TO YOUR PEOPLE YOU ARE DEAD

Angharadowly raised her head. The bright emissary was watching her, but the spark of pity initseyes
hed dimmed. "They will mourn your family, and they will mourn you, even though you il live. Y ou must
take on anew identity and leave the Southern Ies. Cairn Cailleisbarred to you."

Angharas face was grey as old parchment. Her gaze lit on one of the shards from the shattered timepiece
that lay upon thefloor. It caught the morning light and winked back a rainbow flicker of purplish blue; it
was the shade that her people had always associated with death. It was dso, by aterrible irony, the color
of her own eyes. Shelooked up from the shard of glass and met the emissary's gaze. Her eyes were
haunted, and she said:

"l shdl becalled Indigo.”
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Earth felt the wound, and Nature from her seat
Sighing through all her Works gave sign of woe
That all was lost

Milton: Paradise Lost

For the great cats, the great apes, the wolves, the bears,
and all other creatures whose "humanity" puts humanity to
shame.



PROLOGUE-

Thelegend of the Tower of Regrets. Cushmagar the harper'stelling.

There was a time, a time and a time, before we who live now under the sun and the sky came to
count time. Before the brown hare ran and played on the southern tundra, before the great gray
wolf came to the forests, before the winding of the hunter's horn sounded among the summer
trees. An ancient time and an ill time, when things that should not be walked upon the land, when
long day became long night, when summer clothed itself in winter, and that which should be north
was south, while that which should be south was north. Then did the Earth our Mother cry out,
for her children had been moved to great evil against her. They had taken their fill of her bounty
and then they had taken more than was their need or their birthright. They stripped her beauty
from her flesh, then they devoured even her very flesh, until she was a thing of bare bone. In the
lonely night she wept for her wounds that would not heal, and she cried for her children to restore
to her that which they had stolen; but her children heard her not. Her children laughed and sang
and told tales of their own prowess, and in their boastful revels they heard not the cries of the
Earth our Mother,

And so for long and long did the Earth languish in her pain and her shame. She granted
the gift of life to her children, and her children took all she gave and more, while repaying nothing
in fee. And the Earth cried, and still her children heard her not.

But in that time of evil, while our Mother Earth writhed in pain, there came a man, a good
man among ill men. A man of the islands, son of the sea, brother of the storm, a man whose heart
was moved to outrage at the vilification of Mother Earth by the vampire-children who suckled at
her desiccated breast. This man's name we know not, but his memory will be forever lauded in our
songs and in our stories; for he it was, he and no other, who cried out against his fellows. He it
was who stood alone as the champion for whom our mother cried. And he it was on whom she
bestowed her greatest blessing, and on whom she laid her greatest burden.

For there came a time when the Earth could sustain her grief no longer. Wrath filled her
at last, where before she had felt only pain. This wrath fell upon her children who had so abused
her, and she rose up to take her vengeance on the perpetrators of evil. But even in her rage she
was moved to pity for the man of the islands; and one night as he slept upon his bed the Earth
spoke to him with the voice of the murmuring sea, and the voice of the sweet summer breeze, and
the voice of the singing bird. She sent a bright creature to stand at the foot of his bed, and that
creature spoke to the man of the islands with all those voices and with the voice of the Earth
herself. And the bright creature said:

"Man of the islands, you have championed the Earth our Mother, but yours has been a
lonely voice and alone amid chaos. Now | come to speak to you with the voice of our Mother, and
| tell you this: the children of the Earth have betrayed their nurturer'strust, and thetimeis at
hand when they must pay the price for that betrayal. Our Mother's wrath is roused, and only the
greatest of sacrificeswill slake her thirst for vengeance. "

And the man of theislands cried out in distress and he said to the bright creature, "How
can thisterrible thing be averted?" And the bright creature spoke sternly, saying: "It cannot be
averted. Man must answer for what he has done, for if he does not, then the evil will continue and
the Earth our Mother will die. Do not plead, man of the islands, for your fellows. Listen, instead,
to the message | bring to you from Mother Earth, for by that and that alone may your race be
saved."

The man of the islands fell silent; for though he knew that he slept, he was wise enough to
know, too, that the bright creature spoke a deeper truth than that of any dream. And though his



heart was heavy with dread, he listened as he was bidden.

And the bright creature spoke again, and it spoke these words. "Man of the islands, the
Earth is moved to wrath, and her wrath will not be contained. No word or deed can sway her. She
will raise her hand against her children, and there will be great destruction and great suffering.
But her vengeance is not infinite. And when it is done, new life will burgeon again through all her
lands. Man will raise his head from the dust of destruction, and he will see about him the leaves
springing anew on the trees, and he will see about him the shy, wild creatures sniffing the sweet
air, and he will know that the world is reborn.

"But for this rebirth, man of the islands, there will be a price. Man has learned great
magic, but his magic has outgrown him and the master has become the servant. If heisto live on
when the Earth our Mother is done with her vengeance, then he must exchange his great magic
for a smaller magic and an older magic. He must relinquish the power and the strength by which
he has striven to achieve ascendancy over our Mother, and he must become again what he was so
long ago: a child of the Earth and bound to the earth and at one with the Earth. This, man may
hope for -but only if you, man of the islands and son of the sea, will take upon your shoulders the
final burden of the Mother's champion. "

The bright creature paused then and it smiled with infinite pity, for it had seen the great
grief that overcame the man of the islands, and the great fear that lurked unspoken in his heart. It
waited and it waited while the man wrung his hands in turmoil; but at last there came an answer.

The man of the islands raised his eyes, and he said: "What must | do?"

And the creature smiled again, for it knew, as the Earth our Mother knew, that this son of
the sea was worthy of her trust. It smiled, and it said:

"Go you to the farthest reaches of your land, to the great tundra that borders on the
icebound polar wastes. Build there a tower, a single tower without windows and without
embellishment, and with one single door. Build it of stone dug from the tundra, and build it so
strong that no hand might sunder it. When it is made, go alone to its door at evening, and enter in,
and close and bar the door at your back. Await the sun's setting, and with that setting will come
the vengeance of our Mother Earth. You will hear such things as no mortal creature has ever
heard; you will hear the crying and the pleading and the dying of your fellow men, and your heart
will be torn asunder with grief. But you must harden your heart, and you must turn your thoughts
fromtheir suffering. On no account must you open the door, for if you do, you will sign the death
warrant of the human race. Thiswill be your greatest test, and you must not shirk it. When all is
over, and our Mother'sthirst is slaked, then and only then will you see me again. And | will come
to you, and | will tell you what you must do." Again it paused, and yet again it smiled. "No more
will I say to you now, son of the sea. But if you would see your people live and learn and prosper,
do not fail!"

And with these words the bright creature was no more to be seen.

The man of the islands did not sleep that night. And when morning broke and the sun
stood up in the sky, he rose from his bed and he went out into the world and he saw it with new
eyes. Now, the magic of man in those days was indeed of a greater order than the magic of our
times. His spells could chain the el ements, stop the seasin their courses, bind the gales in their
raging. He could move upon and above and under the Earth, and in his traveling he was as swift
as thought. He was master of his fellow creatures, lord of the air, king of the water. He knew no
fear, and he knew no taboo. No door was closed to him.

But the glory and triumph of man was at an end. This he knew, this son of the sea, as he
looked into the eye of the sun and heard again the words of the bright creature, the messenger of
Mother Earth. Man's reign was done. But man might live, and learn, and prosper. And the key to
hisliving lay in the hands of that man of the islands, that son of the sea.

His heart was heavy and his shadow lay long before him as he turned his face to the great
tundra. But his steps did not falter, for he knew what he must do. He was a lion and he was a
wolf; he knew he would not fail. And so he came to the tundra and he found the place where he



must build. How he built and how he toiled we do not know; such ways as were his ways are lost
to us. But he built, and the tower without windows grew alone on the plain, and the tower had no
embellishments and but one door. And when the tower was done, he stood before the door at
evening and he opened the door and went in, and he barred the door behind him, so that he was
alone in the windowless dark. And as he stood in that bleak and lonely place the tears came hard
and fast for those he had left behind. And then the moment came when the sun set below the far
horizon.

What the man of the islands heard on that endless night, and what images his mind
conjured, we cannot know and dare not ask. We sing of his torment, and our harps and our pipes
cry the laments of his agony, but still we cannot know, and still we dare not ask. For on that night
the seas rose up against the land, and the land was torn asunder, and the fish of the sea perished
for want of water in which to swim and the birds of the air perished for want of air in which to fly
and the beasts of the land perished for want of earth on which to run. But the tower on the tundra
did not fall. And man, in his thousands and in his millions and in his tens of millions, cried out to
the screaming skies, but the skies paid no heed to man, and man perished with the fish and with
the birds and with the beasts. But still the tower on the tundra did not fall.

All through that long and dreadful night the man of the islands crouched within the tower
that he had built. And at last there came a moment when all sound and all motion ceased. A
strange and deathly quiet descended upon the world, and beyond the tower walls, where the man
could not see, the dark receded and the first gold arch of a new morning showed itself above the
far horizon. In the quiet the man wept, for he knew that all he had known and all he had loved
was no more. Mother Earth's vengeance was complete, and her new life was the death of his old
ways.

And then in the depth of his sadness there came a light within the tower, and the man
looked up, and in the light he saw the bright creature, messenger of the Earth, standing before
him. And the creature smiled with pity on the man and spoke, asit had spoken beforein his
dream.

"Man of theislands, son of the sea, the day of your race is done and the world is clean
again. The time has come for you to open the door, which you barred as the sun set, and walk out
into the new world.

"Much has changed, my friend. The land you knew is no more. Summer and winter have
changed their places; that which was north is now south, and the great magic which man once
wielded islost to him forever. But with that magic and those works has also gone the evil which
was man's creation and with which he scourged the Earth and brought about his own downfall. |
will speak to you one last time, you man, you survivor, you champion, and | will speak to you of
the burden which the Earth our Mother now sets upon your shoulders."”

The man of the islands could not answer: his soul was too full for words to form upon his
tongue. The bright creature touched his brow so that he raised his eyes, and when he looked he
saw that the creature's countenance was filled with pity and with sadness and with joy all at once.

And the creature spoke one last time, and it said, "Man of the islands and son of the sea,
to thistask does the Earth our Mother now bind you, and this task shall endure for all your days
and the days of your children and your children's children and all who follow you through the
march of time. The moment has come for you to walk forth into the world, and when you cross
the threshold you must bolt and bar the door behind you, and never again may you set your face
toward this tower. Return to your home among the islands, where you shall prosper under the sun
and the rain and the wind, and do not return to this place, no matter how great the temptation.
And when you wed and a son is born to you and that son grows to be a man after his father's
image, you shall tell him the tale of the Earth our Mother and her vengeance on the children who
betrayed her. And the burden which you have borne shall passto himand to his heirs; they shall
guard the tower, and no human eye will gaze upon its door and no human tread shall sully the
earth around it.



"This tower will endure, man of the islands. It will stand as a symbol of the folly of your
kind, and as a warning to the multitudes yet unborn. If you would see your people live and grow,
then let these stones lie on in solitude, and let no hand be set upon them.

"Man of the islands, son of the sea, thisis the burden that the Earth our Mother lays upon
you, and thisisthe trust she placesin your heart. Do not fail her."

And the man of the islands looked up once more, and where before the bright creature had
stood there was now an emptiness and a sighing and a firefly glow that faded into dark. And the
creature'swords rang anew in his troubled mind as he stepped with slow steps to the door of the
tower he had built, and as his hands raised the bar and lifted the latch, his heart was heavy with
the dread of what he might see when he went forth from that place.

The door opened at his bidding, and his eyes gazed upon the light of day and the orb of the
sun that rode in the sky. And though the world about him was changed and changed, and though
the trees he had known were no more and the rivers he had known were no more and the seas he
had known were no more, yet the land was the land he knew and the land to which he had been
born. As he gazed and as he wondered at the land so strange and so familiar, there came to him
from out of the south a white bear of the snows, and treading in the bear's footsteps came the
gray wolf of the tundra, and behind the wolf came the hunting cat of the forest, and after the cat
came the innocent brown hare, and all the small things that ran and hopped and crawled upon the
land followed in their wake. And the man of the islands looked upon these creatures, and he knew
that the Earth our Mother had placed the heritage of their kind and his kind in his hands. And he
bowed his head and tears fell from his eyes, and in his heart he swore a silent oath that such a
great task and such a great trust should never be found wanting, and that mankind would not
forget.

And so the man of the islands bolted and barred the door behind him, and he turned his
face from the tower and he set his steps across the plain to make a new home and a new place
from the ruins of the old. And the creatures of the Earth withdrew to their domains, to the snow
and to the tundra and to the forest, and the tower stood alone and alone.

What became of the man of the islands, the son of the sea, we do not know and cannot
say; for hiswas a time, a time and a time, before we who live now under the sun and the sky came
to count time. But the tower he built with his own hands endures still upon the empty plain, and in
our time we turn our faces fromthat place, as we must forever do.

You who sit at my side by the fire, you whose restless ghosts walk in the shadows of my
dreams, you children yet unborn, | speak to you as that bright creature spoke so long ago. If you
would see your people live and prosper, then let those ancient stoneslie on in solitude. For thisis
the burden that the Earth our Mother has set upon us all, and thisis the trust she placesin our
hearts. We must not fail her.

*CHAPTERE-|-

Queen Imogen laid ahand lightly on her husband'sarm and said: "Well? What do you truly think?"

Twenty-three years of marriage had taught Kalig, king of the Southern 19 es, to recognize every
nuance of his consort's moods and reactions, and he detected the pleasure in her voice athough she tried
to sound neutral. He smiled, and pulled his gaze from the finished painting to look affectionately at her.

"I think," hereplied, "that we might tell Master Breym we're pleased with hiswork."

Imogen laughed and clasped her hands together, moving away from him and crossing the room
until shewas closeto the painting. The summer evening light danted through the window behind her,
framing her with agold aurain which dust motes danced lazily, and for amoment the years dipped away
from her and shelooked young again.

"Not too near," Kaig advised. "Or you'll see nothing but the paint, and lose theimage.”

"With my eyesasthey are, it'll beablessing if | can seethat!” But she stepped back nonetheless,



dlowing him to take hold of her hand. "Serioudy, my love. Are you pleased?’

"I'm ddlighted; and I'll make sure Master Breym isvery well rewarded.”

Imogen nodded her agreement. "Thefirst portrait of usdl asafamily,” she said with satisfaction.
"Andthefirs in al the Southern Idesto be painted in thisnew style.”

Kalig didn't know which pleased him more: the painting itself, or hiswifés obviousddight iniit.
His decison to employ the talented but unorthodox Breym to capture the likenesses of theroya family of
Carn Caille had been largely a Imogen's urging; he himsdf had had doubts, though he admitted willingly
that hisknowledge of art wasto say the least limited. But hiswife'singtinct had been true. The likenesses
were superb; so lifelike that it was easy to imagine them moving and stretching their arms and stepping
down from the linen-covered board into the room. And the pigments Breym had used were restful on the
eye; colors softer yet somehow richer than the harsh tints favored by most artists, lending the portrait a
subtlety hed never encountered in a painting before.

The portrait depicted himsdlf, tal, hisauburn hair graying now, dressed in the court robeshe
worefor the most forma ceremonia occasions, standing in the greet hal of Carn Caille with sunlight
danting in a the window much asit danted in thiswindow now. At his Side, Imogen was agraceful figure
in agray-and-white gown, dignity and serenity personified; while on low stools before their parents sat
their son and heir, Prince Kirra, and their daughter, Princess Anghara. Breym had captured
twenty-one-year-old Kirrasinnate mischief in thetilt of his head and the faintly insouciant way in which
his hands rested on histhighs, while Anghara, by complete contrast, sat with her face half shadowed by
the curtain of her tawny hair, her violet eyes cast down in alook of troubled contemplation. Kdig felt a
swell of pride in the portrait. In years to come, when he had been succeeded by a dozen generations, his
descendants would still gaze on this picture, and they would take the same pleasure and pride in their
ancestors as he took now.

Reluctantly, Imogen tore her gaze from the painting. "We should send for the children,” she said.
"And Imyssa-| promised her she would see the portrait as soon asit was ready.”

Kdiglaughed. "Just so long as she doesn't start looking for omensin the pigment.”

"Oh, let her. At her age we can afford to indulge her alittle.” She stepped forward again, drawing
him with her, and peered at the board, screwing up her shortsighted eyesto see better. " Of course,
there's now one family member missing. Once Angharaweds, welll have to think about another
commission for Master Breym, to include Fenran. If we'd known ayear ago, when the portrait was
begun-"

"Then wed have waited, and by the timeit wasfinished Kirrawould have found awife. Then
another wait, until there were grandchildren to be added to the picture.” Kalig squeezed her hand. "'If we
Ieft it much longer, Master Breym would have had to include our death-masks!”

Imogen frowned to show him that his joke wasin bad taste, but otherwise let it pass.
"Nonetheless, it might be aswell to retain him for awhile" sheingsted. "The marriageis only amonth
away, and-"

He sllenced her with another squeeze, then lifted her fingersto hislips and kissed them.
"Whatever you wish, my love, we shal do. I'm well aware that were notorioudy short of works of art at
Carn Caille, and | know how eager you are to bring alittle culture into our barbarous southern lives! For
aslong asmy coffers can afford it, you shdl have whatever you want!"

The gentle ribbing was areminder of the days, long ago, when Imogen had come from her home
in the eastern continent to become Kalig's queen. Like most marriagesin the aristocracy, it had been a
pragmatically arranged match, designed to unite awedthy merchant principdity with the military power of
the Southern Ides. The pragmatism had worked, giving much-needed security to the east and equaly
desirable prosperity to the fierce but impoverished south: and, againgt the odds, the unlikely pairing of the
unsophigticated heir to Carn Caille, whose world revolved around hunting, riding and fighting, and the
educated nobleman's daughter accustomed to artistic pursuits and the elegant life of acity had, after an
uncertain gtart, proved to be alove-match. Kaig and Imogen had learned from each other, his exuberant
love of life trading with her gentility; and now, many years on, the grestest compliment they could pay
their daughter was to hope that her marriage would prove as happy astheir own.



Imogen's family, they knew, disapproved of the outlandish notion that Anghara should be alowed
ahusband of her own choosing. Kalig had laughed their disgpprovad off with the comment that no power
on, under or above the earth could ever persuade the princess to acquiesce to an arranged match, while
Imogen, more diplomaticaly, had assured her relaions that the Northman Fenran came of an indisputably
noble family, had proved himsdlf in the service of Carn Caille and would make an eminently suitable
consort for their daughter. Thanksto her tact, doubts had been largely assuaged; and there would be a
good contingent of eastern representatives at the nuptia celebrationsin the autumn.

It was, Imogen reflected, agood dedl easier to settle her daughter's future than it would be when
it cameto Kirras marriage. As he was Kdig's heir-though not, she prayed daily, for agood many years
yet-a pragmatic alliance would be necessary to safeguard the Southern Ides future prosperity, and she
had spent many an intriguing hour with Imyssa. who had been nurse to both children since their birth,
listing the names and qualities of highborn girlsfrom dl parts of the great sprawl of the world who might
be considered as aworthy future queen. Kirralooked on his mother's deliberations with huge
amusement, which for Imogen was arelief; the young prince was twenty times more tractable than his
sister and would accept his parents choice happily so long asthe girl in question had a pretty face and an
equable temper. Sometimes Imogen awoke in the night sweeting at the thought of the troubles that would
have been heaped upon her had Kirra's and Angharas personalities been reversed.

Kdig'svoice brokein on her reverie. "My love, much as| admire Breym'swork, well find
oursalves rooted to the floor if we stand her gazing on it for much longer. Thelight'sfading, I'm hungry-"

"Y oureaways hungry!”

"-and before retire tonight, I must speak to Fenran about the hunting rightsin the western forest.
There's been some dispute among the smal landowners over..." Kalig'svoicetrailed off asImogenlaid a
hand on his arm and patted it.

"Fenran isout riding with Anghara, and | doubt if well see hide or hair of them before dusk.” she
sad placidly. "Theres plenty of timeto settle hunting rights; the season isn't under way yet. Tonight, my
dear husband and lord, you and | will dine privately in our chambers, and I'll Sng your favorite songsfor
you, and we shdl retireearly.” Mischief and affection glinted in her eyes. "Business can wait until
tomorrow."

For afew moments Kalig gazed at her; then hisface broke into adow, broad smile. He said
nothing, but lifted her fingersto hislips again and kissed them. Then, with alast satisfied glance at the
portrait, helet her lead him from the room.

AsKalig and Imogen were making their unhurried way to their private quarters, Princess Anghara
Kdigsdaughter wasreining in her iron-gray mare at the top of the escarpment that marked the
southernmost edge of the forestlands. From this vantage point the view was breathtaking. To the north
the trees began to take hold, gradualy at first, then growing denser, until they merged into a sea of
unbroken blue-green; while southward from the escarpment's feet the land was empty and flat to a hazy
horizon, broken only by the contours of rock outcrops and the occasiona patch of stunted and scrubby
vegetation. In the right weather and with thelight at a certain angle it wasjust possibleto glimpse the
edge of the vast southern tundrathat ended only when it met the implacable glaciers of the polar region.
Today, that distant pale shimmer wasn't visible; the sun was too low (though during the short summersit
barely dipped beyond the curve of the world), and its mellow orange-gold light made al distances
nothing more than an indistinct biur.

The barren plains, and the tundra and glaciers beyond, were part of Kaig's kingdom, but no one
had ever ventured far into those southern wastes. Indeed, the landmark that stood at the limit of human
exploration wasjust visible from the scarp as along shadow fingering the landscape amost directly
ahead; a sharp and isolated rectangle of darkness among the smaller and .less distinct silhouettes of the
scrub. A single stone tower, its door barred to any trespass by an edict that had been old when Kalig's
nine-times-greet-grandfather had fought hisway to rulership in Carn Caille. The edict was harshly smple;
the tower must never, never be opened, or even approached. The reasons for that irrevocable law were
hidden in the uncountable past, surviving only in the cryptic forms of ballad and folklore: only the tower



itsdlf remained, solitary, threatening, obscure.

Anghara shivered asalight wind sprang up and chilled her arms. Such an old place, itsorigins
long forgotten. Y et the ruling house of Carn Caille had lived for centuries with its ungpoken threst, and
might do so for centuries yet to come.

"A dlver penny for your daydreams." Thevoice a her Sde, warm, quizzicad and faintly teasing,
brought the princess out of her reverie. She turned and saw that Fenran had ridden up the escarpment to
join her, reining in hishorse and sitting easily back in the saddle while his gray eyeslazily assessed her.

"Y ou gave up the hunt too soon," he said. "'l told you-patience hasits virtues!" And he gestured
before him, drawing her atention to the smdl, furry corpse that dangled over his saddle pommd.

Shelaughed. "A hare? Fenran, your prowessisunlimited! A whole hare-I'min awel™

"It's more than you managed, woman!" Fenran made amock swipe at her with hisfree hand,
then patted the dead creature. "Imyssawill appreciateit, even if you don't. And when she's jugged it, and
added her herbsto it, and muttered her incantations over the cooking pot, I'll see that you don't get the
gmales taste of theresult!” He grinned at her. " Serioudy, though...”

"Serioudy?'

"It's getting late. Any creature with half agrain of senseisinitslar or burrow by now, and we
should be going. If the shadows grow much longer, Imyssa and your mother will sart to fret.”

Anghara sighed. She was reluctant to abandon the long, bright day for the walls of Carn Callle,
and up here on the escarpment, the old feding had her initsgrip again, the fearful, exciting, insatiable
fedling that had assailed her so often since shewas avery little girt and had looked out acrossthe
southern plainsfor thefirg time. The imperative feding of wanting to know ... Fenran saw something of it
reflected in her face, and his own expression tightened into afrown. He followed her gaze to the faraway
shadow on the plain and said: "Y ou're not gtill thinking of the Tower of Regrets?!

Angry with hersdf for being too transparent, Anghara shrugged. "There's no harm to be had in
thinking."

"Oh, but thereis. Or there could be, if the thoughts get too strong agrip.”" He leaned over and
squeezed her arm. "Forget about it, my little she-wolf; it's safer. The horses aretired, and your future lord
and master ishungry. Let it rest, and let's go home."

It wasn't in Angharas nature to dlow hersdf to be maneuvered, or to obey anyone-her father
included-for no better reason than asense of duty. But in the time they had known each other Fenran had
learned his own ways of handling her mercurid character and stubborn temper, and something in his
voice both mollified and persuaded her. She smiled faintly at him and, with only asmall show of
reluctance, urged her mare forward to follow him down the dope.

* k%
"Come on now, my poppet-just look at the hour! Come you back to your bed, and get your deep!”

Angharaturned from her window to where Imyssa hovered like a plump, mothering hen. Theold
nurse had been fussing with the bedcovers, smoothing the underblanket, twitching at the
goose-down-filled quilt until it wasrigidly straight, plumping the pillows, now, with no moreto occupy her
hands, she bobbed about like asmdll boat in the girl's wake.

Angharasghed irritably. "l can't deep, Imyssa; I'm not tired, and | don't want to go back to bed.
Just go away, and leave me be."

Imyssaregarded her, blue eyes sharp in their sheaf of wrinkles. "Y ou're fretting again, and don't
think | don't know why."

"You dont," Anghararetorted. "Witch you may be, but you can't read my thoughts; and they're
none of your concern.”

"Oho, they're not! D'you think | don't know you just aswell as| know the lineson my own
hands, when | delivered you from your mother's body and nursed you from infant to grown woman?"
Imyssafolded her arms. "I don't need my Craft to tell me what's amisswith you!" She took a pace nearer
to the princess. "1 know where you've been, and | know what you've seen today; and | say to you, put it
out of your mind and away, in the dark places whereit belongs!”

Thetrouble with Imyssa, Angharathought, was that her wise-woman's skills did alow her to



read minds, or at least inclinations, too well. She hunched her shoulders moodily and turned back to the
window, gazing out at the dark jumble of Carn Callle. There was no moon tonight, but the sky reflected
the sullen fires of the sun abare few degrees below the horizon, and the courtyard and the ancient keep
that marked the stronghold's boundaries were clearly visible. Beyond Carn Caille, over the turf-grown
hills and past the crowding trees of the forest, were the plain and the tundra and the Tower of Regrets....

Imyssa's voice broke in on her again. "Forget about that place, my own one. It's not aburden
you'll ever haveto bear; it'sfor your brother to take up when the Earth our Mother findly gathersthe
king to Her embrace; though may She grant it's many yearsyet." Now there was more than a hint of
reprimand in her voice, and something that Angharathought smacked of dread. "Take heed of my
advice, for | know," Imyssa added darkly.

Anger rose afresh in Anghara. "What do you know?' she demanded. "Tell methat, Imyssajust
what do you know of the Tower of Regrets?*

Imyssa pursed her mouth. "Nothing, save for the law that no one has ever broken-and | don't
guestion it. Better creatures than you have obeyed that law since time began, and if you want to be wise
youll follow their example!™

Her voice was suddenly so emphatic that Angharawas taken aback. Only avery few timesin her
life had she heard Imyssa speak so fiercely; the old woman's nature was too mild and too fond for such
an ugly edge, and its manifestation now was unnerving. Guilt came hard on the heds of chagrin; she
hadn't intended to upset Imyssa or take out her ill mood on her, and suddenly she regretted her outburst.

The nurse saw the fiery light of defiance dowly fade from Angharas gaze and, anxious not to
dwell on an unpleasant subject, she turned to alow table near the bed. On the table stood a timepiece: an
ornate and complex device of delicate, blown-glass bulbs and tubesin asilver filigree frame. Colored
liquid flowed through the glassin an intricate pattern, filtering dowly into the bulbs and filling them, one for
each hour that passed. When twelve hours had passed, the structure could be rotated within itsframe
and the entire process would begin again. The timepiece had been abirthday gift to Angharafrom Queen
Imogen'sfamily, who set great store by such inventions, but the princess privatdly shared Kadig'sview
that it was afrippery plaything and the hour could betold as easily, and agood deal more conveniently,
by looking at the sky.

Imyssanow tapped thefiligree frame with alight fingernail, and the timepiece gave off afaint,
swest, ringing sound. "L ook at the hour!" she said, thankful for anew topic to divert them both. "Theré€'s
afeast tomorrow to celebrate the start of the new hunting season, and you're to play for the king's guests.
What sort of state will you beinif you don't get your degp?”’

"I'll bewdl enough." But Anghara's resentment was fading, and there was atinge of affectionin
her voice. " Please, dear Imyssa-leave me be now."

The old woman frowned, "Well... then I'll mix you adraught to settle you." She eyed her charge.
"Something to put paid to those stormy thoughtsin your head."

It would be easier to appease her, and perhaps even the artificial peace of adraught would be
better than the torment of unfulfillment. Angharanodded. "Very well."

Satisfied, Imyssa bustled through the low door that separated Anghara's bedchamber from her
own. As she prepared a deeping-potion from the collection of herbswhich she kept in asmall satchel
and carried everywhere with her, her voice, affectionately chiding, carried through the open doorway,
interspersed with the rhythmic thump of asmal mortar and pestle.

"Y ou should by now be well able to do thisfor yourself, my poppet, instead of relying on old
Imyssato do it for you! The bones and spirits of my grand-dams know I've tried to teach you my skills
since you could bardly toddle, and they know, too, that you've got the talent in you as surdly asany wise
woman ever born! But no; you've never knuckled down to your studies like adutiful girl. Too busy riding
and hunting and running with the boys... | don't wonder your poor mother the queen nigh on despairs of
you sometimes!" There was the sound of liquid being poured, then asilver spoon rattled briskly and
noisly in apottery cup.

"Mother doesn't despair of me," Anghara contradicted. "She acceptsmeas| am, Imyssa, dear.
Besdes, what use will witch-skills be to me when I'm wed?"



"What use?' Imyssas voice grew louder and she appeared in the doorway with the potion in her
hand. "Whatever use you can think of, and | could name you a hundred without pausing for breath! Y ou
can scry, you can foretell the wesather, you have away with horses and dogs that's the envy of every man
in Carn Caille; and don't think | haven't seen you using those little tricks | taught you to bend someoneto
your will without them any thewiser! Then therés"

"Yes, yes" Angharainterrupted hastily, aware that 1myssa could and would fulfill her promiseto
name ahundred different possibilitiesif she weren't forestalled. "But | won't need them." Sheamiled. "It
doesn't take magic to persuade Fenran to my way of thinking."

The nurse snorted derisively but, aware that Anghara needed deep more than she needed a
debate, made no further comment, only held out the cup. "There, now. Drink, and get you to bed." And
under her bresth she muttered, "Won't need them, indeed!”

Angharadrank the draught, which wasin honey-sweetened cider and tasted soothingly good,
and made no protest as Imyssa pulled the tapestried curtain over her window and turned down the wick
of her lamp until it was abarely glowing pinpoint. She let the old nurse chivy her into bed, and asthe
coverswere pulled up over her shoulders Imyssa said, more gently, "Don't you fret, my little one. Y ou've
happier thingsto think on than old legends. Good night, poppet.”

Imyssasmelled pleasantly of fresh leaves and honey and the pressed essence of downland
flowers, scentswhich carried memories of childhood; and Angharareached out and squeezed her
wrinkled hand before the lamp was extinguished and the room sank into the shimmering half darkness of
asouthern summer night.

*CHAPTERE-l |-

To mark hispleasure at their impending marriage, King Kaig had granted Fenran and Angharatherare
honor of leading the dancing at the feast which heralded the start of the hunting season. Watching them
walk out on the floor together, to the gpplause of the assembled company, Kalig sat back in his chair and
smiled, proud of the picture they presented and well content with life at large.

Formal dancing was another of the innovations which Queen Imogen had brought to the
untutored court at Carn Caille. It numbered among her favorite recreetions, and when she married she
had been determined not to be deprived of it. Persuading Kalig and his noblesto refine the chaotically
rumbustious cavorting that sometimes accompanied the court's more drunken revels had taken a great
dedl of patience and tenacity; but finally a happy compromise was reached by introducing some set steps
and an dement of grace into the best of the old country dances. The "new entertainment” became
surprisingly popular, and Imogen had discovered an unexpected aly in Fenran, who had taken great
pleasure in music and dancing in his own father's househol d.

Watching the couple as they stepped and spun down the length of the greet, raftered hall, Imogen
thought how splendid a pairing they made. Anghara scorned the convention of braiding her hair and wore
it asit suited her best: loosed and flowing over her shoulderslike atawny waterfdl, setting off the
uncomplicated lines of her tightly cut green gown. Shewas astdl and dender and graceful asayoung
willow; acredit to her royal house. And Fenran made the perfect complement, the picture of elegant
sobriety in gray and black, yet with awit in his eyes and a strong, self-willed, perhaps even faintly
reckless ook to histanned face that offset his apparent austerity. The marriage between these two
promised to be stronger even than Imogen had initialy hoped, for beneath the hot fires of passion that
burned in them now was afirm core of compatibility and like thinking which would keep the fires burning
when old age turned passion into no more than afond memory.

Strange, Imogen thought, how such an insgnificant event as Fenran's arriva a Carn Calllealittle
over two years ago could have flowered, againgt al likelihood, into something that would change dl their
lives. Although these days he was reluctant to speak of hisearlier life, Fenran had been born the
second-or third, Imogen couldn't remember which-son of Earl Bray of the Redoubt, alargeidand right
acrosstheworld inthe far north. A family quarrel had resulted in Fenran'sleaving hishomeland at the age



of eighteen; since then he had wandered the world sdlling his brain or his sinew to anyone who cared to
employ them. He had arrived in the Southern Ides as atemporary crewman on acargo ship from the
eadt, and aquirk of chance had brought him to Carn Caille when aforeman of the train designated to
bring the cargo from Ranna Port to Kalig's court went sick with afever and Fenran took his place. Liking
what he saw of the uncompromising but open-handed south, Fenran had set out to ingratiate himsalf and
prove himsdf in the king's service, and by roundabout means it hadn't been long before he was
established asawarden of the vast game forests abutting Kalig's stronghold.

Kalig kept afirm hand on thetiller of hisredlm and little escaped his attention, so the specia
diplomacy of hisnew warden in dedling with territorid disputes among the foresters soon cameto his
notice. Interviewing Fenran, he was impressed with the young man's frankness and intelligence, and
Fenran had found himself promoted to the king's direct service, with his own accommodation at Carn
Callle and aplace at the table of the roya household. And Anghara, on first meeting her father's new
right-hand man, had recognized in him asharp mind and aready wit, a sense of independence and
courage that matched her own. Their pairing was, Imogen thought with satisfaction, al she Could have
hoped for her daughter.

A familiar touch on her arm broke her reverie, and she turned her head to see Kalig leaning
dightly forward in hischair. He was smiling at her, hiseyebrowsraised in quizzicd invitation, and dl
around the higher tables people were watching them expectantly. Taking her cue, Imogen rose gracefully
to her feet and let Kalig'sfingerstwine with hers. They bowed to each other amid applause; then he was
leading her from the table to follow Angharaand Fenran into the swirl of the dance.

The dancing continued for two hours before Kalig finally called ahdt. Cupswererefilled, mostly with
beer or cider or mead, though some of the more adventurous guests were devel oping ataste for the
wines imported from the east; and then people began to cdl for Angharato sing and play for them.

She was a the high table, seated between Fenran and her brother, Prince Kirra. Kirra, ayear
younger than Anghara, had hair agood few shades lighter, dmost sandy; freckles bridged hisnose and
when he smiled he showed a crooked front tooth. But the |ast traces of adolescence wererapidly giving
way to abreadth and stature that promised to rival hisfather's. Kirrawas ahunter, arider, afighter; and
people who knew him predicted that, when Kalig eventualy joined his ancestors, Kirras reign would be
anything but uneventful.

Now Kirraleaned acrossto tug affectionately at alock of Angharashair. "Come on, sister-don't
be shy!" Heignored Fenran's snort of suppressed laughter at such anidea. "Y our harp's tuned and ready,
S0 you've no excuse for disgppointing us.”

From her cushioned chair Queen Imogen smiled a her daughter. "Sing us one of the old balads,
Anghara. Something sweet and sad.”

Angharalooked at Fenran, who traced hisforefinger dowly along her hand. "What about the
Song of the White Bird?' he suggested softly.

Her eyeslit warmly; as aways, he had judged her mood and what would suit her the best. A
servant stepped deferentially forward with her small, polished wood lap-harp, and the assembled
company rumbled approval and thumped the tables as she stepped out and took the traditiona minstrel's
place a Kaig'sfeet.

At thefirst clear notes of the harp, liquid and yet as sharply bright as the sound of breaking
icicles, the guestsfdl slent. Anghara closed her eyes as she played the introduction to the ballad, then
began to sing in avoice that was husky but unfailingly true, with avibrato which carried an dmost chilling
edge. The song told of agreat white seabird that came out of the north and flew across the southernice
in search of morning. Thefolktae from which the ballad came was one of the oldest in the Southern Ides,
and much of itsorigina sense had been logt. No one understood the symbolism of the white-winged
seeker sailing endlesdy above the great glaciers and caling to the sun that never rose; but the song was
beautiful, filled with haunting images of great sadness and loss and longing. As Anghara sang, Queen
Imogen surreptitioudy brushed her fingers across her cheeks, and when the whole company joined in the
lilting yet melancholy chorus, even Kalig could be seen blinking more rgpidly than normdl.



There was agreat deal more table-thumping when the ballad was done, and Angharawas
pressed to sing another. Judging the tenor of her audience, she chose a shorter but equaly poignant song,
then, to rest her voice, played afisherman's chantey on the harp aone. Thiswas greeted with cheers of
gpprova and, the drink now beginning to take effect, with demands for the idand work-songsin which
everyone could join. The musicians who had played for the dancing added their insrumentsto Angharas
harp, and the company roared its way through songs of stormy sees, ferocious battles, old feuds and lost
loves. After an hour or so the tone of the songs started to shift subtly as some of the bolder-or
drunker-men present introduced a bawdier eement, and Imogen, seeing that Kalig was too embarrassed
tojoin in as he might have done without her restraining influence, smiled faintly and rose from her seet,
indicating that she had decided to retire. Taking their cue from her, many of the other women aso rose,
and Imogen looked quizzicaly at her daughter.

"Aren't you tired, my love?'

Angharasmiled up a her. "Not yet, Mother. I'll stay onawhile.”

"Very well. But remember, awoman needs her rest. Not too late, now."

"Yes, Mother." The princesss smile broadened affectionately.

Kalig stood up and kissed hiswife-a gesture that was greeted with shouts of gpprova from the
rowdier tables-and the queen left the hal at the head of asmall procession of ladies. Asapage closed
the door behind them, Anghararose from her place at the king's feet, setting her harp aside, and rgjoined
Fenran at the high table. Tonight was the first time she had played in some while and her fingertipswere
sore from the harp strings; she had done enough and it wastime for the paid mingtrelsto take over.
Besdes, she wanted to be free to concentrate on the entertainment which would follow when the snging
was done.

The diehardsin the hal had dready launched into an dehouse favorite, acomplicated and highly
dubious rant about amermaid and awell-endowed sailor; otherswere losing their inhibitions and joining
in, and Prince Kirra, to Angharas|eft, was singing lustily. Fenran refilled Angharas cup, then dipped an
arm around her shoulders and drew her closeto him.

"lsn't this song too much for your tender ears, love?" he teased.

She screwed up her face at him. "I learned this balad from Kirrawhen | was eight and he was
seven!" sheretorted, then laughed. "Mind, welll have to make surethat it doesn't cregp in at our wedding
fedtivities, or my fine reaionsfrom the east will have seizures™

"Y ou should sing the Song of the White Bird at the celebrations,” Fenran told her. "1'd challenge
anyone, Easterner or no, not to be moved by that."

"l can't Sng at my own wedding; Mother would never dlow it."

He amiled, aprivate, secret smile. "Then you must sing it for me. Afterward, when were
done...."

Any reply Angharamight have made was eclipsed by aroar that amost lifted the hall roof asthe
ballad cameto an end. Inthelull that followed, King Kalig thumped hisfist on the table for slence, setting
knives and platesraitling.

"Cushmagar!" the king roared. "Bring in Cushmagar!"

Those feasters close enough to hear took up the shout, and Anghara smiled, adding her call to
thers. "Cushmagar! Cushmagar!”

In response to the shouting, the doors at the far end of the hall were pushed open from withouit.
A blast of cold air tirred up the overheated atmosphere and set the great fire smoking, and it heralded
the entrance of an elderly man who shuffled dowly across the threshold, supported on the arm of ayoung
servant boy. Behind the pair came two more servants who between them manhandled a harp four times
the Sze of Angharas, maneuvering it as carefully asif it were made of glass. The cheersthat greeted their
arrival were deafening; even Kaig was on hisfeet and applauding asthe small procession madeitsdow
way up the center aide of the hal toward the high table.

"Cushmagar! Cushmagar!" The old man smiled ashy smile, bowing his head to right and left as
he acknowledged the approbation. His young assistant glanced up at Kalig, received agesture of assent
and guided his charge toward the reserved place at hisking's feet,



Cushmagar the harper lowered himself with grave dignity onto the hegped cushions and waited
for hisgreat harp to be placed before him. Hewas awiry man, dl limb and sinew without a scrap of
gpare flesh, and with his shock of hair, white but till abundant despite hisyears, he resembled nothing so
much as an ancient, gnarled but still thriving blackthorn tree. Ten years ago cataractsin both eyes had
robbed Cushmagar of hissight, but his remaining senses, perhapsin part to compensate for theloss,
were dill uncannily keen. Every man, woman and child in the Southern 1des knew of Cushmagar and
honored his name. He was the king's own harper, the bard of bards; and in his knowledge of the folklore
and myth of the far south he had no equd.

The harp was set gently down before the old man, and as Cushmagar flexed hisfingers Anghara
felt adeep-rooted thrill course through her. This was the moment she had awaited with the greatest
anticipation of al: the high point of the traditiona hunting season feast when the tempord, corporesl
world of eating and drinking and carousing stood aside for awhile and gave way to the world of magic
and mystery, things which the hand could not touch but which pulsed and flowed in the deep caverns of
ancestral memory. The princess held her breath, not wanting to break the spell as a profound silence
cloaked the hall. Cushmagar smiled. Hisfingerstouched the harp strings and aripple of sound spilled
from the instrument, conjuring up the murmur of sweet water over stones, the whisper of unhuman voices
deep among summer trees. Then ashimmering cascade of notes shattered the expectant hush, flooding
likeagredt tideinto the hall. A deep, involuntary sgh issued from the assembled company,
counterpointing the music's surging power, and Anghara closed her eyes, giving hersdf up to the rushing
lament of the seathat flowed from the ancient harper'sfingers.

Thiswas the most time-honored moment of the celebrations, the moment when tribute was given
to theimplacable forces of nature to which every living creature owed fedlty. It had aways been the duty
of the highest harper to offer the tribute in his own way, and Angharabelieved that no man had ever
matched or would ever riva Cushmagar in hisinvocation of that fedty. The ancient bard wasinspired by
something beyond the reach of ordinary mortas. His harp flung open the hall doors and brought in the
great vista of the world: the towering cliffs and rolling sea-gtraits of the scattered idands; the dappled,
reflective peace of the forest tracts; the wild beauty of the southern tundra; the haunted, echoing
emptiness of the vast ice plains beyond. Listening, rapt, Angharafound timeto fed deeply grateful that
her time and Cushmagar's had overlapped; and grateful, too, for the gresat privilege of having had him for
her teacher. Her skillswould never come closeto his, but he had nurtured her talent and shown her how
to conjure her best, and it was aboon she could never repay.

Shefelt Fenran'sfingers cometo rest lightly on hers as Cushmagar's dedication continued, and
knew that he shared the thradl of the music. They sat, hands linked but neither moving amuscle, until, after
atimewhich no listener in the hal could have judged, the last rippling notes merged into a poignant chord
that hung heavy inthewarm air before dying away. For afew moments the gathering was utterly silent.
Then agradua swell of sound, murmuring, growing ever stronger, surged on the harp'sfina echoesasa
hundred men and women rel eased the Sighing breaths they had held while the spell was on them.

Cushmagar raised his blind eyestoward the king's table and smiled again, asmall and faintly
self-deprecating smile that quite deliberately broke the enchantment and brought back the real world. The
ceremony was not quite over, but what followed would be mundane: the traditional and expected
acknowledgment of his skills. The magic was done.

Kadig stood up, and at thissigna the entire company roseto itsfeet. With greet deliberation the
king took a plate of besten pewter and began to hegp it with ddlicacies from histable. When it wasfull
amogt to overflowing, he poured mead into acup, then Ieft his place and walked with formal dignity to
where Cushmagar sat. Standing before the old harper, Kalig bowed low and set plate and cup at the
man's feet as though making an offering to adeity. Approval rumbled through the hal; then massed
voices took up again the shout they'd made at the harper's entrance.

"Cushmagar! Cushmagar! Cushmagar!”

Stll smiling, ill asdiffident as ever, Cushmagar waited for his young page to run forward and put
the mead-cup into one of his hands whilst guiding the other to the plate. He drank deeply, then bit into the
roasted leg of afowl with teeth that were strong and sharp. Everyone watched as he chewed and



swallowed; then he st the victuas down and his gusty sigh of satisfaction roseto the rafters.

There was cheering of amore genera nature as Kaig returned to hischair, and it carried an
unmistakable dement of rdlief. Theritua had been conducted and al waswell; the harper's music had
driven away the disma ghosts that might otherwise have haunted the steps of the huntersin this new
season; the king had oifered the proper reward to the harper, and the harper had not found it wanting. All
was well-and now the lighter side of Cushmagar's work could begin.

"A gtory, Cushmagar!" Prince Kirraleaned eagerly forward in his seet, gesturing with his
wine-cup though the old man couldn't seehim. "Tell usataeto light our way to bed tonight!"

Cushmagar chuckled, and hisfingers stroked the harp, wringing athin, shivering moan from the
grings. "What manner of tale, royd prince?' His voice was a baritone which age had bardly diminished.
"A fable of the sea? Or of the forests? Or-"

"No," Angharainterrupted without realizing what she was doing, and as Cushmagar turned his
head in the direction from which her voice had come, confusion filled her. She met the old man'sSghtless
gaze and had the discomfiting fegling that, despite his blindness, he saw her aswell as he had ever done
before he was &fflicted. And then she knew what it was that drove her, and what she had to hear.

"My princess" Cushmagar's voicefilled with affection. "My little Snger of songs and fighter of
battles. Have you loosed your hair tonight, little singer? And is your harp well strung and the wood
polished and fed with beeswax, as| taught you?'

Angharasmiled, biting back the emotion that the old man's reminiscence conjured up. ™Y es and
yes, Cushmagar.”

The harper nodded approva. "Then you've earned atae. What would you hear?"

"Tel meof the Tower of Regrets, Cushmagar. That isthe story | would hear tonight.”

Her brother whispered warningly: "Anghara" Beside her, shefdt Fenran shift uncomfortably,
and from his chair Kaig frowned. But their disgpproval didn't shake her: if Cushmagar waswilling, no
onewould gainsay him. It was along time, avery long time, since that oldest of stories had beentoldin
thehdl of Carn Caille, and the retelling was overdue. She wanted to hear it-she had to hear it, tonight.

Cushmagar ddiberated for along time. Then &t last he looked up &t her again.

"Very well. Let it be asmy princesswishes." Heraised a crooked forefinger, exhorting his
ligtenersto slence. "Here beginsthe legend of the Tower of Regrets.”

His hands touched the harp, and the harp cried, mournfully, like thefabled cdl of the White Bird
of Morning, lost and lonely and desolate, A shiver ran through Angharas veins and her hand tightened
involuntarily in Fenran's, when she glanced at him she saw that his dark brows were drawn together and
hisfacetense. The harp's moaning cry gtill hung inthe air, and over it came Cushmagar's voice, dipping
now into thelilting, lyrica chant of the forma storyteller.

The story was the oldest of the thousands of mythic talesthat wove their way through the history
of the Southern Ides. Asachild, Angharahad lain in her bed on lamplit winter evenings and listened,
enrgptured, to Imyssa crooning the legend of Mother Earth's pain and betraya in the form of smple,
melancholy lullabies; adeep, she had dreamed of the Son of the Seaand hislondly burden; but the old
harper'stelling of this strangetale tore at her in away no other could do. His voice conjured up images
that were at once terrible and beautiful, while his hands wrung amajestic counterpoint from the harp
sringsthat fired thoseimagesinto vivid life. The sea, the gae, the cruelty of man, the torment of the great
Earth hersdf, dl marched through Angharas mind as, still holding tightly to Fenran's hand, she closed her
eyesand lost hersdlf in Cushmagar's storytdlling.

Hewould never teach her words of the myth, or the music that illuminated it. However hard she
pleaded or cgjoled, he would never tell her. "Every harper must sng hisown songs, little princess," he
would say, "and thisis not asong for you.” Then hewould pat her hand and chide her for neglecting her
practice piece, firmly changing thetopic....

She pushed the involuntary memory of those lost days out of her mind. The tale was dmost done,
and the harper's music building toward adizzying, rippling climax before felling away to the find, sweet
and infinitely sad cadence that shivered in the hot, smoky air. The notes hung silver, shimmering, creating
astrange harmony as Cushmagar uttered the final words of the myth in asingle dow, whispered bregath.



There was no applause to break the silence that descended on the hall. To shout, slamp or thump
the tables would have been too crude atribute to the old master, who sat, head bowed, at the king's feet,
his hands now resting passively in hislap. Angharas eydids fluttered involuntarily and opened; through
the haze that filled the hdl from fire and candles she saw her lather, a shadow among shadows, rise
dowly from hischair and take astep toward the old man.

"Cushmagar." Kaig's voice was distorted with emotion. "Y ou do Carn Caille an honor it can
never justly repay. What gift can we give you in return for your genius?*

Cushmagar raised his sightless eyes and smiled. "None, my lord. | have aroof to my head and
clothesto my back; | am amply fed, and | have a captive audience to indulge and flatter my ramblings. |
assureyou, my lord, that isthe heart's desire of any harper!”

There was laughter, and Anghararedlized that Cushmagar was ddliberately and deftly
manipulating the prevailing mood in the hall, asif he sensed danger in the aftermath of his story. And
though he joined in the laughter readily enough, anyone who knew Kalig well would have seen the
sudden rush of relief that overtook the uneasein hiseyes.

Someone caled: "Let'shave ariddle song, Cushmagar!” The harper chuckled, and struck a
discord on the harp that brought a chorus of groans. Then he played a quick, skittish tune that introduced
an old court favorite which demanded agood ded of audience participation in the form of questionsand
answers. Cups and knives hammered the tablesin wholehearted approval, and as the company roared
into the first verse Anghara sat back, suppressing acold shiver of distaste. She didn't want to Sit listening
to children’'s songs, not in the wake of Cushmagar's earlier performance; it seemed atravesty. She
wanted to hold on to the mood that gripped her, not loseit. If there were ghostsin the harper'stale, she
didn't want to banish them.

And 0, pleading tiredness, she made her excuses and rose to go. Fenran kissed her hand-in
public, he could do no more than that as yet-and she stepped around the table, bending toward old
Cushmagar and whispering her thanks and afond good-night in his ear even as he played. Her touch
aerted him; he took one hand from the harp strings and gripped her wrist.

"Have acare, little princess" His voice was nearly inaudible againg the background of noisily
enthusiastic singing, and hiswords werefor her earsalone. "Don't travel too fast, or too far. Remember
that, my singer of songs-for dl our sakes!" And he released her, swinging back into the rhythm of the
cheerful song so quickly that she wondered momentarily if she had imagined the whole incident.

But she hadn't imagined it: and neither had the brief exchange escaped her father'snotice. As
Angharamoved to hissideto kisshim, Kalig stared hard at her and she thought he might say something;
but he thought better of it. He took her hand, squeezed it, paused-then patted her fingers gently and,
shaking his head, turned away as sheleft thelong hail.

The heavy doors closed at Angharas back, and the sounds of the revels were shut out. From the hall the
main wing of Carn Caille's great fortress stretched away to either Side; the princess paused to teke a
deep bregth of the clearer air, then turned |eft toward the stairs that led to the women's quarters and her
own bedchamber. Somewhere in the distance aloose shutter was rattling with a hollow, uneven rhythm; a
cold wind had found itsway in and swirled through the passages, Angharafdt it tugging at the hem of her
skirt and chilling her ankles as she walked, and stray gusts hooted dismdly in the old stone building's
highest towers. It waslate, and only afew torches till burned dong the walls. They guttered, uneasy in
the drafts, and the gloomy atmosphere made her think of other days, other lives, the many generations of
her ancestors who had walked within these walls and whose shoulders had borne the burden of the
Tower of Regrets and its secret, as Kaig's bore it now. The images wouldn't |eave her; once, she
stopped and looked back, amost expecting to see the shadows gathering and forming familiar shapes
behind her. The passage was deserted... but till the images remained, and strongest of dl was
Cushmagar's haunting evocation of the ancient and lonely tower out on the tundra. They had known its
secret, those ancient kings and queens who had ruled down the agesin Carn Caille. Her father knew it,
and one day her brother, Kirra, would learn it, too; but she would never be allowed that privilege. The
mystery of the Tower of Regretswas forever barred to al but the reigning monarch; and yet for aslong



as she could remember, that mystery had held Angharaiin athral from which she neither could nor
wished to escape. Fear, fascination, longing, the frustration of knowing that her curiosity could never be
sated; they dl melded together into an ache so strong that at times it was a physica pain. On occasions
such astonight the ache had made her rash and foolish; to ask a harper for the story of the Tower of
Regrets a such a celebration was a flagrant breach of protocol, and only Cushmagar's willingnessto
comply had prevented Kaig from voicing his disapprovad. Theincident would not be forgotten. Anghara
sighed. It wastoo late to regret what she had done, but she wouldn't deep easily tonight. She walked on,
and tried to digpel the cold frisson that assailed her asthough alegion of ghosts followed in her wake.

*CHAPTER®-I|]e

Thefirg full hunt of the new season left Carn Caille next morning-and it left behind anirritable and
frustrated Anghara. She had dept badly, plagued by fragmented and ugly dreams, and when Imyssa
brought her breakfast tray at the usua hour she aso brought word from Queen Imogen, commanding her
daughter to attend her for afitting of her wedding gown.

"Today?' Angharaprotested. "I can't, Imyssal It'sthefirst hunt of the season!”

"Then you'll sSmply haveto missit, won't you, poppet?' theold nurse said placidly. "Therell be
plenty more."

"Don't be so complacent!" Angharafired back. "Thefirst hunt of the season may mean nothing to
you, but it doesto me! Mother could easily choose another day-"

"That she couldn't, because the seamstresss sister has been taken ill and left her shorthanded, so
your mother can't change her plansjust to suit your whims. Y ou may say what you please, my girl, but
you'll obey your mother the queen and therell be no arguments.” Imyssa gave her charge along look,
then added tartly, "Besides, after what you did at the revels last night-"

Angharafrowned angrily. "Y ou weren't at the revels. How would you know what happened?’

"I know what | know," Imyssaretorted. "And I'd have thought better of you. Have you learned
nothing in al these years? Have dl my teachings smply fluttered through your head and out the other
gde? Asking Cushmagar for that ballad!™

So that wasit. A subtle form of punishment to show her parents disapprova of her breach of
protocol, and a gentle warning not to do it again. Anghara hunched her shoulders and scowled. "Why
should everyone make such afuss about it? Cushmagar's played it time and time again; it's nothing new.”

"Not at ahunt feast, he hasn't. It'sawonder to me he didn't refuseit and cast abad omen on the
whole season!™

"But hedidn't refuse.”

"Maybe not. But he could have." Imyssa paused, then sighed and moved toward the bed. She
pushed aside the untouched breakfast tray and sat down, reaching out to take the girl's hands.

"Poppet, you must forget those things. Forget the old stories and the old secrets. They're not for
you. You'll never need to bear your father's burden, that'sfor your brother to carry; so put it away and
out of your mind, because it doesn't belong there." She saw Angharaabout to protest and shook her
head. "Now, don't you try to pretend you don't understand what | mean. Imyssa'sawise old bird. She
knowswhat'sin her little chick's thoughts."

Something in the nursg's tone made Angharafed asthough adiver of ice had dipped between
her ribs. She tugged her hands free, suddenly distressed and alittle unnerved.

"Y ou shouldn't know, Imyssa. Y ou shouldn't know what I'm thinking, whet I'm fedling..."

"But | do, my pet, because | see with more than my eyes." Imyssatapped her forehead, and her
face looked suddenly drawn and old. "And | see beyond you, into afuture that frightensme. | seea
danger that you don't know and can't know, because although you've got the power, you won't useit.
Useit now, child-useit now, for al our sakes; put your trust in old Imyssa, and forget thesethingd”

Her words went home like a bregth of icy south wind, and Angharallooked at her again. "What
danger do you see?' she whispered.



"That | can't say. Maybe awiser woman than | could tell you, but | haven't the skill to see any
clearer. But you've alifetime's happiness before you, my little one-and if you want to hold to that
happiness, don't think on the Tower of Regrets.”

Anghara shuddered suddenly, involuntarily. "I dreamed about it last night. About the tower."

"Then that only bears out what I'm saying. It isn't right that you should have such dreams. That
old place must be shunned and forgotten, and if you go againgt that, you go against the Earth herself.”

For amoment the girl seemed to be looking through Imyssaand beyond her, into arealm only
she could see, and the dread in her face made the old nurse shiver. Imyssaturned her own faceto the
window, where stresks of thin, high cloud made patterns againgt the morning sky, and silently mouthed a
protective invocation. The charm camed her mind; after afew moments she was able to turn back to
Angharaand present aplacid face.

"Eat," shesad. "And then dress yourself. It won't do to keep your mother the queen waiting.”

Shewaited until, dowly and with some reluctance, Anghara began her breskfast before moving
away quietly to her own adjoining room.

* * %
And so Angharawatched the hunt ride out, trying to curb her frustration, but with little success. When the
hunters were gathered in the courtyard, Fenran leaned down from his horse-atall, dark brown mare that
she herself had selected for him-and kissed her upturned, angry face.

"Dont fret, love." His smilewas both loving and wickedly amused. "Well hunt again
tomorrow-just the two of us. And meanwhile I'll bring you back the choicest kill."

"If you catch anything bigger than aharel" she retorted. Fenran laughed, and the princesss anger
relented. She dapped the mare's rump, setting the animal Sidestepping restlesdly.

"Good hunting, my love. Let the Earth Mother bring you back safely.”

The cavalcade made an impressive sight asit rode out under the arch of the ancient fortress keep
and into the bright morning. Kalig led the hunters, resplendent on his heavy bay gelding, with the senior
hounds, huge, shaggy and gray, streaming through the gap to either sde of him. Behind him wasKirra,
riding abreast with Dreyfer the houndmaster, then Fenran beside the chief of Kalig'sforest wardens, the
remainder of the hound pack swirling and belling in atorrent around their mounts legs. Behind the dogs
rode the lesser nobles, guests and servants, and Angharafelt asharp twinge of irritation as she saw a
good sprinkling of women among their number. Sheld had new riding clothes made for this occasion, had
planned her strategy, the game she would pursue... and now her plans were ashes.

Thelast of the riders passed through the arch, and the sounds of hooves and voices and baying
hounds were muffled beyond the solid granite walls of Carn Caille. Somewhere above Angharashead a
shutter banged noisly and pointedly: Imyssa, tidying the princesss room and issuing atimely reminder of
her duty. Anghara sighed and with alagt, regretful look at the Sky's hard blue invitation turned and
walked back into the great hall.

She found her mother in the antechamber that led off the greet hall, and which the family had in
recent years made apart of its private domain. Sunlight streamed in through the tall window, highlighting
the new portrait which dominated the opposite wall. Imogen sat on a padded couch, surrounded by
partly unrolled bolts of cloth, while Middigane the seamstress squatted on alow stool at her feet.

Middigane was aplump little robin of awoman with blue eyes and hair that was till jet-black
despite her advancing years. She was an outer |dander, a shipmaster's widow who had returned to her
girlhood trade when her husband was drowned in a spring storm, and despite the inconveniences of
trangporting her from her home to Carn Caille whenever a consultation was needed, the queen had
ingsted on securing her services for Angharas wedding gown. Imogen had discovered Middigane's
talents some years earlier, and declared that she was the only seamstress in the Southern 1des who could
begin to match the skills of her more sophisticated eastern counterparts. Her only regret was that
Middigane staunchly refused to leave her own idand for apermanent pension at Carn Caille; but,
knowing Middigane, Anghara privately believed that her refusal semmed from an interest in the more
virilemen of her locdity, which she would find hard to indulge under the queen'seye.

Asthe princess entered, Middigane rose and bobbed her curtsy. Angharakissed Imogen, and



the queen studied her shortsightedly but critically.

"Y ou'velogt more weight, Anghara. How many times have | told you, you don't eat enough?
Middigane, | suspect well haveto bring the waist of the gown in alittle further.”

Middigane dived into her rolls of cloth and shook out Anghara's wedding dress. Asyet it
congsted of little more than underskirt and bodice, but the completed gown would be afantastic
concoction of pearl-gray slk overlaid with slver lace, and finished with avast train onto which Middigane
planned to stitch amyriad tiny opas. Angharawould have greetly preferred something far smpler, but
Imogen wouldn't hear of such anidea: she was determined that the marriage of her only daughter should
be an occasion of the utmost splendor and solemnity, and she intended to show the visiting dignitaries
from her homeland that Carn Caille could match any eastern panoply. There had been afew skirmishes
between mother and daughter, but Imogen had her way, and Angharawas resigned to the prospect of a
wedding accompanied by full ceremonid.

With Middigane fussing and bobbing at her elbow, shewriggled out of her clothes and climbed
into the gown, then stepped up onto the low stoal to alow the seamstressto get to work with her pinning
and gtitching. Imogen picked up some embroidery shed set aside and, smoothing the fabric over the
frame, sad:

"Anghara, your father and | were not pleased by your behavior at the revelslast night.”

Angharalooked around, drawing asquesk of protest from Middigane, and her cheeks flushed
angrily. "Mother-"

"No; | want you to hear me, child." Imogen looked up, and her normaly placid eyes were harder
than usudl. "Y our rashnessin speaking as you did to Cush-magar could have blighted the entire hunting
season. Asit is, no harm was done; but | would prefer to think that you will never consider acting so
foolishly again.”

Angharawas wdl| aware that Middigane was listening intently; though, in the way of highborn
Easterners, Queen Imogen had no scruples about speaking her mind in the presence of inferiors. Now
thetae of Angharas misdeeds would doubtless be spread around the outer ides the moment Middigane
set foot on her home ground again, and the princess felt like a child of five admonished before her
niggering peers.

Sheturned her head away angrily. "Asyou said, Mother, no harm was done."

"That isn't the point. | want your assurance, Anghara.”

She clenched her teeth. ™Y ou haveit." And she winced as Middigane, distracted, made aclumsy
movement and stabbed her with apin. "Woman, be more careful!”

"Anghara." Imogen'svoice wasice, and, knowing the tone and her mother's rare but implacable
temper, Anghara subsided. The queen waited until the fire had gone out of her look, then roseto her feet.

"l will leave you in Middigane's capable hands," she said. "When she has no more need of you,
you may attend me in my dressing-chamber, and well look at the jewelry you're to wear for your
nuptids." She exchanged akind and faintly long-suffering smile with the little ssamatress, then turned her
back on her daughter and |eft the room.

Angharalooked out of the window at the bright day. She thought of the hunt, of Fenran, of the
baying of hounds and the heady excitement of the chase. At her feet Middigane hummed tunelessly
through amouthful of pins; the princess fidgeted from one foot to the other and resisted die temptation to
step on thelittle woman's hand and pretend it was an accident. A month, she thought. Only amonth.

Her sgh wasafant breath in the sunlit room.

* * %
Queen Imogen made no further reference to the previous night's episode when Anghara attended her in
her room later that day; nonetheless, the residua tension in the atmosphere between mother and daughter
was pa pable, and discomforting. For two hoursthe princess sat a Imogen's side, dutifully examining the
bewildering array of necklaces, coronets, bracelets, rings, that Imogen, with impeccable taste, had
selected for her to choose from. She couldn't concentrate; the fact that she was missing the hunt il
rankled, and-though she didn't dare say as much to her mother-she had very littleinterest in the
proceedings. What Imogen advised, she would wear. She longed only to be away from the stifling walls



of Carn Caille and out in the bright sun.

At last, though, the orded was over. Angharaleft her mother's chambers and hastened back
through the corridors of the old fortress toward her own room, anxiousto berid of her formal court
clothes and to make the best of what remained of the day before the hunt returned. There would be
another feast tonight, though on alesser scae than yesterday's celebrations; before it began she needed
the chance to be done for awhile, to nurse her wounded feglings and improve her temper so that the
evening'srevels wouldn't be marred.

Imyssa, thankfully, was not about when Angharareached her bedchamber. She scrambled out of
her gown, leaving it carelesdy crumpled on the bed, and changed into shirt, jerkin, trousers and long
boots. Imogen didn't gpprove of her wearing such garb, but the rough-and-ready lifestyle of Carn Caille
was a strong enough argument in itself to overcome the queen's protests: any woman who didn't
sometimes follow the men in her manner of dresswould find the scope of her activities severely
restricted. Angharafinished dressing and, as an afterthought, thrust her favorite broad-bladed knife into
its sheath at her belt. She hadn't yet decided what she would do to cheer herself, but an ideawas
beginning to tug at her mind, and if she choseto follow it the knife would prove useful.

She caught her hair at the nape of her neck, so that it hung down her back like ahorse'stail, and
skimmed down the servants stairway in the direction of the stables.

Someone-she suspected Fenran's hand in it-had had the good grace to ensure that Sleeth, her
own mare, hadn't carried another rider on the hunt. In the mellow gloom of the stable the animal greeted
her with agood deal of eager whickering; she'd sensed the excitement in the air that morning and couldn't
understand why she had been | eft behind. Anghara spent some minutes energetically brushing the mare's
coat; it was atask she enjoyed despite the feet that there was a plethora of groomsto do it for her, and
by the time she had finished shefdt interndly cleaner and calmer. Seeth was restless, anxious for
exercise, and through the window Anghara squinted at the sun. She judged that it would be two hours,
perhaps three, before the hunters returned to Carn Caille. Time enough for her to enjoy along and
invigorating ride, and perhaps-she grinned to hersdlf-bring Fenran back a surprise he hadn't bargained
for.

There was no one about when she led the saddled mare into the courtyard, which meant no one
to ask where she meant to go, or to ins st that a servant accompany her. The courtyard basked in
orange-gold light, long shadows reaching out from the keep and the main hal; the day had achill,
heralding the gpproach of autumn, but there was no sign of the fine weather breaking. Angharawould
need no escort. She hauled herself up into Sleeth's saddle and turned the excited mare's head toward the
gateway.

* k%
Later, the princesstold hersdlf that it had been nothing more than chance which brought her to the
escarpment on the tundra's edge. She had avoided the area of the hunt and fully intended to take aroute
through the northern reaches of the forest where the wild pigs of the region were so fond of rooting. The
pigswere smal but ferocious; if she succeeded in killing one and brought it back to Carn Caille, the joke
would be on Fenran and her father.

But somehow matters hadn't worked out as Anghara had planned. With the uncanny perversity
of their kind the pig herds had chosen to spurn their customary scavenging-grounds, and the largest game
she had seen dl afternoon was avivid-tailled cock pheasant that took off at her approach, wingswhirring
among the leaves asit squawked its guttural darm call. At last, bored with searching for quarry that
wasn't to be found, she had alowed Seeth to pick her own path through the trees; and when the edge of
the forest gppeared ahead and the dope of the long scarp showed beyond the thinning branches, there
had seemed no reason why she shouldn't ride on just alittle farther, to the top of theridge. For the sake
of the view, shetold hersdlf. Nothing more.

Y et when she reached the crown of the escarpment and sat gazing out across the bare plain, the
dissatisfaction and the unformed longing came back so strongly that it waslike aphysica pain within her.
She couldn't count the number of times she had ridden to this place and looked on thisview. But this
time, it wasn't enough. Something was aive and awake in her, tearing at her mind with savage claws, and



in its wake came memories of the dreamsthat had plagued her through the night and the thought of
Cushmagar playing hisharp in the great hall. She could hear hisvoice again, the words of the ancient
ballad, the rippling, shivering music that throbbed like the blood in her veins, a deep-rooted and vital part
of her and her world and her heritage.

With sudden chagrin she redlized that her vision was blurred by tears. Angrily she blinked them
away, wiping her face with her deeve. She had no causeto cry; she wasn't a child now, and the day's
disappointments were too inggnificant to warrant such areaction.

But the day's di sappointments had nothing to do with it. They might have been acatalys, but no
more. Angharawas crying for something else, something she couldn't name or identify, a hunger that
haunted her but which she couldn't assuage.

Seeth grew restless, and the princess gathered in the reins, looking out again &t the plain below
her. This escarpment marked the boundary of her experience; sheld never ventured beyond it onto that
wide wasteland, for although Kalig had never expresdy forbidden her to do so, there was atacit
understanding at Carn Caille that the plain should remain untrammel ed.

But Kalig had never expressly forbiddeniit....

Almost without conscious awareness, she had turned the mare's head and was guiding her dong
the edge of the scarp. Half amile or so ahead the ridge began to drop away, doping quite gently
downward until the sharp cliff merged into alitter of scrub and scree where, once, asmall river had
flowed to link plain and forest. It was said that this undulating east-west line had once marked the
boundary of the polar ice, but the Earth Mother had decreed that the great glaciers should retreat
southward and loose their grip on the land, that it might be fertile. Superdtition darkly foretold a day when
the sun would fail and the distant ice ramparts would march back from their exileto clam the plains
again, but few people believed such athing could ever be. The sun continued to shine undimmed; the
Earth Mother'shand rilled the forests and the farms with new life each spring; the world turned asit had
aways done.

Asit had dwaysdone.... Again Cushmagar's voice echoed in Angharas mind. Therewas a
time, a time and a time, before we who live now under the sun and the sky came to count time....
A world beyond her reach, beyond her comprehension. When things that should not be walked on the
land. And the one barrier between that long-forgotten world and the world Anghara knew stood out
there on the plain, abrooding, solitary shadow, alonely sentinel. The Tower of Regrets.

Sleeth snorted and stopped. Looking between the mare's dertly pricked ears, Anghara saw that
they had reached the place where the escarpment dipped away. Below them lay asmall, sheltered valley
where the vanished river had cut agentle V into the land. It was lush with ungrazed grass, its Sdes
clothed in bramble and hawthorn; even from here she could see the dark shine of ripe berriesamong the
bronzing leaves. Her heart began to pound.

"On, Seeth." She chirruped to the mare reassuringly, "On down." She meant to pick berries, she
told herself. Nothing more.

The valley bottom was a peaceful place. The wind had dropped away completely, and the small
vae basked in warmth. As soon as Anghara had dismounted and released her, Seeth began to graze,
snatching eagerly at the abundant grass, and Anghara sat down on asmadll, turf-topped knoll, elbows
resting on her knees as she looked down the length of the valey to where it widened out onto the plain.
From here she had avery different perspective of the landscape; she was dmost on aleve with the plain,
and at closer quartersit looked far more tangible than ever it had done from the top of the escarpment.
And ble. A merefifty paces, and she could step onto that scrubby ground and walk among the
stunted bushes. A mere haf hour, and she could ride four, maybe five miles toward the distant tundra.

And toward the Tower of Regrets.

The thought crept up on her without forewarning, and acold shiver of shock that she could have
consdered such an ideamade her skin crawl. The taboos inbred in her, crooned in babyhood by Imyssa,
drummed into her forming mind by her tutor, reinforced in every rite and ceremonid by which Carn Caille
marked the changing seasons and the turning years, were too old, too strong, to be overthrown. The
tower was barred to al humanity; a prohibition which could never belifted.



But surely it could do no harmto ride a little closer ....

Sheturned her head and saw that Sleeth was watching her. The mare had paused in her grazing,
and in her eyeswas an uncanny intelligence, asilent warning, as though she knew what wasin her
mistresss mind and sought to caution her. Or was her own conscience attributing supernatural powersto
the anima in an attempt to find an outside focus? Anghara wondered. Some people held that beasts
understood human thoughts and emotions with a sure telepathic ingtinct, and Angharafound herself
unnerved by the clear message in Seeth'slook. Oh, yes; the mare knew what she was thinking-and
abruptly, reacting to the momentary stab of fear, she was angry. Her father's censure, her mother's subtle
punishment, Imyssa's scolding, were al combined, or so it seemed to her, behind Seeth's accusing gaze.

Shewould not be so treated! She was no longer achild, she was awoman; her elders
consdered her mature enough to marry and order her own household, yet they chided her and lectured
her and bound her about with Thou shalt and Thou shalt not asthough she were no more than five
yearsold. She would not suffer much meaningless strictures, such humiliations, any longer!

The anger was like strong mead in her brain, and Anghara acted on it without amoment's
thought. She wanted to grasp the anger and savor it before it had a chance to abate; she wanted to strike
back at her parents, at Imyssa, even at old Cushmagar, for the dights sheimagined they paid her. Ina
single, rapid movement, she sprang to her feet and strode toward Sleeth, The mare was sartled and
reared away as she snatched a thetrailing reins, with far more force than was necessary, Anghara
wrenched her head around, cursing volubly. Sleeth whinnied, frightened now and fighting back.

Anghara had never used awhip on Sleeth. She carried alightweight switch with a short, plaited
thong ssimply because it was a part of riding regdia, but its only function had been to flick fliesfrom the
mare's ears and withers. But now her anger was a such apeak she couldn't contain it. The mare was
blameess, and arationa part of Angharals mind knew it, but she was no longer willing to give any ground
to reason. The animal was the focus of her fury, the imagined condamnation an intolerable insult. She
lashed out, and the switch cracked through the air to dash against the velvet skin of Sleeth's neck.

Sleeth uttered aterrible sound that was haf snort and half scream. She flung her head up, eyes
rolling and showing the whites, and stood shivering violently, al four legs splayed and rigid. Angharas
conscience twisted insde her but sheignored it. Her mouth set into atight, ugly line and she pulled hersdlf
into the saddle, gathering the reins vicioudy short. She touched the switch against the mare's neck again,
awarning of what to expect asthe price of disobedience, and, very briefly, looked back over her
shoulder at the ill, peaceful valley. It was an obscene contrast to her mood.

She hauled the mare's head around until she was facing aong the ancient stream bed toward the
plain, then dammed her hedls hard into the anima's flanks and drove her forward.

*CHAPTER:®| V-

The sounds of the returning hunt approaching Carn Caille could be heard when the great tide of riders
and houndswere still half amile away. In her chambers, where she had been resting before the evening
feast, Queen Imogen heard the distant baying, the eager, repeated winding of the horns, and smiled
indulgently. A good hunt, she suspected; the participants, jubilant with success and buoyed up by much
mutual congratulation, had already begun to celebrate.

Sherose from her couch and rang asmall handbell to summon her tiring-woman. She only
needed to change her gown and dress her hair to be ready to greet Kdig, but she wanted to take her
time and be sure that she looked her best.

Asshesat down in front of her looking-glass while the servant began to brush the long, fair coils
of her hair, Imogen fdt afaint twinge of regret that she had not allowed Angharato ride with the hunt.
Kalig had agreed with her that the ban was a suitable punishment for their daughter's wanton indiscretion,
but Imogen had the feding that without her influence he would have let the matter pass. It was, after all,
the last of such great hunts before Anghara's wedding; by next year, with the Earth Mother's blessing, the
princesswould bein no condition for such frivalities and would have other and more important



preoccupations. Though she had never understood her daughter's passion for what she herself
congdered unfeminine pursuits, Imogen nonethelessfdt alittle guilty that she had deprived Anghara of
what could well be her last chance to enjoy them.

Ahwell, she thought; there was nothing to be gained from regretting. One couldn't turn back the
sun's march. There would be other hunts before the wedding, and Angharawould get over her
disappointment soon enough.

Below her window the courtyard suddenly erupted with joyful noise and, craning her head alittle,
Imogen saw thefirst horsemen come clattering through the greet arch. Kalig wasin the lead, windblown,
vividly red-cheeked from the sharp air, laughing; Kirraand Fenran not alength behind him. Her family,
shethought with quiet, satisfied pride. And later tonight Angharawould unbend and come out of her sulk,
S0 that the picture could be completed.

The world was good.

"Sheign'tin her chambers.” Prince Kirrawaked cheerfully into Fenran's room without knocking and
made his announcement with undisguised glee. "'Imyssa says she haan't seen her snce this morning, when
she went-with very bad grace, | gather-to answer Mother's summons.” He flung hislanky frameinto a
carved chair, which creaked a protest, and helped himself to acup of ale from the flask on Fenran's
table. "Ahh..." He swallowed, wiped his mouth and grinned. "Better! I'm as parched as adesert.”

Fenran's gray eyesregarded him with tolerant amusement as he briskly toweled himsdlf. Hisfirst
action after any hard day wasto immerse himsdf in atub of hot water and wash away the sweat and
grime of hisexertions. this gpparent addiction to bathing baffled Kalig but had Imogen's firm approvd,
and Fenran thought privately that the queen would have been pleasantly surprised by the civilized nature
of lifein the Redoubt, his northern homeland.

Aloud, hesaid to Kirra: "Angharawill show her face when shesamind to. Shelll appear intime
for the feast, take my word.”

Kirralaughed. "Y ou're an optimist, Fenran! Either that, or you don't know my sster aswell as
you liketo believe" Herefilled his cup. "Don't ever say, when you're old and enfeebled and she's drained
al thefight from you, that | didn't warn you of the kind of spitfire you'd be taking on asawife!™

Fenran chuckled as an image of Angharain atemper arosein hisinner vison. "'l know it well
enough, Kirra And | wouldn't want her any other way."

Kirragot up, nursing hisale, and strolled across to the window. The sun was lowering but il
hung above the fortress's perimeter wall; though the year was waning, daylight was till dmost perpetua
in these latitudes.

"If I know Anghara,”" he said, subtly implying that Fenran didn't, "sheisn't evenin Carn Callle.
Shell have exploded from here like a hurricane the moment Mother dismissed her, and shelll be away
licking her wounds a one of her favorite haunts.”

Fenran would have laughed with him, but, without warning, something like a cold hand touched
hismind. He didn't understand the fedling, but momentarily, it unnerved him.

He said: "Have you checked the stables?"

Kirradidn't notice the abrupt change in hisvoice. "Stables?' he repested blankly. "No. Why?'

"If Angharaleft the fortress, shell have taken Seeth,”

"Oh, | see" Kirra paused, then frowned. "I thought | saw Seeth among the horses on the hunt
today."

"No. | made sure she stayed behind."

"Didyou?' Kirralooked around and grinned pityingly. "Y ou shouldn't indulge Anghara so,
Fenran. Y ou're only storing up trouble for yourself!"

Fenran found suddenly that he had to bite his tongue as Kirras unrelenting banter started to
grate. Though he couldn't pinpoint any rational cause, he was worried; it was an instinct that had come
out of nowhere, and he had learned to put agood dedl of faith in hisingtincts.

"Kirra" hesaid, and thistime there could be no mistaking the edge to histone, "'l think we should
find her, without delay.”



The younger man stared at him. For amoment Fenran thought the prince would dismiss what
held said with another jocular remark, but Kirrahad enough sengtivity to redize that thistime banter
wouldn't do, and his demeanor changed.

"What isit, Fenran?' he asked. "What's wrong?"'

Fenran shook hishead. "' can't explain it to mysdlf, let doneto anyone ese. Imyssawould cdl it
asxthsense”

"Imyssasawise bird, despite her shortcomings.”

"I know." Fenran hesitated, then: "Kirra, will you do something for me? Asafriend?’

"Of course.”

The Northman's eyes met hisin quick gratitude. " Search for Anghara. Round up afew servants,
if need be, and comb Carn Caille until she'sfound.”

Kirraseyes narrowed. "Y ou haven't encountered any ill omens, have you? After what Anghara
did lagt night-"

"No, no, nothing likethat. Asl said, | can't explainit. All | candoisask youtoindulgemein
this"

Kirrawas growing more uneasy with every moment; he had a hedthy respect for the
supernatura, and the thought that the normally practica Fenran might have had a Sight disturbed him. "I'll
do what you ask, Fenran." He started toward the door. "And perhaps I'd best dert Father-"

"No." Fenran shook his head emphaticaly. "Not yet; | don't want to alarm the king without good
cause. Let'skeep it between oursdves for the time being. "He forced a smile. "Doubtless I'm worrying
for no reason. I'll finish dressing and join you in afew minutes.”

"Very wel." Kirracontinued to look searchingly a him for afew momentslonger, asif hoping to
find some unvoiced explanation in hisface. Then he opened the door, and his footsteps diminished aong
the stone floor of the passage.

In her room, Imyssadept fitfully in achair. One of the hazards of old age was atendency to doze off at
unlikely moments; she should by now have been helping Angharato prepare for the evening's feasting.
But Angharawasnt there.

If the old nurse had been awake, and had |ooked out of her window to where the sky was dowly
turning to alivid orange, she might have seen the cormorant asit flew over the great keep of Carn Callle.
A solitary black silhouette againgt the fiery heaven, arare bird on this coadt, a bird whose sighting meant
adark portent. Had she seen it, Imyssawould have run to her runes and her herbs and cast ascrying
spell to determine the meaning of the cormorant's gppearance. But she didn't seeit. Instead, in her
shapel ess dreams she twitched as though palsied, and her wrinkled eyelids fluttered in an unconscioudy
fearful and unhappy spasm.

* * %
Anghara opened her eyesto find herself staring at a piece of shale afew inchesfrom her face. Her rib
cage and right arm were sore; when, with an involuntary reflex, her legs moved, she found that she was
lying facedown on dry, sere earth, her head twisted at an awkward angle. Something rustled behind her;
dartled, she jerked away from it before redlizing that it was nothing more than a stunted bush, and that
sheld tangled one foot in its withering and desiccated branches.

The bush had broken her fall....

She hauled hersdlf up onto her elbows and for amoment thought she might be sick. Her head
spun, and when she explored her skull with tentative fingers, the gentlest pressure on her left temple sent
pain knifing through her.

She ached. Her clothes were scuffed, there was sandy soil in her hair and the palms of her hands
were grazed; somewhere, dimly, she remembered stretching her arms out in afutile attempt to stop
hersdlf from hitting the ground too hard when Sleeth-

One fragment of memory triggered the rest, and angry chagrin filled her. She hadn't falenfrom a
horse in years, and Seeth's nature had adways been predictable.

Only Sleeth hadn't been willful or temperamenta. She had been terrified.



Anghara had had nothing but trouble with the mare as she rode across the plain. Sleeth jinked at
shadows, seeing phantoms and enemies behind each gnarled bush and in the contours of every boulder.
Sidestepping, snorting, shaking her head in an effort to loose her rider's hold on thereins, she had
become more and more unreliable with every yard they covered. But the princesss anger refused to
abate. Ferocioudy she controlled Seeth, forcing her on, and the mare's reluctance only served to
reinforce her own determination. But findly-and Anghara couldn't remember how much time had passed,
or how far they had traveled, before it happened-Seeth's nerve had broken. A shrieking whinny, afit of
uncontrollable bucking, and the princess had been flung from the saddle, pitching ignominioudy over
Seeth'swithers to be knocked unconscious on the hard ground.

She shouldn't have been so foolhardy. The anger that had gnawed at her throughout the day was
in ashes now, and she hitterly regretted her pigheadedness. Leave well alone, Imyssahad said; and
Imyssawas right. Sheld brought herself nothing but trouble by her insgstence on riding into this forsaken
wilderness. Now for dl she knew, Sleeth had bolted for home, leaving her done, lost in thisvast, hostile
gtretch of nowhere.

Moving dowly, gingerly, the princess sat up and rubbed at her eyes. The lashes were encrusted
with sand and grit and she couldn't focus properly. She wondered how long she had lain here. Through
her watering eyes she could see that the sky was till bright, but the warmth of the day had given way to a
deep, unfriendly chill. Something moved ashort distance away, but it was a blur; she rubbed her eyes
again, and at last the world clarified.

Sleeth hadn't bolted. Instead, she stood some twenty yards from where Anghara sat. The mare's
head was down and she had adull, defeated air: she watched Anghara uneasily and made no attempt to
approach.

"Seeth. Come up, girl. Come up." Anghara's voice sounded unsteady; the fal had Ieft her in poor
control of her faculties. Sleeth tossed her head nervoudly but didn't move.

"Seeth!”

Still Seeth refused to obey, though now Anghararedized that the mare was torn between the
conflicting demands of the orders to which she had been trained and her own innate fear. She wanted to
come to her mistress but couldn't. She didn't dare.

The last shocking fragment of scattered memory fell into place, and the princess understood why
the anima was so afraid.

Seeth stood in sunlight, but Anghara hersalf was in shadow. A long shadow, hard-edged and
alien. She knew what it was before she summoned the courage to turn her head: she had seen it grow
from afaraway speck as sheforced the unwilling mare on acrossthe plain, taking form, developing
solidity, becoming three-dimensiond, until finaly it was no longer ashade from her imagination but a
looming, tangibleredlity.

The Tower of Regrets.

A wave of nausea washed through her and her ssomach contracted. She forced the spasm down,
trying to convince hersdf that her terror wasirrational and had no sane cause. But it wouldn't releaseiits
grip. Thelegend wastoo old, the place too long abandoned; and the words of Cushmagar's ballad rang
like an eerie echo in her mind. No human eye will gaze upon its door and no human tread shall sully
the earth around it. Taboo. A forbidden place. Aninner voice screamed at her to get up, run to Sleeth,
ride north with al the speed she could force from the mare and never once look back. Her fingers
scrabbled in the thin soil as she pulled hersdlf into a crouch, poised to obey that urging....

And before she could stop it something else, something dark, primal, beyond her control, made
her turn her head.

Her involuntary intake of breath was a sharp sound against the silent backdrop. Not thirty yards
away, the Tower of Regrets reached up into the sky, blotting out the lowering sun. The great wall that
faced her wasin silhouette, and from it the tower's shadow reached out like agiant, maignant finger to
touch her. She could dmost believe that the shadow had enfolded her in an unclean embrace, that even if
she moved out of its clutches shewould carry itstaint with her into the sunlight. Feeling asthough
serpents moved in her blood, she stared, transfixed with the crawling enormity of her transgression, at the



great monalith.

It had been built foursquare, arectangular pattern that was dien to the gentle curves of Southern
Ides architecture. And though the ages had weathered it and softened its contours, something about that
unnatural, hard-edged shape filled Angharawith repugnance. It was cold, faceless, the blank and
forbidding stone facade unrelieved by a single window or even the smallest embdllishment. It dwarfed
her, like agiant, predatory animal, seeming to drain the life and the strength from her bones, and she had
theterrible sensation-illusion, shetold hersdlf, illusion-that if she didn't escapeitsinfluence shewould
freeze to the spot on which she stood, and take root like the twisted bushesin this awful place.

Seeth gave asharp neigh. The tower's spell shattered, and Anghara's head whipped around. She
saw the mare standing dert, head high now as though she'd heard some sound beyond the range of
Angharas ears. Shefdt the horse'sfear, and again the urge to fleefilled her.

But she couldn't. Not now, now that she was s0 close. Slowly, sheturned to look again at the
Tower of Regrets and took agrip on her unsettled imagination. It was atower, nothing more; astructure
built by hands as human as those of the artisans who had raised Carn Caille. Stone and mortar,
vulnerable to the dements. It had no supernatural power, it housed no demons save those her own
nightmares had created. And she wanted to exorcise those demons, once and for all.

She had taken a pace toward the tower before she realized what she was doing, and only
Seath's dhrill, distressed cry made her hdt again.

"No," she said aloud, not knowing whether she spoke to hersdlf or to the mare. The empty plain
carried the word away flatly and without echo. She didn't dare approach the tower. She must not
approach it: it was wrong, forbidden....

But if shedid not learn, know, understand, the demons of her dreams would haunt her for the
rest of her life. She would never have such an opportunity again!

Shades of Kalig, Imogen, Imyssa, Cushmagar, even Fenran, rose like accusers before her inner
eye. Let those ancient stones lie on in solitude. Thelegend must not be sullied. The Earth Mother's
trust must not be broken. The long chain of her ancestors had kept faith; she must hold to their example,
holdto it for her life....

And the Tower of Regrets beckoned, as though it had waited, through al these centuries, only
for her.

Anghara pressed the back of one hand against her mouth and made asmall, inarticulate noise,
She couldn't think clearly: it was as though the tower had an independent sentience and had reached out
to touch her, bind her... She had ssumbled forward as the thought shuddered in her head, and now the
gredt, flat wall reared before her; she was no more than ten paces fromiit.

She could see the door, alow, modest rectangle in the tower wall. The man of theidands, whose
hand had st it in the stone, had not been tall. One minute, Angharathought, one minute only, and she
could see what he had seen, know what he had known. And the ghosts which had dogged her since
childhood would be destroyed forever. One minute. No more. She would not step over the threshold.
She would look, once, and then she would leave this place and never return. Just one minute. Just a
singlelook.

The sun wasflaring on the horizon, hurling titanic, angry crimson spears across the sky. Dark
would come within the hour, but Anghara neither knew nor cared. The sheer wall of the Tower of
Regrets was before her, though she couldn't remember walking those last few, crucid steps. The door
was precisdy the same height as she was.

She reached out and laid her hand on the ancient, petrified wood.

"The feast's about to begin,” Kirrasaid. "We can't delay it much longer, Fenran. Well haveto tell
Father."

Fenran nodded unhappily. They were on the wall that flanked the great keep of Carn Caille. The
sun, touching the horizon now, colored their faces and tinged the old stone blocks a stark blood-red.
Fenran was trying not to see portentsin the ominous light.

Any trace of levity waslong gone from Kirrals manner. It had taken the two young men only



minutes to discover that Sleeth was indeed missing from the stables, and adiscreet but swift search of the
fortress had revedled no sign of Anghara. At first Fenran had managed to accept Kirras assurance that
the princess was smply out riding and would be back well before the light began to fade, but astime
passed and the great arch il failed to ring to the sound of hooves, his nagging sixth sense grew stronger
and more urgent.

Hoping against hope that this time he would see something where before there had been nothing,
he turned yet again to stare out from the fortress, shading his eyes againg the sunset's glare. The
landscape was till and empty; there was no sign of adistant rider moving toward Carn Caille.

"Fenran,” Kirratouched hisarm. "We can't delay.”

The Northman nodded, unable to express the foreboding that now felt like a vicious predator
egting him from within. He couldn't look directly at Kirra; he smply turned toward the steep Stairsthat
led down to the courtyard, and in silence the two began to descend.

And when the tower was done, he stood before the door at evening and he opened the door and
went in, and he barred the door behind him, so that he was alone in the windowless dark.

Cushmagar's voice whispered in Angharals mind as, with only the faintest of shuddering protests,
the door of the Tower of Regrets swung gently open to the pressure of her hand.

So easy... She had expected locks, bars, bolts; but there were none. Only asimple latch that
lifted to the touch, and ancient hinges that murmured wordlessly asthey moved for thefirst timein untold
centuries.

A deep-hued shaft of light from the waning sun fell across the threshold, across a bare earth floor
from which dust motesrosein languid spiras a the sudden movement of air. Angharasthroat closed, the
muscles tightening until she could no longer draw bregth, and she stared, mute, immobile, at what the
door and the dying sunlight had revedled.

It was such asmple place. A single, unfurnished chamber, naked earth and naked stone, silent,
untrammeled, empty; and the suffocating tension which had built up within her drained away into a
sensation of bewildered disappointment. Thiswasthe focus of Carn Cailles most ancient and revered
legend, source of aterror and asuperstition that was etched upon the souls of every inhabitant of the
Southern Ides, And yet thisforbidden place, within whose walls the fate of the world had once resided,
contained nothing.

Angharasright foot did with ashuffling sound on the dry soil, but the fear that had gripped her
earlier was gone. Shefdlt cheated: despite her resolution to do nothing more than look into the tower,
pique and curiosity were mingling to propel her forward, just alittle way over the threshold. A dark
shape lurched across the floor, momentarily blocking the ingress of the light, and she balked before
redlizing that it was nothing more than her own shadow.

Fear of shadowswas a child's nightmare. And if the Tower of Regrets held no greater terror than
shadows, then the legend was alie. The princess drew bresth, tasting the stale, musty but unthreatening
air, and the last of her doubts faded. She looked back to where Seeth till stood and watched her
anxioudy, then stepped into the room beyond the door. Two paces, three, four; now she could seethe
far wall, asfeaturdess asthe rest, and judged that she must be roughly in the chamber's center. She
stopped and, pivoting dowly, gazed around her. Shefelt no awe, only a peculiar, numb emptiness that
was emphasized by the physicd emptiness of the tower. A long way above her head she sensed rather
than saw the ancient rafters that held the roof in place; no birds nested there asthey did in the rafters of
Carn Callle. The Tower of Regretswas utterly lifeless.

But not entirely empty. Angharas eyes were adjusting to the dimness now, and as she turned
again, she saw something in the farthest corner, directly opposite the door but beyond the reach of the
intruding light. She thought at firgt that it must be atrick of shadow, but no: it was solid, red, and it
gleamed with apeculiar dull sheen.

Her heartbeats atered abruptly to a staggered, thumping pulse of excitement, and again she
looked quickly over her shoulder. Thelight was fading rapidly, but she still had haf an hour or more
before the sun sank below the horizon for the brief, late summer night. Onelook, one swift investigation



to satisfy the curiosity that ate at her, and she could be away with the last of the sunset to guide her back
totheriver vdley.

She set her back to the door and approached the dark corner, queasy with anticipation now and
not knowing what to expect. Then she stopped again, and stared.

The thing she had glimpsed, the thing that shone faintly in the gloom, was achest. In shape and
Szeit resembled nothing more remarkable than the chest in her own bedchamber, in which clean linen
was stored between scattered layers of aromatic herbs. But as she dropped to her knees and studied it
more closely, Anghararedized that it was made of a substance that had never been seenin Carn Callle.
She thought it must be ameta of some form, but no metal she knew had such asheen; the faint glow that
burnished its surface was utterly uniform yet gave off no reflection, no matter the angle from which she
studied it. Its color was not quite Silver, not quite bronze, not quite astedy blue-gray; it seemed to have
no hinges, and try as she might, Anghara could see no dividing line between casket and lid. The chest
bore no decoration, but in the very center of itsfront surface asingle square of the same bizarre materia
stood out in dight relief. A catch? If so, itsdesign was as dien astherest of this strange artifact, and
Anghara couldn't imagine how it might work.

For afew minutes she stared at the chest, her thoughts rioting. If, asthe legend claimed, no one
had set foot in thistower since the day of the Earth Mother's vengeance, then this strange metallic casket
could have belonged only to one man-the nameless Man of the Idands, Son of the Sea, who had built the
tower and kept vigil throughout that terrible night. Why he had brought it here only to abandon it when he
emerged from the tower into the new world, Anghara couldn't imagine; but the thought of what the chest
might contain made her giddy with excitement. Here could lie the answers to a myriad mysteries about
that long-lost age; buried truths which historians, scholars, bards and seerswould give dl they possessed
and more to understand. A treasure trove of knowledge, only waiting to be uncovered. And she had
uncoveredit....

But how to open the chest? With the excitement mounting feverishly within her, Angharahad no
further thought for the wisdom of what she was doing. The old taboo was shattered, the Tower of
Regrets spdll broken. All that mattered wasto learn itsfinal secret.

Her hands moved swiftly but uncertainly over the surface of the chest. The metd-if indeed it was
metal-felt strange to the touch, dmost asif she were running her palms over a sheet of petrified liquid.
She found the sensation faintly repellent, but continued until she had covered every inch of the surface.
There were no seams, and she sat back on her hedls, irritated by her defeat. Her only other hopelay in
the smal, raised pand, and gingerly shereached out toward it. A last relic of caution and supergtition had
made her avoid touching it before, but if the chest could be opened, then thiswas the only possible way.
Unaware that she was biting her lip-a childhood quirk which she hadn't exhibited in years-Anghara
pressed the tips of her fingers againgt the small square.

She couldn't be sureif it was her imagination, but she thought she heard afaint, whistling hiss, like
ar escaping. What wasn't imagination was the foul stench that assailed her nodtrils. It lasted only a
moment, but it was strong enough and vile enough to make her jerk back, gagging and clapping ahand to
her mouth. And as she rocked on her hedls, athin dark line appeared along the front of the chest. It
widened rapidly, and she redized with a shock that, silently, without any further prompting, the previoudy
invisblelid of the casket wasrisng.

It lifted in one smooth movement to stand vertically, revealing the chest's gaping interior. For a
moment Angharawas transfixed, stunned both by the smplicity of her discovery and by the dien nature
of the catch; then she lunged forward, gripping the smooth metalic edgesto peer inside.

Her gasp of anger, frustration and disbelief echoed hollowly in the chamber asthe princess stared
into the chest. It contained nothing. Not onerelic or clue; not even atrace of dust to show where
something had rotted away. The chest was completely empty.

Angharadrew back and got to her feet, sck and breathless with the sense of having been
cheated. She had been so close. She had broken every law, every taboo to come to the Tower of
Regrets, and the tower had deceived her. Bereft, she turned and took a step toward the door, making no
attempt to quell her risng fury. Thelegend was alie after all. The Man of the Idands had left no legacy.



There was nothing here to fear-there was nothing here! She wanted to leave this |oathsome place; she
wanted to get away from the plain and its childish, foolish superstitions and go back to the comfort of
Carn Caille and her own people. Tears of furious disappointment stung her eyes, blurring the brighter
rectangle of the doorway, and she ssumbled toward the open air.

A cloud passed across the sun, and the light dimmed. Behind her, something uttered a soft,
sidied sgh.

*CHAPTER-V®

The nape of Angharas neck tingled as though lightning had struck a bare few feet from where she stood,
and cold sweat broke out on her body. Her back was toward the strange metal chest, and she dared not
turn, dared not look over her shoulder. She had imagined the sound, she told hersdlf as her pulse
hammered suffocatingly. She was done in the tower. There could be no one behind her.

No further sound came. The silence was horrible, and at last Anghara could endureit no longer:
her fear of the unknown was greater than the fear of any revelation. Forcing her feet to obey her and
move, she turned around.

Between her and the empty chest stood achild. It was silver-haired, clad only inasmple gray
tabard and haloed by an uneasy, phantasmic aura. And it was regarding her with silver eyesthat were
utterly devoid of any compassion or humanity. The eyestransfixed Anghara; she desperately wanted to
look away, but she was held fast, staring into the twin vorticeslike arabbit hypnotized by a deadly
snake. In them she saw a depth of cruelty beyond her ability to comprehend, aterrible and hideous
intelligence that mocked the paralyzing fear within her.

Shetried to speak, but her throat was locked and her voice had turned to dust. Shetried to
move, but her feet were rooted to the tower floor. And the fear was turning to terror now, held back only
by aperiloudy flimsy barrier that was on the brink of giving way.

The child continued to regard Angharawith quiet, implacable malice. Then it smiled. Itsteeth
were cat'steeth, smdl, sharp, ferd: the grimace transformed its entire face into something monstroudy
evil-and, like an invisblefist punching her in the ssomach, the barrier between Angharaand blind panic
snapped.

Her own voice ricocheted in shrill echoes through the Tower of Regrets as she screamed, giving
way to the black tidal wave of horror that swept over her. Her paralysis shattered and she flung herself
toward the door, cannoned into the lintel and rebounded, spinning off balance from the tower to fall
painfully on her shoulder. Unable to find the coordination to get to her feet, she crawled and scrabbled on
al fourstoward where Seeth had been, desperately crying the mare's name. Thefuriousred glare of
sunset bathed her, but it would be gone, it would soon be gone, and she would die, everything
would die-

The ground beneath her seemed to move sideways without warning, as though the world's very
dimensions had abruptly shifted out of kilter. Anghara sprawled, struggled to recover, and thistime was
swaying on her feet when the vibration began. A rumbling, as of atitanic but farawvay sorm... The earth
shook, and at her back avast shadow reared up, a cloud of darkness blotting out the failing day. The
tower was shaking, great stones grinding together, mortar cracking, beams splintering-

"Seeth!" Anghara staggered forward, fell to her knees, dragged hersdlf upright again. Ahead of
her in the red-shot gloom a shape moved, lurching across her path: her hands clawed out and she reded
againg the mares sde, fingerstangling in astirrup strap. Seeth danced fearfully, head flung up and eyes
roiling; shetowed Angharawith her asthe princess struggled to catch the saddle pommel and gather the
reins, then stamped on her mistresssfoot as Angharavainly strove to restrain her. The pain momentarily
eclipsed Angharas panic; her hand tightened on a handful of Seeth's mane and she called on dl her
grength in afrantic effort, hauling herself up and scissoring her legs across the mare's back. Seeth
bucked and took off at agalop, stirrups and reins flying while the princess clung precarioudy to her
neck; at last she managed to caich arein asit whiplashed past her, and hauled grimly, keening ashill



command and steadying Sleeth'swild and erratic flight.

A single crack split the air above them with avast voice, and Seeth shrieked, dewing Sdeways
and dmogt faling on her haunches. Asthe mare's hooves scrabbled for purchase in the dust Angharas
head snapped around, and what she saw wasimprinted inddibly and forever in her memory.

The Tower of Regretswasfdling. It had split from roof to foundation, like alog severed by a
woodsman's axe. And from its crumbling ruinsaroiling cloud of what looked like dense black smoke
was rising, funndling skyward and aready towering far above her. But it wasn't smoke. There were forms
in the darkness, twisted things, howling things with insensate eyes, clawing hands, black wings that best
the air and churned the dark stuff that gave them birth into new and more monstrous shapes. A legion of
unhuman horrors, phantoms, nightmares, erupting into the world from which they had been barred for
countless centuries.

Thetower gaveafind sgh, achillingly mortal sound, and began to cavein on itsdf. Therailing
darkness gathered strength, pulsing into the sky, spreading like ablack canopy.

And suddenly Anghara knew where it was bound.

She gathered the reins-her whip was lost-and lashed Seeth's flank. The mare sprang forward,
earsflat to her head, and Anghara crouched over her neck like some demon rider on the Wild Hunt,
screaming as she drove her mount toward the distant escarpment. Sleeth raced with the speed and
desperation of the damned, as though she knew and shared the terror in her mistresssmind. And
Anghara sobbed in despair for what she had done, asthe dark horror unleashed from the shattered
tower came boiling and sorming in their wake.

"Y ou should have told me before." Kalig kept hisvoice low so asnot to aert Imogen, who wasin
conversation with one of her ladies and thus far unaware of Kirras news.

"I'm sorry, Father. We saw no point in darming you-or angering you-without good cause.”

"Angering me?' Kaig glanced toward the conspicuousy empty space a the high table, where
Anghara should have been gtting. The feast had just begun, and servants bearing dishes were scurrying
the length and breadth of the great hall. Near the hearth a harper, alute-player and a piper had struck up
an air; beside them stood Cushmagar's great harp, but the old bard had not yet put in an appearance. "
was angry enough to begin with, thinking that your Sster was deliberately shunning the feast through afit
of temper. But this..." Kalig shook hishead. ™Y ou should have told me."

"My lord, | must take full respongibility for our silence,”" Fenran put in. The Northman'sface had
an unhedthy palor, made starker by contrast with the hal'swarm light. " Prince Kirrawanted to inform
you immediately, but | inssted that we wait." He hunched his shoulders and stared unhappily at the floor,
"I now think that was a very foolish mistake."

The king regarded him for amoment or two, his expression giving nothing avay. Then he said;
"Wise or foolish, it's done and can't be undone now. But | don't want to waste any moretime.
Kirra-leave the hal discreetly; don't dert your mother. Find guard-captain Creagin, and tell him what
you'vetold me. He's the best man to organize asearch for Anghara.”

Fenran said: "May | have your leave to go with PrinceKirra, Sr?

"Yes, go, Fenran. I'll join you as soon as-"And Kalig stopped as there was a sudden flurry of
untoward activity by the hal door.

Asthough the king's utterance of his name had conjured him from his post, Creagin camein. He
glanced quickly around at the company, then without aword of explanation to anyone strode briskly up
the central aide toward the high table.

Fenran and Kirra exchanged a glance, trepidation in both their faces, and Kalig stepped forward
to intercept the captain.

"Beg pardon for theintrusion, my lord." Creagin, stocky and swarthy and afull head shorter than
any of the other three men, made an abrupt bow but dispensed with any other niceties. "There's
something odd afoot to the south. Thought 1'd better bring word rather than wait till we know more.”

Fenran fdt his ssomach congtrict, and Queen Imogen looked up from her conversation with a
curiousfrown.



"What manner of oddness, Creagin?' Kalig asked.

"Don't rightly know, Sr. The sentry who first set eyes on it thought it was wegther, but-"

"Wesether?' Kirrainterjected.

"Yes, sr. Bad westher, but unusua bad. Black cloudsthe like of which I've never seen before,
only itisn't clouds" Creagin shifted uncomfortably from onefoot to the other: amilitary man, he
understood only that which had alogica foundation, and trying to explain this obvioudy wasn't a dl to
hisliking. "I don't rightly know what it is-but it's coming up from the south so fast, | reckon it won't be
long before werein the midst of it."

Thethoughts of histhree listenersingtantly turned the same way, though none of them could have
explained why. Now Fenran wasfeding distinctly sick...

"Very well," Kalig sad tersdly. "Wed best investigate. Lead theway, Creagin, if you please.”

He stopped to reassure Imogen, who had overheard only part of the exchange, then followed
Creagin, Fenran and Kirratoward the door at the far end of the hall. They were passing the hearth when
aterrible discord rang out, instantly silencing every other sound. The musicians who had been standing
near Cushmagar's harp jumped back-one only just avoided faling into the fire-and severd of those
around the hearth made hex-sgns before their facesin darm.

Kalig turned his head in time to see the strings of Cushmagar's harp till vibrating as the hideous
clash of notesit had uttered dowly died away. The harp had cried out, with no hand to touchit.... A
cold, superstitious dreed filled the king.

"Quickly! he said, hisvoice harsh with fear. "Get to the keep!"

Men rose and followed him as he hastened after his three companions. No one hesitated or
caled for an explanation: al knew that when abard's harp spoke of itsown valition, it was adire omen.
Behind him, Kalig heard Imogen's calm voice caling her agitated ladies to order, but he could spare no
timeto look back at her. Creagin and the others were running now, more joining them; amid the hubbub
someone shouted for Cushmagar to be fetched. Kalig raced through the chill, dimly lit passage beyond
the great hall, and as he went he drew his sword in an automatic reflex. It wasn't his heaviest
double-handed war blade, but in an emergency it would have to do. Fenran and Kirra, he saw with relief,
were aso armed, and others, following the unwritten rule that ensured battle-readiness at the smallest
provocation, were pesling off toward the armory to fetch more wespons.

Torches guttered and danced in their brackets as the running men agitated the air. Then Kdig
burgt out into the courtyard on Kirras hedls, and onto a chaotic and shocking scene.

The sun had s, but the courtyard was dive with flickering lights that darted hither and thither
and turned the darkness into a shadowy nightmare. Men were running while sergeants bellowed orders;
one group pounded up the steps to the ramparts while sentries shouted and gesticulated. Kaig didn't
pause, but headed straight for the stairs, calling Kirraand Fenran to follow. They took the stepstwo at a
time and emerged breathless onto the narrow battlement surrounding Carn Caille. And there, roiling out
of the night toward them, was avast, Soreading cloud of darkness. How far it extended, how fast it
moved, they couldn't tell; but it had blotted out the last dim fires of the sun below the horizon, and no one
could doubt that it was heading directly for the fortress. In its dense heart forks of lightning crackled, but
lightning of an order no one had ever seen before: silver and purple and scarlet. And on therisng wind
that the monstrous phenomenon forced before it came e dritch and hideous sounds-a shrieking, howling,
walling cacophony that assaulted their ears with the glee of athousand laughing demons.

"Father!" Kirragripped Kadig'sarm. "That thing has no earthly origin!”

Kalig knew that aswell as any man. Swords couldn't prevail against such ahorror. And surely no
witcheraft known in Carn Caille could hope to combat it.

"Sr!" A man'shoarsevoice; a the far end of the rampart asentry was gesturing franticaly. "Sir,
on the sward! Perhaps a quarter mile away-there's ahorseman!”

"What?' Fenran, making the connection before anyone else, spun about to look, and by the
terrible glare of the erupting lightning in the heart of the manifestation he saw thetiny, forlorn figuresof a
horse and rider galoping desperately for the fortress gates. A tremendous flash lit up the sky and he had
amomentary impression of the horse's color, therider'slong, flying hair-



"My lord!" heydled above the racket. "It's Angharal™

Kaig sworein shock, and for amoment was paralyzed. Anghara would never reach the keep
in time. That howling, demonic horror would overtake her, swamp her -

"Open the gates!" he bellowed, his voice carrying like abull-roarer. "Open the gates for the
Princess Angharal”

Fenran was dready away, legping down the steps toward the ground, pelting for the great
archway under the keep. He added his strength to that of the men struggling to haul the huge wooden
gates back on their hinges, and as at last they grated open he tried to rush through.

"No, sr!" A powerfully built sergeant dragged him back, shouting in hisear. "Y ou can't do
anything-shesamog herel”

And out of the thundering darkness came Sleeth, a demon-horse with mad eyes and foaming
mouth, earsflat to her head, gdloping under the stone arch to dide to arearing, whinnying hat in the
courtyard. Angharadithered out of the saddle. Fenran caught her before she could fal and she dropped
to dl fours, hair swest-plastered on her skull and panting like awolf.

"Warn them!" Thevoicethat grated from her throat was a guttura, unhuman snarl. Fenran took
hold of her armsand tried to pull her upright. For amoment she fought him-then her head came up and
eyesthat were utterly dead stared at him through the wet curtain of her hair. She drew her lips back from
her teeth in adreadful rictus, and he knew that she wasinsane.

"Thetower..." Her hands clamped on his shoulderslike talons. "Earth Mother help usall... the
Tower of Regrets hasfallen!"

"Angharal" It was Kdig, who had at |ast caught up with Fenran. "My child, what-" And he
stopped, looking in horror at her face,

"My lord, she says-" Fenran swallowed something in histhroat that was trying to stop him from
forcing the words out. " She saysthe Tower of Regretshasfdlen!™

Even in the torchlit darkness he could see the color draining from the king'sface. Kdig'sfist
clenched and he brought his knuckles up hard againgt his mouth. " The Mother preserve us! Then
that-that thing out there-" He looked again at Anghara, and suddenly every musclein his body tensed and
strained as his stunned mind groped for and found an inkling of the truth. His hand shot out and he
snatched a handful of the princesss hair, his voice shattering Fenran with its despairing ferocity.

"What have you done to us?'

"Father-" Sanity returned to Angharas eyes, and with it full knowledge of the horror she had
wrought. The how! of the gpproaching monsirosity dinned in Fenran's ears, but Kaig and his daughter
were oblivious of it, locked like agrim tableau, both frozen by redization. Fenran caught theking'sarm,
wrenching him asde.

"Sir, therés no timefor recrimination now! Whatever's been unleashed, it'samost upon us!”

Even as he spoke, the shrieking, wailing voices rose to a crescendo, counterpointed by warning
ydlsfrom the men on the ramparts. A huge, furnace-hot breath blew across the courtyard-and as Fenran
looked up in shock, the leading edge of the giant wing of darkness came boiling over the battlements,
erupting into athousand howling, phantasmic formsthat bore down like atide. Human screams mingled
with their insensate and demonic shrieking, and doll-like figuresfdl flailling and cartwheding from the
walls as the phantom legion unleashed from the Tower of Regrets poured over thewalls. Winged
mongtrosities, flgpping, aborted horrors, things with the heads and tails of serpents, great gaping mouths
filled with fangs like knives, talons and claws and mutated hands, scales, hair, white and leprous
skin-every nightmare ever conjured, every demon ever dreamed, was falling on the unprepared
defenders of Carn Caille. Fenran's reeling senses saw something explode out of the chaostoward
him-bird and snake and horse and something €l se unnamesble, it beat twisted, distorted wings and swung
agrotesquely huge head that was dmost nothing but a mindless mouth toward him. He couldn't move: he
was transfixed, unable to believe what his eyestold him-then asword blade flashed across hisvison and
the thing sheered off, its neck cut dmost through and afoul whitefluid pumping fromiit.

"Rally!" King Kdig stumbled past Fenran, carried onward by the force of the blow he had
struck, and hisroar battered against the cacophony that swamped the courtyard. " Carn Caille! Rally to



your captains!”

His cry snapped the Northman out of his pardysis and Fenran swung around, in time to see one
of the gate-sergeants faling under the ondaught of two white, gibbering creatures with hideoudy bloated
torsos and spindle legs. The man's death-cry as histhroat was torn open churned Fenran's somach, and
he redlized that, supernatural or no, demonic or no, these were no phantoms, but gppallingly, physicaly
real.

Kalig was goneinto the mayhem, till shouting, and his captains were striving to obey his order
and form their men into some semblance of fighting ranks. More people now came spilling from the
fortress; not only warriors, but courtiers, councillors, stewards, grooms, artisans, every man-and not a
few women-capable of wielding aweapon. The scene was one of hellish chaos, black shapes of men and
monsters battling across the courtyard, torchesflaring in feral pinpoints, humans and things that were not
human screaming with bloodlust or pain or rage-there was no time for coherent thought or reasoning:
everything was stripped down to agrim, raw battle for surviva.

Fenran siwung around and redlized that Anghara still crouched immobile on the flagstones. She
was wegponless, and it was as though she was unaware of the carnage around her, had blotted it from
her consciousness.

"Angharal" He caught hold of her, dragged her toward him. "Weve got to fight! Asyou lovelife,
listen tome!”

Her mouth opened, but if she uttered any sound it was lost in the din of battle. A wild-eyed
warrior skittered past, struggling to fend off something that jumped and snapped and giggled; the thing
lunged and the warrior's head rolled from his shoulders, his attacker bounding over the corpse and away.
Fenran snatched the fallen man's sword and tried to thrust it into Anghara's hand, his voicerising toward
hygteria

"Fight, woman! Damn you, wake up!"

She shook her head, her hair stinging his eyes, and though she took the sword hilt, her grip was
dack and usdless,

"Anghara!" Knowing no other way to rouse her, Fenran smashed the back of his hand across
her face. She recoiled-and the intelligence jolted back into her eyes, and with it fury.

"You- " Theword choked off as murderous redlity struck home, and her voice became alost
wail. "Fenran...!"

"Fight!" heyedled again. "For Carn Caille, for our lives! Fight!"

A huge, misshapen ghoul did from among aknot of decimated warriors and propelled itsalf on
winged limbs toward them, like a hideous parody of a grounded bat. Anghara shrieked, and her sword
came up a the same moment as Fenran'sin adefensive swing. She struck the monstrosity between the
eyes, he dashed itstorso: it gibbered and weaved away, hopping, but with no visibleinjury.

"Toyour right!" Angharayelled, and Fenran lashed out at a horror resembling asickly white and
bloated corpse. Behind it came more, embattled with a detachment under Creagin, whose face was
covered with his own blood but who wasfighting like amadman. An gppaling maelstrom of clashing
sounds battered their ears: battle-cries, howls of agony or terror-somewhere Prince Kirrawas yelling,
cdling men to hisside- and above dl, the bloodlusting, mindless shrieks of the unleashed hellish legion.
And now there were new noises to add to the chaos: the piercing screams of unprotected women.
Anghara, momentarily unassailed, had timeto turn her head, and she saw that the demon horde had
overcome the few men who strove to hold the main door to Carn Caille, and were streaming through into
the fortress. Lightning danced in the lower windows., and she thought of the great hall, the feast, Queen
Imogen-

"Mother!" Sheturned, breaking from Fenran's side, and was away across the courtyard before
he redlized what she was doing. Something black and festering gibbered across her path and her nogtrils
filled with the stench of corruption, but she evaded it, racing on.

At the door, bodies of the makeshift guard were piled bloody and broken across the threshold,
and eyeless, fanged shapestore at their flesh. Angharakicked corpses from her path, unable to think of
anything but her mother's peril, and was amost through the carnage to the interior when ahand jerked



her back.

"No, Angharal" Fenran spun her againgt him, struggling with her as she fought to bresk free. He
was the stronger, and he hauled her bodily away as ahot and terrible light began to glow insde the
building. Fire-the great hall was ablaze, flames legping in the windows, awall of heat sivept along the
corridor and out of the door, scorching Fenran's face and singeing tendrils of his hair as he dragged
Angharaclear. Screams echoed from within the walls, and the sounds of running feet; then some seven or
eight women appeared at the entrance, with Imogen in their midst.

The queen’'s gown was on fire, and her ladies begt ineffectually at the flames, their criesringing
across the courtyard. Horrified, Fenran released Angharaand ran toward Imogen, thinking to drag her
clear-but before he could reach her, awinged shape so black that it defied sanity plummeted from
somewhere above his head and fell on the shrieking women. The physica force of theair it displaced
buffeted Fenran and Anghara backward; the princess had a momentary image of two eyeslike burning
coas where the phantom's head must be-then afireball erupted from the middle of the group of women,
awhite-hot blast that sent Anghara skidding across the courtyard, tangling with Fenran asthey both
crashed to the flagstones. She heard Imogen'slast cry, abarely human screech of unimaginable torment;
then heat seared her unprotected back as the black phantom took to the air again, yelling itsddlight and
triumph and grazing her spinewith atrailing wingtip.

"Mother !I" Anghara howled like an anima and rolled over, hands clawing at the flagstones as she
tried to writhe toward the blazing funera pyre of Imogen and her attendants. She neither saw nor heard
the approach of the scaled, feathered half-bird, half-snake that burst suddenly from the melee at her back
and came hopping, flapping, lurching toward her; even when Fenran ydlled awarning, her mind was
locked on the charred, distorted corpses collapsing into embers before her. But when the thing opened a
beak aslong as shewastall and uttered its raucous challenge, she twisted around, and her jaw dropped
asshesaw it closing for thekill.

Fenran answered the chalenge with the high, ululating call of a Redoubt warrior. Hewason his
feet again, gripping his sword two-handed and raising it above his head as he interposed his body
between Anghara and death. Recovering her wits, the princess scrabbled to reach her own sword, and
as her fingers clamped on the hilt she saw Fenran's blade shear down at the gaping beak.

Sparksflew as steedl met bone-and Fenran's blade shattered, leaving him with the broken hilt in
his hand while shards of metal cartwhedled into the churning air. He staggered back, unprotected. Crying
his name, Anghara sprang, but she wastoo late. The serpent's head turned, the beak snapped shut-and
the monstrosity gored Fenran through, smashing ribs and breastbone to rip into his heart.

Fenran's mouth opened, face muscles straining dmost beyond endurance, but instead of a
scream, blood exploded from histhroat. His body jerked wildly like afish on a spear, and the demon
tossed its head, once, flinging Fenran'sruined corpseinto the air. Asit began to fall the cresture sprang
skyward, catching the body beforeit could hit the ground. For asingle moment the monstrosity hovered,
and as she sared into its eyes Angharasaw ghastly intelligence, mockery, evil-the slver eyes of the
phantom child in the Tower of Regrets. Then it launched itsalf up, wings beating, Fenran's corpse
dangling fromitstaons.

Angharawatched it rise. She was on her feet, but her mind and body were frozen far, far beyond
her reach. Shefdt nothing but a detached bewilderment, and was oblivious of the horrors around her.
Fenran was dead. Fenran, her lover, her betrothed. Dead. Slain by a demon that was even now rising,
risng into the sky, its unhuman laughter ringing like the cry of anightmare seabird. Behind her, her
mother's body was smoldering ashes. And the legions of hell werekilling, killing, killing....

It wasn't redl. In amoment she would wake up in her bed and find Imyssa ready with kind words
and a soothing potion and a candle to banish the shadows. It was adream. A dream. A-

The scream began as an uncontrollable bubbling degp down in her lungs. It rose, gathering
strength as redlization took form and substance, as Anghara's senses opened to the sights and sounds and
stenches of carnage, and athin whine, the miserable protest of awhipped dog, issued from her throat.
The whine became acry, the cry awall, and suddenly the walil erupted into ashriek of grief and despair
that cut through the roiling chaos like abanshee's howling.



Angharafel to her knees, blinded by tears as the scream went on and on, tearing her larynx. She
didn't seethe gridy forms and warped shadows of the demon horde sweeping toward the center of the
courtyard; didn't hear the clash of athousand wings or fed the hot whirlwind asthey gathered and
merged and spun; was unaware of the moment when they lifted into the shouting air, aliving tornado, and
arrowed upward into the night. All she knew was the sound of her own screaming voice, until the find
dam within her broke and shefell forward, the sword clattering from her jerking hand as she sprawled
unconscious onto flagstones soaked with Fenran's blood.

*CHAPTER-VI-

Dawn crept over theramparts of Carn Calllein athin and palid mist asthe sun showed itsfirst angry
diver inthe east. Thefortresswas slent. No lamps were it in the windows, no sentries moved against the
dowly lightening sky. Somewhere over the seaagull was crying mournfully; the light wind, capricioudy
veering between northwest and northeast, hinted at rain before too long.

She didn't know how many were dead. For perhaps a minute, perhaps an hour, she had sat
where she had been since consciousness returned, hands limp and uselessin her |ap, head turning dowly
first thisway, then that, empty eyestaking in the scene about her.

Men and women of her father's court. They had fought with al their formidable skill and strength,
and now they lay broken, discarded, cut down like so much whest in aharvested field. A harvest of
blood and souls. And she, Anghara Kaligsdaughter, must sing their funerd dirge, for she aone had
brought them to this.

At last-her sense of time was as dead as the corpses littering the courtyard-Anghararose to her
feet. She moved like an old woman, shuffling forward one pace, two, three. She couldn't bring hersdlf to
look behind her to the doorway where Imogen and her ladies had burned, but progressed with adull
lassitude until she stood before the first of severa knots of bodies, and stared down at the tangled limbs
and weapons.

Creagin. She hadn't seen him fdll, but he was there, one eye gazing into the morning sky, the
other an empty socket. Others: she knew their names, but there seemed no point in reciting them. One
was no more than nine or ten years old; a groom'’s apprentice, she recalled.

She moved on. There was Kirra, her brother, heir to Carn Caille. Kirrathe prankster, Kirrathe
good-humored tease, lying in his own blood with his spine haf torn from his body.

Onagain. A litany of names, friends, companions. Horses, tiff-legged and grotesque, their
bodies aready beginning to bloat. She stood for along time looking down at one of the dead animdls, at
itsiron-gray coat, the long mane and tail shading from pewter through to white, before redlizing with a
peculiar, dreamlike detachment that it was Sleeth. She felt sad, but the sadness was remote, as though it
originated from amind that was not her own. She shuffled on across the courtyard.

And a last found Kdlig.

Shethought at firgt that he was merely unconscious, for he lay facedown with no apparent sign of
injury. The capacity to hope was beyond her, but nevertheless she bent stiffly and turned him over with
unsteady hands.

King Kdig, liege of the Southern Ides, her father, had no face. What remained of the front of his
skull was so far removed from anything human that it couldn't even revalt her. Shelet the body fall, and
turned around.

Carn Caille lay before her. She started toward it-not the main door; even numbed as she was,
she couldn't bring herself to passwhat lay there-but alesser entrance that would bring her via corridors
and stairways to her own room. And that was where she wanted to be. She wouldn't find Fenran: Fenran
was dead. She had watched him die. She had failed to save him. She would go to her own room, her
own bed, and if she could cry, shewould cry there where no one, dead or living, could see her. And
maybe Imyssawould give her apotion....

Angharaknew she was mad, and the knowledge comforted her. If she was mad, she could



surely not be held accountable for her actions, and what she had done would...

She stopped and licked her lips asasmal inner voice warned her not to pursue thet line of
thought. Then she moved on again with dow deliberation, counting each step, toward the door. The
strengthening sun was touching the ramparts now, and it touched her bent back and the matted strands of
her gray hair as she shambled from the courtyard.

Carn Callle without noise, without the light of torches, without the bustle of everyday activity, wasacold
and dien place. Anghara passed silent doorways, not pausing to look into the rooms beyond but
knowing nonethel ess what the doors concedled. Her father's small council chamber. The family's private
dining hal. The room where plump little Middigane had sat sewing Angharas wedding gown that now
would not be finished or worn.

The corridor ended and there were stairs. She climbed, reached another passage, began to walk
dowly aong it. She had encountered no living soul, but the domain of the dead had not extended to these
corridors. they were empty and untrammeled.

And at last, her own room. She pushed the door open and stood for amoment on the threshold,
dully taking in the familiar furnishings, though they meant nothing to her. The connecting door to Imyssas
smaller room was closed, and for the first time since regaining consciousness the princess felt anguish stir
within her. The old nurse was her last link with the world that had been so hideoudy snatched away from
her; if she, too, was dead, there would be nothing left.

She touched the cool, rough wood of the door panel, pushed. "Imyssa...?"

Her voice echoed like a ghost's breath. No one answered her from the room beyond.

"Imyssal” Her throat was suddenly so condtricted that she felt as though she were suffocating.

And avoice-though not Imyssa's voice-answered from behind her.

"Anghara...!"

Angharawhirled. There was no onethere. Y et shefdt a presence, the dim sense of another
mind, another soul, reaching out toward her from somewhere close by-

"Anghara... help me!"

In the mirror, something moved that wasn't areflection of the room. Darkness swirled within the
glass, shot through with veins of blood-red, and Angharas back dammed againgt the wall as she recoiled
fromit.

"Anghara..."

Sheknew that voice. And now, in the oval of silvered glass on thewal, afigurewas
materidizing. She saw black hair, aface and form she recognized-

"Fenran!" The scream was wrenched past the blockage in her throat and she flung hersdlf
toward the mirror, collapsing to her knees before it. He was there within the glass, wreethed in the
shifting darkness, and she clawed at the mirror's unyielding surface, striving to break through and touch
him. Her fingernails scraped on cold glass, and Fenran's reflection gazed through and beyond her; she
seized the mirror's edges, shaking it so violently that it swung on its mounting, calling his name again and
again. Then hisimage began to fade; the darkness swirled avay and Angharawas lft staring at her own
demented face and the image of the room beyond.

She flung the mirror jarringly back against the wall and turned, ssumbling and scrabbling across
thefloor, snatching at her embroidered bedcover, screaming and swearing with acombination of fear and
rage asit dithered from the bed and enveloped her. She tore hersdlf free, crawled toward the window,
reached up-

And Fenran'sface was there again, faint and distorted, in the windowpane.

"No!" Angharas voice was a savage screech and she swung one arm wildly at the pane. The
glass shattered with the impact; blood from her dashed fingers coursed down her arm and a searing,
burning sensation fired dl the nervesin her hand. She hissed in pain, drawing a breath of theicy dawn air
that blew in through the gap, and in the wake of the breath came awave of blinding redness. Shefelt
hersdf losing contral, felt the building of asuffocating, intolerable pressure ingde her; saw theroom tilt
crazily, heard blood rushing like atide-race in her ears-



And found hersdlf curled into afetd huddle againgt her bed, clutching the ripped coverlet, which
was now aso smeared with streaks of blood from her fingers. A few feet away lay the shattered
fragments of the fragile and intricate timepiece, the precious gift from her mother's people: the slver
filigree was twisted into ugly contortions, the colored fluids had soaked into the woven rugs and vanished,
and the blown-glass bulbs and tubes were reduced to a hundred thousand tiny shardswinking coldly at
her from the floor.

She couldn't remember smashing the timepiece, but she knew why she had done it; why she had
had to do it. And it had achieved nothing. She was till mad. And she il couldntt cry.

Fenran dead. Her father, mother, brother, dead, Imyssa gone. Friends, companions, now nothing
more than carrion in the courtyard. The seabirds must already have begun feasting... and she ill couldn't
cry. Shewas physicaly aive, but everything e se, everything that mattered, had died with them; died
because of what she had visited on Carn Caille, And she didn't even have the capacity to fed the agony
of her own guilt. There was nothing left.

Shefet extraordinarily calm. Though tearswouldn't come, and grief and remorse wouldn't come,
her mind was nonetheless as il and unruffled as awoodland pool. There wasjust one more thing left to
do, one action that would end the hiatus. She must do it now, with no more delay.

She had lost her sword in the battle, but no matter; it hadn't been her own, and her own would
be morefitting for this. Rising, she moved dowly across the room and knelt down beside the old wooden
chest that contained her most prized possessions. She lifted the lid-the fleeting memory of that other,
stranger chest in the Tower of Regrets was pushed quickly away-and took out the scabbard that
contained the dim, polished blade her father had given her to mark her eighteenth year. Withdrawing the
sword, sheturned it over in her hand, watching it catch the light in the room and reflect it brilliantly. She
had cared diligently for this blade, as Kdig had taught her. He would approve of its condition, she
thought, and approve of what she meant to do.

She bent her head and took hold of the long mass of her hair, catching it into asingle thick bunch.
Thefirst deed must be done in one stroke, to show that her intention was true and well founded. Imyssa
would have ingsted on that. Anghara could hear the old nursesvoice in her head, exhorting her to carry
out the deed in the right and proper way. She smiled, and with asingle twist of thewrist that held the
sword, severed the heavy curtain of her hair. It fel in aslent shower to the floor and she stared at it.
Gray. Yedterday it had been auburn; today it was gray. She smiled again and stood up, shaking her head
50 that the shorn remnants flew about her face in animbus. Then she took the sword in both hands and
reversed it until the wickedly sharp tip was pointed a her heart. Swift, clean: dl she had to do wasdrive
the blade home, and it would be over. No regrets, no farewells. Simply retribution and reparation for
what she had done.

"No, Anghara Kaigsdaughter.”

Angharajolted, the sword rigid in her hands and her eyes starting with shock. In asplit second
her mind registered that the voice was cam and unemotiond, with no trace of the phantasmic echo that
had so frightened her in Fenran's gpparition. It was real .

Sheturned her head, and remembered the Man of the Idands and the bright creature which had
visted him.

The being that stood within the pale, shimmering aurawas beautiful. Whether it was mae or
femae or transcended such considerations she didn't know; its form was an androgynous blend of
delicacy and strength. Its statuesgue frame was wrapped in a cloak the color of new leaves, and itslong
hair was the shade of warm forest earth. Milky golden eyes gazed at Anghara; they werefilled with
sorrow, but utterly pitiless.

The sword fell from the princesss hands, and the clatter it made asit struck the floor was an
intrusion on the peculiar quiet that had abruptly descended on the room. She took a step backward,
fedling hersalf beginning to shiver uncontrollably. Then-it seemed the only thing she could do, the only
thing she was capable of doing, though it was a desperately inadequate gesture-she dropped to her
knees.

"Anghara Kaigsdaughter." The entity looked down at her. "What makes you think that you, too,



have aright to die?"

Angharasteeth chattered. "I-I want..." With aterrible effort she took agrip on her unruly tongue
and jaw, and whispered, "Thereisnothing e se left..."

"Y ou know, then, what you have done?"

The princess squeezed her eyestightly shut. "Yes..." Theword wasahiss.

She heard arustle of movement, sensed the being's proximity asit moved closer. "For centuries
pagt, the blights that once afflicted the Earth our Mother have been chained and confined beyond the
reach of man, in the tower built by the hand of that devoted servant enshrined in your legends. Y our
ancestors have kept faith with the Earth Mother's trust down the years. But not you. Y ou sought
knowledge to which you had no claim; you usurped aright that was not yours to command. And now, by
your whim, the dark things and the evil things have been released into the world again. What have you to
say, AngharaKaigsdaughter?

The suffocating sensation was starting to take Anghara over again. She drew breath and had to
druggleto drag air into her lungs. "1 didn't mean..." She stopped, biting her tongue as she redlized how
pitiful, how inadequate the words were. "If | could only turn back time-"

"You can't. The deed isdone.”

"But my father and mother-"

"Aredead." the entity's voice was coolly merciless. "Dead, Anghara. That isthe truth and you
must faceit. They were daughtered by the demons you rel eased with your own hand-and you'l find no
refuge from your guilt in madness.”

Shelooked dully at the sword, lying so closeto her, yet, it seemed, unreachable. "Nor in death?’
she asked.

"Nor in death. To diewould be easy for you. Y ou would leave the world behind, leaveit to the
mercy of what you have unleashed onit. And that, my child, would be afurther betraya of the Mother of
usdl."

Tears began to trickle down Angharas pallid cheeks. It wasthe first breaching of the dam that
shock and grief had built within her, and though she welcomed the release it was hitter, bitter wine. " If |
had known..." she whispered brokenly.

"Child, you knew aswell asany of your race. The Earth our Mother enforced no choice on you:
She granted you the freedom to serve or scorn Her, and it was your own will that caused you to choose
the darker path.”

Sanity was coming back. Angharaknew it, and the pain of it was amost more than she could
bear, for it forced her to see hersdlf for what shetruly was. But the bright entity was right: there could be
Nno escape in madness, or in death.

Shesaid, so softly that her voice was no match for the soft moan of the wind insinuating through
the shattered windowpane, "What can | do?"

The entity did not answer immediately, and Angharawondered if it had heard her entreaty. But
when she looked fearfully up at itsface, she saw achangein theimpassive expression: aglimmer-or did
her imagination play her false?-of something that might have been pity.

The bright cresture said: "What would you do, Anghara Kaigsdaughter? What would you do, to
make reparation for your betraya ?*

A deep shudder racked Angharas frame and she looked away again, unable to meet the dreadful
frankness of the emissary's gaze.

"Anything," she sad bitterly. " Anything that would bring my family back."

"It isimpossibleto bring back the dead." the entity replied. "All you can hopeto do isexpiate
your crime.”

Angharalooked up through the ragged strands of her shorn hair and whispered, "How?"

"By pledging yoursdlf to rid theworld of the evil you have unleashed oniit. Y ou cannot die, child:
the Earth Mother will not alow it. But She offers you the chance to undo your handiwork.

"When you opened the chest in the Tower of Regrets, you released seven demonsinto the world.
Seven demons which form the quintessence of the evil against which the Earth our Mother rose up so



long ago. Even now they are spreading acrossthe land, glorying in their release, and wherever their
shadow is cast, humankind will fal prey to their baneful influence." The creature smiled with poignant
sadness. "Asman isthe child of the Earth, so these demons are the children of man: he created them, and
used them in his attempt to wrest dominion of the world from the Mother of usal. If |eft to go their way
unchecked, they will bring about man'sfina downfall; and thistime there will be no man of theidandsin
whom our Mother invests Her trugt, for Her trust has been betrayed. If humanity isto survive, the
demons must be banished from the Earth. That is the task our Mother setsyou, Anghara.”

The princess|ooked down at her bloodstained fists, which she had unknowingly clenched so
tightly that the knuckles showed white through the dark red stains. She couldn't spesk; the sense of
burden was suddenly like the weight of athousand tons of rock pressing down upon her: atombstone
beneath which she was buried dive, agrave from which the bone-white fingers of the men, women and
children who had died for her arrogant curiosity rose to point and accuse....

"The responghility cannot be shared,” the bright entity said. "It isyoursadone.

"But..." A dam was bresking within Anghara; ghostsfilled her head, "I can't hope to achieve such
atask." Her voice shook with the beginnings of hysteria, "I can't. | can't!"

"Then shirk it, child, and abandon your raceto itsfate." Therewas no pity in the emissary's
impassive gaze. "That choiceisyoursto make, if you wish. The Earth our Mother forces nothing upon
you, save the responghility for what you have done. But, one way or the other, you must choose. And
whichever path you take, death is not an option.”

So she would-mugt-live on, without the hope of oblivion to take away the twin agonies of
memory and guilt. Which was better? Anghara asked hersdf bleskly. To dink away into what small
comfort she could find, and live out her daysin adesperate and usaless effort to forget? Or to pit hersdlf
againgt impossible odds, to face an enemy that could crush her aseasily asit had crushed the warriors of
Carn Calle, dl inafutile quest to expiate her crime? Both roads were a sure way to torment. It would be
kinder, surely it would be kinder to the shards of her ravaged mind and body to turn her back on the
impossible and accept the lesser pain....

On the verge of giving her answer, and anticipating censure, she looked up at the bright
emissary-and paused. The being's expression was asimpassive as ever, and sheredlized that it had no
expectations of her; that she was, as she had been told, free to choose. And avoicein her mind said: You
are the daughter of Kalig, king of the Southern Isles! Has your blood run so thin that you cannot
match his courage, hisfidelity, his steadfastness ? Are you such a coward that you cannot face the
consequences of your own act of betrayal ? What would your father have said-what would Fenran,
the son of the Northern Redoubt, the man whom you professed to love yet condemned to death,
have said to you now, Anghara?

The words she had been about to utter curdled in her throat, and she tasted the sour acidity of
bile. She had lost dl she knew and loved by her own arrogance, but she would not surrender to the final
ignominy of cowardice. If nothing else was|eft to her, she must at least seek the chilly comfort of trying to
right the wrong she had done. She owed it to Carn Callle.

She met the emissary'seyes and said: "Tell mewhat | must do."

She had hoped for some smdl show of gpproval, somelessening of the terrible indifferencein the
being's eyes, but there was nothing. 1t smiled, but the smile was too remote to have meaning. "Areyou
sure, Anghara Kaligsdaughter? Once you have pledged yourself to the Earth Mother's service, there can
be no turning back."

Angharabit hard into the sides of her cheeks. "l am sure.”

"Very well." And suddenly, to her chagrined surprise, the qudity of the emissary's smile changed.
For afleeting moment Anghara saw echoes of peace, pity, an indescribably sad beauty that shone
through the cool mask. The smile encompassed earth, sea, sky, the lives and the deaths of every creature
that had ever walked the land or swum the waters; it was the sound of Cushmagar's harp, the cry of a
seabird, the mourning of the wind, the laughter of revelers, the touch of aloved one. It moved her where
al the carnage and the misery she had witnessed had failed; shefelt tearswelling in her eyes at last-and
suddenly the agonizing barriers within her gave way. She turned, dropping to al fours and shaking



feverishly as at last the tears which had hitherto refused to fal came streaming down her cheeks, The
sounds she made as she wept were unhuman and ugly; the despair of a creature trapped and finally
broken as she cried for Carn Caille, for her family, for Fenran, for the destruction she had wrought. And
at last there was nothing left but athroat that felt asthough afist had squeezed thelife fromit, eyes
red-rimmed and sore, and an ache that seared her whole body and from which she knew there could be
no respite.

Very dowly, the princessraised her head. The bright emissary was watching her, but the spark of
pity was dimmed now, replaced once more by dispassionate implacability.

"Come, child," thebeing said quietly. "Y ou must put your grief aside. It istimefor you to go.”

"Go..?"

"Yes. Thereisno longer aplacefor you at Carn Caille. Whilewe stand here, timeis hated; but it
must remain o no longer. All around us, those who have survived the demonic ondaught are trappedina
sngle, timeless moment. We must leave so that they may be free to begin thework of slvaging what is
left of their lives.”

Angharas haunted gaze flicked quickly, furtively about the so-familiar room. "I don't
understand...” she whispered.

"To your own people, you are dead,” the emissary told her. "They will mourn your family, and
they will mourn you, for even though you Hill live and arethelr rightful queen, you can never clam your
throne. Instead, you must take on anew identity and leave the Southern I1des.”

"But thisismy home." Therewas no color in Angharaslips. "It has dways been my home: |
know no other-"

"Y ou have no home now," the emissary told her emotionlessy. "The seven demons released by
your hand are scattered across the world, and the world must be your hunting ground if you areto find
and destroy them. But you cannot return to Carn Caille.”

Angharasface was gray as old parchment. "Never...?"

The being smiled poignantly. " Never isan imprecise concept, child. But while your quest is
uncompleted, Carn Cailleisbarred to you."

She wanted to protest, but couldn't articulate what she felt. Instead, mute, she hung her head and
nodded.

"You are no longer Anghara Kaligsdaughter of the Southern I1des, save in the memories of those
you are leaving behind," the emissary told her. "Y ou must choose anew name for yoursdlf, by which
those you meet on your journeying will know you." 1t paused. "Perhgpsit should reflect what you have
now become.”

The princesss gaze dowly scanned the room. Her mind silently and bitterly cried out against the
emissary'simperative, although she knew she had no choice but to comply. She was Angharano longer.
From this moment she must shed her memories, her past, and become anew person.

Her gaze it on the floor, where the broken shards of glass from the smashed timepiece il lay.
One fragment, larger than the others, caught the morning light and winked back arainbow flicker of
purplish blug; it was the shade that to the people of Carn Caille had always been associated with death,
the color with which they draped themselves and the walls of the old fortress when the kingdom wasin
mourning. It was dso, by aterribleirony, the color of her own eyes.

Shelooked up from the shard of glass and met the emissary's gaze. Her eyes were haunted, and
dhesad:

"l shdl becaled Indigo.”

*CHAPTER-VI|e

The bright emissary said: "Come, Indigo." And as her gaze followed the direction of its pointing hand, she
saw the mirror on her wall, the mirror in which she had seen Fenran's tormented face, begin to glow with
aninner light. Thelight intengfied, blotting out the frame of the glass, spreading into the room like water



encroaching, and the entity took her hand.

"Come," it said again, and the word was an imperative.

She wanted to cry out: No! | won't leave-thisis my home, my life, everything | have ever
been! But what she had been was dead. Anghara was dead. She was Indigo now.

Her feet moved with an impulse beyond her ability to control, and she waked toward the mirror,
toward the shining light. About her the contours of the room began to waver, swelling and fading, as
though she stood poised between dimensions, and in panic she tried to drink in the image of the familiar
furnishings onelast time, afind taste of the sights and sounds and scents of her home. Who had died?
Who would live on? What would become of Carn Caille, with Kalig's line gone? She struggled to form
the questions, but could only whimper. And the light was growing brighter, her beloved room receding
now into adim twilight as the cogs of time began to turn once more and she left her home and her world
behind.

Anintolerable brilliance flared suddenly from the heart of the mirror and she felt something press
againg her back, forcing her unwilling but helpless feet forward. For an instant her outspread hands
touched cold glass-then the mirror dissolved, and she sumbled into it, through it, and with asilent
concussion Carn Caillewas gone.

Quiet enveloped her. She could fed the soft, cool breath of awind on her face, stirring the shorn tendrils
of her hair, but the wind made no sound. Benegth her feet, and beneath her rigid ringers as she crouched
where she had stumbled, was the rough solidity of astony track. And though the intense brilliance had
faded, she could sense through her tight-closed eydids that there waslight.

Indigo, who had been Anghara, opened her eyes.

The Earth Mother's emissary stood before her, but its shining form was the only familiar anchor in
aplace of slence and emptiness. They were on aroad that stretched empty and as straight asan
arrow-shaft across a smooth, flat and featurel esslandscape. No grass, no trees, no hills, no hedgerows.
No sunin the sky, no source for the shadowless light that bathed her. No clouds, no birds. Just the
endless plain, brown and desolate, and the gray spear of the road.

She turned her head-even the gravel benesath her hands made no sound as it moved-and looked
behind her. The road. The empty plain. And. incongruoudy, the mirror through which the bright being had
led her, hanging unsupported above the track. But the mirror was blank and reflected nothing.

She turned to face the bright emissary once more, and her mouth contorted with the effort of
holding back further tears. "Please," she whispered, and barely recognized her own voice. "What isthis
place?

"A world beyond your world, A place where theriver of time flows on adifferent course,"

"Carn Callle..." Shefdt panic risng within her. "What has become of Carn Caille?"

The being smiled sadly. "They mourn your family, child, asit is proper that they should. Look in
themirror again.”

Indigo looked. And the glasswas clearing....

* * %
They formed an aide through the throng that had flocked into the great hal, to let the young page lead
Cushmagar to the high table. The old harper walked fdteringly, gnarled hands clutching the boy's
supporting am, and those in the ranks nearest to where he passed saw the glitter of tearsin hisblind and
empty eyes.

No man, woman or child in the hall spoke. Before the table four bodies lay wrapped in sheets of
indigo linen, their shgpes dmost entirely hidden by wresths made from the burnished autumn leaves of
€lder and ash and blackthorn. Only the logt, londly sound of a single woman's weeping broke the silence:
they had found old Imyssa a place by the hearth, and the other women stroked her hair and held her
hands, knowing that they could not heal her pain but trying to give her what comfort they could.

Indigo stared numbly at the scenein the mirror, then spun around to confront the emissary.
"There arefour bodies!" she cried, her voice anguished. "Four! Who are they?'

"King Kalig, Queen Imogen, Prince KirraKaligson and Princess Anghara Kaligsdaughter.”



"But my mother-shewas-" Indigo swallowed hard, unable to bring hersdf to form the words.
"They couldn't have found her! And | il live!™

The bright being replied dispassionately, "Indigo lives. Anghara Kaigsdaughter is dead, and she
will be mourned asisright and proper.”

"But my mother -"

"Queen Imogen died of the same fever that struck down her lord and her children.”

"Fever... 7' Indigo's face was ashen.

"A virulent fever that swept across the Southern Ides. It was short-lived, but it took a heavy toll,
and among itsvictimswastheroya family of Carn Caille. Kaig and Kirradied quickly, asdid Anghara
and the Northman Fenran. Imogen burned with fever for five days, then succumbed. There were many
others who followed them to the Earth Mother'sembrace.” And, seeing her stunned bewilderment, the
emissary smiled with faint pity. "Y es, there was a demon horde, and there was a battle. But the demons
you released from the Tower of Regrets have no true physica existencein your world. They arethe
quintessence of evil, but their forms are dlegories, they came through arift between dimensions, and now
that the rift has closed once more, those who survived their ravages have no memory of abattle. To
them, the tragedy that befell Carn Caille took the form of disease: abrief but virulent plague. It isanironic
paralel, but apt enough, for in their way the monsters released by your hand are like a plague; no eye can
seethdr true form, but their evil influence iswide-ranging, unpredictable and deedly.”

Indigo stared at the dusty track. She understood-or believed she understood-what the emissary
had said to her, but it |eft her with anumbness, asickness of spirit that nothing could lift. Invisible horrors,
an influence that was aready spreading acrossthe world like adisease... and she must find those
demons, capture and destroy them, if the world was not to be doomed.

She said, her voice emptily blegk, "How many il live?"

The bright being touched her shoulder, making her shiver, and when it answered its voice was
suddenly gentle. "Enough to ensure Carn Caill€s surviva. Look into the glass again.”

Indigo blinked away tears, and the mirror swam into focus once more. At the high table in the hall
of Carn Caille the cushioned chairs were empty, and before each place agold dish, gold cup, knifeand
spoon had been set. Between the table and the draped corpses stood Cushmagar's harp. It hadn't
spoken since the eerie moment when its voice had shocked the revelers at the hunting feast into silence:
now, asthe page helped him to his place and settled him, the bard ran hisfingers over the strings,
producing a shivering, melancholy ripple at which even Imyssa ceased her sobbing, and every facein the
hall turned toward him. He looked pale and ill; fever had touched him, too, and he was but aday out of
his bed. But no power in the world would have persuaded him to shirk the duty before him now.

"Mother of Dreams. Great Mother." Cushmagar's voice rose strong to the rafters as he intoned
theritua words. "Mother of our nights and our days, Mistress of our joys and our sorrows, to You |
speak thelitany of the Earth-sons. For our lord and our lady, who spoke with Y our blessing and who
ruled with Y our hand, have passed through the portal whence none shdl return, and we are bereft of
them. They walk now asthe deer in Y our glade, and they swim now asthefishin Y our sea, and they
soar now asthe birdsin Y our sky, and we are bereft of them. Their wisdom and their justice is gone
from us, and we are bereft of them, and we sorrow. Mother of al theworld, | sing the song of our lord
and our lady, and | sing the song of the children of their union, that Y ou may hear of our grieving and
know that they wereloved. | Sng their song, that al may hear and bow their heads for our loss, and that
their names and their deeds will be remembered while Carn Caille stands. Let dl you sons and daughters
of the Earth our Mother hear the song of our lord and our lady, and let al you sing, and while the sun
gandsinthe sky let dl you mourn with Cushmagar.”

A soft, sad, breathless note shimmered from the harp strings as the old man's last word hung on
the dtilIness; then the sound flowed into alilting lament with the rhythm of the restlesswinter sea. Severd
of the men nearest the high table turned their heads away, not wanting their fellowsto seethetearsin
their eyes, and Indigo's heart condtricted as she recognized faces lined with sorrow and ravaged with the
aftermath of sckness. Dreyfer the houndmaster. Angmer, her father's adviser and old friend. Lillyn, her
mother'stire-woman. Little Middigane the ssamstress. The head groom's three children with their mother,



though their father was nowhere to be seen. Others, so many others. And yet more who were absent,
who would aways be absent. Then, like asurging wave, the massed voices of everyoneinthe hal rose
and swelled in the ancient and beautiful 1dand Pibroch, the lament for the dead. Cushmagar, head bent,
blind eyes closed, played as though possessed, and it was as though for amoment Indigo was within his
mind, fedling the harmonies flooding through his bones as his harp led the choir. Behind his closed lids he,
too, wept: and she saw theimages that he saw-of strong Kalig, of serene and lovely Imogen, of the
young Kirraand Anghara cut down like sapling trees. He would speak the true oration to their memory
at alater time, when the Earth Mother had touched him with her inspiration; today, Carn Caille mourned
inthe only way it knew, the old way, the proper way.

The sounds and images reflected within the glass faded and were gone. On the dusty road that
ran eternally through the dead, featurelesslandscape, Indigo covered her face with her hands as afresh
wave of grief and remorse swamped her. How long she stayed till and bowed before the bright entity
touched her again, she didn't know; but at last shefelt its cool hand on her shoulder, and raised her head.

"Itistimefor usto leave" the emissary said quietly.

"No..." Her voice was a child'swhimper and she reached out toward the blank, unreflecting glass
before her.

"Y ou cannot go back, Indigo. Thisroad leadsto your future, and you must follow it asthe Earth
Mother commands. Come with me."

Sowly, unsteadily, sherose. Then the pain and bewilderment got the better of her again and she
turned to her companion, hands outstretched, pleading.

"I must have something to hopefor! Please-I'velost my family, my home, my land; al I've ever
known and loved. There must be something left for me-there must be something!”

The emissary looked into her eyes, and for amoment she saw again the pity that had shattered
the barrierswithin her. Then it held out ahand, and though she didn't conscioudy will it, Indigo found her
own hand rising to take hold of the outstretched fingers.

"We have away to trave yet, child," the bright creature said. "Three encounterslie ahead of you,
and two will take place on thisroad. Thefirst isnot long away, and you will fear that one, and you will
have good reason. The second... the second may be your savation or your doom, Indigo: an inspiration
to your quest, and yet athreet to your resolve.”

"And... thethird?"

"Thethird liesfarther in your future. It will bring you to anew and trustworthy friend, though
appearances may at first suggest otherwise.” The hand holding hers relaxed its grip, and the being pointed
aong the dead road to the hazy, unchanging horizon. "It istimeto go."

Indigo looked over her shoulder just once as the entity began to move away. And even as she
looked, the mirror, which had hung unsupported above the dusty track, began to fade. Its outlines
quivered, dimmed; she thought that for aflegting moment she saw Cushmagar's blind face again and
heard the echoes of aharp and of singing, but the images were gone like adream, and the mirror
shimmered away into nothing.

For alittle time Indigo continued to stare at the place where it had been. Then she bowed her
head, and, turning once more, followed the bright emissary's footsteps a ong the featureless, endless
row * k%

In Carn Caille the massed voices sang, and the sound of their lament flowed out from the hal tofill the
ancient fortress with its melancholy beauty. Cushmagar wished that it might reach out across the farthest
reaches of the Southern Ides, for the song wasfor dl who had died: every forester or fisherman, every
wife or serving-maid, every child. He didn't yet know how many beyond the walls of Carn Caille had
succumbed to the virus, but guessed that there must be many, many bereaved familiesin the kingdom. In
afew days, when his strength was restored, he would set out with other bardsto travel theidands and
vigit the stricken homes and sing the elegies for those they had logt, as was his duty. And then when the
grieving was over, there would be much more work to do. Shattered lives must be rebuilt, and anew
king must be chosen to sit upon the throne of the Southern Ides. Cushmagar, astheroya harper, would



preside over that sad task; he would sit at the head of what was |eft of the council, and the wise women
would be summoned from the forest to add their voices and cast their divinations, and at last achoice
would be made. But for now the bard led his people only in music, and the music flowed on until it
reached every corner of Carn Caille. It filled the room which had been Kalig and Imogen's own: aroom
empty but for astray shaft of sunlight and an easdl on which stood the masterpiece of Breym the painter,
whose dead body now lay, watched over by hissister, in another part of the fortress. The forms of Kaig
and Imogen, Kirraand Anghara, were captured forever in the artist's pigment, and framed now, asthey
awayswould be, with draperies of indigo linen.

Indigo did not know how long they had walked. The bright entity wastireless, and so, it seemed, was
she; for she felt no fatigue, only anumbness, an inner emptiness that reflected the emptiness of the road
and the land around her. Her feet moved, her lungs drew breath, but beyond that all sensation was dead.
And the road did not change.

Until, so far ahead that she couldn't convince hersdlf it was anything more thanillusion, shesaw a
figurewaiting for them.

Her pulse began to quicken. The distant, solitary watcher was incongruous, sullying the plain's
unending uniformity and looking somehow unnaturd in this featureessworld. Indigo remembered the
emissary's last words to her and hastened her steps-the bright being was afew paces ahead of her-to
catch up.

"Someone awaitsus,” shesad.

"Yes"

"Isthisthefirg of thetravelers we are to meet?'

"Yes." Her companion gave no further explanation but walked on, and she had no choice but to
follow.

Sowly they drew nearer to the distant figure, until Indigo could seethat the traveler was human,
or a least had human form. A smdl person, she thought; perhaps even achild... Her heart lurched with a
sudden, unbidden memory, but she thrust the thought away. Not here, surely not in thisempty world...
But her stepswere dowing as aterrible foreboding began to take hold of her, and with it areluctanceto
goon. It wasn't possible-yet intuition told her that it was, that her worst fears were about to be hideoudy
confirmed-

"Child." The bright being looked at her, and she redlized that she had hdted.

"l... can't." Indigo's voice was ugly; she was staring fixedly at the waiting figure by the Sde of the
road ahead.

"Youmug."

"No!" Her throat tightened painfully, and the ground seemed to lurch benegath her as panic boiled
in her mind.

"Youmugt." And her eyes met the emissary's, and she was ssumbling forward, compelled to
move despite her terror. Shetried to protest but had no voice, she was moving on and now she could
see what awaited her, what she had dreaded.

A child with silver hair and slver eyes stood on the sere earth beside the endless road. 1t was
dressed only in asimple gray tabard, and haloed by an uneasy, phantasmic aura. It smiled, showing cat's
teeth, and the smile was cruel, maevolent, monstrous.

Shock made her swear savagely, and she swung around, every musclerigid. The bright emissary
stopped and looked back, saw the dreadful echoes of memory in her eyes. Indigo didn't think, didn't
pauseto recall the being's earlier exhortation, but hissed through clenched teeth:

"What is that creature?"

Soft, malignant laughter breathed past her, but the silver-eyed child didn't move, didntt
acknowledge her presencein any way. The emissary said: "Do you not know its nature, Indigo? Y ou
should-for you gaveit life."

non

"Yes. Itisyour own nemesis. A manifestation of that part of yoursaf which led you to enter the



Tower of Regrets and rel ease the demons incarcerated there.” It looked at the still-smiling child, and an
expression that combined compassion and revulsion showed on its beautiful face. "While you are on this
road, it cannot harm you; it has no foothold here, and what you see now isonly areflection. But when
you leave the road, your nemesiswill be your deadliest enemy, for of dl the demonsyou must face, itis
theworg."

Indigo's face tightened and her mouth twisted. "I'll kill thefilthy thing! | shall destroy it!" Violence
in every movement, she Sarted toward the slver-eyed creature, but the emissary held her back.

"Y ou cannot kill it, Indigo. It is part of you, despite the fact that it has taken on an independent
exisence. And you cannot escapeit, for wherever you go, it will dog your steps. Walk on, child, walk on
with me, and do not attempt to stray from the road.”

She slumbled forward, but her venomous gaze didn't eave the gpparition's face.

"This creature has but one godl: to thwart you in your quest,” the bright being told her gravely.
"And it isapowerful demon. It will appear to you in many guises, but dways, always it will be
treacherous.”

Indigo's heart was thundering beneath her ribs. Harshly, she said, "If | cannot kill it, or even
recognizeit, | can't hopeto stand againgt it!"

"Ah, but you can. It has one weskness: it cannot manifest without showing some part of itsform
asdlver. Slver eyes, Slver har, perhgps slver adornments-even asilver tooth. Beware of slver, Indigo;
for dlver isthe color of your nemess.”

Shelooked quickly a her companion. "Why?Why slver?'

It shook its head. "No more questions now. We must continue on our way."

Indigo wanted to argue. She turned her head, looked again toward the demonic child-

There was nothing to be seen but the empty road.

How long they walked again after that first encounter she didn't know. The landscape flowed on
unchanging, theflat light never dtered, the road was endless. And then far ahead Indigo saw ashape
moving dowly, asthough racked by weariness or pain, toward them.

The second encounter. Her mouth was dry as she remembered the hated visage of the
demon-child, and she wondered what would be in store for her now. Your salvation or your doom, the
bright emissary had said: an inspiration to your quest, and yet a threat to your resolve. She
shuddered, and forced herself to walk on.

The distant figure drew nearer, and she redlized that, like her nemesis, it did not stray onto the
road but walked on the barren earth beside the track. Again an ingtinct she couldn't nametold her, long
before the traveler was clearly visble, that when their paths crossed she would know him.,

And the sense of recognition, when it came, was more terrifying than her nemesis could ever have
been.

An awful sound broke from her throat and she put the back of one hand to her mouth, biting the
skin as her mind tried to regject what her eyestold her. The emissary stopped and looked back at her.

"Y ou cannot turn aside from it, Indigo. Y ou must face your second encounter.”

She couldn't answer, couldn't protest. He was walking toward her ill, hisgait loose, uneven, as
though he stumbled through some mad, solitary dream. He was obliviousto Indigo's presence; though he
seemed to gaze Straight at her, his eyeslooked into another world, and what they reflected made her
recoil in horror. His hands pushed a something invisible that seemed to impede hisway, asif he struggled
like aswimmer through deep water. And he bled. The blood ran from woundsin hisbody, in hislegs; it
streamed from a gash on his bleached, stark face; it matted hisblack hair, congtantly running, an
inexhaustible crimson river that |eft no stains or traces on the earth behind him.

The hiatus of shock broke, and acry ripped from Indigo's throat.

"Fenran!”

Before the emissary could stop her she rushed forward, arms outstretched and clawing, toward
her dead lover. She broke from the road-and dammed into an intangible barrier, solid asastonewall,
that sent her feding dizzily back. She recoiled screaming as, for an ingtant only, she glimpsed another



world beyond the barrier-aworld of shrieking skies and sulfurous fogs, where warped and disfigured
treestwisted their rotting branchesinto a dense, foul thicket through which Fenran struggled likeafly ina
spider's web. Then the hideous image was gone and there was only Fenran's broken form stumbling on
like a crazed mummer by the side of the endless road.

Cool handstook her arms as Indigo tried again to go toward her love. She didn't have the
grength to fight the emissary, and so could only watch as Fenran shambled on, ignoring them, fighting his
way through the strangling, monstrous trees that only he could see.

"But he'sdead,” Indigo whispered. "'l saw him die...."

"He lives-but not as you would understand living." The bright cresture watched the shambling,
departing man with deep pity. "And therein lies your hope. The demons may have mutilated Fenran's
body, but they could not destroy his soul. He istrapped in their realm, adimension beyond thisworld. If
you succeed in the task the Earth Mother has set you, then he can be freed from captivity and restored to
you: but only if you succeed; for until the seven demons are destroyed, Fenran isand will remain their
prisoner.”

Indigo stared miserably after Fenran's retreating figure, then shut her eyes as thoughts of the
torment he must be suffering overwhelmed her. Desperately, she said through clenched teeth, "How can
the Earth Mother be so crud?"

"She had no hand ininflicting Fenran's suffering, Indigo,” the entity replied gravely and with a
touch of severity. "The demons are man's creation, not Hers; She cannot control them, and She cannot
release your beloved. Only you have the power to do that, if you will."

"If 1 will?" Bitterly, Indigo turned on the being. "Don't you think | would give my life, my soul, to
save him? Do you think anything €l se mattersto me?”"

"I know your fedlings perhaps better than you know them yourself, child. And therein liesthe
greatest danger, for in your desire to save the man you love, you might al too easily forget the grester
quest. That iswhat | meant when | said that the second traveler on this road would symbolize your
sdvation or your doom."

She began to understand. With great deliberation, and forcing hersdlf, though with difficulty, not
to look again in the direction the apparition of Fenran had taken, she said: "Will you answer one
question?'

Theemissary inclined itsheed. "'l will."

"How can | find and destroy the seven demons?”

The entity sSighed. " The Earth Mother wishes the answer were as smple asthe question. All | can
tell you isthis: you will encounter the seven demons one by one, though the nature of each encounter may
vary. Some you will find in the guise of human evil; others may lead you into astral redms. It isfor you to
confront and destroy these harbingers with the resources of your own mind and heart; but with each
triumph your strength will grow.” The being smiled with sympathy. "It will be along road, Indigo. Y ou will
see the world change about you, whilst you yoursdf remain unchanging, unaging. But whilst you may not
dieanatura death, you must still beware, for you are vulnerable to other forces. But you will know your
enemies when you meet them. And you can prevail, if you use what you have wisdy and are not afraid.

Y ou have the power to redeem yoursdlf and your love. That much the Earth M other vouchsafes you, and
gady.”

Indigo gazed down at the dusty ground benegth her feet. "Y ou try to offer me hope," she said at
last, her voiceold. "I only wish that | could take comfort fromiit.”

"Intime, child, perhapsyou will learn to do s0." The being held out a hand toward her. "We must
go. Theend of the road isn't far away."

She couldn't look over her shoulder, for she didn't know which she feared more: seeing Fenran's
lurching, mutilated form again, or seeing nothing but the empty land. Together, they walked on.

And then ahead of them was a gateway. One moment there had been nothing but the unending road; the
next, an arch of pae light shimmered into existence directly ahead of them. Whatever lay withinthe arch
was obscured by a shifting, milky mist, and Indigo hung back uncertainly, but the emissary smiled.



"Don't hesitate, child. Thisisthe end of our road together.”

They approached the arch, and asthey drew closeto it the mist began to agitate, shredding apart
to reved alatticework pattern of branches and the vivid green of young leaves. Something about the
emerging scene made Indigo fed asharp pang of familiarity-and then they had passed through the arch
and were standing on soft, lush grass, with sunlight dappling through the trees that formed a canopy over
their heads.

"We have returned to your world," the entity told her. "These woods lie half aday's wak from
Ranna Port. | will leave you now, to return to my own relm, and you must go to Rannaand take ship
from the Southern Ides”™

Indigo gazed at what would be one of her last Sghts of the great woods of her homelands-then
stopped. Her knuckles whitened as sheinvoluntarily clenched her fists.

"But-" Again shelooked around, wildly thistime as she thought she must be hdlucinating. But her
eyesdidn't decaive her. Theleaves on the trees surrounding her were new, young; too brilliant to be
autumnd.

"It'sspring..." Her voice was throaty with the shock of redlization. "But when weleft Carn Calle,
it was"

"I know, child. But | told you that the currents of time flow differently on the road we traveled.
Seven months have passed on the Earth while we walked."

Indigo'sface was gray. " Seven months... 7'

"Yes. Theworld hasturned, and new lifeisburgeoning.” The being smiled kindly, "It isatime of
hope.”

Hope? she thought bleakly. Somewhere abird uttered asharp, rising trill of exuberant song, and
shefdt her lips moving in an unlooked-for ironic smile, though she didn't truly know whether to laugh or
cry.

The emissary said: "It istimeto go, Indigo. Take up your belongings.”

For thefirst time then she saw the two bagsthat lay on the grass afew paces away. One, made
of fine hide, had afamiliar shape, and she bent down to touch it with uncertain fingers.

Her harp. It was a poignant link with Carn Caille, Cushmagar and al she had been forced to
leave behind. The emissary smiled gently.

"Music hasits own powerful magic. Always remember that." It stepped forward and, to her
surprise, laid both hands on her shouldersin away that hinted at affection it would not or could not
express. "We may encounter one another again; but in the meantime remember dl | havetold you. There
isdanger for you on the road ahead, yet there is also hope. Y ou have skillsthat are yet undiscovered; use
them well, if you can, and you will not find yoursdlf unrewarded.” The being paused, then smiled. "And
you will not go on your quest entirely without friends. Y our third encounter is not long away, and it will be
oneyou can trust. The Earth Mother wishes you well, Indigo.”

The air shimmered as though the sun had abruptly fluctuated and brightened. A second later
Indigo saw the arch of light behind the emissary shiver, its colorswhirling with new energy-then a
swest-scented breath of wind touched her face from nowhere, and the arch and the bright being were

gone.
*CHAPTERSe*VII|e

Rannawas the busiest port in the Southern Ides; and dl the more so at thistime of year with the
searlanes newly reopened after the winter storms. The road into Rannawas hectic with traffic now
through most of the lengthening daylight hours, and the vast natura harbor crowded with ships of every
size and kind, while on the docks activity was ceasdess. A big and ponderous merchant square-rigger of
the Bear classwas walowing out of harbor on the afternoon tide in the wake of alighter, fester barque
bound for the eastern continent. Flanking the square-rigger, two pilot boats danced on the glittering water
like dolphins around awhale, seeing her safe out of coastal waters.



Shortly after the square-rigger had cleared the harbor, the Greymalkin, adeek Lynx clipper
with amixed cargo of ore and timber, hoisted her departure pennant and sailed on the last of thetide
under the command of her master, Danog Uylason. And from the clipper's deck, awoman with shorn
gray hair, dressed in aman's hunting-garb, looked back for the last time at the receding coastline of the
Southern Ides.

Indigo felt asif sheweretrapped in some dull and lonely dream. She had |eft the wood to find
hersdf on an unfamiliar road, and had walked throughout the crudlly brilliant day in an increasing miasma
of misery and grief asthe small spark of hope kindled by the emissary's last words to her faded with her
memory of the bright being'sface. She felt as though phantomstrod in her wake; her family, Fenran, the
people of Carn Caille; dl aware of what she had done, dl accusing her. And she felt the burden and the
responsibility that she had incurred lying like aleaden cloak upon her shoulders.

A wagoner, overtaking her on the road and seeing her harp in its bag on her shoulder, had
offered to carry her into Rannain exchange for alively tune, but she had declined with a shake of her
head, unable to bear the thought of company. And so the tricky shades of dusk were beginning to
encroach on the landscape when at last the lights of the coastal town appeared as a hazy shimmer ahead.

Rannawas the hub of the kingdom's mercantile power. Indigo had never before visited the town,
and though her firgt sight of its sorawling chaos unnerved her, she nonetheessfelt thankful to bein an
anonymous place where she might blend in with the itinerant throng and thus go unnoticed and
unremarked. In Ranna she had no memories, she was nobody. Reaching the harbor with itsforest of ship
meadts, its huge granite piers, itsjumble of warehouses, she had sought aquieter aley away from the
racket of ceasdless activity and had examined the contents of her two bags. The harp she touched, but
only once; the sweet sound it gave as her fingers stroked the strings dmost tore her heart apart, and she
quickly moved on to the second bag. In this she found awater-skin, asmal purse of coins, flint and
tinder, her hunting knife, afew smple cooking utensls and asmall scrying-glasswhich Imyssahad given
her and which she had hardly ever tried to use. Strapped to the bag was her crosshow, together with a
supply of bolts, and she smiled wanly. The Earth Mother's emissary knew her well enough to have
granted her the weapon with which she had the greatest skill; whatever befell her from now on, shewas
at least unlikely to starve.

She seded the bag again and, though her heart wasn't in it, took stock of her surroundings. She
didn't want to take aroom at one of the many tavernsthat fronted on the harbor; her few coinswere
precious, and she couldn't face the thought of having to speak to astranger or liein astrange bed. As
darknessféell, torcheswerelit in brackets and the harbor was amost as bright as day; she would do well
enough without deep.

Indigo made herself as comfortable as she could in the shelter of the dock storehouses, watching
as Rannas endless activity, which was dictated entirely by the tides, continued through the night. She paid
little heed to Greymalkin or to the man and woman who yelled ordersto the men filling her holds; the
clipper was smply one ship among many. But when the thin gray light of dawn began toriva the flames
of the torches, she woke from an uneasy and dream-racked doze in time to see the woman pausein her
work and glancein Indigo's direction with undisguised curiosity. For amoment their gazes met and held;
then the woman smiled and, in an involuntary reflex, Indigo smiled back.

Why Laegoy, Danog Uylason's wife, took pity on the hapless stranger with her bewildered eyes
and her few coins, neither she nor Indigo would ever know. But somehow, during alull in her work,

L aegoy found an excuse to pass by the stranger, stop and speak to her. And on hearing that the girl
wanted to leave the Southern Ides, Laegoy was moved to offer her passage on the Greymalkin in
exchangefor afew coinsand her harp music.

Laegoy stood now at Greymalkin's rail. She was abig, rawboned woman approaching middle
age, with filed and tobacco-stained teeth, and long black hair tied into four greasy braids. She wore
seaman's clothes and agood dedl of jewery; copper and brass bracelets bit into the flesh of her brawny
arms, while aheavy brass torque adorned her shoulders, and the wicked-bladed knife thrust carelesdy
into her belt had a hilt encrusted with moonstones and agates, her persond luck-stones. Her sharp,
water-green gaze was divided between the dipping hulk of the square-rigger ahead of them, now turning



into her northeasterly course, and the solitary figure near the stern. Why their passenger should want to
sail to the Redoubt, ajourney that would take her dmost from pole to pole, Laegoy couldn't imagine; but
there was something about this girl-turned-old-woman that evoked both compassion and discomfort in
her. Sheld learned nothing about the girl, save that she called herself Indigo: abizarre choice and
obvioudy not her birth-name; its association with death and mourning had made Danog suspect that she
might be jinxed, though Laegoy had scorned the idea and ridden roughshod over her husband's doubts.
But there was a strangeness about her, aprivacy, an inner darkness and emptiness that she held back
from her face yet which showed in her shadowed eyes. And Laegoy, for dl her outward hardness and
termagant sway over the ship's crew, was awarmhearted woman and easily moved to pity.

The departure pennant-a blue triangle with a single diagond white stripe-came rattling down the
mast as Greymalkin cleared the last of the buoys anchored in the harbor lanes. Laegoy paused to yell a
stentorian order to adacking seaman, then turned from the rail and made her way to the stern,

Indigo looked up as she approached. Those eyes, Laegoy thought: so empty. Aloud, she said,
"We're clear of port now, lass. Nothing more to see but the water."

"Yes..." Indigo suppressed ashiver.

Curious, and wanting to draw the girl out of hersdf, Laegoy continued. "Ther€ll belittleelseto
look at until we'rein sight of the Scorva coast. With thewind out of the south, that shouldn't be more
than four, maybe five days. WEll put in a Linsk Port in the Horselands to take on fresh food and water,
then cross the Serenity and go on up through the Snakemaw Straits to the Redoubt.” She paused, but
there was no reaction. " The western way makes for harder navigation, but with the currents asthey are
thistime of year, well save asennight or more on the voyage."

Stll Indigo said nothing, and the seawoman frowned. "Whichever way we go, it'll bealong
journey, lass. Y ou must have areason for wanting to travel such away-no," asIndigo tensed and mistrust
glittered in her empty eyes, "I'm not prying into your private concerns. But | hope you've friendsto greet
you when wefindly get to Mull Barya. The Redoubt can be alondly place without friends.”

Laegoy's concern was kindly meant, but Indigo couldn't assuage it by telling her what lay behind
her decison to trave to the great idand in the far north. She had few illusonsthat she'd find friendship
among Fenran's people, for Fenran had been estranged from his father long before he cameto the
Southern Ides.

But the entire world was open to her; though the Redoubt might hold little for her, shefdlt,
however illogicaly, that to venture there would bring her closer to Fenran, and that lent her alittle
comfort.

Shesaidto Laegoy: "I'll be wdll enough, thank you."

"Asyou please." Laegoy shrugged, then nodded toward the companion-hatch. "Y ou should get
you down to your cabin and rest awhile. Ther€ll be nothing afoot until the crew starts clamoring to be
fed, and you look asif you could do with the deep.”

Indigo said, "No," so quickly that Laegoy heard the edge of fear before she could disguiseit. Her
black eyebrows lifted.

"What isit, lass? Afraid of bad dreams?*

Confirmation showed in the girl's eyes, and the sea-woman smiled grimly, "Therésways of
keeping them at bay. I'll mix you adraught and bring it to you below-I promise, you'll deep likeababein
arms and no need to fear shadow-demons." She put an arm around Indigo's shoulders and squeezed, not
gently but with rough warmth. " Go on with you now."

L aegoy's brusgue mothering reminded Indigo like a stab in the somach of Imyssa. She looked
away, blinking back the threet of tears and reminding hersdlf that the timefor crying was past, and
nodded.

"l..." But there were no words of explanation; she had the taste of ashesin her mouth. "Thank
you."

Careful not to let Laegoy glimpse her face, she waked, unsteady with the pitch of the ship,
toward the companion ladder.

* * *



Thanksto the draught Laegoy prepared for her, Indigo dept through the night and most of the following
day, and as the seawoman had promised, there were no dreams. When she woke, Greymalkin was
running with ahigh sea under heavy cloud-wrack: Laegoy told her that, with the wind so sirong from the
south, they were ahead of schedule and should sight the coast of the Horselands within two days and
reach Linsk another day after that.

Asawindy dusk began to fall, the ship's crew gathered on deck to eat under the shelter of
tarpaulins, and, remembering that music wasto be part payment for her passage, Indigo brought out her
harp. She played sea-songs, chanteys which they al knew and could sing, and, finally, the Amberland
Wifée's Lament, a poignant and beautiful piece created long ago by the widow of afisherman who had
watched her husband's boat go down off the notorious Amberland Point. When the piece was done,
Laegoy, visbly moved, hugged her while the sailors thumped the deck planksin gruff approval, and for
the first time since the hideous night that had shattered her life and her world, Indigo felt the seeds of
comfort gtir within her. The rhythm of seaand wind, the dip and rise of Greymalkin as she surged on,
the music, the men'svoicesin harmony... it all had awoken an unlooked-for sense of warmth and
companionship, afeding that Indigo still had friendsin the world and that her quest, however lonely and
however hard, had areal and vital purpose.

But her peace of mind wasn't to last. When the food was eaten, Danog Uylason broke open a
keg of cider and, with tongues loosened by amug or two of drink, the crew began to talk. At seawith no
sght of greenery to tell the season, it had been easy for Indigo to forget that months had passed while she
walked the strange, otherworldly road with the Earth Mother's emissary, and now it came as ashock to
hear of the changesthat had taken placein the Southern Ides,

Theworgt of it wasthat she could glean only asmall amount of the truth. She dared not ask
guestions Greymalkin's crew knew she was an Idander, and so assumed she would know as much
about recent eventsin the kingdom asthey did; if not more, for they'd been at seathrough al but the
worgt of thewinter. To avoid the risk of being questioned in turn, Indigo pretended to be adeep, whilst
ligening intently.

Therewas asyet no new king at Carn Caille. The fever that had swept the idands as summer
waned had been short-lived but horrifyingly virulent; hundreds, so Indigo gathered from the seamen's
conversation, had died or come close to desth, and the stricken idands were only now beginning to
recover. And in Carn Caille the remnants of the roya council, barefoot and with hair knotted as signs of
mourning, consulted the bards and the forest witches, cast runes and watched the naturd omens around
them, in their effortsto find aworthy successor to Kalig.

There had been fearsthat one or more of the neighboring countries not closely dlied to the
Southern Ides might try to take advantage of the tragedy to wrest superiority on the seas from the
Southerners hands; Indigo learned that Greymalkin and many of her sister ships had spent much of the
winter patrolling the sea-lanes lest hungry opportunistsin the east or on the big idand of Scorva should
attempt to assert their own power. There had been skirmishes, but none serious enough to warrant
widespread darm; now al was quiet again, and the Idanders believed that the name of the new king
would be known before many more days had passed.

Still feigning deep, Indigo listened to the talk and forced hersdlf to show no emoation, but inwardly
the thought of anew monarch, anew reign, anew family at Carn Caille was like red-hot embersin her
gut, for it brought home to her, perhaps as nothing else had yet been able to do, the crud irony of her
Stuation. Shewas, by right of birth, queen of the Southern Ides. But instead anewcomer, possibly even
astranger, would st on the great chair in Carn Cailles hal, and her dynasty would soon be nothing more
than a chapter in theidands turbulent history.

Not, shetold hersef bitterly, that she would have wanted to be queen. She wanted her father
alive again, with her brother as destined heir. She wanted her mother, sophisticated and gracious. She
wanted Fenran...

At the thought of Fenran, tears squeezed themsealves between her shut eydids despite her efforts
to hold them back. Her body shook with a spasm and she huddled further into her corner, hoping that no
oneon Greymalkin's deck had noticed.



But someone had. Laegoy moved to sit beside her and nudged her ribs. When she opened her
eyes Indigo saw the seawoman gazing down at her with open pity, but when Laegoy spoke she sounded
careless enough.

"Segping, lass? | doubt if the men'll et you go below without another tune to send the watch to
their posts and the rest of usto our hammocks."

Indigo blinked and struggled upright. She was grateful to Laegoy for helping her to maintain the
deception, but wondered what, if anything, the woman had inferred from her momentary lapse. Laegoy
amiled kindly.

"Music'sgood for the soul, girl," she added in an undertone. "Y ours aswell as ours. One piece
more, and then get your deep.”

One or two of the crewmen grinned encouragement, and there were approving shouts as Indigo
reached for her harp. She returned Laegoy's smile wanly and said, "Another chantey?

"That'sit, lass," Laegoy pinched her arm hard but affectionately. "Another chantey. And makeit a
rouser!"

* * %
Although the days were lengthening, the sun still had alow meridian in these latitudes. When Indigo woke
the next morning it was barely above the horizon: she had dept thistime without the need for Laegoy's
dream-banishing potions, and through the two days that followed she worked dongside the ship's crew,
turning her hand to whatever labor she could. The taxing physicd activity gave her, to her own surprise, a
sense of being cleansed, so that astime passed she felt that she was very dowly beginning to recover
from awound that she had thought might fester without hope of hedling. Then asthe grayness of twilight
started to touch the seaand turn it to pewter on thefifth evening out of Ranna, the lookout's stentorian
yd| derted them dl to the smudge of a coastline and the distant, winking beacon of Linsk harbor.

Indigo stood with Laegoy at Greymalkin's rail to see, for thefirst timein her life, the grest
western continent take form out of the gathering dusk. Linsk was the foremost trading port in the
staunchly independent little principality known asthe Horsdlands, and much of what she saw as pilot
boats guided the clipper to shore reminded her of the busy sea-towns of the Southern Ides. Behind the
rocky harbor ajumble of warehouses and dwellings scrambled up shalow dliffs, rain shining on date
rooftops, while the harbor itself wasaforest of tall masts. Lights glimmered about the quays, reflecting in
dancing patterns from the water; in the distance, where the evening mist was coming down, she saw the
gray-green smudge of moorland stretching away inland.

Greymalkin was brought to a berth at the southern end of the docks, and a port official-asmall
man with broad, flat features, dressed in amotley of fur, leather and bright-hued woven wool-came
aboard. Danog Uylason took him down to the captain's quarters for acup of mead, and the crew at last
began to relax. Laegoy told Indigo that they'd deep on board that night and have the next day free before
leaving on the evening tide, and suggested that she might benefit from afew hours exercise before the
next leg of the voyage began.

"They don't cal this province the Horselands without reason,” she said. "They probably breed the
best riding animals you can find anywhere in the world, and there are dways plenty for hirein Linsk.
Danog will arrangeit for you." She grinned and nudged Indigo'sribs. "And if you could put that crossbow
of yoursto good use on the moors, some fresh meat wouldn't go amissl”

Theideaof along rideto clear her head appedled to Indigo, as did the chance to repay Laegoy's
kindnessin however smal away. So, after afitful night's deep-she'd become accustomed to the clipper's
rhythmic motion on the open sea-she collected a hired mare the next morning and set off inland. On her
back she carried her harp, which was too preciousto risk leaving behind, her travel bag, belt-pouch and
crosshow: if game was as plentiful asthe landscape implied, she should have little difficulty in carrying out
her errand.

Laegoy had been right about the horses of thisdidtrict: the hired mare-atal chestnut-was aslively
as she could have wished, and reminded her, with apang, of her own lost Seeth. On the rough track
beyond the harbor town Indigo gave her her head, and the moor opened up like a great landlocked sea
before them, the wind rushing in her face with an exhilarating chill. Far ahead she could see dense woods



edged by the glittering ribbon of ariver, and away to the west asmall herd of the wild horses from which
the region took its name glazed the springy turf.

She rode until the mare began to tire, then at last dowed her to awak and hated. The woods
were much closer now, maybe half amile awvay at most; sheld ridden farther than she had intended, but
was glad, for the gallop had done more than refresh her mind and body; it had eased something in her
soul. Maybe the fedling woul dn't last; maybe within afew minutes or afew hours or even afew daysthe
torment would come back to haunt her. But while the respite lasted, she was deeply grateful for it.

The mare tugged at the bit, wanting to stray off the track and crop at the young grass, but Indigo
pulled her back. Apart from the wild horses, she had seen no anima or bird life, and if shewasto hunt,
then the woods held far better promise than the moorland. She kicked the reluctant mare forward and
trotted on more sedately until she reached the riverbank beyond which the forest began.

The river was wide, but the early spring spate had abated, and though the water till flowed fast,
it was no more than afew inches degp. Her mount splashed across the stony bed, pausing midway to
drink, and within minutes they were among the trees.

It wasn't like the forests of the Southern Ides. There, deciduous trees had to struggle for survival
among their coniferous cousins, which were better adapted to a cold climate; but here oak and ash and
birch and hornbeam ranriot in a brilliant patchwork of young green. The undergrowth was dense and
varied, and from the canopy overhead came intermittent snatches of birdsong.

There were paths through the forest, encroached on by the vegetation but clear enough to follow
without risk of becoming lost. And in the soft leaf mold underfoot were the dotted prints of cloven hoofs.

Indigo smiled and undung her crossbow. She lashed the reins around the saddle pommel and
guided the mare forward with knees and hedls, her eyes dert for any sign of movement.

Something away to her right... She hissed softly through her teeth, edging the mare off the path in
the direction of the telltale disturbance. Just ahead of her wasasmall natura clearing where, with more
light to encourageit, grass grew unusualy lush. It was alikely haunt for grazing animas, and as she eased
cautioudy among the branches toward it she was gratified to see another flicker of motion through the
leaves, aglimpse of something dappled by thefiltered shadows. A desr, its size and the hoofprints told
her; enough to provide avenison feast for Greymalkin's entire crew. She began to skirt the clearing,
wanting to move downwind of the anima without leaving the trees shelter, and as quietly as she could
shefitted abolt into her crossbow, drew the string back, set it-

The undergrowth on the far side of the clearing rustled. Indigo readied hersdlf to shoot, expecting
the deer to emerge a any moment from the forest canopy; but instead there was a new disturbance
among theleaves, as though something had caught hold of abranch and pulled it violently. Themarelaid
her ears back and her nogtrils flared; Indigo could fed sudden tension in her muscles and redlized that she
had sensed something untoward, and beyond the reach of human perceptions.

"Hush." She dropped her voice to the peculiar, inflectionless whisper used by skilled Southern
Ideshunters. "It'sonly adeer.”

The mare's earsflicked forward but only briefly; shewas till uneasy. Indigo started to unloop the
reinsto gain better control, then froze as the undergrowth rustled again to the tread of afoot, and she
glimpsed her quarry.

It wasn't adeer. Though it looked as large as afellow doe, its body was the wrong shape: too
low, too deek; the neck too short and the muzzle too long. The deceptive shadows madeit impossible
for her to discern any detall, but she felt with an indinctive tightening of her somach musclesthat this
animal was as much of a predator as she was.

Theindistinct shape moved, and she knew that it had seen her. The head, its outline distorted by
the bushes and tree trunks among which the creature lurked, swung around-and brilliant eyes, not a
gentle, bovine brown but shimmering amber, focused on her face.

Without any warning her mount's nerve sngpped and she danced sideways, snorting. Indigo felt
hersdf dipping in the saddle and snatched at the reins, trying to bring the mare and her own body under
control. But before she could regain her balance the leaves and the branches on the far side of the
clearing agitated furioudy, and an dien shape erupted from cover and shot like aliving arrow straight at



her. She had achaotic impression of brindled fur, amassive, powerful body, asthe snarling cresture
hurtled by an inch from the mare's flank. She reared, panicking, and swerved wildly: Indigo lost agtirrup,
was jerked back in the saddle, saw a bough come flailing toward her as the horse bolted. Shetried to
scream, but amad confusion of leaves and branches exploded in her face; the bough struck her full on
the forehead and she was unconscious before she hit the ground.
The sailor whom Laegoy sent out to the edge of the town to look for any sign of Greymalkin's
passenger returning came back to report failure. Danog Uylason, who had been pacing the clipper's deck
for the better part of two hours, torn between arguing with hiswife and anxioudy watching the ebbing
tide, findly put hisfoot down. They could wait no longer. Dusk wasfaling; if they didn't sall now they'd
not have the draught to clear harbor, and another night's delay would be a setback to their schedule,
especidly if they ran into one of the periodic cdmsin die Serenity, which were acongtant hazard.

Laegoy gave way. She didiked the idea of leaving without Indigo-aside from the fact that she'd
taken aliking to the girl, there was the mora question to consider-but acknowledged that her first duty
lay with Greymalkin, her crew and her cargo. Nonetheless as the lines were cast off she watched the
higher reaches of the town, hoping that at the last minute she'd see a solitary rider coming off the moor.
But there was nothing. And at last Greymalkin eased from her berth in the wake of the pilot boats, and
her sailsfilled and bellied as she headed toward open water.

Laegoy was uncharacterigtically quiet for the next few days. She thought agood deal about
Indigo; wondered why the girl hadn't returned to the ship, what her fate would be. But there were other
demands on her time and on her concentration. Guilt faded, worry faded, memory faded.

Only oncein awhile did shewonder if sheld ever see Indigo again.

*CHAPTER-®| Xe

The angle of thelight had changed. All day the sun had been breaking through the cloud cover infitful
moments, and now it seemed that the overcast must have cleared, for amber rayswere danting into the
forest, etching tree trunks and pooling in bright patterns on thelittered floor. But the vivid shafts were
coming in low, and she realized as she sat up that hours must have passed since her fall.

That redlization was followed by asick moment of panic. Greymalkin. She had few illusonsthat
the clipper would missthetide for her; chances were that she was dready preparing to leave. Indigo
started to her feet in darm-then fell back with asharp cry as her |eft leg refused to take her weight, and
pain shot through her ankle as though she'd stepped in asted trap. Shelay till, bresthing hard and
swesting; then, when the pain receded enough for her to regain her breeth, shetried cautioudly to twist
her foot from sdeto sde. It hurt, but not unbearably, suggesting-though her knowledge was very
limited-that the ankle was twisted rather than sprained. Not that it made much difference: either way, she
couldn't stand. And the hired mare was nowhere to be seen.

Putting her weight on her arms, she dragged hersalf backward until she could rest against the bole
of the oak whose overhanging branch had knocked her out of the saddle- Her head was throbbing,
though her vision seemed unaffected; the blow sheld taken had, it seemed, done no real damage. The
crossbow, which she hadn't had the wit to fire, lay dmost buried in abramble bush afew feet away, and
her harp had cometo rest beside the treg; if she stretched, she could just reach it without disturbing her
injured leg. It seemed to be unscathed, and though the feding wasirrationa, she was more relieved by
that than by anything else.

Then she remembered what had caused her to fall, and her skin crawled.

Quarry turned predator, erupting from the undergrowth in aflash of deadly savagery to vanish
into the shadows as swiftly asit had manifested. What manner of anima had it been? She'd had only the
briefest glimpse of it, but it was far larger than anything she had ever seen in the forests of her homeland.
Anditwasat largein thevicinity till; had prowled among the trees while she lay unconscious, might even
now be watching her, unseen, awaiting its moment to strike.



Suddenly, Indigo was frightened of being alone.

She struggled into amore upright position, wincing as alance of fire pierced her ankle, and
wondered how far the mare had bolted. Depending on the nature of her training, she might have found
her way out of the forest and run for home, or she might gill bein the vicinity. It was possible-though the
chance was remote, Indigo knew-that the mare might respond to the whistle that Southern Ides
horsemen used to summon recacitrant mounts.

Indigo pursed her lips and blew, but her mouth wastoo dry for the chirruping call to form. She
worked her jaw, trying to induce sdliva; at last shetried again and thistime, though wavering, thewhistle
ghrilled in thewood.

A bird answered her queruloudly, but nothing else. Shetried again... and moments later heard
something gpproaching, skirting the clearing and coming through the undergrowth. Something big, her
earstold her; certainly ahorse, or-

Her skin crawled again as the thought came, unbidden: or what? Memories of what she had seen
before shefell aeat her, and involuntarily she tensed, pressing her back hard againgt the tree trunk and
fumbling for the crossbow, heart pounding-

A chestnut muzzle appeared from atangle of leaves, and the mare whickered agreeting. Indigo
shut her eyes and started to shake with laughter that was also a desperate rel ease of tenson. Tears
trickled between her tight-closed eydids and she bit them back, knowing how easy it would beto
succumb to hysteria. The mare ambled to her and nudged at her shoulder; she reached out and hugged
the soft nose as gradually thefit subsided.

Shewas no longer alone. All she needed to do was climb into the saddle and she could ride out
of the forest, back over the moorsto Linsk. If Greymakin had |eft port without her, there would be
another ship soon enough. But when, with the aid of a stirrup-leather, she heaved herself painfully up on
her good leg, she realized that she wouldn't be able to mount without help: her ankle smply couldn't cope
with the train. The mare shifted restlesdy, not understanding the delay, and after several minutes of
fruitless effort followed by equaly fruitless thought, Indigo gave up the attempt. She'd need to find some
high point from which she could drop down onto the saddle, but there was nothing of any usein sight,
and she couldn't travel far to find amore suitable spot. Besides, the danting sunlight was now fading from
amber to blood-red, and she redized that the day was dying. It would soon be dark, and to attempt to
find her way out of this grest tract of woodland in darkness would be foolhardy. She had no idea how far
the forest extended; by morning, if she missed her way, she could be hopeesdy lost in its depths. Better
to stay put until the daylight returned, by which time her ankle might be strong enough to enable her to
climbinto thesaddle.

She sank back againgt the tree. This was a good enough place for amakeshift camp; certainly
shedidn't want to risk another fal by trying to struggle to some better location. Looping thetrailing reins
around aknobby, protruding oak root, she began to take stock of what she had about her to see her
through the night ahead. Water-early training had taught her never to go riding or hunting without afull
waterskin. No food: but there might be edible shoots or roots within reach if she searched for them, and
if not, the pangs of hunger were nothing to worry about. Her greatest problem was shelter. Despite the
heavy leaf canopy, the open forest offered little protection against rain or bitter cold, and her coat, though
warm, might not be enough to save her from cold-sicknessif the night temperature here dropped as
severely asit did in her homeland. There were no convenient caves or even bushes dense enough to give
her alodging, but she could &t least have afire: flint and tinder, together with her knife, were sowed
safely in her belt-pouch, and there was enough debris on the forest floor to make afair blaze.

While the mare cropped the grass at the edge of the clearing, Indigo set to work. She had never
had to make afirefor hersaf before, but she remembered watching servants build pyresin the hearths of
Carn Caille or in the woods on two-day hunts, and soon had a good-sized heap of brushwood, bark and
leaves ready. Persuading the pileto ignite proved less easy; the materid was damp, and by the time the
first spark reluctantly caught and she blew it into life, shielding it with a cupped hand, shewastired and
dispirited.

Asthefirefinally blazed up, however, she had an unexpected and unlooked-for piece of luck.



Whether the light or the scent of the burning wood had aroused its curiosity or whether it was Smply
blundering amlesdy through the forest, she didn't know; but arustling derted her, and in the fag-fading
light of sunset she saw asmall wild pig emerge beside abirch tree. It was very young, probably no more
than two months old, and she tensed immediately, aware that its mother could well be nearby and that an
adult sow could be dangerous. But there was no sight or sound of any larger animal: the piglet Smply
stood staring at her as though hypnotized by thefirdight. Even when she reached dowly and cautioudy
for her crossbow, it didn't move, and only at the sound of the bowstring being drawn did it turn and
scramble away.

Indigo fired, and the piglet legped into the air with an agonized squedl asthe bolt dammed into its
sde. It rolled over, kicking and shrieking, then after afew seconds became il but for an occasiona
twitch.

Clenching her teeth againgt pain, Indigo crawled the few feet to where the wounded piglet lay,
and dispatched it with her knife, slently thanking the Earth Mother for her hunting skillsand for the fact
that Imyssa had inssted that, princess or no, she should know how to prepare and cook the game she
caught. Gutting the pig was messy and unpleasant, but she managed it, then hacked off a haunch and
speared it on a peeled twig which she propped at an angle beside the fire, so that the meet was
suspended over the flames. The haunch sizzled, giving off an aromathat set her somach juices churning.
The mare continued to graze. And, tired after her efforts, and perhaps still suffering the effects of her fdll,
Indigo dozed against the bole of thetree.

When shewoke, it was pitch-dark. Thefirewas till burning, but only just; neglect and a heavy
dew had reduced it to duggish embers. Hastily she scrabbled for more kindling, and sighed with relief as
the flames rose again and the encroaching shadows did back from the renewed circle of light.

The forest was very quiet. The mare was no longer cropping but stood with her head down,
deeping in the peculiar way of horses. The birds were mute now; there was not enough wind to disturb
the leaves and sat them rustling, and Indigo felt her spine prickle with the uneasy londliness of being
isolated in avadt, dark sllence. Thiswas no place for asolitary human; the firdight cast bizarre shadows,
turning the undergrowth into adim, silhouetted threat without form or symmetry, the treesinto eerie,
sentient watchers, creatures from the realm of old stories and superdtitions. Though she fought against the
impulse, Indigo couldn't help recdling Imyssastales, delicioudy but safely thrilling in the comforting
warmth of her firdit bedroom a Carn Callle, but now conjured horribly into the realm of possibility. The
Brown Walker, tall as an oak but thin as the youngest sapling, with his one eye and the mouth in the
center of his chest, from which came the ceasdaless hooting that was the last sound his victims ever heard.
The Scatterers. squat, brindle-furred, with five hundred teeth gpiece, whose name came from their habit
of scattering the bones of those who fdll foul of them, when the last of the marrow had been drained.
Ginnimokki, who, it was said, had once been femae but was now aliving skeleton who crawled, and
glowed, and howled.

A great shudder ran the length of her spine like a shock wave and left her breathless. She didn't
want to think of those old, ghoulish stories, but they crowded into her brain unbidden, drawn by the
forest's depth and blackness and silence. At any moment any one of those horrors or adozen morelike
them might step out of the shadows, out of the realm of dreams, to confront her. And she had no
defense, no stonewallsto shield her, no nurseto croon her to deep.

Indigo fet asick fear that she hadn't experienced since childhood rise within her. Fear of the
unknown, of solitude, of the formless monsters that haunted lonely nights; a deep-rooted terror that was
far worse than the more natura fear of lurking predators. She reached out and snatched at the bag that
contained her harp, pulling the instrument out with cold, fumbling fingers. The hunger that had assailed her
earlier was swamped by the nauseous dread; the piglet's haunch continued to cook, but the idea of food
turned her somach. Her need was one of the spirit, not of the body. Only music could keep the horrors
of the Highland of her own mind-at bay.

The harp was badly out of tune and moaned like a banshee when she plucked the strings.
Shivering, Indigo tuned it, then settled herself and took severa breaths before beginning, softly at first but
with growing confidence, to play a gentle sea-song. The sound of the harp againgt the forest's backdrop



was breathtakingly beautiful; with no wallsto confine them, the liquid notes shimmered and shivered in the
dark, and shefdt hersdf responding, her pulse dowing, mind relaxing asthe music soothed her. After the
Sea-song she played a Hawthorn-Month dance, a celebration of the coming of summer; then a

harvesters song that rose and fdll with the rhythm of rippling corn and sweeping scythes.

She was hafway through the harvesters melody when she saw lambent eyes gazing at her out of
the dark.

The music stopped on an ugly discord, and the harp fell over with a protesting twang as Indigo's
handslost al control. Rigid with shock, she stared at the patch of undergrowth, at the twin golden orbs
that caught thefirdight and reflected it back with fera brilliance.

Reason struggled to assert itself. Thiswas no supernaturd manifestation; it was smply aforest
anima. The glow of the flames, the smell of the roasting mest... of course they would attract predators. A
cat? She had seen wild catsin the Southern Ides, and it was possible that they inhabited the Horselands,
too. But those weren't acat's eyes. What, then?

Something moved, a shadow darker than shadows. With a hunter'sreflex Indigo tried to start to
her fet, forgetting her injured ankle; it gave and she fell back, yel ping. When she recovered and |ooked
again, the eyes were closer.

A few feet away the mare nickered, alow, uneasy sound. The horse'singtinct confirmed her
own, and Indigo reached toward the fire and plucked out a piece of blazing wood. Sparks showered
over her arm and the unburaed end was blisteringly hot, but she ignored the pain and hefted the brand
thresteningly.

"Haah!" She snarled deep in her throat, a challenge and awarning. The eyes didn't move.

"Back!" Again she brandished the burning branch. " Go!"

Something dark, bulky, shifted just beyond the periphery of the firdight, asif whatever lurked
there were deciding whether to flee or pounce. Indigo's heart crashed against her ribs and she groped for
the crossbow but couldn't find it; Sllently she cursed herself for forgetting the most vital rule of the hunter's
code, that aweapon should be to hand at all times.

And then she heard something so incredible that her thundering heart dmost stopped besting in
dishelief.

A voice spoketo her out of the dark, from the deep shadow where the feral eyes shone. It
wasn't ahuman voice-it wasfar too gutturd, too harsh, with achillingly stilted inflection, asthough the
creation of such sounds gave their maker terrible pain. But it spoke alanguage she knew.

"Mu... Sic. " Therewas agony in the voice, and desperation. "Li-ike. I... li-like. Muuu... sic...”

Indigo swore in shock, and her saf-control snapped.

"Get out!" Her voiceroseto ashrill scream, and she flung the firebrand with dl her strength at
the source of the hideous voice. "Get out of here, go, go!!"

The eyeswinked out. Her stunned mind registered an immense dark shape that flowed like
water, huge, muscular shoulders, a head whaose outline was somehow familiar, sharp-pricked ears. Then
it was gone, legping fluidly into the night and vanishing. She heard a crash and rustle of underbrush,
diminishing-and then something that dried the sdivain her mouth. Distant, but shudderingly red, a
mournful yip-yip that rose to along-drawn, desolate howl before falling away into a silence so acute that
shefdt as though she could have reached out and touched it.

A wolf. Indigo dumped back beside thefire, trying to control the hammersthat pummeled blood
through every veinin her body. In that last split second as the intruder sprang away she had recognized
its shape, and the disma cry in the distance confirmed it beyond any doubt.

She had never been afraid of wolves. In the Southern Idesthey presented no threet; their skill
and cunning were respected, and human and lupine hunters left each other done. But she had never seen
awolf of such gigantic size. And wolves couldn't speak in human tongues...

Indigo checked, and sternly told hersdlf to be rationd. The dark played tricks with the eye; it
would have been easy enough to mistake the size of the creature asit fled. And little was beyond the
capacity of an overwrought imagination; her frightened mind might easily have turned such ananimd's
stertorous breathing into words. Her childhood nightmares hadn't come back to torment her: the



unwelcome vigitor had been awolf, nothing more. And even if Horselands wolves were far bigger than
their cousinsin the Southern Ides, there was nothing supernatura about them. This one had been drawn
to her camp by curiosity and the scent of food; it had been frightened away by fire and a show of
aggression. Shedidn't think it would come back.

The brand she had thrown had guttered away to nothing in the damp undergrowth; the mare had
ettled, and the forest was quiet once more but for the crackle of her fire and the intermittent sputtering of
the roasting pig haunch. The wolfsvist had brought Indigo back to earth, replacing the terrors of
nightmare with solid reality and thus banishing her superdtitions. She set the crossbow down, smiled, a
littlewryly, and rescued her meal before it burned to cinders, scorching her fingers when, her appetite
restored, shetried to pull pieces from the cooked haunch beforeit had cooled.

She ate and, sated, daked her thirst from the water-skin. She had no way of knowing how much
time had passed, but an inbuilt instinct told her that dawn was not long away, and the thought was
comforting. Theforest held no moreterrorsfor her. She thought of playing onelast tune on her harp, a
lullaby to soothe her subconscious mind until morning, but when she lifted the instrument her fingerswere
dow with weariness, and she set it aside unplayed. Her ankle ached with adull, throbbing pain which she
could, with alittle effort, ignore; the bole of the oak tree was comfortable now that the muscles of her
back had grown used to it. The fire sputtered, the mare hung her head peaceably once more. Pain and
satiation and the flickering flamedight melded into asoft, numbing blanket, and Indigo dept.

When she woke, dawn had broken; gray light filled the woods and the birds were singing. The
firewas nothing more than acircular smudge of dark gray ashes. And something had come while she
dept, and carried away the carcass of the piglet she had killed, leaving nothing but afeint bloodstain in
the dewy grass.

* * %
Shetried not to think about it as she drank from her waterskin and gathered her scant possessions
around her, but it was there in her mind nonetheless. The wolf had returned, had padded into the circle of
firdight and taken the remains of the piglet without disturbing her or the mare. It could havekilled her.
Such athing was unknown in the Southern I1des, but here-and especialy when she considered the wolfs
Sze-it might be another matter. But instead it had come and gone like aghost, and her only losswasa
few days medt.

For some reason that thought made her fedl sad, and the sadness triggered memory of the
dreamsthat had haunted her while she dept the rest of the night away. Not nightmares thistime, but
melancholy images of thingsloved and lost. She had heard her mother'svoice, seen Kirraslaughing face,
felt Fenran'stouch. And there had been something e se, running like awoven thread through her deep: a
sense of pity that moved her to forget her own torments and reach out to a stranger who had loved her
music and begged her to play more....

She shook her head, and the images shattered and fell away. She was being fanciful; it was
morning, the forest was no longer an unknown quantity and she must be away back to Linsk. Her ankle
seemed better, though the swollen joint still pressed painfully againgt her boot, and with alittle patience
and agood deal of care she was able to pack her belongings and scramble onto the mare's saddle.

The chestnut was eager to be away. Indigo squinted up through the forest canopy, trying to get a
bearing on the climbing sun. But the dense leaves and areturn of the heavy overcast madeit impossible,
and so she guessed at the right direction and turned her mount's head, she hoped, southeastward.

Sheredlized that shed judged wrongly when the forest thinned and finally petered out and they
emerged at the top of along, gentle hill with the vast moorland plain stretching below and before them.
Theriver that skirted the forest bisected the plain, spreading into asow, meandering network of small
tributarieslike agiant spider's web across the landscape; though the sun wasinvisble, the morning light
was bright enough to give the scene a hazy, shimmering quality. It was beautiful -but it wasn't Linsk.
Turning in the saddle, Indigo saw that she had emerged on the forest's northeasterly boundary; behind
her, the tree line followed anatural curve of the landscape, and she could see across the moorsto the
digant glitter of the sea.

The mare pawed the ground. She could smell the grass of the plain and wanted to enjoy it. Indigo



clicked her tongue, holding the reluctant animal back as she tried to judge which would be her quickest
route back to Linsk. There was a chance, though adender one, that Danog and L aegoy would have
delayed their departure, and Greymalkin might even now be waiting for the turn of the tide before setting
out on the next leg of her northward journey. If she rode fast she would reach the port well before noon,
and might bein timeto rgjoin the ship. There wasflat land aong the deltawhich would make for safer
riding, but she might save time by cutting across the rougher, higher ground close to the forest. And time
was dl-important.

The mare didn't want to turn away from the prospect of the lush delta, but Indigo won the brief
battle of wills, and they set off a a ground-esting canter along the doping flank of the forest boundary.

* k%
She knew something was wrong when the easy pace at which sheld been riding dowed suddenly and
unexpectedly to alurching, uneven trot that made her teeth ache, A few minutes earlier the mare had
stumbled, catching a hoof in one of the countless burrow-holes that were a constant hazard, but she had
seemed to recover and Indigo had thought no more of the incident. Now, though, she redlized that the
chestnut had gone lame. They dowed, stopped, and Indigo did out of the saddle. She still couldn't put
any weight on her left ankle, but managed to hobble around to the mare's head to examine her. She stood
with her right foreleg cocked; when Indigo ran her hand down to the hock, the mare tossed her head and
twitched nervoudy, and Indigo cursed hersdlf. Anyone with agrain of sense would have taken the lower
country by theriver rather than try to ride fast across this pitted ground. But sheld ignored the risks for
the sake of haste, and now- ironically, in the wake of her own injury-the sumble had resulted in a
strained tendon. She could only be thankful that the mare's leg wasn't broken.

She stepped back and looked at the landscape around her. What she saw wasn't encouraging;
the coast was till along way off, and closer to, dl she could see was the uninhabited plain stretching
endlesdy away, the only signs of life one of the wild horse herds grazing by the river below her.

Indigo dumped down onto the grass. The mare couldn't carry any weight now, that was certain;
and though she might be able to walk at a gentle pace, Indigo hersaf could make no progress without a
crutch and had nothing from which to make one. There was no question of continuing on to Linsk; they
were, effectively, stranded, either until someone came to rescue them-which seemed unlikely-or until their
injuries heded sufficiently to alow them to travel on.

Or until night fell, and the wolves came out again....

Alarmed, shelooked quickly about her, as though expecting to see agray muzzle, along, deek
shape, stedling up on her acrossthe turf. In broad daylight such afear wasirrationd, but night would be
another matter, and with difficulty Indigo stood up again to scan the landscape more carefully in the
remote hope of seeing some form of shelter not too far away.

The horse herd drew her attention, and for the first time she noticed severad animas among the
milling throng that appeared to be carrying riders. Herders-of course; the horses weren't entirely wild, but
would be husbanded by locdl tribesmen. Which meant that there must be avillage not too far away.

She sudied the milling animals, squinting againgt theflat light of theriver delta. At thisdisancethe
herdsmen were unlikely to see her, much less hear her if she hailed them, but afire would be sureto
attract their attention. Indigo pulled hadtily at the grass, gathering together areasonable pile which she
hoped would be dry enough to burn-but as she made ready to strike her tinder, she wondered suddenly
if shewaswiseto draw attention to hersdlf. The herdsmen might well be hogtile to an interloper in thelr
territory; though she had no possessions worth stedling, she could be robbed, raped, even killed-

Or she could stay out here on the plain. And her second night in the open might bring far worse
terrorsthan wolves....

Cupping her hands around the heap of grass, she set spark to it. Whatever the herders might or
might not be capable of, there was no dternative open to her. At least thisway, she thought grimly, she
would have afar chance of survival.

A smdl tongue of flamelicked at the grass, flickered and grew. Indigo fanned it with her coat,
trying to create more smoke, and after afew minutes she was gratified to see two of the distant riders
whed their horses away from the main herd, gesticulating and shouting to each other. They held abrief



conference, then spurred their mounts into a canter and splashed across the river, heading toward her.

Indigo got to her feet again as the two riders gpproached. One of the herder ponies whinnied; the
chestnut mare returned the greeting, and Indigo surreptitioudy let her hand fdl to the knife at her belt.

The herders pulled their poniesto ahalt. They were small, stockily built men, with broad faces
the color and texture of old leather, and amond-shaped eyes. Their clothes echoed those of the
harbor-master at Linsk but were more colorful: short leather boots, loose felt trousers, jerkins and coats
trimmed with a bizarre collection of felt patches, fur scraps and silver and copper disks. They both wore
embroidered felt caps with long earflaps over their oily black hair-and they both carried lances, the
vicioustips of which hovered afew inchesfrom Indigo.

Shetried not to let her nervousness show in her face, and bowed, putting the pams of both
handsflat together in what she hoped was a universal gesture of friendship.

"Greetingsto you, goodmen," She spoke dowly; there was a chance that they would have some
knowledge of a neighboring country's tongue.

They stared at her, then one jerked his lance in agesture she couldn't interpret, and replied in a
language she didn't comprehend. It was a peculiar mixture of the guttural and the singsong, and she shook
her head.

"I'm sorry. | don't understand you." To emphasize her words, she spread her arms out helplesdly.

They conferred rapidly; then the one who had addressed her edged his shaggy pony closer, and
pointed at the mare with an interrogative sound.

"My horseislame." Indigo pantomimed, as best she could, an animd limping, and reached down
to touch the chestnut'sforeleg. "And |, too, have hurt my leg."

They must have understood the gist of what she said, for the herder jabbed the lance &t her,
making her move aside while his companion dismounted and went to examine the mare. Histouch was
expert; theanimal hardly flinched, and when she did he chirruped three soft notes that seemed to calm
her. The examination done, he turned his attention to Indigo, pointing a her belt-pouch and saying
something that she interpreted as an order to set it down.

Uneasly, she unbuckled the pouch and laid it on the grass beside her harp and crossbow. While
thefirst herder kept hislance pointed a her somach, the other carried out abrisk, slent inventory, and
Indigo watched in trepidation as her possessions were loaded into a pannier on the back of one of the
ponies. When dl was complete, her guard slamped out the remains of her fire, then reversed hislance
and prodded her with the haft, gesturing toward the unladen pony. She nodded to show that she
understood. If they meant her to ride, it was afavorable sgn; at least they didn't intend to kill her
immediady.

When she proved incapable of climbing into the saddle unaided, the herder swore-she assumed,
anyway, that he was curaing her-and legged her roughly up onto the pony's back, taking hold of thereins.
The lancetip still hovered uncomfortably close to Indigo's unprotected body, but she seemed to bein no
immediate danger, and made no protest as, with the second man leading her mare, they moved off and
away from the ddlta

*CHAPTER-<Xe

The herders village was tucked between two folds of land, a collection of dun-colored buildings against
the greening dopes of the hillsthat protected it. Asthey approached the gated palisade a gaggle of
children gathered to stare mutely at the stranger; dressed in bright clothes but with small, solemn faces,
they weretheir edersin miniature. A woman's shrill voice called them away, and they reluctantly
dispersed as Indigo's hosts-or captors-led her through the gate.

She had littletime for first impressions of the village, gathering only an image of thatched,
single-story houses set in arough circle around a patch of dusty and hard-trodden earth with awell at its
center. Small fields straggled up the dopes beyond the buildings; near the top of the rise she saw an
irrigation pump worked by two dogs harnessed to awhim. More dogs, distant kin to the hunting hounds



of the Southern Ides, came fawning or snarling, each to its nature, around the horses feet; the chestnut
mare sdestepped nervoudy and rolled her eyes until a curt order from one of the herdsmen sent the dogs
dinking away.

Asthe mare settled again, an old woman shouldered through the crowd toward them, and the
villagers made way for her with adeference that suggested she was an important personage. She was
grotesquely fat, and in contrast to the bright colors around her, her many layers of clothing were plain
black. Her only adornment was a headband of beaten copper disks; beneath it her eyes were black and
sharp in aface seamed like rock strata. She stopped, and looked Indigo up and down as though
ng acarcass a a market. Then she turned, gestured imperioudy to two women standing nearby
and uttered a shrill, staccato volley of orders.

The women hastened forward, and the herdsman's lance jabbed toward Indigo's thigh, indicating
that she should dismount and give hersdf into their care. She could bardly put her I€eft foot to the ground;
seeing her disability, the women chattered like agitated birds and half waked, haf carried her to along,
thatched house, larger than the others, which seemed to be some kind of communal hall. They lowered
her onto a heather-stuffed palet near the duggish peat fire that burned in the center of the hall, and with a
good dedl of gesticulating began to ease the boot from her |eft foot. She sat mute while they clucked over
her swollen ankle, and submitted to the application of a poultice. Though she couldn't understand aword
of their voluble conversation, she was reassured by their attitude, which seemed to imply that shewasa
guest rather than a prisoner.

They had dmost finished their work when the door opened, spilling light into the hal, and the old
woman in black entered, accompanied by an equaly ederly man with abad pate and athin fringe of
beard under his chin. He, too, wore disks of copper at his brow, and from the haste with which her two
ministrators sorang respectfully to their feet, Indigo guessed that these two must be the senior village
elders.

She made an apol ogetic gesture to show that she couldn't rise to greet them, and the old man
held up ahand, his seamed race breaking into a politely reserved smile.

"Not to stand,” he said in Indigo's own tongue.

She blinked, surprised. "I... thank you."

"I be Shen-Liv," theold mantold her. "You be... 7' Helifted his eyebrows interrogatively.

"Indigo." She made abow as best she could from a sitting position. "From the Southern 1des.”

"South-ern Ides." He pronounced it with an odd emphasis. "Ah, yes. We know well."

"Y ou gpesk our language excdlently, r."

Shen-Liv's smile became sdlf-effacing. "We trade Scorva, South-ern Ides, other places. Horse
for..." He sought the right word. " For metal."

The old woman, who had been watching Indigo with adisquieting lack of expression, abruptly
uttered astring of unintelligible questions, Shen-Liv answered them rapidly, then looked at Indigo again.

"The Grandmother want to know: how come you to here, you with sick leg, your horse with sick
leg?'

Indigo smiled alittle ruefully. "1 hurt mysdlf in afdl and had to spend the night in theforest. This
morning | was on my way back to Linsk when my mare caught her foot in a burrow-hole and went lame.
Two of your herdsmen found me and brought me here.”

"Ah." Shen-Liv nodded, then looked her up and down. "Y ou fal. From horse?"

"y es"

"Good horseman do not fall without proper reason, and your mare seem not ill trained.” The
implication that she was probably incompetent was obvious.

"No," Indigo said with adight edge to her voice. "My mare was frightened by an anima we
encountered in the forest." She paused, remembering the huge shape, the glowing eyes, the panic.

Shen-Liv interjected quickly: "Anima?What animd wasthis?'

Tiredly, she shook her head. "I don't know. It happened so quickly, | couldn't be certain.” She
licked dry lips. "Maybe... awolf."

The Grandmother said, "Hal" asthough it were aword she knew, and Shen-Liv'sface took on a



sharp, closed look.

"Wolf?'

"Yes. I... think so. And later, in the night, something came to my campfire. | didn't seeit clearly,
but I-heard it."

The old man narrowed his eyes and studied her carefully, as though he suspected that she might
a any moment turn into awolf hersdf. "Y ou think it waswolf," he said, emphasizing the verb
suspicioudy. "What mean you by that? Wolf iswolf: either you see one or not.”

"l can't besure.” She didn't meet his eyes, and the Grandmother shuffled forward until shewas
only apace from where Indigo sat. She stared at the girl, her expression still unreadable, then backed off
and rapped out something to Shen-Liv. Indigo had the impression that the old woman either didiked or
distrusted what she had seen.

"The Grandmother say you do not tell al thetruth,” Shen-Liv informed her. "She say thereis
something else, something you keep secret.”

So the old woman was a seer. She should have known; should have redlized that, like the
witches of the Southern Ides, she would sense evasion as adog scented a hare. Sheld aready done her
own cause enough harm; to dissemble further would only make matters worse. L et them have the truth,
however incredibleit might seem.

Shen-Liv sad curtly, "Wewait."

Indigo Sghed. "Very wdl. There is something else. | didn't tell you, because | didn't think you
would believe me." Shelooked up at last, candidly. "I don't know if | believe it myself. But the creature
that came to my camp-whatever it was-| thought it... spoke to me." She swalowed, wishing she had a
cup of water. "Do you know of any wolf that can do that?"

There was sllence. The dder stared at her-then the Grandmother nudged him, hard, and
demanded imperioudy, "Ha?'

He turned to her and spoke in arapid undertone, and the old woman made a hex-sign and hissed
areply. Shen-Liv listened carefully to what she said, nodded and bowed to her, upon which sheturned
abruptly and moved toward the door. The two women who had tended Indigo hastened after her, and
moments later the rickety door closed behind them, leaving Indigo and Shen-Liv aone.

Shen-Liv eased himsdlf down onto apallet on the opposite Sde of the fire and folded hishandsin
hislap. Intheflickering flamdight hisface looked asthough it had been carved out of granite, and red
pinpoints reflected in his eyes.

"Now," hesaid, quietly but in away that wasn't to be trifled with. "Y ou tel medl your story, |
think."

And so Indigo related dl that had happened to her since her arrivd in the Horselands on board
Greymalkin. The story was brief enough; but when it came to describing the cresture that had prowled
around her fire, and the guttural soundswhich, to her, had seemed shockingly like human speech,
Shen-Liv demanded to know every detail: what she had seen, how she had reacted, what she thought the
unwelcome vigitor had said to her. Indigo found that her memory was painfully acute; the tortured
words, Music, | like music, echoed in her mind as she repeated them to the el der, and when shefinally
finished he sat back on hishedls, hisface grave.

"It isasthe Grandmother tell me" he said. "Y ou was very fortunate you did not diein forest. It
was music, | think, that save your life from demon.”

The color drained from Indigo'sface. "Demon?"

"Y es. Wolf was not wolf. It was shafan.”

And, seeing that she was both baffled and unnerved, Shen-Liv went on to explain. The shafan
was aHorsdl ands demon, neither man nor animal but with elements of both; adevourer of flesh, a
marauder, adayer. According to legend it could assume the shape of any creature but usualy chosethe
form of apredator-wolf or white leopard or wolverine, In living memory, Shen-Liv said, there had been
no incidence of ashafan on the plains or in the forest; magic rites and sacrifices performed by the old
women kept such devilsat bay. But on thefirst full winter moon, two herders had reported seeing an
unnaturaly large wolf near theriver. Hunterswent in search of it, fearing for their maresin fod, but found



nothing. Then from avillage aday's ride away came news of depredations among the pony herds. One
predator, or two a most; not awolf-pack, the message said: but no wild beasts of the region were large
enough to tackle afully grown horse in anything other than large numbers. Then further Sightings, each
adding fud to the fire: ahuge wolf glimpsed in the woods, a creature roaming the plainsthat caled with
the voice of aman and in ahuman tongue but when challenged ran snarling, adark, deek gpparition with
fiery eyes seen lurking just beyond avillage paisade. Suspicion and rumor flowered at last into certainty:
the plains were being haunted by ashafan. And now Indigo's own experience had confirmed it beyond all
doulbt.

"Youwasvery lucky,” Shen-Liv told Indigo with emphatic gravity. "Israre for human and shafan
to come face-to-face, and for humanto live." He frowned. "Is not a pleasant death, | think."

Indigo repressed ashiver. "Y ou said that my music saved my life. | don't understand that.”

"Ah, yes. Musicisamagic thing, so the women say. It can..." He hesitated as the unfamiliar
language failed him momentarily. "Can lure shafan, makeit not to attack, if musicisright. You
understand?"

Cushmagar had ingtructed her well in the peculiar magic of music. Indigo nodded. "1 understand.”

"Soitisthat you be favored of the Earth Mother. That, | think, isomen.” Stiffly, Shen-Liv got to
hisfeet. His gaze was intent as he looked down at her. "I must tell of thisto other het of thevillage.
Women will come back to finish tending your sick leg; later herewe will egt, then we will talk more." He
nodded, a curt but courteous acknowledgment of his satisfaction. "There will be very much to say.”

And with that, Shen-Liv left the house,

The two women returned, completed their ministrations and departed once more, and Indigo saw no one
elsefor the rest of the day. Her attendants had |eft her a pitcher of water but no food; and athough she
was comfortable enough, and grateful for their help, she dtill felt uneasy about the villagers atitude
toward her. The women's attentions and Shen-Liv's reserved politenessimplied no hodtility, yet she had
been |eft done and effectively helpless, bereft of her possessions, until such time as they wished to
guestion her again. Her only grain of comfort wasin Shen-Liv's assertion that she must be "favored of the
Earth Mother": an unwittingly ironic statement but one that, shefdt, must surely ensure her safety whilst
he continued to believeit.

Beyond the long-house the sun moved around and cast shafts of dusty, dun-colored light through
the narrow window at Indigo's back. The fire made the room gtifling; tired till after her broken night, she
dozed most of the afternoon away, and woke to find the day fading, the fire burned to embers and the
house filled with deep shadow. Outside she could hear sounds of activity, hooves clattering and men's
voices mingling with women's shrill chatter and children's shrieks: adog barked furioudy, then howled as
it was kicked into submission. The herders, it would seem, had returned from the plains, and afew
minutes later the door of the long-house opened and several women and young girls camein and began
to build up thefire and move the palletsinto acircle around the hearth. Rushlightswerelit, giving off little
illumination but agood dedl of smoke that reeked of sour tallow; then the servingwomen brought in trays
laden with bowls of what looked like assorted pieces of meat and vegetables. Lastly they set aheavy
trivet over thefire, and on thiswas placed alarge iron cauldron in which some heavily spiced liquid began
to bubble.

Asthe women withdrew, ayoung man entered the house. He wastall for aHorselander, and
dressed less e aborately than most of the men she had seen. From his manner and posture, Indigo
guessed him to be, or at least fancy himself, awarrior. His express on was supercilious and unfriendly; he
made a brief survey of the preparations, then turned and stared down at her.

"S0; you be woman of foreign place,” he said with undisguised contempt. The words were
clipped and unnatura; the young man's command of her language was poorer than Shen-Liv's. Hisgaze
raked her, focusing on her hair, her face, findly dwelling shamelesdy on her bressts, "Isnot of my
approve.”

Indigo, who had felt ingtant and violent antipathy at first Sght of him, returned hislook with a
withering glare and retorted, "Then | will not trouble you for the pleasure of your company.”



Hedearly didn't fully understand, and frowned angrily. ™Y ou will talk as proper at me, like
womean should!"

"And you will keep acivil tongueinyour head!" Indigo fired back, furious. "If-" And she broke
off at the sound of voices outsde.

The young man turned quickly, and hisfrown deepened. Resentment flickered across hisface,
then abruptly he backed off.

"Het of village come now to eet," he said, and shook afinger at her. "Y ou will be respecting, and
answer when spoke at!"

Heturned on his hedl and walked stiff-backed to the door. Every muscle radiated frustration at
the thwarting of his attempt to assert his dominance, but he tried to hideit and stood to attention asthe
village elders-the het-filed in. The Grandmother, Indigo noticed, was not among their number: thiswasa
gathering only of men, and she realized suddenly why the young warrior was so resentful. To the
Horsdlanders, women-except wise women like the Grandmother-were little better than chattels, and the
ideathat she should be privileged to sit among the elders at their evening meal had offended the young
man's sense of propriety. She smiled with faint irony as, the gathering complete, the warrior stalked out
and shut the door with aforce that nearly shook it from its hinges.

The het ignored the display and took their places on the pallets, forming a semicircle that radiated
out from Shen-Liv. Stilted bows were exchanged, then the med began.

There was, Indigo quickly discovered, agood dedl of rigid protocol to be observed in the smple
business of dining. Before anyone was permitted to eat, Shen-Liv intoned ritua words over the Smmering
cauldron, ending with aflourishing gesture to which hisfellow hetmen grunted approva and dapped the
earth floor with the palms of their hands. Following this, al present drank, in strict order of precedence,
from acommuna pitcher. Indigo's turn came last; as the men had done, she lifted the pitcher with both
hands and put the lip to her mouth, drinking as deeply as she dared. The brew was atepid herbal tea,
bland and innocuous; with thisrite completed, the company began to eat. Pieces of meat or vegetable
were carefully dipped-again, arict order was observed-into the smmering cauldron and eaten without
theaid of plates or knives; Indigo watched her hosts and followed their every example, noting, too, that
the feast was conducted in stony silence. The food was probably wholesome enough, but to her palateit
was unappetizing. The vegetables were tastel ess, and she suspected that the meat might be horse or even
dog, itsflavor disguised by the libera addition of spicesto the cauldron. From politeness she did not
demur as the bowls were repeatedly passed around the fire, but she was thankful when at last the meal
was over.

With great formality the hetmen brought out short-stemmed pipes, which they filled with cured
leaves and began to smoke. To her rdief Indigo was not expected to join in thisritua; and asthe smoke
of the pipes mingled with the smoke of the fire to form a scented pall among the rafters, Shen-Liv broke
the silence which had perssted now for more than an hour.

"I have spoken with het," he said to Indigo, "and the Grandmother have read the sgns. We are
agreed that there be much good omen in the events that brought you to here.”

The other old men were now watching Indigo intently, and one or two who, like Shen-Liv,
obvioudy understood the Southern Ides tongue trandated to their fellowsin whispered asides.

"The Grandmother say," Shen-Liv continued, "that one who has come face-to-face with shafan
and taken no hurt must have strength against such demons.”

"Shen-Liv, | am no spdll-caster!” Indigo protested hadtily. "If the Grandmother thinks-"

"Not to interrupt.” Shen-Liv held up ahand, and hisfellow e dersfrowned their disapproval. "I
say, srength. Not magic. s gift, like horse-skill, like snging. Grandmother say isgift of Earth Mother,
and gift must be used to drive shafan from here. Now." He leaned toward her, one finger uplifted as
though lecturing achild. "Y ou have ingrument for making music which isnot knownto us."

"My harp..." Indigo's voice was thin.

"Harp." He repeated the word as though to imprint it in hismemory. "Good. Y ou will use harp.
And dso you have awegpon, like bow but not the same. It will shoot along way, | think, and with much
force”



She nodded. "It's a crossbow. The principle is the same as the longbow, but it is, as you say,
more powerful.”

"And you can usethis?'Y ou have kill ?!

"Yes. | wastaught by my father, the-" Indigo stopped, aware that she had been about to speak
Kdig's name and aware that she must not, could not. She swalowed and felt ahard knot in her throat.
"My father was askilled hunter.”

Thiswas duly trandated, and some of the hetmen shook their heads, clearly finding theideaof a
woman learning aman's kills hard to comprehend. Some further rapid discussion followed, in which
Indigo heard the word shafan spoken severa times. Then Shen-Liv looked a her again.

"Very wel. The het have agree, and | shdl now tedll to you what isto be done. When you hed,
and your horse hedl, you shall go back to forest where shafan come upon you, and you shal play music
to bring shafan to where you are. When shafan come, you shal be ready. Y ou will kill shafan, and send it
back to the dark place whereit came.”

The ensuing sllence was acute. Indigo Stared at Shen-Liv, who had asmdll, satisfied smileon his
face, while she struggled to bring her furioustide of reaction under control. As simple as that. You will
go out, and with nothing more than a harp and a crossbow you will kill the demon that has been
plaguing the Horselands....

"Shen-Liv." Shetook adeep breath and bit on her tongue to stop the anger from overflowing and
making her hurl the nearest empty bowl at the old man's head. "1 think | must have mistaken your
meaning. Y ou're surely not saying that | should return to the forest, and kill this-thisthing, this
demon-single-handed?'

Shen-Liv's smile broadened afraction. "Yes. As| havetold to you."

"And as| havetold you, | am not aspell-caster!” Indigo knew the pitch of her voice was rising,
but didn't care. "Nor am | superhuman-if your own hunters can't kill the shafan, why by al the seasdo
you think I will succeed?’

Hewasunmoved. "I have explainthis. All isclear and smple-"

"Smple?'

"Not to shout,” Shen-Liv said severely. "The Grandmother say that you have the strength againgt
shafan; therefore is no danger for you in this.”

"Shen-Liv." She had to try once more, make him understand that the Grandmother's
pronouncement was not enough, that she had no innate power againgt whatever creature it was that
lurked in the forest and threatened the village. "Pleasg, listen to me. As| said before, | am not a
spell-caster. | have no power againgt demons, and | know nothing of your shafan. If | go doneto the
forest to banish this creature, | will fail, or it will kill me. Or both."

"You will not go done," Shen-Liv assured her blandly. "Hunting men of here will accompany, and
will be close by in case of trouble.” His eyes narrowed suddenly, and there was an overtone of threat in
his next words. "Het have decided. Thisthing must be done.”

Indigo redlized what lay behind hisimplication. They were offering her no option.

She carefully interlocked her fingers and looked a them. "And if 1... find mysdf unableto attempt
what you ask of me?"

Shen-Liv pursed hislips. "That will be unfortunate,”" he said. "Het will find the need to keep harp,
and keep weapon, that the men of here may succeed where you havefail." He met her eyes, hisgaze
coolly intimidating. " And doubtless keep horse, too, as payment for kindness shown to you in your
trouble”

"l see" He had, indeed, made the position quite clear. Bow to their wishes, or find hersalf turned
out of the village without amount or any of her belongings, to survive as best she could. Effectively,
Indigo thought, she had no choice but to concede.

The hetmen were waiting for her to reply. She wished she could say something that would wipe
the small, complacent smile from Shen-Liv'sface, but she knew what her answer must be.

"Very wdl, Shen-Liv. Since you have seen fit to offer me this opportunity, | shal not be so
churlish asto refuse.”



Her irony waslost on the old man. The smile became abeam, and he nodded, setting the copper
disksat hisforehead rattling. "Isgood. And now that all is as should be, there is much arrangement to
make." He drew his knees up and, with some effort, began to get to hisfeet. The other eldersfollowed
his example. "Women will seeto your need. When dl isready, you will beinform.”

They bowed politely to her, one after another, and moved toward the door. Shen-Liv wasthe
last to leave, and on the threshold he paused and looked back.

"We wish you good night,”" he said, and smiled with the satisfaction of aman well content before
following hisfelow hetmen out into the darkness.

*CHAPTER-«XI-

Indigo spent the next three daysin the herders village. Her ankle healed quickly, but she soon discovered
that she was effectively a prisoner, for she was forbidden to leave the smdl hut, part storehouse and part
jail, to which she had been removed after her encounter with the hetmen. Nor did she see any more of
Shen-Liv: her only visitors were the women who came morning and evening to bring her food and water,
and who ether didn't understand her questions or had been instructed not to respond to anything she
might say.

The elders, it seemed, had no further interest in her well-being; she had agreed to do what they
wanted, and until the time cameto carry out their plans, they considered her unworthy of notice. Those
plans, meanwhile , were being completed, but Indigo was not privy to the earnest discussions that took
place in the nearby long-house. She was but a pawn, and awoman at that; her role, in the eyes of the
het, wasto carry out the orders given to her without demur or question.

The arrogance of the old men's attitude maddened Indigo, but two furious explosions which were
met by indifference from the women who tended her, and the discovery of an armed guard outside her
door, cooled her temper as she redlized that she was powerless to change matters. She had no dlies, no
weapons, couldn't even communicate with her guardians; and if she refused to cooperate, the best she
could hope for wasto be alowed to wak out of the palisade gate in the clothes she stood up in. All she
could do waswait, and try to be patient.

With nothing else to occupy her, she dept away as many of the tedious hours as possible. But
deeping brought only an ugly menta and physica miasma; her muscles craved exercise and her thoughts
dipped dl too often into afeverish confusion between dreaming and wakefulness. And she suffered
nightmares; sometimesimages of the past, but more often dark and fearful premonitions of the orded that
lay ahead of her.

Shen-Liv's bland assurance that she would be in no danger when she faced the shafan brought
Indigo little comfort. It wasdl well and good for the smiling old man and his complacent fellows: they
would not be caled upon to risk their own lives confronting ademon, and theirs were not the hands
which would beraised to kill it. They had brushed aside her doubts, ignored her fears and refused even
to grant her the privilege of knowing, before the time came, exactly what they expected her to do. Often
when anger and misery got the better of the patience she struggled to engender in hersdlf. Indigo resolved
to tell the het, when they finally condescended to see her again, that their plan was sheer madness and
shewould have no part in it. But dways the impul se faded as she reminded hersdlf, as Shen-Liv had none
too subtly pointed out, that she had no other choice.

So the hours and the days passed, until, as the murky sunlight leaking in beneath her door began
to dter its pattern (she had formed a crude system for judging the time from the changing of the light, and
guessed that it was midafternoon), the door was shoved carelessy open and the young man whom she
had encountered briefly on her first evening in the village appeared on the threshol d.

For afew moments he stood staring down at her, and this time the contempt she'd seen beforein
his face was mixed with a deeper-rooted and more personal didike. Then he jerked afinger toward the
daylight and said curtly, "Y ou. Come."

Indigo's mental hacklesrose at his offensive manner, and sherepliedicily, "I beg your pardon?"



"Y ou hear me. Do astelled.” A short-thonged riding whip hung at hisside; hefingered it. "Y ou go
to forest at set of sun.”

"What ? With no warning, no-"

He interrupted, regarding her as he might have regarded an ordure-pit. "All isready. Not for you
to say more."

"Oh, but | think it id" Indigo got to her feet, feding fury well up uncontrollably insde her. "Whoin
the name of the Great Mother do you think you are, to march in here and order me about as though |
wereyour trained dog? If your benighted net want anything from me, they will have the common courtesy
to come here themselves and ask, not issue demands through their strutting minions-and you may tell
them that with my compliments! Now get out of my sight!"

Whether the young man understood al she said, she couldn't tell; he merely continued to Stare at
her. Then, so unexpectedly that she was caught completely off guard, he lunged forward and snatched a
handful of her hair, jerking her toward him and grabbing her arm with his other hand. He twisted her
around, making her gasp with shock and pain, and hisvoice grated in her ear.

"| say to come, you come! Y ou will learn proper placel™

Indigo's fury bubbled over. She wrenched her arm free, spun on her hed, and her fingernails
raked across hisface with dl the strength and violence she could muster. He yelled, and as he staggered
back she kicked out. Her foot connected with histhigh and helost his balance, crashing against the hut
door. As he sprawled, Indigo whirled back to her pallet bed and snatched up her coat. Sheld have this
out with Shen-Liv and his crew-and she'd teach them that neither they nor their pet cur could treat her
likeaserf and get away withiit!

She turned back to the door-and saw that the young warrior was on hisfeet, and barring her
passage.

Her jaw musclestightened. "Get out of my way."

She heard afaint serpentine sound as he unhooked the short whip from hisbelt and drew the lash
through hishands.

"You..." Hisface wastwisted, and the four parallel scratches on his cheek stood out livid and
bleeding. ™Y ou get teached now, | think. Y ou learn that woman not to disobey with me!”

Sheforced hersdlf not to step back. "Touch me, and I'll kill you."

He laughed, asnort of contempt. " You kill?'Y ou to be nothing!" Suddenly heflicked thewhip
againgt the wood of the door, and the savage crack made her jump involuntarily. "Woman must learn,
like dog, like horse, to do what she betelled by master. Y ou learn that quick, | think. Or you be very,
very sorry.”

Indigo's heart was thumping painfully. He was bardly tdler than she was, but his build wasfar
heavier, his strength greater-and she had nothing but her bare hands with which to defend hersdlf. Rage
and loathing were a suffocating presence in her throat and chest; shelonged for her craossbow, her knife-

"I'll say it once more." It was pure bravado, she knew, but it was the only weapon she had, and
she had to take the risk. And she suspected that, like so many arrogant bullies, the young warrior was at
heart acoward. "Move aside, or I'll make you regret the day your mother birthed you!" Mustering her
nerve, she took a step toward the door.

Thewhip sang through the air: she saw it coming, ingtinctively flung up one hand to protect her
face and felt the lash's stinging, agonizing impact asit cut across her thinly protected forearm. She cried
out, and the cry was cut off in agrunt of forcibly expelled breath asthe warrior'sfull weight came down
on her, throwing her to the floor with jarring force. He pinned her arms behind her back, dragging her
into akneeling pogition and cursing volubly in his own language, and again shefdt the whiplash, on her
back thistime, cutting likefireinto her skin.

Tears of pain blurred Indigo's vision-and then the blur turned scarlet as her control snapped. She
heard her own voice screaming, but thistime it was a shriek of fury. With the strength of blind rage she
twisted in the warrior's grip, and her knee pistoned up, driving into his ssomach. As hefdl back with a
furiousroar, she leaped to her feet and ran for the door. It vibrated back on itsrickety hinges; the warrior
made agrab for her but missed, and Indigo ssumbled out into the thin sunlight.



Wildly, shelooked about her. The village square was dmost empty: agaggle of women by
another hut were staring openmouthed at her, and farther away atethered dog started to bark furioudly,
but there was no one esein sight. Indigo dragged breath into her lungs and shouted to the women:

"Your het! Where are they?"

They only continued to stare blankly-and suddenly there was arattle and the thud of stumbling
footsteps, and Indigo's attacker appeared in the hut doorway. He saw her, and launched himsdlf at her
with afuriousyell. Indigo tried to jump out of his path, but the uneven ground betrayed her and she
tripped, sprawling in the dust as he bore down. Her hair was snatched, shefelt herself dragged
backward, felt abooted foot dam into her side and tried to twist free, her scrabbling effortsto get
purchase kicking up acloud of choking dust. The dog was barking hysterically now, othersjoining in, the
women were adding their shrill voicesto the clamor-

"Tarn-Shen!"

The stentorian bellow stopped the young warrior in histracks, and Indigo fell back as he released
his hold on her hair. Coughing and spitting, she struggled into a Sitting position and blinked dust particles
from her eyesto see Shen-Liv striding across the square toward them.

The hetman stared down at Indigo, then glared at the warrior and snapped out a question.
Tarn-Shen mumbled areply, and the old man turned to Indigo.

"What is hgppen?' he demanded.

Indigo got to her feet. "Shen-Liv." Her voice shook with fury. "This mongrel'swhelp hasinsulted
me, assaulted me and attempted to use a horsewhip on me! He seemsto be under the impression that |
am some kind of chattd to be kicked into submission at hiswhim. | suggest-" Sheflashed Tarn-Shena
look of pure hatred. "'l suggest that you teach him the error of hisways, and asharp lesson in courtesy!™

Tarn-Shen darted to object indignantly, but acurt command from Shen-Liv sllenced him. The
old man followed the order with another, and, red-faced and with fists clenched at hissides, Tarn-Shen
turned abruptly and stalked away.

Silencefel. A number of onlookers had gathered by now, drawn by curiosity from various huts
about the square. Someone had kicked the barking dogsto quiet them, and for along moment Shen-Liv
gared at Indigo. Hisface was a tiff, unreadable mask, but she could see hodtility flickering in hiseyes.

"Youwill pleaseto returninsde,” he said at last, indicating the hut. "This matter is not to be settle
befored| of village™

She nodded brusguely and preceded him back inside. Shen-Liv shut the door and adopted a
pained expresson.

"It displease methat you quarrel with my grandson,” he said severdly. "We wish to saill only the
blood of shafan, not of each other.”

So Tarn-Shen was his grandson. It made an ironic kind of sense. "I had no intention of quarreling
with him," Indigo retorted. "But neither had-or have-l any intention of tolerating such treatment! Y ou
seem to forget, Shen-Liv, that I'm not one of your village women, to be ordered about like adave." Her
eyes narrowed. "And that you have an interest in securing my cooperation.”

"Very wel." He made no attempt to hide hisresentment. "Tarn-Shen shdl be ded with most
severdly. Such athing will not to happen again. | mysdlf shal seefor it."

Indigo inclined her head. "Thank you," she said with heavy irony. "'l gppreciate your concern.
And now thereis one more matter to be settled. Before our dtercation, Tarn-Shen informed me that you
have completed your plans.”

"Thisbetrue." Shen-Liv nodded with a degree of sdf-satisfaction. "All isready for shafan to be
trap tonight.”

"l see. Then you will kindly tell mewhat you intend. In detail.”

Helooked surprised. "Is not to be necessary. Hunting men will tell you what is needed when time
come."

"No, Shen-Liv." Indigo paced across the hut, then turned to face him again. "That isjust what I'm
trying to explain to you. After the treatment I've received at your grandson's hands, | see no reason on
the good Earth why | should lift onefinger to help you in any way. However, you have, effectively,



blackmailed me into agreeing to your scheme, and so | have no other choice. But | will not play my part
unlessyou explain to me, in every detail, exactly what your plan involves and what | am expected to do.
Do | make mysdf clear?' She paused, saw his scowl and added emphaticaly, "I must know everything
before | leave. Otherwise, you may ook el sewhere for you demon-hunter.”

She could see the struggle taking place within Shen-Liv. Chagrin, indignation, anger... but
caution, too; and finally caution triumphed. Though it went againgt the grain, prudence dictated that, for
once, he should give way.

"Very wdl," hesaid curtly. "It shall be asyou wish. Y ou will comewith me, and dl will betelled
to you." With great dignity he turned to lead her out of the hut, then on the threshold stopped and |ooked
back. Didike showed clearly in hiseyes. "Y ou have much to learn, | think."

Four hourslater, Indigo and her escort rose out of the village. The sun was acrimson ball on the horizon
of asky brassy with evening haze; behind them the village was stegped in the hills shadows, while before
them in the distance the river gleamed blood-red, like an open artery.

Therewere Sx men in the group flanking the girl on her chestnut mare; dl were heavily armed
with knives, spears and their own short bows-far smpler than Indigo's crossbow but doubtless highly
effective in their own way-while one of their number carried Indigo's harp and bow over hissaddle. At
their head, pacing them, rode Tarn-Shen.

Indigo's temper had exploded when Shen-Liv informed her that his grandson wasto lead the
party, but thistime the old man had been adamant. She had to admit, however grudgingly, that his
reasoning was plausible: Tarn-Shen adone of the village huntsmen could speak her language tolerably well,
and without him she would be unable to communicate with her escort. Tarn-Shen's presence, though in
one sense regrettable, was a necessity, and very giffly Shen-Liv added his assurance that Indigo need not
fear arepetition of earlier events. His grandson had his orders, and knew his duty to the het.

With gresat reluctance, Indigo had findly capitulated, but as they prepared to leave she had
ignored the young warrior's resentful glares and kept asfar from him as possible. Now, though, with the
village fdling behind them, she wondered if her agreement had been wise. At the pdisade gate she had
heard a sharp, whispered exchange between Tarn-Shen and his grandfather, and it made her uneasy. The
other hetmen had not been pleased to learn of her ultimatum, and she had the impression that Shen-Liv
hed lost congiderable face with hisfellows by giving way to her. If dl went well tonight, she might be
better off not to return to the village, but to take leave of her escort in the forest and ride through the night
back to Linsk.

Assuming that she would be allowed to do so....

Indigo glanced quickly, covertly at Tara-Shen. She had made two enemiesin the village today,
and one of them, at least, was nurturing asmoldering desire for revenge. Aware that a sense of place and
protocol ran very deep in the herder people, she also suspected that Shen-Liv's assurances were
worthless, and that the old man would consider it no more than the merest justice if his grandson choseto
exact that revenge once her usefulness was expended.

Shetried to concentrate her energies on controlling the mare, who was fully recovered from her
drain and skittish after three days inactivity; but the ugly conviction was growing stronger. Her lifewasin
danger from more than the shafan. One mistake, one momentary lapse of caution, and she had little doubt
of what would happen. She glanced covertly at Tarn-Shen, and shivered inwardly. Until shehad a
wespon in her hands and the freedom to use it if necessary, she would be well advised to take grest care.

The party strung out into single file as the track they were following narrowed between tracts of
long grassriddled with hillocks and burrows. In the distance Indigo could make out the gray-green
swathe of the forest encroaching on the landscape, and she judged that they would reach its borders just
asthe sun dipped completely below the horizon. This, according to the grudging explanation she had
finaly received from Shen-Liv, meant that the hunters could set their trap under cover of the post-sunset
hour, yet be ready to spring it by the time the absol ute blackness of night fell. The shafan, he had said,
was primarily adenizen of the dark, and with care and good fortune it would suspect nothing untoward
until too late.



It seemed to Indigo that Shen-Liv and hisfellow elders had relied alittle too heavily on such
tenuous factors as care and good fortune in forming their plan to trap the shafan. When the detallswere
at last reveded to her, she had been astonished and chagrined: the scheme was smplistic, naive, and
alowed no contingency for any of the dozen or more things that might go wrong. She had tried to
express her misgivings to the old man, but each argument she put forward was dismissed as worthless.
Nothing would go wrong, Shen-Liv assured her. The het had pronounced their gpprova of the plan; and
did she not remember the Grandmother's assertion that she was strong against demons, that she was
blessed of the Earth Mother? What more assurance could she possibly need? Success was certain:
Indigo need do no more than follow her ingtructions.

And her ingtructions were starkly clear. She wasto bethe bait in the trap, the lonely bait set to
[ure the shafan. With her harp shewasto first draw and then Iull it, and with a bolt from her crossbow,
over which the Grandmother had muttered the appropriate magic, shewasto kill it.

When the hetmen proved impervious to reason, she had shouted at them. It was apointless
protest, but the frustration invoked by their blind complacency had been beyond her control, and she had
sworn, raged, cursed them until she had no more breath. They merely waited impassvely until her fury
abated; then Shen-Liv repeated hisinstructions as though she hadn't uttered aword of dissent. There
was, however, asubtle but unmistakable hint of menace in his voice-reinforced by the sudden quiet
emergence, as he was speaking, of two herders armed with spears from the shadows at the far sde of
the room. At that Indigo's anger had crumbled before cold redlity. She couldn't fight them. If shetried,
they would kill her; she had pressed them asfar as they were prepared to go.

So now she rode toward the forest in the company of six guards, led by aman she loathed and
distrusted, to fight ademon. And she must fight that demon aone, with nothing more to her hand than a
harp and a crossbow over which an old woman had mumbled incantations. It was madness. Madness.

Tarn-Shen turned his head at that moment and caught her eye briefly as he looked back at the
convoy. He amiled, not pleasantly, and Indigo had an ugly, superstitious fedling that somehow he had
read her thoughts and agreed with her sentiments. And if he, too, believed that she rather than the shafan
was likely to die tonight, he made no pretense of regret.

Her fingerstightened on the reins and, trying to quell the queasinessin her somach, she looked
quickly away.

The only sound on the periphery of the forest wastheingdious rustle of leaves asthe wind tirred them.
Indigo stood at her horse's head, staring into the deeper gloom while she waited for three of the herder
huntsmen to light the lanternsthey carried. With alast glimmer of daylight ill in the sky, the absence of
birdsong was eerie, giving the impression that the forest was devoid of dl life, agateway into a petrified,
dead world. The chestnut mare was nervous, and even when the lanternswere finaly alight and etching
shadows on the tree trunks with their stark, bluish radiance, she refused to settle, as though her animal
ingtinct told her that something waswrong.

Tarn-Shen swaggered across to where Indigo waited, and stared at her. In the uncertain light of
the lamps hisface had the sickly pallor of a corpse.

"Yougo us" he ordered her peremptorily. "Leave horse here” And hetook hold of her arm,
twiding it to pull her away.

"Take your hand off me!" Indigo snarled a him, teeth clenched with ablend of anger and pain.
He releasad her, making a pacific gesture that wasn't confirmed by his eyes, and sardonically bowed
toward the trees.

Her spinetingled as she walked, with the two men flanking her and Tarn-Shen just behind, into
the wood. She heard the muffled thump of hooves as the remaining huntsmen led the horsesin their
wake, keeping their distance. Bizarre shadows loomed in the lantern-light, stark outlines of branches,
shapeless masses of dark that contorted with brief menace, then fell behind. The undergrowth rustled
damply underfoot; wet |eaves caressed her face with atouch that made her shiver. They pressed deeper
into the forest: no one spoke. Once, ahorse whickered uneasily, but a soft, cgoling sound from one of
the men soothed it.



At last they cameto aclearing. Not the one in which Indigo had camped, but smdler, the trees
encroaching in atight circle about a patch of lush grass overgrown with bramble. Tarn-Shen shouldered
ahead of the others and walked into the middle of the clearing. After aquick appraisa of the Ste he said
something in his own tongue, and one of the men brought forward Indigo's bow and harp, setting them
down on the damp ground. Another handed her knife, travel bag, belt-pouch and asmall bundle of
crosshow boltsto Tarn-Shen; the leader examined the items briefly, then held them out to Indigo.

"Here you sit, and you makefire." He grinned, showing crooked teeth, and her jaw tightened at
hisimplication that to help with the fire-building would be benesth him or hismen. "Then you take harp
and bow, and you wait. When shafan come, you know what to do."

"Yes" Indigo didn't disguise the contempt she fdt, both for Tarn-Shen and for the hetmen's plan.
"I know well enough. And if | were agambler, 1'd take no wager on its chances of success!”

Tarn-Shen grinned again and shrugged. "That problem isfor you."

"Thank you. | appreciate your concern.” Indigo turned her back on him as he strutted away.

As she settled hersdf at last before her newly madefire, she wasn't relishing the vigil ahead of her. The
only kindling she could find had been damp, and the flames refused to burn brightly but were blue-tinged
and duggish, cagting very littlelight. She didn't even have the mare for company; Tarn-Shen and his
fellow hunters had taken her with them when they |eft the clearing and scattered to their hiding places.
Knowing that they were dtill in the vicinity was cold comfort; if anything, she would havefdlt safer had she
been truly done.

She glanced a her crossbow, which lay in the long grass beside her. It was loaded, the string
drawn, and one of the five bolts her captors had given her gleamed awicked date bluein the firelight.
One shot. Therewould be no timeto reload. One shot, and if the shafan failed to die she would beits
next victim, whatever Shen-Liv had promised to the contrary. Indigo tasted something sulfurousin her
throat and swallowed saliva, forcing hersdlf to turn her attention from the bow to the harp on her other
side. No one had tampered with it; alittle warming of the cold wood, alittle retuning, and it would be
ready.

There was no point in delaying longer than she must. She settled the harp on her lap and
experimentaly drew her fingers acrossthe strings. The answering ripple of sound was like water falling,
with only afew sour notes. Indigo spent afew minutes-more time, she was aware, than wasredlly
necessary-perfecting the tuning, then damped the last vibrations with her palm and took severa deep,
even bresths.

Not the Hawthorn-Month dance or the harvesters song tonight. They were too light, too
redolent of brightness and celebration. She played an experimenta chord which, from a subconscious
blend of memory and ingtinct, flowed into the first notes of the Amberland Wife's Lament. Thiswasright.
Theliquid, lilting, ineffably sad refrain was perfect againgt the green-black sea of the forest. Haunting,
yearning, londly... Indigo closed her eyes and an image of adark, endless seafilled her inner vison asthe
lament rippled from the harp strings. She could dmost fed the dow and inexorable flow of its currentsin
her veins, hear the hushing roar of the wavesin rhythm with her fingers, fed theicy touch of cold, deep
waters. The forest waslost to her, Tarn-Shen and the huntsmen might never have existed. There was
only the night and the music.

A part of her mind tried to warn her that she was dipping away from redity toward adreaming,
entranced doze, but the warning voice was too small and too distant to be heeded. Indigo played on,
hearing the melody change but no longer knowing what she played or why. All sense of time and place
was gone, and consciousness was fading, so it seemed that one moment she was Sitting cross-legged on
the damp grass before the fire's duggish embers, and the next she was afloat on avast cushion of
darkness, rising and fdling, risng and fdling...

The harp stopped on an awful discord that shocked her awake. She felt sudden hest on her face
and, blinking rapidly asthe world swam back into focus, realized that she had fallen adegp, dumping
toward the fire, and her wrist had caught the harp strings as the instrument dipped from her [ap. She
gtilled the last unpleasant echoes and shifted her cramped body, rubbing her eyes and shaking her head in



an effort to clear her mind.

No movement in the trees around her. How long had she been in that half-waking, half-deeping
trance? Her head felt heavy, eyestired, and her thoughts wouldn't marshal properly; the only clear
concept that came to her mind wasthat she was gtill done at her fire. The shafan had not come.

| am not a demon.

But it was ademon, at least according to the men of -

A mental bolt shocked Indigo to the core. Still half adeep, she had silently repliedto a
thought-but the thought had emanated from outside her own mind.

Her bones seemed to crawl benegath her flesh and she took aferocious grip on herself, denying
thefearful ideaeven asit rose within her. The voice which had seemed to speak with such peculiar
intimacy in her head had been no more than a momentary dip back into adream state. She'd experienced
the phenomenon often enough on the verge of deep; it was nothing to be afraid of. A brief hdlucination...

She reached out for her harp.

Yes, please play again. Thereis nothing to fear. | mean only kindness.

The harp thudded back into the grass and Indigo swore aloud, whirling around to grope for her
crosshow as stark terror wiped out the last traces of torpor.

The smooth wood of the bow, the fed of the taut string, the cold meta of the bolt-she
concentrated on every nuance of the weapon in her hands, striving by it to push away the dark and the
horror that crawled over her skin like phantom spiders. She couldn't speak-her throat muscles were
locked-and her eyes stared into the darkness beyond thefirdight's smal circle, straining for any untoward
movement anong the shadows.

The darknesswas utterly till. She stopped breathing, holding the air in her lungs as she listened,
disconcertingly aware that the night was too quiet, too empty. Then apiece of the black vortex beneath
the trees detached itsdlf, flowed into form and outline, and she saw what had crept out of the forest's
depthsto her camp.

It was far too big to be any normal wolf. Massive, densely furred shoulders hunched behind a
broad, brindled head that tapered to a near-white muzzle; the tufted ears were laid back, whether in
aggression or defensiveness Indigo could not and dared not ask hersdf. And eyeslike dimmed amber
lamps, alien and unhuman yet filled with a stark and sad intelligence. 1t took three paces out of the dark
to where the flamdlight could just touch it, and stopped, staring at the girl asthough it stared into her soul.

Indigo felt her handstighten on the crossbow, felt the weight as she dowly raised it. Shetook aim
at the cresture, the imposs ble denizen, the shafan she had cometo kill. But as her white-knuckled fingers
curled on the bow'strigger, an unnameabl e ingtinct made her pause. The lambent eyes of the shafan
gazed back at her, and mingling with the sad intelligence was a hope, a pleading...

Shedidn't want to kill it. Something beyond her volition was making her trigger hand relax, and
that same urge aso told her that to harm the creature would be wrong, unjust-

Time seemed to dither to ahalt as she and the shafan continued to stare at each other. Indigo felt
likeafly caught in amber; though she struggled against the compulsion, shefdt her hands moving, setting
the crossbow down, withdrawing. She was unarmed now, helpless. Only thefire stood between her and
the demon....

Muscles worked spasmodicdly in the wolfsthroat and it panted, tongue lolling. Then every nerve
in Indigo's body came dive with shock as a harsh, smoky voice emanated with painful effort from the
beast's mouth.

"Not... demon. F-Fr-Friend..." It couldn't properly enunciate; the stuttering Fr- came out asa
hard, dry cough.

Indigo'sjaw worked and sdivafilled her mouth. She couldn't swallow it back, felt it dribble
down her chin as she gaped at the wolf, unable to believe what she had heard.

The great shaggy head swayed from side to side; then the throat vibrated again.

"P-ease. Fr-Friend... Mu-sc..." And an awful sensation of sorrow and pity flooded through
Indigo, drowning the fear and releasing her fromitsthrall. Her hands clenched into fists, an involuntary
protest against something so impossible, and at last she swallowed convulsively, able to force her tongue



to form words.

"What are you?' She whispered the question, awe and uncertainty in her voice.

It panted, bresth rasping. "Wolllf... N-not harm. Not kill... mean... kindness." It swung itshead in
distress.

A new and trustworthy friend, though appearances may at first suggest otherwise.... The
words came up from her memory with no forewarning. But it wasn't possible; not this, surely not such a
friend asthis-

Indigo remembered her mission, and the ungpoken threat of what would happen to her if she
should fail. But she couldnt kill this creature. Anima or something beyond, she didn't know; yet ingtinct
made her certain that it was anything but ademon.

And somewherein theforest a her back, Tarn-Shen and his hunters were waiting....

The walf stiffened abruptly and its hackles rose. Indigo Started, made to turn and look over her
shoulder, then redlized that the anima was still staring directly at her. The amber eyeswereintense, as
though it was looking into her mind and reading her thoughts, and it said in aharsh exhaion, " Dan-ger I"

"What-" Indigo began, but was silenced by asnarl. For afew seconds that seemedto last a
lifetime they were both motionless, listening intently; but she could hear nothing beyond the feint stir of a
breeze among the leaves. Then, mingling with the breeze, the sound of the wolfs quickening, panting
breath.

"Away!" The guttura voice was urgent, and the creature's hindquarters braced as though to
spring. "Quick-ly. Quick-ly!"

Shetried to answer, started to get to her feet, but her reaction cametoo late. In ablur of
movement she saw thewolf legp, twisting in midair, heard the twang of a bowstring and lurched
off-balance asaslver dart flashed past her head.

"No!" Indigo shouted afurious protest, whirling toward the enemy at her back. Something dark
and massive loomed out of the night, and she connected with a stunning blow that had been meant for her
skull but instead caught her on the temple. Scarlet lights erupted in her head and shefél, yelling asthe
dark shape toppled out of the sky toward her. Then something took hold of her shorn hair, dragging at
the roots, swinging her up and about so that she sprawled in the wet undergrowth, groveling and fighting
to control a spasm of nausea.

There were soft-booted feet in the grass before her unfocused eyes. And shefelt the hest, the
bulk, the nearness of someone looming over her and looking down as an angry master might look down
on acrawling, penitent servant. Sowly, and with an effort that tore gpart the last shreds of her dignity,
Indigo dragged her arms back until she was able to raise hersdlf first on her elbows and then to her
knees. Her head swam; dizzily she looked up. And met the narrow eyes, red-lit by the fire and filled with
hatred and vengetumess, of Tarn-Shen.

*CHAPTER-Xl|*

Tarn-Shen was breathing hard and his face was stone, contempt carved in every muscle. Indigo thought
of reaching for her crossbow, but her head was swimming still from the blow he had struck her; she
couldn't find the wesgpon, didn't even know whereit was.

"S0." Tarn-Shen smiled, cruely. "Iswhat | have think. Y ou be bad betrayer.”

Under other circumstances she might have found his crude use of her language comicd; asit was,
with the unplessant revelation spreading like poison in her mind, she made no move and no answer.

"You let shafan to go." Tarn-Shen shifted forward, the toe of hisright boot now mere inchesfrom
her kneecap, "Is doing of betrayer, of-" He used aword in his own tongue which she didn't understand
but could guess was a contemptuous insult. "Het will not be please. Het will maybe learn now to listen at
me." He paused, then suddenly and savagely kicked out, catching Indigo off guard and sending her
sprawling on her back. Hisfoot came to rest on her ssomach, lightly but firmly enough to quell her
inginctive urgeto retdiate. "And you will learn what isto be againgt Tarn-Shen!™



He was enjoying this moment, Indigo redlized with sick disgust. It mattered nothing to him that his
avowed quarry had escaped; his underlying resentment, both of her and of the hetmen who gave him
orders, was astronger motive than the desire to see the shafan dead.

She said, her voicelow and dangerous: "Don't dare to touch me, Tarn-Shen. Or | swear, I'll
make you regret it!"

He laughed, but continued to watch her carefully. "'l be not afraid of you. Y ou be black thing,
worm thing. Y ou be nothing." Hisfoot pushed alittle harder againgt her midriff and she drew her breath
in againg the pressure.

Indigo's head was clearing at |ast, reflexes sharpening, but she had seen the short bow that
Tarn-Shen held negligently in one hand, an arrow aready nocked. Her own bow was out of reach, her
knife trapped between her body and the grass, she dared not so much asturn her head, for she didn't
doubt that he could draw the string and shoot fast enough to impae her if she made any incautious move.

But a the same time she couldn't didodge the uneasy feding that he didn't intend for her to die
quite yet.

"You will learn good lesson, | think." Tarn-Shen spoke softly and his tone was redolent suddenly
of hisgrandsire: complacent, righteous, satisfied. "First | hurt you, but not much.” Slowly he began to
raise the bow; she heard the creak of wood flexing asthe string was gradudly, lovingly drawn back.
"Liketo hurt animd; not to kill but to stop from running. Then men of mewill hurt you, but in different
way. Like man to hurt woman which displeases.” He grinned, ferd in the dark. " So by, you learn how to
obey what you be told, as woman should."

His meaning was clear, and he beieved he was adding to the insult by implying that he would
take no part in however his huntsmen chose to use her. Indigo willed her face to remain atill mask; to
show emotion now, whether fear or anger, would give Tarn-Shen even greater satisfaction.

"Then when men be done, you be took back to village and het will know that you betray them."
A dither and faint touch of iron on wood asthe arrow poised to fire. Y ou not to live much after that, |
think. Maybe you not want tolive, | think."

He raised the bow and took leisurdly aim at her |eft thigh. Helplesdy, irrationally, one thought
burned in Indigo'smind: a friend; a trustworthy friend-

Then asnarl sent a shattering shock wave through her, and she was knocked aside by a stresking
shimmering form that exploded from the cover of the brambles and hurled itself a Tarn-Shen. Powerful
muscles pistoned the walf into an incredible legp, and its massive weight bowled the herdsman off hisfeet
inaflailing cartwhed of limbs asthey crashed together to the forest floor. Tarn-Shen was bellowing, the
wolf snarling, rabid; they rolled like a single macabre, eight-limbed monster-Sounds of racing feet erupted
in the undergrowth, and as the hunters came running, Tarn-Shen's hand appeared momentarily among the
battling, ravening shadows. Silver flashed; Indigo saw the blade of amurderous knife-

She didn't stop to think; couldn't stop. She shrieked apiercing, ululating cry of the Southern Ides
hunters, awarning, the desperate dert to danger.

"Awarel Aware! Knifel"

The blade sheared and the wolf leaped aside, evading the deadly strike by inches. Tarn-Shen
rolled like an acrobat, was on hisfeet, bow drawn even asthe davering animal turned and crouched. He
couldn't missat such close range, and Indigo flung hersdlf frantically toward the dying firewhere she
knew her own bow must be. Her clawing hands closed on wood and meta, and sherolled in arapid,
economica movement, no timeto sight, no timeto aim, and fired.

The crossbow sang with heavy, deadly authority, and the bolt flashed vicious blood-crimsoniin
the flamelight for an instant before it dammed into Tarn-Shen's sde. He howled like awounded dog and
staggered sdeways, his own bow flying from his grasp, and Indigo yelled at the top of her voice, "Run!
Run!™

Brindle gray rushed past her, astreaking projectile, displaced air buffeting her as she scrambled
to her feet. Her harp-She snatched it up by ahandful of strings, not caring for any damage, not waiting to
seethefate of the howling, thrashing Tarn-Shen.

Men's voices echoed among the trees, shouts of chagrin, anger, protest, shrill imprecations.



Something whined close by her ear and an arrow thudded into the bole of anearby oak. Indigo leaped
over thefire, feding heat scorch her ankles, and plunged into the gaping darkness that opened like ahuge
maw ahead of her. She cannoned into atree, rebounded, ran on, hampered by the crossbow in one hand
and the harp in the other. Two more arrows almost found their mark and she could hear the undergrowth
being trampled behind her; bresth sawing like vinegar in her throat, she ssumbled on a zigzag course
deeper and deeper into the dark.

Desperation gave her the edge she needed to outrun them. But even when the sounds of pursuit
had faded and there was only her own staggering, chaotic progress to shatter the quiet, she kept going,
neither knowing nor caring where she was, until at last an impenetrable bramble thicket forced her to halt.
She dropped to hands and knees, panting like an animal, shoulders heaving as she dragged the dank night
ar down into her lungs. Her harp had tangled in the briars and she hardly had the sirength to pull it free,
but findly the thorns released it with a discordant protest and she curled over the instrument, her forehead
pressed againgt the curve of the wood.

She had to rest. No matter who pursued her, no matter how close they might be, she wastoo
drained to go on. After afew minutes sheraised her head, blinking againgt the forest's intense darkness.
Though she could barely see her own hand, she sensed that she wasin adense thicket; she could fed the
proximity of the trees, the low-hanging branches, the encroaching briars. She would be as safe here as
anywhere, a least until dawn.

Indigo crawled asfar as she could into the shelter of the thorn tangle. By hunching and twisting
her body, she made herself tolerably comfortable in the undergrowth; drawing up her kneesto protect
her harp and her bow, she pillowed her head on her hands and fell into adark pit of deep.

Indigo?

Shefdt as she had done once in childhood, swimming back toward the real world after the
passing of a severefever. She seemed to be bobbing in the wake of something vast and dark, released
fromitshold yet logt, bereft, not knowing where shewas.

Indigo...

There was hard ground beneath her, but she couldn't coordinate her thoughts; had to drag herself
out of alingering dream-

No; don't try to wake. When you are awake, | can't speak to you like this. You can't hear
me. Please... answer mein your mind, not with your tongue.

She knew the voice. It had spoken to her in the forest and she had thought it wasillusory ...

She formed athought, but tentatively, not wanting to break the fragile thread that held her
between deep and waking.

"Who areyou?'

| am called Grimya. And with the silent reply came wordless concepts: wolf; femae; friend.

Thiswasinsane, Indigo told hersdf. There were no such things as tel epathic wolves. And yet she
couldn't argue with bald facts. The creature that had spoken at her campfire, that had saved her from
Tarn-Shen, had been no illusion; and that same creature was speaking to her now.

She marshaed her thoughts and projected: "How do you know my name?’

| looked in your mind as you slept, and | saw many things about you. A pause. | didn't
mean to pry. Please forgive me.

Indigo felt her face muscles move as she smiled in her haf dream. Why would she be angry?
What had sheto fear from sharing her secretswith awolf?

"Then you know much more of methan | know of you," shereplied.

Yes. Suddenly, though the voice in her mind had no tone beyond a sibilant whisper, Indigo sensed
reluctance and uncertainty. Grimyawas afraid of something.

"What isit, Grimya? What do you fear?'

No answer.

"Grimya?" She made the question as gentle as she could. "Why are you afraid to tell me of
yoursdf?'



Because... Again a hestation, and Indigo sensed theinterna struggle taking place within the
creature. Grimyalonged to communicate, but something held her back. Then at last there came asigh, a
bresth in her psyche, ineffably sad.

| saw in your mind that you are lonely, and that you are sad. I, too, am lonely and sad, and
| thought that perhaps you might be my friend. But if | tell you what makes me lonely, you may
turn your face fromme.

Indigo redlized that what lay behind the deep and apparently sourceless sense of pity that had
touched her during previous momentsin the forest. Grimyahad been trying to reach out to her then,
trying to share her thoughts. But though she had sensed the wolf's presence, Indigo had been unable to
hear her: any telepathic skill she might possess was too embryonic, too untrained, to manifest except in
deep.

She sad: "Why should | turn from you?"

Because | am different. That is my shame.

Indigo smiled again, sadly. "I know dl about shame, Grimya. | have more than enough of my
own. Besides, | oweyou adebt. You saved my life."

A gruff sound, asthough, bizarrely, the wolf was clearing her throat. As you saved mine.

"Well, then. Doesn't that make us equals?"

Once more there was along pause.

"Grimya?'

| can't tell you my story, | don't know all the right words. | could show you the picturesin
my memory, but | don't think you will see them clearly, not now you are so nearly awake. Perhaps
when you sleep again.

"Try for me, Grimya. Please.”

No. The response was emphatic. It is day. You should rouse now, before the men of the
village come to avenge their dead leader.

A shock went through Indigo, dmost jolting her out of her trancelike state. "Tarn-Shen is dead?’

The one who attacked you. | smelled death on him before 1 fled to find you. He went to
darkness before morning-1 can always tell. His men will come back to find us, and kill us. You
should rouse.

"I-" And Indigo gasped, physically gasped, asthe threads of the dream snapped and the nerves
in her body came suddenly aliveto thefed of hard, uneven ground, damp grass, the sense of something
closing over her. For amoment a gray-green film clouded her inner vision; then she opened crusted
eydids, blinking at the dull forest daylight, and turned over to see Grimya ditting in the shelter of the
brambles not two paces away.

For thefirgt time shelooked fully and clearly at the creature she had previoudy seenonly in
shadow-shot darkness. Grimyawas indeed far bigger than any normal wolf, but under the luxuriant pelt
of gray, brindled fur she was starkly thin, bones angular and staring through the long hair. And her face,
especidly around her muzzle, was amass of old scars that had never properly healed. Wedls, gashes,
bite-marks; the skin of her lower jaw had clearly once been badly torn and now no hair grew there, and
the flesh was puckered over her right eye, dightly distorting its shape. How she had come by such injuries
Indigo couldn't begin to guess, but it was clear that life hadn't treated Grimyakindly. Y et something in the
wolfs amber eyes made her beautiful despite her blemishes; they held warm intelligence and a depth of
genuine kindnessthat Indigo had rarely encountered in any living creature, anima or human.

They looked at each other for what seemed avery long time, neither liking to make thefirgt
move. Indigo didn't know how to greet her new found friend; she couldn't clasp hands with awolf, but to
stroke or pat Grimya, as she would have done adog, would be crude and insulting. Findly, though, it
was Grimyawho broke the awkward stillness by rising to her feet, padding two paces toward Indigo
and, with an artlessness that touched the girl's emotions, licking her face. It was, Indigo redlized, the only
form of greeting the wolf knew, and she responded impulsively by putting her arms about the shaggy
neck and hugging tightly.

Grimyamade a pleased, puppyish sound at the back of her throat, and formed words with a



panting effort. "Wel-come. Wd-come!”

"Grimya..." Indigo sat back on her hedls, then shook her head as her mind tried to assmilate too
many things at once. "Forgive me, I-I've never before met awolf who could spesk.”

"Thereare-no others,” Grimyasaid. "Only me."

So she was amutant. But a natura freak, or bred for some purpose? Indigo wondered about the
scars on her face. Animals, she knew, tended to be intolerant of any of their own kind who werein any
way different from the norm. Little wonder that Grimyawas|ondly....

The gutturd, fatering voice broke in on her thoughts. "We must-not stay here. Men will come.”

Indigo shook off her speculations. There were dogs in the herders village, and doubtless some
weretrained astrackers. If, as Grimyabelieved, Tarn-Shen had died of the wound she'd inflicted on him,
the het wouldn't rest until they had her blood in return.

Indigo and Grimya crept out of the brambles and into asmall clearing. Inthis part of the forest
the trees grew so0 densdly that it wasimpossible even to judge the angle of the sun. Grimyarealized what
Indigo wasthinking, and said, "I-lead usto safety. But we must be quick. Go now."

"Where areweto go?" Indigo asked.

"F-far away." Grimyahad great difficulty with thefirst word, and she was aready pacing
restlesdy, her tail twitching, anxiousto be on the move. "Away from the men. Now."

"But where?' Indigo started to say. "If they're truly determined to find us, they'll-" And she
stopped as Grimya interrupted her with asnarl.

"Hush!" The she-wolf's head was raised, ears pricked forward, and the coarse hair of her ruff
and dong her spinewas bristling.

Though she concentrated with al her will, Indigo could hear nothing but the chatter of birds.
"Whdt isit?"

"Hun-ters." Thereply was athin, dangerous growl, barely discernible as speech. "Men; dogs.
Hear them. Smell them.”

"l can't.”

Grimya dropped to a crouch and her haunches quivered. "Upwind," she snarled, "but near.” Her
eyes, glittering like bronze now and feral, focused on Indigo's face. "No moretime. Follow. Run.” And
before Indigo could react she sprang away, swerving past the tangle of black brambles and into the
dense wood.

Then Indigo's spine chilled asfor thefirgt time she heard what the wolf had sensed long before. A
distant baying: the eager, frantic and mindless voices of hunting dogs scenting akill. The crowding wood
distorted her sense of direction, but she judged that they could be no more than aquarter of amile away.

She swung around, biting her tongue to stop hersdf from caling after Grimya, and among the
trees glimpsed aflicker of something gray and more corporeal than the shadows. Then achilling howl
rose demonicaly from the dark of the forest as Grimya gave voice to adefiant chalenge.

Indecision crumbled. With one rapid movement Indigo snatched up her harp and bow from the
thicket, then without pausing to look back she plunged in the direction Grimya had taken. Branches
whipped her face, snagging in her hair; she dashed them vicioudy aside with the hand that held the bow,
saw aprotruding root just in time to jump over it, ran on. Grimyawas waiting, and asthe girl cameup to
her shetook off again at what must have been for her adow lope, but which soon had Indigo panting like
awolf hersdlf in her effortsto keep pace. As sheran she swore, slently and ferocioudy, curang her
human clumsiness that smashed down undergrowth and set bushes shaking and rustling, so that the noise
of her passage seemed to fill the forest. Sometimes she lost Sight of Grimyaahead of her; then the
she-wolf would appear again, asilent ghost, waiting to urge her on with lolling scarlet tongue and hot
eyes. How closetheir pursuers were, whether they were gaining or falling back, Indigo didn't know, but
Grimyals agjitation grew asthey forged deeper into the woods, and she began to fed closeto despair.
The hounds must have picked up their scent by now, and she knew the breed. They weretireess; even if
they couldn't catch their quarry, they would run it down until it dropped from exhaugtion. Grimyamight
escape them, but she could not.

"In-di-go!"



The cry was S0 like arasping, panting breeth that for amoment she didn't redize that Grimyawas
caling her name. Only when the wolf loomed out of the crowding trees ahead did she dither to ahdt,
onearm flailing to keep her balance on the treacheroudy uneven forest floor.

"Water!" Grimyas jaws hung wide, fangs yellow and deadly. " Follow!™

She didn't comprehend. Thiswas no time to stop and drink-but she didn't have the breath to
protest, and Grimya had aready turned again and was loping away at asharp angle to the path they'd
been following. Indigo stumbled in her wake, and when the trees thinned unexpectedly to reved a steep,
moss-grown bank with a stream running below a drop of some ten feet, she understood what her
companion had meant.

It wasan old, smpletrick, but effective. Their scent would be obliterated the moment they
entered the water; the dogs could comb the banks, but while they ran along the streambed they would be
untracesble.

Grimya stopped at the top of the bank, where ancient oak roots had twisted around a weathered
boulder to form a petrified and strangely shaped overhang. She looked back briefly, then vanished over
the edge in adithering scramble, splashing into the water at the bottom. Indigo followed, dipping and
diding, hampered by the cradling of her precious harp and crossbow but managing to stay upright. The
stream was shallow, chuckling over stones which thankfully were free of treacherous weed growths.
Grimya had dready turned downstream, and Indigo glanced back at the bank. Even the most
inexperienced tracker would have no trouble finding the telltale Sgns of their descent, the flattened grass
and crushed moss, the place where the miniature soil cliff at the stream'’s edge had crumbled under the
pressure of acarelessfoot; but it didn't matter. There the trail would end.

She paused for amoment to listen for any untoward noise, but could hear nothing other than the
sounds of the stream and the ever-present birds. Grimyawas waiting, less frantic now but till impatient.
Indigo adjusted the thong that secured her harp over her shoulder and set off down the watercourse.
They had been following the stream for more than an hour when Grimya findly indicated that it was safe
to rest. The ploy, it seemed, had worked; there had been no signs of their pursuers and the forest was
quiet and undisturbed. Nonethel ess, as she scrambled up the bank the she-wolf was cautious, ears
pricked dertly, pausing at the top to watch and listen before allowing Indigo to follow her.

By thistime Indigo was hopelessy lost. Thetrees extended seemingly without end in every
direction, and from the greenish quality of the light and the profound quiet, she guessed that they must be
deep in the heart of the vast woodland. Alone, she might wander ceasdlesdy without finding away out; if
any doubts gtill remained about the wisdom of trusting Grimya, she had no choice but to abandon them.

Thewolf had dready set off into the trees, and she followed. After perhaps ten minutes-time was
hard to judge in this dill, quiet place-they cameto a shdlow ravine formed long ago by alanddip. Huge
oaks overhung the drop, and their roots, partly exposed to the air, formed anatural shelter on the
mMoss-grown slope.

"Hereweres," Grimyasad. "Safe.”

There was aledge under the oak roots, large enough to accommaodate them both comfortably.
Indigo sank down with her back against the ravine wall, thankful to rest her aching legs, Grimya peered
out, sniffed thear carefully, then said:

"All isgood. Men too far away to smell. Safe.” She turned to regard Indigo, her eyes seeming to
ask assurance that the girl had confidencein her.

Indigo reached out and, though till alittle tentative, laid ahand on the wolfs shoulder. "1 don't
know how to thank you, Grimya. | owe you agreat debt.”

Grimyastongue lolled, jaws gaping in ashow of pleasure, and her tail thumping against agnarled
root. Then sheturned, looking out again at the forest.

"You g-ay here" she said throatily. "Wait."

"Where are you going?'

The wolfs hindquarters twitched. "Hunt," she said. It was aimost abark. And before Indigo could
say any more, she had wriggled between the arching tree roots and was scrambling up theravine side.



For amoment she stood poised at the top, a deek silhouette; then she was gone, bounding away without
asound.

Indigo sat back and closed her eyes. Shewas grateful for this respite from running, from the fear
of capture and what it would have meant. And for the firgt time she had the chance to consider the
bizarre events of the past few hours.

Thefact that her life had been saved-twice-by awolf would in itself have been strange enough to
contemplate, but even that was eclipsed by the extraordinary nature of the wolf hersdlf. She had yet to
learn Grimya's story, but was certain of onething: the she-wolf was one of akind. An outcast, perhapsa
pariah; asolitary survivor with only her own resourcefulnessto rely on. The pardlds between them were
panfully dear.

Not for thefirst time, the parting words of the Earth Mother's emissary came back to Indigo's
mind. A new friend, who could be trusted. In the days that followed that strange encounter she had had
no cause to consider theidea, but suddenly it seemed sharply pertinent.

A wolf whose mind had touched hers with asense of sympathy and comradeship. A creature
who had saved her, guided her, helped her... Indigo smiled a private smile. She had believed that true
friendship, when shefound it, would be in human guise.

It seemed she had been wrong.

*CHAPTER-XII]e

Grimyareturned an hour later, with the corpse of ahare dangling from her jaws. Indigo's own hunger was
tempered by reluctanceto light afire; woodsmoke could be detected from a great distance, and though
her ssomach was gnawing, the risk was too great. When she explained thisto Grimya, adding that she
would prefer not to eat raw mest, the she-wolfs dismay was acute, but she finaly agreed to take the kill
for hersalf while Indigo made anutritiousif unappetizing mea from shoots and afew young wild carrots.

Once convinced that her friend would make good enough shrift without mesat, Grimyawas
naively and innocently uninhibited about devouring her med. Trying not to watch her, or to ligento the
sounds she made, Indigo sat staring out at the forest canopy and took silent stock of her situation.

Her chances of being able to return to Linsk now were very remote indeed. If, as Shen-Liv had
implied, the herderstraded in the port, she dared not take the risk of showing her face there. She could
do without the possessions she had | eft behind; she had her harp, knife and bow, tinderbox and awarm
coat-enough, in other words, to fulfill her basic survival needs-and replacements for her lost bolts could
be found or fashioned in good time. But without a horse she was badly hampered.

There could be, of course, no question of trying to retrieve the chestnut mare from the herders
village, nor of attempting to sted amount from among the herds on the plains. Either would be far too
dangerous. But as alone and inadequately armed foot-traveler, she would be vulnerable; al the more so
while Tarn-Shen's hunters continued to search for her. Until she could |leave the Horselands atogether,
she was and would remain afugitive.

She sighed, and Grimyalooked up. The wolfs jaws were crimson. "Y ou are... trr-oubled?’

"No; no." Indigo shook her head. "Just thinking, Grimya."

"We have... much to say. But to talk thisway ish... hard for me. When you-" Grimyas Sdes
heaved with effort and she growled as though protesting against her own inadequacy. "When you deep,
then we can... speak.”

Indigo glanced at what little she could see of the Sky through the thick tangle of brancheshigh
above them. She doubted if the day was more than haf done; the idea of deeping at this hour seemed
bizarre, but Grimyawas right; they had much to say to each other, and while she was awake anything
beyond a very one-sided communication was impossible. Time, too, was not on their sde; the hunters
might have abandoned the chase for now, but they would not give up the search for her.

Grimya had turned back to her kill. Bones crunched, and Indigo turned away, shifting her body
until she could lie down in reasonable comfort. Despite her doubts she found hersalf suddenly deepy; the



spring day was mild and she felt warm inside her coat and, at least for the moment, safe. She closed her
eyes and aquiet greenness seemed to envelop her, punctuated by the small, dmost sublimina sounds of
the forest. Leaveswhispering, birds calling with bright, distantly echoing voices, the faint hum of abee
searching for early flowers somewhere nearby... the sounds melded, softened and findly faded away into
the quiet of deep.

Can you hear me, Indigo?

Grimyas soft, toneless menta voice penetrated her dreams and she felt her mind rise through the
deeper layers of consciousness until she hovered, as she had done before, midway between deeping and
waking.

"I hear you, Grimya."

You have dept for a long time. The light in the sky is fading.

"Arewedill safe?!

Yes. | have been to the forest's edge. The hunters have given up the chase for now.

Rdief waslike cool water flowing through her veins. "Then-" she began.

No. The response cut across her thoughts, as though the she-wolf had read them amost before
they could be clearly formulated. And again Indigo sensed fear and doubt in Grimyas mind.

She waited for the space of five heartbesats, then felt hersdlf draw breath. " Grimya, you mustn't be
afraid. There's so much | want to know about you, and nothing you tell me can ever erase the debt | owe
you."

Words aone, she knew, couldn't convince Grimya, and she tried to project afeding of kindness,
warmth, comradeship. Therewas apause. Then Grimyasaid:

| can seeaword in your head, Theword is"'mutant. " | don't know what it means.

"It'sjust aword, Grimya. It isn't important. And you're no more of amutant than | am.”

| still don't under stand.

Indigo felt bitter pain welling up in her. "Don't you?' she asked gently. "Y ou've seen into my
mind, Grimya. Y ou know what | am.”

A sense of negation: No. | know only that you have come from far away, and that you are
sad and lonely. When | tried to look further there was a dark place in your head, and | knew it
was wrong for me to go there unless you should ask me to, so | did not.

The smple honesty of that statement touched the girl to the quick, A dark place... was that how
Grimya saw the appalling chasm that separated her from her own past? And if the wolf knew the real
truth, would she be able to comprehend it, let done understand?

Indigo saw suddenly and with awful clarity the nature of Grimya's self-doubt, for she shared it.
What rationd creature would not turn its face away in loathing, on learning the story of the threat brought
upon the entire world by Anghara Kaigsdaughter's foolhardy arrogance?

A shock, chill asahoar-month frost, ran through her as she redlized that for the first time since
leaving Carn Caille, she had formed the syllables of her own former namein her mind. And following on
the hedls of me shock came chagrin, when she saw that Grimya had picked it up.

Anghara... There was wondering curiosity in the thought the wolf projected back to her. How
can you be Indigo and yet Anghara, too?

There were red flames before Indigo'sinner vison, and she couldn't force them away. "'l was
Anghara," she said softly. "But | have forfeited the right to my true name.”

| don't understand. Is this what makes you so sad?

"Ah, Grimya..." She hadn't cried since her second night aboard Greymalkin, but now the tears
were coming, welling up; she couldn't stem them. "I can't explain to you, not in words. Look into my
mind, if you can. Look into the dark place. And maybe then you won't fear that | might turn my face from
you."

She could sense Grimyal's hesitation as curiosity warred with ataboo againgt prying into another's
innermost secrets. A little bleakly, Indigo projected the thought that she welcomed such an intrusion, that
if Grimyawaswilling to learn, she waswilling to open hersdlf: and momentslater shefdt thefirs tentative



probing as the she-wolfs mind and hers began to merge.

There were facesin her inner vision, faces sheld striven to blot from her memory but which had
lurked in dark recesses, only waiting for their chanceto rise into her consciousness again. Fenran, Kirra,
her father, mother, Imyssa, Cushmagar. And other beings. things which had never been human,
abominations, mongtrosties, twisted parodies of life shambling and lurching across the burning landscapes
of her inner eye. Shefdt her lungs and heart contract agonizingly as her mind was plunged deeper into
her own past. There stood the Earth Mother's emissary, the serene face merciful yet without pity for her.
There was the dusty road that lay beyond time and space, and on it she saw again the visons-if visons
they were-of the maleficent, silver-eyed child, and of Fenran, torn and bleeding, struggling through the
invisblethicket that had no end.

In her deep Indigo's body shook as dry sobs, tearless now, racked her. But there was another
presencein her mind: warm, animd, openly and smply comforting, with an undertone of distress.

| am beginning to under stand now, Grimyasaid. But why did you do such a thing, when it
has brought you only sadness?

It was such an innocent question, uttered without any hint of censure, and the unwavering trust it
implied made Indigo wish that tine earth might open and alow her to crawl away down to its uttermost
depths.

Shesaid: "l did it because | wasafoal." Much worse than afool, but could Grimya understand
the concept of acrime againgt the Earth hersalf? "1 was greedy and | was arrogant. | thought | knew
better than dl the world's bards and sages, and | tried to prove that belief without thought for the
consequences.”

Grimyaconsidered thisfor along time. Then: | don't think | under stand humans very well.
Why do they desire to know so many things? What does it gain them? She paused. | know things,
too. | know the day and the night, the forest, the plains, the river. | know how to hunt, and how to
call to the moon, and what is sweet water and what is bad. | know that when | amtired | must
dleep, and when | amthirsty | must drink. | know all these things, and | need nothing more.

"But you know more than that, Grimya The way we're speaking now is proof of it. Y ou know
far more than any ordinary wolf."

A soft, melancholy sound came from Grimyasthroat. Yes. But | did not seek for those things,
and they have made me very unhappy. Yet when men seek, and are made unhappy by what they
find, still they seek more. | don't understand that. | don't think | ever shall.

"Y ou shouldn't try,” Indigo told the wolf softly. ™Y our philosophy isfar saner then ours, it seems.”

Phil-os-0-phy... Grimyatried out the syllables with grave caution. That isa new word. But a
word for humans, perhaps; not for me.

Slencefd| for alittlewhile. Then Indigo sad:

"Grimya, now you know the full truth about me. Areyou il willing to be my friend?"

Why should | not be?

"Because of what |'ve done. Because of the cursethat'slaid on me.”

Your curseisnot mine. Mineis different.

"But among my own kind | 'm an outcadt, apariah.”

| don't know "par-iah." But | am outcast, too, and that makes us alike. | want to be your
friend.

Tofed relief a gaining the trust and the loyalty of awolf was astrange concept, but the sensation
wasthere, and with it came awarm fedling of gratitude.

"Thenwill you tell meyour story?' Indigo asked. "Please, Grimya. Y ou have done agreat dedl to
help me. | want to try to help you in my turn.”

There was hesitancy ill, but it had faded to nothing more than an old reluctance to speak of
something that gave the she-wolf pain. Grimyasaid: | will show you the pictures from my memory,
Indigo, if I can. Watch now, and listen....

Green darkness, the rich green of woodland moss, flowed across Indigo'sinner eye. Shefelt the
touch of something warm and far-clad, and though the contact should have been dien to her, somehow it



was not. A bird, somewhere overhead, trilled aflying cascade of notes that might have been amating call
or amply an expression of joy at being dive. And suddenly she was no longer Indigo, and no longer
human....

The den was a place of dark security, and her eyes, which had opened for thefirst time only a
day or so ago, couldn't yet focus properly on the furry and-to the tiny cubs-vast flank of the mother-wolf
who suckled her and her three brothers. Her world consisted of the bed of dry, crackling leaves, the
squeds of her siblings, the warm body and rough, rasping tongue that cleaned her own downy fur, and a
seemingly endless supply of milk. But her newly formed mind was aware of another world beyond the
den, aworld which, in her infantile dreams, sometimes seemed asred aswaking, and which she seemed
to see and hear in away that was unlike norma seeing and hearing.

Thewarm presence and tiny criesfaded then, and suddenly that other world was trandated into
redlity before her eyes-eyes now sharp and dert and avid for new information. Small, sturdy legs carried
her on explorations that grew more adventurous with each day that passed; though at the end of them
there was aways the return to the den and the warm presence. Sometimes she would Sit at the mouth of
the den, watching as her siblings played in the undergrowth afew paces away. Head cocked on one side,
she listened to their yappings and growlings and longed to join in; but when she began, tentatively, to beat
her tail on the dusty ground, or approached them with ahopeful whine, they drove her away.

Other experiences followed: scenes of the forest, becoming more familiar and less awesome; of
her own growth mirrored in the growth of her brothers; of tasting mest for thefirst time; of her mother's
increasing restlessness as the cubs approached maturity. And with the tapestry of those experiences,
which seemed to be unfolding fester and faster, came a growing awareness that something was not quite
right. A sense of not belonging, of difference. But what manner of difference? She couldn't understand.
All she knew was that the mock assaults her brothers made on her were suddenly becoming more
frequent and more serious. She was no longer welcome in the den; tolerated, but not welcome. And
more and more often she could only find refuge from their constant torment in solitude.

Until the day when they findly and irrevocably turned on her, and for thefirg time Grimya
learned the real meaning of her difference.

She had always known that she could "hear" the thoughts of other creatures, but had believed it
nothing untoward; nor had it occurred to her to wonder why neither her mother nor her brothers seemed
ableto reply when shetried to speak to them in that other way. And so she was unprepared for the
eventsof that morning in late autumn.

The cubs, amost fully grown now, werein the clearing just outside the den. Their mother had not
come out to join them, and Grimya had been thinking about ways to assuage her hunger when the attack
came. Her brothers were on her so fast that she had no time to react, let alone defend herself; one
moment the clearing had been quiet, the next Grimyawas bowled over by three snapping, snarling
bodies. Thiswas no game: they were going for her throat, her face, teeth snatching at her fur, tearing at
her skin-and in their crude, haf-formed imaginations Grimyasaw her own imminent death.

Shefought them, ingtinct coming to her aid when, in her panic, she couldn't conscioudy
remember the self-defense lessons she had learned. Y dping, biting, scrabbling, she stood her ground,
and was only dimly aware of relief when her mother, disturbed by the noise, appeared a the den mouth.

But her mother didn't cometo her aid; didn't call her brothers off. Instead-and the knowledge
was like a hammerblow to Grimya's unquestioning faith-the she-wolf sprang into the fray, her snarls
deeper and more deadly than those of the cubs, attacking the pariah, the strange one, the different one.
Her mother's fangs sank into the soft flesh above Grimya's eye, and Grimya howled, protesting at the
pain and the betraya . She was lost-no one would help her; and her assailants, her own family, would not
be content until she was driven from their midst, or dead.

She had one hope of surviva-to run. Twisting about, she squirmed between two of her brothers
and, breaking into amomentarily clear space, fled with her tail between her legs. They pursued her, but
desperation gave her an edge and the chase was hafhearted; once certain that she was out of their
territory, the four wolves|et her go.

Alone, bewildered and far from the only home she had ever known, Grimya huddled miserable



and wounded in the forest's dank undergrowth. And Indigo, her mind inextricably bound with the mind of
the young she-walf, fet her own lungs heaving, her own tongue lolling, the dow trickle of blood from her
own torn face and flank. She was betrayed, she was bereft. She had no family and no friends; her only
companions had rejected her, driven her away because she was different. In her londliness sheraised
her head toward the impassive | eaf-canopy and uttered along, disma howl that set birds chattering with
adarm; acry of wretched despair.

New sensations and images came then. The harsh redlity of solitude, with no pack to give her
security and comfort. Learning, step by painful step, to hunt alone, catching only small game that barely
satisfied her needs. Bitter winters-two, the part of the wolf-mind that was Indigo counted-during which
Sarvation was an ever-present threat. Often in those icy days she saw men who came from the
surrounding villages to hunt in the forests, and sometimes she followed them when they returned to the
plains and the horse-herds. The difference that had turned her own kind against her aso enabled her to
understand, and awkwardly mimic, human speech; language, it ssemed, had no barriersfor Grimya. But
to men, asto her fellow wolves, she was an object of hatred... until the night when, hungry and londly,
she had been irresistibly lured to a stranger's camp by the smells of woodsmoke and meat, and the faint
grainsof harp music....

Rdease from the thral of merged minds came abruptly, likefelling into atwigting, turning vortex,
and the shock jolted Indigo awake. She sat up in a confused flurry, dmost cracking her head on a
protruding root, and suffered the secondary shock of disorientation as she redlized that suddenly she had
hands and feet instead of four paws, that her body wasn't covered by athick pelt of fur, that she no
longer knew how to howl. Gasping, she turned her head. And there beside her-a separate entity
now-was Grimya.

The she-woalf's flanks heaved and she spoke in her halting, pained way. “"Now you... know... all
of me"

Indigo swallowed, but couldn't didodge the blockage in her throat. "Yes... I'm sorry, Grimya. So
sorry for your suffering.”

"|.... cannot changeit. But you..." There was something odd in Grimyas manner, an underlying
excitement that put Indigo abruptly and inexplicably on edge.

"Me?"

The shaggy, brindled head siwvung from side to side and Grimya's jaws opened wide, tongue
lalling. It wasasign of frudtration, of distress at her own inability to communicate more clearly. ™Y ou
have... | do not know aword! When | sh-showed you... pictures, you-became." Her eyeswere amber
lampsin the shadows. "Became me."

"Inmy mind, |-

"No, Not mind. Not just mind. | saw you."

Indigo's pulse missed asharply painful beat as she realized what Grimyawastrying to express.
"You mean... | changed?| became-awolf?’

"Yes, yed" Grimyawas dmost wriggling with excitement. "Face, coat, body-like me!”

Shape-shifting... It was one of the oldest and rarest of the ancient witch-powers. Indigo had
never met anyone who possessed that eerie ability, but she knew such people existed. Asachild she had
listened enthralled to bards tales of encounters with the few elusive and secretive sorcerers who could
alter their bodies at will into the forms of birds, or cats, or bears; the stories were well documented, as
was the fact that such atalent could not be learned but was something inborn, a gift from the Earth
Mother to a chosen few.

Wasit possible that she could be one of those few? The thought made her skin prickle, and a
rivulet of ice-cold sweet ran down her spine. Imyssa, who was hersdf awitch, abeit with little power
beyond the skills of herbalism, scrying and weather-lore, believed that some measure of power lay
dormant in her young charge; but even Imyssa had not foreseen this.

Y et the evidence of Grimya's eyes couldn't be denied. In her own mind Indigo had known,
briefly, what it wasto be awolf, and with that experience had come the avesome manifestation of the
shape-changer.



Suddenly Indigo began to shiver, and couldn't make the spasms stop. If she truly possessed such
apower, then she was both blessed and cursed. Blessed because it was, in potential, aweapon beyond
priceto aid her in the grim quest ahead. But cursed because she had no knowledge of how to harness
and useit. And without that knowledge, without the skill and the training needed to control and wield
such aforce, her innate talent was usaless. Worse than usdless; for its random and unchecked
manifestation could endanger her life. And Imyssa, the one person who could and would have helped her
to understand and use what was awakening within her soul, waslost to her forever.

Grimyawhimpered softly, and she redlized that the she-wolf had been watching her, sensing her
distress and anxious.

"Indigo? What iswr-wrong?"

Indigo wiped both hands across her face, attempting to clear her mind. "I don't think | can
explanit, Grimya."

"Y ou have magic, yet that makes you more sad then before. Wh-why?"

"Ohh..." Indigo shook her head. "Because evenif-if-1 have that magic, | don't know how to use
it!" She blinked rapidly, aware that she was beginning to fed very sorry for hersdf. "I didn't know,
Grimya. And because | didn't know, | refused to listen to those who did, and | refused to learn from
them. Now it'stoo late; there's no oneto help me, and I've only myself to blame!™

Grimyawas slent for afew moments. Then shesaid: "1 can hdp you."

Indigo felt a Stirling sensation in her throat, and tried to smile. "Y ou're kind, Grimya, and agood
friend. But-"

"No," Grimyainterrupted, "I meant more than by-by being your friend." She paused, panting.
Human speech was taxing her, but she was determined to say what wasin her mind. "Something else. |
know of aplacein the forest, where men... will not go, because..." Again her tongue lolled with
frugtration. "' have not the words!"

A dim memory stirred in the depths of Indigo's consciousness and she felt tension creep through
her muscles. "What kind of place?’

"A place of... water and dark. Deep among the trees. The hunters... fear it, but... thereismagic
there. Humans magic. It isvery strong.” The she-wolfs nogtrilsflared, "1 have smdlled it, but not been too
near. It may be that s-such a place can help you."

A faint, unfocused menta impression accompanied the words, and Indigo's spine crawled asthe
nagging memory dipped abruptly into place. In the depths of the Southern I1des forests were sacred
groves, dways at the Ste of aspring or natural well. They were used only by the most powerful and
devoted of witches, those who had dedicated their lives exclusively to the Earth Mother's service, and no
outsider ever dared enter one uninvited, for the groves were guarded by spirits which would not tolerate
the presence of the uninitiated. Sacred Sites, repositories of power, strong foci for the old magics... wasit
possible that such groves aso existed here in the Horselands? She knew nothing of the occult practices
of thiswild country, but the people of the villages worshipped the Earth Mother, as her own people
did....

Her mouth dry, she said: "Grimya, isthis place-the place of water and dark-still used by
humans?'

"|....do not think so. Not for many, many moon risings. There is no man-scent there. But the
magicisdill srong.”

Asit surely would be.... Indigo sucked at theinsdes of her cheeksin an attempt to induce sdliva,
but when she spoke again her voice was husky with dehydration. "And you think that such a place might
help me?'

A long, long pause. Then:

"l believeitisso. | have-seen things. In dreams. In deep. | cannot speak of them. But they are
there”

What have you to lose? Indigo's mind asked her silently. She knew the answer: nothing.

"Grimya, will you take meto the place of water and dark?’

The she-wolfs head swayed uncertainly. "Isit what you... truly wish?"



"Yes"

"Then... | will takeyou." Grimyablinked, and along shudder ran the length of her back as she
looked beyond their shelter into the green-lit forest, seeming to see something that was beyond Indigo's
ability to perceive. "But | think," she added in a soft, throaty whisper, "I think | am afraid of what we
might find there..."

*CHAPTER-XIV-

Grimyadid not want to begin their journey that day. The place of water and dark, she said, wasalong
way from their shelter, and night would soon fal. To set out now would mean arriving with only the moon
to light them, and that prospect made her nervous. Indigo, however, was impatient, and her stubborn
determination-coupled with the difficulty that verba argument held for Grimya-findly prevailed.

They set out northwestward, with the sunset flaring through the forest ahead of them. Indigo was
unwilling to trust the likelihood that the herders would have abandoned their hunt at least until morning,
and kept her senses cautioudly attuned for any untoward sights or sounds; but the woods were peaceful,
and the small, natural noises of birds and animals dowly tapered off asthe light faded, until they walked in
darkness and silence.

Neither of them had spoken since they | eft their makeshift camp. Once Grimya stopped to
investigate a spring that bubbled duggishly from benegth the ground by their track, but agrowl was
enough to warn Indigo that the water was not safe to drink, and they continued on their way. With the
moon's passage invis ble beyond the trees Indigo had no way of telling how long they had walked before
the wolf, who was afew paces ahead of her, suddenly dowed and stopped. She too hdted, and
immediately felt something in the atmaosphere that made her spinetingle. The night was very ill, but it
seemed as though the stilInessitsaf were dive, a sentient presence, aware and anticipating.

She peered into the dark. Very little of the moon's radiance penetrated the dense canopy, but
ahead of them-impossible to say how far; the night played tricks, and distances, she knew, were
deceptive-afaint greenish glow shone among the trees, apae column of light like awill-o0'-the-wisp.
Very dowly Indigo moved up to where Grimya stood, and laid a hand lightly on the wolfs shoulder. Her
Voice was a breathless whisper.

"Isthat the place, Grimya? The place of water and dark?”

"Yesss..." Grimyasfur rippled benesth her touch and she sensed her friend's unease,

There was power here; she could fed it, aformless yet tangible presence in the air about her, and
it conjured memories of placesin her homeland's forests where she had been sirictly forbidden to go. But
unlike those sacred shrines, this grove seemed to beckon to her, calling her to approach...

Nothing moved; there was not the smallest breeze to stir asingle leaf. Indigo took three paces
forward, and heard Grimyawhimper.

"Grimya?' Sheturned, saw that the wolfs hackles were raised. "We must go on. We can't turn
back now."

"l am... afraid.”

"But theré's nothing to fear." Shelooked ahead again. Was the strange radiance glowing alittle
more brightly, or did she imagine it? She took another two steps forward, aware that the treesand
bushes were beginning to close in around her.

Grimyasad: "Thisisnot... agood place. | dontwanttogoin.”

Abruptly, Indigo's conscience assailed her. Thiswas her quest, not Grimya's; in bringing her to
this place, the she-wolf had conquered her fear only with greet difficulty. That sacrifice was enough; to
ask more of her would be crudl.

She stroked Grimyas neck, hoping to soothe her and show her gratitude at the sametime. "You
need go no farther, Grimya. But | must. Do you understand that?"

"Yesss.."

"Andwill you wait for me?"



The shaggy head swung. "Of c-course. | will wait... here. | am not afraid here. But..."

"Whdt isit?"

Grimyalooked up at her, then impulsively licked her hand. "Promise me you will take care!™

She amiled, touched. "I promise.”

Indigo carefully laid down her harp, undung her crossbow and unsheathed her knife. To take
weapons into a place sacred to the Earth Mother was the act of a desecrater; shelaid them on the grass
beside Grimya, then walked dowly in the direction of the faint radiance. The she-wolf settled to the
ground; when Indigo looked back she saw her only as an dert slhouette, her eyes glowing pinpointsin
the gloom. She raised one hand in salute, then set her face once more toward the dim, shining aurathat
caled her on through the trees.

The woodland here was so dense that Indigo soon began to wonder if it was entirely natural. In places
the trees crowded so closely together that she could barely move between them, and at every step she
was forced to push aside resistant branches, like aswimmer forging against a heavy current. Severa
times she was obliged to veer aside when the undergrowth became impenetrable, and would have lost
her way but for the distant glow of the strange column of light to guide her. But as she drew nearer to her
god the light seemed subtly to dter; it faded, brightened, faded again, appearing to dissipate until she
feared that she might lose sight of it dtogether. Indigo grew uneasy, and had to hold back a panic-borne
impulse to hack and tear at the network of branches before her, trying to force away through lest her
only point of reference should vanish and leave her heplesdy logt in the thicket.

Thetangle of undergrowth ended so unexpectedly that she dmost sumbled and lost her footing
as she burst into the clearing. Shocked by the suddenness of the change, Indigo stood on an emerad
carpet of moss-grown turf and gazed wide-eyed at the sheer wall of rock, not ten paces before her, that
rose from the far bank of atill pool.

She breathed in dowly, and as though in answer the trees and bushes at her back whispered to
the dtirring of afaint breeze. Every inch of her skin wastingling with tiny, e ectric sensations; she could
feel thefocus of power here, could have reached out and cupped it in her hands, tasted it, drunk of its
essence... She swayed, gripping abranch of ayoung sapling to steady herself as her mind spun headily.
Thiswas, indeed, asacred place, and for amoment her courage dmost felled her as she remembered old
tales of what befell those who invaded the sanctity of these magical groves.

But she was not an invader. She had comein aspirit of reverence, to ask help of the ancient
forcesfocused here. She carried no weapon; she intended no evil. All she brought with her was hope,
and adlent prayer that the guardians of the grove, if they il kept vigil, would look kindly on her.

The moss beneath her feet felt soft and springy; the rough bark of the sapling held her to earth
and redlity. Shetook another breath and, conscious that what she did was an irrevocable commitment,
stepped into the grove.

There was no sudden change, no howling gae, no shock of blinding light, no monstrous voice to
boom achalenge or acondemnation. The quiet peace of the night still enfolded her, and as her racing
pulse began to dow alittle, she summoned the courage to cross the green carpet and stand at last before
the pool.

It was perhaps two arms length in width, a sheer-sided basin at the bottom of the rock face.
How deep it might be Indigo couldn't tell; the water was like a black mirror, and when she dropped to
her knees at its edge and looked in, she could see only aghostly, distorted reflection of her own face.
Nor was the pool's surface entirdly till; faint ripples moved acrossit, and sheredlized that it wasfed by a
tiny rivulet of water that trickled from the rock above. Looking up to find the rivulet's origin, she saw that
it ran down through a deep cleft in the rock face-and here was the source of the unearthly light, for the
cleft exposed adense vein of greenish, quartzlike ore that glowed with a peculiar phosphorescence.
Reflecting and refracting from the crystaline surface, this phosphorescence formed the pale, shimmering
column which had guided her through the trees.

Indigo kndlt at the pool's edge, dlowing her racing pulse alittle timeto dow and settle. Her
senseswere very dert and she was acutely conscious of the silence pervading the grove. Was she being



watched? Her mind sought for atelltale sign, the smalest psychic hint of another presence, but found
nothing. The guardians, if they till dwelt here, were not yet ready to make themsalves known.

Shefocused her thoughts on the revelation which had brought her to the grove, and on the help
she hoped to find, then closed her eyes and composed hersalf. Communion with the powers that
inhabited other planes of existence had always been asilent and private matter among the witches of the
Southern Ides. Panoply and ceremonia had its place in the mass celébrations of harvest, midwinter and
spring, but for less public purposesit was held that the Earth Mother saw the hearts and souls of those
who asked Her blessing without need of such trappings. Indigo's lips moved in asilent prayer of
invocation and she opened hersdlf to the grove and the power within it. She felt the greenness enclosing
her, and the chill of the night seemed tempered by awarm, flowing sensation deep in her mind, asthough
she moved through dark, cm waters. A plea, ahope, animplicit trust: theimages coaesced in her
thoughts and took wing...

And something reached out from the darkness to touch her with the indefinable ddicacy of a
shadow.

Indigo's flesh tingled with ice and fire together as excitement and dread warred within her.
Uncertainly, haltingly, her mind formed a question, awordless hope-

"I hear you, Indigo. Open your eyes, and you will see.”

Her eydidsfluttered and she shivered convulsvely. Then the grove swam into focus and she saw
that the eerie phosphorescence in the rock fault above her was glowing more brightly, the column of light
taking on ahint of form. Even as she watched, the column wavered, flickered-and in its place, balancing
on anarrow ledge insde the crevice, stood a dender figure.

It was dmogt, but not quite, human. Vivid emerald eyes gazed down at Indigo from asmall,
delicate face. Hair that was not truly hair but had the look of a cascade of young green willow leaves
showered over the sprite's shoulders, falling dmost to itswai <. It was naked, sexless rather than
androgynous, and its skin gleamed the color of pale, burnished maple. Prehensle toes clung to the ledge
asabird might cling to abranch; itsfingers were tipped with long, tranducent nails.

"What do you want, that brings you to thisholy place?" it asked.

The voice had an oddly distant timbre, and Indigo found that her eyes wouldn't quite focus on the
gporite. It was as though, she thought, it was not fully manifest in thisworld, but hovered between the
dimengion of Earth and its own otherworldly plane.

She dropped her gaze and said: "I seek the aid of the powers the Earth Mother hasinvested
here. | comein peace, and in reverence.”

There was slence for afew moments while the sprite weighed and judged her words. Then it
inclined its head.

"| seethat you speak without deviousness. What isthe nature of the aid you hopeto find?'

Haltingly, Indigo told of her experience and of the revelation that had followed. The being listened
without movement or change of expression, and, occasionally daring to glance up &t it, she wondered
what thoughtsran through itsaien mind.

When the tale was done, another and longer silence followed, and Indigo felt her heartbeat
quickening with trepidation. At last, the sprite spoke again.

"You are not aninitiate in the craft of the wise, yet you seek the skillsthat the guardians of the
grove grant only to that craft. What makes you think that you have aright to ask such aboon of us?

"l have noright,” Indigo answered. "But | believe that the power within me wasinvested by the
Earth Mother, and | fear that | might offend Her by using it recklessy or unknowingly.”

The sprite consdered this. "It istrue that al such powers are the Earth Mother's gift, and She
does not bestow Her giftswithout good cause.” Its outline shimmered. "'If the words of your lips are the
words of your heart, then it may be that what you ask will be granted. But your sincerity must be tested,
and if you fail that test, your deceit will be known to us and you will suffer accordingly. Areyou willing to
open your innermost secretsto us?”'

Indigo looked up and saw that the strange being was smiling, faintly but, she thought, kindly.
"Yes" shesaid without hestation. "1 amwilling.”



"Very wdl. Itisquite smple. Merdly put your handsin the water of the poal.”

Indigo leaned forward. The pool's surface was a black mirror ill, but as she bent toward it she
could see, behind her own reflection, the faint shimmer of the sprite's ethered form. Her fingers broke the
surface, went through; she felt the profound, icy coldness of the water envelop her hands-

Without warning the scene about her tilted violently, and suddenly the pool wasn't a pool but was
changing into atunnel, ayawning vortex of amouth opening up before her. Shefdt hersdf toppling
forward, cried out-and in that split second, as she lurched between dimensions, she had alast glimpse of
the sprite reflected in the black water before the pool winked out of existence. It was leaning from the
crevice, itsface twisted with demonic glee-and from its open mouth flickered a snakelike silver tongue.

Slver-

"Grimya" Indigo heard her own despairing scream as though across avast chasm, and she heard
the answering howl, the crash of something heavy and powerful charging through the trees. She felt moss
beneath her fingers and scrabbled frantically to grasp it asthe forest turned in on itself and the ground
beneath her heaved. Something vast and hollow came rushing toward her, she was snatched,
buffeted-she heard athroaty snarling, shockingly close, tried to scream again-and lost her hold on the
world to pitch helplessy into avoid of chaotic light and impossible color, with the echoes of her own
ghriek dinningin her ears.

* k%
She had been aware of something whimpering close by for sometime, but her mind and body seemed
paralyzed and she was unable to respond. Only when the intense darkness began at last to giveway to a
gray, pearly gloom was she able to raise her head and look for the source of the sound.

Shewaslying on what felt like bare rock. Her surroundings were invisible; the darkness had
lessened only enough to alow her to see afew feet in any direction. But the gray shape sprawled forlorn
and frightened at her feet was unmistakable.

"Grimya..." Indigo struggled upright, reaching out toward the she-wolf as astonished relief svept
through her.

Indigo! Grimya's head jerked up and her eyes glowed like twin pieces of amber. You are not
hurt!

She could hear the wolfs thought-speech perfectly, Indigo realized with a shock. Did thismean
that she was adeep, and dreaming? Or did it portend something far less pleasant?

She had no chanceto dwell on that, for Grimyawas on her feet, tail wagging with renewed hope.
Shelicked Indigo'sface. | could not wake you! | thought you were not going to come back to me!

"No, I-I'vetaken no hurt.” She stared into the darkness, but still could see nothing beyond the
bare surface on which she sat. "Grimya, do you know where we are?"

No. But | don't likeit. | can see nothing, smell nothing. That isn't right.

Indigo struggled with recacitrant memory. The last thing she recalled wasfelling, and asnarling at
her back, and the pool changing into agreat black mouth-

And siver. Ice clutched a her gut asan image of her last glimpse of the grove-sprite dipped into
place. That warped face, suddenly taking on alook she recognized, and the silver tongue that darted
from itslaughing mouth, told her the truth. The creature in the grove had been no sprite, no guardian; it
was Nemesis. The demon of her own dark sdif, architect of the evil she had wrought; her most deadly
enemy.

The Earth Mother's emissary had warned her of Nemesisstreachery and urged her to take great
care. But if thetelltale Signs had been visible, she had failed to see them in time. She had fallen prey to her
demon'’s deception and had embroiled the innocent Grimyain the trap.

But what manner of trap? Of one thing Indigo was certain: they were no longer in the physica
redlm of Earth. And thiswas no dream; she knew the difference between redity and nightmare. They
were, it seemed, on some astral plane; perhaps a part of-or at least a parald to-the dreadful otherworld
she had glimpsed when she walked the timel ess road under the emissary's guidance. Her abruptly
enhanced ability to communicate with Grimyawas afurther sign, but asto the form thisworld took, or its
extent, she had no clues.



If only therewere morelight! It wasimpossibleto tell if they werein the open or if thewalls of
some cdll lay just beyond the borders of vishility. She thought she sensed openness, but knew how easily
the mind could be deceived. And even if they weren't physicaly confined, thisworld itself, however large
it might prove to be, was effectively aprison.

Grimya suddenly raised her ears. Her tail had stopped wagging and she stood stiffly dert, nose
twitching as she sniffed the air uncertainly.

"What isit?" Indigo asked.

| don't know. There is something, but-And the reply broke off in asgueding yelp as, with no
forewarning, theworld lit up.

Indigo cried out in incoherent protest when light seared her unadjusted eyes, and jerked her head
aside, covering her face with her hands as Grimya, with ahowl of fear, bolted to take shelter behind her.
It was some moments before she dared |ook again, through latticed fingers;, when she did, she had to bite
back the physical sickness of renewed shock.

Asthough an unseen hand had touched flame to atitanic lamp, the landscape around them was
bathed in saffron-hued radiance that revealed a huge and bizarre vista of barren rock: pesks, crags,
massive escarpments, sere and soilless and empty. They stood at the head of ableak valley shot with
shadows the color of long-dried blood-and overhead, hanging aonein abrooding crimson sky, wasa
black sun.

Indigo's hands fell to her sdes and she stared, transfixed, at the valey, the crags, the insane sky,
while her brain struggled to assmilate and make sense of what her eyestold her. The black sun had
manifested in the sky from nowhere; it glared down, a celestia monstrosity surrounded by aghostly,
pulsing corona, and with each pulse the eerie daylight fluctuated asif the entire world were avast room lit
only by asingle, falling candle.

At Indigo's back, Grimya howled again. Amid such desolation the sound was chilling, and Indigo
dropped to a crouch beside the she-wolf, hugging her and trying to soothe her.

"Grimya, don't be afraid! It won't harm you-be calm now; try to be calm.”

Thisis not my home! Grimya's anguished contusion battered her mind in a psychic shock wave.
| fear this place!

Indigo, too, was afraid, but determined not to show it. She believed she was beginning to
understand what had happened to them, and tried to convey it to the woalf. "It isn't red, Grimyal Canyou
understand that?" She clenched her teeth, gazing around and wondering how she could explain. "Thisisa
demon world. It liesaongsde our own world, but isn't apart of it."

Then we are far away from the forest?

"Yes... and no. Theforest isclose by, but we can't reach it, for it liesin another dimension.”

Di-men-sion?

"Try to think of it asan invisible gateway between two worlds. Wefdl through that gateway, and
now we've entered aworld that didn't exist for us before.”

Like dreaming? Grimya asked.

Indigo nodded. "Y es, very much like dreaming. But we're not adegp, and we won't awaken in
the forest. If we're to escape, we must find the gateway again.”

Grimyacongdered thisfor afew moments. Then: The place of water and dark-was that the
"gateway" you speak of ?

"Yes" She shivered, remembering the sprite, the trickery, the revelation that had come too late.
"The creature in the grove deceived me. | thought it was"

A throaty growl interrupted her. | know what it was! When you called meand | ran to find
you, | recognized it as the demon | saw in your mind, and | knew it meant you harm. Grimya
looked up, her eyesfera crimsoninthe bloody light, | tried to stop it, but | was too late. And then,
when | tried to pull you back from the water, there were lights and noise, and... | found myself
here. Now you have explained more, | think | understand what the demon has done. She hesitated.
Do you think it meansto kill us?

Did it? Indigo wondered. If Nemesiswas, as the Earth Mother's emissary had said, apart of her



own s&f, then surely her desth would result in its destruction. But if it had truly taken on an independent
existence, matters might be very different....

She shook her head, unable to reconcile her doubts. "1 don't know, Grimya. | wish | could
answer you, but I don't know."

Perhaps it doesn't matter , Grimyareplied unhappily. There's nothing to eat in this place, and
nothing to drink. If we stay, we will die soon enough anyway.

She was right-but the thought gave rise to another question. Had they been physically transported
to thisworld, whatever and wherever it was, or did the crags and the bleak rock and the black sun exist
only intheir minds, whilst their unconscious bodies il lay in the grove? Experimentdly, Indigo ran her
hands over her torso, wincing as her fingers touched bruises on her rib cage. Pain wasred enough, as
was the growing thirst she felt. She turned her head to view the entire landscape, and shivered.

"WEéll achieve nothing by staying wherewe are," shetold Grimya. "Whatever form the gateway
might take, therés no trace of it here." Her gaze was drawn toward the valley, adark scar stretching
ahead of them between forbidding cliffs. At their backs was the solid wall of an unscalable pesk;, to ether
sde steep and treacherous shale dopes. The valley, it seemed, was the only route open to them.

Grimya, catching her thoughts, said: Perhaps that is wher e the demon wants us to go.

Perhapsit was. And Nemesis would have areason, of that Indigo was certain. A trap, a
confrontation... Shetook afirmer hold on her wavering confidence, aware that she had asmple choice
to make. She could face the valey and whatever dangersit might hold, or give way to cowardice and
admit defeat here and now.

Shelooked at the wolf. "Demon or no, | can see no option. I'm going into the valey. Will you
comewith me, Grimya?"'

Grimyashowed her fangs. Of course. | am your friend. Tentatively, her taill wagged once. We
won't know what lies ahead unless we ook, will we?

Her irrefutable logic brought agrim smileto Indigo'slips. "Indeed wewont," shesad. "Very
well, then; therésno point in delaying." Her eyes narrowed thoughtfully as she gazed into the lifeless
valey. "And if werefools, | suspect well discover the nature of our folly soon enough.”

* * %
If the vale between the crags did indeed conced the danger that Indigo feared, it ssemed that the trap
was not yet ready to spring. She couldn't estimate how long they had been walking through the narrow,
shadowy defile; time, it seemed, had no relevance under the unchanging black sun, and minutes, hours,
even days might have passed as they trudged aong the valey floor.

Therewas till not the smalest sign of life. No grass grew anywhere among the barren rock, and
not asingle drop of water relieved the arid desolation. Once Indigo thought she heard the distant chuckle
of astream, and they quickened their pace eagerly to find its source. But the sound faded abruptly, and
sheredized that it had been anillusion.

After that, there were more deceptions. Odd echoes whispered between the crags, raising the
hairs at the nape of Indigo's neck and making Grimyatense and crouch. Soft footsteps sounded in their
wake, only to cease when they turned and saw the vae stretching empty and lifeless behind them.
Petrified faces appeared and faded on the stratified rock wallsto either side. And once, they saw ahuge
black boulder that blocked the way ahead. It seemed impassable, but as they approached it, it
shimmered and took on, for afleeting moment, the appearance of avast, crouching beast before
vanishing atogether.

Asthe halucinations continued to haunt them, Grimyagrew ever more uneasy and defensive,
snarling at each new manifestation. Indigo's nerve, too, was badly shaken; so that they were bothiill
prepared for what lay ahead as they rounded asharp curveinthevale.

Indigo, who was walking afew paces ahead, stopped and uttered a shocked oath, stretching out
awarning hand to hdt the wolf as she came dongside. A mere few feet in front of them, only now
reveded as the path turned between two soaring crags, a huge crevasse cut acrossthe vale. Massive
rock buttresses leaned out to either Sde, and the far wall dropped sheer into utter darkness.

Grimya bared her teeth and the ruff of fur at her neck bristled. Another illusion!



"It may be; but | wouldn't careto wager onit." Experimentdly, Indigo took a pace forward,
feding her foot dide suddenly on loose shale. The crevasse did not flicker and vanish asthe giant boulder
had done, and, mindful of her balance so close to the edge, she peered around the left-hand buttress. The
black chasm gtretched away into the cliffs deegp shadows as far as she could see, and when she reached
out ahand to thelip of the drop, she felt solid stone under her fingers.

"It'sred.” She straightened, backing away to put a safer distance between herself and the edge of
the crevasse.

Too wide to jump, Grimyasaid. What can we do now?

"I don't know..." Onthefar sSde of the fault she could see the valley path continuing through the
peaks. But there seemed to be a second path, diverging at the edge and running aong anarrow ledge
that overhung the sheer wall. Wondering, she leaned out, looking to the right-

Take care! Grimyawarned.

"I will.... but... ah!" Indigo's eyes gleamed as her suspicion that the path must surely lead
somewhere was vindicated. "Grimya, look! Therésabridge!"

A bridge? Grimyaedged cautioudy forward until shetoo could look. And there, spanning out
from wall to wall ashort distance away, was astone arch. Also on thisside of the crevasse, adistinct
track led to the bridge, following the curve of the cliff-which, they could now see, wasfar less steep than
the opposite face. The way was easily negotiable, the bridge |ooked solid and uneroded; to traverse even
the path on the far sde, Indigo judged, would take no more than astrong nerve.

She turned to the she-walf. "It'sthe only way across, Grimya. We must take it.”

Grimyalicked her nose, alittle uncertain. 1t will be easy for me. But you-

"l used to go climbing on the dliffs of my homeland.” Indigo smiled sadly at the memory of her
flagrant childhood recklessness. "I'll be safe enough.” And before Grimya could argue, she turned and
moved toward the cliff edge.

The path was even easier than it looked. The dope of the crevasse was quite gentle, at least at
thisheight; afew feet down, Indigo imagined, it must drop away as sheer asthefar wall. But the gloomy
light and the intense shadow in the cleft made it impossible to tell how deep the canyon below them was,
she could maintain an illusion of safety that kept the dangers of vertigo at bay.

Cautioudy she stepped onto the path, hearing the pad of Grimyals paws behind her. Negotiating
the track proved asimple matter, providing she kept one palm flat against the rock wall for balance; in
less than aminute she reached the wider ledge from which the bridge soared away across the canyon,
and waited for Grimyato catch up,

"Well, the path was redl enough,” she said, stroking the wolfs head in an effort to reassure her.
"Now it only remainsto test the bridge."

| don't like it, Grimyaingsted unhappily. | will not feel safe until we are on the other side.

"No; in truth, neither will I. And I'd suggest that we cross as quickly aswere able.” She amiled,
but the smilewas uneasy. "'l trust nothing in this place," Speculatively, shelooked at the arch spanning out
ahead of them. Though it had no parapet, its surface was broad and fairly even, and the distance to the
far sde seemed-

Indigo stopped in mid-thought as her mind and body froze,

Indigo? Grimyals anxious query seemed to come from athousand miles away; she couldn't relate
toit, couldn't answer. An inarticulate croak sounded deep in her throat and she stared, horrified,
disbelieving, stunned, at the hunched and pain-racked figure amid the shadows on the far side of the
stone bridge. Dark hair, tangled and lank with swest; body twisted, eyes hdf blind and feverish in their
sunken sockets. And he bled. Still hebled...

[llusion, her mind screamed; illusion! But logic was crumbling under the ondaught of awild,
longing hope, and shefdt her control dipping.

"FFen..."

Indigo! Grimyasmenta cry wasfrantic asthe she-wolf redized the danger, but her warning
went unheeded. Indigo gasped harshly, her voice barely recognizable:

"Fenran...”



The man across the bridge raised his head, and even that small movement seemed to cause him
great pain. His eyes, dimmed by cataracts, tried to focus, and Grimya saw him raise one hand to hisface
in shock, heard the ghostly voice that echoed across the canyon.

"Anghara!"

Indigo shrieked, and with an appalling flash of prescience Grimya bunched her musclesand
hurled hersalf forward in a desperate attempt to stop her friend. Shewastoo late. Indigo rushed onto the
bridge-and as her foot touched the first stone of the span, the bridge and Fenran vanished. For one
terrible moment Grimya saw her teetering on the ledge, amsflailing wildly: then with aydl of terror
Indigo pitched over the edge of the crevasse.

*CHAPTER-XVe

Indigo! Grimya's anguished mental cry broke from her throat as ahigh-pitched, despairing yelp, and her
paws scrabbled on loose rock as she wriggled as close to the canyon's edge as she dared. Indigo! Grief
swamped her; there could surely be no hope that her friend might have survived such afal-

"Grimya..." The voice came weakly from just alittle way below the edge of the drop, and the
she-wolf started, every muscle tensing.

"I'm here, Grimya... beneath you. Be careful; the edge isn't gable....”

Grimyalooked over and saw her. She had dithered no more than ten feet down the dope of the
canyon, and lay flat against thewall, feet precarioudy braced on atiny lip of aledge, both hands gripping
protruding knobs of rock. Her face was smeared with dust and tears, and her teeth were clamped hard
on her lower lip.

Indigo! Grimyasrdief was short-lived. Are you hurt?

"No, I-don't think so. Just-shaken. And sorry, so very sorry-"

Sorry doesn't matter; what's done is done. Can you climb up?

"l don't know... it falls away sheer just below me, | think-no, don't try to look!" as Grimya
peered out. "Y ou might overbalance." Indigo drew two rapid breaths, licked a strand of hair from her
mouth. "1 think | can climb, but if | dip, theré's nothing elseto break my fal." She started to turn her head
to look over her shoulder, then thought better of it. Remember the Southern Ides dliffs, shetold hersalf.
Thisisno worse; just higher.

Grimyawatched in trepidation as Indigo took afirmer grip on her handholds and, cautioudly,
raised one foot until her toes scraped againgt anarrow crevice. She wedged her boot in the crack and,
eyes shut and teeth clamped, raised her other foot from the ledge so that the crevice took her fal weight.
It didn't give way; she found another toehold, dightly higher; jammed her other foot into it, pushed. Hand
over hand, with excruciating downess, she levered hersdf up the dope, until at last Grimyawas ableto
reach out, grip the shoulder of her coat between her teeth and help her over the edge to safety.

Indigo sprawled on the ledge, forehead pressed to the ground, lungs heaving with exertion and
relief. Grimyafussed around her, licking and nuzzling, until shewas ableto raise her head. Her eyelashes
were wet with fresh tears, and when shetried to speak she al but choked on the words.

"Grimya... Grimya, I'm so sorry. How could | have been such a fool ?"

It doesn't matter! You are safe now; that's all that counts.

"But when| saw him, | thought-he looked so real, so solid-" She covered her face with her
hands, unable to express her misery. "l didn't stop to think; but | should have known that if that
mongtrosity could trick me once, it could do so again.”

| saw him, too, Grimyatold her. In your place, | would have made the same mistake. The
illusion was very clever.

Indigo wiped her cheeks and gazed across the black gash of the chasm. Nothing moved on the
far sde now, but the image of what she had seen was till agonizingly clear in her mind. Had it been no
more than an illuson? She was well aware of Nemesiss kill and guile, and of her own weakness. But
she couldn't help remembering the words of the Earth Mother's emissary; that Fenran was not truly dead,



but was trapped in some eerie twilight between life and degth, a prisoner in aworld of demons.

A world &intothis...

She didn't want to ask hersdlf the question that hammered in her brain; to giveit any credence
could lead her into new dangers far worse than the perils of the canyon. But the seeds had been sown,
and they were rapidly and darkly taking root. It was possible, just possible, that the tormented figure she
had seen was not askillfully conjured mirage, but Fenran himsalf. And however cogently her wiser sdlf
might argue againgt it, apart of her that was too strong to ignore had grasped hold of that possibility and
turned it into an insane hope. That part of her believed, and until the belief was dispelled beyond dl
doubt, she knew she would find no peace of mind.

Which might be precisely what Nemesis had intended.

She looked down into the canyon once more, then drew her feet back and stood upright.
"There's no point in staying here any longer. We should go.”

Grimyalicked her own nose. | would be happier to be away fromthisledge. But | don't see
how we can hope to continue our journey now. The chasmisimpassable; thereis nowhere elseto
go.

"I'm not so sure.” Something was nagging at the back of Indigo's mind, triggered by her unhappy
thoughts about Fenran and about Nemesiss machinations. The demon had tried to kill her and had failed;
it would not, she suspected, abandon its efforts, but would be planning another attempt on her life. Yet it
must know that the same strategy would not work a second time. And that gave her aclue....

She thought further about it asthey made their careful way back aong the cliffside path. Reaching
safe ground, Grimyawould have turned back into the valey, but hesitated when Indigo seemed reluctant
to follow. Instead, the girl stood at the edge of the canyon, staring across the black gulf to wherethe
track took up once more.

It isfar too wide to jump. Grimyawatched her friend anxioudy, uncertain of her intentions.
Even the strongest wolf would fall to his death-don't think of it, Indigo. Please.

Indigo came out of her reverie and looked at the she-wolf with afaint smile. "Don't fret, Grimya;
I'm not about to do anything so foolish. But..."

But what?

Indigo pointed. "L ook at thefar Sde," she said. "The ledge path we saw there has vanished: it
was as much a part of theilluson asthe bridge. And that makes mewonder if..." Her voicetrailed off
thoughtfully and, to Grimya's horror she did one foot forward, over the drop.

No! Don't-Then Grimyasyelp died stillborn asthe air before Indigo vibrated, shimmered,
solidified: and where an instant before there had been empty space, a bridge appeared across the great
crevasse. Not an arch of stone thistime, but a contraption of rope and planks, dung between wooden
posts that had been hammered into cracksin the rock and now leaned at drunken angles.

Grimya's hackles rose and she snarled, Another illusion!

"I don't think s0." Indigo took hold of one of the ropes and jerked hard on it. The bridge shook
but did not demateriaize; she could fed the coarse solidity of the twisted rope strandsiin her fingers.
"You see? It'sasred asweare. And it was here dl aong-we smply couldn't seeit!”

Grimyadunk forward mistrustfully, till half expecting this new manifestation to vanish before her
eyes. She sniffed at the ropes, at the wooden posts. Real. There could be no doubt of it.

"The demon must know that we won't be deceived a second time by a bridge that vanisheswhen
wetry to crossit,” Indigo said softly. "It will try againto kill us, but not yet."

Then it wants us to continue our search for the gateway?

"Perhaps. Or perhapsit can no longer prevent us." Indigo tested the bridge cautioudy with one
foot. Despiteitsflimsy appearance, it seemed capable of taking her weight. She thought of Fenran, then
of Nemesis, and hatred flowered in her heart. She would not be mocked and tormented by that evil
being; if thiswas achallenge, shewas ready to faceit.

"We must go on, Grimya. We know what lies behind us, and it offers us no hope. Thisisthe only
way."

Grimyamoved to stand beside her, gtill eyeing the bridge uncertainly. Then she shook herself.



You areright. Thereisno other path we can follow if we hope to find the gateway from

this place. But... let us go quickly. Shelooked up into Indigo'sface. Before my fear gets the better of
!

me * * %

The crossing was a nightmarish experience. Despite Grimya's anxiety-which Indigo privatey shared-to

reach thefar sde of the chasm as swiftly as possible, the rope-and-plank bridge swayed so violently at

every step that they dared not progress at anything more than astumbling and painfully dow pace.

Clinging grimly to the ropes on either sde of her, and trying not to think of the fate that would befall them

should asingle strand give way, Indigo kept her gaze steadfastly focused on Grimya staggering with

splay-legged caution ahead of her, until at last, after what seemed an eternity, they finaly jumped from the

last rocking plank and onto solid ground.

Ahead of them the valley rose steeply into a defile that snaked away between two brooding
peaks, itsfarther reacheslost in shadow. It didn't look prepossessing; the intense gloom could hide any
number of horrors or perils, and there was no way to judge how far the dark cleft between the mountains
might extend. Indigo looked up at the disturbing crimson sky and the monstrous black sun that hung there
unmoving, and forced down the cold fear within her. To dissemble now would achieve nothing; they must
face the defile, for there was not other way to go.

Asmuch to reassure hersdlf as the she-wolf, she reached down and patted Grimya's back. "Are
you ready?"

Ready enough. Grimya's ears wereflat to her head, but she quelled her reluctance as, without a
further word spoken, they moved into the pass.

Shadow like avast, cold wing enveloped them. Indigo refused to look over her shoulder until she
was sure the bridge must be out of sight; the temptation to turn and run back to what felt like comparative
safety was dready strong, and she feared her ability to resist it. She was aware, too, of the unknown
dangersthat could liein wait for them, and her gaze flickered congtantly thisway and that, tensely dert
for the smalest hint of trouble.

For some time they walked in silence broken only by her own footfalls and the quicker padding
of Grimyas paws. The quiet was eerie and unnaturd; it opened unhealthy gatesinto the imagination, and
at last Indigo could bear it no longer. She had to speak-any word, however meaningless, was better than
this enduring and awful emptiness-and began to say: "Grimya"

The word was cut off by avast and gppalling voice that erupted into the vale from nowhere, a
titanic hooting that smashed againg their earsin an insanewall of sound. Indigo yedlled interror, clapping
both hands to her head and redling off the path to stagger against the sheer rock face; with vison blurred
by tears of shock and pain she saw Grimyacrouch, whirling like amaddened, cornered dog as she vainly
sought the source of the hideous din.

The sound rang on and on, swelling and beeting against Indigo's mind and body like apsychic
tidal wave. Then suddenly the hooting shattered into amonstrous cascade of insane laughter that made
her scream anew-though her voice was utterly |ost in the gargantuan ondaught of noise-and stopped.
Vast echoes shouted away and away over the mountains, receding and fading until the vale sank findly
into crawling slence.

Very dowly, Indigo opened her eyes. She was on her knees, face pressed flat to the cliff, hands
clutching at the unyidding stone as though in blind panic shedd been trying to claw her way through it to
escape the horrific ondaught. Her fingernails were broken, and blood seeped from benesth them; shefdlt
the sting of grazes on her cheeks, and her temple throbbed where she had collided with the rock. She
couldn't believeit, couldn't assmilate-her body shook with aseries of huge, painful shuddersand she
crawled back from the cliff, jaw working, gasping for bresth.

Behind her, athin whining intruded on the enormous gulf of silence. And there was Grimya, belly
flat to the ground, teeth bared, shaking as though overcome with aterrible pasy. The she-wolf's eyes
stared, unfocused; when Indigo crawled to her side and touched her, she started as though shot, and only
when the girl dipped her arms round the densdly furred neck and held her tightly did some measure of
intelligence return to the wolfs look.



Wh... wh... Even tdepathicdly, Grimya couldn't articulate the stunned question. What was...

"I don't know... may the Earth Mother help us, Grimya, | don't know!" A stone shifted under her
foot and Indigo felt her skin tighten with momentary terror, asthough the dightest untoward noise might
trigger the return of the monstrous voice.

| have never heard anything so dreadful ! Grimyawas regaining some measure of self-control;
she sat upright, shaking her head. My ears... they hurt. Sheblinked rapidly. Do you think it was
another of the demon's tricks?

"I don't know: | only hope it was. If there's anything big enough to possess avoice like that
inhabiting these mountains, | don't want to risk a closer encounter withit." Indigo got unsteadily to her
feet, and her eyes narrowed as she stared ad ong the gloomy track ahead. Nothing moved, nothing
disturbed the quiet, and anger began to supersede the receding shock in her brain.

"| think that Nemesisis playing gameswith us," she said with soft venom. "Itsfirgt effort to kill us
faled, so now it triesto frighten us, and make us easier prey for its second attempt.”

| would rather believe that than believe some vast monster liesin wait for us. At least with
the demon we know what we are facing, Grimyareplied with some feding. We should go on, without
any more delay. Show this creature that we are unafraid.

She wasright. Indigo brushed the pervasive red-brown dust from her clothing and licked dry lips.
"Yes... but we must be doubly on our guard from now on."

Thetrail wound on between the peeks, climbing gradualy but steadily higher asit penetrated deeper into
the mountains. So far there had been no further illusons, no new sgn of Nemesisstrickery, but Indigo
was congtantly alert for danger. Every now and then she looked up at the unnaturd star flickering
gloomily above them. Its position in the sky ill hadn't changed, and uneasily she remembered how the
black sun had sprung so instantaneoudy above the horizon to change night into day. It seemed as though
the laws that governed time in her own world had run amok here, and she wondered how she and
Grimyawould fareif the star were to vanish as suddenly asit had risen and leave them in darkness. The
thought made her quicken her pace, but only for amoment, as she redlized that she was being foolish.
They had no idea how far thistrail extended or where it was leading them; if the capricious forces that
governed this parody of nature chose to play anew joke on them now, they were powerlessto avert it.

Grimya, she noticed, was beginning to flag. The she-wolf had fallen behind and her head hung
low, tail dragging in the dust. Indigo stopped to alow her to catch up, then stroked her head.

"Youreweary, | know," she said sympathetically, "But we must keep walking, Grimya. There's
nothing for us here.” She gazed at the trail winding on before them. " This path can't go on forever; we
must surely come to the end soon.”

Grimyastonguelolled. I can endure. But | would give much for some water to drink.

For afew moments neither of them noticed the faint sound that followed on the hedls of Grimyas
last words. Digtant, vague, it was alittle like the gentle rustle of leavesin alight breeze-or, Indigo thought
with a shock as she suddenly became aware of its presence and her mind abruptly atuned, like the
muffled chatter of an underground stream.

Her fingers clenched in the wolf'sfur and she sad huskily, " Grimya"

| hear it! The hair on Grimya's spine rose, bristling. The sound was growing louder by the
moment, and more discernible. Water! It sounds like water !

And Grimyahad at that very moment been complaining of thirgt... Redlization hit Indigo likea
bolt, and at the same instant the distant noise swelled to aliquid roar-

"Grimya, get away from the path!" she ydled. "Climb the dliff, ashigh asyou can! Quickly!"

They raced toward a place where arock fall had formed a steep but scaleable spur, and asthey
scrambled over the treacherous boulders it seemed that the entire cliff began to quake. The approaching
roar dinned in their ears, louder, closer-Indigo dipped, grazing her hands and shins; Grimya grabbed her
deeve, franticaly pulling her to her feet again. Then round the curve of the track ahead, moving with the
gpeed of ariptide and deafening them with itstitanic noise, asheer wal of foaming, churning water came
thundering through the canyon.



"Grimya!" Indigo clung to the wolfs neck, pressing hersdf flat againgt the cliff and struggling to
keep her baance as the boul ders beneath her feet rolled and shifted under the flashflood's ondaught.
Flying spray smacked against her unprotected back with aforcethat al but knocked her from her
precarious hold; as the canyon shook to the echoing racket, she saw the torrent as a blurred concussion
of racing black water and fountaining white spume, waves and cross-currents legping and smashing
together inthewild chaos.

Suddenly a boulder under her left foot moved, didodged as the thundering water pounded
againg the foot of the spur. With agroan and scrape of rock against rock that was drowned by the
flood'sdin, it rolled from its place, taking otherswith it, and Indigo felt her balance going. She scrabbled
franticaly for purchase, her foot flailing a empty air-then, even as Grimyatried to turn and aid her, she
dipped from her perch and went diding back down the dope, tumbling hel plesdy toward the torrent-

To land, bruised but otherwise unhurt, on the dry, undisturbed track at the bottom of the cliff.

"Uhh." Thewordless protest cut the gppalling Slence, and turned into apainful, ugly retching as
Indigo rolled over, her somach heaving. It was a blind reaction to terror and shock and confusion; she
clutched at her gut, trying to drag air down into her lungs and bring her muscles under control, and when
the spasmsfindly subsided she was on dl fours, shaking.

Dust under her hands and knees. Dust. But...

Indigo! Claws scrabbled on rock and Grimya bounded toward her. | thought you wer e-

"I know." Her ssomach tried to heave again; she put the back of one hand to her mouth, drawing
breath between clenched teeth. The wolf nuzzled her face, and at last she was able to knedl upright.
There was dust in her mouth; shewiped it again, spat. "It was another illusion..." And she thanked the
Earth Mother for it; for had it been redl, her broken body would now be tumbling down the canyon in
that murderous current.

Grimyalooked aong the track and showed her teeth. | spoke of being thirsty, she said darkly.
And-

"Don't." Indigo put out ahand to touch her warningly. "Don't say it, Grimya." Her self-control
was returning, though the queasinesswouldn't leave her, and as she got dowly to her feet she could fed a
fuse of rage burning inside her. "It seemsthat our demon friend has a sense of humor. Y ou spoke of
water, and water we had-but not as we might have anticipated. And before, when we heard that-that
voice.."

The voice?

"Yes. You didn't know it, but at that very moment | was about to peak to you, say thefirst thing
that came into my head, because | couldn't bear the silence any longer. | wished for something to break
it." Thefusein her mind was burning still, fueled by hatred, by fury at being so cardlessy mocked and
tormented. "The demon still playswith our minds. But it hasn't the courage to show itself and face us
directly." She swung around, turning her face to the canyon ahead of them. "Have you? Have you?'

Her shout echoed away: nothing answered. Uneasily, Grimyawatched as she strode up the
track, breaking into arun for severa paces, then dowed and stopped.

"Where are you?" Indigo yelled. "Damn your filthy tricks, I'm not afraid of you! Show yourself.”
She spun on her hed, fists clenched and raised as though to strike out a the smallest sgn of movement.
The canyon was utterly and indifferently still.

Grimyatrotted tojoin her. It'sno use. It will not cometo us, not like this.

"Very well." Indigo'sjaw was set in aharsh line. "Then I'll find another way. If it's so fond of
granting ustwisted wishes, let it grant thisone! | wish-"

Be careful!

Indigo ignored her. The fuse had burned out, recklessness had overtaken fury and she no longer
cared for the consequences of anything she might do. Raising her voice, she caled loudly, "I wish this
path to end! Do you hear me, you Nemesis, you evil child, you spawn of darkness? | wish this path to
end!”

For amoment there was no sound, nothing but the eerie stillness. Then, seemingly close by yet
echoing as though from avast distance, something chuckled.



Grimya spun around, dropping to an aggressive crouch, and Indigo looked quickly behind her.
The canyon was empty. No slver-eyed figure, no horrors, nothing. Only the memory of that eldritch,
quickslver laugh. Asthough from its lair-whatever and wherever that lair might be-Nemesiswas
answering her chalenge with achalenge of itsown. And just ashort way before them the defile turned
sharply around amassive rock buttressthat hid the trail ahead from view....

She amiled. It wasavicious, private smile, the smile of apredator scenting its quarry, "Grimya.”
Her voice was deceptively soft. "We must go on. It'sjust alittle way now." And without waiting for an
answer, she began to run toward the buttress and the turn in the track.

She heard the wolf running to catch up with her, but didn't dow or wait. The buttress was only
yards ahead, the path steeper suddenly so that she plowed uphill, and her pulse was racing with more
than physica effort. Then suddenly she was level with the buttress, turning, rounding the sharp bend-

Indigo stopped, and stared in chagrin at the vista that had opened out before her.

Her wish had been granted. The defile was at an end-and in one foolhardy moment it seemed
that she had brought them to an absolute impasse. A steep-sided valley lay directly before them,
enclosed by tdl cragsthat reached impassively into the crimson sky. There was no trail leading away
onto those dopes; their path smply curved away down into the vale. And the entire valey floor was
covered by avadt, till, opaque and unguessably deep lake.

Grimyadithered to ahdt by Indigo's Sde, panting. For some moments the she-wolf stared at the
lake below them; then she raised her head to scan her friend'sface. Indigo's expression wastight,
withdrawn, bitter; no words were needed to tell Grimyathat she was inwardly cursing her own
foolisness

Thewolf lowered her head again, and her nose twitched, nogtrils flaring wide. Suddenly she
moved forward and dithered, with great caution, alittle way down the dope toward the lake's surface.

"Grimya?' Indigo came out of her reverie, and her voice was sharp. "What are you doing? Be
careful!”

Grimya hesitated, till sniffing. Then she turned tail and bounded back to the girl'ssde. Therewas
aspark of excitement in her eyes, and she sad:

Itisn't water!

Indigo frowned, nonplussed. "What do you mean?”

Just what | say! | can't smell water, Moisture, yes, but not water. There's a difference. And
no water that | have ever seen iswhite and cloudy like that. Thisis not a lake!

Acid?Indigo thought. She had seen the opague, deadly liquids sometimes used by the
gpothecaries of her father's court, and she shuddered inwardly at the thought of what alake of such stuff
could do to flesh and bone. But surely Grimya's acute sense of smell could discern such alethd cocktal?
Moisture, she had said. Just moisture...

Look at the way it moves, Grimyasaid. Not like water. More like fog.

Fog! Irrationa hopeflared up as Indigo recalled the way the autumn mistslay pooled in the
valeysof the Southern Ides, for dl the world like huge, calm tracts of water. Shelooked quickly at
Grimya. "Theres only one way to be sure,”

Yes. Grimyawas aready starting off down the dope again, moving in acareful, crabwise manner,
and Indigo followed. The descent was rough enough to prevent diding, and there was little loose rubble
to make the going treacherous; afew inches from the ill, white surface they hdted, and Grimyaleaned
down to test the lake with her nose.

"Wait," Indigo cautioned. "L et me. If it's something deadly, my boot will give me some
protection.”

She diretched out one foot. Her boot vanished into the whiteness, which billowed and shifted
duggishly. There was no splash, only the silent movement of the cloudy mass.

"Mig." Shetried to keep the excitement from her voice. "Not aliquid: mist. If it's breathable air,
and not some poison-"

Grimyaleaned down and sniffed. We can breathe it. It is safe. Shelooked up. But how far is
it to the bottom?



"We can only try to find out.” Indigo probed with her foot, alowing hersdf to dide alittle farther
down thedope. "I can sill fed solid rock. If we go carefully, we shouldn't cometo any harm.”

Gingerly they lowered themsavesinto the densefog. It was apeculiar experience, like sinking
dowly into acam seg; asthey inched their way down, the mist rose and lapped around their legs, their
bodies, their chins, until findly they wereimmersed in a strange, muffled, white world. Droplets of
moisture clung to their hair and to Indigo's clothes; within moments her garments were chill and clammy
againg her skin, but after the aridity of the canyon she welcomed the sensation. Grimyallicked delightedly
at thefog, soothing her parched throat; dimly seen through the drifting vells, shelooked bizarre, her fur
plastered to her skin, her tongue lapping and lapping.

The steep dope began to decrease, and suddenly Indigo felt something beneath her fingers that
was not rock. She peered down, and made out a dense cushion of what looked like grass under her
hands;, clenching onefig, shetore afew blades free and examined them more closely. Grass, yes, or
grasdike-but blue. She peered through the fog at the shadowy figure of Grimya.

"I think we're near the bottom." Her voice was oddly flat; the mist gave back no echoes. She
could stand upright now, she redized, without fear of failing. Three more paces, and the dope flattened
out to even ground carpeted with the same strange blue grass.

Grimyadithered down the last of the descent to join her, and together they gazed about them.
Themig shifted in adow parade of pale, writhing tendrils, creating shadows and phantoms; if any solid
gructureslay within the vae, they were hidden from view.

Where now? Grimya asked.

It hardly seemed to matter; chances were that, whichever direction they took, their route would
meander. And that initself could be adanger, for if they lost touch with the valley dopes, they might
wander forever in thiswhite world without finding away out again.

Indigo turned to her left and pointed into the fog. "WEIl go thisway," she said, "but well keep to
where the ground just beginsto rise, so that if we want to climb out we can find the dope easily.”

That is sensible. Grimyastail wagged approvingly. What do you think we might encounter
here?

"Who knows?" Indigo smiled grimly, "We must wait and see.”

Indigo soon began to wonder if perhaps she was not awake, but asleep and dreaming. Time and
dimensions had no discernible meaning in this eerie world of shifting whiteness, she and Grimya seemed
to have been walking forever through unchanging veils of moist nothing, forging like drifting svimmersina
dow, endless current. Thefog created strange phantasms, shapesthat quivered on the edge of vision only
to dissolve back into nothing; images that loomed formlesdy, their scale and distance unguessable, then
faded and became one with the uneasy gloom. Only the sensation of the ever-present moisture on her
skin and the soft padding of Grimyas paws behind her held Indigo's mind to any semblance of redlity.
She couldn't tell how far they had come, or how far they must go before they had circumnavigated the
entirevdley.

And then, among the hallucinations and the mist-ghosts, a shape appeared that did not swirl back
into the whiteness and vanish. A blur of dimmer solidity in the fog, motionlessin their path-but how far
ahead? She couldn't tell-but it seemed, to her disoriented mind, to be waiting for them.

"Grimya..." She whispered the warning, and the sound was absorbed by the mist. Grimyadid not
answe.

"Grimya?" Indigo turned and looked back. There was no dark shape moving behind her, no
sound of padding feet. Grimyawas not there.

Her heart began to race unevenly. Where was Grimya? Moments ago-wasit only moments, or
had her disordered sense of time deceived her?-the she-wolf had been at her heels. Now she was gone,
asthough the mist had enfolded and dissolved her like one of its own phantoms.

"Grimya.."

A soft, malign chuckle made her whirl. The white fog before her agitated, the veils parted briefly,
so that her vision was momentarily unobscured. And not five paces from her she saw the figure of achild,



itsdlver hair shining softly, its silver eyesregarding her with cool and maevolent acknowledgment, and a
amdl, crud amile of gregting on itsfdineface.

*CHAPTERXVI-

zz
Nemesissaid: "Wecome," and Indigo felt the twin sicknesses of |oathing and fear rise within her as she
redlized that the demon's voice wasidentica to her own.

"Whereis Grimya?' The wordswere aharsh snarl. "What have you done with her?"

Nemesis showed its sharp cat'steeth. "I have no interest in your beast-friend. She will doubtless
return when she hasamind to." The smilewidened, "Y ou are the one of concernto me."

Indigo flexed her right hand, dmost reaching for her knife before she remembered that it, together
with her crossbow and harp, was aworld away, beyond the boundaries of the sacred groveinthe
Horsdlands forest. Nemesislaughed.

"Weapons would be of little use to you here, Indigo.”

"Maybe. But you gtill won't find me an easy victim to kill!"

"Kill?" The child raised pa e eyebrowsin mock chagrin. "Oh, no. Y ou gave melife; our destinies
areinextricably linked. I have no wish to do you harm.”

"Liar! You'vedready tried to destroy me-"

"Not destroy.” A snakelike tongue flickered momentarily, "Perhaps | frightened you alittle, but
you have cometo no real mischief at my hands. | smply intended to show you something of what | can
do." It paused, then chuckled again. "Or should | say, what you can do?It'sdl one, isit not?'

A nauseoudy hollow feding pervaded Indigo's somach as she saw what Nemesiswas implying,
and sheretorted savagely, "Don't try to turn meto your twisted logic! Y ou're nothing but offd,
corruption, filth-"

"Harsh words, from my progenitor.”

"Damn you!" She lunged forward, striking out, and her fist sank into a curtain of empty mist as
Nemesissform flickered and vanished. " Damn you!"

A mocking voiceto her right said, "Have acare whom your curses, fal upon, Indigo, lest you
should damn yoursdf!"

Shewhirled. Four paces awvay, Nemesis sood smiling at her. She fought down animpulseto
lungefor it again, and said through clenched teeth:

"What do you want from me?"

The snake's tongue flicked again. "Ask yourself that question. Ask your heart, ask your soul:
what do you want, in your deepest dreams?' The demon raised one hand in a sweeping gesture,
indicating that she should look to her left. "This, perhaps?’

Indigo turned her head, and a ghastly sound rattled in her throat. Wreathed in the fog, stooping
and racked, adark phantom amidst the white veils, was Fenran. He stood with one arm outstretched as
though to ward off some invisible horror, and his mouth was open in a soundless cry, but he did not
move. It was as though she glimpsed asingle, frozen moment of his nightmare existence.

Indigo's lungs heaved, and she spat, " lllusion!"

"Yes," said Nemesis. "lllusion.” Thetortured figure vanished. "But it could be otherwise.

Ice-cold fingers clutched at her mind as she recaled what she had seen at the chasm, what she
had hoped, what she had wanted to believe.

"The choiceisyoursaone,” Nemesis added with soft amusement. "But my patience is not
infinite." Itsform wavered, so that for an instant she could see tendrils of mist through its trand ucent
body. "And if you lose me now, you may not find me again." Silver eyesglinted ferdly, briefly-and
Nemesis disappeared.

"No!" Indigo's shout of protest fell away into empty fog. " Come back!"

Laughter like ashower of glass shards rang in the distance. "Find me, Indigo. For Fenran's sake,
find me. If you can!"



She lurched forward into the fog, arms groping before her. "Damn you to hdll! | command you,
return!"

"Command yoursdf, my sigter.” Something shimmered in the whiteness ahead and Indigo
sumbled after it. "Run!" All pretense of kindness was gone from the distant voice now; it wasavicious,
mocking chalenge. "Run!”

Sheran, blinded by tears of rage. Nemesiss laughter led her on, one moment tantalizingly closer,
the next receding, so that she forced hersdlf to greater effort, her feet dipping on the dien, dew-soaked
grass. As she ran she was swearing, cursing, sobbing, and so desperately intent on her fleeing quarry that
shedidn't hear the rush of something running to intercept her, didn't see the blur of adark form stresking
low to the ground across her path.

Indigo! Grimyacameracing out of the fog, migudged her distance, and they collided. Indigo lost
her footing and went sprawling; when, dazed, she picked hersdlf up, her eyes were glazed with misery
and shock.

| lost you! Grimyawas breathless. The fog thickened suddenly, and you were nowhere to be
seen. | searched and searched.... Indigo, what has happened to you?

The cold, damp air wasraw in her throat, and for afew seconds she couldn't spesk. At last
words came, hdtingly, gaspingly.

"Nemesis-it was here, tormenting me! | saw..." She shook her head.

Hasit hurt you?

"No... it doesn't want to kill me, Grimya. It wants-" And she broke off as from the shifting fog the
crysdline laughter sounded again.

Grimyacalled out as Indigo sprang to her feet, but her cry went unheeded. Indigo was aready
running, plunging into the mist, and the she-wolf bounded after her, afraid of losing sight of her a second
time. Zigzagging like adrunkard, Indigo raced over the grass-then with acry of shock echoed by
Grimyas startled yelp, she swerved aside when what had looked until that moment like awhite blanket of
mist revedled itsdf suddenly asavast, solid wall blocking the way ahead of them. Indigo reeled back and
all but overba anced; Grimya skidded to a halt beside her, and they both stared at the smooth face of
veined white marble that Sretched into the fog asfar asthe eye could seein dl directions.

Indigo reached out and touched thewall, not entirely convinced that it wouldn't melt avay into
the mist as so much else had done. Buit it was red-and its smoothness was too complete, too uniform, to
be naturd.

An unpleasantly familiar chuckle whispered through the fog to her right, and she turned quickly,
pacing dong thewall. Ahead, something interrupted the marble's symmetry, and as she drew closer she
saw that the wail was broken by an arch, twice her own height, set into the ssonework. Beyond the
arch-where, strangely, the mist didn't penetrate-was darkness.

Sheturned to look at Grimya, who had followed her. "I'm going in. Y ou don't have to come with
me, Grimya, but | must find Nemesisagain.”

Grimyasnorted. Do you think | would leave you to face whatever isin there alone? She
padded forward, peered into the gateway's black maw. | scent nothing untoward. Shall we find out
what the demon hasin store?

They stepped under the arch, and emerged from the mist so abruptly that for amoment Indigo
was disoriented, feding oddly vulnerable without the soft white fog to cloak her. Grimyashook herself,
sending afine spray of water showering everywhere, then padded afew paces forward. Indigo followed,;
her eyes strained into the gloom, but al she could make out were the faintly reflective marblewalls of a
corridor or tunnd stretching ahead. The floor, too, was of marble, and she could fed the chill of its
smooth surface striking up through the soles of her boots. If this place had been created by demons, she
thought, its solidity and form were reassuring nonetheless. She might have been walking in one of the
gracious eastern palaces her mother had so often described to her, or...

The thought trailed off into an uneasy frisson, an abrupt redlization that something about this
corridor was vaguely familiar. She stopped, staring at the veined walls and racking her memory, but the
link wouldn't come.



Indigo? Grimyawas some way ahead of her and had stopped to look back. She was in shadow,
only her eyesshining. There are steps here.

Pushing the unanswered question aside, Indigo went to join her, and saw that the passage ended
inaflight of stairsthat turned obliquely downward. The sense of recognition came back, stronger this
time, but again its nature eluded her when shetried to graspit.

Should we follow the steps? Grimya asked.

"Yes... yes, | think we should." Shetook the lead thistime, Grimya following and making heavy
westher of the sairs unfamiliar contours, and still the nagging thought was there at the back of her mind.
She had walked thisroute before, or one so like it that the differences were amost imperceptible. But
where? Where?

Then it cameto her, and the revel ation was so shocking that she stopped dead, an awful,
strangled sound bubbling in her throat.

What isit? Grimya hastened to her sde, peering down into the gloom. A short way below them
theflight of stairsended in atdl, narrow arch; beyond, aflicker of pale light showed faintly.

"I... can't." Indigo felt asthough she were suffocating as she stared in dawning horror at the
doorway. "It's... | can't!" She began to shiver uncontrollably.

There'slight ahead, Grimyatried her best to be reassuring, but she was confused and troubled
by Indigo's untoward behavior.

Oh, yes, therewould be light right enough. The warm and welcoming light of thefire that burned
in the great hearth of the room beyond the doorway. She knew it al-the corridor, these stairs, the arch,
the hall-because it was asfamiliar to her as her own body. She had known it dl her life, and the fact that
the dimensionswere dightly out of kilter, and that the granite had changed to marble, made not one whit
of difference.

They werein Carn Callle.

She couldn't move, Grimyas whining and nuzzling provoked no reaction; only when the wolf
thrust her cold nose, hard, into one of the girl's clenched fists did shefindly jerk away with aconvulsve
movement.

What's wrong? Grimyaasked anxioudy. | see nothing to fear!

"Oh, but | do...." Thewords grated between Indigo's teeth. Sowly, dmost unaware of what she
was doing, shetook astep down and felt an uneven dip in the marble, a place where apiece of the sair
had chipped away, so many years ago that the ragged edge was now worn smooth again. Thiswould be
the fifth step from the bottom... she looked, counted, bit her tongue as memory was confirmed. She had
falen on that tair once, when she was six years old, and Imyssa had comforted her and bathed the graze
with one of her herba nostrums.... The shivering broke into aracking spasm that jarred her spine, and
shetook another step. Grimya kept pace, worriedly looking up into her eyes and trying to glean her
thoughts. But they were too turbulent, too uncontrolled.... Another step, another, and she was at the foot
of theflight, facing the arched and open door.

Thiswaswhat Nemesis had meant when it taunted her with her own longings. Ask your heart,
ask your soul: what do you want, in your deepest dreams? She had known the answer then, but had
refused to acknowledge or admit to it. Now it had risen from the realm of ghosts to confront her.

Indigo stumbled forward and clutched at the carved stonework that framed the archway. She
couldn't run from this-there was nowhere for her to flee. She could only faceit, and pray that her courage
would not fail her.

She took a deep, deep breath, the cold air sawing in her throat, and stepped over the threshold.

Everything was as she knew it. There were the high windows, curtained againgt night. There were
the long feadting tables, though they, like thewadlls, had been transformed into marble. Therewasthe
magnificent hearth, the fire blazing-but the flames were not the comforting orange-gold of truefire.
Instead they burned a pale and nacreous blue, giving off no heat. Ghost-flames; an echo of redity inthe
empty hall.

Shedidn't want to turn her head to where she knew the roya dais must be, but acompulsion was
on her to know al or nothing. And there was the high table, the king's huge carved chair; marble now,



liketherest, itsrich crimson cushions changed to apale, icy blue-green.

All ghogs...

In the depths of the king's chair, adender figure stirred.

Grimyagrowled, hackles bristling, and Indigo felt the wolf's fur brush warm againgt her leg as
Nemesis rose with obscene grace to itsfeet. It held out ahand, asardonic parody of royd greeting.

"Welcome home, Indigo.”

Indigo hissed acurse and turned her head sharply aside, repelled and maddened by the sight of
such a cresture occupying the place-even areplica of the place-that had been her father's. Her fingers
clenched in Grimya's fur; the wolfs presence gave her athread of comfort, but it was athin and insecure
thread.

"Thisisnot my home!" She snapped the words out with al the contempt she could muster, and
Nemesisgaveits soft chuckle.

"True. And Carn Callle-the real Carn Callle-isbarred to you. But it could be otherwise" The
demon smiled, regarding her caculatingly. "'If you wishit.”

"I do not wish it!" Indigo's furious rebuttal was supported by asnarl from Grimya, Nemesis
ignored the wolf and returned to the chair, tracing a pattern on the carved arms as it paced measuredly
around the dais. Then it stopped, looked back at her, and the silver eyes flashed with dangerous
confidence.

"Areyou sure of that?Y ou were happy in Carn Callle, after dl. Most of your memories are fond
ones, arethey not?' And it snapped itsfingers.

Indigo was utterly unprepared for what happened. She opened her mouth to curse Nemesis
afresh-and her jaw locked in disbelieving horror as afigure stepped through the door, behind the dais,
that her family done had used. Auburn hair, graying but till abundant; an economy to his movement that
belied his heavy build, the mark of the skilled and seasoned warrior; the robes; the studded belt; the
ceremonid sword; thetear in his cloak that Imyssa had mended-

Indigo stumbled backward, aimost faling over Grimya, and put ahand to her mouth as her voice
roeinawall.

"Father..."

Nemesis sngpped itsfingers again. And behind Kaig came Queen Imogen, serene, smiling,
taking her husband's hand with graceful formality asthey moved toward their places. And on her hedls
Kirra, hair rumpled, grinning asthough at some private joke.

Her family. Her closest kin; her lost, dead loved ones.... Indigo tried to shout adenid of this
hideousimpossibility, but the only sound she could make was athin, inarticulate cry of pain and distress.
On her knees now, and unconscious of Grimya, who stood snarling and bristling with protective menace
infront of her, she could only watch, transfixed, as Nemesis glided aside to alow the king and queen to
take their places a the high table. Her mother's lips were moving, and her father laughed in reply; but no
sound emanated from their mouths. And they acknowledged neither Nemesis nor their stunned and
shuddering daughter, but sat in their chairs, and hegped invisible food onto invisible plates, and lifted
invisiblewine-cupsto their lips. They were mummers, playing their rolesin ghastly silence; ghostswho in
desth meaninglesdy pantomimed the everyday pleasuresthey had pursuedin life.

"Memories," Nemesissaid cruely. "Do they not remind you of the heritage that has been stolen
fromyou?'

Indigo heard Grimya's mental voice as the voice of onetrying to wake her from anightmare,
caling from the redl world but unreachable, unconnected; only when the wolf hurled her warm, solid
body againgt her did the words break through and take coherence in her mind.

Indigo, what isit? What do you see? Tell me!

"My family..." Her tongue was desi ccated and shrunken in her mouth, and she raised one
trembling hand, pointing at the high table, "They're here, in thishal-my family!"

Grimyalooked, and saw only Nemesis and the empty chairs. The demon smiled a her confusion.

"Y our beast-friend lacks our subtlety, Indigo.” It took a pace forward and Grimya dropped to a
crouch, baring her fangs thresteningly. Nemesisignored her, but the wolf'sintervention broke Indigo's



pardyss.

"They'redead.” She got to her feet, advanced one pace, two, toward Nemesis. Behind the
demon, at the high table, Kalig and Imogen and Kirra continued their silent, empty masquerade; she
couldn't bear to look at them. "Dead,” she repeated. "Y ou can't bring them back. Y ou can't make me
believe that you can bring them back!"

"Indeed.” Nemesis acknowledged the truth of that with ady inclination of its head. "I'm not such
afool asto attempt to deny that. But while your family may be beyond my ability to restore, thereis
another whom you loved; and he dtill lives, in hisown fashion. Heisthe crux of the bargain | would make
withyou."

What little color remained in Indigo's face drained away; her skin was suddenly asgray asa
winter sky. "Bargain... 7' No, something within her screamed. Don't listen; don't let the words be so
much as spoken-

Nemesis smiled, an obscenity in the innocent child'sface. "L et me show you what | haveto
offer.” It raised one hand, made a careless gesture, and the shades of Kalig, Imogen and Kirrafroze.
Another gesture, and the figures dissolved like smoke blowing on alight breeze. Indigo stared, numb, at
the empty places, and Nemesis held out its hand toward the door behind the dais.

He staggered onto the platform as though pushed by invisible hands and stood swaying, dazed,
gripping the edge of the high table for support. Indigo tried to give voice to the violent rgection mat
ghrieked in her brain, but her voca cords were frozen, locked. She could only stareat his
sweat-dampened black hair, the bones of hisface stark in his skull, the gray eyes unfocused and wild
with the memory of images she couldn't comprehend. He wore the bloodstained clothesin which she had
seen him fdl to the demon in the courtyard of Carn Caille. And till, horribly, hideoudy, he bled....

Grimyaraised her head and uttered along-drawn, terrible howl. The sound snapped Indigo from
her shocked hiatus, and, her voice breaking, she cried ouit.

"Fenran... oh, my lovel™

Painfully, Fenran raised hishead. Their gazes met, and intelligence flooded into his eyes asthough
someone had struck him full in the face. He lurched againgt the table, sumbled, amost fell to hisknees. ™
Anghara!"

Shetook atrembling pace toward him, stopped as she redlized she didn't dare approach him lest
he too should dissolve into nothing and be lost to her. "Fenran, what have they done to you?" Shaking,
sheturned on the smiling demon. "What have you done?"

"Y ou know your lover'sfate." Nemesiss eyes were maevolent. "And hewill continueto suffer as
he suffers now, unlessyou chooseto free him."

Indigo began to back away from the dais. "Heisn't real,” she hissed, knowing even as she spoke
that she didn't believe her own words. "Y ou're trying to deceive me; he's no morereal than my father, my
mother, my-"

"Heisasred asyou." Nemesis cut across her protest with crud indifference. " See for yoursdlf.
Touchhim."

"Touch him, Indigo."

Shewasterrified of rising to the chalenge, but an inner compulsion made her walk dowly
forward and mount the dais. As though caught in aterrible dream, she saw Fenran raise his head. Her
eyestook in every detail of hisravaged face: the swest, the strain, the cracked and papery texture of his
skin, the sunken cheeks and eye-sockets. They had broken him, in body if not in spirit, and the terrible
look in his eyesthat mingled hope with fear and an inability to believe was dmaost more than she could
bear.

Her hand trembled, pasied, as she reached out toward him. Weakly Fenran raised one arm,
tried to whisper her name: hisfingers caught hers and she shut her eyes with amoan of distress as she felt
hisfeeble, shuddering grip.

"Fenran-" She started forward to embrace him, but Nemesis rapped out, "Enough!" A cold fork
of light flashed like earthbound lightning across the hall, crackling between Indigo and Fenran, and a



terrific force threw the girl off-balance. She pitched backward from the dais and heard Fenran's cry of
angry protest echoed by Grimya's snarl as shefdl heavily to thefloor. Thewolf ran to aid her; curaing,
sobbing, she struggled to her feet and turned on the demon.

"Damnyou! Let me go to him!"

Nemesis gazed down at her, itsSlver eyes coldly caculating. "Y ou are satisfied, then, that heis
not Imply ancther illuson?’

"Yed" shefired back with bitter venom. "1 am satisfied of that!"

"Then would you not free him from historment?' Nemesis gestured to where Fenran had
dumped back into the chair, now barely conscious, it seemed. "L ook at your lover. Has he not suffered
enough? Don't you want him by your Sde again?'

Indigo, don't listen to the demon, don't listen! It might have been Grimyacaling to her, it might
have been her own inner sdf; she didn't know, didn't care. Again her eyes drank in Fenran'sfigure. She
couldn't turn her back on him. She couldn't.

She said, her voice barely audible, "What isyour price for Fenran's release?!

Grimyasnarled, and Fenran's head came up. Nemesis smiled, itssmal, ferd teeth gleaming inthe
unnaturd firdight.

"My priceissmple, Indigo. | want you to yield to me, merge with me, so that we may live asone
entity again." It paused, then added softly: "Isthat so much to pay for your lover'slife?’

Indigo looked at Fenran, her face agonized, and the warnings of the Earth Mother's emissary
rang anew in her mind. Your salvation or your doom. To do what Nemesis wanted of her would beto
bow to the evil within hersalf, and open the floodgates to the demons she had unleashed from the Tower
of Regrets. Their monstrousinfluence would spread through the world with nothing to stand againdt it,
and her quest would be ashes even before it had begun. She would betray the Earth Mother's trust.

But there was another trust, another duty. Her love, her tortured love, a the mercy of al the
horrors of thisworld. To turn her back on him, even for the greater good, was surely another kind of evil.
She couldn't do it. She was too human, too falible-

Your salvation or your doom...

Her jaw worked spasmodically and shetried to deny what she dready knew to be the truth.
"You'relying." Her voice was shrill. Y ou haven't the power to restore Fenran to me-"

"But | have. And | will doit gladly." Nemesiss voice dropped to a soft, persuasive whisper.
"Think, Indigo-think of Carn Caille, your home. Y ou could return there with Fenran and take your rightful
place on the throne, to continue Kalig'sline. Think of it. To live out your daysin peace, freefrom
torment, free from travail, free from the snares of a crud destiny." The demon paused, then added with
infinite gentleness, "lan't that what you want, in your heart of hearts?'

"No!" Fenran's voice cut through the hal suddenly and he pulled himsalf upright, hands pressed
down on the table and white with the effort of supporting hisbody. "Anghara, don't listen! The demon
lies-it'strying to trap you!"

Furious, Nemesisturned on him. "Be silent!" It made a sharp, sweeping gesture, and Fenran
screamed, staggering back from the table as though from amassive physicd blow. He fell against the
chair, collapsed onto it and sprawled, shuddering.

"Dont touch him!" Indigo yelled. "Don't dare to touch him!"

Nemesis pivoted on one hedl and stared down at her from the dais. All pretense of amity was
suddenly gonefrom its expression; its eyeswere crud, calculating, baleful.

"That was nothing to the agonies he has dready undergone,” it said dispassionatdly. "And his
torment has only just begun. Our kind are skilled and subtlein the art of inflicting suffering.” 1t took astep
toward her. "I have given you asimple choice. Take what | offer you-or condemn your lover to our
mercy!"

"No, Angharal" Fenran's protest was pain-racked but savage. "l won't let you do it!"

Nemesiswhirled again to silence him, but Indigo cried desperately, " Don't!"

The demon paused, looked at her chdlengingly. "Well, Indigo?’

She couldn't @bandon him. Sheloved him too much to let him go on suffering. Damn the emissary



and itswarnings, damn her quest, damn the world-Fenran was dl that mattered!

Your salvation or your doom...

"Releasehim,” shesaid harshly. "Releasehim, and I'll pay your price."

"Anghara, you can't!" White-faced, ravaged, Fenran was on hisfeet again, though he barely had
the strength to stand.

She met hiswild gaze, and tears blinded her eyes. "I can, Fenran-and if it'sthe only way to save
you, | will!"

"No! Y ou know what it means-you'll condemn the wholeworld to hell! You can't sacrifice the
future of the Earth!"

"l don't care about the future! The Earth Mother has asked too much of me!™

"And what of whet | ask of you?"'

Her facefroze. "You... 7'

"Yes. | ask you not to do it, Anghara. Not for your sake aone, but for mine." Fenran wiped
sweet from his eyeswith an unsteady hand. "If you give way to this mongirogity, you destroy any future
we might have-"

"Bedlent!" Nemesisturned on him, raisng ahand to strike.

"Damnyou, | will not!" Fenran fired back through clenched teeth. "Anghara, listen to me! | don't
want to livein aworld condemned to ruin!"

Nemesis hissed like amaddened snake. Light flared shockingly through the hall, and Fenran
screamed as abolt of energy struck him and sent him flying backward. He and the chair crashed to the
floor of the dais and Nemesis darted forward, face twisted with rage and malice. The demon's hand rose
agan-

"No!" Indigo shrieked.

Nemesis stopped. For an appalling few seconds the tableau before Indigo's eyes was stilled and
rigid, Fenran cowering by the overturned chair, the demon poised to deliver asecond bolt of agony.
Then, very dowly, Nemesisturned to Stare at the shuddering girl, and she recoiled from the sheer
malevolenceinitsslver eyes. The serpent'stongue flickered, and Nemesis hissed with deadly
deliberation:

"My patience is exhausted."

Indigo felt asthough her mind were breaking apart.

She was human, only human. Prey to human weaknesses, driven by human emotions. She
couldn't withstand such atest asthis; the strength wasn't in her. Shewastoo falible. And sheloved
Fenran too much.

Shetook a step forward, stumbled on legs that were unwilling to support her, and her voice
pleaded.

"Let it bedone." Shesaw but didn't register the light of triumph that flared into life behind the
cold, slver mask of the demon's eyes. "'l accept your price-let it be done!” And she staggered forward to
take Nemesiss outstretched hand.

*CHAPTER-XVI|e

The child'sfingers reached toward her, the child's face smiled with the cruel joy of victory. Indigo
sretched out her arm-and from nowhere avoice erupted in her head, awordless, howling cry of enraged
and desperate denid. A dark form seemed to explode from the gloom behind her, and Grimya leaped
between her and the demon, twisting her powerful body in midair to send Indigo crashing to the floor of
thehdl.

"Grimya!" She had forgotten the she-wolf's existence amid the turmoail of her encounter; now
they rolled together in afurious, fighting tangle, Indigo flailing, spitting, screaming curses at the cresture
who battled to keep her from her goal.

I will not let you do it! Grimyas voice seared through her. The demon has stolen your reason



and made you weak! Indigo, listen to me-

"No!" She battered the blur of brindled gray before her with clenched figts. "'Leave me alone, you
have no right-"

| have theright! | amyour friend!

"Damn your friendship, athousand curses on you and dl your kind!" Indigo shrieked. With dl the
strength she could muster she flung the wolf away from her, but Grimya sprang up again before she could
leap to her feet, barring her path to the watching demon. They both froze, crouching, facing each other in
aslencethat was suddenly deadly.

Indigo. She could sense the churning emotions underlying the wolfs voice in her mind. This must
not be.

Indigo'slungs heaved. "Get out of my way!"

I will not. I will stop you, Indigo. | will stop you if | haveto kill you.

She sneered, an ugly rictus. "l sad, get-"

Grimyasnarled. Her hackles were raised and her eyes glittered crimson; suddenly she was no
longer atrusted friend but a predator, an attacker. Her hindquarters quivered with suppressed power and
her fangs were whiteivory in the unessy light.

Don't test me, Indigo. Don't make me do this.

Something deep within Indigo was crying, crying, but it was too weak and too far away for her to
grasp and hold. She bared her own teeth, aware that sanity was dipping from her, took a step forward-

Grimyaleaped like acoiled spring suddenly and violently released. Indigo glimpsed the bunched,
muscular body, heard the whistle of displaced air, felt the surging dash of fangs clashing together inches
from her throat as she went sprawling backward. Her spine hit the marble floor with acrack that jarred
her to the marrow, and she found hersdlf lying spread-eagled beneeth the growling, davering she-wolf.
Hot bresth fanned her face; she stared into Grimyals cavernous jaws...

Fight me! Grimyasnarled. If you want your mate, your Fenran, fight me! Or areyou like all
the other humans-just a weakling who hides behind empty words?

Indigo felt renewed rage bubbling and roiling up ingde her, but thistime it was atidal wave, a
tornado, a cataclysm of fury. Her mouth opened to voice a savage stream of fresh curses-and she gave
vent to an anima snarl.

Survival . Shefdt the power in her jaws, the strength in her shoulders; felt the warm density of
the fur that covered her quivering body. Wolf. Shelaid her earsflat, felt the floor's cold marble surface
beneath her raking claws. Wolf. Her lips drew back, exposing canines like white knivesin her skull. Wolf
. Grimya, her sster, her own, crimson-eyed and feral, standing over her as she shed the cloak of
humanity. Shedidn't want to fight Grimya:

And thelast of her confusion shattered as she saw the world, the hdll, the silver-haired form of
Nemesis, through Grimyas eyes, and redlized what the she-wolf had done. The demon had snared her in
aweb of her own emations. And Grimya had known that there was only one way to tear that web apart
and free her from her own weakness. Wolf-her mind and her blood sang with the sensations of anew,
unshackled awareness-Wolf-

The chilling, duetting howl of two denizens of the forest night rose to the shadow-drenched ceiling
of the hall. They sprang to their feet as one, and as one turned to the dais, and to the figure of the evil
child that now was backing away from themin darm.

"Indigo!" There was anger in Nemesissvoice, but it wasfast giving way to fear. "Indigo, hear
me! Think of Fenran! Think of what wewill do-"

Grimya howled again, drowning the demon's cry. Asit stumbled backward, Indigo saw it asa
foul skeleton of afigure, dothed with writhing maggots, only the silver eyes il burning inits misshapen
skull. Corruption, decay, darkness-freed now from the chains of humanity, she saw with the clearer,
smpler consciousness of the animal she had become, and she saw how close Nemesis had cometo
leading her into adeadly betrayd. Fenran had beenright...

Fenran, my love, forgive me! It was an echo of the human Indigo, and when she turned her
crimson gaze to where he crouched, stunned, beside the overturned chair, the sensation seared her soul.



But the ties mat had dmost led them both to damnation were broken, for she was no longer human. And
wolf-Indigo lusted for revenge.

"Nemesis!" She spoke the word in her mind, and her throat gave voiceto aferal snarl. Theadarm
in the eyes of the maggot-creature on the dais changed suddenly to frustrated fury; asthe two wolves
dropped low to the ground and began to dink forward, Nemesis opened its mouth-and its jaws gaped
wide, wider, stretching impossibly as the demon began to dter its shape. Its body writhed sinuoudly, its
skin took on a nacreous sheen, fangs dripped venom in the cavernous mouth-and a gigantic serpent
reared high above thar heads, hissng with asound like thunder.

The walf that was Indigo yelped and cringed back, but Grimyas voice called out, 1llusion!
[lluson! And suddenly she saw through the disguise, as Grimya had done; saw the redlity of the
demon-form benesth. Her yelp changed to ahowl, and together they sprang, muscles powering them
from thefloor and straight at the swaying snake. There was ashrieking whistle, aflash of light, and the
serpent-form collgpsed under the wolves ondaught, coiling and thrashing and changing asthey toreinto
it. A twisted, slver-eyed face reared before Indigo's vision; she snapped, felt her jaws crush bone, then
snarled in fury as her quarry dissolved into aball of light that streaked between her and Grimya even as
they twisted to catch it. The brilliant comet flashed toward the great hearth, and the cold flames of thefire
erupted suddenly into atowering column that coalesced into the form of aburning, silver snow-besr, five
timesthe sze of Indigo and Grimya. Eyeslike embers glared insensately down; the jaws opened to reved
hellfireswithin the vast mouth, and the gppalling phantom began to pace dowly, deliberately, toward
them.

Aninnate and primal lupine terror warred with her own rage for control of Indigo'singtincts.
Humans and wolves dike feared these great kings of the tundra, and with good reason; one blow from a
massive paw could disembowel or break the neck of the most skilled hunter. And this horror wastwice
the size of any snow-bear ever born.

But it wasillusion, illusion. She chanted Grimyas litany over and again in her mind, and asthe
two wolves circled to flank the mongter, her gaze never wavered from the huge, menacingly swinging
head. Adrendine coursed through her, making her quiver with anticipation; the phantom bear opened its
mouth, roared-

And Grimyacried: Now!

They legped in unison, and aterrible cacophony of snarling, roaring and yelping dinned through
the hall asthey attacked Nemesiswith all their strength. The demon flailed and struck, but its bear-form
wastoo insubstantia to inflict harm on them; it had relied on intimidation, and the ploy had failed. Indigo
reveled in her newfound power as her blood raced with wild sensations: the joy of the hunt, the frenzy of
thekill, the savage taste of impending victory; and underlying them dl, and driving her onto new heights
of ferocity, the human hatred for the demon which had so nearly sealed her doom.

The thing that was Nemesis roared again, and the bear-shape flickered into the form of adragon
that clashed its slver-scaled wings and breathed cold fire. Grimyas teeth sank into awing-pinion and she
dragged the monstrosity off-baance as Indigo sprang for its serpentine neck. She was snarling and
shrieking with abloodlust that turned to thwarted rage when the dragon suddenly became an eagle,
arrowing up toward the celling. Desperately she bunched her muscles, leaped, and her snapping jaws
clamped on the eagl€e'stail. Bird and wolf crashed to the floor together, and the eagle became a ghastly
chimeraof abeast, jackal and gpe and toad, six-legged, winged, gape-mouthed and hairless. Indigo's
human self would have recoiled from the obscene thing in revulsion; wolf-Indigo set off with ayipping
snarl in pursuit asthe chimera flapped and shambled, squealing, acrossthe hall. Asit ran, its body
changed again and again, as though Nemesis had lost control of its shape-shifting powers. animals, birds,
figh, reptiles, and other things hideoudy unrecognizable, vied for brief and horrible manifetation inits
form.

And then the demon could flee no further. It was cornered, the two wolves advancing menacingly
onit-light flared, and suddenly the chimerawas gone, and in its place the child with the malevolent silver
eyes crouched, arms outspread, against the marble wall.

Loathing fired through Indigo and her entire body began to shake. "Kill it!" Her voicewas a



gutturd and vengeful exploson. "Kill it!"

Nemesislaughed. "Y ou cannot kill me. We are one and the same.”

"Never!"

The slver eyesglittered savagdly. "Tear me gpart, and | will return to you in another guise! You
will never befree of me, Indigo!"

Indigo's control snagpped. With ahowl of insane rage she launched herself at Nemesis, snarling,
tearing, rending, fangs ripping at the writhing child's body, scrabbling caws gouging flesh from bone. All
self-control was gone; she didn't hear Grimya calling out to her to stop, and only when aheavy body
cannoned into her, and teeth sei zed the scruff of her neck to pull her away from her victim, did some
semblance of reason surface through the chaotic turmoil of raw emation in her mind.

Indigo, stop! Grimyacried. The demon has gone!

She sprawled on the floor of the hal, panting as her vison dowly cleared. And there between her
front paws was the shift that had been the demon-child's only garment, alimp, torn rag. Nemesis had
vanished.

"No-o!" Frugtration and anguish mingled with fury in Indigo's protesting howl, and the howl
coaesced into arecognizably human cry. The hal spun about her; she twisted her body around, found
her coordination gone, fell back. And ahand-a human hand- clawed at empty air as she screamed:

"Nemesisl Nemesis!"

From the hearth, dark and empty now, came the echoing sigh of soft laughter. Convulsively
Indigo began to struggle to her feet, but Grimyaintervened.

It's no use, the she-wolf said. The demon has eluded us.

Indigo couldn't balance; her consciousness was till rocking dizzyingly between the human and
the lupine. She fell back, hunched and shivering on the floor, gritting her teeth againgt the bitter anger and
disappointment of defest.

We tried, Grimyasad mournfully. We did our best, but it wasn't enough. | amsorry.

"I wish-" Indigo began savagely, then shook her head. "No. It doesn't matter now." Sheraised
her head, pushing sweat-damp hair from her eyes, then stopped, staring in shock as her eyesfocused on
thefar end of the hall.

"Fenran!" Theword choked off into agasp. She had imagined that he, too, would be gone; that
Nemesiswould have snaiched him away. But no: he was on hisfest, weakly but determinedly struggling
around the table on the dais. What he had seen, whether he had witnessed her transformation, she didn't
know; his eyeswere wide, feverish, and he seemed to be in the grip of degp shock. But he wastrying to
cometo her.

"Fenran!" She scrambled upright, fighting disorientation, and began to run toward him.

Shewas hafway down the length of the hall when thefirst of the block trees smashed up through
the marble floor to block her path. Grotesgue, distorted branches, clothed in thornsthe length of her arm,
clashed and twisted in ahideous parody of sentience, and she swerved aside, yelling in shock and
chagrin. A second tree exploded into gridy life beside thefirst even as she turned to duck around the
viciousthorns; another beyond it, another-and horror swamped Indigo as she grasped what was
happening.

Franticaly she flung hersdlf a the barrier. Thornstore at her clothes, her skin, tangled in her hair;
she beat and pulled at the warped branches, screaming Fenran's name; saw him try to jump from the dais
to cometo her, saw more of the dreadful trees rear up before and behind him, trapping himin adeadly,
tightening circle-

"No! Ah, no!" Fenran twisted about as he redlized the danger, but he wastoo late. Black
branches uncoiled like snakes to wrap about hisarms, hislegs, he thrashed, the thornsripping into him
whilethe ghadtly, living thicket rose higher, denser, to engulf him.

Indigo was screaming on awild, insensate note, her eyes mad as she struggled vainly to smash
her way through the barrier to reach him-until suddenly the tangle of branches beneath her flailing hands
shivered, warped, lost its solidity. For one frozen and eternd moment an image of Fenran wasimprinted
on her mind, helpless and immobile among the thorns, his stark white face shockingly contrasted with the



trees black web, his mouth open and distorted in asoundless cry of agony. Then the entire image
shuddered before her-and the thicket, and Fenran with it, dissolved into aslent, shimmering mirage and
was gone.

Indigo stood rigid in the middle of the empty hdl, staring in numb disbdlief a the dais, thetable,
the unoccupied chairs. So near, so close-and he had been snatched from her, dragged back into the
hideous astra world of historment, where she had no hope of following and finding him again. She had
amogt reached him. But dmost was not enough: he was gone, and she had failed him.

Grimyacrept to her sde, but the moment she felt the she-wolf's gentle touch Indigo jerked
violently away, sumbling toward the dais. She climbed up, sood staring at the table, the chairs, and for a
crazed moment wanted to kick them over, fling them about, gouge and crack and break them in her blind
misery. But there was no point, her saner self argued; no point. What could she gain from venting her
bitterness on inanimate objects? It wouldn't bring Fenran back.

Indigo? Grimya had followed her, and her hesitant inquiry wasfull of pity. Shelooked up
anxioudy into her friend's face and saw that Indigo's eyes were tight-shut and she was biting her lower lip
againgt the dow tearsthat forced themsalves out between her lashes and trickled down her cheeks.
Indigo, if | can-

Indigo cut her off with an ugly sob, and covered her face with both hands. She sank onto the
nearest of the chairs and dumped forward, head buried in her clasped armswhile her body racked and
shuddered with her silent, agonized weeping.

There was nothing, Grimya knew, that she could do to help. Time seemed to stand till in the
deserted hdl; there was only the stillness and the gloom and the broken, shivering form of her friend
crying asthough her soul would shatter under the weight of her grief. Grimyalay down a Indigo'sfed,
chin on her front paws, dismaly she wished that she had some skill, some magic, that would bring
comfort or hope. But wishing was usaless. The storm within Indigo must passin its own way and itsown
time

And eventualy amoment came when the shuddering sobs began to subside. Grimyawatched,
anxious, and at last Indigo raised her head.

Her face was white and ravaged, and the lines of strain etched her skin like acid. But her eyes
werefilled with the terrible calm of apain that could and must be borne. Grimya rose. She was reluctant
to speak, yet longed to communicate the pity shefelt, for whét little it might be worth. Tentatively she
uttered a soft sound in her throat, and Indigo looked down at her.

"Grimya..." One hand touched the top of the wolf's head, stroked asilky ear. "I..."

Don't feel you must say what isin your heart, Grimyareplied. | understand. And words are
not enough.

The girl nodded. There were no words to express the emotions that moved like adow, powerful
tide within her; what she felt was too close, and cut too deep. She could only grieve, silently, privately,
without hope of relief.

We should leave this place, the she-wolf continued gently. There is nothing more for either of
ushere.

"Leave..." Indigo looked around the hall, though it was some moments before her mind could
take in what she saw. Her gaze lingered on the great hearth with its empty seets, on the high, curtained
windows, on the contours of rafters and wals. Familiar; so familiar-but it wasn't truly Carn Callle. And at
thefar end of the hall, in acorner, lay something that sardonicaly confirmed theilluson; something that
looked like a crumpled gray shawl discarded on thefloor...

Yes: it wastimeto go. But not by the way they had come; she didn't want to walk between the
tall windows and past the great hearth and among the ranks of the ghosts held in her own memory. She
turned. At their backs was the small door, the replica of the private royal entranceto the great hal a
Carn Callle. What lay behind it in this unhuman realm she didn't know. But whatever it might concedl, she
must face it. Her path lay onward, not back.

Grimyastayed close beside her as she walked to the low door and laid her hand on it. Even the
latch was marble, though it worked well enough. She began to lift it, then looked back over her shoulder



onelast time. To Grimya, it seemed that she was |ooking beyond the physical dimensions of the hall,
perhaps even beyond thisworld, seeing something-or someone-invisible to other eyes but her own.

"Goodbye, love." She spoke so quietly that the words were bardly audible. "I'll find you again, no
matter what | must do. Asthe Earth Mother ismy witness, I'll find you." And she turned her back on the
empty hal, and opened the door.

Soft flakes of whiteness met their eyes, falling quietly and steadily againgt a backdrop of velvet
dark. Indigo felt theicy, tingling breath of moist air on her cheeks, tasted the bittersweet cold of deep
night, saw the gleam of interlacing branches, |eafless and dimly phosphorescent, ahead. And inthe
distance, among the trees, someone was waiting.

Grimyasaid, her voice an odd blend of uncertainty and awe: Whoiis... ? But Indigo knew, and
was dready moving forward, stepping through the door and into the night-black land beyond. Shefelt
her feet sink into the snow's white softness, felt the prickling of the cold flakes as they brushed her skin,
her hair, her hands, heard the deep, deep silence of the winter like afaraway Snging in her ears.

The figure did not come to meet her, but waited where the latticework of young trees began. Its
cloak now was of fur, tawny-pae asthe coat of agreat mountain cat. But the rich brown hair was
unchanged, and the golden eyes, and the sad, enigmatic smile.

"Indigo, my child," the Earth Mother'semissary said gently. "1 have been waiting for your return.”

*CHAPTER-XVII|e

zz
For aslent, enduring moment Indigo stared numbly at the bright being's serene and beautiful face. And
dowly, so dowly that it waslike avakening from along fever, understanding dawned in her mind. The
trees, thisland, the scent and touch of the quietly falling snow-they had stepped back through the gate of
the demon world and had returned to the redlm of Earth.

Shefdt something warm press against her leg and knew that Grimya had stepped forward to join
her. She was shivering, but not with cold; Indigo reached down to lay ahand on her head, wanting to
reassure her but unable to find words that were adequate.

"Grimya." The milky golden eyes gazed down on the she-wolf and were suddenly filled with
warmth and kindness. "Thereis nothing for you to fear.”

Grimyas shivering stopped and she uttered afaint whimper, "1..." The gutturd, painful voice
broke from her throat as, till confused and overawed, she strained to speek. "Please, I..."

"Becdm, littlesgter.” The emissary held out ahand, and dowly, compelled by something beyond
her control, Grimy awent forward. The hand stroked her head, and along shudder ran through the wolfs
body.

"Y ou have found atrue and loyd friend, Indigo," the emissary said.

Soberly, Indigo nodded. "Wereit not for Grimya, | would have falen to Nemesissinfluence,”
shesad. "She-"

"I know what she did." There was kindnessfor her, too, in the being's amile, and Indigo's heart
quickened. "And | know that it takes courage to admit to your own near failure.”

"Near 7" Indigo hunched her shoulders, her voice suddenly sharp. "No. Thetruthis, | did fall. |
betrayed your trust-the Earth Mother'strust.” Shelooked up, her eyes challenging the emissary to deny
it. "Inthat mockery of Carn Caille | would havekilled Grimya, if | could, to win Fenran back. Only when
she goaded meinto seeing through awolf'seyes did | have the strength to fight my demon. | wastested,
and | failed."

"Y ou tested yourself, Indigo. And ultimately, you triumphed. Y our presence hereis proof
enough, isit not?'

Indigo didn't reply, but looked about her. At her back, shining faintly in the diffused light from the
sky far above, was the rock face with its natura cleft where Nemesis had masqueraded asthe
grove-sprite. Thetiny waterfal was frozen now into amotionless cascade of icicles, the pool below a
black mirror of ice: she remembered how she had been tricked, how the demonic gateway had opened



to drag her into the world of the black sun. She remembered the chasm, theillusons, Nemesiss
mockery. And Fenran. Above dl, Fenran.

"The price of successwas high,” the emissary said gently, knowing her thoughts. "But perhaps
you can find solace in the thought that you have lessened your love'storment alittle.”

"Lessened...?!

The being nodded. "With every defeeat they suffer, the demons power isfractionally weakened.
Y ou have granted Fenran some small surcease, at least.”

Indigo frowned, struggling to come to termswith the thought. Some small surcease? It was
nothing to what she could have brought him. But she knew in her heart-though it was chill comfort-that to
buy Fenran's freedom as she had so nearly done would have been the most bitter victory of al.

She looked again at the frozen pool, and said: "1 came here to seek akind of wisdom. It seems|
found only the depths of my own folly."

"No," said theemissary. "I think not." And when she returned its gaze, uncomprehending, it
added: "The knowledge which you sought to find in this grove was aready within you. Think back on the
tria you underwent in that world, think on what you did; then ook into your own mind. What do you
*e?'

For an ingtant she was back in that semblance of Carn Caille, stegped again in sensations of the
dien, anima consciousness that had given her the strength to turn againgt her demon. And as the memory
coaesced, shefelt the Singing surge rise anew in her blood, in her bones, felt the change beginning within
her-

Wolf-

Alarmed, shetried to take agrip on hersaf-and to her astonishment felt the sensations bow to
her mind's control. They did from her, faded away, and she stared, shocked, at the emissary. The bright
being smiled.

"The power isyoursto command, Indigo.”

"Grimya" Still not quite ableto believe, to assmilate, Indigo turned to her friend.

It istrue, Grimyasaid, and Indigo could hear her sllent, psychic voice asclearly asif the
she-wolf had spoken aloud. You have awoken. | can seeit, in your mind.

The emissary smiled down at the wolf. "Grimyaiswiser than she knows." Then its eyes met
Indigo's again. ™Y ou have earned the reward of your newfound skills, child. And in consequence, the
Earth Mother bids me grant you another boon that may aid you in the times ahead.” It held out a graceful
hand. "Come; follow me." And it turned and moved away through the trees.

Grimyastayed close by Indigo's Sde asthe bright being led them among the crowding branches.
Their breath misted and mingled on the frosty air; snow flurried down to obscure the two sets of
footprints behind them. Grimya gazed around, her eyes wide and wondering, and Indigo read the uneasy
thoughts haf formed in the she-wolf'smind. Winter . When they entered the demon-world, spring had
been burgeoning; now the year had advanced through the ripeness of summer into hoar-month or
beyond. She remembered the emissary telling her, at their first meeting, that the currents of time flowed
on strange and different courses in the worlds beyond the Earth; and gently, silently, shetried to convey
to Grimyathat there was no need for doubt or darm.

They reached a place where the trees thinned alittle, and the bright being stopped. Gazing about
her, Indigo believed that thiswas the very spot from which she had walked out done to seek the magic
of the grove; though the onset of winter had changed it dmaost beyond recognition, she felt an echo of
familiarity.

The emissary waited until they al stood together, then gestured toward the ground. And there,
lying unsullied and undamaged on the carpet of snow, were Indigo's harp, bow and knife. The girl's eyes
widened.

"They were kept safefor you," the emissary said. "That much | could do."

She dropped to her knees, heedless of the wet snow, and gathered the precious belongingsinto
her arms as she stammered out heartfelt thanks. Then she paused, and stood up.

"How long hasit been?' The question was hesitant; and suddenly she regretted asking it, lest the



answer might not be bearable.

"The seasons have turned full circle once, and moved on again to winter."

A year and ahdf... Indigo thought of the Southern Idesand felt adull stab of pain. She had lived
through no more than afew days since leaving her homeland; yet within thewalls of Carn Caille they had
celebrated two springs, two harvests, two winter feasts. She thought of old friends, and wondered how
many more of those she had known were now gone forever.

"Thereispeaceinyour land,” the emissary told her gently. "And many who ill think fondly in
their prayers of the house of Kdig."

Indigo blinked away tearsthat were freezing on her lashes. "One day," she whispered, "I will
return." Shelooked at the emissary, and there was afaint, defiant edge to her voice. "'l will "

The being stepped toward her and laid its hands on her shoulders, looking deep into her eyes.
"The Earth Mother shares your hope," it said gravely. "Whatever lies ahead of you, never forget that."

"No. I... | won't forget it."

The emissary withdrew its hands. "And now the time has come for usto go our separate ways.
But before we part, | have giftsfor both of you. Indigo-this boon is yours by right of earning, to aid you
on your journey.” It extended one hand toward her, and Indigo saw, lying inits pam, asmall brown
pebble veined with patterns of green and gold, Hesitantly she reached out and took the gift; it felt
srangely warm, and as she looked more closay she glimpsed a pinpoint of golden light that seemed to
move within the stonelike atiny, captivefirefly.

"Thisisyour lodestone, Indigo,” the bright being said. "1t will guide you faithfully in your search
for the evilsyou are pledged to destroy. Y ou need only to hold the stonein your palm, and the light
within it will show you the road you should take. It will never fail you.”

Indigo'sfingers closed over the pebble; it seemed to pulsein her hand, asthough atiny heart beat
inits depths, and the sensation was reassuring in away she couldn't define. She looked up. "Thank you,"
shesad softly.

"It isgiven gladly. And now, Grimya." The being leaned down to stroke the she-wolf, who had
watched the exchange with afaintly wistful look in her eyes. "Little sster, you have awarm and loyd
heart worthy of your kind. Y et you are aflicted, and your &ffliction has made you an outcast. Would you
be free of that stigma, Grimya? Freeto join your own, to live among kindred and friends in the forest and
no longer belondy?'

Grimyalooked up at the serene face, and her muzzle quivered. "To be... not different?'

"Yes. To beatrue walf like other wolves. That isthe gift | offer you."

Grimya hesitated, and her eyes met Indigo's. Their expression was strange, unreadable. Then she
sad: "N-no!"

"Grimya" Indigo began, but Grimyainterrupted before she could say any more.

"I-have n-never been awolf like other wolves. | dontt... think | could learn to be one now. And
l... | do not want to leave my friend!"

Indigo turned away in sudden distress as she redlized that, from the moment the emissary had
spoken, she had known what Grimyawould say. And she wastorn in two by the knowledge that to part
from the she-wolf, with whom she had shared so much tribulation, would be awrench very hard to bear;
yet that for Grimyas own sake she could not, must not, let it be otherwise.

She sad, her voice unsteady: "Grimya, you must try to understand. We have to go our separate
ways. for you to stay with me would be wrong."

"No," Grimyareiterated stubbornly. "I am your fr-iend."

Desperate because Grimya's fedling so closaly mirrored her own, Indigo turned in apped to the
emissary. "Please, make her understand! | couldn't ask such athing of her; it wouldn't befair to her. She
has done nothing to deserve my burden-1 won't et her shareit!”

"The choiceishersto make," the emissary said gently.

"But she doesn't know what shelll befacing!™

"She does."

Indigo shook her head in denid. "What manner of life can shelook forward to if shejourneys



with me? When she grows old and enfeebled whilst | am ill bound to travel on-what will become of her
then?'

Grimyasad: "I-do not care!”

"Wait." The bright being held up ahand and |ooked at the she-woalf. "If Grimya does not want the
gift | have dready offered, then | am empowered to grant another. Grimya, isit truly your desireto
journey on with Indigo, and help her in her quest?'

"Yed" Grimya panted.

"Whatever the dangers you might encounter?'

"Danger does not matter.”

The emissary continued to gaze at her for afew moments. Then it nodded and said: "Yes. | see
you speak thetruth, little Sster.” It turned to the girl. "Indigo, it is Grimyaswill to go with you, and so you
are freeto accept or rgject her companionship according only to the dictates of your own desires. If you
accept, | may grant her that sameimmortadity that you have gained, if she wishesit-though she must
understand, as you do, that such agift can be as much acurse asablessing.” The being paused. " Do you
understand that, Grimya?"

"l do. And ... accept it gladly."

"So beit." Theemissary'sface was grave. "Well, Indigo? What will your choice be?’

Indigo looked a Grimya. The she-wolf's eyes were shining with excitement tempered by
apprehension, and suddenly the girl knew that she could no longer pretend to fedings that were untrue to
her inner salf. Whatever the future might hold, atrue friend and companion was more to be treasured
than any gold. And londliness was the darkest privation of dl....

Shesad, acatchin her voice "Isit truly what you want, Grimya?"*

Grimyastonguelolled. "You-know it is."

"Then... yes." She couldn't say more; the words wouldn't come. "Yes..."

Sowly, asthough she till couldn't quite muster the courage to give way to her pleasure, Grimyas
tall began to wag. The emissary smiled down at her.

"Good fortune attend you, little Sister.” The golden gaze lifted to settle on Indigo. "And to you, my
child; good fortune. We shal be watching you, and we will aid you when we can.”

She raised a hand, wanting to speak, to touch, to make some gesture that would express,
however inadequately, what she felt. But as she reached out, a golden aura appeared around the being's
tal figure. The air shimmered-and the emissary was gone,

For along time Indigo stood motionless, aware only of the steedily faling snow, the quiet cresk
of branchesin the night air. Then, treading ddlicately through the deep white carpet, Grimya approached
and laid her head againt the girl's clagped hands. They looked at each other, violet eyes and golden
brown sharing an unspoken understanding. Then Grimya gave asmal, eager wriggle, turned and trotted
to the edge of the clearing. Muzzle twitching, she sniffed at the air, then looked back over her shoulder.

| have always liked the snow, she said.

A dight, involuntary smile cameto Indigo'slips.

The hunting will be good, Grimya added, and her tail beat against a sapling tree, didodging a
shower of snow from the branches onto her back. She shook hersdlf. We shall eat well tomorrow!

Touched by her friend'sinnocent enthusiasm, Indigo laughed. It was no more than a chuckle, but
it went asmall way toward easing the congtricting knot indgde her. Shelooked at the lodestone, il lying
in her pam and pulsing warmly, steadily. Thetiny light glimmered back at her in the dark, hovering a one
edge of the pebble. North. Away from the Horselands, on into the strange and unknown lands of the
great western continent. And despite her sadness, a sensation that might have been distant kin to
Grimyas excitement stirred within Indigo.

With a care that verged on reverence, she dipped the precious lodestone into her belt-pouch.
Then she gathered up her harp inits bag, dung it together with her crossbow over one shoulder and
thrust her knifeinto its sheath at her waist. She didn't ook back toward the silent grove; as Grimya set of f
eagerly into the forest, Indigo hesitated only amoment before moving off in the she-wolf'swake, leaving
the clearing to tillness and the softly drifting snow.



*CARN CAILLE-

When the physician came soon after dawn with the news that the old bard had died asthe sun'sfirst rays
touched the morning sky, King Ryen of the Southern Ides nodded quietly, and said that he wished to be
alonefor an hour before Cushmagar's successor was brought to him.

After the physician had |eft, Ryen walked dowly and thoughtfully down the corridor to the small
hal in the southern wing of Carn Caille, in which hislessforma audiences and meetings were conducted.
Thiswas hisfavorite room-as, he understood, it had been his predecessor's-and when he arrived, he sat
down on a seat by one of the windows, from where he could gaze out at the bright winter day.

Cushmagar gone. It was hard to beieve; the bard had seemed to him as much apart of Carn
Callle asthe very stones of itsfoundations. Impossible to think that hisrich voice and magnificent music
would never grace another feast. And sad to redlize that the birth-song for Ryen's son or daughter, the
eagerly awaited heir to his kingdom, must now be composed and sung by another.

Ryen sighed, and rose to hisfeet to pace across the sunlit room. He shouldn't feel such sadness;
it was selfish of him to dwell on hislossrather than rgoice for Cushmagar's gain. The bard had been old
and blind, and since last winter barely able to walk. He knew his tenure had been overlong, and had gone
to the Earth Mother gladly and with relief that his dutieswerefindly at an end. And though Imyssamight
think otherwise, there were no untoward omensin the feet that Cushmagar's passing had falen amost to
the day on the second anniversary of Ryen's own eevation to the throne of the Southern Ides.

He smiled when he thought of Imyssa. She would be with Sheana now, as she had been for two
days since her scrying had told her that the queen's child was dmost due to be born. Ryen hoped-as did
they dl-that the new heir'sarriva would finadly heal Imyssal's enduring grief for the old royd family. Had
Kadig had abrother or sister, even a cousin, to take the throne after his untimely death, the old nurse
might have taken comfort from the thought that his beloved line was not entirely gone; asit was, she had
found it hard to accept the presence of an elected outsider in his place. But, dowly, she was coming
round. And when the child was born, she would nurse it as she had nursed Kaig's own children; perhaps
then shewould find her old contentment once more.

And perhaps shewould at last lay aside her unfounded and eerie conviction that, somewhere,
one of her lost oneslived on....

Noisesin the courtyard broke in on Ryen'sreverie, and he shook his head to clear it, realizing
that he had been lapsing into unhealthy morbidity. Returning to the window, he looked down and saw
that a party of young men on horseback was setting out from the fortress. No dogs accompanied them,
and they carried few weapons, the king smiled and relaxed as he redlized that they smply planned to
exercisethar horses, and were not going hunting without inviting him. The favoriteride a thistime of
year, when the hillsand forestswere al but impassable, was the tundra to the south of Carn Caille, where
it was dtill possible to venture for amile or more before the snow and ice forced even the most
surefooted horse to turn back. And some of the younger nobles would doubtless want to see for
themsalves-at |east from a distance-the remains of the stirange, ruined tower out on the tundraplain. Ryen
had never caught more than a glimpse of the place; asyet, he had had no time for much in the way of
leisure: but when the spring spate was over he planned to join one of the expedition parties, to assuage
his curiosity. Nobody knew the tower's purposg, if it had one; some of the older folk, Imyssaincluded,
muttered that it was an evil place and best shunned, but beyond that its presence was amystery. There
had been sometalk of a story concerning the tower that Cushmagar had been wont to tell in the old days,
but the bard had never mentioned it, and Ryen doubted that the tale existed, or if it did, that Cushmagar
would have remembered it. The noisy riding party had disappeared through the greeat gates of the
fortress, and the courtyard was quiet again, Ryen rubbed his hands together, redlizing that he was cold.
He must order afirelit in here; apoor liege hed beif he greeted his new bard-who was, after al, one of
the most influentid and highly respected members of his court-in aroom that felt asthough aglacier had
marched through it. A fire, and mead, and cakes. It was no less than Cushmagar would have wanted for



his successor.

He turned toward the door, intending to go in search of his steward, then paused and |ooked
back at the stone fireplace and the painting which hung above the mantel. Kaig and hisfamily gazed back
a him, motionlessyet uncannily lifdikein their framewith itsindigo draping. He wished he had known
them: Kalig and Imogen, Prince Kirraand Princess Anghara. To die so suddenly, leaving only amemory
and aportrait... it seemed wrong; unjust.

Ryen shivered suddenly and involuntarily; asthough, to coin a sailor's expression, the sea had
washed over hisgrave. He should order the mourning drapery taken down once his child was born; it
would be morefitting with new lifein Carn Caille, and one could not mourn forever. A further tragedy
that Breym, the artist respongble for thislikeness, had been among the fever's many victims. A smilar
portrait of hisown family would have graced thishall aswell.

He looked away from the painting at last and walked dowly out of the hall. Asthe door closed
behind him abreath of chill air stirred the drapery around the portrait, and the east wind, sghing through
aloose panein one of thewindows, briefly mimicked the distant sound of agirl's bright laughter.

THE TOWER OF REGRETS

Y ouwho st a my sdeby thefire;
you whose restless ghosts walk in the shadows of
my dreams; you children yet unborn:
If you would see your people live and prosper, then
let these ancient stonesliein solitude.
For thisisthe burden that the Earth our Mother
has set upon usdl and thisisthe trust
she placesin our hearts. We must not fail her.

Angharaisdaughter to aking. In dl theworld
thereis but one thing denied her-the secret of the
Tower. Tormented, she must seek itstruth.

And her discovery will remake theworld.
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