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THE NORRINGTON PROPHECY

A Norrington to lead them, Immortal, washed in fire Victorious, from seato ice.
Power of the north he will shatter,

A scourge hewill kill,

Then Vorquellyn will redeem.

Will shivered in the wet and rain, but clenched hisjaw so histeeth would not chatter. The drops came
down big and fat; colder, too, than he expected even so late in summer. They splashed againgt thetiled
roof, spattering him and pockmarking the shifting surface of the puddles down on the street. The
threadbare scrap of ablanket beneath which he huddled shielded him from their buffets, but let their cold
soak draight into him.

The youth had no question that being & sewhere would be preferable—certainly warmer, if nothing
else—hut he refused to move on. Though he risked catching his death of cold by remaining, running awvay
would kill himaswell. | do this, and everything will be okay again.

He raised the blanket a mite and shook his head, |etting water spray off hislong brown hair. Leaning
his head to the right, he let some water drip out of his ear and listened. The drumming of the raindrops hid
mogt dl sounds, but little bits of laughter drifted up from the public house' s common room down on the
ground level. He shifted dightly to hisright, making no more noise than a squab might scrabbling for dry
amid the roof’ sred tiles. Peering down from the roof’ sridge, he could no longer see yellow light peeking
out from behind the attic room’ s shuttered window.

Will couldn’t help but let asmile blossom on hisface. * Bout damned time. Throwing off the blanket,
he began to unwind the knotted rope from around hiswaist. As he coiled it on the roof, he nodded
dowly and whispered to himsdf.

Damn the Vorks,
Damn thelr eyes.
Let them drink,
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I’ll havetheir prize.

As poetry went, he knew it was't much, but felt the little verse was the seed of something larger. It
would be apiece of the great sagaminstrelswould sing about hislife. And sing they will, of Will the
Nimble, King of the Dimandowns. I’ [| make them forget Marcus, Scabby Jack, and Garrow; I'll
even make them forget the Azure Spider.

He crawled out along the roof’ s beam to where a piece overhung the aley. He looped the rope over
the end of it, then snugged it tight. Tugging on it twice to assure himslf it would hold, he started down it,
letting the rope dide between histoes until he could rest hisweight on aknot. Little by dowly he
descended, reaching out to touch the building and kill any swing on the rope. Findly he hung there, right
infront of the attic window.

The dagger he drew from the sheath at the small of his back did nestly into the gap between shutters.
Will worked it up, and between two rusty nail heads, hisblade met the latch. Lifting easily, he dipped it
and the shutters sagged outward, opening with alazy sgh.

Thethief shook his head as he resheathed his dagger. Stupid Vorks deserve to lose their prize. As
anxious as hewasto get hishands on it, he didn’t reach for the shuttersimmediately, but waited a bit
more, ligening. No time for mistakes now.

He d been pleased with how well the plan had come together, and he was fair certain Marcus and
Fabiawould be, too. He d woven it together from things he knew they’ d forgotten, like Fabiataking
glowingly about the Vorquelf Predator, leeder of the Grey Mig, asif he were King Augustus warring
againg the north. Predator would tell al that he hated men, and he' d only ever showed Will the cold Side
of asneer and the fast-hard of afist; but to hear Fabiatell it, he loved the warmth of awoman. He'd
favored her with his atentions forever ago, when she wasn't so fat that only Marcus would have her.

Shetold tales of his having atreasure that she’' d never seen, but she knew it wasthere. Once she'd
awakened deep in the night, till drunk, and had seen hisface backlit in the glow of something he cupped
in his hands. Fabia said he smiled wider than he ever had in her arms. When she asked him what it was,
he said she was dreaming, and in tdlling the tle to the younglings she’ d dlowed as how shelikely was
dreaming, since Predator would have long ago drunk up anything so precious.

Will dways had believed her telling of the story as adream until there came atime he thought on it for
awhile. Then he sought out the woman Predator was currently using. Luminalaughed when Will clowned
for her, and cooed over the little things he' d steal and give her, bethey bits of pastries or a bright button.
She' d reward him with akiss, clearly assuming that he had a crush on her. Thefact that he did didn’t
keep him from hismission, and eventually she was coaxed into revealing atae close enough to Fabia's
that Will knew the Vorquelf was hiding something vauable.

It hadn’t been hard for Will to convince himsalf that whatever the treasure was, it was meant to be his.
For aslong as he could remember—which went a bit further back before Marcus and Fabia had taken
him in, but not much—he d hated the Vorquelves. The exiled elves had long ago claimed the Downs as
their own domainin Ydin. As hard times hit, the area around the Downs began to decay. Beggars and
thieves, whores and the halt—mogt dl men—cameto live in the shadows of the city heart. Their
neighborhoods became cdled the Dim, and Hightown folks dismissed the whole area as the
Dimandowns. The Vorquel ves congtantly fought against the growing human population, and the only time
human officids came into the areawas to press-gang the unwary into crewing on galeys sailing the
Crescent Sea.

Will’ s hatred for the Vorquelves found an aly in Marcus. Will could remember how the man had
brought him into their home, abig building in the Dim, and had housed him with other children. Marcus
taught them about thieving and worse, then sent them out into the city. In return for bringing back spoils,
the children were fed and clothed and not beaten too often. Those who were especialy good were taken
to the Harvest Festivd in the autumn, though the recent affairsin no way matched what Febiataked
about in her stories of fetivals past.

Marcus and Fabia had aways done for Will, but he did remember that they’ d not aways done so for
everyone. The girls, when they reached a certain age, were trained for other things. Luminahadn’t been
one of them, but plenty of Will’sssters plied the liftskirt trade. The boys, when they reached what



Marcus caled “willfulness,” went away, never to be seen again.

Over the years, the age when willfulness manifested seemed to get younger. Besatings and kids getting
vanished seemed to come more frequently with every new cycle of songs devoted to the master thief, the
Azure Spider. Will could remember the days when Marcus used to claim with pride having been the
Spider’ smentor, but of late he’ d been bitter and resentful. He took those feglings out on hismale
charges—many of whom, Will suspected, Marcus believed would betray him and leave* for glory asthe
Spider had done.

Will had no intention of doing that, and hoped pulling off ajob like this, which would have been worthy
of the Azure Spider, would impress Marcus. He knew that planning and executing this theft would likely
brand him aswillful, but he hoped that by bringing the treasure to Marcus, he' d show how loyd he
intended to be.

He' Il have no excuse to send me away, none at all.

Confident that nothing lived or breathed in the darkened room, Will opened a shutter, grabbed the
ingde of the casement, and pulled himsdf in. He kept hold of the rope with histoes, so it dithered in after
him. Crouching by the window, water dripping into a puddle beneath him, Will sudied the room
carefully. He dearly wished his heart would stop pounding so loudly in hisears, but the tumult of drunken
conversation from below would have hidden the approach of adragon.

Staying low, and spreading hisweight out on his hands and feet, Will scuttled acrossthe floor.
Lamplight from below bled up through cracks between planks, striping chairs, bed, and wardrobe with a
soft yelow glow. Smal and light though he was, he knew the uneven boards would be creaking with his
passage, but he felt certain those sounds went unheard.

He made hisway to the wardrobe and carefully felt around the base molding. Luminasaid she'd seen
Predator knedling there, his body washed in slver, but had thought nothing of it. Tracing hisfingersaong
the baseboard, Will sought a catch or lever to reved ahidden compartment. He found nothing so
sophisticated.

Hisfingers caught against a piece of the base that jutted out just ahair. Hooking hisfingernallsinto the
gap, heteased it free without so much as asquesk. A little block of wood as long as his hand came free.
In the cavity behind it he found aleether pouch heavy enough for asilver or two, and alighter velvet
pouch. The latter had something in it, but he couldn’t tell what.

He dipped the leather pouch beneath his belt and knew he should head out before examining his other
find, but he needed to make certain hereally had gotten his hands on Predator’ s treasure. Slender fingers
unmade the knot holding the bag shut, then pedled the velvet away, letting ablinding argent light shine
forth.

Will squinted againgt the brilliance, at once entranced and puzzled. The treasure looked like aleaf—he
knew it was from atree, but what kind he had no idea since trees were few in the Dimandowns. The lesf
blazed with aslver light and appeared to be metad, but had none of the heft it would have had if cast in
dlver. Moreimpressively, it had the supple texture and flexibility of aliving lesf.

Don't know what it is, but it isa treasure! For the barest of moments Will considered tucking it
back inits hidey-hole. Just having disturbed it felt somehow wrong—and the ideathat taking something
that didn’t belong to him was wrong had seldom occurred to him before. At the sametime, it also felt
wrong for thisleaf to remain shut up in alittle hole. He sensed another purposetoit, asif therewas
something he was supposed to do withit.

Suddenly shouting arose from bel ow and something shattered againgt the floorboards. Ale sprayed up
through a crack. Wet ashewas, he couldn't redlly fed it hit him, but he could smdll it. In an ingtant he
knew the silver light had been seen by someone below, and that the thundering came from feet on the
dairsleading to the upper floor.

Without a second thought, and with skill born of more than a decade’ sthievery, Will stuffed the leaf
into the bag and tucked it in his belt. He darted toward the window, tumbling achair in hiswake, and
dove for the rope as the room’ s door burst inward. The rope bumped and dithered, knot by knot, out
behind him, chased by the curses of aVVork, who hit the chair and fell. Out into the night Will sailed,
snapping hislegs up, hoping he could loop hisway back onto the roof.



Though hisfeet came up above theleve of the roof, he couldn’'t get far enough over to land there, so
he twisted around as he descended again on ashort, tight arc. A waiting Vork smiled, reaching out for
him as he returned. Will kicked one of the shutters around, damming it flat against the Vork’ sface,
spilling him back into the room.

Asquickly as he could, controlling hisfal more than actualy climbing, helet himsdalf down, and
reached the aley seconds before asword diced the rope free from above. Will crouched, found arock
with hisright hand, and sent it flying up at the window. The paeface that had been leering at him
snapped back into the darkness.

Will darted off dong the dley, hitting the street and cutting right. That route would actudly take him
deeper into the Downs, which he figured would confuse the VVorks. He ran asfast as he could, splashing
through puddles, lesping over the dead bodies of animals, hoping the battering rain would aid him by
erasing al traces of his passage.

Aid himit did in someways, for nothing could have tracked him by sight or scent as the rain washed
away his spoor amost ingantly. Even so, the rain betrayed him in more important ways, which he dowly
came to understand as he raced past cloaked figures skulking through the streets, and close by soaked
cursthat barked and howled a him. 77ns is not the way to go.

The Downs had been called the Downs because the city of Y din sunk to itslowest leve there. At high
tide some of the streets would flood, and dthough high tide lay hours yet away, the day’ s downpour had
flooded streetsinto brown rapids thick with debris. The street along which he ran dipped into araging
torrent.

His course blocked, Will turned north, dashing toward an aley mouth. He could hear his pursuers after
him and knew he should toss away hisloot. The legther bag with coins he tugged free of hisbelt and
dropped behind him without a second thought. When his fingers touched the velvet bag, however, it felt
warm and dry and he knew he wouldn'’t let anyone take it from him. Not them, not Marcus. Not
anyone.

Will put his head down and started running in earnest when the rain’ s second betraya occurred. He
sprinted through apuddie that hid in its murky depths amissing cobblestone. The youth caught hisright
foot in the hole and stumbled, smashing his right knee into the roadway. The cobblestones, while soaked
by the rain, had not been softened, so the blow drove ajolt of pain up and down hisleg. Hisankle
twisted before hisfoot came free. He rolled over onto his back, clutching his kneein both hands.

Cold rain splashed hisface, and colder laughter rang in hisears. A knot of Vorquelvestowered over
him. The slver moonlight made them into ghosts, and what he could see of their facesindicated they were
maost malevolent. One bled from a cut on his forehead—Will took somejoy in knowing hisrock had
flown true—and another’ s nose |ooked to be swelling.

Predator leaned down and grabbed Will by the front of histunic. “ Should have known it was you. No
one e'se would have been so stupid.”

“Stupid was making it so easy.”

TheVorquef, his sapphire eyes glowing in the moonlight, raised afist. “1 won't be easy onyou, little
Will. Giveit back.”

It struck Will as peculiar that Predator didn’t just pull the bag off hisbelt. It wastherein plain Sight;
Will could fed itswarmth againgt hisright hip. He wanted to tell Predator to takeit, but that ideadied
quicker than alightning flash.

“You'll never find it now. It'shafway to the sea.”

Predator screamed and hisfist fell heavily. Will caught it on theright side of hisface and saw gtars. He
didn’t think he' d been hit that hard, but he found himsalf on the ground again, his face throbbing.

A rasped, edged voice cut through the ringing in Will’ sears. “I told you, years ago, if you ever
touched one of them, you'd regret it.”

Predator whirled to face a hulking human silhouette limned in silver, but before he could square
around, afist flew and caught the VVork straight in the face. Predator’ s nose cracked sharply. The
Vorqudf stumbled back and splashed down in the puddle. From the way his body bounced and hisarms
and legs flopped, Will knew Predator had been sensel ess before he hit the ground.



The other Grey Migters pulled back away from the figure, hands falling to the hilts of daggersand
swords. Poor fool should have stayed out of what wasn't his business. Will gathered hislegs benegth
him as best he could and began to inch away, then his head and shoulders butted up against something
solid. Helooked up, saw amassive Vork looming above him, and yelped.

The other Vorquelves|ooked down at him, then their heads rose as they studied the éf standing over
him. One of the Grey Migtersraised his hands, open and easily. “We don't want any trouble, Resolute,
but he stole something from Predator and we can't have that.”

“Thisstripling stole from you?’ Resolute laughed, and the mere sound of it seemed to stagger some of
the Migters. “What wasit he sole?’

The Migter shrugged. “Don’t know. Predator said it wasimportant.”

Resol ute dropped to one knee and plucked the velvet pouch from Will’ sbelt. Will grabbed for his
forearm, but his cold, wet fingers found no purchase on the Vorqudf’ sthickly tattooed flesh. “ That's
mine”

“Isit, now?" Resolute stood and opened the bag. Silver light poured out over hisface, illuminating
argent eyes and asnarl. The Vorquelf’ s hands closed the bag quickly, then he took astep into the middie
of the Misters and kicked Predator hard in theribs.

“Get him out of here, thelot of you. He s jeopardized everything with his greed. Get him gone before
kick hisbdly through hisspine.” The Vorquelf spun and pointed afinger at Will. “ And you, you' re going
nowhere”

The anger in his voice froze Will where he was. The Misters each grabbed an ankle or wrist and
dragged Predator away. Asthey hauled him off, Resolute kicked water at them, hissng cursesin Elvish.
The other figure, which Will discovered to be awhite-haired man with athick white beard, crouched
down beside him.

“How’ sthat knee?’

Will shrugged.

The man looked up a Resolute. “Think he' sthe one? Hardly washed in fire, here.”

The Vorquelf nodded, the thick stripe of white hair on hishead glistening with rain. “Y es, but a piece
of Vorquellyn hedid redeem.”

Will shook his head. “What are you talking about?’

Resolute tied the velvet bag to hisbdlt. “ Y ou'll learn, eventudly.”

“Maybel won't.”

TheVorqudf and the man both hauled him to hisfeet. “Y ou will learn, if dl thingsturn out the way they
are meant to.”

“Andif they don't?’

“Y ou aspire to what, boy? Growing up to be the Azure Spider, the Prince of Shadows?'Y ou want to
be amadter thief?” Resolute dowly shook hishead. “Y our lifeiswasted. Having it shortened will just
saveyou pan.”

Will didn’t like the sound of what Resol ute had said and wanted to snap aremark that would hurt him,
but he was mindful of two things that stopped him. The first was the way Resolute had kicked Predator.
The Vorquef was clearly not in agood mood, and Will did not want to become thefocus of hisire.

The second was that Resolute obviously would hit harder than Predator.

Will had wanted to protest that what Resolute said wasn't true, but the word “wasted” kept bouncing
around ingde hishead. Will the Nimble, King of the Dimandowns. That concept mocked him as he
stood there, wet and aching, with hisright eye swelling shut. But he' d been hurt before, laughed at
before, told he was nothing before, so there was something else eating at him.

The man threw a corner of hiscloak over the youth’s shoulders. “He' s shivering and probably
hungry.”

Resolute nodded. “C’'mon, boy, let'sgo.”



Will limped dong afew steps, letting the cloak dip off him, then stopped.

The Vbrquef paused and looked back at him. “Y ou can wak aong with us, or | will march you
along, boy. Your choice”

Will' snogtrilsflared. “My nameis Will.”

“I'm Resolute, thisis Crow. Now move.”

Theyouth frowned. “Onething.”

“And that is?’

Will reached out atrembling hand. “Let me carry the leaf.”

The Vbrquelf’shead came up. “Y ou think I'm going to trust it to athief?’

Crow laid ahand on Resolute’ s shoulder. “Hedid get it. He can’t run off.”

Resolute' s eyes became crescent divers of silver. “Y ou losethis, boy, and you' |l wish Predator hadn't
been stopped.”

The youth raised his chin and snorted. “Predator could have never made megiveit up. | won't loseit.”

Resolute knotted the bag securely, then handed it to Will. “Come on, then.”

Grinning likeafool, Will held on with both hands.

The leaf is shining,

Glowing bright,

In my caring,

Clung-to tight.

The man’s head came up, the hint of asmile gracing hislips. “Let’ sgo, Will.”

The man let Will get in front of him, but the youth really didn’t fed Crow wasthere to stop him from
running. He chuckled to himsdlf, knowing hel d bolt at the first opportunity, but the throbbing in hisknee
told him that opportunity would be alittle whilein coming. Besides, the man had mentioned food, and
going back to Marcus al wet and hurt and without anything to show for it would just get his other eye
blacked. Might’swell have a full belly.

The warmth from the bag spread into his hands and Will started thinking on what Resolute had said. It
seemed to him that the desire to be the King of the Dimandowns hadbeen aworthy goal, but that had
been before he saw the leaf and touched it. And then, when Resolute had taken the lesf from him, he was
left al hollow ingde. He knew then that he’ d been meant to stedl the leaf. For what purpose he had no
ides, but he sensed there was one. And that purpose is mine to fulfill.

These thoughts occupied him as Resolute led the way through the Downsto an inn that didn’t look
nearly as decrepit asthe other Vork haunts. Will seemed to remember having been in that place once
before and having been chased away with abrown bucket of floor stoppings dumped over him. Asthey
entered the common room Will saw the emerald-eyed bartender scowl at him, but the Vorqudf’'s
expression eased into something shy of asmile as Crow closed the door behind them.

Crow pulled his cloak off and hung it on a peg. Hiswhite hair had been gathered back into athick
braid that was knotted with aleather cord from which dangled arainbow of feathers. His beard ran dong
hisjaw and flushed full & his chin and moustaches, but left visible an old scar down hisright cheek.
Above it another scar ran up into his hair. The brown of his buckskin clothesran lighter than the color of
his eyes, save where the rain had soaked his shoulders and wrists. The sword he wore had a brass hilt
with leather bindings and abig angular pommel. Daggersrode on hisright hip, in hisleft boot-top, and, if
Will wasn't missing anything, in asheeth on hisright forearm, up hisdeeve.

Will couldn’t begin to guess at his age. The man looked ancient—must be at |east forty—but afar
bit of life ill burned in his eyes. Crow’ s-feet crinkled the corners of those eyes, nicks and cuts had
scarred his cheek, nose, brow, and ears, but he didn’t seem the sort of man to be wasting away, drinking
off scartaesin some Dim squalor-sguet.

The way he' d moved through the streets, and the power with which he hit Predator suggested to Will
that the man wasn't as old as he first appeared. There was no doubting at al that he'd seen alot of life,
and Will figured the man was more than content to let his coloration disguise him. Plenty of folkswould
look at him and dismiss him for being old, but Will determined that wasn't a mistake hel d make.

A shiver shook Will then, and it was’t from the cold. Conversation, which had beenin Elvish and



unintelligible to him save for the odd curse or two, had died. He turned away from Crow and saw two
dozen Vorqueves staring at the man with expressionsthat ranged from friendly to respectful. Not afew
were tinged with fear. Whispers started, but Will caught little of them, save for aname. Kedyn's Crow.

The youth turned back and looked at Crow again. “Y ou’'re Kedyn’'s Crow?”’

“Crow fits better, Will.”

Resolute laughed. “He s more afraid of you than he was of Predator, Crow.”

Will shook his head, lashing hisface with wet strands of hair. “Not afraid.” He shivered again.
“Redly.”

Crow smiled and guided Will toward atable, which VVorquelves quickly vacated. “ Sit down. I'll get
you something warmto eat.”

“Yes” Will s, il clutching the bag to his chest. “And, g, thank you, Sir.”

His hasty comment sparked laughter from the Vorks, who went back to their drinking and eating. Will
ignored them and stared after the broad-shouldered man speaking Elvish with the bartender. Kedyn's
Crow! If there were amore famous man, aside from King Augustus of course, Will didn’t know of him.
Mingrdsin the Dim sung of hisexplaits, of histraveling north to the frozen plains of

Aurolan, killing hoargoun and temeryces. Those feathers, they have to be from some of the
frostclaws!

Kedyn's Crow didn’'t seek fame for himsdlf, but was known from when he and his companions—I
know who the Vork he runs with is now—saved a Jeranese caravan from marauders, or showed upin
asnowbound Murosan village and fought off Aurolani raidersor ... The one Will liked best talked about
Kedyn’s Crow hunting through the Ghost March, killing off avylaen genera that Chytrine wasusing to
lead an army down into Okrannd. Will was't certain where any of those placeswere, savefor being far
away, but he' d reveled in hearing those adventures.

Crow returned to the table and set awooden bowl full of steaming stew in front of Will. Besideit he
placed an earthenware mug from which steam likewise rose. “Eat dowly.”

Will nodded and tucked the bag insde histunic, then grabbed the wooden spoon, stuck it into the
stew, and shoveled up amouthful. The stew tasted okay, though the cook clearly didn’t know what he
was doing because it was way too thick to be proper stew. The food’ swarmth started to seep out of his
belly into therest of him. He grabbed the mug in both hands and gulped down a big swalow of the
mulled wine, then sat back and burped.

Crow raised an eyebrow. “Sowly, Will. No oneisgoing to take it away from you.”

Will nodded, not sureif Crow was talking about the food or the leaf. About the time Will realized he'd
sooner give up thefood than the leaf, Resolute came to the table. He brought with him two mugs of ae,
one of which he handed to Crow. In hiswake trailed another Vorquelf.

ThisVorquelf brought asmileto Will’ sface. Even though his eyeswere asolid light blue, he dressed
asif hewereared df. Red hair hungintwo braids at histemples and was long e sewhere in the current
elven fashion; his clothes had been cut aong the lines of those worn by dandiesin Hightown. Will
couldn’t see ascar or tattoo on him, and his stiraight nose had clearly never collided with afist or shuiter.
The Vorquelf remained dender and didn’t have aspeck of dirt on his clothes or under hisfingernails.

And therings on his slender fingers... Will knew he could have them off in the blink of an eye, and
could even nick the gold coinsin the pouch at his belt—for gold weighed much more than silver and
made itself apparent to the trained eye.

“Isthisthe boy?’

Resolute grunted. “No getting anything past you, isthere, Amends? And he’ snot aboy, he samogt a

“Small for amanyet.”

Crow laid ahand on Will’sarm. “ Do you know how old you are?’

Will shook his head. “ Fire took my mother, they tell me. Aunts kept me until | ran away. Beeninthe
Dim since then. Around.”

Resolute rapped afist sharply onthetable. “Y our age, boy, not your life story.”

Will jumped, then frowned. “Fifteen years, maybe more, but not much. I'm just small.”



The clean, red-haired Vorquelf narrowed his eyes. “ Are you sure thisis the one? He doesn’t look it.”

“Of course he doesn't, with hisface swelling like that. Predator hit him.”

Amends snarled. “He Il pay for that.”

“Hedready did.”

Amends nodded, then pointed deeper into the common room. “ Charity, fix the boy’ sface.”

Will turned around as a chair scraped against the wooden floor. A dender df, not much taller than
himsdf— amere dip of agirl with golden hair and full sea-green eyes—got out of her chair and
approached him timidly. She met his glance for a second, then seemed to look away. No black dot to
their eyes, not easy to tell where she'slooking. Still, she cameto him and stroked the right sde of his
face with her left hand.

He couldn’t see what she was doing, given as how that eye had almost swelled shut, but he could fedl
it. Hisflesh tingled in the wake of her caress. Hesat legped from her hand into hisface and he began to
smile. He noticed it didn’t hurt his cheek to do so, and then hisright eye opened.

Helooked up and saw atrace of pain pass over her features. “What? | didn’'t do it. What'swrong?’

She shook her head. “Nothing.”

Crow squeezed hisright forearm. “ She used magick to heal you, and it’ s not without a cost. She took
the pain of your healing on hersdlf.”

Will blinked. “But why?’

Charity smiled at him. “ For what you will do, in thanks.”

“What | will do?” Hefrowned and looked at Crow. “What does she mean?’

The man shook hishead. “It’ s too soon to worry about that, Will. Just get yourself outside of that
sew, then we'll seeif you can havethe lend of abed. Thank you, Charity.”

Will stared after her as she walked away. “Not going to have her do my leg?’

“And have you ableto run?’ Resolute laughed mirthlesdy. “You'll befineto St a saddle tomorrow.”

Amends head came up. “Y ou're not leaving tonight?”

Resolute studied his mug of de. “ Done enough for one evening.”

“But thisisimportant. If you don't get him there...”

Crow raised ahand to stop the discussion. “ Good Amends, forgive us. Resolute would prefer not to
insult me, but these old bones need deep before | can head out.”

The red-haired Vorquelf blushed from histhroat to thetips of his pointed ears. “Forgive me, Kedyn's
Crow. | meant no offensg, itisjust...”

“Don’'t worry yourself, Amends.” Crow chuckled lightly. “I vowed to seeto the liberation of
Vorqudlyninmy lifetime. Y ou should regjoice that my age meansthat event is going to be sooner rather
then later.”

“If peoplewill let usbe about our duty.” Resolute shook hishead quickly, spraying alittle water from
the strip of white hair running from hisforehead to the nape of his neck. “Now leave usaone or make
yoursalf useful ordering up roadbread and drymest for us.”

Amends nodded solemnly. “ Of course, of course. Y ou' I be leaving when? Dawn? Noon?”

Crow shrugged. “Dawn if therain breaks, noon if it doesn’'t. No one wantsto ride in the cold wet too

long.

“Of course not, no.” Amends tapped afinger againg hislips. “Reason, Sagacity, round up some
suppliesfor them, seeif you can find clothesfor the... manling.”

Two other Vorqueves|left their tables, pulled on oilskin cloaks, and vanished into the night. It
surprised Will that they moved so quickly to Amends’ orders, since he didn’t look nearly strong enough
to betheir leader. Asmuch as Will didn’t like Predator, he figured Predator would have been able to
whip Amendsessly.

That was the way of thingsin the Dim, after al. The strong ruled. Predator would have been on top
until someone like Resolute decided to topple him. Marcus had been supreme until the Azure Spider
went on to greater glory. After that, even Scabby Jack and Garrow challenged him. He' s got
nothing—' ceptfor me, that is.

Amends stared down at Will again, hisface closing up. “I pray heisthe one. Gods speed you on your



journey. And good luck to you, William.”

Will looked up from his bowl, the dripping spoon hadfway to hismouth. “I' m not William.” He glanced
from Sde to Sde, reading shock on al threefaces. “I’'m just Will.”

Resolute set his mug down and cocked an eyebrow at the boy. “Will? Nothing more? Why are you
blushing, boy"

“No reason.” Will frowned and looked back into his nearly empty bowl. “I'm Will.”

“Y ou're certainly stubborn, Will*” Crow’ svoice came easlly, lightly, with atouch of friendlinessto it.

"Y ou' veforgotten, | think, what Resolute and | saved you from. Y ou’ ve forgotten what Resolute has
trusted you with. You' Il trust uswith your name, won't you?"

Will lowered his spoon to the bowl again. “You'll laugh.”

The man shook his head. “No, not at al.”

Will snarled and pointed his spoon at Resolute. “He will.”

“Better me laughing, boy, than having to get it out of you my way.”

That sent ashiver down Will’s spine. “ Just thisonce.” His eyes narrowed and he waved the spoon
back and forth like adagger. “My nameis Wilburforce.”

Resolute and Crow gave no sign of their reaction to his name, but Amends exhaled loudly. * Oh, yes,
yes, perfect. Thus ends one debate.”

Will frowned a Crow. “There salot here you're not telling me.”

“Therewill betime, on theroad, to answer your questions.”

Will licked the spoon off and brandished it again. “ On the road to where?’

Resolute snorted. “ Does it matter to you? It' s away from here.”

“Maybel don’'t want to go.”

“It'snot likeyou have achoice.” Thelarge Vorqudf smiled carefully, wrapping one massive hand over
ascarred fist. “Y ou' re going, Wilburforce”

Crow waved away Resolute’ s comment. “Think of it as an adventure, Will. Who among your friends
has been to the mountains? We' |l go there, see afriend, then you can come back hereif you wish.”

“I don't know.” Will tried to keep hisface impassive, but hisvoice rose a bit at the end, and anervous
smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. He swiped adeeve over it to hide it. No one he'd known had
been out of the environs of Y din, save maybe Marcus, and Marcus had never been to the mountains.

Afitting first adventure for Will the Nimble?

“I'll get to ride ahorse?’

“Severd.”

Will nodded and scraped at the bowl! with his spoon. He recalled well the tales of children snatched
from the streets never to be heard from again, but the wariness engendered by those talesfaded. The
kindnessin Crow’ svoice, theinsstencein Resolute' s, and the warmth of the bag pressed againgt hisribs,
those three thingsin no way suggested he' d be safe on the trip, but they did tell him he had nothing to fear
from histraveling companions.

Besides, thelittle hint that there might be danger—and he' d picked that up from dozens of things, not
the least of which was Resolute s not telling Amends about the leaf— sent athrill through him. He'd
grown up in the roughest part of Y din. There was nothing in the wilderness he was going to fear.

“Okay,” Will said. “To the mountainswe Il go.”

Resolute and Crow led the way up the stairs and along a corridor to aroom at the back corner of the
inn. Therain beat a steady tattoo on thetile roof, which Will didn’t find unusud. The fact that the roof
didn’'t lesk did surprise him, however, as did the size of theroom. It fit abig bed and achest of drawers,
with alittle sdetable and spindly chairsin the corner. A candle burned on the table, and one of the chairs
cresked mightily as Resolute sat init.

Crow hung the wet cloaks up on the pegs behind the door, then nodded toward the bed. “ Go ahead,
Will. Strip those wet clothes and wrap yourself up in asheet. Can't have you catching acough.”

Will, having been raised in apack of urchins, didn’t suffer from modesty. Wet clothesflew indl
directionsleaving him naked, when a gentle knocking came on the door. Crow answered it, and Will



smiled at Charity through the opening. The Vorquelf blushed and turned her head, handing Crow a neetly
folded parcel of clothes. Crow thanked her and closed the door behind her.

He tossed the clothes onto the bed. “ There you go. Y ou' Il want to get dressed.”

Will, holding the leaf-bag in his hands, blinked and looked up. “But it’ stime for deeping, right?’

Resolute snorted. “Not going to be getting much deep tonight, boy. Get dressed.”

Crow had crossed to the window at the rear of the inn. “Looks clear.”

Sitting on the bed, Will pulled some oversized trouserson. “| don’t understand. Y ou told Amends....”

The man stretched. “ Amends does not understand much about our kind, Will, and accepts that the
white of my hair and beard means | might aswell resdein agrave. It'suseful to let him and others
assume I’ m capable of abit lessthan| am.”

“We told Amends what we wanted him to hear, boy.” The Vorquelf tossed Crow his cloak. “By now
the story is circulating that we found you and that we' |l be leaving tomorrow. In the morning this place
will befilthy with people. They'll be here to see you. Most of them will want you to succeed. A few
won't. And acouple will want you dead.”

Crow shrugged his cloak on. “I’'m not sure about the last, Resolute.”

The Vorquelf scratched at the back of his neck with abig, scarred hand. “Y ou know there are those
who think we' re foals, the two of us. They think we might anger the enemy, and that appeasing her by
informing on us might be the quick way to get VVorquellyn back.”

Will pulled adry woolen tunic on. “What are you talking about?’

The Vorquef’slip curled up into asnarl. “What do you know of the world, boy?’

“I know alot.”

“Tdl me”

Will hesitated for a second, then looked over at Crow, who gave him areassuring nod. “Well, | know
that Augustusisking because he beat Chytring sarmy along time ago.

That’s where he found Queen Yelena. And | know the Vorks don’t have a home because Chytrine
kicked them off it. | know all about the Azure Spider and how he stole the heart of the Wruonan pirate
gueen, Vionna. I mean, | know more about him, but that’ s one of the best stories | know. And, and... |
know that the smith down on South Street is carrying on with the wife of the baker on Sparrow Road.”

Resolute' s head came up and his expression softened. “That' sit, that’s al you know?’” He swung his
left fist around and dammed it into the wall, cracking the plaster. 1t simpossible, Crow. If he' sthe one

“Cdm yoursdlf, my friend. Y ou know aswell as| do that neither of us knew the Azure Spider was on
Wruona.” The man laid ahand on Resolute s shoulder and smiled. “If Will’ sthe one, it' sour job to
educate him.”

“Crow, in another lifetime | couldn’t teach him enough.”

“It'snot that dire, Resolute.” Crow looked over a Will. “What do you know of the sullanciriV

The youth shivered. “ Everybody knows about them. Everybody thought they were heroes but that’s
not true. They wanted to have King Augustus use his army to take over theworld, but he chased them
off, al ten of them, the treacherous dogs. They ran away and went to Chytrine and fed her their souls.
She gave them magickal powers and everything. They’re led by the Norringtons, father and son, just as
they were led back in the time of the war. All of them are there except the one who betrayed them.”

The Vorquelf nodded dowly. “Do you know their names?’

“Heard a couple, maybe. Ganagrel, Nefrai-kesh—he leads them. Not good to mention them because
you might bring them.”

Crow nodded. “It’ swise to be cautious.”

“Wdl, I'm wiser than they were, that’ sfor sure.”” Will snorted. “ Thetraitor, Hawkinswas his name, he
was the one who talked them into leaving Augustus. He fooled them dl, you know. He lured them north,
sabotaged their mission, then lost his nerve when he met Chytrine and she wanted to reward him for his
work. He ran away, then tried to cover up for hisevil. King Augustus had once called him afriend, but
he banished him. | heard astory that he threw himself into the Crescent Sea, killing himsdlf before others
could hunt him down. He serves Tagothcha, shooting harpoonsinto shipswith amagick bow, dragging



them down.”

The youth smiled. “1 bet he killed himself because you two were hunting him. He knew he couldn’t
ecapejudice, right?’

Crow’ sface closed and Resolute' sfit hit thewall again, but not as hard. Still, little bits of plaster
rattled to the floor. Both of them seemed numbed by what he had told them. The ferocity they’ d showed
in combat, the confidence they’ d displayed talking to Amends, had drained away. Crow suddenly looked
old, thefirein hiseyesdulled.

“Was| wrong?’

Resolute' s eyes had widened in the sort of dismay a child experiences when a cherished mythis
exploded.

Will shivered. “Um, you asked. | told you, but you asked?

Crow recovered himsdlf first, and nodded dowly. He kept his voice even and warm, despite the little
bit of aquiver that echoed through hiswords. “Y ou should understand, Will, that Resoluteand | lived
during the time of the last war with Chytrine. What you have told us does not match our memories. For
the past quarter century, we' ve been looking for away to fulfill a prophecy and defeat Chytrine. We ve
been so focused on what we were doing, we' ve missed how the history has changed.”

“What do you mean it's changed? Chytrine isthis evil woman who wants to take over everything.”
The youth frowned. *“ She has dl these mongtersfighting for her, and the sullanciri, of course, and
wespons like dragondls. The other armies didn’t kill her because she ran from King Augustus, and she's
been waiting to avenge hersalf. But you know that because you' re heroes. Y ou two stop her. | have
heard your stories sung by lots of minstrels.”

Resolute growled as his eyes narrowed. “ A song is entertainment, boy, not arecitation of facts. It
might make us heroes here in the Dim, but that means nothing in Hightown or the rest of theworld.”

“Whét | told you isn't right?’

“Higtory’ samosaic, boy, bits of the truth mixed with lies. Lies people had to tell, so they wouldn't be
afrad.” Resolute rubbed at hisfigt, brushing plaster dust fromit. “ Augustus did defeat an army and win a
queen. That'strue. Therest of it, though ... wishful thinking.”

Will picked up the leaf-bag and rubbed it. “What does that history have to do with me? Why would
someone want to kill me?’

Crow held up ahand to forestall Resolute’ s comment. “ There are some things we cannot tell you,
Will—until we know you need to hear them. It could be you'rejust athief who solealesf....”

Theyouth smiled.” *Just athief who stolealesf,’ | like that rhyme.”

The man chuckled just abit. “No surprise there, | think. If you are the person we hope you are, then
wewill eventudly be able to explain everything to you. If you are not, a chance comment could doom the
person who is the one we want. Do you understand?’

“I think s0.” Will nodded and shoved hisfeet back into wet boots. “It’ s like the story of the twin
princes. They couldn’t let the one who had been raised away from the castle know who he was because
folkswanted to kill him.” Hishead came up. “Y ou’re not saying I’m a prince or anything, are you?’

Resolute laughed doud, with just ahint of crudty. “Y ou’ re no prince, boy, not in the least.”

“Oh.” Will suspected they might be lying to him, but he a so decided not to let them know he knew.
He shrugged his shoulders and stood, wincing at the squishiness of his boots. “ Just aswell, snce aprince
will get as soaked in therain asathief, but athief can tolerateit.”

Through the window and out across rooftops they went in the rain and dead of night. For an old man
and abig Vork, thetwo of them moved pretty well. Will followed the paths they picked out, primarily
because hisknee was till tender enough to make the more demanding route he would have chosen a bit
dangerous. He wasn't so much worried about hurting himsdlf as he was about damaging the leaf, which
surprised him.

They descended to the streets and reached a stable where three horses were quickly saddled. Grain
and other supplies were loaded on six more horses, then dl of them wereled out in astring behind
Resolute' s horse. Will ended up riding a brown gelding, which seemed to be adocile creature. Will had
no complaints about that because the last time he' d tried to ride ahorse, the owner had arrived before



he' d gotten away and the beast had reared, tossing Will off. Limping back to Marcus had not been any
fun.

Crow took the reins of Will’s horse and led it long through the city. Therain dackened to adrizzle,
and mist began crawling through the streets. They skirted the southern edge of the Dimandowns, then left
the city through the western gate. The guards there barely roused themselves to watch them pass.
Resolute flipped them gold-coin lullabies to encourage their return to deep and forgetting about thetrio’'s
passage.

They rode west for awhile, but with the clouds so thick and black, Will could not mark time by the
moon’ s passage. He only knew they’ d gone along way when they headed off toward the northwest,
along atrack through hills of tree sumps. In alittle valley they stopped at an abandoned woodsman's
hovel and stabled the horsesin acave dug into the hillside.

Histwo companions saw to the horses, so Will entered the cabin and found adry patch of floor to curl
up on. A little flutter of fear ran through him, but the warmth pulsing out from the leaf-bag kept his
worries a bay. Quickly enough he surrendered to afull belly and exhaustion, dreaming of gresat
adventures that evaporated by the time he wakened.

Morning came bright and Will rose with the speed of the sun. Lazily wiping deepsand from hiseyes,
he stepped over Crow’ s degping form and wandered out into the daylight. He found Resolute snarling
whigpered cursesin Elvish, crouched near the cabin. In the field before it, rabbits gamboled amid ssumps.
They twitched their ears and wrinkled their noses, grazing ten yards away from the cabin, and ayard
away from some contraption set in thefield.

Will frowned. “What' sthat thing?’

Resolute frowned. “It’ sa deadfd| trap that should catch us breakfast.”

“A rabhit?Y ou can eat them?’

The Vorquef arched an eyebrow. “You' ve never ... 7’

Will shook hishead. “ S posed to taste like cat.” He squatted down and fingered some rocksin the dry
soil a the cabin’ sentrance. “Why don’t you just kill one?’

“That’ swhat the snareisfor, boy. Now keep your voice down. Y ou don’t want to scare them off.”

The youth snorted, then whispered, “ Ain't my voice keeping them away, it’ sthat thing you made.” He
hefted adark stone. “Me, I’d just throw arock at it.”

“Would you? Well, then, how about an easy target?’ Resolute pointed off at a plump rabbit. “ That
one, with the white blaze ...”

Before the VVorqudf finished his sentence, Will shifted his stance, dropping to hisright knee alot faster
than he should have. He whipped his right hand forward, side-arming the stone. It whizzed through the
air, clipping the rabbit in the side of the head. The creature flopped over onitsflank and twitched, but
before it stopped, Resolute had darted forward, snatched it up, and wrung its neck.

Will clenched histeeth againgt the pain in his knee, determined not to show Resolute any weakness.
He was paying the price for showing off, and was damned glad the rock had actudly hit itstarget. 1f I'd
missed...

The Vorquef glanced at him, then nodded. “ Nice throw.”

Will shrugged and rose dowly. “Bigger than most rats, anyway. Hope it' s better eating.”

“It will be.” Resolute jerked athumb at thefield. “ Once you collect up some firewood, we can cook
it

“But | got the rabhit.”

“True, but getting breakfast wasn't your job. Gathering firewood is.”

“But you never told me.”

“Y ou never asked.” Resolute stooped and drew aknife from his boot-top. “Won't take me long to
skin and prepare it. Once you get firewood and some water, we' |l be ready for breakfast.”

Will frowned. “Why isthat my... 7’

“Out here, boy, there are things | can do that you cannot. If I’m doing your chores, | can’'t do mine.”
Resolute tossed him aflaccid waterskin. “Y ou want me doing my chores around here. Now get the
firewood and mind the frostclaws.”



“Frostclaws?’ Will’ seyes narrowed. “ There aren’t any frostclaws around here. They’re dl up north.
And|’m not achild that you can scare with such stories.”

“No? Come here, little boy.” Resolute led him around the side of the cabin, toward the cave where
their horses had been kept, then squatted down and stabbed the point of his knife into the ground. “ See
thistrack here?’

The youth came over and lowered himself onto hisleft knee. The Vorquef pointed to atrio of parale
lines, with the centermost a bit longer and thicker than the other two.

Thelinesweren't terribly distinct, just shallow marksin thedirt.

“That'safrostclaw track? It’ s not much.”

“You've lived your life on cobblestones, so now you learn something.” The Vorquef pointed back
along the path Will had taken to reach his side. “ See your boot print? See how crisp the hed mark is?
The ground isgill moist from therain. Asthat print dries out, the edgeswill crumble, and the wind will
erodeit. If therain comesagain, it'll mdt the edges, leaving your hed print just ashdlow ova inthedirt.
The rain melted the edges of these marks. They'relikely lessthan aweek old.”

“But... frostclaws, they can't be here. King Augustus, he made sure that wouldn't happen.” Will
shivered, and suddenly redlized he was well away from the city where he' d grown up. He was out and
exposed and there were horrible thingsin the wild that he wanted nothing to do with.

“Boy, the world you know isamosaic, remember? Some pieces are true. Augustus did make the
world safefor awhile. He kept Chytrine back, for a while. Over the years, she' s gotten stronger,
bolder. She sends frostclaws, vylaens and gibberersthisfar south, testing, probing, searching and
scouting. She' |l be coming, and soon.”

Resolute stood and, with one swift knife stroke, gutted the rabbit. “ Augustus bought the world a
generation in which to prepare for her to come back. If you' re any example of what’ swaiting for her,
that time has been utterly squandered.”

Will heard the sharp crack of Resolute’ s openhanded dap againgt histhigh before the pain registered.
His eyes snapped open. He grabbed for the saddle with one hand, the other tightening down on the rope
lead. He steadied himself and raised his head, little pops crawling up his spine bone by bone.

“I’ve got the horses.” He raised his hand to show the rope looped around it severd times. I’ ve got
them.”

Resolute remained stone-faced in profile, slhouetted againgt the dimming western sky. “Not the horses
I’m worried about, boy. Night's coming on. Frostclaws will be about.”

Will shook hishead to clear it from the logginess his brief saddle-nap had caused. Theway Resolute
left off gpeaking told Will that the Vorquef expected something of him, and expected him to figure it out.
He' d been |eft to do alot of that over the past three days, amid fetching and carrying, caring for the
horses, cleaning up, and learning to memorize every birdsong, animal cal, beast track, and plant.

Plants! He'd had to learn them by leef, flower, fruit, root, scent, taste, and medicina powers. Will had
gotten to hate flowers and trees, and waslonging to be back in some civilized place where plants were
restricted to parks and gardens. Many times, Resolute had even awakened him by thrusting some plant
under his nose and demanding that he identify it instantly.

It hadn’t been dl bad. Resolute would let him chew metholanth Ieaves to ease some aches and
pans—though the supply of metholanth was never sufficient, or his pains were overabundant. Every
night Will had collapsed exhausted and aching. In the mornings he woke stiff and sore, moving even more
dowly than Crow did.

So, what isit the Vork wants now? Will blinked his eyes and looked around. With night coming on
they should be seeking shelter. Usually, by thistime of the day, they’ d have dready ridden off the main
road to some hove or cave histwo guides aready knew about. Those tracks, though, had headed off
through forest for the most part, and now grassy fieldslay on both sides of the road.

The road itself had widened, and the plants weren't meadow grasses. They were something else,
something Will didn’t recognize, but he could see that they were arranged in rough rows. He wasn't sure
what that meant, but he knew it wasn't natural. And if it ain’t natural, that means...



The young man smiled, discovering that even those muscles ached. “ Someone planted these plants.
There are people about. Maybe even avillage or something.”

Resolute’ s chin came up. “And?’

“And?” Will shrugged, his shoulders sagging forward. “And, and...”

“Think, boy, think”

“We can take shdlter with them?’

“No, no, no!”

“Wecan't?’

Resolute turned in his saddle and waved away Will’ s question with the flick of ahand. “ Thisis
hopeless, Crow. | accepted that we might haveto train him, but he' sincapable of learning.”

Crow chuckled as his horse trotted forward and drew abreast of the two of them, trapping Wil
between them. “Y ou learned these lessons, my friend, of necessity, a ayounger age. Y ou'd not been
raised in the Dimandowns. He' snot astupid lad, just atired one.”

“I’'mtootired to betired.”

Crow patted him on the left shoulder. “ The fields have you thinking ahead, Will. That’s good, but you
aso need to think back. What do the fieldstell you?’

“I’m going to have a harder timefinding firewood?” Will shook his head. Something else niggled at the
back of hismind.

“Y ou see, Crow. Hefocuses on himself.”

“Easy, Resolute. Why isthat, Will? Why will finding firewood be harder?’

“Notrees.” He sghed heavily, thenit hit him. His head came up. “No trees because someone cut them
down for firewood. No trees means no forest. No forest means no frostclaws because they like the
forest.” Will glanced over a Resolute. “Y ou tried to trick me by telling me frostclaws would be about.”

“How do you know they won't?’

The youth frowned, started to point at the fields, then snarled. “1 don't know, but it makes sense. Is
that wrong? Are they going to be around?’

Resolute shrugged. “ Some, yes. There will be sheep about, some goats, cows, chickens, and horses.
That’ swhat they will be going for.”

“So | wasn't wrong?’

“Not completely, but it took you far too long to figureit out.” The Vorquelf tapped his own skull with
afinger. “Y ou have to dways be thinking, always be aware. The world would just as soon see you dead
asnot, and legionswould like to be doing the killing.”

The Vorqudf touched his heelsto his horse' sflanks and trotted ahead aong the road. Before them, it
curved between two low hills, then started a descent into the valley. A little breeze came up from that
direction, bringing with it the hint of woodsmoke, confirming the presence of avillage nearby.

The youth looked over a Crow. “Why ishe so hard on me? 1 didn’'t do anything to him. | got him the
leaf, remember? He should be thanking me.”

The man’seyes glittered with the last of the day’ s dying light. “Remember how he said lifewasa
mosac?’

“Hard to forget when he saysit dl thetime. *Here' sanother piece to your mosaic, boy'”

“Y ou amost sound like him.” Crow scratched at his bearded chin. “For Resolute, you'reapiecein his
mosaic, but hismosaic isamap, amap to agoa. He wants to make sure you fit. He hopesyou
do—because if you do, he' sthat much closer.”

“Okay, | understand that, but shouldn’t he be careful with me, not being dl...” Will wanted to say
“crud,” but he flashed back on thrashings Marcus had given him for little harmlessthings. “I mean, he's
being hard, you know?’

Crow nodded dowly. “ Always has been. When | first met him hewasn't any easier on me. For
Resolute, that piece of the mosaic has taken on a shape in hismind. He wants you to fit that shape. Y ou
weren't quite what he expected, so he's doing what needs to be done.”

“But what about what | want?’

The man laughed doud. “Have you ever gotten what you want, Will? Do you even know what you



want, beyond abed and afull belly, maybe some metholanth or a cup of watered wine?’

“Yes, well, no, but...” Crow’ s question shot through him and echoed around inside, emphasizing how
hollow hefdt. Then thewarmth of theleaf dowly trickled in tofill him. “1 want the lesf.”

Crow leaned to the right and dropped his voice to awhisper. “The care you take with that leaf, and
the fact that Predator couldn’t see it there on your bdlt, is probably what has kept Resolute from using
you asfrosiclaw bait. Y ou want that |eaf because the leaf wantsyou.”

Then the white-haired man straightened up and asked a series of quick questions, forestalling any
questions Will might have asked in return. “Now, the thingsthat you' ve learned here, have they hurt you
or helped you? Has the labor been that hard, or just different from what you' re used to? Is Resol ute any
harder on you than your former master?’

Will answered each question in his mind the second it was asked, and he didn’t like the answers. The
stuff he'd learned ... Well, just knowing about metholanth was a help; and the other stuff would make it
easy to figure out what to stedl from aherbdist. Getting water and wood, cleaning up; those chores
weren't as hard as ones he’ d outgrown in Marcus family. And Marcus as a taskmaster, well...

He snorted and decided to say nothing instead of letting Crow know he wasright. That redly annoyed
Will about the two of them. When Resolute was right, he would hammer Will with that fact, over and
over. But Crow, he'djust kind of dipitinlikeadtiletto. Y ouwouldn't fed it going in, he wouldn’t even
twigt it, but you' d know it was there when you moved againgt it.

They rode on, the only sounds coming from the creak of |egther, the clop of hooves, the jingling of
tack, or the crunch of ahorse chewing abit. Around the curve and on down they went, riding in
Resolute’ swake. Ahead of them, the VVorquelf had stopped his horse in the middle of the road. Beyond
him, by ahundred yards or so, abonfire burned on the road. Thefire silhouetted three men facing the
Vorqudf, and Will counted five others standing on the village Side of thefire.

Thevillageitsdlf sat astride the road. At the far end, another fire burned, cutting off the western route.
Fences of stone or split rails guarded the village perimeter, but none of them came even closeto being as
srong asthewalsof Ydin. Most of the buildings were low affairs made of sod, with thatched
roofing—though the tallest, atwo-story house, had atile roof and light blazing out through doppily hung
shutters.

Resolute let the other two pull pardld with him before they continued in toward the fire. Will quickly
recalled one of Resolute’ sroad |essons and glanced down and away from the flames. The men behind it
would have no night vision, so if thetrio choseto ride around it, their pursuerswould be blind. Only the
three men facing them would be able to see what they were doing. One wore a sword, the other two
carried pitchforks.

The man with the sword raised ahand. “Hold there, strangers.”

Crow rode up toward him sowly, stopping five yards back. “ Strangers? | thought the men of Alcida
gregted travelers as friends.”

“Might in some other times. Who be ye, and what be you wanting in Stellin?’

“We'rejust travelers, my friend, my nephew, and |. We' re heading into the mountains.” Crow kept his
voice even and light. “We were hoping to find lodging and fodder here.”

The villager nodded toward Resolute. “He'saVorquel f?’

Resolute threw back his cloak, exposing well-muscled arms covered in dark tattoos. “ That should be
obvious”

“Wadl, we'll not be wanting your kind heregbouts.” The villager dropped a hand to the hilt of his
sword. “Y ou can push on and tell your mistress we' re not gonna be taken like Ingens was. We may not
bebig, but...”

One of the other men stepped forward, squinting, then rested a hand on the speaker’ s shoulder. “I
remember this one. Come through about twenty year ago. Had awoman of hiskind with him, and a
young fellawith them. That would be you?’

Crow nodded. “We were bound into the mountains, as we are now. Hasit really been twenty years?’

“Close enough, right afore Augustus' face started showing up on coin.” The older man half amiled.
“Quintus, they’ [l be no trouble.”



Quintus frowned. “How can you say that?’

The old man tapped his nose. “ They don’t have the stink of the pack on ‘em, and there ain’t but one
Vorqudf working for Chytrineand thisoneain't her.”

“There strouble, it's on your head.”

The man rubbed arough hand back over hisbad pate. “ L east then there' d be something on it.”

Quintus snorted alaugh, then jerked athumb toward the heart of town. “Hare and Hutch isour inn;
they have astable. Other travelersin, so might be the stableisfull. Tell the boy to take the other horses
to my barn. Be gonein the morning, will you?”

Crow nodded. “With the sunrise.”

“ThenI’ll seeyou goingout asl goin.” He gavethem anod. “The peace of Stellin beonya, and a
plague on your soulsif you bresk it.”

Will wasn't quite certain why Resolute didn’t demand he accompany the stableboy to take care of
their horses, but he welcomed the relief from his chores. He grabbed his rolled blanket and the flaccid
saddlebags that carried his threadbare change of clothes, then followed the other two into the Hare and
Hutch. After so long on the road, back to normal will be good.

But the village tavern, he discovered upon entry, escaped normd by leagues. It certainly had the look
of anorma tavern, with entry through a sheltered door, then steps down into the common room. One
short wall of the rectangular building stood close by on the right, with a set of stairs marking thefar right
corner and leading up to the next floor. Huddled benegth the Sairslay the bar, and adoorway through
thelong wall led out to the kitchen at the back. It had aroof and ahearth, half wallsand adirt floor. The
common room opened to theleft, with abig hearth and roaring fire on the left wall. Benchestook up
those corners, with some long tables and other round ones filling the main space. Will could fed thefire's
heat from the doorway and welcomed it, though the fire did seem abit big for asummer’sevening.

Resolute hung his cloak on the pegs by the door, dropped his bag beneath it, then relieved Crow of his
burdens and likewise disposed of them. Thelow hum of conversation dipped for amoment, then picked
up with someintengty. Will felt himsdlf tensing, for in the Dim, the Vorque f’ s showing himsdlf in ahuman
haunt would have caused an immediate fight.

The added energy drained quickly from the conversation, but Will didn’t get a sense of fear holding the
people a bay. Ashetried to figure out what was at work, he began to notice other things, such asthe
floor being clean and well kept, with new boards laid down to replace old and rotted ones. Asfor the
barkeeper, his clothes had clearly been |aundered—and recently. The clientele didn’t seem drunk, and he
heard no catcals as a young woman wove her way between tables to deliver wooden tankards of frothy
de

Hefindly hit upon it. The people were smiling, none of them hooding their eyes or watching their
fellows for weakness. The taverns he d known were wolves -dens. Here they’ re sheep. Farmers,
herders, working for a living, taking time here to share stories. It sent ashiver down his spine.

Crow, leaning hisright flank against the bar, waved hisleft hand toward Resolute and Will. “We were
told, my companion, nephew, and |, that you might have room available here for anight’slodging.”

Thetavernkeeper, aburly man with aring of black hair running round his head, ran ahand over
unshaved jowls. “Wdll, the last room, it was taken by that gentleman and his niece, but they’ ve not paid
asyet.... Oy, you.” Heflicked a stained dishrag toward two people seated at around table.

An older man turned toward the bar, raising an eyebrow, but Crow reached out and took hold of the
barman’swrigt. “That’sdl right. Y ou’ d be having space on the floor here, near thefire?’

The barman nodded. “Plenty of room there, yes; sllver ahead, and that gets you an de tonight and
porridgein themorning.”

“Done, then.” Crow went to open his pouch, but the barman shook his head. “We' |l settle up before
you bed down. You'll be wanting some stew, won't you? And bread, some cheese?’

Crow nodded. “Please.”

“Haveit ready inabit.”

Crow smiled at his companions. “ Therewe are, s&t for the night.”



Will nodded, barely hearing Crow. He looked around the room, eyeing each person in there. He
quickly sorted prosperous from poor, which he found easy given that most of the farmers wore not so
much as aring. The prosperous had coin pouches, but most were as empty as his saddlebags. Having
seen how trugting the barman was in dedling with Crow, Will assumed most of the people were drinking
on credit, and that afair amount of debt was paid off in stew-makings, cheese, and flour.

Being bumped in the back by Resolute jolted Will from his thoughts and propelled him in Crow’'s
wake. They threaded their way over to acircular table near the fireplace. The old man, who wore ablue
cloak that had seen better days, nodded a welcome to them and waved them to the open chairs.

Crow thanked him. “I’m Crow, thisis my nephew, Will, and my friend, Resolute.”

The man hdf rose from his chair and shook Crow’ s hand, then nodded to Will and Resolute. “I am
Digtdus and thisismy niece, Sephi. We re on our way to Y din, where she'll be gpprenticing to a
weaver.”

Will nipped around past Crow and took the seat next to Sephi. “I’'m Will.”

The girl blushed. “ Sephi.” Had she been standing, she would have towered over him, and sested she
gtill gppeared taller, but Will didn’t mind. Her raven hair fell to mid-back.

Hazd eyes sparkled with reflected firelight, set in apretty face marred only by asmall scar above her
right eye.

Digtausraised hismug in Crow’ sdirection. “ That was good of you, S, not to evict us.”

Crow shrugged easly. “We' ve been on the road, so warm will do for us. Y ou' ve along journey
ahead, and few placeswill bethisnice.”

Will let his saddlebags dip to the floor and dumped his cloak on top of them. “Have you been to the
city before, Sephi?’

She shook her head and gave him alittle smile. “My uncle saysit isawonderful place, and that | will
loveit.” Shewrapped her smadl hands around the barrel of her mug. “I can hardly wait.”

The young thief smiled and was about to launch into a story of the city, when Crow elbowed him. He
turned to look at his older companion. “What?’

“Y ou’ ve better things to be doing, like helping the bar-keep bring us our stew.” Crow glanced at
Digdus. “Moredefor you, aslong asWill isgoing to befetching it?”

“Well, now, very kind, S, very kind. Traveling isadry businessand Master Julian’ saeisgood.”

Crow flicked two fingers toward the barman. “Two more aes, please, for our friends. Will, go.”

Will nodded, then flashed Sephi a quick smile. He got up and moved around her chair, daring to let the
fingersof hisleft hand brush her shoulder. In paying more attention to her than where he'd tossed his
cloak, hetripped and fl heavily againg Digtdus, catching himsdf before smashing hisdowly heding
kneeinto thefloor.

“Beg pardon, sr.” Will pulled himsdlf up and straightened his shirt, then made hisway to the bar. He
twisted his hips|left and right, nipping through the narrows of chairs pushed back from tables. He made
hisjourney adisplay of agility, hoping to dispd theimage hisfal had left in Sephi’ smind.

Julian looked at him with acritica eye. “Y ou be spilling any of this, and you might’swell et it off the
floor, for you' re paying for it.”

“I will be careful.”

“Bedoublethat, lad.” Julian hefted atray of de mugs, leaving another with stew bowls and bread for
Will. Theyouth trailed after the barman, occasiondly peeking out from behind his girth to see if Sephi
was watching him. She was and giggled. Will cut around Julian and served Resolutefirst, then Crow and
himsdlf last. He put his bowl down where he' d have to scoot his chair closer to her to et it, and put the
bread in the middle of the table.

Julian accepted the tray from him, then trapped both of them benegath his right arm. He counted on his
fingers. “Wdll, now, I’'m making that Sx slversyou're owing, sir. And you, sir, for the girl and you,
lodging and ale, that’ sthree silvers”

Digtalus hand went to his belt, then he blinked and looked up. “My purse seemsto be gone.”

Resolute' ssilver eyes narrowed. “Boy, giveit back.”

Will, who had a spoonful of stew halfway between bowl and eaten, froze. “I didn’t takeit.”



“Don'tlie, boy.” The Vorquef’svoicetook onachill “1 won't haveit.”

The spoon returned to the bowl and Will dowly stood. He deliberately opened his hands and held
them out away from hissdes. “Search me. | didn’t take anything.”

Digtalus shook hishead. “I’m sure the boy didn’t... asmy niece will agree, | get forgetful. Probably
justin my bag in the room.”

Crow laid ahand on Resolute' s forearm, then fished agold coin from the pouch on hisbelt. The coin
rang solid as heflicked it with histhumb into the air. Julian caught it easly, then hdd it a arm’slength to
study it on both Sides.

“New-minted Oriosa.” The man snapped the coin down on the table, leaving the masked profile of
King Scrainwood easily visible. From apocket on his gpron he pulled a short metal rod with aknob at
one end and apoint at the other. He pressed the small part on Scrainwood’ s eye and leaned hard on the
knob. The rod gouged the eye, disfiguring the face.

Julian smiled, then dipped coin and punch back into his gpron pocket. “ There, that will fix him. Enjoy
your food. Y ou’ ve more coming if you want, or asiver yet.”

“Thank you.” Crow nodded to him. “Y ou’ re stabling our horses aswell, so we will owe you more.”

With anod the barman retrested, then Distalus raised his new mug of ae. “I'll pay you back. | have
theslverinmy bags”

“I'm not worried.”

Will frowned. In hislife he' d not seen that many gold coins, and had held fewer, and not for very long.
A few he' d seen had the eyes gouged or crossed on aface, but he never knew why. “What he did to that
coin, why?’

Distdlus eyesbrightened. “I would have thought everyone knew thetale of how Scrainwood became
aking, and where hisdlegianceslie.” The man raised hisvoice abit, drawing attention from the tables
around him, suddenly sounding much morelike astorytdler than a..

/ don’t know whét heis.

The man quaffed abit of de, then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Maybe you know, lad,
maybe you don't, but Scrainwood of Oriosajoined good King Augustusin war against Chytrine a
quarter century ago. Some say Scrainwood fought, others that he never fought. Some say not too many
died to protect him and othersthat he cowered; but none deny he was there at Fortress Draco-nis. And
thereit was he stayed, while King Augustus routed an Aurolani army in Okrannel. And he wasthere
when the coward brought news of the heroes sent to destroy Chytrine.”

A quiet had falen over the common room, with only the hiss and snap of thefire, or an occasiona soft
belch heard around Distalus’ words. The man's eyes glowed and he smiled, looking at hislisteners,
nodding and smiling.

Whatever hewas, it included being a storyteller, and Will didn’t mind that his question started the
story. He figured he' d not been aone in not knowing, but even if he was, the story was agood oneto
hear and others were enjoyingit.

“Wel now, then, it was fifteen years ago, adecade past the loss of our heroes and Augustus winning a
bride, that the first of the new sullanciri came south. Word had come, filtered down through the Ghost
March, in the mouths of renegades who pledged themsalves to Chytrine, that her nine new Dark Lancers
could not be stopped. They gave adate and a place and atarget: Queen Lanivette of Oriosawould diein
her castle in Meredo. Came that day, al dark and cold, cold aswinter, wet asfal, the clouds weeping,
wind keening; mourning her while she il bresthed.

“Troops guarded the castle, ringed it with steel. Heroes and those who wished to be heroes cameto
keep her safe. Come the appointed hour, they saw naught but lightning. They thought themselves safe
then. Y et as they hooted and hollered, cheered and rejoiced, guess what they saw, lad, guess!”

Will, caught up in the story, shook his head. “1 don’t know.”

“They saw aterriblething, lad, the most horrible thing they’ d ever seen.” Distalus raised his hand,
shaping atall tower intheair. “Lightning, it struck the tallest tower, scattering men, spilling them from
battlements to be dashed to red pieces on the courtyards below. In itswake stood afiery horse, with
long dragon’ swings, and on it a pecter, with along flowing cape. It appeared to be feathered, but each



feather was atongue of flame. He hoisted above him a shrouded body and cast it down. It bounced from
crendls and catwalks, unwrapping as it went. Queen Lanivette' s body, broken and rent, headless, lay
before her keep.”

Digaus voice lowered, histelling paused for amoment as he drank, then he peered into the depths of
his ae and continued. “The guards and the heroes, they rushed into the castle, opening the Grand Hall.
They found but one man there, Scrainwood, her son. He stood dripping in apuddle of hisown piss. In
his hands he held his mother’ s severed head, staring at it as she stared at him. He didn’t speak, but just
trembled. Then someone closed her eyes and that broke the spell. He collapsed and when he regained
his senses, aweek later, his hair had gone white.

“Sincethat day, two thingsaretrue of Oriosa. Thefirg isthat their last hero, Leigh Norrington, went
north to kill hisown father, the sullanciri who had dain the queen. That hero, though, chose blood over
nation. His father had become Nefrai-kesh and he was turned to be Nefrai-laysh, the tenth of the new
sullanciri. Asthey once led an army against Chytrine, now, father and son, they prepare to lead an army
agang us”

A bit of ahubbub began, but Distalus merely lifted ahand and it quieted. “ The other thing, lad, isthat
Scrainwood fears the sullanciri who put him on the throne so much that he dare not oppose them. His
mother had steeled her nation for another war, but he haslet it rust. Everyone knows Oriosais a safe
haven for Aurolani scouts, and that foul magicks can let Scrainwood see through the coins bearing his
face. So we blind them to rob him of this sight, and deprive Chytrine of her spy.”

Digtaus punctuated his story with agulp of de. Othersdid the same, then cals came for refills, which
kept Julian very busy. The old man glanced over a Crow. “Y ou knew thetae, yes?’

Crow nodded dowly. “But the telling, that was good. The part about the urine—your embellishment
or.”

The storyteller licked hislips. “Had the story from asoldier who wasthere.”

Resolute tore ahunk off asmal loaf of bread. “ Thisis how you make your living, then? Teling
dories?”’

“I do alittle of everything, but now I’ m taking my nieceto the city. Might stay here for a bit, though. It
depends, | guess.” Digtdusjerked his head toward Julian. “ If he makes me an offer, we might stay. |
have anumber of thirsty tales. Tonight wasjust ataste.”

The Vorquef nodded. “ And people pay to listen to tales of Chytrine?’

Digtalus shrugged. “ She' svery popular. She' sthevillain of athousand stories, each worse than the
last. Everyone fears her, of course, fears her coming to aplace like Stellin to destroy it. Somefolks
assumeit’ s plain greed, others thinks she has a more sinister motivation. To meit doesn't matter—all
answers areright. | have no doubt she wantsto lay waste to the southlands. Why she wantsto do it isnot
my concern.”

Will frowned. “But if you knew why, couldn’t you stop her?’

The man canted his head for amoment, then nodded. “ An interesting observation, young man. |
suspect we shall never know her motivation, but perhaps atale hinting &t it might be very popular indeed.
| shall think on it. Thank you.”

With that, Distalus stood and held his hand out for Sephi. “Come, child, we shdll retire early so the
crowd will thin and our friends can deep. Good evening to you. Sleep well.”

Will frowned asthe girl I€eft, but then she turned back toward him and gave him alittle finger-wave that
Digtaus could not see. This brightened his heart and put asmile on hisface.

A smile so broad even the landing of Resolute’ s hands on his shoulders couldn't kill it. The Vorquelf
had used the distraction Sephi supplied to dip from his chair and come up behind Will. The youth started
to rise and Resolute spun him around. Will’ s chair clattered to the ground and he fell forward against the
Vorqudf for asecond, then Resolute hoisted him from the floor by his upper arms.

“Where did you put his money?’

Will shook hishead. “1 didn't stedl it.”

Resolute shook him once, hard. “Y ou did. Y ou took it when you tripped.”

“No, | didn't.” Theyouth’snogtrilsflared. “I tripped, truly tripped, and caught mysdlf on him. | didn’t



take hismoney.”

“It was aclumsy atempt at atheft that anyone could have seen through, boy.”

Will kept hisvoicelow, but an edge did into it. “I’m much better than that, Resolute.”

“A regular Azure Spider are you, boy?’

“Not yet, but | am good!” Will flipped hisright wrist and a pouch heavy with coins clunked downin
the middle of thetable. “I’m that good.”

The Vorquef dropped him, then felt his own belt. “ Just now? Y ou took that from me, just now?’

Will nodded as he appropriated Sephi’schair. “Yes. And | didn’t take Distalus coin because he
didn’'t have any.”

Resolute snatched his purse from the table and retied it to hisbelt. “The fact that you know that,
though, meansyou would havetakenit.”

Will blinked. “1f ahart crossed your trail, you' d shoot it.”

Resolute' s hands curled down into fists. “If you cannot understand the difference, boy...”

Crow turned in his chair and leaned forward, resting his elbows on hisknees. “ The differenceisthis,
Will. Resolute would shoot the hart, but only if he needed the food. Y ou didn’t need the money. Y ou
don't need to sted.”

“But that’swhat | do.” Will shrugged. “I’'m athief.”

“Not anymore, Will.” Crow poked afinger againgt his breastbone, spearing the pouch in which lay the
leaf. “ The theft of that ended your old life. Y ou’ re meant for better now.”

Will spent arestless night there on the floor of the Hare and Hutch. Early on he was too warm, then
too cold, with parts of hisbody going numb from deeping on this knotted piece of wood or that. He
tossed and turned and, half adeep as he was, would have welcomed akick from Crow or Resolute that
would have wakened him fully.

Worse than the physical conditions were hisdreams. In little bits and pieces he could see things he
knew were not meant for him. He fdt himsdaf springing from the saddle of aflaming horse that furled its
wings. Tongues of flame formed his cloak, leaving scorched patches on the red carpet. He marched
along toward the throne, seeing a defiant woman there—one who looked like Sephi. They spoke,
cordialy at first, but dways strained, then harsher. The woman waved him away and he reached out,
grabbing her throat. With the ease of thumbing ahead off aflower, he decapitated her, then placed her
head in her son’s hands.

When he caught sight of himsdlf in amirror, hewore Crow’ sface, but much younger.

That dream nearly woke him al the way, but then smpleidylls seduced him back. He and Sephi, or
sometimesthe Vorqudf, Charity, would wak hand in hand through spring fields, with grasses and flowers
dancing in awarm breeze. He could fed hisardor rising, and he could seeit burning in the eyes of his
companion, then anicy blizzard would break over the meadow, washing his sight away in an ocean of
white. When he could see again, the object of his desire had been transformed into awoman of ice who
radiated cold, both attractive and repdllent for in her embrace hewould find cold comfort and agonizing
death.

Finally, after hours of such horrid visons, morning came. Julian’ s daughter—Malva, she whispered,
was her name—wakened him when she stirred the cods in the hearth and added wood to it to build the
fire up again. Will somehow propelled himsdlf to hisfeet, made use of the outhouse, then volunteered to
gplit wood. Aslong as | amgoing to betired, | should have a reason for it.

Julian’ swife—though not Malva s mother, who had died of summer’ s-fever two years
back—prepared breskfast for the family, Crow’ s party, Distdus and Sephi. Digtdus entertained them all
with some information about the Gold Woalf, afema e bandit given to raiding down out of the mountains.
Will would have preferred tales of the Azure Spider, but the stories Distal us told were harrowing enough
to bring Will fully awake, and he wondered if they’ d encounter her on their way into the mountains.

Crow settled up their account, paying for the keeping of the horses, then they quit theinn. Julian and
Digaus sat closdly, speaking quietly asthey left. Sephi did wave to Will and watched him go, but when
he looked back onelast time, she had turned to listen to Julian.



Saddled up, they headed out of Stellin and along the road west for a bit, then cut to the northwest on
their journey’ sfourth day. They skirted asdt marsh, then started working their way up into the
mountains. Thetrail they used seemed to be seldom traveled and mostly overgrown.

“Been awhile since anyone came thisway.”

Resolute shrugged. “A year.”

“Two, | think, my friend.”

The Vorquelf turned in his saddle. “ Are you sure?’

“Weleft here end of summer, having helped harvest, then wintered in Jerana, spring in the Ghost
March. Summer again south, but not back in the mountains, then Muroso thislast winter.”

“Theyears, they blur together.”

“Y ou have more to remember than | do, Resolute.”

“It'sno excuse” TheVorquelf gave Crow agrin. “And you are right about when we were here last.”

Will cleared hisvoice. “Where exactly is here?’

Resolute’ s smile died. “What difference does it make to you, boy?Y ou know nothing of the world so
you can't figure out where to put this placein your vision of it.”

“Maybe| want to learn.” Will pointed to thetrail in front of them. “Want to know how | know no one
has come thisway in awhile? There, those blue-cups, they’ re already flowered for the year and will be
making those seed pods that will let them spread seeds out further. Plants would have been trampled if
riders had comethisway.”

The Vorquelf snorted. “ A child could have figured that out.”

“Sure, but not me, not without what I’ ve learned so far.”

Resolute remained silent for amoment, then nodded. “Y ou’re in the Gyrvirgul, near the Crescent Sea.
Doesthat mean anything to you?’

Will dmost said that it did, but hesitated. If | do, he will ask what and | will be stuck for an
answer. “Means|’m along way from home. Meanswe might see Gyrkyme.”

“I doubt that. The Winged Ones keep to the highest mountains more inland.” Resolute pointed toward
the southwest where, in the distance, clouds shrouded tall peaks. “1 doubt we will see this Gold Wolf
ather.”

“Why not?You' vegot gold.”

TheVorquelf glanced quickly at the pouch tied to hisbelt. “We d be dim pickings for abandit such as
thet.”

The youth started to ask Resolute to explain his comment, but stopped and thought about it. Distalus
tales had been sketchy at best, mostly describing her as a beautiful and powerful warrior woman who led
ahost of horsemen. They raided throughout the Alcidese border with Helurca, according to Digtaus,
with Stellin being at the extreme edge of their range.

Will frowned mightily. “ Something is't right with the Gold Wolf.”

Crow turned from watching the packhorses strung out behind them and smiled. “What makes you say
thet?’

“Okay, look, we have three people, nine horses. We can find ahove or pitch atent and let our horses
crop grass and give them grain when they need it. We kill arabbit and roast it, we find roots and other
edible plants. That’ sfine for us, but as big agroup as she has—even if you figure Distalus was
lying—would need more food, more fodder.”

The older man nodded. “ And this leads you to conclude?’

“I’'m not sure, but the people of Stellin seemed to thrill to stories of her, not cringe from them like they
did the stories of Chytrine.” He shrugged. “They' re not afraid of this Gold Wolf.”

“Not in theleast, so we won't be either.”

“But how can she be abandit raider, with the folks she should be raiding not being afraid of her?’

Resolute snarled. “It’ s an impossible question to answer, boy. Next time we see Distalus, perhaps he
can make up an answer for you.”

Crow laughed. “Next timewe see Digdus he' || bein atavernin the Dim, drinking what little profits he
hasfrom sdlling Sephi.”



Resolute nodded. “ She was a pretty one.”

That smple comment recast the whole evening for Will. “She’ sgoing to Ydin to be aliftskirt?’

“Likely, though she probably does not know it.” Crow shook his head. “Her parents might not even
know it. Distalus gave them some money, told them there would be more, and they suddenly have one
lessmouth to feed.”

“I wish | had stolen hismoney.”

The Vorqudf laughed. “ So the thief looks down on a procurer?’

“Thereishonor among ...” Will’ s protest died beneath the hellish glare of Resolute' sargent stare. “ She
should have achoice”

“She'll get one. It just may not be easy.” Crow nodded further up thetrail, where it climbed up a hill
and around to the | eft. “ Almost there”

Will looked back toward the east, thinking he could actually see Stellin, but knowing he could not.
“We should have done something.”

Resolute ducked beneath alow maple branch. “ There was nothing to do, boy. If wefail in our mission,
her fate won't matter.”

“And that missionis?’

The Vorquelf smiled crudly. “ Seeing if you're steel or bronze, boy. If you' rethe one, you'll savethe
world. If you'rethe other, you' Il belucky to save yoursdlf.”

Thetrail took them up and around through a narrow pass where stones scraped both of Will’ sshinsas
he rode. After ashort while it opened into asmall copse of birch, then down into avale that made Will’ s
breath catch in his chest. He let hishorse wander off thetrail and start cropping grasseswhile hejust sat
in the saddle and stared.

Until thisjourney and his education by Resolute, Will had not known one plant from another. While his
trip had not been long, he had absorbed a great deal. He d even been able to identify hisleaf aslooking
like something from an oak, though the silver meta matched nothing he saw growing in field and forest.

At least until now...

Rows of slverwood treeslined thetrail into the vale. Other plants clung to these trees, bursting with
gorgeous flowers, lush and plump and colorful. Bushes were ripe with berries that looked like
raspberries, but were pumpkin orange. Other flowers and undergrowth seemed familiar, but somehow
more vibrant, more green, more aive than plants not aleague back down the road.

Crow rode over and took the reins from Will’ s hands. “ Come on, thisis nothing.”

That comment surprised Will. “What is this place?’

“The shadow of another place.”

Crow nudged his horse' sribswith his heels and the two animal s trotted forward through the
slverwood arbor. At the bottom of adight hill, thetrail curved around to the left, through plots of
cultivated soil. Will recognized none of the vegetables hanging from those plants, but the chickens that
scattered as they rode up seemed quite common. He saw a pen with goats and sheep in it further dong,
but no farmhouse to go aong with the fields and livestock.

Crow reined up behind Resolute and the packhorses, near the mouth of acave. A femae ef emerged
from it. Will supposed she was aVVorquelf, since her eyeswere amost entirely copper, but they had a
white dot at the center of each. Those dots flicked back and forth, asif she were watching them
dismount, but Will saw that her gaze followed sounds, not people.

He wondered for amoment if she were Resolute’ swife. He doubted any femae would be stupid
enough to want Resolute for a husband, but having him for one would explain why shelived in aplace
that was hard for him to vist.

Resolute crossed to her and dropped to aknee. He took her right hand in his and kissed it. “ Our
absence has been unforgivable.”

She patted his head gently, asif he were adog. “ Forgiven because it was unavoidable. | have seen
where you have been, Resolute. And Kedyn's Crow, he fill travelswith you.”

Crow swung from the saddle and hugged the f. “It has been too long.”

Shefreed hersdlf from hisembrace. “And this one you' ve brought. Who is he?’



Her voice caressed his ears and his heart began to pound faster. Will didn’t know who she was, but
for Resolute to knedl before her meant she wasimportant. Still, Will didn’t need that evidence to know
how specia shewas. Something insde of him realized they shared akinship, abond.

Will did from the saddle and fished the leaf-bag from within histunic. Hehdd it out. “I'm Will, a
courier. Thisisfor you.” Asmuch as he didn’t want to surrender it, he aso knew, deep down, that it was
never meant to be possessed. It was meant to be put to ause, and she wasthe oneto useit.

“I am Oracle, and | thank you, Will.” Her dender fingers stroked his hands as she accepted the pouch
from him. She smiled, and Will felt certain it was because of the leaf. “Wilburforce, yes, awonderful
name. | intended no disrespect.”

“I, urn, th-thank you.” Will found his mouth suddenly dry. “No problem.”

“Good.” The word came softly from her mouth, then she closed her eyes and opened the bag. The
slver leaf seemed to shine more brightly than ever before as she brought it into her hands and the full light
of day. She clasped it flat between her hands, the Slver so brilliant that light fled through her flesh,
outlining her bonesin black. “Yes, oh, yes, thisis an important piece. Come, now, comewith me.”

Sheturned on her hedl and dl but ran into the cave. Will started after her, but Crow grabbed his
shoulder. “ Slowly, Will. She knows the cave well and the darkness does not bother her.”

The youth nodded. “Her eyes. She'shlind, isn't she?” Resolute growled. “ Some sight is gone, but she
seeswhat she must see”

Will frowned. “Can’'t you ever just say yes?’

“Some questions just don’t have smple answers, boy.” Crow gave Will’ s shoulder asqueeze. “Yes,
sheisblind. She has been for anumber of years now.” Will’s eyes widened. “How did it happen?’
Resolute, hdf hidden in the shadow of the cave, scowled. “ Shedid it to hersdlf.”

“What? Why?’

“Here' san answer that’ssmple for you, boy....” Resolute s voice echoed from inside the cave ashe
disappeared. “ She didn’t want someone else using her eyes.”

Will followed Resolute into the cave and passed through a narrowing before the path cut to the left.
There it widened somewhat into aflat ovoid space severd yards across at the widest point. A smal fire
guttered in amakeshift fireplace fashioned of stones. It generated more heet than light, with the smoke
risng tofill the chamber’ slow roof. A bit farther dong the path, the smoke, like water pouring gently
over adam, streamed out and rose through a crack in the cave' sroof.

TheVorquef’ sbulk blocked Will from seeing into the next chamber, but he knew it was going to be
something spectacular. Light, agreenish slver, glowed around Resolute' s outline. Resolute ducked his
head to make it through asmall opening and Will followed, his head unbowed.

Then he stopped, his breath frozen in hislungs.

For the whole of the journey to the mountains, Resolute had ground on about how little Will knew
about theworld. Will had learned from him, a times grudgingly, other times gratefully; but never had Will
let go of hisconviction that he knew far more than Resol ute suspected or would ever know himself. The
cavern into which he walked stripped that smugness away from him.-

Hefdt aslost asawandering toddler in the streets of Ydin.

The soft brilliance of glowing minerdsand lichensilluminated the cavern, which Will guessed wasbig
enough to house four of the Hare and Hutch inns. Pillars of flowstone upheld adark roof within which
sparkled lights like stars. He even thought he recogni zed some of the constellations, but so many seemed
dientohim.

More remarkable than anight sky set in stone was the cavern itself. AsWill took a step forward he
fet asif he were moving through something fluid—not as dense aswater, but certainly not air. Heredly
could fed it pressing againgt him, softly and gently, like theweight of alight blanket. It didn’t hurt or make
him uncomfortable, yet it dragged on him the way the air did on ahumid day.

All around him, throughout the cavern, things hung in the air. Leaves and branches, here and there, as
if they werethe only visible part of trees hidden by aninvisblefog. By hisfeet he saw the skeleton of
what he took to be arabbit, painstakingly reconstructed, with a moth-esten cape of fur draped over it.



Beyond it, springing from atop arock, another skeleton hovered in mid-leap, clawed paws ready to rend
therabhbit. Looking at it Will could dmost see the muscleslayered on its bare bones, the rippling of them
and how that would shift the color of the hunting predator’ s coet.

Y et more impressive than the bones and branches were the murals. At first Will could not tell what
they were because when helooked at them from the entryway, al he saw was adender stripe of color.
As he moved further into the room, however, the colors spread out into long rectangular landscapes and
vigtas. Through them—some were painted, others the product of chalk or of bits and pieces of stone and
leaf mosaicsthat just hung there in the air—he could see how aboulder had been transformed into an
ocean headland, or a stone spire became the edge of avaley. And as he stared longer at any one
picture, the redity that defined it seemed to fade. The colors mixed and fused, then bled into depth. He
wanted to reach a hand out and through them to touch the place they represented.

Resolute caught hisleft wrist before he could touch apainting. “Don't.”

“No?It seemsso red.”

“Itis, or was’ Resolute svoice broke ever o dightly, surprising Will. “How much do you know of
meagick, boy?’

Will fet hisrebdlion returning, but he only shrugged.

Oracle turned from where she had been brushing alight blue circle of paint onto what was, for al Will
could seg, ar. “Resolute, you make it sound like an accusation. Wilburforce would know nothing of
magick, for he has not had the opportunity to be trained.”

Part of Will wanted to frown with her use of hisfull name, but from her mouth it sounded right. It
wasn't used the way Marcus and some of the others had, to scold or ridicule him. The way she says it
makes it fit me.

Oracle amiled a Will and opened her hands, leaving the brush and small bowl of pigment she’' d been
using hanging in the air. She stepped around them, opening her arms to encompass the whole room. “This
isaplace of magick, avery specid place, and you are now one of two men who knows of its existence.”

“Thank you?” Will’ s confusion knitted his brows together. “Why would you trust me?’

“We have to, Wilburforce.” She turned and nodded toward Resolute. “ The acorn, please.”

The Vorqudf dug into asmall pouch on his belt and produced an acorn. It looked like many others
Will had learned to identify on histrip, save that it had ared-gold sheen to it instead of brown or green.
Resolute flipped it toward Oracle. The acorn traveled quickly through thefirst haf of itsarc, then dowed
and started floating, asif it were afeather caught on awhisper.

Oracle opened her right hand, splaying long pale fingers, and the acorn came to rest in the center of
her palm. “This acorn came from the very tree that produced the leaf you found, Wilburforce. In magick,
many things are linked. Some links are naturd, such asthe link between aleaf and atree. Do you
understand?’

Will nodded.

“Somelinks areforged. By way of example, this acorn is something Resolute has carried for two
years. It contains traces of him, much asa stone you'd held in your hands for hours would have some of
your warmth.”

Will nodded, then realized that because she was blind, she could not see him. 1 understand.”

Resolute snorted. “ She knew. Heard your brain rattling in your skull.”

Oracle closed her eyes and sighed. *Y our impatience, Resolute, must it color everything?’

Resolute started to answer in Elvish, but Oracle frowned. “1n the common tongue. He should hear
this”

“If wemust.” Resolute' s nogtrils flared. “ Perhaps my impatience need not spill over, but we do not
know if heisthe one we need or not.”

“Theacorn led you to him, did it not?’

“The acorn led meto the leaf, and you said the leaf would lead to him. Thisboy could just bealink in
achan.”

She amiled and opened her eyesdowly. “It was not easy for meto blind myself, yet you refuse to even



Will fidgeted. “'Y ou may be speaking words | understand, but, um, | don’t understand.”

“Understanding will come, Wilburforce.” Sheturned acircle, dmost gaily, with the hem of her white
robe flaring out, her long white braid arcing behind her. “This place we created from bits and pieces of
our homeland, Vorquellyn. Y ou know the story: a century and aquarter ago the Aurolani host overran
theidand and we were driven out.

When elves are about your age, they are bound to the land of their birth through aritud. It makesus
responsible for our homeland, tiesto it so wefed its pain. Those elves who were bound to Vorquellyn
were in such agony because of the idand' s rape that they abandoned the world.

“This|eft the unbound—Resolute, Amends, me, others—to wander the world and fight for our
homeand. We hoped, ahuman generation ago, that the war againgt Chytrine would free Vorquelyn, but
it did not. So we began to act covertly. Here we bring together artifacts of our old home, for those things
link ustoit. Aswe get more, thelink grows stronger.”

Will glanced back toward the outside. “ The trees, they were grown from seeds from Vorquelyn?’

“No, Wilburforce, things from Vorquellyn we bring in here. Those plants came from other elven
homelands, though origindly were grown from Vorquellyn stock.” She shrugged. “We had hoped that
growing them here might alow usto establish ahomeland. While they do provide alink, it isawesk one,
since conditions here are not the same asthey were on our idand. In this cave, however, the power
grows. | can sometimes hear the breskers, fed the sea breeze, smell flowers and fruits.”

Resolute scratched along his unshaven jaw. “ To create this place—theideafor it came from a series of
prophecies Oracle uttered at the time of the war—we demanded keepsakes from the V orquelves. Some,
like Predator, held out. Aswe get more, the power grows.”

“Why not just go to Vorquellyn and get what you need?’

Resolute began with one of hislow and sinister laughs, but afrown from Oracle cut him off.
“Wilburforce, these things came from Vorquellyn before the taint settled over it. Anything from there now
would serve to warn our enemies of our presence, and we cannot have that.”

The youth nodded dowly. “How am | part of this?’

Theblind Vorquef sghed and turned away from him.

“Follow me.” As she walked deeper into the cavern, she swept past the edge of one mura and
descended from view.

Will trailed after her quickly and hurried down anarrow stairway that had been crudely hacked from
the stone. Glowing lichen marked the top of the passage, though he wasin no risk of hitting his heed. It
twisted right and then left again, descending sharply during the last twenty yards, and opened into another
smdler chamber that he figured was roughly below the heart of the room above. Lichen and minerdsdso
provided illumination here, and for the barest of moments, Will envied Oracle her blindness.

Big, bloody muras covered the walls and ceiling of the chamber. They coiled like rainbow vipers
around stalactites and stalagmites. Nothing hung in the air, but the hideous and apocayptic nature of the
images would have clawed themselves free from the paintings were they not anchored to thewalls. Men
and dves, urZrethi, Gyrkyme, and other races, bestia and otherwise, fought in pitched battles against
each other. Bodies and pieces thereof filled holesin theriot of combatants, with some later images being
painted over earlier ones.

Inthe midst of dl thisviolent chaos, one smal section of wall had nothing on it but ahuman slhouette
outlined in gold. Oracle drifted through the room toward it, then tucked her handsin the opposite deeves
of her robe and bowed her head. “This, | believe, isyour part init. Yoursisthe face meant to be painted
here. We do not know for certain if you are the one we seek or, as Resolute alowed, only alink to that
person. Determining if you are or not could be dangerous, very dangerous.”

Will glanced back at where Resolutefilled the only exit to the chamber. “I have no choicein the
meatter?’

Oracl€ s head came up, her face expressionless. “ Y ou have choices, dways. If thisisyour destiny,
then the next sepiscrucid.”

“Andif not?’



“Then your destiny is unknown to me, but | wish you well withit.” She closed her eyes. 1t would be
best if you were not compelled.”

Resolute cracked his knuckles.

Will sighed, mostly because that was the easiest defense againgt the shiver running up hisspine. The
magick in the place intrigued and scared him, but wonder washed over the top of hisfear. The fact that
Oracle, blind as shewas, had been capable of doing al she had impressed him, because the only blind he
knew were beggars. Beggars were asrats to wolves when measured againgt thieves, but Oracle would
have astounded even the greatest thief Will knew.

Stll, thefear lurked there. “I will ask you my question, Oracle. | know what Resolute will answer,
ance, for him, my death is never far avay. What you will do islearnif | am the one you want, right? And
thisisgoing to be deadly dangerous?’

She smiled dowly. “Only if you are the one we seek. But if you are, we will do al we canto save
you.”

No sigh cameto quell the shiver thistime. Will turned to look a Resolute. “If | am not, I’ m not leaving
thisplace, am 1? You didn’t trust Amends. Y ou can't trust me.”

Thelarge Vorquef folded hisarms over his chest and shrugged. “ Spending the rest of your life here
would be better than in thedums of Ydin.”

However long you'd let me live. Will wanted to fed angry or scared at the prospect of being
trapped here or dain, but he could not. Just as he knew the leaf had wanted him to carry it away,
somehow he knew his place was here. That dmaost made him laugh. Every orphan Marcus had taken in
harbored the same fantasy. Someday someone would come and reved to them who they redlly were,
would show them to their rightful place in theworld. For him it had been his mother who would have
escaped thefire, survived and become Vionna, the pirate queen, with the Azure Spider as her consort.

Now | have what we all wished for, but it doesn’t come free. Theway Resolute watched him told
Will thet the

Vorqudf expected him to try to run. Will put his chances a being able to escapethe Vork as small,
but part of him wanted to try anyway.

Another part of him, alarger part, baked. There was something in the way Oracle had said they
would do al they could to save him that told him how important he wasto them. If | am not the one
they want, | would be a link in the chain. Suddenly he found for himsdlf the theme of the saga.of Will
the Nimble. His story would be one of exploits strung like pearls, and now he had a string. He would
help restore V orquellyn—wherever that was—and he knew he would do it because everyone el se had
faled for avery longtime,

He nodded and exhded dowly. “What do we have to do?’

Rdief painted asmile on Oracle sface. “ Come over here and stand in this basin, Wilburforce.”

Will complied as Resolute exited the chamber. The youth found an iron ring had been half-sunk into
the center of ashalow depression in the rock, which was ten feet in diameter. Around the rim had been
painted an uneven red line. He toed the rusty ring and found it both heavy and solidly affixed to the
ground.

An angry bleat and the clicking of goat’ s-hooves on the stone brought him around. Resol ute reentered
the room and stepped aside as Crow led agoat at the end of a stout length of chain into the chamber.
The two warriors exchanged silent glances, then Crow smiled.

“I had no doubt Will would agree. | thought | would savetime.” Crow led the goat over to the
depression, then fastened its chain to thering, leaving it six feet of play. The creature seemed docile
enough, coming over to sniff a Will, then gently butting him.

Oracle entered the depression and the goat came to her. She stroked its neck, then brushed athumb
over itsforehead. The Vorquelf drew adender poniard and dashed alittle cut above and between the
goat’ seyes. The creature bleated and jumped back to the length of its chain, with blood welling in the
wound. Its hooves scrabbled against the smooth stone, but gained little purchase, and the goat went
down.

“Give meyour |eft hand, your heart hand, Wilburforce.”



He complied and felt the sting of the blade being dragged over his palm.

Oracle pointed to the goat asit rose ungteadily to itsfeet. “We need to forge alink between you and
it. Place your wound againgt its, let the blood comingle. Go, do it, thereislittletimeto lose”

Will trailed hisright hand over the chain and closed with the goat. By thetime hegot toit and laid his
hand on its forehead, Crow and Oracle had cleared the depression. Oracle and Resolute, standing
together a circle’ s edge, held hands and Resol ute' s tattoos began to glow with avibrant purple hue. A
quarter circle away, Crow had strung asmall horse-bow made of a silver-blond wood, and had nocked
an arrow with awide razored broadhead that had been washed in silver.

Will swalowed hard. “I' m ready.”

Crow winked. “You'll dofine”

Resolute' s argent eyes narrowed. “1 think hewill. 1 think we will succeed. The question is, how much
will they make us pay for that success?’

Then Oracle began to speak.

Thewordstrickled sibilant and lyrica from Oracle€’ s mouth. Some would ring high and clear, like the
pedl of acrysta bell, while others would rumble cart-heavy through a cobblestone street. Each word
spilled into the air and seemed to hang there. Will thought he caught glimpses of them, illuminated in the
glow of Resolute stattoos.

Asthe soundsfloated in the air, they linked themselvesinto chains. Echoes reinforced them and drew
them in, further, surrounding Will and the goat. The youth kept his hand pressed againgt the creature’ s
forehead, ignoring the warm wetness that connected them. His hand tingled, asif the echoes of words
had funneled down into the wound and through it into the goat.

Oracle swords began to speed up, building in intensity, too. The rhythm solidified, making sounds
pulse with power. Will could fed the air tighten, grow into the hard-edged sensation of crisp winter
nights. Something init cut a him, drawing no blood but taking something of him with it anyway.

The goat suddenly twisted away from Will, severing their contact. Will spilled onto his buttocks and
started scuttling away from the creature asit reared up on its hind hooves, feet scrambling for purchase.
The chain pulled taut and the goat dipped, crashing down hard onto its side. It writhed there, its bleating
becoming more urgent and shrill, then tightening down into a hideous croaking.

A rippling series of pops shook the creature. Its spine straightened, amplifying the twitching of thelegs.
Its muzzle shortened as the face flattened into something vaguely human. The hooves lengthened on the
forelegs, becoming two fingersthat grasped the chain tightly. The pelvis shifted and the |egs became more
human in congruction.

Worse than the physical changes was the creature’ s scent. The goat had not smelled particularly
Sweet, but the wretched miasmadrifting out from it now choked Will. Init he caught hints of mesat many
days green and his flesh began to crawl asif maggots were burrowing beneeth it.

The creature shook onelast time, violently, then promptly scrabbled up into a squat with the chain
tugged into agtraight line. A purple light blazed in its eyes, and those eyes twitched, dowly focusing.
Black lips pedled back from teeth that had taken on the jagged serrations of a carnivore' s bite.

The goat-thing looked left and right, then bowed its horned head toward Will. “Old friends | see, buit |
know not thee. Pray thee, tell me, who would you be?’ The voice came softly, but full of ridicule and
with an annoying hiss.

Will pulled himsdlf into acrouch and jammed his cut palm againg histhigh. “I’'m Will.”

“Will, Will, one moreto kill.” The beast cocked its head and |ooked at him sidelong. “He comes not
without anticipation, this bastard who will save anation.”

Theyouth shifted his shoulders as a shiver ran up his spine. “What are you?’

“Nefrai-laysh, at your beck and call.” The goat-man sketched alittle bow. “I serve she who
commandsthemal.”

“You'reaDark Lancer!”

“That muchisclear, but not why I'm here.” The sullan-ciri pointed at Crow, Resolute, and Oraclein
turn. “Beware these three, my little Will. They mean you harm, they meanyouill. A key to alock iswhat



they see, when they stop and look at thee.”

“He' slying to you, Will. I’ shisway now.” Crow took a step to the edge of the depression, his bow
dtill at the ready. “He can’t be trusted.”

“Isthisthe pot caling the kettle black, you who stuck the knifein my back?” The beast’ s eyes
narrowed as it reached out and pinched alink of the chain, severing it. “I’ ve never forgotten, never will.
When the time comes, you're mineto kill. I won't forget, though the time s not yet. Still, for you,
something fun to do!”

Nefrai-laysh reached back with itsright hand and inscribed an ova inthe air, as high asthe crouching
beast could reach and as wide asaman’ s shoulders. A thin purplelineglowed intheair in histalon’s
wake, then the beast jammed an ebow sharply back into the heart of the ova. Theredity within it
shattered as might have alooking glass, leaving ablack hole hovering in the air.

Before the beast had achance to legp into that hole, Crow’ s arrow split its breastbone and pinned its
heart to its spine. At the same time three creatures came boiling out of the hole. The two larger
ones—their humanoid bodies covered with mottled fur—emerged with longknives drawn. They dove
graight at Crow and Resolute. Thethird, abit smaller and covered with brown fur, emerged from the
hole and legped a Will.

The nagty little poniard in its right hand had been raised for akilling thrust.

Without thinking, Will rolled onto his back, then kicked out with both feet, catching the creature full in
the chest. Ribs cracked and the cresture flew backward. It crashed down hard, but bounced up quickly.
It flexed its hand, unsheathing claws even before it had regained its balance. It snarled and ssumbled back
agep, trying to get its feet benegth it.

Then it dipped on the chain.

Linksrattled as they shot out from beneath its feet. The creature Sarted to fall and reached out to
steedy itself, but missed the grab at the edge of the hole. At least, that was what Will thought had
happened—~Dbut this was before he could see that the creature’ s thumb had started to fall on the cave side
of thehole.

The hol€ s edge caught the creature midway between shoulder and hip, dicing up into its chest with the
ease of awillow-whip dashing through air. The upper hdf of itstorso, severed cleanly, disappeared into
the hole while the lower haf thrashed itslegs, spraying blood and atwisted cord of gutsinto the
depression.

To hisright, Crow sidestepped alongknife thrust, then grabbed his attacker’ swrist and twisted,
locking the arm. Crow’ sleft arm came down, cracking the silverwood bow on the joint. The elbow
snapped wetly under the assault. Crow flung the howling creature aside and, in one fluid motion, bent and
scooped up the longknife. He gutted hisfoe asit straightened up.

Oracle had reded away from the cresture rushing at Resolute. Thetall VVorquelf drew alongknife with
hisright hand and parried the lunge coming at hisbelly. Then he struck lightning-fast with hisleft hand,
damming afig into the cresture’ sthroat. It gurgled and stumbled back, raisng ahand to its crushed
windpipe. Batting aside awesk dash, Resolute stabbed down with hislongknife, sinking the blade deep
between shoulder and throat. Blood spurted when he wrenched it free, and the creature collapsed.

Will had just started to turn and look at the portal when aheavy weight landed on him. The goat-thing
gtraddled him, grabbing handfuls of histunic, pulling his chest upright whileits body trapped histhighs
againg the ground. It shoved its muzzle forward until they were nose to nose, and blood dripped from its
mouth onto hisface.

“Will, my Will, remember if you can, come after me, you'll die not yet aman.” Blood sprayed with
each word, flecking Will’ sface. “Painisdl you'll know, dl you deserve, unlessfrom this path you
swerve, Come with me now, come and serve....”

“Not for al the sorrow in the Dimandowns!” Will snapped off the arrow in the creature’ s chest and
stabbed the broken end through its neck. The beast reared back, one hand raised to its throat, mouth
working, but words just bubbling red. It raised afordimb to strike him, but before the blow could fall,
Resolute kicked the creature in the face, spilling it back off Will.

The youth crawled back behind Resolute' s legs and peered out at the goat-thing. It lay there, a the



feet half of the other creature, its coat turning black and melting away. The overwheming stench of rotten
meat accompanied the effervescent decay of itsflesh, leaving white bones rising from ablack puddielike
the skeleton of a ship beached on black sand.

A flicker of purple light legped from the empty eye sockets and shot through the portal. The opening
closad down tight, into atiny dot, which then fell with asplashinto the fetid puddle. The fluid boiled
furioudy for asecond, then drained away through sharp cracksin what had previoudy been the
depression’ s smooth bowl.

Will shivered.

Resolute looked down a him and nodded grimly. “Y ou did better than | expected.”

The youth’ s somach heaved, spewing out what little remained of their last road medl.

The Vorquef grabbed the back of Will’ stunic and hauled him up by one hand. “Wipe your face, take
adeep breath.”

Crow held up ahand. “Take it easy with him. That wasn't what any of us expected.”

Will wiped his mouth off on hisdeeve. “Wasthat redlly aDark Lancer?1s he dead?’

The older man dropped into a crouch at the edge of the bowl, resting his bow across hisknees. “It
was part of him, apart he was able to project here.”

“A part of himwe summoned here.” Oracle came over and stared blindly down at Will. *“ Forgive me
for putting you in such danger, Wilburforce. In using the goat as part of the link, we thought we would be
ableto sever thelink by killing the goat. It is not acommon magick, but one that has worked for ages;
though it did not work here.”

Resolute set Will down at the edge of the pit. Will forced himself to look at Oracle and away from the
remains of the goat. “Why didn’t it work?”

The Vorqudf mage shook her head. “ Chytrine is an able sorceress hersdlf, so she may have unraveled
the spell and found away to changeit. Clearly she has made Nefrai-laysh very strong. We will be more
careful inthefuture.”

“More careful? More careful?” Will blinked with disbelief. “If Chytrine can create sullanciri likethat,
with powerslikethat... | mean, some of them are supposed to aready be dead, right? And they can do
magick.”

The man held his hands up. “Easy, Will. The sullanciri areindeed powerful. They were once our
champions, yes, but they are not invincible.”

Resolute nodded solemnly. “ They' re not impossibly powerful, either. They can bekilled, and killing
them hurts Chytrine. Y ou hurt Nefrai-laysh here, sticking him the way you did. Chytrine knows she hasto
be careful, too.”

The youth nodded dowly. It seemed the appropriate response, though he really understood very little.
“What did it mean, his coming here? Was that good or bad? | mean, obvioudy bad, but if he'sdead ...”

Crow sighed. “H€ s not dead, though this might have hurt him a bit. He will betired. And this ability to
change himsdlf into other things, it’ sfitting, Since he could be whomever he needed to be when he needed
it. HE Il be very dangerous.”

Resolute snorted. “ Save that he can’t change who heis at the core, and that iswhere we will kill him.”

The Vorquelf sorceress stroked Will’ s hair softly. “Asfor hiscoming here, thisis good. It meansyou
arethe onewe relooking for, or are linked very strongly to him.”

“Quick lesson for you, boy.” Resolute hauled the creature hel d killed into the depression and tossed it
at Will'sfeet. “Thisisagibberer or gibberkin. Chytrine uses them for soldiers. Somewnhat strong, not
terribly smart, but mind those jaws. That muzzle can bite clean through an arm. They die, but they die
hard.”

Will blinked. “But you and Crow handled them so easily.”

Resolute lowered hisface to Will’s. “Welost Vorquelyn along time ago. | have been killing gibberers
ever snce. | anwell schooled in killing them, and ply that trade at every opportunity.”

“I think they were abit disoriented as they came through.” Crow shrugged easily. “ Thething you killed
was avylaen. Smdler, smarter, dmost like achild in abear costume at festiva, but capable of usng
magicks. Chytrine uses them to |lead forces around. Thiswasn't a planned attack, clearly, or morewould



have come through; many more.”

“1 don't like the idea of that.” Will shook his head. “I want to go home and forget dl of this. Let me
go, plesse”

Oracle knelt and wiped hisface with the deeve of her robe, leaving it stained with blood. “ Thereisno
forgetting, Wilburforce, no running, no hiding. Thisisatime of destiny, and your part init hasjust begun
to unfold. And while this may seem to be a disaster to warn of more disasters, there is good here, too.”

The youth shivered again, and choked down more vomit.

When he dept that evening, Will dept shalowly and woke easily. Bad dreams did not haunt him, but
theworry that he might succumb to them did dow hisreturning to deep. He knew he had nothing to fear
immediatdly, for Crow stood watch at the mouth of the cave and Resolute dept within the Vorquellyn
chamber. He' d been dlowed to unroll his blanket in the alcove Oracle called home, but after supper and
ashort nap, she was nowhere to be seen.

Will sat in the darkness and thought about what had happened in the lower chamber. Theimages of
war and desth and dying sent achill down his spine, though not because of their gruesome nature. Blood
and gore were nothing new to Will. The Dimandowns saw violence every day, whether in astreet brawl,
or acart smashing some child, or to the entertainments offered in dingy playhouses. Murder, assaullt,
rape, cannibaism; these were dl things he knew of—and most of them from dark faery taleswhispered
inthenight.

But something about the murasin the lower chamber had more substance than night-whispers, an
actor convulsing on astage, or even blood trickling through the gutter. The painting oozed hatred. Each
stab stung him, each thrust opened ahollow in him. He didn’t so much feel the pain of the wounds as
much ashefelt theloss of thelives.

Every one of those people will die because someone else hates.

Hethrew back hisblankets and stalked quietly through the VVorquellyn chamber. He expected an
immediate and hostile chalenge from Resolute, but silence marked his passage. Deep in the chamber, in
the shadow of a picture that turned a stone into aforested hill, the VVorquef dept soundly, with a blanket
of gibberer pets covering him.

On down to the lower chamber Will went and found Oracle there, painting away. He paused in the
entrance, not willing to disturb her, but from the way she moved, he knew that was unlikely. She worked
quickly, dabbing paint here and there, spreading individual dashes of color dl over awall, then shewould
shift to another paint-pot and splash another huein places. She let the color define what she wanted to
display, with theimages dowly coming into focus as more and more of the stone disappeared.

One part of her mura had been completdly finished and it shocked Will. Where there had only been a
Slhouette before he now looked at himsalf. He wore a stony expression and subtle shading worked
details of the rock below into him. It dmost seemed asif he were walking out from the rock or, worse,
that he' d been trapped init. As horrible asthat might seem, however, it did not make him shiver.

Themurd she gill worked on, though, did tighten hisflesh. Asyet unpainted towers stood limned with
red and gold fire. A dragon, in silhouette only, hovered in the sky above the tallest tower, breathing a
stream of fireat it. On the ground and battlements of the walls surrounding the towers, armies clashed.
Wizards cast spells and gibberers stood in ranks shoul dering odd wesapons that spit fire. Men opposing
those gibberersfel back, asif struck with invisble arrows.

Swords and pikes, bows and arrows, armored warriors with lances charging atop massive horses,
these things till played apart in battle. Creatures with split skullslittered the ground. Oracle returned to
them, anointing them with scarlet paint. More than once a curl of red erased aprevioudy painted head, or
opened arent in pristine armor. It amost seemed asif Oracle were somehow watching the battle' s
progression and changing details as people lived or died.

Asthat thought occurred to Will, Oracle stooped to get more paint and revealed images of himsdlf and
Crow and Resolute. Resol ute was magnificent and defiant, with gibberer bodies piled high around him.
Even 50, apike had been thrust into his back, and a gibberer was raising him from the ground. And
Crow, he bled from the poxy sort of wounds the gibberkin weapon created. His arrows had wrought



havoc with their line, but Will could see Crow would die before the last of the Aurolani troops.

Of himsdlf he saw little, for the space surrounding him remained bare sone. He didn’t understand why
that was, or what it might mean. He took a step into the chamber to get a better angle on aflurry of work
Oracle had begun near hisimage.

Shewhirled, the pot of ydlow paint flying from her left hand. The pigment streaked out, like thetail on
ashooting star. Will started forward, reaching ahand out to catch it, but the pot dowed in itstrgectory
and hung there, mocking his effort to saveit.

Oracle stared at him, her brows furrowed, but a smile beginning to grow on her face. “Y ou seeit, you
seeit, so everything changes.” She stepped forward, plucked the pot out of the air, then scooped the
spilled paint back into it. The few drops she missed fell to stain the stone floor.

A heavy hand landed on Will’ s shoulder. The youth spun and found Resolute standing there, wearing
an expression he' d not seen on the Vorquelf’ sface before. “ Come with me, Will. Y ou’ ve seen enough
for tonight.”

Will blinked, wondering if the sullanciri Nefrai-laysh had somehow been able to take over the
Vorqudf’sbody. “But, what she' spainting ...”

The Vorqudf turned Will around and gave him a gentle shove back into the passage to the upper
chamber. “Ever since her eyes ... Oracle dways was a seer. Now what she sees are snips and tittles of
thefuture”

Theyouth tried to twist back to point at the mural, but Resolute blocked hisline of sight and kept him
moving. “So you' |l be speared on a pike, and Crow will be killed?’

“Thefutureisnot easy to unravel. Think of your life asasingle thread. Mine, too, and Crow’s. Stretch
that thread out from here to the horizon. How far dong it can you see?” Will shrugged. “A hit, | guess.”

“Wall, that Siege she' s painting, that’ s a point where many threads will come together. Think of it asa
knot of threads. Some will end there, some will continue on. Seeing aknot of livestangled in thefutureis
easy for Oracle. Seeing where each thread will enter and leave, that is more difficult.”

“So you're saying that from that mura | should assume there will be asiege of towers? That much we
know, but what happens we don’'t know?’

“That ismy read of things, yes.” They emerged into the Vorquellyn chamber. “1 will not worry too
much, but | will sharpen my blades. Y ou, | think, should go and get some deep.”

The youth frowned and turned to look at Resolute as the Vorquelf settled himsalf down on a blanket.
“Y ou have dwaysyelled at me, caled me boy. What' s going on?Isit because | am the person you were
looking for you' re being nice to me?’

Resolute' ssilver eyes half shut. “No, not that; nor will you find me niceto you in the future. My job is
to keep you dive, and to help you become the person we need to save the world from Chytrine, | guess,
from the perspective of the stedl, the blacksmith isvery crud; but there is only one way to forge a sword.

“Asfor my being niceto you, well...” The Vorquelf opened hisarms. “For thefirst timein over a
century | deepin aplace where | canlook out a avistal knew from my youth. Just for abit, atiny bit, |
know the peace | knew then. It won't last long.”

Will nodded. “I’'m sorry.*

Resolute’' s head came up and he regarded Will openly. “So am I, but | won't et myself be seduced by
this peace. My lifeis dedicated to restoring VVorquellyn, so others can know this, too.”

The edged growl returned to hisvoice. “And you, boy, are the sword that will win mewhat | want. So
until you are perfect, you will be worked.”

“Andif | don’t want to be worked?’

Resolute' sslver eyestightened. “ Understand one thing, boy, | need your bloodline more than | need
you. If | haveto get you on adozen women so | haveyour childrentotrain, I will doit. That future
Oracleis painting down thereisone | would like to change. That goa is more important than you. Y ou
will help, or like every other obstacle in my path for the last century, you will be swept aside.”

Will found the return of the nasty Resolute something of acomfort, but hardly something that induced
easy deep. Hetossed and turned for along time, histhoughts racing. Part of him thought that being asked
to get children on adozen women would be fun—and certainly in kegping with aspects of the Will the



Nimble saga he had envisoned. Still, he redlized that Resol ute would choose the women and was pretty
certain the Vorqudf’ s processwould drain dl the fun from the enterprise.

Supervison wasn't something Will figured he wanted in the midst of such intimacies.

Eventudly hedid fall adeep, and al too soon found Crow shaking him awake. Their horses had been
saddled and prepared for aride while Will had been allowed to deep. He came to awareness dowly and
gathered his stuff together. The rumbling of his somach reminded him of thefact that his last med had not
madeit al the way through his system. When he recaled why, however, his appetite died.

Will tossed his bedroll behind his saddle and looked up at Crow. “I guessdl that' sleft isfor meto say
good-byeto Oracle.”

“Resolute will do that for you.”

Theyoung thief frowned. “Why can't I?| mean, sheisn't angry that | saw her working last night, is
e

Crow shook hishead. “No, not angry, just exhausted. There are prophecies that involve you or
someone of your blood, which makes you very important to the future. Right here, right now, you're akin
to a pebble dropped into the pond of the future. Thiscloseto Oracle, dl she seesaretheinitial
gplashings. The further you ride away, the more perspective she will get. She' |l need that, and we'll need
that perspective.”

Will nodded for ahalf second, then his eyes narrowed. “That’ s not the only reason, isit?’

“What do you mean?’

He pointed back toward the cavern. “If | go down there and look at what she has painted, | might see
things| don’t like. I might do things to make sure those futures do not come about, right? That would ruin
everything.”

“That'san interesting ingight. | don’t let what | seein there concern me, though. Oracle sees events,
but not outcomes. Resolute and | talked about the tower under siege. We' refairly certain that is Fortress
Draconis, so we're going to head there. How things turn out, well, that will depend upon what we do
when we get there”

Resolute strode strongly from the cavern. “Mount up, boy, we haveto ride”

Will hauled himsdlf into the saddle. “Did Oracle say good-bye?’

“Something like that.” Resolute swung up into his saddle. “ She said to ride east to the Rivenrock, then
south. If we hurry... Well, we best hurry.”

Riding quickly through mountain forests was not an essy task. The route they chose consisted of
narrow trails that meandered across hillsides, followed bare-rock streambeds, and otherwise flowed with
the landscape. Based on what Will had learned heading into the mountains, he assumed their current path
had started asagametrail, and the minimal amount of blazing suggested very few peopleused it at al.

They rode as hard as they could, pausing only to water their horses and switch mounts. During one of
the switches, Resolute tossed a heavy, quilted leather surcoat to Will, nearly knocking him down. Iron
studs dotted the buckskin garment. Will held it up to his shoulders, with the hem faling to hisknees, and
knew he could have pitched it asatent for himsdf and gtill had room to stable his horse.

“Yes, it'shig, but it'sthe best we' ve got.” Resolute dipped arustling coat of ringmail over a padded
leather surcoat. “Put it on, boy, belt it tight at the middle, and use some leather strapstortieit off at your
wrigs”

The black tone of Resolute' s words made Will comply without complaint. The surcoat hung on him
very loosdy but still managed to trap much of the midday heat. Hetied it off a wristsand waist as
ingtructed, which left the deeves billowing over hisforearms and aflaccid flep of leather hanging down to
hisgroin over the belt.

Resol ute secured bracers on his own forearms, then tossed Will agibberer longknife in a scabbard.
“Slideit in your belt, across the back. Now try drawing it.”

The weapon’shilt projected just past hisright Sde at waist level. Will grabbed the hilt and did hishand
wide. The blade came out cleanly and eadily. The thief whipped the blade s point up and found the
longknife’ sweight was perfect for aquick dash.



“Hedrawsit well, Resolute, but chances are that’ s the biggest knife he' s ever brought to hand.” Crow
strung hissilverwood bow. “He s better a throwing. Give him some of your bladestars.”

Resol ute opened a saddlebag and tossed Will aleather pouch that landed heavily and clanked when
he caught it. The elf pulled out another and tied it to hisbdlt, at hisright hip. From it hedrew a
four-pointed meta star that had been forged from broken tips of gibberer longknives. He held it between
fingers and thumb, pulled his hand back, then whipped it forward.

The spinning silver wegpon thunked into the bole of a sapling thirty feet away.

Will blinked. “That throw. Y ou could have killed arabbit without your snare.”

“I’'m not of amind to be eating what | kill with these.” The Vorquelf snorted. “Mind, boy, they’re
sharp, and thered stain in the blood-groove, that’ s anasty poison. Cut yourself and start tingling, well,
sngout fast”

All three remounted horses and headed out. Crow, at the back, kept hisbow in hand, but his arrows
remained in the saddle quiver in front of hisright leg. The packhorsestrailed him. Resolute, riding point,
opened atwenty-yard lead on the other two, but held up so they constantly remained in sight of each
other. Despite the caution he wastaking, they did set something of aquick pace, with the sun only just
beginning its descent toward night when Riven-rock cameinto view on adistant hill.

The morning’ s ride had been quiet and easy, but snce arming themsalves, tension had risen. Every
birdsong Will heard got matched up againgt what he could remember from the trip into the mountains.
Was that really a berrysparrow, or a signal? Worse were the timeswhen al they could hear* wasthe
sound of their own progress. He didn’t know what had scared the local creatures away, but he was
finding it easy to imagine some huge Aurolani army dinking itsway through the next valey over, led by a
twisted goat-thing.

At Rivenrock Resolute dismounted. In the shadow of a huge dolmen, he studied tracks on the ground,
then pointed south, aong theline of the dab that had been diced off the standing stone. “ Gibberers,
close. We have to move fast, but be careful.”

The southern trail took them down amountain meadow and toward adark wood. Will strained his
ears, lisening for anything like the sound of battle. He waiched their destination, looking for any sign that
they wereriding into an ambush. Thejingle of tack and the pounding thunder of horses' hooves made
ligtening difficult, and the woods darkness remained impenetrable to his Sght. His heart began to race
and he wiped his hand off on the thigh of hisarmor.

The woods blotted out the sun, and Will’ s eyes took a couple of secondsto adjust to the gloom. By
then his horse, swiftly following Resolute’'s mount, had crested alittle hillock and started a quick descent
into awooded bowl with a stream crossing the path.

In an instant Will knew this place would be perfect for an ambush. The stream’ s running red with
blood confirmed this conclusion, as did the growls of the gibbererswho tore at the bodies and scattered
baggage on ether sde of the stream. Snarls and snaps, quick yips and pitiless, guttura laughter filled the
bowl.

As one of them turned, bloodied muzzle baring gore-stained teeth, an arrow flew past and took the
cregture in the shoulder, spinning it around. Somehow the gibberer remained upright, then Resolute' s
horse hit it with a shoulder. The gibberer careened al loose-jointed into aknot of itsfellows, dumping
them into the swollen vein at the bowl’ s heart.

Will fumbled with the flap of the bladestar pouch, then looked over to see agibberer on ahillsde
aming acrossbow a him. Will pulled back, tugging thereins. The balt hit hard, yanking him from the
saddle. He crashed down on the far side of the path, crushing abush beneath him. Dust rose to choke
him and he wanted to vomit.

Hewasfairly certain that if he did, the bolt would be thefirst thing he expelled.

Will lay there for asecond, waiting for the agony sure to come from aquarrd coring him like an apple.
His short life passed before his eyes, and he found pitifully little that was memorable. Only the recent
events seemed worth clinging to, but they mocked him. Perhaps thisis what Oracle didn’t want me to
see.

He waited for the pain, but it didn’t come. All he felt were the stings and scratches of the bush. It



didn’t make any senseto him, but if hewasn't dead yet, he was determined that Will the Nimble would
do morethan die.

Herolled off the bush, letting it spring up behind him, giving him some cover, and came up into a
crouch. The bolt hung leechlike from hisleather surcoat. It had missed hisflesh, but tangled in the excess
materid, pulling him off hishorse' s back. Will tugged it free with hisleft hand and cast it asde. Then he
shifted hisfeet, bringing hisright flank back, and fingered open the bladestar pouch. One of the cool
meta wegpons came easily to hand.

Will rose, and saw the gibberer who had shot at him still bent over reloading its crosshow. The thief
whipped his hand forward. The poisoned meta star whirred through the air and stuck the gibberer full in
thethigh.

It looked up at him for a heartbeat, then its body convulsed and it flopped to the ground.

Another arrow from Crow’ s bow split the spine of a gibberer rushing at Resolute. The Vorquelf had
dismounted and fought with alongknife in each hand. He parried one stab low with hisleft, then thrust
through the gibberer’ sthroat with hisright. Ripping the blade free, he spattered blood across another
gibberer’ sface. A lunge made the most of the temporary blindness that resulted, then arush by three
gibberers drove Resolute back.

Will boiled into thisfray. None of histraining, either with Resolute or before, had formally addressed
fighting. But Will’ svery existence in the Dimandowns had demanded fighting—perhaps not on adaily
basis, but commonly enough that he' d learned what he could and could not do. Throwing rocks, keeping
the enemy at adistance, this he did best, but when forced in close, he knew there were no rules, no
honor.

Thefirst gibberer noticed him when Will splashed into the stream, hislongknife raised for adash. The
gibberer garted to turn, bringing its own blade around for a cut, but Will got there first. His blade hacked
open the back of the creature’ sright thigh. Blood coated his knife—the stark contrast of the blade’ s cold
slver edged by ared ribbon exploded in hismind.

Then something hit him hard across the shoulder blades. It pitched him forward, launching him into the
ar. Will’ sblade went flying. The thief tucked his shoulder as he started to come down, thinking to roll to
his feet, but he bumped up hard against something that stopped him. His head and shoulders on the
ground, and hisfeet intheair, Will saw alimping gibberer sart toward him.

Worse yet, an arrow flew past the gibberer, barely nipping the tuft of hair from one of itsears.

Will twisted around and came down on his knees. He grabbed a stone with hisright hand and threw it
at the gibberer. The beast cackled asit batted the rock aside with an open paw. Will shuffled back, in the
shadow of the corpse that had stopped his roll and pitched another stone at the gibberer.

The Aurolani creature dapped that missile out of the air, giggling hideoudy as Will retrested again. It
waved itslongknife a him, then jabbed the air twice, punctuating each motion with aringing laugh.

A third time Will threw. The gibberer flicked its paw at the missile, then shrieked. The bladestar had
stuck it al the way through, with the sharp silver point spiking out the back. The gibberer dropped its
longknife to pluck the star out, but before it could, the poison took hold. The creature dropped to the
ground and thrashed itslife out in the bloody stream.

Will started forward, intending to scoop up the gibberer’ s knife and hel p Resol ute, but saw amost
immediately that wasn't necessary. One gibberer spun away, handsfutilely attempting to stop blood
spurting from adashed neck. The other staggered as Resolute stabbed hisleft longknife degp intoits
thigh. His other blade came up, over, and down in a crushing blow that pulped the gibberer’ sskull. The
creature melted into a boneless pile of mottled fur.

Thefact that he was't needed was not what stopped Will from moving forward. Something tugging at
his |eft ankle accomplished that. He turned and tried to jump back, but caught his heels on arock and
went down hard. A bloodied hand kept grasping at his boot as the body attached to it dowly emerged
fromapileof animal skins, like acaterpillar undulating from a cocoon.

Wide white eyes stared a him from aface that was a mask of blood. The jaw worked, but no sound
came out of the mouth. Then Will redlized he could see the person’ steeth, al of them, and that what he
had taken as a blood-clotted beard ... By the gods, they peeled his face off, left it hanging...



The youth reeled away and vomited. On his hands and knees he tried to crawl away, but shudders
shook him violently. He could hear the facd ess man inching toward him, through the sand. He could fed
fingers scrabbling againg his boot, clutching him by the heel. He moved away afoot or two, shying from
adead gibberer in the stream.

Suddenly degth lay everywhere around him, choking him. He heaved again, hisvomit annihilaing the
dark bloodstain in the sand. He shoveled a handful of sand over it, then let another handful drift down
from his hand, breathing deeply of the dust. It made him sneeze, clearing his nose of the scent of blood
and sickness.

But | can still smell death.

Someone crouched in front of him. “1t’ sover, Will, dl over.

Will dumped onto hisright hip, but refused to look back toward hisfeet. “ The man back there.”

Crow shook his head. “He' s gone now. He might have beenin alot of pain, but at least helived long
enough to see historturersdie”

“But, what they did to him.” Will shivered. “ They peded hisface off.”

“Crow, get over herel” Resolute, on one knee beside a different bundle of skins, pointed hisleft hand
a thehillade. “Will, metholanth, now!”

The order pumped stedl into hislimbs and coursed fire into his muscles. Will scrambled to hisfeet and
ascended the hillsde quickly, on hands and feet. Grabbing tree roots and bushes he pulled himsdlf up,
anxiousto be away from the carnage. He found the metholanth bush and stripped off severa branches,
then laid hold of the main stem. Letting hisanger and fury course through him, he tugged and twisted,
yanked and pulled. He ripped the bush from the ground in a shower of earth, unbalancing himself. He
crashed onto hisback and rolled down the hill, bouncing off trees, bumping over logs.

Reaching the floor of the bowl, Will leaped the corpse that had grabbed at him and skidded to a stop
besde the body Resolute and Crow worked on. They’ d stripped away the young woman’ sfurs. She had
severa cutsthat he could see on her legs and arms, one across her belly, and another on her forehead,
but none seemed deep. Crow used adamp piece of cloth to wash away the blood.

Resolute stripped |eaves off the bush and started to chew them. He glanced at the uprooted bush, then
at Will, and shook his head. “Y ou have amouth, boy. Chew.”

Will nodded and started chewing leavesinto a green pulp. The metholanth’ s aromamanaged to clear
his head a bit, then he spat the pulp into Resolute' sleft hand. The Vorquelf smeared the paste across the
girl’sbely.

As Crow turned her head and started cleaning up her face, Will recognized her. “That's Sephi.”

Crow nodded. “It is. The faceless one over there is probably Distalus. The other two are probably
local trappers hired on as guides.”

Will blinked. “But they were going to Ydin. What are they doing here?’

“Good question, boy. If we save her, we might get an answer.” Resolute snorted and jerked his head
back toward the stream. “ A better question is, *What are gibberers doing here? If you have an answer
for that, I'm more than glad to listen.”

They sent Will to collect their horses, which he was able to do in short order. He did find tracks that
indicated Sephi and the others had ridden into the area, and found one dead horse that had been shot
with acrossbow. Of the others—and he assumed there were at least four more—he saw little Sign.
When he returned with the horses, he reported what he' d seen.

Crow, who was just finishing up bandaging Sephi’ s forehead, took the newswith anod. “If we are
lucky, the horses ran off and will find their way to the meadow below Rivenrock.”

“Andif wearen't?”’

“They won't fill thetemeryces bellies completely, so the frostclaws will be back looking for another

Resolute looked up from the dead huntsman he was searching. “ These bodies should suit them just
fine. Can she gt ahorse?’

The older man nodded as he pulled a blanket over her.



“If she wakes up. Otherwise we' |l haveto tie her into the saddle.”

“She doesn’t have much time, so you' d best get her dressed and ready to go.” Resolute untied the belt
on the corpse and dlid buckskin trousers off him. Despite some blood, they seemed to be in good shape.
“Put these on her. They’ll be big, but warm. Boy, look through their baggage, see what you can find.”

Will bent to the task he had been given immediatdly, for two very good reasons. Firs, it appeared
Resolute was content to deal with bodies and Will redly didn’t want to do that himself. Second, he was
hoping that in the baggage he would find reasons why Distalus and Sephi hadn’t madeit to Ydin.

He started by gathering up and going through Sephi’ sthings. The clothesthat remained in her baggage
had al been folded neatly, and having been dumped from the back of a bucking packhorse had done
little to disturb that arrangement. He found a small wooden box that contained pens and ink and some
paper, but none of it had any writing on it. That wouldn’t have mattered since Will couldn’t read more
than aword or two, anyway. A small, flat piece of cedarwood with agroove at one narrow end had
been tucked ingde the bag and smdlled pretty good—and Will had seen smilar thingsin chestsin the
city, so he knew it wasthere to keep bugs out.

Deciding he' d seen dl there was to seein her stuff, he sarted through Distalus' bags. He wasn't sure
what to make of the fact that the old man’ s things had been untouched by the gibberers. The fact that his
clothes had been similarly folded suggested that Sephi had packed for both of them. He found another
box of writing tools and aleather-bound journal. He opened it and found faded brown ink on the tan
pages. Some drawings decorated the pages, including birds and plants, but alot were of citiesand
towns. The words euded Will, but at the point where adender wooden dat had been used asa
bookmark, he thought he recognized a sketch of Stellin. He also found another of the cedar pieces, again
with agroovein the narrow end.

Of congderable interest to him, though, was a pouch heavy with coins—some gold, most silver. He
opened it and spilled anumber out. Several were from Alcida, afew more from Savarre, and even one
from Helurca. Another random lot selected from the purse yielded coins from Naliserro and Salnia,
Jeranaand Saporicia

Will frowned. It struck him asvery odd that he didn’'t have any coinsfrom Oriosa. While it wastrue
that relations between Oriosaand Alcidawere coldly cordid, Oriosan silver could till be easily foundin
the purses he pinched in Y din. Oriosan coinage was common enough that the barman in Stellin hadn't
blinked when Crow produced agold crown and Distdlus had seemed quite familiar with it.

He bounced the octagona Jeranese silver piecein the palm of his hand. It had striations dong the
edges, and the image of the sailing ship seemed correct, but something wasjust not right about the coin.
Will thought for a second, then pressed the coin up againgt hisright eye. By squinting, he caught it
between cheek and eyebrow, holding it easily in place.

Will widened his eyes and let the coin drop with aclink into the pouch of coins. Hefixed it to hisbelt,
then tossed most of Distalus clothes out. In that haf of the saddlebag pair he stuffed the book and piece
of cedar, aswell as some bags of med and jerky that had fallen from arent sack. He added more food
to the other side, supplementing what Distalus had already carried, then knotted the saddlebags securely.

He restocked the provisionsin Sephi’ s bags, then brought her bags over to where Crow was dipping
her into adark brown leather tunic. He set them down next to her. “I’m going to take the rest of their
provisions and restock our bags. Should be ready to go pretty soon.”

Crow nodded. “Good idea. Move things around so she can have the black mare. Saddle over there
should fit.”

Will laid Digtalus bags on the back of his own horse, then moved things around. Resolute came over,
and gave him ahand. While they worked, Will reported what he' d found, though he did underestimate
the coin count and didn’t tell Resolute he thought the Jeranese coin was a counterfeit based on itssize.
The Vorquef, for his part, did not make any pretense a concealing the things he' d taken from the bodies:
some coins and nine of the gibberer longknives. The youth smiled. “If you want, | can wash up the
bladestars and resharpen them for you.”

Resolute shook his head. “No, leave them there, Crow’ sarrows aswell. We do that. It lets Chytrine
know who it iswho has killed her motley bands. Crow has picked the habit up from me. Y ou killed two,



did you, boy?’ Will nodded. “Bladestars, both.”

“Yes, | saw the one who greeted death with an open hand. Y ou were very lucky.”

Theyoung thief blushed. “1 know.” The Vorquef glanced back at the bodiesin the bowl. “I killed
four—fiveif you count the one Crow shoulder-shot. He feathered another one, which leaves us one
unaccounted for. The huntersdied in the initid shot from the ambush. Distdus had aquarre in him and
Sephi looks asif shewas just dragged from the saddle.”

Will shrugged. “ Distalus managed to get one before he died.”

“No doubt, but how hedid it isinteresting. Comewith me.”

Hefollowed in Resolute’ swake even though the Vorquelf’ s course took them straight over Distalus
corpse. Past him, lying on the side of the bowl, a gibberer remained whereit had fadlen, itsarmsand legs
bent in odd directions. Will had no doubt it was dead, and the hole in its chest, right over whereits heart
should have been, clearly was the cause of death.

The hole had been burned there. Crispy, charred flesh crumbled as Resol ute tapped the body with his
toe. “Burning there and up here, at the muzzle. The thing snorted fire before it died. Whatever hit it
burned its heart and lungs out.”

“In Oracle smura | saw these weapons that spét fire.”

Resolute nodded. 1 know about those. Thisis not the sort of wound they cause. Digtalus, it seems,
was asorcerer, but we knew that adready from thelook of him.”

Before the VVorquelf could expand on that remark, Crow gave out with ashout. “ She's awake.”

The two of them trotted over to where Sephi was sitting up, with Crow assisting her. He supported
her shoulder and elbow on the left sde while she held her head in her hands and drew her knees up. She
moaned alittle, then beganto cry.

Crow stroked her black hair. “Thethreeat is over now, child, at least for alittle while. We haveto ride,
though. We have to get away from here. Can you ride?’

She sniffed, wiped her nose on the deeve of her tunic, then nodded. She started to get up and Will
took her right hand to help her. He ducked beneath her arm and wrapped hisleft arm around her dender
wad.

She smiled down at him and mouthed, “ Thank you.”

Will beamed. “ Over here, Sephi, the black mare—as black asyour hair.”

Sephi haf giggled at the rhyme, then clamped her mouth shut for a second, pressing her lipsinto athin
line. “What about Digaus?’

Resolute cut off Will’s nascent reply. “He died in your defense.”

Will led her on a course to the horses that spared her the worst of the carnage, then Resolute took her
by the waist and lifted her onto the mare’ s saddle. He tossed the reinsto Will. “Y ou' |l be leading her
horse. Girl, you have to hold on to the saddle to stay init. W€ Il be going quickly because we want a
good distance between here and where we will camp tonight.”

She glanced at the bodies. “Y ou' re not going to bury them?’

“Notime”

“Our things?’

Resolute shook his head. “Will gathered up what he could tell was yours, but the gibberers destroyed
anything they couldn’t understand.”

The girl seemed to take that comment at face vaue. Will wondered why Resolute was lying to her, but
knew challenging himin front of her wasabad idea. If Distalus was a sorcerer... but, wait, couldn’t
she be a sorceress? What if she killed the gibberer? A little thrill ran through Will a the thought,
though she did look rather young to have mastered what he assumed to be a powerful spell.

Resolute again took the point and Crow brought up the rear, with the packhorses trailing out behind
him. Thisleft Will riding ahead of Sephi, with abit of abuffer between them and their elders. Will kept
turning back in the saddle to make sure she was awake and upright. Weary though she appeared to be,
she managed to stay in the saddle pretty well, and Will did gppreciate the shy smiles he got when he
checked or offered a* mind this branch, Sephi.”

They rode dl afternoon and into early evening, stopping only to water the horses. As dusk came on,



Resolute led them into arock-strewn canyon. They made a cold camp there, shutting the horsesupin
what had long ago been amine of some sort, using piles of tailings as breastworks.

Will broke out roadbread and dried mesat from their supplies, figuring to save the things he' d taken
from the dead men so as not to remind Sephi of what had happened to her. Everyone ate quickly and
quietly. Resolute assigned the first watch to Will and told the thief to wake him when the crescent moon
touched a distant rock spire.

The youth sat on apile of rocks. He wore his armor, and asthe day cooled into night, hewas glad it
retained heat. A scabbarded longknife lay across histhigh. From the tailings he drew sharp-edged, flat
rocks. He ground them againgt other, harder rocks to edge them, or size them better to his hand, then
dipped them into the bladestar pouch on his belt.

“I couldn’t deep.”

Heturned and looked at a blanket-shrouded Sephi. Shadows masked her face, reinforcing theillusion
of distance he' d gotten from the smalness of her voice. “Not asurprise, after what happened.” She
shook her head once, listlessy. “1 don’t really know what happened. Cletus, he wasin the lead, he just
flew from his saddle. Numitor cried out from behind and then they pulled me from the saddle. | don’t
remember anything more until you found me. | waslucky you came aong.”

“It wasn't luck, redly.”

“No?Tdl me.” She cameforward, then seated hersdf at hisfeet. Her right hand came from insde the
blanket and snaked itsdlf around his left ankle. She leaned againgt him, with her cheek on hisknee. “How
did you know whereto find us?’

Will started to tell her about Oracle and what Resol ute had seen that made them ride east and south at
Rivenrock, then hesitated. He' d not seen what Resolute saw, nor had the VVorquelf told Will about it.
That moment’ s hesitation gave him a chance to think, which was good. The overwhe ming weight of
questions about what she and her uncle were doing in the mountains, with him being a sorcerer and dl,
stoked the fire of Will’ s curiogity to the point where it became suspicion.

So Will resorted to doing what he did well: helied, effortlesdy and completdly. “My uncleand his
friend, they are hunters, very good hunters, better than those trappers guiding you. Well, my father, he'sa
famous noble, very famous, you would know himiif | told you hisname but |

can't because of an oath, you understand. My father wanted meto learn the ways of hunting gibberers
and their kith. So we were in the mountains, hunting, and cut across the track of the ones hunting you, but
we caught up too late.

Her right hand rose to hook fingers over the top of his knee, her pam resting flat againgt the inside of
it. “Oh, that you could have been there sooner. Did you have success in the mountains?’

“Oh, yes, | learned agreat dedl. Did you know that metholanth growswild? 1 picked that which they
Smeared on your cuts.”

“Thank you.” Sephi turned her head and gently kissed hisknee. “| fed much better.”

“I wish | could have done more.” Her kiss and her hand were combining to make Will abit
uncomfortable, and he was very glad his armor dopped well over hisbelt and down into hislap. Either
that knock on her head addled her more than any one of us has imagined, or she wants me
thinking about things other than thinking.

Will wanted to succumb to her charms. Rescuing beautiful damsals and having them reward him with
their favors had always been akey ingredient in the saga of Will the Nimble. And the tailings, spread with
enough blankets, wouldn't be that uncomfortable. Sephi was even acting interested, and Resolute was
threatening him with the needs of getting children on someone.

The problem for Will was smple, however: Sephi wasn't acting right. He could understand her being
grateful, but of the three she could show her gratitude to, he was putting himsdlf a the bottom of thelist.
Except in the category of being young and gullible. He had no doubt that if he were the person she
likely saw him as being, she' d have him distracted with alick and akiss, and have him telling her
everything for more of the same.

Because Will himself knew how useful distraction could be when cutting apurse, or inaquick
snatch-theft, he had no trouble identifying diversonary tactics. Her questions, while seeming to be



harmless, would have had him reved Oracl€ s presence and the Vorquellyn cave. Given what he' d been
told about it by Resolute, Oracle, and Crow, it was asecret he wasn't going to surrender no matter how
pretty the questioner or dire the torture.

“Sephi, how isit that you and your uncle were in the mountains?’

“The hunters heard my uncletell atale or two in Stelin the day after you left. They told him of aminor
noblein the mountainswho paid well for taletellers. They were leading usthere but | think... | mean, |
sugpect they intended to kill Distalus and have me for themsdlves.”

Her voice became a harsh, choked whisper. She accompanied her admission by hugging hislegswith
both arms, letting the blanket dip from her shoulders. “ Praise be to Erlinsax you got there to save me.”

Will reached down and lifted the blanket over her shoulders again. “Y es, Sephi, thank Erlinsax we
were wise enough to be hunting, and Ard that we were lucky enough to find you.”

He patted her shoulders and smiled in the darkness as she stroked her cheek againgt hisknee. 7 don’t
know what your game s, but I’'mvery glad | know how to play.

Resolute had them up and moving by the earliest light, when pink and gold stole into the sky’ sdark
blue vault. Crow had relieved Will some time after Sephi had left him. Her departure came after he asked
more questions than he answered. Will then stretched out on his bedroll and woke only when Sephi
moved her bedding beside his. They ended up sharing ablanket and he was glad for her warmth.

Resolute led the way out of the rock field and southeast. He explained that he wanted to make Stellin
by nightfdl or, failing that, find a croft where they could defend themsdves. He said it dl very
meatter-of-factly, but something in hisvoice made Will shiver.

By mid-morning they found the burned-out remains of afarm. Charred timberslay in ajumble at the
base of a stone chimney. The windows were empty kohl-rimmed eyesinto the soul of the fire-blackened
home. A fresh row of five gravesin front of the house let them know the family’ s passing had not gone
unnoticed.

More important than the house and graves, however, was the Sign that had been left on the big oak
tree out back of the house. A gibberer had been tied to the tree, hand and foot—and again around the
waist. They could tell from the bloating that the creature had been dead for days, but there was more
than enough | eft to identify what it was.

And to see the mark branded into its hide. Covering his nose with the deeve of hisarmor, Will rode
close enough to see the maggots writhing in some of the rentsin the gib-berer’ s flesh. The mark |ooked
to him like the paw print of awolf, with glyphs above and below it. Hereined hishorse away. “What is
it?" Resolute shrugged and Crow shook his head. Sephi’ svoice camedully. “I’ve seenit before. It sthe
mark of the Gold Wolf. Either she killed this gibberer because of the deaths here, or shekilled the family
and istrying to make people think the gibberersdid it.”

Crow pointed back at the farmhouse. “ The graves. Why bury your victims?’

Shelifted her shoulders and let them drop. “I only know what my uncle heard and told me.”

“Doesn't matter.” Resolute shaded his eyeswith ahand. “We Hill need to make Stellin. We ve wasted
more than enough time here asitis”

On their ridein toward the town they found two more abandoned farms, but no more graves. The
buildings had been looted but not burned, and showed ample signs of habitation by gibberers. Will
learned to study their tracks and, amid them, found signs of frostclaws and vylaensaswell. While he did
not doubt they were actudly present, he found it disturbing that so many seemed to be roaming about.

Commenting on that fact only brought a scowl from Resolute and an admonition to ride faster. Even
though they traveled swiftly, and largely in slence, the sun’ sfading light stretched their shadows toward
Stdlin. Will took it as abad sign that the fires on the road had been replaced with ranks of sharpened
stakes long enough to impale ahorse. Further back, behind breastworks of wicker and dirt, three menin
ragged armor brandished pitchforks and scythes.

One of them moved from behind his shelter and dropped a hand to the hilt of asword. “Begone!”

Resolute reined his horse up short and vaulted from the saddle. Hisringmail hissed as he crossed to
the man in two quick strides. The farmer tried to draw his sword, but Resolute caught hiswrist before the



weapon cleared the scabbard. With a savage twist, Resolute wrenched the arm around and drove the
man to hisknees,

“Stupid pup. Y ou won't stop anything here.” The Vorquef waved a hand contemptuoudy at the
stakes. “Thismight stop cavalry, but gibbererswon't beriding. They’ll dip through. And frostclaws,
they’ll vault them in alegp and open you from throat to loins before they touch ground again.”

One of the other two men moved to help his comrade, but Crow spurred his horse forward. He had
his bow out and an arrow nocked. “I don’t want to make your next step your lagt.”

The second farmer stopped and anguish washed over hisface. “We' rejust trying to save our families.”

Resolute’ s voice dashed at the man on hisknees. “How?

By driving people away? Y ou figure that if the gibberers get us out here, somehow they won't get into
the town? They won't want to?* He twisted the farmer’ swrist. "Wasthat it?*

“Resolute, thisisn't helping.”

The Vorquelf nodded in response to Crow’ s remark and released the man’ swrist with a shove that
dumped him face first onto the roadway. “Where are the people gathered?’

“Hare and Hutch.”

“That’ swherewe |l be, then. How many more outposts like this?’

The downed man struggled to his knees and rubbed hiswrist. “ Three more, onein each direction.”

Resolute walked over and pulled up enough of the stakesto let their horses pass through. “ Two of you
go to the nearest ones, send arunner to the furthest. Have them make fires of their stakes, then pull back
to the center of town. Get lookouts high to watch for things moving againgt thefire. Go, now. Do it.”

The Vorquelf waked his horse through the gap, then swung into the saddle again. In front of the tavern
he dismounted again and pounded hisfist against the door. From the shouts and shrieksinsde it seemed
some of the town-folk took his pounding for that of an Aurolani battering ram, but someone did draw the
bar back and open the door.

Resolute marched straight in, with Sephi, Will, and Crow in hiswake. “Who isin charge here?’

A man near the fireplace stepped forward and Will recognized him as Quintus, the man who had
challenged them on their way into town before. The people crowded into the inn’s common room looked
from the man to the Vorquelf and back. “I am. | remember you. No room here for you. Y ou should have
dayed inthe mountains.”

A child gtarted crying and hugged himsdlf to his mother’ s skirts. Will could fed the fear in the room
shift into hatred. Resolute drew himsdf up to hisfull height, his stripe of white hair brushing the ceiling.
Thisdicited acouple more frightened cries from children, and more than one adult refused to look at him.

Crow stepped forward. “Listen to me. We re not in the mountains, we' re here. In the mountains we
killed gibber-ers who ambushed this girl and those traveling with her. Resolute and | have spent a great
dedl of timekilling gib-berers. We can help you, but we need to know how many there are and where
they’ re coming from.”

A dozen voices started at once, then Quintus dammed a pewter mug againgt the fireplace mantel.

“Y ou see, they are everywhere. These are the lucky ones, the ones who made it into town when they
heard of farms being raided. The unlucky ones, the ones the gibberers attacked, they’ re upstairs—the
survivors anyway. Thethings have run off our livestock. They comein packs of adozen or more.
Tightening anoose around us, they are.”

Crow nodded. “Y ou’ll want to get most of these people upstairs, dong with afew men. If the
gibberers make it to the roof and start to burrow through the thatching, you' ll want to kill them. Y our best
men should be down in here, though, snce most of the fighting will be here. We have horses. W€ Il need
to stable them.”

Quintus eyeshdf shut. “The stable' sal yours.”

Will fdt ashiver run down his spine. The tone he heard in the man’ s voice was the same he' d heard
countlesstimes from the mouths of the homeless. They knew they were dying and the only thing they had
left was someillusion of dignity. Quintuswas clearly clinging to that, which made sense snce Stdlinwas a
town of farmers, suddenly faced with a problem that needed warriors.

Crow dowly nodded. “1 understand. We Il beleaving the girl here”



“Let me comewith you.”

Crow shook his head. “Here you might survive.”

Resolute snorted. “Just so you' Il know, your stakes are now burning so your lookouts can see where
they are coming from. If you' re lucky, thefireswill keep them out of your town.” He turned and roughly
spun Will around to face the door, then gave him a shove. “Move, boy; to the stable.”

Will half turned to bid Sephi afarewd |, but Resolute eclipsed hisview of her. The youth made hisway
out of thetavern and gathered the reinsto his horse. He tugged gently, bringing the horse around, then
took up the lead for the pack animasaswdll.

He glanced at Crow, who led his own horse and the one they’ d given to Sephi. “They'redl going to
dieinthere, aren't they?’

“I hope not.”

“Why leave Sephi with them, then?’

“Because, boy, her chances of survivd in there are far better than oursin the stable.”

Will looked up at Resolute. “If the stable is a death trap, why are we going to be there?’

“If we gtay in the tavern, our horses die and we will never get to Fortress Draconis. If there are enough
gibber-ersto beraiding farms, we' d never make it out of here on foot.” The Vorquelf led the way around
the tavern to the stable behind it. “In there it will be panic and chaos, which will be a problem. Killing
isn't abusnesswhere panicis useful.”

Will got the stable door open. The building was solidly constructed, though afew of the sding boards
did not fully fit, or were missing. Deeper than it waswide, it rose two stories, with the upper one
congsting largely of ahayloft. A loading door was built into the front wall, but was closed. That door,
aong with thewide door at ground level, were the only ingresses. Two of the dozen salswerein
use—one for storage of tools and old tack, the other with a broken-down farm horse.

Resolute surveyed the stable and shook his head. “Boy, get the horses put away, but don’t unpack
them.”

“But it won't be good for them to stand hereloaded up dl night. | mean, that iswhat you' ve taught
me, right?’

The Vorquef sslver eyes became dits. “Boy, if by some miracle we are here in the morning, we will
rest them then. Chances are they’ll be a gibberer feast. If we get the chance to run, we don’t want to be
saddling and loading horses”

“We d run?’ Will led hishorseto agtdl and guided it in. “ But we would leave Sephi behind.”

Crow, having ascended aladder to the hayloft, crouched at the upper floor’ s edge. “ The only way we
runisif the raiderstorch the town or find themsalves occupied and give usthat chance.” He moved
forward, opening the upper door acrack. “ They have the fires burning, but looks like they’ re not
abandoning their posts”

The Vorqudf snarled ashe closed ahorsein agall. “Fools. They should have listened to me. I’ ve
killed more gibberersin one day than they’ll seein alifetime.”

The older man laughed. “Would you have taken their advice, wereyou in their position?’

“If they knew better than | did about something, yes.”

Will smiled over & him. “'Y ou mean there might be something you don’t know everything about?’

“Don’t be smart, boy. | know much more than you do about anything.”

“Then you can tdl mewhy Chytrineisattacking Stellin.”

Resolute’ s expression hardened. “I don’t know her mind, boy. It could be sheisjust being capricious.
Attacking Stellin will do littlefor her, save creating fear. Some people may decide that King Augustus
can't defend them, and that will create unrest for him. It could be that she wants him sending troops here,
to the west, while she does something else in another spot. None of that matters, though, as her troops
are here, now, and we have to deal with them.”

Theinhuman cry of agony that plit the early evening stopped Will’ sretort. He' d never heard anything
likeit. It sent a shiver down his spine that grew into the heart of hisboneslike black ice. “Isthat a
frostclaw? A vylaen?’

Resolute shook his head. “ Just afarmer dying. Came from the south, so they’ll be coming past the



stable before they reach theinn.”

Will ran to the stable door and began to pull it shut.

“Leaveit open acrack.”

“Why?"

Resolute led another horseinto agtal. “If you' reamilitary leader and you find abuilding shut, what do
you do?’

The youth shrugged as he guided ahorseto agall. “Openit. Send agroupin.”

“Andif it' sopen?’

“A scout.”

Resolute nodded. “ Good, boy, and when that scout doesn't return?’

Will dowly smiled. “ Another couple, who wekill, then he sends abunch.”

“Moretokill.” Resolute dragged aong the string of packhorses and started dotting them into stalls.
“Crow, do you seethem?’

“Don’t have your eyesight, my friend, but in the distance, yes.” Crow stood and stretched. “ Coming
before full night; they’ re being very bold. | guessthey don't fear anything here.”

Resolute’ s grin became purdly predatory. “Their mistake.” He pulled acoil of rope from awall peg
and tossed it to Will.

“Tiethisto the base of that post there, then stretch it acrossto that other post. Leave it dack for now,
but when the time comes, you'll pull it taut and tieit off here.”

Will caught the rope and nodded. “When they rush in, they’ll trip. | can hold it, you know.”

“No you couldn’t, boy, but it doesn’t matter if you could. You'll have your handsfull killing those who
fal.” The Vorqudf opened the pack on one of the horses and pulled out the longknives he' d taken from
the gibberersin the mountains. He left two near the post where Will wasto be standing, then hung others
from posts or rested them on shelves where they could come easily to hand.

“Mind a question, Resol ute?’

“What, Will?’

“Crow hasasword. Why don’t you have one?’

Resolute snorted. “Do | tell him the truth, Crow?’

“Some of it, perhaps, but quietly.”

Inthe brief bit of silence that followed Crow’s comment, Will could hear the sound of someone
beating hisfists on the tavern door. Demandsto belet in rosein tone, with curses punctuating them asthe
voice became more ghill. Then asizzling sound began to rise. Something brilliant and green flared
outside, outlining Crow in emerad light, then subsided.

Asdidtheydling.

Resolute came over to Will. “Crow will signa you when to tighten the rope. When they fdl, just dash
and stab. Be quick, very quick.”

“I will be. Quick and nimble.”

The Vorquelf nodded thoughtfully. “ The reason | uselongknivesis because that’ swhat | used to kill
my first gib-berkin. On VVorquellyn, when | was not yet even your age. A longknife worked then, and so
far, nothing better has come aong. If you find something that would be better, let me know.”

Crow’ swhisper carried down through the darkness. “ Get ready, my friends. Thiswill either be the
longest night of our lives, or thelast one. Either way, aslong aswe rekilling Aurolani forces; it will be
timewd| spent.”

Despite the nightmarish cacophony of howls and snarls from the gibberersfilling theair, Will actudly
heard the first gibberer before he saw it. Before hiding behind the barn door, Resolute had goneto the
galswith ashovel and mucked out a sour, dripping mass of straw and manure. He spread this near the
doorway and let the odor fill the stable.

The gibberer sniffed at the cracked-open door and paused. Some of the horses shifted in their sals
and one neighed. The sniffing intengfied, then the Aurolani creature poked his head into the stable. It
looked about, its tufted ears up and dert, but the stamping of hooves clearly caught al of itsattention. It



pushed the door open just alittle and dipped inside, its paws pressed back against the door so it could
ease the door shut and survey the bounty it had found.

It never heard Resolute move. Its ears didn’t so much asflick back asthe VVorquelf struck, dropping a
canvas feedbag over its muzzled head and roughly jerking it backward. The gibberer’s paws came up to
claw a thebag blinding it.

Resolute drove the dagger he' d chosen for close work into the cresture’ s back with serpentine speed.
The gibberer at firgt giffened, then uttered amuffled sigh and dackened.

Leaving the bladein hisvictim because it would be usdessin the coming melee, the Vorqudf dragged
the corpse into the corner and unhooded it. He picked up one of the longknives arid returned to his place
by the door to wait.

Will dried his hands yet again on histhighs. Outside the stable a snarl-storm raged. He could hear yips
and snaps from the gibberers. Crashes came from other buildings as homes were looted. In some places
green light flashed again and again. Human voices—amix of panic and command—playedin
counterpoint to the gibberer noise, but command dowly gave way to panic.

Part of him hated waiting. It seemed so unheroic, even cowardly. It didn’t matter that to charge out
into the village would be suiciddl. Somehow it seemed wrong that they weren't killing gibberers asfast as
they could.

Another part of him knew that holding the stable would alow them to tie up and destroy more of the
Aurolani raidersthan they could in the tavern. Still, the fact that vylaens out there had magick meant that
their fight would be shortened unless Crow could shoot the sorcerous crestures.

His pulse pounded in his head in rough syncopation with the undulating din outside, for the gibberers
had clearly determined the whole of the village' s population had gathered in one spot for protection. Will
flexed his hands, then wrapped them tightly around the rope. Pull hard, tie it off, and then cut and cut
and cut... Soon, he knew, histimewould come.

Two more gibberers came, perhaps abit bolder because the rest of the village lay abandoned, or abit
more wary because of the tang of blood in the air. They came through the doorway faster than the
firs—ears up, longknives drawn, and eyes bright.

Resolute hooded one and whirled it off into the stable wall. The creature hit hard and rebounded, but
managed to stay on itsfeet. The second cleared the door and dashed at Resolute, catching the Vorquelf
in the flank. Resolute hissed, then dashed back. Hislongknife bobbed an ear, clipped the skull, and
staggered the gibberer.

The one-eared beast stumbled back through the door and raised an alarm. Resolute spun and batted
aside aweak dash by the hooded gibberer. Abandoning hislongknife, the Vorqudf pulled the creasture
closeto him, got agood grip on skull and muzzle. He wrenched the gibberer’ s head around with a
crackling pop, touching chin to spine, and let it drop.

From above, Crow called down to Will. “ The rope, now,

Willt*

Will hauled back, tightening the rope six inches above the floor. He quickly looped it around the post
and knotted it. Resolute took that time to kick the stable door shut, then crossed the center areaand
filled hisempty handswith two longknives.

“Crow, how many?’

“A good little knot of them. Eight, ten, maybe. And, yes, there, avylaen, but no frostclaws.” Boards
creaked above as Crow stood and drew back on his bow. “Get down. The vy-laen’s going to blast the
door.”

A szzling hiss built, and green light shot in at the doorway. The spell dammed into the stable door,
flinging it open. A black scorch mark wreathed in green flames marked the door’ s center. The ball of
verdant fire skipped off the burning door and flew deeper into the stable. It dammed into awall,
exploding it outward, scattering fiery splintersinto the street beyond.

Gibberers, howling and hooting, barking and yowling, boiled through the doorway. Thetripline jerked
theinitid three down into a heap. Two more following collgpsed onto that mass of mottled fur and sted!.
Another gibberer vaulted itsfallen comrades, but a quick dash from Resolute sent both halves of it



spinning off into adark corner.

With alongknife in each hand, Will darted forward. He stabbed indiscriminately, making up for in
quantity what Resolute might have managed with asingle precise thrust. He chopped at necks when they
were exposed, and scomped on paws grasping for longknives. He lost himself in the need to do damage,
punctuating his actions with the crack of bones, the whistle of ablade, or the silence of agrowl muted
with ged!.

He moved as quickly as he could, but the new gibberers coming to the stable approached with more
caution and did not trip. Some never madeit into the stable as Crow’ s arrows took them in the street.
The others oriented dmost immediately on Resolute, as histwin blades were clearly wreaking havoc.
One, however, bared itsfangs and came a Will.

Thethief ducked itsinitid dash and spun away, putting his back against a post. The gibberer dashed
again, thistime missng Will but snking its blade into the pogt, trapping the wegpon. Will laughed and
stabbed it deep in the thigh with one blade, and knew he could easily carveits heart out beforeit ever got
itslongknife out of the post.

The gibberer didn’'t even try to free the longknife. Its open-pawed dap snapped Will’ s head around
and spun him toward the door. The thief caught his ankles on the rope and went down. Despite the
ringing in his ears, and the taste of blood in his mouth, he did have the presence of mind to roll. He used
the momentum to come up on hisfeet, but as he completed the maneuver awave of dizzinesswashed
over him and he careened drunkenly into the street.

Spinning around, he dropped to one knee and looked back at the tavern. An arrow-stuck vylaen was
struggling to itsfeet. Other gibberers dashed toward the stable, but the one he' d stabbed came limping
back out. It had its|eft paw jammed againgt the spurting hole initsthigh, and a gore-streaked longknifein
itsright paw.

Shaking hishead in afutile effort to clear it, Will looked down at his empty hands and felt betrayed.
When he looked up again, the gibberer had gotten closer to him than he would have thought possible.
The creature backhanded him with its bloody paw, sprawling him on his back, then raised the longknife
for athrust to the heart.

Suddenly the gibberer bounced back, the longknife spinning in air. A spear had lanced down into its
chest at an impossibly sharp angle. For the barest of moments, when the spear burst from its back and
stabbed into the ground, it held the gibberer upright. The beast gurgled abloody scream, then wrenched
the spear free of the earth with its spasmodic jerking. The gibberer collapsed to the ground at Will’ sfeet.

Thelongknife thumped down besideit. An earsplitting screech split the night. Will caught sight of a
winged creature arcing back up into the darkness. She seemed to him part ghost, so quickly did she fade,
and part fantasy—for she had been long, lithe, and beautiful. Despite the evidence of the twitching
gibberer a hisfeet, Will wondered if he'd seen her at all, or if shewerewhally anillusion.

Coming up on one knee, he got his confirmation of her redlity. The vylaen between stable and inn spun
to track her flight, green fire kindling in its pams. The Aurolani mag-icker croaked and hissed in some
arcane tongue and started to point skyward.

Will fingered open the bladestar pouch and immediately whipped one of the missiles a the vylaen. It
caught the beast in the shoulder, wringing ayep of pain fromit. The yelp seemed to spoil the spell, for
the green fire died, and the poison ensured that a second later the vylaen did aswell.

Hisyelp, however, had summoned help. Four gibberers with longknives drawn ran into the street
behind the tavern. They surveyed the damage with asniff and never paused asthey came at Will. A
bladestar in the ssomach dowed one, then dropped him. An arrow from the stable’ sloft whirled another
around into adack-limbed heap of flesh. Resolute’ s emergence from the stable with histwin blades
dripping blood stopped the other two in their tracks. Their earsflicked back and forth, then they turned
and ran back toward the front of theinn.

Gibberers started yelping, panic filling their voices. In the background came a deep bassrumble. It
camefrom outside the village, but Will hadn’t been able to placeit by the time Resolute reached him and
hauled him to hisfeet. “What isthat?’

“Horses, alot of horses.” The Vorquef jerked him back toward the stable. “1 don’t know what's



happening, but it has the gibberers scared, and that’s something | like.”

They retreated to the stable and shut the door. The rumbling rose to crest over the sounds of
gibberers. Will watched through the hole blasted in the stable’ s side and caught brief glimpses of
horsemen racing into the village. He couldn’t seeif they were killing the gibberers, but he suspected so
from the shouts and snarls he was hearing.

He scrambled up the ladder to the loft to get a better ook and did over beside Crow, who had
opened the door wider. From that vantage point they could see the roadway in front of the tavern.
Horsemen gathered there, reining back anxious chargers, reporting and waiting on orders. They al gave
their attention to their leader, and Will found his gaze drawn to her aswell.

Hewasn't surewhy, but he told himsdf that it wasn’t because she was beautiful—though there was no
denying she was easy on the eyes. She sat astride amagjestic black horse with gold-washed ringmail over
it. Her long, white-blonde hair had been pulled back into athick braid that snaked out from beneath her
gold hem. The snarling-wolf visor had been raised, reveding aface with noble features, from the high
cheekbones and strong chin to the long, straight nose and full lips.

The way she sat the horse, too, demanded attention, for even her long surcoat of gold ringmail did not
stoop he shoulders or bow her back. She sat straight and tall, listening intently, nodding curtly, then
pointing and barking ordersthat ridersimmediately carried out.

Her voice, when it reached him, had arichnessthat belied its higher pitch. The sentences came short
and must have been clear, since no one questioned the orders. The swiftness with which her orders were
obeyed suggested a confidence in her that would have seemed improbable, given how young she
appeared.

Will started to comment about that when Crow shoved him roughly aside. In an instant the older man
drew an arrow back to his cheek and let fly. A second too late, Will recovered himself and grabbed
Crow’sleg, hoping to upset hisaim. It struck him asinconceivable that Crow could have gone insane and
shot her, but there seemed no other explanation for his action.

Then, looking to seeif she was unharmed, Will saw adying vylaen spill out of the dley acrossthe
square. Green fire poured from its handslike ail, lighting the way for asmall group of gibberers. Howling
furioudy, the Aurolani troops threw themsdlves at the horsemen, and the last glimpse Will caught of the
golden woman was to see her drawing aheavy saber and spurring her horse into the midst of the enemy.

Crow grabbed Will by the collar and spun him around. “ Get down to the horses now. Resolute, we' d
better move fast. These riders are chasing the gibberers out of town.”

The Vorquelf nodded and started leading horses from the dls. “We' |l head south.”

Will climbed down the ladder, then jumped the last two yards. “Why not wait and talk to her?’

“We don't know her or why she's here; and we don’t need to be delayed by some bandit queen.”
Crow, with hisbow and quiver dung over hisleft shoulder, swung from the ladder into the saddle of his
horse. “Worse case, they demand ransom from us and we' re stuck.”

“Agreed.” Resolute boosted Will into the saddle, then handed him the lead for the packhorses.
“Follow Crow south; I'll catch up with you.”

“What are you going to do?’

“They’re chasing gibberers. I'll give them something unusud to chase” The Vorquef knelt besde a
gibberer body and tugged down itslower lip. He smiled, then stuck thumbsinto its nostrils and pressed
hisfingersagaing its eyes. He started chanting in alow voice and one of the tattoos on his|eft forearm
garted to glow. The gibberer shook like aflag in atiff breeze, then rolled to itsfeet and ran off through
the holein the stable wall. The fact that it lacked most of its right arm and had a gaping wound on that
gdeof itschest didn’t seem to bother it at all.

Resolute pointed at the door. “Go, go quickly. Couple more of these decoys and we' |l be clear. We
ride south for near aday, then it’s east, northeast, Fortress Draconis bound.”

rpihe arrow flew close enough to Alyx’ sface that she could | fed thewind of its passng. She ingtantly
sghted back 1 along the flightline and picked the stable hayloft as the source of the shot. The guttural



gasp coming from her left, however, served to distract her from seeking out the assassin.

A vylaen, its heart pinned to its spine by a black-fletched arrow, staggered from an aley and toppled
inthe dust. The green fire of aborted Aurolani magick trickled from its paws. In thefire slight she saw
the gleam of ferd eyeshidden deeper intheadley. Yanking Vaor sreinsto theleft, she spurred him
forward into the gibberers rushing to attack. She drew her saber with the ring of steel on scabbard, then
dashed down.

A cloven-skulled gibberer dropped to the dirt. Valor’'s charge battered another back, then Alyx
shattered the arm athird gibberer had raised to ward off ablow. It howled, and the return cut that
stroked its throat ended that protest in afroth of red bubbles.

Alyx looked up asagibberer’ s silhouette rose on arooftop. The moon’slight glinted coldly from a
longknife’ s edge. The cregture gathered itsdlf to leap down on her. She brought her sword up and
stabbed toward the creature, knowing she’ d impale the gibberer even asit knocked her from the saddle.
At least, if heis dead when we land, it’s one problem solved.

Before the gibberer could leap, however, a screech sounded and awinged figure swept through the
air. The braided rope loop she carried settled around the gibberer’ sthroat and jerked him backward off
the roof edge. With apowerful beat of wings, the Gyrkyme struck for the sky, letting the noose tighten,
then dragged the strangling gibberer from Alyx’ ssight.

Other riders plunged forward, driving the gibberers back into the dley or dong the road. Some of the
Aurolani beasts managed to cut and dodge, prolonging their lives, while otherswho relied on speed to
escape quickly writhed at the end of sharp lances. Alyx’ s troops offered the gibberers no more mercy or
quarter than the Aurolani had offered the eves of Vorquellyn or the people of Okrannel. They hunted
them down and dew them ruthlesdy, not out of any sense of vengeance, but with the righteous fury of a
people defending their kind againgt predation.

Alyx reined Vaor around and trotted him back toward the city square. The Gyrkyme landed in the
center of the grassy patch, furling brown wings. Her folded wings towered above her head. Brown spots
dappled theivory down that covered her body from toes to crown. Darker down did surround her large
amber eyes, trailing down into her cheeks as might tears. Save for a brown loincloth and abrown leather
halter, the winged woman remained naked.

Alyx smiled at her. “How many left in the town, Peri?’

The Gyrkyme shook her head once, sharply. “ Runners, scattered. The Red Caps are after them and
securing thetown. Mogt are east and Green Company hasthem. A few frostclaws, too, but dying fast.
Blueis coming around from the south to cut off their retreat.”

“Good. Fly back to White Company and bring them in.”

“Asyouwish, Highness.” Peri spread her wings preparatory to launching herself skyward.

“Wait.” Alyx smiled and held up ahand. “ Thank you for saving me, Sster.”

Peri winked. “Family tradition, Alyx. Be back fast with the Whites.”

The Gyrkyme vanished into the night sky and Alyx turned her attention to the inn. She nodded to a
warrior in her bodyguard company. He rode to the door, dismounted, and pounded hisfist on the door.
“In the name of the Gold Wolf, open this door!”

A few screams and panicked shouts made it out through shuttered windows. A strong male voice
broke through the din. “Leave us done. We have nothing for you.”

Returning her saber to its scabbard, Alyx nudged her horse forward afew steps. “Listen to me, and
do so very carefully. My troops have run the gibberers off. We own your town, but | will ransom it back
to you. For every heartbeat you delay in emerging, the price goes higher.”

The thunder of ahorseman’s approach overrode the discussion raging insde. Agitare, with ared strip
of cloth flying from the spike atop his helm, reined his horse to a stop before her. He legped from the
saddle and dropped to one knee, crossing hisarms, with fists jammed against opposite shoulders.

“Highness, | cannot express my mortification—"

Alyx dapped her gloved hand againgt her right thigh, bringing the soldier’ s head up. “Why are you
wasting time to gpologize for not having secured the town when the town is yet to be secured?’

“I didn’t think—"



“Youdidn't, not at al.” She pointed at his horse. “ Get back in that saddle. | want you to report,
truthfully, that you have checked every home and building for gibberers, and | want it reported before the
moon dipsinto the Salling Ship. Go!”

The soldier nodded, then pulled himsdlf into the saddle and rode off. One of her bodyguard unit, a
white-bearded warrior with astrip of gold cloth hanging limp from hishelm, chuckled al but
imperceptibly. Alyx’ sviolet eyes narrowed and he blanched.

“Permisson to aid Captain Agitare in hisassgnment, Generd ?’

She considered hisrequest for amoment. At least Ebrius has learned that calling me Highnessis
not a way to deflect my anger. “No, Ebrius, you will seeto that which your position demands. The
gable. An arrow from the loft killed avylaen set to attack me. Seek the archer who kept me dive. Get
going.”

As Ebriustrotted his horse off, the click of abolt being shot back sounded from the tavern and the
door opened. A man emerged and the door shut after him immediately. He pressed his hands back
againgt the door, then brought them forward, empty. He took a step toward her, then dropped to aknee,
bowing hishead. “1 am Quintus.”

“And | am the Gold Wolf. Y ou know of me?’

“Yes, we have heard tales.”

“And you fear me?’

“No, because the stories....”

Alyx put an edge into her voice. “Do not lieto me, Quintus. Y our fear stainsyour words. | prefer
honest fear to lieswrapped in fase courage.”

“Yes, wefear you.” The man’s shoulders dumped alittle with the admission. “How may | serve you?’

“ Attend me, Quintus, walk with me. We go to your stables.” She guided Vdor around the tavern and
Quintus quickly caught up with her. He glanced up as he paced beside her right leg. In hiseyes she
caught awariness, asif he expected her to lash out a him with boot or reins.

The tableau around the stable stopped both of them short. A half-dozen or more gibbererslay ina
heap. Black-fletched arrows had stolen each of ther lives. Alyx measured the distance from the loft to
the targets and figured that while the range was short, shooting at night with the sort of accuracy
displayed was no easy feat. Especially the long shot.

She dismounted and tossed Vaor’ sreinsto Quintus. Threelong stridestook her to a vylaen that had
an arrow in one shoulder and a curious, star-shaped metal weapon buried in the other. The dark foam on
the creature slips suggested it had been poisoned.

Ebrius emerged from the stable with sword drawn. “More in here, Generd, many more. The gibberers
logt athird of their strength here.”

She nodded. “How many helped the archer?”

Ebrius squatted and studied tracks. “ At least two. | have three sets of tracks overlaid on the gibberers
tracks. Oneisvery big, one large as men go, and the third isaboy.” He pointed off on aline toward the
gibberer that had Peri’ s spear run through it. “ The boy ran along that way. Looks asif Perrine saved
him”

And perhaps he returned the favor. Alyx glanced from the vylaen to the spear, then looked at the
tracks left by the vylaen’slast steps. She could tell the beast had been looking toward the gibberer who
had been speared, then turned away. In her mind' s eye she could easly seethelittle beast following
Peri’ s swoop, tracking her, so it could loose a spdll that would kill her. The vylaen’s paws showed signs
of charring, from aspell gathered but not cast, which fixed the sequence of eventsfirmly in her mind.

She thought for amoment, then nodded. “ Ebrius, when the Whites get here, | want al of this
recorded. Measureit, angles, everything. There' s an odd weapon here and it’s been poisoned. Saveit,
anything likeit, and the arrows. | want our best archersto re-create the shot to the square, a hundred
trids, on atarget the sze of avylaen.”

“At once, Gold Wolf.”

Alyx turned to Quintus. “Who did you havein the stable?’

Theman hesitated, his eyes growing wide for amoment. “ Travelers. They came through before, a



week ago, and back again tonight. We had no room for them in the inn, so we sent them to the stables. A
man and his nephew. And aVork, abig one, with white hair in astripe.”

“Names?’

“I don’t know. | don’t know them, didn’t talk much to them.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Pity, because one of them either tried to kill me, or saved my life. Knowledge of
who they are would be ransom enough for this place.”

“Selin, my lady.”

“One of them was named Stllin?’

“No, my lady, thisplaceiscaled Stelin.” Quintus held hishands up. “1 do not know them, but they |eft
agirl here. | can get her. Shewould know them.”

“Go. Doit. Now.”

He made to hand her the reins, then dropped them asif they were vipers when she waved him away.
She crouched by the vylaen and frowned. She had been following the Aurolani raidersfor over aweek.
They had largely managed to elude her, but her trackers read the signs of disparate bands coming
together. She knew their raids would have scant military impact on the area, but razing crofts,
daughtering travelers, and, in alarge enough group, sacking atown would inject a serious amount of
concern into the populace.

What struck her as curious was that three warriors had killed close to a dozen and ahdf of the
Aurolani raiders, but had not remained in town to recover the person they’ d left behind, nor to speak
with her. The men who could kill this many would not fear me the way Quintus does. Outlaws
would have gladly joined her band. Their running meant they wanted to remain undiscovered, but their
having fought the Aurolani suggested their reasonsfor remaining covert did not includetheir beingin
Chytrineg semploy.

Quintus breathless return with agirl interrupted her thoughts. “ Thisisthe one”

The raven-haired girl bowed her head. “ Sephi, mistress, | am Sephi.”

Alyx dowly stood and looked down at the girl. “And | am the Gold Wolf. Y ou cameinto Stelin with
the people in the stable. Who were they?’

The girl’ s body shook with a tremendous sob, then she dropped to her knees and covered her face
with her hands. “It was horrible, mistress.”

“Tell me, child.” Alyx did not soften her voice, but lowered the volume atouch. “What do you know
of them?’

“My uncle and I met them here, aweek back. They |eft the town before we did, saying they were
going into the mountains. We left in the company of huntersthe next day. These three, they accosted us.
They killed my uncle and the hunters, and took me.” Again she sobbed, and et asilent cry of anguish
finish asapitiful wail. “They were going to keep mefor their pleasure, or sall me, they said, but the
gib-berers drove them back here. | could tell no one. They said they would kill me, but | know you will
protect me.”

“Indeed, child, I shall.” Alyx looked past Sephi, dong the aley that ran behind the tavern. There Peri
landed noisdlesdy. Beyond her were three riders who remained in shadows.

Alyx turned to Quintus. “My people are securing the town. Y our people will return to their homes and
will billet my men. Wewill leave tomorrow, and we will take Sephi with us. Go, make the arrangements,
keep an accounting of what we owe our hosts. House Sephi here at theinn. Thisiswhere | shall stay as
wdl.”

Quintus blinked at her. “Y ou want usto present you abill for your stay here?’

“I don't like saying things more than once, Quintus. A

second time | may not say the same thing, understand?* Alyx frowned at him. " The stable and thisarea
isto be off-limitsto everyone until we are done here. And take the girl with you. Go!*

Sephi bent forward and kissed Alyx’ s boots, then Quintus dragged her roughly from the ground.
“Come, girl, you'll not be making her repeat hersdlf.”

Once they had vanished around the corner to the tavern, Alyx walked over to where Peri waited
before the riders. She smiled at the Gyrkyme. “That was a clean kill with the spear.”



Peri blinked her eyes dowly. “ The gibberkin was distracted.” She raised her |eft hand, which came
naturally with three fingers and a thumb. The talons on the thumb and forefinger had been clipped back
short, but the other two hooked nastily. “ It was going to come back for the vy-laen, but found other
prey.”

“I think the distraction got your vylaen for you.” Alyx stopped, then clasped her hands at the small of
her back. “ The town is close to secure. We can show you what we did later. By dawn we should have
the battle fully reconstructed.”

The smallest of theriders, alittle man with aface so wrinkled it looked like a portrait painted on
wadded canvas, smiled. “I have dready communicated amessage of victory to Ydin.” Hehdd upa
small, rectangular date aslong as hisforearm and half aswide. “ Thereisno reply yet on the arcandata,
but the message was only just sent.”

She nodded. “We did win, but we had help. A trio. A girl who rode with them would have me believe
they are cutthroats and rapists, but that does not seem consi stent with what they did defending the stable.
Wewill conduct interviews, see how much we can learn of them, and have afull report as soon as
possible. It would be advisable to have others watch for them.”

Thethird rider, adender man, leaned forward in the saddle, resting his crossed forearmson his
horse’ s neck.

f

“Y ou need not be so grim, Highness. What we have seen in the week we' ve spent with you is beyond
our expectation. Y ou did well here; you won. The Jeranese general Adroganswill find himself anew rival
when it comesto leading the fight to liberate Okrannel. Y ou should take pridein this”

“With al due respect, my lord, | certainly would not count myself asariva to Adrogansand | won't
take pride until | know al the details. We missed a group that could have done serious harm, and | need
to know how and why that happened. Thetrio in the stable got out of Stellin, likely dipping past Blue
Company as it moved east to cut off the gibberers. Had those three not destroyed as many of the enemy
asthey did, well, how would we have fared? There are too many unanswered questions for me to be
pleased or proud yet.”

Peri laid her right hand on Alyx’ sleft shoulder. “My sgter, sheis Gyrkymein al but wings. If she
chose, she could fly.”

“Y ou are no doubt correct, Perrine.” The other rider, a thickset man, reached up and adjusted the
patch he wore over hisright eye. “Y our caution does you great credit, Highness. Y ou are indeed al that
was hoped. Thiswe will communicate to our masters.”

Alyx nodded dowly. “Temper the report with redlity. | have been trained to do something that will
become legend. Assuming | can do exactly that before the act must be performed is purefolly. The
saving of Stdllinisagood sign, but reading the future fromiit is, at best, tricky. We have much moreto
learn and do, and your masters should know that thisis exactly what | will continue to do.”

fT]he ride south exhausted Will, and the necessity of post-l ing awatch when they did stop to rest
meant he never JL got enough in theway of deep. What he found most disturbing about thiswasthe
nature of the dreams he had. Over and over again he found himsalf watching the winged woman kill the
gibberer, then return after the Crow killed the vylaen. She enfolded him in arms and wings, hugging himto
her to express her gratitude at saving her life.

To be awoken in the midst of one of those dreams produced embarrassment—and Resol ute seemed
preternatu-raly adept at knowing just when to wake him up. Will would assume his duties and return to
the dreams when hiswatch was over; but dawn would arrive before the dreams had come to any fruition.

On the road he mentioned the dreams to Crow. The older man smiled and shot him awink. “Not
redly asurpriseisit, that you would dream about her? She saved your life and you likely saved hers. She
was beautiful. Trysting with someone excatic like that would be an adventure.”

Resol ute turned in the saddle and snorted. “ So would consorting with sheep, but that does not mean
such things would be recommended.”

Crow frowned. “Isthat atraditional even view of Gyrkyme coming from you, Resolute?”



The Vorquelf shook hishead. “I’ m as much of an dien creature in the eyes of my brethren asthey are.
My concern’ sfor the boy’ s blood. Coupling with her likely won't do the prophecy any help, so I'd not
recommend it.”

Will arched an eyebrow. “Back up aminute. What do the eves think about the Gyrkyme?’

“Centuries ago, back before Chytrine was athreat, there was a sorcerer, Kirun, who ensorcelled an
elven prince and hisband of champions. He caused them to mate with aflock of arafti—savage aerid
creatures with the head and body of awoman, but wings, feathers, and talons of an eagle. Their union
produced the first Gyrkyme, who then bred true.” Crow gestured back toward the mountains where they
had visited Oracle. “The urZrethi crested Gyrvirgul for them, to the disgust of the elves, who seethem as
bestid rapeget.”

A low growl issued from Resolute’ sthroat. “It doesn’t help that many of the Gyrkyme, early on,
pressed claimsto the properties of their fathers. Their society isaparody of €ven society, or so most
elvesseeit. But thefew I’ ve met are fierce warriors, so they’ ve earned my respect.”

The youth frowned. “ Y ou said | couldn’t get achild on her, but elves got children on the Araftu, how
isthat?’

The Vorquef shrugged. “Mogt say it was Kirun's mag-ick, which meansit wasn't anatura thing at dl.
When it has happened, when an elf has gotten awoman with child— rare though that is—the child is
accepted. For the sake of your blood though, you should abandon thought of the exatic. It’ s better you
were dreaming of Sephi.”

Will smiled. “Not so hard to do. | wonder how she' s making out, given that we rode out with all her
suff, and that of her uncle.”

The Vorquelf shook his head. “ Shewon't missraity clothes.”

“She’ d probably want her uncl€' s book, too, and the other things.”

Crow glanced over a Will. “Book? Other things?’

* Some bugboards—you know, the cedar things to keep bugs away from cloth. The book has
drawings and words and things.”

“Why didn’t you mention thisbefore?’

“| did, to Resolute, when we were loading up and you were tending her.”

The Vorquelf nodded as he reined his horse around a bend in the gametrail they were following
through the hills. “He did mention it, Crow. With the girl around, there was no way to talk to you about it.
The book didn’t surprise me, given he'sasorcerer.”

Will scratched at the back of his neck. “How did you know that?’

“The gibberer had been killed by magick and Distalus’ face had been pedled. Gibbererstend to think
of magickers as being possessed by the ghosts of vylaens. They ped the flesh off facesto let the ghosts
out, so they can be reborn into vylaens. The more and louder the screams, the more powerful the ghost.”

Will shivered, then reached back and pulled Distalus' saddiebags off the rump of hishorse. He dug
around in one of them and handed the book to Crow. “Maybe thiswill make senseto you.”

Crow opened the book and turned to the place marked with the strip of wood. “ The writing is coded,
but we have adrawing of Stdllin, marking strengths and weaknesses.” He tapped the page with the
bookmark. “Moreimportantly, we have a strip here of magilex wood, stained to look like blackoak.”

Resolute reined hishorse to astop and turned it around. “Why didn’t you tell me about this before,
boy?”

Will shrugged. “ Probably because | didn’t know about it. What isit?’

“What else did they have? Bugboards, you said?’ Crow closed the book and laid the magilex gtrip
agang the cover. “Givethemto me”

Will found the onein Distdlus bag easily and handed it to Crow. He had to dismount and run back to
one of the packhorses and rummage around before he found the other one. He raced back and handed it
to the man. “What do you think it is?’

Crow pressed the two pieces of bugboard long edge to long edge, with the dot connecting them
across the top. He dotted the magilex stripinthere, diding it first left and then to the right, where it
caught and held when the groove narrowed dightly. In an instant a blue flash passed over the wooden



tablet and left inits wake burning blue characters.

“l can't read. What doesiit say?’

Crow shook his head. “I don’t recognize the script. Resolute?”

The Vorqudf stared at it for amoment, then frowned. “I’ ve not seen its like before. Probably code,
like the book.”

Crow snapped the magilex strip out of the dot and the writing vanished. “ So, they each had haf an
arcandata with them. Combining the two halves and using the mageoak to connect them, that’ sfairly
sophisticated magick. A map of Stellin in the book with descriptionsin code. I d say they were spying for
someone.”

“For Oriosa.” Will smiled. “Definitely Oriosa”

The Vorquelf arched an eyebrow at him. “And how did you cometo that conclusion?’

“Thecoinsin Digtalus purse. A good mix, some are fake, and none are from Oriosa.”

The older man smiled. “ Circumgtantid proof, but interesting. Since the arcandata dlowsthemto
communicate with their magters ingtantly, do you think they were told to look for usand that’ swhy they
followed usinto the mountains?’

Resolute dowly shook his head. “If they were looking for us, they would not have spun the tale about
going to Ydin. | would bet when waiting in Stellin they were told that you and | had passed through
before, years ago, with Oracle. They followed, trying to track us, but failed. Because of her prophecy at
the time of the expedition, she'sknown, so they were probably sent to find her. Her location would be of
vaueto Scrainwood' s people.”

Will closed hiseyes asfacts collided in his head. “But, if what Distalus said about King Scrainwood is
true, and he sworking for Chytrine, why would the gibberers have killed Distaus?’

Crow hdf smiled. “While Scrainwood might provide sanctuary for Aurolani forceswithin Oriosa, he
deniesthat he does the same to his peers, and will send them reports from his scouts about possible
movements of Aurolani forces. He plays both ends againgt the middle, but because he provides value to
both sides, no one kills him. Chances are Chytrine did not know Scrainwood had spiesin the area.”

“Or,” offered Resolute as he reined his horse around and started off again, “she did and wanted them
killed.”

Mulling over the variety of permutations of who knew what, when, and where kept Will busy for much
of the time he spent awake. They traveled east-northeadt, following ariver valey that skirted Ydinto the
south. They kept away from towns, preferring to move through the woodlands a ong woodsman-tracks
or gametrails. Therr travelstook them aweek—the whole of ten days—and proceeded along what Will
took to thinking of asthe outlaw path.

Inthe hillsand hallows, as night fell, they would find caves or clearings where others had gathered.
Mostly men, but not afew women, al of them looking lean and hungry—closer to a pack of wolvesthan
agathering of humans. The nature of the people surprised Will because in the Dimandowns he was used
to hard men, bad men; but they seemed soft compared to those who had been chased into the
wilderness. Mogt of the outlaws seemed amost feral. Will had no doubt that if cornered in acity, they'd
tear their citified counterparts asunder.

In the city, you have enemies who want to kill you. Out here, everything wants you to die, and
only the maggots will notice your passing.

Names weren't used on the outlaw path. No one asked where they were going, just where they’d
come from and what they’ d seen. Will figured half the replies were outright lies; and the other half were
elaborated to the point of being of little use.

At one place, agreen ddl with some standing stones and a stream meandering past, an older
man—who bore a passing resemblance to Crow—nodded as he sucked on apipe. “I’d be being careful,
were | you. Come from east, | have. Riders been asking after three traveling together: aVork, aman,
and aboy. Wouldn’'t be wanting you to be mistook for them. These must be desperate men, what with
soldiersinquiring.”

Crow laughed gently. “Not us, friend. We ve done aught but kill gibberers and eat plump berries
plucked from trail-sde. Likdly King Augustus might be wanting usto show him the best bushes.”



“Wall, you'll find berry-picking spotty asyou go on, but your other pastime, it’ Il keep you busy.” He
shook hishead. “They’ ve been abother before, but now they’ re abit more organized. Striking at farms
and afew villages, which iswhy you'll seefamilies on the path.”

“Lots of people being driven from their homes, then?’

The man nodded. “I’ ve seen worse. Was in Jeranawhen Chytrine took Okrannel. | remember them
streaming over the borders. Thisisjust atrickle, but soon enough, my friends, if she comes south, we'll
have ourselves aflood.”

After that night they hid themselves away from even the outlaws. Thelogic of the decison wasas
inescapable asit was ample. If soldierswerelooking for them, the fewer people who saw them the
better. Picking their way through the countryside off an established route did dow them down, but there
were several dayswhere only birds, beasts, and plants marked their passage.

That isolation ended the tenth day out of Stellin, at week’ send. Their supplies were beginning to run
low. They came acrossasmal cultivated plot deep in the woods northeast of Y din, amost to the
Saporician border. A small wooden house sat in the middle of the plot and had obvioudy been
congtructed from the trees cleared from thefield.

After ahushed conversation at the forest edge, they decided to let Will approach the house and ask if
he could buy some food—mest that had been sdted away, med or flour, cheese, or anything ese that
might be available. Thefact that no smoke drifted from the chimney suggested the building might be
empty, inwhich case Will could employ his skillsto get supplies and leave money in exchange.

The idea of leaving money, aswell asthe admonition to not take the best of whatever wasto be found,
rankled. Will fully understood that the supplies he' d be taking were valuable—if they weren’t, why
would | be taking them? Leaving money for them, though, that wasjust rewarding the householder for
not protecting his house well enough. Likely someone will come in, take the rest of his supplies and
the money | leave behind.

He smiled as he rode toward the house and decided he’ d leave the counterfeit coins as payment. Asa
lesson.

Hafway to the house, he reined his horse around to ashallow spot in aditch that cut acrossthe plot.
The course deviation et him see anew patch of forest past the house. There, emerging into thefield from
an arch of green foliage, camefive gibberersleading abearded prisoner. The naked man, whose hands
had been lashed to a pole running across the small of his back, had a noose hung round his neck and
stumbled forward as a gibberer jerked the rope.

Without conscious thought, Will kicked his horsein the ribs and galloped toward the gibberers. His
right hand went to the bladestar pouch. Hisfirst throw spun one of the metal projectilesinto agibberer’s
belly. It howled sharply, then mewed and toppled over. The second throw caught the rope-wielder high
in the chest. It staggered, then dropped facefirst to the ground, pulling the man down withiit.

A black-fletched arrow whizzed past him, nipping at the upper leaves of the half-grown corn stalks. It
passed through a gibberer’ sforearm and pierced its chest, pinning the limb. The gibberkin’s outraged yip
melted into agurgle that dripped red from its nostrils. A second arrow came in with abit more arc,
passing clean through another gibberer’s chest. A squirt of blood pumped out aholeinits breadt, then its
beady eyesrolled up and it toppled over.

The last gibberer moved from behind the captive and brandished the spear it had been carrying over
its shoulder. Will reined back on his horse and the beast came around to present its flank to the gibberer.
Will got abladestar and threw it across his body, but the gibberer flicked it out of the air with the
Spear-point.

The gibberer charged and Will legped from the saddle. He drew his longknife and ducked between
rowsof corn, letting the gibberer’ sfirst lunge dide past him. He figured he could time the lunges, move
insde, and kill the gibberer, but the Aurolani soldier had other idess. It scythed the spear to the Side,
smacking Will in theflank and driving him into the open. There it stalked him as an arrow whipped past
its back.

Will struck aguard with the longknife, hoping Crow would kill the gibberkin, but another arrow
passed ineffectually high over the gibberer’ s crouch. Come on, Crow!



The captive surged to hisfeet. For ahaf second Will thought the hirsute man would rush the gibberer,
but he hesitated. From ground level the man appeared to be huge, with enough musclesto make even the
most brawny blacksmith envious. Those muscles bunched, and the stout pole to which hiswrists had
been tied snapped cleanly across his back. The thundercrack caused the gibberer to turn toward him and
lunge

The man caught its spear behind the head and yanked. The gibberer spilled forward, letting go of the
spear a the last second. It sailed from the creature’ s paws as the man lunged forward and smashed his
forehead down on the beast’ s snout. The gibberer’s cry of surprise died as the man'sleft hand grabbed
itsthroat and hoisted it off the ground. The gibberer clawed at the man’ swrist once, then Will heard a
wet crack and the beast’ s body shook.

The man tossed the gibberer’ s body casudly aside. He turned toward Will and snarled. He started
forward, his hands clawing their way down into figts.

Will stepped back, raising his hands. “Wait, | helped free you. | wasn't going to stedl anything from
your house here, honest.”

The man paid hiswords no heed. A step further and he dropped to his knees. Tearing at the rope
encircling histhroat, the man flopped to the ground. Will heard a strangled sigh, then the man lay very
gill.

Alyx stood aone at the forest edge, looking down to where the plains spread out to the east. She
hugged her right arm around her chest, held her chin between thumb and forefinger of her Ieft hand. A
breeze coming up from the plains teased her white-gold hair, but even the tendrils of it lashing her face
did not break her concentration.

Sitting astride the Salersena River—which once, long ago, had marked the Alcidese border with
Oriosa—the town of Porasena had surrounded itself with stone walls. Towers warded the gates where
the river ran through the town, with chains stretched acrossit to prevent boats moving aong. Washing
fluttered from lines strung between buildings, and merchants il filled the centrd square with ther gaily
colored pavilions—though crowds were not thronging there this morning.

Greenfidds, clearly cultivated, surrounded the city. Along with foodstuffs moving up or down the
river, these fiedlds would have provided the necessities of life for the five thousand inhabitants. The new
crop in those fields, however, ahost of Aurolani troops, did not promiselifeat al. Their dark tendrils
spread through the fiddslike fungus, and gangly, insectoid siege machines rose amid their camps.

Fingering her lower lip, Alyx studied the arrangement of troops over theterrain. Acrosstheriver,
severd miles off, started the foothills that marked the far Sde of the valley and the current border with
Oriosa. Alyx knew the raiders had come from Oriosa. Scouts and survivors of the raids on the border
fortresses had made that quite evident despite the Oriosan ambassador’ s denids. Once she attacked, the
raiders would withdraw into Oriosa, and she could not pursue them—her guise as abandit chieftain
would be stripped away because part of her attacking force would consist of the Alcidese King'sHorse
Guards.

Repliesto reports of the success at Stellin had contained information about the force laying Segeto
Porasena. Raiding bands of Aurolani gibberers and vylaens had given way to alarger, more organized
force. Whileusing arcandata to keep abreast of the Situation and requesting the personnd and materiel
needed to counter the threat, Alyx had force-marched her core unit acrossthe nation, skirting Ydin. She
had sent asmall contingent off to the capital and had them take Sephi with them. The rest had come
immediately to the forested hills above the plains of Sena.

She heard Peri land nearby, but did not turn to look at her.

“I never thought | would see you petulant, my sster.”

“Isthat what they think, Peri?’

“They are getting to that point.” The Gyrkyme rested ahand on her |eft shoulder. “ They arerestless.
Generd Caroisfair to bursting with ideas of what his heavy cavary will do down on those plains.”

“And the others?’

“Caro has quite a persondity, Alyx. He served with the king in Okrannd. Hisfameis not undeserved.



Hetrained many of them, or has known of them for years. Thelonger you delay, the easier itisfor himto
winthem over.”

“If I haveto fight hard to win them back, it’ s better that than forcing them to fight hard tomorrow and
diedown there.” Alyx pointed down at the Aurolani lines. “They’ ve arrayed themsdavesin a crescent on
the downriver half of the plains. Theriver splitstheir lines. The troops to the west here are dead since the
nearest ford is seven miles downriver—they can’t be reinforced or escape. The one they used to get here
isten miles up, through rough terrain. They have no escape route. They’ Il be daughtered.”

Peri blinked big amber eyes. “I have scouted al over and | have seen no reinforcements lurking
anywhere. It makes no sense. Must be the Aurolani commander is stupid.”

“Could be, my sster, could be, but | cannot count on that. | have to wonder why he would sacrifice
half hisforce. He had to know troops would come here to answer the invasion. The town has water, it
has food enough to last for at least amonth, and we can bring in supplies through the unprotected half of
the city. We can just float them down theriver.”

“What about the river’s weirunV

“Theriver spirit, a last report, favored Porasena. It' s aways been very quiet and proud of the
prosperity trading brings the town. Thisis not to say Chytrine could not have turned it, but were that to
happen, | would expect to see theriver levd fdling, causng water problemsfor the town.”

“You think thistidbit of army ishere asbait?’

“Yes, but for what?" Alyx tucked hair behind her right ear. “ General Caro? That makes no sense.
Bresking apremier unit of the Alcidese cavary will redly gain Chytrinelittle. She would do better to lay
Segeto Fortress Draconis, with her troops here preventing us from sending reinforcements north. No,
something isgoing on hereand | don't like that | cannot puzzleit out.”

“Now, that ismy sgter.”

Alyx smiled. “Thisleaves me only one choice, of course.”

v

“They offer ushaf aforce asbait. | say we doubletheir cost.” She turned from the plains and started
marching toward her army’ s encampment. “ Chytrine wants us here for areason, and we'll give her a
chanceto think on why that wasn't agood idea.”

Shewalked done into the woods, for Peri took to the air again, flying high above the brambles and
little branchesthat tugged a Alex’ stunic and trousers. Two sentries moved to intercept her, then
recognition flashed on both of their faces. The man, from one of the light foot companies, smiled and
sauted. The other, awoman from the Red Caps, immediately challenged her.

Alyx offered the proper countersign, then pointed at the infantryman. “ At the end of your watch, report
yoursdlf for derdiction of duty to your commanding officer. | will be checking.”

The man started to sStammer acomment, but his companion smacked him in the chest with an open
hand, then saluted sharply. Theinfantryman aped the salute and Alyx returned it. She kept on going,
alowing the growled conversation by those in her wake to go unnoticed.

Weary soldiers dragged themsalvesto their feet as she passed. Those who stood proudest were her
own Wolves. The others paid her the respect due to her rank, but she could read adistrust in their eyes.
The other generalsin the Alcidese army were well known and had a history in which one could take
confidence. She was unknown, and as dangerous to the soldiers as alordling with agold-bought
commission and alove of parading.

She walked through the wooded campsite, threading a phalanx of trees and soldiers, heading for the
pavilion that had been erected in a sandy depression at the hilltop. She kept her head high, her strides
long. She did not acknowledge waves or nods, but kept on going, sparing not even an encouraging
glancefor warriorswho had bled for her in the past and would likely do so again in the future.

Two soldiers pulled aside the flaps to the pavilion. She entered and paused in the opening, alowing the
flapsto close behind her. It took her eyes a heartbest or two to adjust to the darkness. Asthings came
into view she catalogued each emerging impression. She analyzed everything asif the meeting itself were
acampaign, and she knew winning it would go along way to winning againgt the forces on the plains.

A long, narrow table ran down the pavilion’s center. Maps had been laid out on it—one of the valley



and one of the city. Wooden blocks painted in various colors had been placed on the mapsto show the
location of troops, and her quick scan of their placement told her someone had been projecting
movements for the next day.

Off to the left stood Genera Caro, with agold goblet of winein hand. A beefy man with white hair
and dark eyes, he was as handsome as she had been told. Having been raised amid the Gyrkyme, her
sense of human beauty often did not coincide with that of most others, but he was not displeasing to her
eyes. He clearly had once been lean, though pendul ous jowls now marred the line of hisjaw, and his
belly protruded too much over his belt.

Other officers, mostly younger, surrounded him. Their mild laughter tailed off asthey redized she had
entered the tent. They glanced dlently a Caro, then her, and waited for something to happen.

Opposite that knot of people stood her supporters. Ebrius, out of hisarmor and looking
uncomfortable for it, watched Caro and his people with the eyes of aforest bandit spying rich merchants
coming down the road. Captain Agitare, wearing his company’ sred cap tipped back a bit on his head,
had atimorous smile twisting the corners of his thin-lipped mouth. He' d been ordered to attend the
meeting, but he did not know why, and clearly feared she would dress him down in front of the othersfor
Sdlin.

Lastly, Peri stood back, blinking lazily, and studying her talons when any of Caro’s men alowed Stares
to linger too long on her lithe beauty. That was agame Alyx had watched her sster play many times, with
men and Gyrkyme alike. She knew both parties enjoyed it, but found it to be pure frippery. That this
flirtation seemed to sharpen the senses and bleed off anxiety wasthe only purpose she could seetoit.

Caro st his cup of wine on the table and bowed his head to her. “Princess Alexia of Okranndl, a
pleasure to see you again. Did you see anything out there this morning that will change our course of
battle tomorrow?’

Alyx didn’t answer, but instead crossed to the far side of the table and studied the positions. Caro had
the light foot infantry coming down the dopestoward the plains, with the heavy infantry upstream. His
heavy cavadry came down from the north, dong theriver, to crush the Aurolani forces arrayed on the
west side of theriver.

“A fascinaing plan, Genera.” She reached out and nudged the line of heavy infantry forward fifty
meters. “ The seasond tributary formsaditch right here. 1t will be an easier lineto hold.”

“That' strue, it would.” Caro smiled and retrieved his cup of wine. “However, tomorrow, | have no
intention of |etting the northern horde reach that line. WE Il have them ridden down long before then.”

Alyx'sviolet gaze flickered up as Caro's confederates laughed and clinked goblets together. “Y ou
aren't using the light horse battalion we have at the northern ford.”

“I am, to hold that ford.”

“And my Wolves.

“You aremy reserve.”

She chewed on her lower lip for amoment, then straightened up and folded her arms over her chest.
“Itisaninteresting plan, Generd, but severdly flawed. We won't be executing it tomorrow.”

The man started asif she'd dapped him. “Princess, | know you have had some modest success....”

Her eyes hardened. “First, General, you will address me as General. My title | have by dint of
birth—an office in name only, since my nation has not truly existed for ageneration. My rank | have
earned.”

“Earned in small-unit tactics, General”

“Earned within the life span of mogt of the soldiers| command, Generd, not in the days before they
were born.” Alyx kept her voicelow, but filled it with stedl. *Y ou and your people are here because |
requested your presence, not because | need your guidance. | welcome your insight, but this expedition
isunder my command. | will makethefind decisons.”

“Ah, | seehow itis” Caro dightly inclined hishead in her direction. “Y ou said my plan wasflawed....”

Captain Agitare cleared histhroat. “ Begging the generd’ s pardon.”

Both Alyx and Caro said, “Yes?’

“Generd Caro, | have served with you and with Generdl Alexia. Just listen to her plan.”



The older man smiled indulgently. “1 remember you, Agitare. | once thought you had promise.” He
looked a Alyx. “Theflaws.”

“They aresmple aswdl asglaring.” She pointed to the half of the Aurolani force on the east Sde of
theriver. “ These troops present a danger to your troops. We see no evidence of adragone in their
camp, but it is possble they are hidden in their pavilions. If your King's Horse charges, they retredt,
stretching your line out, and these troops across the river shoot.”

The mere mention of adragond made some of the officers backing Caro blanch. A generation
previous, at the Sege of Fortress Draconis, the Aurolani horde had revealed awespon of terrible power.
Conggting of astout metal tube, it was filled with an explosive powder that when ignited propelled stone
balls over long distances with enough power to crush acity wall. Experiments with the one captured at
Fortress Draconis aso suggested that if loaded with smaller shot, asingle blast would devastate a mass
of foot soldiersor cavary.

Alyx continued. “ And we do not know if the Aurolani host might not be equipped with draconettes,
ether.”

Caro waved that suggestion away. “ Thereis no proof such things exist. They are tales made to earn
thetdler adrink. Who can believe men who say they have been to Aurolan and seen Chytrinetraining
her troops?’

She shook her head. “ Even if stories of the Aurolani soldiers being equipped with smdl, single-user
dragonels are fable, would you alow your troopsinto combat where they could be daughtered by such
weapons? It really doesn't matter if you would take that chance or not, General, because | will not. Until
proven otherwise, | shal assume that the eastern force iswell equipped.”

“And not the western force?’

Alyx laughed once. “ Y ou saw, asis evident by your plan, that the western force isdready forfeit. It's
bait for atrap. It could be that the trap does involve dragonels concealed acrosstheriver. | don’t know,
but | do know that atrap which isdisarmed isatrap that won't hurt my troops. The eastern force isthe
noose of thissnare, and it must be eiminated.

“The other big flaw in your planisthis.” She traced the distance from the heavy cavary’slineto the
Aurolani line. “Three hundred yards at the Sart. That’ stoo long a distance for you to sustain acharge
and maintain unit integrity. Y ou' re better at one hundred yards. Then you are unstoppable.”

Caro hed ahand up. *Y ou skipped something. The eastern force, how will you eiminate it?’

“Simple. | send alight foot company south, to the upstream ford. They crossto the east. The other
light foot companieswill stay herein the woods to be used much as you planned to use them. Y our
horseswill be back here, at the edge of the woods, waiting.”

“That’ sfour hundred yards from the enemy.”

“I know.” Alyx nodded solemnly. “The heavy infantry will be positioned here. Downriver, at the north
ford, my Wolves and the two light horse battalions will cross and head south. We attack, breaking the
eadtern force against Porasena.”

Caro frowned. “That iswell and good for you, Generd, but it still leaves me with athousand Aurolani
troops outside the range for an effective charge. Y ou can't think asingle battalion of heavy infantry will
drivethem againg us”

“They won't haveto. Thelight horse and my Wolveswill.”

“Impossible.” Caro pointed at the maps. “ One ford isten miles away, the other is seven. Y our ability
to attack west is limited by the same factors that make it impossible for the eastern force to support their
felows. By thetimeyou re acrosstheriver, the western force will have fought free of the infantry and will
be off raiding.”

“You' rewrong, General Caro, very wrong.” Alyx gave him acold smile. “Y our force will be the anvil,
and we will be the hammer. We have one advantage the Aurolani don’t, and two days hence, that
advantage will destroy their inva-son.

Resol ute had come thundering up on his horse, snarled something in Elvish a Will that sent ashiver
down his spine, then rode on past. He flew into the forest, aong the gibberers' back trail. Will dmost



swung into the saddle to ride after him, but reconsidered. Angry as heis, if he doesn’t find gibberers
tokill, I don’t want to be around.

Thethief ran to the fallen man, but didn’t get too close. He could see that he was bresthing, but it
clearly wasn't easy, and that blue tinge to his skin looked bad. Drawing asmdl boot knife, Will dropped
to one knee and cut the noose free of the man’ s neck. His breathing came easier, but he remained
unconscious, which wasn't something that bothered Will too much a the moment.

Leaving himinthe dirt, Will quickly went from gib-berer to gibberer, ditting throats just to make sure
they were dead. He assumed Resolute would berate him for the necessity of doing that—something that
showed that Will was not confident of hismartia skills—but better that than his being yelled at for not
making sure they were dead.

Cutting the throat of the one the man had killed took alot of work. The man’ s grip had crushed the
neck and pulverized the bones. Will had no doubt it was dead and felt his own throat tightening ashe
remembered the look in the man’s eyes as he came for him.

Crow rode up quickly, leading the packhorses. He swung from the saddle, his bow still strung and an
arrow nocked. He frowned at the bloody work Will had been doing. “Have you checked the man?”’

“He sbreathing.” Will wiped his hands off on the gib-berer’ s pdlt. “He was coming for me before he
collapsed.”

Crow returned the arrow to the saddle quiver and did the bow home into its scabbard. Crossing to the
man he crouched, pressing two fingers to the man’s neck and examining the abrasions there. “Not too
bad. Blood in hishair, though, likely had ahard knock or two. Help me, we' Il get him inside.”

Thetwo of them struggled to lift the huge man and had a hard time dragging him to the cabin. Will got
the door open and they got the man into bed over in the back corner. The way the man overlapped it
sdeto side and off thefoot clearly indicated that the cabin wasn't his. A rat trapped in a thimble would
have more room than this man in this cabin.

At Crow’ s order, Will fetched water and metholanth, which they used to clean the man up and pack
some of hiswounds. Hisfeet were raw in places and the gash on his head |ooked bad after Crow cut
away enough matted hair to be able to seeit. Tearing apart the threadbare clothes they found in the
place—which never would have fit the man anyway—they fashioned bandages. The man didn’t so much
asgtir whilethey cared for him.

They’ d finished up and Will had just begun to explore the single-room cabin for any hidden storage
areas when Resolute returned. This caused Will to intensify his search for hiding places, but the
floorboards were solid and the generaly rickety furnishings held no secrets.

Resolute bowed his head as he entered the cabin. “ The man?’

Crow shrugged. “Unconscious. Needs food and water, but isin very good shape otherwise. Find
anythingonthetral?’

“Nothing of note.” The Vorqudf’ssilver gaze found Will easily enough. “1 need to spesk with you,

Will forced the fearful flutter in his ssomach away. “Y ou're going to tell mewhat | did wrong, right?
You'regoing to tell mel was stupid to ride up to help himwhen | did, right? You'll tel methiseven
though you’ d have done the samething.”

Resolute lifted his head. The hair on his head brushed the roof, and a shoulder brushed the central
beam. The expression he wore hovered between anger and agrim resignation. He dowly folded hisarms
over hischest and watched Will in slence for amoment.

Then he nodded. “ That is exactly what | would have done, if | had seen what you saw, and if | were
asinexperienced asyou are. Do you think Crow or | would have liked seeing him being led along like a
cow? Y ou' ve got perhaps fifteen yearsin you, maybe sixteen. Y ou were spared seeing gibberers|ead
your mother off that way, seeing them hack your friendsto death. | wasn't, and | made the mistake you
did, but | made it over a century ago.”

Will frowned. “ And mistakes aren’t alowed now?’

“No, boy, they aren’t, not for you.” Resolute pointed back toward the west. “Have you forgotten the
mountains? Have you forgotten that you are the person we need to defeat Chytrine? For you to launch a



suicidal attack was unforgivable and irresponsible. If you had died ...” He snarled and dammed hisright
fist into the Sde of the main beam.

Dust poured down in grey ribbons from the beam. Will wished it would cover him and insulate him
from Resolute' s anger. Heknew it wouldn’t. | can’t hide, nor should I. Will’sown grey eyes narrowed
and he bared histegthin asnarl.

“How waswhat | did here different from what we did in Stdlin? Wewere dl going to die there,
induding me, induding me, your hope to defeat Chytrine! | came closer to dying therethan | ever did
here, but you didn’t hide me away there. Y ou let me bein danger. | don't understand.”

Resolute smashed hisfigt into the palm of hisleft hand. “We had no choice there, boy. Herewe had a
choice”

“Sure, let him die”

“Stop it, both of you!” Crow roseto hisfeet, arms outstretched. “ Resolute, the fact isthat Will isn't
dead. He survived the mistake. He knew it was a mistake. He dit their throats to make sure there was
not going to be more of aproblem. Y ou saw that; you know it. Y ou’ ve made sure he knows how serious
amigakeit was”

Thetriumphant smile blossoming on Will’ sface died as Crow spun, anger flashing from his brown
eyes. “Don’'t you dare for an instant |et yourself believe that just because a prophecy seemsto apply to
you that it truly does and somehow that makes you immune to misfortune. Just as things you saw inthe
cave were changed by your seeing them, so it could be that things change without our knowing it. And let
there be noillusion on your part that—even if you are the person mentioned in the prophecy—this
prophecy istrue.”

Will blinked. “It might bealie?’

“We don't know, Will, but we' ve been working for the past quarter century to put thingsin place so it
won't be. Assuming a prophecy will make thingsjust fal into place and cometrueislike assuming having
aroad map isthe same as making thejourney. It'snot.”

Crow waked over to him and rested his hands on Will’ s shoulders, then crouched enough to look into
Will’'seyesat alevd. “Risking your life to save this man, that wasn't wrong, but how you did it was. Y ou
didn’'t know if those five were the vanguard of aforce, or if they had alies nearby, or if this cabin wasfull
of them. Were they about to kill the man, yes, you would have had to intervene. Y ou could have,
however, waited, given usasignd, or done any of anumber of things that would have lowered the
danger.”

Resolute nodded dowly. “This course we are committed to, it demands we risk our lives, but not
foolidhly.”

Will shivered, then sagged back against the cabin’swall. “It is something you committed to, but you
kidnapped me, made methink of this as an adventure. | was thinking of stories and legends—my legend,
the one I’ll become. Y ou have known for aways what you are doing, but me ... 7 He frowned. “What
am| doing here?’

“Life... saving...” The harsh croak came from the room’sfar corner. The bed and its rope mesh
creaked asthelarge man shifted on it. He rubbed hisright hand over the bandages on his throat.
“Thanks”

The word came more whispered than spoken, but the nod that accompanied it underscored its
ancerity.

Will levered himsdlf off thewall and trailed in Crow’ swake as the trio moved toward the bed. Crow
gave the man awaterskin and helped him drink from it. The man drank greedily, with some water
coursing down his cheeks and through his beard to splash on his broad chest and mat the thick, black
hair there.

With his hands behind his head, catching on to the main beam, Resolute leaned forward. “What' s your
name?’

The man grimaced for amoment, closing his cold blue eyes, then nodded. “ Dranae.” He pronounced it
dowly, drawing out both syllables. He placed a massive hand on his chest and repeated the word.

Will frowned. “Never heard the like of that name before.”



Crow arched an eyebrow at him. “ Are you certain you want to start comparing the oddities of
names?’

“No.”

“I have heard mention of similar before.” Resolute s voice came low and soft, though still resonant.

“It' san old name, an old man-name. Likely he was named for an ancestor.”

Dranae just shook his head. “Don’t know.”

“With that knock on your head, might take some time before your thoughts are clear. I'm Crow, thisis
Will, and that is Resolute. Do you live near here?’

Again Dranae shook hishead. “1 know little.”

Crow pressed the man back down into the bed. “ That’ s fine. Rest. Rest both your head and your
throat. Y ou're safe now.”

Theman tried to res s, but failed and sank back down into the bed. Resolute went out to the
packhorses and came back with a blanket that he spread out over the man. It barely covered his body,
leaving hisfeet and much of his shins uncovered, but that appeared not to matter much. Theman's
breathing became steady.

Will dipped from the cabin and began to look after his horse. The other two joined him to likewise
carefor their mounts, though they conversed in Elvish and in low tones. That angered Will abit, but his
anger faded fast asthe chill he'd fet before swalowed it.

What am | doing here? He knew he'd let himsalf be seduced by the lure of adventure—and adesire
to get out of Y dinto save himsdf from Marcus wrath. On the road Resolute had driven him hard, forced
him to work hard, and never gave him much of achanceto think about things. While the journey had
been uneventful he'd been learning, and since the cavern, they had congtantly been in danger. And now,
when | do have a chance to think about things, I’'m so deep in it that what | think doesn’t matter.

He realized the whole journey had been anillusion. It was afable unfolding around him, with thingslike
Oracle or the Gyrkyme just adding to the weirdness of it al. Even memories of the hard knocks he' d
taken were fading, aong with the bruisesthey left behind. As he thought about it there didn’t seem to be
anything he could identify asredl, then two things rose up to contradict that.

Thefirst was the feding he' d had when he had been entrusted with the leaf. The most surredl part of
the wholejourney, his bond with that ancient leef, felt the most red to him. That sensation had provided a
foundetion that made believing everything his companionstold him easy. The leaf had taken him to the
caverns, then the assaults by gib-berers had taken over, emphasi zing the opposition. One thing urged him
on, the other tried to stop him, but each were different sides of the same coin that impelled him to
continue.

The second was the sound of Dranae’ swords. Will had saved him and the man was grateful. His
words, hoarse though they might have been, carried sincerity and opened adoor into Will’s
understanding of Resolute and Crow. For far longer than | have been alive they have been working
to save people. I'm now a necessary part of that for them. Will’ sredlization explained some of
Resolute s frudtration, though it made it no easier to take.

Having removed the saddle from his horse, Will grabbed handfuls of grass and began to rub the beast
down. In evaluating things, the thief realized he was being afool. Chances were excdllent that he' d get
himsdlf killed and no one, not once, had mentioned any sort of reward or treasure to be won. It might be
al well and good that he defeated Chytrine, but if he returned to Y din with empty pockets, the
Dimandownswould echo with stinging ridicule.

And yet, even as he made that judgment, he glanced at Crow. Tired asthe man was, as poor as he
was, there was something in his eyesthat no onein the Dimandowns ever had. Will never heard atrace
of bitternessin the man’ slaugh. He never saw afurtive glance despite the joking around him. Asmuch as
he or Resolute might discipline Will or speak sharply to him, neither was crud for the sake of spite.

They're not like normal folk. In the Dimandowns people focused on how to get another mug of de
for free, or a prize that would open awoman’ sthighs. They schemed waysto win aking’sransom, and
others schemed waysto take it from them. All they cared about was themsel ves— and Marcus had been
no exception. While he might have taken orphansin and given them food and shelter, they worked for his



pleasure. And when they come to rival him, he getsrid of them.

Will suddenly saw his dreams of becoming alegend from another angle. 7 want to be Will the
Nimble, King of the Dimandowns. | want to be greater than Marcus and the Azure Spider. It will
be a treasure that can’'t be stolen. It will get me mugs of ale. It will open thighs. It will never die.
Asgloriousasdl that would be, Will suddenly redlized it lacked something.

The gratitude in Dranag’ s voice, the passion that would make Oracle put her own eyes out, the fury
that drove Resolute—all of these things shook him. His vision of the world opened up beyond the
borders of the Dimandowns. He did not suddenly decide he could be more than the King of the
Dimandowns, he just redlized that for someone like Dranae, he was more important just as Will than he
ever would have been asthelord of Ydin'sdums.

Will swore and threw the handful of grassto the ground with disgust. He shot Crow and Resolute a
purely venomous glance. “I hate you both.”

Resolute snorted, but Crow turned with a curious expression on hisface. “ And that comes from?’

“Thisjourney. All the thingsyou' ve told me. All the things you have not told me. All of it.” Will’ s hands
convulsed down into fists. “I can never go back to being who | was, can 1?7’

Crow dowly shook his head. “No.”

“Andit'sdl your fault!”

“No.” The older man sighed. “It’ sthe fault of Chytrine.”

“That' s easy to say, but she' s never done anything to me.”

“No, boy?’ Resolute shouldered hisway past Crow. “If you want to think that, you can, but thefact is
she' sdone everything to you. If not for her, | would not be here, Oracle would not be who sheis,
Predator would be some happy gardener, the Vorquelves wouldn't bein Y din, Crow would not be
Crow. Lotsof peoplewould till be dive and your life would be entirely different.”

The Vorqudf stabbed afinger against Will’ s breastbone. “Y ou wonder if you could ever go back to
being who you were, but you never redlly were that person at al. Y ou were meant to be someone el se.
Because of Chytrine you are destined to be someone else. The actions of others have dready
determined who you are, Wilburforce; but we' re giving you the chance to decide who you will become
and how you will get there.”

Will snarled. “You can't put it back on me. That' s not fair.”

“No, it'snot.” Resolute shook his head. “No more fair than my losng my home, my future. I'm hereto
stop that from happening to others. Crow isthe same. Y ou, you might have afuture, but only if you're
willing to fight for it. If you fail, shewins. Not only will you lose, but so will everyonedse. And
respongbility for that, boy, is something you can never escape.”

Sitting tall astride her horse, encased in her golden armor, Alyx studied the Aurolani encampment. She
saw movement there, but heard no trumpetsraising an darm. Fires burned and sentries paced, but no
one seemed to be paying any attention to the cavalry forming up to the east. She knew the gibberers and
vylaens had to be able to see her as easily as she could see them, so their lack of anxiety surprised her
for amomen.

Then, dowly, she nodded. The gibberers did not rely as much on sight as men did, and the breeze
springing from the south meant the scent of her formation was being carried away from the enemy.
Moreover, the stink of the city settled over the plain. In addition to that, she had brought her troops up at
night and positioned them so they could ride in from the dawning sun. The mountains still shadowed them,
while the sun’ swarm rays crept over the enemy camp.

The honorable thing to do would have been to have her company’ s trumpeter blow a chalenge that
would waken the enemy. Alyx knew General Caro would do that, but lessto give the enemy a sporting
chance than to train their eyes on his unit’ s banner, so they could know who they faced. For himit
would be an act of arrogance, not nobility.

She shook her head. War is not a place for arrogance or nobility. Sheturned and gave her Sster a
haf smile. “Are they completely gormless, Peri, or laying atrap for us?’

The Gyrkyme blinked her big eyes. “Gormlesdy confident of their trap?’



Alyx laughed lightly. “That could beit. Y ou know the two pavilions you will hit?’

Peri nodded and hefted one of the two firecocks she' d been given. The device, which wasn’t much
longer than her forearm, had a ceramic spherefor anose, acast-iron collar in the middle, and dried
cornhusks at the end. It looked nothing so much like a giant shuttlecock. “The red one, and the one with
the pennant. I’ m ready to go.”

“Go, and good luck.”

“Not luck, just confidencein your plan.” The Gyrkyme unfurled her wings and, with asingle strong
best, launched hersdlf into the sky.

Alyx drew her sword and raised it aloft. The Wolves, who formed the center of her line, raised their
lances. Thelight horse units on either wing raised their lances aswell, then al three battalions began to
trot forward. At the sgnd, they would al charge. They would hit the Aurolani camp asareentlesswave
of stedl and horseflesh, blagting throughit.

If things go as planned.

Thesgnd came quickly enough. Peri, circling high over the Aurolani encampment, released thefirst
firecock. The cast-iron chamber housed a bit of charcod. When she twisted the cover on the callar, it
exposed ventsin the charcoal chamber. Asthefirecock fell, the air rushing in made the charcod flare hot,
igniting the cornhusks roughly a hundred yards above the ground. Thefirecock struck the red pavilion
and ripped through it, then the collar shattered the ceramic spherefull of oil. The burning huskslit the
gplashing oil, immediately catching the pavilion onfire,

The second likewise struck itstarget, which then burst into flame. Gibberers began scurrying about,
barking and snarling. The sounds of their voices drowned out the thunder of approaching hooves. While
someran to retrieve their arms and raise some sort of defense, othersjust ran toward theriver.

Alyx snapped her hem’ sfaceplate down in the last fifty yards of her charge. The Wolves had
outdistanced the light horse units only because the other horsemen held themselves back abit, as per the
battle plan. The Wolves, dightly more heavily armored, made up the formation’ s spearhead. It pierced
the thin defenses at the camp’ srear and stabbed deep into the Aurolani camp.

To theright and left of her, gibberers screamed. Lances splintered explosively, whirling away
transfixed bodies. Rising in the stirrups, she dashed down and past the guard of a gibberer who had
failed to stab her. She was beyond him when she fdlt the shock of her blow connecting. Her blade stip
came back blackened with blood.

The Wolves blew through the Aurolani camp like anill wind. On her right the Seventh Light Horse
Battalion anchored itslf against the river and drove into the camp. On the left the King's Own Light
Horse Battaion engaged the enemy, then whedled west, driving the gibbererstoward theriver. Alyx
knew many of the enemy would try to swim to the other side and sanctuary, but she doubted many could
fight theriver's current. Fewer gtill would be ableto fight the weirun, and she hoped its appetite for
gibbererswould be enormous.

Off to theright the pavilion that had had the pennant flying above it exploded thunderoudy. Shefdt a
shock wave jolt her. Dragonel powder to be used to sap the walls? Flaming gibberer bodies arced
through the sky. Some riders fought to control their mounts through the thunder and meety rain, and some
went down, but her steed merdly picked up its pace, racing through the enemy camp. Alyx and her
Wolves burst from the enemy lines and cut east asthe King’s Own dashed down in their wake.

Alyx amiled. This plan will actually work

The Wolves hit the eastern road to Porasena at agallop. By the time they reached the walls, the
eastern gate' s massive doors had swung wide and the Wolves poured into the city. Hooves striking
sparks from cobblestones, they galloped through narrow streets and over atall bridge spanning theriver,
then plunged down the road to the western gate. Soldiers manning the towers and above the opening
gates cheered asthey came on and rode down into the western plain of Sena.

The mistake that both the Aurolani troops and Generd Caro had made wasin not redizing that the city
of Porasenaformed aford over theriver, and that aslong as friendly troops controlled the city, passing
from one side to the other was not a problem. Aurolani troops could not crossthere, but shewas
unhindered.



The Aurolani troops on the western plain had used the extraday to prepare defenses against the
Alcidese forces arrayed againgt them. They’ d raised basic breastworksto their rear to hold off the heavy
cavary. The defensesthey’ d set up againgt aforce from the city were sufficient for holding off the heavy
infantry. At the commencement of the raid on the other shore, Caro’ s troops had appeared at the edge of
the forest and started dowly forward, forcing Aurolani troops to the rear to defend, stripping the forward
defenses.

The Wolves hit the Aurolani line aquarter of the way in from the end. The very end of that line had
been built up to be dmogt afortressitsalf, but up aong the line, the defenses had not been so carefully
prepared. Because of theline sarc, the point they hit had been removed from the threat of heavy cavalry.
To defend againgt them the Aurolani defenders now had to rush across the Aurolani position and man
their old defenses.

Peri’ s aeria survey of the Aurolani line had identified agap in the lines through which the enemy had
made raids. Ridersraced ahead of Alyx and, under the cover of arrows from other Wolves, looped
grapnd lines around the spiked logs that blocked the gap. They pulled the abatises aside, then Agitare led
the Red Capsthrough. Alyx and her bodyguards came second, then the rest of the Wolves flooded
through the gap. They coursed through the Aurolani camp, cutting and dashing, riding down gibberers,
shooting arrowsinto vylaens, and wresking havoc.

The Aurolani forces broke. Some ran for theriver, and others passed south, through their own lines,
heading toward the city and the dowly advancing heavy infantry. Some started west, scrambling up the
hillsides toward the waiting light foot. Mogt, though, fled north and away from the Wolves. They escaped
inthe eesest direction, grasping in their panic at the closest path out of danger.

The northern path proved illusory when it came to safety.

Alyx rode up onto one of the highest points on the Aurolani line and watched gibberers scrambling
away as quickly aspossible. Ahead of them, forming adark line at the edge of the forest, the King's
Own Horse waited. She picked Caro out from the center of the line easily enough. Behind him waited
two riders, one bearing the unit’ s battle sandard and the other hisfamily’ sflag. The cavary remainedin
place, horses stamping and snorting steam in the cool morning air. They waited, |etting the enemy come
to them.

She knew she had shamed him by saying that his men were at their best in ahundred-yard charge.
Alyx haf expected him to send them off at a greater distance, just to prove her wrong, but he did not.
Trueto hisorders, he held them back. Until the gibberers had closed within one hundred fifty yards, he
did not draw hissword. Heraised it dowly, then asthey neared the hundred-yard limit, he dashed down
and hisline surged forward.

A ragged, disorganized mass of infantry isto a cavary charge what ripe wheat staks areto the
regper’ s scythe. The heavy cavary hit the gibbererslike awall of stedl. Bodies, broken-limbed and limp,
flew into the air. Thrashing gibberers rose on lances as tortured pennants. Curved sabers sprayed
gpattered gore with each arced stroke. Hooves ground bodies into the torn earth, leaving bloodied piles
of tissue to mew in their wake. Some gibberersdid turn to run, but their fellows caught them up, carrying
them into the heavy cavdry. It rolled over them asif they were dready the phantoms they became a
heartbest later.

The charge did lose its momentum, but then Caro’ s troops merely resorted to their other weapons.
Swordsrose and fell. Maces crushed arms and skulls. Axes clove bodies and short spears stabbed.
Those who had not lost their lances flicked them out, stabbing the long-bladed heads through thick
gibberer bodies. The work became lessfighting than pure butchery. The heavy cavary took to it without
hesitation and with dl the righteous fury of warriors cdleansing their homeand of invaders.

Alyx shifted her attention to the end of the Aurolani line. There the breastwork had been raised alittle
higher and the defenders shot arrows at riders, but most fell short. Those few that did hit only stuck in
armor or bounced off. A couple of firecocks, then raking it with arrows should weaken it. She
doubted the vylaen commanding that area would surrender, but she would inquirefirst, before she
ordered the daughter.

To the south and west the infantry engaged fleeing gibberers. The Wolves and the heavy cavary metin



the center of the line, then moved west, trapping gibberers a the hills. Those fleeing north strung
themsalves out dong theriver, so when the heavy cavary turned to charge at them, the refugees had but
one choice and most drowned exercising it.

Bobbing corpses dowly flowed down the river. More floated up here and there, naked, stripped of
any jewelry or armor. Alyx had been told the weirun of the Salersena River was greedy and enjoyed
offerings of gold made by the town’s merchants. She wondered if the things plundered from the bodies
would show up in market stdls, and the thought that they might sent a shiver through her.

Alyx dispatched Captain Agitare to offer quarter to the vylaen leading the defense of the end of the
enemy line. Agitare fastened a strip of white cloth to the end of his horse-bow, approached, and
tendered her offer. Power began to gather in the vylaen’ s pams, but before it could cast aspell, Agitare
plucked an arrow from his quiver, nocked, drew, and let fly.

The scarlet-fletched arrow burst the vylaen’ sheart. Magicka energy trickled up itsforearmslikeivy
growing up atower, burning asit went. The vylaen collapsed. A deetstorm of arrows covered Agitare's
retreat. Peri screamed high above the enemy position, then afirecock exploded at its heart. The Red
Caps advanced and before too long, al Aurolani resistance had breathed itslast.

High in the tower that housed Porasena s mayor, Alyx attended a hagtily planned noontime reception.
Genera Caro had made certain to give her al due credit for the planning of the attack, but he did nothing
to deflect the flowery praises the loca merchant-princes lavished upon him. Mogt of them, it turned out,
had taken their breakfast and teain towers, watching the battle unfold asthey ate. Their daughters and
young wives entertained some of the younger officers. The women listened with wide eyes and
sympathetic Sghs as stories of courage unfolded and thousands more gibberers were dain than had ever
been encamped on the plains of Sena

Alyx shook her head and carried her goblet of wine out onto the tower ba cony that looked north. The
river unwound aribbon of blue, flecked with flashes of slver, rolling north. It had long since carried avay
most of the bodies, while smoky pyres on either shore took care of the rest. The meager oot left behind
inthe Aurolani camps had quickly disgppeared once the fighting had stopped.

“Are Aurolani artifacts sdlling briskly in the market?’

Peri blinked her amber eyes dowly. “Mogt of thered things are gone, but plenty have been
manufactured. One smart man is overstriking coinswith astar to mark the battle.”

The pale-tressed woman set her goblet on the bal cony’ s stone bal ustrade. “ The people are celebrating
asif thiswas some great victory. It means nothing. Chytrine left troops here for usto kill, for reasons
known only to her. That we cost her more than she might have expected is good, but her only purpose
here might have been to test us.”

“Yes, my sster, what you say istrue.” Peri waked over to stand beside Alyx, appropriated her
goblet, and drank some of her wine. “Y ou must recognize, though, that for the people of Porasena, this
was agreat victory. Thisvalley istheir world, and we saved it for them. Could you expect them to act
any other way?’

Alyx shook her head. She knew Peri was correct, but the smple and willful lack of awareness of the
world displayed by the townsfolk astonished her. Alyx had seen more of the world than most of the
peoplein Porasena; having been born in Okrannd and flown to Gyrvirgul as an infant was but the first of
many journeys she' d undertaken. She' d been schooled in history and knew in intimate detail the forces
and elements that had shaped the world.

And she knew the incredible threat Chytrine represented to dll of it. A quarter century earlier many
warriors, including her father, had died to prevent Chytrine sinvasion of the south. While the effort had
been unsuccessful a unseating her, it had held her hordesin check. Still, new incursions, like the Siege at
Porasena, indicated that Chytrine’ s power was growing, aswas her need to project it southward.

“| understand what you are saying, Peri, but | just...” She shivered. “It' s asif they are celebrating being
dry because thefirst raindrop in astorm did not hit them.”

“I never said it was smart, Sgter, just inevitable.” Peri frowned. “ The people are stupid from drinking
too much of thiswine. Vinegar isnot as bitter.”

“Better than the beer. It'swatery and the color of your eyes.” Alyx took the goblet back, went to



drink, but saw something over the edge of the cup. “What isthat?’

Peri’ s eyes narrowed as she focused on theriver. “ A wave of some sort, working itsway down the
river. It'sred, bloodred.”

It took a dozen heartbeats for the wave to come close enough for Alyx to seeit, and she knew she
wasn't getting any of the detail Peri was. The color matched her description, but Alyx noted there was no
foam at the crest of the wave. It moved upstream, against the current, coming on fast.

A much larger wave surged out from the city and rose to the height of the walls. It rolled north, rising,
cresting, and smashing down on the smaler scarlet wave. The red wave vanished for asecond in the mist
of thetall wave' s crash, then a bloody waterspout stabbed up and through what would have been the
wave' s heart. River water doshed up and out, over the banks, washing away dogs and setting crowsto
wing over the battlefield they’ d been scavenging.

Fish flopped on the banks, while others floated in the channel. A few gibberer bodies bobbed up
again. Huge bubbles boiled to the surface and exploded, projecting afoul stink of rotting muck.

“What wasthat?’

Peri shook her head. “Not certain. The big wave, that was the weirun. Of that | am sure.”

Alyx looked again at the red stain, which had melted from its spear-shape to an amorphous blob
floating on the dowly settling surface.  Did that thing kill it?’

“Theriver'snot dead.”

The red splotch dowly floated to the western bank. A rounded and soft column of oily plasm reached
up toward the bank. The very end of it resolved itself into a hand that clutched at long-leafed grasses.
Therest of thered stain flowed toward thishand, asif it were wax filling amold of a naked man. Once
legs and feet had been formed, the figure pulled himsalf up onto the plain.

He remained naked for barely more than a second before his flesh took on the wrinkles and seams of
cloth. It appeared asif his clothing were rising up through hisflesh. The scarlet color drained away,
leaving his clothes black, from boots and trousersto tunic. Likewise ahooded cloak flowed from him,
and ablack mask appeared on hisface, covering him from upper lip to forehead.

Hiseyesremained dark holesfor no more than amoment. Bright yellow-orange flames ignited there,
guttering. The hem of his cloak caught aspark and aso burst into flame. The fire quickly consumed the
cloak, which became composed of little licking flames againgt which hisflesh and clothes were gpparently
immune

An archer on thewall below launched an arrow at the figure. The shaft sped toward itstarget and
then, when only aman-length from its heart, dowed. It most seemed to Alyx that it had been shot into
water, or something even more viscous. The figure reached out and casudly plucked the arrow from the
ar. He said something in an oddly sibilant tongue, causing the arrow in his hand to combust.

Onthewall, the other arrowsin the archer’ s quiver blossomed with fire. The man toreit off and others
stomped thefire out while yet another colleague smothered the flames on the man’ s back with acloak.
Sharp, surprised shouts faded, and cold laughter from the figure stole over the city likeanicy drizzle.

The figure brushed his hands one againgt the other to rid them of arrow ash, then clasped them &t his
belt. His laughter drained away to be replaced by avoice that was both strong and melodious. Despite
that, however, it brought with it no warmth at al.

“Hark unto me, Porasena, poor; town with afuture no more. Celebrate victory this morn; so the
morrows you' [l mourn.” The figure looked around, then stamped his foot to scatter amangy pack of
hounds dinking toward him. “Blood is power, and in an hour, much blood did you spill. Next will come
fire, certainly mogt dire, and dl will it kill.”

The figure reached back and tugged its hood up to cover its head. Then hands shot to opposite
shoulders, grasping thefiery cloak and pulled it tight around him. In an eyeblink he became a column of
fire that then collgpsed into a greasy black stream of smoke. The breeze wafted it toward the town and it
amelled even more foul than theriver gas.

Alyx drank some of thewine, holding it in her mouth until its fumes could dissolve the stink in her
nostrils, then she swallowed hard. “That was a sullanciri!*

Peri nodded. “1 believe so, sister.”



“So, dl of thiswas bait to get us here, so we could see something Chytrine wanted usto see. And he
was here to make sure we knew thiswas just aprelude.”

“Wewould bewise, then, to leave.”

Alyx upturned the goblet and shook the last drops of wine out over the city. “If we leave, there will be
panic, rioting, looting. We will have saved the city for nothing. If we are going, we are evacuating it in an
orderly manner.”

“Not asmpletask.”

“No, my sster, but one that must be done.” Alyx sighed. “Comewith me. It won't be an easy fight,
but if we turn Caro to our side, we might just be able to keep some people dive.”

Will liked having Dranae join their group. While he remained largely slent as histhroat was healing up,
Dranae had no problem helping out with various chores. He hauled water and firewood without being
asked. He found some herbs and leaves in the Saporician rainforests that were able to spice up rabbit
sew. He dso didn’t seem to mind taking the predawn watch, which was the one Will especialy hated.

Outfitting Dranae had been difficult, snce none of the clothesthey had would fit him. They ended up
winding ablanket around him in askirtlike affair. At first he pulled the back of it up between hislegsand
tucked itin at hisbelly, but pretty soon just left it down a knee-height. Will thought it looked kind of
ridiculous, but Resolute noted there were dl sorts of sailors on the Crescent Seawho dressed smilarly,
raising the specter that Dranae might once have been one of them, or even apirate shipping out of
Wruona. Will questioned him about that possibility, but the man couldn’t even name the pirate queen,
much lessremember high-seas adventures.

Crow sewed together two belts taken from gibberer corpses to make something suitable for Dranae,
It circled hiswai g, then aleather loop went across his body from Ieft hip to right shoulder. During the
days Dranae went bare-chested, but pulled a blanket around him like acloak asthe day’ s heat wore off.

By sdvaging more legther from the gibberers equipment, Crow put together some makeshift sandals.
Everyone agreed they’ d not last long, but it was hoped that in Sanges they could find more suitable
footwear for Dranae, aswell as passage north to Fortress Draconis.

They made pretty good time, heading north from Alcidaand into the rainforests of Saporicia. By
keeping to lesser-used tracks they traveled dower than they might have otherwise, but avoided detection.
Will would have been inclined to protest, if for no other reason than still being angry about how he had
been pulled into the adventure, but Dranae nodded sagely when Resolute informed him of their plans.
Moreover, Dranae took their security concerns serioudy, earning expansive nods from Resolute and an
occasiond word of thanks.

Therainforests of Sgporiciadiffered from the woodlands of Alcidain that they seemed older and far
thicker. More undergrowth bordered thetrails. The trees rose higher, and in the dim distances—which
were not al that far, but tough to see because of the thick growth of trees— mossy giants had snapped at
the base and crashed down. Stony outcroppings jutted from hillsides carpeted in rusty pine needles,
dripping water down into rivulets that formed streams or sank into bogs that they bypassed or dogged
through.

Will wrinkled his nose at the fetid scent of aswamp. “Why do these woods seem different than the
others we went through?’

Resolute glanced back from his position in the lead. “Morerain here, and lessmen.”

“Morerain, morewet. That | understand.” He turned to look a Crow and Dranae. “How come there
arefewer men?’

The Vorquelf answered before either of the other two could offer Will anything. “ Saporiciawas, for a
long time, a buffer between the Estine Empire and Loquellyn. Over time, as men encroached, elves pulled
the borders of Loquellyn back. Most humans settled on the coast, and around the great harbor that splits
the country. During that time, though, Panqui had moved into this section of the country. They tend to
keep humans out, asthe dragonsintend.”

Will frowned. “What are you taking about?’

Resolute shook his head. “How can you be as old as you are and know nothing of the natural order of



the world? Firg the urZrethi comeinto even homelands and build mountains to chase the elves away.
Then dragons come and drive the urZrethi from the mountains and make their homesin them. Dragons
permit Panqui to live in those mountains or the nearby areas to discourage men from coming in. Why?
Because men quarry the mountains and stedl the stonesto make their cities.”

“Oh, and then eves come and extend their homelands to drive men away, to Sart the cycle again?’

“No, boy, evesdo not. Thisiswhy, someday, therewill be no evesleft inthisworld.”

The cold finality in Resolute' s voice sent ashock through Will. He had stated, so matter-of-factly,
something that meant his people would someday be driven from the world and yet, here he was, fighting
to see that the cycle he described would not be broken by an invasion from the north. Will saw the logic
of fighting Chytrine, since her victory would mean the destruction of the dves anyway. Still, knowing the
elveswould eventudly have to move on meant

Will’ senthusiasm for fighting would have been greatly dampened had he been Resolute.

Dranae spoke in alow voice. “Friend Resolute, that’ s an interesting view of theworld. | have heard it
suggested that elves are constantly searching for a place that is meant to be their home. If one placeis not
it, they move on.”

Resolute reined his horse up short and turned to face them. The expression he wore seemed stuck
between puzzlement and discontent. “ The elves who were bound to Vorquellyn before its desecration did
go beyond. That isyour word for what they did. It does not contain the whole of it. Some say there are
many worlds, like pearls on a string, and eves pass from one to another, by going beyond, or by dying
and being reborn. | do not know, sincethisisamystery denied me by fate.”

The young thief studied Resolute’ sface, and tried to memorize the tone of hisvoice. He' d not heard its
likeinal histimewith Resolute, save, perhaps, back at the caves. Resolute had only shown him thefinely
honed edge of his personality. Dranae seemed to reach him differently, and it took Will amoment to
recognize the difference. | challenge, he seeks knowledge.

Dranae shrugged his massive shoulders. “Y our telling of the natural order | have heard before. | think,
though, the Panqui find dragonhaunts agood place to live because not too many men willingly cometo
them. Thisthick forest suitsthem.”

“Have you seen one?” Will looked around, seeking to spot anything at al in the shadows. “1 think |
saw oneasachild, inacage, intheDim.”

Crow shook his head. “That was aman in acostume. Panqui are big, very big—at least the males are.
Huge”

“You'vekilled one?’

Resolute laughed. “I” ve never gotten close enough to kill one, nor has Crow in my timewith him.”

“Thisisnot something | regret, either.” Crow smiled easlly. “That' s because they’ ve got fangs aslong
asyour fin-gers, and their hands have these nasty hooked clawsthey can retract. Worst of dl, they have
these bony platesin their skin, running from turtle-green to gold, depending on what, | don’t know.
Those plateswill stop an arrow and probably an ax. On their faces, throat, joints, they have this black,
leathery flesh. Their thick tail isvery strong. They’ re not supid beests, ether, and sail the Crescent Sea
aspiraes.”

Will hunched his shoulders and kept looking around. “ And we are not on the main road, why?’

The otherslaughed aloud. Resolute shook hishead. “Boy, didn’t you lissen? They’re not supid. If we
are being watched, they can see thereis no advantage in attacking us. Besides, during the summer, they
moveto the coadt. It'sonly in winter they move inland. We' re probably safe.”

“Redly?” Will looked to the othersfor confirmation. Crow nodded. Dranae did aswell, then smiled
before snorting aquick laugh.

Will’seyestightened. “You'redl having ajokeon me.”

The dark-haired man shook hishead in denial. “In your reaction | guesswe re dl remembering being
your age, or younger, shivering to tales of Panqui and gibberers. The smiles and the laughs, they’ re not
for you, but us at your age/;

“I believe that of you two, but not Resolute.” Will shot him asidelong glance. “He was never my age.”

“Wrong, boy. At your age| was never so innocent.” Resolute gave Will the hint of asmile. “Let’'s



hope your growing out of it doesn’t hurt you as much asit did me.”

Three daysinto their trek they could no longer move on game trails since everything converged at one
point or another with the main road into Sanges. The quickest way to get to Fortress Draconis, it had
been decided, would be to get a ship to sail north. If none could be had in Sanges, they knew they could
sall up to Narriz and find a suitable vessel there. Narriz, the capita of Sgporicia, even offered the option
of an even embassy that Resol ute thought might alow him to travel to Loquellyn and get aship there.

Sanges spread out along the steep hillsides of ariver valey. Theriver flowed down to the sea, ending
inawaterfal that split the harbor in the middle. Piersjutted like the staves of abroken barrel into the
harbor, and each one had several ships moored to it. More shipslay at anchor in the harbor. Even though
Y din had been amuch bigger city, Will couldn’t remember having seen so many shipsin the harbor a
onetime.

The main road into the city cut back and forth across the hillside south of theriver, though numerous
bridgesdid crossit. Tiled roofs and thick walls kept the summer hest at bay. Each building had been
painted primarily the color of old bones, but bright and gay images of animals and flowers had been
woven into paintings to decorate windows and doorways. As they descended toward the harbor, the
buildings became older and more dingy, though nothing reached the dark, mildewed state of the
Dimandowns

They found an inn and were able to obtain rooms easily, including stable space for their horses. Once
they’ d secured their belongingsin the room, they headed down to the docks. Will didn’t find the seaport
section of Sangesdl that different from Y din, save that the city was smaller and there were no balloons
floating high overhead to |let merchants see their ships coming in, nor were there cable-baskets moving
people above the streets. The lack of these signs of sophistication let Will fed superior to the rustic
inhabitants, putting some spring in his step.

Resolute and Crow seemed to know their way around the town. They sought the office of atrading
company and asked directions. Cutting back through an dley, heading away from the seg, they entered a
courtyard. A building acrossthe way gpparently was their destination, because Crow pointed at the
wooden sign creaking in the breeze over the door. That there was a crowd of men between them and the
door didn’t seem to bother him at all.

Four men in red-and-gold uniforms, three of them bearing pikes, came around the crowd and
converged on the travelers. The unarmed man, a plump specimen with little enough hair that it could have
been easily finger-raked by a haf-handed man, unscrolled a piece of parchment as the pikemen moved
to hem them in. Hisvoice camealittle high, but he shouted loudly to reinforce his authority.

“By order of King Fiddlius, al sailorswill report to their ships forthwith. Those who are without berth
will report to the Grand Pier for assgnment to ships. All men of good hedth and five and ten years, but
not more than three score, will take up armsin service of Saporicia. The defense of your nation demands
this sacrifice”

He lowered the parchment. “Get in with the others.”

Resolute dowly shook his head. “Y our order does not gpply to me. | am not asailor, | am not of your
nation, | am not aman, and | am older than three-score years. Begone.”

The bureaucrat’ s brow furrowed above dark eyes. “Y ou look young to me, ef, but no matter. Y our
companions here, they fit the bill, they’ re going.”

The Vorquelf dropped ahand to the hilt of hissword. “They are with me, and likewise exempt.”

The man glanced again at the parchment. “Doesn’'t say that here. | don’t want trouble, but...”

“If you don’'t want trouble, go away.”

The little man nodded to the pikemen, but none of them seemed eager to engage Resolute. The crowd
of sailorsthe four men had been gathering up began to spread out and grumble. A couple of men picked
up stones, and Will followed their example. Tension filled the air with curses, and the bureaucrat began to
Swedt.

Before violence could erupt, adender man moved through the sailors. He looked unremarkable to
Will, save that he wore ablue mask that covered him from cheekbones to hairline. The mask marked him
as being from one of three nations where wearing a mask was an honor. It had all sorts of markson it



and the sailorsfel sllent as he strode in the bureaucrat’ sdirection. “A minute, Warden, these are my

The bureaucrat turned and posted hisfists on his hips. “Captain Dunhill, your ship aready hasafull
complement of sailors. Y ou told me asmuch.”

“Indeed | did, Cirris, but I counted among them these men here, for | anticipated their arrival.” Dunhill
stepped forward and offered his hand to Crow. “Good to see you again, Captain Crow. And, Resolute,
you' ve not changed. And these two, these are the ones you told me about, who want alife at sea?’

Crow nodded quickly. “Yes, Will ismy nephew, and Dranae is adistant cousin. We apologize for
being late, but travel’ s not been safe of late”

Warden Cirris, having rolled his parchment into atight tube, tapped it againgt Dunhill’ s shoulder. “You
should have given metheair names. Thisishighly irregular, Captain.”

Dunhill’ snogtrilsflared. “ More irregular than having every man in the city press-ganged, Warden?’
The man tapped asmall symbol painted on his mask below hisright eye. “When you have earned this
mark, Warden, it meansyou are given responsibility for your crew. All responsbility for it. What |
chooseto tell you or not to tell you is up to me. These people have reported to me, which isthe same as
reporting to their ship. Y ou are done here, go away.”

The ship’s captain turned and waved them on after him. “Come into the office where we can speak.”

Will followed in line, letting the stone tumble from hisfingers so that it smacked the warden’ stoes. The
fat man yelped, then began hopping on one foot. Hastily thrown stones by the crowd of sailors kept him
dancing. Even the pikemen laughed and the tension in the courtyard evaporated.

Dunhill led them into the office of atrading company, past tables where scribes werelooking at sheets,
comparing them to other sheets and scribbling things down on yet third sheets. The skritching of quill on
paper set Will’ s skin'to crawling, but that sound faded as he followed Dunhill up aback set of stairsto a
larger room that clearly served asadormitory for sailorswaiting for their shipsto head out. The captain
waved them to arectangular table set with benches down each side.

“You are Crow, aren’'t you? | mean, Resolute | couldn’t forget, but you' ve changed a bit.”

Crow nodded and sat. “It’ s been ten years. I’ m surprised you remember me at al.”

“How could | forget? Y ou cameto meat Y din with apass signed by Rounce Playfair himsdlf, telling
metodo al | could to render you aid. And then the two of you wanted meto sail north and put you
ashorein the Ghost March.” Dunhill shook his head. “1 wondered if you' d made it back, and assumed
you had. Somehow | didn’t think they would get you.”

“They didn’'t. Wewerefortunate.” Crow looked around. “Billets here are empty, and the harbor isfull.
What'sgoing on?’

“Nothing you need worry about. | can have the people below fix you up with passesthat will let you
go wherever you need to go. The Seafarer issaling at midnight, so give me your word that you' Il report
intimefor duty, or I'll be forced to sail without you.”

Resol ute rested both elbows on the table. “ That' s good of you, but that’ s not what he asked.”

Dunhill smiled. “I know. It'sinsane, redlly, but reports have comein that Chytrine reached an accord
with Vionna. Together they have organized the Wruona piratesinto acohesive force. Chytring's
reinforced them with her own ships. They’ re heading south.”

Crow nodded. “Hence the king’ s order to ship everyone up to Narriz to defend the capita.”

The captain laughed lightly. “Now that would make sense, but that’ s not where we' re going. No.

We' resaling wes, to Vilwan.”

Resolute blinked. “Vilwan?’

“That' sright.” Dunhill shrugged. “For reasons known only to her, Chytrine thinks she can destroy the
stronghold of the greatest mages of our age. We re going to stop her.”

At anarrow window in ahigh tower on Vilwan, Kerrigan Reese shielded hiseyes againgt therising
sun. Only aquarter of itsdisk had risen above the horizon, but that was enough to display dozens of little
black shapes bobbing on the seq, sailing toward Vilwan. The sight of such alargeflotillawas
unprecedented in his seventeen years of life, and he was quite certain the like of it had never been seen



beforethat, ether.

He turned from the dit window and held afinger out, visualy tracking it dong the spines of the books
shelved floor to ceiling in hisliving chamber. He spied afat volume, whispered aword, and crooked his
index finger. The book did off the shelf and floated smoothly and fluidly through the air. It cameto his
hand easily, but the second it touched his pam, the spell broke, and Kerrigan had to scrambleto get his
other hand under the book.

Even when he did that, the volume' sweight threw him off balance. He stooped to catch the book,
stepping forward quickly. He caught the hem of hiswhite degping gown under hisfoot, shifted, and went
down hard on hisleft knee. He gasped with shock and pain as the robe abraded his flesh. Hugging the
book to his chest, he sagged helplesdy to hisleft sde, but kept the book from hitting the ground.

Angrily he kicked hisfoot free of the gown, and heard atearing sound in the process. Rolling onto his
back and lifting his feet—a task the rotund mage managed not terribly well and could not sustain for
long—he saw the hem had torn out. Worse yet, ared splotch stained the gown at hisleft knee. The
moment he saw blood, he could fedl the painin hiskneeintensify, and hislower lip started trembling.

He shook himsdlf, which sent quivers running through histhick body. Kerrigan refused to cry, telling
himsalf it was nothing, just ascrape. The fact was, though, that it hurt. He wanted to pull hisknee closer
to hisfaceto look at it, but he couldn’t with the book on hisbelly.

Kerrigan set the book on the floor reverently, blowing away invisible dust motes before he put it
down. He pulled hisknee up asfar as he could and gingerly dipped the gown up over it. Breath hissed
through teeth on intake, then he grabbed his thigh and pulled harder to get his knee closer to hisface. His
round belly hindered this attempt, but he till got agood look at the scrape across hisknee, which bled a
little, and mostly oozed aclear fluid.

Hewaved fat fingersat it, hoping the fluid would congedl inthe air. Struggling up into a sitting position,
he kept his knee bent and exposed. He glanced at the bloody stain on the gown, then at the torn hem,
and shrugged. Kerrigan was pretty sure the gown could neither be cleaned nor repaired and, as such,
would never be alowed back into hiswardrobe,

That thought calmed him, so he pulled the fat book into his lap and flipped through the pages. A bold
and onate scrawl—which differed here and there as other hands had inscribed things down through the
centuries— covered haf the pages of the book. Illustrations and diagrams aso appeared, but they were
few and cruddy incomplete when compared with Smilar designsin the grimoireslining the shelves.

Kerrigan reached the point where the blank pages began, and leafed back severa before he began
reading. The book he held was ahistory of Vilwan, and was linked to the grand history housed in
Vilwan'slibrary. Aswith arcan-data, abond had been magickally forged between this book and that
one. As pages were added by the Magister Historian of Vilwan, they appeared in Kerrigan's copy of the
book.

The young mage had dways found comfort in the history, and studying it was one of the few tasksall
of hismentors had praised. Kerrigan suspected this was because his reading gave them time free from
dedling with him; and he wasfairly certain they did not redlize he relished the same from them. Inthe
history he sought for clues—of what he was not quite certain, just cluesin general to make things make
sense.

Hefound a passage that addressed the flotilla off the coast and concentrated onit. The stingin his
knee made that difficult, but he managed it despite the distraction. He' d used that spell many times before
and, being well practiced at it, could make it work easly.

A blue glow spread from his hands to envelop the book. A little bit of it trailed off, tracing the ethered
link between his volume and the grand history. The glow sank into the golden pages, then emerged again
to edge some pages earlier in the book. Starting from the front and the oldest cite, Kerrigan opened the
book and read quickly. He wore ablank expression on hisface as he began, but asmile dowly stole
over hislips as he checked cite after cite.

He got to the most recent with atriumphant smile on hisface. A quarter century previous, when the
fleet sent to save Okrannd sailed past, it had contained four dozen ships, less than half those coming to
Vilwan today. He' d remembered correctly, and this pleased him. His smile bit degply into hisfleshy



cheeks and gleamed from his green eyes.

And his ssomach growled, reminding him he had yet to break hisfast. Tucking alock of fine black hair
behind his left ear, he closed the book and tried to roll up onto hisright knee. The deeping gown rasped
over hisabraded knee, rekindling the sting. He hissed and amost dropped the book again. He got his
fat-fingered hands around it and hugged it to him as he might adear friend, and huddled there waiting for
the echoes of painto die.

The chamber door’ swell-oiled hinges did not betray its opening, but the rustle of sandal on stone did.
Kerrigan looked up, surprised. He grabbed his knee with hisleft hand, hoping to conceal hiswound. He
scraped cloth againgt it, magnifying the sting. He cried out, then clenched hisjaw, trying to keep tears
back.

He bowed his head and breathed through his nose until he’ d gotten himsalf back under control. “Good
morning, Magigter Orla.”

The woman' s robe matched the grey of her hair, and the long plait her locks had been braided into
could have doubled for the cord looped about her waist. She stood in the doorway, her head up, her
brown eyes bright, watching him carefully. She dwayswatched, as his other mentors had, but looked for
more than they had. Her seamed face and leathery skin suggested a hard life, but as nearly as he knew,
she' d not left Vilwan more than atime or two in the last thirty years.

Strength filled her voice, and her voice filled the chamber, but she neither barked nor cooed at him.
“You haveinjured yoursdf.”

“Yes, it hurts”

“l imagineit does.” She closed her eyesfor amoment and gestured, wrenching the history out of his
grasp. It floated to her outstretched hands and she caught it easily. He hoped for amoment that she
would stumble as he had, but the book’ sweight barely caused her to move at al.

Orlawalked to the shelves and did the book home, then turned to look at him. “I suggest something
should be done about your knee.”

“Yes, cdl aheder.” Kerrigan thrust hislower lip out defiantly. “I want aheder.”

“Hed yoursdf.”

Kerrigan looked down at his knee and gently lifted the cloth away. “ That isan elven spell, Magigter.”

“A spdl you' ve mastered. Useit.”

He brought his head up. “I am not to useit without proper supervision.”

She smiled dowly, thelines at the corners of her eyes degpening. “Why persist in this game, Adept
Reese? Y ou know and | know that | will not summon an elf to be present while you hed your knee. Y ou
also know that | am not embarrassed that you have mastered aspell | could not learn were | to study
another lifetime. Findly, you and | know you do not want to hedl yoursdlf because that processwill
hurt—hurt more than the wound does now.”

“It'snot agame. There are rules, Magister; there have aways been rules. Therulesguideme. | do
everything in accord with them. The rules state that when | use elven magick, or urZrethi spellsor
anything sufficiently Magisterid, | shall be supervised.” He spoke carefully and precisdy, even abit
dowly. “If | violatethe rules, | will be punished.”

She closed her eyes and sighed. “Kerrigan, you know | will not sanction you for doing what | tell you
to do. | am not like some of your past teachers. Y ou know | have more latitude than others. Why won't
you do what | ask you to do without this charade?’

The young Adept narrowed his eyes. “I want to see the ships. | want to go to the docks and see the
ships”

“Oh, isthat it, then?’ Her dark eyes opened, and she cocked her head dightly. That motion with her
head made Kerrigan cringe. “Very wdll, | think we can permit that, provided you follow my orders
exactly.”

Kerrigan nodded hesitantly. “ Y es, Magister.”

“Very good. Firgt, heal your knee.”

He started to get up, and held ahand out to her to have her help him get to hisfeet, but she shook her
head. “No, do it there, on the floor.”



“But theway | do the spdll... | haveto change...”

“And soil another robe? | think not.” Her eyes hardened. “Y ou agreed to this bargain, Adept Reese,
do not make meregret it. There, where you are, you can do it.”

He shook his head and kept hisvoicelow. “It'snot right.”

“Do you mean to tell meyou cannot do it knedling there? After | have seen countless elves perform
that spell on ships, on battlefields, at the Site of horse-cart accidents and tramplings? Perhaps, sinceitis
an even spdll, they arejust that much better than you. Isthat it?’

“No.” Hisnodrilsflared defiantly. “I candoit.”

“I"'m waiting. Do not make mewait long.” Kerrigan sucked in alungful of air through hisnose, and
dowly exhded it. He kept his breathing shallow after that and dl but closed hiseyesto minimize
digractions. He flexed hisfingers, then laid hisleft hand over the wound gently. The swest on hispalm
seared into it, but he pushed that pain away.

He dleared his mind as much as he could and began the weaving of the even heding spell. Kerrigan
liked elven mag-ick because the spells themsdlves seemed to be living things. Whereas a human spell
would have angles and intersections, sharp breaks and sharper edges, even spells flowed asif they had
rootlets growing into the earth, or branches reaching out to embrace the sun. Human spells seemed
constructed® comparison, and were easy to master, whereas an el ven spell became aknotwork maze
hismind had to travel to achieve hisreward.

Hisleft hand glowed with blue energy. Darker in hue than the indexing spell he had woven, thisblue
had the depth of the sea behind it, whereas the other had the fragility of abird’ s egg. The energy flowed
into hisknee, teasing tissue to grow faster and heal, absorbing the blood and fluid, sedling thewound. As
it did so the pain built. Kerrigan knew it was the sum and total of the aches and pains, itches and twinges,
he would have felt whileit healed. Condensed it seemed to drill straight through hisknee like an arrow,
then it vanished, amind-ghost he would never summon again.

He looked up and pedled his hand away from the knee. The flesh had been reunited, with no hint of a
scar. Blood still stained his padm, so hewiped it on his gown. Pushing off the stone floor with hisright
hand, he straightened up and fdlt his gown tighten around hisample middle.

Helooked down at her. “Done, Magister, as you requested.”

“Very good, Adept Reese.” She looked him up and down, her brows creeping toward each other as
shedid. “Next you will remove your robe, hem it, and wash it.”

“What?’

“You heard what | said, Kerrigan.” Orla gestured toward the door. “1 know you have servants who
do that for you, under norma circumstances, but things are far from normal here. All theidand's
inhabitants are being pressed to other duty. Today you will clean your own robe and fetch your own
breskfast.”

He amiled. “From the kitchen?”’

She nodded. “Y ou can find your way there?’

“Oh, yes” Kerrigan fought to conceal asmile. While no one gainsaid him anything he wanted to
eat—and servants often scurried between his chamber and the kitchen to bring more bread or soup or
mest or fruit—the few times he had found hisway to the kitchen, he had been enchanted by what he
saw. All of hismagicks were worked in the arcanorium above hisliving quarters. In the kitchen
Magisters and Adepts, even Apprentices, worked magicks that kneaded dough for bread, or warmed an
oven, ground spices, stirred pots. Many of those spells he knew very well, since he mixed ingredientsthe
same way, and worked on potions and preparations with care, but in the kitchen he saw adirect link
between what he studied astheory and they practiced in redlity.

And thefruit of their practicefilled histummy warmly and well.

“Good, though you may be disappointed. Because of the fleet, and the need to feed the men aboard it,
food isbeing rationed.” Shetapped afinger againgt her pointed chin. “You'll get apint of watered de
and asmadl round of bread.”

“I'll garve”

“Not for along time, Adept Reese.”



Hefrowned. Thetreats he could dready taste turned to dust in his mouth. “ Repair and wash, then edt,
and then | may seethe ships?’

“Yes”

He eyed her suspicioudy. “That will give me no time, though, to see the ships because by thetimel am
done egting, it will be dmost time to begin lessons”

Orlasmiled dowly. “Ah, but you see, Adept Reese, thisiswhat | cameto tell you. Everyoneisbeing
pressed into duty—even me. | am mesting with the Magister of Combats this morning, to learn my duties.
Y ou arefree until noon.”

“That iswhat you cameto tel me?’ Kerrigan frowned. *Y ou would have let me go no matter what?’

“Y s

“Thenwhy...?’

“Because, Adept Reese, you choseto play agame, and you lost.” Orlastrode smply to the door and
paused hafway through it, looking back at him over her shoulder. “1f you play games, you will lose.
Congder yoursdf fortunate that, thistime, losing did not cost you dearly. Learn from that. Given al you
can do, if you losein the future, you and those around you will likely never survivetheloss.”

Fatigue burned Alyx’ s eyes more than the light of the dawning sun. The deep she'd had in the previous
three days could have been counted in minutes and still not threatened to fill an hour, and that had been
after thelong ride to ambush the Aurolani forces. With General Caro’ s help, she’ d managed to convince
the loca merchant-princesthat their city was doomed. Caro had carefully pointed out that if the
evacuation was not carried out in an orderly manner—by which he meant that his orders would be
followed to the letter—then looting would likely be the result. 1t would cost the merchants more than
having to move on, so they reluctantly agreed toit.

Caro did not leave things to the merchants done. The city was broken down into its neighborhoods,
and the local power brokers, be they merchants, thieves, clergy, or scholars, were brought to the
government tower and told how things would work. The generd noted that looterswould be dain
immediately. At hissgna aman dressed in the uniform of his own Horse Guards was brought struggling
to thefront of the audience hdl. The canvas hood obscuring hisidentity also muffed hiswords.

Caro drew adagger from his own belt, bent, and said to the prisoner, “Come now, do some good, die
likeaman.” Hethrust the dagger into the man’s chest, allowing the bloody tip to pierce the back of his
tunic, only withdrawing it when the man dacked in thearms of hisfelows.

Caro had not seen it necessary to let folks know the man he'd just dain was amurderer pulled from
thetown’sjail and dressed in acavary uniform.

The genera looked at the assembled leaders and let blood drip from the dagger as his men dragged
the body off. “As| said, all looterswill be killed. Man, woman, child. Everyonewill find enough to do
carting off their own possessions, or working for those who have things they need hauled.”

Tent citieswere set up on the western side of the Sdersena River, and merchants emptied their
warehouses into them. There some carried on brisk business selling the things others would need to flee.
Prices remained moderate, though, once Caro commented that usury and price-gouging were tantamount
tolooting.

Alyx sighed. The whole evacuation would have broken down savefor the arrival of aparty of riders
from Y din. They’ d covered the ten leagues from the capita very quickly, and had arrived doubtlessy
expecting to celebrate the great victory she' d won. Messengers sent by the advanced party sought her
out in Porasena, and along with Genera Caro, she' d ridden back to her camp in mid-afternoon on the
second day.

She and Caro had begun the liberation of Porasena at odds with each other, but the evacuation had
united them. Caro had appreciated her turning power for the operation over to him. He used her sature
asthe architect of victory to suggest to those who did not like his orders that apped was possible, but
she sided with him at every turn. As resentment built in the city, it strengthened her aliance with

Caro. And neither of them liked being called away from the city.

The messenger brought the two of them back to her command tent, and Alyx was ready to tear into



whoever had appropriated it. Caro gave her anod asthey entered, letting her know he' d be with her, but
two stepsin, Caro’ s broad form stopped, then shrank as he dropped to a knee before the man standing
in the heart of the tent. Alyx caught sight of him for asecond, before the tent flap closed behind her,
cutting off the sunlight, but it was enough to drive her to knedl aswell.

She bowed her head. “Highness, we had no warning.”

“| dlowed you the same warning you gave Chytrine stroops. Rise, the two of you. Y ou serve me
wdl.”

As her head came back up she saw a smile on the man’ s face. Though she stood tal enough to easily
see some of the white scars on hisbad head, Alyx had dways fdt tiny in comparison with Alcida s King
Augustus. In part, she knew, this came from having first met him when shewasjust achild. Thenhe'd
had dark hair, and lots of it. Over the yearsit had thinned and gone as white as the luxurious moustaches
he wore, so the king had taken to shaving his head. Regardless of what time had done to his body,
adding wrinkles asit leeched hair away, it had not dimmed the vitdity and power shining from hisbrown
eyes. They revedled aman il vitd in spirit and mind, which Alyx had dwaysheld in awe.

Caro stood and shook hands with the king. “Highness, thisis an unexpected pleasure.”

“You lieasglibly asdways, Caro. Thelast thing you want isme here, especidly if therumors|’ve
heard are true.” Augustusturned to Alyx. “And you, Alexia, you know | am not here to usurp your
victory, yes?’

She nodded and shook his hand, relishing the firm, dry leathery grip. “ Our victory wasfor you,
Highness, so usurpation is not aquestion.”

Theking smiled. “1 am dso not here to proclaim you to be arival to Adrogans, but delivering your
troops here and winning this victory does put him to shame. This pleases me. He might well be
competent, and has even harassed Chytring stroopsin Okranndl, but | do not like having to rely on him
aone. Heisbeing pushed hard, asif he were the Norrington that would defegt Chytrine. | am uneasy
with the forces gathering to support him.”

“Understandably, Highness.” Alyx sighed. “ Despite my reservations about him, however, | would
gppreciate hisingghts on the current Stuation.”

“Thisevacuation, yes. It' sabit of athorny problem, isn't it?’

Caro nodded. “ They understand the concept of clearing things out of the city, but they are without
direction after that. Y ou must have run into some people making for the capital asyou rodein.”

“Wedid. It got methinking. Let metell you anideal have had.” He waved them over to the map
table. “1t's not as clean asolution as your assault, but will work, | think.”

What the king outlined was both bold and inspiring. Two leagues upriver, just shy of the other natural
ford, theriver’ srestless wandering had carved anice valey through somelow hills. The king handed out
landgrants to the merchants that ceded to them vast tracts of land, provided they would remainin
residence and meet other gods. Thefact that haf theland he gave them wasin Oriosawent unnoticed in
thefirg flush of the plan’ srevelation.

Smaler grants went to people of the city, giving them something they’ d never had before. The king did
not dlow these smdler grants to be sold before ten years, but since the chance a owning land was
something most of the people of Porasena could only have aspired to, incredible enthusiasm greeted the
king' s generosity.

Given the threat to anyone in the vicinity of Porasena, the king' sretreat to Y din would have seemed a
wise course, but Augustus would have none of it. He noted correctly that if he fled to the capita, most of
the refugees would follow. The king himself made severd tripsinto the city, heping folks move their
bel ongings out. He promised to vigit them at the new city and even detailed a supply convoy that had
arrived to |lead the way to Newpora and oversee the settlement.

From her vantage point Alyx could aready see the brown stain of amuddy track roughly pardlding
the river. People heavily laden with burdens struggled dongit. Little family groups moved south, jostling
with enterprising people helping an overloaded mule negotiate some of the tougher spots. Alcidese
warriors helped and directed.

Augustus came up beside her, letting the hood on his black, woolen cloak dip down to his shoulders.



“The evacuation goeswell, Alyx, and yes, | know you will tell me al praise belongsto Caro in this
regard. | have thanked him appropriatey.”

She nodded, then pointed toward the city. “Most of the family groups are out. Now we just have the
fools and daredevils. They’ re making runs back into the city to get things that were forgotten. Could be
excuses and thinly disguised looting, but Caro has not executed anyone.”

“Looting would have been an impediment to the evacuation, but now...” The king shrugged. 1 doulbt
thereismuch of significant vaueleft inthetown.”

“Y ou are doubtlesdy correct, Highness.”

Augustus smiled, the corners of his mouth disgppearing beneath the thick curves of his moustaches.

“Y ou heard the sullanciri pronounce the doom of Porasena. As| understand it, there was no hint of
what or when.”

Alyx shook her head. “1 have been surprised we were able to evacuate the town. | have assumed that
by sundown today our job here will be done. We can dip away and leaveit. The big question iswhether
or not wefireit.”

“Yes, we should.” The king looked at the town and its towers clustered at the heart. “If we leave them
aplace they can occupy, morewill enter from Oriosa. | would just as soon deny them a stronghold
here”

“Highness, | .do not question your wisdom, but why do you tolerate Oriosa’ s harboring of the
Aurolani forces?’

The king ran ahand over hisjaw as he looked acrossthe valley. “To get Oriosato stop would require
itsinvasion. Oriosan troops are fierce fighters, and in defending their homeland, they would be more so.
Asfor bringing political pressureto bear, well, you know the story of how Scrainwood obtained the
throne, don’t you?’

“Yes, Highness. A sullanciri dew hismother.”

“Killed her inamost horrible way. That year Oriosawas supposed to host the Harvest Festival, but it
was postponed for ayear because of Queen Lanivette' s death. Scrainwood had once been afriend of
mine, and the man | saw when my father sent meto represent Alcidaat the funera had been broken in
spirit. He till had Scrainwood' sferd cunning and political acumen, but whet little courage had been there
wasgone.”

The king shivered. “He does not stop them from passing through Oriosa, but he fears them so much
that he keegps an eye on them. He has spies everywhere and shares his information with me, to forestall
aninvason. Infact, news of your victory here prompted him to divulge some things which are ussful.
Chytrineisbeing very bold.”

“So my next assgnment will be?’

Augustus laughed aoud. The deep rich sound logt itsdlf in the expanse of the valley. “Y ou will be
returning to Y dinwith me. The Harvest Festival approaches, and as on the eve of Chytring' slast
invasion, Alcidaishogting it. | want you there. Chytrine inspiresfear in many, but you are an antidote to
that fear. She may be formidable, but sheis not invincible, and the peoples of our world need to be
reminded of that.”

“I will do asyou bid me, Highness, but my placeisin thefidd, fighting.”

“I know itis, Alexia” Theking' slips pressed together in athin line for amoment, then he gave her a
weak amile. “I could hear your father saying those words. He would be very proud of you, though even
he would tell you that Chytrine' s current move is not of your concern. Arcandlata reportsindicate sheis
bringing aflest againg Vilwan.”

Alyx’ s head came up. The value of wizardsin warfare had long and hotly been debated. Whileit was
true that even the most smple of spells could have military applications, the fact that counterspells could
negate them limited their usefulness. In generd, wizards were maintained behind thelines, so they could
work on repairing equipment or soldiersor tneckanshi, who were awhole lot of both.

Regardless, an assualt on the sorcerer stronghold is pure folly. Shefrowned. “ The only way that
makes senseisif she has created some grand spell, or some mechanism, that can wipe them out.”

“True, though her motivation might be even more basic. The Wruona pirates are with her on this



expedition, but they’ ve harried her ships before. It could be that she wants to wipe them out, so she's
pitting one enemy againgt ancther. There are plenty of leaders who should learn that to deal with her can
be very dangerous.”

“I wonder, then, Highness, what the troops she sent to Porasena did to offend her.”

A brilliant light sparked on the plains northeast of the town. It flared argent, blindingly bright asa
lightning strike, then resolved itsdlf into the figure of the sullanciri she' d seen three days earlier. The
Aurolani creature looked at the town, then sniffed at the air. It turned to face the hilltop where she stood
withtheking.

“Blood | smdll, and all too well; but rare blood tickles my nose. The odor, | am quite sure, comesfrom
our greatest of foes. All hal King Augustus, who ismaost chivalrous, and soon quite dolorous.”

Augustus closed his eyes and hung his head, dowly shaking it. “Y ou till try too hard, Leigh.”

Though the king’ swords came in little more than awhisper, the sullanciri, despite being ahaf mile
away, reacted asif they had scourged him. He hissed and hunched, pulling the flaming cloak around him
asif it were armor. He dowly straightened up, craven no more, then pointed east.

“Behold, asforetold, Porasenano more getsold.”

Alyx looked up toward the Oriosan border, then took an involuntary step back. Without conscious
thought she drew her sword and interposed her body between what she saw and the king. “Move now,
Highness, get away.”

“No, Alexia, I’ ve seeniitslike before. Running won't matter.”

The dawn’s sun silhouetted the creature, rendering it as black as the massive cruciform shadow that
rippled down over hillsde and through the fields. Once the dragon swooped below the line of hills, the
ivory scalesflecked with gold made it seem thework of askilled artisan. The fluidity and grace with
which it moved seemed impossible for so massive acreature, yet it seemed postively fdineinits
suppleness.

It dipped itsleft wing and soared in atight circle around Porasena. The large blue-green eyes had
whorlsof color swirling through them, swiftly, asif they matched the thoughts of the brain insdethe
horned skull. The dragon appeared to be watching the peoplein the city scurry and run. It snapped idly
at one person frozen on atower balcony. Though the dragon missed the bite—the person would have
been amere morsdl, lost in that maw—the person legped back and tumbled to her degth.

With a powerful beat of the wings, the dragon shot skyward, wingtips and barbed tail tridentine, rising
above the town. Severd hundred yards up, the dragon tucked itself into aball and somersaulted
backward. It began to fdl toward the ground, then the wings snapped out. The fal became a swift,
looping dive, aming straight at the town.

Hying barely above the top of the highest tower, the dragon vomited fire. The flash of heat hit Alyx
with the force of aplayful cuff, and that was but afaint ripple of the power lashing the city. The gout of
red-gold fire blasted into Porasend s heart, evaporating the bridge she’' d used to crosstheriver, then
flooded through the streets. Discarded wooden furnishings and other rubbish combusted in an eyeblink.
The fire knocked fleeing people forward, tumbling them asif they’ d been caught in aflood, rendering
them in black and then swallowing them.

Thefire sroar effortlesdy devoured their screams.

The fire splashed againgt towers, again seeming more fluid than vapor. 1t broke around them, not
burning as much as eroding them, the way waves gnaw at sand castles. Towers, with tapestries and
abandoned furnishings burning brightly within them, began to sag like overheated candles. Alyx could see
where two touched and actually began to fuse, forming an arch over the inferno that wasthe town’'s
heart.

Thedragon circled again, letting little nasal snorts of flame roast men on thewals, or ignite the shacks
of thebeggars quarter. Theriver carried burning debris northward. In a second circuit, and athird, the
dragon sowed fire throughout the town. While no assault came asfurioudy asthe first, Porasenablazed
merrily, sending adark grey column of smokeinto the air.

Thedragon circled onelast time, then beat itswings and flew off to the east. Onceit had again
disappeared beyond the Oriosan border, the sullanciri walked into the town. He strode down burning



lanes, hisfire not quite as bright asthat of the inferno. It made him easy to watch until he got into the very
heart of the city.

Alyx studied the blaze intently, waiting for him to resppesar, but he did not. Instead, in an instant, the
firefluttered and struggled throughout the city, asif being battered by aharsh, cold wind. The flames
ghrank from the edges, then fled inward. They vanished al a once, dmost completely, tightening down
into aburning cyclonethat resolved itself into the sullanciri and his burning cloak.

Thetiny figure sketched abow, then threw the king a salute, again he spun, his cloak flaring to
brilliance, then the fire died with an audible crack that left darknessin itswake.

Alyx blinked and looked at the town again, shaking her head. Smoke billowed from bent and twisted
towers. Here and there the heat reignited fires, but they burned with pae ferocity in comparison with the
dragonfire. Where the bridge had once been, now lay abasin dowly filling with sleaming river water. She
could dmost fed theriver’s weirun writhing in scalded agony as parts of it rosein clouds of migt.

Alyx shivered though shefdt not in theleast bit cold. “| understand that display of power, but if the
sullanciri knew you were here, why didn’t the dragon kill you? Y our loss would be a mighty blow to the
forces that would oppose Chytrine.”

Theking dowly nodded. “Y es, but more damaging will be my reporting of what | have seen. A quarter
century ago she had a dragon working for her. She endaved it through a portion of the DragonCrown.
Wedew it. Men took heart in that—too much, perhaps. Now she has another.”

“Won't shejust send it to Ydlin to day the world' sleaders when they come to the Council of Kings?’

“Y ou would, I would, but not Chytrine.” The king pulled his hood up to shadow hisface. “ She warned
us she would return. These are more warnings. Before she defeats afoe, she wants him broken. Mark
me, Alexia, the destruction of Porasenawill break thewill of some who oppose her. In that light, what
shelogt hereto your victory was nothing. If we cannot unite to vanquish her, we will leave theworld
open to her domination.”

The repair to the hem of his deegping gown had been faster than the recovery of his self-esteem, but
Kerrigan had managed both. As he had been ordered, he sewed the hem up, sticking hisfingersonly a
couple of timeswith the needle. He decided he would find a seamstress and learn some of her magicks,
too, so he would prick hisfingers no more. Then he washed the robe, and watching those A pprentices
being punished by doing laundry, he learned to wring the garment out and hang it up on linesto dry.

None of his other tutors would have had him do that, and Kerrigan knew that Orla s reason—that
there was a shortage of servants because of the fleet’ s arrival—was merely ablind. Every other tutor
he' d had would make him work at magicks as punishment, doing mindless repetitions of spelshe'd
learned years ago.

He knew his tutors were manipulating him. They would show him new spdlls, teach him new
techniques, then punish him by making him practice foundationd eements.

And because this bored him, he turned more willingly and attentively to the new materia they were
teaching him.

Or so they thought.

Kerrigan had seen, very early on, that he had two types of tutors. Thefirst typejust cared about
achievement; they had been given agoal. He never knew what it was until after he'd hit it, because that
tutor would be gone and anew one would have appeared. These types of tutors were easy . to
manipulate. He could show some promise, suffer aseries of setbacks, then rise up and do well before
plateauing again. Their happiness and frugtration would rise and fall with the tides. Since these tutors
clearly wanted to be done with him, he could punish them by making it seem asif they would be stuck
with him for an eternity.

The second type of tutor concerned himsdlf with precision. These made up, by and large, the tutors
he' d had in the last seven years. Often they were not human at al, and clearly doubtful that he could
measter the magicks they were showing him. Despite his being atenth the age of some of the e dest human
mages, and atinier fraction of the age of his nonhuman teachers, he did work hisway through their
magicks. Most could not believe this, so they made him do things over and over again. For them he



became obsessively precise—he had no choice. Orlamight have ordered him to perform a healing spell
while on one knee, but Magister Phyreynol would have punished him for aweek for doing that.

Pleasing thislatter group of Magisters was not as difficult as he would have thought. Kerrigan reveled
in order and precision. He preferred peace and cam, didn’t want any distractions. It alowed him to fed
and experience the nature of the magick he was weaving. For him, that felt like hearing music carried on
the wind. He could fed other great magicks out there, but couldn’t quite catch enough hintsto capture
them.

Early on he found another tool for manipulating histutors. Food. He inssted they take their mealswith
him. If they refused he became sulky and balky until they did. Then he would request dl sorts of things,
quickly discerning what they liked and what they hated. Since they ate the samefood he did at their
shared medls, smply by choosing what he would and would not eat he punished and rewarded them. He
especiadly enjoyed fattening up the lean ones.

Kerrigan thought about Orlaas he sat in acorner of the kitchen on astout stool. All around him
Magigters, Adepts, and Apprentices|abored hard, dragging about huge sacks of flour, mixing thingsin
mammoth bowls, feeding wood into firesto heat stoves. He wondered why they were not using magick
to do things, the way they would have normally, then realized they were husbanding their magickal
strength for other tasks.

Orla, he knew, would have been pleased that he' d made that observation, but she would want more.
“Why?’ was a question she seemed to ask incessantly. She asked him to think about things more deeply
than anyone else ever had, and she demanded of him tasks that never would have occurred to his other
tutors.

As he munched his black bread, Kerrigan wondered why everyone was holding back on magick. It
certainly seemed true that physica strength and nonmagicka means accomplished the intended goals. It
might take longer for bread to be mixed, for it to rise, and for it to bake than without magick, but it got
done. The smdl| loaf in his hand had been burned on one end, which he’ d not seen before, but it il
tasted good and seemed to fill histummy.

He shrugged, fairly certain it was some command come down from the Grand Magister, for reasons
known only to him. Mogt things he didn’t understand were explained that way, and he found that
explanation comforting. Whenever he asked atutor why he was supposed to do one thing or another,
that was dwaysthereply.

Save with Orla. She'd dways ask him to puzzle out areason. He' d do his best and she' d accept
what he said. Still, he did sense some disgppointment there. She clearly expected him to have another
answer. Since his answersto her were not wrong, though, Kerrigan found it beyond him to puzzle out
what ese shewanted him to say.

He finished his bread—excepting the burned hedl that he tossed to a dog—and washed it down with
watered de. It tasted horrible, but he drank it anyway. He carried the cup to awashing-up bucket that
was on hisway to the door and dropped it in. The Apprentice who had her arms up to the elbowsin
seaming soapy weter gave him aglare. Helet hisnodtrilsflare a her, then continued blithely out of the
kitchen.

Kerrigan shielded his eyes againgt the sun for amoment, then set off down awinding pathway toward
the smdll port. Asthe pathway dipped behind forested hills, helost sight of the ocean and the ships.
Despite that, the stream of people moving inland made his course easy to pick out.

Vilwan had always been his home, and while he did not often venture out of the tower complex in
which he lived and was schooled, he till felt comfortable with his surroundings. The vegetation on the
hillsdes, while quite thick and lush, lay in arainbow patchwork. The color was by no means uniform,
snce scarlet plants bore blue berries or silver flowers and so forth, but the reactions of the travelersled
Kerrigan to bdlieve such things were exatic.

Exotic isexactly what he found the travelersto be. They both amused and scared him. They dressed in
an absoluteriot of colors, and in many layers. They even sported trousers—he scarcely saw arobe
among them—and many wore swords and daggers and carried bows and quiversfull of arrows. Scars
puckered flesh, yellowed and crooked teeth filled smiles, and the way some of them smdlled! Kerrigan



felt sure he could have found hisway to the port just by following his nose.

The travelers spread throughout the idand. Each type of magick had its own tower complex, with the
Magisters tower being at the center of theidand. Kerrigan lived there, and tutors came to him, rather
than his going to their towersto learn. Excepting those A pprentices given menia choresto perform as
punishment, he seldom saw people hisown age on Vilwan, and fewer gill magickersof hisrank.

While the procession of people onto the idand had been surprising and interesting, their motion
provided agenera sense of order. The port itself had been given over to chaos. Shipsrode uneasily at
anchor, rising and faling with waves. Apprentices clustered around, laughing and shouting. Sailorscaled
back to them, then some Adept would send the Apprentices up the gangway to help unload the ship.

Into this maelstrom of activity Kerrigan strode at his own pace. He marveled at everything, trying to
memorizeit al. He wanted his own record of it so he could compareit with the officia history. In those
pages he' d read so much, but little of it had come aive for him. Here he was seeing more than he' d ever
seen before, and luxuriated in its complexity.

The sights, the sounds, the smells, the words, the accents, it al pounded into him. Herose to greet
each wave of it, amiling in spite of himself. He caught glances by Adepts, saw them nod to one another.
He assumed they might be talking about him, but couldn’t imagine why. Here, on the docks, hefelt like
everyoneese.

“Y ou, how about some help?’

Kerrigan blinked his green eyes and turned to the sound of the voice. There, & therailing of aship,
stood an df. A bulging sack hung from one hand. On the gangway below, Apprentices and young men
from aboard the ship streamed like ants, hauling the sacks to awagon.

“Did you mean m-me?’ Kerrigan' s voice quivered, but not out of nervousness. The elf looked unlike
any of hisel-ven tutors, for tattoos covered him, and his white hair rose from a center stripe. It took
Kerrigan amoment to identify him asaV orquelf—not because he did not know what they were, but
because he' d never seen one before. The sight made him smile.

TheVorqudf nodded. “Yes, you.”

“I would be happy to help.” Kerrigan tugged the deeves on his brown robe back. He flexed his
fingers, extended his open hands, and began to weave a pell. As he had done with the book, he
intended to float the sack from the ship to the cart. Gauging the distance and the item’ sweight were
tricky, but theway it swayed effortlesdy in the Vorqudf’ sgrip told him it could not be very heavy.

He set himsdlf to cast the spell, closing his eyesfor amoment to compose himself, then opened his
eyesagain. Helooked for histarget, but couldn’'t seeit. He saw otherslifting their faces skyward and he
aped them. He wondered what it was they were looking at because he couldn’t see anything. The sky
had been blotted out.

Half a heartbest later, thefifty-pound sack of flour dammed into his chest. Theimpact lifted him off his
feet and dumped him hard onto his back. Stars exploded before > his eyes as his head smacked the
ground. He bounced once, then felt a suffocating weight pressing on his chest. In aflash of anger he cast
the spdll hel d been readying, launching the sack of flour into the air, but he found he still couldn’t breathe.

An Adept he didn’t know dropped to aknee beside him. Hetried to dip hisarms around Kerrigan's
walg, to arch hisback, but hisgrip dipped. “He stoo big, | need help.”

Kerrigan kicked hislegsin panic as breath burned in hislungs. He wanted to scream because his head
and hisback hurt, but his paradyzed lungs|eft him silent. Tears coursed down hisface, at first from the
pain, then from the laughter he heard. Through tears he saw blurred figures contorted in hilarity, telling
and retelling what they’ d seen.

Suddenly the Vorquelf filled hisvison and straddled him. Kerrigan fdlt fingers dig into the fleshiness of
his back. The Vorqudf lifted him, and cool air rushed into hislungs.

The mage exhded asthe Vorqudf let him down. Three moretimesthe Vorquelf helped him breathe,
then dragged his hands from beneath Kerrigan.

He stood tall above him. “Wonder you can bregthe at al.”

Kerrigan'sface reddened immediately. Herolled on hisright Sdeto get himsdf up, but before he
could even get a knee under him, someone e se knocked into him. Kerrigan rolled away afew fet,



barely had time to make sense of the shouts of “L ook out” ringing through the crowd, then looked back
toward where he had lain.

The flour sack landed with a heavy thump and exploded into awhite cloud that dapped him hard.
Kerrigan shook his head and snorted flour out of hisnose. It had filled his mouth with a pasty film. He
clawed it out of his eyes, then opened them as he staggered to hisfest.

All around him Apprentices, Adepts, sailors, and soldiers pointed and laughed. He looked down and
found himsdlf dusted tan from the curve of hisbelly up, then over hisarms. Those parts of himself he
couldn’t see he assumed were likewise coated. His face immediately burned and he wished the flour had
filled his ears, so he could be deafened to the laughter.

Laughter pilloried him. Panic blossomed as his face burned beneath the flour coat. To be diminished,
bullied, badgered, and threatened he' d learned to deal with, but ridicule, he had no defense againgt that.
Alone, hurt, and mortified, he didn’t know what to do. He could think of nothing, so he reacted without
thinking at dll.

For thefirgt timein hislife, Kerrigan Reeseran.

't rlaentered the Magister of Combats' round tower cham-I Iber, but did not descend the single step
to the sunken “tJ disk in the center. All around that disk, shelves had been fitted to the walls and filled
with books, scrolls, maps, weapons, bones, and other artifacts of war. Opposite the door she entered
through lay a bal cony, and the Magister stood there, his hands clasped at his back, watching the seato
the north.

The room would have been easy to mistake for agenerd’ s home, and not just from the itemsfound in
it. The stark and spare furnishings had nothing mystical about them, nor werethey at dl refined. The
hardwood chairs would not encourage lingering. The cot set near the bal cony had been made up, but
covered only with sheets and athin wool blanket. The drawers on one of the shelves must have held the
Magister’ s clothes, but there were few enough of them to suggest hismoney did not go to filling out his
wardrobe.

TheMagister himsdf did wear the grey robes of a senior sorcerer, though he was not adaveto
fashion—such asit was on Vilwan. Ingtead, he stripped his robe down to hiswaist and tied the arms
there asif abelt. Despite hisbeing partidly slhouetted, she could seelight scars and darker tattoos on his
back and shoulders.

Thaose shoulders had once been powerful, as had the Magister himself. In hisyounger dayshe' d had
the physique of awarrior—though sender enough for it to have been an even warrior. His head, which
he shaved daily, had once been sown with long black hair that had been braided into aplait much like
hers.

She cleared her voice. “Y ou sent for me, Magister.”

He waited a moment before he turned and moved back into his chamber. He seemed to age with each
inch he came into the room. Theimperfections that the sunlight had hidden cameinto easy focus. Thetal,
proud man she had known in her youth had shrunk, asif the weight of his responsibilities and the power
he could wield had compressed him. She could till fed his power, and seeit in smoldering brown
eyes—reainforcing why it was foolish to judge amage by hisphysica form.

“You are avare, Orla, of the forthcoming invasion. Chytrine wishesto do with Vilwan what she did
with Vorquelyn over acentury ago.” Hisvoice remained even, though age cracked it in afew places.
“Tomorrow, or the next day, the peace of thisidand will be shattered.”

She nodded dowly. “1 question the wisdom of her assault on Vilwan.”

The Magister of Combats held ahand up to forestd| further comment. “Wise or not, it isafact. We
know she made a probing attack against atown in Alcida. There she lost more troops than she expected,
and used adragon to exact her revenge. She has grown more powerful in the last quarter century,
perhaps more arrogant aswell. Sheis coming and we will face her.”

Orlalifted her chin. “What do you want meto do?’

The Magister of Combats smiled at her, for a heartbeat peeling back the yearsto atime when they
had stood side by side, holding off Aurolani forcesin Okrannd. “1 need to inquire after the boy.”



“They gave that task to you? Did the Grand Magister assume our long association would make me dull
my tongue on the matter?’

He shook hisbald head. “Had that been their presumption, | would have disabused them of it, and
quickly. We have aninvasion, and | need to know if hewill be useful to me or not.”

Orlasnorted. “Things have not changed much since | last reported to the Council. Adept Reeseis,
without a doubt, the greatest human sorcerer known. His parents' talents bred true. He studies hard, but
he has been raised like a horse with blinders. He knows magick, al manner of magicks. He has mastered
gpdls of incalculable power, and is easly able to decongtruct, examine, refine, recombine, and create
spellsthat no man has yet dreamed might exig.”

The Magigter nodded. “ Thisisasintended.”

“Y es, what you intended. What you dl intended.”

“You?’ the Magigter' seyesnarrowed. “I recdl rather well your being with me at his nativity. Wedl
volunteered for that duty; we believed in that duty. Has your heart changed? Do you think we were
wrong?’

“No.” She shook her head resolutely. “Y ou' re correct in saying we al volunteered for that duty. All of
usdid, save one: Kerrigan. He was drafted against hiswill, before he had awill, and he has been shaped
and crafted. He' sbeen trained as adog might, for one purpose. At least, he began hislifetraining for one
purpose, but his god was changed as things went dong.”

Orlasighed and gestured south, toward the idand’ s heart. * Have you seen him outside the times of
testing?”

“No.”

“Y ou should. The entire Council should. Y ou have no ideawhat histraining has doneto him. It was
agreed—by me, too, yes—that neither Kerrigan nor any of them would be told their intended destiny.
The pressure would have been overwhelming. Just their training has crushed the others, but he keeps on.
Why? Because he has stopped questioning his purposein life. Helearned early on that such questions
would not be answered, so he just abandoned the quest for that knowledge.”

“Y e, by doing so, he has accomplished so much.”

“True, but how useful isit?

The Magigter of Combats chuckled. “Immensdy useful, if he can wield afraction of the power you
suggest. I've seeniit, during testing, of that there is no doubt.”

“Oh, he can, but you' ve seen him do it in atesting chamber.” She shook her head. “1n combat, arrows
flying, men screaming, fire burning, and gressy smoke choking, he' d be usdess. Thismorning, Magigter,
he skinned hisknee. It was awound you and | would dismiss without a second thought, but it became
the center of hisbeing. He would not cast the spell to hedl it until | told him to do so, and then he wanted
to get into aclean robe, to set himsdlf to do it. When | made him cast it while down on one knee, when |
shamed him into doing it, then he did. He did it well, but even then he had no digtractions. In an
ar-canorium heisunequaed. Inthefield, I’ d choose the most raw Apprentice over him.”

“And yet heisthe best we have.” The Magister of Combats sighed heavily. “He Il beno helpinthe
fightatdl.”

“He could cure some who are wounded, but | think that isit.” She pursed her lips. “Put him in award,
give him abodyguard, and order that person to day him if the Aurolani forces are able to overrun the
idand. And, no, youwon't have medo it. | would refuse, and quite frankly, you need me elsewhere.”

“You'reright and you' rewrong, Orla”™ A hint of asmile traced over the Magister’slips. “Wereit
within my power, you and | would fight Sde by sde again, driving the pirates off.”

“It iswithin your power. The defense of Vilwan isyour responsibility. | may be older and dowing
down, but I'm still one of the better combat mages available.”

“I would never deny that fact, Orla, never!* He brought his hands together over the knot made of the
arms of hisbrown robe. " The fact remains, however, that you have amore important mission than
defending Vilwan. No, wait, hear me out. There actudly issuch amission. Y ou will accompany Adept
Reese as heisevacuated from theidand. It isyour job to get him avay safdy.”

Orlafelt agreat wave of fatigue crash through her. *'Y ou cannot be serious. | will bewasted in that



job.”

“Nonetheless, it isyours.” The Magister of Combats bowed to her. “Heisyour charge, and for his
fate, | have no fear. And since you think he should learn more outside the arcanorium, thisisyour
chanceto teach him.”

Her head came up. “Oh, | see. The Council iswilling to accede to my requests to do that, using the
invason as a pretext. So much better to have that than to have to admit being wrong.”

“Orla, my dear friend, you know better than to question the origin of good fortune.” The Magister
amiled, then advanced and laid hisright hand on her right shoulder. “Go strongly, teach him well. If we
are not defeated, he can return. If we are, it isagood thing for the world that he will not die with us.”

Will felt fair certain hisribs had cracked, he was laughing so hard. He' d dropped the flour sack he'd
been carrying and clutched his sides. Thelook of surprise on thefat kid' sface ahalf second before the
flour sack hit him smack in the chest had been priceless. The way his expression had gone from serene
confidence to sheer panic wasamemory Will would run through his mind time and again.

And then, to make things better, the flour sack had flown way up, then come down hard and burst,
drenching the boy in flour. He' d run off, sobbing, leaving amisty ribbon in the air behind him.

And it was his own fault. Resolute had caled to him, indicating he should get in line with the rest of
them. Ingtead the kid had just stood there and gestured imperioudly. He d even closed his eyes, daring
Resolute to throw the sack. If | had done that, Resolute wouldn’t have been helping me breathe,
he’ d have been skinning me alive.

“Finished laughing, boy?’

The rime-tinged edge in Resolute’ s voice stopped Will’ slaughter dead. “Ah, yes, | am.”

“Good.” Resolute caught him in avise-grip around hisright arm. * Pick up the sack you dropped.
Carry it to the cart. Then, find abroom. Sweep up the spilled flour and put it in that sack again.”

“Wha?’

Resolute' s eyes became silver dits. “That flour could make up the last bread you'll ever egt. We're
getting no more supplies here. Thisisit. We can't waste anything.”

“Got it.” Will tried to pull hisarm free of Resolute' sgrasp, but failed.

The Vorqudf held on for aheartbeat more, then released him. “Hurry, boy.”

Will stooped and picked up hisflour sack, then carried it to the cart. Dranae took it from him there
and easily tossed it into place. The cart creaked asit landed.

“Tell me something, Will.” The large man plucked another sack from an Apprentice’ s back and lofted
it onto the cart. “Why did you think that was funny?’

Will blinked. “Y ou didn't?’

“Should | have? The young man was getting ready to use magick to move that sack. He probably
could have moved the whole cart.”

The young thief frowned. “How do you know that?’

Dranae hesitated for a moment, then ran ahand over hisjaw. “I just do. Seemed obviousto me.
We reon Vilwan. HE sin arobe, makes agesture.”

Will nodded. “I can seethat, yeah.” What | can’t see is how you could have thought he was
powerful.

“Why wasit funny?’

“Well, because he was knocked down. Because he was surprised, and then because he was covered
in flour and ran off crying like ababy.”

“Eventhough it was dl amistake?’

Will felt like squirming. “Wdll, | didn’t know it was amistake, right?’

“Even though he had obvioudy been hurt?’

“I didn’t know....”

The flesh around Drana€g' s blue eyes tightened. “Y ou know how heavy the sacks are. Y ou know that
hed to have hurt.”

“Wdl...” Will fdt his guts garting to shrive. “ Others were laughing.”

“So they were.” Dranae clapped Will on both shoulders, hard, sending a shock wave through him.



“But they were mostly mages, too. Remember, Will, it'snot agood ideato have a sorcerer thinking
you've been laughing a him. You'll havealot of trouble here on Vilwan if you forget that.”

Will’ s expression soured. He' d not liked the boat ride to Vilwan. He' d gotten used to the motion of
the ship easily enough, but had the misfortune of standing next to someone who didn’t. Before Will could
clean the vomit off himsdlf, Resolute volunteered him to clean the deck. Plenty of other little jobs had
kept him hopping, and then when he got a chance to deep, it wasin amusty hammock be-lowdecks.

His bones ached from fatigue and his belly growled. There' d not been much food on the ship, and
most of it was older than he was. The hard biscuits didn’t taste bad, they just didn't taste, save for the
weevilsinthem. Will deemed it just aswell that the King of Saporiciawas sending so many folksto
Vilwan to die, because after they’ d enjoyed bad food, worse water, and along seajourney, they’ d have
been ready to storm his castle and topple him from the throne.

Will talked to one of the Apprentices—easily spotted by arobe with a scarlet body—and asked
where he might find abroom. The Apprentice smiled and told him they were kept a the gaming fields.
She pointed toward the center of « theidand.

Will shrugged and set off, but an Adept in arobe of forest-green stopped him. When Will reported
what he had been told, the Adept snorted and told him there were no gaming fields. “We use broomsfor
the same thing everyone el se does, as that Apprentice will soon be reminded. Try one of the port shops
here, they will have one you can borrow.”

A tavern lent him abroom. Thejourney aong the docksto it and back gave him achanceto take a
look around. He found Vilwan dightly disappointing because the areaaround the docks, or what the
locals referred to as Seatown, looked pretty much like every other seaside section of town he' d ever
vidted. Dirty, dingy, with afew broad, straight roads, then atangle of muddy alleysleading back into a
thicket of warehouses and ramshackle houses. While he didn’t mind that, he expected something more
exatic.

The Adepts and Apprentices bored him, too. Some, like the one who had been hit with flour, seemed
bug-eyed, staring at the troops being shipped in to defend their home. Others sniffed like nobles, asif
their blood were somehow better than his. And, from his standpoint, the most annoying thing was that
none of them had money pouches. He didn’t mind folks being snooty aslong as he had a chanceto
collect asnob-tax from them.

Will sighed and returned with the broom to begin to sweep the flour up. The Adept he’ d spoken to
earlier came over, dragging the Apprentice who had deceived him over by the ear. “ Thisiswhat you
want the broom for, to collect thisflour?’

Will nodded. “Yes, sr.”

“Very good.” The Adept glanced a the Apprentice. “You'll help him.”

The Apprentice, aredheaded girl with enough soft-swelling on her chest to be only acouple years
younger than Will, nodded. “Y es, Adept.”

Will brandished the broom, then nodded toward the sack. “ Just hold that and | can sweep the flour
intoit.”

As she dowly bent to the task, Will dragged the broom through the flour. It seemed to him that the
broom, bristle-bare asit was, did a better job raking than it was sweeping. Will made severa passes, but
brought more dirt than flour to the waiting sack.

The Apprentice gave him awitheringly depreciative glance. “Y ou dulls. Thiswill take forever.” She
gestured once and a blue spark flew from her right hand. It hit the broom dead in the middle of the-stick
and wrenched it from his grasp. Whirling and twirling, the broom danced through the flour and droveit in
awaveto thewaiting sack. Innotimeat al, every speck of theflour at the point of impact had been
swept up, and the broom would have started in on the tracks |ft by the running boy, but the Apprentice
cdled it back and killed the spell.

Will blinked and hisjaw dropped open. “How? | thought he said you used brooms for what we all
do.”

“Wedo.” She smiled sweetly. “Wejust don't use it the same way you do. Sack’ sfull, I'll take the
broom back for you.”



He shivered. “It'sfrom ...

“I know whereit isfrom.” Sheforestdled his next question. “It'sin the magick.”

Will took the sack and gathered the top of it closed. He hefted it onto his back but barely felt the
grain. If a kid can do that... Images of sdf-propelled constabulary nightsticks cavorted through his
head. Dranae’ sright. Laughing at wizardsis not a good idea, and stealing from them would be
even worse.

Alyx refused to look in the mirror, and rel uctantly met the eyes of the women who had helped dress
her. Given her embarrassment, she would not have greeted their gazes at all, but they had daved over
her—bathing her, brushing, braiding, and fixing her hair, then dressing her. Without help Alyx could have
shrugged on afull mail suit faster than they were able to get her into her golden gown. And the armor
would move easier and leave me feeling so much less vulnerable.

She did not resent these two women and their help. While she had been dressing herself for decades,
the garments she’ d worn while with the Gyrkyme had been smple—barely more than sacks. The
Gyrkyme, with their wonderful plumage, hardly had need of fashions to make themselves more attractive.
A scrap of cloth here or there would suit the most modest, and modesty had not been one of Alyx’s
concernsuntil well into puberty. Even then she followed society’ s conventions more to save others
embarrassment than hersdif.

But she could never have donned the gown that had been chosen for her without help. Long, flowing
skirts dragged on the floor, forcing her to wear shoes with toesthat reared back and up, like asnake
preparing to strike. With each step the serpentine toe kicked the hem of the gown out from beneath her
foot. The skirtsthemselves gathered a her dender waist, at the edge of a giff bodice into which she had
been tightly laced. She could hardly breathe, and bowing at the waist was aflat impossibility asthe
leading edge of the bodice extended down to fully protect her femininity. Above the top of the bodice,
which scarcely hid her nipples and barely contained her bosom, adender, wispy silken scarf swirled from
onewrist across her shouldersto the other. Alyx, feding trapped in the gown, likened the scarf to a
golden chainlinking slk manacles.

She sighed, but not very deeply, since the bodice would not alow her to draw a proper breath. For
the women'’ s help she had been grateful, but the reason they had been present rankled. Just over a
decade before, on her sole previoustrip to Y din, she had been given asimilar gown and | eft to dress
hersdf. She studied the gown as she might abattlefield, then put it on. Sincelacing it tight would have
been impossible without help, Alyx had posited that it had to be worn with the lacings forward and that
was how she dressed hersdlf. Sheliked the stiffness againgt her spine, and while the lacings did bind over
her breasts and belly, having nothing more to cover her presented no problem for someone raised by the
Gyrkyme,

Luckily her aunt had come to check on her and was able to correct the problem before she had | eft
the room. They should know that | learn from my mistakes. She would have ventured another sigh,
but felt reluctant to waste her bregath. Instead she smiled and bowed her head to the women. “ Thank you
for your help.”

They curtsed deeply, the both of them, sinking into a puddle of skirts, then risng dowly. “It wasan
honor to serve you, Highness.”

Alyx smiled beneficently at them asthey |eft the room. She started to reach around behind her to
unknot the lacings, but aquick knock on the door barely preceded the tiny squesk of it swinging open.
“If you do that, you' Il spill out of the gown and scanddize everyone.”

Her violet eyes blazed as the man dipped into the room. Shorter than she, and on thefuller sde of a
medium build, he wore hisblack hair long and raggedly cut. His moustaches drooped well past hisjaw,
but his goatee remained atriangle of black surrounded by the white flesh of his chin. Gold hose clung to
hislegsand agold tunic clothed him, with atabard of black over thetop of it. A winged horse rampant,
inwhite, emblazoned his chest.

His eyes widened in shock as he met her hot stare. He pulled back, and splayed ahand againgt his
chest. “Have you forgotten me, cousn?’



Alyx’ sjaw opened for amoment, then she smiled. “Misha?’

“Thevery same.” He bowed very low, sweeping a golden cap from his head and dusting the tops of
his shoeswith it. As he straightened up, he smiled. “1 am now styled Duke Mikhail, of course”

“Of course.” She moved to him carefully and kissed him on both cheeks. “Not quite the same cousin
with whom | shared adreamraid.”

“I"ve grown up, as have you.” He stepped back and his smile broadened. “ Perhaps | should not have
been s0 opposed to their arranging our marriage.”

Alyx caressed his cheek. “ Sweet Misha, you promised, and | know you would have sooner stabbed
yourself through the heart than to violate your word.”

He shrugged. “ Truthfully, cousin, I’ d take you for awife in aheartbeat, save that relaives | hate would
then be related to me yet one moretime.”

“How arethey?’

“Some aretruly dead, otherswalking dead. A few of us, we areredigtic.” Misha shrugged and
grabbed ahandful of hislong hair. “ The customs they impose on us are not that hideous. Remaining
unshorn for the summer, to mourn your father’ s passing—as our grandfather did and does—is not
difficult. What they do to the younger ones, and the way they are crossing our bloodlines, well, my father
tellsmethey have aways meddled.”

“And they sent you to get me?’

His brown eyes grew wide again. “Duke Mikhail? By dl the gods, no, little Alyx. If they knew | was
here they would al be angry. | just wanted to make sure that you would recognize your cousin and know
you had andly inthere”

Another knock, this one far more stout, rattled the door. Mikhail danced over past ascreenin the
small room, and amost dipped in a puddle of water leaking from the wooden bathing cask. He ducked
down behind the cask and nodded to Alyx.

“Enter.”

The door swung dowly open, letting the stone archway frame asmall but strongly built man. As had
Misha, he wore black over gold, but appeared more striking because of hisfull snowy mane and beard.
He had no moustache and his flesh bore the bronze tint of alifetime spent under the sun. In afew places,
on his hands, and in .one spot on his forehead, puckered scars resisted coloring; but otherwise the man
was robust and the picture of hedlth.

Though Alyx had not seen him in over adecade, she could not mistake him for anyone else. “Uncle
Vaery, itisgood to seeyou.”

The older man’ s face brightened as he entered the room and hugged her. He kissed both her cheeks
and the brush of hiswhiskerstickled her cheek and throat. “ Alexia, of you my brother would be so
proud.” The man's deep voice became gravelly with emotion.

Hetook a haf step back, then straightened. “1t is my duty and honor, profound and deep, to conduct
you into the Crown Circle.” He extended his right arm, which shetook by dipping her left hand through
the crook of hiselbow, then he led her sideways through the door and into the corridor.

Fortress Gryps had once been the largest fortification in al of Ydin. It had been supplanted by
Fortress Libertas out on the eastern point to guard the entrance to the harbor. King Augustus had been
kind enough to make Fortress Gryps available to the Okrannel exile community, not as a permanent
dwelling place, but a societal hub. For specid gatherings, the titanic stone Structure—with its vaulted
ceilings and stone columns, friezes and tapestries—became transformed into a place in which the glory of
Okrannel was resurrected.

Alexiaknew nothing of thefadl of her nation. She had been borne awvay to Gyrvirgul in the find days of
the war againgt Chytrine. The nation had fallen and her father had retreated with loya retainersto defend
Fortress Draconis, far to the north. He had died there and she had been given over to the Gyrkymeto
raseandtran.

She had grown up being told that the Gyrkyme stewardship of her life was her father’ sfinad wish. By
the time she grew old enough to question the truth of that—having heard that her father’ s manner of death
precluded the communication of any last wishes, no maiter what the songs said about it—she had



wondered why her grandfather, her aunt, uncles, and cousins had not wanted to care for her themselves.
Not long after that point she took her previousjourney to Y din, to be presented to the Crown Circlefor
thefirg time.

After that event, she did not wonder further why they didn’t want her, but smply reoiced in the fact
that the Gyrkyme did.

On her uncle’ sarm, with the long skirts catching at her legs, she drifted through afortress that had
been transformed. The tapestries—some new and bright and exaggerated, others ancient, stained, and
dour—a| bore images from Okrans history. The newer ones seemed more imagined than red, with a
number having adreamlike quality to the picturesthat revedled their inspiration.

She shook her head and hoped her uncle would not notice. The Okrans nobility, having been driven
from their homeland, had cometo Y din and taken up residence. King Stefin had vowed to remain until
Okrannd was liberated. The court in exile became known as the Crown Circle, and the Crown Circle
determined and dictated that which was and was not part of Okranslife. While the effects of the edicts
lessened with each league from Y din—such that the refugees living in Jerana viewed them with mild
amusement or deep contempt—they had therule of law in Y din.

One of the edicts had required each noble child at the age of fifteen to undertake a sojourn to
Okrannel, to deep on his native soil for anight. Somehow it became believed that the dreams one had
during that night were prophetic, and these prophecies took on the same sanctity that the Norrington
prophecy held for the VVorquelves.

At seventeen years of age she went on her journey, along with her uncle Vaery, atroop of loyal
retainers, and her cousin Misha. She should have gone at fifteen, asMishadid, but it took two yearsfor
the Crown Circleto get over their pique and grant her permission to go. The two of them had ventured
into Okrannd and dept, then shared their dreams, refining them in the telling, so they would be suitably
impressvefor the Crown Circle.

Her throat tightened for a heartbeat as regret choked her. She' d have told the Crown Circle nothing of
her dream, save for how they had looked at her when she was first presented to them, and later how
Grand Duke Vaery had silenced everyone so she could share her dream. The delight on hisface as she
told him what she had dreamed, the pleasure in his voice as he' d ordered someone to fetch her teawith
milk and sweetened until thick, that had convinced her that what she had done wasright.

Her uncle again smiled at her with such delight astwo liveried courtiers opened the door to the Grand
Hall. “Come, my dear child. Y ou are awaited.”

Thick incense cascaded down in phantom ribbons from censers mounted high on massive stone pillars,
filling the room to knee high with a pungent fog. Oil lamps provided illumination, but scant little of it. Men
and women hid in the shadows, each wearing gold, but with black over it. Alyx adone had been permitted
the right to wear gold un-shrouded, and she chose to imagine that the gasps she heard from behind
beards, hands, and fans were from the shock of wan light reflecting off her gown.

The Grand Duke led her forward at a stately pace. He clasped hisleft hand over her hand, locking it
down againg hisarm. Shefelt no tremor in him indicating he thought she might bolt. Insteed, ashe
walked deeper and deeper into the long room, drawing nearer the distant end, his steps became more
certain and serene.

When last he' d led her forward she had been a gangling child who twisted and gawked at dl those
shrinking back. Now he brought her, awoman grown and awarrior trained, before the Crown Circle,
and the sheer pride of it bunched the muscles of the forearm where her hand rested.

Findly they stopped three meters shy of the throne squatting at the hall’ sfar end. She bowed her head
to her grandfather, after the fashion of warriors greeting one another, then curtsied awkwardly. The
night-shrouded women flanking the throne began breathing again when she curtsied, exhding the breeth
they’ d gathered when she’ d given King Stefin awarrior’ s nod.

Her grandfather sat dumped on the throne, his crown dightly askew and sunk low, asif theman’s
head had shrunk. He looked almost a child wearing his father’ s raiment, but those dark eyeshad a
deadnessto them that no child ever could have possessed. The man sat there, crushed down not by
yearsaone, but by the hand of Degth asit vaulted him to kill hiseldest son and kill hisnation.



The old man’s eyesflicked up and held her stare for only amoment. He had vowed he would not die
until his homeand had been liberated. Many people who undertook such vows did so halfheartedly, but
those who made them with full knowledge and intent often suffered for their temerity. In the brief moment
her grandfather looked her in the eyes, she could see he was a prisoner of his own body.

And he seesme as hisliberator.

King Stefin mumbled something, his parched lips bardly moving. One of the women behind him moved
forward, and despite the thickness of theincensein theair, Alyx caught awhiff of the moldy scent rolling
off thewoman. Alyx, who had not wavered when charging through Aurolani battle lines, shivered in this
woman's presence and had Vaery not still held her hand againgt his forearm, shewould have taken a
step back.

Scent far more than sight of the cadaverously dender, hatchet-faced woman sent Alyx redling back
through the years to when she wasfirst presented. At that time the king had been more animated and
actudly smiled a seeing her. Grand Duchess Tatyana had not even made an attempt at asmile. Though
only adecade older than the king, she was hisaunt, so he gave her great latitude. She' d swept forward
and grabbed Alyx roughly, twigting her thisway and that, humming and hawing as she did so.

Then, with her sharp, bony fingers, she'd pried the girl’ s mouth open and thrust fingersin to count her
teeth and probe her mouth. Alyx struggled, gagging asfingers hit the back of her throat, but other fingers
dug deeply into her forearm. The woman hissed a her maevolently and shook her to stop her struggling.

So Alyx bit her.

Shedidn’t draw blood, though she knew she could have easily, smply by shifting her jaw to let her
molars dice through the crone’ sthin skin. Tatyanawrenched her fingers out of Alyx’s mouth and held her
left hand up asif she expected her fingersto be a couple digits shy of whole. Alyx pulled free of her right
hand and stepped back, not caring that the hem of her gown tore. She set her feet and balled her figts.

Tatyana advanced only asfar forward asthe king'sside. “His Highness says heis pleased to see his
fated granddaughter again.”

“Asam | pleased to see him'’ Alyx knew Tatyana caught the emphasis. ” And you, Great-Aunt
Tatyana, you arewd|?*

“Aswell as can be expected when one' s heart aches from breathing foreign air, degping on foreign
soil, pining for one shomdand.”

“Itisaburden, yes” Alyx wished the gown’ s bodice would alow her to suck in enough air for a
decent snarl. Tatyana, whose reputation as amystic had grown over the years, served astheking's
closest advisor and often interpreted his unintelligible remarks. Many of the new traditions handed down
from the Crown Circle originated with her. A year or so after thefal of Okrannd, she'd had avison that
led her, covertly, to undertake the first dream raid. She also was the author of edicts concerning fashion
that, Misha had once noted, seemed more designed to make sure exiles did not resemble the population
of the lands where they dwelt than it did any preservation of Okranstradition.

Again King Stefin mumbled, and Tatyana' s sharp expression softened dightly as her lipstwitched into
agmile. “HisMgesty says heis pleased you could join usthis night. News of your victories has preceded
you, and they make us most proud.”

Alyx bowed her head toward the wizened figure of the king. “Too much has been made of these
battles, Grandfather. My forces merely dapped the snout of abear sniffing about for food. When it
chooses to dap back, things could be much worse.”

“I think, my darling niece, you are overly cautious.” Tatyana sice-blue eyesfocused distantly for a
moment. “ There are those who see grest victoriesin your future. Even you, yoursdf, have seen them.”

“I recall.” Alyx’seyestightened. Tatyana often retreated into a chamber deep in the bowels of
Fortress Gryps and remained there for days at atime. Servants kept it filled with incense smoke and hot
ar—Alyx had heard it said that Stting in a smokehouse with hams would be more hospitable—so her
great-grandaunt could be transported to a place where she saw visions. Her visions, when not concerned
with the conduct of Okrans exiles, ways touted the liberation of Okrannd, with Alyx at the head of a
multinational army that would sweep through the nation and into Aurolan itsdlf, to destroy Chytrine,

The problem for Alyx was not the enormity of that crusade. Given sufficient forces, support, and some



luck, she knew such acampaign could be won. Tatyana s visions dways included some climactic battle
inwhich the back of the Aurolan army would be broken. Alyx redized it would take amuch longer
campaign using entirely different tactics, but when she returned from her dream raid with Misha, shesaid
her dream mirrored the visons of Tatyana.

Alyx’slie had kindled great hope among the Okrans exiles. Word of her victoriesin the east and we<,
modest though they were, must have again enflamed the exiles. With her entranceinto Ydininthe
company of King Augustus, clearly the Crown Circle anticipated the day of Okrannel’ sliberation
looming.

Alyx again shivered. And the Vorquelves have waited five times as long as we have for their
homeland to be freed.

Tatyanaraised afinger—one of those Alyx had bitten— and let her smileflatten. “ The time has come,
child, for you to fulfill the destiny your father chose for you. He died so you could live. Y our duty isto
free Okrannel. Y ou are our champion.”

Another voice, strong and male, filled the chamber from back near the doorway. “I trust, Grand
Duchess, | would be included in your statement.”

Alyx turned as quickly as her gown and uncle would alow, pleased to let Tatyana s venomous glare
speed past her.

Through the incense fog came King Augustus. Where Okrans exiles wore gold, he chose silver. He
had donned ablack tabard, with the winged horse rampant on it, but the silver gorget hanging from
around his neck aboveit displayed ahaf fish, haf horse that he had chosen asthe ensign of hisreign.

Waking beside him, in gold and black, though more of the former than the latter, came Queen Y elena
A robust woman who matched her husband in height, her brown hair displayed only afew strands of
grey. Her brown eyes sparked fiercely. Tatyana did not shrink from the queen’ sglare, but neither did she
escal ate the war of expression.

Alyx found hersdf smiling despite thetension inthe air. The stories of how King Augustus had rescued
Y elenafrom an overrun Okrannel while destroying Chytring sarmy of ravagers had been retold in
endlessvariations. Asalittlegirl, Alyx had delighted in them al. Shetook great pridein being distantly
related to Y elena, and the queen had been Alyx’ s hero. More than one of the songs sung had told of
Y elenaand Augustus fighting back to back, saving each other—and in the often savage and always
martid Gyrkyme society, nothing could have been more romantic.

Tatyana svoice camein ahiss. “Okrannd’ s debt to you, King Augustus, can never be repaid.
Through Alexiawe will find away to free ourselves and burden you no more.”

“Burden me?’ Augustus lifted the queen’ s hand to his mouth and kissed it. “ Y ou are of the blood that
sustains my wife and my heirs. How could you be a burden to me? And this, your granddaughter,
Majesty, you know how well she has served me and my people. This debt of which you spesk has
already been repaid. It isthe other debt that needs repaying.”

King Stefin croaked something. Tatyana s eyes becameicy dits. “ Other debt?”’

“When first we set off for Okrannel, itsliberation was our god. That was a quarter century ago. We
oweyou liberation, and you will haveit.”

Themystic let asmile dash the lower haf of her face. “Y ou have given us the means. Alexiahas been
trained well.”

“True, quitetrue. At the head of an army, she could free Okrannel. For awhile.”

Alyx had begun to nod as Augustus spoke, but her head froze with hislast three words. His voice had
sunk into serious tones.

He glanced a her. “Not to belittle your skills, Generd, for they are formidable, but we al know that if
you take Okrannd back from Chytrine, you will be granted no peace to build fortifications. Y ou will have
no chanceto hold your land againgt another invasion.”

She nodded. 1 cannot gainsay your vision of the future, Highness.”

Augustus looked a Tatyana. “1 know | am here on sufferance, for | am but married into Okrans
society. Some of you view me as abrother or ason; though most see me asalandlord who has, asyet,
been lenient in asking for rent. Y ou fear the bill coming due, and you know it will soon. Y ou have heard



of Chytrine sforaysinto Alcida, and you know sheis sending afleet againgt Vilwan. So, yes, | will make
ademand of you. Do not think Alexia, no matter how brilliant, can save your homeland aone.

“The Harvest Festival isbut afew weeks off, with contingents arriving congtantly.” Augustusraised his
voice 0 everyonein the hall could hear him. “ Together, with Okrannel as abrother nation, we will unite
to drive Chytrine from our lands, to cleanse them—Okrannd, too, of course. Alexiawill bekey inthis. |
beg you, in your haste for your own freedom, do not squander the person best suited to winning freedom
fordl of us”

Themystic cronelet hiswords echo into silence, then dowly nodded. “His Highness says Okranndl is
ever prepared to be the razored edge of the spear thrust into Chytring’ s guts. We only demand that we
not be wasted, and that our desires are given proper weight. If thisis permitted, then Okrannd’srolein
the coming war with Aurolan will be obvious, clear, and will lead to totdl victory.”

Augustus smiled. “Asit should.” Tatyananodded. “ Asit has been foreseen.” The murmurs of thosein
the room suggested they took great heart in Tatyana swords, but Alyx did not. It waslesswhat she said,
or how she sad it, that left her unsettled. What unnerved her was the glance her grandfather gave her as
the mystic spoke. As hisdark gaze brushed past her eyes, cold cut a her spine.

Sheread fear in hisgaze, terrible fear. Not of degath, not of dying. He knew he would pass only after
his homeland had been freed. No, King Stefin was terrified that he would, in fact, live forever.

Even having the shutters closed and the heavy drapes drawn tight across them could not keep the
sunlight out of his arcanorium. Seated there in the utter darkness, Kerrigan knew no visible light could
touch him, but he till felt the sun’sheet. If light is what one sees, then heat is the sun’s breath.

He couldn’t wait for the sun to hide its face because, as had so many others, it had witnessed his utter
and complete humiliation. The Vorquef had seen what he was doing and deliberately threw the sack of
flour at him. Fifty pounds had flown through the air easily and unerringly, with no warning shouted, no
whisgtle, hiss, or rustle to dert him. Had he not opened his eyes at the last minute, he wouldn’t have had a
clue asto what was happening.

Fury flared through him, and the hair on the backs of his hands rose as energy tingled and sparked
from hisfingertips. The memories of ridicule crashed over him in successive waves. They crushed him
down, battering him, making his spirit ache the way his back and ribs and head did. He wanted to hug his
kneesto his chest, but it hurt.

He could have cast the healing spell that had dealt so well with hisknee, but he didn’'t. Kerrigan told
himsdlf it was because he could not cast it without supervision, but he knew that wasn't redlly it. Being
granted permission to cast it would mean someone agreed it was wrong for him to fedl hurt. He knew it
wasn't wrong—he had been grossy wrong, so being hurt was afit punishment for his mistake.

Ultimately, though, the hedling spdll didn’t matter, since it would never get rid of the derisive laughter
that remained locked in his skull. He wasn't stupid. He knew the VVorquelf couldn’t redlly have known
what he was doing— none of the other Apprentices and Adepts were using mag-ick. He was physcaly
large, so he might well have been able to caich the sack were he used to doing such things. Hewasn't,
however, nor had he been set to catchit.

Wheat pained him the most, and sprouted thorny vines that took root in his heart, was that now he
knew what the others thought of him on Vilwan. Many were Apprenticeswho, at his age, were decades
away from becoming Adepts. To them he was a curiosity, or athing to fear. He' d heard rumors that
some of the youngest Apprentices began their schooling with warnings to be good, or they would end up
like Kerrigan, trapped in atower, with Magisters for keepers.

Adepts, with whom he shared rank, viewed him with suspicion. Some clearly did not believe he could
be worthy to be ranked with them. Others who had overseen tests he had performed suspected that he
should have been granted Magister rank. One Adept had even mentioned in hushed whispersthat the
reason he' d not been so exalted was because he did so many things so well, no single one of the schools
of magick could lay aclean clamto him.

And the Magisters, when they came to teach him, they dways seemed to have contempt for him.
Some clearly wished nothing to do with him. A few, the ambitious ones, cultivated him until he showed,



with sulks and balkiness, that he would not support them and their plans—whatever they were. Orla,
who did her best to thwart his desires concerning work and schedules and indulgences, did not eye him
with awe.

Kerrigan had no doubt that awe wasin order because he knew how specia he had become. He'd
harbored the secret desire to see awe on faces, hence hiswillingnessto display his power there at the
docks. He had been ready to reap the adulation he felt he' d been denied, but he had harvested nothing
but ridicule.

| should have known better. He' d been foolish in thinking outsiders would understand how muchin
awe of him they should have been. They knew nothing, could not work magick, and, therefore, should
have been of no consequence. His experience with dulls had come only through histeachersand
readings, but his humiliation only confirmed what he knew deep down.

Thefact that dulls had been invited in to help defend Vilwan meant nothing. Kerrigan felt certain that in
adraight dud of wizards, the Magigters of Vilwan could destroy Chytrine, but she had alied hersdf with
Vionnaand her Wruonin pirates. With their own renegade wizards and vylaens, the invading forces
would have counterspellsto ward off Vilwanese magicks, dlowing raidersto land on theidand.

Troops who would be best opposed by other dull troops. Dogs snarling while their betters fight.

Even asthat thought formed itsdf in hismind, Kerrigan knew it waswrong. As angry as hewas—and
as much as he wanted to hate the dulls coming to Vilwan—he recognized the peril they werein. That the
Magisters even thought to bring them in meant there would be alot of dull blood anointing theidand.
Deep in hisheart he knew that his pain was minima compared to what they would fed asthey fought to
defend an idand that was not even their home.

The trapdoor over the stairwell rose, alowing athin, grey light to define the opening. Orla appeared,
from waist up, more of agrey ghost than normd. “If you are finished pitying yourself, we have to go.”

“Go without me.”

“You mistake me. | don't want to go at al, but you are too preciousto leave here.” Her voice
softened just ahit. “I’ ve gathered up al you' |l need to take with you.”

More out of curiosity to see what she had gathered than anything else, Kerrigan rocked himsalf back
and forth to build up momentum, then findly cameto hisfeet. He staggered a bit, then lurched toward the
stairway and descended to hisrooms. There, in the middle of thefloor, lay alittle leather rucksack stuffed
to bulging, with ablanket rolled tight and tied to the bottom of it.

“That'sit?’ Helooked at thetiny parced at hisfeet and shivered. Everything | am can be reduced to
that? “1 need books. | need my other things, my supplies.”

Orlacut him off from the steps back up to the ar-canorium. “Right now we just want to get you off
theidand. We are not worried about supplies. Those we can find anywhere.”

“But... my things, | need them.”

Her voice gained an edge. “I like this no more than you, Adept Reese. | don’t want the Aurolani or
Wruonin going through my chambers, taking my treasures, touching everything, smashing most things,
defiling others. | don't want it, but it is not my placeto complain a the moment.”

She twisted, showing him the rucksack on her back, which looked to be the same size as his, but filled
not nearly asfull. “When we return, our thingswill be restored to us. But for now, anything €lse you want
you will haveto carry and, frankly, Kerrigan, | don’t think you can carry much more than that.”

The youth stooped and picked up the rucksack. He lifted it with no difficulty, but had trouble dipping
hisright arm through the strap. Orlahdped him get it in place. It hung heavily on his back and the straps
chafed under his armpits, but he decided not to complain. He shifted his shoulders a bit to settle the load,
then nodded to her.

Orlacrossed to the open door and picked up along ebon staff nearly astal asshewas. “Let’sgo.”

Kerrigan took onelast ook at hisroom. He wanted to take abook with him. At first he thought of his
favorite, the Vilwanese history, but he knew it was too heavy for him to carry. He then looked for any
book, but redized they would al be too heavy.

His head hung low in defeet, he Sghed and followed Orlafrom the tower and Vilwan. Kerrigan
thought about taking onelast look at his home, but he refrained. Somehow he knew that if he ever



returned, he would not seeit the same way he had, so the time and energy needed to burn it into his
memory seemed nothing but awaste.

Following Orla, he returned to the docks and the scene of his humiliation. Though barely six hours had
passed since the incident, no one made mention of it. Asthe sun began to sink in the west, Orlaand
Kerrigan came aboard a twenty-five-foot-long fishing boat, with asngle sail and agrizzled tillerman. Two
people crewed the ship, looking enough like each other and the captain to suggest they were all of a
family, and busied themselves cadting off lines and trimming the sails. Other refugees, Apprentices mostly
inther early teens, huddled benegth blankets, not realizing that the trembling of fear cannot be warmed
away.

Thelittle boat made itsway easily through the harbor and then out into the Crescent Sea. Therethe
swells grew and bounced the tiny boat around. The wind had continued to blow from the southwest,
which had helped speed the fleet to Vilwan. But it made the return trip difficult, forcing the captain to tack
back and forth. The boat constantly ran at an angle to the waves, either bobbing strongly while sailing
aong, or crashing roughly into them asit came about, changing course.

Kerrigan hung on tight to the wales, but till felt asif each dip the boat took would spill him out. And
snce he was larger than most of the other refugees, and more portly, he could not duck when waves
spattered over the sSides, so quickly water stung his eyes and left hisdark hair pasted to hisface. His
robes began to stink. He closed his nose againgt that scent and clenched hisjaw.

The up and down motion also wrought havoc with his sense of balance. His ssomach roiled, but he'd
only eaten breskfast, so nausearemained at bay for abit. He d humiliated himself earlier with theflour,
and he was determined he' d not vomit. He shook hishead to clear it of dizziness, found that did not
work well at al, then forced himsdf to suck in lots of air through hisnose and exhdeit forcefully. He
concentrated on breathing, ignoring everything ese.

He d actualy begun to control his scomach when the red-haired Apprentice sitting on hisright lunged
toward the wales. She might have made it, save that Kerrigan had braced hisfeet againgt the deck. She
falled to hurdle histhick thighs, so she flopped down facefirst into hislap, then threw up.

The sour scent caught him as he breathed in. His sscomach contracted and he heaved, but nothing came
up. Hisribs and guts ached as his body heaved again and again, Starting him crying. Then awave crashed
over the bow, splashing water into his open mouth, choking him. He expelled it in awracking wet cough,
gplattering it all over the Apprentice who had puked on him before she could regain her sest.

The boat continued to rock and bob on into the night, as cold nibbled away at Kerrigan' s fingers and
toes. He' d not so much become accustomed to the dizziness imparted by the boat’ s motion as lacked the
energy to deal with it. Even his ssomach had given up its protedts.

Sodden clothes clung to him, asdid the girl. Her closeness frightened him, but not because she stirred
lustful thoughtsin him. He' d thought about women before, had had dreams about them. In learning elven
magicks he' d been ingtructed in things biologica and even sensual, Ssnce so much of their magick
involved life. It brought with it an intimacy that he had to understand to be able to cast the spells. He' d
studied hard, which meant his knowledge vastly outstripped his experience, and feeling her lying beside
him, tucked under hisright arm, was certainly the closest and most prolonged contact he' d had with any
femde

Theideaof sex did not scare him, but the girl’ s vulnerability did. More exactly, the fact that she found
sanctuary huddled againgt him shocked him. Warmth rose from between them, and she made little
contented sounds. She felt safe there, and that terrified Kerrigan because he knew he was hardly capable
of taking care of himsalf, much less someone so small and helpless.

Thetillerman’ s voice rose above the snap of the sall. “Belike trouble astern, Magister.”

Kerrigan turned just enough to look back without disturbing the girl. Orladowly made her way back
toward the stern. In the distance two lights bobbed up and down. One burned a bit above the horizon,
while the other appeared nestled in with the stars. Red and blue flashes appeared near the taller light.

Orlacrouched near the stern. “Not another ship returning to Sgporicia?’

“Not one of ours. Tall mast, red and blue, that would be Wruonin.” The man shook his head. “Gaining
on us, too. Now, if you' d be knowing some magick...”



She laughed. “I know alot of it, but nothing that will speed us up. We can't run from it?’

“Nay. She’ sgot more canvas than us. Running lamps like that, finding us, I'm thinking she' swith
magickers having alend of owl’ s-eyesfor seeing.”

Orlanodded. Kerrigan raised hisright hand to swipe it across his eyes, preparing to cast the sort of
gpell the tUler-man wastaking about. If | follow with a hawk’ s-eye spell, | can see them better, too.
Pushing away the distraction of the dumbering girl, he started to control his breething again, and
summoned the power to cast the pells.

“Kerrigan, no!” Orla’'s command came in aharsh whisper. “If they do have magickersthere, they’ll
know those spells.”

The young man hesitated. He ignored for amoment the question of how she figured out what he was
going to do, and instead concentrated on the implications of her explanation. The spells she mentioned
were not difficult to cast, but were not easy to learn. Of the people on the boat, doubtless Orlaand he
were the only oneswho could usethem. And if | cast them, then they will know we have magickers
on the boat. They might even mistake me for a powerful mage.

Orlarubbed ahand over her forehead. “We can’'t run. We have aboat full of sick children. Any spdlls
we can cast can be countered. We get one shot, one surprise.”

“It best be good, Magigter.”

“It will be, Captain.” She turned and pointed. “Kerrigan, my staff.”

The young man grabbed it from the deck and twisted it around to bring it up from between the sests.
He did his hands down it, wiping the beaded water off the smooth wood, then extended it to her. She
nodded her thanks as she took it from him.

“Captain, what do you think they will do?’

He shrugged. “If they’ shunting, they’ Il be killing. Run over us, rake uswith arrows, could be anything.
Maybe they’ re mounting adragonel.” The man’svoice rose at that prospect. “Now therewould be a
way to die”

“I'mhopingwewon'tdieat dl. | think | can hurt them, if they get close enough. Be ready to bring us
around and run before thewind.”

“Hurry, Magigter. Y ou may not know spellsto be hurrying aship, but the like ain’t true of them.”

A reddish glow backlit the entire ship, rendering its three masts and billowing sailsin sharp silhouette.
Creatures moved on the high forecastle and aong the wales. Torches suddenly flared to life, then smdler
fires burned. Thoselittle fires arced up into the air and flew toward the boat, but hissed out in the sea.

“Frearrows, then.” Thetillerman spat. “They just bekilling.”

Orlanodded, then prodded the two Apprentices nearest her with the end of her staff. “Move forward.
Givemeroom.”

They got up and crawled toward the bench where Kerrigan sat.

The old woman’ s eyes narrowed. “Two hundred yards?’

Thetillerman nodded. “ Give or take, and they’ re taking by the second.”

“Right, get ready to run.” She grasped her staff at the top with her |eft hand, halfway down with her
right. A bright blue spark glowed at the tip. Orlabrought the staff back, then whipped it forward, flicking
the spark toward the enemy ship. It drew after it adender blue tendril, thin asabit of webbing, yet fairly
crackling with power.

The conjured whip lashed therail. Fire burned brightly where it touched wood. The spark itsdalf
snapped against aman’ s chest, combusting him into ablack skeleton that died in abright burst of white
light. Where the tendril cut at rigging, ropes parted, steaming.

Salorsflew to the severed rigging. Some clenched linesfor splicing in their teeth. Y et others grabbed
both ends of asplit line. A reddish glow oozed from their hands and repaired the link, leaving therigging
intact save that some sections had the angry glow of embers burning hot.

Other crestures moved along therails. Too smal to be mistaken for human, the magickal energy arcing
green between their hands identified them as vylaens. One raised his hands, then cast them outward. A
dozen little darts of green fire raced from him to the smaller boat.

Orlasnorted derisively. With aflick of her staff, the tendril coiled into a cone around the darts. They



bumped up againgt itswalls, but failed to pierce them. She snapped the cone down, plunging the darts
into dark water, where they sank, glowing evilly until the water quenched them.

Still the pirate ship came closer. Thetillerman shoved hard on the rudder, swinging the bow around.
Waves hammered thelittle boat, killing its momentum. Asit started to come around, and the sailsfilled
again, aflaming arrow pinned the man’ s hand to thetiller. He screamed and recoiled, but thetiller came
with him, causing the boat to turn again and founder. Worse yet, asthe spar came around again, it
cracked Orlain the back, driving her to the deck.

Arrowsflew through the darkness, ripping canvas. Thegirl in Kerrigan's Iap screamed as one hit her
above the knee. Sherolled to the deck clutching her leg, looking imploringly at him. He bent to help her,
fighting furioudy to calm himsdlf so he could use the dven magick and hed her, but awave bucked the
ship up and tossed him backward. His legs caught on the bench, upending him. He landed hard and
wanted to cry out, but another arrow ripped through the tillerman’ s throat. Asthat man dumped over the
tiller, clutching at hisneck, Kerrigan fdt logt.

Panic raced through him. He couldn’t do anything. The boat was rocking, people were screaming. 7
don’t have any of my things, no space to work. A million reasonswhy he couldn’t do anything
assaulted him, but somehow he levered himsdlf to hisfeet and got his back to the mast. Swiping at the
wetness on hisface, he set histeeth with determination. It’s up to me, now. | have to do something!

Anarrow quenched itsflamesin hisflesh, skewering his chest and pinning him to the mast. Pain
exploded from the wound, searing and hot, sharp-edged and brilliant. Agony twisted through him,
shaking him, which started new pain from the wound. He wanted to cough. When he did, he hurt anew,
and tasted blood. My blood.

Pain, blood, the screams, the ship pounding upward, dragging on the arrow, al of it should have
crushed him. There hewas, far from home, wet, miserable. The girl who had depended on him lay
writhing and mewing beneath a bench that bristled with arrows. Torn pieces of canvas snapped and
cracked in the wind, then more arrows thudded into the boat.

Y e, despite dl that, he focused on one thing. The vy-laens emitted a high, keening laughter that
scourged him more than dl the laughter on Vilwan. The laughter before had stung badly, but their laughter
clawed him and tore him. Somewhere, deep inside, Kerrigan redlized they wanted to kill him, and that
thislaughter wasjust one more cruel weapon.

Not much more than a child save in one important area, Kerrigan lashed out at the pirate ship, scared
and hurt. Though he knew hundreds of spells, adevastating selection of combat spells among them, he hit
the ship instead with one spell he knew so very well. He'd used it multiple times, for aslong as he could
remember. Had he been thinking, he might even have imagined that the vylaens wouldn’t have a counter
prepared to anoncombat spell like that, but he was't thinking.

Hejust reacted.

Thaumaturgica energy surged from himin an invisble wave that swept out toward itstarget. It swelled
and gathered the ship up into its grasp. He raised hisright hand and the ship emerged from the sea.
Water ran from the barnacle-encrusted hull in rippling sheets. Twenty fest, forty, higher and higher.
Kerrigan snarled, wanting to lift the ship to the moon, then to tighten his hand, crushing it. He wanted to
see splintered planks bulge from between invisble fingers, with broken spar fragments whirling through
the sky, trailing lines and canvaslike flamesin their descent.

He knew, however, he did not have the strength to do that. So when—to his eye—the ship eclipsed
the moon, he opened his hand and smply let it go.

The ship ligted dightly asit fell. Some crewmen flew off while othersheld tightly to railsand rigging.
Some of the splicesfailed, leaving men thrashing about & the end of lineslike the knot at thetip of a
whip. Those who could not hang on were flung off, spinning wildly through theair. The sallsfilled with air,
straining masts and spars. The canvas shredded and masts cracked.

Then the ship hit the dark water. The hull had been fashioned to take the pounding of wavesevenin
the fiercest of gales. From the height the ship fell, however, the water might aswell have been granite.
Timbers buckled and masts snapped like kindling. Deck planks sprang free, spinning up into theair. The
ship bobbed up once, then wallowed and bubbled loudly. The canvas sail s descended like tattered



shrouds over the sinking wreck.

Tagothcha, cloaked in the night-dark, greedily clawed the ship down into hisream.

Hurt, coughing out bloody mist, Kerrigan watched the ship die. He dumped forward, snapping the
arrow off somewhere at his back, and landed on his knees on the deck. He smiled at the sinking ship,
displaying amouthful of bloody teeth. He savored his victory for amoment, letting it consume him.

And in the next moment he knew pure dread.

The pirates had their revenge. The huge wave created when the ship crashed into the seareached up
and capsized Kerrigan'slittle boat.

The grinding painin Will’ s shoulders competed with the aching in his back for the part of him that hurt
the most. His butt and legs weren't even close to the lead in that contest, so they just contented
themsdves with burning. The occasiond quiver of musclesin histhighs, or the back of hisarms, added
some contrast, but did nothing to improve the Situation.

Y et, asdusk fell on Vilwan, and Will took bucket after bucket of seawater from one Apprentice and
passed it up the hill to another, his physical discomfort could only take up residence in the back of his
mind. Full-blown fury occupied him, and were he not fatigued to the point of near collapse, he'd have
been cursing a streak that would have had the Apprentices & round him scurrying for cover. Hefelt
humiliated and shamed—worse yet, confused—and dl of that provided tinder for hisanger.

The bucket brigade shipped water up the steep face of Vilwan’ s northern coast. Above the line of
Apprentices, agood forty feet above sealevel, acrendlated fortresswall gnawed into the darkening blue
of the sky. Warriors patrolled the walls, gppearing for only a second between merlons. At intervals of
twenty yards rose dender towers, with warriorslighting fires at their crests, and Will easily made out the
forms of Resolute and Crow atop the nearest.

It had been determined that the pirateswould assault theidand at the northernmost point, instead of
the natura harbor on the eastern shore. The harbor itself had been closed after the evacuation ships had
been sent out. While no one discounted afeint at the harbor, the smple fact of the matter wasthat the
taking of the harbor would not guarantee Vilwan'sfall.

Theidand' s geography created avaley that ran from the north down toward the southeast, between
two ridge-lines. While gapsin the two ranges did exist, defending them would not be difficult. Thevaley
provided the only route to theidand' s heart, where the central town existed. On the way the invaders
would haveto lay Segeto the Magister of Combats' tower, sinceit choked the valley like abonein the
throat. Still, it lay dmost five miles distant from the shore fortress, up arise that would make taking every
inch of it costly. Troops had been stationed at key defensive points dl aong that route to exact the
blood-toll that would break Chytrine' sforces.

Not that | will be allowed to make them pay. Fury shook Will. HE d not minded off-loading ships
and moving supplies around, since he knew they’ d need them for the fight. He could even understand the
wizards husbanding their magicka strength for the coming fight. The fact that this made manud labor the
order of the day, and enlisted him as alaborer, he could accept. He even understood when many of the
younger Apprentices and other folks were evacuated from the idand, despite the fact that their departure
increased hisworkload.

What he hated, though, was being relegated to the status of a noncombatant. Resolute had made that
decison, and had refused to listen to any of Will’ sarguments asto why it was wrong. When hetried to
apped to Crow, the man had just shrugged. He explained that while it was indeed true that Will had
acquitted himself admirably in the various skirmishes they’ d fought over the last month, each of those
battles had been againgt small, poorly organized forces.

It didn't take a Grand Magister to figure out that the fighting would be nasty. The very idea of
mounting an invasion of Vilwan seemed insane, but Will didn’t doubt there was some sort of logic behind
the action. One of the more effective distractions that could be used in cutting purses was to act insane.
Whilethevictim did his best to figure out why a person was mad, or just to get away, they lay vulnerable.

That hardly mattered to Will, however, because hislife on the streets had taught him more than just
that lesson. When in afight, he' d learned, there was no holding back. Y ou went out and did as much



damage as you could to the enemy. And the way he saw it, the more men on the line, the more damage
could be done. He wanted to be one of those men.

An Adept down at the waterline shouted something that Will couldn’t quite understand. The
Apprentices nearest the water stepped out of line and began hauling d oshing buckets of water directly up
the way. The Adept waved them on, so Will joined the others. He carried hislast bucket up, mildly
annoyed that the recall happened right before it wastime for hisline to trade position with the guysin the
empty bucket line at hisback.

The ascent, though fairly short, was not easy. The rocky shordline rose sharply over wave-smoothed
stone that was very dippery when wet. It didn't offer much in theway of cover for troops advancing up
it, and the only logical paths narrowed to a couple of choke points. A lot of blood would flow in those
places, and aslong as there were defenders able to load ballistae and other siege machines, the attackers
would be hard-pressed to gain anything approaching afoothold.

Up a thetop of the hill, Will emptied his bucket into the cistern. He tossed the bucket onto the cart
where others were piling theirs, then he located the little nook where he' d put his belt with hislongknife
and bladestar pouch. He buckled the belt on, inched the longknife into place over hisleft hip, then looked
toward the tower where he' d seen Resolute and Crow.

With acreak and aclank, aman eclipsed hisview of the tower. “You re Will?’

The youth nodded and tried not to stare. “ That’sme.”

“I"ve been sent to show you your place. Follow me.” The man turned away and started walking off
away from the tower. Will wanted to protest, but the man—no, he's a meckanshi—held such utter
fascination for him that he couldn’t help but drift in hiswake. The man’sleft leg, from mid-thigh down,
had been replaced by metd posts and gears. Wires and tattered bits of ringmail hung about it like lace.
Hisleft hand and forearm had likewise been replaced with an articulated claw that had two fingersand a
thumb. Over the arm and thigh, and even on up to the shoulder, mail had been grafted onto hisflesh.

Will had long heard of meckanshii but had not seen them before. A company of them had arrived
from Fortress Draconislate in the night, landing on the north shore. How Dothan Cavarre, the Draconis
Baron, had known to send them no one could even begin to guess, but they had been welcomed. From
what little conversation he’ d heard repeated, most of the meckanshii viewed their defense of Vilwan asa
defense of their homeland, though none of them had actualy come from there.

The man glanced back over his shoulder a Will. “Come on, boy, I’m not limping too fast for you, am
|7

Will shook his head and caught up quickly. “I never ...”

“I cantdl by thegawk.” The man sighed. “It’ sthisway, Will. | wasamiller’ s sonin Gurol. About your
age, maybe abit older, | fdl into the stream, lost my arm and leg to the whed. No eves around to fix me,
so0 my family sold meto the Draconis Baron.”

“Sold you?’

“Stipend, for my services. They knew | wasn't coming back. | wasn't good but for begging, so they
took the gold. | wanted to go. Up there, at the fortress, the Draconis Baron had all sorts of
magickers—elves, men, urZrethi—working on us. The last time Chytrine tried to take the place, she used
aspdl that reversed the healing of the wounded. Well, each of usis crafted individually. One spell won't
take us down. She' d have to know us each to undo the magicks.”

Will blinked hisgrey eyes. “Can you fed with those things?’

“A sense of wherethey are, yes, but hot and cold, soft, no.” He shrugged. “ The magick helps me keep
my baance, but we dl train alot. Not very quiet, so we re not good at sneaking, but in a standing fight,
wedojust fine. Name's Gerhard.”

“Will, but you know that.”

“That'safact.” Gerhard led the way down abroad stairway that switched back and forth, and across
acourtyard to athick, squat building with narrow windows. A stout bit of wall came out and around & a
right angle to shield the north-facing doorway. They passed through into around foyer about twelve feet
in diameter, then up anarrow stairway that opened into alarge room. To theright and left more stairways
led upward.



A blond Adept waited at the top of the stairs. “ Thank you, Captain.”

“My pleasure.” The meckanshii gave Will acurt nod. “You'll be here with Adept Jarmy.”

“I want to be out on theline.”

“I’m sure you do, son.” Gerhard brought hisleft arm up, dowly opened his claw and then snapped it
shut. “Everything in itstime, everyonein their place. Y our placeis here. Keep him safe, Jarmy.”

Will watched the soldier leave, then turned to face the Adept. He dimly recognized him. “ So, havea
broom for me to do some sweeping up?’

The Adept’ s brown eyes narrowed for amoment, then he nodded. “ Oh, yes, yesterday, at the docks.
No, nothing like that. Come with me.”

Will followed up the airs, past one floor to the uppermost level. They walked south aong a corridor,
then turned right into aroom with alow ceiling. A long dit, akin to an arrow port but running parale to
the floor, had been carved in the north wall. They moved to it and through it Will could see thefortress
wall, the moon-washed ocean, and a bobbing legion of lights marking the incoming fleet. Will swalowed
hard. “That'salot of ships.”

“Itis, and not even al the ships Chytrine has.”

“What do you mean?’

Jarmy’ s jaw muscles bunched. “ Some ships have made it to Sanges. The pirates were out among
them, destroying boats. They were making war on children, so there will be no quarter given here.”

“How many werelost?’

“We don't know. Too many.” Jarmy pointed to the north. “It is starting.”

Will frowned. “And we wait here?’

“Until itistime, yes.” The Adept looked down at Will. “ They might not need us.”

“Andif they do?’

“Wewill stop them.” The Adept turned hisface to the north and Will leaned forward against the stone.
Out there, in the darkness, he could make out little, but things soon resolved themselvesin stark detall.

One ship had turned itself to pardlel the fortress. Before Will could even begin to wonder why it
would do that, three gouts of flame erupted from each of the fore and aft decks. A heartbest later a
volley of thunder shook him. Down below, at the wall, aprojectile hit amerlon and shattered the stone
like glass. The soldiers who had been standing near it smply disappeared, while others went down,
writhing, torn by stone fragments.

Another projectile missed thewall, but dammed down into the catwalk beyond it. The stone skipped
off it, leaving asmall crater, then bounced down through the courtyard. It clipped arunning man, tearing
away hisright leg, then vanished from Will’ ssight. The remaining shots hit thefortresswall, spilling people
to the ground, but not killing them.

“What was...?’

“Dragonds, ahaf dozen of them.” Jarmy patted thewall. “ The Draconis Baron might be stingy with
information, but the people we' ve had there creating meckanshi have been observant. The dragonels
could take down atall tower, but short and squat like thiswill dow them down.”

From within the fleet came adozen long, low ships, bristling with oars. Even at a distance the voi ces of
the oar-masters rang out, exhorting the people to pull hard. The galleys surged forward in a staggered
line. Waves dapped hard against their curioudy flattened bows. Will didn’t know much about ships, but
they hardly looked seaworthy. Good thing they don’t have far to go.

A shouted command from below resulted in a handful of trebuchets launching their cargoeshighin the
air. Severa projectiles burned and one of those shooting-stars dammed into the aft of agalley. The
wooden barrel burgt, gushing napthalm al over the aft deck and down into the oarwells. Men screamed
and flailed, some diving over the sdes, othersjust collapsing. The helmsman likewise burned, dlowing the
stricken ship to drift off course as he went over the side.

It smashed into another galley, coming in at an angle that sheered off oars. Worse yet, the oars
dammed hard into the bellies and backs of the rowers, shattering ribs and crushing spines. More screams
arose from the two stricken ships. One ran aground on a hidden shoa while the other one, burning
merrily, infected itsfoundering sster with fire.



Still the others came on, and a second wave behind them. Asthefirst of the galleys hit the shoreline,
their prows rode up over the stone and caught. As hard and fast asthey’ d hit, Will guessed it would take
forever to get them free. About that time it occurred to him that they were never meant to float again.

The flattened bow on each of the galleys exploded outward on a jet of sorcerous green flame.
Warriors—men and gibberers—poured out of the holds, yipping and howling asthey scrambled up the
stone. More napthalm barrels exploded, washing stone with fire, or catching the beached gdleys.
Sailorsboiled out of the ships, seeking safety.

But safety wasn't to be had. Archers came up from thefortress' courtyard, nocked and drew. A rain
of arrows sped through the night. Cloth-yard shafts crossed through targets silhouetted against the
burning ships. One man, stuck through the shoulder with an arrow, defiantly snapped it off. Asheraised
the broken shaft triumphantly, a half-dozen more arrows studded his body and dropped him to the
ground.

The dragonels roared again from the ship, crushing stone and scattering soldiers on the battlements. A
smdll portion of the wall crumbled, opening abit of gap toward the center. It occurred too far to the west
to be of much practicd usefor the invaders, but it showed the power of dragondls.

More gdleys drove themselves onto the beaches, and men emerged from them carrying large shields
that they fastened together into mantlets. Arrows bristled from them asthey advanced. A barrel of
napthalm exploded near one, igniting it, and a hurled stone smashed another flat on the men carryingit.
More appeared and more approached, getting positioned where they could ward vulnerable points on
the ascent.

Will watched with fascination and horror, but shook his head. “1t doesn’t matter, doesit? They ill
can't get up thewall. There are too many defenders.”

Jarmy nodded. “That’ s my thinking. She’ s got nothing to counter the archers save the dragonels, and
they’ re concentrating on bringing the wal down. So, unless she has something else up her deeve...”

“Troops with draconettes?’

The Adept shook his head. “Not accurate enough.”

“What then?’

“| don't... Oh, no, by the gods.” Jarmy pointed toward the sky. “ There, by the moon.”

Will looked up and fdlt his ssomach tug tightly into aknot.

A dragon drifted across the face of the moon, trapping itsdlf there like an image struck on acoin. One
wing came up, the other dipped, and it descended like a hawk stooping on prey. Two little jets of flame
trailed back from its nogtrils, flashing brilliantly from gold scales, and caressing reddish black eyes. It
swooped low over thewdll, and at the point the invaders could reach most eadily, it let loose with an
inferno.

Theliquid napthalm fire flowed, but the dragonfire hunted. Tongues licked stone merlonsinto vapor.
It curled likeivy around awall tower, then tightened, and molten rock gushed like juice from pulped fruit.
Red-gold flames |apped at men, melting skin from bones, then devouring blackened skeletons. One
meckanshil who had been metal from the waist down glowed red, then white, before hislower limbs
evaporated. He breathed in fire, which silenced his screams, though many other throats gave voice to
them, including Will’ sown horrified gasp.

The afflicted section of thewall doughed and sagged to theleve of the cliffsdes. What had made
Vilwan unassail able bare moments before now had agap that could not be plugged. Heet radiated up
from the fluid stone, but quickly enough ablack crust hardened over it. The powerful sweep of the
dragon’ swing sent agust to coal it, and buffeted back thefirst of the defenders to reach the gap.

The dragon soared into the air with fiery gold glinting from its scales. It twisted and rolled through the
night sky.

The motion corkscrewed through itstail, sngpping the last of the energy out through aflick of its
pointed tip. It let playful gusts of firejet from its nogtrils.

Will looked at Jarmy. “Do something!”

The human mage shivered. “I could live to athousand years and could do nothing againgt that.”



Out in the night, on thewall, Will picked out Crow’ s silhouette on top of atower. And moving toward
the breach, there was no mistaking Resol ute and Dranae beside him. Beyond the breach, the first of the
gibberers showed up. They did not so much as hesitate, despite the howls of thefirst to step on smoking
rock.

“Then all the dragon hasto do is come back, sweep thewadlls....” Will’s somach doubled back in on
itsdf. They're gone, my friends are gone.

“Not that fast, Will.” Jarmy’ s eyes hardened. “ That dragon’ sa bit young and flew here. That blast of
firetired it. More mature, better rested, what you fear would be true.”

“So we do nothing?’

The combat Adept looked down at him. “One rule of warfare, Will. The Sde that commitsits reserves
last wins. That timeis not yet come.”

And our reinforcements are powerless against her reinforcements, young and tired or not. Will
wrapped hisleft fist around the hilt of hislongknife. “I haveto go out there”

“So anxiousto die?’

“Anxiousto kill, to hep my friends.”

Jarmy rested a hand on Will’ sleft shoulder. “Y our chance will come.”

The dragonels boomed again. Some shots dammed into the walls, shaking them. Others had shifted
from using asingle heavy iron bal to aflight of smdler balls. They ricocheted within the fortress, with one
clicking sharply off the stone near Will. Blasting through bodies seemed to spend their momentum, but
not quickly, leaving ranks decimated and black blood spilled on the courtyard.

Resolute and Dranae had moved to the breach, flanked by men and meckanshi. TheVorquef' stwin
blades flashed slver in moonlight, then became washed in ebony as his attacks punctured and dit. He' d
moved far enough into the breach that his boots smoked, and the gibberers who fought him fell with their
blood boiling on smooth rock.

Dranae had been given amail surcoat that hung to hiskneeslike askirt. In thefight he wielded a
warhammer, with itsflat head on one side, and awickedly curved claw on the other. A stout two-handed
blow with the thing drove gibberers to the ground, then the claw would punch through armor or skulls.
Even the sted butt-cap on the end of the haft proved deadly as he flicked it out, crushing athroat.

Despite their heroic effort, and the cadres of archers shooting from above the gap, inch by inch the
defenders were driven back. More boats landed, disgorging legions of gibberers. Shots from dragonels
raked the walls, cutting huge swathes through archers. Other shots caromed around in the courtyard
killing ballistae crew and shattering at least one barrdl of napthalm. It caught fire and quickly ignited the
siege machine onto which it had been mounted. The rope restraining it burned through, launching the
leaking barrdl and painting a gtripe of fire across the courtyard and wall.

Aboveit dl, the dragon cavorted lazily, swooping back and forth. Then, as Crow hefted and hurled a
barrdl of napthalm into the breach and the torch that followed it started a blaze, the dragon ceased its
play. It glided down low, causing all but Resolute and Dranae to duck. The grand beast came up at the
end of the descent and over in aloop, then best once with its wings and came back to clear the gap.

An earsplitting shriek diced through the din of battle, drowning out even the dragonels thunder. The
golden dragon twisted upward, but ablack shadow hit it hard from above. The gold dragon dammed
into the ground—hard, very hard—making Will grab for thewal to stop himself from faling asthe earth
quaked from the impact. The shadow launched itself upward, its angry shriek becoming atriumphant
bellow.

The gold dragon cameto its feet beyond the gap and shook itself as awet dog might. Mashed
gibberer parts sprayed off it, while wet stains streaked its Sdes. It answered with achallenge of its own,
then besat its wings once to soar above thewalls.

Asit rose past the walls, Will got hisfirst sense of itstrue scale. For aplit second he saw aman
disappear into the black dit that was the creature’ s pupil asthe beast flew into the sky. Gold scalesthe
size of the shieldswarriors bore covered it, and its paws were as long as a dray wagon, horse-hitch and
al included. On the downgtroke the tip of the right wing hit an archer on thewall, bregking him asif he
were some child' stoy made of dry twigs.



From noseto tail the creature dwarfed the largest of the ships on the sea, yet the dragon it rose to fight
was larger sill. Covered in midnight scales save where curved scarlet stripes curled up fromits belly, the
second dragon had a greater bulk. Not fat, just muscular, as Dranae was in comparison to Crow.
Massive and powerful, very powerful. Despiteits greater sSize, it twisted out of the gold dragon’ sreach
asthe smaller creature rose. Then, with aquick strike, the black dragon nipped at the gold’ sleft haunch,
tearing adark wound onits hip.

The gold dragon shrieked yet again and rolled through the air. It dove, twisting, then tried to level into
aglide. A wingtip dashed through the rigging on a Wruonan ship. The dragon wrenched its body around
to free thewing, but that smashed itstail through the ship’s Ssdeswith agreat sngpping of timbers. The
ship twisted awry, the aft going one way, the forecastle dipping toward the dark sea.

Beyond it, the dragon’ stail dragged like an anchor through the water. The golden beast contorted
itself and tried to roll onto its back to freeitstail. It succeeded, but at the cost of enough speed that it
could no longer fly. It splashed down heavily, crushing one ship beneath it, and sent out awave that lifted
some ships and swamped others.

The wave reached the shore, boosting grounded galleys higher up, then clawing away the dead on its
return to the sea. Still other galeys raced forward, beaching themselves. At least one came down on the
shod that had snared others, snapping the ked and spilling its contents into the angry water.

From Crow’ stower there arose abluefireball that streaked high into the sky. Jarmy stripped hisrobe
down to hiswaist and knotted deeves around hiswaist. “Now, Will. Now isour time.”

As Jarmy accepted a blackened staff worked with runes and sigils from another wizard, yet athird
stepped to thewall and pressed hishand to it. A bluish light flowed through the mage’ sflesh and into the
stone, tracing every seam and line throughout that small section of wall. A chill ran through the air, then
the wall exploded outward. The various blocksin it arched out and hung in the air in pairs, with ten feet
of nothing but anearly transparent rainbow light between them. Other Smilar bridges—sometall arches,
and others serpentine courses—connected the fortress to the walls el sawhere.

Before Will could ask what had happened, Jarmy and a half-dozen other Adepts dashed out onto the
rainbow bridge. Most had arrayed themsalves for battle as Jarmy had—including one dusky-skinned
woman. Their staves began to glow with an interna light that shifted from blue to awhite so bright it hurt
Will' seyes. Only the symbolsincised into the staves did not lose their nigrescent color and Will shivered
as he recognized some of them from the tattoos on Resolute' sflesh.

From one mage' s staff sprang dark green creatures that appeared to be nothing but a sharp-toothed
mouth with two spindly, claw-capped arms for moving its spherical body around. They bounced from the
walls as had the dragond’ s projectiles, then fell to devouring gibberers.

Other mages sped fireballsinto the milling mass of invaders. The sorcerous missles burned swathes
through the invaders until some vylaen countered that spell. Still other of the mages dueled with vylaens,
snuffing their spdlsand quickly fighting back with others.

Jarmy moved from the head of the bridge and legped down into the gap at Resolute' sleft. He whirled
his staff as might a stickfighter, then et it graze the stone around him. Where the staff touched, blue
flames guttered, describing acircle he clearly intended to hold free of gibberers. His chalenge did not go
unanswered. The staff spun with supernatural speed that |et the blunt wooden rod dice through limbs asif
it were honed to arazor’ s edge, or smash skulls with the weight of adedge.

The Adept who had created the bridge looked at Will. “ Go now, or remain here. | can hold this only
0long”

Will nodded, then streaked out onto the bridge. He sprinted as fast as he could along it, for with each
footfall it seemed to sag alittle. Nearing the wall, heleaped the last ten feet. As he soared through the air,
he saw the last of the blocksfal away and hisilluminated path vanish.

He landed on both feet, but skidded and went down on blood-dlicked rock. He did to the wall and
huddled there with his back to the stone. The dragondls boomed, their light flashing over the fortress
seamlessface. Theimpact of abal againgt thewall pitched Will onto hisface. Smaller balls clattered off
thewdlsand aman fell thrashing in front of Will, haf hisskull missng and lesking brains.

Thethief scrambled back away from the corpse, but before he hit the wall again, ahand closed on his



tunic and dragged him to hisfeet. Crow pulled the youth back to the shelter of the tower. “Y ou shouldn't
be here, Will.”

“But Jarmy said ...”

The way the flesh puckered at Crow’ s scarred cheek hardened his expression. “Come on, up to the
top.”

“But | want tofight...”

“Y ou can help in other ways.”

Crow gave him ashove up forward, so Will ascended the tight, circular staircase on hands and feet
like adog. He rose through the trapdoor, then involuntarily ducked down as the dragonels roared once
more. A tremor ran through the rock and Will found himself face to face with awoman whose leathery
skin had only begun to show her age.

“'mWill.”

“You'rewillful, to say theleast.”

Sherose and Will did aswell. He peered out from between merlons at the long, thick line of invaders
snaking itsway up the dliff face. From his previous vantage point he could only see some of the landing
areaand redlized only now that Chytrine had brought in far more in the way of troops than he had
previoudy imagined. Greenish fire sparked here and there, marking the locations of vylaens. They traded
spdIswith Vilwanese defenders and, more often than not, the gibberers around them would fall to arrows
the archers shot at the vylaens.

Out on the dragonel ship, oars started appearing and a crew worked awinch to pull up the fore
anchor. “Crow, they’ re going to move the ship.”

The white-haired man nodded. “Bring it around to shoot at the gap.”

“Can we do anything to stop them? Magick? Something?’

The sorceress snorted. “I’ll give you adagger if you want to swim out and hole the hull.”

Will frowned. “ Can you just magick it?’

“Watch.” She gestured dismissively at the ship with her left hand, launching a blue spark that shot in
toward it. When it neared the ship, it hit something that shimmered. Color bled through it, at first blue,
then dowly fading into green. As nearly as Will could see, some sort of bowl covered the ship.

“You can't get aspdl through?”

“That’ sjust the outer layer of many, | suspect. | could get

through, it would just take alot of time.* A snarl lit her features as she cast a spdll with her right hand
that lanced bluefire through the chest of avylaen. ” The enchantments Chytrine has worked on that ship
are astough to break as are those animating the meckanshiu’

Will nodded thoughtfully, asif that meant something to him, then deepened his scowl. “If we don't do
something, the dragonelswill clear that breach.”

“Which iswhy you' re here and not down there.” Crow nocked an arrow and drew. Helet fly and a
gibberer folded around an arrow through hisbelly.

“Can’t you shoot afirearrow at it?’

“It'sout of my range, aswell asthat of our ballistae.”

Another blast from the dragonels clattered shot off thewalls. A few men went down, but others had
taken to ducking when the dragonels' light flashed, dlowing them a chanceto find cover. This set of shots
swept closer to the gap. The next would certainly be able to shred the defenses and while many gibberers
would die at the same time, more than enough were set to pour up the beach and flood through into the
fortress.

They will die. Though Resolute, Dranae, and Jarmy were holding their own, even their most heroic
effort would not protect them against the dragonels' devastating power. They will die well, and so we
will sell our lives soon after.

The black dragon eclipsed the moon and sailed past the dragonel ship with the casual ease of a seagulll
drifting above afishing boat. Wings outstretched and sweeping stars up like nets, itstall out and shifting to
steer, the dragon did alazy circle around the Aurolani ship. It dipped its head toward the ship and up
from the deck came aquick lance of green fire. The magicka strike splashed over the cresture sright



forepaw, trickling verdant lightning aong scale edges and sparking off thetip of along claw.

If the sorcerous bolt hurt the dragon, it gave no sign. The black did pull its head back up, then canted
it to study the ship again with itsright eye. The dragon’ s head jerked up and down three times, and at the
end of thethird, it spat out aroiling ball of goldenfire.

The bdl fdl through the sky like afiery comet, then hit the bowl! protecting the ship. The fire spread
dowly, like honey poured over adumpling, dripping down the Sdes. The fierce light from dragon’ sfire
brought a premature dawn to the north coast of Vilwan, yet Will got no warmth fromit at al.

Asthefire flowed down to the water and raised steam, the bowl shuddered and contracted. Black
splotches appeared on the bowl.and fire flowed around and drained through them. Suddenly thefire
geysered back out through those holes, then the bowl evaporated as a thunderclap tightened the water
and battered theidand. Debris, some flaming fragments, other dark bits of things unidentifiable, stippled
the water, holed other ships, and bounced from the cliffs.

All that was | eft of the dragone ship was a smoking holein the water that closed fast in awash of froth
and flotsam.

Thecircle of debris sprayed out far enough to carve into some of the gibberers, but left the bulk of
them aone. The black dragon swooped low, but spat no fire. Will hoped it might snatch aclawful in
passing, but it did not do that, either. Instead it continued out and away from Vilwan, dipping low enough
only to snatch the downed gold from the water and haul Chytrine' sdragon away initsclaws. The gold
protested, but another nip quieted it.

The departure of the black might have heartened the invaders, but not nearly as much asthe loss of the
dragonel ship breathed new hope into the defenders. Men who had cowered beneath the walls now rose,
shooting arrows, casting stones or spells down on the horde. Combat Adepts plied spdlls that raked
magickal fire over the Aurolani forcestoward the rear. While vylaens might use magick to dousethe
flames, snged fur gtill stunk, burned flesh till blistered, and the screams of half-broiled gibberersinspired
fear intheir comrades.

The horde fragmented. The back ranks fled to their galleys and streamed over them like ants over
rotten fruit. From the courtyard arced more barrels of napthalm. Stonesflew, clicking and clacking their
way down the cliffsde. More spells plit mantlets or loosed demons that lashed out with unbridied
ferocity.

At the gap meckanshii surged forward, driving awedge deep into the gibberer front. The close
guarters meant no one had space to swing aweapon effectively, but the meckanshi were as much
wespon as they were human. Mechanical hands closed over faces and crushed muzzles. Sharpened
metal claws stroked throats and pierced chests. Gibberer blows that would have flayed flesh or lopped
off limbs clanged from metd, leaving the meckanshii unhurt.

At the water, gibberers cast away weapons and stripped off armor. Will had no idealif they could
swim or not, but plenty made the attempt. Their hope lay in the galleys that had towed the landing craft
behind them, but the Wruonin captains of those vessels seemed ready to weigh anchor and pull for their
distant home. Between the gibberers and these ships, dark shapes coursed through the water. Will knew
what lay beneath the triangular fins splitting the waves.

The meckanshi and other warriors drove the gibberers back to the cliff’ s edge. Ranks toppled
backward, some of them rolling downhill and cutting down others of the horde. The stawartsin the front
linesfought as hard as they could, but the implacable meckanshi would not be denied. The last of the
gibberersdied at the top of the hill, leaving the Vilwanese and their aliesin sole possession of the heights.

From the tower top, Will watched the remainder retreat to the sea. At least one vylaen survived long
enough to magick agdley off the shore. Gibberers swam to it hurriedly, undaunted by a cask of
napthalm exploding at the shore and coating the water. Other shots missed the ship, allowing the
defenders to watch a comedy of tangling oars as the boat bumped its way through burning hulks.
Somehow it did get going north and started crashing its way through waves with its blunt prow.

From the gate, ablue jet of flame stabbed into the night. It resolved itself into something resembling a
crossbow quarrd. It moved dowly but heavily through the dark, kissing shark-gnawed corpses with cold
light asthey bobbed in the water. Findly it arced down and in at the base of the ship’sforecastle.



Decking burned for amoment, then the ship went nose down. The helmsman spilled from the wheel deck
and gibberers clung screaming to oars as the aft came up and the black waters greedily sucked the ship
down.

Will glanced at the gap and saw Jarmy standing there. His staff, till glowing white-hot, pointed toward
the sinking galley. His shot had clearly blown open the landing hatch, letting the seapour in. But why?

Then Will remembered. The pirates had dain some of those who had been fleeing Vilwan. He said no
guarter given, but that was just murder.

Looking around at the bodiesin the water, diding down hills, and hearing the cacophony of the
wounded pleading for succor or desth, Will got hisfirgt glimpse of the future. Her attack here was
insane, and failed horribly. Launching it made no sense.

He shook his head. Senseless or not, her attack |eft people broken and bleeding and dead. He clearly
understood why Crow opposed her and would always oppose her. That he should want to do the same
struck him asright, but the daughter told him that was madness.,

He hoped, when tested, he would have the strength’ to make one choice or at least the luck to avoid
snking into the other.

fPhe pain attendant to a cough brought Kerrigan to con-1 sciousness, but the sharp stab of afinger in
his chest is J. what snapped his eyes open. He looked up into a broad bestial face with pebbled flesh of a
mottled green-brown. Thetall ears had tufts of black hair on them, and a shock of black hair covered the
crest of the creature’ shead. Its dark eyeswidened in surprise, asdid Kerrigan's eyes. The mag-icker
screamed and the creature jumped back.

The scream made Kerrigan cough again, which sent pain shooting through him. Herolled onto hisright
sde, clawing weekly at the sand with hisleft hand. His robes were soaked, and the dawning sun had not
yet risen high enough to have dried them. He coughed yet again and spat, but only saw alittle blood on
the sand.

The creature that had awakened him legped over him, landed, and turned, spraying sand around with
itsthick tail. It squatted on its haunches, with clawed hands on its knees, and canted its head to the Sde
to study him. Then another of them joined the first, and athird—with the last two looking dightly smaler
and hiding behind the squatting one.

Kerrigan’smind raced. He recognized the creatures from his studies, and this made hisheart sink. The
Panqui were known for being savage and cruel. He would have tended to discount the storieshe' d read
of them, but every so often aship bound for Vilwan fdll prey to Panqui pirates.

The painin his chest drew him back to the battle against Chytrine' s pirates. A piece of the arrow il
remained in him, with about an inch of it tenting his robe. He recalled having smashed the pirate ship, but
after that, after the black wave of cold water had overturned the boat, he had no memory. He glanced
back aong the beach, and past the Panqui, but saw no other bodies and scant little flotsam and jetsam.

Orla, dead. The girl, dead, all of them, dead because of me. He hammered afist againgt the sand.
Any of ahundred spells could have destroyed the pirate ship without raising aripple in the water.
Properly employed, the spell he’ d used to destroy the pirates could have boosted his boat out of the
archers range. He could have shielded them against arrows and magick.

But he had not. | killed them. | killed them all.

The Panqui approached on knuckles and short bandy legs. It sniffed, then reached out afinger and
poked Kerrigan's ankle. The Adept drew hisfoot back. He tried to scoot backward, but had the
success of abeached whae at gracefully shifting hisbulk.

The other two Panqui started hooting, then moved out and around away from their protector. They
darted in at Kerrigan, dapping at histhighs and head. He ducked one blow, then snarled asan
openhanded dap smacked his|eft thigh. He rolled onto his back, then a cuff caught him across the head.

The smaller Panqui grabbed his arms as he raised them to protect his head. They hauled him to hisfeet
and spun him around. The world swam, so Kerrigan staggered.

Another cuff over hisright ear drove him higher onto the beach, into drier sand, then another soun him
around and sent him back toward the sea.



The larger Panqui moved in and bellowed at Kerrigan. The magicker yelped and retreated. One of the
others shoved him hard. Kerrigan ssumbled and went to one knee, then akick in hisback drove him onto
hisface. Hetasted sand, felt it grit in his eyes, then coughed yet again, spitting out bright red blood.

That made the Panqui hoot and holler louder. Their shrieks rose to a panic pitch, asagrunting built,
then exploded into afurious roar. The ground shook as something landed before him, scattering the three
Panqui. The two smallest screeched and scrambled into the water. The larger one backed away, barking
angrily.

A growl answered him.

Kerrigan blinked his eyes, |etting tears wash the sand from them, and looked up. A fourth Panqui
towered over him, easily hdf again as heavy asthe smaler ones, and ahead tdler than the larger.
Whereas their scaled flesh had been pea-green, his had a deep evergreen hue, with faint spots of dark
brown and black dappling bony plates. Silver stripes worked down the bony-armor scales on his spine
and tail, and the occasiona slver hair gppeared on his ears and head. The creature glanced down at
Kerrigan and the human read no compassion in the Panqui’ s dark eyes.

The first Panqui bellowed a challenge and charged. The larger one answered and rushed forward. The
gmaller one aborted its charge and started to turn when the larger swatted it, spinning it down into the
sand. Thefirgt Panqui rolled and came up to itsfeet unsteadily, then flopped onto its back, with itsthick
tall coming up between itslegsto curl over its genitdiaand stcomach.

The largest stood over it and screamed. It sprayed sand over the downed creature, dumpingitin
handfuls, kicking it, and sweeping it dong with itstail. The smaler Panqui mewed helplesdy and curled
into abdl, hugging its head with its hands.

Kerrigan levered himsdlf up and got his knees under him. He did his best to suppress acough, but it
squirted out of his mouth. Bloody spit dribbled down his chin and he smeared it into a sandy red paste
with the back of his hand. His breath came short and laced with pain.

The youth had no ideawhen his savior would turn his attention back to him, but he entertained no
illusions about how quickly the Panqui would dispatch him. His only chancefor survivd lay in being able
to use magick to defeat the beadt, but with apiece of wood in his chest and hislung bleeding, he couldn’t
concentrate enough to cast the battery of spells needed to save himsdlf.

Heraised hisright hand to the piece of arrow and tried to poke the broken end back through the hole
in hisrobe. He couldn’t quite get it, and even the dightest pressure on the stick caused enough pain to
make him gasp. He closed his eyesto concentrate, then something shut the sun out. He opened his eyes
to find the big Panqui seated there before him.

Without ceremony, the creature reached out, grabbed the robe, and ripped it open. The Panqui’s
nodrilsflared asit sniffed, then closed again. “\Woundsour.”

Kerrigan's jaw dropped open. “What?’

“Woundsour. You die.” The Panqui settled back on its haunches. “No life woundsour.”

“Not true.” The youth winced as hetried to get agood grip on the arrow fragment. Part of him
wondered what he thought he was doing, since he knew he had neither the courage nor the strength to
pull it free. He could barely get histhumb and two fingersonit. If he cast aspell to pull it free—the same
gpell he' d used to destroy the ship would do nicely—he didn’t think he’ d have the strength he needed to
hed himsdlf. But | do thisor | die.

The two smalest Panqui emerged from the water and clung to each other, tittering. The largest snarled
at them, then looked to Kerrigan again. * Stick gone, woundsour remain.”

“It hasto go.” Kerrigan started to tug on it, then moaned and his fingers dipped off bloody.

The Panqui regarded him closaly, then leaned forward. Hisright paw fell heavily on Kerrigan's
shoulder, holding it rigidly in place. The Panqui’ sleft hand came up and itsleft thumb and forefinger did
along the shaft. Pure agony ignited in Kerrigan' s shoulder as the Panqui pressed the skin back, exposing
more of the shaft. The cresture grasped it firmly and then, with alittle twist, ripped it free.

Kerrigan shrieked and hunched asfar forward as he could. Sobs shook him and tears poured down
hisface. He gulped in air, then coughed it back out. His pain and terror redoubled as bloody bubbles
accompanying ahiss burst from his shoulder. Pus and blood dribbled down over his chubby breast. He



opened his mouth in awordless cry, hislower lip quivering, then found himsdlf shoved roughly back.

The Panqui towered over him. “ Soulsour.”

The abruptness of the shove shocked Kerrigan. He sniffed and wiped his nose on adeeve. “What?’

“Woundsour, you die. Soulsour, you dead.” The Panqui snorted dismissively. “Not worth Lombo’s
time”

ThePanqui sat back down, then turned hisface away, showing Kerrigan his strong profile and jutting
muzze

“No?’ The mage struggled back to his knees. “Watch, Lombo.”

Kerrigan cleaned hisright hand off on histhigh, then pressed it to the wound. The hole in him ached
and bubbles broke againgt his palm. He forced himself to press hard, and bit back agasp at the pain.
Breathing in through his nose as deeply as he could, Kerrigan closed his eyes and ordered hismind. He
took the jagged edges of the pain and smoothed them into the flowing twists of an elven hedling spell,
sucking more and more pain into it to powe it.

The spdll cast did asit was supposed to do and sped healing. In doing so it exacted a price, and that
pricewas Kerrigan' sfeding every bit of pain and discomfort he would have if the wound had healed
normally. Months of agony condensed into ten seconds, then twenty. A half aminute passed with the
pain getting stronger and more intense, but Kerrigan held steady. He dug his nailsinto his shoulder to
keep hishand in place even though it felt asif ared-hot iron shaft was being thrust into his shoulder to
burn the wound clean.

A minute and the pain till built. He ground his teeth together againgt it. His body shook and he wanted
to vomit, but he kept that in, too. Another heartbeat and another. Swesat burned into his eyes and seeped
sdty into his mouth. He lifted his head and snarled, but refused to cry out.

Then the pain broke so sharply Kerrigan was certain he must have heard it snap. He opened his eyes,
then peded his hand away from his shoulder and found unblemished skin there, dl pink and hedlthy. He
breathed quickly, but painlesdy, his chest heaving. He brought his right foot out first, then hisleft, and
staggered to hisfeet somehow.

Helooked down’ at Lombo. “Woundsour no more.”

The Panqui looked at him, then sniffed. “Man have df magick?’

Kerrigan nodded confidently. “I do.”

Lombo exploded from the ground and hit Kerrigan with aflying tackle that folded the youth over his
right shoulder. Kerrigan would have screamed if he could have, but the blow drove the wind from his
lungs. Before he could say anything or do anything, the Panqui had scampered up the beach, along the
trunk of afdlen tree, and into the branchesthirty feet above the ground. They raced aong one branch,
then Kerrigan's somach lurched as the Panqui legped out, through the air.

Another branch and lots of foliage dowed their fall, then they siwung up and around. Branches creaked
and groaned as the Panqui moved through the trees. The creature stail didn't grasp tree limbs, but
Kerrigan got ample view of it swishing thisway and that, counterba ancing them asthey flew between
trees.

Kerrigan had no idea how far they had traveled, or in what direction, when Lombo dropped from a
treeinto aclearing. Sturdy structures built of ogs and thatched with woven branches formed a square.
The long buildings had open sides, but the eaves hung low enough that most rain would be kept out.
Groups of Panqui moved within the buildings, and some children chased around in the dust between
them, teasing adog that had been tied to one corner pillar. Several Panqui lounged in woven hammocks,
using their tailsto impart agentle swing.

Lombo peded Kerrigan off his shoulder, then spun the youth around and drag-marched him over to
one of the buildings. In ahammock there lay an older Panqui— Kerrigan made that assessment based on
the increased amount of silver striping the creature, and the pure white of its head hair and ear tufts.
Severd other Panqui attended it. Kerrigan adjudged them to be femal e because of their pendulous
breasts.

Lombo squatted near the hammock and peeled awet bit of cloth off the elder’ sright shin. A mass of
mashed roots and herbs had been tucked into awound, but beneath it Kerrigan could see the broken



ends of a bone sticking up through the skin. The moment the cloth came off the youth caught the pungent
scent of decay.

“Woundsour bad.” Lombo flattened his nogtrils. “EIf magick.”

“I don't know.” Kerrigan glanced around and began to shiver. “I have worked it on me and on others,
but humans or elves. I’ ve never done a Panqui before.”

“You haveto do it, Adept Reese.” The voice came from deeper within the longhouse and was
accompanied by therustle of chains. “I did what | could, but it was not enough.”

Kerrigan peered into the shadows. A haggard and grey-faced Orlaleaned back against apost. A
metal collar had been fitted around her neck. Nestled in her lap was the red-haired girl, her knee
bandaged and, given the lumpi-ness of the dressing, packed with herbs. “Magister Orla, why do you let
them chain you?’

She shook her head. “My back is broken. | can’t run. Neither can she.”

Kerrigan started toward her, but Lombo barred his path.” Xleniki.”

Orlasighed. “Hed the old one and they’ll let you work on us. If you don’t, we' redl dead.”

Kerrigan shivered. “And if | fail?’

“Dead isdead, Adept Reese.”

Kerrigan nodded and approached the old Panqui. Xleniki’ s eyes remained closed, his breathing
shdlow and ragged. The magicker forced himsdlf to breathe deeply. “Magick will hurt him to hed him.”

Lombo nodded once, solemnly.

“Kerrigan, no.”

Heglanced a Orla. “What, Magister? You said | had to hed him.”

“Yes, but you have to take the pain into yoursdlf. The shock of it could kill him.”

“But, hisleg, it'sbroken. Thewound isinfected.” Kerrigan blinked hiseyes. “It will hurt. It will hurt a
lot.”

“These are Panqui. Do you think dying at their hands will hurt less?’

The youth swallowed hard and reached down with hisright hand. The Panqui’ s flesh felt warmer than
he expected, and even hot at the wound. Kerrigan knew that was from the infection, but he pressed his
hand to it nonetheless. The old Panqui stirred a bit, but Lombo appeared at the head of the hammock
and rested his massive paws on the older creature s shoulders.

Kerrigan again closed his eyes and began to invoke the elven spell. He pushed his awarenessinto the
Panqui’ sflesh. It felt to him similar to abare foot descending into thick mud that oozed up between the
toes, then arising scent suggested it was not mud but feces. A shiver ran through him and he wanted to
pull back because thingsfelt so dien and wrong.

It was that same sense of the dien, though, that kept him there and made him plunge deeper. Having
just used the spell to save himsdlf, the memory of what hiswound and pain had felt likewas ill freshin
his mind. He catal ogued the differences between that and thiswound, then located the smilarities and
used them to push even degper. Findly he found the flow of pain, which pulsed bright and strong, all
razor-edged and saw-toothed.

Though every fiber of hisbody fought againgt it, Kerrigan severed that flow and pulled it into himsdlf.
He forced the magick back through that channel, speeding the pain’ sflow by condricting it, then letting it
skitter through hisbody. It shook hislimbs and ground his teeth. Needles of agony pierced him more
thoroughly than the arrow had, and the one lancing into hisloins voided his bladder. His shuddering
muscles sent quivers through hisflesh and sweat drenched him. It coursed down his back, moistened
fleshy folds over his chest and ssomach, and dripped from his nose and chin.

His mind tracked every twinge, every jolt, every breath, every indignity from the warmth of urine
running down hisleg to the whimpers escaping histhroat, but he set them aside. The keenest bit of him
reveled in the strangeness of the Panqui physiology. The nature of the creature he was hedling fascinated
him. Where he started the spell working one way and the body resisted, he shifted and shifted again. He
found the Panqui were hearty beasts who normally healed very quickly, so he was ableto push Xleniki’s
body to agreater rate of recovery. He changed and refined the spell as he worked, trimming bits here,
adding hitsthere. He drew on the energy his body created with his shivers and shudders, pulsing more



power into the spell. .
The pain soared through him, but Kerrigan didn’t let it beat him. The wonderment he felt at working on

the Panqui let him track the pain and view it dispassionately, for even it was yet another tidbit of
information, amorsal of knowledge that only he possessed. The desire for more drove him on and with a
certain reluctance and melancholy he redized the pain was dackening and that he had accomplished his
god.
His eyes opened and he pulled his hand away from the old Panqui’ sleg. The wound had closed, the
flesh had sedled, and not so much as atrace of a scar marred it. Kerrigan smiled and wanted to say
something, but histongue felt leaden in his mouth, and his chest tightened.

A wave of fatigue crashed over, dragging his eyelids down. He tried to clutch onto the hammock, but
hisfingers refused to tighten. He fdlt the burning rasp of fibers againgt hisflesh, and hisworld went black
before he could ever fed the shock of hitting the ground.

[ eaning againgt amerlonin early morning, Will redized

Lhe' d been wrong when hel d thought of the black dragon’ sflight being like that of the seagulls. The
birdshung intheair, their tail feathersflicking right and left, steering them to new updrafts, then they
folded their wings and dove down onto the bodies littering the coast. Some of the birds perched on
floating corpses, while others squabbled over beached carrion.

Human. Gibberer. Vylaen. It didn’t seem to matter to them what they feasted on. Crabs fought for the
corpses nearest the shordline, and out in the ocean, turtles and other fish plucked at bobbing bodies. Will
didn’'t see any sharks out there anymore. Thelir strikes, which had still been visible at dawn, had become
duggish asthe sharks gorged themsalves.

Will would have shivered, but what he was watching wasin no way as chilling as the battle had been.
When the Aurolani forces had been driven back, word had been sent to the troops stationed farther
inland. They came forward and evacuated the wounded deeper into the interior, to the tower devoted to
curative magicks. That diminated the moans and shrieks, at least from ingde the fortress, leaving the folks
there to straighten the limbs of their dead and begin to mourn.

That process excluded Will. None of the people he' d known had been killed. Resolute and Dranae
had both collected cuts and scrapes—with one dash rendering Resol ute’ s left arm usaless until the ef had
it magicked back to health again. The spell had not been easy to cast, and Resolute had groaned while it
was being used on him, then lay down on the battlements and dept for awhile.

Even Captain Gerhard and Jarmy had survived the fray. Gerhard had lost a number of his meckansh,
then wandered through the wounded, picking out men and women to whom the option to become a
meckanshii would be made available. Will had no ideawhat Gerhard would be looking for in recruits;
especidly when they lay wounded in a place where spells existed that could render them whole again.
Still, nods from broken warriors, weak salutes with bandaged stumps, suggested he found takersfor his
offers.

Jarmy, likewise, had lost people from his septet. Will couldn’t determine if seven was the normal
number of combat Adepts who would band together, or if groupings were made up on some other basis.
He saw afew glum groups with nearly a dozen members, and one set of four who appeared to be quite
happy. Jarmy just scowled, then stalked down amid the bodies, making certain the vylaens were dead
and removing from corpses the things that could be talismans or otherwise magickd.

The battle frustrated Will. He d been there, he' d seen things, but he' d not fought. He'd not so much as
thrown a bladestar, and he felt embarrassed by that. By the same token, having seen Resolute, Dranae,
Jarmy, and the meckanshi in battle, he knew the only thing he would have done was shed blood. That
he knew he was weak shamed him, and that he’ d not had the opportunity to prove himsdf otherwise led
to hisfrustration.

“Will, you should eat.”

The youth turned and nodded to Crow. He accepted from the older man asmall round of bread and a
wedge of yellow cheese. He sniffed the cheese and welcomed its sharp scent chasing the pungent miasma
of desth away.



Crow sank to the base of thewal and sat back. “Not looking down there will help you eat.”

Will shrugged and sat cross-legged on the battlement. “1 was thinking that I’ d compared the dragon to
seagulls. | think that would make the dragon angry.”

The older man tore ahunk out of his bread round, then nibbled some cheese. * Just for amoment, |
can seethat, with the black. The way it drifted there, yes. Not much eseto remind you of gulls, though.”

Theyouth shivered. “What he did to the ship ... How? Why?’

“How?’ Crow pointed afinger at aknot of sorcerers standing atop the far fortress. “1 would guess
they’ re arguing that point now, and will come down to the dragon using Draco-magick. Dragonsare old,
ancient. They're al'so very powerful, which iswhy we can't et Chytrine recover the parts of the
DragonCrown and recongtruct it.”

“She has part of it, doesn’t she?”’

Crow nodded wearily. “ She got part of it in Svarskya. There are three fragments hidden at Fortress
Draconis. There' sanother in Lakadin, the capita of Jerana. Some of the storiestell of one fragment
having beenin Vorqudlyn. The eves say it was evacuated, but they’ ve told no onewhereitis.”

Will gnawed on acrust of bread. “At least it will be hard for her to get that piece, then. The one piece
she has lets her control dragons?’

Crow shrugged uneasily. “ Seemsto. She had one dragon with her at the Siege of Fortress Draconis
yearsago, but it died. It was agold like the one last night, but abit bigger.

Just having part of the crown gives her limited control, like a puppeteer with a cut-string puppet. The
way | understand it, the more fragments, the better the control .

“But she'd need dl of it for full control, right?’

“I don’'t know. See, eight centuries past, when Kirun created the DragonCrown and used it to bring
war to the south, the dragons wrought havoc. Kirun's big mistake was that he didn’t have enough in the
way of ground forces to garrison the towns he took. Men, elves, and urZrethi fought back and managed
to trap him. They dew him and broke the crown up.

“Nearly as anyone knows, Chytrine was his gpprentice, so she might know the spells used to create
the DragonCrown. Even if she doesn't, if she managesto get enough pieces together she could figure out
what’ s missing and might be ableto re-createit.”

Hejerked athumb at the ocean behind the wall. “ Chytrineisn’t stupid, and she learned well from
Kirun'smistake. If shewaswilling to throw away that many gibber-ersin astupid assault likethis, she
must have thousands upon thousands waiting to go. With the dragons to smash opposition and gibberers
to hold what she takes, her conquest of the world will succeed.”

Will broke off apiece of bread and tossed it into the air. A gull swooped down and snared the morsel
withitshill. “And we ve been heading to Fortress Draconis to get them to hide the crown fragments
redly good?’

Resolute walked up, towering over Will. “We need to disperse them, then kill Chytrine.” The Vorquelf
looked over a Crow. “The Grand Magister is here, looking at the damage. He wantsto talk with you.”

Crow stood, steadied by Resolute’ s strong hand. 1 sent amessage to him asking that we be given
passage as fast as possible to Fortress Draconis.”

Will stood and, shoving hisfood into his pockets, drifted after Resolute and Crow. Thetrio
approached aknot of Adeptsin their robes of green. The group opened to reved, &t its heart, asmall,
wizened man wearing awhite robe. It contrasted sharply with hislong, yellowed beard. He clutched a
daff taler than hewas, and he was so hunched over that Will easily saw over the man’s bald head.

Crow bowed solemnly. “Thisisan honor, Grand Magister.”

Thelittle man did not move for a heartbesat or two, then only dightly lifted hishead. “Y ou are Crow?
Youdon't fed likeacrow.”

“No, Magigter, today | fed like an old man.”

The magician cackled, and after amoment, the Adepts around him joined hislaughter politely.

Will blinked. When Resolute had announced the coming of the man who ruled Vilwan, he' d expected
someone who lived up to thetitle“ Grand Magister.” He thought of someone tal and sharp-eyed, with a
noble nose, not a misshapen potatolike lump, al hunched over and dow. Power should have been



coursing off him, crackling the air around him.

The Grand Magister’ s brown eyes dowly glanced past Crow and met Will’ sgaze. “ Thisisthe boy
you brought?’

“Yes”

“Come here, lad.”

Though the command came barely as awhisper, Will found himself unableto resist it. He stepped
forward, right up to the ancient man. The Grand Magigter lifted hisleft hand and took hold of Will’schin.
Hetipped the boy’ s head down a bit, then their gazes met again.

A jolt ripped through Will. Had the magician not had hold of his chin, the boy’ s head would have
snapped back asif he' d been kicked by ahorse. An dien presence punched itsway into Will’smind.
The youth felt himsdlf stretched, then something popped. Another pop and another, distant, sounded in
sequence, then the Grand Magister broke eye contact and let Will go.

Will staggered back and Resolute caught him. Will dropped ahand to hislongknife shilt, thinking to
draw and dash the old man for that invasion, but the VVorquelf’ s grip stopped him. The youth looked
daggers up a Resolute, but the Vorquelf just shook his head.

Will shivered. He' sright. I’d not get a step closer before he could kill me.

The Grand Magister nodded dowly. “He has promise, that one.”

“Thank you, Grand Magister. Thisiswhy we want to travel to Fortress Draconis asfast aspossible.”

The ancient thaumaturge brushed that suggestion aside with awave of hishand. “I cannot let you go
there. Y ou are needed elsewhere.”

“Elsewhere?” Will shook himsdlf. “ Fortress Draconis is where they have the DragonCrown fragments
that Chytrinewill useto bring an army of dragons back here. Where el se could we possibly be needed?”’

“Hisblood isfiery. Good.” The Grand Magister blinked dowly, then looked a Crow. “Y ou will
accompany the Vilwanese delegation to the Harvest Festiva in Ydin. Y ou will betherefor the Council of
Kings”

Crow frowned. “But, Magigter, Vilwan does not send a delegation to the Council of Kings.”

“Not often does awitch from the north attempt to conquer Vilwan.” The old man shrugged. “Times
have changed. Besides which, the Draconis Baron is attending the meetings, and you have businesswith
him, do you not?’

“The Snow Fox will bein Ydin?’

“Yes, Crow.” The Grand Magister reached out and settled hisleft hand over Crow’ s heart. “Y ou have
labored long to be prepared for the times that unfold now. The weight of your work and your reputation
are needed to provide balance. Y our wisdom is needed to provide direction.”

Crow laughed lightly. “No kingswill listen to my words.”

“No, but your wordswill fal into the ears of their subordinates, then many mouthswill share your
wisdom with those who need it.”

Will frowned so hard hisforehead hurt. “1s being vague something wizards do, or isit just that you're
old?

The Grand Magister cackled again, but the Adepts did not join him. Instead they glared at Will. The
thief shrugged their anger off—in the arena of glaring, none of them could have bested Resolute, and Will
could aready fed the Vbrquelf’s eyes boring two holesin the top of his skull.

“Wilburforce, would you pour more water into afull jug?’

“Only if | wanted to make amess.”

“So it iswith being vague. Y ou and my Adeptsarefull up for now, especidly as concernsthings for
Crow.” A spark flashed in the Grand Magister’ seyes. “If you would permit me, though, I think | would
have from you an answer that would help fill me.”

“Huh?’

The magicker continued asif he' d not heard Will’ s puzzled response. *Y ou saw, last night, the black
dragon come and drive off the gold. Why do you think he did it?’

Will blinked. “He?’

The Grand Magister nodded dowly. “Vriisurod isnot unknown. Heliveson Vae. Why would he



come here after the gold?’

“I don’t know. He does't like Chytrine? He didn't like the gold?” Will shrugged. “He seesVilwan as
hisdoman?’

The barest hint of asmiletugged at the Grand Magister’ s mouth. “ A game of dominion? Interesting
idea. Think on this, Wilburforce. Vrusurod isof an ancient and noble line, but he once served Kirun.
Now he defiesKirun's heir. Why?”

Will snorted. “He doesn’t want her to re-create the DragonCrown and endave him again.”

“Ah, but that’ sthe trick of it, isn't it? 1 said he served Kirun, not that he was endaved by him. He
served will-ingly.” Thelittle man arched an eyebrow. “Now, after what is barely adecadein the
reckoning of dragons, he no longer supportsthat cause. His change is to be welcomed, to be sure, but
unless we understand what motivates him, we could aienate him and give that power to Chytrine.”

The Grand Magister nodded toward the ocean and dim, mist-shrouded Vael to the northwest.
“Chytrine sdragon was limited to talon, claw, and flame, since her control isincomplete. Free, aswas
Vrisurod, or fully controlled by the crown, the dragons can bring dl their magicksto play. If Chytrineis
given that sort of power, there is nothing that can gainsay her anything she desires.”

Crow shivered. “Wewill stop her.”

“Yes, you have thetools, Crow, | seethat.” The Grand Magister nodded once. “To Y din with you,
then. Y ou have the tools, now you need gain the chance to use them.”

Tf he' d ever been taught to curse—aside from the magicka | kind—Kerrigan was pretty sure he'd be
grumbling al hot land nasty. His boots had shrunk because of the ocean dunking, and gotten tight and
hard. He had Blisters, and while it would have been an easy thing to heal them, the magick did nothing
about building up the callusesthat would protect hisfeet. Every step he took put him in agony, and the
pain from walking had worked up hislegsto hiskneesand hips.

The straps on his backpack—a musty old thing the Panqui had salvaged from somewhere and
presented him with great ceremony—rubbed the flesh of his shoulders raw. Because Lombo had torn his
robe open and no one had seen fit to repair it, one of the straps was actually rubbing against his bare
in.

After recovering from his exhaustion from hedling the old Panqui, Kerrigan had been adlowed to hedl
Orlaand the girl. Spdlling them back to hedlth had not been difficult, and both of them accepted the pain
of ther heding.

Kerrigan had, when dealing with Orla, repaired the break in her back. That restored function to her
legs. HE d als0, aslong as he was in there, taken care of some lingering damage from old wounds,
clearing up some old scar tissue, reconnecting some nerves, and smoothing down some bonesin her hips
and knees.

Asareault, Orlawas marching along through the Saporician jungle at a pace that young Larikawas
having ahard time matching. The old woman seemed happier than Kerrigan had ever seen her. While she
did admonish him about having done too much, she seemed to enjoy being able to move spryly.

Larika, who was happy at having survived and having her knee fixed, giggled and wandered all over.
She never strayed far from the group, catching up easily because Kerrigan was moving so dowly. When
they would get ahead of him—usually a the top of asmall hill—they’ d wait, chatting gaily about onething
or another. He' d get there and they’ d allow him aminute srest or two, then set off again.

Lombo was no help at al. In the ceremony in which the backpack was bestowed upon Kerrigan, the
elder Panqui exhorted the assembled group of Panqui a great length. Kerrigan estimated the community
at roughly three hundred individuas, though only fifty or so came from the immediate camp. He
suspected there were anumber of other villages scattered throughout the area and made amenta noteto
learn everything he could about the Panqui when he returned to Vilwan.

During this ceremony, about the only word Kerrigan caught was“Y din.” Xleniki then waved Lombo
forward and presented him to Kerrigan. Lombo trandated, indicating he would be their guide for thetrip
to Ydin. Hewent on to recount his many deeds of bravery, which set many of the Panqui hooting. Most
of it sounded like local adventures, but the beast did mention astint crewing on aWruonan pirate ship



and living on that idand for awhile.

On the hike, which had started the day after the ceremony despite Kerrigan' s entreatiesto let him rest
more, Lombo had primarily taken to the trees. He' d race ahead of the group, bellowing chalenges that
were seldom answered. Then he'd wait in the bole of atree between branches, watching them and more
often than not munching on fruit or nuts or small, arbored creatures that hadn’t moved fast enough.

The Panqui had been generous with the rainforest’ s bounty, especialy when they made camp for the
night. He brought the best of fruits, and the group knew they were good because Lombo had generdly
nibbled each one to make sure. The very best went to Kerrigan, then the slver-haired Orla, and findly
Larika Kerrigan tried to be gracious, but he'd carry his haul off to anearby stream to wash it al off.

Lombo would follow him and watch him, which only made Kerrigan more miserable. The Panqui
would squat in the water upsiream, and the young mage feared the beast was relieving himsdf in the
water while Kerrigan washed hisfood. That put him off feeding until his somach hurt more than hisfeet
and Lombo, thinking the fruit not to hisliking, brought alive snakefor Kerrigan to kill and est.

Cold and tired, achy and hungry, Kerrigan pulled himself avay from the two women and barely
acknowledged them. He answered their questions with grunts and scowls, which he knew wasn't fair, but
he wasn't sure what elseto do. His physical discomforts did make him grumpy, but he could have gotten
past them. Something dsewas digging a him.

On the second night out, while Orlaand Larikagiggled over some private joke, Kerrigan could take
no more. Heturned, dowly and deliberately, and snorted at them over the smal fire. “How can you be
laughing? They're dl deed, the rest of them are dead.”

Lartikablinked her blue eyesinnocently. “We re dive. Isn't that something to be happy about?’

Orlareached ahand out and rested it on the girl’ s shoulder. “It is, child, but that’ s not what Adept
Reeeishinting a, isit? Out with it, Kerrigan. There samaggot wriggling around in your mind. Let it
free”

Kerrigan glared at them, and then at Lombo. At the mention of the word “maggot,” the Panqui had
started to come closer to Kerrigan, but the youth couldn’t endure Lombo’ s grooming him for nits.
“They’ re dead. Lombo has said no others were pulled from the sea.”

“You don’t know that, Kerrigan. Others might have been picked up by boatsin the area.”

“They’re probably dead, too.”

“Some, perhaps, but you eiminated the threat to many of them.”

Kerrigan’ s hands closed into fists and he hammered one againg his|eft thigh, punctuating hiswords.
“Yes, but | killed the others because of it! The wave tossed the ship over. They al went into the sea. Its
weirun has more mest to feed his pets because of me. | killed them. | killed them.”

Faster than he would have imagined, Orlarose and dapped him hard across the face. The blow stung
sharply, stunning him. Hisleft hand rose to cover his cheek. He stared at her, openmouthed, then his
lower lip quivered and he began to cry.

“Why?

Orlasiraightened her robe and stared down at him. *Y ou were becoming hysterical and that’ swhen
you stop thinking, Adept Reese. Y ou need to be thinking right now, not fegling, not fearing. That was my
first reason for hitting you.”

She dowly sat, holding her hands out to the fire. “ The second reason isto show you that you are no
killer— though | wish to dl the gods you were. Someone of your power would have burned me divefor
that, asareflex. Think about it, Kerrigan, there you were, people screaming and dying. Y ou took an
arrow through the chest in the middle of afight, and what did you do? Y ou used awarehouse clerk’s
spell. You raised that ship into the air and then dashed it like achild' stoy. If you had awarrior’ s heart,
the ship would have been just as dead.”

“Y es, but the otherswouldn’t have. There would have been no wave.”

“Y our lack of thinking about consegquences again betraysyou.” Orlaarched an eyebrow. “If you'd
made the ship combust, the explosion would have started such awave. If you’ d crushed the prow and
had it Snk, the suction would have pulled our ship down. There were dozens of other things you could
have done that might have swamped or sunk our little boat, and for al you know, the damageit had



taken might have rendered it unseaworthy. It could have been sinking aready.

“Does that excuse you from having caused the wave that sank our boat? No. Does that mean you
killed the others? No. Y ou don’t know how many were aready dead. Y ou don’t know if others have
survived. Yes, some, perhaps al save us, perished—but we would have been no less dead had you not
acted.”

Kerrigan sniffed. “But thereis still blood on my hands.”

“Yes, thereis, boy, and likely will be much more before any of this businessis concluded.” Orla
hugged her arms around her somach. “Thisis precisaly what | told them would happen.”

The young Adept brushed away tears. “What are you talking about?’

“How you've been trained.” Shetook a deep breath and let it out in agreat huff. “Well, thisisanew
round of training. Kerrigan, you have to think about the consequences of the magicksyou cast. Inan
arcanorium, with everything set and perfect, you know what they will be. Y ou’ re smart enough to go
beyond that, to think about what will happen in thefield. Y ou haveto do that.”

He nodded dowly. “I will try.”

Orlasighed. “That’ s better than ‘| can’t.” And, | guess, for now, that’s the best | can hopefor.”

They broke camp early the next morning. Orlalooked around for the stick she'd been using asa
walking staff, but didn’t see the gnarled piece of oak anywhere. She glanced suspicioudy at thefire,
afraid Lombo might have broken the stick gpart to feed it, but the pile of wood they’ d gathered the night
before had not yet been exhausted, so that solution to the whereabouts of the stick seemed implausible.

“Magider, thisisfor you.” Kerrigan rolled to hisfeet and stood using afive-foot-long ebon staff to
assist him. He extended the stick to her and she accepted it cautioudly.

Caution bled into surprise. She knew this staff. The cool smoothness of dark wood, atiny divot
missing from where she’ d once parried a gibberer’ slongknife, even the length and the ddlicate baance
she could easily recognize. She spunit in her hands, then ran them down the length of it.

Therewas no misteking it. Thisis my staff, but it’s at the bottom of the Crescent Sea! Eveniif
Kerrigan had somehow bargained with Tagothcha, the sea’ s weirun, and the spirit had returned the staff,
there was no way he could have gotten from their camp to the seaand back withiit.

“Wheredid you...?’

Kerrigan amiled shyly. “Not really where, Magister. | madeit.”

“Wha?’

He shifted his shoulders uneasily. “When | was younger | would throw tantrums and smash things. |
would get punished for it. And then, even if | dropped something accidentally and it broke, more
punishment. So | kind of learned to fix things. If | touched it and knew it, | could take alike materiad and
re-cregteit. Y our stick, the one you have been using, | used that because it already had alink to you.
I’ve handled your staff before, worked magick throughiit, so | knew it.”

Orlafdt achill runthrough her. “Y ou've never told anyone you can do this?’

He shook hishead. “If they knew, then | would be pun-ished for breaking things, or punished for
withholding information. It'snot particularly hard to do, redlly. A bit of congtruction mixed with
conjuration, some concealment and clairvoyance thrown in. | could show you how it’s done.”

She covered her mouth with her hand. He's married four schools ofmagick into one spell. She'd
never heard of such athing happening before. A spell to create arampart for defense might combine
congtruction and combat magicks, or aspell to make an arrow hit adistant or unseen target might take
combat and clairvoyant magicks and weave them together. She'd heard of one urZrethi spell—one she
didn’t think she could have mastered if she' d studied for another fifty years—that transformed anag into
amount that could make the rider tougher in combat and invisible. That wove together combat,
conveyance, and conceal ment magicks, and was, by far, the most complex spell she'd ever believed
exiged.

And yet, as a child desiring to cover up mistakes, he creates this spell? She shivered. They have
no idea what we have created in him.

“Areyou okay, Magister?’

She nodded and forced herself to smile. “1 am, Adept Reese, and am in your debt here. Asfor



learning that spell, | doubt | have enough yearsleft in meto be ableto do s0.”

Kerrigan’seyesdulled for asecond. “Y ou fed okay?’

“Yes, Kerrigan, thank you.” She hefted the staff. “ Y our gift makes me fed even better. By thetimewe
getto Ydin, inacouple of days, | think | shall fed very good indeed.”

Will aternated between being so excited he wanted to shout and dance and laugh and sing, and being
terribly afraid that if anyone noticed him he' d be chucked out of Fortress Gryps or tossed into gaol or
worse. Being where he was at the moment was something he' d always dreamed of, and always bragged
about happening. I’ sjust that it never happened this way in the dreams.

There he stood, just insde the doorway of the Grand Hall of Fortress Gryps. Crow stood there,
Dranae, too, and Jarmy, aswell as abunch of other folksfrom Vilwan. It looked to him asif every other
wizard of any stripe who had been living in or around Y din had joined the Vilwanese contingent. Since
Vilwan was extra-governmental, its party was not to be introduced and took up a position of least
importance.

Only Resolute held himsdf apart, sanding with asmall group of Vorquelves. Most of those
Vorquelves wore bright silken finery that matched that of the human noblesin attendance. Resolute, on
the other hand, wore aheavy cloak he' d made of mangy gibberer scal ps and had trimmed with vylaen
fur. Beneath that he wore agood set of forest-green and brown hunting leathers, though he' d taken the
deeves off so histattoos could be easily seen.

Will envied Resolute his choice of dress, but acknowledged that things weren’t as bad as they would
have been had Will been forced to dress up in therich clothing of the nobility. Their pointy-toed shoes
looked like they pinched, the collars clearly choked, and the pants had enough buttons that Will was
farly certain that if you didn’t pee before you drank anything, you were never going to get them off in
timetodo it after.

What he' d been forced to wear wasn't much better, and he was pretty certain something else was
going on that he didn’t know about. Because Crow, Dranae, and he were going to attend as part of the
Vilwanese contingent, they werefitted out for dressy robes that would be appropriate to their station.
They gave Dranae a deep red robe that marked him as an Adept, and put two colored bands encircling
each wrist. Those circles indicated what magicks he was supposed to be good at, but Will had no idea
what white and green meant.

Crow had been given the grey robe of aMagister. Estafa, the Adept who had them fitted out, said he
waswilling to risk that rank with Crow because of hiswhite hair and powerful demeanor. Will figured the
latter comment wasto flatter Crow into revealing something about himself, but Crow remained politely
slent. Instead of rings around the deeves of hisrobe, Crow got arobe with dashed deevesthat reveded
two colors—red and yellow silk panels were used. Will didn’t know what they were for, but since Jarmy
had a blue robe with ared band circling the deeves, he assumed red stood for combat.

After Resolute refused to don awizard' s garb, Estafa turned to Will and studied him for awhile. He
shrugged, then pulled out ablack Apprentice' srobe and had Will pull it on. The sorcerer tugged on it
here and there, then knotted awhite rope around Will’ swaist and nodded.

“That worksfine. Y ou're done, Will.”

The young thief had smiled and tucked his thumbsinside the rope. “What' sthisfor?’

“To hold the robe tight around your middle.”

“No, no, what magick? What do | do?’

Edtafa gave him an overly generous, completely insincere smile full of teeth. “ Ah, well, Will, you need
no stripes or dashes. Y ou're an Apprentice. No one would believe anything more of you given your
youth.

“But don’'t worry”—the man winked—"you're very specid asitis”

Will frowned. * But there was someone who came through here who got arobe like Jarmy’s, and he
had lots of stripes and he looks younger than me.”

“Ah, Adept Reese, yes, well, he' s specid in hisown way, too. Getting here, he ... well, it wasalong
journey overland.” Edtafa sthin lips curtained histeeth. “ Go along now, Will. Be content to hide as an



Apprentice. Best you' re not noticed until it’stime.”

Will had rolled his eyes and departed for the room they’ d given him in the wizard’ stower. Throughout
the voyage to Y din, which hadn’t taken more than aday, he'd found al of the wizardsto be fond of
speaking in riddies. He wouldn't have minded it, save that he would catch them shooting specul ative
glancesat him. A few of them, like Jarmy, turned out to be okay sorts, who listened to histales of fighting
gibberersin the mountains and at the stable.

He d found the tower abit annoying. When he got his room assignment he wastold it would be the
second left. He went down the corridor and turned | eft, and then | eft again and found himsdif in alittle
alcove. The door opened before him revealing asmall room with abed, a chest of drawers, around
table, two chairs, and a sea chest with abig lock. He started to work on the lock with his picks, just to
keep in practice, but a histouch it popped open. Insde he found clothes that would fit him. Over the
next couple of days he found the sdlection of clothes changed depending on the westher, and at least
once, green shirts predominated after he' d awakened thinking the day just felt green.

He could have taken that, but his room was always the second |&ft. If he took right turns—being
mindful that he wasin around tower after all—he could never find hisroom. If he reversed course, two
|efts later, there he was. Moreover, he might take three rights and go down stairs to get to the dining hall,
but hisroom ended up being two lefts away, with no stairs most times—though once he did come
downstairsto go to supper, and hisreturn trip to his room took him down yet another level before that
second |eft.

Asareault of al that, he never did leave the tower and reacquaint himself with Ydin. It felt good to be
home again, smelling the sea, hearing the accents, watching the sun set over the mountains he' d ridden to.
From histower window he could see some of the sky-baskets move from building to building above the
twigting streets. He couldn’t really see the Dimandowns, since Fortress Gryps stood between his room
and hisold home, but just knowing it was there was enough for him.

And now, herel am, in Fortress Gryps. Having grown up in Ydin, Will knew the Alcidese
government used the ancient fortress as a place for important receptions and balls. Countlessthieves
planned capersto get them in during some grand party. They would stedl nobles blind and flee, they all
claimed, but generdly decided the undertaking wasimpossible. Seven had tried—three snglesand a
group of four. Of five of them Will never heard another word, but one’ s head appeared on aspike over a
postern gate visible from the Dimandowns.

The only one who had succeeded had been the Azure Spider, and he' d stolen a coronet that was
going to be presented to the king' s eldest daughter, Kallistae, on her fifteenth birthday. It was common
knowledge in the Dim that Augustus had vowed to shave his head until the crown was returned. The
Azure Spider had |eft Ydin in the wake of that theft—fled according to some, gone on to better things
said others. Will supported the latter view, and was glad he’ d not been caught and shared the other
thieves fates.

Will shivered, but not because of the memory of seeing Mad Dick’ s head mounted on thewall. The
thieves, when describing what they’ d be stedling, had so grosdy underestimated things that Will figured
the collective ot of them were spinning in whatever gravesthey’ d been dumped. Their imaginations might
have been well exercised in planning their thefts, but had not even begun to break asweat when it came
to describing the nature of the swag they were aming for.

If jewels were raindrops, some folks would be drowning. Will smiled within the shadow cast by his
robe’ s hood as kings, queens, princes, and princesses wandered past. Heralds announced them, then the
various royas dowly strode along a scarlet strip of carpet that led them to adais where King Augustus
and hiswife greeted the vigtors.

Just seeing the king—shaved head and al—sent athrill through Will. For aslong back as he could
remember, peopletold stories of King Augustus and his Okrannd campaign. Had it not been for him
breaking the army Chytrine had sent to further ravage the countryside, the bards would have folks
believing Chytrine would be wiggling her ass on the Alcidese throne. That he got abride in the bargain
just made the tale sweeter for thetelling.

Plenty of men in the Dimandownswould point out the scars they’ d earned in that campaign, but Will



wasn't fooled. If every one of them had been there, the army Augustus led would have been much bigger
than the three thousand he had with him. Since few of the braggarts had Okrans accents, he knew they’d
not been in theirregular troopsthat had joined Augustus. But since each of the scars came with astirring
description of battle, Will hadn’t minded that they were false.

King Augustus, though, was anything but false. The bald heed, the bright eyes, and the bold
moustaches bespoke a man who would have been more comfortable in combat, or maybe asapirate
sailing the Crescent Sea. Augustus seemed aman made for adventure and Will’ s heart siwelled with pride
asthe king greeted his guests.

Will’ s smile broadened as he decided that if he were thieving, he' d leave Augustus his crown.

That vell of inviability did not extend to King Scrainwood of Oriosa. Bits of grey streaked hislong,
brown hair, and though the mask he wore made them difficult to see, his hazel eyes shifted restlesdy. Will
had seen hislike before on the streets. The dight hunch to the shoulders, the hyper-aertnessto quick
movements, those were the mannerisms of a man who had something to hide. Will would have gladly
stolen everything the man had on, but he half suspected the crown was studded with paste jewels.

Scrainwood had traveled to the-Council of Kingswith amodest entourage. Will dimly remembered
hearing the man had been widowed. Hiswife had gone out for asail in alittle boat and had never come
back. Nasty rumors said she was living life as a shepherdessin the hills, and that whenever Scrainwood
traveled, her sons cameto vist her. Will wasn't sure he believed much of any of that, but of the Oriosan
princes there was no sign—though the younger was said to have come with Scrainwood.

Next in came the delegation from Okrannel. From behind Will the wizard Estafa hissed cattily,
“Okrannd, by rights, should have come before Oriosa. Scrainwood maintains his nation should comefirst
because he has anation. Truth is, Oriosais more Aurolani than the Okrans Marches are.

King Stefin of Okrannel shuffled dowly along the carpet, with a crone on one arm and a middle-aged
man on the other. A bevy of noblesfollowed in their wake to make up what had been, so far, the largest
contingent attending. Even so, Will noted, they collectively possessed fewer jewe sthan some single
personages. If jewels were raindrops, there would be a drought in Okrannel.

One gtriking woman, standing tall and with blonde hair so white it came close to matching Crow’s,
made up for the lack of minerd wealth amid the Okrans delegation with her lively amethyst eyes. She
moved with afluid grace that put all other women to shame, and not just those in the room. Back in the
Dimandowns I” ve seen women like Lumina dance the way that makes men’s blood molten, but
she’ d be nothing compared to her.... Infact, it occurred to Will he' d only ever seen one other woman
asbeautiful asthis.

It was her! He leaned to the | eft, tugged urgently on Crow’ s deeve, and whispered to him. “The
woman there, . from Okrannd. She' sthe one from Stellin. The one on the horse. The bandit leader.”

Crow leaned abit forward, his eyestightened. “Y ou could beright. Who did they say sheis?”’

Will shrugged, but Estafaleaned in. “That’ s Princess Alexia, Prince Kirill’ s daughter.”

Crow’svoice grew smdll. “So that isAlexia” Will frowned. “Y ou say that asif you knew her.”

“l...” Crow hesitated, then coughed into hishand. “I recall hearing she survived her father’ s degth, but
| had heard nothing of her sncethen.”

Egtafa sniffed. “ She was taken to Gyrvirgul to be raised. Rumor hasit that she was exiled from court
here by Grand Duchess Tatyana, the king' s aunt. Having been raised by the Gyrkyme, sheisasavage.”

Will shot the gossipy magicker asharp glance, then shook his head. “Don’t know about your sources,
but she sitsa horse pretty good.”

“She doesindeed.” Crow shared a smile with Will. “ And carries that gold gown well enough, too.”

The Okrans party passed dowly, but only King Stefin and Princess Alexia greeted King Augustus, so
the next group did not have to wait very long to move forward. Will didn’t know who the small man was,
all dressed in roya blue velvet with black striping, but he knew he had to be from Fortress Draconis.
Behind him cameten individuas, paired male and female, but warriorsall by the look of them. That
wasn't shrewd judgment on Will’ s part—they were meckanshii and had been paired such that their
atificid legsand amswereto theinterior of the line, with meta hands holding metd hands, as

appropriate.



Crow’ svoice grew dightly distant. “ That’s Dothan Cavarre, the Draconis Baron. He' sthe onewe'l
have to convince to scatter hisfragments of the DragonCrown.”

The young thief nodded. Cavarre was actudly the first adult at the gathering who stood shorter than
Will. Hiswhite-blond hair, which he wore long and unfettered, matched hiswell-trimmed moustaches and
goatee. The grey eyes, complete with blue flecking, searched the room endlesdy and restlesdy. Will had
seen that sort of behavior in the streets and did not assign it to paranoia or fear as much as a habit of
suspecting and hunting.

The man looked more than once at Crow, and that sent a shiver through Will.

“Whoishewith?’

Crow gmiled. “That ishiswife, Ryhope, of Oriosa. Sheis Scrainwood s Sster. Time hastreated her
kindly.”

Will arched an eyebrow at Crow and the old man nodded.

“I’'ve more than heard of her. | once saw her here, at the Harvest Festival, when last it was held in
Ydin. She had afew lesslines on her face then, and no hints of that white forelock in her raven hair. She
did, however, have that sense of salf and grace you see there. The people following them, | believe, are
the leaders of thefortress' battalions, some newly promoted.”

Estafacleared histhroat. “My sources there are better. The last two are new. Sheis Jancis Ironside,
from Muroso. The man’s her husband, from Oriosa. He sabit of aprig about the masks, but | think
that’ s because he wants something covering whét little face he has|eft.”

Will frowned. The woman looked fairly normal, since her gown was long and full enough to hide
whatever was making her limp. Her left hand even had ablue leather glove oniit, soif it had more than
just two fingers and athumb, no one could have known there was anything she was hiding. She did wear
amask of blue velvet, trimmed in black, which matched the uniforms from Fortress Draconis perfectly.

Looking at her husband, Will had to admit the wizard did have a point. At some time in the past, her
husband must have lost most of the flesh on hisface, dong with abit of hisnose. Around the edges of his
black mask, which was decorated with ribbons and little Sgilsin white, the slver mail that had replaced
his skin was easy to see. Will couldn’t quite be certain, but seemed to recall having seen that sort of very
finemail being worn by some of the Vorks, so he wondered if some elf had used it to repair the soldier.

Crow frowned. “Doesthat soldier have aname?’

“Hawkins, | believe, Salitt Hawkins.”

Will’seyes grew wide. “Wasn't hethe traitor?’

The sorcerer chuckled lightly. “No, he was the brother who aided King Augustus in the Okrannel
campaign. He sthe one who redeemed that name from the shame.”

“Sure, like someone could clear up that sort of mess.” Will shook hishead. “Impossible.”

The Vilwanese mage snorted. “No tougher than your task.”

“Wha?’

“The vaunted prophecy, the Vorquelf prophecy.” Estafa shook his head. “Kenwick Norrington and his
son serve Chytrine as sullanciri, yet the prophecy callsfor a Norrington to destroy her. Y ou' re that
Norrington, Will.”

“What?" Helooked over a Crow and saw distraction melting into distress on the man’sface. “That's
what thisisal about? No, NO!”

Crow extended a hand toward him, but Will dapped it away, then turned and bolted through the door.
He heard Crow cdll for him to wait, but heignored him. Will snarled at guards, twitching hisfingersasif
preparing to cast aspell. Asthey recoiled, he rushed past them and out of Fortress Gryps. Weaving a
confused path through the throng in the streets, Will cut north and lost himself in the Dimandowns.

AsKing Scrainwood continued his diatribe at the first Council of Kings sesson, Alexia concluded that
he not only lived up to his reputation, he surpassed it. The green mask he wore—all gaudy with ribbons
and feathers sewed to it, and Sigils decorating it here and there—still possessed more nobility than the
man himsdf. Thewhinein hiswords reflected stress, but his sarcasm brought with it free-flowing venom.
Seated in the second rank of the Okrannel delegation, she felt tempted to vault the table, crossto where



he paced, and drop him with a short punch.

Scrainwood' s upper lip curled back in asneer, haf hidden beneath hismask. “And now, asalittle
‘sddeissue,’ we aretold by the Vilwanese that they had the Norrington who is prophesied to put an end
to Chytrine and they lost him? How isthe presence of the savior of civilization asdeissue? How ishis
losstrividized 07

Scrainwood' s pacing took him acrossthe inner ring of tables. The frontline nations of Alcida, Oriosa,
Muroso, Sebcia, and Jeranaall occupied that firgt circle, with long tables covered by banners with the
appropriate armsfor each delegate. Two smdler tables held the Alcidese contingent at the north side of
the circle. Between them Augustus sat in athrone on adais asthe presiding officer of the gathering.

Opposite himinthat first circle aso sat two smal tables. Okrannel had been given one out of courtesy.
The other table belonged to Fortress Draconis. The Draconis Baron sat there aone, though two of his
meckanshii officers were seated behind him.

A sorcerer in aplain grey robe stood at the second ring table given to Vilwan and folded hisfingers
together. Helet hishandsrest at hiswaist, o his deeves came down and hid them. “If it would please
King Scrainwood and his exalted peers, my report, if uninterrupted, would explain.”

King Augustus, seated at the front of the room in athrone on adais, nodded. “Please, King
Scrainwood, restrain yoursdlf for the moment. Give them achanceto explain.”

“Yes, Augudtus, | shdl, though | believe their priority in reporting isreversed.”

The Vilwanese representative bowed his head. “1 sought to provide achronologica framework for
events. As | was saying, volunteers from south Saporicia cameto Vilwan to defend theidand. When they
arrived, we were informed that ayoung man in the company of other travelerslikely was the Norrington
of prophecy. We undertook steps to ensure his safety. They were successful and he was brought here as
part of our contingent to keep him hidden and safe.”

Scrainwood laughed aloud. “ Y ou failed.”

“Qur failure, King Scrainwood, wasin not fully communicating to members of our group more than
we, dbet mistakenly, thought they should know. We were distracted. When the volunteers came to
Vilwan, we used their shipsto evacuate our Apprentices from theidand. These are the sonsand
daughtersthat al of your people have sent us.

They are the best and most talented children on the face of the earth. Each was endowed with special
meagicka abilitiesthat we were honing.

“It now appearsthat Chytring sdtrike at Vilwan had two godls, neither of which was the conquest of
theidand. Thefirst was the reduction of the Wruonan pirates. Since the fall of Okranndl, and the loss of
its navy, the pirates have largely been unimpeded in their predation of the lower sea. They harassed her
ships heading south, so she fashioned a sham dliance with them. By enligting them to aid the invasion, she
ensured that asignificant portion of their ships and personnd would be killed. Since none of her
best-known ships were present, it is even assumed that Vionnamight have colluded with Chytrineto cull
enemiesintheinvasion.

The man hesitated for amoment, and his shoulders sagged. “Her second godl... It appears she
anticipated our desire to evacuate our youngest. The pirates swept over them, sinking boats, burning
them, ramming them. They daughtered hundreds. Others drowned. Many are till missing. Of the nearly
nine hundred children we sent away, fewer than fifty have managed to report.”

Grand Duchess Tatyana barked a harsh laugh. “Y ou alowed our children to be cast like so much
chum into the sea? You'll find it a cold day when next an Okrans child is sent to Vilwan.”

The sorcerer nodded. “Not an unreasonabl e statement, and one doubtless finding resonancein al your
hearts. | believe thiswas precisay the reaction Chytrine wished to inspire. Not only has she devastated a
crop of wizards, but she has salted the ground so no more will grow up. If she holds off another ten
years, or twenty, their lack will be sordly fdlt.”

Scrainwood stood at his place again. “But she will be vanquished, will she not, by this Norrington?
Oh, wait, you have logt him aswell.”

“Yes, Highness.” Asthe man sighed, Alexiacould easily imagine the bone-weary fatigue dragging on
him. “We have people searching for him.”



“But not using magick to do o, if my sources are correct.” Scrainwood sniffed triumphantly. “ Perhaps
your dead children were the expertsin seeking things out?’

Thewizard stiffened. *'Y ou are welcome to impugn the competency of our leadership, King
Scrainwood, but do not sully the memory of our children, your children, with your sneers. Thesmple
fact of the matter isthis: if we use magick to seek him out, it is possible that Chytrine or her agents might
be able to use our effortsto locate him first. Thereverseis, of course, true, so we have people working
to cover that eventudity.”

Queen Carus of Jeranaraised aringer. “Y ou suggest by this comment that Chytrine aready knowsthe
Norrington exits?’

“Yes, Highness, thisiswhat | have beentold.”

“How isthat possible?’

The wizard s dark eyes narrowed. “ The method used, by others, not by us, to ascertain the veracity of
hisidentity exposed his presence to Chytrine' s agents. In their defense, | would say that thisrisk was
unavoidable”

Augustus sat forward on histhrone. “Why did the boy run?’

“He had not been told he was the Norrington of prophecy. When he learned who he was, well,
imagine the shock. He bolted and went into hiding.”

TheKing of Oriosa' s eyes blazed. “He was known to be the Norrington, which makeshim one of my
subjects, and he was not told who he was? | was not told who hewas? Thisisimpossible.”

“Wereit up to me, Scrainwood, you' d till not know he existed.”

The snarled voice came from the second ring of tables, so Alexia had to turn toward her left to seethe
gpesker. She recognized the white-haired Vorquelf from the previous
night’ sreception.He' dabandonedthegibberer-scap cloak, which meant histattooed armswerein full
display. Shethought for amoment, then nodded. He' s the one called Resol ute.

Resolute swept his silver gaze over the room. “1 found the Norrington, here, in Ydlin. | took himto
where hisidentity was verified. | was taking him to Fortress Draconis, and from there to confront
Chytrine. The Vilwanese had no part in this, save for transporting us back here.”

King Augustus stroked his beard carefully. “1 have known of you for years, Resolute, and your
dedication to the liberation of Vorquellyniswell known. When | ask what | ask it is not to cast doubt on
you or your wisdom, it' sjust to gain someinformation.”

The Vorquelf nodded dowly. “Y our sense of fairnessiswell known, Highness. Ask.”

“Why didn’t you tell the Norrington who he was?’

“Heisbardy aman, and that isin yearsaone. Not in size nor mind nor disposition ishe yet grown. |
found him here, in your Dimandowns. He' sathief who knew nothing of theworld outsde Ydin's
shadows. He needed to be taught things, taught to accept his destiny.”

“Accept hisdestiny?’ Scrainwood threw hisarmswide. “ This boy should be accepted and feted by
every nation here. Heisour liberation from the scourge of the north. We would raise armies and he
would carry usto victory.”

The Vorqudf’s eyes hardened. “Y ou mistake two things, Highness. First, we know heisaNorrington,
but we do not know that heis the Norrington. It could be that even now some girl harbors his child in her
belly. Second, evenif heis the Norrington, to assume his patrimony means he will be unopposed, or
would give him a clue about how to direct forcesto destroy Chytrine, is stupid.”

“Moreover,” offered the Draconis Baron, “to assume we need this child to destroy Chytrine is beyond
supid. If | remember the prophecy correctly, it says hewill kill a scourge of the north, not Chytrine. He
could account for just one of her sullanciri—hisfather, perhaps, or grandfather even— and would have
fulfilled the prophecy. And we must remember that this prophecy only promises the redemption of
Vorquedlyn. I’'m certain that the good people to my Ieft do not find the continued occupation of Okrannel
acceptable.”

Tatyana stood abruptly. “We do not. And we do not at al appreciate the Oriosan attempt to lay claim
to thisNorrington.”

Scrainwood smiled dowly. *Y ou mistake me, al of you, in thinking that | desire to possessthis



Norrington, or to push him into anything heis not ready to do. No, not my desire at al. My desires
regarding him aresmple. Firg, | wish for hisrecovery so Chytrine cannot have him. Second, since she
knows of him and is presumed to be making an effort to find him, | believe we can use him. If wedo
raise him up, praise him, put him at the head of an army, she will be forced to pay attention to him. She
hasto fear him, and that will distract her from your efforts, my brother Dothan.”

The Draconis Baron closed his eyesfor amoment. “I will stand corrected if | am wrong, but it seems
to methat Chytrine could trigger a premature fulfillment of the prophecy by alowing this Norrington to
destroy a scourge of the north and redeem Vorquellyn. She could bleed our forces white by contesting
theidand, then pulling out. Thiswould eliminate the Norrington as athrest to her, and leave her more
than capable to attack south. Thisiswhy we must strike at her, quickly and hard. | have prepared
plans....”

Queen Carusrose. “| must object, brothers and sisters, to the presentation of any plansat this
juncture. Asyou know, | am new-come to the throne and while | have attended these Councils before, it
was my father’s clear intent to marry me off to one of you or yours before | ever got to occupy the
throne. My military advisor, Genera Markus Adrogans, ison hisway here, but isa half week out yet.”

Alexiafrowned. She had very little reliable information about General Adrogans, so shetried not to
judge him harshly. He did have awell-known aversion to traveling by water, and had found Chytrine's
gathering of agresat fleet to be ample excuse to come to the meetings overland. He should have arrived
well before the Council met but Chytrine had launched an assault from the Okrans March in anticipation
of his absence. Adrogans had fooled her, however, by dispatching his baggage train south dowly. His
army went with it, for two days, then rode fast north, using strings of horses to speed them. They caught
the Aurolani forces unawares and routed them.

The queen continued. “With no disrespect to the Draconis Baron intended, his opinion about how
Chytrine should be opposed is not the only one. While the baron has been very successful at keeping
Chytrine bottled up to the north—save for those small unitsthat dip past Fortress Draconis and gather in
the south to lay Siegeto cities—his expertiseisin the realm of defensve operations. General Adrogans
has had a great dedl of experience in attacking, SO presents another viewpoint. He, too, will be bringing
plans. And, fear not, Dothan Cavarre, for Fortress Draconisisvita to them, just asasmith’s hammer
needs an anvil, so Adrogans will need Fortress Draconis.”

Cavarre smiled briefly. “My heart iswarmed that your Jeranese military seesvauein Fortress
Draconis. | had begun to doubt that when the troops you were supposed to send to me never arrived.”

The queen nodded. “When the situation was explained to me, Baron, it seemed our troops were better
used defending Jeranafrom the direct threat of Aurolani raids. Y ou can ask our friendsfrom Valiciaand
Gurol if we have beenlax in our duty.”

“I have never suggested any laxity, Highness, just alack of foresight. Chytrine stagesraids herein the
south, prompting you al to fear her. Y ou keep your troops home, which means Fortress Draconis, which
has kept her legions bottled up in the north, becoming weaker and weaker. If you believe her attacks
here have been insanity or foolish, she has aready defeated you.”

Tatyanaraised both of her hands. “My lord and lady, thiswill do us no good. The Draconis Baron's
views are well known. He believesthat if we can strike at evil’ sroot, therest of it will wither. Genera
Adrogansfedsthat if we prune back evil’ sfoliage, there will belittle left to root out. Until we havethe
chance to compare both plans or, better yet, get these two military mindsto fashion a plan together,
discusson can only force people to choose sdes. What should be amilitary decison would become a
politica one, and no one would find that acceptable.”

Alyx narrowed her eyes. Not only did she not like the fact that the Grand Duchess had abandoned the
pretext of pretending she was speaking for the king, but the woman was urging caution and being
reasonable. Granted she did not know that much about her, but everything she did know spoke to
Tatyand s political nature. In urging that they abandon paliticsin light of reason meant she must be playing
apoalitica game.

Alyx felt acompunction to warn the Draconis Baron about what was going on, but she hesitated. The
samplefact of the matter wasthat if the Jeranese plan held sway, thefirst point of attack would beto



drive the Aurolani hosts from Okrannel. Thiswould return to her the land of her birth, and permit her
grandfather to be at peace. Whether or not that would be the best course for dealing with Chytrine, the
desire to see her homeland free did tug at her.

But only for amoment. Something inside of her, something born of years of training by the Gyrkyme,
pushed aside sentimentdity. It was not that the Gyrkyme could not be awildly passionate and emotiond
people. They could, and often were. Their life, though, had stressed for them how fragile existence truly
was. Whereas aman might drink and fal to the ground, a Gyrkyme similarly intoxicated would die after
taking to wing. The Gyrkyme mixed calculation with stoicism and a strict demand for the best from
everyone, and these lessons had helped shape her. Later tutors came and taught her everything there was
to know about the world and warfare—and she found their lessonsfit very well on afoundation of
Gyrkyme philosophy and training.

While the push into Okranne would be satisfying on an emotiond levd, it was dl but indefensible on
themilitary 9de. A campaign through the mountain valeys of Okranng would be difficult. Even if they
managed to force the Aurolani troops back, the terrain meant a small number of troops could hold off a
larger army, which would give the Aurolani troopstimeto pull back into the Borea Mountains or the
Ghost March. Unless they were destroyed, they alwayswould pose athreat to Okrannel. The freedom
they fought hard to win would be fragile, and theloss of Okrannel to Chytrine would betrivid.

The Draconis Baron, however, did not seem to need her warning. “The Grand Duchessisquitekind in
sharing with us the wisdom of King Stefin. Though I only knew hisson for an dl too brief time, Prince
Kirill impressed me with the Okrans' willingnessto do what had to be done to guarantee success. It is
not hyperboleto say that Kirill bought for dl of usthelast quarter century of freedom with hislife. His
sacrifice at Fortress Draconis will never be forgotten. It ismy hope his selflessness will be taken to heart
by dl present.”

Augustus stood. “My friends, | believe thiswould be agood place to end thisfirst round of
discussions. We agree on two things: the Norrington must be found. I have people working on that
aready. And since heis one of my subjects, a least for the moment, | reserve theright to direct the
search for him. In other words, heisnot a prize you should have your people looking for. Let them enjoy
the Harvest Festival now, because we know they will not have timeto enjoy it later.

“Second, we agree that we can come to no resolution of the question of how to proceed militarily
againg Chytrine until Generd Adrogans arrives. Until then, we can occupy oursalves with questions of
supplies and troopswe can raise.” Augustus face took on agrim expression. “A quarter century ago we
were warned of what was coming. Now isthe time we dedl with this problem, or everything we know
will be buried in ablizzard of sed, fire, and fang from the north.”

T/ errigan wanted to smile broadly, but he kept his expres-K sion impassive as he strolled casually out
of the tower in JAwhich he’ d been given chambers. No one had said he couldn’t go to the Harvest
Fegtival. No one had exactly given him permission, ether, but he was pretty certain no one would stop
him from wandering out. He pulled on adark blue robe and amatching cloak to go over it and marched
past the Adepts watching the tower’ s door. He thought one might question him, but he sailed past
unchalenged.

Once out in the street, he did let himsalf smile, and knew he' d gotten lucky. Orla had been called away
to meetings with the Draconis Baron. She had no idea what the meetings would be about, but Kerrigan
was not wanted at them. Orlahad suggested he find something to do with himself and seemed uiterly
unconcerned about what that would be.

Her lack of concern annoyed him alittle, given that he was her charge. Part of him wanted to go out
and get into trouble, just to prove to her that she couldn’t take hislevel headedness for granted. He knew,
of coursg, that to do such athing was stupid, so he shied away from it. Heading out to the Harvest
Festival, on the other hand, would be an adventure and wouldn’t be dangerousin the least.

Out in the street Kerrigan shivered, but not because of the dight chill coming with night. Ydin! It wasa
city, big and sprawling, with a seaside district and temples and towers and Fortress Gryps and the paace
and so much more. On Vilwan everything was shipped in—and while there was abit of commercein the



port, rules governed the conduct of merchants and customers dike. Fancies could be had, but generally
had any indication of their source removed because the wizards wanted the people on Vilwan to fed they
were citizens of Vilwan, not visitorswho cameto learn and then return to their own nations.

InYdin, however, Kerrigan saw knots of people wearing what he assumed to be their native garb. By
their masks he recognized people from Oriosa, or Alosaor Muroso—he wasn't certain exactly where
they were from, except that they were of the masked nations. Otherswore colorful and uniquely styled
dress, and spoke with thick accents that made their words al but unintelligible.

He found this both exciting and terrifying. Part of him wanted to run back to the tower and hide, but
that part surrendered to the memory of braving along road journey from Saporiciato the Alcidese
capital. Traveling in the company of aPanqui had reduced many threets, but still it was an adventure. It
had |eft him footsore and exhausted, so he' d dept for aday when he made it to the city. Even now his
feet hurt, but the pain evaporated as he studied the wondersin the city.

He moved dong King' s Way, heading ever south and away from the sea, moving up agradud incline
to Drygate. Beyond it, where plains stretched out toward the distant mountains, asmall city of tents had
sprung up. He could hear pennants snapping in the breezes, and saw people pulling cloaks closed against
the night's coming chill. The smoke swirling in from the festival grounds combined the scents of roasting
mests and vegetablesinto something that made his scomach growl despite his having eaten afilling med
before setting out.

Most of dl, though, the Harvest Festival provided him afeast for hiseyes and ears. Harvest Festivals
were not unknown on Vilwan. While they were held a bit |ater there than in Alcida, they were agrand
celebration. New students were welcomed and sorted by skill and talent, while current students were
tested to see where they would go next. Grand ceremonies were held to celebrate students moving from
Apprentice to Adept ranks. More solemn affairs marked elevation to the rank of Magiter, but the
aftermath of al of them involved games and food, laughter, song, dance, and other entertainments.

Kerrigan had even been alowed to participate in the festivas, for aday at least, each year. His mentor
always conducted him through. In the beginning there had been other sudents who seemed to be
following his accelerated training track, but he' d not seen any of them for years. He didn’t know if they
had failed, or just attended at different times than he had, but he didn’t think about that much.

With the digtraction of the Alcidese festiva, he didn't think about it a al, nor did he think about what
Orlawould say if sheknew he wasthere. I'm seventeen, and an Adept who destroyed a pirate ship.
I’ ve traveled through jungle and field with a Panqui. | have nothing to fear here.

Bolstered by that thought, he plunged into the festival. He took care not to jostle men with swords,
and contented himself with standing at the back of crowds asthey watched warriors battle with wooden
swordsfor the right to chalenge a champion and win a purse. It ssemed obviousto Kerrigan that the
paired challengers took enough out of each other that the champion would have little trouble beating
them. He gathered the rest of the crowd knew it, too, but the champion fought with such blinding speed
and kill that just watching him was ajoy.

From there he moved on to asmall theater with a puppet show. Children and afew adults had
gathered on the ground and benches to watch the puppeteers do their work. The mage marveled at how
lifdlike they made the puppets appear—especialy because they were using no magick at dl. While he
had learned spdllsthat allowed him to animate such toys, his sorceriesfailed to give the wooden dolls so
much persondity.

Just to salve his ego he double-checked, and sensed no magick from the puppets at dl.

The play seemed to be based on one of the Squab tales. They al followed asimilar formula, and had
been around for centuries and centuries, but in the last twenty-five years the comic villain had become the
coward who survived the previous expedition to the north. In the puppet dramas Tarrant Hawkins had
become known as Squab and would come to advise some stalwart young hero asto how he should
handle athreat directed at him by Chytrine. Squab would try to betray the hero to the Aurolani tyrant,
but would fail and the hero would prevail, driving Squab away.

Kerrigan didn’t know that much about the previous expedition to destroy the Aurolani threat. While
Hedlin, the wizard who accompanied Lord Norrington, had -been trained on Vilwan and even had



ranked as Magister in combat and concealment magicks, he had not been representing Vilwan in that
effort. The Vilwanese volunteers had gone with King Augustus on the Okrans Campaign. Of their
performance much had been written in the officia history of Vilwan. Because Hedin became one of the
ten sullanciri, dmaost nothing about him gppeared in the Vilwanese chronicle,

The audience laughed and applauded as the hero drove Squab off. The puppeteers appeared from
behind the little stage, then moved into the audience, collecting coins.

Kerrigan noticed some folks giving money, and others dinking away. He hesitated for amoment, then
reached inside his cloak and opened the purse on his belt. He pulled out one of the dozen gold coins he
had and deposited it in the sack.

The puppeteer’ s eyes grew wide. “ Thank you, my lord.”

Kerrigan smiled and nodded, then noticed how others were looking at him. He smiled at them, then
turned and logt himself in acrowd. From their expressions he gathered he' d done something wrong, but
the puppeteer certainly didn’t seem to think so. He puzzled over it for amoment, then let the clink of
coinsand clack of a stone on wood distract him.

He moved to atent where people—men mostly—were gathered around a hexagonal wooden
platform that had raillings around it. A man walked around the interior of therailings, dternately taking
money from people and gathering stones from the center of the platform. The platform’s center had a
huge hexagon painted on it, and it wasfilled with many smaler hexagons, most of which were painted
one of eight different colors. A few had a patchwork of different colorsin them.

Contestants would pay money, announce a color they were aiming for, and pitch astone. If it landed
fully insde the borders of an appropriately colored hex, they won double their bet back. If it straddled
theline, their bet wasreturned. If they called and put the stone on amulticolored hexagon, they won four
timestheir bet. Members of the audience wagered back and forth among themsel ves about various
throws, making the whole of the tent ariot of conversation punctuated by cries of joy and groans of
despair.

A man sdled up to Kerrigan. “ Care to be betting?’

The Adept ssammered. “I-I’ve never ...

“Oh, you'll find the gameissimple. Y ou see, what you'll bedoingis...”

Kerrigan held ahand up and sniffed. “1 know the game.

We play queek where | am from, but it’ sabit different there.

“Itis?” Theman smiled in afriendly manner. “How s0?’

Kerrigan returned the smile and pointed to the man on the platform. “Well, we' re not allowed to use
magick to skew where the stonesland the way heis.”

Theriot of sound intensified around Kerrigan, then turned into ariot of fact asthe audience surged
toward the game' s owner. He started yelling, tossing handfuls of coinsinto the crowd. Half the people
dovefor the ground, grabbing up money. They generaly impeded the other half of the folks who wanted
to get their hands on the operator. The owner vaulted the railing and scarpered off, scattering money
behind him like afarmer sowing seed.

The man who had spoken with Kerrigan grabbed his deeve and pulled him free of the crowd. “ This
way. Y ou don't want to be part of that.”

Kerrigan ssumbled after him, then nodded histhanks. “1 didn’t meanto ... | didn’t know... I'm not
from here”

The man smiled. “I can seethat, but don’t you be worrying. Those of uswhat livein Ydindon't be
liking these cheatersto come to our festival and take advantage, you know? Y ou’' ve done a great service
here, ah, your nameis?’

“Kerrigan Reese”

“WEell, Goodman Reese, you' ve exposed a cheater.” The man extended a hand. “1’m Garrow, and
being ashow I'mfrom Ydin, I'd like to officialy be thanking you for what you did.”

The Adept’ s smile broadened. “Y ou are quite welcome.”

“New-cometo Ydin, areyou?’ Garrow folded hisarms over his chest and frowned mightily. “1I’'m
betting you' re thinking we' rejust alot of bumpkins, being as how we were fooled by that man. It's not



true, Kerrigan, not at al. | wish you could see the city theway | do. Being ashow it'smy home, and a
placel love, showing you about would be an honor. I'm sure, though, you' ve got more important things
to do than to have atour of our city.”

The man sounded so disappointed that Kerrigan immediately shook his head. “Actudly, | don't have
anything to do. | mean, if youwould besokind ...

“Kind? Lad, you saved me money. Come on, come on aong.” Garrow waved hisarm high and
srongly, then set off a a determined pace. Kerrigan caught up with him, having to lengthen his own stride
to match that of the smaller man. They |eft the fairgrounds going west and reentered the city through a
smaller gate than the one by which he' d lft.

Garrow proved to be awonderful guide. He explained that they’ d come back into the city by
Goldgate, which led straight into the richer section of town. They wandered past some wonderful
buildings with ornately decorated facades. They then went through the temple digtrict, with Garrow
pointing out the various temples.

He indicated one that had columns that appeared to be tightly bound scrolls. “ That’ sthe temple to
Erlinsax, of course, keeper of Wisdom. I”d be going in there because they have ashrineto Arel; but I'm
lucky enough having met you, | am.”

Kerrigan nodded, but the words redlly didn’t get through very much. Vilwan had no temple area. It
wasn't that the sorcerers didn’'t believe in the gods, they just didn’t traffic with them. More precisdy, they
didn’t want the gods interfering when magick was being cast. Getting al the different aspects of spellsin
order was difficult enough without some pleased or vengeful godling getting in the way.

Beyond that, Garrow led Kerrigan downhill, toward an older section of the city. “It' sthe heart of Ydin
redlly, my young friend. Over there, to the east, you have Fortress Gryps, but here, in the Dim, you have
thingsjust asvital If you' relucky, you might seeaVorquelf or two.”

Kerrigan smiled and amost started telling Garrow about the VVorquelf he’ d seen on Vilwan, but that
brought back adark memory that dowly killed hissmile. The Adept redized that night had full fallen and
that asthey moved deeper into the Dim, the section of town began to live up to itsname. The
lamplighters clearly hadn’t gotten thisfar on their rounds. Kerrigan started to ask Garrow if he wanted
him to makealight.

He never quite got that far because another man stepped from an dley and blocked his progress.
Moving out from the alleyway came other people, kids mostly, some asold as Lariika. Grime stresked
their faces and caked their hands, and wiping either on their clotheswould just make their flesh dirtier.
The children spread out and surrounded him about the same time as Kerrigan recognized the man,

“Y-you ran that game.”

“1did, I did, and you ruined it for me.” Thetal, dender man scratched at his pointed chin. “You'll be
paying for it, too. You veafat purse, and it will be mine.”

Kerrigan dropped ahand to his purseto protect it. “It’s not yours.”

The circle tightened and ridicule pummeled Kerrigan. Garrow growled. “Y ou're along way from
home, boy. Giveit over.”

“No.” Kerrigan pressed hislipstight together so no one could see them quivering. He didn’t want to
cry, but fear raced through him. He knew he had to do something, and hisfirst reaction wasto lift the
gameskeeper high into the air, as he had the pirate ship; but he knew that wasn't a combat spell, and
hardly would dedl with dl of them.

Histhoughts had progressed no further when the first smal fist dammed into his back, right over a
kidney. Kerrigan' sthick flesh protected him alittle, but the shock of being hit surprised him. He began to
turn, then had asmall stone glance off his head. Helost his balance and went down, then the kids closed
and began kicking him, clutching and clawing at him. One of them tore his purse loose, raised it
triumphantly, then left agap in the circle as he took the prize to his masters.

Kerrigan knew he should have scrambled up and ducked away through that opening. He would have,
too, but through it he saw someone he recognized. He didn’t know his name, but he' d been at Fortress
Grypsfor the opening ceremonies of the Council. He was dressed as an Apprentice.

The Adept looked at him. “Help me. Help!”



The young man stared at Kerrigan, and astwo of the little ruffians turned to deal with that threet, he
raised hishands. “Not my fight.” He ran off, and the pair of kids returned to kick Kerrigan harder.

Shocked at his abandonment, Kerrigan froze for amoment. The kicks and punches came faster and
more furious, but without enough weight to do more than bruise him. Then someone grabbed hisright
hand and started to bend hisfingers back. The sheer cold and calculated attempt to break hisfingers
roared outrage through him.

Kerrigan rolled toward his attacker, then rolled over him. He heard the kid scream, dbeit muffled, then
felt him struggle to get free. The Adept came up on one knee, unintentionally putting al hisweight on the
child sribs. The child shrieked asarib cracked.

Garrow snarled, and his partner darted forward to deliver a savage kick to Kerrigan's ssomach. The
Adept doubled over and would have screamed, but bresth wouldn't come. Panic exploded in him. He
had to act, and quickly.

Heraised hisright hand and triggered the spell he' d been about to ask Garrow about. Pumping his
fear and outrageinto it, heintensified the spdll. Instead of creating a soft little ball of light, a
will-o'-the-wisp to gently illuminate the night, his effort gave birth to asearing argent ball. It cast acircle
of long shadows, in which people clawed &t their eyes. Shrieks of pain accompanied its birth and
undulated in intengty asthe circle of attackers melted away blindly.

Kerrigan made the mistake of glancing at the light asit rose above his head, ingtantly blinding himsdlf.
Hefdl forward, onto al fours, trying desperately to get up and run, or force hislungsto expel thefiery
vaporstrapped therein, but he could do neither. He knew he must because his only hope lay in escape,
and his attackers would not be blinded forever.

Then, suddenly, he heard a thump behind him and fdlt strong hands grab him around thewaist. Hewas
hoisted from the ground, then one arm curled around his back and shifted him onto hisside. For a
heartbeat he fdt asif hisweight had increased triple-fold, then he felt d most weightless before the impact
of landing shook him. He was shifted around again, thistime higher and bent a thewai <.

By thetime hisjourney ended, Kerrigan had figured out that he was being carried, and the familiar
sensation of having been thrown over Lombo’ s shoulder in the jungle had given him agood ideaasto
who his rescuer was. His fingers, playing aong the Panqui’ s armored flesh, confirmed the Adept’ s
assumption.

The journey stopped before hisvison returned, and Kerrigan was thankful it had. Lombo had set him
down on a stone bench that was tall enough that Kerrigan’ sfeet didn’t touch the ground. The young man
leaned back and felt rough stones behind him, but just concentrated on getting his bresth back. When his
lungs had stopped burning, he opened his eyes and, for amoment, thought he was il blind because dll
he could see were pinpricks of light.

Then he redlized those lights were the streetlamps from below. Far below! He grabbed the edge of
the bench— which turned out to really be aledge running around the upper reaches of Fortress
Gryps—and pressed himsdf asfar as he could back into the stonewall.

Kerrigan started to say something, but the calm and easy way that Lombo perched there on the ledge
beside him somehow forestalled protestations of outrage. The Panqui clearly knew where they were and
had chosen to bring Kerrigan to that place. The Adept took a deep breath, then let it out Sowly.

The Panqui nodded. “ Slowbreath good.”

Kerrigan kept his eyes on Lombo, not wanting to look down. “ Thank you for saving me.”

“Watch Kerrigan Lombo’sjob.”

“Y ou were watching me?’

Lombo gave him aquizzicd look.

“Why did you do that?’

“Greywitch. Xleniki.”

“Y ou werewatching medl night?’

The beast nodded, then pointed from the tower to the fairgrounds and down along the winding path
through the city. “Home. Fair. Trap.”

Kerrigan blinked hiseyes. “Y ou knew | waswalking into atrap?’



“Man stalked Kerrigan. Kerrigan followed.” Lombo shrugged. “ Others made trap.”

“And you didn’t stop them?” The young man’slower lip began to quiver. Every bruise on hisbody
garted throbbing. “Why didn’'t you stop them?’

Lombo lifted his chin proudly. “Hunter, not poacher.”

Hunter, notpoacher?Lombo’ s words bounced around in Kerrigan’s mind. At first they seemed
ridiculous, then adim sense of them cameto him. “Y ou didn’t stop them because they were hunting me. |
wastheir prey and you didn’t want to interfere with their, ah, kill.”

The Panqui nodded solemnly.

“But then why?’

“Kerrigan no prey.”

The Adept closed hiseyes. After only amoment’ sreflection he redlized what had happened. Aslong
as he had not defended himself, he had been acting as prey would. He had been a deer beset by wolves.
The moment | fought back, though... “I madethelight...”

Lombo smiled, exposing asturdy array of fangs and rending teeth. “Prey no life, no friend. Lombo’s
friend hashdp. Kerrigan kill easy.”

The young man opened his eyes again. Even though he had saved Xleniki, Lombo waswilling to let
him be daughtered if he acted like prey. If lam too stupid to live, he will let me die. It made aweird
sort of sense and Kerrigan found that sentiment an odd and distant echo of the things Orlahad tried to
teach him. Back on Vilwan, under circumstances where everything was controlled, he could do wonders.
Out in the world, however, hewasachild.

Kerrigan lifted ahand and gingerly touched the lump on his head. “ Ouch.”

The Panqui nodded. “EIlf magick.”

The Adept garted to shake his head no, but thought better of it dmost immediately. “No, not thistime.
Bruiseswill hedl, and might remind me not to act like prey.”

“Keriganwise”

“Kerriganislearning.” He shrugged and looked over at hisguardian. “I wouldn’t have killed them.”

“Kerrigan kind.”

“No, just not akiller.” Kerrigan smiled dowly. “My first impulseisn’'t to kill. | can livewith that.”

“Dead nofix.”

“Not any of the magick | know, anyway.” The Adept’ s smile broadened. “Nor does the magick |
know alow meto fly. So getting down from here will not be easy.”

Lombo’s jaw dropped open in alupine grin. “Lombo get you home. On Lombo’s back, Kerrigan.
Homewego.”

HI he king has returned. Asdarkness began to fall over thel Dimandowns, and Will dipped into the
night, shrouded 1 in an old cloak and sdlf-confidence, the young thief’ sworld seemed to be returning to
norma. He' d been in turmoil when running from Fortress Gryps. He had known from the start that Crow
and Resolute were withholding some information from him, but he' d never have guessed that their secret
could be so foul. Here he had been hoping he was a prince or heir to some power or something heroic
likethat.

Instead he found out he was son and grandson to sul-lanciri. He shivered. That meckanshii Hawkins
only had the shame of being the coward' s brother. Could have been they were only redly haf brothers,
or that the coward had been adopted. Anything. Hawkins could distance himself from the coward eesily.

But being of sullanciri blood, now that was something el se. That thought had pounded around inside
Will’ s skull until he thought his head would burst. Hetried to think back to his earliest memories, but he'd
never heard the name Norrington associated with himsalf. He had been told his mother had diedina
brothd fire, and that he had survived the fire, but he didn’t even know that for certain. He didn’t have any
scarsto proveit. No one he currently knew had the story of the fire from any source but him. Hedidn't
even know if he'd heard it right.

But he had no doubt whatsoever that before Estafa, no one had ever called him aNorrington. HeE d
have remembered, too, since there were things worse than being anameless orphan, and being called a



Norrington was one of them. They had them in the Dim, men and women who went to work for the Ydin
Congtabulary, preying on those who used to be their friends. They were called Dim Lancers by some,
but applying that |abel to afellow denizen of the Dim, evenin jest, would earn someone a begting.

Thething in the cave, the way it had come through and spoken, that did make him wonder what was
going on. He thought back to what the goat-thing had said, how it had spoken to him. It had known who
he was, and it was Nefrai-laysh, the one they said was hisfather. Had it really spoken to me the way
my father would?

Will shook his head defiantly. That was magick, and everyone knew that magick could go aswrong as
eadly asit could go right. And he was a sullanciri and everyone knew they couldn’t betrusted at all.
Neither could Crow and Resolute. My life was fine before those two interfered with it, before | had
anything to do with magick.

Will, with astubbornness born of the streets, decided that Crow and Resolute and Estafa and anyone
€lse who thought he was a Norrington was just flat wrong. I’m not a Norrington, and that’sit. He'd
nodded once, solemnly, and put the whole problem out of his head.

It was good that he did, since he had lots of other thingsto think about. He stripped off the Apprentice
robe pretty quickly, just in case the magickers could track him through it. He traded it to arag picker for
some clothesthat weren't truly horrible, then quickly enough dipped into ahouse and stole more suitable
attire.

By midnight, the only thing he had of hisjourney were memories, and that suited him just fine. He
knew he couldn’t go back to Marcus and Fabiaright away, largely because Crow knew about them and
that would be thefirst place searchers would look. Officiads coming and questioning Marcus would cause
aproblem for Will when hetried to return to the flock, but he figured he could steal something good and
Marcuswould forgive him. If Marcuswouldn’t and Fabialiked the prize, she' d defend him.

I’ll get a beating, but it won't be so bad.

Thefirg night he needed a place to stay. He hunted around for a couple of hideaways he' d known
about, but squatters aready occupied them. Moving through shadows, he managed to €lude city
watchmen. Whileit seemed they were doing nothing more than making their normal rounds, Will felt
pretty certain they were thereto lure him out. He refused to fdl prey to their plans, however.

Heworked hisway through the Dim, getting closer and closer to the Downs. He found Luminaeasly
enough, and it was just aswdll he had. Shewasin an dley with acoin-mate, her skirt high, her thighs
outside his, but he wasn't happy. He started hitting her and swearing at her. A hand rose and aknife
blade glinted dully.

Thefirst stone cracked the man’ swrist and sent the knife flying. The second stone thwocked off the
man’ sforehead as he turned toward Will. Hiseyesrolled up in his head and he crumpled into asquet pile
therein thedley. Lumina, chest heaving, right hand over her mouth, looked down &t the man, then at
Will.

“Glad | found you, Lumina.” Will dropped to aknee and liberated the man’s purse, then stood and
took her by the hand. “It'sme, Will. Y ou remember me, right?’

“Yes, Will, you'remy Arel’ s-get.”

“Fortune schild, that’sme.” He pulled her dong with him. “Y ou Hill living over the dyer’ s shop?’

“Yes” Shelet her skirtsfdl to cover hersdf and came dong with him. “Will? Will. Where have you
been?’

“To the mountains and the moon and back. | need aplaceto stay.” He tossed her the flaccid leather
purse. “Not much there, but will it buy meanight?’

“Yes, my little hero, it will.”

At that point Luminatook the lead and conducted him back to her home. It struck Will as odd that
two months ago her chambers had seemed so luxurious, he’ d had better accommodations, cleaner and
easer on the eyes, while on the road. And she' d been the most beautiful woman he' d known before his
trip, but compared to Sephi, Lumina began to seem haggard. And compared to Alexia... Wdll, it was
best she was't compared to Alexia.

Lumina s gratitude, however, erased the world outside her chambers, wiping awareness of it from



Will’smind. Never before had Will experienced anything quite so intense. While he had kissed and
fondled girls before, that had been dl giggles and breathlessness, curiosity and innocence. It had been
fun, and some of the memories could redden hisface, but those memories were part of the world outside
her rooms.

Luminashowed him passion, ungtinting and unfettered. She guided him in some things with words, and
in otherswith amotion or asharp intake of breath. Likewise she deciphered his moans, groans and
gasps, navigating by them to bring him up steep inclines of pleasure. The plateaus just concentrated
things, focusing him on himsdf and thefed of her fingerson his skin, her warm breath on hisbody. Then
up again and up, further and further, to the point where he thought surely he would explode or go mad.

Another plateau, rise and platea—heights undreamt of .

Dawn greeted him after what seemed like ayear of burning from theinside out. He lay there, tangled in
her sheets, aboneless, sweat-dappled mass of flesh. Smiling took a supreme effort, but he managed it for
her, then fell adeep.

He awoke again before dusk and Lumina brought him watered wine and some bread. She kissed him
gently and bade him eat. Between mouthfuls of food he asked after Marcus and Fabia, and begged her
not to let them know he' d returned to Y din until he figured out what to do.

Lumina, whose beauty benefited from the soft yellow glow of talow candles, smiled. “No fear on that,
Will. Marcus kicked Fabia out aweek ago, maybe abit more. She was heartbroken and took to
drinking. Shefdl adeep in the Street, didn't wake up when thetide camein. She'sgone, and it’ shisfault,
50 he'll have nothing from me, and I’ ve told him such.”

Will finished hismedl and thanked her. “1’ m going to see to some things tonight, so | don’t know
wherel’ll be”

She nodded. “Y ou can come back hereif you want.”

“Redly?’

Thewoman smiled. “You'reathief. | couldn’t keep you out if | wanted. Besides, tonight I’ Il be with
Predator.”

“Oh.” Will fdt his heart tighten.

She reached out and stroked his cheek. “Will, you know...”

He kissed her pam and gave her awink. He was glad she accepted that because he knew he couldn’t
gpesk. Will did from the bed and pulled his shoes on. Helingered over a shoe amoment, swallowing the
lump in histhroat away, then gave her agamile.

“If you need me, I'll find you.”

Shelied to him with anod and heleft. Making hisway down the stairs to the dley running behind the
dyer’ s shop, he threw back his cloak and invited the cold in to armor his heart. In the previous night,
when the world was just him and Lumina, he had et himself believe sheloved him. Inthe red world he
knew that wasn't true. It stung, alot, but every step away from that bed lessened the pain. The cold
wreathing his heart numbed it and Will didn’t see areason to hope for athaw anytime soon.

lam Will the Nimble, KingoftheDimandowns. He gathered his cloak around him. The king has
returned.

He emerged from the dley to see Scabby Jack and Garrow, aong with their crew of urchins, beating
up on someone. One of the kids grabbed afat purse and held it up like atrophy. Looking past her, Will
caught sght of their victim. He knew him, then redlized he’ d been recognized himself. Thevictimhdd a
hand out toward him, begging for help.

Will raised his hands as Scabby Jack glanced at him, and two of the kids started for him. “Not my
fight.” Hejogged off down the street, then crossed it and ducked into another aley. He worked hisway
along it, then up arickety staircase and across aroof. He legped the gap to another roof, then softly
padded hisway acrossit to where that building butted up againgt another. He scaled thetaller building's
wall at the corner, then went up atiled roof on dl fours.

Getting to the ridgeline, he headed along about halfway. He got down on his belly and grabbed one of
thetiles. Wiggling it back and forth, he dipped it free, then peered down through a gap in the planking.

The opening gave him agood look at the common room where Marcus kept the kids who worked for



him. Marcus, dender, dark, and with anasty cast to his close-set eyes, stood at one end of the room. A
rafter kept cutting off sght of him as the man paced, but Will could hear hisvoice just fine.

“Most of you know Will. Even though he' s been gone for abit, you remember him. I'm needing to find
him. Y ou haveto find him. Y ou have to tel him he'sto come here. No hard fedings, no, none. I’m proud
of Will, and any of you would be happy if | were as proud of you as| am of him.”

The short hairs on the back of Will’s neck began to rise. Marcus' cold tone of voice belied what he
was saying, but the kids, they were dl nodding in agreement with what he said. That struck Will about as
odd astheir al being seated on the floor, in even ranks and rows. They’ d even lined themselves up such
that the youngest were toward the front, where they could see easily. The oldest were at the back and no
onewas whigpering or dapping or carrying on. Even Ludy wasn't mocking Marcus, which wasjust not
neturd.

“ S0, get yourselves going. Out now, out. | need you to find Will. I’ ve agold Gustus going to the one
who bringshim.” Marcus brandished the bright coin in hisright hand. “1t’ syours, you find him. Go on,

Thekids stood, front rank first, then the next, and so on, filing out quietly, al heading downgairsto the
dtreet. Will watched them go and redlized he was safe, since none of them had gone into the south room
to climb the ladder and take to the rooftops. Most who got to Will’ s age shied from roofs when they got
their growth, and the younger kids just weren't very sharp. And the way they went out. Very odd.

Marcus turned on his heel when the last one left, and entered the west room, which spanned that end
of the upper floor. He d shared it with Fabia, and the only time Will had seen the inside of it was when
Fabia needed help doing something or Marcus intended to administer abeating. Will did know something
about the room, however, and dipping the tile back into place, he turned that knowledgeto his
advantage.

Back on hands and feet, he catted hisway over to the chimney. A little heat and abit of smoke rose
fromit, but Will figured that was from down thefirst floor. Marcus had afear of fire—or so he said—and
that meant they were never alowed to have one, even in winter. Will thought the man was just too cheap
to pay for fuel.

Thethief clung to the side of the chimney and listened. The damper had long been broken in that
gpartment, and Will had made himsdlf an invisible party to conversations between Marcus and Fabia
before. It had saved him a besating or two, and even had alowed him to supply one or the other of them
with something they’ d just discovered had run ot.

Marcus voice survived theride up the narrow flue pretty well. “They’ re out there. They’Il find him.”

Thereply to his statement came sibilant and seemed to dither up the chimney instead of echoing the
way hisdid. Will was pretty surethiswasn't just because it was afemae voice. “ Splendid, sweet
Marcus. You please me.”

“And you, me. What you did with the children ...”

“It was nothing. | shall shew you how.”

“There are many things| would like you to show me.”

“1 know, sweetness. Perhaps, like this?’

Silence reigned for amoment or two, then was overthrown by an explosive grunt and groan from
Marcus' throat. Will wondered for asecond or two where he' d heard asimilar sound before. His
previous night's adventure drifted back on him and hisface burned. But, but, that took hours.... How
could... ? It was two heartbeats, maybe three.

A shiver ran down his spine, then abitter taste in his mouth made him spit. The way the kids had
acted, and Marcus, something was not right at al. What made it worse was that he was pretty certain
sorcery wasinvolved. That means hiding will be tough.

Will’seyes narrowed. 1" ve never liked hiding anyway. | need to find out who islooking for me.
And when | do that... He smiled. When he learned who was after him, they’ d have to learn that to tangle
with the king was an invitation to disaster.

Alyx awoke—then amended that, since she was conscious but couldn’t possibly be avake—ina



misty place suffused with soft light. She felt neither warm nor cold, and the vapor had abluishtint toiit.
This confused her because she would have thought she was dreaming, but she never dreamed in color.

Sherose from acrouch, but didn’t remember having crouched in the first place. The white gown she
wore had no deeves, and that struck her as odd. She owned no such garment. Her degping gownswere
al utilitarian, made of warm flannd, with full deeves. In apinch any of them could double as agambeson
under her mail.

The gown not only had no deeves, but it had been woven of afabric she didn’t recognize. It was white
and light and sheer, with ahalf cloak that hung over her back from the shoulders, and seemed to have
little more substance than the mist surrounding her.

The moment she thought that, however, things changed subtly. It wasn't so much thet the fabric
shifted, it just felt different. And then, after amoment, she couldn’t recall it having felt any differently
before. Now, though, flat bands of scales covered her from nipples to ssomach. More scalesran down
her flanks, al the way from the armpit to hem, and the cape seemed scaled aswll.

This changing gown, and her surroundings, perplexed Alyx. In the past, when she' d become aware of
being in adreaming state, that had been enough to kick her out of the dream. She’ d awake with the
images dowly evaporating. But now the odd surroundings didn’t melt away. Frowning, shetook astep
forward, letting the skirts and mist swirl around her legs. The ground felt smooth and dightly cool beneath
her bare feet. As she moved through the migt, it began to thin, and dark images dowly resolved
themsdves

Ahead of her, perhaps amile off, lay the top of adark mountain, the peak still sharp. Arrayed around
and behind it were dark thunderheads, with lightning flashing from deep within their hearts. Lower clouds
surrounded the mountaintop like asnowfidld, cutting off any view of what lay below. Even glancing down
she could see nothing save hints of green where the mist parted with her steps.

When next she looked up, after only a step or two, the mountain loomed over her, barely ahundred
yards off. A cavern gaped in the mountainside, and in another step she was at its mouth. Words had been
chisded into the stone around the arched opening.

“The secrets within remain secret without, for the good of al theworld.” Alyx read it doud and was
not impressed with its profundity, nor its gravity, if it wasawarning. Still, the fact that she could read it
ran againg the idea she was dreaming, since she could not read in dreams,

Cautioudy shetook a step toward the entrance and discovered her rate of progression had returned to
norma. Aside from the words at the opening, the cave appeared unaltered. Long, fanglike stal actites
hung down, forcing her to thread her way through a phalanx of them. She strode across anarrow arch
over avast chasm, then down through a curving pathway that opened into alarge room with ahuge lake
init.

At the edge of the lake waited aboat at aquay. It had no masts and had been styled after adragon.
Torches burned fore and aft. Two figures waited at the stern, on the wheeldeck, watching her as she
walked along the dock and boarded amidships.

The smaller of the two figurestook astep forward, but he was not asmall man at al. Shewatched him
closdly, comparing him to military men she knew. Instead of arobe he wore ablack surcoat made of the
same materid shewore, though hiswas more fully scaled, asif it had been cut from the flesh of adragon.

Her choice of the dragon image was not drawn from the ship alone, but from the el aborate headgear
the man wore, aswell as his gauntlets and boots. Dragonish talons capped histoes, and the fingers of his
gauntlets had been smilarly fashioned. The hem had ajutting dragon’ s muzzle, and horns and earsrose
from it. What disturbed her about the helm was that the ears appeared to move, and aforked tongue
dithered out to flicker around.

And those great golden eyes seem to be looking straight through me.

The mouth moved as the Black Dragon spoke. “Y ou wish to know where you are amost as much as
you wish to know why you are here.”

Alyx nodded dowly. “Last | knew | wasin Ydin, in Fortress Gryps.”

“Part of you yet is” The Black Dragon’ s voice came in measured tones. The long muzzle distorted
them enough that she couldn’t identify his voice, but she suspected the man was Generd Caro. “If



anyone wereto look in on you, they would find you deeping soundly.”

“But | am not dreaming.”

“Aswas explained to me, dreams are your spirit at the theater, watching and hearing, experiencing.
Thisiswhen your spirit has sdlied forth. It isnothing to fear, especidly not here.” The Black Dragon’s
earsflicked back and forward. “ This place dso dlows us abit more flexibility in choosing theimage we
wear.

Alyx nodded. She was sorely tempted to try to revisua-ize her gown as acoat of scale armor, but
without knowing how to do it, the effort would likely not succeed and would prove adistraction.
“Despitewhat you have said, | ill do not know wherel am.”

“Thisisthe meeting place of the Great Communion of Dragons. Y ou have been invited to become a
Communicant, and are being initiated as aWhite Dragon.” The Black’s helm amiled, reveding white
teeth, while hislarger, stedl-grey companion did nothing. “It isa great honor.”

She half lidded her violet eyes. 1 imagineit is. The power expended to get me hereisimpressive.”

“Alwaysthe pragmatist. Thisisgood.” The Black nodded dowly. “The Communion of Dragonsisthe
oldest of the Great Societies. All othersare mirrors of it. This society grew up before the Estine Empire
was established. It anticipated the power into which men would grow. While many view dragons today
as creatures of great rage and destructive power, our founders recognized that dragons, in their wisdom,
used their power only as needed. They punish poor behavior and benignly encourage good. They are
parents disciplining unruly offspring, chastening them. So we seek to perform this same function within
human society.

“The other societies have smilar gods, but to accomplish them, they draw from dl levels of society.
We sdlect only those who, through training, breeding, and accomplishment, have proven themsdves
cgpable of handling the great respongibility of guiding humanity.”

“Y ou deem me worthy of such an honor?’

“Itismy hope you will be seento be s0.” The Black |ooked back at the stedl dragonman. “Thisis
Maroth. Heisamagicka construct and pilots the ship here on the crossing. When next you come here,
youwill say to him,

‘Maroth, take meforth.” He will bring you to the appropriate destination.”

“And if we do not leave the quay, | am not initiated into the Communion?’

“It ispossible that such could bethe case. Were it so, however, you would not get thisfar.” The Black
wrapped hisleft hand over hisright fist. “ The summonsto join the Communion, to journey hereand
gpesk with your brethren, will come often but the choice to do so isyours and yours alone. On the other
side we meet and discuss— advising each other, settling disputes. There are moments, on the other side,
when time and distance, melt to nothing. Y ou will ways be anchored to your physical form, and what
might take hours herewill passin an eyeblink. Were | seated before awarm fire, the cup of winel hold
would not have had a chanceto fal from my fingers before our business here was completed.”

Alyx lifted her chin. “If I join, am | subject to the orders of others? | will not betray my nation or
people at the order of another.”

“Other societies operate with a hierarchy that demands obedience, but not the Dragons. Asyou gainin
knowledge, your ahility to interact more fully with people expands. As| noted, we discuss, inform, and
advise, we do not compel. At best you will see other Dragons gathering to oppose recklessness or
unbridled ambition.”

The Black grasped his hands at the small of his back. “The Communion is not apath to power. Itisa
means to guarantee that power is used wisely and to its best effect.”

She nodded. “Y ou know who | am. When will | have the courtesy of knowing who you are?’

“Intimeit will come. We each choose to reved ourselvesto other members at a point wherewefed it
is appropriate. I'm certain you have decided | am Genera Caro, but thisis only because | have chosen
to adopt aform akin to his.” The Black spun once, quickly, and the thick-limbed, dragon-helmed figure
changed as skirts flared and bosom swelled. For a heartbeat she looked very much like Grand Duchess
Tatyana, but flowed into the more pleasant form of Queen Y dena. “ Once you have a Communicant’s
confidence, you will see them asthey truly wish to be seen. Until then, this game of mirrors should make



youwary. | have no doubt that you would have been so anyway, carefully weighing what you weretold
before you acted uponiit.”

Alyx caught herself wondering if the glimpse of her grest-grandaunt had been intentiona or
unintentiond, then redlized it didn’t matter. Game of mirrorsis correct. Shesmiled dowly. “You
brought me here, then, to get my permission to submit my name for membership in this Communion?’

“| did, daughter.”

Alyx’shead came up sharply. “ Daughter? Y ou presume much.”

“Please, | beg your pardon. Within the Dragonsthisis how we address each other. Y ou could call me
father, or uncle, wereit more pleasing to you. Cousin, niece, nephew, brother, grandfather, and so on, al
of these are what we use to stress our ties, not ranks and divisions.”

She nodded dowly. “1 clearly have muchtolearn ... Uncle”

“And you will havetimeto learnit.” Hereturned her nod. “If you do not mind, | wanted to offer you a
word of caution inwhat will follow in the Council of Kings.”

“And that would be?’

“Y ou are quite competent, even brilliant—better than any expected you would be. Y ou could easily
teach everyone there some vital lessons. Y ou taught them to Caro at Porasena. Chytrine, however, isnot
afoewho will fall at asingle blow, and certainly not thefirst struck at her. Listen, learn. Observethe
strengths and the weaknesses of soldiers and statesmen. Study your friends as you would your enemies,
for there will come atime when you will haveto treat them as such to do what isbest.”

Alyx thought for asecond, then nodded. “ Sound advice and quite worthy of adoption. Thank you,
unde”

“It pleases me that you found my guidance useful.” The figure plumped back into the black dragon
who had greeted her. “Have you any other questions?’

“Isthere anyonein these meetings| can trust?’

Echoes of the Black’ slaughter fled deep into the cavern and did not return. “ Augustus, certainly, and
your grandfather—if you hear hiswords yourself. Cavarre can be trusted aswdll, in most things, though
hisbiasfor hisream does narrow hisfocus. And Crow, you can trust him.”

“Crow?’

“Kedyn's Crow.”

“He saghog, aphantasm. A legend with aVVorquelf army.” She smiled. “Minstrels made him up o
poor people would think someone could oppose the sullanciri”

“Heisred. | have known him for along time. He snot a Dragon, but | trust him regardiess.” The
Black’ s golden eyeshdf shut. “ Asfor the mingrel songs, if the mingtrels knew afraction of what Crow
has redly done, they’ d not dare sing of him, since none of it would be believed.”

Alyx arched an eyebrow at him. “I’ve heard that sort of thing said of many, but thisisthefirst I've
been told the songs play down explaits, instead of making more of them.”

The Black smiled. “ The entertainment value of history depends |ess upon accuracy than drama; and
where the two conflict, dramawins.”

“What of the Norrington? Do | trust him when heisfound?’

“I don’t know. | have not met him. | would rely on whatever impressions of him Augustus and Crow
have”

“Fair enough.” She smiled cautioudy. “How will | know if | am accepted?’

“You'll sseasign.”

“And | can discussthiswith no one?’

The Black dowly shook his head. “ Asthe warning on the arch noted, what goeson hereis
confidential, and remains so. While you will remember everything, to spesk of it, or writeit, to make
pictures or to do anything associated with it will be impossible. When you meet other membersin the
flesh, you will know you know them, and that you can trust them, but you will not know why. 1t will not
concern you, either.”

He opened his hands and spread hisarms. * So, to the Communion | bid you welcome, and for now, |
bid you farewell.” His body expanded until it became ablack sphere that engulfed her. Her world went



completely dark and she began to suffocate.

She fought againgt the blackness, then threw the blanket off and sat bolt upright in bed, gulping in huge
lungfuls of air. Alyx swept white-blonde hair from her face, then sank back onto her pillows.

She wanted very much to believe that what she had experienced was a dream, but too much had
occurred in it that was not remotely dreamlike. And while surredl elements did predominate, the fact that
she saw in color, and that she had been able to read, these spoke againgt theidea of it being afantasy.

Alyx shrugged. Regardless of it being dream or redlity, the experience just confirmed the things that
she' d dready taken astrue. She could trust King Augustus, her grandfather, and Dothan Cavarre. With
thefirst two she had along history of trust, and with Cavarre, the impression she had gained of himin the
first Council had been very favorable. The fact that he stood in opposition to Tatyana, and did so without
fear, likewise spokewd| of him.

The comment about Crow surprised her, and again spoke against her having dreamed. Kedyn's Crow
was alegend to her, and she had no reason to suspect he would be present at the Council. She actudly
had doubts that he was, since aman of his reputation would certainly have been very useful and part of
the discussions from the start. Then again, his known fellowship with Vorquelves and desire to see

their home freed once more marginalizes him since his goal is shared by few men.

Sheran her fingers through her hair and thought for amoment before shaking her head. It was just an
odd dream. She shivered and tried to pull the blanket up to cover her, but it had dipped full off the bed.
Assheleaned over to retrieve it from thefloor, ajolt ran through her.

There, on the floor, the blanket had fallen twisted in a shaft of moonlight. The way it had ended up, the
dark wool blanket clearly formed ahead and atail, and one corner roselike adragon’swing. Try asshe
might, she couldn’t find another image to fit the figure on the floor, then acloud did across the face of the
moon.

Her blanket lay there in atangled heap, no more sinister than atwisted piece of bed linen.

Alyx growled at hersalf and snatched the blanket from the floor. “ Just aswell | saw it now. Saves me
trying to interpret everything else...” She meant to add “asasign of the Dragons,” but the words refused
to come.

She sighed and shivered benegath the blanket. Sleep, when it did come, brought no dream or clouds,
mountains or dragons. This pleased Alyx no end, because the Council of Kingswas certain to give her
more than enough to |ose deep over soon.

At first blush it had seemed like a sound plan. Will’s ob-f't jective had been to learn who was after
him. Whoever it 1 lwas had enlisted Marcus and had done something to the kids to make them behave
like little soldiers. Will had seen that sort of discipline before, but only after Marcus had administered a
severe besting, or after one of the older kids had disappeared.

That discipline usualy lasted less than an hour, and diminished in direct proportion to the distance from
the hideout. Will decided to stay out of the way for alittle bit, then hunt down one of the younger kidsin
the group and get the information out of her. He' d decided on Skurri, ascruffy little girl about nineyears
old, since she was smarter than average and he d often shared little treasures with her. The way her face
lit up at uny kindness had been ajoy.

The hour or so he spent waiting, dowly closing in on the section of the Dim where Skurri usualy
worked asamulefor one of the older cutpurses, gave Will time to re-fleet on why he was being hunted.
Heknew it wasn't to turn him in for any reward. While he' d been acompetent thief, he' d never pulled off
anything spectacular enough to warrant a bounty being placed on his head. Aswith Crow and Resolute,
there was only one reason in the world anyone would be looking for him: because of hisblood.

Not being able to remember his mother, and never having seen or heard mention of hisfather, he had
no ideaif he was the Norrington of prophecy. The possibility that he might have been had never occurred
to him, despite countless orphan fantasies woven around hisfather’ s hidden identity. He' d always
dreamed that hisfather might show up one day to take him away from the streetsand to alife of leisure.
The possihility that hisfather was a Norrington just didn’t enter into that scheme of things.

The Norrington tragedy was well known, and sung of in anumber of varieties. Among the Vorks had



arisen aprophecy that said aNorrington would lead the rescue of their idand. His supposed grandfather
had gone on the grand crusade and had been captured by Chytrine. She’ d turned him into a sullanciri.
AsDigtdus had told him, the son had then gone north to redeem hisfamily’ s name, but had been turned
into asullanciri himsdlf. “Blood before nation” had been the refrain of the song sung about Bodeigh
Norrington’slast campaign.

Theideaof being aNorrington never came to an orphan, for two reasons. Thefirst wasthat finding
yourself reated to the leaders of enemy invaders haslittle to recommend it. Will had seen kids get beat
up for being thought the offspring of half-wit stableboys. He couldn’t even begin to imagine what folks
would do in taking out their fears of Chytrine on anyone claiming to be a Norrington.

Second, and far more subtle, was the fact that being aNorrington carried with it agrave responsbility
and the strong probability of atragic life. If things were to continue dong the lines of what he' d seenin
Crow’ s company, Will’ slifewasn’t going to be full of laughter and joy. He' d be used as awegpon
agang Chytrine. Whether | want it or not.

The story of Bodeigh Norrington sent a cold chill through the young thief. The man had been ahero.
Hehad dain sullanciri. Distalus had described him as Oriosa slast hero, and yet blood had won out
over nation. How could he, Will, adenizen of the Dim, resist the sorts of temptations that had made his
father and grandfather succumb? Will my blood bind me to them?

That question sent ajolt through him. Theritud in the cave dammed back full force. My blood! | am
linked to them. That thing was my father?

“Damn them. Damn their eyes, damn their lies.” Will snarled at the evasions and trickery Crow and
Resolute had used. They' d firgt said they could tell him nothing because they wanted to protect whoever
they were looking for, just in case hewasn't it. But ever since the cave they’ ve known who | was.
They should have told me.

Asmuch as he wanted to blame them, however, he couldn’t build up arighteousfury. First off, when
he had been told who he was, he ran. They’ d known he would, and they had been working to change
him into someone who wouldn't. As Crow had told him, he and Resolute had volunteered for their duty
inthis battle. Will had not been able to do that—he' d been press-ganged just as they had dmost beenin
Sanges.

Second, they had nothing to do with his parentage. His blood was hisblood. It was histo deal with.
They' d tried to insulate him as much asthey could. In the one encounter with the sullanciri, Resolute had
kicked the goat-man off him. Even on Vilwan they had placed him out of danger as much as possible.

The problem of who he wasfell squarely on his shoulders. He knew Chytrine wanted him, based on
what Nefrai-laysh had said to him. Crow and Resolute would be hunting for him, but they’ d not go to
Marcus—they hadn’t in thefirst place, trusting instead on their own skillsto find him. The question
remained of who else might be looking for him.

He chose to focus on that question, and started his hunt for Skurri. Will sped over rooftops, sailing
acrossaleys, to land in acrouch or tuck into aroll and keep going. In shadows he would wait and
watch. Then, down in the street, he saw the brown-haired girl enter an aley. The beggars Stationed at its
mouth let her pass without comment or challenge, clearly recognizing her as a creature of the Dim.

Will descended to Street level by means of astairway and darted across the empty byway. He gave
the beggars anod, then leaped over a deeping body and trotted down to where Skurri spoke with a
huddled mass of rotting rags.

“Skurri, aword.”

Sheturned dowly toward him, first bringing her head around, then her shoulders. She stared at him
unblinking, and the greenish glow in her eyes unsettled him. “He shere” He bardly heard her whisper
and had he not seen her lips move, he could have missed her having spoken at dl.

“Little sster, who's hunting for me?’ He grabbed her shoulders and shook her dightly, hoping to
shock the dazed ook out of her eyes. “Who, Skurri, who?Isit Nefrai-laysh?’

Thelittle girl’ seyes blazed at the mention of that name, then her voice changed, sinking into a deeper
register. “Y ou have learned much, little one. Y ou wounded my brother, both hide and pride. Now you
aemine”



Skurri grabbed hiswrigts hard. Biting back ayelp, Will brought his hands up, then out, around and
back in abig circle. The move broke her grip, then he shoved both hands againgt her chest and pushed
her down.

As shefdl, she touched the beggar to whom she had been speaking. Green eyes suddenly ignited
beneath layers of rags. A hand grabbed Will’ sright ankle. He ssomped down on the bony forearm, heard
it break, then tore hisright foot free. He spun and fell, but caught himsalf on his hands and propelled
himsdf toward the dley mouth.

He reached the street unhindered, but found green eyes staring at him from aleys and rooftops, even
from beneath carts and in the face of acat perched on awindowsill. He spun at a sound coming from
behind him and saw a shambling mass of beggars heading for him. In most of their facestwo green eyes
burned, in others only asingle. They weren't moving fast, but they were moving asamass.

Will stooped to grab astone, then pegged it as hard as he could at the leading beggar. The missileflew
true and caught the humpbacked woman in the forehead. She pitched back, knocking down a
one-legged man, temporarily choking the alley mouith.

He spun and headed south. Will kept his eyes open for three things: broken cobbles that could trip him
up, stones he could throw, and likely targets. He avoided potholes, not wanting to repest his disaster with
the Grey Migters. The stones he snatched up came easily to hand and didn’t lack for supply, but neither
did targets. He threw aswell ashe could, and if hedidn’t crush arat’ s skull, he usually got close enough
to send the little beasts running for cover. The samewastrue of hisformer brethren, though he didn’t try
to kill them, just hurt them enough to make them break off their pursuit.

Will redlized two things amost immediately. Thefirst was that some serious magick was a work and
appeared to be contagious. At atouch Skurri had been able to infect the beggars with it and they,
presumably, could infect others. Will found it al too easy to imagine some of hisyounger brethrenin the
sewers, catching up rats,“ then sending them to the streets to watch him. While the green glow in their
eyes meant they weren't responsible for their actions, Will didn’t mind killing varmints.

The second thing was that by referring to Nefrai-laysh as“ brother” the huntress had reveded her
identity asa sul-lanciri. That realization hadn't taken much of aleap, since Chytring sinterestin him
would have outweighed everyone sg's, and she had sufficient power to send mag-icka hunters after
him. And she is using my friends against me—as she used my grandfather against his son, and
against all their former friends.

More thoughts cascaded through his mind, coming asfast as his breath and his steps. His attempt at
stedling Predator’ s prize had come because he saw it was time to move out on hisown. Y es, he had
prayed Marcus would welcome him back, but he had secretly harbored the hope that Marcus might
make him alieutenant. That would have been thefirst step in his breaking away, or supplanting Marcus.
It was hisfirst step at independence.

Chytrine would deny him that. She would use me against everyone. Nefrai-laysh had described him
asakey for alock, but he was much more, and he knew it. To run from that would be
impossible—Chytrine would seeto it that he could never livein peace. Either hewould haveto bein her
fold, as hisfather chose to be, or he would have to be dead. He was enough of athreat to her that no
other options would be alowed asfar as she was concerned.

His only other option, of course, wasto oppose her. Because of a prophecy, he had become atarget.
He could fight againgt those who hoped the prophecy would cometrue, or he could fight againgt the
woman who wanted to make sureit didn’t. It really wasn't even aquestion of which side wasright. The
smplefact of the matter was that she would deny him hisfreedom, and that just wasn’t Sitting well with
him.

Will cut into an aley and heard a furious screech rising. Something landed on hisback and right
shoulder, then afierce stinging erupted. He reached back and caught a handful of tail, then yanked the cat
from hisback. The clawsripped free, the pain spiking. Will snarled, then whipped the cat againgt the
wall, dashing itsbrains out.

A whirring sound filled the dlley, growing louder asheran. Thedley fed into a crosscut dley and Will
was pretty certain left was the way back to the street. Before he had a chance to make up hismind, the



whirring grew to the right, then stopped abruptly to be replaced by akeening voice.

“Quick, quick. Run, thisway, run. Quick.”

Will hesitated. Crouched there on the alley wall, clinging to a brick with two legs and four arms, the
humanoid creature looked dightly longer than hisforearm. A quartet of glassine wings protruded fromits
back, and two antennae rose from above two jewel -faceted eyesin what amost passed for a human
face. Chitinous armor covered the creature and |ooked black in the night, though a couple of spots
seemed to glow green.

Those spots weren't its eyes, however, which counted for alot with Will at the moment, and the color
was more of an evergreen, not the pale corpsdlight that had been chasing him. “ That way?”

“Yes, yes. Thisway. Yes” The creature launched itsdf into the air with awhir of wings, then looped
and sped off in the direction it wanted Will to go. Ten yards further on, where the dley opened into a
courtyard, the thing dipped sharply, and arat squeaked. The rodent rolled into the courtyard, then lay
there struggling within a glistening webbing. The dark windows facing the courtyard watched blindly as
the webbing contracted, crushing therat to death.

Will sprinted after the creature and followed it to the north side of the courtyard. Through an arched
carriageway he could see a street free of glowing green eyes. The problem was that astout iron gate set
with agrid of bars stood between him and freedom. He grabbed the bars and shook them, then glanced
at thelock. He could have had it open in aminute, with the proper tools, but he didn’t have them with
him.

He turned and looked at where his companion sat perched on a crossbar. “Well, now what?’

“Wait. We wait.”

“Wait for what?’

The creature shrugged. “Wewait.”

Will spun and put his back to the gate, then thought better of that move and stepped a pike' s-length
forward. That dtill left him deep in the carriageway’ s shadow, but it didn't really matter. Bleeding into the
courtyard, moving through the dley aswel as over the walls and down, came an army of green-eyed
cregtures. Rats and cats formed the flanks, with afew dogs out in front of the main body. Beggars
predominated in the middle, with afew robust men at their core. Will assumed they were drunken sailors
who had collgpsed in thewrong alley at thewrong time.

One of the beggars shuffled forward and reached a two-fingered, leprous hand toward him. “Y ou
have a choice, Will Norrington. Y ou cometo us, now, willingly, or the pieces of your body will be shat
by rats before dawn.”

Will lifted hischin. “Isthat the sort of bargain you offered my father and grandfather?”’

“What missed in the son resides firmly in grandson.” The beggar’ s voice became dmost wistful.
“Serving our mistress, you will know the fulfillment of your dreams— even dreamsyou did not know you

hed.

Thethief shook hishead. “It won't work.”

“No?’

“No.” Will smiled defiantly and hefted arock in hisright hand. “My dreams are your Mistress
nightmeres.”

“Sobe..”

The rock caught the beggar in histhroat, cutting off hiswords. Will, for the barest of seconds,
imagined that throw being strong enough to spill the man back into the rank behind him, and cast them
back and so on and so on, until the whole of the rabblefell. He knew it wasimpossible, but if Chytrine
was going to make undreamt dreams come true, that would have been anice sart.

And yet, while histhrow had by no means been strong enough to accomplish that goa, the rabble was
faling. Arrows and stones, crossbow quarrels and even daggers, rained down on them from the empty
windows. People poured from doors, brandishing clubs with which they laid about, smashing rats,
mousers, and hounds. Will’ s saviors shouted savage war cries and took to the combat with amerciless
and efficient economy Will had seen before.

In Resolute. The youth's jaw dropped open. They're all Vorks.



Half adozen of the Vorquelves entered the carriageway and interposed awall of flesh between Will
and the courtyard. They had swords drawn, and struck sparks from the cobbles as they daughtered rats.
Nothing got past them save the gurgled criesfor mercy that ended abruptly with the sharp sound of stick
onskull.

The Vorquelves who had made themselves into his bodyguard turned and surrounded him. Predator
stood at the center of their line, and Will’ s bresth caught in histhroat. Before he could say anything,
however, Resolute pulled Predator out of the line. Crow dipped through the gap and grabbed Will by the
shoulders.

“Areyou hurt?’

Will shook his head, then let his breath out and started shivering. Above him a second of the winged
crestures had joined his guardian. They whirled and looped through a complex knot of maneuvers. Ther
piping voicesfilled the carriageway, drowning out the sounds of the wounded being dispatched.

“Easy, Resolute.” Predator freed himsdf from the larger Vorquelf’ s grasp, then Sraightened out his
tunic. “I wasjust going to seeto him.”

“I recall how you saw to him before, Predator.” Resolute’ ssilver eyes ditted as he looked at the Grey
Misters closest to Will. The other Vorquelves backed away. “He s not hurt?’

“Of course he' s not. We were here, we saw, we took care of things.” Predator flicked afinger toward
the flying creatures. “ That Sprithacameto us, told uswe were to be here at thistime, and we' d see why,
do our part for the prophecy. We were, we did, and it' s done. Without your help.”

Resolute growled. “Y ou know how Sprithaare. They know when to be where, but not alwayswhy.
Sprynt isan old friend. He got Crow and me, brought us as fast as we could go. We got hereintimeto
seeitwasover.”

One of the Sprithalanded on Crow’ s shoulder and gave Will anod. “ Sprynt. Pleased to meet the
Norrington, plessed.”

The other Sprithalanded on Will’ s shoulder. Sprynt snapped a harsh comment at his comrade. The
green Sprithalaunched himsdlf into the air, then hovered.

“Qwec begsforgiveness, begs, the Norrington.”

Will shook his head to clear it. “Um, no, that’ s okay. Y ou’re Sprynt, he's Qwc?’

“Impetuous. A child.”

“Well, | owe himmy life” Will lifted hisleft shoulder. “Go ahead.”

The Spritha landed and clutched Will’ stunic. Qwc jutted his body forward and stuck histongue out at
Sprynt.

Predator came walking over. “You are wdll?’

“Y eah. Thanks”

The sapphire-eyed ef nodded. “1f | had known who you were...”

“Y ou’ d have hated me anyway, Predator.” Will shrugged, but Qwc managed to hang on. “Doesn’'t
mean nothing. Thanksfor saving me.”

The Vorquelf nodded. He looked up at Resolute. “Mind if we salvage things?’

“Help yourselves.” Resolute folded hisarms over his chest. “Y ou’ ve given us achase, boy.”

“If I weren't good at it, they’ d have gotten me.” Will sighed. “ Okay, | accept that I' m the Norrington.
| don't likeit, but Chytrineis convinced of it, so I’'m stuck. Short of having a child on someone, | guess
I"m your man.”

Crow nodded. “1 know that wasn't easy.”

“Y eah, well, easer than outrunning the folks hunting me.” Will nodded toward the dead bodies. “ There
was a sul-lanciri running them, and | didn’t see any kidsin the crowd. | know where sheis. If Chytrine
isafraid of mejust because of my being aNorrington, well, let’sgo kill us one of her generalsand give
her something more to worry about.”

rjiihe Stuation was not to Alyx’sliking, not at al. She'd | barely had an hour of deep since awakening
after her 1 encounter with the Communion of Dragons when a pounding on her door awakened her
again. She'd just thrown back the covers and cleared her hair from her face when the door opened and



King Augustus entered.

Alyx dropped to one knee. “My lord.”

“Rise, Alexia Thereisamatter that needs attending to and you will haveto teke care of it.” Theking
moved from the doorway, |etting two stewards enter, bearing a suit of iron-studded leather armor, a
short mail surcoat, bracers, greaves, and ahemet. “Dress quickly, then go to the East Tower map room,
second level. They will be expecting you.”

She covered ayawn with her hand. “What isit?’

Augustus glanced at the two stewards, then shook hishead. “ Y ou'll learn soon enough. Good luck.”
Tossing her abrief saute, he exited the room and pulled the door closed behind him.

Alyx dressed quickly. One of the stewards seemed to know hisway around armor, so shelet him help
her with the greaves and bracers. The other steward she sent off to get her a skin of water. She darted
out of the room before he returned, but snagged it from him as she moved to the map room.

Insde she found agathering of individuds, only two of whom she knew. The warrior woman in the
regdiaof the Alcidese Throne Guards leaned on atable in the center of the room, studying an old map of
the city. Next to it wasasmdl piece of parchment onto which had been sketched the layout of abuilding
with the surrounding streets and dleys. Trigti Exemiatapped the map with an index finger, then brought
that finger up to her lips and chewed on the nail.

“The maps conflict. What' s on our roya survey map does not match the sketch.”

A grey-eyed youth with agreen Spritha perched on hisleft shoulder glared &t her. “My mapisright. |
wasthere, | remember.”

“I’'m sure that’ swhat you think you remember, but...”

Weariness entered the youth’ svoice. “Look, I'm athief, right? 1t'smy job to get these details exactly.
My life depends upon it.”

“And now our liveswill.”

Alyx moved to thetable, diding in between thelarge Vorquelf, Resolute, and an older man wearing a
st of leatherslike hers, but hiding within the shadow of aleather huntsman’s hood. She looked across
thetableto Agitare. “Giveit to me quickly, Captain.”

The man nodded sharply, then pointed at the self-avowed thief. “ This evening the Norrington was
rescued in the Dim. He has indicated that someone he suspectsisa sullanciri isoperating out of the third
floor of abuilding on Blackline Street at Quay Road. We are estimating an enemy complement of one
adult male and thirty or so children, but the sullanciri used magick earlier to produce more combatants.
We have no reports on the presence of gibber-ers or any other northern troops.”

She frowned at the report. Finding a sullanciri out in the hinterlands was one thing, but having onein
the heart of Ydin, especidly asdl theworld' sleaders were meeting, created a serious problem. They
had gathered to decide what would be done about Chytrine, and yet the presence of one of her generals
mocked the Council. How could they rid themsdlves of Chytrine when her vassas ran unchecked in the
cty?

Ontop of that, the mission itsaf was next to impossible. She sighed. “ Assaulting up stairsand into a
place where a sullanciri and an unknown number of troops might be, in the heart of the Dim?| don't like
thisat al.”

The Vorquef snorted. “Y ou have the core of the problem. The layers around it are worse. We will be
seen coming from milesaway. They will run likeratsinto the sawers”

Theman a her back spoke softly. “Then we have the problem of dealing with a sullanciri. Killing
them isnot easy. It takes potent magick.”

“That could be why they sent for me.” A grey-haired woman closed the door behind her. “I’'m Orla, a
Magigter of Combats from Vilwan. Do we know which of the sullanciri thisis?”

Thethief shrugged. “ She' sfemade. Shereferred to Nefrai-laysh as her brother.”

“They're not related, that's just how they talk.” Orlarested both her liver-spotted hands on the top of
her ebon gtaff. “ That makes her one of the five femae sullanciri and we' ve not seen them about much at
all. Hard to know what she has.”

The Norrington frowned. “ She could see through the eyes of others, including rats and stuff. She could



aso control their actions.”

“Theclairvoyanceis pretty easy, but it’' saso taxing.

Seaing through multiple eyes can drive some peopleinsane.” Orlathought for amoment. ”1 can
probably conceal asmdl number of people from her watchers."

Alyx smiled. “Good, that will help.” She reached out and spun the city map around so she could read
it. Exemia pointed out the building in question. Alyx nodded. “What timeisit?’

The Vorquef answered. “ Just nigh four. Dawn’s an hour and a half off.”

“Good, we have enough time, then.” She glanced over at Captain Agitare. “You'll get the Wolves
going and move west up near the temple digtrict, then come down here into the Dim at the far side of our
target, coming back east on Blackline. Captain Exemia, you'll start most of the Throne Guards from
Fortress Gryps here, marching in good order. You'll come west on Broad Street, then cut down on
Mason Road to Blackline. Y ou'll both move dowly, putting on abig show, getting ready to converge on
thispoint just after dawn.”

The dark-haired woman nodded. “Y ou said | would have most of the Throne Guards. Who gets | eft
out?

“I need six of your marines, the best of them.” Alyx felt ashiver run down her spine. “Orlamay be
ableto blind her, but a sullanciri will be suspiciousif she has nothing to watch. We Il give her morethan
enough to watch, which iswhy shewon't seethe rest of uscoming.”

“Therest of us?” The hooded man turned to face her, and she squared up to the table, then looked at
him across her right shoulder. “Who would the rest be?”

“Six marines, Resolute, Orla, the Norrington—to tell uswhat might be atrap or not—me and you. |
know you' d not be hereif you were not useful.”

The Norrington smiled. “ Crow’ salegend.”

Oh, so thisis Crow. Alyx studied as much of hisface as the shadows revealed. The white beard and
forelock provided theillusion of age, asdid thewrinkles at the corners of his eyes, and the scar on the
right sde of hisface. His brown eyes, however, ill burned with an intengity that surprised her and
dispelled that illuson. She could not guess a his age, but she could seetherewas alot of lifeleft in him.

“You're Crow. I’ve been told | can trust you.”

Crow bowed his head. “Y ou are too kind.”

“No, you'll find I'mnot at all.” Alyx glanced over at Agitare and Exemia. “ Oncewe' rein, we'll sound
awhistle and you come hard.”

Captain Exemiaheld ahand up. “They’re till going to be able to take to the sewers, so we'll miss
them.”

Alyx shook her head. “No they won't. Y ou’ ve forgotten, the Street there is called Blackline because
that’ swhat’ sleft on the surface. High tide, which isin roughly an hour, goes up that far, causing the
sewersto back up. Nightsoil getseft on the street. The sewerswill provide them no escape.”

The leader of the Throne Guards nodded, then her eyes widened dong with her smile. “You' rejust
going to take alongboat up Quay Road and dock right on the doorstep, aren’t you?’

“Chytrine had no luck with an amphibious attack on Vilwan, so | doubt she’ s going to be anticipating
our repeating that sort of lousy tactic.” Alyx pulled the sketch of the building over and studied it. “We're
only going to succeed with speed and surprise and magick. We ve got to get Orlain so she can dedl with
the sullanciri.”

Resolute et alow chuckle rumble from histhroat. “ Sheis not the only one who can ded with a
sullanciri?

“1 know, I’ veread the histories, | know how the others died. If you have any magick arrows or know
where Temmer can be found, bring them.” The smplefact of the matter was that the easiest way to dedl
with the sullanciri would be to assemble a cadre of Vilwanese Combat Magis-ters and level the building.
Whileit would be effective, it would again underscore how difficult it would be to stop Chytrine. Part of
the reason the raid had to go off successfully wasto prove Chytrine could be defeated.

That’ s why the Norrington is here. If they succeeded with his help, that would hearten opposition to
Chytrine and give her something to worry about. If they failed, nationswould fed vulnerable enough that



they might sue for peace on their own termswith Chytrine. Piecemed opposition would be crushed. If
the Norrington islost in a failed attempt, it wont matter anyway, since she won'’t be resisted.

Captains Agitare and Exemia saluted Alyx and headed out. She came around the table and extended a
hand to the Norrington. “I am Alexia. I'm pretty certain you don’t want me calling you ‘the Norrington,’
and that would be pretty uselessin combat.”

“I'm Will. The Sprithahereis Qwc.” The youth shook her hand firmly. “Y ou’ re the Gold Wolf. We
saw you a Stdlin.”

The stable. She dowly turned and looked at Resolute and Crow. “It begins to make sense- Which of
you shot the arrow?”

Will pointed across the table. “ Crow did. | thought he was shooting at you and tried to spoil hisaim.
I'mglad | faled.”

Alyx nodded to the man. “Not only can you be trusted, but your skill & armsisimpressive.”

“Spend enough time with Resolute and you learn how to do alot of thingswell.”

The Vorquelf nodded. “Killing things, mostly. That’ swhat | do.” He stabbed afinger against the
sketch of the sul-lanciri’s lair. “ Just get usin there, Princess. You'll seel know my businesswell.”

Two of the marines poled the longboat up Quay Road dowly and easily. Orla had directed them to
propel the boat with afluid motion, since that made it easier for her to conced them. “ People and animas
tend to track motion pretty well. My spdll will just create an illuson where our motion is atributed to
something ese. Whilefolkstry to track it, we will have moved past.”

Crow crouched in the bow, with Will behind him and Resolute next. Alyx positioned hersdlf inthe
middle of the boat, leaving Orlatoward the rear, surrounded by awal of thickly muscled marines. The
Throne marines normally served on the king’ s flagship and were known to be very tough. Each wore
leather armor and carried a pair of short stabbing swords, which would be perfect for close-in work.

Resolute and Will had come armed with gibberkin longknives. Alyx had conceded the wisdom of their
choices, and the choice made by the marines, and had abandoned her saber. She armed hersdlf with a
shortsword and asmall stedl buckler with a punch-dagger bound into it. She could stab with it, parry with
it, and any blow with theflat or edge of the shield would break bones.

Only Orlaand Crow were oddly armed. The mage carried her staff, which was abit long for usein
close quarters. Alyx did not fedl inclined to dispute her choice, however. Crow wore alongsword & his
left hip, and aquiver of arrows on his back. His black-lacquered bow sat athwart the wales, and the
arrow he’ d nocked pointed toward their target.

Green eyes glowed from one of the lower windows, but didn’t track their passage. Having seen the
shot Crow made at Stellin, Alyx knew he could kill the owner of those eyesin a heartbest, but doing that
would dert the sullanciri to their presence. They dl hoped she wouldn't find out about them until her
life' s-blood was pulsing ouit.

The longboat gently bumped up againgt the building’ s doorstep. Will dipped from the boat and opened
the door. He peeked in furtively, then took the rope Crow tossed him to make the boat fast. Resolute
entered the water without a sound on the port side of the boat, then lifted Orlaclear while Alyx got out
on the starboard side. The marines, drawing their swords, joined the procession and entered the
ramshackle building' svestibule.

The open stairwell went up and doubled back before reaching the second leve, repesting that pattern
to get to the third. Will started up on cat’ sfeet, staying low and watching for things before waving others
on. Resolute followed him, with Alyx next, then Orlaand the marines. Crow stayed at the base of the
gairs, watching, ready to shoot at anything moving that wasn't afriend.

They’ d madeit up to the second-floor landing—and Will had ascended halfway to the third—when a
keening wail rose from above them. A large, odd-looking, pale cregture clung to the celling above the
stairwell. It had ahuman face on a spiderlike body and its eyes glowed the telltale green. It opened its
hands and started to drop down on the party, but before it had fallen ten feet, Crow’ s black-fletched
arrow split its breastbone.

The thing dammed into the stairs and bounced up once. Resolute kicked it through the railing, sending
it further down. All eight limbs thrashed and twitched asits cal tailed off, but its slence mattered not at



al. Other throats throughout the building had picked up on its shrieking and echoed the dlarm. Doors
opened and misshapen creatures emerged. Their eyes—and most had more than apair and often had
them scattered over their bodies—blazed with hellish jadefire.

Resolute roared past Will, dashing and stabbing at the cresture guarding the upper landing. It had four
arms: two human and two the forepaws of adog. The face would have been human, save for thejutting
canine muzzle with bared teeth. It snapped at the VVorquelf, crushing mail and ripping into the flesh on his
right arm. Without so much as asnarl, Resolute drove alongknife through the thing' s chest.

His charge carried theimpaled cresture across the landing and buried the blade in the wall. The beast
howled, gnashing itsteeth. It tugged a the longknife shilt, trying to freeitsdlf, but it only released a
torrent of blood. The creature s strength flowed out, leaving it limp and hanging there on the longknife, its
feet dangling inches abovethefloor.

The Vorquelf roared a challenge in Elvish, then kicked in the door leading to the upper floor’ s central
room. As he raced in, something legped on him from above the door. He went down in asomersault,
catching the creature under him as herolled. That cleared the doorway, allowing Alyx to racein after
him.

Shetook the room in with aglance. Clinging to walls and ceiling were more of the spiderlike crestures.
What the dim stairwell had failed to reved, the lamplight in the larger room made immediately apparent.
The creatures had human faces because they were human, or had been. Magick had melded the flesh of
two individuals, pressng them together, back to back, giving them four legs, four arms, and facesin the
front and back of their skulls. Scuttling across the floor or along the wall, they watched, then lesped.

Alyx backhanded one diving monster with her buckler, then stabbed down through another attempting
to bite her knee. She caught sight of athird scurrying aong toward her, but awhizzing-whir ended in a
thunk. A bladestar blossomed from the thing' s forehead. The creature pitched face forward, so the
bladestar bit into the wood, stopping itsforward dide.

Will sent another bladestar whizzing into the room, pinning a spider-thing’ sfoot to awall. The Spritha
took wing from Will’ s shoulder, then dove on one of the beasts. Qwc spat out awad of webbing that
expanded to blind the thing. Asit tried to claw the webbing off, Orlastepped through the doorway and
incinerated it with asizzling gout of sorcerousflame.

-/About the time Resolute regained his feet and tossed the broken-necked beast aside, the door to the
west room opened. A naked man-thing leaped through it, then crouched as the cat’ s-heads grafted onto
his shoulders hissed angrily. Cat’ s paws had replaced his fingers and patches of fur striped his body.
Green light shone brightly in hiseyes, but he did not attack.

The emergence of the sullanciri from that same room demanded the attention of everyone, even
Resolute. Her flesh and the gossamer gown she wore were of the purest white, save where radiant blue
tattoos decorated her skin. Many of the patterns matched Resolute' s, and fairly pulsed with power. She
wore her long black hair loose and both it and the gown rode the currents of power swirling around her
asif teased by alight summer breeze. The molten gold of her eyes broke as hot red lightning played
through those orbs, yet the touch of her gaze chilled Alyx.

The gold eyesflashed. “Better than | could have expected herein my playground.”

Orlaswung the aff in linewith the sullanciri. Fire erupted from the staff, but beforeit could hit
Chytrine' s generd, the man-thing intercepted the spell. The magick engulfed him utterly, savefor a
droplet of fire that squirted from his back and splattered the sullancirfs thigh.

It ignited the gown, but the sullanciri dapped it out asif it were no more bothersome than a spark.
She snorted as the greasy curtain of smoke that had been the man-thing rose to the high ceiling. “Y our
magick, Magister, isknown to me, and | am proof againgt it.” Shelifted her hand and neither it, her thigh,
nor the gown showed any sign of thefire.

The sullanciri glanced a Resolute. *'Y ou know your magicks are not enough to kill me. Only one of
youisathrest.”

The sullancirh voice trailed off, then she darted toward Will. Stunned at her quickness, hedidn’t even
attempt to back off. Green energy curled around her clawed hands and he could al but fed them tearing
into hisguts, stringing them around the room.



Sted rang as Crow drew his sword and interposed himself between Will and Chytrine' sagent. “He's
not the threat, Tsamoc hereis.” A milky gemstone fitted into the blade’ s reinforced-forte, which danced
withinternd light.

The sullanciri sprang back, then let acold smile twist her lips. As she reached up and took hold of the
gown’ s shoulders, the magicka energy rosein amist and dissipated. Broadening her smile, she peded
the garment down to her waist, exposing her breasts. “It might be, but not in your hands. Y ou could
never plungeit into me.”

Crow extended the blade and it did not waver. “In aheartbest.”

She laughed, but took another step back. “Y ou would find Myral’ mara s heart is as hard as yours,
slly man, harder.” The sullanciri nodded a sdute to them, then smiled. “Now isnot my time, and | shdl
not gloat in victory. | leave you, rductantly, but | am caled away. When next we mest, you shal think on
thisand know how kind | have been to you.”

Shecircled afinger over atattoo on her right breast. The blue of her tattoos flared brilliantly, blinding
Alyx for amoment. When her vison returned, Myral’ mara had vanished. She turned to look at her
comrades, but saw past them and their shocked expressions.

And she called this her playground.

A shiver shook Alyx. Where the spider-things had been, now lay the bodies of the naked children who
had been transformed into them. The one she' d stabbed had become two, each struck through the heart.
One bore the wound on her chest, the other on her back.

Will sat on the floor, caressing the side of onelittle girl’ sface. He brushed away the blood and tucked
dirty hair behind her ear. “Thiswas Skurri. Shewas my friend.”

Crow did his blade back into his shesth. * She made us make war on children. Y ou, Princess Alexia,
and you, ‘the Norrington.”Y ou and your comrades have daughtered children. We might have driven her
off, but...” He tugged his hood forward to hide hisface.

“So that’ swhy shelet uslive?’ Orladowly shook her head. “ There are depths of evil | never could
haveimagined.”

“We played her game. We made war on children.” Alyx’snostrilsflared. “The daughter of the children
on Vilwan, and now this, here. Asrumor of these things spread, alot of people are going to wonder if
Chytrineistruly theevil one.”

Will dowly stood, wiping his bloodied fingers on histhigh. “Let them wonder. She may think she won,
but she was here to get me, and she didn’t. Doesn’t matter what her reasons were, it was amistake. She
got my friendsdead, and it sone I’ ll make her pay for.”

Kerrigan Reese did his best to hide the stiffnessin hisjoints as he entered the large round arcanorium
atop the Vilwanese tower in Y din. The domed roof had around opening in it, letting cool air and sarlight
in. Hickering flames from adozen acoves built into the wals provided shifting light, but more than enough
for him to seethe other four individuasin the room.

Kerrigan paused just inside the doorway and bowed his head. “Magister Orla. Magisters. You
summoned me?’

Orlahad a scowl on her face, but she said nothing, glancing at the gaunt, grey-robed man nearest the
doorway. Kerrigan studied him for amoment, then felt aglimmer of recognition.

“Magigter Baoth, forgive mefor not recognizing you.”

The man who had been one of hisfirst tutors—concentrating on constructive magick—nodded. He
gtill had wiry hair, which he wore short, but grey predominated over black, both on his head and in the
beard he had grown.

“Y ou honor me by remembering. These are Magisters Vulrasian of Croquellyn and Carok-Corax
Ryss”

Kerrigan'seyeswidened dightly. Thetal ef, with jet-black hair and blue eyes, had figured strongly in
the chronicles of the Aurolani invasion in which Vorquellyn had been lost. Though not known asa
Magister of Combat, the ef had led agroup of Croquelves and had landed them in the Ghost March.
For monthsthey harried Kree chuc’ stroops, ambushing supply trains, nating officers, and



generdly creating havoc. Rumor that he and his men were approaching was enough to force the Aurolani
to evacuate avillage.

The urZrethi mage was someone Kerrigan had never heard of before. Like dl of her kind, she was
short and her flesh wasthe color of the earth—in this case the red of iron-rich soil. She had gathered her
sulphur-yellow hair into athick braid and knotted it with ablack leather thong. Aswith Baoth and the €lf,
she wore agrey robe that marked her as being very accomplished in the arts of magick.

Belatedly, Kerrigan bowed his head. “1 am honored.”

“Asarewe, Adept Reese.” The urZrethi’ s voice came abit deeper than he would have expected. The
ef dlently nodded in agreement.

Magister Baoth produced a yellowed scroll from one deeve of hisrobe and extended it to Kerrigan. “I
would like you to read this over and determineif you can understand it.”

The Adept took the scroll and could fed the antiquity of it. He dowly unrolled it and began to study
the words. The scroll had been decorated with wonderful illuminations that connected words here and
there, giving the whole thing aflow. Kerrigan immediately recognized the scroll as possessng aspdl.
More importantly, the spell is complex enough that it can’t be worked alone. There is much here,
but much more is missing.

He glanced up from the document. “I understand it, but it is odd. It'sahuman spell, | can see that, but
itisjarring. Itisasif it isahuman transcription or adaptation of another magick.”

Baoth nodded. “A fascinating observation. Can you cast it?’

“Not done. Therearethingsmissng.”

The df studied him for amoment. Unlike VVorquelves, whose eyes were one solid color, the
Croquelf’s eyes had whites and even ablack pupil. Kerrigan felt salf-conscious as the Magister raked
him up and down with an intense gaze, but he managed to forestall ablush.

Vulrasian tapped afinger againgt his chin. “Impressive, Adept Reese, to get that from asingle reading.
Infact, that isonly onethird of the spell. Carok-Corax and | possess the other two portions of it. Our
portionswill catdyze the effect.”

Kerrigan frowned. “1’veread of such things, of course, but never studied them. How will | coordinate
with you? I’ m assuming, of course, that you want meto cast this spell, otherwise why have meread it.
Also, whileitisahuman spdll, | don't believe either Magisters Baoth or Orla are capable of casting it.”

“You are correct. It isan older spell, and that scroll isatranscription of an earlier one, which hassince
crumbled to dust. Y es, we do wish you to cast it, but it is not your place to coordinate with us, but ours
to coordinate with you.” The df gestured toward him. * Strip off your clothes.”

That command did make Kerrigan blush. “Magigter, | would rather not.”

“The spell demands you be naked.” Vulrasan looked around the room. Y ou cannot imagine that we
have not seen naked humans before. Remove your clothes and move to the center of the floor.”

Kerrigan reluctantly complied. He moved to the middle of the floor and stepped down into a
sx-inch-deep bowl depression in the floor. While only ayard across, it was more than large enough to
encompass him completely. With aword or two he could have invoked the runes and sigilsinscribed in
the ring around the bowl, raising amag-ickd shield in acolumn around him, but he had no sense that they
were out to harm him, so hedid not.

He handed the scroll back to Magister Baoth, then cast aglance at Orla, leaning there on her staff.
She met his stare for amoment, then shook her head and looked down. He would have asked her what
waswrong, but clearly any reservations she had about what would be happening had been overruled.

Once he' d stripped off his clothes and tossed them aside, Kerrigan stood there with his hands
covering his genitds, ablush burning from neck upward. Even Orla studied his naked body—though he
was pretty sure her winces came not out of displeasure with his corpulence, but at the sight of his purple
bruises. The assault in the Dims had lft his flesh mottled ahost of ugly colors.

Baoth looked &t the ef. “Will you need to deal with that before you proceed?’

The urZrethi answered. “It will be of no consegquence. The reconstruction aspects will ded withit.”

The df concurred with anod. “We can proceed.”

Baoth crossed to the doorway and waved someone up the stairs. Three Apprentices entered the



room, each one bearing alidded bucket. Whatever was in them doshed abit, but none of it leaked out,
and the Apprentices were bent over enough that Kerrigan thought they might somehow be carrying
molten gold. Asthey set the buckets down to form atriangle around -him, the Adept realized the
Apprentice off to hisright was Larika

Standing there naked before her, he broke into a sweat. Kerrigan looked up at the elf and frowned,
attempting wordlessy to communicate his congternation, but VVulrasian gave no sign of comprehension at
all. Instead the éf nodded to Baoth, who then gestured at the bucket in front of Kerrigan. It roseinto the
ar and dowly drifted over him, then tipped for pouring.

The fluid came thick, more like oil or molasses than wa-ter, and had the deep ruby hue of haf-dried
blood. Whereit touched his head it began to tingle, but that became the rake of thorns over hisflesh asit
dripped down his body. The sensation spread into aburning, asif he'd run naked at noon and had been
sun-kissed to scarlet, then it built. He amost panicked for amoment, fearing he would burst into flame.

The excessfluid pooled in the bowl, coating histoes. The Apprentices dropped to their knees and
reached down to scoop the fluid up, but Kerrigan waved them off with ahaf-coated hand. “Y ou want
thisto coat me completey?’

Thedf nodded. “It will not harm them to help you.”

Kerrigan shook hishead. “I’ll doit.” He dowly squatted and dipped his handsin the viscous fluid. He
smeared it over hislegsand up histhighs, dong hisgenitas, over his buttocks. He coated every inch of
him that he could touch, but his huge body made getting al spotsimpossible.

The girl inched around on her knees until he could see her out of the corner of hisleft eye. “ Adept, let
me help you, asyou helped me.”

Kerrigan closed his eyes, but nodded. He heard her moving around behind him, then felt the burning
spread over hisback. He did not fed her touch him until she reached up and coated his ears, then traced
fingertips over hiseyeids and down hisnose. Her fingersdrifted over hislips, then she gently tipped his
chin up and coated histhroat.

Thefluid in hisears gave Vulrasan’ svoice an oddly distant qudity. “Rise, Adept Reese”

He dowly stood again, the sticky fluid near hisjoints pulling abit. Larlkadrizzled moreliquid on the
places where his skin was yet bare. Once she was finished, he continued to stand, waiting, feding asif his
flesh were being dissolved.

The scrape of the lid coming off the second bucket derted him to a change. He opened his eyes
enough to catch aglimpse of aturgid ivory flow starting from the second bucket. He closed hiseyes and
held his bregth, then lifted hisfaceto it and let it pour down over him. The sensation of being nettle-stuck
returned to his skin, then intensified. What started as pinpricks became needles, then spikes, piercing him.
Thefirein hislungswas nothing compared to the pain tearing at hisflesh.

Kerrigan had dl he could do to remain standing. His body quivered with the pain. He knew that if he
squatted, he could never stand again. “Larlka, please.” Hiswords came out in abubble of theliquid, and
only when more pain blossomed on his body did he learn she had heard him.

For the most part she did not touch him, save his ears and the back of his neck, where hair interfered
with the anointing. Liquid poured onto his belly flowed down over hisloins, and alikewise generous
distribution on his back covered his buttocks. Asthisliquid dried, hefelt asif encased in an eggshell-thin
layer of plaster, and he dared not move.

Before the pain died away, athird fluid flowed over him like sap. He could not seeit, but it smelled of
mint and cooled thefire on hisskin. It dulled the spikes piercing hisflesh. It flowed over hisbody
faster—or maybe just seemed faster in the absence of the pain. Kerrigan smiled asit dripped down his
body, and he began to spread it around before it had reached his ankles.

Asthisliquid numbed him, he could not fed if Lartikatouched him at dl. He lifted hischin, letting her
paint histhroat with it. He rubbed it over his genitals and backside, then lowered his head so she could
do hisears and neck. Finaly shetraced it over hiseydidsand lips.

He opened his eyes as she stepped back. Baoth eclipsed hisview of her, then Orla herded the
Apprentices out of the room. Baoth held up the scroll and fully unfurled it. He stood where the first
bucket had, while the df and the urZrethi moved to complete the triangle.



Vulrasan' svoice camelow and filled with gravity. “Y ou will begin, Adept Reese, and we will match
you. Do not stop until it isdone. We shall continue past, for abit, but you will do the hard work.
Commence now.”

Kerrigan started reading from the scroll, dowly yet firmly and with the rhythm of the words. While he
had only read them over once before, the spell had a cadence and sense that led one from the first word
to the next and so on. The seamless chain of sounds looped and whirled, stretched taut and then
loosened as syllable piled on syllable, rhymes created echoes, and refrains became sanctuaries where he
could rest and gain confidence.

Thetwo Magisters' voices mostly joined with his, but sometimes rose in counterpoint. While hiswords
were the chain, their words helped shape it and direct it. They added color here and energy there,
refining and defining what he was doing. Their sounds met his, making new words and layering meaning
on old words. They erased the commonplace from oft-used phrases, added understanding to the
obscure, and raised some expressions beyond comprehen-sion.

When hefinished his reading, he closed hiseyes and could fed his portion of the spell taking root
within him. Angular and hard, it sank into his bones. The urZrethi magick came next, al smoke and
evershifting shadow. It spread like awebwork over his bones, fracturing his spell into abillion fragments.
The pain of the spikes faded as new, crisp agonies shook him.

The Elvishwords soothing salve cdmed hisbody. They flooded into the breaks, sedling and heding
them. It fused them together, then spread out into his nerves and muscles and skin. He felt whole and
more so—and he sensed it was more than just the stiffness of his limbs and the bruises being healed.

He opened his eyes and found himsdf standing in adry depression. All of the fluid had been absorbed
into him and not atrace remained on his pale white flesh. He flexed hisfingers, then hisarms. Hetook a
double handful of hisbelly and let it flop. He was different, he knew that without a doubt, but he could
not tell how.

Kerrigan looked around. “What happened? What did we do?’

Vulrasan'sblue eyes narrowed. “If things went well, we have saved you greet pain.” The df
beckoned Orlaforward with theflick of afinger. “Magister, strike him with your staff.”

Orlashook her head and tossed the ef her staff. “| disagreed with your plan, so | shdl not play your
game. Y ou want him struck, you strike.”

Vulrasian accepted the staff, whirled it around in acircle, then snapped it down at Kerrigan' sl eft
forearm. The Adept heard it strike before hefdlt it, but instead of the dap of stick on skin and the
attendant sting, he heard the clack of wood on rock. He' d aready begun to shy from the blow, bringing
hisarm up, and now saw an ivory bone plate sinking beneath his skin at the point of impact.

Again the staff came around, thistime hitting him in the chest. A bone plate armored his sternum, letting
the stick rebound harmlesdy. The staff came up at hisface and glanced off aridge on hisleft cheek.

Baoth laughed adoud as Kerrigan' sjaw dropped open. “It worked.”

“Itdid.” The df handed the staff back to Orla. “Y our reservations, it seems, Magister Orla, were
unnecessary.”

“Y ou missed the point, then. | was not concerned that he could handle the spdll. | was concerned over
his ability to handle what the spdll has doneto him.”

Kerrigan frowned. “What do you mean, Magister? Thisisfantastic! If this had been done before, I'd
not have been beaten by those ruffiansin the Dim. | wouldn't have been hurt. Thisisincredible. | can’'t be
hurt!”

He pulled hisright foot back and kicked the edge of the bowl. His toes smashed full oninto it without
so much ahint of armor appearing. He did hear a crack, however, and hopped back, catching hishedl on
the back of the bowl. He flopped over backward, landing hard, with the urZrethi darting sdewaysfrom
benesth him.

Kerrigan clutched hisfoot. “Ow, ow, OW! Ow. What happened? | don’t understand.”

Icy tonesfilled Orla svoice. “ The magick will stop others from hurting you, but not you from hurting
yoursdlf, and that’ s from physica damage. Spellswill kill you unless you counter them. On the other
hand, get pushed from aroof and you will likely survive; legp the same distance and you'll die.”



Hefrowned. “Likely survive?’

She nodded. “Find yourself under abig enough rock and it will crush you. Let a sullanciri drivean
enchanted |ance through you, and you'll die horribly.”

“But little things, they won't hurt me.” Kerrigan sat up. “Why did you think thiswas bad?’

Orladrew agold coin from the purse on her belt and tossed it into the middle of the floor. “Levitate
thecoin.”

Kerrigan arched an eyebrow at her. “You know | candoit.”

“So, doit.”

The Adept gestured at the coin with hisright hand. It rose afoot off the floor before her staff clopped
him on the shoulder. The staff bounced off bone plate, but the echoes of itsimpact died beneath the gold
coin’sringing ped asit hit thefloor.

Kerrigan looked at the coin asit accelerated through a death spird. “| don’t understand.”

“Itissmple, Adept Reese.” Orlagave Baoth avenomous glance. “ That spell is part of you now. Itis
awayson, awaysworking. It draws energy from you as needed, diverting that which you might need to
usefor other things. This puts you in the curious situation where you will be unable to help othersif you
are put under a constant threat. An d-ven archer with akeen eye and a silverwood bow could prevent
you from cagting asingle spdll just by delivering an arrow from timeto time.”

Her nodtrilsflared. “ Y ou' Il watch your comrades get cut down and be unable to do anything for them,
and yet you will survive. Forever you'll carry the memory of their betraya with you. | hopeyou can live
with that. | couldn’t, nor could the only man who had this spell cast on him before you.”

Kerrigan shook his head. “Who was that?’

“Y rulph Kirun, the creator of the DragonCrown.” Orladowly shook her head. “ His madness has
returned over the centuriesto haunt the world. Y ou’ ve been given this spdll in the hopes you will be able
to end hisinsanelegacy. | just hope, Adept Reese, it does not lead you to leave us one that isworse.”

A haf week, somber and dour, passed between the con- X frontation with Myral’ maraand the arriva
of the cde-i |brated Jeranese genera, Markus Adrogans. In the aftermath of the daughter, Alyx had
thought about many things, though none could deflect her from remembering the torn corpses cooling,
and thelittle Sghs the children made astheir bodies relaxed and forced air from lungs.

She' d seen such things before, and heard them, but never quite that way. She'd seen dain childrenin
the wake of Aurolani raids. She' d heard the death-sighs of corpses. She' d just never been close enough
to the Site where children had died to see their blood yet flowing and their eyes il clouding over. And
never was that death at my hands.

Peri had done her best to lighten Alyx’smood over the past five days, but her sister knew her well
enough to back away when thingswould not work. Mishahad tried aswell. When hisinitid suggestions
that they enjoy some diversion such asthesater failed to win her acquiescence, he challenged her to train
with him at swordplay. The workouts had been good, but had left Misha bruised and sore; which
darkened the mood that had been started because of injuries done to those who did not deserve them.

Had she been given a choice, she would not have come to Fortress Gryps for the reception in
Adrogans honor. But the Grand Duchess saw to it that she had no choice, and had even selected for her
the gown with an embroidered bodice of black and gold over gold starched-satin skirts. The gown | eft
her uncovered from the bodice to neck and wrists, which she found uncomfortabl e despite having spent
ampletime growing up amid the Gyrkyme wearing aslittle as possible.

At least, with them, | was always allowed to have a dagger strapped to my thigh or upper arm.
She' d actualy wanted to wear one on her upper left arm, and Peri had gotten her a suitable sheeth
covered with the same brocade as her bodice, but Tatyana had vetoed that plan. She could have worn it
on her thigh, but digging beneath the skirtsto draw it would have been impossible. The Grand Duchess
had allowed as how she could secret a dagger between her breasts as part of the bodice, but Alyx
doubted mightily that it would remain secret for long. That particular portion of her anatomy seemed to
invite inspection, especially from those odious lechers she' d have loved to stab.

Alyx had arrived at the reception early in hopes she would be alowed to leave equally early. She



knew, from careful study of Adrogans battles, that he would arrive late with alarge entourage and
wreak havoc. Asthe evening wore on and the moment of hisimpending arrival grew closer, Alyx had
taken the precaution of moving away from the tables laden with victuals, lest she be trapped between
them and the Jeranese Genera Staff. From studying supply reports, she knew Adrogans' troops were
largdy overfed, hisarmy more of aherd than amilitary organization.

She moved out into the gardens, where the dight chill in the air puckered her flesh. Out there the music
rose above the murmurs, bringing adight smileto her face. Shelet the shadows embrace her and dowly
Spped a sweet wine redolent of plums.

The particular song being played was common enough in the border area between Jeranaand
Okrannd that Alyx recognized it. It had different names and lyrics depending upon the nation, but in
Okrannel it was asmple song about a shepherd and the wonders he saw while searching for alost
sheep. Sincethefdl of Okrannd the song had been changed such that the previousy anonymous
shepherd took on her father’ s name, and she wasidentified with the missing lamb.

The garden itsdlf had aso been remade since thefal. Stonesfrom the various cities and battle Sitesin
Okrannel had been brought south and set up in the correct relationship to each other. A rift matching the
Dnivep River valey had been carved through the garden, though a bridge spanned it here wheress, in
Okrannel, the Radooya Bridge had been destroyed. Plants native to the northern climes of Okrannel had
been imported and—in what had been taken to be an ill omen by some in the exile community— thrived
in ahome only meant to be temporary.

Alyx laughed to hersdlf as she redlized that passing from the Jeranese reception into the garden had her
moving in the same direction pilgrims did when they went for their whimsy-restsand dream raidson
Okrans soil. “I doubt that the dreams | would have here would please the Crown Circle.”

Her breath caught in her throat as a man standing over in the corner, near the stones from Svarskya,
politely coughed into hishand. “1 beg your pardon, Princess.”

She turned to face him and required a moment to do so lest her skirts tangle and she topple. He wore
ablack tunic that had been cut just below hiswaist over black trousers and dark riding boots. Hiswhite
beard had been trimmed, as had his hair, and he wore no jewelry or wesgpons. “I didn’t see you, Crow.”

“I know, which iswhy | coughed when | heard you

speak.“ The older man shrugged. "I knew you were not spesking to me, and | heard nothing, but |
didn’t want you taken unawares.”

“Y ou could have spoken earlier.” Shefrowned. “ Did you not see me? Are you night blind?’

“No, not at al.” A smile softened hisface and even made the scar on hisright cheek somehow less
brutd. “You areavision of loveliness, and quite striking in so much gold. | was, however, likeyou, lostin
thoughts.”

Alyx nodded at the white stone tower that haf hid him. “Y ou were thinking of Svarskya?’

“l was. | waslost in the heroism and sacrifice of those who died there” He stepped from behind it and
toward her, glancing back for amoment as he moved forward. “ The songs of what happened abound, of
course. Just seeing astone from there makesit morered.”

Shelifted her chin. *Y ou have memories of Svarskya.”

“Of the battles and siege? Gods, no. | wasn't there for that.”

“That isnot what | suggested.” Her violet eyes sharpened. “ After we met, | asked about you and
Resolute. | wastold he brought that stone from Svarskya—emptied atower of gibberkin and vylaens so
he could prize free a stone my father had touched. They must have been good friends for him to do that,
and you agood friend to accompany him on that journey.”

Crow gave her ahdf smile. “Resolute never knew your father.”

“But, then, why?” She shook her head, her hair brushing against her back and neck. “It has been
assumed he did that in my father’ s honor.”

“Oh, he did. We both did. Resolute, years ago, refused to join the expedition to Svarskya because it
was not going to free Vorquelyn. In the wake of dl that happened, Resolute felt that had he been aong,
liveswould have been saved.” Crow brushed hisfingers over the rock. “ Perhapstoo little, too late, but to



Resoluteit is an acknowledgment of a debt he owes your family and nation.”

“And why did you go?’

Hisface closed abit. “1 met your father. | even saw you, once, when you were an infant. Y our father
sold hislife dearly at Fortress Draconis. He saved my life and so many others. He did what no one else
could do, opposing a sullanciri*’

“Just likeyou.”

“Pardon?’ Crow’seyeswidened dightly. “Oh, Myral’ mara”

“Y es, though you say it asif it were nothing. Everyone who has opposed sullanciri iseither dead or
has gone over to them.” Alyx frowned. “Why isit that fate didn’t befal us? Despite making uskill
children, there must have been something more.”

“There was. Myral’mara couldn’t have killed usall.” Crow clasped his hands together and let them
hang easily down by his belt. “ She wasn’t prepared for combat. She had come unarmed. Despite what
she said to Resolute, he could havekilled her.”

“How isit that you chose to go after her? Y ou know what happened to my father. From what you
said, you' d seen sullanciri before. It takes a brave man to do what you did.”

Crow dowly smiled. “Oh, my. Had | listened to Jeranese critiques of theraid I’ d not have thought of
you as being subtle enough for that attack on my identity. Y ou want to know who | am, sincel clamto
have known your father, but there are no chronicles of Svarskya or Fortress Draconis that mention
Kedyn's Crow. Y ou are suspicious, which isgood.”

That’s not what | wanted to know, isit? Her frown degpened. “| actudly was wondering what sort
of man would dare challenge a sullanciri. The question of your identity would be part of that, true, but
immaterial. Y ou could be any one of athousand men who had been in Svarskya and Fortress Draconis.
Y our nameisjust oneyou took later. In fact, in the same way that the V orquelves take on human words
as names—words full of meaning—so you have made yoursdlf amyth with your choice. In learning who
you are, your nameisimmateria.”

“Quite an indght for someone so young.”

Alyx gave him alittle shrug. “ Gyrkyme wisdom, not mine. They often change names to commemorate
apast deed, afalenfriend, or as part of undertaking some grand quest. The Gyrkyme who carried me
from Svarskyato Gyrvirgul wasforever known as Ironwing for having made the long flight so quickly.”

Crow thought on that for amoment, then nodded. “1 would have believed it was your insight.”

“Y ou overestimate me.”

“No. | saw you study the plans for the building we attacked and lay out a plan that worked. Y our
modesty doesyou credit.” Hisbrown eyes sparkled for amoment. “ And, in matching your openness, |
was willing to confront Myral)’ mara because of my sword. Magic weapons, e emental forces, theseare
what we need to destroy sullanciri. | had amagick sword, Tsamoc, and, well, Resoluteis pretty much
an dementd force”

Alyx took asip of her wine, then extended the haf-filled glassto Crow.

Hetook it, then smiled. “What are you drinking?’

Sheblinked. “1 didn’t want you to fetch more, | was offering you adrink.”

“Highness, it would be unseemly of one so lowly as mysdlf to be drinking from your glass”

Alyx threw her head back and laughed. “Y ou killed avy-laen who would have killed me. Y ou chased
asullanciri off. | should be fetching winefor you, but that is not the point. Werewein thefied, we'd
share a skin of wine without thinking abouit it for aheartbeat.”

“Ah, but we' re not inthefield, arewe?” Crow glanced at the doorway back into the fortress.
“Different sort of battlefidd, this”

Shefollowed hisgaze. “ And the enemy has entered the field of battle.”

General Adrogans had arrived and was being introduced by the Jeranese queen to all manner of
guests, including Will Norrington. The military man shook Will’ s hand sirongly, having swallowed the
youth'slimb in ahuge hand. He bent down, lowering his head to Will’ slevel. While they were clearly
being introduced to one another asthe only hopes for the world, Adrogans seemed intent on making
certain Will knew who wasthe greatest hope.



Crow glanced at her. “ That particular introduction is one people have been waiting for, but there are
bets about the two of you meeting.”

“Oh?’

“Y ou surrender an inch and fifty poundsto him, he surrenders twenty yearsto you.” He arched an
eyebrow a her. “ The gown hampers your mobility, but it will distract him.”

“Areyou saying you have your money on me?’

He shook his head. “Running with Resolute | push my luck way too much to gamble. Besides, itis
immord to bet on acertainty.”

Sheturned her head and frowned at him. “Why are you here?’

“AsWill'sbodyguard and guest.” He Sipped at her wine, then returned the glass. “All of thisisforeign
to Will. A week ago he didn’t know who he was, and now kings and queens defer to him. If he getslost
inthat, we'redl log.”

“I didn’t get the feding he would.” She took the glass back from him. *He seemsto be asmart young

“You'reright.” Crow smiled. “So redly I’'m here to make sure that al the stuff he nicksis put back.
Not so much guarding him from society asthe other way around.”

Alyx sighed as she shifted her attention to the Jeranese generd. “1 can’'t avoid meeting Adrogans, can
|7

“No. Andif only haf the stories about him are true, he' sloud, arrogant, and the way for afoeto
defeat himisto carry amirrored shield, since Generd Adroganswill be entranced by the vision of
perfection he seestrappediniit.”

Hisremark caught her in mid-drink. She choked alaugh, holding the glass out in her left hand so the
wine that doshed and dripped missed her gown. She wiped her chin with the back of her right hand,
flicking the excess wet off, then shook her head. “Warn me next time.”

“As her Highnessdirects.” Crow’ svoice grew louder as he snatched the glassfrom her hand. “More
wine”

“That will be quite enough winefor her for now.” Tatyana stood in the doorway with Adrogans on her
arm. “Generd Adrogans, thisismy great-grandniece.”

“Great-grandniece? Not possible. Y our niece, surely, grandniece perhaps, were you but aflower child
at your brother’ swedding.” Adrogans patted the woman’s hand on hisarm, devoting hisfull attention to
her while Alyx waited. “1t would not have been out of the redlm to guess you were mother and daughter,
the Okrans beauty runs so strongly in you both.”

Tatyanagave him asmile that withered as shelooked a Alyx. “Y ou see, Princess Alexia, kill a arms
does not require alack of socia grace.”

“Noted, Aunt Tatyana.” Alyx kept adender smileon her lips, letting asnarl nestinitssmplelines.
Clearly the honeyed words Adrogans poured into her aunt’ s ears were not meant to flatter her, snce only
amoron would think Tatyana s vanity so easly overrode her sense. Adrogans paid her attention asa
way to ignore Alexiaand put her in her place. Or the place he sees for me.

Alexiastepped in close to the Jeranese generd and looked him eyeto eye. She did her hand forward,
stopping him from grabbing her hand across the knuckles. She shook his hand carefully and strongly, not
trying to hurt him, but letting him fed her srength.

“1 am pleased, Generad Adrogans, to meet alegend.”

“Y ou do me too much honor, Princess.” Hisgrey eyes had none of the warmth she'd just seenin
Crow’s, and the man’ s steel-grey hair, while marking age aswell as Crow’ swhite hair did, in no way
hinted a any humanity in the man.

Adrogans gave her acarefully crafted smile. “Besides, you and | know where the legend ends, the
point beyond which dl isfable. We are linked that way, the two of usredly. | earned my fame at thetime
you were being carried offtoGyrvirgul.”

Crow returned as the general spoke. Returning her refilled wineglass to her, Crow nodded, then
looked a Adrogans. “1 would have gotten you something to drink, but | know the genera prefersbeing

dry.”



“Dry?’” Adrogans frowned for amoment, then nodded dowly. “Yes, dry, | see. Indeed, yes,
congratulations, Princess, on your amphibious assault on the house herein the dum. Interesting tactic to
use. That'sthe only time |’ ve heard of a shipborne assault approaching success.”

Alyx smiled quickly. “Better success againgt Chytring stroops than she has againgt ours, certainly.”

The Jeranese genera snorted lightly. “Y ou were making war on children, she wasfighting againgt
wariors.”

Crow moved to Alyx’sside. “If you speak with the Vilwanese, Generd, you will find that Chytrine
was making war on children aswell. Her assault never was meant to succeed.”

“Her excuse now, or one made by those who apologize for her.” Adrogans dowly shook his head.
“You’ve chased her out of thiscity, Princess, and | will chase her from your homeland. I’ ve assured your
aunt of thisvery thing. | trust you will support mein this”

Tatyananodded. “ Shewill. Wedl will and do, General.” The old woman'sdark eyesflashed
ferocioudy. “The princess, aswith al Okrans expatriates everywhere, sands ready to do asyou bid.
It thistrue, Alexia?’

“| am certain, Aunt, that the general has no doubt of it at al.” She suppressed a shudder. “ Okrannel
will beliberated.”

“| shall be pleased to have you join me on the campaign, Princess.” He bowed, then looked down at
Tatyanaagain. “ Grand Duchess, let me take you back insde before you catch achill.”

“You are so kind, Generd. Good evening, Princess.” Adrogansflicked a salute at her, then steered
her great-grandaunt back into the ballroom. Alyx found hersdf staring after him for amoment, then
forced her balled right fist open. She concentrated on her breathing and made hersalf calm down.

Crow smiled carefully. “ And you don't like him, why?” She hesitated, sorting the reasons, ordering
them, then sdlecting the one that annoyed her the most. “He' swon victories againgt Aurolani forces. Of
thisthereisno doubt, but heisacavalry officer. | have studied his battles and he wastes hisinfantry.
Moreover, there' s never been acavdry in the history of the world that could lay Segeto afortress. If a
fraction of the rumors about what he wantsto do are true, we might win Okrannel back, but we won't be
ableto hold it. We Il run out of personnd and supplies. He's planning for acampaign asif itisjust abig
raid, and it won't work.”

“Then you favor the Draconis Baron and his plans?’ She shook her head. “It’ strue that Fortress
Draconis may have stuck in Chytrine sthroat like abone for years, but that doesn’t mean there won't
come atime when she spitsit out or swalowsit whole. And his strategy, whileit might bleed her white
and dry, won't liberate Okranndl, the Ghost March, or Vorquellyn. We need something else, adifferent
approach, but with the sides being chosen here, the chances of that happening are dender.”

Alyx glanced at Crow and the quizzical way in which hewaslooking a her. “What isit?’

“Nothing, redly. I've just thought, for years, that doing thingsin the same old way would lead to
nothing chang-ing.” He shrugged. * Perhaps, with you here, and Will, thereisapossibility of doing things
adifferent way.”

“That’ swhat | will haveto hope, then.” Alyx sipped the wine. Where she had been expecting swest,
shegot tart with an acid bite. “What? Thisisn’t what | expected.”

“No, it'snot.” Crow’s eyes became dark dlits. “An object lesson, Princess. We' re not in the field, so
none of it will bewhat you expect. Remember that and maybe, just maybe, you'll be sent into thefield
where new ideas might make for big changes.”

T

Injust aweek, Will had gone from being the pretender to the throne of the Dimandownsto being
celebrated in the Hightown. Over the last ten days—the first full week of the month of Leaffal—Will had
met more people from more nations than he' d seen before in hisentire life. Just the demands on him to
shake hands and st down to anibble or sp al but overwhelmed him.

He actudly looked back with favorable whimsy to the days on the road with Resolute and Crow.

Things had started easily enough after he' d been rescued and they’ d gone after Myrad Pmara. The next
morning King Augustus  tailor arrived &t the Vilwanese tower to measure him in more ways and places



than Will would have thought possible. By that evening Will had asuit of clothes on him that fit properly,
and that took getting used to. Being al new and of theright size, it fdt confining. Worse, anything he stole
adde from aglance would be clearly visible,

With subsequent ouitfits, the tailor did make some minor alowancesfor Will to grow into things, which
made thethief fed alittle better. His new status brought him accessto the local nobility. He got invited to
estates he could only have dreamed about breaking into. While on hisvisits he arted to catalog al the
way's he could enter and escape unnoticed, but he often found himself lost in the opulent splendor. Not
only did the people have fantastic works of art, and treasures from distant lands or antiquity in their
houses, but they kept pet dogs and cats who ate better, dressed better, and were housed better than the
richest man in the Dimandowns.

Native resentment against the rich made him look forward to stealing from them, since it served them
right for being so wedthy. Will’ sthinking ran dong thelinesthat if they were looking to him to be the
Norrington who would save their lives and their fortunes from Chytrine, they owed it to him to share
some of that wealth. Sincethey’ d end up with nothing if it weren’t for him, it was just that they survived
with alittleless.

While he’ d had that rationalization al worked out, he never needed to employ it. Gifts Started pouring
in. HE d get aninvitation to aball, and asuit of clothes cut to his measurements would arrive withit. Little
boxes of tea, bottles of wine, rareincense, and exotic foods al came for him. Some people gave him
rings with the Norrington crest worked onto them, while others sent items they claimed they’ d gotten
from hisfather or grandfather or some other family member. The ones Will liked best just sent money as
atoken of their esteem.

He d not much liked the competition from the Jeranese generd. Hisarrivd five daysinto Will's
ascension cut into the gift trade, though the invitations to parties and meals did not dacken. While Will did
likeal the attention, the silver lining in the cloud of Adrogans arriva was that the most boring and
pompous of the folks at the parties spent their time talking to him, not Will. For that reason done Will
didn’t dip the emerdd ring off Adrogans hand whenever they were once again introduced to each
other— though Will knew he could haveit off the man in the blink of an eye, with the genera being none
thewiser.

All of those invitations, however, paled in comparison to the one that had brought him to the etate
housing King Scrainwood and the delegation from Oriosa. As estates went, it wasn't the biggest or best
he' d been invited to, but it did have some odd architectural elements appropriate for people who wore
masks. The servants did not use masks, being lowborn and mostly from Y din. Between the public areas
of the house and the more private chambers, curtains and screens limited how much avisitor could see.
The door for each of the private chambers had been set back from the corridor to alow for the
placement of screens or drapes, and even the lighting in the corridors tended to be less bright than on
other estates. The resulting shadows could mask the residents even when they were unaware they were
being watched.

Will had seen enough folk from the masked nations to view them as unusua instead of exatic. Inthe
Dim they were known as Hides—both because of the leather covering their faces, and the fact that their
faceswere hidden. It struck the citizens of the Dim as odd that these folks wore masksin honest
commerce, while the Dimkin put them on to cover themsdalvesduring illega activity.

Of course, Will knew the tradition of wearing masks had arisen in the past, when the nobles were
plotting to secede from the Estine Empire. Despite their masks having been donned for the same reason
asthey wereworn in the Dim, no spirit of kinship existed between thieves and the Oriosans. Every so
often abright thief put on an Oriosan mask to cover hisrobberies. They mostly just vanished, or so the
gtoriesin the Dim went, but afew were found after having had their faces carved off and the fraudulent
meask fixed to their skullswith six-inch nails.

Will shivered and looked around the long, narrow room he’ d been placed into to wait. Shelvesran
floor to celling dl around it save at the narrow ends where tall double doors ate into the storage space.
Everything had been made of dark wood that gave the room a cavernish fedling. Half the shelves had
been dotted for scrolls, with the rest fitted out to hold books. Every nook and cranny had been jammed



with volumes, even to the point where some leather-bound volumes lay over the top of others.

The thief shook his head. Unless something good had been hidden behind the phalanx of books, there
was nothing of any vaue in the room. Clearly the house' s owner thought books were worth collecting,
but Will knew folksin the Dim who had amassed afortunein pretty rocks. Neither were worth steding,
sncetheir weight-to-valueratio ran so high. The room’ sfurnishings, while very nice, had the sort of stout,
sturdy construction that would have dwarfed Dranae and likely made them too heavy for thelarge man to
move.

The doorsin the opposite end of the room opened with aclick. Will spun, then jumped back asa
brassy fanfare blared. Resolute couldn’t suppress a smile as he opened the doors, but it died quickly
enough. The Vorquef had put on a courtesy mask of sheer black materia. Will would have described it
aslacy, but he knew Resolute would at best alow that it was gauzy. It wasn't adiscussion for the
moment, however, so Will kept histongue till.

Resolute had not wanted to attend the evening's ceremony. He d not said anything, but he'd
steadfastly avoided accepting any other invitations. Crow had aways gone, but remained in the
background. Will didn’t know what had passed between the two of them, but Crow had smply informed
Will that Resol ute would accompany him to the Oriosan king' s gethering.

The Vorquef gave Will aquick nod, then moved out of the way. The room beyond the doors crossed
the smal library and possessed in depth what the library had in length. The larger room extended off to
the right and left for quite away—jperhaps running the length of the house,

but Will was not certain. The high celling’ s arches had been covered with colorful murastaken from
Oriosan higtory. A smdl band of musicians sat in an eevated gdlery at thefar right end.

A carpet of emerad-green stretched from the doorway to adais five paces away. Worked into the
weave was a border of red featuring the entwined and sinuous forms of dragons. The vast mgority of
people crowding the dais and lining the carpet’ s edge likewise wore green with red trim, but only one had
theroya dragon rampant in red on his breast.

King Scrainwood wore a green mask that arced down from ashock of white hair to thetip of his
nose, then extended wings down to his jawline. The wingtips|eft his chin unhidden, though the corners of
his broad smile did vanish benesth them. He clapped his hands once, then rubbed them warmly, letting
light flash from the sapphirering on hisright hand. Keegping his smileinviting, he soread his hands, then
nodded and beckoned Will forward.

“Wilburforce Norrington, come to me. Come to your nation.”

Will, who had been sent adark green velvet jacket and trousers, with red cuffs on the jacket and ared
strip down the legs, started forward. Everyone stared at him through amask. Most wore the guest masks
akin to the one on Resolute’ s face—and few had eyes quite as close-set asin Scrainwood' s mask—but
anumber were genuine Oriosans. He spotted Colonel Hawkins from Fortress Draconis, but recognized
him more because of the uniform and silver mail on hisface than anything se. A few other individuas
looked familiar, but he assumed he’ d seen them at other parties.

Theirony of hisbeing the only person in the room without amask struck Will, but he was not certain
what to make of it. Oriosans went to so much trouble to avoid being seen without amask, and went to
great lengthsto keep the tradition of their wearing masks unsullied. Y et, here, everyone had amask on
savehim.

Ashedrew nearer the dai's, he got the sinking feeling that Scrainwood had orchestrated everything for
his own benefit. It’s not so much that he wants to claim me for his country, but he wants part of my
fame. Will would have turned and run from the place just to thwart him, but doing that would have meant
no moreinvitations. And I’ d be alone with sullandri hunting for me.

The young thief stopped in front of the dais and King Scrainwood smiled down on him for amoment.
The smile had been the same warm one he' d been using since the doors opened, but, up close, theman’s
hazel eyesglitteredicily. The king's gaze flicked up and he studied the crowd.

“We are pleased that dl of you were able to attend this momentous event. Those of you who are
guests here may not be familiar with the rituals through which we invest our citizenswith their masks.



Rardly isanyone outsde the family present at such an event. And again, usudly this event takes place
closeto Mid-Summer’ s Day, when the recipient isin his eighteenth year. Wilburforce, as nearly aswe
know, has not reached that milestonein hislife, but there is no one here who can say he has not
shouldered an adult’ s burden despite his tender years.”

Scrainwood reached out with hisleft hand and settled it on Will’ s head with enough pressure that he
could do nothing but stare straight ahead at the king'sbelly. “Y ou dl know of the Norringtons, and many
of you can only think of them as monsters, but thiswas not always so. A quarter century ago they were
here, father and son, leading the force that dew dl of Chytrine' s Dark Lancers. They broke the back of
her army at Fortress Draconis. Had they not served the world vaiantly and well, the only warmth any of
uswould know would bein the belly of atemeryx.

“I knew Wilburforce sfather well. When ayouth receives hisfirst mask, itiswhite. Itiscaled a
moonmask, and for the period of the full moon heis freeto explore the world and decide what he wishes
to be as an adult. Bodeigh Norrington decided he would be a hero, and a hero he was, many times over,
before hewas granted hislife mask.”

Scrainwood' svoice grew dightly distant. A tremor ran through his hand, sending a sympathetic shiver
down Will’ s spine. The thief wanted to bolt at that moment, and would have, save he glanced to the side
and caught the eye of aman standing behind and to the side of the king. He and Scrainwood |ooked
enough aike—and he was wearing a s mple coronet—that Will took him to be one of Scrainwood's
ons.

What stopped Will from running was the dead flatness of the man’s eyes. They ran more to brown
than the hazd of hisfather’s, but even the reflected hints of light could not enliven them. The dight stoop
of his shoulders and creeping paunch marked the man as having been spirit-broken, and Will instantly
imagined that Scrainwood would do the sameto him to get what he wanted.

Let himtry. Will’ snogtrilsflared, but he didn’t ball hisfists or give any other outward sgn of his
growing anger. He even suppressed ashudder just so he wouldn't give the king the pleasure of mistaking
revulson for fear.

“With my very own hands, | gave Bodeigh Norrington hisfirst adult mask—his harvest mask. At the
sametime, Lord Kenwick Norrington gave thetraitor his mask, and we al know the tragic culmination of
that chain of events. | liketo think, perhaps, that Bodeigh... Well, after Chytring' s sullanciri leader, the
man who had been Bodeigh' sfather, dew my mother, Bodeigh cameto meto ask my blessing on his
mission to avenge our nation. | begged him to wait, but so full of righteous fire was he that he headed out.
He had faith in the prophecy that said a Norrington would destroy Chytrine.”

The young thief shivered. Songs had told thetale of hisfather’ sill-fated quest. When hearing them,
Will had dways thought of Leigh Norrington asatota fool, and even now that he knew they were
related, hisopinion didn’t shift. He was a fool to go after Chytrine. Will swallowed hard. And
ducklings don’t stray far from their mothers.

“Wedl havefaithin that prophecy. And here, now, we have the Norrington who will accomplish the
job. He stands here bare-faced, as he has been throughout hislifein Y din. We knew him not for what he
was, but now we know himfor histrue nature.”

Scrainwood released Will’ s head, then turned and beckoned quickly for the prince to approach. The
prince handed hisfather adender green strip of leather with two eyeholes cut into it. Onehad a
V-shaped notch excised from it, pointing down from the corner of the eye closest to the nose. In that
way it matched the prince’ s mask. The king' s had one of those wedges chopped from each eye.

Scrainwood held the mask up high for al to see. “Thisis hisfirst adult mask. We decorate them to
mark our passagesin life. This cut here, on the right eye, means his mother has died. The mask isgreen,
for that isour color. And, now, | shal mark it with my sedl, marking him aloya Oriosan king's man.”

The king snapped hisfingers and his son fumbled at a pouch on hisbelt. From it he drew asignet ring
that hisfather dipped onto his middle finger. He mouthed aword slently and thering' sflat face glowed
red, though Will caught no heat from it. Scrainwood pressed the ring againgt the leather, right between
and abovethe eyes. A puff of sour smoke rose from the leather. The ring came away with asticky
sound, leaving initswake a coiled dragon in scarlet.



Scrainwood returned the ring to his son, then motioned for Will to turn around and face the audience.
Hedid so and could fed the intengity of the stares. He blushed, so the touch of the mask to hisface was
cool, but not for long. The king tied the mask tightly, catching hair in it, but Will didn’t cry out.

“We are pleased to present to you Lord Wilburforce Norringtonof Oriosa. Let whatever he has been
be forgotten, and what he will become be the subject of song and tale.” The king led around of
applause, making Will blush further. Scrainwood’ s hands landed on Will’ s shoulders, holding himin
place, and the flagging applause picked up for amoment or two.

“Itiscustomary, at the time of aman recalving his adult mask, for him to be granted a gift. Wewould
ask you, Wilburforce, what you would have of us?’

Thethief glanced down at the floor for amoment, then canted his head and looked up and back. “I
would, my lord, just wish to shake your hand in friendship.” Will turned and offered the king his hand
amid gasps and a smattering of applause.

Scrainwood hesitated for amoment, clearly caught off guard, then shook hands with the thief. Will
clasped hisleft hand on the king' sright, and the king completed the knot with his hand. Will smiled
broadly and the king matched him, then gave their hands one final shake and pulled hisfree.

Stepping up onto the dais as the king withdrew, Will offered his hand to the prince. The young man
hesitated, then extended his hand toward Will. The thief sumbled, falling against the prince, then shook
his hand and backed away apologizing. “Ever so sorry. Need to learn how to seewhat | am doing
through thismask.”

“Youwill learn, Norrington.” The prince s comment came mixed with disgust and resignation, asif he
detested Will, but could not muster enough outrage to make hisfedlings known.

Will’shead came up, but he kept hisvoice low. “Not easy being our fathers sons, isit?’

The prince s eyes widened for amoment, then narrowed and died. “ There are some things you will
never learn, boy.”

Thethief turned from the prince, then stepped down to the floor and greeted well-wishers. Many of
them seemed genuindy pleased, and he drew warmth from their smiles and comments, but viperish
glances and wesk gripstold him many othersdid not like him at all. He assumed they were jedlous, or
some afraid, with the group displaying outrage al being Oriosans with well-decorated masks.

The last person to greet him offered hisleft hand instead of the leather-wrapped metd of hisright. “I’'m
Sdlitt Hawkins of Fortress Draconis.”

Will gave himasmile. “1 saw you before, with your wife, when the Draconis Baron was introduced.”

“They would both have liked to be here, and send their best wishesto you, but they are away
reviewing plans as the discussions about what we will be doing now beginin earnest.” Sdlitt’ smail flesh
rustled alittle ashe smiled. “| should return to them quickly, but | could not stay away. Y ou know, |
trugt, that the prophecy saysyou will have aHawkins at your side when you destroy Chytrine.” Will
blinked. “1 guess | didn’'t know that.” Resolute gppeared at Will’ sright shoulder. “Y ou’ re not incorrect,
Colond, though scholars and philosophers still debate nuances of the Elvish words used.”

“I can understand that.” The meckanshi nodded dowly. “I wastoo old to know your father well, but
| recal how well my father served your grandfather. Y ou’ ve heard tales of how Hawkinses have dways
served the Norringtons, I'm certain. | want you to know that if you need help—need for anything—you
have aHawkinswho will help you.”

Will’ s skin tightened into gooseflesh as Hawkins spoke. Not only did he hear sincerity intheman’'s
voice, but aconviction and desire to do his duty for Will and, by extension, theworld. It didn’t matter the
cost—and the man’ s having let himsdlf be made over into a meckanshii bespoke acommitment Will was
unsure he could have accepted.

“Thank you, Colond, thank you.” Will nodded solemnly. “With a Hawkins and a Norrington set
againg her, Chytrin€ s nights of deeping easy are going to be distant memories.”

The man gave Resolute anod, then turned on his metal leg and limped away. Will looked up &t the
Vorquedf after Hawkins had moved from earshot. “Iswhat he said true?’

Resolute nodded solemnly. “There are many thingsin that prophecy, and what he said is but one of
them.”



“But thisisright, him offering his service like that?’

TheVorquelf'sslver eyesflashed coldly. “It is, but pairing a Norrington and a Hawkins is not enough.
The efforts of good soldierslike him have to be put in aposition to be effective, and we don't know if
they will or not.”

Will frowned. “Meaning?’

“ThisisaCouncil of Kings, boy. It isamarketplace of power.” Resolute' svoice becamea
razor-edged whisper. “For over a century Chytrine has owned my homeland, not because the world
lacks the power to liberate it, but because the world |eaders see no power to be harvested in liberating it.
In these meetings, Cavarre will be pitted against Adrogans, and everyone se will havetheir own little
gamesto play. If they forget the goa, a hundred thousand Hawkinses accompanying a hundred thousand
Norringtons would accomplish nothing.”

“But—but that makes no sense.”

“No, it doesn't, boy.” The Vorquelf sghed and patted Will on the right shoulder. “But inthe eyesof a
politician, they have won if their nation isthe last to be devoured by Chytrine. These people will do
whatever it takesto taste victory. Know that and beware.”

T/ ing Scrainwood did athumbnail under afingernail and li scraped at the dirt. He worked the dark
ball out and I'Vrolled it between thumb and index finger, then flicked it away. He inspected hisnailsagain,
then nodded to his chamberlain, Count Cabot Marsham.

“The old witch has waited long enough; bring her.”

Marsham bowed deeply, which made the varicol ored ribbons hanging from his mask flutter and float.
“Asmy lord demands.”

The king suppressed his snarl until the little man had vanished behind the mask-curtain. Marsham had
once done him afavor and, despite being a scheming toad, had continually made himsalf useful. Marsham
knew how to cultivate back-aley dlies, and the meeting to which Scrainwood subjected himself had
been one of Marsham’ s manufacture.

Scrainwood would have postponed it, but Marsham had inssted it was very important. Theking's
head throbbed with ahangover from the previous night, for he

had drunk many atoast to the honor of Oriosaand its claim on the person of the Norrington. The
headache had been exacerbated by hisfury with his son for having lost the state sedl. What had angered
Scrainwood the most about Linchmere' slosing it was not that he! d actually misplaced the thing—that
had happened before—but the fact that he had noticed it missing at midnight and had not commenced a
search until mid-morning, after he' d awakened.

That boy has been useless ever since his mother drowned. The king shook hishead. Praise beto
the gods heis not my eldest.

Theking'slossof hisown ring contributed to hisill humor. Thering itsef had insgnificant materid
vaue, though the magick on it had proved very vauable. It dso madeit rather unique and possible to
track down by sor-cerous means. He would have preferred to have it with him, though heredly felt he
hed little to fear from his guest, so the ring’ s albbsence would be tolerable.

Scrainwood smiled as the mask-curtain parted and Marsham led the old woman into the small library.
He guided her to alarge leather-upholstered chair and made to pour her somewine. Shelaid athinly
fleshed, liver-spotted hand on hisarm to stop him, then looked up at King Scrainwood.

“Thank you very much for seeing me, Highness.”

Scrainwood inclined his head. “Y our request to speak with me, Grand Duchess, has honored me
deeply. Y ou come on your nephew’ s behdf, | shal assume.”

The old woman lowered her cloak’ s hood, revealing white hair tightly gathered at the back of her
head. Scrainwood shivered dightly as her icy gaze met his eyes, then she glanced at Marsham. “My
words arefor your ears aone, Highness.”

Scrainwood looked up & his chamberlain. “Leave us, Marsham. Attend my son and aid his search.”

Marsham again bowed deeply and departed. Had



Scrainwood not given him specific ingtructions, Marsham would have taken up aposition just beyond
the mask-curtain, where he could listen to everything without being seen. While Scrainwood was not
certain what Tatyanawanted, he was sure he didn’t want Marsham knowing about it until he had decided
how much the chamberlain should know.

Scrainwood came over and sat across from the old woman. “Heisgone. What isit you haveto tell
me?

Thefrail old woman sat back in the massive chair. “ A drop of winefirgt, perhaps, Highness?’

Scrainwood' s nostrilsflared, but he got up and poured the ruby vintage into a cut-crystal glass.
Despite wanting adrink himself rather fiercely, hejust served her, then returned to his chair.

“Youwill not join me?’

“Aswell you know, Grand Duchess, wine often aids speaking, though seldom helps hearing.”

“So true, Highness, and seldom hel ps thinking—much of which you will wish to be doing.” She sipped
the wine, then gave him aquick smile. “Very good.”

“If I likewhat you tdl me, you'll have acask of it by morning.”

The old woman'sicy blue eyesditted. “1 will accept your gift, though what | give you will grant you the
continued leadership of your nation—quite cheaply &t that price.”

What game are you playing? “ Two casks every year | am on the throne then, and you ill live”

“Better.” She st the glass down on the table with the decanter, then leaned forward. “In our councils|
have discerned certain unanimity of thought shared by you and the Draconis Baron.”

“We do not walk in lockstep, but we have many thingsin common. Heis married to my sster. My
eldest is commanding Fortress Draconisin Cavarre' s absence.” Scrainwood forced his eyes wide so she
could see them easily within hismask. “ Aswith every other leader, | would prefer it if he wereto share
with usthe secret of the drag-ond, but he has so far refrained. Ishewisein assuming that if we had this
secret we might war with each other? Perhaps.”

She folded her hands together and rested them on her knees. “1 would have thought you more
discerning than that, Highness.”

“Drink more, Grand Duchess, spesk plainly.” Scrainwood rubbed &t hisleft temple. “1 have neither the
time nor the disposition for divining hidden meanings”

“I shdl be blunt, then, King Scrainwood. This offer you made me, to give me two casks of wine as
long as| lived or you were on the Oriosan throne—thisis an offer | will live to lament the cessation of .”

Scrainwood had no doubt Tatyanawas too bitter to die soon, but he expected hisreign to continue for
along whileyet. “You think | will be unseated, and unseated by Cavarre? Perhaps you' ve drunk too
much if you believe he covets my throne.”

“No, Highness, | do not believe such foolishness. He would not take it for himself, nor for the children
he' s gotten on your sister, though the throneis close to being their right. No, he would win it for your son,
Erlestoke. Heisteaching him agreat ded and Oriosawill be better for his being on the throne. So will
most of theworld.”

“Yougotoofar.”

“No, Highness, you have gonetoo far.” Tatyana s voice became arime-tinged hiss. “Do you think any
of us have failed to notice that Oriosa serves as astaging areafor Chytrine' sforces? Cavarre sees
Oriosaas an enemy at hisback, so it must be dedlt with. The army that assaulted Porasena, here on your
border with Alcida, came from Oriosa. We dl know that. While the urZrethi are tight-lipped about their
affairs, sories havefiltered out of Oriosaabout Aurolani forcesfighting with the urZrethi in Bokagul.
Oriosa, under your leadership, is a putrefying wound that threatens to spill its poison throughout the
world.”

Scrainwood snorted. “Y ou know | track her forces, keep count of them, and share that information
with others. Her predations are kept to a minimum while our armies are honed by fighting her. Look at
your own Princess Alexia. The blood on her sword has been Aurolani blood.”

“A fair point, and wise.” The old woman steepled her fingers. “The ample fact of the matter, however,
isthat if the Council decidesin Cavarre' sfavor and does not support Adrogans request for troops,
armieswill gather and march through Oriosa. Y ou know they will prey on your people, punishing them



for your dedlingswith Chytrine.”

Scrainwood' s flesh tightened as he looked down at his clawed hands. He could still see hismother’s
head clutched there. He could fed her warm blood dripping down between his fingers. He could see her
lipsmoving in afina message to him, but with no lungs she could not so much aswhisper. Theten
seconds of life she had beyond beheading expanded into alifetime in his memory, and each heartbest of
it tightened his stomach into arock.

The Okrans mystic continued in a sepulchral whisper. “How easy it would be for Cavarre to send your
son to Meredo to take command. He unsegts you, perhaps blood-lessly, forcing you and Linchmereinto
exile on somelittle farm. He then turnsits forces on Chytrine stroopsin your nation, rooting them oui.

Y ou know she will kill you for that, and most horribly. And you know Erlestoke would gladly let her do
it, snce he dtill lays the blame for his mother’ s degth at your feet.”

“Heshould lay it at Cavarre sfeet, for the blameis his. He never should have alowed her to go sailing
when the weather was so unpredictable.”

Tatyanadowly shook her head. “ Some think he was your agent in that, you know. Y our wifewas
visiting hiswife. Y ou had no love for your spouse, as evidenced by var-ious daliances, and sheno love
for you. Did you have her thrown over the Sde, or did shelegp?’

Theking'shazel eyes narrowed. “ Despite what you might think, Grand Duchess, the story of her
drowning when her ship capsized wastrue. Had | wanted her dead, | would have arranged it later. She
died before my boys had their moonmasks, and for their sake | would have wanted her to be able to
look upon them pridefully as men.”

“So, you will let your reign diefor acrimeyou did not commit?’

“I'will not let it die.” Scrainwood brought his chin up. *Y ou wish meto support Adrogansand his
campaign in Okranne ?'Y ou know he cannot hold the nation against Chytrineif he retakesit.”

“Leavethefate of Okrannd to me. Alexiais not the only person who has been trained to war. We
have many who will fight and make Okrannel too problematic for Chytrine to want to retakeit.”

The king tapped afinger againg hislipsfor amoment. “Y ou will subordinate Princess Alexia srolein
what isto come to a Jeranese generd’ srole? How do you know Adrogans will not just take Okrannel
and add it to Jerana?’

The old woman laughed harshly. “ Alexiawill sudy him and destroy him if he doesthat.”

“And know of enough of him to take Jeranawhen the time comes?’

“That will long be after my death, King Scrainwood, and yours.” The old woman reached for her
wineglassagain. “Y ou will let an army march through your lands at your peril.”

“I buy the freedom of my nation with freedom for yours?’ The king nodded dowly. “And the reason
my thinking has shifted in thisdirection?’

“The most basic of premises, Highness. If wefight Chytrine in Okrannd, we fight on her territory. My
nation has already been ravaged by her troops. Thereis no reason we should offer her the chanceto
despail virgin lands. Not only does supporting Adrogans liberate my nation, but it saves so many others.

“If, by supporting the Draconis Baron's plan, we invite her to attack Fortress Draconis, we invite her
to expand her territory. We aready know thereisleakage past Fortress Draconis. It could easily be that
she can bring down asieging force that will bottle up the forcesin Fortress Draconiswhile ayet larger
army marches past, dashing down into the heartlands of the south. Only by attacking in Okrannd can we
divert those troops from her invasion corridor.”

Scrainwood sowly nodded. “Logica and defensible. The Jeranese have not thought about the
predations of foreign armies marching through their nation?”

“Adrogans wishes only to win enough glory that he can claim the queen and throne for himself. She
sharesthisdesire”

“It will be done, then.” Scrainwood nodded. “ One more thing, Highness.” Tatyana sthin lips curled
into acatty smile. “We could tie our countries more closaly. Think on theideaof Alexianeeding a
husband.”

Me? No, she would not give Alexia to me. “Erlestoke. He would move to the throne of Okranne,
leaving Linchmerefor Oriosa?’



“Y ou would live long enough for one of Linchmere's children to come up and be strong.”

“Indeed, much to think about, Grand Duchess.” King Scrainwood smiled and, rising, crossed to pour
himself somewine. “I do believel will join you now. Wewill share wine aswe share planning the future,
Toyour hedth.”

“And yours and ours, Highness.”

King Augustus held his palms up toward Dothan Cavarre. “ Y ou' re taking thiswrong, my friend. I'm
not abandoning you. | agree fully with your strategy.”

The smaler man narrowed his blue-flecked grey eyes. “Forgive me, or did | mishear you advocating
my sharing dragond science with the nationsin the Council?’

Augustus glanced behind him at the double doors that led from the garden into the council chamber in
Fortress Gryps. Lowering his voice, he steered the Draconis Baron deeper into the garden. “What |
suggested is something we have bruited about in our own councils. | was advocating that you provide
companies of meckanshi to operate drag-onelsfor the various nations. They would have what they
want to hold others off, yet they would not be able to useit to attack their neighbors.”

Cavarre Sghed audibly. “ Despite their being congtructs of metal, flesh, and magick, the meckanshu
are quite human. They have passions and desires, and are cagpable of being corrupted. Their loyaty to me
and Fortress Draconis comes from our giving them apurposein their lives. They would have been
reduced to nothing, but we have made them specia. They guard their old homes from the threst to the
north, making their sacrifice more noble than we can imagine.

“But human they are, and were they sent hereto Ydin, or to Meredo or Lakadin, they could be
seduced by life there. Promises would be made. They would be changed and turned. The secrets of the
dragondl would spread unchecked. People would turn them on each other instead of reserving these
hellish weaponsfor use on Chytrine.”

The King of Alcidanodded dowly. “I know that isarisk, but if you cannot or will not even consider
this sort of concession, the Council will vote to back Adrogans. The troops you need will go to him.
Okranne will become akilling ground, and | know so very well how much blood will soak the earth
there. It will be an open wound that will suck warriorsin, year after year.”

“Exactly!” Cavarre seyes blazed and Augustus thought, not for thefirst time, that madness might have
tinged them. “ Chytrine will keep the war there going forever. Just as Jerana has done, other nations will
deny me the troops | need. Queen Carus will make trade deals and alliances that will cause other troops
to be sent to Jeranaand into Okrannd. Worse yet, the outcry for dragonelswill rise, asif they could win
that war.”

Augustus shook his head. Okrannd’s mountainous terrain severdly limited the effectiveness of
dragonels, which were dow to move and needed very specific supplies to make them function. Laying
segeto somelittlefort only required a supply of wood and rock if conventiona siege machineswereto
be used againgt it. A dragond was usel ess—save perhaps as a battering ram—without itsfiredirt and
shot.

“Wewill not let that happen, Cavarre.” Augustus groaned as an ache started throbbing from temple to
temple. “ There are enough of us, my brother, to counsd againgt that sort of thing.”

Cavarre s hesitation told Augustus that his emphasis had not been misread. The two of them belonged
to the Ancient and Most Secret Society of the Knights of the Phoenix. The Knights had hotly debated
how thingswould go if the Adrogans' plan was put into effect. While some thought Adrogans had a
chance at inflicting some serious damage to Chytrine sforcesthere, al agreed that the defenderswould
have a gresat advantage in Okranndl. That nation would serve Chytrine in the same way Fortress Draconis
served the south, costing time, materiel, and livesto liberate. Given how ravaged the nation had been,
keeping troopsin good supply againgt any Aurolani counterattack would be nearly impossible, creating a
second drain on the south’ s resources.

Though al of the Knights understood Cavarre s reasoning for keeping atight grip on the secrets of the
dragonel and even agreed with him on that issue, they had so far proven unable to exert influence enough
to change the minds of their leaders. The smplefact of leakage of smal groups of Aurolani troops past



Fortress Draconis meant people no longer saw the place asthe grand shield it had once been. Sinceit
seemed to befalling alittle bit, and they feared agrossfailure, aplan that provided an offensve that
would take the war to Chytrine proved very éttractive to world leaders. Moving dragonel s south would
help alay some of the fear, but sow more trouble for the future of the Fortress Draconis Strategy.

The smal man snorted. “Evenif | wereto agree with your plan, and even if the leaders of those
meckanshii companieswereto join us, the secret could still get out. Moreover, demands to supply
dragonds would require time or the stripping of defenses from Fortress Draconis. Think of it, Highness.
They will tell me that as soon as they have dragonds to make up for the troops they are sending to me,
those troops will be released to me. Until that time, however, they will support Jerana. They will do this
to make me act in haste, which weakens Fortress Draconis and |eaves the world open to Chytrine's
predation.”

“IsFortress Draconis strong enough to hold Chytrine off right now?’

Cavarrefrowned. “If it were not, shewould have laid waste to it aready. If | am denied the things |
need, however, it could be fatally weak.”

“Then you need to offer some sort of compromise.” Augustus pointed back toward the council
chamber. “Y ou heard Scrainwood. He's come around to theideathat if war isjoined in Okrannd,
Chytrine will be forced to pull troops back from the lower nations and reinforce the Ghost Marches and
Okrannd.”

“He sanidiot. Chytrine has very capable leadersin Okrannd and the Ghost Marches. Adrogans has
won some victories, but they have not been clean and have been the result of his having overwhelming
force on hissde. In Okranned hisforce will be broken up and subject to ambush. Everyone seemsto
forget that Edamis Vilkaso— Maarkex, as sheis styled now—knows how to use cavary very well. If
rumors of flocks of grand temeryces with vy-laen riders running around the Ghost Marches are even
remotely true, anyone who thinks Adrogans will win anything in Okrannel are as stupid as Scrainwood.”

“Thereisaroom full of them behind us.”

“1 know.” The Snow Fox looked up a Augustus and sighed. “ Chytrine has played this game very well
indeed. By gtriking herein Alcida she has shown that no nation can escape her touch. Scrainwood and
others offer the hope that she can be distracted, but they have been blinded asto her true goa: steding
back the pieces of the DragonCrown and destroying the southlands. Distraction or treasonous
gppeasement just delaystheinevitable”

Augustus couldn’t disagree. The most expedient plan to end the threst to his own nation would be to
drikeinto

Oriosa, overthrowing Scrainwood and purging Oriosa of Aurolani troops. The difficulty of doing that
would bethat it would shatter any unity among the southland nations and create the impression that if
people did not do what Augustus wanted, he would take their nation as well. The south would descend
into chaos and no one would be able to oppose Chytrine.

The king scrubbed hands over hisface. “What will you do when they vote to back Adrogans?’

“I will dowhat | have dways done, Highness. | will defend three fragments of the DragonCrown as
best | am able”

“And you won't even suggest thereisroom for compromise. Y ou won't say you will consider sharing
the drag-onels?’

The smal man shook hishead. “I cannat, for they would know it for alie. Augustus, | am neither blind
to nor ignorant of the paliticsand dl the ramifications of what we arefacing here. | truly am not.
However, the second | lieto your peers, they are given grounds for distrusting everything | say after that,
and many will doubt things|’ ve said long before. They will assumethat | have, for my own purposes,
exaggerated things to such adegreethat they can refuse my funding, they can refrain from sending me
troops and supplies.”

“Damn and damn.” Augustus raised afist to his mouth, then forced his hand open to smooth his
moustaches. “If | pull out of any agreement, | fracture the aliance we have opposing Chytrine. Nations
will support you or Adrogans or, worse yet, will sue for a separate peace with Chytrine. | will haveto
support Adrogansif they do, and | will, to the letter of whatever agreement we reach. I'll also support



you. | havethat luxury, and | am certain | can influence afew othersto join me. Naliserro doesn't like
having a sul-lanciri claming their nation asits home. Sebcia, Muroso, and Viarcawill likewise lend you
support sinceyou aretheir first line of defense. | think we can prevail upon the Vilwanese aswell.”

“No, spare me the sorcerers. They are angry over the daughter of the young, and people now mistrust
them. They will better serveto work with the smdl unitsin Okrannel than they will with me. | have
enough to forge more meckanshl. If | need morethan that, al islost.” Cavarre narrowed his eyes.
“Thereis one more thing we can do, though it will be difficult.”

“Andthet is?’

“We need the Norrington in Okrannel.” Augustus frowned. “1 don't follow your reasoning.”

“The Norrington isthe onered threat we have for Chytrine. While it has been argued whether or not
hewill kill her, it has been prophesied that he will liberate V brquellyn.Chytrine hasput herCroquel f
sullanciri Winfdlis, in charge of the idand—her perversion of an df watching over her perversion of an
elven homeland. Aslong asthe Norrington is out there, he poses a credible threat to theidand.”

“That won't happen if heis at Fortress Draconis?’

“Chytrine would rightly assume that | would not strip away troops for an assault on theidand.
Adroganswould belikely, on the other hand, to order such arecklessthing, especidly if histroops get
bogged down in Okrannd and heis making little headway. W€ ve not got that long until winter settlesin,
which will be aboon to Chytrine since her troops are hardened to the cold and function sowdl init.” The
king nodded. “Besides which, with the Norrington at Fortress Draconis, his destruction would be added
to the presence of the DragonCrown fragments to make the fortress even moreirresistible.”

The Snow Fox sighed. “The only thing working against Chytrineis her impatience. Saying the young
sorcererswill wesken us a generation from now. If she waited, dackening off strikes here and there,
suggesting she was weak, the leadership of the world would fall to those who don’t remember the horror
of thelast war. Internal pressureswould tear the fragile alliance apart, with old rivaries springing up
anew. The Okrans refugees would go the way of the Vbrquelves, becoming bitter, and no one would risk
their livesto help liberate their nation.”

Augustus snorted a quick laugh. “ She trapped herself when she sent her warning with Hawkins so
many years ago. She promised that the children of today would never live to see maturity. She' sfulfilled
the promise with the children from Vilwan, and the urchins of the Dim. If shelet thingsgo at thet, in
another generation shewould takeit al inawalk.”

“We can't give her that chance.” Cavarre shifted his shoulders, then nodded toward the Council. “|
will demand everything | can think of, including the Norrington. Y ou will talk me down, and wewill fight
hardest over the Norrington. Perhaps, in that way, we will get what we need. If not...”

Augustus shook his head. “We |l get what we need. In Kedyn’s name, | hopeit isenough.”

JTwo left turns out of hisdoor in the Vilwanese tower and rWill found the room to which he' d been
summoned. Because of the morning sun shining through the long, narrow room’ swindows, he knew it
faced to the east. Will aso knew that was impossible since two | eft turns should have put the room
beside hisand sharing an externd wall, but his room faced west.

He would have worried about that problem, but more immediate trouble presented itsdlf. In addition to
Crow, Qwc, Resolute, and Dranae, three other individuals were in the room. The only female stood in
close conversation with Crow, sharing with him the grey coloration of age. Will recognized her asthe
combat mage sent out with the raid on Marcus' place, Orla. The nonhuman was a Panqui—at least that's
what he assumed the hulking creature to be. The sun glowed golden and brightly off the beast’s
bony-plated flesh. The Spritha hovered around the Panqui while the beast and Dranae both sized the
other one up.

Thethird individua spelled troublefor Will. He expected to see recognition flickering through the tall
youth’ sgreen eyes. He was the one Scabby Jack and Garrow had their kids giving a beating to.
Then Will amiled. He doesn’t know me because of the mask. Will gave him acurt nod, then lifted his
chin and walked over to Crow.

“I'm here.”



Crow smiled benignly. “So you are. Y ou remember Magister Orlafrom the other night. She has been
assigned to help safeguard you from the sullanciri. Her aide is Adept Kerrigan Reese. Lombo isa
Panqui and isaccompanying them.”

Orlanodded. “Pleased to meet you again, Lord Norrington.”

Her words sent ajolt running up his spine. Her voice rang with respect and it chilled him.

Kerrigan moved forward for an introduction.

Will frowned. He was, after dl, the Norrington. He would be the sdvation of theworld, so Orla’s
respect was rightly due him. Despite that, he felt uneasy and, perhapsfor thefirst timein hislife,
ashamed. Everyone wanted him to be a hero, and he’' d done some heroic things, but he’ d not helped
Kerrigan. It wasn't even that he was afraid that he' d have gotten a beating from the Garrow gang— most
of them couldn’t hit worth spit anyway. He d just walked away becauseit wasn't hisfight. If | did that
in so simple a situation, why might | not do it when | need to be the Norringtori

The Adept extended ahand toward Will. “I'm Kerrigan Reese.”

Will nodded. “WEe€ ve met, sort of.”

Kerrigan frowned. “1 don’t remember....”

The Panqui came over, striding on knuckles and feet and crossing the distance that separated them
much too quickly for Will’s comfort. The Panqui took a hedthy sniff of him, then nodded. “ Prey-night.”

“l don't...” Kerrigan blushed deeply.

Will dowly inched his mask up. He couldn’t believe he was hearing himsdf speak. “1 didn't help you
when Garrow’ s gang had you down.”

The Adept’ s green eyes narrowed and hisjowls quivered. “1 caled to you for help ...”

Lombo snorted and smacked Will in the center of his chest with acasua backhand blow. “Hunter you
became, Kerrigan. Lombo saw.”

Will coughed abruptly and staggered back. Will was certain Kerrigan never caught theglint in the
Panqui’ s black eyes, but Will saw it sure as dark comeswith night. If | ever do anything that gets
Kerrigan hurt, Lombo will punch my heart out through my back. Will rubbed at his breastbone, but
nodded to the beast. He got aquick nod in return.

Resolute’ siron grip closed on the back of Will’ s neck. “What did you do?’

“It'swhat | didn’t do.” Will shook hishead. If I’d kept my mouth shut, only Lombo and | would
know, and we' d have our understanding. “When | wasin the Dim, there was agang manhandling
Kerrigan. He asked meto helphimand | didn’t.”

The Vorquelf spun Will around and, grabbing his shoulders, shook him. “How could you not... 7’

Will dapped Resolute’ s hands of f his shoulders. 1 had other things going on &t the time. | was running
away from everything that had happened since | met you, and he was part of it.”

Razor-sharp silver crescents regarded him coldly. “Your roleisto ...”

Thethief snarled. “1 know what my roleis, thanks, but right then | wasn’t being the Norrington. | was
being me. | know that I—or whoever | was or am—wasn't the Norrington right then. But, look, | told
himwhat | did. Kerrigan, I'm sorry | didn’t help you out.”

The Adept shrugged. “It' s okay.”

“No, it'snot.” Resolute crossed hisarms over hischest. “I don’t think you understand, boy, just how
critica things have become. The Council of Kings has made their decisons. They are backing Generd
Adrogans and the Okrannd offensive.”

Will frowned. “What doesthat mean, exactly?’

Crow came over and waved everyone toward the table and chairs. As they moved to take places,
with the Sprithalighting on the back of Will’ s chair and the Panqui squatting at the far end, he began to
explan. “1t means, quite smply, Will, that we are bound for Okranndl.”

Trie youth frowned. “But, | mean, | thought we were going to Fortress Draconis. From there we just
go north and kill Chytrine and be donewithit al.”

Crow, Orla, and even Resolute shared a smile before the ol der man continued. “Were that it would be
as easy asyou suggest. That was the thinking aquarter century ago, and it did not work.”

“How did this happen?’ Will snorted with disgust. “ There'saHawkinsthere at Fortress Draconis and



even Resolute said | need one with me when we go kill Chytrine.”

Crow nodded. “I’ ve been told this was a point raised by the Draconis Baron. He argued long and
loudly that you should be brought to Fortress Draconis, but Genera Adrogans claimed you for himself.”

“Next time| shake hishand, that ring ismine.”

Resolute scowled. “ The discussion was balanced until Scrainwood threw in with the Jeranese. Y ou
want to avenge yourself on someone, he should beit.”

Will chuckled softly. “ Already done.”

Crow’ s|eft eyebrow rose sharply. “What?’

Will’ s smile broadened and he dipped his hand into the pouch on hisbelt. “Well, the king was being an
idiot and | didn’t like him, so when we shook hands, | took hisring.” He produced the sapphire and held
it up proudly.

Orlacovered her face with ahand and Crow shook hishead. “Y ou didn’t.”

“But Resolutejust said ... | just anticipated him.”

Crow plucked the ring from hisleft hand and set it on the table. “ Resolute, my friend, | gpologize to
you. Throughout our search and journeying with Will, | thought you were just being too thorough, too
hard on him. | hoped he had more of hisfather in him, or less.”

“Not your fault, Crow.” The Vorquef, who had seated himsdlf at Will’ sright, turned toward the youth.
“Give over your other loot.”

“What are you talking about?” Will refused to flinch, refused to drop ahand to his pouch. “Theking
hed it coming.”

Resolute’ s voice came low and cold enough to suck al the heat out of the room. “Y our choice, boy. |
saw you stumble against the prince. Do you want meto believe you were clumsy? Or should | believe
you were so practiced and smooth that you fooled me, even up to now?’

Will hestated. If he claimed clumsiness, Resolute would just search him and dl hisgear. If he coughed
up the other ring, the Signet ring the king had used to mark his mask, at least Resolute would have
admitted he missed the theft. The punishment would end up being the same no matter which course he
picked, so the only bright spot in the whole picture was the admission from Resolute.

Thethief fished the ring from his pouch and st it there with thefirst one. “It hasmagick onit.”

Kerrigan, seated a Will’ sleft, reached for the rings. Will gave him aquick, backhanded dap with his
left hand. His knuckles cracked off the Adept’ s upper arm.

“Ow!” Will shook his hand, then sucked at his knuckles. He glared at Crow. “The prince was stupid,
too.”

“Will, while it might be true that were Linchmere a cow, he' d starve because he doesn’t have the
brainsto sneak up on ablade of grass, that gives you no cause to sted from him—and certainly not aring
that serves asthe king' s officid sedl. Y ou don't know King Scrainwood. He can beinsandly paranoid
and could see the disgppearance of either ring asthe glimmerings of aplot againgt him. He could useit to
judtify letting Chytrine station more troopsin Oriosa. He could strike at dlies, thinking they are out to
topple him.”

“I understand. | getit.” Will sighed loudly. “I can get into the house where heisand put both rings
back and they’ll never notice. Resolute didn’t see anything that night, no onedid.”

Orlarested ahand on Crow’ s shoulder. * Perhaps, given the omen of the last visit by aNorrington to
the leader of Oriosa, having Will return theringsisnot agood idea. Infact, if you wish, | can have them
returned to the king, noting that once we heard they were missing, we undertook a search and are
returning them. The remarkswill be cryptic, he'll not know how and where....”

Crow nodded. “That should work.”

A blue aurasprang to life, surrounding Kerrigan’ shands. In hisleft he held theking' sring and in his
right* the sedl glowed red. “Magick on both of the rings. The Sgnet has abasic seding spdll.”

The Adept set the ring down, then reached afat hand toward Will’ s mask. Blue flashed before Will’ s
eyes, then the hand came away and Kerrigan was nodding. “ The ring made the mark on the mask. Easy
way of verifying orders as coming from the king.”

The Spritha swingsfilled the room with ahumming as the cresture darted from ring to mask and back



agan. “Yes, yes. Same.”

Kerrigan held the sgpphirering up in hisleft hand. “ This oneisfascinating because it has arather
unique spell onit. It hasto beinvoked and will detect hostile intent in asphere roughly twelvefeetin
diameter around the wearer.”

Resolute laughed. “He must never useit lest he be overwhelmed.”

The Adept frowned. “It has some narrowing factors on it. Onething isthat it seeksto warn him
especidly of enemiesfrom the Norrington bloodline.”

“He must have had it made after his mother’ s degth

m

because he certainly would have fled from the sullanciri if he' d had any warning.” Crow’sdark eyes
narrowed. "Why wasn't he warned about Will’ s stedling hisring?*

Orlaaccepted the ring from Kerrigan and surrounded it with her hands. A blue glow leaked out from
between her fingers. She thought for amoment, then nodded. “ There are anumber of different answers
to that question. Thefirst isthat Will might not, in fact, be aNorrington.”

Resolute waved that ideaaway. “Heis. Of thisthereis no question.”

Lombo extended asingle claw and scratched at the corner of hiseye. “Thief steals. No hate.”

Orlanodded in agreement. “Will’ s penchant for theft seemsto be independent of any emotiona
content. When the spell was created, the mage who cast it would have provided his own sense of hostile
and Will” sthievery might not rise to that threshold. After dl, he did not mean to do harm to the king, just
to enrich himsdlf. It would take sometime to determine, but | suspect that wasit.”

Will frowned. “Maybe hejust didn't have it working.” Orlanodded. “ Another good idea.”

“ At such a gathering, heralding the debut of the Norrington?” The Vorquelf laughed harshly. “He had it
working. If Chytrine wished to strike terror into the hearts of the world’ s leaders, she could have done it
there by attacking and destroying their only hope.”

Dranae, seated across the table between Orla and the Panqui, raised a hand. “ So, then, we have a
curious situation. If King Scrainwood has determined that Will stole hisring, and if the king would
condder that ahogtile act, then he must think Will isactudly not the Norrington. This could explain why
heiswilling to have Will bundled off to Okrannd.”

Will’ s brows beetled. If he doesn’t know | stoleit, then he thinks | am the Norrington, but if he
does know, then he knows I'm not? Unless, of course, he knows my theft wasn't hostile, in which
case he thin