. "'l thought you said you had no intention of coming—" She dared at
the woman accompanying the Wysen-wyf, unable to believe her eyes. She dipped adeep curtsey. "Y our
Highness"

"Wedon't havetimefor dl these nice manners,” Zazar said brusquely. "The wounded will begin coming in
any timenow." Shethrust a package at Ashen.

"Here. Read this, where I've got a passage marked."
llBlJt_ll
"Don't argue with me! Fetch acandle and Sart reading.”

Obediently, Ashen led the two women into the tent where she had placed her stockpile of bandages and
medicines, placed the book on the table, lighted a candle and opened the book.

"Thisis something | had not yet cometo,” she murmured as she read. Shelooked up into Zazar's
knowing eyes and then into Y sa's uncomprehending ones. "I can scarcely believe it—"

"Neverthdess, it istrue. The day has arrived when the change foretold shal at last be wrought by a
Changer. That'syou, girl. And Ysaand | are destined to play our partsinit.”



"Me?" exclamed the Dowager. "Nol | won't—"

Zazar turned on her. " Shut your mouth!" she said.

Her voice was not much above awhisper, but it carried such force that Y sals cheeks turned pale and she
swayed back astep asif she had been struck. ™Y ou will do your part, even as|, because you must. Even

if you haveto be tied and dragged to the spot, when the time comes. Y ou have no choice."

Ashen expected another outburst from the Dowager, but she was silent—not acquiescing, but no longer
making protest. She might have been in shock.

"When?" Ashen asked.

Zazar shrugged and looked away. "That | don't know. | know only that the timeis upon us but the very
moment isgill amystery. Wewill know it when it happens.”

"Inthe meantime," Ashen said, her lips numb, "we must do our duty. Y our

Highness, will you help with thewounded, or shal you stay herein thetent?"

"|—" Y sabegan, her voice a croak. She glanced sdeways at Zazar, and continued.

"I will hdp."

Unconscioudy, Ashen twisted the iridescent stone bracelet she wore. It was very warm under her fingers.
Let menot think of him, she thought, and prompt him to desert his own duty and come to me instead.

"The battle has begun,” she said dloud. "I can hear it. We do not have long to wait."

A dight commotion outsde made al three women turn, dert. Ashen opened the tent flap to discover
Hynnd outside. He clutched at the tent pole to keep from faling.

"What are you doing here?' Zazar cried. "Y oulll kill yourself, man! And however did you get here?’

He coughed, trying to smile. "'l climbed onto one of the dog-deds when they |eft the Snow Fortress. |
couldn't stay behind, not when thefinal baitle was about to begin.”

"Then you shdl watch, but from adistance," Ashen said soberly. Sheturned to

Zazar."| understand. If it were Gaurin, there would be nothing that could keep him from his companions
a suchatimeand | can expect nothing lessfrom hisvaliant kinsman."

"I—I'll get you something hot to drink," Y sa offered. Shelooked a Ashen. "Y ou have had the wit to
order broth or soup prepared, don't you?'

"Yes, agood pot of it has been heating ever sincel arrived,” Ashen said.
"Then you must get back into the ded, where you can be covered and warm, and
I'll bring it toyou," Ysatold Hynnel. She regarded him with what Ashen could only think of asa

proprietary air. "Then well take you to a pot where you can see what is hgppening. You're still in my
care, you know."



"He's her specid project,” Zazar muttered in Ashen's ear as Y saheped Hynnd limp back to the
conveyance. "Shewon't be any good with somebody who's bleeding, so let her keep busy with him.
Shell stay out of our way at least, until we need her.”

"Here comethefirst litter-bearers,” Ashen noted somberly. She moved toward the larger, open tent
where the physicianswaited. They were dready lighting lanterns and making everything ready. There,
they would treet the lighter hurts and gpply immediate aid to those more gravely injured before sending
them back to the Snow Fortress on one of the waiting dog-deds. Y sawould haveto find

Hynnel another placeto wait.

The sound of great wings flapping overhead made both women look up, but whatever cresture was
causing the sound was hidden by clouds.

Out in the water offshore, Snolli Sea-Rover had taken up command of hisfleet of shipsagain, listening to
the familiar sounds he had known for many years—the creaking and groaning of the reliable old Gorgulll,
the quiet splash of water againgt the sides, the occasionad cough or clearing of the throat by one of the
waiting men. Overhead, the stars blazed down amost as bright as moonlight. No one would sneak up on
them unawares.

His grandson Rohan had done well enough, he had to admit—grudgingly. But when it came down to the
rea business of fighting, it took somebody like himsaf—old enough for caution, till hale enough to look
forward to a battle. He wished that a couple of those flying nastinesses, the Ice Dragons, would come
and try to attack him the way one had young Rohan. He didn't care for the upstart brat's having bagged
one and the Chieftain of the Sea-Roversnot.

Oh, well, he thought philosophicaly. If dl we get to dois pick off stragglerstrying to get away, that might
be good enough in awar such asthisone. If only that miserable Great Foulness, or whatever they caled
him, had had ships

Hefelt edgy and restless, wishing that he could be more heavily involved in thefight. He tapped his
fingers nervoudy on therail and redlized that he was unconscioudy following the rhythm of Kasai's Spirit
Drum. The smal man who had been his companion and chief adviser for many yearswas Stting on the
deck next to him, eyes closed, stroking his drum, but so softly that the sound was amost inaudible.

"If you're going to do areading for me, then doit. Don't just dab at it and say that you're doing something
important,” Snolli sad irritably.

Kasai's eyes opened. "But | am reading for you, Chieftain,” he said in aremote voice. "Listen and take
heed. Fighting enough for al and everybody playsapart. Thisnight, al thingsend and al things begin.
Day will bring usanew world. Change, change, dl ischanged.”

Snolli stared at him, the gray hair lifting on the back of his head. Fighting, eh. For an ingtant he wished for
his Rinbell sword back in his hand, the one he had awarded to Obern, which had then goneto his
grandson. Genera Gaurin carried it now, as aloan from Rohan. It could be in worse hands, he grudgingly
admitted to himself. Anyway, he had his axe. His hand tightened on the handle.

The axe was a proper weapon for a Sea-Rover.

Kasai's voice continued to whisper, nearly lost in thewind. "Change, change, change..."



Twenty-one
Farod could not remember ever having been as cold as he was now. The Great One

Whom All Served rode the |ce Dragon with him, soaring high above the battlefield, and watching what
went on there. Farod had thought he knew cold, was inured to it, but he had never before experienced
such adead, desolate pit of utter frigidity before. Compared to this, ice was warm. With an effort, he
kept himsdf from shivering.

The Great One observed the destruction of two of the three remaining Dragonsimpassively. "It doesn't
matter. They are good for very few things, such as observing from adistance. They frighten the ignorant,
and are useful for pulling down walls. If we encounter resi stance when we reach Rendd and the cities
therein, | may have to bring more of them out of theegg.”

"Shdl we fly back north, then, to the hatchery, O Great One?' Farod asked.

"Of course not. | wish to see the outcome of this battle. And there is something e se—apulsing of Power
such as| have seldom felt before. Go there." The Gresat

One pointed an icy finger toward a spot they had flown over afew minutes earlier, just asthe Renddians
werewell enmeshed in the valley trap that had been laid for them.

Obediently, Farod tugged the Dragon's reins and the great beast turned in itsflight. Off to theright, he
could see the Sea-Rovers shipsthrough amomentary gap in the high clouds. Even now, men armed with
augurs should be making their way toward them, in boats with muffled oars.

"We may have to set down upon the ground,” the Great One whispered. "This Power isvery troubling to
me. It will have to be eiminated before we can count our victory here complete. Not only isit
unprecedented inits strength, it isaso akind of Power | have never encountered before. It isasif
strands were, somehow, braided..."

Farod made no comment, but urged the Dragon higher, where it could continue circling without being in
imminent danger of elther the giant bow or the engine that hurled boulders as big as draft animas.
Perhaps they could not be aimed upward; Farod did not want to take the chance.

The knot of warriorsin the thick of the battle were, asfar as Gaurin could ascertain, in command of the
immediate Stuation and there was no need for him to intervene, just yet. The Army of the Bog-men was

likewise well occupied, containing the remnants of the Frydians. Here and there, both Frydians and the
men newly arrived from the north were beginning to surrender.

He glanced at the ring of low mountains surrounding the valey they werein. It looked to be a prime spot
inwhich to hide reserves, supposing the enemy had guessed they would be attacked—

—which they had!

Inthe light of full dawn, he could make out the movements of men hastening down from their places of
concealment. In amoment, they would fal on the ones too occupied to look up.

No wonder the resistance to the Renddlians first assault had been so feeblel



Gaurin'sgorge rose a the thought of those men who had been sacrificed, not informed of the possibility
of attack, just to make sure the enemy trap succeeded.

"Lathrom!" Gaurin shouted.
"Here, gr!"
"Look you to yonder hills, and raly your men!"

L athrom needed but a glance and the Situation became clear to him. Immediately he began issuing orders.
A detachment of spearmen ran toward his banner and by the time the enemy reinforcements had reached
the campsite, they found themselves facing a barricade of determined Rendelian oppostion. Morethan a
few of the enemy fell, forced onto spear points by the impetus of those behind them.

Quickly, Gaurin ascertained that there seemed to be no more of the enemy than their scouts had
reported. Now histask wasto order the battle and maintain hiswarriors discipline while at the sametime
protecting those who had given up.

Not that any of his men wavered or showed any signs of hesitation at the sight of fresh armsmen bearing
down on them. His heart swelled with pride a the valor and courage of his adopted countrymen.

Still, there was that third Ice Dragon. He looked in dl directions, including up, but could see nothing
through the thin cloud cover. Then an unmistakable call surged through his consciousness, abeoved
voice gpesking hisname.

Ashen! She needed him. He could no more resst that signal than his heart could resist pounding at the
thought of her being in danger. He cdled to Lathrom again.

"The battlefield isyoursto direct,” he said. "Ashenisin danger and | must go to her. I—I have no
choice”

"Y ou should not go done, ar," Lathrom said. "L et me send someone with you, to bring help if you should
need it.”

Gaurin favored him with awry smile. "If thereis something that my lady, Madame
Zazar, and | cannot deal with among us, then sending men after me would be usdess.™

Lathrom gazed at him for amoment, and then nodded. "Good chanceto you, sir," he said, and then
returned to the battle.

Snolli Sea-Rover watched, amused, asthree little boats approached the waiting ships. The meninthe
boats had done al the obvious things—worn dark clothing, muffled their oars—but it was plain they were
no real seamen. The faint phosphorescence of their wake was plain as daylight to eyestrained to see, and
despitethelr attempts at sllence, enough of their clumsy noise drifted through the ill, frigid air that even a
novice could detect someone approaching.

Obvioudy they didn't realize that not only did sound carry with eerie clarity across water, but aso that the
least whisper was mag- nified in this cold to the point that the speaker might aswell have been standing at
Snolli's elbow.



"D'you think we ought to get the biggest ship first?" one of the men in the boats asked.
"Aye, that'll be the onewith their leader onit, or | missmy guess.”
"Ssssh. We're getting close.”

Snolli grinned and stepped away from therail lest gleam of teeth betray that the men on board the ships
were thoroughly aware of the approach of the would-be attackers. He gestured to Kather, who grinned
inreturn.

Kather then coughed loudly. Answering coughs from Wave-Ruler and Stormbracer acknowledged
Gorgull'ssignal. Presently, Kather and two more of the Sea-Rovers who were not assigned to the land
forces dithered down ropesto wait, near to the water line, for the approaching boats to come close
enough. Snalli knew that on the other two ships, still more Sea-Rovers were doing the same thing.

Hefet adight bump asthe small boat collided with Gorgull's hull and shook his head, scowling, at such
ineptitude. Then he heard the subdued sounds of a scuffle. Presently, Kather reappeared on deck.

"We needn't have sent three men to meet them,” he reported, obvioudy pleased with himself. "Wasn't but
two of them intheir little cockleshdll. And their augur.”

Snalli didn't need to betold that al were now residing at the bottom of the frigid sea.on which the
unharmed shipsfloated. He nodded. "Good work," he said.

"Duty," Kather said with ashrug. "And a pleasant break in the monotony.”

Hewaked away, and Snalli found that he agreed with Kather. It was monotonous, waiting for the
outcome of awar fought mainly on land, while they waited out of the thick of the action.

Again helonged for one of the Ice Dragonsto fight. At least that would break the tedium, as disposing of
would-be scuttlers of ships had not. For amoment he toyed with the idea of leaving only a skeleton crew
with the ships, now that any danger to them had been disposed of, rowing back to shore, and joining the
battle.

He had given hisword, though, that he would station himsdlf here, and so here hewould remain.

But he still wished for an Ice Dragon to fight. That, at least, would give him something to do.

Ashen stepped outside the tent to oversee the loading of the last of the wounded onto dog-dedsfor
trangport back to the Snow Fortress. She was gratified to observe that even those whose injuries needed
more care than they could give were not gravely hurt. Gaurin must have been very successful inthe
surprise attack he had planned so carefully. A few prisoners, under guard, were beginning to trickle back
aswadll, and this Ashen took as agood sign.

Zazar joined her, for oncelooking a bit weary. "We are not out of danger yet," she warned Ashen. "My
bones are trembling and my teeth chatter and it isn't strictly from the cold.”

"What else could it be?" Ashen said.

She examined the Wysen-wyf with acritical eye. Y es, there were definite Sgns of fatigue there, and
Zazar's eyes|ooked asif she hadn't dept in aweek. ™Y ou could go and lie down for awhile, during this



[ull," shetold her Protector.

"There are enough people that we can spare you for an hour.”

"Not yet. Come. We must get Y sa, and go someplace apart from here."

It was on Ashen's tongue to ask why, but she forbore to question Zazar. Though this weariness was new,
the look in the Wysen-wyf's eye was not, and Ashen knew better than to try to gainsay her when she

wasin such amood.

Shefound Y sain the supply tent, till hovering over Hyn-ndl, whom she had coaxed into the shelter. She
had acup of broth in her hands, which she wastrying vainly to get Hynnel to swallow.

"No more, dear lady, | beg of you," Hynnd said. He turned his head away and caught sight of Ashen. His
facelit up with pleasure. "Ashen, sweet coz! Tdl me—how goesit with the battle?"

Ashen couldn't completely suppress asmile, knowing that Hynnel might be even gladder of her presence
asashidd between him and Y sa's determined nursing than for what knowledge of the war she could
bring him.

"I think it goeswell," she said. "Our casudties arelighter than expected, and only afew men are gravely
enough injured that we need transport them by ded to the camp. Also, our men are taking prisoners.”

"That isgood newsal around," Hynnel replied, sounding very pleased. "If only
|—
"Yes, | know. I'm sure Gaurin missesyou sorely.”

Hynnel began to cough, so hard that Ashen gazed at him with darm. He hadn't done thisin severd days.
Could the journey from the Snow Fortress have overtaxed his meager resources?

"If you fed well enough, | must ask the Dowager to leave you for alittle while.

Y sastarted to protest but stopped when Ashen looked at her camly. " Zazar bids us both come with
her."

"l am quite well enough to be left alone aslong as Madame Zazar requires,”

Hynnel said. Heturned to Ysa. "Not that | do not welcome your so tender care of me, dear lady. No
one could be more attentive. But other needs must take precedence, at least for a short time.”

"Well, if youre sure—" Ysasad.
"I'msure,” Hynnel responded. "When you do return, you can bring me more broth.
It has aspecid hedling property, when you hold the cup for me with your own white hands."

Mollified, Y saleft the supply tent. Ashen turned to look at Hynnel once more before following, and was
rewarded with awink. She nodded, trying to hide her smile as she ducked through the tent flap.



Outsde, Zazar waswaiting. "Come on, come on,” she said impatiently.
"Where arewe going?' Ashen asked.

"l don't think it'sfair, to be dragged out here in the middle of nowhere, in the cold and the snow, and
then, just as| wasredly learning how to take care of an injured warrior—"

Zazar rounded on Y sa. " Stop your whining, woman!" she ordered. "Better that you should say nothing,
when the time comes, than to keep up that incessant complaining!” Then sheturned to Ashen. "l am
looking for aplace set gpart. | want ahigh spot, well beyond the infirmary camp, or even the battlefield.
Not too high, not amountaingde, but enough that we are breathing cleaner air than the smell of fighting or
wounded men. It must also be a place where there is room for us al to stand.”

Ashen frowned, thinking. "Thereisasmall promontory to the north, just past the opening to thisnichein
themountains" she said a last. "It $ands something like asentindl, near the opening to the valley where
the enemy was encamped. Will that do?"

“Perhaps”

Without looking to see that the other two women were following, Zazar set off in the direction Ashen had
indicated. Ashen hurried after the Wysen-wyf, trying to keep up with the brisk pace the older woman
had set, and Y sahad no choice but to flounder in their wake. By the time the promontory came into
view, Zazar was halfway up to the top, a surface that stood perhaps the height of three men above the
valey floor. As Ashen had said, there was a space at the apex where the three women could stand, but
very little more than that.

"Read thisagain," Zazar ordered as soon as Ashen aso reached the peak, handing her the blue
velvet-covered book.

The jewd-studded embroidery on thewords Y e Boke of Y e Fayne glittered in the wan sunlight that was
beginning to show through the overcast sky, and thetitle,

Powyr, wastoo bright to look at. Ashen took the volume from Zazar and opened it to the page Zazar
had marked with leaves from an ash tree, arowan, an oak, and ayew. Obediently, she read through the
passage once more. She closed the book and laid it down, but kept the leavesin her hand. A fleeting
thought crossed her mind to wonder whence such had come, and then sheraised her head at asight that
was enough to make a sturdy warrior blanch.

An | ce Dragon was floating down on noisaess wings to settle on the floor of the valey and akind of
universal sllence settled with it. Such wasthe length of the beast's neck that the Rider and his passenger,
Stting just behind its head, were on an eye leve with the women standing atop the rocky scarp.

The hooded Rider, the one who controlled the Dragon's movements, fell and dreadful though he might
be, paed into insignificance bes de the entity who accompanied him.

Thisisthe Great Foulness, Ashen thought numbly, dazed by the redlity of his presence. He was close
enough amogt to touch. She could not take her eyes away from him. Behind her, Y sagasped asif in
recognition and for no reason that she could think of, Ashen remembered the white window in the Fane.

If I were aman, she thought, hereisthe creature with the face | would most liketo bury my fistin. I think
it would smply passthrough it, because his trand ucent, cave-salamander skin and cartilage in place of



boneswould offer little res stance.

The opalescent bracelet burned on her wrist. Oh, Gaurin—She stifled the thought beforeit could find
further expression.

Instead, she found hersdlf saying, ™'Y ou have come, a our command.” Her voice and those of the women
with her echoed in her ears, and she redlized they were dl speaking the same words. Y sasvoice
trembled alittle, but she made no moveto retrest.

He uttered an dmost soundlesslaugh. "'l came because | chose to, and because | was—curious about
the Power | sensed. And to think, it was only three feeble women, thinking they could summon me at
thar will."

"Y ou scorned not to use awoman as your chief minion,” the three women retorted, their voices mingling
but not entirely in unison. "Y ou fear to face us.”

"| fear nothing!" The whisper coming from the lipless mouth filled the space around them.
"You should."

At that moment, the Dragon-rider turned, aert to afaint sound coming from behind him, alittleto the
south. His hood fell back and Ashen recognized the person she had glimpsed but once before, in the
battle between his mount and the

Nordorn soldiers, over Havidle's and Harouss bodies; Havidleslieutenant,
Farod. The marks of the war-kats claws showed clearly on the Dragon's hide.
"Take care, O Great One," the lieutenant said.

With a shrug, the Great Foulness lifted one languid hand and a column of glittering ice arose beside the
Dragon. He stepped off and onto the top of the column. "I am quite safe," he whispered, "but get you
gone. Thereisneed of you later."

Obediently, Farod pulled the reins controlling the Dragon's head, urging it to take flight. At that moment,
the whedled conveyance of the great bow trundled into view. The bow was armed and ready, and Ashen
recognized Steuart at the forefront, urging his crew on to renewed effort.

"Just alittle way further, men!" he cried, his voice cutting through the silence asiif from agreat, great
distance.

Then, catching sight of their quarry, the crew manning the bow went to work, frantically adjusting their
weapon and aiming it a their target. To Ashen, their movements seemed dow, so dow, asif they worked
infrigid water.

Nevertheless, before Farod could coax the Dragon to flight once more, Steuart dashed the rope that
released the great arrow fashioned from the trunk of atree.

At that range, the missile traveled dowly. There wastimefor Farod to jerk back sharply onthereins.
The Dragon turned, rearing. The arrow merely grazed the beast's flanks and traveled on harmlesdly.
Farod, however, could not keep his seat and fell to the ground. The Great Foulness, with another wave



of hishand, caused awall of iceto spring up, blocking Steuart and his men from attacking. The Dragon,
freed of itsrider and smarting from its wound, soared upward. Its squalls of pain sent snow cascading not
only from its mouth and from under itswings, but also caused banks of snow on theridges above to
tremble and threaten to fal. It flapped off toward the west.

"Ashen!”

Shelooked in the direction from which that cry had come, startled, and discovered Gaurin rushing
toward the scene of the confrontation between the

Great Foulness, and the three women. Hewas aone.
"Go back!" she cried in her own voice. "Please, please, go back—"

But it wastoo late. Farod leaped up, prepared to fight, but his only weagpon, the metal rod from which
erupted the mist that froze men's lungs, had been lost when he had been thrown from the naturd saddle
on the Dragon's neck. Without the dightest hesitation, he charged at Gaurin. The sheer force of his
momentum knocked Gaurin off hisfeet. When Farod arose again, he had asword in his hand—Gaurin's
sword. Gaurin likewise legpt to hisfeet and drew the only wegpon he had remaining, along dagger. The
two men began to prowl around one another, taking each other's measure.

With anguish that tore at the very core of her being, Ashen forced hersdlf to look away. The Great
Foulness was beginning to make more magica gestures with his tranducent fingers, not toward the
battling men, but toward the three women who faced him alone and sorely afraid.

Dordan the archer nudged Snalli and pointed upward. "Look," he said.

"Ah," Snolli bresthed. A dow smile spread over hisface.

The Ice Dragon flew awkwardly. A great gash marked one flank, and it dripped malevolent ichor asit
approached. It had noticed the three Sea-Rover ships stationed offshore and, even without a Rider to
guideit, it was obvioudy pogitioning itsdf for an attack.

"Tel meagain how you did it before," he said, not taking his eyes off the

Dragon.

"Well, first we peppered it with arrows, but it never noticed until someone hit the eye. It went down,
trying to rake the arrow out, but until Kather blinded it on one side with his spear nobody dared get
close. Then Rohan jumped on the neck and managed to stick his sword clean through the thing's neck,
just under the skull. 1 imagine he severed the spine.”

"A lucky stroke," Snolli said with agrunt. He hefted his axe, the preferred weapon of the Sea-Rovers. "'l
gave Obern my best sword as his man-gift, and he bequeathed it to Rohan when he died. Sincethen |
have not replaced it. But an axein the right hands—" He grinned, knowing whose hands were the right
onesinthisingtance. "Y es, an axeisenough for me."

"Please don't befoolish," Dordan said. "Y ou are our Chieftain. Let others take on this dangerous task."

Snolli regarded his chief archer with asour eye. "And did you have the same soft advice for my
grandson?' he demanded. "Pfaughl Y ou've forgotten that | am not only the Chieftain of the Sea-Rovers



but dso the Admira-Generd of the

Four Armies of RendeH There are—wdll, there were four generds until Harousfell. He did not scorn to
lead from the front instead of from the rear as you would have me do. Gaurin and that Bog-man, Tusser,
areinthethick of things, and even Rohan would be if he hadn't stupidly broken hisarm. And you would
have me hang back and send another in my stead?"

"No, Chieftan."

Dordan bowed his head, but Snolli could tell that the archer remained opposed to what he was
determined to do.

"Dordanisright,” Kasal said. He spat over the side.

"Don't be so sure of that, Spirit-Drummer,” Snolli retorted. He turned to hiswaiting men. "Prepare
boats," he ordered. "And get the spearmen ready.”

When the Dragon came close enough, it was met by a hail of arrows from bows kept warm and well
greased until needed. Aswith the other the Sea-Rovers had engaged, this beast dropped to the surface
of the water, trying to didodge the arrows that had hit its eyes, like so many grains of sand irritating it.
Snolli took the bow position in one of the boats filled with spearmen, ready to transfer himsdlf onto the
Dragon's neck.

With rough efficiency, Kather's spearmen finished their task of blinding the horrible cresture. More
experienced now, they cast ropes over the head to give Snolli amore secure handhold as he legpt onto
the thing's neck.

With aloud, triumphant cry, he launched himsdf from the boat and, with the ropesto cling to, made his
waly up to the spot where a natural saddle formed just behind the Dragon's skull. His axe, secured by a
thong to hiswrist, was aready in his hand. He lashed himsdlf in place with one of the ropes and began to
hew &t the vulnerable spot.

One stroke, and then another, and another. Snolli looked up at the anxioudly waiting men in the boats,
who were trying s multaneoudy to avoid the thrashing of the Dragon's great wings and yet stay close
enough to take their chieftain back to safety. He laughed. "He's atough one, but I'm winning!" he
shouted.

He was dready wet to the skin, but the foul-smelling ichor that drenched his clothing carried with it
something far worse. It was asif it destroyed skin where it touched, the way merefrigid water could not.
However, the vulnerable spot now lay reveaed. With both hands, he brought the axe down, hoping to
end it. Uncharacterigticaly, helonged for clean, dry garments, and to be safe and warm where he could
be cared for.

"l an not old," he muttered. “In my prime." He struck another two-handed blow.

One more stroke—

The axe fractured on impact with the hard bone, but he had cut nearly through the thing's spine. With a
great spasm, it flailed limbs and wings, and tossed its head violently. Snolli kept his seat only because of

the rope with which he had fastened himsdlf. He had a confused glimpse of boats being broken into
kindling and men being hurled into the sea.



Fainly, the Dragon wasin its death-throes. There would be no dishonor in abandoning it before it was
well and truly dead.

He had tied theropein asailor's knot that would come loose when necessary.

But something had fouled the knot. The Dragon's struggles had lessened, and it was beginning to sink
beneath the surface. Snolli fumbled at the rope, tugging vainly and trying to free himsdf. His axe broken,
he couldn't even hack through the rope.

There wasn't timefor any of his men to reach him, even if there was anybody left who was ableto. He
could see plainly, dispassionately, what the inevitable end would be. He uttered one last triumpha shout
while hedtill could. "I diewd|!" hecried. "And | take agreat enemy with me!"”

Then the Dragon's body took itslast plunge to the depths of the seg, carrying

Snalli Sea-Rover withit.

Twenty-two

Atop the rock projection, Ashen reached back and felt Zazar take her right hand, and Y sa's soft fingers
grasp the left. She knew without looking that the other two women had likewise clasped hands. Thus
joined, the Three faced the Great

Foulnessas one.

"In the Palace of Fire and I ce, thou wert once contained by the Ice. Thy keepers were much too kind.
Thou hast broken thy bonds and let thy evil loose upon the world once more, and so now thou must be
consumed by the Firel" the Threeintoned.

They took astep forward, and tongues of flame legpt up at their feet. In an ingtant they were engulfed ina
dlent column of fire that pulsated with Power such as had never before been unleashed. The Great
Foulnessflinched.

"Y ou do not frighten me," he whispered, but his voice shook and he averted his gaze. He gestured and a
wall of ice began to grow around him.

"Thou shouldst be afraid,” the Three said. "We are Power in al its aspects.”
Zazar spoke done. "'l am the Eldest. | am the Power of Earth Magic."
Ysaspoke. "I anthe Middle. | represent the Power of Learned Magic.”

It was Ashen'sturn. "And | am the Y oungest, the Didtiller of both Fire and of
Magic."

Again they spokein unison. "Thou didst come to this world unwelcome, and would not depart. Now we
have been cdled to subdue thee, and so we are here. Thy timeisat an end.”

"Never!" the Great Foulness said, for thefirst time above awhisper. He pointed upward.



Above them, the snow atop the ridge that had been loosened by the wounded

Dragon's outcries began to dide down the dope. In afew moments, the women would be swept away to
their destruction.

Gaurin went into a defensive stance, prepared to dodge whichever way Farod attacked. The unnatural
man seemed to possess an equally unnatural strength.

Gaurin knew he could not hope to come out of thisfight dive by reying on anything but skill, for with the
loss of his sword, he was now overmatched both physically and in wesponry.

Hissword! Thiswasthe famed Rinbell sword that Rohan had presented to him asthe best available, a
loan to replace his own shattered blade. Rohan's voice echoed in hisears:

"My Rinbell sword will fight for you!" he had cried when he tossed it to Gaurin during the battle with
Harous and the Sorceress. "They say Rinbell blades, if they choose, fight for those who wield them, if the
cause bejugt," he had explained later.

Therefore, it stood to reason that if the cause be not just, the sword would refuse its wielder's hand.
Gaurin could only hope that thiswasthe case, as

Farod rushed toward him. He ducked under the blade and caught Farod's wrist even as the Rider caught
his. Farod's grip was both strong and icy, and Gaurin feared he would be forced to drop the long dagger
from his paralyzed hand.

They struggled so for amoment, and then both sprang back.

"My Lady Havielle marked you for destruction long ago," Farod said, panting. "1 will finish what she
began!™

"Your lady was evil, asevil asyour magter,” Gaurin retorted. ™Y ou think me overmatched? Come ahead
and learn to your dismay what it islike to fight man to man, instead of the cowardly way you once hid
behind an Ice Dragon'swingd™

With aroar of fury Farod attacked again. Gaurin ducked under the blade but was unable to prevent
Farod from bearing him to the ground once more. The lieutenant legpt to hisfeet and sood over him,
holding the sword high with both hands, blade pointing downward.

"Dielike theinconsequentia insect you are!"™ he cried hoarsdly.

Then he hesitated, and the sneer on his face was replaced by alook of sheer disbelief. Hisarmsjerked
back and to the sde, and the Rinbell sword didodged itsalf from his grip to go spinning off into the snow.

Energy and hope renewed, Gaurin clutched at his enemy and hurled him to the ground though he was
unableto bring his dagger to bear. The two men rolled over and over, neither managing to get an
advantage. Gaurin was nearly spent when, to hisown dishdief, he felt the hilt of the sword in hishand. It
had cometo him of its own accord! He planted both boots on Farod's chest and, using the strength of his
leg muscles, managed to shove him away. Farod staggered toward him again just as Gaurin pulled himself
upright. A flicker of doubt crossed his mind as to whether he was too spent to be able to raise the heavy
sword.



He need not have been concerned. Asif it were aliving thing, afresh companion in arms cometo hisaid,
the Rinbell sword lifted itself so lightly that it might not have had any weight at dl. He took astep forward
and let Farod run onto the blade.

The Rider fell, dead before he reached the snowy ground, and Gaurin, his strength gone, dropped to his
knees. Only now was he dimly aware of the shouts of Steuart's men coming from behind awall of ice,
and the faraway sounds of the battlefield whence he had come. He looked up to see afdll creature
standing atop a pinnacle of ice, facing acolumn of flame that was about to be overwhelmed by asmall
avdanchehurtling directly at it.

He knew ingtinctively who the creature was, and knew also that somehow, impossibly, Ashen wasin the
midst of that flame. The snow would quench thefire, she would be destroyed, and there was nothing he
could do to help her.

The snow hurtled down the mountainside, carrying al inits path, but just asit reached the rock upon
which the Three stood engulfed in flame, it Szzled and vanished harmlesdy into steam that was
immediady disspated into thefrigid arr.

"This cannot be," the Foulness whispered. "But how?"

"Thou cangt not harm uswith thy Ice magic,” the Three said camly. "And thou hast not the ability to
withstand the Fire. Would that thy captors had known this, for in the Paace of Fireand Ice, this
knowledge didst reside, forgotten.

When thou didst destroy it and the good old man that didst dwell within, thou didst sedl thy own fate.
There are places aplenty, on other planes, where thou couldst have reigned undisturbed. But when thou
didst lift up thine eyes and encompass to subdue thisworld, thou wert doomed to failure before thou
didst begin. Prepare thysdlf, for thy brief ascensonisat anend.”

"Never!" the Foulness said, sneering.

Spears of glittering ice gppeared in his hands and he hurled them at the column of fire before him. The
spears never even reached the flames but vanished with nothing to mark their disappearance.

The Three who were engulfed in flame unclasped their hands. The tongues of fire grew even brighter as
they separated briefly and then braided themselves together again as the women's hands joined once
more. Thefour leaves that one of them had held were incorporated into the joined strands of fire and
glowed with aradiance the Foulness could not endure.

"No," hewhispered. "Please..."
The braided fire rose high and then descended upon the entity cowering atop the pinnacle of ice.

With aroar that could be heard back in Rendelsham, an enormous gout of smoke rolled upward, leaving
behind only a scorched spot and a hole in the ground where once the Great Foulness had stood.
Answering rumbles from the earth bespoke new tremblings and upheavals. Theicewall separating
Steuart and his men from the others shattered into splinters, making them scramble for their liveslest they
be crushed. An outline of the four leaves hung sparkling in the air, then vanished. In aflash of flame, the
velvet-bound book disappeared amost unnoticed.



The entire world shook. Then it Changed.

Still connected with the other two women through their clasped hands, Ashen's perceptions soared high
abovethe land until she could see dl that was happening.

Fire-mountains dotting the coast gave alast cough and then collapsed one by one, their eruptions stifled
by the earth that caved in on them. Far to the south, the sunken land that had been the Bog began to rise
even asthe surrounding mountains sank. All along the seacoast, water both foul and comparatively fresh
cascaded into the ocean asthe BaleBog lifted and merged into the mountains that had once hidden it
from intruders eyes. Giant luppers were washed from their deep pools dong with other creatures,
ghrinking even as she watched them drop down the gleaming cliffs. The huge, unnatura birdstook on
their proper sze and form once more and the ruins of the lost city of

Gdlinth lifted to shinein the pae sunlight.
Bdlsrang in every Fanein the land, and the loudest of these came from the

Great Fane of the Glowing in Rendd- sham. There, people of high and low rank dike knew that
something unprecedented had happened. Because they still lived, they surmised that their enemy had
fdlend lag.

Ashen shifted her focus nearer. Lord Royance, hissilver hair blowing in the breeze, took the banner of
the Four Armiesfrom in front of the command tent and hurried through the Snow Fortress, rallying
whoever was gtill present, encouraging them to regjoice. He, better even than the people in Rendel sham,
knew the scope of the victory that had been achieved this day.

Finally, she looked down at Gaurin where he il struggled vaiantly to get to her sde. She smiled a him
with gresat tenderness. Then she dipped lifdesdy to the rock surface on which she stood.

She opened her eyeswhat seemed but amoment later, but which must have been some hours. As she
looked around, her eyes began to focus and she discovered that she waslying in the infirmary tent back
at the Snow Fortress. How she had come to be there, she did not know. Gaurin knelt on one side of her,
clasping her hand, and to her astonishment, the Dowager Y sa occupied a stool on the other side of her
bed. Zazar stood at the foot, glaring at her, fists on hips.

"Hmmph," the Wysen-wyf commented. "Back, are you? Good. | have work to do and no time to watch
you deep.”

Then, without ceremony, she disgppeared. Gaurin squeezed Ashen's hand even tighter and held it to his
cheek.

"I thought you were dead or dying," he said, hisvoice low and tremulous with emotion. "But Madame
Zazar said no, that you had only fainted. Given whét little

| saw of what was happening, | am astonished that you were affected aslightly asyou are.”
"I have something to tell you," Y sabrokein. "It isvery important.”

"It would haveto be, for you to interrupt this moment between my wife and mysdf,” Gaurin sad, his
voice as cold ashis blue-green eyes.



Y sadipped to her knees beside the bed. "It was those moments when we all faced the Great Foulness
together— you, me, Zazar. |I—well, | find that | must beg your forgivenessfor theway | have treated you
al theseyears”

"That isnot necessary,” Ashentold her. "Itisall in the past, and best forgotten.” She turned to Gaurin.
"Please, let me get up. I'm not at al ill—infact, | fed remarkably well. | want to go back to our tent so
you can tell me what has happened while | was unconscious. Can we do that?"

"We can, my Ashen, but it would be better to go to the command tent instead.

Lord Royanceiswaiting there, and he has been very anxious about you."

"Yes" Ashen agreed. "That would be better."

She threw back the cover and found that she was till fully clad, save for her fur-lined boots and cloak.
While she was dipping her feet into the boots, Zazar rejoined them.

"I think I'll just go have aword with Royance aswdll," she said. "He's been feding left out, not getting to
fight horriblelittle pieces of evil filth like

His Putrescence. | had better tell him how lucky heis."

"How lucky we dl are," Gaurin said soberly. He dipped hisarm around Ashen'swaig, lest she be
weaker than she thought, and ssumble.

Glad of his presence, though not needing his support,

Ashen waked firmly through the snowy streets of the Fortress. There was something lacking—Suddenly,
she knew what it was.

"WhereisWeyse?' she asked Zazar. "And where have al the war-kats gone? Surely they were not hurt
or destroyed—"

"No, my Ashen," Gaurin told her.

"They've dl gone back where they belong,” Zazar said brusquely. "After al, the need has passed.” She
turned to Ysa. "Daresay your little flyer has disappeared, too."

"Oh—" Ysasaid. "Yes. Daresay.” She seemed downcast at theidea, but did not disputeit.

Ashen digested thisin sllence. At acrossing in the road, they encountered someone who looked familiar
and different at the sametime. Ashen stared at him, trying to remember where she had seen him. He
wore a breastplate made of shell and carried aspear. Then, abruptly, it cameto her. "Tusserl” she cried.
Indeed, it was the Bog Genera, but so changed that he was dll but unrecognizable. In contrast to his
former stooped posture, now he stood straight and astal as hislow stature would alow. Even his
features seemed to have changed, becoming regular and almogt attractive.

"Lady Ashen,” he said. He bowed, and then, as'Y sa had done, went down to his knees.

Shetried to stop him, but he shook off her restraining hand.



"Y ou do—have done great workstoday. Great work." Hiswords came haltingly, as he searched for the
correct manner of speaking. "Bog-people now—we are now out from under long shadow that has been
plague to us many years. No more

Outlanders. All one. | come now tell you—to tell you all Bog-people swear alegianceto Rendel. And to
you." He arose again, grinned, and ducked his head.

"Tusser now your man forever. Anything you need, you cal upon Tusser and hewill do.”

He bowed once more and disappeared back down the snowy street, toward the areawhere the
Bog-men had been encamped.

Ashen was so astonished she dmost |ost the power of speech. "I—I never thought such athing would
ever happen. The swearing of dlegiance, | mean. His appearance is another matter.”

"Both the Bog-men and the Frydians were transformed with the, the—"

"The Changing,” Zazar supplied. "That'swhat happened. All Changed, aswasforetold.”

"So many changesthat | cannot encompassthem dl,”" Ashen murmured faintly.

"Oh, you'll get usedtoit," Zazar said with an airy wave of her hand. "Were here.”

Royance was standing outside the entrance to the tent. He, too, bowed to Ashen.

"Comeingide, my dear. Thereis much you can tdll us, and much that you do not yet know."

"Onething | do not know iswhy everyoneistreating me like some kind of royalty!" Ashen exclaimed.
"Ah, but you are that, and more," Royance said genidly. "All of you. Please comeinside.”

"Don't spoil her," Zazar muttered, asif to hersdlf.

Royance took Ashen's hand and tucked it into the bend of his elbow as he showed her to the counsal
table where she had so often sat before, only much, much farther down. "Here are even moreto greet
you as the heroine you have become.”

Looking around, she saw all her friends and acquaintances as they arose and, as had Lord Royance,
bowed. Rohan, Lath-rom, Cebastian, Steuart, Jabez, Reges—all the splendid young knights were there,
along with someone who had not been present in the Snow Fortress before, though his keep stood hard
by. Gattor of

Bilth bowed like the rest, his plump, deepy face devoid of expression.

"Greetings, Lady Ashen of Ash,” hesaid. "l aminyour debt, asaredl of ushere. Y ou saved my lands
from the Greet Foulness."

"Y ou saved the entire country!" Steuart exclaimed, and the other young knights nodded vigorous
agreement. "Thereis no honor too greset for you."



"Gentlemen, please," she protested. "It istoo much. | am like to perish with embarrassment!”
"Then St you down and listen to the greet things you have accomplished,”
Royance sad.

With the Great Foulness and his lieutenant occupied, facing three women who, inexplicably, seemed to
pose agreater threat than did the armed men opposing their forces, the two armies met in a battle for
which there could be only one conclusion.

Whereas Gaurin, when heleft the field, had turned over command to Lathrom who was not only able,

but aso prepared to delegate in turn, only aweak chain of command existed among the enemy once both
Farod and the Great Foulness were otherwise engaged. In the chaos that followed these two leaders
disregarding the battle, Baron Dameacro, leader of the human army, had falen, and with him had gone all
pretense to order and discipline. Likewise, when Chaggi, leader of the

Frydians, surrendered, that fight ended.

Among the dead were discovered the bodies of Piaul and histraitorous followers.

They had been gtationed, perhaps deliberately, where the brunt of the assault would fal on them. It was
thought that Gaurin had killed Piaul, not recognizing him in the press of battle. Duig aso perished in that
skirmish though who had killed him no one knew or ever would.

Not al the newswas good. Admiral-General Snolli was no more. The wounded Ice

Dragon had attacked the Sea-Rovers ships, and Snolli bravely finished off the hideous beast
single-handedly, only to be carried down to the ocean floor with its body.

Though the day belonged to the Rendelians asfar as the actud battle went, victory could not be declared
aslong astheingigator of dl thisevil survived. And then the unhopedfor occurred. The Great Foulness
himsdlf, inexplicably, vanished in a cataclysm that literdly changed the face of dl theland.

Gaurin had found Ashen lying crumpled atop the rocky pinnacle where three women had stood, facing
the unimaginable without flinching. She was so white and till he had thought she had perished, but Zazar
told him sheyet lived.

And s0 he had brought her back to the Snow Fortress, carrying her in hisarms as one would the
honored dead for he thought, despite Zazar's assurances, that she surely would never awaken.

With the rounding up of stragglers and taking them prisoner being accomplished, the Rendelian army
returned aswel, many of them casting sideways glances at the Bog-men and at the Frydians, wondering
at the changesthat had been wrought.

"Itisaremarkabletde,” Ashen said. "l mourn for Snalli, though he and | were at odds most of thetime.
He never forgave me for Obern's death. Rohan.” She held her hand out to her foster son.

"Hedied aproper Sea-Rover death," Rohan said. "Thereis nothing to be sorry for."

"And now in the midst of the wreckage of war wefind that you arewell, Lady



Ashen, and unharmed by this most extraordinary event,” Royance said, his eyestwinkling warmly. "'l do
not know how, but we rgjoice nonetheless.” Helifted her hand and kissed it.

"Sheisarepostory of Power," Ysasaid, and al eyesturned toward her. She arose from her chair.
"Lady Ashen— Princess. Y our strength and the Power you wield cannot be gainsaid. | see now that |
made a mistake, those years past.

Here before this company | declareit. | see that Rendel needs you and not my grandson to beitsruler,
its sovereign Queen.”

"No—" Ashen said, but Y sacontinued asif she had not spoken.

"Yes, | once declared that you could not succeed, any more than could the King's mother, Rannore. But
that isonly acustom and custom bows to princes. Peresis anice enough boy, but we can likely find a
cloud on hislegitimacy—"

"No!" Ashen repeated, thistime so firmly that even Y satook heed. "Do not say it. | do not want the
crown under any circumstances, and certainly not what you are proposing. | never wanted it."

Ysajud sared a her, asif thunderstruck that anyone could deny the gift she was offering. Lathrom, who
had been scowling a Y sa, dowly relaxed and took his hand from the hilt of his sword. Gattor of Bilth
gazed deepily a the Dowager, and lifted his eyebrows.

"Believe me, Madame," Ashen said more gently. "Y our grandson'slegacy issafe from me. All | want
now isto go home, and there live out my dayswith Gaurin, and my daughter.”

"Well," Y sacommented, determined to have the last word, "that will be asit may."
In aremarkably short time, the Snow Fortress had been dismantled and the prisoners set to the task of

conveying the wounded on both sides to Rendel sham, where the physicians could begin their work of
repairing the ravages of war.

Ren-delian soldiers, however, saw to the transport of Hynnel, Norras, and the four others ill suffering
the effects of Dragon's Breath, not trusting this precious cargo to their recent enemies.

Surprisingly, Zazar accompanied Ashen and Gaurin to Rendelsham. "I'll be only afew days here,” she
sad. "Then I'll be returning to the Bog—or rather, what's | eft of it—to start preparing for anew

Wysen-wyf."
Both Ashen and Gaurin stared at her, asif thunderstruck.

"Oh, don't ggpe a melikeidiots. Nothing lasts forever, not even me. | am feding the weight of my years,
particularly after al the busnesswith the pillar of fire" Unexpectedly, Zazar grinned.

"Y -you are welcome to come and stay with us after you have made your, your preparations,” Ashen
managed to say.

"Oh, I know that. And | might just accept your offer." Zazar peered at Ashen keenly. "If only to get the
new one agood dtart.”

"What new ong?"



Zazar just laughed. "Y oull find out.”

Abruptly, she returned to her origina subject. "Good thing | had experimented with that fire pillar solong
ago, eh? It worked much better thistime, | must say. | didn't have to be hauled out bodily."

With the cessation of war and the return of the fighting men to Rendelsham, Lord

Royance resgned his position as Lord High Marshd of Rendd in favor of Gaurin, amove that met with
great approva and wasratified at once by the Council.

With this changein his status, the gpartment in Rendel sham Castle was now deemed too insignificant for
aman of Gaurin's high birth and lofty position.

"That means, | suppose, that we must remove ourselvesto Cragdengard,” Gaurin told Ashen. "It isthe
home of whoever isthe Lord High Marshd, after dl.

Artisans are dready at work on my banner, with my snowcat badge as a crest atop the arms of Rendd.”

Hewas not prepared for her vehement reaction, dmost as strong as when she had refused and disowned
Y sas offer of the crown of Rendd.

"Never," shesaid, her voicelow and her face very pae. "1 would have you give up thetitle firgt!™

"That | cannot do, my Ashen,” hereplied. "Duty binds me. And | suppose that our using Harouss old
town houseis out of the question aswell.”

"Yes," she sngpped. "It is"

Gaurin Sghed. "Very well. | will give Cragden to Lath-rom. It ismy right to do so. And | will begin
congtruction on afine new house herein Rendelsham for usto livein. But if | haveto build anew keep
close by Renddsham'swalls, it will be very awkward. | must maintain the custom. The Marsha guards
the city and the country aswdll.”

With that, Ashen had to be content, though she longed for the day when she could return to the
Oakenkeep. Her solace lay in the golden presence of her daughter,

Hegrin, who had moved out of the rooms occupied by Rannore and Anamara. She now had her own
room in their gpartment, to Ayfaré's delight and that of Beatha,

Hegrin's nurse who had been brought to the city. Now that Beatha was established again as part of the
household, she was elevated in Sature and given charge of the girl in the manner of al highborn young
ladies who were not yet betrothed.

Rohan and Anamara cameto pay acal on Ashen before they left for New Void, where Rohan would
take up hisnew duties as hereditary leader of the Sea-Rovers.

Ashen noticed that he was once more wearing the Rinbell svord.

"| dready have an ideaabout how | will gpproach what might be a problem,” he said. He flexed hisarm,
newly released from the splint. "You see, | am, in away, half Ren-ddlian and half Sea-Rover. Thisisthe



direction the rest of the

Sea-Roverswill haveto go aswell, if we areto be apart of this country they have chosen. | think it will
work out.”

"My good wishes go with you," Ashen said. Shelooked at Anamarawith acritical eye. Her condition
was beginning to makeitself obvious. "Be sure that Rohan takes good care of you and doesn't let you fall
into the hands of the Sea-Rover women. They have no sympathy with anyone who is not one of their
own, and you would suffer at their hands when your time comes. Y ou are taking your maid

Nacynth when you go, aren't you?"

"Of course,” Anamarareplied. " She assures me that she has some training as amidwife. Between her and
Madame Zazar, | can do naught but prosper.”

"Good journey, then, and send word back to me frequently of how both of you fare.”
They promised to do so, and so departed.

Lathrom and Rannore had scarcely settled into Cragdengard when she was ddlivered of abeautiful little
girl. As soon as she was able, the parents brought the

King's new sibling to the city to be named, and also so that al could admire her and shower presents
upon her.

"It isagood day when babies are born,” Gaurin said, "and especidly after the miserieswe have had to
endure of late. Have you noticed that the dank chill that enveloped the land for so long has begun to lift?"

"Yes" Ashen said. "My garden back home must be blooming.”
"Qur lives have changed,” hetold her, "and so you must likewise change.”
"Perhaps,” Ashen said. "But doesit dl have to happen so suddenly?"

Gaurin laughed. ™Y ou arein danger of becoming aprovincid, my Ashen!" he exclamed. "Surely you
deserve what- ever you desire, after the great work you and Madame Zazar—aye, and even Her

Highness—did in vanquishing amorta foe who would have defested even me, but you must dso be
aware that your desire might run squarely athwart what is required of you now. Y ou are, after dl, a
nationd heroine”

"l don't fed likeaheroine" Ashen muttered.

"Comewith me. We are bid to attend a gathering in the Great Hall, to honor

Lathrom and Rannore's child, and the King will bethere.”

And so Ashen dressed in her best, with Ayfare's help, surprised that her dressfit so snugly. Shewas, it
would seem, too used to the many layers of thin tunicsthat had been required a the Snow Fortress.

Neverthdess, she and Ayfare persevered until she was turned out to both their satisfactions. At the
gppointed time, she, Gaurin, and Hegrin, a'so sumptuoudy clad as befitted their stations, entered the Hall



where alarge number of people had aready gathered.

Zazar stayed behind in the room that had been given to her in the physicians quarters, claming to have
no interest at dl in whatever was going to take placeinthe Hall. It was asif she knew all beforehand.
And anyway, she told them, she was much too busy for such frivalities.

Twenty-three emGreetings, good people,” Peres said.

Ashen couldn't help noticing that he looked much more mature than the last time she had seen him, before
she had departed so precipitoudy in adog-ded driven by Lord Royance to the camp of the Renddian
warriors. Tunics had shortened again, and where once the King's hose had sported wrinkled, baggy
knees, now he displayed awel-turned, if dender, leg.

"We are gathered to honor the brave man who is second in command to our Lord

High Marshd, Gaurin." Peresinclined his head in Gaurin's direction, and he returned the gesture, bowing
low from the waist. He beckoned toward his mother and her husband. "Come forward, please.”

The Lady Rannore, carrying her new infant, and Sir Lath-rom approached the dai's, as bidden. Peres
smiled on dl three. Also on the dais, but standing well back, was Y sa. She smiled aswell, though to
Ashen it gppeared that her pleasant expression had been achieved only with an effort.

"Thereis much to share with you, my good friends,” Peres continued. "Firg, thereisthe naming of my
new sister. My mother hasinformed me that she wishes to honor her late sister, who would have been
my aunt. So, give greetingsto the new Lady Laherne!”

A buzz of laughter and murmurs of approva swept through the people gathered.

Someone began clapping his hands, and immediately everyonejoined in. Only afew in the room cast
longing eyes at the feast that stood waiting on nearby tables.

Peresheld up hishandsfor slence. "Today istruly aday of beginnings” he said. "'l have yet another
announcement.”

He held out his hand to Hegrin where she stood with her parents, and, her face glowing, she nodded.
"What doesthis mean?' Ashen demanded.
"Youll see," Hegrin answered, the mischievous dimple showing at the corner of her mouth.

Ashen would have hindered her, but Gaurin laid ahand on her arm. She could only watch as Hegrin
made her way through the crowd and up onto the dais beside the

King.
"Now | present to you the lady who has gracioudy consented to become my wife,"
Peres announced. " Give grestings to Lady Hegrin, soon to be Queen Hegrin."

"Q-queen,”" Ashen gasped, as others around her quickly regained their poise and applauded anew.
"When did this happen?’



"| daresay while we were both away at the war," Gaurin answered wryly. "Smile,
Ashen. Inamoment everyone will stop looking at our daughter, to Sare at you.”

Stffly, Ashen obeyed, fedling that she displayed agrimace even more artificid than theoneon Y sasface.
Shefdtalittleill.

"Wewill hold the wedding two weeks from now," Peres said. "Now, let usfeast and rejoice to my new
Sigter, and aso to my soon-to-be wife!"

With ashout of pleasure, the people gathered rushed to the prepared tables.

Therethey filled plates and goblets, and drank many toasts to both happy events.

Ashen stayed only long enough to satisfy proprieties, keeping hersalf as distant as she could from Y sa
without being openly rude, after she had offered and recelved entirely routine and conventional
congratulations. Fortunately, the

Dowager did not seem eager to engage Ashen in lengthy conversation either, despite the apology she had
tendered for the way she had treated the one-time

Bog-Princess.

She went at once to her apartment and lay down with acool cloth on her head.

That evening she refused her dinner, pleading iliness, and the next morning, shewas Sick again in earnest.
Hegrin was S0 young, so very young. ..

During the whirlwind preparations for aroya wedding, Za-zar sent word to Ashen that Hynnel wanted to
see her and Gaurin. She set aside the embroidered skirt she had been working on, and went to find
Gaurin. Hewas dready at hiskinsman's side in the private room in the physicians quarters, where
Master

Lorgan could give him hisfull atention.

To Ashen's shock, he seemed to have wasted away in the few days since she had seen him last. And to
her surprise, Lorgan did not attend her kinsman; Zazar did. A lesser physician hovered nearby.

"He caught achill,” Gaurin told her.

"Y ou shouldn't have left the infirmary tent at the Snow Fortress and come out to the battleground,” Ashen
sad immediately. "1 was very fearful—"

"It could have happened then, and it could have happened along the way back here," Zazar said. "There
isnoway to tell. It could have been foretold the day he was born. All | know is, despite my best efforts,
heisdying. Norrasis adready gone," she added.

"No!" Ashen turned on her. Shefdtill dl over again. "Say it not! To say it isto makeit sol Send for
another physician, Master Lorgan—"



"Madame Zazar isright," Hynnd said weakly, "and Master Lorgan agrees. Infact, it was| who told
them, when | asked that you be sent for. Thereisthat | must settle before | breathe my last.”" He looked
up at the physician. "Have you sent for ascribe?”

"Hewaits even now."

"Then bring himin." Hynnel struggled to move up on the pillows, and Gaurin helped him shift toamore
comfortable position, tenderly holding him while he coughed.

The scribe entered the room, wide-eyed at the sight of the greet folk therein about whom legends were
aready forming. He found a stool, got out paper and ink, and began to write as Hynnel spoke.

"Put thisin the proper form,” Hynnel instructed him, “for | know it not. Just write as | speak. | would not
cdam thetitle of NordornKing while we were fighting against our common enemies. | lived asjust Hynnd,
aman of the

Nordors, thinking there was time enough later, should we prevall, for kingship and al that goeswithiit.
But time has run out and now | shal dieasjust

Hynndl. It isenough. | leave the kingdom shattered, but in hands strong enough to rebuild it." He took
Gaurin'shand in his.

Ashen just stared at firgt, asthe implications sank in on her. "No," she murmured. She didn't know if it
was a protest against what Hynnel was proposing, or againgt his dying.

Hynne managed to amile. "While the scribe finisheswriting it with dl theterms and details plainly put
forth and handsit to meto sign, tell your lady wife about our country,” he said.

Gaurin turned to Ashen while he continued to hold his cousn'shandsin his.

"Ah, the NordornLand. It isaplace of fierce beauty,” hetold her. "Beyond and north of the deep cleft in
the coast where the Sea-Rovers once held sway, thereis arange of mountains, atop which isahigh
country wherein summer the air ismild and green grass coversthe hillsde. Overlooking al once stood
the Palace of Fireand Ice, now inruins, but | remember it asit was. Snow falls nearly year-round, yes,
but it isa soft and gentle snow, not like what we have endured for so long. Whiteit is, aswhite asthe
fleece of the sheep and lambs whose wool the women spin into cloth so fine an arm-span of it would go
through one of your finger-rings. | remember how snow covered the rooftops and sparkled like sugar on
aplum cake. We would go out then, and dide on the ice and race deds.

Horse-drawn deighs were decorated with bellsthat rang clearly in the clean air and people would laugh
for sheer joy. You would loveit there, my Ashen, onceyou had seenit.”

"And," Hynnel added with atrace of asmile, "it isalong distance awvay from the Dowager."

"Too far from Hegrin," Ashen pointed out through stiff lips.

"Hegrinisto be married. She will have her own life. She does not need us anymore,” Gaurin said.
"Come, my Ashen. | told you that duty binds me. That wasin regard to my being High Marshd of

Rendd. Now ahigher duty cdls. Royance will find another High Marshd, who will fill the office
admirably." Helet go hiskinsman's hands, arose from the side of the bed where he had been sitting, and



took Ashenin hisarms. "Will you join me? Will you be my Queen, and Sit beside me on the Nordorn
throne? Will you come and let me show you the beauties of my homeand?!

"Moreto the point, will you honor the wishes of adying man?' Hynndl said.

Ashen could not bear looking into Gaurin's beloved eyes at this moment, when he was asking such a
heavy thing of her. She disengaged herself from his embrace and waked to the window of the sickroom,
where she stared out at the budding trees, twisting the opa escent bracelet on her arm. At last she spoke.
"I disowned the crown of Renddl. | cannot aso refuse the crown of the Nordors, though | never sought
ether." Sheturned to face Hynnel. "Y es, my kinsman, | will accept what the Powers seem to have st
asde asmy portion. | will honor your wishes, and work with Gaurin as his queen, to rebuild the country
that | will take asmy own."

He smiled, and hisface relaxed. "Thank you. Now | can die content.”

"Hewill diein aggravation if you don't get out of the room now," Zazar snapped. "Well, scribe, have you
got it finished yet?'

"Y es, Madame Zazar," the man said. With shaking hands he sanded the paper and then gave it to
Hynnd.

Zazar shook her head in exasperation. "Don't just stand there gawping,” shetold him. "He cant sign
without ink and quill and something to rest the paper on while he signs. Give me your lap desk. I'll heat
the wax for the sedl."

With Master Lorgan and other physicians brought in for additional witnesses,

Hynnel managed to scrawl his name at the bottom of the document. Then both

Lorgan and Zazar signed under his name, and the others added their marks aswell. The writing on the
paper covered it only halfway so Zazar drew several diagona linesto fill the rest and also to keep
someone from adding a clause that might have negated the whole. Such things had happened. She
dripped wax across the names, and Hynnel pressed his signet bearing the roya arms of the

NordornLand kingdom into alarge blob next to hissgnature. Zazar held it up and looked it over
thoroughly when they werefinished.

"That should pass inspection from anybody," she said. "Now, al of you get out.

| meanitthistime."

Hynnel put the ring into Gaurin's hands. "Here. Would that | had a crown, but it was lost with Cyornas.
Thiswill haveto do until you have another made. | give you greetings, fair cousin and now Gaurin

NordornKing. Reign long and well."

"Farewd|," Gaurin said. As he had when Hynnel had come to the Oakenkeep, he kissed his kinsman on
thelips. "Fareyou very wdll."

Ashen likewise kissed Hynndl's lips. Then, with dignity, they left the dying man's chamber. It was only
after the door closed behind them that Ashen gave way to weeping.



Hynnd dipped avay from lifethat night, gently, with no pain. Zazar brought the newsthe following
morning.

"I'm going, too," shetold Ashen and Gaurin. "1 stayed only for Hynnel's sake.
And now that reason isno more."
"Y ou won't attend Hegrin's wedding and see her made a Queen?’ Ashen asked.

"I saw you made one, and that's enough,”" Zazar retorted. She looked at Ashen keenly. "I will, though,
giveyou anew name. Y ou are Ashen Deathdaughter no more, but Ashen Lifebringer.”

"Pease” Ashen sad. "Stay just awhilelonger. | fed that | am just now getting to know you."

"No, bid mefarewdll, a least for atime. | daresay I'll see you again beforedl isfinished.”

Ashen knew better than to try to argue with Zazar when she was settled on acourse. A day later, the
Wysen-wyf, scorning the offer of afineriding pafrey, set off on foot for the land that had once been
accursed with asickly miasma.

Now, under the care of the Bog-men, it was turning into a beautiful part of

Rendd, inwhich dl could take pleasure. Naturdly, Ashen and Gaurin informed

Lord Royance of thisgood news and also of Zazar's departure. As Head of the

Council, this was news he needed to have.

"Wewill missyour brave kinsman, and also Madame Zazar," Royance said. "Her sharp tongue was ever

addight to me, if you can believeit. It was easy to grow complacent, and she brushed away many
cobwebs | had let grow too long."

He had news of his own. When Gaurin had resgned his post, Lathrom, at Gaurin's suggestion, had been
appointed the new Lord High Marsha of Rendel with Steuart as his second in command.

"Agan, it was unanimous. It was helpful that Lathrom isaready in residencein

Cragden, but | think that was just acoincidence,” Royance said, hiseyestwinkling. "Also, thereistak of

Rendelian sonemasons going into the former

Bog and rebuilding Galinth, making it into a place of scholarly research and contemplation, such asit had
been rumored to have been before blight struck the land. Perhaps there are records hidden there that will

prove this disaster coincided with the first appearance of the Great Foulness, before his confinement so
many years past in the Palace of Ice and Fire, by along-ago

NordornKing. We have the story in legend, but it would be good to have the legend confirmed asfact.”

"Zazar will be interested in helping with such aproject,” Ashen told him. " She knew more about Galinth
than sheever told me"

" She knows more about everything than she ever tdlls anybody,” Royance observed.



Asghen forbore to inform him that Zazar had made mysterious reference to making preparations for anew
Wysen-wyf. Perhaps nothing would come of it, though she doubted her own thoughts.

When she left Royance's chamber, he bowed low and kissed her fingers. "Do not be astranger to
Renddsham, Ashen," he said. "Queen though you are, to me you will a-ways be the brave child brought
from the Bog and thrust into aworld for which shewasill prepared, but which she conquered
nonetheless.

Ashen knew she would miss Royance more than anyone elsein Rendelsham, save for her daughter.

She sent word to Rohan about the great changes being wrought, and he replied by swift courier. She
couldn't help smiling when she read his chatty note, obvioudy written just as things occurred to him:

Gresetings, newly made NordornQueen, and to Gaurin NordornKing aswell. Sorry

Hynnel isdead. He was agood man. Y ou will be as glad to shake the dust of that tifling city from your
royal shoesas| was. Don't worry about your goods back at the Oak-enkeep. I've set Naren and his
daff to sorting through and packing.

Y oull want him therein the NordornLand. Heis sweet on Ayfare, incidentally, but don't tell her. When
you'reready, I'll send the boxes on Spume-Maiden and it can collect you on the way to save along ride.
It's no trouble and Harvas would like to have alook at the old Sea-Rover ruins up there anyway to seeif
we might resettle at east acolony some day. Oh—Nalren found avid of some stuff tucked away ina
chest of Father's old clothes, wrapped in one of hisshirts. It was sealed with wax. Kasal said it was
sea-plant poison and probably harmless by now but when | poured it into the harbor, we had dead fish
washing up on shorefor two days. An-amaraiswell, and she sends you greetings. Tell

Gaurin I'm looking for aRinbell sword for him as a coronation gift. Don't know what to give you, but
Anamarawill think of something.

The day arrived for the roya wedding. To Ashen's surprise and pleasure,

Esander, the priest who had been her staunch friend for many years, presided at the uniting. Theroyd
couple looked very young, but very happy, and every noble had hisrolein the ceremony and the
procession to and from the Great Fane.

Ashen could not help but think of other weddingsin which she had played apart.

She had never dreamed she would someday fill the role of the bride's mother, and that her son-in-law
would be the King of Rendel.

"May | ask Esander to come with usto the Nordorn-Land?' she asked Gaurin, once they had |eft the
Faneto return to Rendel sham Castle where the feasting had begun in the Great Hall.

"Of course," hereplied. "I think that is an excdlent idea. He has ways been your friend, and | think heis
wasted herein Rendelsham.”

"Yes, | will come," Esander said, when she broached the subject to him. "I would be greatly honored,
Ashen NordornQueen.”



"That isthefirst time anybody has cdled methat,” she said. "We have not put the news about except to a
few closeto us, lest it detract from the young couple's specia day.”

"Y ou were dways consderate of thefedings of others,” hetold her. "When you depart, | will be ready.”
"Thank you."

Ashen, despite her rdlief at leaving the city she had little causeto love, felt oddly sad that so much of her
old lifewas ending. To keep hersalf occupied, she turned to the task of packing their belongingsfor the
journey north.

During an interlude of rare peace and quiet, Gaurin dipped into the room where she was and interrupted
her as she was sorting through the contents of a clothes chest. Carefully, he closed the door behind him
and locked it.

"l have something of graveimport totell you," he said.

"I've had about enough of 'graveimport’ to last me for along, long time," she responded. "What isit?"
"Itisarequed, actudly."

Ashen sghed. "I am busy, you know."

"Well, thereisthis. We'redone, in private, one of the few times we've had since we came back from the
Snow Fortress, and we should make the most of it. | am now the NordornKing. And every King needs
an herr." He had avery serious expression on hisface, the kind he assumed when he was teasing her.

She stared a him. He could not maintain his grave demeanor for long, and both dissolved into laughter.

Then she put her hand to her belly. Suddenly, anumber of cluesfell into place for her. The Snow
Fortress, the narrow camp bed that encouraged intimacy, the ever-present knowledge that each night
together might betheir last... How long had she been carrying, without redizing it? She smiled at her
husband, happy for thefirg timein many days. "'l think the matter isgoing to resolveitsdf,” shesad, "but
perhaps we should make sure.”

He gathered her into hisarms.

In her apartment, the Dowager Y sa paced back and forth. All her beautiful schemes, al her plans, gone
for naught! Peres married to the Bog-Princess's daughter—no, she corrected herself. She must
remember that with Hynnel's deeth,

Gaurin was now the NordornKing, which made Ashen the NordornQueen. She stifled ahystericd giggle
at thethought. Wdll, at any rate, with Boroth's bastard daughter's e evation, little Hegrin was now,
beyond any doubt, aworthy match for the King of Rendel. The land of the Nordors would ever be a
saunch aly, and best of dl, Ashen would live far away. Perhaps shewould visit only occasondly, after
her grandchildren were born.

Y es, though it was lamentable that so many of her plans had crumbled to dust before they could be put
into operation, it hadn't turned out so badly after dl. Both branches of the Great Familieswho were
clamants—or, in the case of



Ashen, possible claimants—to the throne were now united, this unity to be further solidified with the birth
of anew helr in time to come. She sat down in front of the fire that was scarcely needed these days, and
by habit held her hands out. She could afford to relax, for thefirst timein many, many years. An
unaccustomed fedling. Rendel, asfar as she could foretell, was safe at last and true peace was on the
land. Perhaps she would even retire from public life. "Now therés athought,” she said doud, amused at
the notion.

A sudden movement on her hands stifled any laugh she might have uttered. Before she could clench her
figsindenid, the Four Great Ringsfdl off her fingers.

Even as she watched, the strange multihued metd that composed them vanished, twinkling, into
nothingness. The wooden inlays— oak, ash, yew, rowan—crumbled to dust. All that was | eft werethe
tiny golden leaves. A sudden wind swept through the chamber from nowhere, and the fire jumped and
flared. A puff of smoke made her eyeswater and when she could see again, the gold had turned into real
leaves. Shelegpt up, feding unaccustomed twingesin her joints, and attempted to catch them.

Tono avail. One of thetal windowsin the chamber opened of its own accord.
The leaves blew through the window, to scatter wherever the wind sent them.

Unbelievingly, she watched them go. Then, dowly, she closed the window again and returned to her
chair. Shelooked at her hands, thin and wrinkled and covered with brown spots, and felt her face.
Dreading what she would find, she moved to her inner chamber and her dressing table, where she could
look into amirror.

Gonewasthe atificid, magica beauty and semblance of youth she had given hersdlf, with the help of her
books and the Four Rings, and that had sustained her al these years. Though her visage was not as
ravaged as it had once been when she had used Power unwisely and it had taken itstoll on her
appearance, she now undeniably looked her years. A woman in late middle age peered back from the
mirror &t her.

Thelast remnants of her pride rebelled. She put the mirror asdefirmly. The

Dowager Queen Y sa, Firgt Priestess of Santize, the premier lady of Rendd save for the new queen,
would not present hersdlf like this before the Court. She would not become an object of curiosity and,
perhaps, of scorn. She would not have whispers behind her back, speculating on her sudden change of
appearance.

What can | do, she thought numbly. Where can | go?

Then she knew. The Y ewkeep still stood vacant, and it was hers by right. Or, she amended, if the King
clamedtitletoit, then she would request it from him. Hewas certain to grant it to her, if only to alow her
to remove hersdf from

Court in as much dignity as she could mugter.

She returned to her chair and sat long, staring into thefire, trying to learn to accept the passing of her role
asthemost important lady in al of Rendd.

And outsde the castle, the leaves that were dl that was left of the Four Great



Rings rode the wind to a destination unknown.
Epilogue

It isin the courtyard of the Fane of the Glowing that the Four Trees can be found. Oak, Ash, Yew, and
Rowan, they, even more than the marble columnswithin, stand astall symbols of the four ruling Houses
of Rendel. Once Oak leaves carried blight; Ash drooped sadly, shedding leaves even during the period
of growth; and even Rowan looked ill with some unknown disease, afew green leaves il vaiantly
struggling to keep the tree dlive. Only Y ew ever throve. For years no trace of theillsthat afflicted the
other three touched this one and peopl e looked upon the Trees and wondered.

Now they wondered no more, for the Four Trees al stood straight and healthy, with fresh green buds
replacing the blight and new growth extinguishing every other sgn of ill hedth.

From its building there had been three smdl windowsin the Fane, virtudly hidden from al but the most
inquigitive, that ingpired vague fedings of dread.

For these windows changed with time, and no artisan's touch could account for the shifting. One of these
windows depicted the hands and web of the Weavers.

With the advent of the thunder-star and the impact when it hit the northern lands hard enough to make the
entire earth quiver and certain fire-throated mountains to awaken, this picture that had changed only a
little from the oldest man's memory began to shift. Then the dark hands of the Weavers moved more
quickly, and the web upon which they worked began to take on a different appearance.

The second window, which showed a Bog-lupper, aso began to change during thistime. The surface of
the pool became disturbed, and adark and fell cresture emerged onto land.

But it was the third window that created the most unease. This mysterious window had ever shown a
blank face, white and bardly tranducent. Itsvery lack of design made it uninteresting. Then something
began girring in its depths and it showed a creature more deadly, more horrifying even than the one il
dripping from the Bog-pool asit emerged from a heavy, glittering snowstorm.

The Dowager Queen of that time, a powerful woman named Y sa, had destroyed thislast window, and
given ordersthat the other two be removed and thewall plastered over asif they had never been.

Quietly, unmarked by any, for people seldom ventured up to the balcony where the windows had once
been set, they regppeared, only changed from their former design. Where once the white, tranducent one
had shown such a horrifying image that Y sahad been moved to smash it to splinters, now it revealed a
beautiful, mountainous land, with atall and fair castle looking over dl. Thewindow that had displayed a
monster from the depths of the Bog now depicted anew city rising from the ruins of the old. Thethird
was, perhaps, the least changed of them al. Now in place of brown old handstoiling, it showed aweb
with four familiar designswoven into it, complete and at peace.

In the Cave of the Weavers, the Three worked contentedly on the Web Everlasting.

All the former snarls and tangles that had caused such dismay to the Y oungest had smoothed themselves
asif of their own accord, and for time foreseesble, al waswdl inthe world.

Past them was the section where the horror had dwelt. Today had gone, and tomorrow had come,
bringing with it resolution and relief. No longer wasthe



Y oungest eager to rush ahead to learn what lay in store for the ones both great and small whose lives
wove in and out of the Web of Time. "The affairs of mortals, frail and fleeting asthey are, do not concern
us" she murmured.

"It isgood that you have learned that lesson,” the Eldest said, and then the

Y oungest knew she had spoken loudly enough for her Sistersto hear.

"There was death and mourning, and life and rgjoicing,” the Middle Sister commented. "What moreis
there to know?"

The Y oungest paused in her work and, as was her habit, glanced back aong what had been completed
in TimesWeb.

There, even in the place where once chaos ruled, al was now order, in recorded lives and desth,
Kingdoms rise and passing and even their rebirth.

At last she had come to understand the wisdom of never giving in to pity for the ones whose destinies
they wove. There was no mercy available for those who were doomed, and never could there be any
meddling with the design. To do such would be to create aworse tangle than the one the Three had just
spent so much effort in bringing into order.

Asaways, theliving would continue to believe that they were free to make decisions, to act asthey
believed fit, even astheir threads passed through the fingers of the Weavers.

A sudden draft at the entrance to the cave made al look up. In swept four golden leaves. They lodged in
the Web Everlagting, and immediatdly sank intoit.

The Y oungest and the Middle Sister looked surprised, but the Eldest merely raised one eyebrow, asif
she had been expecting them.

"So, you're back," she said.

TheEnd
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