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Pr ol ogue

The nountain was still grow ng.

Al t hough the novenment coul d no | onger be seen by the naked eye, Kerin Mrana
could still feel the earth's adjustments through the soles of his well-worn

boots. He had jasper feet - an invaluable asset for a traveller in the stone
forests. He felt the rock grinding beneath him and was aware of even the
smal | est variations, while his eyes could only neasure the nmountain's progress
from one hour to the next.

Even in Macul, a land where - as Kerin knew better than nost - little could be
taken for granted, there had never been anything like this before. Earthquakes
were comon enough, even in the country's nost stable regions. In certain
areas the land rose or fell steadily -though gradually - so that where a man
had once fished, now his grandson planted crops. Ri vers changed course, broke
their banks or dried up; victins of the novenents of the earth, the vagaries
of the weather and, closer to the

coast, the suddenly unpredictable tides. Subsidence and aval anches altered the
shape of the |landscape. Little renmained static. During his travels, Kerin had
wi t nessed rmuch that had left himin a state of wonder. He had seen many
awe-inspiring sights, but this

Little nore than one long nmonth ago, this had been a valley, with a small

| ake, recently increased in size and fed by several streans fromthe
surrounding hills. Fromwhere Kerin stood, he would have | ooked down over
gentl e green slopes to the placid surface of the water. Now he had to tip his
head back in order to glinpse the upper reaches of the new born nountain. The
distant summit was too high to be seen, and the black rock towered over
everything around it. And the forces that had created its unnatural bul k were
driving it still. Before the prospector's disbelieving eyes, the nountain was
growi ng hi gher yet.

The dark extrusion had erupted fromthe earth like a gigantic creature
energing fromits chrysalis, splitting the skin of soil and vegetation and
slewing it aside like an old husk as the black nountain made its shuddering
reach for the heavens. It brought to m nd ancient |egends - of dragons and

gi ant wornms who lived beneath the world of men, in caves deep inside Nydus,
and who cane to the surface every so often, breathing flame and snoke into the
air and making rocks flowin red waves or explode into the sky. But no one
believed in those tales any nore. In any case, there had been no fire here.
The nmountain's rise had been astoni shing but, by human standards, its novenent
had been al most stately. Nevertheless, it was still an unprecedented event —a
geol ogi cal disturbance so vast that the term'earthquake' hardly seened
adequat e.

The few peopl e who had been nearby had fled in terror as the upheaval
devastated the vall ey and shook the land for niles around.

There had been no warning. There had not even been a mmjor conjunction of the
nmoons during the time of its growh. Kerin glanced at the sky reflexively,
even though he knew what he would see. No traveller in such inhospitable
regions could afford to be ignorant of the prevailing lunar influences. The
only visible moon was a pale sliver of anmber, lowin the eastern sky. In any
case, Kerin knew that neither he nor the land was fal se-dream ng. He would
have no need to plant a new prayer-flag - although many woul d, pointlessly in
his view, fromfear.

The nmountain awed Kerin, but it did not frighten him He was certain that he
had been the first to return to the area, once the initial convul sions had
slowed a little, and he knew that they woul d soon be over. And then he would
nove.

He had spent all but the earliest years of his life trekking over the region's
forbidding terrain. He knew its secrets and its dangers better than any man



alive. The faint trails, the hidden signposts, and the bizarre plant life of
Vejar Province were all famliar to him It was a renote, barren area of water
and nelting rock: of deeply-fissured plateaus, of pools studded wi th stone
towers, of sinkholes, caverns and crevasses, and of rivers that plunged
underground only to reappear nany mles away. Near-vertical cliffs, conica
peaks and crags that had been carved into inprobabl e shapes by wi nd and water
all contributed to the reputation of the province as a place of nystery and
peril, but they held no terrors for Kerin.

I ndeed, he had earned his due-nane by being the first —and so far the only —
man brave enough to wal k through the Tzi Gate. This was a huge hole in one
particul ar ridge, forned when the old course of an underground river had been
exposed by erosion and an earth trenor. Although Kerin had recognized it as a
natural formation, others had been intimdated by the massive structure, and
linked its existence to supernatural powers. No one had dared tenpt fate by
entering the so-called gate until Kerin had decided to do so, sinply because
he'd wanted to see what was on the other side. Staring up at the roof of the
stone archway, half a mle above his head, had been a hunbling experience, but
the view fromthe other side had been disappointingly ordinary and Kerin had
returned without mshap. After that he had known that there was no part of
Vejar that was forbidden to him- provided, of course, that he always obeyed
the dictates of the sky —and he had been travelling ever since, only seeing
his wife and young sons for a few days each year.

Even so, he had never seen anything like this before. And yet he knew where
the black rock had conme from-even if he did not understand why —and was

al ready studying its formati ons. He was shrewd enough to realize that such
opportunities came only once in any lifetine, and he was determ ned to take
hi s chance when the nmountain finally grew still. He would be the first to
climb the new peak. Excitenent vibrated within him in time with the trenbling
of the earth, but Kerin's eyes were calmand his gaze never shifted fromthe
mass of dark stone.

PART ONE

FENDUCA

Chapter One

He coul d hear a voice. It sounded fanmiliar, but he couldn't tell where it was
coming from or see the face of the man who spoke

"I remenber it now as | renenber dreans; in fragnments that make no sense by
thensel ves; in the feeling that | have seen or experienced somethi ng before,
wi t hout knowi ng when or where.'

There were faces then. Dozens of them curious or indifferent, smling or
angry. So many faces - but never hers. Not even here, not even now.

"But it was not a dream | wasn't even asleep.'

The voi ce droned on, a nonotone. Boring. And yet he couldn't stop |istening.
He was trapped.

"If I had been, the pain in ny armwoul d have woken ne.'

Why coul dn't he see her face? Hadn't he been puni shed enough w t hout that?
"No, | was not asleep. | know that now.'

The voice was growing quieter as it neared the end. But he knew that sooner or
later it would begin again, another cycle in the endl ess round.

"I was waiting to be born.’

The fear cane then, clutching at himwth red fingers, pulsing in his blood,
that other ocean. Thunder fromw thin as well as from bel ow. He was hel pl ess
in both tides. He knew that the voice, his voice, was trying to tell him
somet hi ng, but he couldn't understand what it was. And then he forgot
everything again. No menory. Just novenent, gentler now, and the faces. None
of themreal. Not even real ghosts.

He | aughed at the thought before it was |lost once nore - until the next round.
"Farewel |, brother.’

A new voi ce, one he did recognize. The enchanter was still pursuing him But
that didn't matter. Nothing mattered any nore. Not even time. A circle has no
end.



"I remenber it now as | renmenber dreans . .
The raft drifted slowy on the sluggish tide, its single occupant curled up on
t he rough wooden pl anks. Water slopped lazily around him and the parts of his
clothing that were not sodden were encrusted with salt. Hs matted hair was
stiff with the sane gritty substance; even his eyel ashes were rimed with
white, as if too many tears had evaporated there.

H s eyes were open but glazed - not blind, but unseeing. He twitched
sonmetines, like a sleeping dog when it dreanms of chasing rabbits, but
otherwise he lay still. Watever life he still possessed |ay hidden deep
within his crunpled frame, behind the dwindling fire of tiiose pale,

di anond- f ever eyes.

Lanmpl i ght bent and tw sted around him He was floating, swi nmmng in darkness,
surrounded by an ancient |oneliness. There was a star burning. Rel eased, he
fell upwards, |anding awkwardly on the roof of the cave. A bird perched next
to him What's going on? Spiral wi nds carried her voice away, and a vast
roari ng deafened himas the darkness shifted.

Two skies, two mountains. The Dark Mbon swal |l owi ng the sun, the w nged
huntress devouring her prey. A sword raised. Mrre ghosts. Brother?

| was waiting to be born.

The star-nmaze gl owed, beckoning. Hurry. Hurry!

The reason for haste eluded him A circle has no end.

Terrel could no longer tell when he was dreaning or when he was awake. Both
wor | ds seemed equal |y bizarre. COccasionally, sonmething - usually a spasm of
pain -renmi nded himthat he nmust still be alive, but even that seemed doubtf ul
now. Surely there were no aninmals of such gigantic size in his world. They
towered over him noving with a regular swaying rhythmthat was both hypnotic
and vaguely nenacing. He could feel their eyes fixed upon him The creatures
were colourless for the nost part, their skin hard and grey-I| ooking, al nost as
if they were nade fromstone. But no rock could ever have contorted itself
into such varied and fantastical shapes —it could not nove, as these
nmonstrous presences did. Rock did not grow patches of green fur or hair, nor
did it whisper with the echoing voices of a gul ping, hissing

tongue. He had tried to listen to what they were saying, but he could make no
sense of their wordl ess murmuring.

At | east now there was sonething to see and hear. Until the animals cane he
had been al one for what seenmed like a lifetime, riding on the waves of magic
with only the sky above himand the sea bel ow. Bl ue upon blue, striped with
the reflections of the sun and nmoons, blinding glitter and heat bal anced by
the cold stars and the Anmber, Red and Wiite. He had been aware of the Dark
Moon too, though he could not see it. He felt the invisible pull of the
sky-shadow, and knew that its blind face would | ook down upon him at the
nonment of his death.

In his isolation, Terrel had peopled his world with ghosts —even with those
whom he knew, or hoped, were still alive. They had all cone eventually,
friends and foes alike, all except one. Dreaning or awake, Alyssa's face

el uded his thoughts and visions, even though he heard her voice sonetinmes or
saw her spirit encased in other forms. O all the cruelties he had to bear
that was the worst.

The dragging ache in his twisted |inbs was sonet hing he had coped with all his
life, but nowit seemed irrelevant, unnoticed am d other torments of body and
m nd. He could hardly nove the fingers of even his good hand wi thout the
muscl es cramping and every joint being |lanced by pain. His breath rattled in
his lungs and he felt nauseous alnost all the tinme, even though his stomach
was enpty. Hs lips were bloated and cracked, and his tongue was now like a
dry clunp of rough leather, so swollen that he could only just prise it away
fromthe roof of his nmouth. Thirst raged within him although he only
occasionally recognized it for what it was. For the rest, it was just one nore
hel pl ess yearning anong all the others.

H s meagre supply of fresh water had run out several days ago, and now —in a
rare lucid nmonent - his fluttering gaze fell upon the enpty bottle, and he



felt the Dark Moon draw closer. He was about to surrender, to answer the siren
call of oblivion, when a stray thought emerged fromthe chaos of his
di sordered mind. At first he did not know what it was, but it nagged at him
as relentless as the ocean, until neaning followed. Hi s prom se. Fromthe
nmonent those words had been uttered, they had ruled his every action - and
while there was still breath in his body they would not allow himto give up.
I will come back for you. The words seenmed enpty now, but he could not set
t hem asi de. The struggle had to continue. Even if it was to a bitter end.
I gnoring the renewed protests of his body and the weary groan that escaped
fromhis parched lips, Terrel forced hinmself to sit up and | ook around. The
gi ant creatures crowded about him seeming to |lean inwards as they encircled
his flimsy raft, and he shrank into himself, fearing that he would be crushed.
But the aninmals had grown still, just as the waves that propelled himon his
journey had now | eft hi m becal ned.
Under st andi ng cane slowy, fighting its way through the tangle of his
delirium The | oom ng giants were indeed made of rock, lifeless but for the
tufts of grass or fern that clung to their sides. Terrel could not inagine
what forces had carved these outl andi sh and sini ster shapes, but their
noverrent had been an illusion brought on by the rise and fall of the gentle
swel | and languid currents that |apped around the bases of the overhanging
cliffs. He had drifted into a labyrinth of stone, that rose fromthe ocean to
forma water-born nmaze.
When the second realization cane, it sent a desperate surge of energy pulsing
t hrough his nmind and body. The rocks, no nmatter how strange their shape,
represented land, the first he had seen since the Floating Islands had |eft
himfloundering in their massive wake. He m ght yet survive this ordeal
Even though his dreams still tugged at the edges of his vision, Terrel could
see one thing clearly now The sides of the rocks were so precipitous that
there was no chance of himdisenbarking there. What was nore, there would be
no point in even nmaking the attenpt. These stone pinnacles were clearly
barren, devoid of any source of sustenance. The sparse vegetati on m ght suck
life fromcracks in the surface, but he could not, and in any case, it was far
above him out of reach
The next thought that came brought another spark of hope - and one on which he
forced hinself to act. If this was sone part of a foreign land, then it was
possi bl e that the water bel ow hi mwas not the ocean that had propelled him
into exile. If this was a river, then he mght be able to drink
Leani ng down to the edge of the raft was a sl ow and arduous task that nade his
head spin and his vision blur, but hope | ent himthe power to persevere.
D pping a finger into the water, he brought it to his nouth and dribbled a few
drops onto his swollen tongue. Pain stung him filling his cheeks, his teeth
and eyes as well as his lips, but that was nothing conpared to the
wr et chedness that filled himas his hal f-dead senses recogni zed the dread
taste of salt. He retched convul sively, his enpty stomach heavi ng. He knew
better than to try to drink any nore. He might as well have swal |l owed poison
Exhausted by his efforts, and his spirit crushed, Terrel |ay where he was
and fell into another feverish hour of sleep. Wien he awke, it was to find
that the raft had not noved. Watever current had been pushing himal ong had
been caught up by the envel oping spires of grey stone, so that he was
travelling round in slow circles, going nowhere. He would have cried out then
- if he'd had either the strength or the voice for it —because it seened that
he was dooned to stay in that rock-bound |agoon for ever. A pointless end to a
poi ntl ess journey. The final nightmare —and the death of his prom se.
"Alyssal'
In his mnd he was shouting, crying out in futile misery. But the only sound
that came fromhis ruined mouth was a choking hiss of agony that echoed from
the diffs about him then died away into silence. He fell back into the shadow
of the Dark Moon.
A new ghost, a new voice, crept into his dreams. He recogni zed neither. Nor
could he understand what it said. The words were gi bberish; meani ngl ess sounds



sent to A second interloper was tal king now, but he nade no nore sense than
the other. They seened to be calling.
Was it to hin? Terrel had no i dea what they were saying, but he could
recogni ze the urgency in their tone. Was this newtorment in this world or
the next?
The voi ces persisted, overriding the other delusions in his fevered mnd,
giving himno rest. At last, reluctantly, he opened his salt-encrusted eyes.
And saw two men in canoes, watching himfromthe edge of the |agoon

Chapter Two

For a few noments, Terrel assuned that the two men were sinply nmore of his
strange delusions. He just could not believe that they were real. But he
eventual ly realized that there was somethi ng substantial and resol ute about
the I ook of them and this gave himhope. The nen had fallen silent now aware
that he was | ooking at them but they nade no nove to approach him Terre
knew that if he were to be rescued, he would have to initiate the contact.
As he struggled into a sitting position, and raised his left hand in greeting,
he wondered what was causing their hesitation. They were only sone thirty
paces away, in one of the |agoon's many entrances, and fromthat distance it
nmust have been obvi ous that he posed no possible threat. Wiy then, given that
they were clearly intrigued by his presence, were they not making any effort
to come any closer? In fact, the two men were nmaking small strokes with their
paddl es, to avoid nmoving any further forwards.
Their response to his feeble wave was to gl ance at each other, and to exchange
a few words that Terrel could not

hear. They still did not nove. Please,' Terrel croaked, trying to beckon to
themw th is shaking hand. But he managed only to exaggerate the trenbling of
his fingers, and could not be sure that they'd understand his signal. He was
about to call for help, but realized that his first word had cone out as no
nore than a hoarse sigh, which they could not possibly have heard. Hi s tongue,
| ong unused for speech and bloated by his ordeal, was usel ess. Sign |anguage
was his only hope.

He gazed at the strangers, his eyes inploring themto cone to his aid, and
tried to wave again, hoping to draw themto him This provoked further
conversation between the two, nore aninmated this time, but Terrel could
under st and none of what they said. He waved until his strength gave out and he
was forced to drop his arm again.
The newconers' argument had become vehenent now. One of the nen pushed his
paddl e into the water, and was about to nove forward when his conpanion - the
| ounger of the pair - barred his progress by thrusting his own oar across the
other's chest. At the same time he shouted sonething, and the elder of the two
abandoned his attenpt to nmove. Then the nore cautious sailor turned back to
Terrel and called out to him The boy understood none of the strange |anguage,
but it was clear that they were not going to come to his aid.

Frustrated and angered by this turn of events, just when he had been granted a
last flicker of hope, Terrel felt despair |each away the | ast of his
resi stance, and he coll apsed on to the danp boards.
"W can't just sit herel' dandis nuttered.
"W've no choice,' Aylen replied firmy. H's conviction had not wavered for an
instant, even in the face of his brother's fierce disagreenent. 'This is
Anador, renenber. The red | agoon. Have you forgotten |ast night's skies?
"But he's no nore than a boy - and he's ill. He could die.'
"If we go in there, we'll bring ruin on ourselves and all our clan. Is that
what you want? He has to get out by hinself.'
'Ch, cone on, Chute!' dandis exclained. 'He's too weak. Anyone can see that.
And the current's taking himround in circles.’
'Maybe that' |l change when the tide begins to ebb,' Aylen suggested.
"And take himout to sea again? And us with him if we're not careful. W
could all end up dead then.'
"There's no alternative,' Aylen stated grinmy. 'We'Ill manage sonehow. '
"Mons!' Aandis hissed. 'l wish Pa was here.'



"He'd only tell you the sane as nme. He'd never go agai nst noon-|ore,
especially in a place like this.'

A andis fell silent, wondering why he could never win an argunment with his
brother. At nineteen he was Aylen's senior by two years, and was much stronger
physically, but that counted for nothing when it cane to a war of words. Even
as an infant Aylen had al ways been able to get the better of himthat way. And
the nost galling thing of all was that O andis knew his sibling was al nost

al ways right.

The previous night had seen the rebirth of the Red

Moon, so that now it was just beginning to wax again, and that - together wth
the fact that the unseen Dark Mbon had been full at the sanme tinme and was now
beginning its slow decline - nade Anador a place of peril. None of their
peopl e woul d dare enter the lagoon until the heavens were realigned in a nore
favourabl e way.

' There was sonet hi ng strange about his eyes,' Aylen said quietly.

A andi s had seen that too. The castaway's gaze had been unnerving, and his
eyes had seened to glitter in an unnatural way.

'Fever?' he guessed.

' Maybe,' Aylen replied, though he sounded unconvinced. '| wonder how he got
here.’

It had not occurred to Aandis to be curious about this. He had sinply seen
anot her human being in trouble and wanted to help himout. It had been his
sharp ears that had picked up the earlier hissing cry, above the shuffle and

| appi ng of the swell, and he who had insisted on going to investigate. He
hadn't really believed that there woul d be anyone there, but as soon as he
glinpsed the flinmsy raft he had turned to his brother, neaning to say '|I told
you so' - but then he had seen the expression on Aylen's face and had kept
quiet. This was a place the brothers normally avoi ded, even when noon-1|ore

al l owed navigation in the area. There was sonethi ng about the unusual col ours
in the water that nade them nervous. Dreans hung heavy within this part of the
coastal naze.

' Maybe he's a sharakan,' O andis suggested. He neant it as a joke, wanting to
lighten the nmood, but - to his astonishment - Aylen seermed to take the idea
seriously.

'Perhaps,' he nmurnured, nodding slowly. 'This

woul d be a good place to trade, if his magic was strong enough.'

"' Not hi ng about him |l ooks strong!' O andis exclained. 'Besides, he's no nore
than a child.'

"Age is no barrier to talent —or anbition,' Aylen remarked sagely, glancing
at the sky. As dusk fell, the only noon visible was the Wite, three days past
full and still bright and pure against the fading blue. Under other

ci rcunmst ances he m ght have been content to stare at her delicate face, asking
for her dreans to guide his way, but that was inpossible now.

"I's he asleep? dandis asked, peering at the huddled figure on the raft.

The brothers stared, both wondering if it was a sleep fromwhich the boy would
ever awake, and then, with one accord, they began shouting again.

The suddenly renewed noi se, and the unearthly echoes it set up, roused Terre
fromhis stupor. He cursed silently, then forced his eyes open and gl anced at
the source of the din. Wat could they want now? The two nen had still not
nmoved, and their words nmeant nothing, but their urgent tone and the neaning of
t heir beckoni ng gestures were unequivocal this tine. They wanted Terrel to go
to them

Their faces were set in serious expressions, not nocking or threatening, and
Terrel wondered why, if they were really so anxious to help him they could
not sinmply move to his side. It would only take thema matter of nonments to
paddl e their way across the intervening distance, but for Terrel it mght as
wel | have been a full nile of open water. In all the time he had been adrift,
he

had not once tried to influence the raft's course. In the open sea that would
have been pointless; the strong swell had been inpossible to fight, and one



direction had been as good as another. Now that he was in relatively calm
waters, and was in desperate need of purposeful notion, be had neither the
strength nor the neans to achieve it. Even if he'd had a wooden bl ade, |ike
the strangers, he would have had difficulty lifting it, let alone using it to
any effect. Mreover, the square raft was crudely built and noved awkwardly,
unli ke the streanmined canoes. It was hopel ess. He closed his eyes again, and
gave hinself to the ghosts.

"He's not listening,'” Odandis said

O he is, but can't do anything about it.'

The brothers fell silent, each lost in their own thoughts.

t' The tide's turning,' Aylen said eventually. "It can't be. It's too soon.'
A andi s glanced at the sky, t on this occasion there were no answers to be
found there.

"It's the Dark Mon,' his younger brother said. "Farazin said it's not where
it's supposed to be.'

"But that's inpossible,' Oandis objected. 'Cutter

"Cutter's a fool,' Aylen interrupted. 'Who would you rather believe? In any
case, the tide is turning. Look.'

They both knew what this | atest devel opnment neant. The currents within the
maze coul d be treacherous in thenselves, and if the brothers stayed too |ong
and were ought by the ebb tide in full spate, together with the flow fromthe
river, they'd be in danger of being swept out into the ocean. If that
happened, it was possibl e that

they' d never get back. Their |ightweight boats were built for inland
wat er ways, not the open sea.

'"At | east we might be able to fight it.' Oandis pointed out. 'He won't stand
a chance."

"I know,' Ayl en agreed soberly.

"W could go round to the far side. Catch himwhen he drifts out of the
lagoon. If we tinme it right, we should be able to reach hi mand get back.'
"And if we don't?

'"W've got to do sonething.'

"Al'l right,' Aylen conceded reluctantly, 'but there's something | want to try
first.'

Terrel was dream ng of a beautiful crystal city that rose into the sunlight
fromthe depths of the ocean. He was meking his way towards it, knowi ng that —
in a sense -he would be going hone, when he realized to his horror that his

| onged-for sanctuary was under attack. G owi ng nmeteors were raining down from
a hostile sky, weaking untold havoc anong the delicate facets. He tried to
nove nore quickly, to get there before the onslaught destroyed everything, but
t he dream hel d hi m back no matter how hard he fought.

He woke up when one of the smaller neteors hit himpainfully on the side of
hi s head.

"Did it catch?" Aylen asked.

"I think I hit his head,' dandis replied anxiously.

"That's the least of his worries. Have any of the hooks caught?

O andis tested the line.

"I think so.’

The brothers' fishing lines were designed for trailing behind their canoes
rather than for casting, but by tying a netal weight to one end they had been
able to fashion sonething usable. Their hope was that, even if the castaway
was unable to grasp the twine, one or nore of the several hooks attached al ong
its length would dig into some part of his raft or clothing. dandis's throw
had been nore accurate than he'd dare hope for, and now, as he pulled
carefully on the line, he felt it snag firmy. However, as he tried to pull it
in, all that happened was that he noved forward, conming too close to the

f or bi dden | agoon.

'"W' |l have to row backwards, pull himout that way,' Aylen decided. 'Tie the
line to your canoe.' As O andis did as he was told, Aylen attached his own
craft to his brother's with a piece of rope. 'Ready?



"Yes.'

Both nmen began to paddle steadily, feeling the line growtaut. To their relief
it held as they edged backwards.

'Moons! It's heavy,' dandis conplained. 'Wy did he put to sea on a piece of
junk l'ike that?" They were fighting against an increasing current, and the
shape of the raft meant that it pulled awkwardly against the flow.

"It's comng," Aylen breathed. 'Keep going.'

Sonet hi ng was dragging at Terrel's sleeve and pricking his arm Stil
struggling to free his mnd fromthe disintegrating shards of his dream and
wonderi ng why his head hurt so much, he could not work out what might be
causing this strange sensation. H s every novenent took a col ossal effort now,
but when he could at last touch his arm he found that a piece of tw ne had
been drawn across both himand the raft.

Opening his eyes, Terrel saw a shining beamof |ight dipping in and out of the
wat er between himand the strangers' canoes. After a few nonents, he realized
that this was in fact a solid cord, and that he was being towed al ong.
However, even as a glinmer of hope returned, he realized that his woul d-be
rescuers were still keeping their distance, and he wondered if they suspected
hi m of carrying sone sort of contagi ous di sease. Then, too exhausted to try
and nake sense of any of this, Terrel closed his eyes again and let fate take
hi m where it woul d.

Every tine dandis tried to shorten the line, they lost ground and began to
drift back towards the | agoon. Having hooked their catch, they seened unabl e
to reel himin. And time was growi ng short.

Eventual |y, the brothers decided to keep rowing until the raft was well

out side the | agoon, then —while O andis tried to hold their position - Aylen
woul d go back to the stranger and transfer himto his own boat. Although the
canoe had been designed for one person, and would ride perilously lowin the
water with an extra passenger, they knew that this was the only chance for
themto help the stranger and for themall to escape.

"Nearly there,' O andis gasped. 'Ready?

"Yes. WIIl you be able to hold hin®

"I"ll have to, won't 1? But not for long.' The two nmen were tiring now

"I"ll be as quick as I can.'

'Co, then.'
As Aylen | eaned forward to untie the rope, dandis increased his efforts and
managed to keep the craft still. H's brother noved fast then, going with the

tide to run

al ongsi de the stranger's makeshift boat. Untangling the boy fromthe fishhooks
and then dragging his alnost life-less body into the canoe was an awkward

busi ness, but determ nation - and his brother's exhortation to hurry -Ilent

Ayl en strength. At last, just before they were about to cross the border of
Anador, he was able to yell to Qandis to cast the line adrift.

As the cumbersone raft swirled back into the lagoon, on its way out to sea
agai n, Aylen began to row against the current, the crunpled formof the
castaway sprawl ed across his |egs.

By the time they reached nore placid waters, the brothers were al npst
exhausted, but their success filled themw th a shared sense of triunph, and

t hey knew they were safe enough now. Their canp for the night was not far
away, on a flat sandy shel f above the high-tide |line, and once tbere they'd be
able to rest and recover. Their passenger's inmredi ate prospects were | ess
certain. He was in a very bad way, clearly dehydrated and barely consci ous.
Hs twi sted form nmade hi mseem even nore pitiful

"G ve himsone water now,' Oandis said. 'He may not fast till we get to
canmp.'

Ayl en nodded and, while his brother held his canoe steady, he unstoppered his
flask and held it to the stranger's lips, trying to support his lolling head
at the sane time. The first few drops trickled down over the boy's chin, but
then some dormant reflex took over and his lips parted. Aylen was able to
direct the flowinto his nmouth, and the two nen both saw and heard hi m swal | ow



painfully. Alittle life seemed to seep into his body with die precious liquid
and Aylen sniled, feeling hopeful for

the first time. A nonent |ater he cried out and al nost dropped the flask, his
heart suddenly full of both amazenment and fear

The stranger had opened his eyes to |l ook at his saviour, and Aylen found

hi nsel f ensnared, |looking into their colourless, crystalline depths. He no

| onger knew whet her the crippled boy they had rescued was a miracle or a
nonster.

Chapter Three

"What is it? What's the matter?'

At the sound of the older brother's voice, the stranger |lamed his head to | ook
at him—and O andis saw i nmedi ately what had so disconcerted Ayl en. The
castaway's eyes were extraordinary. Even in the fading sunlight they flashed
and glittered like multi-faceted jewels, their only Dol our coming from brief
rai nbow flickers as the Iight moved within them To O andis, whose own eyes
were a deep brown, there was genius or nmadness in those orbs —perhaps both.
Either way, it was obvious that the dreans behind such eyes woul d be beyond
hi s comprehensi on, beyond the grasp of nost ordinary nen.

"Do you really think he's a sharakan?' he asked, finding hinmself talking in a
whi sper.

"I don't know,' his brother replied. 'He hasn't any

' Too young?' Ayl en shrugged.

' Maybe he'll tell us. Wen he can.'’

The stranger's eyes closed again then, and Aylen | aid himback down in the
canoe. The brothers were both secretly relieved that they no | onger had to

| ook into that unnerving gaze.

"Let's get back to canmp,' Aylen said. 'W need to get some food into him'

That night they took it in turns to watch over their patient, while the other
sl ept as best he could. The stranger had been persuaded to take nore water,
and in fact he had done so eagerly, to the extent that their supplies were now
running | ow. But they hadn't been able to get himto eat anything. The
brothers had nade their own nmeal —fromfish they'd caught thensel ves, and
hard bread that Ysatel, their stepnother, had packed for them - but neither
had had much of an appetite. They were nore concerned with the welfare of the
boy they had rescued.

H s recent ordeal - however it had come about - had obviously taken its tol

on him but it seened that he'd hardly been in perfect physical health even
before that. His right armwas withered, the hand little nore than a cl enched
claw, and his right leg was twi sted, the foot bent up at an unnatural angle so
that the boot he wore nust have been specially made to fit its awkward shape.
Unli ke the sores on his calves and forearns —which had al nost certainly been
caused by long exposure to seawater - these deformities evidently dated froma
much earlier tine.

"An accident, do you think? O andis asked quietly, during one of their
changes of shift deep in the night.

"I don't know,' Aylen replied. 'I've never seen anything like this before.'
Growi ng up in Fenduca, the brothers

had been witness to injuries of all kinds —and seen the often distressing
consequences for the victins —but the stranger's skewed form was outside
their experience. 'If it was an accident, | guess it must've happened when he
was very young.'

' Perhaps he was born like that,' O andis suggested

"Perhaps. 1'll keep an eye on himnow. You get some rest.'

A andi s nodded, but seened in no hurry to lie down. Instead, he sat beside his
brother, watching their patient sleep. Since the rescue the boy had been
barely conscious, though his sleep seemed to give himlittle rest. He frowned
often, and his linbs twitched frequently in response to sone invisible
pronmpting. Al though he munbled to hinself occasionally, the brothers could
make no sense of what he said.

'"He's dreanming,' Oandis said



"All the time. But they're not true dreanms. He can't trade with them

'Most of us can't,' the older brother comrented sonbrely. 'Do you think we
shoul d set a prayer-flag?

Ayl en shook his head.

"W don't have the right cloth.’

"I could find sonething.'

'"No. His dreams can take care of thenselves. It's his body we have to help
now. We'll take himback to Fenduca in the norning. He needs someone with
proper healing skills.'

As if to confirm Ayl en's diagnosis, the patient gave voice to a rasping cry of
pain, no |ouder than a whisper, but no | ess agonized for that. At the sane
time his face contorted into a mask of unutterable msery as his cracked
lips parted again, in an elongated hiss that was full of regret and |onging.
"A-yssa.'

They had heard himsay sonething simlar a fewtines now, but this was the
cl earest yet - and the yearning tone was unmni stakabl e. However, the word
itself meant nothing to them

"Could it be soneone's name?' O andi s wondered.

Bef ore Ayl en had the chance to reply, the stranger began muttering again, his
voi ce husky and deeper this tine, but his words still nade no sense.

'"He's raving,' Adandis said. 'Do you think he's lost his mnd?

"What was that |ast word?' Ayl en asked sharply, ignhoring his brother's
guesti on.

' Sounded li ke "badanis". O "bajanis". Wy?

The castaway was silent again now, apparently lost in a calmer part of his

dr eam ng
"Could it have been "vadanis"?
"l suppose so,' Oandis replied, still puzzled.

"I"ve heard that somewhere before,' Aylen said, his brow creased as he tried
to remenber.

"It doesn't nean anything to— O andis began, but got no further as his

br ot her excl ai med al oud.

"Vadanis! It's fromthe wanderers' tongue.'’

"What does it nmean?'

"It's the old name for the Cursed |slands. You know, the ones that nove.'

A andis stared at Aylen in astonishnent.

'"He can't have come fromthere,' he said eventually.

"That's insane!’

*

When norning canme and Ayl en roused A andis to begin the preparations for their
journey hone, their patient appeared to be sl eeping peacefully. H's skin tone
was healthier and - with his eyes closed - he | ooked normal enough, or at

| east as normal as anyone with his disabilities could | ook. The brothers
earlier specul ati on had made them both wary and intrigued. The peopl e of Macul
had |1 ong believed that the Cursed Islands were either unpopulated or —if it
was possi ble for anyone to survive in such unnatural circunstances —then the
i sl anders nust either be madnen or live like wild beasts. It was obvi ous that
no true civilization could exist in a land where you could not even be sure
where you were fromday to day, and where the entire country nust be

i nherently unstable. If the stranger really did cone fromVadanis, it m ght
explain his outlandi sh appearance and his tendency to spout gi bberish - but
the notion still seened very farfetched.

When they had done everything possible to break canp, short of dismantling the
tent itself, the brothers |ooked in on their patient. He woke then, and seened
a httle nore alert than before. He drank eagerly once nore, and was even able
to eat a small amount of nashed fish, although swallow ng was obviously very
difficult and made himw nce with the pain. Neither Aylen nor O andis was able
to look himin the eye for long - which seemed to puzzle or disappoint him -
but when they tried to talk to himhe responded nore readily than before.

' Can you speak?' Ayl en asked.



The boy's reply was inconprehensible, but his voice, while still hoarse and
little nore than a whisper, was at |east working rather better now. As he
spoke he gl anced

back and forth between his two saviours, as if hoping for sonme reaction
"That's not the wanderers' tongue,' O andis observed. 'No, it isn't,' Aylen
agreed. 'So he really is a foreigner.' Macul was a vast country, and the

brot hers had never nmet anyone from beyond its borders. 'Either that or he's
crazy.' 'l don't think so. He's trying to talk to us." At this, as if to prove
the point, the stranger spoke again. Unfortunately, what he said was just as
unintelligible as his earlier efforts.

"This is hopeless,' dandis grunbled.

'Not necessarily,' Aylen replied. Turning back to the castaway, he pointed to
his own chest and said clearly, 'Aylen Mrana.'

"What are you doi ng?" O andi s whispered.

'"W've got to start sonmewhere. M ght as well be with our names.' He touched
his chest again and repeated his name, then pointed to his brother and said,
"dandis Mrana.' After that he gestured to the boy and raised his eyebrows in
query.

The stranger hesitated, then mmcked the other's action and pointed to

hi nmsel f.

"Terrel.' It cane out as a harsh grating sound.

"What did he say?' d andis asked

" Sounded |ike "Terel".'

"I's that his name?

"I"'mnot sure. It could be, or it could just nean he's got a pain in his
chest.'

"Ch, great. This is getting us nowhere.'

'""Terel" nmeans "noonlight" in the wanderers' tongue, doesn't it? Aylen asked
t hought ful | y.

"Don't ask ne.’

"Farazin would know. '

"Perhaps he's named after the light in his eyes,' O andis suggested.

The subject of the speculation nerely | ooked fromone to the other, his face a
pi cture of inconprehension

Terrel lay back in the cranmped space in the bows of the canoe, and tried to
make sense of this latest turn of events. So nuch had changed since he'd left
t he haven, but his present predicament left himnore confused than ever

bef ore. Knowi ng that he nust have been very close to death, he was i mensely
grateful to his saviours. Their fresh water and food - even though the tiny
portion of fish he'd nanaged was sitting heavily in his abused stomach - had
revived his spirits as well as his body. However, he was still very weak and,
al t hough he now felt as though he was going to survive, his increased

awar eness made the other unknowns of his current position all the nore
alarmng. He felt lost and w thout hope. Even when he was awake - he stil
slipped in and out of consciousness - he had no idea where he was. In his nore
lucid nonents, he was sure there could be nowhere like this on Vadanis. That
meant the horror of his exile, which he had hoped was only a nightmare, was
all too real. The fact that he was unable to comunicate with the nmen who had
rescued himwas frustrating, and confirmed that he was in a foreign country. A
barbarian country. And if that were true, then the land to either side of the
river they were travelling along did not nove. It stayed where it was,
stagnant and prey to untold evils.

It was true that his new conpani ons had not behaved |i ke barbarians, but he
had no way of telling where they were taking him or what plans they had for
hi m when they reached their destination. Wen they had hel ped himinto the
canoe that norning he had gone reluctantly, but had been unable to resist.
Going out on to the water again had set all sorts of horrors loose in his
head, but it soon becanme clear that the two men had no intention of heading
out to sea. Instead they were travelling inland, against the flow of the wide
river, which ran between clusters of extraordinarily steep-sided, conica



hills. The hills reminded Terrel of the "aninmals' he had encountered earlier
but these were nuch larger and the vegetation that clung to their slopes and
summ ts was nmuch nore verdant. Wth a cloudl ess blue sky giving the cal m
surface of the water an alnmost netallic sheen, it was a breathtaking,
beautiful |andscape —but for Terrel it was a friendless, alien realm
Everything he had ever |oved or cared about was inmreasurably far away. The

i dea that he might ever be able to return to the Floating |Islands seened
ridicul ous, but that was what he had sworn to do, and sonehow he had to try to
get back. And unless he made a start by | earning sonmething of the | and he was
now entering, his quest would be over before it began

He gl anced up at the young nan whose boat he shared, and saw hi m | ook away
after a few nonments. Terrel was aware that his rescuers were unnerved by his
eyes, but he was used to that. Before he'd been taught to use the glamour to
di sgui se them nost people had reacted in a simlar way to his 'enchanter's
eyes'. Using the glanpbur now was inpossible; his mnd was incapabl e of
sumoni ng the necessary resolve and belief. Until that nonent it hadn't even
occurred to himto try, and at this

stage it would have been pointless. They had seen the true nature of his eyes,
and having them change to blue now would only nmake matters worse. As a result
Terrel resorted to an earlier stratagemthat had seened to | essen their

i npact, and half closed his lids. Squinting like that did himlittle good, but
it made it easier for others to ignore the strange nature of his irises.
Terrel's earlier 'conversations' had produced al nost nothing of use. A few
words here and there had seemed vaguely familiar, but he had been unable to
grasp their neaning. The one possible step forward had been their exchange of
nanes. At |east that was what Terrel supposed it to have been. At the tine
he'd had to think before renmenbering his own name, and those of his rescuers
had seened very conplicated. Even so, it was the best chance he had of

begi nni ng anot her di al ogue. If he was ever to |l earn anything, he had to start
sonewhere. Terrel cleared his throat.

" Ayl emi rana?'

Ayl en's eyes widened in surprise and dandis, who was paddling steadily

al ongsi de, gl anced at the stranger.

'Yes? That's ne.’

Al though their patient's response was neani ngless, it was at |east clear that
he was trying to communi cate with them Once again Ayl en thought that one or
two words seened fanmiliar, but he could nake no overall sense of it.
"I"'msorry,' he said, shaking his head. 'l don't understand.'’

The stranger's di sappoi nt nent was obvi ous, and he fell silent for a while.
Then his expression changed, and it

seened that another idea had occurred to him H s next question consisted of a
single word - one the brothers did

recogni ze.

"Macul ?* As he spoke, he jerked his good hand fromside to side, presumably
indicating the hills on either shore.

Ayl en nodded vi gorously.

"Macul . Yes. Macul.' He pointed with his paddle to enphasize his agreenent.
'"At | east he knows where he is,' Odandis commented. 'Seens like it,' Aylen
replied. Then, suddenly inspired, he switched his attention back to the boy.
'You. Are you from Vadani s? Va-dan-is?'

H s passenger | ooked up as if the word was indeed fam liar, but his expression
was unreadable. He tried to reply, only for his tongue to betray himand his
voice to creak into silence. A drop of blood ran fromthe corner of his
ravaged nouth and, as his eyes closed again, his head lolled back.

' The sooner we get hone the better,' d andis said.

When Terrel next emerged fromthe inexplicable inmges of his still feverish
dreans, he found that the canoes were navigating a much smaller river, with
both nen having to | abour to drive their heavily | aden craft against the
stream The | and about them was | ess spectacul ar now, the slopes nore
manageabl e and the greenery not so lush. Fleeting nenories disturbed himwhen



he tried to nove his tongue and found it parched and swollen once nore. He
wanted to ask for water, but remenbered his | ast attenpt at speech and deci ded
not to try again just yet. He also recalled their npst recent attenpts at
conversation, and the menory made himfeel very uneasy. Confirmation that he
was i ndeed in the barbarian | and of Macul had conme as no real surprise, but
dread had risen within himnonetheless. On top of that, his conpanion's
reference to Vadani s had confused and troubled him What did they know? \Wre
they trying to tell him sonething?

H s rescuers were talking to each other now and, judging fromthe tone of
their voices, they seened to be relieved about sonething. Perhaps they were
nearing their destination.

Wth some considerable effort, Terrel twi sted round to | ook ahead. What he saw
took his breath away and nade hi m wonder anew about his fate.

Dwarfing everything around it, and with its colour contrasting starkly with
its surroundings, the black rmountain rose above himlike a nonster trying to
swal | ow t he sky.

Chapt er Four

A woman's face drifted out of the mi st that seened to surround Terre
permanently now. He recogni zed her as one of several people who cane to | ook
at himfromtinme to tinme. He associated her with kindness, with the confort of
a cool danp cloth w ped over his face, or food offered on a crude wooden
spoon. The thought of food made bile rise in his throat, but he fought agai nst
that, knowi ng he nust eat if he was ever to escape the nmist. 'Meha va'ac

al oua, Terel?

She had a gentle voice. She did not shout or grow angry when he coul d not
answer, |ike sone of the others. Her smile, whenever he gave any response, was
a reward he sought. But her question was inconprehensible, and it took hima
few nonents to realize that she had used his nane —whi ch sounded strange in
her unfam liar accent. Wen he did, it nmade himwant to renenber hers. Even
his recent menories were blurred now and, although he was certain that he knew
what she was called, it was a struggle to bring her nane to mnd. He had heard

others talking to her . . . What was it? Her nane .
H s eventual success felt like a triunph.
"Ys-a-tel,' he whispered, stunbling over the alien syllables.

The smile that replaced her concerned expression lit up her face. She said
somet hing that he did not understand, then held up a small wooden cup so that
he could see it.

" Al oua?

Since Terrel had been in the village, he had learnt a few words of his hosts'

| anguage, al nmost without realizing it. 'Aloua'" neant water, and he tried to
nod to indicate that he would |ike sone. He had no idea how | ong he had been
lying in the hut. It sonmetinmes seened as though he had only just arrived; at
other times he seened to have been there for ever. But no matter how long it
had been, he was al nbst always thirsty, even now.

For all his efforts his head hardly noved, but Ysatel had obviously seen
enough to know what he wanted. She held the cup to his lips and tipped it back
and forth, allowing himto take a small nouthful and then swall ow severa
times, rather than gulping it down. The water was brown in colour, and its
oddly metallic taste had made Terrel gag at first, but he was used to it now,
and grateful for the way it revived his spirits each tine he drank

After he'd finished a second cupful, Ysatel offered himsonme soup, and he
forced hinself to accept a few nmouth-fuls before he had to stop. Hi s stomach
had rebelled too many tines to allow himto continue. The food he'd been riven
had been nostly plain fare, but to his ravaged senses it often tasted and
snel l ed very strange. Even so, he was

in no position to conplain. Such nourishnment was keeping himalive, and the
fact that on several occasions he had been unable to keep his nmeal s down had
made himfeel ashaned of his ungrateful stomach, as well as being a setback to
what ever chance he had of recovering fromhis illness.

Ysat el | ooked di sappoi nted when he refused to eat any nore, but knew better



than to try to force food upon him She left him- after wi ping his face and
saying a few words that he did not understand but whose tone was conforting -
and Terrel lay still, fighting off the approach of nausea by concentrating on
the things he could see and hear

H's world had shrunk to this one room It was a dark place, with the only
light coming fromthe doorway of the adjoining roomduring the day or froma
sparingly used candl e at dusk. The air snelled permanently of danp wood and
earth, and it was cold nost of the tinme now that winter had arrived. During
the long night the hut's larger roomwas quite crowded, with several people
sl eeping there, but in the hours of daylight it was often quiet and enpty -
al t hough someone usually came to check on himat regular intervals.

At that noment, as far as he could tell, Ysatel was the only other person
there, and - judging by the odours of wood snoke and cooking that drifted in
t hrough the door —she was preparing a neal for some of the others. Terre
could not see her, but was able to listen to her novenents; to the clank of a
| adl e agai nst the sides of a netal cauldron and the crackle of the fire. At
the sane tinme he recogni zed the sound of running water com ng from outside,
somet hing that was al ways there, a constant backdrop to life in the village.
In the distance he could hear dogs barking and nmen's voices calling to one
anot her - and this brought other shadowy nenories floating to the surface of
his mnd

Since his arrival Terrel had occasionally been carried outside the hut, and
his brief glinpses of the village had reveal ed a squalid shantytown of
ranshackl e buil dings, clinging to the | owest slopes of the great black
nmount ai n. Above the huts, the river that ran down fromthe intimdating peak
split into many small branches - cascadi ng over the bare rocks as dark foam
and dancing in hundreds of small pools. The water was so full of silt that

where it was relatively still it appeared al nost black. The river seened to be
the centre of a good deal of activity, and the houses were built nostly to
either side of the extended waterfall, though a few actually stood in between

the various streams. Fromhis brief observations Terrel could not understand
what the villagers did, nor why they had chosen to live in such an apparently
i nhospitable location. It was a place of poverty, of dirt and danger, where
life evidently held few pl easures and no luxuries. The bare roomin which he
lay was testanent to that. And yet he had been taken in and cared for. A
forei gner, whose appearance could hardly have been reassuring and who coul d
not even speak their |anguage, had been rescued and brought to their home. He
had been fed, bathed -and even clothed. At sone unknown point Terrel's own
garnments had been replaced by a sinple shift of a coarse grey material. H s
only ot her possessions - his boots and Mizeni's clay pipe —lay beside the
narrow pall et where he now rested. He was at the mercy of strangers,

hel plessly reliant on their charity and conpassi on, and needi ng

their help for even the nost basic tasks. It could have been humiliating, but
for the nost part Terrel sinply felt grateful. He knew he nmust be a

consi derabl e burden to Ysatel and her famly, and he couldn't work out why
they were being so good to him The contrast between their treatment of him -
especially as they had seen the true nature of his eyes - and that of the
peopl e of his own honel and, nmost of whom had reacted with horror or enmty,
was as nystifying as it was wel cone.

The Iight outside the hut was beginning to fade now and, grateful for the fact
that his stomach seened to have settled, Terrel allowed hinself to drift back
into sleep.

Ysatel | ooked up from her cooking, and snmiled fondly when she saw her husband
wal ki ng towards her. She had been Kerin's wife for alnost five years now, but
his daily return to their home still had the power to raise in her a mxture
of desire, pride and protectiveness that sonetines threatened to overwhel m
her. He was an al nost | egendary figure anong the inhabitants of Fenduca, a
village 'elder' even though he was little nore than forty years old, and
Ysatel had been in love with himfor as |long as she coul d renenber. She al so
knew t hat al though he | oved her dearly, she could never entirely overcone the



menories of Aryel, his first wife and the nother of his sons. The fact that
Aryel had been dead for twelve years had allowed Kerin's feelings of grief and
guilt to fade fromview, but they were still there, hidden deep. Ysatel knew
she coul d never erase the past - nor would she want to - but she al so knew

t hat she brought Kerin great happi ness.

Her pl easure at the approach of her husband was dimnished slightly when she
recogni zed the man who wal ked stiffly at his side. Farazin Lanta was the

vill age sky-watcher, their interpreter of dreans, and as such he was held in
awe by many, and commanded the respect of his fellow elders. To her shane,
Ysatel often found hi mboth pormpous and dull, and on this occasion she knew
that his presence woul d nmean anot her |ong and pointless di scussion about the
strange boy who now lay in their house, dreanming his even stranger dreans. Hi s
arrival in the village had caused nuch consternation, and the debate over
whet her he was a sharakan or a sorcerer - or whether any foreigner could be a
sharakan - had raged for some rime. Interest was waning now that he'd been
there for alnbst a short nonth, and he had received few visitors during the

| ast day or two. The exception was Farazin who, naturally enough, was the
person nost people | ooked to to solve the nystery and decide the boy's fate.
Ysatel rose to her feet to enbrace Kerin. He snelled, as always, of the river,
and he was cold. He kissed her and smled wearily, then sat down to warm
hinsel f by the fire.

"Win't you join us, Farazin?' Ysatel offered. 'There's nore than enough.'

' Thank you,' the sky-watcher replied, accepting the invitation as his due. He
too sat down, wincing slightly as his old joints protested.

'"I's there any change in the boy?" Kerin asked.

'"He took a little nore soup today,' Ysatel replied, as she went back to
stirring the cauldron. 'And he's not been sick. But the fever's still in his
eyes.'

Al t hough the stranger had seemed to be on his way to recovery after he'd been
brought to Fenduca, he had then

suffered a rel apse, and had been sliding in and out of consciousness ever
since. It had seened to Ysatel that the boy was suffering fromnore than just
hi s physical ailnments —although they were bad enough —and she suspected too
that he felt |lost and wi thout hope. He often appeared happier and nore

ani mat ed when he was dream ng than when he was awake, but he'd occasionally
had ni ght mares too. Some had obviously been terrifying, judging fromthe
unearthly noi ses he made - noi ses that had awoken the entire househol d.

"Hi s dreans have no way of release,' Farazin opined, 'so they turn inwards as
fever.'

That seemed too sinplistic an explanation to Ysatel, but she was not prepared
to argue the point.

"He will be well eventually,' Kerin said. 'He's in good hands.' He smiled at
his wife. 'Then we'll learn the truth.' 'Has he said anything el se of
interest? Farazin asked. Ysatel shook her head. 'Nothing | can nake sense
of .’

In the past, sonme of what the invalid had said had sounded |ike the wanderers
tongue, but as Farazin was the only villager reasonably fluent in that ancient
| anguage, the others had only been able to guess at occasi onal words. Wen the
sky-wat cher had tried speaking to the boy, using the archaic form of address,
there had seenmed to be a few sparks of recognition in his face, but neither
had been able to nmake the ot her understand what they were saying.

'"I's he sl eeping now?' Ysatel nodded.

"Then | will wait and see if he wakes up after we have eaten,' Farazin

deci ded.

Ysatel turned to her husband, wanting to change the subject.

'Did you have any | uck today?

"A few pebbles,' he replied dismssively. 'Nothing of real interest.' It was
hi s usual answer. Good days were increasingly rare now.

"WIl the boys be home soon?'

'"They're on their way.'



Even as he spoke, Ysatel caught sight of her stepsons. Aylen, apparently
oblivious to the danger, was skipping over sone wet boul ders towards the path.
He led a charned life - his due-nanme of Chute had been earned during a
chi | dhood escapade, when he'd survived a fall into one of the nost precipitous
parts of the river —but his antics still left Ysatel breathless with worry
sonmetines. O andis, as always, followed in nore sedate fashion, a steady
carthorse to his brother's unruly colt. The curious thing was that their
nmental characteristics were the opposite way round. Aylen was the brighter of
the two, but his opinions were stronger and nore cautious. For his part,

O andis often acted on instinct, using his heart rather than his brain, and
Ysatel loved himall the nmore for it. The fact that it had been O andis who
had wanted to rescue the foreigner, and that it had been Ayl en who had worked
out a way to do it w thout breaking the dictates of noon-lore, was typical of
the brothers' relationship. They were very different, but their skills and
temper ament s conpl enent ed each other —and they were inseparable.

The very fact that they had retrieved the boy fromforbidden territory had
been one of the things that had nade the di spute about him so vehenent. Sone
of the villagers thought he should have been left to fend for hinmself, to face
t he consequences of his foolish actions, but Kerin had steadfastly defended
his sons' actions, arguing that to abandon anyone in such circumstances woul d
have been an act of inhumanity. Nonetheless, as tine dragged on and Terel - if
that really was his nane - failed to recover his health, doubts had begun to
growin his mnd too. His faith in his wife's nursing abilities had not

waver ed, but he had begun to wonder if the boy was truly beyond hel p. However,
he was not about to express such thoughts openly - especially when people |ike
Cutter might get wind of his change of heart and start naking trouble again.
"WIl the Red Moon be full tonight? Kerin asked, changing the subject hinself
this time. Ordinarily it would have been a statement rather than a question -
like every other Maculian, Kerin was aware of and respected the novenents of
the heavens - but a few of Farazin's recent declarations had raised sonme
doubt s.

"It will," the sky-watcher replied firmy. "It is only the Dark Moon that's
behavi ng oddl y."

"Way is that?' Ysatel asked. 'What do you think it means?' ' Cbservation and

prayer will answer that in due course,' Farazin replied. H s condescendi ng
tone made it clear that he thought that Ysatel - a mere woman - should not be
concerned with such matters. She was about to respond, w shing that for once
he could sinmply have said 'l don't know , when she caught the warning | ook
from her husband and renained silent.

"So flags will be set at the shrine as usual?' Kerin said. '"At first Iight

tomorrow,' Farazin confirned. 'They are already prepared.’

"Did you include any pleas on behalf of the stranger? Aylen asked. He had
caught the tail end of the conversation as he joined the group. As he spoke he
threw himsel f down by the fire, leaving dandis to go into the house and store
their tools.

'The Red Mbon is not appropriate for healing,' Farazin said.

"You think love can't heal ?' Ysatel asked before she could stop herself.

The sky-wat cher gave her a measuring gl ance.

"Initself, no,' he said.

"I's he still asleep? Aylen asked as his brother energed fromthe cabin.

'Li ke a baby.'

' Not dream ng then?

"Not as far as | can tell.'

'"Let's eat,' Ysatel said, grateful to her stepsons for diverting attention
from her provocative coment.

As she began ladling out the fish stew and passing the bow s around, she
became aware of another man approachi ng and wondered, with a sinking heart,
what Cutter might want. One thing was certain; with these extra guests there
was little chance of a quiet and pleasant fanmly neal.

Mtus Levien, known to the villagers as Cutter, was of average height, but his



broad shoul ders, thick neck and | arge hands gave the inpression of size as
wel |l as strength. His face appeared to be nmade of slabs of granite, from which
his cl ose-set eyes glared out in a permanent scowl . The inpression of nenace
was reinforced by the dog that |oped at his side, a squat, ill-tenpered beast
cal | ed Scar.

The newcomner nodded to Kerin and Farazin in

greeting, all but ignoring Ysatel and the younger nen, but he did not speak at
first.

"WIl you join us, Cutter? Ysatel asked. The invitation was a formality. The
conmuni ty's survival depended upon a degree of cooperation, and sharing food
when it was plentiful was an expected form of hospitality. However, Mtus
prided hinmself on his independence —sone said he thought hinself above nere
screenhandl ers —and Ysatel did not think he would accept her offer

"No,' he replied, as expected. 'Thank you.' The civil response sounded |ike an
afterthought. 'Are you sure? There' s—

' You have enough visitors already,' Cutter said pointedly.

The ensuing sil ence dragged on. 'W've found nothing worthy of your services
today,' Kerin said eventually, glancing at his sons for confirmation. 'A few
pebbl es, nothing nore.’

Cutter nodded, absently patting the jewel-pouch that hung froma strap over
hi s shoul der.

"Then | wi sh you better fortune tonorrow,' he said. Scar had sat down at his
master's feet, and neither man nor dog showed any sign of noving in spite of
Kerin's hints.

'Have you news for us?' Farazin asked.

' The Nenenz girl's cone down with a fever.'

"I will visit her.’

' Some peopl e are saying she caught it fromthe foreigner,' Cutter added.
Ysat el wondered just who 'sone people' were, but kept her own council and

al | owed her husband to answer.

"I doubt that,' Kerin comrented mldly. 'He's hardly

been out of our cabin, and certainly nowhere near her house.'

'Contagion follows its own paths,' Cutter responded.

' Then why have none of us been affected?' Kerin countered. 'All such paths
nmust begin here, so surely we are the nore likely targets.'

"His fever comes frombeing too |l ong without water,' Ysatel added, unable to
stay quiet any longer. 'That can't be the case with Liliana, can it?" She had
spoken in a reasonable tone, but Kerin could hear the anger beneath her words
and reached out to put his hand over hers.

"Evil spreads in strange ways,' Cutter said, glaring at Ysatel, then turning
his attention to Farazin. 'Don't you think we should bring the matter before a
gat heri ng?'

' Agai n?' Ysatel exclaimed, but fell silent at the warning pressure from
Kerin's hand.

"I will exam ne the boy once nore tonight,' the sky-watcher replied. "I"'ll
deci de what is necessary then.'

M tus seemed about to say something nmore, but evidently thought better of it.
He turned abruptly and strode away, and Scar junped up to follow his master
"That man's an idiot," dandis remarked when Cutter was well out of earshot.
"Hardly that,' Kerin replied. 'I don't |like himany nore than you do, but at

| east he has the courage to say to our faces what others may be sayi ng behi nd
our backs."

"But it's nonsense!' Ysatel cried.

'"OfF course. But not everyone is as observant or as clever as you, ny love. And
you know what this place is like for runours.'

"And like it or not,' Aylen put in, 'Cutter's word carries a |lot of weight
with some people.’

"Don't worry, Ysy,' Odandis added, 'we won't let them do anything stupid."’
Kerin and his sons were the only ones Ysatel allowed to use the famliar
short ened version of her name, and the boys did so often now, as a way of



showi ng their affection for her. Between them her three nen —as she often

t hought of them —had nanaged to placate her a little, but the fifth nmenber of
the party saw no reason even to try.

"W don't want unrest,' Farazin muttered. 'Perhaps another gathering would
clear the air.'

"You really think that's necessary?' Kerin asked, before his wife could say
anyt hi ng.

"Wuld you rather nmen like Cutter spread their ideas by stealth?

Farazin had a point, and for the rest of the nmeal no one tried to dissuade him
fromthe path he had chosen

When they had all eaten their fill, the sky-watcher rose stiffly and went into
the cabin. Ysatel wanted to follow, but knew better than to do so. He would
want to exam ne the patient alone. She contented herself wth | eani ng agai nst
Kerin, sharing his warnth as the fire burnt down to enmbers and his sons
cleared up after the nmeal. The sound of Farazin's voice drifted softly from

i nside their hone.

The stranger was sl eeping and, although Farazin would never have admitted it
to anyone, he was glad not to have to look into those peculiar eyes. The boy
was breathing slowy and evenly, and gave no sign of dreaming. He was stil
painfully thin, but his earlier pallor was gone and his face no | onger bore
the lines of constant pain.

"Well, young man, there's not much you can tell me in that state, is there.'
In spite of his words, the sky-watcher made no nove to wake the foreigner
unwilling to disturb his apparently peaceful rest.

'So what am | supposed to say to the gathering, eh?" Farazin went on quietly.
"You don't | ook much of a danger to anyone, but Mtus was right about one
thing. Evil can spread in mysterious ways. So what is it that you are? A sick
child? An outcast? O a denon? The nmpons tell me nothing.'

The old man turned his eyes upwards, as if he could | ook through the roof to
the stars above, and did not notice the stranger's eyelids flicker as he
awoke.

'"Are you a sharakan?' Farazin asked, speaking as much to hinself as to the boy
on the bed.

"Enda va' an sharakan?

The words sounded indistinct to Terrel, so that at first he was unable to
decide if they had been part of a dreamor not. As he struggl ed towards
wakef ul ness, he saw the outline of a figure standing over him and recognized
t he stooped shoul ders and the nane of grey hair. This was the one whose speech
was sonetimes different fromthe others. Terrel could not understand why this
shoul d be $o, and what he heard still made no sense, but sone of the old man's
words seemed vaguely famliar - as if their meaning was just out of reach

On this occasion, Terrel had no i dea what he was tal king about, but one of his
rescuers had said something simlar soon after they had pulled himfromthe

| agoon, and it had been repeated several tines since. It was

frustrating that he had no way of answering what they clearly regarded as an

i mportant question. He wanted to try to conmuni cate, but his voice would not
cone —and before he was able to attract the old man's attention, he turned
and shuffled fromthe room |eaving Terrel alone with his thoughts once nore.
In sonme ways his visitor rem nded himof Shahan, and he wondered whet her he

m ght be a seer —and then he wondered if he would ever see the ghosts again.
This was a dangerous line of thought, and he pushed it aside hurriedly and

del i berately began to think about the other people he'd cone to recognize
during his enforced idl eness.

There was Ysatel, of course. H s two rescuers, Aylemrana and the other one.
And an ol der man, who might be their father. He had seen several other faces
too, but none of themoften, so he'd had no chance to work out who they were
or howthey fitted into the household. Even with those people he'd seen
frequently, he was often confused. As soon as he thought he'd begun to sort
them out, he found they'd apparently been called by quite different names. In
the end he had given up any attenpt to learn their nanmes - except for Ysatel



hi s most constant conpani on —and had decided to let fate deci de what he

| earnt of the others.

He heard nmovenent then as preparations for the night were made, but darkness
was falling quickly and he recogni zed none of the shadowy figures. G ving up
his fruitless attenpts to get his voice to work, he allowed hinmself to slide
back into the oblivion of sleep

That night Terrel dreant of Tindaya, where he had w tnessed his own death and,
for the first time, he | aughed

in response. \Wat chance was there that he would ever be able to return to
Vadanis, let alone to the sacred nountain? H s exile nmeant that he woul d cheat
fate.

He awoke the next nmorning to the sound of voices. That in itself was not
unusual . He had often been aware of people around him both inside his room
and further away. Sonetinmes their conversations had sounded reasoned and
respectful, while others had been fierce argunents —and this had often nade
himfeel very unconfortable because he wondered if he was the cause of the

di sagreements. However, this tine there seened to be a | arge nunber of people
- many of whom were tal king or shouting over each other —and it was clear
even w t hout understanding a word that was being said, that tenpers were
runni ng hi gh.

Terrel was beginning to feel afraid when anot her sensation, one that came from
deep inside his own being, banished all other considerations fromhis mnd
The trenbling inpulse drove himto throw off his blanket and lurch fromthe
pallet. It was the first tinme he had risen w thout help since his arrival, and
t he noverment set his head spinning, but he was obstinately fixed upon his

pur pose, and desperation lent himstrength. Staggering on uncertain |legs, he
made hi s way, unseeing, towards the light.

A sudden silence fell as he released his hold on the doorframe and stunbl ed
out into the sunshine, and he | ooked up to see a great crowd of people al
staring at him

"There's going to be an earthquake!' he cried hoarsely, waving his arnms. 'An
eart hquake!"

H s audi ence seened frozen as they stared back at him a mixture of surprise
and i nconprehension in their eyes.

' Pl ease, you've got to—

The desperate certainty that had overridden Terrel's infirmty crunbled into
dust then as his strength gave out altogether, and he fell to the ground in a
heap. He was unconscious even as the first trenmor hit.

Chapter Five

The inpact of the earthquake was too sudden and too disorientating for the
villagers to react with anything other than panic. Screans filled the air, and
there were ominous noises fromthe earth itself as soil and rock shifted
beneath their feet. Many people were thrown to the ground, unbal anced as much
by shock as by the vibrations. Some | ooked up at the black nountain, afraid of
an aval anche that night destroy the entire village, but although there were
several landslides they were all relatively minor. Even so, the crashing of
rock as it disintegrated and fell was terrifying, nore inmediately threatening
than the grow that cane from deep underground as Nydus shrugged and
rearranged its surface once again. The river spat and boiled, with spouts of
water leaping into the air at inpossible angles. The wooden structures of the
village's homes creaked and groaned, and a few of the huts began to sway
violently as they were caught in the reverberations of the trenor, until their
ti mbers distorted beyond endurance

and col | apsed or flew apart. Caught in the grip of forces they recognized well
enough but had no hope of controlling, the people of Fenduca could only
trenble and pray and wait for it to end. It seened to themthat, far away and
pal e in the norning sky, the Arber Mon was shaking too.

In all, the quake lasted only a few nmonents, but its repercussions were to

| ast nuch | onger. Even after the |land had stopped noving, the river still ran
erratically, with sudden surges flow ng down from above for no apparent



reason, and streamnms forgi ng new courses.

Such trenmors were conmon enough in nost regi ons of Macul, but there was
usual |y sone warning. Alnost all were triggered - or at |east influenced - by
| unar configurations, so the sky-watchers were able to predict when they were
nost likely to occur. In addition, the villagers in Fenduca kept a small
nunber of wolf-fish in one of the rock pools, and observed them cl osely at
regul ar intervals - especially when the noons were aligned unfavourably. For
several hours before an earthquake, these fish becane abnormally agitated, and
when this happened the villagers took what precautions they could. Fenduca's
position beneath the precipitous slopes of the mountain, and so close to the

i nherently unstable river bed, made it particularly vulnerable to the inpact
of trenmors. Nevertheless, the villagers accepted the risks as an integral part
of their way of life and, when they were given sone idea of what was com ng
they were accustoned to dealing with such disruptions. On this occasion
however, the onslaught had cone out of the blue, |eaving them unprepared and
doubl y di sorient at ed.

In retrospect it was fortunate that nmost of Fenduca's inhabitants had been
part of the inpronptu gathering outside the Mrana cabin. At that tinme of the
nor ni ng many people woul d usually have been at work in the river, and the fact
that they had been crowded together on what was a relatively stable part of
the terrain had probably saved many lives. As it was, the nunber of casualties
was still distressing. Two nen, who had left the shrine as soon as the flag
cerenony was over in order to claimthe best spots in the river, were dead -
one drowned, the other dashed agai nst rocks by a sudden del uge of water.

Anot her was mi ssing, his body al nost certainly buried beneath one of the

| andslides. In addition, four hones had been conpletely destroyed, two crushed
by falling rock and two washed away by torrents of diverted water. Three of

t hese homes had been unoccupi ed, but the fourth -belonging to the Nenenz
famly - was not. Liliana had been unable to attend the ritual at the Red
Moon's shrine because of her fever, and her nother had stayed behind to nurse
her. They had both been carried away and drowned when a natural dam hi gher up
t he nount ai nsi de had gi ven way, and Liliana's father had been badly injured
during his desperate and hopel ess attenpts to save them Solan now lay in a
nei ghbour's hut, with both | egs broken and one of his hands crushed beyond
repair -tormented not only by his own injuries but also by the loss of his
famly. And he was far fromthe only one needing the ministrations of friends.
Many ot hers had been injured or made homel ess by the quake. Although die
trenmor had been mild conpared to others that Fenduca had endured, its timng
had I eft the villagers shaken and afraid.

In the imredi ate aftermath of the upheaval, there had been too much to do for
any other considerations to be taken into account. However, once the nost
pressi ng needs had been seen to and a senbl ance of cal mhad returned, the nood
began to change.

Terrel's unexpected excursion had | eft himweak and feverish, and he spent
much of the day fading in and out of consciousness, plagued by dream vi sions.
When he awoke he was back in his room alone. He remenbered his prenonition
but nothing of the quake itself—and was desperate to know whet her his warning
had been heeded. However, beyond the self-evident fact that Ysatel's honme was
still standing, he had no way of telling what had happened —and as no one
cane to see him he could not even attenpt to find out.

A mxture of nenories and foreboding mngled with nightmare images in his

over burdened brain, but he slowy managed to separate fact fromfiction, and
was gradually able to think a little nore clearly. Even though he did not
renenber the trenor, he was sure that one had taken place. Quite how he was
able to make these predictions had al ways been a nystery to him but it had
happened too nmany times now for himto doubt his peculiar talent. The
certainty sinply arrived in his mnd unbidden, transmtted as an interna
trenbling deep inside him He had learnt to trust his instincts, and had used
themto good effect in the past —and now he could only hope that his efforts
had been of some benefit to his new conpani ons.



Ti me passed, and still no one came to see him Terrel slept again -

dream essly for once - and woke feeling rested and refreshed. He was stil

al one, but a small thrill of happiness |ightened his usual msery. Physically,
he felt better than he had done since he'd been cast adrift from Vadanis, and
- for the first time in exile - he was able to entertain a little hope. It was
as if being able to warn his hosts about the inpendi ng danger had awoken in
himan inner strength he'd forgotten he possessed. That in turn was giving him
a renewed sense of purpose, reinforcing his belief that it mght still be good
to be alive.

He al nost forced hinself to get up, but thought better of it, renenbering his
earlier collapse and deciding to wait until someone could help him He |ay
back, hoping that Ysatel - or one of the others - would visit himsoon, and in
spite of fully intending to stay awake until they did, he fell asleep again.
W' ve taken a viper into our mdst!' Cutter declared.

"This is no viper,' Kerin retorted. 'Look at him' He pointed to where Terre
sat on a bl anket, watching the proceedi ngs through half closed eyes, his whole
body tense. The boy had still been asleep when, at Cutter's insistence, he had
been carried out of the hut to face his accusers, but the noise of the
argunents had woken him He had gl anced around, | ooking at the audience with a
m xt ure of apprehension and uncertainty that had since changed to fear

Al t hough he | ooked harnl ess enough, nmpbst of the villagers had glinpsed his
eyes, and knew that there was sonethi ng odd about him

'"How can he be a threat to anybody?' Kerin challenged.

Terrel was obviously still very weak. Even his good armwas thin and wast ed,
and his face was gaunt, with dark shadows beneath his eyes.

' Sorcery doesn't require physical strength,’ Mtus countered.

The villagers' discussion had now been left to the two nen whose views were
nost directly opposed to each other. The rest had either had their say already
or were content to | eave the debate to the two spokesnen.

The earlier neeting had been brought to a sudden halt by the stranger's
unexpect ed and i nconprehensi bl e announcenent, and by the turnoil caused by the
eart hquake, but it was inevitable that the argunents about hi mwould be raised
again at this later, formal gathering. Once again, at Farazin's decree, the

i nhabi tants of Fenduca had cone together outside Kerin's house, in order to

di scuss matters that concerned everybody —and which, after the events of the
day, had taken on an increased urgency. Theoretically, only the elders were
supposed to speak at such a gathering, with anyone el se who w shed to make
their views known doing so through one of their representatives. In practice,
Farazin had | et everyone have their say. The two main protagonists now faced
each other across the open space where the boy sat.

"This is a child,' Kerin stated. 'A sick child. WII taking revenge on a

def encel ess i nnocent reverse any of our |osses?" 'How can you say he's

i nnocent?' Cutter demanded. 'Ever since he arrived here it's been one thing
after another. Qur children have been exposed to alien fevers. There have been
nore accidents in the river. W' ve had nothing but poor finds in spite of the
wi nter rains. And how can you deny what happened today?' ' That was an act of
nat ur e—

"If it was a natural event, then why wasn't Farazin able to predict it?" Mtus
cut in.

' The moons are not the only factor in— the sky-watcher began, but Cutter was
in full flow now, and overrode himeasily.

"Who but a sorcerer could survive in the forbidden waters of Anador?' he
asked. 'Wio but a sorcerer would speak in such a barbarous tongue? And who but
a sorcerer could conjure forth an earthquake to save hinsel f from our
vengeance, and kill the girl he had infected?

'He conjured nothing,' Kerin insisted, but he could feel that the majority of
t he onl ookers had begun to side with his opponent.

"You all saw him' Cutter cried, appealing to the crowd. waving his arms and
yelling in that evil tongue. What el se could he have been doi ng?

'He coul d have been trying to warn us,' Ysatel said. That had been her belief



right fromthe start, and it persisted - even though she could prove nothing
and, even though on the face of it the idea seened absurd.

"Ah, so he's a wolf-fish now, is he? Cutter remarked scornfully, provoking

| aughter and a few cries of derision. 'If he knew the trenmor was coning, then
it proves he's a sorcerer - and nakes it all the nore likely that he was the
cause of it too.' He seemed quite happy with this circular argunent, and fel
silent for the noment.

Knowi ng that she shoul d not have spoken, Ysatel glanced at her husband, hoping
that he woul d support her even so. Kerin would not |ook at her, but kept his
gaze fixed upon Cutter, his expression grave. Neither man was willing to give
ground, but no one el se was prepared to enter the argument at this stage, and
so the silence dragged on

It was eventual ly broken by the subject of their debate hinself.

The boy spoke quietly, in a rasping voice, and to an unbiased ear his tone
woul d have seened anything but threatening. In fact, to Ysatel it sounded nore
like a plea for understandi ng, but many of those present reacted with fear

seemi ng to think that he was casting another spell. The seeds of doubt sown by
Cutter had taken root.
"Shut himup!' Mtus shouted. "Or 1'lIl get Scar to do it permanently.'

At the sound of his nane, the dog rose fromhis haunches and grow ed, his
smal | bl ack eyes fixed upon the stranger. In response, two peopl e noved
forward into the arena. Ysatel went to kneel beside the boy, putting a finger
to her lips to motion himto silence. He | ooked at her in benusenent, but
obeyed. The second person was O andis, who strode forward, shaking off his
father's attenpt to restrain him and glared at Cutter

"You woul d set a dog on a defencel ess child? he said accusingly, his rage and
scorn obvious to all

'He may not be so defenceless,' Cutter replied. 'And if Scar has to tear your
throat out to get to his, then he'll do it.'

'Go ahead then, let himtry,' Oandis said, drawing a knife fromhis belt.
The dog had taken a couple of paces forward, w thout any order being given. He
snarl ed, baring predator's teeth, and switched his attention to his master's
| atest foe. 'You' re no match for— Cutter began, smiling nastily. 'Enough!’
The sky-watcher's usually frail voice was raised to a roar of outrage that
shocked everyone there into silence. 'This has gone far enough,' Farazin went
on. 'There is no need for violence. W sinply have to deci de what shoul d be
done with the boy.'

"For myself,' Cutter responded i mMmediately, '1'd like to see himdead, but
failing that, let himbe cast back into the tainted waters he came from He's
not wanted here.’

There were nutterings of agreenent fromsome of the onlookers, until Kerin

| ooked around, shami ng theminto silence.

" Not hi ng need be done,' he said. 'The boy will stay with me. 1'll take
responsibility for him'

' Then you take responsibility for the next disaster too!' Cutter decl ared.

' The next deat hs!"’

'They were no nore his fault than yours,' Kerin responded.

" Enough!' Farazi n adnoni shed them again, then turned to | ook over the entire
group. 'You' ve heard the options. Are you content to let the el ders decide our
course, or is it to be put to a vote of all the people?

For a few nmoments no one spoke, then Kerin stepped forward to stand next to
a andi s.

"I will accept neither,' he stated bluntly. 'I will not condone nurder,
regardl ess of who votes on it. If you won't allow the boy to stay, then Il
take himaway. My famly will |eave Fenduca.'

Still kneeling beside her patient, Ysatel felt her heart swell. She was not

aware that Ayl en was now standi ng beside her until he put a gentle hand on her
shoul der. They were together in this.

The resentful nuttering that had been provoked by Kerin's first denial had
changed character when he threatened to | eave the village. He was the



settlenent's founder, the first man to have set foot on the black nountain
after it had enmerged fromthe depths of the planet, and the first to defend
the rights of the people of Fenduca when

t he upper sl opes had been cordoned off. As such he was a hero to nmany, a
talismanic figure, and al nost everyone there would feel dininished by his
absence. The fact that he felt strongly enough to defy the elders and to make
such a threat, to condemm his own family to exile for the sake of the

forei gner, swayed many of those around him- as he had hoped it woul d.
Unfortunately, the only effect upon Cutter was to nake himeven nore

bel I'i gerent.

"You woul d deny the elders, the rest of our village? he exclained. 'Such
arrogance i s beyond belief.'

'"No vote has yet been taken,' Kerin pointed out calny

' There can be no vote!' Cutter shouted. 'You' ve seen to that. Now there can be
only justice.' Before anyone could react, he hissed a command to his dog and
pointed to the stranger.

Scar |l eapt forward, his bared fangs and a | owthroated growl announcing his
attack. dandis, who had sheathed his bl ade again when his father came up
beside him was the only one cl ose enough to get between the dog and his prey,
and he threw hinself into the hound's path. The two of themwent down in a
snarling heap as Ysatel screamed. Scar's fearsone teeth ripped a long tear in
O andis's forearm and the dog easily broke fromhis grasp. As the young man

| ay bl eeding on the ground, Scar bounded on, ready for his next victim Ysatel
tried to shield the boy but was dragged away, protesting, by Aylen, who knew
his stepnother was no match for such bestial fury. Everyone el se was frozen in
horror.

The stranger did not seemto understand the danger he was in, for he made no
nove to defend hinself, and the outcone seened inevitable. Scar pounced,

| andi ng heavily on the boy's chest and shoving himto the ground.

Mur derous jaws cl osed on his exposed neck as Cutter crowed in triunph, and
many | ooked away, not wanting to w tness the carnage.

It was a few nonents before anyone realized what was happeni ng - and when they
did they were stunned into silent amazenent. Far fromtearing out the
foreigner's throat, Scar was licking his face happily, while the boy hinself
was | aughi ng, his expression one of pure joy.

Chapter Six

If 1'd known you'd crossed the noat, |'d ve | ooked outside the pal ace sooner
The words sounded silently in Terrel's head. As was often the case, Alyssa's
initial statenent was enigmatic to say the least, but he did not mind at all.
Just hearing her voice was enough

Al yssa! he excl ai ned, | aughing.

You taste odd, she remarked.

| thought 1'd never see you again.

You' re not exactly seeing ne, are you? Just this brute |I've borrowed.

You know what | mean

The dog stopped licking Terrel's face then, and raised its head to | ook
around. Its forepaws were still planted heavily on his chest.

What' s goi ng on?

| don't really know, Terrel replied.

For the past few nmonents he had been oblivious to what was happeni ng around
him knowing only that -against all the odds - Alyssa had found hi m again.
Now, as he joined her in |Iooking at the frozen scene, he tried to nmake what
sense he could of it. Wien he had woken and found hinsel f outside, once nore
the focus of attention of a |arge nunber of people, he'd thought at first that
he'd returned to the same gathering. Then he had realized it was now | ate

aft ernoon, not norning, and recalled his time alone in the hut. He'd
renenbered trying to warn them about the trenor and, glancing about him had
seen the signs of the destruction that had evidently followed. It was no
wonder that the nood of the villagers seenmed to be one of anger and di smay,
but he hadn't been able to work out why sone of their hostile feelings seened



to be directed towards him Far frombeing grateful that he'd tried to raise
the alarm it seened as if he were being blaned for something. Feeling
dis-illusioned, Terrel had tried to explain, but his words had been net wth
only bl ank inconprehension - and some onl ookers had even flinched, as though
they were afraid of him

Then there had been sone sort of confrontation, and the dog had attacked one
of Terrel's rescuers before turning its attention to the boy hinself. He had
been too stunned to be afraid, and then - miraculously - Alyssa had been
standi ng over him her special madness glinting in the dog's eyes.

He was about to try to explain all this to her when she turned away to face
the I arge man who had been the nobst vociferous and antagonistic of all. He
hel d a dagger in his hand now, and was bearing down upon Terrel w th nurderous
intent in his eyes.
| don't like the | ook of him Alyssa said quietly. She fixed the woul d-be
attacker with her black gaze and grow ed.

The man came to a halt, his expression changing fromone of fury to
incredulity. He said sonething Terrel could not understand and Al yssa barked
in response, noving forward a little and baring her fangs to nake her

i ntention even nore plain.

This one | know about, she told Terrel. For the rest you 'd better tell ne
which are friends and which are foes.

He's the only one you need worry about, he replied. Keep himaway and the rest
will take care of itself

Cutter's disbelief was turning back to rage again. To be thwarted by his own
dog was not only incredible, it was humliating.

"What's got into you, Scar? Get out of ny way.'

The creature's only reaction was to snarl again and edge forward slightly.
"Kill him"' Cutter repeated, pointing at the foreigner. "Kill!'

The hound ignored the command and stood its ground.

When Cutter had drawn his knife and stepped into the arena, sone of those
near by had made hal f-hearted attenpts to restrain him He had shrugged them
aside, only to be faced with nore determ ned opposition fromhis own dog. The
onl ookers made no further attenpts to intervene, and watched the stand-off
between Scar and his naster in amazenent.

'Then get away and let ne do the job myself!' Cutter shouted, slicing the air
wi th his dagger.

The hound did not move, but growl ed again, and

Cutter reluctantly took a step back, admtting defeat. The | ook on his face
defied description.

"He's put a spell on the dog,' he declared abruptly. '"This is proof he's a
sorcerer!’

"It's proof your dog has better sense than you do,"' Ysatel retorted. 'He can
see there's no harmin the boy.' She shrugged off Aylen's grasp and went to
tend to dandis, who was still sitting on the ground, clutching his wounded
arm

"Put your blade away, Mtus,' Farazin commanded. "There's been enough

bl oodshed al ready.'

"This is madness!' Cutter yelled. 'The boy's a sorcerer. Wat ot her

expl anation is there for my own dog to turn agai nst ne?

No one had an answer to that. Even Ysatel remmined silent, |ooking up from her
stepson to gl ance at the dog.

"Even if he is,' Farazin replied eventually, 'he's caused no harmhere. Al he
has done is protect hinself.'

'But the quake—

"You' ve no proof that was anything to do with him"' Kerin interrupted. 'None
at all.’

"Put your knife away,' Farazin repeated. 'Kerin, on behalf of the elders,
accept your offer of responsibility for the boy, for tonight at least. W will
nmeet again in due course, but this gathering is over.'

Sone of the crowd nmuttered at this, and Cutter |ooked as if he were going to



voi ce his outrage, but eventually thought better of it. Sheathing his dagger
he turned and marched away, soon followed by nost of the other villagers as
they began to return to their own honmes. The dog trotted back to sit peaceably
besi de the stranger, while Aylen joined Ysatel and hel ped his brother to his
feet.

"W nust bandage that,' Ysatel said. 'Aylen, put some water on to boil.' As
she spoke, she glanced at her husband, with a small snmile that said, 'Don't
worry, he'll be all right.'

Kerin nodded gratefully, knowi ng that his son was in good hands, and went to
speak to Farazin.

' Thank you,' he said quietly.

"You may not thank nme if he really is a sorcerer,' the sky-watcher replied.
"Il take my chances on that.'

"You know this isn't the end of the matter? Cutter's not going to let it rest
now. '

"I know,' Kerin said heavily, '"but at least it gives us sone tine to

consi der."'

"Did you nean it? About |eaving the village?

"I don't say things | don't nean,' Kerin answered. 'But | hope it doesn't cone
to that.'

Farazi n nodded.

'"Go and tend to your son,' he said. 'W'Il speak again in the norning.'

Dusk was closing in now, the sun hidden behind the bul k of the mountain's
southern flank, and Kerin was only too happy to rejoin his famly. Farazin
shuffl ed away, taking the |ast of the curious onl ookers with him

"How is it? Kerin asked.

"Not too bad,' dandis replied, but his face was pale from shock and | oss of
bl ood. 'What happened to Scar?

"lI'"ve no idea.’

'One monent he was a raging nonster, the next he's like a friendly puppy,’

A andi s said, glancing suspiciously at the dog. It seemed quite pleased with
itself, and was watching what was happening around it with happy curiosity.
"I think Terel nmay have a way with aninmals,' Ysatel commented. 'Hold stil
while | wash your arm

Alittle while later, once A andis's wound had been bandaged and he'd been
hel ped inside to his bed, Ysatel and Aylen returned to bank down the fire.
'"I"ve a bone to pick with you, young nman,' she said.

"I only did what | had to," Aylen replied, know ng what was com ng

"In future, please let ne nake ny own decisions. | don't appreciate being
dragged about |ike that.'

"I didn't want the boy to be harmed,' he said, 'but he's Dot worth sacrificing
you for.'

He spoke so seriously that Ysatel had to turn away to stop himseeing the
tears in her eyes. 'Besides,' Aylen added, 'how was | to know Scar was goi ng
to switch allegiance? Look at him He doesn't |ook at though he'd harma flea
now. '

They gl anced at the boy and the dog, who seened to be absorbed in each other's
conpany and quite at ease. Wthout realizing it, they both found thensel ves
smling at the sight.

"I wish we could talk to him"' Aylen renmarked quietly, 'He must have sone
tales to tell.' Ysatel nodded, but said nothing. 'Do you think Scar will |et
us near hin?' Aylen asked. 'There's only one way to find out,' she replied.
These are friends? Terrel allowed hinself to be lifted into Aylen's arms and
carried towards the hut. Stay with me, he said urgently, but he needn't have
worried. Alyssa was trotting behind the young nman, watched cl osely by Ysatel
Once inside, both Kerin and dandis eyed the hound narrowy.

Terrel was laid on his own pallet and Alyssa curled up next to him provoking
a conmment from Ayl emirana which made Ysatel |augh. After that they were left
alone while the famly gathered in the other roomof their home. The sound of
their discussion drifted through the doorway, but neither Terrel nor Al yssa



could tell what they were saying and, in any case, they had nore than enough
to tal k about thensel ves.

It's been so long, Terrel began. | thought... He shied away from conpl eting
the sentence.

It took ne along time to find you, Al yssa explained. Do you still have the
ring?

For answer, Alyssa bared her teeth and Terrel saw the 'ring' wapped around
one of the canine fangs. He had not thought to look for it before now, and

| aughed at the choice of hiding place. The ring was nmade of twi ne, a |length of
thread, and a strand of his own hair. It had begun as a joke between the two
friends, but was now nore precious than any jewel because it acted as a
beacon, enabling Alyssa to find Terrel wherever he was. By a process that
Terrel had given up hope of ever understanding, the ring left Alyssa's own
finger and transferred itself to whichever animal she chose to 'borrow when
her spirit went wandering.

Then why couldn 't you find ne?

Al that nagic.

Terrel was about to ask her what she neant, but then the answer came to him
You nean the ocean?

Al yssa had al ways regarded water with a certain anount of dread. She had never
been able —or willing - to explain why, but their adventures on Vadanis just
before Terrel's exile had reinforced her belief. The el nmental had feared water
too, regarding it as a nagical substance.

The sea, Alyssa confirned. The mpoat. | never thought you' d be outside the

pal ace.

G ven her phobia, it was not hard to explain her long delay in finding him He
was overseas, after all, divided fromher by a vast, noving bulk of water. She

woul d have found it hard to believe at first - and hard to deal with later
The fact that she was there at all was testanent to her loyalty and

det erm nati on.

| 1 ooked and | ooked, in every room she went on, but you weren't there, so
found anot her wi ndow. Terrel was used to Alyssa's occasionally oblique way of
expressing herself, and knew what she nmeant - that having determ ned he was
not on Vadanis or any of the other Floating |Islands, she had gone on to | ook
further afield.

That 's when | felt a faint echo of you, she added. 1've been ill, Terre

said, wondering if the weakness of his own spirit and his |lack of faith m ght
have hi ndered her search. | know. | can snell it on you. Taste it too.

Real | y?

Bei ng a dog has sone advantages. You are recovering though,. aren't you?
think so. Now that you 're here, I"'msure | will. It seemed kmthat the tim ng
of her arrival could not have been a nere coincidence. |I'mglad you arrived
when you did.

I think I rmust've known you were in danger, she said thoughtfully. As it was |
was nearly too |late. She shuddered at the idea. This hound woul d' ve torn you

to pieces.
Why did you bite that nman? Terrel asked. He's one of ny friends.
That wasn't nme, really, she replied. 1'd only just arrived, and it took ne a

few nonents to get control of his instincts. Once | was used to him it was
easy enough. Dogs are sinple conpared to horses or cats. She spoke from
har d- won experi ence.

You only just made it in time, Terrel said, grinacing at the thought.

But I was in time, she replied, sounding smug now.

You saved ny life.

You 're not ready to be a ghost yet, she told him Neither of us is.

Terrel thought about that for a while, his spirits recovering, until he was
able to grin at another nenory.

Did you see the | ook on his owner's face when you turned on hin? he asked
eventual | y.

Serves himright, Alyssa cormmented. The problemis |I'mgoing to have to | eave



this beast sooner or later, and then he probably going to revert to type. You
won't want to be around when he does.

Terrel hadn't thought of that, and the prospect dismayed him

You don't have to go yet though, do you?

I"'mfine for a while, she assured him As | said, dogs are sinple enough. |'ll
stay as long as | can, then get himwell away before | go.

Terrel recalled the last time Alyssa had been forced to stay in one particular
creature for a long time. The

stonechat's nmind had, if anything, been even sinpler than the hound's —but
even so, the prolonged confinement within one frame had led to problens for

Al yssa, both nental and physical. She needed to return to her own body to
‘"rest', and anything that prevented her from doing so only exaggerated the
oddities of her own mnd. Alyssa was one of the inmates of Havennmoon who - at
| east by the standards of the outside world —really was mad. Your own body .

Terrel asked hesitantly. It's .

Still at the haven, she replied. Still sleeping. |'ve come to no harm Terrel
I told you before, I'm being protected.

He had not seen Alyssa in her own formsince he'd fled Havennoon, |eaving her
comat ose in a dungeon cell beneath the house that had been his honme for the
first fourteen years of his Iife. And he knew that if he did see her now, it
woul d nean that she was dead. This thought was too appalling to contenplate,
so he took confort —as always —in her varying presence and in her voice. It
renewed his determination to return to Vadanis so that they could be reunited
in both body and spirit. He was

ashaned of his earlier pessimsmnow. | will cone back for you, he vowed.

| know. And I'Il wait for you. But you have ot her— She broke off then, and
hal f rose to her feet as the candlelight from the adjoining room flickered
and changed. A figure appeared in the doorway.

It's Ysatel, Terrel reassured her, and the dog sank back down agai n.

Ysatel set a dish of water and a bone next to the hound, then went out again,
only to return a few nmonents later with a bow of soup. She began to feed her
patient, but Terrel surprised her by reaching out and taking the spoon

and beginning to ladle broth into his own nouth. Ysatel smiled, and said
somet hing that was evidently intended to be encouraging. Terrel's novenents
were shaky, but grew nore certain as he went on. By the time he'd enptied the
bowl, Alyssa had | apped up the water and was gnawi ng contentedly on the bone.
So there's kindness even anong barbarians, she remarked as Ysatel carried the
enpty di shes away.

They' ve been very good to nme, Terrel said. Ysatel and her famly, | nean.

Per haps | and doesn 't have to nobve. It ought to, but . . . Terrel shrugged. He
was being forced to reconsider many of his beliefs. You should rest, Alyssa
told him But Terrel did not feel |ike sleeping. He had never felt less |like
sl eepi ng.
Are the others with you? he asked. They're cl ose, she answered warily, but—
She fell silent as a faint glimer appeared in a corner of the room Terre
was delighted when this resolved itself into the spectral formof Elam his
boyhood friend. The ghost | ooked around, appraising his new | ocation.
At | east you've got a roof over your head this tine, he remarked.

Chapt er Seven

There ought to have been so nuch to say, but for a few nonents Terrel found
hi nsel f speechl ess. He had not seen his friend - or rather his friend s ghost
- for what seenmed like a very long time. Even before his enforced exile they'd
been unable to neet, because none of the ghosts had been able to cone near
Betancuria. That in itself was one of the nysteries none of themcould fathom
and it had nmeant that Terrel's sense of isolation had begun even before his
long and lonely journey on the raft. But now, with Elam s reappearance, his
typically sardonic comment and apparently offhand attitude, it seened that
not hi ng had changed —and there was nothing to be said, The three of themwere
toget her again —and that was all mattered. When | said we 'd have sone
adventures, Elamremnmarked eventually, | didn 't expect you to go this far.



didn't exactly have nuch choice in the matter, Terrel replied, with a slight
grin.

I"mnot sure which of us was nore carel ess, Elam added. Me for getting killed,
or you for getting chucked in the sea. Terrel was about to respond that
neither had been a matter of carel essness, but the nenory of his friend' s
nmurder stilled his tongue. The fact that he had been - at least in part —
responsi ble for Elam s fatal confrontation w th Havennoon's warden stil

di stressed him

You survived, at |east, Elamwent on

Only just.
So | see. \Were is this place?
Somewhere in Macul. That's all | know.

It feels wong, doesn't it, Elam comented.

What do you mean?

Not moving. Can you imagi ne? This |and' s always been here, always fixed in the
same place. El am shuddered theatrically.

| don't feel that way. At |east not any nore.

But you 're anmong barbarians. You 're lucky to be alive.

| know, Terrel admitted, though he was beginning to feel irritated by his
friend s attitude. But if it hadn't been for the people here, |I'd have died.
They—

They're probably just waiting to fatten you up before they eat you.

You don't know what you're tal king about.

Most barbarians are canni bal s, El am persisted. Everyone knows that.

This was the sort of bigoted remark that Terrel, like all the inhabitants of
Vadani s, woul d have believed —wi thout thinking —until recently. Now it made
hi m angry.

That' s rubbi sh!

El am was obviously startled by his friend s vehenence.

Al right, there's no need to get so worked up. | thought

Nobody thinks. That's the problem Terrel cut in.

I"msorry. Elam sounded genuinely contrite, and Terrel regretted having been
so harsh. Not so |ong ago, he woul d have believed everything the other boy

di d.

It's just that the people here have been very good to ne, he expl ai ned. They
saved ny life when | was about ready

to give up, and they 've |ooked after nme ever since —at some cost to

t hensel ves. 1've been treated better by these barbarians than by nost people
at hone.

Have you ever wondered why | and not moving should be a bad thing? Al yssa
asked. She had been listening to their exchange, and had grown increasingly
unconfortabl e as the argunment devel oped. Who says it ought to nove?

Nei t her of her conpani ons answered. It was sinply one of those basic beliefs
that everyone on the Floating Islands took for granted. Questioning such

t hi ngs woul d never have occurred to the friends if they hadn't been forced to
| eave their honel and.

If the tunnel has twi sts and turns, Alyssa added, you nay not be able to see
light at the end of it.

Even as a dog she still says the nost bizarre things, El amremarked, grateful
for the diversion. At least | don't have to sing this tine, A yssa conmented.
El am | ooked nonpl ussed, but Terrel |aughed, recalling Alyssa's bravura
performance as a singing cat in the tavern on Vadanis.

Just be thankful you weren't there, he told his friend. If this creature's
how is as painful on the ears as her cat's yowing was, then you' d be better

of f keepi ng your distance. |I'lIl take your word for it, Elamsaid
They were silent for a while. Although the atnosphere
had been restored to one of good hunmpur, there was still a little tension

bet ween the two boys. They were not used to having to deal with such an
awkwar d situation.
Do you think you "Il be able to get back hone? El arn asked eventually, his



tone uncharacteristically serious.

O course | will, Terrel stated enmphatically, but right now!| don't see how
The Enmpire nust be miles away, and getting further all the time. He had not
considered the practical difficulties of fulfilling his promi se before that
monent. It suddenly seened |ike a daunting task

They "Il cone cl oser again, though, won't they? Elarn asked doubtfully.

| suppose so. But that m ght not be for a year or so, Terrel replied,
renenbering the charts that had shown the islands' conplex course within the
vast expanse of the Mowvaghassi Ocean. The reality of his situation was
beginning to sink in even as he spoke. Until this point ha concerns had sinply
been about surviving fromone day to the next. He had not dared wonder about
the future. it would have seenmed |ike tenpting fate. Now he'd been forcibly
rem nded of the extent of the disaster that had befallen him A whole year?

Even then, you 'd have to find a boat willing to nmake the voyage, El am said,
adding to Terrel's growi ng sense o unease. Vadanis doesn 't get many visitors
from Macul - or anywhere else for that matter

The truth was that Vadanis didn't get any foreign visi-tors. Nor would the

i nhabi tants have wanted any. They were nore than happy with their isolation
"Il deal with that when the time comes, Terrel said, not wanting to dwell on
such extra difficulties. I've got to get ny strength back first, before | can
t hi nk of goi ng anywhere.

El am nodded, sensing his friend' s nmood and deciding not to pursue the point.

Is everything all right on Vadani s? Terrel asked. | nean, are the islands back
on course?

Not yet, Elamreplied, but they will be soon. And the rotation's slow ng down.
If it weren 't for the fact that the Dark Mwon still isn't doing what it's

supposed to, everyone nould be happy. Even Betancuria 's getting back to
normal nmow that the central section of the mines has been seal ed of f.

So the Ancient's kept its side of the bargain? So far, Elam confirmed.
Thanks to you. Mizeni and Shahan were really pleased with what you did.

It wasn't just nme, Terrel said, glancing at Alyssa. Well, | suppose ny advice
did help a bit, Elam said, grinning.

' Maybe not all rivers run downhill,' Terrel quoted, renmenbering. What nmade you
send that message? |'mnot sure. It was just sonmething | felt needed sayi ng
at the tine. 1'd" ve |loved to have been there to see the water flow ng uphill

That was the el enental's doing, not mine. But you gave it the idea. Alyssa
told us all about it. O course. the seers are taking the credit. Apart from—
He broke off abruptly, and Terrel only caught a dim nishing echo of the

t hought that was to have foll owed. El an? Alyssa said, a warning note in her
voi ce. One of your barbarian friends is coming, El am said, sounding
unaccountably relieved, and Terrel, who had been about to ask his friend what
he'd stopped hinsel f from saying, was distracted by the appearance of Ysate
in the connecting doorway. She was hol ding a candl e, one hand cupped around
the flame to protect it from draughts

For a nonent, Terrel expected her to be terrified by Elam s ghost, but it was
soon obvious that the other boy was conpletely invisible to her. She sniled at
Terrel, and said sonmething quietly to him He wanted to respond, but knew she
woul dn't understand anything he said, so renained silent —though he returned
her smile. Apparently satisfied, Ysatel turned and went back to her famly,

| eaving her patient in near darkness again.

I"'mglad | didn't see you when you were | ooking bad, El am remarked.

What do you mean?

She told you you were | ooking nmuch better than before.

You under st ood what she said? Terrel exclaimed in astoni shnent.

More or less. | got the sense of it, anyway. You could too if you weren 't so
pure and principled. What do you nean?

She's got to think sonething before she says it. Elam pointed out. So why
don't you use psinoma? Look inside her head.

But that's—

No, it's not, Elamcut in, anticipating his friend' s objection. She's trying



to say sonething to you. How can that be private? She wants you to know what
she' s t hi nki ng.

This argunent had little effect on Terrel. Al his instincts told himthat it
woul d be wong, and he remenbered Alyssa telling himthat all magic exacts a
price. What he had to do was decide whether, on this occasion, it was a price
worth paying. | don't think I can, he said.

That's what you said to Babak, El am countered. But you were able to use the
gl amour, weren't you? And you talk

to us using psinonma all the tinme now Wy not with her?

It's not the same. Terrel recalled a simlar argunent wi th Babak, his tutor in
such things, about using psinoma - 'invisible words' —to transfer thoughts
directly between mnds. H's objection had been to the fact that, if you had
sufficient talent, it was possible to use the techni que w thout the other
person even bei ng aware of what was happening - and Terrel had believed this
to be both wong and dangerous. On the other hand, he longed to be able to
talk to Ysatel and the other villagers, and so - for the nonent - he set aside
the noral argunents and concentrated on practical issues.

But when | talk to you, we 're using the sane | anguage, he pointed out. Their
words aren 't the sane.

You got on all right with the elenmental, Elamsaid. What |anguage did it use?
Terrel had to think about this.

That wasn't |ike an ordinary conversation, he replied eventually. It was nore
like sinmply know ng what —

Wll, this is just an extension of that, Elaminterrupted.
It may not be perfect, but you'll get by. And if you're not too squeam sh
about it, you'll soon get to learn their |anguage.

Then you can be a proper gentleman and talk to them out | oud.

Hs friend's mldly sarcastic tone needled Terrel, but he did not respond. He
was considering the fact that Tsatel had sonetines seened to know what he was
t hi nki ng —and that perhaps he coul d use the connection in the sane way.

Al though it still seened |like prying, being able to conmunicate with his hosts
woul d make his situation so nmuch easier

Do you think | should try this, Alyssa?

The dog, who had apparently fallen asleep soon after Ysatel's visit, opened
one eye and | ooked at hi m sol emmly.

You 're the only one who can choose which doors to open, she said. And which
to go through. If you have notive and neans, and one is good and one is bad,
what does that make the action?

Moons! El am hi ssed in exasperation. Stop talking in riddles. I'mtrying to
hel p.

Terrel is good at solving riddles, she responded calmy. Let himdecide for

hi nmsel f.

Call her, Elamurged. Call Ysatel in here and try it. Not yet, Terrel said. |
have to think about this. The ghost threw up transparent hands in frustration
Have it your own way, he muttered. | suppose you're too principled to want ne
to tell you what else |I've overheard. Like what?

They think you 're a sorcerer. Even your friends are suspicious.

Why woul d they think that?

Well, first of all you 've tamed this lovely hound —his nanme's Scar, by the
way - and no one, except sonebody called Cutter, has been able to do that
before. OF course, that was nothing to do with you, really, but they don't
know t hat, do they? How could they? | don't suppose they have too many

sl eepers round here.

That's hardly enough to make me a sorcerer, Terrel said, still bewldered.
Then there's your eyes, of course, Elamwent on, and the fact that you speak a
di fferent | anguage. And they're puzzled by the way you got here. | don't
understand that bit. But the main thing is that sone of themthink you caused
an earthquake.

Caused? Terrel exclainmed in horror. How could —1 was trying to warn them
Just knowing it was com ng was a kind of nmagic, Elamsaid. Not exactly a



common talent, is it?
The arguments that had raged about Terrel at the gatherings, and the hostility
he had felt, nade sense to himnow. Wat was nore, such understandi ng m ght
help himtry to put things right —if only he could learn to talk to the
villagers. Then he could convince themthat he nmeant no harm that he had
wanted to help them A good end, it seened, mght justify bad neans.

He was about to call out to Ysatel, but realized that all was now quiet in the
next room and decided to |leave his first attenpts till the norning. She would
not thank him for disturbing her rest.

I think you should try to talk to them don't you? Elam said, echoing Terrel's
t houghts. O this could get very conplicated.
You nean it isn't already?

Poi nt taken.
When are Shahan and Muzeni going to cone and see ne?

| don't know. | nornally have to tag along with them listening to their
endl ess argunents —hut they 've got a lot to do at the monent, which is why |
was able to slip away and foll ow Al yssa

I"'mglad you did, Terrel said. It's good to see you. What are they up to?

El am hesitated before he answered, and the dog gave a sort of snuffling

grow .
Oh, the usual stuff, Elam answered with el aborate nonchal ance. You know,
pori ng over ancient hooks.
The Code?

El am shrugged non-exi stent shoul ders. Probably.

| bet they 're annoyed that the seers are taking all the credit for averting
di saster, Terrel probed gently.

Not all the credit. Jax is the one who's being treated like a hero.
Jax? The Enperor's son?
The prince has now been officially hailed as the Guardi an. But | thought—
The dog growed in earnest this time, and for a noment Terrel wondered if
Alyssa had gone and it was Scar who was curled up next to him But then he
realized that she wouldn't | eave wi thout any warning, and told hinself not to
be so silly.
Wiat's the matter? he asked.
You 're wal king into a dangerous room she replied, but he had the feeling
that she was talking to Elam not to him

Don't you thi nk—El am began
That's not for us to decide, Al yssa declared, overriding himsharply.
What ' s goi ng on? Terrel asked.

El am | ooked away, his evasiveness quite out of character

" mnot supposed ... he nuttered. |'ve said too nmuch already.

Fragments of nmenory stirred in Terrel's mind. It had been the enchanter —the
mal evol ent presence who had pl agued his dreanms —who was supposed to have
become a hero. The enchanter, whom he had glinpsed only once from a distance,
but whose taunting voice was so fam liar, had been his go-between, allow ng
Terrel to make a
bargai n between the Seers' Council and the elemental. And it was the enchanter
who had signed the nocking letter that had sent Terrel into exile, a letter
that had ended, 'Farewell, brother'. And Terrel's recurring nightmare, the
t hunder ous ocean of red pain, had been an echo of a tinme before he had been
born, when he had been blind and hidden - but not al one.
But now it seemed that Prince Jax was the hero. Did that nean he was the
enchanter? If he was, then that meant. . . Terrel's mnd bal ked at the | ogica
conclusion. No, it wasn't possible. And yet
He canme out of his reverie to see Elam s spectral image flicker
Don't go! Don't! It was half demand, half despairing plea.
It's not always ny choice, you know, Elamreplied plaintively - and then he
was gone, vani shed into his own world, around the corner that his friend could
never turn. Elam Conme back! Terrel gasped, though he knew it was hopel ess.
Where are the others? | have to talk to them There was no response and, angry



now as well as confused, Terrel turned to Alyssa, his |ast hope.

The dog appeared to be sound asl eep, and could not be roused. If Alyssa was
still inhabiting Cutter's hound, she was either deeply unconscious or
pretending to be so. Either way, Terrel knew he'd get no answer to his

guesti ons now.

What was worse, he believed that she'd had sonmething to do with Elam s

i nportunate departure. In some things, it seened, he could not even trust his
cl osest friends.

Chapt er Ei ght

When Terrel woke the next norning, he knew inmediately fromthe quiet
stillness around himthat he was alone in the hut. Ysatel and her fam |y had
gone and so —to his dismay - had Alyssa. He had no idea at what point the dog
had left, but the fact that Alyssa had felt it neces-sary to do so by stealth
made his heart sink. On reflection, he found that he was not really surprised
t hat she had gone, only disappoi nted —and anot her |ayer of regret was added
to the sense of betrayal he'd felt after Elam s departure. He had often

t hought that Mizeni and Shahan - two seers fromdifferent centuries who had
formed a ghostly alliance - nmight be hiding things fromhim but discovering
that both Alyssa and El am were al so part of the conspiracy made himfeel both
hurt and dej ected.

It had taken Terrel a long time to get to sleep. This was not only because
he'd been listening in the darkness for any sign that the dog m ght be
stirring, but also because of the extraordi nary nunber of new i deas and

suspi cions that were swirling about inside his head. And, if he was honest, he
had al so been afraid of what his dreans m ght bring. Eventually, however,
exhaustion had overconme both frustration and fear, and the next thing he'd
been aware of was the enpty silence of a new day.

The only small mercy was that he renenbered nothing of his dreams, but that
still left himwth nore than enough to think about. Pushing aside his wlder
specul ations, he told hinmself that he would just have to wait until Alyssa and
t he ghosts returned. He was determ ned that the next tine he saw Mizeni and
Shahan he would not |et them evade his questions. He woul d get some answers -
or they could forget about any cooperation fromhim A small, treacherous

voi ce at the back of his mnd whispered that getting answers out of the seers
was sonetimes |ike drawing bl ood froma stone, but that did not affect his
resol ve. The only problemwas that he had no i dea when he woul d get the chance
to try. Alyssa mght still be occupying Scar's body and so be able to return
at any nonent. On the other hand, she might have been forced to | eave, and
thus could come back in another shape altogether. In the neantinme, all he
could do was wait.

H s broodi ng was cut short by a thin squealing noise comng fromoutside the
hut. It was a sound he recognized and he sat up, peering into the other room
to the outer door, hoping to see the new arrival. Alyssa had once appeared to
himas a piglet —and Terrel was hoping for a repeat performance now. But no
ani mal appeared, and he was about to lie down again - telling himself that he
was getting excited over nothing - when he caught the

sound of voices. One of them belonged to Ysatel and, alert once nore, Terre
began to listen.

"I's Kerin here?" Chiva asked nervously. 'No. He's at the elders' neeting.'
'"So's Azian. | wouldn't be here otherwise.' Ysatel eyed the tiny piglet
struggling feebly in her visitor's arnms, and wondered why Chiva should want to
hi de what ever she was doi ng from her own husband. 'Wy are you here?

"You won't tell Azian | canme, will you? He thinks I"mbeing silly." 'And are
you?'

"I don't think so,' Chiva declared, with a touch of defiance. 'We all saw what
the stranger did with Scar. If he could do that ' Her voice trailed away.
"Your piglet doesn't ook as if it's going to attack anyone,' Ysate

conmment ed. Rather the reverse, she thought to herself. It was a puny,
sickly-1ooking creature. 'On, he won't,"' Chiva assured her earnestly. 'The sow
won't | et himsuckle, even though there are only four others in the litter



and he won't take any other food. If he doesn't eat soon he'll die.'

Ysat el nodded, knowi ng that every animal - even a runt - was valuable to its
owners. It was nore than likely that others in the litter were prom sed in
paynment of debts, and with so few piglets having been born this time, the
survival of even the weakest was vital

"And you think the foreigner mght be able to hel p?' 'Perhaps,' Chiva replied,

soundi ng defensive now. 'l've heard it said that sone sharaken have a way wth
animals. If he could just . . . Azian thinks it's a waste of tine.'
"Well, nen don't know everything, do they,' Ysatel conmented wyly. 'Let's go

and see what happens.’

The ol der woman sniled gratefully, and foll owed her nei ghbour into the hut.
Terrel was waiting when the two women canme into his room He had not caught
all of what had been said, but the word 'sharaken' had junped out at him Hs
suspi cion that the two wonen had been tal ki ng about a piglet proved correct
when he saw the aninmal in the stranger's arns. Ysatel said something then and,
al t hough he did not understand the words as such, he caught the gist of what
she neant. He was overjoyed by the realization that the psinoma nmust be

wor ki ng as Elam had said it would, and - for the nmonent - the fact that her
exact meaning made little sense to himdid not matter. However, when Ysate

| ook the piglet fromher companion's arns and placed it gently on the floor
beside Terrel's pallet, the air of anticipation concentrated his thoughts.
The tiny, winkled creature was unsteady on its feet, and seemed to dislike
being the centre of attention. Its eves were dull, and when its | egs gave way
and it slunped to the ground, Terrel wondered whether it was close to dying.
He was gl ad now that the dog had gone. The hound's nere presence night have
been enough to frighten the piglet to death. As it was, Terrel felt no
connection with it - he had known the instant he saw the animal that it was
not Alyssa - and he was at a |l oss to know what he shoul d do. Ysatel had asked
himto heal the creature, but how was he supposed to do that? He didn't even
know what was wong with it. Even if he did, he was no mracle worker.

For the want of anything better to do, he leant forward and touched a finger
to the piglet's snout. Its skin was surprisingly cool and rough and, in that
instant, Terrel experienced a spasm not of pain, but of an absol ute weariness
that - for once - was not his own. He fought against it instinctively, know ng
that it was wong. He was no | onger aware of his surroundings, and within his
waki ng dream a nmenory stirred —of a newborn calf, that had been left for
dead, tottering to its nother on wobbly | egs. He had done that - though he
still didn't know how -and the calf had been in an even worse state than the
piglet. Perhaps if

Beneath his hand he felt the animal stir and sensed, rather than heard, the
gasps of the watching wonmen. A few nmonents later, Terrel sat back, close to
exhaustion but feeling oddly content. As he did so, he saw that the snall
creature was trotting around the room squealing and snuffling inquisitively.
Ysatel had left the room but returned quickly with a bow full of scraps. The
piglet went to this as soon as she set it down, and began to eat

ent husi astically. Ysatel said something that was full of both wonder and

sati sfaction, and the ol der wonman cl apped her hands and | aughed.

Knowi ng that he nust have done sonething right, Terrel |ay back down on his
bed and fell asleep smling.

' Farazin managed to keep things under control,' Kerin reported, 'but feelings
were running pretty high on both sides."'

"Cutter? Ysatel asked.

"Actually, he didn't say nuch. He was nore subdued than |I'd expected. Probably
still humliated over what happened with Scar'

"You know the dog's gone?' Neither Ysatel nor any of the others had seen
Scar's departure.

'Yes. There's been no sign of him apparently. At least it means Cutter won't
show up here and try to reclaimhim

"I don't think he would anyway. He wouldn't want to risk being enbarrassed
again. So do you think he's changed his m nd about the boy?



"I doubt it. He's probably just biding his time. He's not a man to forgive and
forget, so |I'd wager he's planning something. He knew he'd have been outvoted
today if he suggested anything too outrageous, so he just kept it to hinself.'
Kerin had been aware of Cutter muttering darkly during the neeting of the

el ders, but both he and Farazin had chosen to ignore it, hoping that comobn
sense woul d prevail .

"You think he'd take matters into his own hands?' Ysatel asked. 'Defy the

el ders?

'Maybe. | threatened to, didn't I'?

"But you didn't have to in the end.'

"No. Farazin saw to that.'

"And now it's all settled.'

"For the time being, at least,' Kerin conceded. 'The decision was clearly
going our way as it was, but after Chiva's intervention there was never any
doubt. Farazin was outraged, of course, and Azi an was enbarrassed, but she was
goi ng to have her say whatever we did.'

'Good for her,' Ysatel comented. 'She can be a silly old dear, but her
heart's in the right place.’

' And what happened with their pi g was quite

persuasi ve,' Kerin went on. 'After that it was obvious Terel was going to be
allowed to stay. Farazin didn't even bother to put it to a vote.'

"So all we've got to worry about nowis Cutter.'’

'"He's not to be underestimated,' Kerin agreed.

They both knew that Cutter wi el ded considerable influence in Fenduca. Al nost
everyone there was dependent on himto sone extent. He was the one who oil ed

t he wheel s of trade, providing services of safekeeping, noney-Iending and -
nmost importantly - of bargain-sealing. Whenever nerchants came to the village,
it was Mtus they dealt with. In that way, the visitors were unable to pit one
prospect or agai nst another and drive down prices. Everyone received a fair
share of the proceeds - and Mtus, of course, took his cut. Even though Scar's
apparent defection may have dented his reputation a little, he still conmanded
respect - as well as a certain anpunt of fear

"He's not stupid, mind you," Kerin went on. 'He won't try anything unless he's
sure of some support. \Wen the news of Lereth and Zolen's finds this afternoon

gets around, people will be starting to think our luck's changed.'’

"And Terel will be safe.’

‘"More than that. He'll be in demand. Every tine an animal gets sick, at
| east .

"It was amazing,' Ysatel told her husband. 'He seened to know exactly what was
needed, and the change in the piglet was incredible.’

'"I's he still asleep?

'"He was the last tine | |ooked. Whatever he did, it took a lot out of him'

' Restocking his store of dreans?

' Maybe, but I've never heard of a sharakan trading in that way before.'
"More's the pity,' Kerin declared. 'Practical help is often a | ot nore use

t han nystical guidance.’

"You'd better not let Farazin hear you say things |like that,' Ysatel warned
her husband. ' Sky-watchers can be touchy."

Scar returned to his master that evening. The dog seened to be back to nornal
- if a bit subdued and sonewhat footsore - but although he resuned his guard
duties for Cutter with his usual fervour, there was one noticeable difference
in the hound's behaviour. As Cutter found out the next day, Scar becane
nervous and agitated whenever he was forced to go anywhere near the Mrana
house, and if left to his own devices would not approach the place at all.
The news of the piglet's recovery soon spread throughout the village, and in
nost people's minds it was yet nore evidence that the foreigner was able to
exert a supernatural influence over animals. Opinion was still divided over
whet her this was a good thing or not, but now that Fenduca seened - if
anything - to be under a benign spell rather than a curse, nost were prepared
to give the boy the benefit of the doubt. For once Cutter kept his opinions to



hi nsel f, and went about his business as though nothi ng had happened.

Over the next few days, Ysatel noticed several changes in her patient. He was
eating nuch better than before, and visibly recovering some of his health and
strengt h.

The boy al so appeared to be particularly attentive whenever she was with him
He hung on her every word, often seemng to repeat themsilently, as if trying
them out for hinmself. He would sonetimes try to repeat themout |oud, and she
encouraged himin this, teaching himsinple vocabulary by pointing to things
around himand suiting some actions to her words. At the sanme time, she
occasionally had the eerie feeling that he knew what she was thinking, that he
could anticipate what she was going to do even before she was aware of it
hersel f. On one occasion he drained a cup of water and held it out to her just
as she had been about to ask whether he wanted any nore to drink. And they had
been sitting outside one day - sonmething he liked to do as often as possible
now -when he warned her against picking up a netal bow that had been pl aced
too close to the fire, and which would have burnt her fingers. Each tine,
Ysatel told herself that it was just his intuition at work, but she was not

al ways convinced by her own arguments. Even so, she began to enjoy the boy's
conpany, taking pleasure in his inmproving health, and hoping that she woul d
soon | earn nore about him

There were, however, sone rather nore disturbing aspects of the stranger's
behavi our that left her feeling puzzled. The first and nost obvious of these
was the disruption of his sleep —and sonetinmes her fanmily's - by his

ni ght mares. He often cried out, apparently in distress, and yet when she went
to see what was wong, he was sound asl eep. She would watch himin the
candl el i ght as he munbl ed and twi tched, wondering whet her she shoul d wake him
wi t hout ever being able to nake up her nmind to act. Eventually he'd grow qui et
again and she would go back to her husband, unnerved by the thought of the

vi sions the foreigner m ght be seeing.

A second, nore subtle pattern emerged when he was awake. \Wenever anyone
approached, he | ooked up expectantly - hope flaring in his strange eyes - only
to | ook disappointed when he saw who it was. It was as if he were expecting
someone who never cane. And the nost curious thing of all was that this
reaction could even be pronpted by the appearance of an animal, or a bird.
Ysatel soon gave up trying to interpret such behaviour, deciding to
concentrate on practical matters rather than nysteries, but it bothered her
nonet hel ess.

The midwi nter sun was a pal e orange disc behind a high | ayer of cloud. Even at
mdday it hung lowin the sky, and its nmuffled rays provided little heat, but
Ysatel was feeling quite warm She had just returned hone with a heavy bundl e
of firewood, and first the exercise and then the residual glow of the enbers
kept her fromfeeling cold. It would not be so for her nmen, she knew.
Searching for finds in the river was cold work even in sumer, and by the tine
they'd finished for the day, they'd all be chilled to the bone - and in sore
need not only of the fire she was buil ding but of hot food too. She was about
to go inside to inspect her stores and deci de what to cook, when Terel emnerged
fromthe doorway, lurching on his defornmed foot and with a panic-stricken
expression on his face.

"What is it? What's the matter?'

The boy's hands fluttered |ike denented birds, and he said something she could
not follow, but he was clearly very agitated.

"I don't know what you nean,' she said, noving closer

" Shak!' he cried. 'Shak!’

Abruptly he knelt on the ground and pl aced his good hand, pal mdown, on the
dirt. Then he shook convul sively so that his fingers junped and qui vered.

' Shak,' he repeated. 'Soon. Cone.'

' Shake?

The boy nodded wildly, pointing to the ground.

' Shake! Soon.'

As soon as she realized what he was trying to tell her, Ysatel wasted no tine.



She turned and ran towards the river, shouting as she went.

'"CGet out of the river! There's an earthquake com ng! Quick! Get out of the
river!'

The nmen within earshot stopped what they were doing and | ooked at her
hesitating. But such was the force of conviction in her voice as she repeated
her cry that several of themwere soon scranbling towards the banks, shouting
to others further away to do the same. Few thought to wonder that the warning
had come from Ysatel, whose home was a long way fromthe wolf-fish pool. She
was obviously in earnest, and only a fool ignored such an al arm

When the trenor came, it was quite strong, but lasted only a few nonents and
did | ess damage than the previous one. Thanks to Ysatel, all those working in
the river escaped the surges of water and the associated rockfalls. \Wen the
villagers learnt that she had been able to warn them because of the
foreigner's premonition, their conviction that the stranger nust be a sharakan
—and not a sorcerer - was confirnmed.

Chapter N ne

Terrel stared down into the fish-pool, watching the peculiar creatures whose
pl aci d novements were causing the surface of the water to ripple gently. He
had never seen a wolf and had only a vague idea of what they |ooked like, and
so he could not tell how these fish had come by their name. The strange
tendrils that sprouted fromthe top and sides of their heads | ooked to him
like the whiskers of a cat or the spindly |legs of a spider

"Do they sense the trenors conming through their feelers?

'No one knows how they do it,' Ysatel replied.

What can | possibly have in common with then? Terrel wondered. Wat nakes us
both able to predict earthquakes? But these were questions he could not even
hope to answer.

' They seem qui et enough,' he said.

'They are. When the fish are like this, there's nothing to worry about,’
Ysatel told him 'But we'll be keeping a close eye on themfor the next few
days. Farazin says there could be anot her quake soon.'

Terrel nodded, and | ooked up to where the Wiite Mon hung like a pale disc in
the eastern sky. It would be full the next day, and the day after that the Red
Moon woul d al so reach the point of its maxi numinfluence. The conbi ned effect
was likely to be quite powerful. Then again, Farazin's predictions had not

al ways proved accurate. In fact, the old man had told Terrel that the

eart hquake he'd successfully warned Ysatel about should actually have happened
two or three days later than it had - when the Anber and Wite Mons had been
full within a few hours of each other. Not even the sky-watcher knew why it
had come so early, and at the tine no one had thought to check on the

wol f-fish to see whether they had al so been fool ed.

"What happens to the fish when there's a quake com ng?' Terrel asked.

'They get agitated,' Ysatel told him 'and swimmuch faster than usual
Sonetimes they junp clean out of the water. And they wave their feelers about
as if something's driving them nad."

Terrel tried to relate this description to the internal trenbling that he
experi enced, but couldn't see much connection. Hi s certainty arrived inside
hi m unannounced, not through any of his external senses. And he knew that
Kerin's own experiences - his jasper feet- could only tell him about sonething
t hat was al ready happeni ng.

' How much warni ng do they give you?

"Two or three hours, sonetimes longer if it's a bad one.'

That was nuch nore than Terrel could manage. He usually only had a few nonents
to raise the alarmbefore a trenor struck

"I wish 1 could talk to them' he murnured to hinself.

' Maybe you can,' Ysatel said, smling. 'You seemto have done all right with
the other animals.'

Terrel |aughed, thinking that he had i ndeed conversed with some very strange
creatures —including some Ysatel did not know about —but he was stil
convinced that the wolf-fish were beyond his understandi ng.



"I think they'd just run away if | tried to touch them' he said.

'Or bite your fingers off," she warned. 'They can be quite nasty when they're
hungry."

"In that case,' Terrel decided, 'I'mnot even going to try.

'"Do you want to go back?

The pool was on the opposite side of the river fromtheir hut, and this was
the furthest Terrel had ventured fromhis bed so far. Even though he'd
recovered nuch of his strength, the trek had been an arduous scranbl e over
rocks that were often slippery or sharp-edged. But curiosity overcane the
weariness he felt.

"Not yet.'
Terrel had been in Fenduca for alnost two medi an nonths now, and al though he
could recall little of the first half of that tinme, he had becone

progressively nore active and inquisitive since the second trenmor. He had seen
a great deal for hinself, but the key to his newy acquired know edge was his
ability to speak the villagers' |anguage. Ysatel had been his tutor, both
willingly and —to Terrel's slight shane —soneti nes unknow ngly. Foll ow ng

El am s advice, he had first enployed the

psinonma to hel p hi munderstand what she was saying, and had then tried to
express hinself to her in words -spoken al oud whenever possible, but inplanted
silently when that failed. Progress had been halting at first, but soon —much
to his surprise and relief —phrases began to nake sense on their own, w thout
the need to pry into her thoughts. After a while he had begun to understand
what ot her people were saying too. However, even though he was reasonably
fluent now, Ysatel renmined the person he was nost confortable with. They had
cone to regard each other as friends rather than just nurse and patient.

For her part, Ysatel found the fact that Terrel had progressed from near

i ncoherence to fluency in little nmore than a nonth quite amazing. She had

hel ped hi mas much as she could, patiently correcting his m stakes and nudgi ng
his menmory when he stunbled over a difficult pronunciation or the construction
of a sentence, but the boy seemed to have an uncanny knack of picking things
up - including words she was reasonably sure he had never actually heard. He
still faltered sonetinmes, and nade m stakes, but those occasions were becomn ng
increasingly rare. He was constantly hungry for know edge, and asked questi ons
about everything he saw. She had known Ayl en since he was seven, and not even
he had been able to match the foreigner's childlike curiosity.

"Can we sit and tal k?' he asked now, his accent maki ng even the sinple words
sound exotic.

"For alittle while,' she replied, glancing up at the position of the sun

They settled thensel ves on a | edge of rock, fromwhere they could | ook out
over the pool and the river beyond.

'Farazin said that the quakes were the result of the Iand noving,' Terre
began, 'but Macul doesn 't nobve, does it?

"Not in the same way as Vadanis.' One of the few things Ysatel had been able
to learn about his life - he still evaded sone of her questions - was that he
had lived on the Cursed Islands, or the Floating |Islands as he called them
Even after he'd been accepted into Fenduca's community, that piece of

i nformati on had caused sone trepidation anong the villagers, but Ysatel was
used to the idea by now

"But our lands do nove,' she went on. 'Just not as fast. You should really
talk to Farazin about this, not me. | only know what |'ve picked up fromhim'
"I"d rather talk to you.'

Ysatel gl anced away, not wanting himto see how much his comrent pl eased her
"Tell me what you can,' he urged.

"Al'l right,' she said, pausing to collect her thoughts. 'There are various
forces that work on the land. The pull of the nmoons is one, of course, but
there are others, underground. | don't know why. These forces build up as they
push agai nst each other, until something gives way and part of the I and
noves. '

"And that's what causes the trenors?



"I think so.'

"It sounds dangerous,' he comented. 'Wen the noons pull on Vadanis, the

i sl ands just change course.' He had never heard the process described in those
terns before, but nowit seened quite apt. 'It's nuch better that way.'

It didn't sound better at all to Ysatel, but she chose not to say so.

"It can be dangerous sonetines,' she admtted, 'but nost of the tine it's not
even noticeable.' There hadn't been any trenors since the one Terrel had
foreseen. 'We manage well enough.’

Terrel glanced at her, wondering whether he was being teased, but Ysatel's
expression remai ned neutral. She was watching some nmen at work in the river,
sifting through the silt for the small genstones and nuggets that were the
sol e reason for Fenduca's very existence.

"I still can't believe the same forces produced that,'
up at the towering mass of the black nountain.
'Farazin says that maybe all mountains are built that way,' she replied, 'but
nost take hundreds or thousands of years. The astonishing thing is this one
only took a few nonths.'

"Astoni shing hardly covers it.' That anything so vast could just have grown
out of the earth was unbelievable, but Terrel had heard Kerin describe what he
had seen with his own eyes, and was certain that he had been telling the
truth. The wonder was that the prospector had survived to tell the tale.
"There's nothing else like it in all the jasper forest,' Ysatel said, sounding
al nost proud. The jasper forest was the fanciful name given to the region of
stone and water in which the villagers and ot her wanderi ng prospectors spent
their lives.

' Have you been up there?

Ysat el shook her head.

"Only a few people had the chance before the soldiers arrived. By the tinme |
got here the fences were already up, and | had no choice but to stay in
Fenduca.' There was

no regret in her voice. The village was a harsh and sometines viol ent place,
but it was where she had net Kerin.

'How | ong have you been here?' he asked.

' Ten years.'

Terrel was silent for a while, then he turned to | ook at her

"Kerin's a lot older than you, isn't he?

Unaccount ably, Ysatel found herself blushing. She | aughed to cover her
enbarrassnent, wondering why the boy's guil el ess corment shoul d have affected
her .

"l suppose so. That sort of thing doesn't matter much when you | ove soneone.’
Terrel nodded sol emnly, apparently considering this idea. Sonething in his
strange eyes spoke of hidden pain, and Ysatel w shed that he could trust her
enough to tell her his secrets. But he remained silent, and in the end she
found hersel f vol unteering some secrets of her own.

"I sometinmes wonder why | haven't been able to have a baby,' she said quietly.
"I think Kerin would' ve liked to have had a daughter - but if it's not
happened by now, it's not likely to, is it? And in any case, she added to
herself, there's nothing | can do about it.

Terrel had begun to | ook distinctly unconfortable at this turn in the
conversation, but Ysatel didn't notice. She was talking to herself as much as
to himnow, rel easing something she had kept bottled up for a long tinmne.

"Mnd you, giving birth isn't something to be taken lightly. Lots of wonen die
that way.' She hesitated, wondering whether to go on, then took the plunge.
'That's what happened to Aryel. The baby was a girl, but she only outlived her
not her by a few days. Kerin never saw her. He should have been at hone, but he
was away | onger than expected. Up there.' She nodded towards the nountain.
'He's never forgiven hinself.'

Terrel had been aware that Ysatel was not the nother of Kerin's sons, but this
was the first tine he'd heard any of the famly history. He didn't know what
to say.

Terrel said, glancing



' The boys grew up without a nother,' she went on. 'It's a wonder they're not
wi | der than they are.’

' They had you,' Terrel said.

"Only for the last five years. Before that Kerin had to do it all hinself.'
"But you're a real famly.' H's accent often made words sound strange, but
this time his voice seened to be choked with enotion.

"Yes, we are,' she said firmy, pulling herself together. '"I'msorry, Terrel

| never neant—

"I never had a famly,' he blurted out, interrupting her apology. 'My parents
abandoned ne when | was a baby. | don't even know who they are.' Having been
reluctant to reveal nmuch about his past, he wasn't sure why he felt conpelled
to make this confession now

" You poor thing.' She glanced at him thinking that such words of synpathy
were of little worth. Not only had he been forced to endure his physica
disabilities and, nore recently, his exile fromhis homel and, but now it
seened that he had never known anything but hardship and | oneli ness.

Terrel shrugged, and her heart went out to the boy as he tried to appear
nonchal ant. He shivered, and Ysatel glanced quickly at the wolf-fish, fearing
that he m ght be anticipating another trenor. But the fish were still noving
calmy within their self-contained realm and she realized that Terrel was
simply getting cold.

'Come on,' she said briskly. "W'd better get back and light the fire for

di nner .’

As they got up she put an armround Terrel's shoul ders and gave hima hug.
When he | ooked at her in surprise, Ysatel smled.

"You're part of our family now,' she told him

Chapter Ten

The past nonth had been a hectic period of discovery for Terrel, as well as a
time of fluctuating enotions. As his health inproved and he was able to nove
about nmore freely, he had cone to know nore of the people of Fenduca and of
their way of life. Now that he could talk to the villagers, he had been
accepted by nost of them -although some were still wary of him A few even
seemed to be in awe of his arcane talents, and the resentnment that had
acconpani ed his arrival had now | argely di sappeared. Even Cutter, who had nore
reason than nost to dislike the foreigner, seemed prepared to tolerate his
presence. For his part, Terrel had cone to appreciate and adnmire the spirit of
defiance and obstinacy that kept the villagers in what was a dirty and

danger ous pl ace, where nere survival was hard enough and deprivation was
commonpl ace. The fact that they had been able not only to endure but also to
build a conpl ex, genuine community - even if it was fracti ous and sonetines
violent - was a testament to their willpower and vitality. There were few
anong them who had not been touched by tragedy, but amd the dust and nud of
Fenduca there was often time enough to celebrate as well. Wether this was
occasi oned by an unusually good find, a marriage, the birth of a healthy
child, or sinply the full of one of the nmoons, mattered little. In the end,
they were all celebrations of life itself.

Even so, there were nore reasons for sadness than for joy, and none of the
villagers led a confortable Ilife. Even Kerin and his famly, who were better
of f than nost, were often cold and hungry, and Terrel was acutely aware that
he was a burden upon their neagre resources. None of them ever conpl ai ned
about the cost of their continued hospitality, but Terrel w shed he could
contribute nore to the household. H's only opportunities to do so had been
when the villagers brought their animals to see him

Fol | owi ng his success with Chiva's piglet - and his earlier "tam ng' of Scar -
t he boy had gained the reputation of having a 'healing way with beasts'. He
had tried to explain that he had no such skills, no magic, but people insisted
on consul ting himanyway. At first Ysatel had to hel p hi munderstand what was
want ed, but eventually he'd been able to talk directly to the visitors and —
much to his own amazenent - had net with sone success in relieving the

ail ments of several donestic aninmals. He still had no idea how this was



possi bl e. Everything he did was governed purely by instinct and, although he
could generally feel sone sort of connection with the creature, what happened
after that was as nmuch a nystery to himas it was to everyone el se. The

cl osest he could conme to an expl anation was that, perhaps, at sone
subconsci ous | evel, he persuaded his patients to heal thenselves. However,
when this happened, the owners were not interested in the whys and wherefores.
Their response - following Chiva's exanple - was to return with a small
present of food or other goods in paynent. Actual coinage was rare in Fenduca,
but many other things could be used as noney, and the village had a
conplicated bartering system At first Terrel had felt awkward about accepting
such gifts, but his doubts had soon been overcome by practical considerations.
Natural |y enough, he passed all such rewards to Ysatel, but they were not
nearly enough to repay her famly for all they had done for him Neverthel ess,
his exploits - which often I eft himexhausted and in pain - did nore than
anything else to confirmhis place in the household, and in the village as a
whol e.

There had only been one occasi on when Terrel had not been able to help his
visitor. This was when a little boy had come to the hut, hesitated in the
doorway, and then been beckoned inside by Ysatel. He was carrying a snall
green snake which he placed carefully on the floor, before prodding it gently
with a finger and | ooking up at Terrel expectantly. Even before picking it up,
Terrel knew that the creature was dead, and he wondered what he should say to
the child. The snake's scales were snoboth and cool, but its eyes were filned
and its jaw hung sl ackly open

"I can't help,' he began hesitantly. 'It's—

"W don't have enough dreans for this trade, Davi,' Ysatel cut in, her voice
firmbut gentle. 'There are sone things even a sharakan can't do.'

The boy nodded solemly, held out his hands for the snake and, when Terrel
returned it to him went away

again —all without uttering a single word. Terrel never discovered whet her
the creature had been Davi's pet or if he'd sinply found its dead body
somewhere, but he could not help renenbering the | ook of disappointnent in the
boy's eyes, and he wi shed that he really were a sharakan. At |east then he
woul d have known how to explain his failure.

Even as he becane reasonably proficient in the |anguage of Mcul, the word

' sharakan' had remai ned an enigna. In conversations with Ysatel, Farazin and
others, the nearest Terrel had come to understanding was its litera
translation of 'dreamtrader' - but what exactly that neant was still an

el usive concept. His hosts tried to make it clearer for him but with only
limted success. There was power involved, a kind of magic, and a sharakan
coul d obtain guidance fromthe noons and stars - which nade Terrel think of

t he obvi ous conparison with the seers of his honmeland - but no one could
actually tell himwhat these nen did.

Conversations like this were bound to make himthink of Alyssa and her ability
to 'see' other people's dreans. Such an attribute mght be useful in Macul
However, thoughts of Alyssa inevitably led to other rem nders of the world he
had been forced to | eave behind, of all the things he had | ost.

The one thing that consistently spoiled Terrel's peace of mnd, during a nonth
i n which he made generally positive progress, was the fact that there was
still no sign of Alyssa or her retinue of ghosts. Their abandonnent of him
seened particularly cruel, given his uncertain circunstances and the
unanswer ed questions they had left himwith —and even though he knew t hey
were not always nasters of their own fates, he could not believe that their

| ong absence was anything other than deliberate. He was reasonably certain
that Miuzeni and Shahan were capabl e of such callousness if it suited their

pur pose, but the bonds between himand Al yssa and El am had been forged out of
friendship and | ove, and he sinply couldn't understand why they did not
return.

Al t hough he fought against these feelings of hurt and betrayal, he didn't

al ways succeed. In his nore charitable npbods he invented any nunber of



credi ble reasons for their not comng back to him but by the tinme a | ong
nmont h had passed he was begi nning to run out of excuses. More than once,
recalling the tinmng of Alyssa's previous visit, he wondered whet her he shoul d
try and get hinself into another potentially lethal situation, so that she'd
recogni ze his peril and have to return to save himagain. Fortunately, common
sense prevailed, and he had done no such thing.

' Zol en got back from Tefir today,' Aylen reported. 'The water level's stil
rising. Unless sonething changes, it'll go the way of the other settlements in
the valley."'

"It's the sane everywhere,' Ysatel said. 'Wiy should the soldiers care that
their debris is turning nore and nore of the province into swanpland? It's not
t heir honmes bei ng drowned.'

"Uncertainty over the moon-lore isn't helping,' O andis added. 'No one seens
to be sure what they can and can't do.'

"I's that because of the Dark Mon?' Terrel asked. He rarely joined in any

fam |y discussions, preferring to listen to the others, but on this occasion
he couldn't help

hi nsel f. The Dark Moon's anomal ous behavi our had caused nuch confusion on
Vadanis too - and he'd already heard Ayl en and d andi s conpl ai ni ng that the

| ocal tides were becom ng unpredictable.

"It is," Kerin confirned. 'At least in part.'

"Tell himthe other part,' O andis pronpted.

' The sky-watchers haven't been able to keep up with what's happening. As well
as the Dark Mon's cycle speeding up, the waste fromthe mnes has danmed
several waterways, so |akes are getting larger and rivers are changi ng course.
No one could have foreseen such things."'

"Not even the sharaken?' dandis said, a challenging ook in his eyes.

' They're the ones who make the noon-lore, after all. Wiy haven't they told the
sky-wat chers what to do?

"Such things take tine,' Kerin replied. 'You forget where they live.'

"Tefir hasn't got nuch time,' his son pointed out.

"Where do the sharaken live?' Terrel asked. As always, any hint of a

di sagreement anong the famly made himfeel unconfortable, and he sought to

di stract them

"In the interior,' Aylen replied. '"In nystic pal aces atop the distant
mount ai ns.' He spoke in a deliberately dreany yet portentous voice.

"You shoul dn't speak so disrespectfully of our guides,' Kerin adnmoni shed his
sons, 'especially as there is a guest at our neal.' He was trying to sound
stern and di sapproving, but Terrel could not help feeling that his heart was
not in the argunent.

"Sorry,' Aylen said, grinning.

'"Terrel has a right to know what they're like,' Oandis said. 'Wat they do -
or don't do - affects himnow as well as us.'

'Have you ever seen their pal aces, Aylen?' Terrel asked. For a long time he
had t hought of the younger brother as Ayl em rana, but he understood their

system of nanmes now —al t hough he was still not sure why they each needed two
or three. Where he came fromyou only needed one. It was a trivial difference
between the two lands, but it still took sone getting used to.

'Me?' Aylen said, |ooking surprised. 'No. Gate's the only one of us who's done
much travelling, and | doubt even he's been that far.'

Everyone | ooked at Kerin, but he just shook his head, frowning slightly.

' Does anyone want nore soup?' Ysatel asked, signalling the end of that
conversation for the time being.

Everyone except Terrel accepted a second hel pi ng. Al though he was inmensely
grateful for everything he received, he often found the food unappetising, and
the broth that night had been unusually thin and tastel ess. Even his nmenories
of the frugal fare at Havennmoon seemed | uxurious by conpari son. None of the

ot hers nade any comment about the neal, but Ysatel was obviously dissatisfied
with her efforts.

"Do you think you'll be able to go fishing again soon?" she asked hopefully.



Kerin's sons deferred to their father in such matters, and so it was he who
answer ed.

' Maybe. We'll see how we do in the river tonorrow.'

"Could I go?" Terrel asked.

An awkward silence followed his suggestion, and he began to wi sh he hadn't
spoken. He was constantly hoping

to find ways to contribute to the fanmily's well being, but on further
reflection he could see that it was not a practical idea.

'He coul d probably charmthem onto his hooks,' Aylen remarked, trying to make
[ight of the situation

"I doubt if you could handle a canoe,' Kerin said nore soberly.

'Perhaps Terrel could come with one of us,' O andis suggested. 'That way we'd
only | ose one screenhandl er.'

"W'll see,' his father said, and the subject was cl osed.

Ysatel normally cleared away once they had finished eating, and then the

fam |y made their preparations for the night. However, this particular evening
was unusually nmild, and because the daylight was now lasting a little | onger
they decided to stay round the fire for a while. Aylen teased his brother
about the attentions he'd been receiving fromone of the village girls, Ysatel
checked the progress of the wound on O andis's arm and Kerin rem nded themto
t hi nk about what they should put on their prayer-flag for the forthcom ng
nmoon- days. Then Ayl en raised a nore contentious subject.

'There's a rumour going round that the soldiers are thinking of noving the
fences | ower down the slope.’

"What for?' Ysatel exclainmed. 'Haven't they taken enough al ready?

Terrel had been told the history of the black nountain. The fact that it had
been cl ai med by Macul's king, alnpbst as soon as he had learnt that its dark
rock contained al nost unlimted supplies of precious stones and m nerals, was
the central injustice of Fenduca's existence. The soldiers who had driven off
t he prospectors and built defences to keep themout had, in effect, stolen

t hose treasures —which were normally only found deep underground —fromthe
very peopl e who had di scovered them Terrel now knew that he was not the only
one whom fate had cheat ed.

"Not hi ng's ever going to be enough for Ekuban,' O andis comrented bitterly.

' Does Vadani s have a king?' Aylen asked.

The question took Terrel by surprise. H s hosts had recogni zed his reluctance
to discuss his honeland, and their curiosity had been nuted of |ate. Wen he'd
first been able to talk to them they had been full of questions - Does
everyone on Vadani s have eyes |like yours? Can you feel the ground noving al
the tine? Wiy did you | eave? - but now they rarely bothered, know ng his
answers woul d be evasi ve.

"W ... we have an enperor.
Ayl en smiled, evidently amused by the idea that a small group of islands —
whose total area was only a tiny fraction of that of Micul - should consider

itself an enpire

"And does he exploit his people as Ekuban does?

"I . . . wouldn't know about that."'

'Leave the boy alone, Chute,' Kerin said. 'Wat's he going to know of enperors
or kings?

What indeed? Terrel thought, the spectres raised by his conversation with El am
returning to haunt him

' There's another runour, that the soldiers are going to be | ooking for nore
vol unteers soon,' Aylen said. 'Think they'll get any?

'"Only the nost desperate,' his father replied. 'As usual.’

Inside the mlitary boundaries, the upper part of the nountain was being

di smant| ed piece by piece so that its riches could be sent to the royal court.
Such an enornous enterprise naturally required vast amounts of nmanpower, and
the king's contractors enpl oyed hundreds of nminers in conditions that ampunted
tolittle nmore than slave |abour. Even so, such enpl oynent was often sought by
t hose who had had enough of the uncertainty and al nost hopeless grind of life



in Fenduca. Terrel had learnt that the village's nanme, translated literally,
meant Lower-down, and this was apt in both a literal and a netaphorical sense.
"If our luck doesn't change soon,' Oandis said, 'we mght be getting
desperate.’

"Don't say that!' Ysatel gasped. 'Not even in jest.'

"I wasn't joking,' he responded grimy. 'W've found nothing worthwhile for
days. Maybe | should go up there.'

"Don't be daft,' Aylen told him

"What's daft about it? At least |1'd get a regul ar wage.'

"You'd get a pittance!’

"And | could use it to help you," Oandis went on. 'At the very least, you'd
have one less mouth to feed.'

"Such a thing would hel p none of us,' Ysatel declared. She was white-faced

wi th shock - horrified by the fact that dandis m ght even be considering such
a venture —and gl anced at her husband for support.

"You're a fool if you think it would do any good,' Kerin stated, stony-faced.
"But you'll have to make up your own nind, as always.' Wth that he stood up
signalling that the di scussion was at an end.

The hut was very quiet that night, and Terrel felt the tension nore than any
of them Living there had given himhis first intimation that a fanmly unit
could work, even in poverty-stricken circunstances, and the argunment had
allowed himto see that —even within such a close group - there could be
cracks in the foundations of |ove and nmutual respect. O andis's anger and
Ysatel's dismay had affected the boy deeply, and the comrent about 'one |ess
mouth to feed' had nade himfeel dreadfully guilty.

Terrel's nightmares had receded during the last nmonth, as he had grown
accustoned to his new life, but now -with all his doubts and fears crowding
back - he was reluctant to conmt hinself to sleep. Wien he finally nmanaged to
do so, his anxiety proved to be justified.

The nocki ng voice of the enchanter haunted his dreanms, bringing with it pain
and a redoubl ed sense of loss, until a sword flashed down, glinting in the
starlight - and Terrel was plunged into an endl ess, swirling darkness.

Chapter El even

Most of the villagers hung back fromthe initial confrontation, intinidated by
the soldiers' polished steel and inpassive stares. Only Farazin and Kerin went
forward, and even they were forced to halt bel ow the | edge where the janizar
stood, so that they had to talk with himfroma literally inferior position

Al t hough Yahn's expression of open contenpt did not change, he was aware of
the identity of the two men. He was obliged to treat the sky-watcher with at

| east the pretence of respect, and he knew that Kerin - unlike nost of the
scum ranged bel ow hi mon the nmountainside - was a man to be reckoned with.
Yahn had not risen to his present rank of janizar, which brought with it the
conmand of over two hundred nen, without realizing that information was a

val uabl e weapon. Wile the inhabitants of Fenduca were not his enemies in a
techni cal sense, he thought of them as the opposing force in the continuing
battle for the nountain, and treated them accordingly. In truth it was a
one- si ded

battle, but that only made himall the nore determined that his victory would
be conpl et e.

"There is sonething you wish to discuss with us, Janizar?' Farazin asked.

"No di scussion is necessary,' Yahn announced, his voice carrying easily to the
gathering below. 'l come to informyou of three things. The first of these is
sel f-evident.'

W thout turning round he signalled to one of his deputies, and there was
noverent at the recently opened gate in the fence behind him A dishevelled
group of nmen shuffled forward, several of themlinmping. A few had to be
supported by their fellows, while others had arns in rough slings or were
covered in griny, blood-stained bandages. One man had a cl oth wapped around
hi s head, covering his eyes, and was being | ed by one of his conpanions. Al
their faces were drawn with pain and despair.



"W have no nore need of these workers,' Yahn stated. 'Do with them as you
will.'

As he spoke, one of the pitiful band stunbled and fell, only to be prodded to
his feet by a guard's spear.

"If you treat themlike this,' Kerin said, 'no one will be willing to work for
you.' Al though he spoke quietly, those who knew hi mcoul d hear the suppressed
rage in his voice

"I don't think that's likely," the janizar replied patronizingly. 'To nmy m nd
it should be an incentive for the mners to take greater care of thenselves,
and remain fit for work. Accidents are a sign of inconmpetence. Am | supposed
to pay the king's wages to men who can no | onger carry out their duties?

Kerin did not respond, knowing it would be pointless.

The di scarded m ners continued down the slope, towards an uncertain wel cone
fromthe villagers. Most of themwere strangers, but two were forner

i nhabi tants of Fenduca who had been desperate enough to accept the king's
wages - somrething many of those they'd |left behind had regarded as a betrayal.
Now t hey woul d not be able to support thensel ves, and knew they were unlikely
to find much pity or charity anong those who had few resources to spare.
"Let's see if you treat themany better than | would,' Yahn said, a malicious
grin on his face.

"What el se?" Farazin asked.

'The perineter fence is to be noved,' the janizar replied. 'The section of the
river above a line drawmn fromthe base of Leaven Scree to the point of Raven's
Crag is now to be considered part of the mlitary conpound.'

There were sonme groans fromthe cromd at this, not |east because the area
descri bed included the Denmon's Caul dron, a deep pool in which silt and ot her
debris collected. Several good finds had been nmade there recently by those
willing to risk diving within the swirling waters, and it was obvi ous that
this was the main reason for the change in the boundary.

"What right have you to do this? a voice cried out. 'Wy—

"What right?" Yahn roared. 'The right of lawm The word of King Ekuban hinself.
Wyul d you chal |l enge that? You are scavengers, feeding off the crunbs from ny
table. It is you who have no rights. You're lucky | let you stay here at all.
A less charitable man woul d've got rid of you long ago. This nmountain is nine
And | will take all of it if necessary.

H s tirade silenced the onl ookers' protests. The janizar |ooked around,
chal l engi ng any of themto make so nmuch as a sound, but their token resistance
was over. At one point Yahn saw a face he did not recognize - a crippled boy
whose eyes | ooked odd and whose pale face was frozen in shock. One nore

hopel ess misfit, he thought dism ss-ively and passed on, his gaze finally
comng to rest on Kerin. Even he had nothing to say.
"It has been noted that two of your dwellings . '
as if he thought the villagers' hones hardly deserved such a nane,
in the prohibited zone. You have until sunrise tonmorrow to renove your

bel ongi ngs and any other material. The rest of the area is out of bounds as of
this moment, and the rempval of anything else will be considered theft of

royal property. You all know the punishnment for such a crine.’

He paused to let that point sink in. As expected, no further objections were
voi ced al oud.

Yahn knew al|l about the Denon's Caul dron. He had been furious when he'd

di scovered that several significant finds had been made there, because it

meant that his own mners' checks and filters higher up the river were not
wor ki ng properly. But he was cal m now, know ng that whatever treasures |ay
within its turbul ent depths would come back to him He'd have the entire thing
drai ned if necessary.

The fact that the value of the produce fromthe mning operation had increased
every year since he'd been given command of the black nmountain garrison was a
source of great pride to the janizar. At the tinme he'd seen the appointnent as
a doubl e- edged sword, but his subsequent success had nmade hi m nore anbitious
than at any tinme

Yahn pronounced the word
' are



in his career. He was determ ned that when he eventually returned to court it
woul d be to a hero's wel conme, and for that he knew he had to keep up the flow
of riches for some tinme to come. Last year's tally, conpiled fromthe

nmeti cul ous records of each heavily guarded convoy sent to Tal azoria, Mcul's
royal capital, was only slightly up on the year before, and well bel ow the
sel f-inposed quota Yahn had desired. In the early days the mning had been
easy - little nore than a matter of picking up various val uable stones and
ores fromthe ground. Now t he process involved nuch nore intensive |abour and,
whi l e he and the engi neers who organi zed the actual excavations had made sure
that their operation was nore efficient than ever before, there was a chance
that output night begin to fall soon. Yahn was determi ned to do everything in
his power to prevent that happening.

"Finally,' he went on, 'l can offer enploynent, at the usual terms, to any
abl e-bodi ed nen who want it. This gate will remain open until dusk, and ny
deputies will process any volunteers.'

Sonme of those in the crowd had evidently been expecting this announcenent and,
am d dark nmutterings and the exchange of a few poi sonous gl ances, three nen
wal ked forward after only a slight hesitation.

"So much for your theory, Kerin,' the janizar remarked with a snmile

For the rest of that afternoon the people of Fenduca made the best of the new
situation. Some of the villagers helped the two famlies who were being forced
to nove, carrying their meagre possessions to new | ocations, and sal vagi ng as
much of the material of the huts as they could. Others made arrangenents for
the injured mners. Even though they were not exactly wel cone additions to the
popul ati on, they would not be allowed to starve if it could be hel ped. At the
same time, several nore nmen collected their bel ongi ngs and made their way,
shame or defiance on their faces, towards the soldiers' domain.

Terrel, who had been appalled both by the janizar's call ous actions and by the
vill agers' neek acceptance of them spent nmuch of the tine with Ysatel. The
lines of her face were drawn tight, concealing enotions he could not begin to
fathom and when he expressed his disbelief at the injustices of the day, he
was taken aback by her exasperated response.

"That's just the way it is, Terrel,' she snapped.

'But— He had never seen Ysatel so angry before.

"Who are we to argue?' she went on. 'The janizar was right. W are living on
their scraps - and there are going to be fewer than ever now. Yet we stay on
hoping for a miracle that never cones. And why? Because we're obsessed. W al

think that one day - perhaps tomorrow - we'll find that perfect stone or a
nugget bi g enough to nake our fortune, sonething that would allow us to | eave
here on our own terms. It'll never happen, of course. The only way we'll |eave
here will be when Yahn decides to drive us away altogether.'

Terrel had stood, paral yzed by shock as her bitterness spewed out, unable to
thi nk of any response. There was something hard in Ysatel's voice, sonething
conpressed. Her eyes were dry, as if she was beyond tears, but Terrel knew
that her feelings were coming close to crushing her heart, her spirit. And
that was a prospect he could not bear

"Why don't you— he began hesitantly.

"Talk to Kerin?' she said, completing his question for him 'Wat good woul d
that do? He's nore obsessed than the rest of us. This is his nountain,
remenber? It'Il be the death of him And ne too, | shouldn't wonder.'

She was crying now, her hard-won control deserting her. Wen Terrel hesitantly
reached out a hand towards her, she took it gratefully. He put his good arm
around her shoul ders, and held her until her weeping slowy subsided.

At | ast she drew back, w ped her face with her sleeve, and gave hima wan
smile.

'"I"'msorry, Terrel.'

"Waat for?

' These aren't your problens,' she told him 'At |east you know where you want
to go when you | eave here.'

During the night, one of Fenduca's problens partially solved itself - although



in a way that gave no one any pleasure. Two of the ex-miners died of their
injuries, and several others - those whose | egs were not too badly danaged -
left of their own accord to try their fortunes el sewhere. O the three nen
that remmined, two were permanently crippled and were not likely to live nmuch
| onger, and the third - the one who had been blinded -was wandering in a
dreamworld of his own, refusing to even touch the food he was offered. He
tal ked al oud rmuch of the time, addressing an invisible audi ence, but he nmade
little sense, and did not respond if anyone spoke to him Terrel spent part of
the next norning listening to the man's ranblings, which resenbled his own
feverish delirium- but with one terrible difference. Wen this

ni ght mare ended, its victimwould wake to the horror of a world he could not
see. Terrel was about to turn away, knowi ng that there was nothing he could
do, when the man said sonething that nade himhesitate.

"Way is the pal ace so dark? Al the roons. Al the rooms. Dark.'

Anyone el se hearing this would have disnmissed it as nmere nonsense - the mner
had obvi ously never been inside a real palace in his life - but to Terrel it
sounded so nmuch |ike sonething Alyssa mght have said that he was i mediately
intrigued. He waited, listening with renewed interest, but the man was sil ent
for a while, and when he di d speak again his words meant not hing.

For a few nmoments Terrel had wondered if, rather than taking the form of an
animal, Alyssa had tried to take a human body, choosi ng one whose apparent
madness mat ched her own. But the nore he thought about this, the nore

| udi crous the idea seenmed. It had been a coincidence, nothing nore.

Chapter Twel ve

'Ready?' O andi s asked.

"I think so.' Terrel |ooked down at hinself, realizing for the first tine that
he had grown taller since | eaving Havenmoon. Hi s cl othes, made up of sone of
his old things and others that Ysatel had altered to fit him felt strange,
and his boots were beginning to feel tight. He would need new ones soon, but
he had no idea where to get them from

"You'll do,' Ysatel said approvingly, then turned to O andis. 'Have you got
everyt hi ng?'
"Yes.'

"You'd better be off then.' She was trying to sound bright and cheerful, but
her underlying anxi ety was obvi ous.

"Don't worry, Ysy,' dandis said, kissing his stepnother's cheek. 'We'll be
back before you knowit. And Terrel's going to be fine, aren't you?

Terrel nodded.

"W're going to catch lots of fish,' he decl ared.

"That's the spirit,' Oandis said, |aughing as he hoisted his pack and settled
the straps on his shoul ders.

However, before Terrel could lift his own, nuch smaller bag, a voice sounded
from outside the hut.

"Ysatel, are you there? Is the boy there?

Ysatel went to the door, followed by the others, to discover a young wonan
standi ng outside, a heavily wapped bundle in her arns.

"Hell o, Tisa. Do you want ne for sonething?

VWhat ever i mpul se had brought Tisa there seemed to have deserted her now, and
she opened and cl osed her mouth several tines before answering.

"Hm' she said, nodding at Terrel. 'I thought— The bundl e coughed, then
began to wail and the wonman fell silent, |ooking down at her baby.

"You thought?' Ysatel pronpted eventually.

"It's little Jessett. She can't seemto lose this fever. I've tried everything
I know.' Tisa glanced up, her eyes bright with tears. 'I thought he night help
her.'

"Terrel ?

Their visitor nodded eagerly.

'He hel ped all those aninals.'

Ysatel glanced at the boy, and saw the horrified expression on his face.
'"Do you want to try?



Terrel said nothing, his reluctance clear. It was one thing to try to restore
the health of an animal, but a child was something altogether different. He
did not feel ready for such a responsibility, and w shed the woman woul d go
away.

"Please . . . Terrel.' Tisa evidently had to force herself

to use his nanme, and he realized how nmuch courage it must have taken for her
to conme this far.

"I probably won't be able to help,' he said.

"I know that.' Hope sprang into Tisa's eyes nonetheless. 'But could you try?
I'd be very grateful.'

"All right.’

"Cone inside,' Ysatel said.

Terrel sat on one of the pallets, and Tisa gently laid the baby on his lap so
that he could cradle her in his good arm Like nost boys of his age, Terre
found infants both enbarrassing and di sgusting. Al he could see of Jessett
was her face and the top of her head, but she snmelt revolting. She was stil
wai ling, but faintly now - as if she was too weak to make rmuch of an effort -
and she coughed intermttently. Her eyes were screwed tightly shut, and
beneath the wi spy strands of hair, her scalp was nmottled. Her face was red
too, her lips alnost purple, and heat radiated from her skin.

"She's too hot,' he nuttered, wondering why her nother hadn't had the common
sense to see that for herself. He tried to | oosen the baby's clothing but his
right hand was too clumsy, and he had to let Ysatel do it for him The sweet,
sickly snmell grew nore powerful.

Unconfortably aware of his expectant audience, Terrel hesitated, then nade
hinsel f act. Using his right hand, he laid the tips of his crooked fingers on
t he baby's forehead. Hoping that sone hidden instinct would take over, as it
had done with the aninmals, he tried to relax and waited to fall into a waking
dream —but he remai ned alert and aware of his surroundings. He felt a wave of
heat fl ow through his body, but that could just have been because he now felt
utterly foolish. The baby stopped crying. Flashes of pain that seened to cone
fromall Terrel's bones in turn made himw nce, and this was followed by an
unexpect ed sense of peace, but all the changes were inside him He felt sure
he hadn't affected the outside world. Jessett began coughi ng again, then

wai | ed even | ouder than before. Her illness was still discolouring her skin,
and when she opened her eyes the fever still burned in their depths.

Terrel | ooked up, sensing the disappointnment all around him

"I"'msorry."'

Ti sa nodded briefly.

" Thank you for trying,' she whispered, then all but snatched up the baby and
fled fromthe hut, so anxious was she to be gone. Terrel thought that she was
probably w shing now that she had never cone. H's failure, even though he had
really expected nothing el se, made himfeel wetched.

"Are you all right? Ysatel asked.

"Yes.' The fact that he wasn't tired was further evidence that he had not

achi eved anyt hi ng.

'"Let's go fishing then,' d andis said.

The first part of their journey was on foot, because the upper stretch of the
river was too shallow and rough to take even the smallest craft. Terrel was
aware that he was slowing dandis down, and was gl ad when - after an arduous
trek - they reached the place where the canoes were hidden in thick
undergrowt h. They were to take only one boat - Terrel wouldn't be able to
handl e one on his own - so the packing away of their stores while stil

| eavi ng enough space for thensel ves and the fish they hoped to catch was an
exacting task. Wen all was ready, Terrel clanbered into the canoe, then

O andis pushed it out into the river and junped in hinself. Being on water
agai n brought back some unpl easant nmenories, but under 4 andis's gui dance the
boy soon felt secure enough.

At first they noved swiftly, pushed along by a strong current. Terrel began to
feel nauseous and unaccountably weary, but by the tine they reached the main



river, where the water noved nore sluggishly, he felt better and was able to
join Aandis in welding one of the short oars. He found he could only paddle
effectively on the left side, and so did not try to do anything else. His
partner took care of the steering, switching his own oar fromside to side to
bal ance out Terrel's efforts. They had little tine or breath for talking
until, soon after m dday, they reached a spot where O andis thought there

m ght be some fish. After showing Terrel how to bait the hooks and trail the
lines fromthe stern of the boat w thout getting themtangled, as well as
testing the tension of the lines with his fingers, O andis began to nove the
canoe slowy back and forth across the wi de expanse of calmwater. After their
earlier frenetic activity, the whol e process seenmed remarkably peacef ul

"What should | do?'" Terrel asked.

"Not hi ng. Just let me know when you get a bite. The silvertails run in shoals
here, so if we get one we should get a lot nore.’

They drifted on for a while, each lost in his own thoughts.

"Anyt hi ng?" d andi s asked, as they conpl eted anot her crossing and he began to
turn the boat around.

Terrel shook his head.

"I don't suppose you can nmake them appear?' O andis said with a grin.
"Charmthem you nean,' Terrel replied, recalling Aylen's coment. 'No. | need
to touch a creature to make any sort of connection with it, and even then
don't actually know what |I'm doing. And fish are just too strange anyway.'
"All right. One nore traverse, then we'll try somewhere el se.' d andis began
to paddl e steadily again. 'WAs there no connection with the baby at all?'

The question took Terrel by surprise, and it was a few nonents before he
answer ed.

"No, not really,' he said, peering down into the sun-sparkled water

"Pity. W could do with a healer right now'

"It's not sonething I can control,' Terrel confessed. Being rem nded of his
failure had made himfeel defensive.

"You did your best. That's all anyone can ask. Dreans have their own ways.'
Terrel was about to ask what O andis nmeant when he was distracted by a flash
of silver beneath the boat. Mnents |later he felt a tug on one of the lines,
qui ckly-followed by a sinmilar pull on the other

'"W've got a bite! Lots of them

"Great. Just hang on. I'll conme and help.' O andis stowed his paddl e, noved
carefully to Terrel's side, and felt the tension in the Iines for hinself.
"This one first,' he decided.

The bottom of the canoe was soon covered with a mass of silver-scaled fish,
their tails flapping and their nmouths uselessly open to the air. Terrel had
felt nothing when

he touched them but nonethel ess he experienced a small neasure of disquiet as
he wat ched themdie. dandis, on the other hand, was jubilant, having |anded
as good a catch as he could have hoped for at the first attenpt. He threw the
lines back in as soon as they were free, w thout even bothering with bait, and

was rewarded by a second, albeit smaller batch. In all, they now had over two
dozen sizeable fish
"Not a bad start,' he commrented. 'At this rate we'll be able to get back to

Fenduca tonorrow. '

As it turned out, his optimsmwas m splaced. They caught nothing nore that
day, and by the time they cane to nake canp, frustration had soured their
nmood. As O andis set about the messy task of gutting the fish, Terrel did what
he could to be of use, tending the fire and preparing food fromtheir
suppl i es.

When darkness fell and they' d conpleted their appointed tasks, d andis began
to cheer up a little and seened nore inclined to talk. Even so, Terrel was
nervous about raising the subject that had been on his mind for the last three
days - ever since Janizar Yahn had made his announcenent - fearing that it
woul d spoil the nood again. In the end, dandis did it for him

"l suppose the new fence'll be finished by now,' he remarked. 'It's a shane



there wasn't anot her quake while they were building it.'

The tine of greatest danger, according to Farazin's cal cul ations, had passed
two days ago, and there had not been the slightest trenor.

"Are the soldiers always so brutal ?' Terrel asked.

'That was nothing,' dandis told him 'I've seen nmuch worse. Wth a king like
Ekuban, what el se can you expect?'

"I's he so bad?

"He's a tyrant. He stays in power because he controls everything - wealth,
food supplies, trade - and he has the arnmy to enforce his |laws. The gentry al
| ounge about in their jewelled pal aces, while the rest of us have barely
enough to eat. They say the floor of Ekuban's bedroomis made of solid gold,
and that every chair he sits on has to be decorated with at |least ten |arge
genst ones. Any such stone would be a fortune for one of us. Riches are the
only way to win a decent life, it seenms, which is why-places |ike Fenduca
exist. The only alternative is to join the army and become one of the
oppressors. Only sonmeone who has no conscience would do that, so it's not
surprising nost soldiers are bastards.'

"It doesn't seemfair,' Terrel said.

a andi s | aughed.

"Of course it's not fair!l'

"Don't the sharaken have any say in the running of the country?

' They don't concern thenselves with matters of the world,' O andis expl ai ned.
"As Farazin keeps telling us, they are "of the spirit". Wiy should they help
the |ikes of us?

'Has anyone ever asked themto?

A andi s | ooked shocked, then grinned.

"I keep forgetting you're a foreigner,' he said. 'Look. The sharaken aren't
like us. True, they're above the king's laws, but they live in a different
worl d of dreans and nagic'

"But they nust use the nmagic for something' Terrel persisted.

"Way? | don't suppose they're even aware of what goes

on outside their rarefied domain, and probably wouldn't care even if they
did.'

'On Vadani s, the seers advise the Enperor about everything.'

"Well, it's different here. And it's not really your problem is it? | thought
you were going back to your islands as soon as you get the chance.’

"I am' Terrel conceded. He had not forgotten his prom se to Al yssa.

"Who's Alyssa?

For a few noments Terrel was too stunned to reply.

"Afriend,'" he said eventually. 'How do you know about her?'

"You still talk in your sleep sonmetines. In your own | anguage, of course, so
we can't tell what you're saying, but her name seens to crop up quite often
Is it her you' re going back to?

"Yes.'

"You're a bit young to be in love, aren't you?

Terrel was too flustered to respond.

"I"'monly teasing,' dandis assured him 'You're lucky. I wish I could find
someone worth going hal fway round the world for.'

"I thought there was a girl in the village?

"You shouldn't pay rmuch attention to what Aylen says. Even if Elyce |loves ne |
don't feel the same for her, and that's no good, is it?

There was a short, thoughtful pause.

"Ysatel would follow your father round the world,' Terrel said quietly.

"I know. In a sense she already has. The sad thing is |I'mnot sure he'd foll ow
her.'

'Do you m ss your nother?

'Every day,' Oandis replied, then realized who he was talking to. 'But |'m
not complaining. At least | got to know her for a while. And we both | ove Ysy
alot. Aylen even nore than me, | think.'

They were silent for a while, and then Terrel returned to an earlier topic.



'"Did you nmean it when you said you mght join the mners?

"Not really. 1've thought about it sometines, but there'd only be one reason
good enough to actually make ne do it.'

"What's that?

"I'f I thought there was a chance of getting the mners to throw the soldiers
out and claimthe nountain for ourselves,' Oandis replied.

Two days | ater, when they arrived back in Fenduca, O andis and Terrel were
greeted by Ysatel before they had even reached the hut. She was smling
broadly, and it was clear that she had nore than the wel cone arrival of food
on her m nd.

"I hoped you'd be back today.'

"M ssed us, did you?' her stepson said, grinning.

'"OF course, but it's Terrel everyone's waiting for.'

"Why?' Terrel was puzzled, and rather alarned.

"Little Jessett recovered fromher fever the day you left,' Ysatel replied.
'"Only a few hours after you saw her.'

"But | —

"It doesn't matter,' she went on. 'Tisa's been telling everyone you saved her
baby's life. You're a hero now, whether you like it or not.'

Chapter Thirteen

The next few days were hectic. No one believed Terrel's claimthat Jessett's
recovery nust have happened naturally, that the only possible thing he had
done was to suggest |oosening her clothing to allow her skin to cool. It was
poi nted out that the baby's return to health had been remarkably rapid given
how | ong she had been suffering, and Terrel's belief that this was just a

coi nci dence was di sm ssed as fal se nodesty. Even Ysatel, with whomhe tried to
di scuss the matter sensibly, told himthat he 'couldn't argue with results'.
After that, his attitude changed. He was nore or less obliged to try to help
others, and it would have been churlish to refuse, so he nade the best of it -
hopi ng for guidance, but not really expecting any. He was afraid that his true
| ack of ability would soon beconme apparent, and he dreaded the nmoment when the
truth woul d dash the villagers' hopes - hopes that had been raised to
unreal i stic heights.

H s only consol ati on cane from remenberi ng sonet hi ng Babak had said, when
tal ki ng about the efficacy of the potions he sold. '"If ny patients believe
they're going to get well, then they do. The human mind is a wonderfu
physician.' The sel f-styled apothecary had nmade a living out of that

phi | osophy, and now Terrel had to try to do the sane. The | east he could do
was give the villagers a chance to heal thenselves. However, that still did
not make himfeel any |less of a fraud when he held soneone's hand or touched
their forehead, but he persevered, hoping to do nore good than harm He soon
found that the actual process - the contact between himand his patients
-became an end in itself. Terrel had been in pain his whole life, froma tine
even before he was born, and he could not only recognize it in others but
could also trace its patterns. He understood.

There were no instant reactions, as there had been with the aninmals, and -
just as with Jessett - Terrel did not fall into an obvi ous waki ng dream but
he nevertheless felt that some sort of connection was being made whenever he
tried to hel p sonmeone. He wondered whether this m ght be an unconsci ous

ext ensi on of the psinoma, but made no deliberate attenpt to pry into his
patients' mnds. Instead he sinply spent sonme tine with them talking if that
seened appropriate, and offering a few practical suggestions - things that to
himwere just a matter of common sense. Everyone was grateful for his efforts,
and he could only wait until disillusionnent set in.

It never did. In each case, sonetines within a few hours but nore often within
a day or two, there was at |east some inprovenent in the patient's condition
No one understood | ess about what was actual |y happeni ng

than Terrel hinself, but his successes were too consistent for it just to be a
coi nci dence. He ceased to question what was happening and sinply accepted it,
t hi nking that perhaps his own faith night actually be naking whatever he was



doi ng even nore effective. There were tinmes when he tried to analyze his
actions, but the failure of such attenpts was nore than offset by the

sati sfaction he gai ned from hel ping people - and, as before, by the gifts he
received in return, which allowed himto repay Ysatel and her fanmily for their
ki ndness.

Terrel had no know edge of the internal workings of the human body - in fact
just thinking about it made him feel squeamish - but it seened that he was
nore successful in dealing with the effects of illness or injury, rather than

with the underlying cause. He could cool a fever w thout ever identifying the
infection fromwhich it sprang. He could stemthe blood flow froma wound

wi t hout being able to close the gash itself. He could not nmend a broken bone,
but seened able to alleviate the pain associated with it. Wether a fracture
heal ed properly or not depended on several other factors - the seriousness of
the injury, how it had been splinted, the physical strength of the patient -
but there were those who clained that Terrel's intervention speeded up the
process no matter what the circunstances were. That, in fact, was the npst
extraordi nary aspect of the whole thing. Once relieved of sone of the

di sconfort of their ailnent, nmost of his patients inproved of their own accord
within a relatively short space of time. Terrel believed that they were
heal i ng t hensel ves - they thought they were getting better, so they did - and
this idea was backed up by the fact that many of his npbst obvi ous

successes cane with small children. Their faith in himwas the sinplest and
the strongest - they were used to believing what grown-ups told them- and
even though Terrel was still quite young hinself, they regarded himw th awe.
Once they overcanme their instinctive distrust of his strange appearance, they
hung on his every word. Their devel oping mnds held powers he could only guess
at, but each child he treated got better again. And that, in turn, enhanced
his reputation with the adults. O course —as Ysatel pointed out when he
tried to discuss his theory with her - this didn't explain Jessett's recovery.
She had been too young to understand what was going on. Terrel had no answer
to that, but was sinply glad that he had been able to help.

There were exceptions, of course —primarily the three nen who now lay in the
conmunal hut that was used as an infirmary for those who had no hones to go
to. These unfortunates were tended intermttently by some of the village
worren, and no one believed that they would live for Iong. Two of them were

di scarded nminers - the third had died while Terrel and O andis were away
fishing -and the other was Solan, the man who had | ost not only his health but
al so his wife and daughter in the first earthquake. He had been | angui shing
there for nmore than a | ong nonth, surviving nuch | onger than anyone had

expect ed.

Terrel didn't hold out much hope for the three nen and, even though this
seened cal l ous, he spent little time with them concentrating instead on cases
that woul d derive a nore i medi ate benefit fromhis putative talent. However,
as the days passed and the demands on his time grew | ess, he found hinself
visiting the hut nore often, hoping if not for a cure then at | east to ease
their suffering a little.

Ysatel went with hi mwhenever she could, aware that Terrel was still not back
to full health hinself. He protested that he was doi ng not hi ng strenuous, but
she coul d see the weariness in his face, and guessed that becom ng a heal er
and working for as many hours as he was able had stretched the boy's resources
to the limt. He had had a few dizzy spells - which could possibly have been a
del ayed reaction to his efforts to help others - and Ysatel was determn ned
that he should not wear hinself out conpletely. She adm red his conpassi on and
sel fl essness, but knew that he woul d have to learn to pace hinmself. As a
result she acconpanied himto the infirmary to make sure he did not stay too

| ong.

Solan's plight was pitiful. He had been a strong man, not big but wiry and
agil e, but now he was wasting away, his life all but destroyed by the
rockfall. When he was awake he was in constant agony, pain that Terrel's
mnistrations had only been able to dull, but things were even worse when he



was asl eep. Then he relived his hopel ess attenpts to rescue his | oved ones,
crying out and driving himself into a frenzy that only made his physica
torment nore excruciating. Terrel sensed the echo of his distress - of both
body and mi nd —whenever he held the man's good hand in his own, and it was on
one such occasion that he felt, with a certainty he did not question, that

Sol an was going to die soon

He al so knew that if the man died in his present state, then his tornment would
l[ive on in the next world, his spirit lost in an endless cycle of msery.
Terrel renenbered the angui shed face of Kativa, whose ghost had been

i mprisoned by grief for two hundred years. He had been responsible for her
being able to nove on at last, and that nenory gave himthe incentive and the
strength to act now

"It wasn't your fault, Solan,' he said softly, as the invalid groaned in his
sl eep.

Ysatel, watching with some concern fromher position by the doorway, was about
to say that the injured man woul dn't be able to hear anything, but then Sol an
grew qui eter and his sudden repose stilled her tongue.

"It wasn't your fault,' Terrel repeated forcefully. 'You have to listen to ne,
Solan. You did all you could. It's just sonething that happened."’

He paused then, and although his patient still seenmed to be asleep, his face
was nore peaceful and his breathing had grown steadier. Ysatel found that she
was hol di ng her own breath.

' They know you tried,'" Terrel went on. 'You have no need of forgiveness, from
them fromyourself, from anyone. The dream can be changed.'

There was anot her pause, briefer this tine.

"I don't know why you didn't die too,' Terrel said, as if answering an
unspoken question. 'Who can know such things? But that wasn't your fault
either. You have to believe ne, Solan. This is the nost inmportant thing you'l
ever do, but you don't have nuch time. None of this was your fault.'

Terrel's voice had been rising, his tone becomnm ng nore urgent, but then he
felt the pressure of his own grip being returned by his patient's fingers for
the first and last tinme, and he fell silent, hoping. Solan's face changed
again. It was not a smle; that would have been too nuch to ask. But the pain
was gone at | ast.

"You can go to themnow,' Terrel said quietly.

The air in the hut becane very still.

'"He's dead,' Terrel said a noment later, releasing the |lifeless hand.

'"Did he . . . ?' Ysatel's voice failed her
'He understood, | think. In the end.'
"You're . . . you're a good man, Terrel,' Ysatel whispered.

He turned round to | ook at her, and was astonished to see that she was crying.
It was the first tine anyone had referred to himas a man, rather than a boy,
and he didn't know how to react to that - or to her tears.

The next day, Terrel headed straight from Solan's burial to the infirmary hut.
When she realized where he was going, Ysatel ran after himand took his arm

' You' ve done enough for now,' she told him 'Wy don't you get some rest? You
were talking in your sleep again |ast night.'

Terrel had no nenory of any dreans, but knew that she wouldn't lie to him
"I"'mnot tired.' The stoop of his shoulders and the drawn | ook on his face
told another story, but Ysatel knew she had little chance of getting himto
admt it.

"Il come with you, then.'

"And make sure | don't stay too |ong?

'Exactly,' she admitted. 'Someone has to | ook after you.'

They began wal ki ng agai n.

"I feel responsible,' he said.

"I know you do, but—

"l should save ny energy for people who really matter?

Ysat el had been thinking the sane thing, but hearing it put so bluntly made
her feel ashaned of herself.



' They don't have anyone el se,' Terrel added. 'l was |like that before Ayl en and
O andis found me. I'"'monly alive because they thought | mattered.’

"And they were right,' she said.

"One of the mners is going to die soon, but Tal ker won't unless we let him
Apart fromhis eyes there's nothing physically wong with him' They had taken
to calling the blind man Tal ker because that was what he |liked to do. Nobody
knew hi s real nane.

"But his mnd has gone,' Ysatel said. Wiile he was the only one of the
infirmary i nmates who ever spoke rmuch, what he said was usual |y gibberish.
Terrel's efforts had hel ped himto begin eating and drinking agai n, but

not hing nore. H s eyes, when they were uncovered, |ooked normal but it was
clear fromhis reactions - or lack of them- that he was conpletely blind. The
vill agers assuned that this was what had driven him nad.

'Not gone,' Terrel corrected her. 'Different." The miner's ranblings had

rem nded himof sone of Alyssa's nore bizarre conments. 'Wat he says m ght
make perfect sense to him

They had reached the hut by now, and were surprised by what they saw when they
| ooked inside. Talker had left his own pallet, and was kneeling beside the

ot her patient. He was holding the dying man's hand, just as Terrel had done on
earlier visits, and the expression on his face was serene.

"What ' s he doi ng?'

"I don't know. |'d've said he was copying ne, but he can't have seen what |
did.'

At the sound of their voices Talker turned his head, his sightless eyes
staring past them

"Flying," he said clearly. '"No pain now.' He patted the linp hand within his
grasp.

Terrel and Ysatel went forward and found, as they had expected, that the
injured mner was indeed no longer in any pain. He was dead, but his passing
had apparently been peaceful enough. And he had not been al one.

"Did you help hin?' Terrel asked.

"All wings come fromthe sky,' Tal ker said doubtfully. 'Touch nme, touch you.'
He turned back to the prone figure. 'Touch him'

"You were trying to help him weren't you?' Terrel persisted. 'To nake it
easier for hin?

Tal ker turned his blank eyes towards Terrel

"There's a star inside you,' he stated in a tone devoid of any surprise. "A
shi ning star.

Terrel was astonished by this comment, but had no chance to respond because
the blind man suddenly fell into a dead faint and collapsed on to the floor

It took all Ysatel's and Terrel's strength to Iift himonto his own pallet.
"You think he might be a healer too?" she asked breathl essly.

' Maybe. '
"What was all that about a star?
"Nothing,' Terrel lied. '"Just nore of his nonsense.'

Tal ker remai ned unconscious for the rest of that day and all the follow ng
night. After conducting the second burial rite in tw days, Farazin
acconpani ed Terrel to the infirmary hut to inspect the |ast remraining patient.

The blind man lay quite still, his breathing barely noticeabl e.

"I's he dead?' Farazin asked.

"No, but this isn't an ordinary sleep. I'mbeginning to wonder if he'll ever
wake up.'

'Perhaps that's for the best.’

Sonething in the old man's tone made Terrel | ook up curiously.

"Way did you say that? Have you seen anything |like this before?

Farazin hesitated before answering.

"Come with me,' he said eventually.

Terrel followed the sky-watcher outside, and fell into step beside himas they
went down the slope to Farazin's own hut. He waited as the old man went inside
- emerging a few nonents later with an oil lanmp - and then they headed west,



out of the village.
"\Where are we goi ng?'

"You'll see soon enough. It's not far.'
' Then why do we need the | anp?' There were still several hours of daylight
left.

"Al'l in good tine.'

After that Terrel kept his questions to hinself, and concentrated on keeping
his footing on the rough path. A quarter of an hour later they clinbed over a
ridge, and cane to the entrance of a cave.

' Have you ever been underground before?

"Yes.'

' Good. Sone people find it hard to deal with,' Farazin remarked as he lit the
| anmp.

The cave proved to be the start of a long, wi nding tunnel that led into the
heart of the hill. Daylight was

soon a distant nmenory, and without the | anp they woul d have been plunged into
utter darkness, but the stone underfoot was reasonably snooth, as if many
peopl e had wal ked this way before. Terrel was given no clue as to where they
were goi ng, and knew better than to ask

Eventual |y the passage wi dened out into a |large cavern that was full of
extraordinary rock formations. Terrel had no tine to admre these stal agnites,
however, because his attention was drawn instantly to three human figures who
I ay on roughl y-hewn stone slabs near the centre of the cave.

"They're alive,' Farazin explained as he and the boy nmoved cl oser, 'but they
haven't noved for nore than ten years.'

The old man evidently expected Terrel to be astonished by this revelation, but
the boy merely nodded, staring at the trio - tw nen and one wonman, al

between twenty and thirty years of age.

'"Do you call them sl eepers?' he asked.

'Yes. But only a few of us know about them'

"Why do they have to be kept secret?

"W don't want to frighten people.’

' Then why bring ne here?

"I thought maybe . . . nmaybe you could heal them sonehow. Help themto wake
up. '

Terrel sensed that such a task would be quite beyond him but he knew t hat
Farazin wouldn't accept this until he tried. He was nervous as he went forward
and touched the hand of one of the men. The sleeper's skin was cool, not
conpletely lifeless, but Tercel sensed no connection to the man at all. H s

t houghts fl ew back to Alyssa, who lay in the basenent of Havenmoon in a
sim | ar suspended

state. He had fondly inmagined returning to her side, rousing her and taking
her into his arns. Now he was pl agued by the fear that when he did find her
again she might still not be able to wake up. The hi deousness of that thought
made hi mcl ose his eyes.

Qui ckly, without any hope, he tried to reach the other two, then turned back
to Farazin and shook his head in answer to the sky-watcher's unspoken
guestion. The old nman nodded and gave a slight shrug, betraying resignation
rather than any real disappointnent.

"Tell me about them' Terrel said. 'What happened?

' They were anong the first to explore the black mountain - before the mlitary
took over, that is - but something happened up there. No one has any idea
what. They all fell into a deep sleep, and nobody coul d wake them They
weren't dead, but. . . well, you' ve seen them They haven't had anything to
eat or drink for all those years, but they haven't wasted away, and only seem
to have aged a little bit. It's incredible.’

"Their spirits are wandering,' Terrel said quietly.

Farazin gl anced at the boy in surprise, but Terrel did not explain.

"There were others on the nountain at the tinme, of course,' the sky-watcher
went on. 'Including Kerin. But as far as we know no one el se was affected.



Kerin still wonders why they fell asleep and he didn't.'

" And now you think the same thing' s happened to Tal ker?

' Somret hi ng happened to himup on the mountain,' Farazin pointed out, 'and you
said yourself it's not a normal sleep.’

"I don't think it's the sane thing,' Terrel said, but was

saved fromhaving to justify this opinion when a strange sound cane fromthe
tunnel - a kind of whirring noise, which grew |ouder as they |istened.
"What ' s—

'"Wngs,' Terrel said, and nonents later a pale grey dove flewinto the cavern
its feathers glinting as it energed into the |anplight.

'Great noons!' Farazin breathed. "How did it—

He did not finish the question, but fell silent in amazenment as the bird
swooped across the cave and alighted, with a last frantic flutter of its

wi ngs, on Terrel's outstretched hand.

About tine too, Alyssa decl ared.

What do you nean? Where have you been? Terrel responded. Wy did you | eave ne
al one for so long? H s heart had | eapt as soon as the dove appeared, and he
had not needed to see the 'ring' around one of its legs to knowit was Alyssa,
but her brusque greeting had confused him

Hasn 't it ever occurred to you that what you do mi ght have sone bearing on
what we're able to do? she asked.

Chapt er Fourteen

Because their bones lie easily here, Al yssa said.

What ? Terrel was in no nood for starting a conversation in the m ddle.

That's why you chose this place, she expl ai ned.

Terrel | ooked around at the glade. It was a small circular dip, surrounded by
bare, stunted trees. Alyssa's dove was perched on one of the pale grey rocks
t hat poked up through the bracken and coarse grass.

| didn't choose it. It had sinply been the first place they'd cone to where
they could be al one, out of sight of the path or the village.

Al yssa decided not to argue with him just as she had refused to explain her
comment about Terrel's actions dictating when she and the ghosts were able to
visit him He had asked her what she meant, but her answers had been typically
obtuse - and with Farazin there in the cave as well, Terrel had becone
flustered. The sky-watcher had naturally been unaware that Terrel was talking
to the

bird, and had been asking questions of his own. Holding two conversations at
once had proved inpossible, but Terrel could not think howto get away from
Farazin, and had been obliged to stay with the sky-watcher until they were in
t he open air again.

The dove had ridden on Terrel's shoulder as they nade their way al ong the dark
passages, her claws adjusting their grip whenever he stunbled. Farazin had
clearly been intrigued by the bird s presence, but the boy had offered no
expl anati on —beyond saying that it nust have becone lost in the caves and was
allowing himto help it because of his natural affinity with animals.

Once they reached the entrance to the outside world, Alyssa had flown off,
comng to rest a short distance away, and Terrel had told Farazin that he
needed to be alone to think for a while. The old man had | ooked di sappoi nt ed
but had accepted the decision, returning to Fenduca al one while Terrel headed
along the ridge and entered the nearby woodl ands. He had stopped in the gl ade
—whi ch Alyssa seenmed to think was an ancient burial site —sinply because it
offered a place to rest in some privacy. He sat down on one of the boul ders.
Are the ghosts here?

Ch no, they passed on a long time ago.

For alnpbst the first time he could remenber, Terrel felt genuinely angry with
Al yssa.

Stop playi ng ganes. You know what | rmean.

H s obvi ous annoyance seened to startle her, and she ruffled her neck

f eat hers.

They' Il be here soon, she said neekly.



Good. He was already regretting his harsh words. I'mglad you 're here.

So am | .

What had pronpted her to appear now? Terrel wondered, but didn't bother trying
to ask again. He hadn't been aware of being in any danger. Could it be that
Alyssa arrived - with the ghosts, if necessary - sinply because he was in need
of their help? And if so, what did that inply? Had he unknow ngly sent her
some kind of signal? O had he nerely taken another step down an unknown road
- aroad on which there were only certain points where the others could cone
to hin? If that was true, he wondered where the journey was | eadi ng, and why
he was the one who was travelling there.

He di smissed all these questions for the tine being as his thoughts returned
to Alyssa's last visit and, nore specifically, to the conversation with El am
that had ended so abruptly.

Who am |, Alyssa? he asked quietly. W am1?

Yoursel f, she answered. Isn't that enough?

No. Not any nore.

They were silent for a while, |ooking at each ot her.

VWhat difference will it make? Alyssa asked eventually.

["I'l know the truth, he said.

It's just words. Nothing really changes.

Wrds are inportant.

You taught me that, she agreed. But they can lie too. | learnt that for
nysel f.

That's why | want the truth.

Whose truth?

Terrel was about to ask what she neant - surely the truth belonged to everyone
- but he was distracted by the arrival of the ghosts. He had never before net
with themin the open in broad daylight, and his first reaction

was surprise at how pal e and translucent they appeared in the sunshine.
Mizeni, whose inmage al ways seened to be | ess sharply defined than the others,
was especially faint. Even the colours of his outlandish clothes seened faded
to nere shadows as he gl anced around and settled hinself on one of the stones.
Shahan remai ned standi ng, a concerned expression on his |lined, angular face.
Terrel | ooked round for the last of the trio, but there was no sign of his
friend.

Where's El anf

Different corner, Al yssa said.

I think he was bored with us, Mizeni added wearily. Can't blame him really.
Perhaps if you weren 't so argumentative, Shahan remarked, |ooking down his
great beak of a nose, he wouldn't feel that way.

It takes two to argue, the heretic pointed out. |If you—

Be qui et!

The seers both | ooked at Terrel in surprise.

| have some questions for you, he went on, before they had a chance to
respond, and | haven't got tine for your bickering. | want sone straight
answers, or you can forget about me ever listening to you again. Understand?
There's no need to—Mizeni began

Yes, there is! Terrel snapped. 1've had a long tine on ny own to think since
| eft Vadanis, and |'ve worked a few things out. Al you have to do is tell ne
if I"'mright.

The ghosts exchanged gl ances.

W owe you that rmuch, Shahan conceded soberly.

Thank you, Terrel replied, his sarcastic tone nmasking his relief. | have a
brother, don't 1? A twi n brother
Yes.

He did this to nme, didn't he? Terrel gestured towards his twi sted |inbs.
Before we were born.

The surprise on the faces of both men seened genuine, and neither of them
answer ed.

| never saw it properly, Alyssa said. It was part of you.



Terrel knew she was referring to his recurring nightnmare, the hate-filled
dream that had at |ast begun to make sense. The thunder in the red ocean had
been his nother's heartbeat, the pain the result of his battle with the
enchanter - the battle that had begun even in the wonb.

And he '$ been ny eneny ever since, Terrel went on. Do you know why?

This ti me nobody answered him

He's an enchanter. Did you realize that? He i nvaded nmy dreans, and he can
control people. He's already been responsible for three deaths, maybe nore for

all I know. Mrival, a girl called Mela who was carrying his child, and . .
He broke off to | ook at Shahan, and realized that the ghost already knew what
was comi ng. And you, Shahan. He tried to kill ne too, at Betancuria, and when

that failed he made sure | was forced into exile. He actually sent ne a letter
gloating about it. At first I thought he was just nocking ne when he signed it
"Farewel |, brother', but it was true. And now, after all that, he's becone a
her o.

W know who the real hero was, Alyssa said. No one else coul d ve done what you
di d.

Terrel waved that aside, recalling all the other clues that had finally |ed
himto believe the unbelievable.

My brother is Prince Jax, isn't he? he said, and waited.

For a few heartbeats only the wind disturbed the silence in the gl ade,
rustling the fallen | eaves and bracken. Even the birdsong had stopped, as if
the whol e worl d was

holding its breath. Terrel told hinself that he was ready for the answer, that
he had prepared hinself for what he was convinced nust come, but when Shahan's
voice finally sounded in his head, he was still shocked.

Yes, Jax is your twin. You are the son of Enperor Dheran and the Seventh

Enpr ess.

So I'ma prince of the Floating |Islands? Terrel heard hinmself utter the absurd
words as if in a trance.

Technical ly, yes, Shahan replied. But as Adina rejected you at the time of
your birth, and only a few people know of your existence, it's a noot point.
For the first tine in his life Terrel knew who his parents were - the parents
who had abandoned himto life in a nadhouse. The m xture of curiosity and
resentment that had made hi m wonder about his famly so often in the past was
repl aced now by a new conbi nati on of empotions —incredulity, anger, and —to
his surprise —a deep sadness.

She rejected me because of this, he said, holding up his clawed hand. And

t hese. He notioned towards his eyes.

Shahan nodded.

She was in great pain, and your arrival had been an enor-nmous shock. Everyone
knew her child was to be born that night, but no one had foreseen tw ns.
That's no excuse for what she did, Al yssa said fiercely.

| agree, Shahan said. But the real tragedy was that all of those present,
nmysel f included, allowed her to prevail. It's sonething | lived to regret.

But you came to find ne.

Eventual |y, yes, when it was clear that the current in-terpretation of the

Ti ndaya Code was failing.

And Jax had you kill ed because of it.

| know not hing of that, Shahan replied, but his tone indicated that he had
every reason to believe Terrel was telling the truth.

Way didn 't you let nme know about this before? You once told nme |I'd been
robbed of ny birthright. You could have said sonething then

It was conplicated, Mizeni said, speaking for the first time since the

di scussi on had begun. By the tine we realized you night be inportant, a great
deal had changed. The Dark Mbon had thrown everything into confusion and, as
if that weren 't enough, the various reinterpretations of the Code seened to
be at odds with one another. The only thing that remained certain was that it
predicts a series of events between one four-nobon conjunction and the next.
You and Jax were born on the night of one such confluence, the first in



seventy-five years, but now no one knows when the next one will be. Both your
destini es should have been part of the oracles, but so nuch el se was changi ng,
and you already had such a lot to contend with. To put it bluntly, we weren't
sure of you.

VWhich is why you tested nme! Terrel realized. Wth Kativa.

That's right, Shahan admtted. It was the best we could do at the tine.

And that gave us confidence that you could go on to a greater task at

Bet ancuria, Mizeni added.

You have to admit that was a good thing, Shahan said defensively. You did save
Vadani s, after all.

But Jax took all the credit, Alyssa pointed out. He's the one the seers are
calling the Guardian

As things turned out, yes, Mizeni conceded, but the main thing is that the

i sl ands are safe.

And | ended up here, Terrel concluded.

Where you al so seemto be doing some good, Shahan conmented approvingly.

So what now? Is ny destiny still part of the oracles?

Undoubt edly, Mizeni replied. But your path may not be yours to choose.

So who does choose? Terrel asked angrily. You?

The Code is—

Wait a monent! Terrel cut in. You knew, didn't you? You knew | was going to be
exi | ed!

W thought it was a possibility, Mizeni admitted.

And you didn't do anything about it?

There was not hi ng we coul d do, Shahan protested.

W were aware that you mght have to | eave Vadanis, Mizeni added, but we
didn't know it would be against your will.

You thought I'd choose to | eave? Terrel asked incredul ously.

The Code speaks of |andscapes that sinply don't exist on the islands, Shahan
answered. Wi ch neant—

Wll, I've seen them now, Terrel snapped, thinking of the strange rock
formati ons, the black nountain, and the swanps and rivers of Macul. So | can
go hone.

He glared defiantly at the two ghosts, but they made no comment.

When will the islands next be at their closest point to the coast here?
That's difficult to say, Shahan replied. The council's working on the details
of the new course. It won't be for some tinme, though. The Dark Mon's stil
accel erati ng and—

Wl |, when they get there, |'m going hone, Terrel decl ared.

You'd be a fugitive in your own | and.

| don't care. I've sworn to get back

It may not be possible, Terrel

Real | y? Way should | believe anything you say? Al you 've done is lie to ne.
Not |ied, Shahan said. There were some things we thought it wi sest to withold

from you.
So now what have you decided not to tell ne?
The Code is anbi guous, Muzeni replied. It will probably remain so until al

t he propheci es have played thensel ves out. Anything we could tell you now
woul d just be specul ation.

You' re hiding behind words, Terrel clained. You ve al ways known nore than you
'rewilling to admt. You used ne, and you used ny friends too. They 'd never
have let me be sent into exile if they'd known.

Maybe not, Shahan conceded, but El am and Al yssa knew what was at stake, just
as you did.

But that's over now. The islands are safe!

For now.

What do you nean? | kept ny bargain. | kept it!

Muzeni and Shahan gl anced at each other, and Terrel was about to accuse them
of keeping somet hing from hi magai n, when he was distracted by the sound of
anot her hurman voi ce.



'There you are, Terrel. Farazin told me 1'd find you out here somewhere.'

It was Kerin. He strode into the clearing, carrying a small hunting bow
Terrel saw himl ook at the dove, and reacted in horror

"Don't shoot!' he cried aloud, while at the sane time silently urging Al yssa
to | eave

The bird flew off and, to Terrel's relief, Kerin made no nove to take one of
his arrows fromthe quiver slung over his shoul der

"Not much neat on that,' the hunter remarked, as he watched the dove's flight.
"But you can't get sentinmental about all animals, you know. W have to eat.'
"I know.' Terrel's nonment of panic was over. The bird was just a bird once
nore. Alyssa had gone, and - as a result - the ghosts had vani shed too. Kerin
had gi ven no sign of having known they were there, but it still nade it easier
for Terrel to concentrate - in as much as he could concentrate on anything
after all the recent revel ations.

"Are you all right?' Kerin asked. 'You look a bit upset.'

Chapter Fifteen

' Those sl eepers are strange, aren't they?' Kerin said, mstaking the reason
for his conpanion's preoccupation

"Yes, they are,' Terrel replied.

They were wal ki ng slowy back towards the vill age.

"And now it seens we've got another one.'

Terrel did not bother to contradict him even though he was reasonably sure
that Tal ker's condition was not the sane as the group in the cave. In spite of
everything el se that was on his mnd, he had just renenbered that Alyssa's
coma was sonehow connected to the elenmental in the mines at Betancuria. Was it
possi ble that the creature's influence could have stretched this far? And then
somet hing el se occurred to him Could the el emental have been responsible for
t he phenonenal growth of the black nmountain? Terrel rejected this idea al npst
as soon as he thought of it. The nmountain had appeared nore than a decade ago,
and the el enmental had not been noticed in Betancuria until |ast year. Not only
that, but the distances

i nvol ved nmust be too great even for a creature of such extraordi nary powers.
"Don't you think so?" Kerin asked.

"What ?' Terrel realized that he hadn't heard what the villager had said. 'I'm
sorry, | was nmiles away. \What were you sayi ng?

"I was just wondering if you believed in ghosts.'

Terrel tried to hide his nervous confusion by |aughing, even as he wondered
whet her Kerin had seen sonething in the glade after all.

"It's just that some of the kids in the village won't go near that place,' the
prospector explained. 'They think it's haunted.'

'Real | y?'

" Amazi ng the inmagi nati on they have at that age, isn't it?

"Yes, it is.'

"It's a shame we have to grow out of it, eh?

An hour or so before dawn, when the rest of her famly was still asleep,
Ysatel was roused by a rustling sound com ng fromthe second room She got up
carefully, and went over to the connecting doorway. There was just enough
light filtering in fromthe Anber Mon - which at two-thirds full was the

bri ghtest of the noons that night - for her to see that Terrel was sitting up
in bed, and appeared to be fully alert. The soft illum nation nmade his eyes
shine like jewels.

"Are you all right?" she whispered.

He nodded, but did not |ook at her, and seened to be preoccupied wth

somet hing. He cl osed his eyes, and a nonment |ater Ysatel had the feeling that
t he boy want ed

to be left alone so that he could dream She sniled, understandi ng, and went
back to her husband.

You can open your eyes now, Elamtold him sounding amused. Or are you goi ng
to pretend to dreamall the time we're here?

Terrel ignored him



She's very obliging, isn't she'? Elamremarked. Al you have to do is think
it, and she does what she's told.

Don' tyou ever nock her! Terrel snapped, glaring at his friend.

Al right, all right. There's no need to set ny tongue on fire.

Are dreans so inmportant here? Shahan asked.

Yes. The sharaken - which | think nmight be Macul's equival ent of the seers -
are called dreamtraders. | don't understand it all, but people here regard
them as a source of magi c and power.

The ghosts - all three of themthis tinme - had arrived shortly after Alyssa,
in the guise of a nouse, had burrowed her way to Terrel's bedside. In the near
dar kness their shapes were rmuch brighter and clearer, but Ysatel obviously
hadn't seen anything. Their spectral light did not even cast any shadows.
Have you cal med down since this afternoon? Mizeni asked. The |ong-dead heretic
seened genui nely concerned, and the patroni zing tone he often enpl oyed was
noti ceable by its absence.

I"mnot sure, Terrel replied grudgingly.

Wl |, have you forgiven us, at |east? Shahan enquired.

| don't knowif I'Il ever do that.

Ch, cone now, Mizeni began

He's twisting your beards, Elamtold them Then, seeing their baffled
expressions, he added, He's getting his own back. Teasing you.

Don't bet on it, Terrel said. Wat they did was close to unforgivable. If you
didn 't have such a big mouth, | mght never have known.

Me? Elam spluttered. A big - How can you say that?

You 'd have worked it out for yourself sooner or later, Alyssa said.

Probably | ater, El am added, know ng how slowy your brain works.

The old men had been follow ng this exchange with sone puzzl ement, but when
they noticed that Terrel and El am were both grinning now, they began to | ook
nore hopeful. No one could tell what the nouse was thinking, but then that was
often the case with Al yssa anyway.

I"mstill going back to Vadanis the first chance | get, Terrel said, beconing
serious again. Nothing you can say is going to change that.

You nust do what you think is best, Shahan said.

But ?

No one ventured a response.

You said before that it might not be possible, Terrel pointed out. Don't you
think you owe it to ne to explain that?

Your role in what happens won't be conpleted until the next four-nmoon
conjunction, Mizeni told him Until then, there's no telling—

And when will that be? Terrel interrupted.

The latest estimate is forty-six years from now, Shahan replied.

Forty-six years! Are you insane? I'll be an old man by then

But if the Dark Mbon keeps changing orbit, the seer added, it could be
earlier.

Ch, that's all right then, Terrel nuttered sarcastically.

It's already fifteen years ahead of schedul e.

| don't care. This is all meaningless. |'ve done ny part. | kept ny side of
the bargain with the elenmental, the islands aren't going to collide with the
mai nl and —and that's enough. |1'mgoing hone. | don't care if I'ma prince.
Alyssa's right, I"'mstill nyself. That's all that matters.

It's because of who you are that you've cone this far, Mizeni said. Titles
don't mean anything on their own.

W can agree on that, at least, Terrel replied. Jax is welcone to be the
Guardi an. Let himbe the hero from now on

You think he can? Shahan asked.

H s pointed question silenced Terrel for a time, but did not alter his
resol ve.

Rat her himthan me, he said defiantly.

Let's forget about the future for a while, shall we? El am suggested. And
concentrate on the present. \Why are we here now?



Terrel pulled a face, but realized that the argunment was goi ng nowhere, and
deci ded he should nake the nmost of his time with the ghosts.

This is a strange place, Elam added. So | suppose it's not surprising you
fitted in so easily.

They' re good people, Terrel replied. Mst of them anyway. They 've treated ne
very well

They obviously recogni zed your regal inportance.

Very funny. Terrel still nmet with a blank wall of

di sbel i ef whenever he thought about his blood famly. Intellectually, he had
accepted it as the truth; enotionally, the idea seenmed utterly absurd.

It's because they knew he was a heal er, Alyssa clained.

How coul d they know that when | didn 't even realize it nyself? Terrel asked.
I"mstill not sure it's really true.

But it works, doesn't it?

Yes, but | don't understand how.

Tell us about it, Shahan suggested.

As Terrel did his best to describe the workings of his mysterious talent, he
wonder ed how Al yssa al ready seenmed to know all about it. There had been no
time to discuss his recent exploits in Fenduca, but nothing he' d said appeared
to come as any surprise to her. The others were duly inpressed by what he'd
achieved, and in listing his various acconplishnents he began to feel the
stirrings of pride.

You' ve al ways been like that with animls, Al yssa said when he'd finished.
This is just an extension of that.

Terrel glanced down at the nouse and wondered if, when she borrowed the
various creatures' bodies, Alyssa retained enough of their instincts and

awar eness to recogni ze his ability.

I think that's the only reason | was able to survive in Betancuria, she went
on.

That came as a surprise to Terrel. He had not been aware of hel ping her while
they'd been in the mning district. Although the stonechat had slept next to
his skin often enough, the protection he'd offered had sinply been physical

If any healing had taken place, it had been conpl etely unconscious.

You say that what you do is instinctive? Mizeni asked.

In the sense that | do anything, yes.

| suspect, therefore, the heretic said, in the slightly ponpous tone he often
adopt ed when expoundi ng one of his theories, that these instincts becane

i ngrai ned before you were born. If you 're right, and you suffered your
injuries at the hands of your twin brother, it's possible that in defending
yoursel f from sonet hing even worse, you may have devel oped neans of protecting
the core of your wellbeing and of blunting the effects of pain. And now you
've found a way of passing on this know edge to others.

The phrase 'sonething even worse' triggered a menory of sonething the
enchanter had said to Terrel -Perhaps | should have crushed your skull instead
of just an armand a leg - and he shuddered at the thought of what m ght have
been.

That hypot hesis may bear sone exam nation, Shahan said thoughtfully, but it
doesn't explain the time delay with human patients, conpared to the

i nst ant aneous response of the ani nal s.

El am gl anced at Terrel and rolled his eyes, but it was Al yssa who cut short
the erudite debate that might have foll owed.

Hurmman bei ngs have to convince thensel ves and their own bodies, she remarked.
Ani mal s just know - and do it.

As you are in a unique position to know, ny dear, Mizeni conmented.

Actual ly, |'ve got another idea, she went on, ignoring the interruption.
think it's nature's way of conpensating Terrel for his physical afflictions.
He's lived with pain his whole life, and so he knows how to deal wth

suf fering.

You never stopped ny knees aching, Elam conpl ai ned, pretending to be
affront ed.



| didn 't know | could.

He did help you at the observatory, though, Alyssa said. That tinme you fel

t hrough the roof Terrel stopped the bl eeding and nade your headache better. If
it hadn't been for him you might have died then and there.

The others were silent, their thoughts noving fromthat fateful night to the
ti me when Elam had died, only a few days |l ater. There had been nothing Terre
coul d have done about that. It was a sober renminder - |ike the deaths of Sol an
and the two mners - that no matter what powers Terrel possessed, their scope
had limts.

Tell us nore about this Tal ker, Mizeni requested.

He's still unconscious, as far as | know.

But you don't think he's another sleeper?

No. It feels different.

Hs spirit is trapped, not wandering, Alyssa confirned.

Do you really think he saw the star inside ne? Terrel asked. The only tinme I
was able to see the anul et was when | was inside the el enental

Per haps he's found anot her way of seeing, Al yssa suggested, now that his eyes
don't work.

It would be interesting to talk to himwhen he finally wakes up, Shahan
comment ed.

If you can nake any sense of what he says, Terrel remarked.

So he's got something in common with Alyssa, then? Elamsaid, grinning. She—
There's someone com ng, Al yssa warned.

The hal f-1ight that precedes dawn was creeping into the hut and as Terre

| ooked up, a small figure appeared, silhouetted in the outer doorway. It
hesitated there, then cane on, tiptoeing over to the second room

"Hello, Davi,' Terrel said, recognizing the child who had brought himthe
snake. 'What are you doi ng here?

'Have you seen ny nouse?' Davi asked. He was obviously very nervous.

It's all right. Alyssa's words sounded silently inside Terrel's head. | have
to go now anyway. You can give the nouse back

Terrel nodded, reached down and scooped up the small creature in his good
hand. As he watched, the ring around its neck dissolved into thin air -

somet hing that he'd seen before, but which still nmade himfeel very strange.
He wi shed that Al yssa and the ghosts could have stayed, but he knew better
than to argue.

"Here you are,' he said to the boy, holding the mouse gently in his

out stretched hand.

"I thought she'd conme to you,' Davi said, stepping forward to reclaimhis pet.
He took it, stroking her fur carefully, then blinked and gl anced around the
room

'Where have your friends gone?' he asked.

Chapt er Sixteen

"When do you think he'll get here?

"I"mnot sure. Possibly about a short nmonth fromnow,' Farazin replied. 'Not
t hat anyone's actually sure what a short nmonth is any nore.'

Terrel nodded, appreciating the sky-watcher's problem The fact that you could
not see the Dark Moon, that it |ooked the same whether it was full or new,
made any observations extrenely difficult. The noon was totally invisible
during the day, and the only way its progress could be neasured at ni ght was
by watching as it noved in front of distant stars or, - on nuch rarer
occasions -when it eclipsed the other noons or the sun. Wat was nore, Farazin
had none of the optical instruments that the seers of Vadanis had devised to
aid their astronom cal cal cul ations.

"I was taught that it's inpossible for the Dark Mon's orbit to change,' the
old man conpl ained. 'And yet it has. It doesn't nmake any sense.'

"It's got bigger too,' Terrel said.

Farazin | ooked at him obviously wonderi ng whet her he should take this second
i npossibility at face value. H's confusion was painful to watch, and Terre

wi shed he hadn't spoken



"At least that's what the seers on the islands think,' he added, by way of
expl anati on.

"I wouldn't know about that,' Farazin responded gruffly.

The two of themwere sitting just inside the doorway of the sky-watcher's
hone, wat chi ng rai nwater cascadi ng off the eaves and running in small rivulets
down t he path outside.

' Perhaps the sharakan will be able to tell you what's happening,' Terre
suggest ed hopeful ly.

Ever since a traveller had brought the news that one of the dreamtraders was
visiting a nearby village, and was apparently planning to come on to Fenduca
in due course, Terrel's nmind had been full of questions. But no one in the
village had been either willing or able to answer them

"Perhaps,' Farazin said. 'But he's just as likely to keep any information to
hinself. They're a | aw unto thensel ves.'

"You don't seemvery keen on the idea of his comng.'

Tmnot. | prefer nessages being passed on to nme in the usual way. Having one
of the sharaken here can nean trouble.’

' They' ve been to Fenduca before, then?

"Yes, but the last one cane over six years ago.'

"What did he want?'

'"No one ever found out,' Farazin replied, then | ooked

down at the chart laid out on his lap. 'Let ne see. The Wiite Mon is new, the
Amber will be full tonorrow, and the Red is at one quarter and wani ng. And
think the Dark Moon is full now That neans . . .'He fell silent, obviously

[ ost in thought.

Terrel didn't like to interrupt, even though there was a | ot he wanted to ask
about the sharakan's visit. He had the distinct inpression that this was
somet hing Farazin no |l onger wi shed to discuss - which was confirmed when the
sky-wat cher cane to the end of his mental calculations, nmuttered sonmething to
hi nsel f, then | ooked at Terrel and made a very obvious effort to change the
subj ect.

'How s Tal ker today?'

"Not too bad. Do you want to cone and see hin?'

The mi ner had been unconsci ous for al nost three days, but had then woken
apparently none the worse for wear. Terrel was glad that the blind man had
proved not to be another sleeper

"No. I'll leave himto you,' Farazin said. 'Is he still talking in riddles?
"Yes.' No one except Terrel paid nmuch attention to anything Tal ker said. Even
he could make little sense of the disjointed ranblings, but the occasiona
rem nders of Alyssa's speech patterns had kept the boy interested. He had
tried to question Tal ker about the star he clained to have seen, but had been
unable to get a sensible answer.

"Do you really think he could be a healer? Farazin asked, his own doubts
obvi ous.

"Yes, | do.' Terrel had tried to involve his '"apprentice' when he'd been asked
to visit a sick child the previous day, but the girl's parents had objected -
and

Terrel had given way rather than cause any distress. That eveni ng Tal ker had
seened dejected, his usual flow of nonsensical chatter reduced to occasiona
short utterances. Terrel had spent sonme tinme with him hoping his presence
woul d be a confort, and realizing in the process that Tal ker was probably
lonely. He was the last patient left in the infirmary, and his blindness not
only isolated himbut also prevented himfromleaving the hut on his own, so
he had to rely on visitors for any sort of human contact.

"I just hope soneone will give hima chance,' Terrel added.

"You can't blanme people for being wary of him' Farazin said.

' Because he's mad, you nean?'

"And blind. He can't even see what he's doing.'

'That doesn't matter. Touch is nore inportant than sight. He may | ook odd, but
| don't exactly | ook normal and peopl e accept ne.'



' They do now,' the sky-watcher conceded. 'But some people had reservations
about you before you proved yoursel f.'

Terrel couldn't deny the truth of that, though the injustice still rankled.
"How i s Tal ker supposed to prove hinmself unless he's given the opportunity to
try?

Farazi n shrugged, then began to study his chart once nore. Al though sonething
about the possible source of Talker's healing had just occurred to Terrel, he
said nothing - but he wished that Al yssa was there to discuss it with him

It had been three days since he'd seen her and the

ghosts, and he wondered when they'd return. He hoped it would be soon. During
those three days it had rained al nost continuously, and the |evel of the river
had risen appreciably so that in places it was now a raging torrent. Al though
this hadn't caused any serious accidents so far, Terrel had the feeling that
it was only a matter of tine before his talents night be called upon again.
The vill agers had been forced to cut back on their prospecting, and this -
conbined with the loss of the Denon's Cauldron —nmade it a difficult time for
many. As frustrations grew, it became nmore and nore likely that soneone woul d
do sonet hing foolish

During the | ast few hours the deluge had eased a little, and there had even
been a few glinpses of blue sky ampbngst the previously uniformgrey of the

cl ouds. But now a new squall blew across the village, bringing with it a fresh
downpour that |ashed the nountainside and churned up the surface of even the
nore placid sections of the river.

"Does it often rain as nuch as this? Terrel asked. Although the w nter had
apparently been relatively mld, he was used to a different climate, one that
was ruled by the ocean —and where the islands were in the ocean. The wi nd and
rain of the nmountains of Macul seened unusually violent to him The only thing
wor se on Vadani s been the tornadoes —and they had not been natural phenonena.
"Sonetines,' Farazin replied indifferently, rolling up his chart to protect it
froma few drops blown in by the swirling wind. 'At least with all this cloud
about no one can tell when | get the cycles of the moons wong.'

*

When the rain finally stopped, Terrel wal ked up the hill to the infirmary and
found that Tal ker had a visitor. Sitting next to him apparently quite at ease
in the conpany of a madman, was Davi. Terrel was delighted by this

devel opnent, and was about to greet them when Davi gl anced up and held a
finger to his lips. Tal ker was hol di ng sonething in his cupped hands. The
ex-mner's fingers were dirty and call oused, but he noved themw th a certain
grace, and was now evidently treating whatever lay on his palns wth great
care. There was an expression of delight on his face.

'Ri -deep."'

Tal ker reacted by echoing the croak exactly, and then he |laughed. His mmcry
had been so precise that had Terrel not seen his |ips nove, he would have

| ooked around for a second frog.

"Ri-deep.' The real frog, which Terrel could now see in the blind man's hands,
seenmed simlarly inpressed.

The croaking conversation went on for sonme tinme, reducing all three humans to
| aughter, before Terrel nade hinmself interrupt.

'"I's this one of your pets? he asked the little boy.

"Not really. | just found her in the river and thought Tal ker might like to
see ... to neet her.’

' That was kind of you. Do you like the frog, Tal ker?

'"Ri-deep,' the miner replied, grinning broadly. 'Feet of fish and w ngs of
nouse. '

"I think that nmeans yes,' Davi said.

"I think you're right,' Terrel agreed.

"Many floating dreans in their bubbles,' Tal ker said, nodding. 'Muny.'

" Frogspawn,' Davi translated. 'She's pregnant.'

Such an expl anati on woul d never have occurred to Terrel, but he could see how
it mght make sense.



"Can you always tell what he's tal king about ?

'Not always,' Davi replied solemmly. 'You have to |isten sideways.'

That, Terrel thought, made as nuch sense as anything. Davi could not be mnuch
nmore than five years old, but he was a remarkable child in many ways. H s
friendship with Tal ker was only the latest indication of this. Apart fromhis
unusual affinity with all living creatures, he had al so taken the presence of
the ghosts - and their sudden di sappearance - in his small stride. At the tine
Terrel had not been sure what to tell him but had decided in the end to stick
to the truth. Davi had sinply nodded, and comnmented that these ghosts 'weren't
like the ones in the glade'. According to him Elamand the seers had been

' proper people', whereas the others were just shapes. He had al so agreed,

wi t hout dermur, that the ghosts' visit would remain their secret. Davi had
asked whet her they would conme back and, if they did, whether he could neet
them properly, but after that he had not nentioned the subject again.

For his part, Terrel had wondered how the little boy could have seen around
that particular spectral corner, when neither Ysatel nor Kerin had been able
to do so. Was it sinply that his young mnd was nore anenable to "inpossible'
si ght s? Perhaps he had sone special talent that was unique to him

"Can you teach ne to listen sideways?' Terrel asked now

Davi cocked his head to one side - in a gesture that rem nded Terrel of Alyssa
- and frowned. 'I'mnot sure,' he said.

"Jewel s burning,' Tal ker announced, turning his blind eyes towards Terrel
'Five shadows, one flame. Wngs within wngs.'

Terrel | ooked at Davi expectantly, wondering whether this nmight be an obscure
reference to the anulet from Ti ndaya, but the young boy just shrugged,
evidently at a |oss.

"l don't know what he neans,' he said.

Tal ker twi sted round, offering the frog back to Davi.

"Junp | egs deeper round.’

Davi accepted the creature, cradling it in his much smaller hands.

"I'l'l take her back to the river.'

For the first tine a touch of uncertainty entered Tal ker's expression. A
nmonent |ater, he was |ooking distinctly anxious.

' Mount ai n bl ood dreans,' he nunbl ed, then pushed hinself to his feet.

The others got up too, steadying the blind man as he swayed a little. Terrel
was about to ask what the matter was, but then the question becane irrel evant.
A distant rumnbling noise made his blood run cold. He knew i mredi ately that
this was no ordinary earthquake - there had been no internal trenbling to warn
hi m —but the ground was shaki ng nonet hel ess.

Terrel left the others and ran out of the hut as fast as he was able, then
turned to | ook up at the source of the noise. What he saw was worse than

anyt hing his imagi nati on had al ready conjured up

H gh above them on the far side of the river, a great wall of black nmud was
sliding down the nountainside, swallow ng everything in its path.

Chapt er Sevent een

There was nothing Terrel - or anyone el se - could do. There hadn't been any
war ni ng, and the speed and power of the aval anche was so great that there was
no question of trying to go to the aid of those directly in its path. The

onl ookers could only watch hel pl essly as the churning deluge rolled on. Wthin
nmonents the entire eastern side of the village was engul fed and the only thing
that saved the rest was the river bed itself, which contained the edge of the
gigantic nudslide. As it was, the sudden inpact created mniature tidal waves,
set off explosions of foamand dirt, and diverted the river into a hundred new
streanms. All of these caused some danger, but the damage was negligible
conpared to the devastation on the far bank. In less tine than it took Terre
to catch his breath after his dash fromthe hut, the shape of the nountainside
had changed beyond recognition, and half of Fenduca was gone for ever.

*

In the days that followed, all those who were physically able to do so were
kept fully occupied by their rescue attenpts. It was backbreaki ng work,



hanpered by further falls of rain and the constant fear of another aval anche,
and for the nost part their efforts went unrewarded. Although a few bodies
were recovered, no one was found alive, and nost of those who were m ssing
were eventually presuned to have died

It was rmuch the sanme story with the village's property. Everything in the path
of the nud had either been swept away, smashed to pieces or buried so deep
that it was now permanently out of reach

The only sol ace for those coping with the disaster was that it could have been
much worse. |f the mudslide had happened in the evening, or at night - rather
than in the niddle of the day - many nore peopl e woul d have been at hone in
their huts, and the death toll woul d have been even hi gher. However, those
fromthe eastern side had survived with nothing nore than the clothes they
stood up in, and nany of the hones on the relatively unscathed west bank were
now overcrowded wi th honel ess refugees.

A lot of people had been injured either in the nudslide or during the sal vage
work that followed, and Terrel was kept very busy, every waking hour filled
with the need to ease sone sufferer's pain, until he was close to exhaustion
hinself. H s dizzy spells began to happen nore often, but he disnissed
Ysatel's concerned pleas that he get nore rest, knowi ng that his healing

tal ent was one of the few things that gave the villagers sonme confort.

He was helped in his efforts by several of the wonen and even sone of their
children, but also - nmpbst surprisingly - by Tal ker. Terrel had encouraged the
bl i nd man

to try to help when it becane clear that all possible avenues ought to be

explored, and - in spite of some initial suspicion on the part of the patients
and other villagers - Talker met with increasing success. Davi had becone his
'eyes', leading the blind man to anyone who needed him and sonetines

translating the mner's peculiar utterances into something the others could
understand. Terrel was naturally delighted by this devel opnent, partly because
it took sone of the pressure off him and partly because it gave Tal ker a new
purpose in life. Before many days had passed, the ex-m ner had been accepted
into the community in a way that woul d never have been possibl e under any

ot her circunstances, and he seened nmuch happier in hinmself. But he paid a
price for his successes, in the formof periodic blackouts. Al though none of
these lasted as long as his earlier spell of unconsciousness, they nonethel ess
caused sone anxiety. However, Tal ker hinself seened to take themin his
stride, often waking and going straight back to work as if nothing had
happened.

Most peopl e assuned that he had | earnt his burgeoning skills from T Terrel, but
the boy knew this was far from being the whole story. Even if he had pronpted
their use, Tal ker nust have had sonme innate abilities of his own, and Terre
wonder ed whet her his sudden blindness night al so have been a factor in their
energence. Was it possible that his healing was in sone way conpensation for
hi s handi cap, just as Alyssa thought his own talent mght have stenmmed from
his injured linbs? Either way, Terrel was sinply grateful for the extra help.
Terrel lost track of how nany peopl e he hel ped to heal nselves during the
aftermath of the disaster, but he

was in little doubt as to which encounter had been the nost menorable. Cutter
had sustained only minor injuries in the nudslide, but he had | ost his hone
and nost of his possessions. Fortunately for him- and for several prospectors
- his jewel pouch had been strung around his neck as usual when the

cat astrophe had happened, but he'd spent nore tinme and effort than was
sensible in trying to recover his other belongings. As a result some of his
wounds had becone infected and this, conmbined with his exhaustion, had |eft

hi m vul nerable to illness. Wen Terrel had cone to see him the fever had
taken hold and Cutter's eyes were wild, obviously seeing visions fromthe

ni ght mare worl d he now i nhabited. Al though he seemed unaware of his
surroundi ngs, he had reacted to Terrel's presence - snarling angrily and
wavi ng hands made feeble by disease. Terrel ignored his evident aninosity and
tried to calmhim hoping that this would be the first step in Cutter's



recovery. Eventually, overcome by his own weakness, Mtus had allowed Terre

to touch him and soon after that had fallen asleep

He slept all night and all the next day, waking only when Terrel returned the
foll owi ng evening to check on his progress. The rest had clearly done himsone
good; the fever had begun to abate and his eyes, while still wary, were no

| onger full of dreams. He said nothing, answering Terrel's questions with
either a nod or a shake of his head, but he allowed the healer to take his
hand again. For the first time with a hunman patient, Terrel found hinself
falling into a different realm 'seeing" beyond hinmself to a | andscape of
sensation and nystery. Although it lasted only a few monents, it was enough
for himto be certain that Cutter was on his way to a full recovery - and from
the frightened | ook of wonder on his face, it seened that Mtus had felt

somet hing too. No words were exchanged, but by then none was needed.

Adversity brought the people of Fenduca cl oser together, reinforcing their
need for cooperation. After the initial necessities had been taken care of,
the village el ders asked various famlies and individuals to undertake

specific tasks for the benefit of all. Sone turned their attention to building
new shelters on the untouched ground of the western side. The far bank of the
river was still shifting, treacherous terrain, where each day brought fresh

nmudsl i des, so not hing was possible there - and with the infirmary full to
overflowi ng and every available hut filled to capacity, the need for extra
sl eepi ng space was urgent. Qthers were asked to collect food - either by
hunting, fishing or gathering early spring crops - and to distribute it to
everyone in need. Firewod was urgently required too, and a nunber of the

ol der children were sent to forage in the nearby woods. A group of nmen were
instructed to return to their prospecting, on the understanding that any
proceeds fromtheir finds would be divided anong those who were unable to
return to work yet. In this way, Fenduca was able to continue trading with the
outside world, albeit on a rmuch reduced scale, and could acquire nore of the
things they needed to rebuild the life of their village. There was sone
grunbl i ng about the division of |abour, but for the nost part the system

wor ked wel |, and a senbl ance of nornmality began to return

Farazin's called a gathering for tonorrow norning,' Kerin said.

"I know,' O andis replied

"Lereth told us on the way up here,' Ayl en added.

The brothers had just returned fromtheir latest fishing trip and, for the
first time in ages, the famly was able to sit round the fire together for
their evening neal. The weather had relented at last, and the day had been
sunny, with the promse of spring in the mld air.

'Do you know what he wants to discuss?' Ysatel asked.

"I think he wants to deci de how soon we should go back to normal,' Kerin
replied. 'The sharing's worked, up to a point, but it's not a long-term
solution. There's always sonme who think they're getting nothing but the

tail -bones of the fish.'

"But that's always been true!' Ysatel exclained. 'Wat about those fanilies
who haven't got anyone left to earn an ordinary living? What about the
orphans, or the people still in the infirmary?

'No one's suggesting we abandon them' Kerin said calmy, 'but can you inmagi ne
what woul d happen if one of the prospectors made a really big find, the sort
of thing that would transformtheir life? Should he still be expected to share
it with everyone el se?

"There's only been a few allowed to work,' O andis pointed out. 'Mst of us
haven't had the chance of a big find."'

"I know that,' his father responded, 'but this sort of problemw Il arise
sooner or later. In the end, people will have to learn to stand on their own
two feet again.'

"Even if they don't have two feet?' Ysatel asked indignantly. Both she and
Terrel had tended people who were unlikely to be able to wal k again.

"W'l | do what we can for those who can't help

t hensel ves,' Kerin told her, '"but am| supposed to put their welfare before



that of nmy wife and children?
Ysat el | ooked as though she was about to say sonething nore, but evidently
t hought better of it.
"Not hing's decided yet,' Kerin went on. "W'Ill see what the feeling is at
tomorrow s gathering. The el ders are going to want your advice, Terrel.'
'"Me? |''mnot even—
"You're one of us now,' Aylen said, anticipating Terrel's reaction. 'You' ve
proved that many tines over.'
"And if we're ever to return to normal,' Kerin added, noddi ng his agreenent,
"we need to know how the health of the village is likely to progress. Wo else
shoul d we ask about that?
Al t hough Terrel was now at ease with nost of the villagers when he net them

i ndi vidual ly, the thought of addressing the entire gathering made him fee
vVery nervous.
"All right," he said quietly.
'"I's the food ready yet?' Aylen asked. 'I'm starving.'

Nearly,' Ysatel told him 'W'I|l eat as soon as the others get here.'
"They're on their way,' O andis said, pointing

Everyone | ooked round to see Tal ker and Davi wal king iown the path, hand in
hand. The contrast between their first expeditions, when Tal ker had noved
slowy and carefully, testing each cautious step, to their present al nost
carefree progress, was extraordinary. The two had been constant conpanions for
several days now, and Tal ker obviously had conplete faith in his young guide.
They both shared Terrel's tiny roomat night - Tal ker

because he had nowhere else to go, and Davi because he wanted to stay with
hi s char ge.
As usual, the two friends were tal king as they strode al ong. Davi was the only
one who coul d make any sense of what the blind nman said, and it never seened
to bother himthat Tal ker al nbst never responded directly to anything he said.
It nade for sonme very peculiar conversations, but somehow the partnership
wor ked.
'"They're an odd couple, aren't they? Aylen remarked.
"Davi's al ways been a bright |ad, and good with animals,' Ysatel comrented
t houghtfully, 'so it's no wonder he took to Terrel, but I wonder what he sees
in Tal ker.'
" Anot her heal er?' Kerin suggested.
"Tal ker's certainly the biggest pet Davi's ever had - so far,' Oandis said
grinning in spite of his stepnother's disapproving gl ance.
"They're both remarkable,' Terrel stated seriously. 'I don't know which of
them | admire the nost.'
The di scussion was cut short then, because the strange pair were now wthin
earshot. G eetings were exchanged as the newconers took their places next to
the fire, and then Ysatel began passing round the bows. She had to nove
across and take Talker's hand in her own to guide him and as she did so the
ex-m ner smil ed.
"Warm wi ngs,' he conment ed.
"Why thank you, kind sir,' she replied, smling herself.
'Swi nm ng one, bubble-like.' He seemed very pleased about sonething. 'Echo
dreans.’
Ysatel glanced at Davi, hoping for some enlightenment, but the boy spread his
hands to show that he didn't understand either. Terrel was the only one who
noti ced that Davi's face had coloured a little, and wondered if the child was
enbarrassed about somrething. However, he
soon forgot about it as the neal progressed and the conversati on noved on to
other matters.
The formal gathering gave the villagers their first opportunity to discuss
exactly what had happened, and to plan for the future. It was obvious that the
nmudsl i de had been conposed of vast anounts of material discarded fromthe

m ni ng operations above, but there were various theories as to why the slide
shoul d have happened when it did. The nost commonly accepted argunent was that



several days of heavy rain had sinply nmade the debris unstable, but not
everyone was convinced that this was the whole story.

"Yes, it's true,' Farazin admtted in answer to soneone's question. 'Two noons
were close to being full that day, but | doubt if that could have been
responsi ble for the accident.'

"When's the next such alignment?' Zol en asked.

'El even or twelve days from now. The Anmber and Red Moons will be full then
within a few hours of each other. W nust be vigilant, as always. But an

aval anche is not an earthquake. The noons only affect the | and as a whol e.
They don't affect small parts of a single nountain.'

"But if that small part had al ready been made vul nerable by the rains,' Zolen
persisted, 'then isn't it possible that the noons' influence m ght have tipped
t he bal ance?

"l suppose so,' Farazin conceded.

"You realize we have no nmeans of getting any advance warni ng of a trenor now?
Lereth asked. The aval anche bad overwhel ned the wol f-fish pool, and the fish
were either dead or had been swept away. Most people were aware of this, but
it had seened of little consequence conmpared to all the other problens they
wer e facing.

"W can catch nmore wolf-fish if we need to," Kerin said. 'W'Il just have to
find a suitable pool for them

Everyone knew Kerin's sons were the best fishernmen in the village, and - even
t hough capturing wol f-fish was a difficult task - no one doubted that they
could do as their father suggested.

"There's nowhere suitable at the monent,' Zolen said. He was one of the few
prospectors who had been working in the river again, exploring its new
contours. '"But it shouldn't be too difficult to construct a pool if need be.’
"Why should we worry about the fish? one of the younger nen asked. 'We have
Farazin's calculations to rely on, and if that fails, we have Terrel.'

"I can only give you a few nonments' warning,' Terrel said, still feeling
unconfortable with so many eyes upon him 'The fish gave you nuch | onger than
that .’

"And the phases of the nobons are not an infallible guide to danger, as we've
seen,' the sky-watcher added.

'"So we should replace the fish,' Kerin concl uded.

"Aren't we forgetting sonething? one of the other elders asked. 'The nudslide
wasn't the result of an earthquake. There was no warning this tinme, from any
source. Wio's to say there will be next tine?

"W don't know if that's true,' Farazin objected. The | ookout posted to watch
the fish-pool had been one of those to die, so there was no way of know ng
whet her the creatures had reacted.

"Way didn't you see it coming, Terrel? Zolen asked.

Taken aback by the faintly accusatory nature of the question, the boy could
only shake his head, suddenly tongue-tied. But then Cutter - of all people -
cane to his rescue

'Leave the boy alone,’ he growed. 'He's done nore for this village in the

| ast nonth than nost of you'll do in a lifetine. Just be thankful for his
talents, and accept that they have their own limtations.'

H s out burst shaned any doubters, and even though Terrel felt unconfortable at
being the centre of attention, he was both surprised and pl eased that his
former enemy had spoken up for him

"I can't believe you're all still talking as if the nmudslide was an accident,"
anot her young man decl ared suddenly. 'Isn't it obvious? The whol e t hi ng was
del i berate, sinply the nost convenient way for the miners to dispose of their
wast e. '

After this statenent, the gathering fragnented into many separate argunents,
and it was some tine before Farazin was able to quieten things down again.
"You've no proof of this, Cardos,' the sky-watcher said when he was finally
able to make hinself heard. 'l don't believe—

"You all heard what Yahn said!' the young man cut in. '"He'll drive us away if



he wants to, and he's obviously found the perfect way to do it.'

"I'f Yahn wanted to kill us, he could have done so | ong before now,' Kerin

sai d.

"Way risk a fight?' Cardos retorted. 'This way, he gets rid of his rubbish and
flattens our homes at the same tinme. Two birds with one stone. If the slide
had been a few paces further to the west, there night not have been anything
left of Fenduca at all! If you really want warning of when it's going to
happen again, we need soneone up there.' He thrust out a finger, pointing
towards the army canp.

"Are you volunteering? Cutter asked mldly.

Cardos did not answer.

"He could be right,' Zolen said. 'Sone of the soldiers were | aughi ng when they
saw what had happened down here. But if it's true, | don't see what we can do
about it.'

There was sonme further argunment then, but nothing was resol ved, and when
Cardos realized that nost people either wouldn't or couldn't take his theory
seriously, he fell silent. The discussion then noved on to the villagers
plans for the future, and the progress of their rebuildi ng work.

' The east bank's hopeless while it's this wet,' Lereth reported. 'Maybe when
it dries out over the sunmer it'll become solid enough, but until then we
can't trust it. The nud's there to stay, and we're all going to be stuck over
here.’

"The river's only carrying away a fraction of the silt,' Zolen confirmed. 'W
have to assune its course has been permanently altered.'

That brought the discussion round to the possible resunption of normal
prospecting. As Kerin had predicted, several people argued that the conmuna
wor ki ng that had served themso well recently was redundant now, while others
felt nore time was needed before the usual free-for-all could begin again in
the altered river-bed. No firmconclusions were reached, but before the

gat hering broke up Farazin prom sed that the el ders would debate the natter
further and | et everyone have their decision as soon as possible.

Two days | ater, everyone who wanted to returned to the river with their
screens, and the struggle began in earnest once nore.

In the evening, Terrel joined Aandis and Ayl en as they trudged wearily back
to the hut. The brothers had had little luck, and were further dispirited to
find no meal waiting for themwhen they got honme. They were even nore puzzled
when their father and Ysatel energed fromthe hut to greet them hand in hand.
Kerin rarely made affectionate gestures in public, but on this occasion he

| ooked enornously happy.

"What' s goi ng on?'" Ayl en asked.

'Ysatel has sonething to tell you,' his father replied

As he | ooked at her, Terrel found that he knew what she was going to say even
bef ore she opened her mouth, and his heart gave a | eap of joy.

"I"mgoing to have a baby,' Ysatel said.

Chapt er Ei ght een

"Don't ever |let himcook again, Ysy,' Aylen pleaded. 'lI'd forgotten how bad he
is.'
The neal - although late and tasting rather unusual - had been one of their

nost enjoyable for a long time. Although Ysatel's news had cone as an enor nbus
surprise, Kerin's joy was so obvious that once the brothers had overcone their
initial shock, they had been delighted by the prospect of a new addition to

the famly
"Don't worry,' Ysatel told her stepson. 'Your father will soon get fed up with
making all this fuss, and then I'I| take over again.'

"It wasn't that bad,' Kerin protested.

He had been insistent that Ysatel get sone rest, and once she had realized he
wasn't going to accept any of her argunents - that she was pregnant, not ill -
she had sinply et himget on with it.

'Besides,' Kerin went on, 'nobody's allowed to conplain about anything
tonight. This is a tine for



celebration, isn't it, ny love? He put an armaround his wife, and she sank
gratefully into his enbrace.

"I was too frightened to talk about it at first,' she told themquietly. '"1've
known for a while, | think, but | didn't want to say anything until | was
sure.'

"And now you are,' O andis said

"Yes.' Her smile held secrets the others could only guess at.

"It's amazing,' Kerin said. 'After all this time. 1'd just about given up
hope. "'

'"Me too. | used to put nessages on our prayer-flags,' Ysatel told her husband
"I know.'

You weren't supposed to know,' she said, shanefaced.

But you stopped a long time ago,' Kerin comented quietly.

I'd given up. Anyway, we have sonething better now.'

"What ?' d andi s asked.

"Terrel .’

The young boy al nost choked on the last of his soup, then net Ysatel's gaze.
"I'"'m pregnant because you're here,' she told him

"You'd better not repeat that in the village,' Aylen remarked. 'You can

i magi ne what the gossipnongers would say!’

Ysat el picked up a wooden spoon and threw it at her stepson, but they were al
| aughi ng now —except Terrel, who was bl ushing furiously.

"What do ... do you nean?' he stamered. '| haven't done anything.'

"You're a healer, Terrel,' she replied, 'and you were even before you knew it.
There was sonething wong with me - not with Kerin, or he couldn't have
produced these two great lunmps - and you nust have hel ped put it right. And
this is the result.' She patted her stonach.

"But— His denial caught in his throat. Could it really be a coincidence,

anot her coi nci dence? He had been aware that she wanted very nuch to have
Kerin's child; he had seen the way she | ooked at Jessett when the baby had
been brought to himfor healing, and he renenbered the confession she'd nade
besi de the fish-pool. Had he known of the probl em subconsciously? And sought
to solve it? The idea seened incredible, but then so had many ot her things he
had seen and done recently. His healing was all subconscious, in a way. And he
had touched Ysatel many tines - ironically nost often during his early days in
Fenduca, when she had been tending to him- so it was just possible that the
contact had allowed his instincts to take over. Even so

"Don't worry,' Aylen advised Terrel, on seeing his worried | ook. 'Lots of
worren go mad when they're pregnant.’

"You' re speaking fromexperience, | presune? Ysatel enquired m schievously.
"If you are, ny lad,' Kerin added, 'l want details."'

"It's cormon know edge,' Aylen |aughed, refusing to let their teasing get the
better of him

For a nonent, Terrel's imagination took himback to the scene of his own
birth, to his own nother, maddened by pain and shock

"You |l ook as if you've just seen a ghost,' O andis conment ed.

"What's the matter, Terrel?' Ysatel asked quickly. '"I"msorry, | haven't
enbarrassed you, have |?

"No," he lied, wishing it were that sinple.
coul d.

Al t hough Ysatel did not seem convinced, the others took his answer at face

val ue.

"Well, | don't care about any of the whys and wherefores,' Kerin said, kissing
his wife's hand. 'I"'mjust glad it happened.'

"Do you think it'll be a boy or a girl? dandis asked.

'How s she supposed to know that?' Ayl en said.

"It's agirl.’

They all | ooked at Ysatel in astonishment, and she burst out |aughing again.
"You | ook like a shoal of ironfish.'

' How— Kerin began

I'mfine.'" He smled as best he



" Tal ker knows, doesn't he?' Terrel exclained.

Ysat el stopped giggling and nodded.

"Davi told me he saw t he baby when he touched ny hand at the neal a few nights
back,' she said. 'He wasn't sure at the tinme - and | think the poor child was
too enbarrassed to say anything in front of everyone else —but | ran into

t hem agai n today. Tal ker held ny hand and said sone nore of his nonsense, but
Davi knew what he neant.'

"Just like the frog,' Terrel declared.

"What are you tal king about?' O andis said, conpletely bew | dered. 'What

frog?

"It doesn't nmatter.'

"Are you sure Davi's got it right? Kerin asked anxiously. 'Tal ker never seemns
to make much sense to ne.'

"I trust them' Ysatel told him 'I was already pretty sure, but | hadn't said
anything to anyone. So how could they know? What Davi said cane out of the
blue, but it just confirnmed what 1'd felt. And if Talker thinks it's going to
be a girl, I"mnot going to argue.'

"Then neither will I, nmy love,' Kerin said, his eyes shining.

The next day, the new y-established routines of the village were disrupted
again, this time by an unexpected visitor. After the turmoil caused by the
mudsl i de, nost people had forgotten that a sharakan was supposed to be com ng
to Fenduca.

Wrd that he was on his way reached the village some tinme before the man

hi nsel f, and when he finally rode into the settlenent in the |ate norning,

nost of the comunity was waiting to greet him Mny called out, asking the
sharakan for bl essings or thanking himfor comng to their home, but he did
not respond. He was wearing a long cloak, with a large hood that fell forward
so that no one could see his face, and as he did not speak nobody coul d be
sure whether their welcome net with his approval. The sharakan was acconpani ed
by an acolyte - a young nman who rode on a donkey behind his master. Because he
was bare-headed, they could see his face - but he seermed indifferent and even
rat her bored as he nodded coolly to those they passed. He too renmined silent.
It was Farazin's duty to provide hospitality for the newconers, and he had
hurriedly throwm everyone out of his home so that the sharakan and his
conpani on woul d have rel atively spaci ous acconmodati ons. But he

had been caught unawares by their arrival, and there had barely been tinme to
make the hut ready before the visitors brought their nounts to a halt in front
of his cabin.

Farazi n bowed as they di snount ed.

"My hore is your home,' he said in formal greeting.

The sharakan did not react, but simply swept past his host and entered the
hut, leaving his acolyte to attend to details.

"The Collector will rest after his journey,' the young nman announced. 'He wil |
require food in one hour. Once he has eaten, a full gathering of the village
will take place here.'

"OfF course,' Farazin replied. "I"Il arrange it.'
The acol yte nodded, taking this for granted.
"In the meantime, | shall see to the stabling of our mounts. | trust you have

a suitable place nearby.'

After a noment's hesitation, Farazin suggested that one of the half-built huts
- one that was not yet occupied - mght be used, and on being led to it the
acol yte decided that it 'would have to do'. After unsaddling and rubbi ng down
the beasts - he evidently did not trust any of the villagers to do this for
him—he returned to the elder's hut and joined his master to await their

m dday neal

The gathering that afternoon was unlike any Terrel had w tnessed before. It
was nmostly a silent affair, with the villagers | ooking on as the acolyte

i nstructed various individuals to come forward. Terrel had expected the
sharakan to enmerge without his cloak, and was |ooking forward to seeing the
face of one of Macul's renowned nystics - but the man remai ned hooded so that



his face

could not be seen by any of the onl ookers. And because he did not speak
directly to any of the villagers, communicating instead only via his

assi stant, no one heard his voice either

"It has cone to the attention of the Collector that there is one here who
shows a talent for healing,' the acolyte stated, after various of the elders
had paid their respects.

"Actually there are two,' Farazin said

"Bring them forward.'

Farazin beckoned to Terrel, then | ooked round to see where Tal ker was. As
Terrel stepped into the circle of villagers, he began to feel rather nervous.
He was not surprised that rumours concerning his exploits had spread beyond
Fenduca - it was even possible that the soldiers had come to know of his gift
and had reported it further afield - but he was not at all happy about being
brought to the attention of the sharaken. He had asked Kerin why the visitor
was called '"the Collector', but he had not known, and at the tine Farazin had
been too busy to bother with such questions. Now the title had taken on a
faintly menacing air.

"This is Terrel,' the sky-watcher said.

The boy found hinmself |ooking into the inpenetrabl e darkness beneath the hood,
searching for a glinpse of the sharakan's eyes, for sone spark of life - but
coul d see not hi ng.

A delicate hand energed slowy fromw thin the folds of the cloak

' Take the Collector's hand,' the acolyte instructed.

Terrel reluctantly did as he was told. The sharakan's skin was cool and dry,
his grip firmbut gentle. Beyond that Terrel felt nothing, no connection, no
sense of

illness or wellbeing. The man - like his face - was a void, invisible. It was
a relief when the contact ended.

"\Where do you come from Terrel?' the acol yte asked

The boy gl anced at Farazin before replying, but on receiving the sky-watcher's
nod, he spoke up in as steady a voice as he coul d manage.

"I come from Vadanis, in the Floating |Islands.'

Terrel was surprised when this information evoked no reaction fromeither of
the two visitors.

'You may go,' the sharakan's assistant said a nonment |ater

Is that it? Terrel wondered. He turned away, not sure whether to feel relieved
or insulted, and saw Tal ker edging forward, holding the armof one of the
village wormren. As Terrel stepped back, he glanced around, wondering where Davi
was, but the boy was nowhere to be seen

The brief touching of hands was repeated with Tal ker, but on this occasion the
acol yte asked no questions and sinply waved hi m away. Then he | eaned cl ose, to
consult with his master

' There are others— Farazin began

"Where is the boy who is the blind man's usual guide?" the acolyte asked
abruptly.

"I"'mnot sure,' the sky-watcher replied, |ooking round as Terrel had done. 'He
shoul d be here.' Spotting the boy's parents, he went over to speak to them
then came back to report. "He's missing, |I'"'mafraid. H's parents haven't seen
hi m si nce mi dday."

"No matter.' The acolyte clearly saw no need to explain why the sharakan m ght
have wanted to see the child.

'There are others . ' Farazin repeated nervously, as several nore villagers
i nched forward.

Wat chi ng, Terrel wondered why they were so eager. He couldn't understand the
hope on their faces.

"There is no one else here of interest,' the acol yte declared, and a conmuna
sigh escaped fromthe |lips of the gathering.

"This gathering is over,' the acol yte announced, then turned and followed his
mast er back to their | odgings.



The two visitors spent the afternoon ensconced in Farazin's hut, allow ng only
t he sky-watcher himself to join them The rest of the villagers accepted their
di sm ssal neekly and, for want of anything better to do, returned to their
daily tasks. Terrel spent his time at the infirmary, until his own weariness
got the better of himand he went back to the Mranas' hut. He had been

br oodi ng ever since the gathering, and wanted to discuss it with soneone he
trusted. He had hoped that Ysatel would be there alone, but Kerin was with his
wi fe, displaying his new found overprotectiveness.

"You'll drive me crazy if you keep on fussing like this,' Terrel heard her say
as he drew closer. 'And we'll never get anything done.'

"I know what's inportant,' Kerin responded, unabashed.

"Hello, Terrel,' she said, on seeing the boy. 'Talk some sense into him will
you?'

"Terrel's going to look after you all the tine, just as | am' Kerin clainmed.
"Having a healer in the fanmily is a wonderful thing.'

Terrel found hinmself teeming with conflicting enotions.

The fact that Kerin now included himas a nmenber of the fam |y touched him
deeply, but he did not want to comrit hinmself to having to stay in Fenduca for
anot her eight or nine nmonths in case he missed the opportunity of getting back
to his honeland. He tried not to let any of this show on his face, and Kerin
gave no sign of having noticed his confusion

' Come and check on her now, will you?' he asked.

"Gate!' Ysatel exclainmed. 'Stop pestering the boy. And stop pestering ne!’
'Please, Terrel,' Kerin persisted.

' Moons! Just do it, Terrel. It nay be the only way to shut himup."'

Terrel went to them and took her hand. Although he felt rather enbarrassed,
that changed in an instant. In contrast to his contact with the sharakan, this
felt inmredi ate and wel com ng, and he was envel oped by a waki ng dream of warnth
and peace. The sensation was so powerful that his senses reel ed and he al nost
fell, but Kerin caught his armand steadied him The dream hel d echoes; a
small dreamwi thin another. Terrel sniled, thinking that this was how it
shoul d have been

"Is she all right?" Kerin asked anxiously. 'Are they both all right?

"OF course I'mall right,' Ysatel responded testily.

"All is well," Terrel confirned, releasing her hand and steppi ng back

' Good. '

The boy had begun to feel very dizzy. He sat down on the ground with a bunp,

t hen keel ed over.

' Now | ook what you've done,' Ysatel conplained. He's worn out.'

"I only—

Terrel heard nothing nore of their conversation. He

Wwas unconsci ous.

When he awoke he had been covered with a bl anket, and the fire was gl owi ng
brightly as evening drew in. Kerin and Ysatel were busy preparing food

toget her, but none of the others had arrived yet. It took Terrel a few nonents
to clear his head, but then he sat up and stretched. 'He's awake.'

"Are you all right, Terrel? Ysatel asked. 'Wuld you like sone water?' He
shook hi s head.

'So, what did you think of the sharakan?' Kerin asked,

saving the boy from having to raise the subject hinself.

" You shoul d be honoured that he wanted to neet you.'

Terrel did not feel renotely honoured.

"It was one of the strangest experiences of ny life,’

he sai d hoarsely.

Kerin was obviously taken aback by this response, but Ysatel smled slightly.
"Are they all like that? So al oof and arrogant?' Terrel had forned a | ow

opi nion of the sharakan, and saw no point in hiding his feelings. Al though he
did not know whet her the sharakan was typical of the rest of his kind, the boy
hoped that they would not all behave so unpl easantly.

"I don't think— Kerin began, but was interrupted by



his wife's |aughter.

"I told you he wouldn't be fooled,' she said. 'That's exactly how he behaved.
Al oof and arrogant.'

"What good did he do?" Terrel asked, enbol dened by Ysatel's agreenent. 'I

t hought he'd answer questions, give us sone gui dance, anything that m ght

hel p."'

' Sharaken are not practical nen,' Kerin explained, 'but we still owe them our
respect.'

"Why? What anmazed ne was the way we accepted his rudeness. W all | ooked on

quietly, as if his behavi our was sonehow adnirable. Wat's he done to deserve
such reverence? Wiy should a good man |i ke Farazin be so desperate to inpress
hi n?'

H s outburst surprised even Terrel hinmself - he hadn't been aware just how
high his feelings were running - and Kerin was clearly astoni shed. Even Ysate
was qui et now, and the boy began to think that he m ght have gone too far

'I' . . . I"'msorry. This isn't ny land. | have no right to question your
beliefs.’

There was a | ong pause.

"You' ve every right,' Kerin said eventually, "if you're speaking the truth.'

"It's just that | don't understand,' Terrel said, trying to explain. "Wy did
he cone here? What is he collecting?

"Recruits, possibly.'’

"For the sharaken?

Kerin nodded.

"I"monly guessing, though,' he went on. 'No one's ever been sure what they
want . '

Terrel thought back, wondering whether the contact had been sone kind of test
- and knowing that if it was, then he and Tal ker had both failed it.

"Woul d Davi have known that?' he asked.

'"He m ght have guessed the sane thing,' Kerin replied.

"Do you think that's why he di sappeared?' Ysatel asked, her eyes wide.

'"Wul d they have taken someone so young?' Terrel asked.

' Maybe. '

"Then I'mglad he wasn't there.’

Chapt er Ni neteen

Al t hough the sharakan and his assistant |eft the next norning, another short
nmonth was to pass before Farazin would talk of what he and the visitors had
di scussed. During that time, the sky-watcher became a virtual recluse anong
his own people, keeping to his hut, poring over charts and nuttering to
hinsel f. Terrel was not the only one who tried to talk to Farazin, but no one
succeeded. Everyone was given short shrift, and told that they'd | earn al

t hey needed to know when he was good and ready.

That time did not cone until many days had passed, and by then nost of
Fenduca' s inhabitants had begun to disniss the sharakan's visit as an

irrel evance, sonething that had had no effect on their |lives —beyond the fact
that there had been no gatherings since then, and no prayer-flags had been set
for the nmost recent full of either the Anmber or Red Moon. Although this in
itself was not so unusual, many villagers would have begun to fee

uneasy if the situation had continued for nuch longer. It therefore cane as
somet hing of a relief when Farazin finally energed fromhis self-inposed

i sol ati on.

The gathering was held, as the | ast had been, on the open ground outside the
sky-wat cher's hut and, as instructed, many of those who came were carrying
flags, the coarse material wapped around wooden poles. The strips of cloth
had once been white, but were now varying pal e shades of grey or brown - the
| egacy of the synbols and nessages whi ch had been daubed upon themin the
past. These markings had all relayed questions, hopes and pleas, and as they
faded through the action of the wind and rain, the prayers were sent
heavenward until the flags were used again.

"I thought this would be an appropriate tine to tell you what | have learnt,’



Farazin informed them when everyone was present, 'because tonight the Dark
Moon will be full.’

After all the recent uncertainty, this news was greeted wi th nods of approval
and expressions of relief, but with no real apprehension. Everyone knew t hat
the other three noons were all less than half full, which nmeant there was
little danger of a newtrenor - and it was good to know that the sky-watcher
was once more sure about what was happening in the heavens. However, what
Farazin went on to say left many of the villagers feeling very unconfortable.
In essence, this was a nore detail ed description of what Terrel already knew
about the suddenly erratic behavi our of the nost enigmatic of the noons, but
t he sharakan had evidently been no nore able to explain these supposedly

i mpossi bl e changes than the seers on Vadani s had

been. Al Farazin could offer was the vague and - to Terrel - unsatisfactory
comment that 'something in the dreamworld above' had altered
"I"'msure the sharaken will work it all out eventually,' the old man

concl uded, | ooking round at the rows of puzzled faces. 'The dictates of the

| ore haven't changed that nuch yet, and | can advise you now if you're unsure
about anything. In the neantinme, we can play our part here. This is a time of
onens. Pay attention to your dreams tonight, and come to nme if there's
anything significant in their inmages.'

"Isn't the Anber Mbon new toni ght?' someone asked.

"Exactly,' Farazin responded. 'Ordinarily the Anber Mon is the nopst

i nfluential when it comes to configuring our dream space, but it's precisely
because it's at its weakest that tonight is inportant. The Dark Mon is at its
strongest, and this is therefore the best opportunity to study its nysteries
wi thout interference fromthe Amber. Who knows, we nay even di scover its
secrets before the sharaken do.' He was smling as he spoke, and his | ast
words were greeted with muted | aughter.

'"I's that what the sharakan was hoping to collect when he came here?' Azian
asked. 'Qur dreans?

Farazin glanced at his fellow el der, then nodded.

"In a way, yes.'

'"I's that why he wanted to see Terrel and Tal ker?' Cutter asked.

"l suppose so,' the sky-watcher replied, 'but their kind of trading was of no
use to him'

'That's good,' one of the healers' former patients declared. 'W don't want to
| ose them'

This remark was greeted with sone good-natured

| aught er and several nods of agreenent —which made Terrel feel unconfortable.
Few of the villagers were aware of his intention to | eave them before the year
was out. In fact, he'd been growing nmore and nore restless for sone tine. He'd
been in Fenduca for al nost four median nonths now, and in one sense was
content enough. His talent for healing and his acceptance into the Mrana
famly were both sources of confort and a little pride, but he was aware that
he hadn't nade any progress towards getting back to his own home. |ndeed, he
had no real idea howto start going about it. Al he knew was that he had to
try.

"Way did he want to see our Davi, then?' Frasu, the boy's father, asked.

"I don't know,' the sky-watcher admitted.

Davi had returned home al nbst as soon as the sharakan had |eft. The boy had
conme to no harmduring the day and night he'd gone off on his own, and when
asked where he had been - and why he'd left in the first place - his answers
had been vague and evasive. He'd clained that he couldn't remenber where he'd
sl ept, and expl ai ned his absence by saying sinply that he'd 'just felt Iike
it'. Frasu and his wife Erena had been too relieved by his return to press him
further, and no one else had got nuch fromthe child. Davi had resunmed his
duties as Tal ker's guide - sonmething that delighted the healer, but did not

pl ease the boy's parents. Terrel thought that they believed Tal ker m ght be

| eading their son astray, and he had done his best to persuade themthat the
partnership was not only worthwhile but also a positive force for good.



There had been a few very minor trenors recently -including one that Farazin
had predicted near the full of

the Red and Amber Mbons —but there had been no serious repercussions. Nor had
there been any nore nudslides. Wth the onset of spring, the weather had been
i mprovi ng steadily, which neant that the ground —even on the abandoned east
bank - was becoming drier and | ess treacherous. However, the warner air
brought with it a huge increase in the nunber of insects that could bite or
sting the unwary, and also made it nore difficult to store food for any length
of time. Because of this, there had been an increase in mnor illnesses.

Terrel and Tal ker had both been kept busy —and Terrel was glad the blind nman
had not been deprived of his 'eyes'

"WIIl the sharakan come back?' soneone asked.

"I"ve no idea,' Farazin replied honestly, 'but I don't suppose it'll be any
time soon. After all, the last visit was over six years ago.'

Terrel happened to be | ooking at Davi when the sky-watcher gave this answer,
and he was not surprised to see the boy smile. Watever he had told his
parents, there was no doubt in Terrel's nmind that Davi's absence that day had
been deli berate.

"W shoul d prepare the flags now,' Farazin said, 'so that we may dedicate them
at the shrine before noon.'

The gathering broke up into famly groups, each attending to their prayers. A
few were able to nake the inscriptions thenmselves, but nbst took turns in
quietly relating their wi shes to the sky-watcher, who transcribed them onto
the cloth. It was a tine-consum ng process, and Terrel heard Farazin grunbling
that his fingers were not as ninble as they used to be. He wi shed he could
have offered his help, but although he was nore or less fluent in his hosts'
spoken | anguage, he had grasped only

the nost rudinmentary el ements of the Maculian al phabet. So he kept hinself
apart, feeling like an outsider once nore, as the flags were finished. The
cerenony was conpl eted when the poles were planted in the earth around the
carved stone that acted as a shrine to the Dark Moon.

The banners fluttered and snapped in the wind as Farazin intoned the fina
words of the ritual. As Terrel saw Kerin and Ysatel | ook skyward, follow ng
the flight of their prayer, he knew they were seeking protection for their
unborn child, and he added his own heartfelt plea for the baby's safe arrival.
Ysatel's health remai ned good as her pregnancy progressed. She was hardly

af fected by norning sickness, and seened to be revelling in her condition

When some of the nore experienced wonen told her that she would find the whol e
process wearisone and frustrating | ong before she came to term she just
nodded solemly, then smled as soon as they were gone. This was her mracle,
her chance when all hope had gone - and she was determ ned that nothing was
going to spoil it.

Even Kerin recogni zed how well she was doi ng, how robust and cl ear-eyed she
had becone, and he was | ess overprotective now, allow ng her to go about her
own business. In truth, as she had predicted, this suited hi mwell enough too.
During Farazin's self-inposed absence, Kerin had becorme the elders' |eader by
default, and it was he who had suggested and then inplenented a plan to

repl ace the fish-pool as soon as possible. This was now ready - a deep basin
of solid rock that had been forned beneath a small cliff when a new stream had
scour ed away

the soil inside. This natural cistern was on the western side of the river,
away fromthe layers of mud, and Kerin had taken advantage of the |and' s new
contours. It had taken only m nor adjustments to make the pool perfect. It was
now fed by a small waterfall - the streamthat had fornmed it having been
diverted - and the exit channels were too shallow to allow any fish to escape.
As yet the pool was enpty, but Aylen and O andis were away at the time of the
gat hering, seeking out the wolf-fish

The brothers were not the only villagers m ssing fromthe gathering. Cardos,

t he young man who' d been convinced that the soldiers were responsible for the
mudsl i de, was al so absent. No one thought anything of this; he was an



i mpul si ve and sonetimes wayward i ndividual who often hunted, or visited other
villages, on his own. But their attitude changed rapidly that sane afternoon
when they found out where he had gone.

The first indication that sonething was am ss came when the gate in the new
fence bel ow Raven's Crag was opened, and a group of soldiers came through. Led
by Jani zar Yahn, they marched to the natural vantage point at the top of the
cliff overlooking the new fish-pool. Once there they could be seen by nost of
those at work in the river, and by a good nunber of people in the village
itself. One of the closest huts to the fence was the infirmary and, at the
sound of swords clashing on shields, Terrel left his work to see what was
happeni ng. Tal ker and Davi cane out too, and a few nonents |ater Ysatel strode
up the path to join them

"What's going on?' she whi spered. 'Wiat does he want?' 'He hasn't said
anything yet,' Terrel replied.

By then, everyone had stopped whatever they were doing and were waiting,

| ooking up at the janizar. Having got the villagers' attention, Yahn seened in
no hurry to explain his presence. He | ooked around, a small contenptuous smle
on his face.

"I warned you people!' he shouted eventually, his bulllike voice carrying
easily over the sound of running water. 'But you couldn't |eave well alone.’
No one knew what he was tal king about until the soldiers behind himparted
ranks, and a bedraggl ed figure was pushed forward.

"W fished this young fool out of the Denon's Cauldron |ast night,' Yahn told
them 'I'mnot sure whether he was trying to hide fromus, or to steal sone of
the king's treasure, but that's not inmportant. He has paid for his
trespassing.'

Cardos stood, eyes downcast and hands bound, saying nothing. The matted bl ood
in his hair and clothes, and the livid bruises on his face and arnms, were
testament to just how he had 'paid" for his crinme. He swayed on his feet, as
if he might fall at any nonent, and seenmed quite unaware of what was goi ng on
about him

"I ama merciful man,' Yahn went on, 'so l'mgoing to let this vermn live.

But the next one who tries anything so stupid will not meet with such

| eni ency. | suggest you learn fromhis exanple.'

So saying, the janizar |ashed out, |anding a backhanded blow with his
mail-clad fist in the centre of the prisoner's face. The gesture seened al nost
casual, but fresh bl ood gushed from Cardos's ruined nose as he fell back into
the arns of the guards who had been standing behind him A few of the watching
vill agers gasped, but

nost remai ned silent, their eyes burning with horror and anger

"You can have hi m back now,' Yahn said, signalling to his nen.

The soldiers took a step forward, dragging Cardos with them and then pitched
hi m over the edge of the platformand onto the rough slope that lay to one
side of the small cliff. H's unconscious body tunbl ed awkwardly down the steep
bank, and came to rest in a crunpled heap next to the pool. He lay quite
still, and for a few nonents no one el se noved either

"Don't you have a heal er anbng you?' Yahn asked sarcastically. 'I think he
could do with a bit of help!’

Terrel was about to step forward, but Ysatel's hand on his arm held hi m back
"I don't like this," she whispered. 'Wy aren't the soldiers going?

Terrel turned and saw the anxiety in her eyes. He had long since learnt to
trust Ysatel, to listen to what she said, but this seemed to be sonething he
had to do. If he couldn't use his talent to help sonmeone |ike Cardos, what was
the point of having it in the first place? He was about to say as nuch to her
when he saw that it was too |late. Davi had already set off, guiding Tal ker to
the stricken man.

'"Let themdo this,' Ysatel hissed urgently. 'Stay where you are.'

Rel uctantly, he did as he was told, and watched the latest act in the dranma
unfol d. As Davi and Tal ker reached their patient and knelt beside him Terre
became aware that some of the soldiers were | aughing.



"This is your healer? Yahn exclained, |ooking down in astonishment.

Tal ker was now t ouchi ng one of Cardos's bl oodi ed hands, and he and Davi
exchanged a few qui et words

"Hey, Killian!' the janizar called. 'Wat are you doi ng?

At the sound of what was evidently his real nane, Tal ker turned his face
towards the sound.

' Darkness | aughing,' he said clearly. 'Wngs cone.'’

"I see that rockfall's robbed you of nore than your sight,' Yahn remarked.
Tal ker turned his attention back to the injured man.

"What's he tal ki ng about?' Yahn shout ed.

No one answered him

"Boy!' he yelled, then waited until Davi glanced up at him 'Is he really a
heal er?

"Yes he is!'" Davi replied, fiercely indignant.

Cardos's eyes fluttered open, and he groaned weakly.

"So | see,' Yahn said thoughtfully.

At a signal fromthe janizar, four soldiers set off down the slope, |eaping
ninbly fromrock to rock, and before anyone could react they had reached

Tal ker and hauled himto his feet. Although the heal er | ooked bew | dered, he
didn't struggle, and it was left to Davi to put up any resistance. The boy
flailed ineffectually at one of the guards, who swatted himaway |ike a
troubl esone insect. Davi fell to the ground but junped up agai n al npost

i medi at el y.

'Leave himalone!' he cried, as the nen who held Tal ker's arns began to drag
himaway. 'He's blind! I'mthe only one who understands him He can't do
anyt hi ng without me.'

"Very well then,' Yahn replied calmy. 'We'Il take you too.'

Until that nmonent, the villagers below had all been

wat chi ng the scene in frozen silence. Now, as another sol dier grabbed Davi and
swung himonto his shoul der, there was sudden novenent. Erena ran forward, her
voi ce | ocked in a continuous high-pitched wail - the nost desol ate, desperate
sound Terrel had ever heard.

"They' Il kill her,' Ysatel breathed.

"W have to do sonething!' Terrel said, but he was trapped by the sane

paral ysis that gripped the rest of the onl ookers.

By the time Erena reached the bottom of the steep slope, the soldiers were

al nrost at the top, but she did not give up the chase, scranbling over the
boul ders like a frightened nountain goat. Seeing her, Davi stretched out his
arnms in nute appeal

Ysat el | ooked around desperately, but no one else -not even Frasu —was

novi ng.

"Cone on,' she said. 'We can't let her do this alone.’

"No!" Terrel exclainmed. 'You shoul d—

She brushed him aside and set off in pursuit. Terrel went after her, only to
stunble as his twi sted foot caught on the side of a large stone. He fel
heavily, w nding hinmself, and |lay there, gasping for breath and trying to

i gnore the shooting pains in his |legs. Wien he was able to | ook up, the

sol diers had regained the platform but Erena was al nost there too. She was
sobbi ng now, crying out incoherently in answer to her son's calls for help.
The fourth soldier glanced at his conmander, who sinply nodded and nade a
flicking gesture with his hand, as if to say 'Get rid of her'. The guard
turned to face the worman, while his coll eagues went on with their new
prisoners, rejoining the main party and headi ng up the sl ope

towards the gate. Yahn renai ned where he was, coolly regarding the entire
scene.

The soldier had not drawn his sword - either because he felt it beneath himto
use his blade on a wonan, or because he had some scrupl es about doing so - and
when she reached the | edge, he nerely tried to shove her down again. However,
he had underestimated the agility her desperation had granted her, and she
twi sted past him leaving hi mwaving at thin air, and ran on after her son



Yahn's intervention was swift and brutal, a lightning-fast blow that caught
the side of Erena's head and sent her crashing to the ground. The janizar's
face was set in an expression of disgust as he beckoned to the renmaining guard
and turned to head after his nmen. He had gone only a few paces before his ears
were assailed by a second furious screaming. Ysatel flew at himlike an
avengi ng denon, and such was the speed and ferocity of her assault that he
almost fell. As it was, he had to rely on one of his men to drag the attacker
away, the two of them staggering backwards towards the cliff edge.

Yahn gl ared at her, touching his cheek where her nails had drawn bl ood.

" Throw her over,' he barked, then turned and stal ked away agai n.

Ysatel's charge had finally brought the rest of the villagers to life. Mny of
t hem were nmoving forward now, but when they saw the soldier spin round and

t hrust her over the edge of the precipice, they froze again. Tine seened to
stand still as Ysatel appeared to hang suspended in nmidair for a | ong nonment.
Then nmovenent and sound returned in a rush as she plunged towards the pool
"No!' Terrel screaned, his hel pl ess denial echoed by

the sane cry fromfurther away as Kerin - who had been working nuch further
down river - tore along the western bank

The sunlight seemed to flicker and dim and everything in Terrel's world
became a blur. There was a deep runbling noise, as if the mountain itself was
grow i ng, and he shook convul sively, as though there were sparks junmping in
his blood. H's |l egs would not nove.

Ysatel's body appeared linp as it fell, and she nmade no attenpt to protect
herself fromthe inpact. She hit the water side on, with a clap of sound that
echoed all around. The splash made a small explosion that glittered in the
sunlight, and she di sappeared bel ow the surface.

Terrel forced hinmself to hobble towards the pool, too nunb and horrified to
even think. At first he could only just see the roiling surface of the water,
but as he clinbed it becane clear that Ysatel had not resurfaced, and his
pani c i ncreased. He was vaguely aware that others were convergi ng on the pool
of voices crying out, but nothing seened real, nothing registered.

In the next nmonent the whole world went mad.

The pool exploded in a vast shinmrering fountain of light and foam scattering
wat er for hundreds of paces in all directions, and hurling twi sted flashes of
spray far into the sky. And yet it all happened in total silence. The only
sound cane later, as the water fell back to earth, pattering on the ground as
an inpossible rain shower.

The sudden jolt of finding hinmself soaked to the skin hel ped Terrel set aside
his fear and amazenent, and he stunbled on over the slippery ground until he
cane to the rimof the pool - where he was nmet with yet another incredible
sight. The hollow in the rock was now

conpletely dry. Not a single drop of water was |eft anywhere within its
contours, and even the small waterfall that usually fed it was silent and dry.
Ysatel lay - utterly still - at the bottomof the indentation, and Terre
threw hi msel f down beside her. Her eyes were closed, but the expression on her
face was inpassive, alnpst serene, and he could see no obvious injuries. But
that nmeant little. She was unconscious, and it was possible that she had
sust ai ned severe internal danage. Sone distant part of Terrel's brain

regi stered the fact that her clothes and hair were not even danp, but he
concentrated on trying to find out if she was all right.

When he took her hand, his sight began to blur again, as though an unnatura
shadow had fallen over his eyes, and his heart began to pound wildly. H's skin
tingl ed unconfortably.

Ysatel's chest rose and fell alnost inperceptibly, and her pul se was equal |y
faint, but at |east she was alive. Terrel closed his own eyes, and willed

hi nsel f to use whatever healing tal ent he possessed. Mnents |ater, he was
moving in a different, invisible realm exploring, reaching out . . . But she
was beyond him The joint dreans were still there, but they were nuted now,

al nrost hi dden. He persevered, and know edge cane gradually, seeping into his
consci ousness with infinite sl owness. Ysatel's lungs were clear, her heart had



set a new pace but was still beating, her mind was distant but intact. She had
no real need of his help, even if he had been able to offer any.

"Ysy? Ysy!'

Terrel opened his eyes at the sound of Kerin's voice,

and saw that Ysatel's husband had joined him kneeling at the other side of

t he unconsci ous worman, while a |l arge group of villagers was crowding round the
rimof the enpty pool

"Is she all right?" Kerin was cradling Ysatel's other hand in his own.

" Physically she's unharned, and so is the baby.'

' Thank the heavens,' Kerin sighed heavily. 'So how soon will she wake up?
"That | can't say.' Terrel knew now what had happened. He had seen it before,
after all. "But it may not be for sone time,' he added with a heavy heart.

' She's beconme a sl eeper.’

Chapter Twenty

"Way did she do it?" Kerin asked. 'Why?' The hurt and bew I derment in his

voi ce made Terrel's heart ache, and he wi shed he had the answers his friend
was seeki ng.

"I don't know,' he said miserably. He had not told Kerin of Ysatel's actions
before the fateful encounter. He was already plagued by guilt over the fact
that she had held hi mback, correctly suspecting the soldiers of treachery.
And he still could not work out why she had been so anxious to protect himand
ri sk Tal ker and Davi i nstead.

"It's not just her,' Kerin went on. 'Although the npbons know that's bad
enough, but it's the baby too. She's wanted one for so long . ' He ran out
of words, and Terrel saw that he was fighting back tears.

Terrel felt like crying hinmself, but knew that that would only make his friend
feel worse. At |east now they were alone, so that Kerin was able to |l et sone
of his emptions show. When they'd been in the enpty pool

with so nmany peopl e | ooking on, and when Kerin had carried his comatose wife
back to their hut, he'd behaved with great stoicism determ ned not to betray
any sign of weakness. Terrel had been the only person he'd allowed inside with
him and the rest of the villagers had drifted away slowy, discussing the
day's incredible events in | ow voices. Many of them did not know about the

sl eepers in the cave, so Terrel's diagnosis had not neant anything to them

but the few that did were grimfaced and silent.

Ysatel now lay on Terrel's bed in the smaller of the hut's two roons. Pl acing
her there had been instinctive - it was where they went when there was illness
to defeat. Her appearance had not changed, and neither had her condition. Al
Terrel's efforts had done was confirmthat she was slipping further away from
hi m

"What's happening to her?' Kerin asked quietly.

' She's being protected,' he replied, offering the only crunb of confort he
could find. 'She won't conme to any harm'

'How can you be sure of that?

Terrel had been struggling with the problem of how rmuch to tell Kerin, but
realized that he had to try to explain. He owed themthat.

"There are strange forces in the world, forces nobody understands,' he began
"but they're shielding Ysy fromdanger. If they weren't, don't you think she
woul d' ve been hurt by her fall, or naybe even drowned? But the protection
cones at a cost. | don't understand it, but |I've seen it happen before.’

For the first tine since he'd laid his wife down, Kerin |ooked up and stared
at Terrel.

" Somet hing similar happened to a friend of mine, back

on Vadanis,' the boy said in answer to the unspoken question. 'She was being
attacked, and was saved fromcertain death by a force no one could explain.'
"And then she becane a sl eeper?

"Yes.' Terrel was tenpted to tell Kerin that his wife mght not be lost to him
conpl etely. Perhaps Ysatel would be able to return in a different guise, as

Al yssa had done. But he said nothing, renenbering that the only other sleeper
he'd known who'd been able to do this was the seer Lathan —and then only



after instruction fromEl am There was no guarantee that all sleepers were
capabl e of such transmutations, and he did not want to rai se Kerin's hopes
unrealistically. And the poor man woul d probably think Terrel was quite nad if
he tried to explain the process —unless Al yssa returned so that it could be
denonstrated in action. Terrel desperately needed to talk to her - and El am -
in order to glean nore information about Ysatel's condition. He al so wanted to
confirmhis own suspicions about the elemental's involvement —even though the
idea that it could affect events in Macul when the Floating Islands were so
far away was hard to credit.

Kerin's concerns were nore imedi ate.

'How | ong ago did that happen?' he asked.

Terrel thought back, cal cul ating.

About ni ne nonths.’

' Moons!' Kerin breathed. 'The baby . . . Your friend hasn't woken up yet?

" No.

"But she will, eventually?

"W have to believe that,' Terrel replied, wi shing he could just have said
'yes'. 'But there's no way of knowi ng when it'll be.’

A l ook of horror replaced the pleading in Kerin's eyes.

' The sl eepers here have been like this for nore than ten years. | could be an

old man before Ysy wakes up.' He swall owed convul sively. 'And what about the
baby? Could it survive that |ong?

'She's protected too. Fromwhat Farazin told ne, it seens the people in the
cave have aged very little in all the time they've been there. Muybe tine
slows down for them' Terrel was grasping at straws now, but Kerin was
desperate for any degree of hope.

"That's true,' he said. 'I knew one of them before, and he's hardly changed in
appear ance.' He paused, and his puzzl ed expression dissolved into nisery once
nmore. 'But it's not natural. |I couldn't bear it if she . . . Perhaps it

woul d' ve been better if she'd been killed. That way at least |I'd know.'
"Don't say that!' Terrel cried. 'Don't ever say that.'

Kerin's face regi stered sudden shock, as if he had been sl apped.

"What am | saying?" he nunbled. 'Mons' blood. This is all too nuch for ne.
They were silent for a while, each trying to control their enotions.

'The fact that she was saved neans she's special,' Terrel said eventually.
'Even nore special than we knew.' He'd been puzzling over this aspect of the
nmystery, but he had no time for further specul ati on now

Kerin nodded.

"I love her,' he stated sinply.

So do I, Terrel thought, but knew that it was neither the tine nor the place
to put such a sentinment into words

"I lost another w fe, another daughter,' Kerin added softly.

"I know. Ysy told ne. It's one of the reasons this baby neans so nmuch to her.'
'"So why did she do it?" Kerin asked, returning to his original question.

This time Terrel knew he had to nmake sone attenpt at an answer.

"I think it was instinctive,' he said. 'She knew Davi was special, but when
she saw his nmother's distress it connected to her own feelings, as if she

i magined it was her child in danger, the one growi ng inside her. And she
simply reacted. It's illogical, | know, but enotions often are. The injustice
of what she was seeing affected her personally, and she just had to act.' It
was the best he could offer and, even though he knew that none of it made much
sense, it seened that Kerin was taking himseriously.

' She al ways put others before herself,' he said, as if he'd only just realized
this. 'Me, the boys . . .'

'"Even me,' Terrel added. 'And | was a stranger.'’

"Not any nore. You . ' Kerin hesitated, evidently feeling unconfortable
about finishing the thought. 'You will stay and help ne | ook after her, won't
you?' he asked i nstead.

"I"ll stay as long as | can. But the main reason | want to get back to Vadanis
is sol can go to ny friend, to try to help her.’



Kerin nodded reluctantly, acknow edging the prior claimon Terrel's loyalties.
'Besides,' the boy added, 'this is beyond ny healing. You'll be able to do as
much for her as | can.'

"I won't let themput her in the caves,' Kerin declared abruptly.

This possibility hadn't even occurred to Terrel, but he was not fanmiliar with
all the custonms and superstitions of Macul.

"I"'msure it won't conme to that,' he said, hoping this was true.

' Maybe these forces will let her wake up soon anyway.'

Terrel said nothing to dash this optimsm even though he did not share it. He
t hought that, in his heart of hearts, Kerin probably didn't believe it either
"I still don't understand what happened to the water,' Kerin said, changing
the subject again. 'Did you have anything to do with that?

'"Me?' Terrel was taken aback by the question, but then he recalled sonme of the
whi spering he'd heard as they nmade their way back to the hut. "No. I'mnot a
sorcerer or a sharakan. | don't even know where ny healing comes from' He
could see now that, faced with inexplicable events, the villagers night have
wonder ed about the only person in Fenduca who had denonstrated arcane powers
of any kind - but the idea that he might be capable of such a feat was

| udi crous, and he was surprised that Kerin had even considered it.

' But sonet hi ng happened,’ Kerin said.

"I think it was the same forces.' Terrel recalled the elenmental's panic -

whi ch had bordered on madness -when it had been threatened by a del uge of
water. It was another reason for himto believe it nust have been involved in
Ysatel's fate. 'They react violently to water,' he went on, picking his words
carefully, 'and enptying the pool was the only way of saving Ysy from

dr owni ng. '

"I"ve never seen anything like it.'

"I don't suppose many people have,' Terrel comrented, remenbering the stream
flowi ng uphill in Betancuria. Al though the water here had been flung aside as
if propelled by an incredible explosion, the two events had defied both nature
and | ogic. Perhaps finding the person it was trying to protect surrounded by
what it thought of as a magical substance had confused the el enental and
caused it to react so wldly.

"And it was so quiet!' Kerin exclainmed. 'You couldn't believe what was

happeni ng."'

That had i ndeed been the eeriest aspect of the whole scene. But what had
amazed Terrel nmore than anything was the fact that the power that hurled the
water into the sky had not only left Ysatel perfectly dry, but had al so done
not the slightest damage to her body or even her clothes. The forces invol ved
had been precisely controlled - at odds with the apparent violence of their
action.

As Terrel was preoccupied with these thoughts, he was startled by a sudden
bark of laughter fromKerin. It was not a happy sound.

"I don't know whether the Dark Moon's listening or not,' he remarked bitterly.
"Did it hear our prayer or reject it?

Terrel had no answer to that.

Kerin was not the only one who was distraught after the events of that
afternoon. Frasu and Erena were also in a terrible state. Terrel went to see
them as soon as he felt able to | eave Ysatel's bedside, and he found Davi's
parents close to breaking point. Although Erena had recovered fromthe
janizar's blow with nothing worse than a | unp

above her right ear and a nasty headache, the loss of their only child was
utterly devastating. They had no idea when - or even if- they' d ever see Davi
again. In Frasu's case at least, their anguish was conbined with pent-up rage
and guilt that manifested itself in an inability to keep still. Wile his wife
| ay propped up in bed, trying to nove her head as little as possible, he paced
around the hut, muttering to hinself.

Terrel's first concern when he arrived was to see that Erena was all right
physically, and his healing instincts soon confirmed that she had suffered no
| asti ng danage and hel ped her to deal with the lingering pain. After that



there wasn't rmuch he could do to console them but he felt he ought to say
somet hing. As he considered various alternatives, he wondered if they were

bl ami ng himfor not going to Cardos's aid hinmself, but he soon found that
their main conplaint was directed at Tal ker instead.

"W knew sonet hing bad woul d cone of Davi being with that nman,' Erena said
quietly.

'"The two of themdid a | ot of good, though,' Terrel pointed out.

"And | ook where it led!'

Terrel tried to convince Davi's parents that they were | aying the blanme at the
wrong door, that it was Yahn and the sol diers who had been responsible for the
terrible events.

"But none of this would have happened if Davi hadn't been with Tal ker in the
first place, would it?" Frasu said.

Once again, Terrel had no answer.

It was only when Terrel returned to the Mrana househol d and checked on
Ysatel's progress that he recalled

Farazin's advice to take note of his dreans that night.

Sone people were not going to dreamat all; Kerin was intent on sitting up al
night with his wife, even though Terrel tried to persuade himto get sone
rest. The boy would have liked to keep the vigil too, but his healing efforts
that day had left himclose to exhaustion, and he knew he woul d have to sl eep
at some point. Even so, it felt very strange to be alone in the larger of the
two roonms - O andis and Aylen had still not returned - and he | ay awake in the
unfam liar bed long into the night, replaying the events of the day in his
head.

The abduction of Tal ker and Davi was yet another sign of injustice in a |land
where those who held any sort of power - whether it was the king and his

sol diers, or the sharaken —seenmed to have little or no regard for the welfare
of the common people. That was bad enough, but it was Ysatel's fate that
occupi ed nost of his thoughts.

He told hinself that it was possible that sonmething el se, and not the

el emental , had been responsible - but all his instincts rejected that idea.
The parallels with what had happened to Alyssa —potentially fatal danger
averted by extreme, supernatural phenonena, but at the cost of becoming a

sl eeper —were too obvious to ignore. And Al yssa was convinced that whatever
had protected her -and protected her still —originated fromthe el enental
Terrel was nore famliar with that strange creature than anyone el se alive,

but even he had no idea how or why it did such things. What nmade Ysatel —and
Al yssa before her - worthy of its guardi anship?

That word rang alarmbells in Terrel's head. Was it possible that the

el emental was the Guardian of the Tindaya Code? This was a question he was not
renotely

qualified to answer, and once again he hoped that Alyssa and the ghosts woul d
return soon so that he could discuss it with them

Setting that disturbing train of thought aside, he returned to the possible
simlarities between the two wonen. Was it something intrinsic to their mnds?
Per haps even a type of madness? Ysatel had been conpletely sane, as far as he
knew. There had been sonme uncharacteristically eccentric behavi our since she'd
become pregnant, but that was hardly the sane as Alyssa's peculiarities.

Tal ker had seened much nore |ike Alyssa at tinmes, but he had not becone a
sleeper. In fact, only a very few people were chosen —if indeed the process
was as deliberate as that - and both nmen and wonen had fallen into comss.

Apart from Ysatel and Alyssa, the only ones Terrel knew about were Lathan and
the trio in the caves, but he thought now that there must be nore el sewhere.
What did they all have in common?

The only link he could think of between Ysatel, Alyssa and Lathan was that he
hi nsel f had been there when they'd fallen asleep - although in Lathan's case
he had not known this at the time - but he had been many mles away and little
nore than an infant when the three prospectors had succunbed on the bl ack
mountain, and this seenmed to rule out his being a direct influence.



Even so, he could not help brooding on his own role in events, thinking of the
simlarities between what had happened to Ysatel and Al yssa, and wondering if
his presence had been partly instrumental in their fates. And if so, had he
been a curse or a blessing? Wre all the people he cane to | ove dooned to
becorme sl eepers? O was it possible that they'd have died if he hadn't been

t here?

Could it be that his presence had nade the el enmental notice the two wonmen? No
matter where the protection came from it had to be directed sonehow. After
all, nmost people in deadly peril were not saved in this manner - if 'saved
was the right word. And if the el enmental was going to be influenced by anyone,
Terrel knew it was likely to be him

FIl unmoxed by anot her set of questions he couldn't answer, Terrel yearned again
for Alyssa and her entourage. After all, he thought, they really ought to cone
now. |If what had happened was not another step along the unknown road, then
what was it?

Just before he finally fell asleep, Terrel renmenbered that he'd received
dream messages from Al yssa soon after she'd become a sl eeper —nessages that
had reassured himthat she was all right, and would wait for him He'd found
this enornously conforting. Wuld the sanme thing happen with Ysatel? O woul d
her messages - if she was able to send any - be directed to Kerin? And if so,
woul d he need a link to her, like Alyssa's ring?

Terrel was determined to explore every possibility -both while he was awake
and while he was asleep. He let hinself drift into the world of dreans, his
heart filled with a mixture of hope and fear

Far above, the invisible shadow that was the Dark Moon passed silently across
t he sl unbering sky.

Chapter Twenty- One

It began with an image that could only nmake sense in a dream A group of
people were flying up into the air froma nountaintop, because there was a
hole in the sky and they were needed to weave the cloth that was to patch it.
After that it got really strange.

Terrel was one of the flying people, but suddenly he was al one, and instead of
| ooking up to find the elusive hole, he was gazing down. The | and spread out
below himlike a map - but a nap designed by an insane cartographer. Rivers
ran as straight as the flight of arrows, ignoring the contours of the terrain.
Mount ai ns were reveal ed as hollow, collapsing in on thenselves as they nelted,
so that rock bubbled and spat |like stewin a cauldron. Towns and villages were
nmere patches of pestilence, black markers of a plague that infected the earth
itself. There was just one place that was different, that glittered and shone
like a bright jewel cast into a pigsty.

There was an extra darkness noving within this unrea

night. At first Terrel thought it was the shadow of the Dark Mon, but he soon
realized that this was inpossible. Looking at it made himfeel cold. He was
touched by an inexplicable fear, and a sense of separation that was wong. He
tried to warm hinsel f, to guide the darkness to safety, but he was envel oped
by swirling clouds and felt rain |lash down below him driven forward on a new
wi nd. Blind now, he was assailed by new tornents - a famliar, childlike
panic, a malicious sense of anusenment, and then a searing pain in his chest
that left himgasping for breath.

He awoke, bathed in a cold sweat, with the nocki ng words of the enchanter
still sounding in his ears.

Still alive, | see. It's a pity such resilience should have been wasted on
you. Not that it matters. | have other things to amuse me now. Enjoy your
travels, Terrel.

He was not able to answer, rendered mute as he had been so nmany tinmes before,
but this time it was different. He knew a little about the enchanter now He
had a sense of him some know edge - though inconplete - of his notives and
abilities. Terrel knew his eneny's status, his heritage and title. And his
nane.

By the time Terrel staggered fromhis bed, he had decided that he woul d not



tell Farazin about his dream It seened nuch too vague and om nous to nmean
anything to the sky-watcher - and in any case, it had had nothing to do with
the Dark Moon. Besides, he told hinmself, |'ve got nore inportant things to

t hi nk about .

He stunbl ed over to the connecting doorway, rubbing the sleep fromhis eyes,
and saw that Ysatel had not noved. He hadn't expected anything el se, but was
still

di sappoi nted. Kerin had finally fallen asleep where he sat, his mouth open and
his neck bent at an awkward angle. He would be stiff when he woke, but Terre
decided not to disturb him He would need as nmuch rest as possible to help him
t hrough the next few days. Instead, the boy pulled on some clothes and went
out into the cool air of dawn.

Does knowi ng hi s nanme hel p?

Terrel spun round, and saw a seagull alight on the roof of the hut.

Al yssa!

The bird's glinting eyes were fixed upon a point above Terrel's head, and he
knew t hat she was 'seeing’ remmants of his dream- the after-imges that hung
there like clouds, and which were visible only to Alyssa, until they dispersed
and bl ew away upon the wi nd of a new day.

I"'mglad you're here, he said, not wanting to tal k about dreans.

You did your best, she told him It wasn't the right tine.

What ? Terrel was confused. Was Alyssa still tal king about the dream or was
she referring to his efforts to revive Ysatel ? But he didn't get the chance to
ask her, because at that nonment El am wal ked out through the wall of the hut.
So you got your sleeper after all, the ghost remarked.

Looks like it, Terrel replied, then glanced up at the bird.

Her spirit is wandering, Alyssa confirned.

Is there any way of telling when she'll wake up?

No.

Terrel hadn't really expected anything el se.

Can she do what you do? he asked. Borrow the body of an animal, | nean?

| don't know.

Coul d you teach her?Terrel asked Elam Like you taught Lathan?

I'd have to find her first, Elamreplied.

For a monment, Terrel didn't understand what his friend neant, then realized
that Elamwas referring to Ysatel's spirit, not her physical form

You found Lat han, he pointed out.

He cane to ne. O rather, he was brought to nme. Anyway, why d'you want her to
cone back as an ani mal ?

I"d like to talk to her. And so woul d her husband.

I think we'd need nore of a reason than that, El am said doubtfully.

She coul d be inportant, Terrel clained.

What maekes you think so?

This 'voice' had conme from behind him and Terrel turned to see that Mizen
and Shahan had naterialized next to the turf-banked fire.

Because of the way she becane a sl eeper, he said.

Tell us nore, Shahan denanded.

Terrel told them what had happened, in as much detail as he could renenber,
and - for once - none of theminterrupted him Wen he finished there was a

t hought ful silence, and then Mizeni nade the obvi ous conment.

It does bear a remarkable simlarity to what happened to you, ny dear

Only in sone respects, Alyssa replied.

The reaction to water is interesting, Shahan said.

D d anyt hi ng happen on Vadani s? Terrel asked. | nmean, if the el enmental was
directly responsible for this, there m ght have been sone effect there, don't
you t hi nk?

Not that we're aware of, Shahan answered, but then now that the islands are
back on a safe course, no one is paying nuch attention to such matters.

Most people are trying to pretend the el enental doesn 't exist, Elam
comment ed. And that nothi ng happened.



You can't blame people for wanting to return to their ordinary lives, Mizen
remar ked. Sone of us don't have that choice.

El am | aughed.

That's an odd thing for a ghost to say, don't you think? he remarked.

Wul d any ot her ghosts have a connection with Ysatel ? Terrel asked. One of her
own famly, perhaps? M ght she be able to nake contact that way?

This means a lot to you, doesn't it? El am said.

Yes.
W'l|l see what we can find out, Shahan pronised.
Thank you.

Terrel had sat down, |eaning against the wall of the hut, when he had begun
his tale, and the seagull had flown down to settle on the ground nearby. The
ghosts were ranged about them both seers still standing, Elam- typically -
lying full length on the dewdanp grass. Wth his head resting on his hands,
he seemed at ease and content, and Terrel envied himhis conposure.

You | ook rel axed.

Bei ng dead hel ps.

Not all of us can afford to be so idle, Mizeni conmented acidly.

That's right. Elamreplied calmy. Only those with a clear conscience.

Why have you all cone? Terrel asked quickly, wanting to forestall any quarrel
Do you have sonething to tell ne?

There have been several new devel oprments in reinterpreting the Tindaya Code,
Shahan answer ed.

Is it possible that the elenental is the Guardi an? Terrel asked.

You see, Elamput in. | told you he's not as stupid as he | ooks.

That is one of the theories being whispered about in Makhaya, Shahan said. You
can imagi ne how it's being received by Jax and his not her

My nother, Terrel thought, but didn't say anything. It still seemed too
incredible, too renvote.

Adina's claimto be the Mentor was al ways feeble at best, Mizeni added, but
she's a dangerous wonman. Mst of the clowns at court wouldn 't dare annoy her
Whi ch nakes it all the nore remarkable that these theories are being voiced
abroad at all, Shahan went on. O course, the official line is still that the
prince is the Guardian, but in private even Kanmn is taking some of the new

i deas seriously.

What made them change their mnds? Terrel asked.

The Dark Moon's antics have increased the confusion over certain sections of
the Code —parts which seemto indicate that the Guardian isn't human, Mizen
said. Which attribute divine powers to him

O her, Alyssa said.

Mizeni gave her a |ong-suffering | ook

| doubt we need to worry about the sex of the elenental, he told her

But | thought the Guardi an was supposed to be born on the night of a four-noon
conjunction, Terrel objected. The Ancient's been around for nuch | onger than
t hat .

So everyone believed, Shahan conceded, which is why nany are still uphol di ng
Jax's claim

And why you cone into the picture, Mizeni added

But the theory goes that the creature nmight have been awoken that sanme night,
Shahan expl ai ned, after being inert for however long it's been down there.

As if it were a sleeper, Terrel said quietly.

Alternatively, it's being argued that the references to the confluences are
about the Mentor, not the Cuardian, Mizeni said. |I'mnot convinced, but as a
rationalization it's attractive enough for facile mnds.

And it does at least fit with your role in averting the islands' crisis,
Shahan went on. You were the one who acted as go-between, advising both the
el enental and the seers about what needed to be done.

You think I'"mthe Mentor? Terrel asked incredul ously.

It's one possibility, Mizeni replied.

To Terrel, that sounded even worse than being the Guardian. Being expected to



be a hero was one thing; at least you got told what to do. Being responsible
for pronmpting another's heroic actions was a very different nmatter

O course, as far as Vadanis is concerned, it was Jax, not you, who

comuni cated wi th the Ancient, Shahan reninded him

But no one's really sure about anything, Elamcomented, summing up the entire
situation in one

sentence. They can't even agree anong thensel ves on how many Mentors there are
supposed to be!

There may be nore than one? Terrel exclained hopefully. If this was true, then
he m ght not have to work alone after all

Sone passages do seemto be contradictory, Mizeni admtted. H s tone danpened
what ever optim smthe boy-had been feeling.

Wonderful , Terrel nmuttered. So what does all this mean for ne? Do you have any
nore i dea about what |'m supposed to do?

Not yet, Shahan replied. But, as we told you before, it seens clear that your
participation is not yet over.

Terrel was about to restate his deternmination to return to Vadanis as soon as
possi bl e, but he was distracted when he saw Kerin energe fromthe hut. He was
stretching and groaning softly in between yawns, and didn't see Terrel at
first. He clearly had no idea that there were three ghosts only a few paces
away. In fact, it was the seagull that first caught his eye, and he gl anced at
the large bird in surprise before noticing the boy and nodding in
under st andi ng.

" Anot her new friend?

"You could put it that way,' Terrel replied, hoping Alyssa wouldn't fly away.

There was a great deal he still wanted to discuss.
"Ysy's just the sane,' Kerin said. 'She hasn't noved at all.’
"I know.'

"It's a nightmare.’

Not really a nightmare, Alyssa commented, obviously taking the prospector's
remark out of context. He dreant

about fish with | ong whiskers flying in the air.

"I had the strangest dream |l ast night,' Kerin renarked.

Terrel al nbst responded that he knew about it al ready, but managed to hold his
t ongue.

' Perhaps you should tell Farazin,' he said, seeing the old man com ng down the
path towards them 'He's on his way here now.'

The new arrival proved too nuch for the seagull and, rmuch to Terrel's disnay,
the bird fl ew away. The ghosts faded from sight, Elamwaving in silent

farewel |

" Any change?' Farazin asked.

Kerin shook his head.

"And you're certain she's becone a sleeper? the sky-watcher asked Terrel

"Yes. |'msure.’

Farazi n nodded.

' These are strange tinmes we live in, old friend," he said, putting a consoling
hand on Kerin's shoulder. 'Strange tines.'

As the two nen went inside to | ook at Ysatel again, Terrel remai ned where he
was. He was suddenly very tired, his entire body feeling heavy and | ethargic.
Hs |life had i ndeed becone stranger than he could ever have imgined - and
not hi ng the ghosts had just told himnade it any easier to cope wth.

Chapter Twenty- Two

Terrel never found out whether Kerin told Farazin about his dream of the
flying fish. He didn't tell the sky-watcher about his own nightmare, but he
was aware that many villagers visited Farazin during the day.

At dusk, when Kerin and Terrel were sitting down to a cheerl ess neal together
the old man approached them He enquired about Ysatel, nodding sadly when told
that there had been no change, then asked to speak to Terrel alone.

"I"ll go and sit with Ysy,' Kerin said i mediately. He took his bow into the
hut, while Terrel waited, wondering about the om nous tone of Farazin's



request. A few nonents later, they heard the | ow murmur of Kerin's voice.

'"He talks to her,' Terrel explained.

'She may be able to hear him' Farazin comented, 'even if she's unable to
respond.’

"It'd be nice to think so. Wiat do you want to speak to me about?

The sky-wat cher sat down beside the fire, wincing at the protest of his

el derly joints.

'Did you dream of anything last night? he asked once he was settl ed.

' Not hi ng of consequence.’

Farazi n paused, apparently wondering whether to accept the boy's answer at
face val ue, then decided not to press the point.

"Wuld it surprise you to learn that al nbst everyone in Fenduca dreant about
you | ast ni ght ?'

"Me?' Terrel was astonished

"That in itself is not really so surprising,' the old man went on. 'You' ve
become a significant figure in our lives, after all, and given your role in
yesterday's events, it's not hard to see why you shoul d' ve been on nost
people's mnds. The interesting thing is that nore than half of them dreant
about your |eaving us.'

"I"ve never hidden the fact that | want to go back to my own honel and,' Terre
said, feeling slightly defensive.

Farazin did not respond, and his silence was worrying.

"What ?' Terrel asked nervously. "What is it?

'Have you ever considered that your journeying m ght not be over yet?' the
sky-wat cher said.

Not you too, Terrel thought dismally. The hints dropped by Shahan and Mizen
had been bad enough, but when his new nei ghbours added their voices to the
argunent, even his own faith began to waver

'l see that the possibility has occurred to you, at least,' Farazin said,
noting the boy's stricken expression

'"Did the dreanms tell you where |I'm supposed to be going? Terrel asked.

'"No, nothing specific. The only conmon thread was that you were headi ng
inland.'

"But they're just dreans,' Terrel objected. 'They don't nean anything.'

"W can't trade as the sharaken do,' Farazin admitted, 'but when conditions
are favourabl e, even people of no appreciable talent are able to share

el ements of the greater vision. As to the neani ng of dreans, we each have to
seek out our own.'

Terrel understood little of what the sky-watcher was saying, but the

i mplications of his words were clear - and unwel cone.

"It's surely significant,' the old man went on, 'that our dreams shoul d have
been linked on this particular night. It would seemthat your fate is sonehow
connected to the Dark Mon.'

"How i s that possible? Terrel asked, his nind recoiling fromthe idea.

' The noons affect us all.’

"OfF course, but surely only in a general sense.'

Farazin considered this for a tinme before responding.

"It'd be ny guess,' he said eventually, 'that destiny has already touched your
life, Terrel. You wouldn't be here if it had not. You wouldn't be a healer. |
won't pry into your secrets, but ask yourself this. Is it possible that there
is sonething el se you must do before you can go hone?

Terrel said nothing for a while, wi shing he could have denied the possibility
outright. He was disheartened by the fact that he could not.

"Way must | do anything? he said eventually.

'Men have been asking thensel ves that question down

all the centuries,' Farazin replied. '"It's one of the things that nakes us
what we are.'

In the silence that followed this phil osophical observation, Terrel heard
Kerin speaking again. His voice was too |low for his words to be understood,
but the | ove and hope and sadness they contai ned hunbled Terrel. He was not



the only one who had a quarrel with fate.

'"Did the dreans tell you when | night be |eaving?

Farazi n shook his head.

"Time doesn't nmean nmuch in the dreamworld.’

The boy sighed, realizing that a part of himdid not want to | eave Fenduca. He
had found an acceptance here he'd never really known before. He'd becone part
of a famly. If it hadn't been for Alyssa - and his prom se to her - he m ght
even have been content to stay. The idea of his leaving the village for any
ot her reason seened stupid and hurtful

"I can't leave now,' he nuttered. 'Not with Ysatel
"What happened with Ysatel might have been a sign,' Farazin said. 'And you
said yourself you can't do anything for her here.’

A sign, Terrel thought. How could it be a sign? And then the rest of what the
sky-wat cher had said registered, and he | ooked up

"You think that by going somewhere else | night be able to help Ysy?

"I can't be sure, but . . . it's . '

It was not lost on Terrel that if he was able to hel p one sl eeper, then he

m ght be able to help others -including Alyssa. And Farazin's hesitancy nade
the boy junmp to another concl usion.

"Did you dream anyt hi ng?

"Yes. But on its own it probably nmeans nothing.' 'Tell ne anyway.'

"I saw you travelling into the nountains of the interior,' Farazin replied.
"To join the sharaken.'

Terrel sat alone for sonme tine after Farazin had gone, thinking about the old
man's words. His first reaction had been that the idea of his attenpting to
join the sharaken was ridicul ous, and would serve no purpose - even in the
unli kely event of his succeeding. The Collector had shown no interest in the
sl eepers, so why should the addition of one nore nake any difference? And then
he had told hinmself that not even Farazin had been sure about the
interpretation of his dream it mght just have been a sel ection of random
nmeani ngl ess i nages fromthe sky-watcher's own mind. However, the correlation
bet ween the dreanms of the other villagers was harder to set aside, and Terre
couldn't dism ss themout of hand - especially as nmany of the locals had only
just becorme aware of the existence of the sleepers in the cave. But Terrel did
not see why this should have |l ed so many of themto dream about him There had
to be a Iink sonewhere

Once again he hoped that Alyssa and the ghosts would return, so that he could
confront themwith this new evidence and see what they nade of it. But that
was sonething el se he had no control over

A andi s and Ayl en | ooked down at the half-full pool, and frowned.

"\What happened here?' O andi s wondered al oud.

"Is it all right?" his brother asked.

Even in the pale light of dawn, it was obvious to the

two young men that the pool had recently been enptied. However, there was no
sign of why or how this had been done. It seened as if the small streamthat
fed it was slowy filling it again, but they were reluctant to trust their
precious cargo to the water if there was any chance that they'd be left high
and dry again later. It had taken the young nen several days to capture just
two wol f-fish, and the | ast part of their journey —carrying one each in
heavy, water-filled jars - had been nmade even nore difficult by the fact that
they'd been travelling by nmoonlight. Having reached Fenduca at last, they'd
gone straight to the pool rather than to their own hut, in order to rel ease
the fish into their new hone.

'Looks fine as far as | can tell,' Oandis said, peering at the rock. 'No
cracks or sink-holes."'

'"The level's rising again,' Aylen added. 'Shall we put themin?

A andi s | ooked around to see if there was anyone nearby who m ght be able to
gi ve them sone advice but, unusually, no one was yet stirring.

"Yes,' he decided. 'They need fresh water, and it'll be easy enough to catch
themagain if we have to nove them'



Once released fromtheir confinement, the wol f-fish began to explore their new
domain, their antennae bristling with curiosity. The brothers watched for a
few nonents, then turned away and headed down the hill

"Gate' Il know what happened,' Aylen said. 'He'll do whatever's necessary.

A andi s nodded wearily.

"W've done our bit,' he said. "All | want to do now is sleep for about two
days.'

*

"How coul d you let this happen?' O andis cried.

When confronted with the di saster that had befallen their stepnother, the two
brothers had reacted in markedly different ways. Aylen had becone silent and
wi t hdrawn, apparently unable to speak, and barely reacting even when told of

the bizarre circunstances of Ysatel's fall. dandis, on the other hand, seened
to have been seized by a terrible fury.
"You know what she's like,' Kerin said. 'l tried—

'Not hard enough,' his son cut in. 'You re her husband. You're supposed to
protect her.'

"It wasn't his fault,' Terrel protested. 'If anyone was to blanme it was ne.'
He had been listening to the argunment between father and son with a grow ng
sense of guilty despair.

QO andis turned to glance at him

'Keep out of this,' he said dismssively. 'This is fanmily business.'

Wth those few thoughtl ess words, O andis cut away the tenporary foundations
of Terrel's life, and his belief that he had becone part of the Mrana famly
was exposed as nmere w shful thinking. When it cane to a crisis, he was an

out sider once nmore. He did not try to interrupt again, know ng that anything
he sai d now woul d be usel ess.

"Well?' dandis denanded, glaring at his father

"I could no nore turn Ysy into a caged bird than | could fly to the noons,"'
Kerin replied. 'You know—-

"What | know is that she was pregnant.’

"And she still is! She's going to wake up sooner or later.'

' How can you know that?' O andis asked. 'My nother didn't.'

The nmonent of absolute stillness that followed this outburst seened to | ast
for ever. The accusation inmplicit in Oandis's words drai ned the col our from
Kerin's face, and when he finally spoke his voice was small and tortured.
"That was different.'’

" How woul d you know?' O andis nmuttered. Even he seemed shocked by his own
decl aration, but he was still burning with righteous indignation. 'You weren't
even there.'

'dandis?" Aylen said in a quiet, warning tone, but this was not enough to
deter his brother. A dam had burst sonewhere deep inside him and he was
hel pl ess to stop the del uge now.

"I watched her fading away,' he said, 'wondering all the time where ny father
was, why he didn't cone home and make everything all right again. And after

she died and the elders wouldn't let us go and see her any nore, | held the
baby in ny arns and told her that we'd | ook after her. Then she stopped
breathing too, and | couldn't help. | didn't understand what |I'd done wong. |
didn't understand anything. | was seven years old. Seven.""

Terrel was appalled to see tears running silently down Kerin's face, tears
that he made no attenpt to hide or w pe away.

"That's enough,' Aylen pleaded softly, but once again O andis ignored him
"Didn't you |earn anything fromwhat happened to Aryel ?* he asked, seem ngly
intent on twisting the knife now that he'd driven it into his father's heart.
"I's this how you honour her nenory? By repeating the whol e thing?

Terrel woul d not have believed A andis capabl e of such

cruelty and - even after hearing about the traumatic events of his chil dhood -
coul d not understand why the sorrow he had expected shoul d have turned to such
vicious rage. In the end it was to that rage, and not to the injustice of

A andis's clainms, that Kerin responded.



"CGet out,' he grated, in a cracked and bitter voice. 'Get out of ny house.'
"Ch, I'mgoing,' Oandis replied with equal fervour and di sdain. 'You think
want to stay here?

So saying, he turned on his heels and strode fromthe hut into the incongruous
sunlight of a new day. A nonent later, before either of the others had had a
chance to say anything, Kerin also turned away and went back to his vigil at
Ysat el ' s bedsi de.

Ayl en and Terrel were left numb with horror, each seeing his own shock
reflected in the other's eyes.

Chapter Twenty-Three

"You're both as stubborn as each other!' Aylen was trapped hal fway between
anger and dej ecti on.

"Just leave it, Chute,' Kerin said. 'This is between ne and your brother.

know you nmean well, but it won't help. Aandis will conme to his senses in his
own tine.'
"WIl he? One of you has got to make the first nove. O maybe you'll just

never speak to each other again. Is that what you want?

"I told you to leave it, boy.'

"He' || probably end up marrying Elyce.'

"If that's what he wants,' Kerin stated col dly.

"You know it isn't!'" Aylen exclaimed. 'But he's got to |live somewhere, and
he's quite capable of doing it just to spite you.'

Pain flashed in Kerin's eyes, but he just shrugged, as though the actions of
his el der son were of no interest to him

Several days had passed since the argument between O andis and his father and,
true to his word, O andis had not returned home. He was now living with his
woul d- be sweetheart and her family, an arrangenent that would normally make
their eventual marriage a foregone conclusion. Elyce had been delighted by his
apparent change of heart, caring little for his reasons. Even though O andis
was cl early unhappy nost of the time, and had been treating her with little
consi deration —and at tines alnpst with contenpt —she was quick to display
their new attachment to all and sundry. Her sonetinmes thoughtless comments had
done nothing to heal the rift between O andis and his father

Terrel was dismayed by this state of affairs, but —heeding 4 andis's warning
that this was famly business —he had nmade no attenpt to nedi ate between the
two warring parties. Instead, as on this occasion, he had nmerely been a silent
onl ooker as Aylen tried to bring what was left of his fam |y back together

'He doesn't even love her,' Aylen said now 'That's obvious to everyone except
El yce. He's being cruel to her too, and that's not like him is it?

Kerin shrugged again, as if disavowi ng any knowl edge of his son's character.
"Just give hima chance,' Aylen pleaded. 'An opening.'

'He can do anything he likes. |I'mnot stopping him'

"I give up,' Aylen nmuttered, waving his hands in the air. 'I'mgoing to work."'
After he left, Terrel desperately wanted to say sonething, but the | ook on
Kerin's face and the lingering atnnosphere of antagoni sm kept him quiet.

*

In contrast to earlier tinmes, the Mrana honme had become a cold and |ifel ess

place. Wth d andis gone, Ysatel still deep in her coma, Kerin brooding and
Ayl en hel pless to do anything about it, there was little Terrel could do to
lighten the nmood. Not even Aylen seemed willing to talk to himany nore, and

Terrel could not help wondering if he was being blanmed in sonme way for what
had happened. As a result he could only ook on in nisery as the fanily he had
once thought to be invulnerable tore itself apart. He didn't want to believe
that this was inevitable for all famlies, but the conclusion seened

i nescapable. If these things could happen to such a tight-knit unit, what hope
was there for the rest of humanity?

As tinme passed, the person he nissed nost was, of course, Ysatel. It was she
who had first nmade himfeel that he belonged in Fenduca and, as soneone who'd
never had a real home - or famly - of his own, that had been enornously

i mportant to him Now she was gone, beyond even the reach of his talents, and



Terrel was bereft.

Ysatel's alnost lifeless body still lay in the hut's small side-room No one
had yet suggested noving her to the cave with the other sleepers - Terre
dreaded to think what Kerin's reaction would be if they did - and the boy had
t hus been able to nmonitor her progress as best he could. He visited her each
nmorni ng and evening, trying to ignore the habitual | ook of hope Kerin gave him
as he came in. He always took her hand, but although he occasionally felt a
tentative connection, these nonents were only fleeting and uninformative - and
they were grow ng weaker. She was fading gradually from his waking dream and
Terrel knew that eventually she woul d beconme |ike the nen and worman in the
cave, and that he would then

feel nothing at all when he touched her. For a nmonent he wondered whether it
woul d be the same with Alyssa, in spite of her being able to come to himin
anot her form

Al yssa had been a sl eeper now for nore than three-quarters of a year, which -
while it was a lot less than the unfortunates in the cave - still seened an
age to Terrel. The thought of her spirit fading, and his | osing contact with
her, was unbearabl e.

There had been no sign of Alyssa and the ghosts since their visit on the day
after Ysatel's fall. Terrel had | ong since given up trying to think of

anyt hing he could do to make them cone, and had resigned hinmself to sinmply
waiting. In the neantine, he continued his healing work in the village,

al t hough that gave himless satisfaction than it had once done. The fact that

he coul d do nothing for Ysatel - something he suspected Kerin secretly
resented - made his other achievenments seem al nost pointless. Neverthel ess,
those he treated were still grateful, and the gifts he earned went sonme way to

suppl enenti ng the househol d' s nmeagre incone.

However, one of his patients was unable to give himanything in paynment.
Cardos was slowy recovering his health - although his face woul d al ways be
di sfigured -and as he had no fanmly, he had been staying in the infirmary. He
had refused to talk about his tinme on the nountain, and after the events
precipitated by his return, nost people wanted little to do with him Apart
fromTerrel, and occasional visits fromsonme of the village wonen, the only
person who went to see himregularly was Aylen -and he always | eft when Terre
arrived, and woul dn't discuss what had passed between them

One of the few things Terrel was grateful for was the

fact that Farazin had made no nore nmention of the villagers' dream

predi ctions, or of a possible nmeeting with the sharaken. If the Collector who
had visited Fenduca was a true representative of the nystics, Terrel wanted
nothing to do with them- and certainly did not want to travel to their
nmount ai nous retreat in Macul's interior. Their lofty attitudes seened to him
to be al most as bad as the venal greed displayed by the country's rulers.
Nei t her seened to have any regard for the general popul ation, and Terrel could
not help comparing themto the equivalent authorities in the Floating Islands.
It was true that the inperial forces and the seers paid little attention to
the troubl es of the conmon peopl e of Vadanis, but at least their attitudes had
not been actively pernicious.

These thoughts were enough to nmake Terrel feel even nore homesick - until he
renenbered that the Enperor was actually his father, and that the seers had
been anmong those responsible for his abandonnment as a baby. After that he
deci ded that all governnents must be as vile and corrupt as each ot her

The spring rains returned that afternoon, bringing with themrenewed worries
about a further nudslide. Runpburs had been circulating that the soldiers were
preparing anot her 'accidental' aval anche, but as there was nothing the
villagers could do about this - even if it were true -they went about their
busi ness as usual. After everything that had happened to him Terrel was

begi nning to understand their fatalism

He was hurrying down one of the village paths, resigned to getting soaked
before he reached the shelter of Kerin's hut, when he was hailed from one of
t he near by



buil di ngs. This was a ranshackl e pl ace, whose owner —a one-eyed man cal |l ed
Arbanas —made a precarious living selling the ale he brewed hinself, w nes
and spirits he bought fromtravellers, and occasionally even sone food. The
quality of his nerchandi se was nedi ocre, and because Terrel had had an
aversion to al cohol ever since his experience in Tiscamanita - when he'd got
so drunk that the enchanter had been able to control his body as well as his
m nd —he had never been inside before. However, the nman beckoning to hi m now
was a wel |l -dressed stranger, and the prospect of getting out of the rain nade
Terrel hesitate. Going back to the Mrana hone no | onger held much attraction
so he went over to the al e-house and stepped inside.

"You're Terrel, aren't you?

As the stranger let the protective canopy fall back over the doorway, the only
illumination in the bar cane fromtwo sputtering candles, and it was hard for
Terrel to make out many details. The place was al nbst enpty, and the air snelt
stal e.

"Yes, |'mTerrel. Who are you?

"My nanme is Bezaki Antin, but nost people call ne Rider. Can | buy you a
drink? Or what passes for a drink in these parts,' he anended with a grin.
"No, thank you.' Terrel knew of Rider by reputation. He was one of the
nmerchants who canme regularly to trade with Cutter, always arriving on

hor seback with two ot her nmounted nmen acting as his bodyguards.

"Very wi se. Arbanas here has tried to poison ne on nore than one occasion.'
"I"ll succeed one of these days,' the landlord comented gruffly fromthe
dept hs of the room

'Good health to you too,' Rider said, |aughing.

"What do you want with me?' Terrel asked.

"Well, 1've conpleted ny trading with nmy dear friend Cutter,' the nerchant
replied. "And |'ve paid ny respects to Farazin. 1'd normally have | eft by now
- there's not much else to keep me in Fenduca - but it's too late in the day
to start journeying again, so |'ve some tinme on ny hands. It's been suggested
that you might be able to offer nore original and intelligent conversation

t han nost people here.'

' These people are ny friends,' Terrel pointed out.

"I meant no offence,' R der said quickly, still smling. 'But you're newto
this region, aren't you?

Terrel nodded.

"And to be honest,' the merchant went on, 'I was curious to neet the heal er
everyone's been tal ki ng about .
"Well, now you' ve nmet me,' Terrel said shortly. The nman seened affabl e enough

but his slightly condescendi ng manner was beginning to irritate the boy.
Bezaki Antin obviously liked the sound of his own voice, and Terrel doubted
that he would gain much from any conversation

"I"ll be straight with you, Terrel,' Rider said, his expression earnest now.
‘"I don't believe in things | can't see and touch, and you don't | ook Iike nuch
to ne, but too many peopl e have been singing your praises for ne to ignore it
conpletely. One of ny servants has injured his shoulder.' He waved a hand at
two burly men sitting in a dingy recess at the end of the room 'The stupid
oaf doesn't even know how he did it, but he can't raise his right arm above
chest height. That's his sword arm which nakes hi m about as effective a
bodyguard as a bl ueri ver

duckling. I was wondering if you'd work sone of your magic on him- for a
suitable fee, of course.’

Terrel hesitated for only an instant before replying. He was | earning that
being a healer carried its own obligations, and now that he knew the true
reason for Rider's invitation, he wanted to end the encounter as quickly as
possi bl e.

"Al'l right. Which of themis it?

' Draven, get up here.’

The bodyguard stood up and wal ked over to them eyeing Terrel with sone
suspi cion. Like his nmaster, he was clearly sceptical about the healing



process.
"G ve nme your hand.

Draven hesitated, then - | ooking distinctly enbarrassed - laid his calloused
fingers on the boy's outstretched pal m Mking a connection was sonet hi ng that
now came naturally to Terrel, but on this occasion he nmet nore resistance than
was usual, and he put this down to the man's lack of belief. But the pain in
Draven's shoul der was real enough, and Terrel shuddered involuntarily when he
reached it. The injury itself was not really serious —it would have nended in
time —but while it lasted it was not only agoni zing but debilitating too. He
dealt instinctively with the pain, enabling the patient to control it hinself,
then noved his attentions to the joint, noting where the problens |ay and
adjusting the play of nmuscles so that they caused the | east possible

di sconfort. It was not a cure, but it was the next best thing. Terrel wthdrew
hi s hand.

"Try it now.'

Draven did so, flexing his arm then raising it gingerly, before lifting it
above his head. H s expression as he did

so was al nost comical, and his amazenment was echoed on his master's face

' Moons!' Rider exclainmed heartily. '"If he'd tried to do that earlier today
he'd have been squealing like a stuck pig. You really are a healer, boy.'

Yes, | am Terrel thought, with sone satisfaction. And | can do it even when
soneone has no faith in ne.

"It'"ll be stiff and sore for a while," he told the guard, 'but you'll be as
good as newin a nonth or so.'

' Thanks,' Draven said quietly.

"That's all you can say?' Rider demanded.

"That's all that's necessary,' Terrel said.

"I"'msorry | doubted you,' the nerchant told the boy. 'I've never seen
anything like it.' He dug into his belt-pouch and picked out four stones.

"WIl one of these do for your fee?" he asked, hol ding them out.

"Any of them'

' Then choose one.'

Knowi ng that this was another of Rider's ganes, another test, Terrel was
tempted just to pick the first one that took his eye. But then he resolved to
make a consi dered choice. Kerin and his sons had taught hima little about the
relative values of their finds, and he owed it to themto get as nmuch as he
could from Bezaki. The nerchant could afford it, after all.

In the end he settled on a dull-coloured, irregularly-shaped nugget that

prom sed a good yield of netal wthin.

Ri der nodded approvingly.

"Not just a healer, |I see,' he commented. 'Mst novi ces woul d' ve gone for
somet hing prettier, but you ve chosen the best of the four.'

Terrel pocketed the stone, feeling in no need of the merchant's flattery, and
turned to go

"You're wasted here, Terrel. Why do you stay?

"l don't have nmuch choice."'

"A man of your talents would be wel come anywhere, and you could earn nmuch nore
than a few stones.'

"I"'mnot interested in that.'

"Such sel flessness!' Rider exclainmed, half nocking.

'Besides,' Terrel added, 'when | |eave here, |I'm going hone.'

"And where is home? | haven't been able to place your accent.'

"I come from Vadanis. It's one of what you call the Cursed Islands.' He found
that he was childishly pleased to note the shock that registered on Bezaki's
face.

'No wonder,' the merchant said, then paused. 'Getting back there's going to

t ake sone doing."'

"I know when the islands will reach the closest point to the coast of Mcul .’
'"Even so, you're going to need a ship willing to make the trip.'

'"Do you know where | might find one?" Terrel asked, belatedly realizing that a



travell er such as Rider might well be a source of useful information

' The nearest place would be Tanggula,' the nmerchant replied, 'but | doubt nmany
of the captains there would want to attenpt such a voyage. And how woul d you
pay their passage-fee?

'\Where i s Tanggul a?'

" About forty mles southwest of here. The best route is via Fenia Rybak, but
even that's not easy. Have you ever wal ked that far?' R der glanced at
Terrel's twisted |eg.

"Many tines.'

The nerchant nodded, showing little surprise at the boy's claim

' Perhaps we could cone to sone arrangenent,' he suggested, 'so that you could
ride . '

"I"'mnot ready to go yet.'

Wth that, Terrel left the al e-house, ignoring Bezaki's final attenpts to
persuade himto stay a little longer. He was feeling a surge of confidence now
that he knew where to go when the tine cane. It was not much, considering the
voyage he intended to nake - but it was a start.

The foll owi ng norni ng brought another piece of good news. Unseen by all but a
few prospectors working in the upper stretches of the river, the gate in the
fence opened and two figures were ushered through w thout cerenony. Tal ker and
Davi had been ret urned.

The child's parents claimed himas soon as he reached the village, and for a
time would l et no one el se near him Tal ker was as inconprehensible as ever,
so it was not until late in the afternoon that Terrel found out what had
happened. Frasu cane to see him and grudgingly admtted that he'd been unable
to get anything fromhis son apart fromthe fact that Davi wanted to see
Terrel. When he reached their hut, Erena was reluctant to |l et the boy out of
her arms - as if she feared that Terrel's nere presence would | ead to her son
bei ng taken away again - but Davi wiggled free. Even then he was reticent,
obviously finding it difficult to talk, and Terrel began to wonder if the
little boy had been badly treated by the soldiers.

Eventual | y, though, Davi confided in him the child s words spilling out in a
rush. Tal ker, he said, had lost his

gift. He hadn't been able to heal any of the soldiers or mners, and this
upset Davi greatly. Terrel tried to get himto go into nore detail, but he
clammed up again -and then Frasu made it clear that the interview was over.
Terrel made his way to the infirmary, where Tal ker had been installed. He
found the blind man kneeling over Cardos's bed, nodding silently over the

sl eeping patient, and in that noment Terrel knew that Talker's gift had not
been | ost. Somehow, in the midst of the soldiers and mners who had abandoned
himearlier, he had found a way to hide his talent. There was no telling how
or why he had done this, but it meant that in some ways Tal ker was an even
nore remar kabl e heal er than Terrel hinself.

'Did you talk to Davi?' Aylen asked.

"Yes,' Terrel replied. 'He didn't say much, though."'

Did he hear anything about a possible aval anche?

"I don't know.'

"I had a bit of good luck today,' Aylen remarked, grinning as he changed the
subj ect. He dipped a hand into his pocket and took out a stone about the size
of a hen's egg. It had a snooth, al nost polished surface, which glowed in
swirls of blue, silver-white and violet, with a few tiny sparks of orange
glittering within its depths. It was as though a particularly serene nonent of
sunri se had been frozen in stone, and even to Terrel's |largely-untutored eye,
it was obvious that it nmust be both very rare and extrenely val uabl e.

'Not bad, eh?" Aylen conmented, seeing Terrel's awed expression

"It's beautiful.’

"It's a fire-opal,' Aylen told himgrandly. 'I bet the
m ners would be sick if they knew they'd missed this. It's exactly what |
needed. Don't say anything to Gate yet, will you? I want to surprise him'

Terrel expected Aylen to reveal his find that evening, but he didn't, and the



at nosphere in the hut remained as depressing as ever

The next norning, Kerin and Ayl en had al ready gone out when Terrel awoke and,
after checking on Ysatel, he made his way to Davi's home. As he approached the
hut, Aylen cane out, but he strode off before Terrel had a chance to talk to
hi m

Despite Terrel's pleading, Davi's parents flatly refused to | et the boy resune
his partnership with Tal ker, and Terrel went on to the infirmary. Cardos's
condition had inproved overnight, and Terrel was in no doubt that this was
because of Tal ker's presence.

Wthout his "eyes', the blind man was effectively confined to one place, and
Terrel was determined to try to remedy this. He took Tal ker with himon his
subsequent trip around the village, but the arrangenent proved inpractical. He
did not have Davi's knack as a guide -or as a translator - and no one had any
need of Talker if Terrel was there. By midday he had taken the blind nan back
to the infirmary, having decided to try once nore to change Frasu and Erena's
m nds about allowi ng their son out of their sight.

He was on his way to their hut when he nmet Ayl en again.

"You'll help them won't you?' Aylen said abruptly.

"Who?' Terrel asked, taken aback by this unorthodox greeting.

'"Gate and O andis. They're going to have to forgive each other eventually.'

"OfF course. I'lIl do anything | can, you know that. But—

'Good man,' Aylen cut in. "lI've got to run. No peace for the w cked.' He
dashed off, evidently in a hurry. As Terrel watched his fleet-footed progress,
he felt clunmsy and confused.

He was not to realize the significance of their brief conversation until that
eveni ng, when he returned to the Mrana house to find Kerin sitting alone in
the main room The expression on his face was so desolate that for a nonment
Terrel thought sonething had happened to Ysatel, but a glance into the inner
roomtold himthat her condition was unchanged.

"What's the matter? What's happened?

For answer Kerin held up his clenched fist.

"If I hadn't seen it witten down in his own hand, |'d never have believed
it,' he said.

Terrel saw that he was holding a crunpled scrap of the material used for
maki ng the famly's prayer-fl ags.

"That's all he left apart fromthis.' Kerin opened his other fist, and Terre
saw the fire-opal glittering on the pal mof his hand.

"Ayl en?' he said stupidly.

'"He's gone to the nmountain,' Kerin said. 'To take the king's wages.'

Chapt er Twenty- Four

Overnight, Kerin had becone a waith. Before Aylen's departure, there had been
a spark of defiance in his misery, even in the mdst of all his troubles, but
now t hat had been snuffed out. The prospector was a silent figure, forlorn and
wi t hout hope. He'd lost everything - his wife, his unborn daughter, both his
sons - and nothing in his life held any neani ng.

Terrel watched himfading, knowi ng he could do nothing. Kerin refused to

di scuss his famly, and sinply ignored the boy's efforts to console him
Farazin was anong several of the villagers who had tried to confort him but
none of themnet with any success either. The only person Kerin would talk to
was Ysatel, and then only when he thought there was no chance of his being
overheard. Terrel occasionally caught a few nmunbl ed words when he returned to
the hut, but he did his best not to eavesdrop, recognizing the private pain in
Kerin's voice. The fact that he chose to talk only to someone who coul d

not respond was in itself synptomatic of the tragedy that had befallen him
When he was able to tear hinmself away fromhis vigil at his wife's bedside,

Kerin returned to his place in the river —he had to work, after all —but
even a good find did not dent his gl oom
Terrel also noted that he had made no attenpt to sell the fire-opal. "It's

exactly what | needed,' Aylen had said. Terrel hadn't understood what he'd
meant at the tine, but it was clear enough now Yet even though it was obvious



that Ayl en had nmeant the stone to provide his father with sone nuch-needed

i ncome, Terrel understood why Kerin wanted to hold on to his last link with
hi s son.

"What do you expect nme to do?' O andis asked.

"You could cone hone,' Terrel suggested.

"This is his hone now,' Elyce said, and took 4 andis's hand.

As always, Terrel felt inhibited by the girl's presence. She had a knack of

al ways being there whenever he tried to talk to A andis, and her

possessi veness was denonstrated in her every word and action

'"He's suffered enough,' Terrel insisted. 'And he needs you.'

' Then why won't he say so hinsel f?

"Pride, stubbornness ... who knows? Does that matter? He's still your father.'
"You think I'm being cruel, don't you?'

"Wuld talking to himbe so difficult? Terrel asked, avoiding a direct answer
to the question.

"He won't listen.'

'He m ght now.'

Now t hat Ayl en's gone, you nean?

You're all he has left.’

"I don't suppose he's even stopped to consider why Chute left.'

'"He won't discuss it with ne," Terrel replied, 'but I'd guess he's thought of
little other than his famly recently.'

"He's driven us all away,' Oandis stated bluntly.

You can't nean that!'

"Can't |?

Terrel had spent sone time trying to fathom Aylen's notives for |eaving. He
had expl ained nothing in his farewel | note, but no one believed that Chute had
sinmply been tenpted by the regul ar wages of a m ne-worker. Mst peopl e thought
that he'd gone to be the villagers' spy in the arny canp, to warn them of nore
aval anches or of any other threats fromthe mlitary. hers had even

specul ated that he might be planning to incite a revolt anong the miners -
somet hing A andi s had di scussed with Terrel during their fishing trip two

nmont hs earlier. But no one had suggested that Aylen had sinply wanted to
escape fromhis famly home —until now

"Kerin needs a reason to forgive hinmself,' Terrel said quietly, not know ng
what el se to say.

"And you want me to give it to hin®

"You're the only one left who can.'’

"And if what he's done is unforgivable? dandis asked, his dark eyes filled
wi th pai nful menories. 'Wat then?

Terrel trudged up the path to the infirmary, wondering gloomly if it was his
own bal eful influence that caused famlies to tear thensel ves apart. He was so
sunk in

nmenories of Ferrand's farmthat, when he was hailed, he did not know who had
call ed out or where they were. Looking round, he noticed Cutter standing with
a stranger, presumably another of the travelling merchants he dealt with.

"Can you spare us a nonment, Terrel? Cutter called, beckoning himover.

Terrel made his way across to them nore than a little surprised. Although he
was on good ternms with Mtus now, they rarely had much to say to one anot her
He had never set eyes on the other man before.

"This is Masiuk Ilona.'

Terrel and the merchant nodded in greeting, each weighing the other up

"Is it true Kerin has a fire-opal ?* Cutter asked, revealing his reason for
speaki ng to the boy.

"Yes. Aylen found it before he left.'

"Do you realize how valuable it mght be?

'"He won't part with it.'

"Way not?' the nerchant asked. '| can guarantee him an excellent price.’

"If it's a good stone,' Cutter added, 'it could make his life a |l ot easier. He
coul d—



'"He's not interested,' Terrel said.

"You're sure?" Masiuk queried.

"Talk to himyourself if you don't believe ne.'

'"W've tried," Cutter admitted, shrugging. 'He won't even showit to us.'
'Then there's nothing | can do.'

"W could nmake it worth your while,' the merchant suggested.

'Leave himalone,' Terrel said, angry now. 'And |eave

me alone.' He was about to turn and wal k away when the merchant spoke again.
"You're fromthe Cursed Islands, aren't you?'

"Yes.'

"And you intend to return there?

"Wen | can,' Terrel replied. 'Wiy? Do you know any of the sea captains in
Tanggul a?'

"Most of them' It was not a boast, nerely a statenent of fact.

' Masi uk knows everyone, everywhere,' Cutter remarked with a grin. 'And he's
always first with all the gossip. He's just been telling me about sone nonster
that the king's got |ocked up in Talazoria.'

Terrel froze, all thoughts of ships fleeing fromhis nind

"A nonster?' he asked shakily.

'Some say it's a denon,' the merchant said with relish, '"a creature so vile no
man can | ook on it for long without his blood boiling or turning to ice.'

"What does it |ook |ike?

"I"ve not seen it nyself, but I've heard they're calling it Anetek-Vori.' He
explained that this neant 'the rock that wal ks' in the wanderers' tongue.

"And you say it's | ocked up?

"Walled up, rather. Inside the old fortress. Apparently Ekuban's turned it
into a new entertai nment for his court.'

"How?' Terrel asked, his sense of dread increasing.

'He sends convicted crinminals inside, and sees what happens,' Masiuk replied.
So far none of them have ever conme out again.'

'"Eaten alive,' Cutter concluded. 'That sounds |like the sort of entertainment
Ekuban woul d enjoy.'

"If the creature's that powerful, you wonder why it hasn't tried to escape,’
the merchant added.

'"Is there a noat around the fortress? Terrel asked. 'Yes. How did you know
that?' 'Just a guess.'

The nore Terrel thought about the runour, the nore worried he becane. It
sounded so like the initial gossip that had surrounded the nmonster in the

m nes at Betancuria that he couldn't help thinking the creature at Ekuban's
court nust be an elenental. At first he wondered if the Ancient had sonehow
followed him but rejected that idea. Gven its fear of even relatively snall
amounts of water, there was no way it could have crossed the ocean. The
concl usi on was therefore obvious. There was a second of its kind.

And if that were true, a nunber of other things began to nake nuch nore sense.
For a start, it neant that the sleepers here - including Ysatel - were |inked
to the elemental in Talazoria, and not to the one on Vadanis. So it was hardly
surprising that his efforts to find a connection between Ysatel and Al yssa had
been | argely unsuccessful. On the other hand, if the second creature was
afraid of water, it seened likely that there would be some other simlarities
bet ween the two. However, the one in Betancuria had | ooked nothing Iike a rock
- wal ki ng or otherw se.

Terrel shook his head as if to clear it. The world had been confusi ng enough
before this!

He' d wal ked away fromthe village, |ooking for somewhere to be alone with his
t houghts, and his vantage point on a nearby hillside gave hima good view of

t he bl ack

mountain in all its bleak, inmposing majesty. There had been times in his
wi | der flights of fancy when he'd wondered fleetingly if another el enmental had
had something to do with the emergence of the mountain, but he'd disnissed the
idea - partly because it seemed absurd, and partly because the ghosts had been



able to cone to him They had not been able to get within twenty mles of

Bet ancuria, held back by a force that none of them could explain. But the
theory didn't seemquite so ridiculous now It was possible that the el enental
had been there when the nountain grew - when the earlier sleepers had fallen
into their comas - but that it had subsequently noved away.

Terrel recalled a conversation about the water level in the area rising, and
wonder ed whet her this nmight have been what had driven the creature away.

Al t hough this made sense, he couldn't inmagine howit had cone to be captured
inadistant city - if that was indeed the case. He knew, from hard-won
experience, that not all runmours were true. However, they had to begin
somewhere, and a horrible suspicion was growing in Terrel's mnd. How | ong

will it be, he wondered, before sonmeone starts telling me that destiny's
calling for me to go to Tal azoria?

The voice of the cloud was deep and sonorous, |ike the nmuted runbling of
t hunder .

' Omens. '

"I"'msick of onmens,' Terrel said.

'Omens are inportant here.'’

"You nean dreans.'

Terrel was flying again. He found nothing strange in the fact that he was
talking to a cloud, but he w shed it

woul d rel ease himfromits clanmy enbrace so that he could see. He knew the

| and was bel ow hi m sonewhere, renenbered frommoonlit glinpses, but it was

i nvisible now And there was magic in the air.

He couldn't control the weather. No one coul d.

Cruel laughter nade hi mdoubt his own reasoning, as the veil of w nd-bl own

m st parted. The soaring eagle's view of Macul made himnonentarily dizzy, and
he saw novenent where there was none. The darkness bel ow shi vered.

This is fun, isn't it! The enchanter's voice was gleeful. W make a good team
you and 1.

W 're not a team Jax. W never will he.

The enchanter hesitated, evidently caught off guard.

So, you've realized at last, he commented eventually. It took you | ong enough
And we are a team whether you like it or not. How el se could | be here,

unl ess you invited nme? How el se could all this have happened? \Watch

As the rempote presence withdrew, Terrel felt a mixture of relief and
forebodi ng. The diseased | and bel ow himflickered dully, one jewel outshining
all the rest. He flew on, drawing closer, sensing the fearful darkness at its
heart.

Tal azoria rose like a beacon in the endless night, its facets capturing al

t he pal e nbon-rays and turning theminto rai nbow col oured fountains of |ight.
The city glittered and blinked like a mllion stars, too el aborate to be
beautiful but awe-inspiring nonetheless. Terrel stared, torn between

ast oni shment and guilt, as the internal trenbling began

Even though he knew it was com ng, the sudden wave of destruction stil
shocked himto the core. One nonent

the city was intact, the next it was being ripped apart by a convul sive,
lurching series of violent trenors, each one nore explosive than the |ast.
Terrel would not have m nded any form of justice, however brutal, that turned
Tal azoria into rubble, but he knew that this was not the end of the
devastation. Like ripples spreading out froma pebble thrown into still water,
t he earthquake tore across the | andscape, |evelling nountains, uprooting
forests, and flinging | akes and rivers into the sky.

Was t his happeni ng? he wonder ed.

Ti me doesn't mean nuch in the dreamworld.

Wuld it happen?

And was there anything anyone could do to stop it?

The rock and earth of Macul turned to liquid, flowing |like dark water and
crushing every living thing in its snothering enbrace.

Terrel awoke fromthe nightmare just as the black mountain had begun to



di sintegrate, burying Fenduca beneath its suddenly rmurderous bul k. Al around
was quiet and still, but the dread did not |eave him- and sonething Al yssa
had said a long tine ago sounded in his head again as if she were there beside
hi m

Dreans are soneti nes meant to show us things.

Chapter Twenty-Five

Dreans are sonetinmes meant to show us things. Especially here.

Terrel | ooked around, not sure whether he was renenbering Al yssa' s voice or
whet her she was actually there.

| told you that ages ago.

Alyssa? H s hopes were rising, though he still couldn't see her

Who el se are you expecting?

VWhere are you?

W need to talk, away from prying eyes.

Terrel saw a flash of brilliant col our outside the hut, but it was noving too
fast for himto see what it was. Al though he didn't understand her comrent
about prying eyes, he was too pleased to even think of arguing with her.

The ol d stones? he suggest ed.

Al right.

"Il be there as soon as | can.

*

By the time Terrel reached the gl ade, Alyssa and the ghosts were al ready
there, apparently deep in conversation. They were so intent on their silent

di scussion that they weren't aware of his approach until he was al nbst upon
them and he was able to catch a little of what they were saying.

That woul d be an incredible coincidence, don't you think? Mizeni said.

Too incredible, Shahan agreed.

Then why did he see it? Al yssa asked.

And even if it is connected, El am added, what's he supposed to do about it?
Terrel can only tell when earthquakes are comng. He can't prevent them

You 're absolutely sure it began in the city? Mizeni asked.

Alyssa |l eant forward from her perch, her long bill stabbing towards the ghost
in an unni st akabl e gesture of annoyance. The bird that housed her spirit was
the nost beautiful Terrel had ever seen, its plumage a mxture of bright blue,
yel low and a deep rust red, with black stripes around her neck and across her
eyes. He had no idea what it was.

O course—she began.

It started in Talazoria, Terrel said.

They all turned to look at him the ghosts' expressions betraying sone relief.
What did you do, take the scenic route? El am asked, grinning. O did you stop
for breakfast on the way?

| got here as soon as | could, Terrel replied. The only thing | stopped to do
was get dressed. He had also glanced in at Ysatel and the still-sleeping Kerin
before he left, but he saw no need to nention that.

Thank goodness, Elam commented. Even as a ghost |'mnot sure | could stomach
the sight of you naked this early in the norning.

Alyssa 's been telling us about your dream Shahan said, directing the
conversation back to nore serious matters. You say the city is called

Tal azori a?

Yes. It's the capital of Mcul. Unlike nmany of Terrel's dreans, the inmages had
stayed clear in his head as the day began

W' ve been trying to work out if this is significant, Mizeni said. If it m ght
be sone sort of prophecy.

O warni ng, Shahan added.

O if it means you ate too much cheese |ast night, El am said.

Can't you be serious, just for once? Alyssa chided.

El am bit back the flippant coment that had evidently sprung to m nd, and
shrugged i nst ead.

I"'msinply trying to keep some sense of proportion, he explained. W're
tal ki ng about a dream here. It doesn 't have to mean anyt hing.



| don't think I'ma prophet, Terrel said, settling hinmself on one of the

anci ent stones. But the Anber Mon was full last night, and all dreans seemto
be inmportant here.

Do you have any idea what pronpted this one? Shahan asked.

The runmours, probably.

What runours?

In the past it had al ways been the ghosts who passed information on to Terre
but now, for the first time, it was the other way around. As soon as he
realized this, Terrel had the feeling that what he was about to tell them
woul d probably affect their interpretation of his vision.

It's being said that Macul's king has captured a nonster, he began - and knew
instantly that he had their undivided attention. He repeated everything Msi uk
had told him and added sone of his own conclusions - all the tine watching
the calculation on the faces of the two seers.

A second el emental, Shahan said quietly when Terrel had finished.

That would explain a | ot, Mizeni muttered.

Do you still think the elenmental is the Guardi an? Terrel asked.

It's a possibility we can't rule out, Shahan replied.

But that means there's nore than one of themtoo! Al yssa exclained.

Did you | ot get anything right when you translated the Code? El am enqui red.

It would explain all the different | andscapes that are mentioned, Shahan said,
i gnoring Elam s barbed conment.

Do you know when the creature here becanme active? Mizeni asked. Could it have
been at the last confluence, on the night you were born?

I don't know, Terrel replied, thinking. If it was responsible for the black
nmount ai n, that m ght have been around then. But | don't think that would prove
when it woke up. The Ancient was in the mnes for a long tine before anyone
noticed it.

It would be worth investigating, even so, Shahan said.

"1l ask Kerin.
What do you know about Tal azori a? Mizeni asked.
Not much. | don't know anyone who's actually been there. Apparently Ekuban

the king, is obsessed with precious stones and netals. Even the buildings are
supposed to be decorated with—

The jewelled city! 'Mizeni and Shahan excl ai ned sinult aneously.

There was a sinking feeling in the pit of Terrel's stomach.

It's in the Code, isn't it?

Shahan nodded.

W al ways thought that section was either a poetic reference to Makhaya or
just a flight of fancy.

A parabl e, Mizeni explained pedantically.

What does the Code say about it?

It's another of the places where the Guardi an and the Mentor are supposed to
join forces.

Not hi ng about an eart hquake?

| don't remenber anything specific, Shahan answered, glancing at Mizeni

There are apocal ypti c passages throughout the prophecy, the heretic said
vaguely. 1'd have to check .

You still think Terrel's dreamwas a warni ng? El am asked

Terrel is part of the prophecy, Shahan replied. It seems reasonable to assumne
that his experiences may have some bearing on its interpretation

Al right, Elamsaid, his voice taking on a practical tone for once. Assuning
this elemental is in Talazoria, and that it is going to start an earthquake,
what would pronpt it to do something so violent?

Water, Alyssa stated.

It's surrounded by a nmoat, Terrel confirnmed. And Ekuban may wel|l be tornmenting
it without realizing what he's doing. It's possible the elenental will be
driven past the point of madness by what's happening to it —and we know j ust
how powerful it could be.

They were all silent for a while, each contenplating the possible consequences



of their discoveries.

Wll, Elamsaid eventually. There's one way to find out for certain if there
really is an elenental there

The others | ooked at him

One of us, he said, indicating his fellow ghosts, has to try to go to

Tal azori a.

O course, Mizeni agreed, turning to look at the bird. Can you help us with
that, nmy dear?

Why do you need hel p? Terrel asked. The ghosts had apparently been able to
visit various places on Vadanis on their own - apart from Betancuria, of

cour se.

W're linked to this world in various ways, Shahan expl ai ned, to our own
former lives, if you like. Qutside those realns we require the services of a
gui de. He nodded towards Al yssa.

["I'l let you |l ook through the wi ndows, she agreed.

Thank you, ny dear, Mizeni said, then turned back to Terrel. However, whatever
t he outcone of our experinent, it seens certain that you will have to go to
Tal azori a.

Terrel had been waiting for this. Are you sure? You told ne yourself that
there's probably nore than one Mentor, so why does it have to be ne? This
isn't even nmy honel and. There coul d be someone el se here already.

Then why did you have the drean? Look, Terrel replied, unconfortably aware

t hat he was begi nning to sound desperate, | don't know how long it'll take me
to get to Talazoria. | probably wouldn't arrive in time, and it's al npst
certain | wouldn't be able to get back to the coast in time for the return of
the islands. |1'd be stuck here for another year! This is sonmeone else's
problem The earthquake won't even affect Vadanis.

The two seers exchanged gl ances.

I"'mnot so sure that's true, Shahan stated earnestly. If the trenmor is as
severe as Alyssa described, it's not going to stop when it reaches the coast.
At the very least, it would create a massive tidal wave

And if that happened when the islands were on this side of the ocean, Mizeni
added, the results would be catastrophic. Apart fromthe damage done by the
wave itself, it could knock the enpire off course again.

I"'mafraid there's good reason to suspect that any nmjor quake here woul d be
desperately serious, Shahan went on. Macul is part of a fixed |land nmass, and
that makes it nore vulnerable. The islands are fortunate they're able to nove
as this minimzes the inpact of any trenor. In effect, they shift and flex to

absorb the blow. That can't happen here, and the forces will build up unti
somet hing has to give way. Wien it does, the results will be extrenely
vi ol ent.

I thought all the destruction, the giant waves and everything el se, was
supposed to be at the next conjunction, Terrel persisted. After seventy-five
years, or whatever it is now.

That's what nost peopl e thought, Shahan conceded, but it doesn 't nean

somet hing can't happen earlier. W 've already had to avert one crisis in
order to prevent the devastation of the islands. It's possible we nay need to
do so again.

And you are here, Terrel, Mizeni pointed out. This m ght be why.

Terrel knew by then that this argument was not one he was going to win. Al yssa
remai ned silent, and when he glanced at Elam his friend could only shrug.

I"'mnot going until it's certain | have to, he said, using up the | ast
vestiges of his defiance.

It will be your decision, Mizeni assured him W can only offer advice.

Terrel | ooked at the |ong-dead heretic, suspecting himof dissenbling, but the
ol d man seenmed genui ne enough. W'll find out what we can, Shahan added.

When . . . when will you . . . Terrel asked hesitantly.

As soon as possible, the seer replied. But you'd better start making your
preparations now. W don't know how rmuch tine we 've got.
Al right. He felt his shoulders sag in defeat, and was overwhel ned by a



sudden wave of honesickness. Wat's happeni ng on Vadani s? he asked quietly. Is
everything all right there?

Al seenms well, Shahan replied. No one's found out why the Dark Mon is
behaving the way it is, but the islands are definitely back on course, and
they're hardly rotating any nore. The consensus is that the | odestone
principle is reasserting itself.

Now t hat they don't need to do anything, Mizeni added, nost people are content
simply to wait. Conplacency is rife - even anong the seers —now that they
think they 're safe.

O course, Jax is using his newfound status to make life niserable for those
around him the seer put in. But that was only to be expected.

He's still invading ny dreanms, Terrel said.

Real | y? That shows a tenacity that seens out of character

Was he in the vision of the earthquake?

Yes. He said we were a team

And are you?

No! Terrel replied without thinking, angry that Mizeni should even ask the
qguestion. | don't know what he was doing, but | wanted no part of it.

Do you think he m ght have something to do with the destruction? Shahan asked.
| don't see how.

He's a weat her-mage, Al yssa stated.

They all | ooked at the colourful bird, but she chose not to expand on her
remark. Terrel saw again the tornado that had al nost killed himand Al yssa at
Bet ancuria. He remenbered the clouds of his dreams, the rain below -the magic
inthe air. WAs it possible that Jax was using the weather to torture the

el enental ? Could he sonehow have been involved in the events that had led to
the creature's inprisonment? And if so, had he done so as part of a tean} The
i dea that he hinself nmight unwittingly have been part of such an undertaking
filled Terrel with horror

The others were silent too, caught up in their own specul ations, and it was
left to Elamto end their reverie.

I think we should investigate this brother of yours, he decided. See what he's
up to. It's along tine since | visited Makhaya.

Agreed, Shahan said. Muzeni and | will return to our study of the Code. You
can follow the prince.

Wait a monent! Don't go yet, Terrel inplored them Do you renenber what we
tal ked about |ast time? About Ysatel?

Your sl eeper, Elam said, nodding.

Did you find her?

No. But Alyssa did.

| had hel p, Alyssa said.

| told you the bird-girl has friends in high places, El am comrented.

W1l she be able to do what you do? Terrel asked Al yssa.

Not yet. But | rmay be able to arrange sonething el se.

What ?

A tree has as many branches under the ground as it does above.

I'"mglad you cleared that up, El amremarked, |aughing, then caught sight of
Terrel's puzzled expression. Wiat? You didn't expect a straight answer, did
you?

Terrel said nothing. He was still trying to deci pher Alyssa's cryptic words.
As he was thinking, all three ghosts vani shed.

Do you have to go too? he asked quickly.

Alyssa did not reply, but the bird remai ned where it was. A nonent |ater
another bird flitted down to join her. It was small and dowdy by conpari son
with a nottled brown back and wi ngs, and white breast feathers, but it was
eerily beautiful inits own way. It had appeared suddenly, as if it too were a
ghost.

Ysatel ? Terrel asked hopefully.

There was no response, but even though he could hear nothing, Terrel sensed
some sort of communication between the two birds. To his disappointnment, the



newconer flew away again after a few noments of this silent conversation

Wio was that?

A treecreeper, Alyssa replied. They walk differently too.

And they foll ow ghosts, Terrel thought, remenbering sonething she had told him
during one of her earlier visits.

Can you stay with ne for a while? he asked.

| always stay with you, she responded, as if this should have been

sel f-evident.

Terrel was about to contradict her, but thought better

of it. He would just make the best of what tinme they did have.

If | have to go to Talazoria, you will cone with ne, won't you?

If you want ne to.

O course | do! W really are a team

There are sone dreans | want to see, Alyssa told him changing the subject
abruptly.

Waer e?

In the village.

wn't they have bl own away by now? The day was al ready over an hour old, and
nost peopl e woul d have been awake for at |east that |ong.

Not all of them she answered. At |east | hope not.

Al right, Terrel said, getting to his feet. Let's go. Do you want to fly, or
ride on ny shoul der?

Does anyone in Fenduca keep hives?

Not that | know of. Why?

Because |'m a bee-eater, she replied. For some reason, not all bee-keepers
take kindly to ny presence.

Chapter Twenty-Six

'"So you're thinking of |eaving us?" Cutter asked.

"I don't want to,' Terrel replied, 'but I nmay have to.'

"I always thought you'd go honme eventually. \What made you change your nind?
"Alot of things. Including what happened to Ysatel.'

"You think you'll find someone in Tal azoria who can help her?

"I'n a manner of speaking, yes. How far is it to the city?

'Must be three hundred nmiles at |east.'

Al t hough Cutter obviously thought that this was a trenmendous distance, Terre
found that he was actually relieved. He had feared it mght be far nore. He'd
travel l ed nuch further than that on Vadani s.

"What's the best way to get there?

"I"d head for Aratuego first,' Cutter advised him pointing to the northwest.
' Then you night be able to hitch a ride with one of the nerchant convoys
headi ng inland. After that |'ve no idea.’

"How I ong do you think it'll take?

The big man shrugged his broad shoul ders.

"It depends on how you travel.'

"What's the best | can hope for?

"I"ve heard it said that a dispatch rider can nmake the trip in little over a
short nonth,' Cutter replied. 'But people aren't going to be lining up to

of fer you a fresh nmount at each outpost, are they? You'll be lucky to do it in
doubl e that.'

Terrel's previous experience made even this estimate seemw | dly optimstic.
He'd be travelling in conpletely unknown territory, with few resources of his
own. What was nore, he had no idea what he was supposed to do at the end of
his journey, nor how long this would take. However, he'd worked out that in
order to get to the coast in tine to try to return to the islands, the whole
trip needed to |l ast no nore than seven medi an nonths - which didn't seemto be
beyond the bounds of possibility. And the sooner he went, the better his
chances woul d be.

Terrel realized, with a sinking heart, that he was al ready assum ng he was
going to Tal azoria. Everything pointed to that conclusion

"I'"ll be sorry to see you go,' Cutter said.



"I"ll be sorry too,' Terrel responded, 'but | don't seemto have any choi ce.

At |east Talker's back in the village now, so he'll be able to go on with the
heal i ng."'

"As long as he can find soneone to guide him'

"I"ll see to that before |I leave,' Terrel pronised. 'Thanks for your help,
Cutter.'

"No problem' his former eneny replied. 'Just do me a favour. Try to get Kerin
to change his mnd about that fire-opal before you go.' Mtus was smling as
he spoke,

and Terrel half grinned in response, know ng such an attenpt woul d be
poi ntl ess.

As he went on his way, Terrel thought of the encounters that had occurred
earlier that day. Obeying Alyssa's request, he had taken her first to Davi's
hut. The little boy had just woken up and, after rubbing his eyes in

di sbelief, he'd been entranced by the col ourful bird on Terrel's shoul der

Al yssa had spent the time studying the air above Davi's head, but woul dn't
tell Terrel what she'd seen in the child' s dreams. Her only comrent had been -
He has the nobons on his eyes - and she'd refused to explain what that neant.
Their next port of call, again on Alyssa's instructions, had been the
infirmary, where she'd spent a nmuch shorter time exam ning the remants of

Tal ker's dreanming. Then, to Terrel's dismay, the bee-eater had taken to the
air and flown away. She sinply ignored his pleas for her to stay, and - as
usual - had left wthout giving any indication of when she nmight return

After that, once he'd recovered his wits and overcone the sadness pronpted by
her abrupt departure, Terrel had gone to speak to Kerin. He had found the
prospector pacing listlessly about the hut, and had asked hi m about the timng
of the emergence of the black nmountain. But he'd | earnt nothing conclusive.
Eventual |y, Kerin had wandered off to the river - after one nore | ook at
Ysatel's unnmoving form- and Terrel had gone in search of Cutter

Now, having done all he could in the way of research, he could only wait, and
wonder what the others would conme up wth.

*

Vell, there's definitely an elemental in Talazoria, Elam stated.

Terrel had not had to wait |ong. The bee-eater and her ghostly retinue had
returned the next norning.

It was |ike Betancuria, Shahan confirned.

But stronger, Elam added. W couldn't get within fifty mles of the place.

So it's nmore powerful than the other one? Terrel said. It was a frightening

t hought .

It woul d seem so, Mizeni nuttered

You don't sound very sure

It may not be as sinple as that, the heretic admtted.

Why? What do you mnean?

The two seers gl anced at each other, each apparently hoping the other would
speak first.

It's difficult to explain, Shahan began

Quantifying subjective inpressions is always tricky froma scientific point of
view, Mizeni added. Ve .

What they mean is, Elamcut in, although the effect of the forces on us was
the sane, it didn 't feel the same. Some of it felt different, but sone of it
was identical - as if the two creatures were working together

I's that possible?

How are we supposed to know? My guess is there's sone sort of |ink between

t hem

As if they were twins? Terrel whispered.

You could put it that way, Elam said, understanding his friend s disquiet. But
to ne it seened alnost as if they were sonehow part of the same being.

Al t hough Terrel wanted to dismss this idea out of hand, Mizeni nodded in
apparent agreenent.

Qur young col | eague has admirably conveyed the feelings



we all experienced, the heretic said. There were . . . resonances . . . |
don't know how to express it nmore accurately. In some sense, the two entities
may be one and the sane.

But they're hundreds of mles apart, Terrel objected.

This is a formof life we have never encountered before, Shahan pointed out.
There's so nuch about themthat is a nystery. However, if our supposition is
correct, the consequences could be far-reaching. Mst obviously, it means that
t he bargain you made with one you al so made with the other

Terrel was stunned.

That's ridi cul ous!

The divi sions between individuals sinply may not exist for them Mizen
vent ur ed.

Terrel found himself struggling with the inplications of this theory. If it
were true, it would nmean that his innocent offer of friendship was to have
repercussi ons that went far beyond the probl em he had been trying to solve on
Vadanis. He felt as if he'd been duped.

But that neans ... he began.

It neans you have to start all over again, Elamconpleted for him

Terrel glanced at his friend.

Why do we get lunmbered with all the Iousy jobs? he quoted, taking them back to
an incident at the haven when they'd been forced to clean out the stables. It
seenmed |ike another lifetime - another world.

Cone on. It's not that bad, Elamsaid. At |east the el enental doesn 't produce
any nmanure.

Terrel grinned, but then Shahan brought the di scussion back to nore serious
matters.

You may be the only person who can contact the Ancient, the seer explained.
The one here has apparently been killing

the prisoners sent into the fortress, just as the mners were killed in

Bet ancuria. And the creature there chose to befriend you. So it follows that
you may be the only one who can prevent disaster

Your actions saved the islands, Mizeni added. There's a chance you m ght be
able to save Macul .

And you have the anul et.

| suspect your journey's not over yet, whether you like it or not.

Terrel waved the two old nen to silence with an inpatient gesture, w shing
they'd stop trying to persuade himof his duty, his destiny. He turned to
Alyssa, who hadn't said anything for some tine.

Do you sense a connection between the two el emental s?

There are no walls in their roons, she replied.

Do you feel alink to the one here —as a sleeper, |I mean? he asked, hoping

t hat maki ng the question nore personal night pronpt a | ess enigmatic answer.
No. Not yet.

But the sleepers here . . . Ysatel. . . ?

Yes. Their fates depend on the creature in Tal azori a.

So you see, Terrel, Mizeni began, it really is—

It's all right, he cut in. I'lIl go. | don't really have much choice, do |?
The ghosts | ooked relieved.

If | leave soon, Terrel went on, there's a good chance | can get to the coast
intinme. I'mstill comng back to you, Alyssa

| know, she responded sinply.

They | ooked into each other's eyes for a few heartbeats, the bird s black orbs
contrasting with the boy's crystalline light. H s pronise was repeated and
accepted again in that | ook

Did you find anything nore in the Code about the jewelled city? Terrel asked,
turning back to the seers.

There was one piece that intrigued us, Shahan said. The commonly accepted
translation is, 'Beware the golden way, the silver steps deceive, Until the
royal day, the dianond noons believe.'

I had no idea you astrol ogers could be so poetic, El am conmented.



What does it nmean? Terrel asked.

It's in the formof an instruction —or a warning —to the Mentor, Shahan told
him The trouble is, because it's couched in poetic terms, the exact neaning
isn 't clear.

And anyway, you think it mght not have been translated correctly? Terre
guessed.

Mizeni nodded.

The first couplet is straightforward enough, but the second is open to severa
interpretations. 'Royal day' could just as easily be rendered as 'inportant
time', and 'dianmond noon' might sinmply be about anything to do with a source
of light in the sky.

So how is this supposed to help ne?

We don't know, Shahan admitted. But the reason we think it's relevant is
because when the Mentor is nmentioned |ater in the same passage, he's supposed
to be acconpani ed by a flying creature.

A bird? Terrel asked, glancing at the bee-eater.

So |I'd better be careful what shape | choose when we get close, Alyssa
remarked calmy

fust bear the passage in nind, Shahan concluded. It night make nore sense once
you get there.

Is there any reference to an earthquake? Terrel asked.

W couldn't find anything specific, the seer replied, but

we haven't had the opportunity to check all the sources yet.

There are several nentions of |arge waves fromthe west', though, Mizeni said.
One passage calls them ' nmountains of water'. But it's hard to tie any of them
down to a definite tine.

A quake here is unlikely to be part of the islands' prophecy, Shahan
expl ai ned. Though the resulting tidal waves would be. | think we have to take
your dream warni ng seriously.

But you said the Code contains descriptions of lots of things that don't exist
on Vadanis. So why wouldn 't the earthquake be in there too? Terrel was
confused - but it had occurred to himthat if it wasn't in the prophecy, then
it mght not be going to happen. H's dream coul d be w ong.

W think the places and events that don't seemrelevant to the Enpire are
related either to the Guardian's exploits or to the Mentor's observations,
Mizeni expl ai ned. The foreign aspects of the Code couldn't exist unless he -
or they- experience sonmething directly.

So if the quake does take place, | won't see it? How could that happen? In his
dream the devastation had engulfed the entire land. It was only after he'd
asked the question that Terrel thought of one possible explanation. He would
see nothing if he was al ready dead.

We don't know, Shahan admitted. This is all newto us, so a lot of it is
specul ati on

You 're not exactly being very reassuring, you know, El am remarked.

I"'msorry, Terrel, Shahan said. W're doing the best we can.

It was the first tine either of the spectral seers had even cone close to

di spl ayi ng any degree of humility - and perversely, this made Terrel fee
worse, not better. He

wanted themto be arrogantly certain they were right. That way he could fee
confi dent about taking their advice.

W did find sonething el se that points to your journey, Mizeni said. It refers
to 'a path gui ded by the dreans of many'

The villagers all saw me going inland.

Exactly.

| thought you said that was on a mountai ntop? El am sai d, | ooking puzzl ed.
That's what it appeared to say on first reading, Mizeni conceded disnissively,
but all translations have to allow for some degree of inexactitude. There is a
prom nent nountain here, after all. He gestured towards the mass of black rock
that towered above them Do you have a better explanation?

I was on top of a nmountain nyself recently, Elamstated, blithely ignoring the



heretic's chal |l enge.

| thought you were going to see what Jax was up to, Terrel said.

That's what | was doing. The prince had gone to Ti ndaya.

Why? Terrel felt a sense of foreboding at the news. Wat was he doing there?

I'"ve no idea. As far as | could tell, he was just wandering about, |ooking at
the ruins.

An enchanter's whin? Alyssa suggested. O a hero's pilgrinage?

They all | ooked at her, but she did not expand upon her renark.

| wasn 't able to stay long, Elamwent on, so | didn 't learn nuch. 1'll do

better next tine.

They have to go now, Alyssa said, stabbing her beak towards the ghosts.

Bef ore he vani shed, Elampulled a face and tugged at an imagi nary forel ock.
The seers sinply accepted their fate.

I don't want to confuse the issue, Alyssa said.

For once, Terrel was not sorry to see the ghosts disappear. It felt as if the
time for tal king was over.

Are you goi ng too? he asked.

Not yet, she replied. There's sonmething else we have to do first.

Chapter Twenty- Seven

'Does this have anything to do with ny father?

"Indirectly, yes.' Terrel was not going to start lying to dandis now That
woul d only nake things worse. 'But | want you to cone for your own sake, not
his.'

'd andis doesn't have to do anything he doesn't want to,' Elyce said
belligerently. She had come down to the river bank with Terrel after he'd
cal l ed at her hut.

"I know that,' d andis snapped. The girl |ooked crestfallen, but although
Terrel felt sorry for her, he had nmore inportant things on his nind

' There's sonmeone | want you to neet,' he went on. 'You won't have to say or do
anything, just listen. And you can wal k away again at any tine if you want
to.'

A andi s | ooked at himsteadily, but there was uncertainty in his gaze now as
wel | as suspicion. Terrel's evident sincerity was obviously having an effect.
"This is the last thing I'll ever ask of you,' the boy added. 'I'Il be |eaving
Fenduca soon.'

A andi s nodded slightly, his expression grave, as if he had been expecting
this.

"You saved ny life once,' Terrel reminded him 'I'mtrying to repay part of
that debt now. Please cone. You'll always regret it if you don't.’

"What coul d be so inportant. ' dandis began, then shrugged. 'All right.
"1l conme.’

"I"l'l come with you,' Elyce said quickly.

"No,' he told her shortly. 'Go hone. This isn't for you.'

Terrel was aware of the venonous | ook the girl flashed at himthen, but he
could feel nothing but relief. He had done his part. Al he could do now was
hope that Alyssa was able to live up to hers.

Davi was |lying on his stomach, studying an ant trail, when the bird | anded in
front of him He knew instantly that it was a treecreeper, but he'd only ever
seen themin the woods before - and never as close as this! Although it seened
awkward on the ground, it didn't appear to be injured in any way. They were
usual |y shy and secretive creatures, but this one seened to be staring
straight at him ignoring the scurrying insects, and when its delicately
curved beak opened, the thin call held a note of appeal

"What do you want?' Davi asked softly, keeping very still in case any sudden
noverent scared his unexpected visitor away.
The bird repeated its shrill cry - seeee - and shuffled a few paces to one

side, its long tail dragging in the dirt. Its jerky novements remi nded Davi of
those of his nouse. Slowy, he raised hinmself up onto his knees and then stood
up. As he did so the treecreeper rose into the air, fluttering up in a spira
that m mcked the strange way it clinbed up and around the tree trunks of its



normal habitat. Davi expected it to fly away, but it remai ned nearby, flitting
towards the forest and then returning, calling every so often

"Do you want me to cone with you?' he guessed, taking a few steps after the

bi rd.

Imredi ately it flewa little further in the sane direction, and Davi foll owed.
He | ooked round once to see if his nother was watching, but she was nowhere to
be seen. Hi s parents had becone gradually less vigilant as the days had
passed. They could hardly keep hima prisoner, and because they both had work
to do, they'd contented thensel ves with making Davi pronise not to go to the
infirmary or to speak to Tal ker. They hadn't said anythi ng about not going to
t he woods.

When they finally arrived at the gl ade - Davi had guessed their destination
some time earlier - he found several people there already. He only had tine to
notice that there was a bee-eater perched on Terrel's shoul der before the
heal er spoke.

"Don't be nervous, Davi.'

The small boy | ooked around, and wondered why he shoul d be nervous. Even the
new voi ce in his head was kind and gentle. He wondered where the treecreeper
had gone.

"Tell Kerin and O andis what you see,' Terrel instructed, pointing towards the
centre of the group of ancient stones.

"You nean the | ady?

"There's no |lady here,' Kerin stated.

'Yes, there is,' Davi insisted. 'She's conme to see you.'

"What's going on?' Kerin demanded, | ooking at Terrel

"If this is some sort of joke . ' dandis nuttered, anger simrering in his
dark eyes.

"Davi can see things we can't,' Terrel told them He knew that the ghost was
there, but all he could see was a vague, shimmering outline. 'Wat's her nane,
Davi ?'

'She didn't say.'

"Then tell us what she |ooks like."

"This is ridiculous,' Oandis hissed.

"Just listen,' Terrel said forcefully.

' She | ooks nice,' Davi said, with a happy snile

"What col our is her hair?" Terrel pronpted.

"Yellow. It's very long. And her eyes are green.'

Terrel saw the ghost's shape flicker, and Davi took a few steps towards her
'She has a ring,' he said, "with lots of blue stones, like a star. And there's
a brown mark on her armthat's the sane shape.'

As the boy spoke, Terrel watched Kerin and his son. They were frozen where

t hey stood, several paces apart. Both faces reflected a m xture of shock and
di sbel i ef .

"WIl she tell you her nanme now?' Terrel asked.

"Aryel ?* Kerin breathed, answering the question hinself.

"It can't bel' dandis exclainmed, but he sounded uncertain, his anger replaced
by fear - and by a little hope.

' She says "Foll ow your heart. If you do that there can be no regrets",' Davi
announced.

A andi s | ooked stunned, and Terrel knew he was renmenbering the words fromhis
own chi |l dhood.

"And she called you "Thunder",' Davi added.

"No one's called ne that since . . . since | was a boy,' Odandis said, his

voi ce no nore than a whisper

Alittle of the colour that had drained fromKerin's face was seepi ng back
NOW.

'"I's she ... a ghost?' he asked.

"Yes,' Terrel replied. '"Her spirit is here.'

Kerin nodded, signalling that he no | onger needed any convincing of that fact.
Davi had not been born until long after Aryel had died, and the accuracy of



his description had been very persuasive.

"Can | talk to her?

' She can hear you,' Davi answered. 'I'Ill tell you what she says.'

For a few nmoments this prospect stilled Kerin's nervous tongue. He | ooked | ost
and frightened, prey to a dozen different enotions. Wen he finally spoke, it
was to utter the words he'd never had the chance to say, the words that had
festered inside his heart for twelve years.

"I"'msorry, Aryel.’

It was no nore than an agoni zed croak, but in the stillness of the haunted

gl ade that was enough

' She says you don't have to tell her that,' Davi reported. 'She's always
known. '

'Can you forgive me?" Kerin whispered

" There was nothing to forgive. If you' d known what was happeni ng, you'd have
cone back. | knew that.' Davi was now sinply repeating what Aryel told him
word for word

Kerin's eyes were brimming with tears, and his next words were tentative, as
if he was having to force hinself to speak

"You. . . and . . . and . . . the baby?
"Her spirit was never fully forned in your world. She's nmoved on. After today,
"Il be able to as well. | didn't know it before, but | was waiting for this.'

Kerin seemed to have forgotten that it was Davi's voi ce he was hearing. He was
staring transfixed at the spot where the ghost stood —and Terrel wondered
whet her he was able to see anything of his first wife's spirit.

"Then . . . you are . . . well? the prospector stammrered.

"W are well .’

Kerin hesitated again.

' There's so nuch,' he began, 'so nuch . He gl anced round as a racking sob
interrupted his halting words. Tears were stream ng down O andis's face.

"It wasn't your fault, Thunder.'

"I know that,' dandis said, his voice that of a confused child

"You did all you could. It wasn't your fault,' Davi repeated, his words
carrying a mature sincerity that did not belong to a five-year-old.

"It was never your fault,' Kerin said. 'l never blamed you.'

"I blamed nyself,' Oandis said, trying to wipe away his tears.

Pronpted this tine by Alyssa, Terrel intervened again.

"Aryel doesn't have nuch time. She has something else to tell you.'

"What ?' Kerin asked.

"Ysatel .’

"I like her,' Aryel told him

"You've met her?' Kerin exclainmed with renewed astoni shnent. ' But—

'She is wandering. Not in your world or mne. But she will return to you,

Gate. Your love is worth a little patience, isn't it? She deserves that - and
nore.'

"You . . . you . . .' Wrds failed him

' Be happy, Kerin.'

And then the glade suddenly felt enpty.

' She's gone,' Davi said, as he | ooked round at Terrel

'Come on,' Terrel said, as he wal ked forward and took the boy's hand. 'You did
very well, but we'd better get you back home now, eh?

They left Kerin and O andis clasped in each other's arns, their nurnmured words
mngling with their tears.

Fromthat time on, Terrel knew that he was truly free to | eave. The wounds of
t he past had been healed a little. The scars would al ways be there, but the
pain-filled nmenories would be allowed to recede now.

A day and a half later, as dusk set in, Terrel knew that this was to be his
last night in the village. He would be leaving at first light the next day,
and he'd already made his round of farewells. Mst of the villagers were sorry
to hear of his departure, but when he explained that he was foll owi ng the path
of his dreans, they all understood that he was doing what he had to do. One



visit was particularly inportant. He had been to see Davi's parents, and had
persuaded themto let their son resunme his partnership with Tal ker. He had
told them nothing of the events in the glade, but had sinply praised the boy's
remarkabl e talents. Although they had initially been | ess than enthusiastic,
Terrel's heartfelt pleas had eventually won them over. Davi had been
overjoyed, and had dashed off to give Tal ker the news. Terrel had grinned to
see such

eagerness, and first Erena and then Frasu had eventually smiled too.

That evening, after sharing a final neal with Kerin and O andis, Terrel began
to feel the fam liar mxture of excitenent and dread that had acconpani ed his
earlier travels.

"All set, then?' Kerin asked.

Terrel nodded. H s few bel ongi ngs had been placed in the backpack that was a
gift fromd andis, and he'd nenorized sonme detailed instructions about the
first part of his journey.

‘"I didn't want to | eave you alone,' he said.

'"Now you don't have to,' Kerin replied, glancing at his son. O andis had told
El yce that he was noving back to his own famly. He was ashamed of the way he
had treated her, and had tried to be as gentle as he could, but he'd been
resolute in the face of her tears.

"At least | understand why you have to go,' Kerin added. 'And you know you'l

al ways be wel cone back here.'

"I know. And I'mgrateful for all you' ve done for ne.
"Here,' Kerin said, holding out a cupped hand. 'Take this."'
Terrel saw the fire-opal on his palm and shook his head.
"No. Aylen neant that for you - and for Ysatel.'

"But you'll need noney for the journey.'
"I"ve managed before. | don't want it, Kerin.'
"If you don't take it, he'll just go on and on,' O andis said. 'You know how

stubborn he can be.' Father and son exchanged wy grins.
"No,' Terrel repeated. 'Thank you, but no.’
"He' Il probably hide it in your pack if you won't take it,' O andis added

'Please, Terrel,' Kerin said. 'If you succeed, and it hel ps Ysatel, that wll
be worth nore to ne than a hundred of these.’

Terrel had told them of some —but not all —of his reasons for going to

Tal azori a.

"Aylen would say the sane if he were here,' dandis said.

"I"'mnot going to win this argunent, am1?" Terrel said resignedly.

"No,' Kerin agreed, placing the stone in the boy's outstretched hand.

Sone tine later, as the others were preparing to go to bed, Terrel told them
he was going for a wal k. The sky was clear, and both the Anber and Wite Mons
were just past full, so there was enough light for himto make his way through
the village. Scar's barking turned to nervous whi ni ng when he recogni zed t he
scent of the visitor trying to rouse his sleeping master, and the dog sl unk
into a corner when Cutter ushered the boy inside and lit a candle.

The haze of slumber left the trader's eyes instantly as soon as he saw what
Terrel had brought him

"How di d you persuade hin?' he asked, rolling the fire-opal in his fingers.
Even in the gloomthe stone snmoul dered with a cold flane-Ilight.

"I didn't. He gave it to nme, for my journey.'

'"Real | y? But you go tonorrow, don't you? | don't have enough—

'Can you give nme an advance?' Terrel cut in. 'Anything

that' Il be readily accepted when I'mon the road. | only want a fraction of
its value.'

"I have sone coins,' Mtus said doubtfully, '"but no nore than a tenth of its
worth.'

"That'll be fine. Gve the rest to Kerin when you sell it.'

"All right. If you're sure that's what you want.'

"I'"'msure.’

Cutter fetched the noney and handed it over



"Kerin will receive a fair price, you have my word on that.'

' Thank you.'

Terrel returned to the Mrana home with heavier pockets, but with a |ighter
heart.

It was tine for the last of his farewells.

When he got back to the hut, Kerin and O andis were asleep, and Terrel went
into the side roomand sat down beside Ysatel. He talked to her for nore than
an hour, and even though she did not react to his softly spoken words, he

t hought that maybe - in some realm- she mght be able to hear him

He tol d her about his reasons for |eaving; the runpburs of a nonster in

Tal azoria, and the subsequent realization that there was an elemental there —
a creature on which her own fate, as well as Alyssa's, mght well depend; the
enigmatic directions of the Tindaya Code and his 'bargain' with fate; the
conmunal dreams of her fellow villagers; and Farazin's comment that there

m ght be something el se Terrel must do before he went hone. He told her about
Kerin and O andis's reconciliation, and reassured her that his own skills were
no | onger needed

now t hat Tal ker and Davi were able to begin healing again - and now that there
were wol f-fish in the pool to warn the villagers of earthquakes.

The one thing he did not tell her was his dream about Mcul's destruction. If
that was real, nothing he could say would help. And if it wasn't, then there
was no need to mention it.

"I know you' || conme back to Kerin one day,' he concluded, 'just as Alyssa wll
cone back to me. I'mdoing all this so it can happen as soon as possible.’
After that, Terrel slept fitfully for a few hours. In his mnd he was al ready
on his way, and his body was eager to follow. It was still dark when he rose,
collected his pack and crept out into the |last of the night.

He felt some guilt about sneaking off before anyone was awake, but found that
he couldn't face the idea of nore goodbyes. Several of the villagers had said
they'd cone to see himoff, and some had volunteered to go with himthe first
part of the way —offers he had refused, saying that he'd rather travel alone
fromthe start —and the idea of escaping while everyone was still asleep was
appeal i ng.

At the edge of the settlement he paused, | ooking back for the last tine.

' Goodbye,' he said quietly, then turned and took his first steps on the path
of his dreans.

When the sun rose, his lopsided gait had already carried himseveral mnles
from Fenduca, follow ng the unknown road.

PART TWD

THE UNKNOWN ROAD

Chapter Twenty- Ei ght

Terrel stood at the crest of a high pass. The clinb had been | ong and arduous,
and even at this altitude the air was warm but that was not what had brought
himto a standstill. The sight before himhad alnost literally taken his
breat h away.

He was | ooki ng down on an al nost featureless white plain, dazzling in the
sumer sunlight. It was entirely ringed by nmountains, so that its boundaries
were sharply defined, and on the far side he could clearly see the V-shaped
gap between two jagged peaks which contained the track he'd been advised to
head for. The trail could be no nore than a handful of mles away, and yet
reaching it now seenmed both hazardous and daunting. Terrel had been travelling
for nearly three nedian nonths, and during that tinme he had seen many

i ncredi bl e sights —but he coul d never have imagined anything like this.

As he watched, the lum nous plain bulged and shifted slowy, as if it were
alive, boiling and bubbling like a

giant's cauldron. Although Terrel's nost recent conpani ons on the road had
told himwhat to expect, he hadn't really believed them- until now They had
tried to persuade himto go a different way - to nake the | ong detour to east
or west - but Terrel wanted to get to Tal azoria as quickly as possible. He was
footsore and weary, and the prospect of a short cut, no matter how peril ous,



had been too attractive. He had stood by his avowed intentions, going on

al one, but now - too late -he began to question the wi sdom of his decision
Havi ng come this far he had no choice except to go on, but he would not be
crossing this shining | andscape; he would be travelling belowit. The white

pl ai n was made of cl ouds.

It's always like that,' Barker had clainmed. 'No matter what the weather's
doi ng above or around the valley, the cloud is always there.'

Terrel had taken this for a storyteller's enbellishnent, and he'd said as much
at the tinme. However, Barker -the nost voluble of his fellow travellers - had
been insistent.

"No, it's true. It's like a blanket, and it's always dark under there.'

"And the people who live there are really strange,' someone el se had added,
provoki ng general agreement fromthe group. 'Really strange.'

Terrel had finally forced themto adnit that none of them had actually been
down into the valley, and although his scepticismhad not altered their
conviction that the place was cursed, he'd been able to dismss much of what
he had been told as nmere hearsay. The valley's climte,

he had concluded, m ght well be a little odd, but it couldn't be as peculiar
or as dangerous as they'd all eged.

Now, gazing across the bright expanse bel ow him he was not so sure. The

i npenetrabl e | ayer of cloud was incongruous and unnatural. Above the nountains
the sky was a uni form shade of blue, and the sun's rays were hot on Terrel's
head and shoul ders, but a steady breeze bl ew through the pass, making the
day's warnth bearable. Al these factors should have neant that any m st would
clear, either frombeing burnt away or dispersed by the wind, and yet it was
obvious that this was not going to happen. The surface of the false plain
rippled and swirled, but beneath that blinding facade there was a hidden
stillness. And beneath that

Terrel pushed the thought aside, refusing to be influenced by Maculian
superstition. It was just cloud. And the valley was only a few niles across.
He m ght even reach the other side before sunset.

Havi ng no other option, the boy set his aching legs in notion again. Even

t hen, he hesitated when he reached the edge of the bank of fog. Wsps of

noi sture seemed to reach out towards him |ike transparent grey tendrils. He
felt their coolness on his skin, pleasant after the heat of ni dday, but

omi nous at the sane tine.

Taki ng one | ast deep breath, as if he was preparing to dive into the waters of
an unknown sea, Terrel finally stepped forward. He began his descent into

per petual gl oom

At first, as the white turned to grey about him he was virtually blind. The
m st seened to cling to him making

every step a tentative voyage into the void. Before |long he had | ost all sense
of direction and half expected to | eave the cloud again, having gone round in

acircle. Only the fact that the ground beneath his feet still sloped
downwar ds gave hi mthe confidence to continue. The path he was following - if
he was indeed still on the path

—remai ned reasonably snooth, and although it was danmp, he was in no rea
danger of losing his footing as | ong as he was careful

Eventually, to his great relief, the fog thinned a little

- and because his eyes had adjusted to the half-light by then, he was able to
| ook at his surroundings for the first time. He was still on a trail, made up
of hard-packed earth and stones, in which a fewtufts of brown grass were
growi ng. To either side, boulders glistened dully. Beyond that all the boy
could see were shadows. He could hear the distant sound of running water, but
apart fromthat the silence was total, as if the cloud nuffled sound as well
as light.

Tiny droplets of water had forned on his hair and clothes, and his skin felt
chilled and danp. Shivering, he stopped to take a jerkin out of his pack and
pulled it on before going forward again. Tall shadows | oomed out of the nist,
and as he drew cl oser he realized they were trees. Conpared to those he'd seen



in the forest near Fenduca and el sewhere, they were stunted and

si ckly-1ooki ng. Their trunks and branches were tw sted, and seened very pale
in colour, until he saw that they were covered in |lichen. The bark beneath was
al nost bl ack, but the | eaves were of such a soft-hued green that they appeared
al nost silver. Although the trees were virtually still, water dripped from
them constantly, creating a soft pattering

on the ground bel ow —the only sound to break the silence. No birds sang here;
no forest creatures rustled in the sparse undergrowth. The grey wood was one
of the nobst unnerving places Terrel had ever visited, and he hurried on
wanting to | eave its shadows behi nd.

The path was soft now, al nbst springy, but at |east he could see where he was
putting his feet, and the way ahead | ooked cl ear enough. By the time he'd |eft
the trees behind, the visibility had inproved again, but what was now in view
was not nuch nore inviting. Even though Terrel knew it could only be an hour
or two past noon, it was so dark beneath the | owering roof of cloud that it
felt like the hour after sunset, and the | andscape reveal ed by the dimlight

| ooked bare and forlorn. There were patches of spiky grass, some bracken and a
few straggly bushes, but they all seemed drained of their natural col our, and
the earth between themwas bare and littered with dark stones. To Terrel it
was a wonder that anything grew there and, in spite of what he'd been told, he
began to wonder if anybody coul d possibly live in such a bl eak and oppressive
terrain. Indeed, he could not understand why anyone should want to. He had
been in the valley for less than two hours, and already he couldn't wait to
get out again.

The fact that the path he was on existed at all was proof that soneone at

| east visited the area, but he had seen no sign of habitation. He went on
hopi ng he was still heading north, straining his eyes to peer through the
gloomand listening for any unusual sounds. Instinctively, he noved as quietly
as he was able, and when the constant danmpness in the air made hi mcough, the
noi se seened frighteningly Ioud, alnobst inpious.

After a while, the trail veered sharply to the left and plunged into a narrow
defile. Until then Terrel had found it easy to navigate the constant slow

i ncline, but now he was forced to scranble, using his good hand to steady

hi nsel f as he made his way down over slippery, tunbled boul ders. Small pools
of water, narrow crevices and spongy patches of npbss added to the pitfalls,
until he began to wonder if he had | ost the path altogether. However, his

per severance was rewarded when the ground finally levelled out once nore, and
he was able to walk normally to the |lower end of the ravine. There the terrain
opened out again, but he could see no nore than a few hundred paces in any
direction before the darkness and residual mist made everything a blur. As a
result, the dilenmma that now confronted hi m appeared insol uble. The trai

split into three - and none of these paths continued in the direction he had
been travelling. Terrel rejected the route which turned back and clinbed up
the hill to one side of the ravine, but there was nothing to choose between
the other two, which went off at angles to left and right. Straight ahead
there was only an area of marshy scrubl and, and beyond that, he thought he
could see the dark glint of open water.

He was gl anci ng around, hoping for some clue to help himdecide which way to
go, when his attention was caught by one of the boul ders that flanked the
entrance to the ravine. There seermed to be sonething unnatural about it. He
went closer, and saw that one face of the black rock had been artificially
shaped, snoothed so that it presented a flat surface that was angl ed up
towards the cloud above. Not only that, but it had been inscribed with a
conplicated pattern of grooves and hol es. Wavy lines

crossed fromleft to right, set at various angles so they intersected each
other in places; cup-like circles were surrounded by shall ower spirals; and
there were al so several snmall x-shaped crosses etched into the stone. Terre
could make no sense of it at all, but the carvings were too precise and

el aborate to be anything other than a deliberate design. What was nore, there
were several patches where the surface of the stone was shiny, as if it had



been poli shed.

"Do you consult the jasper?

Terrel started so violently at the sound of the voice that he alnost |ost his
bal ance, and as he stretched out a hand to steady hinmself, his fingers |anded
on the carved stone. He glanced round to see who had been able to conme so

cl ose without him seeing or hearing a thing, and saw that the newconmer was a

girl - who was | ooking at his hand in w de-eyed horror

"Not there!' she exclaimed. 'Not there!’

Terrel lifted his hand away fromthe rock, and wondered what he'd done to

al arm her so.

"This is a touchstone,'' she told him but then her disapproval was repl aced
by a | ook of astoni shnent - and sonethi ng nore.

"You're . . . you're the Messenger,' she stamered. 'l'mso sorry . . . |
Still bermused by the manner of his reception, Terrel could not think of what

to do, and just stared at the girl, astonished by her strange appearance. She
was as tall as he was, but so thin that even his twi sted frame seenmed solid
and robust by conparison. She was dressed in a sinple tunic of dark woven
cloth, her black hair was cut cruelly short, and her eyes seened too big for
the delicate

features of her face —but it was her skin that held his disbelieving gaze. It
was the col our of chalk, paler than any flesh he had ever seen. Even the dead
bodies he'd pulled fromthe nmud at Fenduca had had nore col our

"I did not know,' she said now, apparently recovering her conposure. 'Forgive
nmy di srespect.' She spoke in the Maculian | anguage, but her words seened
stilted and formal. More surprising still, she went down on one knee after she
had spoken, and bowed her head in apparent deference.

'Please get up,' Terrel said, feeling distinctly unconfortable. 'You haven't

of fended me. | was startled by your approach, that's all.’
The girl | ooked up, but stayed where she was.
"It is you who should forgive me,'" he went on. 'I'mnot fanmiliar with

touchstones or your ways.' He was afraid he had somehow broken sone strange

t aboo.

"That is of no nmatter. You are the Messenger.'

"I'"d prefer it if you called ne Terrel. That's ny nane.'

"Silverlight,' she breathed in delight.

'"I's that your nane?'

She | aughed at that, adding to his confusion.

'"No, that's what your name neans in the before-tongue,' she explained. 'M
name is | nana.'

'Pl ease get up, Imana,' Terrel repeated, stretching out his good armto help
her stand up.

To his astonishment, she took his hand in both of hers, and gently kissed the
tattoo, before allowi ng herself to be drawn to her feet. She seenmed as |ight
as thistledown.

Terrel stared into the girl's huge eyes. Her irises were of the pal est bl ue,
and the pupils within them were vast. She was gazing back at his own eyes with
unabashed

curiosity and wonder. Unlike many of his fell ow countrynen on Vadanis, few
people in Macul had reacted with horror to Terrel's crystalline orbs. Most
soon seenmed to get over their initial surprise, and regarded themw th a

m xture of interest and unease. But no one had reacted |ike |nmana.

After a few nonents, they stepped apart. It was only then Terrel realized that
- through their contact - his instincts had been able to confirmthat she was
heal thy. On anyone el se, he woul d have assuned that such a conpl exi on neant
they were seriously ill, but that was not the case here. She was neant to be
this pale.

"Way did you call ne the Messenger?

'The jasper tells of your comng,' she replied. 'Fromlong ago. We all know
the signs to look for. | never thought it would be ne.’



"What signs?' he asked, though he thought he already knew

"Your eyes, and the rings of life,' she replied, pointing to the markings on
his hand. 'And you cone fromthe burning I ands.'

The fact that he was evidently part of sone local |egend - and yet another
prophecy! —provoked nixed feelings in Terrel's heart. It was reassuring in
one sense, because it showed that he was neant to be there. On the other hand,
it conplicated matters. His journey to Tal azoria had al ready taken nuch | onger
than he woul d have |iked, and he wanted no nore distractions on the way. He
had the unconfortable feeling that the Messenger was probably supposed to do
somet hing in the valley.

'Cone,' lmana said. 'The elders will want to neet you.'

H s suspicions deepening, Terrel prepared to follow

her down the right-hand trail, only to have her halt suddenly.

"What am | thinking? she exclained.

Terrel could see that the girl was both excited and nervous as she returned to
the touchstone and lightly pressed the tips of her fingers to each of the
shiny places in turn. It was i medi ately cl ear what nust have produced their
pol i shed appearance; this was obviously a ritual that had been repeated nany
t housands of tines.

'Now we can go,' she declared eagerly.

"Should I do the sanme?' he asked, gesturing at the stone.

"It would honour us,' she replied, her pale face glowing with pl easure.

"I's there an order in which I should touch the points? He couldn't remenber

t he sequence she had used, and was afraid of maki ng anot her m st ake.

| mmana nodded, and stood at his side indicating the noves he shoul d nake. Her
own small hand was trenbling as she did so. Terrel felt nothing unusual in the
cool surface of the rock, but a strange feeling of satisfaction swept over him
when he'd finished, and he began to wonder if there really was sone magic

hi dden in the patterns of the touchstone.

Then they set off together down the path, and Terrel found, to his surprise,
that his legs no longer felt weary. Imana offered to carry his pack, but he
refused. It was |ight enough, but she | ooked so frail that he didn't want to
burden her. As they wal ked she kept glancing at him half shy, half
fascinated, as if reassuring herself that he was still there.

"\Where are we goi ng?'

"To the elders.’

In your village? he guessed.

In the village,' she replied. 'lInside the day-stones.'

"Isit far?

| mana shook her head, but did not el aborate.

Their path curved round so that - as far as Terrel could judge - they were
headi ng roughly northwards again. He could only see a short distance in any
direction, but he did make out the still surface of a lake to their left.
"I"'mon my way to Tal azoria,' he ventured. 'Do you know the way there from
here?'

| mana | ooked confused, and a little frightened, by this idea.

'"I's that in the burning |ands?' The city's nanme obviously neant nothing to
her .

"It's beyond the clouds, yes,' Terrel replied. 'On the far side of the valley
fromwhere | canme in.'

"I know not hing of the burning | ands,' she said, sounding worried.

"I's somet hing wong?'

' The j asper ' she began, then faltered. 'You nust talk to the elders.’
After that she increased her pace and, recogni zing her unease, Terrel saved
his breath for the task of keeping up with her. The |ight was growi ng even

di nmrer now, and he guessed that - far above —the sun was sinking towards the
western nountains. H's eyes were adjusting slowy, but the change didn't seem
to affect Imana at all. He presumed that having spent her entire life beneath
the cloud —incredible though that notion was —her eyes woul d be enornmously
sensitive to even the | owest levels of illum nation



After a while, a small flapping shape appeared in the di stance ahead of them
It soon resolved itself into the figure of a little boy, running towards them
al ong the path, his footsteps thudding softly in the gathering gl oom Wen he
was cl ose enough to see themclearly he canme to a sudden, skidding halt, and
stared. His skin was just as pallid as Imana's, and his eyes | ooked even
bigger in his small face. H s expression was a mxture of awe and horror

"Are you burnt?

Terrel sniled

"No. | amquite well.’

"This is the Messenger, Brin,' Imana said inpatiently. 'Wat are you doi ng
beyond t he day-stones so | ate?

"I can run fast,' the boy retorted defiantly.

" Then run back and tell Tavia that we're coning.'

The child hesitated for a nonent, apparently considering what to say next,
then turned around without a word and ran back the way he had conme. |mana

si ghed.

"My brother is hopeless,' she said apologetically. '"It's because he's the
youngest .

' How many of you are there?

" Three hundred and seven.'

Terrel | aughed.

"I meant how many brothers and sisters do you have?

"Ch. Just e and Brin.'

Terrel thought about this.

"Did you nean Brin is the youngest of all of you, of everyone in the village?
The boy had | ooked to be about four years old, and it seened unlikely that

t here was nobody younger than that in such a | arge community.

"That's right," Imana confirned. 'All the others

Wl |, you must know about that.'’

Terrel was about to deny any such know edge when he was distracted by the
sight of two |large stones, one on either side of the path. Their shape and
position gave the inpression that it was not a natural formation, and he half
expected to see their surfaces carved with nore patterns. However, as they
passed through the nmonolithic gateway, he saw that the rocks were unmarked.
'Are these the day-stones?

"Yes,' Imana told him 'W're safe fromthe darkness now.'

Terrel was bursting w th unspoken questions, but he didn't want to burden his
conpani on with endl ess queries, so decided to wait until he met the el ders.
After wal king for perhaps another half nmile, he saw the first signs of the
village. From a distance, the single-storey houses were just dark shadows in
the mst. No light shone fromany | anp or window, and it was so quiet that
Terrel wondered if the place was deserted. However, as they drew cl oser he was
able to make out nore details, and he eventually realized that groups of
peopl e were standing quite still and in perfect silence outside each buil di ng.
They all watched intently as Imana and Terrel went past, heading towards the
centre of the settlenent, but no one spoke or waved in greeting. It was one of
t he oddest, nost intimdating experiences of Terrel's life.

Imana led himto a small wood-built hut, which was entered via a porch. The
roominside had a door but no wi ndows, and it was so dark that Terrel only saw
t he single occupant when she noved. The old wonan rose stiffly to her feet and
| ooked at the newconer.

"Tavia-lan,' lmana said in a respectful tone. 'This is Terrel, the Messenger.'
The girl had stayed on the porch, and was now hovering in the doorway.

"I am honoured to neet you, Terrel,' Tavia said. 'This will be your hone.'

"My honme?'

"Where you will sleep,' she explained, '"until the jasper oracles are
fulfilled.'

Terrel did not |ike the sound of that, but he was given no chance to protest.
"You have the healing in you," Tavia went on. 'l can feel it. But for now we

nmust rest. The darkness is al nbst upon us. There is food here,' she added,



pointing to a half-seen table. 'And your bed is prepared. W will consult you
in the nmorning.'

Wth that Tavia left him touching Inmana on the forearmas she went out. The
girl nodded, but said nothing. Terrel put down his pack and investigated his
surroundi ngs. The food turned out to be bow s of various nuts and vegetabl es,
none of which were fanmiliar to him He ate a little, finding the tastes bl and,
but did not have rmuch of an appetite. The darkness outsi de was now al npst
conplete, and it would clearly be absurd to think of trying to continue his
journey in such conditions. He thus had little choice but to take up Tavia's
offer of a night's rest. Taking out his blanket, he wapped hinself in it as
he lay on the pallet, and tried to calmhis thoughts enough to go to sleep

It was only when she noved slightly that he realized that | mana had not |eft,
but was curled up in the doorway |ike a guard dog

"I mana?' Terrel called softly.

There was no reply, and he assunmed that she was al ready asleep. As he |ay
there, lost in speculation, Terrel's apprehension grew. For all his hosts
benevol ent and even reverent behavi our towards him he could not escape the
feeling that he was in fact their prisoner

Chapter Twenty-N ne

Terrel dreamt that he was on an island. It seenmed conforting at first, but
then he realized that it was a cold place, formed within a circle of giant
standi ng stones and surrounded by a sea of darkness. Then he saw that the
darkness itself was an island, encircled by a dazzling white ocean which noved
slowy in tides that held no reason

He awoke shivering, in a darkness so conplete that he feared he had gone
blind. As his panic subsided, he told hinself that the night down here —

wi t hout noon- or starlight - would be pitch black. He had only to wait for
dawn —or what passed for dawn in this valley.

Before he fell asleep again, he reflected that this place was indeed |like an
island in a way, cut off fromthe mainland by a sea of cloud.

When Terrel next awoke, a feeble grey light was filtering in through the open
doorway. It was barely bright enough

for himto see the far side of the room but outside there was noise and
noverent . For the people of the village, the day had evidently begun in

ear nest .

I mana cane in, carrying two bowl s which she set on the table.

' Good norning, Mess—Terrel,' she said with a shy smle. '"I've brought your
br eakf ast .

Terrel went to | ook at the bows, but could not identify their contents. The
food appeared pale and insipid, and his expression nmust have betrayed his

di st aste.

"You must eat,' she told him 'Food is strength.'

"Waat is it?

"Tymar paste and nepp roots,' she said proudly. 'The finest.'

Reluctantly, Terrel tried a little of each. The paste was |like watery
porridge, and the sliced roots were crisp but equally tasteless.

"I like them best together,' she said.

'"Sit down and share it with me,' he suggested.

I mana smled, glanced round to see if anyone was watching, then sat on the
stool next to Terrel's. At his urging she took a piece of root and dipped it
in the paste before popping it into her nouth and chewi ng with apparent
relish. Terrel followed suit and found that the conbination did i ndeed make it
slightly nore pal atabl e.

"Does the cloud never |ift?" he asked after a while. 'You' ve never seen the
sky? O the sun?

"No!' Inmana appeared quite horrified by the idea. After a few nonents, she
asked, 'Have you really | ooked at the sun?
"Well, | haven't |looked directly at it,' he replied. 'That would hurt ny eyes.

But |1've seen it nmany tines.'
"It would kill any of us,' she whispered. 'Burn and kill us wi thout nercy.'



Terrel found that he believed her. The people of the valley had obviously
adapted to their honme, and in that world of ever-present shadow it was easy to
see how the sun m ght become a terrifying, alnost mythical being. Too nmuch
exposure to its heat and |light were harnful even to those in the upper real ns.
For the nen and wonen here it might well prove deadly. And yet it was not the
absence of the sun that Terrel found nost difficult to conprehend. A world
where the sky was permanently screened al so nmeant that no one down here had
ever seen the noons.

The phases of the four mpoons had influenced al nbost every aspect of life on the
Fl oating Islands and, until now, the sanme had been true of everywhere Terre
had visited in Macul. Although their nethods of observation, their rituals and
laws, varied in their details, the people of Micul also obeyed the dictates of
t he sky.

Their country was bigger than Terrel could ever have imagi ned. He had
travell ed al nost the entire I ength of Vadanis, which was the |argest of the

i slands by far, and yet it could have been | ost nmany times over in any one of
Macul 's provinces. Cutter's estimte of the distances involved in his proposed
journey had been wildly inaccurate, and Terrel had found making his way to

Tal azoria an extrenmely difficult task. The only straightforward part had been
the very first - the long wal k from Fenduca to Aratuego. After that, he had
sought and received a good deal of advice along the way - nuch of it
contradictory. At Aratuego he had been told of three main trading routes

to the capital city, all of them sounding very conplicated, with different
peopl e advising himthat their choice was clearly the best. Thereafter, each
deci si on he had nmade only seenmed to nake his progress even nore conpl ex, and
he'd begun to despair of ever reaching his elusive goal

During his travels, Terrel had encountered nany wonders: a sacred waterfal
where | unar rainbows turned the night into an enchanted realm an entire
nmount ai n whi ch had been carved into a single colossal scul pture by an unknown
race who were | ong gone; a forest so vast and deep it had threatened to

swal | ow hi m whol e, and which had contained the remmants of a lost city,
abandoned and overgrown - now only a magnificent relic of a vani shed
civilization; hot springs surrounded by white stone deposits that |ooked |ike
frozen waterfalls; a plateau that was criss-crossed with deep fissures, each
of which had to be traversed on swaying rope bridges. He had seen pools where
gases bubbled up fromthe rock, fires that burned brighter than anywhere el se,
and | akes that were studded with stone towers of inprobable shapes. He had
visited a town that made even Fenduca | ook solid and prosperous, for the

si mpl e reason that each spring the nmeltwaters fromthe nearby nmountains woul d
rise and the floods would carry the entire settlement away. These same waters
brought the chance of wealth, so people returned year after year in spite of

t he obvious perils. 'Some always stay too |long,' one prospector had told
Terrel with a shrug.

Al'l these things and nmore had amazed and fascinated him but he'd never | ost
sight of his original intent, always noving on, drawing slowy closer to the
jewel led city.

Sonmewhere along the road - he had no i dea where —he had spent his fifteenth
birthday. It had passed unnoticed and uncel ebrated, and he'd only realized
that he was a year ol der when m dsumer's day had cone and he had still not
reached Tal azori a.

In all that tinme, he had not seen Al yssa and the ghosts once. During his nore
optim stic noods, he took this to nean that his progress along the unknown
road was satisfactory, and that he therefore had no need of their guidance. At
other times their absence depressed him and nmade hi mwonder if they had
abandoned him- or if they were sinply unable to find him Neither possibility
was conforting.

At | east what he had to do was clear in his mnd, and he was able to
concentrate all his efforts on getting to Tal azoria. Wat woul d happen when he
eventual |y succeeded was a different matter, and one he didn't want to
consider until the tinme cane. However, as his journey dragged on, he began to



long for his friends, for some conpani onship.

By the time Terrel reached the valley, he knew that if there were to be any
nore del ays, he would have little or no chance of returning to the coast
within the allotted tinme span. |If that happened, his return hone would have to
wait another year, and this was something he could hardly bring hinmself to
cont enpl at e.

Terrel's pronised neeting with the elders took place al nbst as soon as he'd
finished eating. There were eight of themand, to his surprise, they were al
worren - and at least two of themdid not ook very old. It was another sign of
how this place was set apart fromthe rest of Macul

The gathering took place in the open air. After Tavia had conpleted the

i ntroductions, they all sat on benches round a circular table, in what Terre
assuned was the central square of the village. No one interrupted their

di scussi on, but many people - nmen, wonen and children - watched froma

di stance even as they went about their normal business. Terrel noticed that
some peopl e | ooked horrified - presumably by the sight of his dark skin - but
he had little attention to spare for the onl ookers. He was anxious to |learn
what the elders expected of him- and to deternine when he'd be allowed to go
on his way. Wth the com ng of the nmuted daylight, he had considered sinply
wal ki ng out, heading in the direction he hoped would |l ead himto the northern
pass. H s best guess was that the village was nore or |less at the centre of

t he oval -shaped valley and, if he was |ucky, he might have energed into the
sunlight in an hour or two. But he had rejected this idea. It would have
seened ill-mnnered, and he was still hoping that his hosts would help himto
find the correct route. In any case, he had not yet heard what they had to say
- and he wasn't even sure that they would have allowed himto | eave.

"This is a joyous day,' Tavia began. 'One we have been awaiting for many
years. The Messenger has cone, and the oracles will be fulfilled at last.'
"Are we to accept himas our |eader without even testing hin?' one of the
younger woren asked. Terrel recalled that her nane was Ami e, and that she
hadn't sniled when they were introduced, but had sinply nodded her head in
greeting.

'"Do you doubt his identity?' Tavia asked, |ooking surprised.

"No. He is the Messenger.'

' Then—

'How can any man, especially one so young, understand our problen?' Anmie cut
in. 'Let alone solve it?

"It is ny belief that Terrel is a healer,' Tavia said. 'The rest does not
matter.'

'""Are you a healer? a grey-haired elder called Zel gren asked, |ooking at the
boy.

"Yes.' Terrel had been followi ng the exchange intently, bew | dered yet again
by the reference to hinself as their putative 'leader'. He had been waiting
for a chance to speak, and took the opportunity they'd offered him 'But many

illnesses are beyond ny powers. | don't know whether |I'mthe Messenger or not,
but | have to tell you that | cannot stay here long. | have sworn to travel to
Tal azoria as soon as | can. If | fail in that, the consequences for all of
Macul will be disastrous.' He glanced around at the faces ranged about the

tabl e, and saw both shock and uncertainty in their expressions.

"Is this the voice of the oracle? Ame asked sharply.

' The jasper cannot lie!' someone el se retorted.

"It was not neant to be this way,' Tavia commented, in a tone that betrayed
her di sappoi nt nent .

Terrel was not yet sure which way he wanted this debate about his identity to
go, but having nade his position clear, he felt he ought to offer sone sign of
cooperation. It was possible that he m ght be able to do what they wanted and
still neet the extended terms of his bargain with the el enental

"I will help you all | can,' he said. 'But, as | told you, ny time is limted
- and | can't understand your problemunless you tell nme what it is.'

Tavi a | ooked around at her conpani ons and recei ved nods of agreenment from al



except Ami e, who nerely shrugged, her white face inpassive.

"For the last four long cycles, our wonmen have been afflicted by a mysterious
illness," Tavia began. 'During that time, all the children born here have

ei ther been dead at birth, or have been so sickly that they died in infancy.'
Terrel's heart sank. Such a terrible disease would surely be beyond his skill.
"So Brin really is the youngest here,' he said quietly.

'"He's the last one to survive,' Tavia confirned. 'None of our efforts to
counteract this plague —or even to discover its cause —have nmet with any
success. And now it seens that sone wonen of chil dbearing years have becone
barren. If things go on like this, our community will sinply grow old and
die.'

For a few nmoments Terrel was too horrified to speak, but he knew they were
expecting himto say somet hing.

"Are any wonen still becom ng pregnant?' he asked eventual |y, desperately
trying to hide the enbarrassnent he felt at having to ask such a question
"There are only six at present,' Tavia replied. 'Mst of themin the l[ater
stages. W'll take you to see them when you're ready.'

'"Do they seemwel | ?

"Qutwardly, yes. That's the nost nystifying aspect of this epidemc. The

not hers have all seemed to cone to termin perfect health, and yet their
babi es have still been afflicted. If there was any obvi ous problem we m ght
have been able to treat it. There are those anong us who are skilled with
herbs and essences, but the women show no sign of needi ng such treatnent, and
we

have been able to do nothing for the children once they are born.'

The nore he heard, the nore Terrel becane convinced that it would take

somet hing greater than his nascent talents to overcone this disease.

"I watched ny first-born fade away before ny eyes,' the youngest of the group
said quietly. "And | could do nothing to help her. Now | don't knowif I"'lI
ever get the chance to try again.'

"You will, Liana,' Tavia told her gently. 'That's why the Messenger has cone
to us.'

Terrel had been deeply affected by the wenching sadness in the young woman's
voi ce, but the synmpathy he felt had to be wei ghed against logic. It was

possi ble that the price of averting an even greater tragedy would be to | eave
this one unsolved. He couldn't afford to stay nore than a few days at nost —
even that was longer than he'd originally intended - but he could at |east put
what tinme he did have to good use.

'Did anyt hing happen here four years ago?' he asked. 'Did any strangers visit
you who m ght have been carrying the infection? O did you change the way you
grow your food?'

"No, nothing like that.' Tavia hesitated. 'But . . .'

' But what ?'

' The ground shook,' Liana said.

" An eart hquake?'

"Yes,' Amie confirmed. 'It was a bad one, but we can't see how that woul d have
had such an effect on our health. There were a few injuries, but they soon
heal ed. "

"But this was the only unusual occurrence at that tinme?

"Yes,' Amie adnmitted. 'The trenor was unexpected.'

'So you usual ly know when to expect then?' Terrel asked, wondering how t hey
were able to achieve this when they had never seen the nopons.

"It is all part of the jasper,' Tavia answered. 'Such things were |laid down

| ong ago. The patterns of the oracles are constant in this.'

"Unl ess we are upon the tinme of change,' Zelgren commented. 'That too was
prophesi ed."’

Terrel alnost told them about the Dark Mon then, but realized it would nean
nothing to them He could not hel p wondering whether the elenmental's influence
m ght have had sonmething to do with the seeningly fateful earthquake. If that
were the case, could it even be in some way responsible for the wonen's



illness? Although the idea seemed far-fetched, the notion that the el enental
had created the sleepers had al so seened absurd at first.

"Tell me nore about the jasper,' he said.

'"W'|l do better than that,' Tavia said. 'W'Il show you. Come.' She stood up
and everyone el se foll owed her exanple. She led themall to the outskirts of
the village, to where a large bl ack boulder lay. As Terrel expected, one part
of it had been sliced away to |l eave a flat plane, which was inscribed with
nore of the marks he had seen the day before. This one also had a section of
hi er ogl yphs above the other signs, and he saw a fam liar synbol in their

m dst .

"The rings of life,' Tavia said, noting the direction of his gaze. 'Just like
t hose marked on your hand.'

"And the inscriptions around it are in the before-tongue? Terrel guessed.
'"They are. It is here that your arrival was prophesied,

many generations ago. Now that you have cone to us, you will be our |eader. W
will do whatever you say.'

Terrel wondered what their response would be if he sinply said 'Let ne go'

but he kept the thought to hinself.

"Qur future is in your hands,' Tavia told himsolemly. 'l hope you are ready
to accept the responsibilities of destiny.'

Chapter Thirty

As Terrel entered the roomwhere the six pregnant wonmen were waiting for him
his first inpression was not of ill health but of fear - and he thought
initially that he m ght be the cause. The wonen all | ooked surprised and
anxious as they stared at him and he realized that although they night have
seen himbefore -either the previous evening or during the elders' neeting -
this was certainly the first tinme they'd seen himclose to. Apart fromhis
"burnt' skin, the fact that he was both male and young, and that his |inbs
wer e obvi ously deformed, probably did nothing to inspire confidence in his
abilities. He suspected that this was not how they had pictured the Messenger
However, he soon realized that although they were apprehensive about his
presence, the real source of their fear came fromwthin.

Knowi ng that every baby born during the |last four year had died was bound to
terrify them- and the

know edge that they carried inside themnot only their own hopes but those of
an entire community could not have made their situation any easier. Terre
renenbered Babak telling himthat the human mind was a wonderful physician
and, by the same token, it seemed logical that it could al so be the reverse.
If these wonen believed that their babies would be ill - and they had plenty
of reason to believe just that - then it mght well become a self-fulfilling
prophecy. Conversely, if they could be given sufficient faith in him it was
possi bl e that he might be able to allay their fears and thus change their
fates. A curse only worked if its victins believed that it would. This had
been anot her of the pedlar's maxins - but Terrel could hardly tell the wonen
that. It would be tantamount to claining that all those who had |lost their
children had done so deliberately. Their circunstances made this group of
worren particularly vul nerable, and he knew he woul d have to be very careful in
what he said.

"This is the Messenger,' Tavia announced. 'His name is Terrel, and he is a
heal er .’

None of the wonen said anything, but Terrel saw a little flicker of hope in
their eyes. He began to feel unconfortable under their conbined scrutiny. At
fifteen years of age, the last thing he wanted was to be surrounded by a | ot
of obviously pregnant wonmen. It had been different with Ysatel, because he had
cone to know - and love - her, but the boy found these bl oated strangers
vaguel y repul sive. He was not entirely ignorant about sex - at least in theory
- but its subtleties were still a nystery to him the subject of unfulfilled
| ongi ngs. Being presented with such plentiful evidence of

others' amatory exploits both enbarrassed and unnerved him Sonething of this
nmust have shown on his face, because the youngest of the group - a girl who



could not have been nuch ol der than Terrel hinself, and who stood slightly
apart fromthe other five - grinned suddenly.

"'This is the Messenger?' she queried. 'I'll bet you haven't even been with a
girl, have you?

Terrel blushed as she sniled know ngly.

"That is entirely irrelevant,' Tavia snapped. The girl's lack of reverence had
clearly annoyed the elder, but the other wonmen were trying to hide their

smil es.

'Not everyone's such a quick |earner as you, Esera,' one of the expectant

not hers remarked pointedly.

"No,' the girl agreed. 'They're not clever enough.’

"Cetting yourself pregnant wasn't exactly clever, was it?

"Quite right. | amto be pitied," Esera responded sarcastically. 'Especially
as | haven't been able to get nmy man to marry ne.'

"She won't even tell us who the father is.'

' She probably doesn't know,' another wonan suggested, provoking | aughter anong
her conpani ons.

"Ch, | know,' Esera said, apparently quite unperturbed by their taunts.
"Wrthless toerag. | wouldn't marry himeven if he did ask me,' she added,
staring defiantly at Terrel.

' Enough!' Tavia exclainmed. 'This is a serious occasion.'

Terrel had the feeling that the women were jus