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The Grand Crusade

“The Stunning Conclusion of the Dragon Crown Saga”
By Michael A. Stackpole

PROLOGUE

The crisp winter cold penetrated the walls of the villathat King Scrainwood of Oriosa had taken in Narriz.
A chill radiated through the varied stones used in the building’s construction. But he felt no draft and,
indeed, no winter winds howled outside. Darkness had come with preternatural silence, and Scrainwood
could feel portent and power gathering.

Something had happened out there, something at once terrible and yet wonderful. The possibilities raced
through his mind, each to be sorted, weighed, then used as alever to move other bits and pieces of what
was the world. All would be to his advantage. Eventualy. Although, he ruefully admitted to himself, he and
his nation were in a difficult position.

The leaders of the world’ s key nations had been summoned to Narriz, the capital of Saporicia, to deal with
the threat of conquest by Chytrine's Aurolani hordes. While the Northern Empress' troops had been
thoroughly routed in far Okrannel, their assault south through Sebcia and Muroso had been relentless and
powerful. Sebcia had fallen quickly, Muroso was in the process of falling. Sarengul, the urZrethi stronghold
north of Oriosa, had likewise been invaded.

His nation looked to be the next in line for conquest, and King Augustus of Alcida had threatened to invade
Oriosa from the south, so any battle against Chytrine would be fought well away from his own lands. He' d
done that to force Scrainwood’ s hand, and Oriosa’ s king hated it.

But he had acquiesced for two reasons. The first was that he had long danced on the edge of a knife.
Oriosa had been covertly neutral, providing a haven to Aurolani troops to stage raids in the south.
Scrainwood could justify his actions a dozen different ways and never let himself think about the underlying
one: hewas terrified that Chytrine would have him murdered as she did his mother.

As bad as some might find me on the throne, my death would be worse.
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Scrainwood reached up and adjusted the green leather half mask he wore. At one time he’ d had high hopes for his
eldest son, Erlestoke. He' d been strong— far stronger than his father, Scrainwood openly acknowledged—and a
brilliant military tactician. If he were going to allow Oriosan troops to oppose Chytrine, he would have wanted
Erlestoke to lead them.

Erlestoke, however, had long since had a falling-out with his father and had instead traveled north to Fortress
Draconis. There he had risen to be the second-in-command. Fortress Draconis, unfortunately, had been the first victim
of Chytrine's renewed assault on the south, and Erlestoke had been slain in the fortress’ defense.

That left Scrainwood with his other son, Linchmere. His younger heir had been fat, soft, weak-willed, and infantile
when it came to dealing with the redlities of the world. Linchmere wanted to lead Oriosa’ s troops against Chytrine—
hisfirst and last display of spine. When his father had denied that request, the prince had run off. Rumors abounded
as to his whereabouts. Scrainwood hoped the most common was true: that his son had run off to fight in Muroso.
There he will die and another problemwill be solved.

His cold-blooded dismissal of his son surprised him, but only for amoment. He toyed with the signet ring on hisright
hand and with the merest of whispersinvoked the magick on it. After his mother’s death he' d had it made to warn him
of hogtile intent in anyone near him, and in Y din some of the sorcerers from Vilwan had refined and strengthened the
magick.

He felt something akin to the prick of apin as the spell sparked to life. He braced himself for the first hint of anger, for

he had felt it often, especially in the councils of his peers. They hated him because they knew his nation would be the
last to fall to Chytrine and yet, if they gave vent to their hatred, he would go over to Chytrine fully. And if he did that,
then the might of Oriosawould just make their nations fall the faster.

But this time no warning of animosity came, and its absence pleased him. He knew his peers saw him as crafty and
treacherous—they fully expected him to betray them to Chytrine because they did not think he could possibly oppose
her. He was not strong enough to do so. They were not aware, however, that he could defy her and she could do
nothing about it.

The second reason he had given in to King Augustus in the matter of Tarrant Hawkins—an ancient enemy now calling
himself Kedyn’s Crow—uwas that Augustus had ceded to him the possession of afragment of the DragonCrown. He'd
quickly secreted it away, then had those who had done the hiding killed, so only he knew where it could be found.
Without that portion of the Crown, Chytrine could never complete its reconstruction, denying her ultimate power.

His ring began to burn. Scrainwood' s gaze flicked | eft and right, then settled on the room’s far corner. Shadows had
thickened there, and something moved within them. The movement frightened him more than the mild hostility he
sensed through the ring because it was wholly unnatural.

“Who are you?" Scrainwood kept his voice even and tried to infuse it with acommanding tone. But he failed and knew
it. The only thing that pleased him was that he and his visitor were the sole witnesses to that failure. “ Show yourself.”
A smallish humanoid shambled from the shadow, and that it could move at al surprised Scrainwood. The amount of
damage that had been done to it fascinated him. Despite the cold, the man wore no shirt, allowing an easy study of the
ghastly wounds on chest and hip, as if something had stabbed clean through him. The left arm hung limply and the
shoulder, which had been mangled, showed signs of a hideous bite wound. Lastly the creature’' s head lolled as if its
neck had been broken.

But there should be no way it could move with those wounds. Fire ignited in dark eye sockets and revealed to
Scrainwood a face he' d known from decades before. That face grinned, then the voi ce—the unmistakabl e voice—filled
the room with scorn. “ Scrainwood, Scrainwood, king on high, Oriosa' s liege, yet afraid to die.”

Gelid tendrils squeezed the king’ s bowels, but he did not allow himself to double over. “Bosleigh Norrington.”

“Once, but now no more.” The sullanciri sketched abow. His head flopped forward with awet click of bone
fragments. “ ‘ Tis now Nefrai-laysh at your

door."
Scrainwood let his nostrils flare. “Is your mistress so bold that she sends her
herald here to the Council of Kings?

Nefrai-laysh grabbed a handful of his own blond hair and pulled his head up so he could look at Scrainwood. “Bolder
isshe, asyou shall see.” Hewhirled and his limp left hand swept past the corner from where he had appeared. “ She



desiresto be presented to thee.”

A golden light started as a spark in that dark corner, then expanded into an oval that grew asif fire had been applied to
a parchment sheet. Scrainwood raised a hand to shade his eyes from the brightness, but a heartbeat later the

light had died.

Striding from the corner came a striking woman, tall and strong, with a cascade of golden hair that fell in ringlets well
past her shoulders. She wore white clothes and furred boots—very much the sort of attire Scrainwood would have
supposed to be utilitarian in her realm, up to and including the cloak, furred hat, and soft white scarf covering the
lower half of her face.

It occurred to Scrainwood that Chytrine was powerful enough, and possessed of such charisma, that she might be
what Princess Alexia of Okrannel would become in her later years. But he knew, almost instantly, that this judgment
was wrong because the swirls of blue-green color in Chytring’ s eyes bespoke a malevolence that he did not think
Alexiacould contain.

Alexia could hate hotly, but never coldly and inhumanly like this.

Chytrine paused a half-dozen paces before him and the ring spiked pain up his arm. Scrainwood staggered at the
sensation. His knees buckled and a quick

kick in the ass by Nefrai-laysh drove him onto the floor. Scrainwood snarled, but refused to cry out.

Chytrine glanced past him at her herald. “Do not treat so valuable an ally thus.” She gestured casually and something
behind Scrainwood crashed to the floor. Given the clatter that followed, he assumed the sullanciri had been cast into
the small side table that held a silver platter with bread and cheese—a late repast Scrainwood had not touched.

The Northern Empress smiled down at him as she drew off kid gloves as white as the delicate flesh they had sheathed.
“Finally we meet, King Scrainwood. Y ou have been avaluable ally, though your continued worth isin question.”

Her words came coolly, but with an edge, and Scrainwood would have been moved to terror, save that hisring did not
convey a corresponding sense of hostility. “I do not know what | have done to anger you.”

A rustle and clatter behind him suggested that Nefrai-laysh had crawled to hisfeet. “I have come from Vael, on a
mission | did fail. But there, | did hear, a Crown fragment you have near.”

“Lies”

Before hisdenia echoed from the walls, Chytrine lashed him with her gloves. The blow stung a bit, but not as much as
it could have, for his mask took the brunt of it. “ There is no need for you to lie, King Scrainwood. | am not a stupid
woman. Y ou sought the stone, you have it safe, and | am grateful you managed to wrest it from the thieves who
removed it from Fortress Draconis. Y ou have saved me much timein this endeavor. Moreover, you can and will claim
that you had no way to let me know you had it, since | have always communicated with you and have never given you
ameansto reach me. Y ou would hold yourself blameless, and | cannot easily refute that claim.”

Scrainwood’ s left hand rose to his cheek. “Why did you strike me?’ She peeled the scarf back to grace him with a
frigid smile. “Because | can. Because you are powerless to stop me, and because you need to acknowledge the
hopel essness of your situation. Though my aideis broken, it would be nothing for him to pop your head from your
body asif it were agrape from a stem.”

The king started to protest, but Nefrai-laysh’s right hand grabbed him by the back of the neck and squeezed. Not too
hard, but none too gently, either—and it was enough to choke Scrainwood’ s words into a squawk. He began to shake
and his bladder let loose, flooding warmth down his thighs.

Chytrine watched him for a moment, then wrinkled her nose. “Despite your treachery, Scrainwood, | have chosen not
to punish you. | shall instead reward you beyond your wildest dreams.”

He glanced up at her. “And how will you do that?’

“Very simply, Highness. | shall make you one of my sullanciri” The shiver that shook him almost let him dip from
Nefrai-laysh’s grasp. “Y ou would do that in exchange for the fragment?’

“No, no, you mistake me. | said | am going to reward you. | am going to make



you into a sullanciri. If you desire the change, you will be rewarded handsomely. If you do not, the process and
results will be more painful .

“Y ou can change me against my will?’

She laughed, and he did not find the sound completely without warmth. “I am able to control dragons against their will.
The Vilwanese and other mages may make much of needing a person’s consent to perform magick, but thisis a matter
of convenience. Overcoming the will is not simple, but less complex than reanimating and motivating something which
isdead. | could deal with you that way aswell, but you would not be nearly as useful.”

Chytrine's smile grew as she returned to his side and squatted. “Besides, you have known al along | want only one
thing: domination. And since you did not oppose me, | have been able to get thisfar. In my world, you shall be even
greater than you are now. Indeed, the king of my sullanciri isfrom your nation. | am grateful to you, so the power |
giveyou will beincredible.”

Something rang false to Scrainwood. “ The Norrington of prophecy is aso of my nation. He who will be your doom.”

Chytrine snorted a laugh, then stood again. “ The vaunted Norrington is no longer a problem. Now, you do wish to be
on the winning side, don’t you? Y ou wish to see those who hold you in contempt brought low? As my agent, you will
be crucial in making that happen, King Scrainwood. The power | will give you— the information | will give you—wiill
turn them all on each other and shatter their aliance. My victory will be your victory.”

The Oriosan monarch thought for a heartbeat, then another. He had no heirs. He had a realm that would always be
hated whether Chytrine won or lost. Without the Norrington, she would not lose, and power would flow to him, power
that would alow him to punish al those who hated him.

Scrainwood shifted his shoulders, slipping his neck from Nefrai-laysh’s grip. He sat upright. “1 am, asaways | have
been, your creature, Most High Empress. Work your will on me, so | may best serve our cause.”

“Very well, Scrainwood of Oriosa.” The Aurolani Empress nodded solemnly and reached out to caress his cheek with
cold fingers. “It shall be done.”

At the touch of her flesh to his, Scrainwood knew again every agony he had forgotten and those he would suffer in
the future. He burned and froze, felt the devouring nibbles of maggots, the razored stabs of swords and withering
glances, and the soul-wrenching torsion of knowing that, in the end, he would be betrayed and everything would be
for naught.

But even as all that swirled through him, he did feel a pleasure. The fear that had balanced him, that had kept him
playing Chytrine off against the rest of the world—the fear of the fate that had taken his mother—slipped through his
fingers as fluidly as her blood had. And, in its absence, he was reborn a Dark Lancer.

Sephi, a dark-haired, dender woman—more than a child, though barely seeming so in form—hid in the shadowed
doorway of the room housing the king and his visitors. She was part of the royal household and had been elevated to
that position as areward for her help in identifying Crow as Tarrant Hawkins. It was areward the king had approved
of, though it had come at the suggestion of his aide, Cabot Marsham. The odious sycophant wanted Sephi as his
bedmate, and having her assigned to the household brought them in closer proximity than Sephi had any desire to be.

She had accepted that role, however, because of her devotion to Will Norrington—the Norrington of prophecy who
would destroy Chytrine. After she had betrayed Crow to Oriosan authorities, she took the skills at espionage that she
used to employ for Oriosa and used them in the service to the Norrington. She did it in part to make amends for having
caused trouble for Crow, but more so because she believed Will was the only means by which Chytrine would be
defeated.

In Will’ s service she watched the king and learned secrets she could send to him in letters. She had no idea how many
of her missives had actually reached him in Muroso, but she had faithfully sent them with riders and soldiers bound
for the war. And she continued to spy, remaining in the royal household despite the chances of discovery.

This, however, was too important a bit of news to be entrusted to a letter. Sephi hunched forward, with her hands flat
on the cold stone floor. What she had seen through the keyhole had kept her riveted, for a sullanciri appeared, and
then Chytrine herself. Already Sephi began to berate herself for not running off and alerting the Saporician authorities.

Part of her knew that was foolishness, since they would never believe such awild tale. King Augustus would,
however, and heis herein Narriz. She knew she had to get to him so he could act, but she needed a moment more to
collect herself because Chytrine had said one thing that |eft her breathless.



The vaunted Norrington is no longer a problem. The words echoed through Sephi’ s skull. She thought of Will’s
smiling face. She could hear his voice and could not imagine him, like his father and grandfather, ever having gone
over to Chytrine' s service. And she said it with such finality, he must be dead.

She screwed her eyes shut against that possibility, because his death meant the end of the world. Tears gathered in
her eyes and splashed down, spattering coldly against her hands. She pressed her body into a small ball and fought to
gain control. Finally, she reached up and wiped the tears away.

He' s not dead, she just thinks heis. Wouldn't be the first time she was wrong.

That thought brought a smile to her face. Her tears stopped, but then her smile froze as she continued to hear a drip
drip sound. She knew it wasn't tears, but had no ideawhat it was.

Then she opened her eyes.

A man stood towering over her. Dark in mien and cold, he looked down at

her through a bestial mask she almost thought she recognized. The eyes regarding her had no warmth or kindness, but
instead were filled with an elemental curiosity. The blue orbs had white moving through them, much as slender ribbons
of cloud move through a summer’s sky. The movement gained in speed and, for amoment, was the figure's only
motion.

Then came another drip.

The mask was more than just a mask, flowing up into a cow! that ran down into a cloak. It had been fastened to the
figure’ s neck by the knotted arms of the creature that had once worn the skin. In the dim light Sephi saw enough bony
plates to know it was the flesh of a Panqui.

From there it was but a shudder for her to realize it was Lombo’s skin. And if they have killed Lombo, then the
Norrington could be dead as well .

She straightened up and met the sullanciri % cool gaze. “Y our grandson, Will,

isdead?

Nefrai-kesh nodded solemnly. “He died more of a hero than any of uswill

ever be”

Sephi hung her head and raised her hands to cover her face. She let herself sob once, then darted into the corridor and
would have gotten free, save that Nefrai-kesh flicked his cloak, and the flaccid flesh that had covered Lombo’ s tall
swept her legs from beneath her. She crashed down hard, striking her forehead on the ground, then rolled to the far
wall.

Nefrai-kesh crossed to her and dropped to one knee. His hand caressed her cheek, then tucked an errant lock of dark
hair behind her ear. “Y ou, too, shall die well. Had you not been so curious, you might have lived.”

Sephi narrowed her eyes. “1 was spying for your grandson.”

The sullanciri smiled. “He commanded loyalty. He was a Norrington truly.”

“Hedtill is. The greatest of them.”

Nefrai-kesh paused for amoment, then said solemnly, “Y ou areafool if you believe that, child.” His hand slipped into

her hair and closed on her neck right below her skull. His fingers tightened and her neck snapped. “And yet there are
parts of me that hope you wereright.”

CHAPTER

Princess Alexia of Okrannel raised a gloved hand to shade her eyes as the green dragon upon which she
rode dipped his right wing and began alazy circle. Below lay Narriz, dusted in snow and spread out in
several concentric semicircles emanating from the crescent harbor to the west. King Fidelius' castle stood
on the highest hill, with a clutch of cylindrical white towers that soared toward the sky. The brightly colored



flags and pennants flapping away added an element of reality that banished any hope that she was
dreaming.

Beneath her the dragon’ s flesh undulated as powerful muscles drove its wings. Though the air so high was
quite frigid, the heat from the green dragon’ s body made the space beneath along red cloak quite warm,
and she gladly shared that warmth with Crow. She pressed herself against his side, then turned and kissed
his scarred right cheek.

He smiled and his brown eyes sparkled. “What was that for?’
“To make sure you don't forget that | love you. And that | support you, no matter what happens below.”
He tightened his arm around her shoulder. “ Thank you.”

The dragon turned his head back toward them. “Perrine is circling the castle’ s courtyard. We are
welcome.”

Resolute, a Vorquef with sharpened elven features, pointed ears, and eyes of pure silver, curled hislipina
sneer. “Hardly welcome, Dravothrak. We will be tolerated until we deliver our news, then we will be
reviled. We bring them word that hope has died, and few will have the heart to continue on past that.”

Prince Erlestoke of Oriosa adjusted the black mask he wore. “ They know they cannot stop you from
landing, Dravothrak, so they accept with feigned grace what they cannot prevent.”

The prince’ s words came in grim tones that nearly matched those Alyx had

gotten accustomed to hearing from Resolute. The Vorquelf had been fighting over a century and a quarter
to free his homeland from Chytrine, with no success. Will Norrington had been the key to her defeat and his
death at Vael seemed to seal the fate of the Southlands' free nations. Arriving at the gathering of world
leadersto tell them hope was indeed dead was something she had never anticipated.

Shelooked again at Crow. “| do wish you would let me be the one to address the council.”
Erlestoke nodded in agreement. “Or me. They will accept it better from either of us.”

Crow shook his head and his beard brushed against Alyx’s cheek. “First and foremost, Will was my charge.
| should have kept him safe. And while | agree with everyone that he chose his time of passing, and chose
nobly and well, the burden of his death bears most heavily on me. Second, and you all know thisistrue,
King Scrainwood would blame me even if Will’ s ghost appeared, absolved me of responsibility, and cursed
Scrainwood for an idiot. Short of you throttling your father and replacing him, there is nothing that can be
done to prevent the blame from falling on me.”

The prince’ s hazel eyes blazed. “Who says throttling him is not an option?’

Crow’s chin came up. “I do. The third reason | have to deliver the message is simply that we know that
whoever deliversit will be reviled and never trusted again. None of the rest of you can afford to be moved
out of the way given the discussions that must take place. Alexiaand you, Highness, have the military
expertise that will stop Chytrine' s troops.”

Resolute’ s sneer melted into a mirthless smile. “Y ou make no case as to why | should not address their
august majesties, my friend.”

“Y ou mean, aside from the fact that you openly hold them and their councilsin contempt?’ Crow laughed
quickly. “Thisisacouncil of humans, Resolute, and they will not take well to being lectured to by one old
enough to have known their great-grandparents. Moreover, you will need their help if you are to retake
Vorquellyn. For you to speak to them would be to jeopardize that goa. Thiswill need to be handled
diplomaticaly.”

Dravothrak opened his mouth in a serpentine grin. “I will not lecture, but you will permit me to emphasize



the gravity of the situation, yes?’
Alyx nodded. “ As we discussed.”

The dragon bobbed his head twice, then folded his wings and they plummeted from the sky. Their cloaks,
scarves, and blankets snapped in the rush of air. Frost nibbled at Alexia s cheeks and her eyes watered.
She held on tightly to the leather riding harness and watched the tear-blurred castle grow ever larger.

Then, suddenly, Dravothrak spread his wings again and beat hard with them. His head came up, histail
went down, and his mighty legs absorbed the impact of hislanding. Snow billowed up around them, asiif
they were caught in the

heart of ablizzard, then Dravothrak breathed afiery plume that reduced the snow to steam.

Alyx and the others dlid from the dragon’ s back in the fog, to the accompaniment of screams and harsh
curses. Then, Perrine descended down through the mist. The female Gyrkyme, who had been Alexia s
lifelong companion, landed lightly, furling her raptor’ swings. Tdl and sender like an €f, but covered with
down and feathers after the pattern of afalcon, she smiled and hugged her sister.

“King Augustus called the crowns together when | told him you were coming. They were grumbling, but
this display silenced the lot of them. Well done, Dranae.”

Dravothrak, now having assumed the form of atall, powerfully built man with dark hair and afull thick
beard, bowed his head. “| am glad it was effective.” He fastened the red cloak at his throat and gathered it
about him to cover his nudity.

Alexiapeered into the thinning fog, seeing dim forms moving through it. “Which way?’

Before Peri could answer, a small, green, humanoid creature, with four arms, four glassy wings, two legs,
and two antennae above compound eyes, buzzed in through the fog and circled the group. “ Thisway. Qwc
knows. Come, come, hurry, hurry.” In the blink of an eye he was off again with a ghostly vapor vortex
curling in hiswake.

Alyx dlipped her right hand through the crook of Crow’s elbow and followed the Spritha. Dranae and
Erlestoke came next, with Resolute and Peri bringing up the rear. Dressed for winter—and most armed for
war—the company struck a sharp contrast with those assembled for the council. The guards stationed on
the walls and aong the passages were outfitted for combat, but Saporicia had clearly sent its best troops
northeast to the Murosan border. These soldiers were old or very young—and some were still pale from
having seen a dragon land in the courtyard, then vanish in flame and fog.

Theroyal retainers for the various |eaders wore finery that mocked the state of the world. Alyx suppressed
ashiver as she imagined whole households planning how they could array their wardrobes to best
advantage. While the kings and queens would deliberate, their staffs would battle each other, pressing
advantages and wresting concessions. Palitics necessitated they look ahead, past Chytrine, to position
themselves to take best advantage—even if that positioning might be exactly what allowed Chytrine to take
over the world.

Ahead, Qwc hung in the air at each intersection, making the courtiers sent to escort them shrink back.
Some did so at a buzzed word, but at least one clawed at his face. The Spritha had spat a smothering wad
of webbing at that man, and Alyx’s horror was transformed into wicked delight as she recognized the
purple face as that of Cabot Marsham, King Scrainwood’ s aide.

Marsham, hisface till sticky with white tendrils, started to snarl, but

Erlestoke cut him off with a sharp command. “Back away, dog. Y ou should feel blessed he deigned to notice someone
asinsignificant asyou.”

Marsham’s chubby face drained immediately of color. He gagged, then turned and darted away, heading up the stairs
to which Qwc pointed. The chamberlain dlipped twice in his haste, crying out as he barked his shins once, but



scrambled on quickly.

Erlestoke laughed. “He looked as if he'd seen a ghost.”

Alyx graced him with araised eyebrow. “Y ou are believed dead, you know.”
“Indeed. Shouldn’t he have been happier to see me?”’

Resolute just growled.

They mounted the broad stone stairs and ascended to the second landing. The short corridor leading east opened into
alarge room with vaulted ceilings and fanciful murals depicting spring revels. Three large windows at the room’ s far
end admitted a flood of morning light that silhouetted many of the functionaries in the back rows of benches. Toward
the front, however, where rulers and their most important advisors gathered behind tables and banners proclaiming
their nations, Alexia had no difficulty recognizing faces.

She likewise recognized the expressions which, at first, as they caught sight of Erlestoke, went from shock to guarded
delight. Then some, rather quickly, darkened. Others followed, heads turning to confer with companions. Necks
craned, heads bobbed, then whispers began to filter back and forth, filling the chamber.

King Fidelius, asmall man of middle years with thin grey hair and awithered left arm, opened his strong hand in
greeting. “Princess Alexia, it is good to see you. Had we known you were coming sooner, we would have prepared a
proper welcome. Y our friends | recall from Y dlin, save the man in the cloak and this one, who, if my eyes do not deceive
me, is Prince Erlestoke of Oriosa.”

Alyx nodded, drawing off her cloak and scarf. “Y our welcome is appreciated, Highness, asis the speed with which you
all assembled. We bring you news of great import. Thisis Kedyn's Crow, and he has accepted the responsibility to
make our report.”

Crow stepped forward. He' d spent a quarter century traveling with Resolute and waging a private war against
Chytrine. Scars crisscrossed his body and old injuries made him ache, but even though the pain of Will’s death
weighed heavily on him, his shoulders did not slump and his head did not sag wearily. He moved with the strength of
ayounger man—strength born of a conviction that Chytrine had to be stopped no matter the cost—and seeing that
strength brought a smile to Alexia sface.

He made her proud, and that made her love him even more.

Crow slowly drew the mittens from his hands and unbuttoned the sheepskin coat he wore. “My lords and ladies, | bear
grave news. In Ydlin you were presented with alad, Will Norrington. He was the fulfillment of the Norrington
Prophecy. He wasin my care and under my protection. With me and my com-

panions, Will did much good, from Vilwan and Port Gold to Fortress Draconis, Meredo, and Muroso. His courage and
spirit can be attested to by thousands.

“Y esterday Will spoke for humanity at the Congress of Dragons on Vael. He spoke el oquently, arguing that the
dragons alone should be custodians of the DragonCrown fragments. He argued one of Chytrine's sullanciri to a
standstill and when the dragons agreed with him, the sullanciri attempted to murder one of them. Will prevented that
murder, but could only do so at the cost of hisown life.”

Crow’ swords tightened into a croak as his hands balled. Alexiareached out, closing her hand on his shoulder. She felt
the tremor running through him and squeezed.

King Scrainwood slowly rose from behind Oriosa’ s table. He unfolded himself and straightened in a manner that
somehow struck Alexia as wrong, but she could not place why. He moved as a man might, but there was something
else there. Something evil, which came through in the venom saturating his words.

“The Norrington is dead?. What further proof is needed that you are indeed the traitor, that you are Chytrine’ s agent?
Y ou betrayed heroes an age ago, and you betrayed Will Norrington now.” Scrainwood pointed a quivering finger at
Alexia. “Come away from him, Princess. To be near himisto bein jeopardy, and to call him friend isto hold aviper to
your breast.”

Alexia started to mouth a protest, but Crow unballed a scarred fist and laid it on her hand. He gave her a glance full of
love and confidence, then hardened his expression and turned to face the crowned heads.

“This ends now, King Scrainwood.”



Scrainwood’ s eyes widened as he opened his arms. “Y ou dare threaten me, here and now? You are evil’ s agent.”

Crow snorted. “And how do | threaten you, King Scrainwood? | have no sword. Isit that you still feel the sting of my
daps on your cheeks? Isit your shame that wounds you, and your memory of it that makes you fear me? Fear rules
you, and it infects all of you here. | have never liked you, nor have you ever liked me, and that is the way of the thing.
It cannot be allowed, however, to doom the world.”

He looked past and around Scrainwood. “ For a quarter century there have been two strategies for dealing with
Chytrine and her threat to the Southlands. One has been defensive, as exemplified by Fortress Draconis, and perverted
by Oriosa’s covert acquiescence to Aurolani pressure. Do not be smug. All of you have adopted this strategy to a
greater or lesser extent. The fact that you are here, not at the head of armies pushing into Muroso, is further proof that
you think this strategy can win.

“Resolute and |, on the other hand, have waged a war against her. We have cost her troops and leaders. We have
thwarted plans. We have slowed her advances. We may not have stopped her, but we are only two. As part of our war
we

sought the Norrington. We plucked him from the dums of Y dlin, trained him for hisrole, watched him assume it and
acquit himsalf well .

Crow’ s voice tightened a bit, but deepened as well. “ One of you dismissed him as gutterkin and a whoreget, yet he
won his placein history. While still a youth, he inspired men with awillingness to fight and even die for him, and many
did—all in opposition to Chytrine. His death won for us a neutrality among dragons. As a nation they will not fight for
Chytrine.”

Scrainwood sniffed. “A better man would have won them to our side.”
“Silence!” Crow’s shout produced astonished expressions on faces |ong unaccustomed to taking orders. “You are all
playing at games. Y ou need to make serious decisions, and you can't do it with posturing, nor with alack of

information, and it isinformation | bring.”

He turned and pointed to Dranae. “ This companion of oursis Dravothrak, adragon in manform. Heisour aly, as
Chytrine has alies. In the mountains of Sarengul he slew one of her dragons. There are others among dragonkind
willing to help us.”

King Fidelius stroked his chin. “What do they desire for their help?’

Dranae nodded slowly. “What you do. The destruction of the Dragon-Crown.”

A woman in ablack robe stood at the Vilwanese table. “What of Adept Reese? Was he dlain, too?”

Crow shook his head. “No, he has remained on Vgl to receive instruction in the ways of dracomagick.”

Her eyes widened. “ On whose authority?’

“His. Mine. Does it matter?’ Crow’s hands again became fists. “Have none of you been listening? Y ou ask after
authority, after alies, assuming that you can look past to the time after Chytrine. But the job before you is to deal with
Chytrine. Y ou failed twenty-five years ago to end this threat, and for all that time | accepted the burden of your blame.

Well, no more. If the world isto survive, you will have to do something other than plot and scheme.”

He stabbed afinger off to the northeast. “ Y ou have a horde pouring in this direction. It has devoured Sebcia. It is
consuming Muroso. It has invaded Sarengul and struck at Bokagul. Oriosawill not stop it. You must.”

Crow’ s shoulders slumped alittle. “Will Norrington accepted the responsibility for saving the world. The actions he
took have hurt Chytrine and made her vulnerable. If you give her time to recover, you will have betrayed him, your
people, and yourselves. Because every second you fail to act is a second in which she grows stronger, and a second
in which the chance to stop her dlips further away.”

He straightened his shoulders and raised his head, then turned and strode from the room. The guards at the door made
no attempt to stop him, despite Scrainwood's hissed orders. Alyx fell in behind him, and Resolute beside her.

Beyond the door, in the small corridor, Crow hammered afist against a stone wall.

Resolute smiled and rested a hand on the back of Crow’s neck. “1 thought you said this needed to be handled
diplomaticaly?’



Crow growled, then pressed his forehead to the cold stone and smiled. “Well, that was my intention, but | assumed
that if they were going to hate me, they might aswell have plenty of reason. After the last war against Chytrine | told
them this would happen. It was gratifying to remind them of it. But | don’t know that it will do any good.”

Alyx stroked hisarm. “1 watched them. Augustus smiled and my great-grandaunt did not, so | consider those both
solid points. Queen Carus of Jerana and King Fidelius listened, and they are key players. Y ou reminded them all that
Scrainwood could not be trusted, and he did little to reassure them on that point. They liked seeing Erlestoke there.”

Crow turned and slumped back against the wall. “There is hope, then, slender though it might be. Thisis good.” He
raised a hand and caressed her cheek. “Y ou and Erlestoke will have to carry on the political battle, since | am useless.”

Alexiafrowned. “You're never useless, and | will be needing your help.”

“Oh, I'll help asmuch as| can.” The corner of Crow’s mouth twitched in agrin. “I’ll distract Scrainwood. While you
arerallying the crowned heads, I'll write my memoirs, with all the details of the last campaign against Chytrine. Trying
to get at the manuscript will keep him preoccupied, | hope.”

Resolute nodded and the upright stripe of white hair shifted asif kissed by a breeze. “No matter what they think of
you, Crow, the assembled leaders know that to do nothing isto die. It isaspur that will drive them to action. With
luck, the princess and Erlestoke can unite them, and we will put an end to this scourge for once and al time.”

Kerrigan Reese sat cross-legged on the stone floor and studied the seamless silver globe in his hands. He
could see himself easily in its polished surface, hisface al piled up around afat nose and diminishing until
his ears became little more than buds. He looked singularly unappealing, but though possessed of anormal
amount of vanity, concerns about his looks shrank to insignificance. He was less worried about the globe's
visual distortion because another aspect of its nature held his full attention.

Asthe globe distorted reflected light, so it seemed to distort magick. The first spell the portly mage had cast
on the globe had confirmed that it was enchanted, but the energy he had put into a simple diagnostic spell
was quickly drawn and shredded. It seemed to him asiif it had been athin cloud stretched and dissipated by
an unfelt wind.

His mind raced, both in puzzling out the globe and because of other recent events. Will Norrington’s death
still hurt. Not only had Kerrigan lost a friend— the only friend he’ d had his own age—but he should have
been able to prevent Will’ s death. He had failed to act and while he acknowledged that Will knew what he
was doing when he sacrificed himself, Kerrigan's failure gnawed at him. Will’ s dying act, however, had
saved the life of Kerrigan's new master, a dragon named Rymramoch. Rymramoch'’s physical body lay in
the Congress Chamber, deep in the fastness of Vael, though the dragon traveled and observed through
means of an elaborate wooden manikin. Until a confrontation with a sullanciri in the chamber, Kerrigan
had no inkling that Rymramoch was anything but a powerful mage.

The dragon had traveled with the help of Bok, a hirsute urZrethi male with malachite flesh. He had turned
out to be quite asurprise. Aswith al of hisrace, Bok could shift shape, but Kerrigan had labored under the
impression that he

was little more than a beast. Part of that mistake had been because 01 common legend that said male
urZrethi driven from the mountains slowly went insane without the company of their own kind. The urZrethi
matriarchy portrayed males as feebleminded, and during histime in Bokagul, Kerrigan had seen little

to contradict this depiction.

Bok, or more correctly Loktu-bok Jex, turned out to be centuries old, very well educated and traveled, and
quite capable of working formidable magick. His spells had animated the puppet in which Rymramoch’s
consciousness had resided and Kerrigan had never detected athing. And as if Bok’s going from beast to
civilized savant was not enough of a shock, Bok had told Kerrigan that

he was Chytrine' s father.

“Your mind is wandering, Adept Reese.” Rymramoch, resplendent in a crimson robe embroidered in golden
serpentine designs, nodded. The puppet pointed a gloved hand at the globe. “ Focus on the globe. Divine its



secrets.”

Kerrigan nodded and cleared his mind of everything but the globe. He cast his diagnostic spell again, with
much the same results. He had confirmed that the globe was magickal in some manner, but got nothing else
useful in that regard. What he did notice, however, was that his spell was shredded differently thistime, the
energy swirling away in another pattern.

It flowed, much as urZrethi magick flows. He shifted his approach and, instead of casting a human
diagnostic spell, went for one he had learned from an urZrethi instructor. It flowed from his hands and
covered the globe with adark coat. Occasionally little lines of silver, like lightning, would flash here and
there,

then the spell evaporated.

The results of the urZrethi magick did not tell Kerrigan much, other than that Bok had cast a spell on it.
That spell seemed suited to little more than masking other magick. He knew that to peel that spell away
would take alot of hard work and many hours, and he did not feel he had time to waste. Moreover, he had
anidea

Kerrigan began to shape a spell in the urZrethi style, imagining it to be smoke rising from an extinguished
candle. He poured energy into it, giving the wisp of the spell life, then sank the slender thread of it into the
shield spell. Kerrigan's new spell flowed with Bok’s magick—at first on the surface, then down through the
protective layer. The trickle of energy he expended on the spell was insufficient to trigger areaction by
Bok’s spell, so little by dowly histhread drifted on and in and finally reached the globe itsdlf.

The flowing sensation of his spell had pleased Kerrigan, and had tickled the palm of his right hand. When
the spell touched the globe, however, that tickle became a stab of agony that felt asif the ball had sprouted
aspike and driven it straight through Kerrigan's hand. A wave of fatigue washed over him and the world
dimmed for amoment. Kerrigan wavered and slumped to his right as the globe rolled from his hand and
onto thefloor.

Kerrigan watched the ball jump and twist, then flatten into athick disk,

stretch into atall cylinder, and finally gather itsalf into aroiling thundercloud. All motion froze for a second
and akeening wail sounded, then the silver ball expanded and resolved itself into the shape of awarrior.
Though only afoot high, the model had been worked with exquisite detail, right down to the way the man’s
long hair moved against his shoulders.

It shouldn’t be moving. Kerrigan shook his head to clear it, and the figure’s details faded for a moment,
then became sharp again as Kerrigan concentrated. The figure actually looked familiar and after a
moment’ s reflection Kerrigan realized it was modeled on a statue of Prince Kirill of Okrannel, Alexia's
father, that Kerrigan had seen at Fortress Draconis.

The little figure bowed to him, then melted back into the silver sphere.
Kerrigan levered himself up into asitting position again. “What is that?’

Rymramoch’s head canted to the side, then the puppet gestured and the globe floated to his outstretched
hand. “It islittle more than atoy we useto train ourselvesin magick. Bok did layer it with a protective spell,
but you worked through that quickly enough. The device may have seemed greedy to you, but dragons use
it and barely notice the demands.”

The puppet’ s fingers curled up and inward, sinking into the ball. Kerrigan caught a hint of magick, then the
hand opened again. “There, | think that should work. As adevice, it allows one to concentrate. The figure
you created is something you remember?’

“Based on a statue | saw at Fortress Draconis, yes.” Kerrigan shifted his shoulders. “What am | supposed
to do with the thing, just make models?’



“No, no, quite abit more.” The puppet tossed the sphere to him again. “When you penetrated Bok’ s spell,
you made a connection with the ball. The magick in the ball drew strength from you to allow itself to
function. Y ou found that taxing, yes?’

Kerrigan nodded. “ All spells require energy to make them work. Y ou have to be careful in case you
exhaust yourself and collapse.”

“Because your body produces the energy you use to cast spells?’

“Exactly.” Kerrigan answered quickly, but realized that he’ d given the rote Vilwanese answer. Though he
had learned to parrot such things to his tutors, he had secretly questioned the source of magick. The
difficulty wasthat on Vilwan no one believed magick functioned any other way.

The puppet folded his arms over its chest. “ Y ou realize there is aflaw in your description, don’t you?”
The young man’s brows furrowed. “Y ou think it is obvious. Not to me.”

“Permit me to show you. If you were to go out and run up and down the mountain here, you would expend
alot of energy, wouldn’t you? Y ou'd fed exhausted.”

“Of course.”
“And what else would happen?’
Kerrigan thought for a second, then patted his stomach with hisleft hand. “I’ d lose some of this.”

“Exactly, and yet, you, the most powerful magician humanity has known in ages, waged a near-constant
thaumaturgical battle at Navval and lost not an ounce. How is that?’

Kerrigan started to answer, then frowned. “The energy doesn’t come from
me?*

The puppet shifted its hands to the small of its back. “It is possible for you to produce energy to work spells,
though it should not be used directly to cast them. Thisisthe grand error taught on Vilwan, and you were
well instructed on your limitations there because of this presentation. What your masters did not tell you is
that while they have studied how much energy a body produces, the simple fact is that even human
magickers can use more energy than that.”

The young man frowned. Rymramoch had informed him that in the days after the time of Kirun, the creator
of the DragonCrown, the teaching on Vilwan had changed. Kirun had been from Vilwan and, in order that
the nations of the world would not destroy the Vilwanese sorcerers, they chose to hobble their disciples.
Because of the threat posed by Chytrine, Kerrigan had been taught forbidden knowledge and spells,
progressing well past anyone else on theisland. But even his education was flawed.

“If what you are saying is true, there is another source of energy.”

“No, it isthe source of magick.” The puppet gestured and the silver sphere flowed like water through
Kerrigan's fingers, then pooled on the floor. “Magick is most easily seen asariver, though it is far more
vast and varied. It has currents and eddies, cool flows and hot, fresh, brackish, and stagnant aspectsto it. It
pervades reality—all realities—in some places being weak and in others very strong. Here it is moderately
strong, and just being here one soaks it up, much as cloth will drink in humidity. It isthis ethereal moisture
that is the extra energy humans wield.”

“Then why do we becometired, if it isal around?’

“Why does the man who lives near ariver fedl thirst?’ The puppet laughed easily. “ The energy you expend
isthe energy you use to divert magick into your spells. There are times, Kerrigan, when you have drawn
magick into you without thinking, and the energy came effortlesdy. It is easier and more likely to happen



with Elder magicks, but that you can do it at all marks your intuitive talent for magick.”

Kerrigan shook his head. “Y ou mean there is no limit to the spells | can cast because | can draw on this
river of magick?’

“1 did not say that, and that belief is one that has doomed many afoolish sorcerer.” Rymramoch shook his
head. “Y ou have seen rivers. What happens to the stonesin them?”

“They are worn smooth.”

“They are worn away'’ With aflick of afinger the puppet commanded the pooled silver to re-form the sphere. " A
dragon may be granite to magick, but you would be sandstone. Plunge yourself in without caution and you shall melt
away to mud. Mind you, what you will be ableto do will be beyond the ken of humanity, and perhaps even the elves
and urZrethi. It would even amaze the Oromise, but not me, not dragons.”

“Oromise?’ Kerrigan shook his head. “What is an Oromise?’

“Not awhat, but who.” The puppet pressed gloved fingers one to the other, then flatted palms together. “Back in
forever ago there was magick, and in that flow resided creatures. Dragons were one such, though in aform we would
hardly recognize. When we reached awareness, however, we sought a place to stop within the flow of magick. We
tried to create havens, but met with little success for we are creatures of air and fire, and two elements do not a
universe make.

“The Oromise are creatures of earth and water. They, too, wished to create a haven, and where their magicks and ours
overlapped, we succeeded. Dragons and the Oromise formed an alliance and shaped this universe and this world.
Elves came later, for their element iswood and vital for holding the others together. Dragons and the Oromise
welcomed them through benign neglect and did not dispute their making our world fertile.”

Kerrigan glanced at the ball. “Can you make it look like an Oromise?’

“Not I, for | was many years yet unhatched when the Oromise last felt the sun on their faces—if, indeed, they had
faces.” The puppet shrugged. “What | tell you now islegend. | only have it fourth or fifth wing.”

“How old are you?’

“Very old. | remember the war to wrest Vareshagul from the urZrethi. | fought in it—sinking most of the island and
leaving Vael asthe only remnant— and | have resided here since. Even so, the Oromise are but legend to me. They are
the nightmares that haunt our dreams, and that a dragon can be haunted should signify much.”

Kerrigan shivered. “But | have never heard of them.”

“That is because there was awar of Dragons and Oromise for dominion over the world. The Oromise were builders and
tinkerers. They created machines and creatures. The kryalniri you saw in Bokagul and Muroso, these are very like the
things they set upon the elves to keep them occupied as we fought. Many other creatures are theirs as well, with afew
quite mundane and even beloved, like cats. They created much before the war, and adapted much more for war.”

“But what about the gods making the world?’

Rymramoch shook his head. “Humanity, rising in times well past that of the Oromise, needed to explain things. Gods
are convenient when no other explanation presentsitself.”

“But Resolute has said that our gods are but dim shadows of the elder gods he knows about.”

“Resolute’ s knowledge of thingsis not without error, and even the elves do not remember the Oromise precisaly. They
know there was something there, and their facility for the invention of godsis no less potent than that of men.”

“So the gods don’t exist?’

The puppet laughed. “ Oh, that is a topic of heated debate among dragons. Does the act of believing and worshipping
create an entity that becomes a god? Are there yet other interlopers who have come to our world and assumed that
role? We do not know and know of no way to find out. The simple fact is, however, that if there are gods, they played
no part in the Oromise war. Dragons drove the Oromise from the face of the earth and deep into its heart. They have
been entombed there forever through dracomagicks, but they anticipated us.



“One of their last acts was to create the urZrethi. The urZrethi, led by powerful chieftains, fashioned their own empires
and dug deep into the earth. They raised mountains as they went, seeking to free their masters. Dragons went to war
with them as well, the last great battle being the one for Vareshagul.”

The puppet plucked an errant thread from the |l eft deeve of its robe. “Until that time the urZrethi were a patriarchy, with
strong males having harems. In order to save their race, the urZrethi shifted the entire social structure. The reason
strong males like Bok are exilesis for fear they will again invite the wrath of the dragons upon the urZrethi.”

Kerrigan shook his head. “But if Bok isthat kind of threat, why is he here? Why is he your friend?’

“Because Bok is not stupid, nor a servant of the Oromise.” The puppet’ s voice took on an edge. “ Centuries ago, when
| first met him, | knew he would be crucia to setting things to rights again. With your help, I am hopeful we can truly
accomplish it thistime.”

Part of her wondered if, had she been there, Mishawould yet live, but she dismissed that thought as
unworthy. Adrogans, though he approached things differently from her, had never been a man to spend
troops needlessly or carelessly. To wonder if she could have saved Mikhail devalued his skillsand his
sacrifice. He was an able warrior and leader, and to have liberated Varalorsk was no mean feat. It had
never fallen before and somehow, with his spirit there to guard it, Alyx thought it never would again.

Rubbing her thumb over the broken red wax seal, Alexia seated herself beside the fire and closed her eyes.
It took her a moment to become comfortable, then she projected herself away to the Communion of
Dragons. When she had done this before, she always appeared on a mountaintop and had to make her way
through a cavern and down to a subterranean lake. Thistime, however, she appeared on the quay, beside
the dark boat that would bear her to the island where the Communion members gathered.

Though she had projected herself much closer to her goal, she smiled as golden letters appeared in the dark
water. The secrets within remain secrets without, for the good of all the world. That warning appeared
on the arch over the mouth of the cave, and was repeated here so she could not forget. Those things
learned in the Communion could not be shared back in the physical world, though she would remember
them and be able to act upon them.

The boat onto which she stepped had been styled after a dragon, with a proud head above the bow. At the
helm stood a mechanical dragonman. She nodded in his direction. “Maroth, take me forth.”

The boat slowly began to drift away onto the black lake. That the water appeared to be a starless sky she
took as afitting omen to mark her cousin’s death. But she refused to see it as an ill omen, even though
Chytrine' s forces had moved south with the power of aworld-devouring storm. The Northern Empress
would gobble up the stars themselves if she had the chance, of that Alyx was sure. With deliberations just
beginning in Narriz, Alyx was uncertain if the world could assemble the forces needed to stop Chytrine.

Out of the darkness loomed an island. When last she had been at the Communion, it had reminded her of a
citadel akin to Fortress Draconis, but gradually its form had changed. 1t had become more primitive, with
tall trees dominating broken towers, and menhirs mocking tumbled stone fortresses. Snow swirled over the
grounds, teased by winds she did not feel or hear. Alyx wondered if the island had taken this shape because
another member’ swill had imposed itself, or if other constructs had been stripped away to reveal something
more primal.

The boat dlipped up to asmall dock and she mounted a set of crude stone stairs. She climbed to thegap in a
low wall, then walked down into a snow-laden bowl. A hundred yards on she came to a circle of standing
stones with two more individuals at its heart. One, the Black Dragon, she had seen there before. The other
she recognized instantly, despite his being only rendered in shadow.

She smiled broadly. “Father Ironwing!” Alyx threw her arms around the Gyrkyme and hoped the
Communion would allow her to fed himin her embrace. It did, and allowed her to fedl his returned hug.

The Gyrkyme keened alaugh. “It is very good to see you here, my daughter. Y ou are well after your many
adventures?’



“Yes, and Peri is, too. We are in Narriz, hoping the crowns will remain united to fight Chytrine.” She
released him, then turned and bowed to the Black Dragon. “And you, sir, | hope you are well.”

The man who wore a dragon’s head bowed it in return. “Better now than | had been. | was speaking with
Preyknosery here about things he has |earned that might have a bearing on your future. While you have
been fighting, he and other Gyrkyme have been out gathering information.”

Alyx smiled at her adoptive father. “What have you learned?’ The elder Gyrkyme smiled easily. “ Of the
world, much. Do you recall, daughter, how | taught you to read the seasons? Specifically, do you recall how
| taught you to know if a drought would come and the summer would blaze?’

She nodded. “The animals that |eave the mountain heights for the winter are slow to return. They remain
near water. Birds migrate earlier, other creatures change their range. Y ou' re seeing this?’

“This far north the winter has not loosened its grasp, but by the new year, it
will.*
“That’s month’s end.”

“Itis, indeed. Further south animals are preparing for a hot summer of little

water.

Alyx nodded slowly and the Black Dragon smiled. “Y ou were right, Preyknosery, she catches the
significance. As Chytrine’ s troops were at an advantage in the winter, having been born in aboreal realm,
so they will be discomfited by a hot summer. That will give you an edge.”

“1 am thankful for it. Now we will have to strike; all that remains is choosing where and deciding with what.
That latter point will be the more difficult, since we do not know what the crowns will decide.”

Preyknosery scratched at his throat with atalon. “Our eyes have seen much of men as well. While the
winter and snows make traveling difficult, troops are on the move. Alcidais moving the most, but other
places are as well.”

“Companies? Battalions? Regiments?’

“All of them, but not all are directed toward Chytrine’ s troops.” The Gyrkyme frowned. “Many borders and
passes are being reinforced, especialy in the east. Alosa, Vegan, Reimancia, and Teysrol see themselves
as bastions to stop the spread eastward. They are also posting more troops on their own eastern frontiers to
discourage adventurism.” Alyx sighed. “And in the west?’

“Those nations that helped Adrogans win Okrannel are buoyed by success and are sending troops east, but
the roads are long.”

“Ships would bring them quickly to Saporicia.”

The Black Dragon shook his head. “It is as you imagine, daughter. The western nations have fought and won, and
while they would love more victories, the liberation of Okrannel makes them fedl safe. If Chytrine takes Saporiciabefore
they get there, they can oppose her in Alcida. As King Augustus threatened to fight in Oriosa, so they can fight in his
realm. If, on the other hand, there are concessions that will reward them for speed, they will move with speed.”

She closed her eyes. “It isas Crow said. They will play politics and let any chance they have at victory slip away.”
Alyx opened her eyes again and looked up at Preyknosery. “What of the urZrethi and elves?’

“Of the elves we know nothing. We are not welcome in their realms, so we do not study them. The urZrethi, however,
arefriends to the Gyrkyme. Thereisfighting in Sarengul and armies are being raised. Varagul is supposed to be
sending aregiment across Reimancia and Vegan to help in the liberation of Sarengul. Bokagul islikewise raising an

amy.”

Her violet eyes sharpened. “Did you hear anything of the Oriosan and Murosan troops fighting in Sarengul ?”



The Gyrkyme shook his head. “All isin chaos there and a number of our scouts never returned. | believe they died
over Muroso.”

“And Muroso isfaling?’

“1 am afraid that it is. Caledo was not gone when last seen, but | would assume it has fallen by now. There were many
refugees fleeing into Bokagul and Saporicia. The Aurolani have killed many, and the winter has killed its share, too.”

The Gyrkyme frowned deeply. “Most disturbing of all isthat Chytrine's armies seem robust despite their losses. The
Ghost March and Okrannel had good harvests, so her troops have food. The stores from Fortress Draconis are
sustaining many as well. Sebciaand Muroso tried to destroy supplies, but the onslaught’ s speed took so many by
surprise that the Aurolani did manage to capture alot of what they needed.”

Alyx glanced at the Black Dragon. “No word from Communicants from Sebcia or Muroso?’
“No, and that ismost grim.”

She nodded. One Communicant had been Princess Dayley of Muroso. Alexia had last seen her in the Murosan capital,
Caledo. While she supposed it was possible Dayley had not had time to come to the Communion, Alyx feared she was
dead. And if sheisdead, her blood kin likely share the same fate.

Alyx sighed. “No less grim is the situation outside Muroso. Will Norrington died on Vael. He sacrificed himself to save
adragon from death, but all we got from that is aragged neutrality among the dragons. They will not come out for or
against Chytrine as a group, but individuals can and have chosen sides. We have severa powerful onesin our camp,
but Chytrine has more.”

The Black Dragon hugged his arms around his belly. “ The Nornngum ucau. His voice came in a hushed whisper that
sent achill up Alexia s spine.

She chewed her lower lip for amoment. “We don’t know if Will was the Norrington, or if that mantle will transfer to
another. A Murosan princessis carrying Will’ s child, and one of his half brothersis fighting in Sarengul with the
Oriosan Freemen. That’ swhy | asked after them.”

“| shall seewhat else | can learn, daughter.”

“Thank you, Father Ironwing.” Alyx shook her head. “We half expect everyone to trot out their own Norrington heir,
and the worst part isthat King Scrainwood already has one available. If these heirs cause factions to form and then are
actually expected to lead troops into the field, Chytrine will eat the

Southlands up bit by bit.”

The Black shook his head. “ That would be a complete disaster. Isthere any

chance the Norrington isn’t dead?

She shivered. “No. | saw him die with my own eyes. And with him died the

hope of the world.”

The Black laid ahand on her shoulder. “ That’s not true. Chytrine cannot yet complete the DragonCrown, so sheis till
thwarted. Once she has al the pieces and can refashion the Crown, she will have no more need of armies. Y ou must

remember that. While her armies have to be stopped, aslong as the Crown is safe from her, there is aways hope.”

“1 understand what you are saying. | just wish | felt it morein my heart.” Alyx’s eyes narrowed. “Politics will deny us
the tools we need to stop her.”

“There are others who will deal with the politics, daughter.” The Black Dragon smiled at her. “Y ou were trained by
Preyknosery here to be able to lead armies. Thisyou do very well. The hope of the world now rests upon your
shoulders. Aslong as you are prepared to do what you were trained to do, as long as you make the most of whatever
opportunity you are given, you will succeed beyond your wildest dreams.”

So, | seeyou aredive.” It surprised Prince Erlestoke to hear his father’ s voice, but that did not stop him from sliding
the whetstone along his sword’ s blade. He stroked the metal twice more, then raised the blade and let lamplight play
over the edge. It wasn't sharp enough, so he laid it on the leather protecting his thighs and bent to his task again.



“Damn you, Erlestoke. Look at me! | thought you were dead.”

Thistime the prince did turn his head and looked up. There his father stood. The day before, in the Council Chamber,
was the first time Erlestoke had seen his father in over five years. The man looked older, with the streaks of whitein his
hair and beard. The green mask he wore hid wrinkles, but the decorations on it made his father look poxed. Age had
shrunk him dightly, and his voice had an edge just this side of hysterical. Bony fingers clutched the doorjamb.

Calmly, Erlestoke replied, “Y ou may have thought | was dead, but did you care?’
Hazel eyes blazed from within that mask. “I am your father. How can you even ask such a question?’

“Simple, Father.” Erlestoke leveled the blade at him, pointing at his face. “Y ou cut no notches for having lost a son on
your mask.”

Scrainwood's jaw slackened for amoment, but his eyes narrowed quickly enough. “1 must subordinate my personal
feelings to the needs of the state. If | were to cut those notches, everyone would know | believed you dead and hope
would belost. | could not display my private grief.”

“No? Then how about your personal joy at seeing me alive again?’ The prince rasped the whetstone over the edge.
“Marsham looked asif I' d reached from the grave and clutched histhroat. Y ou looked stricken as well. Y ou had no
greeting,

no wave, nothing. All you cared for was seeing that your enemy, Crow, had entered the chamber and that | was
apparently in league with him. Had you any concern for me, you would have been there, in that doorway, last night.”

Theking's head came up and nostrilsflared. “I am your father. | expected you
to cometo me.

“I'm sureyou did.” Erlestoke laid the broadsword down and stood slowly. Though not much taller than his father, he
had the build of awarrior in his prime, which made Scrainwood appear to be a figure made of rags and broomsticks. He
did hischair in against the table, laid the leather over the sword, then opened his arms wide. “ Did you wish an
embrace, Father? Or did you just want me coming to you, telling you | had been wrong to support the Draconis Baron,
and that your way of thingsis clearly the wisest course?’

The offer of an embrace tightened the king's grip on the doorjamb, but the following question loosened it. The king
straightened up and even let abit of a smile twist over hislips. “No, | want no embrace. While | would have hoped
your experience would have benefited you and blessed you with wisdom, when | saw you in Crow’s company, | knew
it had not.”

The prince crossed the small palace room and poured red wine from an earthenware pitcher into a roughly thrown mug.
He did not offer his father any, but pointed to the pitcher as he drank. The wine cut the scent of oil from the
sharpening, but did little to cover the taste of disgust. “Just so you can have more justification to hate Crow, were it
not for him, | would not be alive. | guess saving the life of the crown prince could hardly be considered treason.”

His father snorted and while he entered the room, he did not join his son in drinking. “ The survival of Oriosais of
paramount importance. If that act had to be classed as treason, a way would have been found.”

“Marsham would have delighted in it, | am certain.”

Scrainwood shook his head as he walked past the small table with the wine and stood before the fireplace. He held his
hands out and rubbed them together. “Y ou are, without a doubt, a brilliant military leader. Dothan Cavarre taught you
well—in afutile cause, you will agree, but he taught you well. Y our trek from Fortress Draconis speaks to your
ingenuity and courage. Alas, your martial skills are uselessin the political arena, and keeping a nation together isa
purely

political job."

For aheartbeat Erlestoke wanted to hurl his mug at his father. He could see it hitting him, shattering. Blood and wine
would splash against the wall and slowly drip down. Erlestoke saw it al with crystal clarity and the only thing that
stayed his hand was his knowledge that the mug would shatter before his father’ s skull did.

Instead, he swallowed, lowered the mug, and smiled. “It iswell for you that courage is not needed to govern.”

Another snort from his father. “Oh, | know intimately your opinion of me, Erlestoke. Princess Alexia delivered your



message from Fortress Draconis. Y ou

urged me not to live my life as a coward. Anything you do not understand, whatever does not fit within your military
paradigms, you label cowardice. The fact remains that while Sebcia and Muroso are gone, my nation lives.”

“But for how long?’
“Every heartbeat isagift. It is an opportunity.”

Erlestoke blinked. “An opportunity for what, Father? What do you think will happen here? Chytrineis going to sue for
peace and you will broker some treaty that will raise Oriosato glory? Do you think you will ride back into Meredo,
raise an army, and crush her?’

“Me? Don't be foalish. | know my limitations.” Scrainwood shot him a sidelong glance. “ Y ou don’t know yours, when
it comesto politics at least. And your brother, wherever heis, knows nothing of his—which are considerable.”

The prince allowed himsalf asmile. “I’ve seen him, you know.”
“Your brother?’

“Yes”

“Where? Where?’

In the face of hisfather's near apoplexy, Erlestoke sipped more wine. “In Sarengul. He' d come from Meredo with the
Norrington. He's one of the Oriosa Freemen.”

Scrainwood poured himself a swallow of wine and tossed it off quickly. “He always was lucky, though his runs always
ended badly. Aswill thisone.”

Erlestoke shook his head and set his cup down on the table. “1 don’t think so. He was more himself—his old sdif,
before our mother died—than | have seenin along time. He' d lost weight, gained scars, but, more importantly, he has
gained respect.”

“Fah. Sycophants mewing over him because they thought his buttocks would be filling the throne.” The king wiped
his mouth with his sleeve. “ Once they saw you were around, they doubtless abandoned him.”

“You arewrong.” Erlestoke almost added the word Father to his comment, but the man standing before him didn’t
seem fatherly or even sympathetic. Concern for Linchmere, or pride or amazement Erlestoke could have understood,
but dismissive contempt was not the sort of thing a father should have for a child who, however latein life, had found
his place.

“Y ou spoke to me, Highness, of not knowing my limitations. Palitics you may understand well, but not the palitics of a
military company in thefield. Men rise and fall on merit because all the titles and money back home mean nothing on
the battlefield. Though Linchmere istraveling under an assumed name, the men know who heis. Because of you there
was ho love for him, and he’ d not helped his cause while still in Oriosa by being a useless fop. And Linchmere may be
naive enough to believe the men do not know who heis, but the simple fact is that they like him and respect him for
things he has done. He' s not a great warrior, but he has heart and determination.”

“Determination?’ Scrainwood broke the word into each of its syllables,

stretching it, layering increasing disbelief on each successive one. “That boy never stuck with anything in hisentire
life”

Erlestoke' s head came up. “He stuck with you, didn’t he?’ The king gaped at him for a moment, then turned back to
thefire. “Wéll, then, fighting in Sarengul may be Linchmere's opportunity. | suppose that halfwit of a Norrington was
with him?’

“Will’s haf brother? Y es, Linchmere pointed him out to me. They are fast

friends.”

“That's good. It builds more loyalty to the throne. It is a complication, though, having aNorrington in Sarengul.” The

king shrugged. “1 foresaw it, though, and have summoned hisllittle brother here from Meredo. It will be important to
have our Norrington here.”



“Will isdead. Thereis no other Norrington.”

“Now you are the one who iswrong, my son.” Scrainwood waved an offhand in the general direction of the Council
Chamber. “Virtually every king, queen, and lordling with pretensions will have a Norrington or claim to be one. If only |
could claim that your mother slept with Kenwick Norrington. | could, | suppose, and point to your survival on the
journey south as evidence of your being the Norrington.”

Erlestoke stared at him speechless.
The king shook his head. “No, that would be too transparent a stratagem. Much better to go with the real Norrington.”

“1 don’t understand you.” Erlestoke raked fingers back through long brown hair. “A horde of Aurolani troops are
rolling over Muroso, on their way here, and you are contemplating games of power and influence? They will not stop
her

amy.*

“No, my son, they won't, but they will give us the troops necessary to do it. Y ou don’t seem to understand how
stupid some of these people are. They were willing to commit troops and pledge support because the Norrington
prophecy guaranteed them avictory. Now they don’t know. They are prepared to panic. They will be out of control,
and you know precisely where they will fall. Oriosa, which they never would have thought of attacking for fear of
angering the Norrington, now is the nation that lost the Norrington. Y ou did not save him, and you are an Oriosan.
Crow, gods rot him, is an Oriosan and he did not save him. | did nothing to protect him. They will pour into our nation
unless distracted by some other bait. Fighting over who the true Norrington is will occupy them, and support for their
candidates can be bought by regiments.”

As much as he hated it, Erlestoke had to admit that his father had a point. The nations that were not on the front lines
needed to exact a price for the use of their troops and supplies. They would have to be coaxed into giving until the
security of their own nations could be threatened, and if the people felt insecure, revolts could topple dynasties. With
gold and offers of power, strikes by sullanciri, Chytrine could wreak havoc on the alliance raised against her.

“Will there be enough troops to stop Chytrine?’

The king snorted. “1 would not know. As you have pointed out, my knowledge of armiesis deficient. | am mostly
concerned for preserving Oriosa. Either Chytrine will assault our nation, or otherswill pull it apart. One solution, of
course, isfor you to lead an army to crush Chytrine.”

That stopped the prince short. “What did you just say?’

The king held his hands out to the fire, then rubbed them together. “1 believe you heard me. Y ou could raise Oriosa
against Chytrine. We would be invincible, with your skill and the determination of our people. Y ou purge our nation of
Aurolani forces—I know where al of them are—then you proceed against her. Would you want that command?’

Erlestoke stopped and considered for amoment. An army of Oriosans would be aformidable force indeed. He assumed
the nation could provide three regiments of well-trained soldiers, and twice that of irregulars. That would give him
nearly ten thousand troops, which would be more than enough to deal Chytrine a crushing blow, especially when
delivered to her flank and trapping her army in Muroso and Saporicia.

In hismind’s eye he could see the force, seeit arrayed in battalion after battalion. Stout infantry in the center of his
formation, with heavy and light cavalry on the flanks. At aword, trumpets would blare and the troops would advance.
They would join in combat in some summer field, driving the Aurolani troops before them.

He found the image appealing enough that he almost agreed to his father’s offer. Something in the older man’'s smile,
however, and the dow ease with which he warmed his hands, warned Erlestoke from being so accepting. He blinked a
couple of times, then smiled and remembered something from the Congress of Dragons.

“1 would agree, Father, but you would find my price very costly. Still, if you meset it...”

The king turned his head and studied his son for amoment. “And your price is what? My abdication? Y ou wish to
possess the crown?’

“No, Highness, just part of it.” Erlestoke smiled. “1 wish to possess the fragment of the DragonCrown you have under
your control.”

He expected his request to trigger another flash of fury, but Scrainwood actually appeared to be considering it



seriously. While others might have taken heart in this, the prince did not. He suspected it was a sign he'd blundered
into atrap hisfather had long since laid out for him.

“I would do anything for my nation, Erlestoke. Many will contend | have done too much. If you wanted to be king, that
| could accept, because | know you would use every means at your disposal to guarantee the safety of Oriosa. |
believe you would do this now. My possession of that fragment—which only King Augustus knows of—is my last
guarantee for our nation’s safety. If aplan is presented to invade Oriosa, | will threaten to deliver that fragment to
Chytrine.”

“You couldn’t.”

“If it were the only way to save my nation, | would.” The king turned to face his son. “Fortunately, it is not the only
way. In fact, you have it within your means to guarantee our safety forever, and in exchange, the ruby fragment will

be yours."

“Name your bargain.”

Scrainwood’ s voice dropped to a hoarse whisper. “ Give me the secret of
firedirt and dragonels.”

“What?"

“Come now, you have spent years at Fortress Draconis. Y ou have commanded dragonel batteries. You use a
draconnette. If we had those tools and firedirt, no nation would dare attack us.”

“l can't.”

“Of course you can. You were loyal to the Draconis Baron, | understand that. He was of the opinion that the secret of
firedirt would be used irresponsibly, but these are dire times.” The king' s voice dropped even lower. “Rumors have it

that in Svarskya, Jeranese General Markus Adrogans captured dragonels and a factory for making firedirt. The secret

is aready in the hands of one nation, a nation that isimperially minded and has a grand leader. If you do not give me

the secret, once we defeat Chytrine, we will face a new and even more dangerous

menace.”

The news about Adrogans was disturbing, but Erlestoke shunted it away. “I

cannot give you the secret because | do not know it.”

“What? Did the Draconis Baron not trust you? He was jealous of you, wasn't he? He kept the secret to himself
because he knew, someday, you would supplant

him."

“No, Father, he did not mistrust me. He trusted me further than you ever have.” Erlestoke shrugged. “He wanted me to
learn, but | put it off for avariety of reasons. The order to teach me was never given, and none of those who know the
secret will reveal it unless so ordered by the Draconis Baron.”

The king's hands clenched down into tiny balls of bone. “Y ou are afool. The greatest secret in the world, and you put
off learning it.”

“Asyou put off preparing to oppose Chytrine?’

The hands opened slowly as alittle laugh rolled from his father’ s throat. “ If that was a mistake, you are compounding
it. Your nation will die because of it.”

“I’ll do my best to see that doesn’t happen. One thing, however, Father.”
" YS?!
“1 want that fragment of the DragonCrown. We cannot chance Chytrine getting it.”

Hisfather’ s nostrils flared in asneer. “It is safe. She will not haveit.” He



paused. “Unless you think | would giveit to her.”

“It doesn’'t matter what | think, Father. | just know | won't giveit to her.” Scrainwood shook his head. “It is safe. | will
not be giving it to you.”

“And if | feel the need to come get it?”’
Theking's eyestightened. “Y ou would rise against me? Y ou would raise an army against me?’

“It would not take much, as those loyal to you are not great in number. Most are like Marsham, and a stern
look will mortally wound him.”

“1 should have seen it. Yes, of course.” Scrainwood pointed a quivering finger at him. “Take arms against
me and you will rue the day you were born. | will not be done out of my nation. Y ou think | cannot fight, but
you are wrong.”

The king turned and stormed from the room, leaving the door open behind him. Erlestoke stared after him,
then sat back down at the table. He picked up the sword and the stone and shook his head.

“Not nearly sharp enough.”

Itimately, Erlestoke found sharpening his weapons to be unsatisfying in the wake of hisfather’ svisit. The
visit left him unsettled because of the variety VJ of picturesit painted for him. While he liked the idea of
leading an Oriosan army to smash Chytrine, his father left no question that it would have to be arebel army.
No matter how often Erlestoke would deny wanting the throne, his father would always see him as desiring
it.

The vices of the father become the frame through which he views his children. Erlestoke shook his head. Even if he
had known the secret of firedirt, he’d never have entrusted it to his father. Oriosa would be better off a memory than

to give my father that sort of power. His bargaining was a shamto seeif | had the secret— he never could bring
himself to trust me.

Likeit or not, when leading troops into Oriosa he would have two enemies. Not only would he be fighting
Chytrine sforces, but loyalists supporting his father aswell. The thought of shedding Oriosan blood in a civil
war was not one he wanted to entertain.

Hisregjection of it led him to darker thoughts, however. If hisfather could use a fragment of the
DragonCrown as a bargaining chip to gain knowledge of firedirt from his son, how would he use it with
Chytrine? She might agree to the deal Erlestoke had rejected. In fact, in terms of strategy, it would make
perfect sense for Chytrine to arm Oriosa with dragonels and firedirt. The weapons would be uselessiif the
supply of firedirt were cut off, which she could do at any time. Until that point, however, any army
marching into Oriosawould get mauled, which was to her benefit.

Just how far his father had gone into the enemy camp Erlestoke could not tell. He' d always had the
impression that the king' s aliance with Chytrine was informal and quite passive. His father had gathered a
great deal of information

about the Aurolani troopsin hisrealm and, in an effort to placate old friends like King Augustus of Alcida,
had even made some of that information available. Indeed, he had offered to let Erlestoke know where to
strike to rid Oriosa of

Chytrine stroops.

Thisindicated he had not gone over to the Aurolani side completely. And his bargaining for firedirt further
suggested that the king was uneasy with Chytrine and did not trust her. He could also be playing both ends
againgt the middle, and doubtless was. And it is being played for his benefit, not that of Oriosa, | am

certain.

Erlestoke harbored few illusions about his father and what he was capable of doing, but he also knew the



man tended toward passive, subtle manipulations instead of outright action. He actually had subjected Crow
to atria instead of having him murdered outright. While part of that might have been adesire to see Crow
humiliated and broken, the simple fact was that his father was not the sort to resort to murder. While he
knew that many people detested him, he did not want to give them proof of perfidy.

Many people openly assumed that he’ d had his wife, Queen Morandus, murdered. Erlestoke had been
sixteen when Nefrai-kesh slew his grandmother and two years later was sent off to Fortress Draconis for
thefirst time, to live with his aunt and the Draconis Baron. His mother would come visit and there, with
Ryhope, seemed to find peace. She greatly enjoyed sailing in asmall boat and often would spend hours on
end laughing, with the wind in her hair and the spray bright on her face.

Erlestoke was not with her on the day she vanished, but he had accompanied her many times before,
manning the tiller himself, so the story of how she died rang true. She had been sitting in the bow as the
boat sailed along under alight breeze and trailed her left hand in the warm water. Queen Morandus had
been singing and while the tillerman did not recognize the song, he said she sounded

happy .

One moment she was there, and then the next she flew from the boat, asif yanked out by her hand. There
had been no time for a scream, just the abrupt ending of the song. The tillerman brought the boat about
immediately and furled the sail. He searched the area, using an oar to keep circling where she went down,
but he saw no bubbles, no body, neither cloth nor blood. Those who knew the Crescent Sea said it was
possible an emperor shark had taken her, perhaps attracted by the gold glint of her wedding ring, but many
common folk assumed the tillerman had blood on his hands and the ring in his pocket.

Her death had hurt Erlestoke greatly, but more so had been his father’ s indifference to her fate. The prince
had wanted to return to Oriosa with an urn of ocean water to memorialize her, but his father refused to
allow him to do so. Scrainwood had said he wanted to stay as far away from the sea as possible, and
certainly wasn't going to allow abit of it in hisrealm, no matter the reason.

The prince also knew that his brother had been deeply affected by their
mother’ s death. Thougn ne w” v

Linchmere didn’t pay avisit to Fortress Draconis for five years. When ne ui>. come, he spent much of his
time morbidly staring out to sea, but refused to see the boat his mother had loved, much less chance aride
init. Erlestoke understood the latter fear, but not the former. Each year, on the anniversary of his mother’s
death, he made an offering to Tagothcha, the weirun of the sea, to induce him to take good care of his
mother’ s mortal remains. The boat was something she loved, so he made certain it was kept in good repair
and found himsdlf idly wondering what had become of it now that Fortress Draconis had fallen.

These thoughts and more cluttered Erlestoke’ s mind as he donned cold-weather gear, wrapped a scarf
around hisface, and left the palace. Any Oriosan would have recognized him as a countryman, but likely
would not have made him out to be the prince, since his mask was black and relatively unadorned. He wore
it in honor of the Freemen fighting in Sarengul and it felt better on hisface

than hislife mask ever had.

Into the snowy streets of Narriz he wandered, intent on losing himself. It was not a difficult task, as the city
had grown up organically and haphazardly. Cow paths and goat tracks became meandering roads with
buildings hulking on each side. Snow covered everything, but had been churned into brown mush by wagon
wheels and hooves, with more dung than dirt to it. He did his best to avoid the big puddles, though the oilskin
cloak he wore warded him well against

the wet and filth.

He knew enough not to wander down to the docks, for they were aland unto themselves. Erlestoke feared
no man in afair fight, but in the realm of seamen, alandsman like him would never bein afair fight. He



laughed at the idea that some drunken sailor and his crew mates might accomplish what Chytrine's
gib-berers, dracomorphs, kryalniri, and dragons had not, but also knew that such things would amuse the
gods, so they might just happen.

He kept to the middle city, back away from the docks, newer than the coastal portion of the town, but older
than the estates of merchantmen who had grown wealthy from trade. Though he was a prince, he’ d spent
much of his adult life among soldiers; therefore, he felt at home among those who were not nobility.

His wandering took him to alarge tavern that advertised itself asthe Galloping Stallion—and he noted that
the signs at the north and west entrances chose different ways to spell that name, neither of them correct.
Traffic appeared brisk, and smoke rose from two chimneys, so he entered and took three steps down to the
main floor, ducking his head so as not to bump arafter as he

went.
Across the crowded room was a second set of stairs that switched-back to a

second floor. People coming in through the north entrance headed for that and up. They looked to be family
groups, or dlightly better dressed and moneyed than the harder bitten crowd down below. Erlestoke chose
to remain on the lower floor, which had shadows enough to grant him the anonymity he craved.

He headed off along the left wall, bearing for the huge hearth in the north wall. To hisright, past atangle of tables, lay
the bar, which filled the center of the floor. Benches lined much of the walls, and decorations, such as they were,
featured bits of tack, odd animal skins, odder bones, and at least one vylaen head. At least, in the half-light, that’s
what he made it out to be, but it could have been the head of a bear cub, albeit a strange one, with sharpened ears and
abone spur piercing the right one.

Before he got too far, hefelt aniron grip banding hisleft arm above the elbow. His right hand jerked toward the floor,
and the hilt of a dagger he had sheathed on his forearm filled it. He turned to face the person who had grabbed him,
using his body to shield the dagger from sight, should its sudden employment be needed.

Resolute’s eyes half lidded. “ The way you got the knifeis good, but had | desired onein your kidney, you'd be
thrashing on the floor right now.”

“Following me, Resolute?’

The Vorquelf shook his head, then waved his left hand at a small round table in a corner. Though the tavern was
crowded, with men standing and crouching here and there, the round table had four stools available, and one
half-drunk ale in awooden tankard at the spot nearest the corner itself. “1 have been here awhile, but if you are going
to be so careless, perhaps | should be following you.”

“May | joinyou?’
“Please.”

Erlestoke waited for Resolute to take his place again, then took the seat to the Vorquelf’ sright, which let him rest his
back against awall. He kept hisvoice low. “Why am | careless?’

“Multiple reasons. Y our blood makes you atarget for those who thought you were dead and had planned
accordingly.”

The prince smiled and waved at a barmaid. He pointed to Resolute' s ale and she nodded. “Y ou must be joking. Cabot
Marsham is the only person who could dream of succeeding my father were my brother and | dead, and my father
would never leave the kingdom in his hands. Moreover, the man would not dare strike at me.”

“No, but those who back him might. Y ou know heisweak and can be manipulated. If he were not, your father would
not keep him on. While here, Marsham has met with representatives of various noble houses. Those who covet power
might have been planning your father’s downfall, and your presence means their puppet would no longer be center
stage.”

The Vorquelf frowned at him. “Why are you looking at me strangely?’

Erlestoke sat back and cleared his throat as the barmaid set his ale down. He tossed her a silver coin and she snatched



it up quickly. He sipped the a e, then understood why so little of Resolute’ s had been drunk.
“1 guess what surprises me, Resolute, is your interest in Oriosan politics. Y our
history being what it is, I'd not thought you interested in much more than your homeland’ s liberation.*

Resolute’ s face sank into a grimace and he drank some ae. That did nothing to lighten his expression. He glanced at
the prince and nodded. “ There was a time, Highness, when this was true, but the sword | wear has changed that. Will
gaveit to me. It isan ancient elven blade named Syverce. It comes from ahomeland that no longer existsand is a blade
of great consequence. Because it accepts me | know | have a greater duty than just the liberation of my homeland. The
scourge that is Chytrine must be ended, and having you writhing in a pool of blood with an assassin’s knife in your
back will be agreat comfort to the enemy.” The Oriosan marveled that Resolute’ s broad shoulders remained square
despite the obvious pressure he felt himself under. “1t’ s not really Oriosan assassins you are worried about, isit? Do
you think Chytrine has agents here?’

“I know she has agents here. So does everyone else.” Resolute laughed wryly and swung his head to survey the
crowd. “ There are men here who would sdll their children for the coppers off a dead man’s eyes, so taking foreign gold
in exchange for information is nothing. They do not worry me as much, though, as

the ordinary folks."

Erlestoke looked around. He saw nothing unusual in the tavern’s clientele. They might be a bit rough around the
edges—though the man who vomited in a bucket that had been used to bring him beer did wipe his mouth on his
deeve with elan. To the prince' s eye they seemed quite normal, with men predominant, afew Vorquelves like Resol ute,
and two urZrethi women huddled nearest the fire. They had shifted the shape of their faces to make themselves purely
hideous, which stopped advances by anyone on the upright side of blind drunkenness.

“| don’'t see the threat here.”

“You will, once word is out. It will ooze from the confidential councils.” Resolute’ svoice remained low. “ The first news
will be almost happenstance, reporting our arrival and the lack of our friend’ s presence. | have little doubt the crowns
will decide to say he's remained on Vagl. Soon enough, though, a chance remark will be overheard, or someone will
decide his path to power benefits from the revelation of the death. When word gets out, hope will die for these people.
Somewill raly to fight, some will lose all heart, and others will be angry. Their fury will be directed against you and
Crow, even Princess Alexiaand me.” Erlestoke started to deny that vision, then looked at the various faces around the
room again. Many were happy, laughing and almost carefree, but others were wary and watchful. Some were even
nervous. The same nervousness could spark a fight because of a chance remark, or an innocent bump. The death of
the Norrington could be the sort of provocation that might motivate a crowd to act

with violent intent.

“Again, | bow to your wisdom.” Erlestoke sipped ae to wash the sour taste

from his mouth. “ So, you' ve come here to watch men and gauge their temperament?”’

“No, that is merely apastime.” The Vorquelf looked up and his eyes brightened. “| came for quarry and
hereitis.”

Before he' d finished speaking, Resolute was up and out of his chair. He slipped behind another figure, one
amost astall as he, wearing adark cloak. Though Resolute crowded in tight behind the person, Erlestoke
did catch the flash of a dagger pressed to the back of the cloak. Right over where the kidney would be
on a man.

The cloaked figure bowed his head, then turned and joined them at the table. Resolute snapped something in
Elvish and the other Vorquelf male, with long black hair and bright blue eyes, took a chair that left his back
open to the rest of the common room.



Resolute sat again and smiled coldly. “You recall | said everyone had agents here?”’
“I do.”

“WEell, this one belongs to General Markus Adrogans.” The Vorquelf’s silver eyes sharpened. “1’ve been
waiting for him, because we need to have a good long chat.”

T7" ing Scrainwood had found the conversation with his son utterly dissatisfac-li tory. He realized that the
chances of his son’s turning the secret of firedirt W over to him had been slender, but to learn that he did
not even possess it had been avast disappointment. Scrainwood could not discount the idea that Chytrine
would eventually betray him, despite her having made him a sullanciri. He would have done the same thing
in her place, so he had to plan against that eventuality. His possessing the secret of firedirt would have
given her pause and would have aso given him the power to hold Erlestoke at bay. Now those chances for
survival had been squandered by a son who had better thingsto do than to learn the greatest military secret
inthe world.

As he wandered in the suite of rooms on the estate he had borrowed from the Oriosan merchant Playfair,
Scrainwood entertained no illusions about Chytrine' s treachery. He' d seen for himself what she had caused
to be done to the Azure Spider. The man who had once been alegendary thief, and had actually stolen a
fragment of the DragonCrown from Jerana, had been transformed into an arach-nomorph. She’d doneit to
punish him for losing that same fragment to Princess Alexiaand her coterie. The Azure Spider had been
madeinto a sullanciri and had died a parody of what he had once been.

Scrainwood, too, had been made into a sullanciri, though she had not told him what his powers were, and
he felt not the least bit different as aresult of the transformation. Chytrine had hinted at his being her secret
weapon, and had urged him to continue doing what he had done for decades since she’ d had his mother
dain. Theimplication was clear: if he failed, he would be dain, and his being a sullanciri would not matter
one way or another in that regard.

He stopped to ponder the irony of his seeking away ultimately to render Chytrine powerless when all the
crowned heads in the city would have thought

such abold plan was quite beyond his grasp. They saw the Northern Empress as a threat to their nations,
but he knew her as afar more personal one. They would not have put his doing anything to save his nation
past him, yet they underestimated what he would do to save himself.

Either | find a way to stop her, or | make myself so useful to her that she will not discard me. He laughed sharply at
that last idea. She will discard me, but if she hesitates, | gain more time to find a way to destroy her .

As the echoes of hislaugh died, atiny rap came on the door. Before he could call out, it cracked and Cabot
Marsham poked his head into the room. “Highness, you have avisitor.”

Scrainwood’ s nostrils flared. “Do | look asif | wish to receive avisitor?”
“No, Highness, but...”

The king gave him a stare that by all rights should have caused his skull to explode. That the man did not
immediately retreat suggested the visitor was of some import. There can be only two people who
warrant such attention. Scrainwood hesitated for only a moment, then nodded. “ Send the witch in.”

Marsham just opened the door more widely and Grand Duchess Tatyana of Okrannel entered. Swathed in
winter clothing, the ancient crone appeared to be an oversize doll of careless manufacture. He would have
expected her to collapse at any moment beneath the weight of her costume, but the fire burning in her
ice-blue eyes hinted at boundless energy.

Scrainwood forced asmile. “ A pleasure as dways, Grand Duchess.”

“Not even your odious aide lies that well, Highness.” Tatyana turned, looked at Marsham, and the man
vanished. The door clicked shut behind him. “He isatoad, that one, and ambitious.”



“1 know. Like atoad, he will get dl puffed up, attract attention to himself, and be dain.” Curling hisfingers
in toward his palm, Scrainwood inspected the nails on his right hand. “ It must be something of consegquence
that brings you here on such anight.”

“Indeed, Highness.” Tatyana moved to one of two chairs positioned before the fireplace. The golden
highlights washing over her face did nothing to soften its aspect. “Have you more of that wine you offered
meinYdin?

“1 do. You truly think our discussion meritsit?’
“1 hope you will think so, Highness.”

“1 am dubious.” Scrainwood crossed to a sideboard and poured two crystal goblets of wine, then brought
oneto her. “I half expect to have you say that now your nation is liberated, you will sever al ties with me
and that our business of the past is concluded.”

Tatyanatook the wine and shook her head. “No, Highness, now is the time when our alliance needs to be
strengthened. While it istrue that my nation has been freed from Aurolani oppression, there is no guarantee
that Chytrine will not bring more troops to bear on it and drive Marcus Adrogans away. What we have won
so quickly, we can lose just as quickly.”

Scrainwood frowned as he sipped his wine, but the vintage was good enough to ease his expression. “| will
admit to being confused, Duchess. Perhaps you would enlighten me asto how you see the current
Stuation.”

The crone sat back and sipped her wine contentedly, then gave him a smile that contained too much
superiority to make him feel confident. “The situation is ssmple, Highness. My agents have been in Okrannel
for years, scouting, noting things, and more of them have traveled the country in the wake of Adrogans
army. What | have learned is disturbing. It would appear that, over the last quarter century, Chytrine has
been using Okrannel as a breadbasket. There have been good harvests and the bulk of the foodstuffs have
been heading into Aurolan to alow her to build up her army. It is also supposed that much of it has gone to
Vorquellyn and has enabled her to create these new creatures, the kryal-niri. They are supplanting the
vylaens and are quite formidable.”

“So | have heard.”

“In my councils we have supposed she may well have more creatures, more horrible creatures, just waiting
to be unleashed. And sheislikely to have the same in such numbers that she can push back into Okrannel
at will.”

Scrainwood swirled the winein his goblet. “If that istrue, we are al doomed.”

“Not if we play things as carefully as you have in the past.” She sat forward again. “ Sebcia and Muroso
have fallen, or will, shortly. The latter has cost her much in resources, primarily because of the intervention
of adragon. Saporicia, we can suppose, will further bleed her of troops and supplies, but we both know the
Saporicians have never truly had the belly for fighting.”

The king nodded. “ They sent no troops to help liberate Okrannel.” Tatyana's eyes blazed. “ Exactly.”
Scrainwood snorted. “Neither did Oriosa.”

The Okrans noble half bowed her head, but her smile did not diminish in the least. “But you sent the
Norrington, Highness. He was worth more than all the regiments you could have mustered.”

“Neatly said, Duchess.” Scrainwood sipped more wine, then moved closer to the fire. He' d not felt cold
until she entered the room. “So, your supposition is that Chytrine’sarmy will pour through Saporicia, too?’

“Yes, and that will bring her to Alcida. Augustusis the key here, and you are his friend. He knows and
trusts my niece, Alexia, and will let her lead the armies that he will gather.” She set her goblet down on the



spindly table at her left hand. “ Among those assembled here, only Augustus and Queen Carus are capable
of bringing together the nations that will be needed to destroy Chytrine. Moreover, Saporiciais atrap. With
Oriosa and Bokagul to the east and Loqguellyn to the northwest, Chytrine' s troops will be limited in their
ability to move. Her supply lineswill be stretched. Her troops will be vulnerable.”

He nodded. “ She will be bled and keep funneling troops into Saporicia, which means she will not be bringing
them to bear on Okrannel. Y ou have a chance to fortify your nation against her return.”

“Y ou anticipate me.”
“But what of the Adrogans question, Duchess?’

Tatyana' s head came up, and she appeared puzzled, which was the first time Scrainwood had seen that expression on
her face. “He has taken Okrannel. He liberated it. He shall be rewarded and glorified.”

“Ah, but adding Okrannel to a Jeranese empire would bring him more glory, would it not?” The king smiled as her face
darkened. “Have you not heard the rumor that Adrogans now possesses the secret of the dragonel? With it he can
carve an empire. Vaiciaand Gurol will have to defend against that possibility, meaning Alcida and our aliance can
abandon al hope of aid from the west.”

He watched her struggle to regain her composure. So focused had she been on the freeing of her nation that she never
paused to imagine that the liberator might not want to give it up. “1f such rumors prove true, it would be most dire
indeed. It could well and truly mean the end of the alliance. It would be the end of everything.”

“Only if Adrogans were to turn the weapons against us and not Chytrine.”

Tatyana snorted. “Y ou have met him. He is vain and has a sense of himself that would elevate him above al others.
Can you imagine he will not use those weapons against us?’

The king returned to the sideboard and refilled his goblet. “I can imagine many things, Duchess. | imagine you came
hereto ask meto aid you in developing a strategy that will draw Chytrine' s troops further south. Asyou are one of
those who think | am Chytrine' s cresture, you were also prepared to offer me something of import in exchange for my
cooperation. Y ou have no troops to coerce me into doing what you wish. What do you have to offer?’

She smiled in away that made hisflesh crawl. “1 offer Oriosa a chance at redemption.”

Her words surprised Scrainwood. “If you can do that, those who have judged you a witch have sorely underestimated
you. Y our powers would rival those of Chytrine herself.”

“1 make no such claims, but | can offer you redemption, you and your nation.” She took up her goblet again and
studied it asfirelight flickered through the ruby depths of the wine. “It is part of the prophecy, all woven together. Y ou
see, in the time before my grandnephew died at Fortress Draconis, you and he had many discussions of things of great
import. Y ou both were aware that the war would not be won then, which is why you chose not to accompany Lord
Norrington to the north. It iswhy you sought to rescue the sword Temmer from Bodleigh Norrington. My nephew
Kirill, you see, was possessed of much the same skills at prophecy that | am, and he knew you were the key to
Chytrine' s defeat. After all, Norrington is just alocation patronymic, and as the King of Oriosayou have every right to
claimit. You are the Norrington, sire, or your son is.”

She held up afinger to forestall comment. “ So, at the risk of your own safety,

to prepare the trap that would destroy Chytrine, you endured decaaes oi auu, and doubt. Y ou confided in no one, but
you did your part. You let Chytrine scout from your nation, but you told others of her strength. It was the hardest
thing you have ever done, being true to the word you gave Kirill before his death. Y ou were true, however, and
because of it Chytrine will be defeated. Y our role will be revealed. Asasign of the veracity of this alliance, the
document that betrothed the infant Alexiato your son Erlestoke shall be revealed and our dynasties shall be united.
The two nations that saved the world shall be as one, and the glory of both shall be restored.”

The sheer audacity of her plan astounded him, and yet he saw it could easily work. Asalieit was grand, and with a
minor amount of document fabrication, the evidence to support it would be irrefutable. The traitor Hawkins had been
destroyed by songs, and the hero Crow had been made by them, so buying bards and having them deliver the tale to
the common folk would sway them. In the world' srelief at Chytrine' s destruction, many a hero would be exalted, and
Scrainwood could easily be among them as the one who did what had to be

done to save the world.



“Itisabold plan, Duchess, and brilliant, | must say that.” Scrainwood nodded slowly, then brought the decanter over
to her and topped off her wine. “ As presented, there redly islittle for me to lose. Letting Saporicia become a
battleground saves my nation from the same. If, by some mischance, your vision of avictorious futureisin error,
where the battles are fought will matter little. There

isno reason | should not agree.”

She sipped and closed her eyes as she savored. Her face did not become pleasant, but just a bit lessforbidding. “ Then
we have a pact?’

“With acondition.”

“That being?’

“You will have to be the one to raise the question of Adrogans’ possession of dragonels. Y ou will have to push to
have the secret shared. | cannot. | think if you were to suggest that the rumor has been heard, and the sharing will let
us meet Chytrine as equals, the message will be heard best. If the rumor is not true, no harm done, for the
disappointment will be folded into determination to fight harder. And if it is true, then we bargain such that dragonels
shall be given to those troops who come to fight.”

She nodded slowly and sipped again. “Done and done. | do find that rumor disturbing. Y our method of handling it will
bring the truth to light. If you were to bring it up, duplicity would be suspected and the damage would be done.”

“Weare agreed.” Scrainwood slowly smiled. “And do not think | have missed
your ulterior motive.”

Tatyana's head came up. “What do you mean, Highness?’

“The sealing of our dynasties. Y ou expect Oriosan gold to be invested in the
rebuilding of Okrannel.”

“It would be a hope, yes.”

“Good, then as we liberate pieces of Saporiciafrom the Aurolani, perhaps we need an international zone in the south,
including the port city of Sanges. It would facilitate trade between our nationsif | had an ocean port.”

“That would require the death of the Saporician royal house since they would never agreeto it.”

“Certainly whoever the liberators raised to lead the nation in the aftermath of that tragedy would happily grant such a
boon to hisallies.”

The old woman nodded. “If Chytrine does not manage it, there are ways it can be handled.”

“I shall check the lineage and perhaps find a suitable family branch with a daughter to marry to Linchmere. It would
make things tidy.”

“Indeed, it would.” Tatyanatossed her wine off with the gusto of a gutter-whore in a dockside tavern. “Y our
hospitality and time are always appreciated, Highness.”

“Pity you have to leave so soon, Duchess.”

She stood and laughed at his remark. “ Such sincerity cloaking alie. Will they never realize you are far more dangerous
than Chytrine could ever be?’

He smiled. “No, they will not. It isjust aswell. It alowsthem to deep.”

“Then, while they sleep, | shall be about my work.” Tatyana bowed her head to him. “Fare well, King Scrainwood.
Together we shall guarantee afuture for the world that will suit us perfectly.”

Prince Erlestoke regarded the Vorquelf sitting across from him. Smaller than Resolute and dight of build, he still had
the sharp features of an elf, including the pointed tips of earsrising through a curtain of fine black hair. Hisintensely
blue eyes had no pupils, which made his glance a bit unnerving, though less so than Resolute’s. Erlestoke saw no
tattoos, but the Vorquelf wore long sleeves and had his tunic laced up tight beneath a thick sheepskin coat. He even



wore gloves, so the prince couldn’t seeif he sported rings or other jewelry. Resolute hissed a him in Elvish, and
Erlestoke knew enough to catch some words. The tone in Resolute’ s voice filled in more, leaving Erlestoke with the
impression that Resolute was full of both fury and contempt for his companion. The other elf kept his face composed,
betraying no emotion, then slowly shook his head and spoke carefully enough that Erlestoke could understand him

clearly.

“I’ve not sought to hide from you, Resolute. Upon my arrival in Narriz, which was only yesterday, | immediately joined
our brethren here. | asked after you, but was told you had no congress with them. | did not seek you out, but | do not
shrink from you either.”

Resolute snorted, then slowed his Elvish speech. “Do you still call yourself
Banausic?*

“It seemsfitting, till, for | am ever practical.”

“Y ou served Chytrine once. | have not forgotten.”

“Nor havel, but | have a better master now.” The Vorquef lifted his chin. “1 have served Adrogans well. | liaised
between the Nalisk Rangers and the Blackfeathers. | was with them, ahead of the army, from the Highlands to
Svarskya. | gave them no cause for complaint.”

Resolute’'s eyes narrowed, but he said nothing.

L

Erlestoke took the opportunity to ask a question. “I’ ve heard arumor that Adrogans has the secret of firedirt. Isit
true?’

Banausic regarded him coldly. “That would be no business of yours.” Resolute’ s hand immediately closed on
Banausic’s right forearm and squeezed. “1t is business of ours, so you will answer the question.”

The other Vorquelf tried to keep his face impassive, but pain tightened his eyes. “Very well. We sailed, the lot of us, on
the night Svarskyafell. We sailed past the hulk of a ship and saw that dragonels were being recovered fromit. | believe
it was aworkshop where firedirt was made. | would know more, but we were sent forth quickly, and Tagothcha sped us
here with uncommon dacrity.”

Erlestoke nodded to Resolute, and his companion relaxed his grip, but did not remove his hand from Banausic’sarm.
“How deadly was the battle? In what condition are Adrogans' troops?’

“Not nearly astorn up as they should be. Adrogans planned and executed the campaign brilliantly, but the Aurolani
forces barely opposed him. At every turn when we should have paid mightily, we won through without much trouble.
At first we thought this was due to Nefrai-kesh's absence, but he was there at the defense of Svarskya. It is thought
many of his troops and dragonels were called off to the battle for Sebcia, since we were not expected to be at Svarskya
so quickly. But even firedirt was poorly employed. Adrogans’ troops are in very good shape and fully capable of
launching a new campaign.”

Erlestoke nodded and glanced at Resolute. “With dragonels he could create an empire for himself. We know this will
be suggested in the councils, splitting them. Do you think thisis why Chytrine let him have Svarskya so easily?’

Before Resolute could answer, Banausic tapped aringer against the tabletop. “ Fear of that iswhy Adrogans swore
those of us he sent here to secrecy. He said that he did not know if it was atrick by Chytrine, but we were to listen for
such rumors. He will not admit to having firedirt or dragonels for he does not want the alliance shattered.”

Resolute nodded slowly. “ A wise man, though wise in which way, | wonder? An army will let him build an empire, or
will let him take Chytrine' s gift and wresk havoc with it against her. Which way will he go?’

Banausic shrugged. “| am no witch to know his mind, but | would bet on the latter case. Heis a proud man, and the
very ideathat Chytrine gave him Svarskyarankles. He has liberated Okrannel, true, but | think he would like to be
known as the one who destroyed Chytrine.”

The prince drank some more ale and let the bitter, woody fluid sour his mouth before swallowing. He shivered, then



looked at Resolute. “Why do | get the feeling that this war is going to come down to people choosing to do whatever
they want while the crowns dither?’

“Because you think clearly.” The silver-eyed Vorquelf’s nogtrils flared. “ Y ou have an arcanslata to communicate with
Adrogans?’

“yes”
“Good. You will alow meto useit when | request.”

Banausic hesitated for amoment, then shrugged. “Asyou desire. Anything
else?

“Aside from telling me what you tell him?" Contempt seeped back into Resolute’ swords. “When | spared your lifein
Okrannel, you promised to share with me what you saw on Vorquellyn.”

“Svoin had not yet fallen, then you were called away.”
“So you shall make good on your promise. Now.”
“Here?’ Banausic lowered his voice and hunched forward. “What | have to say is not meant for other ears.”

Resolute gave him a bone-chilling stare. “The prince has already been brought into our circle. Look about. Who will
hear you? Do you think these people understand what we are saying?’

The black-haired Vorquelf slowly nodded. “In the last quarter century | have been brought to Vorquellyn three times.
It isahorrible place now—not the place we lost, but a harsh land, as if the entire island had been swept by fire, then
seeded with weeds. Foul bracken overgrows everything, save where debris-choked rivers have backed up into
stagnant fens. There are wildlands where creatures of unspeakable aspects roam. Their voices shatter the night and
their blood stains the few streets that can be passed. Where beauty and serenity once reigned, now the flash of claw,
the rending of fang, and shrieks of pain are the

“

norm.

While the words Banausic spoke were terrible enough, the tone of his voice stained them with agony. Erlestoke felt a
lump rising in his own throat as the Vorquelf’s voice shrank. In his words the prince caught flashes of Oriosa's future

if Chytrine were not stopped.

Resolute remained unmoved. “Y our sentimentality is touching, but of little use to me. What was it you felt important
about your sojourns home?’

“Itisnot my home. It is not any of our homes.” Banausic’s voice deepened angrily. “My first trip came after the last
war, after Svoin fell. Many of us were taken to VVorquellyn, though family were Ieft behind so we would be compliant.
On that journey many of us were roughly used. Before the retreat, many places were sealed with great wards, including
the coriiesci. Do you know what one is?’ Erlestoke shook his head. “1’ ve never heard the term before.” Banausic
tapped a finger beneath his own right eye. “Vorquelves have eyes all of a color because we have not been bound to
our homeland. We have the eyes of children, despite our age. At some point during our adolescence—which starts as
young as yours, but might continue until we have seen fifty winters— we are brought to a cortiesci and there bound
to the homeland in aritual. It is possible that the land will rgject us, but such rejection is the stuff of legend.”

“Y ou waste words, Banausic.” Resolute shook his head. “ The corliesci are spiritual centers. Y ou would consider them
temples, but they are more—and, perhaps, less. Therituals that bind us take place in the courtyard before the

Resolute’ s left hand tightened into afist. “ Describe the woman.”

“Slender and tall, with white hair and your eyes. Obviously aVorquelf, but different as well. She was bound to the
land, though. | saw it.”

The Oriosan prince frowned. “White hair, slender... she could be the one described by Alexia as being borne away
from Nawal on adragon.”

“Y es, the onewho saved Will’slife.” Resolute ran ahand over hisjaw. “ So did the presence of a Norrington allow her
to be bound to Vorquellyn, or did her future role as the savior of the one who would redeem Vorquellyn cause the land



to accept her? Or, isit some combination of both, with Nefrai-kesh playing his own game?’
Erlestoke shivered as an icy snake dlithered down his spine. “1 don’t know which of those | dislike the most.”
“Hate them all or none, it doesn’'t matter.” Resolute looked at Banausic. “Was she able to open the corliescP.”

“Not that | saw. | suspect her mother of not wanting to risk her in case the magicks sealing it could hurt her. That was
the impression | gained, in any event. The land resists Chytrine yet.” Banausic smiled. “Isit not as| promised you? |
told you | had important information.”

Resolute opened his mouth to say something, but closed it and simply nodded. Then he added, “What you have said
isindeed of value. Y ou will tell no one else what you have told me. No one, do you understand?’

“1 shall not say aword, but there are others who know. Others who were there might speak.”

“And admit they were in Chytrine' s service? | doubt they would be so foolish. If you hear any such idiots, mark them
and tell me.”

Banausic's head came up and a defiant expression dlid onto his face. “ Y ou are now the master of Vorquelves?’

Faster than a snake could have struck, Resolute grabbed Banausic’ s throat. “No, | am just your master. What you
have told meis of value, and you shall be of value again. Y our words confirm that our homeland can be redeemed. In
the future, you and | will seethat it is. Defy me and jeopardize that future, and you doom yourself.”

Kerrigan rubbed his hands together. While there were countless spells he could have used to warm them, he opted for
mere friction. Though he had been on Vadl for barely half aweek, in those five days he had learned much that caused
him to reevaluate his life and the way he saw magick. It shifted his view of everything, at the same time both unsettling
and pleasing him.

First and foremost he saw how Vilwan had hobbled itself and its practitioners. Kirun had been such athreat that the
wizards had to reassure the lords of the world they would cut their power back, or be destroyed. And it was no
coincidence that the Murosan Academy’s magicians learned early how to duel. They likely had begun training as a
force to counter what had been seen asa

Vilwanese threat.

Kerrigan imagined that the Grand Master who had followed the first DragonCrown War had fully intended for the most
responsible of human magesto be able to realize their full power, if only in secret. The difficulty wasthat if spells and
methods were not taught early, the ability to pick them up later might not be successful. Kerrigan and the others he
had trained with had clearly been schooled under other methods, but even out of a group of thirty or so—at best it
seemed there were thirty of them—only he managed to excel.

He did wonder if Rymramoch’ s description of how the energy to cast magick worked was something the people of
Vilwan had ever known. Instead of tapping the river, they drew on their own personal strength to catalyze the ambient
mag-ickal energy they absorbed. Under Rym’sinstruction, Kerrigan learned to use his personal energy to open alink
to the grand flow of magick. It took so little energy to do it that he rarely felt tired even after long hours of working
spell after spell.

But using such energy required care. It would be simple for him to tap the

flow to refresh himself or even warm his hands. The difficulty was that flesh wasfrail, but the human capacity for
feeling the power infinite. A moment’ s flagging of attention while warming his hands would burn them off. That was
the reason spells had been shaped, to define and limit the energy flows, as well as give the magician something on
which to concentrate.

Spells were a means of menta discipline, and Kerrigan had been subjected to mental discipline al hislife. He finaly
saw what Orla had been trying to teach him before she died. On Vilwan Kerrigan had been a brilliant arcanorium
wizard. In the peace and solitude of his study, given the right materials and enough time, he could work miracles. Even
before he had set out on his adventures, he likely had been the most powerful human mage on the face of the earth.

But that power counted for nothing because | could not apply it where it was needed. A war was the antithesis of an
arcanorium. While laboring in Orla s shadow he had done little to fight the enemy effectively. Even after her death, his
efforts had been meager. He used simple spellsto great effect, but until the siege of Nawal, he still had been more
scholar than warrior. And, even there, | experimented more than | fought.



Kerrigan looked up around the circular chamber. It appeared to have been formed naturally, but there was enough of a
taint of dracomagick present that he could not be certain it hadn’t been shaped specifically for its current purpose. The
floor had been finished with concentric circles of white and black marble, and he stood at the centermost circle. The
significance of his being on the bull’ s-eye was not lost upon him.

Four thralls stood in the room along the walls. The scaled dracomorphs topped eight feet in height and rippled with
muscle. In their next stage of life they would grow thicker armor, with spikes sprouting, their muzzles jutting, and
intelligence brightening their eyes. While capable of speech, they were not capable of much thought, and performed all
manner of menial servicesfor their elder brethren.

Rymramoch, in a scarlet robe, stood beside the one at the east side of the room. Bok, malachite-fleshed and still quite
hirsute, crouched beside him. The urZrethi no longer acted like the animal he had appeared to be when Kerrigan first
met him. He did, however, remain taciturn and often squatted, adopting a posture he had come to find comfortablein
hisyearsas Rym's aide.

Kerrigan had intended to nod to indicate his readiness, but before he could, the first thrall raised a hand and threw a
melon-sized stone at Kerrigan's head. Because of magicks worked on him by the Vilwanese, the young mage knew the
stone wouldn’t hurt him. The purpose of the exercise, however, was not to test the strength of the dragonbone armor
that would rise through his skin to protect him, but to see if he could prevent that spell’ s invocation through other
means.

The young mage cast quickly. Hisfirst spell surrounded him in a sphere of

energy that tinged hisvision blue. That first stone, and two more that had been thrown right after, blazed like gold in
hisvision. A littletrail of sparks followed them even as a duller gold image preceded them, allowing Kerrigan to see
where they would travel. He became instantly aware that one would miss, while the

others were on target.

He drew on the river of magick and cast another spell—one he knew intimately. With barely athought he reached out
and deflected the stones heading for him, so that they would travel wide. He did the same with two more, then bent his
mind to linking with all the stones. He grabbed them but did not stop them. Instead he tethered them to himself and
drew them into an orbit around

him.

Another trio of stones camein, and he spun them into orbit as well. Some he sped up, others he slowed down,
nudging them all until they lined up together. Another spell surrounded them, compressing them and heating them
until the stone melted. He tightened the spell, using more energy to do so, and could feel the heat coming off the rock.
Tighter he drew the spell, until the molten stone had been shaped into alarge black ball.

Kerrigan would have smiled and been satisfied with himself, for what he had done was impressive, but he had
absorbed the harsh lessons of his adventures. As he began to slow the sphere’ s orbit, another smaller stone sped in at
him. In its wake came a nasty combat spell. If the stone hit him, the dragonbone armor would manifest, preventing him
from casting any spell to deflect the combat spell. If he somehow stopped the armor, the hurt done by the stone would
probably be enough to destroy the concentration needed for the defensive spell.

In asplit second he could fedl panic rise, but he shoved it away and acted, for failure to act guaranteed failure. With a
moment’ s concentration he flicked alast thought at the spell surrounding the sphere, then quickened the orbit to
interpose the ball between him and the incoming spell. The rock passed benesth it, heading straight for his middle.
Another thought, a momentary search for aspell, then aquick smile.

Kerrigan twisted his body and the stone passed harmlessly by.

The spell that had been coming at him hit the sphere with full force. Little blue tendrils of lightninglike energy played
over it, igniting little pinpricks of fire here and there. Had it hit Kerrigan, it would not have sprouted flames, but instead
inflamed his nerves to a degree that he would have felt asif on fire. The spell vented itself on the sphere, then
dissipated.

The manikin that was Rymramoch applauded politely. “Very well done,

Kerrigan.

The young mage shrugged. “It wasn’t that hard to trick your spell into believing the ball was me. | just added some



things that made it share the most likely elements that you used for picking me out as atarget.”
Rym nodded, then gestured, and the ball came floating to his hand. “1 know

what you did, and that was quick thinking. Better yet, however, was the way you turned aside from the stone. Magick
is not always the answer."

“So | have learned, Master.”
“How are you feeling?’

Kerrigan considered for amoment, then nodded. “ Good. | am not nearly astired as | would have been had | attempted
any of this back on Vilwan. Controlling the flow is more difficult than tapping it. Orla said there was afast route to
power, and that Neskartu was teaching that path to his students. Would | be wrong if | thought that meant they had
no discipline?’

“They clearly have some, Kerrigan, but Neskartu was not concerned about their survival. He made them into living
weapons—much as | think the Vilwanese intended you to be. The difference is that Neskartu' s disciples embraced the
ideawillingly. Perhaps they did not understand the full consequences of their action.” The puppet hesitated. “Did |
say something wrong?”’

Kerrigan shivered. “Orlasaid | had been forged, that my destiny had been forged. Y ou think they wanted to make me
into aweapon to use against Chytrine?’

The puppet canted its head. “Look at your age; think about the special group of children you were part of. | think they
wanted many weapons, but you were the best. Y ou were even better than they could have hoped, and in you perhaps
they saw areturn to their former glory. Perhaps they saw a chance to have a Kirun they could control. | do not know.”

“A Kirun they could control?” Kerrigan looked down at his hands and shifted his shoulders as another shiver ran the
length of him. “They saw me as athing, not aliving being.”

“1 am certain that istheright of it.” Rym tucked the ball under his right arm, then waved Kerrigan forward with his [€ft.
“Walk with me and | shal explain some things to you.”

The youth looked up. “1’m not sure walking is going to make me feel better about people who thought they could
shape me the way | shaped that stone.”

Rym'’s laughter did little to ease the tightness around Kerrigan's heart. “Not my intention. Y our masters were fools,
clearly, but they provided you to me. | will not thank them for that, but instead be grateful for the opportunity we now
have to undo things that should have been undone centuries ago.”

Kerrigan fell in beside the puppet as they left the chamber. Bok followed a step behind, and after him came the thralls.
The company walked down a narrow corridor leading to agrand gallery. Rym dismissed the thralls with awave, then
began the trek back to Kerrigan's quarters at aleisurely pace.

“What isit you know of Yrulph Kirun, Kerrigan?’

“Hewas evil. He created the DragonCrown and died before he could take over the world.”

Bok gave throat to agravelly chuckle. “1t would not have pleased him to be reduced so.”

The puppet nodded. “1 shall trust your judgment in that matter, Bok. His easy dismissal is more an indictment than the
words used to describe him. | did not know him, Kerrigan. | was not an intimate of his as Bok was, but | did hear him
speak. | know of the situation that surrounded the creation of the

DragonCrown.*

Rym gestured with his red-leather-sheathed left hand toward the open side of the gallery. “Vael was once Vareshagul.
Y ou know dragons destroyed it because it was home to the urZrethi and they were working to free the Oromise from
the depths of the earth where we entombed them. The place contained the deepest delvings of the urZrethi and down
there, in the darkest bowels of the planet, we yet patrol against the return of the Oromise.

“You know little of the lives of dragons, but you have seen thralls and draco-morphs. They are the midlife stages of

our being. Before that we are animals— fearsome animals and keen hunters. During our life cycle we enter and pass
through every stage we have known since the dawn of everything. From eggs we hatch into fat serpents all tooth and



muscle, then we grow legs and become lizard-dogs that would snack on drearbeasts. Most of the thralls remain in the
depths, under the command of dracomorphs. They patrol, and were there any real threat, dragons—full dragons,
ancient dragons—would be summoned to

destroy the Oromise.

Kerrigan craned his neck to look down into the deep crevasse that disappeared into shadows. “If thereis till fighting
going on down there, why don’t you know what an Oromise looks like?’

“Down there we fight feral urZrethi and other creatures the Oromise created. We do not know if there are passages
into the Oromise prisons from which these things emerge, or if there are just pockets and colonies so deep we hever
rooted them out. We have to assume they are till trying to reach their masters, and they have to defend against our
doing that, too.”

Kerrigan turned toward Rym. “Y ou said dragons trapped the Oromise down there, but | could take what you' ve said as
meaning that they’ ve fortified themselves down there and you' re just making sure they don’t get out again.”

The puppet shrugged. “ Asis the way with ancient tales, the truth is hard to discern. Suffice it to say, our young live
down there, fight and die down there. Those smart and strong enough to surviveto later stages of life grow in power

andsize

“How many thralls are down there? Hundreds? Thousands?’

“Thousands of legions. It is abloody war yet, but has not always been so.” Rym pulled him away from the edge and
continued their journey. “ There was a time when the war seemed over and arift devel oped among dragons over
whether or not vigilance needed to be maintained. It took centuries for things to come to a head, and no decision could
be made. It was agreed that we needed an arbiter to help us decide, and we chose Y rulph Kirun to be that arbiter. He
proposed the creation of the DragonCrown, into which would be worked the

Truestones of our best and brightest. Through it he would know their thoughts and gain all he needed to
craft asolution to the problem.”

Kerrigan held a hand up. “What isa Truestone? | mean, | gather that the stone that restsin your chest is
Rymramoch'’s Truestone. For it to be destroyed would cost you your life. How isthat?’

“Dragons of sufficient learning and power are able to create a Truestone. The easiest way for you to
understand it isto say that it is a physical manifestation of our soul. We can remove it for safekeeping, then
venture forth on dangerous missions, for aslong asit is not destroyed, we will not die.”

“But, in the Congress Chamber, | saw your body, or what | thought was your body, all stiff and stonelike.”

The puppet nodded. “ So our bodies become when our Truestones are removed for a prolonged period of
time. Those who gave theirs to their DragonCrown are well hidden and quite petrified. They assumed that
the Crown would facilitate communication, and it did, but in ways unintended.”

“How so?”’

“Any dragon of a Crown lineage could be controlled by the Crown. The degree of control depended on how
strong the blood link was. Dravothrak, for example, is a grandnephew of a Crown dragon. That iswhy he
was linked to the fragment we have here.”

Kerrigan rubbed a hand over his mouth. “No one expected Kirun could control dragons. Did he know?’
Rym looked at Bok. “Y ou’ ve given it much thought through the centuries.”

The urZrethi shifted his shoulders uneasily. “He never gave any such indication to me, but he must have
suspected, else those abilities would not have been in the Crown.”

Kerrigan nodded. “How many Crown lineages are there?’

“Six.”



“But there are seven Crown fragments.”

Rym nodded. “ There are, and therein is the mystery. Who or what gave the Truestone for the key
fragment, the controlling fragment?’

“Do you think it could have been an Oromise Truestone?’

“That possibility has made restless the sleep of countless dragons.” Rym slowly shook his head. “If the
Crown isre-created and Chytrine's greed iswhat fuelsit, things will be bad enough. If it isthe Oromise, we
are not looking at the fall of civilization as a consequence, but the end of al life. Y ou can see, therefore,
why aacrity iscaled for in this matter.”

Kerrigan nodded. “I’ll do my best.”

“You'll haveto do better.” Rym passed his left hand over the stone sphere and triggered a spell. The little
blue tendrils of lightning played over the sphere for a heartbeat.

Kerrigan screamed and collapsed as the bolts skittered beneath his flesh. His

nay Shook and muscles twitched involuntarily. He tasted blood from where he u A bSen histongue. His
back bowed once, then his muscles went flacad.

The Puppet stood over him. “When you made the ball into your mapckal « . to " nte cept your spell, you
made it a conduit to yourself. That was agrave Tor | know you will bedoing your best. Just make it better.
The fate of the entire world rests on your ability to do just that.

L

Isaura sat in her chambersin far Aurolan and shivered. Though the air was cold enough to condense her breath into a
white mist, the chill was not what made her shiver. She felt very alone, and that surprised her, because she had been
alone before. Still, it had never been quite in this way because, somehow, she had aways felt another presence out
there that kept her company.

She should have been happy—quite overjoyed, in fact. Her mother’ s enemy, the Norrington, was dead. He had died
on Vael. Nefrai-laysh had taken much delight in describing how the young hero had |eaped through a magicka wall to
savethelife of an old, foolish dragon. Rymramoch had long opposed her mother, and the death of alesser enemy was
traded for that of a greater. The news had been the cause of much rejoicing in the frigid north.

It had not warmed her, however. In the sullanciri’s description of Will Norrington, | saura recognized the young man
whose life she had saved in Meredo. Whims, the flow of magick, and pure chance had led her to the bed where he lay.
She'd known instantly that one of her mother’ s creations had wounded him, so she undid the wound and he lived.

Until the report of his death, however, she’d not known who he was. Fear took her then because her mother had told
Isaura that she would be betrayed. |saura had hoped she would not be the one to betray her mother, then she
discovered she had. She had saved the Norrington of prophecy. She had saved the person who would kill her mother.

Worse yet, his death saddened her. From the moment she heard, and perhaps before, she had felt alone. She wondered
if it had not been chance that took her to him, but some sort of fate. Perhaps she was somehow bound up in the
Norrington Prophecy. The prophecy might use her against her mother, making her betray Chytrine. She wanted to hate
that idea, but she couldn’t. The sadness

shefdt at Will Norrington's death made her fedl asif she would have traded her mother’slife for his, and that mere
thought was treason of the highest order.

Wind howled at the window of her tower, then ice hissed as a gust pushed crystalsin past the magick warding the
chamber from the outside. She turned from the small bookstand and the thick, Ieather-bound volume she had been
fingering and let aweak smile tug at the corners of her mouth. “Drolda, you



never desert me."

Theice crystals swirled, then resolved themselves into the image of an older man. Water congealed into a beard and
long hair, both of which flowed down into the furred cloak that covered him. Glassine hands emerged from benegath the
cloak. Theicy figure wove hisfinger through a complex series of signsin alanguage only they understood.

Isauranodded slowly. “Y es, you have been listening to rumors that are true. The Norrington is dead. He sacrificed
himself for another.” She opened her hands and wanted to give voice to her sadness, but could not find the words.

Concern etched crevasses on Drolda s frozen face. He signed, but not what

she expected.

“What do you mean heis not dead? Did his sacrifice transfer the burden of

hisfate to another?

The ice man shook his head, then stiffened.

A voice, deep, bestial, and growling, echoed through her room from the doorway. “Will no have death.”

Isauraturned, bringing her head up and moving to eclipse Drolda. The ice man had never before lingered in the
vicinity of a sullanciri, and certainly never in one’s sight. It disturbed her that this one, Hlucri, could move so silently
she did not hear his approach, and that he dared enter her chamber unbidden. Has my mother set this newest of her
creaturesto spy on me?

As her silver-eyed gaze met his jet eyes, the hulking sullanciri dropped to one knee and rested his knuckles on the
ground. He had been created from the Panqui that had so ruined Nefrai-laysh. |saura had seen the massive wounds on
the other sullanciri. She offered to repair the damage, but making the Panqui over had taken precedence. Nefrai-kesh
had demanded her help in doing that.

The Panqui’ s vitality had impressed her, for Nefrai-kesh had pulled him off Nefrai-laysh and literally stripped the flesh
from him. The huge creature had lain in a slowly spreading pool of blood, tissue hanging in ragged tatters, his claws
till clenching, histeeth gnashing as they set about doing their work. Hlucri had been the first sullanciri Nefrai-kesh
had created without her mother, but he knew the magick well, and the result had been even more impressive than

theoriginal.

Hlucri, when standing on histhick hind legs, topped her by two feet, and ran twelve from the tip of histail to his
crown. Their magick had covered him with anew flesh of jet and jade. Stripes, from deep green to a softer, milkier tone
marked his skin, with the darkest green forming a mask around his black eyes

and up to histall ears. While the skin felt and moved like supple leather, it could be hardened like armor with a thought.
Spikes could sprout wherever needed, though fang and claw would serve the sullanciri best.

Hlucri lowered his head and gazed at the ground. “ Forgive Hlucri intrusion, Lady Snowflake.”

Isaurablinked. “Lady Snowflake?’

“Y our Will-name.”

She stiffened, then Drolda flowed into view at her side. She read what he signed, then nodded.

“The Norrington saw me? He knew who | was?’

“No. True-you known not.” The sullanciri’s nostrils flared. “ Safe with Hlucri.” Isaura closed her eyes and passed a
hand over her face, wishing her mind and emotions would quiet. For the brief moment she believed Will Norrington
had known who she was, her spirit had soared. It was as if that loneliness had vanished, asif whatever she had been
linked to had reestablished contact. Hlucri’s denial again demolished that link, leaving her alone and confirming that it

had been Will Norrington with whom she had shared a bond. Will Norrington, whom | saved and who was later slain.
A shiver started at the base of her spine and she let it banish her confusion. “What can | do for you, Hlucri?’

The creature opened his arms wide. “Hlucri newspawn know-nothing.” Isaura nodded. His transformation had taken
place only three days previous and he had slept most of the time since. Grichothka had been caring for his needs. She
had |ooked in on him occasionally but had not found him awake until now.



“How did you find your way here?’ The sullanciri tapped his nose by way of answer.
Drolda signed quickly and Isauralaughed. “Very true, Drolda, he will have much interesting to smell here.”

The sullanciri shifted around until he sat on his haunches. His head came up and he grinned with a mouthful of sharp
teeth. “Know many smells.”

“You will know more, but first...” Isaura pointed to Drolda. “ Y ou will forget you saw my friend here.”

Hlucri breathed in, then tapped his nose again. “No sméll, not there.” She wasn't certain if the sullanciri wastelling
her Droldaredlly didn’t exist for him, or if her secret was safe, but she decided the latter sufficed. “ Thank you. Please,
follow me.” She turned to invite Drolda along, too, but he had already dissolved into snowflakes that teased her hair
before dlipping back out the window.

I saura descended the tower stairs and began thinking about how she could best describe life in Aurolan. She loved
her home and knew of its beauty. The wonder of new snow over old, and the artistry of wind-carved sculptures. She

wanted to share the subtle nature of the seasons, which were more than variations in temperature, and the songs of
thewind and ice in the darkest of nights. But all that seemed to demand too much of her. She felt exhausted even
though she could have roused herself to explain it all were she guiding the Norrington. He would see the things she
described, he would understand the beauty. He would see that Aurolan was not evil, that it did not deserve
destruction.

She glanced back at the hulking beast moving through the shadows behind her. She had to look, for she could not
hear him and could barely see him. She didn’t feel asif she were being stalked, but instead protected. It gave her cause
to wonder what sort of things Nefrai-kesh had worked into the magicks used to create Hlucri.

“My mother’s citadel stands above one of the many cavern complexes throughout Aurolan. Snow and ice cover the
surface, but the caves run deep and rents in the earth run deeper. Molten stone flows red and gold through the
depths. Water heated below rises to bubbling pools. It keeps the caverns warm enough for life, and life does thrive
here.”

Hlucri sniffed and bobbed his head.

Asthey reached the ground floor, | saura guided him to a door and opened it. The stairs there wound tighter and
descended in asharp spiral. Warm, moist air from below gradually enfolded them, and where the colder air met the wet,
athin layer of fog hung suspended. At the base, the stairs opened onto a wide balcony that provided a clear view of a
large central cavern with small tunnel mouths dotting the walls much as stars blot the sky.

Sidestepping asmall clutch of young frostclaws, |saura reached the edge of the balcony. “Down there, on those
terraces, various fungi are raised to feed upon.”

A squawk and a crunch sounded from behind her. She turned and found a headless frostclaw in Hlucri’ s right hand
and adribble of blood flowing along hislip as he chewed. Isaura frowned for amoment. She was less concerned that
he’ d killed a frostclaw than with his apparent ease in doing so. Asa sullanciri he needed to be aformidable fighter,
but young frostclaws were notoriously elusive. Speed and hunting instincts will stand himin good stead.

She politely refused the offer of ared raw haunch, waved him forward, then pointed to the level below the mushroom
terraces. “ The water drains there and goes down into avast series of ponds and lakes. Fish are farmed in them and the
muck from the bottom of the pondsis brought back up to fertilize the terraces. The fish are fed with refuse and even
our dead. Nothing is wasted here.”

Hlucri brought hisright arm back and hurled the half-eaten carcass out into the cavern. Featherstrailed in its wake and
floated softly down as the body plummeted into the depths. It missed one of the runoff streams by severa yards, but
another clutch of frostclaws fell on the body and tore it to piecesin seconds.

Isaura turned to face the sullanciri. She rested her fists on her hips. “Doing that sort of thing is not going to
make you very popular around here. | can understand your being hungry, but you can't just kill things and
eat them whenever you wish.”

“Hlucri asks, someone else kills?’ He shrugged his shoulders. “ Time wasted.”

“What did Nefrai-kesh do to you?’



The sullanciri smiled. “Made Hlucri your servant.”

That struck her as odd. Nefrai-kesh had always been the sullanciri who cared the most about her. He
brought her gifts and told her of the world, but even so, he had been distant. He hid behind his masks. And
now the mask he wears is the skin of this Panqui.

“Well, if you are my servant, then please, no more needless killing. Some things are raised for food, and
some for other work.” She pointed off deeper into the cavern. “That tunnel |eads off to mines and
foundries. Our smiths might not turn out the fine work of urZrethi or elven metalworkers, but their steel isa
match for anything a man has done. If we had silver and gold, | have no doubt our smiths would excel at
working it, too.”

Hlucri nodded. “ South-riches come soon.”

“Yes, they will.” Isaura again felt she should have been pleased by that prospect, but she was not. The
south had yielded crops in abundance before the war, and the new year should bring even more as the
conquered lands were farmed. It did strike her as odd that her mother had not yet organized groupsto go
out and colonize those areas, since the human population would have fled before the armies. It could have
been that she intended the armies themselves to turn farmer, but doing that would make them vulnerable to
attack.

Hlucri’ s suggestion that plunder would be flowing north seemed right, but she was unaware of anything
coming back from the south. In fact, the only plunder she knew of were the fragments of the DragonCrown
her mother had liberated from Fortress Draconis. Her mother needed them to destroy the Crown and free
the dragons, but wouldn't bringing other things back make sense, too?

Then it struck her: her mother feared the corruption of the south. In Aurolan, where everyone had a
purpose and those things they needed, baubles would be nothing but trouble. The glint of gold, the glow of a
gem could cause strife as those who coveted such items sought to possess them. The delicate balance that
made life in the north possible would be destroyed by the southern wealth.

That explanation made perfect sense to her. Up above, across the valley from the fortress, stood the
Conservatory. Neskartu, before his death at Nawal, had taught students from the south how to wield great
magicks. They had al been housed in the Conservatory and Isaurathough it was so they could concentrate
on magick, but the truth of it dawned on her now. They had been isolated so the southern influence could
not bleed into the Aurolani population.

Then she looked back into the cavern and realized how hollow that reasoning was. Grichothka and vylaens
were her mother’ s subjects. The latter were not stupid at all, but the former were simple creatures who
required vylaens to lead them. While a shiny bit of metal might attract a gibberkin's eye, it would not be
more valued if it were gold than silver or just bright copper. The vylaens might see more value in things, but
their minds ran to magicks, and their pleasures

were derived from them.

What is my mother doing? Isaura knew the history of the south’ s trying to destroy her a generation
previous. The Norrington Prophecy certainly posed athreat, but how much of one? Would the southern
kings have risen against her if she had not sent troops into their lands? And now, with the Norrington dead,
why would she continue awar that the south could not win?

| saura staggered back a step, then suddenly found herself scooped up in Hlucri’s arms. She wanted to
command him to set her down and never touch her again, but the gentleness with which he held her helped
counter the empty

feeling she had inside.

/ thought | knew my mother, but it seems | do not. Does that mean | am the one who will betray her ? She shivered. Or
has she betrayed herself?



Isauralaid a hand on Hlucri’ s shoulder. “ Y ou may put me down. Thank you.”

“Your servant.” The sullanciri set her on her feet, but did not remove his hands until she was steady. “No
harm to you.”

She caressed his green-and-black cheek. “| believe you, but there is no one who can stand against she who
could do me the most hurt.”

Had she desired to do so, Alexia could have been seated with the Okrans delegation to the Council of Kings. She knew
her place was there, and dearly wished to support her grandfather. She would have done exactly that save that the old
man appeared even more diminished in the wake of his nation’ s liberation. She could not imagine how he clung to life,
but while he did, Grand Duchess Tatyana served as his voice in the Council.

Tatyanawould not have tolerated Alexia sjoining the Okrans del egation because Alexiainsisted that Crow be given a
place by her side. Alexiarealy didn’t think Crow would cometo listen, but she had made it known that a seat for him
was the condition of her joining her family. Regrets that she and her companions could not be afforded seating were
advanced, so Alexiainstead sat with the Alcidese faction and no one seemed to attach any import to that shift.

As ministers rose to make preliminary remarks thanking King Fidelius one more time for hosting them, Alyx wished she
could have been with Crow and well away from the large chamber. Crow had very much taken to writing his memoirs.
While it seemed tiring work, and left his fingers stained with ink, he was happier in doing it than she'd seen in ages.
His pleasure brought her pleasure, which made the councils endurable.

Many others in the room looked miserable, with long expressions mocking the bright smiles pictured in the murals. She
glanced quickly at Prince Erlestoke. He till wore his black mask, but sat at his father’ s right hand. He did not look
overjoyed to be there, but listened intently to al that was being said. After the sessions they would meet to brief
Resolute and Crow, and Alexia had found Erlestoke' s insights to be sharp and incisive.

The last minister seated himself, and King Fidelius stood at the table strung with Saporicia s blue-and-red banner. He
hugged his right arm across his chest,

clutching at the elbow of his ruined arm. “1 have had grave news from the north which | am sorry to have to share with
you al. Caledo hasfalen. King Bowmar is dead. Thereis no word from his son, Bowmar, no word of other members of
the royal house.”

Alexid s skin tightened with gooseflesh. Princess Sayce had been |eft behind at Nawal 1ess than aweek before. The
army besieging it had been destroyed by a dragon, but the larger army attacking the nation’s capital, Caledo, had its
own dragon. The city’ s fall was inevitable, but she hoped some of the royal family had survived. Without their
leadership ...

The Saporician monarch’s brown eyes tightened. “ Refugees are already streaming over the border. We are organizing
the fleeing troops to strengthen my fortresses, but dragonels will sweep them away. The peasantry is being brought
along as quickly as possible, but | have neither the space nor the resources to deal with the disaster. They are coming
south with nothing but the clothes on their backs. A greater catastrophe than the fall of their nation will occur if we
cannot deal with this problem.”

A buzz ran through the council chamber as ministers and their masters bent heads in discussion. Alyx felt certain more
people were discussing the portents of Muroso’s collapse than plans to deal with the refugees. As much as she hated
that fact, she knew it was natural. Their primary concern would be stopping their own nation’ sfall, and putting food in
the mouths of Murosan peasants wasn't going to accomplish much in that regard.

King Augustus rose slowly. “Within the hour orders will be communicated to Y dlin to send supply ships here. They
will arrive by afternoon tomorrow, good wind and Tagothchawilling. | will send more relief by land, but it will take
longer to get here.”

King Scrainwood smiled. “ Ships aready laden with supplies? Are you prescient, brother, or would this have been
enough to feed an army?”’

Augustus' expression darkened. “Is there anyone here who did not anticipate this turn of events? King Fidelius has
said he expects his border fortresses to be destroyed. No single nation has been able to stand against the might of
Chytrine and, indeed, only in Okrannel, where a coalition force fought, were we successful in opposing her.”

“1 meant nothing by that, Augustus, other than a clever play on words.” Scrainwood rose and adjusted his green
mask. “1 know these are tense times, and | regret that any attempt at levity is met with suspicion. |, too, shall give



orders to have supplies sent overland. In two days we should have relief coming from Meredo. Those refugees that
enter my nation shall be welcomed, aswill any you wish to divert to Oriosa, Fidelius.”

The Saporician king nodded. “Y ou are both gracious. | know, Augustus, you

did not intend to impugn the reputation of Saporician warriors. Y our kind offer

of help in fighting Chytrine has been noted, and | will call upon you as needed.”

Augustus would have protested, but Tatyana rose to her feet. She made a

Queen Carus nodded. “1 shall order General Adrogans to appear before us to report on the Okrans situation.”
Scrainwood clapped his hands. “ Splendid. Now, Grand Duchess, does this ease your nephew’ s concerns?’
The old woman nodded. “It pleases him, yes.”

“And you, King Fidelius, will you let Jeranese and Alcidese troops enter your nation to defend it? Would that
invitation be extended to the troops of any other nation that wished to aid you?”

The incongruity of Scrainwood’s crafting acompromise left Alexia cold, but not as cold as Fidelius' reaction to those
guestions. The Saporician king had never been a big man, but he seemed to shrink alittle. To alow foreign troopsinto
his nation was to admit his own troops could not stop Chytrine. That was areality and everyone in the room knew it,
but to concede the point was to admit that his nation was helpless. Just as it could be imagined that Adrogans might
never give up Okranndl, it could be imagined that the southern half of Saporicia could fall to Alcida and never beruled
by the Saporician roya house again.

A greater reality impinged as well. By alowing troops to enter Saporicia, Fidelius was letting his nation be chosen as
the battleground where Chytrine would be stopped. Whether she was or not, the damage done to Saporiciawould be
incalculable. Armies on the prowl seldom respected rights or laws, so his allies could do as much damage as Chytrine's
troops. Just the demand for firewood would lay waste to forests that supplied the world' s best shipyards. Villages and
towns would cease to exist, and if Chytrine had other, more terrible weapons to deploy, whole swaths of the
countryside could be despoiled and remain so for centuries.

Against the threat of certain annihilation those considerations might have paled, but Fidelius would always be
haunted by the question of what if his troops had held? Could his nation have been saved? Could it have saved itself?
Was there away to avoid the misery the war would bring to his people?

Conflicting emotions played over the king's face. His lower lip quivered, and he seemed on the verge of giving an
answer when Scrainwood'’ s voice, soft and serpentine, dlithered into the chamber.

“Y ou must agree, my brother, for the Norrington is no more.”

That whisper shook Fidelius as if he' d been dammed in the chest with adrag-ond ball. “Yes. You are al welcome.
Come. Save usall.” Hiswords, delivered quietly—seeming more a prayer than an answer—drifted through the hall like
migt.

Even Scrainwood respected the silence that followed. The Oriosan king sat slowly and his face betrayed no feeling.
Alexiafelt ahollow pang herself asthe despair in Fidelius' voice sank into the hopeless void opened by Scrainwood' s
comment. That void closed quickly, however, as sound crept slowly back. Around the chamber crowned heads spoke
with military advisors. Heads nodded and shook. Ministers made notes.

One by one, the leaders of the world' s nations rose and pledged troops. Some, from faraway placeslike Valicia, Malca,
and Regorralikely would never make it in time to be of use. Other units, from closer nations that had to worry about
Chytrine, were not much storied or tested. Even taking those things into account, however, the forces gathering would
be considerable and, properly led, might be enough to stop Chytrine.

Augustusrose. “| thank al of you, my brothers and sisters, for your willingness to send your warriors to shed blood
here. Twenty-five years ago we faced this same threat and failed to deal with it bravely or directly. Chytrine' s evil has
festered in the world for too long. We must not lose heart this time. She must be stopped. She will be stopped.”

Even Alyx felt her pulse quicken at Augustus’ words. Cheers and applause rang out from all the delegations. Even her
grandfather seemed to rouse himself from his stupor to clap twisted hands. That brought a smile to her face, and it
would have remained there save for aglance toward King Fidelius.



As all the others celebrated, he scrubbed his good hand over avery pale face. Others might see the tears smeared over
his cheeks as being born of relief or joy, but she knew better. He was already mourning those who would die and
Alexiabowed her head to join him, silent within the jubilant din.

With the sky cloudless and bright blue, and the sun shining ferociously, it might have been possible for
Markus Adrogans to imagine spring had arrived early in Svarskya. The carpet of snow covering the
landscape and the frosty air that steamed his breath argued against this, but he had afeeling the winter
would lose its grip sooner rather than later. He had made contingency plansto deal with an early spring and
would be happy to employ them.

What afew weeks might bring, however, did not concern him. He stood on a hilltop outside Svarskya. With
him was Alcidese General Turpus Caro, and propped up in alitter was a wounded Okrans warrior named
Bea mot Tsuvo. Adrogans would have wished, with her injuries, that she’d remained in the older part of the
city, but she refused to be |eft behind.

And she has earned the right to be here.

Bea mot Tsuvo had led a contingent of her clansfolk in an assault on Svarskya. The fighting had been
fierce and initial reports had listed her among the dain. Teams removing the dead had found her, cold,
wounded but somehow clinging to life. Her right leg and right arm had been crushed and were beyond
redemption. But Vilwanese warmages and a magicker from the Loguel ven Blackfeathers had begun the
process of making her into a meckanshi. They would shape and graft onto her stumps new limbs of metal.

Two others stood beside her. Mistress Gilthalarwin of the Blackfeathers seemed untouched by the cold.
Her long black hair hung in athick braid and her cloak had been thrown back, revealing studded |eather
armor and the hilt of a curved sword. Her dark eyes focused distantly and Adrogans refused to even
hazard a guess at what she was thinking, for the minds of elder races were well beyond his ken.

A small human clad in a threadbare cloak and breechcloth, with no hat or

gloves, wore a sour expression. Ragged cloth swathed his feet. The Zhusk shaman shook his head,
disodging awisp of grey hair to danglein front of his ... then glared over at Adrogans. “Y ou hardly need
this.” Adrogans smiled. “Be still, Uncle. We must know it before we decide if we

need it.”

Below the quintet the hillside facing the city had been dug out and framed up Stout wooden posts had been
squared and used to reinforce the redoubt’ s walls and floor, and a dragonel had been wheeled up into it.
There, ropes and pulleys had been used to move it into place and secureit. A second, smaller hole had been
dug a quarter of the way south to house a cask of flredirt.

A young man of Alcidese origin approached and saluted. “If you are ready, General, we can proceed with
the demonstration.”

Adrogans nodded, then held up a hand. “Y ou have no doubt you know how this works, Captain Agitare?’

The man smiled. “Yes, sir. Before | served under Princess Alexia and even General Caro, | spent three
years at Fortress Draconis. Parsus was at Draconis for eight. We know how this works.”

Thelittle Zhusk sneered. “ Only the ironmen know the secret of dragonels.” Agitare shook his head.
“Begging your pardon, Master Phfas, but the meckanshi know the secret of making firedirt. They crewed
the dragonels at Fortress Draconis, but the Draconis Baron had teams of uslearn how to use them. If
Chytrine could make the meckanshii magick fail, the dragonels would be useless, so he had backup crews
ready.”

“Proceed, Captain.”

The Alcidese officer waved a hand and the quartet of men in the pit began to work. “Parsus has that bag of
firedirt there. It's enough for one charge. We use abag and fill it with awooden scoop because metal



might spark, and we don’t want sparks. He poursit in, then Nerus compacts it with that ram. Ebrius, he's
got theiron ball there, and Cassus is wrapping it in cloth to make sure the fit is good and tight. Nerus rams it
home and the dragonel has afull belly.”

Adrogans watched the men work and saw no traces of fear. He' d seen the destruction firedirt could cause
when the Aurolani forces had used boombags against histroops. The bag was little more than alot of
firedirt and metal shrapnel. It literally shredded men and horses, with the force of-the blast enough to knock
people down even if they were unhurt. Had the Aurolani employed them to keep him out of the city, they
would have ripped hisarmy to

pieces.

They had not, however, and Adrogans was fairly certain why. A quarter century earlier, Chytrine had
introduced dragonels at the siege of Fortress Draconis. The Draconis Baron had taken possession of the
only existing weapon and a meager supply of firedirt. He had managed to duplicate the dragonel and
firedirt, aswell asinnovate a number of other weapons. He then manufactured them and used them to
make Fortress Draconis unassailable.

At least, unassailable until Chytrine returned with more dragonels and other weapons that shattered it.

The Draconis Baron had steadfastly refused to share the secrets of dragonels and firedirt with the nations of the
south. Adrogans had even heard rumors that he had sent assassins out to deal with those inventors who had
succeeded in duplicating firedirt. While Adrogans assumed those rumors to be false, he did not doubt the Draconis
Baron would have gone to such lengths to keep the weapon secret. While dragonels might have stopped Chytrine in
Sebcia or Muroso, had the secret been freely known, the south would have dissolved into a series of wars that would
have been even more ruinous than Chytrine’ s campaign.

Agitare pointed to the pit again. “ The firedirt used in the dragonel’ s belly is of afairly large grain, but the firedirt
Parsusis using now to prime the touchhole is much more fine. It will burn more quickly and ignite the larger grains.
They will burn dowly and build up great power, which iswhat will hurl the ball to the tar-get.”

“Very good.” Adrogans looked left to asoldier carrying abig red flag. “ Signalman, give the sign to the city.”

The man waved the flag briskly, and down in the city, atop one of many snow-covered hovels, another red flag waved
back. The man waving it stopped quickly enough, then slid down the roof and got well away from where he had been
standing.

The Jeranese general smiled. “It seems, Captain, that your target is clear. Please, continue the demonstration.”

Agitare again saluted, then entered the pit and plucked a small torch from ,, hole in one of the posts. He bent over,
sighted down the length of the dragonel’ s thick brass barrel, then brought the flame to the touchhole. In an instant a
plume of thick grey-white smoke shot up into the air, and for a heartbeat Adrogans did not think a dragonel was very
impressive at al.

Then the weapon roared and spat out a huge gout of flame that illuminated the heart of ajet of smoke. The very
ground shook, and the thunder started his earsringing. A swirl of smoke drifted back to sting his eyes, but even
nascent tears couldn’t prevent him from seeing a black speck asit flew through the sky. It arced down and smashed
into aroof, billowing snow into a cloud and sending up a spray of broken red tiles. A heartbeat later the roof sagged,
then collapsed inward and part of the building’ s outer walls crumbled.

He tugged at his earsin avain attempt to stop them from ringing as smoke dissipated and snow drifted back down
over the ruined building. Brilliant tactician though he was, he knew anyone who had seen what one small ball had
accomplished could calculate the destructive force now at his command. Ten or twenty of the dragonels would be
enough to batter down any wall. While the balls would not be the most effective against massed troops, filling a
dragonel with smaller shot or stones or jagged metal would rip them to pieces as the boombags had.

So, thisis what the Draconis Baron saw.

Turpus Caro’'snormally florid face had lost some of its color. “It issmaller Vian asiege engine, easier to move, and far
more powerful. Aslong as thereisfiredirt and shot, it isformidable. And the effort to employ it...”

“Yes, afew men, quickly trained, can do alot of damage.”



The Loquelf closed her eyes. “Even after we day Chytrine, thiswill be her legacy- It will destroy the world.”

Adrogans frowned. “ There are many ways the world could be destroyed, and thisis but one of them. Chytrineis till
the greatest threat, and we must concentrate on her. Besides, we know how the dragonel works, but as General Caro
implied, without firedirt, it is useless. Captain Agitare, what is the supply of firedirt?’

The young man stopped several steps below the hilltop and looked up. “ There is hot much in the storehouse where
we got thislot, but there is brimstone, charcoal, and saltpeter stored there. Y ou could smell the brimstone in the smoke,
couldn’t you? We know it is amixture of all three, but we are working on the proportions. After that it needsto be
moistened, then dried, and we are working on that, too.”

“Good. How much shot and how much firedirt will you have when you get the formulation correct?’

“For shot, as much as we want. Y ou can feed them almost anything and it will work, though round iron balls still work
best. There are not that many left behind, but the molds were recovered from the ship. We have twenty dragonels. At
current supply levels, we could have enough firedirt for fifty shots each, though that will take alot of transporting.”

“Thank you, Captain. Round up everyone who has had experience at Fortress Draconis and form them into a dragonel
corps. Keep me informed on the production of firedirt.”

“Yes, General.” Agitare hesitated. “If | might make a suggestion, sir?’
“Yes, Captain?’

Agitare pointed to the crew on the dragonel. “ They’re all part of the Wolves, sir. | would like to make the Wolves over
into your dragonel corps. They're all trained and smart and sworn to Princess Alexia. You can trust them, sir.”

Trust them. Adrogans ran a hand over his chin. It pleased him to see that Agitare recognized the great responsibility
he was being given. Letting an Alcidese unit sworn to the service of Princess Alexia hold the secret of firedirt would
go along way to quell anxieties about what he might do with those dragonels.

“Very good, Captain. The Wolveswill be my dragonel corps. Carry on.” He saluted and dismissed Agitare, then turned
to the others. “ Shall we inspect the damage?”’

Four men advanced to take up Beal mot Tsuvo's litter. Snow crunched benesth boots as the small procession worked
its way into the outskirts of the city

Alexia had an abiding hatred for politics, but had to concede that it proved useful at times. As predicted, Alcidese
supply ships arrived a day after they’ d been sent for. Alcidese troops also arrived at the same time: the Alcidese
Throne Guards, the Queen’s Light Horse, and the Alcidese Iron Horse. Asthey disembarked, trumpets sounded and
blue banners unfurled, making for adisplay that swelled hearts and even rekindled lost hope.

The grandeur of the troops arriving was not lost on anyone, especially since the two thousand were being
supplemented by another three thousand marching up the coast road. Kings and queens were quick to make sure their
contributions to the fight would seem no shabbier, either in numbers or appearance. Jerana s contribution came first,
with two infantry regiments and two battalions of light horse. Other |eaders scrambled to get their troops moving, or
hired mercenaries and formed ersatz Foreign Legions right there in Narriz.

The scrambl e to produce troops and supplies became one of three sports that kept the politicians occupied. The
second was the hunt for the truth concerning Adrogans and dragonels. The Jeranese general’ s request for clarification
of the message sent had been seen as aruse at the start, but then General Caro sent a message stating unequivocally
that Adrogans did not have dragonels. Alyx knew he did, and could hardly imagine Caro lying to hisking, or being
induced to lie, so there clearly was some trickery involved. Everyone else in the town either thought Adrogans was
lying or telling the truth. As aresult, alot of words were wasted in heated arguments backed by no information at all.

The third game had al but been eclipsed by the first two, and that was the production of new Norringtons. While there
was till some effort being made to promote new candidates to fulfill the prophecy, the latter part of Will’slegacy fit

-0 well with the need to create military units that things got melded together. Just as Will had led the Freemen, new
Norrington candidates became the core of companies and legions.

Curioudly, only Scrainwood held his Norrington back. He' d sent for Bosleigh Norrington’s second son by Nolda
Disper. Whereas her first son, Kenleigh, did appear to be a Norrington, the second, Redgrave, did not. One look at him
left no question that he was his mother’ s son, with her blue eyes, white-blonde hair, and willowy form. His face,



however, had a pinched quality to it, and the light of intelligence burned dully in his eyes. She'd only seen him once
and found the youth apparently in awe of how a button fit through a buttonhole.

That Scrainwood didn’t advance his candidate loudly caused Alexia some anxiety. That show of restraint, as well as
his behavior in the Council, made her very uneasy. He was planning something, and she knew she’d not like it, but
exactly what he was planning she could not imagine.

That it would make trouble for Crow and the world, however, she was certain. Therefore, she was determined whatever
he was scheming would not come to pass.

Shelooked up from the pages of Crow’s memoirs and over at the man scribbling away at a desk near the window. “Do
you really think describing Scrainwood’ s eyes as being ‘tight set together’ iswise?’

Crow set hisquill down and smiled at her. “I would omit him if | could, but | cannot, so the truth will have to suffice.”
Alyx set the pages down on the bed, then dlid off it and crossed to where he sat. She stroked his white mane. “Leigh
really was like your brother, wasn’t he?’ The man nodded heavily. “Hewas. | had a responsibility to him and wasn't
ableto acquit it. You'll see, as | write, how brave he was.”

“1’m certain. Resolute has not changed at all.”

“He' sjust gotten deadlier.” Crow looked up and smiled at her. “All this was so long ago, and yet setting it down
bringsit all back. I’ve not thought on some of these things or these peoplein along time. Far too long.”

“Or, in the case of Scrainwood, far too often’” Alyx leaned over and kissed him. ” Sometime, when thisis all over, will
you dance with me as you danced the night you all went off on your first adventure?*

“Gladly, my love.” Crow dlid his chair back and gathered her in hisarms as he stood. “In fact, if | remember how the
tune goes, | could hum it and we could practice.”

She smiled, resting her hands on the soft doeskin of histunic, but before she could answer there came a knocking at
the door. Alexiagave him aquick kiss, then strode to the door and threw it open. “Y es?’

“Thisiswherewe d find Crow?”’

The man who spoke was the largest of the trio gathered at the door, and seemed larger still for being swathed in a
heavy coat and afurred cape of rough

manufacture. A furred hat he' d already removed, letting her see thick auburn hair shot with grey, and the evergreen
hue of the woolen scarf wound round his neck matched his eyes.

Behind him stood a slightly smaller man, and one who was younger, too, but had red hair and shared enough facial
features with the giant for her to image they were father and son. The third man, by far the smallest both in height and
breadth of frame, wore clothes far more fashionable and decorated with bits of ribbon. He leaned on a stout walking
gtick.

All three of them wore masks and the markings proclaimed them to be Oriosans. Alyx feared for a second that
Scrainwood might have sent them to kill Crow or steal his manuscript. Y et none of the men wore swords, and the long,
thick, canvas-wrapped bundle slung over the youngest man’s back hardly seemed athreat. Still, she’d have swung the
door shut in their faces and gone for her sword, save for the gasp from Crow.

“Kedyn be praised.” Crow’s voice shrank as thickness in his throat choked off hiswords.

The large man nodded, then looked down, almost embarrassed. “Been along time, Hawkins.”

“Yes, along time.” Crow left the table and thrust his hand at the giant. “1 never thought I’ d see you again, Naysmith
Carver! Welcome; comein.”

Nay took Crow’s hand and shook it heartily, then the two men embraced, Crow almost disappearing in the other man’s
grasp. Alyx took a step back, still surprised, for the Naysmith Carver she knew came only from stories Crow had told
and the pages of his memoirs. To her Nay was still ayouth, not a man of years with a son.

Looking past the Carvers, she smiled at the third man. “ Shall | assume you are Rounce Playfair?’

Rounce, whose brown hair had retained its color save for white side locks, limped forward and took her hand in his.



“And you would be Princess Alexia of Okrannel.” He kissed her hand. “An honor.”

She bowed her head. “The honor is mine. | understand that over the last quarter century, you have provided Crow
with agreat deal of aid, no matter the threat to you.”

The merchant shrugged as the younger Carver closed the door. “Fooling Scrainwood’ s agents was not difficult. Those
who were not stupid were smart enough to understand the value of a bribe.”

Nay released Crow and both men covertly swiped at tears. The larger man stepped aside, then grasped his son by the
back of hisneck and drew him forward. “ Thisis Borell, the youngest. He' s been a big help.”

Crow shook hands with Borell, then introduced Alexia. Both of the Carvers mumbled greetings and started to
genuflect, but she stopped them. It seemed to make them more uncomfortable when she began to gather chairs for
them to sit; but she bled the tension off by sitting first, then bidding them to join her.

Crow smiled as he looked at Nay and Rounce. “How are you come here? ‘tVhat have you been doing? Tell me
everything.”

Rounce laughed and unbuttoned his jacket. Hisleft leg remained straight, and he leaned his cane against it. “I’ve
given Resolute messages to pass along from timeto time. Hasn't he... 7

Nay snorted. “Would have been quicker to shout it into the wind than tell Resolute.”

Crow laughed. “I'm sure Resolute intended to pass all your messages on to me, but was waiting for an appropriate
moment. A moment of ease or peace, when home news would be welcome.”

Alyx shot him awry glance. “Isthere ever atime with Resolute that would fit that description?’

“No, and apparently that is the problem.” He smiled at her, then again looked at Nay. “Last | knew, you returned to
Vasnawith Leigh.”

“Yes. He never got right in the head. He knew you saved him, and he loved you for it. But the loss of hisfather, your
betraying the lot of them—that let him hate you. Scrainwood hel ped. Leigh took Nolda as his wife but wasn’t home
much. Wasn't ‘til the queen’s murder that he went full mad, though.”

Nay glanced left toward his son. “Maud Lamburn, you remember her, she married me. Five children, four lived. Her
sister May lives with us too. She married about the same time as Maud. Her husband ran off after ayear. Left her with
achild. Smithing was good enough to support us al. Borell has worked with metal since being achild and isvery
good.”

Crow smiled. “I can see you have your mother’s eyes.”

“Thank you, sir.” The man’s voice came softly and clipped the you.

The big man’s bushy brows arrowed together. “Where's Tsamoc?”

“Y our promise to him has been fulfilled. He kept me alive al these years and just aweek past, he saved dl of usat Vadl.
Leigh tried to bring a mountain down on us and the mightiest of the dragons. Tsamoc formed a great arch, holding the
roof of their chamber up. He is more magnificent now than he was at the bridge, my friend.”

The smith thought for a moment, then nodded. “Y ou’ re without a sword again, are you, Hawkins?’

Crow laughed. “1 am.”

Nay looked at his son and nodded. Borell picked up the parcel he'd carried, and with amurmured “Beg pardon,” hefted
it onto the bed. As he began to undo the ties that bound it up tight, Nay began to speak.

“Before leaving Fortress Draconis, all the pieces of Temmer were gathered. The hilt came from you. No one wanted the
other pieces, so they came back to Valsina. They got tucked away and there was no thinking on them for awhile. Then
the dreams started. Working away at the forge, someone would come up and say, ‘It'stime.” He' d pick a piece of the
sword out and we' d set to working.”

Nay’s green eyes glittered as they focused distantly. “ Just like that they'd



L

come. Odd lot, al, not sure why they were there. They’d just come, say it was time. There was no reforging Temmer.
Failed more times than worth remembering. When they came, when they made their pick, they made anew blade
around it. That worked."

Borell threw back the last tie, then unrolled the parcel. It contained four swords, with two hilts toward the head of the
bed and two toward the foot. Each had a scabbard and the hilts differed, with one looking much older than the others.

As Alyx looked at them, she felt adesire to draw one. Her hand started forward, but she stopped and caught Nay
looking at her.

“Forgive me, Master smith.”
“None needed. They're fated blades. Borell can explain best.”

The young man glanced at his father and swallowed hard. His voice started small, but grew more confident as he
hefted the first sword. “ Thiswas the first one. | weren’t but five years old when the wizard from Muroso comesto find
my father. Hull, his name was. They made this sword. Its nameis Heart.”

He set Heart down and picked up another, the one with the oldest hilt. “ This one came next. It's got Temmer’s hilt. It
was an elf helped make this one, an old elf who called himself Magarric. He said itsname is Alarien, which | guess
means ‘hand’ in Elfspeak.”

Crow nodded. “It means strong hand and protector. It's a grand title among elves.”

“Andthisisagrand blade.” Borell smiled as he set it back down. “| watched as they made it, with all the sparks and
magick. | got to help on the next one, when the urZrethi came to do his dream-bidding. He was called Bok.”

Alexiatiffed. “Bok? He's green and furry?’

Nay nodded. “Very gentle and a mage of the first order.”

“Bok?" She glanced at Crow, then at Nay. “He didn’t have a red-robed mage with him, did he?’
“Hecameall alone.”

Borell nodded in agreement. “He didn’t say too much, but spoke proper. | had to gather special wood to burn for the
forging, and other for making the hilt. | carved the pieces myself. He called this one Crown.”

The next sword he lifted differed from the othersin that it was a bit longer and decidedly thinner. “Thisoneis Eye. |
had the same dream my father did five years ago. A woman mage named Arimtara came that time.” Borell fell silent and
blushed.

“The boy was sweet on her.” Nay’s voice carried with it the indulgence of afather for a son’s youthful crush.
“Something odd about her, though. Strong as she was beautiful. Could have done the forging with her magick alone
save that she said Borell had to help. He did. They made Eye.”

Borell laid that blade down, then flipped open a small pocket that had been sewn into the canvas parcel. From it he
drew asmall, dagger-shaped amulet on asilver chain. “ After the swords there was only one little piece left. Another

wMan came, an old woman, must have been three years past. She was from Vilwan and helped shape this. She called it
Spirit and said it wasn’t much of a sword, but she wasn't much of amage, so it would have to do.”

Rounce shifted in his chair. “Orlawas the only one of these mages | happened to meet. | liked her, and was saddened
to hear of her death.”

Crow nodded. “ She was very special, and underestimated herself if she didn’t think she was much of a mage.”

The merchant sat forward and massaged his | eft knee. “ Just over amonth ago | learned you were in Meredo. | tried to
convince Nay that we needed to go and help you, bring you these swords, but he refused.”



Nay shrugged. “Wasn’t time. Three weeks ago adream came. Y ou said about Tsamoc and the arch. That was the
dream. Time to go was then. Rounce figured you would be here, so we set out.

“First time around Temmer was enough to cause Chytrine all sorts of hurting. Four times that and some, now.” His
green eyes dlitted. “ They're swords for heroes. Choose.”

Alexia drew back as he pointed at her. “ These are your swords to give, Master Carver. Y ou must have intended them
for specific people.”

He smiled. “ One was for Hawkins. Knew that all along. Thought one was for Resolute. That idea has faded. Thought
onewas for the Norrington, but not anymore.”

She started to tell him Will was dead, but the big man shook his head. “ The dream.”
Alexianodded, then looked at Crow. “Which is yours?’

The white-haired man smiled and reached for Alarien. As his hand closed on the hilt, what she had taken for old brass
glowed golden. Crow stood and unsheathed the gleaming silver blade. Elvish writing, washed in gold, writhed its
length, and seemed to shift and sway asif golden grass teased by spring breezes.

Heturned to look at Nay, with tears running down his cheeks. “Temmer was autumn, and its breaking was winter. This
is spring, with promises of summer.”

“Might have felt something like that in the forging.” Nay nodded solemnly. “Now you, Highness.”

She wanted to protest that she already had a sword, a very nice one, given to her by the urZrethi of Bokagul, but one
of these blades called to her. It wasn't the way a sullanciri blade had called to her. She’d wielded the blade once used
by Malarkex, and it was afoul thing. That sword had wanted her to be an agent of chaos and destruction. It wanted to
use her, not be used by her.

She reached for the first sword, Heart, and the moment her hand closed over the leather-wrapped hilt, she knew it had
been meant for her from the moment of itsforging. Three and a half feet long, with adlight curve at the tip, Heart was
both stout and light. Blood grooves ran the length from crossguard to six inches from the tip. There, both sides of the
blade had been sharpened, alowing her to thrust as well as stab.

As swords went, Heart had been made by a master who knew both his craft and what would be demanded of the
sword. Moreover, the magick in it bound the blade to her. It felt like a natural extension of her arm. She had no fear of
itsfailing her. For aslong as she lived, no other sword would she draw. That came to her in aflash, and the truth of it
made her tremble.

She bowed her head to Nay. “Thank you.”

“The swords choose their own. I1t’swhat is meant to be.” Nay stood and waved a hand at his son. “The others will
find their masters.”

Crow rested a hand on Nay’ s shoulder. “ Prince Erlestoke should see the blades. He' s a hero.”

“Arrangeit. Got the others all arranged, Borell?”

The young man slung the parcel over his back again. “All set.”

“Wait, you can't go yet.”

Nay looked at Crow. “Y ou’ re an important man, though many don’t know. Won't be taking up your time.”
“You'renot.” Crow frowned. “Nay, aweek and a half ago—even though it seems like months now—I spoke with my
brother, Sdllitt, for the first time since Fortress Draconis. The fact that | let everyone think | was dead, and that | didn’'t
try to talk to my family, had hurt him. He thought | didn’t trust him. When my father took my mask, | did stop trusting
my family, and that was wrong.

“Rounce knew who | was because | needed his help to search for the Norrington, and to make war on Chytrine. |
trusted him with that secret and | would have trusted you, but | was afraid what would happen if Scrainwood found

out.”

Nay shrugged. “Y ou had your reasons.”



“But | waswrong. | am sorry if you hurt when you heard | was dead. I’m sorry if you hurt now, thinking | thought so
little of you that | didn’t believe | could trust you.”

The large swordsmith shook his head and landed a hand on Crow’ s shoulder that staggered him. “No tears were shed
for you. Never believed suicide. When Crow tales started being sung, of Crow with Resolute, the truth was there. Fact
is, you are important.”

“But what's more important is spending time with friends.” Crow smiled. “Y ou must stay here, for dinner at least.
Scrainwood has Rounce' s estate, so you can’t go there.”

Rounce smiled. “He does have a point, Nay.”

“Y ou always were the smart one, Hawkins.” Nay squeezed Crow’ s shoulder and smiled. “We'll stay. The wife would
skin mefor impoliteif not.”

“Good, very good.” Crow smiled broadly. “We'll al get caught up. It'll be along night, but with friends, it won’t be
nearly long enough.”

Kerrigan remained wary of Rymramoch’s magick, but over the next three days he never found himself ambushed again.
He' d not liked being tricked, and that he had been tricked so easily hurt his pride. He struggled with putting all that
aside. He accomplished it when he drew two |essons from his disappointment.

The first thing he realized was that as much as Rym seemed to like him, and as much as he appeared to be
human—even though he was but a puppet—he was not human. Rymramoch and all of dragonkind had afocusin the
matter of the DragonCrown that differed sharply from that of humanity. They wanted the Crown destroyed and their
ancestors alive again when their Truestones were returned to them. Kerrigan could understand their goal and even
applauded it, but knew its accomplishment was not the same as the defeat of Chytrine. Dragons would take the Crown
from whoever offered it to them first.

The second perception that came to him seemed modest in comparison. Rym, the dragons, and even Bok had lived for
centuries and had understanding of magick, the world, and perhaps even fate that he did not possess. Kerrigan was
talented in the ways of magick. Everyone said so, and he knew it aswell. In the short time Rym had directed him, he
had grown incredibly, both in his ability to shape spells and his ability to fuel them.

But his talents with magick, no matter how they grew, could not confer upon him the wisdom that centuries of life and
experience would provide. Kerrigan knew he needed that wisdom, and to avail himself of it he had to trust others. Until
he made that realization, he had no inkling of how little he had trusted in the past.

Granted, his upbringing had not really been conducive to trust. As he looked back, he knew Rym’stake on hisrole at
Vilwan was correct. He had been shaped

as aweapon, but never had he been told that was his purpose. He certainly wouldn’t have understood the full import
of such athing, but there were ways he could have been informed and prepared to accept that role. Asit was, hislife
had been a continuous cycle of tutors and testing, with praise stinted and criticism in abundance. Despite his
performancein any trials his masters could devise, there was always alack of belief in what he could do.

His only recourse had been to manipulate his teachers, and he’ d learned to do that well. Manipulation, however,
breeds contempt for others. The only tutor he'd really respected—at least of those who taught him after he was of an
age to think for himself—was Orla. He' d not been able to manipulate her. She had aclear goal for him, to prepare him
for the war, and while she brooked no foolishness, she also praised him appropriately for his efforts.

Her, he trusted. Orla, as she lay dying, had told him to trust Crow and Resolute. Likewise, she'd told him he could not
trust Vilwan. She clearly knew their plans for him. She helped further those plans, but also tried to make him more than
some magick sword to be thrust into Chytrine's belly.

Rym’slittle ambush might not have inspired trust in anyone else, but it did in Kerrigan. Rym could have remonstrated
all day and all night about the need to be careful, but that simple demonstration brought the lesson home in painful
relief. It also started Kerrigan thinking about the links between various things, and how spells have effects on people
and items.

Kerrigan rolled up the sleeves on the brown robe he wore and looked at Bok. The urZrethi squatted in the corner of the
antechamber they used as a workshop, piecing together some odd device full of springs and gears. The urZrethi
shifted his hands and fingers into the tools needed to make things fit, and when that was insufficient, a small burst of
magick would light the project. Kerrigan had no idea what he was doing, but assumed that the device would be used



later in some sort of test.

“Bok, | need information.”

The urZrethi smiled and did not turn his head. “I’ m certain of that, Adept Reese.”

Kerrigan snorted, then wandered over and sat on the floor facing Bok’ sright side. “When | was at Fortress Draconis, |
placed a spell on one fragment of the DragonCrown. | modeled the spell on something Neskartu had created. That spell
killed my mentor, but the spell | created was intended to make Chytrine paranoid. | didn’t want her thinking clearly.”

Bok nodded. “ Y ou’ ve explained this before. It was a good plan. Anything more overt and she might have noticed. Do
you want to know how much it islikely to be affecting her judgment?’

“1"d like to know that, yes, but that’s not the main question | have.”

The urZrethi set the assembly of gears and springs on asmall workbench, but did not shift hislimbs back into their
normal form. “Chytrine is unique in many ways. Y our spell would have exploited a natural weaknessin her nature. |
doubt

it ishaving an overal effect, but it nudges and pushes from time to time. It isnot  if you have blinded her completely,
but asif the blues or greens she sees are

off."
Kerrigan thought for a moment, then nodded. Y ou do think it is having an
effect on her, though.”

“Y ou weave magick well, Adept Reese. | am certain it is effective.” He picked the assembly up again and began to
attach curved silver platesto it, shaping it into a sphere. “1s there something more?’

“Yes, but | don’t know how much you will tell me.”
The urZrethi’ s smile grew, splitting his thick, dark beard. “| havetold you | am her father.”
“Yes, and that you knew Kirun.”

“And it has only taken you eight days to decide you wanted to know about that?’ Bok laughed, then spoke to the air.
“Y ou thought he would be more impulsive, Master, but | told you he was patient.”

Kerrigan frowned. “1’m not playing agame here.”

Bok gestured with a hand that shifted from wrench to hammer. “Don’'t imagine that | think you are, Adept Reese.
Rymramoch and | merely discussed how soon you would ask after my past. That you have delayed thislong istaken
as agood thing. | would vouchsafe that if you'd not had an idea that could be helped by knowing my history, you'd
have refrained from asking even longer.”

“Probably.” Kerrigan shrugged weakly. The most persona discussions he’' d had were with Will, Lombo, and Orla, and
all three of them were gone. He didn’t think sharing confidences with them was what doomed them, but losing
someone he' d gotten to know still hurt deeply.

“1 shal tell you the story as | work, Adept Reese. If there are details | leave out, ask. When | hit upon what you need
to know, tell me, and | can save therest of it for another time.”

“I will.”

Bok smiled. “Rymramoch has told you that after the destruction of Vareshagul, all of urZrethi society changed. Many
males had been killed, so the survivors were in aminority. Women reshaped our society, deciding who would breed
with whom. Y ou saw, in Bokagul, that many urZrethi males are feeble of mind though strong of limb, and the coraxoc
often choose them for these traits. Males are not challenged or trained for much of anything beyond hard labor but, on
occasion, there is athrowback to the old times. | was one such, born almost eight centuries ago. In me was not only
intelligence, but the ability to work magicks.

“1 came from afamily of sorceresses and, being aquiet child aswell as precocious, | watched spells being worked. |
learned much quickly, but what | learned best of all wasto hide my abilities. Y ou may have thought my choosing to act



the simpleton beast was difficult, but it isthe earliest role | ever adopted.”

Kerrigan nodded. “Watching magick being performed is not learning the intricacies of it. | can’t imagine how you
mastered spdlls...”

“1 was fortunate. | had a sister who was very intelligent, but her magick abilities were weak. She practiced her lessons
hard, and found that if she could reduce things to the point where | would understand them, she could grasp them.
Daily sheimparted to me the finer points of thaumasophy. By the time two decades had passed and | wasto be
severed from the maternal community, banished to alife in the mines, | knew enough magick that | could have
challenged my grandmother in adud.”

“And that’ s why you are a Bok? Why you were exiled?’

The green sorcerer shook his head. “1 was not so foolish. | was quiet little Loktu, a dreamer. One day | wandered off
into the mountains of Bokagul and vanished. | made my way west and stowed away on a ship bound for Vilwan. | hid
out there, watching and studying, going unnoticed for the longest time. | wanted instruction, but there are urZrethi
Magistersthere and | knew they would object to amale of their race being trained in magick.

“Fortune smiled, however, when | encountered a young Magister named Y rulph Kirun.” Bok’s dark eyes glittered as
he fitted another plate onto his construction. “He was much like you in some ways—young and skilled, though he was
whipcord lean, with white hair and cobalt eyes. To look at him you' d think a stiff breeze could knock him over, but he
had the power to control hurricanes. He had an insatiable curiosity about everything, and saw that magick could make
so many lives better. When he found me he didn’t see an urZrethi vagabond, but someone whose potential would be
wasted if | were not trained.

“He hit upon an artifice by which | could prove my worthiness to be trained. He instructed me in some simple combat
magicks and | mastered them quickly. Kirun then set about spreading a rumor of a ghostly figure, tall and cloaked and
hooded, haunting the south end of the island. He said he would find this creature and bring it to bay. We played a
game, heand |, where | let myself be seen from time to time, building excitement, then he issued me achallenge. We
met for adud.”

Bok set the construct down again and shook his head. “In those days, Kerrigan, the wizards of Vilwan dueled
famoudly. The battle we fought lasted for over an hour, with spell being met by counterspell. A huge audience
gathered and were awed. I’ d shifted my shape, of course, to be tall and gaunt, and | remained hidden in a hooded cloak
and old robe. We unleashed lightning and hellfire, created phantasms that shredded each other, summoned creatures
not seen before and banished them to pits from which they had been drawn.

“And, finally, as we had agreed, we asked each other to hold. | said to him, ‘Y ou are the best of Vilwan and my master.
| would be your apprentice.” And he opened his armsto take in all the Magisters who had taught him, and said, ‘| am
but an apprentice here, mysdlf, but if my masters give me leave, | would happily instruct you.” ”

Kerrigan clapped his hands. “ The Magistersfell all over themselves to welcome you.”

“They did. There was protest when my true nature was revealed, but none could deny my abilities. Kirun put it simply:
| could be trained and thereby made useful, or could be released to whatever mayhem | could commit. Since the
urZrethi Magisters already knew any unsupervised male was a problem, they were forced to adopt the plan. Even so,
word was sent back to Bokagul and | was made Bok.”

“So you and Kirun were friends.”

“Very much so, and for along while—or long as reckoned in human terms. We were friends until the end, or close to
it.” Bok’sface closed. “Thisnext part | will tell because you will ask. It is not the whole cause of therift, but alarge

part of it. Kirun changed in little ways and became obsessed with things. His curiosity had led him to uncover
knowledge about the Oromise. At least, | think that is the truth of it because he became interested in the creation of
new life. At first it was ssimple. He used magick to do more quickly what herdsmen had done for centuries and bred
stronger, more desirable animals. To me, being urZrethi, that seemed the way of things and right. But Kirun took things
astep further.”

The human mage nodded. “1 know he caused matings between elves and araftii that produced the Gyrkyme.”

“Yes, and that experiment turned out well, al things considered. | did not know, until later, that the elves were
compelled through magick to couple with the birdbeasts. As | had seen males of my kind all but forced into stud
service, | am not certain | would have objected had | known. It didn’t really matter, though, because Kirun had worked
magick on me, too.”



Bok looked away and his eyes dulled. “Y ou know dragons can assume human form. The Gyrkymetell you that
Cross-species matings can be viable and even fertile. Kirun knew that dragons and urZrethi were mortal enemiesand |
think he made himself believe that we could find peace if there were someone to bridge the gap between us. Among his
friends was a dragon, afemale, who assumed human form. Sheand I... Chytrineis our daughter.”

Kerrigan's mouth dropped open. “A dragon and an urZrethi? But she appears elven...”

Bok closed his eyes, then shook his head. Slowly his body shifted its shape. He became taller and more angular,
supple of limb. Ears sharpened and rose through dark hair. Even his eyes grew larger and more elven. If not for the
malachite cast of his skin, Kerrigan would have taken him to be an €lf.

“Chytrine could appear to be anyone. She can even assume dragon form. There was a dragon at Porasena, in Alcida. |
believe that was her.”

“But if sheisadragon, why does she need other dragons?’

Bok smiled, but still maintained his elf shape. “Y ou saw Vrisuroel at Nawal. Sheis not nearly as powerful asheis. He
helped raise her and would destroy her if needs be.”

“Why doesn’t he?’
The urZrethi shrugged. “Hismind is his own. Let it suffice that he opposes her now, even if it isfor his own reasons.”
“Chytrine became Kirun's apprentice, didn’t she?’

“She learned much from him, and from me, and Vrisuroel and others. She hel ped shape the DragonCrown. She knows
more about its power and its abilities than anyone else.”

Kerrigan frowned. “ Y ou said that you didn’t think Kirun knew the Crown would let him control dragons, but that he
must have or else those abilities would not have been part of it. Could she have worked them into it without his
knowing?’

“Asyou worked the spell you did on that fragment?’ Bok’s face tightened as he thought, then he nodded. “Y es, that
could be one explanation.”

Kerrigan chewed hislower lip for amoment. “ All that you told me fitswith anideal have. | created a search spell that
can find fragments of the DragonCrown, but that’ s because | know their nature. More important than finding them,
however, isfinding her. From the fragment here, perhaps | can pick up a hint of her. And | can perhaps use atrace of
the spell that’s affecting her.”

Bok held up hisright hand. The thumb grew into a sharp thorn that he pressed to his own palm. “A drop of my blood
would give you half her nature.”

“That would be enough, | think.”

“Perhaps, but why take chances?’ Bok pointed deeper into the fastness of Vael. “Let us get something of her mother,
too, and make certain your spell will not fail.”

High up in the tallest tower Svarskya had to offer, General Markus Adrogans studied a map of the world. One of his
aides had retinted the nation of Okrannel red, asit had been represented on maps before Chytrine’ s forces had
destroyed it. The aide had also taken the liberty to recolor the whole of the nation even though the army had not
ventured into the northeast and had little intelligence about the situation there.

The possibility of an Aurolani force lurking on the Crozt peninsulawas but one of many things weighing on his mind.
Foremost among them was the political situation brewing in Narriz. Adrogans smiled, recalling Phfas' saying that
politics was not brewing but festering. He couldn’t disagree, but the methods he had for lancing that boil were limited.

His game of asking for clarifications had only bought him a couple of days. His denial of possessing dragonels had
not been accepted by the crowns. His alied commanders al brought to him messages from their leaders requesting
clarification of his denias. Like General Caro, they replied that Adrogans did not have them; but politicians are
naturally suspicious, so requests kept coming.

At least the way they are worded becomes more inventive and entertaining.

The crowns clearly feared his taking the dragonels and building an empire. It fueled renewed requests that he leave



immediately for Narriz. That would remove him as the head of his army and lessen the threat he represented. Asa
result he was under a direct command to quit Svarskya within a day to begin hisjourney.

He turned from the map and looked at his advisors. “In Narriz the situation as they seeit is simple: the Aurolani have
quit Okrannel, we have dragonels and are about to take over the world. This makes us a bigger threat to them than
Chytrine, even though she’ sfar closer to Narriz than we are.”

Turpus Caro clutched scarred hands around a tankard of steaming mulled wine. “King Augustus does not fedl that
way. | would guess none of the leaders who are facing her assaults directly see us that way, either. It’'sthe western
nations who fear us. Their effortsin the east are minimal, but if their fear makes them turn on Jerana, you would have
no choice but to move south and create the empire they think you intend to create.”

“A sdlf-fulfilling prophecy, yes.” Adrogans nodded slowly, then looked at the raven-haired elf. “ Mistress Gilthalarwin,
what do your leaders say in this matter?’

She shook her head. “We have no onein Narriz. | have sent discreet reports back to Loquellyn, but | have received no
reply. My leaders know we will not assist you in empire building, so the matter is a distraction they deem benegth their
notice.”

Adrogans accepted her words for their meaning, but the tightness in her voice suggested something was wrong. He'd
not been privy to her messages back to Loquellyn in the past, nor had he known the frequency of her communication
with her home. The fact that she’ d mentioned not hearing back he took as significant, but had no ideawhat it might
indicate.

Beal mot Tsuvo had been seated in atall, thronelike chair. “Y ou have liberated Svarskya. The Guranin Highlanders will
follow you and do what you bid. We do not fear your building an empire because the first two nations you would have
to subdue would be Gurol and Valicia. Both of them contributed to Okrannel’ s liberation and you would not dishonor
them that way.”

She motioned with the stump of her right arm. “A thousand more Highlanders have entered Svarskya, so our forces
swell.”

“1 know. Thank you.” The forces he had been given to win Okrannel’ s freedom had numbered six thousand. The
fighting had not been nearly as hard as it should have, but casualties and weather had cost him a quarter of hisforce.
Theinflux of Guranin volunteers and a thousand refugees from the lost city of Svoin had more than reinforced his

amy.

Thisinflux of people did augment hisarmy nicely, but did not represent the whole of his reinforcements. More Zhusk
came to the city, and while they appeared, like Phfas, to be feral creatures, they possessed great power. The Zhusk
allied themselves with elemental spirits called yrun. Phfas' union with air allowed him to perform miracles such as
stopping an arrow in flight, or triggering an avalanche. Phfas’ spiritual power mocked histiny physical form, but he
and the other Zhusk were invaluable to the army in too many ways to enumerate.

Adrogans himself knew the yrun well, for he was half Zhusk. Before the battle for Svoin he had undergone the rituals
that bound him to the yrun and vice versa. He had some command of air, earth, water, fire, and wood, but his mistress
was the yrun of Pain. Even as he stood there, he could feel her clutching him loverlike from behind, her talons sinking
into his shoulders and her razor teeth gnawing at his neck.

But that was a small priceto pay for what she gave him. Pain luxuriated in the misery of others, and through her he
could feel it aswell. When he pushed his awareness through her and into Crozt, he sought the sort of discomfort
armies know on the march and felt nothing. It heartened him, but did not make him believe the Aurolani had
abandoned Okrannel.

“Asyou al know, | have been ordered to leave Svarskyafor Narriz at this time tomorrow. The only caveat to the order
isthat, in my judgment, the situation here has to be stable.”

Caro shook his head. “Under no circumstancesisit stable.”

The Jeranese general smiled, but held up a hand. “1 appreciate your enthusiasm, and | agree with your assessment,
though | think you are defining instability a bit more broadly than our masters are.”

The white-haired man shook his head. “To combat foolishness, | would declare the situation unstable were there
nothing more sinister than snow drifting in the streets, but that is not what prompts me to make my declaration.
Captain Agitare has reported that they have hit upon a good formulation for firedirt. He wants to refineit, but heis



getting power equivalent to that of the Aurolani firedirt.”
Beal glanced over a him. “Why refine?’

“Thefiredirt the Aurolani left behind does not appear, according to what he and others can recollect, to have the
power of the firedirt used at Fortress Draconis.”

“Of course!” Adrogans clapped his hands. “ She did leave us the dragonels, but gave usinferior firedirt. It wouldn’t
matter when we chose to use the weapons against others who didn’'t have them, but matched up against her
dragonels, we would deploy too close and be smashed. That's why she felt safe in doing that.”

The Alcidese leader nodded. “ And the dragonels she would recover after a battle, thanking us for dragging them
along. She thought this out.”

Phfas hissed. “Nefrai-kesh did this.”

“True, Uncle, very true.” Pain clawed down Adrogans' chest, then raked her talons across his belly. Even if the goal of
the Okrannel campaign for Chytrine had been to give him underpowered dragonels, inflicting more damage on the army
that won them would not make them any less effective. In fact, had his army been more chewed up, his reliance on
them would have been far greater in anything he did in the future. Nefrai-kesh, however, had refrained from doing
maximum damage to the army, for reasons Adrogans felt would never be made clear.

Caro set histankard down. “Because we have uncovered her deception in this area, we have to assume it was meant to
[ull usinto afalse sense of security. We have to guard against immediate attack. For all we know thereis afleet
departing the Ghost March right now, or leaving Vorquellyn or even Muroso, headed in this direction. Moreover, if
Chytrine has agents in Narriz, she could already be aware of the orders that summon you there. She could target you
for

assassination or, worse yet, capture and convert you into one of her sullanciri. For you to follow the orders you have
been given would seriously jeopardize the war against Chytrine.”

Adrogans nodded in agreement. “All of us here—not just in thisroom, but in this city—realize we have a duty. Our
mission was to take Okrannel from Chytrine, but that was because it would hurt her efforts at making war in the east.
We still need to press her and cause her more problems. In agrand sense, the situation here is stable, and it isup to us
to makeit unstable.

“Our options here are very limited. Regardless of my refusal to travel by water, we have not enough shipsto move a
significant portion of our forces anywhere. If we are to do anything, it will be by land. Logically, we should go into the
Crozt region and secure it, which effectively wastes my army since the terrain there would allow small Aurolani unitsto
keep ustied up for along time. Those same units would be too small to lay siegeto areinforced Svarskya, especialy if
we have dragonels to discourage them.”

Beal nodded. “If we reinforce the old city’ swalls, agarrison of athousand should be enough to hold it against five
times that number.”

“Agreed, and that is the project | want you to devote yourself to. Until your arm and leg are prepared, you’ re not
going anywhere, and the best of the new troops we have are your clansmen, so the repair and defense of Svarskya are
now your responsibility.”

“Thank you, General.”

“Don't. It will be athanklesstask. At the worst Chytrine will send a dragon to melt the city and you'll al die. At best,
you'll die of boredom. The fact is, however, | need someone | can trust to do this. You'll also have Svoin volunteers
and the Okrans Kingsmen to help you. Any other refugees flooding in will be trained and you can release better units
tojoinus.”

Caro sipped hiswine, then smiled. “ Join us where?’

Adrogans sighed. “The war in the east consists of a strong push south and now southwest. Saporiciais going to
become the battleground because King Augustus cannot afford to wait for Chytrine to get south. If you look at the
Narriz harbor and draw aline east to Bokagul, you have the line Augustus must defend. The mountains and the ocean
secure his flanks.”

The elf frowned. “This suggests you think Oriosawill hold against her and not just let her troops wander through.”



“Augustus has to think that, too. We know that because he’ s not yet invaded Oriosa. He'll have forces on the border
to screen against that possibility, and Oriosa has to hold or become a battleground itself. King Scrainwood may be a
cowardly snake, but he does have a sense of self-preservation.”

Adrogans turned to the map again and the others gathered around, with the elf supporting Beal mot Tsuvo. “ So, we
have to guess at what Chytrine and Nefrai-kesh will do. Something you said, Turpus, about afleet gathering in the
Ghost March or on Vorquellyn makes me wonder. The conquest of Vorquellyn

was the greatest seaborne invasion the world has known and was wildly successful. Chytrine attempted to duplicate
that feat with the invasion of Vilwan. Its failure has undoubtedly led people to believe sheis not going to use the sea
anymore. Many would point to the fact that we shipped troops here for this campaign without opposition as proof that
she cannot rule the sea.”

The Zhusk shaman snorted. “ She wanted us here.”

“Exactly, so there was no reason she would harass us at sea. Thisis not to say she could not have done so, but that
she chose not to do so. And remember that Nefrai-kesh, when he was Lord Norrington, led awaterborne invasion of
Okrannel and did win avictory on the sea. He' s not afraid of shipping troops.”

Turpus set histankard down on Valicia. “A fleet in the Ghost March could land anywhere. Once the forces are locked
in battle in Saporicia, the fleet could place troops behind the lines.”

Bed’s blue eyes became dlits. “Y ou' re thinking tactically. Think politically.” She tapped her index finger on a spot
further south. “The Aurolani will sail down and take Ydlin.”

Her words camein a hoarse whisper that filled Adrogans' belly with ice, and Pain delighted init. A strikeat Ydlin
would cut allied forces off from their reinforcements by land. Oriosawould no longer be threatened by Augustus, so it
could go fully over to the Aurolani camp. Alcidawould fall and other nations would follow. Chytrine would conquer
them, or they would bargain with her as Scrainwood had.

Blood had drained from Caro’s face. “Do you honestly think she has afleet gathering in the Ghost March?’

“It'simmaterial. She did not lose al of her shipsin the Vilwan invasion, and she is using ships to supply troopsin

Muroso. We can and should assume they are shipping from the Ghost March. What | suggest we haveto do isto

move the bulk of our forces up and around into the Ghost March. We disrupt whatever sheis doing there. If sheis
preparing an invasion of Yslin, we do our best to stop it. If all sheisdoing is running supplies, we stop them.”

Caro nodded slowly. “Wereadlly can't tell the crowns of our suspicions about the Y dlin invasion, can we?’

“No.” Adrogans shook his head. “It’'s like the dragonels: it’'s a problem they cannot deal with. If they plan against it,
Chytrine punches down through weakened lines and it doesn’t matter. Some nations will assumethat Ydinisn't the
target, but that their own nation is, and they will stop giving troops and supplies, so the effort against her fails.”

Gilthalarwin raised an eyebrow. “Don’t you fear the fleet might sail up theriver to Lakadlin and destroy Jerana?’

“As much asyou fear it might land at Rellaence and destroy your home.” Adrogans sighed. “Being there to stop
Chytrine from attacking Jeranaor Loquellyn or Ydlin will not defeat Chytrine. Only one thing will. Just as she can strike
at our homes and make us fear, we can do the same. With every milewe

stab into the Ghost March, she has to worry about our turning north and bring ing war to Aurolan. The
leaders down south won't see it that way, so we must see it for them. We have to do what they will fail to
command usto do.”

Caro’'slipstightened into agrim smile. “ There are those who would consider this mutiny.”

“Yes, but they are the ones who wear the crowns.” Adrogans forced a brave smile on hisface. “We're the
ones who shed blood for the crowns and, at |east thistime, that makes for all the difference in the world.”

Alexialooked up from her placein the chair beside the fire as Crow entered their chambers. “ Snowing
again, isit?’ He nodded, shrugged off a heavy cloak, the shoulders of which had been dappled by snow,
“Not very much, but it's coming from the north, just like Chytrine’ s forceswill.” Crow glanced at the small
table beside her and the sheaf of paper stacked there. “Y ou read what | wrote today?’



“1 hope you don’'t mind.”

“No, not at all.” He frowned. “There were things I’ d not thought on for along time. That’swhy | went for
awak, and | guess | was out longer than | thought.”

The hesitation in his voice rasped against her heart. “1 didn’t realize that you and Seethe...”

Crow hung the cloak on a peg on the back of the door, then stood there, tall and strong-limbed, in fawn
leathers and brown boots. His white mane half hooded his face and weariness lined it. His hands gathered
at his belt, hisfingersinterlaced. He did not ook at her as he spoke.

“Seethe and | were lovers. She was beautiful, in the way that elves are al beautiful, and she had a vitality
to her that was beyond human. We were all embarked on a heroic quest, and she seemed very heroic.
Even so, she needed someone, much as | did. It would have been more remarkable that we did not fdl in
love with each other.”

Alyx nodded slowly and kept her voice barely above awhisper. “ She was the one Chytrine made into
Myrall’ mara?’

“YeS.”

Alyx recalled the first time she'd seen that sullanciri. It had been in Y dlin, when Chytrine' s creature had
organized a network of urchinsto search for Will Norrington. When confronted by the heroes who stormed
her headquarters, she

had made a grab for Will, but Crow stopped her. She bared her breasts and told him he could never stab her.
“In Ydlin, you would have killed her, wouldn’t you?’

Crow nodded slowly, but no words came for amoment or two. Then he looked up at her, his brown eyes glistening.
“She was not Seethe. She was as twisted as the children she had warped. | would have killed her. | should have.”

Alyx gave him asmall smile. “That was the first you had seen her?’

“Since leaving Chytrine' s sight, yes.”

“It must have been a surprise, and reopened awound.”

He raked fingers back through his hair. “A surprise, yes. And a reopened wound, too.”

“Twenty-five yearsis along time to carry that sort of burden.”

He shrugged uneasily. “ There were other things that made it secondary. After | was disgraced, my life was over. When
Resolute found me, he rebuilt me in hisimage. He made me Crow. Seethe rested with Hawkins, so was not much
revisited. There were timesit was a great comfort to imagine that Hawkins had never been, and that | was always just

Crow.”

Alyx straightened her legs, untucking them from beneath her bottom, then leaned forward with forearms on her knees.
“Was there no one for Crow?’

“What are you asking, Alexia?’

“If during the time you were Crow you were without love and companionship.”

Crow folded his arms over his chest. “Why are you asking?’

She nodded toward the papers, giving herself a moment for the lump in her throat to go away. “1 read there alot of
longing, about the joy of loving and being loved, and touching and being touched. | know you, Crow. | love you, and |
know the passions that run in you. That you could have gone so long without intimacy hurts me.”

He closed his eyes. “Resolute and | were at war with Chytrine and that was not an easy course. Our paths did run

parallel with others, here and there. There were women who offered comfort, seeking the same, but we knew there was
no future. Weeks, months, years off and on, here and there, | wasn’t always alone. Things would end because they



had to. No regrets, but some tears.”

He reopened his eyes and looked at her. “Until you, Alexia, | never wanted afuture. | never thought one was possible.
And now, here | am, in the twilight of my life, seeing what | missed.”

Alyx stood and walked to him. “But it was something you were not destined to have, Crow.”
“l guess not.”

“Until now.” She reached out and took his handsin hers. Wordlessly she led him to the bed and made him sit on the
edge of it. “1 am glad you were not denied companionship, my love. If | could, | would thank them for giving you what
no person should be denied.”

“Alexig I...”

She pressed afinger to hislips. “ Y ou need say nothing, lover.” She grasped the hem of histunic and drew it up over
his head and off. Bending over, with hands to either side of his hips, she kissed the trio of scars running from right hip
to collarbone. She kissed them gently, lingering for a heartbeat or two, her eyes closed. Up and up she moved, the hair
on his chest brushing softly over her nose and chin. When she reached his nipple, she kissed that more than once and
felt him dide fingersinto her hair.

His fingers tightened as he drew her head back and up. “Y ou don't have to do this, Alexia.”

“Silly man. | want to do this.” Her right hand came up to hold his head, and she kissed him quickly and fiercely. Her
lips pressed to his, then parted. Her tongue darted out, flicking against hislips and teeth. Her grip tightened on his
head, as his did, and she pressed him down onto the bed as their kiss deepened.

Alexia pulled her head up and smiled as she looked down at him. That he was handsome she would not deny, despite
the scars and white hair, the age lines at the corners of his eyes. To others that might have been all that mattered, but
to her it was an added benefit, for what she desired lay within. It shone through his brown eyes, and in his smile. She
could fedl it in how he touched her, hishand in her hair, the other at the small of her back.

She kissed him again, quickly, then buried her face against his neck. Her teeth grazed his flesh, then her lips closed on
it. She could fedl life pumping through the arteries there and feel muscles stretch as he tilted his head to give her clear
access. Even awhispered sigh thrummed against her lips. She sucked a bit harder, then pulled her head up sharply.

He gasped and she smiled before ducking her head to lick over the mark she'd left. As she brought her head up again,
shesmiled. “I love you, and | want our future. And | want you, very much, my husband.”

Crow smiled. “Our future, yes.”

Alyx dlid back off him until her feet were on the floor again. A hand pressed to Crow’ s chest prevented him from rising.
She tugged off his boots and stockings, then loosened his belt. She took her time dliding his trousers off, and kissed
him over the hipbone where the trio of scars descended and a more recent scar crossed them. Freeing him of the
trousers, she bid him get under the covers, then she quickly disrobed and joined him, lying side by side.

Shelet him gather her into his arms, pulling them tight together, belly to belly. His hair felt soft against her stomach
and chest and his arms strong around her. She sighed, closing her eyes, and nuzzled his neck again. “Make love with
me, Crow.”

“Yes, Alexia, yes.” Crow’s left hand came up as he pulled his head back. He tipped her face up and kissed her deeply
and passionately. His breath came softly on her cheek. Asthey kissed, she clung to him and, at her urging, he came up
and over her as sherolled onto her back. She tightened her embrace with a

hand at his neck, the other at the small of his back, then locked her ankles behind his knees.

As he entered her they began to move together in afluid dance. Sensations flowed over her in rising waves, the same
as the heat built between them. Her hips thrust to meet his, her hands stroked his back, then clutched and squeezed,
holding him tighter. He rose on his hands, arching his back as urgency increased. Kisses quickened, multiplied, their
bodies shifted and though each became inarticulate, they understood each other completely. Their ascent to their
mutual goal steepened as exertion coated their bodies with a moist sheen.

Then their passion exploded, the heat spiking, hearts racing, breath coming short and fast, even ragged. She dlid her
arms up around his back, tugging him down onto her. He resisted for a second, then his elbows bent and he covered
her. She tightened her embrace, determined to keep him there. She licked at his neck, at that mark, tasting the sweat



their pleasures had produced.

Alyx wanted to tell him how much she loved him, but words were till too far away. Love burned in her, making her
hold him even more tightly. She licked again at histhroat and could feel his heart beating as hard as hers. His
breathing made her smile, his scent filled her head, and for her not only did the world end outside their bed, she had no
need for it.

Crow came up on his elbows and tried to slide to the side, but she held him firmly. “I don’'t want to crush you.”
She shook her head. “Y ou are not, and | want you right there. For now.”
“For now?’

Alexianodded slowly. “There are other ways | want you, too. Most of al, though, | want you to know you are loved
and desired. That there were others to love you through the years makes me happy, but none of them knew you as |
do. None of them valueyou as| do.”

Crow smiled. “You think s0?’
“I know s0.” Sheraised her head and kissed him quickly. “If they had, they’d never have let you go.”

“Just aslong as you never let me go, that isal | care about.” Crow stroked her hair with a hand, letting his thumb
brush over her cheek. “Many have suggested I’ ve been very lucky to have survived thislong. That luck is nothing
compared to the luck of my finding you.”

“Not luck, Crow, fate. You're fated to see Vorquellyn liberated. Y ou have given your life to that task, and the world is
going to give you something back.” Alexialicked playfully at his neck again, then squeezed him with her arms and
legs. “Asfor your luck, lover, you might try pressing it just this once.”

“Y es, Princess?’

“Yes, hushand. | have you. You are mine, and | do not mean to let you go.” She smiled. “Tonight is our night, the
portal to the future. Come. Together we pass through it, and we shall never look back again.”

fT] wo things made sitting in the Oriosan delegation tolerable for Prince

Erlestoke, but only just. The first was seeing Cabot Marsham'’ s reactions to J. him. Over and over the prince caught the
odious little man watching him. When he did, he would smile sweetly, but always let ahand curl into afist or drop to
where the hilt of his sword should have been. Such things would always make Marsham blanch or fidget. Erlestoke
realized this was the rough equivalent of teasing a child, but he took some pleasure in it nonethel ess because the
frustration of naked, grasping greed is alwaysajoy.

The other thing was the new sword he’ d been given. Crow and Alexia had sent him a message and he’ d gone to their
rooms as soon as he was able. There he met a man and his son, a smith from Vasina. Erlestoke had never before heard
of Naysmith Carver, but his father had never spoken much of the first expedition against Chytrine.

The prince had found the smith to be a man of few words, but fewest among them the word /. That made him a
welcome relief from every minister and lordling infesting the capital. Nay’s direct manner reminded Erlestoke well of the
soldiers he’d commanded at Fortress Draconis, especially a meckanshii weapons-master who had been left behind in
Sarengul. The prince hoped Verum still lived.

Nay’s son had laid out two swords and the prince immediately found himself attracted to one of them. The longsword
had a thick forte to the blade, but tapered quickly to a sharp point for thrusting. The pommel cap had a crown shapeto
it, and leather wrapped the wooden grip. The crossguard was unremarkable save for two inch-long spikes at each end
running parallel to the blade.

Nay had explained how an urZrethi sorcerer named Bok had come and

helped him work the blade with afragment of Temmer in it. That news had given Erlestoke pause on two counts. He'd
met Bok at Vagl and thought him little more than an animal. The prince didn’t like deception and found himself
inherently not trusting the work done on the sword.

On top of that was the portion of Temmer that had been worked into it. The jagged fragment bridged both the forte and
more slender part of the blade for afoot and a half. UrZrethi runes had been worked around it and washed in gold,
making them match the crossguard and pommel. Temmer had been a powerful blade with baleful magick, but he feared



that less than he did his father’ s reaction to learning he possessed a sword with a piece of Temmer in it. His father had
remained convinced through the decades that, had Temmer been his, he would have been a great hero.

In many ways Erlestoke thought Temmer had worked its terrible magick on his father. Even without touching the
sword, his father had been broken by it. The sword made him realize how much of a coward he truly was, and he never
fought against that aspect of himself. His father would likely see the blade called Crown as meant for him, and away to
redeem himsdlf.

But despite his misgivings, Erlestoke had accepted and drawn the silvery blade. From the moment it slid free of the
scabbard, he knew it had indeed been meant for him. It fit his hand perfectly and he was able to whip it about with the
flick of awrist. The stout forte would permit him to parry much heavier weapons. The ease with which the blade moved
would wend it through guards, picking out weaknesses in armor, spilling blood, and ending the lives of those who
threatened the world.

The prince wished he could have worn the sword to the Council. Courtesy and custom allowed only King Fidelius to
wear asword, for they were in his capital. Decorum would permit him asingle knife asasign of his rank. Erlestoke had
chosen along and utilitarian one, which he had brought with him from Fortress Draconis. It comforted him to have it
tucked into a boot, and time after time he resisted the temptation to draw it and stab it into the table in frustration.

Y et another minister rose, this one from Helurca. He wore brightly colored silks of green and blue that mocked the
winter's howling. Erlestoke could understand the desire to dress gaily in the depth of winter, but in councils where the
fate of the world was being decided, it seemed quite inappropriate.

Then again, the prince reminded himself, the fate is not being decided here, just endlessly debated.

The Helurcan cleared his voice. “The people of Helurcawould also expresstheir alarm at the flouting of this council’s
directive by General Markus Adrogans. His blatant disregard for the command to appear here casts his previous
tacticsin their true light. We cannot trust what he has told us about the Aurolani threat to Okrannel. We cannot trust
what he has told us about drag-onels. Y es, we acknowledge that other nations have had their agents report back

alack of dragonelsin his possession, but how do we know he has not fooled them into believing he does not have
them?*

Erlestoke shook his head. The Helurcan minister had at least avoided the eruption of anger created when his Reqorese
counterpart had suggested the soldiersin Adrogans army had allied themselves with him and his fledgling empire.
King Augustus' response had been the most acerbic when he suggested that it was Reqorra’ s own weak sense of self
that made it possible for them to imagine others would not hold their nation above personal concerns. True to the
internecine squabbles that infested Regorra and spawned such suspicions, the delegation dissolved into a hissing
squabble that ended the minister’ s speech.

The Helurcan continued. “For all we know, General Adrogans has his troops on the march south. He could have told
those under his command that they would be coming to succor Saporicia. They would accept that explanation with
selflessness and good hearts, hastening on while he plotted to use them to further his own ends.”

With his nostrils flaring in disgust, Erlestoke rose. He felt Marsham clutching at his seeve. He looked down at the
grasping little man and Marsham recoiled as if stabbed through the heart. “I beg the minister’s pardon, but thisis
patent nonsense and born out of an utter lack of understanding of troops.”

The minister sniffed. “I know well your reputation, Prince Erlestoke, and meant to cast no aspersionsoniit...”

“Perhaps not, but you misunderstand the sort of men | have led. Y ou misunderstand those Princess Alexia has led,
that King Augustus commanded in Okrannel, and indeed those we are going to ask to fight for us here in Saporicia. No
soldier accepts selflessly the orders to march halfway across the world. They will grumble and cavil, amost as much as
you are.”

The bald Helurcan minister raised himself to hisfull height and let hisjowls quiver. “|I hardly think...”

“No, you don't think. At least, not like asoldier. They’ll follow Adrogans, but that’s because they trust him. He's
earned that trust. In taking Svoin and Svarskya he did what no other |eader has done, and with fewer casualties than
could ever have been imagined. When last you met in Y dlin and gave him that duty, none of you imagined he would
have gotten this far, this fast. He tells you he is moving his troops to continue the fight against Chytrine, and yet with
no evidence to the contrary and all evidence to support his claim, you find reason to doubt it. Y ou are being foolish.”

“So say you now, Prince Erlestoke, but your nation is not one facing invasion.”



Erlestoke rubbed his forehead with his left hand. “ Do you not see the map, Minister? My nation is on the forefront of
theinvasion. Chytrineis closer to Oriosathan Adrogans would be to Helurca for amonth yet, if he were heading
south.”

The Helurcan' s eyes hardened. “Y ou know your nation isin no jeopardy.”
The Prince' s spine stiffened. “Meaning exactly what, Minister?’

The Helurcan began to answer, but another voice, strident and furious, drowned him out. “Meaning heisafool, asis
everyone in this room, with an exception or two.”

Resolute strode into the middle of the chamber, shrouded in aragged cloak made of mottled gibberer scalps. Their
irregular shapes and bare patches reminded Erlestoke of charnel mounds strewn over the plains around Fortress
Draconis. Resolute's cloak had been fashioned from dozens of scalps, each one harvested after horrible fights.
Erlestoke felt certain they represented but a fraction of those he had killed in hislong war against Chytrine.

King Fidelius roused himself from his seat in objection. “ The Vorquelves have no standing here. Y ou will not be heard.
Y ou are out of order and shall remove yourself.”

“No, | will not leave, and | must be heard.” The Vorquelf’ s voice rasped roughly. “For over a century | have listened to
men debate about Chytrine and how she would be dealt with. My interest is obvious. Men saved me from the fate that
overtook my homeland. My kinsmen in the other homelands would not move against Chytrine to save Vorquellyn.”

He glanced around the room, his argent gaze sending atingle through Erlestoke as their eyes met. “ The other elves
think Vorquelves like me impatient, and | am. | will admit to wanting my home back, very much. But my desires are
greater now. They haveto be.”

King Scrainwood snorted. “Had you been with us a quarter century ago, we would not be in this predicament.”

“And had you a spine then, King Scrainwood, the same might be said. The future that would have come from either
one of those things is unknowable. The lessons drawn from that failure are inescapable. Without courage, without
determination, it will be asmaller council that meetsin ayear or adecade. So it will go until thereis no one elseto
meset.”

Resolute swept his cloak back, giving everyone full view of his powerful arms, decorated as they were with arcane
tattoos. “1 have listened for ages, but no more. Y ou debate issues that do not matter. Even you, Prince Erlestoke,
quibble over a point that isimmaterial. If Adrogansis marching thisway, for empire or succor, what doesit matter?
Neither will stop Chytrine, and stopping Chytrine is what must be done. To think about anything elseisfutile. Or,
worsg, it is completely irresponsible—more so than your predecessors were when they made Crow a scapegoat and
hid behind him from their worst nightmares.”

The silver-eyed Vorquelf pointed at Princess Alexia. “ At least they had some foresight. They had the wisdom to train
this woman in the ways of war. They envisioned her leading an army to defeat Chytrine. Y ou know of her battles. Y ou
know of her feats. She has not failed at anything you have given her to do, yet what do you do now? Y ou sit here and
argue over trivia matters when you should be arguing over who will give the most to her army.”

Ministers and rulers rose to object, and Resolute snarled. His right hand snapped into afist, then opened again. One
of the tattoos on his forearm flashed, then a gout of flame shot from his palm. The golden jet singed an overhead arch,
and the heat of it drove people back. Even Erlestoke raised a hand to shield hisface.

“You are not listening!” Smoke rose from Resolute’ s closed fist. “ There has been time for talking. Now isatime for
action. Every time you have acted in concert against Chytrine, shefails. If you lose sight of that, it is the ultimate
falure”

Grand Duchess Tatyana struggled to her feet and began speaking in alow voice that demanded attention. “These
councils have too long been without such cold reality. We, brothers and sisters, are given too often to deliberation of
no consequence. The reasons do not matter, and to discuss them would be to continue in that vein.”

“Asyou do now, witch.”

Tatyanaglared at Resolute, but the Vorquelf did not quail.

“Resolute isright. Alexia has been trained for alifetime to lead the army we will assemble. Our ministers can discuss
anything they desire, and likely will, but to us must fall the task of planning awar. A war that will destroy Chytrine. A



war that will liberate Muroso and Sebcia and even Vorquellyn. As my nation has been saved, so should all nations be
saved.”

Tatyana's declaration ended and silence descended in the chamber. Resolute’ s words had brought a blush to
Erlestoke’ s cheeks, and he was not alone in feeling embarrassed. Tatyana, in turn, offered those assembled the chance
to abandon, at least for the moment, the petty squabbles that had defined their discussions thus far and move toward
the grand goal of their common salvation.

King Fidelius, who had retreated to his seat with Resolute' sincendiary display, again rose. “There is much wisdomin
what has been said here. With due deliberation...”

Resolute spun, his mangy cloak swirling out. “With due deliberation there will be no more Saporicia. Y ou must act
now. Plans must be made and the army must move. By the new year, the expeditionary force must be headed north.”

“But that is only aweek hence!”

Resolute nodded. “Y es, Highness. Ten days. They could be the final ten days your nation knows. Is that what you
desire?’

“No, of course not.”

“Good, then do what must be done.” The elf opened hisarmswide. “ Lead! Demand plans be drawn, now't Giveusall a
reason to celebrate the new year. If you don’t, we'll just remember it asthe last year.”

Alexiafound herself rising with the others to applaud Resolute. Sour disdain twisted his features, but Alexia shook her
head when he looked at her. His expression lightened just alittle, but the set of his shoulders and the tightness of his
jaw betrayed his true feelings. Resolute shrugged, letting the gibberer cloak cover him again.

She moved from the Alcidese delegation and reached him first. “Y ou were very eloquent.”

His silver eyesremained cold. “I waslessso in Y din when Crow was ayouth. Look what happened.”

“Do you fear the same thing will happen now?’

The Vorquelf shook his head. “No. Y ou will not let that happen. | saddled you with the responsibility.”

Alyx nodded. As he'd spoken, he' d defined her as a weapon that had been shaped to oppose Chytrine, and she could
see how that message would resonate with those gathered. That had been the goal of those who agreed to let her
remain with the Gyrkyme. They provided her tutors and training. King Augustus had then provided her with troops
and had seen to her gaining practical experience as aleader.

Resolute’ s words had reduced her to an object, but she knew the Vorquelf knew better than that. At onetime she
would have agreed with his characterization and even thought there could be no higher praise, but she had grown
beyond that now. A mere weapon couldn’t accept the responsibility he' d directed toward her.

A hand gripped her left wrist tightly. “It isasthis one has said, Alexia. Y ou will lead the world to victory.”

Alyx looked down at her great-grandaunt. “ Thank you for supporting him, Aunt Tatyana.”

The old woman looked up at Resolute. “1 have waited along time to hear another refugee speak the truth.”

Resolute’ s eyes hardened. “My truth is different than yours. Y our nation is

free”

“Not aslong as the Nor' witch exists. She can threaten it at any time.” Tatyana squeezed Alyx’swrist again. “In your
planning, this must be taken into account. Adrogans must be made to hold Okrannel free. Y ou see the wisdom there.”

The vehemence hissing through the old woman’s words sent a shiver up Alyx’s spine. That Tatyana wanted Okrannel
to remain free was not in doubt. Alyx suspected, however, that her great-grandaunt wanted to make certain that
Adrogans dragonels would remain in Svarskya. Suspicious as she is she assumes he has them, therefore she wants
them. Alexia sighed, knowing the old woman was not alone in her desires, and that many would bring similar
considerationsto Alyx as campaigns were planned.

“1 do, Aunt Tatyana, and will bear it in mind.” With atwist of her wrist, she freed her arm. “ Thereis alot of work to do,



and | should be about it.”

“Of course.” The old woman clutched her hands together. “Y ou will have my full support. Thisis the outcome long
dreamed”

Alyx had to smile. None of the interpretations she' d ever heard bore any resemblance to the reality of how her nation
had been freed. She wasfairly certain that Tatyana had worked diligently to find portents in the book, and probably
had circulated rumors through the exile community.

And now she is counting heavily on my dreams. Alyx had told the Crown Circle of avivid series of battlesin Saporicia
and Muroso that shattered the Aurolani forces and sent them scurrying home. She didn’t recall mentioning a coalition
force or other leaders or any of the details that were likely to emerge from the meetingsin Narriz, but she was certain
confirmation of all of it would be found in the Book of Dreams.

Gasps sounded from behind Alyx and she turned quickly, only to see Peri land in aflutter of wingsin front of her.
“Y ou must come now, sister.”

Alyx looked at the Gyrkymewarrior. “1 can’t. Thereis so much | have to do now. Could Resolute... 7’

Peri shook her head. “ Crow sent me.”

“Did something happen? I's he hurt?’

“He' sfine, but you have to go to your chambers now.” Peri grabbed her by the hand and led her through the crowd.
Resolute followed in their wake. Those military advisors who had been headed for her instead redirected themselves to
King Augustus or Prince Erlestoke. Alyx wasn't sureif it was Resolute brooding behind her, or Peri’sraised talons
that cleared the way, but she was grateful for either.

The trio hurried through the castle and reached the tower. Ascending swiftly they entered the chambers and Alyx's
heart caught in her throat. Crow sat in one chair beside aroaring fire. Opposite him, still huddled in athick cloak over
begrimed red riding leathers, sat afiery redhead wearing a purple mask. Her hands were wrapped around the barrel of a
steaming tankard.

“Sayce, when did you get here?’

The young woman looked up, then rose. Crow took the tankard from her before it could fall from her hands. Alyx
advanced, meeting the smaller woman halfway and embraced her tightly. Sayce’ s hands tightened on Alyx’ s tunic and
tremors shook her.

The Murosan Princess pulled back a bit, chewing her lower lip. “No one will tell me where Will is. They just say he
didn’t come here with you. Where is he?’

Alyx looked at Crow, but he shook his head. “ She was frantic when she got here. | calmed her down as | sent for you.”
“1 understand, love.” Alyx hugged Sayce tightly again. “Will isn't here, Sayce.” As much as Alyx knew the young
woman had to hear that Will was dead, Alyx couldn’t force the words out. Sayce was carrying Will’ s child and loved
him deeply. To tell her would be cruel... but not to tell her ...

Resolute rested a hand on Alyx’ s shoulder, then pried the two women apart.

“Resolute, no.”

The Vorquelf looked at Alyx and shook his head. “The sword Will gave me carrieswith it grave responsibilities. Thisis
one | accept.”

Sayce looked surprised, then a bit afraid, but she let Resolute steer her back to the chair by the fire. “What isiit,
Resolute?’

The Vorquelf dropped to a knee and took her handsin his. “Y ou are carrying Will’ s child, aren’t you?’
“How did you know?’
Resolute’ s expression remained tight, but not grim. “Princess Alexia knew. She brought us the happy news at Vael.”

“Does Will know?’



“Do you think we could have kept it from him? He was overjoyed when he heard.” Resolute swallowed hard, his voice
remaining full with only ahint of strain. “That news completed a process in Will Norrington. When Crow and | found
him, he was a lawless boy. He looked at responsibility the way he looked at the law. He sought to avoid both.
Gradually he came to accept that he was the Norrington. He accepted that he was part of something larger than
himself. Y ou saw him take responsibility for the Freemen in Meredo. Had you seen him with our raiding force, and the
way he defied adragon in Sarengul, you would have seen that process almost complete.”

“Will defied adragon?’

“Yes, and in the same way he saved your life in Bokagul, he saved all of us from dragonfire. He saved a portion of the
DragonCrown. He went to Vael to argue against his father for dragonkind to join usin opposing Chytrine.”

Resolute squeezed her hands, holding on tight to them. “Until he learned you . ried his child, he was accepting the
responsibility he'd been given for others. Y our child made him complete. Y our child gave him afuture. His purpose
always wasto defeat Chytrine, and he was bent on it because of the prophecy, but at last he could see beyond the
prophecy and that completed him.”

Sayce listened carefully and nodded solemnly. “ So, where is he? Did the dragons require he remain on Vael 7’

“His duty required that.” The Vorquelf hesitated for a moment. “Nefrai-laysh attempted to murder a dragon. Will
prevented that murder. It cost him dearly. It cost him hislife.”

The snap of thefire filled the silence. Sayce’ s mouth opened soundlessly, then she slumped back in the chair. She
tugged her hands free of Resolute’s and covered her face. Her whole body shook and tears rolled from beneath her
mask to fall from her jaw and spatter her leathers.

Alyx started forward, but Resolute held up a hand and stopped her. She glared at him, angry that he would not let her
comfort Sayce. She was almost as angry that he had so effortlessly lied to her. Alexia had not shared the news of
Sayce's condition with Will. Resolute was probably correct, that Will would have been happy with the news, but a
conversation he' d had with Alexiaindicated that the opposite was just as likely. Resolute had not lied about Will’s
maturity, though, and she hoped that it would have made things turn out as Resolute described them.

The Vorquelf rested his hands on Sayce' s knees. “Listen to me, Princess. Y ou and your child are Will Norrington’s
future. He was willing to sacrifice himself to thwart Chytrine so that you and his child would thrive in aworld without
fear of her. All of us are determined to see that future become true. We need you to be part of our effort. When Will

saved you—when he loved you, when he made a child with you—he bound you to us. And us to you. What seems an
end now is a continuation. If you are with us, we cannot fail.”

Sayce lowered her hands. Red rimmed her blue eyes and tear tracks still glistened on her cheeks. “1 love Will
Norrington. | would follow him anywhere. Whatever must be done, will be.”

Resolute nodded once, then stood. Alexia stepped in and dragged Sayce up into a hug. Peri moved behind the
Murosan Princess and likewise embraced her. Alyx and her sister hung on tightly as Sayce began to cry again. They
pressed in close, holding her until the tremors had subsided into quivers. They eased her onto the bed and, mercifully,
deep claimed her.

Alexia pulled Resolute out of the room. “Why did you lieto her?’

“Not for the reason you think, Princess.”

“What reason would that be?’

Resolute lifted his chin. “ Y ou think | manipulated her with alie so | would have my own Norrington to use. Y ou know
I"d told Will that if he did not suit my purposes, I’ d have him getting children on women so there would be one

that would suffice. Y ou’ ve been steeped in aroom of politicians. They lie, so you assume any lieis political.”

His assessment tightened her stomach. “Why did you do it, then?’

“For her. For Will.” The Vorquelf folded his arms over his chest. “In her grief she would have been a pawn. Now she
has focus. She knows Will died to save her and her child. Sheis bound to us, now, as a group. She will seek counsel

from us. Will you lead her wrong? No. Nor will Crow nor |. We will shield her from those who seek to manipulate her.”

“We can't let anyone know. That isthefirst line of defense.”



“1 agree, Princess, but | also know secrets have their own power. This one will not remain hidden.”
Alyx nodded. “What did you mean when you said you lied for Will?

Resolute smiled ever so dlightly. “Will had nothing but contempt for those who would use him. He would not want his
child used. | do not believe shewill be.”

“She?’ The Okrans Princess gave him ahard violet stare. “What do you know, Resolute?’

He thought for a moment. “Prophecies, Princess, are aways open to interpretation. Y our aunt does it freely. Nuances
of the Norrington Prophecy in the original Elvish are indefinite about the gender of the Norrington. Since Will was
male, that left other possibilitiesto be explored.”

“Y ou expected he would father a child?’

“You already know | did not rule that out.”

She frowned. “Did you know of hisliaison with Sayce?’

“From the moment he stopped talking about her, yes.” The Vorquelf tilted his head to the side. “ This surprises you?”’

“That you didn’t do anything to stop it. With the creation of a child, Will might have been stripped of whatever he had
in being the Norrington. Y ou should have guarded against that.”

“I aman agent of that prophecy, not its master. | can only react, not control.” He pointed to the closed door. “As|
reacted there, in speaking with Sayce. It was a duty demanded of me.”

Sayce dept until early evening, at which time she supped on soup and bread. As she ate, she told them of her last
daysin Muroso. As she was preparing to lead the troops in Nawal south in aflanking attack on the army besieging
Caledo, she received an urgent message from her father, King Bowmar. There was no holding the capital, so he had
ordered an evacuation. Her brother, Crown Prince Bowmar, was to |lead the retreat southwest to Zamsina and make a
stand there. She was to race along the coast road, gathering up all the people she could and bring them to Saporicia.
“1 did the best | could to fulfill my command. | sent heralds ahead to prepare

the people, but they were not ready. Overburdened carts, the sick, the old.” She shook her head ruefully. " Theroad is
littered with the dead, all staring barefaced. There was no cart, no family, not bearing at least one life mask of someone
who died in the evacuation.”

Alyx, sitting on the edge of the bed, patted her knee. “What news of your brother? Y our family?’

“My father died in Caledo. So did many others. My father engaged in magick duels with many of the kryalniri and
slew all but one. Taking Caledo was not without cost for Chytrine, but survivors we met on the Zamsinaroad told of
waves and waves of gibberers pouring over walls that dragonels had shattered. The white city of the plain is now the
color of blood. Where it once was proud, it is now like a mouth full of broken teeth.

“My brother did make a stand at Zamsina, but all messages from him ceased two days ago. | am left to assume heis
dead aswell.” Shetouched her mask. “1 will have to be notching this mask. As nearly as| know, | am the last member
of theroya house till alive.”

Alexiasmiled. “Then there is hope for Muroso yet.”

Sayce' s head came up. “Do you think they sent me out because they knew | was pregnant?’

“1 don't know, Sayce.” Alexia shrugged. “Will had confided in me concerning his feelings for you. In Nawal you were
sick in the mornings, and | drew a conclusion.”

“On that, you told Will | was carrying his child?’
Alyx nodded. “It never occurred to me that there might be a mistake.”

Sayce smiled and patted the hand on her knee. “I'm glad he knew. I'm not sure | believed it from Resolute, but | know |
can trust you, Alexia.”

“It is always my hope that you can, Sayce.”



“1 do and will.” The Murosan Princess smiled. “Unless someone else comes to claim the throne, | will exercise my right
and place al my troops under your control. Y ou will find no more determined fightersin the world.”

“I' know. Thank you.” Alyx sighed. “With them, we have avery good start. We'll free Muroso.”
“And avenge Will.”
“Yes, Sayce, and avenge Will.”

Kerrigan's eyes burned, less from fatigue than the vapors deep in Vagel. After Bok had made his suggestion that they
locate Chytrine’ s mother and draw a magickal sample from her, they set about getting permission to do just that.
Rymramoch agreed with the request, but Sarealnya’ s family did not. At least, not immediately—and without their
agreement, locating her would be all but impossible.

Sarealnya, asit turned out, had donated her Truestone for the DragonCrown. Some inquiry informed Kerrigan that she
had produced the yellow stone, which made it al the more important for him to have accessto her. He'd cast aspell on
the yellow stone that, he hoped, had been triggered by Chytrine. He was counting on using traces of that spell as part
of the spell that would locate her.

Prior to getting permission, Kerrigan worked on refining the spells he would need to cast in his hunt for Chytrine. The
actual searching spell would check everyoneit met against alist of criteriato determineif any of them was Chytrine.
He ordered the criteria, starting with the traces of his spell, since that would be the easiest to reject and since he could
easily define it. After that he would check for impressions of Bok and Sarealnya—provided he could get the
information he needed about her.

He had to make other adjustments to the spell, and realized, as he worked, that he had been very lucky in the past
since he had not been cautious. When his spell found a match, it triggered a pair of “heralds.” Those spells shot out
north and south of the target, then angled home to Kerrigan and informed him of their success. Through simple
triangulation he could determine where the target had been at the moment of discovery.

The problem with that set of spells was that, as with the sphere, they were linked directly to him. A sorceress of
Chytrine' s abilities could easily analyze one

of his heralds and trace it back to him. The little demonstration Rymramoch had given him would be nothing compared
to what Chytrine would exact in retribution. He needed to insulate himself from her revenge. He a so needed to make
sure she could not react quickly and kill the heralds.

Hisfirst refinement to the spell wasto increase the number of heraldsto afull dozen. They would shoot off in all
directions, including up and down, before turning to report their success. Some he made very powerful, and very likely
to attract her notice, while others he kept humble, so they might escape to report. If she figured out what the spell was
and managed to kill some of the heralds, she might just think she got them all.

Then, instead of having them return to him, he designated fixed targets for them to head toward. There they would
trigger other heralds who would then head directly for him. He could have continued linking spell to spell to spell to
distance himself yet further, but he didn’t like the delay in reporting that would result. Some risk was unavoidable, and
he accepted that.

When Sarealnya s family agreed to show him where she lay, they sent a great-granddaughter of hers, Arimtara, to lead
him. Arimtara had shifted her shape to appear human, but her attempt fell shy of perfection. Kerrigan could not tell if it
was deliberate or not. She towered over him and was hairless, with ears closer to the sharp shape of an elf’sthan a
human’s. The sulfuric color of her irises was quite remarkable, but the way golden highlights swirled through them had
ahypnotic quality. Broad-shouldered and thickly muscled, she wore aloincloth, sandals, and a studded |eather jerkin
that covered her upper arms and breasts, but not much more—and Kerrigan could not tell what creature had produced
the leather.

At the head of asmall company of thralls, Arimtara brought them down deep into Vagl, through narrow passages with
rough walls. Noxious gases made Kerrigan light-headed atime or two, but she and Bok carried him out of danger. The
dragons and Rymramoch suffered no ill effects from the gases. If Bok even noticed them, Kerrigan couldn’t tell.

Finaly, they reached a small hole Kerrigan could barely squeeze through. He did manage it, however, then
straightened up in atall, humid cavern. Puddles dotted the floor, and in the center of it lay a huge dragon with her
wings furled and her tail curled around to cover her foreclaws, looking very feline.

Well, feline until you look at the head. Sarealnya boasted three pairs of horns, the last and largest of which spiraled



back from her crown. A bit of fang showed at the edge of her mouth. Any single scale of her muzzle, delicately
patterned and arranged as they were, could have served asawarrior’s shield and covered him from ankle to throat.

Bok perched himself on a stalagmite, shifting his hands and feet for agood grip. His form rippled for amoment with a
shiver. “It makes sense she chose this place.”

“Yes, sheloved it.”

Kerrigan dmost asked why, then invoked a simple dracomagick spell Rymramoch had taught him. Dragons had an
ability to read the impressions and resonances created by items through the passage of time. Looking through a
dragon’s eyes, the cavern came aive with stone flowing from stal actites to stalagmites, dancing in the pools.
Stalagmites, in arainbow of hues, reached upward and glistened with the mineral wetness that made them grow.

“Thisisavery beautiful place.”

Arimtaralooked at him asif he were watching the dawn and telling her what the sun was. “Get what you have come
for.”

Blushing, Kerrigan made his way to where the dragon lay and approached the tip of thetail. Ideally he'd have liked a
fragment of scale, but he'd agreed not to disturb her. It was believed that the dust that had gathered on her would
have been connected to her for long enough that, according to the Law of Contagion, there would be traces of her
essence that he could use.

He quickly gathered dust into a small pot, then cast a preliminary diagnostic spell on it. It would determine the strength
of the essence and let him know if he needed to gather more dust. The results came back instantly and he frowned.
“Thisisn't going to work.”

The puppet wandered over. “What is the problem?”’

“The Truestone is an embodiment of the dragon’s soul. It is the source of its essence. Without it being present in the
body, those things close to the body don’t pick up an impression. While the wood of your body would be strong for
your essence, Master, | doubt | would gain much of anything from the dust on your dragon form.”

“Thisisnot good.”
Kerrigan shook his head. “No, but there could be another way.”
Arimtara strode over quickly. “The agreement was that her form would be | eft undisturbed.”

“I' know, | know.” Kerrigan set the pot down carefully. “Y ou said she loved this place. Seeing whet little | did, | did
gain someimpressions of her. | think | could use them. I'd have to cast the spell here to make it work.”

Rym'’ s face oriented toward Arimtara. “Would that be acceptable?’

“Yes, but be quick about it.” Her expression darkened. “ There have been incidents nearby and | do not want to linger
here.”

“I'll work asfast as| can.” Kerrigan lowered himself to his knees, then sat. He slowed his breathing and did what he
could to order his mind. He let the plink of water into a puddle become his focus, then he used the dracomagick to
push into the room and peel time back. Layers evaporated as he went, the centuries eroding, until he found himself
watching the day the magnificent yellow-gold dragon entered the cave. The entrance had been much larger then, but
with the flick of atalon she cast a spell that shrank it to its present tight dimensions. She settled herself. Her scaled
flesh rippled with muscular tremors, then she laid her head down and appeared, for all intents and purposes, to go to

deep.

Kerrigan latched on to the sense of peace she exuded and began his weaving. He used knowledge of the spell he'd
cast on the DragonCrown fragment to embroider that peace. The intent of the spell certainly contrasted with it, but the
two elements still wound round each other with an aimost playful ease.

Then he turned his attention to Bok and cast a diagnostic spell. In the blink of an eye he got al the information about
Bok he could possibly use. Some he discarded as extraneous, like age, but other bits he selected and twined around
his previous work. He used Bok’ s threads to tighten everything down into aroiling ball of blue, with gold and black
counterpoints pulsing through it.

That ball was his model for Chytrine, and with it in hand, he prepared to cast his search spell in awide arc. He heard a



pounding in his head, but banished what he assumed would be a terrible headache. He pushed past it and dipped into
the grand river of magick. He teased atrickle into his spell matrix and quickly the spell took on alife of its own.

Locating Chytrine would be no easy task. Kerrigan supposed she would be in Aurolan, but Bok had mentioned her
appearing in Alcidato destroy atown called Porasena. Facing northeast, Kerrigan swung his open palms as wide as he
could, releasing the spell over an angled line running west-northwest from Vael, and again south-southeast. If she
were anywhere from Y dlin to Okrannel, the spell would betray her presence.

The spell expanded out and away, leaving his flesh tingling. He shook his head and heard the pounding renewed.
“What' s happening?’

Arimtara snarled at him. “ Cast more quickly, manling. They know we're here.”
“Who does?’ Kerrigan rocked and tried to get to hisfeet. “I'm done with the casting.”
The female dragon pointed them back toward the entrance. “Then movel”

Rymramoch came on in a clatter of wooden limbs, then Bok grabbed the puppet and slung it onto his back. Kerrigan
started to move after the urZrethi, and Arimtara shoved him roughly in the back. “Hurry.”

Thethralls had aready headed toward the entrance. The one nearest it screamed and reeled back. To Kerrigan it
looked asif he had suddenly grown agrey beard. The thrall tore at the thing biting at his throat, ripping it free, and
smashing it against a stalagmite. Blood ran down his chest, but already two more of the small creatures had attached
themselves to his thigh and belly.

More poured through the entrance in agrey flood. They looked nothing like any beast Kerrigan had ever seen. They
hopped like rabbits, but had a bristling mane over their shoulders and skull. Needle-sharp teeth filled their jutting
muzzles and the forearms, which appeared spindly, sprouted talons. The tail reminded him of arat’ stail, save that it
had awhip’s suppleness and ended in around brush of fur with the same sort of stiff quillsin it asthe mane.

“Gvakral” Arimtara pointed past Kerrigan. “They’ Il make ameal of your soft flesh in seconds, and these are the small
ones.”

Thralls pulled back, their hands full of quills, their flesh scratched and torn. The gvakra snarled and yipped as they
came on, darting and leaping. Some made grazing attacks, opening little wounds, while others went for the kill. The
thralls ripped them free, crushed them, and pitched them aside; but always more came, and they began to get larger.
The smallest had been sent through to open the hole, and the bigger ones—the size of alarge dog or small pony—"t
squeezed through.

Arimtara growled deeply enough that athrum sent icy echoes through Kerrigan as he watched the thralls begin to fall.
“I haveto kill their lead—"

Her comment ended abruptly. Kerrigan whirled. A giant gvakra, ghost white, had entered the cavern from some
entrance lost beyond Sarealnya s body. Twenty feet tall if aninch, it had wrapped one hand over Arimtara’ s head and
lifted her bodily in the air. Her hands clawed at its wrists, tearing out bloody clots of fur, but even as she hurt it, the
gvakra's forearm muscles bunched.

It'1l crush her skull!

Panic flashed through Kerrigan, jolting him and puckering his flesh. Thralls screaming and the high-pitched yips of
dying gvakra pounded at him. Off to hisleft the wave of small creatures had reached Bok. Several had already torn
Rymramoch off him while the urZrethi shifted his skin into spiked armor and his hands into short chopping blades.

Kerrigan wanted to wail, “Not again!” but the words never left his mouth. His fear was for hisfriends and alies, not
himself. That core of courage rose through the anxious ocean roiling inside him and became an island of strength. Not
again, if | act!

Hisright hand came up in agesture, casting aspell he knew very well. The spell hit the titan in the right shoulder and
elbow, twisting its body around. Kerrigan smashed the monster’s elbow against the stone dragon’s snout. The joint
shattered and, better yet, bone shards severed nerves, numbing the arm and robbing it of power.

Then thefirst of the gvakra reached him and chomped hard on hisleft arm. The dragonbone armor rose and protected
him, then remained in place as the creature kept worrying him. Another bit his right knee and another tried to take a
mouthful of theroll of fat beneath his right shoulder blade. They shredded his robe as they attacked. Their snarlsrose



in abuzzing cacophony and the sheer weight of them staggered him back against a stalagmite.

He could feel the bites, but they were no more than the pins and needles of a sleeping limb returning to wakefulness.
Realizing the creatures couldn’t hurt him, Kerrigan shoved away from the stone and began to run to the cave entrance.
As he moved, more and more of the beasts came after him. They tried to get a piece of him, but often bit another of
their own kind. The pair or atrio would drop away in a cannibalistic ball.

Kerrigan reached the entrance and spun as best he could, then wedged himself into the opening. Crushed gvakra
sguealed, and larger ones seeking en-

trance clawed at him, but to no avail. The magicker reached up to pull one creature off hisface, and cried out as quills
punctured his hand. For a heartbeat he thought the magick might have failed, but it would only protect him from the
evil intent of others. His pulling on the gvakra was not protected.

It occurred to him, as the writhing carpet of gvakra covered him like windblown snow on atree trunk, that he might
exhaust himself with the magick and become vulnerable. He reached out and began to draw power from the river. He
knew that if he wanted to, he could fill himself with it and modify the dragonbone armor. Little needles would sprout
from his skin and inject poison into the gvakra. They would swell and die of asphyxiation, twitching and hoarsely
gasping at hisfeet.

Other things came to him, wonderful and wicked things. He could use the power to heat the very air around him to the
point the beasts would combust. Or he could draw away all heat, so they would freeze so completely that to touch one
would be to shatter it. The possibilities that came to him were infinite, as would be the power he could use to wield
them.

Kerrigan almost embraced that idea, and imagined the river flooding into him, but he recalled Rymramoch’ s warning.
To do that, to let the river rush into him, would wear him down and destroy him. He shivered and refused to do it, but
he did draw alittle more energy and cast a diagnostic spell.

Gvakra, asfar as magick was concerned, were not very complex creatures— and closer to rabbits in anatomy than
Kerrigan would have ever guessed. Once he had their measure, he triggered yet another spell. Starting with those
gvakraaround him, and slowly spreading out in a sphere, the feral creatures went to sleep. They dropped off his body
with soft plops, save for a couple whose jaws would not loosen.

The larger, wolfish ones did not fall asleep instantly, but became sluggish. Their attacks slowed enough that the
beleaguered thralls had time to react. One thrall’ s clawed swipe ripped a gvakra head off, while another left its
tormentor in thrashing pieces. Bok stabbed both bladed hands through the chest of the one nearest him, then shook
and flung off those that had been impaled on his spikes.

Kerrigan looked to see what had become of Arimtara. He hoped his spell had had enough effect to slow the monster
she fought. In the dimness he saw her rising and gasped.

He gasped because she rose from a basin that had been the giant’ s belly. A thick rope of bloody intestine dlid off her
left shoulder, but caught on a spike sprouting from her elbow. Her shoulders remained hunched forward and more
powerful than before. She'd grown along tail and her fingers ended in hooked talons.

She turned with the beast’ s blood pouring off her in rivulets. Beyond her, in ever-decreasing spurts, blood fountained
up from arent heart. Arimtaralooked around at the handful of surviving thralls, Kerrigan, Bok, and the puppet. “My
thanks for your efforts, Kerrigan Reese. Effective, but why didn’'t you slay them?”’

He shrugged uneasily. “I just didn’t.” He didn’t want to admit that it never occurred to him to kill the things, savein
the power fantasies he entertained. “1 think we can go now.”

She shifted her shape back to the more slender one she' d worn when leading them there, though now naked since her
clothes had not survived transformation and combat. “Y ou don’t have to be here when your spell finds her?”’

“No.” Kerrigan fingered his shredded robes. “1'd like to be somewhere el se, really. With fresh clothes and hot food.”

She spat. “ Y es, something to get thistaste out. | will take you back.” She waved Bok toward the entrance, then lifted
the puppet and tossed it to the urZrethi. Arimtaraturned to the thralls and hissed a command to them.

In response, they stooped, found stones, and began to dash out the brains of the sleeping gvakra.

She glanced at Kerrigan. “Y ou may not see the need to kill them, but | do. There will be more. There always are. And,



alas, thiswill awaysbe s0.”

In the two days since Resolute’ s address to the Council, things had progressed with a bit more speed, but not nearly
enough to satisfy Alexia. It had been agreed that senior military advisors and staff would form a planning group to
address the needs of the Saporician war. They were to have political oversight which, thankfully, did not include King
Scrainwood. Erlestoke took his place.

Alexia had hoped she would be enough to occupy the place of the Okrans delegation, but Tatyana pointed out that
since Alexiawould be the supreme commander, she rose above her national status, so someone had to be thereto
represent the Okrans' point of view. The crowns had agreed, and Alexia suspected it was more to get Tatyana away
from them than it was to help plan the invasion.

The political element rendered nothing simple. It was agreed, for example, that accurate maps and suitable tables would
be vital for planning. Wrangling then started over whose cartographers would do the best work, and who should have
access to whose charts. Some minor Saporician lords seemed to be of the opinion that if their holdings were listed as
“impassable wastelands’ on amap, the war would just pass them by.

There was similar confusion and obfuscation in the lists concerning personnel and equipment. On parchment, every
unit in Saporiciaor on its way was stuffed full of dlite fighters who, bearing only aknife and an evil glint in their eyes,
could win the war single-handedly. Alexia knew this was patent nonsense, but it was a matter of pride that each

nation’ s contribution be seen as the equal of any other nations, and politicians lobbied hard for their soldiers to be the
first into battle. They expected that would mean they would be the first to glory. When Alexia pointed out that it would
mean they would likely be thefirst to die, her words did not change the politicians' opinions at all.

Alexiadispatched Peri, Crow, and Dranae to make covert inspections of the troops gathering. They assessed the units
based on morale, experience, training, equipment, and leadership. Those units that had noble leaders of little
experience were considered far less reliable than, say, the Alcidese units whose |eaders were career soldiers. At Crow’s
suggestion, they also kept track of supplies and the prices of commodities in the markets, since shortages of staples
would kill an army more quickly than any enemy force.

Alexia also wanted Sayce to help, but news of Will’s death had crushed her Alyx felt torn between needing to plan and
wanting to care for Sayce. She despaired of being able to help her friend. Then, at Crow’ s suggestion, Nay came and
visited Sayce. He presented her with the amulet that contained the last bit of Temmer. He hung it around her neck on a
stout bit of silver chain and almost immediately Sayce’ s melancholy lifted.

She came to Alyx and fingered the tiny dagger. “ He told me that this was meant for me and for my child. He said it was
part of the Norrington legacy.” Alarmed that Nay knew of her condition, Alyx questioned Crow, but he denied telling
Nay anything. Alyx reluctantly accepted the idea that the fragments of Temmer communicated alot of information to
the man who had shaped them anew, and Sayce’ srevival told her that was a very good thing.

Sayce pitched in immediately and became Alexia s stalwart aide. Her support proved vital for anumber of reasons. The
Murosan troops were well aware of the spirited defense of Nawal that Alexia had led, and with Sayce at her side their
allegiance transferred over easily. Sayce also had atolerance for the politicians and a skill at extorting from them just a
little bit more of whatever was needed. For reasons unknown to Alyx, Tatyanatook aliking to Sayce, and even Sayce
had described her great-grandaunt as “not as bad as you might think if you get past that crusty exterior.”

Alyx refrained from saying she'd like to get past it with the sword Heart. Asit was, Sayce managed to mollify Tatyana,
and use her to bring other politicians to heel. The Murosan Princess' effort did speed things along. As aresult, only
two days later, they had aroom, they had maps, they had troop estimates, and they could begin to go over the basics
of the campaign.

The meetings had been moved out of the castle to the main garrison in Narriz. The big, blocky building had four
stories, the topmost being made of two large rooms and the rooftop of the third floor. Wide windows and doors to the
exterior let people wander out and talk. The planners occupied the northernmost room, so the vistas kept them focused
on the problem at hand—the invaders coming from that direction.

Alexiawaited for all the doorsto be closed, interior and exterior, before she began speaking. The military folk, and even
the politicians, with Sayce being the exception, were al older than she. In some of their eyes she could see respect and
awillingness to listen. Others kept their gaze hooded as they waited to eval-

uate what she was saying. Still others watched her with flat expressions that meant they would be promoting their own
agendas and would disagree with her iust because it would give them a position from which they could negotiate.

She hated that latter group with a passion. She knew she was right, and while she did not mind having her conclusions



guestioned, she expected those who asked the questions not only to see the wisdom of her answers, but to abide by
those conclusions. The connivers would simply choose to ignore her wisdom, even though they knew they would
acquiesce in the end, for their own advantage. They would be a stumbling block she did not need.

Alyx began spesking quietly, forcing them to listen closely. “ Saporiciais anation rich in military history. The
northernmost region is referred to as the highlands, and consists of mountains and valleys that can make fighting
treacherous. We are fortunate in that the highlands will slow the enemy and perhaps allow us to trap and kill any
Aurolani force coming along the coast road from Muroso. It will certainly make any resupply from that direction
difficult.”

She turned to the map on the wall and traced aline with her finger diagonally from the Loquellyn border to where the
borders of Muroso, Oriosa, and Saporicia met. “Down here, at this juncture, we have the fortress city of Fronosa. In
the past it has proven very useful in stopping invaders, but how long it will stand against dragonels, we cannot guess.
Its advantage is that to reach it the troops must come up aroad of switchbacks, leaving them very exposed.”

A Helurcan cavalry general shook his head. “A dragon could just melt Fronosa and the way would be clear.”

Alexid s eyes became violet dlits. “ That possibility holds for anything in this war. Chytrine has, so far, been sparing in
the use of her dragons, for reasons we cannot comprehend. It is foolish to assume she will continue to do so, but there
must have been reasons why she has just not unleashed them so far.”

Others began to offer opinions on that subject, but stopped abruptly as Alexia slapped the map with her open palm.
“Enough. | am not satisfied that any of you understand the strategic and tactical concerns we face. We can speculate
idly about why our enemy does what she does, and we will still be doing that when she's standing right here with her
troops surrounding us. It is pointless. If you do not understand that you have to know the battlefields better than you
know your own homes, you will be killing yourselves, your people, and the rest of us, needlessly. There will be time for
debate later, but, for now, listen.”

A Savarese nobleman sniffed. “| thought we were here to plan afight, not be lectured on geography. Find me the
enemy, and | will day her. It isassimple asthat.”

Alexia s nostrils flared, but before she could say anything, Tatyana turned on the man who had spoken. “Words have
power, my lord, even foolish words. Those you have just now uttered have fallen from the lips of many awarrior.
Many a dead warrior. If you do not listen, you will, most assuredly, die.”

The old woman’ s words ended in a hoarse whisper, but the nobleman did not protest. He turned almost as white as the
lacefrill collar he wore. He bowed his head to Alexia and shrank back a step or two.

Alexiaresumed her lecture. “Here, south of Loquellyn and north of the Saporician Sea, we have plains split by two
large rivers flowing down from the highlands. Those rivers have few fords and are freely navigable. The cities at the
fords are fortified, but not well. If the army were to win through at Fronosa and strike northwest, they could take the
northern plains. That would deprive Saporicia of much grain come next harvest, prevent Loquellyn from easily coming
to our aid, and let them resupply from shipping along the coast or in the Saporician Seaitself.

“Here in Narriz we are only seventy-five miles from Fronosa, as the Gyrkyme fly, but the Bokagul foothills make the trip
here difficult. Aswas done in Muroso, a series of hit-and-runs and delaying attacks will slow the Aurolani host and
keep them away from the capita.”

She moved her hand south of Narriz. “Here we have more plains that are very suitable to battles and have seen many.
The plainsrise abit toward Alcida, and the whole area around the southern seaport of Sangesis thickly forested and
would make for a savage place to fight.”

Alexia placed ahand over Bokagul. “Bokagul was attacked by Aurolani forces, but repulsed them. | do not expect
much help from the Bokas, but | do believe that flank will hold. Any army coming through Bokagul would do so slowly
and, with Gyrkyme scouts and other troops ranging out there, we should be informed of any impending attack.

“Loquellyn, on the other hand, is an unknown. Thereis no Loquelf representative here. The Loquelves did send
troops to Fortress Draconis, and their Blackfeathers are still with Adrogansin Okrannel. One of the things we must do
as quickly as possibleisfind out what their disposition is. Assuming Loquellyn is a secure flank would be foolish and
leave us open to disaster.”

She turned from the map and pressed her hands together. “The fighting will be in the northern plains. There are key
sites, like the ford cities and afew others, where battles have been fought for ages. We will benefit from the experience
of other commanders and not make the mistakes they made.”



A Sanian captain raised a hand. “Y ou’ ve not mentioned the Oriosan flank.”
“Meaning?’

The meaty man smiled. “I should think it’sfairly obvious. Prince Erlestoke might be representing the Oriosans here,
but he' s not really in charge, is he? Regardless of what his father might do, what if Chytrine attacks there and the
nation just collapses? Her hordes would be pouring through the southern plains in a heartbeat, and be herein Narriz a
heartbest later.”

“You have avalid point, Captain Venes. That potential is a problem. We need to find a solution for it. Have you a
useful suggestion, or were you merely at-

tempting to embarrass Prince Erlestoke with pointless gibes about how his father rules the country?*
The comment surprised the soldier. “I wasn't...”

“Because,” Alexiacontinued, “if the prince were to take offense and demand satisfaction of you right now, out on the
rooftop, | would gladly act as his second. Y ou don’'t seem to understand what is going on here, despite everything
that has happened. Let me explain it very carefully for everyone.”

She pointed to Sayce. “ Princess Sayce has seen her nation shattered, her family slaughtered, cities razed, and the
countryside despoiled by an invader that is relentless. Chytrine is bent on nothing shy of the conquest of the whole of
the world. Why? It doesn’t matter. There will be no bargaining with he—no matter what you think King Scrainwood
has done. If she succeeds, petty jealousies and rivalries will not only be forgotten, they will have been the cause of her
victory.

“Chytrine s troops are relentless and savage and brutal, but they are not invincible. We can stop them. We will stop
them. We will drive them back through Muroso. We will drive them back through Sebcia. We will destroy them and
their leader.”

She shook her head. “Thisisnot agallant battle, thisis a war. She has fought without quarter asked or given. She
made war on the children of Vilwan—your children. The butchery in Sebcia and Muroso defies description. She has
broken the mightiest fortress in the north, and none other has been able to stand against her. If you look upon this as
achanceto win glory for yourself, you will die stupidly. Y our children will die screaming. Isthat what you want? Is
that what any of you want?’

Venes shook his head. “No, of course not. The point about Oriosa remains, though.”

“It does. So what would you suggest?’

“Scouts. A screening force.”

“Eachispossible. It will be your responsibility to offer a plan or two.” Alexia posted fists on her hips and looked
around the room. “ Other immediate problems?’

King Augustus stepped forward. “We will have a multinational force gathered. Each nation uses different signaling
methods, different terminology for war. We will need to set up liaisons between units in any one force to make sure
orders are understood, signals are read correctly, and the like.”

HAgrm.”

Her mentor smiled. “1 would be honored to work on organizing that sort of thing, Princess.”

She nodded. “Thank you.”

The Helurcan general spoke up. “Along those same lines we need to agree on a chain of command, equality of ranks,
and guarantee that one nation’s troops

will follow orders from another commander if their own leaders are struck down.*

“Agreed, in principle, but how do we determine who should lead and take precedence? Will any lordling want to
surrender his command to acommoner with more battle experience? Would you like to see someone who knows
nothing directing your men in battle?’

“No, of course not.”



“Good, | agree. Give me asolution.”
A smile dowly grew on the man’sface. “ It would be my pleasure to do so, Highness. It will take some thinking.”
“Y ou have until this afternoon.”

More problems were raised, and Alexia shared out the hunt for solutions. Some people got to work on the problem
they themselves raised. Others were paired because their problems were similar or Alexia had a sense that even though
they were from different nations, they would get along well. Moreover, since she knew everyone in the room by
reputation and history, she brought together those commanders she knew she needed to work well together.

What she hadn’t shared with them were two big things. The first was her overall strategy for opposing Chytrine. She'd
hinted at some of it, but what she wanted to do was bold, and while some of it had been tried before, never had all the
elements been combined. Nefrai-kesh and Anarus and other sullanciri might have military experience, but she wanted
to hit them with so much, so fast, that their chances of coping with it were minimal.

The second big thing was who she would have in command of the armies. A force aslarge as the one she was dealing
with had to have commanders who were close to the battle. There were going to be leaders from one nation who would
be subject to orders from someone of another nation. What would be most important for the force to work, however,
was if the leaders of the units themselves had confidence in each other, then in the leaders giving the orders. Aslong
as the warriors gathered could solve problems together, orders just became more problems to solve. She would bind
them together, brother to brother, before telling them how they would be linked to higher command.

The questions were beginning to taper off, and people became anxious to break away to work on solutions. Things
had gone better in that regard than she expected, and she had to credit Tatyanawith a part of that. The crone kept the
politicians cowed, and that proved very useful.

Suddenly the door from the stairs burst open and Kerrigan dashed into the room. “ Get away from her, now!”
Alexiafrowned. “What's going on, Kerrigan? What are you doing here?’

“Get away from her. She' s not who you think sheis.” The young mage advanced, pointing a quivering finger. “That’s
not your aunt, Princess. That's Chytrine!”

Prince Erlestoke gasped and dropped a hand to hiswaist, prepared to draw a sword that wasn't there. The absurdity of
being in Chytrine’ s presence with nothing more than a dagger shook him, aswell as did the certainty of their mortal
peril. Kerrigan's voice didn’t contain anote of panic, just confidence and excitement. That he could be wrong seemed
to have occurred to no onein the room.

Save Tatyana herself. She pressed her left hand to her flat chest and staggered. She reached out with her right hand
and Saycetook it, helping to support her. The old woman bowed her head for a moment, then raised it, weakly. Her
voice, however, had lost none of its edge.

“How can you accuse me of being Chytrine?’ She swallowed hard and tried to straighten up, but it seemed the weight
of the world had landed on her shoulders. “ Everyone here knows me. They may fear me, but not as much asthe
Nor’witch. Y ou have been addled, boy.”

Kerrigan drew himself up, lowering his accusing finger. “But you are. My magick found you.” A note of indignation
tinged hiswords. “Y ou haveto be!”

“Do 1?1 know little of magick, but I know enough to assume our enemy could cast a spell that would make me appear
to be her. Who knows how long ago she did so?’ Tatyana' sicy blue gaze swept the room, sending a shiver through
Erlestoke. “Have you found her, or just another of her little traps, boy?’

Alexiastrode to Kerrigan's side. “Is that possible?’

“Well, yes, but...”

“Of courseitis possible.” Tatyana smiled slowly as she clutched at Sayce' s left shoulder. “Y ou have been fooled,
boy, smply fooled.”

“But...” Kerrigan's brows arrowed together. “ The thing of it is—" In mid-

sentence he flicked hisright hand at the crone. A blue spark shot from his fingertips straight at her face.



Tatyana's left hand came up with the ease of someone brushing a gnat away, though her hand glowed gold and the
blue spark popped out of existence. After amoment’s hesitation, Tatyana' s hand slipped to Sayce' s slender neck, took
hold of the chain, and jerked it tight.

The old woman’s eyes blazed. “I don’t play at tricks, boy. Now you can die.” Tatyana s hand came down with a slash,
asif shewere asword duelist saluting her foe. A scarlet sphere congealed out of the rent in the air. Silver sparks and
blue darted over the surface. It shot in at Kerrigan, but all he could do was shove Alexia away beforeit hit him. The
resulting blast was enough to scatter everyone. Erlestoke spun to the floor and found someone el se on top of him.

He shoved off the floorboards and regained hisfeet quickly. Kerrigan had been knocked back twenty feet, almost al
the way to the door, where his robe smoked and his body twitched at the feet of Rymramoch. Augustus and Alexia
had likewise managed to regain their feet. Chytrine—for she had proven herself to be the Nor’ witch with that bit of
magick—dragged Sayce with her as she stalked toward the doors to the roof.

The old woman looked back over her shoulder with agold fire now roiling in her eyes. “Do not be foolish. Itis her life
if you follow me.”

Bok vaulted the prostrate Kerrigan and bounded toward Chytrine. “ This has to stop now, Chytrine.”

Asthe malachite urZrethi leaped at her, Chytrine swept her left hand around. Invisible force smashed the urZrethi into
thewall and he dlid to the floor in a broken heap. “Y ou had centuries to stop me and you failed. Again.”

With another gesture she blasted open the doors for which she was heading. Out on the rooftop afiery horse landed
and asmall dark form tumbled free. As he came to hisfeet, his cloak brushed the horse’ stail and burst into flames.
Above him, astride the horse, sat Nefrai-kesh, the King of the sullandri. And the hooded cloak heiswearing is
Lombo’sflesh!

The smaller figure Erlestoke knew to be Nefrai-laysh. “ My father’s made me clean of limb and, Mistress, so full of vim,
it'sgladly your enemies!’ll cut and

trim.*
Though the lesser sullandri drew a sword, the Oriosan prince advanced. “ Chytrine, you’ re not taking her.”

“No? You should listen as well as your father does.” The old woman turned and lifted her right hand high. Sayce
clawed at the chain, her face purple and her feet barely scraping the rooftop. “I'll leave her corpse then.”

“ NO!H

The shout surprised both Erlestoke and Chytrine. The Aurolani Empress looked up at Nefrai-kesh. “Y ou dare order
me?’

“Only to prevent an error, Mistress. Bring her.”
“Thisworthless thing?’ Chytrine gave Sayce a shake. “ Sheis nothing.”

The sullandri’s voice strengthened. “ Seek, Mistress. She carries my greatgrandchild. From her springs the new
Norrington.”

Tatyana' s face blossomed with an obscene smile. “ Oh, perfect. How stupid they are.” She tossed the princess to
Nefrai-kesh, who caught her and laid her athwart the saddlebow. As Nefrai-laysh moved to eclipse Chytrine, his father
reached down, took the empress hand, and swung her up behind him. “I will return for you.”

Nefrai-laysh laughed. “ Concern yourself not, for where | am got. | have here work to do. Slashing and cutting,
stabbing and gutting. 1’1l find my way home before you.”

The flaming horse sprouted dragon wings and with a powerful beat that singed Erlestoke’s hair, it leaped into the air
beneath its burden. Though terrible, it was also beautiful. Itstail lengthened, the red-gold flames cooling into blues
and greens. Asit rose awingtip touched a pendant, instantly converting it to flame.

Nefrai-laysh tapped his black sword against the roof’ s stone. “ Attend me, Prince, it’slong since, I’ ve slain one of royal
blood.”

The sullandri lunged. Erlestoke filled his left hand with his dagger and parried the stroke. His dagger screeched as the
sullandri’s sword pared a curl of metal from it, but the prince had known the dagger would be of little use. Ashe



parried the blade wide, he pivoted on hisleft foot and smashed hisright fist square in Nefrai-laysh’'s face. Bones
cracked, and while the prince felt something go in his hand, he knew more had gone in the enemy’ s nose.

The sullandri reeled back, raising a hand to his flattened nose. He pinched it with fingers and drew it up with a
startling number of pops. Nefrai-laysh snorted, blowing black blood and mucus down to the stone where it bubbled
and smoked. He brought his hand away, flicked more fluid from hisfingers, and studied Erlestoke with eyes that were
balefires.

Nefrai-laysh doubtless intended to say something, but never got the chance. Alexiaflew into him. Having come at a
run, she leaped and smashed both feet into his chest. The blow hit the sullandri as hard as Chytrine’s spell had hit
Kerrigan, lifting him from his feet and knocking him back against the crenellated wall that ringed the roof. His shoulder
caught one of the merlons, twisting him, then, in an eyeblink, he somersaulted backward and disappeared.

Erlestoke leaped over Alexiaand ran to the wall. Shouts and screams came from the street below. People scurried in
panic. Nefrai-laysh cut at some, lunged at others, killing no one but wounding several and speeding the rest away. All
the rest save two.

A large man held a thick staff ready for combat. “Isthisall you're about now, Leigh?’

The sullandri stopped. “Nay?’

“You've changed little.”

“Nay, Nay, what aday. I'm glad it'syou | spy. Pray, prey, then we'll play,

because now, my friend, you'll die." Nefrai-laysh darted forward with blinding speed, sweeping his blade down in a cut
that would take Nay’ s legs off at the knee. Though the man swung the staff down to block, the sullanciri’s blade
would have sheared right through it.

The intervention of another blade prevented that from happening. Borell cast aside the scabbard that had encased the
sword Eye and caught Nefrai-laysh’'s blade before it bit into his father’s staff. The sullanciri pulled back, surprised,
then whipped the blade up and around in a cut that should have cloven Borell’ s skull right above the line of his mask.
The youth ducked, then lunged, stabbing Nefrai-laysh through the stomach. The sullanciri gasped and |eaped back,
pulling himself off the blade. Borell borein, blocking another cut, then twisted his sword up over Nefrai-laysh’s guard
and drove the point into one of those balefires.

The sullanciri’ s body jerked back, ripping the sword from Borell’ s grasp. Nefrai-laysh’s back bowed and he screamed
fireto the heavens. His feet came off the ground and he seemed to hover there for a heartbeat or two, then thefirein
his eyes went out and aflaccid body fell like an empty glove to the cobblestones.

Alexia shouted down to Nay. “Take his sword and come up here, the both of you.”

Erlestoke turned and headed back into the room. He found King Augustus crouched near Bok. Over by the door
Rymramoch had sunk to one knee beside Kerrigan. The prince moved to the urZrethi. “How is he?’

Augustus shook his head. “Not dead, but hurt badly and probably dying. I’ ve sent someone for healers.”

Erlestoke looked up at the wall. Plaster had cracked where Bok had hit it, and dark blood stained the wall where he dlid
down. He did seem to be breathing, but the rattle coming from his chest was not a good sign.

The prince rose and crossed to where Alexia stood with Rymramoch. Kerrigan's limbs had been straightened and, save
for muscle twitches, he would have appeared dead. “What did she do to him?”’

The puppet shook its head with a jerky motion. “Magick of her own devising. It was very powerful. Even being in the
proximity of him makes my ability to control this shell difficult.”

Alexiaknelt and took one of the young mage' s handsin hers. “He' s cold. Is he dying?’
“Most likely.”
Alexia sat back on her heels and looked up. “What happened? Why are you here?’

“Why didn’t | keep him safe, you want to ask?’ The puppet started to gesture, but his right arm froze awkwardly. “On
Vael Kerrigan progressed swiftly. He learned things and was able to devise a spell that pinpointed Chytrine' s location.



He cast his spell to find her and learned she was in Narriz. With the help of another dragon, we arrived last night,
stealthfully. Herein Narriz he cast his spell

again, but very gently, so she would not notice. Apparently she did not notice. He came here directly and you saw the
rest.”

Erlestoke shook his head. “He cast another spell at her. What was that?’

“A little annoyance spell. It's something most mages learn very early and casting a counter to it is almost reflexive.”
Rymramoch canted his head. “In her case it was, and she was exposed.”

Alexiasighed heavily. “ She’ s been here in our councils the whole time. She knew everything we would do. She urged
usto do things that would waste time and misdirect forces. Because of her half the army that could have been at
Fortress Draconis was off freeing Okrannel. She raised the point about Adrogans having dragonels, and who better to
know the truth of that situation

than she?

“Easy, Alexia, thisisin no way your fault.” Erlestoke crouched beside her. “ She was able to stir up trouble, yes, but
her exposure will unite everyone.”

The princess blinked at him. “Unite them? Have you lost your senses? They’ |l be slaughtering each other out of fear.
They'll think every other lordling isan Aurolani agent. They’ll accuse your father of being a sullanciri. It will be
madness. And that madness will be compounded when they learn that Sayce is carrying Will’s child, and is now in the
hands of Chytrine.”

Erlestoke smiled. “ At least you know you'll have the Murosan troops with

you.
“Sure, if | decide to go haring off to Aurolan to save Sayce, which is not the
object of our exercise.”

“No, you'reright. The object is to destroy Chytrine.” Erlestoke rose as Nay and Borell came through the door. He
nodded to them, then turned to face the assembled nobles and soldiers. “I expect you will all want to go report to your
superiors what has happened here. Let’ s make certain you are all aware of what did happen.”

He looked around the room, meeting the gazes of all assembled openly and coolly. “Chytring’ simposture was exposed
before any strategic or tactical planning could be discussed. The basic material we had covered should have been
obviousto al of you. More importantly, she will now be operating off what she thinks we are thinking. All of those
problems we faced before will now require even harder work, but we have an advantage that we did not have before.

“Second, and of vital import, this young man, Borell Carver, dew a sullanciri. Chytrine has been deprived of one of
her prime lieutenants. Throughout this war she has lost sullanciri at an alarming rate. Without them, her ability to
control her troopsis sorely impeded.”

Venes shook his head. “What about her getting the new Norrington?’

Erlestoke shrugged mightily to cover the shiver running down his spine. “ Princess Sayce may indeed be carrying Will
Norrington’s child. The fact is, however, that the child will not be born until the autumn. Lest you forget, the
Norrington Prophecy is not agood one for Chytrine. By taking the child, sheis

just clasping a snake to her breast. That, however, isimmateria asfar aswe are concerned. Our job isto smash her
armies and chase her back home. We'll get there in time to save Sayce and let her child be born in acivilized land.” He
waved them to the doors. " Go, report. We shall resume tomorrow.” The soldiers and nobles filed from the room,
leaving only Augustus, Bok, Alexia, Kerrigan, Rymramoch, and the trio of Oriosans. " Is there anything you can do for
Bok?"

The puppet looked toward the urZrethi. “ If someone could convey me over there, | do believe | might help.”

Nay and Borell grabbed him at the elbows and carried him toward Bok. When the puppet was a dozen feet from
Kerrigan, he regained use of his limbs. He completed the journey on his own and knelt to attend to the urZrethi.

Alexialaid ahand on Erlestoke’ s shoulder. “Thank you for what you said.”



He shrugged. “1 know how you must be feeling.”

“How’s that?’

“People think my father is Chytrine’ s plaything. At least you had a bit more generational insulation on that count.”
Alexialaughed. “Okay, you do know.” She shook her head, then laughed again.

“What?'

“1 was just thinking, remembering. | don’t know how long Chytrine has assumed Tatyana’ s identity, but | hopeit’'s
been at least ten years.” The Okrans Princess smiled. “Thefirst time | met her, | bit her.”

Erlestoke smiled. “You did, did you? | never bit my father.”
“Tryit”

“No thanks. We have too much work to do.” He gave her awink. “WEe re going to figure out away you'll get to bite
her again, and thistime we' [l make it really hurt.”

Alexiahesitated for amoment at the top of the steps and looked down into the semicircular amphitheater that normally
housed Saporicia’s Congress of Guild Masters. The stairs she stood poised to descend split the various tiers and led
directly to the open half circle in which Guild Masters would stand to debate various points of law and policy. Against
the back wall, beneath gorgeous murals of Saporician history, a dais had been built. Upon it sat one large throne,
which King Fiddius occupied as he would in normal times. To hisright and |eft sat smaller thrones for King
Scrainwood and King Augustus, respectively.

Others had gathered below in various factions, but Alexia’s attention was drawn to the low table that had been placed
before the throne. On it lay Kerrigan, shrouded from throat to toes in awhite sheet. His body still twitched and
shivered, but the damage done by Chytrine's magick could not remain hidden. Her spell had wasted his body. Had he
not been so fat to begin with, Alexiawas certain, he'd have long since been wholly consumed.

She slowly descended and heard the scrape of Crow’ s boots as he followed her. On that main floor three groups were
prepared to argue. Centermost was aknot of sorcerers from Vilwan. Off to the left waited Peri and Resolute. To the

right, Dranae, Rymramoch, and a powerfully built female, who apparently was another dragon in human form, had
gathered.

The leader of the Vilwanese contingent turned, saw Alexia, and smiled. “Very good. Now that they are here, we can
proceed.”

Alexiarecalled the woman’s name and rank from the general councils. “I have only just been summoned, Magister
Tadurienne; | do not know what thisis about. Has there been some change in Kerrigan?’

The woman folded her handsinto the sleeves of her grey robe, which had

black striping at cuffs, collar, and hem. The color matched her hair and proclaimed her to be skilled in the arts of
conjuration. “No change in his condition, but there is a change in his status.”

Alexiafrowned as she joined her sister and Resolute. Crow stood behind her. The princess |ooked toward King
Fidelius. “Please, Highness, enlighten me.”

He gestured with his good hand toward the Vilwanese. “ Because Kerrigan isaminor citizen of Vilwan, they are
petitioning to take custody of him and return to Vilwan with him.”

Alyx frowned. “They wish to extradite him like acriminal? On what charge?’

“No charge, Princess.” Tadurienne kept her voice respectful. “Thisis not extradition. It is a compassionate
repatriation.”

“ *Compassionate’ ? How can that be, Magister? Unless | am misinformed, you’ ve not been able to figure out what is
happening with him.”

“True, but we have hopes.” She waved a hand toward the dragons. “ Even they have been unable to unlock the magick
Chytrine used, but on Vilwan we have the greatest minds assembled, who will be able to do what they cannot.”



Crow cleared histhroat. “How isit that Kerrigan is acitizen of Vilwan? | understood that all students on Vilwan were
subject to the nation of their birth until they reached the age of consent, at which time they may renounce their old
citizenship and become citizens of Vilwan. Hedlin never did that, and remained an Oriosan until Chytrine took him.”

Tadurienne smiled. “It is smple. Kerrigan was born on Vilwan.”

“That isalie” The puppet Rymramoch clapped gloved hands together. “Had he been born on Vilwan, the taint would
have been there. | studied him. He did spend virtually his entire life on Vilwan, and he may have been born on an
idand, but it was not Vilwan.”

The Vilwanese Magister held a hand up and conferred with her compatriots. “1 have no information about the place of
his birth. His parents are full Vilwanese citizens. He has no other home. Heis ours.”

Resolute glanced over at Rymramoch. “Why do you say he was born on an island?”’
“It's obvious.”

Dranae smiled easily. “Resolute, for us, reading the traces and taints on a person is as easy as reading gibberkin sign
isfor you. | never read Kerrigan, but with you the mark of Vorquellyn is strong, no matter that you’ ve spent ten times
as many years away from there.”

Tadurienne opened her hands. “ As fascinating as this discussion about taints and tracesis, it realy has no bearing on
the case at hand. Kerrigan Reese came from Vilwan, wastrained on Vilwan, and is of Vilwanese extraction. No one here
has the capability of helping him, and we do. If you want what is best for him, you will give him to us now. Time, you
can al plainly see, is of the essence.”

Crow again spoke. “With all due respect, Magister, but Kerrigan's last tutor,

Orla, gave him deathbed instructions. She told him he was to stay away from Vilwan. In Meredo he defied your
attemptsto lure him back."

“Heisbut achild, subject to childish fancies.”

“But Orlawas not. She was your egqual in rank. He sought to obey her orders, and she gave the responsibility for him
to Resolute and me.”

“Did she?’ Tadurienne pointed to the twitching body. “ And you chose to leave him on Vael for instructionsin
magicks no human has ever mastered, and this isthe result! | would submit, King Fidelius, that Crow has proven
himself unsuitable as a guardian. Regardless, Orla had no authority to turn her charge over to either of these
adventurers. Before she left Vilwan she had a discussion with her superior which, | have been led to believe, resulted
in adifference of opinion. That doubtless prompted her giving Kerrigan the orders she did, not any true concern for
the boy.”

Scrainwood toyed with his goatee. “Magister Tadurienne’s objection to Crow’ s stewardship of Kerrigan Reese does
bear weight. By his own admission, he who lost the Norrington now has lost Adept Reese.”

King Fidelius nodded in accord, but King Augustus waved that notion away. “By all accounts, Adept Reese was
powerful and wise beyond his years, and certainly more skilled at magick than the Vilwanese assembled here. He had
thetrust of the Draconis Baron, which we al know was not easily earned. Kerrigan Reese, could he speak for himself,
would undoubtedly hold all but himself blameless for his current condition.”

Fidelius nodded. “Y our point is well-taken, Augustus, but the legal problem still exists. Orladid not have the authority
to transfer custody to anyone. While she might have suggested he stay with Crow and Resolute, she could not give
him over to them. Their claimsin this matter must be rejected. Asto why or if shetold Kerrigan to stay away from
Vilwanislikewiseimmateria.”

“Thank you, Highness.” Tadurienne smiled cautiously. “If there are no other objections.”

“1 have one.” Rymramoch raised a hand. “ Y ou referred to this as a compassionate repatriation, and you cited having
the greatest magicka minds present on Vilwan to help deal with this problem. | would submit that is not true.”

The grey-robed woman bowed her head. “I will agree we do not have dragons with us, but were you wishing to come,
we would welcome your assistance.”

“You mistake me, but | do not think deliberately so. | will be going nowhere until my compatriot, Bok, isready to



travel.” The puppet clasped its hands together. “My point was simply this: al the minds you have gathered there will
be unable to plumb the depths of this spell.”

Tadurienne' s voice dripped with sarcasm. “I can appreciate that you have had difficulty in that matter, Rymramoch...”
The dragon’s puppet cut her off. “And you’ ve had less than |7’

“No, but...”

~APermit me a question. Do you know why you have had difficulty learning -roything about the magick on him?*

The Vilwanese woman grew cautious. She spoke in low tones with the other two sorcerers, then shook her head. “No.”
“It is because that is the nature of the spell she cast. It is meant to frustrate magick cast upon it.” The puppet |ooked
up at the three kings. “Even | have heard the story of Chytrine' sfirst assault on Fortress Draconis. She cast a spell
that undid the healings that had been performed. This spell functions much along the same lines. If it were a
swordsman, it would be adept at parrying every attack thrown at it. The pitifully simple fact of the matter is that there
are alimited number of diagnostic spells availableto any race. | havetried al | know and they have failed. Even the
magick | use to move this shell around is affected by the one she cast.”

Fidelius sat back and rubbed his right hand over hisface. “ So you are saying there is nothing the Vilwanese can do to
save hislife?’

“Thereis no way they can determine what her spell isdoing to him. They are afraid of something, however.”
Rymramoch nodded toward the body. “ They’re afraid the spell she cast will change Kerrigan Reese into one of her
sullanciri”

Alexia gasped and pressed back against Crow. That possibility had never occurred to her. “Could that be happening?”’

Tadurienne held her hands up. “It cannot be discounted. If he were to become a sullanciri, he would be most powerful
and dangerous. On Vilwan he could be contained and destroyed.”

Crow laughed. “I am unaware of any sullanciri who have been dain by Vilwanese agents—save Neskartu, whom
Kerrigan dew after he distanced himself from Vilwan.”

The King of Oriosa shook his head. “Please, Hawkins, no petty displays of temper and jealousy.”

Alexiafelt Crow shiver at the accusation coming out of Scrainwood’s mouth. She reached back, found his right hand,
and sgueezed it. “More games, lover.” She kept her voice awhisper and felt her hand squeezed in return.

Fidelius frowned. “It islikely true that he could be best contained on Vilwan. It seemsthe only course isto grant their
petition.”

“Wait, Highness.” Resolute held up a hand. “ There is a question that has yet to be answered. Magister Tadurienne,
you said you have no information about where Kerrigan Reese was born. Did | hear you correctly?’

“ YGS."

“1 would like you to tell us, then, the purpose of the Vilwanese expedition that went to Vorquellyn at the time of his
birth. There your people engaged Aurolani forcesin fierce fighting, then withdrew again.”

Alexia had no ideawhat Resolute was talking about, but the blood drained from Tadurienne’ sface. “1 believe you are
mistaken, Resolute.”

Rymramoch waved a hand and, just for a heartbeat, Resolute’ s magickal tat-

os glowed blue. “Of course, yes, theisland. Kerrigan Reese has the same taint

you, Resolute. He was born on Vorquellyn.”

Resolute’ s voice gained an edge. “How many were there, Magister? How many ere born on Vorquellyn? Were you
thinking the children born there would be ble to forge a link to the homeland as we do? Had you heard of Chytrine's

breeding experiments and the dismal results, then decided you could do it better than she could?’

Tadurienne lifted her chin and clasped her hands at the small of her back. “1 am aware there was an expedition sent to



Vorquellyn. | do not know its purpose. | do know there was great loss of life. It could be as suggested that the purpose
was for children to be born there. | do not know, nor do | know if Kerrigan Reese was one, or if any othersyet live.
That isall | can tell you on this matter.”

Resolute snorted. “Y ou have told us enough. Kerrigan Reese was born on Vorquellyn. Orla knew that, which is why
sheturned him over to me. My claim to him would supersede any Vilwanese claim.”

Tadurienne shook her head. “Y ou are not lord of Vorquellyn, Resolute. If you shape your case that way, then Chytrine
has the best claim to him.”

“Then | will act as her agent in the matter, unless there is anyone el se here who wishes to do that.” Resolute looked
around the room and Scrainwood seemed to shiver when the Vorquelf’ s gaze landed on him. “No? Good, it is settled.”

The Magister took a step forward. “It is not settled at all.”
Resolute's hand dropped to the hilt of his sword. “It can be very settled, if you so...”

“Resolute, stay your hand.” The words came in a new voice and Alexia turned to face the speaker. Up at the head of
the stairs she saw another elf with aflowing mane of white hair and skin fair enough to match. Her eyes seemed at first
to be solid copper, but as she descended the step, Alexia saw they had white dots in the center. She wasn't certain if
the elf wasaVorquelf, but she clearly was blind.

Resolute immediately crossed to the stairs and mounted them, then took her hand in his and guided her down. His
attention and devotion to her surprised Alexia, for Resolute had only ever been stern, stiff, implacablein combat and
ill-humored even when apparently happy. Given that her hair matched his, the princess wondered if they were brother
and sister.

Her attention remained on them for only amoment. Another figure appeared at the head of the stairs, tall and strong,
with hiswings furled. Peri cut ajoyous sgueal short and her father winked one big amber eye at her. Then he nodded
at Alexia and she returned the nod. He must have brought the elf, but how and why?

Resolute led her to the center of the floor, but she began to shake as they neared Kerrigan’s body. The silver-eyed
Vorquelf steadied her and moved her back away, interposing his body between her and the twitching mage.

“My lords, thisis Oracle. Sheisthe one who uttered the Norrington Prophecy.” He turned to her. “What are you
doing here?’

“Seeing, Resolute. Doing what | always do.” She smiled beautifully and had a playful tone in her voice that broadened
Alexia's smile and even seemed to lighten Scrainwood' s expression. “There are things | have seen, messages | have
been given. One of them isfor you. The Norrington iswaiting.”

Resolute stared at her, opened his mouth, then closed it again. “But Will i ,dead.”

She reached up and traced fingers over his furrowed brow. “The Norrington is waiting. He awaits you within the
Saslynnae cortiesci on Vorquellyn.”

“What? How?" Resolute staggered back a step, then shook his head. “That can’t be. It'simpossible. Why would he
be there?’

“To redeem Vorquellyn, he must be born of it, Resolute.” Oracle' s voice remained soothing. “ The Norrington is reborn
there so he can fulfill the

prophecy.”

“Just like Will to get himself stuck in the heart of enemy territory.” Resolute closed his eyes. “Not only do we have to
defeat her troops, to get in there we need a Vorquelf who is bound to the homeland.”

Confusion contorted King Fidelius' face, so Crow explained. “When the Aurolani despoiled Vorquellyn, the
Vorquelves who had been bound to it felt intolerable pain. They have passed from this world and away from their
pain.”

“Could not someone like Resolute be bound to the land?”

“Y es, Highness, he could, or Oracle, but the prophecy says the Norrington will redeem Vorquellyn. To get to him,
however, we have to get into a sealed site on Vorquellyn, and we can't do that without a VVorquelf who has been



bound to the homeland.”
The king closed his eyes for amoment, then nodded. “A snake swallowing itself, yes. Is there no other way in?’

Resolute shook his head. “ Even Chytrine has tried to get in and has been unsuccessful. The coriiesci wards are
powerful enough that | don’t think draco-magick will bresk them.”

Rymramoch canted his head. “It could, but there would be nothing left of the place you wish to use.”

Fidelius sighed. “Without the Norrington, Chytrine goes unvanquished. Is there nothing that can be done? Isn't there
any other way?’

“1 think there is, Highness.” Kerrigan Reese clutched the sheet around him as he sat up. “| think the lesson Chytrine
just taught me will be very useful in that regard.”

Kerrigan looked around at those in the room. The expressions of surprise on their faces—save for that of the masked
puppet of course—baffled him. He realized some time had passed since Chytrine had hit him with her spell, but he
didn’t know how much. He stroked fingers over hisjaw to see how much beard had grown, but he found more
remarkable the loose flesh there and the hard press of cheekbones than he did some stubble.

A grey-robed Magister clapped her hands. “Thisisamiracle.”

Kerrigan snorted. “Not a miracle by any means. It was difficult, but | just unlocked her spell.”

The woman nodded. “As any true son of Vilwan would have done.”

The young mage shook his head and drew the sheet more tightly around him. It was a surprise to him that there
seemed to be more sheet than he would have expected. He' d anticipated some of the effect of hiswork, but not quite
this much. He smiled in spite of himself, very pleased to be free.

King Fiddliuslooked down at him from his throne. “Y ou must understand, Adept Reese, we were given little hope for
your survival by anyone here. The mages of your homeland were puzzled by the spell, as was Rymramoch.”

Kerrigan shrugged. “I1t was a difficult one to deal with.” He glanced up at the king. “I hope you don’t mind me asking,
but who is she and why is she here?’

The woman preempted the king' sreply. “1 am Magister Tadurienne. | have been sent to bring you home.”

“Home. Y ou mean Vilwan?' The young man frowned. “| have no home, save where my friends are. Where the fight
against Chytrineis.”

“You areyet young...”

Resolute barked a quick laugh. “Y ou say that, yet everyone here was baffled by the spell from which he found away
out.”

Tadurienne sniffed. “1 did not say heis not talented. He is. With more seasoning, he would have been able to avoid it
or counter it faster.”

“That might be true, Magister, but | won't get that training on Vilwan.”

The Magister blinked. “Y ou are still addled by your experience. Y ou need rest. The magick has wasted you. Y ou need
to recover. On Vilwan.”

“No, see, you don't understand at all.” Kerrigan swung his legs around and faced her. “Her spell didn’'t waste me, |
wasted me. The spell would have killed anyone from Vilwan and left a corpse without a mark on it. If people hadn't
seen it cast, and if she'd taken just a bit more time, | would have seemed to diein my deep.”

Tadurienne nodded confidently. “ And you wasted yourself to change yourself, so the spell would no longer recognize
you asthetarget. A scapegoat transference of magickal identity. Y ou learned that on Vilwan.”

Kerrigan groaned. “No. How stupid do you think sheis? That's an ancient idea, and she made sure it would not work.”

Rymramoch clattered forward a step. “Perhaps, Kerrigan, you can elucidate on the nature of the spell and your method
for dealing with it. | think even the Magister should be able to grasp your explanation.”



“Okay, itisredly pretty smple.” As he made that comment he noticed Princess Alexia smile indulgently, and Crow rest
his hands on her shoulders. “No, it really issimple, | promise.”

“I believe you, Kerrigan, and will listen intently.”

“Thank you, Highness.” He sighed and continued. “ Chytrine’s spell has two main components. Think of it as a nut
with ashell. The shell isvery complex and worksto disrupt magick. It aso had a part that would frustrate scapegoat
transferences, with terrible results for the people trying it. Talk about wasting, oh it would have been awful, with parts
withering and dropping off, and suppurating boils and...”

“1 believe you said thiswould be simple, Kerrigan.”

“Yes, Magister.” Kerrigan gave the puppet aquick smile. “ That shell iswhy your spellsdidn’t tell you anything. The
meat of the spell, though, was the really tough thing. It' s like a blanket that cuts a mage off from the source of magick.”

Magister Tadurienne shook her head. “ That isimpossible. We are the source of magick.”

“No. If that were true, | would be dead. There are things | have learned about magick that Vilwan might once have
taught, but not for centuries now. Not since the time of Kirun.” Kerrigan rubbed at his throat and found alot of spare
skin there, too. “ Someone from Vilwan would have found himself wrapped in a smothering blanket. Magick would be
but a memory, and any spell used to break out of that blanket would fail. No Vilwanese mage has sufficient power to
break out.”

She glared at him. “But you managed it.”
“1 did because | know more than you, both of magick and Chytrine. You

| fashioned a spell that found Chytrine. | was able to do that because | had h essence. Sheis half-dragon and
half-urZrethi. Her strengths lie in those areas when it comes to magick. Human magick she knows mostly through
Meskartu, and he was Vilwan-trained, but not in the ways of elven magick. There | detected aweskness. | knew | had
been cut off from the source of the power | needed to undo her spells, and | had to make that connection again.

“1 decided to modify an elven spell because the way they are formed is simple. They grow, and | imagined a seedling
just pushing its way up through the ground, through rocks and all, to reach the sun. Until it could reach the sun,
however, it needed energy. So, | cast another spell on myself, amodified healing spell that sped up my metabolism. It
ate up my fat and gnawed at muscles and bones. | could have starved to death, literally, but the first spell grew and
pushed out through both meat and shell. It reached the source of magick, flooded energy into me, and | was able to
take her spell apart.”

He opened his hands. “ So, here | am, no thanksto Vilwan.”

“Y ou know not of what you spesak, Kerrigan Reese.” Tadurienne advanced and took his chin in hand, raising his face.
“1 have known of you since you were but ababe. Y ou were special, even from the start, better than your brethren. All
of you were bred for one purpose—to be able to oppose Chytrine. While others did nothing to prepare for her return,
we did. We prepared you. Everything you are is because of Vilwan. We chose your parents, we saw to it they mated,

we saw to your birth and raising.”

“1 thought you told us, Magister, you knew nothing of Kerrigan’s birth.”

“Forgive me, King Fidelius, | had forgotten.” She released Kerrigan's chin, then patted him on a cheek. “ Our case
stands. He isyet aminor and heis ours. He will come with us.”

Her imperious tone sparked anger in Kerrigan, but he tamped it down. Keeping his voice even, he looked her squarely
inthe eye. “I"'m not going with you.”

“Of course you are. No one here can stop us from taking you.”

He looked at her frankly. “Y ou don't want to test that statement, Magister. Thefact is, if you meant what you said
about Vilwan having created me to oppose Chytrine, then taking me back to Vilwan is stupid, isn't it? If you were sent
here to get me back, you have to see why that iswrong. Y ou forged me, just to resheath me when | am best prepared to
strike at her? Y ou know Vilwan created me and others to oppose Chytrine so the world would see Vilwan as the savior
of civilization and, in that role, you could expand your power back to what it was when Kirun existed. To withdraw me
now makes no sense unless you have entered an agreement with Chytrine.”

“How dare you, you insolent whelp?’ Tadurienne’s slap snapped his head around. “ Sheis Kirun's legacy and we



want it expunged from history.”

He raised hisleft hand to cover his cheek. The sting slowly faded, as did the venom in her words, leaving only the fear
behind. “That'sit, then? You fear | am

Kirun come again? Y ou think you forged too well and now you need to control me? Orla was right.”

“Orlawas afoal. | said | knew you as a babe. | have always opposed your training. Y ou have proven yourself a danger
and you must bereined in.” She took a step back and lowered her hands to her sides. “Y ou will be coming with

me

Kerrigan glanced left and right. Resolute, Dranae, Peri, and Crow had moved into positions where they could
physically intervene and prevent hisremoval. He slowly raised his hands out at shoulder level, showing his friends
open palms. The flesh beneath his upper arms quivered as he spoke. “L et her do what she wishes.”

Tadurienne’ s nostrilsflared. “I command you to come with me.”

“No.” Kerrigan slowly shook his head. “Y ou’ ve struck me, Magister. Y ou touched me. | now know you. | have your
essence just as | had Chytrine's essence. Y ou can do nothing to compel me to go with you.”

Power began to gather around her. Red sparks swirled between her hands as they came up to waist level. The red light
intensified, then the woman snapped her fingers back, shoving the heels of her handsin his direction. The scarlet
energy boiled out at him.

Kerrigan didn’t even bother to gesture. He knew the spell before she cast it and picked one tiny piece of it that was
tied to her nature to undo it. That component was all he needed to block it, which he did with minimal effort. Asif he
had pulled the linchpin from an axle, the rest of the spell just fell apart. By the time the energy stream reached him, it
was aready evaporating.

Tadurienne stared down at her hands as if they had betrayed her. She set her shoulders and began another spell.

Kerrigan held his right hand out, then closed it, snuffing the spell as effectively asif it had been a candle flame. “No,
Magister. If that spell goeswrong, you will suffer. Don’t make me prove again there is nothing you can do.”

Tadurienne looked past him at the kings. “My lords, you have just seen what he has done. He has disobeyed a direct
order of asuperior. Heis out of control. Give him to me or you will have another Kirun to deal with.”

King Augustus stood and descended to the foot of Kerrigan'stable. “It strikes me, Magister, that Adept Reese has
exhibited incredible control, especially for one of his youth. Had you struck me as you did him at his age, you'd have
had afoot of steel pinning your heart to your spine. With the power you say he has, he could have done much
worse.”

“Moreover, you could not control him.” Even though Scrainwood spoke for him, Kerrigan still found his voice
irritating. “He has bested Chytrine. Y ou, having recovered your memory, will now agree he was born on Vorquellyn,
which would strengthen Resolute's case for guardianship.”

Tadurienne' s voice seethed with fury. “ Y ou will find, my lords, that Vilwan has done much for you in the past. You
jeopardize our future dealings. Thisis

something | suggest you consider long and hard. | will wait aday for your decision, King Fidelius, then | will be forced
to communicate to you the Grand Magister’ s thoughts on the future of our relations.”

She turned on her heel, and with her aides trailing behind a step, stalked up the stairs and out of the Guild Master Hall.

Kerrigan dipped from the table and staggered when his feet hit the ground. He found himself caught from behind by
strong hands beneath his armpits. “ Thank you, Resolute.”

“My pleasure, brother.”
That sent an odd thrill through Kerrigan. He looked over at Rymramoch. “Where is Bok?’
“Resting. Heavier than atruncheon blow is the wrath of a spiteful child.”

“Isthere anything | can to do to help him?’



The puppet nodded. “ Just seeing you are well will be atonic to him.”

Kerrigan looked down, saw his toes, smiled, then gathered the sheet up between hislegs. “Let’s go. Clothes, then Bok,
then food. I'm starving”

Alexiaaccompanied Kerrigan as far as the palace, then excused herself and returned to her rooms while people scurried
about to find him suitable clothing. Once back in her chambers, she seated herself beside the fireplace and closed her
eyes. Taking a deep breath, she calmed herself, then projected herself into the Communion.

She found herself on the quay, with the dragonship ready and Maroth at the helm. She aso found she had been
anticipated, for the Black Dragon waited for her there on the quay itself. “ Greetings. | was coming to see you.”

“1 thought you might. Preyknosery reported to me his success in bringing Oracle to Narriz.” The dragon’s ears
twitched. “ Are you fedling manipulated?’

“Not per se, but | do feel you are orchestrating events to what seems to be my advantage. Chytrine is revealed to have
been disguised for years as Tatyana, shattering morale. In the wake of that, and the more disturbing news of the
Norrington’s death, hope is resurrected because Oracle comes and says the Norrington iswaiting. | know you were
part of having her brought to Narriz.”

“What isyour difficulty with this?’

Alexialifted her chin and, clasping her hands at the small of her back, she met the Black Dragon’s stare openly. “I
don’t know who you are, so | don’t know why you are doing this. All you have done has been to my benefit, and has
hurt Chytrine, but I am uncertain how you benefit by it all.”

The Black Dragon nodded. “There are many ways | benefit, daughter, but not the |least of them isin the furtherance of
the Communion’s mission. We seek a united and peaceful world. Chytrine opposesit; therefore | do what | can to
discomfit her.”

“But, with amind like yours, outside of this place, you must be doing more.”

He laughed. “Y ou, Alexia, and Markus Adrogans, even your Prince Erlestoke, are far more competent to lead troops
than I. You do that well. | do thiswell. My efforts el sewhere would be wasted.”

The princess frowned. “How long have you known that Tatyana was really Chytrine?’

The Black Dragon canted his head. “Very good. I’ve known for over twenty years.”

“How did you know?’

“Tatyanawas a member of the Communion. Chytrine took her on one of her tripsinto Okrannel—on a precursor to
your dream raids. Chytrine did not know she was of the Communion, and Tatyana was able to communicate for atime
before she perished in Aurolan.”

“And you didn’t say anything?”

“How could 1?1 learned the information here. | could not spesk of it in the world.”

“Youdidn't tell me.”

“There was no need, was there? Y ou aready disliked her and did not trust her. She thought her secret safe and her
efforts effective. Had she not been exposed, | would have told you that anything she heard would go to Chytrine’s
ears, and you would have been cautious. That would have been enough.”

“It might have been, but now things are in jeopardy. The crowns are in an uproar over the betrayal.”

“That’s not what concernsyou, isit, truly?” Warmth threaded through his words. “Y ou’ re concerned because she has
always promoted you as the leader who would destroy Chytrine. Y ou wonder if she has been laying some sort of a

trap.”
Alexiabowed her head. “Again, | wonder if you can read my mind.”

“Your question, Alexia, isnormal.”



“Thisis more than acommander wondering if she has the ability to lead troops into battle.”

His jaw dropped open in adragonish smile. “That | understand. Y ou are young and though trained well, thisisawar
unlike any fought in centuries. Lord Norrington, the last man who led troops against her, failed and became her
creature. Y ou wonder about that. Y ou also wonder what she saw in you that made her so certain you were not a
threat—for if you were athreat, she would not have urged you on others.”

“You'reright, she doesn’t think I'm athreat.”
“Perhaps sheiswrong.”

Alexialaughed. “I would have to be an idiot to lead an army into battle, counting on the fact that my enemy is that
stupid.”

“1 agree, but | think you fail to look at a basic truth. She underestimates you. She underestimates everyone, but most
especially you because she sees you as atool of her own making. The fact that you have been hostile and closed to
her,

the fact that you have taken up with Crow, all of these things lead her to believe you have no depth. The fact that you
love is something she cannot understand: your love for Crow, for Perrine, for your friends, thisisincomprehensible to
her. She doesn’t understand that you are doing things for others, not just for yourself.

“She sees you as someone bent on military glory, and she expects you to act like it. Markus Adrogans has been raised
to be your rival to spur you to excesses. Those excesses will be punished. But you know better than all that.”

Alexianodded and could see the wisdom in the Black Dragon’ s words. Alyx always had been stiff in dealing with
Tatyana, from the first when she bit her, on up through her taunting her with the possihility of carrying Crow’s child.
She even knew from talking with Crow that Chytrine had offered him the chance to be her consort and he had refused
her. Alexiahad won a prize Chytrine had sought for herself, which could have further clouded her thinking.

The princess swallowed. “ She knows what | feel isthe wise course for the conduct of the war. She knows what | will
do.”

The Black Dragon shrugged. “So you will do things differently. The advantage you have, my dear, is that when the
best battle plan falls apart, you are able to think, to order, and to lead. Chytrine’s minions do not have that freedom,
nor are the stakes as high for them. Y ou fight to guarantee for others what they have long since surrendered. All other
things being equal, that will win the day.”

Alyx gave him awry smile. “But will al other things be equal ?’

“Not if you do the job you are capable of.” The Black Dragon smiled broadly. “They will be very uneven, and in your
favor. And Chytrine will pay dearly for her arrogance.”

Alexiawaited until Crow had finished spreading the map of the eastern half of the world out on their bed before she
began to speak. It showed Saporiciain great detail, the same for Oriosa, Muroso, and Bokagul. Loquellyn, Sarengull,
Sebcia, and the north were rendered less exactly. She would have preferred things to be far more precise, but to have
asked for more work on the map might have tipped people off asto what she was thinking.

“1 wanted to share with the six of you what | am proposing for our battle plan. | trust you both to be able to execute
what | plan, and to keep this a secret until we reveal it to the crowns. There will be many objections for awhole host of
reasons, but our people, the military people, will accept it, so their leaders have little choice but to agree. Still, the
moment we makeit public, Chytrine will know and will plan accordingly.”

The others in the room nodded solemnly. Augustus, Peri, and Crow faced her from across the bed, Dranae and
Resolute from the foot, and Erlestoke stood at her right hand. The Oriosan Prince nodded slowly. “1’m sure whatever
you are thinking will come asa surprise.”

“1 hope so, but | also want you to tell me where I’m wrong.” She began by pointing at Narriz. “ Our troops are gathering
here. | will need to split our forces into three groups. The main group isthe one | shall lead. It will comprise over
seventy percent of the personnd we have and will head north, up the Delasena River valley. We will be aiming for
Bacirro, which is the city the Aurolani will threaten after they bypass Fronosa. After we break part of the army there,
we will press them back toward Fronosa. There is aweaknessthere | want to exploit. We will retake Fronosa and move
into Muroso... Yes, Highness, what?’



King Augustus folded his arms across his chest. “Y ou know | have the utmost
confidence in you, Alexia. But what makes you so certain that you will retake Fronosa so quickly?*

“Sire, | know | will take Fronosa because the taking of that city—and all the other cities | shall mention—was the
substance of theraid dream | told to the Crown Circle and Tatyana.”

“But Tatyanawas Chytrine.”

“Yes, shewas.” Alyx gathered her hands at the small of her back. “ Chytrine seemed to believe strongly in the power of
prophecy, especialy asrealized in those dreams. Look at my cousin, Mikhail, taking the Three Brothers. That was what
he dreamed, and it came true. That strengthened belief in those prophecies. Mine is one that she has always told me |
must fulfill.”

Erlestoke frowned. “Why would Chytrine believe these dreams would come true?’

Alexiashook her head. “I don’t know if she does or not. If she does, it could be because she sees them as elements
working toward the fulfillment of some dream or prophecy she knows about. Her belief or not isimmaterial, however.
What isimportant is that she believesthat / believe. Her assumptions about me are not realistic. She seesmeasa
younger, less experienced Markus Adrogans. Once she sees me moving in the pattern she is expecting, she will
believe she has me right where she wants me. She will lay her trap and snap the jaws shut on me.”

Augustus scratched at his chin. “ That is a dangerous assumption to make.”

“But we'll know if it isavalid one by her first move after Fronosa. If she goes after Bacirro with aweak force, one |l can
crush, we' Il know sheis offering me bait.”

“Sister, when would she strike?”

Alexiarolled her shoulders uncomfortably. “The exact moment | can’t be certain, but | would have to win severa
victories. Morale would have to be high, and word of the prophecy would have to spread before she was going to
make an attempt. In my dream, the grand battle took place in Sebcia, at Lurri. The closer we get to there, the more she
will assume | am looking past asmall battle toward the fina one. It would be afatal mistake for meto do so.”

Resolute let alow growl rumblein his throat for amoment. “Y ou do not accept your dream as prophecy, even though
your cousin’s dream did come true.”

“No, | don't, Resolute, for one simple reason: | never dreamed that night. | never had the chance.” She smiled. “My
cousin, against all protocols, confided his dream to me. He was happy and | was a hit jealous. He asked me about my
dream, and | lied. | made things up. | had been schooled in history, so | recounted a series of battles | knew had taken
place historically, and | kept them away from Okrannel because he might know our history. Then, when | went before
the Crown Circle, well, they already knew what | had dreamed. Whether it was my cousin or someone else listening, |
don’t know. So | told the samelie

again, in more detail. Fronosa got tossed in just because it was a link between Bacirro and Paloso on the Murosan
coast.”

The Alcidese King shook his head. “1 seethelogic in your assumptions. But if she thinks too much about it, she may
well seethetruth.”

“That'swhy 1 don’t intend to give her that chance.” Alexia pointed to the hills district northeast of Narriz. “I want to
put asmall force in here, onethat is highly mobile, to harass the troops she will have in the area. It, ultimately, will be
the force that takes Fronosa. Primarily what | want from it is to hit and run, disrupting supplies. It's something we have
done before, and her commanders are likely to see it as a nuisance force as it was in Muroso. When we need it to hit
hard, however, it will. That's not al, though.”

Alexialooked at Erlestoke. “Captain Venesraised avalid point about Oriosa. That flank has to be secured. Right now,
with Oriosa neutral, we both have the same measure of security, though Chytrine does have troops in your nation.”

“In my father’s nation.”
“Erlestoke, you may see Oriosa as his, but the people of Oriosa see it asyours.” Alexiarested a hand on his shoulder.

“What | want you to do isto take aforce and march right up through Oriosa. Chytrine will recognize the threat you
pose and have to devote troops to oppose you.”



“Her troops will oppose me, certainly, but they will be second in line. My father does have his supporters among the
nobility. They will also oppose us with troops.” Erlestoke pressed his black mask tighter against hisface. “You're
asking metoinitiate acivil war.”

“No. I’'m asking you to assume your rightful place at the head of an Oriosan army. Y ou’ re not going to be there to
make war on your father, and the people will know that since you will not lay siege to Meredo. Y ou will bypassit and
keep going. You'll pick up troops from those lords who oppose your father and when Chytrine attacks, she will be
attacking Oriosans. That will cause the countryside to rise up to support you.”

“Y ou understimate Oriosans if you think | won't be shedding their blood.”

“No, | don't think | am, Erlestoke. | know what you’ ve done. | know what Crow did. | know your brother joined the
Freemen. I've had a good chance to look into the hearts of brave Oriosans. | know they will fight, and will even fight
for you.” She gave his shoulder a squeeze. “What | want from you isto find away to bring them to us. You didn’t like
what your father was doing and you chose to leave. Y our people didn’t like it any better, but they didn’t have that
choice. Now you can give them a choice, if you are willing.”

Erlestoke sighed heavily. “1 don’t know. Thisis something | must think hard about. | know this needs to be done, | just
don’t know if | can do it. When do you require an answer?’

“You have aday.”

The prince jerked back, then nodded. “A day. Okay.” Alexiaglanced at Resolute. “1 want you to lead the hill force.”
“No.”

“What?’

Crow smiled. “| told you.”

“l can't lead it, Alexia Y ou're expecting meto say it is because | have no standing. Save your breath. | cannot lead it
because | am not going to be available.”

Alexiafrowned. “What are you talking about?’

Thetall Vorquelf looked down at her with argent eyes. “Have you forgotten what Oracle said? Will’ swaiting for us on
Vorquelyn. That’swhereI’m going. I’ m taking Oracle with me.”

Alexiafelt her guts begin to knot up. “ That’ sinsane, Resolute. Y ou'll be slaughtered once you hit Vorquellyn. Y ou
yourself said you need afull-blooded Vorquelf to get where Will is waiting, and none exists.”

“It doesn’t matter, Princess. It hasto be done. In all your thinking about what Chytrine may or may not take as
prophecy you neglected one thing: it was the Norrington Prophecy that started all this. Y ou might not want to believe
init, but | do.”

“Resolute, | do believe. | believe Will was the embodiment of it, and that what he did has set things in motion so we
can destroy Chytrine.”

“I like that interpretation, Princess. | wish | could afford to believe it the way you do. Oracle says Will iswaiting. The
prophecy says Will will vanquish Chytrine and redeem Vorquellyn. For all | know my death, Oracl€’ s death, there, on
Vorquellyn, may be required.” He shrugged. “Besides, you need someone going to Loquellyn to convince the
Loquelves to come through the highlands and help you out. Might as well be me.”

Alexialooked at Crow. “Can you talk senseto him?’

“I1t would be the first time in our long association. Besides, | know how stubborn he is. HE's going to do what he said
he' s going to do. | assume you’re going to need someone to watch your back.”

Resolute nodded. “1 will, but it won't be you, my friend. Y ou’ re going to be leading the hill force that takes Fronosa.”
“But...”
The Vorquelf shook his head. “Who better?’

Crow laughed. “I could name a dozen. Prince Erlestoke, for one. Adrogans for another.”



Erlestoke smiled. “I’ll trade assignments with you.”
“Y our father would love that. No.”
Augustus frowned. “What are you going to do about Adrogans, Alexia?’

She shook her head. “1 will keep him aware of what we are doing, but there is not much more | can do. His people are
too far away. His cavalry could be herein amonth and a half, perhaps, and be another two weekstrying to find usin
Muroso. The trek would ruin them. His infantry couldn’'t be here until late summer.”

The king leaned forward and traced aline from Svarskya around through the Ghost March. “He could take the shorter
route.”

“He'll fight every step of theway.” She smiled. “It will give Chytrine something to think about. Do you think he would
doit?

“If he was of amind to have created an empire, he' d already have declared Okrannel to be part of it. Y ou’ d never get
approval to order him to do that.”

“So | just keep him aware of what we are doing and hope he takes the hint?’

Augustus chuckled. “I think you have no other course. In fact, I’ m certain you will be told to give Adrogans orders to
stay in Svarskya. | might suggest you entrust them to Resolute for delivery.”

The princess smiled. “I’ll do that. Dranae, what do you think?”

The dragon in manform folded powerful arms over his chest. “In my time with you | have learned to trust your
judgment, al of you. Y our strategy seems sound. | will fight alongside you. | believe Arimtarawill aso. It will give you
some counters to any dragons Chytrine might use.”

“Good, thank you.” Finally, she looked at Perrine. “What about you, sister?’
“Thereisonething | don't like about this plan.”
“What?’

“1 cannot be with all the groups at the same time.” Peri flashed talons. “The Nor’ witch has had her way too long. She
thinks you afool at her peril, sister. Wewill make her pay dearly for her mistake.”

Isaura had never seen her mother in such a state. Chytrine had the slender young woman fast by the wrist, dragging
her along through the caverns beneath her citadel. She' d returned to Aurolan barely hours before with Nefrai-kesh and
aprisoner. Isauradidn’t want to think of the woman that way, but her fear and the manner in which Chytrine had her
bundled off by kryalniri really left her no choicein the matter.

Isaura swhite hair flew behind her as they sped on. Her mother, slightly shorter and thicker, with gold-blonde hair,
made her way through twists and turns effortlessly. She entered tunnels | saura had never known existed despite living
her entirelifein Aurolan. Traces of magick around some entrances led her to believe what were now open had recently
been shut away.

The gibberers following them, dragging another prisoner, did not have trouble negotiating the course. She was
uncertain if that was because they had ventured this way before, or if their devotion to Chytrine kept them in dogged
pursuit.

Chytrine looked back over her right shoulder at Isaura. “Daughter, it isimperative that | share with you some
information. Though you are not blood of my blood, nor flesh of my flesh, you are truly my daughter. What | have
withheld from you until this point was only so you would be ready to know it. | was easily twice your age before this
truth was made manifest to me, but you are far more mature than | was.”

“Thank you, Mother.”

Their pace dlackened alittle as their surroundings grew a bit warmer on the downward path. “I need to tell you of the
world and its origins. There was once atime when al that existed was a swirling chaotic ball. Imagine every blizzard
you have ever seen, combine them and lace them with the elements, and even

that will not be close to what existed. From within that chaos came a people wise and powerful. They are



the Oromise, and they shaped thisworld out of the chaos. They made it their home."

Chytrine’ s voice had sunk into husky soft tones, taking Isaura back to the nights when the empress had told
her soothing tales of Aurolani heroes and their grand expl oits, or milder tales of boreal creatures who were

alive with magick. The story her mother wastelling her now would have had that same fantastic character

toit, save for the tight grip on her wrist and their relentless progress deeper and deeper into the folds of the
earth.

“The dragons came to this world, and the Oromise welcomed them. They were not the dragons we know
now, but mere worms, barely capable of thought. The Oromise protected them and nurtured them,
developing them into the grand creatures they are. That is why dragons have no native culture. They are
true beasts of the chaos, and live to destroy. It istheir nature and, foolishly, the Oromise thought they had
carried the dragons past it.

“Elves then entered the world and the Oromise were kind to them. At that time forests covered the face of
the earth, and the elves spread far and wide. They did not disturb the dragons, and the dragons barely
noticed them. All would have been at peace, but the elves are creative creatures and they paid homage to
the Oromise. They fashioned things of wood and metal, beautiful things, creating in imitation of the
Oromise, who created so much. The elves offered them worship and sacrifices. That pleased the Oromise.
It also made the dragons jealous.”

Indignation filled her mother’s vaice. “ The dragons attacked the elves, burning and killing, stealing the
treasures they fashioned for the Oromise. The Oromise reacted and struck the dragons down. They
demanded the return of the stolen things, and the dragons—yet treacherous worms—agreed but plotted.
Jealous servants that they were, they revolted against the Oromise and a great war ensued.”

“That’ s horrible, Mother.”

“It was. Most horrible. The Oromise created many manner of creaturesto aid them in their battle. The
urZrethi yet exist, as do some others, in pockets, here and there. Grichothka and vylaens are descendants
of some, and the kryalniri | have made in the image of others. The war ravaged the lands, splitting the
forests, poisoning rivers and oceans, and doing more damage than we could possibly imagine. The dragons
tried to create their own allies, but the best they could do were the Panqui. Despite that lack of success, the
dragons were most terrible in war, asthey yet are.

“The Oromise realized that by engaging in the war they were |etting dragons inject chaos into the world.
The very act of war was destroying the place they sought to preserve, so the Oromise withdrew, inward,
into the earth, and walled themselves away. There they have waited, quiet and peaceful, knowing atime
would cometo reclaim what isrightfully their creation.”

They came around a corner and the nature of the passage changed. Up to that point the walls had been
little worked and bore all signs of being natural formations. The path had been smooth, something Isaura
knew was not likely , occur without help, but she accepted it without thinking. Now, however, a broad
staircase opened down to alarge semispherical room. It had no floor, but descended into adark well, the
bottom of which Isaura could not discern. A narrow causeway extended halfway into the room.

Her mother paused at the top of the stairs. “1 did not know of this place until the time of Kirun. When those
who came to kill him arrived here, | fled deep into the tunnels. Y ou know | can assume many forms,
including the dragon you have ridden in high summer. Thisis because | am of adua nature: both urZrethi
and dragon. Loyal servant to the Oromise and rebel. | unite these two aspects and seek to undo the
injustice perpetrated by the one half. Down here, safe, | heard the Oromise whisper to me. | learned the
truth, and it made me free to do all that needed to be done.”

Chytrine gave her wrist atug. “Come, you'll see.”

Wordlessly, Isaura drifted after her. She stopped on the bottom step and allowed two grichothka to bring
the prisoner to the causeway. She had been bound hand and foot and was forced to kneel toward the end
of it.



Chytrine dismissed the gibberkin with awave. The furred creatures scampered up the stairs and out of
sight. Isaurafought the urge to race after them and instead watched her mother move onto the causeway.

The Aurolani Empress grabbed the prisoner by her brown hair and hauled her head back, extending her
throat. The woman, Vionna, had once been the queen of the Wruonin pirates and servant to the empress.
She had obtained a fragment of the DragonCrown for her, but lost it again to the Norrington and his
companions. She had become a grave disappointment to Chytrine and through the whimpers and trembling
of bluish lips, Isaura assumed the woman knew that.

Chytrine’ s voice filled the room’s bowl. “Hear me, ancient Masters and Mistresses. In Y our purpose | have
been engaged. Another of Y our servants has been destroyed. | offer Y ou this sacrifice in hopes Y ou will
find something of worth to enable this unworthy servant to continue her serviceto Y ou.”

Vionna s eyes grew wider. “ Sacrifice? Don’'t do this.”

The empress' gold eyes half lidded. “Y ou are scrap from which They will make a masterwork.” She took a
step back, then kicked Vionna full between the shoulder blades. The pirate grunted and skidded toward the
edge, then dlipped off. She made a desperate grab for the causeway lip with her knees, but failed and fell
screaming into the darkness.

Isaura shivered. She had never liked Vionna, so would not miss her. She did not know what her fate was to
be, but that did not concern her. Y et her mother’s coldness, the sharpness of the kick, that was something
she had never seen before. Though she loved her mother dearly, this was an aspect that unsettled her.

A weak wave of magick pulsed up through the well and gathered in the room’ s bowl as smoke gathers beneath a roof.
Isaura could almost see it as smoke, drifting and boiling, then it al contracted and flowed toward one spot on the wall
opposite the stairs. The stone there began to glow red and shift. The redness flowed into an oval shape. A dark line
formed across the middle, from edge to edge, then it opened as might an eyelid. Beyond it Isaura could only see
blackness, but a blackness with depth, asif the sky robbed of stars.

Chytrine dropped to her knees and by reflex Isauradid aswell. A voice, neither male nor female, and somehow plural,
filled Isaura’ s head. “Y our gift, our pet, pleases. Joy will be had from its working. Who behind you stands?’

“Thisis my daughter and heir, to be learned in the ways of Y our service. Sheis|saura.”

Isaurafelt an intensity of attention paid to her, asif a hard stare, but one capable of penetrating her flesh and bones
and even her soul. She kept her head bowed and her body rigid. Somehow she choked back a scream.

The presence withdrew. “ Also pleasing. Y our choice we approve.”

Chytrine bowed far enough forward to touch her head to the stone. “Y our serviceiswhat | live for. Your pleasureis
my only pleasure.”

“Tell us how your endeavors have our cause advanced.”

“All is prepared for the grand victory that shall sweep opposition away. Discord has been sown in the enemy. Y our
great gift of firedirt has been passed to the most rapacious and ambitious among them. Already they fear his advances
and this blunts their effortsin the east. There, they are putting the trust of their armiesin ayoung woman. She believes
in the power of prophetic dreams—dreamsthat will lead her in a series of victories. With Y our other gifts, we will break
her cycle of dreams and shatter her forces.”

“And of the Norrington?’

“Heisgone, and with him their hope. They move from clinging to that prophecy to this one about Alexia.”

“The worms nothing suspect?’

“No. They are aware that | aone can reassemble then destroy the Dragon-Crown. They will giveit to meand | will
re-create it. Instead of destroying it, however, | will useit to force the greatest of the dracomages to unmake the
mag-icks that hold you prisoner. Y ou will be free once more.”

The eye widened dightly. “Magick stainsyou.”



“Yes.” Chytrine hissed, sat back on her heels, crossed her arms, then drew them back. Her hands ran across her
collarbones to her shoulders, then down over her breasts, belly, hips, and thighs. In their wake glowed a blue mist with
agolden lattice playing through it.

That lattice dissolved and |saura caught a sense of residual magick. She could not discern the nature of the spell, but
she knew who had cast it. She had seen him at Nawal in Muroso. He had slain a sullanciri and thwarted the efforts of
the Aurolani sorcerersto bring the city’ s siege to a quick conclusion.

“Cunning spell, pet. Y ou noticed it not?’

“No, Masters and Mistresses, but he who cast it has been dealt with.”

“Y ou should have given him to us.”

Chytrine again prostrated herself. “ Forgive this unworthy one.”

“We shall, for reasons that defy logic. Of the crown, three pieces remain.”

“Two we are close to getting. The last, however, is dusive. It will be found. Y our will shall be done. | have made
arrangementsthat even if | fall, | shal not

fail.”

I saura shivered. She had no idea what her mother meant by that, for she had been given no instructions. If her mother
trusted her, she would tell her. And if she does not, then how can | truly be her heir ?

“Seetoit you do not fail.”
“Never.”

The voice ceased and the eye closed, but the magickal intensity in the room did not slacken. Suddenly the hole
snapped open again and something flew from it, spat forth wetly. It hit high up on the stairs, and began to slide down,
but claws extended through the thick mucus coating it and scrabbled against rock.

The creature got its feet beneath it, then sliced apart the membrane encapsulating it. The turgid coating sloughed of f
and flowed down the stairs, leaving alithe female form covered in closely cropped black fur, save for thetip of the tail
and athick midnight mane covering neck and powerful shoulders. Thetail lashed once, then the tufted ears rose.

The creature turned to look at | saura, revealing awhiskered muzzle and bright blue eyes. Lips peeled back to flash
ivory fangs. Still weak of limb, the thing could not stand, but did manage to drag her legs up and twist. “What have
you done to me, witch?’

Chytrine glanced over her shoulder. “Y ou have had the honor known to few of my sullanciri, to be transformed by my
Masters and Mistresses into atool of their will. Y ou were once Vionna and would have been a queen. They have made
you agod. Y ou are now Nekaamti and shall be second only to Nefrai-kesh. Y ou will be his consort, doing hiswill and
mine”

Nekaamu hissed, then stretched her muscles. She pulled her right hand before her face and watched, fascinated, as her
clawsretracted and extended. Shelicked at her yet wet fur, then her eyes narrowed. “ At least | am no longer cold.”

The Oromise voice resumed. “Our reward pleases you, pet?’

“It is more than this one could have ever hoped.”

“Asisyour serviceto us. You will free us again, and our pleasure shall know no limits. Our gratitude will similarly be
unbound.” The opening again closed and the magick fled asif drawn into the void beyond it. Isaura shivered again
and dowly climbed to her feet.

Chytrine remained on her knees for a moment, whispering in atongue Isaura did not understand, then bowed deeply
before rising. The empress smiled at her daughter. “There is much for you to learn. The first isto be able to

find your way here. The Oromise will always protect you. Y ou need not fear them, daughter. With them asyour dlies,
there is nothing for you to fear."

“1 know that, Mother.” Isaura smiled as sweetly as she could.



“Good, this pleases me. Come.” Chytrine mounted the steps, avoiding the remains of Nekaamti' s afterbirth, climbing in
the wake of the sullanciri bounding up the stairs. “With what you have learned today, you need never fear anything

again.”

Isaura glanced back at the bowl and felt her skin crawl. “No, Mother, | know that aswell.” After today, | fear you. And
that is more than enough fear for a lifetime.

It struck King Scrainwood as odd that while he had quite afew clandestine meetings with women, none of the
meetings were the sort of assignation that would please him. Granted, none of the women were the sort with whom he
sought that sort of assignation. Certainly not Tatyana, and not the woman before him now.

He shivered dlightly, remembering the times he had spent with Tatyana and never having had a clue as to her true
identity. Chytrine had played him well, using Tatyanato measure his loyalty. It amused him ever so dlightly to have
been the one to pass on to Tatyana the news that Adrogans had dragonels, when Chytrine had told him thisin the
first place. She must have been laughing mightily inside—if she ever laughed.

The woman bowed before him. “Thank you for granting me this audience, King Scrainwood.”

“Your request was unexpected, Magister Tadurienne.” Scrainwood smiled dlyly. “The day you granted in your
ultimatum has passed, and another. King Fidelius has not given you custody of Kerrigan Reese. Indeed, the boy is
treated as if emancipated.”

Tadurienne' s right hand strayed to the lacy courtesy mask she wore and stroked it over her temple. “We find this yet
to be a problem, but we do not see an immediate solution for it.”

The king stood, opening his hands. “1 have none either. If thisis the reason you have come here, your time is wasted,
asismine.”

“If you will indulge me, Highness...”

“Seetoit you don’t bore me.” He crossed from his throne to a small side table and poured himself a goblet of wine.
Another one waited there to be filled, but

he refrained. Raising it and sipping, he turned and nodded to her. “Y ou may speak.”

“Thank you, Highness.” Though he heard tightness in her voice, the ring he wore did not even hint at hostility. “To
usit appears asif Vilwan and Oriosa are facing some similar problems. We have Kerrigan Reese, a son of ours, who
shows no loyalty. While he could well be successful, without preparation, our role in his victory will go unrecognized.
Our place will be diminished.”

“Indeed, and | can imagine why you would not like that.” Scrainwood sipped again, then lowered his goblet. “You
would liken Erlestoke to Kerrigan Reese?’

“1 knew you would catch the allusion, Highness. It applies to Erlestoke more than Linchmere, but you suffer the
difficulty of apossible compounding of the situation. If both your sons emerged heroes, their popularity would eclipse
yours and perhaps end your reign.”

Scrainwood nodded dowly. “Y ou’ ve perhaps missed the fact that my reign may be ended in a matter of months.
Chytrine or my alieswill invade Oriosa. My chances of surviving that sort of onslaught are negligible. Y ou seem to be
suggesting something needs to be done to position ourselves to benefit from the aftermath of the war. But unless | see
away to survive, thisis a pointless exercise.”

The corner of Tadurienne's mouth tugged up in abit of asmile. “We believe there is away this can be done. Y our
survival for ours, Highness.”

“If you can guarantee my survival, you are greater magicians than even | could have imagined.”

The Magister nodded. “1 have been speaking with many leaders, Highness, and there are certain anxieties that the
leaders of smaller nations share. Adrogans' likely possession of dragonels threatens everyone. Likewise, Alcida's
strong presence is seen as a threat. Why would they withdraw from Saporicia? They will need recompense of some
sort for their efforts, and will hold on to key cities until their price had been paid. Asthey build an empire, the collision
between them and the Jeranese empire isinescapable. The nations between them do not feel secure.”

“Fascinating scenario, but | fail to see what it hasto do with my situation.”



“A strong Oriosais seen asthe only deterrent to an Alcidese empire. If Oriosais strong, then it is poised like a dagger
that can strike at Yslin and split the Saporician provinces from Alcida proper. The western nations are prepared to vote
in council to support the war in Saporicia, provided there is an agreement that no foreign force invades Oriosa. Y our
eastern neighbors are not going to invade unless they are threatened by Chytrine, and the war in Saporicia should
keep her involved.”

The Oriosan king set his goblet on the table and clapped politely. “ Spoken as someone who has no understanding of
warfare whatsoever. Thefact of it issimple. As Alexia presses in the north, Chytrine simply must engage in another
attack. She will go through Oriosato strike at Narriz and cut off al supply from

the south. Alosan and Vegan troops will pour into the north—we can but hope |hey slaughter each other, since there
islittle love lost there.”

“We do not disagree with your analysis, Highness, but we would point out that if the battle moves quickly enough to
Muroso, Oriosais no longer aviable option for Chytrine.” Tadurienne pressed her hands together flatly. “We have
organized alegion of our finest war-mages and will make them available to Princess Alexia. They will be under her
orders, of course, but will be in a position to turn the tide in key battles. Others of our people will be available to
facilitate transport of personnel and materiel, such that the move into Muroso should be swift.”

“Provided Chytrine does nothing unusual.”

“Oh, Chytrine will, certainly.” Tadurienne shrugged. “We will be there to oppose her. We will also give you, quitein
secret, another legion of mages versed in avariety of arts, for you to use as you need to maintain order. If you need
them to destroy infestations of Aurolani troops, they will. If you need them to extract information from suspected
collaborators, they will.”

“If | need Aurolani sympathizerskilled?’
Tadurienne nodded. “ They are yours to command.”

“So, you will actively guarantee my place on the throne by providing me secret marshalsto rid me of my enemies. The
pricefor thiswill not be small.”

“No, but hardly beyond that which you can pay.” The grey-robed Magister folded her arms, dlipping her hands into
the opposite deeves. “ As Kerrigan Reese indicated, after the days of Kirun, Vilwan diluted the power of its students.
That clearly was an error, but it was done in atime when many feared a sorcerer of great power. Kerrigan Reese himself
has such power, and we cannot discount the idea that something he may do will result in aregeneration of that fear. If
our role in the defeat of Chytrineis seen as minor, then it might be possible to suggest we are done away with.

“What we would want of you is simple: your support in demanding Vilwan again become strong. Y ou will point out
and promote our activities against Chytrine. Y our support, and your invitation for us to set up a satellite school in
Oriosa, will prompt other nationsto do likewise. We all benefit.”

“Indeed, we do.” Scrainwood turned and filled the second goblet, then extended it in Tadurienne' s direction. “Please,
enjoy my hospitality.”

The Magister gestured and the goblet floated to her outstretched hand. “ Y ou are most kind, Highness.”

“No, infact, | am not, but you knew that. If you did not, you would not be here.” He raised his cup to her. “May what
we plan come to fruition in the best way.”

Alexia sat back in the chair and groaned as Crow’ s strong fingers began to knead the muscles of her neck and
shoulders. “Oh, do not stop.”

“Asyou command, Highness.” His thumbs worked up aong the back of her neck, forcing her head forward. They
pressed in hard there, releasing tensed muscles, then she felt alight kiss. The kissfell over amark he' d left there
during their lovemaking the previous night, and it made her smile. “It is amost time for you to come to bed, you know.”

She groaned again. “| want to, Crow, very much, but there are so many reports to read through. All these units, and |
have to compare what officials say about them, then what you, Peri, and Dranae say about them. And then we have al
the supply reports...”

“All of which will wait. Y ou will benefit from agood night's deep, and | mean to see you haveit.”



She turned her head and glanced back at him. “You’ll be dleeping el sewhere, then?’

He laughed. “1 would prefer to hold you, my love.” His voice dropped. “And | think you would sleep better if you did
not harbor the secret you have been carrying for the last two days.”

Alyx dtiffened. “What do you mean?’

Crow’ s hands left her neck, as he shifted to her left and dropped to aknee. “I know you. When we were discussing the
strategies for the war, you told Resolute you never dreamed during your dream raid. You lied to him. You did dream,
and that dream has come back to you these last couple of nights. Y ou need to let it out. Y ou can tell me what it was.”
“No, | can't, Crow.”

“Why not?’

She turned in the chair and took his handsin hers. “Becauseif it comestrue...” Alyx pressed her lipstogether in an
effort to forestall tears, but one leaked down her right cheek regardless.

He squeezed her fingers. “ Shhhh, it can't be that bad.”

“Yes, it can.”

“Tell me, Alexia. If it has something to do with me, you have to let me share the burden.”

“No, becauseif | don’t believeit, it can’t be true.”

Crow smiled up at her. “Darling, if it disturbs your deep, you already believeit. Tell me.”

She drew in adeep breath, held it, then exhaled quickly. “I was seventeen at the time, so there was much of it | didn’t
understand. It was confusing, just like a dream is supposed to be. | was lying on my back, in bed, with my lover
sleeping beside me. We held hands.”

She smiled at him, then caressed his cheek. “I didn’t know who it was then, and never thought about who until the last
couple of nights. He had white hair and a beard, just like you. He was you; is you. | was happy. Then there appeared a

figure and | was paralyzed. | could do nothing. She took the pillow from be-

neath your head and placed it over your face. Y ou could do nothing either, you did not struggle. She was smothering
you.*

Crow’s eyes widened. “ Okay, now there's two of us hoping your dream does ,ot come true.”

“But it doesn’'t end there.” Alyx swallowed hard again. “Like| said, it was adream. My father appeared and he
destroyed the person smothering you. That's impossible, | know that, but that iswhat | dreamed.”

“Anything after that? Did we survive?’

She shook her head. “No, nothing after that. Other events intervened and | never had another chance to sleep that
night. When Mischatold me hisdream, | couldn’t tell him mine. | didn’t liewhen | said | made my dream up. | did.”

Crow rubbed a hand over his jaw and tugged on his beard. “| don’t like the dream but, as with the Norrington
Prophecy, things have to beright for that stuff to come true. Perhaps we take steps to make sure the circumstances are
not right.”

“So you are sleeping el sewhere tonight?’

“Let’snot beinsane, shall we?' He dipped his fingersinto her hair and drew her down into akiss. Their lips met,
parted. He licked softly, she reciprocated and gavein fully to the kiss. When finally they broke it, they both smiled.

“Oh, Crow, | much prefer thisfeeling to one of dread.”

“1 quite agree.” He stood and pulled her up into his arms. He hugged her around the small of her back, bringing their
hips and bellies together tightly. “Do you recall, in that dream, feeling asif you had made love before you fell asleep?’

“At the time, Crow, | had no ideawhat that felt like, so, no.”



“Good, so having that feeling is not part of the dream.” He kissed her throat and murmured against it. “Which
means...”

“... that instead of sleeping apart, we have to sleep very much together?”’

“My thinking exactly.”

Alexiasmiled. “I can see now how you' ve survived a quarter century of war with Chytrine.”

“Animal cunning, really.” He glanced toward their bed. “Well, my dear, shall we be on the safe side?’

“As everyoneis counting on me to save the world, prudence would be best.” She smiled and kissed him on the ear.
“Thank you, lover, | shall deep very well inyour arms.”

Kerrigan listened to the instructions Princess Alexia gave the gathered soldiery, but with only half an ear. Though
seven days had passed since his victory over Chytrine’s spell, he still did not feel comfortable in his skin. Seeing his
toes was still anovelty, and there was alot more loose skin than he could have imagined. He just sagged everywhere
and that took alot of getting used to.

There was also alot more muscle to him than he would have thought— though, in an odd way, it made perfect sense.
He' d built up alot of muscle just hauling his own bulk around. He no longer massed as much as Dranae, and his ordeal
had just drained him of fat and hadn’t given him anything to replace it. It was true that he felt better and could move
more quickly, but he found that distracting at a time when distracted was the last thing he needed to be.

The undertaking Princess Alexia described was fascinating, but he’ d heard the briefing before, and had even helped
her work out the numbers. Under her command she would have thirteen thousand troops. Three thousand would go
with Erlestoke on his mission, though she did not mention what his command would be doing to the assembled
officers. A second subcommand under the Salnian General Pandiculiawould draw off three thousand troops as well
and move considerably west to the Varasena River and head north along it. Crow’ s two battalions would operate in the
hills and had been supplemented by alegion of Vilwanese warmages, making them more effective than just elite
cavalry done.

The bulk of the force, under Alexia’s direct command, would head up the Delasena River valley. There they would wait
for Pandiculia s force to sweep east, then they would push toward Fronosa. If everything went perfectly, Alexia's
force would reach Bacirro five days after leaving Narriz, and fourteen days later

pandiculia stroops would arrive after their long trek. Another five days' march would bring them to Fronosa,
approximately amonth after quitting Narriz.

The problem was that there were al manner of things that could go wrong. Leaving Narriz, the army would consist of
roughly three thousand cavalry, including replacement mounts and supply wagons. The cavalry column would stretch
for twelve miles, so the last unit in line would move out four hours after the first had started on the road. Moving at
that pace the cavalry would far outstrip its supply wagons, but arrangements had been made to ship fodder up along
theriver and cache it.

Theinfantry would not race away from its supply wagons, since they would move at the same pace; but while the
cavalry would reach Bacirro in two days, the infantry would take five. Theinfantry column would stretch for two miles
and have the joy of marching along aroad churned to mud by thousands of horses.

Getting the people assembled and moving was atitanic task, and keeping them supplied made that seem insignificant.
A cavalry regiment required nearly eighteen tons of fodder for al its horses per day. While the snow would be
retreating, the plains would offer little in the way of good fodder this early in the season so all of it would haveto be
shipped upriver. The army would consume five tons of food in a single day and keeping them supplied would require
constant traffic between akey city like Bacirro and wherever the troops were. Just as Resolute and Crow had done in
Muroso, cutting supply lines would slow the army and leave it weakened.

In her briefing Alexialeft the impression that Resolute would be working with Crow in the hills, but Kerrigan knew that
wasn't true. Resolute was bound for Vorquellyn with Oracle, and would travel with Pandiculia’ stroops asfar as
Sanurval. When she turned east, he’ d push on north into Loquellyn. From there he' d get a ship and go to Vorquellyn
and find Will.

The news that Will was waiting in Vorquellyn had shaken Kerrigan. He' d seen Will die at Vael and keenly felt that
death. Not only had he failed to prevent it by hisinaction, but Will had become afriend. It wasn't until Will’s death
that Kerrigan figured out he' d been hisfirst friend—or first human friend, since Lombo had been afriend, too. Alexia



and Crow and the others had become friends, but it was not the same bond he shared with Will.

When they find him, | wonder if he'll be mad at me? The question seemed a bit absurd, since Will would have been
through death, so little things like being angry at afriend might well seem trivial. By the same token, Kerrigan'sfailure
to prevent that death gnawed at him.

Right there, in the room where Alexia briefed her troops, Kerrigan had confronted Chytrine. He' d known, despite her
denials, that Tatyana was the Nor’ witch. He should have hauled off and blasted her with the nastiest spell he could
imagine. That would have rid the world of her menace once and for all.

Maybe. He' d not blasted her for two good reasons, and one pretty bad one. The overarching reason he’d not hit her
with some terrible spell was that he didn’t have one he was comfortable using under stress. His tutors had taught him
some basic combat magicks, but they’ d never really encouraged him to practice. Given the power levels at which he
operated, an accident could seriously hurt someone, so their caution was probably wise.

Second, he’d had an odd feeling about Chytrine. It took him awhile to pie it together, but given her dragon nature, he
concluded that her Truestone ha been |eft elsewhere, probably back in Aurolan. Itslack meant that she’d survive. no
matter what he did to her physical shell. It would have been a disaster everyone believed he'd killed her, only to have
her rise up again amonth, year o: decade later after her body reconstituted itself.

The last reason, the bad one, was that he' d felt the need to expose her as truly being Chytrine to those who thought
she was just another sour old witch. Moreover, using the spell that she batted aside so easily seemed clever. He
wanted to ambush her to show how smart he was. It worked, but she struck back and struck back hard.

Up in the front of the room, Alexia clapped her hands together. “That’ s it. Those are your assignments. | know you will
want to communicate what you' ve been told to your superiors, but | ask you to refrain. Tomorrow | am presenting our
full plan to the Council. I know there will be abjections, but | would prefer it if they were spontaneous instead of
studied. This plan has been created by all of us. We know it will work, and we know it hasto work. Political
considerations are going to have to be secondary to our needs if we are to defeat the Nor’ witch.'

Captain Venes gave her anod. “Given as how the crowns harbored Chytrin among them, revealing too much islikely
to make my life shorter. I’'m sayin nothing.”

“Good, thank you.” She smiled. “In two days we have the New Y ear celebration. We will move out after that. Tell your
peoplethey’ll be here to celebrate, then they’ll get the chance to make the new year one of truejoy. Y ou’ re dismissed.
Enjoy yourselves, asit will be along slog before we do that again.”

Applause rose from within the military folk and Kerrigan joined in. Alexia blushed, then laughed as Qwc fluttered in
tight circles around her, clapping all four of his hands. Various and sundry leaders filed past her, shaking her hand,
tossing her a salute, or nodding respectfully. She returned their gestures, calling to them all by name, wishing them
luck and telling them she looked forward to their service.

Soon enough the room emptied save for the princess’ |ongtime companions and a couple of new ones. Resolute
closed the door behind the last of the soldiers as the rest of them gathered around the table upon which alarge map
had been laid. When Resolute joined them, she began speaking in muted tones.

“Thisisthe most difficult part of the whole operation. We have four different missions, and we cannot all be
together—as much as that would be my prefer-

ence. Some of you | know well, some not nearly so well, but | value you all for your courage and intelligence.
Unfortunately, we must split this august company so we can best accomplish our goals.”

Resolute reached out and tapped Vorquellyn’simage. “I'll take Oracle with jne. We'll travel fast, get in, get Will, then
go north to Aurolan. We'll kill Chytrine and rescue Sayce.”

Alexia s head came up. “Y ou're not going aone.”

“I said I'm taking Oracle. We'll get Will.”

“Don’'t misunderstand me on purpose, Resolute. | know you want to travel fast, but you'll be going with ablind
woman and riding into the most dangerous territory possible. | don’t doubt your abilities, but I'm also going to be

realistic here. | want Bok, Rym, and Kerrigan to go with you.”

The Vorquelf folded his arms over his chest. “An urZrethi, a puppet, and Kerrigan? Why not just hitch me to a plow



and have me carve you afurrow all the way there? Bok is not here because he's still recovering from injuries. Rym,
with all due respect, isadoll. Kerrigan is likewise not healthy.”

Alexialooked at Kerrigan. “Y ou have anything to say?’

Kerrigan frowned, then swallowed hard against the lump choking him. “Y eah.” The word came out hoarsely, so he
swallowed again, biting back tears, then looked up at Resolute. “Y ou’'re going to go get Will. | need to be there. | need
to see he's okay. And... and you can’t tell me that what | can do won’t help. Maybe my being born on Vorquellynis
important to all of this.”

Resolute' s face closed so tightly it al but clicked shut. He turned his head flu-idly toward Alexia. “I do not likeit.”
“But you will acquiesce?’

“Only because | must.”

Crow smiled at hisfriend. “Oracle told you that you would have help, didn’t she?’

The Vorquelf’s nostril’ sflared.” ‘Help’ isaterm open to interpretation.”

“Accept the help, Resolute.” Alexia sighed, then looked at Erlestoke. “Y oursis the most delicate mission. | would like
Nay and Borell to join you. You'll also have Preyknosery and awing of Gyrkyme scouts.”

The prince nodded. “ That will work well. If you expect me to hook up with Bokas, having the Gyrkyme there will help
enormoudly.”

Dranae, who was standing next to Arimtara, extended a hand. “Highness, | was wondering if |, too, could be attached
to the Oriosan mission. We have been supposing that when Chytrine learns of it, she will attack. Her most efficient
strike will be to send a dragon to immolate the prince’ stroops. | believe | can provide a bit of a surprise for her pet.”

Erlestoke smiled. “That' s fine with me. | like how you handle a draconette as well, so | would be happy to have you
with me.”

Nay and his son, who stood between Resolute and Dranag, both nodded. “Was planning to go home anyway. Be
thankful for the escort.”

Alexiasmiled. “You'll be more than atraveler, Nay. Borell haskilled a sullan-ciri. He's a hero and someone to make
Oriosayet more proud.”

Borell just blushed and said nothing.
The prince nodded at him. “I’'m happy you’ re coming along.”

Crow hooked his thumbs behind his belt buckle. “ Perrine will go with you, Alexia. Y ou should also keep Arimtarawith
you, if she wishesto join the fight. Y ou know you will face dragons, so having one on your side will be very useful.”

“But that leaves no one to accompany you.”
“There' s always Qwc.”

The Spritha swooped low, then landed on Crow’ s right shoulder and hugged his head. “ Thank you, but no. Qwc
cannot.” Alexiafrowned. “What do you mean?’

Qwec hopped off Crow’ s shoulder, then walked across the map to Resolute. “Help. Qwc helps Resolute.”

The grave tone of the Spritha s voice surprised Kerrigan, for usually Qwc' s voice was light and full of fun. The Spritha
were known to have the odd ability to know when and where they were required to be at times of importance. If Spritha
precognition was the reason Qwc had to be with Resolute, there would be no dissuading him, so no one tried.

Crow shrugged. “1 have the Vilwanese to join me. | met Adept Jarmy on Vilwan, and he was at Svoin. For the
Vilwanese to have recalled him from Svarskya and put him in charge of this company of war-magesis agreat honor. I'll
befine, though | will missyou all.”

Peri smiled. “You'll see usat Fronosain no time.”



“I will indeed.”

Alexialooked at the female dragon. “Arimtara, will you join us?’ The dragon glanced at Peri, then Alexia, and nodded.
“The three of us, sisters of havoc. This pleases me.”

Kerrigan shivered as cold cut at his spine. He looked around the table and knew he'd not see some of them again. He
didn’t fear for his own survival—and that did not come out of any overconfidence on his part. He assumed no matter
what happened, Resolute would surviveit al and would drag him clear of disaster. Crow, Alexia, Peri, Erlestoke; as
much as he wanted to believe they would all emerge from the war alive, he could not shake the feeling that they would
not. Will, Orla, and Lombo have died. They were as special as any of us.

He almost laughed asit hit him. Vilwan had crested him as aweapon. They’d bred him. They’d taken care with the
incidence of hisbirth. They had trained him, never imagining that he would be more than that weapon. He' d had no
friends, no connections with the world, and they thought that would make him just that much easier to control.

What they had not counted upon was that he was more than a weapon. What they wanted from him was to selflessly
devote himself to Chytrine's destruction.

He never would have, or, rather, he never would have succeeded, for he had no stake in her defeat.

Now, however, the deaths of one or more of his friends could be prevented by his actions. The deaths of thousands
could be prevented. Out of Vilwan's control he had become bound to the world. Orla had been right: he needed to

stay ,,ay from Vilwan. He needed to remain with people who liked and respected him for who he was. It was because of
them and his connection to them that he would fight harder.

He would stop Chytrine not because those who created him demanded it, but because those people he loved needed
him to stop her.

Alexiapressed her palms to the map and looked around at them all. “ Tomorrow the crowns will object to this plan. We
will hold firm, then we will go out and preserve their realms for them. | fully expect, if we succeed, that politics will undo
the best of what we have done. That won't matter, however. We will have ended Chytrine’ s campaign to rule the
world. May the gods bless us one and all. Or, barring that, take no notice of us and just let us do what we must.”
foreign

unit will enter Oriosa. The troops we are sending in will be under your

A table had been added to the central circle of tablesin the Council for the ex-

tl peditionary force. Erlestoke sat there, with an empty chair to his eft.

| 1 Beyond it, at the third place, sat General Pandiculia, looking very military in

the uniform of the Salnian Heavy Horse Guards. The crimson surcoat added a

bit of color to her tanned face and contrasted well with the black of her hair.

The empty seat had been Alexia s place, but she was on her feet in the middle of the room, alarge map tacked to a
display board. She carefully explained the composition of her forces, reciting in exact detail the names and histories of
officers, aswell as the number and nature of the personnel in each unit. She then undertook to discuss al the aspects

of the supply needs for the army. An hour into her recital, she had aready caused a number of ministersto fall aseep,
and not a few of the crowns dipped as their wearers began to dip away.

Her shift to adescription of the campaign itself did little to rouse them, for she omitted any hyperbolic or stirring
descriptions of what she expected to happen. Even though the crowns had been lulled and even stupefied by her
presentation so far, as she closed on hisrole in the adventure, Erlestoke braced for reactions.

“Itis, of course, vital for usto secure our eastern flank. If we cannot do that we stand to lose Narriz and sever our line
of supply. If that happens, our force will wither and die.” Alexia pointed to the Oriosan border with her right hand.
“Under the leadership of Prince Erlestoke, a modest force will enter Oriosa and move northward.”

“What?’ King Scrainwood leaned forward at his table, squinting at the map. “Troops will enter my nation? Impossible.
We all agreed that there would be no troops moving into Oriosa.”

Alexia straightened up. “Highness, areading of that resolution indicates no



son’s command. Everyone here knows he has no desire to depose you, merely to render his service to the world at
large.”

Scrainwood shot Erlestoke a venomous glance. “Everyone here knows he has repudiated Oriosa. He is foreign.”
Augustus raised an eyebrow. “But you had him at your side in our previous discussions, Scrainwood.”

“Did you put him up to this, false friend?’ Scrainwood shot to hisfeet. “ Thisis exactly what we feared. The
frostclaw’s muzzleisin the tent, and the rest will be there soon enough. The resolution we passed was to guarantee
the sovereignty of the weaker nations, and aready they have found away to undo it. That cannot be tolerated!”

Erlestoke rose calmly. “Father, thisis not what you think.”

“No? Did | hear incorrectly? Is my son going to lead an army of foreign troops onto my soil? Are you going to march
them through Oriosa and engage Aurolani troops? Those troops will only come in to oppose you when they fear your
flanking maneuver. The ideathat you are to prevent the same by Chytrineisablind.”

“Y ou may have the utmost confidence that she will not invade Oriosa, Father, but as the princess has pointed out, we
cannot operate under that supposition. If 1 do not march through my home, we will be inviting Chytrineto do it, to
strike here at Narriz. And, lest you forget, Meredo is on the road they will travel to get here.”

“Your home?" Scrainwood pounded afist against the table. “Y ou’ ve not been there in five years, and have barely
spent half your life there. Y ou do not know the people, the proud people, who have no desire to be invaded. | will not
let this happen. We will not let this happen. It has already been decided.”

The leaders of smaller nations nodded and their newly roused ministers aped the head-bobbing and took on grave
expressions. Their fears were obvious, for if anation’s borders were not to be respected, the prelude to the building of
empires was sounding. They had to wonder if Alexia could be as greedy as Adrogans. They wondered if their nation
would be the place where the burgeoning empires would collide.

Princess Alexia moved to the center of the tables and stared intently at his father. “Highness, with all due respect...”
“Faugh, you have no respect for me. Y ou hate me; don’'t bother to conceal it. Y our contempt is palpable.”

“1 was speaking to you as the King of Oriosa, not the man who lurks beneath that crown.” She opened her arms. “I
speak now to all of you. Y ou have given troops to a vast army with which we will destroy Chytrine. Once you gave
troops, they ceased to be yours because the people you have given to this cause are warriors. They understand and
accept dangers few of you have known and none of you have volunteered to endure. They are going out to fight not
only for

the glory of their nation, but to preserve the future of all nations. In doing so, they have passed from your control and
into mine.

“1 am aware of what you voted and what you intended. | know what you fear. The question you need to ask
yourselves—the question you should have asked a generation ago—was this. Which is more of athreat to your
nation: the people of the south, or the Aurolani Empress? A quarter century ago you came up with the wrong answer.
Thistime your soldiers and | have come up with the right one. We will deal with it.”

Her violet eyes hardened. “Y ou have sent good peopleto fight, to bleed, to die. They are willing to do so not because
you bid them to, but because they know it has to be done. They are not fighting for their own immortality, but for the
lives of their children and grandchildren. They are fighting for your subjects, not you. And they will fight in spite of
you, because they know Chytrine is more of athreat than any petty political squabbles.”

Venebhulius, the King of Salniastood. “ General Pandiculia, | order you to withdraw our troops from this aliance.”

The Salnian officer didn’t even bother to stand. She just shook her head. “No, sire.”

“You are pledged to me, General.”

Pandiculia straightened up in her chair. “| pledge to be loyal to you, sire, but to serve the nation of Salnia.”

The king pounded afist against his barrel chest. “1 am Salnia”

“No, sire. The nation existed before you, and it will exist after you. Forced to choose between you and the state, |
choose the state. My people will stay with me.” She shrugged easily. “ So it iswith all the troopsin the army. Asthe



princess said, we're willing to shed our blood for our homes, and we' Il do it whether or not you think it is a good
thing.”

Venebulius brown eyesflared. “ Die on the battlefield, then, for you shall never be welcomed home.”
“If that is your order, sire, aslong as you are on the throne, | have no home.”

King Augustus shook his head. “1 shall speak for myself, though | suspect King Fideliuswill agree, that brave people
such as you will find ahome in many grateful nations.”

Scrainwood snarled. “Thisis mutiny and you abet it, Augustus. | thought you a friend, but you encourage my son to
depose me. Y ou will welcome the vipers who are his confederates.”

“It is not mutiny, Father, it isrealism.” Erlestoke pressed his handsflat to the top of the table and leaned forward.
“Muroso does not exist. Sebcia does not exist. Fortress Draconisis gone. Vorquellyn, Okrannel, the Ghost March, all
these places were once independent and free. Bit by bit Chytrine has nibbled away at everything. Y es, we have gotten
Okrannel back, but at great cost. Now Saporiciais threatened.

“You areall political. If Nefrai-kesh cameriding right into this hall and said

that Chytrine wishes peace, you would listen. If she said that she wishes Muroso to become a buffer state to keep our
realms distinct, and promised you generations of peace, would you accept it? Any of you shaking your heads are
lying. You would take it, and why? Because you could tell yourself you did the best for your nation in ending the
scourge of war."

He straightened up. “ Y ou are sheep listening to wolves who say that the last of your brothers they took would be the
final one. And, as sheep, you can't fight the wolves. You listen to their lies because you have no choice. But we, the
warriors, are your wolfhounds. We can and will destroy the wolves. Y ou may choose to deny us leave, but we will do
it anyway. We have seen the flock dwindle and we will not stand by to watch it anymore.”

Erlestoke looked directly at hisfather. “1 am bringing troops through Oriosa, Father. Do not oppose me.”

“You will find the borders closed and hearts hardened against you, Erlestoke. Y ou propose a civil war.”

“No, Father, | propose an end to fear. | don’t want your throne. Do not force me to take it from you.”

Scrainwood again lammed afist onto histable, then looked around at the other crowns. “Take agood look at me,
brothers and sisters, for soon you will be in the same state as|. Y ou will be dispossessed, not by Chytrine, but by
those who would use her as an excuse to do as they will. If you do not stop him, you are complicit in the crime he
commits, and my retribution will be to your detriment.”

The King of Oriosa stalked from the room, with Cabot Marsham scurrying in his wake.

Once they had departed the chamber, Alexia began speaking again in low tones. “The decision as to how, when, and
where Chytrine will be engaged has passed from your hands. The question before you all now isthis: will you support
your countrymen with more troops, more supplies, and more money, or will you put victory against Chytrinein
jeopardy out of your own vanity and fear? King Scrainwood has made his choice. Will you be asfoolish asheis, or
will you find the spine necessary to save the world at risk of your own life—just as your warriors are willing to do?’
Queen Carus cleared her throat aslow murmurs rose. “How certain are you of achieving victory?’

Alexia shook her head. “We have planned as best we can, using all the knowledge we possess of the enemy. Chytrine
may have new things to show us, and we will change our plans accordingly. | cannot guarantee victory, but if al |
could do was prophesy doom, 1'd still be back planning a course that would succeed.”

The Jeranese Queen smiled. “1 am not amilitary strategist, but | see no flawsin your plan. Y ou have my full support.”

Erlestoke was uncertain why she emphasized the word “full,” but the leaders of nations close to Jeranaread a
particular significanceintoit. Gurol and Valicia

pledged support for the plan. Slowly, and with much posturing, most of the nations present fell in line. The Salnian
leader refused but since the best thing he could have supplied them with was General Pandiculia, his support was
moot.

With the plan agreed to, King Fidelius adjourned the Council and invited everyone present to spend the two days of



the New Y ear’sfestival celebrating there in his court. He promised feasting and entertainment unmatched. Since few
were the leaders who could return home even with agood tide and favorable wind, his invitation was greeted with
applause.

Erlestoke smiled down at Pandiculia. “ They’ re more excited about the festival

than our plan.”

“At this point, so am |.” She shrugged. “I don’t envy you your part in this.”

“You'll have the worst of it, | think.” Before he could continue, a masked mage appeared at his side. “Highness, if |
could have aword?’

“Certainly.” From the mask and accent he knew the man was from Muroso, and given the markings on the mask he

suspected he knew what the man wanted. “1 have to warn you, however, that there isno way | can convince the
princess to let you and your Addermages range to Aurolan to free Princess

Sayce

The man, in his mid-thirties, with thinning brown hair and dark eyes, smiled. “Glad to know you’ ve heard of us,
Highness, but that’s not what | am here for. I’'m Rumbellow, by the way.”

“Pleased to meet you, Rumbellow.” The Murosan mage, if stories could be believed, had single-handedly dain an
Aurolani slaving party, then led the former captives south. He' d gathered around himself thirty Murosan mages of
various skill levels. They'd pledged themselves to Sayce's service, and after she had been taken, they’ d agitated to go
after her. “What isit | can do for you and the Adders?’

“We want to come with you to Oriosa.”

“What?’

“We want to be part of your force, sire.”

Erlestoke winced beneath his mask. “Y ou’ re not going to find Saycein

Oriosa”

“We know that.” Rumbellow lowered his voice. “We had gathered last night to strike out on our own for Aurolan,
when aVorquelf cameto us. Copper eyes, but she' s blind. She said she saw two paths for us. One was the one upon
which our toes had aready trodden. She said it would lead to Sayce’ s death, our transformation into sullanciri, and
the destruction of everything. The other, she said, was to join you. If we did, there was a chance Sayce would be
saved.”

“Oracle. You taked to Oracle.”

“Yes, sire” The mage nodded. “The Adders are not quite as fearsome as our name, but we are the ones who have
survived our nation’s being overrun. That’s got to count for something.”

Erlestoke smiled. “I’ ve spent much too much time running from the

Aurolani. | know precisely what it takes to elude them. That you have done so counts more than you can imagine. |
will be pleased to have you and your Addersin my command.”

“You won't regret it, Prince Erlestoke.”
“I believeyou.”

The mage started to turn away, but Erlestoke laid a hand on his shoulder. “ Rumbellow, tell your Addersthat if Sayce
can be saved, she will be. She’' s smart and resourceful, and so are the rest of us.”

The man smiled. “Yes, sire, thank you. Happy New Y ear to you.”
“And to you, Rumbellow.”

Alexia came over as the Murosan departed. “ The answer isno.”



“It' sadifferent question. The Adders have joined my command.”

The princess smiled. “I don’t envy you the headache, but it's one less for me. | also don't envy you...”
“Don't say it, Alexia. We knew how he would react.”

“Yes, but | hoped...”

Erlestoke shook his head. “1 learned along time ago not to pin my hopes on my father. He'shoping | will balk at killing
Oriosans. That'sthe only way he wins, because he can’t fight a civil war.”

“Will you?’

“Itismy preference not to.” He shrugged wearily. “If they stand between me and Chytrine, I’ll have no choice. If they
are not helping me, they are helping her, and there’ s a heavy price they’ll pay for that mistake.”

A lexiastood on the stone balcony outside what had once served King 11 Scrainwood as a receiving room. With the
king's hasty departure, Rounce 1 1 Playfair had once again taken possession of the estate and invited all of Crow’s
friends to spend the two-day New Y ear’ sfestival there. As was the custom, the previous night they had all gone to the
gaa hosted by King Fidelius at the palace. The second night was meant for more intimate gatherings of true friends.

Alexiawore agown that was not as fashionable as the one she' d had on the previous night, nor was her long hair
bound up to expose her neck. She felt comfortable—perhaps not as at ease as she might in leathers or mail—but such
clothes were not meant for greeting the new year. Besides, she would be wearing them soon enough and for quite a
long time.

She looked out over the city of Narriz and saw lights blazing, both in buildings and in small processions as people
wandered the streets, singing gay songs of good fortune. Not only were the songs their gifts to others, but they were
meant to be omens of the new year. Alexia certainly hoped they would be and that people would sing for joy
throughout, but she was too realistic to imagine that would be true. Even if her forces were victorious, there would be
families who would lose loved ones, and their songs would be anything but joyous.

Also out there, distantly, she caught the huskier songs sung by warriors. Valiant tales voiced lustily, unit histories and
ballads of great heroes also filled the night. The warriors had a much better idea of what their year would be like, and
their omen-songs invited courage and gallantry to visit them. Some were wishing they would not falter, others were
laughing in the face of doom; but whichever, the singing bound them closer—and in that closeness they would come
nearer Victory than without it.

She wondered for amoment if someone out there was singing a song of Crow or Will. She hoped so. Word had fast
circulated that Will was dead, but just as quickly Oracle’ s statement that he was waiting on Vorquellyn raced through
the city. The warriors all knew Will was waiting, and each seemed to think the Norrington was waiting for him. “You
just get us started, General,” she heard often enough, “and we'll be helping the Norrington finish the Nor’ witch.”

Alexia sipped her wine. The red was dry, with just a hint of bitterness. It tasted like the winter, but had enough body to
promise afull spring. Preyknosery had predicted the weather would turn quickly enough, meaning the roads would
likewise turn to mud and slow everyone down. And as hard as that would be, she still preferred it to having soldiers
with frostbite,

She shivered and imagined what it would have been like had Kerrigan not exposed Tatyana. Chytrine herself would
have helped shape the south’s strategy. She’d have moved troops into Oriosa prematurely and ambushed Erlestoke’s
command. With that wing of her army crushed, Alexiawould have been forced to withdraw and wait for Chytrine to
press the war into Saporicia. And at that point, had Chytrine offered a political settlement, the crowns would have
taken it and the Aurolani problem would have passed to another generation.

She heard the scrape of a boot on stone behind her and smiled, knowing that step anywhere. “1 wondered if you' d
notice me gone.”

“Instantly, beloved.” Crow leaned on the balustrade beside her. “Rounce asked me to recount the story of his
wounding, which, given his embellishments, he remembers a bit differently than | do. He's made it into a comedy.”

“I noticed you were laughing.”

A smile bared Crow’ steeth. “1 wasindeed. Y ou know that I’ ve not seen him since the first campaign. Resolute aways
spoke with him. | would have thought him bitter, but he’ s not. He dealt with his wounding much as my brother did.



Neither let what happened keep him from being awhole person. They scored avictory over their tragedies.”

She turned and lifted a hand to caress his scarred cheek. “Not unlike you”

He kissed her fingers, then glanced down at his hands. “I wasn’t whole until | met you. The second time | met you. |
had run from being Hawkins. I’ d utterly abandoned who | had been and become Kedyn’'s Crow. Until | saw you, |
never felt | wanted anyone to know that Hawkins had done more than kill himself.”

Alexiasmiled. “The night you saw me was in the town of Stellin. Y ou saved my life with along bowshot.”

“That shot was inspired. | was outraged that a vylaen would think of ambushing you. Then you saved my life at Svoin
and again at Tolsin.”

“1, too, wasinspired.” Alexiauntied asmall leather pouch from her gown'’ s belt and extended it to him. “Thisisfor you,
beloved. For the new year.”

Crow set his wine goblet on the balustrade and opened the pouch. He poured the contentsinto hisleft palm. “Thisis
your anklet.”

She nodded. Like many noblewomen, she had an elven charm that prevented

her from conceiving while she wore it. “ That is how much | want you and our future together, Crow.”
“1 have nothing to give you, Alexia.”

Sheraised an eyebrow at him. “Given what you have in your hand, how can you say that?’

“Ah, well, yes.” Color flushed his cheeks. “1 meant that the gift | have for you is back in our room. | meant to giveit to
you privately.”

“Yourealizeyou're just digging yoursdlf in deeper here, don’t you?”’

Crow laughed. “I guess| am.” He straightened up, turned, and gathered her into hisarms. “I will give you al you
desire, Alexia. | will giveyou al that | am, my future—everything. | will love you always and in all ways.”

She leaned forward and kissed him, much preferring the taste of hislipsto her wine. “I know, Crow. It isthe same for
me”

He hugged her tightly. “Cold, lover? Shall we go back in?’

“On your arm, it would be a pleasure.” She linked her hand through his elbow and let him guide her into the main room.
Off to the left were tables laden with food. Kerrigan hovered near them, with Oracle, Rym, and Bok. Nay and his son
were speaking with Dranae, Arimtara, and Prince Erlestoke. Rounce and several other Oriosans of his acquaintance
were gathered around Perrinein the center of the room, while Resolute brooded in a distant corner. A group of four
musicians played in the corner opposite the Vorquelf, filling the room with gentle songs and cheer. Qwc darted
through the air as if a hummingbird moving between flowers, listening in to each conversation, then moving on before
making adiving raid on the food table.

The two of them crossed to where Resolute stood. “ The happiest of new years to you, Resolute.”
“And you, Princess.”

The gravity in his voice concerned her. “ Are you incapable of enjoying yourself, Resolute, or does some immediate
problem keep you from celebrating?’

“Forgive meif my behavior dampens the atmosphere, Highness.”

“That's not what | meant, Resolute. | do want to know what you are thinking. Of all the undertakings this year, yours
is the most arduous.”

The Vorquelf remained silent for amoment, then nodded slowly. “I have many unknowns to deal with, and Oracl€’s
visions keep changing. Today she informed Banausic that he would be joining me. He'salogical choice since he has
been on Vorquellyn, but he did not want to go. The company | will beleading is blind, sick, weak, reluctant, or made of
wood. At least Rymramoch is useful because his limbs can be made into kindling.”



Crow shook his head. “With Kerrigan along, you'll have no trouble starting fires.”

“1 wish that were true, Crow, but it isn't.” The Vorquelf looked across the room. “He's very powerful, yes, but heis not
awar-mage. Princess, you saw him kill Neskartu. He didn’t use a combat spell. The way he did it was quite novel, |

admit, but given what we will be facing, | could use someone who put his sort of power into more offensive spells.”

Resolute shrugged. “Then again, I’m not sure | want to see Kerrigan have to make that change. He' s not akiller. And
for him to have to kill might change him, and | don’t know what he would do if he did.”

Crow rested a hand on Resolute’ s shoulder. “It’s not that you are anxious about what you have to do, it's that you're
anxious about having to lead that party. You'd do it by yourself gladly, but having the responsibility for the others...”

“Yes, my friend, that ismost of it.” Resolute managed a small smile. “Will gave me the sword that demands | accept
such responsibility. On Vorquellyn, | can thank him yet again.”

Alexiasmiled, but it quickly faded. “You'll need to tell him about Sayce and his child.”
“1 know.” Resolute’s eyes glittered. “They will be saved, both of them, mother and child. This| vow.”

“Be careful of such vows, Resolute.” Crow laughed lightly. “1 vowed to see Vorquelyn freein my lifetime. See where
it's gotten me.”

“I say it with that in mind, my friend.”

Laughter from near the food table brought Alexiaaround. A blue winter-berry skittered across the floor as Qwc,
wiglding afork half astall as he was, repeatedly dove and stabbed at it. The Spritha came up and around in aloop,
then twisted around and made alow run at the elusive morsel. The fork scraped the floor, but only batted the berry
away. It rolled toward Kerrigan instead.

The mage stopped it with his foot, then plucked ancther fork from the table. He held it suspended between his
fingertips, then magick shimmered around his hands. He drew them apart, and as he did so the metal lengthened and
thinned. Almost effortlessly, he transformed the fork and lofted it to the Spritha. “Here, Qwc, catch.”

Qwc dropped his fork with a clatter and plucked the foot-and-a-half-long silver spear from the air. With a high-pitched
giggle, the Spritha flew upward, then threw his head back and flipped over, allowing himself to fall into adive. Ashe
neared his target, his wings flashed out. He |eaned left, then right, and stabbed the barbed tip straight through the
winterberry with apop of purplejuice.

Qwc laughed triumphantly, then licked at the juice running down the shaft of the spear.

Everyone in the room applauded, though whether for Kerrigan or Qwec, Alexia could not be certain. The mage looked at
Rounce. “Please forgive me ruining that fork, Master Playfair.”

Rounce waved the apology away easily. “Do not be worried, Adept Reese. I'll have the rest melted down and shaped
into winterberry skewers. And you, Qwc, will keep that one as my gift to you. May you find it useful in the coming
year.

Qwec nodded emphatically.

Resolute frowned. “If Qwc uses that on aught but winterberries, we'll be in serious trouble indeed.”

“Leave the voicing of omensto me, Resolute.” As everyone watched Qwc's antics, Oracle had found her way to his
side. “Things are not as dire as you fear.”

“Right now, you mean. Y ou are the one who has told me that the future constantly shifts. Just the creation of that
spear could change things.”

“Soit could. Soit has.” Oracle turned her sightless eyes on Alexia. “ Fear not, Princess, | shall make no cryptic remark
as concerns your expedition. When it comes to battles, things shift so quickly that there is no predicting outcomes.”

“1t's my task to make sure the possible outcomes are limited.”

“Itisaformidable task you set yourself.” Oracle’ slids closed for amoment. “When alifeis ended, all its potentid is
released. All its possibilities are released. That iswhy war is so chaotic.”



The princess nodded, then realized Oracle couldn’t see her. “1 know.”
The Vorquelf’'s copper eyes snapped open. “Chytrine revelsin chaos. Even in losing she can be victorious.”
Alexiasmiled. “I thought you said you weren't going to be cryptic.”

“1 didn’t think | was. Conduct your war carefully, Princess, but do not shy from using the chaos. Chytrine might enjoy
it, but she cannot controal it. Do what you know best and you will emerge the victor.”

Oracle then turned to Crow and moved close to him, kissing him on his scarred cheek. “ And you, brother Crow, you
are close to fulfilling your vow. Sleep lightly, ride hard, and trust those who earn it.”

Crow kissed her back. “Be safe on your journey, Oracle. All luck to you in the new year, and peace.”

“If | have the one, | shall have the other.” She turned to Resolute and took his right hand in her left. “ And now,
cousin, | have avision of you dancing with me.”

Resolute’ s face tightened. “I have not danced since we were children.”
“Unless your eyes have changed, Resolute, we yet are.”
“Y ou know what | mean.”

“And you know my vision is never wrong.” Oracle tugged at his hand. “ Come, dance with me. The otherswill joiniin.
Aswe al dance together now, we shall dance ayear hence.”

Resolute looked at her. “Isthat, too, avison?’
“A hope, Resolute, ahope.” Oracle smiled warmly. “And ahopeis best to start the new year.”

Thefirst day of the new year dawned bright and cold, but Resolute had seen enough years to know thiswaswinter's
last gasp. Soon, the sun would blaze high and hot, coaxing the plants to grow. Hard winters always brought flooding,
but flooding always brought warm springs and early harvests.

But this year, thefirst harvest would be of blood—though he had seen plenty of fields flourish when fertilized with
blood. Blood, manure, and carrion. The plants would grow, but he wondered if there would be people enough around
to benefit.

The line of General Pandiculia s troops stretched out from the gates of Narriz along the coast road, heading north and
eventually west. They would travel on the west side of the Delasena, while Alexia s troops would use the river road to
the east. To avoid confusion, Pandiculia s troops were sent out first, and those who would travel later cheered them
on their way.

Resolute and his companions traveled with them as a convenience. He would have much preferred just to head off on
hisown at afast clip, but Bok was not yet suited to it, and he had reservations about Oracle's ability to deal with a
hard ride. Banausic had dutifully assigned himself to her care, and that annoyed Resolute. Still, it gave the
raven-haired Vorquelf something to do, which meant he wouldn't be too much of a nuisance. Rymramoch traveled in a
big box strapped to a pack animal, so he was likewise no trouble.

The Vorquef cast aglance back at Kerrigan and noticed him shifting awkwardly in the saddle after only an hour on the
road. Since his bones were no longer thoroughly insulated with fat, the saddle rubbed more roughly. Curiously
enough, Kerrigan bore his discomfort silently, nor did he cast a spell to ease his suffering.

Resolute would have expected either complaints or magick. Back when they

first met, the portly mage had made a very bad first impression on Resolute. But now the transformation in Kerrigan
had surprised the Vorquelf, surpassing even that of Will Norrington. Will had been aferal thief in Ydlin. And while he
knew little of the world, he was a born risk-taker who did not shy from adventure. He might have fled from
responsibility, but when he eventualy grew into it, his penchant for action made accepting responsibility and
succeeding possible.

Kerrigan had been very much the opposite. He had been responsible and deliberate to the point of fussiness. He made
mistakes that had cost them dearly, and he had succumbed to melancholy on countless occasions. Unlike others,
however, he did not let hisfailures consume him. As Will had grown into accepting responsibility, so Kerrigan had
grown in an understanding of his own power and potential. He acknowledged his mistakes so he could avoid



repeating them. In one so young, who had been coddled and insulated from reality, that desire was both rare and vital.
Kerrigan looked up and caught Resolute's eye for amoment. The youth’s face opened questioningly and Resolute
frowned by reflex. Kerrigan looked down again immediately and slouched so abruptly that Qwc amost lost his seat on
the mage' s shoulder.

Resolute cleared his throat. “ Kerrigan, come here.”

The youth’s head came up again, then he urged his horse forward and drew abreast with Resolute. “Y es?’
“Something concerns you.”

“It'sjust... | don’'t want to bother you with it.”

Resolute controlled his frown. “What have you been thinking about?’

“WEell, since no oneis going to let me cast any of my searching spells for now, | was trying to think about how we will
find Will and get him out of the coresci. Y ou have aplan, don’'t you?’

“No.”

“No?" Kerrigan'sface knotted. “Y ou have to have a plan.”

“Please, Kerrigan, we seek Will. | don’t need to hear you admonishing me the way he would.”

“Sorry.”

The Vorquelf turned to look at Kerrigan and while he wouldn't let himself smile, he did his best to erase agrimace.
“Oracle has said Will iswaiting for us. She has no specific vision that tells us how we will find him, but the Norrington
Prophecy itself suggests there must be away, elseit would not exist. It may be something as simple as Will being
hidden and waiting to escape until we arrive. It may be that we have to do something more drastic. We have alot of
timeto get there.”

“Okay, right. | have been thinking, though...”

“Would you like to share your thoughts?”’

Kerrigan nodded, then looked down as he spoke. “Banausic has described

much of what he saw there. The rituals that bind someone to Vorquellyn sound very powerful.

“They can destroy people if they go wrong.”

“1 remember. Two key things, though: elves didn’t have to officiate at the ceremonies that worked.”

Resolute nodded. “It is Vorquellyn which accepts or rejects. That’ s one thing. What’ s the other?’

“1 think that to go through theritual, one only has to have been born there. | mean, | think Vorquellyn might accept
me”

A prickling feeling ran up Resolute’ s spine. “ Are you suggesting we perform the ritual on you so you can enter the
corliesci 7’

“WEell, yes. | was born there after Chytrine took the island, so | have a more recent connection than you do.”
“That was also true of the kryalniri Banausic said was rejected.”

“I know.” Kerrigan looked up at him, his green eyeswet. “But if... no, because Will iswaiting there, I'm willing to take
therisk to free him.”

“To atone for his death?’
“You say that like you think it’ s stupid.”

Resolute shook his head and glanced up aong the line of soldiers. “On one level it is stupid, Kerrigan. Thereis



nothing to atone for.”

“How can you say that?’ Kerrigan's voice rose and tightened. “I could have prevented his death.”
“No, you could not have. Isn’t that true, Qwc?’

The Spritha huddled close against the sheepskin collar of the mage' s coat. “ True, true.”

“What?'

“Kerrigan, the Spritha know where they are supposed to be at times of importance. Y ou came late to the Council
Chamber. Qwc flew immediately to the place where he caught Rymramoch’s Truestone. He knew where he had to be,
and when the time was right, he was there again. Y our job was to make certain that he would not fail to hold on to that
Truestone.”

“But | should have caught the stone first.”

“No, and that is why there is nothing to atone for. Will knew what he was doing when he went for the stone. He was
showing the dragons that we are willing to sacrifice ourselves for others. He saved alife where Nefrai-laysh only
wanted to take one. That lesson was avital one. Given that the dragons want to reassemble the Crown and that we had
pledged to leave our piece of it there, they should have immediately joined with Chytrine. She has the most pieces. It
only makes sense for them to do that, but they did not because of Will’s sacrifice.”

“How can they trust Chytrine?’

“They may fed forced to. She was Kirun's apprentice. They might think she isthe only one who can destroy it. Their
reasons, however, are asimmaterial as

they are misplaced. The prophecy is the key to all events and must be our guide.”

The Vorquelf glanced at him again. “ There' s another thing to consider, and Oracl€e' s news confirmsit. When the
prophecy was uttered, we thought it applied to Lord Norrington, or to Leigh. Perhapsit did. Each of them underwent a
transformation. We know Will iswaiting for us, and death will have been quite a transformation. Perhaps he had to
grow into being the Norrington of the prophecy, and his willingness to make that sacrifice was the last threshold he
had to pass.”

Kerrigan looked over, searching hisface. “Do you really think that is true?’

“I’ve spent along time, Kerrigan, believing in only afew truths. Oneisthat the more Aurolani | kill, the fewer will stand
between me and getting my homeland back. Another isthat I'll succeed within Crow’slifetime. Lastly, | accept that
Will Norrington is going to be a part of getting my homeland back. The details around al that don’t matter.”

The mage shrugged his shoulders. “1 guess not. Y ou were really tough on him, you know.”

“I’m tough on everyone, Kerrigan.”

" Why?i

Resolute lowly felt a smile spread over his face. “ Probably out of habit.”

“Not that I'm trying to pry, but it just seems... you're being talkative today.”

The Vorquelf nodded slowly, even as alittle laugh from Oracle reached his ears. The previous night, dancing with her,
he' d felt things he' d not allowed himself to feel for over a century. For an evening he swam up through the lake of
blood and flesh and vengeance that had been hislife and drew in a clean breath. It had been intoxicating and
dangerous—for his guard slipped. And while he didn’t actually abandon the burdens he' d shouldered, he had leaned
them against awall for amoment. And he had enjoyed it.

“I havelived along time, Kerrigan. | saw the pain of the adults who survived the rape of Vorquellyn. | watched them
leave. | have also seen many well-meaning people head out to deal with Chytrine or her creatures, and | have watched
them die. When | am tough on people, either they get good, or they get hurt.”

Kerrigan nodded. “And they don’t get close to you until they are good, so they're lesslikely to die.”

“Not always. I'm used to them dying. | just wish, for once, it would be of old age.”



The youth shook his head. “Y ou choose not to have friends, and | was never alowed to have them. Will was really my
first friend. | didn’t think hewould be. | didn’t like him at first.”

“Will waslikethat.”

“But he grew on me, probably as he matured.” Kerrigan's eyes flashed. “ Do you think he'll be angry?’

“Angry?’

“Y ou know, for hisdying?’

Resolute closed his eyes for amoment, then shook his head. “No. He made his choice and was content with it. | think
he'll be happy to be back. And, knowing him, he'll come back with afistful of treasure from Turic’srealm and storiesto
tell about histime there.”

Kerrigan laughed. “That’ s true.”

“And | would not worry about his being angry with you. He likely won't even recognize you.”

“1 don’t care about his recognizing me. | just hope Chytrine won't.”

Resolute' slips peeled back in a predatory grin. “Oh, by the time we get to her, she’ll know usal.”

Kerrigan glanced back. “ Seven against an empire.”

“Eight, counting Will.”

“Right.” Kerrigan’svoice shrank. “1t will be eight, won't it?’

The Vorquelf reached out and slapped a hand against Kerrigan's shoulder. “ That’ s the only command I'll give my little
company: no dying.”

“Disobey that order and you'll kill us?’

“Worsg, I'll bring you back.”

Kerrigan frowned. “If you go back to being quiet, will your sense of humor go away, too?’
“I wasn't joking.”

“Okay, wdll, | think I'm all talked out now.”

Resolute laughed, and discovered he didn’t mind the sound, as dien asit felt rolling from his throat. “We will do what
we must, Kerrigan. We may be the smallest force in this war, but our mission isthe most vital. We can't fail, so we
won't. Anyone who gets between us and our goal will discover | can be distinctly unfunny, and I won't mind making
that quite obvious to them.”

General Markus Adrogans found Pain’ s quiescence mildly disturbing. It had been nearly aweek since his
troops had quitted Svarskya and begun the arduous trek into the mountains that separated Okrannel from
the Ghost March. The Okransin his command were able to spin out nightly stories of the battles fought in
those fastnesses, both against the Aurolani and, before them, the Norivese. They made no attempt to
disguise their contempt for those who had lost their nation at the same time Vorquellyn had fallen—though
the stories of their battles left no question that the Norivese had once been formidable foes. Being from
Jerana, Adrogans knew little of the Norivese. In times past they used to sail down the coast and do some
raiding, but they seldom hit anything beyond rich Okrans ports. Their galleys had sported black sailswith a
big red ball in the middle and they had been savage enough raiders that the Jeranese had not mourned their
conquest. Feelings toward them had been much hotter in Okrannel, since it was much more frequently a
target of their raids. Though it did boggle his mind that the Aurolani could have been seen asan
improvement by the Okrans, there was logic to it.

After all, the Aurolani had been content to let the Okrans occupy these mountains. Prior to that, the mountains
had been something of ano-man’s-land. Both nations claimed it, and regularly fought over it, but ssldomin
anything more than a bloody skirmish or raid. The Norivese preferred to attack by the sea and the Okrans



could call up enough troops quickly to fend off landward raids. When Norivafell to the Aurolani, the
Okrans occupied the mountains. Unfortunately for them, they arrayed themselves to defend against raids
and when Chytrine came for Okrannel, she brought armies.

Standing in his stirrups, he studied the long line of men, horses, and equip-

ment working its way through the mountain valley. He had scouts and outriders throughout the mountains,
and Gyrkyme overhead to guard against surprises, but even knowing the path was clear did not alow him
speed. Though winter would be retreating soon enough, in the mountains that far north it would be a slow
process. So histroops till struggled through deep drifts and consumed alot of food to keep up their
strength.

And, ultimately, they could travel no faster than their supplies and equipment, and those moved along at the
torpid pace of eight milesaday. The travel day waslong aswell, starting before dawn and ending after
sunset, with the bonfires created by the forward scouts luring the men into camp.

The twenty dragonels were difficult to move because both they and their supplies were heavy. Soldiers
grumbled because none of that stuff could be eaten, and they’ d not seen the dragonels in use enough to
realize their power. In fact, his troops tended to discount that power since they’ d already defeated an
enemy who had dragonels, conveniently forgetting that the weapons actually had not been used against
them.

Despite the grumbling—and when was there ever an army that did not grumble about something
—morale was high among the troops. But there was no reason it shouldn’t be, since these were the men
and women who had fought a winter war and won against an enemy better used to winter than they were.
One and all were ready to shed their heavy clothes and fight “in proper weather.” They very much liked the
fact that they were violating nebulous orders from far Narriz. None of them were fighting for their
countries; they were fighting for him and their comrades.

Phfas rode up beside him, letting a yellow-toothed grin split his leathery face. “ The progressis good.”
“You are not worried about how quiet the yrun are?’

The Zhusk shaman shook his head. “This far from home they grow sleepy.”

Adrogans frowned. “I did not think they were tied to place as weirun are.”

“They aretied, as are you, to the place you were bound to them.” The skinny little man shrugged. “If you
listen carefully, you will hear them.”

The Jeranese general passed a hand over his eyes. “ They will not be as useful to me as they have been,
then?’

Phfas shook his head curtly. “The Zhusk may venture far from home, but the yrun do not.”

A bubble of annoyance rose from the pit of his stomach. Pain had been terribly useful in pinpointing enemy
formations based on the misery of the troops waiting for him. While he had not enjoyed her riding him as
she glutted herself on the pain of a battlefield, the times she had let him project agony into creatures had
been very useful and had saved countless lives.

He thought for a moment, rather surprised at hisreaction. The loss of battlefield information was the most
critical to his situation, for with that

information he became a better general. Knowledgeable about his enemy, the condition of the troops, the possibility of
hidden reserves, all of those things let him issue orders that made his force more effective.

The ability to project pain, on the other hand, made him a better warrior—a superior warrior. On the surface that might
seem avery good thing. It certainly had boded well for his people when faced with boombags at the Svar Bridge.
Without that ability, serious damage would have been done to his troops and might have even prevented him from



taking Svarskya.

What made him a superior warrior, however, would make him less of agood general. He had no fear of combat, and had
seen more than his share of it in hislong career. Even on the winter campaign, he had fought and been in personal
jeopardy. Despite that, his true role was to rise above the skirling chaos of battle and issue orders that would win
victories. Empowered by Pain or any other yrun, he would forget what he was best at and forget what his people could
do.

He glanced down at Phfas. “Why didn’'t you tell me about this?’

Another shrug, then alittle grin. “| have never been so far from Zhusk.”

Adrogans laughed. “How does it feel to be mortal again?’

“1 have been linked with yrun for longer than | have not. | fedl naked and old.”

“If that’ s going to be a problem for you and your other people, | can arrange for you to head back to Okrannel.”

Thelittle man rubbed a bony hand over his nose. “No. Some storiestell that the Zhusk came from the north. We
hunted these lands before the Okrans. | want to see where we came from.”

“Do you think you will find another place to reconnect with the yrunV

Phfas shrugged. “It matters not. Thisis no longer the yrun's war. It isno longer a Zhusk war.”

“Then why do you come?’

The shaman threw his head back and brayed out a sharp laugh. “ Are you like the others, nephew?’

Adrogans growled. “Don’t speak in riddles.”

“Think clearly. It isno puzzle.”

Adrogans scraped a hand over the stubble on hisjaw. The Zhusk were an aboriginal people who existed on the Zhusk
Plateau, near the Okrans border with Jerana. They acknowledged no masters, paid no tribute, and in their homeland
could be very nasty fighters. Adrogans had assumed that because he was half-Zhusk and had fought so long against
the Aurolani that Phfas and the others had joined the fight out of a sense of personal loyalty. With their homeland no
longer threatened, he wondered if they would return home.

“Itisdill apuzzle”

Phfas shook his head, then laid a hand on Adrogans’ knee. “Even you stop thinking of the Zhusk as men. Thiswar is
aman war. The Zhusk do not like any

other men. We see them as foes, but they are still men. If we abandon our kindred to the Aurolani, we are not men.”

Adrogans dropped hisright hand to Phfas' left. “I beg your pardon, Uncle. You areright. | had stopped thinking of
you as men.”

“Itisacommon affliction... among men.” The shaman traced a finger along the long line of people struggling through
thevalley. “ All of them are far from home. None of them have yrun. If they go on, so do we.”

The scouts located a good place to camp before the eight-mile mark, and Adrogans called for an early halt to let men
and beasts rest. He wondered if his association with Pain had blinded him to the hardships his people were feeling, so
the early rest and some extra rations buoyed spirits.

Duranlaun, a Gyrkyme warhawk, reported to Adrogans just after the sun had gone down. “My scouts have ranged far
ahead of the column. By footfall you have four more days before you leave the mountains.”

Adrogans nodded and rolled out a map on which he had been tracking the army’ s advance. “We'll be coming out into
foothills that have some drainage heading east, but nothing navigable. What have you seen beyond the mountains?’

The Gyrkyme tapped atalon about an inch from the mountains at a point near adeltathat indicated ariver that
originated in the Boreal mountains of Aurolan. “There isalarge settlement here. It is built over the ruins of acity. It
does not seem that old, but has some fortifications built up. Log palisades, some earthworks; nothing substantial .”



“Do you think we can take it without dragonels?’

“Possible. | will send more people out there and we will bring back plans as best as we can draw them.”
“How far away are the Nalisk Mountain Rangers?’

“A day.”

“Good. I'll have orders ready for you in the morning to take to them. | will want them to reconnoiter.” Adrogans
scratched at his beard stubble. “ Anything remarkable?’

The Gyrkyme blinked large amber eyes. “A road to the east. It isamuddy track, but sufficiently well traveled to be free
of snow. There are barges at the encampment, but they areiced in theriver.”

“So, whatever is being shipped is desired so much to the east that they’ re hauling in the winter, not willing to wait for
the barges to get free. Have your people search the deltafor a place where the barge cargo can be loaded on ships.”
The general thought for amoment. It has to be lumber. If they were mining ore, they would refineit there and ship it
out. We' d see the smoke from the foundry and forges.”

Duranlaun nodded. “ The forests are being harvested. For the palisades, certainly, and fuel, but more.”

Adrogans nodded. If they were harvesting lumber, it was probably going for shipbuilding. That idea sent a
thrill through him. “Also track what they’ re bringing back in. They have to be doing something to feed the

people.”
“Asyou wish, Genera.”

The Gyrkyme saluted. Adrogans returned it, then the winged warrior departed the tent.

Adrogans stared at the map. Seven hundred and twenty miles separated him from Sebcia, if he marched all
the way through the Ghost March, past Fortress Draconis and down along the route Princess Alexia had
taken to Oriosa. At his present rate of travel it would take him three months to complete the journey— and
that only if there was no fighting to slow him down. Realistically, he' d be contested every inch of the way,
and Chytrine might hit him with aforce so powerful that his entire army would be wiped out.

That had always been part of the calculation. While locating and destroying an invasion fleet was his
immediate mission, doing al he could to force Chytrine to devote troops to deal with him camein avery
strong second. It would be all but impossible for his troops to reach Sebcia and play any part in the war
against Chytrine there unless they used ships, sailing past Vorquellyn to Sebcia.

Unfortunately, that bit of strategy was out of the question, but the sea might have its uses. Asit stood, his
supply line was hideously stretched through the mountains. Any supplies coming for him in Svarskya could
be diverted to the Ghost March. Taking thisfirst town and using it as a supply base would be vital. Once he
did that, the push east would be a bit easier. He'd also have a haven to retreat to—and, from there,
withdrawing into the mountains was also possible. Adrogans tapped his own finger to the map where the
Gyrkyme had placed the town. “1 don’t know what your name is, but you will be famous. Y ou will be the
firgt victory in the Ghost March campaign, and your fame will live on long after | am dead.”

Though she had not been invited to the meeting, nor was Isaura barred from it. Her mother’s sullanciri
assembled in the fortress' Grand Hall. Morning light danted in through frosted windows, lengthening and
thinning the shadows of the creatures her mother had created to serve her. Isaura knew those of the south
feared her mother’ s generals, and some did make her uneasy, but she never had seen them as the
nightmare beasts others did.

Isaura had not come to the meeting to see them, however, but to see her mother. In the week since she had
been introduced to the Oromise, | saura had seen virtually nothing of her mother. The lack of contact
concerned her primarily because her mother had not quite been herself. Having a spell cast on her viaone
of the DragonCrown fragments clearly surprised and angered her, and |saura had feared that her further
reaction would carry her deeper into the paranoia the spell had inspired.



Watching her mother sweep into the room quickly dispelled that notion. Chytrine had chosen to shape
herself with the same proportions as an elf, though she did overtop Quiarsca by an inch or two. Moreover,
the empress had layered thick muscle on that slender frame, much as some Vorquelves did, and a gentle
blue tracery of arcane symbols decorated the pale flesh of her arms.

Her arms and face were the only skin that showed. Chytrine wore a gown of drearbeast |eather, tan and
supple save where fur trimmed it around the waist, collar, and hem. The garment had to be heavy, but she
moved effortlessly init. Her golden hair remained loose, falling to cover her bare shoulders, for the gown
had no deeves. She wore no weaponry, but there was no hint of vulnerability about her either.

The empress took her place at the curve of a horseshoe-shaped table. “Y ou have al pleased me with your
efforts. Anarus, despite some setbacks, the

conquest of Muroso has been splendid. | expect your performance will continue to shine under the direction of
Nefrai-kesh, for he will now command my army of the east.”

The lupine sullanciri nodded, then snarled in Nefrai-kesh’ s direction. Part of the snarl came from his being
subordinated to the other sullanciri, especially since Nefrai-kesh had lost Okrannel. Still, Nefrai-kesh had been the
first of Chytrine's new sullanciri and her most faithful, so his being elevated could have surprised no one.

I saura suspected more of the snarl was for Nekaamii, who hung on Nefrai-kesh like a cat-skin cloak, purring and
caressing. The king of the sullanciri somehow ignored her, but he couldn’t have found her antics unpleasant. With
the flick of ahand he could have tossed her off. That her actions were annoying Anarus was apparent, and for some
reason Nefrai-kesh wanted him distracted, but Isaura could not imagine why.

Her mother continued. “Our war with the south progresses very well—so well that our resources can be shifted and
our drive focused. Nekaamdl, you will proceed south to where preparations have been laid on to launch an amphibious
assault. The fleet is massing in the Ghost March, larger than you have ever commanded before. Nefrai-kesh will direct
your assault to where it shall do the most good, but you must be prepared to move inside two months.”

Thefdine pirate sullanciri licked at Nefrai-kesh’sright cheek. “I will do anything you bid me, my lord.”

Nefrai-kesh raised his hand, scratched behind her ear, then let his hand slip down to take hold of her throat. “ Of course
you will, and you will succeed, or dietrying.”

The sullanciri tried to mew, but it came out broken before he relaxed his grip.

Chytrine lowly smiled and Isaurafelt hersalf smiling, too. Her mother’s

serenity had returned, and with it a clarity that made Isaurafeel secure. She still

recalled that her mother thought someone would betray her, but now she hoped

that was just because of the spell. / don’t want to be the one who betrays her .

The empress nodded toward Ferxigo, the urZrethi sullanciri at the end of the table opposite Myrall’ mara. “Y ou have
dealt with your assignment splendidly, so | am entrusting to you the defense of Aurolan. To aid you will be Hlucri and

my daughter, Isaura.”

| saura gasped and Chytrine looked up at her. “What isit, daughter? Did you think | would send you into the field with
my troops?’

“No, Mother, | had not thought that far. What surprises me is that you think we are in jeopardy.”

Nefrai-kesh nodded solemnly. “Aurolan is not an easy place to threaten, but to assume we are invulnerableisto leave
us open. It is doubtful that the south can muster a force sufficient to attack and destroy our homeland while holding
off our armies. Still, they are clever, and could well try to repeat the folly of the past. We must guard against that.”
Myra Pmara—luminous, tall, and slender—hissed almost silently. “It will be Resolute.”

The sulfur-colored sullanciri shrugged her shoulders and shifted her shape enough that she sprouted a brush of
short white hair on her skull. “He hasfailed to destroy Aurolan for over acentury. He will fail again.”



Nefrai-kesh shook his head. “ As formidable as Resolute may be, heis not the true threat. Markus Adrogansis.”
Anarus growled loudly. “Y ou should have smashed him at Svarskya.”

Chytrine slapped a hand flat on the table, with a crack like ice snapping. “The Okrannel campaign was conducted as
per my directive. Adrogans will bear watching, but his own people will watch him, too. He will be leashed. But
Adrogansis not your concern. You, Anarus, will consolidate Muroso, then you will wait. Tythsai will be responsible
for operations in Saporicia, and you will perform as Nefrai-kesh directs.”

The wolf-man bared hisfangs. “ For what shal | wait, Mistress?’

Chytrine smiled easily. “ Prince Erlestoke will be leading an army into Oriosa, to come behind our linesto attack us. It is
my intention to destroy that army. Y ou will be the instrument of its destruction, then you will press on back through
Oriosaand strike at Narriz.”

Anarus let agrowl rumble from his throat. “ Forgive me, Empress, but that strategy is obvious. They will be prepared
for us. If Princess Alexia pushes into Muroso, my supply lines will be cut.”

“There are many things which are obvious, Anarus, and so we intend them to be.” The Aurolani Empress pressed her
hands together in an attitude of prayer. “ The southerners are given to believe a certain set of dreamswill come true,
and they will not. Their beliefswill lead them into atrap, which will break the back of their army. Saporiciawill be lost;
they will panic. And they will lose sight of the obvious.

“At Vael it was pointed out that my armies march forth and take nations even though those nations have nothing to
do with the recovery of the DragonCrown. They see me as being bent on domination while the true quest is to recover
all the pieces of the DragonCrown. They think | wish to do thisin order to command dragons to destroy them, and it
will be useful for that, yes. But it is useful for so much more.”

She looked around the room, stopping briefly to survey Isaura, where she sat back away from the table. “1t is not to
conquer the world for the sake of its possession that | wage this war, but to restore the world to the peace it once
knew. Such peace cannot exist in the face of grave injustice, and re-creating the Crown will allow meto provide justice.
Then al will be well with the world.

“Asyou know, where our troops go, we search for the DragonCrown fragments. Our magick in that regard has been
inefficient, but a spell used to locate me has showed me a new way to search for things. As you are out acquitting
your duties, so | shall be here, shaping that spell into another that will show us

all of the fragments, including the key fragment, wherever or whenever it is. Aslong as the south isfighting for itslife,
it will be distracted enough not to oppose us in any serious sense, so we shall succeed.”

The empress glanced to her left at the elven sullanciri seated there. Of al her mother’ s servants, Quiarscalooked the
most unchanged. Golden hair cascaded down to her waist, and the gown she wore tucked tight at her slender waist.
Even the bit of color to her skin did not look out of the ordinary, but the same could not be said of her eyes. They
looked to be hollow holesin her skull, not asif they had been torn out, but as if they were invisible orbs.

“Y our work, Quiarsca, has progressed very well. The kryalniri have been avalued addition to our forces. Y our new
project has proven even more successful. You found it satisfactory, Ferxigo?”’

“Yes, Mistress, as | have reported, most satisfactory.”
“Excellent. Please continue.”

The elf nodded, then raised her face in Chytrine’ s direction. “In light of the news from the south, do you wish more
work to be done on opening the coriiesd at Saslynnae?’

“No. You will guard it, of course, but waste no more energy there. It has defied us for along time, and will continue to
do so.”

Isauraraised ahand. “Mother, | am certain | could open it.”
“Areyou, child?’
She nodded. Though several years had passed since the ritual that bound her to Vorquellyn, Isaura could still feel the

connection to the island. When the binding had been successful, she had immediately been drawn toward the corliesd
. She' d had a sense of sanctuary, and that surprised her, since the place had long been described as a place of enemy



power.
“It would yield to me, Mother.”

“1 am pleased to hear that, Isaura, and | do believe you, but | shal not risk you there. Y ou are now truly the heir to my
realm and my secrets, so to you falls the unenviable task of waiting here to fulfill my destiny, should the worst
happen.” Chytrine smiled. “Besides, child, our enemies are coming to open it for us. | should not deprive them of that
honor.”

Nefrai-kesh’s frown registered on the Panqui-flesh mask. “Do you not treat the information too lightly, Mistress?’

“1 think not. Oracle has said the Norrington waits in the cortiesd. They will have to get into the corUiesd to liberate him.
That is the point at which they will be most vulnerable.” As she spoke, Chytrine held her right hand out, palm up. As
her fingers curled inward, they shifted into the scaled talons of adragon. “ They will be dealt with brilliantly, | have no
doubt, won't they, Quiarsca?’

The sullanciri nodded. “Y ou need fear nothing, Empress.”

“1 fear nothing at all.” The empress turned her head and |ooked finally past the undead warrior-woman Tythsai to
Myrall’ mara. “ And you, my deadly beauty, to you goes the greatest honor.”

The Vorqudlyn sullanciri’s head came up. “ Y es, Mistress? | am given my release now?’

“You are.” Chytrine' s voice shrank. “How well | remember what you asked of me when | made you into one of my Dark
Lancers. You desired only one thing, to avenge the slight done to me by Tarrant Hawkins, when he refused me. | told
you then | would not release you to avenge me until the time wasright. | deem that time now.”

MyraH' mara’ s smile broadened and, for a heartbeat, | saura caught a glimpse of pure beauty. It faded quickly enough,
as a darkness hooded the sullanciri’s face, but | saura forced herself to remember it. Myral’ mara, who had always been
cold and distant, just for that moment had seemed warm.

“1t shall be done, Mistress. Y ou will be proud.”

“1 aready am, pet.” Chytrine surveyed her generals. “ They have gathered their courage and will strike. We will lure
them onward, then destroy them. Those who survive will know the glory of our true purpose. Those who do not will
languish, quite rightly, in the obscurity of the deluded and foolish. Go forth and conquer. Be swift and ruthless, for in
the pursuit of victory, thereis no vice.”

| would prefer it if Kerrigan would attend me.* The mage' s head came up as Oracle spoke. Banausic stood beside her
horse, his arms raised, ready to help the blind Vorquelf from the saddle. He' d been her faithful servant throughout the
journey, so why the change here at Otedo, Kerrigan couldn’t imagine.

Kerrigan smiled. “1 would be happy to help.”

Oracle graced Banausic with a smile and waited patiently. The other Vorquelf glared at Kerrigan for amoment, then
Resolute snapped at him, “Petulant glaring is not practical . Go do some rea work.”

Kerrigan dismounted from his horse and grasped Oracle around her slender waist. He felt her hands on his shoulders
as she did from the saddle. She was much lighter than he would have imagined—uwhich made him realize he' d really
not thought much about her at al. He'd actually been abit afraid of her and, while being cordial, had pretty much | eft
her alone on thetrip.

Aside from Qwc and Bok, he' d pretty much left everyone alone. Resolute had slowly sunk back into his usual
sullenness. That was less than pleasant, but somehow more comforting than his smiles and laughter. Kerrigan admired
Resolute’ s ability to focus on the problem at hand, but to have done that day after day for over a century certainly
boggled the mind.

Thejourney to Otedo had been largely uneventful. In afew places flooding had washed out the road, so the whole
column had to pause while holes were filled in or bridges created. Kerrigan could have helped out with magick, but
Resolute had expressly forbidden him from doing so. Bok concurred, so Kerrigan remained relatively idle—except
when he took his turn digging or hauling like the others.

Resolute’ s reasoning had been sound. Chytrine knew Kerrigan was a power-

ful mage. She had hoped her spell had killed him, but eventually she would learn that it had not. By restricting his use



of magick, it would make it more difficult for other spiesto recognize him and report hislocation. While Kerrigan didn’t
like the thought that Chytrine still had agents in the south, he accepted it as true and did as he was bid.

After ten days on the road, the column finally reached Otedo—though they had been able to smell it well before. The
Varasena River flowed into avast, swampy delta that encompassed severa navigable channels. Otedo was located
where the river flowed into the delta, and while the river might have pushed the city’ s effluent toward the seg, it did so
dowly. The locals claimed the swamps yielded lovely fish and crustaceans because of the fertilization, but Kerrigan
wasn't sure he was going to find anything that had been swimming in nightsoil appetizing.

The city itself had once been Saporicia's capital, but the centuries had not been overly kind to Otedo. Mildew covered
cracked paint and plaster, and even the newest buildings suffered from severe weathering. Though it was till the

district capital, the officials who had greeted them at the gate seemed more weary than proud, and accepted them into
their city asaduty, not a privilege.

Troops were to be billeted in houses, apparently not a popular thing. Resolute’ s company, along with General
Pandiculia, accepted an invitation to be housed in the Lord Mayor’ s palace. The building would have been big for a
tavern, but was not much more impressive than one in terms of accommodations. Still, it did come with servantsto care
for the horses and any other needs they had, which was welcome after aweek on the road.

Oracle squeezed Kerrigan's shoulders with her hands. “ Give me your arm, Kerrigan, and lead me within, please.”

He complied, letting her grasp the inside of his right elbow. He moved carefully forward, letting her know about the
steps up to the doorway, and ready to catch her if she stumbled.

The Vorquelf laughed. “I will not bresk, Kerrigan. | may be old by your reckoning, but | am no crone.”

“No, of course not. | beg your pardon.” Kerrigan was glad she couldn’t see him blush. For amoment or two he
wondered why he felt embarrassed, then he realized it was because he had made a mistake. Granted, he was being
presented with a new situation, so he had alot to learn, but he should have asked her what she desired instead of
assuming.

“Please, Mistress Oracle, where shall we go? Tell me how best | can serve you.”

“My room will be up the stairsto the right, and down the hall, next to the last on the left.”

“Let’s get you there, then.” Kerrigan nodded, then bunched the musclesin hisforearm to let her know he was ready,
and they forged on into the palace. To the left a short set of steps went down into a half-sunken room, and on the right
stout wooden stairs led upward. They mounted the steps and ascended, then he

took her down a narrow corridor to the room she had mentioned. Though small, it faced south and caught sunlight. It
also had aview of a dense garden with athrong of spring green plants.

Oracle freed her hand from his arm and found the bed by feel. She turned and sat on it; the straw in the mattress
scrunched loudly. “Thiswill do for anight or two.”

Kerrigan nodded, then blushed. “Y es, Mistress, it will.”
She glanced at him with her sightless eyes. “Y ou fear me, Kerrigan. Why isthat?’
Her question surprised him, but he answered almost without thinking. “Y ou see more than you tell.”

Oracle nodded. “It is the nature of my gift to see many things. Y ou have studied the clairvoyant arts on Vilwan. Did
you not see many things?’

“Some, yes, but they did not want me delving into the future.”

“Or were they afraid you might look into the past?’

A shiver ran down his spine. “It probably was that, yes. They wanted to hide my origins and my purpose from me.”
She laughed lightly, almost a birdsong sound. “They did that, and in doing so did themselves a disservice. Had they
defined for you what your duty was, and told you of the glory you would win in acquitting it, you would still be under

their control. They were afraid that if you were aweapon and knew it, you might develop the ability to think for
yourself and rebdl. Instead, they let you think for yourself, and you reject being a weapon.”



Kerrigan sagged into a wooden chair beside the wall, and was a bit surprised when it did not creak as much as he
expected. “1I’m not aweapon. I’'m not akiller. | mean, people and things have died because of what | have done, but...”

“... but you are not like Resolute.”

“No.” Kerrigan hunched forward, his hands clasped, his elbows on his knees. “Resolute is so... intense, but around
you... | think that’s another reason | fear you. Because Resolute fears you.”

She laughed again, and clapped her hands. “ Resolute, afraid of me? Oh, you are an innocent delight. My dear
Kerrigan, Resoluteis no more afraid of me than you are of Qwc.”

“But the way he acts around you is different...”

“Of courseit is. A long time ago, when Vorquellyn fell, the three of us escaped together. | was the eldest, by a handful
of years, then my sister and Resolute, both of the same age. He is my cousin, and he was young and even less well
prepared for life off our idand than you were when you first left Vilwan.”

“That’s not possible.”

“Oh, but it is. Resolute was a dreamy youth. He loved reading tales of legend. He used to write poetry. He won prizes
for it, and had even composed a poem as a gift for me, since it was coming time for me to be bound to VVorquellyn. He
worked very hard on it, but would not read it to me before it wastime.”

“Resolute? Poetry?’

“Resolute was thought by many to be a most frivolous youth. He would spend days and days out in the hills
pretending he was Raisasel or some other great elven hero, slaying dragons or rescuing maidens. At times he even
talked my sister and me into playing aong, which we did happily.”

“Your sister? Whereis she?’
Oracle lowered her head. “ Sheis now the sullanciri known as Myrall’ mara.”
“Oh, I'm sorry.”

“Asam|.” Shelooked up again and atear rolled down her cheek. “ There are times | see things | cannot speak of .
Where we are now was one of those things. | saw it many years ago, and knew that for it to come true, she would be
turned. If | warned her, | would kill this future, and thereby destroy the world’s salvation.”

Kerrigan shivered. Oracl€e’ s gift had demanded great responsibility. He' d failed to save others from death, but she'd
had the harder task. She had to hold back, letting them die—or worse—so the best possible future could unfold. If it
can be done.

“Do you see similar ruin for me?’

“1"ve seen you asking me that question, all the while knowing | could not reply to it whether | had the answer or not.”
She shifted on the bed, drawing her right knee up and wrapping her arms around herself. “What | can tell you,
Kerrigan, isthat your journey isfar from over. Y ou have changed much, physically and mentally. Y ou have learned
much, but you are still young.”

She tapped her own chest with ahand. “In here, Kerrigan, in your heart, you are still a child. And that is awonderful
thing in so many ways. Y our innocence shields you. Resolute was that innocent once and, deep down inside, the child
he once was till lurks.”

“1’ve seen bad things, but he must have seen worse.”

“Sometimes it is not what you see, but the vantage point from which you seeit.” A rueful smile twisted her lips.
“Resolute dreamed of heroes. He accepted the mythic tales as truth, but you can imagine how they differ in the telling
from the reality. Y our own adventures will one day be the same, of course, but you already know the redlity. For
Resolute, what was all glory, duty, and honor became fire, blood, horror, and pain. That which he had held to be true
and beautiful was turned into a falsehood that mocked him.”

Kerrigan frowned heavily. “ So he has gone all the way in the other direction?’

“Not entirely. He still hopes. The part of him that revered the romance of the past was what allowed him to look for the



Norrington. It tells him we will find the Norrington on Vorquellyn, and that we will free him. If he was hard on
Will—and hard on you or Banausic—it is because he wants and needs to have his original vision proven true.”

“And that’s why he's hard on the Aurolani, too?’
Oracle smiled. “No. Hejust likeskilling them.” Then she looked at him

openly, amost asif her eyes were sighted. “He has done much to put you and the Nomngton in a position to destroy
Chytrine and redeem Vorquellyn, but you will not be required to go , f. ashedid. | know it scares you, to imaginey,.

self slaying as he does. &*
“Is that something you see?’

Oracle shook her head. “No, just something | feel. But true, for all that” The youth looked down at his hands. “1 won’t
let myself do that, you know. | cun’t.

“It would be adark course that led you to that place, Kerrigan. It is not a broad path, and the entrance to it is distant.”
His head came up. “But it still loomsin the future?’
“It does.”

“Well, | guess!’ll have to watch my step.” He set his shoulders and exhaled sharply. Vilwan is afraid | might be
another Kirun, but no one is nearly as afraid of it as| am.” v

“Be careful, Kerrigan. It will be fear that leads you to that path.” She dowly smiled at him. “But your heart, though
young, is strong and good. Use its strength to overcome your fear, and you will never need to know that darkest of
futures.

Raindrops pattered over the hood of Erlestoke’ s ailskin cloak like distant, arrhythmic drumbeats. His horse shook its
head, flicking water off, and glanced back, as if wondering why his master would choose to pause there. Therain
wasn’t heavy but the day was cool, and heat leeched away as they stood there.

The prince ran his hand over hisface. After Alexialeft the capital, his force had departed Narriz and traveled slowly
toward Oriosa. He hadn’t known what to expect, so he didn’t push his people hard. He wanted them rested and, that
morning, had ordered them to see to their weapons and armor, just in case the border was closed.

Because he didn’t know how his father would react, he had sent scouts ahead, and most had returned with benign
reports. They’ d penetrated to the outskirts of Meredo, reconnoitered the nearby villages, and two had chosen to go
into the capital itself. Those were the two who had not returned.

Those were also the two now dangling from aleafless oak at the border. A man and awoman, they’ d been bound hand
and foot, then hanged. White lace courtesy masks had been tied around their eyes, providing a sharp contrast with the
grey of their flesh.

Erlestoke turned in the saddle and looked at Dranae. “ There are those who say Oriosans aways ook for too much
symbolism in things, but | think there is no mistaking the message here. They were executed as spies, with the masks
granted to honor their courage. We are not wanted; we are invaders.”

The big man smiled. “Y ou knew thisis how we would be seen. Did you really have hopes your father would change in
the week we' ve taken to get here?’

“Not hope. | just wished it would be s0.” He pointed at two scouts and then at the corpses. “ Cut them down. Organize
aburid detail.”

The scouts advanced as ordered. Further along the road, where the meadow through which they had
passed began to shift into hills forested with evergreens, a small group of riders was coming toward them.
The party consisted of a half-dozen of the Meredo Guards and two others—one a youth, and the other a
man Erlestoke recognized.

Holding up his hand to restrain his troops, Erlestoke rode forward. Dranae, Rounce, Nay, Borell, and



Rumbellow advanced behind him, but kept a respectful distance from those approaching. The Gyrkyme,
Preyknosery, circled lazily overhead. Erlestoke did note, with pleasure, that two sguads of scouts moved out
to either side of the hanging tree, ostensibly to honor the dead, but also within arange where they could cut
down those approaching with aflight of arrows.

Thereis, after all, no flag of truce showing.

The Oriosan party reined up short of the border. Their horses stamped, and some lowered their heads to
nibble at the bold tendrils of grass poking up through the thin snow. The guards, with green pennants
hanging from their lances, remained watchful, but made no threatening motions. The older man spurred his
horse forward, then glanced back and, with a curt nod, beckoned the youth to accompany him.

Erlestoke flipped back his hood. “Cabot Marsham, how unexpected to find you out in weather like this.
Then again, wet and cold so suitsaworm like you.” His father’ saide curled hislipsin a sneer. “Denigrate
me all you wish, Erlestoke, for atrue Oriosan will take your insults as high praise.”

“Erlestoke?’ The prince' s eyes hardened. “Y ou are becoming far too familiar for your own good. Have
you forgotten who | am?’

“A freebooter, no more. And no more atrue Oriosan.” Marsham reached beneath his own cloak and
produced a packet wrapped in oilskin and tossed it on the ground. “ There, your father hasissued an edict
that disinherits you and your worthless brother. He has taken Lady Norrington for awife and has
proclaimed her sons to be hisrightful heirs. Bow before Prince Redgrave.”

Erlestoke laughed aloud and, to the boy’ s credit, a scarlet flush spread over his face. The prince looked
from him to Marsham. “It infuriates you that you were not considered worthy for anything more than
delivering messages in the rain. Now, give me the packet.”

Marsham snarled. “1 am not yours to command, Erlestoke Noland. In there is an order to strip you, and any
who travel with you, of your masks. It isall legal, and shall go into effect the moment you step onto Oriosan
soil.”

Nay had dipped from his saddle and picked up the thick bundle of papers. “Inhere?’

“Have someoneread it to you, Carver. You'll find your home has been seized. And you, Master Playfair,
are now master of nothing.”

Nay glanced back at Erlestoke. The prince had no doubt that at aword, at the

flick of afinger, Naysmith Carver would smash in Cabot Marsham’s face. Erlestoke fought the temptation
tolethimdoit.

“Master Carver, if you please. The papersto me.”

Nay nodded, then pointed the packet at Marsham. “Remember something. Masks are earned. Being born
tooneisn’'t earning it.” The smith straightened up and looked at the guards again. “Duty to Oriosais how it
started, how it still goes. Y ou’ ve done nothing.”

The little man tugged his mask back into proper position. “I have served my king faithfully.”

The prince extended his hand and took the packet. “ Y ou'll find that serving my father is not the same as
serving Oriosa. Thank you, Master Carver.”

Nay nodded once. “Don’'t need anyone to read them.”

“1 know, but reading them would be awaste of time.” Erlestoke flipped it over and saw it had been sealed
with hisfather’ sring. He tossed the whole thing to Rumbellow. “If you don’t mind, incinerate it.”

The Addermage smiled and deftly caught the packet in one hand. His lips barely moved, but in an instant



the papers were burning furiously. Rumbellow then threw it back onto the Oriosan side of the border.

Marsham, pale and sodden, trembled in his saddle. “ Y ou have been warned. If you enter Oriosa, you will be
outlaws. Y our passage shall be contested, every step of the way, and your bodies shall be left where they
fal.

“1 doubt that.” The prince pointed to two of the Guards. “From the marks on your masks, | see you are
from East Country. Taloso?’

The gangling blond looked startled. “Me, Highness? Er, sir...”

“You'll ridethere today. You'll tell Count Storton | have returned to Oriosa, that | have come to protect the
nation. Y ou will tell him that | don’t come to wage war, but to prevent it.”

Marsham wheeled his horse around and grabbed the guardsman’sreins. “He' s lying. You'll deliver no such
message. It will be treason if you do. Y ou and your family will be stripped of your masks.”

Erlestoke nodded. “Y ou will. Right after Count Marsham strips me of my mask.”

Marsham scowled furiously as Erlestoke’ s companions circled more closely around him. “Y ou will not get
away with this, Erlestoke.”

“I’d not be so confident if | were you, Count Marsham. Think about it. Under my father’s orders, these two
were hanged here. Y ou were sent to confront me and my army at atime when, justifiably, we would be
enraged. You did not even ride out beneath aflag of truce. My father intended | should slay you, and likely
this pretender, too.”

All color drained from Marsham’ s face.

“My father knows you are a schemer. He can't trust you, wanted you dead, and assumed I’d kill you as
soon aslook at you. The story probably circulating

through Meredo is that you came to offer me your fealty. Because | killed you, none of your alies would trust me, thus
isolating me from those who would fight against my father. Y ou are asmall price to pay to prevent our countrymen
from joining me."

Erlestoke again looked at the guards. “Which of you was to seeto it that Count Marsham did not survive to report
back?’

Two of the guards smiled and raised their hands.
“Thank you.” Erlestoke nodded to the captain of his scouts. “Kill them.”

In an instant, two dozen arrows hissed through the air and thudded into their chests. Both men sagged in their
saddles, then fell to the ground in a clatter of plate and mail. Redgrave reeled from his saddle and vomited.

Erlestoke’ s hazel eyes hardened. “ Oriosans are not assassins; | will not tolerate that behavior. The two of you from the
East Country, you will ride out now and bear my message. Go.”

The two of them reined their horses around and galloped back the way they had come. The two remaining guardsmen
looked very nervous, though not half so nervous as Marsham. He couldn’t seem to tear his eyes away from the riddled
bodies of the assassins.

“Count Marsham.”

The little man gave no sign of hearing.

“Attend me, Count Marsham!” Erlestoke put an edge in his voice, and the little man quivered. But he did force his gaze
to the prince. “ Y ou are a treasonous dog—and | apologize to dogs for saying that. | know | cannot trust you out of my

sight. By rights | could kill you for the insults you have offered me here, but | shall not. | will give you achanceto live,
which is more than my father waswilling to do. Will you prove yourself useful to me?’



“1 am yours to command.”

“Not quite the answer | sought, but it will have to do.” The prince rubbed a hand over hisjaw. “1 know you have
plotted against my father. Y ou will go to your supporters and enlist them to my cause. They are al guilty of treason,
but | can be forgiving and even understanding. Y ou will tell them this for me. Y ou will return with their answers, and |
will measure their loyalty in the lances and swords they send to aid me, do you understand?’

“Y es, Highness, completely. | am your creature, heart and soul.”

“A pledge of cowardice and corruption; how comforting.”

Redgrave dowly stood with Borell supporting him. “What of me, Highness?’

“You, my brother, are along way from your home in Valsina. Would you like an escort back there?’

The skinny young man nodded. “Please, yes. Thank you.”

The prince did raise an eyebrow. “You can, if you wish, return to Meredo.”

Redgrave shook his head. “I don’t expect your father intended me to return either.”

“Probably not, since he knows | don’t believe you are the Norrington.”

Erlestoke smiled. “But you are a Norrington, and we would be pleased to have ,ou with us. By the time we get to
Valsina, you can decide how much further you

wish to go.”

“Thank you, Highness.” Redgrave accepted a boost from Borell and climbed back into hissaddle. “I'll go asfar asyou
need.”

“Good.” He looked at Marsham. “Now, go about your duty. Hurry, before |

change my mind.”

Marsham set off at a hasty trot.

One of the two remaining guards ducked his head nervously. “And what of us, Highness? What are we to do?’

“You have the smplest job of all.” Erlestoke smiled. “Do your duty. Welcome usto Oriosa, and wish uswell in all we
do.”

The moment Alexia had dreaded since leaving Narriz had arrived. Shetried to steel herself for it, but it was
not an easy task. Pain and fear she could defeat, and would defeat yet again. This, however—this sense of
loss—just opened a hollow in her belly that would not close.

She knew, in part, it was because of how wonderful the latter half of the week had been. Her troops had
made the journey to Bacirro quickly. The Delasena had not yet flooded and the drainage was sufficient that
the roads were not washed out. So while plenty of snow and dirt was ground into cold mud that froze each
night, it never got boggy enough to slow the carts or the soldiers. It took them only six days to reach the
city. And the citizenry, who had already learned about Muroso from the refugees encamped in tents to the
south and west, welcomed the troops into their homes.

Alexiahad given strict orders about conduct and made very clear the dire nature of punishment if her
troops behaved like the enemy. The vast mgjority of the army comported themselves as guests might, but a
few people did get out of hand. Unit leaders made swift examples of those who violated the rules, and the
whole of the unit worked to repair any damage done. By and large, order reigned, allowing most troops to
work preparing defenses for both the city and the refugee encampments.

Alexiadid send scouts out, but not Crow’ s formation. She kept them close, but scattered so no spies would
discern that they were working as a unit. Her intention was to send Crow and his people back south, asif
they were to gather more troops and lead them north. When they got halfway back to Narriz, they would



head east, into the hills, and disappear.

The scouts she chose did manage to range east and had a number of skirmishes with Aurolani troops.
Gyrkyme reported smoke rising from the area

around Fronosa, but not the city itself. Bodies were being burned, and the presence of Aurolani scoutsto
the west of the passindicated the city had fallen.

A bit more disturbing than that was news that the scouts she sent west had not linked up with General
Pandiculia sforces. In less than aweek, those troops were supposed to reach Bacirro, putting them in
position to oppose whatever army came in from Fronosa. If they did not arrive in time, Alexiawould have
to hold off the enemy alone. And any siege of Bacirro would begin with the wholesale daughter of
refugees, or their fleeing into the city and swelling it to the point where the supplies would evaporate.

All of those concerns did occupy her, but still there was Crow. They had been given rooms in the home of a
prominent merchant whose brother led the Bacirro Horse Guards. While not the most opulent of the rooms
they had shared, the accommodations somehow suited them best. The bed was big and warm, and a
fireplace nearby produced more than enough heat to hold the cold at bay. The room even had a bathing
alcove with a huge wooden tub, and after six days on the road Alexia had very much wanted to scrub
herself clean.

While she attended to business that first night, Crow had heated the water and scented it for her with
sandalwood. Then he sought her out and conducted her back to the room while steam still rose off it. He
removed her boots, then lowly stripped her of her clothes. She made to slip his tunic off him, but he gently
put her hands aside.

“Be patient, my love.”

She watched him closely and bit back a smile as he freed her from the last scrap of clothing, then slowly
circled her. He kissed her shoulders, front and back, again gently pressing her hands back to her sides.
Standing behind her, he moved her thick braid aside and kissed the back of her neck. She felt the heat of his
breath against her skin and pressed back against him. Just feeling him there, his chest pressed against her
shoulder blades, made her shiver.

He whispered in her ear, “Princess Alexia, you are everything | desire, | need, and | love in thisworld.
Allow meto care for you.” He kissed her again on the back of the neck, letting his teeth graze her flesh.
Then, with his hands on her hips, he slowly walked her to the bath and held her hand as she stepped into the
water.

She groaned aloud as the warmth washed over her. Leaning back, she closed her eyes and smiled. While
she had accepted that long marches, hard saddles, harder ground, and an al-pervading sense of cold was
likely to be her lot in life, the luxurious heat of the bath and a scent that was not sweat, blood, or manure
pleased her enormously. She relaxed her shoulders and arched her back, letting her spine pop.

Then Crow’ s strong hands drew her right foot up out of the water. The cool air hit it instantly, but Crow’s
hands compressed her foot, rubbing, smoothing and soothing, caressing and kneading.

Alexia gasped and opened her eyes. “Oh, how did you know?’

“Lucky guess. You don't mind?’

“Mind? My other foot is jealous.”

He winked at her. “It will haveitsturn.”

He was as good as his word, massaging the other foot, then her calves. His strong fingers found knotted muscle and

bled away the tightness. Then he produced soap and a soft cloth, washing her feet and lower legs. He shifted forward
and repeated the massage with her hands and arms, then washed them as well.



As his ministrations continued, Alexia began to lose herself in the sensations. The heat and the firm pressure of his
touch, the weight and softness of the wet cloth asit slid over her body, felt sublime. She lifted her chin as he washed
her throat, then sank down alittle to let the water lap at her collarbones.

He moved behind her and drew her wet braid from the water. He unplaited it, then began to soap her hair. He lifted the
mass to the top of her head, rubbing and massaging. One hand or the other constantly started at the nape of her neck,
working up and over into her hair. Warm suds dripped down over her face and shoulders. With her eyes closed she
could feel it move inch by inch over her skin.

Then equally gently he used a small bowl to scoop up water and rinse her hair. He gathered it up and twisted it to
wring out most of the water, then let it hang over the back of the tub, resting it on atowel that absorbed much of the
remaining moisture.

Crow leaned close and kissed her on the cheek. “1 should likely get you out of there before the water cools off.”

She opened one eye and smiled. “Y ou know, there are ways we could heat it up. There's plenty of room for you.”

His smile blossomed against her cheek. “For another night, my love. Now | think it is our bed that needs warming.”

As she stood, he wrapped her in athick bath sheet. He gathered her hair in another and dried it, then dried her body,
sinking to his knees to get her legs. As he rubbed, he brought arosy glow to her flesh, pausing every so often to
shower her with soft kisses that made her breath come more quickly.

Unableto stand it any longer, she sank long fingersinto his hair. “ Take me to bed immediately, Crow, or | shall not be
responsible for what | do.”

He grinned up at her, his beard brushing her thigh. “As you command, Princess.”
That night, they had not needed afire to stay warm. On the other nights they’ d had fires, but more for the warm glow
of the light, and the way the flickering flames danced shadows over their bodies. Though their daily duties might have

necessitated their separation, each night they were together. In the morning, when they would awake holding each
other, separation seemed only possible because of that evening’s promised reunion.

But now had come the time for Crow to leave for good. They had both tried to ignore that fact in the morning, treating
it asany other. They amost accom-

plished it, save for one point when he could no longer speak and just held her closely; and atime when she pressed
her face to his neck and stained it with

tears.

She had gotten up, dressed, and gone out to attend to her duties. She acquitted them well, though Peri and Arimtara
noted her distraction and covered for her. Most of what had to be done was clerical work, as supplies kept flowing into
the city and had to be allocated. Though no bard’ s song ever layered glory on a quartermaster, without warehouses
bulging and the means to get supplies to the troops, awar could be lost before even the first soldier fell.

By noon, when Crow and his people were set to depart, she finished and returned to their room. His saddlebags waited
on the bed along with Alarien. Crow sat on the edge of the empty tub, knotting some of the sandalwood shavings into
asmall scrap of silk.

He smiled as she entered. “Thiswill smell better than anything on the road.”

“I hope it will remind you of me.”

“It will.” He stood and came to her, enfolding her in hisarms. “1 love you, Alexia. | don’'t want to leave, but if your plan
isto succeed, if our futureisto be assured, | must.”

She frowned. “When | formulated this plan, it was supposed to be Resolute leading this group. Y ou were supposed to
be with me.”

“And | will be. In Fronosa, and soon enough.” He tightened his hands at the small of her back, pressing her to him.

She smoothed her hands down over the soft doeskin of histunic. “I know you know the plan, and are confident you
can accomplish it, but you are to take no unnecessary chances.”



Crow smiled. “I know that is adirective you give al your commanders, although I’ d like to think it holds special
meaning for me.”

“It does, Crow, | love you. But, more than that, | trust you. Do what is needed, and we will be together in Fronosa. Not
soon enough, but soon.”

He nodded, then kissed her deeply and held her for along time. Not nearly long enough, but sufficient that his scent
and that of the sandalwood became linked. Reluctantly she let him go and watched from the window as he and hisfive
legions rode south.

He turned in the saddle at the gate and waved, then again at the crest of afar hill. She returned his wave both times,
then nodded as he vanished from sight. In Fronosa, my husband. There | shall bathe you.

You'll diefor luring meinto thistrap,” Resolute hissed at Banausic, as multiple individuals moved from the shadows in
the warehouse district in Otedo.

The black-haired Vorquelf held ahand up. “It’s not atrap, Resolute.”

“No?’ Resolute raised his head and hooked his thumbs in his sword belt. “ There are a dozen of them, and you make
thirteen. Why do you yet work for her when she will lose?’

One of the shadows stepped forward, allowing the wesk yellow light from a guttering streetlamp to illuminate his face.
Aswith al Vorquelves, his eyes had no pupil. In the dim light, only a hint of sapphire showed in them, and likewise the
darkness made his brown hair seem almost black. Resolute didn’t need the colors to recognize him, and he determined
that this one would die first. Not because he is more of a threat than any other, but because | should have killed him
long ago.

Predator held his hands up, open and empty. “It is no trap, Resolute. We have come along way to find you.”

Resolute’ s silver eyes narrowed. “Go back to the Y slin slums. Otedo has nothing for you. Nor do |, so your trip is
wasted.”

“Wait.”

“Why?' Resolute' s nostrils flared. “Why should | wait for you to say anything? What have you been since our
homeland fell? Y ou have been a canker on society. Alcidawelcomes us, yet what do you do but prey on the people of
Ydlin. Worse yet, when a call was made for al keepsakes of Vorquellyn, you withheld something vital. Y ou have done
nothing to help redeem our home, so | owe you nothing.”

Resolute had expected Predator to take umbrage at his words. He expected

the thief to launch himself at Resolute, along with the other members of the Grey Mist. He had intended his words to
enflame Predator’ s passions, but instead each one seemed to shame him. With each sentence the thief’ s head bowed
and his shoulders slumped a bit more.

“You are right, Resolute. Y ou owe us nothing. We have caused trouble. Our work could have convinced men that we
were not worth saving, that our homeland was not worth redeeming. While we did save the Norrington in Y dlin, that
might well have been too little, too late.”

Resolute nodded slowly. “Y our point?’

“My point isthis.” Predator looked at the figures lurking in darkness. “It’s time we did something right. We're going to
Vorquellyn with you.”

“You'rewhat?’ Resolute couldn’t cover his surprise. He wasn't certain what was worse: having a pack of thievesjoin
him, or the fact that his destination was common enough knowledge that the worst of the slum-dwellersin Y din had
heard of it—and with enough time to travel to Otedo. “1 want explanations, and | want them now.”

“ Ships have been plying the waters from Narriz to Y dlin, and they’ ve seen other ships. We all know the fight is going
to bein Saporicia.” Predator’ s features sharpened. “ Amends s still getting up amilitiaof sorts, all fancy dressed to
fight the war. Thelot of usrealized that if things are going to happen, you'll be in the thick of it. We remembered the
Norrington Prophecy, about V orquellyn being redeemed. We know you'll be part of it, so we cameto join you.”

“The Norrington is dead.”



That revelation staggered Predator. “He is? Will? That little roof-runner?’
Resolute nodded solemnly. “He died preventing his father from killing adragon.”
Predator shook his head. “That can't be. If he'sdead...”

“Then your trip iswasted,” Resolute concluded.

Banausic held his hands up. “Listen to them, Resolute.”

“Unlike you, Banausic, | do not have time to waste with gutter scum that can be distracted by shiny leaves and sour
ale” Heglared at Predator. “ Go home.”

Predator’s head came up. “No.”

The silver-eyed Vorquelf folded his arms across his chest. “There is nothing here for you. Go home.”

The thief looked puzzled. “Oracle said...”

“She said what? She told you that you had to come here?’ Oracle was the reason for his journey, and she’ d already
saddled him with Banausic. Now it seemed her meddling had brought him a dozen city-dwelling elves. For amoment,
all the aggravation he'd known trying to teach Will Norrington how to survive in the countryside came back to him. In

its wake came awave of melancholy that broke his anger.

Predator replied in asmall voice. “ She didn't tell us anything, Resolute. | just remember the prophecy. She said
Vorquellyn would be redeemed. You've said

that for along time, too. Y ou know, you' re not the only one who wants to see that.”

He turned and opened his arms, taking the othersin. “Y ou think we don’t care because we just stayed in Ydin's slums
and paid no attention to anything but ourselves and our concerns. Y ou judge us al by yourself, but we aren't as
strong as you. Y ou think we didn’t care, but we did and do. It just hurt to think of it being so far away.”

“Y ou could have done something, Predator.”

“What, Resolute?’ The thief laughed. “ Amends and hisilk have worked on generations of men, trying to ingratiate
themselves. It did no good, and they never convinced either the humans or our other brethren to launch an attack.
What other course was |eft to us? To do what you did?’

Resolute nodded solemnly. “Exactly.”

“Oh, Resolute, you’ ve forgotten, haven't you? The brothers Right and Might, Victory—you knew her—Seethe even,
and dozens of others. All of them walked the same path you do, but you now walk it alone. They’'re all dead, and
Vorquellynis no closer to being free.”

“Thisis not a path for the weak.”

“1 know.” Predator held out a hand. “ So show us how to be strong.”

Resolute snarled and balled hisfists. “Thereisn’t time to show you.”

“WE' re not helpless, you know.”

Resolute shook his head. “ This will take more than stowing away aboard some Alcidese supply ship.”

Light laughter sounded from the shadows.

Predator smiled. “We didn't stow away.”

“Then how did you get here?’

“Loquellyn once gifted one of their galleys to the Kings of Alcida” Predator shrugged. “They didn’t know how to use
it, so we borrowed it.”

“How didyou...?’



Predator’ s chin came up. “Y ou were very young when our homeland was lost. | might not yet have been bound, but |
had served on agalley my uncle commanded.”

Resolute frowned. “| saw no silverwood shark in the harbor here.”

“Of course not. We have it hidden in the swamps. Most of the crew is still with it.”

“How many?’

“A legion or so, including some healers who wanted to come.”

Resolute’ s eyes narrowed. “How did you know to come here?’

More light laughter sounded from the shadows and color came to Predator’ s cheeks. “We got here by accident. | know
ZaO\éjV tc’), make the ship work. Navigation, on the other hand... We were trying for Narriz and ended up here. Oracle
“Oracle said you were meant to be here.”

“Yes. Look, Resolute, | didn’t find Narriz but | know | can get usto Vorquellyn.”

“No, we'll go up the Varasena.”

“But that will only get usto the headwaters, then it's overland through Loquellyn. We'll have to get another ship.
Let'sjust strike out from here.”

Resolute cocked his head. “Y ou said you wanted to come with me, correct?’
“Yes, but...”

“Then you will go where | go. | have my orders.” He thought for a moment, then nodded. “Bring your ship into the
harbor. We'll leave in aday or two, once we get provisions. Isthere a problem with that?’

“No, no, we can do that.” Predator gave him a dark stare. “ The Norrington’ s really dead?’

“The Norrington died. Oracle says he' swaiting for us on Vorquellyn.”

“All the more reason we should get there by the quickest route.”

“Wewill.” Resolute smiled. “You'll just have to row fast, then walk faster.”

General Pandiculia gave them whatever provisions they needed. She stood at the river quay as the Vorquelves
brought the silverwood ship up the Varasena, docked, and began to load it. She shook her head as she watched them

work, then smiled at Resolute. “Interesting crew you have there.”

“Utterly lacking in discipline, scruples, and combat experience.” He sighed. “I’ll keep them out of the city so you don’t
have to deal with the aftermath of their thieving ways.”

“Actualy, | wasthinking I’d trade you crack troops for them. They are actually working well. My troops, as you saw
on theroad, arejust going to be dow. WEe' Il never make the rendezvous with Alexia on time.”

“Y ou have my sympathy.”

“And you, mine.” She stared distantly toward the northeast. “| don’t expect our paths to cross again. | wish you luck.”
“| extend to you the same. I’ll send reportsif | can.”

She shrugged. “ Save the reports. Just kill things.”

Resolute laughed. “ As you desire, General.”

She headed out to get her own troops moving, so Resolute hel ped with the loading and expedited matters. By midday
the ship was ready to go. The Grey Misterstook to the oars and began to propel the ship up the river. While quarters

were cramped, ample room was found for everyone in the party, with Rym’s box being lashed to the deck between the
mast and aftcastle.



In the forecastle, Resolute could look down into the rowers galleys and watch them pulling hard on long oarlike levers
that connected to the gears and belts that drove a paddle wheel at the ship’s aft. The ship, which rode far lower in the
water than any human ship, still moved up the river with fair speed—even though they sailed against the current.

Predor’s numbering f the crew was not off by much, but calling them alegion W#s 2 = m=pplication of that word. At
least aquarter of them he'd
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Of the rest, about a dozen were pure civilians who either were healers, or disaffected members of Amends
appeasement clique. Resolute fully expected they would v*hine. Or, wor ¢, Y/ try to exert control over the expedition.

Th, remaining cre,, had potential, but not much of it. While the Grey Misters »= 2 f°miclable street gang, that didn’t make
them warriors. All of them frad 2 d.gg® @ two, but few had swords, and there wasn’t abow among them. A fe =~ gotten
enchanted with tattoos such as he had, but he saw nothing that would help th,, [, combat. Even their uniform of
leathers would be of little us>- He had to hope that they ran into very little resistance—or that he and the othes *v/d just
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with Oracle. Resolute wasn't sureif .h, saw things concerning them, but every one of them approached him later ,.d
pledged fealty. He harbored no illusions about their obedie™ mm mure, but at least the problem was deferred for a hit.

Thejourney uprive, ,.nt swiftly enough, with the eight hours of light allowing them © = two dozen miles aday. They
found simple anchorage along the rive and camped away from settlements. Resolute would have liked to stop at Sanva
~>nu reY regched it in the middle of the day, so they took the western fork of theriver .,j bypassed it. He didn’t mind
having spies report to Chytri® that an elven ship was moving up theriver, but he didn’t want her to be ,.aasto who
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After five days they reached the headwaters of the Varasena: a small lake in the foothills of ther,,g. hat separated
Loquellyn and Saporicia. They made their |= = Pnee And | eft the worst of the crew and a couple of the politicos behind
to ship back d,,, to Otedo. Resolute wrote out a message to be delivered to King Fideliusj,, Narriz, but he assumed it
would never get to him. It really didn’t matter, sin. j, contained all sorts of incorrect information about where his group
was”,.j wef€ they were heading.

The following morning ;he Grey Misters bid their compatriots afond farewell, then shouldered the p.k, they’d all been
issued from the ship’s stores. People joked about what th™y should call their group. Half of them were in favor of
Resolute’s Legion.

The other popular name was the Forlorn Legion Resolute preferred that name, but rejected it VL
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Predator’ s numbering of the crew was not off by much, but calling them alegion was a sore misapplication of that
word. At least a quarter of them he' d press-ganged from the wastrels. Vorquelves who had been bound to the island



found themselves in such intense pain as it was despoiled that they left the world. Other, younger Vorquelves so felt
the pain of abandonment that they resorted to drink and other vices to distract themselves or propel themselves into
oblivion. Fresh air and a distance from their vices of choice seemed to have benefited some, but a score of them would
be useless when it came to making the overland trek.

Of the rest, about a dozen were pure civilians who either were healers, or disaffected members of Amends
appeasement clique. Resolute fully expected they would whine. Or, worse yet, try to exert control over the expedition.

The remaining crew had potential, but not much of it. While the Grey Misters were aformidable street gang, that didn’t
make them warriors. All of them had a dagger or two, but few had swords, and there wasn’t abow among them. A few
had gotten enchanted with tattoos such as he had, but he saw nothing that would help them in combat. Even their
uniform of leatherswould be of little use. He had to hope that they ran into very little resistance—or that he and the
others could just outdistance the Grey Misters if forced to run from trouble.

The political refugees, rather predictably, sought audiences with Oracle. Resolute wasn't sure if she saw things
concerning them, but every one of them approached him later and pledged fealty. He harbored no illusions about their
obediencein the future, but at least the problem was deferred for a bit.

The journey upriver went swiftly enough, with the eight hours of light allowing them to cover two dozen miles aday.
They found simple anchorage along the river and camped away from settlements. Resolute would have liked to stop at
Sanurval, but they reached it in the middle of the day, so they took the western fork of the river and bypassed it. He
didn’t mind having spies report to Chytrine that an elven ship was moving up the river, but he didn’t want her to be
aerted asto whowason it.

After five days they reached the headwaters of the Varasena: a small lake in the foothills of the range that separated
Loquellyn and Saporicia. They made their last camp there and left the worst of the crew and a couple of the politicos
behind to ship back down to Otedo. Resolute wrote out a message to be delivered to King Fideliusin Narriz, but he
assumed it would never get to him. It really didn’t matter, since it contained all sorts of incorrect information about
where his group was and where they were heading.

The following morning the Grey Misters bid their compatriots afond farewell, then shouldered the packs they’d all
been issued from the ship’s stores. People joked about what they should call their group. Half of them were in favor of
Resolute’s Legion.

The other popular name was the Forlorn Legion.

Resolute preferred that name, but rejected it. He looked at the haphazardly organized gang of brigands, cutthroats,
politicos, and innocents and shook his head. “What we are is the First Legion. Thefirst to fight Chytrine, thefirst to
return home. Let us go forth and do all we can, so we will also not be the Last Legion.”

[T] he westernmost town in Noriva went by the name of Nowhere. As Duranlaun

reported, it had a palisade and a number of buildings, but not much else. 1 Muddy streets were flanked with
longhouses to shelter the foresters, while smaller buildings functioned as taverns, dining halls, and
whorehouses. A flag flew from the highest rooftop, but Marcus Adrogans could not recognize the
blue-and-white banner as bel onging to any nation or unit.

If the entire population of the place amounted to more than athousand, Adrogans would have been
surprised. For his army to sweep over the town and destroy it would have been simple. One volley from the
dragonels would have shattered the wooden walls and | eft the place defenseless. What passed for amilitia
there was ahalf legion of men who seemed more intent on stealing money from drunks than providing any
sort of security. But they wore livery matching the flag, which hinted that they belonged to a greater
authority. And the fact that they were men and not gibberers did give him heart.

Adrogans watched the village from within the trees on a nearby hilltop. His army had approached and
camped close by, but managed to remain undiscovered—mainly because Nowhere's guards did not venture
beyond the palisade.

Adrogans had seriously considered using the dragonels to obliterate Nowhere, as such an attack would give
his fireteams practice with sighting and reloading quickly. It would also let his other troops get an idea of
just how powerful the dragonels were. While all of them knew Fortress Draconis had been laid low by the
weapons, even those who had once visited the northern stronghold had trouble conceiving of how much



power it would take to accomplish that end.
But while that plan of attack would have doubtless been successful, it posed

several problems. First and foremost, he didn’t want to squander his supply of firedirt. Second, if anyone did
escape, then Chytrine's forces would have warning that he was coming—with the dragonels. He al'so could
not imagine the Aurolani Empress' having failed to dream up defenses against her weapon, and he didn’t
want his people running into such defenses, since the slaughter would no doubt be hideous.

Third, and most important, destroying the town would eiminate it as a source of intelligence and would
further alarm people. Adrogans sought for away to win the people over and have them work for him. Of
course, he also didn’t want Chytrine to know they were working for him, so in consultation with Genera
Caro and others, he came up with aworking plan.

He looked down toward where Caro sat at the head of a ragtag mounted column and nodded. Caro raised a
hand, then let it fall, and his Alcidese Horse Guards began their descent from the hills. Behind the three
hundred of them came four hundred men and women on foot, all armed, comprising the Svoin and Okrans
volunteers.

While the numbers were impressive, their appearance wasn’t. Their uniforms had been removed and
replaced with the motliest collection of garments that could be found. They looked every bit a group of
refugees or, worse, soldiers turned to banditry. Caro would ride down with his troops, demand the town
throw open its gates and proclaim him their leader. “ After al,” he would note, “if that bastard Adrogans can
have an empire, | might aswell, too.”

By the time Caro’s cavalry reached the town, the gates had been closed and the closest thing the town had
to amayor mounted the wall and spoke with him. While Adrogans could hear nothing of what was being
said, he recognized gestures. After one particular one, a Warhawk swooped and exploded a firecock over a
small portion of the wall. That caused the mayor to see his situation in anew light.

The gates were thrown open, Caro was welcomed, the flag came down, and a new one went up. The town
of Nowhere now owed fealty to King Caro the First. The celebration of his coronation went on well into the
night.

During that night the bulk of Adrogans' army moved around Nowhere behind aline of hills to the south.
They pushed on for several hours and set up camp in a huge meadow the Rangers had located before. A
stream of scouts kept Adrogans updated about the eventsin Nowhere on an hourly basis, but it wasn't until
midmorning that Turpus Caro reached the camp and was able to explain everything to him.

Caro’snormally red cheeks had yet more color—half from drink and the rest from cold, Adrogans
suspected—and he was smiling broadly. “ The initia resistance was halfhearted. Dalanous, the governor of
the Nowhere District, was a

minor courtier who was given the assignment when Noriva' s crown princess began to take a proprietary interest in
where he slept and with whom.*

Adrogans raised an eyebrow as he broke asmall loaf of bread in two, then tore off a smaller piece and dipped it in
broth to soften it. “Noriva has a government, then, and royalty?’

“A queen, not aking. Asnear as | can make out, Chytrine doesn't really care who is doing what in Norivaaslong as
grainis harvested, oreis dug, cattle tended, and anything else she needs is taken care of. There are various small
political subsetsin the countryside, but the queenis at Logbal. The women have reorganized the society around
sisterhoods, since Chytrine seems content to harvest only males when a slaving run is made. Half the men sent to
Nowhere ended up there to prevent their being taken.”

“And the rest?’
Caro shrugged. “They’re out harvesting trees. No one knows for certain what all the wood isfor, sinceit travels east

of Logbal into an area that the Aurolani patrol themselves, but everyone assumesit’s for afleet. All the shipwrights
and sailors have been scooped up, so the conclusion seems inescapable.”



Adrogans nodded. “Wood harvested now would have to be seasoned before it could be used. If sheistaking it now,
the fleet couldn’t be ready for ayear.”

The Alcidese general shook his head. “If she wants the fleet now, she has mag-ickers to season the wood. It might not
be as good asiif it were given time and unenchanting the wood would ruin the fleet, but if sheislooking for a quick
strike somewhere, a hastily assembled fleet would suffice.”

“1"d not thought about magick being used on that scale, but that does make me mindful of something else. I'll want a
slice or core from each log. Then we can have our magickers use those to keep track of where the wood ends up. They
might even be able to tell how it isused.”

“Good idea” Caro raised the bowl of soup before him and drank, then wiped his mouth on his sleeve. “Dalanous was
willing to accept me as his master primarily because | said I’ d be paying avisit to Logbal. He' s happy to have me gone,
and if | can take over, he'll be my best backer. If not, he just puts the old flag back up.”

“How far away is Logba ?’

“We can make the capital in aweek and a half.” Caro tucked a small crust of bread into his left cheek to soften. “ There
are other settlements along the way. Thislittle ruse would likely function on most of them. Dalanous says virtually
none of them have defenses, since the Aurolani don’t like it, and there are no other threats.”

“We will bypass afew. We have to assume word will get out about you, and we don’t want people to know exactly
where you will be.” Adrogans posted his elbows on the table. “We have two possibilities to deal with. Thefirst is that
the queen...”

“Winadiais her name.”
Adrogans thought for amoment. “ So Queen Winalia decides to send some

troops out to oppose you. Given that the Norivese apparently have no defenses, | assume what would pass for a
militiawould be easy to overcome.”

“I would agree.”

“Then the second case is likely to be the one that comes to pass. Someone in her court passes word to the Aurolani
and they send troops. In that first encounter we will have a chance to maul them. After that, we're fighting every step
of the way to the shipyards, up the Boreal Pass, and on into Aurolan.”

“WE' |l want to have that encounter well past Logbal, then, so we can use the city as a place to fall back to.”

The Jeranese general shook his head. “1’d rather not. It will be atown without defenses, so falling back would just
mean the daughter of innocents. Once the Aurolani know we have dragonels, they will bring their own.”

“If they have any in Noriva.”
“Good point, but one we can hardly count on. If they had to, they could ship them in from Muroso or Saporicia.”
“At least that would relieve some of the pressure on the troops in the south.”

Adrogans nodded in agreement. “True, it would, but so will pressing forward, hitting hard, moving quickly. We were
able to take Svarskya because we did nothing that conventional military wisdom would have dictated. We fought a
winter war using guile and trickery. We have to continue to do that, because if they don’t know where we are, they
have to waste time and energy finding us. All of that wears their troops down, stretchestheir lines, and makesit easier
for usto find aweak spot to exploit.”

“1 agree with all that.” Caro laid his hands on the table and leaned forward, lowering hisvoice alittle. “| know our
troops are good, and the dragonels will make them better, but we don’t even number six thousand. What would you
guess she will have opposing us? Bear in mind we assume she is massing to launch a fleet south, so she will have to
be staging troops to board the ships.”

Adrogans rose from the table and stalked over to the back of the pavilion, where amap of the world had been pinned
to aboard. He studied it for a moment, then shook his head. “1 have no idea, my friend. We can count on Alexia having
as many as fifteen thousand under her command. | would put the Aurolani force at that number or more—up to twice
that many. And, just as we faced the kryalniri in Okrannel, | am even willing to bet there are other unexpected things
that will augment her force.



“Asfor the troops gathered to ship out, et us take a guess. How many people would you want to take Narriz or
Ydin?’

Caro shook hishead. “Narriz | do not know well. Y din, however, | would want ten thousand.”

“And if the assault came in from the sea, with ships bearing dragonels that battered the waterfront into rubble? What if
you could land troops there, unopposed? How many would it take, then? All they have to do is bottle up troops up in
their towers, then bring the dragonels along to crash those towers down.”

The Alcidese horseman paled dlightly. “Maybe five thousand.”

“Y ou're more conservative than | am. | would put it at three, and only because | think the citizenry would fight as well.
Nar,riz would require two.”

“Two thousand?’

“I was actually thinking only two. Blasting the city from the seawould lead the people to surrender. Y ou might need a
garrison force of several hundred, but it would fall quickly, especialy if the fighting in the north was fierce.”

Caro thought for a moment, then nodded. “These dragonels really can be devastating, can’t they?’

“Yes, quite. The Draconis Baron was right in refusing to share knowledge of them.” Adrogans tapped the map where
the Boreal Pass |ed from Aurolan down into Noriva. “We'll use your number. Five thousand. That’s what we will face.”

“An evenfight. It will be horrible.”

“If weleaveit an evenfight.” Adrogans smiled slowly. “Y our exploits, King Caro, are just the beginning of making
sure Chytrine underestimates us. If she feeds us her troops one mouthful at atime, we'll chew them all up and make it
to her home in time to spit out the bones.”

T~'t rlestoke’s army made swift progress through Oriosafor avariety of reasons, H and that both pleased and worried
the prince. The primary reason was the JLJ good condition of the roads. The King's Highway curved up and around
from Meredo, past Bokagul, to the Muroso border at Tolsin. Good roads meant the troops and supply train could
move quickly. Speed was going to be of the essence if he was going to be able to rendezvous with Princess Alexia's
forces— which he desperately wanted to do.

Their progress also made him happy because the deeper they got into the country, the closer he was to being on the
battlefield dealing with the Aurolani. Between the Midlands and Norweshire, the tiny region known as Dales provided
an excellent battleground. The hilly countryside had only a few sites where an organized battle could be waged.
Because he fully expected a dragon to be deployed to destroy his force, and because he could meet it with Dranae, he
wanted to be able to lure the Aurolani into one of those fields. He would be able to deploy his reserves as flanking
forces that could pour onto the battlefield as needed and chase the fleeing Aurolani when their forces broke.

Erlestoke did realize his intentions were optimistic, but he still wanted to get to Dales. Even if he didn’t meet the
enemy, the wooded hillsides would be wonderful for hitting and running, something he would be forced to do if faced
with a superior force. Having Bokagul at his back would be good as well. He wasn’t certain what to expect from his
kinsmen. He hoped for support, but would settle for neutrality and guard against treachery.

But the fact that there had been no opposition so far surprised and worried him. His father had let him pass unopposed
around Meredo. The lords of the Midlands and Midmarch had always been closer to Meredo than Norweshire,
Hawkride, and the East Country, so he was marching right toward hisfather’s

strength. Sythara, the county with the longest border with Alcida, tended toward neutrality in internal politics, and had
strong family tieswith Alcida

On the sixth day they approached the junction of three roads. The Sythara Road went south to Alcida. The Toloso
Road headed east-southeast to the capital of the East Country, passing through the county of Hawkride, a place best
known for containing the ruins of acity called Atval. It had been destroyed by dragons in days long past, but had
once been a place of glory. While the current rulers could claim no line back to the rulers of Atval, they all had married
cadet branches of their familiesinto those of the Hawkriders. But, instead of loyalty, they merely got contempt.

So it really did not surprise Erlestoke when scouts reported that an army of athousand or so warriors from Hawkride
stood astride the road. It did strike Erlestoke that they were barring the northern King's Highway, and not the Toloso
Road, but such was their pride. They could not abide the idea that | might just ignore them and ride past. The scouts



further reported a score of nobles and warriors were waiting at the crossroads benesth a pavilion and a flag of truce.

Erlestoke called his military leaders together and got them to deploy their troops on a broad front. As he and a small
group rode forward to parley, he intended that his troops crest the hills that surrounded the crossroads. His troops
numbered roughly three times those of the Hawkriders. Having that display of strength backing him would likely make
his adversaries slightly less bold— though there was nothing in Hawkrider character to suggest they would be cowed
into submission.

He chose his companions carefully and rode forth with only six in his entourage. Nay, Borell, Dranae, Rumbellow, and
Redgrave joined General Quantusa of the Jeranese Crown Horse. She was his most senior military leader. The
command of the troops behind them was left to General Percurs of the Alcidese Throne Guards. If there looked to be
trouble, Percurs would deal with it.

Erlestoke’ s party reached the pavilion, but he did not dismount. He remained instead in the saddle and |eaned forward,
resting his hands on the stock of his quadnel where it rode in a saddle scabbard by hisright knee. The prince looked
down at the two nobles lounging in chairs, sipping wine from crudely thrown goblets. He thought he recognized one
of them, but both were rather young so he could not be certain.

“I believe, my lords, you have an army astride the road | wish to take.” One of the two—the more cadaverous, with a
sallow complexion and hair thinner than his newly grown beard—slowly stood. He wore atabard over a coat of mail;
both hung to his knees. The center of the tabard was Oriosan green, though closer to spring colors than evergreen,
with white side panels and sleeves. A sword belt secured it at hiswaist and on his breast was a hawk in flight. His
mask, likewise green with awhite stripe outlining it, bore marks that sug-

gested his father was dead and that he had attained the rank of count. Even more curious was a mark beneath his right
eye—acrown that indicated he was in line for the Oriosan throne. Aswith Hawkridersin general, he had ahawk’s
feather dangling from the mask at the left side.

Erlestoke amost raised a hand to his own mask to feel that same mark, but he refrained. That mark was on his life mask,
which he had abandoned in the last days of Fortress Draconis. His mistress had taken it and their son south—and
likely are somewhere in Meredo even as| sit here. The mask he currently wore was simply black, and matched the one
sewn on afield of green that had become his force’ s banner.

The Count of Hawkride lifted his chin and affected to peer down a slender nose at Erlestoke. “My troops are here to
defend my nation. Y ou are an outlaw. Y ou will leave my nation now.”

Erlestoke was not sure what surprised him the most. Hawkriders seldom wanted to admit they were part of Oriosa,
much less claim it astheir nation. The count’s open defiance of Erlestoke hinted at atrap, but that could just have
been the count believing lies the King had told about support nearby. While he suspected the count was not going to
believe King Scrainwood actually intended him to sit on the throne, having that mark might win him some support from
other lords who wanted at |east the appearance of legitimacy from any new ruler who replaced the king.

Erlestoke kept his voice even. “| have no desireto kill Oriosans.” He refrained from saying, “ Or Hawkriders.” Hetook a
deep breath, then let it out slowly. “I have urgent business to the north, in Muroso and beyond. Do not hamper me.”

“A veiled threat, Erlestoke?’ The skinny man laughed, and in that laughter Erlestoke caught enough that he was able
to recognize the man. “If you have no desire to kill Oriosans, | suggest you turn around and march back to Saporicia.”

“1 can’t do that, Count Wightman.”
“Then it seemsthereislittle we can do.”

Erlestoke sat back in the saddle. “We could find away past thisimpasse. Instead of our armies fighting, we could
settle this matter ourselves, man versus man.”

Wightman's face went grey. “Y ou would demand satisfaction of me?’

“Of course not, my lord, for you have not offended me. If each of uswas to choose a champion, and their combat were
to decide things, your duty and honor would be acquitted. When my man defeats yours, we will pass unmolested.”

“And when he fails?’
Erlestoke opened his hands. “It seems | would have to return to Saporicia.”

“Very well.” Wightman turned and pointed to avery large man in mail and Hawkride livery. “ Trusher, you will be my



champion. Byard, you will be his second.” He came about full circle and looked at Erlestoke. “ An exchange of
strokes?’

“Until one man cannot rise? Yes.” Erlestoke turned and nodded to Dranae. “Would you mind?’
The large man smiled. “My pleasureto serve.”

Dranae dlid from his saddle and the men of Hawkride craned their necks back to look up at him. A few of them laughed,
but most just got a bit ashen-faced. Erlestoke liked their reactions, but noticed their leader did not seem to make much
of Dranae' ssize.

Borell also dismounted. “Highness, he will need a second.” Erlestoke nodded. “Of course.”

The Hawkride champion moved from the pavilion onto a patch of meadow where green tendrils were just beginning to
grow up through the winter-bowed gold grass from the season before. He eyed Dranae up and down, then sneered
dismissively. Trusher accepted afull helm with only a narrow eye dlit, then pulled on gloves. He drew a broadsword
that seemed serviceable enough, but had some arcane runes etched the length of the blade.

Wightman smiled. “1 trust you do not mind that he wields a magickal blade.” Ah, that explains the lack of fear . “Does
he?’

“Yes, thisis Temmer reforged. Its pieces were recovered from Fortress Draconis and it was re-created. Heisinvincible
withit.”

“I’m certain heis.” Given the man’s size, which was huge, the prince was pretty certain he'd have triumphed over al of
thewarriors he' d faced in Hawkride. “Dranae, will that sword be aproblem?”’

“None, Highness.” Dranae pulled on a helmet with a steel cage. “He'll get the first blow since we are the invaders?’
" Yaﬂ

“Understood.” Dranae stalked toward his enemy. Grass crunched beneath his feet and slowly rose to hide the
evidence of his passing. The only weapon he bore was a stout club, iron bound at the end, which was as thick as
Erlestoke’ s upper arm.

The Hawkride warrior brought his sword up in asalute, then spokein aloud voice. “1 am Sir Fawke Trusher, Champion
of Count Wightman, aswas my father before me, and his before him. Y ou are an invader, and | vow you shall step no
further into my nation.”

Dranae bowed toward hisfoe. “1 am Dranae. | have fought at Vilwan, Wruona, Fortress Draconis, and evenin
Sarengul. | have no grand lineage, and | am not invading Oriosa, but coming to its salvation. You, sir, have the first
blow.”

Trusher looked about him, from Count Wightman, to the semicircle of Hawkriders backing him. He raised his sword
over his head, and said, “May Turic receive you happily.”

The sword flashed down in a heavy blow that caught Dranae on the left shoulder. Mail popped and bent, then the
sword bit through it. Blood splashed

on the blade and began to drip through the mail. The heavy blow had not gone deep enough to shatter bone, but it
had carved flesh and muscle, doubtlessly driving rings deep into the wound. More importantly, it staggered Dranae,
making him drop his maul, and drove him to one knee.

But that was asfar asit drove him. He gasped and hunched that shoulder forward, but did not fall. While their masks
hid much of their expressions, the openmouthed gaping of the Hawkriders clearly expressed their surprise at Dranae's
survival.

Trusher backed off, letting blood drip from the blade to the ground. Dranae got up, then wavered for amoment or two
before regaining his balance. Borell appeared and pressed the haft of the maul into hisright hand, but didn’t steady
him. Dranae nodded, then shifted his shoulders gingerly, and croaked, “My turn.”

Trusher nodded.

Dranae brought the club back in one hand, then whipped it forward in a cross-body blow that caught the Hawkrider
square in the chest. Mail pinged as it broke, and Trusher oofed as the strike lifted him from the ground and dropped



him back into the line of his supporters. Several staggered from their feet, and Trusher’s helmet popped off. Temmer
lay in the grasses at his side, and those who scrambled from beneath him could not revive him.

Byard, a blond man of medium build, scooped Temmer up and drove toward Dranae, who had again returned to his
knees. Before he could reach him, however, Borell drew Eye and shielded Dranae. The Hawkrider cut low at his
unar-mored foe, but Borell turned the stroke with ease. Again Byard attacked, but Borell parried. And when he did
riposte, he let the blade skitter off mail, holing the man’s tabard, but nothing else.

Erlestoke frowned. “Call your man off.”

“No, to the first blood, these two, to decide things.”

“That was not our agreement.”

“Itisnow.”

“First blood, Borell.” Erlestoke saw Nay ride forward. “Y our boy’ s good.”

“Heis. Others did the heavy work in the forge. Getting him learned in how to use what we made seemed wise.”

Oh, and how well he learned.

Byard clearly did not like being thwarted, especially by someone whose mask showed no sign of either nobility or
military training. He feinted high, then switched his slash low, but Borell nimbly |eaped above the attack. He ducked
the return cut, then lunged and pinked Byard in the right knee.

Borell pulled back, having drawn first blood, but Byard lunged and slammed hisright fist into Borell’s jaw. The youth's
head snapped around and his body followed, flopping all loose-jointed to the ground. Byard raised the sword,
prepared to finish what Trusher had started.

Thunder clapped.

Byard pitched back and thrashed on the ground as blood fountained from his chest. Temmer spunin alazy circle and
plunged point first into the ground.

Wightman looked at Erlestoke and shrank back. “What did you do?’

“Y our man cheated.” Erlestoke worked the cocking mechanism on the quad-nel. The barrels rotated and a fresh one
seated itself, ready to betriggered. “By the way, that’s not Temmer. Dranae, do you want to take care of it?’

The man nodded and slowly stood. He plucked the sword from the ground and grabbed it hilt and point. His muscles
bunched and more mail pinged as rings parted and flew. As Dranae began to bend the blade, his body shifted and
grew larger. While his face and head remained the same, his hands scaled over into talons.

The blade bent, then snapped.

Nay snorted. “Not even tempered well.”

Dranae tossed down the pieces of the blade, then knelt by Borell. “He'll be fine, save for the bruise on his jaw.”
Wightman's nogtrils flared. “ This was unfair from the start. | don’t know what heis, but heis not a man.”

“No, but he is my champion.” Erlestoke rested the quadnel across his thighs. “Now, | could have him change into his
true form and your little army would be scattered. | don't think you want that. Nor do you want me marching my army
offtoHawkride.”

“No, | don’t want that.”

The prince pointed toward Wightman’s mask. “1 don’'t know what my father promised when he gave you the crown,
but you don't trust him, and you have no reason to. Regardless, you' ve lost whatever you thought you were going to
get by not being able to stop me. So | have a choice for you.”

The count looked up. “What' s that?’

“Y ou can return home now, and | will let everyone know that | consider anyone treating with you in any way to be



guilty of treason. | will deal with them after | deal with you, and your best hope isthat Chytrine kills me, because that’s
the only thing that will stop me from returning to destroy you.”

The dlender man shivered. “Or?”

“Or you and your people join my force. Y ou know the Aurolani are here, most in the Midlands and Dales. If I'm
defeated, your army isn't going to be enough to stop them. But together we might, and | clearly will havetimeto revise
my opinion of you.”

“You'dredly let me leave?’

Erlestoke nodded. Y ou, yes. Y our people, no. | need them too much. | suspect that showing them we have a dragon
on our side, aswell as appealing to their sense of obligation to a nation where we all wear masks because of our shared
history, would bring them over to me pretty easily. What do you think?’

Wightman swallowed hard, then drew his sword, knelt, and offered it in

Erlestoke s direction. “I think, Highness, | pledge myself to your noble cause, for the sake of Hawkride, Oriosa, and the
world.”

“The ordering of your priorities needs some work, but we have time for that.” Erlestoke raised his voice so it might
even carry to some of the sharper earsin the Hawkrider formation. “I accept your fealty, Count Wightman. Y our forces
married to mine will guarantee victory. To the north and our destiny.”

Wightman's close advisors likewise took a knee, and seeing that prompted cheers from both armies. Wightman |ooked
up asthe soldiers’ voicesfilled the valley. “What are the chances we survive this?’

Erlestoke shrugged. “Doesn’t really matter, doesit? We are off to acquit our duty to the world. If wefail, there will be
No reason to survive.”

y T ight had fallen and the sense of unease Kerrigan had felt entering Loquellyn V had built to where he could not
sleep. The trek to that point had been full of .. 1 paradoxes and false starts, and had proceeded far more slowly than
pleased Resolute. He' d wanted to crest the mountains quickly, then move down into the Assariennia River valley and
follow it to Rellaence. He assumed they would find transport to the capital there, which would speed their trek aong.

But from the start it was apparent even to Kerrigan that any plans Resolute had formulated would not survive contact
with the Grey Misters. And Kerrigan had found himself in the unusual position of being far more prepared for along
trek through forest and mountain and marsh than most of the people with him. The trip began with aday’s march
through fetid swamps, where the party had broken up into smaller groups to camp. Kerrigan had been charged with the
duty of moving from place to place, using magick to start fires since the Grey Misters had no inkling of how to do it.
He also showed them how to pack moss into boots to ease blisters and a half-dozen other things he' d learned from
Lombo and Resolute.

It struck him as paradoxical having these VVorquelves looking at him with astonishment, much as the younger
apprentices on Vilwan might regard him. Here they were, al older than he by well over a century, but they were
completely out of their element in the countryside. More than one grumbled about the trip. Muscles that ached from
rowing had gotten no respite dragging boots free of sucking mud, and the closeness of the mountains did nothing to
hint that further travel might get at all easier.

Qwc acted, as he had before, as morale officer for the expedition. He took to finding little thingsin the forest, from
flowersto bones, teeth, claws, and feath-

ers, and bestowed each on a Grey Mister. With great solemnity, he gave each one of them awarrior name like Bite or
Scratch or Stab. His vocabulary kept him mainly to short words, packed with as much violence as he could muster,
which pleased the Vorquelves no end. But also it focused them on what was coming and they did their best to find
extravagant boasts about how they would earn

their names.

At night the Spritha shared atent with Kerrigan. The little creature would stab his spear into the ground, then flop
down too exhausted to flutter awing. “ Finding words harder than finding things.”

Kerrigan aways laughed. “Y ou’ ve not found me my war name, Qwc.”

The Sprithawould look at him and smile as his eyes dowly closed. “Y our name will find you.”



Asdifficult asit had been to get out of Saporicia, things changed for the worse once they entered Loguellyn.
Something about the place felt wrong. While the sun would shine during the day, the colors appeared muted. It almost
seemed to Kerrigan that spring had not yet come. He saw no buds on trees, no flowers struggling to raise their heads.
What new growth he did see were poison ivies that wrapped around trees, or the sort of quickly flowering plants that,
in asummer, could come to take over awhole meadow. None of it felt right, and evidence of that kind of invasion
increased as they moved deeper into the mountains.

The Grey Misters also continued to be a problem. They lacked discipline and did not take well to Resolute’s
instructions on how they should comport themselves in camp. Had he had his way, they would have had cold camps,
with no fire, and round-the-clock-guards. They would have been silent and blended into the surrounding area, but the
Grey Misters had no better chance of doing that than Kerrigan did of breathing at the bottom of the Crescent Sea.

So Resolute took to making a second smaller camp away from the main one. Everyonein his original group took shelter
there, with Resolute, Banausic, Bok, and Kerrigan sharing the watches. Kerrigan usually got the dawn watch, letting
him sleep uninterrupted—Bok usually got the first watch for the same reason— so the company’ s two magickers
would be well rested if their abilities were ever needed.

But now something brought Kerrigan to full consciousness. He' d not fully fallen asleep, but had just begun to drift
into dreams that had grown darker by the minute. He felt asif he were wandering in a cavern so vast and lightless that
he could see nothing. When he finally made alight, he discovered he had wandered into the throat of some mighty
beast that began to chew him up and swallow.

He sat up and threw off his blankets, then shivered as the cooler night air hit his sweaty flesh. He quickly pulled on
some clothes and left Qwc sleeping soundly. Slipping from the tent, he drifted toward the guard station and found
Resolute sitting there, his eyes focused into the darkness.

The Vorquelf held ahand up and Kerrigan halted. He looked in the direction Resolute was looking, but he could see
nothing. It would have been simple for him to invoke a spell to allow him to see in the dark, but if there was something
out there—something working for Chytrine—the chances that it could detect his magick were good.

Kerrigan moved to a small boulder and pressed his stomach to it. He till stared in the direction Resolute had been
watching, but nothing registered. Their camp had been built on a small wooded rise, which gave him aview of roughly
half the slope. When there was still light he could see asmall stream, and at night he could hear it gurgling, but he
caught no splashes to indicate anything approaching now.

Then he heard it, off to hisright. He raised his left hand to catch Resolute' s attention as he pointed with hisright
toward the sound. Then he heard a second sound and turned to sight down the line of his arm. It had sounded so
close, he was certain he could seeiit.

And seeit hedid asit leaped onto the rock and lunged, engulfing hisright arm to the elbow. Its jaws shut hard, triple
rows of needlelike teeth piercing his seeve, then clacking hard on the dragonbone armor. The creature’ s dark eyes
widened, then it shook its head, trying to shear his arm off. When that failed, hindquarters bunched and the creature
jumped back off the rock, yanking Kerrigan from his feet and dragging him off into the woods.

The dragonbone armor saved the mage' s stomach from being sliced open by the rock, but did nothing to stop
brambles and branches from whipping his face as the creature bore him away. Thorny vines lashed his