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We are dancing on avolcano.
Nardsse Achille Salvandy (1795-1856)

For Gary
who makes the dance worthwhile

PROLOGUE-

Onalondly and barren stretch of tundra, where the borders of asmall kingdom meet the vast ice
ramparts of the southern glaciers, the ruins of a solitary tower cast their unnatura shadow acrossthe
plain. The Tower of Regrets-it has no other title-was the handiwork of aman whose nameisnow long
forgotten; for, asthe old bardic story goes, hiswas atime, atime and atime, before we who live now
under the sun and the sky came to count time.

In those ancient days, mankind's foolishness and greed brought hisworld to the brink of ruin. At
last Nature hersdlf rose up againgt him, and the Earth Mother wrought Her vengeance upon the children
who had betrayed her trust. But through the dark night of Her retribution, the tower remained unsullied.
And when it was done, and awiser mankind raised its head from the wreckage of itsown folly to begin
life afresh in acleansed and untainted world, the tower became asymbol of hope, for withinitswallsthe
evilswhich man had made were at last confined.

For centuries, then, the Tower of Regrets stood alone upon the plain, and no man or woman
dared turn their face toward it, for fear of the ancient curse that lay within. And so it might have
remained-but for the recklessness of a king's foolish daughter.

Her title then was the Princess Anghara K aligsdaughter; but now she has forfeited theright to



name and heritage. For she broke the one law that had endured since her people's history began, when
she breached the sanctity of that eon-old tower in abid to learn its secret.

Oh, yes, the princess had her wish, and the secret was revealed to her. But asits chainswere
released, the Tower of Regrets sheared in two-and mankind's ancient curse came shrieking from
darknessto fasten again upon the world, and upon the soul of Anghara Kaligsdaughter.

In the black night of the curse's reawakening Angharalost hearth and home, liege and love, to
that deadly power. And with the coming of the dawn she took upon her young shoulders a burden that
now haunts her day and night, waking and deeping. For the Earth Mother has decreed that she must
make reparation for her crime, by seeking out and daying the seven demons which came laughing into the
world when the Tower of Regretsfdll.

Seven demons; seven evilswhich, if not destroyed, will cast mankind back into the dark history
of itsown folly. Angharais Angharano longer. Her nameis now Indigo-the color of mourning-and her
home isthe world itsdlf, for she hasforfeited al claim to the hearth at which she was born.

Indigo cannot die. Nor will she age or change, for while her quest remains unfulfilled sheis
doomed to immortality. She has one friend, who is not human. And she has one enemy that will dog her
footsteps wherever shemay go, for it isapart of hersdlf, created from the blackest depths of her own
soul. The eighth demon-her Nemesis.

Five years have passed since Indigo looked for the last time on the mellow stones of Carn Calle,
stronghold of the kings of the Southern Ides and her onetime home. A new liege rules there now, and the
legend of the Tower of Regrets no longer exigts, for the Earth Mother has decreed that al memory of the
tower'sfal, together with al knowledge of its true purpose, should be erased from the mind of man. Thus
King Ryen ingtructs his bards to compose sad ballads of the fever that took the lives of Kalig'sold
dynasty. And he grieves for them asisright and proper, never suspecting that one of that old dynasty il
lives

But Carn Cailleis barred to Indigo. Instead she has set her face northward into the hot heartlands
of the great western continent, in search of the first of her demons; thefirst of her trids. Guided only by
the lodestone which was the Earth Mother's gift to her, Indigo journeys and Indigo seeks.

And wherever her wanderings lead her, Nemesisis never far behind....

*CHAPTERE-|-

The arid heat of the night made degp impossible for the she-wolf Grimya. She lay under the shdlter of an
overhanging rock, nose on front paws, tail occasionadly twitching in discomfort, and gazed down the
dope, past the clumps of stunted and ill-nourished bushes to the empty, dusty road and the dow river
beyond. She had seen the moon rise, full and distorted to the shape and hue of ablood orangein the
shimmering air, and had watched it track across the sky among showers of dien sarsuntil it hung, a
glaring and hostile eye, above her. In stony crevices small reptiles stirred duggishly and intermittently, as
though the moon disturbed their dreams, Grimyawas hungry, but lassitude overcame the hunting urge.
She closed her eyes, trying to think of rain, of snow, of the green forests and cold, rushing streams of her
homeland. But time and distance were coming between her and her memories; the forests of the
Horselands were too far and too long away, lost in ever-more-dreamlike recollections of the distant
south.

The bay pony tethered to abush afew yards away swished itstail, one hoof scraping on stone,
and the she-wolf opened her eyes again. Nothing to cause alarm; the pony dozed, head down, and the
movement had been no more than areflex. Grimyayawned cavernoudy. Then, asthough troubled by
some deeper ingtinct, she turned her head, looking back over her shoulder to the figure huddlied on the
worn blanket behind her.

The young woman dept with her head pillowed on the pony's saddle. Her long hair, which
showed streaks of awarm auburn among the predominant gray, was brushed back from her face, and
the uncertain moonlight gave her, momentarily, apeaceful look. Lines of strain were smoothed away, her



mouth was relaxed, and echoes of alost innocence and beauty seemed to shine through the contours of
her cheeks and jaw. But the peacefulness was an illuson, and within momentstheillusion shettered asthe
girl'slipstrembled and the old shadow returned to her face. One hand clenched unconscioudy into afit,
then opened again and reached out as though she sought to take and hold the fingers of an unseen
companion. She found nothing, and as her hand fell back again she whimpered asthough in distress.

Lost in another, cruder world, guarded under the hot moon by her only friend, Indigo dreamed.

* * %
How long has it been, Indigo who was Anghara?

"Fiveyears..." Thedgh took chilly wing and drifted away into emptiness.

Five years, child. Five years since your crime brought this burden upon your shoulders.
You have come a long way since those old, lost days.

She saw the faces then as she had seen them so many times before, moving in dow procession
past her inner eye. Kalig, king of the Southern Ides, her father; Imogen, his queen, her mother. Her
brother Kirra, who would have been king in histime. Others: warriors, huntsmen, servants, al those who
had died with their liegelord a Carn Caille. A sad parade of ghosts.

And then, as she had known there must, came another, his dark eyes tormented, his black hair
lank with swest, the strength of his body broken and twisted by pain. She felt something within her
congtrict and tried to cry out againgt the vison and look away. But she couldn't. And involuntarily her lips
formed aname.

"Fenran... 7'

Her lover looked into her eyes, once, and there was such longing in his expression that Indigo felt
her own eyes, in her dream, start with tears. Their marriage had been only amonth away when she had
lost him. They would have been long wed now, and happy, if only...

Shereached out-as, in the physical world, one hand groped for a companion who was not
there-and her fingers closed on empty air as Fenran faded and was gone.

"No." She could barely articulate the word; though the nightmare was familiar, she could never
inure hersdlf toit. "No, please...”

It must be, child. Until the seven demons you released from the Tower of Regrets are
destroyed, your love cannot be free. You know it is a part of your burden and your curse.

Sheturned away, hating the voice that spoke to her, the voice of the Earth Mother's bright
emissary, yet aware that no power in the world could deny the veracity of itswords.

When it is done, Indigo. When the demons are no more. Then you may know peace.

She felt tears prick her eyes, her throat grow hot and stifling. "How long? Great Mother, how
long?'

Aslong asit must be. Five years. Ten. A hundred. A thousand. Until it is done.

In the sharp-edged twilight of her dreams the question and the answer were dwaysthe same.
Time had no meaning, for she would not age. She was as she had been on that |ast day on the southern
tundra beyond Carn Caille-the day when anger and recklessness and folly had conspired to lead her to
the ancient tower, and to the wanton shattering of her world. She heard again the titanic voice of
plintering stone asthe Tower of Regrets cracked open; saw again the boiling, thundering cloud of
blackness that was not smoke but something far, far worse erupting from the ruin's rocking chaos, felt
again theinsane goad of panic as shefled, lashing her horse's neck, back toward the fortress, back
toward her kin, back toward-

the carnage and the horror as warped things that had no place in a sane world broke like
a tidal wave over the walls of Carn Caille to rend and to tear and to burn. They were coming, the
nightmares, the foul things; they were coming and there was nowhere to hide, nowhereto run,
nowhere-

She came out of the dream screaming, her body jackknifed by amuscular spasm so that her
back dammed painfully against the rock behind her. The world of the nightmare burst gpart and, gasping,
Indigo opened her eyesto the purple sky and the indifferent, unfamiliar constellations, and to the vast
dlence and the hest that crawled like something alive over her torso and across her thighs and into the



webs between her fingers.

And met the lambent golden gaze of the she-walf, who stood over her, quivering with unhappy
concern.

"Grimya..." Therelief of redizing that the dream was broken was so strong that for amoment she
fdt giddy with it. She struggled into aSitting position, unpleasantly aware of her garments clinging, clammy
with humidity, to her skin, and reached out to dide an arm over the wolfs shoulders.

Grimyas sides heaved. "Y ou w-were... dreaming?' The words that issued from her throat were
gtilted and guitturd, but clearly recognizable; for Grimya had been born with the extraordinary ability to
understand and speak human tongues. The mutation had made her a pariah among her own kind, but
since her first meeting with Indigo-long ago, in aland that was now little more than a green and woody
memory in the she-wolf's mind-the curse of it had become, instead, ablessing, for it had bonded her to
the only true friend she had ever known in her life.

"Dreaming." Indigo echoed Grimya's last word, pressing her face againgt the wolfs soft fur until
the threat of a shaking fit subsided. "Y es. It was the same dreams again, Grimya.”

"I... know." Grimyalicked her face. "I w-watched you. | th... ought to wake you, but..." Her
tongue lolled with painful effort as shetried to cope with syllablesfor which her [arynx had not been
designed. Indigo hugged her again.

"It'sdl right. They're gone now." Indigo suppressed a shiver that tried to assail her despitethe
oppressive hest, then looked about her, blinking against the gritty ache of tired eyes. To the east the stars
were gtill bright; no sign yet of any paling in the sky'svast velvet backdrop.

"We should try to deep for awhile longer,” she said.

"Buit if the... dr-dreams should c-come back..."

"I don't think they will." Now now; not now. She knew the pattern dl too well, and in dl thistime
of traveling it had not changed.

But if...

Thistime the shiver wouldn't be denied, and she dug the nails of one hand sharply into the back
of the other, angry with hersdf for alowing the shadowy fear that lurked at the back of her mind to affect
her again. As she had done often during the past few nights, Indigo looked northward to where the
landscape was broken by the ragged silhouettes of mountain pesksin the distance. Beyond thefirst of
those peaks, and etching them with phosphorescence, the sky was touched by athin, eerie glow as
though some vast but muffled light source lurked just below the horizon. But no sun, moon, or star had
ever shone with such cold nacre: this pdlid light looked treacherous, unnatural, an-the word cameto
Indigo'smind asit had done before, and no rationdity could entirely banish it-an abomination.

Hardly aware of the gesture, she touched one hand to her throat and her fingers closed around a
worn thong from which asmall |egther bag depended. Within the bag was a stone, apparently nothing
more than asmall brown pebble veined with traces of copper and pyrites. But within the ston€e's depths
was something else, something that manifested itself asatiny pinpoint of gold light: something that was
guiding her, inexorably, toward agoa from which she could not-dared not-turn aside. The stone was her
most valued and most hated possession. And each day, as the sun dipped down the brass bowl of the
sky, that tiny golden light began to agitate in its prison, caling her, urging her northward. Toward the
mountains. Toward the nacreous light. Toward the abomination.

The pony stamped restively and broke Indigo's uneasy trance. She snatched her hand away from
the thong, fedling the bag with its precious contents tap against her breastbone, and tore her gaze from
the distant mountains. Grimya was watching her, and as a new shudder racked Indigo's frame the
she-wolf said anxioudy: "Y ou are c-cold?"

She smiled, touched by her friend's smple concern. "No. | was thinking about what may await us
tomorrow."

"Tomorrow isanother day. Why thi... ink of it until we m-mugt?'

Despite her mood, Indigo laughed softly. "I believe yourewiser than | am, Grimya."

"N-no. But sometimes maybel... see more clearly. " The she-wolf hudged her muzzle againgt the
girl'scheek. "You sh... should deegp now. | will watch.”



Feding alittlelike a child shepherded by afond nurse-and the sensation was comforting, even
though it touched on old, raw memories-Indigo lay down once more. Grimya turned about; she heard
claws scrabble lightly on the rock, felt the wolf's moon shadow settle over her, and scents of dry stone
and dusty fur and her own heat-prickled skin mingled in her nogtrils. Another dawn, another day. Don't
think about it until you mugt....

Her fingers clenched, relaxed, and the arid world faded as she closed her eyes and dipped away
into adreamless deep.

By midmorning the tillnessthat lay over the land was absolute. For awhileasmal, capricious breeze
had raised the dust alittle, but now even that was defeated by the vast heat, and the sun, an angry eyein
asky the color of molten iron, glared down through air that was stifled and motionless.

Indigo knew that they must stop soon and find a place to shelter from the burning midday
temperatures but she was reluctant to leave the road until she must. From the carved stones set at
intervals dong the way she guessed that they had little more than five milesto travel before reaching the
town ahead, and she was anxious not to prolong this wearying journey. She longed for shade, for
something other than sererock on which to rest-and above dl, shelonged for cool, clean water to wash
away the sweat and dust which felt ingrained in every pore of her skin.

Six days had passed now since they had set out on the northern road from the province city of
Agia, and their route had taken them through the most barren landscape that Indigo had ever seen. At her
homeland far away in the south they would be cel ebrating Hawthorn-Month, the time of new leaves,
fresh grass, the birth and growth of young animals; but in this country such aconcept had little meaning.
For some miles beyond Agiaswalls brave efforts had been made to cultivate and irrigate the thin,
red-brown soil; there were terraces of grapevines, stands of sturdy, dark-leaved fruit trees, patches of
crimson or vivid green where vegetable crops defied the searing hest. But soon even these logt their hold,
giving way to rock, dust, and scrub that stretched away to the distant foothills of the mountains. And
oncethelast few fidds had falen behind and vanished in the heat haze, there was nothing to be seen but
unending barrenness.

The rhythm of her pony's dow but steady gait was hypnotic, and severa timesin the last few
minutes Indigo had had to shake hersdf out of a heavy, heat-induced stupor. In an attempt to keep the
weariness a bay she changed her position on her mount's back, then looked at the river flowing no more
than twenty yards away beside thetrack. Y esterday, when the paths of road and river had first
converged, she had wanted to climb down the rocky bank and bathe in the water; but Grimyas urgent
warning had held her back. Unclean, the she-wolf had said. It is dead water-it will do you harm! And,
looking now at the brown, churning rush of the current, Indigo redized how right she had been. Unnatura
colors moved in the water's depths, effluvium from the vast mineral minesthat lay among the volcanic
mountains brooding in the distance, from whence the river flowed. Nothing could live in that polluted
current: the only lifethat theriver carried now was the human crews of the big, dow barges that brought
their loads of smelted ore out of the mining region.

One such convoy had passed them the previous day; four massive, grimy vessals roped one
behind another, the leading barge guided by eight taciturn oarsmen who sculled their craft skillfully inthe
center of the current. They had spared no more than asingle disinterested glance for the solitary rider on
theroad: dressed in the loose, belted robe that was the everyday garb of men, women, and children dike
in these hot lands, her hair hidden under a broad-brimmed hat draped with white linen to shield her from
the sun, Indigo might have been any good citizen of Agiajourneying to amarket, afair, afamily wedding
or funerd. And the gray and shaggy creature loping in her pony's shadow was nothing more than an
unusudly large dog, aguardian that might accompany any wisetraveler to protect her from thieves or
vagabonds.

Now, however, the river and the road were empty of al traffic, and the quiet asthe day grew on
was intense. No birds sang; not even alizard moved among the rocky scree that flanked the track.
Sunlight reflected dazzlingly from the river's diding surface and Indigo turned her gaze away from the
water, her eyes aching from the glare.



We should halt soon. The heat had made Grimyatoo breathless to speak aoud; instead she
resorted to the telepathic link they shared. Her menta voice intruded on the girl's degpy mind and she
redlized that she had been on the verge of dozing in the saddle again. The pony istired. And the sunis
beginning to affect you, too.

Indigo looked down at the she-wolf and nodded. "Y ou'reright, Grimya. I'm sorry: 1'd hoped to
reach the town without resting again, but it was afoolishidea" Groping behind her, shelaid ahand on the
comforting shape of her waterskin. "Well find alittle shade, and st out the worgt of the heat.”

Beyond that overhang there may be some trees, Grimyasaid. They offer better shelter than
rocks, I amhungry. | think when | have rested | shall-and she stopped.

"Grimya?" Indigo reined the pony in as she saw that her friend had stopped and was saring
intently at the empty road ahead. "What isit? What'swrong?"

Grimya's ears were pricked forward: she showed her teeth in an uncertain gesture. Someone
comes. Her nogtrilsflared. | smell them. And | hear them. Thisis something | do not like!

The girl's pulse quickened arrhythmically and she glanced quickly about her. Prudence urged her
to find ahiding place, but there was nowhere among the rocks where even Grimya could be concealed,
let done ahorse. Whatever approached, they must meet it.

She looked at the wolf again and saw that her hackles had risen. Slowly, forcing hersdlf to stay
quite calm, she reached behind her and unlooped the crossbow that hung on her back, bringing it round
to lie across her lap. The metd of the boltsin her quiver was amost too hot to touch, but she managed to
fit one into the bow and drew back the string. The heavy click as she set the bolt was comforting, but she
hoped she wouldn't have occasion to useit. So far, her journey had been peaceful; to run into trouble so
closeto her destination would be painfully ironic. Then, cautioudy, she urged the pony on.

She heard the newcomers, as Grimyahad aready done, before she saw them. Thefirgt intimation
of their gpproach came with snatches of a peculiar, ululating chant that rose and fell in chaotic discords,
asthough some bizarre choir were trying to sing asong that was unfamiliar to them. Then, where the road
bent abruptly to follow theriver around a shalow escarpment, athin cloud of red dust began to billow
and chum in the shimmering air: and moments later the oncoming party appeared.

There were some ten or twelve of them, men, women, and children, and Indigo's first thought
was that they must be aband of traveling players, for they were dressed in an extraordinary motley of
garments and they seemed to be dancing abizarre and uncoordinated jig, jumping and skipping, ams
waving wildly and supplicating to the sky. Then asthey drew closer and she was able to see alittle better
through the dust kicked up by their prancing feet, she redlized with a shock that these were no players of
akind that she had ever seen.

Mendicants-religious-fakirs-the terms tumbled through her mind, but even as she struggled to
assmilate the possibilities her eyestold her otherwise, and the swegt on her skin seemed to changeinto a
million cold, crawling spiders of ice. Beside her she heard Grimyasnarl, and the sound crystallized and
dragged together the chaotic imagesin her brain as she stared, appalled, at the approaching group.

The motley garmentsthat the prancing travelers wore were nothing but a crude collection of
rags-and every one of the dancers was hideoudy afflicted in someway. The two men at the head of the
group both had skin the color of dead fish; one was utterly hairless, the other covered with running sores.
Behind them came awoman whose nose appeared to have caved in and whose eyes were blank and
white with cataracts, her mouth sagged open like an idiot's. Another's skin bore huge blue-gray patches,
like fresh bruises, over large areas of hisbody; another sported limbs as distorted as the branches of an
ancient blackthorn. Even the children-Indigo counted three-were not free from disfigurement; onewas
white-skinned and hairless like the leader, one limped with a sideways, crablike gait forced on him by the
fact that one of hislegswas hdf again aslong asthe other; the third seemed to have been born without
eyes.

"Eyes of the Mother, close on me!” The Southern Ides oath caught in Indigo's throat and mingled
with bile, nearly choking her as shejerked the pony's head around and dragged it to ahalt. In her mind
she heard Grimyas wordless cry of shock and distress, and shetried to avert her head from the sight.

But she couldn't. An awful fascination had hold of her, and she had to look, had to see. The



group came on, prancing toward her with ahorrible inexorability that made her heart crawl under her
ribs; and she saw now that as they chanted and screeched they were scourging themselves and each
other with lasheswhose vicioustips seemed to glow nacreoudy, unnatura blue-greenfirefliesin the
dazzling sunlight.

The pony snorted, sidestepping, and she felt acharge of fear in the muscles under its smooth
coat. She snatched at the reins, striving to get the anima under control without losing hold of her
crosshow, and pulled it asfar off the road as the encroaching scree would dlow. A sick spasm clutched
at her ssomach as her tumbling mind made out words amid the chanting babble; wordsin the singsong
tongue of thisland which she had |learned to spesk tolerably well during her stay in Agia-glory-grace-the
blessed, the blessed- And another word, one she did not know-Charchad! Charchad!

For amoment she thought that they might pass her by, too engrossed in their own private
madness to pay heed to her. But the hope was short-lived; for even as she at last managed to cam the
pony, one of the men at the head of the grotesque procession raised a hand, palm outward, and shrieked
asthough in triumph. Behind him his companions ground to achaotic halt, the blind sumbling over the
lame, one of the children fdling, cries of confusion and chagrin replacing the ululating chant. A monstrous
inner shudder racked Indigo and she hauled thereinsin tightly, staring in gppalled revulson asthe group's
leader, the hairless man with the dead-fish skin, raised his head, looked directly at her, and grinned a
wide grin that reveded a split black tongue, like a snake's, lolling over hislower lip.

"Sigter!" The deformed tongue made his speech grotesque. "Blessed art thou whose path has
crossed that of the humble servants of Charchad!™ The grin widened till further-impossibly, hideoudy
further-and suddenly the man broke from the group and scuttled toward her like some huge, deformed
insect. Indigo uttered an inarticulate noise and hefted the crossbow; the man stopped, bobbed his head at
her, and made an obsequious bowing gesture.

"Havefaith, sster! Blessed are the faithful! Blessed are the chosen of Charchad!" Seeing that her
grip on the bow didn't dacken, he backed off a pace. "We greet you and we urge you to be enlightened,
fortunate sster! Will you take of our blessng?' And he unfolded his hands, revealing something that had
been concedled in one palm. A piece of stone-but it glowed, like thetips of their scourges, with the same
ghastly radiance that lit the northern sky when the sun relinquished its grip.

Grimyas mind was frozen with shock; Indigo couldn't reach her, couldn't communicate. She
could only pray that the wolf wouldn't panic and attack the man, for an ingtinct as sure as anything she
had ever known told her that to do so could be more dangerous than either of them yet knew.

"Thesgn, sger!” The madman feinted with the hand that held the stone-amulet, Sgil, whatever it
might be-then when he saw Indigo flinch he cackled. "Ah, the sign! The eternd light of Charchad! Seethe
light, sster, and in the giving of reverence you, too, may be blessed! See, and givel"

She could kill two, perhaps three, before the rest would be on her... but Indigo forced down the
panic, knowing that such an action would be utter folly. She believed she knew what the grotesque man
wanted: hiswords were athreat couched as a pleafor dms. She had food, some coin; a gift in apparent
good faith might persuade them to go their way and leave her unmolested.

Biting back the sour taste of sicknessin her throat, she nodded and reached to her saddlebag.
"|.... thank you-brother, for your goodness...." Her voice wasn't steedy. "And I-will consider it aprivilege
if you will permit meto... make an offering...." Her fingersfumbled, hardly knowing what they were
about; acorner of her mind registered the items on which her hand closed. A smdl loaf of unleavened
bread, a honeycomb, one of three smdll coin-bags: she didn't know how much it contained and didn't
care.

"Sigter, thou art thrice blessed of Charchad!" He darted forward and snatched the items from her
amost before she could display them; the stench of acharnel house assailed Indigo's nostrils and she
gagged asthe pony stamped in fear and Grimyawhimpered. The man backed away, gill grinning his
ghastly grin; behind him hisfollowers sood motionless, staring at the girl on the horse. "Blessed!" the man
repested. "Blessed by thelight of Charchad. The light, sster-the light!" And with a high-pitched yell he
turned, flinging both arms heavenward and displaying his prizesto the rest of the group, who began to
murmur, then to babble, then to chant as they had chanted before.



"Charchad! Charchad!”

Indigo could bear it no longer. Wise or foolish, she had to get away, and she drove her hedls
hard into the pony's flanks, so that the anima took off at astanding gallop with Grimyaat its hegls. Only
when they reached the buttress where road and river turned did she dither to a hdt, heart pounding
suffocatingly, and look back.

Dudt roiled in her wake, and the road was obscured. But through the red cloud she could just
make out the figures, thankfully no more than dim shapes now, of the human wrecks as, shuffling,
hopping, chanting, they shambled on their way.

Later, neither Indigo nor Grimyacould bring themsalves to discuss the bizarre encounter. Beyond the
outcrop, as Grimya had hoped, asmall stand of trees straggled againgt the heet, and there they stopped
and took shelter until the sun began to decline. Conversation between them was conspicuous by its
absence; Indigo couldn't banish the afterimages of the group of rdligious cultists from her mind, and in
particular that of the white-skinned madman with the split black tongue. The memory made the water she
drank taste foul in her throat, and Grimya, despite her earlier claimsto hunger, had lost her urge to hunt
and smply sprawled on the hot ground, ears drooping and eyes glinting redly, as though she looked into
another world and did not like what she saw.

Now and again asthey rested Indigo drew the lode-stone from its pouch and studied it afresh.
Thetiny golden eye buried within it was quieter now than it had been for some days, only moving, when
she turned the stone, to point northward. The mountains beyond the town ahead were now hidden by the
trees dusty, leathery foliage, but she was nonetheless aware of their pervasive presence on the
horizon-and of the strange, cold glow that, when night fell again, would tint the Sky with its dangerous
phosphorescence.

And she couldn't rid hersdlf of the fedling that the talisman carried by the fork-tongued madman
on the road shared acommon source with that unearthly light.

Time passed; the moment came when shadows began perceptibly to lengthen, and Indigo got to
her feet and dung the blanket over the pony's back once more. Grimyastirred from adoze, licked her
chops, rose, and shook herself.

| dept. Therewas no satisfaction in her satement, an underlying implication that she would have
preferred to stay wakeful. Did you?

"No." Indigo shook her head.

The she-wolf blinked. Perhaps that's just as well.

It wasthe only reference, however oblique, that either of them made to the earlier encounter
before they set off on the road once more. And an hour later, as the sun began to dip down the brassy
sky, they reached thefirst outposts of the mining town of Vesnum.

Indigo reined the pony in and turned her head so that her hat brim masked the westering sun.
From a distance the town gppeared to cons & of little more than aramshackle collection of low buildings
scattered at random and bisected by the dusty road; beyond these sprawling outskirts, however, she
could make out the more substantia outlines of warehouses flanking the river, athough detail was
obscured by ahaze as dust mingled with the lowering shafts of light. Sounds that were too distant to
identify drifted faintly to her ears; shelooked down at Grimya, who sat at the pony's Sde gazing &t the
scene ahead with interest.

"Our journey'send.” Shefdt lessrdief than she might have done earlier in the day. "Well find
accommodeation for the night, then see what's to be done in the morning.”

Grimyas jaws opened in acavernous grin. 1 will be glad of the chance to rest properly, she
communicated. Can we go on now?

Indigo clicked her tongue, and the pony started forward again. She was so intent on watching the
town ahead that she failed to notice the small wooden structure by the side of the road until they were
amogt upon it; when finaly it registered at the periphery of her vision, she jerked on the reins so abruptly
that her mount snorted a protest.

"In-digo?" Startled by her friend's untoward action, Grimyagave voice to aguttura growl. "Wh-



at isw-wrong?"

Indigo didn't answer her. She was staring at the splintered and broken pieces of what had once
been alittle, roofed platform, standing on awooden pole between the road and the river. To anyone
unfamiliar with the religious practices of thisregion, its purpose would have been amystery; but, despite
the fact that it had been smashed amost to match wood, she knew what it was-or rather what it had
been. And a scrap of torn red fabric protruding from between two broken spars confirmed it.

"Indigo?' Grimyasaid again. "What-"

"It'sadhrine Indigo's mouth was suddenly very dry. "To Ranaya. Y ou remember, the festival
we attended in the city? Ranayais the name these people give to the Earth Mother...."

Understanding dawned, and Grimya stared at the ruined structure. "But..." Her tongue lapped
uneasly a her own muzzle. "It isbr-oken. S-soiled: I-do not know the right word-"

"Desecrated.” And aname, Charchad, echoed afresh in Indigo's memory. Quickly she looked
over her shoulder, as though expecting to see the group of crazed and deformed celebrants dancing
down the road toward them once more.

Grimyas eyes were orange with an anger that she couldn't articulate. "Why?" she snarled.

"l don't know. But it'sabad augury, Grimya." Indigo touched the lodestone with alight finger and
shivered inwardly. "If these people have abandoned worship of the Earth Mother, then who knows what
kind of power must be abroad?’

"How c-can any... oneturn away from the Earth?' A sad confusion crept into Grimyastone
now. "The Earthisl... ... life." Shelicked her chopsagain, uneadly. "1 d-do not understand humans. |
th... ink I never shall."

Indigo began to dismount. "I must make some reparation,” shesaid harshly. "I can't leave aholy
place defiled like this-"

"What isthe use?"

"What?' She paused.

Thewolf shook her head in distress. "I said, wh-at isthe use, Indigo? Doneisdone. Youc...
cannot changeit." And abruptly her inner thoughtsfocused clearly inthe girl'smind. Do you think that
by saying words, or scattering salt or water or gold coins, that you will make it right again? That
may ease your conscience, but it will achieve nothing else. The sickness that made this happen
needs much greater healing.

Indigo met her friend's eyes for amoment, then cast her gaze down. "Y ou shame me, Grimya."

| do not mean to. | only tell you what | think is the truth.

"And you'reright." Shelooked again at the desecrated shrine, redlized there was nothing more
she could say. "Come." She turned the pony's head about. "We'd best be on our way."

Asthey |eft the smdl, sad ruin behind, she did not ook back.

*CHAPTERE®lI-

It seemed that Vesinum did little to live up to its reputation and position as a center of prosperous
activity. Passing through the first ugly sprawl, they had come upon the docks, where greet stone jetties
jutted out into the dick flow of the river and warehouses built without a moment's aesthetic thought rose
to chalenge the hot sky. Here, though there was enough noise and bustle to satisfy the hardest
taskmaster. Indigo sensed a subdued air. Men hurried about their business with heads down and
shoulders hunched, averting their eyes from any unnecessary contact with their fellows); foremen shouted
ordersin clipped, terse voices; and there was no sign of theidlers, gawpers, hucksters, and dockside
whores who amost aways haunted any busy water thoroughfare.

Disturbed by the atmosphere, Indigo turned aside and rode into the town's center. The buildings
here were easier on the eye; merchants housesjostled for position in the wide streets with inns, small
storehouses, date-roofed arcades where sdllers of food and clothing and saddlery and utensils displayed
their wares on woven mats. But the prevailing mood was the same. An uneasiness, an uncertainty, a



sense that neighbor mistrusted neighbor. No children played in the Streets, no laughter rang in the
arcades, and no one showed any trace of what would have been natural curiosity toward astranger in
their midgt. It was asif-though Indigo couldn't define what prompted her to choose such aword-the
whole town was afraid.

She halted the pony at the edge of a broad square dominated by a bizarre central scul pture made
of many different metals. On the far Sde, ahostelry-only the second she had seen-declared itself asthe
House of Copper and Iron. It was low-built in the severe, angular style of the region, its facade broken
by aseries of arches edged with a neglected mosaic but otherwise undecorated. Indigo did from the
pony's back, flexing stiff leg muscles, and looked at Grimya.

It will do aswell as anything else here, | suspect, She projected her thought rather than
speaking doud; despite their seeming indifference, the townspeople might not react kindly to a stranger
gpparently talking to hersalf.

Grimyastail was between her legs, shewhined softly. | don't like this place.

No more do I. But we've been led here for a reason, Grimya. She touched the thong at her
neck, feding the familiar mingling of reassurance and resentment that the lodestone dways provoked in
her. We can't turn back now.

Grimyasniffed the atmosphere cautioudy. The air smells of bad things.

It'sthe mining; the dust is-

No, the she-wolf interrupted emphaticaly. Not that. | know such scents, and though | don't
like them, | have learned to accept them. This is something else. Something... Briefly she struggled
to find the right word, then added with emphasis: Corrupt.

Corrupt. Indigo's unease abruptly crystalized and she redized that Grimyas interpretation of their
shared feding was al too apt. The town's subdued atmosphere, the pervading sense of fear, the
desecrated shrine, the mad celebrants on the road... something was very wrong in Vesinum.

Shelaid ahand on the she-wolf's head, hoping to reassure by her touch. "Come on. Well eat
and welll rest, then welll see what more we can learn.”

They started toward the House of Copper and Iron and were halfway across the square when
they were gtartled by a chiming sound, as though adozen tiny bells were striking discordantly together.
Grimyas hacklesrose, and Indigo redlized that the noise came from the bizarre sculpture in the center of
the square. On the sculpture's north face two brass weights moved dowly, one upward, the other
downward, on hanging chains, while a its crown aseries of smdl, metdlic disks had begun dowly to
Spin. Ranks of tiny hammers on short levers were striking the disks asthey turned, and thethin, erratic
sound of their chiming echoed across the square.

What isit? Grimyabacked away from the sculpture, teeth bared, and Indigo laughed.

"It'ssomekind of timepiece." Relief colored her voice after the momentary shock; thewhole
structure, she could see now, was an intricate clockwork mechanism, thework of a skilled and inventive
craftsman. "It can't harm you, Grimya It's nothing more than a plaything.”

The she-wolf was unconvinced. Play is running, or chasing leaves in autumn, or pretending
to fight. What games are to be had from such a thing as that?

Gently amused by her friend's smplicity, Indigo opened her mouth to explain as best she could,
but paused as she heard the sounds of many shuffling footsteps. She turned, and wasintimeto seea
group of men emerge into the square and hasten toward a street that led northward out of the town.
From their shabby clothes and underfed faces she surmised that they must be miners, doubtless on their
way to ashift in the mountains. And with a cold inner shock she realized that amost every one of them
bore some sign of disease or deformity. Thelr afflictions weren't of the hideous order sported by the
Charchad cdebrants, but the signswere clear enough nonetheless: falling hair, filmy eyes, skin
disfigurements that |ooked like huge, ugly birthmarks but weren't. And the timepiece, like some cold
metal overseer, had summoned them.

Involuntarily she backed away as the miners shambled across the square, passing no more than a
few feet from them. Not one man raised hiseyesto look at them, and they Stared silently after the

departing group.



"Charchad..." Indigo said at last, softly.

Charchad? Grimyaforgot her mistrust of the sculpture.

Indigo shook her head, negating the thought beforeit could take hold, and aware of a sense of
unfocused anger igniting somewhere deep within her mind. "No matter. No matter..."

The House of Copper and Iron, it seemed, had few guests. Despite the lack of trade, however, the thin
and obsequious landlord was il inclined to put up someinitia argument concerning Grimya:"It is not our
practice,” he said, twisting his hands together as though washing them, "to alow beasts within the
walls'-but, hearing the hot spark of anger underlying his customer's suggestion that she might take her
patronage elsewhere, he relented with as good a grace as he could muster. They were shown to a sparse
but tolerably comfortable room with a shuttered window that overlooked the square, and while Indigo
washed and changed her clothing, Grimya, who had never been able to overcome her natura antipathy to
being within thewalls of any building, paced the floor, didiking the confinement and the heet that the
room's shadows made stifling.

The house's kitchen opened at sunset, the landlord had said; and chimes would be rung to
announce the serving of meals. Fedling cleaner but not entirely refreshed, Indigo sat on the low,
straw-stuffed couch that served as a bed, and brought out the lodestone to look at it once more. Inthe
room'sfading light thetiny pinpoint within the sone seemed unnaturdly brilliant; asshehdd itin her pdm
she saw that the spark was agitating wildly, asthough some living entity were trapped within the sone
and trying to break out. And till the light was pointing northward.

From the window, Grimya said: There is much activity in the square. Men carrying wood.
Torches being set. | think they are preparing for some celebration.

Theideaof thefolk of Vesnum wishing to celebrate any event seemed unlikely, but Indigo rose
and crossed the room to crouch beside the wolf, resting her arms on the sill. The sun was now no more
than an angry glare beyond darkening rooftops; the arcades seemed to have closed, and the square was
steeped in heavy shadow unrelieved by any lamps.

Hampered by eyesight far less acute than Grimyals, dl Indigo could make out were afew
indistinct human figures moving in the gloom below, dthough her ears caught the occasional murmur of
voices or thump of something heavy being shifted.

A rattle of harsh-voiced little bells sounded suddenly from below, and she turned at the sgnd,
relieved as she acknowledged how hungry shewas. A traveler'sdiet of dried fruit and strips of heavily
sdted meat might be nourishing, but it palled quickly; even the most mediocre of fresh food would bea
welcome change.

Grimyaturned from the window as Indigo prepared to leave. "Sh-dl 1... Say here?’

"No. You, too, need to eet; I'll seeto it that they feed us both.”

"l can hh-hunt. Later, whenitisquiet.”

Indigo smiled. "Why should you, when there's no need? Besides, | think we should stay
together." She eyed the door. "I, for one, would fedl easier for not being done.”

* * %
Indigo was surprised to find that she was by no meansthe only diner in the hostelry's taproom. Nearly
half of the arched acovesthat bordered the room were already occupied, and a group of merchants
were being served with flagons of wine or de a one of the scrubbed centrd tables. A thin young girl with
tired, wary eyes bowed and asked Indigo her pleasure; she stared down any objections the child might
have raised, on her master's behaf, to Grimya's presence, and was led to an alcove separated from its
neighbors by afiligree copper screen.

Though it might have little else to recommend it, the House of Copper and Iron at least offered its
guests good food. Indigo chose a dish of spiced meat cooked with preserved olives and apricots,
and-her purse was long enough, she decided, to allow for such aluxury-ordered a side dish of fresh
legumes brought from the artificidly irrigeted fields of Agia, and agrest rarity. Savoring the med, with
Grimya contentedly devouring a plate of mixed mesets a her feet, she began to rdax alittle for thefirst
timein many days. The room's aimosphere was soporific, the conversation of the taproom's other



occupants amuted background hum; her plate cleared, she began to drift into acomfortable reverie....

"'Blessngsto you, Sgter, on thisauspicious evening.”

Indigo started, and looked up to see three men and awoman blocking the entrance to her
alcove. They were soberly dressed, and-like the celebrants, like the minersin the square-each was
afflicted in someway, though their defects were |ess shocking than those she had seen before. Hanging
from their beltswere amulets smilar to the strange, glowing talisman that the madman on the road had
carried; in the taproom's lamplight their phosphorescence was subdued and sickly.

Indigo felt Grimyasfur brush against her legs as the she-wolf rose, bristling. She dipped one
hand under the table to quiet her friend, mentally projecting awarning to silence and caution, and nodded
to the group. "Good evening to you."

"You areavigtor to Vesnum?' Thetallest of the three men-whose skin gppeared to be
flaking-smiled, but the smile didn't extend asfar as his eyes, which were steady and unpleasantly cold.

"Indeed.” Indigo felt her menta hackles rise asthe spark of formless anger made itself felt once
more.

"Then we welcome you as astranger, and as a seeker of enlightenment.” The smile faded and the
man's face became dy. "You are not of Charchad, sster?’

That word again. Indigo quelled aniicy frisson. "I'm sorry,” she said camly. "'l have no knowledge
of the Charchad, whoever or whatever it might be."

The woman hissed as though Indigo had uttered some blasphemy, and her interrogator's
expression hardened. "Sigter, | counsdl you to observe the proper respect! The name of Charchad is not
to be spoken lightly, and | exhort you to retraction of your error!”

Indigo looked wildly about her, seeking to call the landlord and demand that these interlopers be
turned out. But when she found him, his face was turned away, and she redlized that he had no intention
of intervening.

One of the other men spoke up. His mouth was badly distorted, giving him a speech impediment
that made hiswordsdl but uninteligible.

"Our hhigter errs... hhh... only by omihhion. Hhhe may hhtill hheethelight of tru'h, and be
blehhed."

Indigo felt Grimyatense, and the she-wolf hissed slently: Danger!

Wait. Indigo'sfingers closed on her shoulder. Do nothing yet.

Her interrogator's face relaxed once more into a chilly smile. "Indeed, brother, indeed. Thelight
of truth! Sister, you are fortunate in that we of Charchad are endowed with a degree of mercy and justice
lacking in the uninitiated.” The smile widened, leaving Indigo with the impression of the treacherous grin of
areptile. "It would seem that your arriva istimely; for we are able to offer you an unparalleled
opportunity to rise from the darkness in which you flounder, and take your first steps upon the only true
path.”

Grimyashifted again, muscles bunching. | do not like this! The man speaks threat-

Hush, Indigo touched her again, aware that her own heart was beginning to begt too rapidly-not
from fear, but from the formless anger, which at last was beginning to focus.

She met the gaze of the Charchad spokesman with steady eyes, and said with icy formdlity, "Sir,
| have no doubt that you mean well, and are sincerein your beliefs. But | do not take kindly to such
exhortations being forced on me when | wish for privacy, and | do not respond kindly to velled threats."
The anger glittered with sudden hegt in her eyes. "'l will therefore bid you good evening.”

The woman hissed again-Indigo wondered fleetingly if she was capable of speech-and the show
of friendliness abruptly dropped from the leader's manner.

"Siger, your discourtesy will cost you dearly!™ He stepped forward, his companions shuffling
behind him until the exit from the a cove was completely blocked. Indigo started to her feet, reaching
quickly for the knife a her belt-

"Cenato!"

The new voice carried sharp authority, and the four Charchad spun round as though they had
been physicaly struck. A tdl, swarthy man was making hisway across the room toward them; he pushed



the woman roughly aside, shoved one of the men in her wake, and glared at the group's faltering leader.

"Leavethelady in peace, Cenato. How many times must | warn you about thiskind of conduct?'

Cenato's mouth worked. "I-we were-"

"Y ou were making adamned nuisance of yoursdf! What impression do you think that will give of
usto astranger?' He pointed toward the door. "Out. And don't let me see your facesin here again.”

Their gazes dropped; they murmured, shuffled, drew away. The newcomer stared after them as
they moved toward the door, and only when they were gone did he turn back to Indigo.

"Saia. " Hemade ashort bow, putting one palm to his shoulder in the manner of the region. "My
nameisQuinas, and | am a your service. | gpologize to you for the conduct of Cenato and his
friends-they are good and pious people, but their gpproach to newcomersis sometimesalittle
overzedlous"

Indigo had subsided back onto her seat, her knife still sheathed, but as she stared at her rescuer
she saw that he, too, wore an oddly glowing amulet at hisbelt. Another of them... rdlief and gratitude
dhriveled within her, and when she replied, her voice was hodtile.

" 'Good and pious are not quaities | would have attributed to your friends, gr, if their manner is
anythingtogo by."

He made ahelpless gesture. "I'm afraid that's often the way with those who have but recently
seen thelight of Charchad. Ther enthusiasm makes for an gpproach that can darm the uninitiated; they
need time and guidance to learn to temper their enthusiasm with consideration for others. Please, accept
my assurance that they won't trouble you again.”

"| trust not, Sr. I'm not accustomed to such treatment, and | don't find it amusing.”

"Naturaly not." He looked up, snapped hisfingers a one of the landlord's serving girls. Y ou-a
flask of thefive-year vintage, now!" And, turning back to Indigo, he added, "It's smdl recompense, saia,
but thevery least | can do.”

Hewas doing his best to conciliate, and athough Indigo had taken an ingtant didike to him, she
couldn't maintain her hodtility without being churlish. "Thank you, Sir. | gppreciate your kindness." She
hestated, then redlized that from common courtesy she had little choice but to add: "Will you join me?"

"For afew momentsonly.” He smiled. "1 have no wish to intrude on your privacy any further.”

The serving girl hastened to the dcove with abrimming jug, and as she set it down Indigo saw
naked fear in her expression. Quinas, whoever he might be, clearly had influence in more quartersthan
one. The girl was sent for another cup, and while she fetched it, Quinas took the seat opposite Indigo.

"To your continuing health and prosperity.” He poured for them both, and they drank. Grimya
had quieted-Indigo could fed the she-wolf's body against her legs as she lay down under the table-but
her thoughts were till uneasy, and Indigo took amoment to assess her companion. He was, she guessed,
inhismiddle or late thirties, and he had the black hair and olive skin typical of people born and bred in
the region. He was too well dressed and clearly too educated to be aminer or a boatman, although his
hands looked hardened to manua work and the skin of his face was browned by sun and wind-Quite a
handsome man, in hisway-until, for thefirst time asthe lamplight exposed hisface more clearly, she saw
his eyes. They were oddly hooded, and when he blinked-at first she couldn't be certain, but the second
time confirmed it-a crimson film came briefly down, like abizarre second lens, to cover them.

Another deformity... Indigo controlled a desire to shrink back in revulsion and hastily looked
down at her cup. When Quinas spoke to her, she had to suppress a shudder.

"May | ask your name?"’

She made herself ook up again. "My nameisIndigo.”

"Indigo... very unusud. You are not, | presume, from thisarea?’

"No."

"Might I inquire what brings you here?' He saw her expression grow wary, and smiled
self-deprecatingly. "Plesse forgive my curiosty. | ask smply because | have the privilegeto be overseer
at the North Scar mine; in the course of my duties | often conduct visiting merchantsto view our
operations. If you have business at the mines, | will be happy to offer my services™

Indigo relaxed alittle. "l see. Thank you, Quinas, but I'm not concerned with the mineral trade.



Vesnum issmply astop on my route.”

"A pity." Like Cenato's, hisamiledidn't reach hiseyes. "Nonetheless, your arriva isfortuitous.
Has anyonetold you of our festival?"

"Fedivd?'

"In the town square: you may well have seen the preparations. Tonight, we of Charchad
celebrate, and the town celebrateswith us. It isatime of cleansing, of renewa and reaffirmation,” A new
note crept into Quinass voice, and Indigo caught a sharp and unpleasant echo of the fanaticism of the
mad celebrant, and of the group who had accosted her in the taproom. "It isaso, | think, apart of the
reason why Cenato was so insstent in his approach toward you.” He looked up, and his face was so
guilelessthat she was thrown mentaly off balance. "The festivities are due to begin a midnight. | hope
you will do usthe honor of attending so that we may correct the bad first impression you have of us?'

It might do well to attend, Indigo thought, if it helped her to learn more of the Charchad. She
nodded. "Thank you. | will beglad to.”

Quinas drained his cup and rose. "Then I'll take my leave and adlow you to finish your mesdl
uninterrupted.” He stepped out of the alcove and bowed to her. "1 am happy to have made your
acquaintance, Indigo. And | trust that | may yet play some smdl part in aiding you toward understanding
and enlightenment. Good night." And he turned and walked away across the room, to the door.

Indigo Stared after him, trying to assmilate the extraordinary mixture of fedingsthat he had
evoked within her. Surprise, chegrin, an dement of confusion-but overriding them al was a powerful and
near-violent sense of didike. Asyet she would put it no more strongly than that; but it was enough to
make her skin prickle, and to add kindling to the smouldering anger deep within her.

Under the table Grimyamoved restlesdy, and she heard the wolf's thoughts. | do not like that
man.

"No." Indigo spoke softly. "Neither do1."

Everyone elseis afraid of him. That is not healthy.

Grimyasfiner senses had picked up what her own could not, she redlized; that it was not merely
Cenato and his henchman who feared Quinassinfluence. The serving girl's attitude, the looks on the
faces of her fellow diners as he strode from the taproom... For amine overseer, hewielded a
disproportionate power.

Shelooked at the flask, which was till half-full, and moved to pour herself another cup of wine.
Before she could touch the flask, however, the serving girl appeared.

"Beg pardon, saia, but the landlord tells me to say that therelll be no charge for your food and
drink tonight. Thank you, saia."

Indigo stared, nonplussed, at the girl's departing back, then beyond her to the landlord, who
caught her eye and bowed respectfully. Quinass doing; or an attempt to please Quinas... Suddenly she
didn't want the wine, wished she hadn't eaten the meal. She wanted only to get away from the taproom
and from theinvisble but dl-pervading influence of her self-gppointed champion.

Sheleaned down, dipping a hand under the table to touch Grimyals head lightly. Let's leave, she
projected silently.

Now? Gladly! What do you wish to do?

Indigo smiled with faint cynicism as she redized that the true answer to the she-woalf's question
was. get away; get drunk; forget the existence of Vesnum. I'mtired, shesad. If we'reto attend the
festival at midnight, 1'd like to rest for a while.

| don't think | could rest. Thisroom smells of fear; it disturbs me. Grimyawriggled. | would
like to go out far a while, in the open air. But | don't want to leave you alone.

Indigo smiled, remembering her friend's hatred of confinement. She looked about the room. The
landlord was deep in conversation with an obvioudy favored customer. The serving girls scurried with
laden trays between the tables. And the influence of Quinas, who had favored her with his patronage, till
hung, an invisible but emphatic presence, intheair.

I'll bein no danger, shetold Grimya. Not yet, at least.

Heads turned surreptitioudy asthey crossed the room, and one or two murmured asides were



exchanged. Indigo ignored the looks, the whispers; ignored the landlord as he tried to catch her eye
ingratiatingly: she watched Grimyadip through the decorated door that opened directly on to the square,
and for amoment breathed in the hot but till relatively fresh air of the night. Then asthe she-wolf
vanished into the darkness she turned and walked out of the taproom toward the Sairs.

*CHAPTERC-l||e

Indigo had left alamp burning in her room, but itslight was eclipsed by the strange, pervasive glow from
the northern sky, aghostly reflection shining in at the window. She dammed the inner shuiters; the
presence of the light made her fed tainted and she couldn't be easy until it was shut out, no matter how
difling the room might become.

The quiet and the airlessness were soporific, and Indigo soon fell adeep, though her rest waslight
and punctuated with odd dreams that seemed unrelated to past or present. Shefinaly woke at the sound
of claws scratching at the door, accompanied by a soft querying whine; and she climbed from her bed to
lift the bar and let Grimyainto the room.

The she-wolf flopped down beside the bed. Hot, she projected, her tonguelolling. It disturbs
me. | can find no relief fromiit.

Indigo sat up and reached for her water bottle to give Grimyaadrink. "Did you discover
anything?”

Nothing important. Gratefully Grimyalgpped from the dish Indigo had set before her. | kept to
the side streets, to the shadows; | did not want to be seen. She paused to lick her chops. That is
good. Did you know that the river here glows at night, like the sky?

"No." The thought was unpleasant, suggesting that the source of the light was palpably closer,
and perhaps more physica than she had surmised. "And what of the square? The fetival ?*

Grimyafinished drinking and shook her heed, drops of water flying from her muzzle. | think they
must have completed their preparations. There is no one about. Just some piles of wood: | don't
know what their purpose could be.

"It must be close to midnight.” Indigo opened the shutter acrack. A bregth of faintly cooler air
dunk in, and with it the dim, unnatura reflection from the sky. The square below was, as Grimya had
said, empty, the shadows too deep to make detail visible. Shelooked up, peering toward the jJumble of
rooftops on the far side of the paved arena. No lamps burned in houses or arcades, and the only sound
was the faint murmur of voices from the taproom beneath them. All activity seemed to bein abeyance, as
though the entire town were holding its bregth in anticipation.

Or trepidation...

A faint whirring broke the quiet then, and suddenly the timepiece in the center of the square
began to chime asit had done earlier in the day. Indigo could see the disks spinning, catching the cold
light from the sky like winking, lambent eyes, and as the bell-like discords rang out, atorch sprang to life
in the dark maw of one of the Side streets. Then another, and another; catching and flaming as they were
ignited and hurling grotesque shadows over walls and paving. In awindow acandle waslit; in another
house a door opened, spilling lantern light into the square-

A furtive rapping came at Indigo's door and she whirled around, pulse quickening. "Yes? What is
it?'

A girl'svoice, mumbling; she caught only theword saia* and laid arestraining hand on Grimya.
"Enter."

The door opened and she saw the wide-eyed child who had served her in the taproom. The girl
bowed nervoudy,

"If you plesse, saia, thefestival isbeginning. We must dl attend, so the taproom isto be closed.
The master said to tell you."

She was frightened. Indigo saw; and the emotion went far deeper than fear of aharsh employer.

"Thank you." Indigo got to her feet, and remembered the termsin which Quinassinvitation had



been couched. A courtesy? she asked herself. Or athreat?

Anger tirred afresh, and the air tasted suddenly sour and rotten in her throat. She looked at the
girl again and forced hersdlf to smile. "If you'll be so kind asto leave acandlelit onthe sairs, | shdl find
my way well enough.”

"Yes, saia." The child vanished; hasty footsteps clattered on the steps, and Indigo looked at
Grimya

"Areyou ready?"

Grimyasnodtrilsflared and she said doud: "Rr-eady.” Theword wasaguttura chalengeto the
outside world. The wolf dipped through the door, her shadow rearing huge and distorted acrossthe
landing to the stairwell beyond. Indigo paused amoment, consdering-then picked up the knifeinits
sheath, which she had discarded while she dept. Looping the sheath into her belt, she covered it with a
fold of her outer robe, then followed Grimya down the Sairs.

They heard music in the square asthey emerged from the hostelry. Cushmagar, the old Southern
Ies bard who had been Indigo's tutor, would have covered his earsin horror at the discordant racket;
cymbas danging, pipes screeching and shrilling, adozen different kinds of percussion rattling with
seemingly no thought for time or rhythm. To the girl's earsit sounded like the din made by farm boys set
to the task of scaring crows and pigeons from their masters fields; as her eyes grew accustomed to the
play of brightness and shadow she sought the source of the noise, but in the space of afew minutesthe
square had become so crowded that she could see nothing through the press of bodies.

Keep to the wall, shethought to Grimya We'll try to find a less obstructed view. They began
to thread their way dong the narrow aide between the buildings and the jostling throng, but progresswas
dow, for more and more people were converging on the square from every direction. Somewhere
toward the square's center light danced brilliantly, and occasondly Indigo glimpsed the flickering, fiery
crown of aflamboy raised above the heads of the crowd. Somefolk, too, were reacting to the
discordant music, beginning to shufflein an odd, Sdestepping dance that carried them dowly
counterclockwise around the square. Many of the dancers, Indigo saw, wore the glowing amulets that
seemed to be abadge of the Charchad cult, and she couldn't shake off the uneasy fedling that these
symbols had united their wearersin some indefinable way into one mass entity with asingle, mindless
purpose.

Suddenly the music stopped. Thetide of dancers broke into ahundred small eddies asthey
shambled to a hdt, and for amoment the silence was absolute. Then torchlight flared anew, the crowd
pulled back, and alow but intense murmur rippled through the square. Indigo stood on tiptoe but il
could see nothing; frustrated, she looked about her for some vantage point and glimpsed awall topped
with an ornate iron balustrade afew paces on from where she stood. Pointing to indicate to Grimyawhat
she meant to do, she elbowed her way through, hitched up her robe, and scrambled onto thewall. The
stonework was crumbling but the ba ustrade seemed sound enough; taking a grip, she hauled hersdlf
upright and at last was able to see the square in its entirety.

The bizarre timepiece glowed as though red-hot in the light of the dozen huge flamboys that
surrounded it. Each torch was held by arobed and hooded figure standing stiffly at attention, and each
figure bore an amulet that proclaimed his alegiance to Charchad. Beyond the group of sentinelsIndigo
saw for thefirgt time the "piles of wood" that Grimya had described; unless the celebrants planned to
highlight their festiva with bonfires, she too could see no purpose for them.

She was about to climb down and describe the scene to Grimya when a section of the crowd
parted to admit a newcomer to the middle of the square. By hisheight and his dress Indigo identified him
immediately: Quinas, He strode toward the torch bearers, who drew back respectfully, and surveyed the
crowd with an air of authoritative satisfaction. Then he began to spesk.

At firgt his speech was what might have been expected of any dignitary at such acelebration: he
extolled the town's prosperity, the virtues of honest labor, and the rewards of diligence-but after afew
minutes the tone of the oration began to change. Theword Charchad grew more prevalent: Charchad
was to be thanked, to be praised, to be honored. And to be obeyed. Those who did not cbey were
misguided, and until such misguided souls saw and admitted their error they must be led on the proper



path by those who had achieved enlightenment. Indigo felt the food she had eaten curdle in her ssomach;
thiswas merely arepetition of the fanatica homily with which the cultists had led her in the taproom.
But as she listened she redlized suddenly that there was afar more dangerous undercurrent to Quinass
gpeech: and achill crawled through her veins as she heard him speak the word heresy.

Heresy. Sherecdled the dread in the eyes of her fellow diners when Quinas waked into the
House of Copper and Iron, as though he were some avenging angel who might without warning turn and
point the finger of fate at them; and she realized with a shock that that assessment was periloudy closeto
thetruth. A heretic, in Quinassterms as he was now forcefully outlining, was one who refused to
acknowledge and accept the authority of Charchad. And heretics who would not recant and repent of
their wrongdoing must be punished.

"Brothers and ssters, we of Charchad have been patient.” Quinas would, Indigo thought with a
chilly shiver, have made a persuasive bard; his voice had afine, carrying timbre and he had taken good
careto judge the mood of his audience and play uponit. "But our patienceis not infinite, and Charchad
demandsitsrightful due." He surveyed the throng, his eyes glittering. " The time has come, my brothers
and my sigters, to prove our loyaty and our fedlty. The time has cometo renew our faith. And for those
who have not seen the light of Charchad"-now he raised an arm, fist clenched, and hiswords rang across
the square-"the time has cometo repent!”

So suddenly that Indigo was dmost sartled into faling from her precarious perch, the
cacophonous music burst out again, and at its igna the torch bearers surrounding Quinas spread out and
began to move in pairstoward the throng. From the far side of the square Indigo heard ashriek, thena
ragged figure burst from the crowd and ran to the centra tableau. The man-she thought it was aman, but
the cresture was such araddled scarecrow that it wasimpossible to be sure-was waving hisarmswildly,
and hisface, under awild scum of graying hair, was distorted with an ecstatic, dervishlike mania. On his
scrawny chest aglowing amulet bounced at the end of along chain.

"Charchad!" the cresture screamed. " Charchad save me, Charchad blessme!™ And he
hurled himsdlf to the flagstones, where he lay twitching and convulsing at Quinassfeet.

The overseer flung both his arms skyward, his own face amost astwisted asthat of the gibbering
celebrant on the ground. " See how our brother isuplifted!" he roared. "Witnessthe glory of his
unwavering faith-and look into your own hearts Are you wanting? Who among you will dare tofail the
Charchad?'

Another figure, awoman thistime, sumbled from the crowd to throw hersdlf to the ground,
tearing at her own hair. Then another, another, more and more fighting their way through the press of
people, screeching and jostling and fighting in their efforts to outvie one another in displaying their faith.
Quinas watched the growing chaoswith afaintly supercilious smile on hisface. From timeto time he
inclined his head in recognition of one worshiper, occasondly he would deign to make asign of blessing
toward another, while his acolytes stalked among the crowd exhorting people to new heights of
adulaion. And dl the while, whipped up by the music'sfrenzied discords, lit by the guttering flamboys,
the scene grew more and more like something from an unhuman hell. In the sky overhead the eerielight
from the north glared down, adding its own terrible dimension to the shadows, to the wild faces, and to
the flame-lit figure of Quinas, who orchestrated the mayhem like ademon king presiding over his court.

Horrified, Indigo began to scramble down from the wall to join Grimya, who was snarling,
hackles raised and eyes red with fear. The she-wolf couldn't see what was happening, but had heard
Quinass exhortations among the furor and felt the psychic shock wave erupting in the square. But asthe
girl prepared to jump to the ground she was dmost knocked off balance by the hunched figure of a
woman who scuttled out of the press of bodies and darted past her toward one of the dark side streets.
Indigo had only one glimpse of her face, but it was enough to tell her that the woman wasterrified. And
from somewhere nearer the center of the crowd came a scream; not of ecstasy thistime, but of stark
fear.

Quickly she swung hersdf upright again, gesturing to Grimyato wait, and peered over the sea of
bobbing heads. Torchlight illuminated a section of the crowd, and she saw two of Quinass acolytes
wrestling with ayoung man who fought them with al his strength. Peoplejostled to get out of the way,



and the captive was dragged into the centra circle, where his hands and feet were bound and he was
forced to knedl. No one in the throng made the smallest move to protest, and now Indigo saw that there
were other such skirmishes taking place, other victims, chosen seemingly at random, hauled from the
anonymity of the crush to sprawl shivering on the flagstones.

But the choice was not as arbitrary asit at first seemed. Quinas still stood like an evil demigodin
the square: he watched the crowd intently, then called out and pointed. At hissigna two more acolytes
darted into the press, and another struggling figure was brought forward. Nine, ten, adozen-and not one
of the captives, Indigo saw, wore a Charchad amulet.

At last it seemed that Quinas was satisfied with hiscull. At another signd the acolytes began to
pull the bound figuresto their feet, and as they were manhandled toward the woodpiles behind the central
timepiece, Indigo realized with a sudden, nausesated shock what their fate was to be-for one of thetorch
bearers had stepped forward and was touching his brand to the first of the pyres.

"Mother of all life blind me!" She gripped the iron baustrade, frozen by an inability to believe
that anyone was capable of such mad barbarity. One of the prisoners started to scream, amindless,
repetitive wall that his captorsignored. Tongues of yellow flame were catching in the wood of the pyre,
brightening the scene; and Quinas, who had been watching with satisfaction, turned to the throng again.

"Thus do we prosecute the just retribution of Charchad againgt the unbeliever!” The prisoner's
screams faded to a series of unsteady whimpers. "I call upon you now, brothers and sisters-open your
hearts and look to your own salvation, lest you lose your last hope of grace and blessing and share the
doom of theirredeemably damned! | exhort you; look to your souls! Who else among you will dareto
turn their face from the all-seeing Charchad?"

Someonein the crowd screeched " Charchad!" and severd otherstook up the cry with akind
of desperate urgency. A few people close to Indigo began to jump and wave their arms, calling out and
striving to attract attention to themsalves, as though they feared the consequences of failing to draw
Quinass approving eye. But for the most part, the crowd merely stood and watched in silence.

Wildly, Indigo looked at the faces around her. Apathy-tightly controlled fear-careful
indifference-not one person would protest against this madness, not one would move to stop it, despite
the feet that Quinas and his henchmen were vastly outnumbered. And suddenly her control snapped.

"Do something!" Heads turned, expressions registering blank surprise, and sheredlized that in
her agitation she had screamed at them in her own tongue. She sprang down from the wal and ran for the
person nearest to her, aburly man.

"Y ou've got to stop thigl" She switched to hislanguage, grabbing him by thearm. "Y ou can't let
them do it-it'smurder, it's insanity-"

The man threw her off with a convulsive movement, as though held been touched by something
unclean. For amoment she saw naked terror in his eyes. then hislook hardened.

"Foreigner!" he spat. "What do you know of anything? Look to your own affairdl”

A woman beside him shook her fist in Indigo'sface. "Get away from usl Heretic! Heretic!"

Infuriated, Grimya snarled and crouched to spring at the woman, but Indigo cried out, "Grimya,
no!" She held out ahand to ward off the she-wolf, at the same time backing away from the couple. They
don't understand, Grimya. They 're too frightened.

The wolf's snarls dropped to a threatening growl, but she held back. Indigo |ooked at the man
again, but before she could speak there was a sudden gasp from the front of the crowd, and an unhuman
screech of agony. Light flared up in the center of the square, and even over the cries Indigo heard the
eager crackling of fire-

"Pleasa!” She held out both handsin supplication, her voice choked with emotion. "Y ou can't
want to see innocent people diein such away! Y ou could stop it, al of you, if youd only-"

Thewoman interrupted her shrilly. "L eave us aone, outlander! Get back to where you came
from, and leave usbe!"

It was hopeless. Indigo swung round, blocking her ears against the screams of Quinass burning
victims, and with Grimyaat her hedls, plunged away through the crowd, fighting to get back to the House
of Copper and Iron. She couldn't think, couldn't stop to consider; all she felt was an overpowering,



inchoate need to flee the scene of the carnage and shut herself away before she, too, was tainted by the
madness of Charchad.

Closeto the hostelry the crowd was denser as the main press of people in the square met and
merged with latecomerstrying to jostlein from aside street. Indigo fought her way through, Grimya
snapping at recacitrant ankles, and at last they were past the worst of the congestion and the door of the
inn lay only afew yards away. Indigo started to run toward sanctuary-but as she reached clear space the
throng before her suddenly parted, forming an aide from the middle of the square. Torchlight bobbed and
flared, and asmall procession came striding from the direction of the pyres, with Quinas at its head.

The look of fanatical self-satisfaction on the overseer's face stopped Indigo in her tracks. She
dared a him, feding atide of fury swelling within her-then suddenly her attention was snatched by a
scuffle at the edge of the crowd. A woman in worn and stained garments, her black hair tied in asingle,
heavy braid, rushed from the mill of people and threw hersdf in Quinass path, snatching at his garments
and forcing himto hdlt.

"Pleasa!” Thewoman'svoice was shrilly hysterica. "Sir, take pity! Don't turn me away again;
hear me, | beg you-"

"Out of my way, woman!" Quinastried to brush her aside but she clung on, heedless of the fact
that he was dragging her painfully dong the ground.

"No! Hear me, you must hear me! Sir, my-

She got no further, for Quinasturned and with the flat of his hand struck her full acrossthe face.
Shelogt her grip on him, tumbling back with acry of pain, and one of the acolytes who had been
following Quinas kicked her vicioudy inthe small of the back.

Indigo didn't pause to think rationally. Her rage needed an outlet and she ran forward, drawing
her knife.

"You!" She barred Quinassway, eyes ablaze, feding that at the smallest provocation shed
plunge the knifeinto his sscomach. "Isthis your idea of mercy and justice, you filth-ridden abomination?"

"Saia Indigo." Quinasregarded her camly. "Wel, well. Do | detect achangein your manner
from our first mesting?'

"Indeed you do! Y ou gave me the impression that you were acivilized man. | see now that you're
no better than amaggot!" She pointed to the woman, who till lay on the ground and was weeping
quietly. "Help her to her feet. | believe she has something to say to you."

A cool smile made Quinass mouth twitch. "For your own sake, saia, | would strongly
recommend that you stop attempting to interferein the business of others. Infact, | must ingst onit." He
reached forward to take hold of her arm and push her out of his path, and she brought the knife flashing
up to hover before hisface.

"Touchmeand I'll cut your entrails out, you snake-spawned butcher!™

Quinas stayed his hand, but his face grew dangerous. He blinked; again, the crimson lenses came
down briefly over hiseyes, and the renewed shock of his deformity momentarily threw Indigo's
concentration. The knife wavered-and three of the Charchad acolytes pounced on her. Sheyeledin
aurprise, then the yell cut off in awhoop of expdled breasth asafist drove into her somach. Another
pulled her hair, jerking her head around, and shelogt her footing, falling to the ground under arain of
kicks and blows.

Indigo! Grimya howled and legped at her friend's assailants, only to be kicked back to rall
yelping on the flags. Through eyesthat watered with pain Indigo saw the she-wolf crouch for the kill, saw
ablade in the hand of one of the acolytes-

"No, Grimya Stay!"

Grimyawhimpered, frustrated but ingtinctively bound to obey, and hands hauled Indigo roughly
to her feet. She doubled over, struggling not to complete her humiliation by vomiting infull view of the
crowd, and saw Quinass feet planted squarely before her.

"Very prudent, saia; and aswell for you that your dog is obedient." He looked up, nodded to his
followers. "Release her. | don't think she'sin a condition to cause any further trouble.”

The handsfell away, onegiving Indigo alast, painful pinch, and she dumped to her knees, too



sck and dizzy to stand upright unaided.

"Sheisaforeigner,” Quinas said with withering contempt, "and as such, her ignoranceisto be
pitied rather than punished. But she will learn thefolly of her ways, brothers and sisters. Charchad will
seeto that.”

She might have blacked out for amoment; Indigo couldn't later be sure. When she opened her
eyes again she was no longer surrounded, and Grimyawas a her Side, anxioudy trying to lick her face.

Indigo! | should have stopped them, | should have torn out their throats! | failed you!

"No... no." She started to shake her head but thought better of it. One kick must have connected
directly with the back of her skull.... Her knife lay on the flags before her; shakily sheretrieved it, then
pushed a begrimed strand of hair from her eyes and looked up.

Quinas and his companions were gone. People in the crowd were staring a her; as she met their
gazes they turned their backs, shuffling away to give her awide berth, and any thought she had of asking
someone to help her to her feet died. Aswith Quinass earlier victims, they would do nothing to aid her.

The raucous music had stopped. The flames of the pyres still stained the scene but there was no
more screaming now: the fires had done their work and the festival of Charchad was over. Indigo looked
about her for the woman she had attempted to champion, but she was nowhere to be seen, and after a
few moments more she risked struggling to her feet. The ground seemed to dip and sway beneeth her,
but with an effort she managed to ssumble the few steps to the hostelry door and make her way insde.
The taproom was, thankfully, empty, and with Grimyaan anxious shadow at her hedl's she climbed dowly
and painfully up to her room. Theworst of her nauseawas passing, but when she gingerly fingered her
skin, she found severa shallow grazes, and there were painful patches on her cheek and jaw that would
form livid bruises by morning.

She eased hersdlf onto her bed and lay down. Grimya paced the room, tail and earstwitching,
gill distressed. | wish | had killed them! the she-wolf said. They have hurt you-

"No, Grimya; they haven't really hurt me. They could have done far worse, and there were too
many of them for you to fight alone. Besides, it doesn't matter. Those poor people-what Quinasdid, it
was mongtrous!”

That one called Quinasisa madman-I could smell his sickness. Indigo, is he the source of
the evil here? Is he the demon?

Indigo hadn't considered the possibility that the evil force she sought might be embodiedina
single human being, but Grimyals suggestion had an ugly logic. She put her hand to the bag around her
neck and drew the lodestone out to ook &t it.

"It's quiescent.” Chagrin colored her voice. "But it till points northward.”

When the man Quinas went away, he went south from here. | waswrong: it cannot be him.

"Perhaps not... but hesapart of it, Grimya" Unwanted images of the pyres and their struggling
victimsrosein Indigo's mind and she focused desperately on her own handsin an effort to blot the
memory out. "The heart of the Charchad-whatever it is-liesin the north. And Quinas holdsakey to it,
though maybe not the only key." She shivered, glanced a the window then away again. "'l will have
revenge on that man. Not only for myself, but for the oneswho died tonight.”

Grimya started to reply, but suddenly stopped, looked toward the door, and uttered a soft
growl. Someone comes.

A heavy footfall sounded on the landing. Indigo tensed, then started up as without any preamble
the door opened and the landlord of the House of Copper and Iron walked into the room.

Hot color roseto Indigo's cheeks. "How dare you intrude on me without so much as knocking!
What do you think you're about?"

"Saveyour fineindignation, saia.” The landlord's obsequiousness was gone, and he uttered the
courtesy title with heavy irony. "1 won't waste words. Y ou're no longer welcome under my roof, and
you'll oblige by leaving as soon as daylight comes.”

"What?"

"Y ou heard me well enough. We're a peaceable town, and we don't take kindly to outsders
coming here and trying to maketrouble.



"Trouble?" Indigo echoed, incredulous. ™Y ou witnessed murder in that square outside, and now
you have the audacity to accuse me of making trouble?' She stood up, her whole body shaking with fury
and frugtration. "What's the matter with you people? Are you so afraid of that piece of offa who calls
himsdf mine overseer that-"

"And I'll have no besmirching of our good brother Quinas!” Thelandlord shouted to drown her
words, and she saw beads of swesat on hisforehead. "Y ou're not welcome here, d'you understand? Take
your dirty outland ways and your dirty outland animd, and be gone from my house by morning!" His
voice dropped and he took several deep breaths, chest heaving. He would not, Indigo noted bitterly,
meet her gaze directly. "Go, woman. Or you'l be given more cause for repentance than you've had
tonight!"

On the brink of afuriousretort, Indigo paused. There was no point in arguing with the man; she
could gain nothing from it. Whether he was motivated by fear or by genuine loydty to the Charchad
made no difference; hiswas only one voice among many. She couldn't oppose the entire town.

Sheturned away and spoke with cold disdain. "Very well." Her purse clinked, and she threw two
gold coins onto thefloor. "That, | think, will cover my indebtedness for your hospitdity.”

"l want none of your money."

"Then you may leaveit to rot whereit lies, for I'll be under no obligation to the house of acraven
coward."

There was a sharp silence. Then the landlord said: ™Y our pony will be saddled and ready at
dawn," and the uneven floor shook as he dammed the door behind him.

*CHAPTER:®| V-

By midmorning, Indigo and Grimyawere far enough from Vesinum for the physicd, if not the psychic,
gtench of the Charchad festival to be gone from their nogtrils. They had left under apaing dawn that
hadn't yet entirely banished the nightglow from the sky, and had taken the northward road out of the
town.

There had been few eyesto see them on their way. Indigo was aware of the landlord watching
from an upper window of the House of Copper and Iron as she mounted the pony, but there was no one
abroad in the streets, and the clatter of hooves as they moved off had been the only sound to break the
early quiet. The square, too, was deserted; she had turned her face from the charred and grisly legacy of
the festival and ridden away without a backward glance. Now, as the sun climbed and the heat increased
to the steady intensity of afurnace, she hurried the pony on asfast as common sense alowed, anxiousto
put as much distance between herslf and the town's horrific memories as possible.

She and Grimya had said little to each other about their experience. Words seemed inadequate;
though Indigo knew nothing of the victimswho had died on the Charchad's pyres, she nonetheless
grieved for them. And her smmering rage still showed no sign of abating. Her mind was quieter now, but
she knew hersdf well enough to acknowledge that it would take little to provoke her into afit of furious
railling againgt the Charchad and dl it stood for.

She reflected, however, that as yet she ill had no clear idea of what the Charchad did stand for,
All she knew wasthe little she had seen in Vesinum, and though the events had shocked and sickened
her, they had revealed nothing of the cult's origins, or of its ultimate purpose. But whatever the nature of
Charchad, she had seen more than enough to convince her beyond al doubt that the cult had adirect and
inextricable link with the demon she was seeking.

A huge, low wagon laden with timber and drawn by four straining oxen came rumbling toward
her, and she drew the pony to the Side of the dusty road to let the convoy pass. The driver gruffly
thanked her, one of the two mounted outriders saluted and smiled, and while she waited for the dust
cloud of this passage to clear Indigo took afew momentsto assess the way ahead.

Shewas gill on the main trade route that ran alongside the river, but from her maps she knew
that two or three miles on, the road met the barrier of the volcanic mountains and there turned abruptly



eastward. The red-brown peaks dominated the skyline now, sere and sunbaked and indefinably
threatening; and the sky beyond the first ramparts was tinged with the sulfurous yellow pollution of the
mining and smelting operationsin the heart of the range. Grimyahad dready complained of thefoul smells
assailing her nodtrils, and even Indigo, with her far less acute human senses, was unpleasantly aware of
thetaint.

Shetook out the lodestone and regarded it again. Thetiny gold spark at its heart still pointed
unwaveringly northward, and she gathered up the reinsin preparation to move on. Grimya, who had
flopped down in apatch of dry, withered grass, rose reluctantly to her feet. Her tongue lolled and she
sad tentatively, | would like to rest soon....

"It isn't far now to the mountains,” Indigo looked down at her friend and smiled. "Weéll find shade
as'soon aswe can.”

During the next mile, traffic on the road increased until there was a steady flow moving past them
from the north. Trade caravans, supply wagons, small groups of horsemen, even afew dusty wakers.
No one spared more than a glance for Indigo and Grimya, and at |ast they reached the first foothills, and
with them the junction where the road turned to crosstheriver and carry itstraffic away into the east. A
huge and ugly iron toll bridge spanned the river, flanked by rough sheds, and on both banks a number of
opportunistic tinkers and smdll traders had set up stalls and were loudly proclaiming their waresto
travelers,

Indigo reined in and looked at the scene. Her direction lay north, not east; yet it seemed that she
had little choice but to follow the road, for the only way northward was by a broad, rutted track that
followed the river whereit vanished into the mountains-and the track was barred by tall and heavily
guarded gates.

She spoke quietly to Grimya. "That must be the entrance to the mines. Without the proper
documents, those guardswon't let us pass. | have theimpression they don't encourage casud visitors.”

Grimyas nose wrinkled and she sniffed at the heavy air. | cannot believe that anyone would
want to go there without good reason.

"Nor I. But we can't dispute what the lodestone tells us." She scanned the dopes ahead of her,
but saw nothing to lift her spirits. The mountains|ooked impassable; to either Sde of the minetrack the
volcanic rock rosein near-vertica folds where, long ago, ahuge fault had devel oped in theland. No one
in their right mind would even attempt to climb such a dliff, et done hope to succeed. And yet if she
continued on the trade road she would have little hope of finding away into the range further on, for
beyond the river the road veered further and further away from the mountains, separated from them by a
pitted lava plain that no horse could traverse.

Two well-dressed riders clattered past, pushing their horses faster than any man with aspark of
kindness would have done in such heat, and turned off the road to approach the mine gates. A guard
intercepted them, and Indigo saw one rider wave asmall metal token under the man's nose before the
gates were opened and the pair spurred their horses through. She touched her tongueto lips that were
dry and sore from the sun and redlized that she couldn't Sit indecisively here for much longer. It was only
just past noon; they needed shelter of some form and a chanceto rest until the day became alittle cooler.
Turning her gaze from the mine track, she surveyed the landscape again-and suddenly saw something that
in the sun's dazzle she had missed. Another path, so old and abandoned that it was barely discernible,
which branched from the main road and meandered awvay westward. At first glance it appeared to end
where it met the volcanic wall; but looking harder, Indigo thought she saw afissurein the massive folds of
rock, into which the track vanished.

Anold miners road, falen into disuse? It was possible: and it wastheir only chance.

She looked down at Grimyaand projected a thought. Grimya-do you see that path, leading
westward?

The she-wolf looked. | seeit. She sensed Indigo's eagerness. Do you think it may lead to
where we wish to go?

| don't know. But | have a feeling, an instinct.... Unconscioudy she fingered the lodestone,
and Grimyaopened her jawsin alupinegrin, licking the air.



If nothing else, it may bring us to some shade!

Indigo laughed. " Grimya, you're single-minded!" she said doud. "Come, then-let'sinvestigate,
before we broil in the sun!™

She had wondered, with some trepidation, if the mine guards might challenge or impede them
before they could reach the track, but it seemed that the sentries interest extended only to anyone who
et foot on the mineroad itsalf. And the heat wastaking itstoll on them, too; of the four men on duty only
one now braved the day while hisfellows sheltered in aramshackle hut to one side of the gates, and as
Indigo and Grimya passed by the entrance he didn't so much aslook in their direction.

They turned onto the disused path, and asthe cliff rose beside them Indigo felt as though she had
ridden into afurnace. The sun beat againgt the rock face and shimmered back in stifling waves, burning dl
traces of moisture from the air and making the mere act of bresthing atorment. The pony's head hung
and it refused to move a more than ashambling walk; Grimya panted &t its hedls, trying to stay withiniits
shadow, and Indigo prayed silently that she hadn't been mistaken about the path. She could bear no
more than afew minutes of this.

Suddenly the she-wolf stopped and yipped awarning. Turning, Indigo saw her looking back,
ears pricked.

"Grimya? What'samiss?'

Something behind us-a disturbance-

Were the guards aerted, and coming after them? Indigo looked for her knife, winced as her hand
touched the metal of the hilt, which was hot enough to burn. But Grimyawas trotting back the way they
had come, and after afew moments she called back aloud, "In-digo! They areh... urting her!”

Indigo frowned, not comprehending. Then Grimya caled again more urgently, and redlizing that
something was amiss, Indigo dismounted and ran back aong the path.

From Grimyals vantage point the mine entrance was just visible-and by the gates a skirmish had
broken out. A woman, screaming and pleading, was struggling to break free from the grip of two guards,
while athird jabbed vicioudy at her with ametd stave. Shocked, Indigo recognized her asthe same
woman whose part she had tried to take the previous night; the one who had sought to petition Quinas.

With ajerk that must have nearly wrenched her arm from its socket the woman broke free; but
only for amoment before one of the sentries snatched ahandful of her clothing-Indigo heard the worn
fabric rip-and his companion swung the heavy stave againgt her shoulder with stunning force. Shereded,
staggered, fell; the guards caught her under the arms and dragged her clear of the gates before throwing
her down in the dust at the side of the road.

Indigo Stared after the three grinning men as they swaggered back to their posts. Bilerosein her
throat, but she forced hersdf not to give way to the furiousingtinct that urged her to storm after them and
clam retribution on the woman's behalf. She had made that mistake once before, and the odds against
her were no more favorable now.

The woman, meanwhile, had tried to get to her feet, failed, and was crawling dowly and painfully
toward the rock face where the abandoned path began. She reached the cliff, then collapsed against the
wall, doubled over, and began to retch dryly. Indigo swore softly and, motioning to Grimyato stay back,
ran toward her. As she bent to help her up the woman started and tried to shield her face with onearm,
crying out incoherently.

"It'sdl right." Indigo caught her shoulders, steadying her. "I won't hurt you-1'm afriend. Come;
you can gtand, if | help you?"

Wide, terrified eyesin apinched face stared back at her, and the woman'slip quivered. “1... I'm
al right." Shetried to shake Indigo's hands away, but the effort was weak. ™Y ou shouldn't touch me;
I'm-"

"Hush." Indigo spoke gently but firmly. ™Y ou need to get out of the sun. Comewith me." And she
caled over her shoulder, "Grimya, fetch the pony! | don't think she can walk more than afew steps.”

Grimyahurried away and returned afew moments later with the pony'sreins gripped in her teeth
and the animd plodding reluctantly behind her. The sight raised afaint, dazed smile from the woman, and
shedidn't protest as Indigo helped her into the saddle.



Grimyasadto Indigo: | will go on ahead and see if the path |eads to shade. She paused, then
added: Sheisvery sick, | think.

She'll recover when she has shelter, and water and food.

I'm not so sure. There is something else... ah, no matter. The she-wolf shook her head and,
before Indigo could question her, turned and ran away aong the path.

To Indigo'sintenserelief the path did not, as she had feared, end at a blank rock face. Instead, it snaked
into afissurein the cliff where two greet folds of petrified lavamet, and asthey entered the gap the sun,
blessedly, was hidden by therising wall.

Grimya, who had explored some way into the fissure, reported that the track seemed to follow a
huge fault that skirted the outer faces of the mountains; she had found no means of penetrating further into
the range, but neither did the path show any sign of petering out. The canyon was aso wide enough to
alow themto rest in relative comfort, and Indigo spread a blanket out on the rough, pitted floor before
lifting the woman down from the pony's back. Water was the most vital consideration, and shesaw to it
that both Grimya and the pony had their fill from her supply before she held the bottle to the woman's
lips. She drank, but seemed to have difficulty in swalowing; watching her as she struggled, Indigo
realized with a shock that she wasfar younger than at first shed thought; barely out of her teens, in fact,
though hardship had aged her prematurely. Also, her skinin places was blotched an unsghtly red, and
there were sores on her neck and the inner flesh of her arms; recaling Grimyals cryptic observetion,
Indigo wondered if the girl might have afever to add to her troubles. But when at last she finished
drinking and looked up, there was no sign of deliriumin her eyes.

Shelaid ahand on Indigo's arm and whispered: "Th-thank you, saia."

Indigo smiled alittlegrimly. "I hope I've made amends for my fallureto help you last night.”

She was momentarily puzzled: but then her face cleared. "Of course... you werein the
square-you tried to stop them from hurting me-"

"Andfaled, I'm afraid."

"No-you were so kind, so good-and now-" The woman coughed, and spittle ran down her chin,
"l oweyou so much, saia, and | can't repay you...." Shetwisted her hands, which were thin and
work-roughened, in astrand of her own hair, and began to cry in painful, gulping sobs. There was an
gppaling hopeessnessin the sound, and Indigo was horribly moved.

She brushed quickly at her own eyesand said, "I need no payment. Please, don't weep. Tell me
your name, and why the mine guards were abusing you."

The woman couldn't answer at first, only shook her head and continued to cry. But Indigo
persasted, and at last she calmed alittle. Her name, she said, was Chrysiva, and shewaswifeto a
miner-but she got no further before afresh bout of sobbing overtook her, and amid her gasping effortsto
continue Indigo caught only one word.

Charchad.

A cold worm moved within her, and she caught hold of Chrysivas shoulders. "What hasthe
Charchad to do with your trouble?' she asked urgently. "What have they done to you?"

Chrysivadrew a deep, shuddering breath and looked up, red-eyed and blinded by her tears.
"They took him away...."

"Y our husband?'

She nodded, and bit hard on her lower lip until abead of blood welled. "They-they said he had
insulted an overseer. It was alie, he was innocent-but they wouldn't listen; they wouldn't even let him
speak! Th-they said he must be punished, and... and they sent him to Charchad!"

"Sent him to Charchad? Chrysiva, what does that mean?”

She didn't heed the question. "I have pleaded with them, | have begged them; | havetried
everything, but they won't set him free!"

"Chrysva"

"Two months since they took him... two months and till they have no mercy! Hewon't live
throughit, | know hewon't!"



"Chrysva, pleaseligten to me-"

Itisno use, Grimyasad sadly. Sheistoo distressed to answer your questions. All she can
think of is her sorrow.

With asigh Indigo sat back on her heds. Grimyawas right; they'd learn nothing more from
Chrysivauntil she had expunged the worst of her grief and was cdmer. And she hersdlf felt the need to
rest; although they were out of the sun's reach, the canyon was il breathlessly hot, and they would be
well advised to deep for afew hours until the day became cooler.

Chrysiva had huddled down on the blanket, face buried in the crook of one arm. The pony was
aready dozing; Indigo unsaddied it, then made hersdf as comfortable as she could and, with Grimya
beside her, settled down to deep.

She did deep; but dreams came to haunt her, interlaced with a dim and feverish awvareness of the
heat and the hard discomfort of the rock on which shelay. In the dreams she saw Fenran again, but his
face was disfigured by terrible scars, skin seared and burned by a disease that raged within him and
would not be checked. Indigo knew that without swift and skilled attention her lover would die, and in
her nightmare she cried out for Imyssa, the wise old witch who had nursed her in childhood. But her cry
only echoed usdlesdy through the empty halls of Carn Caille, and Imyssadid not answer. And when she
turned and reached out for the jars of potions and smplesthat stood on ashelf beside her, they yielded
only afoul black dust that vanished to nothing in her hands. And Fenran was cdlling her name from the
bed of twisted thorn branches where helay, and he was fading, and she couldn't help him, and he was
dying-She woke with a cry that echoed in the canyon and made Grimya spring to her feet, hackles raised
indarm. Then camethefamiliar redization that it had been no more than adream, and the clamminess of
swest drying on her body; then at last the reassuring touch of the she-wolf'sfur as shetried to give her
friend some comfort.

Another of the nightmares? Grimyas question wasfilled with sympathy.

She nodded, then looked over her shoulder at Chrysiva. The girl still seemed to be deeping; her
face was turned away. Indigo sighed.

"| dreamed of Fenran again, Grimya. But thistime he was dying of afever.”

Grimyawhined softly in her throat. It was the story this woman told that put you in mind of
such things. She, too, haslost her mate and pines for him. She hesitated. | have never had a mate.
But | have a friend, and | think | understand.

There were paralds between Chrysivastragedy and her own, Indigo thought with wry
bitterness, and it deepened her sense of fellow fedling for the girl. She stared down at her tightly clasped
hands and said: "1 only hope she has agreater chance of finding her love than | have of finding mine.”

You shouldn't say such things, Grimyachided anxioudy. While we live, thereis hope,

"Hope?' Indigo's face was suddenly haggard, then her expression tightened into amask. "Yes,
theré'shope." Abruptly she turned away and got to her feet, brushing hersalf down with unnecessary
energy. "It's cooler now. Theworst of the day's over-we should move on."

Grimyamade no further comment, but as Indigo went to saddle the pony-refusing to mest the
she-wolf's gaze-she padded to where Chrysivalay and nudged gently at her to rouse her.

"In-digo..."

Her tone carried an undercurrent of alarm. Indigo rubbed quickly at her eyes and looked back.
"Whdt isit?"

"She... will not s-dtir. | th-ink sheiss... sck.”

Swiftly Indigo cameto join her, and turned Chrysivaover. There was dried spittle on the girl's
lips, she moaned and mumbled something uninteligible, but either would not or could not open her eyes.
And her skin was hotter than was natural even in such aclimate,

"She hasafever." Slently Indigo cursed hersdf for the shortcomingsin her own medica skills.
Shehad asmall collection of herbsin her saddiebag, but her knowledge extended little further than an
ability to stanch bleeding or splint abone or relieve pain. To give the wrong potion to the sick girl, or
even the wrong dosage of the right potion, could do more harm than good.

If only she had attended more closdly to Imyssa's teachings... the thought was bitterly ironic, and



angrily shethrust it away, straightening and staring at the vol canic pesks piling into the sky above and
before them.

" She needs better carethan | can give her," she said harshly. "We have two choices, Grimya.
Either we take her back to the town, or we go on as we planned, and hope that the fever will burn itself

"We cannot... go back.”

"l know. But if we don't-"

"Shemay d-die." Grimyamoved closer to Chrysivaand sniffed at her face. "But thereis
s-something...." Sheraised her head in puzzlement. "Thissickness. It isnot... usual.”

"What do you mean?"'

"Itis... ah, | do not have thew-words.... ' Thewolf grimaced with frustration, then gave up her
panting efforts to speak aloud. Her thoughts touched Indigo's mind. The thing that ails her is
something that no man-healer could cure.

Indigo dropped to a crouch and studied Chrysivamore intently. The blotches, the sores... she
recalled the disfigurements sported by so many of the Charchad faithful, and the minersin the square with
their dreadful afflictions, and felt suddenly cold.

"Wemust go on,” shesad. "Y ou'reright; theré's no other choice.”

"And the w-woman?'

She didn't fear fever or sickness. That, too, was part of her curse. "Hope and pray for her," she
said with quiet bitterness. "We can do no more than that.”

By the time the sun began to set they had found no path to lead them deeper into the mountains, and
Indigo's early hope had dulled to leaden pessimism. The track through the rock fault continued to rise
perceptibly but otherwise showed no sgns of changing, and when the last light failed, they stopped by the
sde of the path and made a makeshift camp.

Indigo sat on the ground, clasping her own knees and peering into the darkness ahead, not
wanting to share her gloomy thoughts even with Grimya. Behind her, Chrysivawas propped against the
rock wall: during the past hour she had rallied alittle and was now conscious, though too weak and
disoriented to be coherent.

A faint whine from Grimyaderted her and shelooked over her shoulder. The she-wolf lay
sprawled afew paces away, and in the dimness Indigo could just make out the flickering red of her
tongue as she stretched her head back, one paw twitching. Grimyawas amost adeep, the sound nothing
more than an expression of her lupine dreams, and the girl smiled faintly. She, too, should betrying to
rest, but she could no more deep than grow wings and fly. The night was hot, the canyon preternaturally
quiet, and she couldn't still the restiveness within her, the frustrated urge to be doing something more
positive than smply awaiting the dawn.

She looked up at the narrow band of visible sky above the canyon. Thelight of the moon was
eclipsed by the cold, unnatura glow that from this vantage point dominated the upper atmosphere and
cast peculiar, dimens onless shadows on the peaks. From here she might have expected to fed some
vibration from the massive, day-and-night mining operations that could be no more than amere two or
three miles away; but there was nothing. Only the dtillness, and the silence.

She touched a hand to the lodestone, but didn't take it out to examineit. To do so seemed futile;
she knew well enough what it would tell her. But how? she asked herself-or perhaps asked the
sone-wordlessly. How are we to find our way into the mountains, when there's no path, no track,
nothing but this endless canyon?

Something flickered momentarily at the periphery of her vision; afirefly perhaps, darting intheair
and glinting red gold. Indigo rubbed her eyes, which prickled with heat and dust, then shook her head to
clear it asthefirefly's afterimage danced on her retinas. She stretched her arms, flexed her fingersto ease
cramp-then stopped, and stared aong the path.

There were more tiny sparks hovering in the canyon; but they werent fireflies. Their formation
was too contrived, too regular: as she stared harder she redlized that they made an unevenly flickering



pattern. Almost a crude representation of ahuman outline...

Sowly, cautioudy, Indigo began to lever hersdf to her feet. Another glance over her shoulder
showed Grimya now apparently sound adeep, and Chrysivas face was turned away, her shoulders
gpathetically dumped. Indigo fingered her knife, then on impulse crept to where her saddlebag lay and
loosed her crossbow from the thongs that secured it. She set a bolt into the bow, thrust three moreinto
her belt, then looked aong the canyon again.

The dancing image was less clear now, but ill vishle. Grimya* stail twitched and she made an
odd, throaty noise, but she didn't wake, and Chrysiva paid no heed as Indigo stepped quietly onto the
path and moved toward the peculiar lights. Her eyes were as adjusted to the dark asthey would ever be,
and she judged that the sparks were perhaps fifteen or twenty yards away, neither approaching nor
receding. Closer, and for amoment the humanlike pattern seemed to glow brighter asthough on the
verge of taking three-dimensiona form-then suddenly, as she prepared hersdf for aswift rush toward it,
it vanished.

Startled, Indigo couldn't stop the reflex that had aready begun to propd her forward, and she
swore under her breath as one foot stubbed painfully against alow rock projection. Firefly ghosts echoed
in her vision, confusing her; she reached out to the cliff to steady herself and regain her balance-

And sprawled full-length into agap in the rock wall.

Indigo sat up, spitting dust and nuraing agrazed hand. For afew moments she couldn't assmilate
what had happened; but then realization dawned, and with it came a sharp stab of excitement.

There was abreak in the cliff. It was barely wide enough to accommodate a broad-shouldered
man, but, against unimaginable odds, she had ssumbled into it. Heart thumping, Indigo scrambled to her
feet and turned around, stretching her hands out before her into the gap. She anticipated the
disappointment of meeting asolid barrier, of finding that the flaw was no more than two or three feet
deep; but the disappointment didn't come. And when, cautioudy, she moved forward, groping aheed, still
there was no barrier, and the ground beneath her feet began suddenly and sharply to rise.

A gully into the mountains. And no more than thirty steps from where they had abandoned their
search. Indigo's excitement caught stiflingly in her throat, and she forced herself to take several deep
breathsto cam her thoughts. If-if, she stressed to hersdlf-the gully led anywhere, then it would be ahard
route for the pony, especidly with the added burden of Chrysiva. The gap between the walls was barely
wide enough now for the animd to squeeze through; any narrower and it would become impassable.
When daylight came, she and Grimyawould be well advised to explore further before committing them
al to atrek that might provefruitless.

When daylight came... Indigo looked back aong the track, then into the gully again. Impatience
gnawed at her; shedidn't relish the progpect of lying wakeful and restless, counting the minutes until
dawn. Shewouldn't deep, not with this discovery so close yet so frustratingly out of reach. And she
didn't want to wait for morning.

She could, surdly, explore alittleway into the gully at least? The going would be dow and tricky,
but the eerie glow in the sky did alittle to aleviate the darkness, and if shetook care, she should cometo
no harm. Grimyawould disapprove, but with luck Grimyawould deep on until her return and be none the
wiser. Just ashort way, she thought. To be certain.

She looked back once more, but her companions weren't visible, and her eagernesswas urging
her on. Shouldering her crossbow and keeping one hand pressed to the rock wall beside her asasure
guide, Indigo moved on and up into the gully.

* * %
She had resolved to count no more than fifty paces before turning back. But after fifty pacesthe gully
was dill risng quite steeply, and had widened alittle, making the going easier than she had feared. Sofifty
became a hundred, and then another twenty, and another, until shetold hersdlf that if she pressed on just
alittle farther she might emerge above the lower volcanic dopes, where the light in the sky would be
aufficient to show theway ahead far more clearly.

She paused at a place where the gully curved, to resettle her crossbow, which had been dipping
and threatening to unbaance her. She was swesting, and the night air tasted faintly metdlic; from the



pumice-like fed of the rock beneath her fingers she hazarded that the path was winding through the
petrified course of an ancient lavaflow. Indigo knew little about geology, but it ssemed logica to surmise
that the flow must have originated in the mountains heart, and could therefore be her one chance of
finding away into the depths of the range.

Just afew more steps, and she would turn back. The return journey would be easier; she could
reach the camp in amatter of minutes. And then shewould have ataeto tell when Grimyawoke-

Indigo ydled in shock as, from nowhere and with no warning, searing red light suddenly blasted
through the gully. A wave of intense hegt erupted from the ground, snatching her bresth away; the gully
floor lurched and she spun off balance, sumbling against the wall and falling to hands and knees. She
started to get up: then froze as, through eyes nearly blinded by the brilliance, her sunned senses
registered amad image of something vast, heaving, boiling, blazing red-hat, rolling down from the
surrounding peaks toward her. Lava-molten lava, burning and hissing and crowned with roaring flames,
bel ching out of the night in amongtrous, dow-moving river.

All coherent thought collgpsed into chaos, and Indigo's entire body turned dick with the swest of
terror. It was impossible-these volcanoes looked asif they had been extinct for centuries; their lavaflows
werefosslized, petrified. This could not be happening!

The crackling roar of fire dinned in her ears, counterpointed by amassive, thundering vibration,
and the heat of the oncoming molten river beat againgt her skin like great breakers. Impossible or not, the
lavaflow was red-and it was searing through the gully, straight into her path!

She turned, dithering on shale and loose pumice, struggling to hold back the panic that threatened
to overwhem her. She had to keep her wits, or-

Horror hit her like aphysical punch to the Ssomach as she saw the blazing orange tributary that
had diverged from the main flow and curved around behind her to burn aswath through the cliffs at her
back. Already rockswithin the gully were melting, losing shape and solidity, glowing crimson, then
scarlet, then gold. In seconds, her retreat would be cut off.

Indigo ran. A sane part of her mind screamed that it was hopeless, that she couldn't reach safety
before the lava came boiling across her path; but desperation made her hurl the knowledge aside as she
plunged down the dope. Underfoot the ground was blisteringly hot, aready burning through the soles of
her shoes; sheran faster, and her skirt, which sheld hitched about her thighs as she climbed, suddenly
cameloosein atangle of fabric that caught about one foot and tripped her. She hit hard rock, rolled, felt
heat blast her asyellow brilliance erupted in her path-then as her eyes refocused, she screamed.

A huge, phantasmic cregture reared on the path before her, reptilian foreegsflailing, forked tail
lashing, vast, membranous wings begting the air toward her in suffocating waves. A coronaof fire blazed
about it and it roared, the sound breaching dimensions from redlity to nightmare.

Dragon! her mind shrieked. But it was amyth, alegend, an impossibility-there were no such
things as dragons! And suddenly through the cacophony of panic Indigo knew with asure and terrible
ingtinct what was afoot. Sorcery-and she had walked blindly into itstrap!

Sherolled again, springing to her feet in the same movement, and spun around to race back up
the gully, away from the rearing, bellowing phantom.

She had taken three strides before the scene in front of her exploded. A wall of sound, thunder
and earthquake and tornado together, smashed down from the mountain peaksto hit her full on, and with
it came awave of furnace-hot power that buffeted her oft" her feet and sent her tumbling back down the
defilelike aleaf in agae. She heard the dragon scream afurious challenge, and as the world fragmented
around her she had amad, momentary glimpse of ahuman figure, aamsraised, wreathed in white flames
that slhouetted him againg the burning sky.

Heat-a new onslaught of power-agony-Indigo's consciousness raced head-on into darkness,
and smashed through it into nothing.

*CHAPTER-Ve



Shetried to move her arms, to ease the pressure againgt the smdl of her back; but they refused to
respond. Someone's fingers were clagped on her wridts, pinning them... she writhed, attempting to pull
hersdf free, but only succeeded inlosing her balance and diding like achild'srag doll to lie helplesdy on
her sde.

Not fingers. Her mind was unclear still; but they were not fingers holding her. Not hands: rope. It
chafed, and when shetried again to move her arms, she fdlt the rough bite of its strands against her
blistered skin.

Hot. She could fed sweat trickling between her breasts and down her spine, and her hair was
plastered clammily to her cheeks and forehead. The air was hot; the floor on which she lay was hot. And
she couldn't quite make herself remember where she was, or how she had cometo be here.

Indigo opened her eyes, blinking in an effort to clear them. There waslight, and though it wasn't
intolerably bright, she couldn't focus at first on anything in her fied of view. Then after afew seconds her
vison cleared alittle. And she found herself staring directly at asmall shrine. Different-colored stones had
been st carefully beforeit, forming aneat semicircle, and at the shrine's center, lit by a smoking votive
lamp, was afigure the Size of aman's hand, hewn from what looked like basdt. Agates glittered initseye
sockets, and the tongue that protruded from its open mouth was carved into the likeness of aflame. Its
hair, too, was fashioned to resemble flames; ahalo of firelike astylized solar corona, and in between its
outstretched handsit held afrozen balt of lightning. The figure was naked, female, and with atwinge of
shock Indigo recognized a skilled craftsman's representation of the fire goddess Ranaya.

And with a second shock, the fierce image pulled together the tangled threads of her memory.

"Grimya-"In her sudden alarm Indigo forgot the bindings on her wrists and tried to get up, only
to fal awkwardly back again. Nearby, something hissed angrily-she froze; then dowly turned her head.

Two feet away, something that she had thought existed only in legend crouched on the uneven
rock floor, staring at her with alien yellow eyes. A sdlamander. Its body was, perhaps, aslong asher
arm, and made of green flame so tranducent that she could seetiny arteries of scarlet fire pulsing benesth
its burning skin. Golden claws scraped the rock, and where its body touched the floor, the floor smoked
andszzled.

Indigo gasped and shrank back. The salamander opened its fiery mouth and hissed again,
adopting a hostile stance as though to lunge a her-then from somewhere beyond Indigo's head avoice
that carried dangerous undercurrents of both fury and loathing grated: "If you so much asmove again
without my permission, my servant will burn your heart from your body!"

A shadow fell across her, and she looked up to see her captor standing over her.

Hewastall, and his height was emphasized by the fact that undernourishment had reduced his
frame to abony gauntness under his old and tattered clothing. Hair that in his youth had been black but
was now graying-in places dmaost white-tumbled in awild mass over his shoulders and halfway down his
back; the overal impression was made doubly bizarre by the fact that the tangle was overlaid by clusters
of intricate braids, and something about the peculiar stylerang abell in Indigo's mind. But she had no time
to search her memory, for the stranger was leaning over her, shoulders and chest heaving with quick,
angry breaths. Crazed green-brown eyes stared into hers from aface that was lined by unnaturd strain,
and he hissed, "Do you understand me? Do you?'

Indigo got agrip on her pounding heart and quelled her own risng anger, aware that any attempt
to argue could be very dangerous. "Yes. | understand.”

The salamander settled onto its haunches, she could fedl the heat emanating fromit, asthough she
werelying too closeto afire,...

"Then understand, too, that | shal have answers." The man began to turn away, then spun back
to face her, pointing athrestening finger. " Answers! And if you dareto lie, you will burn!™

Indigo twisted uncomfortably in her bonds. Although she was prudent enough to redize that at
the smallest provocation he both could and would hurt her, she couldn't crush her anger. It wasthere,
and it was growing stronger.

Teeth clenched againgt her naturd ingtinct to give vent to afurioustirade, she snapped, "I've
aready said | understand you! Ask your damned questions, and have done!™



He continued to Sare a her for afew moments more. Then, so quickly that she was caught
unawares, he snatched ahandful of her hair and yanked on it, lifting her and damming her back against
the cave wall. Indigo's skull cracked against rock, and giddy nausea made her gasp; when her senses
stopped spinning and she was able to open her eyes again, he was crouched in front of her, staring madly
at her asthough he sought to seeinto her soul.

"Why did you come here?" His voice was husky with suppressed rage. "What devious motive
brought you creeping dong my pathslike a snake in the gutter?' A hand shot out and gripped her jaw,
queezing panfully. "How did you know where to find my sanctum ?"

"Damn you!" Indigo wrenched her jaw free, breathing hard. "What in the name of dl that's
sacred makes you think | was looking for your sanctum? | don't even know who you are!™

"Liar!" He drew back hishand asif to sirike her, then paused. "There's no other living soul in
these dopes, and you know it! Y ou knew | was here! Y ou were searching for me!™

"l wasnot!" Indigo fired back.

"No?' Herosg, flexing hishands. "We shdl see, saia. We shall see™ A crooked smile distorted
hisface, and his eyestook on an odd, distant look. ™Y ou're no ordinary intruder, that much | can judge
well enough. Y ou have alittle power of your own. Haven't you?"

Indigo looked away.

"Yes" he continued thoughtfully. "A little power. But not enough.” The smilewidened. "No match
for my illusons. My rivers of lava. My dragons. My pets.”

The sdlamander roseto its hind legs, and a shrill, unearthly sound vibrated in itsthroat.

"Wait, littleone. Intime; intime." He saw Indigo's gaze dide unwillingly to the dementa and
chuckled softly. "When they are cdled, they must be fed before they can be banished again. And when
they feed, they char both flesh and bone. It isn't aquick process. But it is, | understand, very painful." He
paced dowly away from her, paused, turned, came back. " So. The truth. How did you find me? And
why did you come?*

Indigo's gaze did surreptitioudy past him as she attempted to takein her surroundings. They
were, it appeared, in alarge cave, modestly but adequatdly lit by candles set in rough a coves about the
walls. On the far side the mouth of atunnd gaped, but she could see nothing in the darkness beyond, and
certainly there was no obviousway of escape, even if she could have loosed her hands or evaded the
sdamander.

She looked at her interrogator again, and redlized that he wasn't sane. The anger that burned in
him, whatever its cause, was|ooking for an outlet: he wanted to hurt her, and was only waiting for her to
give him judtification. Her gaze flicked to the little Statue of Ranayaagain, and it gave her aglimmering of
hope where otherwise there would be nothing. Whatever else he might be, this man was clearly no
devotee of the Charchad. He had power; he had proved that shockingly with theillusions by which he
had trapped her in the gully. But his goddess was an avatar of the Earth Mother, so the power on which
he called was a dean power.

Hesad: "I await your answer.”

She had to tell him the truth. She had nothing to lose.

"My business in these mountains has no connection with you," she said, her throat dry. "I knew
nothing of your existence until you used your sorcery to capture me, and | had no intention of trespassing
on your sanctum or anyone else's. The plain truth isthat | wastrying to find away of reaching the mines
without aerting those who work there to my presence.” She blinked, licked her lips. "That's the long and
the short of it, and you may believe me or not as you please.”

Silence followed her statement. Whether or not the man was considering her words serioudy she
couldn' tdll; his expression was unreadable. The only sound in the cave was afaint crackling from the
sdamander, which was growing ever morerestive.

At last her captor spoke. "A way of reaching the mines.” One bony finger rested lightly on his
chin, then suddenly his gaze snagpped to her, manic. "Why? What busness have you there that must be
conducted in secret?’

Earth Mother, shethought, aid me now, if you can.... And doud shesaid: "I am searching for



the source of the Charchad.”

The sdlamander whistled shrilly, and white fire flared from its nogtrils. Itsfury wasreflected in the
eyes of the sorcerer, which seemed suddenly to catch light with a surge of insane rage. For an instant only
he was motionless, rigid; then he swooped down on her and dragged her to her feet, shaking her asa
blood-maddened shark might frenziedly shakeits prey.

"What have you do with that filth?" His voice was a screech, echoing horribly in the cave, and he
dammed Indigo again and again againgt thewall. "Answer me! Tell me, before | tear you apart with my
bare hands! Y ou serpent, you miserable, squaling abortion-what are those demonsto you?"

Indigo cried out, the soundstorn involuntarily from her throat as, with astrength that belied his
build and gauntness, he flung her to the floor. The elementa sprang at her head, eyes burning white-hot,
mouth agape, but he commanded harshly, "No!" and the creature fell back. Indigo lay retching, every
nerve aflame with pain, and from avast, whirling distance she heard his voice grating closeto her ear as
he dropped to a crouch beside her.

"Tdl methetruth! That poor woman in your charge-where were you taking her? What have you
doneto her?'

"Uhh... "She couldn't articulate, couldn't think; her senseswerered, burning. "Chrys... iva. She...
oh, Great Goddess, hep mel" And through the daze she felt it coming, rising. The anger. Thefury. The
hatred and the loathing that had lurked like adisease in her heart and in her somach since she had first
heard the name of Charchad. Therewasbilein her throat; she choked it back and the hatred found a
focusin her tormentor, in the man who had hurt her and her friends and now threatened to wreck her
only hope of reaching to the heart of Charchad and combating its evil-

"Let me done, you stinking piece of offa!" Her voice rose shrilly, closeto hysteria, asany
consideration for her own safety shattered and the rage came roaring through. "How dare you accuse me
of such blasphemy! The Earth Mother curse you, and shrivel your soul! Untieme! Untie me, you
coward, you cur, you-"

A hand cracked across her right temple and she rocked back, amost biting through her tongue
as her tirade broke off in midflow. As she struggled to right herself, head redling, she saw that arope hed
appeared in her tormentor's hands; arope made of blue flames that flickered and shivered yet did not
seemto burn him.

"Oh, it iseasy for the scum of Charchad to swear by the Great Goddess." His voice was soft,
deadly. "But we will see, saia, how your righteous protestations fare in the face of trid!" He tautened the
fire rope between hisfingers. "Stand up.”

Indigo's shoulders heaved with the effort to suck air into her lungs. "I will not!"

Heamiled. "Then diein pain, here, a the behest of my little servant, and prove yoursdf afraid of
thetruth.”

Truth? Indigo thought dizzily. But it was enough to goad her.

"No." Trying to maintain some semblance of dignity, she struggled to her feet and stood facing
him. "Y our pet may wait. Try me, if that's what pleases your warped mind. And truth iswhat you will
havel"

He gtared at her for afew moments; then asmall, sour smile desgpened the lines on hisface.

"That way." He indicated the dark tunnel she had seen earlier. "The salamander will be at your
heds; if you hesitate or run, you will fed itsbreeth. Do | make mysdf clear?’

"You do." Shegave him awithering look and turned toward the tunnel mouth.

* * %
Thetunnel was unlit, but the flickering green glow of the sdlamander was enough to illuminate their way.

Indigo felt the heat increasing as she walked, until, when shewasfindly told to halt, shefdt as
though she stood on the brink of an open furnace. Choked by the gtifling air, she turned to look at her
captor.

"What now?" Her voice echoed horribly: shetried to inject anote of defiance into her tone, but it
was a poor atempt; shefdt claustrophobic, and her earlier fury had ebbed, leaving her vulnerable and
fearful.



"Besdlent." He brushed past her, the sdamander skittering at his hedls, and by the light emanating
from the dementd's body she saw that the tunnel ended a short way ahead, seemingly at the lip of adeep
well that dropped away into darkness. Sulfurous smoke rose in dense, lazy coils from the darkness, and
she redized that the well was afumarole from one of the ancient vol canoes.

But surely the volcanoes were dead....

"Sit." A hand pushed her back; she stumbled and dropped to her knees. From somewherein the
depths of the fumarole light flickered suddenly, painting the tunnel wallsafiery red; againgt the glow her
captor was a skeletal silhouette as he turned toward her and held out the burning rope. He uttered five
harsh, foreign syllables-and the rope came dive, sngpping from his hands to snake like awhiplash toward
Indigo. Involuntarily shejerked back, but her reactions were too dow; the flaming cord coiled around her
and shefdt as though something huge and hot had bresthed out in agrest, gusting sgh. Warmth that was
al-embracing yet stopped short of the threshold of pain enfolded her. The rope didn't burn. But asit
settled about her body she redlized that she was held fast, could neither move nor-and the second
redlization came much in the way that she sometimes knew she was dipping from wakefulnessinto
dreaming-think clearly. Consciousness was fading in and out, rising and falling as though to the rhythm of
adow, inexorable heartbeat. Her captor-tormentor, sorcerer, nemesis (that concept had a crucial
meaning. But what? What? She couldn't remember)-was a black silhouette before her, an outline
etched in sparks. He was speaking, but the words made no sense.

"Y ou see the power of the cord of fire, that binds death to life, deep to wakefulness, redity to
illuson. And truth to falsehood. Now we shdl learn the truth, saia. Now we shall learn.”

Smoke rolled from the fumarole, and she could smell sulfur again and fed the heet of the
crackling rocks around her. But there was more than sulfur and heat. There was asound in her heed, like
the chiming of a strange, mechanica timepiece. There was the murmuring hiss of flames. Therewasthe
softer murmur of ariver current, flowing duggishly into the baked southlands. And further. There wasthe
seq, forever breathing with acool, dow rhythm againg tal cliffs. There were ships and there wasthe
sharp bite of cold salt spray. There was a shore, and woods, and plains, and-

And the old terrors of her homeland superdtitions, when awarm, living creature who was lonely
and outcast cried in the night for afriend and said wolf in her drowsy mind...

And therewas Carn Caille. Old, beloved Carn Caille, fortress of the Southern Ideswhere the
summer sun never set and the winter snow swirled through the daylong dark from the ramparts of the
glaciers. And there was King Kalig, whose nine-times-greatgrandfather had wrested power and founded
adynasty within Carn Caillesworn and mellowed walls. And Kalig's queen, and his children; Kirra, who
would beking in hisown time, and-

And-

"Nnnh..." Theword wouldn't come; her lips were frozen and she couldn't spesk it. But the denia
wasin her mind, thefear, the terror, as Fenran's dying face screamed to her from the carnage of bettle,
asthe Tower of Regrets crumbled on the tundra, as horrors that should never have walked the earth
vomited from the ruins to bear down on home and life and love, and tear her world gpart-

And Fenran wasn't dead, but in limbo, in a demon world where thorns tore his flesh and
nightmares stalked his endless waking hours. And she alone could save him. But only when her
guest was finally over, if it took ten years or a thousand-

"No!" The chainsthat held Indigo's mind heaved and broke, and she screamed like abanshee,
thrashing on the floor of the tunnel-The sdlamander screeched, itsform burning brighter until it rivaled the
brilliance of the light spilling from the fumarole. Smoke belched upward to form a black cloud over her
head; shetried to fight the hands that gripped her, pulled her back, glimpsed aface white with shock that
swam before her like ademented vision, and-

And-

Someone was holding a cup to her lips. The water was warm and alittle brackish but she drank
gratefully, feding it ease the strangling condriction in her throat. Some caught in her windpipe and made
her cough; reflexively she raised one hand to cover her mouth, and only then, remembering, did she



redlize that her bonds had been cut.

Her wristsfelt sore, but otherwise she seemed to be unharmed. Again the water was held out to
her; she drank more and her mind abruptly began to clear, focusing recollection of the last few hours. She
had believed that her captor meant to kill her, and had anticipated the horrors of perhaps days of
unending torment before he realized that she could not die as any other victim would have done. Now
though, it seemed that someone or something had intervened to rescue her.

Confused and not knowing what to anticipate, Indigo opened her eyes.

Shewas back in the cave. The candldight still flickered, but the sdlamander had gone. And a
voicesad quietly: "Saia Indigo, Can you ever forgive me?"

Hewasknedling a her sde, the cup held in ahand that shook perceptibly. Some of the plaitsin
his hair had come unfastened, making him look more than ever like a crazed scarecrow, and hisface was
streaked with soot. But the dementiain his eyes had gone, and in its place were fear and shame.

He extended the cup again and involuntarily Indigo drew back, bresath catching sharply in her
throat. "Don't touch me!™

Chagrined, he set the cup down, and she saw that several plates of food-some cooked mest, a
melange of rapidly wilting vegetables, asmal cake with acrust of dried fruits-had been placed ina
semicircle before her, much as a petitioner might lay an offering before atemple shrine. She looked a him
again, suspicion tensng every muscle.

"What game are you playing with me now?"

He shook his head emphaticaly. "No game, saia. An attempt-pitiful | know, but an attempt-to
make reparation to you." His gaze met hers, painfully candid. "'If such athing ispossble.”

Warily, Indigo watched hisface as she tried to gauge how tar she could trust this apparent
change of heart. If the man was as mad as held seemed earlier, he might smply betryingto lull her asa
prelude to some devious new assaullt,

Then in the distance, and muffled by avast dendity of rock between them, she heard the chilling
howl of an angry wolf.

"Grimyal" She started to scramble to her feet, then redlized that she couldn't judge the direction
from which the sound had come. She whirled on the man. "Where is she? What have you doneto her?!

"Please," He hdd up both handsin a pacifying gesture. "The animd is unharmed. She hasfood
and water, and sheis perfectly safe.” He smiled wryly. "1 had no choice but to use my sorcerous skillsto
confine her in another cave, or she would have torn my throat out. But | swear to you, she has suffered
no hurt."

Quickly, Indigo focused her mentd energy on the direction from which the howl had come, and
immediately felt the red heat of Grimyasinchoate anger. The she-woalf's mind wasin too much turmoil for
her to be able to make tel epathic contact, but her captor had spoken the truth: Grimyawas unharmed.

She looked at the sorcerer again. "And what of Chrysiva?' she demanded.

"Chrysva?'

"Thegirl who waswith us. She'ssick, and if you-"

"Shetoo issafe, saia. | found her at your camp in the defile, and | brought her to my hideaway
along with your possessions. | have made her as comfortable as| can.... Please-" Tentatively he
extended a hand, and athough Indigo still refused to unbend, thistime she didn't shrink away. He
clenched hisfingers. "1 must explain my actionsto you, why | reacted so violently to your arriva. You
may think memad, saia, but | beg you to believethat | am not." He paused, and hisface muscles
worked into a peculiar expression that she couldn't begin to interpret. "Tormented, yes, and angry, o
angry... But not mad."

Reserving judgment, Indigo said, "And do anger and torment alonejustify your behavior toward
Srangers?'

"Under norma circumstances, no." He acknowledged the point with awry glance. "But
circumstances here are not norma, saia; nor have they been for the past five years. When | wasfirst
aerted to your presence in the mountains, | thought you must be one of them, searching for me-"

"Them?" Indigo interrupted.



"Thefollowers of thefilthy abomination that has blasphemed againgt Ranaya, and taken dl that
was good and strong and..." The furiouswordstrailed off aoruptly and he got agrip on himsdf. "Let us
say that | have learned through bitter experience that any stranger ismore likely than not to be an enemy.”

Indigo began to understand, and she said softly, "The Charchad?

He nodded, hisfacetight. "I can hardly bear to hear the name spoken aloud, even now. And
when you told me that you were here to seek them out, 1-" He expelled aharsh breath. "1 didn't stop to
consider what your motives might be; the rage in me wastoo strong and | wanted only to exact
vengeance on you. It was only when | used the cord of fire and saw what wasin your heart that | redlized
the mistake | had made.”

A cold, dead hand clutched at Indigo's somach as she saw suddenly what heimplied, and she
remembered the nightmare experience she had undergone by the fumarolein the tunndl. A sorcerer of
such power-and he was powerful; she had seen more than enough to convince her of that-could look into
the depths of another mind, draw out al that was there, and see the naked soul beyond.

She met hisgaze and her fearswere ingtantly and horribly confirmed by the underlying pity she
saw in hiseyes. He knew what she was. Unwittingly, unwillingly, she had shown him everything: her past,
her crime, the curse that the Earth Mother had laid upon her. He knew.

Sheturned away as a sick wave of misery and shame washed over her, and put afist to her
mouth, biting the knuckles. "1-"

"Please, saia." Hetouched her arm with a gentleness that surprised her. "What's doneis done
and neither of us can changeit. | don't pretend to understand what lies behind your quest, and | don't
meanto try. Let no more be said of it, if it'swhat you will. But don't you see that we're two of akind?'

Shelowered her fist and looked a him uncertainly. "Are we?'

"Yed | fed | know something of what you've lost. And | know the grief that such aloss brings,
for | have suffered in the same way. We share agod, saia Indigo, and | believe that the quirk of fate that
brought ustogether is nothing less than the deed of Ranaya hersdlf!”

His eyeswere beginning to light again with the unmistakable glow of fanaticism, and Indigo fet
hersdlf overwhelmed by his eagerness-though not dtogether unwillingly, for suddenly he had struck an
answering chord within her.

Shesaid: "I'm not surethat | see-"

"You must see! It's so clear! The Goddess meant us to mest, for She has atask for us. Y our
guest and mine are one and the same-and where alone our powers are limited, together we can work to
do Her will and we can succeed!"

A tight, uneasy knot of excitement grew abruptly in Indigo. "The Charchad?!

"Yed" He caught hold of her hands, gripping them so tightly that she winced. "Ranayahas
answered my prayers, and you are Her instrument. Together, Indigo, we can face the Charchad-and we
can destroy it!"

*CHAPTER-VI-

The duggish light of asingle candle cast distorted and grotesquely €longated shadows across the cave
floor and walls. For some minutes now the silence had been broken only by the painful, irregular
breathing of Chrysiva, who dept on asack of linen stuffed with dry leaves and twigs that served Jasker
asabed. Indigo was reluctant to look at the girl; something in the sounds coming from Chrysivas throat
made her skin crawl with unease. And they added a poignant but ugly counterpoint to the story she had
just heard.

Sheraised her head and met the unquiet, green-brown eyes of the man sitting opposite her.
"Jasker, | grievefor you," she said softly. "Truly, | grievefor you."

At her side Grimya shifted restively and added her own sympathetic agreement in asoft whine.
The sorcerer glanced at the she-wolf, then smiled sadly and cast his gaze down.

"Y our friend has more forgiveness and kindnessin her heart than | have any right to expect,” he



sad.

"Grimyaisn't hampered by human weaknesses. But her fedings are as strong as any man'sor
woman's." Indigo looked at the rough-cut stone platter before her, then dowly pushed it away. Jasker's
story had diminished her appetite to the point where thought of food made her somach queasy; instead
she picked up the waterskin he had set beside the plate, and refilled his cup and her own.

Jasker-he had, she gathered, no family name; they were not customary in these parts-had done
al he could to make amends both to her and to Grimyafor the orded of their first encounter. When the
truth came out, Indigo hersalf waswilling enough to forgive and forget; however, caming Grimya
sufficiently to make her understand that the man need no longer be regarded as athreat hadn't been easy.
Indigo had findly managed to make telepathic contact with her, and patiently persuaded her not to launch
hersdlf at Jasker's throat the moment he released the sorcerous barrier that held her trapped in asmaller
cave. When shefindly emerged, Grimya had been crimson-eyed and bristling with angry suspicion; but
Indigo's reassurances and a dish of fresh meat had mollified her at last, and she agreed to join themin the
main cave to hear Jasker's story.

That gory, asthe sorcerer had now told it, did not make pleasant hearing. With aquiet, grim
determination that couldn't mask the pain evoked by his memories, Jasker explained that he was-or,
more accurately, had been-amember of the respected sorcerer priesthood of the fire goddess Ranaya,
avatar of the Earth Mother who had been worshipped in the region for generations. But with the arrival of
the Charchad had come violent and hideous change. The cult-and as yet Jasker had told Indigo nothing
of itsorigins-had grown with chilling rgpidity, until its officersfelt themsdves powerful enough to challenge
the reign of Ranaya through the deposing of her priesthood.

Perhaps, Jasker said hitterly, he and hisfellow priests had been foolsto resst. Perhapsthey
should have redized before it was too late that adirect confrontation with the Charchad would bring only
disagter; for its devotees had used fear and torment to spread their influence through the mining lands and
no ordinary man or woman dared raise avoice, let done ahand, againgt them. But they had resisted; and
their fervent hope that the people for whom they had interceded with Ranayafor so long would rise with
them proved fa se. Jasker'sfriends, his dearest companions, were daughtered. They tried to use their
sorcery, but Charchad had powers of its own that they could neither comprehend nor combat. And when
the torture and the killing were done, Jasker's own wife, whom he adored, was among the torn and
broken corpses that the Charchad |eft behind.

Theicy detachment with which the sorcerer related the manner of hiswife's death shocked
Indigo to the core, for she could sense thetitanic strain that the retelling put upon him. One momentary
lapse, one smal hint of emation, and Jasker would have broken down uncontrollably. His wife-hewould
not tell Indigo her name; by histradition it was taboo to speak the names of the dead a oud-had been
tortured for the duration of an entire night. He didn't reveal the details of her torture, and Indigo did not
ask. But he described how he, drugged almost insensible and unable to call on his power or on any
physica strength to help her, had been forced to watch her dow and agonizing journey toward desth.

Jasker's own end would have come on the evening of the following day; the Charchad, it
seemed, wanted to preserve afew victimsto provide a public example for doubters and unbelievers, and
S0 they had imprisoned him, with two barely conscious comrades, in his own temple. How he had
escaped was something he couldn't now remember; his only recollection was of being overcome
suddenly, asthe drugs wore off and freed his body and mind, by arage the like of which he had never
known before, a berserker fury that wiped out al reason and al fear. He had broken from his prison and
had killed two men, perhaps three; from then his mind was blank until the moment when he cameto his
sensesto find himsdf in the vol canic mountains with the sun setting in an angry crimson blaze at his back.

That daughter had taken place two years ago, and since then Jasker had lived here alone, an
outcast and afugitive. Even in these barrens it was possible to scrape out an existence, however meager:
there were edible plants and even some animals-of sorts, the sorcerer added cryptically, though he didn't
expand on the comment-to be found, and afew smal springs of metdlic water among the rocks to make
life sustainable. Shelter wasn't a problem: the old mountains were riddled with caves, tunnels, wells, dl
carved out by molten lavain the days when volcanic activity was at its height. There had been no



eruptions now for more than three generations, and so the network of passages and caverns made an
idedl and near-impregnable refuge. However, Jasker told Indigo, the vol canoes were by no means
extinct. Therewaslifein the degpest shafts of the fire mountains-shafts such asthe fumarole she had
seen-but it was dormant, he said with an odd smile. Not dead; dormant. Asthough it waited for
something to break itslong quiescence.

Whether the Charchad |eaders were aware of Jasker's presence he didn't know. Throughout his
exile only four strangers before Indigo had strayed into the area of his stronghold, and none of them had
lived long enough for Jasker to establish whether their presence was mere accident or something more
sniger. She had asked him why he stayed in the mountains rather than seeking out anew life esawhere,
and hisanswering smile turned her cold.

"For vengeance." His eyes dlittered in the cave's gloom and she saw a sudden resurgence of the
old mania. "The world has nothing to offer me, Indigo, for nothing could replace what | once had and
lost. So | have dedicated my life to one purpose and one done: retribution.” A fist clenched
unconscioudy and his knuckleswhitened. "1 can't begin to explain the true meaning of wrath to onewho
hasn't experienced its greatest heights. But | have schooled mysdlf and driven myself and steded mysdif,
to the point where | am aliving wegpon; | eat and drink and breathe vengeance, and vengeanceis
incarnated in my flesh, ray bones, my soul. | am vengeance." He drew in asharp, quick breath and
looked toward the shrine, adding in a soft undertone: ""Ranaya has granted me that gift, and | will not fail
her."

Indigo had looked down at her own clasped hands, aware of Grimyas uneasy thoughts and, too,
of an answering frisson within herself that responded involuntarily to Jasker'swords. She had tasted
wrath, had felt its hot firesin her veins, and the atrocities that had set light to it were such that it would
takelittle to trigger it anew. She shared Jasker's wrath-and that was a dangerous contagion; for despite
the change in his manner she waswell aware that Jasker wasn't sane. Intelligent and lucid he might be,
but hisinsatiable rage againg the Charchad had unhinged him, and now fueled and fed his aready
congderable sorcerous skills. 1t would be dl too easy to succumb to the same tide of emotions that
drove him, to abandon caution and reason and hurl herself headlong at their common cause. That, Indigo
knew, could be afetal mistake, for of one thing she was now certain: Jasker's hated Charchad and the
demon she sought to destroy were one and the same entity.

Silence had fdlen again. In this cave it was impossible to judge the hour; outside, Indigo surmised
that dawn must be breaking, but here day and night were one, and the sense of timelessnesswas
dreamlike and alittle eerie. Grimya had falen into an uneasy doze; the she-wolf was still suspicious of
Jasker and every so often her amber eyes opened and she regarded him mistrustfully before lapsing back
to deep. Chrysiva, too, dept on; her breathing had grown alittle quieter, and Indigo turned to look at
her. What she saw did nothing to ease her mind. Chrysivas skin was deadly pae, dmost the color of a
dead fish. And the marks on her arms and face, the blotches, the sores, seemed if anything to be
worsening.

"Shelll deep for agood few hoursyet," Jasker said quietly.

"I know." Indigo turned back. "But those scars she bears... they're showing no signs of heding.”

"No." He paused, regarding her intently, then added: "They won't hedl. Not now. If I'd found her
two days earlier, there might have been hope, but it'stoo late.”

Indigo stared at him, feding asif worms moved in her somach. "Too late?"

Jasker's expression changed. In the dim light he looked suddenly like something carved out of
gone. "Shedidn't tell you what was doneto her?"

"No... dl I know isthat her husband has been 'sent to Charchad'-whatever that means-and that
she'd been to the minesto plead for him when | found her.”

Jasker stared at her. "Then you haven't realized yet what iswrong with her?' His eyes glittered
likecold crystd. "I'll tell you, Indigo. I'll tell you that poor woman's story, and while| tdll it, you can
reflect that hersis only one among hundreds!”

" Jacker-"

"No," Jasker interrupted her with a searing edge to his voice that made her want ingtinctively to



back away from him. "If you want the whole truth, you'll haveit. I've talked to Chrysiva. When | brought
her here, she was awake and in great pain, and she told me exactly how she had cometo this pass.” He
made to pour himself another cup of water, then snatched his hand away from the skin and clenched his
fist, asthough it were barely under his contral.

" 'Sent to Charchad'... ach! They haven't even the courage or honesty to call it what it is-
daughter!" Suddenly he reached out and snatched hold of Indigo'swrist, gripping it so tightly that her
fingers were numbed. He leaned forward and the glitter in his eyes caught fire as shadow gave way to
candldight. "Do you know what afflicts that woman? Do you?'

"No-"

With hisfree hand Jasker pointed at Chrysiva, and his entire arm began to tremble with rage that
he could barely control. " She has been granted the honor and the glory of achieving astate of gracel” He
pulled on Indigo'swrist, dmost dragging her off baance. "A Charchad state of grace! Y ou don't know
what that means-you're a stranger, aforeigner; you've been spared the blessings of that knowledge,
haven't you? Pray to Ranayathat you never find out at first hand!”

Hisfurious voice roused Grimya, who raised her head in darm. Seeing what was afoot, she
gorang to her feet, snarling, but Indigo pulled her wrist free from Jasker's grip and made a pacifying
gesture. "No, Grimya; it'sdl right." Her gaze didn't leave the sorcerer's face. "What do you mean,
Jasker? What did they do to her?'

He subsided, but it took a gresat effort and for afew moments he had to struggle before getting
his breathing under control. At last he said, ™Y ou've seen them. If you spent asingle night in that filthy
town, you must have seen them. The exalted ones, the favored of Charchad. The scarred, festering,
mutated monsters!”

The celebrants on the road, the creatures who had assailed her in the House of Copper and
Iron-Appaled, Indigo looked wildly & Chrysiva. "But sheisnt-"

"One of them? Oh, sheis, Indigo; sheis. But she had no choicein the matter!" Jasker shut his
eyestightly and ran both hands ferocioudy through his hair; his shadow jerked crazily on the cave wall.
Indigo heard him suck air into hislungs, then his shoulders dumped.

"Thereisasubstance," he said, sraining to contain hisfury. "Meta or stone, | don't know its
nature. But it glows."

Grimyagrowled softly and Indigo put an arm about her furred shoulder. "Weve seenit.”

"Then you doubtless know that it's a symbol of power to those Charchad demons.”

"Ther amulets?'

"Yes, their amulets. A badge of rank, of favor. And it kills. Indigo. Slowly, and as surely asthe
course of the sun in the sky, that unearthly abomination warps and erodes the bodies of al who come
into contact with it, until thereis nothing left for them but death!™

Indigo hugged Grimyamoretightly. "Then the disfigurements we saw, the mutations... they were
caused by this-this stone, this ore?”

"Y ou saw theleast of it. Y ou saw the oneswho can walk, the oneswho can still speak, the ones
whose mouths haven't yet rotted away so that they starve even before the last stages of the sickness can
claim them. Y ou did not see the horrors of those final stages, the agony, the thrashing, dying, screaming
hell of it... ah, Ranayal" He covered hisface with hishands.

"Jasker." Indigo moved toward him, laying ahand on his shoulder and feding helplessin the face
of historment. "Jasker, please-"

He shook her off. ""Why should | not rail againgt it? 1 have failed thislittle miner'swife-just asl
faled my own wife, my friends, my companions.” Abruptly then his shoulders stiffened, and with an
effort, he brought himsdf under control. "Forgiveme, saia,” he said with tight formdlity.

"Therésnothing to forgive.”

Jasker shook hishead, not in denial but to clear histhoughts. The fury and the emotion were
suppressed again, at least for the moment.

"This child's husband was punished for a supposed crime,”" he continued. "But the crime was an
excuse, an invention. In truth, he was punished for refusing to give fedty to the Charchad, There are dtill



somewho resst the cult, though their numbers must be very few now.”

Indigo remembered the "festivd" in the town sgquare, the frightened faces, the closed minds.
"Yes," shesad soberly. "Very few.”

"Then thiswoman and her husband have been more courageous than most. They should have
known better. The man was chosen as a scapegoat, an example to strike fear into the hearts of any who
might have considered following hisexample; but his suffering wasn't enough for those serpents. They
deemed that his wife should be made to share his state of grace. And so they forced her...." Hisvoice
wavered, dmost broke; then he got agrip on himself again. "They forced her to eat apiece of that cursed
stone, to infect her with the sicknessthat is, to them, asign of the Charchad's blessing.”

"Sacred Earth..." Indigo looked quickly over her shoulder at Chrysiva. "Then-she will die?"

"Y es. Thefever, the disfigurements; they're just the beginning, but once they have ahold, theré's
no hope. Chrysivawill die, Indigo. They have murdered her." He paused. "Just as they murdered my own
wife"

Her head snapped around and she stared at him. " That ishow they killed her?"

Jasker nodded. "It can be donein the space of afew hours," he said, and the terrible, detached
chill was back in hisvoice. "If they have enough of the stone, and the victim isforced to-" He shook his
head violently, unable to say more.

Indigo stared at the floor with unfocused eyes as she felt the hat, bitter vibrations of anger tir
within her again. The thought that any living creature could be capable of such atrocities, could reve in
their execution, made her sick to the core of her soul. And dl for what? Power. Power, and insanity of
an order that made Jasker's mad lust for revenge pale to adim candle by comparison.

Shefdt agentletouch in her mind, and heard Grimyas slent thought. It is not truly men who do
these things, Indigo. It isthe demon. Men are only its... instruments.

That wastrue. But... They are willing instruments, Grimya. That's what is so hard to
comprehend or accept.

| know. But | believe the demon has warped them. Without its influence, such things as
have happened here could never exist. Grimyapaused, then: You and | know how strong such
corruption can be. Do you not remember the child with the silver eyes?

"Nemesis" A cold, inner stab made Indigo forget caution, and she spoke the name a oud without
redlizing it. Jasker's head came up.

"What?"

"I-nothing." Indigo's face had paled. "A word only; I-1 merely thought aloud for amoment.”

"Yousad"

"Mease." She held up her hands, pams outward. "It was of no consequence.”

"Asyou wish." But hislook was keenly speculative.

Indigo and Grimya exchanged a private glance, and each knew without the need for words what
the other was thinking. Nemesis. It was the ever-present threat, the worm in the bud of Indigo's own
soul. She had faced it twice, and on the second occasion only Grimyasintervention had saved her froma
folly that would have turned al hope to dust. But on the first occasion there had been no Grimya. And
Indigo had fallen to the pride, the arrogance, and the hunger within her that had brought the world to the
brink of damnation.

But for the warping influence of the Charchad, the atrocitiesrifein thisland would not exist. Y et
had it not been for her, the Charchad itself would not exist; for the seven demons that were humanity's
creetion would gtill lie bound, asthey had lain for so many centuries, in the ruined Tower of Regrets.
Seven demons, of which thiswarped horror was but the first. And hers was the hand that had rel eased
them....

"Indigo?'

Shelooked up and saw that Jasker was still watching her. His eyes were quieter now and he
sad, "Youredistressed.”

"Asareyou." Shelooked away, not wanting him to see her expression.

"I have guilt to add extra spice to my own burden. Y ou at least have no need for that."



"Haven't 17" Indigo said bitterly.

Hefrowned. "I don't understand you."

"No. And | can't explain." There was atifling sensation in her throat, amingling of inchoate rage
with the tearing ache of grief; not only for Chrysiva, but for Jasker, who had lost his beloved wife; for
hersdf and the loss of her own love; for the warm, safe world she couldn't hope to regain until her task
was done, and which hung in apoised and deadly ba ance symbolized now by the evil of Charchad....
She knew the agonies of guilt aswell as Jasker; perhaps better. But she couldn't explain.

A hand touched her wrigt lightly and she looked back to see the sorcerer watching her.
Something moved deegp within her emotions. asurge of fellow feding that seemed uncannily likeafar
closer kinship. Mad though he might be, she thought, he was agood man. And athough she couldn't tell
him al her story, they shared the same pain, the same yearning, the same goal-and it formed acommon
and powerful bond.

Shesad, very softly, "I can't confide in you, Jasker; not in the way that you mean. But believe
me, |, too, have the deepest reasons for sharing your need for retribution. And | know the meaning of
guilt, and of loss™

Theringerstouching her arm curled, holding her in afirm, warm grip. "Indigo, please. If it would
help you to speak of it, you must try. Perhapswe-"

"No. Itisn't possible” Unconscioudy her fists clenched: tension had tautened her muscleslike
wires and again she couldn't meet his gaze. Mentally floundering, she tried to force back the misery and
the grief they shared; such emotions were too dangerous, too unpredictable. She must focus on the
anger, and nothing ese.

"Tel me of the Charchad.” Her voice shook on thefirg syllables; then suddenly the hiatus broke
and the fury was back, like ahot wave washing over her and sweeping her to the safety of the known
and familiar. Shelooked up at the sorcerer. "Please, Jasker. Tdll medl you know of them, al you know
of the power that they wield. | want to destroy them. | want to see them wiped from the face of the
world!"

For amoment Jasker hesitated. Then adow, sad smile touched the edges of his mouth, and he
nodded. "I believe | understand you, saia. And you're right. Perhapsinasmuch as Ranaya sent you to aid
my cause, she hasdso charged meto aid yours." He released her, withdrawing hishand. "And if the
sorrows that have brought us together must remain unspoken, so beit." He closed his eyes momentarily,
then opened them again, and the familiar harshnesswas back in hislook. "Y ou ask metotell you dl |
know of the Charchad. I'll do better than that; | will show you. From here, there are a number of ways
into the heart of the mountains where the mines are sited. And there's something €lse, something you
should see with your own eyes." Hisface became grim. "It will tell you more of the Charchad than words
could ever do."

She garted torise. "Then let'swaste no time. | want-"

"Not yet." He held up ahand. "We dare not risk being seen; we must wait until the sun westers
and the light beginsto fade." He smiled with afaint trace of ironic humor. "Besides, it'san arduous climb
for one who isn't accustomed to it, and not advisable in the heat of the day. | don't intend to lose ray only
ally to the perils of sunstroke! No; we'd be best advised to deep for afew hours, and renew our
enggies”

Grimyasvoicein Indigo's head joined the argument. He is right, the she-wolf said emphaticdly.
We have hardly slept since leaving Vesinum. | amtired. You are tired. What the man wants to
show us will not run away while we rest.

Indigo wanted to argue, but redlized that both Jasker and Grimya counseled good sense. And <o,
after checking on the pony which was tethered in the relative cool of an outer passage, she settled down
on her folded blanket with Grimya at her side. Jasker, with a propriety that touched her, inssted that he
would fare well enough in another cave, and left with a promise to wake Indigo as soon asthe time was
right for them to leave.

When he had gone, Indigo snuffed out dl but one of the candles, and the cave sank into deep
gloom. Shelay back, not sure that she would be able to deep but determined to try, and Grimya settled



with her muzzle resting on her front paws. For afew minutes there was silence; then Grimya projected a
thought.

| still don't trust him.

Indigo raised her head. "Who? Jasker?"

Yes. There's something wrong. | can smell it, but | can't yet seeit.

"You're ill angry with him because you think he meant us harm, that's al. He was only defending
histerritory, Grimya, as any wolf might do."

Itisn't just that. It's something else. Grimyastail twitched. Heis mad. | saw colorsin his
mind that should not have been there; bad colors. Shelooked up unhappily. Be careful, Indigo.
Thereis great danger here, and it does not lie where we might expect to find it.

"Oh, Grimya..." Indigo leaned across and stroked the wolf's coat, trying to reassure her. "Yes,
Jasker ismad, in away; but he has suffered agreat dedl, and | understand dl too well what such suffering
can do." In her mind's eye she saw Jasker's haggard face again: for an instant only it seemed to merge
with amemory of Fenran. She banished the image with a shiver. "What mattersisthat he can help usto
find and destroy the demon." She buried her fingers deeper in Grimyasfur. "Alone, | don't think we
could hope to be strong enough. We need him. Just as he needs us"

| know. But still... you must be careful.

“Twill."

Promise me.

"l promise. Go to deep, now,"

Grimyawriggled, then laid her head back on her paws. Indigo's breathing soon grew shal lower
and dower as she drifted into deep, but for some time the she-wolf lay wakeful, thinking her own
thoughts and watching her friend with unquiet eyes.

Grimyaswas not the only restless mind in the mountain network. A short distance away in asmdl, bare
cavelit by asngle candle Jasker leaned againgt the rock wall, idly cleaning the curved blade of an old
scimitar. It was the only weapon he possessed, although during hisexileit had seen serviceonly asa
hewing and honing tool. Jasker wasn't a skilled siwordsman, preferring to fight with spellsrather than
gtedl; nonetheless he found a certain satisfaction in keeping the scimitar oiled and polished, and the
mechanical nature of the task helped him when he needed, as now, to think.

Theimagesthat had come storming from Indigo's subconscious mind during the truth ordedl by
the fumarole had both shocked and horrified him. And Jasker was honest enough to admit to himself that
mingled with his respect and fellow feding for her was agood measure of fear: for he had seen clearly the
hand of the Earth Mother upon her, and yet sensed that the Great Goddess's visitation was a punishment
rather than aboon. What Indigo had done to earn the burden she carried was not Jasker's concern, and
to probe further than he'd aready done would belittle short of sacrilegious. But there were, nevertheless,
questionsin his mind to which he would have given much to know the answers.

A word that Indigo had uttered was preying on hismind. Nemesis. Whether it had any pardlds
in hisown language Jasker didn't know, but clearly its significance went far deeper than the girl had been
willing to admit. He had glimpsed that same word as afragmented image in the darkness that surrounded
her innermost being, and with it had come afleeting impression of an evil face that was and yet was not
Indigo hersdf. That, and asense of silver.

Siver. It made no sense. Y et in some indefinable way it was Indigo's eternal and dreadful link
with the ghogts of friendsloved and lost-and with one love in particular. Jasker had heard hisnameasan
agonized scream in the girl's mind, and it had sent an answering knife of pain through his own soul. He,
too, had known the torture of watching hislover die; but in the soul of thisgirl of the southlands with her
prematurely grayed hair and her old, old eyes, there lurked something that went far beyond grief and guilt
and bitterness, a suffering that he could never comprehend and yet which echoed eerily in hisown
tormented past and drew them together by an invisible but ineffably powerful cord. Indigo and her lover;
himsdf and hiswife-

Jasker redized suddenly that he wasin danger of breaking the taboo that forbade him to speak



the names of the dead, and with a gesture so swift and familiar that he was hardly aware of it, he brushed
the pam of one hand across the newly polished scimitar blade. Blood welled from along, shalow cut
and the pain brought him sharply back to earth. He clenched hisfist, and his hand stung as afew drops of
blood dripped onto the rock floor. Better, To look more deeply into Indigo's life than he had already
done was abreach of hisown discipline, and he must permit no more such lapseslest he give offenseto
the Goddess.

Helad the scimitar down and leaned back againgt the wdll. A traveling outlander, and awolf that
obvioudy understood human speech and-he couldn't be certain, but he strongly suspected it-which was
capable of telepathic communication. Strange dliesin his cause; but it was not for him to question the
ways of Ranaya. Jasker looked again at his cut hand and smiled thinly.

"Mysterious art Thou, O Ranaya, Lady of Fire," he said, his voice soft with love and reverence.
From somewhere deeper in the vol canic network he heard afaint rumble, as though the old, molten
rocksthat dept far down in the earth had heard and answered him. The sound faded back into silence,
and Jasker let his head fall back againgt the warm cave wall as he closed hiseyesto deep.

*CHAPTER-®VI|e

The sun was avicious red eye staring through a haze that dulled perspective and made distances unreal
asIndigo and Jasker, with Grimya a short way behind them, emerged from a narrow defile and onto the
open dopes near the summit of Old Maia. Old Maia, Jasker had explained, was the southernmost of the
three giant craters known as Ranayas Daughters that dominated the volcanic region, and from its massive
shoulder it was possible to see the entire spread of the mining valey in the center of the mountains.

At thisheight the air wasrdatively clear, and ahot, arid wind blew from the south. Jasker sat
down in thelee of an outcropping of petrified magmathat the wind had scoured into afantastic sculpture,
and indicated that Indigo and Grimyashould do the same.

"A few minutes rest will sland usin good stead now," he said. "And I'd prefer to let thesunfal a
little lower before we go on to the north face.

Grimyaflopped down immediately, but Indigo stood for afew moments surveying her
surroundings. Not for the first time since they had set out on this expedition, she thought of Chrysiva,
whom they had left on her palet bed in the cave. In amere few hours her condition had worsened: from
the contents of Indigo's medicina pouch Jasker had made up a draft which he hoped would ease the sick
girl's pain and fever, but though the decoction had seemed to soothe her, the sorcerer made no pretense
that it would be of any real use. Chrysivawas beyond hedling: and the knowledge gnawed at Indigo's
soul as she stared at the grim vistanow spread out before her.

The sheer barrenness of this place seemed, to her, a hideoudy appropriate setting for the
corruption that Charchad had brought to all who fell under its shadow. The sky to all horizonswas
sulfur-tinted and disturbingly featureless, and the haze had contracted the setting sun to ablurred,
distorted firebal. Closer up, there was nothing to be seen but the naked mountains, an unearthly
landscape of harsh edges and hot colors and sharp-edged shadows. Not a blade of grass, not aleaf, not
asign of movement. Just the bare bones of adead land.

She hunched her shoulders againgt ashiver and said: "There aren't even any birds...."

Jasker looked up. "Birds?' He laughed, ashort, bitter bark. "No, there aren't any birds now. The
few that did once scratch an existence here-birds of prey mostly, or scavengers-died out because being
hatched with no eyes or no feathers or no wings doesn't make for good flying. And those that might have
comein from outside soon learned better.”

Indigo glanced at Grimya, who was listening intently to Jaskerswords. "And animas?' she
asked.

He shrugged. "There are dill afew, though | doubt if you'd recognize many of them. And some
vegetation, though not on the higher dopes. Most of the things that grow or run here can still be egten, if
you take certain precautions and aren't overly fussy.”



Grimyasad slently toIndigo: | saw something, as we climbed through the defile. | thought
at first it was a goat, but it was very small and it had only one horn and no hair on its head. She
paused. It was not a pleasant thing to see, and | would not have wanted to eat it.

Indigo didn't reply, but the she-wolf's comment struck home. Mutation, poisoning, degth... she
looked at the sky again and saw that the sun was now barely visible above the far side of the mountains.
Perspectives were changing as the light began to fade; and now, rivaling the setting sun, thefirst traces of
acolder luminescencein the north was visible, an unnatura glow reflecting from the sky and dowly
gathering strength.

Jasker saw her eyes narrow as she stared at the eerie, faraway reflection. "Ah, yes," he said
softly. "Our nightly vigtation. The power and the glory of Charchad." Herose, staring out acrossthe
darkening dopes. "Time, | think, for usto complete our journey, Indigo. And when we reach our fina
vantage point, you will seefor yourself what the Charchad truly is."

Indigo got to her feet. Overhead now the cold glow was spreading, and even as she glanced
westward the last fiery edge of the sun vanished below the ragged peaks. Shadows around them merged
and flowed into a uniform soft, gray gloom, and as her eyes adjusted to the new darkness she saw that
the air wastinged with afaint phogphorescence that hovered on the border of the visible spectrum. And
suddenly, despite the dusty heet, shefdlt cold.

* k%
The dopesthat brought them to the summit of Old Maiawere gentle enough to present no rea danger
even with only thetricky glow from the northern sky to light their way. And when at last she emerged in
Jasker's wake to stand on the narrow spine of the volcano's highest ridge, Indigo could only starein
stunned silence at the scene that was revesled.

Immediately below them. Old Maias north face tell away in asweep of bare rock pitted with the
crazed patterns burned centuries ago by molten rivers of magma. The crater, someway to theright,
formed ahuge and grotesque scar athird of the way down the mountainside, a vertiginous throat that
culminated in amassive, sagging, and threatening black mouth overhanging the vdley.

But it wasthe valey itsdlf that transfixed Indigo's attention and utterly eclipsed the crater's drama:
for as she stared down into the vast vae, she could easily have believed that she was witnessing a scene
from ademonicdly inspired hell.

Therewas light below: the yellow, sulfurouslight of torches set high on iron poles, ahundred or
more burning beacons. And they illuminated asmoking, boiling chaos of smog and steam and toiling
activity. Huge, unnatura shapes|oomed out of the miasma; massve networks of struts and girders, great
iron boomsthat reared skyward like unearthly monsters, moving platforms, supported on titanic whedls,
that called up images of nightmare prehigtoric creations. And, dimly visible through the pal, gangs of
human figureslabored in thefilthy, eerily glowing smog like the mindless denizens of some vast anthill.

The rock beneath Indigo was vibrating. She hadn't been conscioudy aware of it before but now
she could fed it, ahuge, subterranean pulse below the threshold of hearing that beat through the
mountains like aghostly and irregular heart. They were upwind of the valey and the noise of the mines
was being carried away from them; but that muted underground thunder told her that from close quarters
the chaos of sound would be earthshaking.

She felt Jasker's hand on her shoulder and realized that she had started to shiver uncontrollably.
She got agrip on hersdf, then stared beyond the smoke and the machines and the tiny, toiling figures
toward the valey'sfurther reaches. Here there were more engines, dien silhouettes that belched and
snorted clouds of boiling steam shot through with nauseating colors. Beyond them, the roaring white heet
of three gigantic furnaces sained the night, reflecting fierily in the glowing waters of theriver asit flowed
through the vale on its southward journey.

And beyond the furnaces and the engines and the river, behind the towering far wal of the great
volcanic valey, shonethe grim and ghastly radiance of the eerie northern light.

Indigo gripped Jasker's fingerstightly. "The source...”

"Yes. It liesimmediately beyond that far ridge-in the Charchad Vae."

She turned away from the turbulent scene below. Grimyawas still staring down at the minesand



her earswereflat to her head, her eyes red with reflected light. No coherent thoughts came from the
she-wolf's mind, only amute sense of distress, and Indigo felt awave of bitter remorse as again her own
accusation ran through her head: If it hadn't been for me...

"Tell me about it, Jasker." Her voice was hoarse with suppressed anger. " Tell me what that thing
is, and how it came into existence."

Jasker was gazing down into the valley once more.

Then he nodded and lowered himsdlf onto alavaledge that jutted out from the dope. Indigo
followed his example, and he began hisstory.

"Five years ago, there was alanddip in one of the further valeys, beyond that distant wall. The
valey was known as Charchad; severa promising copper |odes had recently been found there, and there
were alot of men-tribute miners, mostly, athough some of the bigger consortiums were starting to take
an interest-prospecting to see how far the lodes went. Anyway, the valley caved in, and avast pit opened
up a the bottom." He glanced obliquely at her. "The pit glowed. Not like afire or even afurnace, but
with ablinding green radiance. | talked to some of those who went to look at the pit during thefirst days
after its appearance, and they told me it was asif the sunitself had falen to Earth; they couldn't look at it
directly." He paused, touched histongueto dry lips. "Some of them tried, and went blind asaresult.”

"And the men who wereworking in the valey?' Indigo asked.

"Atfirg it was bdieved that no one had survived the catastrophe. They called on us-the
priests-to pray for the souls of the dead, speed them on their way to Ranaya's breast.” Jasker shuddered.
"So much grief, so much bereavement: | thought at that timethat | could never see such misery again. If |
had only known what wasto follow..." Jasker sghed, then his expression hardened. "But there was one
survivor: aman named Aszared. He emerged from the valley on the day after the disaster, and he was
carrying awand made of a substance that no one had ever seen before. A shining mineral, acold, green,
glowing thing. He was unscathed. And whatever had happened to him, whatever he might have
experienced in that place, | for one believe that he was no longer human.

"Aszared proclaimed that he had had arevelation. The pit, he said, was the source of agreat
new power in the land-the power of Charchad-and he was its chosen avatar. His miraculous survival was
proof of Charchad's intent, and Charchad had bidden him to return and demand that al should give
fedty. Those who did not, Aszared said, would be damned forever."

Indigo stared at him. "And people believed him?’

Jasker smiled humorlesdy. "Whatever it wasthat changed Aszared had dso givenhima
charismathat was nothing short of incredible. | saw the man on severd occasions: hewaslike avortex,
Indigo, avortex of intense energy that drew the eyes and the minds, even perhaps the souls, of al who
crossed his path. Almogt like aliving volcano. If every man, woman, and child in Vesnum had thrown
themsdlves a hisfeet, | wouldn't have wondered &t it.

"But it wasn't like that. Charismaor no, it needed more than Aszared doneto turn the miners
and their familiesfrom Ranaya. There were some, of course, who caught hisfervor from the beginning,
but their numberswere smdl... until the sickness and the dying began.”

Indigo looked over the valley again. Full darkness had falen now, though the landscape was
gtained with the guttering flare of the torches, the brilliance of the smelting furnaces-and the Sickly
shimmer emanating from the distant Charchad Vade.

"It started with the men who were working the adits in the northernmost dopes,” Jasker
continued. "Their bodies warped, their skin peeled away, their eyesrotted in their sockets. No hedler
could help them. Then those who labored in the furnaces began to succumb. Birds and insects
disappeared; animals died or started to mutate. Grass refused to grow. And people panicked. Miners
and smelters refused to work in the mountains, and for awhile it seemed that the entire operation would
haveto closefor lack of willing men.

"But then Aszared started to preach in Vesinum. He declared that the sicknesswasn't a plague
but ablessing, that those who fell prey to it were favored of Charchad, because they had had the faith
and the courage to brave the valeys where their cowardly fellows had failed. He started to demonstrate
powers-they were conjuror'stricks, barely worthy of aneophyte, but to the ignorant and superstitious



and frightened they were impressive enough-which he said were Charchad's gift to the favored. And he
exhorted the minersto return to the mountains, to offer their minds and their bodiesto the glories of the
new power, and be saved." He paused, then turned and spat very deliberately on the rock afew feet
away.

"What choice did those men have? Without the mines, without the ore to smelt and s, their only
prospect was Sarvation. Y et if they returned, if they exposed themselvesto what lay in the Charchad
Vae, they, too, would sicken or mutate. So they began to believe what Aszared told them; that the
scknesswas asign of blessing, that through suffering they would be elevated, transformed. Saved. They
made themsdalves believe him, for it wastheir only hope.”

Indigo nodded. She was still staring into the valey, but her eyes were unfocused. " So the cult
grew," shesaid quietly.

"It didn't merely grow; it erupted. The minersreturned to the valley, and they fed their families;
and when the sickness visited them and their children were born mutated, they listened to Aszared and
his acolytes who told them that they were the chosen. Those who dissented were shouted down; and
before long the cult grew strong enough to start demanding alegiance.” Jasker'slip twitched. "There are
aways opportunists, men who will grasp at achance of gaining power over their fellowsfor their own
aggrandizement. Aszared! had no shortage of lieutenants to pursue his cause with the most fervent zeal .

With astab of loathing Indigo recalled the overseer, Quinas. She started to say, "Therewasa
man | encountered-" but broke off in midsentence as abeam of vivid light suddenly lit the face of Old
Maaimmediately below them. Grimyayipped in darm and Indigo swore aoud, involuntarily jerking
back asthe light skimmed past them and on across the volcano's upper dopes. For amoment the crater
gaped like an awakened mongter in the beam: then the light vanished.

"Ranayaincinerate their bones; they're sweeping!" Jasker scrambled backward, throwing himself
flat; as Indigo seemed about to stand up he grabbed her arm, pulling hard. " Get down, woman! Do you
want to be seen?"

A second beam stabbed the night, higher thistime. She saw it coming, ducked her head just
before it blazed across the spot where she had been standing. Grimya snarled, her hacklesrising
defensively, and Indigo looked at Jasker.

"Whét in the Mother's name was that?'

"They're directing light beams on the mountains, to search for anyone on the Sopes.”

"Light beams?" Indigo wasincredulous. "But how can that be done?* A new shaft of brilliance cut
the darkness and ingtinctively she ducked; but thistime the beam swept eastward, missing their vantage
point.

"Look carefully at the outer ring of torches," Jasker told her. "Beside each one you'll see ahuge
meta disk-there!" asyet another beam appeared and began its wavering search. " See? They're made of
highly polished copper, and they use them to reflect the light onto the rocks."

Shewasjust intimeto glimpse amomentary, blinding refraction astorchlight fell on agigantic
sheet of metd far below. The disk wasturning-it was just possible to make out tiny, straining figures
laboring over agreat capstan-and she redlized that the scale of the things must be enormousif they could
cast the light so brightly and so far.

"But it makes no sense” she said. "Even if the beams wereto reved anyonein the mountains,
they couldn't hope to see them from such adistance! "

"Oh, they could. With the grest glass.” And seeing her blank expresson, he shifted his position,
fumbling at hiswaist, and unhooked what looked like asmall, brass cylinder. Indigo had noticed it
hanging from his belt when they |eft the cave but had thought little of it, assuming it to be some priestly
symbol, agtaff of office perhaps. Now, though, she looked at it more closdly and started with surprise
when Jasker twisted one end of the cylinder and drew out an inner barrel that doubled the instrument's
length.

"A spyglass,” hesaid. "Surely you've seen one before? Hold it to your eye, and it enablesyou to
see objects from far away."

A very old memory stirred: and suddenly Indigo remembered acurio that her father had once



received as a gift from her mother's peoplein the east. A tiny tube of silver, encrusted with filigree and
jewels... they had cdled it by adifferent name, but the principle was the same. King Kdig had
considered it nothing more than an eaborate toy with no practica vaue; by the time one had fiddled with
it, focused it, and found what one was looking for, held said, the quarry would probably have run amile
or more out of bowshot. He had kept it, not wishing to be discourteous to hiswife's relatives, but he had
never used it; nor had he permitted his children to play with it lest it might damage their eyesight.

Shesad, "I've seen one, yes.”

"Well, imagine the same thing on agreatly increased scale. A tube aslong asamanistall,
mounted on atable that can be turned.” He grimaced. "They could see afly on the face of Old Maiawith
that, if there were any fliesleft to be seen.”

Sheill didn't fully understand. "But why should they want to scan the dopes? | know that
outsiders aren't encouraged, but-"

"Outsders have nothing to do with it. It'stheir own men they're watching for. Miners who might
try to escape.”

"Excape?’

Jasker'sfacewas grim. "l told you that the Charchad are now strong enough to gain converts by
force where persuasion fails. There are dtill those who love Ranaya and refuse to give fedty to the
mongrogity in that valey-men like Chrysivas husband-but now that al pretense of free will has been
abandoned, such 'unbelievers are obliged to toil with their fellows whether they will it or no. A few have
the courage to try to escape. None, to my knowledge, have yet succeeded.”

Indigo was sllent. Beside her, Grimyalay with her muzzle on her paws. She seemed to be staring
into the darkness, but Indigo had the feding that the she-wolf saw nothing, that her mind was not fully on
Jasker'swords. Tentatively, she projected a gentle query.

Grimya ? What troubles you ?

The she-walf blinked, and athough her head didn't move her gaze fastened on Indigo's face.
Why do they do such things? Men sending other men to their deaths. Men rejoicing in sickness.
Why, Indigo? What power can it be that wants such things to happen ? | would ask the man, but |
cannot; he doesn't know that | can speak to humans. Ask him for me, | want to try to under stand.

I will. It wasthe very question she hersalf had wanted to ask, but Grimya had articulated it more
smply than she could have hoped to do. She looked at the sorcerer.

"What is the Charchad, Jasker?" With one hand she indicated the grim vista spread out below
them. "They have astranglehold; they force men to work against their wills; they punish supposed
wrongdoers by consigning them to that demonic valey. But why? What do they seek to gain by it?"

Jasker shook hishead. "'l don't know. Power? Dominion? Who can say what moves such
depraved minds?' He fingered the spyglass. "Aswell ask the true nature of what liesin the valley itsdlf.”

She fet her throat congtrict; the answer was plain, though she didn't want to acknowledgeit.
"Then you've not seen it for yourself?'

"No. A glowing pit; that'sal | know of it. But theré's something evil there, something blacker than
| can comprehend, and it's powerful." Jasker's eyeslit harshly. Y ou might cdl it ademon.”

A demon. Jasker was more right than he knew... recent memories stirred sharply in Indigo, and
sheturned back toward the sorcerer, speaking more curtly than she had intended.

"Y our device-the spyglass. Let melook through it, Jasker. Let me seewhat it can do.”

He made an acquiescent gesture and held the brass tube out to her. "Asyou will. But it has
nothing like the power of the great glassesthey use below.”

"No matter." Shetook theinstrument, raised it to her right eye. "Tell mewhat to do.”

Hishand closed over hers. "Train it, like so, on the areayou want to survey. When you have a
picture of sorts, twist the outer barrel until the image comesinto focus."

Grimyaqueried: Indigo, what is it? Why such haste? But she couldn't answer. Shewaslost in
the intricacies of the spyglass, fascinated and not alittle awed by the intensified vista she saw through its
lens. Shetrained the glass on the distant smelting furnaces and forced hersalf not to recail asit focused
suddenly on the dick surface of theriver, brilliantly reflecting the furnace fires as though the very water



were dive. Further-she was shuffling forward on her elbows, obliviousto the rock grazing her skin-and
she saw the vdley's north wall, cracked and pitted, an unhedthy, greenish radiance spilling down the
dopes. Sheraised the glass afraction, then swore as the picture was swallowed by a nacreous shimmer
that filled her field of vison and blotted out al detail. The radiance from the Charchad Vae. But she
couldn't seewhat lay beyond its borders, couldn't glimpse even the smalest clue asto the nature of her
demon.

"Indigo." Jasker'srestraining hand shook her out of her preoccupation. "Take care. Even thelight
from Charchad is dangerous.”

She wanted to say bitterly: Not to one who cannot die, but bit the retort away, and let the glass
sweep back past theriver, past the inferndly glowing furnaces, into the main mining areaonce more. A
torch flared briefly in one comer of the lens, making her wince; she steadied her hand, pulled back
further-

And stopped.

Men, moving among the litter and debris of one of the lower dopes. Magnified now to human
proportions, they were dump-shouldered, shuffling to form along, ragged linelike reluctant warriors
mustering before battle. She shifted the spyglass afraction and saw other human figures with what looked
long-lashed whips dung carelesdy from their belts; one, two-and her mind and body froze as one of the
figuresresolved into the form of aman with black hair, a certain arrogance to his stance.

"Quinag!" She hissed the name doud without redlizing it, and every musclein Jasker's face locked
rigid.

"What?"

On the verge of repeating what she had said, Indigo paused. She couldn't be certain; the
phosphorescent nightglow shot through by torchlight was deceptive, and many men in thisregion had
black hair.

"Indigo!" Jasker caught hold of her shoulder and shook her so violently that the spyglassfell from
her hand and rolled noisly over therocks. "That name-what wasit?'

Startled and disorientated, she blinked at him like asegper coming out of atrance. "Wh-"

"Did you say Quinas?"

The ar was suddenly charged. "An overseer a the mines," Indigo said. "I thought-" A hot,
indefinable emotion crackled between them. "Y ou know him?”

Jasker's face had twisted into alook of terrible, venomous hatred. Every musclein his neck and
shoulderstensed, and his chest heaved as though suddenly he couldn't breethe. "That cregture... " The
changein hisvoice shocked Indigo to the core. "Heis..." Breeth came at last in aviolent, indrawn rush.
"He isthe serpent who daughtered my wifel"

Grimya sprang to her feet with ahow! of distress as she and Indigo together felt the bolt of blind,
crimson fury that erupted from Jasker's mind. For ashocking instant the sorcerer's outline was etched in
fire-then he sank back on to the rocks, covering his face with both hands.

"I never thought to hear that name again!" His voice was distorted with pain. "I've prayed daily
for hisdow death." His voice was distorted with pain. "I've begged Ranayato give him into my hands so
that | might twist him and crush him and tear him gpart, as he hastorn gpart o many innocents-"

"Jasker!" Gripping his shoulders, Indigo jerked with al her strength, pulling him off balance. Eyes
like white-hot embers met hers and she felt arenewed surge of insensate rage: then Jasker caught hold of
himsdlf, staring a her with alook of blank shock.

"Quinas..." Hisvoice was adead, dry whisper.

"Hesdive. | met himinVesnum; I-" She stopped, not wanting to relate the circumstances of
their encounter. "He'samine overseer, Jasker; that'swhat he told me. And just now, | believe | saw him.
There are men mustering down there, and others with whips."

"The shift's about to change. Before the miners are dismissed, their numbers are counted, to see
if..." Jasker shook his head violently. "Quinas..."

"He's Aszared's lieutenant, isn't he? Isn't he?" She shook him again, fiercely.

"Y es. One of the most favored.”



"Then hell know the secret of what liesin that valley. And he-" She broke off, thinking quickly.
"Jasker, whereis Aszared now? Does he il preach?”

Another shake of the head; though now Jasker was beginning to cometo his senses. "No, I-don't
think so. Shortly before they... shortly before | fled Vesinum, Aszared disappeared. It was said that held
gone into the Charchad Vdley to receive grace and to be transformed.” He grimaced. "That, so his
acolytes say, isthe ultimate benediction to the faithful .

"Then without Aszared to lead them, Quinasis among the highest of the Charchad hierarchy?"

"y es"

A dow and unpleasant smile spread across Indigo's face. She, too, had a personal scoreto settle
with Quinas, though of afar lesser order than Jasker's. And Quinas had been the architect of Chrysivas
misery...

She said, "When the shift changes-do the overseers|eave the mines with the men?”

"Half an hour or so behind them.”

"Then we may just bein time. Jasker, we must set atrap for Quinas as he leaves the mountains. |
shdll provide the bait, and your sorcery will bethetrap'steeth.”

Jasker'seyeslit feraly. "1 would give agrest dedl to have my revenge on that festering,
hell-bred..." He stared at his own clenched figt. "What | would do to him, how | would make him suffer
before hedied... "

"No." Indigo laid arestraining hand on hisarm. "'l want him dive, Jasker."

Helooked at her, his eyestormented, "Alive?

"Alive, and unharmed." Shefelt black excitement stir in her, and her fingerstightened hard on his
biceps. "When I'm done with him, you may kill him as dowly and as agonizingly asyour skillsalow. But
firgt, I want him to tell me how to find Aszared-and how to reach the valley of Charchad!™

*CHAPTER-®VIlI|e

| don't care about the cause! Grimyasaid with unhappy vehemence. There must be another way. You
can't do it, Indigo-you can't try to go into that valley!

Hush. Indigo tried silently to soothe the she-wolf. If we find Aszareel, there may be no need
for such drastic measures. Don't see ghosts wher e there may be none.

But if we do not find him-

Then | will do whatever | must. You know that, Grimya. If the demon isto die, there'sno
other choice.

"Indigo?" Jasker's soft voice broke in on their private exchange and Indigo turned her head, half
rising from where she crouched in the lee of arock fold. The sorcerer emerged from the darkness and
she saw afaint, gold auraflickering like tiny phantom flames about him.

"I have summoned them. Are you ready?"

Shenodded. "Tell mewhat to do."

A sound, so faint that she might have imagined it, impinged on her ears, asoft whistling asthough
the air around her had been invisibly displaced-She felt awarm breath skim past her face, and she stood
upright. Jasker smiled.

"Hold out your arms, as though you were afadconer caling your birdsto you. Don't flinch: you
will fed some hest, but nothing more.”

She did as she was bidden and Jasker closed his eyes, murmuring under his bresth. Moments
later therewas avivid shimmer inthe air, and abrilliant green fireball materiaized above her head,
hovering briefly beforeit twisted in midair, divided, and coaesced into the flickering green and crimson
forms of two salamanders, which settled on her outstretched forearms. As Jasker had warned, shefelt a
surge of heat from their trand ucent bodies, but it was no more than the tingling warmth of sitting by a
winter fire. Golden claws pricked her skin dightly, tiny, jewellike eyes regarded her with an dien
intelligence, and fiery scarlet tongues, fork-tipped, licked the air and made it szzle.



Indigo saw Grimya back away from the shimmering elementas, but she hersdf felt no fear of
them, rather a sense of awe that such creatures were willing to acknowledge her in such away.

Shelooked at Jasker, her eyes shining, and the sorcerer said: " Go, then, Indigo. I'll be waiting."

Grimyawhined, didiking the sudden eectrical charge in the atmosphere as the sdamanders
raised their heads and hissed. Indigo looked down at her and smiled reassuringly. It's all right. They
won't harm us. Go on, now-go ahead along the path.

Grimyalooked a her dubioudy for amoment, but didn't reply. Instead she turned about and
trotted away, and with alast nod to Jasker Indigo followed her.

They had taken the shortest route back down the flank of Old Maia, then had climbed through
the gully by which Indigo had origindly sumbled upon Jasker's stronghold, and hastened dong the path
that led back toward the river and the road. Other e ementals summoned by Jasker-tiny, living flames that
hovered and danced aong the path-had lit their way, and they had arrived within sight of the gatesjust in
timeto glimpse the last miners climbing aboard the open wagon that would take them back to VVesinum.
The overseers, Jasker had said, should emerge within the half hour, and Indigo and Grimya had settled
down to wait while the sorcerer withdrew to make his preparations.

Indigo's heart was beating erratically asthe mine entrance cameinto her fid of vison. All the
way down the mountainsde Grimya had argued againgt this plan, and even Jasker had at first counseled
patience, saying that without more time for detail and precaution she would be running agrest risk. But
Indigo had overridden them both. They had been granted an unlooked-for opportunity to take Quinas by
aurprise, and shewould not let it dip through her fingers. In the end Jasker had taken little persuading to
see her point of view; hisown hatred for the overseer was goad enough. Grimya, though, was il
unhappy, fearing for her friend's safety, and only Indigo's promise that she would take every care she
could had mallified the she-wolf enough to make her agree, findly and reluctantly, to take part.

Ahead of her, Grimya had stopped at a place from which she had aclear view of the mine track.
The she-wolf looked back and Indigo heard her silent call. | can see the place. Thereisno onethere
yet.

Very well. I'll move closer. She advanced until she could just make out the guard hut, an angular
slhouette among the more natura shadows of the dliff wal; then Grimyacautioned: No further. The
little dragons shed much light, and you will be seen.

Indigo nodded and dropped to one knee behind an outcrop. The plan she had outlined to Jasker
was smple enough but should be effective; and as she had said, she would makeided bait for the trap.
When they had clashed in Vesinum, shewaswedll aware that Quinas would have gladly killed her, had it
not been for the fact that she was aforeigner, an unknown quantity who might have more influence than
appearances suggested. In full view of half the town's population he would not have risked such an
action; thistime, though, without witnesses and under the provocation she intended to give him, she
counted on avery different reaction.

Torchlight flared suddenly by the hut, and long shadows sprang out across the uneven ground.
Indigo pressed hersalf back against the rock wall, while Grimya, belly low to the ground, stresked like a
shadow across the mine track to disappear into the darkness on the far side. V oices and the muffled
stamp of hooves cut the quiet; then came the metallic groan of the gates opening, and moments|later three
mounted men carrying flamboys emerged from the mines.

She recognized Quinasimmediately. He wasin the lead, his companionsfollowing with a
deferentid air, and in the torchlight hisface was clearly visble. One of the sdamanders shrilled on ahigh,
excited note, and Indigo stepped out onto the path.

"Quinas!" Her voice sent echoes shouting among the rocks, and the horsemen started, dragging
their mounts to a halt. Quinas looked for the source of the cal; and hisface froze.

" OLL"

Indigo smiled ferdly. "We have ascore to settle, Overseer Quinas. And | mean to have
satisfaction here and now!"

One of Quinass companions hissed, "What in the name of Charchad are those things?' but
Quinas hed up ahand, demanding slence. His horse stamped uneasily, fearing the sdlamanders; he



jerked thereinsvicioudy to quiet it and said: "Well, saia Indigo. What manner of conjuring trick isthis?"

"No trick, you monster. Smply servants of the Goddess Ranaya, whose name you and your kind
have blasphemed!" She paced backward, orchestrating her movements as she and Jasker had carefully
prearranged. One step, two, three: she halted.

"What's the matter, Quinas? Are you afraid of my friends? Afraid they might burn your squirming
black soul if you cometoo close?' The sdamanders, on cue, rose on their hind legs, hissing, and Indigo
held her arms high. "That's no more than | would expect from a craven coward of the Charchad!”

Quinass mutated eyes glittered redly. "Y ou heretical bitch'swhelp!" He spurred hishorse
forward, forcing the anima when it proved reluctant. "I should have dedlt with you in Vesinum-"

"Risk your reptile's skin against awoman with aknife?' Indigo taunted. "Not you! Y ou prefer to
show your manly strength with helpless children, don't you, Quinas? Y ou prefer to kick and revile poor
cregtures like the miner'slittle wife-they makefitter odds for a crawling gutter worm like you!”

One of the other men said explosively, "Quinas, let me-" but the overseer again gestured himto
slence. "Hold your peace, Reccho,” he said, and he was smiling coldly. "This bitch seems determined to
pick her quarrel with me aone, and it would be churlish not to oblige alady.” He had the horse under
control now and began to walk it steadily, camly, toward Indigo. "If she's bent on suicide, that's her
privilege; when I've finished with her, you can have what's | eft, if you're interested.”

Grimya. Indigo projected aslent thought. Are you ready?

Ready! came the swift reply. The girl took another two steps back and said aloud, "Fine words,
Quinas. But you haven't the spine to put them into practice!™

The sdlamanders hissed again, threateningly, and their flaming tongues darted. Quinas sneered.

"Your little friends don't impress me, bitch. And they'll desert you soon enough when you suffer
the punishment of Charchad for your blasphemy!™

As he spoke he drove hishedls hard into his horse's flanks and the animal sprang forward,
neighing a shocked protest. Indigo had been ready for his attempt at surprise, and she darted backward,
the sdlamanders rearing and shrilling, as Quinas spurred his horse after her.

"Jasker!" Her voicerang out harshly. "Now!"

A wave of tremendous heat buffeted her backward as whitefire struck like lightning out of
nowhere, crackling acrossthe track in Quinass path. His horse shrieked, dewing, and redizing the
danger, the overseer wrenched its head around, yelling to hisfriendsto get clear.

Grimya! Indigo flung al the power she could muster into the tel epathic shout, and ingtantly there
came an answering howl! out of the darkness, the cry of a hunting wolf, Quinass horse started to buck,
trapped between terror of fire and terror of predators, and suddenly the overseer's two companions
came blundering into the canyon, their mounts out of control as Grimya snapped and snarled at their
hedls. The horses collided, one man fell, and Indigo heard shouting from the mine gates as the sentriesran
to investigate.

The sdamanders were nearly hysterica now, shrilling and spitting fire, and she turned to yell back
into the darkness, "Jasker! Just Quinas-just Quinas!"

Fire erupted from the rock face, twin walls of roaring flame that trapped the three horsemenina
searing cage of heat. One of the sentries howled in pain as he ran up against the firewall and recled
back-and suddenly the sdlamanders launched themselves from Indigo's arms and speared into the air.
For amoment they became streaking green firebdls, blindingly incandescent-then their bodies reformed,
and with shrieks of triumph they dived down on the trapped men.

Inhuman screams ripped the air gpart as the salamanders struck, the sounds of men and horsesin
agony. Indigo whirled around, and in the dark of the canyon behind her saw ahuman outline etched in
gparks, armsraised, head flung back, fire crackling from his outstretched hands.

"No, Jasker!" sheydled, her lungsdtraining. "I want him alive!"

A wild surge of denid dammed into her mind, and she rushed forward, sprinting toward the
shining form of the sorcerer. "No, Jasker, no! Cdl them off! Grimya, help me!"

A dark, deek shape appeared above her, scrabbling on the steep dope, and she heard Grimya's
answering bark. They reached Jasker together and hurled themselves at him, careless of the sparks and



the flames. He went down, roaring furioudly, and Indigo screamed: " Save Quinas! In the name of
Ranaya, save Quinas!"

For amoment Jasker lay where they had pinned him, his expresson registering stunned shock.
Then, asthough someone had struck him full in the face, intelligence returned to his eyes.

"Ranaya" Hethrew Indigo off, scrambling to hisfeet, and uttered a shrill whistle. Answering
cries came from within thewall of flame, and the sorcerer ran, sumbling, toward the mayhem. Indigo saw
him approach the fire wal and plunge through it; moments later he regppeared unscathed, with a
shapeless burden over his shoulders. His gaze met Indigo's and she saw hatred, venom-then he flung
Quinas's scorched body down onto the rock and turned back to the fire again. Heraised hisarms, cried
oneword-and ariver of lavacame spilling over the cliff above the burning men, pouring down into the
canyon with atitanic, rumbling roar. Chunks of flaming magmaspun high into the air, the molten rock
heaved like a great sea wave-and suddenly the flames were gone, and the men and horses were gone,
and al that remained was a twenty-foot-high wall of solid pumice that glowed adull, sullen crimson.

Indigo staggered back against the canyon wall, groping for some support that would stop her legs
from giving way beneath her. Grimyaran to her sde and she hugged the she-wolf's head against her
thigh. Her heart was thundering under her ribs and she felt that there wasn't enough air Ieft in the world to
breathe. At last she managed to suck in agreat, gulping breath-and saw Jasker walking dowly back
toward her.

"Those men..." Her voice sawed in her throat; she coughed, trying to clear the congtriction.
"They-"

"They're dead enough now." Jasker's voice was devoid of emotion. "And the mine guardswon't
get past that wall, even if they're not too frightened to try.”

Something flickered at the top of the rapidly solidifying barrier, and one of the sdlamanders
appeared. It seemed to squeeze itsalf out of therock, like arabbit emerging from ahole, and for a
moment it perched mationless, watching them. Then, fastidioudy, it nibbled at something caught between
two of itsclaws, raised its head, and itsflickering tongue licked at its own muzzle. It cheeped once, a
congiliatory sound, then winked out of existence.

Indigo ft sick. "My quarrel was not with them....”

"They were Charchad. And the sdlamanders must have their reward.”

"But the horses..."

Jasker's eyes met hers, and her voicetrailed off as she saw hislook.

"Y ou have your captive, Indigo," he said quietly. "lsn't that what you wanted?"

"I-" But it was true; she had made her choice and the respongibility was hers. "Yes," she
whispered.

Jasker prodded the prone form of Quinaswith one foot. "Best look at him, then,” he said
digantly.

Now that it was over, Indigo could hardly bring hersdlf to examine her prisoner. Swallowing
nausea, she crouched down beside him and turned him over. His hands, face, and clothing were
scorched and the ends of his hair singed; otherwise he seemed unharmed.

"He's unconscious, but helll live" Jasker said.

"Yes." Sherose. "We succeeded... somehow it seems hard to believe.”

Jasker stared down at the senseless captive, then shook hishead. "It was just the first step.
Wevealong way to go yet." He glanced at the canyon winding into the dark ahead of them. "Theresno
point in wasting more time. Well get him back to the caves, then well seewhat he cantell us™ A grim
amile made hisface more haggard than ever in the gloom. "That will beareal beginning.”

Near the entrance to Jasker's cave they were met by three more e ementds, tiny blue fireballs that
danced agitatedly in the air above the sorcerer's head.

Jasker paused, listening to something that only he could hear, then said to Indigo, "The girl
Chrysivas condition hasworsened. | set these creatures to watch her while we were away, and they tell
me sheismortaly sck." He sighed. "It'sno more than | expected.”



Indigo looked venomoudly at Quinas, whom Jasker had carried unceremonioudy up the mountain
flank like asack of flour. "I'll go on ahead,” she said. "I may be able to do something for her."

"Very well." Though thelook in Jasker's eyestold her that he doubted it. "At least give her some
water. Shell have afeverish thirst on her by now.”

Indigo nodded and began to run up the dope.

They had left Chrysivaadeep inthemain cave. AsIndigo entered, the girl stirred and tried to Sit
up; and Indigo blanched as she saw her face in the candlelight.

Chrysivawas close to death. The raddled flesh of her face seemed to have sunken and shrunk
onto her skull, giving her adesiccated, corpselike look, and her eyes were wide and staring, pinpoint
pupils entirely surrounded now by the bloodshot whites. Great patches of her skin had flaked, exposing
raw redness beneath, and her hair wasfalling, giving a grotesquely piebald look to her scalp.

"Chrysiva... 7" Indigo struggled to keep the horror she felt from her voice, but knew the attempt
wasafalure.

"W...wa.." Thegirl coughed; pink-tinged spittle ran down her chin. "May |-have some
w-waeter... 7'

"Of course." Indigo ran to where Jasker kept his waterskins and filled a cup. Grimya, who had
followed her, stood afew paces away watching with worried eyes. As Chrysivadrank, the she-wolf
sad: Her tongue has turned black. Is there nothing the man can do for her?

Indigo started to reply, but stopped as a heavy tread in the passage beyond the cave announced
Jasker's arrival. The sorcerer dumped his burden on the cave floor and said, "He's ftirring. 1'd best make
sure he'swell secured before | look at the girl.”

Quinas was indeed beginning to regain consciousness. Hislimbs moved feebly, then he groaned
and uttered amuffled curse. Seeing him for the first time, Chrysivas watering eyes widened and shetried
to St up, feebly pushing the cup away.

"It'sdl right; be calm, now," Gently Indigo held her back and looked over her shoulder at Jasker.
"Trusshim, quickly. Thetighter the better!"

The overseer was il too weak and confused to protest as Jasker dragged his arms behind him
and bound wrists and ankles with arough cord. Then, hauling him up by his collar, the sorcerer dumped
him hard againg thewall.

"Nnn..." An ugly, gargling sound came from Chrysivas throat and she clamped one hand over
Indigo'sforearm, nailsdigging painfully. "Him... heis-heis"

"Hush! Don't look at him, Chrysiva, don't let him upset you." Indigo swung the girl around to face
her and looked into her eyes, her own expression hard. "He will die, Chrysiva. We will avenge your
husband for you!"

A bark of cynica laughter cut across her words and she looked up to see that Quinas, fully
conscious now, was staring coolly at her from the far sde of the cave.

"Such sgterly concern,” the overseer said dryly. "Truly, | am touched.” He smiled. "If you want to
‘avenge' the brat's hushand, saia, you might aswell say aprayer or two for her while you're about it. She
looks asif she needs dl the help she can get.”

Chrysivaburst into tears and Indigo whirled on Jasker. "Get him out of the cave, Jasker!" she
snapped. " Get him out of my sight before | cut histhroat!”

Quinassad, "Ah, saia, your compassion knowsno-" and the words cut off with an oath as
Jasker'sfigt hit him full on thejaw.

"I have just the place for this piece of offd," Jasker said.

"Then take him. Quickly, before | forget my own intentions.”

Chrysivawatched as Quinas-prudently silent now-was dragged away down the dark tunnel.
Grimya, anxious to see that nothing went amiss, accompanied Jasker, and Indigo poured more water into
the cup.

"Drink," she said, holding it out. "And then you must rest, Chrysiva."

"No..." Thegirl blinked asthough coming out of atrance, saw that the tunnel mouth was now
empty, and turned to look at Indigo. "No," she repeated, and there was unexpected strength in her voice.



"l don't want to rest; at least, not in that way.... Saia Indigo, you've been so good and so kind to me, |-
want to give you something in return. It'slittle enough repayment, but..." One hand fumbled a the folds of
her robe but her movements were uncoordinated. "I can't find it... please. Here. Pinned to my bodice..."

Indigo touched the garment-she could fed theirregular fluttering of Chrysivas fatering heart
benesath the fabric-and found something hard and metallic. A brooch. At the girl's urging she unpinned it
and put it into the palm of Chrysiva's hand.

"Please, saia. | want you to haveit. It was a gift to me, from"-tears blinded her eyes-"from my
husband. | know it's but a poor thing, yet it-it has meant very much to me. Please. | know you will keep it
sfe”

Indigo's own vision blurred as she stared down at the brooch. It was, as Chrysivasaid, a poor
thing; alittle bird cruddy fashioned from pewter, the wings uneven and badly engraved, the pin askew. It
must, she thought, have been made by some craftsman's unskilled apprentice, and was doubtless the only
kind of adornment that an impoverished miner could afford for hiswife. But to Chrysiva, it meant more
than al the diamonds and emeradsin the depths of the earth.

She said hoarsdly, "I can't takeit, Chrysiva. It'syours, and it must remain yours. And | want no

"Please.” Thegirl thrust the brooch into Indigo's hand and fiercely pressed her fingersinto afist
around it. "l... will have no need of it soon, saia. And | want-want to ask-"

"What? Only ask-I'll grant you anything, if | can.”

"l..." Chrysivaslip trembled, her diseased face took on atight, private look. Then she shut her
eyes and whispered: "Send me to Ranayas breast, saia Indigo. Let mejoin my husband on Her plains of
fire. | know | must go there soon, and | don't want to suffer anymore.” She drew breath and her eyes
opened again, hurt and desperate. "Please, Indigo-kill me, and et me have peace!™

Appalled, Indigo drew back. She didn't know how to reply, what to say-then she heard Jasker
and Grimyareturning, and got hastily to her feet.

Indigo? Grimyasensed her distressimmediately and ran toward her. What is the matter?

"Chrysiva-she-" Indigo's voice broke and she shook her head, clutching the pewter brooch more
tightly in her hand. The sorcerer touched her shoulder gently; she flinched, then looked a himin
desperation. "Jasker, can't something be done for her?'

The answer wasin hiseyes. And she thought of what Chrysivawould suffer before shefinaly
died, the lingering, agonizing horror of her find end....

"She has asked meto kill her," she whispered.

"Ah, sweet Ranaya..." Jasker turned away, hisface haggard. "Child-" He moved to Chrysivas
sde, crouched before her. "Child, isthiswhat you truly ask?"

Chrysivanodded. "Y ou are a priest; you understand such things. | beg you, grant me the wine
and thefire, asonly apriest can do. Give me Ranaya's blessng and let me go to Her."

Jasker rose and paced dowly back to where Indigo and Grimya stood. He looked old suddenly,
worn and tired.

"l can't doit." He spoke so softly that she could barely hear him. "It would be amercy to her and
Ranayawould give Her blessing gladly, but... Indigo, | can't do it. My own wife, when she..." He
stopped, drew a deep breath. "Those memories are too strong and too terrible. | would flinch, | would
pull back at the last moment. The Mother help me, | would fail her!”

Indigo was staring at Chrysiva. In her hand the little pewter brooch was warm, and it seemed to
symbolize something that her mind could not quite grasp and hold to. And she thought of Fenran.

Pain and misery and along, tortured road into darkness... She could understand Jasker's
emotion, for she shared it. To take the life of such aone as Chrysiva, in cold blood-

But it would not bein cold blood. It would be, as Jasker said, amercy. Could shein dl
conscience place her own fine fedlings above the desperate need of awoman in the deepest and most
hopel ess distress? She closed her eyes, and seemed to see Fenran's face before her closed lids; Fenran
amiling and laughing and holding out hisarmsto her. What would you do, my love? she asked slently.
Would you have the courage to grant such a wish, or would you fait? And she believed she knew



the answer.

Sheturned away from Chrysvaand said very quietly, "I have a crossbow.... '

"Indigo." Jasker laid ahand on her arm. "My cowardice must not be alowed to compel you."

"No." Her fingers closed over his, trying to give reassurance. "It isn't like that, Jasker. Truly, it
isnt likethat." A little unsteadily she walked to wherethe girl lay, and knelt down.

"Chrysva?'

Hope flickered in the bloodshot eyes. "Yes, saia?"

"I will keep your brooch safe, | swear it. It will be as preciousto me as... asit wasto you."
Steding hersdlf, she bent to kissthe girl's forehead gently. " Speed you well, Chrysiva.”

The sharp, metallic sounds as she loaded a bolt into the crossbow seemed an obscenity against
the quiet backdrop of Jasker's murmuring voice. Indigo wastoo for from the bed to hear the words of
the blessing he gave, but she could discern an eagernessin Chrysivas soft-voiced responses, arenewa
of hope, and-though it only served to reinforce her sense of unredity-ajoy. Grimyasat slently watching,
and Indigo took alittle comfort from the knowledge that the she-wolf did not condemn her; it was,
Grimyahad said sadly, better that they should al grieve awhile than that Chrysivashould bein pain.

Jasker rose suddenly to hisfeet, making Indigo start nervoudy. She looked back; the sorcerer
nodded, and Indigo's hands tightened on the bow.

Chrysivas eyes were closed and she was smiling. Indigo stood over her and, feding strangely
detached as though a dream salf were watching her real self from agreet distance, aimed the crossbow at
the girl'sheart.

Old days, other days, when her father had given her her first lessonsin wegponry. She
remembered those lessons now. The accurate eye, the steady aim, the quiet hand. And cam. Aboveal,
cam.

Shefired.

*CHAPTER®| Xe

The last notes of the Idand Pibroch shimmered in the cave and faded to adistant echo, and Indigo set the
harp down.

"It wasapoor eegy,” shesad harshly. "It'sbeen so many yearssince | played it that I've dl but
forgotten...."

Jasker, who sat cross-legged before the shrine of Ranaya, spoke without looking up. "It was
beautiful." Hisvoice wasfilled with emation. "It brought me visons of thingsthat | didn't know existed
under the great sun. Vast stretches of water, places where the day never ends yet wherethe air iscold
and clear... | saw endless green forests, and white mountains that shone like polished glass...."

"The southern glaciers.” A faint, wistful smile touched Indigo'slips, theimage dlayed alittle of the
seething dark rage tight within her, but only for amoment before her voice hardened again. "But what use
isan degy to Chrysvanow?'

"It will speed her on her way to Ranaya." Jasker made alast obeisance before the shrine, then
moved back. "Y our music, and my prayers. We can do no more, Indigo.”

The harp uttered a discordant cadence as with asurge of frustration Indigo thrust it ferocioudy
aside. She checked herself-the harp had done her no disservice, and to vent her anger on it was
childish-and pushed her handsinto the folds of her robe. She couldn't look toward the motionless shape,
shrouded now in apiece of linen that Jasker had used as a blanket, which lay by the tunnel entrance
ready for itsfinal journey. Jasker had told her alittle of Ranayasfunera rites, the committa of the body
to earth and to fire, but she didn't want to think about that yet. Chrysivawas till too divein her mind.

Unthinkingly her hands closed on the pewter brooch that had been the girl's gift to her, and she
fet amenta knifethrust of sick fury. When Jasker's formalities were done, there would be another matter
to attend to, and impatience was beginning to eat at her. She wanted Quinas's blood. She wanted his
bonesto gnaw on, his marrow to drain. She wanted his soul.



Jasker roseto his feet and the movement broke the vortex of her thoughts.

"| shall take her to the fumarole now," he said quietly. "Will you come with me?'

"No." She shook her head. "I think I'd prefer to be aone for awhile."

| wish to go, Grimyasaid. To say farewell.

Go then. And say her a prayer for me. Aloud Indigo added: "When you return, Jasker, we
ghdl havework to do."

"Don't think I've forgotten it." He paused by Chrysiva's shrouded form and looked back at
Indigo with apity in hiseyesthat she didn't want to acknowledge, |et aone accept.

An auraflickered about Jasker's silhouette as he vanished into the dark of the tunnel with the
dead girl in hisarms, and when he was gone, with Grimyaasilent shadow at his hedls, Indigo gave way
to agreat shudder that seemed to twist her spine and vibrate to the roots of her being.

Quinas. Hatred blossomed like a poisoned flower within her as she thought of the overseer.
Jasker had confined him in anarrow chimney deep in the volcanic tunnels, acell of hot rock and sulfurous
fumes where, asthe sorcerer had put it, he would survive long enough to pray for death. He had aready
put the overseer to the test of the fire cord, but the experiment had failed: unlike Indigo, who had been
subconscioudy willing to reved thetruth to him, Quinas had mentally fought the cord'sinfluence with a
strength that the sorcerer found surprising, and without at least a small measure of cooperation the cord
was usdless. Other methods would be required to persuade Quinas to speak.

Indigo didn't know what tortures Jasker might be capable of inflicting on their captive, but she
admitted without a shred of conscience that no price would be too great for the information they wanted
of him. If any living being could lead them to Aszared and the true heart of Charchad, Quinaswasthe
man. And hewould do it. If she had to take him apart, limb by limb, snew by sinew, with her own hands,
he would tell her what she wanted to know. And when he was drained of dl he could give, therewould
be the swest, savage joy of retribution for Chrysiva, and for Chrysivas husband, and for the countless
otherswhose lives and hopes and dreams had been shattered by the evil that dwelt in that poisoned
vdley.

"Ahh!" 1t wasn't aword but ashapeless cry of protest, an attempt to articulate something that
she couldn't even comprehend. Chained energy jack-knifed Indigo to her feet and she strode across the
cave, only stopping when she dl but collided with the far wall. She pressed her pamsto the rock, fedling
the subterranean warmth from the vol cano's deep-buried heart pulsing through her fingers, and shut her
eyesagaing thetidal wave of rage that threatened to unhinge her mind.

The power of fire. Jasker had told her agood deal about the nature of his sorcery, the energy
that he drew from the heaving, molten seasfar down in the earth's core. Fire was his e ement: he was
brother to salamanders, cousin to dragons, master of flame and smoke and molten magma. He had told
her of his great ambition-to make contact with the titanic fire spirits, first spawn of Ranaya Hersdlf, who
dept deep, deep beneath the volcanoes dormant cones; to harness their awesome power and to
orchedtrate their fina vengeance on the Charchad and dl it stood for. But though he had stretched his
mind and his soul to the limits of mortal endurance, Jasker had been unable to wake those gargantuan
powers. And-

And it wasn't enough. What burned in Indigo was more than fire, more than the pent fury of
Ranaya's Daughtersin their long deep. Since her first encounter with Jasker, she hadn't consulted the
lodestone, for she had had no need to: she knew without asingle spark of doubt what it would tell her.
North. To the valley called Charchad. To the glowing, festering heart of the corruption which it was her
task, and hers aone, to eradicate from the world.

A bitter sense of weary futility washed over Indigo then, afeding of hopel essness that no amount
of willing would drive away. She sat down, her back dumped dejectedly against the wall, and drew out
Chrysivas brooch to look at it. The dull pewter of the little bird shape glinted in the candldight, and she
remembered an old Southern I es belief that at the moment of degth the soul Ieft the body in the form of
awhite and ghostly seabird that flew away over the sea, Snging afina and beautiful song, to follow the
sun and at last become one with it. If she had been able to glimpse Chrysivas soul bird, she thought, she
would have seen not a proud white gull but a poor, crippled sparrow.



A tear fell suddenly on the pewter brooch and trembled there for amoment before trickling off
onto Indigo's hand. She had begun to weep without redlizing it, and she brushed quickly at her eyes,
queezing thelidstightly shut. Crying would achieve nothing. It wasthe anger she needed to recapture
now, the rage she had held in check but which had been burning in her, eating at her, since she had first
st foot in Vesinum. The brooch was afocusfor her wrath, for the brooch symbolized dl the innocence,
the hope, the life, that the Charchad had corrupted in thisland. And at the root of that corruption, the soil
from which it fed, was the demon that she, by her crime, had released into the world.

Her fist clenched on the brooch in asudden, involuntary gesture as the fury burst on her mind
with a hot desperation that made her fedl queasy. Chrysiva's symbol; and her own, too, for wasn't it a
bitterly poignant emblem of the curse she had brought upon herself? She had promised to keep thellittle
pewter bird and treasure it. And she would keep that promise with avengeance, for the brooch was now
to her what it had once been to Chrysiva: atoken of something lost which she would strive to recover, no
matter what the cost.

Footfalsin the tunnd: Indigo raised her head quickly and wasin time to see Jasker enter the
cave. The sorcerer's burden was gone, and his eyeswere empty of al emotion. Behind him, Grimya
walked with head low and tail dragging; her mind was closed and she seemed reluctant to meet Indigo's
gaze but instead took herself off to the far Sde of the cave, where she flopped down and appeared to
want nothing more than to deep.

"It'sdone." Jasker picked up awaterskin and filled a cup for himsdf. "Her body and her soul are
with Ranaya"

Indigo roseto her feet. A sharp edge of the brooch had cut into her hand where she had been
gripping it overtightly, but she didn't notice. "What's the hour?' she asked.

"Dawn, or theregbouts. Maybe alittle later." Jasker looked up, hisface expressionless. "Why?"

"Quinas." She became aware of the pain in her hand now and it brought her thoughtsinto focus,
sharp asglassin her mind.

Jasker studied her face for amoment, then said, "1 doubt if hell be ready to cooperate with us
yet. Leave him alittle longer; let his prison do some of our work for us."

"No." She shook her head. "I've waited long enough, Jasker. For Chrysivas sake | want what
Quinas can give us-now!"

The sorcerer continued to watch her. "For Chrysivas sake?" he repeated quietly. "Or for yours?'

"Hers, mine, ours-damn you, what difference doesit make?' Sheturned away from him,
hunching her shoulders with taut anger, then amoment later spun around again. "Y ou said you could
break him, you promised it. If now you haven't the somach for it, say so, and I'll do the task mysdf!”

"Indigo." He came forward and laid both hands on her shoulders. Furious at his attempt to pacify
her, shetried to pull away, but he gripped her, forcing her to look at him.

"Very well," hesaid at last. " Since your patienceis at an end, we shal go now and do what must
be done. | would have preferred to wait, but no matter."

Shewastrembling under histouch, every muscle dive with tenson. "Each minute we delay might
see the death of another innocent like Chrysiva,” she said hotly. "Isthat what you want?"

"Youknow itisnt."

"“Then"

"Then theré'sno moreto be said." There was expression in Jasker's eyes now, and what she saw
there made Indigo fed shamed, though she fought furioudy, slently against the sensation. At last Jasker
released her and stepped back.

"If you'reready, comewith me," he said. "Though I'd fed happier if you left meto do thisalone."

She gave him asearing look and he shrugged. "Come, then.”

Grimyaraised her head asthey started toward the tunnel mouth, and Indigo paused, looking
back at the she-wolf.

Grimya? Will you come with us? she asked silently.

No. Thereply was vehement and unhappy. | do not want to see. A pause. Thereis darkness
here, Indigo; a cruel darknessthat | cannot understand and do not like. Please... are you surethis



isright?

Of course | am. She could sympathize with Grimyas smplicity that gave riseto such fears, but
she couldn't share them. She forced asmile, but it wasn't convincing. Seep for awhile. I'll be back
soon.

| know. But when- The she-wolf hestated.

When what? Therewasafaint tinge of impatiencein Indigo's thought.

No matter. Grimyalooked at her, sadly she thought. | will try to sleep, as you suggest.

She lay down again, head turned away, as Indigo followed Jasker out of the cave.

"He's stronger than |'d expected.” The sorcerer walked back to where Indigo stood at the top of the
dopethat led down into the shallow pit deep in the mountains. His bare torso was dickly filmed with
swesat and his hands and arms smoke-blackened to the elbows. His eyes were like chips of ice-cold
gonein their sockets, and when he smiled, the smile had not the smalest trace of humanity. "But afew
more minutes, | think, will sseachange.”

Unwilling to meet his gaze, Indigo looked past him to where Quinaslay spread-eagled on the pit
floor. The overseer was still conscious-Jasker had taken good care to see that he didn't lose his mental
faculties-but his mouth hung dack, gasping dowly, silently like astranded fish, and his eyeswere blank
with shock.

What she had witnessed in this hot, sulfurous, and claustrophobic place had tested Indigo'sfaith
in her own determination to have information at any price. She hadn't believed that any human being
could be capable of inflicting such tortures as Jasker had worked upon Quinas, et done with such steely
and utterly detached dedication. The sorcerer had caled upon the most subtle nuances of hisart, and for
upward of three hours Quinas had writhed and shrieked and suffered under the touch of firein every
imaginable manifestation. He had seared, he had bled, he had choked; he had been dangled over the
chasm of complete insanity and been brought back with his mind intact but monstroudy scarred. His
body was now abattered hulk, hair burned away, skin blistering and pedling, fingers fused together
where the flesh had melted and reformed. And throughout the operation-his own term for it-Jasker had
been aman of stone, the killed, precise, and supremdly indifferent orchestrator of his victim's torment.
Theworst of the Charchad murderers, no matter how mad or depraved they might be, were pae
shadows by comparison.

Indigo knew that she should have been sickened by what she had seen. She didn't share Jasker's
madness, or his persona need for revenge. No loved one of hers had been Quinass victim. She should
have interceded, should have spoken up for mercy and justice, and begged the sorcerer to find another
way. But even now, looking at the ruined shell of aman lying quivering on the burning rock floor, she
could find no pity in her heart for him, only adiamond-hard core of hatred and disgust.

At last she met Jasker's gaze, and felt an answering flicker of satisfaction within hersdlf. "A few
minutes?'

He shrugged cardlesdy. "Perhaps| should have implemented it earlier; but there's one morelittle
trick | have up my deeve...."

"Useit, Jasker." Shefet arivulet of swest trickle down her spine and the sensation sent a hot
surge through her. "Bregk him."

He amiled a her again. "Y ou'd best keep well away from the pit floor. And if you want to retire-"
Raised eyebrows asked a question, and Indigo shook her head.

"Very well. But take care; the heat may be more than you'd bargained for." He turned, strode
back down the dope. Quinas turned his head to watch him, and Indigo saw the muscles of the overseer's
face tense in trepidation, though hetried to keep the fear from his expression.

Jasker smiled again. Heraised his arms as though moving to embrace alover: an ingtant later heat
sweled in the cavern and burst like astorm wave, awal of blistering, suffocating redness that sent Indigo
staggering back, gasping as the breath was snatched and burned from her lungs.

And in the shadows at the far Sde of the cavern foul black smoke belched out of nowhere, and
something sprang to life within the smoke.



The creature was three times Indigo's own height, but asthin asa sapling tree. It was neither a
dragon nor agiant sdlamander, though it had dements of both in its shimmering form. Eyesthat were
shockingly human looked out from a pointed, reptilian face; membranous wings were folded over abody
that seemed to be molten, dowly pulsing; and a hand-a human hand, but covered with scalesinstead of
skin-reached out in a gesture that imitated Jasker's own.

Fire pat between the elementa and the sorcerer, and Indigo saw Jasker flinch momentarily as
the white-hot bolt crackled againgt his outstretched arm. Quinas's head was straining back, eyes sarting
amost out of their sockets as he sought to find the source of this new threst. And again, Jasker smiled.

"Sigter of the magma, daughter of the molten earth; you are welcome here.”

The being hissed, the sound echoing in the cave's confined space. To Indigo's earsthe hiss had
the distorted but unmistakable form of asingleword: Feed. And shefelt her somach turn within her.

The sorcerer took two measured paces backward, and a cord of fire appeared in his hands. He
stretched it taut, then with anod of hishead indicated the spread-eagled man on the floor and uttered five
gyllablesin an alien tongue that seemed to be composed of inflections rather than words.

The dementd flowed forward, the smoke from which it had formed roiling with it. It hovered,
swaying, above Quinass head-then, so fast that Indigo's senses could barely register the movement, a
tongue of white flame darted from the e ementa’s mouth and struck the overseer'sright eye.

Quinas shrieked, his body flailing uncontrollably but usdesdy againgt the bondsthat held him.
Indigo had amomentary glimpse of blackened skin and melted flesh where his eye had been, before the
elementa curved in toward him again-

"No, sgter!" Jasker held up the fire cord, which blazed suddenly with blue light. "Enough!™

The creature uttered a high-pitched whistle, protesting, but it was constrained to obey. It drew
back and hovered, swaying like a snake trying to hypnotize its prey, and Jasker took one step forward.

"Quinas." Hisvoice was quigt, reasoned, chillingly indifferent. Y ou have seen”-a soft laugh ashe
acknowledged his own inadvertent and unpleasant joke-"the way in which my little sister of the magma
likesto feed. A mortal man isaddicacy which shewill take along timein devouring; many days,
perhaps. So | giveyou achoice. Tl mewhat | want to know-truthfully; and remember | have my own
methods of testing for the truth-and | will dismiss her to deep again in the molten rock from which she
came. Refuse, and | will relax my hold on her and let her choose another morsdl before | ask my
guestions again; and so the pattern will continue.” He smiled. "I think you will tire of the game before she
and| do."

The elementd whistled again, asthough in agreement, and Quinas stared back at the sorcerer.
Hisremaining eye was completely red, whether with blood or with the effect of the bizarre crimson lens
Indigo didn't know; and histwitching body now seemed beyond his control. It wasimpossible to imagine
the pain he must be suffering, and when at last he tried to speak, he could at first only gasp, his scorched
mouth opening and closing spasmodicaly.

Jasker waited, uninterested in his struggles, and at |ast a voice that sounded as though the larynx
that formed it had been torn in shreds croaked: "I... will... answer...."

Indigo felt her own lungs expd a hot breath, and Jasker nodded. "Very good." He tautened the
fire cord once more. "Then, while my little Sster waits to ensure your continuing cooperation, we shal

begin.”
* % %

They needed no further torture. Quinas could barely speak and each word cost him fresh agonies, but
dowly, fateringly, the information they wanted was revealed, until Jasker was satisfied that their prisoner
could tdl them no more.

"We have everything he can give us." Jasker came dowly back to where Indigo crouched near
the cave mouth. "And it's enough.”

She nodded. "We know that Aszared isill dive, and dwelling in the Charchad vale," shesaid
Softly.

"Yes. I'm not sure how to interpret that; no norma man could survive that place for morethan a
few days. But it wasthe truth, asfar as Quinas knowsit."



"Aszared isnt normd," Indigo said with venom. "He's-" she broke off, shook her head.

Jasker sank down onto the rock beside her and pressed hisfingertipsto his eyes. He was close
to exhaustion, and athough the great eementa had departed, the cave was still suffocating and the heeat
and fumeswere draining what strength he had | ft.

"Weve no further usefor that offal now," he said tiredly, gesturing toward the pit. "Therésa
fumarole nearby; I'll kill him and give the corpse to the sdlamandersthat live there. They'll feed well for a
while"

Indigo's head came up sharply and she looked at the overseer, who, mercifully for him, had
lapsed into unconsciousness. Then she snapped vicioudy, "No. Well take him back with us. | want him
tolivefor awhileyet.”

"What's the point? He can tell us nothing more, and we have no further need of him."

"l don't care. | want him to live. | want him to suffer.”

Jasker looked at her, disquieted. Hisown lust for persond revenge was more than satified: in
fact he had found much of the torture distasteful, preferring cleaner methods when it cameto retribution.
A pragmatic execution and digposal now seemed only right. But Indigo felt differently. For her, Quinass
desth wouldn't be enough.

A beated spark of humanity struggled through the numb weariness, and hetried again to reason
with her. "Let him dig, Indigo. Let him go to the hell he deserves, and be done with him."

Indigo didn't reply immediately, but sat staring at the man in the pit. But she didn't see Quinass
ruined body; instead, in her mind's eye, she saw the ravaged face of Chrysiva, and fdt the little pewter
brooch hot under the folds of her robe. Then Chrysivas face changed and became that of Fenran, her
own love, torn, bleeding, eyes blank with shock and pain, and findly hisfeatures crumbled away into the
vicious, slver-eyed countenance of another being, one that had never been human yet which took its evil
life from humanity; abeing from which she could not be free until her quest was done. Her Nemesis.

"No!" shesad vehemently.

Jasker sighed. He didn't have the energy to argue any further: let her have her way, if it eased
some gnawing devil within her. "Very well," he said resgnedly. "Well do asyou wish." He stood up. "l
doubt anyway that hell come around for afew hours, and maybe by then-"

"By then you think I'll have changed my mind?' Fury flashed in Indigo's eyes. "Don't presumeto
know me, Jasker!"

"Saia, | presume nothing." Jasker turned back toward the pit, then paused. "I am smply alittle
disconcerted to find that your capacity for retribution outmatches even mine."

The brooch seemed to burn hotly anew againgt her skin, and Indigo said, "I have my own
reasons, Jasker."

"Yes" He acknowledged the point with awry quirk of hislips. "I'm sure of it."

Sheturned away as he went to fetch their prisoner.

*CHAPTER-<X-e

Grimyasprang to her feet asthey entered the main cave. For amoment Indigo felt the warm mental surge
of her greeting: then the she-wolf saw what they carried, and the warmth shattered into amagl strom of
shock and confusion.

Indigo! Grimyasdistresswas like apsychic knifein the girl'smind. What have you done?

Indigo stared at her friend. For an instant she saw an echo of the image, both physica and
mentd, that she presented to Grimya, and cold fingers of conscience locked on her gut. Then she cast the
feding asde, as she might have cast away aworn and useless garment.

We did what was necessary, she responded curtly.

But the man still lives....

Yes. And will continue to do so.

Indigo-



"No!" She hadn't meant to voice the angry retort aloud, but it was out before she could prevent

Jasker looked quickly &t her, then a the wolf. "No...?" he queried, quite gently.

Indigo shook her head violently, refusing to elaborate, and the sorcerer watched as Grimya
turned away. He hazarded that they had communicated briefly and not happily, resulting in Indigo's
outburst, and experimentaly he sent asoft menta probe in Grimya's direction. There wasno
response-she didn't even twitch-and Jasker sighed inwardly, redlizing that she either couldn't or wouldn't
respond to him. Now the she-wolf moved toward the cave exit, her head hanging low. She looked back
once, asif hoping that Indigo would speak to her; but the girl ignored her, and dowly, dgectedly, Grimya
padded out.

Jasker lowered Quinass unconscious body to the floor at one side of the cave. Indigo sat down,
back turned to him and shoulders hunched in aclear signal that she wished to be left done. Therewasa
peculiar blend of defensiveness and aggression about the posture, and Jasker suspected that the girl was
bal anced on a precarious menta knife edge that could at any moment pitch her into utter exhaustion or
the throes of uncontrollable wrath.

Pragmaticaly, he said in as casual atone as he could muster, "We should est. It won't do to
neglect necessities.”

"I'm not hungry.”

"Neither am |." He glanced &t their captive once more. "To tell you thetruth, | haven't the
stomach for food at the moment; I'm too tired. But I'll make myself eat, because | must. And so should
you."

Sheturned her head, her face venomous. "Damn you, Jasker, | said I'm not hungry! Y ou sound
likemy old nurse-" And she cut off in midsentence, jerking away from him again. Jasker thought he heard
afant whimper as though she were fighting back tears. He sighed and, too weary to pursueit, went to his
small food store and began to prepare amakeshift meal for himself. His stocks-never bountiful at the best
of times, as food was scarce and decayed swiftly-were badly depleted, but he scraped together afew
wilting remnants of vegetables and some strips of dried mest that could be softened if need be with alittle
water. When he had finished, he turned back and saw that Indigo had risen and crossed the cave floor to
gtare down at Quinas. Her expression was cold and faraway, but in the unsteady light from the candles
he thought he detected the unnatura shimmer of tearsin her eyes.

"Indigo." He sat the food down and walked dowly toward her. She didn't flinch when he put an
arm about her shoulders and, encouraged, he went on, "Indigo, you're grieving still for Chrysiva, and you
must know that | understand only too well how you fed. But weve taken dl we can from this creaturein
revenge." Helooked at the unconscious man before them, at the burned hair, the blistered skin, the
ruined hands, the gridy black and crimson crater where hisright eye had been. "Wouldn't it be smpler
now to let him die?’

Indigo shut her eyes and her teeth clamped hard on her lower lip. "Yes" Her voicewas ugly. "It
would be smpler. But | want himto live”

"Why?"

"Because..." She sucked in adeep, painful breath. "Because every moment he stays dive, every
moment he suffers, isafurther retribution. Don't you understand?' Shelooked up a him, and Jasker was
taken aback by theterrible expression in her eyes. She looked as though she had opened a door onto a
world so blackly evil that it had drained the last vestiges of humanity from her soul, and had coldly and
deliberately chosen to step through that door. Then swiftly she reached into her robe and held up
something that glinted dully. " She gave methis, Jasker. It was the most preci ous possession she had, and
shegaveit to mein gratitude before| killed her. Look at it. Look at it."

Helooked, but didn't attempt to touch the brooch. Harshly, Indigo continued, "Each moment,
Jasker, each moment that Quinas suffers, will befor Chrysval" Her fist clenched tightly around thelittle
pewter bird. "And he will suffer. He will."

"For Chrysiva?' Jasker asked. "Or for someone else?'

Shefroze, saring a him. "What do you mean?’



"Y ou know what | mean." He gripped her shoulders, histhumbs unconscioudy bruising, but
neither of them was aware of the violence of the gesture. "It isn't for Chrysiva, isit, Indigo? | know,
because I've suffered that | oss, too. It'sfor Fenran.”

Indigo's eyes widened. She hadn't realized that he knew Fenran's name, and to hear it spoken
aloud was a shock that brought al the memories, al the horrors, surging like ahorde of howling devils
into her mind. Breath caught in her throat and cracked into asob.

"No," shewhispered. "No, it-" She garted to shiver. "Y ou can't understand, you can't-" Tears
pricked her eyes, hot and stinging; and with the tears came avast and violent upsurge of the fedings pent
within her. Shetried to fight the emotion, struggled to stop it from breaking through to the surface-and
suddenly her self-control shattered into a storm of weeping.

"Indigo!" Jasker caught her as she sagged to her knees, and she reached out blindly toward him,
the pewter brooch tailing from her grasp as she clutched at him in a desperate and wordless pleafor
comfort. Not reasoning, not pausing to think, he held her tightly against him and hisvison blurred as
memoriesthat were crud kin to her own rosein hismind. Hair, long and thick and silky againgt hisface,
the smaller, softer contours of awoman's body, the smoothness of her skin... imagination and longing
rioted together in the sorcerer and he kissed her face, her shoulders, the crown of her head; felt her
respond and cling to him as though he were hers and she were his and under the benevolent smile of
Ranayait had never been any other way-

"Don't weep." His voice was husky with emotion, the words muffled as he pressed his cheek
closeto hers. "My dearest one, my sweet rose in a barren desert, don't weep." And then he spoke a
name that for two years had been only astab of silent agony in his heart.

Something deep within him locked rigid, and the shock of what he had done cleared his head as
abruptly asif someone had thrown a pitcher of ice-cold water in hisface. Appaled, he looked down at
Indigo. She was silent, motionless, and he knew that she had heard him and understood the significance
of what he had said.

Very dowly then sheraised her head. Her cheeks were wet with tears and her eyes red-rimmed.
Her hands, which had been clasping his shoulderstightly, dowly unclenched and she wiped her knuckles
across her flushed face.

"Jasker..." She paused, then drew away from him, letting herself snk down until shewas Sitting
on the cavefloor. "I'm sorry. | was..."

He shook hishead. "No, saia. It's| who should gpologize. | didn't think, didn't consider: for a
moment | amost believed that you-"

"Yes. | felt the same." Jasker thought she was going to cry again, but she pulled herself together.
"We were both very foolish, weren't we?' She blinked rapidly. ™Y ou're agood man, Jasker, and our
cause has given usagreat ded in common. Friendship, sympathy, empathy even. But-"

He smiled sadly and finished the sentence for her. "But I'm not Fenran.”

"No. And | am not your dead wife. It would be so easy to pretend, but pretense would be
wrong."

"Morethan wrong." Jasker reached out and took hold of her hands. There was no tension in the
gesture, only akindness that was amost brotherly. "It would be atravesty.”

Indigo nodded. There were no moretears|eft in her now, and asthey dried she felt the storm of
emotion shriveling with them, leaving adark, quiet void. In the depths of the void something Smmered,
but it was too remote to have meaning and she was too exhausted to pursueiit.

Jasker released her hands and gazed down at the floor. His eyes were hooded and his thoughts
private, and sllence fdl in the cave for aminute or two. Then at last the sorcerer roseto hisfest.

"l shdl leaveyou to rest,” he said-"I think perhaps we both need the chance to be donefor a
while" He looked down at her, hisface haggardly sad. "And I'm sorry, Indigo. Truly, I'm so sorry."

Shedidn't look up as he walked dowly out of the cavern.

Although Indigo felt wearied to the bone, deegp was beyond her. She sat cross-legged before the one
candlethat still burned in the cave, Saring at the unsteady flame and bregthing so dowly and shalowly



that an observer might have wondered whether she were dive or dead. Behind her, Quinaslay ungtirring,
his ruined hands bound behind him and his body placed so that hisface was turned toward the wall. She
didn't oncelook at him; but she was coldly, cruelly aware of his presence.

Minutes or hours might have passed; Indigo neither knew nor cared. In his private sanctum deep
in the volcano Jasker would be meditating or praying, trying to make amends for what he saw ashis
foolishness, and for breaking the taboo that forbade him from ever speaking his dead wifésname. Yet to
Indigo, the spark that had sprung o briefly to life between them hadn't been folly, but rather the
desperate need of two lonely and unhappy people to seek comfort in the midst of emptiness. She didn't
love Jasker, any more than he loved her. But for one bittersweet moment they had superimposed the
images of their lost lovers upon each other, and had been amost convinced by theillusion.

But dmost wasjudt that: almost. 1llusions couldn't last, and Jasker neither could nor wished to
take the place of Fenran. His hands were the only hands she wanted to fedl on her skin, hislipsthe only
ones she wanted to touch hers. Five years since she had lost him... how many more before she might
hope to see him again?

On the floor before her, Chrysivas pewter brooch lay shining with abright patinain the
candlelight. She had retrieved it from whereit fell, and at last, dowly asthough in adream, she reached
out and picked it up, weighing it absently in one hand. Chrysiva. Fenran. Jasker'swife. They dl lived on
inthissmal, crude symbol of aminer'slove; thisembodiment of what the power she hated with such a
passion was doing to her world.

Hate. The quiet void that the emotiona storm had left behind filled suddenly with something black
and burning and deadly. Though she gave no outward sign of it, Indigo felt that afurnace had opened
deep insde her and that its white-hot flames were devouring her from within. But she knew the sensation,
and welcomed it; for thiswas the rage that had sustained her since the night in Vesinum, the wrath that
had driven her to the mountains and to Jasker, the loathing that had led her to watch unmoved as Quinas
shrieked in the agonies of torture. Hate. It was strong, strong wine. And she was not done with drinking
yet.

She stood up, and as she straightened, it seemed for amoment that the cave filled with ared haze
that al but blinded her. It cleared quickly-it was nothing more, she redlized, than a brief miasma caused
by tiredness and lack of food-but it sesemed to crystallize the fury within her into anarrow, vicious and
utterly clear beam that abruptly found itsfocusin one direction.

Indigo turned-and saw that Quinas had rolled over and was staring at her with his one remaining
eye.

The hate surged. She smiled and raised her hands, clenching the fists as though tautening an
invisble rope. "Wdl, now." Had she been capable of listening detachedly to her own voice, she wouldn't
have recognized it. "The deeper returnsto the world. What did you dream, Quinas? Of tormented
women? Of disease? Of davery?' Her lips curved in an ineffably cruel smile. "Or of the kiss of fire?"

He didn't reply-she doubted if he was capable of speaking-but dowly, dowly thered lens came
down over hiseye, and amusclein his ruined face twitched spasmodicaly.

Indigo's smilewidened. "Areyou in pain? Yes, | believeyou are. Well, it will be over soon,
Quinas. Not soon enough for you, I'd warrant, but soon.” She dropped to a crouch and leaned over the
captive. His appdling disfigurements didn't repel her; she wasfar beyond any such human reaction. "The
pain will end, Quinas, when you have performed just one task for me. Perform it, and | will dlow you to
die. Fall, and | will spend many, many months enjoying the spectacle of your further suffering. You
understand me, Quinas. Don't you?"

The crimson-lensed eye continued to regard her blankly, but this time the overseer's scorched
mouth twitched. Histhroat worked convulsively and atoneless, desiccated whisper issued from him.

"M...m.. maad..."

Indigo laughed, the sound cracking the quiet. "Mad? No, Quinas. | am not mad. | am angry.
And my anger isnot yet assuaged, nor will it be until the evil thing you serveliesflopping and gibbering
and rotting to primeva dimea my feet!" In asudden movement she stood up, and swung around to
where her possessions had been nesatly stacked by the wall afew feet away. She snatched up the



crossbow, dammed a bolt home, and then turned back to Quinas.

Her hands caressed the weapon, moving dowly but with deadly purpose, and she said, "You
have told us of your master Aszared, and you have told uswhere heisto be found. But it isn't enough,
Quinas. | want more from you." Suddenly she leveled the crossbow. "Get up!”

Quinas hesitated, then made abarely discernible negative movement of his head. Hetried to
sneer, but it was apoor effort, and ghastly on hiswreck of aface. "Andif... | will not," he whispered,
"what shdl you... do then, saia!”

Indigo laughed, quite gently. "L ook again, my friend. See where the bolt isaimed.”

His gaze traveled to the crossbow, took in the line between it and his own body. The bolt was
pointed directly a hisgenitas.

"No, it won't kill you," Indigo confirmed softly. "But it will cause you great pain. Y e more great
pain, Quinas. Do | make my meaning clear?'

She couldn't guess what thoughts went through the overseer's mind as he looked at the bow
balanced steedily in her hands. But at last, though dowly and with a show of reluctance that wasdl the
dignity he had |eft, Quinas started to struggle upright.

"In-di-go!"

Indigo spun around, bringing the crossbow up in arapid reflex at the unexpected yet familiar
voice from behind her. Quinasfdl awkwardly back on the rock floor and the girl stared over the bow's
sgghtsat Grimya, who stood in the mouth of the exit tunndl.

The she-wolf's eyes gleamed in the dimness, their expresson sad. Will you kill me, too? she
asked slently.

"You startled me...." Defengive, Indigo turned the words into an accusation and lowered the
wegpon. "l thought-"

Grimyalooked at Quinas. You thought that | was another enemy?

The overseer was Saring at her, curiosity overcoming pain and confusion. Swiftly, Indigo
switched to telepathic speech. You should know better than to approach without warning!

| tried to speak to you, as we are speaking now. But your mind was closed to me. Grimya
padded further into the cave, then hesitated. It is almost closed to me now. We exchange words, but |
can't see your thoughts. Indigo, what are you doing? Where is Jasker ? And why were you going to
kill this man when you said you would not?

| wasn't going to kill him. Damn you, Grimya, you wouldn't under stand!

Grimyawhined softly in the back of her throat and lowered her head, dgected. | might. But you
will not let metry.

Black anger surged in Indigo, and with aviolent movement she flung the crossbow aside. It
crashed againgt the wall, making Grimyaflinch, and the girl strode acrossthe floor before turning and
facing thewolf again.

"Very wdl," shesaid doud. "Very well, if you must know everything!" She no longer cared
whether Quinas heard them, no longer cared for anything but her oneintent, the one thing she meant to
do and which Grimya had interrupted. "Come here, Grimya. Come here and |ook."

Indigo, please... you are making me fear what isin your head....

Indigo's face distorted into a vicious mask and she repested savagely, "'l said, come and look!™

Sowly and unwillingly Grimya gpproached. As she drew near she saw that Indigo held something
in her outstretched hand. The she-wolf had seen it before. An ornament, such as humansliked to wesr,
made of asilver-colored metd. It had belonged to the poor, sick woman, and she had given it to Indigo
asagift, just before... but Grimyadidn't want to remember that, for the woman's death had marked the
beginning of the strangeness within her friend. And athough she couldn't comprehend the reason, shefelt
that the little ornament had somehow been responsible.

"Wel?" Indigo's voice was harshly interrogetive. "Do you know whét thisis?'

Grimyablinked miserably. | know where it came from, but | do not know what it is called.
Indigo-

She wasinterrupted. "It's abrooch. Chrysivas brooch. Given to her inlove, and taken from her,



as her life wastaken from her, in sickness and hatred and corruption! Are you capable of understanding
what that means?’

But it isonly a piece of metal, Grimyareasoned.

"No! It'sfar more than that; it'sa symbol, a" Wordsfailed her and she shook her head violently,
"How can you possibly understand such things? How can you possibly understand what this brooch
means? It was hers. it was Chrysivas. And now Chrysivais dead, murdered by the Charchad. And the
Charchad isthe demon, and the demon squatsin thet filthy, stinking valley, and spreadsits ordure and its
corruption acrossthe world!" She drew agreat, gasping breath, and her body began to tremble with
barely controlled rage. "I want that demon and all it standsfor to die," she hissed venomoudy. "Whatever
the cost, whatever the danger; | don't care." Her eyes met Grimyas, and the she-wolf recoiled from the
insanefire that burned as nacreous and as unnatura and as al-consuming asthe light of the Charchad
Vdley itsdf in her wild gare, " Chrysvawill be avenged!™

Candldight caught thelittle brooch as Indigo jerked her hand away, and for an instant the pewter
winked asbright as...

Asbright asslver.

In that moment, Grimya realized what had happened to her friend.

Nemesis. Images of the demonic child with itsinhumanly laughing eyes surged into the she-wolf's
brain. Indigo's own dter ego, quintessence of the evil she had released from the Tower of Regrets. An
influence that sought to destroy her, and from which she could not be free until the last of the seven
demons was dead. And though Nemesis might take any form it chose, one constant would always betray
it tovigilant eyes.

That constant wasthe color silver.

Horrified, Grimyagtared at Chrysivas brooch. She should have known when Indigo began to
focus her attention on the woman's dying gift that the influence working upon her friend was unnaturd.
But the fact that the metal was base and its sheen dull had mided her, and neither she nor Indigo had
conddered for one moment that other dangers than the Charchad might liein wait for them. Now,
though, Grimyawas certain of it. Slver. A momentary glimmer inthe dim candidlight. Nemesis had
returned to chdlenge them.

Sheraised her head to look into Indigo's eyes and saw that it wastoo late for reason.
Unknowing, Indigo wasin Nemesiss grip. And the demon's hold on her was too strong for Grimyato
break.

The she-wolf felt aquivering, pasmodic sensation at the back of her throat; areflex that made
her want to raise her muzzle and howl her distressto the sky. Shefelt one, bereft, lost-but a newer
wisdom was fighting through the animd ingtinct, telling her that now, perhaps as never before, she must
act of her own valition. Indigo wouldn't hear her; her mind was locked on another plane, shrouded in the
black wrath that drove her. But there was another. Grimya doubted him, knowing he was mad and
unwilling to offer him her complete trust. Now, though, it sesemed that he was her only hope.

She whined softly, till hoping with a stubborn part of her mind that Indigo would blink and look
at her, and that the insanity in her eyeswould be gone. But Indigo didn't hear her. Instead she crouched,
the brooch held tightly in her hand, and stared ahead as though she saw into an dien and dreadful world,
andrelished it.

She didn't even raise her head as Grimyaran from the cave.

Sheer exhaustion had claimed Jasker, but his degp was punctuated by digointed and unpleasant dreams.
They culminated in anightmare during which, on another level of consciousness, he thought he heard a
voice repestedly caling his name, and when he woke with ajolt from the dream he was momentarily
disoriented by the silence of his sanctum. He sat up, rubbing at his prickling eydids-then started afresh as
he saw Grimya at the cavern entrance.

The she-wolf's eyes were crimson with distress. Panting, she looked at the sorcerer in mute
apped, then to his astonishment she gasped, gutturaly but clearly, "Please-hh-elp me”

Jasker stared at her, wondering fleetingly if he might still be dreaming. Held guessed that the wolf



was capable of telepathic communication, but hadn't bargained for this. At last he found his own voice,
though it was soft with incredulity. "Grimya... you can speak...."

Grimyadipped her head in amanner that implied embarrassment, even shame. "Yes, 1... did not
want you to kn-know. But now, | cannot... h-hide it any longer. | need your hh-help, Jasker!”

Amid thefirgt shock of the revelation Jasker had paid little heed to what Grimya had actudly
said. But now, belatedly, it registered, and he felt a sharp stab of apprehension that erased the last traces
of hisweariness.

"What'swrong?' Muscles tensing, he started to get up. "Has something happened?”

"Not y-yet. But | fear it will. ItisIn-digo. She-" Grimya pawed the ground in frustration at her
limited abilities. "Sheis sick.”

Nauseous horror twisted Jasker's gut. " Tongue of Ranaya, you don't mean the Charchad
sckness?'

"No, not th... at. In her head. In her m-mind. It concerns the man, the hurt man. I tried to t-talk
to her, but she... would not hear me. Please-| cannot explainit prr... operly. Come and see.”

He needed no urging. For Grimyato have broken the bonds of her secret-and he could well
understand why she wished no one but Indigo to know of her peculiar talent-something must be very
serioudy wrong.

"Lead on," he said. "Ranayadone knowsif | can do anything where you'vefailed, but I'll try."

They |eft the cave and Grimya hurried ahead aong the maze of tunnels through which she had
tracked the sorcerer. She found it hard to curb her impatience at his dower speed, and at last broke into
arun asthe main cavern mouth came in sght. Jasker saw her disappear through the entrance-then his
heart nearly stopped as he heard adisma howl echo back along the tunndl.

"Grimyal" He raced the last few paces, burst into the cave. Grimya stood splay-legged in the
middle of the floor, earsflat to her head, and as he entered she turned to face him and whimpered one
agonized word.

"G... gone!"

The cave was empty. Debrislittered the floor, mostly Indigo's possessions, although agood few
of Jasker's meager belongings were mingled with them. It looked as though someone had searched the
cave frenziedly before abandoning it to chaos. Grimyawas right: Indigo had gone. And so had Quinas.

*CHAPTER-«XI-

Jasker swore softly and sat down on the floor as hislegs seemed unwilling to support him. Grimyaran to
hisside, tonguelolling. "Wh-what areweto d... do?’

Theideathat Quinas might have regained enough strength to overpower Indigo wasridiculous,
he could only have |eft the cave as her prisoner and not she ashis. But if the girl's state of mind was as
Grimyaimplied, that thought was poor comfort.

"Grimya." He turned to the she-wolf, made asif to take her hands, then remembered that she
wasn't human. "Why would she have taken Quinas from the cave? Can you think of any reason?'

Grimya's head swung from sideto side. " Sh-shewould not... talk to me. But shewas... was..."
She growled unhappily. "I cannot explain. | don't know the proper w-w-word!"

"Angy?

"Ye-ess. But more. Asif she had... caught prey, but w-would not believe that she had k... killed
it, and so tried to kill it again and again.”

Jasker understood the analogy. "Obsessed,” he said. It was what he had feared.

"Ob... s... sessed.” Grimyarepested the word with difficulty.

"Yes. I'veseenitin her, Grimya, and | understand it. Y ou seg, I, too, am obsessed with
destroying the Charchad, and so | can sympathize with Indigo's fedings. But-" he laughed wryly, without
humor-"strange asit may seem, | don't think my obsession matches hers. Something drives her;
something | can't even begin to comprehend, and it makes my fedings shallow by comparison. When we



took Quinasto the cave..." Abruptly he checked himsdlf. "No, Y ou don't want to know about that; it isn't
far that | should burden you withit. Sufficeit to say that | think we should find Indigo, and quickly."

"l cantrr-ack her," Grimyasaid. "As| trr-acked you. That will be easy. But-"

"But what?'

"Thereis s-something €l se, Jasker. S-omething | have not told you."

Although the she-wolf's voice was capable of little inflection, her tone erted the sorcerer. He
frowned. "What isit, Grimya? What haven't you told me?"

"|..." Shelicked her chopsuneasily. "I should not say. | have been told that | m... must not say.
Butif | do not w-warnyou..."

Shewas very distressed, he redlized, duty and ingtinct warring within her and causing her painful
confusion. He reached out and stroked the top of her head, attempting both to soothe her and to
convince her of his genuine concern.

"Grimya. If you have promised to keep a secret, then | understand and respect that; it'savery
noble thing to do. But there are times when matters change in unforeseen ways, and if that happens, then
to keep the secret will sometimes do more harm than good. Do you see what | mean?”

"l... th-ink s0...."

"Dont you think that this may be one of those unforeseen times?"

"l..." Unsure of hersdf, the wolf turned away. She lowered her muzzle dmost to the floor,
consdering, then at last looked up a him again. "1 do not know whether what you say ist-true. But | th-
ink I must tell you. For Indigo's sake." She paused. "1 m-must tell you about Ne-me-sis.”

A chilly shock went through Jasker. "Nemess?' he said sharply.

Grimyablinked. ™Y ou-know whet it is?'

It wasthe word he had seen in Indigo's mind, the fragmented concept of apeculiarly persond
evil which he hadn't fully comprehended. Jasker's pulse quickened.

"I have heard of it only once before," he told the she-wolf, "Buit it'simportant to Indigo in some
way, intit?'

"Ye-ess" Grimyaadmitted unhappily.

"And it has some connection with Slver?'

Her eyesflared red and her lips drew back, exposing her fangs defensively. "How do you
k-know that?"

Anxious not to waste further time with detailed explanation, Jasker dissembled. "It was something
Indigo said to me, A hint, no more. Grimya, you must tell me about Nemesis, tell me everything you
know." Heraised his head, glancing round the empty cavem as though some sound or shadow had
derted him, then shivered despite the heet. "My ingtinct warns methat it's vitdly important.”

"l under-stand ingtinct,” Grimya said. "And mine spesks with the same voice. Buit... ahh! |
w-wish | could sp... ek in your mind! But | havetrr... ied, and you cannot h-hear me."

So she was telepathic, as he had guessed. Silently Jasker cursed his own shortcomings, the
peripheral skillsthat he had never developed. If 1 had been a more diligent servant... hethought; but it
wastoo late for wishing.

He turned back to the she-wolf and said, "I know it's hard for you, Grimya, but we must do the
best we can. Please-tell me what you know."

And so, hdtingly but as quickly as she was able, Grimyatold Jasker of the demonic threat that
dogged Indigo's every step, and of its manifestation through Chrysivas brooch, which had led to the
savage and dien madness she had seen in her friend. Jasker listened, trying to help her when she couldnt
find the words she wanted, and at last he had pieced together enough of the story to make a clear-and
unpleasant-picture.

He thought back to the images he had seen in Indigo's mind during the truth ordedl. So much was
explained now, from her amost inhuman single-mindedness to her vicious determination to prolong
Quinassorded, and he pitied her deeply. But mingled with the pity was a certain knowledge that to let
sympathy cloud hisjudgment could be a very dangerous mistake. Indigo had lost control of her own
motivations, and Jasker surmised that she was by now too strongly under the demon'sinfluenceto be



capable of reason. The hold had to be broken-or, driven by the insane rage that Nemesis had so
cunningly orchestrated, Indigo would hurl hersdf headlong and without rationd thought at the enemy she
sought to destroy, and that reckless obsession would be her undoing.

Which was precisely what Nemesis wanted.

Grimya had begun to pace back and forth across the cave. She was anxious to be acting rather
than talking, and Jasker was well aware that time had been lost while shetold her story. But to learn the
truth had been vitd; Nemesis wasn't apower to be reckoned with lightly, and without Grimya's
forewarning he would have been unprepared to mest it.

Thewolf sad, "I want to go after her. If | w-wait much longer, there will be no trr-ack to follow."

"I'll comewith you."

"N-no. You will only... dow me." Shelooked a him apologeticdly. "A-lone, | can ff-ind her
without being seen.”

She wasright; he was no hunter, no tracker. But he had other Kills....

"Very well," he said. "But take the greatest care. Ranayaknows | don't like having to say this, but
if Indigo has, asyou say, falen prey to thisdemon, she may no longer look on you asafriend.”

Old memories stirred in the she-wolf's eyes, and she dipped her head. "I... know that."

"Then find her, and return to me here as swiftly asyou can.”

"I w-will." And without afurther word Grimyaran from the cave. Jasker heard her claws
scrabble on rock as she raced away down the tunnel, then he crossed quickly to the shrine of Ranaya.
Sorcery couldn't help him now; he had never had a scrying talent, and Grimya's nose could find Indigo
where his powerswould only fail. Until the wolf returned with news of her whereabouts he could do little
other than pray to his goddess.

Jasker kndlt before the shrine and began to plead silently, fervently, for guidance.

To Grimyasdismay, Indigo'strail had been al but obliterated by the heat and by the pollution from the
mines. She emerged from the tunnd network into the blistering sunlight of late afternoon, and was
ingtantly assailed by the sulfurous stinks that blew into her face on anorthwesterly wind and turned the air
around her to abrassy haze. The rock was too barren to carry even asingle footprint, and for severa
minutes Grimya sniffed at the ground, struggling to interpret and separate the smells of hot stone and old
magmaand the grimmer stench from the distant valey. At last, though, her nostrils encountered something
sherecognized. A hint, no more-but it led away aong an old lava bed, up into the mountain dopes.

The heat made her gasp and the rock underfoot scorched her pads, but she ignored the
discomfort and streaked a ong the gully, stopping every so often to check that thetrail, still faint but just
discernible, hadn't petered out. She tried to keep to shade where she could find it, but as she climbed
higher into the peaks the patches of shadow became fewer, until she found herself on an exposed ridge
that baked in the furious sunlight.

Grimyastopped to take her bearings. The wind was stronger here, ruffling her fur but bringing her
little relief from the heat, and far below she could see the dense, phosphorescent smog that hung over the
mines. Sullen fires glowed dimly through the smog where the smdlting furnaces roared, and the air pulsed
heavy and ominouswith the stink and noise risng from the vae.

Grimya shuddered, not wanting to look at the scene. She turned her head to. gaze dong the
ridge-and saw, some way ahead where the ridge dipped to form anarrow shoulder between twin
volcanic cones, two dow-moving figures.

She only just prevented hersdf from howling her relief. One of the distant figureswas
unmistakably Indigo; though the haze impeded her eyesight, the she-wolf recognized her friend's hair.
And the other, shuffling, ssumbling, moving as though every step cost him indescribable pain, wasthe evil
man, the man they had hurt because he served the Charchad.

Grimyadithered down the Sde of theridge to alevel from which she would be invisble should
either of the two people ahead of her turn and look back. Body flat to the ground, she dunk avkwardly
along the steep dope, until she judged that her quarry would by now have reached the farther pesk and
be too concerned with climbing to pay any heed to what lay behind them. She wriggled back to the



ridge's summit and saw that sheld guessed rightly; they were some fifty paces ahead of her now, moving
dowly into the red-brown folds of the peak's lower dopes.

Grimya hesitated. Jasker had told her to return as soon as she had news of Indigo's wheresbouits,
but loyalty and concern were tugging againgt the injunction. She knew Nemesissintention aswell as
anyone, and she was desperately afraid for Indigo. She couldn't leave her to the demon's unchallenged
influence-she had to try again to make her see reason. She had to.

She brokeinto arun, sprinting along the ridge, and as she ran she called Indigo's name.

The girl stopped and whirled round, bringing up the crossbow which she held in her hands. For a
moment her eyes were blank, without atrace of recognition; then abruptly the she-wolf's presence
registered in her mind and she snapped, "Y ou! What do you think you're doing here?"

Indigo, you must listen to me! There's danger, there is-And Grimya's urgent mental message
collgpsed into confusion as she redlized that Indigo's mind was utterly closed to her. She couldn't
communicate, for her friend refused to hear.

Hastily switching to voca speech, she gasped out, "I-cameto f-ind you. Indigo, thereis
dan-ger!"

Quinas had sunk down on to the bare rock, shuddering with giddy exhaustion, but Indigo didn't
move. She stood staring down at the she-wolf, and Grimyawas appalled by the cold contempt in her
eyes, and by the aura of hatred that radiated ddmost tangibly from her. Suddenly, against the grim
backdrop of the barren peaks and the sulfurous, pulsing sky. Indigo had become an aien creature. And
the dully gleaming brooch, pinned like a proud badge of rank at her breast, was feeding the fireswithin
her.

"Please," Grimyapanted, "you m... ust hear me! The brr-ooch-it isNe-me-gs, it is the demon!
Wedid not understand at first, but n-now-"

She got no further, for Indigo's face twisted and she snarled, "We? So you've transferred your
loyalty to Jasker now, have you? | should have expected nothing better of you!"

"No, Indigo!" Grimya cried desperately. "L -listen to me! Open your eyes, see what the demon
has done! Y oum... ust not go on, or you will bein grr-eat danger!”

"Damn your carping and your cowardicel" Indigo's eyes blazed, and suddenly she leveled the
crossbow until the bolt was amed directly at the she-wolf. "You listen to me-and carry this message
back to your good friend Jasker. Y ou and he may not have the courage to do what must be done, but |
have! Tell himthat | am going to the Charchad Vdley, with this piece of offa asmy hostage, and that |
mean to day thisdemon where dl hisfine words and empty posturing have failed! Tel him that!"

Grimyaswung her head from Sdeto Sdein distress. "Please, In-digo! | am not your enemy.”

"Enemy or friend, | neither know nor care. Go!"

"No! Come back with me, hear what Jasker hasto s-s-say-"

"l said, go!" Indigo shouted, and her hands tightened on the bow. "Or I'll kill you."

Her finger was curling on the trigger, and astheir gazes met, Grimya, to her horror, saw deathin
Indigo's eyes. She whimpered, backing away a pace, and Indigo sneered.

"I will count to three. And if you have not obeyed me by then, | will kill you. | mean it!"

Desolately, Grimyaredized that thiswas no bluff. Her friend, her trusted friend, was insane, and
if shedidn't turntail and run, she would choke out her life on this sere dope with a crossbow bolt in her
heart. Hardly ableto believe the betrayd, she stared for onelast ingtant at Indigo, her eyes silently
pleading, but met only the white-hot wall of the girl'sfury.

"One" Indigo said.

Grimyawhined.

"Two." Her finger tightened on the trigger-and the she-wolf turned and fled. She dithered down
the dope, dmost losing her footing but not caring if she fell to the foot of the volcano and broke her neck.
Grief swamped her; grief for her own failure, grief for Indigo and what she had become-but stronger even
than the grief was a soul-tearing fear, as she raced with dl the strength and speed she could muster back
to the cave and to Jasker.

* * *



Indigo watched the she-wolf dwindle into the distance, and only when Grimyawas out of sight did she a
last lower the crossbow and, cold-eyed, turn away. Quinaslay where he had dumped; as she moved to
stand over him he looked up at her and tried to summon a contemptuous smile.

"Oneword, and you'l finish the journey with a bolt through your leg.” Indigo spoke with remote
indifference. "Get up." Shewaited while he clambered dowly and painfully to hisfeet, then prodded his
spine with the bow. "Move. Weve away to go yet."

The overseer hesitated, and turned his ruined face to look at her. For amoment he seemed about
to speak; then her expression made him think better of it and he clenched histeeth againgt the agony that
tore at him with every step, to trudge laboriousdly on up the dope.

Indigo followed, watching his struggles unmoved and matching her paceto his. During the early
part of the journey she had tried to make him go faster, threatening further tormentsif he disobeyed, but
she had finally accepted that he was capable of no more than this snail's pace. Well enough; therewas an
hour or more of daylight left yet, and by the time the sun set they would be close enough to the Charchad
Vdley for itsown evil nacreto light their way.

She hadn't once paused to question the impulse that had made her drag Quinas from the cave
and order him to lead her to the vale. All she knew-or cared about-was that she would no longer tolerate
delay. When the overseer had finaly broken under Jasker's skilled torture and told them the truth about
his master and mentor Aszared, she had felt the sensation then: the surge of hot, blinding desireto run
from the torture chamber, climb the dope of Old Maia, and from there follow the route that according to
Quinass gasping and agonized confession would lead her around the mines and into the valey of
Charchad. She had controlled the desire then, aware that to act without thought or preparation would be
foolhardy; but later, when the combined goads of Jasker's dissembling and her own furious focus upon
the pewter brooch had begun to work on her, she was prepared to wait no longer.

Quinas had tried to protest, but she had her own methods of coercion, and her prisoner now
bore severa further scars-from aknife thistime, rather than from Jasker's elemental fire-aswitnessto her
powers of persuasion. The chances were that she wouldn't need him, but if luck went against her, he
could be vauable, and so she had considered the trouble of taking him with her worthwhile.

She didn't know what she would find when she reached her destination. Quinas had revedled all
he knew, but she had been frustrated to discover that his knowledge was limited. He had never entered
the Charchad Vdley, had never crossed the final, heavily guarded ridge and looked down on the glowing
pit from which histwisted religion had sprung. That privilege was reserved for those whom the Charchad
deemed to be sinnersin need of their deadly form of enlightenment. But as one of Aszared's most
influentia acolytes, Quinas knew the waysinto the valey, and now the time had come for him to follow
the example he had enforced so savagely upon others. Asaguide, Quinaswould lead Indigo into the
heart of Charchad-and as a hostage, he would help her fulfill at last her seething desire to confront the
avatar of the demon she meant to destroy.

Once or twice asmdl voice within her had struggled to be heard, saying: And what then,
Indigo? When you find Aszareel, how will you kill him and the demon he represents? But she had
ignored it, sllencing it beneath an avalanche of angry contempt. To fater would be the act of aweskling;
shewould not be prey to the doubts that had caused Jasker to flinch from what must be done. The
demon would die, shetold hersaf-that was dl that mattered. And in her wrath, in her lust for retribution,
in her madness, she believed it.

At the sound of scrabbling paws Jasker sprang to hisfeet and turned in time to see Grimyarace into the
cave. The she-wolf dewed to ahaf and collgpsed, panting, her sdes heaving convulsvely as shetried to
drag air into her lungs. Dismayed, he hastened to fetch her adish of water and watched as, gasping her
gratitude, she lapped and lapped until at last the worst of her thirst was daked and she could speak
coherently.

Jasker listened to her story with a sense of ominous despair that grew as the tale unfolded. When
Grimyafinished, he paced across the floor and stood looking down at the shrine.

By now the sun must be near setting, and from what Grimya had told him Jasker knew that he



had no hope of overtaking Indigo before she reached the Charchad Valey. Any attempt to follow her
into that hell would be nothing short of suicida, and though he had little enough regard for hisown life, a
doomed rescue bid would be afutile sacrifice. There had to be another way.

And then, as he stared at the little statue of Ranaya, an inner voicetold him that there was.

It wasn't possible. He had tried, he had striven, he had forced himself amost over the brink of
sanity and lifeitsdf to achieveit, and every time he had tailed. Two years of struggling, and the door had
remained barred to him. He couldn't try again. He didn't have the resources, the sKill, or the stamina.

Then what, asked theinner voice, is the alter native?

Jasker shuddered as his own mind answered the question with bleak certainty. For the first time
he had a chance-perhaps the only chance he would ever have-to turn the tide that had overtaken hisland
and was dowly but surely murdering it. United, he and Indigo might have been able to raise enough
power to smash the Charchad's stranglehold, until Nemesis's machinations had broken the link between
them. But it was possible, just possible, that the link could be reforged-if he had the courage and the will
todoit.

The remedy wasin hisown hands, and it was aremedy that had so far failed. But thistime he
had an unexpected and unlikely aly, who might unwittingly hold the key....

Heturned and looked at Grimya. Her head came up, and seeing his speculative gaze on her, she
scrambled to her feet and came toward him. Her tongue lolled and her eyes were glazed with weariness,
but she was determined not to let exhaustion get the better of her.

"Jas-ker?' Shelooked up at him pleadingly. "Y ou have thh-ought of something?*

"I'm... not sure; not yet. | will need time-"

"But we hh-ave notime! Indigoisin dan-ger!"

"I know. But if we cannot physicaly bring her back, | must find another way."

Thewolfsearsflicked. "Y ou will usem... magic?' she asked dubioudly.

Please Ranaya that | have the capability, Jasker thought, and aloud replied, "Yes. It'sthe only
means|eft to us, Grimya.”

"I . .understand. But. ." Shelooked toward the tunnel, her eyesuneasy. "If | w-wereto go
after her again, perhaps-"

"No. Youd risk your own lifefor no good purpose.”" He crouched down and gently touched the
she-wolf'smuzzle. "Grimya, pleasetrust me. | believe | know of away to save Indigo, but if it'sto stand
achance of succeeding, | will need your help, and you must do as | ask. Will you?"

Shewas uncertain, two ingtincts at war within her.

"Please, Grimya," Jasker repeated. "For Indigo's sake." A shadow passed over hisface, as
though old memories had briefly but poignantly avoken. "I don't want her to die any more than you do."

Perhaps Grimya sensed something of his thoughts, or perhaps his words a one were enough to
convince her; hedidn't know. But at last sheraised her head and said, though still with atrace of
hesitation, "Yess... | trr-ust you. And | will do whatever you want of me."

He could have hugged her, but dl he said was, "Thank you."

"Wh-at do you mean to... do?"' she asked.

Jasker stood up. "Before we can hope to rescue Indigo, we must break the hold Nemesis has
over her," he said. "And that means using powers greater than those of the demon, to break through to
her mind and make her redize the truth. That iswhere you must play avitd part.”

"But | c-cannot reach her,” Grimyareminded him.

"Assheisnow, no. But | believethat | can raise apower that will smash through the demon's
defenses-and | will channd that power to Indigo's mind through you."

"A power... likethef-f-ire dragons?'

"No." Jasker's voice was somber. "Not like the fire dragons, Grimya. Something far greater, far
older." Helooked down at her with sympathy and respect, "It will take courage, little wolf, al the
courage that you and | can muster. But we can do it.”

"I am not af-raid. But what isthis power, Jas-ker? What isit that you mean to do?"

The sorcerer's eyes took on a strange, distant expression, alook that Grimyahad never seenin



them before. Then, quietly, he said: "I mean to summon Ranayas Daughters from their long deep.”

*CHAPTER-Xl|e

"It'sno use" Quinass mouth stretched in apainftil rictusthat was hisbest attempt at anironic smile."You
may do what you will to me, saia, but you can't change the smple feet that | can go no further.”

Indigo stared down & him. In the gathering dark his face was a ghasily piebad of scar and
shadow, and his one eye, catching the cold, greenish light that now filled the sky above the narrow gully,
seemed to mock her. Anger seethed in her and she quelled an impulse to stretch out her foot and put him
to thetest by crushing hiswrist under her hed. In truth, she believed him, for it waslittle short of amiracle
that held been capable of stumbling on thisfar in hisravaged condition. For the last hundred yards or
thereabouts he'd been reduced to crawling on elbows and knees-he had tried to use his fused and ruined
hands, but the pain had proved too great-and had only covered the final ten paces when she gripped the
end of the rope that bound his shoulders and dragged him bodily over the rough ground. But now she
didn't doubt that he was finished.

She looked up and ahead to where the gully rose sharply to aridge. Thelast ridge. That was
what he had told her. The last ridge-and on the far sde lay the vale of Charchad.

She turned back to her captive. His eye had closed and he was motionless; she prodded him
with her toe.

"Wake up, you sewer worm. I'm not done with you yet."

Thered lensflickered briefly. "Water..." Quinas coughed on the word. "If you have... alittle
waeter."

Indigo would have spat in hisface, but couldn't muster the sdliva. She knew that she, too, was
suffering from dehydration, but was reluctant to squander more of her smal supply than was absolutely
necessary. At least now, with the sun below the horizon, it was a degree or two cooler. All she needed
was the energy to climb the next ridge; then shewould rest.

"What now, saia?" Quinassdust-dry voice broke into her thoughts. He had redlized that she
wasn't going to give him water, and the redlization made him less careful of his Stuation than he might
otherwise have been. Again, he gave her therictus smile. "There are no vulturesin these mountainsto eat
my body and give me the dow death you have ordained. So will you smply leave my flesh to melt from
my bonesin the sun?'

Loathing glittered in Indigo's eyes. "' doubt that the sun would deign to touch your corrupted
carcass,” sheretorted. "No, Quinas. | have abetter end in mind for you." Again she glanced at theridge
ahead. "If you cannot walk, you will be carried. But on your feet, on your knees, or on my back, one
way or another you will enter the Charchad valey."

"No-" The protest was out before he could stop it, and for thefirst timeindigo heard true fear in
Quinassvoice.

"What'sthis? s the noble follower of Charchad afraid?" She chdlenged him harshly, vicioudy,
jerking on the rope so that he jolted with pain.

Broken teeth clamped down on hislower lip and the overseer whispered, "Yes..."

"Louder, Quinas. | can't hear you clearly enough!”

He drew adeep breath, then: "I said, yes!" Hiseyefixed her, adreadful, unblinking stare of
naked horror. "Y ou cannot carry me. Not unless | cooperate-and that | will never do. Y ou may hurt me,
you may cut me or burn me or flay me; you may try to drag me bodily into that vae. But I'll fight you,
saia. From somewhere I'll find the strength, and I'll fight you! And if | can no longer fight, then | will tear
out the arteriesin my own wristiswith my teethif | haveto! But never, never, will | enter the Charchad
Valey, because | fear it!"

He dumped back, drained by the effort of his vehement speech, and Indigo gazed down at him.
So Quinaswas asterrified as hisown pitiful victims of what lay in that vale. Quinas, acolyte of Charchad,
loya servant of Aszaredl, could not face his master-and at the last he had been forced to admit it.



She began to laugh. The sound was ugly and unnatura, but it bubbled up into her throat and she
SaW no reason to stop it.

"Quinas," she said, "Quinas, the scourge of Snners, the lighter of funerd pyres, the tormenter of
women." She put the back of one hand to her mouth to suppressthe gae of crazed mirth. Then the
laughter died abruptly and her tone changed to one of scorching contempt. "Quinas, the groveling
coward!"

"Yes," the overseer said quietly. "But honest enough to admit to it."

Reflexively, Indigo fingered the brooch at her breast. This amused her. Thisadmission, this
last-moment confession from the self-professed man of strength and courage, was funny. Too afraid to
confront that which he so zealoudy compedlled othersto worship... she snorted back afresh burst of
laughter and wiped her eyes, feding unaccountably excited. The Stuation had addiciousirony: Quinas,
the Charchad acolyte, would cower here among the rocks and shun his god, while she, alone and
unafraid, climbed the find ridge to spit in that same god's face. Jasker would have enjoyed such ajoke-

Indigo scowled, checking hersdlf. She didn't want to think of Jasker, for he had proved himself
no better than Quinas. Let him cower, too, safein his caves. Let him mumble his prayersfor the souls of
Chrysvaand dl the otherslike her, for al the good they'd do. Her time had come now. Hers, and no
other's.

She stared up at the ridge, speculating, caculating. According to Quinas, thiswas one of the
lesser pathsto the vale, and athough every approach was guarded constantly, there would be no more
than two, perhaps three sentries on duty. They would be looking inward, dert for asinner trying to flee,
for no one entered Charchad by their own choice.

Until now.

She dung the crossbow onto her back, settled it, then turned back to Quinasfor the last time.
Another crud jerk on the rope, another wince of agony. Indigo smiled.

"Well, my cowardly friend, | have decided to grant you alittle of the mercy which you deny to
others. | have no more need of you-s0 you shdl lie here and see the beginnings of my triumph.” She bent
down, putting her face closeto his. "The end of Charchad, Quinas. Think on that while you wait for the
suntoriseand drain thelast of the life from your wretched body. The end!”

"Saia-" He made as though to reach toward her but fell back, too weak. His breath was short,
and speaking was difficult. "I beg you... don't do thid"

"l am dedf to your pleas, Quinas. Entreat the moon, entreat the mountains-entreat the sun when it
rises. They might hear you; | will not!"

"Indigo." He used her namefor thefirgt time since his capture. "Please-you are throwing away
your lifel"

Her answering smilewas a cool and supercilious sneer. "L ook to your own life, Quinas, whilst
you gtill possessit. Make the mogt of thelittle you have left!”

She wanted to make some fina gesture of contempt toward him, but could think of nothing
appropriate. Let her actions be enough in themselves. Long before she returned, Quinas would be dead
meat. She hefted the bow on her shoulder, drew her knife from its sheath, and walked away up the gully
toward the ridge and the deadly glow beyond.

Quinas didn't move until the last faint sounds of Indigo's progress had faded into the ever-present
background of throbbing, subterranean vibrations from the mines. Even then, when he had shifted his
position to one more tolerable, he forced himself to count the passage of another minute before he risked
gtting up. His head sivam from the effects of food and water deprivation and for amoment he thought he
might lose consciousness; but he fought the spasm, dragging it under control at last. His breath rasped in
the hot night air and pain was a congtant fire throughout his body. But hiswill was unscathed. And his
strength was by no means as depleted as he had led Indigo to think.

He knew now that the woman was utterly insane. The sorcerer who had put him to the torture
was afeeble ghost by comparison; Indigo's madness was of an order that transcended anything remotely
human. And it was that madness that had enabled Quinasto use his strongest weapon, and use it well.



For in the throes of what she saw as her triumph, clouded by her obsession with revenge, Indigo had
been only too ready to believe hislittle charade.

He guessad that she would by now be nearing the end of the gully. If he had judged correctly,
that gave him just the time he needed, and he twisted his body about, struggling first to hiskneesand
then, awkwardly, to hisfeet. Severd times during the journey from the caves he had tried surreptitiously
to loosen the ropes binding his upper armsto his sides, but had failed. No matter; the bonds would
hamper him, but he'd cope.

Pausing to catch his breath, he glanced aong the canyon again and smiled faintly. He had dways
been agood orator, agood actor; but thistime held excelled even his own expectations. Indigo had been
easy prey for his pretense of exhaustion and terror, and hisfina pleato her not to go into the valey-a
refining touch that had occurred to him on the spur of the moment-had sedled it perfectly. Satisfied that
she had bested and shamed a craven coward, she had strutted away from him, leaving him, she thought,
todie

Quinas chuckled softly. He had no intention of dying yet. And Indigo, together with her
unsuspecting companions-though their punishment would be meted out later-had alesson in store. A
lesson that he would take great pleasure in administering.

Loose shale dithered under hisfeet as he turned about, supporting himsaf againgt the rock wall.
Some ten paces back aong the gully was anarrow side runnel, cut by lavain the days when these old
volcanoes were active, that turned steeply downhill. Indigo hadn't noticed it, but Quinas had, and knew
whereit led. It was just wide enough to traverse, and determinedly ignoring the pain that shot through
him, the overseer did his battered body through the gap and merged with the darkness.

Indigo dithered to a halt as the path she had been following ended abruptly at the solid wall of the ridge.
To her right the gully's Side had been shattered by arock fal at some unguessable timein the past, and
the last few feet of the path sheared away in atreacherous dide with few footholds. She caught her
breath-getting air into her lungs was becoming more and more of an effort-and paused to take her
bearings.

From where she stood to the top of the ridge was a climb of no more than fifty feet, and though
the dope was acute, she didn't foresee any problems. She amiled feraly, then took afew disciplined sips
from her water skin, enough to wet her throat but little more, before gripping the rock face to her left and
swinging hersalf acrossthe final, broken section of the path. For amoment she stood with her face
pressed to theridge, still smiling, savoring the excitement, the increasing, adrendine-fired sense of
triumph. So close now. Just minutes more, and thefinal goa would bein sight.

Indigo thought of Quinas, and laughed with soft, crazed pleasure. Perhaps she should have killed
him-but it had seemed so much morefitting that he should bel&ft for the dementsto finish in their own
good time, and to meditate meanwhile on hisfailure and on the imminent ruin of his depraved cult. The
chuckle faded and she wiped her mouith, licking afew drops of water that transferred themsalves from
her lipsto her hand. Then shelooked up at the crest of theridge: and drew in a stunned bregth.

The crest was a silhouette that stood out stark and ragged against a backdrop of shimmering,
phosphorescent light. A line of furious brilliance edged the rock like aghastly halo, and through the cliff
face Indigo felt apeculiar, rhythmic vibration that seemed to penetrate skin, flesh, and bone. It fueled her
sense of anticipation and, heart quickening, she set her foot on the dope and began to scae theridge.

The vibration and the light increased as she climbed, and by the time she was halfway up the
dope Indigo was bathed in reflections from the eerie radiance. As she neared the crest she went more
carefully, keeping her body pressed flat to the rock where she could. She didn't know how closeto the
ridge the sentries might be stationed, and was anxious not to risk betraying her presence by an incautious
sound or movement. The sharply etched silhouette of her god came nearer, nearer... then her groping
hands reached the crest, and dowly, breathlesdy, Indigo raised her head above the edge of theridge.

Searing green light erupted in her face and she jerked back with an involuntary gasp, turning her
head away as the brilliance swamped her vison. She covered her eyes with one hand to protect them,
and through the latticework of her fingers saw her hand, the arm beyond it, the rock before her, shining



with cold, green fire that sparkled with moteslike slvery dust. Her skintingled; she risked dlowing her
hand to dide dowly down her face, letting her vision gradualy grow accustomed to theincredible
radiance, .. and at last she was able to look, for the first time, into the Charchad Vale.

She couldn't move, couldn't utter a sound as her senses strove to assmilate what her eyes took
in. Thevaley waslike agigantic fumarole, avast wel that plunged giddyingly down into the bowe s of the
earth-and from the well's depths atitanic, monstrous incandescence blasted into the sky, bleaching the
valey walsto green-white skeletons, hurling itsterrible radiance up and out into the night. Gridy
shadows shifted on the far cliffs, beams of nacreous color that mocked the mine searchlights played a
random through the huge, shimmering spaces. And far down, where the incredible light collgpsed into a
roaring, strobic inferno, she thought she glimpsed nightmarish shapes moving through the maglstrom with
an ominous and implacable purpose.

Indigo clutched at the uneven rock. Asif the sun itself had fallen to Earth. Jasker's words
came unbidden to her mind and she fdlt her teeth start to chatter uncontrollably. She couldn't tear her
gaze away from the vale; her skin tingled with heat and cold together and al she could do was stare and
dare at the gppalling scene laid out before her.

It was an abomination. An aborted nightmare, a cancer on the face of the world and on the body
of the Earth Mother. And Quinas and hisilk worshiped this monstrosity, reveled in its power, adored it...

Hest flared in her head, the white hest of renewed rage as the fedlings that had eaten at her soul
since Chrysiva's death flooded back in double measure. She didn't fear what lay in the Charchad Vae.
Aszared, the demon, whatever the name or nature of the misbegotten power that had conjured this
horror to life, shewasits equa and more. Indigo clenched her jaw, bringing the chattering under iron
control. Shefelt blood lust, awild and eager awakening of akiller ingtinct that drove deep into her gut. A
thousand curses on the cowards and the whimperers whose resolve had failed them. She would not fail.
She would face the demon of Charchad, and the demon would die. For Chrysivaand all the others, it
would die.

Movement on the periphery of her vision aerted her. Shejerked back, pressing her body hard to
the rock and unconscioudy showing her teeth in avulpine snarl. The ghastly light played over her hands,
etching the bones, so that for amoment she looked to her own eyeslike aliving skeleton; sheignored the
phenomenon and cautioudy turned her head alittle to the | eft.

Two figures moved aong anarrow ledge a short way below her vantage point. They weredim
and shapdlessin the glare, and until they drew closer-which, at their laconic pace, would take some
minutes-it would be impaossible to make them out in clear detail. But it seemed alogica assumption that
these were the sentries of which Quinas had spoken.

A broad, savage grin spread across her face. She drew back, moving as quickly and lithely asa
snake until her head was below the summit of the ridge, then twisted about and undung her crossbow,
setting abolt into place and drawing back the string. She could shoot, reload, and shoot againin
seconds, and Charchad acolytes died as surely as any other mortal creatures. Only two guards:. they
would be easy pickings. And when they were gone, nothing would impede her.

She writhed forward once more and peered over the crest. The two guards were closer now, so
closethat she could discern their true shapes. And her heart dmost stopped beating, for whatever else
they might have been, they weren't human.

Once, perhaps when they were dragged squalling from their mothers wombs, they had had the
potential to grow into men; but the Charchad had warped that potentia into something so far beyond
humanity that Indigo's somach turned over with shocked revulsion. They il clung to the basic human
structure of two legs, two arms, one head; but the grip was precarious, for they bore a closer
resemblance to the walking fetuses of some gruesometroll than to anything remotely morta. Deed,
parchment-thin skin was stretched taut over their naked and outsized skulls, dack mouthsfilled with
brown fangs drooled over jowls that siwung bloatedly above torsos as fleshless and flaccid as the corpses
of rotting fish. And from their stunted arms and legs grew six-fingered appendages tipped with broken,
blackened claws that scraped and scrabbled on the rock as they heaved their misshapen bodies along the



ledge.

Despite her dehydration, bile clogged Indigo's throat and seared her tongue with ataste of rusting
metal. She couldn't continue to look at the grotesque sentries: not caring about range or timing, she shut
one eye and sSghted aong the crossbow, aiming quickly, obliviousto which of the two shambling figures
was the better target, and fired.

Recoil hammered againgt her arm. The string sang amurderous note, and the sted bolt dammed
into the face of the nearer of the guards. He-it-screamed, the sound horribly reminiscent of adaughtered
pig, and, even as his companion shuffled about in confused chagrin, pitched from the ledge and plunged
into the coruscating light and into oblivion.

Feverishly, Indigo fumbled for a second bolt. Her handsfelt like bears paws, clumsy and
uncoordinated, but at last she got the bolt home and swung the bow around to aim at the remaining
sentry, who was gtill turning and turning in bewilderment on the ledge. She drew back the string, hearing
her own breath rasping in her ears, dragged back the string-

And something struck her agiddying blow on the back of her skull.

She opened her mouth to cry out in pain and protest, but no sound came. Instead therewas a
huge vortex of nauseathat rushed a her from nowhere, making the surrounding scene start to spin likea
mad carousel. The crossbow clattered on the rocks and Indigo rolled over, limbslosing coordination and
Mailing like ayoung child unexpectedly pitched off balance. She saw faces above her, svimming and
indistinct like dream images, and fet anirrationd storm of indignation. Then something thet felt likefire
and ice together cracked out of the darkness and tore into her face like the sting of amonstrous bee, and
she passed out.

"Wake her."

Brackish water splashed against Indigo's face. Shetried to protest but her vocal cords wouldn't
obey her; al she could do wasturn her head in an effort to evade the assaullt, but it did little good. There
was an ingstent, muted thundering in her ears and the ground under her seemed to be shaking. And she
could smell something dense, heavy, metdlic, clogging her nodtrils.

"More"

She knew the voice but couldn't give it a name. Someone she had-

Another shock of water hit her, and nausea erupted from somewhere degp down. Ingtinctively
sheralled, just managing to turn her head aside before afoul mixture of bile and sputum poured from her
throat. Retching, she dragged hersdlf backward on her elbows, till disoriented and rel uctant to open her
eyes.

"All right: that's enough. She's conscious now. Turn her over."

Hands pawed at Indigo's body but she didn't have the coordination to fight them off. Thena
shadow fell across her and her cheek was dapped, lightly but with purpose.

"Saia Indigo. | would suggest that you look at me. There seemslittle point in prolonging thisfarce
unnecessaily. "

Her eydidsfluttered, opened. For amoment her eyes refused to focus; then abruptly the scene
about her resolved.

Shewasin somekind of building, arough, windowless hut made from sheets of carelesdy cut
and rugting iron. Theair stank, and by the greasy light of the lamp hanging from a ceiling hook she could
make out the crude table and two chairs, the board on the wall with its chalked lists of figures, the piles of
dates and notched lead tally-sticks in one corner. The office of amine overseer, crowded now with some
half-dozen men. They must have brought her down into the valley while she was unconscious, and now
the noise, the stink, the polluted dust clogging the air told her shewasin the heart of the mining region,
completely cut off from any hope of rescue. And inthe midst of her captors, his mutilated smile ghastly in
the murky lamplight, was Quinas.

A vicious oath whistled between Indigo's lips, Quinas was dead meat; she had left himinthe
gully, unableto move, waiting only for the sunto riseand blister the last of hislife away. He couldn't
have turned the tables on her.



But the impossible had happened, and now Quinas presided over the group of men from some
kind of makeshift litter. A bandage hid hisbad scalp and ruined eye, and save had been smeared on the
lesser burns, giving hisface adick, oily sheen. A smile of unadulterated triumph cracked his scorched
mouth.

"Well, saia." He spoke gently, an obscene parody of affection coloring histone. "We have, it
seems, apprehended asinner in the act of shining, so to speak.”

His companions grinned unpleasantly. To judge from their clothing and demeanor Indigo
surmised that they, too, were mine officers, overseerslike Quinas perhaps, or foreman, or gangers. Each
wore the glowing badge of a Charchad acolyte, and each suffered in some small way from the Charchad
sckness: flaking skin, faling hair, webbed fingers, anose that was beginning to crumble... One carried a
whip with a plaited thong; it wasthis, sherealized, that had cut her face, leaving her cheek soreand
bleeding, and Indigo didn't doubt that at the smallest provocation the whip'swielder would take pleasure
inudngit agan.

Fool! avoicein her brainralled. You should have killed him! You should have plunged your
knife into his corrupted heart and watched him vomit out his life at your feet! You should-

Someone caught her by the hair and dragged her into a sitting position so suddenly and violently
that her head swam again and the salf-recrimination collgpsed under afresh wall of sickness. Thistime
she held the spasm back, refusing to lose the last pathetic shards of her dignity, and her teeth clenched
hard.

"| should have daughtered you...."

"Indeed you should." Quinasinclined his head.

"That was your weskness, dear Indigo. But wishing isn't the same asdoing, isit?'

Her head was clearing now, and in the wake of physical recovery came something else that she
couldn't yet quite grasp. Charchad. She had cometo... but no; that wasn't it. Something else. Something
Grimya had said. She had seen Grimya, on aridge near the peak of Old Maia. Or had she dreamed that
part of it?

"Y ou have offended us, Indigo.” Quinass soft, cgoling voice intruded on her effortsto
remember. "And though we of Charchad are merciful, those who persstently offend must be punished.

Y ou understand. Don't you?"

Hiswords were meaningless. There was something & se, something far more important....

Nemesis.

"She doesn't hear you, Quinas," someone said laconically.

"Oh, but she does. Don't you, Indigo?*

The brooch. Grimya had said something about the brooch.

"Don't you?" Fingerstook her jaw in apincer hold, and in the same moment she remembered.
The brooch. Nemesis.

"No-o!" It wasacry of pain and anguish and bitter regret asthe last bonds of Indigo's thrall
shattered and she realized what she had done. Grimya! her mind shrieked slently. Grimya-Jasker -1
betrayed you, | failed-

The scream dropped away into cold silence. With agrest effort Indigo forced hersdlf to look at
Quinassface again, and what she saw made her quail as she redlized that his desire for revenge drove
just as deep as her own. She, more than anyone, was responsible for the ruin that had been worked on
him and which meant that he must facethe rest of hislife asamutilated hulk. Now, through her crazed
stupidity, he had turned the tables on her. He, and her Nemesis. And now that shewas hisvictim, he
would seeto it that her suffering more than matched his own.

And dl for aworthless piece of base metd...

One of the overseer's mutilated hands reached out to touch her cheek aslightly asafaling leaf.
She saw the fused stumps of hisfingers, and her gut recoiled at the caress. Quinas smiled.

"You areasnner, Indigo. It grieves usto witness such sins as you have committed againgt
Charchad, but we know our duty." Other voices murmured assent. "Sin, Indigo. Sin. And what isthe
punishment for Sn?*



Silence. They waited for her to answer, but she couldn't, dared not-

"The vae. Theroad to the ultimate enlightenment.” The stunted fingers stroked her face again and
she shut her eyestightly. But she couldn't shut out the voice, the gentle, mocking persuasive voice.

"Y ou sought our master Aszared, Indigo. Y ou sought him, when only the chosen of Charchad
are privy to such an honor.” A terrible quiet hung in the ar momentarily, then Quinass soothing voice
continued.

"But we have decided to be merciful." Something brushed her eyelidsand it was al she could do
not to scream. "We have decided to grant you the enlightenment you crave. It isaprivilege given to few,
but we believe that you have earned it. Are you not grateful 7

Someone sniggered, quelled it. Indigo opened her eyes again and saw that the overseer was
leaning over her. Hisface bore an obscenely sepulchral smile.

"You areto make ajourney, my dear. A journey from which therewill be no return.”

Another breath of laughter, like poison in her ears. Quinass hideous smile widened. "To the
deepest reaches of the pit of Charchad, Indigo. To look, in the moment before you die, upon the face of
our lord Aszared!"

*CHAPTER-XII1e

They forced her to drink from a battered tin cup, clamping her jaws open and pouring the bitter liquid
into her mouth when she tried to fight them. It took three of the Charchad acolytes to hold her down and
she till managed to spit most of the draft back in their faces; but nonethel ess enough went down her
throat for the drug it contained to take effect.

The numbness camefirg. Shefdt it beginning in her hands and feet, creeping dowly dong her
limbs toward her torso, and though she exerted dl her willpower, she could do nothing to gemiit. Ten
minutes after swallowing the draft she was pulled to her feet, and when shetried to struggle, her muscles
smply refused to respond. She could still stand unaided, but beyond that she had no more physical
sdlf-control than adoll; and as her captors dragged her to the hut door in agrotesque, loose-legged
parody of walking she felt her mental faculties also starting to lose their grip as the drug's potency worked
in her veins. Sick, soul-numbing terror was lodged like aparasitein her gut, but she couldn't respond to
it; shefet remote, as though she were watching hersalf from a distance that increased with every moment.
Y et on another level her senseswere still painfully her own, and working at fever pitch. And overriding al
elsein her mind was asense of utter desolation and remorse.

She had tailed. Driven by emotionsthat she hadn't had the wit to examine or control, she had
opened herself to the ultimate folly of recklessness, and Nemesis had been waiting to exploit that folly.
She should have seen the danger inherent in Chrysivas brooch, the correlation between itsdull silvery
sheen and the ever-present threet of her demon. And when Grimya proved wiser than shewas, she
should have listened.

But should and if were of no useto her now. She had scorned her only friendsfor the sake of
blind, vain fury, and that vanity had led her to the mad belief that she could face and conquer the evil of
the Charchad Vde without them. Now her eyes had been opened, but it wastoo late. She couldn't even
hope for the relatively swift death that lay in store for her fellow captives: immortal as shewas, her
suffering would have no end. And she had no one but herself to blame.

Initsdark, astra relm of poison thorns and black stars, Indigo thought, Nemesis must be
laughing.

The door swung open, banging againgt the iron wall and making the whole hut shake. Oily smog
swirled into Indigo's face; her eyes began to water and she tasted sulfur and burnt dust at the back of her
throat as she was hustled out into the eerily glowing nightscape of the mines.

She was met by a battering chaos of noise. Thefilthy air pounded with the near-sublimina
thunder of machines, from the greeat cranes on their towering booms to the gape-mouthed diggers and
vast hammers worked by teams of sweating men as they attacked the rock faces. More straining dave



gangs hauled lines of ore trucks along arattling, rumbling network of rails, these men chanted asthey
toiled to keep their sepsin rhythm, adoleful, groaning dirge like some hell-inspired shanty. Steam hissed
and roared, disembodied voices shouted orders, somewhere, someone screamed in pain or fear or both.
Through the grim miasma the beacon torches flickered on their high poles, their light diffused by the smog
into shapeless and ghostly smearsin the churning night.

Indigo was dragged over the rough ground. Her eyes were streaming by now and she could see
no more than afew paces ahead. They passed under the tall gantry of one of the torches, and in the
sudden flaring brilliance she made out the blurred shapes of other figures who seemed to be waiting for
them.

Someone who carried awhip and whose accoutrements glinted metallicaly strode out of the
glareto meet Indigo's captors. Words were exchanged, but the background din buried them; the only
recognizable sound was a bark of laughter. Then hands shoved her roughly forward; unable to control
her muscles, shefell sprawling among booted feet and was ingtantly hauled up again. Meta clanked; she
felt something clamp about her ankles and realized with dull shock that she was being shackled to one
end of acrocodile of ragged men. Shetried to protest, but her frozen throat could only utter a peculiar
mewling sound that drew no more than a brief, apathetic glance from the captive next inline.

More clanking, and a second set of shackleslocked on her wrists. Her arms were rel eased; she
stood upright but only just, blinking confusedly at her tormentors. There was a movement among the
group of overseers, then Quinas appeared, supported by two of his cohorts who had carried hislitter
from the hut.

"W, saia Indigo." Thefamiliar, hated voice did like acold knife into the tangles of her thoughts.
Shedidn't have the wherewitha to turn her head, and someone had to take hold of her chin and wrench
her around until her eyes focused vaguely on Quinassface.

"Itis customary at these momentsto offer the Charchad's blessing to those who are about to
receive enlightenment.” In the hot glare of the torch overhead Quinas's disfigurements made him ghoulish.
"Y our companions have aready partaken of that sacrament; but it seems, sadly, that you are not in afit
condition to share their boon.”

She continued to stare at him, but even if she had been capable of speaking she couldn't have
thought of anything to say.

Quinas smiled. "It seems something of an anticlimax that our fina parting should be shorn of the
proper ceremony: but I've learned to view such small disappointments philosophicaly. So it only remains,
Indigo, for meto bid you farewell. For thelast time." And he nodded to thewaiting jailers. "Takethem
ontothevae"

An overseer at the head of theline of prisonersjerked hard on the chain he held, and the men
shambled forward. Indigo was pulled aong with them, her head wobbling on her shoulders. For a
moment the hellish scenetilted as she dmost lost her balance, then as she managed to right herself she
caught onelast glimpse of Quinas before he turned away. His face was in shadow, out of range of the
torchlight, and she couldn't see his expression. Only hisremaining eye caught asiray reflection, and it
glowed like the eye of areincarnated demon.

Indigo's teeth chattered, a convulsve, involuntary reflex. She couldn't speak, but asthe line of
captives shuffled into the darkness her lips moved dackly to form asingle, sillent word that sounded asa
confused and desperate pleain her ravaged mind.

"Gr... Grimya...?'

* * %
Before they set out, Jasker gave Grimyathe last of hisfood. The she-wolf protested that she was too
worried to be hungry, but he inssted. The supplies, he said, would be rancid long before they could hope
to return, and they needed to sustain themsdlves for the work ahead. He had already eaten enough for his
needs, now Grimyamust take what was | eft.

At last, though reluctantly, she gave way. While she ate, Jasker sat poring by thelight of acandle
over asmdl map, the result of Six months exploration of the tunnels, shafts, and gdleriesthat riddled the
volcanoes. It was a crude effort, drawn with a paste of soot and oily wax onto a smoke-dried animal



skin, and by no means complete: in his underground wanderings Jasker was well aware that he had
explored no more than aminute fraction of the vast network. But the map would be sufficient to guide
them to their destination. What might happen beyond that point was a subject he preferred not to dwell
on, aware that matterswould by then be in greater hands. But-and he glanced obliquely at Grimya, who
in spite of her protestations was now licking the platter clean-if luck went against them and this proved to
be aoneway journey, at least they'd be spared the ignominy of dying hungry.

With asigh, Jasker folded the map and tucked it into asmall hide sack which he settled over his
shoulder. He didn't want to burden himself unnecessarily, but to go into the volcano network
empty-handed would be suicida, and he had packed afew basic essentials such asrope, candles, knife,
together with afull waterskin. Hed committed thefirst part of their route to memory; there was no further
need for delay.

Grimyawas eager to set out, but was surprised when instead of setting off through the cave's
interior tunnel Jasker led her out into the hot night and away up asteep and difficult path that she hadn't
seen before. The path was formed from avein of obsidian, fused to glasdike smoothness and periloudy
dippery; Grimya struggled gamely to maintain afoothold and keep up, but when finally they reached the
top, shewas panting heavily.

Jasker pointed to alow, dark crack in the mountain wall ahead. "There's a cave on the other side
of that gap, which leadsto a passage. That's where our way lies.

Grimyadidn't like caves. Her natural éement was the cool openness of forest and plain;
confinement distressed her, and athough she had adjusted as best she could to the claustrophobia of
Jasker's hideaway, she found its atmosphere oppressive. The thought of wriggling through that narrow
gap into stifling, sulfurous darkness made her heart quicken unpleasantly, and despite her determination to
be courageous, she had to admit that she was afraid of what lay ahead. She would have given a great
dedl not to have to continue this journey, but forced the thought from her mind even asit took form. For
Indigo's sake, she must go on.

Jasker had dready dropped to a crouch and was squeezing through the rock dit. Grimyalooked
up a thetitanic cone of Old Maatowering into the evilly glowing sky, and her hacklesrose involuntarily.
The greatest and oldest of Ranaya's Daughters, adegping but letha giantess. And they were searching
for her heart.

A soft call, echoing from the crack, told her that Jasker was safely through. Grimya shook herself
from head to tail, attempting to dough off more than the prickling heet of the night; then she flattened her
body to the ground and squirmed through the gap in Jasker'swake.

They walked for an incaculable timein dmost perpetua darkness. Early on, Jasker took a candle from
his sack and attempted to igniteit; but the tunnel soughed and echoed with strange, hot drafts, and the
guttering flame refused to stay aight for more than afew momentsat atime. At last the sorcerer
abandoned his attempts to keep the candle burning. For amoment he considered caling a sdlamander,
one of hislittle brothers of fire; but to summon and contain the elemental would take power, and he
dared not risk depleting his resources in however smdl away. For thetime being at least, they must do
without light. It was an eeriejourney. Theair smdled of sulfur and tasted like iron; its oppressveness
grew asthe tunnel wound and twisted ever downward. At times the passage roof rose so high that their
footfals created unnerving echoes; at othersthe walls closed in so that they were forced to squeeze
sdelong through abarely negotiable gap. Now and then adim and distant flicker of orange-red light
would erupt from some adiit in the runnel wail and hurl their shadows briefly onto the rock before dying
away, and from somewhere far below came a congtant, rumbling vibration that even Grimyas senditive
ears couldn't quite hear, but which they both felt in the core of their bones.

The she-wolf couldn't disguise her fear. The smdlest untoward sound, the dightest movement of
air, was enough to make her jink and cower, and the deeper they penetrated into the mountain, the
worse her fedings grew. They traversed anaturd gallery, moving cautioudy along anarrow ledge that
overhung ahuge, dark drop; then through another tunndl whose bizarre acoustics made their footfals
sound like the tramping of an army, and on over aspine of basalt panning avast fumarole that blew hoat,



sulfurous windsinto their faces and glowed with amolten life of its own. Several times Jasker paused to
consult hismap, but it was merdly a precaution; memory and instinct were proving sure guides, and he
knew that they were drawing closer to their ultimate god.

The sorcerer was well aware of Grimyasterrors, and in truth he shared them; these subterranean
tunnels were no place for any living creature, anima or human. He only hoped that it would be possible
to reach their eventua destination. He had seen the place once, during his original exploration, but snce
that first unplanned visit he hadn't had areason-no, he corrected himsalf sternly; he hadn't had the
courage-to return. There was no merit in deluding himself about that, and every justification for the dread
hefelt. But now that he must faceit again, he prayed sllently that in the intervening time some natura
event hadn't rendered the place inaccessible, for if it had, his plan would have no more relevance than a
handful of volcanic dust.

He wondered how near Indigo was now to the deadly vae. Much, he knew, would depend on
whether she still had Quinaswith her. If the overseer lived, his presence would dow her progress and
that improved Jasker's chances of reaching his destination before she reached hers. But if Quinas had
succumbed to exhaugtion, or if Indigo had smply lost patience and killed him, it might dready betoo late.

Unconscioudy, he quickened his pace, forcing Grimyainto arapid trot to keep up. To the best of
his knowledge-and Jasker was prepared to admit that his knowledge, and the map, might be flawved-they
were now very closeto their god. The air in the passage through which they hurried was foul with the
reeks of dust and hot rock and semimolten metal: benesth their feet, and not too far benegth, the natural
laws of geology were being twisted out of kilter by the colossal hest of the volcano's boiling core. He
was trying to cdculate how much farther they must have to go when aboruptly Grimya& ears pricked
forward.

"Light!" shesaid hoarsdly. "l sseelight!”

In the tunndl's darkness Jasker had been concentrating on keeping hisfooting on the uneven
floor, and the she-wolf had glimpsed thefirt telltale glow before it registered on his mind. Now, though,
his eyes caught afant, flickering reflection on thewall ahead.

They had arrived. Old memorieslurched to lifein Jasker's mind, and hefdt athick, clagging
sensation at the back of histhroat that wasn't caused by the stinking air. He wanted to swallow but
couldn't induce sdliva, and he halted, staring at the angry glow and touching one hand to the rock beside
him.

Thewall's surface was hot and he could fed adow, indstent pulse vibrating through it. The light
ahead of them illuminated an acute curve in the tunnel, and just beyond the turn, he remembered, the roof
had caved in to create adoping wall of rubble whose only egress was anarrow gap at the top. Beyond
that barrier was the tunnel's end, and their detination.

The sorcerer took four dow, steady bregths, trying to cam his uneven heartbest. Then, with a
brief glance to ensure that Grimyawas following, he walked on to the curve in the tunndl.

Nothing had disturbed the falen rocks. The hot light shone lividly through the gap at the top,
throwing the dope into deep shadow and making it hard to judge distances and angles for an ascent.
Grimyaeyed the rubble uncertainly.

"Canyou climbit?' Jasker asked her.

She dipped her head. "Y -ess. But... what isthat light? And the noises? They are... not good.”

Jasker had been trying to ignore the disturbing sounds that were impinging on him from beyond
the barrier, but Grimyals question forced his awarenessto focus. If he closed hiseyes and alowed his
imagination free rein-something he waan't overly anxiousto do-he might easily have believed that the
discordant stirrings were akind of unearthly music, the sound of dien souls singing in ascae and atongue
that no human mind could hope to interpret. Strange harmonies that defied comprehension, impossible
whisperings, shivering cadences without pitch or rhythm yet containing their own edritch integrity.
Logicdly, Jasker knew that the sounds were nothing more than the shifting of random air currents through
huge honeycombs of rock; but logic couldn't combat the effect of those chilling echoes, nor could it
banish the conviction that had gripped him on hisfirst encounter with this awesome place: that what he
was hearing was the vast, unhuman voice of Old Maaherself. Grimya, unhampered by the flaws of the



human ear, must be hearing that voicein her marrow....

He spoke softly. "It's nothing more than movement of air, Grimya. There's no need to be afraid.”

"Grimya?' Nervousimpatience gave Jasker's voice an edge; if the climb and what lay beyond it
must be faced, he didn't want to prolong the ordeal longer than necessary.

Grimyagrowled, an uneasy rumblein her throat, but she didn't look at him.

"Grimyal What isit?"

At last the she-woalf turned her head. Her eyes, lambent with reflected light, looked fera and
suddenly dien, and she drew back her lipsin asnarl.

"Something iswrr-ong!"

Cold, phantom teeth bit into Jasker's somach. "Wrong?"

"Inmy mind. A... disurbance. I... h-heard it! But now it has gone.”

Hisfird irrationa fear that Someone or something had been shadowing them through the maze of
tunnelsdied, but wasinstantly replaced by another foreboding. In my mind, Grimyahad said. Wasit
possible that the wolf had picked up some psychic scent of danger?

Clinging to his precarious hold and ignoring the feet that his pams were scorching, Jasker said
urgently. "Try to hear it again, Grimya. Try!"

"I.... cannot...." She shook her head violently asthough trying to free hersdf from someinvisible
assallant, and backed apace, her body quivering. "It will not c-come... no. Wait. It..." And suddenly she
raised her gaze to him again and thistime her eyeswerefilled with fear. "It isIndigo! Jas-ker, it isher
voice! Sheistrr-ryingto cal tome™

Jasker felt as though the blood in his veins had been driven out by aflood of icy water. It wasn't
possible: not unless-

"Listen again!" Hisvoice cracked on the last syllable, and it took agreet effort to drag himsdlf
back into any semblance of cohesion. "Whét is she saying? What?"

"I don't know! | c-c-cannot hear her clearly; itisasif..." Wordsfailed Grimya; sheyippedin
distress, then resorted desperately to her first warning. " Something is wrrrong!"

The spell that had shackled Indigo to obsession and maniamust have broken, shettering the
barriers she had created between hersdf and Grimyaand alowing their telepathic link to be
reestablished. But the link was flawed, and Grimya had been unable to interpret it with any coherence.

Revelation came as sharply as aknifein the gut. Only one thing could have released Indigo from
Nemesissthral; and the gink of the air, the shifting light, the distant whisperings of Old Maia, were
suddenly no more than a remote backdrop to the sick fear that clogged Jasker's mind.

"Grimya, listen to me." Hetried to keep hisvoice calm, aware of how easly the she-wolf's
distress-and his own-could erupt into panic. "We have very little timeleft. We must go on, and quickly.
Follow me-and if you love Indigo, don't be afraid of what you're about to see!”

She gave him an agonized look that negated any further need for words; then her claws
scrabbled on the rock as she bounded toward the dope.

They completed the climb in breathless, scrambling chaos. Jasker forced himself not to think
beyond the next precarious handhold, but, like ablack litany, he congtantly and silently cursed hisown
complacency. He had known that time was running against them, yet he had paid no more than lip service
to the urgency of their cause. Now, awareness of every minute wasted, every second squandered, drove
him like a predator on the heds of itsvictim, until, with agasp that dmost emptied hislungs, he dragged
his body the last few feet to the top of the dope.

Ashishead came level with the opening, light flared into hisface and a stench of hot sulfur
blasted through the gap. Jasker didn't pause, but thrust his body into the narrow egress and forced
himsdf through.

His senses were suddenly and violently assailed from al directions as the sounds, the hest, the
amells, the taste of ancient, molten minerals on histongue combined in asingle assault. Unconscioudy,
Jasker had shut his eyestightly as he writhed into the opening; he didn't want to look, needed to preserve
hislast defense. But then he felt Grimyaslithe form beside him as she, too, wriggled through the gap: and
he heard her shocked whimper as, unprepared, she saw what he had not yet dared to face.



To fater now would be the act of acoward. And with an abrupt surge of bitterness, Jasker knew
that cowardice had stood for too long between himsdf and his duty.

Ranaya, Mother of Magma, Lady of Flame, forgive my weakness and grant me Your
blessing! He uttered the litany with sllent desperation, as acondemned man might shout wordlesdy to the
heavens when dl earthly hope was gone.

He opened hiseyes.

*CHAPTER-XI V-

On hismap he had dubbed it smply "the heart,” for it defied dl rationd attempts at greater definition.
When Ranaya had given birth to the el dest of her three daughters, in atitanic blast of fire and smoke and
magmathat shook the surrounding land to itsroots, the power of that first eruption had ripped like agiant
fist through millions of tons of rock as the forces pent under the earth's crust sought an outlet. The
mountain's core had melted in the ondaught, and as the shattering bolt of energy punched upward to
spectacular freedom it tore ahuge, vertical shaft through the mountain, an aortafrom the molten heart of
Old Maa

No artist in hisworst nightmares could have imagined the vista that greeted Jasker and Grimyaas
they emerged from the tunndl and onto the network of twisted ledges that formed the walls of the vast
fumarole. Above them those walls soared dizzyingly upward, pitted with vaulted arches that had formed
from the solidifying rock as the vol cano settled back into quiescence. Minera veins, fused by
unimaginable heat and pressure, formed shimmering bridges between the vaults; pyroxenite and magnetite
and hornblende in avast spiderweb of sullenly shimmering colorsthat vibrated with the eldritch echoes,
far louder here with no rubble to muffle them, of the random, burning air currents that hooted and
soughed among their tracery.

Jasker'sfingers were buried in Grimya's fur, clenching as he sirove to drag himself back from the
terror into which hisflailing senses threstened to plunge him. He could fed the vast, hot drafts that Sghed
up from unimaginable depths like the exhd ations of a degping titan, and he fought back an insane,
vertiginousimpulse to launch himsdlf out from the ledge and into those enormous winds, to be carried on
their tide and soar among the glittering webs overhead. He sank to his knees, the prayers that he had
dlently rehearsed for this moment forgotten, and his free hand clutched at the hot rock wall as he battled,
or S0 it seemed, with every musclein his body to force himself to look down.

A huge, dim spectrum of light opened before him as his gaze turned at last into the depths of the
shaft. Quiet, orange fire shot through with tongues of white heat and the grimmer, deeper reds of
smoldering magma, rising from a place where solidity had no meaning, where heat and flame and the dow
shift of molten dements were the only laws that governed. He was looking into the deepest core of Old
Maia, through her bones and her snewsto her eterndly begating heart. And in his own bones, as he gazed
down into that unhuman place, Jasker heard the muted, thundering, roaring undertone that was the raw
voice of hisgoddess.

Therock wal had burned his pam. He redlized it when physical sensation diced through the
trance into which he had falen, and he withdrew Tiis hand and Stared at it, for amoment not
comprehending the sgnificance of the reddened skin and the swelling blisters a the base of each finger.
As comprehension returned he thought instantly of Grimyaand turned to see her beside him, trembling
with pain, her paws braced and her jaws gaping wide as she panted desperately.

"Jas-ker..." Her voice cracked as she struggled to speak to him. "I-c-cannot breathe. | am...
afraid. And ... h... hurt!"

"Great Mother..." He whispered the words so that the echoes wouldn't come shouting
discordantly back, and reached into his sack to pull out a hide cloak that he'd packed among his
supplies. Folded benesath her, it would offer the she-wolf at least some measure of protection from the
heat. And water... they must both drink, before the supply he carried evaporated away, and hastily he
undung the skin. Hed brought no dish, but was able to pour enough into Grimyas mouth to dake the



worst of her thirst. When she was done, he held the skin to his own lips-then paused as with abrupt,
intense clarity heredlized that he had been about to commit a sacrilege.

He had reached aturning point. Thiswas the moment for which he had been preparing for so
long, when the diverse threads of hisentirelifeintertwined at last into one single strand. Hisearly yearsin
Vesinum; his growth to manhood and the discover that he had been called to avocation; his marriage and
the brief, sweet joy it had granted him; the gridy desth of hiswife; the inexorable rise of Charchad-dll
those disparate events had been leading him to this one place and this one chance.

He thought of Indigo, shackled to ayoke that he, in the unceasing torment of hislatter years,
understood all too well, and ready to pay any priceto free hersdlf from that torture. Could he do less
than she had done? Jasker didn't need to answer his own question, for in thisinstant of revelation he
believed he saw the purpose for which the superna hand of Ranaya had drawn together the tangled
skeinsof ther linked detinies.

Lady of FHame, Mother of Magma, Sister of the Burning Sun, To drink now would beto fail Her,
for it would spurn the element to which his existence was dedicated. He must trust to Her power and Her
grength, for if hope still existed, She would take it and shape it and giveit life.

Grimyals eyes flashed gold with shock as Jasker threw his head back and laughed, awild, joyous
ped that the hot winds snatched and flung up into the shaft of the great fumarole to ring through the
vaulted network. The sorcerer's hand clamped on the waterskin and he hurled it out over the depths,
watching it turn and spin, agpeck on the shuddering air, spirding into adow fal, szzling asit dropped
and water flashed into steam, into atoms, into nothing, as the Goddess of the vol canoes took Her
sacrificeand transformed it into fire.

Jasker laughed again, and Grimya saw ashivering bolt of brilliance sear from him to hang above
the giant shaft. Light exploded into the form of aglittering salamander that spat scarlet fireand shrilled a
supernatura chalenge to the Snging, echoing vault. A second e emental sprang into being at itsside, and
athird, shimmering in the pulsing light from the fumarole. A blue-whitefire cord had appeared in the
sorcerer's hands; he held it taut, his hands smoldering, then turned to the terrified she-wolf a hisside.

"Grimya." Jasker's voice was unnaturally calm, but she heard the undercurrent of pure madness
cracking through the facade. His eyes seemed to stare through her, into another world. ™Y ou must find
Indigo again, and link your mind with hers. Y ou must become the medium through which | channd my
power, and between us we must give that power to her. Do you understand?”

A long, convulsive shudder racked Grimyasbody. "1... under-stand,” she whispered hoarsely.

"Help me, Grimya. When the power beginsto rise, | may not be ableto control it. Don't fail me,
little wolf-find Indigo quickly, and pray that she can hear you!"

The cord in hishandsflared lividly as he turned back to face the fumarole, and the sdlamanders
dancing in the air above them gave voiceto awild cry. Earsflat to her head, sides heaving as she panted
with amixture of pain and fear, Grimyashut her eyes and struggled to direct her mind toward Indigo. Her
consciousness fled the shaft, fled through the tunnels and over the rocks and dopes of Old Maia,
searching, seeking, and suddenly she felt the quivering surge of another, distant consciousnessflicker
briefly across her path. She tensed, concentrating harder, and the sensation came again, stronger thistime
but distorted, asthough it had lost the ability to focus.

Indigo! Her slent menta projection blended in her head with the degp humming emanating now
from Jasker'sthroat as the sorcerer began his conjuration. Hot light flared against Grimyas eydids and
dowly the humming began to change to vibrating, long-drawn-out words.

Indigo! Grimyacried again. Hear me! Hear me!

Far below them, adeep and distant rumbling answered Jasker'sinsistently chanting voice. The
sdlamanders started to sing a counterpoint, in an octave so high that even Grimya could barely hear it,
and frantically the she-wolf strove to capture and hold the lusive thread of Indigo's awvareness that
trembled just beyond her reach.

Indigo! Sheflung every last fraction of energy her mind could muster into the call, her body
writhing with the strain of effort. And suddenly awall seemed to collapse before her, and agreat surge of
fear and rage and desperation smashed into her consciousness from outside, hurling her thoughts into



chaos.

In the heart of Old Maia, thunder shouted with ahuge, grim voice. Jasker sood with arms
upraised, his body wreathed by blue-white brilliance as the fire cord blazed in his hands. Below him, the
orange light was beginning to change to deep, furious crimson. The temperature was rising, wind blasting
through the shaft and roaring among the shining network of ore veins, drowning the sorcerer'slitany as
Ranayas ancient energies started to surge within him.

And Grimya, unaware, her mind locked with and lost in the mind of Indigo, howled acrossthe
distance that separated them asin that moment she saw what her friend had come to and what she faced.

We aretoo late!

* k%
When they reached the end of the pass, Indigo could only starein dull stupefaction at the great gates that
barred any further progress. Theline of captives shuffled to ahalt but sheingtinctively tried to sumble on,
her reflexes numbed to unquestioning acceptance of the seemingly endlesswalk; asthe chainsat her
ankles tautened an overseer saw her, shouted an angry order to stop, and the thong of awhip cracked
across her unprotected breast. She didn't fed the pain, only blinked like an anima waking dowly from
hibernation and fell back into line.

How long had it taken them to shambleto thisfina rendezvous? Her sense of timewasin ruins; it
might have been minutes or hours sincethat last glimpse of Quinasstriumphant face in the torchlight, and
recollections of dl she had seen and heard since then were no more than ajumble of random imagesin
her head. She remembered a wide road whose surface seemed to be covered with ashes that the
prisoners feet kicked up into filthy clouds a every step, and she had seen adiding, oily turbulence that
she knew must be theriver asit ran alongside the track. Then there had been aterrible, thundering sound,
growing louder and confusing her until it resolved into the roaring of the great smeting furnaces past
which the road was taking them. She had felt the heet of their massive fires and had seen the clouds of
steam rolling from the cooling pits to thicken and saturate the darkness. There had been men movingin
the hot, smog-filled turmoail, ant figures dwarfed by their surroundings, those who saw the condemned
crestures passing by had quickly averted their gazes.

Then asthe furnacesfdl behind, the valley had begun to narrow until there were no more
buildings, no more machines, no more men. The ash road petered out and they trudged instead through a
steep pass that climbed into the surrounding mountains between two high peaks. Now, the only light was
the cold green radiance that filled the sky overhead, creeting shifting, unnatural shadows on the rocks. An
overseer's yelled imprecation to hasten the prisoners on echoed bizarrely, making Indigo think for a
moment that other voices were shouting down a them from the high cliffs. Then something huge and dark
and angular loomed out of the night ahead, and they were at the end of their road.

The gates, thirty feet tall or more, were dung across the pass on massive hinges hammered into
the rock. They had been in place no more than four years, but aready their iron surfaces were blackened
and corroded, the metal eaten by the polluted air. The bar that held them shut would have withstood
amost any ondaught from the far Sde, and as the overseers strode forward to wrestle the bar fromits
supports Indigo's damaged mind redized for the firgt time what must lie beyond.

Very dowly sheturned her head-she was just capable of exerting alittle control over her
muscles-and looked at the prisoner beside her. He was staring at the gates with what appeared to be a
mixture of awe and resignation; his mouth gaped dackly and adow drool of spittle ran unheeded down
his chin. Beyond him one other man aso gazed at the gates; the rest concentrated their attention fixedly
on the ground beneath their feet. No one moved, no one uttered the smallest sound of fear or protest.

A metdlic crash that rang deafeningly between the cliff wals heradded the sound of the bar faling.
Asthe noise faded back toward silence the gates creaked ominoudly, and Indigo felt aresponsive shiver
grike at the base of her spine. She wasn't frightened-the drug had rendered her incapable of any such
depth of feding-but for amoment only, unease had moved like aworm within her.

A heavy clank, the echoes more subdued thistime but till enough to startle her, and the gates
began to swing back. A thin, verticad line of furious green brilliance gppeared, widening rapidly until she
was forced to look away; then shefdlt atug on the shackles and heard the dither of 1oose stone under the



pressure of feet as the captives began to move toward the entrance and the grim valey beyond.

"Not you!"

A hand clamped on her upper arm, hauling her back as, too numb to reason or argue, Indigo
would have shuffled in the wake of her fellow prisoners. Shelooked uncomprehendingly into the face of
one of the guards, who had interposed himself between her and the men. He was smiling. She didn't
understand.

"Eager, isn't she?' Another of the guards came toward her, unclipping aheavy pair of cutters that
hung from the belt a hiswals.

"Shell have her turn. But not with this miserable crew of gut worms." Thefirst overseer fingered
his Charchad amulet, then gestured impatiently. "Hurry up with those; | don't want to leave the gate open
any longer than | haveto."

His companion crouched down, and metal snapped as he cut the chains that bound her to the
other captives. She was pushed roughly out of theway, lost her baance, and fell, grazing her elbow as
she hit the ground. As she struggled dizzily to Sit up, she saw the overseers herding the line of men toward
the shimmering space between the gates. Cold radiance flooded over them, haoing them in bitter green
light; one-the man to whom she had been next in line-hesitated for amoment, looking back, and she
couldn't judge whether his expression was one of pity or pleading. Then the pass rang to the damming of
the gates behind the last man, and they were gone.

Echoesfaded, and suddenly the night seemed unnervingly quiet. The mountains had muffled the
racket of the minesto nothing more than afaint, dreamlike murmur in the far distance, and the passwas
gill. Indigo hadn't attempted to climb to her feet, but Smply sat where she had fdlen, garing at the
overseers as they turned back from the gate.

There were only three of them. She hadn't registered that fact before, but now, asthe information
filtered through to her mind, she wondered why the prisoners had accepted their fate so stoically. Had
they chosen to fight, their guards would have been hopelessly outnumbered; yet they had made not the
smallest protest, but had walked into the Charchad V ale like uncomprehending sheep to the daughterer's
blade. What would become of them now? she wondered. Would they die, swiftly, brutally, before the
valey's sickness could worm itsway into their bodies? Or would they wander in that green, nightmare
world until the flesh rotted on their bones and they became what Chrysiva had been turning into before a
crossbow bolt ended her suffering?

At the thought of Chrysiva, Indigo's mouth twitched. She couldn't help the reflex, nor the peculiar
sensation that followed on its heel's and made her want to speak. But the words she sought € uded her.
Earlier, before the Charchad acolytes had forced her to drink their filthy concoction, she knew that she
had had a dreadful revelation about the eventsthat had led her to her present predicament, but now she
couldn't raly her powers of reasoning sufficiently to cal it back. Wasit failure that she dreaded; failurein
some great task or aspiration? She thought so, but she couldn't recall the nature of what she had set out
to do. And she didn't remember why it should have mattered so much.

Boots scraped on rock, and the small sound made Indigo realize that she had dmost faleninto a
stupefied trance. Now her eyes refocused, and she saw one of the overseers standing over her. His
companionslolled againg the diff wal, watching with jaded interes.

"Well, now." A metal-tipped toe prodded her knee; sheflinched, but the reflex was dow. "Still in
theland of limbo, en?' He reached into his shin and his hand closed around something in an inner pocket.
Indigo couldn't seewhat it was.

"Any last requests before you leave us?!

One of the other men uttered asnort of laughter. " She's young enough and handsome enough,” he
caled out. 'Til giveyou awager | know what sheld like before she goes”

For amoment, speculation flickered in the overseer's eyes. He looked Indigo up and down, his
gaze dwelling for some while on her breasts and groin. Then he shook his head.

"It isn't worth it. We've dl got wives at home who know how to please us and how to be
grateful. This one wouldn't be grateful, and wheré's the pleasure in that? Besides, she'saforeigner. Never
know what you'l catch from foreigners. No: welll follow Quinassordersand leaveit at that." He



weighed in a clenched fist the small object held taken from his pocket, then added, ™Y ou know, | almost
fed sorry for her."

"Sorry?' Casudly, one of the other men pushed himself away from the cliff and sauntered toward
them. "Why, for the blessing of Charchad?*

"Likel said, she'saforeigner. Try to show aforeigner the light and they won't seeit; we know
that." He shrugged. "Seemsawadste, that'sdl.”

His companion was now standing at his side, and leaned to spit inches from Indigo. "Y ou're
getting old and soft, Piaro. Heresy hasto be punished, remember? That'swhat Charchad telsus." He
laid ahand on Piaro'sarm, acomradely gesture, but it carried an uneasy hint. "For your own sake and
your family's, don't ever forget it."

"I'm not about to." Then Piaro shook off some private thought. "The otherswill have been taken
down by now. Let's get this over with, and we can al go back to Vesinum on the morning wagon and get
some deep.” He dropped to a crouch, and for thefirst time as his hand unclenched Indigo saw that he
held asmall metd phid. The stopper came out with afaint, unpleasant sound and Piaro nodded to his
companion.

"Y ou might haveto hold her chin while she swalowsit. Don't let it spill; it'sthe only oneweve
got.”

They expected her to try to fight, but she didn't, for she felt desperately thirsty and saw no reason
not to take adrink if it was offered to her. Shefelt disappointed when, instead of water, she tasted acute
sweetnessthat cloyed on her tongue; but it was better than nothing and she swallowed convulsively.

"What will that do?' Piaro's companion asked.

"It'san antidote to the first drug she was given, that'sdl | wastold.” Piaro straightened and put
the empty phia away. " Quinas wants her to have dl her wits about her when she goes through.”

"Why?"

"How should I know? Maybeit'salast lesson for her." His hands were swesety; he wiped them
on histhighs, then reached down again to take hold of one of Indigo'sarms. "Come on. No sensein
hanging around needlesdy, and the other sidelll be waiting.”

Theworld lurched as Indigo was pulled to her feet, and she thought confusedly: An antidote?
She was being hurried aong between the two men, so fast that her feet could barely scrape the ground in
any semblance of rhythm. The gates|oomed before her, and the third man was moving to haul on the
great handle.

Light. Green and hideous and so brilliantly livid that she gasped and tried to shake her head in
protest-she was being propelled toward it, and her body was beginning to tingle with the cramps of
returning sensation.

A voiceimpinged on her mind: Piaro's. "Wonder what happened to the dog?’

"What-dog?' His companion was panting with effort; paralyzed by the cramps, Indigo had
suddenly become a dead weight.

"I heard she had adog with her. Before, in Vesnum.”

Dog? Indigo thought. And something climbed out of her confused memory to grasp hold of
her....

A grunt. "It won't last long around here. Fresh meat that'll be, for some lucky bastard.”

Grimya...

The second overseer uttered an imprecation as Indigo's paralysis abruptly released her and she
garted to writhe in her captors grip. "By thelight, the bitch is coming out of it aready! Shift her, Piaro;
she'strying to get away-" And he swore again as Indigo screwed her head round and tried to bite him. It
was afeeble effort and her teeth snapped on air; a second later ahand struck her face and she subsided.

"Leaveit." Piaro poke sharply asthe other man madeto hit her again. "Just get her through, and
get those damned gates shut!”

She made one last effort to fight them as the fast-acting antidote surged through her, but it was
too late and too ill coordinated. A wall of blistering radiance struck her full on asthe gatesreared high
overhead-then she was hurled forward and felt hersdf falling and rolling down asteep dope, her breath



snatched from her lungsin an inarticulate cry of protest asthe gates of the Charchad Vde dammed with a
shuddering crash at her back.

For awhile-she couldn't tell how long, and when she tried to count the passing seconds her
judgment collgpsed into confusion-Indigo lay utterly gtill. Her limbswere tingling in the wake of the
cramp; ingtinct told her that control was returning swiftly to her body but she didn't daretest it. And as
the effects of the drug were purged from muscles and sSinews, so her mind, too, was clearing, and with it
her memory.

For one moment she was consumed by ared-hot surge of fury at hersdf for the blind stupidity
that had led her to this. But the feding subsided as she redlized that recrimination would achieve nothing,
and in the wake of the anger came an extraordinary sense of calm. What was done was done; the
damming of the giant gates behind her had been afina confirmation of the futility of regret, and shehad a
smple choice. She could abandon the last of her hopes, or she could face what lay before her and, while
she dtill had life and strength, fight it with al the power she possessed.

Indigo didn't know whether she had the courage to practice the brave words she was preaching,
but shetried to comfort herself with the thought that if her resolve failed-as she feared it would-it would
make not one whit of differenceto her fate. She had nothing to lose now. Quinas had dedlt hislast card.

If only she could have made contact with Grimya:

No. She mustn't consider that thought. In the Charchad V ale she was beyond the reach of
Grimyaor Jasker; even had they been ableto cometo her they could do nothing to help her, and she
would not be the instrument of their deasths aswell as her own. She was alone now. And there was only
onedirection in which she could go.

Indigo raised her head from the uneven ground and opened her eyesto stareinto the valley of
Charchad.

Shewas better prepared than she had been the first time, but still nothing could soften the surge
of shock and sick horror asthe huge, incandescent vista opened before her. From theridge, her first
vantage point, the vale had gppalled her; but this... shefdt asthough her rib cage were tightening within
her flesh, threatening to crush her heart as she stared down and down into the vast pit of light. Monstrous
waves of radiance pulsed up from the depthsto sear the valley sdes and drench her in greenfire. Her
skin ached, as though she were bathing in asolution of some strange, thin acid; her eyes were streaming,
and as she stared helplesdly at the far wal of the cliff where shadows stalked and shifted and made grisly
patterns, she redized how helplesdy ingignificant shewasin this place, atiny, lost speck againgt thetitanic
backdrop.

Abruptly the world seemed to lose dl redlity, and dizzy nausea gripped her. The scale wastoo
vad, the power too great-she couldn't stand againgt this, couldn't-

A siray sound, closer by, impinged on the distant, chaotic roaring of Charchad and stabbed
through the thrall of panic that threatened to smash her resolve beyond repair. Indigo's body jerked
spasticaly and she scrabbled to her hands and knees, crouching like anervous anima as her watering
eyestried to re-focus.

Dim, light-blasted shapes were moving on the dope below her. For amoment she thought they
must be the men who had been forced through the Charchad gate, wandering aimlessly in the deadly
radiance-but as she blinked water from her eyes and her vison momentarily cleared alittle, sheredized
that she waswrong. There were only two figures, and there was nothing amlessin their movements as
they climbed the dope toward her. Reason tried to deny it, but instinct told Indigo that she was their
objective.

The other side will be waiting. Her ssomach clenched and contracted fearfully. There could be
no doubt now; these beings, whatever they were, were coming for her. She started to shiver, and an urge
to scrambleto her feet and run flashed through her mind-then died. Run? Where? Back to theiron gates,
to hammer on them with her fists and demand that they be opened? No. She must face and meet what
was staking out of hell to claim her. There was nowhere e seto turn.

A new surge of light heaved up from the maglstrom below, and a massive, distorted beam played
acrossthe valey dopes, haoing the gpproaching formsin afilthy rainbow of color, so that for thefirst



time Indigo could see them clearly.

The sentries on the ridge might once have been human: these walking nightmares had not. Though
their semblances were a parody of the human form, the planes and angles of their bodies were hideously
out of kilter, asthough they owed their existence to some obscene otherworld from which they had been
manifested warped and incomplete. These were no earthly servants of Charchad. These werethe
demonic shades behind the mortd evil, first get of the monster she had been pledged to destroy-the true
children of Aszared.

Five more steps, six, saven... Indigo counted them like a child silently repeating alesson, until,
only asingle pace from her, the beings hated. White, lidless eyes stared into her own, and when they
reached out to take the chain that dangled from her shackled wrists, she didn't protest, but rose dowly to
her feet, shifting her gaze from their distorted facesto look camly at the insane landscape beyond. She
had accepted the inevitable, and acceptance had its own narcotic power.

The demons didn't speak. Perhaps, Indigo thought with adistant fragment of her mind, they were
voiceless. Metd jingled; shefdt adight tug on the chain, and with the dreamlike serenity of adeepwalker
she stepped between her captors and onto the long, steep path down into Charchad.

*CHAPTEReXVe

"Grimyal Grimya, open your eyed" Jasker's voice rose above the growing thunder from the fumarole,
and he shook the she-wolf's huddled, immobile form. " Comeback!"

Grimyawhined like afrightened cub but made no other response. Jasker doubted if she could
even hear him, for her mind was lost in the consuming horror of what she waswitnessing in Indigo's mind.
He had to break her trance-she wasthe link, the only link.

"Grimyal" Goaded by an upsurge of frustration and fear, the sorcerer raised his voice to abellow
that echoed raucoudy through the shaft. "In Ranaya's name | command you, look at me!™

A great convulsion shuddered through Grimya, and her golden eyes snapped open. For an instant
her stare locked with Jasker's, and amad, distorted picture tumbled through his brain. Blinding green
radiance, terrible shapes that had no place on the earth, a treacherous dope that pitched down into
hell-for asplit second before the image vanished Jasker knew that he was seeing the valley of Charchad
through Indigo's eyes.

The frustration redoubled, making him want to scream. Grimyas despair had intensified her
tel epathic power to such a pitch that for one moment she had broken through the blocks in his own mind,
alowing hisvision to merge with hers. But it had been flegting, incomplete. He had to recaptureit.

Wildly, Jasker looked over his shoulder at the fumarole and saw that the light had deepened to
blood crimson, pulsing now with the rhythm of amassive, dow heartbeat. Old Maiawas dive: shewas
awakening from deep, dowly, seadily, rdentlessy; and she waswaiting. But her patience was running
out.

He clutched at the she-wolf's fur, his sweat-soaked face distorted with frantic energy. "Grimya,
ligento me! Y ou must hold open the gateway in your mind! Link mewith Indigo-let me through to her
agan!"

Anawful cry came from the she-wolf's throat, neither ahowl nor awhimper but with ugly echoes
of both. "I-c... c... an't!"

"Youmug! Try!" Hehugged her, but in her confusion and distress she struggled to pull away
from him, and he was thrown back. It was no use: he couldn't reason with her-but neither could he stem
the power now; the evocation had been performed and nothing could revoke it. With or without Grimya,
he must reforge the link!

Jasker turned, scrambling back over the ledge to crouch at the brink of the shaft, and burning air
sawed in hislungs asfrenziedly he shouted to the giddying vaullt.

"Mother of Fire, aid me and lend me Your strength!™ Desperation made hisvoice crack;
echoes shrieked back at him and the salamanders screamed.



And far down in the earth, Old Maiaexhaed atitanic breath.

A shattering concussion hit them likeawall asablast of wind roared out of the fumarole. Jasker
was snaiched off hisfeet like adry lesf, felt himself pitching backward, saw Grimyaflung, yelping, against
the rubble at the tunnel entrance. Then the blast was gone, leaving him sprawled facedown on the ledge
with hislungs emptied and the concussion's aftermath thundering in hisears.

Ranaya had heard him, and She had answered! Scorched skin puckered and cracked as Jasker
dragged himself to hisknees, but the pain meant nothing. The Goddess had spoken. Sowly heraised his
head, then redlized that the spectrum through which he viewed the world had shifted from its natural
place. Red-orange-yellow-Grimya, only now staggering to her feet and shaking her head in confusion,
was a crimson shadow with eyeslike cods; the ledge had taken on the sullen, fiery hues of molten lava.
And he... heturned his hands pams upward, shaking, staring at their darkly glowing outlines, through
them to the golden veins that moved and pulsed within the flesh, pumping fire through the network of his
body-

The power wasinsde him. He could fed it burgeoning, invading his being and he wanted to
scream and laugh and weep with the gloriousterror of it. This was what he had desired yet feared to
grasp, and it was fear that had led him to fail so many timesin the past. But now the concept of failure
was beyond him. The power was his and he knew how he must useit.

Herose, and his eyeswere hot and proud and vengeful as he turned to focus on the crouching
she-wolf.

"Grimya." Jasker's voice shook as his body struggled to contain the forces unleashed within it.
"Will you hdp meinwhat | must do?'

Grimya gazed back a him. Her heart was pounding still from the shock of Old Maias huge and
emphatic utterance, but the thral that had frozen her mind was broken.

The man was a man no longer. Jasker's form was etched by a glittering gold corona, and
though within its frame his body and his face were unchanged, the she-wolf sensed the chaotic
movements of something vast and beyond mortality, an energy that blazed and sang through the
sorcerer's very essence. Demon!  her mind shrieked. But Grimyaknew the ways of demons, and she
cast thewarning aside even asit sprang into her brain. Not ademon. Not kin to Nemesis, not athing of
evil. She could giveit no name, and her smpleingtinct wasn't enough to enable her to understand, but she
knew what Jasker had become. And, knowing, she felt reverence and pity well within her like the surge
of acamingtide.

"Jas-ker..." She gpoke his name huskily, though she couldn't help but wonder if it meant anything
to him now. Ignoring the rock's burning heet that singed the soft fur of her underbelly, she crawled
toward him. Her ears were back, showing her uncertainty, but her tail twitched with aconvulsive and
involuntary expresson of hope. "S... save her. Save Indigo. | can... hhh-elp you. I can. | will!"

"Littlesgter.” He smiled down at her, and Grimyas body began to quiver uncontrollably.
"Ranayawill blessyou for what you do tonight." And, bending, he touched one hand to the top of the
wolfs head.

Old Maia, first of Ranayas daughters, sighed. And as the gresat, gentle breath set the vaulted
skeins of ore humming and singing like an edritch choir, Jasker turned toward the fumarole, hisarms
upraised and shining in their halo of unearthly brilliance. Though Grimya couldn't see hisface, his
expression was rapt, triumphant, the harsh lines of bitterness and hatred and deprivation faling away as,
through eyes that were suddenly blurred with tears, he gazed up into the shaft toward the invisible night
Ky.

Ranaya, Mother of Fire, moved within the marrow of Jasker's bones as he began to speak.

The periphera torches were being extinguished. Dawn was less than two hours away, and asthe huge
srens boomed across the night to herald the end of the shift, the outermost beacons were hauled down
from their gantriesto gutter into darkness. In the mine shafts, men set down their tools and turned their
facesfrom the minerd veinsin slent thanksgiving; those who were tardy, or who had to tramp through
the deeper galleries and tunnels to reach the outside world, would have to negotiate the uneven dopesto



the ash roads and the gathering point in darkness, and chance that aturned ankle wouldn't lay them up
and reduce their earnings to nothing for the next few days.

Quinaswasto return to Vesinum on the morning wagon. Not adignified means of travel for an
overseer of his standing, but to summon a private carrier would take time, and his colleagues were
anxious that he should be put into the care of a skilled physician as quickly as possible. They had urged
him to try to deep, but he had refused to heed them, savagdly ingsting that he intended to await Fiaro's
report. Piaro had findly returned and had confirmed that al had gone according to plan. Now, Quinas
was as comfortable as they had been able to make him in the tallyman's hut, and need not be woken until
the wagon was at the mine gates.

Simein, who was a staunch devotee of Charchad and one of Quinass most trusted coterie, had
taken it upon himself to see that nothing should disturb his friend and mentor during the few hours before
the wagon's departure. He stood afew paces from the hut door, watching the extinguishing of the first
torches and fingering the haft of the whip that hung coiled at hisbelt. At hisbreast his Charchad amulet on
itsdim chain shonelikeasmadl, disembodied eye, brighter now that the lights of the mineswere
diminishing; the unnatural glow from the sacred stone cast odd, angular shadows across the planes of
Smein'sface, emphasizing the pocked and flaking skin that wasthe first outward stigmaof his
enlightenment.

The mineswere abnormally quiet. In the distance the smelting furnaces roared, but the more
immediate racket of the diggers and hammers and trundling ore carts seemed muted, as though the night
had wrapped them in avast, muffling shawl. The moon had s&t; the only shadows were those cast by the
remaining torches on their towering poles. And athough he couldn't put afinger on the cause, Smein felt
il at ease.

Helooked up, past the cluster of rough buildings, over the heaps of waste dug from the
mountains and |eft to rot in the blistering sun, to where the highest of the mountains brooded in silent
slhouette over the scene. Just for amoment he thought that held glimpsed a peculiar, sourceless shimmer
above that menacing peak, but after afew seconds of watching, his eyes registered nothing and he turned
away again. An afterimage from the torches, no more. He had better thingsto do thanindulgeinidie

fancy.

In the mountains, where men had burrowed through endless tons of rock to hew out a high-ceilinged
gdlery, something spoke with an inhuman voice that set the tunnels echoing-The last group of minerswho
had answered the siren and were heading for the open night and aday or two of freedom paused in their
tracks, feeling the tremor that shook the old passages. Glances were exchanged, but no one spoke. Such
shiftingsin the deep rock were anaturd hazard. There was nothing untoward in this new manifestation; it
was Ssmply the familiar shuddering of adeeping giant, and the miners set the incident aside to concentrate
on thoughts of home asthey continued on their way.

Outside, there were sparks on the foul air in the predawn gloom. No one heeded them; and no
one paid any attention to the new rumbling that added an arrhythmic undertone to the thundering pulse of
the mines asthe next shift trudged silently, dourly, to their labors.

Again and again she had tried to claw back some sense of redity, but in the howling maglstrom of the
Charchad Vde, redity had no meaning. Dragged by her demonic captors, blinded by the vast radiation
buffeted by ydling, unnatura winds, Indigo fought to hold on to her sanity asthe nightmare descent went
on and on. Reason had collapsed under the ondaught of the twisted forces that battered the valey; form
and perspective were warped beyond recognition, so that one moment she seemed to be forging through
aheaving sea of liquid glass, the next drifting helplesdy above avoid so vast that her struggling senses
couldn't assmilate its dimensions. Terrible shapes moved al about her: winged thingsthet flickered in the
searing beams of light; bloated, misshapen horrors lurching like wraiths through the pulsating brilliance;
something enormous and tranducent, undulating , .. The crackling din from the depths of the vale beat
congtantly against her skull, and blending with it were human screams of torment, and other voices, not
human, shrieking in fury or delight or sheer, unfettered madness.



Indigo knew that her senses couldn't withstand the bombardment for much longer before she,
too, became as mad as the denizens of the monstrous vale. She battled to keep ahold on her mind, but
the hold was dipping, threatening to spin out of control and pitch her into a state of gibbering insanity
from which there would be no return. Her body had become a blazing star of pain, asif the nacreous
radiation were egting into her flesh and dowly consuming her; ice and fire burned together in her veins
and every breath she took was rasping, choking agony. The courage that she had sworn to cling to was
in tatters now: hope wasfailing, resolve wasfailing-

The chain attached to her shackled wrists jerked suddenly taut. Indigo lurched off balance and
fell to her knees as, like hound masters dragging a cur to hedl, her demon guards hauled her to astop.

Glaring, livid light, more brilliant and more deadly even than the pulang beamsfilling the vdley,
blasted her eyes, and she cried out in shock and terror as she realized that she was sprawling on the
brink of apit whose verticd walls plunged down into invisible, coruscating depths. Vertigo hit herina
violent wave; shefdt inhuman hands grip her ams, thrusting her forward, felt the ground beneath her
giving way to nothingness-

As though the sun had fallen to Earth-the heart of Charchad, the final fortress, the
domain of Aszareel -Indigo screamed an inchoate protest as the world tilted wildly and her flailing body
pitched into the pit.

She hit solid ground with an impact that cut off the scream and drovethe air from her lungsina
rattling gasp. A logt, random shard of logic startled her into the redlization that she had fallen only ashort
distance, not enough to break a bone or even to stun her. And yet-

The rock on which she sprawled-if it was il rock, and had not been warped into something
unimaginable-was bresthing, moving under her, dive and hideoudy dien. And benesth the heaving sione
surface, something yammered adreadful parody of laughter.

Therock split. Through the blasting glare she saw the pit floor crack acrossinches from where
shelay, and flung hersdlf back as belching, roiling darkness erupted from the chasm and codesced into a
dense column that towered above her. Black radiance poured from the column, staining her skin, and
Indigo stared up &t it, gppalled by the redlization that this was no smple manifestation but something
sentient and aware.

Suddenly the column shivered, and arent appeared inits pulsating heart. Indigo felt aviolent tug
on her consciousness, as though whatever monstrous intelligence lurked within the column was reaching
out to her, taking hold of her mind and crushing her willpower to shards. Her gaze was compelled toward
the widening rent; shetried to fight the compulsion and jerk her head aside, but it was too strong-

An eye, lidless, white-irised, and shot with veins the color of rotting mesat, opened in the plit and
stared back at her. And avoice that had no tone and no timbre, but nonetheless was redolent with the
corruption of pure evil, spoke emphaticaly in her head.

INDIGO.

Her stomach recoiled and contracted; she clapped a hand to her mouth as avomiting spasm
threatened to overcome her.

| HAVE BEEN WAITING FOR YOU.

Asthe voice spoke she felt as though worms were writhing in her head; images of filth and decay
clamored within her, and fear surged in their wake. This was the ultimate monstrosity of Charchad, into
whose hands Nemesis and her own blindness had led her. And this horror contained the corrupted,
mutated soul of what had once been ahuman being.

Her mind was starting to give way. She could fed it, as shefdt the dithering of theworms
conjured by the voice: not aviolent cracking and splitting and plunge into madness, but adow ebbing of
her sense of redlity. Weaponless, defenseless, she stood aone before aliving devourer. No power in the
world could help her now; she was condemned. And in the face of that knowledge, her terror suddenly
had no meaning.

Sowly, aware of the floor shifting, breathing under her feet, Indigo rose. Her hands clenched, as
though unconscioudy she grasped and tightened an invisible cord between them, and she met the Stare of
the pulsing, diseased eye before her.



"Aszared." Loathing, contempt, accusation: they were like anew drug in her veins, pushing her
closer toward the brink of insanity. She welcomed the sensation, for it gave her delusons of strength.

The obscenevoicerustled in her mind. YES. | AM ASZAREEL, AND YET MORE THAN
ASZAREEL. YOU SOUGHT ME, AND YOU HAVE FOUND ME. WHAT WILL YOU DO
NOW, INDIGO?

She amiled, her eyesglassy and wild. "I cameto kill you.”

SO YOU DID. A sound like laughter rumbled somewhere beneath her. THEN KILL ME, IF
YOU CAN. YOUR EFFORTSWILL BE INTERESTING TO OBSERVE. AND WHEN THEY
ARE EXHAUSTED, | SHALL TAKEMY TURN.

You cannot die, the Earth Mother's emissary had told her. But ademon could inflict far worse
than desath.... Indigo looked down at her hands. In the black glow they seemed like the hands of a
corpse, shadows without substance.

Shadows without substance. She looked up again.

"No. | cameto destroy Aszared, not afase shade." Recklesdy, goaded by the crazed fatalism
that was rapidly replacing al semblance of reason, she took a step toward the black column. " Save your
disguisesfor your groveling minions, demon, and show meyour true form!"

It was madness, a chalenge that she couldn't hopeto follow through to itsinevitable conclusion,
but Indigo was beyond caring. The demon couldn't destroy her; but she was al too well aware that the
horrorsit was capable of inflicting upon her mind and body would be far worse than desth. She had
nothing left to lose. If she was doomed to fail, let her failure be bitterly, savagely complete.

The eyeflashed with colorsthat she couldn't identify, and Aszared laughed again. Benesth
Indigo, the ground moved with a convulsion that almost threw her off balance.

AH: SO YOU WOULD SEE MEASI AM?NONE HAVE HAD THAT PRIVILEGE FOR
A LONG TIME. BUT FOR YOU, INDIGO, | WILL MAKE AN EXCEPTION. The black column
pulsed, as though some enormous force were trying to burst from within it, and its fabric seemed to bulge
outward. The eye digtorted, swelling until it was twice the Sze of Indigo's head, and afoul stenchfilled
her nogtrils.

SEE ME. Theair began to thicken. SEE WHAT YOU IN YOUR ARROGANCE HAVE SET
Y OURSELF AGAINST. The dark radiance was intensifying, degpening, and the ghastly voice was no
longer solely in her head but reverberating al around her, echoing between the pit's sheer walls.

The column began to disintegrate. It was like watching the melting of some foul tar under
blistering hest: the towering pillar lost its shape, shuddering, then dowly collapsed in onitsdf, bailing,
bubbling, falling back from the disembodied eye that continued to glare through the miasma. But now
Indigo could seethat there was something el se beyond the eye, a shape materidizing in the murky
darkness, generating asickly light of its own. The outline was recognizably human: yet something about its
dimensionswas hideoudy wrong....

Theform solidified and took on perspective. A smal, wizened man sat cross-legged in apool of
black scum. He was hairless, and where his spare flesh should have been clothed in skin, white scales
with the phosphorescent aura of aputrid fish shimmered and shifted over his body. His ssomach was
obscendly bloated, black veins crawling over its surface and throbbing, engorged with something mat
wasn't blood. One eye, set above aragged cavity where his nose had rotted away, stared at Indigo, and
inits gelainous depths moved an awvesome, dienintdligence.

And Indigo could see beyond the decaying, mutated remains of what had once been ahuman
being, into adimension where huge, perverted tides shifted in gangrenous seas, where disease and
necrosis and putrefaction crawled from primeva depthsto twist and devour anything that had life. She
felt the decayed, distorted fingers of unfettered evil touch her mind, felt her muscles and tendonslocking
into freezing pardyss-

Aszared smiled. Red-flecked sdivadribbled from the comers of his mouth, and atoad's tongue,
black, corrupt, unfurled between the yellowed stumps that were exposed as hislips drew back. The
smile widened, further, further, gaping impossibly; the warped head began to split in half, and with ahiss
of foul gases released from along-dead corpse, the hinges of the demon'sjaw cracked, and blinding



green nacre poured from its throat.

INDIGO. Earthly dimensions couldn't contain the voice; it dinned in her ears, shattering her hold
on the desperate defiance that had sustained her and beating against her mind and body like amassive
wave. SEE THE FACE OF CHARCHAD, INDIGO WHO WOULD SLAY DEMONS! LOOK ON
THAT WHICH ASZAREEL HASBECOME, AND KNOW THAT YOU WILL SHAREHIS
FATE!

The wizened figure raised one hand. And itsarm grew, stretching to an impossible length, defying
nature and reason to reach out through the churning murk toward Indigo. She tried to throw hersalf back,
but couldn't move: her feet wouldn't obey her, her body was held fast-The demon was reaching for her;
its hand had swelled to nightmare proportions and she saw the fingers spreading, clawing, curling inward
to grasp and enfold her. And itsform was changing. The warped semblance of humanity was breaking
down, and through the shell of what had been Aszared erupted a vastness and a darkness that breached
dimensionsto burst into the world and surge toward her. She had no voice; she was strangling, her mind
screaming but unable to break the paralysis asfindly, irrevocably, her sanity began to shatter and the last
barriers were smashed down-

In the heart of Old Maia, Grimya's self-control was suddenly drowned by awave of terror. As
Indigo's defenses collapsed, the link between them had been violently reestablished, and the she-wolf felt
theflood of Aszared'striumph, felt her friend's horror and despair. She flung her head back, howling
abovethefury of the ancient volcano, and her howl metamorphosed into afrantic cry.

"Jas-ker! Jas-ker!"

The psychic shock wave of her fear struck Jasker like aphysica blow and triggered a surge of
energy that fountained from the depths of his being asthe last psychic dam within him gave way. For one
ecstatic moment he became omniscient-he was Grimya, he was Indigo, he was the bailing, raging heart of
Old Maia-and he shrieked with the glorious madness of attainment as he felt the power rising, racing,
blasting through his veins asthefirt titanic upsurge came roaring out of the fumarolein a crescendo of
light and noise.

"Now!" His crazed voice dinned in the she-wolf'sears. "The power, Grimya! NOW!™

A wall of energy smashed againgt Grimyas mind like the ondaught of agigantic cataract. She
howled again, every hair on her body standing erect, and felt the power enter her, fill her, blast through
her as she became aliving channel for the white-hot fury of the volcano. Her cry and Jasker's scream
rose on the back of Old Maias thundering voice-

And anew voice joined with theirs, shrieking through their linked minds as, in the pit that was the
heart of the Charchad vale, Indigo caught fire.

*CHAPTERXVI-

INDIGO!

The voices of Jasker and Grimya, and the roar of the volcano, exploded into her mind out of
nowhere, and she ydled asthe first stunning wave of power hit her. Brilliant red light erupted about her,
tongues of agtrd flame legping in ablinding coronaabout her frame, and through their savage flare she
saw the monstrous hand of Aszared flinch back and heard the demon's shocked cry.

Power! Raw, untamable, it surged through her brainin asingle, gloriousingant of revelaion. She
tried to scream Jasker's name, apaean of hope, of vindication, of furiousjoy, but the primeval energy
was beyond control, and the cry ripped from her throat in awordless banshee shriek that wrenched al
the hatred and rage and burgeoning madness from her mind in one instant of pure ecstasy.

Aszared howled. He flung hisarms skyward, clawing at the air asthough he would pull the
churning green maeglstrom of the vae down upon them, and Indigo saw tongues of fire catch among the
fingersthat had reached out to crush her. The demon's head jerked backward; ablack, fetid gale
stormed from his mouth toward her and she laughed wildly asthe torrent of filth met the flamesthat
blazed around her and flashed into nothing. The power wasincreasing, burning through the pit's miasma;



shedrew agresat breath, calling the enormous energiesinto her blood and her bones, reveling in them-

Indigo! The voicewas both Jasker's and Grimyas, borne on theinferno that filled Indigo's mind
and her body. Through eyesthat streamed with heat and pain and joy she saw the thing that was
Aszared coiling, changing; saw it grow to five times her own height, rearing above her whilethe sick orb
of the demon's eye turned first to yellow and then to green as deadly radiance began to emanate fromitin
massive, pulsating waves.

Take the power, Indigo! Thistimeit was Grimyadonewho howled in her mind, and her cry
wasal but eclipsed by a sound that broke through from the astral dimensions and into the physical world,
adeafening bellow that shook the valley wals. Take it, NOW!

Thefirethat wreathed Indigo flared from crimson into blinding white. She fdlt the bolt coming, felt
it erupting from the molten heart of Old Maia, the hammer blow asit smashed through Jesker, through
Grimya, into her own body. She couldn't contain it: the energies were too greset to withstand and she
knew she was about to be torn apart-

DONTTRYTOHOLD IT, INDIGO! USE IT-USEIT!

Lightning tore through the Charchad Vae, splitting the foul radiance with atitanic crack. It struck
the eye of Aszared, and the demon screeched asits body burst into flames. It writhed, the putrescent
skin blackening, crackling as physical fire leaped from itsface to itsarmsto its obscene torso; and its
screeching rose to an earsplitting shriek as astrd flames took hold of the cancer beyond its earthly form.
Other screams melded with the demon's degth cries; inhuman voices howling in fear and protest and
disbelief as, linked inextricably with their master, Aszared's hell-born minions caught the backwash of fire
and burned in their tracks, flgpping things and crawling horrors and mockeries of men shriveling inthe
ondaught of the flames that spanned dimensionsto devour them. Indigo heard their gridy chorus and fell
to her knees, convulsions racking her as the echoes of the power flooded the Charchad Vde. Sheflung
her head back, hurling the energiesfrom her in afind spasm, and heard Aszared screaming, felt him
shriveling, melting, dying, as his perverted soul collapsed into the last throes of disintegration-Then anew
voice boomed out of the night. In the mines, where men swesated in the claustrophobic warren of shafts
and tunnels, the ancient rocks shook and rumbled with echoes that had not been heard in the region for
millennia. Thirty miners had but afew seconds warning before the roof of the gallery where they toiled
caved in to bury them under ten thousand tons of stone. By the tally hut, where Quinas till dept away the
time before the arriva of the morning wagon, the ground shuddered to a gigantic subterranean vibration
that toppled one of the torch gantries, bringing its blazing beacon crashing down in an explosion of
sparks. In the distance a scream cut through the pulsing air-then the southern sky lit up with orangefire,
and seconds later thefirst roar of the awakening volcano drowned the racket of the mineswith its
primordid thunder.

Old Maiaheaved, agiantess rousing after centuries of deep. In her cone, magmaroseina
blazing turmoail of unleashed energies as the eruption blasted athousand-foot column of fire and ash and
molten rock into the sky. And on the far Sde of the valley, the forges and lakes and dag hegps of the
smelting furnaces were it by an answering explosion of fire, and athird, as the huge pesksthat formed
the triumvirate of Ranayas Daughters answered their Sister in avesome harmony.

In the Charchad Ve, the deadly radiance that had been the demon's greatest wegpon exploded
inaningtant of howling, blinding mayhem, and the sky turned black asthe last shreds of Aszared's
burning essence were consumed. Indigo felt the power leaving her in an agonizing jolt, and asthe white
coronaHashed out of existence she sprawled on the floor of the pit, limbsflailing, body thrashing, lungs
heaving as she fought to breathe, to live, to stop hersdf from following Aszared and hishdl hordeinto
the mad vortex of destruction that had sucked them from the world like leavesin agde. Shefdt the
ground hump beneseth her, heard the thunder of Old Maiaand her ssters asfire ripped through the
darkness. And in her battered, tormented mind, she heard the last word that Jasker, her friend, her
savior, servant of Ranaya, was ever to utter in the mortal world.

RUN!

* % %

Grimyasensed it coming, but her only physica fore-warnings were the sudden explosion of crimson light



in the fumarole, and a sound mat was, to her horrified mind, like the herald of the end of theworld. The
ledge on which they stood shook under the ondaught of the rising tide, and a hurricane wind howled
through the shaft, hurling her off her feet. Struggling to regain her balance, the she-wolf felt awave of heat
hit her full on, and as her fur singed and her eyes streamed she saw Jasker, wreathed infire, standing on
the brink of the shaft. His arms were outspread as though he welcomed along-lost lover; hishair was
smoldering, his hands catching light as the fire cord he held blazed into new brilliance, and beyond his
mad, sparking silhouette the salamanders sang an e dritch song above the voice of Old Maia.

"RUN!" The sorcerer's voice beat against Grimyas ears as the volcano thundered itsfinal
warning. "RUN!"

Hiseyeswere burning in their sockets as he stared down into the fumarole, beyond the earth's
crugt, into her molten heart. And asthewall of magmarose toward him, he saw avision of the multitude
of underground veins, the chasms and the tunndlsthat linked Old Maiato her sisters. And he heard the
vast voice of Ranaya, Mother of these three avengers, nurturer and dayer and inspirer, roaring out of the
earth's core to speak hisname and call him home.

Grimya, her ingtincts goaded into life by the sorcerer'slast wild cry, leaped for the tunnel mouth,
scrabbling up the rubble dope to the narrow gap. At the top she paused-and as she looked back, the
firgt blinding coruscation hurled Jasker's form into silhouette, and apillar of solid fire blasted up through
thefumarole. In thefire's heart was agigantic face, harsh-planed and angular yet with aterrible, serene
beauty. Burning hair streamed abouit it like flares from the sun, and the eyes were twin infernos. The
blazing lips moved, and a voice seemed to reverberate through the ancient mountain, ringing in Grimyals
mind with a power that made her whimper in terror and awe.

YOU ARE THE DEAREST OF MY SONS.

Jasker fell to hisknees, arms outflung. His hair caught fire, blazing in awild hao that dmost
rivaled the brilliance of the Goddess. And for one stunning instant Grimya saw hisform change into that
of agolden dragon, body shimmering, great wings clashing like living flames, before a column of
white-hot fire flashed from nowhere in the place where he stood, and he was engulfed.

Thunder bawled in the shaft, and the rubble under the she-wolf's paws shifted violently. From
somewherein the tunnel network came an answering rumble. Panic surged through Grimya; she couldn't
assimilate what she had seen, or drag her sensesinto any form of coherence. Ingtinct and instinct done
awoke muscle and sinew and nerve, and she twisted about as the debris benesth her shook again, flinging
hersdf toward the gap. As she reached it the fumarole seemed to swell and contract like avast throat
expelling bresth-and in the wake of the towering fires, lava exploded out of Old Maias heart.

With a strength she didn't know she possessed Grimya's hind legs powered her through the gap,
and she legped for the tunndl floor beyond. The ground benegth her heaved as she landed; sherolled,
sprang up, and, earsflat to her head, tail flying behind her, streaked away asthefirst wave of bailing,
churning magma began to sear itsway through the rubble wall. She had no ideaof her direction, no
conscious memory of the route by which they had reached the fumarole, but intuition drove her onward,
upward, the rising heat adeadly goad at her back as she sought a way-any way-to the outsde world. A
cataclysm of noisedinned in her ears, echoing through the tunnels and gdleries; she glimpsed towering
flames, rock collgpsing into magma; she raced through blinding, choking smoke in which sparks danced
like maddened fireflies, legped hissing streams of molten metd, fled franticaly through crevicesbare
seconds before their walls smashed together to cut her off. And at last there came alessening of the hest,
the taste of new air-fouled, but new air nonetheless; and though her lungs and throat were too seared for
sound, she wanted to yelp and how! with relief as she redlized that she had reached thefirst cave with its
low dit of an exit.

Sheflung hersdlf flat, writhing through the narrow gap-and emerged into mayhem.

High above her, the sky had turned to an insane sea of black and scarlet asfire belched from the
cone of Old Maia. Rivers of lavawere dready beginning to pour down the volcano's upper dopes,
spreading among the peaks like anetwork of blazing arteries. Colossa explosons ripped through the
night, shock waves shaking the mountains and churning the air into buffeting chaos asin the distance Old
Maias ssters sent an answer to her challenge.



Grimya sprawled on the dope, her sides heaving as she struggled to breathe. Her body was dl
but pardyzed with pain and exhaustion, and in her mind images clashed and whirled in an uncontrollable
furor. The fumarole, the heat, the incredible power; Jasker screaming in triumph as his body
burned, the awesome face of Ranaya-and Indigo, plunging toward final madness as the demon of
Charchad rose to slaughter her -

Reason came back with stunning force, and Grimya sprang to her feet. For amoment she stood
rigid, head raised, striving to project her consciousness beyond the night'sinsanity.

Indigo! Her whole body quivered with the effort of the mental cry. Indigo! Hear me! If you live,
hear me!

In her mind she saw only fire, and franticaly shetried again.

A glimmering on the edge of the chaosin her head-aspark of life, human, moving, faintly aware
of her but unable to reach out and help her forge the link-

"Indigo!" Thistime Grimyaye ped aoud, though the sound was|ogt in the thunder of Ranayas
Daughters. Indigo was adivel Hope burst into the she-wolf'smind, eclipsing her exhaustion and
terror-then there came a crack and rumble, and ten feet away the dope plit, shattering the obsidian path.
Glaring light erupted from the crack, and flames sprang into the night aslavaforced itsway from the
crevasse, Grimyas eyesflared as she redlized the extent of the danger that both she and Indigo werein.
If they were to stand any chance of escaping from the inferno, she had to find her friend before timeran
out and the valleys were engulfed.

She spun round, her claws scrabbling for purchase on the treacherous surface. The air was
thickening by the moment, clouds of ash whirling into her face on the hot wind and the burning nightscape
alien and perilous before her. Fear clutched at the she-wolf's heart, but she drove it back, knowing that
she dared not waste another moment. Like afleet shadow she sprang forward and raced away into the
churning darkness.

Indigo didn't want to get up. Thefoul dust of the pit floor was clogging her mouth and nostrils, and
broken shards of rock stabbed painfully against her somach and legs; the booming thunder was growing
louder, and she could smdll fire. But athough she knew she should raise her head, every part of her
battered mind and body protested the idea. She didn't want to open her eyes and |ook; she wanted only
to lie where she was, her face pressed to the ground, until the world went away or unconsciousness
clamed her. And she didn't want to heed the tiny, faraway voice in her head that cdled her name with
increasing urgency, pleading with her to listen, to hear.

Grimya's desperate attempts to make contact might have cometoo lateif the valey floor hadn't
heaved suddenly and violently under Indigo, flinging her Sdeways and shocking her out of her
semiconscious daze. Her handsflailed; ingtinctively she thrust outward to save hersdf-and camefully to
her sensesto find hersdf crouching in the pit, staring through billowing smoke and the tangles of her own
hair at acircle of blackened ashes.

Aszared. Asthe last traces of stupor vanished, Indigo remembered. The demon was dead.
Jasker had succeeded: he had raised the ancient, dormant power of the fire goddess, and channeled that
power through her mind just asthelast shards of her sanity were breaking down. With Aszared had
gonedl the demons of the Charchad VVae: and something ese, something she couldn't yet recall-

A titanic rumble cut across the chaos of her thoughts, echoing deafeningly through the valey.
Wildly, Indigo looked up, and the revelation hit her like ahammer blow. Smoke, blotting out the
sky-churning clouds of ashes and sparks raining down on the valley-the green radiance of Charchad had
been destroyed, and in its place the night was it by three vast columns of fire. The roar of anew
explosion rocked her backward, and for an instant she was bathed in crimson brilliance that lit up the
entire scene-then the first wave of lava poured over therim of the vale and came tumbling like an
avaanche toward her.

Indigo legped to her feet and ran. The pit wall loomed from the murk and she clawed her way
up, ripping her clothes, gashing her leg, faling a last over the edge and scrambling upright again. Firebals
of blazing magmawere plummeting from the sky now; she saw one searing down at her, setting the filthy



smoke dight, and hurled hersdlf out of its path asit crashed to earth. Flaming shards hurtled in dl
directions and she screamed as one struck her arm; her deeve caught fire and she best the flames out as
sheran, burning her hand and forearm. Morefireballs glittered overhead, sparks leaped dazzlingly in the
ar, angeing her hair; to her left the river of lavawas widening, increasing speed, and veering inits course,
and she swerved aside, taking a steeper route but one that would carry her away from the deadly flow.
Hot ashes, almost ankle-deep in places, scorched her feet, and she could barely breathe; each time she
inhaled, her throat and lungsfilled with smoke. She pulled up the hem of her skirt to cover her mouth and
nose, but it made little difference; choking, blinded, she neither knew nor cared where she was heading,
too desperate to get clear of the smoke and ash to think beyond the next staggering step. Once, not far
off, she thought she heard voices crying out, and she dithered to ahat on the steep incline, peering wildly
about. But the smog was too dense for her to see anything; the booming echoes of the eruption drowned
any further cries and she hadn't the breath to shout back into the murk. If there were any other living
soulsin the Charchad Vde, she couldn't hope to search for them and survive, and she turned back to the
dope, groping her way on and up.

Then suddenly there was abreak in the rock above her. Not the path from which she had first
looked down into the Charchad Vae, not the place where the great iron gates barred any hope of exit,
but ajagged gap between two of the lower mountain peaks, its edges thrown into harsh relief by the
flaming sky. Gasping, Indigo flung hersdlf toward it, and sprawled full-length onto the backbone of a
sharp, narrow ridge. The impact knocked the last of the stinking air from her lungs and she retched, giddy
with sickness. As she dragged hersdlf to her knees, it was amost all she could do to raise her head and
look down on the far Sde, to the smelting furnaces and the mines beyond.

Thevalleyswerein chaos. Men were running from the furnaces and the cooling lakes, racing
along the ash road in a desperate bid to reach the mine gates before they were overwhelmed. Some
might reach safety, but most had no chance, for nine massive torrents of lava were converging on them
from dl sides, plunging out of the peaks and splitting into fifty tributaries that seared toward the valley
floor to cut oft" dl but afew escape routes. She saw ahurtling firebal smash down in the midst of a
group of fleeing men; antlike figures spun away from the devagtation, twisting and writhing asthey
burned; some flung themsdlvesinto theriver, but theriver, too, was burning asits polluted surface caught
fire. Huts, machines, and gantries were ablaze, colossa tongues of blue flame belched from adiits as gases
trapped in the rocks exploded. And, vast and grim against the sky, avatars of destruction, the three
gigantic peeks of Ranayas Daughters vomited fire and lava and thundered their fury into the night.

Her eyes streaming, Indigo dragged her gaze away from the horrors below her. Nothing could
save the doomed men, and to follow them into the valley would be suicidal. There had to be another way
out-

And suddenly, through the mayhem of confusion, afamiliar voice broke into her mind.

Indigo!

Indigo shrieked, "Grimyal"-then choked as shock made her swalow amouthful of theroiling
smoke. For dmost a minute she was doubled over; then asthe worst of the spasm receded she looked
wildly around, her heart pounding with renewed hope. Grimyawas dive, and trying to find her-

Grimya! She concentrated furioudy, pushing the mental call out with al the strength she could
muster. Grimya, | am here! | heed you!

A deafening bawl from Old Maiashook the crags, and through it she heard the she-wolf's
answering cry.

Eadt, Indigo! Go to the east! | will find you!

Indigo needed no further urging. She climbed to her feet and turned, ssumbling along the ridge to
where a harsh but scal able dope of scree and boulders led onto the neighboring peak. Her legs ached
savagdly, her scorched hands and feet and face felt white-hot with pain, and it seemed that dl theair in
the world had burned to ashes: but she scrambled and dithered over the scree to sounder rock beyond,
and began to cross the mountain shoulder.

She was hdfway to the next ridge when aflare of light above made her look up. What she saw
amost stopped her heart.



The second of Ranaya's Daughters was, from here, atowering but distant menace beyond a
chain of crags. Indigo had thought hersaf safe enough-but the forces unleashed by the eruption had
shattered the vol cano's southern face, and a cataract of molten magma had burst fromits prison to flow
down the mountainsde, into the surrounding peaks, through gullies and chasms and over rocks, burning
itsway toward the valey floor. Three separate lavarivers were now blazing down the dopeswhere
Indigo clung-and she was directly in their path.

She couldn't move. Terror rooted her feet and hands, and her mind was parayzed; she could
only starein dawning horror at the danger. She might outrun the first of the murderous streams, but would
be trapped between it and the second. And if they converged, or if yet another tributary came cascading
over the crags high above, then she would be overrun, to die shrieking in flames-

The rock benegth her shook to an enormous, rumbling vibration. Not thinking, not pausing to
reason, Indigo started to run, zigzagging, leaping from foothold to foothold in a desperate and futile bid to
outrun the oncoming lava. She knew she couldn't do it; the dope was too steep, she was certain at any
moment to miss her footing and pitch down the sde of the mountain-

Indigo! Wolf!

Grimyawas crying out in her mind, her voice wild and frantic. But Grimya couldn't help her; the
lavawas coming; she could fed itsraging hest, fed the shuddering dope about to give way beneath her-

Wolf, Indigo! WOLF!

With a shock that amost hurled her off balance Indigo remembered, and realized what Grimya
was trying to communicate. Wolf. The power, the shape-shifting power that she had learned so crudly
and so unexpectedly in the astral world of demons-but she couldn't do it, not here, not now; it was
impossible! She hadn't the strength, her mind was in chaos; she had only seconds before desth struck
her down, and terrified beyond all hope of control, she opened her mouth and screamed.

The scream metamorphosed into an ululating howl, and shefdt the change asamassvejolt of
energy that dammed from her subconscious and into her body. Her balance went; she redled, sumbled,
fdl forward-

And was running, on four legs that jackknifed her over the rock, brindled head down, scarlet
jaws gaping, hearing Grimya, her ster, her blood kin, urging her on as she streaked, far faster than any
human could have run, toward sanctuary.

*CHAPTERXVI|e

There was smoke and there was hest, and there was roaring fire that tore the darkness apart. She could
barely breathe and her body was in agony, but still sheran, for she was no longer Indigo but wolf,
animal, goaded by ingtincts that owed nothing to logic or thought, but that drove her on to the one god of
survival. Hideous stenches assailed her, vile tastes scorched her mouth, but still she raced on, until the
world was a crimson whirlpool, battering her senses, endless, meaningless,, insane,

Grimyafound her lessthan aminute after she collgpsed on the shoulder of aridge that led up into
the easternmost pesks. Though the rock was hot, and shook sometimes to the distant quaking of the
volcanoes, the lava flows had not reached these dopes; here, they were safe enough.

Indigo sprawled on the ground, legs splayed out, head twisted to one side. Her eyes were glazed
with exhaustion and her tongue lolled as she struggled to breathe; her singed fur was matted with athick
coating of ash, and when Grimyatried to rouse her, she could barely lift her muzzle afew inches.

They couldn't stay on the ridge. Dawn was close; the sun wouldn't be able to break through the
dense canopy of ash and smoke that now hung over the entire valley, but once it rose, the heat-near
intolerable now-would kill any living thing that had not found shelter, Grimya had seen acave ashort way
off; it was smdl but would serve them, and she forced Indigo to rise, nipping at her shoulders and the
nape of her neck until she staggered to her feet. Her thoughts were incoherent; though close to exhaustion
hersdf, Grimyaslently thanked the Earth Mother that she had been ableto find her intime.

The sky was shot with rivers of blood red fire as the two wolves limped dowly and painfully



aong the ridge and onto a path, inches deep in ash, that wound aong the mountain face. The cave was
little more than adlit in the rock above the track, but the ash had not penetrated insideit, and it was
relaively clear of smoke. Grimya coaxed Indigo through and watched anxioudy as she dumped down on
thefloor.

"Wec-canrest s... safely.” She spoke aoud, not certain that her friend would hear her
telepathic voice. "Until we are... recovered.”

Indigo shuddered. For amoment her form seemed to hover bizarrely between the animal and the
human-then she sghed, and Grimyafound hersdf gazing down at the huddled body of agirl who,
scorched, singed, tattered, and exhausted beyond recall, had aready fallen into acomalike deep.

The she-wolf looked back at the cave entrance. Sparks still danced in the air outside, and she
padded to the opening, staring out into the insane night. The thunder, she thought, seemed less now, and
thefury of the eruptions was ebbing, asif Ranayas Daughters were amost done with their wrath. She
shuddered, trying not to remember the things she had seen tonight, the fear and the horror and the pain.
She, too, should deep; but before she rested, she wanted to look for one last time at the deadly vae, and
at theruins of the evil power which Jasker had given hislife to destroy.

Shefdt ahowl rigngin her, making her flanks and her shoulders quiver. And though her lungs
barely had the strength left to draw bregth, she raised her muzzle to the sky and sang her night cry to the
invisgble gtars. It was her own requiem for Jasker, and though she knew it wasinadequate, it gave her a
little comfort.

The howl died to afaint whine, and Grimyalicked her muzzle. A stray eddy of smoke led
her eyes; she blinked it away, then turned her head to gaze across the sea of peaksto the last high ridge
that marked the boundaries of the Charchad Vale.

There was no vale. Ingtead, there was ajagged gap where one huge crag had split apart. And
beyond the crag's shattered remains, glowing now not with the green nacre of radiation but with the
deeper, hotter reds and golds of fire, the valley of Charchad and al the horrorsit contained lay buried
beneath incd culable tons of stone and dowly cooling magma.

Jasker was walking toward her. Hisfigure was wreathed in warm, dim light like the glow of a hearth fire,
and he seemed to tread not on solid ground but on a haze of smoke that eddied about his feet.

Indigo sat up. Her body fdt light and alittle unred; she was aware of an aching thirst, but beyond
that her only sensation was one of extraordinary peace. It was still dark-the only light came from Jasker's
aura-and she held out a hand toward the sorcerer.

"Jasker? | thought..." But she couldn't finish, for she didn't know what it was she needed to say to
him.

He smiled, then hislips moved as though he were replying to her, but she heard no sound. And
his eyes, she realized, weren't the eyes of amortal man, but quiet, unfocused pools of orange gold.

She knew then what Jasker's fate had been, but she didn't want to acknowledge it and couldn't
bring hersdlf to ask the question that would confirm it beyond al doubt. Jasker smiled again-and his
countenance began to dter. The gray-white hair darkened to black, the gaunt face softened, becoming
younger and suddenly heartrendingly familiar, until Fenran, her own love, looked back at her from the
halo of light. Only the blank, golden eyes remained unchanged: and then Jasker's voice spoke quietly,
warmly in her mind.

"I amwith my Lady now. "

The halo began to fade. It died away, like embers dowly cooling, until the race that was both
Jasker and Fenran merged with soft shadows and was gone.

"Fenran... 7' Indigo whispered. "Jasker...?"

Only echoes answered her. The darkness was complete and she felt bereft. Then avoice a her
back spoke her name, and heart quickening with irrationa hope, she turned.

A tal, graceful figure stood behind her, clearly visble even in the velvet blackness. Indigo looked
at the stern and beautiful face, at the flowing hair the color of warm earth, into the milky eyesthat gazed
unblinkingly back with an unhuman blend of detachment and compassion, and remembered Carn Caille



and the bright being who had come to her in the aftermath of battle, and aforest glade where snow fell
with dlent intengty and her true quest had begun.

She said, and the words were both a challenge and aplea, "The demon isdead.”

The Earth Mother's emissary, her mentor, her judge, did not reply, and fear clutched at Indigo's
heart.

"Wedew it." Her voice rose sharply, shrilly. "We destroyed it. It is dead!" The fear threatened
to swell into panic. "lsntit...?"

A sad smiletouched the entity'slips. "Yes, Indigo: itisdead. Thisdreamisover now, anditis
time for anew dream to begin.”

Indigo bowed her head as a confusion of emotions welled within her. Relief, sorrow,
bitterness-and presiding over them al, aweariness that made her soul ache.

The emissary looked down at the tangled crown of her hair, and said, ™Y ou have learned agreat
ded, child, and you are stronger now. Try to take comfort from that, for it will lighten your burdenin the
timesto come."

Indigo felt tears sart to trickle down her cheeks and wiped them away. She would not weep-but
she had to loose the tight, hard knot of pain inside her, had to give her emotions some expression. She
looked up and said miserably, "I thought... | saw Fenran. | hoped..." But the words wouldn't come, for
she knew the hope was unfounded.

The bright being's voice was gentle. "With each victory you gain, Fenran'storment isalittle
lessened, for the forces that bind him are weakened. Keep hold of that, Indigo, and have faith.”

Indigo lowered her gaze again. She knew she should take comfort from the emissary'swords,
but it was hard; so hard.

The being said: "Wake now, child. It istimeto moveon.”

"I-" Then she tilled her tongue as she redlized that there was only darkness where the bright
entity had stood. The darkness shivered, shimmered-and she opened her eyesto find herself confronted
by dim, sulfurous daylight filtering in through the entrance to the cave.

Indigo! Something warm and mammalian moved quickly beside her, and Indigo looked up into
Grimya's amber-gold eyes. Tears started again and she flung her arms around the she-wolf's neck,
hugging her, unable to speak for some minutes until at last the suffocating intensity of her emotions eased
alittle, and she sat back.

Grimyanuzzled her face. You have dept for a very long time, she said concernedly. | think
that we both slept, for | remember many strange things happening, but | believe they must have
been dreams.

"How-" Indigo's throat was swollen and arid, and her voice caught on the word; shetried again.
"How long hasit been?'

| do not know. The thunder stopped a long time ago-many days, | think-and the fire rocks
and the ashes are no longer falling. But the sun has not yet driven away the clouds.

Indigo could remember little of those last, mad hours. The memory would come, she knew, but
not yet; and she was was glad of that small respite.

"Axzzared-" shesaid. "Heisdead, Grimya."

| know. The she-wolf licked her own muzzle, as she so often did when she was disturbed or
confused. The.. , . bright one told me so.

"Bright one?'

The one who came to usin the forest of my homeland, and who granted me my boon. |
saw that one again, in my dream.

So the emissary had not forgotten Grimya... and suddenly Indigo felt the resurgence of an old
bitterness as she recalled that long-ago meeting. A boon, Grimya said. What manner of boon could it be
to face an endless future under the shadow of her quest, unaging, unchanging, destined to wander the
world until the seven evils she had released were findly expunged? The she-wolf had no crimeto expiate,
and no lost loveto strive to regain. Y et she had |eft her home and everything she knew to share Indigo's
burden: and it had brought her tothis....



Grimyas quiet mental voiceintruded on her unhappy thoughts, and she redlized that the she-wolf
had read what wasin her mind.

Do you think my answer would be different now, if | were offered my boon again? It would
not. | amyour friend, Indigo, and where you go, | shall go, too.

"You shameme, Grimya. Y our faith isgregter than mine."

It is not. Smpler, perhaps, for the ways of humans often seemto me like a tree with
tangled branches. But not greater. You know that. In your heart, you know it.

Did she? Indigo wondered. She thought of Fenran-with each victory you gain, historment is
alittle lessened, the emissary had said-and redlized that Grimyawas right. She did have faith. And
perhaps, asthe she-wolf bdieved, faith was enough....

Sowly, Indigo roseto her feet, and walked unsteadily toward the cave entrance and the
smog-filled day beyond. Her body had been battered to the limits of endurance, yet dl she felt wasadull
aching. Shethirsted, but the thirst was bearable, though by now both she and Grimya should be dead for
want of water. Immortdity, it seemed, had itsironic compensations....

She reached the entrance and stepped out onto the mountain dope. They were near the summit
of ahigh peak, and through the sulftirous clouds she could see the range stretching away on all sdes.
Blackened with ash, empty, slent, the cragsloomed through the eerie light like visons from anightmare.
There was no sound from the mines, and no green glow to stain the sky with its cancerous radiance. Only
afant glimmering in the distance, aflicker of orange-red firesasveined rivers of till-molten magma
moved dowly acrossthe devastated valeys.

How many had died in that inferno? The fire goddess's vengeance had made no ditinction
between the guilty and the innocent; though a gresat evil had been banished from the world, the cost of the
victory was savage. And Indigo knew that the shades of those victims would walk in her dreamsfor a
long time to come.

She heard the soft sound of Grimya's paws on the rock and looked down to see the she-wolf
standing beside her.

It had to be, Grimyasaid, and her eyeswerefilled with sorrow. Without it, the demon's sway
could not have been broken, and the sickness and the suffering would have gone on and on.

"I know." Indigo remembered Chrysiva, and the torments that that innocent girl had undergone
whilewaiting for death to claim her. But in her present mood, it was hard to take comfort from the
thought that there would be no more victimslike her.

| think that Jasker understood, said Grimya. He knew what the Goddess's vengeance would
mean. But he knew, too, thai there was no other way to save hisland and his people. Sheblinked. |
think he must have loved them very much.

Tears Sarted into Indigo's eyes, blurring the dismal vistabefore her. Y es; Jasker had
understood; he had known what the sacrifice must be, and for the sake of his goddess, and for those
whose lives were being torn apart by the horror that dwelt in the Charchad Vae, he had been ready to
become apart of that sacrifice.

She said softly, "Will you tell me of Jasker, Grimya? Will you tell me how he died?!

| will tell you. But-not yet. | do not think I could find the words yet.

"No. Not yet." Indigo wiped her eyes and for afew moments gazed at the churning sky. High
above, adim smear of paler color showed among the ash clouds, and she redlized that it was the sun, till
lost behind the dense canopy but dowly, surely, dispdling the murk and the darkness to bring light back
to the land. And again she heard the words that the sorcerer, who had proved such atrue and steadfast
friend, had spoken in her mind, in her dream.

| amwith my Lady now....

She wished she could have mourned him in the proper way, with music and alament to speed his
soul onitslast journey. But her harp, together with al her worldly possessions-save the crossbow and
knife, which Quinass henchmen had taken from her-lay buried benesth ahell of rubble and lavain the
ruins of Jasker's cave. The thought made her want to cry again. To grieve for the harp was shameful
when there were so many greater |osses to be borne; but it had been very preciousto her, for it wasthe



gift of Cushmagar, the blind bard who was both her tutor and mentor, and the only link she had had |eft
with the home she had logt.

Indigo sighed, and dropped her gaze from the faraway smear of the sun to look down the dope
to where faint shadows were beginning to touch the rocks. And what she saw there made her heart
contract and missapainful beat.

Her harp. It stood unmarred, unblemished, on the ash-choked path, and the strings shimmered
with the faintest of vibrations, as though she had but moments ago set it down. Indigo stared at it, certain
that it must be amirage, awishful delusion conjured from her tired mind. But the harp'simage didn't fade
or waver-and suddenly she was scrambling down the dope and, reaching the path, fell to her knees
beside the harp, heedless of the ash that rose in duggish clouds around her. For aterrible moment she
dared not reach out to touch the precious instrument, desperately afraid that she would find only empty
ar and the echoes of anillusion: but then her hand moved convulsively, dmost againgt her will, and she
felt the smoothness of polished wood benesth her fingers.

The harp wasred. The strings gave off a sweet, melancholy sound when she touched them, and
asthe echoes of the chord rang softly among the mountains she knew that thissmal miraclewasasign
and atribute from the Earth Mother's emissary, asymbol of hopein aplace that had known only
desolation.

Asthe harp'slast notes died away, Grimyals anxious face appeared above her, peering into the
gloom.

"In-digo?’ the she-wolf called doud.

Indigo couldn't answer her. She was hunched over, the harp cradled in her arms and her tears
faling on the polished wood and the shining strings as she wept, for Jasker, for Chrysiva, for so many
others whose names and faces she had never known. Grimya watched her with anguished pity, but
quieted theingtinct to run to her and try to bring her comfort. For alittle while, she knew, Indigo needed
to assuage her grief done. The she-wolf whined softly, then withdrew into the cave and lay down with
her muzzle on her front paws, gazing out with unfocused eyes and trying not to think on al that was past
and gone.

* * %
At last, Indigo raised her head and knew that the storm within her was over. Her tears were drying, and
though her throat and lungs were stifled and her heart felt drained, she was strangdly tranquil. As sherose
to her feet, gathering the harp carefully in her arms, she thought that perhaps, like the ravaged land
around her, she, too, had been cleansed, and that in the wake of pain there might be peace, of akind.

She looked up to the cave, and at her soft menta call Grimya gppeared and ran down the dope
to her. The she-wolf pressed her head againgt Indigo's thigh, not speaking, conveying with her touch a
fedling she could not expressin words.

The dim shadows were growing longer; behind the canopy of cloud the sun was beginning to dip
toward the western horizon. Indigo put a hand to her breast, feeling the familiar shape of thelodestonein
its pouch, and recalled the words of the Earth Mother's emissary. This dreamisover now, and it is
time for a new dreamto begin....

Shedrew out the pouch and laid the little pebble on her upturned pam. Tiny, vividly luminescent
in the gloomy daylight, the fleck of gold shimmered at the stone's heart and pointed eastward. Along the
track and over thefind ridge, away from the mountains and the devastation and the unmarked graves of
so many souls, toward the distant sea and another quest.

How long would it be thistime? she asked hersdlf. How many more years of wandering and
searching, before anew evil cast its shadow on another land and she must again face the consequence of
her own foolish, reckless deed?

Even the Earth Mother, in Her wisdom, didn't know the answer to such aquestion. Indigo
sghed, and shivered as though casting off a shadow of her own. Then shelooked down at Grimya. The
she-walf's golden eyes met hers, and Grimya said softly, in her mind, Thereis no reason to linger.
Better that we should go on our way, and leave this place to its healing.

Yes. Indigo, too, communicated in silence, not wanting to sully the quiet that had descended, and



turned to look down for the last time on the ravaged landscape below. Ash clouds il drifted acrossthe
wasted vista, and the glowing veins of lava, arteries carrying the lifeblood from the now quiescent hearts
of Old Maiaand her ssters, moved dowly and seemingly without purpose through the valleysthat had
once shuddered to the racket of human toil.

A victory? Perhaps. But the victor's crown was a bitter one, and there would be no glory in her
dreams.

Indigo whispered, so softly that not even Grimya heard her, "Farewdl, Jasker. May you find the
pesce that was denied to you while you lived." Then she shouldered her harp and, with the wolf pacing
beside her, turned away from the desolated land and began to walk dowly, wearily, aong the gently
risng track toward thefirgt, distant glimmer of the eastern stars.

Theash that il fell geadily, slently from the sky filled their footprints like sand trickling
implacably into an hourglass. Within minutes there was no trace of any living soul having passed that way,
savefor onelast Sgn that dl but the most vigilant observer might easily have missed. And gradudly the
soft, dark, implacable rain was burying even thistiny artifact, asthough granting it, findly, its own eterna
and londy grave.

A crudely fashioned pewter brooch...

INFERNO

For centuriesthe Tower of Regrets stood alone upon the plain, and no man or woman
dared turn their faceto it, for fear of the curse that lay within. And so it might have remained -but
for the recklessness of a king's foolish daughter ...

Her title was the Princess Anghara Kaligsdaughter; but now she has forfeited the right to her
name and heritage. For she broke the one law that had endured since her peopl€e's history began when
she breached that ancient tower in abid to learn its secret. Now its curse isloosed upon the world, and
upon the soul of Anghara Kaigsdaughter.

Angharais Angharano longer. Her name now isIndigo, color of mourning-and her homeisthe
wide world, for she has no other. She cannot die, she cannot age, for until sheliftsthe Tower's curse, she
isdoomed to immortality. She has onefriend, who is not human. And she has one enemy that will dog
her footsteps wherever she goes. It is Nemesis, created from the darkest part of her own soul. Wherever
her wanderings lead her now, her Nemesis shdl follow...

A Tom Doherty Associates, Inc. Book
ISBN 0-812-50246-9

TK Proofed. | think | got most of the errors, started getting tired of Inferno | hate doing proof jobs on books | have reread within the
last couple months. November 9, 2002.



