Pr ol ogue

It was a night when nountains ground their teeth, when islands noved |ike
shi ps and the oceans boil ed.

The birth of the Enperor's son had been prophesied many years before, but the
court seers and advisors had left nothing to chance. The mai den selected to be
t he Enperor's seventh wife had been carefully chosen - froma noble famly
whose fecundity was | egendary - and the required conception had been tinmed
preci sely nine nmedian nonths in advance of the appointed day. Al subsequent
onens had been neticul ously nonitored and taken into account as the pregnancy
progressed, and every conti ngency had been catered for. The mi dw ves and
physi ci ans cane equi pped with potions that woul d i nduce | abour if prayers

al one proved ineffective.

In the event, and to the seers' delight, such neasures were not required. The
Seventh Enpress of the Floating |slands knew her duty, and her young nind
ordered her body into action.

Shortly before m dnight on the fateful day, the Emperor's son was born. He was
a plump and strangely placid baby, who had to be coaxed into uttering his
first cry, but who nonethel ess appeared physically normal. This cane as
something of a relief, as many | egends had spoken of strange and hi deous
defects in children born when the nultiple lunar influence was at its

strongest.
Al'l those present were happily congratul ating thensel ves on their success in
fulfilling the prophecy when the all but forgotten Enpress screaned again,

signal ling that her confinement was not over. The birth had been predicted by
augury. Wiat had not been foreseen was the fact that there would be two

i mperial children born that night.

Adi na' s second son could not have presented a greater contrast to his twin. He
was tiny, his skin nottled with purple as if it were bruised, and he screaned
i ncessantly - wthout the need of any pronpting - fromthe nonent he canme into
the world. Wirse still, his right armwas withered - the hand little nore than
atiny, grotesque claw - and his right leg was twi sted so that the foot was
bent back upon itself.

Dazed from pai n and exhaustion, the Enpress stared at the baby as he |ay
howing in the arnms of a nervous mdw fe. No one knew what this unexpected
arrival portended, |least of all Adina, but she understood instinctively that

it was up to her to dispel the cloud of uncertainty that now hung over the
previously joyful occasion.

"Show himto me.' Although her voice was hoarse and weary, the tone of command
was unm st akabl e.

In spite of her own fears, the mdw fe held out the baby to the Enpress. Wen
Adi na saw the full extent of his deformties, she could not hide the | ook of
revul sion on her face. She nmade no nove to take the child, and the midwfe
hesitated, waiting to be told what to do next. It was at that nmonent that the
baby chose to open his eyes for the first time, falling silent at |ast as he
gazed at his mother's face. It was Adina's turn to scream

'Take it away!' she shrieked. 'Take it away!'

As her attendants hurried to obey, wapping the baby in a swaddling cloth and
carrying himto the far side of the room the Enpress fought to regain her
conposur e.

"CGet that thing out of ny sight,'" she grated. 'And bring me ny son.'' In that
instant she made it clear to everyone present that, in her nmind, she had only
one son - and the observers took their cue fromher. The senior mdwfe
brought the elder twin to the bedside, while mnions cleared away the bl oody
sheets and tried to restore a senblance of normality to the scene. Adina
cradled the child, looking at himwith eyes that were full of relief as well
as | ove.

"This is ny son,' she whispered. 'This is ny son.'

In the antechanber where npost of the court seers were gathered, the news that
the Enpress had given birth to twins was greeted with excl amati ons of



di sbelief. Their consternation increased when they |earnt of the second boy's
defects, and of the Enpress's reaction to them The hurried and anxi ous debate
that followed was |ed, naturally enough, by Mrival, the Chief Seer. As the
Enperor's cl osest advisor, he knewit would be his duty to report the
unexpected event to his lord, but before he did so he needed a pl ausi bl e
explanation. In particular he had to explain the failure of their augury.
Mrival prided hinmself on the fact that no one in all Vadanis knew nore about
t he Ti ndaya Code, but his many readi ngs of that ancient text had found
absolutely no nmention of twins. He had never even considered such a
possibility, and nor had any of his fellow astrol ogers. How could their

sci ence have failed themso drastically, especially when their other
predictions had all proved to be so accurate?

Mrival |ooked around at his coll eagues, seeing his own fears reflected in
their frowning eyes, and knew that they too were at a | oss.

' Theories, gentlenmen? he pronpted, wi thout any real hope.

"There's nothing in the Code to even suggest-' 'I'maware of that,' Mrival
snapped. 'We've a great deal of work ahead of us, trying to seek out what
we' ve missed, but that will have to wait. What | need right nowis a way to

present this to Dheran - and to the people.'

There was a long, awkward silence, as each of the seers contenplated just how
foolish they were going to appear

"Do the people have to know?' Kami n suggested tinmidly.

Mrival was about to tell his deputy not to be so stupid, but then he held his
tongue, considering the idea.

" Shoul d we not take our |lead fromthe Enpress?' Fauria enquired. 'Wnen's
instincts do not contain the |ogic of astrology, but they cannot always be
dismissed lightly. If Adina disowns the second boy, we can surely do the
same.' 'Exactly,' Kamin said, nore confident now that he had received sone
support froma fellow seer. 'H de himaway sonmewhere safe, and no one need
know he even exists.'

"But the mdwi ves will gossip, like all servants,' Shahan pointed out. He was
the el dest of the group - and sonme said the |east imaginative. 'W won't be
able to silence all the rumours.’

"There will be sonme practical difficulties," Mrival conceded thoughtfully.
"But silence can be bought or enforced if necessary.' He was begi nning to warm
to the idea. Keeping the second birth secret could save nmuch enbarrassnent.

Pl ans were already formng in his cal culating mnd

"We'll still have our Guardian,' Fauria said. 'H s destiny can unfold as
pl anned.'
"And there's every likelihood that the second infant will die soon anyway,"

Kam n added. 'He's clearly crippled, and who knows what damage may have been
done to his internal organs.'

"Including his brain,' Fauria put in.

They paused again as the inplications of that remark sank in.

"It would do the Enperor's standing no good if it were to become known that he
had sired an inbecile,' one of the other seers observed.

'Seal the doors!' Mrival cried, suddenly decisive. 'No news, nothing at all

| eaves these roons without my express approval.' As guards hurried to obey his
orders, he lowered his voice again and | ooked round at his colleagues. "I wll
speak to everyone here before they | eave the palace, to ensure their
cooperation, but right now!l must talk to Dheran. W can't hide the truth from
him' Mich as 1'd like to, he added silently. 'So, what should | tell hin?
Shahan, who had been silent throughout the discussion, his disapproval

evi dent, now spoke agai n.

' Perhaps the second boy could actually be considered a bl essing,' he said,
then hurried to explain in the face of the incredulity displayed by his

col | eagues. ' Perhaps he was there to absorb the malign influences of the
conjunction, so that his twin mght be saved from any such afflictions and
becorme the hero we all desire. Perhaps his role was to protect the Guardian.'
The old man watched as his fell ow seers absorbed this idea, noting the



eagerness that crept into their expressions, and wondered whether he actually
bel i eved his own theory.

"Coming fromanyone else,’ Mrival responded, smling,

"I would take that as superstitious nonsense. Fromyou it carries the stamp of

authority.' And it'll certainly be good enough for Dheran, he thought
privately. Dress it up in some suitably oracul ar | anguage and he'll swallow it
whol e.

"It's almost midnight, sir,' a deferential voice rem nded him

Mrival nodded.

'Everyone is to remain where they are until | return,' he inforned the
gathering. "It is time for my audience with the Enperor.'

Dheran was engrossed in a game of chai kra when Mrival entered the room A

gl ance at the board told the seer that the Enperor's position was hopel ess,
and that any conpetent opponent would force a win in a few noves. However, he
al so knew that Rem, the young courtier who was Dheran's adversary, would
prolong the game for sone time - and perhaps even contrive to lose, in spite
of his clearly superior skill. That boy will go far, Mrival thought, as the
young man | ooked up expectantly.

Dheran made the nove that he had evidently been considering for sone tine,

t hen gl anced up at his advisor

"Is it over?

'Yes, Your Majesty. The Enpress has delivered you a healthy son, exactly as
prophesi ed."’

' Excel lent.'

"Congratul ations, sire,' Rem said.

"May | speak with the Enperor alone for a few nmonents, please.’

Al though it had been phrased as a request, Rem was nore than capabl e of
recogni zi ng an order when he heard one. He rose and left the room quickly, but
in such a graceful manner that there was never any suggestion of haste in his
nmoverents. Mrival waited until the door closed softly behind himbefore
speaki ng agai n.

' There was, however, one slight conplication.'

"How i s Adina? Is she well?" Dheran asked, genuine concern in his dark eyes.
'The Enmpress is in perfect health, although naturally tired and overw ought,’
the seer replied, marvelling at the fact that Dheran actually cared for his
seventh wife.

"Then what . . . ?

' There was a second son,' Mrival said bluntly.

The Enperor stared at the seer in amazenent. 'Twi ns? How can that be?

'Fate has seen fit to present us with a nmystery,' Mrival replied, '"but | can
at |least offer one possible explanation.' He went on to describe the second
baby' s abnormal appearance, and then expounded Shahan's theory about the
infant's acting as a shield against astrol ogi cal influences.

"So the child split in two?' Dheran asked. 'Good and evil, so to speak?

"You could put it that way.'

' That shoul d make the Mentor's job easier, eh?" the Enperor commented, smiling
at his own cl everness.

'"Quite so, Your Majesty,' Mrival agreed affably, though he knew it could not
possi bly be that sinple. 'However, it does present us with sonething of a
probl em concerni ng the second chil d. Because he has already served his

pur pose, we nust decide what to do with him'

" Ah,' Dheran responded, and frowned to show that he was giving the matter
serious thought. 'l see what you nean. What do you suggest?' After that it was
easy.

At the hour of midnight all the bells in the city of Makhaya began to ring in
celebration of the birth of the |Iong-awaited inperial heir, and al so to honour
the alignnent of the four moons of Nydus in the sky above. The streets were
thronged with people eager to witness this rare event, sonething that only
occurred every seventy-five years and thus only once in nost people's
lifetimes. This was a night when fates collided, when great events were bound



to happen, when history would be nade, and everyone wanted to be a part of it.
Not even the near-certain threat of earth trenmors woul d keep the onl ookers in
their hones.

News of the birth of Adina's son was al ready spreading throughout the city as
the crucial nonent arrived. As everyone | ooked upwards, the thin crescents -
which were all that was visible of the Red, Wiite and Amber noons -grew
thinner still. Then, at the exact monent of conjunction, they disappeared

al t oget her behind the Dark Mbon, the 'sky shadow that was conpletely

i nvisible because it reflected no light. Its observers only knew it was there
because it hid the stars beyond and occasionally produced eclipses of the sun
or, as now, its fellow noons.

The sky becane a deeper black and the distant stars shone brighter as the
whol e world seened to hold its breath. For a few nonents the earth beneath
their feet shook, as the islands began to change course, but nost people
hardly noticed. And then, as if by magic, the mrror inmages of the three
crescents appeared in the sky, growing brighter and nore substantial as the
stately ballet of the heavens continued - and Makhaya's bells rang out in

ear nest .

I nside the pal ace the clampur of the celebrations could barely be heard, and
the nmobod was far nore serious. The inpact of Mrival's words had been

undeni abl e and - | ooking round the roomat all the solem faces - he felt a
smal | neasure of hope. We might just pull this off, he thought.

Against all the odds, it mght work. No one had asked what was to happen to

t he unwant ed baby.

"One final thing,' the seer went on. 'l don't need to tell you how serious
this matter is, nor howvital it is that our trust, both the Enperor's and
mne, is not betrayed.' He had no need to enphasize just how i nportant the
events of the night were likely to be in deciding the future of the Floating
| sl ands. Everyone present was aware of the inportance of the arrival of the
Guardi an. 'No one outside this room except for the inperial famly

t hensel ves, nust ever know of what we have witnessed here tonight. If our
secret is revealed, you can be sure that I will discover the traitor - and
that they and their famly will be exiled."'

This barbaric threat had the desired effect. Duty would now be reinforced with
fear - and if a few unsubstantiated runours did persist, they could easily be
di sm ssed as superstition. Mrival was already thinking ahead to the first
publ i c appearance of Dheran, Adina and their new son - their only son

"I know | can rely on you all,' he concluded, allowing hinmself to smle. 'Now
you are free to go about your normal duties - and to celebrate with the rest
of Vadanis.' |, on the other hand, still have work to do, he thought grinmy as

he turned away and headed for his own quarters.

The city's revels lasted until dawn, and |ong before they were over the fina
part of Mrival's plan had been put into action. No one paid any attention to
t he unmarked carriage that slipped fromthe city under cover of darkness, and
by the time the sun rose it was nany | eagues away.

Apart fromthe driver, the coach carried a nan and a woman. In the worman's
arms lay a tiny, msshapen baby, now w apped warmy and fast asleep, but his
conpani ons did not know who he was or where he had come from- and knew better
than to enquire. Their instructions had been passed on to them by people it
woul d be unwi se to doubl e-cross, and had been quite specific.

'"He's a poor scrap of a thing,' the worman renmarked, |ooking down at the

di scol oured face.

"Don't get too attached,' her compani on warned her. 'W deliver himas
arranged, nothing nore.'

"I know that.' They were both being paid enough to ensure they did not deviate
fromtheir orders. 'What would | be doing with a kid Iike this, anyway?
"I"mjust saying,' the man replied wearily.

The wonman reached up and pul | ed back the heavy curtains. Early norning
sunlight slanted in, falling across the baby's face. He slowy opened his eyes
- and his tenporary nursemaid only just managed to stifle a scream



Sensi ng her shock, the nman | eant over to |look for hinself - and he too froze
in disbelief. They stared, as if hypnotized, trapped by a m xture of fear and
wonder .

The irises of the baby's eyes had seened colourless at first, but now, in
daylight, they were |like pale dianonds, bright and glittering as if forned by
crystalline facets rather than human flesh - with only a few irregul ar but
quite brilliant flashes of colour in their seemingly infinite depths. It was
the nobst unnatural sight either of them had ever seen.

"Moons!' the man whi spered. 'No wonder they wanted to get rid of him'

PART ONE
HAVENMOON
Chapter One

The last thing Terrel saw before the darkness found himagain was the Wite
Moon falling fromthe sky. The bright disc grewincredibly fast, filling his
vision and threatening to crush him Yet in his eyes the nobon was sonehow
flat, like an enornous plate, even though he knew it should be a sphere - but
this just made himfeel curious, not afraid.

And then it was gone, extinguished without a trace, and he was enfol ded by the
suf focating darkness. Pain reached out with red fingers. He heard the

t hunderous rhythm of the sea - the sea in which he swam but which he had
never seen. Already he felt hinmself grow ng smaller

Terrel recognized this phase of the dream What had gone before was a
broken-m rror rush of images, sone strange and form ess, others vaguely
intimate, as if they were nenories that bel onged to someone el se. Although the
i mges had been real, as only dreans can be real, they had not frightened him
But what cane next, although famliar, alnobst drowned himin fear. He knew

t hat when he awoke he woul d be gasping for air and shivering, his skin cold
and drenched with sweat.

It was not the pain that terrified him He was used to pain. Nor was it the

t hought of drowning. This ocean would al ways release him It was not even the
fact that he was blind. His other senses nore than made up for that lack. Hs
fear was caused by the hatred that |ay beyond the darkness, beyond the waves
of pain; the renorseless ennmity that was driven by sonething he did not -
could not - understand. He felt it seep into every fibre of his body, like a
sl ow acting poi son or sonme vile disease.

He fought against it instinctively, defending hinself against his invisible
foe. But the best he could hope for was to survive. He could never win. Like a
hedgehog curling into an ever tighter ball, Terrel was draw ng in upon
hinself. Drawing in, and drawing in, until there was nothing left.

This - as always - was when he woke up

"It's odd that it was the Wite Mon,' Al yssa remarked. 'You' d have thought it
woul d' ve been the Anber.’

Terrel sat up, blinking the [ast of the dream away. Alyssa was sitting,
cross-1egged, on, the floor, and for a dazed nonent he wondered how she had
got in. Then he saw that the door to his cell stood open, and realized that
he'd slept later than usual. He had not even heard the turnkey making his
rounds.

"Do you think it's a sign of your destiny? Alyssa went on. 'That's one of the
nmeani ngs of the White Mon.'

'"To have it fall on ny head?" Terrel replied. 'I hope not.'

He no longer found it strange that Alyssa was able to 'see' his dreams. It was
only one of her oddities, after all. Wen he had asked her about it, she had
said that they floated near him |ike a cloud, before they eventually faded
and bl ew away. No one el se could see these clouds, of course, but she had
described his nocturnal visions with such startling accuracy on so many

occasi ons that doubting her ability was no | onger an option. Alyssa could do



this with other people too - with anyone, in fact - but she had learnt not to
speak of what she saw. Her strange talent had got her into trouble too often
'"Did you see anything after that?' Terrel asked. Time didn't nean a lot in
Alyssa's view of dreans, but she knew what he neant, and shook her head.

Terrel hadn't really expected anything el se. She always seemed to pick up on
the early, trivial parts of his dreanms, but never the end. \What she saw was
somet i nes enbarrassi ng, sometines curious, but nore often than not it was
nmerely dull, because it didn't mean anything. He woul d have wel conmed sone
insight into the fear, but she would never discuss that. Wenever he'd asked
her about it she sinply said that it wasn't really a dream but was part of
him That was frustrating, but no amount of coaxing would make Alyssa adnit to
anyt hing nore, and Terrel had |long since given up trying to force the issue.
He wasn't even sure now whet her she had anything nore to say.

'Do you dream about the Anber Mon?' he asked now. Al the noons had their own
characters, their own spheres of influence, and the Anber noved in the realm
of spirits, of intuition - and of dreans.

"I don't know,' she replied. '|I never renmenber ny own dreans.'

"Never?' Terrel exclaimed in surprise, then realized that in all the tines
they had tal ked about dreams, he had never heard her discuss her own

experi ences.

Alyssa tipped her head to one side, a habit of hers when she was thinking. It
rem nded Terrel of the action of a small bird.

"I remenber the feelings sonetines,' she said, 'but never what caused them'
"You're lucky.' Although his own dreanms often faded quickly fromhis menory,
even when he didn't want themto, sone inmages remained all too clear

'Maybe that's why | can see other people's.'

' Conpensati on, you nean?

"If you say so. You're the one who knows all the big words.'

They were silent for a while then, neither feeling the need to fill the void
with talk. They were nearly always at ease in each other's conpany. Alyssa
brought a welcone warnth to the room and Terrel realized that her presence
had enabled himto recover fromhis nightrmare al nbst instantly. His arm and
leg still ached, but for once he had not woken struggling to catch his breath,
and his skin was not even clammy. At tines like this it was easy to inagine
that he | oved her.

Terrel had never quite been able to work out his feelings for Alyssa. He had
known her for al nost four years now, ever since she had first been brought to
Havennoon. She had just been a girl then, and because they were - as far as
they knew - the only two inmates of a simlar age, their friendship had seened
natural enough. It had only recently dawned upon Terrel that Alyssa was
femal e, and thus different fromhim H s sonetinmes contradi ctory enoti ons when
he was with her confused and enbarrassed him but if Alyssa was aware of any
change in their relationship she gave no sign of it.

At fifteen Alyssa was a year older than Terrel, and at tinmes she seened the
nore mature of the two. Even the signs of her madness - which were real enough
- were

not hi ng out of the ordinary to her. She dealt with themin a calm adult
fashion that Terrel could not hope to imtate. Yet at other tines she was |ike
a child, laughing at things that he nerely found idiotic, and skipping instead
of wal ki ng.

Thi s di chotony was even echoed in her appearance. As Terrel |ooked at her now
she seemed perfectly at ease, al nost serene. Her shapel ess grey shift covered
a body that, while it was as tall as his own, was thin and frail - but which
was now devel oping in ways that he found disconcerting. He felt sonmehow

di sl oyal even thinking about it. In the | ast year or so her face had becone
nore finely honed, as if she were growing into her own shape, and Terre

t hought she was beautiful - although he had never nentioned this to anyone,

| east of all to Alyssa herself. And yet her deep brown eyes remmined
resolutely childlike, so large that the phrase 'w de-eyed i nnocence' m ght
have been coined with her in mnd. Her hair was another rem nder of her



rel ative youthful ness. It was blonde, the colour of sunlit straw, and cropped
short in ragged, uneven clunps. She cut it herself- one of the few i nmates
allowed to do so - and al though the results should have been conmc, the style
sonehow suited her.

However, the nost striking thing about Alyssa had nothing to do with her being
caught between chil dhood and maturity, but was uniquely her own. Not only was
she pale and thin, but there was al so sonething altogether insubstantial about
her, as if she might blow away in the slightest breeze. Wen she ran, it

someti nes seenmed as though she were floating - skimming over the ground |ike

t he ghost of a giant dragonfly. Al yssa's body, |ike her mnd, often seened
only loosely tethered to the world.
"It isn't in my cell," she announced now, |ooking puzzl ed.

Terrel was not surprised by this unexpected statenent. Al yssa often began
conversations in the mddle, assum ng that her conpani on had 'heard' her
earlier thoughts on the subject. Many people found this extrenmely irritating,
but Terrel was used to it, and even enjoyed the challenges it posed.

"Do you think someone mght have taken it?" she went on, fingering her |eft
ear in an abstracted fashion.

"I doubt it.' He already had a good idea of what she was tal king about - she
had few enough val ued possessions - but he wouldn't spoil the gane by asking
her outright. 'Were did you |last see it?

"I took it off before we went to work for Ahneza yesterday, but | don't know
where | put it.'

Ahmeza was Havennoon's head cook, a paradoxically stick-1ike and permanently
angry woman who ruled her steamfilled domain like a tyrant. Terrel and Al yssa
had both been on kitchen duty | ast evening, a chore they disliked.

"Well, if we don't find it we can always make another,' Terrel said. In fact
he had al ready decided to nake another earring to replace the one Alyssa had
evidently lost. It would make him feel good to give her a present.

"When?' she asked abruptly.

"I don't know yet.'

This answer did not seemto satisfy her

"I don't feel right without it,"' she conplained, |ooking crestfallen and
touchi ng her ear again.

The missing earring - Alyssa only ever wore one - had been made froma small,
twi sted piece of wood. She'd carved and polished it herself, and fixed a wire
hook to the top, before making a hole in her earlobe using a tiny nail. The
fact that this hurl and produced a short-lived flow of blood had seened to
surprise her. Terrel had found her crying, and conforted her as best he coul d,
cl eaning the wound and enlisting the help of one of the fenal e warders, who
wore earrings of her own. That had been nore than a year ago, and since then
Alyssa had rarely been without her only piece of jewellery.

"It could still turn up," Terrel consol ed her

"I don't feel right,' Alyssa repeated.

As al ways, any hint of unhappiness in her face nmade Terrel want to go to her
aid, to make everything all right for her. There had been so many huge
tragedies in her life that any small ones seemed unbearable to him

"\What about sonething el se?" he suggested. 'Until the new one is ready.'
"What ?' she asked, her expression brightening i mediately.

"Un. . .' Terrel nmunbled, |ooking around his sparse furnishings for sonething
he coul d fashion into a necklace, a ring - anything.

Alyssa fished a tiny piece of twine fromher pocket and held it up

"Could this hel p?' she asked hopefully.

The string was barely | onger than one of her fingers and didn't seemvery
prom sing, but then Terrel had a flash of inspiration. A piece of thread had
cone | oose fromone of the seans of his nightshirt and he pulled this free,
then hel d out his good hand for the twine. Alyssa gave it to himand wat ched,
engrossed, as he began to weave t hem toget her

'That too,' she said, pointing.

Terrel twi sted round and saw one of his own brown hairs on the pillow Feeling



rat her self-conscious now, he added this third strand to the plait, but then
found he could not tie the necessary knot. He had adjusted to the linitations
of his withered right armfor nost things, but such delicate work was beyond
him He passed it over to Alyssa. Even she found it difficult, with the weave
constantly threatening to unravel, but she succeeded eventually, and held up
the new ring triunphantly.

"You put it on,' she said.

"Whi ch finger?

"That one,' she replied, indicating the third finger on her |eft hand.

Alyssa was smiling, |looking directly into Terrel's eyes. She was the only one
who ever did that. Even in Havennoon, where the grotesque was conmonpl ace
Terrel's eyes were a source of unease for inmates and staff alike. He
under st ood why, and had devel oped sonmething of a squint in his efforts to keep
t hem hi dden, but Alyssa actually seened to like looking into them And as she
did so now, her own eyes - which could not have been nore different fromhis,
and which often seenmed to be the only solid part of her - were as

di sconcertingly candid as ever.

Awkwar dly, Terrel positioned the ring over the tip of her finger, then rolled
it down until it fitted snugly at the bottom Alyssa |ooked at it happily then
gl anced up again, smling m schievously.

' That means you have to marry me now,' she said, and | aughed in delight as
Terrel blushed crinson.

Chapter Two

"This stinks!' Elam conplained, his voice filled with disgust.

"You don't say,' Terrel nuttered.

The two boys had been assigned to mucking out the stables, a job they hated at
the best of tines - and these were definitely not the best of tinmes. The day
was hot, even for summer, and so still that there was no breeze to cool them
or lessen the all-pervading stench. Dust fromthe straw irritated their
throats and nmade their eyes water - and rubbing their faces w th hands that
were already filthy only made matters worse. There were flies everywhere.
"It's not fair,' Elam noaned. 'Wy do we get lunbered with all the | ousy

j obs?'

Terrel could have told hi mwhy, but he was saving his breath - and he knew
that the question had been rhetorical. Life within the madhouse was not fair,
as they both had reason to know. In some ways, however, the two friends were

[ ucki er than many i nmates.

' The sooner we finish, the sooner we can get out of here,' he said, lifting
anot her shovel ful of manure fromthe stall and dunping it into the small cart.
The handl e of his spade was wedged under his withered right arm while his

| eft hand held the shaft | ower down and gui ded the tool back and forth.
Lifting each new | oad neant that Terrel had to bend his entire body, then
straighten up and twist to the side in order to reach the cart. To an observer
who did not know of his disabilities this would seema particularly |aborious
nmet hod, perhaps even slightly comical, but Terrel was used to it. Even so, it
was heavy work, and he was sweating profusely. Elamwas toiling too, each new
effort causing himpain. He woul d never have adnmitted it, but Terrel could see
it inthe way the other boy noved, in his | aboured breathing, and he felt
another jolt of anger at the injustice with which the world had treated both
himsel f and his friend.

At just ten years of age, Elam had been committed to the nmadhouse for stealing
pot at oes. Al though the potatoes in question had been left to rot in a nuddy
field, and Elanmis fanily were on the brink of starvation at the tinme, his
actions had been not only illegal but also in direct contravention of
astrological lore. This stated that all root crops nmust be sown only when two
or nore of the nobons were wani ng, and harvested only when two or nore were
waxi ng. (The opposite was true for crops that grew above ground.) On the night
of Elam s arrest, all three visible noons had been wani ng - which was why the



pot at oes had been left to rot - and this flagrant disregard for the taboo had
angered the authorities. Under inperial |law, the boy had been too young to be
i mprisoned, but the seriousness of his crine was such that the |oca

magi strate had ignored the mtigating circunstances and decl ared hi minsane -
justifying his own actions by claimng that only an addl ed brain could have
concei ved of such a heinous act.

For the next two years Elam had | angui shed in a cold, danp cell in the | ower
reaches of the house, his linbs chained to the walls. H's once lithe nuscles
had atrophied, and his joints had become stiff and painful. The appoi ntment of
a new Head Warden - who held slightly nore enlightened views about heretica
behavi our - nmeant that El amwas eventually rel eased fromthis barbaric
tornent, but by then the damage was done. Although he had slowy regai ned sone
of his former strength, cold weather or any form of strenuous exercise brought
t he pain back, so that he often noved |like an old man. When El am and Terre
had first net, each had thought the other to be nocking his own gracel ess
nmoverent s, and they had fought as enem es. G adually, however, as they |earnt
the truth, they realized that they had much in conmon. Their eventua
friendship was all the nore devoted because of its troubled begi nnings. Now,
three years later, they were |ike brothers.

'How many nore after this one?" Elam asked as they cleared the |ast of the
soiled straw fromthe stall

"Three.'

El am swore softly, but with feeling. There were usually only a few horses kept
in the stables. Mst of the staff who did not live in the house wal ked to work
across the noor that surrounded the estate. None of them could have afforded
their own mounts anyway. But in the last few days there had been nmany nore
visitors than usual, and their animals required tenmporary |odgings. Neither
Terrel nor Elam knew who the outsiders had come to see

"W never get any visitors,' Elamnuttered, 'but we still have to clean up
after them'

One of the things the two boys had in common was that they had both been
abandoned by their respective famlies. Terrel had never known his, while
Elamis had not lifted a finger to help himsince his arrest. In truth there
was little that they could have done, but they had not even tried to contact
himand his resentnent was sinmering still. Hi s bitterness was conpounded by
guilt, partly at having allowed hinself to get caught, and partly because he
had no i dea what had happened to his famly since his incarceration. For al

he knew they might all be dead; in his darkest noods, he al nost w shed they
ver e.

"No one would ever want to come here from choice,' Terrel pointed out.
"They're too afraid of us lunatics.'

"Hah! | sonetimes think it'd be better if we were nad,' Elamgrated. 'They
don't make AOd Tim shovel shit, do they?

ad Tim was one of the nost ancient residents of Havennoon. He had been there
for decades, and his peculiarities were | egendary. He clainmed to receive
nmessages from other worlds every time he touched a green | eaf or a bl ade of
grass. He would refuse to eat any neal until sone of the food had been sneared
on each wall of the room- which did not endear himto the cleaning details -
and at every full Red Moon he howed Iike a- wolf and tried to bite anyone who
cane too close. As he had no teeth left, he was no real danger, but he could
make a nui sance of hinself nonethel ess.

Terrel shuddered at the thought of ending up like AOd Tim, even though he
knew El am was not serious, and then banged his spade on the ground as another
wave of anger swept over him He and Elamwere quite clearly sane - a fact
that was tacitly acknow edged by Ziol ka, the Head Warden, in the relative
freedom he allowed them - so why should they remain incarcerated in this
dreadful place? But Terrel was under no illusions that whoever had di scarded
himas a baby fourteen years ago would return for himnow He was not even
sure he would want themto

Two of the three remaining stalls were still occupi ed, which meant spreadi ng



clean straw in new pens and then swapping the nmounts over. Terrel left this
task to El am because his friend was indifferent to horses, having been used to
farmanimals in his earlier life. Terrel disliked horses, who grew nervous and
fretful if he came too close. He saw nmadness in their eyes - and, ironically,

t hey probably saw sonething simlar in his. Alyssa was the only one who was
quite at home with them She never rode, but could cal meven the nost fiery
colt sinply by talking to it or stroking its neck. Although he was stil
smarting over the trick she had played on himthat nmorning, Terrel wi shed that
she were there now

As the two boys went back to work, the warden who had been watchi ng over them
went off duty and was replaced by another. The stables were al ways guarded,
even though the only way out of the estate with a horse was via the drawbridge
over the noat and then through the only gate in the wall. Because this was
normal |y kept |ocked, and the gatekeepers kept a constant watch there, such an
escape was inpossible - but nonetheless a close eye was al ways kept on any
horses in the stables. The new man, whose nane was Ingo, strolled over now, a
broad grin on his face.

"Put your backs into it, lads. Got to have the place | ooking spick-and-span
for tonorrow. '

"You could always I end us a hand,' El am suggested caustically.

"I"d be glad to," the warden replied, '"but I'mon duty. Sorry about that.'

'"Ha ha.'

"What's happeni ng tonorrow?' Terrel asked.

' Some inspectors are coning,' Ingo informed them 'From Makhaya. There'll be
changes around here before too |ong, you mark my words.'

' Yeah, well, when they nake you Head Warden, don't forget to put in a good
word for me,' Elamremarked sarcastically.

'"Have this lot carted away by the end of nmy watch, and I mght just do that.'

I ngo wandered off again, whistling.

"That self-inportant clod has as nmuch chance of becom ng Head Warden as | do
of being made Enperor,' El am conmented when Ingo was out of hearing. 'lI've a
good mnd to bury himin a dung heap.'

" And what good will that do?'

"It'"ll nmake ne feel better. Come on, | want to get this finished. For ny sake,
not his.'
El amwas still noaning as they struggled to conplete the | ast stage of their

task. Because neither of them had been able to face the thought of an extra
journey, they had piled the handcart too high, making it even nmore cunbersone
than usual and difficult to manoeuvre. Even with Elam pulling and Terre

pushi ng, their progress was agonizingly slow as they circled round the main
house to the south. Going to the north would have been a nmuch shorter route,
albeit still circuitous, but it would have nmeant traversing the | ower slopes
of the small hill which was topped by the Necropolis - and the appalling
prospect of the cart toppling over sideways.

"You' d have thought the people who built this place would ve had the sense to
put the stables and the kitchen gardens close to each other,' El am grunbl ed
breathl essly. 'Not on opposite sides of the house!’

The mansi on had once been the home of a long-extinct noble famly. Wen their
line had ended, the Havennoon Estate would have fallen into ruin had it not
been for the need for a renpte place to hide away the province's lunatics.
Even the name had suggested such a use.

Havennmoon remained its official title - though the |ocal people had other
nore col ourful nanmes for the place - but in comon parlance, and with an
unconsci ous irony, the house was generally referred to as 'the haven'. The
building's aristocratic past was all but forgotten now, but it was this that
accounted for many of its eccentric features. Terrel knewits secrets better
than nost; he had spent his entire life there, after all. There were few roons
or corridors he had not visited at one tinme or another and - nore inportantly
- he knew where not to go. Some of the dungeon cells, which had once been w ne
cellars, held sights he had no wish to see.



"I expect they didn't think of things like that,' he said now ' That's what
servants were for.'

"Slaves |like us, you nean. Look out!’

They both wi nced as one of the cart's wheels struck a rut, and they had to
nmove quickly to prevent it tipping over. Elams litany of grievances
continued, his increasingly fertile invective being directed at their task,
the cart, the pain in his knees, the weather, fate in general, and even his
own famly

"At least you had a family once,' Terrel said. His friend' s enbittered nood
had i nfected hi m now, and he too was brooding. 'My parents didn't even keep ne
| ong enough to give nme a nane!’

Terrel's nanme had been the choice of the wet nurse, a young worman from a
nearby village who had been paid to come to the nadhouse and tend to himafter

her own baby died. In the old tongue of the region, his nane neant 'light of
t he new nmoon', and - even though the nmoons had all been full on the night of
his birth - it seened eerily appropriate to anyone who | ooked into the child's

uncanny eyes. The wet nurse had been paid for her services out of the
"donation' left with the baby - the anonynous bl ood noney that the warden had
accepted on the assunption that the infant was sinply one nore inconvenient

of fspring of a well-to-do famly. Wen Terrel arrived, no one had believed
that he would live nore than a few weeks, but he had proved them w ong. The
human spirit ran strongly inside his tw sted shell

'"Fate didn't deal either of us a particularly good hand, did it," El am
nut t er ed.

"I"'mnot sure we were given any cards at all,' Terrel replied sourly.
"Sonmetines | hate the world so nuch I wish | could destroy it all."’

Their black nood | asted until the |ast of the manure had finally been

of fl oaded at the vegetabl e garden. Then, because there was still nore than an
hour before sunset, they were free to please thenselves for a while, a
privilege that marked them out as |uckier than nost inmates. Their depression
began to lift as, without the need for any discussion, they set off back round
t he house, making for the |lake that lay in the eastern part of the grounds.
The heat of the day was still considerable, making the lure of the water
irresistible. In spite of their weariness and aching |linbs, the boys' pace
qui ckened as they crossed the path that Ied fromthe haven's main entrance to
the gate at the southernnost point of the wall. Fromthen on the |and sl oped
gently down to the | ake, whose edges were clogged with reeds and lily pads.
Swi mm ng woul d have been difficult if it had not been for an old wooden jetty,
whi ch had once been used for boating, and which still led out to relatively
clear water.

"What's she doing here?" Elam asked. 'She doesn't even like the water.'

Even froma distance, the figure sitting at the end of the small pier was
easily recogni zed. Alyssa had her thin arms w apped around her knees, which
were drawn up in front of her. She was staring out over the | ake.

"Waiting for us, | guess,' Terrel said.

'Let's sneak up on her and push her in.'

"No!"' Even though he was fairly sure that Elamwasn't serious, the very idea
filled Terrel with horror. Alyssa always refused to go in the water, no matter
how hot the day. She woul d never expl ain why.

"Al'l right, all right,' Elam said, |ooking disgusted. 'I didn't nmean it."'

It took Terrel longer than Elamto renmove his filthy outer garnents, because
of the special boot that had been nade to fit his crooked right foot. The
boot's slanting sole was rmuch thicker at the toe, and the long laces - which
were tied well above his ankle - had to be fully | oosened before the difficult
job of pulling it off could begin. As a result Elamwas already in the |ake,
havi ng run past the unsuspecting Al yssa and dived in, by the tinme Terre
linped to the end of the jetty.

'Did he splash you?' he asked.

"Not really,' she replied, smling.

' Made you junp though, didn't I!" Elamcalled, sounding very pleased with



hi nmsel f.

Al yssa stuck her tongue out at him

Terrel slipped into the water, delighting in the sudden cool ness on his griny
skin, and paddled out to join Elam The |ake was always cold, even in sumer,
and there were supposed to be fish in its nurky depths, but Terrel had never
seen any. Neither of the boys was a strong sw nmer. Because of the weakness of
his whole right side, Terrel would go round in circles unless he concentrated,
and t hough El am made dogged progress, the chill usually affected his joints
before long. Terrel suspected that, if it hadn't been for her aversion to

wat er, Alyssa would have been a better swimer than either of them After al

- and much to their chagrin - she could easily outrun them both, and was so
[ight that she would probably float easily.

"I think "Il swmto the island,' Elamstated boldly. 'Are you com ng?

"No. It's too far for ne.'

The tiny island lay towards the northern end of the pear-shaped |ake. Long
ago, a small round tower - a nobleman's folly - had been built there, but now
it was just a crunbling ruin, surrounded by spindly trees. It |ooked a
peaceful enough place, though there were several quite gruesone |egends
connected with the island.

'What about you, Alyssa?' Elamcalled.

'No, thank you,' she replied denurely.

"Way not ?'

'Because | don't want to.'

Because it's haunted?' he teased.

Every where's haunted,' she responded quietly.

Terrel knew that Alyssa frequently talked to ghosts; it was one of the reasons
for her having been confined to the madhouse. Al though nost children grew out
of their invisible conpanions, she had persisted in the one-sided
conversations. According to her, she had learnt a lot this way, especially
from her dead grandnother - including some things she couldn't possibly have
known ot herwi se. Her strange behavi our had finally exhausted the patience of
the Iiving menbers of her fam ly, and had eventually |l ed to her being

di agnosed as i nsane.

Terrel wasn't sure what to make of Alyssa's clainms. He was sure she woul dn't
lie deliberately, but he had never seen the faintest flicker of a ghostly
presence even when -according to Alyssa - one was apparently standing right in
front of him Naturally they had tal ked about this a good deal, and she had
told him- anpbng other things - that some of the other inmates carried their
ghosts with them and that sone ghosts were 'real’ while others were 'nmade
up'. He'd never been able to clarify this distinction in his own mnd, but it
was obviously significant to Al yssa.

A short while later Elam who had set off towards the island but then w sely
t hought better of it, pulled hinself out and sat down on the jetty to let the
| ast of the day's sunlight warmhim He noved close to Al yssa, taking

advant age of the strange fact that none of the clouds of nosquitoes, which
swirled above the surface of the | ake, ever went near the girl. Terrel was
still in the water, washing hinself as best he could and trying to get the
snel |l of horses out of his hair. The cool ness of the water did not affect the
aching in his linmbs - which was there all the time - and he revelled in its
si | ken enbrace.

"That's only true if you accept that it's the same everywhere,' Alyssa stated

abruptly.
"What is?" Elam asked, obviously nystified.
' Maybe not all rivers run downhill in other parts of the world,' she added,

i gnoring him

"What are you tal king about?' he persisted.

' Perhaps islands don't float.'

"But islands do float,' Terrel said. 'So that they can nove. They're supposed
to.'

' That one doesn't,' Alyssa conmented, pointing.



"That's different,' Elamsaid. 'It's only in a |lake, not the sea, so it
doesn't have to float.'

"All the islands of the Enpire float,' Terrel added.

'How can anything as big as Vadanis float? she asked. 'It's hundreds of niles
long. And it's made of rock. Rocks sink.'

"I don't know,' Terrel admitted. He had often asked hinmsel f the sane question
but in the end it cane down to a matter of faith. He believed that the

Fl oating |slands noved. This was partly because everyone - al nost everyone -
believed it, and partly because he'd seen it explained in a book, conplete

wi th maps and di agrans.

"It just does,' Elamsaid inpatiently. 'Only barbarians Iive on | and that
doesn't mpove. Everyone knows that.'

"You can tell Vadanis is moving in the ocean by watching the stars,' Terre
added know edgeabl y.

'But how can you be sure of that? Al yssa countered. 'Have you ever even seen
the sea?

"You know |' ve never been anywhere,'1l he replied bitterly, hurt that she would
even ask him such a question

' Then how do you know the sea's npving past Vadani s? How do you know it even
exi sts?'

Terrel couldn't think of any answer to that.

'Have you ever seen Makhaya?' El am asked her

" No.

'Does that nean it doesn't exist either?

Per haps.'

"So if you can't see sonething, it just doesn't exist? he suggested

i ncredul ously. 'What happens if you close your eyes? Do | vani sh?

'"OF course!' she exclained, all w de-eyed innocence. She was baiting himnow
Elamthrew up his arnms in despair.

"Well, 1've been to Makhaya,' he told her. 'l know it exists.'

' Maybe you were dreamng.'

"I give up. You talk to her, Terrel.'

"Are ghosts like that?' Terrel asked thoughtfully. '"Is that why we can't see
t hen?'

'Ch, good grief,' Elamgroaned. 'You two are hopel ess!' He stonped off to
retrieve his clothes.

"Chosts wal k differently,' Alyssa replied placidly. 'For you they' re always
just around the next corner.'

"WII | ever be able to see round the corner?" Terrel asked.

Al yssa shrugged.

"I"'mnot a seer,' she said.

Sone tine later, as sunset approached, the trio were wal ki ng back up the sl ope
towards the house when Terrel cane to a sudden halt.

'Come on,' Elamurged him 'If we're not inside by curfew, soneone'll tel
Ziolka and we'll be stuck in our cells for days.'

Terrel didn't nove, his eyes unusually w de but unfocused.

"W should go in,' Alyssa echoed, but her concern was evident in her voice.
'O we'll all get into trouble.’

"No,' Terrel replied flatly. 'W should stay out here. In the open.' Sonething
deep inside himwas trenbling, but on the surface he was calm and sure of

hi nsel f for once.

" \Why 2

'There's going to be an earthquake.'

Chapter Three

The tremor did not last long, but it was nuch stronger than usual. If it had
not been for Terrel's prenonition, the three friends m ght have fallen as the
ground beneath them shook and grow ed. As it was, they were badly

di sorientated, and staggered drunkenly for a few nonments. Tiles fell fromthe



roof of the house, adding their brittle crashing to the hollow runbling noise
that seermed to cone fromdeep within the earth itself. Finally, just as it
seened that the quake was ending, a stone balustrade on a second fl oor bal cony
crunbled and fell to the ground, close to the door that the trio had been
headi ng for. Heavy pieces of nmasonry thudded onto the paving bel ow and
shattered, peppering the surrounding area with flying splinters of stone.

' Moons!' El am gasped. 'That was cl ose. W coul d' ve been under that lot.'

A brief silence envel oped themas the world becane still once nore, then the
sound of agitated voices drifted frominside the building. The earthquake had
been conpl etely unexpected, and had taken everyone by surprise.

' The seers nmust be losing their touch,' El am conmented, regaining sone

sel f-confi dence.

Everyone who lived on the Floating Islands was used to the regul ar, ninor
trenors that occurred with a frequency deternined by the aspects of the four
nmoons. The astrol ogers had cal cul ated the lunar pattern for many years in
advance and, forewarned, the popul ace generally took the earthquakes in their
stride. But this one had not been foreseen by anyone - except Terrel

"You saw it coming, didn't you,' Al yssa said.

"How did you do that?" Elam asked.

"I don't know,' Terrel replied. T just
descri bing what he had felt. 'l don't know'
"A sort of tugging? Alyssa said. 'l suppose so.'

The two boys | ooked at her

"No, | didn't. At least | don't think so,' she went on. 'But Terrel m ght
have."'

' What ?'

"I wasn't talking to you,' she told himcalny

"It's one of her ghosts,’ Elamsaid, rolling his eyes.

"What | don't understand is how you felt it,' Al yssa added, ignoring El ams
derision. Then, after a pause in which she appeared to be listening intently
to the silence, she said, "All right. Farewell, Sevin.'

"Not himagain!' El am excl ai ned.

"What was all that about?' Terrel asked.

' Some of the ghosts felt the warning too.'

"But they're in a different world,' Terrel objected, repeating what she had
often told him

"I know,' she replied. 'l don't understand it, and neither do they.'

'You haven't becone a ghost and not told us, have you?' El am asked Terre
facetiously.

"What did Sevin say?'

"That it was |ike the noons, but different.’

'Sevin's obviously as mad now as when he was alive,' Elamcomented. 'No
wonder they | ocked himup here.'

Al yssa gave hima pitying | ook

'Li ke you, you nean?' she asked innocently.

'"We'd better get inside,' Terrel said hurriedly. He was aware that the sun had
set during their conversation, and their need to obey the curfew would
forestall any argunent.

As they went in, glancing up to nmake sure no nore masonry was going to fall on
them Terrel saw the semcircul ar shape of the Red Mbon in the darkening sky.
Nearer to the horizon the Anber Mion was a pale crescent rising in the east,
and Terrel's final thought before he entered the shadowed world of the haven
was to wonder what this night's dreans woul d bring.

Terrel was back in his cell well before he was | ocked in for the night, and no
one nmade anything of the fact that he and his friends had broken the curfew
The turnkey made his rounds nmuch | ater than usual that night, and Terre
assuned that the unexpected trenor had di srupted normal routines. To his
annoyance, he found this unsettling.

The truth was that he found confort in the regular patterns of his
confinenent. Because he was one of the inmates who had been classified as

He shrugged, incapable of



harm ess, during the day he was free to wander within the boundaries of
Havennoon's self-contained world - unless he was being puni shed for sonething
or was needed to work. Terrel knew that this privilege could easily be
revoked, and because he did not want to end up like so many of the other

i nmates - who were permanently incarcerated in conditions that varied fromthe
m nd- nunmbi ngly boring to the downright horrific - he subnmitted to being | ocked
up like a crimnal each night wthout any thought of conplaint. In one sense
he had been alone all his life, and dealing with solitude canme easily to him
There had been tines when he'd thought of trying to escape, but those tinmes
were long gone. In truth, Terrel was no |onger sure that he would want to

| eave - even if he could do so as a free man. He had never known anyt hi ng
except the haven, never even seen beyond its high stone wall. H s only

know edge of the outside world had cone from books, and it seemed a strange
and frightening place, full of inexplicable cruelties and daunting
conplexities. He was better off where he was.

He sonetimes felt cowardly for thinking this way, but consoled hinself wth
the fact that at |east now he had the conpani onship of two people his own age
- until he was ten his life had been alnost entirely solitary - and that
neither El am nor Al yssa seened to have any thoughts of escaping. The idea did
not seem even to have occurred to Alyssa and, while Elam sonetimes spoke of

it, he - like Terrel - was aware that the chances of success were extrenely
renote. And failure would send himback to the dungeons, and to the tortures
he had endured there.

Most inmates of the madhouse were either physically or mentally incapabl e of
maki ng an escape attenpt, but anyone who tried faced al nost insurnountable
obstacles. Even if the wall and the nobat which ran inside it were successfully
negoti ated w t hout being seen by any of the guards, there was still the
probl em of having to trek across several miles of open noorland - which

of fered treacherous nmarshes and plentiful heather, but no food or shelter, and
nowhere to hide. Anyone trying to use the only road, which ran south fromthe
gate, woul d soon be recaptured, and taking any other route m ght nmean days of
fruitless toil. And even if all these hazards were overcome, each innmate had
four concentric circles tattooed on the back of one of their hands - which

mar ked them permanently as residents of the madhouse. Any stranger who arrived
in one of the nearby villages and tried to hide his hands woul d be regarded

wi th suspi ci on.

Terrel exam ned his own tattoo now. Sonmeone had once told himthat the circles
represented the four noons, which seened appropriate enough. Mental unbal ance
was not called 'lunacy' for nothing.

Al'l around him Havennmoon was strangely quiet. Even in the dead of night there
were usual ly some sounds, especially when one or nore of the noons was full

but the inmates were silent now, and even the old house itself was not
producing its normal assortment of creaks and groans. It was as if the trenor
had shaken everything into place and there was no need of nore gradua

adj ust ment s.

And then, as if to challenge all Terrel's assunptions, Od Tim began to how,
giving voice to the wolf inside his feeble human frame. Although he sounded
the sane as always, the very fact that he was noved to how at all was
unnerving. Only half the Red Moon was visible that night; it would not be ful
for another el even days.

It was just one nore strange event, one nore anomaly, in a day that had

al ready seen too many for Terrel's |iking.

Thi ngs are changi ng.

Terrel awoke with a start, unable to deci de whet her the words had been spoken
al oud by hinself or someone el se, or whether they were just the tail end of a
dream Either way, the statement had a prophetic ring.

He was stiff and sore fromthe strenuous exercise of the previous day, but was
relieved to find that any dreanms that may have visited himin the night had
left no mark on his menory. Sitting up, he saw fromthe sunlight in his cell's
one hi gh wi ndow that he had slept late for the second day in a row. Even so,



he knew just fromthe feel of the roomthat the door was still |ocked. The

t urnkey was behi nd schedul e agai n.

Terrel was feeling distinctly uneasy as he dressed, but then he renmenbered
that the inspectors were arriving that day. Zi ol ka was probably keeping al

his charges | ocked up while the official visit was in progress, to avoid any
suggestion that his security was | ax.

Once again the silence seened deeper than usual, and as the norning drifted by
Terrel could not help but recall his waking thought and Ingo's earlier words -
There 'Il be some changes around here - and wondered what those changes mi ght
be.

Eventual |y, just before noon, he heard the clatter of several horsenen riding
south towards the gate and, shortly after that, his door was finally unl ocked.
The turnkey offered no explanation for the change to his routine, but he did
advise Terrel to make hinself scarce unless he wanted to be pressed into
service in the kitchen. Ahmeza's resources had been stretched to the linit by
the recent influx of visitors, and she was on the warpath now, |ooking for
"volunteers' to help her make up for lost tine.

Terrel took the hint gratefully. After checking on Alyssa's and Elam s cells -
there was no sign of either - he nade his way up to the second floor via a
rarely used spiral staircase, and then clinbed a |adder into the |oft space
beneath the tiled roof. Havennoon's attic consisted of a | arge nunber of

i nterconnecting roons, all crisscrossed by beans and joists in apparently
random patterns beneath irregularly placed stone buttresses. It was possible -
if you were small enough, didn't mnd cobwebs and watched where you put your
feet - to traverse the entire length of the building fromsouth to north.
Terrel did so now When he finally arrived at the trap door he was | ooking
for, he paused, listening for a while before opening it. He had never known
anyone else to cone to the hidden room and regarded it as his private
preserve, but he didn't want to take any unnecessary risks. \Wien he was
convinced that all was safe, he pulled the door up and felt for the | adder he
had | eft positioned bel ow C anmbering down into the darkness always gave him a

thrill of discovery, renmenbered fromthe first tine he had come there. At the
bottom he found the flint-box, and Iit a taper and then two candles. In the
still, musty air the flames burnt evenly, casting a yell ow gl ow over the rows

and rows of books.

Terrel had discovered the library several years earlier, and had been
captivated at once. According to Ziolka - who either did not guess or did not
care that Terrel had actually found it - the library had once bel onged to an

i nmate who had died many years ago, and had not been used since then. Qite
what a madman woul d have wanted with so many books had never occurred to
Terrel; he had just taken advantage of the noul dering | egacy, escaping to the
i brary whenever he could, and |aboriously teaching hinmself to read. He had
become reasonably proficient, although some of the nore erudite tonmes were
still beyond his understandi ng. He had returned now for two specific reasons,
both related to the events of the previous day. The first, which stemed from
his conversation with Al yssa about the Floating |Islands, was so that he could
once nmore study the book that contained maps showi ng the islands' novenent in
t he Movaghassi Ocean. The second was to see whether he could find sone clue as
to why there had been an eart hquake yesterday when the islands were not
changi ng course - which was the normal cause of such trenors.

He found the rel evant vol ume qui ckly enough and, after studying several of the
now fam liar charts once nore, he turned to the accompanying text.

For centuries, as long as human records have been kept, these |inked islands
have been adrift together in the Mvaghassi Ccean, the | argest of Nydus's
seas. The islands nove in stately fashion, on an irregular but predictable
course, always steering clear of the various fixed | and masses.

Why woul d anyone record such details, much less go to the trouble of plotting
the incredibly conplex patterns on the maps, if it wasn't true? Terrel read
on.

Whet her this admrable arrangenent is due to nmere good fortune or to sone



di vine influence upon nature is beyond the scope of this treatise. However,

t he noverment of the islands allows themto escape the rigours of geol ogica
and astrol ogi cal disturbances that must plague other, |ess fortunate |ands.
Were those 'disturbances’ now sonmehow affecting the islands? Terrel wondered.
And if so, why?

He went on reading for a long tine, until his eyes grew weary and one of the
candl es guttered out. Although he had not found anything that would explain

t he abnornmal earthquake, he had at |least reconfirned his belief in the nature
of the Floating Islands. Whatever Alyssa said now, she would not be able to
shake his conviction that the book's argunents - which were plausible and
preci se - were correct.

Terrel put the volune back on its shelf, snuffed out the remaining candle, and
waited for his eyes to adjust to the al nost conpl ete darkness of the

wi ndowl ess room Then he clinbed the | adder and cl osed the trap door.
Retracing his route back to the south wing, he energed to find El am waiting
for him

"\Where' ve you been all day?' The boy | ooked weary, but there was a gl eam of
excitenment in his eyes.

'Readi ng,' Terrel answered. El am had never displayed any interest in the
library, even though Terrel had often offered to showit to him

" Lucky you. Sonme of us had to work,' Elam said, but without rancour

'Did Ahneza get you?

"No, | escaped her clutches, but then Ingo dragged nme off to hel p him cut
wood.' The northern part of the estate was forested, and provided fuel for the
ki tchen and winter fires.

"And?' Terrel pronpted, knowing that his friend s nbod woul d not have been
caused by the enforced collection of a few | ogs.

' That bal cony wasn't the only thing the quake brought down,' El am responded.
"Part of the fence round the Necropolis has fallen to pieces, and | was the
only one who noticed.'

" 5po"

"W coul d explore!" Elam exclained. 'Haven't you ever wondered what's up
there?

"It's only sone old tonbs.'

"Then why is it out of bounds?

No one had ever told themas much, but the rusting iron fence, which was
topped with nasty spi kes, and the heavy | ocks on the only gate, had been

el oquent enough. And the sides of the hill within the fence were so overgrown
with ow trees and shrubs - all of which seenmed to bristle with thorns - that
it amounted to another, jungle-like barrier. Only in winter, when the foliage
was | ess dense, was it possible to catch a glinpse of stonework at the top of
t he sl ope.

'"There's nothing up there,' Terrel said, trying to hide the unease he felt at
the idea of entering that real mof the dead.

El am was not fool ed, and grinned eagerly.

"If you're scared, we can take Alyssa with us,' he said. 'If there are any
ghosts, she can talk to themand tell themwe're friendly."'

' She won't want-'

'She's already agreed,’ Elamstated triunphantly.

Terrel had no choice now. He knew that he would find it unbearably humiliating
if Elam and Al yssa went wi thout him- even though he didn't think they'd find
anyt hi ng i nteresting.

"Al'l right," he munbl ed. 'Wen?

'"As soon as we can get away. There's a runmour going round that Zi ol ka m ght be
repl aced soon, and we don't know what the new man will be |ike.’

The inplication that their limted freedom m ght be further curtail ed was not
| ost on Terrel.

'"We'd better have sone adventures while we still can,' El am added, grinning.

Chapt er Four



Their chance came the very next day. The news brought from Makhaya was clearly
preoccupying Ziolka and his staff, and as a result Terrel and his friends
found thenselves left to their own devices. Taking advantage of this piece of
luck, they set off as if heading for the |ake, then turned north and skirted
round the edge of the estate until they reached the far side of the hill. It
was here that a section of the iron fence had coll apsed - which would all ow
themto clinb the slope without any possibility of their being seen fromthe
house. Elamled themthrough the |Iong grass and bracken to the spot where a
smal I | andslide had gouged away a section of the hill, destroying part of the
fence in the process. Here they paused, already warmfromtheir circuitous
wal k and the steadily rising heat of the day.

"Are you sure you still want to do this? Terrel asked, |ooking at the dense
undergrowth in the forbidden territory ahead of them

'"OF course,' Elamreplied scornfully. 'No one up there's going to be any
danger to us.'

' That doesn't nmean we have the right to disturb them'

"I doubt they'll even know we're there. Being dead neans you don't generally
notice very much.'

'There are no bad feelings here,' Alyssa stated in her dreany fashion

El amrai sed his eyebrows and stared at Terrel as if to say ' You see! Even she
agrees.'

"You'd know that if you listened properly,' Alyssa added.

Al Terrel could hear were the songs of a few birds, and the faint rustling of
| eaves.

' Come on then,' he said, knowi ng that this was an argument he couldn't win. He
wasn't even sure he wanted to; a little of the excitement that was obviously
af fecting El am had bel atedly rubbed off on him

They cl anmbered over the newy fallen boul ders and | oose soil, passed the

twi sted ends of the remaining fence, and entered an alien world. Any human

i nfl uence had been | ost [ong ago; even if this had once been an orderly
graveyard, it was a wilderness now Elamled themin single file, threading
their way through rowan, ash and bl ackthorn, while trying to avoid the worst
of the gorse and branbles. Their progress was slow and frustrating, with

t horns snaggi ng on clothes and scratching skin. On several occasions the
undergrowth becanme so thick that they had to backtrack and try another route,
whil e various birds scolded themfrom the branches above.

"I hope this is worth it,' Terrel said as he carefully disentangled hinself
fromthe | atest thorns caught on his sleeve.

'"Me too,'" Elamnuttered. The adventure had evidently begun to | ose sone of its
appeal for him

"W're nearly there,' Alyssa said.

'\Where?' Elam queried. 'Ch!'

He had not even seen the tonb until he practically bunped into it. The
monurrent was built of stone and had once been intricately carved, but the
surfaces had been eroded to such an extent that the decorations or lettering
were now not hing nore than a random pattern of indentations. Even so, its size
and solidity were inpressive, and once the three friends had edged their way
past it, they could see several nore tonbs dotted about the hillside.

The air about them was now perfumed with the heady scent of sumer flowers.
There were |lots of rose bushes, which had run wild everywhere, and severa

ot her bloons that Terrel could not identify but which all added bright flashes
of colour to the scene. Amid this floral profusion, the tonbs lay in a state
of disrepair, but by the time the trio had gone a little further they had
forgotten about the graves. As they neared the top of the hill the trees
thinned out, and in a glade at the sutmmit was the nost curious buil ding any of
them had ever seen

It consisted of a single storey, built lowto the ground -which was why they
had not been able to see it frombelow The roof of the square structure
supported what had evidently once been a sem -spherical dome of some kind.



This dome had split open and a good part had presumably fallen in, leaving a
j agged shape |ike the edges of a broken eggshell. It gave the place a

desol ated, neglected air.

" Funny sort of tonb,' El amrenarked.

They had stopped on the edge of the clearing, and even though nothing nore
than bracken and furze | ay between them and the building, they were all a
l[ittle reluctant to nove cl oser

"It nust've been for soneone inportant,' Terrel guessed. 'It's nuch bigger
than any of the others.’

"You' d have thought he'd have paid up for a better roof then,' El am comented.
"This isn't a tonmb,' Alyssa stated quietly. "It was built for the living.'
"But there aren't any wi ndows,' Elam objected. 'Wio'd want to be in the dark
all the time?

"And who'd want to live here? Terrel added. 'In the mddle of a cenetery?
"You don't need wi ndows if you can open the roof. And if you're | ooking for
peace and quiet, where better than anong the dead?' Alyssa replied, answering
both their questions in one go.

'What do you mean, "open the roof'?' El am asked, |ooking at the crooked
outl i ne agai n.

"Come on,' she replied. '"I"Il show you. There has to be a way in somewhere.'
They circled round and, just as Al yssa had predicted, found a sinple wooden
door. As they drew closer, Alyssa - who was in the |ead now - canme to an
abrupt halt, and the boys soon saw what had made her hesitate. Next to the
doorway, half hidden by |ong grass, was a skeleton. It had evidently been
there a very long tinme; the bones were clean, bl eached a pure white by the sun

and rain, but it was still nore or less intact. A few of the small est bones
had fallen away, but the larger ones were still in the positions they had
assuned in life. The skeleton was sitting on the ground, its. spine resting
against the wall, with long |l egs stretched out in front and crossed casual ly

at the ankles. The skull was tipped forward so that the jawbone rested on the
breast bone, and what was |left of the hands lay in what had once been its |lap
More remarkable still, a small clay pipe was cradled within one of those
hands.

'He | ooks as though he stepped out for a snpbke and just fell asleep,' Elam
sai d, his voice uncharacteristically sol em.

' Maybe he did,' Alyssa said.

'"Not a bad way to go,' the young boy comented quietly.

Terrel wanted to ask if he was still there, if his ghost still inhabited the
strange home that he had presumably occupied in life. But he found hinself
unaccount ably noved, and unable to speak past the lunp in his throat.

'"He's nmoved on,' Alyssa said, answering his unspoken question. 'He has no
reason to cone back here.’

It was very quiet now on the hilltop. Even the birds seened to have fallen
silent.

"Well, are we going inside? El am asked eventually.

Al yssa nodded, and together they nmoved forward and began to push at the door
Al t hough it was not |ocked, the wood had warped so that it scraped across the
stone floor inside, making it difficult to open. As they pushed, Terre
squatted down next to the skeleton, and stared at the blank face. There was a
macabre kind of peace in those enpty eye sockets, but he sensed sonething
nore, sone unfinished busi ness, and was swept by another wave of enotion. It
was not quite sadness, not quite regret, but a kind of unrealized |Ionging. On
i mpul se he reached out and took the pipe, slipping it into his pocket.

"Ww Terrel, come and look at this!' Elamcalled. He and Al yssa had managed
to open the door enough for themto squeeze by.

Terrel stood up and went in, seeing i mediately what had excited Elam In the
centre of the large square room dominating everything around it, stood a
conplicated netal apparatus supporting a long brass tube. The tube was set at
an angle, its upper end pointing out towards the gaping hole in the roof.
"What is it?" Elam asked.



"I think it's a tel escope.’

" A what ?'

' The astrologers use themto | ook at the moons and stars. It nmakes them

bi gger. This nust have been an observatory.' Terrel understood the roofs
strange desi gn now. Looking round, he saw another contraption off to one side,
its winding handles connected via ratchets and chain pulleys to the curving
doors that had once forned the novabl e roof. The roof had | ong since fallen
into disrepair, and part of it had collapsed, adding to the litter strewn upon
the floor.

"WIl it make us bigger? Al yssa asked.

"What ?' Terrel was confused.

'The tel escope. You said it made the astrol ogers bigger.'

"No, silly,' he laughed. 'It makes what you're |ooking at bigger, not you.' He
t hought about this, and added, 'Actually, it only makes it seem bigger, so you
can see nore detail .’

"Ch, you nean it bends light," Alyssa said, her tone now matter-of-fact.

Terrel stared at her. His friend had virtually no education, could not even
read, but every so often she came out with astonishing remarks |ike that one -
and made him feel stupid.

"Does it still work? Elam asked.

Terrel twisted hinself into position, and put his eye to the | ower end of the
tube. Al he could see was a circle of brightness.

"I think so,' he said. 'But we can't see anything during the day. 1'd only be
able to tell properly at night.'

"That's not much use then, if we're stuck inside with the curfew. ' El am

repl aced his friend and peered through the tel escope briefly, then | ost
interest and went to examine the other contents of the room

Terrel was still absorbed in studying the apparatus, and spent sone tine
trying to work out what its various wheels and |l evers were for. It seened
obvious to himthat they were designed to enable the operator to nove the

tel escope - it wouldn't be nuch use if you could only | ook at one point in the
sky, after all - but either he was doi ng sonething wong or the entire
construction was so corroded that the rust had set it solidly in place. He had
no i dea how long the rain m ght have been falling through the open roof, but
suspected it was nmany years. Feeling disappointed, he joined the others in
exploring the rest of the room

There were bird droppings all over the floor, and a few snall bones and
feathers, as well as fragnents of wood and nmetal. The remains of a narrow bed
lay in one corner, its rotten frame patched with mldew and fungi. A once
sturdy table had fared better. It was still standing at least, its surface
even nmore cluttered and dirty than the floor. Anong the debris Terrel picked
out several tools, a small bottle stained with what m ght once have been ink
several pieces of wire, and what at first glance seened to be a collection of
curiously symretrical pebbles. However, when he picked one of these up and
rubbed a little of the grine fromits surface, he soon discovered that it was
a piece of clear glass or crystal, beautifully cut in facets. It mght have
been an experimental lens for a telescope, but Terrel had i nmedi ately thought
of another idea for its use. He slipped the crystal into his pocket.

The only other itemin the observatory to have w thstood the depredati ons of
time was a large, iron-bound chest, and it was this that now occupi ed El am and
Alyssa. There was apparently no | ock, and the |eather straps that nust once
have held it closed were now no nore than a few noul dering tatters but, try as

they mght, they could not get the lid to budge at all. It was Terrel who
solved the problem finding two pieces of nmetal - one thin and sharp, the
other a solid lunmp - and using themlike a chisel and hamrer. The bl ade was
gradual ly driven into the crack below the Iid, and worked round until, with a

| oud creak and a sudden exhal ation of stale air - as if the chest were sighing
- the lid shifted. The nusty snmell frominside was instantly famliar to
Terrel and his sense of excitenent intensified, but Elanmis reaction to the
contents of the trunk was quite different.



' Books!' he exclained in disgust. 'Is that all there is?

"What did you expect?' Terrel asked. 'CGold and jewel s?'

El am shrugged.

"Somet hing interesting, at |least,' he said.

As El am wandered off, Terrel pulled one of the volunes out of the trunk
handling it with great care. The |eather binding was still in good condition,
and the edges of the pages within weren't too badly discol oured. There was
not hi ng on the cover to indicate what the book contai ned, but when Terre
gently prised it open he saw that the first page had been inscribed sinmly
with a date - "Atl7".

' The seventeenth year in the reign of Enperor Ataman,' he translated, then

t hought for a nonment. 'That's over four hundred years ago!'

"What's that down there?'" Alyssa asked, pointing to a word scrawl ed at the
bottom of the page.

"It looks like "Mizeni". Do you think that was his nane? The nman who |ived
here, | nean.’

"Coul d be."’

"And these are his journals,' Terrel concluded. 'This is incredible!" He
turned to the next page, and found it covered with tiny but perfectly |egible
script.

'"Read it to ne.’

Terrel nodded and began.

""History will prove nme right. Just as the noons orbit Nydus, so this planet
orbits the sun. (If this truth is dammed as the 'belief of a madman and | am
confined here, so be it. Truth is not altered.) Qur sun is a star |ike
mllions of others. It only appears so big and so bright to us because it is
so nmuch closer than any of the others. Yet it is big, far larger than this

pl anet - and the rul es governing the colums of attraction, that determ ne the
nmoti ons of the stars, decree that the smaller object falls under the influence
of the larger."' Terrel paused. 'In his tinme nost people thought the sun went
round Nydus,' he explained. 'Everyone knows it's the other way round now, but
then it was considered bl aspheny. History did prove himright.'

"What are "columms of attraction"?" Alyssa asked.

"I don't know. Maybe he'll tell us.' Terrel turned back to the journal. ' "The
seers who call thenselves scientists are nothing but del uded inconpetents, as
were the short-sighted fools who I ess than a century ago believed that only

t hree noons existed, and refused to countenance the possibility of a fourth
simply because they could not see it." '

'"He sounds really angry,' Alyssa comrented.

"And he couldn't hide it,' Terrel agreed. 'Wiich is probably why he ended up
here.’

"I wonder how |l ong he lived here?

"Judgi ng by the nunber of journals, I'd say quite a long tinme.' Terrel began
turni ng pages and gl ancing at the contents. There were colums of figures,
tabl es and charts, and diagrans of stars, as well as other, stranger
notations. 'There's so nmuch in here! If the others are the sanme, it could take
years just to read themall.'

'"Do you think we're the first to find then?' Alyssa asked. 'In all this tine?
"Probably.' It was a nel ancholy thought.

'So no one knows what el se he di scovered?

"No. But I"'mgoing to find out,' Terrel vowed.

Before he could read on, or |ook at any of the other vol unes, he was

di stracted by a sudden shout which seenmed to cone from above

'Cet away from ne!’

A moment | ater there was a loud thunp, followed by another shout - and then a
| arge chunk of the done crashed down into the room Terrel and Al yssa shrank
back as bits of wood flewin all directions, and it was only when the dust had
cleared that they saw Elam lying quite still in the nmidst of the debris.

Chapter Five



Terrel and Alyssa hurried to Elami s side. He was breathing, but the fall had
knocked hi m unconsci ous and a small cut just above his left eye was bl eedi ng
profusely. Terrel pressed a finger to the wound to stemthe flow, and gl anced
up at the roof.

"W'd better nmove himin case any nore falls in.'

By the time they had half carried, half dragged himto the side of the room

t he bl eeding had stopped. A few noments |ater, Elam groaned and opened his
eyes.

"What hurts?' Terrel asked.

' Everything.'

"I don't think you've broken any bones, but try to nove a little."'

El am fl exed his |inbs gingerly.

"You're lucky,' Terrel concluded. 'Just bunps and bruises. What were you doing
up there?

"Just | ooking around. You can see over the wall fromthe roof.'

"How did you get up there?" Al yssa asked.

'"There are rungs set in the wall outside, just round the corner fromthe
door.' Elam s eyes flickered and he raised an accusing finger. | was just

| ooki ng, and then that thing attacked ne.'

H s conpani ons gl anced round. A large tawny ow was perched on the edge of the
ruined roof, regarding themw th intense black eyes. At the sound of El anm s
angry voice it had raised itself up in alarm but now it rel axed again,

obvi ously deciding that he was no | onger a threat.

"An oW ?' Terrel exclained, trying hard not to |laugh. | thought you'd seen a
ghost .

"The filthy creature flewin my face,' Elam said, renenbering a sudden
whirlwi nd of feathers and talons. 'I lost ny balance.' He picked up a piece of

wood and tried to sit up, meaning to hurl it at his assailant, but Al yssa
caught his arm and the renewed pain in his head made himthink better of it.
"Il get you next time,' he nuttered venonously.

The ow did not nove, but gave a | ong wavering hoot, followed by several sharp
clicks.

'She was only trying to protect her young,' Alyssa said.

' How do you know?' Terrel asked.

"She just told ne. The nest is in the other part of the done, over there. El am
cane too close, that's all.’

' How was | supposed to know?' El am grunbl ed. Neither he nor Terrel doubted the
nature of the conmunication between Al yssa and the owW. All animals reacted to
her in remarkabl e ways.

"It's all right," she went on. 'I've told her we nean no harm As long as we
avoid the nest, she won't attack again.'

The bird blinked twice, then flew off out of sight. Terrel turned back to

El am

' How are you feeling?

"Terrible.'

'Rest there a while. Wen you feel like nmoving, we'd better think about
getting back.'

It was al ready past noon. Terrel knew that the |onger they were away the nore
likely it was that questions would be asked about their absence - and he
want ed the observatory to remain their secret.

Leaving Alyssa with their patient, Terrel retrieved Mizeni's book and | eaf ed
through it, reading occasional passages. It was hard to believe that it had
been witten so I ong ago, by the heretic whose skeleton lay just outside the
door, but he couldn't think of any better explanation. Many of the sections he
was drawn to were similar to those he had read in some of the books in the
library, while others were quite newto him- and a few were quite frightening
in their inplications. One paragraph in particular, which was on a page
opposi te some indeci pherabl e hi erogl yphics, was very om nous in tone.

"I regret I will not live to see the Guardian born, for when that happens al



our fates will be decided. If | amright, and conventi onal w sdom w ong, then
the Code is predicting events that are astronomically inpossible. So which is
wrong, the prophecy or science? Either way, the consequences will be dire.
(Even the court dullards see that!) It is hard to i magi ne destruction on such
a scale.’

After that, Terrel lost his appetite for reading and becane restl ess. \Wen he
gl anced over at Alyssa, she smled at him

'"Go on,' she said. 'The ow's asleep again. She won't-bother you unless you
di sturb her.'

Terrel was no | onger surprised when Alyssa knew what he wanted to do even
before he did hinmself. He went outside, wal ked carefully round the skel eton
and found the metal rungs. Once he reached the top of the |adder, he kept to
the edge of the roof, well away fromthe done and the bird's nest. Fromhis
vant age point he could just catch glinpses of the roof of the nmain house, the
far end of the | ake, and parts of the grounds. But it was the viewto the
northeast, where the perinmeter wall ran closest to the hill, that held his
attention.

The open noor stretched away into the distance, a mxture of brown earth tones
and purple heather, with bright patches of green in the wet marshes. In the
hazy di stance, Terrel could just make out the shapes of grey rolling hills. As
far as he could see, there was no sign of any human influence on the |and,

whi ch | ooked wild and forbidding even in the gentle sunshine. But it was stil
a source of wonder to him It was his first sight of the outside world.

When he returned to his compani ons, Elamwas sitting up, his back propped
against the wall, and there was nmore colour in his cheeks. Taking one hand
each, Terrel and Alyssa pulled himto his feet. Although he groaned again, he
seened reasonably steady, and they set off. Before Terrel left, he picked up
the journal, w shing he could take all the books with him and closed the Iid
of the chest.

"W ought to shut the door again,' he said once they were outside.

He and Al yssa managed to pull it to between them The last part closed in a
rush, so that the wood slamred into the door frame with a force that shook the
wall's. To their horror, this disturbed the skeleton and the skull toppled
forward, taking the ribs with it like a ball scattering skittles. Then the
spine and the arnms coll apsed too, |leaving only a junbled pile of bones on the
ground.

No one spoke for several heartbeats. Then Elam cl eared his throat.

"l guess his watch is over.'

Terrel nodded, knowi ng what his friend nmeant. The heretic's tine was gone, and
by comi ng here they had accepted the responsibility for his |legacy. It wei ghed
heavily on his shoul ders.

'He wasn't nmuch use as a sentry anyway,' Elamwent on flippantly.

' Goodbye, Muzeni,' Alyssa said quietly, and with that the three friends began
their journey back through the collection of crunbling mausol euns.

"If anyone asks, you were clinbing a tree and fell out of it,' Terrel told

El am as they entered the house. 'How are you feeling now?

'Dizzy.'

Their roundabout route had taken themclose to the stables, where one of the
war dens had conme out to enlist Alyssa's help in calmng a restless pony, so
the two boys had gone on without her. So far no one had paid them any
attention.

"Are you sure you'll be all right?" Terrel asked, after he had hel ped Elamto
his cell and on to his bed.

"Of course. Just |leave nme alone for a bit.'

Terrel did as he was told.

Two hours later, Terrel was sitting on the floor of the candlelit library,
surrounded by books. Ever since he'd begun to study Mizeni's journal, he had
wanted to conpare it to things he'd already read. The sheer volune of the
man's researches - even in a single journal - was astoni shing. For the nost
part, his technical details about the lunar cycles, star maps, and the



nmoverents of the Floating Islands, were alnost identical to the findings of

ot her researchers -sonme of whom had nade their discoveries nmuch later. It was
cl ear that Miuzeni had been way ahead of his tine.

However, he had al so made many references to what he called 'the Code', which
Terrel took to nmean the Tindaya Code. He had read about this before, though
not in any great detail. He was not even sure he believed in prophecy - and
anyt hi ng so ancient seened unlikely to have any bearing on his own life and

ti mes. However, because Mizeni obviously thought it was extremely inportant,
Terrel's interest was renewed.

It took the boy a long tine to make even the slightest progress, but he
gradual |y worked out that Mizeni took a much nore pessimstic view of the
future, including sone vague but horrible predictions about a massive
upheaval , while nost of the other scholars apparently seemed content to record
that at some point in the future - Terrel could not work out when - the
so-cal |l ed Guardi an would arrive, and hence all questions would be answered and
all problens solved. Terrel was frustrated by the fact that all the books he
had access to were at |east sixty years old. He couldn't hel p wonderi ng what
the seers' |atest conclusions were, but could think of no way to find this
out .

The other thing that nmade Muzeni's witing stand out fromthe rest was his
preoccupation with the Dark Moon. He kept returning to it, obsessively
detailing his observations, and measuring the timngs of its orbit in ever
nore exact ternms. As far as Terrel could see, Mizeni had di scovered not hing
unusual, and this in itself had seened to frustrate him It was alnost as if
he wanted the nmoon to prove his cal cul ati ons wong. The heretic's words were
usual |y precise and functional, but when dealing with the Dark Mon he becane
al nrost poetic, and occasionally incoherent. Readi ng some passages nmade Terre
wonder if Mizeni had actually been a little mad after all

Eventual | y, deciding that he'd better go and check on Elam Terrel left the
library by his normal route. The |abyrinthine roof space seemed even gl oomni er
than usual, but it was only when he reached the south wing that he realized -
to his horror - that it was dark outside. He had |lost track of time in the
library, and now it was |ong past curfew

He crept along the enpty corridor, wi shing that he had |left the journal in the
library. If he was caught he would be in dreadful trouble, and having to

expl ain the book tucked inside his shirt would only nmake the situation worse -
not to nmention the fact that the wardens were sure to confiscate his find. He
reached his own door, not knowi ng whether he wanted it to be | ocked or not. If
it was, the turnkey m ght have assunmed he was inside, but then he wouldn't be
able to get in and so would have to hide all night. If it wasn't, he could
slip inside, but this would nean that his absence had definitely been noticed.
He was likely to be in trouble either way.

The handl e squeal ed as Terrel tried it, sounding horrifyingly loud in the
silence, and he froze, but no one cane to investigate the noise. The door was
| ocked.

Terrel stood where he was for a few nonents, paralyzed by indecision, until he
was struck by a new idea - an idea that both excited and terrified him M ght
as well be hung for a sheep as a lanb, he told hinmself. Al though he was
famliar with the phrase, he had never seen a sheep or a |anb, and had only

t he vaguest idea of what they | ooked like. The only animals he'd ever seen
were horses, Ahneza's goats, and a few feral cats who roaned the grounds at

night. I could do with cat's eyes now, he thought, and grinned, even though
his heart was racing. Moving as stealthily as he could in the darkness, he set
of f again.

Terrel had never been outside alone at night before. The darkness did not

bot her himas nuch as the fact that there was so nuch of it. It had no limts.
The sky above was full of stars, but even faniliar objects on the ground

| ooked just as distant, just as alien. It was a silver-grey world, bleached of
all colour, the only contrasts provided by the variations of starlight and
shadow.



He al nost turned back, afraid to venture out into this void, but he forced
hinself to run, heading towards the |lake. At the water's edge he paused,
confident now that he was not being pursued, and | ooked around. Havi ng noved
away fromthe bulk of the house, he could see the half Red Mon in the western
sky and the slender curve of the Amber Mwon hi gh above - two beacons of pale
colour in the dark enptiness. He took reassurance fromtheir presence, and
began to wal k towards the hill.

By the time he reached the observatory Terrel was breathl ess and covered in
scratches, but he hardly cared. Trying not to | ook at the pile of bones, he
pushed t he door open and stepped inside. Sonewhere overhead an ow hooted
mour nful 'y, but he was growi ng used to the noises of the night. Stepping up to
the tel escope, Terrel crouched down and | ooked through the eyepiece - and saw
not hi ng.

The view it offered himwas blank, so conpletely black that he wondered -
absurdly - whether someone had covered the other end of the instrunment. Then
he thought -nore rationally - that perhaps it was not working after all, that
the I ong exposure and falling debris nmust have damaged it in sone way.
Fighting his own dismay, Terrel returned his eye to the lens, nore in hope
than expectation - and saw a star blink into life.

As he watched, nmesnerized, nore stars appeared -brighter and nore beautiful
than he had ever seen them before - until the entire circle was filled with
their lustre. By then he knew what had hi dden them and he | ooked up at the sky
with his own eyes to confirmit, even as the hairs on the back of his neck
stood on end.

The fact that he had chosen to | ook through the inmovable tel escope at the
exact nmoment when the Dark Moon was passing directly in front of it seenmed to
himto be an omen. Mizeni had dedicated his cloistered life to studying that
nmyst eri ous bl ack object - and now fate had passed the task on to another
Terrel swore a silent oath there and then, vow ng that he woul d do everything
in his power to be worthy of his |ong-dead nentor

In the darkness above, the ow called again, bearing witness to the boy's
prom se.

Chapter Six

Terrel had decided to spend the rest of the night on the hill, using the sane
sheep-and-1anb reckoning that had taken himthere in the first place. Because
his days were regul ated by the sun, he would usually have been asl eep by now,
but because he had no i dea when he would be able to visit the observatory
again, he was determned to make the nost of this opportunity. However, he

could not get the tel escope to nove - its nounting was indeed rusted solid -
and watching the slow procession of a few stars across a fixed point in the
sky soon began to pall, especially as to do so he had to crouch in an awkward

position under the |ens.

He becane even nore frustrated when he discovered that he woul d not be able to
read. Even though the Wiite Mon - which was waning but still three quarters
full -had now risen and was spreading its 'cold light of logic' over the
scene, there was not enough light for himto be able to deci pher Mizeni's tiny
handwiting. Wien he tried, Terrel's sensitive eyes - which were already tired
- soon began to hurt, and what he thought he had read made little or no sense.
He gave up, settled down on the floor with his back against the wall, and
wondered what to do next. Hi s body was beginning to crave sleep, but he was
determ ned not to give into it, afraid that he mght not wake in tine to get
back before the haven began to stir in the norning. On the other hand he did
not know whet her he was capabl e of staying awake all night, in spite of the
cold and disconfort. Terrel finally decided that if he was going to sleep it
woul d be better to do it now rather than |ater

Curling hinmself up on the hard floor, he closed his eyes and tried to rel ax,
only to find hinself distracted by the unfanmiliar sounds of night. He was soon
able to identify the calls of at least three different ows, but there were



many ot her noises - the wi nd soughing in the broken roof, various rustlings
and tiny squeals - and he could not even guess where sone of them canme from

Al t hough these signs of unseen nocturnal activity no longer frightened him he
was accustoned to the relative silence of his cell and so grew | ess sl eepy as
ti me passed. Eventually he gave in and sat up again, stretching his stiffening
linbs. For a few nonments he thought about going outside, where the grass would
at |l east make a nore confortable bed, but the idea of sleeping in the open
amd all the rustlings, was too much for him He needed walls around him even
if the roof gaped open to the stars.

The pal e noonlight was now falling on the cluttered table where Terrel had
found the crystal, and this nmade himreach into his pocket and take it out. He
spent some time polishing the stone, using his own spit and the cloth of his
shirt, until the facets all seemed to glowwith a light of their own. Inspired
now, he rose and linped over to the table, found two strands of wire and

cl eaned themin the same way. Then, taking up a pair of small brass pliers and
finding - to his surprise - that they noved easily enough, he began to twi st
the wire into a tiny cage, inprisoning the newy polished stone. This too was
delicate work in the half-light, but he persevered, working as nuch by touch
as by sight, making mnute adjustnents until he was finally satisfied. As he
crafted his sinple design, his mind flitted back and forth. He would have
preferred the warmer |ight of the Red Moon for his purpose. It was not only

t he harbi nger of violence and bl ood, but of fire as well, both in the litera
sense and as a metaphor for passion - and for this task he wanted | ove, not

| ogi c. However, he could no nore control the passage of the nmoons than he
could control the flight of the wind, and the chaste light did at |east bring
out the inner brilliance of the stone. He thought of Alyssa, of her fragile
heal th and unworldly manner, of her awkward grace and | anbent eyes. And he
wonder ed what she neant to him and what he meant to her

Finally, he inspected the new earring, balancing the end of its hook on the
tip of one of his fingers, and felt a glow of satisfaction. He had created
somet hing that made the night's adventure worthwhile. And on that thought he

| ay down again, and pronptly fell asleep

Terrel dreanmt of the sea - not the sea of his recurring nightrmare, but of a
huge, grey-green expanse, seen fromthe air as if he were a bird in flight.
Under the varied noonlight the ocean seened endl ess, transmuting the col ours
above to a restless shinmrering of silver, pink and gold.

He wat ched, know ng that he was not the only one who did so, as a city of

gl ass and crystal rose fromthe waves. It was not real; even he knew there
could be nothing like this in the physical world. It was all in his mnd, but
it was inportant, though he couldn't work out why.

He desperately wanted to go there, but no matter how hard he tried, the
sparkling illusion remai ned out of reach. The city was beautiful but flawed,
wi t h obvious fractures running through the patterns of |ight. Wthout

thinking, Terrel tried to mend them to heal the wounds, but met with only
partial success.

O her forces were at work now, and he grew afraid. A sword was hurled into the
heavens by an unknown hand -his own? - and, as if in response to this
chal | enge, the sky answered with a cluster of radiant meteors that hurtled
down from above. The first few crashed into the sea in bursts of hissing
spray, but then the fiery mssiles began to hit the city, spreading an

expl osi ve chaos deep into its crystalline structure, crushing its etherea
beauty. Wthin nmonments it had collapsed, splitting into shards that sank
beneath the waves, until all that was left was the sea, the sound of distant
nocki ng | aughter - and a scream

" No!

Terrel woke with the sound of his inpotent denial still echoing within the
observatory walls, and felt hinmself shivering. The wanton destruction of the
crystalline city had been bad enough, but even nore horrifying was the fact
that the last thing he had seen had been Alyssa's eyes, trapped within the
sinking ruins. Wrse still was the know edge that he had been able to do



not hing to save her.

He scranbled to his feet, feeling chilled inside and out, and staggered to the
door. There was no telling exactly how | ong he had been asl eep, but he was
relieved to see that there was no sign yet of the norning' s brightness on the
eastern horizon. Even so, he knewit was time to go.

Sone tine later, Terrel was crouched in the dark sanctuary of the spira
staircase near his cell. Sneaking unnoticed into the house had been easy
enough; the difficulty now would be getting back into his own room w t hout
bei ng caught. Everything depended on the turnkey unl ocking the door w thout
bothering to look in, but there was nothing Terrel could do about that. He
just had to wait - and hope.

He had al ready been hiding there for nore than an hour, and the journal tucked
inside his shirt was beginning to irritate his skin. He had fornmed a vague
plan to bring all the journals back fromthe observatory and take themto his
library, but their conbined bul k would nean several trips - and on this
occasion he had felt it was too risky to take nore than one. Now, as he sat

wi shing the last of the night away, he could only wonder when his next chance
to clinb the hill would cone.

He gradually sensed the house cone to life around himuntil, at last, he heard
the neasured tread of the turnkey on his norning round. Moving as stealthily
as he could, Terrel crept down to the bottomof the stairs and then along to
the junction of his corridor. Peering round, he saw the turnkey al ready past
his own door, in the act of unl ocking another. The man was whistling softly,
and did not seemto have noticed anything out of the ordinary. Wien he went on
his way, Terrel slipped round the corner and was in his cell a few nonents
later. It had been so easy, he al nost |aughed aloud - and then a new i dea
began to formin his mnd.

He had only just had tinme to hide the journal and the earring, and to |lie down
on his bed, his eyes closing of their own accord, when the door was thrown
open agai n. Ahnmeza stood there, hands on bony hips and fire in her eyes.
"You'll do," she declared |loudly. '"Up! Up!'

Terrel was not the only one the cook had pressed into service that norning.

El am and Al yssa were there too, but he saw little of his friends because they
were stationed at the far end of the long, noisy kitchen. Terrel felt as

t hough he was sl eepwal ki ng, and was even nore clunsy than usual - which led to
harsh words and the occasional slap. In the end he was so desperate to escape
and get sone rest that he deliberately knocked a pile of plates fromthe
drai ni ng board so that they smashed on the tiled floor. It was a risky
stratagem which earned hima stinging blowto the side of his head with an
iron ladle - but it did serve his purpose.

"Clear that lot up and then get out!' Ahmeza screaned at him 'You're nore
trouble than you're worth.'

Hal f dazed and in considerable pain, Terrel did as he was told, then fled back
to his cell. He fell onto the pallet gratefully and was asleep in nonents.
When he awoke it was well past mdday, and he was thankful that no one had

di sturbed his delayed rest. H's head still throbbed, but he felt nore alert
now. Reaching under his thin mattress, he retrieved the journal, unable to
resist the tenptation to read while he was still being left in peace.

This time, rather than flicking through the pages as he had on previous
occasions, Terrel decided to work through the book systematically, hoping to
get a feel for the work as a whole. In that he was frustrated, because the
journal was in itself fragnented - |eaping from astronom cal observations to
personal comrentary, fromtheories about the past and future to vitriolic
venting of the author's spleen. Mizeni had ranged over a w de assortment of
topics, apparently at random as the nood took him There were sone passages
that Terrel could make no sense of, especially those dealing with concepts
such as '"the invisible nmetallic flux which passes through all things' - and
there were others that made his blood run cold, such as the one descri bing
somet hing called a 'vol cano', which apparently involved fire spewing up from
the earth bel ow. Such an event sounded highly inprobable to Terrel, but



Mizeni's description of it was horribly convincing. There was even one page
detailing the effects of such a fire under the ocean - which seemed even nore
absurd to Terrel - and which resulted in giant waves 'big enough to sweep away
whol e towns fromthe coast of Vadanis and, possibly, to alter the course of
the entire group of Floating Islands'

Easier to understand, though they still nade for uneasy readi ng, were the
parts relating to Mizeni's contenpt for anyone who did not think as he did.

(' Perhaps that is why they have put me here, hidden anobng their ancestors. The
peopl e in these graves make nore sense than nost of the living!') But, as
Terrel had realized earlier, the subject that roused the heretic to his
greatest bouts of passion was the Dark Mon. Readi ng one paragraph in
particular left Terrel alnost breathless.

"I imagine its darkness not as an absence of |ight but as sone indescribable
amal gam of all the forces of nature, condensed into that single om nous
sphere. But how can a sphere contain such awe-inspiring potential? Surely it
is but a curled shape that masks another. The Dark Moon is a bird of prey,

bl ack wi ngs stooped in a hunter's silent flight, black eyes fixed upon her
target, talons outstretched, slicing the sky above her unsuspecting victins.
No rul es confine her; no defences can turn her away. \When she strikes, her
speed and savagery will be unmatched, unmatchable. W will not even feel the
death bl ow.'

Before he could even try to consider what this all neant, the sound of
footsteps cane fromthe corridor and Terrel hurriedly pushed the book under
his pillow. He only rel axed when El am put his head round the door

"Skiving as usual,' his friend remarked. 'Wile we do all the work.'

Alyssa came in after him and i mediately went to i nspect the |lunp on the side
of Terrel's head.

"Does it hurt?

"Of course it hurts!’

"Don't listen to him' Elam advised. 'He's got such a thick skull he probably
hardly noticed."

"There are still dreams here,' Alyssa said, sounding surprised.

"I was asleep until an hour or so ago,' Terrel explained. 'I was up nost of
the night.' Having renmenbered none of his daytine dreanms, he was curious to
know what Al yssa could see, but she said nothing.

"You cut it fine with the curfew last night,' Elamremarked. 'l didn't see you
at dinner. O afterwards, cone to that.
"I mssed the curfew | spent the night at the observatory.' He enjoyed seeing

the shock on his friends' faces, quickly followed, in Elamlis case, by envy.
"You were outside? he exclained. 'At night?

"Not so loud," Terrel said, grinning. 'Someone m ght hear.' He went on to tel
t hem about his adventure, omtting only one episode. Both El am and Al yssa were
sui tably inpressed.

Eventual | y, when he had finished answering El amis many questions, Terre
produced his final marvel

"There's one last thing | have to show you. C ose your eyes, Alyssa.'

"Why?' she asked, sniling.

"Just do it. And hold out your hands.'

When she obeyed, he lifted the mattress again and took out the earring. In
daylight its crude construction was nore obvious, but the crystal sparkled
nicely. Elamrolled his eyes but refrained fromcoment as Terrel dropped it
into Alyssa's outstretched pal m

Her brown eyes opened then - and grew w der when she saw her gift.

'For me?' she whispered, holding it up to the light.

Terrel nodded, enjoying his friend s childlike pleasure.

"It's like your eyes,' Alyssa said in wonder, then turned to Terrel and kissed
hi m

It was a spontaneous action, shy and gentle, her |ips brushing against his
cheek, but he felt colour rise in his face - and his blush deepened as they
gazed briefly into each other's eyes.



Behi nd Al yssa, Elamwas pretending to stick a finger down his throat and
maki ng retchi ng noi ses. For a nmonent Terrel was angry, then he burst out

| aughi ng as Alyssa turned round and gave Elama friendly shove.

"I'f you two have quite finished . ' the boy nuttered, staggering across the
roomin theatrical fashion

"It's beautiful,' Alyssa said, ignoring his interruption and turning back to
Terrel. 'Did you make it?
He nodded.

Alyssa slid the hook through the hole in her earlobe, and grinned delightedly.
' How do | | ook?

'"Like a fairy princess,' Elamreplied instantly, though with | ess sarcasmthan
Terrel woul d have expected. He hinself could think of nothing to say.

At that noment the door opened again, and lIngo shuffled in.

"I mght have known I'd find you three together,' he renmarked in his habitua
of f hand nmanner.

'"We've done our stint for today,' Elamtold him 'In the kitchens.'
"That's not what |I'mhere for,' the warden replied, turning to |l ook directly
at Terrel. 'Ziolka s looking for you, lad.'

"Why?' Terrel asked, finding his voice at the same tine as his heart sank
thinking that his night-time absence must have been di scovered.

"You may find this difficult to believe, after fourteen years,' Ingo replied.
"But you've got a visitor.'

Chapt er Seven

In the silence that followed Ingo's announcenent, Terrel's imredi ate reaction
- one of stunned disbelief - turned slowy to a flood of contradictory
enotions that made him feel quite nauseous. W never get any visitors, he

t hought, recalling Elam s words.

"Well, cone on then,' Ingo urged. 'They're waiting.' "Wo is it?" Terre

whi spered, asking the first of the nmany questions that had crowded into his
head.

Ingo nerely shrugged and turned to | eave the cell, unwilling or - nore likely
- unable to enlighten him Wth a | ast bew |l dered glance at his two friends,
Terrel followed.

As soon as Shahan saw Terrel's eyes, he knew there could be no doubt about the
boy's identity. Ohers mght share the m sfortune of broken or twi sted |inbs,
but anyone who had glinpsed those bright, colourless orbs in the baby's face
woul d know that they could not be duplicated. It was a nonment he had been

wai ting and hoping for nore than two years, and now that it had arrived he
felt a mxture of relief and excitement - and a little dread. He had begun to
fear that the child nmight be dead. This was not because he thought Mrival
woul d have had the infant killed - the scandal caused by such an action
should it ever have becone public know edge, woul d have shaken the Enpire to
its core - but because the baby's health had seened so delicate, making him
vul nerabl e to any number of perils. However, the boy had survived - and that
spoke well of his courage and tenacity.

When Shahan had begun his secret investigation - at first tentatively, but
then with increasing conviction - he had decided that the child was nost
likely to have been hidden away in sone sort of institution. If his true
identity was ever discovered, this course of action would be em nently
justifiable. The boy's strange eyes, together with his obvious deformties,
woul d have been reason enough for himto be cast out fromany famly of social
standi ng. And havi ng enbar ked upon such a course, the selection of this
particul ar madhouse had been a | ogical choice. It was a | ong way from Makhaya,
and few people - including, until recently, Shahan hinself - even knew of its
exi stence. Its position in the broad nmoorl ands of Saefir Province, which was
sparsely popul ated even in its nmore fertile and hospitabl e regi ons, guaranteed
its obscurity. By definition, its inmates were the unwanted fl ot sam of
Vadani s, and as such they attracted little attention - although that m ght



change soon, given recent devel opnments.

The fact that Shahan had found his quarry at all was a testanent to his
obstinate determ nation. The only person whomthe seer could be reasonably
certain knew of the boy's whereabouts was Mrival, and - for obvious reasons -
Shahan could not ask him The Chief Seer still held the pre-emnent claimto
the title of Mentor, and certainly had the ear of Enmperor Dheran. He was
clearly not a man to be trifled with. However, Shahan had been prepared to
take some risks as his doubts concerning the latest interpretations of the
Code grew stronger. Discreet enquiries anmong Mrival's known associ ates had
eventually led to a woman who - for a suitable fee - had remenbered being told
of a child being taken fromthe city at the tinme of the |unar confl uence.

That trail was |ong cold, of course, but - inspired now - Shahan had nade
excuses to | eave Makhaya and travel widely, follow ng his hunches. He had | ost
count of the nunber of hostels, sanctuaries, orphanages and prisons he'd
visited, asking at each about a foundling who woul d have arrived soon after
the alignnent of the noons. Although that date was easily renenbered, he had
al ways received a negative answer - until now.

"I's this the one?" Z ol ka asked curiously.

"Yes.'

"Should I . . . ¥

'Leave us, please,' Shahan instructed tersely.

They were standing in the Head Warden's spacious office, which Terrel had just
entered. The boy was so nervous he was shaking. Ziolka, his deference to the
visitor obvious, hurried fromthe room and this raised even nore questions in
Terrel's mind. On the way there he had been in a daze, his thoughts full of
ever nore outrageous ideas. Could this stranger be a nmenber of his lost fanily
- perhaps even his father, conme to reclaimhin? Wuld they recogni ze each
other? In the end he had sinply followed Ingo, his heart filled with a m xture
of hope and foreboding.

Wien he' d been ushered into Ziolka's inner sanctum and seen the visitor for
the first time, Terrel had been shocked. He had never seen anyone who | ooked
so ancient. Not even Od Tim was as venerable and worn as this grey-haired
man, whose straggly beard partially hid a winkled, angular face with a great
hooked beak of a nose and pale grey eyes. He looked far too old to be Terrel's
f at her.

"Your nanme is Terrel, is it not?

The boy nodded, then - surprising hinself - he found his voice.

"Who are you?' he blurted out.

"l am call ed Shahan.'

That told Terrel nothing, but the old man's intimdating presence and intense
stare prevented himfrom speaki ng agai n.

"W should sit.' Shahan waved the boy to a chair, and took another for
hinself. 'I amtired frommy journeying.'

Where had he come fron? Terrel wondered as he did as he was told, his |egs
practically giving way beneath him He seened to have | ost the use of his
tongue again, and could only wait to see what woul d happen next.

'Have you heard of the Tindaya Code?' The question cane out of the bl ue,
adding a further layer of confusion to the boy's already disordered thoughts.
After a |long pause, Terrel nodded briefly.

"And do you know anyt hi ng about it?

Agai n the boy hesitated, but then his nenories provided himw th sonething
solid to grasp - even if he couldn't yet see what possible relevance it m ght
have - and he was able to speak again.

"It was witten on stones that were found in the ruins of a great tenple in
the Central Muntains,' he said. 'It's supposed to be a prophecy.'

Shahan nodded, a | ook of surprise on his previously inpassive face.

"Where did you learn this?

"From books,' Terrel replied without thinking, then fell silent, afraid that
he m ght be forced to reveal his secret library.

'So you can read?' Shahan queried, wondering how t he boy had found such books



in this out-of-the-way place.

"Yes,' Terrel replied quietly.

It was the seer's turn to fall silent, considering. He could not help
conparing Terrel to the prince, the twin brother whose exi stence was
presumably unknown to this boy. There was a certain sinmlarity between the
facial features of the two, but otherw se they could hardly have been nore
different.

'"Do you believe in prophecy, Terrel? the old man asked eventual ly.

"I don't know,' he replied warily.

"I wondered, because you said the Code was supposed to be a prophecy."

"I'f we knew what was going to happen all the tine,' Terrel responded, 'what
woul d be the point of doing anything?

Good question, Shahan thought. What indeed?

"It's rarely as sinple as that,' he said aloud. 'Augury is not an exact

sci ence, especially when you are working with information that's inconplete."'
' The mi ssing stones, you nmean?'

The seer nodded.

"Yes, plus the ones that are broken or eroded, not to nmention the parts that
are in a | anguage no one understands.'

Sone of Terrel's earlier qualnms were beginning to fade. He had not known what
to expect of the neeting - but it had certainly not been this. Al though he did
not know what to nmake of Shahan, he was intrigued. He'd never been able to

di scuss such things with anyone before.

"It's very old too, isn't it? he said.

"It certainly is. The Code was di scovered a little over five hundred years
ago, but no one knows how long it had been up there on the mountain. Sone
peopl e say it could even have been there for thousands of years.' Shahan
expected the boy to be amazed by such a notion, but Terrel only nodded

sol emmly. The seer wi shed he coul d know what was goi ng on behind those strange
eyes.

'"So is the Guardi an com ng soon?' Terrel asked, surprising Shahan agai n.
'He's already here.'

That silenced the boy for a while, and Shahan was content to wait for the next

guesti on.
"Do you think he'll save us?" Terrel asked eventually, remenbering a line from
Mizeni's journal: 'It is hard to imagi ne destruction on such a scale.'

'"Let's hope so,' the seer replied, smling. 'We'd better give himall the help
we can, eh?

If Terrel paid any attention to the choice of pronoun, he gave no sign of it.
He was deep in thought again.

'Does all this have anything to do with the Dark Mon?'

This time Shahan could not hide his astoni shnent at the boy's perspicacity,
and felt a bubble of elation

"Yes, it does.'

"Tell me,' Terrel demanded, eager now.

"Al'l right.' Shahan leant forward in his chair and began ticking points off on
his fingers. 'As you know, the Code describes a great hero, who we've chosen
to call "the @uardian". Although it also tells us a great deal about his life
and work, a lot of this is very vague, and there are all sorts of possible
interpretations. But one thing is clear. Unless he fulfils his destiny, there
will be a worldw de di saster of uninagi nable proportions. There's al so nmention
of anot her character, the Mentor, who is variously described as a teacher, a
go-between and an interpreter, and who is supposed to gui de the Guardian

t hroughout his life. No one knows who that is yet, but his main task seens to
be to help the Guardi an choose between good and evil.'

"Way woul d a hero choose evil?' Terrel asked.

"I"'mnot sure,' the seer replied, 'but we all have the capacity for both,

don't you think?

"l suppose so.'

"The inmportant thing at the nonment is that, according to all the



interpretations, the Guardian is born at the time of one |unar conjunction
and wi |l beconme our saviour by the tinme of the next.'

' Seventy-five years later.'

"That's right. O at least that's what it should have been.'

'What do you nean?'

'"No one is sure now when the next conjunction will be.’

"But surely . " Terrel began, then faltered, new |ight dawning. 'The Dark
Moon?'

Shahan nodded.

"It's changed its orbit. That shoul d be inpossible-'

"Astronomi cal ly i nmpossible",' Terrel quoted.

'Exactly, but it's happening, no matter how hard some people have tried to
deny it.'

'"So which is wong, the prophecy or science?"
'"Does it have to be one or the other?' Shahan asked, puzzled now.

"Yes. The Code predicts that astronom cally inpossible things would happen.'
"It does? The seer was astounded. 'I|'ve never-'

'Have you heard of soneone called Mizeni?' Terrel cut in.

Shahan thought for a while, then slowy shook his head.

'"He was a heretic, who was sent here over four hundred years ago,' the boy
expl ained. 'I've been reading-' He stopped abruptly, his eyes narrow ng
suspi ci ously. The sudden change in his appearance and attitude was startling,
and Shahan wondered what he had done to provoke it.

"Way did you cone here?" Terrel demanded abruptly. 'Why now?'

"It's conplicated.’

"Why are you asking ne these questions? He was agitated now, and Shahan saw,
for the first time, flashes of colour deep within those translucent eyes.
"What's all this about?

Shahan di d not answer inmediately. Their conversation had reinforced his
conviction that the boy was inportant, but how was he to explain this to
Terrel ? How woul d he react to the news that he was the Enperor's discarded
son, or that he might have a part to play in the fulfilnment of the prophecy?
He mi ght reasonably conclude that the man telling himsuch tales was mad. |f
their roles were reversed, the seer would not believe any of this wthout sone
proof - and what proof did he have to offer?

For a nonent, Shahan considered sinply taking the boy back to Makhaya, and
confronting the court with his existence. Such a confrontation would be
dangerous, potentially explosive, but surely the truth could not be denied

t hen. However, such a course of action would hardly be fair to Terrel. Wat
woul d the boy actually do} What was his role supposed to be? And his physica
appearance woul d not help his cause. Indeed, it would undoubtedly nake himthe
subj ect of ridicule and hostility. There was also the certain enmity of those,
like Mrival, who had a vested interest in keeping Terrel's origins a secret.
They were powerful nen, who would do their utnost to discredit the boy. How
coul d Shahan subject himto all that with so little preparation? G ven the
confined nature of his |life so far, Terrel had made remarkabl e strides, but he
was still an innocent.

"Well?' Terrel demanded, growi ng inpatient at the old man's sil ence.

'Do you know when you were born?'" Shahan asked eventually.

"Not exactly. About fourteen years ago. Soneone |left ne here as a baby.' He
stopped, his expression changing again. 'Do you know who |left me? Was it you?'
"No, it wasn't ne,' Shahan replied heavily. He was aware of being drawn into
deeper and deeper waters now, and didn't know whether he would sink or swim-
only that he had to try. \Whatever he said next night have repercussions even
he coul d not foresee.

"Areyou . . . ? Do | have a famly?" Terrel asked quietly.

The deci sion about how to answer that question was suddenly taken out of
Shahan's hands, as the door to the office was thrown open and a soldier in the
fl anboyant uniform of the Inperial Guard strode in. The seer rose to his feet,
infuriated by the intrusion,, while Terrel seemed to shrink into his chair,



his eyes half closed as if in fear

"What's the neaning of this? Shahan protested.

"I"'mglad to nmeet you finally, Seer,' the newconer stated. 'You ve led us a
nmerry dance.'

"Do you know who | am Captain? the old man enquired, still bristling with
i ndi gnati on.

"Most certainly, Seer Shahan,' the soldier replied.

' Then pl ease | eave at once. | have inportant business here.’

"I"'mafraid that won't be possible,' the captain stated. 'You are under
arrest.'

The old man was clearly taken aback

"Arrested? On what charge?

" Treason.'

Chapt er Ei ght

The interview and its abrupt conclusion left Terrel shaken and bewi | dered.
After the captain's dramatic announcenment, two nore soldiers entered the room
and took Shahan away. The old man protested at first, but then he glanced at
Terrel and fell silent, allowing hinmself to be led fromthe room The soldiers
sinmply ignored the boy, obviously considering himto be of no inportance.
Terrel was grateful for this small mercy, terrified by the guard' s evident

sel f-confidence and brazen air of authority. He was left alone in Ziolka's
office for some time, apparently forgotten by everyone, and he dared not nove
fromhis chair.

H s thoughts were dazed, with another set of questions added to those al ready
rai sed by the visitor. Who exactly was Shahan? The captain had called him
"Seer', but the deference such a title should have conmanded had been
conpletely lacking fromhis tone. Was the old man really one of the

astrol ogers? O had the soldier just been nocking hin? And what had he done to
warrant the accusation of treason?

There were so nmany unanswered questions, but the nobst puzzling of all - the
one that Terrel's nmind returned to again and again - was the one he had asked
earlier and to which he had received no reply. \Watever Shahan's status or his
crinmes, he had been Terrel's first visitor fromthe outside world after
fourteen years of isolation. And all he had wanted to tal k about was an

anci ent prophecy. That, |like so much el se, made no sense at all to the young
boy. H's whole life had been spent within the confines of Havenmoon's walls,
and no prisoner could possibly be expected to know about such things. So why
had Shahan cone to see hinf

Recalling the old man's last fleeting glance in his direction, Terrel could
not escape the sudden conviction that it had been his own presence that had
silenced Shahan's protests. It was al nost as though he had not wanted to draw
the soldiers' attention to the boy - and the possible inplications of that
were frightening as well as unfathomabl e.

Terrel junped as the door opened again, startling himout of his unconfortable
reverie, and Ziolka came in. The Head Warden's florid face was sheened with
perspiration, and there was a hunted | ook in his porcine eyes.

"What happened?' he asked Terrel

'They arrested him

"I know that. What did he cone here for? Wiy did he want to see you?'

"I don't know,' Terrel replied truthfully.

'He nust have told you sonething!' Ziolka exclainmed. He was clearly worri ed,
afraid that he m ght sonehow be unwittingly inplicated in the visitor's
unknown cri mes.

"W just tal ked about prophecies and astrology,' Terrel told him 'None of it
made nuch sense to nme.' He stared up at the warden steadily, refusing to be
drawn further.

Li ke nost people, Ziolka could not hold the boy's gaze for |ong, and he soon

| ooked away.



"This is all getting too nuch for ne,
silently. Me too.

Alone in his cell once nore, Terrel gave up trying to nake sense of what had
happened. The guard who had escorted himback to the south wing had tried to

he muttered. Me too, Terrel agreed

qguestion him but he had kept his council, not wanting to add to the gossip
t hat he knew woul d be spreadi ng through the house. The other cells had al ready
been | ocked, even though there had still been nore than an hour to go unti

sunset - another sign of Ziolka's panic. As a result Terrel had not had the
chance to confide in Alyssa or Elam- the only people he would have liked to
talk to - before he was confined hinself.

Sone tine later, after exhausting hinself in pointless circles of specul ation
he finally fell asleep

It was hardly surprising that Shahan would figure in Terrel's dreans that
night, but the old man's fl eeting appearances told hi mnothing, and were only
one elenent in a chaotic m xture of sounds and images. He dreant of fire
bursting fromthe earth in great red waves, heard nusic drifting over distant,
m sty hills and saw horses crashing through the undergrowth beneath gigantic
trees. He saw the world overlaid with gleam ng Iines and translucent particles
that shifted constantly, fornming and reformng into patterns that were both
beautiful and precise. He dreanmt of Al yssa's eyes |ooking out fromthe face of
an owl before it flew away, |leaving himalone with only the stars for conpany
- until the Dark Moon obliterated themtoo. He felt the red hatred, as

mal evol ent as ever but further away this tinme, so that it was a renote
presence, |acking any real threat as long as he did not try to oppose it.

It was only at the very end of his epheneral journey, in the twilight tine

bef ore he awoke, that Terrel sensed the rush of violence, the sudden inpact of
short-lived pain which soon gave way to oblivion. He was both the hunter and
his prey, and the chase filled himw th an unruly junble of enotions;
mal i ci ous satisfaction, cold horror, utter confusion and a lingering
frustration that not even the final darkness could swallow He knew all the
tinme that he was not the nmaster of his own fate, that he - |ike those around
him - was being driven by forces outside hinmself. The dream ended with a

fam liar nocking |aughter ringing in his ears, laughter that made his bl ood
run col d.

Several mles away, as the first pale glow of dawn crept across their canp,
two soldiers of the Inperial Guard stood | ooking at the body of a third man
who |ay on the ground between them A crossbow bolt protruded from between the
corpse's shoul der bl ades.

"What were you thinking, Marik? the captain asked.

The younger man hesitated, his face a picture of uncertainty and fear

"He ... he was trying to escape,' he replied eventually.

'"Rivas and Zanelli didn't think so,' the captain said, namng the two men who
had been on sentry duty for the latter part of the night. 'They say he was
just going to take a leak in the trees.'

"But . . . but | saw him sir.'

"Frominside your tent? Wien you were asl eep?

"I woke up. | saw himand | knew ' Marik sounded stubborn now 'He was getting
away. '

"An old man? On foot?' the captain asked pointedly.

'"How far do you think he'd have got before we caught hin?'

'l did what | had to do, sir.'

"W were supposed to bring himback to Makhaya, not kill him"' the officer
shouted angrily. 'How am | supposed to explain this to Mrival ?

"I don't know, sir,' the soldier replied, after a pause in which he seened to
be considering the possible repercussions of his hasty action for the first
time. 'l was only follow ng orders.'

"Ch, really? The captain's voice was dangerously quiet now 'And precisely
whose orders were they?

Mari k did not answer, his confusion obviously deeper than ever.

"l suppose they cane to you in a dream' his conmander remarked sarcastically,



t hen becane brisk and businesslike. 'Hand over your weapons. For the rest of
this mssion you are to consider yourself under arrest. |I'll deal with you
properly when we get back to the city."'

"Yes, sir," Marik responded, doing his best to hide his dismy.

As the young man was | ed away by two stony-faced col | eagues, the captain

| ooked down at the seer's body. The old nman appeared to have been shrunken by
death and al ready seenmed to have become part of the forest, his grey hair I|ike
some exotic lichen growing next to the noss and ferns. Marik's shot had been
deadly accurate - he'd always been one of the unit's best archers - and Shahan
had > hardly bled at all. The captain sighed wearily. This incident was not
likely to do his own career prospects any good, but what was done was done. By
all accounts the seer had been a traitor, and would have nmet with a simlarly
unpl easant end sooner or later. Even so, it was a shane to see such a life
snuffed out in this ignom nious manner. During the time he had pursued him
fromone end of Vadanis to the other, the captain had come to feel a grudging
respect for his quarry. This was not the final scene he had envi saged for
their duel.

"Truss himup and sling himacross one of the pack horses,' he ordered,
beckoning to sone of the nmen nearby. 'He'll be as stiff as a board soon, so
make it quick.'’

Terrel had never seen Alyssa react in this way before. As soon as she entered
his cell her eyes grew wi de, the colour drained fromher face, and she seened
to stare at nothing, gazing into the distance. All his anxious questions were
waved away inpatiently as she gestured for quiet, watching the echoes of his
dreans - the echoes only she could see.

When, at last, she blinked and | owered her gaze, Terrel was bursting with
curiosity. H s owm fragnented menories of the night's adventures were al ready
beginning to fade, despite his efforts, but when he saw the expression on his
friend' s face he began to wonder if he really wanted to renmenber them

"What is it?" he whispered. 'Wat have you seen?

"It's very real,' Alyssa replied. 'Too real.’

'What do you nean?'

"It wasn't all yours, either,' she went on, adding to his nisgivings.

"Just tell me what you saw,' he pl eaded.

' The man who cane to see you, did he have grey hair and a nose |ike a beak?
'Yes,' he said, thrown by the apparent change of subject. 'Wy?

'"He's dead.’

"What! How can you know?'

"You were there, in your dream

Terrel renmenbered the sensation of sudden viol ence and the confusion that had
followed. He felt the cold horror again.

"How . . .'he began.

'Dreans are sonetines meant to show us things,' she expl ai ned.

"And | saw ... ?

Al yssa nodded.

' The sol diers were canped overnight in a forest. He was wal ki ng away when one
of them shot himwith a crossbow H's spirit left then.'

"But it was only a dream' Terrel protested helplessly. "It doesn't nean it
was real .’
"No.' Alyssa sounded quite certain. 'It happened. Gthers sawit too.'

" Ot hers? Who?'

"I don't know. They were too far away to see - apart fromthe soldier, of
course.'

'He was dreamning too?

"That's why he acted as he did,' Alyssa confirnmed.

"I'n his sleep?

"No,' she replied patiently. 'He woke up.'

"And kil l ed Shahan?'

"Yes.'

'y 2"



'He had to. Soneone nade him'

' Vho?'

Al yssa thought about this for a noment. For the first tine her expression
becanme uncertain - and unhappy.

"You,' she told himaquietly.

Chapter N ne

"This is madness!' Lathan bell owed, his outrage rising above the uproar in the

Seers' Chanber.

'"Not madness,' Kamin replied evenly. 'Indisputable fact.' He had known his

announcement woul d create a furore, but he was surprised to see Lathan | eadi ng

t he opposition. There were other seers who could generally be counted on to

provide a far nore reactionary response to any new i dea. Lathan was w dely

respected for his keen intellect and open-m nded stance on nost issues, and

the fact that he had been roused to fury was an indication of just how deeply

the council was divided.

"But what you claimto be true is sinply inpossible,'' Lathan stated bluntly,

provoki ng several cries of agreenent. 'To accept it is to throw away all that

we believe, all that we trust, to discard not only our lives' work but the

| egacy of all the seers who have gone before us.'

"The history of science is full of so-called inpossibilities that have

eventual |y been proved correct,' Kamn countered. 'If we do not question our

assunptions, we can never progress.' Like his adversary, Kamin was quite sure

of his own opinion, and the rest of the seers - an al nbst unheard-of gathering

of the full council - grew quiet again, content to follow the debate between

t he chanpi ons of the two sides.

"That is nere semantics,' Lathan retorted sharply. 'Your clains make a nockery

of centuries of observations, of countless volunes of enpirical evidence, and

of every axiomwe hold dear. You are asking us to accept that everything we

have ever known - every star chart . . .'He waved an armat the incised

di agranms that adorned the walls and domed ceiling of the circular chanber.
every prophecy, the very essence of our science - that all this is wong.

That even the sacred synmbol of our vocation is nothing but a lie!' He pointed

dramatically at the orrery which stood at the centre of the room the four

col oured noons revol ving slowy around the nmodel of Nydus.

"What | amsaying is that we are faced with an exceptional event,' Kanin

responded. ' One which we cannot yet explain.'

'So exceptional that it is beyond reason!' Lathan excl ai ned.

Thi s out burst provoked anot her exchange of argument and insult fromtheir

respecti ve supporters, and Kamin had to wait inpatiently to be heard again.

'"The fact remains that the orbit of the Dark Moon has altered,' he repeated

doggedl y, when the hubbub had abat ed.

"No! This is sone aberration, a defect in your observations.'

' The observations have been verified independently by several of us. You've

all seen the results, you' ve all checked the calculations. There is no

m st ake. Unl ess you would class nyself and all ny coll eagues as inconpetent

charl atans, our findings are undeniable - so what is the point of trying to

deny t hen?'

Behi nd his deputy, seated in the Chief Seer's cerenonial throne, Mrival

nodded, his face set in an inpassive nask. He had foll owed the debate with an

i ncreasi ng sense of unease, aware that what was being di scussed was nore than

a sinple matter of astrol ogy. The whole future of the Enpire was at stake.

Lat han's sel f-evident disgust at not being able to shake Kami n's certainty had

silenced himtenporarily, but one of his supporters took up the chall enge.

"Is it not possible that your observations have been skewed by the unusua

changes in Vadanis's own position?

Thi s question provoked another furious argunment, because sonme of Lathan's

followers did not accept that the islands had been diverted fromtheir normal

cour se.



"W have conpensated for these variations,' Kamin replied eventually, when he
was able to make hinself heard. 'You know that."'

"That's why you're in error, then!' another dissenter cried. 'The islands have
not changed course, any nore than the Dark Mon has.'

'Yes, they have!' shouted a seer who had just returned fromone of the coastal
nmoni toring stations. 'I've seen the proof with my own eyes.'

"Way do you think that is? another man asked. 'If the Dark Moon is in the
wrong place, it would naturally pull us off course too.'

"Rubbi sh! Even if it was, the variation could not be enough to cause such a
change. W have two inexplicable events here, not one.'

After that the argunent grew even nore fragnented and chaotic, until Mriva
judged it time to intervene. He had tried to remain aloof for as long as
possible - as befitted his status - |eaving the main burden of presentation to
his deputy, but now he felt he should exert his authority.

"CGentlenen!' He held up a hand for quiet, and was soon rewarded with the
council's undivided attention. 'l amsatisfied that the reports of the
alteration to the Dark Moon's orbit, which Kam n has expl ai ned so succinctly,
are indeed true. | expect no man to accept this on trust,' he added, gl ancing
at Lathan, 'but ask only that each of you repeat the experinments for
yourselves. There is no denying the proof of one's own eyes. | hope then that
we may reach a consensus, for there is much work to be done. Even though our
opi nions do not coincide at present, my colleague Lathan has nmade several very
i nportant points. The first is that this is an aberration. Nothing in the past
could have prepared us for what is happening now Qur challenge therefore is
to determne the cause of this anomaly. |f sonething has happened, it cannot
be i mpossible. That is self-evident. Wat is crucial nowis that we nust

di scover why and how it happened. But this is only the first part of our task.
The second is to evaluate the consequences of these changes. Lathan stated
that we rmust now doubt everything we have previously taken for granted - and
he is right.' He was deliberately twisting the other nan's words and everyone
knew it, but no one challenged him 'All our predictions of earth trenors, al
our assumnptions concerning seasonal and mneteorol ogical conditions and the
variations in the course of the Enpire itself nust be exam ned anew. | don't
need to rem nd you that the novenents of the Dark Mbon are woven into the very
fabric of our society. Mon-lore does not just affect the people in this room
The | aws, taboos and traditions of our |and depend upon it. If we are to avoid
| egal and constitutional chaos, then we need to act quickly.'

He paused, letting themthink about that for a few noments. The Dark Mbon did
not wax and wane in the sense that the other noons did - it was always black -
but its unseen cycles were still included in the astrol ogi cal cal cul ati ons
that rul ed the people of Vadanis and the outer islands. If this were suddenly
to become anbi guous, chaos did indeed threaten

‘"I amcertain,' he went on, 'that by working together we can soon clarify the
position and give a clear lead to every nagistrate, every farner, every
physician - in fact to every person in the Iand. The changes to the orbit are
currently small, but they are significant, and if you project them over the
next sixty-one years, their significance becones both critical and dramatic'
He had no need to tell any of the seers what he was referring to. In sixty-one
years from now, the four nobons had been due to align once nore - and the
Guardi an was supposed to fulfil his heroic destiny.

"You're surely not questioning the validity of the Code?' Lathan asked

i ncredul ously.

"OF course not,' Mrival replied. "Only our interpretation of it. It is now
possi bl e that the four moons will not line up every seventy-five years.

| ndeed, another conjunction may never take place. O if it does,' he
continued, raising his voice over the hows of protest, 'we do not yet know
when it will be.’

"W nust all return to our studies of the Code!' Kamin cried, re-entering the
debate now that Mrival had nade its outcone inevitable. 'There is nuch that
could stand to be re-evaluated if we are to help the Guardian achi eve his



pur pose.'

"W are privileged to live in interesting tines," Mrival declared. 'G eat
events are upon us, gentlenen. Let us not shirk our duty to the Enpire, to
Nydus and to the future!'’

That, he thought, should end the gathering on a suitably rousing note. He
stood up, hoping that the tine for words was over and the tine for action had
begun. Mnments later his hopes were dashed when one of the elderly seers, a
man named Batou, rose unsteadily to his feet and waved his scarecrowlike

ar s.

"It's worse than you all think!' he shouted in a wavering but piercing voice.
' The Dark Moon has not only speeded up - it's got bigger!’

As nost of his coll eagues rounded on him pouring scorn on his absurd ideas, a
few began to voice their tentative agreenent - and the chanber filled with
noi se agai n.

'That was all we needed,' Mrival groaned. 'What did that old fool think he
was up to?

"Actually, he may be right,' Fauria said resignedly. 'Batou's not the only one
to note an apparent increase in the size of the sky shadow.'

'"But why did he have to raise it when he did?" Kam n conpl ai ned

The three men had retired to the Chief Seer's quarters to discuss the
situation in quieter, nmore private surroundi ngs.

"It doesn't really matter," Mrival sighed. 'Sooner or |ater everyone will
have to accept that changes are happeni ng, whatever they are. What we have to
do is decide what practical neasures to take in order to deal with them'
"And what to do about Jax,' Kami n added.

Mrival nodded. In his position as |eading contender for the title of Mentor
it had fallen to himto act as the boy's principal tutor. However, it was
common know edge that the prince's education was not proceeding as well as it

m ght .
'He's been even nore obtuse than usual recently,’ he admtted wearily. 'l
can't inmagine what he'll make of all this.'

"l suppose we've no doubts that Jax is the Guardi an?' Fauria said tentatively.
"He has to be,' Mrival stated firmy. Allowing hinself to think otherw se was
out of the question. Like all of his coll eagues he was aware that the Code
referred to the Guardian variously as a king, a prophet and even - apparently
- as a god, but other passages seened to describe 'him as sone sort of
creature. This inconvenient detail had been ignored by nost of the seers, and
the timng of Jax's birth had renoved such doubts as were left.

"Perhaps it's a good thing the conjunction mght come sooner than expected,'
Kam n remarked, only half joking. 'Many of us don't live to be seventy-five,
and even if he did, Jax would be an old man by then. Batou's only seventy-one,
and he doesn't exactly cut a heroic figure.'

"You don't think Shahan m ght be right?" Fauria pronpted.

" About the twin, you nmean?'" Mrival answered. 'No. You saw the baby. How coul d
we show people that, and tell them he was their saviour?

Shahan had shared his theories with only a few people, all of whom had
rejected themoutright.

'He's probably been dead | ong since,' Kam n added.

'Has there been any word on Shahan's whereabouts?' Fauria asked. 'Or on what
he's doi ng?

"Not yet,' Mrival replied. 'But | wouldn't put it past the old cretin to be

| ooking for the twin.'

"If the twin was still alive," Kam n ventured, 'do you think bringing him back
to Makhaya m ght nake Jax buck his ideas up a bit? Perhaps the two of them
conbi ned sonmehow nmake up the Guardian. W still haven't explained the double

birth, after all.’

Mrival thought about this idea for a few nonments. It had some attractions,
but in the end they were far outwei ghed by the di sadvant ages.

"No. Forget him' he said. 'Can you imgi ne what Adina would say if we even
suggested it?



The three men | aughed uneasily.

That evening Fauria slipped quietly through the maze of darkened corridors
that linked the various apartments of the inner palace, until he reached the
quarters of the Enpress Adina. He was ushered inside, wthout any need of
knocki ng, by her personal chanberlain. As Mrival had predicted nany years
earlier, Remi had risen rapidly through the court ranks and was now the senior
ai de of the nost powerful wonman in the Enpire. Sone said Adina was even nore
power ful than the Enperor hinself.

"Go right in, Seer,'" Rem told Fauria. 'She's waiting for you.'

As al ways when summoned to Adina's presence, Fauria experienced a not

unpl easant trenmor of fear. She was indeed as fornidable as she was beauti ful
attributes which had caused one court wit to remark, 'She's like the sun. It's
best not to |l ook at her for too long.' The Enperor had taken no nore w ves,
and there had been no nore children since the birth of Jax and his twin. As
tradition and augury decreed, Dheran's offspring fromhis earlier marriages
had | ong been di scounted in the matter of court power and politics, and

Adi na's ambitions for her son had not been dented by his unremarkabl e tal ents.
"It's good of you to cone and see ne in person, Fauria,' the Enpress said in
greeting. So much of their conmmunication was, by necessity, carried out

t hrough di screet messengers.

"It is always a pl easure, Your Myjesty.

"Tell me, what did you and Mrival tal k about after the council ?

From the blunt nature of the question, Fauria assunmed that Adina had al ready
been briefed on the debate in the Seers' Chanber, and that she probably had a
fairly good idea of the topics that would have arisen afterwards.

' The specifics of practical neasures to be taken now,' he replied.

"And do any of these concern ny son?'

"Naturally. As Guardian, the Prince is central to our plans.'

"And no one is being swayed by Shahan's preposterous ideas?

'"No, Ma'am' Then, choosing his words carefully, he told the Enpress about
Kam n's hal f-hearted suggesti on concerning the mssing twin, and Mrival's
reaction to it

Adi na's face darkened.

"You say Mrival hesitated before rejecting this idea?

"For a few noments only,' Fauria replied blandly, knowi ng that this would be
enough to set her blood boiling. Publicly she had never even acknow edged t he
exi stence of Jax's brother, but in private it was another matter. Fauria's own
clandestine alliance with the Enpress allowed himto see the hidden side of
her nature - which added to the risks and to the possible rewards of their

rel ati onshi p.

"Mrival is the only one who could possibly know where the twin is, and after
all this time | doubt he could find the boy even if he tried,' he said now.
'But Shahan is trying anyway?'

"So it would seem’

Adi na did not respond i mediately. After a few nonments' thought, she spoke
agai n.

"Do you still harbour the ambition to be named Mentor?

"It would be an honour, Ma'am' Fauna replied snoothly, 'but destiny will
choose the right man.'

The Enpress sniled, know ng that they understood one another

'O course.’

A short while later, after Fauria had left and Rem was pouring her another

gl ass of wine, Adina |ooked up at her chanberl ain.

"Tell me, Rem . Were in the Code does it say that the Mentor has to be a
man?

The next day, Makhaya was shaken by several unexpected earth trenors. None was
particularly strong, and little danage was done, but the cumul ative effect was
to raise the level of apprehension in the city. Alnpbst all the seers had been
i nvol ved in furious calculations during the night, but even taking into
account the putative new orbit of the Dark Mon, these quakes could not be



expl ai ned. News al so reached the city that day from Vadanis's central m ning
district. It had apparently been hit by a simlar series of trenors, which had
seriously disrupted operations. No one there could find any explanation for
what was happeni ng.

Evening found Mrival at the end of a largely unproductive tutorial wth Jax.
He was about to bring the lesson to an end when Dheran entered the room
unannounced. The Enperor had a vague, unworldly air about himthese days, and
he just waved a hand as his Chief Seer rose in greeting.

"Carry on, carry on.'

'We've finished,' Jax said, and stared defiantly at Mrival, daring his tutor
to contradict him

No wonder no one has yet laid claimto the title "Mentor', Mrival thought
wearily. If they knew what | have to put up with, no one would even want to.
Even so, he knew many seers who still aspired to an inportant role in history,
while others - perhaps with better judgenent - sycophantically declared that
the Mentor nust be the Enperor Dheran hinself, the Guardian's father. Looking
at the two of themnow, Mrival could not help feeling doubtful about either's
claim But what were the alternatives?

'Bad business, this. Wth the Dark Mon, | nean,' Dheran remarked.

" Conplicates things.'

Mrival was saved fromhaving to respond to this fatuous coment by the
entrance of a servant who announced that there was a Captain Yesko outside,
waiting to have a word with the Chief Seer

"Can't you see I'min the nmiddl e of an audience?" Mrival said, irked by the
soldier's presunption - and by his timning

"Yes, Seer, but the captain said it was urgent.'’

"Ch, let himin, Mrival,' the Emperor said. 'I'mnot going to stand on
cerenony. '

The seer nodded his assent and the servant left, to be replaced a few nonents
| ater by the captain, who bowed | ow before the Enperor.

"Am | to assume you have | ocated Seer Shahan?' Mrival enquired.

'Yes, Seer.' The officer's colourful uniformwas stained fromseveral days
hard riding, and his face bore the signs of worry and fati gue.

"Where i s he now?

"In the garrison quarter-room He's dead.'

"Dead?’ Mrival exclained.

"One of my men was forced to shoot himas he tried to escape.'

" What ?

" And what was Shahan doing gallivanting off round the country?' Dheran asked.
'"He was on a wild-goose chase, Sire,' Mrival replied. 'Follow ng sone
heretical beliefs he'd been deluding hinself with. It seens he has paid for
themwith his life. Were did you catch up with him Captain?

"At a madhouse in Saefir Province.'

At this Mrival could not help stiffening a little in surprise. Behind him

i nterest sparked in Jax's eyes.

"You may go now, Captain,' Mrival said, recovering his self-possession, 'but
| shall expect a full report in the norning.'

'Yes, Seer.' Yesko bowed again and departed, leaving Mrival to his own

t hought s.

Before she retired for the night, Adina went, as always, to bid goodnight to
the prince. He was lying on his bed, still fully clothed, with a satisfied
expression on his round face. When the Enpress enquired about what had pl eased
himso, he told her about Shahan's deat h.

"That's good, isn't it, Mdther?

"Yes, it is,' she replied, smling sweetly. 'Very good.'

Chapter Ten

Terrel woke to the acrid scent of dried sweat mingled with fear - the snell
t hat al ways pervaded his cell now



The | ast few days had been anpbng the nost unsettling of his Iife. Not only did
he now have to share his sleeping quarters with two strangers, but when he had
| ast seen Alyssa and Elamit had been for no nore than a few nonents - and
that had been nore than two days ago. Wth the com ng of the new reginme, the

i nmat es had been spendi ng nuch nore time | ocked up, and nost of the freedomns

t hey had enjoyed had been revoked. It was only now that they had gone that
Terrel realized just how val uabl e they had been

The new Head Warden was a man called Aylor - a nman who al ready commanded both
fear and hatred. He was a captain of the provincial nilitia and, although
small in stature, his air of self-confidence and ruthless determ nati on neant
that his authority was unquestioned. Ziolka had di sappeared, and no one knew
whet her he had been sent packing or had left of his own volition. He had | ast
been seen engaged in a heated argunent with Aylor, and there were severa
runours circul ating about his fate. Even though Ziol ka had been his gaol er
Terrel found that he missed his reassuring presence. Sone of the old staff
remai ned on duty, but the majority had been replaced by soldiers of the
captain's troop. Many of these nen clearly regarded the i nmates wth di sgust,
treating themas no better than animals, and there had been several viol ent

i ncidents. Terrel had even heard a runour that sone inmates had been kill ed,
as well as reports of beatings and the rape of sone of the femal e prisoners.
He had managed to avoid any direct confrontation hinself, but was al nost
frantic with worry about Alyssa, imagining all sorts of unbearable horrors
being inflicted on her fragile body and gentle mnd. He was worried about El am
too. His friend s headstrong nature and acerbic tongue had often got himinto
trouble in the past - and it did not take much to provoke the soldiers to

anger. The fact that Elamstill seemed to be suffering fromthe after-effects
of his fall fromthe observatory roof only made hi mnmore vul nerable. Terre
wi shed that his friends coul d have been the ones to share his cell. He found

that not know ng what was happening to them was the hardest thing to bear

The reason for the arrival of the soldiers, and the subsequent upheaval, had
been a sudden influx of new prisoners - many of whom were no nore insane than
Terrel, but who were all obviously terrified. This in turn had led to

consi derabl e overcrowding in the cells, which was why Toresh and Ri an had been
billeted in Terrel's room They were both older than him though still young,
and al though they displayed a certain anount of bravado when none of the
mlitiamen was around, it was obvious that they were frightened and bew | dered
by what was happening to them

As far as Terrel could tell fromthe little they had said so far, their only
‘crinme' was to have unwittingly broken one of the astrologically defined
taboos, but it wasn't clear why such a ninor infringement should have nerited
such severe puni shment. They both protested their innocence, and Terrel could
not hel p wonderi ng whether the nysterious alteration in the orbit of the Dark
Moon was maki ng such |legal nmatters even nore conplicated than usual. This

m ght go some way to explaining why so many nore 'lunatics' had been comitted
to the haven recently.

Terrel sat up in bed now and gl anced at the two newcomers, who still lay on
thin bl ankets on the floor, twitching occasionally in their sleep. He would
have been no match for either of themin a fight, but they seemed afraid of
him- in awe of his strange eyes, his twisted |linbs and his supposed nadness.
This was why Terrel had not [ost the use of his bed, as many of the other

| ong-terminmat es had done.

Toresh groaned and clenched his fists, his eyes noving rapidly beneath his

still-closed lids. Terrel wondered what he was dream ng about. Rian stirred,
opened his eyes and | ooked around in confusion, as if he did not know where he
was. Then his gaze fell upon Terrel and he grew still as the denoralizing

nmenories of the | ast few days cane back to him

"WIl we get any breakfast?' he asked.

"I"'mnot sure,' Terrel replied. Food had been in short supply recently and
meal s, such as they were, had cone at odd tinmes. Al the inmates were
constantly hungry now.



Toresh muttered sonmething in his sleep, and Ri an gl anced at hi m anxi ously.
'"He's dreaming again. Ever since . . .'He left the thought unfinished, rubbing
absently at the crudely daubed nmark on the back of his hand. It was an

i ndi cation of the haste with which events were noving that there had been no
time for proper tattoos.

'Do you know what he dreanms about?' Terrel asked curiously.

"It doesn't nake any sense,' Rian replied. 'W' ve never even seen the sea.'
"Neither have |, but | still dream about it.'

'"Do you see waves the size of nmountains, and all the, islands breaking into

pi eces and sinking?' Rian asked, a haunted | ook in his eyes.

Terrel did not know what to say to that.

"It's all because of those stupid runmours,' Rian went on. 'He's been having

t he sane ni ghtmare ever since they began.'

"What runours?

' Soreone sai d Vadani s has changed course, that we're going to collide with one
of the barbarian lands. It's nonsense, of course, but there are so many
strange thi ngs happeni ng nowadays . " Hs voice trailed off again, |eaving
Terrel to contenplate his own recent dream ng

He too had seen horrors, though nothing on such a scale. His dreans had been
nore personal, constantly replaying the scenes of Shahan's death and remi nding
hi m of what Al yssa had said about his own part in the nurder. That was
somet hi ng she had not been able to explain properly. She had becone confused
when he tried to question her, and Terrel had been left to hope that it sinply
wasn't true. Even so, he was plagued by vicarious guilt; and kept w shing that
the old man woul d return to Havennoon - alive and well. In his heart he knew
he was wi shing in vain.

Toresh gasped and woke up, his ruddy face sheened with sweat and his eyes ful
of terrors.

' Moons!' he breathed. 'Wien is this going to stop?

"It's all right. It will all be sorted out soon and we'll be able to go hone,"’
Rian told himwith patently false optinmism 'You'll be fine then.'

Toresh | ooked at himwith a mixture of scepticismand hope, then shook his
head i n despair.

'"W're never going to get out of this place,' he said. 'Never.'

Ayl or gazed out over the hastily assenbled throng, not bothering to hide his
contenpt, and cursed the day he had drawn this assignnent. Were was the
honour in standing guard over this nismatched collection of crimnals and
madmen? Most of the faces that | ooked back at himwere fearful, though a few
were so addle-witted that their expressions were nerely curious or conpletely
vacant. Aylor would soon change that. Even a lunatic could | earn the meaning
of fear.

"Things are going to be different here fromnow on,' he decl ared, wondering
how many of his wretched audi ence coul d even understand what he was sayi ng.
"I"ve no time for shirkers. You either earn your keep or you get thrown in the
dungeons with nothing to eat but the rats. Unless they eat you first, of
course.' Several of the soldiers who were standing guard around the edges of
the courtyard grinned at this, but Aylor's face remained coldly mal evol ent.
"W have anot her consignment of msfits and freaks arriving tonorrow,' he went
on, 'and we have to nake space for them - unless you want to sleep six to a
room So the first thing we're going to do is clear out the north wing. Get to
wor k!'' The new Head Warden turned on his heels and strode back through the
haven's main entrance, |eaving his deputies to organize their conscripts.

Until that nmonent Terrel had been feeling better than he had done for sone
time. When he and his cell mates had been sunmoned to the gathering, he had
correctly assumed that this would be his chance to see Alyssa and El am agai n.
When he had located his friends anong all the other inmates in the courtyard
he had been overjoyed to find them both unharned and in reasonably good
spirits. They had not been able to exchange nore than a few words, but their
nere presence had done wonders for his own state of mnd. Now, however, the
news of yet nore prisoners, and the opening up of the previously abandoned



north wing had nmade the day seemless bright. Hs library, with all its
treasures, was in the north w ng.

' Come on, cone on. Stop slacking. Get a nove on there!' The shuffling
processi on of inmates ignored Ingo's exhortations. Even though it was only a
few hours old, the operation to clear out the north wi ng had al ready
degenerated into a shanbles. A generally unwilling and inept work force,
together with the nature of the old building -with its narrow passages and
doorways, its steep staircases and sloping floors - had conbined to produce
chaos. A great deal of uncoordinated effort had produced endl ess del ays and
only limted progress, and Terrel had begun to hope that the library m ght be
safe for a while yet. The second fl oor had hardly been touched so far, because
even the relatively accessible first storey was proving to be so nmuch nore
troubl e than expected. Doors were | ocked, with no sign of any keys; others
were so warped or swollen that they could not be opened; and the roomnms they
managed to reach proved to be cluttered with so nuch junk that each one took
an age to enpty. Thick dust, grime and cobwebs nade the job dirty and

unpl easant, and falling debris had already caused nmany del ays and a few
injuries. Although the soldiers didn't seemto care about any of this, Ingo
was obviously trying to curry favour with his new masters and kept shouting
and urging his charges on, waving his arms about and of fering unwanted advice.
"Turn it sideways, you norons!' he yelled. '"Or do | have to throw you in the
dungeons?'

Terrel and Elam who were | abouring to manoeuvre a three-legged table down a
twisting flight of stairs, took no notice of the warden's threat, know ng that
he was no longer in a position of power. The soldiers clearly regarded him as
somet hi ng of a j oke.

"W could break off the other legs,' El am suggested. 'They're half rotten, and
the table's already useless. It'd be easier to carry then.'

" Keep nmoving!' Ingo shrieked. 'And no talking.'

El am shrugged, biting back a sarcastic retort, and the two boys conti nued
their slow and awkward journey. When they finally reached the ground fl oor
they were directed towards one of the doors at the rear of the house, only to
find the way bl ocked by others who were waiting to go the sane way. Eventually
their intermttent progress took themclose to Ahneza's kitchens and it was
there, as they waited in line, that they could not help but overhear an
argunent between the cook and Ayl or

'Li sten, you scrawny bitch, ny orders come directly fromthe Governor of
Saefir Province, and | have all the authority | need to do anything | |ike
here. And that includes stringing you up froma tree if necessary.

' Then you and those hul king great brutes of yours had better learn to cook
your own neals,' Ahneza replied, undaunted by the threat.

"W'll do that if we have to,' he shot back, then appeared to have second

t houghts. 'Just get on with your job, woman.'

'So you expect ne to feed twice as many people with the sane resources as

bef ore?' she demanded.

"You'll just have to be nore efficient, won't you.'

"And now you tell ne there's a whole | oad nore coming tonorrow?

"Yes. And they won't be the last,' he snarled. "Shall | tell you what's
happeni ng? Shall 1?" H's vehenence had finally cowed Ahnmeza, and she said

not hi ng. ' The Dark Moon's not where it's supposed to be,' Aylor stated
angrily. 'So every idiot who doesn't know that is breaking the | aw w t hout
even realizing it. And our revered CGovernor has instructed his magistrates to
play it safe. They're condemmi ng anyone who violates a taboo with the Dark
Moon in its new position and those who woul d have done so if the dammed thing
was in the right place. And they're all coming here. Now do you understand?

"I still can't do the inpossible,' the cook responded, but she spoke nore
qui etly now.

"If you can't do your job," the captain told her bluntly, "I'Il find soneone
who can.'

By then Terrel and El am were noving forward again, and they heard no nore.



"What was all that about?' El am asked.

' They don't know what to do,' Terrel replied, speaking as nuch to hinself as
to his friend, 'so they're making these people scapegoats.' He was di smayed by
this confirmation of what Shahan had told himand of his own subsequent
specul ati on

They were outside now, and a soldier directed themto throw the table onto the
| arge bonfire that was burning just-beyond the vegetabl e gardens. Snoke from
anot her bl aze at the front of the house drifted above the roof on the gentle
breeze, making the already sultry air even harder to breathe.

Havi ng compl eted their task, they were about to return for their next |oad
when Terrel's attention was caught by sone shutters being thrown open on the
second floor. Mnents |ater various objects were thrown out, so that they
crashed to the ground bel ow.

"Now why didn't we think of that? El amcomented. 'It's an awful |ot quicker
than lugging stuff down the stairs.'

Terrel did not reply, his gaze fixed on some of the flying debris. A few of
the smaller itens seenmed to flap and flutter |ike wounded birds and he knew,
with a sinking heart, exactly what they were.

"What's the matter? El am asked.

'They've found the library,' Terrel whispered.

Al ready some of the books were being collected, carried over to the fire and
uncer enmoni ously dunped into the flames. He could hardly bear to watch.

I'd have thought you'd have read themall by now, ' El amremarked casually.

How can they? Terrel wondered nmiserably. How can they just destroy all that
know edge, all that learning, as if it means nothing? He could not believe
that he would never be able to return to his sanctuary and | ose hinmself in the
wi sdom of nen froman earlier tine.

'Conme on,' Elamurged. 'They're only books.'

Terrel was about to respond, his sadness m xed with outrage, when all thoughts
of the library and its dooned contents were driven instantly fromhis mnd. A
hi gh- pi tched scream echoed fromw thin the house, foll owed by several angry
shouts. Terrel had no idea who the man's voice bel onged to, but the other one
was i mediately famliar.

As he began to run, Alyssa screamed again.

Chapt er El even

Desperation lent Terrel a strength and agility he did not normally possess.
Instinct as much as the sound of Alyssa's voice led himto a narrow hal
beneath the ground floor of the north wing. Elamhad tried to foll ow hi m but
hadn't managed to evade the sentries at the kitchen door. Terrel had got

i nside, but he was brought to a halt as soon as he entered the vaulted chanber
by a group of soldiers standing just inside the door. One of them sinply
thrust out an armas Terrel tried to lurch past, and shoved himto the fl oor
When he | ooked up, he saw the nen grinning as they watched one of their
col l eagues at the far end of the gallery. They were obviously | ooking forward
to some entertai nnent - and when Terrel saw what they were watching, his heart
froze.

Al yssa was backing away fromthe soldier. One side of her grey shift was
ripped so that it hung off her bare shoulder, and there was a | ook of

undi sgui sed terror in her innocent eyes.

'Cet away fromne.'’

"You little cat,' the man hissed, touching the scratches on his face, then

i nspecting the blood on his fingertips. 'You'll pay for that.'

As he advanced nenaci ngly, Alyssa took another step back, only to find herself
trapped against the wall. One of her hands canme up briefly, trying in vain to
rearrange her torn garment, and her attacker flinched.

' Come on, Keth!' one of his conrades called jovially. 'You afraid of a
crack-brained girl ?

The man gl anced round, scow ing, and made an obscene gesture.



"Is this going to take all day?' another soldier asked, provoking nore
anusenment. 'We're supposed to be on duty, you know.'

'Aye, Barca's right. The captain'll be here soon, and he don't |ike us wasting
tinme.'

As Keth turned his attention back to Alyssa, Terrel tried to stand up, but he
was pushed to his knees again and his protest died in his throat as Alyssa
chose that nmoment to fight back. Her hand flicked out, |ike a snake striking,
her fingers extended and stiff. She was evidently aimng for her assailant's
eyes and, judging fromhis reaction, she found her target. Keth how ed and

st aggered back, clutching at his face, while his colleagues roared with

| aught er.

Wat chi ng hel pl essly, Terrel could only adm re her bravery, even as an icy fear
still held himin its grip. The eventual outcone of the encounter seened

i nevitabl e.

Keth's rage now far outweighed his lust, and he wenched his sword fromits
scabbard. One of his eyes was shut, a mixture of blood and tears runni ng down
hi s cheek, but he was intent on nurder nonethel ess. Raising his sword, he

| unged forward, sw ping the blade in a vicious, downward arc.

"No!" Terrel screamed, struggling against the hand that still held hi mdown.
The next few noments seenmed to last for an age, but even after it was al

over, no one was able to describe what had happened. The light in the hal

grew bright and then dinmed, as the air itself seened to crackle. The stone
wal I s shivered and npaned as the entire scene becane a blur. Only the sword
remai ned in focus, flashing with a light that cane from nowhere as it began
its deadly curve.

Quite how its course was diverted remained a nystery. One nonment it was
headi ng unerringly for Alyssa's unprotected throat, the next it was flying

si deways, wrenched fromthe soldier's grip and striking the wall with a harsh
grating sound. At the same tinme, even though she had not been touched, Alyssa
collapsed in a dead faint and Keth, caught off bal ance by his weapon's
aberrant behaviour, also fell to the floor

Silence returned, and for a few incredul ous heartbeats nobody noved. Then
three soldiers ran forward. Two of themknelt by their fallen conrade, while
Barca went to investigate Keth's sword. This was now sticking out of the wall,
a part of its blade - the length of a man's forearm -enbedded in solid rock
When Barca tried to reach for it, a bright blue spark junmped fromthe hilt and
stung his fingers, making himcry out and junp back. Wen he found the courage
to try again, he was able to grip the sword but could not nmove it. The stee
was fused to the stone. He was so astonished by this extraordi nary phenonmenon
that he had not noticed his conpanions' increasingly frantic efforts to revive
Ket h, but now their words registered. 'He's dead! The bitch killed him'

"Well, it looks like she paid with her owmn life,' Barca replied, glancing over
to where Alyssa lay, perfectly still. '"W'll nmake sure of that,' the other
sol di er grow ed venonously as he rose to his feet and drew his own sword. He
strode towards Alyssa, intent on avenging his conrade, but as he did so his

bl ade flew out to the side and caught Barca a sharp bl ow on his kneecap

' Hey, watch what you're doing!' he yelled

"I didn't do anything,' the other man protested. 'Soneone grabbed ny arm’

" And who was that? A ghost?

"Somet hing did. | swear.

"Gve nme that,' Barca muttered. He grabbed the weapon and approached Al yssa,
only to have the hilt alnost torn fromhis grasp as an invisible force tw sted
the bl ade to one side.

Barca stopped, staring first at the sword, then at the seenmingly lifeless
girl.

"She's a witch,' he breathed.

For a while no one spoke, and for the first tine they all saw that the girl
was not dead. Her chest rose and fell, alnost inperceptibly, but otherw se she
I ay notionless, her eyes closed.

"W ought to get her out of here,' Barca said.



"I"mnot going near that mad witch,' his conpani on answered qui ckly.

"Then we'll get one of the loonies to do it,' Barca decided, his own

rel uctance obvi ous.

Terrel, who had been watching all this with wildly fluctuating enotions, cane
forward qui ckly when the sol di er beckoned to him It seemed to himthat there
was an unnatural darkness around Al yssa, a shadow that masked her fromthe
world and, in spite of his longing to see that she was all right, he felt
nervous as he approached. Hi s skin tingled, and bl ood pounded in his head, but
not hi ng unt oward happened as he knelt beside his friend and took her gently in
his arms. She felt cool and soft to the touch, but her breathing was so sl ow
and shallow that it hardly seemed enough to sustain her. The pul se at her neck
was equal ly faint, and she was obvi ously deeply unconsci ous.

"Alyssa,' he whispered. 'Alyssa, wake up.'

There was no response. Werever she had gone, she was beyond his reach. Terre
consoled hinself with the fact that at |east she was still alive.

"What's going on here?" Aylor demanded as he strode into the chamnber.

The soldiers all snapped to attention, but no one answered.

'Barca, stay where you are. The rest of you get back to work. Now' The
captain waited while his men hurried to obey, then turned back to the one who
remai ned. 'Well, soldier?

Barca gave a brief, halting description of the strange events that had taken
place in the gallery. H's commandi ng officer's evident disbelief was only
overconme when he was shown Keth's sword enbedded in the wall.

"Keth paid for his stupidity, didn't he,' Aylor concluded, glancing down at
the dead nman's bl oodi ed face, and noting that his chest seemed to have caved
in, as if it had been crushed by a great weight. 'Detail sone nen to bury
him'

"Yes, sir. Wat about the girl?

' She needs a healer,' Terrel blurted out fromwhere he knelt, still cradling
Alyssa's head in his arns.

Ayl or | aughed.

"No healer's going to waste his time on her.'

'Some of the men think she's a witch, sir,' Barca said nervously.

"l doubt she poses much of a threat,' the Head Warden replied, smling. 'But
just so you can all sleep easier in your beds tonight, have her |ocked in one
of the dungeons. She can starve to death for all | care.'

That night Terrel lay awake long into the hours of darkness. He could not stop
his thoughts fromreturning to Alyssa and the hopel essness he had felt when
the solid prison door had been cl osed upon her small, huddl ed form

Finding a strength he had not known he possessed, he had carried her |inp body
fromthe hall and into the dungeons. His pleas to be allowed to stay with her
had fallen on deaf ears and, as soon as she had been incarcerated, he had been
forced back to work. By the end of the day he had been exhausted, his |inbs
stiff and sore, but even now - hours later - sleep would not cone.

Who or what had saved Alyssa from Keth's nurderous attack? Had it been her
ghosts? And why had she fallen into a coma, even though she had not been
injured? Her life had al ways been touched by nadness, but now it al so seened
to have been affected by some formof magic. And yet little good had
apparently come of it. Aylor intended sinply to | eave her to her fate, and she
could surely not survive for very long alone in that danp, dark cell. The

t hought of Alyssa dying slowy in that friendl ess void tore at Terrel's heart.
He wanted to lash out, to shout and scream against this latest injustice. And
yet what could he do? Even if he was able to steal the key, evade the guards
and get to her side, she would still be beyond his reach. She was trapped
somewhere, in a world of her own - and Terrel could only hope that it was a
better world than the one he inhabited.

He could not inmagine his Iife w thout her, and began to weep at the very

t hought .

By the time nmorning cane Terrel, who had not slept at all, was in a terrible
state. But he had pushed self-pity aside, and had resolved to save Al yssa or



die trying. Although he didn't yet know what he was going to do, he was
determ ned not to stand idly by and let her life waste away in silence.

He had noticed that her dungeon cell had a tiny barred wi ndow near the
ceiling, which nust |ook out fromthe base of the haven's northern wall.

Al though it was far too small to present any possibility of escape - even if
the bars coul d sonehow be removed - it would at least allow himto see her, to
talk to her, perhaps pass her food and water if she recovered consci ousness.
He would also find out all he could about her gaolers' routines, to see

whet her it mght be possible to gain access to her cell. Then, if one of the
travel | i ng physicians who periodically visited Havennoon coul d be persuaded to

H s thoughts were interrupted by the turnkey opening the door of his own,
conparatively confortable cell, and rousing himand his roommtes. As he

| evered his aching body fromthe bed, his head swam from | ack of sleep

The day passed in a haze of exhaustion. The cl earance of the north w ng was
progressing faster now, and Terrel was forced to witness the total destruction
of the contents of the library. Although he was sickened by the appalling
waste, Alyssa's plight had put the conflagration into perspective. As El am had
poi nted out, they were only books.

It was only at the end of the afternoon, when the prom sed arrival of yet nore
prisoners reduced the proceedings to near chaos, that Terrel was able to slip

away and find the windowto Alyssa's cell. Hs eyes took a few nonents to
adjust to the gloominside and when they did he saw, to his dismay, that she
still lay exactly where he had placed her on the cold floor. There was no

reacti on when he called her name, and it was only after staring at her for
some time that Terrel was finally able to convince hinself that she was stil
breathing. By then he had been spotted by one of the soldiers and ordered back
to work.

"I haven't forgotten you, Alyssa,' he told her before he stood up. '"I"Il get
you out of there, | promse.'

In all the years he had known her, Terrel had never once dream about Al yssa.
But that night, when he collapsed onto his pallet, too tired even to undress,
he felt her presence at once. Sleep clained him and she slept beside him
There was warnth and confort in her closeness, a peaceful ness in her slow
breathing that calned his fears and let himrest. He understood. Terrel sniled
in his sleep.

Chapter Twel ve

"You're going to trust in a drean?' El am excl ai med.

'Dreans are sonetinmes meant to show us things",' Terrel quoted. 'Alyssa said
that herself.’

'But how do you know this one did? Don't you think it mght just have been

wi shf ul t hi nki ng?"

The confort Terrel had felt during the night - and which had still been there
when he awoke - was slowy dissipating in the face of Elam s persistent
scepticism But he needed to cling to the hope that the dream had been a
nessage

' She heard ny promise,' he said obstinately. 'She's going to be all right.'

"I hope you're right,' El amresponded, his own doubts clear

The two boys were once again part of the teamclearing the disused roons. They
were both very weary but, because Ayl or was overseeing the operation that
norni ng, the soldiers kept them under al nbst constant supervision and there
was no chance of rest. Even when El am suffered another bout of dizziness -
somet hi ng that had been happeni ng occasionally ever since his fall - he was
forced to struggle on. The task seemed endl ess and, for once, they were gl ad
when Ahneza canme and commandeered their hel p. For the next hour they took
turns drawing water fromthe well so that the kitchen could continue with the
t hankl ess job of providing food and drink for the expanded popul ati on. Ahneza
still gave the inpression of being angry with everyone and everything around



her, but now she seened subdued as she went about her business. Because her
store cupboards, vegetable garden and orchards were already nmuch depl eted, she
had made arrangenents for supplies to be sent in fromthe nearest villages in
order to make up the shortfall. Her resentnent at being forced to do this was
pal pabl e.

VWhile they were in the kitchens Terrel managed to steal a few scraps of food,
hoping to be able to take themto Alyssa later. He even nanaged to escape
briefly and made his way down into the dungeons, hoping to reach her cell, but
was forced to turn back when he encountered sone of Aylor's men. As he fled
he alnbst ran into two of the captain's deputies, but they were deep in
conversation and paid himno attention as he stepped to one side.

"This is ridiculous. How are we supposed to cope with so many? This pl ace
isn't even a proper gaol. Security's hopeless.'

"I know. The old man's going crazy. He's even decided to clean out sone

buil ding up at the necropolis and use it to | ock away troubl emakers.'

'Moons! | hope | don't get that assignment. The place is supposed to be
haunt ed. '
The two men went on their way, still conplaining, but Terrel had already heard

enough. He crept back to the kitchens and joi ned El am agai n.

"W have to go back to the observatory,' he whispered. 'Are you crazy?'' his
friend exclainmed. 'W have to,' Terrel repeated. 'Aylor's going to have it

cl eaned out and use it as a prison.' 'So?" 'So they'll burn all Mizeni's
journals. W can't |let that happen.’

"Why not?' Even as he spoke, Elam knew the answer. He had seen how badly the
loss of the library had affected Terrel

' Because they're priceless. And besides, | nmade a pronise.'

"\What promi se?

'"To Mizeni.'

'But he's been dead for hundreds of years!'

'That doesn't mean his work's not inportant. There's so much in those

journals. | can't let it all be destroyed.'
"You are crazy,' Elamsaid, but the heat had gone from his voice now
"I was neant to find those journals, Elam |'msure of it.

"Don't get all nystical on me,' his friend conpl ai ned. 'Just how do you
propose getting up there?

"At night.'

"Ch, great! W get to break the curfew as well.’

"W can slip anay up to the loft before the turnkey nakes his rounds,' Terre
expl ai ned. ' There are so many people here now the soldiers won't mss two. |
just heard one of themsay their security's hopeless. W'll wait a bit and
then sneak out after dark. | did it before, renenber?

' That was before the charming Aylor and his nmen arrived,' El am pointed out.
'They don't have the sane rel axed attitude to people breaking the rules.' The
boys had al ready seen two i nmates beaten al nbst sensel ess for ninor

t ransgr essi ons.

‘"It'd be worth it if we get the journals out safely,' Terrel clainmed.
"That's easy for you to say. You weren't chained up in the dungeons for two

years.'
'They won't do that. Even those roons will be in use as sleeping quarters
soon. The worst we'll get is a thrashing.'

"Ch, that's all right then,' El amremarked sarcastically.
' Besides, we're not going to get caught,' Terrel went on. 'Once the curfew s

past, the soldiers will be relaxed. No one will be expecting us to get out -
and they certainly won't expect us to go up the hill."'

"That's true,' Elam conceded, 'but | still can't believe you think it's worth
it.'

"I"'mgoing to do this,' Terrel replied calmy. "On my own if necessary. | just

t hought you night |ike another adventure.'
Eventually Elamreturned his friend's grin.
"All right,' he said. 'Wen do we go?



" Toni ght .

"How did | know you were going to say that?

'So now what?' El am asked as he and Terrel lifted the iron-bound chest that
contai ned Miuzeni's journals. '"Wiat are we going to do with thent

Terrel had given this some thought - but beyond the obvious fact that the
books had to be rescued fromthe observatory, he had not cone up with nmany

i deas. There nust be lots of possible hiding places in the overgrown cenetery,
but choosing one of themin the dark wasn't going to be easy.

"Let's get themoutside first,' he said.

"Way not put themin one of the tonbs?" El am suggested, as they edged towards
the door. 'Half of themare falling down anyway - and no one's going to

i nvestigate their contents too closely.'

"I thought of that,' Terrel replied. "I"'mjust not sure we'll find one with
enough space for the chest.'

"W could take the journals out.'

"No. They'd rot away in a few days. The chest is the only thing that's
preserved themfor so |ong.'

They had nanaged to manoeuvre the heavy trunk out of the hal f-open door by
now, and set it down next to the forlorn pile of bones. In the varied
nmoonl i ght the necropolis was a place of whispering shadows and hal f-seen
nmoverent. It nade both boys nervous, although neither was prepared to adnmit
it.

They had waited beneath the roof tinbers of the haven for several hours,
taking it in turns to snatch what sleep they could, before |eaving the house
some time after mdnight. By then all had been quiet - and if any sentries
were still on duty, they hadn't noticed two small figures creeping away from
the south wing. El am had adjusted to being outside at night nore quickly than
Terrel had done on his earlier escapade, and they had reached the top of the
hill w thout incident. They had planned to spend as little tine there as
possi ble, then return to their hiding place inside the house while the night
was still at its darkest, but now their indecision was threatening to del ay

t hem

"Al'l right. Let's split up and investigate,' Elam suggested. 'If you find
anywhere suitable, come back here and call.' He hooted in a passable imtation
of atawny ow. In the distance a real ow hooted back, and the two friends

| aughed nervously. 'You see, even she agrees,' El am said.

They set off in opposite directions, picking their way through the |ong grass.
It was Terrel who found the ideal hiding place. The sepul chre was surrounded
by brambl es except on its |owest side, so that it could not be seen from
above, and one end of the stone construction had crunbled to dust, leaving a
gapi ng bl ack hole. Terrel investigated gingerly, and then, as he energed into
the starlight again, a | arge shape flew past, gliding in perfect silence unti
a wavering cry nmade himjunp. Then he snmiled. It seened that the ow approved
of his choice.

Actual ly getting the chest inside proved straightforward enough, but it was
still hard work and took nmuch | onger than the boys had hoped. Wen it was
finally done, they were both sneared with dust and their arms were covered
with scratches. However, as their clothes were already filthy fromthe work

t hey had been doing for the last few days, this did not concern themtoo nuch.
They left quickly, hoping their efforts had not left too obvious a trail.
"Don't worry,' Elamcomented as they made their way down towards the gap in
the fence. "By the tinme the soldiers have found their way up here and | ooked
around a bit, there'll be grass flattened all over the place.’

"I still don't like the thought of theminvading Mizeni's hone,' Terre
replied.

"W did," Elam pointed out.

"That's different. W were nmeant to find it.'

El am refrai ned from conment, concentrating on naking his way through the dense
undergrowth. Once they were outside the fence, he turned right wthout
thinking, intending to retrace their circuitous route back to the house, but



Terrel caught his arm

'"I"'mgoing this way,' he said, nodding in the opposite direction
' \Why 2

"I want to see Alyssa.'

"It's dark! You won't be able to see anything.'

"No, but if she's awake, | can talk to her,' Terrel said optinmistically. 'Now
we're out here anyway, |'mgoing. | don't know when |'I| get another chance.'
"If we go that way we'll be in the open for much |onger,' El am pointed out.

"That's a risk |"'mprepared to take.'

"AHright." Elamgave in, realizing that this was not an argunent he was goi ng
town. "I'"lIl come with you.'

"You don't have to,' Terrel said.

El amjust |ooked at him A few nonents later, they set off together.

As they rounded the northwest rimof the hill and saw the great bul k of
Havennoon | oom ng before them it was inpossible not to i magi ne eyes peering
out at themfromall those bl ank and shuttered wi ndows. Crouching down, they
wat ched for a while, but saw no novenment anywhere. C ouds were covering the
nmoons now, and the only light on the scene cane fromthe snmoul deri ng enbers of
the two great bonfires to either side of the house. The dull red gl ow gave the
huge house an al nbst denoni c presence.

The two boys gl anced at each other and nodded, then ran down the sl ope and
across the open space beyond until they reached the deeper shadows beneath the
north facade. The remains of the fire were out of sight now, around the
corners to either side. Crouched down and breathing hard, they listened for
any sound of an alarm being raised, but the silence was al nbst conplete.

'"Go find her window,' Elam whispered. 'I'l|l keep watch.'

Terrel nodded and set off imediately, noving with as rmuch stealth as his
awkward gait allowed, while his friend crept towards the corner at the front
of the house.

When Terrel finally reached the skylight of Alyssa's cell, his earlier hopes
soon faded. Elam had been quite right, of course; he couldn't see a thing.
Calling her name softly - he dared not raise his voice - produced no response,
but he persevered, |ying down and pushing his face right up against the bars
to peer into the darkness. Eventually he thought he could make out a slightly
pal er patch within the gloom- and if it was Alyssa, then it seened that she
still had not noved. But he couldn't be sure that it was not just his

i magi nation playing tricks on him He was about to call one last tine when a
sound broke the stillness of the night and he glanced up fearfully.

The voices were coming fromaround the corner to the rear of the building, but
they were too far away for Terrel to make out what was being said. However, he
was soon able to pick out the noise of footsteps, and the distant conversation
becane intelligible.

' Looks safe enough to me,' the first voice said.

"It's not going to flare up now, is it,' the second replied. "I reckon it'll
probably rain soon anyway.'

"This is a waste of time. Let's get back inside.'

"I"ll just check the other one.'

"Suit yourself.'

Before Terrel realized what was happening, a man cane round the corner of the
house. Although he was only visible in silhouette, he was strolling

nonchal antly and whistling to hinself - and Terrel knew i mediately who it
was. However, that did nothing to make his predicament any |less dire. Any
nmoverrent now woul d give himaway instantly, and yet if he stayed where he was,
I ngo woul d pass so cl ose he woul d probably stunble over him Paralyzed by fear
and indecision, Terrel could only wait for the inevitable.

The next thing he knew a small shadow was sprinting across the | awn towards
the woods that lay to the north.

"Hey!' Ingo shouted, pausing for a nmonent in shock, before giving pursuit.
"Stop there!'

Terrel alnost cried out, simultaneously grateful to Elamfor providing a



di version and horrified that his friend was taking such a risk. However, he
hel d his tongue and watched anxiously as first Ingo and then the other guard
set off after their prey. And then, because he knew El am woul d never forgive
himif he didn't take advantage of the opportunity, he crept round the shadows
at the side of the house until he was able to get inside and make his way up
to the loft. Once there, all he could do was wait and hope.

Chapter Thirteen

It was al nost dawn when Terrel finally heard footsteps on the spira
staircase. Fromthe quietness of the approach he guessed it nust be Elam- any
sol di ers | ooking for himwould have no need of such stealth - but it was stil
an enornous relief when his friend reached the |oft.

'Over here,' Terrel whispered.

In the near darkness it was inmpossible to tell how El am| ooked, but it was
obvious fromhis slow tread that he was very weary.

"Are you all right?" Terrel asked as his friend slunmped down beside him
"Fine.'

"You got away all right?

"OF course. I'd kill myself if I couldn't outwit that idiot.'

'Did he recogni ze you?

"I don't think so," Elamreplied. "He didn't get close enough to see ny face.
Wth a bit of luck they won't even report it. Having to admt they |lost ne
woul dn't make them | ook too good, would it.'

"But if they do,' Terrel said, 'they might check all the cells when the
turnkey makes his rounds.'

"Well, there's nothing we can do about that now,' Elamremarked. 'I didn't see
any signs of nmovenent anywhere inside. Besides, we can always say we were
caught in another part of the house at curfew and had to sl eep where we were.
That shoul d confuse the issue, if nothing else.’

They were silent for a while.

"Elam' Terrel said eventually. "I . . . | . . .'

"Forget it,' his conpanion replied, not wanting any thanks.

"I ... 1 just hope | can be as good a friend to you sonetine,' Terrel said

awkwar dl y.

"You already are,' Elamreplied. After another pause, he added, 'It just made
sense, that's all. Ingo couldn't have m ssed you where you were, but | had the
chance to get away clean. Even if you'd escaped, they were bound to recognize
you.'

That was certainly true, Terrel thought, but it didn't stop himfeeling both
guilt and gratitude. However, he knew that saying as nmuch would only enbarrass
t hem bot h.

'Was there any change with Alyssa?" El am asked.

"Not as far as | could see.’

"Well, at least we got the journals safe.’

Terrel said nothing. Even that mnor victory no |onger seemed worth the risks
they had taken. He had no idea if he would ever get the chance to read them
Because the turnkey made his rounds at the nornmal tinme, with no sign of
unusual activity, both Terrel and Elamwere able to slip quietly back into
their respective cells. Toresh and Rian regarded Terrel curiously, but said
not hi ng, and he did not think they would betray him

The sol di ers soon ordered everyone fromtheir roons, as they had done for the
| ast few days, and as Terrel wearily prepared hinself for another round of
toil, he began to feel safe at |ast. However, the inmates were all herded
towards the courtyard at the front of the house rather than to the north w ng.
The norni ng was cool and overcast, with a danpness in the air that prom sed
the first rain in several days, but the sudden chill that Terrel felt as he
stood in the mdst of the cromd had nothing to do with the weather. Ayl or
energed fromthe main entrance and stood at the top of the steps there, but it
was not the captain's appearance nor his stern expression that nmade the boy's



heart pound. It was the fact that Ingo was at his side. And at the Head
Warden's first words, Terrel's fragile confidence evaporated altogether

"It has been brought to my attention that the curfew was broken | ast night,'
he stated bluntly, then turned to Ingo. 'Pick himout, warden.'

Terrel al nobst panicked then. He had seen Elamon the far side of the
courtyard, but had deliberately not gone to join his friend. Now he coul d not
hel p but glance in his direction, hoping agai nst hope that Aylor was bl uffing.
However, as Ingo and two ot her guards pushed their way through the gathering,
it was soon obvious that Elamwas their target - and then Terrel did not know
whet her to go to his friend's aid or call out for himto run. In the end he
did neither, and nerely watched in horror as El am was dragged, unprotesting,
to the steps.

Ayl or | ooked the prisoner up and down as if he were inspecting a particularly
noi sone pi ece of garbage, but El anm s expression showed no fear. Indeed his
eyes were quite blank, and Terrel realized that his friend was experiencing
anot her of his dizzy spells.

'"Were you outside the house |ast night?' the captain asked, his voice
deceptively mld

El am shook his head, but the novenent seened to disorientate him and the
guards who were holding his arnms tightened their grip as his | egs buckl ed.
Terrel knew that they would take his sudden weakness as the result of guilt
and fear.

"It's him sir," Ingo volunteered. 'l know the way he runs.

Ayl or glanced at the warden, and the contenpt in his eyes silenced any further
conmment .

"How did you get out?" he asked, returning his gaze to El am

"I didn't," the boy replied, finding his voice.

' Then why weren't you in your assigned cell when it was unlocked this
nor ni ng?'

"I was . . . No . El am s confusi on seenmed genuine. 'l mssed the curfew
Had to sleep in another room

"\Where?' Ayl or demanded. 'Who were you with?

El am struggl ed to make sense of these questions, his mind still spinning.
Vel ?
"I"'mnot sure,’ he nunmbled. 'I didn't know them

The Head Warden turned to the watching crowd.

"Did any of you share your cell with this boy?

No one answered. Terrel thought about speaking up, but it was comobn know edge
that he and El amwere friends. And he was not sure that Toresh and Ri an could
be trusted to back himup

"You were outside,' Aylor stated flatly. 'Wre you al one?

"Yes . . . No. | wasn't outside.'

"You're lying. What were you doing out there? Trying to escape?

El am shook hi s head.

"You're a fool, boy,' Aylor told him 'You think to deny ny authority? The
puni shrent for that is harsh. Just in case anyone el se gets any stupid ideas,
I'"mgoing to have to make an exanpl e of you.'

The dagger appeared in the captain's hand as if by magic.

"No!" Terrel screanmed. 'No! It was ny idea! I . . .' But his voice was | ost
anong the other cries that Aylor's sudden action had provoked.

And by then it was too late. Aylor struck so fast and with such clinical
brutality that no one could doubt that the blow was fatal. El am| ooked down at
his chest, the expression on his face not one of pain but of sheer surprise.
The bl ade had sunk in up to the hilt, and it was only when the captain
wrenched it out again that the boy felt a short-lived shiver of agony. Then
his | egs gave way altogether and he fell into an endl ess darkness.

After their initial outburst, the onlookers all fell silent, aghast. Even |Ingo
| ooked horrified. Terrel felt as though his own heart had been pierced; he
could not nove, or breathe, and his mnd sinply refused to accept what he had
just seen. An angui shed voice inside his head shouted endl ess, hopel ess



deni al s. Doubling up, his eyes tenmporarily blind, he shook uncontrollably, his
stomach heaving. He did not hear Aylor's terse final words as he told the
inmates that this was the justice they could expect, and that security would
be tighter fromnow on. It was only when Ayl or had gone and the crowd was

di spersing that he was able to nove at all. Ignoring the orders of the guards,
he staggered over to where Elam s |lifel ess body had been thrown down on the
steps. Terrel wanted to confort him to tell himthat he loved him that he
was sorry ... to bring himback to |life. But before he even got close one of

t he sol di ers grabbed him

"\Where do you think you' re going, son?

'"He was mmy friend,' Terrel gasped, aware for the first time of the tears
runni ng down his face.

"Wll, he ain't no nore,' the soldier said. 'And you'd better not nake too
much fuss unl ess you want the sane treatnent. On your way.'
Terrel stopped struggling then, still staring at the untidy pile of flesh and

rags that was all that was left of his friend. And then he gl anced up and saw
Ingo | ooki ng back at him There was a smile on the warden's face - and in that
nmonent, Terrel knew that at |east one person had heard himcry out. H s own
life was now held in Ingo's treacherous hands.

Terrel expected themto come for himall norning, but it was only when the
inmates were allowed a break for their frugal midday neal that his fears were
confirmed. The preceding hours had passed in a fog of pain and
self-recrimnation, but when he saw Ingo in conversation with Toresh and Ri an
bot h of whom | ooked understandably fearful, he knew his tinme was up. Ingo and
the soldier with himturned away and began to wal k towards Terrel - and it was
then that he saw what the warden held in his hands. It was Mizeni's journal
the one that had been hidden beneath his pallet.

In spite of his fear, Terrel suddenly felt quite calm He was in no doubt now
that his overni ght absence had been di scovered and - even though no one could
possi bly know where the journal had come from- his mere possession of such a
book woul d serve to confirmhis guilt. Gven recent events, he could expect
little nmercy fromAylor. Part of himwas al nost glad. Alyssa's coma and El ani s
deat h had deprived himof both the people he I oved; there seened little left
worth living for. But as Ingo and his doom noved cl oser, such fatalism was
repl aced by the instinctive need for self-preservation and he gl anced around,
assessing his chances of escape. The hall was crowded, with all the doorways
guarded, so the prospects were not good. There was nowhere to run

And then an i nhuman howing split the air, with a cry that was born in the
wi | d nount ains. Many of those in the roomcl apped their hands to their ears to
keep out the fearful din, while others were so startled they alnost fell from
their benches. At the same time a bow, full of the thin soup that was the
main part of the nmeal, was hurled at Ingo, splattering himwth broth and
forcing himto duck aside. A noment |ater, the source of the awful noise was
on the nove. Wth unbelievable agility for one so ancient, Od Tim |eapt
first onto a trestle table and then fromthere at Ingo. The nmadnan's hands
were curved into claws, and his toothless nmouth was open wide in a mad snarl

H s moon was full and he was a wol f agai n.

Ingo tried to swat himaway |i ke a bothersone insect, but the wolf possessed a
strength that dd Tim did not, and the two nen went down in a tangle of

linbs. Several other long-terminmates decided to give vent to their own inner
denons, shouting or laughing in turn. Many of themclinmbed up onto the tables,
sendi ng crockery flying in all directions. The nore recent arrivals were
either frightened or benused by these antics, but npbst of them stood up too,
adding to the confusion. The watching sentries hesitated, unable to nake any
sense of what was going on, then began to force their way towards the how ing
at the centre of the disruption

Terrel didn't know what had brought on this lunatic denonstration, but he
wasn't going to wait to find out. Instead, he dived to the floor and began to
craw on all fours through the nel ee towards the nearest exit. Wen he reached
the door it was unguarded and he slipped out, hobbling as fast as he could



down the corridor. He had no idea where he was going, and only wanted to put
as much di stance between hinself and Ingo as possible - so it cane as

somet hing of a surprise when he bolted through anot her open doorway and found
himsel f in the kitchens.

"I mght have known it'd be you causing all that comotion,' Ahneza remarked.
She was standing in front of him with her arns folded and a fierce look in
her eyes. Having di scharged her nbst recent duty, she was al one, her domain
otherwi se deserted for the time being. 'They're going to kill nme,' Terre
gasped. The cook's eyes hardened. She had not wi tnessed El am s execution, but
she'd heard all about it, and the news had only confirned her opinion of
Captai n Ayl or.

' Then you'd best not let themcatch you,' she said. 'In here.' She pulled the
lid off a barrel, normally used for storing apples but enpty now, the fruit
havi ng gone to feed the nany extra nouths.

Terrel hesitated, staring first at the barrel, then at the cook, wondering why
she had decided to help him 'Come on!' she snapped. 'Get in.' He did as he
was told, and squashed hinsel f down inside the sweet-snelling wooden struts.
As Ahneza replaced the lid the darkness was al nost conplete, and the heady
scent of fruit was overwhelmng. Trying to still his convul sive shaking,
Terrel listened hard for any signs of pursuit, but all he could hear was the
t hunping of his own heart. It was so |loud that he thought the sol diers mnust
hear it if they cane too close. However, the next activity in the kitchens
cane not fromthe nmilitianmen searching for the fugitive but from Ahneza's

hel pers returning with dirty plates and bow s, and the usual bustle was
restored. Terrel remmined perfectly still, even though his nuscles were

begi nning to cranp, and prayed to all the noons and stars for deliverance.
Sone tine later he heard voices raised above the clatter of pots and pans, and
knew t hat the soldiers had cone. Their search did not |ast |ong under Ahneza's
scol di ng tongue.

"You think I wouldn't know if he was in ny own kitchens?

When they had gone Terrel relaxed a little, and for the first tinme began to
wonder what he was supposed to do next. If he stayed at the haven he would
soon be captured, and so it seened that he had no choice but to try to escape
to the outside world. This thought frightened him Al nost as nuch as that of
facing Aylor - and he had no i dea how to make such an attenpt.

Ti me passed and, drunk on fermented apple funes, Terrel dozed. The kitchens
grew qui eter again, and then Ahneza greeted a newconer.

"Jon! About tinme too!’

"Hello, sister,' the man replied. 'l cane as fast as | could."'

"I"'mglad you're here,' she told him with as much warmh in her voice as
Terrel had ever heard. It had never even occurred to himthat the cook nust
have a fam |y sonmewhere.

"Did you bring all | asked for?' she said.

"Al nost. Cone and see.'

The voices retreated for a while, then returned.

"As soon as the unloading is conplete, take the ponies and the cart over to
the stables,’ Ahmeza told her brother. "It's too late for you to head back
toni ght, so you'd better stay here and head out in the norning.'

"Al'l right.' Jon sounded reluctant, but obviously saw the sense of the idea.
"I"'msorry | couldn't get Aylor to nmeet your full price,' she added. 'W'|

all starve before that man sees sense.'

"It's not so bad, if | get the firewod we agreed on,' he replied.

"It's the one thing we have plenty of,' Ahneza said. 'Till the winter, at
least. I'lIl get sone of the lads to |load the cart up tonight, so you can |eave
at first light.'

' Fair enough.’

"Just make sure none of the loonies try to leave with you,' the cook advised
him laughing. 'Qur captain doesn't |ike anyone who breaks his precious
rules.'

H dden in his fragrant refuge, Terrel realized that the cook had staged the



conversation near the barrel for his benefit.

' They're | ooki ng for one poor kid now,' Ahneza went on. 'Going through the
whol e house, roomby room | wouldn't want to be in his shoes when they find
him Come on, let's find you a bed for the night.'

That was as clear a warning as he was ever going to get, Terrel thought. He
had to get out of the house soon, because even the kitchen could not remain a
safe refuge for nmuch longer. He needed to hide sonewhere in the grounds, and
then - sonehow - get hinself aboard Jon's cart in the norning. It sounded

si mpl e enough, put like that, but the frightened boy had no idea how to go
about it.

Where could he go - always assunming that he was able to | eave the kitchens
undet ect ed? The observatory? That seened like tenpting fate, and the nenories
of his disastrous visit there with Elamwere still painfully fresh in his

m nd. Could he hide in the stables? No, that was too obvious, too risky. Were
t hen? The woods? Down the well? Don't be absurd, he told hinself angrily. Wen
it cane to himat |last, the answer was frightening, but he knewit was his
best chance. No one would think of |ooking for himthere - if only he could
make it that far.

The kitchens had been quiet for some time now, but Terrel knew they woul d not
remain so for long. If he was ever going to leave, it had to be now He
carefully pushed the Iid of the barrel aside and stood up, alnbst crying as
the pain | anced through his stiff legs. dinbing out proved difficult,
especially as he was terrified of maki ng a noise, but he managed it, and then
linped over to the door that led out to the gardens and peered through. It was
dusk, with a light drizzle falling froma | eaden sky, and no one seened to be
about. So Terrel forced his protesting linbs into action again and ran
crookedly into the cover of the vegetable patch. Crouching there anong the

t omat oes and beans, he heard no sound of any alarm So far, so good.

I nside the haven there were far nore lights than usual, and he knew that the
soldiers were carrying | anps as they went through the house, presumably

| ooking for him It was a distinctly unconfortable feeling, and reinforced his
determ nation to get away.

He ventured further fromthe building, then slipped fromthe garden into the
southern orchard. After waiting there and still seeing no signs of any
pursuit, he trusted hinmself to the increasingly gloony evening and set off
into the wi de open spaces, circling round to the south of the house in an
irregular arc. Eventually he crossed the path and conti nued down the hill to
the | ake. Once there he found the jetty and, w thout hesitation, |owered
hinmself into the water

Long before he reached the haunted island he was gasping for breath, afraid
that he mght drown, but he nade it at last and pulled hinself, shivering,
onto the shore. Wen he had recovered a little, he got up and staggered
towards the tower, hoping to find sone shelter. As he did so he could not help
renmenberi ng some of the | egends connected with the place. The npost fanous of

t hese was of the young mai den who, when she refused to marry the lord of the
time, was walled up inside the tower to starve. But she was only one of the
ghosts reputed to dwell there. If all the stories were to be believed, this
smal | island had seen nore nurder, rape and treachery than many cities -and it
took all Terrel's dwi ndling supply of courage not to junmp out of his skin at
every small noi se.

To his surprise the lower part of the ruin proved quite hospitable. It was
like a small cave, and the floor was covered in several years' worth of dry

| eaves. Forgetting that he woul d need to get themwet again in order to | eave
the island, he stripped off his dripping clothes in the hope that they would
dry out alittle overnight. Then he tried to rub some life back into his
tortured |inbs before |ying down and meki ng hinself a cocoon of |eaves. Before
| ong, exhausted in both body and m nd, he slept.

Terrel had expected his own paralyzing feelings of guilt and renorse over
Elamis death to turn into nightmares, but his dreans that night were calm

al nost soothing. He floated on a bed of light, |like an eagle soaring



wei ghtl ess on the wind. He saw nothing, felt nothing. It was as though the
ghosts of the island were watching over him spreading a protective veil over
his mind. It was only at the end that he heard her voice and began to
struggle. He knew it was Alyssa and fought to see her, to be with her, but she
remai ned di senbodi ed and renpte, and it was only when he had conme to terns
with his frustration that he could actually hear what she was sayi ng.

"It's all right. I know you have to go. I'Il wait for you.' The dream was
fadi ng now, its purpose served, and there was nothing Terrel could do about

it.

"Don't worry. I'Il wait for you.'
Terrel woke feeling a m xture of reassurance and terror. For the first tine he
realized the full inplications of his escape. If he were to succeed it would

nmean abandoni ng Alyssa - and he was not sure he could bring hinmself to do
that. It was one thing to | eave her for a few days while he was pl anni ng ways
to help her; it was quite another to contenplate fleeing fromthe estate
altogether. He would not be able to return in the foreseeabl e future, perhaps
ever. He would not be able to see her, speak to her . . . And yet in the dream
she had given himher blessing, her pronise -alnpst as if she wanted himto
go. Dreams are sonetinmes nmeant to show us things. But could he trust thenf?
Looki ng out of the entrance of his nan-nmade cavern, he saw the Red and Anber
Moons, close together and low in the sky, both full. Love and dreams, he

t hought. O violence and the spirit world. Who was to know? The gap in the

cl oud cover closed, and the noons were hidden again.

What choice do | have? he wondered. | can't stay. After this Aylor is bound to
"make an exanple' of me - and then I'Il have abandoned Al yssa for good. At

| east this way there's the possibility of com ng back

He got up and dressed in his danp clothes, took one |ast |ook around, and

t hanked the island spirits for their wel come. Then he waded into the cold,

bl ack water, knowi ng that before he went to the stables - however stupid it
was - he had to visit Alyssa's cell one last tinme, to bid her farewell.
Daybreak was still some hours away, and in the darkness he nearly mi ssed the
jetty and got entangled in the reeds. Wen at |ast he heaved hinmsel f out of
the water and started back towards the house, the benefits of his night's rest
al ready seened to be slipping away and he began to doubt hinself once nore.
Hi s natural caution made himwait and watch at sone di stance fromthe haven,
but he could detect no nmovenent and there were no | anps burning now, so he
noved forward and cane to the window at the base of the north wall.

Peering in, it seemed to himthat her pale shape was brighter than before -

even nore ethereal - but she still had not noved.

" Alyssa?

There was no response, but he had expected none.

' Goodbye, ny love. | will come back for you. | swear it.'

And then, tearing hinself away as tears threatened to blind him he headed for
t he stabl es, knowi ng that he would keep his promise. Al he could hope for was
that she would be able to keep hers.

PART TWD
THE WANDERER
Chapt er Fourteen

Terrel and the cow stared at each other. It was probably true to say that
neither had ever seen anything like it before.

Certainly Terrel had never seen a cow before - although he had heard t hem
lowing earlier in the day, and had been wondering what sort of creature could
possi bly make such a | oud and yet so nournful a noise. Having cone face to
face with the animal as he pushed his way through a narrow gap in a hedge, he
was relieved to find that although its sheer bul k and stubby horns were
intimdating, it seemed placid enough



For her part, the cow - in as nmuch as she was able to tell the difference

bet ween humans - probably recognized that this ragged figure was unusually
shaped and that his eyes were strange. However, as he did not seemto be
either a threat or a possible supplier of food, her natural curiosity was soon
exhausted and she returned to her grazing.

This was not true for the others in the small herd. They had been further away
when Terrel energed into their field, and thus had not been able to see who or
what he was. One of the nearest cows decided to investigate, and began to wal k
towards himslowy, and that piqued the interest of the rest. Soon all the
cows were converging on him sone of them breaking into a |unbering canter
until they cane to a halt a few paces away, forming a semcircle of curious
stares. This renewed the inquisitiveness of the first animal, and she | ooked
up again. One of the others nmooed plaintively, and there was sone slight
jostling and shuffling of hooves as those at the back pushed forward to get a
better view

Terrel's first instinct had been to retreat, to put the hedge between hinsel f
and the herd, but now, faced with this attentive audience, he felt the urge to
put on a performance for them to dance or sing. That in turn made himwant to
l augh - and he acknow edged the unfamliar inpulse with gratitude. In the end
he did nothing, and sinply gazed back at the row of |arge eyes and sl ow novi ng
j aws.

He was thinking, for perhaps the hundredth tine since |eaving the haven, that
the world was full of such commonpl ace wonders, when a wordl ess but obviously
human cry sounded fromthe far side of the field.

' Heeey-yup!'

On hearing the renote voice the cows lost interest in Terrel and turned away,
anbling across the nmeadow in the direction of the newconer. As they thinned
out, Terrel saw a figure - presumably the herdsman - wal ki ng towards him and
once again his first thought was of flight. Hard experience had taught him
that he was unlikely to find much of a wel cone anong his own kind.

The farmer was a big man and he was carrying a heavy stick, with which he gave
several of the cows alnost friendly taps as they passed by. Should he choose
towield it as a weapon, Terrel had no doubt that it could |land a crushing
blow, but in spite of this he lingered, hoping that on this occasion his
instincts would be proved wong. It had been a long tinme since he had held a
conversation with anyone, several days since he had even heard anot her voice,
and the need for some sort of human contact was strong.

The man was obvi ously aware of Terrel's presence now and, although he noved in
an unhurried fashion, his long stride covered the ground quickly, and there
was a stern expression on his weather-beaten face.

"You're trespassing, boy. This is ny land.’

Then he fell silent, and Terrel knew that this was because he was cl ose enough
now to have seen his eyes. He had become used to the reaction, and sought to
deflect it as best he could.

"They're just eyes,' he said. 'They don't do anything special.' He half
expected the farmer to nake one of the surreptitious signs which were supposed
to ward off evil, but he just stood where he was and nmet Terrel's gaze in

st eadf ast manner, evidently assessing the stranger.

"What are you doing here? he asked eventually.

"Nothing,' the boy replied, then realizing that this was not a sufficient
answer, he added, 'I'mtravelling . . . looking for somewhere to stay.' He was
pai nfully aware of his own appearance. His clothes were torn and stai ned, and
he was filthy. The only advantage to this was the fact that the dirt hid the
tattoo on his left hand. He had grown thinner, and living rough had worsened

t he constant aching of his deformed linbs, so that his face had devel oped a
gaunt and desperate look. It took little imagination to predict the way npst
peopl e would react to his presence. Such a stranger woul d have been unwel cone
in nmost places, even if his eyes had not been so unusual

"Well, you can't stay here,' the farner told himflatly, dashing any faint
hopes that Terrel m ght have harboured about this encounter turning out



differently.

"I know,' he replied nmeekly. '"Is there . . . Do you have any work | could do?
The big man | aughed.

"You don't look nuch Iike a farmhand to ne,' he said.

"I've worked in stables.’

"I"ve all the help | need.’

Terrel accepted the rejection stoically. He had expected nothing el se.

"I can read and wite,' he said, refusing to give up all hope. 'Do you know of
anyone-'

"You'd best try in the village,' the farmer cut in, his dark eyes betraying
none of the incredulity that Terrel's claimhad provoked el sewhere.

"Where's that?' In truth Terrel had no idea where he was.

"No nore than half a | eague, over there,' the farmer replied, pointing across
the field. 'There's a path through the woods that's easy enough to follow.'
'"Do you mind if | cross your field then?

"Not if you clear off afterwards,' the man said gruffly. 'And don't come back
|'ve got enough troubles with ny beasts without you bothering them'

' Thank you.'

The farmer turned away w t hout another word and stonped off after the herd,
whi ch was heading towards a gate at the edge of the woods. Terrel followed at
a distance. By the tinme he reached the far side of the neadow and had spotted
the path to the village, the animals had gone through the gate and turned in
t he opposite direction, obviously following a well-established routine. They
were now trudging into a steep-sided gully between two boul der-strewn hills.
As he ushered them onwards, the farmer abandoned his earlier cries of

encour agenent and spoke in an easy, conversational tone.

"Quiet now, girls,' he told the herd. 'W don't want to wake up A d
Runeshanks, do we.'

Terrel watched themuntil they were out of sight, wondering who or what Ad
Runeshanks was, then turned and pl odded on his way.

Terrel had |l ost track of how many days had passed since his escape. Al he
knew was that he couldn't go on as he was for very much | onger. Unless his
fortunes changed, he woul d soon becone too weak to | ook after hinself - and
then it would only be a matter of tine before he starved to death. There had
al ready been tines when he'd been tenpted to give up, to lie down in a ditch
somewhere and go to sleep, hoping never to wake up again. The only reason he
had not done so was his promse to Alyssa

From the nonment he had found hinself in the freedomof the world outside the
haven, the boy had been torn. He had wanted to stay as close to his fornmer
hone as possible, in the forlorn hope of getting news of Alyssa -and of
eventually returning to her - but the dangers of doing this were obvious.
Terrel had no idea whether Ayl or would decide to pursue himin open country,
but even if he did not, the problemof his tattoo being noticed - or of his
bei ng recogni zed as a fugitive - was nuch greater in and around the villages
at the edge of the noorland. And so, reluctantly, he had begun to wander
further afield.

It was not |ong before he realized that although his earlier life had been
restricted, it had been sinple in many ways, and surprisingly protected. He
had been sheltered by the very routines that confined him wth a roof over
his head, a bed to sleep on, food on a regular basis, and the conpany of
friends. He had none of those things now

From the outset he had been forced to beg or steal food, and each tinme he
succeeded - whether through a rare act of kindness or because of his own

di shonest stealth - he felt guilty and ashamed. He was not a natural thief,
havi ng an instinctive know edge of right and wong, and nost of the people he
encountered were thensel ves poor and could hardly afford to share their neagre
provisions. It was true nmany of themtreated himhorribly, and that the
insults and threats his appearance often provoked were hurtful, but in
Terrel's mind that did not give himthe right to rob them He only did so out
of desperation. If no one was willing to give himthe chance to earn sone



sustenance |lawfully, what else could he do? He knew al nost not hing of
scavenging for food in the wild, and was as likely to poison hinself as
satisfy his hunger that way.

He had slept in the open on many occasions - thankful for the relative warnth
of summer - as well as in barns or outhouses whenever he could sneak into them
undet ected. On one occasion he had even stayed overnight in a cave he'd
stunbl ed upon | ate one evening. He'd left in a hurry the follow ng norning
when he had seen that the floor was littered with bones. He had no wish to
nmeet the hunter whose lair he had usurped.

This confortless way of living had done nothing for Terrel's physica

wel | -bei ng, and he often woke to find hinself bruised and stiff from another
cranped night. But this was not the worst aspect of the hours of darkness. Hi s
dreans were often horrific and exhausting, so that he hardly seemed to get any
rest at all. And even when he could not interpret their elusive inmages - or
could remenber only part of the disturbing visions - he inevitably |inked them
to recent events, and tortured hinself with his waking thoughts and feelings.
Forenpost anong these was the corrosive regret that was eating himup from
inside. H's own actions at the haven -insisting on the visit to the
observatory, and then forcing Elamto go with himto Al yssa's wi ndow - had |ed
to his friend' s death and his own self-inposed exile, and thus his enforced
separation fromAlyssa. His nenories were nmade even nore bitter by the fact
that the entire expedition had been to no purpose. He woul d probably never
even get the chance to read Mizeni's journals now, and his presence outside
Alyssa's cell had achieved nothing. He still clung to the obstinate belief

t hat she woul d sonehow survi ve her ordeal, but when he thought about it
rationally, he knew that her situation was terrible, especially as Havennoon
was in such turnoil. He had even less justification for his fervent belief
that he woul d see her again one day.

Terrel also knew that trouble was brewing in the outside world, and this made
his own prospects that much less promsing. It was clear that great events

were taking place, and that they were beyond the control - and the
understandi ng - of ordinary nen.
He was still in the process of |learning just how | arge and how amazi ng the

worl d was. Two days ago he had caught his first glinpse of a distant nountain
range, and had stared at it in awe. The first tinme he had seen a large river
he had been simlarly amazed - and the first town he had cone to had left him
breat hl ess and afraid. How could there be so nany people, in such a snall

pl ace? No amount of reading could have prepared himfor such sights, and every
day brought new wonders - and new terrors. Through it all his predom nant

enoti ons were bew | derment and fear, but there had been a few nmonents of

exhil aration too, when he realized that all of Vadanis had been opened up to
him Whether it would ever offer himanything other than his current m serable
exi stence renmained to be seen.

Now, as he linped al ong the woodl and path and saw a cl eari ng where severa
trees had been felled, his thoughts returned to the norning of his escape.

It had still been dark when he had crept into the stable yard, but he had been
able to see that Jon's cart was there, piled with corded wood, just as Ahneza
had said it would be. There did not seemto be any sentries on duty - or if
there were they nmust have found a confortable place to sleep away their watch
- so Terrel noved fast, knowi ng that he did not have much tine. Cinbing up on
to the cart, he began to clear a space in the centre of the pile of wood,

pl aci ng bundl es round the sides so that they built "walls' around him Then he
clinmbed down into the hole he had created and began to cover hinself over,
starting with his legs. It was a painful and awkward process, and he had to

di sl odge the | ast few bundles and let themfall on top of him Wen he had
finished, the boy was |lying inside a wooden tonb. It was incredibly
unconfortabl e, and he was not even sure that he could not be seen from
out si de. There was nothing he could do about that now - and it was only at
this point that he had felt the finality and the angui sh of |eaving Al yssa
behi nd. He wept silently for all the | osses he had suffered, then conmposed



hinself to wait, notionless in spite of his disconfort and the cold enbrace of
his wet cl othes.

Li ght cane slowy, revealing a few small gaps in the wooden framework around
him but no one seened to notice anything untoward. Terrel heard voices,

i ncluding Jon's, and, shortly afterwards, he felt a gentle rocking as the
poni es were harnessed to the shafts. Then they nmoved off, jolting and swayi ng
over the yard and then along the rutted path towards the gate. This part of
the journey seenmed endl ess, and at one point the wood shifted around him
digging into his chest and arnms and nmaking himthink it mght fall and expose
hi s hiding place, but Jon continued on his way. Eventually the cook's brother
halted the poni es and exchanged greetings with the gatekeeper - who sounded
bored and sleepy - while Terrel held his breath. Mnments |ater he heard the
sound of the iron-clad gates creaking open and felt the cart begin to nove
forward again.

Even though he couldn't see anything, Terrel knew that - for the first tine in
fourteen years - he was outside the walls of the estate. He could hardly
believe it. Excitenent made his heart race, but he renmai ned hidden, know ng
that staying on the cart was his best - perhaps his only - chance of crossing
the moor. Hi s thoughts turned to the end of the journey. The nearest village
was Cotillo, which was where he assuned Jon lived, but he did not know what
his reception would be there. Could he trust Jon? Ahmeza had hel ped hi m evade
capture, but had she told her brother anything? Wuld it be better to try to
break away before they reached the village?

In the end the decision was taken out of his hands. After about an hour of
steady travelling, Jon spoke.

'You can come out now.'

Terrel froze, not sure whether the unexpected words had really been addressed
to him

"W're well out of sight of the haven, and no one's follow ng us,' Jon added,
reining in the ponies. 'You nust be unconfortable in there.'

A short while later, with Jon's help, Terrel had extricated hinself fromthe
wood pile and was sitting next to the driver as they continued on their
journey. Jon had been taken aback by the sight of Terrel, but he recovered
qui ckly enough

'"Did Ahneza tell you | was going to try to cone with you?' Terrel asked.

'"No. She tal ked about you a bit, but she probably thought it best | didn't
know your plans,' he replied. 'l knew they were searching for you, though, and
when | saw that the wood had been disturbed, | put two and two together.’
"Way didn't you give ne up?

"And risk nmy sister's anger? No thank you! She's sharp enough when you're on
her good side, and she liked you."'

Terrel took sone tine to digest this surprising news, and they rode in silence
for a while. Before they reached the edge of the noor, Jon told the boy that
he'd be better off not going all the way into Cotillo.

' There's some who don't think the way | do. And the way things are now, anyone
with one of those . . ."He indicated Terrel's tattoo, ' isn't likely to
get nmuch of a wel conme round here. You'd be better off heading west a way.'
Terrel nodded, seeing the sense of Jon's argunment. He al so knew that going
into the village with Jon m ght get his rescuer into trouble, and he had no
wi sh to see that happen. They parted conpany where the track divided, sone

di stance north of Cotillo.

" Thank you,' Terrel said sinply. 'Thank you.'

' Good luck,' Jon said, before he drove away. '| hope you find what you're

| ooking for.'

Terrel turned and began his journey into the unknown.

Since then Terrel had travelled a | ong way, without really know ng where he
was going. But in one sense he was no further forward at all. He still had no
i dea what he was | ooking for

Chapter Fifteen



When Terrel finally reached the village, he sawthat it was little nore than a
ham et, a scattering of single-storey wooden houses built at the crossing of
two trails. Froma distance it seened al nost deserted, but as he drew cl oser
he coul d see several old people sitting in groups around their doorways, and a
knot of small children playing at the far end of the main thoroughfare,

wat ched over by a trio of women. There were no young men anywhere, and

al t hough Terrel wondered what had taken them fromtheir hones, he also felt
some relief at the thought that he was less likely to have to face any

vi ol ence.

M ndful of the hostile reactions his appearance often provoked, he had al ready
done what little he could to inprove matters. He had washed his hands and face
in a smll stream run wet fingers through his hair and brushed down his
ragged cl othes as best he could, before rubbing sone dirt on to the back of
his hand to mask the tattoo again. Now he sinply wal ked into the village,
squinting in part because the sun was strong, but also to mnimze the effect
the sight of his eyes m ght have on the inhabitants.

He neant to approach one of the groups outside the houses, hoping to receive
some sort of wel come, however reluctant, fromthe village elders, but before
he could reach themhis attention was drawn to a notice nailed to a post at
the central crossroads. He went up to it, aware that he was now bei ng wat ched
by several pairs of eyes, and saw that it was an official proclanmation, issued
in the name of the Governor of Saefir Province. He began to read, already
reasonably certain of what it would be about, but was interrupted by a voice
behi nd hi m

"Can you read that, young man?'

Terrel turned round to see a man who was clearly very old but who held hinself
upright and with pride. Only his eyes, which were so clouded they were al npost
white, betrayed him He was hol ding the hand of a small boy, who was
presumably acting as his guide, and it was the child who reacted to the sight
of Terrel's eyes. His gasp was acconpani ed by an expression of fear and
horror, and the old man clearly sensed the boy's unease.

"What is it, Rico?

"His eyes,' the child whispered.

'"Are they worse than nine? the old man asked, smiling.

"They're full of stars!'

"Real ly? Wll, that's good, isn't it? The stars-'

"No! It's horrible," the boy exclainmed. 'And his arms all bent.’

"Rico!" the el der adnonished. 'You nmustn't say such things. It's wong to
judge a person by their appearance.' He turned back to Terrel, who had waited
uncertainly throughout the exchange, and added, 'Please excuse ny grandson
He's very young.'

"I"ve been called worse things,' Terrel replied. "And 1'd be the first to
admt my eyes are strange. But they're just eyes,' he added, glancing at the
child. 'They won't hurt you.'

' Apol ogi ze to our visitor, Rico.'

"Sorry,' the boy mumbl ed unconvi nci ngly.

"Now say it like you nean it.'

"It doesn't matter,' Terrel said quickly. There had been times when children
had pelted himwi th stones and adults had threatened himw th far worse,
sinmply because they didn't |like the way he | ooked. Rico's childish dislike was
not hi ng by conpari son.

The old man frowned, but did not press the issue, returning after a nonment to
his original question.

'So you can read the proclamati on?

"Yes.'

'"You see, Rico. This is a man of |earning, soneone to be respected. What is
your name, young man? | amcalled Efrin.'

"Terrel .’

" Ah. Light of the new nmoon. Your parents were famliar with the old tongue, |



see. '

Terrel saw no point in telling the old man that he had never nmet his parents -
whoever they were - and that they had certainly not had anything to do with
hi s nam ng

'l used to be able to read such things, but ny eyes are going,' Efrin went on
"It's just a blur now, and soon | won't be able to see anything at all.' There
was no self-pity in his voice, sinply an acceptance of what was. 'O course
don't suppose |'d have been able to make nmuch sense of this. Even our
underseer can't seemto sort it all out.’

"Your underseer?' Terrel queried. He had never heard this term before.

"Alad called Chenowith. Cever, but still wet behind the ears, if you know
what | mean. Two years in Makhaya and he thinks he knows everything. Ha! Well,
this proclamati on soon gave the lie to that.'

'Grandpa?’ Rico said, tugging at the old man's sleeve. 'Can | go and play?

"I don't see why not. If Terrel here will let me take his armon the way back
to the house.'

'O course.’

Rico ran off, his relief obvious. Terrel watched himgo, knowi ng that soon al
the village children would hear about the peculiar stranger in their mdst.
"So will you read this to ne?" Efrin said. 'W m ght nmake sense of it

t oget her.'

Terrel did as he was asked. After a ponpous preanble, the text of the notice
cont ai ned vague references to 'changes in the patterns of the heavens', and
then listed a series of dates concerning the cycles of the noons. Particul ar
enphasis was laid on the Dark Moon and the alterations in the periods when it
was waxi hg and wani ng, especially in conparison to the other noons. It was
unnecessarily conplicated, and by the tinme Terrel had finished he was not in
the | east surprised that the underseer had been confused.

"Well, | think I've got it straight now,' Efrin said doubtfully. 'But what's
goi ng on? How could the seers have got it so wong before? | thought it was
all fixed years in advance.'

"Sonmething's different,' Terrel replied. 'Something no one can explain.'

"And it's always us - the farnmers and country folk - who are supposed to
change our ways because of it,' the old man conpl ai ned. 'Planting and
harvesting aren't things you can do on the whimof sone prophet in the city.
Look what's happeni ng here!’

'What do you nean?'

"Chenowith is making us run round in circles. That's where the nen are now,
out in the fields before the corn is even ripe. If we go on like this we'll
all starve. And I'Il wager it's the same in others places too. The soldiers
said they were posting these proclamations in every village in the province.
There's only a few of us can read, so that |eaves us at the nercy of the
underseers, and half of them are inconpetent charlatans. It won't be |ong
before the fanatics are spying on everything, making life difficult for

ordi nary people. What do | care where sonme eclipse falls as long as there's
food on ny fanmily's table?" The old nan paused and took a | ong breath. 'At

| east we've not cone to that yet,' he said, calmer again now, "and |I'm
forgetting ny manners just like a six-year-old. Wwuld you like sonething to
eat and drink?

"I"d like that very nuch,' Terrel replied.

Sone tine later, replete fromthe best neal he had enjoyed since |eaving
Havennmoon, Terrel felt his spirits rising. Having been wel comed by Efrin - who
was clearly regarded with respect by the villagers - he also seened to have
been accepted by the rest of the depleted cormmunity. Gallia, Efrin's daughter
and the mother of Rico, had provided the food, and several other adults had
slowy gathered to hear himtalk. Gallia would not look himin the eye, and
nost of the others seemed nervous in his presence, but the |onger they
conversed with the traveller the nore confortable they felt. Only the children
remai ned unconvi nced, creeping up to get a peek at the now fanous star-filled
eyes and then running away, shrieking and | aughing at their own daring. For



his own part, Terrel was sinply grateful to rest and eat w thout fear or
guilt, enjoying the hospitality of Efrin's household. Despite the villagers
evident curiosity, he tal ked about hinmself as little as possible, lying only
when he had to, and excusing his lack of know edge of the world by saying he
had lived a sheltered |life as a servant in a big house until he'd been forced
to go out and seek his own fortune.

"You should go to Makhaya,' Gallia suggested. 'They say there's always a need
for scribes and suchlike there.’

'Perhaps | should,' Terrel said, half serious.

"Talk to Chenowith, then,' someone el se advised. 'He's been there.'

"Much good it did him' Efrin remarked sourly.

"I"d like to talk to him' Terrel admtted. 'WII| soneone show ne the way to
the fields?

"Ricowll doit," Efrin said, then turned away and yelled to his grandson
"Are you sure, Father?' Gallia asked. Her disquiet was obvious.
"Just tell me where to go," Terrel said quickly. "I'll nanage on ny own.'

Gal li a nodded, not bothering to hide her relief, then led Terrel to the edge
of the village and gave himdirections.

' Thank you, Gllia.'

She still would not look at himdirectly and he felt a pang of sadness,
wanting to overcone her reluctance.

"I"'mvery grateful for your kindness to a stranger,' he said, 'especially one
as unusual as nme.' He wanted to ask her why she was so afraid of him but

| acked the courage.

Gallia nerely nodded in response, her gaze fixed on the ground, then hurried
back to her house. Terrel watched her go, then turned and went to |l ook for the
under seer.

The scene in the cornfield was |ike a noment frozen in tine. Half the crop had
al ready been harvested, with much of it gathered into sheaves and stacked in
neat piles, but all work had stopped now. A dozen or so nen plus a few young
worren were standi ng about, their scythes and sickles idle. They were al

wat ching two nen who faced each other in the centre of the cleared area of
stubble. One of these was tall and well built, and his rugged face was red
with anger and his nuscles taut, as if he were only restraining hinself with
some difficulty. The other |ooked tiny by conparison, and had the snmooth
conpl exi on of youth. They were arguing and, although the younger man was
clearly afraid of his adversary, he too was standing his ground. Their voices,
one deep and hoarse with rage, the other |ight but passionate, were |oud
enough to carry easily to where Terrel stood, unnoticed, at the edge of the
field.

"First you tell me to start cutting even though it won't be ripe for severa
days yet - and now, hal fway through, you tell me to stop?

"I'f you don't, I'll have to condem the entire crop and have it burnt,' the
younger man - whom Terrel assuned to be Chenowith - replied, with equa
fervour.

"But it's madness! How can you tell such things froma book? He gestured
angrily at the | edger that Chenowith held open in his hands.

"I"'msorry, Leman,' the underseer replied. 'Il wish it wasn't so, but the noons
don't lie. You know the |aw '

"But we planted at the correct dates. You know that. How can it suddenly al

be out of kilter?

' Thi ngs have changed,' Chenowith told him |ess confident now 'You've seen
the proclamation. It just took me a little time to work out the inplications.'
'So what you're saying is that the seers got it wong in the first place? That
t he al manac i s wong?

' There nust have been some errors, yes.' The young man was obvi ously
enbar r assed.

' Then how do we know you're not meking an error now?' Leman demanded. ' None of
us can even read that dammed procl amati on. Maybe the noons don't lie, but nen
can.'



The insult clearly cut deep, and Chenowith's face grew pale w th anger

"I amyour underseer,' he said sharply. 'And until either the Governor or one
of my superiors in the Seers' Council tells ne otherwise, ny word is |aw
here.' He paused, aware of the hostility all around him but prepared to stand
by what he'd said.

Leman's fury was still running high, but Chenowith's words had clearly had an
effect on him

'Can we not keep what we've already cut?' he asked. 'We can't afford such
wast e. '

The younger man shook his head determ nedly.

' The Dark Moon changed aspect during the night. This corn is tainted and mnust
be burnt. Can you afford to eat poison?

"During the night? Leman expl oded. 'You had all night to work this out? And
yet you let us begin this nmorning? Your inconmpetence . . .' Wrds failed him
"I was up all night trying to finish my calculations,' the underseer replied
defensively. 'This is a nost conplex matter. It's not only the Dark Mon
that' s-

"I don't want to hear your excuses!' Leman snapped.

'The rest of the crop can be saved,' Chenowith said placatingly. 'You only
have to wait another two days and the Wite Mon will begin to wane. There
will be tine then-'

"Unl ess sonething el se changes in the nmeantine,' the big man renarked
caustically.

The underseer did not reply, and the silence stretched as the villagers' anger
began to turn to sullen resignation. Their lives had al ways been ruled by the
unseen forces of the skies, and they were not about to start breaking their
taboos now - no matter how nuch they resented the hardships this would bring.
They m ght despise Chenowith, but in the end they woul d obey him

Terrel had listened to the debate, aware of the tensions all around but

fasci nated by the underseer's arguments. He very nuch wanted to talk to him
and to study his almanac - but he was destined never to get the chance. One of
the villagers had finally spotted the stranger, and when he took note of
Terrel's appearance he cried out in alarm

"Enchanter! An enchanter!’

Suddenly Terrel was the focus of everyone's attention - and it was a

di stinctly unpl easant feeling. Wether because of the already inflamed

at nosphere, or because younger nen are naturally nore belligerent, his
reception here was quite different fromthe one he had received in the
village. Tools began to seem|like weapons in the harvesters' hands, and every
face wore a hostile or fearful expression as they began to gather round the
outsider. Terrel had no idea why he had been called an enchanter - in fact he
did not even know what an enchanter was - but he heard other, equally om nous
whi spers on the |lips of sonme of the nen.

'He has the denpbn eyes.'

'Look! There's his rune-sign on his hand.'

' steal our souls.'

Only one man was prepared to confront himdirectly and that, predictably, was
Leman.

"Who are you? What are you doi ng here?

"My name is Terrel.' He was very frightened now, and angry with hinself for
having fallen into such a dangerous situation. 'l came here to talk to
Chenowi th."'

A further runmble of unease ran through the watchers.

'How do you know ny name?' the underseer asked, obviously taken aback

Terrel hesitated before replying, wondering whether his best chance m ght be

to play on their evident superstition and pretend to have mmgi cal powers, but
in the end he decided to stick to the truth.

"I'"ve been to your village.'

Thi s provoked anot her outburst fromthe onl ookers, and Terrel hurried to cal m
their fears.



"Efrininvited ne to eat with him

"That old fool,' sonmeone nuttered.

"And Gallia gave me directions here,' Terrel added.

At the nmention of the woman's nanme one of the harvesters stiffened, his
knuckl es showi ng white as he gripped his scythe.

"I'f you've harmed her,', he declared, "I'Il kill you!'

"Way would | want to harm her?' Terrel answered, bew | dered. 'O anyone? |'m
no enchanter or denmon. |'mjust a man.'

' Then why are your eyes like that?' Leman asked.

Before Terrel had a chance to reply, another villager stepped forward.
"Perhaps he's the reason for all this!' he shouted wildly. 'He's put a curse
on our fields!'

"No!' Chenowith cried. 'There is no curse. This is astrology. Science!'’

The underseer was having to conpete with voices raised in anger, and Terre
wasn't sure the harvesters were paying himany attention

"W want no enchanter here.’

"Put his eyes out. He won't be able to harmus then.'

"Way woul d an enchanter be dressed in rags? Lenman asked. 'O walk with a

twi sted | eg?

"His evil has crippled him' soneone suggested. 'W should finish himoff.'
Several of the nen began to advance nenaci ngly, and Terrel was about to
threaten themw th magi c - desperate enough now to reconsi der the ploy he had
rejected earlier - when Chenowi th spoke up with the beginnings of rea
authority in his voice.

'Have you taken | eave of your senses?' he shouted. 'You would consider nurder
on account of your superstitions? This is no nore than a boy. He has no power.
That resides in the heavens. Leave himbe.'

The villagers hesitated, nmany of them|ooking to Leman for |eadership, while
Terrel was glad he had kept quiet.

"Wul d you have us just let himgo free?' Lenman asked, glancing at Chenow th.
Bef ore the underseer could reply, the man whom Terrel had taken to be Gallia's
husband i nt er r upt ed.

'He goes nowhere until we know he's done no harmin the village.'

"That is fair,' Chenowith decreed. 'All you have at the monent are suspicions.
If there is proof of wongdoing, then that is another matter.'

"Yatil, you're the fastest,' Leman said. 'You go.'

The man ran off, and the rest returned their gaze to Terrel. Secure in the
know edge that there was nothing wong at the village, the boy took a few
paces towards Chenowith, hoping to be able to talk to his unexpected ally. To
his surprise, the harvesters and the underseer all noved back. They were stil
afraid of him Deciding to act in the |east threatening way possible, and

gi ving up any thoughts of a conversation, Terrel sinply sat down in the
stubbl e and wai t ed.

In due course Yatil returned with the news that all was well, but although the
mood relaxed a little, it was clear that the antagoni smtowards the stranger
persi sted. Chenowi th canme over to Terrel as the boy rose to his feet.

"You'd better leave,' he said quietly. 'Wile you still can. These peasants
have no educati on and are prone to viol ence.'

"I meant no harmto anyone.'

"I know. |'msorry."'

Terrel went, linping as fast as he could, heading away fromthe village. He
knew he was bei ng watched by everyone there, and did not feel safe until he
was sone di stance away. He had been granted several insights into the ways of
the world that day, but the one that caused himthe nost pain was the fact
that, for all his supposed synmpathy, not even Chenowith had been able to | ook
him straight in the eye.

That night, alone again, Terrel slept on a bed of nmpbss beneath a thatch of

| eaves. The woodl and seened unnaturally quiet, |acking the normal assortnent
of rustlings and nocturnal cries, and he felt uneasy.

When sleep finally came, he dream of burning cornfields and choking drifts of



snoke. Then he was caught in a whirlwind so that he was spun round and round,
grasping at fleeting i mages. Endl ess pages of script, that he knew he nust
read sonehow, were blowing in the wind, but no matter how hard he tried, he
could not catch them When stillness returned, Terrel |ooked into a mirror and
saw his own face, but his eyes were opaque, nilky white. The mirror shattered,
| eaving himblind. Then he was high above a great city, |ooking down upon
hundreds of magnificent buildings. He heard bells ringing - and he felt
contenpt and a sense of boredom feelings that were alien to himand yet
somehow famliar, even confortable. Then they too vani shed into the echoing

t hunder .

The end came, as he knew it would, in the unreasoning terror of the crinson
sea - the sea that reduced himto nothing, and left himdrai ned and sweati ng
in the cold darkness of the forest.

Chapt er Sixteen

'What are you doing up here?

Jax turned fromhis airy contenplation and stared at his father. It was hard
to tell which of themwas the nost surprised. The whol e court knew that the
prince liked to sleep late in the nornings, and Dheran seened as frail as he
was absent-m nded - and yet here they both were, atop the highest tower of the
i rperi al pal ace at dawn.

"Not hi ng much,' Jax replied, then grinned. 'Actually, | was trying to find
somewhere Mrival won't think of |ooking. H's | essons are getting nore and
nore boring.' He had no intention of telling his father about the dreamthat
had propelled himout of bed to their current lofty perch. 'Wat are you doing
here?'

"Ch, | don't sleep rmuch these days,' the Enperor said. '| wander about, you
know. Probably drive the servants mad, popping up all over the place.'
"Probably,' Jax agreed, still grinning.

"I come up here when | want to | ook out over the city and think.'

' Thi nk about what ?

"Ch, the responsibilities of being Enperor, how the people regard ne, that
sort of thing.'

'Sounds a bit too serious for nme,' the prince commented. Wenever he | ooked
out over Mkhaya he felt only irritation that he knew so little about its nore
interesting districts, and he regarded his father's subjects w th disdain.
'They are serious matters,' Dheran said gravely. 'You may joke about your
education, but it's the foundation of what you nust |earn before you are fit
to becone Emperor.’

Jax groaned i nwardly.

"I thought ny lineage made nme fit to be Enperor,' he said, his voice sul ky.
"Eligible," his father replied. "Not fit. That is a privilege you nust earn if
you are to command respect.’

People will respect me, Jax thought. They won't last long if they don't. H's
surprise at neeting his father was turning to annoyance, and he was begi nni ng
to wish he could think of sone way to escape. At the very |least he had to find
a way to change the subject of their conversation.

"Did you hear the bells this norning? he asked.

'"OF course,' Dheran replied. 'They're another reason | wasn't able to stay in
bed. Do you know why they were ringing?

Jax realized that he had fallen into a trap he'd unwittingly set for hinself.
"No," he admitted.

" They were marking the full of the Wiite Mon,' the Enperor told him using
the patronizingly 'adult' tone that his son found so infuriating. 'You would
know that if you paid attention to your studies. Every man on Vadanis has to
be aware of the lunar cycles. You, nore than anyone, should realize that.'
Here we go, Jax thought helplessly. It'lIl be the fate and destiny speech now.

' The moons prophesied your fate fromthe nmonment of your birth,' Dheran said on
cue, but then he fell silent and when he spoke again a few nmonents later his



tone had becone nel ancholy, and his thoughts had evidently ranged out in new
directions. 'Your destiny was supposed to be fulfilled when you're
seventy-five. That's a long tine to wait, and I wouldn't live to see it, of
course. | nean, 1'd be . ' He struggled with the sumfor a while, then gave
up. 'Over a hundred, anyway. So it's not likely, is it?

Moons! | hope not, Jax exclaimed silently. Few people even lived to the

vener abl e age of seventy-five - which in itself seened inpossibly ancient to
the fourteen-year-old prince. A hundred was just ridicul ous.

"But now | hear it might be earlier,' the Enperor went on, staring dreanmly at
some distant clouds that the newly risen sun was painting a delicate cora
shade.

The sooner the better, Jax thought. He knew he was supposed to becone a hero
in due course, and liked the status this conveyed upon him but no one ever
told himhow he was to go about it. Al he got were yet nore tedious |essons.
"Mrival told me that,' the prince said, feeling that he ought to nake sone
contribution to the conversation

"Ah, so you pay attention to sone of the things your tutor tells you,' his
father remarked, smling.

"OF course | do. It's just that so much of it is so dull, and | can't see what
any of it's got to do with me - or ny destiny.' Jax renmenbered his | ast
| esson, when his inpatience had boiled over into an ill-tenpered outburst.

He'd informed Mrival that because he was in the prophecy, he was going to be
a hero whether he knew all these boring facts or not. The seer had replied
that he certainly hoped so, but his tone had been so insolent that the prince
had been enraged, and had stormed out of the |esson in disgust. He hoped the
i nci dent had not been reported to his father, or Dheran would no doubt enbark
on anot her |ecture.

' Mbst people think he's the Mentor,' the Enperor said. 'He's there to guide
you.'

"l suppose so,' Jax replied, pretending to agree neekly in the hope that
Dheran had fi ni shed.

"OfF course, you weren't the only one born that night.'

This remark caught the prince conpletely off guard, and he could think of
nothing to say. Nor could he work out why his father had chosen this nonment to
rai se a topic that was usually forbidden

"I often wonder if | did the right thing,' the Enperor added vaguely.

' About the baby, you nean?

Dher an nodded.

"l suppose he nust be dead by now.'

Jax coul d have told himotherw se, but he decided to hold his tongue. The
expl anati ons woul d be too conplicated and, besides, he didn't want the old
fool talking to Mrival about his twin. Shahan's interfering had been bad
enough - although it had presented a chall enge.

"Mrival said at the tine that there wasn't nuch hope for him' Dheran went
on, 'but perhaps if he'd stayed here in Makhaya, with all that our physicians

and heal ers could have done . . .' He left the thought unfinished
'Do you know where the baby was taken?' Jax asked.
"No. Mrival arranged all that. | thought it best to keep out of the way.

Maybe | shoul d have spoken up.'

"I"'msure you and Mrival did what was best for Vadanis,' the prince said. Not
that you had rmuch choice, he added silently. Adina had told Jax about his tw n
- and had made it perfectly plain that it was her influence that had ensured
the exile of the defornmed infant.

"l suppose so,' Dheran responded quietly.

"Just as | will when my turn cones,' Jax said, hoping that this | oyal
statenment of intent would satisfy his father.

"It weighs heavily sonetinmes,' Dheran said portentously.

"What does?' the prince asked, then wi shed the wrds back as soon as he had
uttered them

"The inmperial crown. Ruling all this.' The Enperor spread his arnms w de,



i ndi cating the panoranma before them

Havi ng learnt his | esson, Jax chose not to coment, and contented hinself wth
| ooki ng suitably sol emm. Inside he was railing against such norbid thinking.
What was the point of ruling all this if you never did anything? H s father
just noped about the pal ace, naking everyone niserable. He did not deserve to
be Emperor. For a noment Jax considered pushing Dheran over the parapet, but

it was only a fleeting inpulse. He would not reach the | egal age for

i nheritance for another two years, and the prince shuddered at the thought of
Mrival as Regent.

' Excuse ne, Your Majesty.'

The tim d voice belonged to a young mai dservant. As the Enperor and his son
turned to see what she wanted, she curtseyed stiffly, |ooking down at the

fl oor.

"What is it, ny dear?

' Chanberl ain says the papers are ready for your signature, Your Majesty, and
cook says your breakfast is ready now.'

The girl curtseyed again, obviously nervous. She was one of the many servants
who had been sent to |ook for the Enperor, and she had not really expected to
find himhere.

"I"ll be down presently,' Dheran told her, smling to reassure the shy
creature.

Jax smiled at her too, though for different reasons. She was one of the pretty
ones, and he was imagi ni ng what she would ook like with no clothes on

"You see, Jax,' Dheran said when the maid had left. 'You're not the only one
who is forced to conpl ete mundane but necessary tasks. There have been so many
new decrees recently ny wist aches fromsigning themall. WII you join ne
for breakfast?

"No, thank you, Father,' the prince replied, thankful for the interruption. 'l
think "Il stay up here a bit |onger.'

When he was al one again, Jax tried to concentrate on some of the things he had
| earnt that norning, but his mnd refused to cooperate. He kept thinking of

t he mai dservant. After all, he was nearly a man now, he told hinmself. It was
time to conplete the transition. He knew Adi na was al ready maki ng pl ans for
his marriages once he cane of age, but in the neantime . . . What was the

point of being in a position of wealth and power unless you could use it to
enj oy yoursel f? He wondered idly if he could get away with ordering one of the
younger naidservants to come to his roonms. Or maybe, he thought, his pulse

qui ckening at the idea, he might even be able to find one with a mnd |like
Mari k's.

'Go away!'

Mrival waited patiently as Lathan's servant knocked again at the door of his
master's study.

"Chief Seer Mrival is here to see you, sir.'

"Wll, tell himto go away.' Lathan's voice cracked hal fway through the
sentence so that the last two words were little nore than a croak

The servant gl anced nervously at Mrival, who decided to take matters into his
own hands.

' Open the door, Lathan. If you don't | shall bring the guards to break it
down. '

There was silence for a few nmonents, then the two nmen heard the sounds of
footsteps shuffling across the roomand bolts being drawn back. However,

Lat han did not open the door but retreated again, so that by the tine Mriva
had turned the handle hinself and entered the chanber, he was slunped at his
desk once nore.

"Come to gloat?" he nmuttered venonpusly.

"No," Mrival replied briskly. 'l have a job for you.'

Lat han grunted in disbelief, and turned to face his unwanted visitor for the
first time. The seer's face was puffy, and his eyes were red-rinmed from| ack
of sleep, but it was the despair Mrival saw within those eyes that caused him
the nobst alarm Lathan's bel ated acceptance of the facts had shaken him



deeply, as Mrival had known it would, but it was also clear that the very
foundati ons of Lathan's world had crunmbled to dust, |eaving him al nost broken
This was a waste of talent the Chief Seer could not allow

"As you can see, | amfit for nothing,' Lathan announced with evident

sel f-1oathing. He gestured round the room at the desk that was littered with
papers covered in nuch anended cal cul ations, at the untidy pile of books and
the shelves cluttered with various chrononeters and optical instruments of al
kinds. It was the den of a recluse, a fanatic - and of soneone who had reached
the end of his tether.

'You' ve al ways been the best mathematician on the council,' Mrival stated
firmy. 'That hasn't changed."
"I thought so once,' Lathan nunbl ed despondently. 'But now . . .'He picked up

some of his workings, crunpled theminto a ball and tossed it casually across
the room

Mrival knew that his fellow seer had finally confirmed to his own

sati sfaction that the Dark Mon had changed orbit, and - even nore
nmystifyingly - that it had actually increased in dianmeter. However, no one had
yet cone up with a feasible explanation for why - or how - these events had
occurr ed.

"We're all confused,' the Chief Seer adnmitted. 'You're not alone in that.'

' Confused? Confused!' Lathan exclaimed bitterly. "Either we're all insane, or
t he heavens thensel ves have gone mad. Which do you prefer?
"We're naking progress,' Mrival declared. 'W'll understand it eventually.'

The first part of this statenent was indeed true. The i mredi ate consequences
of the change had been cal cul ated with reasonabl e accuracy and, through the
networ k of underseers and with the help of the army, these had now been
proclainmed in all the provinces. Wat had once seened a hopel ess task, with
admi ni strative chaos just around the corner, was now at |east under control -
and those local authorities who had overstepped the nmark in dealing with the
situation on their own had been reined in. In addition, estinmates of the
timng of the next four-nmoon conjunction were now being refined. Al though the
calcul ations varied, it was reasonably certain that it would take place sone
sixty-four years after the |last one, eleven years earlier than expected and
fifty years fromnow. Rein-terpretations of various relevant sections of the
Ti ndaya Code were al so well under way and, reassuringly, the early results

i ndi cated that disruption to the prophecies would be m ninmal.

The one area in which the seers' conbined efforts had nmet with al nost no
success was in evaluating the novements of the Floating Islands. According to
all their calculations, the alterations in size and novenent of the Dark Mon
shoul d have had an al nost negligible effect on the islands' course - far |ess
than had actually taken place. It was this worrying discrepancy that Mrival
want ed Lathan to work on

' However,' the Chief Seer went on, 'we only have a chance of understanding it
if we all work together.'’

Lat han shook his head, but he | ooked weary now rather than incredul ous.

"What do you want nme to do?' he asked, a small neasure of his professiona
pride resurfacing.

' Make some accurate observations about the course of the islands. The ones
we're getting now are contradictory, and it's vital we clear up the ness.'
"You trust ne to do that?

"I do. Pick your own team Travel wherever you need - the Inperial Guard will
provide transport. But you must nove quickly. Ludicrous runours are already
begi nning to spread, and we nust stop them WIIl you do it?

Lat han hesitated for only an instant before noddi ng.

"Good. 1'lIl let you get on then.' Mrival turned to go, but the other man's
voice halted himin his tracks with an unexpected question
'You weren't at Shahan's funeral, | noticed. Wiy was that?

"I had pressing issues of state to attend to.'
Shahan had been buried with no cerenony and little fuss. He had had no famly,
and many of his fellow seers had felt it politic not to attend, preferring to



di sassoci ate thensel ves fromthe dead man's runoured heresies -although no one
seened to know exactly what these were. Others, including Lathan, had felt
that they should pay their respects to a senior colleague.

"A sad end for a man of his learning, don't you think? he said now 'To be
murdered |ike that.'

'Sad indeed,' Mrival agreed. 'But murder is too harsh a word. The court
martial found his killer guilty only of a lesser crine.'

'Yes, because his fell ow soldiers closed ranks and stuck to their story. But
didn't you find the idea of Shahan trying to escape like that a little
far-fetched?

"Who knows what lengths a man in his state of mind would be driven to,’

Mrival replied.

'Do you know what m sgui ded path he was follow ng?

"I have sone idea, but | don't see the point of sullying his reputation now.
He is gone. Best to forget the follies of his |ast days.'

Lat han nodded. He seened to be on the point of prolonging the conversation

but then thought better of it, and Mrival went on his way.

That afternoon a small group of like-mnded nen net in a spacious courtyard
near the Seers' Chanber. They did so deliberately, reasoning that the best

pl ace to hide a conspiracy was out in the open. Men in their positions would
natural ly have nmuch to discuss, especially concerning their |atest research
and no one would think twi ce about seeing such a debate take place. And in
that particular spot, which they had chosen w th casual -seem ng care, they
woul d be able to spot any interloper |long before he was within earshot.

The subject of their conversation was rather nore delicate than the novenents
of moons or islands, and it went on for a long time. In the end a consensus
was reached, but not before every conceivabl e repercussion of their actions
had been neticul ously di ssect ed.

'So, we're agreed then?' said the nan who, though he woul d have deni ed the
title, had become their |eader by default. 'An anonynous letter to Mrival. If
he shouts treason fromthe rooftops, then we'll find another way. If he stays
silent, we take our plans a stage further. WIIl you all accept ny wording for
the letter?

"Provided you keep to the exact points we agreed,' one of the others replied.
Li ke the rest, he was glad to be relieved of this particular responsibility.
The delivery of such a letter would require stealth and cunning.

'O course.’

There were nods of agreenment all round.

' Then our nmessage will be delivered this evening,' the | eader stated, and with
that the conspirators went their separate ways.

The night brought with it an oppressive heat and a heaviness to the air that
prom sed storns. By the next norning the skies were at war, wth purple-black
cl ouds runbling over Makhaya and viol ent short-lived squalls of drenching rain
across the rooftops. Lightning spread across the heavens, sonetines in a
single blinding arc of brilliance, sonmetines in apparently endl ess branchi ng
networ ks that stretched fromone horizon to the other. There was even one
horrifyi ng monent when the lightning took the shape of a glow ng ball, which
rolled dowmn the centre of a street on the outskirts of the city before

di sappearing in a sudden expl osive thunderclap. Many fires were started, while
at the sane time flash fl oods ruined several properties.

Because it was situated on high ground, the inperial palace seenmed to its

i nhabitants to be unconfortably close to the turnoil above.

"l have such a headache!' Adina cried, holding her hands over her ears as

anot her clap of thunder followed hard on the heels of a nearby |ightning
strike. "When is this stormgoing to end?

Jax watched his nmother with barely conceal ed anusenment. He | oved Adi na dearly,
but she had al ways been fond of dramatic gestures, and her acting talents -
whi | e considerable - could hardly be considered subtle. He was actually rather
enjoying the violence of the weather. It made an exciting spectacle, and did
at least provide an interesting diversion fromhis daily routines. In fact, he



realized now that the el ements had been doing their best to keep hi manused
for sone tinme. The weather that sumrer had been the nobst changeabl e he'd ever
known, with several storns, unseasonable cold spells and even - so it was
reported - tornadoes in the southern provinces. Jax wi shed one of these
whirlwi nds would visit Makhaya; he would have liked to see the effect it would
have had on the buil di ngs here.

There had al so been a nunber of unexplained earth trenmors recently, and while
none of these had been serious, Jax had enjoyed watching the consternation of
the seers when one of themstruck. It was al nbst a surprise when they
predicted a trenor accurately nowadays.

"You coul d al ways go down to the wine cellars,' he suggested. 'It would be
qui eter down there.'

"Don't be ridiculous!" the Enpress snapped, glaring at her son

In a lull between the peals of thunder, sonmeone knocked at the chanber door
"What now?' Adi na groaned, then called out to whoever it was to cone in,
assumng it would be one of her servants. Wen Fauria let hinself in she
cursed inwardly, realizing she had forgotten their appointnent. For his part,
the seer was obviously taken aback to see Jax spraw ed in one of the chairs,
but he recovered his poise quickly enough

"I"'msorry, Your Majesty. | did not wish to intrude.’

'He shoul d have been at his | essons by now,' the Enpress replied, know ng ful
wel | that Fauria had been aware of this when choosing the time for their
neet i ng.

"I"'mnot going till he sends for me,' Jax declared. 'I'"mnot a glutton for
puni shrent.' He had noted Fauria's unease and was now speculating on its
cause. Had his nother acquired a secret adnirer? He wouldn't blame her if she
had. Dheran wasn't up to nmuch these days - but then Fauria could not really be
said to be nmuch of an inprovenent. It was nore likely to be a matter of court
politics, which was rmuch nore interesting. Wat are you hiding from ne,

Mot her ? he wondered, |ooking at the Enpress and inpudently raising his

eyebr ows.

"Should | return later? the seer asked.

' Per haps ' Adina began. 'No, stay a while and talk. It'll take my m nd
off this infernal weather. Sit down and tell ne the | atest gossip.'

' The runour-nongers have surpassed thenselves recently,' Fauria said after a
nmonent's thought. 'There's sone story about a nmonster deep within the mnes of
Bet ancuri a."'

"A nonster?' Jax sat up, his interest ignited.

"Yes. No one's seen it properly, of course, but it's been described as an
unnatural, mal evol ent darkness.'

'Darkness in a mne. How unusual,' Adina commented facetiously.

"Does it kill people? Jax asked eagerly.

"Apparently it does. CGossip credits it variously with swallow ng nmen whol e,
turning themto stone, nelting themlike wax candl es, or vaporizing theminto
snoke. '

'How bi zarre,' the Enpress renarked in disgust.

"It's all nonsense, of course,' Fauria conceded.

"But there nust be sonething down there,' Jax said.

"Even rumours have to start somewhere,' the seer conceded

'So what are they going to do about it?

"Gven that it's alnost certainly sone natural geological force,' Fauria told
him 'they' ve tried to block it off.’

"And has that worked?' Adina asked.

" Apparently not,' the seer replied. 'But then all of this is only hearsay. The
only thing we can be sure of is that the mning engi neers now have the perfect
excuse for being well behind on their production schedules. | suspect-'

He was interrupted by another knock at the door

'That's probably your summons, Jax,' Adina said, much to her son's obvious

di spl easure. 'Enter.’'

Rem canme in, took in who was present at a glance and bowed his head to the



Enpr ess.

"I"'msorry to interrupt, Ma'am'

"What is it, Rem?

"I have grave news,' the chanberlain replied. 'Seer Mrival has been found
dead in his hone.'

Chapt er Sevent een

Terrel had been wandering ainlessly since he'd been driven fromthe cornfi el d.
The strength of the antagoni sm provoked by the sight of his eyes had left him
feeling utterly desolate. He had only been wel comed by Efrin because the old
man was blind. Terrel wondered whether he might fare better if he were to bind
his own eyes with cloth and pretend to be blind hinself, |ike a beggar he had
seen earlier in his travels, but he did not want to be accepted because of a
lie - and the practical difficulties would be al nbst insurnmountable. There
nmust be soneone, somewhere, who would give hima chance. But he had no idea
how to find them

After a while, he realized that he nust have been going round in circles,
because he was back at the field where he had encountered the cows. The herd
was there again, and so was the farner. This time Terrel remained hidden
within the foliage of the tall hedge, nmindful of the fact that he had been
told to keep away. He watched as the cows headed once nore for the gate, which
al ready stood open.

The warni ng began, as it always did, as a trenbling deep inside him but this
time it was stronger than ever. Terrel was used to the sensation by now, and
as the prenpnition grewto certainty, he sinply accepted it. Then, as he

| ooked around to nmake sure he was in as safe a place as possible, he
renenber ed sonet hing the herdsman had said two days ago

Before he realized what he was doing, Terrel set off across the neadow in his
| opsided run, calling at the top of his voice.

"Don't go into the ravine! Don't-'

The farmer turned to look at him his face darkening with anger, but the boy's
words made him hesitate.

"I thought | told you-'

'There's going to be an earthquake!' Terrel gasped as he canme to a halt under
the man's stern gaze

"There's nothing due for days,' the herdsman replied, but there was doubt in
his eyes. Like every other farmer in Saefir, he was aware that several recent
trenors had not been listed in the al manac. 'Wat are you tal ki ng about ?

'd d Runeshanks,' Terrel replied. "Wat is it?

"What do you . . . ?' The farmer set aside his surprise and answered the
guestion. 'She's a witch who was buried inside the hill over there,' he said,
pointing to one side of the ravine. 'Behind that cliff face.'

"The cliffs unstable, isn't it? Terrel guessed, seeing i mediately how
rockfalls could lead to a | egend about a vengeful witch.

"Yes.'

' The earthquake's going to wake her up,' Terrel went on, knowi ng he was right.
"Don't go in there. Not yet anyway.'

During this discussion the cows had been anbling on, follow ng their usua
routi ne, and nost of them had now passed through the gateway and were headi ng
towards the gully. They obviously did not sense anything out of the ordinary,
and their owner knew that animals were often nuch nore sensitive to such

t hi ngs than any human. And yet there was something about this strange boy .

He whistled loudly and the cows all stopped, turning their |arge heads to | ook
at their master. They displayed no surprise, nmerely the curiosity that Terre
had seen before. Nothing happened for a while, and tine seened to slowto a
crawm . Terrel's certainty did not dimnish, but he could see the doubts

buil ding up in the herdsman's nind
"If this is some sort of trick

the farmer said threateningly, glancing



round as if he expected the boy's acconplices to emerge fromtheir hiding
pl aces at any nonent.

"It's not. | swear.'
Most of the cows had now begun to graze on the sparse vegetation next to the
trail, glancing back at their herdsman every so often. They still seenmed quite

content. Terrel saw the farmer draw in his breath to send them on their way
agai n, and rmade one | ast despairing effort to convince him

'"Please don't go in there. It'll be soon now.'

The man frowned, his hand tightening on his stick, but then the trenbling
inside Terrel grewto a crescendo, and he knew the waiting was over.

"It's conming!'

The herd clearly agreed with him Several of thembegan lowing in alarm and a
few had becone skittish, shifting and stanpi ng nervously.

The earthquake struck. Terrel was thrown to the ground, a victim of

di sorientation as nmuch as the sudden vibration, but the farmer remained on his
feet, staring in horror. The cows pani cked and, although none of themfell
they charged in all directions, some crashing into the hedge, while others

t hundered back down the trail towards the men so that Terrel feared he m ght
be tranmpl ed. The sound of their terrified | owing was joi ned by an oni nous
crashing fromthe ravine - and beneath it all was a deep growling that seened
to come fromthe bowels of the planet. The whole thing lasted only a few
heartbeats, but it was the strongest trenor there had been in a long tine.
When it was over, the herdsman called to his charges in a voice that shook

cal mng them as best he could. Then, as Terrel picked hinmself up, he glanced
at the boy.

'How did you know?'

Terrel shrugged.

"I can't explainit.'

"Is it over?

"Yes.' As with any earthquake there was the chance of some | esser aftershocks,
but the boy could sense nothing else coming this time - and the animals al
seemed cal m enough now.

The farmer went round the herd, rescuing one of the beasts who had becone
entangl ed in the hedge, and patting each animal on their neck, talking to them
softly all the while. Then, beckoning for Terrel to follow, he went to inspect
the ravine. It was still passable, but the trail was strewn wi th rocks, sone
of them | arge enough to crush either man or cow. The farnmer was white-faced

wi th shock. He knew that without Terrel's warning he would have | ost some of
his herd at |east, perhaps even been killed or injured hinself.

' She woke up all right,' he said to hinself, looking up at the cliff face
above, then turned to Terrel. 'Can you always do that?'

"I think so.’

' Then maybe | have sone work for you after all.’

Terrel was to spend al nbst two medi an nonths at the farm and during that tine
he cane as close as he had ever done to being part of a real famly. The
farmer, whose name was Ferrand, had overcome the initial qualms of his wife
Magana, and their two sons with the sinple yet forceful argunent that - no
matter how odd he seened - Terrel had probably saved not only his own |ife but
those of half the herd as well. And, he had added, even if it was not for the
debt he owed the boy, such a renmarkable talent could prove very useful in
these troubl ed tines.

As always, it was Terrel's appearance that caused the npbst unease. Jehar -
who, at twenty, was two years ol der than his brother Vizquel - renained
suspi ci ous of the newconmer for quite sonme tine. However, as Terrel asked for
not hi ng nore than a place to sleep and enough food to live on - and in return
di d whatever he could to earn his keep - even Jehar eventually grew accustoned
to the strange outsider. And when Terrel correctly predicted another trenor -
| ess severe this time - he proved his worth to themall. He was also able to
hel p Ferrand nake the necessary anmendnents to his al manac by interpreting the
various proclamations that were posted in the nearby vill ages.



As the days passed, Terrel began to learn the ways of the farm the daily
mgrations of the cattle to pasture and back for mlking; the slower rhythms
of planting and harvesting various crops; the careful preserving of food in
preparation for the harsher nonths ahead; the rituals involved in the feeding
and care of goats and hens; and the regular trips to the nearest villages to
barter produce for whatever el se they needed. He di scovered how the nmlk yield
of the herd varied according to the aspects of the noons, and how t he
irregularities of the Dark Moon had caused several animals to becone fretful

or even barren. And through it all he felt an internal tug of war as his
new f ound contentnent battled against the idea that he was betraying Al yssa.

He dreamt of her often - without ever being able to see her face - in between
his regul ar nightrmares, and each time he visited her that way he woke feeling
strangely reassured, still convinced she was alive and waiting for him Wen

fully awake he was not so sure, tormenting hinmself with his own inmaginings.
But he had wandered so far fromthe haven that he no | onger knew i n which
direction it lay - and even if he was to return, he had no nore idea about
what he could do to help her than he'd had when he left. Until he could answer
t hat question he saw no point in noving on, and the attraction of having found
a place where he was accepted, where his life had becone stable, was
undeni abl e. He had no wish to return to the outright hostility of his earlier
wanderi ngs, and chose not to accompany any of his hosts on their visits to
nearby settlenents. He was happy to remain a part of their small community,
and they in turn had no wish to advertise his presence to the outside world.
There were three other people who lived and worked on the farm a burly

| abourer called Ty, his wife Ma and their daughter Sarafia. At el even years
old, Sarafia was the closest to Terrel's age, and once she had overcone her
initial shyness - and her nervous parents had cone to ternms with Terrel's
presence - they spent a lot of time together. It was fromthe young girl that
Terrel learnt of the legend of the enchanter, a story that was part of |oca
fol kl ore.

"He lived in a castle made of glass, on top of a mountain,' she told him ' But
someti nes he woul d come down anong us to practice his sorcery. He had eyes
that drew you in |like a whirlpool. Wen you | ooked into them all you could
see was a faraway light, like the sun or a thousand stars - and if you did
that you were |lost. He coul d make anyone do anything he wanted then
especially the wonen.' She blushed at this, but Terrel didn't notice.

"My eyes don't have that effect,' he said. 'Rather the reverse, in fact.' But
he coul d see now why his appearance caused such disconfort - and why Gallia's
husband in particul ar had been so concer ned.

"I don't believe all the stories,' Sarafia remarked, 'but | |ike hearing
them'

"You're good at telling themtoo,' he told her

"Do you think so?" She smiled in genuine pleasure at the conplinent. "I'd |ike
to be a travelling player, going to all the villages and putting on shows and
telling stories. But | don't suppose | ever will,' she added, suddenly
downcast. 'I'Il probably be stuck here for ever.'

'There are worse places to be stuck,' Terrel said.

Terrel's tinme at the farmcoincided with a nunber of strange sights in the
sky. Shooting stars becanme an al nost nightly occurrence, their short-1ived
beauty counterbal anced by their reputation as harbingers of conflict. Wen the
stars fall so do the dreans of nen, as the old saying put it. For severa
nights a distant conet was also visible, an ice-blue streak making its sl ow
progress across the heavens - and that too was seen as an oni hous event. There
were al so several eclipses of the sun by various nmoons. Regardl ess of the fact
that all of these - even those caused by the Dark Moon on its altered course -
had been accurately predicted by the seers, the unusually close groupi ng was
seen as significant. The unnatural periods of reduced light filled the people
in the shadows below with a sense of unease.

Al this only served to intensify the runours that were spreading throughout

t he countrysi de, concerning various upheaval s in Makhaya, of dissent anong the



seers thenselves, and of the inmm nence of unspecified disasters. This
specul ati on was made worse by the undoubted fact that a split was devel opi ng
bet ween t hose who were gui ded by the heavens in all things, and those who saw
t hensel ves as nore practical men - to whom nost of the recent devel opnents
made no sense. In a situation where nei ghbours mght take to spying on one
another to make sure that no taboos were being flouted, and where soldiers
constantly patrolled the countryside, tensions were bound to run high

For the nost part, the inhabitants of the farmwere not directly affected by
this uneasy state of affairs, but even in their relative isolation they could
not remain unaware of it. Terrel in particular was frustrated by the fact that
he did not know nore. He thought |ongingly of Mizeni's journals, and wondered
whet her those hi dden pages mi ght contain answers to the nysteries that were
currently engul fing Vadanis. But they too were beyond his reach, as renote as
the Dark Moon itself.

"It's twisted too far,' Vizquel muttered, caught between frustration and
pani c.

"W can still doit,' Ty said, although his voice betrayed his | ack of
confidence. 'Cone on, old girl. Keep trying. This'll be over soon.'

The cow bel |l owed as she strained hel pl essly. There had been several difficult
calvings recently, but this was proving to be the hardest so far. To nake
matters worse, Vizquel's parents and Jehar were away at narket when the | abour
began unexpectedly early, leaving the birthing in relatively inexperienced
hands.

The cow had produced several calves over the years, and she knew - fromthe
pain and the length of tinme this one was taking - that something was seriously
wrong. She was grow ng weak now, and if she went down there was a good chance
they would | ose her and the calf. Sarafia, who had been hol ding the cow s head
while the men | aboured, was in tears, distressed by the aninmal's protracted
ordeal .

Terrel, watching fromthe barn door, w shed there was something he could do to
hel p, but he usually kept well out of the way on these occasions. This was not
nmere squeam shness on his part - although he did find the process vaguely
repul sive - but because he still believed that his presence nmade ani mal s
nervous. That was the last thing they needed now.

Wth anot her agoni zed groan the cow ducked her head, then raised it sharply,
catching Sarafia off guard and sending her sprawiing on to the straw. Ty

gl anced at his daughter in alarm saw that she was unharmed but in no state to
hel p any nore, then shouted over his shoul der

"Terrel! Get in here! Hold her still, or we'll never have a chance.’

Terrel linped across as fast as he could, and took hold of the muzzle that had
been fitted to the cow s head. Dark brown eyes regarded hi mdol efully, madness
sparking in their depths. Instinctively he stroked her hard, w de nose and

whi spered in her ear.

'"Be calm It's going to be all right.’

To his amazenent he felt the animal relax a little, and it was soon clear that
Ty and Vi zquel were aware of it too.

"I. don't know what you're doing,' the farner's son gasped, 'but keep doing
it. It's comng.'

"Come on, old girl," Ty repeated, a little nore hopefully this tine. 'Nearly
there.'

Terrel found himself in a waking dream fighting pain that for once was not
his own, and even though he didn't really know what he was doi ng, the process
seemed natural enough

When the calf was finally born, energing into the world in a sudden ungainly
rush, its nother nobaned with exhaustion and relief. Terrel still held her

head, murrmuring soothing words, while Ty and Vi zquel tried unsuccessfully to
coax the unconscious newborn creature into life.

"It's no good,' Ty said eventually. 'It's dead.’

'"At least the old girl's all right,' Vizquel said. He sounded sad, and utterly
weary.



Ty went to his daughter and picked her up

"Are you all right, little one?

Sar afi a nodded, snuffling, and he carried her out of the barn. Vizquel canme to
gi ve what confort he could to the cow, and Terrel left himto it. He too felt
exhaust ed, even though he had only been directly involved for a very short

ti me. Looking now at the bl oody corpse on the ground, he thought it was too
small, too pitiful, to have been the cause of such turmoil. He was about to
turn away when he stopped, sure that he had seen the calf's eyelids flicker

He quickly knelt at the creature's side. Ignoring the gore that matted its

coat, he put a tentative hand on the small head. It was still warm and Terre
knew - without knowi ng how - that there was still a spark of |ife sonmewhere.
This time he fought not against pain but against a norbid apathy, willing the

flickering spark into flane. The calf coughed weakly, then shivered. Breath
bubbl ed around its nostrils. Finally its |egs began to nove, scrabbling
against the floor until it rose unsteadily to its feet and stood trenbling for
a while before tottering over to its nother

Terrel watched as the calf began to suckle, feeling an exhausted delight -
until he glanced at Vizquel and saw that the farner's son was staring at him
with an incredul ous mxture of awe and terror on his face.

That eveni ng, when everyone had been told what had happened and had been to
see the miraculous calf, Terrel was treated |ike a hero, but he knew that
there was al so an el ement of disquiet in the way they regarded him He began
to wonder if perhaps they thought he really was an enchanter after all. Only
Sarafia seemed to be unreservedly delighted by what had happened; all the rest
seened to think he'd sonmehow brought the calf back fromthe dead. He tried to
explain that it had been alive all the time, that it had sinply needed soneone
to convince it to make the effort, but he was not sure they believed him
Everything Terrel had done had been instinctive, wthout the need of conscious
t hought, and in the end even he began to wonder what exactly had taken place.
He went to bed that night later than usual, feeling a confused m xture of
enotions, and expecting to relive the day in his dreans. In the event he slept
soundl y, and when he woke he couldn't renenber any dreans at all

St aggering out of the barn in which he slept, he went over to the well,
intending to draw some water to wash and try to revive his sluggish brain. He
saw Jehar standing by the gate at the end of the yard, staring at the distant
hori zon. There was sonet hi ng about his unnatural stillness that worried
Terrel.

"Are you all right?" he asked as he canme up behind the farner's son

Jehar did not turn round, but nust have recogni zed the voice because he
flinched, even as he continued to gaze into the distance.

"I"ve thought sonething was wong for a few days,' he said quietly. "Now I'm
sure of it.'

"What's the natter?

"It's moving much too fast,' Jehar replied, 'and too far. Look.'

Terrel |ooked, and saw the orange glow as the first curve of the sun rose into
the sky. For a few nonments he saw not hing untoward, then he got his bearings
and finally realized what Jehar meant. Even the heavens were defying the |aws
of nature.

The sun was rising in the north.

Chapt er Ei ght een

' The islands must be spinning,' Terrel said. He knew enough about astronony to
be fairly sure that this was the only expl anation that nmade sense.

"And they don't normally? Jehar asked, obviously confused.

"No. As far as anyone can tell, the Floating Islands act |ike an enornous

| odest one. Regardl ess of where we are in the ocean, or which way we're

headi ng, we keep our orientation nore or |less the same - even when we change
course.'

'"So the sun always rises in the east and sets in the west?



"Exactly.' Terrel recalled a passage from Mizeni's journal concerning the
invisible netallic flux. According to the heretic this was connected to the

| odest one theory, but Terrel had not been able to work out how

"But the place it rises changes during the year,' Jehar objected.

"That's nostly because the entire planet is tilted on its axis,' Terre

expl ained. ' And our position in the ocean affects it too.'

"But not as nuch as this.'

"No,' Terrel agreed. Here was yet another sign that all was not well with the
wor | d.

"What does it mean?' Jehar said. 'Wat's happeni ng?

"I wish | knew.'

They were silent for a while as the sun's light grew brighter and they felt
the first warnmh of the day.

'How do you know all this stuff? Jehar asked eventually.

"I read about it in books.' Terrel had told his hosts rmuch the same story as
he had told Efrin, portraying hinself as a honel ess orphan. It was as close to
the truth as he had been able to cone.

Jehar, who could not wite nmore than his own nane and was able to read only
enough to deci pher the necessary signs and dates in the farmer's al manac,
accepted Terrel's answer w t hout conment.

"First the Dark Moon, now this,' he said quietly. 'The seers will probably
change the rules again now, won't they.'

Terrel, who had no way of know ng, said nothing. He had no doubt that simlar
comments were being nmade all over Vadanis, and he was thankful he was not a
vill age underseer. Chenowith and his coll eagues were going to have a | ot of
explaining to do - and were probably as much in the dark as everyone el se.

"I thought the gossip we heard at narket yesterday was crazy,' Jehar said.
"Now |'m not so sure.'

'What gossi p?”

' Some madman was saying that the islands had gone off course. That it was a
sign.'

"A sign of what?

'That the day of reckoning was com ng. The end of the world."’

"That is crazy,' Terrel said, but then he renmenbered anot her sentence from
Mizeni's journal. It is hard to imagi ne destruction on such a scale.

'Maybe not,' the farner's son replied. 'If the islands can start spinning, why
can't they head the wong way too?

Terrel had no answer to that. Al he could do was hope that the reasoni ng was
wr ong.

"That's not all,' Jehar went on. 'Sonebody el se was tal king about a nonster in
the m nes sonewhere that eats people or nmakes them di sappear. A nonster
Sonetimes | think the whole world' s going nad.'

Terrel, who had nore than a passing acquai ntance with true madness, found it
hard to disagree, but did his best to reassure his conpanion

"CGossip like that's hardly reliable though, is it?

' Maybe not,' Jehar conceded. 'To tell you the truth I pretty nmuch disnissed it
at the tinme - and | forgot about it altogether when we got back |ast night and
found out what had been going on here.'

The | ook he gave Terrel then was full of doubt and fear. It seened that Jehar
was connecting the inprobable events surrounding the birth of the calf with
all the other fantastical tales he had heard recently. Suddenly the apparent
normality of the last two nonths counted for nothing. Once again, Terrel was
the boy with the eyes of an enchanter.

The day passed in typically industrious fashion. \Watever el se was happeni ng

in the outside world, cows still had to be mlked and crops tended. |If there
was | ess banter than usual between those who worked on the farm- especially
when Terrel was nearby - it was nerely a reflection of the thoughts they were

keepi ng hi dden. Qutwardly, everything went on as normal. The islands m ght be
spinning like a top, but there was nothing this small comunity could do about
it. The sun rose and set, like any other day. The only difference was that



today it set in the south.

Terrel did not linger after the evening' s conmunal meal, aware of the tensions
round the table, and of the fact that many of them centred on his presence.

d ancing up at the sky as he crossed the yard, he saw all three visible nmoons,
the Anber alnost full, the Wiite and Red al nost exact semicircles. Al three
wer e waxing, growi ng nore powerful amd the stars that decked the night sky

wi th delicate necklaces of |ight. Somehow the air seemed nore potent, as if
there were revelations just waiting to be discovered. Terrel knew that this
was a ni ght when dreans woul d cone.

Inside the fragrant darkness of the barn, he felt his way to the | adder and
climbed to the loft where his blankets were spread out on a shifting mattress
of hay. He undressed and | ay down, w apping hinmself against the growi ng chill,
and stared at the rafters above him The triangular ends of the barn beneath
the eaves were open to the air, which would nake it a cold place as autumm
drew in, and Terrel wondered if the time had conme for himto nove on. The

t hought di smayed him but he had known all along that he could not stay at the
farmfor ever. He fell asleep, w shing he had soneone to tell himwhat he was
supposed to do with his life.

He did not know what had roused him but suddenly he was w de awake.

Hel 1 o, Terrel

An incredible surge of joy catapulted the boy fromhis makeshift bed. Then he
staggered and alnost fell as his twisted | eg buckl ed.

"Alyssa? Alyssa!' He woul d have known her voice anywhere. 'Were are you?
I"mhere, silly, she replied, sounding anused.

Her voice seened to be com ng from above him but that was ridicul ous. The
only way up to the loft was the | adder, and the top of that was right next to
his bed. Terrel searched the hayloft and the darkness bel ow, but coul d see
not hi ng.

"Where?' he cried, desperate to see her

Up here

Looki ng round again, he saw a barn ow, its pale, heart-shaped face shining in
a patch of nmoonlight. It was ignhoring the sound of mice skittering on the
floor below, and continued to stare directly at Terrel - who was beginning to
wonder if he was dream ng.

It's not a dream she told him It's really me. I'Il come and peck your nose,
if you like.

"But you're an owm!' he said stupidly.

No, I'mnot, she retorted. I'mjust using her so | can cone and talk to you.
"But. . .' Belatedly, it occurred to Terrel that there was something strange
about Alyssa's voice. The only sound was that of an owl hooting, and yet he
heard every word clearly - inside his head. Still stranded in disbelief, he
could only stare at the bird.

Look. | haven't become an owl, Alyssa explained patiently. |I'mjust borrow ng

her body for a while. That's not so very strange, is it? I'mnot the first to
do something like this, and | certainly won't be the |ast.
It seened very strange indeed to Terrel, but he did not know what to say.

My own body is sleeping, Alyssa went on. At the haven. I'mall right. |I said
was going to wait for you, and | wll.

"You said that?' Terrel exclainmed. 'It wasn't just a dreanf'

Dreans are real too, you know, she replied. And I can still see yours. In fact
it's easier now

The reality of what was happening still seemed insane to Terrel - he was
talking to an owm! - but he was beginning to accept it now And the fact that

Alyssa had told himshe was all right was the reassurance he had | onged for
Hs mind raced with questions. 'How did you find ne?

|'ve got your ring, she replied. It will always guide ne to you. As she spoke
the ow raised one foot, and Terrel saw the 'ring’" wound around one of her
tal ons. What had begun as a joke now seenmed infinitely precious, |inking them

together as if it had been a real wedding band. H s | ast doubts were cast
asi de.



"Are you still in the same cell? / told you. My body is. |I'mhere. 'But

your body . . . it's unharnmed?' Yes. | am protected.

Fromthe way she said this, Terrel knew he would get no answer to the obvious
guestion. He renenbered the soldier's blade being dashed asi de by sone
invisible force, and decided that all he could do was trust in what she said.
"I amgoing to come back for you,' he swore. / know, Alyssa replied softly.

But not yet. Aylor's still in charge there, and he'd kill you if he caught
you. Besides, there are other plans being made for you. 'Plans? Wat plans?
| don't know. The others will tell ne when they 're ready. 'Wat others?

| can guide themto you, but I'mnot sure you're ready to | ook round the
corner yet. Do you want to try?

Terrel was about to ask her why she was talking in riddles, when for the
second tine that night he was presented with a literally incredible sight. To
his amazenment and terror, three faintly |um nous figures appeared in the |oft.
The nearest of themwas instantly recogni zabl e, even though he was
transparent, and Terrel's already raci ng heartbeat becane even nore frantic.
El amwas sitting casually on a beam whittling at a piece of wood with a knife
that was evidently as sharp as it was translucent. It seened such an

extraordi narily mundane thing for a ghost to be doing that Terrel al nost

| aughed, but then he noticed the small dark stain on the front of El anms
tunic, and the reality of what he was seeing sobered himagain. Hs friend

| ooked bored, and was paying no attention to his surroundi ngs.

' Does he know |'m here?' Terrel whispered.

Not yet, Alyssa replied. None of them do.

One of the other two ethereal figures was also familiar and, although it was a
shock to discover that Shahan really was dead, the seer's presence provided
another link to Terrel's forner life. He too did not seemto notice where he
was, being deep in conversation with another old nan, who was dressed in
out | andi sh cl ot hes. Both were gesticul ating and seenmed to be speaking at once,
but Terrel could hear no sound. As he stared in awe he became aware that there
was sonet hing different about the unknown ghost. He was sonmehow | ess distinct,
the features of his face and hands | ess sharply defined than either El anmis or
Shahan' s.

"\What are they arguing about? Wiy can't | hear then?

You will. Wen they need you to, Alyssa replied, answering only his second
guesti on.

"Who's the one in the red cape?

That's Mizent.

'"Real ly?' Terrel was beyond astoni shnent now. 'He doesn't | ook the sanme as the
ot her two.'

He died a long time ago, Alyssa explained, so he's faded a bit. In fact the
only reason he's still here is because he thinks he has unfini shed busi ness.
"And has he?

The ow seened to shrug, and blinked sol emmly.

I don't know. There's another reason for himbeing different. Mizeni died
peaceful Iy, just as we guessed, but the other two died suddenly and violently.
That al ways makes it harder for the spirits to adjust, and they're nore likely
to stay in this world.

"More unfinished business?' Terrel guessed

Coming to terms with the change, Alyssa agreed. That's why you can see them
nore clearly.

'Can they see us? he asked. So far the ghosts had ignored his presence

conpl etely.

I f they choose to.

Terrel | ooked at El am again, and was envel oped by a sudden longing to talk to
his friend, to tell himall the things he had been unable to say in life ..

to tell himhe was sorry.

As if in answer to his unspoken plea, Elam| ooked up then and their eyes net.
Not much of a place you' ve got here, Elam comented. At |east we had proper
beds at the haven.



Tears sprang into Terrel's eyes at the sound of another |onged-for voice, one
he thought had been lost for ever. But he smled at the sane tinme, thinking
that this was just the sort of acerbic remark El am woul d have made if he had
still been alive. Then the guilt he felt returned in full neasure, so that he
al nost choked on it. Wen he spoke it was barely nore than a whi sper
I"'msorry. | never meant-'

The funny thing is, Elamcut in, speaking with uncharacteristic calm | was
going to die anyway. It seens that the fall fromthe observatory roof did
somet hing inside ny head. They explained it to ne, but | didn't really pay
much attention. But as it turned out, Aylor did ne a favour. At |east that way
it was quick. He paused, spectral eyes twinkling. And it forced you to do
sonmet hing for a change. | al nost died | aughi ng when Ahneza stuffed you in that
appl e barrel. Realizing what he had said, he grinned.

"You saw that?' Terrel exclained.

I was wandering round the haven for a bit, Elamreplied. | even net Sevin!
He's really peculiar, even for a ghost, so it's no wonder he and Al yssa got on
so wel |.

| heard that, Al yssa warned him

Thr oughout the conversation the ow had been perched on the sanme rafter
remaining quite still, but now she flexed her talons.

Whoops! Elamsaid in a stage whisper. Mistn't annoy the bird-girl. She has
friends in high places. He did not sound particularly worried, however, and
before Terrel could ask himabout Alyssa's 'friends', he went on with a
guestion of his own. What nmade you go to the island? That place still gives ne
t he creeps.

"I knew no one would | ook for nme there,' Terrel replied.

You're not as daft as you |l ook, are you, Elamremarked approvingly. |I've got
the feeling we're going to have some nore adventures together, after all.
Abruptly, before Terrel even had tine to respond, Elam vani shed. Shahan and
Mizeni were gone in the sanme instant, |eaving Terrel breathless and w de-eyed.
Only the ow remained.

"Where did they go?' he asked, not sure whether he ought to be di sappointed or
relieved.

They wal k differently, Alyssa told him W'd have been here earlier otherw se.
I nust go too

"No!' Terrel cried urgently.

She needs her w ngs back

"Why don't you cone in your own shape?' he asked, overcome with longing to see
her agai n.

Because |I'm not dead yet! Alyssa replied indignhantly.

That silenced Terrel. He knew she would go soon whatever he said now.

Farewel |, Terrel. | will return. | have your ring, remenber?

"Farewel |, Alyssa,' he said softly.

The ow |eft her perch and swooped out of the open end of the barn. As Terre
wat ched her go, flying on silent wings into the night, he felt as though his
heart was being torn in half. Then, know ng that the wonders of the night were
over, he lay down again and tried, in vain, to go to sleep. Below himthe
sounds of the night returned as the small creatures who inhabited the barn
resuned their nocturnal activities.

Jehar crouched in the darkness, keeping quite still for a while, then crept
into the yard. Now that he was outside, he found that he was trenbling so
badly he could hardly wal k.

Roused in the night by his own disturbing suspicions, he had come to the barn
and had heard Terrel talking to a bird. The oW had replied in the wavering
calls of its own kind, but the boy had sonehow seened to understand it. There
had been somet hing el se too, something half seen, hidden within the patches of
nmoonl i ght that nottled the hayl oft, but Jehar had no idea what it m ght have
been. Nor did he want to know

He was sure now of only one thing. Hs fam |y had given sanctuary to a
sorcerer.



Chapter Ni neteen

"Terrel. Terrel! Wake up. You've got to get away.'

Soneone was shaki ng his shoul der and whi spering urgently. He felt as if he'd
only been asleep for a few nonents, but in spite of his confusion at being
roused again, he knew that the voice was real this tine - and that it was not
Al yssa's.

"Sarafia? he nunbled. 'What is it?

"Jehar's gone crazy,' she exclaimed. 'He said he heard you talking to an ow !
Terrel's heart sank as he realized he'd been overheard, and he saw now t hat
Sarafia was genuinely worried.

'He was shouting so loud it woke everyone up,' she went on breathlessly. "I

could hear everything through the wall! Ferrand cal med hi m down, and sent
Vi zquel to Mandia to fetch the underseer. If they wait for himyou'll have
plenty of time, but I'mnot sure Jehar's going to leave it that long. 1've

never seen himso angry. Magana even gave hi m sone apple brandy - and they
only get that out at the moon festivals - but | think it mght have made

t hi ngs worse. He was yelling about killing you. You nust get away.'

This was all too nuch for Terrel. On top of everything else that had happened
that night, this |atest devel opment threatened to overwhelmhim He felt

paral yzed, unable to nove or even think

' Come on,' Sarafia urged. 'Get up.'

"I"ve got alnost no clothes on,' he objected, knowi ng that he was being
ridicul ous, but unable to stop hinself. He had had no thoughts of nodesty in
front of Alyssa or the ghosts, but now, with a real girl beside him it seened
i mportant.

Sarafia let out a groan of disbelief.

"Il get down then,' she said, 'but hurry.

She di sappeared from sight as she clinbed down the |adder, and Terrel pulled
on his clothes. The special boot took time as always, his fingers funbling
with the |aces. Why am | doing this? he thought. Wiy don't | just explain? But
he knew that Sarafia was right. He had to get away, at least until Jehar had
cal ned down.

"Hurry up!' Sarafia called softly frombelow. 'I can hear them shouting
again.'

By the time Terrel had half clinbed, half slid down the | adder, he could hear
them too, but was unable to nake out what they were saying.

"This way,"' Sarafia said, taking his armand al nost draggi ng hi mtowards a

si de door.

They went out into the night, skirting round behind the goat pens and the
slurry pit, then clinbed over the gate that led to the | ane the cows used
every day. Terrel had begun to unlatch it, but Sarafia stopped him know ng
that its hinges squeaked - and it was this nore than anything that brought
hone to Terrel just how frightened she was.

Crouchi ng down behind the wall, they listened to the voices, which were
growi ng | ouder again. A swaying yellow |light cane fromthe yard, making it
obvi ous that soneone had carried a | anp outside, and Terrel risked peeking
over the top of the wall. He saw Jehar striding towards the barn, with Ferrand
and Ty cl ose behind him

"I told you to wait, boy!' the farner roared

"I"'mnot a boy,' Jehar replied angrily, rounding on his father.
finish this.'

He turned back and Terrel saw, to his horror, that Jehar was carrying an axe.
"Don't you think-' Ty began

' Shut up,' Jehar snapped and marched towards the barn again, only to be pulled
back when Ferrand grabbed his arm

Jehar shoved his father away, and the older nan fell to the ground heavily.
"If you're too blind to see what's happeni ng under your own nose, just keep
out of ny way!'

I"mgoing to



Terrel was horrified at the venomin Jehar's words. He had al nost begun to
think of hinmself as part of this famly, but nowit seened he was responsible
for tearing it apart.

Jehar had only gone a few paces when a hi gh-pitched scream stopped himin his
tracks. Al three nmen | ooked round as M a cane running fromthe cottage that
adj oi ned the nmain farmouse.

'Sara's gone!' she wailed. 'She's not in her bed.'

'"He's got her,' Jehar exclained, glancing at Ty. 'Are you convi nced now?'

As Ferrand struggled to his feet, the two younger nmen began to run towards the
barn, both calling Sarafia's name. The girl herself reached up and pul |l ed
Terrel down beside her

'Stop gawking,' she hissed- 'They'|ll see you.'

"You shoul d-' he began, but she silenced himwith a wave of her hand.

"Once they realize we're not there, they'll start [ooking further afield,' she
said, sounding remarkably calm 'If we can get to the woods, they'll never
find us. Cone on.'

Wt hout giving hima chance to respond, she set off down the trail, bent |ow

to the ground. After a nmonent's hesitation, Terrel followed, doing his best to
keep up with her. As he ran, he heard the nen calling her nanme again.

When they reached the woods, Sarafia led himinto the deeper shadows unti
they found a dendron tree, whose | ow, overhangi ng branches formed a sort of
living cave. Fromthere they could watch the | ane while remaining invisible

t hensel ves. Neither spoke for a while, as they got their breath back and
assured thensel ves that they had not been foll owed.

Eventual |y, Sarafia let out a long sigh and sat down on the bare earth. Too
dazed to even think of doing anything el se, Terrel sat down beside her. She
turned to himthen, and he saw that her eyes were bright with excitenent as
wel |l as fear.

"Who were you tal king to?" she asked.

There was a | ong pause before Terrel answered, his hesitation betraying him
even as he tried to think of what to tell her. A dozen different explanations
flashed through his nmind, ranging fromoutright denial to fanciful invention
but each seemed nore unlikely than the last - and the truth was the nost

absurd of all. In the end he chose the one that seened the nopst nundane; and
hoped that Sarafia woul d not question himtoo closely.

"Agirl," he said at |ast.

Coh.

He heard the disappointnment in her voice, and could not fathomthe reason for
it.

'She's called Al yssa?

'Yes. Look, your parents rmust be worried. Shouldn't you-'

"I don't know anyone around here called that,' she said, refusing to be

si det r acked.

' She's not from around here.'’

"She's fromwhere you used to live?

'Yes, but-'

'So she's been with you all the tine?

" No.

'"Where is she now? How did she get away?

'Look, Sara, | can't explain. Just-'

"Way not?' she demanded. '| thought we were friends.'

Terrel could see noonlit tears brimring in her eyes now, and felt terrible
about deceiving her.

"W are,' he clained.

"I don't understand this,' Sarafia declared, sounding al most angry now. 'Jehar
said no one could have got up there without himseeing - and it was an ow he
heard. He was outside until he heard you call out her nanme, and you sounded
surprised.’

"I was surprised,' Terrel said truthfully.

"And then you said "But you're an owm!", ' she went on. 'What did that nean?



"I didn't . . . Jehar nust have been m staken.'
"No. He was very sure about what he heard. He kept repeating it over and over.

There wasn't a girl with you at all, was there?

"Yes, there was,' Terrel said desperately.

"Way are you lying to ne?" She was crying openly now. 'I| hel ped you escape.
hate you.'

This was nore than Terrel could bear. It seened not only pointless but crue
to try to maintain the deception - and Sarafia was right. He owed her the
truth.

"Alyssa was there,' he said quietly, 'but she was in the shape of an ow .

The relief he felt at this adm ssion was qualified by Sarafia's reaction
There were no tears now, and she stared at himwith a w de-eyed expression
that he coul d not deci pher

'"So you are an enchanter!' she breathed. 'No,' he replied earnestly, shaking
his head. 'l didn't do anything. She's the one-'

"An enchantress?' the girl gasped in wonder. 'Has she put you under a spell?
"No,' he said, trying not to smle. Not the sort of spell you mean anyway, he
added silently.

"Do you | ove her?' she asked unexpectedly. 'Yes,' Terrel replied when he had
recovered fromhis surprise. 'Yes, | do.'

Sar afi a nodded, her expression grave and a little sad. 'WIIl you go to her
now?'

I wish | could, he thought ruefully, but before he could respond, they heard
Ty calling his daughter's nane. The fear and anxiety in his voice obviously
made an inpression on the young girl. '"I'd better go back.'

For the first tine, it occurred to Terrel that Sarafia m ght have inmagined the
two of themas rather nore than friends. He had never considered the idea that
any girl -apart fromAl yssa - mght find himattractive, but now he realized
that his very strangeness was probably what had appealed to Sarafia's romantic
nature. It was even possible that she had thought of running away with him
when the opportunity arose, follow ng her dream of becom ng a wandering
storyteller. But the sound of her father's tornented cries had brought her
back to a harsher reality. "WIIl you be all right?" Terrel asked.

"OF course,' she replied bravely. '"But you'd better go. Once they know I'm
safe they won't be so worried, so you should be able to get away.'

' Thank you, Sara.'

"WIl | ever see you again?' she asked.

"I don't know.'

She nodded, accepting his honesty for what it was, then stood up and offered
him her hand to pull himto his feet. He rose, but before he rel eased her
hand, he leant forward and ki ssed her gently on the cheek. Finding hinself
unable to formthe words to say goodbye, he ran off into the forest, heading
away fromthe farm

Sarafia watched himgo until he was out of sight, then drew herself up to her
full height and began to walk in the opposite direction

Mich | ater, when he was far enough fromthe farmto be sure that he was not
bei ng pursued, Terrel at last found some time for reflection. That he had been
forced to resune the confortless life of a vagabond was dispiriting, but at
least he felt alittle better prepared for it this tine - and he had severa
reasons for feeling a | ot happier than he had when he'd | eft the haven.

The first was the relief of Alyssa's reassurances about her safety. He did not
under st and how she was being protected, but it was abundantly clear that her
life was touched with magic, and Terrel felt certain that she would be able to
keep her promi se. The second was that sone of the guilt he felt over El anms
death had been lifted by the revelation that his friend had been going to die
anyway. The sadness and grief were still there, but he hadn't been responsible
for Elams fall, and this neant that he did not need to blane hinself so nuch
for what had happened afterwards. And then there was the proof that El ans
spirit had survived. Al yssa had been right all along. Ghosts were real! But
the best thing of all was that Al yssa had given her word that she woul d see



hi m agai n. This thought al one was enough to keep hi m goi ng.

After foraging for the next four days, Terrel was feeling |lonely and

di scouraged. He was hungry and tired, and his earlier feelings of optimsm
were fading. He had been travelling ainlessly, wondering what he was supposed
to

do now.

After another cold night in the open, he awke froma dreamthat had been as
vivid and unsettling as any he had ever experienced. What was nore, his entire
body was burning with shane.

Chapter Twenty

Chief Seer Kamin read the letter for perhaps the twentieth tine. He stil
didn't know what to do about it. Nor did he know who had witten it, although
he had his suspicions - but he was sure that those involved were now very
frightened nmen. They had signed thenselves only with the cryptic nane

" Al akor', which meant 'the disaffected in the old tongue, and nothi ng had
been heard fromthemsince the letter had been delivered to Mrival's hone. It
was not hard to work out why. Mrival had been the only one who knew where
Jax's twin had been sent - and therefore where he might be nowif he was stil
alive - and Shahan had been the only one who'd been actively | ooking for the
boy. Now they had both met untinmely ends. It did not take a genius to work out
that interest in the mssing twin mght not be good for one's health.

Mrival had been dead now for exactly two nmedi an nonths, but the letter had
only cone into Kam n's possession a few days ago. Wen the other |eading
candi dat es deci ded not to put thenselves forward, it had been a foregone
concl usion that he woul d be el ected the new Chief Seer

As Mrival's deputy, Kam n had already been the forerunner, but when Fauria
wi t hdrew his nanme from consideration - for reasons he chose not to divul ge -
and Lathan rmade it clear that he had other things on his mnd, the succession
was nmore or |ess guaranteed. For the sake of appearances, two other seers were
persuaded to allow their names to be entered for the ballot, but they had no
realistic chance of winning and they knew it. Neverthel ess, the wheels of
protocol turned with frustrating sl owness in such matters, and no one had
dared try to speed up the I ong-drawn-out process for fear of being branded as
a constitutional heretic. As a result, Kamin found - when he was officially
sworn in at last - that the backlog of paperwork had built up alarmingly. It
was sone tine before he was able to make any headway and was free to exam ne
the rest of his late master's effects. It was then that he had found the
letter.

Al t hough he could not be certain, Kami n believed it had probably been
delivered on the actual night of Mrival's death, which made it doubly

om nous. The Chief Seer had been working late, having dismssed all his
servants, and his chanberlain had not found himuntil the next norning.
Mrival had been poisoned. The subsequent investigation, carried out by no

| ess a person than Castellan Deltoro, the commander of the pal ace garrison of
the Inperial Guard, had established that a deadly toxin had been m xed with
Mrival's wi ne. However, despite exhaustive enquiries -which included the
guestioni ng of everyone in the palace, fromthe I owest scullery maid to the
Enperor himself - no evidence could be found to determ ne whether his death
had been rmurder or suicide. In his final report, Deltoro had carefully |eft
hi s conclusions open. Privately, Kamn was certain that his fornmer superior
had not been the type of man to take his own life, but no one could be found
who had both the notive and the opportunity to kill him

It was not the way Kamin woul d have wi shed to attain the role of Chief Seer
He was a man of anbition, but - even though he knew hinself to be innocent of
any involverment - the fact that he had benefited directly fromthe tragedy was
bound to make ot hers suspicious. Mreover, assumng the nmantle of |eadership
at atine when all the Enpire was in turmoil was a chall enge few nmen woul d
have relished. He still had nuch to decide before the council net |ater that



nor ni ng.

For a start, he had to decide whether to make public the letter he still held
in his hands. Doing so could be dangerous - for himself and for 'Al akor' - but
it might also bring the true feelings of the council to the surface. Even
Kam n had occasi onal doubts about the way Jax's twin had been treated. And if
they had m ssed sonething inmportant in the prophecy . .

Wth an effort, he shrugged the m sgivings aside. The child had al nost
certainly died in infancy, so there was no point in pursuing the matter. He
woul d begin the day anew, with a clear nind

d anci ng over at the window, he saw the first glow of dawn in the northern sky
- initself aremnder that he lived in a tine of great upheaval. He had

al ready been up and about for some hours, having hardly slept at all, and he
had wasted too nuch of that time. He deliberately set the corner of the letter
into the flame of a candle burning on his desk, and watched as it flared up
and then crunpled into ash

Lathan's dreans were filled with huge waves that threatened to overwhel m him
racing currents of boiling white water that swept himtowards gaping

whi rl pools. He went down into darkness, spinning and spinning . . . He woke to
find himself slunmped over his desk. Even though he was stiff and sore fromhis
cranped and awkward position, it was a relief to know that he was back in
Makhaya, many niles fromthe coast. Then he saw the vast array of tabul ated
readi ngs and neticul ously recorded observations littering the desktop, and
knew that there was still work to be done. He had been toiling long into the
ni ght before exhaustion had finally overtaken him and the cal cul ati ons were
al nost conplete. Instinct had already told himwhat the results woul d show,

but he was not a man to | eave anything to chance.

The last two nonths had been the nost hectic of his [ife. There had been tines
when he thought he was only retaining his grip on sanity by devoting hinself
to the task set by Mrival, and not even the Chief Seer's death had diverted
himfromit. Earlier in his career Lathan m ght have considered hinself a
suitabl e candidate to | ead the council - and many ot hers woul d have agreed
with him-but now that no |l onger interested him He had work to do.

He had personally travelled to every inportant coastal settlenment, and had

di spat ched his chosen deputies to the nore renote parts of Vadanis as well as
to some of the larger outlying isles. He'd watched and neasured the Enpire's
journey through the ocean, and had seen the heavens rotate above. He had
talked to the few nmen whose boats still braved the roaring currents and
treacherous straits around the shore, and had seen for hinmself the floods and
ragi ng seas caused by the recent changes. There were no tides as such - al

the connected islands rose and fell with the ocean - but the direction in

whi ch they were travelling produced the sane effects as if the entire nmass was
one gigantic ship. In normal tines, one part of the coastline - the bows -
woul d be assailed by slow but nopuntai nous waves, while the opposite side - the
stern - would see a massive wake trailing away into the distance. But now,
with the islands rotating - no matter how slowy - even that could not be
relied upon, and the al ongshore races were alarmngly unpredictable. By the
time of his nore recent visits, all but the dullest nminds had grasped the fact
that the islands were revolving. The |laws of nature that had maintained their
orientation for centuries past were failing - or were being countered by even
nore powerful forces. Lathan could not explain this, any nore than he could
expl ai n the anonal ous behavi our of the Dark Mbon. But he could neasure the
effects, and he had done so in thorough fashion - in spite of the fact that
every new readi ng brought himcloser to predicting the unthinkable.

He had done everything he could, in tine for the council neeting, and all he
had to do now was conplete the final calculation. Taking his pen in hand,

Lat han prepared to confront destiny.

Jax al so woke early that norning, but he cane to in the confort of his bed and
in a state of snug elation - alnost exultation. The girl who |ay beside him
had proved as pliant in body as she had been in nmind. Even though she was

ol der than him she'd had only a little nore experience in the ways of nen and



worren, and the dreamthat had called her to Jax had been enough to nmake her do
what ever he wanted. He had di scovered that his pleasure was not dependent upon
hers, although it had filled himwith a self-admring pride when she'd
responded wi th passion of her own. The night had left himsated and
contentedly weary - and the best of it was, it had been so easy!

The girl - Jax couldn't remenber her name - was one of Adina's chanbermaids.
He smiled at the thought of his nother's reaction, were she ever to find out
how he was taki ng advant age of what she had taught hi m about the mani pul ati on
of other people's nminds. She never would find out, of course, because - once
the girl left his chanber - she would renmenber nothing of where she had been
or who she had been with. Those details would slip fromher mnd like the

i mges of a fading dream

This was only one of the inprovenments the prince had made to his nother's
techni que, and he was now presented with the beguiling prospect of being able
to repeat this enterprise at any tinme he chose. He already knew that there
were other girls who would be susceptible, should he decide to share a night
with them One of the nobst intriguing of these was a daughter of Dheran's by
an earlier marriage, who was particularly beautiful, and the fact that she was
forbidden to himonly made her nore attractive.

Dawn was breaking over the city when Jax- woke the girl and told her to | eave.
He wat ched conpl acently as she dressed, thinking back on an aspect of their

| overraki ng that he had found especially amusing. He had shared his dream

unwi ttingly, but the watching eyes had been both horrified and envious - and
when the prince had becone aware of the unseen presence, he had gloried in his
tri unph.

Once the girl had left, Jax wondered how long it woul d be before he was
sumoned to the presence of his tutor -if anything, Kam n was even nore boring
than Mrival had been - but then he remenbered that there would be no | essons
that day. The Seers' Council was due to neet, and so he was free to do as he
pl eased. What coul d be nore perfect?

Jax smiled to hinself, and went back to sleep

"In conclusion, gentlenmen,' Kamn said, |ooking round the circul ar chanber at
the solem faces of his peers, 'the Dark Mboon has not only changed in size and
velocity, it is still changing. The day-to-day alterations are very small, but
nmeasurabl e. W need therefore to constantly recal cul ate our forecasts and, if
possi ble, to predict the course of future changes. If we can do that, we may
eventual |y di scover what unknown force is causing these anomalies. In the
meanti me, what we can and nust do is determ ne the effects of the changes on
the Floating Islands, and deci de what neasures we can take to counteract them
i f necessary.'

The council had al ready been in session for alnost two hours, and much of that
ti me had been spent discussing the now universally acknow edged facts
concerning the Dark Mboon and the novements of the islands. Many theories had
been put forward, including some that were patently |udicrous. Batou, always
one to introduce a note of anarchy into any debate, had even clainmed that the
i npact of so-called 'neteors' could have been enough to knock the Enpire off
course. This was dism ssed by the majority as |aughable, on the grounds that
anyt hi ng | arge enough to effect such a change could not possibly fall fromthe
sky - and even if it did, it could not have done so w thout soneone noti cing.
O hers had specul ated on the recent abnormal weather conditions and, of

course, the Dark Moon's malign influence was al so bl amed, even though no one
could dermonstrate how it could have caused such a major disruption. A few nen
had even quoted from apocal yptic sections of the Tindaya Code, alleging that
manki nd's own evil had brought the m sfortunes upon thensel ves. That sort of
hysterical invective was greeted with derision by nost of the seers, but the
fact that such feelings had surfaced at all showed how cl ose they were to
pani c. Kamin had stepped in at this point, hoping to restore an air of calm
and rationality to the proceedings. H s sunmary of recent findings had at

| east put the matter into perspective.

"As you all know,' he went on, realizing that this was a crucial nonment and



hopi ng that Lathan would not |et himdown, 'our colleague here has been
conducting a detailed study of the islands' novements, and he is nowin a
position to report his findings.'

Lathan rose to his feet as Kamin sat down on his cerenonial throne, and the
chanmber grew silent in anticipation. As Lathan cleared his throat, he thought
he saw a flicker of novenent by one of the doors, but when he | ooked again

t here was nobody there, and he decided it nust have been a trick of the light.

"I shall keep this brief and to the point,' he began. 'If any of you wish to
study the data | have collected, or to check my cal cul ati ons, you are wel cone
to do so, but I amconfident that they will wi thstand any test.

"Firstly, as is common know edge, the Enpire is now rotating. The rate of turn
is currently equivalent to one conplete revolution every two hundred and

ni nety-si x days, but although the rate has recently stabilized, we have no way
of knowing if and when it will increase again, or indeed reverse itself. | can
find no explanation to account for the failure of the | odestone principle, but
it surely cannot be a coincidence that it has occurred at the sane tine as the
phenonena associated with the Dark Mon.'

There were nods of approval around the chanmber. 'Be that as it may,' Lathan
continued, 'I can tell you one curious fact. | had postul ated that the axis
for the rotation would be the islands' accepted centre of mass, and the first

i ndi cations were that this was correct. However, nore detailed anal ysis has
reveal ed that the centre of rotation is not at Munt Pajara, but sone
twenty-five nmiles south of there. This puts it exactly in the centre of the

m ning district at Betancuria.'

'Must be the nmonster's doing, then,' one of the seers comrented. He had neant
it as a joke, and indeed this rare nonent of |ight-heartedness did provoke a
good deal of laughter, but - to Kanin's dismay - there were al so many who
seened to take the idea seriously, glancing at each other and whi spering.

"It is nore likely,' Lathan said, unsnmiling, 'that earlier estimtes of the
mass of the Enpire bel ow sea | evel were inaccurate, and that Betancuria is the
actual centre of mass.' He paused to take a deep breath, and his expression
became even nore grim 'However, it appears that in another matter the
runour - nongers may have got it right. Unless sonething changes soon, there is
a possibility - in fact, a near certainty - that the Floating Islands will
eventually collide with one of the mainland continents.'

This statement created an instant uproar, as everyone knew that such a
collision woul d be a catastrophe of uninaginable proportions. For a tinme it
seened that everyone in the chanmber was speaki ng at once, but eventually

Kam n's appeals for quiet were heeded.

"Can you tell us when this is likely to happen?' he asked.

"Qur speed relative to the fixed | and masses has al ready increased by nore
than a fifth,' Lathan replied, "and it seenms to be rising still, albeit
erratically. It's inpossible to be precise, but my best estimate is in
approximately three medi an nonths, possibly four.'

This time the reaction of the seers was one of stunned silence. Each man had
heard his own death sentence spelt out in Lathan's words.

Chapter Twenty- One

The piglet came trotting through the forest with a bright, purposeful air.
Terrel heard its rapid footsteps before he saw it, and wondered what it could
be. When the small pink creature energed fromthe twilight gloom his first

t hought was that it night be the young of a wild boar - a species that stil
roamed sonme of Vadanis's nore renpte woodland regions. If it was, he had no
wish to neet its parents; their reputation for violence was well known.
However, as the piglet canme closer, heading straight for him he guessed from
its colouring and denmeanour that it was nore likely to have escaped froma
donestic sty. Even so, its actions seened a little odd and as it drew nearer
still, Terrel began to harbour a new suspicion - and a new hope.

Expectation turned to near certainty when the ani mal stopped no nore than two



paces fromwhere he sat, lowered itself onto its haunches and inpaled himwith
a direct, questioning stare.

" Alyssa?

You 're | earning.

Terrel had seen the ring now, |ooped around one of the piglet's delicate ears.
He had been longing for this nmoment ever since the ow had fl own away, but now
he found hinmself tongue-tied. He had spent the day trying to forget the nature
of the dreamthat had engulfed his mnd and body the night before, but he'd
been unable to do so - not |east because a part of himhad found the
experience fascinating. He had felt the sane sense of dislocation as he had
when he'd 'wi tnessed' Shahan's death - as if he had been | ooking through
another's eyes - and near the end he had heard nocking | aughter that left him
feeling humliated as well as sickened. But his thoughts kept returning to
some of the other images. Even though he had known that what he was doi ng was
wrong, the pleasure of it had been very real And now, faced with Alyssa, he
was hopi ng desperately that the | ast vestiges of those i mages had di ssi pat ed.
This was one dream he did not want her to see.

How do you like ny outfit? Her voice betrayed no sign that she had noticed
anyt hi ng untoward, and Terrel began to rel ax.

"It suits you.'

Legs aren't as good as w ngs, but having four of themis fun once you renmenber
what order to nove themin.

"I still wish. ' Terrel began, then pushed the thought aside. Alyssa could
only cone to himin her own formif she was a ghost - and he did not want

that. 'How does the ring get . . . ?' he asked instead, pointing at her ear

' on there?

It comes with ne, she replied sinply.

"l know that, but how. . . ?

Sone things are nore inportant than their physical size and shape. Wen that's
true, where they are isn't inportant either

Terrel didn't really understand any of this, but he knewit was the only
answer he was going to get.

"I"'mglad you're here,' he said. 'Just hearing your voice is wonderful."’

And you're |onely.

Terrel nodded.

"I don't know what to do, where to go,' he said.

I think we may be able to help you with that.

At her words the forest air shivered, and her retinue of ghosts appeared. El am
was |ying on his back on the ground, with his hands beneath his head and his

| egs crossed at the ankles. He | ooked conpletely at ease. The other two were
further away, wal king slowly, deep in conversation. They weren't taking any
notice of their surroundings. In fact, as Terrel watched, Mizeni wal ked
straight through the trunk of a beech tree, only reacting to it with a | ook of
mld puzzl ement when he had conme out the other side.

El am roused hi nsel f from what ever qui et contenplation had been occupying him
sat up and | ooked around.

| didn't think it was possible, he said, but your acconmpdati ons have actual ly
got worse

"I don't have much choice,' Terrel responded. W 'Il have to see about that,
his friend declared, then | ooked over at the other ghosts. Mons! Are those
two still arguing?

Shahan and Miuzeni were cl oser now, glowing gently in the fading light. They
were still intent on their discussion, to the exclusion of everything el se.
"What are they arguing about?' |I'mnot sure you want to know, Elamreplied.

Li sten, Alyssa advised. You can hear themif you want. Terrel did as he was
told, concentrating his attention on the two old nen, and found that it was
true.

If I didn't know you better, |I'd say you were actually pleased that the Dark
Moon i s m sbehavi ng, Shahan stated accusingly.

I"mjust glad to be vindicated, Mizeni replied. H s voice, like his imge, was



alittle fuzzy round the edges. If you or any of your precious council had had
your wits about you, you'd have been able to predict it too. But nothing ever
changes at court, does it? They only ever let dullards inside the pal ace
wal | s.

Yes, all right. W all know you're a genius, Shahan retorted, brushing aside
the insult, but that doesn't help us now, does it? In any case, the Dark
Moon's not the only thing affecting the islands. Even we dull ards have worked
that out.

| don't think |I've ever had a nore frustrating experience than being in that
chanmber and not being able to intervene, the heretic said. / nmean, it was al
very well Mentioned, but they' re getting absol utely nowhere. \Whenever they
cane close to sonmething inportant, they just passed over it or disnmissed it
out of hand. And nobody so much as nentioned the boy.

He's in the minds of many, Shahan said, but they 're afraid to speak

Politics! Mizeni spat disgustedly. The illusion of power that turns all nen
into cowards.
Not all, the seer contended. Besides, can you blanme then? | was the only one

who expressed any interest in the boy, the only one who went |ooking for him -
and | ook what happened to ne.

It had only just occurred to Terrel that he m ght be the boy they were talking
about, but the reference to Shahan's fate had rem nded himthat he was
supposed to have been instrunental in the seer's death - and this nmade him
feel distinctly awkward.

What do you want? Muzeni grunbl ed peevishly. A nedal? There's no point being a
martyr unless your sacrifice inspires others to follow in your footsteps.
don't see nuch sign of that.

Wher eas you inspired thousands, of course, Shahan replied, sarcastic in his
turn.

I woul d have done, if anyone had been allowed to study my work, the heretic
clainmed angrily.

"Are they always like this?'" Terrel whispered.

This is quite polite, for them Elamreplied. Half the tine | don't even know
what they're tal king about, but they're always insulting each other

"Do | have to listen to this?" Terrel asked

I think you're nmeant to, Alyssa told him

It's all right for you, Elam added. You're only here for a short while. I'm
stuck with these two old bores all the tine.

Wy am | neant to listen? Terrel wondered. What's going on here? Are these
ghosts - and Al yssa? - supposed to be hel ping one anot her? They seened a

hopel essly m smat ched group

Let's get back to what's inmportant, Shahan said. The two old men were either
unaware of the others' presence or were ignoring themconpletely.

Al right, Mizeni agreed belligerently. You found the boy. Wy didn't you sort
the matter out then?

It wouldn't have been fair on him

Fair? the heretic exclained. What woul d have been fair? Turning back time to
the night of his birth, so you could all start again?

Terrel could stand no nore of this. 'l wish you'd stop tal king about ne as if
| wasn't here,' he said |oudly.

The elderly ghosts turned to stare at himin surprise, as if aware of his

exi stence for the first tine. They were silent for a few noments, regarding

hi m curi ously.

"You were tal king about me, weren't you?' Terrel asked, suddenly nervous.

Yes, Muzeni replied eventually, but whether you are actually here or not is an
i nteresting question. O whether we are here, cone to that.

Ch, don't get themstarted on conparative nodes of existence, El am groaned. M
brain still hurts fromthe last tine.

I'"mnot sure such an organ exists, Mizeni informed him conparatively or

ot herw se.

See what | nean? El am said. They 're hopel ess.



So you can hear us? Shahan asked, |ooking at Terrel

"Yes.'

Then it's tine.

"Tinme for what?'

The ghosts ignored his question and | ooked at each other again.

Can he do it? Mizeni asked.

| don't see why not, Shahan replied. You know the story.

Al right, the heretic went on. Are you sure we ought to do this? It's
interfering in another world, after all.

W're neant to interfere, the seer stated firmy. Al we' ve been arguing about
is how

Muzeni nodded, considering.

And the collision gives us the necessary tine scale, he said thoughtfully. Do
you think Lathan's right?

| see no reason to doubt his findings, Shahan replied. He's one of the nore
capabl e dul I ards.

My feelings exactly. Perhaps-

"\What are you tal king about?" Terrel shouted, finally losing his temnper.

Once again the strange pair turned to look at himin surprise.

He has some spirit, | see, Mizeni renarked.

And nore education than we 'd any right to expect, given his history, Shahan
added.

"It's time! Talk to ne,' Terrel demanded. 'O go away. Wat's this collision
you mentioned?' He thought he knew, but it was only when Shahan replied that
his terrible prenonition was confirned.

The Floating Islands are on course to run into one of the fixed |and masses.
'"So you mean we'll run aground? The islands won't nove any nore?' Terrel was
horrified by this prospect. Only barbaric |ands remained in one place.

It's worse than that, Mizeni told him The Enpire's speed through the water is
only ponderous by human standards. But the vast nmonentuminvolved will make
the i npact catastrophic. The entire structure of the islands will buckle and
pr obably break up.

It'Il be like a continuous earthquake for days on end, Shahan expl ai ned. There
won't be a building left standing.

Fighting hard to take in this appalling imgery, Terrel could only think of
Havenmoon - and of Alyssa lying beneath its fragile bul k.

Mountains will crunble and others rise, Mizeni went on. Huge crevasses wl|
open up, vegetation will be decimated. Vadanis will be conpletely devastated,
and alnost all its people will die.

For a while no one spoke. There didn't seemto be anything to say.

"When will this happen?' Terrel asked eventually.

In three or four nmonth's tine, Shahan replied. Unless we do sonething about
it.

"We? What can we do? Why are you telling ne?

Because you have a part to play in all this, Terrel, the seer answered. An

i mportant part.

The boy shook his head.

"I'"'m nobody. I-'

You were robbed of your birthright, Mizeni said.

| played a part in that, Shahan admitted. It's sonmething |'ve regretted for a
long time now

"What birthright? Terrel asked, bew | dered still.

The Tindaya Code predicted a series of events between one four-noon
conjunction and the next, Mizeni told him You were born on the night of one
such confluence. Your destiny should have been part of the oracles.

"This is crazy! Me? You' re not suggesting |I'm supposed to be sone sort of
hero?'

It's nmore conplicated than that, Shahan said.

It's been made nore conplex by the fact that so many of the people who have
taken it upon thenselves to interpret the Code have had their wits addl ed by



court propaganda, Mizeni added. In the end, you' re the only one who can
under st and your role.

"I don't understand anything yet,' Terrel exclainmed. 'Am | supposed to do
somet hi ng?'

Yes, Muzeni replied. That's one thing that has becone clear to us. You have to
go to Betancuri a.

' Bet ancuri a? \Why?'

Because that's where the nonster is, Shahan replied.

Chapter Twenty- Two

Don't call it that! Alyssa cried, before Terrel had a chance to respond.

My col |l eague is just using the common parlance, ny dear, Mizeni said, in a
condescendi ng tone that Terrel knew would only annoy Al yssa even nore.

Wl |, you should both know better, she scolded them It's not a nonster

"What is it, then?' Terrel asked.

Alyssa did not reply, and the piglet got up and began rooting round next to
one of the tree trunks. At the same tinme the spectral imges began to fade.
Cone back! Mizeni ordered

Al right, young | ady, Shahan added nore calmy. You've nade your point.

El am j ust | aughed.

The ghosts were al nost invisible when the piglet finally lifted its head from
a pile of leaf nould and snorted to clear the debris fromits snout, then

| ooked round at the others. Terrel, who had realized that the piglet had been
just an animal again for a few nonments, knew that Al yssa had returned - and
his intuition was confirned when she spoke.

Narrow minds |l ead to narrow sight.

This statenent seened rather obtuse, even for her, and Mizeni - who did not
know her conversational foibles as well as Terrel or Elam- sought to
chal | enge her.

My dear, | hope you 're not inplying-

Tunnel vision neans there aren't any corners, Alyssa went on, overriding the
old man easily. We all need to see round corners. And what if there's only
darkness at the end of the tunnel? Wat then?

No one was brave enough to venture a reply to this vaguely om nous question
Terrel renenbered her saying that, for him ghosts would al ways be around the
next corner, and he knew that unless she was there to guide themto him he
woul d not be able to see or hear them But he could make neither head nor tai
of her talk of darkness and tunnels.

Even as a pig you 're still barmnmy, El amdeclared eventually. W'd be better
of f turning you into sausages.

H s conpanions all glanced at himin horror, then at Alyssa to see what her
reaction woul d be.

O perhaps we should stick an apple in your nouth and roast you whole, El am
went on, warnming to his thene.

The piglet squealed. It was inpossible to tell whether this was in rage or
anusenent, but then Terrel realized that he could hear Alyssa's laughter in
hi s head.

| don't know why |I'm bothering with you, she told Elam Even if they're rude,
at least the other two have sonme brains and know a thing or two.

I know. All 1'mgood for is pointing out the absurdities of life - or death -
what ever you want to call it, Elam agreed am ably. |I've no idea what |'m doi ng
here either.

"You were - you are - ny friend," Terrel pointed out. 'W're going to have
sone adventures, renmenber?

That rmust be it. Wake ne up when these two have stopped waffling and the
adventures are about to begin. Elamlay back and cl osed his eyes.

Terrel smled, but he knew that what the old nmen had been telling himwas

i mportant.

"Well, what is it about this . . . this . . .' he began. It's not a nonster



Alyssa repeated. O course it's not, Mizeni said placatingly. Even assum ng
the runours are exaggerated, no mere creature could be responsible for what
has happened.

The miners have clearly disturbed sonme kind of elenmental force, Shahan added.
I"'msorry if nmy flippant remark upset you. The seer did not sound very sorry,
and the piglet continued to glare at himbalefully.

Cossi ps al ways | ook for the worst in everything, Mizeni went on. And, given
the circunstances, it's not surprising that sonme tall tales are being bandied

about. After all, you may feel some connection with this force, but you' ve no
nore i dea than we have about what it really is.
Shahan seened about to argue with this statenment, but Terrel - who had been

bewi | dered by their exchange -grasped the one idea he could readily

under stand, and interrupted.

"You have a link with this force? he asked Alyssa. Yes. That's why . . . |
can't explain it properly. She sounded frustrated now But | don't think it's
evil.

But it's easy to see why people believe it is, Shahan pointed out. It has
killed peopl e.

So do bears and wol ves, she countered. That doesn't nmake themevil.

"Yes, but | wouldn't particularly want to cone face to face with a bear or a
pack of wolves,' Terrel said. 'Wiy do you want me to go there?

First of all, because it mght be nore inportant than anyone in your world
recogni zes, Shahan told him So far they've only been paying it any attention
because it's disrupted the m ning operations - and all they've thought about
is howto counteract it.

Destroy it, you nean, Alyssa anended bitterly.

Whereas we want you to study it, learn fromit, Mizeni said, ignoring the

i nterruption.

Great, Terrel thought. | get to be taught by a nan-eating bear! The piglet
glared at him and he wondered if Alyssa could '"hear' his private thoughts.
"What makes it so important?' he asked al oud.

It emerged at the same tinme as the Dark Moon's first aberration, Shahan
replied. That mght just be a coincidence, of course.

"But you doubt it?

I do. No one knows where it sprang from and subsequent events have confirnmed
that it's no ordinary force of nature.

"I thought it was just a rumour,' Terrel said. 'Sonething the mners nade up.'
Ch no. It's real enough, Mizeni told him And if only a fraction of the things
that are supposed to have happened are true, then this is power beyond our

i magi ni ng.

" You mean maki ng peopl e di sappear?' Terrel asked, renenbering Jehar's report
of mar ket pl ace gossi p.

That sort of thing, the heretic agreed. But there's sonething else too. The
axi s around which the islands are now spinning is at Betancuri a.

"Are you saying this force is responsible for that?' Terrel exclained, unable
to hide his astonishnent.

It m ght be.

There are many unseen forces that control the worlds we live in, Terrel
Shahan said, taking up the story. It's possible this is one that's unknown to
our science, one that has lain dormant until sonething . . . roused it -

whet her it was the m ning operations or the Dark Moon. W don't know what it
is, but we can neasure its effects. Apart frombeing at the centre of the
rotation, Betancuria has al so been the epicentre of several recent

eart hquakes. That's one too many coi nci dences for ne. 'But why do | have to
study it? Wiy don't you go and see what it is for yourselves?

They can't, Alyssa replied flatly. The force is affecting their world too. Do
you renenber how Sevin and the other ghosts at the haven felt an earthquake
that one time? That made no sense till | realized what had caused it. None of
us understands it, but no ghost can get within twenty mles of Betancuria.

W tried, believe me, Mizeni assured Terrel. It seenms you need sone .



wel |, substance, Shahan added. And we don't have nuch of that here, Elam
conpl eted for him

| thought you were asl eep, Alyssa remarked. Soneone has to keep you lot in
order, he replied, his eyes still closed.

I'"d really like to see this phenonenon for nyself, Mizeni said, but for us
it's like trying to walk into a hurricane that gets stronger all the tine.
It's sinmply inpossible.

'"So I"'mgoing to have to do the last part alone,' Terrel said. The task

al ready sounded daunting enough, but this nmade it seem nuch worse. There woul d
be no one to tell himwhat to do.

Not necessarily, Alyssa replied. | should be able to come with you - as |ong
as I'min an ani mal's body.

That's the theory, at |east, Shahan added. W haven't tested it yet.

Terrel felt a great weight lift fromhis shoulders at the thought that he
woul d not be alone. But then something else occurred to him

"\What happens if the animal you're in gets injured, or is trapped in the

m nes?' he asked. O is killed? he added to hinmself. 'Wuld you be able to get
away . . . back to your own body?

| don't know, Alyssa replied. Possibly not.

"But what woul d happen to you then?

No one answered.

"It could happen to ne too, couldn't it?" Terrel went on. 'If the force kills
me, it mght destroy ny spirit too. | wouldn't even get the chance to go to
your world, to be a ghost.'

Their silence told himall he needed to know. The prospect of conplete

anni hilation was terrifying. He had only just learnt that death need not be
final, and now t hat reassurance was being taken from hi m

It won't cone to that, Alyssa said eventually.

"I's that prophecy, or are you just hoping?

It's not evil, she repeated. W just have to make sure we don't repeat any of
the mi stakes the mners nade.

"And how do we do that?

W don't know yet. But you 're the only one who mi ght be able to understand.
She gl anced at Shahan and Muzeni, hoping for support, and they canme to her

ai d.

It all comes back to the Code, Terrel, the seer explained.

That's right, Mizeni confirned. You' ve read ny journals. They shoul d have made
t hi ngs cl earer.

"I only read one, and not all of that.'

And it was inpossible to understand half of what he did read, El amremnarked.
Only one? the heretic queried, sounding di sappointed. Were are the rest?
Terrel told him To his surprise, Mizeni burst out |aughing.

In a tonb, eh? Apt enough, | suppose. Not my own grave, | assune?

Terrel felt awkward, renmenbering the sad pile of bones. Don't worry, the old
man said, still smling. I know where nmy bones lie. It's as good a resting
pl ace as any. | nust say | miss ny pipe though

Terrel reached inside the pocket of his tattered tunic. The clay pipe had
travelled with himever since he'd |l eft the haven, nore or less forgotten
until now.

"I"'msorry. | took it.' He offered it to the old man, who stretched out a
hand, then | aughed at Terrel's nervous astoni shment when his spectral fingers
passed clean through the boy's own and the pipe.

Keep it for me, Mizeni said. Leave it with ny skel eton when you 're next at

t he observatory. "I will,' Terrel pronised

Can we get back to the matter in hand? Shahan enquired. The prophecy-
"Tell me another time,' Terrel cut in. "I'll go to Betancuria.'

Good. The seer |looked relieved. | knowit's a lot to ask of you, but-

"But | don't want Alyssa to come with nme,' the boy added, interrupting him
again. 'There's no reason to risk both our lives.'
I"mconming, Alyssa stated determinedly. Wether you like it or not. Whatever's



there is protecting ne.

By putting you in a coma? El am asked sceptically. It's just |ike sleeping, she
replied. Besides, how would | be able to travel if ny spirit hadn't been set
free that way? Howwould | be able to act as your guide?

The ghosts had no answer to that - and Terrel knew better than to try to argue
with Alyssa when she was in such a nood. And in his heart, he was gl ad. Havi ng
her at his side - in whatever form- would give himstrength and courage.

You' ve a long journey ahead of you, Shahan said.

"I know,' Terrel replied. He knew that Betancuria lay in one of the
nmount ai nous central provinces of Vadanis and - judgi ng fromwhat he renmenbered

of the maps in Havennoon's library - it was probably around three hundred
mles south of where he was now. 'That's why | need to rest now. |'ll start at
first light.'

If you want a decent night's sleep, let us find you a better place than this,
El am of fered. The piglet's farmisn't so far away, and one of the few

advant ages of being a ghost is that we can scare anyone off if we put our
mnds to it. You mght even get a proper bed.

"I"ll be fine here.' Terrel had no wish to see an innocent pig farner
terrified out of his wits for his benefit.

Suit yourself, his friend responded, sounding di sappoi nted.

As before, the ghosts vani shed sinultaneously and w t hout warning. The night
seened darker wi thout them Back around the corner, Terrel thought.

'Do you have to go too?" he asked.

Hedges | ook different fromthe inside, Alyssa remarked, as if this were a
perfectly sensible answer to his question, and then the piglet got up and
trotted away into the darkness. Although this parting was not quite as
wrenching as the last, it was bad enough. Terrel lay down and hoped that sleep
woul d cone soon, so that the aching would stop

Chapter Twenty-Three

Three days later, Terrel net the nan who woul d change the way he | ooked at the
world - and the way the world | ooked at him

After the meeting with Alyssa's piglet and the ghosts, Terrel had blithely
assuned that they would visit himagain soon, to guide his path, explain the
nature of his mission, and help himon his way. Every tine he saw an ani nal he
wai t ed hopeful Iy, but when none of them spoke to himor even paid himany nore
attention than normal, he eventually set aside such wi shful thinking. Al yssa
woul d announce her presence when she arrived.

After a while, he realized that - for whatever reasons -he had been left to
hi s own devices. Perhaps his friends thought he had no need of further aid or
advi ce, or perhaps sonething was preventing themfrom maki ng the journey
between worlds. In either case, all Terrel could do was nake his own way as
best he could, and hope to see them again before too |ong. He had no real plan
in mnd, and just hoped to travel in the general direction of Betancuria and
obtain further instructions when he was closer to the mning district.

Terrel was not sure exactly how rmuch progress he had made so far. He had been
headi ng in what he still thought of as a southerly course - even though this
was now where the sun set - but he knew his wal ki ng pace was sl ow by nor mal
standards. And because the islands were rotating, he could not even be certain
of his bearings. He al so had the constant problem of having to find somewhere
relatively safe to sleep each night, and of scavengi ng enough food to keep

hi nsel f alive and capable of notion. Hs life was once nore that of an
outcast, and there were tinmes when he canme close to despair. Only the fact

that he had given his word - and Alyssa's reassurance that he would see her
again - kept hi m going.

He was crossing an area of open heathland when the trail he was using cane to
a fork. H's choice, unless he meant to force his way over rough ground, was
bet ween veering either to the southwest or the southeast. Both options would
mean progress towards his destination, but not by the direct route he had been



hopi ng for - and now that he believed he had | eft Saefir Province behind, his
know edge of the roads and byways of Vadanis was al nbst non-existent. Al he
had [eft was instinct and, on this occasion, even that had deserted him
Whi |l e deliberating, Terrel became aware of a cart runbling up the track behind
him He turned, and saw that it was being drawn by an anci ent-I| ooki ng donkey
and driven by a small man who was hunched over the reins. Used to being
spurned and even being forced to hide fromfellow travellers at tinmes, Terre
hesi tated about standing his ground, but there seened no i medi ate threat and
he was in need of advice. The cart cane on steadily, then halted at the fork
a few paces fromwhere Terrel stood

Man and boy | ooked at each other. Terrel saw a wi zened and stooped figure of

i ndeterm nate age, with lustrous black hair tied back in a ponytail. The skin
on the man's sharp-featured face and surprisingly delicate hands was naturally
swart hy, but its col our was obviously deepened by an outdoor life, and his
clothes were old and worn but of good quality. He seened quite at ease and
Terrel saw none of the usual revulsion in his dark eyes, only a little
surprise followed by a swift nmonent of cal cul ation

'\Where are you going, stranger? The voice was deep and resonant, contrasting
oddly with the nman's appearance. 'South,' Terrel replied. 'To Betancuria.'
"Not a pilgrim then?

Terrel shook his head, not sure what the question neant.

'"That's a long way to travel on foot,' the carter observed. 'You | ook

|l eg-weary already.' 'I'mused to it.'

"A wanderer like ne!' The sudden snile transformed the man's face, and nade
hi m seem much younger, nore handsone. Even the curve of his back and the droop
of his shoul ders had gone now, so that he appeared taller. Terrel stared in
amazenment, wondering what had sparked such a change

"My nanme is Babak,' the traveller said. 'It neans-'

'The king,' Terrel conpleted for him

Babak was obviously i npressed.

"So you're famliar with the old tongue.'

"I's that your real nane?

The ot her man | aughed.

"My parents were obviously prescient,' he said. 'I amking of my trade.'

"I amcalled Terrel.'

" Ah.' Babak nodded as if this meant sonething significant to him 'No wonder
you' ve taken up the life of a wayfarer.'

Terrel wanted to ask what he meant, but he had nore pressing needs.

"Il ama traveller, but not fromchoice,' he admtted, '"and | have no
experience of this country. Wich way should I go for Betancuria?

' That depends on whether you want the shortest or the fastest route.’
'They' re not the sane?

' That way,' Babak replied, nodding towards the left-hand fork, 'will take you
al nost directly towards Betancuria, but it |eads through the nountains and
it's harsh country, even for a seasoned traveller. This road, on the other

hand, takes you out of your way, but it's an easier route and there will be
nore opportunities to make the journey a little nore confortable as you go.
Best of all, if your feet are sore, you can ride with ne.'" He patted the other

side of the wooden bench on which he sat.
"You woul d take me with you?' Terrel asked, unused to such generosity.
"Way not? It costs nme nothing, and any nman famliar with the old tongue mnust

be worth talking to. I'musually alone, as you can see, and conversation is
wel comre. What do you say?

"You don't find me . . . off-putting?

'Eyes in thenselves aren't inportant,' Babak replied. 'It's how we see the

world that matters.'

"Most of our countrymen would not agree,' Terrel said.

The carter |aughed.

"Superstition can be dangerous,' he conceded. 'The trick is to turnit to your
own advantage. | can show you how, if you like.’



Thi s sounded too good to be true, but Babak seened genui ne enough, and
Terrel's suspicions were fading.

"I's conversation all you want of me in return?" He could not think of any
ulterior notive for the offer

"Ch, we'll find a way for you to earn your keep,' Babak said breezily. 'From
the [ ook of you, I'd wager you could do with a decent meal or two and a proper
bed to sleep in tonight.'

Terrel could not deny the truth of that. Just the thought of it was filling

himwi th |longing - and brought the doubts back. How could he possibly earn
such rewards?

"Accept a little kindness froma fell ow wanderer,' the other man went on
smling again. 'You can always wal k away, whenever you want.'

Terrel made up his mind at last, telling himself that it would be stupid to
rej ect such an offer, even if he could not fathomthe motives behind it. He
clinmbed up and sat besi de Babak, who flicked the reins at once. The donkey,
who had remai ned perfectly still - as if it were a matter of suprene

i ndi fference whether it stood or noved - began to trudge down the right-hand
fork.

Now t hat Terrel was al ongside him Babak seemed to shrink once nmore, to becone
t he bent and weat her-beaten figure the boy had first seen. It was a peculiar
and unnerving transformati on. They rode in silence for a while, and when the
carter finally spoke, even his voice seenmed a pale imtation of the one he had
used to greet Terrel.

' There are nore people | eaving Betancuria than going to it,' he renarked.
"You' ve heard the runours, of course?" 'Some of them'

'So the nmonster doesn't bother you? 'I doubt it's as bad as the gossips would
have us believe,' Terrel replied, thinking back to his conversation with the
ghost s.

"You're probably right,' Babak said, chuckling, 'but when you hear that one of
the m ners who got too close vani shed conpletely, right in front of his

conpani ons, and another . . . well, all they found of himwas a few snears of
bl ood and grease on the tunnel walls ... it makes you wonder. |'ve heard it
said it can turn a man's blood to stone or boil it into steam Even if the

tal es are exaggerated, it sounds |like they've got sonething pretty nasty down
there. | wouldn't want to neet it.

"Me neither,' Terrel said heavily, horrified by these nore specific accounts
of the supposed atrocities. He could only hope they were exaggerated, and that
Alyssa was a better judge than the runour-nongers.

'So why are you headi ng that way?' Babak asked.

'There's soneone there | have to talk to.'

The travell er glanced at himcuriously.

' That doesn't sound |ike nuch of a reason.'

"It's inportant,’' Terrel replied awkwardly.

"Suit yourself. | can be a nosy old bastard, | know that. You don't have to
tell me anything if you don't want to.' He paused, obviously hoping that the
boy woul d vol unteer sonething nmore. Wien he didn't, Babak altered his
approach. 'Mdst people who are running away just want to | eave somewhere

behi nd,' he remarked ingenuously. 'They don't usually have sonewhere in nind
to run to.'

"What makes you think |I'mrunning away?

"Free men don't usually have tattoos |ike that.'

Terrel glanced at his hand, seeing that the circles hardly showed through the
dirt. Since he had left the imrediate vicinity of Havennobon, no one had even
commented on it - and he had begun to think it was uni nportant.

"I don't mss nmuch,' Babak added, grinning. 'I've only ever seen sonething
like that on slaves, lunatics and crimnals - and you don't strike nme as the
crimnal type. You wouldn't be worth much as a slave, and there are nore sane
peopl e in the madhouses now than there are loonies. So it doesn't matter rmnuch
to me which it is. I"'mjust nosy, like | said.’

"I was in a madhouse,’' Terrel admitted.



' You seem sane enough to ne.'

"I am At least | think | am It was probably because of the way | |ook.'

' Probably,' Babak agreed. 'Wre you rel eased, or did you escape?

Terrel hesitated for a few nonments, but saw no point in |lying.

"l escaped."

"Resourceful as well as bright,' the carter comented approvingly. 'I'm gl ad
st opped for you.'

Terrel had had enough of this discussion, and sought to change the subject.
"What is your trade . . . Your Majesty?

Babak | aughed.

"A sense of humour too,' he said delightedly. 'W nust try to persuade this
one to stay with us a while, eh, Luci? This remark was directed to the
donkey, who pricked up her ears at the sound of her name, but did not | ook
round or alter her steady pace.

"You don't mind nme being nosy? Terrel asked.

"Not at all. Seenms only fair. | prefer to think of nyself as an apothecary -
and one of rare talents at that - but nost of nmy customers would call ne a
pedlar, and | wouldn't disown the name. It's an honourabl e profession.'
"What do you sell?" Terrel wasn't sure what an apot hecary was.

"Whatever is to hand,' Babak replied, 'but mainly elixirs, potions, ointnents
and tinctures. There's hardly a human ailnment | don't have a renedy for.'
'So you're a physician?

'O sorts.'
'Do you maeke your nedicines yoursel f?
"Mostly. | purchase some from other reputable sources.’ This was said with a

sly grin that Terrel could not interpret.

"What's in then®?

"You are nosy, aren't you,' the pedlar said, but then went on to answer the
guestion anyway. '\Various essences, herbs, roots, honey and other natura

i ngredi ents. The exact recipes are secret, of course.'

"And these things can really cure people?

Babak gl anced at his passenger again, trying to see if he was really as
serious as he sounded.

'Look, Terrel. Mst people want to believe that they' re beautiful, that
they're intelligent, that they'Il never grow old, and that their illnesses
will be cured. All | do is encourage those beliefs. Understand?

Terrel took sone tine to consider this statenent.

'"So you're a-' he began eventually.

" An apot hecary,' Babak cut in. 'l told you what my potions are nade from but
the nost inmportant ingredient is faith. If my patients believe they' re going
to get well, then they do. The human mind is a wonderful physician. | just

help it to work. And if by any chance it doesn't, then the other essential
part of ny nedicines cones into play.'

"What's that?

"Alcohol. If the cure isn't effective, at least they' re too happy to notice
until I'"'mwell on ny way.' Babak grinned again, while Terrel stared at him
'No wonder you stay on the nove,' the boy said.

The pedl ar | aughed.

"I travel because | wouldn't want to live any other way,' he said. 'And |I'm
wel comre anywhere.'

' Even somewhere you' ve been before and-'

' Everywhere,' Babak confirnmed. 'You'll see. \Whatever you think of ne now, | do
nore good than harm - and how many people can say that?

Terrel thought about this for a while. Part of himcould not believe that
people were so gullible, but then if Babak's cure-alls really did sonme good,
what was the harmin that? He was al so thinking about his own naivete, and
realized that if he'd known nore about the world, the pedlar's cynicismwould
have seened | ess shocking. And the strange thing was that Terrel's feelings

t owar ds Babak had not changed. He liked him even if he was a sw ndl er

"Are all your potions back there? he asked curiously, glancing round at the



cart. Its contents were covered with canvas sheeting, neatly secured with

r opes.

'Yes. That and ny bed roll and a few essentials for the wanderer's life."'
"Aren't you afraid of thieves, travelling alone like this?

"No one would be stupid enough to rob an apot hecary,' Babak replied
confidently. 'They all know | can make them worse as well as better. The curse
of a pedlar is not to be taken lightly. Besides, I'"'mhandy with a knife if |
need to be - but the best way to conbat trouble is to avoid it in the first

pl ace. That's mny speciality. That, and ridding the world of evils such as
warts, inpotence, hair |oss, the pox and such like."'

'"Do you have anything that'll cure ny eyes? Terrel asked, |aughing now,
anused by Babak's suprene confi dence.

"As it happens, | do,' Babak said nerrily, 'but it doesn't come from any of ny
bottles. You have a gift for it, lad, just like ne. | knew that the noment |
saw you. '

"Agift for what?' Terrel asked.

' The gl amour,' Babak replied, then turned to gaze at his passenger

As Terrel watched, the pedlar's eyes turned fromdark brown to a bright pale
bl ue.

Chapt er Twenty- Four
"How did you do that?' Terrel gasped

'Do what ?' Babak replied, grinning. He turned away again, but Terrel could see
that his eyes had returned to their nornmal col our

"Your eyes were blue! Just for a nmoment. | saw'

"Are you sure?

Terrel hesitated. What had he seen? An illusion? A reflection of the sky? O
had he sinply i magi ned the whole thing? It seemed unreal now, |ike the menory

of a fading dream

' The gl amour ?* he hazar ded.

Babak nodded.

"My eyes didn't change col our, but you thought they did, because you wanted

to. | just hel ped the process al ong.'

" How?"

'"Wth suggestion and belief. My suggestion and your belief. | put the idea in
your head, and you persuaded yourself it was true.'

' But -

"Don't you sometines know sonething's true, w thout knowi ng how or why?' the
pedl ar asked.

"Intuition, you nean?

"Exactly. In this case, | amyour intuition. In the old tongue it was called
"psinoma", which neans "invisible words". A transfer of thoughts directly

bet ween m nds, without the need of verbal communication - and sonetines

wi t hout the person on the receiving end even being aware of what's happening.'
"So you control their mnds? Terrel asked. Al his instincts were rebelling
at the idea, insisting that it was wong, but he was fasci nated nonet hel ess.
'Not exactly,' Babak replied. 'I can't nake anyone believe sonething they
don't want to believe. In effect, all | said to you was "You're right. My eyes
are changi ng col our. "’

"And | saw what | wanted to be true?

"That's right. O course | don't usually waste the gl amour on sonething |ike
the col our of ny eyes. There'd be no point in that. But it mght be different
for you.'

"You really think I could do it too? Terrel asked

"I"'msure of it.'

'But how? Can you teach me? |I've no idea how to even begin.'

' Ch, you began | ong before you even net me,' Babak said. 'If you think about
it, you'll realize that.'

Terrel thought about it. The first, and nost obvious, thing that canme to m nd



was his ability to converse with Alyssa and the ghosts. During those exchanges
he had al ways spoken al oud, but now he was wondering if that had really been
necessary. He had sonetines felt that Al yssa night be aware of his unspoken

t houghts. But, up until that noment, he had assumed that he was able to
converse with them because of their skills. Now he was not so sure. The
second, and far nore surprising, idea concerned his prenpnitions about earth
tremors. That was a

formof intuition he could not explain, but it seemed to be felt by his entire
being, rather than just his mnd. And if that were a form of psinoma, he could
not inmagi ne who the other mnd mght be.

"Wl | ?' Babak pronpted.

"I may well have been on the receiving end of sonmething,' Terrel conceded
vaguely. He had no wish to el aborate further at that nmonment. 'But | stil

don't see how !l can use it for nyself.'

"Al'l right,'" the pedlar said. 'Let's try an experinent. Picture sonething in
your mnd as clearly as you can, and then inmagine you're telling me all about
it - but don't say anything. Can you do that? Make sure it's something
couldn't have seen.’

Terrel nodded his agreement. He concentrated as hard as he could, closing his
eyes to picture the scene, then 'heard hinself telling Babak all about it.
The pedl ar | aughed.

"Apiglet with an earring?" he exclaimed. 'By the stars, but you do keep sone
pecul i ar conpany!"’

Al t hough that night did not bring the proper bed Babak had prom sed, it was
still a lot nore confortable than Terrel had been used to. The pedl ar deci ded
they woul d canp by the roadside in open country and, once Luci had pulled the
cart onto a convenient patch of grass, he showed Terrel how his node of
transport becane his living quarters. An ingenious systemof |evers and
pul | eys converted the canvas covering into a tent, and while the contents were
usually laid out to fit only one bed roll, it took only minor adjustnments to
make space for a second. Terrel got the feeling that Babak had done this
before. The tent would be a little cramped when they were both inside,
surrounded by the chests and boxes that presumably held the pedlar's

nmer chandi se, but to the young wanderer it seened |ike absolute |uxury.

Babak did provide the decent nmeal he had nmentioned earlier, lighting a fire
and producing a remarkably succul ent vegetable stew that they ate with hard

bi scuits flavoured with salt and herbs. Only when they had finished the | ast
of the food did the pedlar allow his guest to continue their conversation from
earlier in the day.

It had taken Terrel quite some tinme to recover fromhis astoni shnent at the
success of their experinment - and when he had, the list of questions he'd
wanted to ask had been al nbost endl ess. He could not deny that an exchange of

t hought s had taken place, but he believed that this had only been possible
because of Babak's own talent. The pedlar had denied this and told Terrel he
woul d give himfurther proof the next day, when they woul d neet other people.
"You coul d di sgui se your eyes now, if you wanted to,' he had said. 'But |
realize you woul dn't accept that, because |I'd know what you were trying to do.
W'l have to wait until we neet someone who doesn't know you.' Terrel had
been both frightened and excited by this idea, and they had tal ked a great
deal about how he should go about it, before Babak deci ded that he had had
enough of the subject for the time being and left the boy to his own
reflections. Now, as he cleared away their bowl s, the pedlar seened anenabl e
agai n.

"You used the glamour on me earlier, didn't you?" Terrel began. 'To change
your appearance and your voice. Wy did you bother to do that? You had no need
to inpress ne.'

"Habit, | suppose - at first, at least,' Babak answered. 'But then, like

sai d, you | ooked |ike sonmeone interesting.'

" And soneone who could earn his keep?' Terrel pronpted.

"I could see ways you might be able to help ne nake a sale or two,' the pedlar



admi tted.
"By lying to people? Pretending you can cure this? Terrel waved his wthered

right arm

"You di sapprove.' It was a statement rather than a question

"I don't like the idea of cheating people.’

"I never prom se the inmpossible,' Babak clained. 'If people infer niracles
fromwhat they see and hear, that's another matter. Besides, as | said,
they' Il only believe what they want to believe.'

"That's another thing,' Terrel said. 'You told ne your curses are effective
too. Wiy woul d anyone want to believe a curse?

' Because, deep in their hearts, they know | wouldn't curse themunless it was
just, unless they deserved punishnent.'

'"So, in effect, they bring the curse on thensel ves?

"You could |l ook at it that way.'

Terrel shook his head. He found such ideas disturbing, and he did not know how
his nentor had cone to terns with them

"Doesn't it frighten you?' he asked. 'The power you have?

"Why should it?" Babak replied. 'Some people are beautiful, or phenonenally
strong, others are talented nusicians or artists, and sonme have an aptitude
for healing or prophecy. W all take advantage of the gifts we' ve been given
inlife.'

"But isn't this rather nore than that?' Terrel persisted. 'l mean, you could
make peopl e believe anything?
"You nmean | lack the anbition to go with nmy evil sorcery? the pedl ar

responded, a hunorous glint in his eyes. 'Wiy don't | go to Makhaya and nake

t he Enperor do what | want?

"Well, why don't you?' Terrel challenged.

"Firstly, because even ny powers are linmted,' Babak said, still snmiling, 'and
secondl y, because even if | could do it, I've no wish for the sort of life and
status you'd find at court.'

"You' d rather separate peasants fromtheir hard-earned coi ns?

"What can | say? They're ny audience.' 'You . . . are a rogue,' Terre

decl ared, but he could not help smling even as he said it.

" A rogue?' Babak gasped, fluttering a hand over his heart. 'Such | anguage from
the I'ips of one so young and innocent! Forgive nme, | have to recover ny
breath.'

Terrel was glad the fire had died down and the evening was drawing in, so that
the blush on his face was | ess noticeable, but he was |aughing too, unable to
sumon up the righteous anger that he knew he shoul d be feeling.

"I can be generous too,' the pedlar said, when they had both quietened down.

"I know. And |'m grateful.

"I don't mean hel ping you on your way, or the bed and the neal,' Babak told
him 'l want you to fulfil your potential. You're ny apprentice now, Terrel
whet her you like it or not. And tonmorrow we'll put what you've already |earnt

into practice.’

"Where are we goi ng?' the boy asked, trying not to think about his own
possi bl e use of the glamour. 'By evening we'll be in Tiscamanita.' 'lsn't that
on the coast?' Terrel had not realized that his wanderings had taken him so
far to the west of the island. "It is indeed,' the pedlar replied. 'And the
day after tonorrow will be the Mon Festival there.'

'The Red Mbon will be full,' Terrel said, but his thoughts were el sewhere. He
had only ever seen the ocean in his dreans. Now he was close to seeing the
real thing.

"And the fires of love will burn bright,' Babak intoned.

' What ?'

"You'l |l see,' the pedlar prom sed.

The ruin dom nated the | andscape for mles around. Luci had been pulling them
al ong at her unchangi ng pace for sonme time when Terrel first sawit, but it
had taken another two hours to reach the foot of the hill. Fromthat earliest
glinpse, the boy's gaze had been drawn to the jagged outline of dark stone,



caught as much by its position - atop a single bare hill in the mddle of the
wi de coastal plain - as by the stark shapes above.

"According to legend, even the hill itself is man-nade,' Babak remarked,
"though | don't see how anyone could know that.'
'Because it's symmetrical,' Terrel said, 'and it's so different fromthe rest

of the | andscape round here.'

'Even so, that's a lot of trouble to go to,' the pedlar went on. 'Unless they
were giants, it would ve taken years to nove all that earth, and then they'd
have had to make sure it was solid enough to build on. Makes no sense.'’

' They must have had their reasons. Doesn't anyone know who built it?

"No. It's supposed to be even older than the tenple at Tindaya, but the funny
thing is that some of its construction was apparently very sophi sti cat ed.
Soneone estimated fromthe thickness of the lower walls that the central tower
m ght have been five or six storeys high, and the masonry was perfectly
crafted. | don't know how they can tell that fromthis pile of rubble, but
that's what they say.' He shrugged. 'There was stained glass in sone of the

wi ndows too, apparently. It's gone now, of course, but there were |lots of
fragnments left. The only place you come across such things these days is in

t he best tenples and houses of Makhaya, not sone prinitive castle in the

m ddl e of nowhere.'

'So whoever built this place nmust have been part of a highly devel oped
civilization,' Terrel concluded.

"Seens like it,' Babak agreed, 'but there's no record of them anywhere el se.
It's as if they just vanished - and the only thing they left was this ruin.'
"Can we go up and take a closer |o0ok? The road curved round the base of the
hill.

"You go,' the pedlar replied.
on the far side.’

By the time Terrel reached the castle he was breathing heavily, because the

sl ope was steep and the day was warm and hum d, but he soon forgot about this
and about his aching | egs as he wal ked anmong the ruins. It was obvious that it
had once been a nonunental construction. Some of the bl ocks of stone were
massi ve and, even though they'd been eroded by time and the weather, the
preci se nature of their cutting was clear. Terrel could nake out the remants
of graceful arches, colums, and great walls amid the general clutter of rock,
but he was npbst fascinated by a pattern incised upon what nust once have been
the floor of a great hall. The paving was partly obscured by debris, and was
broken in places, but the original design was still clear. It had been a fl oor
maze, |eading via an al nost inpossibly convoluted route to the centre of the
circular pattern. Terrel inagined people making the slow, symbolic journey to
the heart of the naze, and wished it was possible for himto do the same. The
pl ace had a strangely peaceful atnosphere, and had surely once been the site
of ritual and worship. This thought nade him glance up at the sky, but none of
t he noons was visible - and he could only guess at what the stars night | ook
like fromwhere he stood, their light mrrored by candl es bel ow

Com ng back down to earth, he went to |l ook at the centre of the maze. The
nosai ¢ there was al so partly hidden by fallen masonry, but he could see enough
to realize that it looked |like a great black star, each of its five points

|"ve seen it all before. 1'lIl pick you up again

extended in wavy lines - like tentacles reaching out into the |labyrinth that
surrounded it. For the first time Terrel felt a nomentary unease, a small
chill of foreboding that made himglad of the noonday heat.

As he made his way down the far side of the hill, he found hinmsel f thinking

about the purpose of his journey. Like the dark star here, his destination
also lay at the heart of a man-made | abyrinth.

Chapter Twenty-Five
"You can't hide for ever.' Babak sounded di sappoi nted, but inpatient too.

Terrel knew this was true, but part of himw shed that it wasn't. The nearer
they got to Tiscamanita, the nore people they net on the road. Sone contact



was inevitable, but Terrel had chosen to | ook down, or to raise his hand as if
shadi ng hinmself fromthe sun, in order to hide his eyes.

'Listen,' Babak went on. 'Even if you fail, nothing's going to happen. You may
get a few strange | ooks, but that's all. You're with ne.'

Terrel had already seen that the pedl ar commanded respect - even a little awe
- fromnost of their fellow travellers, and being under his protection did

i ndeed make the boy feel safer in the midst of so nany strangers. Even so, his
earlier experiences had made himwary - and Babak's reassurances had done
nothing to rid Terrel of his own distrust of the glanour, his conviction that
somehow it was w ong.

'Besides, you're not going to fail,' his compani on added.

"You think I don't know when soneone has the gift? Look. | know him' He

poi nted ahead, to where a nerchant had pulled his wagon over to the side of
the road in order to talk to a man on horseback. 'We'll stop for a chat. You
can try with them'

'"No, please,' Terrel whispered. The horseman was in uniform and, even though
it was not one he recognized, the idea of confronting soneone in authority
made the prospect even nore daunting.

"Just remenber what | told you,' Babak said, cheerfully relentless.

' Concentrate on one thing. Don't try to hide your armor your leg. Use themto
distract attention if necessary. Mst people won't even notice your eyes if
you do that -and if they do, they'll think they're a perfectly ordinary blue -
as long as you convince them And they'll be happier believing that than
seeing the eyes of an enchanter!' Babak had been told of the harvesters
accusations. '"Now just relax and do it.'

Havi ng drawn al ongsi de the wagon, the pedlar brought Luci to a halt with a
casual flick of the reins, while Terrel tried to make hinself as small and

i nconspi cuous as possi bl e.

'Greetings, Phailas,' Babak said.

"Hell o, Babak,' the nerchant replied coolly, then glanced reluctantly at his
conpani on. ' You know Seneschal Cadrez, of course.'

The pedl ar transferred his gaze to the inmposing figure who sat stiffly erect
on his nount.

"Only by reputation,' he replied. 'l am honoured to make your acquai ntance,
sir.'

The seneschal nodded, but did not speak

"Don't waste your tine on him Babak,' Phailas advised. 'He has too nuch sense
to be taken in by your cozenage.'

Babak pretended to be shocked and of fended, then snil ed.

"I"msure the seneschal is capable of making up his own mnd in such matters,"
he said. '"And | shan't lack for custoners at the fair. People prefer alittle
entertai nment to being overcharged for your trinkets.'

"Hadn't you better nove al ong?' the nerchant responded. 'You' re bl ocking the
road."’

Thr oughout this pointed but not unfriendly exchange, Terrel had kept his head
down. However, Babak was determined not to allow himto hide any |onger, and
pul I ed hi m forward.

"This is ny new apprentice,' the pedl ar announced. ' G eet our distinguished
friends, Terrel.'

| have blue eyes, Terrel recited softly. Perfectly ordinary. Blue eyes.

He | ooked up, forcing hinmself not to squint.

' Good afternoon, gentlenen,' he said quietly. The horrified reaction he was
expecting did not cone. He held his breath, waiting.

'He has better manners than the |ast one, at least,' Phailas remarked.

"And he is a nost able student,' Babak said, in a self-satisfied tone.

' Then he deserves a better master than you,' the merchant responded.

"l doubt | could do better than the one |I have,' Terrel stated with nore

convi ction, aghast at his own daring.

The nerchant gave the boy a second, neasuring glance, as if he thought he had
spoken out of turn, but once again he saw not hing untoward. Terrel held his



gaze in triunph, before |ooking at the seneschal. Cadrez was payi ng himno
attention, watching the road behind the cart.

"Farewel |, gentlenen,' Babak said as he set Luci in notion again. 'Enjoy the
festival.'

Once they were out of earshot, Terrel expected his nmentor to make sone
comment, but the smug grin on the pedlar's face said it all. He had been
proved right - and they both knewit. Terrel was able to use the gl anour.

He was still dwelling on the inplications this could have for his life when

they reached the outskirts of Tiscamanita. Until now this had only been a nane
on a map, but Terrel soon realized that it was by far the [ argest town he had
ever seen. Even the outlying districts seened opul ent, and further towards the
centre he could see several tall buildings - including one |lofty tower that
seened to himlike a gigantic finger pointing towards the heavens. There were
peopl e everywhere but, enbol dened by his recent success, Terrel stared about

hi m openly, still keeping up the silent litany within his head. | have bl ue
eyes. Blue .

The last part of their journey had been al ongside a w de, meandering river
that flowed sluggishly over the plain, but Terrel realized - with a rush of

di sappoi ntnment - that he had not yet caught so nuch as a glinpse of the sea.
And it was clear that he would have to wait for that when Babak steered the
cart into the yard of a prosperous |ooking tavern. Stable boys appeared as if
by magic to tend to Luci and to stow the cart in one of the guarded sheds, and
t he i nnkeeper hinmself - who obviously knew Babak of old - took themup to a
roomon the first floor. Nobody gave Terrel nore than a second gl ance.

"WIl this suit you?' the pedlar enquired, when they were al one.

Terrel lay back on the smaller of the two beds in the room and sighed. It was
softer than anything he had ever imagined. He felt a wave of contentnent wash
over him allowing hinmself to revel in the nonent and to forget about the
storm cl ouds gathering over his future. At that nmonment, it was hard to believe
they were real .

"It's wonderful,' he said, |ooking up at his conpanion

Babak snil ed.

"It's beconming instinctive already, isn't it?" he said. 'After a while you
won't even have to think about it. Unless you want to, of course. There m ght
be ti nes when your real eyes could be useful.’

Terrel couldn't inmagine such a situation, but he didn't really care. He was
still lost in amazenment at his own achi evenent - and gratitude towards Babak
for forcing himto recognize it.

' Thank you. You were right.'

'"OfF course!' the pedlar responded. 'Now let's go down and get some dinner.'
'Can we go and see the ocean first?' Terrel asked eagerly.

" Anyone woul d think you've never seen the sea before.'

"I haven't,' the boy admitted.

Babak | ooked surprised, obviously thinking that Terrel's Iife as a wanderer
did not seemto have led himvery far

"It's still quite a walk fromhere,' he said, clearly reluctant, then
bri ght ened as another possibility occurred to him 'However . . . Cone on.'
Alittle while later, they approached the tower Terrel had first seen froma
di stance. Fromclose to, the soaring circular construction was even nore

br eat ht aki ng, reaching up to the clouds. However, the door at its base was
guarded by two nen. Their very size was intimdating, and they gave off an
unmni st akabl e air of nenace.

"There's an entrance fee for the viewing platform' one of them announced as
the visitors arrived.

"Save it for the pilgrins,' Babak advised himdismssively. 'This tower's
public property, and we both know it. Wat woul d Seneschal Cadrez think of you
dupi ng innocents like this, | wonder?

The big man scow ed, but neither he nor his partner showed any sign of giving
in.

"Two phinars each,' he stated flatly. 'Any argunent and the price goes up.'



"Ch, | don't intend to argue,' Babak replied, 'but nmy coll eague here night. He
needs to take a | ook around fromup there. And he has just the eyes to do it.'
The pedl ar nudged Terrel gently, and the boy realized with a start what he was
meant to do. He stopped the internal nonol ogue that he'd resuned since |eaving
their roomin the tavern. The effect was both instantaneous and renarkabl e.
Nei t her of the guards had paid himany attention until that nonent, but now
they stared at himin open-mouthed horror. Wthout thinking, Terrel smled -
and this seened to conplete their terror. Both nen stepped aside and al | owed
the travellers to enter.

"I told you that might cone in useful,' Babak said, as they began to clinb the
long spiral staircase, and his laughter chinmed softly in the echoi ng spaces of
the tower.

When they finally reached the viewi ng platformthey were both out of breath,
but the view fromthe parapet was worth the effort. They were so high that
Terrel felt nonentarily dizzy, as if he were flying. The entire town was l|aid
out below them like a map, and he could see for many miles over the
surroundi ng plain. But he was transfixed by his first sight of the ocean

Not hing in his inmagination could have prepared himfor the imensity of it, a
shi meri ng bl ue-grey expanse that stretched away to the far horizon. Even from
a distance he was awed by its restless energy, its elemental grandeur - and
was | eft speechl ess. Babak, who had seen such sights many tinmes before, was
not so inhibited.

"Ordinarily we'd be facing northwest,' he said, when he'd got his breath back
"but now it's nearer northeast.

That nmeans we'll all be able to see the nmoons rise over the ocean, rather than
wat ching them set. The festival will officially start in the early evening
tonmorrow, when the Red Moon rises, but there'll be plenty going on before

t hen.'

Terrel continued to gaze at the ocean in silence. He was wonderi ng what
Alyssa's reaction would be on seeing such an uni magi nably vast expanse of
water. Compared to this, the | ake at Havennoon was not hing nore than a single

rai ndr op.

'See over there,' Babak said, pointing to their left. 'That's Vaka, the npst
northerly of the western islands -or it would be if we were still pointing the
right way.'

Terrel stared at the Iowlying shape in the ocean

"If you |l ook clearly, you can see the edge of the underwater bridge,' the
pedl ar went on. 'That curve where the sea changes col our.'

As soon as it had been pointed out, the division was obvious. Aline of white
wat er marked the rimof the subnmerged Iink and, beyond it, the relatively
shal | ow sea was a much brighter bl ue.

"Navi gation's hard enough in those waters at the best of tinmes,' Babak added.
"It's even worse now, |'Il wager. | doubt there'll be as many pilgrins as
usual from Vaka.'

"What's so special about Tiscamanita?' Terrel asked. 'Why do people conme here
to celebrate the full noon? They could do that anywhere.'

' Because of Kativa's Shrine,' the pedl ar answered.

"What's that?

"You' ve never heard of it? | could tell you the story, but it would be better
if we wait till tonorrow, when you can see it for yourself.'

"More dramatic that way?' Terrel queried, disappointed by the delay, but
knowi ng t hat Babak was an actor at heart, and that he wanted to set the scene.
'Exactly,' the pedlar replied, aware that he was being teased, but choosing to
ignore the fact. 'Right now !l need to eat.'

Their neal at the tavern came in vast portions and was nuch richer fare than
Terrel was used to, so that eventually he was forced to restrain his appetite
or risk making hinself ill. Babak ate like a trenchernman, washi ng down the
roast meats, cheeses and potatoes with quantities of beer, then calling for
cake and a jug of wine. Terrel had drunk only water until then, but he was
persuaded to try some of the wine. At first it tasted nmetallic and sour, but



after a few tentative sips he began to appreciate the nore subtle aspects of
its flavour. The only al cohol he had ever drunk before had been a little of
Ahmeza's cider, but that had been watery stuff by conparison, and he had not
really liked it much. The warm feeling that was now fl owi ng through hi mwas
unl i ke anything he had ever experienced. It made himfeel optimstic,

i nvi nci bl e.

Babak raised his cup, and smled to see his conpanion's flushed cheeks.

"G ve me chastity and sobriety . ' he quoted. 'But not now.'

Terrel joined in the toast, w thout considering what it nmeant, then frowned as
a stray thought popped into his head.

"You didn't use the glanour on Phailas and the seneschal. Wy not?

' Keep your voice down, boy,' the pedlar hissed. 'Walls have ears.'

It took Terrel a few noments to work out what Babak nmeant, and when he had, he
repeated the question nore quietly.

"I"d still like to know why you didn't."'

'Because it pays to have people like that underestimte you.'

Terrel nodded, though he was not sure he under st ood.

"I"ve never drunk wi ne before,' he remarked, his mind flitting from one

t hought to the next.

"You truly are an innocent,' Babak commented. 'You'll be telling nme next

you' ve never kissed a girl.'

Terrel felt his face grow hot and knew, to his shame, that he was bl ushing
furiously.

"I have a girlfriend,' he clainmed defensively.

"In Betancuria?' the pedlar guessed.

"No.' Terrel thought of Alyssa lying in her cell, abandoned and al one, her
spirit wandering. He longed to see her again, preferably in her own shape, but
as an animal if necessary. He needed to talk to her, to tell her how he felt.
Why wasn't she there? He was the one who had been abandoned now. And then the
i mport of their npbst recent meeting came back to himin a rush, and all the
terrible things he had learnt then left himsobered and afraid.

Babak watched the changes come over himw th interest, wondering what secrets
his apprentice was hiding.

"Ordinarily, 1'd say that nost worries are soluble in wine," he said, '"but in
your case | think that would be a m stake.'

Terrel nodded, pushing his half-enpty cup away. He no | onger wanted any part
of its fal sehood.

"It's been a long day,' the pedl ar observed. 'You should get sonme rest.'

The boy nodded again, his eyes downcast, but made no nmove to rise fromhis
seat .

"I's there sonething you want to tal k about?' Babak asked.

What can | say? Terrel thought. Hi s conpanion's generosity deserved the truth,
but that was inmpossible. Better to say nothing. He | ooked up and shook his
head.

' Remenber your eyes,' the pedlar said quietly.

In his distraction, Terrel's eyes had returned to their genuine col ouring, and
al t hough no one in the tavern seened to have noticed, they were bound to do so
as he wal ked fromthe hall.

Terrel blinked, and his eyes were bl ue again.

'Good | ad,' Babak said, with sone relief. Watever was ailing the boy, he was
still able to control his talent. '"I'lIl see you later. And tonorrow we'll have
sone fun, eh?

Terrel stood up and left without a word, threading his way between the tables
with his awkward, |opsided gait. Babak watched himgo, feeling a disquiet of
hi s own.

Sone tine later, when all the wi ne was gone, the pedlar went out into the
street. He had a 'girlfriend" of his own in Tiscamanita - one of several in
various places around Vadanis - and after his conversation with Terrel, he
felt in need of the confort she would provide.



Chapter Twenty-Six

On his first morning in Tiscamanita, Terrel woke to the sound of snoring. Even
t hough he had | ain awake for some tine the night before, he had eventually
succunbed to the confort of the soft bed, and had not been aware of Babak's
return. He was there now all right, making a sound that shook the walls.

For a while Terrel was content to rest in unaccustoned |uxury, but as he
listened to the noises of the tavern and the town beyond coming to life, he
grew restless. He guessed that the sun had only just risen, but had no idea
when the pedlar woul d wake up. The tenptation to get up and explore on his own
became too great, and he slipped out of bed and dressed quietly.

There was a cool breeze bl owi ng down the street outside, and Terre
instinctively turned to walk into it, realizing that it nust be com ng from
the sea. The air carried with it a tang of salt, and another, unidentifiable,
odour that made himfeel strangely invigorated. The lure of the ocean was
strong, and he wanted to viewit fromclose to, but he was not destined to
reach the shore that day.

After walking for a while, Terrel reached an enornpus paved square, clearly
the hub of the town's activity. Near each corner piles of wood and other dry
material were stacked in such a way that Terrel assumed they were bonfires
waiting to be lit. He recalled Babak's remark about the 'fires of |ove
burning brightly, and decided they must be part of the festival. |In between

t hese piles, keeping a respectful distance, a nunmber of merchants were already
setting up their stalls in readiness for the fair. Terrel paid themlittle
attention, because he had seen what nust be Kativa's Shrine.

It stood at the exact centre of the market place but, as if by unspoken
agreement, none of the traders had set up for business within fifty paces of
the extraordinary structure. The shrine rose in a tw sted, sinuous curve, |ike
an unruly flame that had been frozen in tine, reaching further into the sky
than the two-storey buildings that lined the perineter of the arena. There was
somet hing alive about it, as if it had grown to that height rather than being
built.

As Terrel drew closer, he could see that it was made entirely of wood,
intricately carved to resenble a vast, distorted trellis, entwined with

t housands of roses - all of thempainted red. It should have been ugly, the
nost unnatural of scul ptures, but its perverse, obsessive patterns were
strangely beautiful - and Terrel w shed that he had waited for Babak after
all, so that the pedlar could have told himits story. He was far from al one
in his absorption. Several other people were staring at the shrine, al
apparently caught in its spell.

'They used to be real roses once.'

Terrel glanced round to see who had spoken, and saw a young woman, not nuch

ol der than hinmself. Her gaze was fixed on the shrine, and her voice was qui et
and respectful .

"And all of themthe colour of the lovers' noon,' she added. 'Wnderful, isn't
it?

"Yes, it is,' he replied. 'Do you know when it was built?

"You don't know the story?' she exclainmed, |ooking at himin surprise. 'l

t hought everybody . '

Her voice died away, and Terrel nentally checked to see that his eyes were
still ' blue

"I"ve never been in this part of Vadanis before,' he explained. "WII| you tel
me?'

"OfF course.' She was obviously delighted at the chance to display her

know edge. 'Kativa lived here over two hundred years ago. She was the only
daughter of the forenost noble famly of the province, and she was very
beautiful. Her fame spread as far as Makhaya, and the Enperor sent for her to
be his fourth bride, but she'd already fallen in |l ove with one of her
househol d, a squire named Siverio. Knowi ng that their | ove would be forbidden
they planned to el ope on the night when the Red Moon was full, but they were



betrayed. Kativa's father held her prisoner, while sone of his nmen went to
meet Siverio in this square and nurdered him' The young woman paused. 'Wen
Kativa found out what had happened,' she went on in a w stful tone, 'she took
poi son rather than submit to an unwanted betrothal, but she didn't die.
Instead she fell into a coma, still alive, but unable to do anything except
breat he and dream

Terrel had been engrossed in the tale, but at this mention of a coma his

t houghts flew to Alyssa. Was she dreami ng as her spirit wandered?

"Kativa lay, unnoving, for alnpbst three years,' the storyteller continued,
"but then, when al nost all hope was gone, she revived. She came here, to see
where her true love had died. Siverio's blood had stained the paving stones
and, no matter how hard anyone scrubbed at it, the mark could not be renobved.
When Kativa saw this she wept, and her tears made his bl ood shine red again.
"By then, of course, the Enperor had lost interest in her, and so she was free
to stay in Tiscamanita. She conm ssioned the best craftsmen of the town to
build a nmonunment to love, and this is what it becane. Every day for the rest
of her life, Kativa brought a single red rose and placed it on the nonunent.
Even in the depths of winter, when no other flowers grew, she still cane,
faithful to the last. And as each rose faded and decayed, the woodcarvers
replaced it with one of their own making, so that her |ove would never die.'
Terrel found hinself |ooking at the shrine with a new reverence. He was cl ose
to tears.

'"I's there soneone you | ove?' his conpani on asked kindly.

Terrel hesitated before replying, then sinply nodded, not trusting his voice.
' Then you nmust conme back tonight,' she told him 'and place a flower on the
shrine. A rose would be best, of course, but they' re al ways expensive, so

anything will do - as long as it's red. The flower sellers will be here soon
That's why | canme early, so | could get one of the best.'
Terrel did not Iike to tell her that he had no noney at all, and could not

afford to buy a flower of any kind.

'Does leaving a flower bring good |uck? he asked.

"For lovers, yes,' his informant replied happily. 'Jari and me are getting
married soon, so | had to come this year.'

'The festival is only held once a year?' He had been assuming it was every

| ong nont h, whenever the Red Mbon was full

'Every year at the full noon closest to the autumal equinox,' she confirnmed,
"but it only starts when the nmoon has risen and the fires have been lit. | can
hardly wait!'

Terrel saw the excitenment shining in her eyes and smiled, then | ooked back at
t he shrine, wondering whet her Babak woul d gi ve hi m sonme noney so that he could
| eave a rose for Alyssa

Terrel watched Babak from a di stance. The contrast between the stooped figure
he had first encountered and the charismatic sal esman who was now st andi ng on
his cart, regaling his eager audience with his irrepressible patter, was
startling. Although Terrel could put a nane to the difference, that did not
make it any |ess astounding. In one sense, nothing he was seeing was real; in
another it was all as real as the paving stones beneath his feet.

The afternoon was some hours old now, and as the tine of nmoon-rise drew
nearer, the atnmosphere in the crowded square had reached fever pitch. Wat had
once been a sober, alnpst religious festival, was now sinply an excuse for
riotous celebrations - and this year, because of the inexplicable events in

t he heavens - there was an al nost hysterical note to the proceedi ngs.

As well as the stalls selling all sorts of goods, platforns had been set up in
various parts of the square on which entertai nnents were performed and coupl es
publicly announced their betrothals. Mck battles were staged too, depicting
the third of the Red Moon's major influences. Violence, even in a strictly
synmbolic form took its accepted place alongside fire and | ove. Misici ans,
juggl ers, beggars and pi ckpockets roaned the streets, plying their various
trades, and both food and wine were in plentiful supply. Ariot of snells
assaul ted every nose, with the heavy perfunme of flowers the nost prom nent



element in the intoxicating medley.

Terrel found the spectacle both bew | dering and fascinating. He had never seen
anything like it. Having already spotted a good deal of drunkenness and a few
genui ne fights, he could not hel p wondering whether the entire gathering m ght
not spiral out of control once dusk came and the bonfires were lit. He had
seen only a few soldiers - hardly enough to ensure | aw and order - but the air
of inmm nent danger just seemed to add to the general atnosphere.

Unli ke Terrel, Babak was in his elenment in the mdst of this colourful chaos,
and was already doing a brisk trade - but he was getting close to the nonment
when, with Terrel's unwilling help, he would reveal his masterstroke. The boy
fidgeted, despising hinself for having agreed to play his part in the
deception, but knowi ng he would have to go through with it now. He owed Babak
that nmuch at |east.

When the signal came, he adjusted his sling and tucked the crutch beneath his
twisted arm then lurched over towards the pedlar's cart, exaggerating his
linp. Most people nmade way for himto pass, but some regarded him
contenmptuously and forced himto wait or go around them- while a few nmade
cal l ous remarks about cripples being allowed to spoil the festive nobod. Wen
he judged he was cl ose enough, he stopped and joi ned Babak's audi ence.

"This precious elixir,' the self-styled apothecary cried, holding up a small
stone phial, '"is distilled fromover a hundred essences, and has been m xed to
a recipe that's been in ny famly for many generations. It can restore vigour
to every part of a man's body.'

'"Every part?" a woman's voice called out, provoking a round of |aughter

"Indi sputably!' Babak replied, winking at the heckler. ''Every part. Even one
t hat has atrophi ed and gone soft fromlack of use. Tonight of all nights a

| over should be fervent and tireless - and this will nake himso. But that is
not all," he went on, overriding the crowd's buzz of speculation. 'It can

ef fect marvel s upon the |linbs of those afflicted by the pal sy, or who have not
recovered their agility and strength after breaking a bone.'

Babak | ooked around his audience, ignoring their cries of disbelief, until his
gaze fell - apparently by chance - on Terrel

"You, sir!" he called, pointing. 'How long has it been since you wal ked
without a stick?

Terrel made a pantom nme of surprise at being so addressed, then replied in a
del i berately hoarse voice

' Many years.'

"Then drink this,' the pedlar cried, tossing the phial in the boy's direction
As he had been instructed, Terrel lunged awkwardly at the bottle, mssed

hopel essly, then staggered and alnost fell. The phial clattered to the ground,
where it was picked up by anot her onl ooker. The man unstoppered it, took a
sniff, then recoiled as if the snell was vile.

"You | ook healthy enough to ne, sir!' Babak called. 'Gve the elixir to one
who needs it.'

"dadly,' the man said, passing it over

Terrel took the bottle and enptied it into his nouth. It did indeed snell -
and taste - vile, and it scorched his throat as he swal |l owed convul sively. He
gagged, his eyes watering, but then, as the spectators watched, an

extraordi nary change cane over the cripple. His crutch fell to the ground
unheeded, his back straightened so that he stood taller, and even his wthered
| eg seened | ess deforned. He tore off the sling that held his right arm and
threw that away too, flexing his twisted fingers as though this was the first
time he had been able to nove them Then he performed a stuttering, |opsided
jig on the spot. H s face was a mask of astonishnent and joy - and his eyes
glittered in the strangest fashion.

After that Babak could hardly take the noney in fast enough. Terrel wandered
away, aware that people were still watching him and wanting to put the entire
epi sode behind him During his performance he had dreaded being recogni zed by
someone who had seen himat the tavern, or on his early norning wal k, but
there'd been so many people nilling about that the chances of this happening



had been very small. Now, feeling ashamed and hunmiliated, he al nost w shed
that the fraud had been exposed. And yet another small but insistent voice

i nside his head was exclaimng with pride at his success. He had done it! At

| east his debt to the pedlar was paid now And the funny thing was, the elixir
had seenmed to give himnore energy.

What was nore, knowi ng that Terrel would have to fend for hinself for nost of
t he day, Babak had gi ven hi m sone nmoney, and he was now free to spend it any
way he chose. He found one of the flower sellers - who regarded him
suspiciously until he saw the coins in his hand - and spent some tinme picking
out the right bloom A rose was beyond his nmeans, but he was able to buy a
fiery-red snapdragon.

Havi ng compl eted his transaction - the merchant seened surprised when the boy
paid wi thout haggling - Terrel becane aware that many people in the square
were now | ooki ng up expectantly at the roof of one of the surrounding

buil dings. The tinme of the festival was approaching, and a | ookout was
stationed there, ready to give the signal for the fires to be lit as soon as
the Red Moon was clear of the horizon. Terrel w shed he could see for hinself
as it rose above the ocean, but there was no chance of that. He had to bide
his time, |like everyone el se.

They did not have to wait |ong. A great cheer went up when the signal cane,
and norments |later flames were rippling through the piles of wood. As night
drew in, the square was lit by the fires of |love, and a procession of pilgrinms
began to make their way towards Kativa's Shrine. Terrel went with them not
hurrying or pushing forward |ike some, knowi ng that this should be a solem
nmonent. When he finally reached the towering scul pture, the Red Moon was
visible to all in the sky above, and the lower parts of the shrine were

al ready festooned with a blanket of red flowers of all shapes and sizes. The
scent was overwhel m ng.

Terrel had been feeling light-headed ever since drinking the elixir and now,
as he laid his delicate offering anong all the others, and whispered Alyssa's
nane, he began to feel a kind of detachnent - as if there was sone kind of
invisible barrier between hinself and the rest of the world. It was
disorientating for a while, but then he got used to it and began to enjoy
floating through the crowds, observing everything in mnute detail: the way a
couple's fingers intertwi ned as they held hands; the tw sting pattern of
sparks as they rose into the sky within swirls of snoke; flanes reflected in a
child' s eyes; a drunken kiss; a single shoe |ying discarded on the ground. He
was fascinated by all these things and many nore, before finding hinself
outside an inn that was doing a roaring trade. Several trestle tables had been
set up in the open air and, while all the benches were occupied, Terre
returned frompurchasing a jug of wine to discover that a seat was readily
avail abl e amd a group of revellers. Sharing his w ne gai ned hi macceptance,
and he in turn had his cup filled several tines fromother flagons and jugs.
The conversation around the table was good-natured and ribald, and Terrel only
took in about half of what was said. But that did not seemto matter. He was
euphoric now, laughing with all the rest, just aware enough to realize that he
was drunk for the first tine in his life.

The bonfires had died down to a gl owi ng nmass of enbers by the time he finally
rose fromhis seat, intending to make his way back to the tavern where he and
Babak were staying. Tine had ceased to nmean very nmuch, but the night was
growi ng colder, so Terrel nade his way closer to the dying fires and warned

hi nsel f, before looking round for famliar |andmarks. Sonewhat to his
surprise, he couldn't find any. Al four corners of the square now | ooked
exactly the same. He spent sonme tine wandering aimessly, even as the revels
continued about him H's head was spinning, fromwne or tiredness or both,
and in the end he had to sit down on the ground, |eaning his back against the
cool stone of one of the buildings. And there, without feeling nore than a
monent's alarm he slowy toppled over to one side and fell asleep

On his second norning in Tiscamanita, Terrel woke to the sound of snoring. But
this time the noise was nmuffled and faraway, and when he opened his eyes, he



saw not the tavern room but bare stone walls, with the only Iight comng from
a tiny barred wi ndow set in a door. And he was not lying in a soft bed but on
a hard, unforgiving floor. His entire body felt bruised and stiff, and his

cl ot hes reeked of snoke. Menories of fantastical dreans assailed him but
those were forgotten as soon as he tried to nove and his head threatened to

i npl ode. The pain and the i mredi ate wave of nausea that acconpanied it made

hi m gasp for breath and then groan al oud. He had never felt so ill in his
life. There was a dull pounding in his ears, soneone seened to be sticking
needl es in the back of his eyes, and his tongue felt too big for his nouth.
The fact that he had no idea where he was a secondary problem There was no
way he could call out or even speak, and noverment was clearly inmpossible. He
woul d just have to lie there and wait.

Ti me passed wi th agonizi ng sl owness, and in the end Terrel managed to overcone
his body's reluctance and sit up. Every novenent made hi mwi nce, but after a
while he felt a bit better, and when he heard footsteps on the far side of the
door he forced hinself to shout. Nothing nmore than a croak energed fromhis
ravaged throat, but the noise served its purpose, and a face appeared in the
wi ndow.

'So you're awake, are you?

"Where am | ?" Terrel grated.

"You're in prison. And likely to be here for a while.'

"Prison? What for?' He was afraid now, as well as bewildered. 'l can't stay
here.’

"You're lucky the seneschal |ocked you up in here, ny lad," the man replied.
"After you burnt down Kativa's Shrine, nost people wanted to string you up.'

Chapter Twenty- Seven

"You really are an innocent, aren't you?

Terrel shook his head, |ooking up at his inquisitor

"I"'mnot an innocent. | aminnocent. | didn't do it!"’

" Then why do | have nore than a dozen w tnesses ready to swear that you did?
Seneschal Cadrez appeared calm and his tone was mld, but he was an inposing
figure nonethel ess. He had had to stoop under the doorway of the cell

"I don't know,' Terrel replied helplessly. "It nust have been soneone el se

t hey saw.'

"You're a pretty distinctive figure,' Cadrez pointed out.

"But hardly unique.' He knew this was a feeble argunment - and yet he coul d not
expl ai n what had happened. C aimng to have been asl eep wasn't much of a
defence but, much to the seneschal's scorn, Terrel hadn't been able to come up
with anything better. 'Besides,' he added, 'npbst of the people in the square
were drunk. They're hardly going to be the nost reliable wtnesses.'

Cadr ez nodded thoughtfully.

"Some of themdid cone up with one or two rather fanciful tales,' he conceded.
"A few even clainmed to have seen you breathing fire fromyour nmouth - like a
dragon!"’

Terrel felt a glinmer of hope. Even if he had little in the way of an ali bi

no one coul d possibly give much credence to such obvi ous nonsense. And, for

all his stern countenance, the boy instinctively believed that Cadrez was a
fair man.

'"OF course,' the seneschal went on, 'you could have been using liquid spirit,
like the circus fire-eaters, but we found no evidence of that.'

' Then how can you believe anything these witnesses say? Terrel persisted.
'They also said that the fire m ght have been com ng from your eyes, that they
were shining like stars,' Cadrez added, his neasuring gaze fixed upon his
prisoner. 'But your eyes are blue, aren't they?

Terrel | ooked back at himas boldly as he was able, grateful for the fact that
the glamour still seemed to be working for him If the citizens of Tiscamanita
ever found out he had the eyes of an enchanter, his fate would be seal ed. Even
so, he had caught the note of doubt in the seneschal's final words, and felt



he shoul d respond.
"Don't you trust your own eyes?

"\Where you're concerned,' Cadrez replied, 'I'mnot sure | do.'

' Then you nmust be drunk too.' Terrel regretted the words as soon as they were

out of his nmouth, but his interrogator seenmed unnoved by the insult. 'l mean
' the boy stanmered. 'l nean . . .'

"Unfortunately for you, the seneschal went on, ignoring the interruption
'some of the witnesses were soldiers. Mst of nmy men are chosen because
they' re sober characters by nature.' A slight snile touched his w de nouth.
"And they were under strict orders not to touch a drop of liquor |ast night.
So they are reliable, and they are just as adamant as the other w tnesses that
you were responsible for the fire.'

This was bad news for Terrel, and his face nmust have shown his di smay, but
Cadrez's expression remai ned nerely curious. He was evidently not a man to
junp to conclusions, nor to dispense instant 'justice'. Terrel shuddered as he
renmenbered how Captain Aylor's very different approach to guilt and puni shrment
had led to Elami s death - and was glad that his present captor at |east seened
intrigued enough to want to discover the truth before he acted.

"You don't think the atnosphere of the festival mght have made peopl e see
somet hing that wasn't there?" Terrel asked. 'Drink wasn't the only influence
last night." He was grasping at straws now, and they both knew it.

" Hal | uci nati ons? Because of the enchantnment of the Red Moon?

"And the snoke and the scents in the air, the light of the bonfires
' The apparently contradictory clains of |ove and violence,' Cadrez finished
for him

Terrel knew that the seneschal was toying with himnow, as a cat plays with a
hal f -dead nouse. It was not a conforting anal ogy.

"I"'monly surprised that it hasn't happened before,' the seneschal adnitted
unexpectedly. 'The festival always threatens to get out of hand, and what with
all the fires, and the drunken pilgrins, accidents are al nost inevitable. You
j ust happened to be the one-'

"It wasn't nme!' Terrel cut in desperately.

Cadrez remained silent for a while after this outburst, and it was only then
that the boy realized he had been offered the word 'accident' as a possible
way out. He had ignored the opportunity - and avoided the trap

"Tell me again what happened,’' his inquisitor demanded eventually.

Terrel groaned. They had been over his story twi ce al ready, and his headache
was threatening to crush his skull. Even so, he decided this time to begin at
an earlier point, to set the scene properly.

"I came to the square in the early afternoon, and spent sone tine |ooking
around. Then | had sone work to do for Babak, the apothecary.

"Yes, | heard about that,' Cadrez remarked. 'Quite a performance, | gather.'
Terrel hung his head for a nonment, fighting against his need to justify his
part in the pedlar's scam However much shanme he felt, he told hinmself, that
was the | east of his worries now

'When that was over,' he went on doggedly, 'it was al nbst dusk. | bought a
flower - a snapdragon - to lay on the shrine. Wiy would | have done that, if |
nmeant to burn it down?

' Perhaps the object of your affections did not return your |ove, so you

deci ded on revenge instead."'

This was the first time anyone had nentioned a possible notive for Terrel's
supposed crinme, and he sought to undermine it at once. The unanswered question
of why he should have wanted to destroy the shrine was one of the strongest
argunents for his defence.

' She woul dn't even have known,' he said. 'She's many niles away from here.'
"\Where, exactly?

"Cotillo. It's avillage in Saefir Province.' Terrel was sure that Cadrez
woul d not have heard of it - or know that it was the nearest settlenent to a
madhouse. He suspected that the seneschal had not really been interested in
the answer, only in judging whether his prisoner was |ying.



Terrel's answer had been as close to the truth as he could make it - and he
could only hope it had been convinci ng.

'"Go on,' Cadrez pronpted.

"After the festival proper was under way, | left nmy flower, then went to an

i nn and bought sonme wi ne.'

"Where did you get the noney to buy these things?

'From Babak. | was his apprentice. Wiy don't you check with hin®

"I would, but the good apothecary appears to have left town in rather a hurry.
As far as we can judge, he left in the early hours of this norning.'

Terrel felt a sense of betrayal, but realized that he was not really
surprised. Babak nade a habit of vanishing soon after his business was
conplete - and, on this occasion, he would not have wel coned any associ ation
with his former apprentice.

"l sent sone nmen after him' Cadrez went on, 'but there are dozens of trails
he coul d have taken. He won't be found unless he wants to be, and that doesn't
seemvery likely. So, what happened when you'd drunk your w ne?

"I told you,' Terrel replied wearily. 'I shared my jug with several people at
one of the tables outside.'

"But you can't remenber any of their nanmes?

" No.

"No matter. W've |l ocated enough of themto confirmthat part of your story.
Then why are you naking nme repeat it? Terrel thought angrily.

"When did you |l eave the inn?' Cadrez asked.

"I don't know exactly. The bonfires had burnt down by then, and it was getting
cold.'

'Had t he mdnight bells rung?

"I don't remenber hearing any bells. | tried to find my way back to the tavern
where Babak and | were staying, but | got lost.'

"Lost? | thought you said you never |eft the square.’

"I didn't. | must've been drunk, because |I couldn't remenber where to go, and
inthe end | had to sit down.'

" Wher e?

'Near one of the corners of the square. | leant against the wall, then passed

out. The next thing I knew | woke up in here.'

"And that's it?" Cadrez queried. 'You' re |eaving nothing out?

Terrel shook his head.

' Not hi ng. "

There was anot her silence then, and Terrel felt worse than ever, imagining al
sorts of unspoken accusations.

"Tell me sonmething,' Cadrez said eventually. 'Wen the guard first spoke to
you this morning, why did you yell at himabout a drean?

"I didn't . . .' Terrel clained, recalling his horrified reaction. 'I . .

" Your exact words were "No! It was just a dream™,' his interrogator said
calmy, and waited.

Terrel had no intention of telling Cadrez about the dream- or the little he
could remenber of it now He had been enveloped in flame, and there had been
runni ng. And | aughter . . . But none of that was real! It couldn't be

"I"d just woken up,' he said. 'I didn't know where | was, and | was scared.
didn't know what | was saying.'

"You don't think it was possible that you were confusing dreans with reality?
"No,' Terrel replied adamantly, stubborn now, even as his own treacherous
doubts began to nag at him

"What's that on your hand?

The question took the boy conpletely by surprise. Wth a sinking feeling he
realized that Cadrez didn't miss rmuch - and that his own reaction had al ready
gi ven hi m away.

"I was a slave once,' he said. 'That was nmy master's brand.'

"But you're a free man now?' the seneschal asked, apparently unaware of any

i rony.

"Yes. He said | wasn't worth feeding any nore, because of this,' Terre



replied, raising his withered arm 'So he threw ne out.' The lies sat uneasily
on his conscience, but he knew he had no choi ce.
Cadrez nodded, appearing to find the story plausi bl e enough

"What will happen now?' Terrel asked quietly, unable to bear another silence.
"Arson is a serious crine,' the seneschal replied. 'And choosing such a target
was unwi se, to say the least. But you'll get a fair trial.'

In that nonment, Terrel knew that - for all his curiosity - Cadrez believed him
to be guilty, and that the verdict of any trial was a foregone concl usion. The
entire town was convinced of his guilt. The supreme irony was that, even

t hough he could use the glamour to persuade themthat his eyes were blue -
somet hing he knew to be untrue - he was conpletely unable to nmake them accept
hi s i nnocence - which was genuine. The difference, he realized, was that they
did not want to believe him

"When will the trial take place? he asked, as the reality of his predi cament
slowy sank in.

"Not for a while. The way people are feeling right now, they'd probably vote
to burn you at the stake. Either way, you're not going anywhere for a |ong
tinme.'

"But you don't understand,' Terrel pleaded. 'l can't stay here. |'ve-'

"You shoul d have thought of that before you decided to burn down our shrine,’
the seneschal told him

The cell door clanged shut, leaving his prisoner alone with his msery.

As the day passed, Terrel's body recovered slowly, so that he no | onger felt
sick all the time. The pain dimnished to a dull ache that - although it
seened to affect every bone in his body - was preferable to the poundi ng
headache he had woken to. Hi s physical inprovenent was not matched by a nental
revival, however, as his doubts, fears and bouts of self-recrimnation gave
himno respite. Even the earlier certainty of his innocence was being eroded
as he began to wonder if sonmehow he had done the things he was accused of. At
first this idea seenmed ridicul ous, but then he renmenbered how his dream of
Shahan's death had mirrored reality - and how Al yssa had thought that he had
in sone way been responsible for the violence. Then again, that had been a
renote occurrence, whereas here he was supposed to have been involved in
person. Was it possible that his body could have done those things while his
m nd was asl eep, leaving no nmenmory of them afterwards? This idea was
frighteni ng enough, but the only alternative -assum ng that the w tnesses were
right - was even worse

Am | nad?

If he really was going i nsane he woul d not even be able to trust his own
senses. Life would beconme neaningl ess. The whole world woul d be his madhouse.
Perhaps his meetings with Alyssa and the ghosts had sinply been illusions
conjured up by his lunatic mnd - a mnd that had run anok at the full of the
Red Moon.

"No!' he declared aloud. 'No.' He was not mad. The very fact that he was able
to pose the question nmeant that he nmust be sane. Didn't it?

As a satisfactory explanation of the night's events continued to el ude him
Terrel's thoughts returned to their consequences. Sane or not, guilty or not,
he was a prisoner, friendl ess and alone, with no prospect of ever being

rel eased. Wich neant that he woul d be unable to continue his journey, to
conplete the task he had been given. He still found it hard to believe that
his efforts mght actually affect the great events engul fi ng Vadanis, but he
had given his word that he would try - and there was no way he could do that
whi | e he was | ocked up. Sonehow, he woul d have to escape.

Easi er said than done, was his own i medi ate response. The door to his cel
was kept | ocked and, even if he were to get out, he had no idea how to escape
from what ever building he was in, or how many guards he mi ght have to
confront. Beyond that he would have to nake his way through a town where
everyone knew of him- and hated him for what he had done. Even with the help
of the glamour, that would be no easy task. Hi s situation seenmed hopel ess, and
conpounded his crushing sense of failure.



H s one consoling thought was the notion that, even here, it mght be possible
for Alyssa and the ghosts to visit him He couldn't see how they could help
him but at least it would nmean he would not feel so alone. On the other hand,
he had seen nothing of themfor six days and - even though he felt sure they
woul d not abandon himintentionally - his former concern that something was
preventing them from finding hi magain was even stronger now. C osing his
eyes, he pleaded silently for themto hear him to heed his cry for help. But
there was no response.

‘"I can't do this on ny own,' he whispered. 'l don't know what to do.'

'They say talking to yourself is the first sign of madness.'

Terrel opened his eyes with a start, and saw a guard peering in through the
barred wi ndow. The snile on his face was full of nmalice.

"I"'mnot mad!' he shouted back, but that night he had a dream that nmade him
doubt his own deni al

It began in a world that was entirely grey, all colour |eached away by the
swirling banks of fog that blotted out the sun and rmade bl ue sky a distant

menory. Gey trees dripped with constant dew, and people noved silently, like
shadows in the mst. A brief gust of danp breeze pushed the curtain aside for
a nonent, and he saw a | arge house, built - inpossibly - upon the surface of a

| ake. He had just glinpsed a dozen or so grey faces, |ooking back at himfrom
its windows, when the fog returned and he was blind again.

The nature of the darkness changed then, becane hot and dry and stifling,

cl ogging his throat and nose and scratching his eyes. Wen it cleared, he

| ooked out onto a barren | andscape that could only exist in his inmagination
For mile upon nile there was nothing but sand and bare rock, shimering in the
heat, all of it the arid colour of sun-bleached clay. Inits way it was even
nore oppressive than the greyness that had preceded it. Superinposed on this
wast el and he saw the tattooed face of a worman, whose staring eyes shone white
i n her dark-skinned face. Her |ips were noving, but he could hear nothing of
what she said - and then she was gone, replaced by a |udicrous, ungainly
creature with long, crooked legs and flat feet. It | ooked |ike the biggest,
ugli est horse ever born - and it had a massive hunp on its back. Its voice was
audi bl e, an absurd, grunbling roar that sounded much too fierce for its

coni cal appear ance.

The roar becanme an oninous muttering frombelow his feet, and Terrel |ooked
down to see that he was now standing on solid ice. The contrast to the

previ ous | andscape coul d not have been nore extrenme. As far as the eye could
see, all the world was coated in ice, shining white in the pale sunlight,
except where the crevices that nmarked the surface were shadowed with pale
blue. It rem nded himof the crystal city of an earlier dream but this was
much nore solid - even though it could only be another creation of his wayward
i magi nation. Surely nothing like this frozen sea could actually exist? You're
good at this, aren't you?

The voice broke into his subconscious w thout warning. Good at what? he

t hought. Seeing stuff. Rememnbering.

Once again he recalled the crystal city, the one that had encased Al yssa - but
he pushed those inmages away instinctively. He didn't want the intruder to see
t hat .

Too late, the voice said, |aughing. You can't hide fromyour own dreans. You
never coul d.

Who are you? Terrel demanded, but got no answer. The pain caught him

unpr epared, and he gasped, unable to breathe. Even then he knew better than to
fight back. He surrendered to the blindness, to the hatred, to the deep
echoing rhythms of the invisible sea. The fam liar nocking |aughter foll owed
himinto the void.

Chapter Twenty- Ei ght

When Terrel woke after his third night in prison he was greeted by absol ute
silence. The drunk in the next cell, whose snoring had so confused him had



dried out and been released. As far as Terrel knew, he was now the only
captive in the entire building. For the past two days his only visitors had
been the guards who brought his frugal meals, and he had no idea when his
trial would begin. Nor had he made any progress towards finding any possible
nmeans of escape. The isolation and the waiting were making himfeel angry and
depressed, and he longed for sonething - anything - to happen. So when he
heard footsteps in the corridor outside his cell, he was instantly alert,
ready to grasp whatever chances were of fered.

A guard peered through the bars, told the prisoner to retreat to the far wall
and sit down on his pallet, and only unl ocked the door when Terrel had obeyed.
A man he had not seen before opened the door and cane in, watching the
prisoner with a nmixture of curiosity and suspicion. He left the door wide
open, but beyond it Terrel could see two soldiers, their eyes fixed on him
waiting for any unexpected nove. If he tried to nmake a run for it, he would
not get far.

"I am Uzel l'in, Chief Underseer of Tiscamanita,' the visitor announced grandly.
Terrel nodded in acknow edgenent, but said nothing, wondering what an
underseer could want with him This was clearly not the reaction Uzellin had
been expecting, and for a noment he seemed nonpl ussed. Then he recovered his
conposure, and stared at the prisoner. 'Have you no faith, boy?

"I honour the noons and stars,' Terrel responded formally.

"And their prophets?

Terrel got to his feet and bowed, hoping that this would be enough to satisfy
the man's pride. There seenmed little chance of his being an ally, but in his
present predi cament the boy could not afford to ignore any possibility, no
matter how renpte. His actions seened to placate the underseer, who rel axed a
little.

"l have been discussing your case with Seneschal Cadrez,' he stated, full of
his own self-inmportance. 'The legal ramfications are naturally conplex, but
the one fact that seens crystal clear is that you did indeed start the fire

t hat destroyed Kativa's Shrine.'

Terrel shook his head, but before he could speak Uzellin continued.

"And yet you claimto have been asleep, to renmenber nothing of those events.
Cadrez is as good a judge of character as | have ever known in such matters,
and he believes you are telling the truth.’

This was remarkably good news, and Terrel's face lit up with sudden hope.
"Which leads nme to the obvious conclusion,' the underseer added.

"And that is? Terrel pronpted

' That you nust have been possessed by a denon while you slept.'

"What? Don't be ridicul ous!’

'Have you any ot her explanation for what happened?" Uzellin asked.

Terrel thought about this for a while. Wat the underseer was suggesting was
somet hing fromthe nyths of a distant, superstitious past. Surely no one

beli eved in such things any nore? And yet Terrel hesitated, his instinctive
scepticismwarring against the small voice that insisted that Uzellin m ght

prove useful - even though his theory was utterly | udicrous.
"No, | haven't,' he replied eventually.
'"Then we are agreed,' the underseer stated. 'I will begin preparations for a

ritual of exorcism'

"What, here?" Terrel exclaimed in disbelief. 'Now?

"OF course not,' Uzellin said. 'Wen the denon is expelled it nmust be in a
public place, so that the people can witness the truth.'

It was Terrel's turn to be struck dunmb. He could not believe what he was
hearing, but if Uzellin was serious - and he gave every indication of being in
deadly earnest - then it would at |east get himout of this confinenment,

per haps even give himthe chance of escaping once he was in the open

"Don't worry,' the underseer said, mistaking the reason for the boy's silence.
"My skills are nore than a match for any denon. This rite is ancient, but the
tradition is well-established. Nothing will go wong.'

"And what will happen when it's over?' Terrel asked.



"Then you'll be free of this evil,' Uzellin replied, his eyes gleam ng with
excitenent.

"And will they let nme go?

"Once the real culprit has been exposed for all to see, Cadrez will have no
choi ce but to pronounce you innocent. You will be rel eased.’

Even though Terrel could not prevent a surge of hope, this sounded too good to
be true

"What if no denon cones out?' he asked.

"It will," the underseer replied confidently. "It will be hel pl ess agai nst ny
conjuration.'

"And if there's nothing there?" Terrel persisted. 'If I'mnot possessed?

"Do not concern yourself with irrelevancies. This will be a triunph.’

Uzellin's face was pink now, shining with anticipatory fervour, but he would
not neet the boy's gaze.
"When's it going to be?" Terrel asked.

"The cerenony will take place this afternoon, an hour before sunset. Prepare
your sel f.
Wth that the underseer turned and strode fromthe cell, leaving the guards to

cl ose and | ock the door.

Who was that ponpous ass?

Terrel spun round, and his heart |eapt as he saw Elanls ghost sitting casually
in the corner of the room

' How | ong have you been there?

Long enough to know he wasn't telling you the whole truth.

Terrel had assumed the sane thing, and he was about to speak again when they
were interrupted by a guard, who was peering in through the w ndow.

"You tal king to your denon, boy?' The soldier rolled his eyes and wal ked of f,

| aughi ng.

Terrel knew that his reputation as a lunatic would be confirnmed if he was seen
hol di ng conversations with invisible people, so he decided to try an

experi ment.

Can you hear me like this? he asked silently, deliberately formng the
guestion in his mnd and trying to project it to his friend.

O course, Elamreplied. You' re |earning.

Is Alyssa here too? Terrel asked, eager now that he knew t hat psinoma worked
with the ghosts.

She's somewhere around, trying to work out how best to get to you. It's not
easy getting into these dungeons if you have to lug a body round with you. |'m
a sort of advance guard.

The news buoyed Terrel up even nore. She was cl ose.

The others will be with you soon, |I'm sure, Elam added, but right nowI'm
going to follow your exorcist and see what he's up to.

Don't go! Terrel cried, but Elamwas already on the nmove. He wal ked t hrough

t he | ocked door, |eaving his conpanion al one again, and w shing that he could
do the sane.

Terrel knew, even before she spoke, that the sparrow was Al yssa, for no bird
would willingly enter such a dark and unattractive place. Then he saw the
'ring', entwi ned round one of her legs, like the laces of a boot. The bird was
smal | enough to slip between the bars in the wi ndow, but she cane no further
than the sill, evidently wanting to keep an eye out for the guards. She could
nove fast, but her size nade her vul nerable, especially in such a confined
space.

Did you really burn down their shrine?

It was not the greeting Terrel had been expecting - or hoping for - but he
could not blame her for being preoccupied with the reason for his

i ncarceration.

Yes, it | ooks as though | did, he admtted reluctantly, accepting the truth of
it for the first tine.

What were you thinking?

| wasn't thinking. That's the whole point. I wasn't even awake!



You dreamt it? Alyssa exclaimed. Then why can't | see it?

It was three days ago.

That silenced her for a while, and Terrel got the inmpression that for sone
reason she was confused about the tinme scale.

The dream | had last night was quite different, he began, wanting to tell her
about the fantastic visions he had seen, and about the nysterious voice at the
end, but she evidently had nore inportant things on her nind

You can't stay here, she said. You still have a long may to go, and tine's
getting short.

| know, Terrel agreed. |'ve been trying to think of a way to escape, but it's
hopel ess.

| could try to get the keys for you, but |I'd have to come back as sonet hi ng
bi gger, and t hen-

That woul dn't be any good, he cut in. There's no keyhole on this side of the
| ock and anyway, |'mgoing to be taken out of here this afternoon

Where to?

I'"mnot sure. Sonewhere public. The square, probably. After the exorcism]
shoul d be rel eased.

After the what?

Terrel explained Uzellin's theory about denpni c possession, and about his
plans to counteract it. Wen he had finished, Al yssa regarded himsteadily
with the bird' s tiny, jewelled eyes.

You 're not possessed, she stated bluntly.

Are you sure? he countered. Sonething happened - and | can't come up with a
better explanation. Don't you think it's possible that some sort of spirit

m ght have used ne?

It doesn't work like that. Only a few spirits are able to return to this world
- or even want to - and when they do it's for a reason, good or bad. Even
maki ng thensel ves visible to the living takes enormous effort - and they
certainly don't go around taking people over just for the fun of it. And why
woul d any ghost want to destroy a shrine to |ove?

Terrel could think of several possible answers to that, but once again he did
not get the chance to respond.

What are you doing to your eyes? Al yssa demanded, her tone suddenly fierce.
Terrel told her about Babak, and about how the gl amour allowed himto nove
anong people nore easily. He expected her to be inpressed and gl addened by
this devel opnent, but her reaction was nmuch nore sobering.

Be careful of such things, Terrel, she warned. Al magic exacts a price.

What do you mean?

Can you shut the door again?

Terrel frowned. The door to his cell was already closed, and | ocked.

| live in a vast palace, Alyssa went on, confusing himeven nore. Parts of it
are very fine, while others are in ruins. There are nore roons than even | can
i magi ne. None of the doors are | ocked, but few men choose to open them At
nost they peer through the cracks in the walls, and find it hard to believe
what they see. But if you do open one of the doors, it's sonetinmes inpossible
to close it again. |Is that what you want?

Il . . .1 . . . Terrel had no idea what she was talking about.

Better to find a window to | ook through, Al yssa added enigmatically, before
the tone of her voice changed abruptly, beconi ng businesslike once nore.
Where's El anf

"You really believe the boy is possessed?' Cadrez asked.

"I believe he was,'1 Uzellin replied. 'It's possible he may still be.'
"And you think this exorcismw || satisfy people? '|I do. Mrre than that, it
will restore some of their faith. | don't need to tell you that recent events

have underm ned their confidence in the seers and in our governance.

As the spiritual |eader of this comunity, it is nmy duty to redress that

bal ance, to re-establish the authority of |aw The destruction of the shrine
was only the culmnation of a series of events that have signalled the

di sintegration of our society. You, of all people, will be aware of the



onens. '

The seneschal could not deny the truth of that. The nunber of crines committed
in Tiscamanita over the last few nonths had been nmuch hi gher than usual. But
he did not see how this grotesque exercise could change that for the better

Li ke nost citizens of the town, Cadrez had al ways regarded the underseers as
nore or less irrelevant to the normal course of their lives, but in such a
time of general uncertainty he was beginning to think that perhaps he should
enbrace themas allies.

"Tell me about the cerenony.'

"It's a very ancient rite," Uzellin replied eagerly, '"and all the elenents are
clearly defined. First of all, the time nmust be chosen so that the Anber Mon
is at its weakest, because that is the indicator of the spirit realm’

"And tonight is the dark of the Armber Mwon,' Cadrez said. Like all educated
men - as well as many ignorant peasants - he was constantly aware of the
phases of all the noons.

"Exactly!' the underseer exclained. 'My calculations reveal that the idea

tinme will be one hour before sunset this afternoon.’
' Can you have everything ready so soon?
"I can,' Uzellin answered confidently. "All | ask is that you detail sone of

your nmen to erect a platformin the main square. The best place would be anong
t he ashes of the shrine, don't you think?

Cadr ez nodded, approving of the synbolism

"That won't be a problem' he said. 'What will the ritual entail ?

' The subj ect must be cl eansed thoroughly, and then the denon driven fromhis
body by fire and pain.'

"You intend to torture hinf

"I would not call it that,' the underseer said, defensive in the face of the
seneschal ' s di sapproval. 'He will be flogged and branded, as the ritua
demands, but that is the only way to drive away such evil and ensure it does
not return. It is a small price to pay for such a blessing.'

It did not sound Iike nuch of a blessing to Cadrez, but he knew the good
citizens of Tiscamanita would approve. He did not share their vengeful bl ood
lust, but he was aware that it would have to be appeased sonehow.

"Once the ritual is conplete,” Uzellin went on, 'l intend to use the
opportunity to speak out for a new beginning, a renewal of faith, under the
rule of the skies. Wth luck | can inspire the people to rebuild the shrine,
so that the town regains its pride.’

Cadrez nodded. Such a project mght help bring the community together again -
and it would also give the pilgrins a reason to return, bringing their trade
with them Even so, the seneschal was aware of his own secul ar
responsibilities.

'There are other |egal considerations,' he pointed out.

' The charge of arson can still be answered,' the underseer reassured him

qui ckly. '"Wen ny work is done, the boy will become your prisoner again, to
await trial and punishment as you see fit. His worldly crine may have been
instigated by otherworldly forces, but he nust have been in part responsible
for allowi ng the denon to possess himin the first place. Such creatures do
not choose their victins at random

"You saw the mark on his hand?' Cadrez asked.

"I did. It could have been the sign of the demon or, nmore likely, of his own
depraved invitation to the spirit world. The boy's guilt in this matter is not
i n doubt, whichever way you | ook at it.'

In the corner of the seneschal's chanber, unnoticed by either man, the air
quivered briefly, then grew still. Elam had heard all he needed to hear

Chapter Twenty-N ne
Uzel lin's nervousness was affecting his acolytes, who were all treading

softly, and speaking in |ow voices. The Chief Underseer's anxiety had been
growi ng steadily throughout the day, mainly because he coul d not shake the



conviction that he was bei ng wat ched. Even when he had been in his own library
- a private sanctuary that not even his deputies were allowed to enter - the
feeling had persisted, in spite of the fact that it should have been

i mpossi bl e for anyone to spy on himthere. And now, as the appointed time for
t he cerenmony drew near, he was even nore on edge, fussing incessantly over
details he'd already checked a dozen tines.

' The brands are all prepared?

'They are, master,' his deputy, Hacon, replied, indicating the coals in the

| arge brazier. Four irons had been placed in the red-hot fire, each in the
shape of one of the sacred synbols of the rite: the snake, the many-pointed
sun, the crescent, and the circle that represented the full of the noons.
"And the birch has been properly doused and purified?

"I sawto it myself, master,' Hacon assured him 'And the cleansing materials
have al so been prepared,' he added, anticipating the Chief Underseer's next
gquestion. 'Everything is ready.'

The two men were standing on the wooden stage that had been built amid the
charred ruins of the shrine, and which was al ready surrounded by a |arge
crowmd. Criers had announced the exorcismto the town earlier in the day, and
it seemed that nost of the population was intent on cramm ng thenselves into
the square in order to witness the spectacle. Uzellin knew that this was the
greatest opportunity - as well as the greatest risk - of his career, and he
was determined to leave little to chance. Hi s own doubts about whether the
prisoner was still possessed by a denon - if indeed he ever had been - had
been pushed asi de. The audi ence woul d be expecting a show - and, one way or
anot her, he was going to nmake sure they got one.

' The sal ves and oi ntnents?' he queri ed.

' The apothecary is here,' Hacon confirmed. 'He has everything that will be
needed. "'

'"Good,' Uzellin responded, with a nervous smile. 'Once the cerenony is over
and the boy's flesh is innocent once nore, we nust do all we can to heal his
wounds. Justice nust be merciful as well as unbending.'’

H s deputy bowed his head in acknow edgenent, then opened the bul ky tone he
was carrying and consulted it again.

"Master, may | clarify a point?

Uzel I'in nodded, but he was not |ooking at the other man. H s gaze was novi ng
distractedly fromthe brazier to the lashing pole to the crowd, and back
agai n.

"It says here,' Hacon said, tracing a line of text with his finger, 'that the
subject of the ritual has the right to make a public statenment once his
purification is conplete, so that he nay either deny or confess his
possession.'

The Chi ef Underseer |ooked annoyed. He had noted the sane thing earlier

"Yes, well, I think we nmay safely di spense with such a pointless interlude,
don't you?' he nuttered. 'It says the subject may nake a statenent if he
requests the opportunity to do so. Ot herwise, he is assuned to have waived his
right. Gven his background, it seens unlikely that this boy will even be
aware of such a privilege.'

' Then should we not informhimof it?" Hacon asked doubtfully.

"What purpose woul d that serve?' Uzellin snapped. 'There's no necessity for
it. He will not ask to speak, so there is no need for himto do so.'

' But -

"That is the end of the matter, Hacon.'

Uzellin turned away, only to find Keran, his second deputy, approaching, an
agi tated expression on his face.

'Master, | have grave news.'

' Keep your voice down,' the Chief Underseer whispered urgently, glancing at
the nearest faces in the crowd. "Wat is it?

"I checked the cal cul ations, as you instructed,' Keran replied. "And . . .'

"I was in a hurry,' Uzellin said, as his deputy hesitated. 'A mnor inaccuracy
is of little consequence.'



"But the true dark of the Anber Mwon is not until five hours after sunset

toni ght,' Keran said.

Uzellin frowned. H s deputies were both fully trained underseers in their own
right, and Keran was not likely to have nmade a mi stake. His mathenatica
skills were excellent. And yet the Underseer could not believe that his own
estimate had been out by a full six hours.

"I checked the figures three tines,' the deputy added, proffering his
wor ki ngs. 'l used the tables that came with the | atest proclamation from
Makhaya. The Dark Mbon's new orbit has affected the others. That's why-'

"I see,' Uzellin said, cutting himoff, even as he cursed the Dark Mon and
its nmystifying changes. He hadn't even thought to incorporate that into his
own cal cul ation. 'Your exactitude does you credit, Keran, but we can't
possibly wait that Iong.' He waved a hand at the assenbled throng. 'W'd have
a riot on our hands.'

"As you wi sh, master,' his deputy replied, looking relieved. H's duty was
done; it was soneone else's responsibility now.

"W proceed on schedul e as announced,' Uzellin stated firmy, taking a | ast

| ook around. 'Tell Cadrez to bring the prisoner to us now.'

Terrel wal ked slowly over the timeworn stones of the square. He was |inping
badly, even though his captors had allowed himto keep his fitted boot, and
his twisted leg threatened to buckle at every step. But he did not notice the
st abbi ng pains that racked his body. Nor was he aware of the cool ness of the
day, even though he was wearing only a pair of short breeches. In fact he was
perspiring, and his trenbling - which he was doing his best to hide - was
because he was desperately nervous. Thanks to Elam he was aware of the ordea
he faced, unless their hastily laid - and recently anmended - plans cane off.
Terrel had been accustonmed to pain fromthe first day of his life, but the
prospect of being branded with hot irons filled himw th terror

Ahead of him Cadrez rode upon his regal stallion, flanked by foot soldiers
who forced a corridor through the closely packed crowd. Terrel kept his eyes
fi xed ahead, avoiding the stares of the onl ookers, nmost of whomfell silent as
he passed by. Wen the procession reached the stage, the seneschal turned the
prisoner over to Uzellin's acolytes, then retreated a short distance, keeping
a watchful eye on all around him Terrel's escorts joined the other soldiers
guardi ng the perineter of the ruined shrine, as the boy was guided up onto the
platform He could now be seen by al nost everyone in the throng, and a | ow
mur muri ng spread through the square.

Uzel lin stepped forward and, in a |loud, strident voice, asked the skies for
their blessing, and then told his audience that the first stage of the
cerenony would be the ritual cleansing of the subject. Terrel submitted to
this without protest, knowing that he had to bide his tinme. He was first
scrubbed with a mixture of sand and oil, then doused wi th buckets of water,
and finally scoured with snooth heart-stones. By the end of this his skin was
pi nk and sore, but the disconfort only served to sharpen his wits. As
Uzellin's deputies took hold of his arms and | ed himtowards the stake at the
centre of the stage, Terrel heard several dogs howing in the distance - and
t he sound gave himthe courage to grasp the nonent. He knew that if he all owed
hinself to be tied up, the chances of his escaping would be greatly reduced.
As it was, there were any nunmber of things that could go wong. He pretended
to stunble, then straightened up sharply.

"Wait!' Wth an effort he pulled his arns free fromhis startled captors, and
hel d t hem hi gh. The sudden outcry had di sconcerted Hacon and Keran, but as
Terrel made no effort to flee or fight, they hesitated, giving himthe chance
he wanted. 'l wish to make a statenent, a confession!' he shouted. "It is ny
right!’

The deputies gl anced quickly at their master, who stood behind them next to
the brazier. Uzellin's face was burning alnost as brightly as the fire.
However, he controlled his tenmper with sonme difficulty, and nodded his assent.
'Go ahead,' Hacon said quietly.

Terrel let out a sigh of relief, took a single step forward, then stopped,



gazi ng out over the heads of the crowds. The silence in the square becane
absol ut e.

Sunmoni ng the gl anour, Terrel fed its power into his voice. He had never tried
this before, but he'd listened to Babak performthe sanme trick, and
instinctively knew what was needed. Make them believe, he told hinmself, before
he opened his mouth. They want to believe.

"Uzellin is no match for ne.’

The voice that emerged fromhis |lips surprised even Terrel. It was deep and
resonant, burning with contenpt and filled with cruel hunour. Conbined with
his provocative words, it created just the inmpact he'd been hoping for. The

t hree underseers were frozen where they stood, while the crowd nuttered and
star ed.

"He could not even calculate the correct tinme for this nockery,' Terrel went
on in his new voice. 'The dark of the Anber Mon will not take place for

anot her six hours. Look at the skies for yourselves if you don't believe ne.'
A thousand pairs of eyes glanced up to the heavens, where the nerest pale
sliver of golden orange had just risen above the northern horizon. Fingers

poi nted, and the whispering grewto a sibilant wind that swirled round the

ar ena.

"Shut himup!' Uzellin hissed desperately, but Terrel was ready for him now.
He raised his good armin a dramatic gesture, and as the air around him
glittered and flashed, Hacon and Keran hesitated. Terrel was aware of the
sparkling display only in the corner of his eye - but everyone else in the
square was awed by the sight. Far away, the dogs how ed in unison again.
"Uzellin just wanted to put on a show, a neaningl ess charade,' Terrel went on
qui ckly. 'He never really believed that | was possessed . . . But | am and
amtoo strong for him' As he spoke, the boy rel eased the glamur fromhis
eyes so that their true colours were reveal ed.

The nearest onl ookers gasped. Then some of the crowd screaned as the news of

t he appearance of the 'denon' spread like wildfire through the square. Terre
sm |l ed, knowi ng that this would increase the inpact of his gaze, and thinking
that Uzellin was not the only one who could put on a show. Behind him the
underseers coul d not understand what was happeni ng, because the boy had not
yet turned round to confront his captors.

"This exorcismis a farce!' the denon voice declared. 'l can |eave this
pathetic shell of a body any time | choose, and return whenever | want,
regardl ess of what is done to it. Pain cannot touch ne.'

This time, as he spoke, Terrel sensed soneone el se listening and wat chi ng,
someone famliar and yet remote - but he had no tinme to wonder about this.

El am s war ni ng sounded urgently inside his head, and he knew that the crisis
poi nt was al nost upon them

'Stay where you are, Uzellin!' he commanded, still keeping his back to the

Chi ef Underseer. 'You see,' he told the crowd, 'I know what he is planning to
do even before he does. Right now, he's standing there with a stupid | ook on
his face, holding a brand in the shape of a snake.'

When the spectators saw that this was indeed true, their exclamations of
surprise were mxed with a smattering of |aughter, and Terrel knew that he was
close to achieving his first objective - discrediting Uzellin. He had al so
convi nced many of the onl ookers that he was indeed possessed by a powerful
denon. All that was left was to use his 'power' to escape.

For the first tine, he glanced to his side, wondering where Al yssa had got to.
Unl ess she arrived soon, he was going to run out of rhetoric.

"If he's not careful, he could do hinself a nasty injury,' he remarked,
provoki ng further amuserment in the crowd. 'In fact-'

Terrel faltered, suddenly finding hinself quite out of his depth. He had done
not hi ng, but suddenly everything had changed, and he was no |longer in contro
of his own actions. It was as though he really was possessed!

"I's this how you honour ny nenory?

Al t hough the words canme from  Terrel, the voice was not his own, nor was it the
"dermon's'. It was just as strong and passionate, but its tinbre and pitch were



i ndi sputably femal e.

"First you destroy ny shrine, and now you desecrate the ruins with this vile
shadow pl ay.'

Terrel knew who was speaking then, even as the astoni shed onl ookers began to
whi sper her nanme. Looki ng down, he saw not his own tw sted hand, but pale,
soft fingers clutching the stemof a deep red rose. He was now as lost in
wonder as any of the spectators, and he knew that his own inage was no | onger
on the stage. Everyone in the square was now staring, awe-struck, at Kativa.
At the same tinme he sensed her anguish - undi m ni shed even after two centuries
- as it pervaded every nerve and fibre of his being. Her grief was
overwhel m ng, and he was filled with pity for her. Not even Kativa's own
death, nor all the tinme since, had reunited her with her love, nor had it
reconciled her to her fanmly. The yawni ng chasm of | o0ss and the bitterness of
betrayal lived on in her ghost, a spirit that was nowtied to the wong world.
As he realized this, Terrel was determined not to remain idle. Somehow he nust
go to her aid, even though he had no idea what to do. El am had been
responsi ble for the shifting lights in the air around him but this spectra
presence was quite different. She was sonehow i nside him | ooking out through
his eyes, but he didn't knowif he could even talk to her

El an? Terrel queried tentatively, hoping for some gui dance, but he received no
answer - because Al yssa had arrived.

The di sturbance in the crowmd had rippled across the square, as if a great fish
were sw nm ng beneath the surface of the hunan sea. But when it reached the
platformits real nature was i medi ately apparent. The first of the dogs to

| eap up onto the stage was a huge, brindled wolfhound, which snarled at the
underseers and then barked in an apparent frenzy. The rest of the notley pack
soon joined their |eader, adding their voices to the cacophony. However, the
voi ce Terrel heard inside his head was nuch nore famliar

You don't ook nuch like a demon to ne, Alyssa declared. What's goi ng on? And
who' s she?

Even as she spoke, the wol fhound, whose tail bore the telltale ring, bounded
across the stage and deliberately knocked the brazier over. The fire toppled
onto the wooden boards, scattering the glowing irons and bright coals in al
directions. This increased the panic anong the acol ytes and the cl osest
spectators, and a nunber of soldiers were forced to | eap for safety. Snoke
rose as the wood began to scorch

Terrel could see Kativa now. She had stepped away from his body, becomnming a
separate entity, a normal ghost. She was |ooking at himwi th a nixture of
horror and bew | dernment, tears coursing down her cheeks. The sight -

whi ch he now knew coul d not be seen by anyone else alive - tore at his heart.
But Al yssa was demanding his attention.

Are you ready? |I'll be back soon

Left to its own devices, the hound shuddered, silent now, as it |ooked around,
wondering how it had cone to be in the mdst of so nany people. Its conrades

were still prowing over the stage, keeping well clear of Terrel, but nenacing
anyone el se who cane cl ose.
Kativa?

Who are you? she asked.

That's not inportant. |-

He got no further, because he was distracted by yet another disturbance. For
no apparent reason, Cadrez's nount had reared up w thout warning, unseating
t he seneschal and dunping himon the ground. Then, its hooves flailing, the
horse began to force its way towards the stage.

You're a denon, renenber, Alyssa told himurgently. Look like one! O we'll
never get out of here.

A war was being waged inside Terrel's nmind. One part of himwanted to flee, to
conplete the plan he had put together with his spectral friends, but another
part told himthat there was sonething he had to do first.

Cone on! Alyssa shouted, as the horse she now controll ed reached the edge of
the platform



Wait a nmonent, Terrel replied.

Don't be stupid. W' ve got to go!

Cadrez was on his feet now, shouting orders to the mlling soldiers.

It's Kativa, Alyssa, Elamexplained. Let himdo this.

Hs friend' s unexpected intervention allowed Terrel the respite he needed.
Stretching out, he took Kativa's hands in his own, feeling themlike the
gentl est of breezes across his fingertips. He knew that she had entered the
arena through him she could only | eave that way too.

It's time to nove on, he said. Forgive them Al of them But nost of all,
forgive yourself. If you do that, then you 11 find him

Anci ent, red-rimed eyes stared back at him disbelief countering hope. Terrel
let his intuition take over.

There's no need for this pain any nore, he added gently. You can hea
yoursel f. Like this.

The stallion was stanping and fretting behind him but he was hardly aware of
it, nor of the guards who were slowy pressing closer. For a nonment he felt a
touch of warnth from Kativa's hands, and glinpsed the beauty of her youth.
She began to fade then, disappearing slowy before his gaze, but before she
vani shed entirely, Kativa smled - for the first tine in two hundred years.
Terrel felt a spark of joy flare up inside, but also experienced a wave of
exhaustion that nearly brought himto his knees. It took another furious
exhortation fromAlyssa to bring his thoughts back to his own predi canent.
It's now or never, Terrel. Myve

Hobbling to the edge of the platform he clanmbered into the saddl e, al npst
over bal anci ng conpl etely before hanging on for grimdeath as Al yssa gal |l oped
away through the crowd. The nultitude parted before her thunderous charge as
if the crowds were no nore than dry | eaves bl own aside by a sudden w nd. Above
Terrel's head, Elam nmade the nost of his flagging energies to add a little
denoni ¢ sparkle to the scene, and the fugitive hinmself remenbered to let his
true eyes range over the terrified throng, his smle nowset in a

gargoyl e-1i ke grimace.

Chapter Thirty

Marshal Karuna gazed out over the devastated | andscape, and did his best to
suppress a shudder. He was not usually a man of much i magi nati on, and prided
hi nsel f on his hard, practical mnd, but the viewin front of himwas testing
his composure to the limt. It was as though sone vengeful god had decided to
smash a mountain range into rubble, and then set fire to what was left by

i nundating the entire area with flanm ng thunderbolts. No one believed in gods
any nore, of course - the seers and their astrological certainties had seen to
that - but as a child, Karuna had listened to his grandmother as she brought
the old pagan nyths and |l egends to life, and now he coul d hear her rasping
whi sper agai n.

' Chaosu, the god of war, walked the land in fire and bl ood, destroying al
before him'

'l beg your pardon.'

Karuna came back to the present with a rush. He had not realized that he'd
spoken out | oud.

"It's nothing,' he said, enbarrassed. '|I hadn't realized the mine workings
were so extensive.'

The marshal's conpanion allowed hinmself a quiet smle. He had seen this
reaction in newconers many tines. The sheer scale of the operation, and the
desol ate nature of the terrain it had produced, often shocked them But to
Conmi ssi oner Hoban it was a scene not of devastation, but of grandeur
"Betancuria has been a centre of mning operations for nore than two hundred
years,' he explained. 'Wiat you see here is only the visible | egacy of the
expl oration that's been going on bel ow ground.'

The two men were standing atop a hill that was itself man-nmade, one part of

t he | egacy Hoban had nentioned. Fromthere they could see for miles over the



j agged, pockmarked expanse of barren rock. Karuna still found it hard to
bel i eve that such havoc coul d have been wought by nman al one. Parts of the

| and had been torn away, robbing it of any connection to the living world, and
exposi ng Nydus's bones in those great gapi ng wounds. Ot her areas were riddled
with black holes, as if some giant worm had been eating themfromwthin. Vast
piles of waste rock and slag littered this inhuman battlefield, and the whol e
area was weathed in swirls of bitter snoke fromthe snelting furnaces. Even
fromtheir renote vantage point, the air smelt poi sonous.

'There's another world beneath our feet,' Hoban added.

The marshal nodded, recognizing the pride with which his conpani on had spoken
even though he did not understand it, and sought to bring their conversation
back to nore i medi ate concerns. Chief Seer Kamin had di spatched his senior
arnmy officer to Betancuria - sonewhat reluctantly, Karuna suspected - because
a cool head was required to assess the situation there, and to provide an
accurate report. The runours that had been spreading from the mning
conmmunity had becone increasingly far-fetched, and Karuna had been prepared
to di scount nost of them But now he was not so sure. \Wo knew what nysteries
m ght |urk beneath this ravaged earth?

' The phenonenon,' he began. 'Have you seen it for yourself?

"I have,' Hoban replied, his expression serious now.

Karuna believed him The marshal had gai ned the inpression that Hoban was not
one of the usual self-serving functionaries who preferred to oversee
operations fromafar. The conm ssi oner had been an engi neer hinself once, and
had evidently earned the respect of the nen who worked for him Such a man
woul d certainly have investigated the so-called nonster for hinself.

'Can you describe it?

"Not really. The thing is . . .' Hoban's hesitation betrayed his unease
"There just isn't anything to describe. Al | can say is that it's a swirling
sort of darkness, that you feel it as nuch as see it - |like a shadow that

shoul d not be there.'

Karuna had heard sinilar reports before, but comng from Hoban it sounded
sonmewhat nore believable.

"So it's not real? It's not The marshal hesit ated.

"A nonster? No, nothing so sinple.' Hoban paused, apparently considering his

next words carefully. 'I've seen a fewthings in nmy time. Rocks so hot that
pouring water on them makes them expl ode, pressure rel eases that can break
every bone in a man's body, gas pockets that can fill an entire shaft with
flanme in nonents if you take a light too close . . . but |I've never seen
anything like this. I don't know what's causing it. But it's real, | can tel

you that much. Al too real.'’

The pain and anger were obvious in his tone, and Karuna guessed the reason for
it.

' How many nen have you | ost?

'Six dead and three nore unaccounted for,' the conmm ssioner replied. 'W're
assum ng they're dead too, but we haven't been able to find a single trace of
any of them And after seeing what happened to the ones we did find, |I'm not
prepared to risk any nore nmen in the search.'

From t he sensational gossip he had heard, Karuna had thought that the

casual ties woul d have been rmuch hi gher, but he noted the distress in Hoban's
voi ce and knew that he felt even the |loss of nine nmen keenly.

"Where did you see the darkness, exactly?

"Directly beneath that nound,' Hoban replied, pointing to a hillock in the

m ddl e di stance. 'No one's been cl ose enough to check for the | ast few days,

but as far as we know that's still the area being affected. About half a nmle
down. '
"Half a mlel’

'Ch, we go nmuch deeper than that in places. The trouble is, we think its
present position is at the hub of the main workings - an underground
crossroads, if you like -so it's not just the inmediate area that's been cut
off. Half the |lower seans can't be reached at all now That's why we've been



falling behind in our quotas,' he added defensively.

Karuna was not particularly concerned about the |oss of production fromthe

nm nes, and was di sappoi nted that Hoban shoul d think he was. That was for
someone el se to worry about.

"You said "its present position". Am| to assunme that this . . . this freak of
nature noves about?

"Yes. Its effects have been felt in many different places.'

' But al ways under gr ound?’

"Yes.' Hoban shudder ed, i magi ni ng t he effect the swirling darkness
m ght have in the world above ground. 'I've seen reports from al nost every
section of the m nes. Whatever these forces are they're not constant, but we
can't see any pattern to them'

"You' ve checked for lunar influences?

'"OfF course. That was the first thing we | ooked for, but there's no correlation
as far as we can tell.’

"Do the forces vary in strength as well as |ocation?

The conmi ssioner spread his hands in a gesture of bew | dernent.

"There's no way of knowing,' he said. "All | do knowis that there's enough
power there to frighten any sane man.'

Karuna was not a man who frightened easily, but even he was beginning to feel
out of his depth now. The two nmen stood silently for a while, each lost in his
own t houghts.

"None of your attenpts to counteract these forces have been effective,

gat her,' the marshal said eventually.

"We've run out of ideas,' Hoban adnmitted. 'Not that we had many to start with.
Short of collapsing the entire mne, we've tried everything.'

"Let's hope it doesn't come to that.'

The conmi ssi oner | ooked aghast at the suggestion that this idea mght be taken
seriously.

"I ndeed not,' he said quietly.

"I amtold that this phenonenon is not the only thing disrupting your
operations here,' Karuna remarked. 'Tell me about that.'

' You know about the trenors, of course,' Hoban began. 'They're a problem
everywhere now, | know, but they take on an even greater significance when
you' re working underground. It wasn't too bad when the seers were able to
predi ct them accurately, but now . '

"Do you think these forces could be producing the earthquakes? the marsha
asked.

"No. O course not,' the conmm ssioner replied, though he did not sound
entirely convinced. 'They' ve been far too w despread, all over Vadanis. But

t here have been several related events that seemto be unique to this region.'
' Such as?'

"Some very localized effects of the quakes. One relatively minor trenor set
of f an aval anche in the hills which was out of all proportion to the scale of
t he di sturbance, and because of that, the Roynin River was diverted niles from
its normal course. Another tine it was a whole ridge that sank, so that Lake
Tomarr overflowed its banks. Until then the hills had acted as a natural dam
There was massive flooding, and a | ot of people died. There was even a report
fromfurther to the west that one of the Roynin's tributaries had begun to

fl ow backwards! | don't put nuch store in that, of course, but nbst of this is
beyond nme. The point is, it means that all the wells in Betancuria are drying
up, and with the river gone, the town's already running short of water. W'l
be facing a serious drought soon if this goes on. Even some of the underground
streans in the mnes have vani shed - including one that's been running

conti nuously for decades.'

"And you don't think it's a coincidence? Karuna said.

"I don't know what to think,' Hoban answered honestly. 'If whatever's going on
under ground does have sonething to do with any of this, | can't think why it
shoul d be turning the whole region into a desert. Mre to the point, | don't

see how it could be responsible for any of this.'



"But the whole thing does seemto have been deliberate?

The conmi ssi oner nodded.

' The weat her hasn't hel ped, of course,' he added. 'The summer here was
unusual ly dry - and the nobons know what's goi ng on now.'

'What do you nean?'

"You won't have been here | ong enough to notice it,' Hoban replied, glancing
up at the sky, '"but if you watch the clouds, you'll see they're all noving in
different directions.'

Karuna | ooked up, and saw that it was true.

"It's alnmost as if they're circling round Betancuria,' he said after a while.
'They are,' Hoban confirmed. 'And guess where the centre of the rotation is.'
' The mound?’

'Exactly."'

" Anot her coi nci dence,' the marshal said heavily. The nore he heard about this
situation, the less he liked it. 'You know the seers have decided that this
pl ace is now the axis around which the Enpire is turning?

"I"d heard that,' Hoban replied. 'It doesn't surprise ne.'

'Maybe that's what's creating the peculiar weather conditions,' Karuna
suggest ed.

' Per haps."'

They were silent for a while, each now aware of the breeze, wondering what
forces had brought it into life.

'There's one nore thing,' Hoban said eventually.

The tone of his voice nade it clear that he was reluctant to go on, but Karuna
couldn't see how anything he was told now coul d make matters any worse.

"Tell ne.’

' The whol e province has been plagued by whirlw nds in recent nonths, sonetines
several in a single day. They haven't done nuch damage yet, but you can

i magi ne how frightening they are. It's disrupted our work even nore -as if we
didn't have enough to deal with already! - but it's affected the town and the
nearby farns too. And the worst of it is, they're comng nore often, and
getting nmore powerful all the tine.'

' There' ve been reports of tornadoes in the southern provinces,' Karuna said.
"You think that could happen here?

"Unl ess sonething changes, it will happen here,' Hoban replied. 'And sooner
rather than later.'

"And?' the marshal pronpted, knowing there was nore to cone.

The conmi ssioner took a deep breath.

"W realized a few days ago where they were coming from'

Karuna turned to | ook across the m ne workings again, his eyes drawn
instinctively to the hillock at the centre of the plain.

"You think the force is responsible for the whirlw nds too?" he asked.

"I"d like to say no,' Hoban replied. "It's a preposterous idea, after all. But
I can't deny the evidence of ny own eyes - and whatever's producing them can't
be natural. Stand here | ong enough and you'll see what | mean. In fact . . .'
He poi nted, but Karuna had no need of the indication

It began as no nore than a slight wavering in the air, like a colum of heat
haze, but it quickly grewin size and strength. Dust and snoke were drawn into
its funnel, swirling round at dizzying speeds. Snall offshoots - like the

unruly children of this wild sprite - skimed away across the ground, raising
their own eddying dust trails before blow ng thenselves out. In contrast, the
core of the disturbance grew taller and wider, reaching up in the sky and out
i nto the surroundi ng at nosphere.

' Moons!' Hoban breathed, his tone a m xture of awe and horror. 'This is the
bi ggest yet. We'd better get to shelter.’

Nei t her man noved, each still transfixed by the expandi ng cone of viol ence.
They could hear it now, an eerie, rushing how that sucked all other sounds
into its snothering enbrace

The lower tip of the vortex was still anchored to the mound, but further up
the funnel bul ged and swayed, as if it were a drunk who wasn't sure which way



to go. And all the tinme it drew nore and nore debris fromthe |and about it,
so that it grew dark with dust and sand. Several |arge objects were hurled
into the air, and Karuna saw what | ooked |ike a wooden shed plucked fromits
foundati ons and torn apart, its planking tossed aside as if it was no heavier
than dry | eaves.

"It'll break free soon!' Hoban yelled over the tumultuous roar. '"If it heads
this way . .‘

He had no need to finish the sentence. There would be no escape for the two
men, and they knew it. What was worse, if the tornado did turn in their
direction, it would soon pass them and nove on into the town of Betancuria
itself. The possible death toll there did not bear thinking about.

A few nmonents later, with a sudden convul sive effort, the whirlwind tore
itself free of the Iand and began to fly. Then, after spiralling outwards for
a while, it noved off-accelerating not towards the mesnerized spectators, but
in a south-easterly direction

Hoban and Karuna watched it go w thout speaking,* stunned by what they had
seen, as the outer limts of its influence buffeted the air about them When
the sinister dark shape was several niles away, and the noise had reduced to a
| evel where they could speak nornally, Hoban let out a |ong breath.

"At least it missed the town,' he said.

"That's the good news,' Karuna replied.

Hoban gl anced at him

"What's the bad news?' he asked.

"If it stays on that course, there's going to be a lot of trouble,' the

mar shal replied, still staring into the distance. 'It's heading directly

t owar ds Makhaya.'

Chapter Thirty-One

Kamin finally allowed his exasperation to get the better of him

"I don't see any point in continuing.'

"At last!' Jax responded scornfully. 'Sonething we can agree on.'

The prince had been even less attentive than usual during that afternoon's
tutorial, and his insol ence was becom ng unbearabl e.

"Don't you ever think of the future? Kam n snapped. 'Doesn't it ever occur to
you that you've got an inportant part to play in the fate of the Enpire?" The
Chi ef Seer's anger had boiled over now, and he went on w thout giving his
pupil the chance to respond. 'The gravest crisis for a thousand years is
facing us, and all you can do is nake facetious remarks! The collision could
be I ess than three nonths away.'

"What do you want ne to do?' Jax asked. 'Get out and paddl e?' He had been

t aken aback by Kamin's uncharacteristic vehenence, but soon recovered his

sel f-confi dence.

"You're inpossible,' the seer exclained, with a dism ssive gesture. 'That's
exactly the sort of flippant conment | was tal king about. Don't you realize,
we could all be dead before the end of the year?

"Not me,' the prince replied conplacently. 'I'mthe Guardi an, remenber? Even
if we do collide, I"mgoing to survive. It's in the prophecy.’

Thi s casual display of double standards took Kanmin's breath away. Ever since
he had become the prince's tutor, he'd been labouring - as Mrival had done
before him- to teach Jax not only the content but also the spirit of the

Ti ndaya Code. In recent days the seer had even been foolish enough to hope
that the boy - as one of the principal figures in the prophecy - m ght all ow
himto gain some insight into the present situation. Throughout, Jax had
remai ned conmpletely disinterested - and yet now he was clainng his destiny,
as outlined in the augury, as the reason for his apathy. It was too incredible
for words.

"Are you mad?' Kami n shouted, when he had finally recovered his wts.

' Remrenber who you're talking to," Jax retorted, growi ng angry hinself now
"Ch, | do. How could I forget? the seer replied, sarcastic in his turn. 'Has



it ever occurred to you that even if you do survive the collision, there'll be
no Enmpire left for you to rule?

"So what? It's not doing me nuch good at the nonent, is it?

"And of course it doesn't bother you that thousands of people will die, that
this city and all the others will be destroyed, that-'

"If you're so concerned about it, you do sonmething!' Jax yelled.

"I"'mtrying. So are we all,' Kam n shot back. 'Except you!'

"Tell me what to do and I'Il do it,'" the prince countered. 'All you' ve done so
far is drone on about theories. This section of the Code, and that section

and the moons' orbits, and angles of rotation, and on and on. It doesn't mean
anything. So until you have something | can act on, |'ve better things to do
with my time. Now get out!’

The Chief Seer left with as nmuch dignity as he could nuster, too frustrated to
even try to have the last word. Wen the door had cl osed behind him Jax
sm | ed, knowi ng that Kam n had recogni zed the truth of his final words - and
had had no answer to them He was just like all the other seers - feeble
sheep, bleating on about inpendi ng doom but doi ng not hi ng about it. And they
were ignoring the obvious fact that their own prophecies made it clear the
Enpire was not going to end. They were probably exaggerating the |ikely
effects of the collision. There would be sone destruction, of course, but it
could not be as bad as they were predicting. The islands only noved slowy,

after all, and Makhaya had al ready w t hst ood nany earthquakes. In any case,
that was still nmonths away. In the meantine, the prince had other things on
his mnd

It was true that he had been even nore preoccupi ed than usual this afternoon
but there had been good reason for that. He had not thought his tw n capable
of surprising him but his escape, first fromprison and then fromthe crowd,
had shown a hitherto unsuspected degree of initiative. Jax had viewed the
whol e thing fromafar, in a fragnented daydream and woul d not have been able
to intervene in those renote events even if he'd wanted to. This was in narked
contrast to one of their nost recent contacts, when Terrel - the prince even
knew hi s name now - had been nuch nore vul nerable. Today had been the first
time they'd both been awake, and it had been a npbst curious sensation. Jax had
sat opposite Kam n, who had been ranbling on as usual, while the adventure

pl ayed out in his head. Not all of it had been clear. H's twin had obviously
had some hel p, but Jax had not been able to see his allies, and he didn't know
who they were. He would try to find out next tine.

He was sure there would be a next tinme. Their link was well-established now
and, even though his contenpt for his twin remained, Jax enjoyed the chance to
play with the other boy's life. Terrel didn't even know that he had a brother
whi ch made the whol e thing nore amusi ng. And he had sone talents that were

i ntriguing. He was doing sonething now - the prince couldn't be sure what it
was, though he suspected it had something to do with Terrel's physica
appearance - which allowed Jax to see some way into his twin's waking mnd
That was interesting, because the only tines the contact had been strong
before this had been during their shared dreans. And the one that had taken

pl ace a few nights ago had been the nost revealing yet.

When t he dream had begun, Jax had realized that - even asleep - the nental

gat eway between themwas still open. And, even nore significantly, his twin's
brain had been in a nuddl ed, euphoric state that made it particularly

defencel ess. It had taken the prince sone time to work out why this was so,

but as their sleeping thoughts merged, he'd realized that Terrel was

hopel essly drunk. This know edge had encouraged himto pry deeper than he ever
had before, and in the process he found, to his astonished glee, that he could
take control of his brother's mnd - and of his body. Mking himburn down
that ridicul ous rose-thing had been hilarious, and ever since then Jax had
been wonderi ng when Terrel woul d give himthe chance to take over again. Even
t he echoes of their shared hangover, which he had felt the foll ow ng norning,
had been worth it.

The Iink had been there again the very next night, but Terrel had been sober



by then, and the prince had had to content hinself with tormenting his twin as
he had done before. That had been a fascinating dreamtoo, but on that
occasi on he had nmerely been an observer

Then there had been nothing until this afternoon's much fainter contact. The
fact that this had coincided with Kamn's tutorial had been unfortunate in one
way, because the prince had been unable to concentrate on those distant events
properly, but at least it had hastened the end of the | esson. Jax was pl eased
by this, because he had plans for the rest of the day - and for the night.
Kam n had only just got back to his own quarters when one of his servants
announced that Seer Lathan was requesting an audi ence. Torn between duty and
the need to calmhis tenmper with a cup or two of wine, the Chief Seer decided
to conbine the two, and asked for a second goblet to be sent in with his
visitor.

Lathan was clearly agitated when he entered the room- which was the |ast
thi ng Kam n needed - and both nen drank their first neasure of wine in a
singl e gul p.

' You have sonething you wi sh to discuss? Kamn asked as he refilled their
cups.

"Two things,' Lathan replied, then fell silent, staring into his wine.

"And they are?' Kamin pronpted, schooling hinself to patience even though he
felt like slapping his fell ow seer

'"Betancuria. It's inmportant. For Once again, Lathan ran out of words.
"I think so too. Karuna is there now. W should have his report-'

' The Guardi an shoul d be there,' Lathan cut in.

"Jax? | doubt he'd be much use,' Kanmin said with feeling.

'That's the second thing. No.'

The conversation was beconing nore disjointed by the nmonment. This was unusua
for Lathan, who was normally both articul ate and cogent.

"Sit down,' Kamin instructed his coll eague. 'Have another drink. Cal m down.
Then tell me what's on your mnd.'

Lathan did as he was told, conmposing hinmself with obvious difficulty.
"I"'msorry. I'mjust on edge.'

"W all are.’

'Have you ever wondered if Jax really is the Guardi an?

So that's it, Kami n thought.

"It's crossed ny mind,' he adnmitted with some reluctance. 'Wy?

Lat han t ook a deep breath.

"It's clear now that unless we can do sonething about it, the Enpire won't
survive until the next lunar conjunction - whenever that is - and so the
prophecy must be wong. Even if Jax lives until then, there'd be no point in
his being a hero if the islands have al ready been destroyed.'

"I"ve been trying to make the same point to the prince,' Kanmin said bitterly,
"but he's no help. He doesn't seemto understand what's going on.'

"Whereas if he really were the Guardian, we'd expect himto know what he had
to do, wouldn't we?' Lathan responded eagerly.

"Wait a nmonent. You're losing me. What nakes you think the Guardi an shoul d be
able to resolve this crisis?

' Because nothing in the Code makes sense unl ess he does,' Lathan replied, sure
of his ground now. 'And |'ve found a section that could be a direct
reference."’

" Wher e?

"I'n Gaylor's Adjunct,' Lathan answered, nani ng an obscure codicil to one of
t he | east known passages in the Tindaya Code. 'I only came across it by
chance.'

Kam n had already risen to his feet and was searching al ong the shel ves of
ref erence books, |ooking for the appropriate volunme. Every part of the Code
had been transcribed over the years, so that it was no | onger necessary to
refer to the original inscribed stones. This was fortunate, because some of
themwere so large that it had proved inpossible to transport them down from
t he nount ai ns.



"Ah, here it is,' he said, taking down one of the tones and laying it on his
desk. By the tine he had found the rel evant page, Lathan was at his side.
'Look there,' his visitor said, pointing. 'That synbol's al ways been
translated as "orbit" or "cycle", and in sone places that's obviously correct,
but on this occasion | think it means "rotation".'

"Which would nmean that this isn't "midpoint", but "centre",
i ndi cati ng another of the signs on the page.

'Exactly,' Lathan concurred. 'The centre of rotation, the axis. And this -

whi ch we al ways thought was sone sort of unfinished geneal ogical tree - |
think it's a diagram of mne workings, the shafts and tunnels. Do you see?
"And this?" Kamn asked, touching a curious, star-shaped synbol at the centre
of the diagram

' There's never been a proper explanation for that.'

Kam n nodded. The possible connection to the runmours that had spread from

Bet ancuri a was obvi ous. Then he | ooked up, frowning.

"But there's no mention of the Guardi an anywhere here,' he pointed out.

"No, but this codicil is connected to the Intenpest Stone,' Lathan replied,
"which sonme scholars believe refers to the CGuardian's chil dhood."

"That's stretching it a bit far, isn't it? the Chief Seer said, after a
nmonent's thought. 'And even if you're right, there's nothing here about the
rotation being connected to the islands going off course.’

'The two things go together. Stop one and you stop the other, |I'msure of it.'
' But -

'Do you have any ot her suggestion as to how we prevent the collision?

Kam n had no answer to that.

"Al'l right,' he said. 'Supposing you're right, and Jax isn't the CGuardi an
Then who is?

"Hs twin.'

It was the answer Kami n had both expected and feared.

"I know it's considered treasonous even to think such a thing,' Lathan added,
"but it makes a kind of sense.’

"This is dangerous talk,' the Chief Seer nuttered. 'Have you spoken to anyone
el se about this?

Lat han shook his head.

"Not yet. But I'mgoing to. Someone's got to speak out. | was hoping you'd
support me. That way, if any of the others feel like we do, it would give them
the courage to join us. To investigate the possibility, at least.'

Kam n al nost told his coll eague about the Al akor conspiracy then, but he was
feeling nervous about the speed they were travelling, and decided to slowthe
process down a bit.

"W need nore facts before we can go to the council .’

" You do,' Lathan corrected him 'l don't. | don't have to consider the
responsibilities of nmy position. And once it's out in the open, no one can

| ock the secret away again.'

"You're not afraid you m ght neet the same fate as Mrival and Shahan?'
"I"mprepared to take the risk, if it means saving the Empire,' Lathan
declared boldly. 'The fact that they were nurdered only reinforces ny
argunent .’

' How so?'

"What woul d have been the point in killing themif Jax's twin were not stil
alive?

"You' re assumi ng the deaths are connected.’

'So were you,' Lathan replied. 'Everyone does. And the only link is the twn.
W' ve just been | ooking for the notive in the wong places. W benefited from
their deaths?

"Apart fromne?' Kami n asked sourly.

"Jax and Adina!' Lathan exclaimed. 'If the twin is alive, he represents a
threat to their anbitions. Only Mrival knew where he m ght be, and only
Shahan was | ooking for him

"Now that definitely is treason,' Kam n responded, but he was considering the

Kam n added,



i dea nonet hel ess. 'Even hinting at such a notion would be dangerous.'

"I know,' Lathan agreed. 'Il'mnot a conplete fool. There's no proof, and
there's never likely to be. All | want to do is renew the search for the tw n,
so that he can go to Betancuria before it's too late. | may nake enenmies in

the process, but if | already know who they are | should be able to cope. And
if we succeed, it'll be worth-it.'

The seer's conviction was obvious, and - at the very least - he had given
Kam n several new ideas to consider. 'All right. Let me think about this. W
mustn't do anything too precipitate.’

"Fair enough,' Lathan conceded. 'But renenber, we haven't got rnuch tine.'
"I"'mwell aware of that,' the Chief Seer replied testily.

In anot her part of the palace, a second council of war was in progress.

"So you think it's time to make a public announcenent?' Adina said, her anber
eyes agl ow.

'l see no point in delaying any further,' Fauria replied. 'W have all the
evidence we're ever going to get.' Wthout his really being aware of it, nost
of the seer's researches into the Tindaya Code over the past few years had
been dedicated to sel ecting appropriate passages, and redefining their exact
nmeani ngs to suit the Enpress's purpose.

"You don't think the immnence of this possible collision mght make such a
gesture meani ngl ess?' Rem asked.

"OF course not!' Adina exclained angrily.

"If disaster is averted,' Fauria replied calmy, "then it's essential to have
staked the Enpress's claimbefore it happens. That way she can assert that her
of ficial acceptance as Mentor was fully justified." And if it's not averted,
he thought, this is all acadenic.

"Waen, then?' Adi na demanded.

"There's a full council nmeeting in three days' tine,' Fauria replied. 'Wnen
are not norrmally allowed into the chanber, but-'

"But they'll make an exception for nme,' Adina conpleted for him sniling at
t he thought.
"All will be ready,' the seer confirned. There had been a time when he had

har boured vague anbitions to be hailed as the Mentor hinself - and the Enpress
had encouraged himto think of this as a possibility - but he had no w sh for
the job now, and he knew he was no match for Adina.

After letting the seer out, Rem returned to the Enpress.

'When are you going to tell your son about this?

"I haven't decided yet. Why?

"Jax has inherited many of your talents,' the chanberlain replied. 'He may
even have the maki ngs of an enchanter.’

Adi na | aughed. She had i ndeed taught her son to nanipul ate people, but she
found it hard to believe that he would ever match her expertise.

'Have you ever wondered whether he might have been responsible for the deaths
of Mrival and Shahan?' Rem asked.

"What ?' Her shocked expression answered his question. 'Don't be ridicul ous. He
was nowhere near either of them

"I don't nmean by his own hand,' the chanberlain explained. 'But it is possible
he coul d have influenced the actual killers.'

"I don't want to hear any nore of this,' Adina hissed. 'Leave ne.'

Rem bowed and left w thout another word, |eaving the Enpress seething. Wen
she had cal ned down a little, she could not get the chanmberlain's words out of
her mind. Could it be true? O was Rem schenming on his own behal f? Her
servant had al ways proved | oyal in the past, and he was normally the npst
astute observer of court affairs, but why then should he harbour such foul
suspi ci ons about Jax? One way or another, Adina decided grimy, she would have
to talk to her son.

Jax's sense of triunph was fading fast as the night wore on. He was al one
again now, but Mela's perfume still lingered in the air, a telltale remn nder
of an encounter that had prom sed so nmuch and delivered so little. It had not
been easy to arrange for a princess, albeit a mnor one, to come to his



chanmbers unobserved, but he had managed that perfectly. The dreamthat had |ed
her to himwould al so ensure that she would renmenber nothing afterwards, but
even though it had rmade her willing enough, she had been stiff and awkward in
bed. She was undoubtedly beautiful - the sight of her naked had been
delightful - but she was clearly even | ess experienced than he was, and even
the fact that he was enjoying forbidden pl easures had not made their enbraces
any nore nenorable. Al in all, the rewards had sinply not been worth the
risk.

Jax was about to go back to bed, to sleep this tine, when he sensed a distant
howing. It was not so nuch a sound as a vibration, a quivering that reached

i nside himand made his heart race. He felt it coming closer with a grow ng
excitement, knowi ng that another of his w shes had been granted.

Striding over to the window, he threw open the shutters and | ooked out over
the city at a sky that was full of stars. But one part of the night, over to
the northwest, was weathed in a greater darkness - and it was this that
caught the prince's eye. The howling grew | ouder, even nore insistent, and Jax
knew that this was no ordinary storm

He coul d see the shape of the tornado now, as it reached the outskirts of the
city. He was elated by its ferocity and sheer size, and he shouted al oud above
the roaring of the wind that tore at his clothes and hair. He welconed its
elemental fury, glorying inits primeval violence, its indiscrimnate power -
and he sensed its connection to hinself.

Wth a single thought he nudged it to one side, altering its path by a
fraction so that it tore the roof off a nearby nmansion. Tiles and tinbers
fizzed through the air, scattered by the tornado's whimand the prince's
mal i ce.

The enchanter smled, ready for nore. He would need no dreans this night.

Chapter Thirty-Two

You ride with all the grace of a sack of rocks, Alyssa grunbled.

Wll, you're not helping, Terrel replied. | feel as if I'"'mbeing split in half
with all this bouncing up and down.
That's how horses nove, she inforned himtartly. |I can't help it.

After their rapid departure from Tiscananita, the two friends had ridden

t hrough the night at a steadier pace. Their route had been chosen at random
each deci sion reached on the spur of the nonment, and their progress had been
erratic. Terrel had no idea where they were now, except that they were
somewhere inland, on the other side of the coastal plain. The fear of capture
had driven themon, but they had seen no sign of any pursuit and, having
reached sone wooded country that offered plenty of cover in which to hide,
Terrel was beginning to believe that they really had made a cl ean escape.

| need to rest, Alyssa said.

Me too, he replied. W can stop anywhere you |like now.

At first, Terrel had been sustained by his own excitenent and fear, and this
had given himthe strength to cling to the great horse. Those internal fires
had al so kept himwarmfor a tinme, but now he was cold, sore and very, very
tired.

| don't nean | need to stop, Alyssa said. | nmean |I've got to rest. |'ve got to
get out of the animal.-

Ch. That neant he woul d | ose her and, even though they'd exchanged only a few
words in the last hour or so, Terrel had still been conforted by her presence.
It gets unconfortable, Alyssa told him

| thought you |iked horses, he said.

| do, she replied. But not fromthe inside.

Why the difference?

Horses' mnds are very peculiar, she explained. If |I stay too |ong-

It'I1 drive you mad? he suggested.

Very funny. Just be glad | put up with it for this |ong.

| am he said, feeling properly chastised. He was perfectly aware that he



coul d never have escaped wi thout her hel p. Thank you.

There's just something odd about a wild spirit that allows another creature to
bend it toits will, Alyssa went on, apparently unaware of the irony in her
statement. | suppose that's why nmen have to 'break' horses before they can
ride them She sounded rather sad now, as well as weary.

| hadn't thought of it like that, Terrel responded.

Do you think you can handl e hi mon your own?

No! he replied quickly. Not at the nonment. He knew that he was a terrible

hor seman. Even knowi ng that Al yssa would do nothing to harmhim he'd been
very nervous, and had been in constant danger of falling off. During their
ride he had often gripped not only the reins but also the stallion's nane,
twisting the coarse hair in his fingers to give hinmself sonme extra security.
It was on one of these occasions that he had felt the 'ring', knotted into the
nane,

and when he realized what it was, he had stared at it frequently - rather than
at the ground, which seened a | ong way down.

Al right, Alyssa said. You'll have to stop, then. |I doubt anyone's going to
find you now, and you ought to get some sleep. If you nod off in the saddle
even | wouldn't be able to stop you falling.

Dawn was breaking as they threaded their way deeper into the forest,
eventual ly reaching a small glade that was lush with tall grass and fl owers.
There had been no sign of any habitation for sone mles, and Terrel was
confident that no one was likely to stunble upon him here.

H s di smount was awkward and pai nful. Long hours in the saddle had |left al
his muscles stiff, and he did not have the benefit of a platformto help him
as he'd had in Tiscamanita. In the end he nanaged it, but then stunbled and
fell heavily. Alyssa turned her equine head to |l ook at him but nmercifully
made no conmment on his ineptitude. When he'd picked himself up, Terre

| oosened the reins and | ooped them over a | ow branch, |eaving enough slack to
all ow the horse to graze on the nearby grass.

"Il bet Cadrez is the butt of a few jokes now, don't you think? Alyssa

remar ked, whinnying with laughter. To have a prisoner escape is bad enough
but on his own horse? Honestly!

Terrel grinned, knowi ng she was introducing an el ement of hunour in order to
try to make their parting easier. Wen she'd visited himbefore, it had al ways
been the animal that had left him physically nmoving away, which had nmade it
seem nore natural somehow. This tinme would be different.

You 'd better go, he said quietly.

Yes. She was grateful for his acceptance. 1'll be back as soon as | can
Goodbye, Al yssa.

W own this palace, Terrel, she replied. Never forget that.

He was about to ask what she meant when he realized she was no | onger there.
There had been no visible sign of her departure; he was sinply al one again.
The stallion blinked, |ooked around at his unfaniliar surroundings, and then
began to eat placidly, as if nothing had happened. Terrel did not need to

i nspect his mane to know that the ring was no longer in place, but he did it
anyway, feeling chilled inside as well as out.

He shivered, telling hinself that he'd have to get some new cl othes soon. The
nights were getting colder, and a traveller wearing only boots and breeches
woul d attract unwanted attention. He supposed he'd be forced to steal sone new
garments. The idea didn't please him but he couldn't think of any

alternative. As it was, he was glad that at |east he still had his specially
made boots. Replacing them woul d have been next to inmpossible. Uzellin had
wanted himto go barefoot - 'as a proper penitent', he had said - but he'd

rel ented when Terrel pointed out that he would hardly be able to wal k at al
l'i ke that.

Setting aside the problemof his clothing, Terrel began to | ook for a soft
pl ace to sl eep, knowing this was an even nore urgent necessity. He nmade a
mattress of grass, then lay down, still cold but thankful for the grow ng
warnth of the new y-risen sun



Before he fell asleep, his last thoughts were of Kativa. He had acted
instinctively with her, and even though he knew the effort had cost him nuch
of his strength, he was gl ad he had hel ped her. He was pl eased that her |ong
ordeal was over, but he w shed he knew how she had been able to speak through
him Was she a different type of ghost fro