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A Note on the Pronunciation of Deverry Words

The language spoken in Deverry is a P-Cdtic language. Although dosdy related to Welsh, Breton, and
Cornigh, it isby no means identicd to any of these actud languages and should never be taken as such.

Vowels are divided by Deverry scribes into two classes: noble and common. Nobles have two
pronunciations, commons, one.

A asin father when long; a shorter verson of the same sound, as in/ar, when short.
0  asbone whenlong; asin pot when short.

W as the 0o in spook when long; asin root when short. Y as the i in machine when long; as the e in
butter when short. E as in pen.

| asinpin.Uasin pun.

Voweds are generdly long in stressed syllables, short in unstressed. Y is the primary exception to this
rule. When it appears as the lat letter of a word, it is dways long, whether that syllable is stressed or not.

Diphthongs have one consstent pronuncietion.
AE asthe a in mane.

Al asin aide.

AU as the ow in how.

EO as acombination of eh and oo.

EW asin Welsh, a combination of eh and oo.
IE asin pier.

OE as the oy in boy.

Ul as the North Welsh wy, acombination of 0o and ee.

Note that Ol is never a diphthong, but is two digtinct sounds, as in the name Benoic (BEHN-oh-ik).
Consonants are as in English, with these exceptions:

Cisdways hard asin cat.

G isaways hard asin get.

DD isthe voiced th asin breathe, but the voiang is consderably more pronounced than in English. It



isopposed to TH, the unvoiced sound as in breath. Note wdl: dd and th are always considered sngle
letters.

Riswdl and truly rolled.

RH isavoicdess R, goproximately pronounced asif it were spelled hr. The didinction is a subtle one,
and in Eldidd tends to be increasingly ignored.

DW, GW, and TW are Sngle sounds, asin twit, mog of the time; but there are exceptions.
Y is never aconsonant.

| before a vowd may be consonantd, particularly at the beginning of words and in the plurd ending
-ion (pronounced yawn).

Doubled consonants are both sounded clearly. Note that DD and RR are consdered sngle
consonants, as are the two ‘m’'s’ in the name of the god Wmm.

Accent is genegrdly on the penultimate syllable, but compound words and place names are often
exceptions to thisrule.

On the whaole, | have transcribed both Elvish and Bardek-ian names and words according to the
above system of orthography, which is quite adequate to the Bardekian, at least. Asfor Elvidh, in a work
of this sort it would be both confusing and overly pedantic to use the full apparatus by which scholars try
to represent this most subtle and nuanced of tongues. To the average human ear, for ingance, digtinctions
such as those between A, A, and A are logt in the hearing. Why then should we try to disinguish them in
print? The reader should, however, remember that Elvish words are accented quite differently than
Deverrian and Bardekian ones. Since Blvish is an agglutindive language, the various components of a
name may receive stress according to their meaning rather than to ther place in the pattern of syllables.
Canbaramdim, for ingtance, which is composed of the morphemes for rough + name marker + river, is
pronounced CAHN-BAHR-ah-MEH-lim.



Prologue Winter, 1062

Bay ligt catsadecbw. Sdoestredvanme. Simemendooeto dadintrelight; ahes in the dakness
Beyedwaysanaetha wheeyou dard isarmetter of dacg ad e nat thedecow aegpose youurenass. . .

TheSare Bockdf CadnallontheDruid

They met deep in the Innerlands in a place where only those who had mastered the heart of the
dweomer could go. In various towns in the kingdom of Deverry, ther physcd bodies lay adeep in
trance, leaving their minds free to assume a new form and travel far to the ancient grove of oaks that
stood under a dim, pleasant sun. For a thousand years so many dweomer-masters had imagined this
grove, had pictured it with trained minds and discussed its details among themselves, that now the images
lived by themsdves in the agtrd plane. They were dways there when those who knew how came to
them.

Those who met had chosen smple images for ther minds to wear. Ther faces looked like ther
physca ones, but their bodies were thin, curioudy attenuated, and dressed in a ylized verson of
ordinary clothes, the men in white brigga and shirts, the women in white ankle-length dresses. There was
no particular sgnificance to the color white; it Imply took less energy to mantain than bright colors. One
a atimethey appeared in the grove until at last the ful company of thirty-two stood there, drifting above
the insubgtantid grass and waiting for the man who'd caled this meeting to spesk.

He was tdl, quite old, with a shock of thick white hair and piercing blue eyes. Although he hed the
title of the Master of the Aethyr, he preferred to be known as Nevyn, a name that hdd a jest, because it
meant ‘no one'. Besde him stood a short, dender man with gray hair and dark eyes that dominated his
face. His name was Aderyn, and technicaly he had no right to come to the grove, because his Wyrd lay
not with his own humankind, but with the even race, the Elcyion Lacar, who lived to the west of
Deverry. Yet he had tesimony to offer about the strange events that they were mesting to discuss.

‘We're dl here, then? Nevyn sad at lagt. ‘Now, you've dl heard somewhat about what happened
this summer.’

The assembly nodded in agreement, their images mimicking the movements their bodies would have
made. The news had spread that in a remote corner of Eldidd province, a lord named Corbyn had risen
up in rebelion againg his overlord, Tieryn Lovyan of Dun Gwerbyn. Normaly this would have been of
no concern to the dweomer; rebellions and bloodshed happened dl the time in Deverry, and overlords
had armies to ded with such things. But Corbyn had been ensorceled by a dweomer-man gone mad,
Loddlaen by name, who was haf-even, Aderyn’'s apprentice. Now Loddlaen was dead, the rebdlion
crushed, but the matter was far from settled.

‘As soon as | joined Aderyn here to defeat Loddlaen,” Nevyn went on, ‘| redized that someone had
ensorceled him and was usng him to work harm. Now, that someone had to be a magter of the dark
dweomer. Once he redized that he was facing me, he fled. Asfar as| can tdl, he took ship for Bardek.’

The assembly stirred uneesily. Caer, atdl, rangy man whose hazd eyes were green a the moment,



drifted forward to speak.
‘What exactly was the god of the dark master? Did you ever find that out?

‘Only in the most vague terms. Tieryn Lovyan has a son named Rhodry. Years ago, | was given an
omen that his Wyrd is crucid to Eldidd, and so I've been watching over him. It seems that the whole
point of this cursed war was to kill him. He was leading his mother’ s army as cadvridoc, you see!’

‘The dark masters must have discovered the lad's importance, then,” a woman named Nesta said.
‘Do you know what his Wyrd may be?

‘Not inthe least, and that’s part of the trouble. No doubt our enemies know more about it than | do.
They’re the ones who are dways troubling their hearts about the future. The likes of ustrust in the Light”

They nodded in agreement. The Great Ones who stand behind the dweomer, the Lords of Wyrd and
the Lords of Light, never communicate clearly and directly with ther servants, for the smple reason that
those disincarnate spirits exist on a plane unimaginably removed from the physicad world. It's impossble
for them to reach down far enough to do more than send vague hints, fedings, dream images and
warnings to the minds of those trained to receive these brief messages. For those who walk in the Light
such hints are enough, but the dark dweomer is dways picking at the future like a scab.

‘I hope you're guarding the lad well,” Caer said. They'll doubtless make another try on him.

‘Wdl, that’s somewhat of a puzzle’ Nevyn spoke dowly as he thought things out. ‘I’ ve spent many
an hour meditating, but I’ ve recaeived no warnings that he's ill in danger. It's doubly odd, because after
the war was over, Rhodry was sent into exile by his elder brother.’

‘What? Nesta said. ‘Who's the eder brother? | don’t know Eldidd politics at al well.

‘My apologies. This is dl of such grest moment to me that | forget others aren't so interested.
Rhodry’s mather is Lovyan, and she rules the tierynrhyn of Dun Gwerbyn in her own right through the
Clw Coc dan. His father was Tingyr, a Maglwaedd of Aberwyn, and now Rhodry’s edest brother,

Rhys, is gwerbret of Aberwyn.’

They dl nodded, as if saying that the information was enough to get on with. Understanding the
complicated web of bloodlines and landholds among the noble-born took dl the long training of a bard or
priest.

‘Now, Rhys and Rhodry have hated each other for years. It has naught to do with dweomer or Wyrd;
it's just one of those nasty things that happen between blood kin. So, one night in Aberwyn, Rhys
insulted his brother so badly that Rhodry started to draw his sword on him - and remember that Rhysis a
gwerbret.’

‘Rhodry’ s lucky his brother didn't hang him,” Caer said.

‘Jugt s0. Rhys saw his chance to get rid of his hated kinsman and took it. Now Rhodry’s riding the
roads as agdlver dagger.’

‘Indeed? Nesta broke in. ‘I'm surprised you let him go for a mercenary soldier.’

‘I had naught to say about it, | assure you, or | wouldn't have. But Rhodry’s only the least part of our
troubles. Now, Nesta here tracked the dark master when he came through Cerrmor, and neither she, |,



nor any of our dementd Spirits recognized the man. Here we' d been thinking we knew every fool who
practiced this wretched craft. Well, we' ve dl been too smug.’

*And he made his escape eadly, too,” Nesta picked it up. ‘Just asif he had refuges ready dl dong his
way. He mugt have been laying this scheme for along time, right under our noses.’

Severd of the men muttered quite unenlightened oaths under their breaths. Aderyn stepped forward to
Spesak.

‘What frightens me is that he could ensorcel Loddlaen so eeslly. Loddlaen’s mind was more dven
then human. Do you see what that means? Our enemy mug have a good knowledge of even ways, but
I'mas sure as | can be that no dark dweomerman has ever traveled in the even lands’

‘Bad naws, indeed,” Caer said. ‘Wdl, then, the hard truth of the matter is that we haven't been
viglant enough. That has to change.’

‘Exactly, Nevyn said. ‘We can work out the details among oursaves later, but there’ s one more thing
| want to put to the full Council of Thirty-Two. During this war, hundreds of men saw dweomer worked

openly.’

For a moment the assembly was shocked into slence; then the talk burdt out, just as when a summer
gorm gathers, the sky leaden gray, growing heavier as the birds hush; then suddenly with a crack of
thunder comes the rain. Nevyn turned to Aderyn.

‘It stimefor you to leave us. I'll contact you later through the fire’
‘Wdl and good, then. Truly, you've dl got much to discuss’
Aderyn’simage was abruptly gone from the grove. Sowly the assembly quieted itsaf.

‘Well, now, thisisa grave thing,” Caer sad at last. ‘Of course, no one outsde of western Eldidd will
bdieve them. In time, the tale will die away.’

‘Provided no one girsit up again with more dweomer.’
“Ye godsl Do you think that was part of the dark ones' scheme, to flush us out into the open?
‘It's a possbility, isn't it?

The assembly turned uneasy, and with good reason. Once, back in the Dawntime when the people of
Bd had firs come to Deverry from their origind homeand across the eastern seas, the priests of the oak
groves known as drwiddion had openly worked dweomer. Men feared them, flattered them, and
groveled before them until the inevitable corruption set in. The priests grew rich and held great demesnes,
they shaped the laws to their advantage and wielded power like lords. Sowly, of its own accord, the
dweomer Ieft them, until ther rituals became empty shows and ther words of power, mere chatter.

Such are the temptations of tempora power that the priesthood forgot thet it had ever had the true
dweomer. By Nevyn'stime, they too dismissed tales of wonderworking priests as mere fancies, fit for a
bard’ s song and nothing more.

Yet the dweomer survived, passed down from master to gpprentice in secret. The dweomerfolk
swore grict vows to live quiet lives, hiding ther sills, lest they too be corrupted by flattery and riches.



Caer was the head groom of the gwerbret of Lughcarn’s stables, Nesta, the widow of a Cerrmor spice
merchant. Nevyn himsdf lived the amplest life of dl, because he was a herbman, wandering the kingdom
with a mule and tending the ills of folk too poor to afford apothecaries and chirurgeons. If those long
years of secrecy came to an end, it was likely that, sooner or later, the dweomer-masters might succumb
to the same temptations that had drawn the priests from the true path.

‘And there’ s another thing, Caer said. ‘Most people in the kingdom would label us witches. What if
they take it into their minds to hunt us down?

Nesta shuddered. As an dderly woman, she was extremdy vulnerable to such a charge.

‘“True enough,” Nevyn said. ‘And so we - He stopped, struck by a thought so urgent that he knew it
came from beyond himsdf, and when he spoke again, his mind-voice rang with prophecy. ‘ The time has
come for the dweomer to show itsdlf, only alittle at first, but the time comes when al shdl work openly.’

Those assembled heard the ring and knew that the Lords of Light had spoken through their servant.

‘Oh by the helld” Caer whispered. ‘Never did | think to see thisday come.’

They dl agreed, especidly Nevyn.

‘This cdls for long hours of meditation,” he remarked.

‘I promise you dl that I'll put them in, too. We ve got to move as cautioudy as a cat in a bathhouse’

For some time they discussed the prophecy, until they decided that Nevyn would work out this
drange idea while the rest of them lived as they dways had. The coundl broke up, the body-images
winking out like blown candles, but Caer and Nevyn lingered in the peaceful dillness of the astrd grove.
Around them the enormous trees nodded as if in a wind as the adird tides began to change, a gentle
dirring thet they fdt in ther minds.

‘It's a drange thing we've heard this day, oh Magter of Earth, Nevyn remarked. ‘But | intend to
pursue the idea, no matter how long it takes me’

‘Oh, I'm not worried about that. Y ou’ ve aways been as stubborn as a pig on market day.’

They exchanged a amile of sincere affection. Once, some four hundred years earlier, Caer had been
Nevyn's master when he struggled through his apprenticeship in the dweomer. Although Rhegor, as his
name was then, had followed the normd pattern for dweomerfolk and died to be reborn, many times
over now, Nevyn himsdf had lived one sngle life, sustained by the dementd forces he commanded.
Although most people would have coveted such along life, it was a harsh Wyrd for him to bear, because
during his gpprenticeship he'd made a grave mistake that had resulted in the deaths of three innocent
people, and a rash vow that never would he rest until he' d redeemed his fault.

‘Tdl me somewhat,” Caer said. ‘Do you think you' re close to fulfilling your vow?

‘I don’t know, | truly don’t. So many times before | thought | was, only to have things dip away from
me. But | can tdl you this Gerraent and | have come to terms between us. Part of the chain’s broken
once and for dl.’

‘Thanks be to every god, then. | tried to warn you about swearing that -’



‘I know, | know, and you're exactly right: I'm too stubborn for my own wretched good. Ah ye gods,
poor Brangwen! You know, | dill think of her by that name, even though she only bore it for a few pitiful
years. | faled her so badly, and Blaen, too, but when | swore I'd make it up to her, | never thought it
would take four hundred beaedtly years!’

‘Wdll, don't take dl the blame upon yoursdf for that. It's been many a lifetime now, and they’ve dl
hed a hand in tangling their own Wyrds. | take it they’re making a bigger mess of thingsin thislife?

‘“True spoken. Brangwen - | mean Jll, curseit - isoff on the roads with Rhodry.’
‘Whom, | take it, is the same soul who once was known ,as Lord Blaen of the Boar.’

‘Judt that. Did | forget to tdl you? My apologies, but ye gods, | grow so muddled as the years stretch
out. | wonder how the dves manage to keep thar memories sraight, | truly do.’

‘They have mindsfit to do so. Our folk don't.”
‘Sometimes | wonder how long I'll be able to go on.’

Caer’simage looked at him sharply with a concern no less deep for being so shrewd. Nevyn looked
away, up a the ancient trees, nodding gently in aworld that knows no decay or change. At times he was
0 weary that he wished he could tun into a tree like the sorcerers in the ancient legends, who at last
found peace by merging with the oaks they worshiped.

‘Now here Caer sad. ‘If ever you need my ad, it's yours.’
‘My sincere thanks. | may take you up on that.’

‘Good. By the way, is there any chance you'll come through Lughcarn before winter sets in? It's
aways good to see old friendsin the flesh.’

‘Soitis, but maybe next soring. | have to stay in Eldidd.’
‘More dark doings afoot?
‘Ther€ s nat, a that. I’ ve been invited to a wedding.’

At that time, Eldidd province was one of the more sparsely settled parts of Deverry, and inits western
reaches, towns were rare. The biggest was Dun Gwerbyn, which hed some five hundred round thatched
houses, a couple of inns, and three temples ingde, its high stone wadls. On a hill in the center of town
stood the dun, or fort, of the tieryn. Another set of stone walls sheltered stables and barracks for the
tieryn’s warband of a hundred men, a collection of huts and storage sheds, and the broch complex itsdf,
afour-gtory round stone tower with two shorter towers attached & the sides.

On that particular morning, the open ward around the broch was abustle with servants, carrying
supplies to the cook-house or stacks of firewood to the hearths in the great hdl, or ralling big barrels of
de from the sheds to the broch. Near the iron-bound gates, other servants bowed low as they greeted
the arriving wedding guests. Cullyn of Cerrmor, captain of the tieryn’s warband, assembled hismen out in
the ward and |ooked them over. For a change, they were dl bathed, shaved, and presentable.

‘Wl and good, lads,’ Cullyn said. ‘Y ou don't look bad for a pack of hounds. Now remember; every
lord and lady in the tierynrhyn is going to be here today. |1 don’t want any of you getting stinking drunk,



and | don’'t want any fighting, elther. Thisis a wedding, remember, and the lady deserves to have it be a
happy one after everything she's been through!’

They dl nodded solemnly. If any of them forgot his orders, they’d regret it - and they knew it.

Cullyn led them into the greet hdl, an enormous round room that took up the full ground floor of the
broch. Today there were freshly braided rushes on the floor; the tapestries on the wals had been shaken
out and rehung. The hal was crammed with extra tables. Not only were there plenty of noble guests, but
each lord had brought five men from his warband as an honor escort. Servants sSdled and edged their
way through the crowd with tankards of de and baskets of bread; a bard played amos unheard; the
riders diced for coppers and joked; up by the honor hearth, the noble-born ladies chattered like birds
while thelr husbands drank. Cullyn got his men settled, repeated his order about no fighting, then worked
hisway through to the table of honor to kned &t thetieryn’s Sde.

Tieryn Lovyan was something of an anomay in Dev-erry, awoman who ruled a large demesne in her
own name. Origindly her only brother had held this dun, but when he died without an heir, she’d inherited
under a twig in the laws designed to keep big haldings in a dan even if a woman had to rule them.
Forty-eight that year, she was dill a good-looking woman, with gray-streaked raven black hair, large
cornflower blue eyes, and the straight-backed posture of one quite a home with ruler-ship. That
particular day, she was wearing a dress of red Bardek sk, kirtled in with the red, white, and brown plaid
of the Clw Coc clan.

‘The warband isin attendance, my lady,” Cullyn said.
‘Splendid, Captain. Have you seen Nevyn yet?

‘I haven't, my lady.’

‘It would be like him to stay away. He does so hate crowds and suchlike, but if you do see him, tdl
him to come st with me.”

Cullyn rose, bowed, and returned to his men. From his seat, he could see the honor table, and while
he sipped his ae, he sudied the bride at this wedding, Lady Donilla, atruly beautiful woman with a mane
of chestnut hair, clasped back like a maiden’s now for the formdity of the thing. Cullyn fdt sorry for her.
Her firg husband, Gwer-bret Rhys of Aberwyn, had recently cast her off for being barren. If Lovyan
hadn’t found her a husband, she would have had to return to her brother’s dun in shame. As it was, her
new man, Lord Garedd, was a decent-looking fdlow some years older than she, with gray in his blond
har and thick mustache. From what the menin his warband said, he was an honorable man, soft-spoken
in peace and utterly ruthlessin war. He was dso a widower with a pack of children and thus more than
glad to take a beautiful young wife, barren or not.

‘Garedd looks honestly besotted with her, doesn’'t he? Nevyn remarked.

With a yelp, Cullyn turned to find the old man grinning a him. For dl that Nevyn's face was as lined
a an old leather sack, he had dl the vigor and gamina of a young lad, and he stood there
straight-backed, his hands on his hips.

‘Didn’'t meen to Sartle you,” he said with ady grin.
‘Here, | never saw you comein’

“You weren't looking my way, that’s dl. | didn’t turn mysdf invisble, dthough I'll admit to having a



bit of ajest on you.
‘And | took the bait, sure enough. Here, the tieryn wants you to come St with her.’
‘At the honor table? What a cursed nuisance. It's a good thing | put on aclean shirt.’

Cullyn laughed. Usudly Nevyn dressed like afarmer in shabby brown clothes, but today he'd actudly
put on awhite shirt with Lovyan's red lion blazon at the yokes and a pair of patched but respectable gray
brigga

‘Before you go,” Cullyn said. ‘Have you had any . . . wel, news of my Jll?
“You mean: have a scryed her out lately. Come with me”

They made their way over to the second hearth, where an entire hog was roasing on a spit. For a
moment Nevyn stared intently into the flames.

‘I see Jll and Rhodry looking in good spirits” he said at last. They're waking through a town on a
nice sunny day, going up to a shop of some sort. Wait! | know that place. It's Otho the Slveramith’'sin
Dun Manannan, but he doesn’t seem to bein at the moment.’

‘I don’'t suppose you can tdl if she’ swith child.

*She' s not showing the babe if sheis. | can understand your concern.’

‘Well, it's bound to happen, sooner or later. | just hope she has the wit to ride home when it does.’
*She's never lacked for wit.’

Although Cullyn agreed, worry ate a him. Jll was, after dl, hisonly child.

‘I just hope they have enough coin for the winter,” the captain remarked.

‘W, we gave them plenty between us, if Rhodry doesn't drink it dl away, anyway.’

‘Oh, JlIl won't let im do that. My lass is as tight as an old farmwife with every cursed copper.” He
dlowed himsdf a brief amile *At least she knows the long road cursed well.”

Because the mattress was full of bedbugs, Rhodry sat on the floor of the tiny innchamber while he
watched Jll frowning in concentration as she mended a rip in his only shirt. She was dressed in a pair of
dirty blue brigga and a lad’ s plain linen overshirt, and her golden hair was cropped short like alad's, too,
but she was s0 beautiful, with her wide blue eyes, ddicate features, and soft mouth, that he loved smply
looking at her.

‘Ah by the black hairy ass of the Lord of Hdl!" she snarled at lagt. Thisll just have to do. | hate
sewing.

“You have my humble thanks for lowering yourself enough to mend my clothes’

With another snarl, she threw the shirt into his face. Laughing he shook it out, once-white linen stained
with sweat and rust from his mail. On the yokes were the blazons of the red lion, dl that he had Ieft of his

old life when he'd been herr to the tierynrhyn of Dun Gwerbyn. He pulled the shirt on, then buckled his
swordbelt over it. At the left hung his sword, a beautiful blade of the best sted with the handguard



worked in the form of a dragon, and at the right, the Slver dagger that branded him as a dishonored man.
It was the badge of a band of mercenaries who wandered the roads either angly or in pairs and fought
only for coin, not loyaty or honor. In his casg, it branded him as something even stranger, which was why
they’ d come to Dun Manannan.

‘Do you think the slveramith will bein by now? he said.
‘No doubt. Otho rarely leaves his shop for any length of time’

Together they went out into the unwalled town, a sraggling collection of round thatched houses and
shops dong a river. On the bank were fishing boats, an old and shabby lot, and from the look of them
bardy seaworthy.

‘I don't see how these folk make aliving from the sea,” Rhodry remarked.

‘Hush.” Jll glanced around and made sure that no one was nearby, but ill she dropped her voiceto a
whisper.

‘They make the boats look bad for a reason. There's more than one kind of cargo that comes in
under the mackerdl.

“Ye gods! You mean we re saying in a den of smugglers?
‘Keep your voice down! Just that.’

Otho's shop was on the very edge of town, across a dirt path from a fidd of cabbages. Rhodry was
pleased when he saw that the door was no longer padlocked. When JIl opened it, Slver bdls tinkled
overheed.

‘Who's there? bellowed a deep voice.
“JlI, Cullyn of Cerrmor’s daughter, and another Slver dagger.’

Rhodry followed her into an empty chamber, a smdl wedge of the round house set off by dirty
wickerwork panels. In one pand was a frayed green blanket that did duty for a door, because Otho
shoved it aside and came out. Although he was only four and a hdf feat tal, he was pefectly
proportioned and muscular a that, with arms like a miniature blacksmith. He had a heavy gray beard,
neatly cropped, and shrewd dark eyes.

‘Wdl, dllitis’ he said. ‘And it gladdens my heart to see you again. Where's your Da, and who's this
lad?

‘Dd sin Eldidd. He won himsdf a place as captain of atieryn’'s warband.’

‘Did he now? Otho smiled in sincere pleasure. ‘| dways thought he was too good a man to carry the
slver dagger. But wha have you done? Run off with this pretty face here?

‘Now herel” Rhodry snarled. ‘ Cullyn gave her leave to go-’
Otho snorted in profound disbelief.

‘I strue,” JlIl broke in. ‘Da even pledged him to the Slver dagger.’



‘Indeed? The amith ill looked suspicious, but he let the matter drop. “What brings you to me, lad?
Have some battle-loot to sel?

‘I don’t. I’ ve come about my Slver dagger.’
‘What have you done, nicked it or suchlike? | don’t see how any man could bruise that metd.’

‘He wants the dweomer taken off it; Jll said. ‘Can you do that, Otho? Remove the spdl on the
blade?

The amith turned, openmouthed in surprise.
‘I know cursed wdl it'sgot one on it she went on. ‘Rhoddo, take it out and show him.

Reductantly Rhodry drew the dagger from its worn sheeth. It was alovdy thing, that blade, as slky as
dlver, but harder than stedl, some dloy that only a few amiths knew how to blend. On it was graved the
device of a driking facon (Cullyn’'s old mark, because the dagger had once belonged to him,) but in
Rhodry’s hand the device was dmog invisble in a blaze and flare of dweomer-light, running like water
from the blade.

‘Elven blood in your veins, is there? Otho snapped. ‘And a good hit of it, too.’

‘W, there's some.” Rhodry made the admisson urwillingly. ‘I hall from the west, you see, and that
old proverb about there being even blood in Eldidd veinsis true enough.’

When Otho grabbed the dagger, the light dimmed to afant glow.

‘I'm not letting you in my workshop,” he announced. ‘You people dl sted. Can't even hdp it, |
suppose; it's probably the way you were raised.’

‘By every god in the Otherlands, I'm not athief! | was born and raised a Maglwaedd, and it's not my
cursed fault that there’ swild blood somewhere inmy dan’s quarterings.’

‘Hah! I'm dill not letting you into my workshop.” He turned and pointedly spoke only to Jil. ‘It's a
hard thing you're asking, lass. | don't have true dweomer. This spell is the only one | can weave, and |
don’'t even understand what I'm doing. It's just somewhat that we pass down from father to son, those of
uswho know it a dl, thet is’

‘| was afrad of that,” she said with aggh. ‘But we' Ve got to do somewhat about it. He can't use it a
table when it turns dweomer every time he drawsiit.

Otho considered, chewing on hislower lip.

‘Widl, if this were an ordinary dagger, I'd just trade you a new one without the spell, but snce it was
Cullyn'sand dl, I'll try to unweave the dweomer. Maybe working it dl backward will blunt the spdll. But
it'sgoing to cost you dear. There's arisk in meddling with things like this”

After a couple of minutes of brisk heggling, JIl handed him five slver pieces, about hdf of the smith's
asking price.

‘Come back a sunset,” Otho said. ‘We Il seeif I've been successful or not.’

Rhodry spent the afternoon looking for a hire. Although it was too close to winter wesather for



warfare, he did find a merchant who was taking a load of goods back to Cerrmor. For dl their dishonor,
slver daggers were in much demand as caravan guards, because they belonged to a band with a
reputation that kept them more honest than most. Not just any man could even become a Slver dagger.
A warrior who was desperate enough to take the blade had to fird find another slver dagger, ride with
hm a while, and prove hmsdf before he was dlowed to meet one of the rare amiths who served the
band. Only then could he truly ‘ride the long road’, as the daggers referred to therr lives

And if Otho could blunt the spell, Rhodry would no longer have to keep his dagger sheathed for fear
of reveding his peculiar bloodlines. He hurried Jll through her dinner and hudled her dong to the
slveramith's shop alittle before sunset. Otho's beard was a good bit shorter, and he no longer had any
eyebrows at dl.

‘| should have known better than to do afavor for a cursed df,” he announced.

“Otho, you have our humble gpologies.” Jll caught his hand and squeezed. ‘And I'm ever so glad you
didn't get badly burned.’

“You're glad? Hah! Wdl, come dong, lad.’

When Rhodry took the dagger, the blade stayed ordinary meta without the trace of a glow. He was
gmiling as he sheathed it.

‘My thanks, good amith, a thousand times over. Truly, | wish | could reward you more for the risk
you ran.’

‘So do I. That's the way of your folk, though: dl fine words and no hard coin.’
‘Otho, please,” Jll said. ‘ Thereé' s not even that much even blood in him!
‘Hah! That'swhat | say to that, young Jil. Hah!’

All day, the People arrived a the dardan. To a grassy meadow so far west of Eldidd that only one
human being had ever seen it, they camein smdl groups, driving their herds of horses and flocks of sheep
before them. After they pastured the animds, they set up leather tents, painted in bright colors with
pictures of animas and flowers. Children and dogs raced through the camp; cooking fires blossomed; the
andl of afeast grew inthe ar. By sunset well over a hundred tents stood there. As the last fire was lit, a
woman began to 9ng the long walling tale of Donabel and hislost love, Adario. A harper joined in, then a
drummer, and findly someone brought out a conaber, three joined reedy pipes for a drone.

Devaberid Slverhand, generdly considered the best bard in this part of the ven lands, considered
unpacking his harp and joining in, but he was quite Smply too hungry. He got a wooden bowl and spoon
from his tent, then wandered through the feast. Each riding group, or dar to give them their Elvish name,
hed made a huge quantity of one particular dish. Everyone strolled around, esting a bit here and there of
whatever appealed to them, while the mudc, tak, and laughter went on. Devaberid was searching for
Manaverr, whose dar traditiondly roasted awhole lamb in a pit.

Fndly he found them near the edge of the camp. A couple of young men were just digging the lamb
up, while others brought over leaves to make a clean bed to receive it. Manaverr hmsdf hurried over to
greet the bard. His har was so pde that it was dmog white, and his cat-dit eyes a deep purple. They
each put thair left hand on the other’ s right shoulder in greeting.

‘It sabig gathering, Manaverr said.



‘They dl knew you' d be here to do the lamb.’

Manaverr laughed with a toss of hishead. A amdl green sprite popped into manifestaion and perched
on his shoulder. When he reached up to pat her, she grinned, reveding a mouthful of pointed teeth.

‘Have you seen Caonderid yet? Manaverr said.
‘The warleader? No. Why?

‘He's been asking every bard here about some obscure point of somebody’s genedogy. Hell
probably work hisway around to you sooner or later.’

The sprite suddenly pulled his hair, then vanished before he could swat her. The dardan was filled
with Wildfalk, rushing around as excitedly as the children. Sprite, gnome, sylph, and salamander, they
were the qoirits of the elements, who at times took on a solid appearance, even though their home lay
elsawhere in the many-layered universe. Devaberid was not quite sure where; only dweomerfolk knew
such things

With one last heave, the men got up the lamb, wrapped in charred coarse cloth, and flopped it onto
the leaves. The amdl of the roast mesat, heavily spiced and baked with fruit, was so inviting that
Devaberid moved closer without even being aware tha he was doing so, but he had to wait for his
portion. Cdonderie the warleader strode over and haled him. He looked much like Man-averr, his
cousin.

‘What' s this mygterious question? the bard asked him.

‘dugt a point of curiogty,’ Cdonderid sad. ‘You know that | rode with Aderyn when he was off
chasing Loddlaen, don't you?

‘I heard something of the story.’

‘All right, then. 1 met a human warleader cadled Rhodry Maglwaedd, a lad of twenty. Strangey
enough, he/ s got a good hit of our blood in hisvens. | was wondering if you knew how it had gotten into
hisclan.

‘A woman of the People married Pertyc Maglwaedd in ... oh, when was that . . . wdl, say two
hundred years ago.’

‘That long? But | saw Rhodry handle a piece of dwarven slver, and it blazed in his hands.’
‘Redly? Then it can't just be that distant rdationship. What was his father’s name?
‘Tingyr Maelwaedd, and his mother is Lovyan of the Clw Coc.’

Devaberid went very dill. When had that been? He could ill see her face in his mind, a beautiful lass
for dl her blunt ears and round eyes, and she'd been so meancholy about something. But when? that
unusudly dry summer, wasn't it? Yes, and it was twenty-one years ago, dl right.

‘Oh by the Dark Sun hersdf!’ Devaberid burst out. ‘Here | never even knew 1I'd gotten Lovva with
child’

‘And isn't that afine jest? Cdonderid said with a crow of laughter. ‘I certainly picked the perfect



bard to answer my question. Y ou have a peculiar fondness for round-ear women, my friend.
‘There haven't been that many.’
When Cdonderid started to laugh, Devaberid threw a punch hisway.
‘ Stop howling like agoblin! | want to know about this son of mine. Every detall you can remember.’

Not many days later, Rhodry was the subject of another discussion, this onein Bardek, far across the
Southern Sea. In an upgtairs room of an isolated villa, deep in the hill country of the main idand, two men
lounged on a purple divan and watched a third, stting a a table littered with parchment scrolls and
books. He was grody fat, as saggy and wrinkled as a torn leather bal, and only a few wisps of white
har dung to his dark-skinned skull. Whenever he glanced up, his eydids drooped uncontrollably,
haf-covering his brown eyes. He had immersed himsdf so thoroughly and so long in the craft of the dark
dweomer that he no longer had a name. He was smply the Old One.

The other two men were both from Deverry. Alastyr, who looked fifty but was actudly closer to
seventy, was a 0lid sort with a squarish face and gray hair. At firg Sght he looked like atypica Cerrmor
merchant, with his checked brigga and nicely embroidered shirt, and indeed, he took great pains to act
the part. The other, Sarcyn, had just turned thirty. His thick blond hair, dark blue eyes, and regular
features should have made him handsome, but there was something about the way he smiled, something
about the burning expression in his eyes, that made most people find him repdlent. They both spoke not
aword until the Old One looked up, tipping his head back so that he could see them.

‘| have gone over dl the mgor caculations’ His voice was like the rasp of two dead twigs rubbed
together. There's some hidden thing a work here that | don't understand, some secret, some force of
Degtiny, perhaps, that has interfered with our plans’

‘Could it Imply be the Master of the Aethyr? Alaslyr said. ‘Loddlaen’s war was going splendidly
until he intervened.’

The Old One shook his head no and picked up a parchment shest.

‘This is the horoscope of Tingyr, Rhodry’s father. My art is very complex, litle Alastyr. A sngle
horoscope reveds few secrets.’

‘| see. | didn't redize that.’

‘“No doubt, because few know the stars as | do. Now, mog foals think that when a men dies, his
horoscope is of no more use, but astrology is the art of sudying beginnings. Whatever a man beginsin his
life - like a son, for instance - isinfluenced by his stars, even after his death. Now, when | correlated this
horoscope with certain trangits, it seemed clear that this summer Tingyr would lose a son through deceit
on someone' s part. The other brother’s chart showed that he was in no danger, so obvioudy Rhodry had
to be the son logt”’

‘Well, the year’ s not over yet. It would be easy to send assassns after him.

‘Easy and quite usdess. The omens dealy show that he will die in battle. Have you forgotten
evarything | ever told you?

‘My humble gpologies’



‘Besdes, the Deverry year ends on Samaen. We have less than a month now. No, it sas| say. Some
hidden thing is a work here” He let his glance linger on the hegped table. ‘And yet, it seems that | had dll
the information | could possbly need. This may bode ill — for dl of us No, Alastyr, well send no
assassins, nothing so hasty until | unravd this puzzle”

‘Asyou wish, of course.’

‘Of course.” The Old One picked up a bone stylus and idly tapped another parchment. ‘ This woman
puzzles me, too. Very greatly does JlIl puzzle me. There was nothing in the omens about a woman who
could fight Hke a man. | wish more information about her, her birthdate if possible, so thet | can scribe
out her stars’

‘I'll make every effort to find it for you when | return.’
With anod of gpprova that set his chins trembling, the Old One shifted his bulk in his chair.
“Send your apprentice to fetch memy med.’

Alagtyr gestured a Sarcyn, who rose and obediently left the room. The Old One contemplated the
closed door for a moment.

‘That one hates you,” he said at last.
‘He does? | wasn't aware of it

“No doubt he's taken great painsto hideit. Now, it's fit and right that an gpprentice struggle with his
master. How best does a true man learn but by fighting for knowledge? But hatred? It's very dangerous.’

Alagtyr wondered if the Old One had seen an omen that indicated Sarcyn was a red threat. The
master would never tdl except for a diff price. The Old One was the greatest expert dive in one
paticular part of the dark dweomer, that of wresting hints of future events from a universe unwilling to
reved them. His persond perversion of astrology was only part of the art, which involved meditation and
a dangerous kind of astrd scrying as well. Since he was scrupuloudy honest in his own way as wdl as
vauable, he commanded a respect and loydty rare among dark dweomermen and was, in a limited
sense, as much of aleader as ther *brotherhood’ could ever have. Since his age and bulk confined him to
thisvillay Alastyr had struck a bargain with him. In return for the master’s aid with his own plans, he was
doing such portions of the Old One's work that required traveling.

In afew minutes Sarcyn returned with abowl on atray, set it down in front of the Old One, then took
hisplace a Alastyr’s side. The bowl held raw mest, freshly killed and mixed with the dill warm blood, a
necessary food for aged masters of the dark arts. The Old One scooped up a delicate fingaful and
licked it off.

‘Now, as for your own work,” he said. ‘The time is growing ripe to obtain what you seek, but you
mugt be very careful. | know you've taken many precautions, but consider how carefully we worked to
diminate Rhodry. Y ou know full wel how that ended.’

‘| assure you that I'll be congtantly on guard.”

‘Good. Next summer, a certain configuration of planetswill lie adversely in the horoscope of the High
King of Deverry. This grouping in turn is influenced by subtle factors beyond your understanding. All
these omens taken together indicate that the King might lose a powerful guardian if someone worked to



thet end.’
‘Splendid! Thejewd | seek isjust such a guardian.’
The Old One paused for another scoop and lick.

‘Thisis dl very interesting, little Alastyr. So far, you've kept your sde of our bargain, perhaps even
better than you can know. So many strange things” He sounded dmogt dreamy. ‘Very, very interesting.
WE Il see, when you return to Deverry, if more strange things come your way. Do you see what | mean?
You mugt be on guard every sngle moment.’

Alagyr fdt anicy cold dench his ssomach. He was being warned, no maiter how circumspectly, that
the Old One could no longer trust his own predictions.

Devaberid Slverhand kndt in his red leather tent and methodicaly rummaged through a wal bag
embroidered with vines and roses. Since it was quite large, it took him a while to find what he was
looking for. Irritably he scrabbled through old trophies from snging contests, the dumsy firg piece of
embroidery his daughter had ever done, two mismatched siver buckles, a bottle of Bardek scent, and a
wooden horse given to him by a lover whose name he' d forgotten. At the very bottom he found the small
leather pouch, so old that it was cracking.

He opened it and shook aring out into his hand. Although it was made of dwarven siver, and thus il
as shiny as the day he/d put it away, it had no dweomer upon it, or at least, none that any sage or
dweomerperson had been able to unravd. A slver band, about a third of an inch wide, it was engraved
with roses on the outside and a few wordsin dvish characters but some unknown language on the insde.
In the two hundred years he'd had thisring he’ d never found a sage who could read it.

The way he'd come by it was equdly myserious. He was a young man, then, just finished with his
bardic training and riding with the dar of awoman he particularly fancied. One afternoon a traveller rode
up on afine golden sdlion. When Devaberid and a couple of other men gtrolled out to greet him, they
received quite a surprise. Although from a distance he looked like an ordinary man of the People, with
the dark hair and jet-black eyes of someone from the far west, up close it was hard to tdl just what he
did look like. It seemed that his features changed congtantly though subtldly, that a times his mouth was
wider, then thinner, that he became shorter, then taler. He dismounted and looked over the welcoming

party.
‘I wish to speak with Devaberie the bard,” he announced.
‘Then here | am.

‘Excdlent. | have a present for one of your sons, young bard, for sons you'll have. When each is
born, consult with someone who knows the dweomer. They'll be able to tdl which one receives the gift.

When he handed over the pouch and the ring, his eyes seemed more blue than black.
‘My thanks, good gr, but who are you?
The stranger merdly amiled, then mounted his horse and rode off without another word.

Over the intervening years, Devaberiel had learned nothing more about the ring or its mysterious giver,
not from sage nor dweomer-master. When each of his two sons was born, he'd dutifully consulted with
the dweomer-folk, but each time the omens had been wrong to pass the gift on. Now, however, he'd



ganed a third son. Holding the ring, he walked to the door of the tent and looked out. A cold, gray
drizziefdl over the camp, and the wind was brisk. He was going to have an uncomfortable journey, but
he was determined to find the dweomerwoman who seemed to have the mogt afinity for the ring. His
curiogty was not going to let him rest until he found out if it belonged to young Rhodry ap Devaberid,
who dill thought himsdf a Maglwaedd.

Driven by a hitter-cold wind, the rains dashed down hard in the gray streets of Cerrmor. There was
little for Jll and Rhodry to do but hole up like foxes in their inn by the north gate. Since they had enough
coin to stay warm and fed dl winter, Jll fet as rich and happy as a lord, but Rhodry fdl into the black
mood that can only be given the untrandatable name of hiraedd, a painful longing for some unobtainable
thing. He would st in the tavern room for hours, dumped down and saring into a tankard of de while he
brooded over his dishonor. Nothing Jil could do or say would rouse him out of it. Eventudly, athough it
ached her heart to do it, she let him have his silence.

At leadt a night, when they went up to their chamber, she could use kisses and caresses to bring him
round. After their lovemaking he would be happy for a while, talking with her as they lay tight in each
other’s arms. When he drifted off to deep, often she would stay awake and look a him as if he were a
puzzle to be studied out. Rhodry was a tdl man, heavily muscled but built sraight from shoulder to hip,
with long, sendtive hands that hinted at his even blood. He had the raven-dark hair and cornflower blue
eyes S0 typicd of Eldidd men, but there was nothing typicd about his good looks. His features were so
perfect that he would have looked girlish if it weren't for the various smdl scars and battle-nicks on his
face. Since she'd met some of the Elcyion Lacar, JIl knew that they too were as handsome. She would
wonder over that trace of dven blood in his clan, which had, or so Nevyn assured her, merdy dl come
out in him, a throwback. Logicaly, it seemed improbable.

One night her long pondering brought her the answer to the problem. Every now and then, JiI had true
dreams, which were actudly dweomer-visons beyond the control of her conscious mind. Generdly they
came, as this one did, when she' d been thinking over a problem for some time. On a night when the rain
beat upon the shutters and the wind howled around the inn, she fdl adeep in Rhodry’s arms and dreamt
of the Elcyion Lacar. It seemed that she flew above the western grasdands on a day when the sun broke
through clouds only to vanish again. Far below her in a green sea of grass stood a cluster of dven tents,
gowing like many-colored jewels.

Suddenly she stood on the ground among them. Bundled in ared cloak, atal man strode past her and
into a purple and blue tent. On a whim, she followed. The tent was daborately decorated with woven
hangings, embroidered wal bags, and Bardek carpets for floor cloths.

Stting on a pile of leather cushions was an dven woman, her pae blond hair bound into two long
braids that hung behind her ears, which were as long and ddicately pointed as seashdls. Her vidtor
pressed his pams together and bowed to her, then doffed the cloak and sat down on the carpet nearby.
His hair was as pade as moonlight, and his dark blue eyes were, like dl ven eyes, dit verticdly with a
pupil likeacat’'s. Yet Jll thought that he was as handsome as her Rhodry in his dien way and aso oddly
familiar.

‘Very well, Devaberiel,” the woman said, and dthough she spoke in Elvish, Jil could understand her.
‘I've been sudying my stones, and | have an answer for you.

‘My thanks, Vdandario. He leaned closer.

At that point Jll redized that a cloth, embroidered in geometric patterns, lay between them. At various
points on the web of triangles and squares lay spherical gems rubies, ydlow beryls, sapphires, emerads,



and amethyds. In the middle of the cloth lay a smple slver ring. Vaandario began moving the gems dong
the various lines, findly bringing one of each color into the center to form a pentagon around the ring.

“Your son's Dedtiny is encircled by thisring,” she said. ‘But | know not what that Destiny may be,
except to say that it lies somewhat in the north and somewhat in the air. Doubtless dl will be reveded in
due time’

‘Asthe gods desire. Y ou have my solemn thanks for this I'll see to it that Rhodry gets the ring, then. |
might ride to Dun Gwerbyn mysdf to have alook at thislad of mine’

‘It would be unwise to tdl him the truth.’

‘Of course. | don't want to meddle with the palitical successions of dl Eldidd. | just want to see him.
After dl, it's quite a surprise to learn you've got a full-grown son you never even knew existed. Though
Lovyan could hardly have sent me word, of course, with her sill married to her powerful warleader.’

‘I see your point.” Vaandario suddenly looked up, right at Jll. ‘Here! Who are you, to come spying
upon mein the irit?

When Jll tried to answer, she found that she couldn’t speak. In exasperation, Vaandario threw up
one hand and sketched aggil inthe ar. All a once Jil found hersdf awake, stting up in bed with Rhodry
sharing beside her. Since the room was cold, she lay down and hurriedly shuggled under the blankets.
That was a true dream, she thought, oh by the Goddess of the Moon, my lover’s hdf an df!

For along while she lay awake, thinking over the dream. Of course Devaberie would look familiar
snce he was Rhodry’ s father. She was honesily shocked to find out that Lady Lovyan, whom she much
admired, had put horns on her husband’ s head but then, Devaberiel was an exceptiondly handsome man.
She had the brief thought of tdling Rhodry about the dream, but Vaandario's warning stopped her.
Besides, finding out that he was no true Maglwaedd, but a bastard, would only drive Rhodry deeper into
his hiraedd. She could bardly put up with hisfits of it asit was.

And then there was the glver ring. Here was another proof of what Nevyn had told her, that Rhodry’s
Wyrd was deep and hidden. She decided that if she ever saw the old man again, she would tdl him of the
omens. As she was drifting back to deep, she wondered if her path would ever cross his again. For dl
that his dweomer frightened her, she was very fond of Nevyn, but the Kingdom was very large, and who
knew which way the old man would choose to wander.

On the morrow, the full sgnificance of the dream came to her as she and Rhodry sat in the tavern
room. Yet once again, the dweomer had irrupted into her mind, taken her over with no warning. For a
moment she shrank into hersdf, just as when the hare hears dogs baying and crouches frozen in the
bracken.

‘Is somewhat wrong, my love? Rhodry sad. 7
‘Naught, naught. | was judt ... oh, thinking about Loddlaen’s war last summer.’

‘It was a strange thing, sure enough.’” He dropped his voice to awhisper. ‘All that cursed dweomer! |
pray to every god we're never touched by the dweomer again.’

Although she nodded her agreement, Jll knew that he was praying for the impossible. Even as he
spoke, her little gray gnome manifested onto the table and sat down by Rhodry’s tankard. All her life, Jll
hed been able to see the Wildfalk, and this particular skinny, big-nosed little creature was a close friend.



Oh my poor Rhoddo, she thought, you ride with dweomer dl around you! She fdt both angry and
frightened, wishing that her peculiar tdlents would go away, fearing that they never would.

Y et once, last summer, Nevyn had told her that if she refused to use her talents, they would eventudly
wither and be gone. Although she hoped that the old man was right - indeed, he knew far more about the
meatter than she did - she had her doubts, especidly when she considered how dweomer had swept her
into Rhodry’s war and Rhodry’ s life that last summer. She'd been an utterly obscure person, the bastard
daughter of a dlver dagger, until her father had taken what seemed to be a pefectly ordinary hire,
guarding a merchant caravan that was traveling to the western border of Eldidd. Yet from the moment
that the merchant had offered Cullyn the job, she’'d known that something unusua was going to happen,
fdt with an inexplicable certainty that her life had reached a crossroads. How right she'd been! Fird the
caravan went west to the land of the Elcyion Lacar, the elves, a people who were supposed to exist only
infary tale and myth. Then, with some of the dvesin tow, they’d returned to Eldidd and ridden right into
the middle of a dweomer war.

Jugtintime for her to save Rhodry’ s life by killing a man who, or so the dweomer seemed to declare,
was invincible - Lord Corbyn will never die by any man's hand, or so a prophecy declared. Like 4l
dweomer-riddles, this one had two sharp sides, and a lass's hand had dan him, sure enough. As she
thought about it, it dl seemed entirdy too neet, too clever, asif the gods shaped a person’'s Wyrd the
way a Bardek craftaman shapes a puzzle box with its precise little workings that mean absolutely nothing
in the long run. And then she remembered the dves, who were not men in any true sense, and Rhodry
himsdf, who was only hdf a one. She saw then that Rhodry might have dan his enemy himsdf, if only
he! d believed he could, and that her coming, while convenient, need not be foreordained anymore than a
snowstorm that appears in winter could be said to be amighty act of dweomer.

Ye dweomer had brought her to him; that she was sure of, if not to save his life, then for some
obscure purpose. Although she shuddered a the thought, she aso found hersdf wondering why
dweomer should frighten her so badly, why she was sure that fallowing the dweomer road would lead
her to her death. Suddenly she saw it: she was afrad that if ever she tampered with dweomer, it would
bring not only her death, but Rhodry’s. Even though she told hersdf that the idea was supid, it was a
long time before she could shake the irrationd feding off.
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The rider was dying. He did off his horse to the cobbles, staggered once and fdl to his knees.
Gweniver flung hersdf down and grabbed him by the shoulders before he fdl on his face. Warm blood
oozed through his shirt onto her hands as Claedd peered cloudy-eyed at her.

‘Logt, my lady. Your brother’s dead.’

Blood wdled into his mouth and broke into a bubble of death. When she lad him down, his
foundered horse tossed its head once, then merdly trembled, dripping gray swest. She got to her feet just
as a stable lad came running.

‘Do what you can for that horse,” she said. ‘Then tdl dl the servants to pack up and flee. You've got
to get out of here or you won't live the night.’

Wiping her hands on her dress, Gweniver ran across the ward to the tal broch of the Walf dan,
which would burn that night beyond her power to save it. Ingde the great hdl, huddied by the honor
hearth, were her mother, Dolyan, her younger sister, Macla, and Mab, ther aged serving woman.

‘The Boar’s men mugt have caught the warband on the road,” Gweniver said. ‘Avoic’'s dead, and
there’s an end to the feud.’

Dolyan threw back her head and keened out a wail for her husband and three sons. Macla burst into
moig sobs and dung to Mab.

‘Oh, hold your tongues!” Gweniver snapped. ‘ The Boar’s warband is doubtless riding here right now
to dam us. Do you want to end up as trophies?

‘Gwen!” Maclawailed. ‘How can you be so cold-hearted?

‘Better cold-hearted than raped. Now hurry, dl of you. Get the things you can carry on one horse.
WEe reriding to the Temple of the Moon. If we live to reach it, the priestesses will give us refuge. Do you
hear me, Mara, or do you want to see me and Maccy handed over to the warband?

The ddiberate brutdity forced Dolyan slent. . ‘Good,” Gweniver said. ‘Now hurry, dl of you!”

She followed the others as they puffed up the spird Staircase, but she went to her brother’s chamber,
not her own. From the carved chest beside his bed she got a pair of his old brigga and one of his shirts.
Changing into his clothes brought her a scatter of tears - she'd been fond of Avoic, who was only



fourteen - but there was no time for mourning. She belted on his second-best sword and an old dagger.
Although she was far from being a trained warrior, her brothers had taught her how to handle a sword,
amply because in those days one never knew when a woman would have to swing one in her own
defense. Findly she unclasped her long blond hair and cut it off short with the dagger. At night she would
look enough like a man to give any lone marauder pause about attacking her party on the road.

Since they had over thirty miles to go to reach safety, Gweniver bullied the other women into riding
fadt, trotting, and occasiondly gdloping in short burdts. Every now and then, she would turn in her saddle
and scan the road for the dust cloud that would mean death chaang them. Shortly after sunset, the full
moon rose to shed her haly light to guide them. By then, her mother was swaying in the saddie with
exhaudion. Gweniver saw a copse of dders off to one sde of the road and led the others there for a
brief rest. Dolyan and Mab had to be helped down from their saddles.

Gweniver walked back to the road to stand guard. Far away on the horizon, in the direction from
which they’ d come, a golden glow flared like the rigng of atiny moon. It was most likdy the dun burning.
She drew her sword and clutched the hilt while she stared unthinking at the glare. Suddenly she heard
hoofbeats and saw a rider gdloping down the road. Behind her in the copse the horses nickered a
gregting, unknowing traitors.

‘Mount!” she screamed. ‘ Get ready to ride!’

The rider pulled up, then dismounted and drew his sword. As he strode toward her, she saw his
bronze cloak pin gdlittering in the moonlight: a Boarsman.

‘And who are you, lad? he said.
Gweniver dropped to afighting crouch.

‘A page of the Wolf from your slence. And what are you guarding so fathfully? | hate to kill a dip of
alad like you, but orders are orders, so come now, turn the ladies over to me’

In utter desperation Gweniver lunged and struck. Taken offguard, the Boarsman dipped, his sword
swinging up wildly. She cut again and diced him hard on one sde of his neck, then struck back on the
other, just as her older brother Benoic had taught her. With a moan of disbdlief, the Boarsman buckled to
hisknees and died at her feet. Gweniver nearly vomited. In the moonlight the sword blade was dark wet
with blood, not shiny clean likein the practice sessons. Her mother’s shriek of terror brought her back to
her senses. She ran for the Boars-man’s horse, grabbed the reins just as it was about to bolt, then led it
back to the copse.

‘“That ever it would come to this’ Mab sobbed. “That alass | tended would be forced to turn warrior
on the roads! Oh haly gods dl, when will you have mercy on the kingdom?

‘When it suits them and not a minute before,” Gweniver said. ‘Now get on those horses! We' ve got
to get out of here’

Deep in the middle of the night, they reached the Temple of the Moon, which sat a the top of a hill
with a good stone wdl around its compound. Along with his friends and vassals, Gweniver’s father had
given the coin to build the wall, a far-sghted generogty on his part that was now saving his wife and
daughters. If any battle-drunk warrior were insane enough to break geis and risk the Goddess' s wrath by
demanding entry, the wal would keep him out until he’d come to his senses. At the gates, Gweniver
screamed and ydled and kept it up until at last she heard a frightened voice cdl back that its owner was
ontheway. A priestess draped in a shawl yanked the gates open a bare crack, then shoved them wider



when she saw Dolyan.
‘Oh my lady, has the worst come upon your clan?
‘It has. Will you shelter us?
‘Gladly, but | don’'t know what to do about this lad with you.’

‘It'sonly Gwen in her brother’s clothes” Gweniver broke in. ‘I thought we' d best pretend to have a
man with us’

‘Wdl and good, then,” the priestess said with a nervous laugh. ‘Now ride in quickly, dl of you.’

Dark and shadowed in the moonlight, the vast temple compound was crowded with buildings, some
of stone, others hadily thrown together out of wood. Priestesses with cloaks thrown over their
nightdresses clustered around the refugees and helped the older women dismount in a chatter of soothing
whispers. Some took the horses to the stables; others led Gweniver and her party to the long wooden
guest house. Once an degant place for vigting noblewomen, it was now crowded with cots and chests,
because women of dl ranks were shdtering there. The blood feud that had reduced the Walf dan to
three women was only one thread in a hideous tapesiry of avil war.

By the light of a candle lantern the priestesses found the newest arrivas empty cots in a corner. In the
midgt of the whispers and confusion, Gweniver lay down on the nearest one and fdl adeep, boots, sword
bdlt, and al.

She woke to find a dlent, empty dormitory flooded with light from the narrow windows near the roof.
She'd come to this temple so often that for a moment she was confused: was she here to pray about her
vocation or to represent her dan at the harvest rite? Then the memory came back, sharp as a sword
thrug.

‘Avoic,’ she whispered. ‘Oh, Avoic’

Ye no tears came, and she redized tha she was hungry. Sore and dretching, she got up and
wandered through a doorway at the end of the dormitory into the refectory, a narrow room crammed
with tables for desperate guests. A neophyte in awhite dress kirtled with green screamed aoud.

‘My apologies, Gwen,” she said, laughing. ‘| thought you were a lad for a moment. St down, and I'll
fetch you porridge.’

Gweniver unbuckled the sword belt and dung it on the table next to her as she sat down. She ran one
finger down Avoic’'s second-best scabbard, which was chaped in tarnished slver and inlad with spirds
and interlaced wolves. By dl rights under the law, she was the head of the Walf dan now, but she
doubted if she could ever dam her postion. For her to inheit in the femde line she would have to
overcome more obstacles than Tieryn Burcan of the Boar.

In afew minutes Ardda, high priestess of the temple, came in to St beside her. Although she was
close to sixty, with gray har and web of lines around her eyes, Ardda s step and carriage were as lithe as
ayoung lass's.

‘Wdl, Gwen,” she said. ‘Y ou've been tdling me for years that you want to be a priestess. Has the
time come upon you Now or not?



‘I don’'t know, my lady. You know that I've dways had doubts about my cdling . . . wdl, if | have
any choicein the matter now.’

‘Don't forget that you've got the Walf lands for a dowry. When the news spreads, I'll wager that
meany aman among your father’s dlieswill want to come fetch you out.’

‘But oh ye gods, I’ ve never wanted to marry!’

With a little sgh, Ardda unconscioudy reached up and touched her right cheek, which was covered
with the blue tattoo of the crescent moon. Any man who touched in lugt a woman with that mark was put
to death. Not only the noble lords, but any fregborn man would have dan the defiler, because if the
Goddess were wrathful, the crops would fal and no man ever sire a son again.

“You'd have to marry to keep the Wolf lands,” Ardda remarked.

‘It's not that | want the lands. | want to keep my dan dive, and there's my sdter. If | swore to the
Goddess, then the right of inheritance would pass to Maccy. She dways had lots of suitors, even when
she only had asmdl dowry.’

‘But could she rule the clan?

‘Of course nat, but if | pick her the right husband - oh, lisen to mel How am | going to get to the
King to lay my petition? I'll wager that the Boar’ s riding this way right now to make sure we' re penned
here like hogs.’

Her prediction came true not an hour later. Gweniver was restlesdy pacing round and round the
grounds when she heard the sound of many men and horses riding their way. As she ran toward the
gates, priestesses joined her, ydling at the gatekeeper to close them up. Gweniver was just hdping dam
the iron bar into the staples when the horsemen arrived in a clatter of hooves and jingle of mall. Ardda
was dready up on the catwak over the gates. Trembling with rage, Gweniver dimbed up’ and joined
her.

Down below, milling around a respectful twenty yards away, was the seventy-man warband of the
Boar. Burcan himsdf edged his horse out of the mob and insolently rode right up to the gates. A man in
his late thirties, he had a thick streak of gray in his raven-dark hair and heavy mustache. As she leaned
onto the rampart, Gweniver hated him, the man who had killed her clan.

“What do you want? Ardda cdled out. ‘ To approach the Holy Moon ready for war isan inault to the
Goddess.’

‘No insult meant, Your Holiness’ he cdled back in his dark, gravely voice. ‘It's only thet | rode in
haste. | see that Lady Gweniver is safe here with you.’

‘And safe Shell remain, unless you want the Goddess to curse your lands into barrenness.’

‘What kind of a man do you think | am, to violate the holy sanctuary? | came to make the lady an
offer of peace’ He turned in the saddle to look up a Gweniver. ‘Many a blood feud's ended with a
wedding, my lady. Take my second son for your man and rule the Wolf landsin the name of the Boar.’

‘I"d never let kin to you lay one filthy finger on me, you bastard!” Gweniver yeled & the top of her
lungs ‘And what do you expect me to do, follow that fase king you serve?



Burcan's broad face flushed in rage.

‘I make you avow, he snarled. ‘If my son doesn’'t have you, then no man will, and that goes for your
gder, too. I'll cursed wel daim your land by right of blood feud if | have to.’

“You forget yoursdlf, my lord!” Ardda snapped. ‘I forbid you to reman on temple land for another
minute. Take your men away and make no more threats to one who worships the Goddess!’

Burcan hesitated, then shrugged and turned his horse away. Ydling orders, he collected his men and
withdrew to the public road at the foot of the hill. Gweniver clenched her figts so hard that they ached as
the warband spread out in the meadow on the far Sde of the road, technicaly off the demesne that
supported the temple but in a perfect postion to guard it.

‘They can't day there forever, Ardda said. ‘They’'ll have to go to Dun Deverry soon to fulfill ther
obligation to ther king.’

“True spoken, but I'll wager they stay there aslong as they can.’
Leaning back againgt the rampart, Ardda sghed. Suddenly she looked very old, and very weary.

The avil wars had come about in this wise. Twenty-four years past, the High King died without a
mde heir, and his daughter, a sickly young lass, died soon after. Each of his three sigters, however, had
sons by their high-ranking husbands, Gwerbret Cerrmor, Gwerbret Cantrae, and the Marked Prince of
the kingdom of Eldidd. By law, the throne should have passed to the son of the eldest Sster, married to
Cantrae, but the gwerbret was heavily suspected of having poisoned the King and princess both to get a
the throne. Gwerbret Cerrmor worked that suspicion to daim the throne for his son, and then the prince
of Eldidd lad a further daim on the basis of his son’s doubly royad blood. Since Gweniver’s father never
would have declared for a foreigner from Eldidd, the Wolf clan’s choice was made when the long-hated
Boars supported the Cantrae dam.

Year dfter year, the fighting raged around the true prize, the city of Dun Deverry, taken by one sde
one summer only to fal to another a few years later. After SO many seges, Gweniver doubted if there
were much left of the Holy City to dam, but taking it was crucid to holding the kingship. All winter it had
been in Cantrae hands, but now it was spring. Everywhere across the torn kingdom the daimants to the
throne were mugtering their vassals and redfirming their dliances. Gweniver was certain that by now her
clan’sdlieswould bein Cerrmor.

‘So ligen, Maccy,” she said. “We may have to stay here dl summer, but eventudly someone will bring
his war-band and get us out.’

Macla nodded miserably. They were stting in the temple gardens, on alittle bench among the rows of
carrots and cabbages. Macla, who was sixteen, was normdly a pretty lass, but today her blond hair was
pulled back in an untidy knot, and her eyes were red and puffy from weeping.

‘I just hope you'reright, Macla said at last. *What if no one thinks our lands are worth having? Even
if they married you, they’d dill have to fight with the rotten old Boar. And you can't afford to give me any
dowry now, and so I'll probably rot in thisawful old temple for the rest of my whole life’

‘Don’'t netter like that! If | take the haly vows, then you'll have dl the land for your dowry that any
woman could want.’

‘Oh.” Hope cameinto her eyes. ‘Y ou dways did talk about being a priestess.’



‘Judt that. Now don’'t worry. WE I find you a husband yet.’

Macla smiled, but her flood of complaints had raised doubts in her sster’s mind. What indeed if no
one wanted to take the Wolf lands because they brought the Wolf’s feud with them? Since for dl of her
life Gweniver had ligtened to the congtant talk of war, she knew something that the more innocent Maccy
didn't: the Wdlf lands lay in a bad drategic pogtion, right on the Cantrae border and so far east of
Cerrmor that they were hard to defend. What if the King in Cerrmor decided to consolidate his frontier?

She left Maccy in the garden and went for a restless walk. If only she could get to Cerrmor and
petition the King! By dl accounts, he was a scrupuloudy honorable man and might wel ligen. If she
could get there. She dimbed up the catwak and looked out. After three days, Burcan and his men were
dill camped in the meadow.

‘How long are you going to stay there, you bastards? she muttered under her breath.

Not much longer, as it turned out. The next morning, when she dimbed to the ramparts just after
dawn, she saw the warband saddling up and loading their provison carts. Yet when they pulled out, they
left four men and one cart behind, a guard over her provisioned to stay for months. Gweniver swore with
evey foul oath she'd ever heard until she was panting and out of breath..Findly she told hersdf that she
should have expected no less. All a once, she fdt hopeless. Even if Burcan had taken dl his men away,
she never could have travelled done the hundred and eighty milesto Cerrmor.

‘Unless | went as a priestess? she remarked aoud.

Once she had the blue tattoo on her cheek, she would be inviolate, as safe on the roads as an army.
She could go to the King with her haly vows lending her force and beg for the life of her clan, find some
men to take Maccy and keep the Wolf’'s name dive. Then she could return here and take up her lifein
the temple. Turning, she leaned againg the rampart and looked down at the compound. Already the
neophytes and lower-ranked priestesses were working out in the garden or carying firewood to the
kitchens. A few drolled in meditation near the round temple itsdf. Yet for dl the activity it was dlent in
the warm spring sun. No one spoke unless necessary, and then only in a quiet voice. For a moment she
fdt asif she couldn’t breathe, just from the difling vison of her future here.

AH at once shefdt ablind, irrationd rage. She was trapped, a walf in a cage, chewing and raging at
the bars. Her hatred of Burcan rose up as strong as a lust and then spilled over on the King in Cerrmor.
She was caught between them, begging one to let her have what was rightfully hers, begging the other to
take her vengeance for her. Like a madwoman she trembled and threw her head from Sdeto Sde as if to
sy nay to the whole universe. She was caught by a feding that was far beyond her undergtanding,
because its roots lay far in the past, far in another life, in fact, where once before she'd been caught
between two men through no fault of her own. The memory, of course, was logt to her, but the core of
feding remained, as bitter and hard as a plinter of glassin her throat.

Sowly she camed hersdf again. Giving in to mad rages would do her no good.
“You've got to think, shetold hersdf. * And pray to the Goddess for her aid.’
‘The man body’s pulled out, Dagwyn said. ‘But they left four men behind.’

‘Bastards!” Ricyn snarled. ‘Treating our lady like she was a prize horse or suchlike, there for the
geding!’

Camlwn nodded grimly. The three of them were the last men dive from the Wolf’s warband, and for



days they’d been camping in the wooded hills behind the Temple of the Moon, where they could watch
over the woman that they considered ther sworn lord. All three of them had served the Woalf dan from
boyhood; they were prepared to go on sarving it now.

‘“How good awatch are they standing? Ricyn said. ‘ Armed and ready for a scrap?

‘Not on your life’ Dagwyn paused for a grim amile *‘When | snuck up on them, | saw them gtting
around in the grass, as happy as you please, and dicing with their shirt deevesrolled up.’

‘Oh, were they now? Then |et’s hope that the gods make their game a nice long one.’

The free men who worked the temple's lands were extremdy loyd to the high priestess, partly
because she took far less of ther crops in taxes than a noble lord would have, but mostly because they
considered it an honor for them and thar families to serve the Goddess. Ardda was sure, or so she told
Gweniver, that one of the men would make the long trip to Dun Deverry for her with a message.

‘This has got to stop! | can't order those men off land that doesn’t belong to me, but cursed if I'm
going to let them gt there dl summer. You're not a crimind, come here for sanctuary, but we dl know
they’ d murder you if they could. We Il seeif this king Burcan serves can make him cdl his men off.’

‘Do you think the King will listen to your petition? Gweniver said. ‘I'll wager he wants our lands in
the hands of one of his vassals’

‘He' d best ligen! I’'m asking the high priestessin the Dun Deverry temple to intercede persondly.’

Gweniver held the bridle of Ardda's pdfrey as she mounted, adjusting her long dresses over the
sdesaddle, then walked beside her horse as she rode down to the gates. Since the four Boarsmen had
shown no indlination to try entering the temple, the gates were sanding open. Gweniver and Lypilla, the
gate-keeper for the day, stood together and watched as Ardda rode out, Stting straight and defiantly in
the saddle. As she reached the road, the Boarsmen scrambled to their feet and made her deep, respectful
bows.

‘Bastards,” Gweniver muttered. They're keeping to every letter of the law while tearing out its heart.’
‘Judt that. | wonder if they’d even murder you.
‘Take me to Burcan for aforced marriage, more like. I'd die firg!”

They shared a troubled glance. Gweniver had known Lypilla, who was in her early forties, dl her life
just as she'd adways known Ardda. They were as close to her as aunts or elder ssters, yet she doubted
deep in her heart if she could bear to share thar ordered life. Out on the road Ardda turned round the
curve of ahill, riding north, and disappeared. The Boarsmen sat down and returned to ther dice game.
Gweniver found hersdf remembering the man she'd killed on the road and wishing that she could dedl
those four the same Wyrd.

Although she could have gone back and made hersdf ussful in the kitchen, Gweniver lingered a the
gaesfor awhile, idy taking with Lypilla and garing out at the freedom of hill and meadow denied her.
All a once, they heard distant hoofbeats, riding fast from the south.

‘| suppose Burcan's sending messengers or suchlike to hismen,” Lypilla remarked.

The Boarsmen in the meadow seemed to agree, because they rose, idly sretching, and turned toward



the sound. Suddenly, out of a stand of trees burgt three riders in ful mail and with swords at the ready.
The Boarsmen stood frozen for a moment, then yelled and cursed as they drew swords. the riders were
charging sraight into them. Gweniver heard Lypilla scream as a Boarsman went down with his head cut
half off his shoulders. A horse reared and staggered, and Gweniver saw the rider’ s shidd full-on.

‘“Wolved’

Without thinking she was running, sword in hand, down the hill while Lypilla screamed and begged her
to come back. The second Boarsman fdl as she ran; the third was being mobbed by two riders; the
fourth broke and ran draight up the hill, as if in his panic he was trying to reach the sanctuary of the
temple that his very presence was desecrating. When he saw Gweniver racing sraight for him, he
hestated, then dodged to one sde as if to go around her. With a howl of unearthly laughter that sprang
out of her mouth of its own will, she charged and siwung, catching him across the right shoulder before he
could parry. When the sword dipped from his usdless fingers, she laughed again and stabbed him in the
throat. Her laughter rose to a banshee' s dhriek as the bright blood ran, and hefdl.

‘My lady!" It was Ricyn's voice, cutting through her laugh. ‘Oh by the Lord of Hell!’

The laughter vanished, leaving her sick and cold, saring at the corpse a her feet. Dimly she was
aware of Ricyn dismounting and jogging toward her.

‘My lady! My lady Gweniver! Do you recognize me?
‘What? She looked up, puzzled. *Of course | do, Ricco. Haven't | known you hdf my life?
‘Wdl, my lady, that's not worth a pig's fart when a man goes berserk like you just did.’

Shefdt asif he'd thrown icy water in her face. For a moment she stared haf-witted a him while he
looked her over in bemused concern. Just nineteen, her own age, Ricyn was a broad-faced,
sunny-looking blond who was, according to her brothers, one of the most religble men in the warband, if
not the kingdom. X was odd to have him watching her asif she were dangerous.

‘W, that' s what it was, my lady,” he said. Y e gods, it made my blood run cold, hearing you laugh.’
‘Not hdf as cold as it made mine. Berserk. By the Goddess hersdlf, that’s what | was!’
Dark-haired, dender, and perpetualy grinning, Dagwyn led his horse up and made her a bow.

‘Too bad they left four men behind, my lady,” he remarked. ‘You could have handied two dl by
yoursdf!’

‘Maybe even three, Ricyn said. ‘Where's Cam?

‘Putting his horse out of its misery. One of those scum could actudly swing a sword in the right
direction.’

‘Wdl, we ve got thar horses now, and dl their provisons, too.” Ricyn glanced a Gweniver. ‘We ve
been up in the woods, my lady, waiting to make our strike. We figured that the Boar couldn’t St here dl
cursed summer. Here, the dun’s razed.’

‘I was cursed sure of that. What of Blaeddbyr?



‘It ill stands. The folk there gave us food.” Ricyn looked away, his mouth dack. The Boar caught the
warband on the road, you see. It was just dawn, and we were only haf-dressed when the bastards came
over the hill without so much as a chdlenge or the sound of a horn. They had twice as many men as we
did, so Lord Avoic ydlsthat we're to run for our lives, but we couldn’'t do it fast enough. Forgive me, my
lady. | should have died there with him, but thought about you, well, you and dl the womenfolk, | mean,
90 | thought it'd be better to diein the ward defending you.’

‘So did we,” Dagwyn chimed in. ‘But we were too late. We had to be cursed careful with Boars dl
over the roads, and by the time we reached the dun, it was burning. And we were dl haf-mad, thinking
you dain, but Ricco here says you could have gotten to the temple’

‘So we headed here,’ Ricyn picked up. ‘And when we found the cursed Boar camped at the gates,
we knew you had to be ingde’

‘And so we were, Gweniver said. “Well and good, then. You lads get those horses and that cart-of
supplies up here. There's some huts round back for the husbands of women who come just for a day or
two. You can say there while | decide what well do next.’

Although Dagwyn hurried off to follow orders, Ricyn lingered, rubbing his dirty face with the back of a
dirtier hand.

‘“We' d better bury those Boars, my lady. We can't leave tha for the haly ladies’

‘“True enough. Huh ... | wonder what the high priestess is going to say about this Wdl, that's for me
to worry about, not you. My thanks for rescuing me”

At that he amiled, jugt alittle twist of his mouth, then hurried off after the others.

Although Ardda was not pleased to have four men dain a her gates, she was resgned, even
remarking that perhaps the Goddess was punishing the Boar’ s impiety in the matter.

“No doubt,” Gweniver said. ‘Because it was She who killed that one lad. | was naught but a sword in
Her hands’

Ardda looked at her sharply. They were gtting in her sudy, a spare stone room with a shdf of sx
haly books on one wdl and a table littered with temple accounts on the other. Even now, with her
decison coming clear in her mind, Gweniver debated. Once her highest ambition had been to be high
priestess here hersdf and to have this study for her own.

‘All afternoon I’ ve been praying to Her,” Gweniver went on. ‘I’'m going to leave you, my lady. I'm
going to swear to the Moon and turn the dan over to Macla. Then I’'m going to take my men and go to
Cerrmor to lay the Wolf’s petition before the King. Once | have the tattoo, the Boar will have no reason
to harm me’

‘dugt so, but it’s dill dangerous. | hate to think of you out on the roads with just three riders for an
escort. Who knows what men will do these days, even to a priestess?

‘Not jud three, my lady. I'm the fourth.’
Ardda went dill, crouched in her chair as she began to pick up Gweniver’s meaning.

‘Don’'t you remember tdling me about the fourth face of the Goddess? Gweniver went on. ‘Her dark



sde, when the moon turns bloody and black, the mother who eats her own children.
‘Gwen. Not that.’

‘That.” With a toss of her head, she rose to pace about the chamber. ‘I’'m going to take my men to
join the war. It's been too long since a Moon-sworn warrior fought in Deverry.’

‘“You'll be killed.” Ardda got to her feet. ‘I shan't dlow it
‘Isit for ether of usto dlow or disalow if the Goddess cdls me? | fet Her hands on me today.’

Asther eyes met, asthey locked staresin a battle of will, Gweniver redized that she was no longer a
child, but a woman, when Ardda looked away fird.

‘There are ways to test such inspirations, Ardda said a last. ‘Come into the temple tonight. If the
Goddess grants you avison, it's not for me to say you nay. But if She doesn't. . .

‘I'll' be guided by your wisdom in the matter.’
‘Very well, then. And what if She grants you a vison, but not the one you think you want?

‘Then I'll swear to Her anyway. The time has come, my lady. | want to hear the secret name of the
Goddess and make my vow.’

In preparation for the ceremony, Gweniver fasted that evening. While the temple was at its dinner, she
fetched water from the wel and heated hersdf a bath by the kitchen hearth. As she was dressng
afterward, she paused to look at her brother’s shirt, which she'd embroidered for him the year before.
On each yoke, worked in red, was the griding walf of the clan, surrounded by a band of interlacement.
The pattern twined so dleverly around itsdf thet it looked like a chain of knots made up of many strands,
but in fact there was only one line to it and each knot flowed inevitably into the next. My Wyrd's just
such atangle, she told hersdlf.

And with the thought came a cold feding, asif she had spoken better than she could know. As she
finished dressing, she was frightened. It was not that perhaps she might die in beattle; she knew that she
would be dain, maybe soon, maybe many years hence. It was the way of the Dark Goddess, to cdl upon
her priestesses to make the lagt sacrifice when She decided the time had come. When Gweniver picked
up the sword bdt, she hesitated, haf-tempted to throw it to the floor; then she buckled it on with a toss
of her head.

The round wooden temple stood in the center of the compound. At either sde of the door grew
twisted, flamdlike cypress trees, brought dl the way from Bardek and nursed through many a cold winter.
When Gweniver walked between them, she fdt a surge of power as if she passed through a gate into
another world. She knocked ninetimes on the oak door and waited until nine muffled knocks answered
from indgde. Then she opened it and went into the antechamber, dimly lit by a angle candle. A priestess
robed in black waited for her.

‘Wear those clothes into the temple. Take in your sword as wdl. The high priestess has s0
commanded.’

In the inner shrine, the polished wood walls gleamed in the light of nine ail lamps, and the floor was
spread with fresh rushes. By the far wdl stood the dtar, a boulder left rough except for the top, which
hed been smoothed into a table. Behind it hung a huge circular mirror, the only image of Her that the



Goddess will have in Her temples. Dressed in black, Ardda stood to the left.
‘Unsheethe the sword and lay it on the dtar.’

Gweniver curtsed to the mirror, then did as the high priestess ordered. Through the door to the Sde
three senior priestesses entered without a word and stood &t the right. They would witness her vow.

‘“We are assambled to indruct and receive one who would serve the Goddess of the Moon,” Ardda
went on. ' Gweniver of the Walf is known to us dl. Are there any objections to her candidacy?

‘None,” the three said in unison. * She is known to us as one blessed by Our Lady.’

‘Wdl and good, then.” The high priestess turned to Gweniver. ‘Will you swear to serve to the
Goddess dl your days and nights?

‘I will, my lady.’

‘Will you swear never to know a man?

‘I will, my lady.’

‘Will you swear never to betray the secret of the holy name?
‘I will, my lady.

Ardda raised her hands and clapped them together three times, then three more, and findly a third
three, measuring out the holy number in its just proportion. Gweniver fdt a solemn yet blissful peace, a
sweetness like mead that flowed through her body. At last the decison was made, and her vow given
over.

‘Of dl the goddesses,” Ardda went on, ‘only Our Lady has no name known to the commonfolk. We
hear of Epona, we hear of Sirona, we hear of Aranrhodda, but dways Our Lady is smply the Goddess
of the Moon.” She turned to the three witnesses. * And why should such athing be?

‘The nameis a secret.’
‘Itisamydery.’
‘Itisariddle’

‘And yet, Ardda sad after the answers, ‘it is a riddle easy to solve. What is the name of the
Goddess?

‘Epona’

‘Srona’

‘Aranrhodda.’

‘And,’ thissaid in unison, ‘dl the rest.’

“You have spoken true’ Ardda turned to Gweniver. ‘Here then is the answer to the riddle. All
goddesses are one goddess. She goes by dl names and no names, for Sheis One’’



Gweniver began to tremblein afierce joy.

‘No matter what men or women cdl her, She is One’ Ardda went on. ‘There is but one
priestesshood that serves Her. She is like the pure light of the sun when it strikes the rainfilled sky and
turns to a rainbow, many colors, but dl One at the source.’

‘Long have | thought so,” Gweniver whispered. ‘Now | know.’
Again the high priestess clapped out the nine knocks, then turned to the witnesses,

‘There is a question of how Gweniver, no longer lady but now priestess, shdl serve the Goddess. Let
her kned in petition &t the altar.’

Gweniver kndt in front of the sword. In the mirror she could see hersdf, a shadowy figure in the
flickering light, but she barely recognized her face, the cropped hair, the mouth set grim, the eyes glowing
with lugt for vengeance. Help me, oh Lady of the Heavens, she prayed, | want blood and revenge, not
tears and mourning.

‘Look inthe mirror, Ardda whispered. ‘Beg Her to come to you.’

Gweniver spread her hands on the dtar and took up her watch. At firdt, she saw nothing but her face
and the temple behind her. Then Ardda began to chant a high walling song in the old tongue. It seemed
that the ail lamps flickered in time to the long sprung rhythms as the chant rose and fel, winding through
the temple like a cold north wind. In the mirror, the light changed, dimmed, became a darkness, a
trembling dark as cold as a starless sky. The chant sobbed on, wailing through ancient words. Gweniver
fdt the hair prickling on the back of her neck as in that mirror-darkness appeared the stars, the whed
and dance of the endless sky. Among them formed the image of Another.

She towered through the stars, and her face was grim, blood-besotted as she shook her head and
spread a vast mane of black hair over the sky. Gweniver could hardly breathe as the dark eyes looked
her way. This was the Goddess of the Dark Time, Whose own heart is pierced with swords and Who
demands no less from those who would worship Her.

‘My lady,” Gweniver whispered. ‘ Take me as a sacrifice. I'll serve you dways!’

The eyes consdered her for along moment, fierce, gleaming, utterly cold. Gweniver fdt the presence
dl around her, asif the Goddess stood beside and behind as wel asin front of her.

‘Take me’ she sad. ‘I'll be naught but a sword in your hand.’

On the dtar, her sword flared and ran with bloody colored light, cagting a glow upward that turned
the mirror red. The chant stopped. Ardda had seen the omen.

‘Swear to her.’ The priestess's voice shook. ‘Thet in her service you'll live . . . | her voice broke,
‘and die’

‘So do | swear, from deep inmy heart.’

In the mirror, the eyes of the Goddess radiated joy. The light on the sword danced up like fire, then
fdl back. Asit faded, the mirror darkened to the turning stars, then only to blackness.

‘Donel” Ardda clapped her hands together, a boom and echo in the temple.



Themirror reflected Gweniver’s pale, swesating face.

‘She has come to you,” the high priestess said. * She has given you the blessing that many would cdl a
curse. You have chosen, and you have sworn. Serve Her well, or desth will be the least of your
troubles’

‘Never will | betray Her. How can |, when I’ ve |ooked into the eyes of Night?

Ardda clapped her hands together nine times, measured out three by three. Sill trembling, Gweniver
rose and took up her sword.

‘Never did | think She would accept you.” Ardda was close to tears. ‘But now dl | can do is pray for
you.’

‘I'll treasure those prayers no matter how far | ride’

Two more priestesses entered the temple. One carried a Slver bowl of blue powder, the other a pair
of fine dlver needles. When they saw the sword in Gweniver’s hands, they exchanged startled glances.

‘Give her the mark on her left cheek,” Ardda said. * She serves Our Lady of the Darkness!’

Thanks to the provisons they’d captured from the Boars-men, Ricyn and the others had a good hot
breskfast for the firg time in days, barley porridge and sdt bacon. They ate dowly, savoring every bite,
savoring even more the temporary safety. They were just finishing when Ricyn heard someone leading a
horse up to the hut. He was on his feet and out in a hurry, with his sword drawn in case the Boar had
sent a py, but it was Gweniver, dressed in her brother’s clothes and leading a big gray warhorse. In the
morming sun her left cheek looked burned, it was so puffy red, and in the center of the discoloration was
the blue crescent of the Moon. All three stared ungpesking while she amiled at them impartidly.

‘My lady? Dagwyn said at lagt. ‘ Are you Saying in the temple, then?

‘I'm not. We're packing up and riding for Cerrmor today. Load up as many provisons as the
captured horses can carry.’

All three nodded in unquestioning obedience. Ricyn couldn’'t look away from her face. Although no
one would ever have called Gweniver beautiful (her face was too broad and her jaw too strong for that),
she was dttractive, tdl and dim, with the grace of awild anima when she moved. For years he had been
hopelesdy in love with her, when every winter he would st on one side of her brother’s hdl and watch
her, unobtainable on the other. Seeing that she' d sworn the vow was grimly satisfying. Now no other man
would ever have her.

‘s somewhat wrong? she said to him.

‘Naught, my lady. If it' smy place to ask, | was only wondering about the tattoo. Why is it on the left
gde of your face?

“You've got every right to know. It marks me as a Moon-sworn warrior.” When she amiled, she
seemed to change into a different woman, cold, hard-eyed, and fierce. ‘And here you dl thought that
such existed only in bard songs, didn’'t you?

Ricyn was as dartled asif she'd dapped him. Dagwyn caught his breath in a gasp of surprise.



‘Lady Macld s the head of the Wolf dan now,” she went on. * She’' s made me captain of her warband
until such time as she marries and her husband brings her riders of his own. If we're 4ill dive by then,
you'll dl have a choice: to pledge to her new man, or to follow me. But for now, we're going to Cerrmor
for the summer’ s fighting. The Walf swore to bring men, and the Wolf never breaks its word.’

‘Wl and good, then, my lady,” Ricyn said. ‘We may not be much of a warband, but if anyone says
one wrong word about our captain, I'll dit the bastard' s throat.’

When they rode out, they went cautioudy, in case some of the Boarsmen were lurking on the roads.
Dagwyn and Camlwn took turns riding point as they made their way aong the bypaths through the hills.
Although Cerrmor was a good ten days' ride away, safety lay much closer in the duns of the Wolf’s old
dliesto the south and east. For two days they skirted the Wolf demesne, not daring to ride on their own
lands in case the Boars were patrolling them. On the morning of the third, they crossed the River Nerr a
alittle-used ford and headed more east than south, aiming for the lands of the Stag clan. That night they
camped on the edge of a dretch of forest thet the Stags and the Wolves used jointly as a hunting
preserve. Seaing the familiar trees brought tears to Gweniver's eyes as she remembered how her
brothers had loved to hunt among them.

While the men tethered the horses and set up camp, Gweniver paced restlessy around. She was
beginning to fed grave doubts. It was one thing to talk of riding to war herself, another to look at her tiny
warband and redize that their lives depended on how wdl she led them. On the excuse of looking for
dead wood for a fire, she went into the forest and wandered through the trees until she found a amdl
stream, running sllently over rock between fern-lined banks. Around her the old oaks cast shadows that
seemed to have lain there since the beginning of time.

‘Goddess,” she whispered. ‘Have | chosen the right path?

In the flickering surface of the stream, she saw no vison. She drew her sword and stared at the blade,
which had run with fire on the Goddess's dtar. Then it seemed she fdt the ghosts of the dead gather
around her, Avoic, Maroic, Benoic, and last of dl, her father, Caddryc, those tdl grim men whose lives
had dominated hers, whose pride had summed up her own.

‘I'll never let you lie unavenged.’

She heard them dgh a the bitterness of ther Wyrd, or maybe it was just the wind in the trees,
because they left as glently and quickly as they’ d gathered. Y et she knew that the Goddess had given her
an omen, judt as She had when She blessed the sword.

‘Vengeance! WE Il dedl it for the Goddess's sake, but vengeance we'll dl have!

Sword dill in hand, Gweniver started back to her men, but she heard atwig snap and afootfdl behind
her. She spun around and raised the sword.

‘Come out!” she snapped. ‘“Who disturbs a sworn priestess of the Darktime?

Dressed in torn, filthy clothes, their faces stubbled, their hair matted, two men with swords at the
ready stepped out of the underbrush. When they looked her over with narrowed eyes, Gweniver fdt the
Goddess gathering behind her, a tangible presence tha raised the har on the ngpe of her neck. She
looked them over with a cold smile that seemed to appear on her face of its own will.

“You never answered me” Gweniver said. ‘“Who are you, and what are you doing here?



The dark-haired, dender felow glanced a the other with a trace of a amile the redhead, however,
shook his head in ano and stepped forward.

‘And is there a temple near here, my lady? he said. *Or are you a hermit in this forest?

‘I carry my temple in my saddlebags. You've never met a priestess of my rite before, and doubtless
you won't again.’

*She' s got the mark on her face, sure enough,’” the dark-haired man broke in. ‘But I'll wager she -

‘Hold your tongue, Draudd,’ the redhead snarled. There's somewhat cursed strange about this. Now
here, my lady, are you truly out in this cursed forest dl alone?

‘What's it to you if | am? The Goddess sees sacrilege no maiter how far from the eyes of men it
happens.’

When Draudd started to speak, Gweniver stepped forward, swinging the sword point up as if in
chdlenge to a dud. She caught his glance and hdd it, stared him down while she fdt the Goddess as a
dark shadow behind her and the amile locked on her mouth. Draudd stepped back sharply, his eyes wide
with fear.

‘She' s daft,” he whispered.

‘I sad: hold your tongue!’ the readhead snapped. There's daft, and then there' s god-touched, you
ugly bastard! My lady, my apologies for disturbing you. Will you give us your Goddess's blessng?

‘Oh, gladly, but you don't know what you're asking for.” All a once she laughed, a cold upwdling of
mirth that she couldn’t suppress. * Come with me, and then we Il see about the blessng.’

Gweniver turned on her hed and strode through the trees. Although she heard them following, Draudd
protesting in whispers, she never looked back until she reached the camp. When Ricyn saw the men
following her, he called out and ran forward, his sword in hand.

‘Ther€ s naught amiss, Gweniver said. ‘1 may have found us a pair of recruits.’
Themen dl looked at each other for a sunned moment.

‘Draudd! Abryn!” Ricyn burst out. ‘What by the name of dl the gods has happened to you? Where's
the rest of the warband?

Only then did Gweniver natice the barely visble blazons on their muddy shirts Stags.

‘Dead,” Abryn said, his voice cold and flat. ‘And Lord Maer with them. A cursed big band of
Cantrae riders struck us hard some five days ago. The dun's razed, and cursed if | know what's
happened to our lord's lady, and the children, too.’

‘We were trying to get to the Walf, you see,’ Draudd broke in. He paused for a hitter, twisted amile
‘| take it that it wouldn't have done us one cursed jot of good.’

‘None, Gweniver said. ‘Our dun’s razed, too. Here, are you hungry? We ve got food.’

While Abryn and Draudd wolfed down hardtack and cheese asif it were a feast, they told therr story
between mouthfuls. Some hundred and fifty of the fase king's own men fdl upon the Stag just as they



were leaving ther dun to start for Cerrmor. Just as Avoic had done, Lord Maer ordered his men to
scatter, but Abryn and Draudd had both had their horses killed as they tried to fight free. The Cantrae
men hadn't pursued them; they’d headed dtraight for the dun and swept in without warning before the
gates could be shut.

‘Or so they mugt of,” Abryn finished up. ‘It was taken, anyway, when we made our way back there.’
Gweniver and her men nodded solemnly.

‘W, shesad at lad. ‘It sounds to me like they’ d planned this raid in conjunction with the one on us.
| can see what the piss-poor little weasdls have in mind: isolating the Wolf lands so it'll be easier for the
cursed Boars to keep them.’

‘I's going to be hard for the swine to take the Stag lands’ Abryn sad. ‘Lord Maer's got two
brothersin the King's service.’

“No doubt they won't risk trying to hold your dan’'s lands] Gweniver said. ‘They’re too far south.
But by razing the dun and killing your lord, they’ve taken our closest dly away. Now they'll try to
edablish a strong point on the Wolf demesne and nibble at the Stag later.

“True spoken.” Abryn looked a her in Sincere admiration. ‘My lady understands matters of war, sure
enough.’

‘And when have | ever known anything else but thiswar? Now here, we' ve got extra horses. Join up
with usif you like, but | warn you, the Goddess | serve is a goddess of darkness and blood. That's what
| meant about Her blessing. Think well before you take it

They did think on the matter, garing at her dl the while until a last Abryn spoke for them both.

‘What else have we got, my lady? We're naught but a pair of dishonored men without a lord to ride
for or adan to take usin.

‘Done, then. You ride at my orders, then, and | promise you, you'll have your chance for vengeance.’

In Sincere gratitude they smiled at her. In those days, awarrior who lived through a battle in which his
lord died was a shamed man, turned away from everyone's shelter and mocked wherever he went.

As the warband made its way south to Cerrmor, they picked up other men like Abryn and Draudd,
some other survivors from the Stag's warband, some who were stubbornly closemouthed about their
past, but dl of them desperate enough to lay asde their amazement at finding a priestess at the head of a
warband. Eventudly Gweniver had thirty-seven men, jugt three short of the number that Avoic had
pledged to bring. In fact, they pledged to her so gladly and accepted her so easily that she was surprised.
Ther lagt night on the road, she shared a campfire with Ricyn, who waited upon her like an orderly.

‘Tdl me somewhat,” she said to him. ‘Do you think these lads will Hill follow my orders once we're
down in Cerrmor?

‘Of course, my lady.” He seemed surprised that she would ask. ‘Y ou're the one who took them off
the roads and gave them the right to fed like men again. Besides, you're a priestess.’

‘Does that matter to them?



‘Oh, twice over. Come now, we' ve dl heard those taes about Moon-sworn warriors, haven't we?
But it's twice a marvd to actudly see one. Most of the lads think it's an omen, you see. It's like
dweomer, and you' re dweomer-touched. We dl know it's bound to bring us good luck.’

‘Luck? Oh, it won't bring that, but only the favor of the Moon in her Darktime. Do you truly want that
kind of favor, Ricyn? It's a harsh thing, a cold wind from the Otherlands’

Ricyn shuddered asif he fdt that wind blowing. For along time he stared into the campfire.

‘Harsh or nat, it'sdl | have l€ft to me’ he said at last. ‘I'll follow you, and you follow the Goddess,
and we Il see what She brings us both.’

Cerrmor lay at the mouth of the Belaver, the watercourse that was the natura spine of the kingdom,
where the estuary had cut a broad harbor out of the chaky diffs. With over eghty thousand people
shdltering behind its high stone walls, it was the second biggest city in the kingdom now that Dun Deverry
hed been lad waste.

From a long line of piers and jetties, the city spread out upriver in a sprawl of curved dreets like
ripples from a stone thrown into a pond. Aslong as its gwerbrets kept it safe, its trade with Bardek kept
it rich. A fortress within afortress, Dun Cerrmor stood on alow atificid hill in the middle of town not far
from the river. Ingde a double ring of wadls were the stone broch complex, stone outbuildings, and
barracks, dl with date roofs, nowhere was there a scrap of wood that might be fired with a flaming
arrow. Outsde the main gate were barbicans, and the gates themsdves were covered with iron, opened
and shut with awinch.

When Gweniver led her warband through to the cobbled ward, cheers rang out: it's the Wolf! By dl
the gods, it's the Walf! Men poured out of broch and barrack to watch, and pages in the King's colors
of red and Slver ran to greet them.

‘My lord,” alad burst out. ‘We heard you were dan!’

‘My brother was,” Gweniver said. ‘Go tdl the King that the Lady Gweniver is here to honor Lord
AvoiC's vow.’

The page stared goggle-eyed a her tattooed face, then dashed back into the broch. Ricyn rode up
beside her and gave her agrin.

‘“They thought you were a ghost from the Otherlands, my lady. Shdl | have the men dismount?

‘Jugt that. Here, you've been acting like the captain for days. It's about time | told you that you
offiadly are’

‘My lady honors me too highly.’
‘She doesn’t, and you know it. Y ou were never humble, Ricco, so don't pretend to be now.’
With alaugh he made her a hdf-bow from the saddle and turned his horse back to the men.

Gweniver stood beside her horse and nervoudy |ooked over the broch complex while she waited for
the page to return. Although her brothers had told her of the splendour of Cerrmor, she'd never been
there before. A full seven stories high, the massve tower joined to three lower half-brochs, the dark gray
complex like the fig of a giant turned to stone by dweomer. Nearby were enough barracks and stables to



house hundreds of men. Over it dl flew a red and. slver flag, announcing proudly that the King himsdf
was in resdence. When she glanced around a the swdling crowd, she saw dl the noble lords watching
her but afraid to speak urtil the king gave his judgment on this strange matter. Just as she was curdng the
page for being so dow, the ironbound doors opened, and the King himsdf came out with a retinue of
pages and coundillorsin attendance.

Glyn, Gwerbret Cerrmor, or King of dl Deverry as he preferred to be known, was about twenty-sx,
tdl and heavyset, with blond hair bleached pae and coarsened with lime in the regd fashion so that it
swept back from his square face like a lion's mane. His deep-set blue eyes bore a perpetudly haunted
expression, because he took his responghilities as serioudy as he took his rights. When Gweniver knelt
before him, she fdt an honest awe. All her life she'd heard about this man, and now here he was, setting
his hands on his hips and looking her over with asmdl bemusad amile

‘Rise, Lady Gweniver,” Glyn said. ‘May | not sound like a churl, but never did | think to see the day
when awoman would bring me men.’

Gweniver made him a curtsy as best she could in brigga.

‘Wdl, my honored liege, never has the Wolf dan broken its sworn vow, not once in dl these long
years of war.’

‘I'm most mindful of that.” He hesitated, picking careful words. ‘I'm informed that you have a Sger.
Later, no doubt, when you' ve rested, you'll wish to speak to me about the fate of the Walf.’

‘I will, my liege, and I’'m honored thet you would turn your attention to the matter.’

‘Of course. Will you shdter with me a while as an honored guest, or do you need to return
draightaway to your temple?

Here was the crux, and Gweniver caled upon the Goddess in her heart.

‘My liege’ she said. The mogt haly Moon has chosen me to serve Her as a Moon-sworn warrior.
I’'ve come to beg you a boon, that you'll let me keep the place | have as head of my warband, to ride
with you in your army and live a your command.’

‘What? He forgot dl hisritud courtesy. ‘Here, you mug be jesting! What would a woman want with
battles and suchlike?

‘What any man wants, my liege: honor, glory, and a chance to day the enemies of the king.’

Glyn hestated, daing at the tattoo as if he were remembering the old tales of those who served the
Darktime Goddess, then turned to the warband.

‘Now here, men,” he cdled out. ‘Do you honor the lady as your captain?

To a man, the warband cdled out that they did. At the back of the line, Dagwyn boldly yeled that
Gweniver was dweomer.

‘Then I'll take it as an omen that a Moon-sworn warrior has turned up a my court, Glyn said. ‘Wl
and good, my lady. | grant your boon.’

At awave of Glyn's hand, servants descended like locusts. Stableboys ran to take the horses; riders



from the king's persond warband hurried over to Ricyn to take him and the men to the barracks;
councillors appeared a Gweniver's Sde and bowed; two underchamberlains trotted up to escort her into
the great hdl. The sght of it amazed her. Big enough to hold over a hundred tables for the warbands, it
hed four enormous hearths. Red and slver banners hung among fine tapestries on the walls and, rather
than straw, colored date tiles covered the floor. Gweniver stood gawking like the country lass she was as
the head chamberlain, Lord Orivaen by name, hurried to greet her.

‘Greetings, my lady,’ he said. ‘Allow meto find you accommodations in our humble broch. You see,
gnce you're both noble born and a priestess, I'm honestly not sure whet rank thet gives you. Perhaps the
same astieryn?

‘Oh, my good dr, as long as the room has a bed and a hearth, anything will do. A priestess of the
Dark Moon cares not for rank.’

Orivaen kissed her hand in honest gratitude, then took her to a smdl suite in a Side tower and sent
pages to bring up her gear. Once she was done again, she paced restlessy around while she wondered if
the King would consider the Walf lands worth holding now that the Stag clan had suffered such losses. In
a few minutes there was a knock & the door, and a possible weapon in her beattle to save the dan
walked in. Lord Gwetmar was a lanky, lantern-jawed young man with an untidy mop of dark hair.
Although his birth was noble enough, his family was land-poor and considered somewhat disreputable
among the great clans. Gweniver's kin, however, had dways treated him as an equd. He grabbed both
of her handsin his and squeezed them hard.

‘Gwen, by dl the gods, it gladdens my heart to see you dive. When the news came in of Avoic's
death, | was sck, wondering if you and your sster had come to ham. | would have ridden north
draightaway, but our liege wouldn't dlow it.

‘Doubtless he didn’t want to lose you and your men dong with ours. Maccy’s safe in the temple, and
Mam aong with her.’

With a grin, Gwetmar draped himsdf into a chair. Gweniver perched on the windowsll and
considered him.

‘Now here he sad. *Are you truly going to ride with us?
‘I am. | want a chance at vengeance evenif | diefor it’

‘I understand that. | pray to every god that they'll let me cut down Avoic's killer. Ligen, if we livetill
fdl, I'll join my men to yours and help with this feud.’

‘My thanks. | was hoping you'd say somewhat like that, because I’ ve been thinking about the Wolf
lands. They’re Maccy’s now, or they will beif the King grants my petition to let them pass in the femde
line But I'm 4ill the elder as well as a priestess, and she's cursed wel going to marry the man | pick for
her.’

‘And no doubt you'll pick a good one’ Gwetmar looked away, suddenly meancholy. ‘Maccy
deserves no less!’

‘Ligten, you dolt, I’'m taking about you. | know Maccy’ s dways been a coldhearted little snip to you,
but now she’' d marry the Lord of Hell himsdf to get out of that temple. | have no intention of tdling any
other land-hungry lord where she is until you' ve had a chance to send her messages.’



‘Gwen! | happen to honestly love your sister, not just her lands!’
‘1 know. Why do you think I'm offering her to you?
He tossed his head back and laughed, as bright as the sun bresking through storm clouds.

‘Never did | think I’d have a chance to marry her,’ he sad at last. Taking the Walf’s name and the
Wolf’s feud seem a cursed smdl price to pay.’

Gwetmar escorted her down to the great hdl. Along one Sde was a raised dais, where the King and
the noble-born ate their meds. Although Glyn was nowhere to be seen, a number of lords were stting
there, idly drinking ae while they lisened to a bard play. Gweniver and Gwetmar sat down with Lord
Maemyc, an older man who'd known Gweniver’'s father well. He stroked his gray mustaches and looked
her over sadly, but to her rdief he said not a word about the road she'd chosen to ride. Now that the
King had given his approva, no one would dare question her choice.

The tak turned inevitably to the summer’s fighting ahead. Things promised to be dow. After the
bloody campagns of the last few years, Cerrmor smply didn't have enough men to besiege Dun
Deverry, nor did Cantrae have enough to make ared drike a Cerrmor.

‘A lot of skirmishing ahead, if you ask me” Maemyc pronounced. ‘And maybe one good grike north
to avenge the Stag and Wolf clans’

‘A quick couple of raids and little else,” Gwetmar agreed. ‘But then, there’ s Eldidd to worry about on
the western border.’

‘Just 50" He glanced at Gweniver. ‘He's been getting bolder and bolder, raiding in deep to bleed
both us and Cantrae. I'll wager he holds back hisfull force until we' re both worn down.’

‘| see. It sounds reasonable, truly.

On the far Sde of the dais there was a budtle at the amdl door thet led to the King's private stairway.
Two pages kndt ceremonioudy while a third svung the door open wide. Expecting the King, Gweniver
got ready to rise, but another man came through and paused to look over the assembled company. Blond
and blue-eyed, he looked much like Glyn, but he was dender where the King was heavyset. His long
swordsman's ams were crossed tight over his chest as he watched the lords with narrowed
contemptuous eyes.'Who's that? Gweniver whispered. ‘1 thought the King's brother was dead.’

‘His true brother is’ Gwetmar said. ‘ That's Dannyn, one of the old Gwerbret’s bastards, the only lad
among the lot. The King favors him highly, though, and made him captain of his persona guard. After you
see him fight, you can’t begrudge him his birth. He swings a sword like a god, not a man.”

His thumbs hooked into his sword belt, Dannyn strolled over, gave Gwetmar a pleasant if distant nod,
then looked Gweniver over. On the yokes of his shirt was embroidered the ship blazon of Cerrmor, but
dl down the deeves was a device of driking falcons.

‘S0, hesad at lagt. *Y ou're the priestess who thinks she' s awarrior, are you?
‘I am. And | suppose you're a man who thinks he can tdl me otherwise’

Dannyn sat down beside her and turned to douch againg the table. When he spoke, he looked out
over the hall instead of at her.



“What makes you think you can swing a sword? he said.

‘Ask my men. | never boast about mysdf.’

‘| dready spoke with Ricyn. He had the gdll to tdl me that you go berserk.’
‘I do. Areyou going to cdl me aliar?

‘It's not my place to cdl you anything. The King ordered me to take you and your men into his guard,
and | do what he says.’

‘Andsodo |
‘From now on you do what | say. Understand me, lass?

With aflick of her wrist, Gweniver dumped the contents of her tankard full into his face. As the lords
a table gasped and swore, she swvung hersdf free and rose, garing a Dannyn, who looked up blandly,
the de running down his face unnaticed.

‘Ligen you,” she said. “You're a son of a hitch, sure enough, but I'm the daughter of a Walf. If you
want to test my kill so badly, then come outside.’

‘Ligen to you. Feidty little wench, aren’t you?

She dapped him across the face so hard that he regled back.

“No men cals me awench.’

The great hdl turned dead slent as everyonein it, from page to noble lord, turned to watch.

“You forget to whom you speak,” she went on. ‘Or are you blind and unable to see the tattoo on my
face?

Sowly Dannyn raised his hand to his cheek and rubbed the dap, but his eyes never Ieft hers. They
were cold, deep and frightening in their intengty.

‘Will my lady accept my apology?
When he kndlt at her feet, the entire hdl gasped with a sound like sea waves.

‘I'm mogt truly sorry | insulted you, Y our Holiness. Truly, a madness must have taken my heart. If any
men dares cdl you awench again, then they’ll have to answer to my sword.’

‘My thanks. Then | forgive you.’

With a smdl smile Dannyn rose and wiped his ade-struck face on his shirt deeve, but dill he looked a
her. For the briefest of moments, she was sorry that she'd sworn the vow of chadtity. His fluid way of
moving, his easy stance, his very arrogance struck her as beautiful, as strong and clean as the cut of a
sword blade in the sun. Then she remembered the dark eyes of the Goddess, and the regret passed.

‘Tell me somewhat,” he said. ‘Do you ride at the head of your warband?

‘| do. I'd rather die than have it said of me that | lead my men from the rear.’



‘| expected no less’

Dannyn bowed, then walked dowly and arrogantly through the lords to the door. Once it shut behind
him, the hal burst into a rustle of whispers.

‘Ye gods” Gwetmar wiped the sweat from his forehead. ‘I truly thought your last hour had come.
Y ou're the only person in the kingdom who's crossed Dannyn and lived five minutes longer.’

‘Oh nonsense,” Gweniver said. ‘He' s doubtless got more sense then to injure a sworn priestess of the
Moon.’

‘Hah!” Maemyc snorted. ‘Dannyn does hiskilling firs and histhinking afterward.’

It was some minutes later that a page came to Gweniver and told her that the King wished to speak
with her privatdy. Mindful of the enormous honor being paid her, she followed him up to the second floor
of the main broch, where Glyn had a suite of apartments furnished with carved chairs and tables, hung
with tapestries, and carpeted with fine Bardek weavings. The King was danding a a hearth of pae
sandstone, carved with ships and interlacements. When she kndlt before him, he bade her rise.

‘| was thinking of dl your kin who've died sarving me” Glyn said. ‘This maiter of the Wolves lies
heavily upon me, Your Holiness. Do you wish to petition me to hand the lands and name down in the
femdeline?

‘I do, my liege. Now that I've sworn my vows, | can own naught but whet | can carry in one large
sack, but my sster will soon be betrothed to a man who' swilling to take on our feud with our name.’

‘I see. Well, let me be honest. | may not be able to move as quickly as | like in this matter of your
lands, but I'm quite willing to grant that the name pass down to your Sster’s sons. As much as I'd like to
remove the Boars from your demesne, much depends on the progress of the summer’ s fighting.

‘My liegeis most honorable and generous. | understand that my clan’s woes are only one thing among
may to him.

‘Unfortunately, Y our Holiness, you speak true. | only wish it were otherwise’

As she was leaving the King's presence, Gweniver met Dannyn, opening that most private of doors
with no announcement or ceremony. He gave her athin twitch of agmile

“Your Holiness’ he said. ‘My heart aches for the death of your kin. I'll do my best to avenge them.’
‘Lord Dannyn is most kind, and he has my thanks.’

Gweniver hurried down the corridor, but at the staircase she glanced back to see him 4ill watching
her, his hand on the door. All a once she shuddered with cold and fdt danger like a dammy hand dong
her back. She could only assume that the Goddess was sending her awarning.

On the morrow, Gweniver was waking around the outer ward with Ricyn when she saw a shabby old
men leading two pack mules through the gates. Although he was dressed in dirty brown brigga and a
much-mended shirt with Glyn's blazons upon it, he stood as straight and walked as vigoroudy as a young
prince. Severd pages came running to hdp him with the mules, and she noticed that they trested the old
men deferentidly.



‘“Who's that, Ricco?

‘Old Nevyn, my lady, and that's truly his name. He says his da named him ‘no one’ in afit of spite’
Ricyn looked oddly in awe of the old man as he spoke. ‘He's an herbman, you see. He finds wild herbs
and brings them for the chirurgeons, and then he grows some here in the dun, too.’

The pages were taking the mules away. An undercham-berlain who was passing by stopped to bow
to the herbman.

‘Now here; Gweniver said. ‘Obvioudy our Nevyn is a ussful sort of servitor to have, but why do
people treat him like a lord?

‘Uh wdl.” Ricyn looked oddly embarrassed. ‘ There's just somewhat about the old man that makes
you respect him!

‘Indeed? Out with it! I can tdl you're hiding somewhat.’
‘Wdl, my lady, everyone says he's dweomer, and | hdf beieve it mysdf.’
‘Oh nonsense!’

‘It's not, my lady. Here, the King's been known to go down to old Nevyn's garden and talk with him
for hours’

*And does that mean he’s dweomer? No doubt the King needs to lay asde afairs of state from time
and time, and the old man probably just amuses him or suchlike’

‘If my lady says so.” But it was plain that he didn’'t believe a word of what she said.

At this point Nevyn himsdf walked over with a friendly gregting for Ricyn, who promptly bowed to
him. When the old man looked at Gweniver, his eyes turned as ice cold as the north wind and seemed to
pierce into her very soul. Suddenly she was sure that she knew him, that in some strange way she'd been
waiting to find him, that her entire life had led her here to this shabby herbman. Then the feding faded,
and he gave her a pleasant amile.

‘Good morrow, my lady,” he said. *Y our fame has spread through the whole dun.’
‘Hasit now? Gweniver dill fdt shaken. “Well, | suppose that gladdens my heart.’

‘Well, a Moon-sworn warrior's a rare thing, but truly, the times are dark enough for Her of the
Sword-Struck Heart.’

Gweniver frankly stared. How did a man know that secret name? Nevyn bowed gravely to her.

‘“You'll excuse me, Your Haliness. | have to make sure those pages unpack the herbs carefully. No
doubt we Il meet again.’

When he grolled away, Gweniver stared after him for along time. Findly she turned to Ricyn.
‘Oh wel and good, then, Captain,” she snapped. ‘He' s dweomer, sure enough.’

At about the same time, the King was Stting in coundil in the narrow council chamber, which was bare
except for along table and a parchment map of Deverry on the stone wall. At the head of the table, Glyn



st in a high-backed chair draped with the ceremonid plaid of the kingship. Dannyn sat at his right, and
the councillors in their black robes perched on stoals like crows around spilled grain. This particular
morning, the King had invited Amain, high priest of Bd in Cerrmor, to attend. While the councillors rose
one at atime to give solemn advice on matters of war, Dannyn stared out the window and thought of
other things because the red decisons would be hammered out later between the King and his
warrior-vassas. Toward the end of the meeting, though, the discusson hit upon a matter that caught
Dannyn’s attention. Saddar, an old man with white Sde whiskers and trembling chin, rose and bowed to
the King.

‘My most humble gpologies, my liege, for questioning you,” he said. ‘But | was wondering why you
took the Lady Gweniver into your warband.’

‘After dl her clan’s done for me; Glyn said, ‘I didn’'t fed | could deny her the boon she begged for.
I’'m sure Dannyn here can keep her from coming to any red harm, and soon enough she'll tire of riding to
war.’

‘Ah. The old man paused, glandng at the other councillors for support. ‘We were thinking that
perhaps she could be spared the rigors more Smply, you see, by Smply coercing her back to her temple,
then tdling her men later.

Dannyn pulled his jeweled dagger and threw, hitting the table directly in front of Saddar. With a gasp,
the coundillor legpt back as the dagger stuck, quivering in the wood.

‘Tdl me somewhat,” Dannyn remarked. ‘How can a coward like you judge awarrior like her?
When the King laughed, dl the councillors forced out laughs, too, even Saddar.
‘Dannyn thinks highly of her spirit, good girs| Glyn said. ‘| trust hisjudgment in such matters.’

‘Never would | question Lord Dannyn in matters of war, my liege. | was merdly thinking of the
propriety of the thing.

“You can shove that up your behind,” Dannyn snapped.

‘Hold your tongue!” The King intervened sharply. ‘Good councillor, | assure you that | respect your
wisdom far more than my arrogant brother here does, but I’ ve dready given the lady my sworn word of
honor. Besides, I’ ve invited His Holiness here to the coundil to explain this matter for us’

Everyone turned to the priest, who rose with a nod of recognition dl round. Like dl of Bd’s vassas,
his head was shaved clean, and he wore a gold torque around his neck and a smple linen tunic, belted at
the waist with a bit of plain rope. From the belt hung a amdl golden sickle.

‘The King wished to know of the status of Lady Gweniver’s worship, Amain said in his soft, dark
voice.

‘It'samogt legitimate one, going back to the Dawntime, when as the chronicles record women were
forced to become warriors by the crud press of circumstance. The worship of the Moon in Her
Darktimeis by no meansto be confused with the rites of either Epona or A’ranrhodda’ At the mention
of the second name, he paused to cross hisfingers in the Sgn of warding againg witchcraft. Many of the
councillors did the same. *“Now, truly, | was surprised to find that the knowledge of the warrior rites
remans dive, but | gather the holy ladies of the temples have kept the lore of such things intact.’



AsAman sat back down, the men looked uneasily among themsdves.
‘S0 you see, good Saddar,” Glyn said, ‘that | can’t cross thewill of the Holy Goddessin this’
‘Of course not, my liege, and may She forgive me for ever questioning the lady’s purpose.”

The council broke up in conciliatory nods and bows dl round. As Glyn strode out of the room,
Dannyn lingered just long enough to retrieve his dagger from the table. While he sheathed it, Saddar
watched with poisonous eyes. Dannyn hurried after the King and followed him up to his privae
gpartments. Glyn had a page bring them each a tankard of ae, then sat down in a chair by the hearth.
Although Dannyn took the chair his brother offered him, he would have gladly sat by his feet like a dog.

‘Now here, Danno,’ the King said. ‘ That pack of blowhards wearies me as much as they weary you,
but I’'ve got to have thar loydty. Who ese is going to run this piss-poor excuse for a kingdom when
WE re gone on campaign?

‘“True spoken, my liege, and you have my gpologies.’

With asgh, Glyn sipped hisde and stared into the empty hearth. Lately he'd been dipping into these
dark moods; they troubled his brother deeply.

“What aches your heart, my liege? Dannyn said.

‘Lord Avoic's death, and the degths of dl his brothers, too. Ah by the hells, there are times when |
wonder if I can be king, when | think of dl the death that my daim’s brought to the kingdom.’

‘What? Here, only a true king would have such doubts. I'll wager Cantrae doesn't give a pig's fart
who diesin his cause’

“You believe in me, don’'t you, Danno?
‘Ah by the hdlls I'd die for you.’

“You know,” Glyn looked up, his eyes cloudy with something suspicioudy like tears, ‘there are times
when | think I'd go mad without you.’

Dannyn was too shocked to speak. With a toss of his head, Glyn rose.
‘Leave me,’ he snapped. ‘We would be done’

As much as he wanted to stay, Dannyn hurried out a this direct order. His heart heavy, he wandered
out to the ward. His one consolation was that Glyn's dark mood would probably break once they rode
out to the war, but it was a shdlow one. It was quite likdy that there would be little direct fighting this
summer. He himsdf would probably lead what raids there were while the King stayed in his dun and
brooded, because he was too important to risk to a chance wound in some inggnificant action.

His amless waking eventudly brought him to the barracks area. Out in front of their stable, the
Wolf’'s warband were grooming their horses. Lady Gweniver hersdf perched on the tongue of a wooden
cart and watched them. For dl her cropped hair and men’s dothing, Dannyn could only think of her as a
woman, and as an attractive one at that. Her large, luminous eyes dominated her face and sparkled like
beacons that drew him toward her. The way she moved attracted him, too: every gesture definite yet
fluid, as if she drew upon a hidden source of energy. When she saw him, she did off the wagon tongue



and came over to meet him.
‘Lord Dannyn, my men need blankets and clothes!’

‘“Then they’ Il have them today. Y ou're part of the King's household now, so remember that what you
and your men need is part of your maintenance.”

‘My thanks, then. Our liegeistruly most generous.’

‘He is. I’'ve got more reason than mogt to praise his generosity. How many bastard sons have ever
been given atitle and a place at court?

When she winced, he smiled. He liked getting the delicate subject of his birth out in the open and
shoving it into the faces of the noble born before they could use it againg him. For a moment he
congdered, remembering Amain's lecture on her worship, but something seemed to drive him to speak.

‘“That moon on your cheek, does it mark a true vow?
‘And what else would it be?

‘Wel, aruse, | thought, a way to travel safely, and never would | blame you. A woman on the road
with a warband had better have the Goddess's protection - or make men think she does.’

‘That’'s true enough, but this crescent embraces my whole life now. | swore to Her, and | stay fathful
to Her.’

The quiet coldnessin her voice was giving him a message.

‘I see,” he said hurriedly. *Well, far be it from me to question how a priestess has her visons. There's
somewhat else | wanted to ask you. Does your sster have a suitor that you favor for her? I'll speak to
the King on his behdf.

“Would you? That's an enormous favor you're offering me.’
‘What? What makes you say that?

‘Oh come now, my lord, don't you see what a treasure you've got in the eyes of the court? You've
got more influence with the King than any man dive. If you don't vaueiit, it could turn into a curse.’

Dannyn merdy smiled, puzzled by the urgency in her voice. It dways amazed him when women
carried on about unimportant details.

‘Wel,” she went on, ‘the suitor | favor is Lord Gwetmar of the Alder clan.’
‘I’'ve fought beside him, and he/ s a good man. I'll mention him to the King.’
‘My thanks’

With alittle curtsy, Gweniver waked away, leaving him with a dark hiraedd for this woman he could
never have.

Lord Dannyn kept his promise about spesaking to the King much sooner than Gweniver had expected.
That very afternoon, Saddar the councillor came to her chamber with the important news. As a deference



to his age, she sat m down in a chair by the hearth and poured him a smdl serving of meed, then took
the char opposite.

‘My thanks, Your Holiness’ he said in his thin, dry voice. ‘I wanted to tdl you persondly that it
gladdens my heart that the Wolf danwill live’

‘And my thanks to you, good sir”
He smiled and had adainty sSp of mead.

“Now, the King himsdf asked me to come speak to you,” he went on, sressing the words ‘the King
himsdf. ‘He has made an important decison, that Lord Gwetmar shdl lay aside his dlegiance to the
Alder dan and marry your sster.’

‘Splendid!” Gweniver pledged him with her goblet. ‘Now dl we've got to do is get Macla out of the
temple safely.’

‘Ah, | have further news on that. The King wishes you to fetch her soon. Hell be lending you and
Gwetmar two hundred men from his persond guard to add to your warbands.’

‘By the hdld Our liegeis most generous.’
‘So heis. Lord Dannyn will accompany you at their head.’

Saddar paused, asif expecting some momentous reaction. Gweniver cocked her head to one sde and
considered him.

‘Ah wdl," the coundillor sad at last. ‘And what does Her Holiness think of Lord Dannyn, if | may
ask?

‘My men tdl methat he's splendid in battle, and truly, good gr, that’ s dl that metters to me’
‘Indeed?

Something about the old man’s amile made her remember the odd warning she'd received from the
Goddess, but ill she said nothing.

‘Wel, Saddar said, ‘it's not my place to question those of haly vows, my lady, but let me give you a
grdl warning from one whose long years at times make him frank. Lord Dannyn is a very impetuous
men. | would keep my eye on him, if | were you.” He paused to finish the mead in his goblet. ‘Ah, it
gladdens my heart to see you here, Your Holiness. No doubt your Goddess has sent you as a mark of
Her favor to our king’

‘Let’s hope not. Her favor is as dark and harsh as a blooded blade.’

Saddar’ s amile froze on hislips. In a moment he rose, made her a polite bow, and hurriedly took his
leave.

For some time, Gweniver thought over the councillor's oddly troubling words. She wanted to turn to
the Goddess and ask Her advice, but in truth, she was unsure of how to go about it. What she knew of
the Darktime rite was very little indeed, because very little had been preserved.

The temple priestesses knew severd chants and rituas to be worked at the waning of the moon; there



were odd scraps of lore from the Dawntime about certain bettlefidd prayers, nothing more. Without a
temple with mirror and dtar, Gweniver smply didn't know how to approach her Goddess. In her
saddlebags she had a letter of introduction from Ardda to the high priestess of the Cerrmor temple, but
she was afraid to go to that dity wise and courtbound lady with her odd talk of the Moon in Her Dark.

The mirror-working, however, was crucid. Later Gweniver did go down into the city, but instead of
the temple, she went to the market and bought hersdf a bronze mirror with a slvered face, smdl enough
to fit into a saddiebag. After dinner that night, she shut hersdf up in her chamber with only a
candle-lantern for light and propped the mirror up againgt a chest while she kndlt in front of it. Slvery and
distorted, her face looked back at her.

‘My lady,” she whispered. ‘My lady of the Darkness.’

In her mind she pictured her vison in the temple, a mere memory image only, and dead. Over the past
weeks she'd brooded so much over this memory that the image held gill and firm in her mind, a clear
picture that she could examine from many different angles, as she looked fird a her sword on the dtar,
then at the mirror or a Ardda, anding nearby. If only there was away | could see it in this mirror, she
told hersdf, then maybe it would move. As she tried to build the image on the siver surface, it stayed
subbornly blank. All a once, she fdt foolish. Doubtless what she wanted was impossble, but some
stubborn indinct drove her to try to force the image of the Goddess out through her eyes and onto the
geaming Slver.

It was ds0 very late, and she was yawning, finding it hard to focus her eyes as she worked. All at
once, she sumbled onto the trick in her mind, just as when a child struggles to learn how to roll a hoop
with a gtick, and it seems that no matter how hard she tries, the hoop will aways fdl - then suddenly,
without conscious effort, the hoop rolls, and never again will she fal in the attempt. Firs she saw a
flickering trace of a picture on the mirror. Then dl at once the image of the Goddess appeared, lading
only a moment, but there.

‘Praise be to my Lady’s name!’

Gweniver was no longer tired. For hdf the night she stayed before the mirror, with her knees and
back cramped and aching, until she could see the Goddess as dearly as if the image were painted on the
slver. At lagt the vison moved, and the dark eyes of night looked her way yet once again. The Goddess
amiled, blessng her only worshipper in the whole wide kingdom of Deverry. Gweniver wept, but in pure,
haly joy.

Since the plan was a smple one, Dannyn was sure it would work well. While he escorted Gweniver
and her men to the Temple of the Moon, the two brothers of Lord Maer of the Stag would lead a
punitive raid deep into Cantrae-held territory, driking at the Boar’s demesneif at dl possible.

‘That will keep them too busy to worry about the Wolf’s lands,” Glyn remarked.

‘So it will, my liege. They don't have to raid any longer than it takes to make the fase king give up
Lord Maer’s lady. By then, well be wel on our way back to Cerrmor.’

‘A good plan dl round.” Glyn considered for a moment. ‘And, no doubt, the red fighting over the
Wolf demesne won't cometill fal, when the Boar has the leisure to take up his blood feud.

After the King dismissed him, Dannyn went to the women's quarters to look in on his son. Some
years before, Glyn had found him a wife from a noble dan that was willing to ignore his bastardy in return
for royd favor. Although Garaena had died of childbed fever, the baby had been born hedthy. Now



Cobryn was four years old, and dready chattering of weapons and warfare. That afternoon, Dannyn
took him out of the royd nursery and into the ward to see the horses. Since the warbands were returning
after aday’s exercises on the roads, the ward was full of men and horses. Dannyn picked his lad up and
settled him againgt his shoulder like a sack of grain. He was a pretty child, his harr as far as flax, his eyes
dark blue like his father’s. Cobryn threw his arms around his father’ s neck and hugged him.

‘I love you, Da’
For a moment Dannyn was too surprised to answer, because he'd grown up haing his own father.
‘Do you now? hesad a last. *“Well, my thanks'’

As they drolled through the ward, Cobryn chettering about every horse he saw, Dannyn saw
Gweniver taking to a group of lords by the main gate. When they went over, Cobryn twisted in his ams
and pointed her out.

‘Da, that's alady!’

When everyone laughed, the lad turned shy and buried his face in Dannyn's shoulder. Gweniver
grolled over to get a better look at him.

‘What a beautiful child!” she said. ‘He s not yours, is he?
‘Heis | was married once.’

‘Now, that's a surprise. | thought you were the kind of man who never marries’

“Y ou migudge me badly, my lady.’

Gweniver went as wary as a startled doe. As he watched her, as the moment dragged on in awkward
slence, Dannyn was cursaing himsdf for stubbornly wanting this woman beyond his reach. At last Cobryn
piped up and rescued him.

“You know what? The King'smy uncle’
‘So heis’ Gweniver turned her atention to the child in some rdief. ‘Do you honor him?
‘| do. He's splendid.’

‘More splendid then this cub of mine can redize a his age, Dannyn said. ‘Our liege has formdly
taken my lad into the line of succession, right after hisown sons. It's not often a bastard’s spawn gets to
be a prince’

‘By the black ass of the Lord of Hdl! Wdl, young Cobryn, you're right enough. HE's very splendid
indeed.’

During the evening med, Dannyn found himsdf watching Gweniver greedily, even though his very
thoughts were impiety. An old proverb neatly summed up his plight: a man who loves a lass sworn to the
Moon had best put many a mile between him and his hoplessness. Her golden har shone in the
canddight as she clasped a slver goblet between her dender fingers, so lovely and ddlicate that he found
it hard to believe that she could redly swing a sword. From what Ricyn had told him, she’ d made her
killsout of luck alone, and luck has away of deserting a man in battle.



After they were done egting, Dannyn got up and went to her table, where he hunkered down in front
of her on the floor, forcing her to leen over to speak to him privately.

‘I’ve been meaning to ask you somewhat,” he said. ‘ Do you have a coat of mail?
‘I don’t. You know, I’ve never even worn any.’
‘“What? Oh ye gods, then you've got no idea how heavy it is, do you now?

“No doubt I'll get used to it. My Goddess will protect me as long as She wants me dive, then let me
be dan when She wants me dead. It won't matter when that time comes if I’'m wearing the best mall in
the kingdom.’

‘That’'s true enough, no doubt, because when a man's Wyrd comes upon him, it comes, but a good
st of mall turns asde many a bit of bad luck.’

When she amiled, their eyes met, and a that moment he fdt they understood each other in a
dangeroudy deep way. He stood up quickly.

‘But you're not dying this summer if | can hdp it, Your Holiness. Doubtless it'll ache your heart to
take orders from a bastard, but once we' re back from daiming your sister, you're going to train with me
like a thirteen-year-old rider, new to hiswarband. A good many of them live to grow up, don't they? Do
whet | say, and so will you.’

Her eyes sngpping in rage, she started to rise, but he ducked back out of her way.
‘Good night, my lady, and may al your dreams be holy ones.’
He hurried away before she could chalenge him to afight. He could see it coming in her eyes.

Nevyn was not quite sure when the King had begun to suspect that his shabby old servitor had the
dweomer. When he'd come to offer his services a Dun Cerrmor, some Sx years ago now, he'd dedt
only with an under-chamberlain and been given quarters in atypica servant’s hut. As the year passed,
he'd seen Glyn only from a distance, usudly during some ceremonid parade. The anonymity suited
Nevyn wdl; he was there only to keep an eye on events, not meddle in palitics, or so he saw it, and he'd
chosen Glyn's court only because he could not abide Swmar of Cantrae, who was gy, treacherous, and
sugpicious to the point of paranoia.

Y et, snce Glyn was gracious to those who served him, at some point during the second year he'd
found out about the man who' d ridden in to offer such vauable services and caled Nevyn into the great
hdll for aformd audience to thank him for growing medicines sorely needed in a war. The audience was
vay short, of course, and Nevyn shared it with severa other servitors, but he must have said something
that caught the King's attention, because not long after, Glyn had actudly visted the herb garden out
behind the stables and talked with him again. It became something of a habit; whenever the King had an
odd moment, he would come out and ask various questions about this herb or that, about the cycle of the
seasons and the growing of things. It seemed to give him some rdief from the pressures upon and the
intrigues around him.

In the third year, Nevyn had been given a pleasant chamber of his own in one of the side brochs, with
no explanation but that he deserved a hit of privacy. Soon after came a place down on the floor of the
great hdl a atable with more courtly servitors. The King's vidits became longer, too, especidly in winter
when he had more leisure, and at times the liege asked the servitor for blunt advice about the doings of



the court. Although Nevyn was aways cautious with his answers, they seemed to please the King, who
on occasion dropped little hints about knowing that Nevyn was more than the grubby old man he seemed
to be.

Now, it seemed, the King had decided that the time had come to be blunt. On the morning when the
men of the Stag led out a amdl army to start ther rad againg the Boar, Nevyn was weeding a row of
comfrey plants when a page came, announcing that the King wished to see himin the council chamber.
Hurriedly Nevyn washed his hands in a leather bucket of water and followed the lad into the broch.

In the narrow chamber Glyn was done, Stting casudly on the edge of the table and garing a the
parchment map, struck with sunlight through the window. Cut from an entire cafskin, the map was worn,
the writing faded in places. Here and there, lines had been drawn in red ink, then scraped away again, the
old frontiers and battle lines showing through, a bleeding palimpsest. Seeing it made Nevyn fed wry: it
was his kingdom that other men were fighting for. Of anyone in Deverry, he had the best dam to the
Wyvern throne, if, of course, he'd been able to convince anyone that Prince Gdrion was 4ill dive after
dl these years.

‘| cdled you here to ask you somewhat,” Glyn said abruptly. Y ou're the only man | can trugt to hold
your tongue about it. Even priests talk among themsdlves like old women.’

*Old women hold their tongues better, my liege’

“Yet this question of mine takes a priest’s kind of knowledge to answer.” And here Glyn paused. ‘I
was hoping the dweomer might be able to advise me’

*And does my liege think | have such knowledge?
‘He does. Is your liege wrong?

‘He' s not.’

Glyn amiled in triumph, very briefly.

‘Then answer methis’ hewent on. ‘If a man or a woman has sworn a vow in a temple, is there any
way that the oath can be foresworn without offending the gods?

‘Well, only in rare circumstances. Suppose someone swore a wrong thing with the connivance of a
corrupt priest, then that priest’s superior could pronounce the vow invdid. It might so be possible for
the person who swore the vow to renounce it by devoting the rest of ther life to the god's service, but
that would be a tricky matter indeed.’

‘Thet's hardly the case here’
‘Oho! | take it my liege has noticed his brother pining after a forbidden thing.
‘He has, at that. It doesn't take dweomer to see a horse in a chamber, good sorcerer.’

“True enough. | only hope that no one besides us has seen it, my liege. There are plenty of men who
awvy Dannyn!’

With a 9gh, Glyn nodded his agreement.



‘If an old man may offer his liege advice, Nevyn went on. ‘The King had best speak to his brother
about this. It would be a terrible and impious thing for Dannyn to seduce Gweniver into bresking that
vow.’

Glyn sghed and looked at the map.

‘I should arrange for Dannyn to marry again,’ he said. ‘I had thoughts of settling Lady Macla and the
Wolf lands upon him, but | didn't want him so far from my court dl winter. Perhaps my sdfishness was
dl for the best. No doubt Gweniver will vigt her Sster often.’

“No doubt, my liege. May | be so presumptuous as to ask you why you favor Lord Dannyn so highly?
| find him worthy of your favor, mind, but most men don't see ther father’s bastards so clearly. Most
prefer not to seethem at dl.

“True enough. W, you see, snce nmy father cdlamed the throne for me when | was just a babe in
ams, | was raised to be king. It sounded splendid to a lad: I’d daim the Holy City after glorious battles,
I’d be theruler of dl | could survey, I'd save the kingdom from war. But one day | was out in the ward,
and | saw the stable lads tormenting this other lad. He was just about Sx, then, and | was eght. They
were mocking him for a bastard, and when he tried to hit one of them, they mobbed him and dtarted
beating him. So | ran over and ordered them to stop. | fdt most generous, kingly indeed, defending this
poor little creature.” He smiled in overscrupulous self-mockery. *So | picked the lad up and wiped his
bloody nose for him, and by every god in the sky, | might as wel have been looking into a mirror. |
suppose it goes without saying that no one had ever told the young king that his father took fancies to
kitchen maids. Well, | found out that morning. So | went sorming into Father’s chamber like the king |
fdt mysdf to be and demanded to know what he thought he was doing. It's a pity you couldn’'t have seen
the look on hisface.’

Nevyn dlowed himsdf alaugh.

‘But a any rate, Glynwent on, ‘I indsted on having Dannyn come live with me, because he was my
brother, no matter what our father thought about it. And a bit & a time, he told me wha he'd gone
through, living mocked and scorned as a scullery lad, made to fed grateful for having scraps to eat. And
30 | began to think about what rulership means, good sorcerer, inmy childish way. | made a solemn vow
to Great Bd that never would | put my will above dl else and worship it the way my father did. For that
done I'd honor Dannyn. He gave me a gift worth more than a hundred horses. But beyond that, he's the
only man in this court who loves me for what | am, not for the influence and land he can get out of me.
Do | sound afool for caring about such things? | mug, | suppose.’

‘My liege is not a fool. My liege is one of the sanest men I've ever met, and lest you think thet idle
flattery, let me add that sanity is a curse in mad times like these.’

‘Isit now? TheKing looked away, dack-mouthed for a moment. ‘ True enough, | suppose. Well, my
thanks, good gr, for your counsd. If things dlow, I'll come down to the garden one of these days and
see how it's getting on.’

Rather than returning to his weeding, Nevyn went back to his chamber after he left the King. His heart
was troubled, wondering if Glyn were meant to rule as the only king in Deverry, hoping that such was his
Wyrd, yet knowing that the future was closed to him. After he barred the door to ensure that he wouldn't
be disturbed, he stood in the center of hissmall chamber and imagined that hisright hand held a sword of
blue fire. Sowly he bent hiswill to the image urttl it lived apart from his will, no matter where he turned
his attention. Only then did he use it to trace a circle of blue fire around him, imaging the flames until they,



too, lived of thar own will.

Laying asde the sword, he sat down in the center of the legping, glowing cirde and built up before
him the mentd image of a Six-pointed star, glowing aso with gold fire, a symbol of the center and baance
of dl things, and the source of the true kingship. Invoking the Kings of the Element of Aethyr, he stared
into the hexagon formed in the center of the interlaced triangles and used it to scry the way dumder
dweomerfolk use a stone or amirror.

The visons came cloudy, barely forming before they dissolved, thrown together and torn apart like
cloudsin ahigh wind, and he saw naught there of Glyn's Wyrd. Even in the Innerlands, the currents were
troubled, the forces out of baance, the light shadowed. For every kingdom or people, there's a
corresponding part of the Innerlands -people think of it as a place, which will do for an image -that’s the
true source of the events that come to the kingdom on the outer plane, just as every person has ther
secret and undying soul, which determines what that person cdls his will or his luck. The Deverry folk
saw wars raging between ambitious men; those men saw themsdlves as the authors of their actions,
Nevyn saw the truth. The petty squabbles of would-be kings were only symptoms of the crigs, like the
fever is only the symptom of the disease, a panful thing in itsdf, but not the true killer. Out on the
Innerlands, the dark forces of Unbalanced Desth were out of control, sweeping dl into chaos, with only a
hendful of warriors who served the Light to pit themsdves againgt them. Although Nevyn was only the
humble servant of those Great Ones, he had his own part of the war to fight in the kingdom. After dl, a
fever may kill a patient if it's allowed to burn unchecked.

Now, mind that you never think of these forces of Unbaanced Deeth as persons, some sort of evil
amy led by beings with a recognizable soul. On the contrary, they were forces as naurd in ther own
way asfdling rain, but out of control like ariver in flood tide, swling over its banks and sweeping farms
and towns before it. Every people or kingdom has a streak of chaos in its soul, weaknesses, greeds,
andl prides and arrogances, which can be ether denied or given in to. When indulged, they release
energy - to use a metaphor - which flows to the appropriate dark place in the Innerlands. So it was with
Deverry in that troubled time. The forces were swollen and sweeping down, exactly like thet river.

Nevyn was Smply unsure of how far he could intervene on the physca plane. The work of the
dweomer is subtle, a thing of influences, images, and dow inner working. Direct action in the world is
normdly so foreign to a dweomer-master that Nevyn was afrad to intervene until the time was exactly
right. A wrong action, even to the right end, would only score another victory for Chaos and the Dark.
Ye it ached his heart to wait, to wetch the death, the sickness, the suffering, and the poverty that the
wars were spreading across the kingdom. The worst thing of al was knowing that here and there were
the evil masgters of the dark dweomer, gloating over the suffering and sucking up the power released by
the Chaos tide for their own dark ends. Their timewill come, he reminded himsdf, for them is the dark at
the end of the world, the curse a the end of the ages of ages.

But he as servant couldn’t send them to the dark before their time, any more than he could see if Glyn
would someday rule a peaceful kingdom in Dun Deverry. With a dgh, he broke off his fruitless
meditations and banished the star and the circle. He went to his window and leaned out, weatching the
warriors hurry across the ward far below on their way to the great hdl for dinner. Seeing them laughing
and jedting stabbed guilt into his heart. His old fault had ripened the war, or so he saw it. Long ago, when
he'd been a prince of the redm, he'd been given the choice between marrying Brangwen of the Falcon
dan and thus meking dower progress in learning dweomer (since he would have a wife and children to
care for), or cagting her off and devoting himsdf to the craft. In his dumsy attempt to have the best of
both choices, he'd brought three people to their deaths: Brangwen hersdf, her brother Gerraent, who'd
loved her with an incestuous and unholy passion, and Lord Blaen of the Boar, an honorable suitor who'd
hed the bad luck to be entangled with Gerraent’ s madness.



If he'd only married Brangwen, he reproached himsdf, they would have had heirs, who would have
had heirsin ther turn to inherit the throne cdleanly, and prevent the dvil war. Perhaps. He warned himsdf
that no man could know the truth of that. On the other hand, this matter of the Boars was more closdly
related to his mistake. Ever since they’d been given the Falcon lands as retribution for Blaen's death, the
Boars had swdled with pride and arrogance until they’d urged Gwerbret Cantrae to make adam on a
throne that he was never meant tO' have.

And now dl the actors in that ancient tragedy were gathered here in Cerrmor. That night at dinner,
Nevyn looked around the hdl and marked them dl: Blaen, egting with the rest of the Walf riders as
Ricyn, ther captain; Gerraent, dtting at Glyn's Ieft as his brother; Brangwen, with the blue tattoo of a
Moon-sworn rider on her cheek. They were dl twined together ill, but it was Gweniver’s lot in this life
thet ached his heart the mog.

Nevyn was seated at atable on the floor of the hdl with the scribe and his wife, the head groom and
his two underchamberlains, and the widowed Master of Weaponry, Y sgerryn. That particular evening,
Y sgerryn noticed Nevyn waiching the Lady Gweniver as she ate and mentioned that earlier Dannyn had
brought her in to be fitted with a coat of mail.

‘Fortunately, I'd saved some mal that used to fit Lord Dannyn when he was about fourteen,
Y sgerryn went on. ‘It could have been broken apart and reworked to a larger Sze, of course, but it was
such anice bit of work | kept it for one of the young princes someday. It came in handy now.’

‘So it did. And whet did the lord think of having the lady wear hisold armor?
‘Oddly enough, he was pleased. He said somewhat about it being an omen.’
I'll just wager he did, Nevyn thought, curse him!

Once the med was over, Nevyn started to leave the hdl, but he noticed Dannyn coming over to gt
with Gweniver at her table. He lingered below the dais to eavesdrop, but Dannyn was only asking her an
innocent question about the mail.

‘Ohye gods,’ she sad with alaugh. ‘My shoulders ache like fire from wearing the thing! 1t must weigh
agood two stone.’

‘It does, at that, Dannyn said. ‘But keep wearing it, every cursed minute you can stand to have it on.
I’d hate to lose aman of your spirit just because of alack of training.’

With a drunken grin, young Lord Oldac leaned across the table, a beefy, blond lad with entirdly too
high an opinion of himsdf.
‘A man? he said. ‘Here, Dannyn, what’s happened to your eyes?

‘They can see the blue tattoo on her face. Asfar as anyone under my command is concerned, she's a
man, or as much like one as matters.’

‘True spoken, of course” Oldac wiped his mead-soaked mustache on the back of his hand. ‘But
here, Gwen, there's no denying that you' re a good-looking enough wench to make a man forget.’

As fagt and draight as a grouse bresking cover, Dannyn rose and leaned over to grab Oldac by the
shirt. While goblets rolled and spilled and men shouted, he hauled the kicking, ydling lord across the
table. With alagt heave, he dumped him a Gweniver's fedt.



‘Apologize; Dannyn snarled. ‘No one cdls alady and a priestess awench.’

Dead slent, every man in the hdl was weatching. Oldac gasped for breath and hauled himsdf up in a
kned.

‘Go on.” Dannyn prodded him with one foot.

‘Most humbly | gpologize,” Oldac panted. ‘Never will | cal you that again, Your Holiness. | beg your
Goddess to forgive me’

“You're afool,” Gweniver said. ‘But your gpology is accepted.’

Oldac got up, smoothed down his mead-soaked shirt, and turned on Dannyn.

‘May the Goddess forgive my dight,” he said. ‘But as for you, bastard . . .’

When Dannyn lad his hand on his sword hilt, men rose from their seats.

‘Does his lordship wish to offer me aformd chdlenge? Dannyn’s voice was as mild as alady’s mad.

Trapped, Oldac looked this way and that, his mouth working as he debated the choice between
broken honor and certain death. Dannyn waited, amiling. At the table of honor, the King rose.

‘Enough!’” Glyn yeled. *A pox on both of you for fighting in my hal! Danno, get back here and st
down. Oldac, | wish to speak with you later in my apartments.’

Blushing in shame, Oldac soun on his hed and ran out of the hal. His head down like a whipped
hound, Dannyn dunk back to his brother’s sde. As Nevyn left, he was wondering about Gerraent, as he
tended to think of him in weak moments. It seemed that he was determined to treat Gweniver honorably
and to ignore that long-buried passion which had to be working its way to the surface. More power to
the lad, Nevyn thought, maybe hell get free of it in this life And yet with the thought came a dammy
touch of dweomer-cold down his back. There was danger working here, danger of which he was
unaware.

At the head of agmdl army, Gweniver returned to the Temple of the Moon late on a spring day when
the setting sun washed the high walls with golden light. Leaving the men at the foot of the hill, she and
Gwetmar walked up to the gates, which opened a crack to reved Lypillas face.

‘It is you, Gwen!’ she sang out. ‘When we saw the army, we thought it might be those wretched
Boars coming back or suchlike’

‘It's nat, at that. We' ve come to fetch Maccy. | promised her awedding, and that’s what she's going
to have’

‘Splendid! The poor little thing's been so heartsick. Come in, come in. It gladdens my heart to see
you.

When Gweniver came indde, Macla ran to meet her and threw hersdf into her sster’'s ams. The
temple ward was full of women, watching with sentimenta smiles as Maccy wept in joy.

‘I"ve been so worried, thinking you might be dead,” she sobbed.

‘Wdl, here | am. Now pull yoursdf together, Maccy. I’ve brought you a husband, and everything's



going to be dl right. Y ou're going to have a big wedding down in the court itsdlf.’
Macla shrieked with joy and clasped her hands over her mouth.

S0 go get your things together while | talk with Ardda,” Gweniver went on. ‘Lord Gwetmar’s waiting
for you.’

‘Gwetmar? But he' s homdy!’

‘“Then you won't have to worry about him sring bastards on your serving women. Listen, you little
dolt, he' s the only man in court who would have married you because he loves you, not for the dowry, so
gart counting up his qudities You won't sec his face when he blows the candle out, anyway.’

Macla groaned dramaticdly, but she trotted off for the dormitory. Only then did Gweniver naotice ther
mother, sanding on the edge of the crowd. Dolyan stood with her ams crossed across her chest as if
she were hugging grief, her eyes hdf-filled with tears. Gweniver went over hesitantly.

“You've made your Sster a good marriage,” Dolyan said in atrembling voice. ‘I’'m proud of you.’
‘My thanks, Mam. Are you wdl?

‘Aswedl as | can be, seeing you like this. Gwen, Gwen, | beg you. Stay here in the temple’

‘I can't, Mam. I’'m the only honor the dan has l€ft.’

“Honor? Oh, isit honor now? Y ou're as bad as your father, bad asdl your brothers, talking of honor
until | thought I'd go mad, | truly did. 1t's not the honor that pleases you, it's the daughter.” All a once,
she tossed her head, and the words poured out in arage-tide. ‘ They never cared that | loved them; oh, it
didn’'t matter half as much as did their cursed honor, riding out, bleeding the dlan white, and dl to work
grief on the kingdom! Gwen, how can you do this to me? How can you ride to war like they did?

‘I have to, Mam. Y ou have Maccy, and soon you'll be dowager, back on our lands’

‘Back on what? She spat the words out. ‘A burnt home and ravaged lands, and dl for the honor of
the thing! Gwen, please, don't ridel” And then she was weeping, sobbing aoud.

Gweniver could naither speak nor move. The other women rushed to Dolyan's Sde, swept her up,
and hurried her away, but dl the while they looked daggers back at this ungrateful wretch of a daughter.
As Gweniver fled through the gates, she heard Dolyan keen, along high wall of grief. I’'m-dead to her
dready, she thought. Yet because it was the will of the Goddess, she could not weep, as much as she

longed for tears.
‘What's so wrong? Gwetmar asked.

‘Naught. Maccy’ 11 be out shortly.” She turned away and looked downhill, searching to see Ricyn
among her men. ‘By the black hairy ass of the Lord of Hdl, it'll gladden my heart to get back to
Cerrmor.’

Wherever Ricyn was, she couldn’t pick him out, but she saw Dannyn, Stting eeslly on horseback at
the head of the King's riders. Soon she would be riding to war under his command, and she thought to
hersdf that the Goddess had sent her a splendid master in the arts of degth.



Although Nevyn had severd apprenticesin the art of herbcraft, the most capable was a young woman
named Gavra, a tdl, dender lass with raven-dark har and hazd eyes. Since she'd been born the
daughter of an innkeep down in Cerrmor, she was used to hard work and aso determined to better
herdf in life In the two years she'd studied with him, she’'d made excdlent progress in learning the
multifarious herbs and ther uses. Accordingly, he dlowed her to hdp him every afternoon when he
tended the minor illnesses or accidents of the palace servants, who were below the notice of the offica
chirurgeons. Gavra dso used her mind to good advantage when it came to court intrigue. Dannyn and
Gweniver had been back in the dun only two days when the apprentice brought Nevyn an interesting bit
of news.

‘Lord Oldac stopped me to speak with me today,” Gavra remarked.
‘Indeed? Has he been pressing his atentions on you again?

‘W, he was ever s0 polite, but | think me he had somewhat dishonorable on his mind. Master,
would you speak to him? It's cursed hard to insult one of the noble-born, but the lagt thing | want inlife is
one of his bastards - or any man’'s, for that matter.’

“Then speak | will. You're as much under my protection as if you were my daughter, and I'll cursed
wdl go to the Kingif | have to.’

‘My thanks and twice over. But it wasn't only his drunken amiles that troubled my heart. He had the
adl to inqult Lady Gweniver. | think she's splendid, and | won't hear that sort of tak from anyone.’

‘And just whet did he say?

‘Oh, he was indnuating things, more like, about the way she and Lord Dannyn spend so much time on
the practice ground.’

Nevyn snarled under his bregth.

‘He said it more againg his lordship than Her Holiness, Gavra went on. ‘Asking me didn’t | think it
drange that hislordship was so eager to teach Lady Gweniver his sport, but it vexed me none the less. |
told him that a common-born servant like me was below having thoughts about his lordship one way or
another, and then | marched off.’

‘Good lass. I'll have to speak to Oldac about more things than one, | see. If it gets back to
Gweniver's ears that he' s been inaulting her, he may die quite suddenly.’

‘Well, it wouldn’'t ache my heart if he did.’

The very next afternoon Gweniver and Dannyn came to their afternoon surgery. They'd judt finished
putting salve on the underfalconer’ s scratched hand when the two strode in with the rattle and dang of full
mall. Dannyn held a bloody rag pressed to his cheek.

“Would you tend the captain here, good herbman? Gweniver said. ‘He' s too embarrassed to go to
the chirurgeon.’

‘If I could call apriestess a bitch,” Dannyn mumbled through the rag, ‘I would.’

Gweniver merdly laughed. When the captain took the rag away, his cheek was scraped raw, sweling
badly, and dripping blood from two smdl nicks.



‘We were usng blunt blades’” Gweniver explained. ‘But they can ill raise a good bruise, and he
refused to wear ahdm for our lesson.’

‘Supidity, Dannyn said. ‘Mine, | mean. | never thought she'd get near me’

‘Indeed? Nevyn remarked. ‘It seems that the lady has more taent for this sort of thing than either of
uswould have thought.’

Dannyn gave him so insolent a amile that Nevyn was tempted to wash the wounds with the strongest
witch hazd he had. As an act of humility, he used warm water ingtead, forcibly reminding himsdf that
Dannyn was not Gerraent, that while the soul was the same & root, the persondity was different, and that
Dannyn had excuses for his arrogance that Gerraent had never had. Yet every time the captain’s cold
eyes flicked Gweniver's way, Nevyn was furious. When he left, Nevyn dlowed himsdf a sgh for the
foolish pride of men, which could hold a grudge for a hundred and thirty years.

Gweniver hersdf lingered, looking curioudy over the herbs and potions and chatting idly with Gavra,
who merafully said nothing about Lord Oldac’s dight. Although the lady seemed oblivious of them,
Wildfolk followed her around the room, at times plucking timidy at her deeve, as if asking her to see
them. For some reason that Nevyn didn’t truly understand, the Wildfolk could aways recognize someone
with dweomer-power, and the litle crestures found such fascinating. Fndly they vanished with
disappointed shakes of ther heads. Nevyn suddenly wondered if Gweniver had stumbled across her
latent dweomer-talents and was ugng them in the sarvice of her Goddess. The thought made him turn
cold with fear, and something of it must have shown on his face.

‘s somewhat wrong, good herbman? Gweniver said.
‘Oh, naught, naught. | was just wondering when you' d be riding on campaign.’

‘Soon, after Maccy’s wedding. We're going to sweep the Eldidd border on patrol. We might not
even see any fighting, or so Lord Dannyn tells me, so don't trouble your heart, good sir.’

When she smiled, he fdt the fear again, dutching his heart, but he merdly nodded and said nothing
more.

The wedding fedtivities lasted dl day, with mock combats and horse races, dancing and bard-song.
By evening, those few souls who were dill sober were suffed with food to the point of drowsiness.
Before Gwetmar and Macla retired to their chamber for their wedding night, one last formdlity remained.
Glyn summoned the couple, Gweniver, and a handful of witnesses to his chamber to oversee the sgning
of the wedding contract. Although normdly the King himsdf would have had nothing to do with such a
matter, the passing down of a great clan through the femde line was an important affair. When Gweniver
arrived, she was quite surprised to see Nevyn among the witnesses, Dannyn, Yvyr, and Saddar.

The King's scribe read out the decree that turned Gwetmar into the head of the Walf dan and
bestowed Macla s dowry upon him on the terms that he would rule as the Walf and give dl his loydty to
thet dan. First Gwetmar made his mark on the parchment; then Gweniver Sgned her name as her lagt act
as the head of the Walf. After Dannyn made his mark, the other witnesses signed.

‘Done, then, Glyn said. ‘Gwetmar of the Walf, you have our leave to take your bride to your
chambers.’

In a great flurry of bowing and curtses, the wedding pair and the councillors left the chamber, but
Glyn motioned to Gweniver and Nevyn to stay with him and Dannyn. A page brought de in Slver



tankards, then discreetly retired.

‘Well, Your Holiness; the King sad. ‘I've kept my promise to you about the Walf's name. |
sncerdy hope that your father and brothers will hear of thisin the Otherlands.’

‘| echo that hope, my liege. Y ou have my humble thanks, and I’'m well-pleased by your generosty to
one far below you.’

‘Wdl, | find it hard to think of a sworn priestess as being below me.’

‘My liege is most pious, and the Goddess will honor him for it Gweniver made him a curtsy. ‘But
priestess or not, | ride at his command.’

‘Or a mine, once we' re on campaign,” Dannyn broke in. ‘I trust my lady will remember that.’

They dl turned to look at him, Glyn with a cold warning in his eyes. Dannyn was frankly drunk, his
face mead-flushed, his mouth dack.

‘I ride & my Goddess's orders in dl things’ Gweniver made her voice as cold as she could. ‘I trust
Lord Dannyn will remember that.’

‘Oh now here” Dannyn paused for a most unnecessary sp of de. ‘All | want to do is serve your
Goddess by keeping you dive. Can't say the rites when you're dead, can you? Besides, you're too
cursed vaduable to lose. Everyone knows it's a good omen you're here!

Glyn started to speak, but Nevyn got in before him.

‘His lordship speaks the truth,” the old men said. ‘But he had best mind how he phrases his word
when he speaks to one of the Holy Ladies’

‘Ah, what' s it to you, old man?
‘Danno!’ the King snapped.

‘My apologies.” Dannyn turned cloudy eyes Gweniver's way. ‘And to you, too, my lady, but | just
wanted to warn you. | know you fancy yoursdf awarrior, but -

‘Fancy mysdf? Gweniver got to her feet. * The Goddess has marked me out for blood, and don’t you
think that you're going to keep me fromi it

‘Indeed? Wdl, we ll see about that. I'd argue with the Lord of Hdl himsdf to advance my brother’s
cause, and so I'll argue with your Goddessif | have to.’

‘Dannyn, hold your tongue,” Nevyn broke in. *Y ou don't know what you're saying.’

Dannyn went scarlet with rage. The King grabbed for hisarm, but too late: with an oath, Dannyn flung
the tankard of de draight at Nevyn's head. The old man barked out one incomprehensble word. In
midair the tankard stopped asif grabbed by an invishle hand while de spilled dl over the floor. Gweniver
fdt the blood drain from her face and leave it as cold as the winter snow. The unseen hand et the
tankard down on the floor quite negtly, top upward. Dannyn stared & it, tried to speak, then started to
shake dl over, scared into near-sobriety. Glyn, however, laughed.

“When he recovers himsdf, good Nevyn,” he said, ‘my brother will apologize’



‘No need, my liege. A drunken man’s not quite respongible for his lapses. My apologies, my liege, for
that mess on the carpet. Spirits can't think too well, you see, s0 it never occurred to them to catch the
cursed thing the right-side-up.’

Spirits? Gweniver thought, ye gods, thisroom must be full of them, if Nevyn has dweomer! Although
she looked around uneedily, she saw none. Muttering something about cdling a page to clean up the de,
Dannyn got up and fled the chamber.

‘There’ s more than one way to make a man mind his courtesies,’ the King remarked. ‘My lady, dlow
meto apologize’

‘It's no fault of yours, my liege. As Nevyn says, a drunken man's not quite himsdf.’

Although they stayed with the King for a few more moments, the awkward incident soon forced them
to leave. Gweniver supposed that the King would have a few sharp words for his brother later. As she
walked down the corridor with Nevyn, she was wondering why a man with his powers would be content
with so humble a place a court, but she was too frightened to ask him outright.

‘W, good sorcerer,’ she said at ladt. ‘| takeit that our liege will be king of dl Deverry soon, with a
men like you to aid him.’

‘I wouldn't wager hard coin on it
She stopped waking and turned to stare at him. Nevyn gave her aweary smile.

‘Who knows what the gods have in store? he went on. ‘ The Goddess you serve has a dark heart, as
wel you know. It's possible that She sent you here to preside over a bloody defeat.’

‘Perhaps s0.” Shefdt sck at the thought, but it was alogica one. ‘I'll pray it's otherwise’

‘Sowill 1. Glynis a good man and a splendid king, but it's not given to me to see the end of this My
lady, I'll beg you to keep my dweomer a secret from the rest of the court.’

‘As you wish, then. | doubt meif anyone would believe meif | told them anyway.’

‘Perhaps not.” He paused, consdering her. ‘I trust Lord Dannyn is going to treat you with dl the
respect your position deserves.’

‘He' d better. | assure you, | have no intention of bresking my vow.’
When he looked startled, she laughed.

‘It behooves a priestess to be blunt a times’ she said ‘My sigter can tdl you that I've never spared
my tongue.’

‘Good. Let me be blunt, too. It aches my heart to see you ride to war. I'll pray your Goddess protect
you.

As she went on her way, Gweniver fdt flattered, that a man with his power would be concerned for
her.

Torchlight flared on the wdlls as the amy mustered in the ward. Yawning from a short night's deep,
Ricyn walked among his men, ydling orders to keep them hurrying. Loaded with provisons, carts



rumbled by, the deepy carters cracking long whips. Ricyn amiled at everything. He' d dways dreamt of
this day, when he'd be riding to war as a captain, not merely a common rider. One a a time, his men led
thar horsesinto line a the watering trough. Ricyn found Camlwn, who was halding the reins to Dagwyn's
horse as well as to his own.

‘And where' s Dagwyn? Ricyn said.

For an answer he jerked his thumb at the nearby stable where Dagwyn and a kitchen lass were
embracing passionately in the shadow of awal.

‘One lagt sweet farewdl; Camlwn said, grinning. ‘I don't know how he does it. I'll swear he's
ensorceled alassin every dun we ve ever been in’

‘If not two. Daggo, come on! Save it for when we ride home!’

The soft Slvery notes of Lord Dannyn's horn drifted through the dun. When Dagwyn tore himsdf
away from the lass, the warband hooted and jeered. Cdling orders, Ricyn mounted his horse. The
familiar scuffling jingle as the warband followed his example was sweeter than any bard-song. He led
them around to the front of the dun, where the rest of the army, over three hundred men in al, waited by
the gates with the carts, packhorses, and servants off to one side. Gweniver turned her horse out of the
confuson and rode over to fdl into place & Ricyn's side.

‘Good morrow, my lady.” He made a haf-bow from the saddle.
‘Morrow. Thisis splendid, Ricco. I’ ve never been so excited inmy life’

Ricyn grinned, thinking that she was like ayoung lad on hisfird ride out. It seemed impossible that she
would be there, wearing mall like the rest of them, with the hood pushed back to reved the soft cropped
curls of her golden hair and the blue tattoo on her cheek. The sky turned gray with dawn and paled the
torchlight below. Up at the gates, servants began to attach the chains to the winch. Lord Dannyn rode his
stocky black geding down the line, paused here and there to speak to someone, then findly jogged up to
Gweniver.

“You'reriding at the head of the line with me, Y our Holiness’

‘Oh, am | now? And to what do | owe this honor?

“Your noble birth.” Dannyn gave her athin-lipped amile. *It’'s a cursed Sght better than mine, isn't it?
Asthey rode away, Ricyn stared at Dannyn’s back and hated him.

All that morning, the army ambled west dong the coast road, which hugged the sea diffs Ricyn could
see the ocean, sparkling turquoise, flecked with white, running dow waves onto the pae sand far below.
Off to the right were the well-tended fields of the King's personad demesne, stubbled golden, where an
occasond peasant walked adong, bent double as he gleaned the last few grans of the fird harvest.
Ordinarily, Ricyn would have been whidling as they rode, just because it was alovely day and they were
headed for glory, but today he rode wrapped in his thoughts, done at the head of the warband insteed of
next to afamiliar riding partner. Every now and then, when the road curved, he would see Gweniver far
ahead and wish that she was riding next to him.

Yet that night, when the aamy camped in the broad meadows dong the diffs, Gweniver came to his
campfire with her aamsful of her gear. He jumped up and took the burden from her.



“You should have let me tend your horse, my lady.’

‘Oh, | can stake out a horseif | haveto. I'll be sharing your fire’

‘That gladdens my heart. | was wondering just how long Lord Dannyn would keep you at hisside’
‘And just what do you meen by that?

‘Naught but what | said, my lady. I’ll go fetch you some dinner from the carts.’

As he hurried off, Gweniver watched him with her hands set on her hips. He cursed himsdf for his big
mouth. When he returned, she was stting by the fire and going through her saddlebags for something, but
ghe lad them aside to take the bread and beef jerky from him. While they ate in Slence, he was aware of
her watching him narrow-eyed. Findly she spoke.

‘And just why did you say that about our bastard? | want the truth out of you.’
‘W, me and the whole cursed army honor your vow. Does he?

“He' s not going to have any choice. What's making you think otherwise?
‘Naught, my lady. My apologies.’

She hesitated, ill looking a him with that deep-eyed suspicion, then turned away and brought out a
pair of dice from her saddlebags, tossing them in one hand like a hardened rider.

‘Are you game? she said. “We can play for splinters of firewood.’
‘Of course, my lady. Have the fird rall.’
With a toss she threw them into the firdight.

‘Five, by the hdld’ she groaned. ‘Y our rall, then, but | hope it's the last cursed five | see from now
on’

They played dice dl evening, and never once did she mention Lord Dannyn’s name again. Yet in the
morming she went to speak to the King's captain, then came back with the news that she'd be riding with
her own men from then on.

The moming was thick with sea fog, which turned the air as cold as winter and dampened their heavy
wooal cloaks as the amy rode dong, srangdy slent in the heavy damp. Although Gweniver grumbled
about it as loudly as any of her men, in the end it turned out to be something of a blessng. Close to noon
they came to Morlyn, asmdl harbor town some thirty miles from the Eldidd border, and found the gates
shut againg them. When Dannyn hailed them in Glyn's name, guards leaned over the ramparts on top the
sonewdls.

‘Cerrmor men, by the gods’ yelled one. ‘Open the gates, ladd And aren’t we glad to see you, my
lord Dannyn.’

‘Why? Has there been trouble?

‘“Trouble and twice trouble. Eldidd ships cruisng dong outside the harbor, and Eldidd raiders firing
farms dong the roads up north.’



Ricyn suddenly loved the fog, which was keeping the warships becamed out a sea where they
couldn’t raid in and burn the harbor. When they rode in the gates, they found the town looking like a
market fair. From miles around, farmers had fled into the walls and brought their families, cattle, and pigs
with them. Every street was a camp where women made do in rough tents,.and children ran around
among the cooking fires with dogs tralling after them. Dannyn tried to find somewhere to draw up his
men, then settled for letting them trail down dleys crowded with tethered livestock. Ricyn followed
Gwen-iver as she made her way through the confusion to Dannyn’'s side.

‘Wdl, my lady,” Ricyn said. ‘It looks like we' re going to have a bit of sport after dl.
‘I'll pray s0.” She gave him an open, sunny smile.

From a nearby tavern, a sout gray-haired man emerged, pulling along black ceremonid robe over his
shirt and brigga. He clutched Dannyn's stirrup as a Sgn of fedty and introduced himsdf as Morlo, the
town mayor.

‘And when did you see these ships? Dannyn said.

‘Three days ago, my lord. The fishermen come in with the news, a big merchantman, they say, and
two gdleyswith her.’

‘I see. Wdl, then your harbor’'s probably safe enough. I'll wager those ships are there only to
provison the raiders. Where' s your locd lord? Tieryn Cavydd, isn't he?

‘Heis’ Morlo paused to run aworried hand over his eyes. ‘But we haven't seen atrace of him or his
men this past two days, and that’s a bad omen, says I. We been afraid to send him a messenger.’

With an oath, Dannyn turned to Gweniver.

‘Let’s get our lads out of here. If Cavydd isn't dead, he's under Sege. We'd better send a messenger
back to Cerrmor, too, and get some ships out here to chase the Eldidd scum away.” He glanced around
and saw Ricyn beside her. Y our captain might be a good men for the job.’

‘He'snot.” Gweniver spoke firmly. ‘My lord.’

Dannyn flushed scarlet. Only Ricyn's long years of military discipline kept his hand away from his
sword.

‘Asyou wish, my lady, Dannyn said at lagt. ‘I'll send some of my own lads back.’

In a disorganized mob, the army picked its way through town, then reformed on the north-running
road. Reuctantly Gweniver rode beside Dannyn when he ordered her, leaving Ricyn dong with his dark
thoughts until Dagwyn broke ranks and rode up to join him. For some ten milesthey traveled fast, leaving
the supply train to follow at its own dow pace, then hdted in abig cow pasture. Ricyn could see Dannyn
sending scouts out.

‘What do you think this means? Dagwyn said.
‘Trouble. What else? By the asses of the gods, | didn’t want our lady to see a scrap this soon.’

‘Ah horseshit, Ricco. She's the safest one among us. The Goddess has Her hands upon her night and
day.’



He spoke with such quiet conviction that Ricyn was reassured. After hdf an hour or so the scouts
rode back.

From one man to the next, the news passed down the line Tieryn Cavydd's dun was besieged by a
hundred Eldidd men, and it lay just two miles away. Without waiting for orders, the men armed, pulling
thelr shidds into postion on thair left arms, loosening swords in scabbards, drawing up the hoods of ther
mall, and reeching for javeins. Ricyn saw Gweniver arguing furioudy with Dannyn until, with a hurled
oath, she pulled her horse out of line and trotted back to her warband.

‘That arrogant bastard!” she snarled.
‘What's he done, my lady? Ricyn said. ‘ Ordered you to keep usinthe rear as a reserve?
‘Jugt that. How did you know?

‘Makes sense, my lady. Our band has never ridden together before. It makes somewhat of a
difference’

‘Oh, that's dl very wdl, but he mocked me, curse him! If my lady would be so kind, says he, to Say
out of the way? If my three hundred can’'t daughter a third as many Eldidd dogs, says he, then we ll need
your Goddess's help very badly.’

‘By the hdlg’

‘dug so. It's the inault to the Goddess more than to me. If the King didn’'t honor him so cursed much,
I"d kill im here and now.’

When the army moved out, Gweniver's warband rode in the rear. They trotted across fidds thet had
recently been set to the torch, the black stubble mute witness to the raids, then forded a stream and
climbed up alow hill. From the top Ricyn could see the dark broch .tower within its earthworks, and the
sege camp Soreading out across a meadow. Screaming a war cry, Dannyn drew his sword and led his
amy down at a breakneck galop as the enemy camp suddenly came dive with shouting. The reserve
trotted decoroudy after.

Bdow the camp turned into a swirl of dust and clamor, men shouting, running for horses, fighting
desperately on foot as Dannyn's charge swept over them. Even if Gwen-iver broke orders, Ricyn
reflected, there was't much of away they could join in the unequd fight, because Dannyn’s men seemed
to cover thefidd like a breaking wave. Just then the dun gates opened and Cavydd' s men dammed into
the besiegers from the rear. The shouting rang out as the mob plunged back and forth, horses rearing,
swords flashing. Gweniver smiled as she watched. Ricyn was suddenly frightened of her.

With war cries that were closer to screams of terror, onelittle clot of Eldidd men broke free from the
meee and in their panic fled sraight toward the reserve. Ricyn had jugt time to draw his sword before
Gweniver howled out a chdlenge and spurred her horse graight for them. With a shout, he went after
her. Although he heard the men fallowing him, he kept his eyes on her as she plunged into the middle of
the desperate mob.

‘Ah shit!” He spurred his horse hard.

He saw her blade flash up bloody, and a men fdl from his saddle, but there were three others around
her. Howling a warcry, he charged the mob from the rear. He swung hard, dashing one horse, getting a
good blow on aman’s back, dashing back and forth asif he were beating hounds off a deer with a whip.



Off to hisright, Dagwyn made a kill. An Eldidd man pulled his horse around dumsly. Ricyn stabbed in,
getting hm so hard that he shattered his mal and killed him clean. When he pulled the sword free, the
dead men rolled off his horse and under the hooves of Ricyn’s mount, which reared. Asit came down, he
heard Gweniver laughing, howling, shrieking like a fiend, and he saw that she' d made another kill. Then
the Walf riders were dl around them, and the fight over.

Asmerry asif she'd just heard a splendid jest, Gweniver trotted up to him.

‘I got two,” she announced, crowing over it. ‘What's so wrong, Ricco? You look frightened or
suchlike’

‘By dl the hdlls, the next time you ride into hopeless odds, at least take me with you! You little dolt! |
never thought I'd seeyou diveagain. | mean. .. wdl,uh. .. my lady.’

‘I knew you' d have the sense to fallow, and you did, didn’t you?

The warband clustered round to stare at her in awe.

‘Look at that,” Dagwyn said. ‘Her horse doesn’t even have a scratch on him!

The men whispered among themselves, a superdtitious ripple that was as much fear as awe.
‘It was the Goddess,” she said. * She rode with me.’

In aflury of whispered oaths, the men edged their horses back - but only a little way, because her
god-touched power was like a fire, soreading warmth. Ricyn had never seen a amile like hers, as tight
and cold asif it were aamile carved on the face of a statue of a god. Yet a afamiliar shout from behind
them, her amile disappeared. The men parted to let Lord Dannyn through to the lady’s side.

‘So your men saw a bit of sport, did they? he said. ‘Did you lead that charge, Ricco? | hope to dl
the hdls that she had the sense to stay out of it

The entire warband whedled around, eyes flashing in rage, and mobbed him. When Dannyn’'s hand
went to his sword hilt, Ricyn drew.

‘Get back!” Gweniver ydled. ‘Leave hm be!’

Swearing under ther breaths, they edged their horses back, except for Ricyn, who rode up to the
lord's Sde and made him a half-bow from the saddle, though his sword was ill in hand.

‘His lordship forgets that he speaks to a priestess. Me and my men most humbly beg that his lordship
remembers it from now on. My lady led that charge, my lord. We dl saw her hold off four men before
we reached her, and she killed two of them.

White-faced, Dannyn swung Gweniver's way.

‘I waa't truly riding a your orders,’ she said. ‘You may quibble with the Moon over questions of
command if you wish. And as for you, Ricco, you fought like a fiend from hdl yoursdf. | swear you're
half-a-berserker.’

As he redized that she spoke the truth, Ricyn fdt caught by fedings he couldn’t sort out. HE'd never
been that kind of fighter before, preferring to mark hisman well and pay drict atention to the strategy of



things It seemed to him that her Goddess had reached out and lad Her hands upon him, and he
shuddered asif he were cold.

A dender blond who was no more than twenty, Tieryn Cavydd laughed as much as he taked, hdf
hysterica with his unexpected rescue. Over a hasty med in his great hdl, he told Gweniver and Dannyn
the story at his table of honor, while the Cerrmor army sat on the floor for want of enough benches. His
pregnant young wife sat beside him and listened, her food untouched before her.

‘I’ve never known them to be so cursed bold,” Cavydd said. ‘We dways have raids, wdl, you know
that, but never this many. By the Lord of Hell, there were three hundred of them a my gates, at least,
maybe four, and dl a once. Then they left part of the army to keep me pinned and rode off. | was sure
as sure they were heading for Morlyn, but if I'd sdlied with only fifty men, we never would have lived to
reach the town. I’ ve been praying that some of my dlieswould get wind of it and come rieve me’

‘They've doubtless got their hands full, Dannyn said. ‘Wdl, well be riding north after them
tomorrow.’

‘I'll have to leave men behind on fort guard, but I'll ride with you mysdlf, of course’

“Not necessary and most unwise. They might swing back here to pick up the men they left on siege.
I'll leave fifty men to reinforce you.

‘It's not gaing to be me and my warband,” Gweniver broke in. ‘Lord Dannyn may banish the idea
from hismind.’

When he turned her way with an icy stare, Gweniver smiled, remembering the way her men had
mobbed him on the fidd. Dannyn seemed to remember it as well.

‘As my lady wishes’ he said. ‘Well, this bodes ill, Your Grace. Looks like Eldidd's planning on
pushing the western border hard from now on.’

The wife rose and fled the hdl with her hands clasped so tightly that her knuckles turned bloodless.
‘How far away are your nearest vassals? Dannyn remarked.

‘Fifteen miles north, and then there’ s another one sixteen miles to the west - or | should say, there
was. Who knowsif his dun sill stands?

When Dannyn swore doud, Cavydd' s mouth twisted in what might have been a amile

“When you return to court,’ he said levely, ‘tel our liege somewhat for me, will you? | don’'t know
how much longer we can hold out. When you ride north, my lord, look around you. Once there were
demesnes dl the way between here and the Eldidd border, dl the way north dong the Aver Vic. Just
look around and see how many Deverry lords are l€ft.’

‘I have no doubt our liege will remedy the Stuation.’

‘He'd better. | swore I’d die for our King, and | will if it comes to that, but there are some who are
ready enough to make their peace with Eldidd if it'll put a stop to these raids!’

Dannyn dammed both hands pam down on the table and leaned forward.



‘Then let metdl you somewhat,” he growled. ‘If anyone turns traitor, then helll have me and my men
rading hislands. Ask your grumbling friends which would be worse.’

He swung himsdlf free of the bench, turned on his hed, and stalked off without another word. Cavydd
sghed and picked up histankard of de.

‘Do you know Dannyn well, Lady Gweniver? he said.
“‘Not truly, Your Grace. I'd never met him before this spring.’
‘Then you have a very interesting time ahead of you.’

On the morrow, the amy rode north through deserted farms, stripped of food, thet were as good as
the tracks in the road for tracing the Eldidd raiders. At sunsst, they came to a village, burned to the
ground. A tangle of charred timbers, dill amoking, lay among black trees and a tumble of cracked stone
from the village well.

‘Looks like the folk escaped intime, my lady,” Ricyn said.
‘So it does. Look!”’

Next to the ruins was a meadow, the village commons, lined with athick stand of poplars. Among the
trees were women with children huddled againgt them, men with crowbars, pitchforks, sticks, whatever
impromptu wespons they’d managed to grab when the raiders swept over them. Gweniver dismounted
and joined Dannyn as two old men came to meet them. They stared a Gweni-ver’ s tattoo, then kndlt.

“You be Cerrmor men,” one stated.
‘We are,” Dannyn said. *When were you raided? How many men were there?

“Two days ago now, your lordship.” The old man sucked his teeth in thought. ‘And as to how many,
wdl, it's hard to say, because they just comes riding out of nowhere. Young Molyc was out with the
cows, you see, and if it weren't for him, we'd be dead, but he sees them coming, so he runs back.’

‘And how did Molyc know they were enemies?

‘They had these blue shidds, with these slver dragons on them, and MolyC's never seen any such
thing in hislife, so he figuresit means no good.’

‘He was right enough.” He glanced a Gweniver. ‘Do you know what those shidds mean? These
raders are part of the King's own men, and they never ride unless a prince of the redm iswith them.’

‘A prince? The old man spat on the ground. ‘He must be a poor kind of prince if he needs our cows
that bad. They took everything we had, my lord. Our cows, our chickens, every cursed scrap of food we
hed.’

‘No doubt. W, you'll est wdl for a while WEIl leave you dl the food we can spare, and a
packhorse or two that maybe you can trade for seed grain.’

The old man kissed his hand, then began to sob in convuldve shudders. Gweniver stared in
amazement, because she'd expected Dannyn to care even less about peasants than most lords would,
which was cursed little. The captain turned to her with a twisted amile.



‘I know whet it' s like to have naught, he said. ‘I remember it every day of my life That's somewhat
you wouldn't understand, isit? My most noble lady.’

In embarrassment Gweniver strode away, but the firg order she gave was for the carters to unload
food for the villagers.

Once the amy was settled in for the night and the guard posted, Gweniver joined Dannyn a his fire
for a coundl of war. In the dancing light of the fire, his face was grim with shadows as he drew a plan of
the river vdley inthe dirt.

‘Sooner or later they have to turn south to meet thar ships’ he said. *Then we have them, if not
before’

‘So we do. Here, if we take this prince dive, we' re going to have a nice prize to take home!’
‘What? I’ d rather have his head on a pike.’

‘Don’t be a dolt. If we hold a prince of the redm hostage, we can stop these raids without svinging a
sword.’

Dannyn whigtled under his breath and looked up.

‘Wdl, my lady, whatever | may have thought of your sill with a sword, theré's no doubt you
understand war. Done, then. WE |l do our best to snare this prince like a rabbit.’

On the morrow, scouts on the best horses rode ahead, wheding and drding in front of the amy like
segulls around a ship entering harbor. Just past noonv they found the place where the raiders had
camped the night before. Amid the flattened grass and the usud detritus of a big warband were two fire
pits and the scattered remnants of beef bones. Two of the village cows would never come home again,
but the tracks made it clear that the raiders were ill traveling with about fifty heaed of cattle.

‘And that’s ther death warrant,” Dannyn chearfully remarked. ‘We can travel faster, even with the
cursed carts, than they can if they're driving stock. Once we get close, here's our plan. We leave the
carts behind and ride out early to catch them on the road. The prince is going to be at the head of the
ling, of course, so we send a wedge of my best men draight into the line behind him and cut him off while
the rest of the lads shove the line of march into their baggage train. Y ou, me, and a handful of picked men
go right for the prince and mob him. Try not to knock him off his horse. If he's trampled to death, so
much for our hostage.’

‘Sounds splendid. It gladdens my heart that you're induding me and my menin this’
“We need every man we ve got. Evenif one of them’'s a woman.’

For the rest of the day, Dannyn kept the amy moving fast by riding in the rear and bullying the
carters. Up in solitary splendor at the head of the line, Gweniver received the reports from the scouts and
meekly led the men where they told her. By the time they camped, about an hour before sunset to let the
horses graze, the scouts were sure that the Eldidd raiders were only some five miles ahead of them. Best
of dl, they hadn’t met any enemy scouts at al, a heartwarming bit of arrogance on the prince’s part.

While Gweniver and Ricyn diced for splinters of firewood at their campfire, she told him the news.

‘Wel, my lady, then well have some proper sport on the morrow.’



‘So we will. You'll be riding with me when we go after the prince’

He amiled and threw the dice, ralling afive that lost him the game. When he handed her two splinters,
she remembered him handing her the firg violets of spring, shyly, without ever saying a word, when he
mugt have spent hours hunting for them. She wondered how she could have been so blind to never
suspect that a common-born rider would love her for dl those years.

‘Areyou going to throw? he said. ‘I'm too far behind to let you weasdl out of the game now.’

As she threw, she was thinking that she didn’t mind in the least when he forgot to cdl her ‘my lady’ or
when he ydled at her for doing something stupid. It was odd, consdering that her brothers would have
hed him flogged for such impertinence. It made her wonder if, in her own way, she loved him, too, but it
was too late for such wonderings. Now she belonged to the Goddess done, and forever.

On the morrow the army rose with the dawn. Dannyn sorted the men out, picked temporary captains,
and gathered up the twenty-five who would ride with him and Gweniver for their strike on the prince. The
bright summer sun lay on green meadows when they rode. She fdt perfectly cam, as if she were floating
through the air instead of wearing nearly thirty pounds of mail. As she made a long dlent prayer to the
Goddess, she began to amile. Since she'd put long hours of work into the mirror-scrying, in her mind the
imege built up effortlesdy of the night-dark eyes and terrible beauty of the Goddess, who trembled in lust
for the bloodletting ahead. Gweniver heard chanting, a sobbing wail in quarter-notes, so old, so strange,
that she was sure she was remembering it from a very long time ago, when the worship of the Dark
Moon flourished. The chant became so red and so loud that she was startled when Dannyn cdled out the
order to hdlt.

Dazed, she looked around to find the warband near a woodland. Once it must have been part of a
lord’' s hunting preserve, because it was open forest, mosily larches and maples, with little underbrush to
hold the riders back. Cdling orders, Dannyn broke hisarmy’sline and led them scattered into the cover.
On the other side lay the road, and far down to the north she saw a cdoud of dust coming. The amy
settled shidds and drew javedins as dowly the Eldidd raiders sauntered toward the ambush.

They were only a quarter mile away before some sharp-eyed lad in their warband noticed something
odd about the woodlands ahead. A cry spread like wildfire among the raiders as they pulled to a
confused hat. Gweniver could see the cattle, lowing miserably at the rear of the line

‘Now!" Dannyn ydled, forgetting his horn. ‘ Get ‘em!’

Like a sweep of arrows the ranks broke free of cover and charged the enemy line Javdin points
winked in the sun as they showered down on the Eldidd line - except a the front, where a lucky hit might
rob them of the prince. As the raiders swirled to meet them, the firg troop hit, swords in hand, near the
vanguard. A whirling chaos of men and horses, the battle spread out on ether Sde of the road.

‘For the princel” Dannyn ydled.

Howling a war cry, Dannyn charged for the head of the ling, his picked men sreaming after. When
Gweniver tried to ydl, her voice broke into laughter. Thistime it was so cold, so hollow, that she knew it
was the Goddess, uang her voice, usng her body, spesking and fighting through Her priestess. Ahead, in
therisng dust, ten Eldidd men were gdloping to meet them. When she saw a dragon shidd rimmed with
slver and set with jewels, she knew that the prince s gdlantry was playing into their hands.

‘Riccol” sheyelled. ‘There hei’



The laughter grabbed her voice as the two packs broke into each other, spreading out and wheding
thelr horses round. She made a dash a an Eldidd horse, nicked it, and saw bright blood on her sword
point. The entire world suddenly flared a hazy red. Laughing and howling, she dashed, pressed her horse
forward, struck again, and parried a dumsy answering strike. Through the red haze she saw her enemy’s
terror-struck face as he parried and struck in return while her laughter rose like the chant she'd heard in
her mind. His very fear made her hate him. She feinted, got him to reach out too far, then risked a
dangerous thrust and cut him across the face. Blood welled and wiped his fear from her sght. She let him
fdl, then thrust on forward to Ricyn's side.

Outnumbered as they were, the Eldidd men clustered around their prince and desperately tried to fend
the Cerrmor squad away from him. Gweniver saw Dannyn pressing in from the rear, fighting a man who
threw hims=f in the way to block his path to the prince. In two quick cuts Dannyn killed first the horse,
then the rider, and surged farther in, yet dl the time he fought he was slent, his mouth alittle dack as if dl
this daughter bored him. As the group around the prince tried to reform, Gweniver had her chance. She
dammed into an Eldidd man from the side and killed him through the joining of his mall a his armpit. Her
laughter rose to a banshee shriek as she turned on the raider beside him.

The slver shidd swung to meet her as the pure white horse carried its prince to the hopeless charge.
Gweniver saw his cornflower-blue eyes, cold and determined, as he svung deanly a her. The blow was
50 hard and so well-placed that it cracked her shidd in hdf, but she swung from underneath and caught
his gauntleted wrigt with the flat of her blade. With a yep, he dropped the sword. His dead-white face
told her that hiswrigt was broken. From the sde Dannyn swung with his shidd and smacked him on the
gde of the head. Stunned, gasping, the prince reded in the saddle, Gweniver sheathed her sword and
grabbed the dlver rim of the shidd, forcdng him to swing around toward her. At tha moment, Ricyn
grabbed the reins of the milk-white horse, and the prince was trapped.

‘Wdl played!’” Dannyn ydled. ‘Get hm away!’

His eyes drunken with shock and pain, the prince suddenly grabbed at the dagger in his belt with his
left hand, but Gweniver got it before him.

‘No suicides” she said. *Ever have afancy to see Cerrmor, lad?

Dannyn and the rest of his men wrenched their horses around and rode back to the battle, which was
screaming and swirling behind them. With Dagwyn fdling in with them, Gweniver and Ricyn took the
prince in the opposite direction down the road and paused in the shade of atree.

‘Get that gauntlet off him, Ricco,” Gweniver said. ‘If hiswrigt swdls in there, it'll take a blackamith to
cut the cursed thing free’

The prince pulled off hishdm with hisleft hand and threw it hard into the dirt. When he looked & her
with tear-filled eyes, she redized that he was no more than seventeen. As Ricyn pulled off the gauntlet, he
grunted, biting his lower lip so hard that it bled. All & once, Gweniver fet a cold shudder down her back:
danger. With aydl, she turned in the saddle and saw Eldidd men gdloping straight for them, a squad of
some ten raiders with Cerrmor men right behind them, but Eldidd had the lead by a couple of lengths.

‘Ah shit” Dagwyn said. ‘ They must have seen the prince's cursed horse!’

Gweniver wrenched her horse around, then drew her sword as she charged Sraight toward the
oncoming riders. Howling with laughter, she saw the blood-red mig come down again. The two menin
the lead swung right around her and headed toward the prince. She started to turn, but another dragon



shidd was riding straight for her. Her laughter rose to awail as she threw every cautious lesson aside and
lunged, leening dangeroudy in her saddle, stabbing with no thought of parrying. Her cracked shidd fdl
away under his blow, but the Goddess guided her sword. She thrust so hard that his mall split. As he did
dead from the saddle, she turned her horse. All she could think of was Ricyn, back there outhumbered.

By then the Cerrmor men had caught up, and in a howling charge they swept toward the prince.
Gweniver could see the white horse, rearing and bucking under its helpless rider. Swords flashed, and
she heard Ricyn’'s war cry as she charged into the mab.

‘Ricco! Dagwyn!’ she ydled. ‘I'm here!’

It was ridiculous, maybe, but Dagwyn yeled back a war cry and fought like a fiend. Nose to tall, he
and Ricyn were parying more than cutting, desperately trying to stay mounted in a mob of Eldidd
swords. Gweniver dashed one enemy across the back, svung in the saddle, and barely parried a strike
from the sde. She heard Cerrmor voices behind her, around her, but she thrust on, laughing, aways
laughing, swinging hard, feding blows glance off her mall, sriking in return, until she'd fought her way to
Ricyn's sde. His horse was dying under him, and his face ran with blood.

‘Get up behind mel’ sheydled.

Ricyn threw himsdlf clear of the saddle as his horse went down. She blindly dashed and fended as he
scrambled up behind her, the horse snorting and dancing under them. An Eldidd man charged in, then
screamed, twisted as a Cerrmor strike got him from the rear. Swearing a the top of his lungs, Dannyn
shoved his way through the mob and grabbed the reins of the prince’s white horse. Sowly the little eddy
of deeth died away as the Cerrmor men chased the lagt of the raiders down the road. Suddenly
Gweniver fdt the Goddess leave her. She wept like a child who fdls adeep in its mother's Igp only to
wake up donein a srange bed.

‘By the hdld’ Dannyn snapped. ‘ Are you cut?
‘I'm not. One minute the Goddess had Her hands on me, but the next, She’d gone'’
‘I saw Her,” Ricyn sad, his voice fant. “When you ride into a fight, Gwen, you are the Goddess.’

She twigted around to look a him. He had one hand pressed over the bloody cut on his face, and his
eyes were narrow with pain. The quiet conviction in his voice was frightening. ‘1 mean it; Ricyn sad.
“You are the Goddess to me’

Some four weeks after she'd ridden out untried, Gweniver came back to Dun Cerrmor a warrior.
Since he wanted to keep most of the army on the Eldidd border for awhile, Dannyn had sent her and her
warband back as an escort for ther royd prize, who turned out to be Prince Mad of Aberwyn, the
youngest son of the dragon throne. When she rode into the ward and looked at the towering broch
complex, she redized that she belonged there. It was no longer overwheming because its splendor meant
nothing more than a place to live between campaigns. She acknowledged the svarm of servants and
pages with a amdl nod and nothing more, then dismounted and helped Ricyn cut the captured prince's
ankles free from his saddle. Just as Madl was dismounting, Saddar the councillor hurried over and
bowed. The prince stood diffly, looking a both councillor and dun with a smdl contemptuous amile.



‘Our liege isin his reception chamber, Your Holiness Saddar said. ‘We recelved your messages,
and hishighness is most anxious to see the prince.’

‘Good. I'll be cursed glad to get rid of him, | tel you. He was rotten company on the road.’

Four men of Glyn's guard led them into the echoing reception chamber ingde the main broch. At one
end was a smdl dais, spread with carpets and backed by two enormous tapestries, one depicting King
Bran founding the Holy City, the other showing the same king leading a bettle charge. In a high-backed
char waited King Glyn, dressed in ceremonid clothes: a pure white tunic, richly worked, a golden sword
a hissde, and the royd plaid, fastened at the shoulder with the enormous ring-brooch that marked him
king. Freshly bleached, his pde hair swept back from his face as if he were looking into a private wind.
He acknowledged the entrance of Magl and Gweniver, both filthy and tattered from the road, with a
grd| wave of aringed hand. When Gweniver knelt, Madl remained standing and looked seadily at Glyn,
who was, dfter dl, no more than his equd in rank.

‘Greetings,’ the King said. ‘Although | disclam and dispute your clan’'s dam on my throne, I'm quite
mindful of your right to yours. | assure you that you'll be treated with every courtesy during your stay
here’

‘Indeed? Mael snapped. * Such courtesies as your rough court can offer, anyway.’

‘| see that the prince has a srong spirit.” Glyn dlowed himsdf a smdl amile ‘I'll be sending heralds
soon to your father’s court to formdly announce your capture. Do you wish any messages to go dong
with them.

‘| do, aletter to my wife’

Gweniver was honestly surprised. Although it was common practice among the blood royd to marry
their hers off young, he looked like such a lad, sanding there in his dirty clothes, that it was hard to
beieve hm married. Mad made her a bow.

‘My wife was due for her childbed when | rode away, Your Holiness. Perhaps such things would be
of no interest to you, but her well-being weighs heavily upon me’

‘My own scribe will come to you later,” Glyn said. ‘Tl your lady what you wish.
‘Smple pen and ink will be enough. The men of my house know how to read and write.’

‘Very wdl then.” The King amiled again. It was easy to be immune to insults when he was the captor,
not the captive. ‘I'll be informing you now and again of the progress of the negotiations. Guards.’

Like a hand dasping over ajewel, the guards surrounded the prince and marched him away.

Up at the top of the centrd broch, the prince' s chamber was a large round room with its own hearth,
glassin the windows, a Bardek carpet on the floor, and decent furniture. Whenever Nevyn visted him,
Mad would pace round and round like a donkey tied to a mill whed. The guards told Nevyn that he
paced that way hdf the night, too. Although the dweomerman visited him firg to tend his broken wrigt, as
the month wore on he kept coming out of smple pity. Since the prince could read and write, Nevyn
brought him books from the scribd library and lingered to spend an hour or two discussng them. The lad
was unusudly bright, with the kind of wits that might develop into wisdom if he lived long enough. The
prospect of that, however, was doubtful, because under dl of Glyn's courtesy lay the red threat thet if
Eldidd didn't ransom his son, Mad would hang. Since he himsdf had once been a third and thus



superfluous prince, Nevyn doubted that Eldidd would humble himsdf unduly when it came to saving
Mad’slife Madl had his own doubts.

‘I wish | could have killed mysdf before they captured me,’ he remarked one afternoon.

‘“That would have been a shameful thing. A man who flees his Wyrd has a harsh reckoning to make in
the Otherlands’

‘Would it have been any harsher than hanging like a horse thief?

‘Oh come now, lad, your father might ransom you yet. Glyn's not indined to be greedy over the
ransom, and your father would fed shamed if he just |et you die’

Mad flung himsdf into a chair and douched down, his long colt’s legs stuck out in front of him, his
raven-black har arumpled mess.

‘I can bring you another book,” Nevyn went on. ‘ The scribes have a copy of Dwvoryc's Annds of
the Downtime. It has some splendid battlesin it, or would reading about war ache your heart?

The prince shook his head in ano and stared out the window at the blue sky.

“You know what the worst thing was? he said after a moment. ‘Being captured by a woman. |
thought I’ d die of shame when | looked at her and saw she was a woman.’

‘Wdl, not just any femde, your highness. Thereé's no shame in being captured by a Moon-sworn
warrior.’

‘So I'll hope, then. But truly, I’'ve never seen anyone fight like her. She was laughing.” Madl paused,
his mouth dack with the memory. ‘It truly was like seeing a goddess come over the fidd, the way she
was laughing and cutting. One of her men caled her the goddess, and you know, | dmost believed him.’

Nevyn fet sck at the thought of her being so bound up in battle lust.

‘Good gr, you seem wise,” the prince went on. ‘I thought it was impious for a woman to take up
ams’

‘Now, that depends on which priest you choose to ligen to. But it's an act of piety to Lady
Gweniver's goddess. Every man she killsis a sacrifice to the dark of the moon.’

‘Indeed? Then her goddess must have been glutted after that scrap, and her holy battle ravens, too.’

‘No doubt. Now, back in the Dawntime there were many baitle maidens, dl sworn to the Dark
Moon. The cursed Rhwmanes thought it impious, but then, dl their slly women did was st and spin.’

“Y ou mean back in the Homeland, then, before the great exile’

‘Jugt that, long before King Bran led his people to the Western Ides. But once they were here, cut off
from the Homeland, wdll, | suppose a childbearing woman was Smply too vaudble to risk in battle. |
don't truly understand it, but the cult of the Dark Moon died away then. There's somewhat about it in
that book | mentioned.”

‘Then I'd truly like to read it. It makesit better, knowing | wasn't captured by the only one.’



That very same day, herads came in from Eldidd. The court was abuzz with gossip, wondering how
much the foreign king was offering for his son, and if Glyn would take it. The eager ears did hear one bit
of news draightaway, that Madl’s wife had been ddlivered of afine, hedthy son. Nevyn wondered how
much the King would care about Mad now that he had Hill another heir. Quite a bit, as it turned out.
Nevyn heard the tde from the King, when Glyn summoned him to his private chambers that night, as he'd
grown accustomed to doing, just to hear the long view that the dweomer could offer him.

‘Eldidd’s promised me a cursed large amount of gold,” Glyn said. ‘But | don’t need coin as much as |
need a quiet border. I'm planning on dragging the negotiations out as long as possible, and I’ ve warned
him that his son will hang if he raids while | have him.

‘Doubtless he ll respect that, my liege, at least for atime’

‘So | hope. I'd hate to actudly hang a helpless prisoner. After dl, Eldidd can press his dam to the
throne by attacking Cantrae lands. They share along border to the north.” The King amiled gently. ‘Let
Swmar see how it fedsto be amorsd of meat between a pair of jaws.’

One of those jaws was, of course, Dannyn and the King's Guard, who were raiding up in the north.
Every time a messenger returned, Nevyn questioned him for news of Gweniver, and every time the man
sad in awe that not only was she well, but an ingpiration to the entire army. God-touched, they cdled
her. Nevyn supposed that most people would see her that way, one of those fortunate few whom the
gods directly favor with power and luck. He, of course, saw it differently, because he knew what the
gods are: vast centers of force in the Innerlands, which correspond to part of either the naturd world or
the human mind. For thousands of years, worshippers have built up the images of the gods and poured
power into them, until they seem to be persons in their own right. Anyone who knows how to build the
appropriate menta images and chant the correct sort of prayers - they hardly need to be exact - can
contact the centers of force and draw off power for their own use. The priest contacts those centers in
blind faith; the dweomer-person, coldbloodedly, knowing that he creates the god more than the god
creates him; Gweniver had sumbled into a dark corner of the femae mind that women had been forced
to bury for the past seven hundred years. Without atemple of the Dark Rite to teach her, she was like a
child who tries to pick up a burning fire because it's so pretty, and he worried congtantly.

Y et, even though he knew that her true Wyrd lay with the dweomer, he was forbidden by his vows to
interfere boldly in her life. All he could do was win her confidence, make casud hints, and hope that
someday she would ask him the right questions. If, of course, she lived long enough. He could only pray
that the winter would come early that year. Once they were dl in the dun together, with the campaigning
over for the season, he would have a chance to become her friend.

For a month more, the Cerrmor raiders struck with impunity dong Cantra€'s southern border,
because Swma was forced to sphon off troops to march west and ded with the new threat from
Eldidd. Every now and then they faced a szable army, but Dannyn generdly withdrew before battle,
preferring to bleed Cantrag' s sources of supply rather than lose men of his own. Findly, though, Swmar
was desperate enough to force battle, backing Dannyn’s men up againg the Belaver by some shrewd
manoeuvering. Although the outcome was technicaly a Cerrmor victory that sent Swmar’s men rushing
back north toward the Holy City, the losses were high.

As he walked through the bettlefidd that evening, where his men were gill working at finding and
bringing in the wounded, Dannyn knew that another pitched fight would destroy them. With him was
Gweniver, asfilthy and sweaty as any of them, with blood spattered on her face and shoulders. As they
walked, she looked on the daughter with an indifference that frightened him. For dl that he loved battle
glory and combat, he hated to see his men killed. His ided of battle was something out of an old saga,



where the noble-born chalenged each other to Sngle combat while their troops cheered them on.
“We re going to have to withdraw,” he said abruptly.
‘Whatever you think best, as long as we come back.’

‘We might, we might not. With Eldidd in this truce, 1 could maybe srip Dun Cerrmor of the fort
guard, but I’'m not sure | want to. The King will have to make the find decison, of course.’

She turned her head to look a himin exasperation.

‘Her Holiness had best remember that we need men to send againg the Boar this fdl. Therell be
more daughter then, maybe enough to glut her.’

With a toss of her head a the inault, she left him, driding away to her warband. For a moment he
watched her go and wished that he could find her repelent, could stop thinking of her as a womaen at dl,
as her holy vow should have made him do. Although he was far from a pious man, Dannyn believed in
the gods, and he knew tha he was risking tharr wrath by wanting a sworn priestess in his bed. Yet a
times she would amile at him, or smply walk by, and hislust would be so strong that he would find it hard
to breathe for a moment. He promised himsdf that if ever the time came to fidd two armies, he would
meke sure that she wasin one, and he, the other.

He would have found his longing easier to forget if it weren't for Ricyn. At times, during their dow
march south to Cerrmor, he would natice the way that she and her captain talked together, so intimatdly,
s0 closdy, that he wondered if perhaps she’ d dready broken her vow, and with a common-born rider a
that. The jedlousy ate at him until he started hating Ricyn, a man he'd dways liked before. He' d admired
Ricyn, even, for his steadiness, his cdm courage, his easy way with the men beneath him. Now he at
times had long daydreams of sending Gweniver’s cgptain out to certain death on a hopeless charge.

Once they were back in Dun Cerrmor, without even the didraction of baitle, Dannyn found his
fedings for her even harder to ignore. He did his best to avoid her, but there remained their lessons in
swordcraft. Although he mocked his fedings for her, tdling himsaf that he was nothing more than a
ddlionin rut, he honestly loved her enough that the thought of her eventud desath terrified him. He was
determined to teach her every trick he knew to compensate for her lack of weight and reach.

Every morning they sparred for severa hours. Although they were only usng blunt blades and light
training shidds, £t times the contest turned into a red fight. Something would set her off, and rather than
sooring light touches, she would go berserk and start landing hits, hard daps of the blade that set off his
fury to match hers. For a few minutes they would battle, then break off by some semiconscious mutud
consent and resume a more dvilized lesson. Although he dways won those fights, Dannyn never fdt that
he was magtering her. He could give her bruises dl morning, but the next day she would start it again,
pushing him over the edge with a hard blow. He was beginning to think that she was determined to
magter him.

Being back in the dun adso made it hard for him to ignore Ricyn. Often he saw them together, laughing
a some joke, Ricyn leening close to her as they drolled in the ward, even dicng for coppers like a pair
of riders. At times Ricyn would come watch them spar. He'd stand at the edge of the practice ground
like a chaperone, saying nothing, then escort her away when they were done. Since he had no judifiable
reason to order away the captain sworn to another noble, Dannyn had to put up with it.

Dannyn was furious enough one afternoon to go over and join them when they were out by the
gables. He smply didn’t like the way Ricyn was amiling at her and strode over in time to overhear an



odd jest about rabbits.
‘Good morrow,” Dannyn said. ‘What' s dl this about rabbits, my lady?

‘Oh, Ricco’'s good at snaring them with these wires he dways carries, so | was just saying that maybe
he can share me afew Boars!’

Dannyn liked hearing her use Ricyn’s nickname even less,
*Somewnheat that you learned on the fam?  he snapped.

‘It was, my lord,” Ricyn said. ‘You learn alot, being afarmer’s son. Like how to tdl a purebred horse
fromanag.’

‘And just what do you mean by that? Dannyn laid his hand on his sword hilt.
‘Jugt whet | said.” Ricyn did the same. ‘My lord.

With an oath, Dannyn drew. He saw aflash of metd; then his wrist burned, and his sword was flying
from his hand. Curaing, he stepped back just as Gweniver dapped Ricyn's am down with the flat of her
blade. She'd outdrawn them both.

‘That's enough, both of you!” Gweniver snarled. ‘“What do you think | am, a bitch in heet?
Ricyn sheathed his sword and stepped back.

‘By dl the gods,” she went on. ‘I'll kill the first one of you that starts this up again, eveniif | hang for it.
Do you both understand me?

Ricyn turned and ran, heading back for the barracks. Dannyn rubbed his aching wrigt and scowled at
his retreating back until Gweniver tapped his chest with the point of her sword.

‘If you run him hard in the fidd, and if he dies fromit, then I'll kill you.’

There was no doubt that she meant it. Refuang to reply, he retrieved his sword from the cobbles.
Only then did he notice the crowd of onlookers, watching, grinning, no doubt thinking that the bastard
hed it coming to him. In blind rage, Dannyn strode back to the dun and ran updtairs to his chamber. He
flung himsdf down on his bed and lay there shaking in fury. Y et dowly the rage left im to be replaced by
acold hopdessness. Wel and good, then, if the bitch preferred her dinking farmer, then let her have him!
The Goddess would punish both of them soon enough, if they were bedding together. With a 9gh he sat
up, redizing that they were probably doing no such thing. He would have to keep his jedousy wdl in
hand from now on, he told himsdlf, lest he givein to a rage stronger even than hislug.

For the rest of that day, Ricyn avoided Gweniver, but a the evening med in the great hdl, he found
himsdf waiching her as she sat on the dais with the rest of the noble-born. 1t was a red torment to
remember how he' d shamed himsdf in front of her. He' d forgotten the Goddess. It was as Smple as tha
- for one moment he'd thought of her only as a woman, not as the sacred priestess she truly was. That
Dannyn made the same mistake was no red excuse. The Goddess had taken and marked her, and that
was that. When he was done edting, Ricyn got a second tankard of de and drank it dowly while he
considered what he was going to do to make retribution, not to Gweniver, but to the Goddess. He had
no desire to diein his next battle because She wanted him dain.



‘Coming back to the barracks? Dagwyn said. ‘We could have a game of dice’
‘Oh, I'll fallow you in a bit. | was thinking of having a word with the old herbman.’
‘What for?

‘Naught that concerns you.’

With a shrug, Dagwyn got up and Ieft. Ricyn wasn't sure why he thought Nevyn would know about
the Dark Goddess, but the old man seemed so wise that it was worth a try. Hafway across the hdll,
Nevyn was finishing his med and engrossed in conversation with the Master of Weaponry. Ricyn
decided to wait until he was done, then follow him out. A few at a time, the other Wolf riders Ift the
table until he was donein asmdl idand of quiet in the noisy hdl. He got a third tankard, sat back down,
and cursed the Master of Weaponry for taking so much.

‘Captain? someone said from behind him.

It was Lord Oldac, his thumbs hooked into his sword belt. Although Ricyn had never forgiven him for
cdling Gweniver a wench, he rose and bowed as Oldac’s rank forced him to do.

‘I"d like a word with you. Let’s step outside’

Ricyn followed him out the back door into the cool ward. They stood in a spill of light from a window
while Oldac waited for a pair of serving lasses to walk past out of earshot.

‘What was that little scrap between you and Lord Dannyn today? Oldac said.
‘Begging his lordship’s pardon and dl, | don't see where it's any dfar of his’

‘Oh, no doubt it isn't. Just cursed curious. One of the pages said Lord Dannyn insulted her holiness,
and that you defended her.’

It was tempting to lie and |t this less-shameful story get around.

‘Wdl, my lord, that's not true. | sad somewhat that Lord Dannyn took wrong, and my lady
intervened.’

‘W, our bastard’s certainly a touchy sort, it he? Oddly enough, Oldac looked disappointed.
‘Wil just wondering.’

When he returned to the hdl, Ricyn found Nevyn aready gone. Curang Oldac in his mind, he found a
page who told him that the old man had retired to his chamber. Ricyn hesitated, afraid to disturb a men
everyone said had dweomer, but after dl, if he didn’t placate the Goddess properly, his life was a stake.
He went up to Nevyn's chamber, where he found the old man sorting out herbs by lantern light.

‘Here, good gr,” Ricyn said. ‘Could | have a word with you?
‘Of course, lad. Come in the shut the door.’

Since Nevyn had only one chair, Ricyn stood uneasily by the table and looked at the sweet-amelling
herbs.

‘Don’'t you fed wdl or suchlike? Nevyn said.



‘Oh, | haven't come for your herbs. Here, you seem like a truly wise man. Do you know if the Dark
Goddess would take prayers from a man?

‘| don’'t see why not. Bd ligens to a woman's prayers, doesn't he?

‘Good. | can't ask my lady, you see. I'm &fraid that I've offended the Goddess, but | cursed wel
know I’ve offended her. So | thought maybe | could make up to the Goddess on my own, because |
don’'t want to die on my next ride. It's cursed hard when She doesn't even have a proper temple | can

goto.’
Nevyn considered him with a puzzling look that was hafway between exasperation and admiration.

‘Wdl, no doubt the Goddess understands that, Nevyn said. ‘In a way, She needs no temple,
because dl night is Her home and the darkness Her dtar.’

‘Here, gr, did you used to be a priest?

‘Oh, | didn’t, but I’ ve read many a book on sacred lore’

‘Wl and good then. Shouldn't | sacrifice somewhat to Her? The gods dways seem to like that.’

*So they do.” Nevyn thought for a moment with an impressively solemn expression. ‘I'll give you a bit
of mandrake root, because it's forked like a man and has dweomer. You go down to the river in the
dead of night, throw it in, and then pray that She takesit in your stead and forgives you.’

‘My thanks, good s, truly, my humble thanks. I'll pay you for the bit of root, too.’

‘Oh, no need, lad. | don’t want to see you dip up and get killed because you bdieve the Goddess has
turned againg you.’

Ricyn wrapped the precious mandrake in a bit of doth and hid it in his shirt, then went back to the
barracks. He lay on his bunk and thought of what he was going to say to the Goddess, because he
wanted to get the words exactly right. Knowing that he too could worship Her filled him with a solemn
peace. Darkness is Her dtar - he liked the way old Nevyn had put it. Someday, when his Wyrd came
upon him, he would Snk into Her arms and lie quiet and spent, at rest in the dark, with dl the surge and
pain of this endless war behind him.

‘Dagwyn? Gweniver said. ‘“Where' s Ricyn?

Dagwyn turned and hedlily looked over the stable.

‘Cursed if 1 know, my lady,” he said. ‘He was here not but a minute ago.’

Gweniver hurried out into the bright moming sunlight and walked round the stables. He was
deliberately avoiding her again, she supposed, a supposition proved correct when she findly caught up
with him. He gave her one startled glance, then looked only at the ground.

‘Come wak with me, Ricco.’

‘If my lady ordersit.

‘Oh by the helld Don't keep dinking around like a whipped dog! Here, | was never even tha angry
with you, but if I was going to put Dannynin his place, | had to be far about it, didn’t 17



Ricyn looked up and smiled, a quick flash of his usud good cheer. She loved seeing him gmile that
way.

‘W, so you did,” he said. ‘But I’ ve been egting my heart away over it, anyway.’
‘It's over now, asfar as|'m concerned.’

Together they drolled through the storage sheds and empty carts out behind the stables until they
found a quiet sunny spot by the dun wal. They sat down, backs to a shed, and looked a the towering
rise of dark stone, shutting them in as much as it shut enemies out.

“You know,” Gweniver said, ‘you should find yoursaf some lass in the dun. We Il be here the rest of
your lives’

Ricyn winced asif she'd dapped him.

‘What's so wrong? she said.

‘Naught.’

‘Nonsense. Out with it

Ricyn sghed and rubbed the back of his neck asif it helped him think.

‘W, suppose | did get alass. How would you take it? | was hoping you'd - ah, curse it!”

‘Hoping I'd envy her? | would, but that's my burden, not yours. I'm the one who chose the
Goddess!’

He amiled at the ground in front of him.

“You truly would envy her?

‘I would.

He nodded and stared at the cobbles asif he were counting them.

‘I’ve been thinking about that,” he said at last. * There's alass or two around thet | sort of fancy, and
one of them fancies me wdl enough. Just yesterday it was, she was waking with me, and | knew | could
bed her easy enough if | didn't mind sharing her with a couple of the other lads, and I've never minded
that before. But dl a once, | didn't giveapig' sfartif | ever had her or not, so | walked away.” He was
glent for a few minutes. ‘It's never gaing to be any good with some other lass. | love you too much. |
have for years.’

‘Oh now here, you just haven't found the right lass’

‘Don't jest with me, Gwen. I'm not going to live long enough for that. You're minded to die, aren't
you?| can see it in your eyes, whenever we ride to a scrap. Well, I'm not going to live a minute longer
than you. I’ ve been praying to the Goddess and | promised Her that.” Findly he looked at her. ‘So | was
thinking, | might as well swear the same vow as you.’

‘Don’t! Ther€ s no need, and if you broke it -’



‘And don't you think I’ve got as many guts as you?
‘That’s not what | meant. There' s just no reason to.’

‘Thereis, at that. What do most men give the lass they love? A home, and plenty to eat, and a new
dress every now and then. Well, I'll never be able to give you any of that, so I'll give you what | can.” He
amiled a her as eadlly, as sumnily, as he dways did. ‘“Whether you care nor not, Gwen, you'll never see
mewith another woman, or hear about it, either.

She fdt like a woman who's been using an old pot in her kitchen, only to polish it one day and find it
olid dlver.

‘Ricco, I'll never break this vow. Do you understand that?

‘Andif | didn’t, would | be swearing one of my own?

When she caught his arm, she fdt the Goddess making her speak.

‘Butif | ever did, you'd be the one, not Dannyn. Y ou're twice the man heis, for dl hisrank.’
He wept, two thin trails of tears, hedily tifled.

‘Ohyegods,’ he whispered. ‘I'll follow you to the death.’

“You will, if you folow meat dl.

“The Goddess will have usdl in the end, anyway. Why by every hel should | care when?
‘Wdl and good, then. | love you.’

He caught her hand and twined his fingers through hers. For a long while they sat that way,
unspesking; then he Sghed heavily.

‘Itsapity | can't save up my wages and buy you a betrothd brooch,” he said. ‘Jugt to give you
somewhét, like, to mark this’

‘| fed the same. Wait, | know. Swear a blood vow with me, like they did in the Dawntime.’

He grinned, nodding his approval. When she gave him her dagger, he made a smdl cut on her wrig,
then on his own, and laid the bloody wounds together to let them mingle As she stared up into his eyes,
she fdt like weeping, just because he looked so solemn, and because this was the only wedding they’d
ever have. Then she fdt the Goddess, a cold presence around her. She knew that the Dark Lady was
pleased, that their love was as clean and harsh as another sword to lay upon Her dtar. He bent his head
and kissed her, just once, then let her go.

It was later that same morning that an amless wak brought them to Nevyn's herb garden, and to
Nevyn himsdf, who was down on his knees and fussng over his plants. When they haled him, he rose,
wiping muddy hands on his brigga.

‘Good morrow,” he said. ‘I hear from the gossip that you two will be riding back to the Walf lands
soon.’

‘Wewill,” Gweniver said. ‘ And we' re going to rid them of vermin, too.’



Nevyn cocked his head to one side and looked back and forth between them, his eyes suddenly cold.
‘“What' s that on your wrigt, Ricco? he said. ‘It looks like your lady has a cut to match it.’

With alaugh, she held up her hand to display the dried smear of blood.

‘Ricyn and | have sworn a vow together. WE Il never share a bed, but well share a grave.

“You stupid young dolts’” Nevyn whispered.

‘Now here,” Ricyn said. ‘Don’t you think we can keep it?

‘Oh, of course. No doubt you'll fuffil your vow splendidly and have exactly the reward you want, too,
an early death in battle. No doubt bards will ang of you for years and years to come.’

‘Then why look so troubled? Gweniver broke in. *“We d never ask for anything better.’

‘I know.” The old man turned away. ‘And that’s what troubles my heart. Ahwell, it's your Wyrd, not
mine’

And without another word, he knelt down and went back to his weeding.

That night Nevyn had no heart to gt in the great hdl where he would see Gweniver. He retired to his
chamber, lit candles, then paced back and forth while he wondered what there was about his race tha
made it take pleasure in suffering, that made it love death the way that other races loved comfort and
riches. There were Gwen and her Ricyn, thinking that they loved each other while dl the time they loved
the dark streak in the Deverry soul. ‘Ah ye gods,” Nevyn said. ‘It's no affair of mine now.” The candle
guttered as if shaking its golden head in a no. It was his &far, whether he managed to hdp them in this
life or whether he was forced to wait till their next, not only Gweniver now, but Ricyn as well. Whether
they broke their vow or kept it, they were binding themsdves together with a chain of Wyrd that would
take the wisdom of a King Bran to untangle and the strength of a Vercin-getorix to break. Thinking of
those two Dawntime heroes blackened Nevyn's mood further. A cursed blood vow, something right out
of an old sagal He wanted to explain to them, to force them to see that it's dways eader to fdl than to
dimb, that letting go for the fdl brings a wonderful feding of ease and power. She would never ligen. It
was probably too late.

Nevyn threw himsdf into a chair and stared at the empty hearth. He fdt the whole kingdom dipping
back as the avil wars broke and trampled dl those long years of culture, the learning, the courtly honor,
the concern for the poor - al those dvilized things that SO many men had spent so many years trying to
build into the Deverry soul. How long will it be before they sart taking heads agan? Nevyn bitterly
wondered. For the firg time in his unnaurdly long life, he wondered if his service to the Light was
worthwhile, wondered if there truly could be any Light to serve, since things could dip back into
darkness s0 easlly. Never before had he been so aware of how fragile dvilizetion is, that it floats like ol
on the black ocean of men’'s minds.

Asfor Gweniver, Nevyn had one last desperate hope. If only he could make her see it, the dweomer
offered greater power than anything ese on earth, and she loved power. Perhaps he could get her away
from court - and Ricyn, too, because she would never leave him behind -and retreat to the wild north
country or even Bardek. There he could hdp her throw off the burden she'd taken upon hersdf and
make her see dearly again. That very night, he went to her chamber for atak.

Gweniver poured him mead and sat him down in her best chair. In the lantern light her eyes were



glowing, her amile bright and fixed, asif it had been cut into her face with a knife.

‘I can guess why you're here; she announced. ‘Why is your heart so troubled about the vow Ricyn
and | swore?

‘Modly because it seems shortsighted. 1t's best to think carefully before committing yoursdf to a
angle path. Some roads travel through meny different lands and offer many different views'’

*And others run graight and short. | know that, but my Goddess has chosen my road for me, and |
can't turn back now.’

‘Oh, of course not, but there are more ways of serving Her than with a sword.’

‘Not for me. | truly don't care, good Nevyn, that my road's going to be a short one. It's . . .oh, it's
like having only so much firewood. Some people eke it out a gick at atime so they have a little puny fire
dl night. Others like to hegp it up and have a good roaring blaze whileit lasts’

‘And then they freeze to death?
She frowned into her goblet.

‘Well,;’ she sad at lagt. ‘I didn't pick the best way of saying that, did 1? Or, here, it's good enough.
Not freeze to deeth - then they throw themsdvesinto the fire’

When she laughed a her own jest, Nevyn findly saw what he'd been refusng to see for a very long
time she was mad. Long ago she'd been pushed over the edge of sanity, and now madness glowed in
her eyes and smirked in her tight amile. Yet there' s madness and madness; in this world gone mad, she
would be considered splendid, heaped with honor and glory by men only dightly less mad than she.
Sitting there and continuing to chat was one of the hardest things Nevyn had ever done. Even though she
talked of her plans for Blaeddbyr and the Walf clan, she was awalking suicide.

Eventudly he made a polite escape and returned to his chamber. He could never bring her to the
dweomer now, because sudying magicks demands the sanest of dl possible minds. Those who are the
least bit unbalanced when they begin dweomer-study soon find themselves torn apart by the powers and
forces they invoke. In this life, he knew, she would never have her true Wyrd. As he paced around his
chamber, Nevyn suddenly began to tremble. He sank into a char and wondered if he were ill until he
redized that he was weeping.

The summer rains had turned the dun of the Walf dlan into a pool of muck. The gutted roofless broch
rose in the middle of the black mud, ashes, and charred timbers, dl xcracking on the cobbles, dogging
the wdl, and ginking with the sickly-sweet stench of burning and rot. Here and there in the shade of the
wadls molds and mildews lay dammy, like diseased snow. Gweniver and Gwetmar sat on horseback in
the opening that had once been the gate and looked it over.

‘Wel, Gweniver said. ‘You're agreat lord now, sure enough.’

‘Will Your Holiness partake of the hospitdity of my splendid hdl? He made her a mock bow. ‘We
might as wdl ride on and take a look at the village’

‘“Truly. You won't have time to rebuild Dun Blaedd before winter.’

They rode back downhill to the waiting army. Besides their own warband, about seventy menin dl,



they had two hundred of the King's Men, led by Dannyn. Glyn's generosity extended to a long baggage
tran of supplies and a contingent of skilled craftamen to fortify whatever buildings they found 4ill
danding. As they rode across the Wolf's lands, Gweniver began to wonder if the demesne could be
saved, because the bondsmen who worked the fidds had dl fled. Twice they passed the ste of one of
their villages to find the rough huts burned, as if the bondsfolk had decided to show their contempt for
their former masters as they escaped. The village, however, which had been held by freemen, Hill stood,
even though the inhabitants were gone, driven in their case by fear of the Boar, not the Woalf. The weeds
grew thick and green around the village well and down the paths. Under the apple trees, the ungathered
fruit lay rotting like gouts of blood. The houses seemed to be crouching together, the shuttered windows
sad eyes, reproaching those who' d deserted them.

‘I'll be afine lord indeed with no folk to rule” Gwetmar remarked with a fase-ringing jest in hisvoice.

“The villagers will come back intime. Send messengers to the south and east, where they have kin. As
for your own landsmy friend, | think me you'll have to be content with rents from free men - if you can
find some who want to stle here’

Gwetmar unceremonioudy broke the padlock on the blacksmith's house and claimed it as his own,
amply because it was the biggest. Since there was no time to build a proper stone wadl, the master mason
and the master carpenter decided on an earthwork and ditch to ring an inner paisade of logs. While the
dow work got underway, the amy rode congtant amdl patrols dong the border between the Boar and
the Wadlf lands. Yet it was a fortnight before the trouble came. Gweniver was leading a squad through
deserted meadows when she saw, far down the road, a cloud of dust announcing that men rode toward
them. She sent a messenger back to Dannyn and the man body of the amy, then drew her warband up
in battle order across the road.

Sowly the dust resolved itsdf into ten riders, coming at an easy jog. When they saw the squad, they
hated and formed into arough line. They were on thar side of the border; the Wolves were on theirs, the
Stuaion hung on heartbesats as the leader edged his horse out of the pack to meet Gweniver hdfway.

‘Wolves, are you? he said.
‘We are. What's it to you?

The leader’s eyes flicked to her twenty-four men and counted up hopeless odds. With a shrug, he
wheded his horse and led his troop off in retreat. As they turned, she saw that one rider was carrying a
shidd blazoned with the green wyvern of the Holy City.

‘So,” she said to Ricyn. ‘| see why Glyn sent his men dong with us!’
‘Jugt that, my lady. Swmar of Cantrae isn't going to let this much land go without a fight.”
‘We'd best get back and tdl the others!’

Back at Blaeddbyr, the ditch was finished and the earthwork piled up, though not yet tamped and
reinforced. In a rough circle, the logs for the paisade lay like a shark’s teeth on the ground just ingde.
Gweniver found Gwetmar and Dannyn talking with the master carpenter and led them aside to tdl her
news.

*So I'll wager Burcan will know by sunset that we're back,” she finished up.

‘dugt that,” Dannyn said. ‘They know we couldn’t be at the ruined dun, so I'll wager they ride straight



here. We' d best meet them on the road. If we're badly outnumbered, we ll fal back to the village, and
the earthwork will even the odds for us’

‘If we have to retreat, Gwetmar joined in. ‘We should do it as soon as we redize we have to. We
don’'t want to get cut off.

‘Of course,’ Dannyn said. ‘But you're saying here to hold the village’
‘“Now just one moment! | intend to ridein defense of my own lands’

‘The intention is noble, my lord, but the thought is poor. The only reason that me and my lads are here
isto keep you dive’

When Gwetmar flushed in rage, Gweniver intervened.

‘Don’'t be adolt!” she snapped. ‘How do we know if that child Maccy’s carryingisalad or a lass? If
you die in baitle, and if it doesn't live or suchlike, then there isn't any Wolf dan until Maccy remarries.
WEe Il have to go through this whole cursed thing again.’

‘Exactly.” Dannyn gave Gwetmar a 9mile that was meant to be conciliatory. ‘Y ou produce the heirs,
my lord, and we ll get the land for them.’

On the morrow, Dannyn woke the men early and led them out as the gray dawn was brightening,
because if Burcan marched fast, he would reach the village by late afternoon. In the middle of the
morming they crossed the border between the two demesnes and marched on through deserted
countryside, depopulated by the congtant feuding between the two clans. At noon they came to a large
meadow with athick stand of trees to one side. Dannyn sent out scouts, then let the main body rest their
horses for a short while before he formed up the battle line. Two thirds of the men drew up across the
road; the others hid among the trees, where they would wait until the battle was joined, then fdl on
Burcan's flank.

They were waiting in the hot sun when the scouts came back, bearing the news that they’d met with
scouts from the Boar. Gweniver turned to Ricyn with asmile

‘Wdl and good. They're on their way. Remember to leave Burcan himsdf to me’
‘1 will, my lady. Andif | don't see you dive tonight, then I'll see you in the Otherlands.’

When she drew a javein, her men followed her lead, the points flashing like a line of fire across the
road. Again they waited, the horses samping restlesdy, the men utterly slent. Suddenly Gweniver fdt a
cold touch ripple down her spine. When she looked around, she saw her father, her brothers, and her
undles, gtting on shadowy horses as insubgtantia as they, off to one sde of the battle line. They watched
her gravely, as slent as the living men as they waited to see ether the victory or the death of ther clan.

‘Is somewhat wrong? Ricyn said.
‘Can’'t you see them? Look. There’

Utterly puzzled, he peered in the direction she pointed out, while the ghosts amiled, as if thinking that
good-hearted Ricyn had changed very little since lagt they’d seen him. Jugt a tha moment someone
rased a shout. Down the road a doud of dust appeared, the Boars, riding to the chdlenge. Some fifty
yards away, they hdted and formed a rough wedge. There were’ about two hundred of them, and they



thought that they were facing a warband of only a hundred and fifty. Dannyn edged his horse forward as
Burcan did the same.

‘Cerrmor men, are you? the Boar yeled. ‘But | see Wolf blazons with you.’
“You do, because the Wolves have appealed to the true king to defend thelr ancestral lands'’
‘Hah! The true king in Dun Deverry has awarded me these lands by right of blood feud.’

‘It dl comes down to king againg king, doesn't it? Dannyn gave a good-humored laugh. *You
piss-poor excuse for anoble swine’

With a howl, Burcan hurled hisjavein sraight at him, Dannyn calmly bounced it off his shidd into the
dirt. Shouting, screaming, the Boaramen charged as javeins arched up and whidled in the sun. As she
spurred her horse forward, Gweniver drew her sword. She wanted Burcan himsdf, curse him, and curse
Dannyn, too, who was trading blows with the lord in the midst of the battle. The lines met, the men
peding off, whirling around each other in a hacking, shouting mob of single combats. Gweniver’s laughter
started as she cut and dashed her way through. Just as she reached Dannyn's Sde, the hidden warband
broke free of the trees and plunged onto the Boar’s rear. A shout went up, but there was no way that the
Boarsmen could escape the trap.

‘Gwen!’ Dannyn shouted. ‘He's yours!’

Guarding himsdf with a fling of his shidd, Dannyn wrenched his horse around and let her close with
Burcan. She heard her hatred wel out of her mouth in a long laugh as she caught his swing on her shidd
and thrust in, only to have him parry with his blade. For a moment their swords hung locked as she stared
himin the face and laughed. She saw him turn pale with fear and, as adways, the Sght of cowardice drove
her into a red fury. She broke free, thrust again, and redized that everything had turned very dow. Sowly
she glided her sword round to cut up from below; dowly Burcan's blade drifted toward hers and turned
it back. It was asif they moved in a dance, some courtly grave drding that made every movement, every
moment, preternaturaly sharp.

A noise like wind swept over them, a dark night wind howling and sweeping the battle sound away.
As he made a dumsy thrust that she blocked on her shidd, she redlized that he was out of time to the
dance. Ever so dowly, his horse tossed its head and blocked its master’s thrust. Urging her horse with
her knees, she leaned and crept round to the flank position. Before he could turn properly, she struck ina
lasurdy drift. Her blade floated down onto his shidd am so dowly, so lightly, that it seemed
unbelievable when he swore, swayed, and dropped the shield. The wind whined and moaned as she
thrugt forward, her arm and sword like a Sngle spear hiting into his side. With a choking scream of pain,
he wrenched his horse' s head around asiif to flee, but again he migudged the dance.

She was there to block hisway. Leaning in the saddle, dutching the peak with both hands, he stared
a her while blood oozed ever so dowly down hisside.

‘Mercy,” he whispered. ‘I'll cede your dlam.’

Gweniver hesitated, but she saw her father, riding next to her and watching with sorrowful eyes. With
adraght cut she dashed the Boar across the eyes, heard him scream, dashed back from the other and
saw him fdll, diding off his horse, hitting the ground hard as around them horses reared and bucked to
avoid trampling him. Her father saluted her with a shadowy sword, then disappeared. At that ingant, the
world came back, the wind turning into the screaming, shouting battle noise.



‘Gweniver!” It was Ricyn's voice. ‘To Gweniver!’

Suddenly her men were dl around her, fighting hard, yeling, driving back the Boarsmen who were on
the verge of mobbing her. Then slver horns sang out as the enemy line broke and fled in rout, with most
of Dannyn’s men riding hard after them.

‘Wl played, my lady!” Ricyn crowed. ‘Oh, wel played!’

So it was over, then. Her long summer’'s hatred lay trampled with Burcan on the bloody fidd. As
dazed as if she'd been struck on the head, she lowered her sword and wondered why she wasn't
wesping in joy. All a once she knew that she would never weep again, and that the Goddess had
cdamed her utterly.

After the aamy had rested from the battle, Dannyn Ieft fifty men with Gwetmar as reinforcements, then
led the rest back to Cerrmor. As they rode through the gray, rain-dick dreets of the city, he fdt
mdanchaly settle around him like his wet cloak. Unless the new head of the Boars did something
unusudly foolish, the summer’s campaigning was a an end. When they reached the dun, he made his
report to the King, then went up to his chamber and took a bath. He was just dressng again when
Saddar the coundillor came to the door to request a word with him.

‘Show himin,” Dannyn said to his page. ‘“We Il see what the tedious old fart has to say for himsdlf.

Grinning, the lad did as he was bid, but Saddar told him to stay out in the corridor while he and the
captain talked.

‘Now here;” Dannyn snapped. ‘Why did you order my lad away?

‘Because what | have to say is too grave a thing to trust to young ears” The councillor sat himsdf
down unasked in a char and smoothed his black robes. ‘I know, of course, that | can trust Lord
Dannyn’s discretion in this. Indeed, I’ ve come here in the hopes that you'll lay my suspicions to rest and
tdl me that I’m quite mistaken to have them.

If that's true, Dannyn thought to himsdf, then itll be the firgt time in his usdless life that he wanted to
hear he was wrong.

‘What suspicions? he said aloud.

‘Ah, thething is so vilethat | can hardly bear to say it doud.” Saddar did indeed look quite distressed.
‘A matter of sacrilege, or | should say, possible sacrilege. Far be it from me to insult a lady who might
wel be blameless’

He looked at Dannyn asiif he expected him to understand exactly what he meant.
‘What lady? Dannyn said.

‘Lady Gweniver, of course. | see that I'd best be blunt, no matter how deeply it pains me to do so.
Now you've been in her company for months, my lord. Have you noticed how . . . wdl, on what intimate
terms she seems to be with her captain? It would be a grave and horrible thing if she broke her sacred
vows. I'm sure that doom would come upon us dl if the Dark Goddess were wrathful. Please, 1 beg you
to tdl me that their friendship is only the sort of close tie that warriors often have with a felow.’

‘Asfar as| know it is. By the hdls, old man, her men would murder her, I'll wager, if they thought she



was committing sacrilege. They know their lives depend upon her.

‘Ah, well, then that relieves my heart.” He sghed dramaticdly. ‘It was just that matter of the blood
vow, you see, that. .

‘“What? What do you mean?

‘Why, Lady Gweniver swore a blood oath with young Ricyn. Surely you knew that.’
Dannyn fdt his rage flare up like an oil-soaked fire.

‘| didn't at thet,” he snarled.

‘Oh. Well, | did wonder, seeing as hislordship is often distracted by matters of war. But you can see
my concern.’

With an inarticulate growl, Dannyn paced to the window, grabbed the sl with both hands, and stared
blindly out while he trembled in fury. No maiter what he'd said to the councillor, he was sure now that
she'd broken her oath of chadtity, sure that she arid Ricyn had profaned themselves, and probably many
atime He never even saw the councillor leave, which was a pity, because Saddar was amiling to himsdf
inamog undis-tressed way.

It was only later, when he was cam again, that Dannyn took the somewhat maddened next step in his
line of thinking. If Gweniver had dready broken the vow, why by dl the gods shouldn’t he have her too?

It was a few days later that Nevyn happened to be crossng the ward as Gweniver was assembling
her war-band near the gates. He paused to watch as she and Ricyn mounted their horses. They made a
handsome pair, in a way, both golden-haired and young. And doomed, he thought to himsdf. Oh ye
gods, how long can | bear to say here and watch ther Wyrd? As he walked on, his heart was so heavy
with his brooding that he nearly ran into Dannyn.

‘My apologies; Nevyn sad. ‘| was just thinking about somewhat.’
Dannyn’s eyes widened in awe.
‘Not mighty pdlls or suchlike, my lord,” Nevyn said.

‘Wdl and good, then.” He forced out a amile meant to be pleasant; it made Nevyn think of a wolf
begging for table scraps. ‘Do you know where Lady Gweniver is going?

‘I don’t. | assume that she and her men are just going to exercise their horses.’
‘Modt like, truly.

By then the warband was daitering out of the gates. Dannyn watched Gweniver with such intengty
that Nevyn was troubled.

‘Now ligen, lad,” he said. * She's forbidden to you and to any other man as well. You should have the
sense to redize that’

Dannyn turned toward him so sharply that Nevyn ducked back, summoning the Wildfolk in case the
captain tried violence, but Dannyn, oddly enough, looked more hurt than enraged. For a moment he
hesitated, asif there were something he wanted to ask, then turned on his hed and waked off fast. Dolt,



Nevyn thought after him. Then he put the matter out of hismind and went up to vist Prince Mad.

Up in the glent tower room, the lad was leaning on the windowsll and looking down, watching the
tiny figures of the lagt of the Wolf warband filing down the hill into the town.

‘When | was a lad, Mad said, ‘I had some toys that came dl the way from Bardek, little slver
horses and warriors. That warband looks just the same sze from here. | used to line them up and long for
the day I’ d lead men to battle. Oh by the hdlls, that day came and went so fast.

‘Now here, Your Highness, you might be ransomed yet.’

Mad gave him a bitter amile and flung himsdlf into a chair by the hearth, where a sl fire crackled to
take off the chill. Nevyn sat down opposite and held out his hands to the warmth.

‘There won't be any more herdds till soring,” the prince said with a 9gh. ‘Oh ye gods - a whole
winter here! You know, my wife wanted to come and share my imprisonment, but Father wouldn't let
her. He' sright, | suppose. 1t would only give Glyn somewhat to hold over her clan.’

“Y ou seem fond of her.’

‘| am. Father arranged our maich when | was ten and she eight, and she lived with us a court while
we were betrothed. It was her training, you see, for being a prince's wife. And then we married three
years ago. You get used to someone and then you miss them. Oh here, good sr, my gpologies. I'm
babbling today.’

‘No apologies needed, lad.’
For along while the prince merdly stared into the fire, but at last he roused himsdlf.

‘I've finished that book of chronicles’ he said. ‘It’s cursed strange. I’'m going to be the best-educated
prince that Eldidd ever had, and it won't do my kingdom the least bit of good.’

‘“Now, now, it's much too soon to give up hope.’
Mael swung around to face him.

‘Here, good Nevyn, dl the guards swear that you're dweomer. Answer me somewhat, honestly. Will
| ever leave here for anything but my hanging?

‘That haan't been given to meto know.’

Mae nodded dowly, then went back to garing at the fire. Nevyn had to speak to him severd times
before he answered, and then it was only to discuss his reading.

Like a glver dancing wadl, the rain swept over Dun Cerrmor. In the council chamber it was damp with
a fine exnddion of cold from stone wals Gweniver wrapped her plad tightly around her as the
coundillors droned on. Across the table, Dannyn fiddled with his dagger. The King leaned forward in his
char with an expression of such serious attention that she wondered what he was redly thinking abouit.

‘Temperance and adow pace are dways best in dl things, my liege’ Saddar was saying. ‘And even
more 0 in this matter of the Prince of Aberwyn. We mug keep Eldidd in constant wonderment for as

long as possible’



‘dugt s0,” Glyn said. *And most well put.’
With alittle smile, Saddar sat down again.

‘Now, honored srs;” the King went on. ‘I plan to give Lord Gwetmar of the Wolf leave from the war
next summer so that he may rebuild his dun and find farmers to tend his lands. Do you think this plan
wise?

Bowing, Yvyr rose to speak.

‘Mogt wise, my liege. | doubt me if even a single one of your vassads will grumble. Everyone knows
thet the Walf lands are an important salient.’

‘Good.” Glyn turned to Gweniver. ‘Wel, there you are, Your Holiness. The matter is settled as you
wished it

‘My most humble thanks. My liege is most generous, and his councillors most wise’

With a nod dl round, Glyn rose and ended the council. As Gweniver left, she redized that Dannyn
was following her, but from a distance. She hurried down the corridor and the staircase to the great hdl,
but he caught up with her before she could reach the dais. The barely suppressed rage in his eyes was
terrifying.

‘I want aword with you,” he said. *Outside.’
‘Ther€' s naught that you have to say to me that you can't say here.’
‘Indeed? | think otherwise, my lady.’

Suddenly she felt the cold warning, tdling her that she'd best let him have his tak before he made
some kind of scene right there in the hal. Reluctantly she followed him out to the imperfect shelter of the
overhanging roof of a storage shed.

‘I’ve been thinking of what to say for three days,’ he snarled. ‘I can’t wait any longer. | hear you've
sworn a blood oath with Ricyn.’

‘| have, a that. What'sit to you? WEe ve sworn to share a grave, not a bed.’
‘I'm not sure | believe that.’
“You'd best, because it'strue.’

For a moment he hesitated on the edge of bdieving her; then he smiled in a twisted sort of way. For
the firg time she redlized that in his own harsh way he honestly cared for her, not merdy lusted after her.

‘Danno, look,” she said, softening her voice. ‘If ever | broke any vow | swore to the Goddess, I'd die
the day after, I'm sure of it. She'd find away to strike me down.’

‘Indeed? What are you, then, a ghost from the Otherlands?

‘I have not broken my vow. And if you're so sure | have, why aren’'t you publidly prodaming my
sacrilege?



‘“Thet should be cursed obvious’

The soft way he amiled made her step back, yet he made no move toward her.

‘It gripes my very soul to say this’ he went on. ‘But | love you.’

‘Then my heart aches for you, because that’s a burden you'll have to bear aone’

‘Let metdl you somewhat. I’ ve never turned down a chalenge when one was thrown my way.’
‘It' s not a chdlenge, but the smple truth.’

‘Indeed? WE I just see about that.’

Over the next few days, Gweniver fdt asif she were doing a deadly dance to stay away from Dannyn.
Whenever she came into the great hal, he would come over and St with her asif he had every right to be
there.

Whenever she went out to the stables, he followed. Whenever she was on her way to her chambers,
she met him in the corridor. He was setting himsdf to be charming, and it was painful to watch such a
proud man trying to be courtly and seductive. During the day, Gweniver took to spending as much time
as possible with Ricyn. At night, she would vist Nevyn in his chamber or shut hersdf up in hers with her
maidservant for company.

On an evening when the wind moaned in the stone corridors, Gweniver went to Nevyn's chamber to

find that he' d acquired a couple of chairs. On histable he'd spread a doth and put out a flagon of mead
and three goblets.

‘Good eve, my lady,” he said. ‘I'd like to invite you to stay, but I’ve got a couple of guests coming.
I’ve been minding my courtesies and mking friends out of Saddar and Y vyr.

‘That's doubtless wise. No doubt they’ d only resent your influence with the King if you didn’t.’
‘I had thoughts that way mysdf, truly.’

Gweniver had taken only about five steps down the corridor when she saw Dannyn, leening againgt
thewall and waiting for her. With a sgh, she srolled over.

‘Leave me done, will you? she said. ‘It’'s cursed tedious to have you fallowing me everywhere.’
‘Ah Gwen, please. I'm heartsick for the love of you.’

‘“Then go ask Nevyn for some physic’

When she walked on by, he caught her shoulder.

‘Get your hands off mel Leave me done!’

Her voice was too loud, ringing in the empty corridor. His face scarlet with rage, Dannyn Started to
speak, but someone was coming toward them. Gweniver knocked his hand away and ran, brushing
agang Saddar with a curt gpology. She hurried down the stairs and burgt into the great hdl, where she
could gt with her warband and be safe. That evening, she toyed with the thought of laying a charge
agang him, but he was smply too important to the wefare of the kingdom for her to be eeslly believed.



All the next day, Dannyn seemed to be going out of his way to avoid her. She was as puzzled as she
was relieved until Nevyn mentioned that he'd had a word with the cagptain and warned him to leave her
done. Yet eventudly the warning seemed forgotten. One rainy morning, as she was coming back from
the stables, he caught her out back behind the broch with no one dsein sght.

‘What do you want? she snapped.

‘Jugt afew honest words with you.”

‘Then here they are: you'll never share my bed.’

‘S, it’'s different with your common-born farmer lad, isit?

‘I've told you the truth about that. And it's not for the likes of you, anyway, to question a priestess
about her vows!’

When he made agrab a her wrigt, she dodged, running back to the broch as fast as she could.

Gweniver's maidservant was a pae plain lass named Ocladda, who honestly loved working at court
maostly because the work was so much easier than daving on her father’s farm. She took an odd pride in
her lady being so eccentric and kept Gweniver's sparsely furnished chambers scrupuloudy clean. Since
Gweniver had no long hair for her to comb and arrange or fancy clothes to tend, Ocladda made the best
of her gtuation by endlesdy polishing her lady’s weapons and saddle-soaping her horse gear. While she
worked, she would chatter over dl the gossp from servants quarters and queen’s chamber dike, never
mindfu of how little her lady listened. One cold afternoon, then, it was a bad omen when Ocladda
worked slently, laying a fire with never one word.

‘Now here’ Gweniver said at lagt. *What's wrong?

‘Ohmy lady.” She turned from the hearth. ‘I just pray you believe me. When a servant says one thing
and alord another, no one cdlsthe lord aliar. | just know he'd deny every word of it

Gweniver' s firg thought was that someone had gotten the lass pregnant.
“Now, now,” she said soathingly. ‘ Tdl me who.’

‘Lord Dannyn, my lady. He met me out in the corridor this morning, and he offered me a bribe. He
sad he'd give me a dlver cain if | left you done in your chamber tonight. And | said that 1I’d never do
such athing, so he dapped me’

‘Oh by the helld Now here, | believe you wel enough.’” In sheer fury, Gweniver began to pace back
and forth. * Go back to your work while | think about this’

At the evening medl, she was congtantly aware of Dannyn watching her with a amug smile. She ate fast
and |eft her table before he could finish and join her, but she was afraid to go back to her chamber. If he
followed and made some unpleasantness in front of Ocladda, soon every servant in the dun would hear
about it. Obvioudy he considered the lass too far benesth him to consider that grim possibility. Fndly she
went down to the floor of the great hdl and sought out Nevyn, who was tadking with Ysgerryn over a
tankard of de.

‘I want to invite you to my chamber, good Nevyn,” she said. ‘It's time | returned your hospitdlity.
Perhaps Y sgerryn would care to join us for a bit of mead, too.’



Nevyn's bushy eyebrows shot up, asif he knew cursed wel that something was afoot. Y sgerryn was
dl amiles a the thought of being invited to drink with the noble-born.

‘I'd be most honored, Your Holiness’ said the Master of Wegponry. ‘I just have to have a word with
the chamberlain, and then I’ll be free to join you.’

‘So gl I, Nevyn said. ‘My thanks!’

Leaving the two of them to follow, Gweniver hurried back to her chamber and sent Ocladda off to the
kitchen to fetch mead and something to drink it in. She lit two candle lanterns with a splint of burning
kindling from the hearth and was just putting them down when there was a knock on the door.

‘Comein, good grs,” she caled out.

Dannyn stepped in and shut the door behind him.

‘What are you doing here?

‘Just coming to see you. Gwen, please, your heart can't be as cold to me as you pretend.’

‘My heart has naught to do with what's on your mind. Now, listen, get out of here! | have two -’
‘Don’t give me an order.’

‘It' s not an order but awarning. I've got guests -’

Before she could finish, he caught her by the shoulders and kissed her. She twisted out of his hands
and dapped him across the face. At the blow, dl his careful pretense of courtesy shattered.

‘Gwen, curse you! I'm sck of dl thisfencing.’

He moved so fat that she couldn’t dodge. He grabbed her by the shoulders and pinned her againgt
the wdl. Although she struggled and kicked and punched, his weight was too much for her to shove
away as he pressed agang her by brute force. Swearing, he held on, his hands bruigng her shoulders,
then tried to kiss her again.

‘Let me go! You bastard, let me go!’

He dammed her so hard againg the wal that she could barely bresthe. Suddenly she heard a scream,
dicing through the chamber. Dannyn let her go and spun around just as Nevyn and Ysgerryn ran in. Inthe
doorway Ocladda screamed over and over again in high-pitched yeps.

‘Sacrilegel” Y sgerryn was whispering in horror. * Oh dear Goddess, forgive ug’
“You fool, Danno!” Nevyn said. ‘You utter dolt.’

Out of breath, shaken, Gweniver fdt her back and shoulders aching like fire, but the pain was nothing
compared to the sck coldness in her somach. She'd nearly been polluted by brute force. Ysgerryn
turned to Ocladda

“Stop that screaming, lassl Run, get a page. Send for the guards. Hurry!”

When dill sobbing the lass ran, Dannyn spun toward the door. Nevyn camly stepped in front of him.



‘Are you going to cut down two old men to get out of this chamber? he said quietly. ‘1 think you have
more honor than that.’

In slence Dannyn started shaking, trembling like a poplar in the wind. Gweniver wanted to scream.
She clasped her hands over her mouth and watched him tremble. All her glory, her power on the
battlefield and her pride in her sword, had been stripped away from her. Dannyn's brute strength had
turned her into an ordinary frightened woman, and for that she hated hm most of dl. Ysgerryn lad a
paterna hand on her arm.

‘My lady, how do you fare? Did he hurt you?
‘Not badly,” she choked oui.

Out in the corridor men shouted. Four of the King's guards burst into the chamber with drawn swords
and stopped, daring at ther leader asif they thought themsdves in a nightmare. Dannyn tried to speak,
then went on shaking. After an eternity of painful minutes, Glyn himsdf hurried in with Saddar tralling
after. At the 9ght of his brother, Dannyn broke, fdling to his knees and weeping like a child. Saddar
drew back with a dramétic gasp.

‘Sacrilegel’” the councillor cried out. ‘And here I’ ve been fearing it for ever so long. Lady Gweniver,
oh, what an abominable thing!’

‘Now wait amoment, Glyn said. ‘Danno, what isdl this?

His face running tears, Dannyn drew his sword and handed it to the King hilt firdt, yet ill he could not
speak.

‘My liege, Nevyn and | saw it Ysgerryn said. ‘He was trying to force the lady.’
‘Ohyegods,’ Saddar sad. ‘What terrible curse will the Goddess vist upon us now?

With a vidlent shudder, the guards drew back from the man who would have profaned a priestess.
The diggust in thelr eyes made it plain that their piety was sincere, no matter what Gweniver thought of
the councillor’s.

‘Danno,’ the King said. ‘It can’t be true’
‘Itis’ At last he forced out words. * Judt’kill me, will you?

Dannyn tipped his head back to expose his throat. With an oath, Glyn threw the sword across the
chamber.

‘I'll judge this matter in the morning. Guards, take him to his chamber and keep him there. Take that
dagger away from him, too.” He glanced a the white-faced witnesses. ‘I wish to consult with her
holiness. Alone.’

While the guards were marching Dannyn away, Glyn stared fixedly at the wall. One & a time, the
others hurried out, Saddar trailing at the last. The King dammed the door behind him, then flung himsdf
into achar and stared at the legping fire in the hearth.

‘In this, Your Holiness’ he said, ‘you're the monarch and | the subject. I'll submit Lord Dannyn to
any punishment that the Goddess demands, but as a man, I'll beg you for my brother’s life’ He paused,



swalowing heavily. ‘The law says | should flog a man for meddling with a priestess. Publidy flog him,
then hang him.’

Gweniver sat down and pressed her shaking hands together. She was going to enjoy every dtripe the
executioner gave him; she would enjoy watching him hang, too. Then she fdt the Goddess gathering
behind her, a cold dark presence like winter wind through a window. She redized thet if she used the
holy laws for persona vengeance, she would be committing an impiety just as much as if she ignored
them for the King's sake. She lifted up her hands and prayed slently to the Goddess while Glyn stared
into the fire and went on waiting.

Every man in the great hdl knew that something was wrong when a frightened page raced onto the
das and grabbed the King's am. After Glyn Ieft, riders and noble-born dike speculated in a whigpering
flood of gossip. What could possibly be so wrong for the lad to have forgotten his courtesies that way?
Ricyn considered the matter no affar of his and went on drinking. Soon enough, he figured, everyone
would know dl about it. Things were just setling down when Lord Oldac made his way through the
tables and tapped him on the shoulder.

‘Come with me, Captain. Councillor Saddar wants to speak to you.’
At the foot of the staircase stood Saddar, rubbing his hands together repestedly.

‘A terible thing's happened, Captain,’ the councillor said. ‘Lord Dannyn has tried to rape the Lady
Gweniver.’

Ricyn fdt asif the world froze and trapped him mationless, like a dead leaf caught inice.

‘| thought you should know,” the old man went on. ‘I'm frankly terrified that our liege will pardon him
contrary to dl justice. If he should, please beg your lady to spare the city from the curse of the Goddess.’

‘By the hdls’ Ricyn snarled. ‘If our liege tries to weasdl out of this, I'll kill the bastard mysdf.

Oldac and Saddar exchanged the briefest of amiles Ricyn ran up the dtaircase, raced down the
corridor, and came face to face with two guards outside Gweniver’s door.

“You can't pass by. TheKingisinthere’
Ricyn grabbed him by the shoulder and shoved him againgt the wall.
‘I don't careif the Lord of Hell isin there. I’ve got to see my lady.’

Jug as the other guard made a grab a him, the door was flung open: Gweniver, pale, shaken, but
unharmed.

‘| thought | heard your voice, she said. ‘Comein.

When Ricyn stepped ingde, he saw the King, rigng from a chair. Never before had he been so close
to the man he worshipped second only to her. In awe, he dropped to his knees.

‘What' s this? Glyn said. ‘How did you hear about it?

‘Councillor Saddar told me about it, my liege. You can flog meif you want to for intruding, but | had
to see my lady safe with my own eyes’



‘No doubt.” He glanced at Gweniver. *Councillor Saddar, was it?
‘And Lord Oldac,” Ricyn added.

Gweniver consdered this. He knew that the Goddess was upon her by the ramrod-straight way she
stood and the cold power in her eyes.

‘Tel me somewhat, Captain,” the King said. ‘How are the men going to take this news?

‘Wel, my liege, | can't speak for Lord Dannyn’'s men, but my men and me would fight the Lord of
Hdl himsdf to defend our lady’ s honor. We can't just take this cam, like’

‘Especidly not with the coundillor dirring everyone up, my liege’ Gweniver sad. ‘You know,
somewhat’s coming clear to me about Councillor Saddar - not that we' d ever be able to prove athing.’

‘Indeed? Glyn glanced Ricyn’'sway. ‘Leave us’

Ricyn rose, bowed, and backed out of the chamber. He spent a long anxious night lying on his bunk
and wondering what his lady and his king were deciding between them.

In the morning, Gweniver came to the barracks to fetch him. By her specid request, Ricyn was
dlowed to witness the judgment in the audience chamber. Up on the dais, Glyn sat in his ceremonid
clothes with a golden sword in his hand. Four councillors, induding Saddar, stood behind him, and two
priests of Bd stood to his right. The witnesses stood & the foot of the dais, Gweniver anong them. At
the sound of a slver horn, four guards marched Dannyn in. From the dark circles under his eyes, Ricyn
judged that he hadn’'t dept dl night. Good, he thought. Let the bastard taste every bitter drop of this.

‘We have before us a charge of sacrilege, Glyn announced. ‘Lord Dannyn is accused of atempting
to profane the person of Gweniver, lady and priestess. Let the evidence proceed.’

‘My liege’ Dannyn cdled out, ‘let me spare you that. | confess. Jugt take me out and kill me. If ever
I’ve done you any service, do it now and swiftly.’

Glyn considered him with eyes so cold that he might have been looking at a stranger. Saddar amiled to
himsdlf.

‘Lady Gweniver,’ the King sad, ‘step forward.’
Gweniver came to the foot of the throne.

‘We offer you a choice of retribution, to take as the Goddess advises and desires. Death or
banishment. The banishment will be from our court and our lands. We will grip Lord Dannyn of dl rights,
rank, and privilege, yet will we retain his child, to be raised as our son, out of pity for one too young to
share hisfather’s shame. This sentence would spare his life only because the crime was uncompleted. If
the Goddess desires otherwise, we will have him given fifty lashes, then hanged until dead in the market
square of our aity of Cerrmor. In your Goddess' s name, speak and sentence this man.’

Although Ricyn knew what she was going to say, he had to admire the way Gweniver looked as she
pretended to debate the question, dl solemn and profound. Saddar looked as if he had a mouthful of
vinegar as he began to guess what was coming. Findly Gweniver curtsied to the King.

‘Banishment, my liege. Although the affair was grave and sacrilegious at root, the Goddess can be



merdaful when acrimeis fredy confessed, and when the arimind has been driven to mad actions by things
beyond his contral .’

She paused and let her eyes meet Saddar’s. The old man turned very pale indeed.

‘Done, then.” Glyn raised the golden sword high. “We hereby pronounce the aforesaid sentence of
banishment againg Dannyn, no longer lord. Guards! Take him away to prepare for his journey out of my
cty. Let hm have no more than the clothes he wears, two blankets, a dagger, and the two pieces of
slver due a banished man.

As the guards dragged the prisoner away, the audience in the crowded chamber began whispering in
asound like rushing water. Since he had an errand to run, Ricyn dipped out a side door and hurried to
Dannyn's chambers. In the middle of the floor, Dannyn was kneding and ralling up a cloak into his
bedrall. He glanced Ricyn's way, then went on working.

‘Have you come to kill me? he said.
‘I haven't. I’ ve brought you somewhat from the lady.’
‘I sapity shedidn’t just et me hang. The flogging would have been better than this’

‘Don’t tak like a dolt.” Ricyn took the prepared message tube out of his shirt. ‘ Ride to Blaeddbyr and
gvethisto Lord Gwetmar. He needs a good captain with dl the cursed Boars on the border.’

Dannyn looked at the proffered tube for a moment, then took it and dipped it ingde his shirt.

*She’'s mogt generous to those she conquers, but taking her favor is the cursed worgt thing of dl. Tdl
me somewhat and honestly, Ricco, for the sake of the battles we've ridden together. Are you bedding
her or not?

Ricyn’'s hand seemed to find his swordhilt of its own accord.

‘I"'m not, and never would |.’

‘Huh. So you'll be her little lapdog, will you? | thought you were more of aman than that.’
“Y ou're forgetting the Goddess.’

‘Huh.’ It was more a snort than word.

Ricyn found his sword in his hand without his being aware that he'd drawn it. Dannyn sat back on his
heds and smirked at him. With a wrench of will, Ricyn shegthed the sword.

‘Clever bastard, aren’t you? But I’'m not going to kill you and spare you your shame.’

Dannyn went as limp as a sack of med. Ricyn turned on his hed and Ieft, damming the door behind
him.

The ward was packed with people from wal to wadl, every lord, every rider, every servant, dl
whigpering and waiting. Ricyn found Gweniver and Nevyn down by the gates, where a pair of the King's
Guard held Dannyn's black gelding, saddled and ready. When Dannyn came out of the broch, the crowd
parted to let im pass. His head held high, he swung his bedroll from one hand as easlly, as cheafully as
if he were going out on campaign. The whispers rose around him, but he smiled at the guard, patted his



horse’ s neck, and tied his bedroll to the saddle while he ignored the tittering laughter, the pointing kitchen
wenches. When he mounted, afew jeers of bastard rose above the whisper. Dannyn turned in the saddle
and bowed to his taunters, and dl the while he smiled.

Drawn by some impulse that Ricyn couldn’'t understand, Gweniver followed Dannyn when he rode
out the gates. Ricyn caught Nevyn's eye and motioned for the old man to come dong as he hurried after
her. All during Dannyn's dow ride through the crowded streets, the folk turned to stare & him, to
whisper, to cdl him bastard, but he sat sraight and proudly in the saddle. At the city gates he bowed to
the guards, then kicked his horse to a gdlop and raced down the open road. Ricyn let out his breath in a
dgh of relief. In spite of himsdf, he fdt a stab of pity.

‘My lady? he said to Gweniver. ‘Why did you follow him?
‘| wanted to seeif he'd break. Aty he didn’t.’
“Ye gods, Gwen!” Nevyn snapped. ‘| was hoping you' d find it in your heart to forgive him!

‘Now, that's the firgt stupid thing | ever heard you say, good sr. Why by dl the hels should 17? |
dlowed the King to banish him for his sake, not Dannyn’s, and our liege was cursed lucky that he got
that much out of me’

“You know," the old man said with some asperity, ‘hatred binds two people together even more
tightly than love. Y ou might reflect upon that.’

Thethree of them gtrolled dong the north-running road, bordered with the green meadowland of the
King's persond demesne. In the cold clear sky, white clouds piled up and scudded before the risng
wind. Ricyn was jugt thinking that he'd like to get back to the warmth of the great hal when he saw the
horse, trotting toward them down the road. It was Dannyn’'s black, riderless, with the reins tied to the
saddle peak. With an oath, Ricyn ran over and grabbed the reins. All of its master’s gear was dill tied to
the saddle.

‘Oh ye gods,” Nevyn said. * Gwen, take that horse back to the dun and tell the guards how you found
it. Bring them back with you. Ricco, come dong. He can't be far.’

Ricyn found out that Nevyn could run surprigngly fast for a man his age. They jogged down the road
for about hdf a mile to a smdl rise with a Sngle oak growing & its top. Someone was Stting under the
tree. Swearing, Nevyn raced up the hill, and Ricyn panted after him. Dannyn was dumped over, his
bloody dagger 4l tight in his hand. HE'd cut his own throat not a mile away from the King he loved.
When Ricyn turned away, he could see Dunn Cerrmor risng above the town, the red and slver banners
flapping in the wind.

‘Ah shit!" Ricyn said. ‘' The poor bastard.’

‘And is this enough vengeance for you?

“Too much. He' s got my forgiveness, if it'll do him any good in the Otherlands.’
Nodding alittle, Nevyn turned away.

‘Wdl and good,” he said. ‘ Then that’s one link on this chain broken, anyway.’

‘What?



‘Oh, naught, naught. Look. Here come the city guards now.’

Nevyn stayed for another year in Cerrmor, but the time came when he could no longer bear to see
Gweniver ride to war or to wait with the dread that she'd never ride home. One wet soring day he left
the dun and rode amlesdy north to do what he could for the common folk of the kingdom. Although at
firg he thought of Gweniver often, he had so much dse to trouble his heart that soon her memory faded.
Y ear after year, the wars raged, and plague followed in their wake. Everywhere he went, Nevyn tried to
counsd lords toward peace and the ordinary folk toward their own survivd, but he fdt that he was doing
0 little good, no matter how grateful were the people he helped, that he gave in to despair. In his heart,
he reached the Dark Paths, where even the dweomer turns to dust and ashes, no comfort nor a joy. Out
of duty to the Light, he kept up hiswork, but the last cruel mockery was that he was serving out of duty
adoneingead of hisformer love.

In the fifth spring, when apple blossoms were coming out in deserted orchards, some chance thought
made him remember Gweniver, and once he'd thought of her, his curiogity got the better of him. That
night he knet by his campfire and focused his mind on the flames. Vividy he saw Gweniver and Ricyn,
waking across the ward in Dunn Cerrmor. They looked so unchanged that he thought he was only having
a paticularly vivid memory, but then she turned her head and he saw a scar diced through the blue
tattoo. He ended the vison, but once he'd seen her, he couldn’t forget her again. In the morning, with a
dgh for the fallies of men, he took the road to Cerrmor.

On a day when the soft breeze and the amdll of fresh-growing grass mocked the kingdom's sufferings,
Nevyn rode through the gates of the city. As he was dismounting to lead his horse and pack mule through
the busy streets, he heard someone hal him and turned to find Gweniver and Ricyn, leading horses as
they hurried over.

‘Nevyn!” she sang out. ‘It gladdens my heart to see you.’
‘And mine to see you, and Ricco here, too. I'm flattered that you remember me’

“What? Oh now, here, how could we ever forget you? Ricco and | were just going out for a ride, but
let us stand you a tankard of de instead.’

At Gweniver’singstence, they went to the best inn in Cerrmor, an eegant place with polished wood
floors and whitewashed wadls. She dso ingsted on buying them the best de with tha easy warrior's
generogity that cares little for coin aman might not live to spend. Once they were settled, Nevyn studied
her while she told him the latest news of the war. Although she was hardened, as if her entire body were
a wegpon, her movements were firm yet graceful in a way that lay beyond the categories of mde or
femde Asfor Ricyn, he was as sunny and bland as ever, dy as he drank his de and watched her.

Every now and then, when ther eyes met, they smiled at each other, an exchange that was as full of
tengon as it was of love, asif their hearts were goblets filled to the brim, the liquid trembling but never
Folling over to release. The link between them was so drong that it was visble to Nevyn's
dweomer-touched dght as a web of pae light, dl their norma sexud energy transmuted to a magica
bond in their auras. He had no doubt that power flowed between them, too,, that somehow they would
aways know where the other was in the worst press of battle, that thoughts passed between them so
inginctively that they were unaware of it. Seeing her dweomer-talent so ill-used made him heartsick.



‘Now here, good Nevyn,” she sad a last. “You've got to come up to the dun. Did the dweomer
bring you back to us?

‘Not truly. Why? |s somewhat wrong?

‘Somewhat like that.” Ricyn glanced around and lowered hisvoice. ‘It's our liege, you see. HE's been
having these black moods, and no one can bring him out of them.’

‘He broods on things’ Gweniver put in, dso in a whisper. *And he says things like he can't be the
true king after dl and other utter nonsense. The Queen’s hdf afraid he's gaing mad.’

They both looked a him in expectant faith that he would solve everything. He fet so hdpless that their
trust came close to making him weep.

‘What's so wrong? Gweniver sad.

‘Ahwel, I'm just so cursed weary these days, seeing the land in turmoail, and there's naught | can do
to stop the suffering.’

‘W, by the gods, it's not yours to stop. Don't vex yoursdlf so deeply. Don't you remember what
you told the King when he was so heartsck over Dannyn’'s death? You sad it was only vanity that
makes aman think he can turn aside someone se's Wyrd.’

‘Vanity? Wdl, soiitis’

In her unthinking way she’ d given him the very word he needed to hear. A vanity much like Glyn's, he
thought. In my heart I'm dill the prince, thinking that the kingdom 4lill revolves around me and my doings.
When he reminded himsdf that he was only a servant, waiting for a command, he was suddenly sure that
the command would come. Someday he would see the Light shine again.

When they went up to the dun, servants came running and clustered round him as if he were indeed a
prince. Orivaen indsted on giving him an degant chamber in the main broch and accompanied him up
persondly. While Nevyn unpacked, the chamberlain gave him various bits of gossp. Lord Gwetmar and
Lady Macla had two sons; Prince Madl was 4ill in the tower; Gavra, his old apprentice, was now an
herbwoman in the city.

‘And what of our liege? Nevyn sad.
Orivaen's eyes darkened.
‘I'll arrange a private audience this evening. Once you' ve seen him, we can speak further.’

‘I see. And what about Saddar? Is he dill a court, or did he findly take his humbling to heart and
leave?

‘He's dead. Strange, in way. It happened directly after you left us that summer. He developed a
strange congestion of the scomach.’

When Nevyn swore under his breath, Orivaen's expresson turned completdy bland. Nevyn
wondered if the King himsdf had ordered the old man poisoned, or if some loyd courtier had taken the
little task on himsdf, once the only herbman who could have saved the councillor was far away.



In the afternoon Nevyn went down into Cerrmor and found Gavra, who was living with her brother’s
family over his inn. She fdl laughing into his ams, dipped him up some de, and took him up to her
chamber for a chat. She'd grown into an imposing young womean, dill pretty and deek, but with a depth
of feding and shrewdnessin her dark eyes. Her chamber was stacked with herbs, jars of sdve, and the
other tools of her trade, neatly arranged around the furniture, a Sngle bed, a wooden chest, and by the
hearth, a cradle. Adeep indde was a pretty little lass about ten months old.

“Your brother’s youngest child? Nevyn said.
*She's not, but mine. Do you despise me for it?
‘What? Whatever made you think | would?

‘Well, my brother was none too pleased a having a bastard in the family. I'm just lucky | can bring in
the coin to feed us’

Asif she knew she was being discussed, the baby yawned, opened cornflower-blue eyes, and fdl
back adeep.

‘Why hasn't the father married you?
‘He's married to someone dse. | know I'm not afoal, but | love him dl the same”’

Nevyn sat down on the wooden chest. He' d never expected that his clever Gavra would have gotten
hersdf into this sort of mess. She leaned on the windowsIl and looked out at her narrow view, the side of
another house, asmdl dusty yard with a chicken coop.

‘Prince Madl,” she said abruptly. ‘My poor captive love’
“Ye gods!’

‘I beg you, don’t tdl a soul. They might kill my babe if they knew thet Eldidd had a roya bastard here
intown. I've told everyone that her father was one of the King's riders, Dagwyn his name was, who was
killedin last year’ sfighting. Lady Gweniver's been hdping me, you see. | guess Dagwyn was quite a lad
with the lasses, and everyone believed it of him without thinking twice’

‘s Gweniver the only one who knows?

‘dugt that, not even Ricyn. She paused to look into the cradle with a wry smile ‘I had to tdl
someone, and Gweniver is a priestess, no maiter what else she may be. It's sad, though. Ricyn comes
here sometimes and gives me coin for his friend's daughter. Little Ebrua seems to mean much to him.

‘Then it's best that he never learn the truth. But here, how did this happen? Can you fly through the ar
like a bird?

‘Oh, | dimbed the dtairs to the tower, sure enough,” she said, hdf laughing. ‘But not long after you
left, the prince got a fever, and dl the chirurgeons were gone with the army. So Orivaen sent for me to
keep ther bit of booty dive. Ye gods, | fdt so sorry for Magl, and Orivaen dlowed me to vist him like
you used to. Mad offered to teach me to read and write, you see, just to have somewhat to pass his
time So | had my lessons, and we grew to be friends, and wel - © She gave an doquent shrug of her
shoulders.



‘| see. Does he know about the child?
‘Oh, how could he not know? My poor captive love’

When he returned to the dun, Nevyn made a point of going up to the tower to see the prince.
Although his pleasant chamber had changed not a al, Magl was a man now. Tdl, filled out, he paced
gravdy around the room instead of throwing himsdf about in an agony of impatience. He was dso dead
pae, his alabaster skin meking his raven hair look even darker. With a start, Nevyn redized that it had
been seven years since the prince had been out in the sun.

“You can't know how much it gladdens my heart to see you, Mad said. ‘| missed my tutor badly
when he left’

‘My apologies, but the dweomer cdls a man down many a strange road. | seem to have left you some
comfort, though. I’ ve spoken to Gavra’

The prince turned scarlet and looked away.

‘Ah wdl, he said after a moment. ‘It's strange, truly. There was atime when | would have thought
that a common-born woman was benesth my notice. Now | wonder what Gavra could possibly want
with a wretch like me’

“Your highness has had a harsh Wyrd, truly.’

‘Oh, not as harsh as many. I've grown tired of pitying mysdf, you see. Some men are like hawks,
dying young in battle. I'm a little finch, kept in a roya cage and dreaming of trees. But it's a nice cage,
and there' s plenty of seed in my bowl.’

‘“True enough.’

‘The books you left me have become more and more of a comfort, too. And Gavra found me an
intereging thing down at the booksdller’s in the temple of Wmm. It's a compendium of a philosopher
named Rigolyn, who wrote in the Dawntime. Was he a Rhwman?

‘He wasn't, but one of a tribe caled the Greggycion, a wise folk judging from what little we have of
their books. | believe that the cursed Rhwmanes conquered ther kingdom, much as they did the one
bdonging to our ancestors back in the Homdand. Rigolyn dways struck me as a writer worthy of much
thought. I’ ve read part of his Ethics of Nichomachea.’

They passed a pleasant hour discussing things that Nevyn hadn't heard so much as mentioned in
years. Although the prince talked with the eagerness of a born scholar, when it was time for Nevyn to
leave, mdancholy settled over Mad like a sea fog. He wasn't a scholar, after dl, but a desperate man
dinging to whatever would keep him sane.

Leaving Mad’ s slent room and going into the grest hal was like waking into another world. Since the
amy was mudering, the hal was filled with lords and war-bands. men shouting, men laughing, ydling for
de and throwing jests like daggers a one another. Nevyn sat a Orivaen's table with the King's
coundillors just below the dais. As the med was being served, Glyn came through his private door with
Gweniver. When he went to the honor table, however, she I€ft the dais and went to eat with the King's
guards and her Ricyn.

‘Lady Gweniver seems to hold her nobility in contempt,” Nevyn remarked to Orivaen.



‘She does. I've spoken to her about it ever so often, but one Imply can't argue with the
god-touched.’

During the med, Nevyn watched Glyn, who seemed to have changed not at dl, dill as sraight and
gracious as ever as he amiled at a jest or lisened to the conversation of his honored lords. Y et the change
came clear later, when a page took Nevyn to the King's private apartments.

Glyn was standing by the hearth. Candldight shone and sparked on slver, gleamed on the rich colors
of the hangings and carpets, and picked out the hollow shadows under his eyes. Although he inssted that
Nevyn take a chair, he paced restlessy by the hearth as they taked. At firg they exchanged little more
than news and pleasantries, until dowly, a bit a atime, the regd presence wore away, and Glyn leaned
wearily againg the mantd, a heartsick man.

‘My liege seems to honor Lady Gweniver highly, Nevyn remarked.

*Shel s worthy of honor. I’ ve given her the place a the head of my Guards, you see. No one will dare
envy a god-touched warrior.’

There it was, the memory they would have to face.
‘Does my liege ill miss his brother?

‘| doubtless will every day of my life. Ah ye gods, if only he hadn’t killed himsdf! We could have met
now and then in secret, or perhaps | could even have recalled him someday.’

‘Well, his pride wouldn't let im wait.’
With ad9gh, Glyn sat down &t last.

*So many men who've served me have come to grief, he said. ‘ Ther€' s no end in sight, ether. Ah by
the Lord of Hel himsdf, sometimes | think | should just let Cantrae have the cursed throne and be done
with it, but then everyone who's died for me would have died for naught. And my loyd friends - Cantrae
might daughter the lot.” He paused for a weary, twisted smile. ‘How many people here a court have told
you that I'm going mad?

‘Severd. Are you? Or are they merdy migtaking sanity for madness?

‘I"d prefer to think the latter, of course. Ever snce Danno died, I've fdt besieged. | could tak to him,
and if he thought | was babbling like afool, he'd say so. Now what do | have? Fatterers, ambitious men,
jackas, hdf of them, and if I don’t throw them enough scraps of mest, well, then they bite. If | try to ease
my mind ‘of some dark thought, they cringe’

‘Wdl, my liege, their lives depend on you, after dl.’

‘I know. Oh, ye gods, | know that so wel! | wish I'd been born a common rider. Every man in the
court envies the King, but do you know whom the King envies? Gweniver's Ricyn. I've never seen a
happier man than Ricco, farmer’s son or not. No matter what he does, no matter what happens to him,
he cdlsit the will of his Goddess and gets a good night's deep.” Glyn paused briefly. ‘Do you think I'm
med? Or am | just afool?

‘The King has never been afool, and he would be happier if he were mad.’



Glyn laughed in away that suddenly reminded Nevyn of Prince Madl.

‘Nevyn, I’d be mogt grateful if you'd rgoin my court. You see things from very far away. The King
humbly admits that he needs you badly.’

Because he saw nothing but grief ahead of him, Nevyn wanted to lie and dam that the dweomer
forbade him to stay. He liked dl these people too much to stay doof from their inevitable sufferings. Yet
suddenly he saw that he had arole to play, that he'd deserted Glyn, Madl and Gavra when he'd fled for
his own sdfish reasons.

‘I'm most honored, my liege. I'll stay and serve you as long as you have need of me’

And so, utterly rductantly, Nevyn received wha many men would have killed to get: a postion as a
roya coundillor and the persond favor of the King. It took him two difficult years to untangle the web of
envy that his sudden devation created, but after that time, no one questioned his place. Everyone in the
kingdom knew that the center of court power rested with this shabby old man with his eccentric interest
in herbs, but few, of course, knew why.

And during those two years, and on into the third, the war dragged on, a sporadic thing of raids and
fants

The rain caught them a good forty miles from the main camp. A dantwise driving orm with a cold
wind that cut through cloaks turned the road to muck. Even though the Stuation was desperate, it was
impossble for the horses to go a more than a walk. The one good thing about the rain, Ricyn reflected
bitterly, was that it was dowing the enemy down, too. He made a point of saying so to the thirty-four
men left out of the hundred and fifty who' d ridden out. No one responded with more than a grunt. Ricyn
rode up and down the line twice, spoke to everyone by name, ydled at the dackers and praised the few
who had the least bit of spirit left. He doubted if it was doing any good. When he sad as much to
Gweniver, she agreed.

‘The horses are in worse shape than the men,” she said. *We have to stop soon.’
‘And if they catch us?

Gweniver merdly shrugged. Neither of them had the dightest idea of how far behind them the Cantrae
war-band was. The one thing they could be sure of was that they were being chased. The hard-won
victory that had reduced their warband to this weary fragment was just the sort of battle that Cantrae
would fed honor-bound to avenge.

Close to sunset, they met a pair of farmers who were sruggling with a cart pulled by a balky milk cow
for want of a horse. In the darkening light, Ricyn could just see that the cart was full of furniture, tools,
and barrels. When the warband surrounded them, the farmers looked up in blank exhaudtion, as if they
didn't even careif they were daughtered on the road.

‘Where are you fleaing from? Gweniver sad.
‘Rhoscarn, my lady. The dun fdl yesterday, and we're trying to get south.’
‘Who razed it?

‘These men with green beasts, like, on thar shieds’



Ricyn swore under his breeth: the Cantrae wyvern.

They didn’t raze the dun, you dolt!” the second farmer said. ‘We didn't see any smoke, like, did we
now?

‘“True enough,” said thefird. ‘All the cursed same to me. We saw a powerful lot of them on the roads,
my lady.’

Gweniver pulled the warband off the road to let the weary farmers trudge past.

‘What do you say to this, Ricco? We could ride to Rhoscarn and have a roof over our heads. If
they’ ve been there dready, they won't ride back.’

And 0 they rode draight into the trap. Later, Ricyn was to think how cevely it had been laid, how
wdl Cantrag's men had played the part of farmers, how nicdy Cantrae had judged thar minds At the
time, he was only glad to find shelter for the horses. When they reached the dun, they found the stone
wal breached in three places. Tieryn Gwardon’s body lay headless among the rubble of stone. Although
there were plenty of other corpses, it was too dark by then to count them. Since this dun had been taken
and burned severd times before, there was no stone broch, merdly a big wooden roundhouse in the
middle of amuddy ward.

It may have been primitive, but the roundhouse was dry indde. The men stabled the horses a one
sde, lad down ther gear at the other, then split up the furniture and built fires in the hearths. Once the
horses were a ther last nosebags of oats, the men broke out what was left of ther rations. Ricyn was
just about to mention to Gweniver that they’ d have to try to forage on the morrow when he fdt danger, a
cold touch down his back. From the way that she shuddered, he knew she'd fdt it, too. In wordless
agreement they ran out of the house to the ward.

Ricyn stayed below as she dimbed the wall. In the darkness he saw her shape crest the top; then she
turned and ydled.

‘“The men! Guard the breaches! Attack!’

As heran back, he heard the distant noise of horses, coming fast toward the dun. Ydling orders, he
burg indde and got his men moving. Grabbing swords, swearing, the warband spread out around the
wall and filled each breach. By then, the sound of an amy surrounded them like ocean waves pounding
on the shore. Through a breach he saw men dismounting and drding the walls.

‘Penned,” Gweniver said idly. ‘ Think we can hold this Sege for a whole day?
“‘Not by haf. Here, I'm surprised the Goddess didn't warn us when we were talking to the farmers’
‘I'm not. | dways knew the day would come when She wanted us dead.’

She reached up and kissed him on the mouth, just once before she walked away to start giving her
orders.

Snce it was unlikdy that the enemy would attack in the rany darkness, they set guards a the
breaches and dept in rotating shifts. About an hour before dawn, the rain stopped, and a cold wind
sorang up to clear the sky. Ricyn woke the men, who armed in utter slence. Everyone looked at their
friendsin away that said farewel without need of words. While Gweniver kept watch at the breach that
was once the gates, Ricyn posted the warband at the others.



‘It'sto the death,” he said, over and over. ‘All we can do is make them pay high.’
Over and over, the men nodded their Slent agreement.

Down by the back wal Ricyn found Alban, just fourteen that summer and brand new to the Cerrmor
riders. Although the lad stood as draight and bravely as any man there, Ricyn was determined to spare
hislifeif he could.

‘Now ligen, lad,” he said. ‘I've got an important misson for you. I'm choosing you because you're
the shortest man in the pack and the least noticeable. We ve got to get news of this back to the King,
Y ou're taking the message.’

Wide-eyed in the risng dawn, Alban nodded.

‘What you do isthis’ Ricyn went on. ‘ Crouch down behind this pile of rubble and hide until you see a
Cantrae man fdl where you can grab his shidd. Once the action sweeps past you, you dip out, pretend
you're wounded, and mingle with the enemy. Then stedl a horseif you live that long and ride like the hdlls
were opening under you.

‘I will, and if they catch me out, then I'll dine with the rest of you in the Otherlands’
As he walked away, Ricyn begged the Goddess to let this dumsy ruse work.

When he rgoined Gweniver a the gates, he found the squad that would fight behind them aready in
position.

“Theré s over a hundred, Gweniver remarked. “They're just drawing up for ther charge now. On
foot, a least.

‘Why waste horses killing rats in a hole?

As he took his place beside her, they exchanged a smile. Beyond the breach he saw men dimbing
dowly uphill, then fanning out to the breaches. Ingde it was dead slent except for the occasond dink of
asword or shidd. As the eastern sky brightened, Ricyn fdt his heart pounding, but it wasn't truly a fear,
more a wondering what the Otherlands would be like. I'll see Dagwyn again, he reminded himsdf, and
tdl him about his daughter. The dawn light brightened on metd, sword and mail, hdm and shield boss.
From far back in the Cantrae ling, a dlver horn cried out. With aydl, the Wyvern shidds surged forward.
It had Started.

Cerrmor hdd the breaches far longer than any of them had a right to expect. Gweniver and Ricyn
themsdlves, fighting Sde by side, could have hdld off a large force adone in that Sze of a breach - if only
there had been no gaps behind them. Asit was, they fought grimly, bardly aware of how high the sun was
dimbing. Screaming, the mob swirled for them, but Ricyn kept swinging, thrugting forward and fdling
back in perfect rhythm with the perfect partner. The dead began to pile up, hampering the Cantrae
charges. Ricyn fdt sweat streaming down his back and wished for a drink of water as he fought on and
on. Next to him a Cerrmor man fdl; another stepped forward to kill the Cantrae man who'd dropped
him. Suddenly Ricyn heard screams from behind him - warning, despair.

‘Fdl back!” Gweniver ydled. They’ ve broken through behind.’

One cautious step a atime, the line retreated, swinging, parrying, trying to fan out as the Cantrae men
poured through the gates. The ward was a madhouse of running men as the other Cerrmor squads tried



to reform ther lines. Ricyn began curang, a steady stream under his breath, but he heard Gweniver
laughing and howling in her berserker’ s fit. Suddenly the sun dimmed. As Ricyn made a quick thrust a an
enemy, he smdled smoke, a thick billowing cloud of it. Back and back toward the roundhouse, sumbling
over the bodies of dead friends and enemies, choking from the smoke and swinging thrusting dashing -
dill Ricyn had time to look her way and hear her laughing as the mob grew around them. They reached
the house and held the door while, one by one, what was left of the Cerrmor warband hobbled, crawled,
and ran ingde, dl eight of them.

‘Get in, Riccol” Gweniver yeled.

He stepped in, dodging to make room for her to follow, then helped Camlwn swing the door shut and
bar it. The roundhouse was swdtering hot from the burning upper story. The horses reared and screamed
in panic as the men grabbed ther reins and pulled them forward. Outside, Cantrae men were ydling for
axes and pounding on the wooden shutters a the windows. At lagt the horses were gathered in a
hystericd mob at the door. Ricyn and Camlwn flung it open as the men behind screamed a the herd and
dapped them with the flat of their swords. Trampling and kicking, the horses tore out and plunged into
the Cantrae men like living bludgeons.

Ricyn swung around and started to ydl an order. Then he saw Gweniver, and his voice cracked in his
throat.

She'd staggered back out of the way to die in the curve of the wdl. In his battle fever, he'd never
Seen her struck. He ran to her, sank down on his knees, and saw that she'd been stabbed in the back
through the joining of her mall. When he turned her over, her face was oddly cam, her lovey blue eyes
wide open as her blood spread around her on the floor. Only then did Ricyn truly redize tha he'd never
live to see the noontide. He dropped his sword, grabbed hers like a tdisman, and ran for the door. The
smoke billowed down thick and swirled around the Cantrae men regrouping out in the ward.

‘Let’s charge, lads, Ricyn said. ‘“Why die like rats?

With one last shout of Glyn's name, his men fdl in behind him. Camlwn gave him one last grin; then
Ricyn raised the sword that once the Goddess had blessed and charged draight for the enemy. For the
fird time, he started laughing, just as coldly as she had, as if the Goddess were letting him for this little
moment take Her priestess's place.

Ricyn sumbled over a dead horse and flung himsdf on the firg Cantrae man that came his way. He
killed himin one thrust, then spun around to meet the Wyvern shieds ganging around him. He got a weak
backhanded dash on an enemy, spun and lunged at another, then fdt a bite of meta on his face, so sharp
thet for a moment he thought it was a bit of burning thatch, but blood welled up warm and sty in his
mouth. When he staggered, a sword hit into his sde. He threw his usdess shidd and turned, stabbed
hard, and killed the man who'd wounded him. The fire was roaring, and the smoke as thick as sea fog.
He staggered, swung again, choked on his own blood, and fél, trying to cough it back up. The enemies
left him for dead and ran on.

Ricyn staggered to hisfeet and took afew steps, but only when he tripped over the lintd to the house
did he redize he' d gotten turned around. Thefire was dready cregping down the wdls insde. He got to
his feet and sumbled toward Gweniver. Although every step stabbed him with pain, at last he reached
her. Hefdl to his knees beside her, then hesitated, wondering if the Goddess would condemn him for this
gesture. He doubted if She would care any longer. He threw himsdf down, reached out, and pulled
Gweniver into hisarms until he could rest with his head on her chest. Hislagt thought was a prayer to the
Goddess, asking forgivenessif he were doing awrong thing.



The Goddess was merciful. He bled to desth before the flames reached him.

Nevyn was in the King's tent at the encampment when he heard the shouting and hoofbesats that
meant the army had returned. He grabbed a cloak and ran through the drizzing rain to the meadow, a
mob of confusion as the men dismounted. He shoved his way through and found the King, handing over
hisreinsto his orderly. Glyn's face was stubbled and filthy, with a streak of another man’s blood on his
cheek and a black smear of ashes on his pale, diff hair.

‘No onel€ft dive’ he said. *We buried everyone we could find, but there was no trace of Gweniver
and Ricyn. The Cantrae bastards had fired the dun, so most likdy they were ingde the roundhouse. At
least they had a pyre, just like in the Dawntime’

‘They would have liked that. Well, so be it

‘But we caught the Cantrae warband on the road - what was Iéeft of them, anyway. We wiped them
out.’

Nevyn nodded, not trugting his voice. Gwen would have liked that best of dl, he thought, vengeance.
The King turned away and caled for someone to bring Alban to him. So pale and exhausted that he was
gtaggering, the lad came to the King's side.

‘Can you do somewhat for him, Nevyn? Glyn said. ‘| don’'t want him getting a fever or suchlike after
the splendid way he rode that message.’

The praise from the King himsdf broke Alban’'s last resstance. He tossed his head once, then began
to sob like the young lad he was. As Nevyn led him off to the chirurgeon, he had trouble holding back his
own tears. It will hgppen again and again, he reminded himsdf, that someone you love will die long
before you. He wanted to curse his bitter Wyrd, but the mogt hitter thing of dl was knowing that he had
only himsdf to blame.



Interlude Spring, 1063

Ahunerwholayssereshad beter wethwheehe puis hisfedt.

OdDearypogab

In dl the wide kingdom of Deverry, there were only two towns that the Elcyion Lacar ever visted,
Cernmetyn and Dun Gwerbyn, and them only rarely. The towngfolk in both places had a curious reaction
whenever the People rode their way. In a kind of unconscious conspiracy, they smply refused to admit
how different the eves were. Any child who asked about dven ears was told that this savage tribe
cropped their babies ears. Any child who pointed out the strange cat-dit eyes was told to hold his
tongue, or ese his ears might get cropped the same way. The adults themselves, however, found it hard
to look an df in the eye, which was one reason that the People considered human beings to be shifty and
untrustworthy.

Devaberid, therefore, wasn't surprised when the guards at Dun Gwerbyn's geates firg stared at him,
then looked quickly away a the smdl crowd of beings behind him: Jennantar, Cdonderid, two
packhorses dragging travois, and findly, a sring of twelve riderless horses.

‘Have you come here to sl those? the guard asked. ‘ There' s taxes to pay if you have!
‘I've not. I'm bringing them as tribute to the tieryn.’

The guard nodded solemnly, because it was common knowledge that every now and then the
Wedtfolk, as Eldidd people cdled the eves, gave some of ther beautiful horses to gain the goodwill of
the tieryns of Dun Gwerbyn and Cernmetyn both.

Although Jennantar and Calonderid had been in Eldidd before, they’d never been ingde the town,
and Devaberid noticed them looking scornfully at the grimy houses and dirty dleys as they led thar stock
adong. Devaberid himsdf fdt fantly uneasy about the way everything was crammed in together. You
smply couldn’t get a clear view in a human town, no matter which way you looked.

“We're not going to stay here long, are we? Caonderid muttered.
‘Not very. You can leave sraightaway, if you like, after we get the horses to the dun.’
‘Oh, no. | want to see Rhodry again, and Cullyn, too.’

Cullyn they saw immediately, because he happened to be sanding in the open gates of the dun when
they puffed up the hill. With a shout of greeting, he trotted down to meet them. Although Devaberid
had"heard a good bit about the man who was considered the best swordsman in dl Deverry, he was
unprepared for the 9ght of him. Well over gx feet tdl, he was broad-shouldered and hard-muscled. An
old scar dashed down his left cheek, and his blue eyes did nothing to dispd the grim impression. They
were as hard and cold as awinter storm, even when he smiled and shook Calonderid’s hand.



‘Now thisis a gift from the gods,” Cullyn said. ‘It gladdens my heart to see you again.’

‘And mine to see you,’ sad the warleader. “We've brought tribute to Lady Lovyan and young
Rhodry.’

‘W, the lady will be glad to receive it” His eyes turned even grimmer. ‘But Gwerbret Rhys of
Aberwyn sent Rhodry into exile last fdl.

‘What? All three dves spoke at once.

‘Jugt that. But comein, comein. | can tdl you the tale over a tankard of the tieryn’s hospitdity.’
Asthey led the horses up to the dun, Devaberid fdt asif he'd been kicked in the ssomach.
‘Cullyn? he said. ‘ Then where' s Rhodry now?

‘Riding the long road as a slver dagger. Do you know what that means, good Sr?

‘I do. Oh ye gods, he could be anywhere in the cursed kingdom!’

Asthey came into the ward, servants and grooms came running, exdaiming over the horses. The even
breed, known as Western Hunters in Deverry, stood sixteen to eighteen hands, with broad chests and
delicate heads. Although they were usudly gray, buckskin, or roan, a few were a rich golden color, and
those were the mogt prized. Although Devaberie had brought a golden mare for his son to use as
breeding stock, now he was tempted to take her back again. Come now, he told himsdf, | owe Lowa
something for giving me a son.

The clatter and the shouting outside had gpparently aroused Lovyan's curiosity, because she came out
of the broch and gtrolled over. Wearing a dress of red Bardek dlk, kirtled in with her clan’s red, white,
and brown plaid, she walked as lithdy as a young lass, but when she came close, Devaberid’s heart was
wrung for the second time that day. She was growing old, her face dashed by wrinkles, her hair heavily
streaked with gray. She glanced his way, diffened dightly, then looked a him as blandly as if they’'d
never met. His heart ached for her, and he cursed himsdf as a fool or worse for coming. She was
growing old, while he dill looked like a lad of twenty. It was one of those rare times in his life when he
could find nothing to say.

‘My lady Lovyan, Cdonderiel sad with a bow. ‘Your Grace, tieryn of Dun Gwerbyn. We come to
bring you tribute to your power and dominion.’

‘My thanks, good sr. I'm mogt pleased to receive such a splendid gift. Come in and take the
hospitdity of my hal.

Since there was no way out, Devaberid followed dong.

Asafavor to Cullyn, Lovyan dlowed him to join her and the guedts at the honor table. Once they’d
dl been served mead, the captain told the story in detall of Rhodry’s exile. Although Cdonderid and
Jennantar congtantly interrupted to ask questions, Devaberiel found it hard to ligen. He kept cursng
himsdf for coming and causng such pain to both himsdf and to the woman he once had loved. When the
tde was finished, everyone drank in slence for a moment. Devaberid risked another glance a Lovyan
only to find her looking at him. When ther eyes met, for a moment her composure wavered, her eyes o
haunted, her mouth so tense, that he feared she would weep. Then she looked away, and the moment
passed.



‘W, good men of the Westfolk,” she said, ‘will you shelter in my dun awhile?

‘My humble thanks for the honor, Your Grace,” Devaberid said. ‘But my folk are used to wandering
through grasdand and forest. It makes us unessy to be within stone walls. Would it displease Your Grace
if we camped outside the town tonight, and then went on our way?

‘How can | refuse afavor to men who've just brought me such a splendid gift? Just two miles north |
have a game preserve. I'll give you a token for my forester, and you may camp there for as long as you
please’ And her eyes thanked him for taking himsdf away. Yet they had a chance for a few private
words while the servants brought the elves riding mounts and packhorses. Cullyn and the other two
stood on the dun steps and talked among themselves with the earnestness of old comrades, but Lovyan
gestured at the bard to follow her some paces away.

‘Did you come here just to bring me horses? she said. ‘I didn't. | came to see our son.” *So. You
know the truth about that, then? ‘I do. Lovva, please, forgive me. | never should have come, and |
swear to you that you'll never have to see me again.1

‘It would be for the best. Rhodry must never know the truth. Do you redlize that?

‘Of course. | only wanted alook at the lad’.’

She amiled briefly.

‘He looks much like you, but he has the raven-dark Eldidd hair. HE' s a handsome lad, our Rhodry.’
He caught her hand and squeezed it, then let it go before anyone could see.

‘I wonder if I'll ever lay eyes on him, he said. ‘I don't dare ride any farther east. They haven't
learned how to ignore our eyes and earsin the rest of the kingdom.’

‘“True spoken. You know, I'd dways heard that your folk were long-lived, but | didn't redize how
young you stayed.” Her voice caught. ‘ Or isthe old tale true, and you live forever?

“‘Not forever, but for a cursed long time. And we do age, but not until we're ready to die. That's how
we know it'stime to prepare for our lagt ride’

‘Indeed? She looked away and unconscioudy touched the wrinkles on her cheek. ‘ Perhaps we have
the best of it, then, because while we age early, we' re never burdened with knowing when we ll die’

He sghed, remembering his grief when hisfather’s hair began to turn white and hisvigor fade.
‘Truly,” he said. “Y ou may have the better bargain.’
He walked quickly away, because tears were gathering in his throat.

When they rode out, Devaberiel said not a word to the others, and they dlowed him his slence until
they reached the hunting preserve. Lovyan's forester took them to an open ddl where a stream ran and
there was good grass for the horses, remarked that there were plenty of deer this year, then rode off
rather fast to avoid spending time with Westfolk. They pitched the red tent, tethered the horses, then
gathered afew sticks of firewood to add to their stock of dried manure for afire, and ill Devaberid sad
nothing. Findly Calonderid could stand it no longer.



‘Coming here was aredly stupid thing to do,” he remarked.

‘The warleader is known far and wide for his graceful tact,” Devaberid snapped. ‘By the Dark Sun
hersdf, why do you have to pour bitter gdl in a man's cup when he' s thirsty?

‘Wdll, sorry, but - *
“Y ou're forgetting the rose ring,” Jennantar broke in. The dweomer said Rhodry should have it
‘Now, that's true,” Caonderid said. ‘So | suppose Dev had some excuse.’

Snaling under his breath, Devaberid went to unpack a skin of mead from the travois. Jennantar
followed, squetting down next to him.

‘Don’'t take everything Cal saysto heart. He's dways like that.’
‘Then I’'m cursed glad | don’t march in one of his squadrons.’

‘It takes some getting used to. But | was wondering, how are you going to get that ring to your lad?
Do you have any idea?

‘I was thinking about that on the ride here. I’ve got another son, you know, who had a Deverry
mother. He looks more like her falk than he does ours!’

‘Of course - Ebany.” Jennantar |ooked worried. ‘But are you redly going to trust him with the ring?

‘I know what you're thinking, and yes, | have my own doubts. Ye gods, he's a wild lad! Maybe |
never should have taken him away from his mother, but the poor lass couldn’t support a child on her
own, and her father was livid with rage that she had one. | don't understand these Deverry men
sometimes. They don't have to carry the babe, do they, so what business of tharsisit if ther daughter's
got one? But anyway, if | lay afather’s charge on Ebany to get the ring to his brother, hell doubtless do
it. It's just the sort of wild escapade that would appedl to him!

‘Do you know where heis?

‘No, and that's the red problem, ian't it? You never know with thet lad. I'll just have to put out the
word that | want to see im and hope that it reaches him’

By thistime, Cerrmor had grown to a city of some hundred and twenty thousand people. Not only did
it stretch far up the river, but some rich merchants had built splendid houses on the diffs above, far avay
from the noise and dirt of the town. The dun where once Glyn had ruled as king had been razed a
hundred years before and a new, even larger, one huilt for the gwerbrets of Cerrmor. Down near the
waterfront, however, was a section of town that had nothing splendid about it. Brothels, cheap inns, and
taverns stood close together in a maze of winding streets and dleys that decent citizens never entered,
except for the gwerbret’s wardens, who entered there far more frequently than the inhabitants would
have liked. It was called the Bilge

Whenever he went to the Bilge, Sarcyn dways walked quickly, kept his eyes moving, and wrapped
his aura tight around him, a dweomer that made him very hard to notice. He was't truly invisble -
anyone waking sraight toward him would have seen that he was there - but rather he caught no one's
atention, epecidly when he walked close to wals or in shadows. Tha paticular afternoon it was
overcast, and severd people nearly bumped into him as they strode past, unmindful that they shared the



street with someone ese; Sll, he kept his hand on his sword hilt.

Snce it was late in the day, the streets were growing crowded. Sailors with pay to spend strolled
aong through street vendors hawking cheap food and cheaper trinkets. A few whores were dready out,
the kind known as ‘ cobblestones' because they had only the dark back dleys to take their dlients to.
Here and there he saw a group of Bardek sailors, their brown faces negtly painted, ther dark har oiled
for their night of liberty. Once, Sx city wardens marched past, kegping atight formation and carrying their
guarter-staves at the ready. Sarcyn ducked into a doorway and stayed there until they were wel past.
Then he went on his way, moving quickly through the confusng maze. Although he hadn’'t been in
Cerrmor for some time, he knew the Bilge well. He'd been born there.

Fndly he reached his dedtination, a three-story stone roundhouse with a freshly thatched roof and
neatly whitewashed wadls. Gwenca could afford to keep her whorehouse up because she catered to a
better class of dients than mere sailors. He paused at the door, released his aura, then stepped into the
ground floor tavern. Arranged around the centrd spiral staircase were wooden tables, sanding on cean
sraw. A peat fire smoldered on the hearth to take off the chill, because the young women dtting on
cushioned benches were either naked or wearing only gauzy Bardek shifts. A lass wearing nothing but a
square of black slk tied round her hips hurried over. Her blue eyes were lined with Bardek kohl, and her
long blond hair smdlled of roses.

“We haven't seen you in ever s0 long, Sarco,” she said. ‘Do you have any?
‘I do, but your mistressis the one who'll be handing it out. Where's Gwenca?

‘Inthe cdlar, but can’t you let me have alittle bit right now? You can come fish in my bucket if you
do’

‘I'll give you naught until your mistress says so.’

The tavernman moved aside two ade barrels from the curve of the wall, then pulled up the trap door to
let im go down into what seemed an ordinary cellar. Ale and mead barrels stood in profusion; hams
hung from the cdling amid nets of onions. But on the far Sde was a door, and when he knocked, a
gravdly woman's voice snarled, asking who he was.

‘Sarcyn, back from Bardek.’

At that the door opened, and Gwenca stood gmiling at him. About fifty, she was a sout woman with
hennaed hair and brown eyes that looked out from a web of lines and pouches. On every finger she wore
ajeweled ring, and round her neck a chain with a blue-and-silver charm againg the evil eye. Sarcyn
amiled inwardly; she knew him only as a drug runner and had no idea that he was exactly the sort of man
who could cast the evil eye.

‘Comein, pretty lad. | take it you've got somewhat to offer me’
‘I do, a that, and good qudity it is’

Gwenca' s private chambers were oppressively suffy. Although there were vents near the celing, the
room reeked of scent and stale opium smoke, asif the tapestries and cushions exhded the amdl. She sat
a asndl table, inlad with glass in a gaudy soird of red and blue, and watched while he unbuckled his
sword belt; lad it close to hand on a chair, then pulled his shirt over his head. Sung from his neck like
saddlebags were a pair of flat leasther pouches. He took them off and tossed them down in front of her.



‘Twenty-five dlvers the bar. You'll see why when you open them.’

With greedy fingers she untied the pouches and brought out the first bar, about three inches long by
two wide. She unwrapped the oiled parchment and sniffed a the smooth, black opium.

‘It looks good,” she pronounced. ‘But I'm not saying a word more until | smoke some of it.’

A burning candle-lantern stood on the table, next to along white day pipe and a stack of splints. She
shaved off a pipeful with her table dagger, lad it in, then set fire to a lint. First she heated the pipe
bowl, then coaxed the sticky opium to burn. The firg mouthful made her cough, but she kept sucking a
it.

‘It's golendid,” she said with a spew of smoke and another cough. ‘What's the price if | buy ten
bars?

‘A Devery regd. That' sfifty Slvers saved.’
Rductantly she laid the pipe down to let it go out.
‘Done, then, she said. ‘A regd it is’

While Sarcyn counted out the bars, she disappeared into another chamber, findly returning with the
heavy gold coin.

‘Do you want one of the lasses while you' re here? She handed the coin over. ‘Free, of course.’
‘My thanks, but | don’t. I’ve other business to attend to.’

‘Come back tonight if you want. Or isit that your tastes run to lads?

‘What's it to you?

‘Naught, except it seems a bit of a waste, with you so good-looking and dl. Come now, lad. Why
don't you be like some of them Bardek merchants and rall your dice with ether hand? They get thar
good time out of both cheeks and fur thet way.’

Sarcyn stared Sraight at her.
‘Old woman, you go too far.’

Gwenca flinched back. While Sarcyn finished dressing, she crouched in a chair and fingered her
amulet.

When he |eft the Bilge, Sarcyn walked upriver, kesping off the man streets whenever possible.
Although to avoid atention he was saying a an innin another poor section of town, he refused to lodge
anywhere near the Bilge, which held too many panful memories for him. His mother had been an
expensive whore in a house much like Gwenca's. On some whim, she'd actudly borne two children out
of her many pregnancies, Sarcyn and his younger brother, Evy. She dternatdly spoiled and ignored them
until she was strangled by a drunken salor when Sarcyn was seven and Evy three. The brothel-keeper
kicked them out into the streets, where they lived as beggars for months, degping under wagons or in
broken de barrels, scrounging what coppers they could and then fighting to keep the bigger boys from
geding their food.



Then one day a well-dressed merchant stopped to give them a copper and asked them why they were
begging. When Sarcyn told him, he gave them awhole Slver piece, and that day ther belies were ful for
the firg timein months. Naturdly, Sarcyn began to keep an eye out for this generous felow. Every time
he saw Alastyr, the merchant would give him more coins and stop to talk with the lads, too. Even though
Sarcyn was a prematurely wise gutter rat, dowly Alastyr won his confidence. When the merchant offered
to let the boys come live with him, they wept in gratitude.

For some time Alagtyr treated them kindly but distantly. They had nice clothes, warm beds, and dl the
food they wanted, but they rardy saw thar benefactor. When he looked back on how happy he was
then, Sarcyn fdt only disgugt for the innocent little fool he'd been. One night Alastyr came to his
bedchamber, first coaxed him with promises and caresses, then coldly raped him. He remembered lying
curled up on the bed afterward and weeping with both pain and shame. Although he thought of running
away, there was nowhere to go but the cold and filth of the streets. Night after night he endured the
merchant’s lug, his one consolation being that Alastyr had no interest in his younger brother. Somehow
he wanted to spare Evyn the shame.

But once they moved to Bardek to live, Alastyr turned his attentions to the younger boy as wel,
epecidly after Sarcyn reached puberty and became less interesting, at least in bed. The year Sarcyn’s
voice changed, Alastyr began usng him for dark dweomer workings, such as forcing him to scry under
the master’s control or mesmerizing him so thoroughly that he had no idea of what he'd done in the
trances. Later, the master did the same to Evy, but thistime he offered repayment for usng them: lessons
inthe dark dweomer itsdlf. Both of them grasped eagerly at the dweomer. It was dl they had to assuage
the ache of thar helplessness.

Not, of course, that Sarcyn phrased it that way to himsdlf. In hismind, he’ d endured the firgt stages of
a harsh gpprenticeship in order to prove himsdf worthy of the dark power. And so they were both dill
bound to Alastyr, even though Sarcyn hated him so much that at times he dreamt of killing him, long
detalled dreams. What Evy fdt he didn’t know - they no longer spoke of things like fedings - but Sarcyn
supposed that he would agree that it was worth putting up with the master to gain the knowledge. At
least he'd be free of Alastyr for some days now while he sold his wares. The master never stayed long in
Cerrmor; there were too many people who might recognize him.

His way back to the inn took him through one of the many open squares in the city. Although there
was no market that day, a good-sized crowd was gathered round a platform improvised from planks and
de barrels. On the platform stood a tdl, dender man with the paest har Sarcyn had ever seen and
smoky-gray eyes. He was dso very handsome, his regular features dmost girlish. Sarcyn stayed to
watch. With a flourish, the fdlow pulled a slk scarf from his shirt deeve, tossed it up, and made it
disappear seemingly in midair. The crowd laughed its approval.

‘Greetings, far ditizens. | an a mountebank, atravelling mingdrel, a sorytdler who dedls in naught but
lies jests, and fripperies. | am, in short, a gerthddyn, come to take you for a few pleasant hours to the
land of never-was, never-will-be’ He made the scarf reappear, then vanish again. ‘I hal from Eldidd,
and you may cal me Salamander, because my red name's so long that you' d never remember it

Laughing, the crowd tossed hm a few coppers. Sarcyn consdered smply retuning to his inn,
because this sort of nonsense had nothing to offer a man like him, who knew the true darkness of the
world. On the other hand, the gerthddyn was very pretty, and he might agree to a tankard of de after his
show. He was ds0 an excdlent sorytdler. When he launched into a tde of King Bran and a mighty
wizard of the Dawntime, the crowd stood fascinated. He played dl the parts, his voice lilting for a
beautiful maiden, snarling for the evil wizard, rumbling for the mighty king. Every now and then, he sang a
song as part of the tae, his clear tenor ringing out. When he stopped hdfway and pleaded exhaugtion,



coins showered down on him to revive hisflagging spirits.

Even though he fdt foalish for doing so, Sarcyn enjoyed every minute of the tde. He was amused for
more than the obvious reasons. Whenever the crowd shuddered with pleasurable fear a the abominable
doings of the evil wizard, Sarcyn inwardly laughed. All that wanton daughter and ridiculous scheming to
do people usdess ham had no place in the dark dweomer. Never once did the tae touch on the true
heart of the working: mastery. First a man mastered himsdf until he was as cold and hard as a bar of iron,
and then he used that iron soul to pry what he wanted from the dlutches of a hodtile world. True, at times
other people died or were broken, but they were the weak and deserved it. Ther pan was only
incidental, not the point of the matter.

At last the gerthddyn finished his tale, and the ragged edge to his voice showed why he wouldn't do
another, no matter how much the crowd pleaded. As the crowd broke up, Sarcyn worked his way
through and pressed a slver coin into Salamander’ s hand.

‘That was the best-told tae I've ever heard. Can | stand you a tankard of de? You need somewhat
to ease your throat.’

‘So | do.” Sdamander considered him for a moment, then gave him a faint amile. ‘But das, | cannot
take you up on your most generous offer. | have alass here in town, you see, who's waiting for me &t this
very moment.

There was just enough stress on the word ‘lass’ to convey a clear message without discourtesy.
‘Wdl and good, then,” Sarcyn said. ‘I'll be on my way.’

As he walked off, Sarcyn was more troubled than disappointed. Either the gerthddyn had unusudly
good eyes, or he'd reveded more than he meant to of his interest. Andly he decided that a man who
wandered the roads for hisliving had seen enough to know a proposition when he heard one. Yet on the
edge of the square he paused for one last look at the handsome gerthddyn and saw a crowd of Wildfolk
traling after im as he walked away. Sarcyn froze on the spot. Although Salamander seemed unaware of
his strange companions, ther interest in him might have wel meant that he had the dweomer of light. You
were cursed lucky he turned down that tankard, he told himsdf. Then he hurried off to hisinn. He would
make very sure that the gerthddyn never got another look a him while he wasin Cerrmor.

On the morrow the overcat lifted, and the strong spring sun blazed on the harbor. As he stood on the
poopdeck of his Bardek merchantman, Elaeno, master of the ship, was wondering how the barbarians
could bear to wear wool trousersin this kind of wegther. Even though he himsdf was dressed in a smple
linen tunic and sandals, the heat was oppressively humid. On his home idand of Orystinna, summer days
were parched and esser to bear. Bdow him on the man deck, the crew of Cerrmor longshoremen
worked stripped to the waist. Nearby, Masupo, the merchant who'd hired the ship for this run, watched
over every barrel and bale. Some of them contained fine glassware, specidly made to sl to barbarian
nobles.

‘Sir? the firg mate caled up. ‘ The customs officids want to speak to you.’
‘I'll beright there’

Waiting on the wooden pier were three blond, blue-eyed Deverry men, as hard to tdl apart as most
of the Cerrmor barbarians were. As Elaeno approached, they looked dtartled, then carefully arranged
polite expressions on their faces. He was used to that, because he drew those startled looks even in most
of the idands that Deverry men lumped together under the name of Bardek. Like many of the men on his



home idand, he was close to seven feet tal, heavily built, and his skin was a rich bluish black, not one of
the various common shades of brown. Oryginnians were proud of ther difference from other
Bardekians, who unil a recent navd war had raided them for daves.

‘Good morrow, Captain,” said one of the barbarians.
‘My nameis Lord Merryn, chief of customs for his grace, Gwerbret Ladoic of Cerrmor.’
*And a good morrow to you, my lord. What do you need from me?

‘“The permission to search your ship after the cargo’s been unloaded. | redize that it's somewhat of an
indignity, but we' ve been having a bad problem with smuggled goods of a certain kind. If you wish, well
exempt your ship, but if o, neither you nor any of your men can come ashore.’

‘I"'ve got no quarrel with that. I'll wager hislordship means opium and poisons, and I'll have no truck
with that foul trade.’

‘Wdl and good then, and my thanks. It's aso my duty to warn you that if you have any daves on
board, we won't hunt them down for you if they seek freedom.’

‘“The people of my idand don’'t own daves.” Elaeno heard the growl in his voice. ‘My gpologies, my
lord. It's atouchy subject among us, but of course, you wouldn't redize that.’

‘I didn't, at that. My agpologies to you, Captain.’

The other two officids looked profoundly embarrassed. Elaeno himsdf fet uncomfortable. He was as
bad as they were, he knew, dways lumping dl foreigners together unless he watched himsdf.

‘I mugt compliment you on your commeand of our language, Merryn said after a moment.

‘My thanks. | learned it as a child, you see. My family had taken in a boarder from Deverry, an
herbman who came to study with our physicians. Since we're a trading house, my father wanted dl his
children to speak Dever-rian wdl, so the old men traded lessons for his keep.’

‘Ah, | see. Good bargain, it sounds like’
‘It was.” Elaeno was thinking that the bargain had been a better one than ever these men could know.

Once the goods were unloaded onto the pier, one crew of customs men went through them and
argued with Masupo about the duties while a second searched every inch of the ship. Elaeno stood on
the poop, leaned comfortably onto the rail, and watched the sun sparkling on the gentle swel of the sea.
Since water was his most congenid dement, he reached Nevyn's mind easly and heard the old man's
thought that it would take him a moment to find a focus. Soon the image of Nevyn's face built up on the
sea

‘So,’” he thought to Elaeno. ‘Y ou'rein Deverry, are you?
‘I am, down in Cerrmor. WE | be in port for afortnight, most like’

‘Splendid. I’'m on my way to Cerrmor now. I'll probably get there in a couple of days. Did my |etter
reach you before you left?

‘It did, and a grim bit of news it was. | asked around various harbors, and I've got information for



you.’
“Wonderful, but don’t tdl me now. We might be overheard.’
‘Indeed? Then I’ll see you when you reach town. I'll be living aboard while we' re in port.’

‘Very well. Oh here, Sdamander’ sin Cerrmor. He' s daying at an inn cadled the Blue Parrot, afitting
enough name’

‘“The Chattering Magpie would be even better. Ye gods, it's hard to believe that the lad has the true
dweomer.’

‘W, what do you expect from the son of an even bard? But our Ebany has his uses, wild lad or
not.’

Nevyn's image winked out. His hands clasped behind his back, Elaeno paced back and forth. If
Nevyn was afrad of spies, the gtuation must be grave indeed. He fdt angry, as he dways did at the
thought of the dark dweomer. It would be very satisfying to get his massive hands around the neck of a
fou master one fine day, but of course, it was better to fight them with subtler weapons.

It was jugt three days later that Sarcyn was loitering outside a tavern just on the edge of the Bilge
With his aura wrapped tight around him, he leaned againg the building and waited for the courier. He
never told any of the various men who smuggled drugs and poisons into Deverry where he was actudly
daying in Cerrmor; they knew to find him here, and he would lead them to a safe place for their
transaction. In some minutes he saw Dryn's stout figure coming dong the narrow street. Sarcyn was just
about to release his aura and reved himsdf when gx dty wardens appeared from an dley and
surrounded the merchant.

‘Hold"’ one barked. ‘In the gwerbret’s name!’
‘What' s dl this, good warden? Dryn tried to muster a amile,
“You'll find out back in the wardroom.’

Sarcyn waited to hear no more. He dipped back around the tavern, then walked fast - but not fast
enough to attract undue attention - through the maze of the Bilge. Down dleyways, between buildings, in
the front door of Gwenca's and out the back, his route twisted and turned until at last he was through the
Bilge on the north side and heading back to hisinn. He had no doubt that Dryn would spill everything he
knew in an attempt to save his own skin.

But long before the wardens had beaten Sarcyn’s name and description out of the merchant, Sarcyn
was riding out the city gates and heading north to safety.

In his chamber of justice, Gwerbret Ladoic was halding ful maover. At a polished ebony table he sat
under the ship banner of his rhan, while the gold ceremonid sword lay in front of him. To either Sde sat
priests of Bdl. The witnesses stood to the right, Lord Merryn, three city wardens, Nevyn, and Elaeno.
Before him kndt the accused, the spice merchant Dryn and Edyd, captain of the merchantman Bright
Star. The gwerbret leaned back in his chair and rubbed his chin as he thought over the testimony that had
been lad before him. At thirty, Ladoic was an imposng man, tal and muscled, with stedly gray eyes and
the high cheekbones common to southern men.

‘The evidence is clear enough,” he said. ‘Dryn, you approached the herbman and offered to sdl him,



some forbidden merchandise. Fortunately, Nevyn is an honorable man and consulted with Elaeno, who
immediatdy contacted the chief customs officer.’

‘| didn’t approach the cursed old man, Your Grace,” Dryn snarled. ‘He's the one who made hints to
rml

‘A likdy tale, indeed, and it wouldn't matter if it were true. Can you possbly deny that the city
wardens found four different kinds of poison on your person when you were arrested?

Dryn dumped and stared miserably at the floor.

‘As for you, Edycl.” The gwerbret turned cold eyes his way. ‘It's dl very wel to dam that Dryn
shipped the foul herbs without your knowledge, but why did the customs men find a cache of opium in
the wdls of your persond cabin?

Edyd trembled dl over, and swesat broke out on his forehead.

‘I'll confess, Your Grace. You don’'t need to put me to the torture, Your Grace. It was the coin. He
offered me so much cursed coin, and the ship needed repairs, and |-’

“That's enough.” Ladoic turned to the priest. *Y our Holiness?
The aged priest rose and cleared his throat, then stared into space as he recited from the laws.

‘Poisons are an abomination to the gods. Why? Because they can only be used for murder, never in
sef-defense, and so no man would want them unless there was murder in his heart. Therefore let none of
these foul substances be found in our lands. From the Edicts of King Cynan, 1048." He cleared his throat
agan. ‘What is the fit punishment for the smuggler of poisons? None fitter than that he eat some of his
own foul goods. The ruling of Mabyn, high priest in Dun Deverry.’

Asthe priest sat down, Dryn wept, aslent trickle of tears. Nevyn fdt sorry for him; he wasn't an evil
men, merdly a greedy one who'd been corrupted by the truly evil. The matter, however, was now out of
his hands. Ladoic took the golden sword and held it point upright.

‘The laws have spoken. Dryn, as an act of mercy, you will be dlowed to pick the least panful poison
from your stock. As for you, Edyd, | have been informed that you have four young children and thét,
indeed, poverty did drive you to this trade. Y ou will be given twenty lashes in the public square.’

Dryn raised his head, then broke, sobbing aoud, throwing himsdf from sde to sSde as if he dready
fdt the poison gnawing at him. A guard stepped forward, dapped himinto slence, then hauled him to his
feet. Ladoic rose and knocked the pommd of the sword onto the table.

‘The gwerbret has spoken. The maover has ended.’

Although the guards dragged Dryn away, they left Edyd crouched at the gwerbret’s feet. Quickly the
hdll cleared until only Nevyn and Elaeno remained with the lord and the prisoner. Ladoic looked down
on Edyd asif he were contemplating a bit of filth on the streets.

‘“Twenty lashes can kill a man,” he remarked in a conversationd tone of voice. ‘Bt if you tdl these
gentlemen what they want to hear, I'll reduce your sentence to ten.’

‘My thanks, Your Grace, oh ye gods, my thanks. I’ll tdl them anything | can.’



‘Last year you wintered in Orystinna,’ Elaeno said. ‘ After making a very late crossng. Why?

‘Well, now, that was a cursed strange thing.” Edyd frowned in thought. ‘It truly was late, and | was
thinking about putting the Star in drydock, when this Bardek man approaches me and says that a friend
of his avery rich man, had to reach Myleton before winter. He offered me a cursed lot of coin to take
them over, enough to turn abig profit even with the expense of wintering in Bardek, so | took them on. |
wintered in Orygtinna because it's cheaper than Myleton.’

‘| see. What were these men like?

‘W, the one who hired me was your typicad Myleton man, on the pae sde, and his face pant
marked him for a member of House Onodana. The other fdlow was a Deverry man. Cdled himsdf
Procyr, but | doubt meif that was his red name. There was somewhat about him that creeped my flesh,
but cursed if I know why, because he was well-spoken and no trouble. He stayed in his cabin modly,
because it was arough crossing, and I'll wager that he was as Sck as a pig the whole way across!’

‘What did this Procyr look like? Nevyn broke in.

‘Well, good g, I'm not cursed sure. It's cold out to sea that time of year, and whenever he was on
deck, he was muffled up in a hooded cloak. But he was about fifty, I’d say, a solid sort of man, gray har,
thinnish sort of mouth, blue eyes. But | remember his voice cursed well. 1t was ally, like, and too soft for
aman. It creeped my flesh.’

‘No doubt,” Nevyn muttered. ‘Well, there you are, Your Grace. Elaeno and | are as sure as we can
be that this man Edyd described is very important to the drug trade.’

‘Then I'll keep an eye out for him,” Ladoic said. ‘Or perhaps, consdering his voice, keep my ears
out.’

The supposed Procyr was, of course, likdy to be more than merdy a drug courier. Nevyn was fairly
aure that he mugt have been the dark dweomerman who started Lod-dlaen’s war the summer before and
who seemed to be determined to kill Rhodry. As he thought it over, he wondered why for perhaps the
thousandth time.

Sdamander, or Ebany Sdomonderid tranDevaberid, to give hm his full Elvish name, was daying in
one of the mogt expensive innsin Cerrmor. His reception chamber was spacious, with Bardek carpets on
the polished wood floor, haf-round chairs with cushions, and glass in the windows. When his vistors
arived, he poured them mead from a slver flagon into glass goblets. Both Elaeno and Nevyn looked
around them sourly.

‘| take it that your tales pay wdl these days,’ Nevyn said.

‘They do. | know that you're aways chasisng my humble sdf for my admittedly vulgar, crude,
extravagant, and frivolous tastes, but | see no haminit.

‘Theré s not. It's judt that there isn't any good in it, ether. W, it's none of my affar. I’'m not your
mager.’

‘dugt so, dthough truly, 1 would have been honored beyond my deserving to have been your
apprentice’

‘That' s true enough,” Elaeno broke in. * The bit about “beyond your deserving”, thet is’



Sdamander merdy grinned. He enjoyed bantering with the enormous Bardekian, athough he doubted
if Elaeno liked the game as much as he did.

‘I know my talents are modest, Sdlamander said. ‘Here, if | had the power of the Master of the
Aethyr, I'd be as dedicated as he. Alas, the gods saw fit to give me only a brief taste of the dweomer
before they snatched that honey-sweet cup from my lips’

‘That's not exactly true,” Nevyn said. ‘Vdandario told me that you could easly make more progress -
if only you'd work for it

Sdamander winced. He hadn’t redized that his mistressin the craft had told the old man so much.

‘But that’s neither here nor there right now,” Nevyn went on. ‘What | want to know iswhy you're in
Deverry.’

‘The red quedtion is why not be in Deverry? | love to wander anong my mother’s folk. There's
adways somewhat to see dong your roads, and I'm aso far far away from my esteemed father, who is
adways and in the mogt perfect prose berating me for some fault or another, both red and imagined.’

‘Modly the former, I'd say,” Elaeno muttered.

‘Oh, no doubt. But if I can be of any service to ether you or the Master of the Aethyr, you have but
to ask.’

‘Good,” Nevyn said. ‘Because you can. For a change, your wandering ways might come in cursed
handy. | have every reason to bdieve tha there are severd dark dweo-mermen abroad in the kingdom. |
don’'t want you trying to tangle with them, mind. They’'re far too powerful for that. But they're aso
supporting themsalves by smuggling drugs and poisons. | want to know where the goods are sold. If we
can choke off thisfoul trade, it will hurt our enemies badly. After dl, they have to eat like other men - or
wdl, more or less like other men, anyway. | want you to be congantly dert for sgns of this impious
trade. A gerthddyn’s welcome anywhere. You just might overhear somewhat interesting.’

‘So | might. I'll gladly poke my long vish nose into the matter for you.”
‘Don’t poke it so far thet it gets cut off,” Elaeno said. * Remember, these men are dangerous.
‘Wdl and good then. | dhdl be dl caution, wiles, snares, and deceits!’

About ten miles east of Dun Deverry lived a woman named Anghariad, who'd been pensoned off on
alittle plot of land after many years of service in the King's court. None of her neighbors were sure of
what she' d actudly done there, because she was the closemouthed sort, but the common guess was that
she'd been a midwife and herbwoman, because she knew her herbs well. Often the folk of the village
would trade chickens and produce for her doctoring rather than make the long trudge into the city for an
apothecary. Yet when they visted, they usudly crossed ther fingers in the Sgn of warding agangt
witchcraft, because there was something strange about the old woman with her glittering dark eyes and
hollow cheeks.

Apparently the noble-born hadn’'t forgotten the woman who once served them, dther. It was a
common Sght to see a pair of fine horses with fancy trgppings tied up by her cottage, or even a noble
lady hersdf, taking urgently with Anghariad out in her herb garden. The villagers wondered what the
noble-born could possbly have to say to the old woman. If they’d known, they would have been
gppalled. To the farmers, whose every child was a precious pair of hands to work on the land, the very



ideaof abortion was repellent.

Besdes her abortifacients, Anghariad had other strange things for sde to the right customers. That
afternoon, she was extremey displeased at the paucity of goods that Sarcyn had to offer her.

‘I can't hep it, he said. ‘One of our couriers was taken with dl his goods down in Cerrmor. You're
cursed lucky that I’ve got any opium at al.’

The old woman picked up the black lump and scored it with her fingernail, then carefully examined the
way it crumbled.

‘| prefer it better refined than this’ she snapped. ‘The noble-born have more fadtidious tastes than
some sot of a Bardek dockworker.’

‘| told you: you're cursed lucky to get any at dl. Now, if you do me a favor, I'll give it to you for
free’

Suddenly she was dl amile and close attention.

‘I know who some of your regular customers are’ Sarcyn leaned closer. ‘And one of them
paticulaly interess me. | want to meet him. Send Lord Camde news of the ddivery and tdl him to
come out here aone’

‘Oh ye gods,” Rhodry grumbled. ‘We findly find a tavern with decent mead, and now you tdl me that
we can't afford it

‘Well,” Jll sad. ‘4f you weren't too cursed proud to take a hire guarding a caravan - ‘It's not just
pride! 1t's the honor of the thing. JlII rolled her eyes heavenward to ask the gods to witness such
stubbornness, then let the matter drop. Actudly, they had a fair anount of coin left from the winter, but
ghe had no intention of letting him know it. He was just like her father, drinking the coin away or handing
it over to beggars with never a thought for what might lie ahead on the long road. Just as she'd done with
Cullyn, therefore, she let Rhodry think thet they were close to being beggars themsdves.

‘If you spend coin on mead now,” she said, ‘how are you going to fed when we're riding hungry
without even a copper to buy a scrap of bread? I'll wager the memory of the mead will taste bitter
enough then.” *Oh wdl and good then! I'll settle for de’” She handed him four coppers, and off he went
to get the de. They were in the tavern room of the cheapest innin Dun Aedyn, a prosperous trading town
in the middle of some of the richest farmland in the whole kingdom. When they left Cerrmor, they'd
ridden there because they’d heard rumors of a feud brewing between the town's lord and one of his
neighbors, but unfortunately it had been settled by the locd gwerbret before they arrived. Dun Aedyn
was too important to the rhan for the overlord to St by while it was ravaged by war. Rhodry returned
with two tankards, set them down on the table, then sat next to her on the bench.

“You know,” she said, ‘we could ride east to Yr Audd-glyn. Ther€ s bound to be fighting there this
summer.

‘“True spoken, and it'sa cursed lot closer than Cerrgon-ney. Shdl we ride sraight through the border
hills?

Since the road through the hills was shorter then turning south to take the road dong the seacoast, Jl!
was about to agree when she suddenly fdt as if an invisble hand had clamped over her mouth to slence
her. Blindy and irrationdly she knew that they should head for Dun Manannan before going to the



Auddglyn. Dweomer again, curse it! she thought. For a moment she struggled againg it, decided that
they’d cursed wdl go through the hills if they wanted to, but she knew subbornly and fiercdy that
something of importance would meet them in Dun Manannan.

‘Did you hear what | said? Rhodry snapped.

‘I did. My apologies. Uh, here, my love. | want to take the coast road. | know it's longer, but ... ah
wdl . . . thereé's somewhat | want to ask Otho the Smith.’

‘Very well, then. But do we have enough coin to take the longer way?

“We would if you'd take that caravan job. They're going to the coast.” She put her hands on his
shoulders and smiled up into his eyes. ‘ Please, my love?

‘Ahcurseit, | don't -’
She stopped the grumble with a kiss.
‘Oh very wel,” he said with adgh. ‘I'll go look up that merchant straightaway.’

After he left, she Spped her de and wondered about the strange thought that had come into her mind
of its own will. She dso wondered why she'd given into it, but that answer was easy; Smple curiosty. If
they hadn’'t gone to Dun Manannan, she would have been dways wondering what would have been
there.

Since the High King would have been furious to find his noble-born retainers meddling with Bardek
opium, those few who'd acquired this dangerous taste never indulged it ingde his dun. Down in the city
of Dun Deverry itsdf was a luxurious inn, the top floor of which was reserved for noble patrons who
needed a chamber for some private reason. Many a pretty lass from the town had logt her virtue in that
inn, and many a pipeful of opium had tainted its air. For his second meating with Lord Camde, Master of
the King's Bath, Sarcyn had rented a chamber there.

Now the young lord was hdf-gtting, hdf-reclining againg a pile of cushions on a Bardek-style divan
and twirling an empty day pipe between hislong fingers. About twenty, Camdd was denderly built, with
athick shock of brown hair, deep-set brown eyes, and an engaging smile. Although Sarcyn found him
atractive, Anghar-iad’' s gossip madeit clear that the lord's taste ran to lasses. If dl went wdl, however,
soon Camdel would be in no position to refuse Sarcyn anything.

‘His lordship seems to be the kind of ambitious young man we ve been looking for, Sarcyn said. ‘It
could be quite profitable for you to join us’

With alittle nod, Camdel 1ooked up, his dilated eyes heavy-lidded. He thought very highly of himsdf,
did this polished courtier, and was thus an easy fish to catch with flattery for bait.

‘I wouldn’'t mind being shed of Anghariad dtogether, Camde said. “That quff’s cursed dear.’

‘Jugt so, and if you began marketing it yoursdf, you'd get amuch better price from us. I'm sure | can
trust you to be discreet, my lord.’

‘Of course. My own neck’ sinthis noose, isn't it?

Sarcyn smiled, thinking the image dl too apt.



‘But before | agree to anything,” Camde went on, ‘I ings on spesking to someone more important
than a common courier.’

‘Of course, Your Lordship. | was sent only to find out if his lordship would be interested. | assure you
that the man who commands uswill speak to you persondly. HE ll reach Dun Deverry in another week.’

‘Good. You may tdl him that he may arrange a megting here.’

Sarcyn indined his head in a little gesture of humility. He'd been wondering how to get the lord
together with Alastyr, but Camdel’ s own arrogance had just made the job easy.

It took the dow-moving caravan four days to reach Dun Manannan, but at last the long line of men
and mules straggled into the open space in the middle of town that did service as a market square. After
Rhodry got his hire, he and Jil led ther horses down to the cheap little inn by the river where they'd
dayed the fdl before only to find it burnt out. A few black withes poked forlomly into the sky where
once had been thatch, and haf the wooden wall was gone, too. A passing townswoman volunteered the
information that a couple of the locd lads had gotten into a bit of a fight, which had ended when a
candldantern got knocked into the straw on the floor.

‘Oh curseit, JIl said. ‘Now well have to camp by the road.’
‘What? Rhodry snapped. ‘ There's a perfectly good inn on the other side of town.’
‘It's expendve.

‘I don't care, my misarly love. After camping in the midst of those dinking mules, | want a bath, and
I’'m going to have one.’

After a brief squabble, she gavein and dlowed him to lead the way to the other inn. Although the
innkeep there was less than pleased to take in a siver dagger, JIl managed both to mallify him and save
money by suggedting that they could deep out in the hayloft at a reduced price. Even she had to admit
that, expensive or nat, it was nice to have a proper bath ingead of merdy snvimming in some cold stream.
The tavern room was pleasant, too, and, unlike the ones she was used to, it didn’'t amdl of moldy straw
and unwashed dogs. They had a table to themsdves, because when customers entered, they took one
look at Rhodry, another a the pomme of his Slver dagger, and sat elsewhere, a double insult when one
considered that they were smugglers themselves.

In a few minutes, though, someone entered who was apparently a traveller, judging from the
suspicious way that the locals looked him over. He was dressed in a fine green cloak, gray brigga of the
softest wool, and a shirt thick with embroidery, and he tipped the innkeep's lad a Slver piece to bring in
his gear when a copper would have done. He aso indgted that the innkegp show him the best chamber
he had. As he followed the innkegp up the spird staircase, Jil studied him curioudy. Tal and dender, he
hed the pale hair and handsome features of someone with more than a touch of dven blood in his vens.
He dso looked oddly familiar, dthough she couldn’t place where she'd seen him. The innkeep's lad
noticed her interest and hurried over.

‘That felow’s name is Sdamander,” he said. ‘ And he's a gerthddyn.’
‘Is he now? Wdl, then, well have a plendid time ligening to histales later.’

JII supposed that at some point on the long road, she'd seen him peform somewhere. Later,
however, he came back downdairs, paused, and looked a Rhodry with a smdl puzzled frown, as if he



were thinking that he should know this Slver dagger. Seeing the pair of them in profile made her redize
the truth: the gerthddyn looked enough like her man to be his brother. At that point she remembered the
strange thought that had driven her to Dun Manannan, and she shivered.

‘Here, good gr,” she cdled out. ‘Come join us if you'd like. A gerthddyn’'s dways welcome to a
tankard.’

‘My thanks, fair lady.” Salamander bowed to her. *But dlow me to stand you a round.’

Once the de was fetched and paid for, Sdamander settled in companionably a their table. He and
Rhodry considered each other for a moment, both puzzled. They only looked in a mirror once a day
when they shaved, after dl, and bronze mirrors never showed aman a good picture of himsdf.

‘Here, Rhodry sad. ‘Have we met before?

‘I was just wondering the same’ mysdlf, Slver dagger.’

‘Were you ever in Aberwyn?

‘Oh, many atime. Do you hall from there?

‘I do, so maybe | watched you tdl a tae in the marketplace. My name s Rhodry, and thisis Gilyan.
Sdamander laughed and sduted him with his tankard.

‘Then well-met indeed. I'm a good friend of old Nevyn the herbman.’

‘Are you now? Jll brokein. ‘Have you seen him latdly?

‘Jugt 9x days ago, over in Cerrmor. He looked as fit as dways. | swear, he's the best advertisement
for his herbs that ever aman could have. If | see him again, and | might well do <o, I'll tdl him that you're
both well.’

‘Our thanks,” Rhodry said. ‘Have you heard anything about locd wars in this part of the kingdom? A
gerthddyn aways hears what news there is’

While Rhodry and Sdamander talked over the locd gossip, Jil paid little attention. Although it seemed
that Salamander had no ideathat Nevyn was dweomer, which made it unlikdy that the gerthddyn had it
himsdf, Wild-folk clustered around him. They sat on the table, they dimbed on his lap, they perched on
his shoulders and affectionately patted his hair. Every now and then, his eyes moved as if he could see
them. Of course, dl dves could see the Wildfolk, and he was at least hdf an df, she was sure of it.
Rhodry, however, couldn’t see them. It was a puzzle, and she studied the pair of them carefully, noting al
the little points of resemblance: the curve of their mouths, the way the corners of ther eyeids drooped
digntly, and above dl, the shape of ther ears, a sharper curve than norma for human beings. She
remembered her true dream of Devaberiel, and truly, they both resembled him, too. Her curiosity
stopped irking her and began to gnaw.

In a bit, when Rhodry I€ft the table to fetch them more de, her curiogty bit hard enough to force her
togivein.

“You know,” she said. ‘I spent alot of time once on the western border of Eldidd.’



*So Nevyn once remarked.’
‘Is the name of your father Devaberid by any chance?
‘Itis at that. Fancy you knowing that!’

‘W, | just guessed.” She found a convenient lie. * A man named Jennantar once mentioned in passing
that afdlow he knew had a son who was a gerthddyn, and | thought it unlikely that there'd be two who
were haf-an-df.’

‘By the gods, you have sharp eyesd Wdl, | have to confess, now that you've ferreted out my
parentage s0 nedily, that | am indeed the son of that esteemed bard, for dl that it seems to vex him
deeply at times. | know Jennantar well, by the way. | hope he'swdl. | haven't been in the even lands for
.. .oh, two years now.’

‘Hewas thelast time | saw him!

So, she thought, I'll wager he doesn’'t know Rhodry’s his brother. She fdt sad, knowing that she
could never tdl them the truth, but she held her tongue. It was truly best that Rhodry thought hmsdf a
Maelwaedd, for his sake aswdl as Eldidd’s.

Later that night, when they were going out to the hayloft to deep, Salamander went with them, for a
word in private, or so he said. When she heard what he wanted to know, JIl was very glad that he had
the sense to keep quiet about it in the tavernroom.

‘Opium smugglers? she said. ‘By the hdlls don't tdl me you' re stupid enough to use that Stuff.’

“Not on your life; Salamander said. *Nevyn asked me to help track them down, and so | thought Dun
Manannan would be alogicd place to art.’

‘Oh, the lads here would never touch that kind of cargo. The smuggler lords have a certain amount of
honor, you see.’

‘So much for that, then. It's cursed lucky | met up with you, because truly, for dl that my tongue is
dib and golden, | was having a hard time thinking up the right sort of questions to ask.’

‘* And the wrong sort would have gotten your throat dit.

‘The thought had occurred to me. Now here, JlI, from what Nevyn tdls me, you've traveled dl over
this kingdom and been in many a strange place, too. Do you have any idea who buys the vile didillation

of peculiar poppies?
‘Brothel-keepers, modtly. They useit to keep their lassesinline’
Sdamander whistled under his breath. Rhodry was ligening asif he couldn’t believe she'd sad it.
‘I never knew that,” Rhodry said. ‘How do you?

‘Datold me, of course. He was dways warning me about the tricks men use to seduce lasses into a
brothel so | wouldn't fdl for them. 1t's most common in Cerrmor, he said, but it happens dl over.’

‘Oh by the black ass of the Lord of Helll” Sdlamander said. ‘Here it's been under our noses the
whole timel When | see Nevyn next, | mug tdl him that slver daggers know many a thing worth



learning.’

Hoating above the fire, Nevyn'simage looked as sartled as if someone had just dumped cold water
dl over him.

‘I never would have thought of thet in a thousand years,” the old man's thought came in a wave of
bemuse-ment. *And avile and impiousthing it id Well, I'm dmogt to Eldidd. | think I'll have a long talk
with our Cullyn.’

‘It seems a sengible thing to do,” Salamander thought back. ‘And I'll return to Cerrmor if you like’

‘Splendid, but don't make a move or say one thing until | tdl you to. There's thugs mixed up in this
trade as wdl as the dark dweomer, and we' re going to have to move carefully and lay clever snares!’

‘Jugt 0. You know, some brothels are secretly owned by men with considerable influence’
Nevyn's thought came like the growl of awolf.
‘No doubt! Well, well see what we can do. My thanks, lad. Thisis a very interesting bit of news.’

After they broke the contact, Sdamander put out the fire in the charcod brazier with a wave of his
hand. Through the window of hisinnchamber the gray dawn light was cregping in. When he glanced out,
he saw Jll and Rhodry below, saddling up their horses. Hurriedly he pulled on his boots and went down
to say farewdl. Although he couldn’t say why, he'd never met a man he liked as wel as Rhodry on firgt
mesting.

‘| take it you leave on the wings of dawn,” Sdamander said.
‘We do,” Rhodry said. ‘It's along ride up to Yr Auddglyn from here’

‘So it is It saddens my heart that our paths should cross only to part again. Ah wel, mayhap well
meet again on the long road.’

‘I'll hope s0.” Rhodry held out his hand. ‘Farewell, gerthddyn. Maybe the gods will dlow us to st
over atankard again.

As he shook hands, Salamander fdt a dweomer-touched cold run down his back. They’d meet again,
he knew, but not in the way that they were hoping. The dweomer-cold was so strong that he shivered
convulsvey.

‘Here,” Jll sad. ‘Do you have a chill?
‘A bit of one. Ye gods, | hate riang early.’

They dl laughed and parted amiling, but dl day, as he rode back west to Cerrmor, Sdamander
remembered the dweomer-cold.

In a splendidly appointed innchamber in Dun Deverry, Alastyr and Camdd sat a a andl table and
heggled over the price of twenty bars of opium. Sarcyn leaned againgt the windowsll and merdy
watched this meaningless charade. Although the money meart little to Alastyr, he had to pretend it did to
keep Camde convinced that he was nothing more than a midnight importer. Andly the ded was done,
the coins handed over. It was time for the true purpose of this meeting. Sarcyn opened up his second



Sght to watch.

‘My lord,” Alagtyr said, ‘you mud redize tha it's dangerous for me to come to Dun Deverry. Now
that we've met, I'd prefer that you dedlt directly with Sarcyn.’

With a sneer of objection, Camde looked up, but Alastyr sent a line of light from his aura, threw it
around the aura of the lord, and sent the egg of light spinning like a top. Camdd swayed drunkenly.

‘Sarcyn is very important,” Alastyr whispered. ‘Y ou can trust him like you can trust me. You will trust
him. You will trust him.”

‘I will, then, Camdd said. ‘I trust him”

‘Good. You will forget you' ve been ensorceled. Y ou will forget you' ve been ensorceled.’

Alagtyr withdrew the line and let Camddl’ s aura ettle.

‘Of course | understand,” Camdel said briskly. ‘ Dedling with your lieutenant will be most satisfactory.’

Sarcyn shut down the Sght and escorted the lord out the door with a bow, then latched the heavy oak
door after him. Alastyr chuckled under his breath and stood up, stretching his back.

‘Done, then,” the master said. ‘Now remember, work on him dowly. If you can, only ensorcd him
when he's mead-drunk or smoke-drunk, so he never redizes that somewhat odd’ s afoot.’

‘Eadly done, master. He boozes like a swine and sucks smoke like a chimney.’

Alastyr chuckled again. Sarcyn couldn’t remember a time when the master had been this pleased, but
then, hislong plot of years was findly going well. As an intimate in the King's chambers, Camdel wasin a
perfect position to stedl them athing that they could never reach themsdves.

‘I can see why the lad makes you itch so badly,” Alastyr went on. ‘But then, you were dways a little
fiend for bed.” Casudly he patted the apprentice on the behind.

Sarcyn went giff with shock. Never before had he redized that Alagyr thought he'd enjoyed the
madter’ s attentions, dl those years ago.

‘My apologies, Alagtyr said, misunderstanding. ‘I shouldn’'t tease you a your age. But wel and
good, lad. Keep working on him until we can lead him like a horse -on avery long rein. Evy and | will be
waiting outside the city. Once he' s thoroughly ensorceled, ride out and join us. But remember, there's no
rush. If it takes weeks, so beit’

After Alagtyr left, Sarcyn spent along time pacing back and forth. His hatred burned like afever in his
body.

For dl his pose of a shabby old herbman, Nevyn was wdl-known in the grest broch of Dun
Gwerbyn. When he arrived at the gates one morning, the two men on guard both bowed to him, then
cdled for servants to take his horse and pack mule to the stables. Out in the ward stood severd large
wagons, and servants, working dowly in the warm sun, were loading them with bundles and barrels.

‘Is the tieryn leaving soon for her summer resdence? Nevyn asked.

‘Sheis’ the page said. ‘In just two days timewell start for Cannobaen. Her graceis in the great hall



right now.’

Lovyan was gtting at the honor table with a scribe. Although they seemed to be going over important
matters, she dismissad him as soon as she saw Nevyn and sat the old man down & her right hand.
Straightaway he told her dl the news he had of JIl and Rhodry, because he knew that her heart ached to
hear it.

‘And findly, | scryed them out lagt night,’ he finished up. ‘ They’re in the Auddglyn, looking for a hire.
| mugt say that Jll knows how to squeeze a copper hard enough to polish it. They seem to have plenty of
coin left from the winter.’

‘That gladdens my heart, but ah ye gods, the summer’s just begun, and there's my poor little lad,
ling his sword on the roads.’

‘Oh come now, Lovva. You mug admit that the “poor little lad” happens to be one of the very best
swordsmen in the kingdom.’

‘Oh, I know. | suppose that there’ s no need for me to carry on so, but how can | not worry?
‘“True-spoken, and for dl my fine words to you, | worry mysdf.

‘I know that, and here, of course, | forgot you wouldn't know yet! I'm worried about Rhodry for
more than his sake these days. Nevyn, the most truly gppdling thing's happened. Do you remember
Donilla, the wife Rhys put aside for being barren?

‘Quite wdl.

‘W, her new husband was absolutely besotted with her, and he's been courting her as if she were a
young lass. Apparently he's been quite successful, because she' s with child.’

‘Oh by every god! Has Rhys heard the news yet?

‘He has. | rode to Aberwyn mysdf to tdl him, thinking that it would be best if he heard it from me. He
did not take it well.’

‘No doubt. You know, | can even find it in my heart to fed sorry for Rhys. The gossp mug be
soreading like wildfire’

‘He' s become the laughingstock of every lord in Eldidd. My heart absolutely aches for his poor little
wife, being treated like a racehorse or suchlike. Here, people actudly have been making bets on whether
el concelve, and | take it the odds againg are very high. Ah ye gods, how crue men can bel’

‘Jugt 0. But | see what you mean about Rhodry. HE' s the last Maglwaedd heir for Aberwyn. We ve
got to get im back.’

‘With Rhys in this temper? You haven’'t seen him. He walks around in a fury dl day long, and not a
oul dares to mention the very word “babe’ in front of him. He |l never recall Rhodry now. Besides, there
are too many amhitious men to feed his hatred for his brother, in the hope that if Rhys dies childless, their
danwill have a chance at the gwerbretrhyn.’

‘That has the disgusting ring of truth.’



‘Of course. I'll wager that the scheming and jockeying among the Council of Electors has dready
begun.” She gave him afaint, sedf-mocking amile. ‘I’ ve dready started my own scheming. When we go to
Cannobaen, I'm going to take Rhodry’s bastard daughter out of fosterage and keep her with me. Little
Rhoddawill be a pawn in this Sruggle, and | want to supervise her training mysdf. After dl, the man who
marries Rhodry’s her, bastard or not, will have a amdl daim to push before the Council.’

‘By the Goddess herdf, | have to admire you. Most women would dill be tearing their hair over ther
son's exile, but you' re scheming fourteen yearsin advance.’

“Most women have never held the power | do, not even ones of my rank.’

For severa minutesthey sat in a troubled slence. Lovyan looked so weary and miserable that Nevyn
surmised she was thinking about the bitter truth: Rhodry was no true Maelwaedd &t dl. Yet it was crucid
that men think he was. Although Nevyn couldn’t read the future clearly, of course, he was certain that
Rhodry was meant to rule in western Eldidd, if not as Gwerbret Aberwyn, then a least as tieryn in Dun
Gwerbyn. Neither he nor the Lords of Wyrd cared one jot who Rhodry’ s father was, but the noble-born
would.

‘Do you know what | fear most? Lovyan said abruptly. ‘That things will come to open war when
Rhysdies. It's happened, you know, when a disgruntled candidate feds himsdf wronged by the Council.
Ahwel, I'll be long gone mysdf by then, and past worrying over it.

Since Rhys was a hedthy man of only twenty-nine, her remark was eminently reasonable, but Nevyn
fdt a sudden stab of dweomer-warning. It seemed likdy that she would have to bury yet another son.

‘s somewhat wrong? she said, reading his expression.
‘Oh, just thinking that we' ve got to get Rhodry recaled.’

‘If words were gold coins, we'd dl be asrich as the King. She sghed heavily. ‘It's dways hard to
see the death of a great clan, but it would be a true pity to see the end of the Maelwaedds.’

‘It would indeed.’

And a greater pity than she could know, in fact. The Maglwaedd clan had aways been important to
the dweomer, ever anceits oddly humble beginning, close to three hundred years before.
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About a week’s ride from Aberwyn, on what might as well have been the western border of Eldidd
since no one lived beyond it, there was a dun standing on the wide grassy diff top overlooking the ocean.
A stone wadl, badly in need of repair, ringed a big ward where grass poked up through the cobbles.
Indde was a squat stone broch, a clutter of wooden sheds, and a narrow tower like a stork standing
among chickens. Every afternoon, Avascaen dimbed the hundred and fifty soirding steps to the fla top
of the tower. Usng a heavy winch and pulley, he would haul up loads of firewood, which his sons had
put in the ding far down below, and stack them under the little shelter above the beacon pit. Just a
sunset, he would light a torch and fire the firg load. Not far out to sea were submerged rocks, a little
ripple of white water from his vantage, but virtudly invisble to a ship saling toward them. Any captain
who saw the Cannobaen light knew enough to swing wide out to the safety of the open sea.

Not that there had been many shipsin the lagt few years. Thanks to the war for the Deverry throne,
trade was fdling off badly. There were times, especialy when the cold winter winds whipped under the
shdlter, when Avascaen wondered why he even bothered to keep tending the fire. But if just one ship
founders, he would tdl himsdf, just think of how you'll fed then. Besides, he'd been enjoined to keep
thislight by Prince Madl himsdlf, dl those years ago before the prince rode off to war and never returned.

Avascaen was training his two sons, ,Maryl and Egamyn, to take over the job of lighthouse keeper
when he died. Maryl, a golid sort of lad, was glad enough of the work and their somewhat privileged
pastion in the village of Cannobaen. Egamyn, however, who was only fourteen, grumbled, cursed, and
condantly threatened to run away to become a rider with the King's army. Avascaen would generdly
give him a cuff on the head and tdl him to hold his tongue.

‘“The prince asked me and my family to tend the light, Avascaen would say. ‘And tend it we will.’
‘Oh here, Da, Egamyn aways answered. ‘I'll wager you never see the cursed prince again.’

‘“Maybe not, but if | do, then hell hear | did what | said | was going to do. I'm like a badger. | hold
on.

Avascaen, his wife, Scwna, and the lads dl lived in the greet hdl of the broch, where they cooked,
dept, and generdly made do. The upper stories were shut up to save heet in the winter. Twice a year,
Scwna aired out each chamber, shook off the dust covers on the furniture, and swept the floors, just in
case the prince should return to his country lodge one fine day. Out in the ward, they had a kitchen
garden, afew chickens, and some young hogs. The farmersin the nearby village supplied the rest of thar
needs as part of ther taxes to the Cannobaen light. The farmers dso supplied the firewood, which came
from the vast primeva oak forests stretching to the north and west.



‘“We ve got a good life] Avascaen would tdl Egamyn. “You should thank the gods that things are
peeceful, like’

Egamyn would only shake his stubborn dark head and muiter that things were tedious. Aside from the
farmers, company rarely came to Dun Cannobaen.

It was, therefore, quite an event when someone did turn up at the gates one afternoon. Since he dept
dl morning, Avascaen was jugt garting his day with a grall in the ward when he saw arider on a chestnut
horse coming up the road with two gray mules heavily laden with canvas packs. When the rider
dismounted, Avascaen redized with a start that it was a woman, stout and middle-aged. Although she
was wearing a dress, she had a pair of dirty brigga under it so she could ride astride like a man. Her gray
hair was caught back in the dip of an unmarried woman, and her dark eyes brimmed with good humor.
The oddest thing of dl were her hands, which were a peculiar color - a dirty brownish blue, dl the way
up to her elbows.

‘Good morrow, good dr,’ she said. ‘I'll wager you're surprised to see meriding up.’
‘Wdl, that | am, but you' re most welcome, anyway,” Avascaen said. ‘May | ask your name?

‘Primillaof Abernaudd, good gr. I'm out here looking for rare plants and suchlike for the dyers' guild
in Abernaudd.’

‘Fancy that! Well, won't you take our hospitaity? | can offer you a med, if you don’t mind having
breskfast for your dinner, anyway.’

Rimillaminded not in the least. While Maryl tended her horse and mules, she agreeably pitched into a
trencher of bacon and a bowl of barley porridge. She was full of precious news from Abernaudd, the
royd city of Eldidd, and Scwna and Egamyn listened avidly as she described the goings-on in the town.

‘And | don't suppose there's any news of my Prince Mael,” Avascaen asked findly.

‘Wdl, now, there is, and sad news at that. His wife just died, poor thing, of a fever.” Primilla shook
her head sadly. ‘A pitiful thing, her never getting to see her husband again.’

Tearswelled in Scwnd' s eyes. Avascaen fdt a bit rocky himsdf. It was just like something in a bard’s
tde.

‘And isthere tak of disdaming my prince and putting his son in his place?
‘Wdll, there is, and what will you think of that?
‘Mad’s the prince | swore to serve, and serve him | will. I'm like a badger, good dame. | hold on.’

Pimillasmiled asif she found hisloydty ddightful - a greet reief after dl the people who mocked him
for it. As he considered her eyes, shrewd, redly, for dl the jolly look of her round face and pink cheeks,
Avascaen wondered about her.

That night, when the moon was at its zenith, Primilla panted up the stone steps to join Avascaen on
top of the tower. She helped lay the second load of wood on the beacon, then drolled over to the edge
of the tower for alook &t the view. Far down below them, the full moon was laying a Slver road across
the dark rippled sea, retching out to the featureless horizon. In the clear oring air, the stars seemed to
be a mere arm’ s reach above.



‘Lovey, ign't it? Avascaen sad. ‘But few bother to come up for alook, except for me and my lads’
“You mus have strong legs, good gr, from dl these cursed steps!’
‘Oh, you get used to itin a bit, truly.

Theflaring beacon cast a dancing golden light around them as the fresh wood caught. Primilla leaned
comfortably on the stone guardrall and contemplated the beach far below, where the breakers rolled in
like Slver ghosts.

“Now, begging your pardon and dl,” Avascaen said, ‘but it's a rare thing to find a woman traveling
aone Aren't you afraid of danger on the roads?

‘Oh, | can take care of mysdf when | have to,” Primillasaid with a chuckle. ‘And besides, ther€' s not
alot of folk out here to give trouble. It's worth the trip, truly, to poke about in the woodlands and find
my plants. You see, I've been adyer dl my life, and now I’'m at the point of wanting to find better colors
for my guild. We'll sudy what I’ ve brought back, make up some bits of doth dyed with it, and see how
it washes and dl. You never know when you'll find somewhat worth a smdl fortune” She held up her
discolored hands. ‘Here' s my whole life, good gr, stained right into my skin.’

Since Avascaen was a great believer in taking pains to do things right, he could see her point. But
occasondly, after Primilla was long gone, he would remember the woman with blue hands and wonder
what she'd been up to.

TheKing's city of Abernaudd spanned the Elaver some two miles upstream from the seacoast and the
harbor. Behind ramparted stone walls, cobbled streets marched up and down terraced hills. At the top of
the highest hill stood the roya dun, flying the blue and slver banner of the Dragon throne, while down in
the valeys huddled the gtinking, close-packed huts of the poor. In Abernaudd, how high up one lived
showed literdly how high one was on the socid scale. As head of the Dyers Guild, Primilla lived on the
crest of alow hill in a spacious compound that came with her podtion. With her in the three-story
roundhouse lived her five apprentices, who waited on her to earn ther training. Out in back in the
cobbled yard were the long sheds that housed the master workrooms of the guild. The doth produced
there under her persond supervison went to the roya household.

Although Primilla had indeed found rare dye plants on her trip to Cannobaen, she was annoyed at
having to take the time away from guild affars. Her duty to the dweomer, however, dways took
precedence over her duty to the dyers. It would have been most unssemly if she'd refused to hdp the
leader of the Council of Thirty-Two when he asked. Although she didn't know why Nevyn was
interested in the affairs of Mad, prince of Aberwyn and Cannobaen, she was willing to poke around and
learn what she could. Now that she'd discovered that Cannobaen 4ill stood loyd to him, she could
concentrate on the more important matter of the prince' s sanding in court.

Fortunately, she would have plenty of access to court circles that summer, because the King was
asking the aity guilds for an enormous loan to continue his bid for the Deverry throne. Although normally
the noble-born sneered at commerce, whenever the King needed hard coin, the guildsmen and merchants
found themsalves being courted by dl the best people. The very night after her return, Primilla had the
firs of many meetings cdled by the guilds and merchants to sdlect representatives to go to the palace for
the actud haggling. Since she wanted the job, she got a place on the councl eesly. Although the
merchants vied for the positions, few of the craftspeople were willing to take the time away from their
work.



Fndly, after a week of medtings and lobbying, the guild commisson of five, with Grotyr the
moneylender at ther head, met with four of the King's councillors in a narrow chamber on the second
floor of the royd broch. While a scribe from each side took careful notes, they sat around a long oak
table. Primilla was expecting a sesson of hedging and fencing, but the King's chigf councillor, a
dark-eyed paunchy fdlow named Cadlew, flaly announced that the King wanted five thousand gold
pieces.

‘Ye godsl” Grotyr sputtered. ‘Do you redize, good gr, that the guilds would go bankrupt if such a
loan weren't repaid promptly?

Cadlew merdly amiled, because everyonein the room knew that Grotyr was lying. While the heggling
got underway in earnest, Pimillawas pondering the sze of the loan. If the King needed that much coin, it
seemed that he was planning a mgor offensve, and such boded ill indeed for the captive prince in
Cerrmor. The meeting ended inconclusively, as everyone knew that it would. As the guildspeople were
leaving, Primillalingered and asked Cadlew if he had a moment to show her the royd gardens.

‘Of course, good dame. Doubtless they would interest you, since much of your work lieswith plants’

‘True spoken, and it's quite a treat for me to see flowers whole, snce my work mostly shreds and
boils them.’

With a pleasant laugh, he led her off round the broch. A low brick wall, modly there to keep horses
out, set off a complex of tiny lawvns twined round with flower beds, like green jewels set in colored wires.
They passed a pleasant quarter hour discussing the various flowers before Primilla fet she could make
her move.

“You know, she said, ‘a while back, | was hunting for rare plants near the western border, and |
happened to stop a Cannobaen; you know, Prince Magl’ s country lodge.’

‘Ah. Do they even remember the prince out there?

‘Oh very well, indeed. A sad thing Madl’s Wyrd. | can't hep thinking that this loan means the King's
going to cut him adrift.’

‘For your ears only, good dame, but you ve guessed right enough. Our liege should have |le¢ Mad
hang and gotten on with the war years ago, but the Princess Maddyan pleaded and kept her husband's
case dive. Since she was raised here at court, the King aways thought of her as a daughter.’

‘But now the princessis dead.’
‘dJust s0.’
‘And what of Madl’s son?

‘Wdl, out of honor, Ogretoryc pleads for his dre, but ye gods, the lad wasn't even born when his
father rode away. How long can a man be sentimental over someone he's never met?

Especidly when he stands to inherit that someone’s place, Primilla thought to hersdlf. It was time, she
decided, to take some direct action rather than hoping for more hints from injudicious councillors. Later
inthe week, she sdlected severd skeins of her finest blue embroidery threads and sent them as a gift to
Ogretoryc’s wife, Camlada. Her woad-dyed blue was dways in great demand, because only a master
dyer could ensure that the entire skein was an exactly even color, an important thing for courtly



needlework. The gift earned her an audience with the lady on the next afternoon that she was at court.

A page took her to a surprigngly samdl chamber up on the third floor of one of the sde brochs.
Although the room was luxurioudy furnished with carpets and cushioned chairs, it had a poor view out
the one window. Camlada, a pretty blond lass of sixteen, received Primilla done ingtead of in the
company of the serving women that would have marked high status. Her only companion was a little
terrier, who sat on her lap and growled at intervas throughout the interview.

‘My thanks for the fine thread, good dame. It will be put to good use on one of my husband's shirts’
‘“Then, my lady, I'm most honored.’

With a amile, Camlada gestured at a padded footstool near her chair. Primilla obligingly sat down and
let the lady look her over.

‘I've spent my whole life at court, Camlada remarked. ‘I doubt me if this gift is only a sweet
thoughtfulness on your part. What sort of favor do you want from my husband?

‘A very andl one. | only want him to be aware of my existence. You see, out on the western border
are some very rare dye plants. I'd eventudly like our guild to have the right to hunt for them, even though
the Aberwyn quild has firg dam. After al, the prince controls both Aberwyn and Cannobaen.’

‘Prince? He' s hardly a prince yet.

‘W, more a prince than hisfather is, consdering the circumstances.’

Abruptly Camlada rose and paced to the window, her terrier keeping close to her skirts.
‘Have | upset my lady? Primillasaid. ‘My humble gpologies’

‘It's judt that you' ve reminded me of the truth. No one knows what my husband is or what's open to
us | don't suppose you ever met the Princess Maddyan.’

‘| never had that honor, truly, but | heard that she was a sweet and devoted wife’

‘She was. Everyone adored her, but look at dl the good it ever did her. | fdt so sorry for her, and
now she's dead.’

*And by rights, you should have her rank.’

‘I have no rank at dl, good dame, until my father-in-law is dead. Oh, that sounds so horrible of me,
but I'm just so frightened. The same thing could happen to me as happened to Maddyan, just Stting
around court, with no influence or anything, and the King doesn’t even like me the way her liked her.’

‘I can understand My lady’s fears’

Pimilla understood something else, too: dthough Ogretoryc had never met his father, he saw his wife
every night. She decided that she had best contact Nevyn straightway through the fire and tdl him of this
poisoned grain of news she’'d gleaned.

As King Glyn's most trusted councillor, Nevyn had rights far beyond those of the usud courtier. As
soon as he finished taking with Primilla, he went to the royd gpartments without so much as sending a
page ahead of him. In the past, he'd often wondered if it were a right thing to tdl the King military



information gleaned by dweomer. Now that he had some to offer, he decided that it was, Smply because
Eldidd’' s dam to the throne was so weak that he was clearly an usurper. He found a vigtor there ahead
of him, Prince Cobryn, now the leader of the King's Guard. At twenty-one, Cobryn was tdl, dender,
and handsome, looking so much like Dannyn that at times Nevyn and the King found it painful to look a
him.

‘s your business urgent, my lord? Cobryn said. ‘1 can retire from our liege' s presence.’

‘Urgent it is, but it concerns you, too.” Nevyn bowed to Glyn, who was standing at the hearth. *Eldidd
istaking out an enormous loan from the guildmasters of Aber-naudd. | can think of only one place he'd
want to spend so much coin: our borders.’

‘So,” theKing said. ‘I was wondering how long we could milk tears for one prince out of three. Well,
Cabryn, that means wée ll have to change our plans for the summer’s fighting down to the last detail. Huh
- I'll wager Eldidd was going to have his warband over our border before we received the formd
message of disclamation. And | don’t need dweomer to tdl me that.’

‘Just s0.” Cobryn laughed, a cold wolf’s mutter under his bresth. ‘But we're going to have a surprise
waiting for the bastards.’

‘My liege’ Nevyn broke in, ‘are you going to make good your threat and hang Prince Magl?

Glyn rubbed his chin with the back of his hand while he thought the matter over. Always heavy, his
face had turned square and stout with age, and aflorid color lay across his cheeks.

‘1t would ache my heart to hang a helpless man, but Eldidd may leave me no choice. I'll do neught till
| have the formd renouncement in my hand. Eldidd might change his mind, but there's no bringing the
prince back from the dead once he's hanged.’

That very week, Prince Cobryn led five hundred men dong the coast road to the Eldidd border, and
they were supported by grain ships and war gdleys. After an anxious three weeks, messengers returned:
they'd fought a mgor victory over a very surprised Eldidd amy. Two days later, a herdd arrived from
the King of Eldidd with a letter formaly renouncing Madl and putting his son, Ogretoryc, in his place.
Nevyn went up straightaway to inform Madl.

He found the no-longer prince Stting at his writing desk, which was stacked with the prisoner’s
beloved books and scattered with pieces of parchment, the beginnings of Mag’s commentary on the
Ethics of the Greggyn sage, Rigolyn. Nevyn was sure that the commentary would be excellent, if only
Mad lived to finish it. At thirty-four, Mad was going premaurdy gray, thick stresks of it in his
raven-dark hair.

‘I’ve got some cursed bad news for you,” Nevyn sad.

‘I’ve been renounced? He spoke flaly, even dryly. ‘1 thought that was in the wind when | heard the
guards taking about war on the border.’
‘I'mdfrad it'strue’

‘W, Rigolyn’s ideas about virtue are going to stand me in good stead. It seems that the entire god
or end of my life has been to make a good desth down in the market square. I'd say tha fortitude would
be the most appropriate virtue to that end, wouldn't you?



‘Ligen. You're not going to hang if | have one cursed word to say about it.’

‘Then that gives me hope. | suppose it's hope. Maybe it would be better to hang and ride free in the
Otherlands then St here and molder. You know, I've been here longer than | was a prince in Eldidd.
Fancy that. Over hdf my life as Glyn's guest.’

‘I'll wager the freedom of the Otherlands won't look so attractive when the executioner’s putting a
noose around your neck. I'll return as soon as I ve spoken to the King.’

It was late in the afternoon before court affairs would dlow Nevyn to have a private word with his
liege They walked out to the waled garden behind the broch. By the ornamental stream, a willow tree
tralled long branches in the water; the roses were thick with blood-red blooms, the only touch of color in
thetiny parkland, carefully tended to look untended.

‘I've come to intercede for Mad’s life, my liege, Nevyn said.

‘| thought you might. I’'m haf-minded to release him and let him go home, but | see no way that | can,
none. HeE'd be a hitter enemy there, and worst of dl, how would Eldidd interpret my mercy? As a
weskness, no doubt, and | can't afford that. It's the honor of the thing.

‘My liegeisright about not being able to release him, but he might be useful again in the future!’
‘He might, but again, will Eldidd take it as weakness?

‘“The gods will count it as strength. Whose good opinion does my liege vadue more?

Glyn plucked a rose, cupped it in his calloused, broad pam, and considered it with adight frown.
‘My liege? Nevyn sad. ‘I'll outright beg you for hislife’

With a sgh, Glyn handed him the rose.

‘Done, then. | can’t deny you that after dl you've done for me. Eldidd has a dutch of hers like a dy
old hen, but who knows? The day may come when he'll regret disdaming Madl.’

Since she enjoyed the favor and patronage of the King's mogt important councillor, Gavra's herb
business had prospered down in the city. She now owned her own house and shop in the merchants
quarter and made plenty of coin to support hersdf and her two children, Ebrua and Dumoryc, the
prince' s bastards. For years, Gavra had endured the gossip that branded her as a dut who had children
by any number of men she fancied, because it was better than having her children dain as heirs to an
enemy line. Now that Madl was formdly disclaimed, she considered tdling the children the truth, but it
was pointless. Even though he lived not two miles away, they had never seen tharr father.

She supposed that the men who guarded Mael knew perfectly wel that she was his midiress, but they
hdd ther tongues, partly out of masculine sympathy for Madl’s dull life, but mostly because they were
terrified of what Nevyn would do to them if they spilled the secret. When she went up to the tower room
that particular day, they even congratulated her about Magl’ s reprieve from the hangman.

As s00n as she was indde, she flung hersdf into Mad’s arms. For a moment they merdy held each
other tightly, and she could fed him shaking.

‘Thank every god you're going to live, she said at last.



‘I’ve been doing somewhat of that, truly. He paused to kiss her. *Ah my poor love, you deserved a
proper husband and a happy life, not aman like me!’

‘My life's been happy enough, just knowing that you love me’

When he kissed her again, she dung to him, feding that they were two frightened children, dinging
together in a dark full of nightmares. Nevyn will never let him hang, she thought, but oh dear Goddess,
how long can our dear old man live?

After three years of hard fighting, the Eldidd border war came to a sdemate when, in the midde of
that summer, something happened for which none of the three sides were prepared: the province of
Pyrdon rebdled agang the Eldidd throne. Glyn's spies brought the news back at a gdlop that not only
was it rebdlion, but it looked to be a successful one. In Cwnoal, formerly gwerbret of Dun Trebyc, the
only large city in Pyrdon, the rebe forces had a leader so brilliant that his men whispered he was
dweomer.

‘Hadf of Pyrdon isdill forest, too,” Glyn remarked. ‘He can have his men fade into the trees if they're
hard-pressed, then fade right out again to attack in ambuscade. He seems to have a large force. Huh. |
wonder if he's getting coin from Cantrae?

‘I wouldn't be in the least surprised, my liege, Nevyn said. *And it would behoove us to send some,
too.’

For the rest of that summer, the Eldidd border stayed quiet, and by autumn it appeared that while
Cwnol would be fighting for a long time, he had great chance of success. When Glyn sent the rebe
messages, they went addressed to Cwnol, King of Pyrdon. As a find gesture, Glyn betrothed Prince
Caobryn's six-year-old daughter to Cwnol’s seven-year-old son, a mark of royd honor that Cwnol
repaid by increasing his raids into Eldidd. Yet, even though the matter ended so wdl for the Cerrmor
gde, Nevyn was heartsick. As the endless war dragged on, he could see the kingdom tearing into pieces
around him.

On aday wet with autumn rain, Nevyn went up to the tower to see Madl, who was, as usud, working
on his commentaries. As such projects will, this one had grown far beyond the smple introduction to
Rigolyn’s thought that Madl had origindly planned.

‘Thisasde isgoing to end up a cursed chapter!”” Mad stuck his pen into the inkwel so hard thet the
reed nearly broke.

‘So many of your asides do, but good chapters, withd.

‘It's this question of what condtitutes the grestest good, you see. For dl its brilliance, Rigolyn's
argument doesn't quite satisfy me. His categories are a bit limited.”

“Y ou philosophers are dways cursed good a multiplying categories.’
‘Philosopher? Ye gods, | wouldn't cal mysdf that.’
‘By the hdlls, what else are you?

Mael’s face went dack in openmouthed amazement. When Nevyn laughed, he sheepishly joined in.



‘Naught ese, truly, Mael said. ‘ For twenty years I’ ve thought mysdf a warrior, chafing at the bit like
awarhorse and luding for the freedom to fight once agan. I've been dduding mysdf for at least ten of
them. Here, | wonder if | even could ride to war now. | can see mysdf, giting there on horseback,
wondering what Ristolyn meant by the word “end” as someone knocked me right off mine’

“You don't look displeased.’
Mad wandered over to the window, where the rain dashed down as siver-gray as his hair.

‘“The view from here is a different one than | ever had before. You don't see things as dearly in the
dugt of a battlefidd.” Mael leaned his cheek againg the cool glass and looked down. ‘Do you know what
the cursed strangest thing of dl is?If | didn’t worry so much about Gavra and the children, I'd be happy
here’

Nevyn fet a dweomer-touched dap of knowledge. It was time for Madl to be released. Because he
hed accepted, he could go free.

‘Tel me somewhat. If you were free to do so, would you marry Gavra?

‘Of course. Why shouldn't 1?7 1’ve no place a aroya court anymore. | could legitimetize our children,
too - if | were free to do so. Truly, | am a philosopher. I'll even debate the hopel ess and the impossible!’

When he left Madl’s chamber, Nevyn was consdering the weather. Since it rardy snowed dong the
seacoadt, travel was a possihility, though an unpleasant one, dl winter. He went sraight to his chamber
and contacted Primillathrough the fire.

Gavra s shop occupied the front haf of a house just across the street from her brother’s tavern. Every
morning, when she came out to set to work, she would look around at the shelves, stacked with herbs,
the barrels, the jars, the dried crocodile hanging under the eaves. My house, she would think, and my
shop. | ownitdl, just me. It was a rare woman in Cerrmor who owned property in her own name rather
then in that of a husband or brother. With winter coming, she had plenty of customers with fevers and
congested lungs, chilblains and aching bones, and she worked long hoursin the front room. She aso had
another pressing matter to tend with: Ebrua’s betrothal. Although she hersdf had let love rule her, she
was determined to make a solid, conventiona arranged match for her daughter.

Fortunately, the lad that Ebrua hersdlf favored was a decent lad of Sixteen, Arddyn, the younger son
of a progperous family who dedlt in tanned hides. After she discussed the formd betrothal with the lad's
father, she went up to the dun to consult with Madl. In a way, the trip was foolish; he/'d never met
Arddyn’sfamily and had only seen his daughter from a greet distance. But Mad lisened gravely, tuming
his brilliant mind to the problem with such intengty that she knew he wanted to pretend, as she did, that
they had some kind of a normd life together.

‘It sounds like a good metch for people like us; Mad sad at las.
‘Oh, ligen to you, my royd love. People like us indeed!”’

‘My lady forgets thet I'm naught but a humble philosopher. Here, when | finish my book, the priests at
the temple will have fifty copies written out by the scribes, and I'll get a Slver coin apiece. That, my love,
ismy sole fortune in the world, so let us hope that Arddyn’s clan won't be greedy about the dowry.’

‘I"ll think they’Il take her interest in my shop, and maybe a bit of slver.’



‘Cursed good thing. 1t's an unlucky lass who has a philosopher for a father.’

As Gavra was leaving the dun, she met Nevyn, who companionably dipped his am through hers and
escorted her down to the shop. Since the children were meking the evening med in the kitchen, they
could tak in private. Nevyn laid a couple of big logs into the hearth and lit them with a snap of hisfingers.

‘Chilly today,” he remarked. ‘I’ ve got somewhat truly important to tdl you. | think | have a very good
chance of getting Mael released.’

Gavra caught her breath with a gasp.

‘Don’t tdl him yet,” the old man went on. ‘I don’t want to raise his hopes only to dash them, but you
need to know. You'll have much to settle before you leave.

‘Leave? Oh here, isMad gaing to want me to go with him?
“Now, if you ever doubted that for a minute, then that's the firgt supid thing I’ ve ever seen you do.’

Suddenly Gavra had to St down. She perched on a stool near the fire and wove her shaking hands
together.

‘I'm afraid there' s no choice but to send him back to Eldidd,” Nevyn said. ‘Do you want to go?

She looked at the shelves, at the room, a everything she' d worked for so long to have. She'd be
leaving her married daughter behind, too, and what was Dumoryc going to say when she introduced a
dranger as his father?

“You know,” Nevyn sad, ‘it's likdy that you'll end up living on the western border of Eldidd, and
there' s not a decent herbwoman out there for miles’

‘I see. W, then, | could build up a new shop for Dumoryc, and leave Ebrua this one. It would be a
plendid dowry. We could cursed wdl write the marriage contract as we wanted it if | did that.’

‘Just so. And most likely you'll end up supporting your brilliant husband, too.’
‘Eldidd begins to sound interesting.” She looked up with agmile. *And of course, | love my man, too.’

For a variety of reasons, Nevyn decided to secure Mad's release in the oring. For one thing, the
Kings of the Wildfalk warned him that the winter would be full of bad storms. The most pressing reason,
however, was Mad himsdf, who would refuse to leave his imprisonment until he saw his book properly
copied, a task that would take months. While the scribes down at the temple of Wmm worked on the
book, Nevyn worked on the King, whose honor was the councillor’s biggest dly. Generous man that he
was, Glyn found Mad a profound embarrassment, too pathetic to murder, especidly now that the
learned priests praised him as a brilliant scholar and an ornament to the kingdom. When he judged the
time was right, Nevyn asked Glyn outright about rdleasing Madl and Ietting him return quietly to Eldidd.

‘It would be best, coundillor, truly. Try to scheme out some reason for his honorable release. Cursed
if I'll have Eldidd sneering a my weaknesses, but | can’t stand the thought of that prince moldering up in
the tower any longer.’

Inthe end, it was the Pyrdon rebelion that provided the necessary reason. Since Eldidd desperately
needed a quiet summer if he were to bring his rebels to hed, he offered Glyn gold to refrain from raiding.



Not only did Glyn take the bribe, he solemnized the occasion by offering to release his captive in return
for atoken ten horses. After many an exchange of heralds and some peculiar gdling on Eldidd's part, the
dedl was set and signed. Only then did Nevyn tdl Mad of his good fortune, when winter was aready

lightening into spring.

When Nevyn went up to the tower room, he found Mad caressing a copy of his book |eather-bound
and nesatly written in the spiky temple hand. The prince was so eager to show it to him thet it took amost
half an hour before Nevyn could get to hisred business.

‘The red marve is that the King's going to subsdize another twenty copies, Mad finished up. ‘Do
you know why?

‘I do. It'shisway of solemnizing your release. He's setting you free next week.’

Mad amiled, started to speak; then his face froze in dishdlief. His fingernails dug into the soft binding
of the codex in his hands.

‘I'll be riding with you as far as the Eldidd border,” Nevyn went on. ‘Gavra and your son will meet us
outsde Cerrmor. Ebruawill stay here, but then, you can hardly blame her. She loves her husbhand, and
she's never even met you.’

Mael nodded, hisface so pae that it looked like snow.
‘Oh by the Lord of Hell,” he whispered. ‘1 wonder if this caged bird remembers how to fly?

Although Prince Ogretoryc and his wife now lived in a splendid suite of gpartments at court, they had
never forgotten the times when Primilla had been the only person to pay court to them, and they were
usudly willing to receive her in those moments they set aside for craftspeople and merchants. The prince
was atdl young man with raven-dark hair and cornflower blue eyes, good-looking in a rough sort of way
and inclined to be expansive as long as he wasn't crossed. That particular morning, Primillabrought him a
present, an expengve little melin for his favorite sport of hawking. The prince immediately took the bird
on hiswrig and chirruped to it.

‘My thanks, good dame. He's alovdly little hawk.’

‘I'm mogt honored that he pleases his highness When | heard about his highness's father being
released, | thought a celebratory gift wasin order.’

His eyes suddenly dark, Ogretoryc began paying great attention to the merlin, who turned its hooded
head hisway asif it recognized a kindred soul. In her chair by the window, Camlada moved restlessly.

‘Of course” she said with a carefully arranged amile. *“We're ever 0 pleased about Madl’s release.
But how odd to think that my father-in-law’s become a scribe.’

Ogretoryc shot her a Sdewise glance that could have meant any number of furious things
‘My thanks for the gift, good Primilla’ he said. ‘I'll take him Sraightaway to my faconer.’

Sinceit was clear that the audience was over, Primilla curtsed and withdrew to the public area of the
royd greast hdl, crowded with various suppliants and the merdy curious. As she tadked with the
coundillors arid scribes she knew, she picked up a number of hints that a good many important people
would be glad to see Mad reingtated in his old place and his son reduced to being merdy the heir.



Perhaps it was for reasons of sentiment or honor that they fdt so. Perhaps. Primilla sought out Councillor
Cadlew and asked him outright why some were eager to see Mad return as liege lord of Aberwyn and
Cannobaen.

“You seam cursed interested in Mad’ s affair,” Cadlew remarked.

‘Of course. The guild needs to know where to spend its gifts We don't care to curry favor from the
wrong lord.’

‘“True spoken. But here, don't spread this any further, will you? The princess Camlada' s given hersdf
ars ever gnce her husband became Aberwyn. There's more than a few who'd enjoy seeing her in a
reduced gtate. And there are some widows, too, who'd fancy themsdves consoling a prince in his later
years.

‘So. Thisisdl awoman's matter?

‘Far from it. The princess has offended more then the ladies in resdence, and the widows have
brothers who see a chance a influence’

‘| see. Do you think Mad! will be reinstated?

‘I hope not, for his sake. It would doubtless be very dangerous for his continuing good hedth, and
you won't get one more word out of me, good dame.’

It was quite enough, Primilla reflected. She made sure to contact Nevyn immediately, because she had
no desire to see Madl come home only to be poisoned by hiskin.

From the window in Magl’ s chamber, the ward of Dun Cerrmor looked as tidy and samdl as a child's
toy. Little horses trotted across barely visble cobbles; tiny men strode around and disappeared into little
doors. Only the loudest noises drifted up to his window. That afternoon, Mad was leening on the
windowsll and studying the familiar view when he heard the door opening behind him.

‘Glyn, King of dl Deverry, approaches,” the guard sang out. ‘All kned.’

Mad turned and kndt just as the King strode in. For a moment they studied each other in a kind of
bemused shock that they both had aged so much since their last brief mesting.

‘Asof today,” Glyn sad & lagt, ‘you're a free man.’
‘My humble thanks, Y our Highness’

Glyn glanced once around the chamber, then left, taking dl the guards with him. Mad stared at the
empty doorway for along time, until a last Nevyn appeared iniit.

‘Get up, my friend, the old men said. ‘It’ stime to try your wings’

As Mad followed him down the dark winding stairway, he stared a the walls, stared a the caling,
dared & every person they met. When they went out into the ward,.the sunlight rushed over him like
water. He looked up and saw the wal of the dun rigng above him, not below, and suddenly he was
physcdly dizzy. Nevyn caught hisarm and steadied him.

‘The mind's a cursed strange thing,” the old man said.



‘Soitis | fed bewitched or suchlike’

At firg, the noise and the confuson were overwheming. It seemed that the entire ward was filled with
men, shouting, laughing, leading horses by in a great clatter. Maidservants hurried back and forth with
buckets of water, loads of firewood, amfuls of foodstuffs. The bright red and slver colors of Cerrmor
were everywhere, troubling hisrecluse’s sght. Yet after afew minutes, Madl’s dizziness turned to greed.
He waked dowly, savoring every sght, from a splendid lord on horseback to a pile of old straw by the
stables. When one of the King's boar-hounds gracioudy alowed him to pat it, he was so pleased that he
fdt like an idiot child, whom everything delights because he can place a vaue on nothing. When he
remarked as much to Nevyn, the dweomerman laughed.

‘And who's to say that the idiot child's not the wisest of us dl? Nevyn said. ‘Let’s go dong to my
chambers. Gavra should be joining us soon.’

But Gavra was dready waiting in Nevyn's sparsely furnished reception room. Mael ran to her, swept
her into hisarms, and kissed her.

‘Ohmy love’ hesad. ‘I'm afraid to bdieve this. | keep thinking we ll wake on the morrow and find it
only acrud dream.’

‘It cursed wel better not be, after dl the trouble I’ ve gone to over the shop! Getting it transferred to
Ebrua gave me such a headache thet | had to take some of my own herbs!’

Nevyn estimated that it would take them about four days to reach the Eldidd border where, or so it
hed been arranged, an honor guard from the Eldidd court would be waiting for him. Yet on the third
night, when they were making camp about ten miles west of Morlyn, a different sort of party came to
meet them: Primillaand two young men, carrying quarterstaves. With a shout of gregting, Nevyn hurried
over jud as they were dismounting, and Mad trailed after him.

‘What's dl this? Nevyn said.
‘Wdl, I'm &rad I’ ve come with some possibly ominous news.’
‘Indeed? Mael broke in. ‘Is the court going to want me poisoned?

‘| see the philosopher remembers his old life as a prince very wdl indeed,” Pimillasaid. ‘But I'm not
aureif he'sin any true danger. It's merdy that it's never wise to take unnecessary chances. We came to
escort you to a safe place until I'm quite sure we can meet the court on our terms, not theirs’

‘My thanks, then,” Nevyn said. ‘I haven't saved the lad’ s life from the rope only to lose it to avid of
poison.’

‘Don’t worry. We re going to dip through the woods as dy as foxes, and then . . " She paused for a
gmile ‘And then, hole up like badgers.’

All week, snce the farmers had been bringing in wagon-loads of firewood to pay their oring taxes to
the Canno-baen light, Avascaen was dways up and around long before sunset, heping them unload the
wood and stack it in the long sheds. On that particular day, when he saw dust coming down the road, he
assumed that another wagonload was on the way.

‘Here come the lads,” he told Egamyn. ‘Run and see which shed's got the most room left.



With asgh for the tedium of it dl, Egamyn strolled dowly away while Avascaen swung the creaking,
complaining gates open. With his hand dill on the rusty bar, he froze and stared a the party in the road.
Riders - pack mules - that strange woman with the blue hands - and behind them - it couldn’t - it had to
be, gray hair or not. With a shout bordering on a sob, Avascaen raced out into the road to welcome
Prince Mad home. When he caught the prince' s sirrup as a 9gn of fedty, Mad bowed to him from the
saddle.

‘Look at us, Avascaen! When | rode away, we were both lads, and now we' re dl gray and grizzled.
‘So we are, my prince, but the Sght of you gladdens my heart, anyway.’
‘And it gladdens mine to see you. Will you shelter us?

‘What? Of course, your highness. Why, you' ve come at the perfect time. Scwna s just been aring out
your chambers, you see, like she does every soring, so they’ll be nice and clean for you.’

‘Has she now? Every spring?
‘Every soring. We're like badgers, my prince. We hold on.’

Mad swung down from his horse, grabbed Avascaen's hand, and shook it hard. When he saw the
tearsin the prince' s eyes, Avascaen began to fed a bit rocky himsdf.

‘I'm not a prince anymore,” Mael said. ‘And | count mysdf honored to cal you friend. Here, I've got
my new wife and son with me, and let’s pray that thistime, I’'m home to stay.’

As the party filed into the ward, Egamyn, Maryl, and Scwna ran out of the broch to greet them.
Avascaen gave Egamyn asmug smile

‘And didn’t | tdl you he'd be back?
He had the satisfaction of seeing his bigmouthed son speechless.

After a companionable afternoon and celebratory dinner, Avascaen went out to tend the light. Just as
the sky was fading to a pearly gray, he struck sparks from his stedl, set the dry tinder burning, then blew
on it until the sparks licked around the kindling. He added logs until, & last, the beacon burned strong
and sent its warning out to sea. He walked to the edge and looked a the broch, the windows cheerful
with lantern light. The prince was home. | didn’t forget him and he didn’t forget me, he thought, just like
badgers, both of us. The world was a satisfying place, filled with justice. Later, when the full moon was a
its zenith, Madl came up to the tower. Panting, out of breath, the prince leaned againg the guardrail.

“You mus have cursed strong legs” Mad sad.
‘Oh, you get used to it after a bit.’

They leaned side by side onto the rall and looked at the sea, the waves foaming slver in the moonlight
asthey crashed onto thetiny strip of pale beach.

‘Did | tdl you that | was kept in the top of a tower during my imprisonment?
‘Well, fancy that. So there you were, looking down, and here | was, doing the same.’

‘Judt thet, but this view is a cursed sght wider than the one | had. | want to stay in Cannobaen for the



rest of my life, but that depends on Prince Ogretoryc. The demesneis his to dispose of now, not mine’

‘If he's got the gdl to turn you out of it, then helll have to find himsdf another lightkeeper. Avascaen
considered the problem for a moment. ‘Now here, my brother’s got more land than he can fam by
himsdf. HEll take us injf things come to that.’

‘My thanks. | can earn some coin as a letter-writer, too.’
For afew minutes they shared a companionable slence.
‘By theway,” Mad said. ‘Have there ever been any ships out here?
‘Cursed few, but you never know when someone will need the light.”

Since Primilla s entire strategy was to portray Mad as someone utterly unfit for courtly affars, she
urged him to make his | etter to his son as blunt as possible, and she was pleased with the result.

To Ogretoryc, Prince of Aberwyn and Cannobaen, and my son, Mad the philosopher sends
gredtings. Although we have never spoken two words together, Your Highness, it behooves a father to
be blunt with his own flesh and blood. | know ful wel that you wish to keep your postions and your
honors at the court of my brother the King. |1 have no desire for anything but to see you do so. | have
become a humble scholar, unfit for the duties of war and rulership after my long imprisonment. All | want
isto live out the remains of my lifein my old country lodge of Cannobaen, or, if His Highness prefers, as
acommon villager. You may send word to me through Primilla, head of the dyers guild. | fear for my life
in court circles. | have no dedire to taste freedom only to taste poison a few weeks later. Your father,
Mad the philosopher.’

When she finished reading, Madl leaned back in his chair and gave her aquizzicd smile.
‘It should do splendidly,” she said.

‘Good. You know, it's a strange thing to be humble to your own son. If it's not enough for them that
I’ve been disclaimed, now I've abdicated. Should keep things dl nice and tidy, as our Avascaen would

S .

When Primilla returned to Abernaudd, she waited a day before ddivering the letter in order to hear
the current gossp. Since the court - indeed, the whole city -was as full of rumors as a wasp's nest is of
gings, dl her friends had plenty to tdl her. The King had indeed sent an honor guard to the border to
receive Mad, but they’d found Nevyn the Cerrmor councillor and Prince Cobryn of Cerrmor there
ingtead, tdling them that Magl had decided to travd done. Everyone suspected treachery, but on
Ogretoryc’s part, not Cerrmor’s.

‘“Now | say they’ re wagering on the wrong horse in this race,” Cadlew said. ‘If there's treachery, the
princess is behind it, not the prince. Some of her loya men might have taken a warband out after Magl.’

‘Indeed? Now, suppose the philosopher isn't dead. Does anyone have any idea of where he might
be?

‘There's plenty of guesses, but the tale making the rounds is that Madl’s gone over to the rebes in
Pyrdon, who'll shelter him for the chance to make trouble here in Eldidd. Fortunatdly, they're too weak
to back himin a drive for the throne - too weak as yet, anyway. After dl, once a man's been a prince,
who's to blame him if he wantsit dl back again?



On the morrow Primilla made her vigt to the prince and princess. Camladd s face was so drawn that
it seemed she hadn’t dept in nights, Ogretoryc merely looked baffled.

“Your Highness, | have a letter from your father to you.’

Ogretoryc was up like a bow shot. Camlada crouched in her chair and stared wide-eyed as Primilla
handed over the message tube.

*And where have you seen my father?

‘On the roads. His Highness knows thet | often travel. He seemed much distressed and asked me to
take the letter when he found out that | was going to Abernaudd.’

‘It' sthe sed of Aberwyn, dl right.” Ogretoryc was looking over the tube. ‘It must be the one he had
with him when he was captured.’

While he read the letter, Camlada watched with eyes that revealed far too much fear to be becoming.

‘W, Ogretoryc sad a ladt, ‘this should put a stop to those rumors that we had him murdered on
the road. | fear | forget mysdf, good dame, but my heart has been heavy this past few weeks.’

‘Of course, Your Highness. Doubtless concern for your father’s life was hard to bear.’

‘It was.” The way he spoke convinced her of his sincerity, as was the disdainful way he threw the
letter into hiswife's lap.

With a toss of her head, Camlada picked up the letter and read it. Primilla could see the currents in
her aura, where fear and suspicion whirled around like demons.

‘And ismy lady satisfied? Ogretoryc spit out.
‘And ismy lord thinking that | would be anything else?

When thar eyes locked, Primilla turned away and bused hersdf with admiring a flord arrangemen.
After amoment, Ogretoryc broke away with a amdl snarl under his breath.

‘Allow me to escort you to the door, good dame,’ he said. ‘You have my thanks for bringing the
letter.’

The prince didn’t speak again until they were wel out of the princess's hearing.
‘Can you tdl me where Mad is? he sad.
‘In Cannobaen,, Y our Highness’

‘| thought he might be, but hear, don't tdl another soul urtil | have things arranged. My beloved wife
can just sew over it alittle longer.

Every morning, Magl and Gavrawent for a long wak adong the diffs and looked at the ocean. Since
memories of Cannobaen had haunted his imprisonment, it gill seemed unbdievable that he was redly
there, feding the sun warm on his back and breathing in the sharp clean smdl of the sea. Often in the
afternoon he would dimb the tower and St by the ashes of the beacon as he kept weatch on the road. As
the time dipped past, he began to wonder how many days of contentment were left to him. Every day



without an answer from Abernaudd was an evil omen of court intrigue.

Y et when the answer did come, he was taken by surprise. He was in his chamber, usng a dylus to
rule lines onto parchment, when Avascaen's son Maryl burst in.

“Your highness, ther€’ s twenty-five men at our gates, and your son with them.’

Hardly thinking, Madl grabbed his tiny penknife for a weapon and ran outsde, but the men were
dismounting in a friendly sort of confuson. Mad had no trouble picking out the prince in the bustle,
smply because his son grikingly resembled him. Smiling, Ogretoryc strode over and held out his hand.

‘It gladdens my heart to see you, Father. All my life I've heard taes about you, and now at last we
meet.’

‘And so we do.” Mad took the offered hand.
“Your letter ached my heart. You've got nothing to fear, | sweer it
“Then the court must have changed since last | rode there’

‘I've had plenty of impious advice, if that's what you mean, but I'll kill any man who raises his hand
agand you.’

He spoke so sincerdy that Madl nearly wept with rdlief.
‘“Then you have my thanks.’
Ogretoryc turned, looking up at the broch and the tower.

‘I've never been here before, you know. When | was a child, Mother never visted it, because
thinking of how much you loved this place made her weep. When | was grown, | was off a war much of
thetime. It's yours again. I’ve madeit over to you, and the King's mogt gracioudy bestowed a title with
it. I've got the letters patent in my saddlebags.’

‘By the gods! And that was generous of you.’
He shrugged, il looking away.

‘There' s one thing I’ ve got to say,” Ogretoryc went on. ‘ Some years ago, when they sent the letter of
disclam-ance, everyone was sure Glyn would hang you. | would have begged the King not to send the
letter, but | was away from court.” At last he looked a Madl. ‘My wife arranged for me to be away from
court during the councils when the King made his decison. | found that out much later.’

‘Wdl, 1 wouldn't ache your heart over it overmuch. | doubt me if the King would have ligened to
your plea.

But I'll ask you afavor, that | never have to meet your lady.’
‘I'm putting her aside. She can live out her lifein some quiet place of retirement.’
Themdicein hisvoice told Madl that he' d picked the best possible way to punish hiswife,

On the morrow, Ogretoryc took his leave early with the promise to return soon if the summer’s



fighting dlowed. Madl waved him out of the gates, then went looking for Gavra, whom he found studying
the ward near Scwna' s kitchen garden.

‘What are you doing? he said.

‘Thinking of taking up these cobbles so we can put in a herb garden. Scwna tells me there's lots of
un out here!’

‘| can see it now. For years the folk will talk about the eccentric Lady Gavra of Cannobaen and her
herbs’

‘I can't be alady. | refuse’

‘Can’t refuse. You seded your fate when you married me. You know, many a lass has won a title
with beauty, but you're the first one | ever heard of who won hers with a decoction of febrifuges’

When she laughed, he kissed her, then merdy held her tight, free in the warm sunlight.

In the summer of 797, in hisfiftieth year, Glyn, Gwerbret Cerrmor and would-be King of All Deverry,
died of a congegtion of the heart. Although Nevyn had been worrying about the King's hedth for some
time, the suddenness of it caught him off guard. One morming Glyn rode out at the head of his men; at
noon, they brought im home dead. He' d been stricken while mounting his horse and died within minutes.
While his sobbing wife and her sarving women washed and lad out his body, his edest son, Camlan,
assumed the kingship before his loyd vassds in the great hdl, where the head-priest of Bd firg blessed
him, then pinned the enormous ring brooch of kingship onto his plaid. As the vassd's came forward, one
by one, to kned to their new liege lord, Nevyn dipped away from the confuson and went to his
chambers. The time had come for him to leave Cerrmor.

Late that night, Nevyn was in the midgt of packing when the new King sent for him. Camlan had
aready moved into the roya apartments and stood by the hearth where Nevyn had so often watched his
father pace restlesdy. At thirty, the new King was heavily built, but he was just as handsome as his father,
and he stood as draght and astdl.

‘I hear you plan to leave us’ Camlan said. ‘I was hoping that you'd serve me as you served my
faher.

‘My liegeismost kind.” Nevyn sighed at the necessary lies ahead of him. ‘But your father’s death has
dedlt a heavy blow to one as old as I. | have no more srength for court duties, my liege. | only wish to
eke out my lagt few years honoring your father’s memory.’

‘Mogt nobly put. Then it would please me to settle some land near Cerrmor upon you, as a reward
for your long years of service’

‘The King is most generous, but he should save such favors for a younger man. | have kin who will
sheter me, and it's to hiskin that an old man’s mind turns’

When he left Cerrmor, Nevyn rode to Cannobaen to see Mad and Gavra. Although there was open
warfare dong the Eldidd border, in hisguise of shabby old herbman he easily dipped the lines and made



hisway dong the Eldidd coast. Late on a golden summer day, when the wild roses bloomed dong the
road, he reached the dun. Over the gates the old crest of the princes of Aberwyn had been taken down,
and a new device hung there, a pair of grgppling badgers and the matto: We hold on.

When Nevyn led his horse and mule insde, Mad ran to greet him with a shout. He was tanned and
vigorous, grinning as he grabbed Nevyn's hand and clasped it between both of his.

‘What are you doing here, away from dl the important affars of the kingdom? Mad sad. ‘It
gladdens my heart to see you.’

‘Wdl, Glyn's dead, and | Ieft the court.’
‘Dead? | hadn’t heard the news.’
“You look sad, my friend.’

‘Inaway, | am. Whatever his reasons, Glyn was the most generous patron a scholar ever had. He fed
me for twenty years, didn't he? Many a lord’s gotten a fulsome dedication for a cursed sght less than
that. But come in, come in. Gavra will be pleased to see you, and we ve got a new daughter to show
you.’

Besides the new daughter, Madl had another treasure to share, a very rare book indeed, which he had
found & the temple of Wmm during one of his rare vigts to Aberwyn. At night, they took turns reading
aoud from this early trandation of a didogue by the Rhwmean sage Tull Cicryn, and stayed up late many a
time discussing these rare thoughts from the Dawntime age.

‘| spent a cursed lot of coin on this’ Mad remarked a one point. ‘Gavra thought | was daft, and
mayhap she' s right. But the priests said it’s the only book of Cicryn’s that came over in the greet exile’

‘Itis and it's a pity that we don’'t have more. The old tale runs that Cicryn was a man much like you,
a prince of the Rhwmanes who fdl from power because he backed the wrong damant to the Rhwmean
throne. He devoted the rest of hislife to philosophy.’

‘Well, | hope his exile wasn't too harsh, but it was worth it to have these Tuscan Taks of his | intend
to indude his argument againg suicide in my new book. That central image of hisis most apt and driking,
where he says that we're like watchmen for an army, appointed by the gods for reasons we can't know,
and so to kill yoursdf is deserting your post.’

‘As | seem to remember pointing out to a very young prince a very long time ago.’
Mad laughed eeslly.

‘So you did, and my tutor was right enough. Here, I've been meaning to remember to tdl you
somewhat. You're welcome to stay here the rest of your life if you want. | can't offer you courtly
splendor, but Cannobaen’s warm in the winter.’

‘Mogt generous of you, and truly, I'm tempted, but | have kin to go to.’

‘Kin? Of course you mugt have kin. Here I’ ve been thinking that dweomermen must spring full grown
from the ground.’

‘Like frogs from warm mud? Well, we' re not as srange as ahl that - not quite, anyway.’



When Nevyn |eft, he dipped out early one dawn before the family was awake, Smply to spare
everyone a bitter parting. As he rode away, he looked back to see the pale glow of the Cannobaen light,
high on its tower, and knew that he would never see Mad again. He wished that heredly did have kin to
go to, but, of course, what digtant relations he did have were dl a one or the other of the warring courts,
which he would have to avoid for a time. Quite smply, he needed to pretend to die. After a good many
years, another Nevyn the herbman could reappear in places that had once known him without people
asking embarrassing questions about his unusudly long life.

He decided to head for some outlying place in Cantrae territory, where he could bring his skills to the
common-folk of the torn kingdom. He wondered where he would find Brangwen again and if perhaps
she was dready dive somewhere in a new body. He could do nothing but follow his intuitions and let the
chance that was more than chance guide him. With a long painful sgh, he turned his horse onto the
north-running road. For dl that his long life would have seemed wonderful to other men, he was very
tired.

And as for Madl, Lord Cannobaen, he and hiswife lived many along happy year, findly dying within
afew days of each other of old age and nothing more. As his reputation for wisdom grew, he became
known as ‘Madl the Seer’, being given the title of that class of men known as ‘vaes in the Dawntime.
Although in Deverry folk would have cdled hm Mad y Gwaedd, in the Eldidd way of spesking his name
became Maelwaedd, atitle passed to dl his descendants down the long years.



Summer, 1063
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TheSaret Bookdf CadnallontheDruid

It was a beautiful sunny day, and the sun sparkled on the waters of the River Lit. Lord Camdel, once
Magter of the King's Bath, sang as he rode beside the river, just snatches of songs, jumbled in no
particular order, because he was having a great ded of trouble remembering the words. He was, in fact,
having trouble remembering anything at dl, such as the reason that he was riding through the londly hills of
the province of Yr Auddglyn. From time to time, the question would occur to him, but no matter how
long he pondered it, he never found an answer. It merdy seemed perfectly correct that he would be
there, hundreds of miles from court, with a mysterious packet of jewds in his saddlebags. He knew that
he' d stolen the jewels, but he could no longer remember why or who their owner was.

‘I mugt be drunk,” he said to his chestnut gelding. ‘But why am | drunk out here?
The gdding snorted as if wondering the same thing.

A few miles on, theriver road curved sharply, and as he rounded the bend, Camde saw three men on
horseback. In his muddied way, he knew that they were waiting for him. Of course, it was Sarcyn and
Alagtyr, and that third man had to be Sarcyn’s brother! Doubtless he was here to buy some opium with
those jewels. At lagt it dl made sense.

‘Wdl met, my friend,” Alastyr said. ‘ Are you ready to come with us?

Camdd started to agree, but suddenly a thought came into his mind. Don't! it said, they’ll hurt you!
The thought was so urgent that without a moment’s pause he wrenched his horse's head around.

‘Herel” Sarcyn spurred his mount after him.
Run! screamed the voice in hismind.

Obediently Camdd kicked his horse hard, but just as it sprang to a gdlop, it screamed in agony and
reared. Camdd was thrown forward hard; he dung to its neck as it staggered. He saw a sword blade
flash up and dit the horse' s throat. Bardly in time, he kicked his feet free of the Stirrups and rolled off as
the gdding went down. He staggered up, groping for the hilt of his sword. Then a sharp blow caught him
across the back of the head, and he crumpled into darkness.

‘Good work, Sarcyn,” Alagtyr said. ‘Evy, get those saddiebags! WEe ve got to get on our way fast.’

“ Cursed nuisance about that horse,” Sarcyn said, kneding down by Camdd. *“Well have to sted him



another one’

‘I"ve been thinking that we should just kill im and be done with it. Things are much more dangerous
then | thought they’d be. Don't forget, with this cursed war going on around here, we might meet a patrol
or suchlike on the roads.’

Sarcyn looked up with a flash of mutiny in his eyes.

‘I know | promised, but - * Alastyr hesitated, remembering the Old One's warning that his apprentice
hated him. * Ah well, he doesn’t weigh much. Y ou can tie him onto your horse until we get another.’

‘My thanks, master. Besides, we can use him for the ritud .’
*So we can, and tonight. Ye gods, I'm exhausted.’

Evy hurried with the saddlebags. Although Alastyr was tempted to open them and gloat over the
jewes then and there, time was short. Nervoudy he glanced around, hdf afraid of seeing some noble lord
and his full warband riding toward them. Camde was going to be a cursed nuisance. He fdt hurt, he
redized, that Sarcyn would hate him, after dl he'd done for the little guiter rat! Still, there was no time to
worry about such things now, and hatred or not, Sarcyn was too ussful to get rid of.

His head throbbed, blinding him, and there were arms around him. But where was he? On horseback.
Somewhere. Camdd opened his eyes and saw green meadow around him. The Auddglyn. He'd tried to
escape. With a groan, he twisted in the saddle and redlized that his ankles were tied to the stirrups.

‘Awake, are you? Sarcyn sad.

Camdd redlized, then, that Sarcyn was riding behind him and holding him on the horse. He heard the
sound of other horses fallowing him. The green meadows danced and shifted in his tormented vison.

‘My gpologies for the blow on the head,” Sarcyn went on. ‘But we couldn’t have you just riding off
likethat. You'll fed better in a bit, little one.’

“Why? What do you want me for?
Sarcyn laughed, alittle mutter under his bregth.
“You'll find out tonight.’

He was too exhausted to ask more. Although he was thoroughly trained in weapon craft, and had
indeed won severa tournaments, Camdel had never ridden to war or indeed exerted much of any kind of
energy inhislife The pain took over hismind for the rest of the long, miserable ride.

At lagt they rode up to a farm, which had been deserted for some time, to judge by the crumbling
earthen wal around it and the sparseness of the thatch on the roof of the farmhouse itsdf. When the
others dismounted, Sarcyn cut Camdel’s ankles free and pulled him down from the horse, then shoved
hm dong ingde to a big haf-round room that had once been a kitchen. There was traveling gear
scattered around on the floor and a pile of blankets by the hearth.

‘Liedown and rest,” Sarcyn said. ‘But I'm tying your hands and feet to make sure you stay here!’

Once he was bound, Camde lay very dill and tried not to move his throbbing head. The others came



in, talking among themselves about their booty, then moved on to another chamber. Although Camde
tried to drift off to deep, he suddenly heard ahowl of rage.

‘It's gone! It must have fdlen out when his cursed horse got killed! Everything's here but the Great
Stone of the West. Sarcyn, get your horse saddled and get back there to search.’

The Great Stone of the West. What was that? Camdd vagudy remembered the name, but the pain in
his head was meking it too hard to think. He drifted off into unconsciousness, only to have a frightening
dream that Alastyr was gquestioning him about this mysterious stone.

When he woke again, it was night, and a fire was burning in the hearth. Nearby Alastyr, Evy, and
Sarcyn sat on the floor and talked quietly among themsdlves in a cold fury. When he redized that they
probably hadn’t found the stone, he was pleased. Although he gave an invaluntary groan when he tried to
move, the pain in his head was bearable.

‘Give him somewhat to eat and drink,” Alastyr said. ‘1 want to work the ritud sraightaway. All this
adrd traveling I’ ve been doing has left me drained, | don’t mind tdling you.’

Camdd’s heart started pounding like a drum. Every tale of evil magicians he' d ever heard came back
to him as Sarcyn gtrolled over.

‘Oh, we're not the opium-runners you thought we were,” Sarcyn said as he knelt down. “ Soon you'll
learn more of the truth, little one. At firg you'll hate what I'm going to do to you, but in a while, | think
meyou'll develop a strange taste for it

When Sarcyn cut his hands free, they shook so badly that Camdd could barely hold the waterskin he
was handed, but he was <0 thirsy that he forced them steedy and drank in long gulps. Sarcyn watched
with asmdl amile that made his flesh creep.

‘Hungry? he id.

‘I'm not.” Camdd gasped out the words. ‘Please, just let me go. My father’s rich, hell ransom me,
by the gods, please, let me go!’

‘Oh, you'll never see your father again, lad. Y ou're coming with us to Bardek, and when | tire of you,
you'll be sold as a dave. | think you'd best try to please me and make sure that | don't tire of you
draightaway.’

All a once, Camdd understood his implication. Involuntarily he shrank back as Sarcyn laughed at
him.

‘He probably couldn’t get food down,” Alastyr broke in. ‘ Cut his ankles free and bring him dong.’

When Sarcyn hauled him to his feet, Camdd staggered. He'd been bound so long that it was hard to
wak. The apprentice haf shoved, hdf carried him into another chamber, where a piece of black velvet,
embroidered in strange sgns and Sgils, hung on one wal. Candle-lanterns hung glowing from hooks, and
inone corner was asmdl bronze brazier, giving off a soft cloud of incense. In the middle was a stout iron
ring set into a trapdoor, which doubtless led down to aroot cellar or some mundane thing.

‘WEe ve had everything ready, just waiting for you to wake,” Alastyr said, and Camde hated his aily
voice more than ever. *Now, if you struggle too much, you could be hurt, so lie quietly.



At that, Sarcyn shoved him face-down on the floor so hard that he gasped for breath. Quickly the
gpprentice bound his hands to the ring, then stepped aside. When Camde |ooked up, he saw Alastyr
danding a his head not more than three feet away. His hands were raised, pdms forward, about
shoulder high. In the dancing candldight his eyes seemed to glitter as he stared into Camde’s own. All a
once, he couldn’t look away, even though he struggled to. Alastyr’s eyes had him caught, pinned there,
and he fdt asif the old man were sucking life out of him, draining him in some mysterious way that he
couldn’t understand.

Then Sarcyn kndt down beside him and began pulling off his brigga, reaching under him to unlace
them and to fondle him. He struggled, thrashing like a caught fish, but the apprentice was too strong.
Shivering in fear, he lay haf-naked and stared up into Alastyr's eyes while Sarcyn spread his legs apart
and kndlt between them. The old man began to chant in some incomprehensible tongue, a soft rhythmic
mutter that was the more frightening for being done so dowly, with such perfect contral.

Then hefdt Sarcyn’s hands grasp his buttocks. When he redized what was about to happen to him,
he wanted to scream, but no sound would come.

In the gray humid dawn, the camp began to wake - the men yawning and cursing, the horses rousing
themsalves and pulling a ther tether ropes with soft snorts. At his guard post down by the stream,
Rhodry sheathed his sword and rested his shield on the ground while he waited for the cgptain to come
release him from duty. On the other Sde of the stream stood a crop of spring wheat, turning pale gold
and ripe for the harvest. Summer’s here, Rhodry thought. My first cursed summer as asliver eer.

Fndly the captain released him with a shout and a wave. Rhodry hurried back to camp, dumped his
shidd beside his bedroll, and went down to the wooden carts to get his horse some oats and himsdf
some breskfast. The twenty other men in the warband were dready there. He took his place in the
provision line behind Edyl, a square-faced young rider who was, so far a leadt, the only men in the
warband who'd tak to a slver dagger.

‘Morrow, Rhodry. | take it you didn't see any enemies cregping toward us, or were you adeep out
there?

‘Oh, it was easy to stay awake, what with the lot of you snoring and farting.’

With a laugh, Edyl gave him a friendly cuff on the shoulder. Up a the cart, Lord Gwivan's portly
manservant shoved himsdlf in at the head of the line to fetch his lordship’s breskfast.

‘How far are we from this Lord Daen's dun, anyway? Rhodry said.

‘dugt about fifteen miles If these horse dung carts don't break down again, well be a his sde
tonight.’

‘Think we Il get pinned in asiege?
‘Well, that’s the rumor, isT't it? Let's pray it isn't true.’

Since he'd ridden into the middle of this war in the Auddglyn, Rhodry was dill trying to sort out
exactly what was happening. As far as he could tell, Lord Daen and a certain Lord Laenrydd had a feud
going of long standing, and some little incident had set it off. Each lord had cdled in dl their dliances to
muder as big an amy as they could. Rhodry had been hired by Daen’'s dly Mar-clew, but snce
Marclew only owed Daen twenty-one men, he'd stayed at home and sent his son, Gwivan, to lead the
warband. The shame of it ate at Rhodry congtantly. Only last summer he' d been the cadvridoc of a large



amy; now he was jugt aslver dagger, hired to spare another man from riding to war.

They broke camp smoathly and were on the road by two hours after dawn. Hdf the warband ambled
aong with their lord at the head of the line the carts jerked and jolted in the middle; the rest of the riders
formed arear guard. As aslver dagger, Rhodry rode at the very end and breathed everyone else's dust.
He found himsdf thinking about JiIl and wondering if she were safe, back in the dun with the rest of the
warband and, for that matter, the widowed lord himsdf. His jedlousy was a congtant riding partner,
gnawing him, taunting him with memories of just how beautiful she was. When they’d ridden away
together, he'd managed to forget that they'd be separated for weeks and months a a time, when he
would have no way of knowing if she were faithful to him.

Sowly the draggling line wound through the low hills scrubby with trees and underbrush.
Methodicaly Rhodry recalled every man at the dun and wondered if she would find him tempting. Thet
every man who saw her would want Jll was a foregone conclusion in his mind; the question was, would
ghe take someone up on it? All a once, the sound of a Slver horn cut through his black brooding. With
an involuntary shout, he rose in the girrups and looked around. Far ahead down the road was a
warband, armed and ready, drawn up across ther line of march.

‘Enemies, lad!” Gwivan ydled. ‘Arm!’

While he unlaced his shidd from his saddle peak and pulled it up on his left arm, Rhodry guided his
horse with his knees, turning it out of line and urging it up past the carts. The line of march dissolved into
aswirling, curang confusion as the other men did the same. Just as he reached the front line, another horn
sounded, and down from the hills swept a second warband to cut them off from behind. Rhodry began to
wonder if he'd ever see Jdll again, fathful or not. Swearing under his breath, he pulled a javdin from the
sheath under hisright leg just as the enemy warband began to walk their horses forward.

‘Gwivan!” the leader called out. ‘ Surrender, you young dolt.’

The lord urged his horse a few paces ahead of his grim and jousiling men. Since Rhodry estimated
that there were forty men behind them and thirty in front, he braced himsdf to die fighting if Gwivan
refused to surrender.

‘Use your wits, lad!” said the enemy lord. ‘It's not even your feud. Let your father ransom you and
your pack. As long as you don't reach Daen’s Sde today, | don't give a pig's fart about killing you.
There' s no dishonor in surrendering to this kind of odds, and besides, we can use the coin.” * Behind him
hiswarband laughed at the jest.

“That'sdl wel and good, Ynryc, Gwivan cadled back. ‘But what about Lord Degwyc?

“He' s not riding with us, and I'll give you my solemn word of honor that you'll be safe from him while
you're under my charge’

Gwivan conddered for so long that Rhodry wanted to curse in frudration. His life was hanging in a
web of other men's feuds, and he didn’t even know who they were.

‘Done’ Gwivan said at lagt. ‘I'll take your pledge.’
Rhodry sighed sharply in rdlief.

Sowly the waiting enemies rode forward and surrounded them. Y nryc took up a postion by one cart
and watched as one a atime, Gwivan and his men rode up and disarmed. Rhodry came & the very end.



He threw his javdins into the cart fird, then dowly and rductantly drew his sword, a beautiful blade of
the finest sted, with a handguard worked in the shape of the dragon of Aberwyn. It was the one thing he
loved as much as Jil, and laying it down on the pile hurt.

‘That's afine sword, siver dagger,” Ynryc remarked. ‘Battle loot?

‘It wasn't, my lord, but a gift from a man | served well.” Rhodry was thinking of his father, who had
gvenit to him.

“You mugt have fought like a fiend from hdl to have earned a blade like that.” Ynryc turned to
Gwivan, stting sullenly on horseback beside him. “Your father must be serious about his obligetions if
he'd actudly part with coin to hire a slver dagger.’

Gwivan set hismouth in atight line.

‘Ah, it'sno fault of yours that your da's a cursed miser,’ Ynryc went on. Think helll pay the ransom
for thislad?

‘My father is an honorable man, Gwivan snarled. ‘And he's not a miser.’
‘Merdly abit careful with his coin, en?

When Y nryc roared with laughter, Gwivan's face went scarlet with shame. Rhodry fdt a cold, snking
dread. If his lordship didn’'t pay over the ransom, Rhodry would be reduced to little better than a
bondsman, Y nryc'svirtud property for years until he worked off the debt.

Lord Marclew was in such arage that everyonein the great hdl could hear the news. With a flustered
scribe and chamberlain tralling after him, he strode back and forth and bellowed out curses on Ynryc's
name, clan, and masculinity. In the curve of the wall, JIl stood with a cluster of serving lasses and
watched the lord, an enormous man, dill hard-muscled for dl the gray in his har. He clutched Ynryc's
message in one massve fis and shook it at the scribe asiif the poor man were responsible for writing, not
merdy reading it.

‘The gdl"" Marclew snarled. Taking my son on the road by a snesking pissproud bastard’s trick, and
then mocking me for amisar!” He threw the parchment at the scribe, who caught it and ducked back out
of reach. *‘What was that bit again, the whoreson?

The scribe cleared his throat and smoothed out the message.

‘I know his lordship vaues his coin, hugging it tight the way most men prefer to hug a wench, but
doubtless his own son means enough to him that he will part with some of his treasures. We have st his
price a two Deverry regds, aregd each for his men, induding the siver dagger, and for the servants -’

‘The gdl" Marclew howled. ‘ Do they truly expect meto pay ful ransom for a ginking siver dagger?
They're doing it to mock me, and cursed if | will.’

With a growl, Marclew went back to his pacing. The chamberlain turned JiI's way and beckoned,
inviting her to come plead with the lord, but Jll shook her head in a no and stalked out of the great hal.
One of the sarving lasses followed and caught her by the arm.

‘What are you doing? Perra said. ‘“Why won't you plead?



‘Because I’ ve got the coin to ransom Rhodry out mysdf. In dl my years on the long road, I’ ve never
been treated so shabhily by alord, and cursed if I'll stand for it anymore. If | were a bard, I'd make a
satire about Marclew.’

‘Oh, plenty of bards dready have, but it hasn't done any good.’

JII went down to the stables, where she' d been degping in an empty sdl next to her horse. A groom
helped her saddle up and told her how to get to Ynryc's dun, about a day and a hdf’ s ride away.

‘Now be careful, lass’ he said. ‘Ther€'s going to be as many warbands in the hills as fleas on a
hound.’

‘I will. Can you spare me some oats for my horse, or will your tightfisted lord beat you for it?
‘He'll never know. Y ou want to take good care of a horse like that one, you do.’

Asif he knew he were being praised, Sunrise tossed his head and made his slvery mane ripple over
his golden neck. Rhodry had given her this Western Hunter, back when he'd been able to bestow
vauable gifts on those who served him.

JII rode out without extending Marclew the courtesy of a farewel and galloped the first mile or so,
just to put the dun wel behind her. When she reached the broad, grassy banks of the River Lit, she
dowed to awak to let Sunrise cool down. Suddenly her gray gnome appeared on her saddle peak and
perched there precarioudy.

“We re going to get Rhodry and then get back on thelong road,” she told him. ‘Marclew isa swine’
Grinning, the gnome nodded agreement.

‘I cursed wel hope he's being wel treated. Did you go take alook a him?

The gnome nodded a vigorous yes to both questions.

“You know, little brother, there's one thing | don’t understand. Here's Rhodry with his ven blood,
but he can’t see you.’

The gnome pensvely picked hislong blue teeth while he considered, then shrugged and disappeared.
Apparently he didn’t understand it, either.

The road wound through low hills sometimes leaving the river when the water ran through a deep
canyon, then rgoining it in the valeys. To ether Sde stretched mile after mile of scrubby pastureland,
ralling through the hills Here and there JIl saw herds of white cattle with rusty-red ears, tended by a
cowherd with a pair of big gray-and-white hounds. Late in the day, JlII had just come round a large bend
in the river road when she saw ravens off to the right. Out in the tdl grass they waddled awkwardly
around, or suddenly broke to fly and circle, only to sdttle to their feeding again.

Jll assumed that the corpse was a dead cdf, born too wesk to live, or even maybe a cow who'd
gotten ill and died before the cowherd found her, but dl a once, the gray gnome reappeared. He
grabbed arein with bony fingers, shook it hard, then pointed &t the ravens.

‘Do you want me to take a look?



He nodded yesin great excitement.

JiI tied Sunrise to a bush by the road, then followed the gnome over. At ther gpproach, the ravens
flew up, squawking indignantly, and settled in a nearby tree to keep waich over ther prize. In the tdl
grass lay the carcass of a horse, dill carrying saddle and bridle, the lesther straps cutting deep into the
swallen flesh. Although she circled round it, the birds had eaten so much that she couldn’t tdl how the
horse had died. The saddle and bridle bothered her. If a horse bdonging to a warband had merdy
broken aleg, the men would have taken the gear after they put the poor beast out of its misery.

Holding her breath, she moved in alittle closer. Slver and gems winked and gleamed on the bridle.
‘By every god and hiswifel Who would have |eft gear like that behind?

The gnome, however, wasn't ligening to her. He was roatling round in the grass, parting it with both
hands to peer through it, his skinny little face screwed up in concentration. As JIl waiched him, she
reelized that someone e'se had searched the area, because the grass was trampled and torn a good ways
around the horse. When she waked toward the gnome, awink of gold caught her eye. She picked up an
am bracelet, a semi-cylinder of pure gold, worked dl over in an elaborate pattern of spirds and rosettes.
Although she' d never seen anyone wear this sort of jewery, she'd heard tales where the great warriors
of the Dawntime did. It had to be some family heirloom passed down for centuries, and doubtless worth
twenty times the weight of its gold.

‘Here, isthiswhat you're looking for?

His eyes narrowed in confuson, the gnome came over. He touched the bracelet with one finger,
siffed it with hislong nose, then suddenly smiled and did alittle jig of victory.

‘Wdl and good, then. WE |l take it dong.’

The gnome nodded, then disappeared. As JIl wrapped the am bracelet in her spare socks and put it
into her saddlebags, she was wondering who had killed the horse and what had happened to its rider. All
a once, she fdt a dweomer-warning, a cold shudder down her back as if someone had stroked it with a
dammy hand. Something dangerous was a work here, something far beyond her understanding, but she
could amdl it as dearly as she could amdl the dead horse. That afternoon she rode on a good long ways
before she made camp, and she barely dept that night, drowsing between deep and keeping watch.

That same night, Nevyn was daying in a sandl inn about a hundred miles west. For the past two
weeks, he'd been tracking Camdd down, ever since one of the spirits who were attached to the stone
hed come to him to tdl him of the theft. Since he rarely dept more than four hours a night, he was awake
late, brooding over this gppdling theft, when JlI's gray gnome appeared in front of him.

‘Well, good eve, little brother. I1s Jll close by?
The gnome shook his head no, then danced around, grinning from ear to ear.
‘What's this? Goods news of some sort?

It nodded yes, then did an elaborate pantomime, using its hands to describe some smdl round thing
and garing into the shape asif it were scrying.

‘Ohye gods! Do you mean the Great Stone of the West?



It nodded agreement, then pantomimed searching for something and finding it.
“You've found it? Oh here, do you mean JII's got it?
The gnome nodded yes again. For a brief moment, Nevyn fdt sck with terror.

‘Do you redize this means she's in terrible danger? Those men who gtole it want the thing cursed
bedly. They'Il kill to get it.’

Its mouth opened wide, and it actudly made a little whimper of sound, a difficult thing for one of the
Wildfolk to do.

“You get back to her. At thefirg 9gn of danger, come tdl me, do you hear?

The gnome nodded, then disappeared. In something as close to panic as his disciplined mind could
oet, Nevyn turned to the charcod brazier ganding in the corner of the chamber. At a wave of his hand,
the Wildfolk of Fire set the coals to glowing red. Nevyn stared into them and thought of Jil.

Almog immediately he saw her, kegping a londy camp by a riversde amid ralling hills Although she
was adeep, she was Stting up with her back to a tree, and her sword was clasped in her hand. At leest
she seemed to redize that she wasin danger, but he knew that the sword would do her little good against
this kind of enemy. And where by dl the gods was Rhodry? Irritably he switched his thoughts and saw
the lad, lying on his blankets on the floor of a badly overcrowded barracks. All of the men packed in
there looked sullen and shamed. Nevyn widened the focus, made his mind walk through the barracks
door, and saw armed men on guard outsde. So Rhodry had been captured while riding in some war or
other. JIl was out on the road done.

Nevyn swore so vildy that he nearly lost the vison,-but he recaptured it and sent hismind back to Jil.
Wha counted now was where she was. Usng her camp as a garting point, he enlarged the vison and
circled round in ever-widening sweeps urtil he saw enough to know that she was in the centra part of Yr
Auddglyn. He broke the vison and resumed his restless pacing while he made plans. He had to trave
fast. He would buy a second horse, he decided because he could make more miles a day if he switched
hisweight between two mounts.

‘I've got to reach her in time’ he sad doud. ‘And by every god | swear | will, even if | have to
founder every horse | get my hands on.’

Yet hisfear siweled, because the dark master behind the theft had to be closer to her than he was. He
went back to the brazier and took up a watch over her through the fire.

Themirror lay on a doth of black velvet, embroidered with reversed pentagrams, that evil symbol of
those who would tear down the very order of nature. Two candles stood to ether side, ther light caught
and focused in the center of the curved surface. Alastyr knelt over it, bracing himsdf with his hands and
wishing that he had a proper table. Since he had never actudly seen the Great Stone of the West, he
couldn’t scry for it in the normd, easy manner. He took a deep breath and called on the evil names of the
Lords of Husks and Rinds. At the names, he fdt spirits gather, but just beyond his menta reach.

‘Show me the stone,” he hissed.

In the center of the mirror, shadowy shapes came and went, but nothing resolved itsdf into a clear
image. No matter how hard he cursed the spirits, they fled from him, as they’ d been doing dl day.



‘We need blood,” Alastyr said, looking up.

Sarcyn amiled and went to the corner of the kitchen, where Camde sat crouched in terror. When
Sarcyn hauled him to his feet, he began to whimper, but the apprentice dapped him into slence.

“You're not going to die,” Sarcyn said. 'Y ou might even like this. Y ou’ re coming to see how wel pain
and pleasure blend, aren’t you, little one?

Slack-mouthed, the young lord hdf leaned againg Sarcyn as the apprentice dragged him to the
mirror-cloth. As Evy came up with the thin-bladed ritud knife, Sarcyn stood behind Camdel and began
to fondle him. Chanting, Alastyr summoned those pirits that he had trained to do his will. Three black,
twisted gnomes and a sprite with a huge mouth of blood-red teeth materidized in front of him.

Evy dashed the back of Camdd’s hand. The lord moaned, but he leaned back into Sarcyn’s embrace
as the blood dripped down. The deformed Wildfolk clustered around, caiching the drops on their
tongues. Although they would get no nourishment from the blood itsdf, they were soaking up the raw
magnetiam that both the blood and Camdd’s state of sexud arousd were exuding. Sowly the shdlow
wound staunched. The gnomes stretched clawed hands out to Alastyr.

“No more until you show me the stone. Then more.’

The spirits demateridized. Although Camdel was trembling, close to his dimax, Sarcyn took his hand
avay.

‘Later, hewhigpered in his pet’s ear. ‘Later well work the ritud again. You'll end up liking that - in
Spite of yoursdlf. | pleasured you good last night.’

Camdd looked at him, his face torn between lust and loathing. Alastyr ignored them and kndt down
by the mirror again.

‘Show me the stone!’

In the light-struck mirror clouds formed, swirled, and turned dowly to darkness. Smiling, he leaned
closer as the darkness resolved itsdlf into solid shapes: hills under the night sky, a horse standing at tether
near atree. Pacing back and forth under the tree was a lad with a sword in hand. Not a lad - it was Jll,
the warrior-lass who' d interfered with his plans of the year before.

‘The stone,” he whispered. ‘Where isthe stone?
The vison swooped down and focused on her saddlebags.
‘Now, show me exactly where she is’

The vigon flickered, then began to expand, to swoop out - and suddenly vanished in a blaze of white
light. Half-blinded, Alagtyr nearly fdl forward onto the mirror as the Wildfolk appeared. From their
terrified faces, he could guess that someone had banished them. A person with great dweomer-power
was watching over that lass, then, and he could guess who that someone must be.

‘The Master of the Aethyr,” he whispered.

Nodding, the gnomes agreed with him, then disappeared. Alagtyr sat back on his heds and
considered smply giving up his quest for the stone. Yet he'd worked years, finding informants, laying his



snares, then expending much power on ensorcding Camdel and keeping up the ensorcelment for weeks.
He refused to run again, not until he had the stone in his hands. Besides, he'd seen Jll in the flesh last
summer, when she and her famous father had been giting in an Eldidd tavern. At the time, he'd thought
that sght of her was merdly a piece of luck, now he was sure that the Lords of Husks and Rinds had
guided him there. Since he’ d seen her, he could scry her out normaly, and Nevyn would have no way of
detecting him. He looked up to find Sarcyn watching him.

‘I've seen who's carrying it,” he said. * And we should be able to kill her easlly.’

After afew hours of deep Jll woke in the mormning feding giff and sore. The sun was aready well
over the horizon, and she fdt an irrationd dread at having lingered so long. At least Sunrise had finished
hismorning graze. She gave im a nosebag of oats, then ate her bread and cheese ganding up. It was a
beautiful sunny day, but she fdt cold dl over, asif she were about to take a fever. She packed up her
few possessionsin a hurry, and Sunrise had barely nibbled the last oat before they were on their way.

That morning her road took her awvay from the river. As she jogged dong, the dark line of mountains
that separated Yr Auddglyn from the province of Cwm Peel loomed closer and closer, like clouds on the
horizon. Toward noon, she was trotting through asmdl valey when she saw dust on the road ahead. As
the dust resolved itsHf into Sx armed men, she loosened her sword in her scabbard, but when they met,
the riders hailed her with a friendly wave.

‘Hold a moment, lad,’ the leader said. ‘Are you riding a message from Lord Marclew by any
chance?

‘I'm not, but I’'m going to Lord Y nryc’'s dun, sure enough. That slver dagger he's halding for ransom
iISmy man.’

Theriders leaned forward in ther saddles and stared at her.

‘And ign't that an evil Wyrd to fdl upon such a pretty lass, to have a slver dagger for a husband!” the
leader said, but with a pleasant smile. *Won't old Marclew ransom him for you?

‘Will Hell turn warm and grow flowers? I’ ve come to haggle with your lord mysdf. Will you let me
pass by?

‘Ah, wéell escort you back. You'll find our lord a cursed sght more generous than Marclew, but I'll
warn you: he's short up for coin right now.’

Although JIl stayed on her guard at fird, the sx of them treated her gdlantly, commiserating with her
on her difficult Stuation. The war had yet to reach the stage when men rape as casudly as they kill. She
hed to admit to hersdlf, too, that she was glad of this armed guard, even though she couldn’t say why she
was S0 sure that she needed one.

Y nryc's dun was another four miles on, perched a the crest of ahill behind an outer earthwork and
an inner ring of stone. Indde loomed a massve stone broch, dmogt as wide asit was high, a thing JIl had
never seen before, and the usud collection of huts and sheds. The cobbled ward was full of horses, tied
up outside for want of enough stables. At the edge of the herd JIl saw Rhodry’s blood-bay warhorse,
tied up to one dde asif aslver dagger’s horse shared his shame.

One of JlII'simpromptu guards, a stocky blond named Arddyr, took her into the great hdl, which was
as crowded as a town on market day. Among extra tables and piles of bedrolls, nearly two hundred
warriors stood or sat, drinking de and talking over the fighting to come. At the table of honor four men in



the plaid brigga of the noble-born sat sudying a parchment map. When Jll followed Arddyr over, a
paunchy, grizzled lord turned their way.

‘Lord Ynryc? Arddyr said. ‘May this lady trouble you for a moment? Do you remember Rhodry the
slver dagger? Thisishiswife, and Marclew’ s refusing to ransom him out for her.’

“Theold pig'sturd!” Ynryc turned to another lord.
‘Wdl, Maryl, I’ve won our wager, and you owe me aslver piece’

‘So | do. My fath that Marclew might have a scrap of honor Ieft has just cost me dear. But here, lass,
I’ve never heard of a dlver dagger with awife before’

‘Doubtless I'm the only lassin the kingdom stupid enough to ride off with one, my lord, but he means
the world to me. | don’t have a Deverry regd, but I'll give you every copper I’ ve got to have him back.’

Ynryc hestated, chewing on the edge of his mustache, then shrugged.
‘A slver piece as atoken,” he said. *And naught more.’
‘If | were abard, my lord, I'd praise your name for this’

In some five minutes, Arddyr led in Rhodry, who was carrying his saddlebags dung over one shoulder
and his bedroll tucked under hisarm. He dropped his gear on the floor and kndlt at the lord's feet. When
JII handed over the token siver, Ynryc gave Rhodry back his sword and bade him rise.

“You're alucky man to have a brave woman like this; Ynryc said. ‘Promise me you'll never ride
agang meinthiswar.’

‘| swesar it from the bottom of my heart,” Rhodry said. ‘Do you think I'm stupid enough to ride for
Marclew agan?

All the lords laughed aoud.

Since Ynryc was as generous as a lord should be, he let JlIl and Rhodry eat among his servants that
night and gave them shelter in his dun. After much searching through the crowded fort, a servant found
them a place to deep in a storage shed. Among strings of onions and barrels of de Jll spread out their
blankets while Rhodry held his sword up to the lantern-light and examined every inch of it.

‘It's not nicked, isit? she sad.

‘It's not, thanks be to the gods of war.” He sheathed it and laid the shesth down beside him. *Oh my
love, you're too good for a dishonored man like me’

‘Horse dung.’
Smiling, he put his hands on her shoulders, stroking her, drawing her close.
‘I've never even thanked you properly for my ransom,” he whispered. ‘ Come lie down with me’

As soon as his mouth touched hers, Jll could think of nothing but him, but later, when she lay clasped
inhis arms, both of them haf adeep, she fdt fear ripple through her mind again. She was glad that they
were ssfely ingde a dun, with asmdl army around them.



‘Asfar as| can tel,” Alastyr said thoughtfully, ‘they’re about a day and hdf’s ride ahead of us. Now
that we' ve got a horse for your pet, we should be able to push ourselves for speed.’

‘Jugt so, master,” Sarcyn said. ‘ Can you reach her mind and send some spdl to muddle her?
‘It may come to that, but for now, I'd prefer not to. Nevyn could detect that, you see.’

Sarcyn did see. Although he'd been Ieft behind in Bardek the summer before to tend to the master's
dfarsthere, he'd heard many atde about the Master of the Aethyr and his vast powers.

‘And here's Rhodry again,” Alastyr went on thoughtfully. ‘I'll have many an interesting thing to tdl the
Old One when we see him!’

If we live to see him, Sarcyn thought to himsdf. He fdt dl their careful plans coming apart, just as
when afarmer loads too much in an old sack, and the cloth shreds away rather than smply rips. Yet he
never would have dared voice such doubts to the master. Uneesily he looked around their camp, Camdel
curled in a blanket like a smdl child, Evy gtting by the fire and saring into it. Although his brother had
caefully arranged his face to show no feding at dl, Sarcyn knew him wel enough to know that he too
was frightened. Alastyr got up and stretched.

‘Tel me somewhat, Sarcco,” he said. ‘Do you ever have the feding that someone's scrying us out?
‘I've had a thought that way, once or twice. Do you think it's the Master of the Aethyr?

‘I don’'t because if he knew where we were, he d be after us like a snake driking. But if it's not him,
then. ..

Sarcyn shuddered, finihing the thought in his mind: then it has to be the Hawks of the Brotherhood.
Half-assassins, half-dweomer-apprentices, the Hawks served the ruling council of the dark dweomer and
enforced its commands. Although the Brotherhood was too loosely organized to have a code in any red
sense of the word, it did require ameans of deding with traitors.

*And why would they be watching us? Sarcyn said.
‘| faled last summer, didn't |7
‘But the Old One laid no fault upon you.’

‘That'strue’ Alastyr hesitated, Sncerdy puzzled. ‘ Then, maybe it's some minion of Nevyn's? Agan
the hesitation. ‘I’m going out into the darkness where | can meditate upon this’

Asthe magter strode away, Evy looked up, watching him with numb eyes.

‘Oh here, young brother,” Sarcyn said. “We Il pull this chestnut out of the fire yet.’
‘Will we now?

Sarcyn merdy shrugged. Evy went back to staring into the fire.

‘Are you scrying somewhat out? Sarcyn said.

‘I'm not. Just thinking. Wishing I’d never gotten involved with dweomer at dl.’



‘What? With dl the power it offers a man?
‘Oh truly, and it's worth the danger.’

Yet Sarcyn knew that Evy was merdy saying what he wanted to hear. He began brooding himsdf,
wondering what he would do if Evy became so weak that the master ordered him killed.

He wasn't sureif he would obey or not.
‘Wdl, I’'ve sworn not to take a hireinthiswar,” Rhodry said, yawning. * So which way shdl we ride?

‘Oh, we could go east to Marcmwr,” JIl said. ‘Thistime of year ther€’ s dways caravans going to Dun
Hiraedd.’

‘Oh ye gods, I'm sick to my heart of sinking merchants and their sinking muled | wasn't raised to be
anursemad to a pack of common-born traders.’

‘Rhoddo, you' ve only guarded two caravansin your entire life’
“Two were too many.’
JII put her hands on either sde of hisface and kissed him.

‘If it's bloodshed you're &fter, there are bandits in those mountains. That's why the caravans need
guards’

When they left Ynryc's dun, they rode east, heeding for Marcmwr. The road climbed steadily through
the hills and they let the horses wak dowly. Asthe land rose, the grassy pastureland gave way to stands
of the scrubby, twisted pines peculiar to this part of Deverry. Asthey rode through the dark, slent forest,
JlI suddenly remembered the arm bracelet in her saddlebags.

‘Rhodry? A cursed strange thing happened when | was on my way to Ynryc's’

As she told the tde, he grew troubled, agreaing with her that somewhat strange was afoot since the
horse gear had been |eft.

‘Why didn’'t you tdl Y nryc about this? he said a last. That horse could have belonged to one of his
dlies’

“You're cursed right.” She fdt a shudder of cold down her back. ‘Why didn't 1?71 ... wdl... | just
forgot.’

Rhodry turned in the saddle to look &t her.
‘That's a peculiar sort of thing to just forget.’

‘I know.” She shivered convulsvey. There' s dweomer a work here. Do you think I'm daft for saying
that?

‘I only wish | could dismissit so easlly.” He hdted the horse. “We'd best get back to Ynryc with this
tae’

JII agreed, but as she was turning her horse, the gray gnome materidized in the road in front of her.



Thelittle creature was frantic, ralling its eyes in fear and waving its hands at them to stop.
‘What's wrong? Jll said. ‘ Shouldn’t we go back?
It shook its head no so hard that it nearly fel over.
‘What's dl this? Rhodry said. ‘Y our gnome?
‘Judt that, and he doesn’t want usto go back. He's terrified, Rhoddo.’

The gnome vanished, then appeared again in Rhodry’s lap. It reached up and patted him imploringly
on the cheek. Although he couldn’t see it, he could fed the touch.

‘Well, the Wildfolk saved my life once,’ he said. ‘If he thinks that there's danger behind us, I'll take
hisword for it

The gnome grinned and patted his hand.

‘Besides; Rhodry went on, ‘we can turn the thing over to the tieryn in Marcmwr.’
Shaking his head no, the gnome pinched hisarm.

‘Do you want us to keep it? Jll said.

Relieved, he amiled and nodded yes, then vanished. JIl and Rhodry sat on their horses for a moment
and stared a each other in bewilderment.

‘Here, Rhodry said findly. ‘Let me just get my mal shirt out of my saddlebags. | wish to the gods
that you had one’

‘1 think we should buy me onein Marcmwr. Since Y nryc was So generous about your ransom, we've
got the coin.’

“We do, do we? And here you' ve been tdling me that we bardly have a coin to our name!’
‘If you'd drunk it dl away, | couldn’t buy mail now.’

‘“True enough. Ah, you must truly love me, if you'd actudly spend slver to ransom me!’
She leaned over and gave him a hard cuff on the shoulder.

After Rhodry had armed, they rode out at a faster pace, both of them with sword in hand and shidds
ready a the saddle peak. The road snaked through the hills dways dimbing. Rhodry kept looking back
the way they’d come. His dven-touched eyesght was an dly, she knew, because he could see much
farther than an ordinary man and would spot their enemies long before the enemies spotted them. Ahead
the mountains loomed, black with pines and streaked here and there with sandstone outcrops like the
knuckles of a giant fist. Every little vdley or canyon that they came to seemed to hide an ambush, yet
adways they passed safdy by.

Fndly they dimbed one last hill and looked down on a narrow plain, hemmed in by mountains to the
east and hills to the west. Beside ariver ssood Marcmwr. About three hundred roundhouses clustered
together in the middle of alarge open space indde the high stone walls, as if they had shrunk together in
fear, but in truth, the open land was Imply pasturage for the horses and mules of the merchant caravans



that passed through.
‘I've never been so cursed glad to see atowninmy life’” Rhodry remarked.
‘Mg, dther.’

Yet shedidn't fed entirdy safe until they rode through the massive iron-bound gates with armed town
guards sanding nearby.

‘They dmog turned back, curse them!” Alastyr snarled. ‘It’'s that gnome of hers, magter, Sarcyn
sad. ‘I saw it warn them when | was scrying.” ‘ Indeed? Then well do somewhat about that.” It occurred
to Alastyr then that his feding of being watched at times might Smply come from the gnome or other
Wildfalk spying upon him. It was time, then, to set an example and scare them away.

For two days Rhodry and Jll stayed in Marcmwrr, in a crumbling inn by the north gate, the only one in
this trade town full of innsthat would sdl shelter to asiver dagger. Sincein atown that Sze there was no
such thing as an armorer’ s shop, on thefirg day they rode to the dun of the loca tieryn and haggled with
his chamberlain for an old mall shirt for Jll. On the second, Rhodry worked the town in earnest, looking
for a hire. Findly he found one in Seryl, who had contracted to take a caravan of weapons and luxury
goods to Dun Hiraedd.

Dun Hiraedd was an odd sort of city and a new one, too, having been founded only eghty years
before. Origindly it had been given the splendid name of Privddun Ricaid, the ‘chief royd fort’, but the
firg warband garrisoned there cdled it * Fort Homesick’, and the name stuck. Exising by royd charters,
its sole purpose was to provide a legd and military center for Cwm Ped, which was dowly being
colonized by Deverry’s expanding population. In JIl and Rhodry’s time, the far valey was dill a londy
sort of place, and it never could have paid enough taxes to mantain a gwerbret if the King himsdf hadn’t
helped supply it. Every summer, royd agents hired men like Seryl to take caravans of goods to the
gwerbret’s city.

Since Saryl was spending the King's money rather than his own, he was generous about Rhodry’s
hire, offering him two slver pieces a week and making no quibble about feeding Jll and her horse as well.

‘And I'll want you to round up four other lads,’ the merchant said. ‘A slver piece a week for them.’
‘Done, then. | shouldn’t have any trouble finding guardsin atown like this’

Rhodry went back to the inn with a heavy heart. He had some very good reasons for never wanting to
see Dun Hiraedd again, but he was desperate for coin, because buying JII's mal had left them with only a
hendful of coppers. The innkeep, a skinny fdlow with greasy brown hair, was in fact waiting for him at
the tavern door.

‘WeI? he snapped.

When Rhodry handed him the slver piece he’ d gotten as earnest money, the innkeep turned dl amiles
and went to fetch him a tankard of ae. The smokey hdf-round of the tavern room was crowded with
young men who watched him pay off his bill with great interest. They were a tattered lot, unwashed,
poorly dressed and chegply armed. All over the kingdom one found men like them, looking for a place in
alord’'s warband, taking guard work while they did, dl of them driven by the dream of battle glory that
liesin the hearts of most Deverry men. Rhodry let them speculate for a little longer and sat down by Jill,
who was nurang a tankard at a table where she could keep her back to the wadll.



“You found one? she sad.

‘| did. Guarding one of the royd caravans.’

Distracted with some thought of her own, she merdly nodded.
‘s somewhat wrong? he said.

‘I'm cursed worried about my gnome.” She dropped her voice to a whisper. ‘He hasn't come to me
snce we hit this ginking town, and while you were gone, | tried to cdl him. He's dways come to me
before, but 1 couldn’t raise him.” ‘Oh wdl, who knows what goes on in ther litle minds? ‘This is
serious” Her voice shook with worry. ‘My apologies, then, but what possibly could have happened to
him?

‘I don’t know, but consdering wha we found? She meant, of course, that there was dweomer dl
around them. Rhodry patted her hand to reassure her, but he could think of nothing comforting to say.

Everywhere was redness, and he could not move. He hated it, and he raged, desperately trying to
move, urtil a lagt he fdt merdy hopeless. Although he had no words, he could remember pictures and
fedings, of saling freein histrue home, of others gppearing, ugly ones, twisted and cruel, who caught him
and dragged him down. He remembered terror and a man’'s voice chanting. Then there was only this
redness, and he could not move. A picture of her face came to him. He was washed in terror and love,
mingled to an ache. The only word he could say filled him: Jll, Jll, Jll.

On ahot arrless morning the caravan assembled at the east gate. JIl kept Sunrise off to one sde and
waiched as Seryl and Rhodry conferred about the line of march in the middle of a swirling, braying
confuson. There were forty mules, laden with the King's bounty, and fifteen muleteers, armed with
quarter staves, four guards with swords, and Seryl’s young manservant, Namydd. Rhodry disposed his
men adong the caravan, told Jll to ride at the head with the merchant, then took the dangerous rear guard
for himsdf. After Seryl offered a prayer to Nwdd, god of traders, they ambled off under the hot sun
while the mules brayed in protest. Ahead the mountains rose dark, stresked with pale stone, and as
jagged as a mouthful of fangs.

With the heat and the steep road, it took the caravan a full day to travel ten miles Climbing seadily,
the road twisted and snaked through the rocky hills and thick stands of twisted pines that offered a
thousand good places to lay an ambush. When the caravan made camp for the night, Jil tagged dong as
Rhodry set three men on guard. Although she offered to stand a turn on weatch hersdf, he turned her
down. He did, however, pick out three muleteers to augment the watch, but even though he had Seryl’s
authority behind him, the men turned as sullen as their mules

‘Ligten, dlver dagger,” one said, ‘you're the one who's paid to stay awake, not us’

“You'll get plenty of deep in the Otherlands if we're caught by bandits. Are you fallowing my orders
or not?

‘I'm not taking orders from scum like you.

Rhodry punched him in the scomach with his right fist and clipped him under the jaw with his left. Jll
admired the way the muleteer folded in hdf and hit the ground like a sack of grain. Rhodry glanced
around at the gawking circle of hisfdlows.

‘Who's next to argue?



They looked a the man on the ground, then at Rhodry.
‘Well, now,” aman piped up. ‘I'll take aturn on watch. When do you want us out there?

After a peaceful night, the caravan moved out about two hours after dawn and began its dow dimb to
the dangerous Cwm Ped pass, where more than one caravan had been daughtered by bandits. Once
they were through, the danger would lessen, because Blaen, Gwerbret Cwm Pedl, kept patrols of riders
on his Sde of the mountains

‘“Now, bandits don’t usudly attack royd caravans,’ Seryl told her as they rode, ‘because they know
the gwerbret will be out in force to hunt them down. After dl, it's his goods they'd be steding.’

Yet Seryl didn’t truly look reassured by his own words. When, just a noon, they reached the pass,
JII decided that it lived up to its evil reputation. About ten miles long, it was a sheer-sided ggp srewn
with enormous boulders thet forced the lineinto Snglefile

‘It's gaing to be hard on the stock,” Rhodry said. ‘But we're not stopping until we' re through.’

Even the mules seemed to smdl danger in the air, because they kept waking fast without a sngle blow
or curse from the muleteers. Rhodry kept moving up and down the line, spesking to each guard in turn.
After afew miles in, the road began to widen, but dill it twisted through piles of fdlen rock. Every time
JIl glanced a Seryl, he merdy nodded her way, then returned to waiching the road ahead. Findly
Rhodry came up beside them.

‘Get back inline, good merchant. I'll stay up here now.’

‘Expecting trouble, slver dagger?

He nodded, looking up at the boulder-strewn diff top far above them.

‘I’ve ridden in enough wars to amdl trouble coming,” Rhodry said. ‘I smdl it now.’

With a moan, Seryl turned his horse out of line and headed back to a safer postion. When Rhodry
began unlacing his shidld from his saddle peak, Jil did the same.

‘Do | have any hope of convindng you to get back and stay out of this? he said, pulling a javelin.

‘None.” Jll glanced back and saw that he/'d postioned dl the guards directly behind them. ‘After |
killed Corbyn, | never wanted to ride to war again, but by Epona hersdf, I'll cursed wel fight for my own
life’

He gave her atight amile, asif he'd been expecting no less from her. For another mile the road snaked
on, growing dightly wider. The dust they were rasing hung in the windless ar like a banner to announce
that they were coming. JIl fdt a little coldness in the pit of her somach. She knew what riding to battle
meant. In her hand, her sword winked bright, the blade that her father had given her. Oh Da, she thought,
it'sa cursed good thing you taught me how to use it.

Then the road made a sharp turn, and JlIl saw them, a pack of some twenty armed men, blocking the
road about thirty feet ahead. Behind her the caravan turned into a shouting mob as the muleteers pulled
the mulesto ahdt and tried to get through with their staves. With an automatic shout of his old war cry,
‘For Aberwyn!” Rhodry threw the javdin in his hand and drew his sword on the follow-round as the war
dart arched up. Screaming, the bandits charged, but ther leader’s horse staggered to its knees and fdl



with Rhodry’s javdin in its chest, ralling its rider under the hooves of his own men. Jll kicked Sunrise
forward as Rhodry led his ragged handful of men out to meet the charge.

They were outnumbered, sure enough, but the pass was too narrow for the bandits to mob them with
their superior strength. The enemy was poorly armed, too, mostly weearing tacked together bits of leather
and splint, with only here and there a bit of chain. They had dso never faced a berserker like Rhodry,
who howled and ye ped with laughter as he dashed into them. In utter slence Jil faced off with one man,
dashed under hisdumsy gtrike, and caught him full on his unarmored chest. Blood wdled up through his
ghirt as he fdl over his horse's neck. The horse beside him reared, trying to avoid the corpse, but her
battle-trained Sunrise merdly danced by and pressed on. As the rearing horse came down, JIl gave a
good drike at its rider. She stabbed himin the Sde just next to the edge of his legther cuirass.

Suddenly she fdt a hard blow on her back, turned by the mail, but it half knocked the bresth out of
her. She had gone in too far. Blindy she svung around and caught a second blow on her shidd just
bardly intime. While Sunrise tried to turn in the pressing fray she dashed out, parrying more then griking.
When she heard Rhodry’ s demon laughter coming toward her, she fought even harder, swinging this way
and that in the saddle, parrying every blow that came her way, while Sunrise dodged and bobbed and bit
vidoudy at the horses around him. The laughter howled closer and closer, shrieking above the shouts and
the war cries; then the man at her flank went down, his neck split by Rhodry’s sword. He was through,
and they fought Sde by side, stabbing as they worked free of the pack. Suddenly a bandit pulled free and
fled down the pass away from Rhodry’s godtouched laughter. Screaming, ancther followed. With dl the
typica courage of ther kind, the bandits broke, shoving and joustling each other as they turned from the
fight. ‘Let them go!’” Rhodry ydled. ‘Fghting behind!” His laughter walled again as they wheded and
charged back to the caravan, where afew bandits had broken through the line. JlIl saw one of their young
guards fighting desperately to keep between Seryl and a hard-dashing bandit. Just as Sunrise carried Jll
up, the bandit killed the lad. With a howl of rage, JIl avenged him with a stab in the back that knocked
the swine off his horse. As the other bandits tried to flee, Rhodry and the last two guards were there to
cut them down. JII grabbed the reins of Seryl’s horse. His left am was bleeding from along dice, and he
was dumped over his saddle pesk.

‘I never thought I’ d see the day when alass would save my life] he whispered. ‘But my thanks, slver
dagger.’

Cdming the panicked mules was dmog a harder fight than the battle, but at last those of the muleteers
left dive beat them into some kind of order, a huddled, miserable herd in the middle of the pass. JlI did
what she could for the wounded while Rhodry and the guards searched through the corpses for anyone
left dive. Ther own men they brought to her, but the bandits they killed, ditting their throats as cdmly as
the King's executioner. JlI had just finished bandaging the last wounded muleteer when they carried over
Saryl's mansarvant. He'd fdlen from his horse and been trampled. Although he was 4ill dive, he was
spitting up blood, and both his legs were broken.

‘Ahye gods’ Saryl groaned. ‘My poor Namydd.’

The lad |ooked up with eyes that obvioudy didn’t recognize him.

‘We can't move him,” Seryl snapped. ‘It would kill him.’

‘He' s gaing to die anyway,” Jll said. ‘I’'m sorry, good Sr, but that's the hard truth of it.’

Saryl groaned again and ran his hand through the lad’s hair. Jll left him to his grief and went to join
Rhodry, who was kneding beside the last of the wounded bandits with his blood-dripping siver dagger.in



his hand. The lad, who couldn't have been more than fifteen, whimpered so piteoudy that Rhodry
hesitated.

‘Hold your hand,” Jll said. ‘He' s dying anyway.’

When the lad turned his face away and wept, she knelt down beside him.

‘I can staunch that wound and save you. Will you spill what you know if | do?
‘I will. Ah ye gods, it hurts so bad.’

The cut on hisgroin was so deep that it took Jll along time to staunch it. By then he was so wesk that
he could bardy tak, but she did find out that he was new to the band, a runaway apprentice who'd
golen from his magter, and that there were thirty-one bandits in al. Ten had been left behind to guard
their camp, an ominous piece of news.

‘They’re bound to come back,” Rhodry said. “They’ll lick their wounds tonight, but on the morrow . .

‘We killed twelve out of the thirty-one.’

‘True enough, but we've lost two swordsmen and Sx muleteers, too. Well, at least we know what
we're facing. It's a good thing you decided to save that lad.

‘It wasn't just that. It seemed like there was somewhat ese he should have been able to tdll us’
‘What' s this? More of your cursed dweomer?

‘Jugt that. Ah by every hdl and its ice, | wish my gnome would come back. | swear he knows
somewhat about dl this’

Rhodry shuddered like a fly-sung horse. Jil looked up at the difftops. She knew that they were being
watched -she had never been so sure of anything in her life - but nothing moved among the slent,
brooding mountains.

Jugt at sunset, Namydd died, coughing away his life from his crushed lungs. JIl said what words of
comfort she could to the merchant, then wandered restlesdy through the camp. The muleteers sat
huddled together, unspeaking, exhausted, like frightened sheep waiting for the wolves to come finish them
off. It's not far to the Cwm Ped border, Jll thought, but it might as wel be on the other sde of the
Southern Sea for dl the speed this lot can make. Then she got the idea, reckless, utterly foolhardy, but
the only chance they had. When she told Rhodry, he swore a her.

‘Don't be adolt!” he went on. Tor dl we know, the rest of the scum are camped dong the pass. I'm
not |etting you ride off done, and that’s that!’

‘Getting a message to one of Blaen's patrals is the only hope we have, and you're forgetting that |
have Sunrise. Even if they saw me, by the time they saddled up and got down into the pass, they’d never
caich a Western Hunter. | don’t weigh that much, and even though he's tired from the fight, Sunrise has
had a good afternoon’s rest.’

All the time she was saddling and bridling the gelding, Rhodry swore, argued, and threatened, but in
the end, she got her way, Smply because she was right about it being their only hope. The full moon was



rigng as she rode out, letting Sunrise pick his way among the boulders with his long, easy dtride. She
rode with her shidd at the ready and her sword in her hand.

For a long time Rhodry stood on the edge of the camp and looked in the direction JIl had gone.
Fndly he wept, a brief scatter of tears for the danger that she was in, then went back. The men had built
alittle fire, but most of the muleteers were adeep dready, drowning ther terror the only way they could.
The two guards, Lidyc and Abryn, rose when he waked up and looked a him in a blind hope that
maybe this battle-wise slver dagger, would save them yet.

‘Get some deep,” Rhodry said. ‘I'll stand the first watch.’

They nodded. Abryn started to speak, then merdly shrugged. Rhodry got his shidd and hdm, then
walked about a hundred yards down the pass. In the moonlight, he could see as dearly asiif it were day,
even the colors of things - part of the legacy of his even blood. Guard duty was tedious at the best of
times, and now, with his worry over Jll, the time crawled past. In the tricky shadows, it seemed that
things moved. Rabbits, maybe, or ferrets?

When he stared toward the movement, it would stop, but whatever it was, it was very smdl and
doubtless no threat. Findly, when the moon’s position showed that it was wel past midnight, Lidyc came
out.

Y ou should have woken me earlier.’

‘I don't get as tired as most men. When you come in to change the guard, tdl Abryn to wake me wdl
before dawn.’

Lidyc amiled, asif he thought Rhodry was merdy pushing himsdf to spare his men, but it was the
ample truth that Rhodry could go long hours without deep, another gift from his wild blood. As he
walked back into camp, he passed the wounded bandit, who was moaning doud. When he knelt down

besde the lad, he decided that JlII’s efforts to save hm had been a waste of time. The bandit’s face was
flushed so scarlet that it was obvious that infection had set into the wound.

‘Which slver dagger are you? he whispered.
‘Rhodry. Why?

‘Where' s the lass?

‘Gone for help.’

‘Does she truly have the jewels?

‘The what?

‘The jewes. The ones the old man said she had. We were supposed to take her dive and get the
jewds’

Rhodry grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him.
‘Tel methe truth!’” he snarled. ‘What old man?

“The one who hired us.” His words were durred and faint. ‘1 don’'t know his name. But he hired us to



get thelass’
‘What did he look like?

When he didn't answer, Rhodry shook him again, but he'd passed out. With an oath, he got up and
left him. It was too late to go after JlIl now. He wept again, then went out to take the watch back from
Lidyc. It would be hours before he would be able to deep with this new fear preying upon him. He'd let
her go done, when she was the true prize the entire time.

By midnight Sunrise was tiring badly. JlIl dismounted to spare him her weight and led him on, both of
them sumbling weary. Although her back ached like fire from the weight of the mail, she decided aganst
taking it off. All she could think of was gtting down to rest, but she knew that if she did, she would fdl
adeep. In another mile, she came to the highest point of the pass. Beside the road was a rough-cut stone
pillar carved with a rearing gdlion, the blazon of the gwerbrets of Cwm Pedl.

‘The Sght of that's as good as an hour’s deep. It can’'t be much farther now.’

Sunrise snorted wearily, his head hanging. She leaned againgt the pillar and let im rest for a few
minutes AH at once, she knew that she was being watched, fdt it as a cold shudder down her back.
Sword in hand, she dropped the reins and took a few steps out into the road, then turned dowly in a
circle, scanning the diff tops. Nothing moved; there were no silhouettes of enemies againgt the moonlight.
She grabbed the horse' s reins and went on, waking faster with a second wind of fear.

The feding grew until sweat ran down her back. She was being watched. Any moment now, just
beyond that bend in the road, or just behind that cluster of rocks, was the ambush that meant her death.
Y e another mile passed, and the ambush never came. The steep diffs began to wear away, and the road
grew wider, clearer, easer footing, a better place for an attack. Stll those eyes followed them as she
walked beside her horse and patted his sweaty neck, encouraging him with soft words.

Fndly he sumbled and dmogt went down. She let him stand, head hanging dmost to the road, and
considered leaving him behind. Then she fdt the watcher leave her. Dazed, she glanced around and saw,
not a hundred yards awvay beside the road, a broch tower behind a low stone wall. 1t could only be one
of Gwerbret Blaen's famous patrol ations, asmdl warband quartered close to the border and ready for
trouble, an expense no other lord in Deverry cared to undergo. She threw back her head and laughed.

‘Come dong, old friend. We can make afew more yards.’

Sumbling, Sunrise let her lead him up to the iron-bound gates, carved with the gdlion blazon. She
prayed that someone would hear her when she ydled, but she saw a wink of slver in the moonlight - a
horn, chained to the gate ring. She grabbed it and blew, a long desperate note, while Sunrise tossed his
head and snorted in triumph.

‘Who goes? avoice answered from indde.

‘A dlver dagger. There's banditsin the pass.’

The gates creaked open, and a man from the night watch grabbed her aam and led her in to safety.
‘“We're just going to wait here? Seryl said.

‘It' s for the best,” Rhodry said. ‘We can fight with our backs to the diff.’



Nodding agreement, Seryl stared at him like a garving child stares at its father, sure againg dl reason
that Da will find food even when dl hope is lost. In the gray dawn light, they circled the camp while
Rhodry fought with his grief. He was sure thet Jll was dead. His own death he could face camly, but not
hers. His one comfort was knowing that soon he would have a chance to avenge her by taking a few of
the bandits with him to the Otherlands. The camp was fortified as wel as it could be. The mule packs
were heaped up in arough wal with the muleteers behind, their backs to the diff, with the mules tethered
nearby. Rhodry repeated his orders. After he and the other two swordsmen were killed fighting on
horseback, the muleteers were to panic the stock and send the herd into the midst of the bandits. The
confusion would probably bring afew down.

‘And fight to the death,’ hefinished up. ‘ Because you won't get mercy.’

Rhodry, Lidyc, and Abryn mounted, then sat on their horses in front of the improvised barricade.
Although the lads were pale, they were holding steady, determined to die like men. Sowly the sun
brightened; dowly the minutes crept by. Rhodry redized that he was impatient, wanting to get his dying
over with and eager to join his beloved in the Otherlands. Findly they heard hoofbests and the jingle of
tack, the sound of many men riding hard toward them. With a flick of his sword, Rhodry led the others
out to meet them. At a fad trot, the warband turned around the bend in the road, twenty men, mailed,
mounted on good horses, and on their shieds was the red and gold blazon of Cwm Ped. Rhodry heard
the camp behind him explode with cheers and hysericd laughter, but he said nothing, his heart too ful to
speak because he now knew his JIl was safe. The warband' s captain trotted over to him.

‘W, siver dagger,’” he said with a grin. * Sounds like everyone' s glad to see us!’

‘I've never seen amean | liked more on firsd meeting, truly. When did the other slver dagger reach
you?

‘About an hour past midnight, and he's a tough lad, for dl that he looks about fourteen. He was
practicaly dropping where he stood, but he kept saying he wanted to ride back with us’

‘He s like that, true enough.” Rhodry was more than willing to let them go on thinking JIl a lad. ‘Did
you bring a chirurgeon? We ve got wounded men.” He pulled off hishedm and pushed his mal back from
hisface.

‘We did, at that.” Suddenly the captain stared a him. “Well, my lord, | mean.
‘Ah by apig's cock! So you've seen me before, have you?

‘Many atime, my lord.’

‘Never cdl metha again. My name s Rhodry and naught else.’

The captain nodded in a slent sympethy that was infuriging. Rhodry turned his horse and led the
warband back to camp, but as he was dismounting, the captain hurried over to hold his bridle for him.

‘Stopit! | meant what | said.’
‘Wl and good, then. Rhodry it is, and naught else.’

‘Thet’'s better. Here, how far isit to your patrol sation? I'm going to have a word of praise for our
young Slver dagger.’



‘Just about five hours' ride on a fresh horse, but the lad won't be there when we get back. | sent him
down to Dun Hiraedd, you see, with a message asking for reinforcements. He said he'd leave a dawn.’

Rhodry swore adoud. The captain was obvioudy dill thinking of him as Lord Rhodry Maglwaedd,
because he hurried to explain.

‘I had to bring every man | had with me. These scum dmost never attack the King's caravans,
because they know well be out in forceif they do, so somewhat cursed strange is afoot here.’

Rhodry was hardly lisening. Jil was out on the road done, and she knew even less than he did about
the danger sdking her.

‘She just dipped out of my grasp,” Sarcyn said. ‘I was only amile behind when she reached the patrol
dation.’

‘I know,” Alastyr said. ‘1 was scrying you out.” ‘If you'd thought to scry her out earlier . . . Thereiit
was, a flash of his dl-too-familiar arrogance, but Alagtyr let it pass, because they were in too much
danger to risk fighting among themsdves. Although Evy and Sarcyn were both good swordsmen, there
were nineteen angry bandits sanding around them, and Alastyr could never ensorcel them al. The newly
elected leader of the pack, an enormous red-haired man named Ganedd, strode over, his arms tightly
crossed over his chest.

“You never told us that the lass could fight like a fiend from hdll?’

‘I warned you that she was battle skilled.” Ganedd snarled darmingly. Alastyr pulled out the pouch
he had ready for them. ‘I said that you'd be wel paid and | meant it. Here” When Ganedd spilled the
pouch into the pdm of one hairy hand, his face brightened with a wide gap-toothed amile at the sght of a
Deverry regd, twenty pieces of slver, and a square-cut ruby as big as his thumbnal.

“No hard fedings, then,” he said, turning round. ‘Wl and good, lads. We ve got ajewd here that we
can Al in Marcmwr, and we ll live like kings for months!’

As the bandits cheered, Alastyr and his apprentices mounted their horses and rode away, leading
Camdd behind them. Although the bandits might try later to ambush men they now thought rich, Alastyr
could use his dweomer to hide them from such an unpleasant occurrence. As they rode, he fdt like
curgng in frugtration. They’d come so close to getting the lassl He was sure thet if he could take Jil dive,
hewould be able to trade her to Nevyn for a promise of safe passage out of Deverry - with the stone.

Although JIl wanted to wait at the patrol station for Rhodry, no slver dagger could refuse a direct
order from a gwerbret’ s captain to take an important message to the gwerbret himsdf, not without getting
flogged, a any rate. Since Sunrise was il tired, the groom gave her a sturdy black to start her journey.
The captain had aready given her an offidd token; aslong as she was riding on his grace’ s business, any
of Blaen's vassals would give her a fresh horse and a med to speed the message on its way.

‘Now ligen,” JIl sad to the groom. ‘ Sunrise had cursed well better be here when Rhodry arrives!’
‘And what do you think we are, horse thieves?

‘There’'s many a great lord who's “traded” for a horse whose owner had no mind for a trade, and
Sunriseis a cursed vaugble animd.”’

‘Heis, but he's safe enough. I'll tdl you somewhat, slver dagger. We men of Cwm Ped hate horse



thievesthe worgt of dl the thieves in the world. A horse thief doesn’t just get his hands cut off. He gets
fifteen lashes and a public hanging.’

‘Splendid. Then I'll be on my way with a pesceful heart.’

Jil 1eft the patrol gation at a fast pace, dternady waking and trotting until she was free of the
mountains. On the easier dopes of the foothills, she could gdlop every now and then. Just before noon,
ghe came to the dun of anoble lord, got her med and a fresh horse, and galoped on again. Quickly the
hills fdl away behind her, and she was in the ralling meadowlands of Cwm Ped. Although much of the
province was urfit for farming, it was perfect for stock. In the well-watered meadows among stands of
white birches, she saw plenty of horse herds, grazing peacefully while mounted herdsmen kept watch, or
white cows with rusty-red ears lying in the shade to chew their noontide cuds.

On the flatter land, she could keep up a galop-trot pace, and she changed horses twice more. The
dty was a good fifty miles from the patrol station, a distance that only a speeded courier like hersdf could
hope to cover in one day. By her third change, the sun was low in the sky, and the lord who was giving
her the fresh horse remarked that the gwerbret’s courier was welcome to shdter the night. JiI
considered, but one of her dweomer warnings cut through her like a knife. She had to go on, and as fast
aspossible.

‘My thanks, my lord, but this message istruly urgent.
“No doubt you know best, then, slver dagger.’

When she léft, she rode out at a full galop, and the dweomer-cold rode with her. Someone knew
where she was, and that someone was fallowing her to work her harm. After her broken night, she was
haf adeep in the saddle, but she kept rousng hersdf and pushing the horse hard. Whenever she passed
anyone on the road, she would ydl at them to clear the road in the gwerbret’s name. With startled shouts
they would move aside and let her by.

At lagt she crested alow hill and saw below her the gwerbret’s dty of Dun Hiraedd, spreading on
ather sde of ariver and surrounded with high stone walls. The river was glittering so brightly in the sunset
that Jll could barely look at it with her exhausted eyes. Sunset. The town gates would be dosng for the
night. She kicked a burst of speed out of her horse and charged, dashing up to the gates just as they
were svinging shut.

‘A message for the gwerbret!” she ydled. ‘ From the Cwm Ped pass!’

The gates held open. As a guard ran out to meet her, she swung down and presented the token with a
flourigh.

‘Wl and good, slver dagger,” he said, taking it. ‘I'll take you up to the dun straightaway.’

As the gates svung shut behind them, JIl fdt a rdief so strong that she knew it had to be
dweomer-inspired. Here, for alittle while, she was safe.

The dity guard led her quickly through the maze of cobbled streets and close-packed roundhouses.
Windows shone with lantern light; people were hurrying home after a day’s trade; here and there a scent
of cooking drifted from a house and made JII's somach growl. At the far Sde of town was a low
atifiad hill, ringed with sone walls. There were more gates, more guards, but the token brought them
into the ward of Blaen's enormous dun, where a triple broch towered over sheds and stables. After a
page took JlI's horse, the city guard led her ingde the greet hdl.



The room was bright with firdight and candles. JlI stood blinking by the door while the guard went to
speak to the gwerbret. Down at one hearth, servants were putting out the evening med for a warband of
a hundred men at long tables. Near the honor hearth, the gwerbret was dining one. As she looked a
the degant stonework, the fine tapestries, the dlver goblets and candeldbra on the tables, Jil fdt
profoundly embarrassed. Why hadn't the stupid patrol sent the message to the gwerbret’s captan,
insead of making her barge in like thison a great lord at his dinner? A dirty Slver dagger like her should
have been waiting outside in the ward.

Blaen himsdf was hardly reassuring. When the guard spoke to him, he rose, tossng his head
arrogantly and standing with a proud set to his shoulders. He was far younger than she’ d expected, about
two-and-twenty, and he reminded her grikingly of Rhodry, with dark blue eyes and raven-dark harr,
athough, of course, he was nowhere as good-looking as her man.

‘Come here, Slver dagger,” he snapped. ‘What' s this message?

JII'hurried over and started to kned, but she was so saddle-weary that she lost her baance and nearly
fel spraddled.

“Your pardon, Your Grace, she sammered. ‘I’ ve been riding for two days and fought a beattle before
thet.’

‘By the asses of the gods! Then get up off the cursed floor and have a chair. Page! Get some meed!
Get atrencher! Move! Thislad mus be hdf starved.’

Before the startled pages could intervene, Blaen grabbed her by the shoulders, helped her up, and sat
her down in his chair. He shoved a goblet of mead into her hand, then perched on the edge of the table,
hismed forgotten behind him.

‘I'll wager | can guess,” he said. ‘ There's been trouble in the cursed pass again.’
‘Judt that, Your Grace.’

While Jll told the story, Blaen's captain came over to lislen. He was a heavyset man in his thirties with
afaded scar dashed across one cheek. When she finished, the gwerbret turned to him.

‘Comyn, take fifty men and a change of horses and leave tonight. | - here, wat a moment.” Blaen
grabbed a dice of roast beef from a golden platter and tossed it to Jll. ‘Help yoursdf to bread, lad. Now
ligen, Comyn. Chase these whoreson bandits into Yr Auddglyn. If Gwerbret Ygwimyr has the gdl to
complain about it, tdl him it means war if we don't have their heads on pikesin a week or two.’

‘I will, Your Grace, and I'll send back a messenger the minute there's somewhat to report.’

JII went on edting as they worked out the details. When Comyn Ieft to pick out his men, Blaen took
his goblet of mead and gulped a good bit down as fagt as if it were water. A waiting page stepped
forward smoothly and refilled it.

‘Looks like you've bardly touched yours, lad,” Blaen sad. ‘“What kind of a Slver dagger are you to
drink so dow? What's your name, by the way?

‘Gilyan, Your Grace, and I’'m not alad but alass’

Blaen stared, then tossed back his head with a laugh.



‘I must be growing old and blind,” he remarked, ill amiling. * So you are. What makes a lass take to
the long road?

‘Theman | love' s asiver dagger, and | left my kin to follow him.

‘Now that was supid of you, but then, who knows what you women will do!” He dismissed the
problem with a shrug. ‘Very wdl then, Gilyan. We can't have you shdtering out in the barracks, so I'll
giveyou a chamber in the brochfor the night.”

Ealier that same day, the patrol of Cwm Ped riders escorted what was Ieft of Seryl’s caravan back
to the border gtation before they rode out again to go bandit-hunting. Rhodry helped carry Seryl to a bed
inthe barracks, saw to it that his guards and the muleteers were properly fed, then went out to the stables
to make sure Sunrise was safe. The groom told him that JIl had indeed ridden out & dawn as a speeded
courier.

*So she'd be reaching Dun Hiraedd about now.” Rhodry glanced out the door at the sunset. ‘ Just that.
Beenin our city before, slver dagger? ‘Once or twice. W, I'm going to get my dinner.’” After he ate,
Rhodry checked on the wounded bandit, who had been locked in a storage shed. The precaution turned
out to be unnecessary, because the lad was dying. Not only was he too feverish to tak, but Rhodry
could smdl the stench of his septic wound even through the bandages. He gave the lad a drink of water,
then sat back on his heds and considered him. Never in his life had he seen a bad wound spread so fast
(and he'd ridden in many battles), dmog as if the cut had been ddiberady poisoned. Since bandits
weren't known for eating like lords, no doubt the lad had been badly fed for some time and thus
abnormally weak. Y et ill, the foul humors should have spread more dowly, especidly since Jil had put
aproper bandage on the wound right after he’' d gotten it. If someone had wanted to shut the lad’'s mouth,
they couldn’t have been luckier.

‘And wasiit just luck? Rhodry said doud.

The dying lad moaned and gasped for breath in his fevered deep. Although Rhodry’d been ready to
dit his throat the day before, he fdt a sudden pity for him.

JII woke late in the morning and looked around blankly, unsure of what she was doing in this luxurious
bed with embroidered hangings, until she findly remembered Blaen's hospitdity of the night before.
When she pushed the hangings aside, she found sunlight streaming through the windows and a page
hovering uncertainly in the doorway.

‘My ... uh ... lady? the boy said. ‘The gwerbret requests your presence & the noon med. Shdl we
fetch you a bath? There' s judt time’

‘A bath would be splendid. Noon? Ye gods! Here, will His Grace's lady be at table? | don't even
know her name’

‘It's Canyffa, but she' s vigting her brother for awhile’

JlI thanked the gods for that. She hadn't been looking forward to having a noblewoman sorutinizing
her table manners. After her bath, she got her other shirt, which was clean, out of her saddiebags, then
decided she'd best change her socks, too. All a once she remembered the armband, which should have
been wrapped up in her spare clothes. It was gone.

‘By dl theiceindl the held One of those cursed muleteers mugt have stolen it



Irritably she hunted through both saddlebags, but the armband smply wasn't there. Down at the
bottom of one, however, caught under the stitched flap, was something smdl and hard. She pulled it out
to find a sgpphire finger ring, afine large stone set in a band of gold, with two tiny dragons curled around
the setting. Jil stared at it in utter disbelief.

“How did you get into my gear? Did the Wildfolk sted the am bracelet and leave you in its place?

The sgpphire gleamed softly in the sunlight. JiI fdt an utter fool, taking to a ring as if it could
understand her. She found a scrap of rag and wrapped it up carefully. There was no time to worry about
it now, not with a gwerbret wating for her.

It turned out that Blaen was extending her the honor of having her eat a his table because he was
curious about her life on the long road Since she knew that having people tak about his exile made
Rhodry fed shamed, she did her best to say little about him while they talked, a job made easy when she
mentioned that her father was Cullyn of Cerrmor.

‘Ishe now? Blaen sad with agrin. “Wdl, then, no wonder you can bear up on the long road so well.
Here, Jll, | met your father once. | was jugt alittle lad, 9x or seven, | think, and my father gave hm a
hire. | remember looking up a him and thinking that I’ d never met a more frightening man.’

‘Da takes people that way, truly.’

‘But a splendid warrior he was. | don't quite remember how the thing worked out, but my father
ended up giving him a beautiful scabbard, dl trimmed with gold as an extra reward beyond his hire. Now

here, is he dill among the living?

From that point, Jll could fill the time with tales of her father’ s various deeds over the years. When the
med was over, Blaen gave her a careless handful of coins as her pay for riding the message.

*And when will this caravan of yours ride in, do you think? the gwerbret said.
‘Not for at least three more days, Y our Grace. Some of the men were wounded.’
‘Ah. Wdl, when they do, have the caravan master come to me.’

JII collected her gear and carried it out of the dun into the busy streets of the city, which was the only
settlement worthy of that name in the entire far vdley. Under archesin the walls, the river flowed through
town and divided it into a west Sde for the wel off and the gwerbret himsdlf, and an east for the ordinary
towngfolk. The riverbanks themsdves were a green commons, where some cows were grazing in the hot
afternoon sun. Over by the east gate, Jl findly found an inn called the Running Fox that was desperate
enough to take her cusom. As soon as she was done in her filthy, smal chamber, she opened her
saddlebags. The ring was il there, but now only one dragon coiled around the setting.

‘I can’'t be going daft. Y ou must be dweomer.’

The stone glowed brightly for a moment, then dimmed to just the shine of an ordinary gem. Jli
shuddered, then wrapped it up again, putting it into the pouch she wore around her neck, where dl but a
few coppers of her coin were stored. When she went down to the tavern room, she got hersdf a tankard
of the darkest de available to cadm her nerves. Y e gods, here she was, in a strange town with a dweomer
gemin her possession and Rhodry miles away! Nevyn, oh Nevyn, she thought, | wish to every god in the
sky tha you were herel



He s coming, a thought sounded in her mind. HE Il come save us both.

JII choked so hard on her de that she coughed and spluttered into her tankard. The innkeep hurried
over.

‘There wasn't no fly in that, was there? ‘He pounded her on the back.
‘There was't. My thanks.’

With a sympathetic nod, he hurried away. That's the lagt fegther off this hen! JiI thought. I’ ve got to
find out somewhat about this gem. Although there were bound to be severd jewders in a town this Sze,
she had no intention of talking openly about a gem that could shape-change and send thoughts to
people s minds. There were, however, dways other sources of informetion for a person who knew how
to look for them.

The tavern room was crowded. At one table sat a gaggle of blowsy young women who were egting
breskfast porridge rather late in the day; at another, a handful of aspiring caravan guards; at a third, some
young men who might have been apprentices to shopkeepers. When the innkegp came to rdfill JiI's
tankard, she did a bit of ddliberate bragging, praisng Blaen's generosity and saying she'd never been so
wdl paid for riding a message. Of course, she paid the man from the pouch she wore openly a her belt,
not the well-stuffed one around her neck. Then she went out to walk around the streets.

The afternoon sunlight lay thick on the well-swept cobbled streets. Prosperous tradesmen hurried by
on business or drolled dong, gossping idly. Women with market baskets or water buckets glanced a
JII'sslver dagger and pointedly crossed the street to avoid her. Jll turned down dl the narrow dleys she
could find and grolled dowly, asif logt in thought. Findly, in an dley between a bakery and a cobbler’s
shop, her hunt brought game. As three young men passed, one of them bumped into her. He made a
gracious gpology and began to hurry on, but JIl swirled and grabbed his wrist. Before he could squirm
away, she dammed him into the stone wdl of the cobbler’s shop and knocked the breath out of him. His
two friends ran for their freedom as the thieves code dlowed them to do. JlI's catch, a skinny little
fdlow with pale hair and a warty nose, stared up at her and gasped for breath.

‘My pardons, Slver dagger, | never meant any inult.”
‘Insult? The Lord of Hell can take the insult. Give me back my pouch.’

Thethief kicked and made a dart sideways, but Jlil grabbed and twisted him face-forward againg the
wadl. While he whimpered and kicked, she got her hand ingde his shirt and retrieved her pouch of
coppers, then took for good measure his wicked little thieves dagger out of its hidden sheath. When she
hauled him round to face her, he moaned and went limp in her hands.

‘Now, Jll said. ‘If | take you to the gwerbret’s men, they’ll cut your hands off in the marketplace.’
The thief’ s face went dead-white.

‘Butif you tdl me who's head manin thistown, I'll let you go.’

‘I can't! That would cost my life, not just my hands.’

‘Oh by the hdls wha do you think I'm going to do? Run and tdl the gwerbret? Ligen, I've got

money to give to your king. If you hadn’'t made a stupid try a robbing me, I'd have asked you nicdy.’
She hed out the dagger hilt fird. ‘Here, haveit back.’



As he considered, the color came back to his face. Findly he took the proffered dagger.

‘Ogwern,” he said. ‘Down a the Red Dragon Inn, on the east dde of the river near the commons.
You can't missit. It'sright next to the candlemaker’s’

Then he turned and ran, as fast as a dartled deer in the forest. JIl srolled dowly after, letting him get
back to Ogwern with news of her before she announced hersdf. She found that he was right about the
candlemaker’s shop: it was indeed hard to miss. Out in a sunny yard in front of a long shed were heaps
of tdlow, quidly ginking in the heat. Just across a narrow dley was a little wooden inn with bading
thatch on the roof and unpainted warped shutters a the windows. Unlike mogt inns, its door was tightly
shut. When Jll knocked, the door opened a bare inch to reved a dark suspicious eye pressed to the
crack.

‘Who are you? said a deep mde voice.

‘The slver dagger who was asking for Ogwern. He Il be cheating himsdf out of coin if he won't speak
tome’

With a laugh the questioner svung the door open. He was enormoudy fat, his bely swdling out his
shirt, his jowls hanging around his bull’ s throat.

‘I like your gdl. I'm Ogwern. Come in.’

The hdf-round tavern room reeked of old straw and wood-smoke, and it sported four battered and
ungeady tables. At JII's ingstence, they sat down where she could keep her back to the wal. An
innkeep, as pae and skinny as Ogwern was fat, brought them tankards of surprisngly good ae, which Jll
pad for.

‘So then, far lady, Ogwern said. ‘For far you are, though truly, you can’t be a lady if you know so
much about the likes of us. What brings you to me?

‘A ample matter. Probably you know that | rode a message for his grace from the Cwm Ped pass.’
‘Oh, | do hear whet tidbits are worth knowing.’

‘Wdl and good, then. | rode into town on a horse bdonging to one of the gwerbret’s vassds, but my
own mount is coming dong behind with a caravan that | was guarding. He' s avaduable horse, and | don't
want him stolen. | was thinking that a bit of coin in the right place would keep him nice and safe”’

“Naught could be smpler, and you have indeed come to theright place. What kind of horseisit?
‘A Western Hunter, a gelding, and he's gold.’

‘Battle-trained?

‘Heis’

Ogwern considered, waggling one fat hand inthe air.

‘Wdl, if it was a stud, it would cost you a gold piece; he sad at lagt. ‘But for a gdding, well say
fifteen dlvers’

‘What? Y e gods! Highway robbery!’



‘Kindly don't use such nasty terms. They trouble my fat but precious heart. Thirteen, then.’
‘Ten and not a copper more.’

‘Eleven. Let meremind you that there’ s a considerable market for such avauable animd.
‘Done, then. Eleven - 9x now, and five when we leave town safdy.’

‘Ten if you hand it over now. | swear to you that my men take my orders. Fat | may be, but | rule
Dun Hiraedd like a gwerbret.’

‘Wdl and good, and I'll stand you another tankard to sed the bargain.’
While JIl paid over the protection money, Ogwern considered her with shrewd brown eyes.

‘Let me giveyou a bit of atip,” he said, pocketing the coin. *Our cursed gwerbret’s set up a squad of
town wardens, a patrol of 9x at dl times, prowling the streets with naught better to do than to stick thar
snotty noses into other men's affairs’

‘By the black hairy ass of the Lord of Hdll'" She feigned disgust. * And do they patrol a night?

‘They do. Revalting, | cdlsit. Ah, Blaen's father was a solendid man - easygoing, much distracted
with war, and rather stupid. Blaen, aas, takes after his clever mother, and life has been grim since he
inherited the rhan.’

‘A true pity, dthough I'll admit to being pleased that he does his best to wipe out bandits’

‘True. Cursed louts, | hate them! | sincerdly hope that you killed a few when they attacked that
caravan of yours.’

‘Now here, you sound like one of the gwerbret’s men.’

‘Kindly don't be rude” Ogwern laid a plump hand on the mound of flesh approximately over his
heart. ‘Bandits are blood-thirsty dolts, cluttering up the roads and forcing honest men to hire guards.
Why, if it weren’t for them, atrue thief could go snesking up on a caravan for a bit of red sport. Besides,
they won't pay taxes to the guilds’

‘Oho! So that’s the true thorn in your Side, isit?

Ogwern snorted in feigned hurt, then went on sudying her. JIl began to redize that there was
something that he wanted out of her as much as she wanted something out of him.

‘Just an idle wondering, he sad at last. ‘I heard, of course, that the caravan was coming from Yr
Auddglyn. | don’t suppose you were in Marcmwr.’

‘I spent a couple of days there. Why?
For a moment he frowned into his tankard.

‘Wdll, here’ he sad at last. ‘1 don't suppose a siver dagger would have any interest in geding
jewds’

JII's heart thumped once in excitement.



‘Not in the least, she said. ‘I know we're dl cousins to thieves, but that's not the same as being a
brother.’

‘dugt s0. | heard a bit of interesting news from down Deverry way, you see. A certain fdlow was
supposed to beriding up into Yr Auddglyn with a cursed large packet of stolen jewdry. He sounds like
an utter dolt, by the way. Here heis, trying to pass himsdf off as a merchant, but his horse has a saddle
and bridlefit for a gwerbret - awarrior’s saddle at that.’

JiI did her best to ook only mildy interested. Y e gods, she thought, you've had a slver dagger’s luck
indeed.

‘Now, if the stones are 4ill in Yr Auddglyn,” Ogwern went on, somewhat meditetively, ‘it's none of
my affair. But some of the lads there were trying to find this so-called merchant, of course, to rdieve him
of the weight he was carrying. They tracked him to the Aver Lit, and by the hdlls, there he vanished.’

‘Aha, and so you're wondering if perhaps he's come into your territory. He must have been carrying
some vauable things indeed if every thief in the kingdom was keeping track of him!

‘Very vauable. They say the stones belonged to the King himsdf.
‘Now here, how could anyone sted from the King?

‘A good question, Slver dagger, a very good question indeed. I'm only repesting whet I’ ve heard. But
one of these gems is a ruby as big as your thumbnail. Do you know what a gem like that would be
worth? And then there's supposed to be an opd the Sze of a wanut. Now, usudly an opd’s not worth
as much as other gems, but one that Szeis rare enough to cost a fortune.’

“No doubt. | did hear someone taking about a sgpphire ring when | was in Marcmwr. Do you think
it's part of this same hoard?

‘Could wel be.” Ogwern's eyes gleamed bright from folds of flesh. ‘What did you hear?

‘That it was supposed to be cursed.” Jll was thinking fadt, trying to put talk of dweomer-stones into
terms he could understand. ‘It would send thoughts to your mind, they said, and its gleem came and went
srangely. Probably naught but horse dung.’

‘Now ligen, never mock cursed gems. I've handled many a stone in my fat but precious life, and
you'd be surprised a the kind of power some of them have. A truly fine gem has a life of its own. Why
do you think men covet them so much? He paused, drumming his fingertips on the table. ‘A cursed gem,
huh? That might explain somewhat. One or two of the lads did make a try on this fdlow, but they both
cameto bad ends doing it. One fdl to his degth from a high window, trying to dimb in, just like someone
pushed him, said his partner. | don’t know what happened to the other.’

The thought in her mind sounded again: the bad Wildfolk tripped him and sent him into a river.
‘s somewhat wrong? Ogwern said sharply. ‘You look pae.’
‘Oh, naught, naught. I’m il tired from my long ride.’

By then the tavern room was filling up. A few a a time, nondescript young men dipped in the door,
got tankards of de, and stood together quitly in the shadows. At the hearth, the skinny innkeep dipped
roast chickens off of a spit.



‘Stay and have dinner, Ogwern said to Jll. * The food here is a cursed Sght better than a the Running
Fox. The kitchen lass there has been known to pick her nose while stirring the stew.’

The food was indeed a good hit better than Jil would have guessed. The innkeep brought her a
trencher with haf a bird and some fresh bread, and one for Ogwern with a whole foml and a loaf. While
they ate, one thief or another came up to say afew words to Ogwern or to hand him a few coins. Fndly
the warty young man whom Jil had caught dipped in. Ogwern waved him over with an imperious flick of
achicken leg.

‘Thisis Jll, hesad to thethief. *And Jll, thisisthe Heron. | trust there' s noill will between you?
“None on my part,’ Jll said.

‘And none on mine’ The Heron made her aamdl bow. ‘Here since you've been over in Yr Auddglyn

‘WEe ve been discussing that, Ogwern brokein. ‘And she-’

Someone knocked loud and hard on the door. As the innkeep hurried over, some of the lads moved
close to the windows. The innkeep peered out, then shook his head in a no. Everyone relaxed.

‘It's not the wardens, you see,” Ogwern whispered to Jil.

The innkeep stepped back, admitting a tal, broad-shouldered man in plan gray brigga and a
swesat-stained shirt, pulled in by a heavy sword belt with an expensive-looking scabbard and sword. The
easy, controlled way he moved told her that he knew how to swing his blade, too. When he strode over
to Ogwern’s table, the Heron hadtily moved out of the way. Jll could understand his reaction. She'd
never seen eyes like this blond stranger’ s before, ice blue, utterly cold, utterly driven, asif he'd looked on
S0 many sckening things that there was naught left to him but to see the world with contempt. Hardly

thinking, she laid her hand on her sword hilt. When the stranger caught the gesture, he amiled, a thin
twitch of hislips

‘Er, good eve, Ogwern said. ‘I take it you wish to speak to me?

‘Perhaps. It depends on what this Slver dagger hasto say.’

His voice was not particularly unpleasant, merdy cold and dry, but Jll shivered when he turned to her.
‘I don’'t believe we' ve met, good S, she said.

‘We haven't. But | understand you're carrying a stolen jewd. I'll pay you for it in gold.’

JI was aware of Ogwern watching in amused surprise, asif thinking she' d duped him earlier.
“You'rewrong, Jll said. ‘I don’t have any jewels for sdle. What do you think | have?

‘An opa. A rather big opd. | know you thieves haggle, but | promise you I'll pay a good bit more
then any midnight jewder. 1t'sin that pouch around your neck. Get it out.’

‘If I had this opal, I'd I it to you.” JlI fdt another force put words into her mouth. ‘But the only
piece of jewdry | haveisaring brooch.’

The stranger’s eyes narrowed in annoyance. Jll brought out the pouch, opened it, and took out - a



ring brooch, just as she’' d known would be there, arather plain brass one, a that, set with glass for want
of gems.

‘Don't triflewith me, lass’ the stranger snarled.
‘| swear to you, thisisthe only piece of jewdry | own.’

The stranger leaned onto the table and stared directly into her eyes. His glance pierced her in a way
thet reminded her of Nevyn, asif he were boring into her very soul.

‘Is that truly the only piece of jewery you own?
‘Itis’ Shefound it very hard to speak. ‘It'sthe only piece | have’

His eyes seemed to darken, and she fdt then that he was trying to go even deeper into her soul. With
awrench of will she broke away, tossng her head and taking up her tankard, ready to heave it a him if
hetried tricks on her again. The stranger set his hands on his hips and looked around, honestly baffled.

‘Now what isdl this? Ogwern snapped. ‘ JII’stdling you the truth.’
‘I know that, hog fat! Do you have the stone? Do you know whereiit is?

‘What stone? Ogwern laid down his chicken leg and wiped his hands on his shirt. JIl saw the little
gleam that meant he'd pamed his dagger. ‘Now here, you can’t come blugtering into an honest inn like
this Kindly state your business, and we'll seeif we can hdp you.’

The stranger hesitated, spitting Ogwern with his glance.

‘Vay wdl, he sad a lagt. ‘I'm in the market for a particular opd, as big as a wanut but perfectly
polished. Now don't try to tdl me you haven't heard of it. These things spread around.’

‘So they do, and | won't lieto you. The last | heard it was in Yr Auddglyn. If it was anywhere in
Cwm Ped I’d know, and it's not. | wouldn't mind having alook at it mysdf.

Agan he hesitated, glandng around him with those driven eyes. For dl that he was kegping himsdf
tightly under contral, JiIl could fed atrace of fear inhim, fed it so dearly that she knew he' d attempted to
make some kind of bond between them when he'd stared into her eyes. She fdt as revolted as if she'd
reached into a nest of spiders.

‘Now ligen you,” he sad to Ogwern. ‘It has to be on its way to Dun Hiraedd. When it comes
through, you get your fat paws on it, and you sl it to me. I'll pay you well, but I'm the man who gets it,
or you die. Do you understand?

‘My good sr! All I'd want from it would be the profit, and since that’s what you offer me, you'll have
it for sure. No need to threaten.’

“You might wel be approached by someone ese. Understand? Sl it to anyone but me, and I'll cut
you open and trim out some of that lard while you beg me to let you die’

The cdm way he spoke made it clear the threst was no idle one. His jowls trembling in terror,
Ogwern nodded agreement.

‘I'll return every now and then to seeif you have it. Save it for me. It should be soon.’



The granger contemptuoudy turned his back and stalked out, damming the door behind him. The
Heron tried to speak, but only gulped.

‘By the hdls’ Ogwern whispered. ‘Did | truly see that?

‘I'm afraid you did,” Jll said. ‘I hope he's not saying a the Running Fox. | don't want to go back
only to find imin the tavern room.’

‘Well find that out eesly enough. Heron, take a couple of lads. Don't risk following the bastard; just
ask around.’

*Someone mugt have seen him, the Heron said. ‘I'll wager he stands out in a crowd.’

With a couple of friends, the Heron Ieft by the back window. Ogwern sghed and contemplated the
remains of the fowl.

‘I've quite lost my appetite,’ he said. ‘Do you fancy abit of this, JIl?7
‘None, my thanks. It'samarvd and a hdf if you're not hungry.’

‘Kindly don't be rude.’ Helad his hand over hisinjured heart and sheathed his dagger with the same
gesture. ‘A man can only take so many inaults. Lard? Hah!’

It was over an hour before a more than usudly furtive Heron returned. His face was quite pae as he
told Ogwern that search as they might, he and the lads had found no trace of the stranger.

‘Are you daft? Ogwern spluttered. *Dun Hiraedd' s not dl that big.’

‘I know, but he ig7't here, and no one ever saw him come in or nothing. And here's the cursed
drangest thing. We caught one glimpse of him, walking toward the city wal. Then he turned down an
dley and just seemed to mdt away somehow. Ogwern, | swear it! He just disappeared.’

‘Oh by the pink asses of the gods,” Ogwern said fegbly. ‘Let us pray that this jewd turns up soon so
we can take his wretched gold and be done with him.!

Soon after JIl went back to her inn. She walked quickly, keeping close to buildings and looking
condantly around her, pausng a the door to make sure that the stranger wasn't waiting for her before
she went indde. Once she was up in her chamber, she barred door and shutters dike from the indde.
Although she dept with her sword beside her on the floor, nothing disturbed her but her dreams, which
were full of severed heads, dark caves, and the eyes of the stranger, glaring at her.

Rhodry passed that same day in afury of impatience. There was JlI, off done and in danger, and here
was he, honor bound to play nursemaid to a wounded merchant and his stinking mules. Since he'd given
hisword to Seryl that he’d escort them to the city, he saw no dternative but to stay with him until he was
fit to ride. Toward noon, the wounded bandit died. Rhodry helped bury him just to have something to
pass histime. Findly, about an hour before sunset, the patrol returned.

‘We followed them toward Yr Auddglyn,’” the cgptain said. ‘I can't go over the border without
authorization, so we ll have to wait until his grace gets a message to us'’

“Then by every god in the Otherlands, | cursed wel hope it gets here soon.’



The message arrived more quickly than anyone expected. Just as the patrol was dtting down to
dinner, Comyn led in fifty men with as many spare horses. In the confusion, it was easy for Rhodry to dip
away. The lagt thing he wanted was for Comyn to recognize him. For want of a better hiding place, he
went into the kitchen hut, where the frantic servants were too busy getting fifty unexpected medls to
notice im gtanding in the curve of the wal by the hearth. The fire blazed up hot as a servant stuck a
goitfull of pork chunks on to roast, and grease dripped down.

Rhodry watched the dancing flames and cursed his wretched Wyrd. Here he was, hiding from a man
he respected and who once had honored him. The golden play of flanes seemed to mock him as they
flickered thisway and that, flaring up only to die in an indant, just as a man's honor and glory could do.
The glowing cods seemed to form pictures, as if in them he could see Aberwyn and his beloved Dun
Cannobaen. Asif he could see Nevyn. Rhodry suddenly fdlt a cold shiver down his back. He could see
Nevyn, or rather a clear image of the old man’s face, floating above the fire. Then a thought came to his
mind, the sound of the old man's voice.

“You're not going daft, lad. | truly am taking to you. Think your answers back to me’
‘| will, then. But what isdl this?

“No time now to explain. Our enemies might be able to overhear us. But you've got to get to Dun
Hiraedd. Jll isin grave danger. Leave tomorrow at dawn.’

‘What? I'll leave tonight!’

‘Don’'t’” Nevyn's imeage turned grim. ‘It's not safe for you to be on the road done at night. Do you
hear me? Wait for dawn, but ride!’

‘Of course | will. Oh ye gods, she doesn.’t even have her gnome with her.’

‘What? What do you mean?

‘The little creature disappeared somewhere dong our way. Jll was worried Sck over it
‘Aswel she might be. I'll look into it

Suddenly the image was gone. Rhodry looked up to find a servant glaring a him.
‘Somewhat you need, siver dagger? he snapped.

‘Naught. I'll just get out of your way.’

As he went outside, Rhodry was wrestling with his honor. For dl that he'd given Seryl his sworn
word, he knew that JIl was the one thing in the world that would make him break it.

Over the last few days, Nevyn had at times wondered why the gray gnome hadn’t come to him, but
he' d assumed that faithful little creature was merdy afraid to leave her sde. Now he could guess that it
hed fdlen afoul of the dark master. That night, he was camping by the road down in Yr Auddglyn, with a
chearful campfire burning for his scrying. In his heart he thanked the gods for the lucky chance that had
made Rhodry stare into that other fire so far away. Although Rhodry had no true dweomer tdent, his
dven blood made him highly susceptible to dweomer worked upon him from outsde. For just that
reason, Nevyn was as worried about him as he was Jill.



Nevyn turned his mind firmly to the task a hand and laid his worry aside for the moment. When he
cdled upon the Wildfolk who knew him, they appeared immediady, crowding round, an obese ydlow
gnome, blue sprites, gray gnomes, green gnomes, Sylphs like crystd thickenings in the ar, and
sdamanders legping up in the fire,

‘Do you know your little gray brother who follows JIl around the kingdom?

They nodded, avast rudle of tiny heads.

*And you know the bad man I’'m chasing? Well, I'm afraid he' s gotten hold of your brother.’
A faint sound of anguish swept over him.

Try to find where he is, but Stay very very far away from the bad man. Do you hear me? Be very
careful !

Suddenly they were gone, and the fire was only a normd fire again. Nevyn turned his aitention to it
and thought of Jll. He saw her eadily, stting in afilthy tavern next to an enormoudy fat man, but try as he
might, he couldn’t get her attention, couldn’t influence her enough to make her ook toward the fire. He
could fed, however, how frightened she was, and her fear fed his own. Findly he banished the vison and
got up to pace restlesdy back and forth.

It was some time later that the Wildfolk returned, grinning and dancing in triumph. Nevyn hetily
counted heads to make sure thet they were dl safe.

‘| take it you found him.

Rubbing his ssomach, the yelow gnome stepped forward and nodded a yes. When he held up thumb
and forefinger to define something smdl and square, Nevyn could guess his meaning eedlly.

‘The bad man bound him into a gem.’

The gnome nodded agreement.

‘Now for the hard part, my friends. | have to know where the gem is. Does the bad man dill have it?
When the gnome indicated no, Nevyn sighed in rdlief. The gnome pointed to a sdlamander’s red face.
‘Itsared gem.

It was, indeed. As the Wildfolk put on elaborate pantomimes and dever mimickings, Nevyn findly
understood dl that they had to tdl him. The gnome' s dementa spirit was bound into a ruby stolen from
the King himsdlf; the dark master had given it to a bandit with red hair; that bandit had taken it to a town
to sdl. Although the name of the town was difficult, findly a sprite rode on a gnome's shoulders while
others indicated something big.

‘Marcmwr! A big horse!’

In a swirl and dance, they spun around him, then disappeared. Feding a little weary from dl that
guessing, Nevyn sat down by the fire. It was judt like a dark master to bind a spirit into a gem and then
gveit to someone who knew naught of such matters, thus trgpping the poor thing there for dl eternity.
Fortunately, he would reach Marcmwr by noon on the morrow.



‘And then on to Cwm Pedl,” he remarked to the fire. ‘It's a good thing that 1 know faster ways
through those mountains than that wretched pass.’

By dtaying in the stables, where he was degping, Rhodry managed to keep out of Comyn’'s way dll
evening. Once the captain and his weary men were sttled in the barracks, Rhodry went back to the
broch, where Seryl had been given a chamber on the second floor. The merchant was awake, daring
blankly at the candidight dancing in the room.

‘Here, good s, Rhodry said. ‘I’ve come to beg you a favor. | know | swore to stay with you, but
one of the gwerbret’s men brought me a message from Jll. She'sin some kind of trouble down in the

A

‘Then by dl means you' d best ride tomorrow.” With asgh, Seryl raised himsdf up on one ebow and
looked round the room. ‘Do you see that pouch lying on my cloak? Take the lot, Slver dagger, and my
thanks with it. I'd be dead if it weren’t for you.’

Although Rhodry’ s honor nagged at him, he took the heavy pouch of dlver. He and JIl might need it
soon. As he left the chamber, he redized that he'd lied to Saryl, the very fird lie he'd ever told in his life
He was garting to think like a slver dagger, and such a black hiraedd swept over him that he nearly

wept.

That night, he had trouble faling adeep. Since he was determined to reach Dun Hiraedd by sunset of
the next day, he thought out his plan carefully. Not only was his own horse wdl rested, but he had
Sunrise. By changing hisweight back and forth between them, he could make good speed, and if the bay
gdding tired too badly, he could trade it for another horse, perhaps, a some lord’s dun.

Y et the next morning, Rhodry woke to the sound of rain. Although he left anyway, willing to ride wet
for JII's sake, he could no longer travel fast. As he dopped and doshed his way down the muddy road,
he cursed his luck and wondered if it were only bad luck. If someone had wanted to keep him from
reaching town by sunset, they couldn’'t have found a better way.

‘That should dow the cursed slver dagger down,” Alastyr remarked, looking up from the fire. The
road’ s turned to muck, good and proper.’

‘Splendid, magter. Then | should be able to catch him on the road a good long way from town,’
Sarcyn sad. ‘Are you sure that | shouldn't just kill him? | know he's the better swordsman, but | can
ensorcel him and dow him down.’

‘I'm tempted to tdl you to just go ahead and get him out of our way, but the Old One ordered me to
leave im dive’

There was no arguing with that, of course. Sarcyn fdt fear clutch his ssomach with icy hands. Although
he tried to keep up hope, every day that the stone euded them was a day that brought them closer to
falure, afalure that could mean thar deaths, whether a the hands of the dweomer of light or of their own
brotherhood, which never tolerated the weak and the failed for long. Alastyr looked haggard, as if he too
were thinking such unpleasant thoughts.

‘Wel, Rhodry might well have the gem,” the master said. ‘After dl, they travd together; things get
shifted from one piece of gear to another dl the time. If only | could scry the cursed thing itsdf out! Now,
we know that she had it a one time. The Wildfolk were definite on that. If Rhodry doesn't have it, I'll
amply have to summon them again, but ye gods, with the Master of the Aethyr keeping watch, it's
cursed dangerous.’



‘Soitis. For dl we know, the cursed gem fdl out of her gear during that fight with the bandits.’

‘Jugt s0. Well, go look up our fa thief firgt, and then get on the road after the glver dagger. If dl dse
fals I'll dip into town and try to ensorcd JIl mysdif. I’ d forgotten that she mugst have dweomer taent.’

‘And a gtrong one, master. She brushed me aside like afly.

Alagtyr snarled and stared into the fire. Sarcyn saddled his horse, told Evy to keep a good eye on
Camdd, then left ther camp among the trees and rode out through a dweomer-induced rain to Dun
Hiraedd.

On Nevyn's sde of the mountains, the westher held clear and warm, and he reached Marcmwr well
before noon. Since he kept track of every amith in the kingdom who served the slver daggers - and that
sort of amith usudly traded with thieves - he knew exactly where to go, a rundown little shop on the east
gde of town. Hanging just below the filthy thaich was a 9gn with a faded picture of a slver goblet upon
it. When he opened the door, siver bdls tinkled above him, and Gedryc came out to greet him from an
inner chamber. A skinny fdlow with enormous hands, the Slveramith was going quite badly bald.

‘Wdll, if it isn't old Nevyn!” he said with a smile. *What brings you to me, good herbman?
‘A matter of some stolen property you' ve received.’
Gedryc went pale.

‘Now, don’'t waste my time,’ Nevyn snapped. ‘I’'m not about to turn you over to the lawsif you just
gve methe ruby.’

‘The sguare one as big as a thumbnall? *  ‘The very one. | figured it would pass through your
hands’

‘Right you are. Here, if I'd known it was yours, | wouldn't have touched it.’
‘It' s not mine, and anyway, I’'m cursed glad you' ve got it. Have you cut it yet?

‘I was going to this afternoon. Make it a little less recognizable, like, but it ached my heart to spail a
gone like that. You know, | paid a cursed lot for it.’

‘I'll give you the price back. Just bring it out. Time's cursed short.’

Nevyn was traveling with coin scraped together by the dweomerfolk to buy back the King's gems as
he found them. Although only the opa was dweomer, the rest, stolen to make Camdel’ s crime look more
credible, were vauable enough for the King to promise a high reward to anyone who fetched them back.
Although Nevyn had no interest in a monetary reward, he was hoping to gain a bit of direct influence with
the King and perhaps win a post at court for one of the younger dweomermen, who could then root out
the corruption that had alowed this theft to happen. Yet the rest of the gems troubled him little. His true
god was protecting the Great Stone of the West.

When Gedryc returned, Nevyn gave him a gold regd, then cradled the enormous ruby in his pam.
With his second sght, he saw afant crysdline patter of force lines, the bound spirit within.

‘My thanks, Nevyn said. ‘And if any more spectacular gems come your way, save them for me
whole. You'll get a good price’



‘Gladly. Uh, | don't suppose you could tdl me what dl thisis about?
“You're quiteright. | can’'t. Good day, good smith.’

With the ruby clutched in his hand, Nevyn stalked out of the shop. Once outside, he paused beside his
horses, gave a quick glance around, and saw tha no one was nearby. He opened his hand and stared
into the ruby. Unlike truly inanimate matter such as earth or legther, the cryddline structure of jewels
gives them an extremdy dim, extremdy rudimentary consciousness, which can be influenced by a
dweomer-master who's done the necessary long years of training. This influence is a subtle thing, a
meaiter of making the gem vibrate to a certain feding, normdly, and then release that feding back to a
human mind, as when a dweomerman makes a tdisman of courage, for ingance. Those who are highly
traned can make the gem vibrate in exact sympathy with a certain dementd pirit to the result that the
gem sucks the spirit up and traps it within. Releasing the soirit again is usudly a difficult process, but to
Nevyn, it was the work of a minute to persuade the gem to let its unwilling inhabitant go. He saw the lines
of force in the ruby dim and wink out. All a once the gray gnome was dutching him by the legs and
daing up, his face contorted with joy and gratitude.

‘There you go, little brother,” Nevyn whispered. ‘Now, never go near that bad man again. Get back
to Jll. She missesyou.’

The gnome gave him one last hug and disappeared. Nevyn dipped the ruby into the pouch at his neck,
then mounted his horse, caught the lead rope of the other, and rode out of town fast. Although he was
low on food, he decided to wait to buy provisons because he knew a place to get better than those
Marcmwr offered.

As soon as he was wdl out of town, Nevyn left the main road and turned his horse’'s head north,
directly into the foothills. For severd hours he threaded his way dong narrow tracks through the pines
while the hills grew steeper and more rocky around him. At last he came to an outcropping of pae rock
that towered over him in a sheer diff some hundred feet high. At its base were enormous boulders,
scattered as if by a giant hand. Nevyn dismounted and led his horses through them until he stood at the
base of the diff. Since it had been many years sance last he'd passed this way, he studied the various
ridges and furrows in the stone for some time until a last he found the right pattern and pressed it hard
with the hed of his hand. Although he could hear nothing, he could imagine the enormous bdl indde
booming as it turned over. Then came a wait while he fretted impatiently. Fndly he heard a scraping
sound above and looked up to see a shutter of stone swing open, reveding a suspicious, bearded face.

‘Tarko!” Nevyn halled him. ‘1 need to use your road, if your people will dlow it

‘And when have we ever denied anything to the Master of the Aethyr? Stand back a bit, my lord, and
I'll open the door.’

Nevyn got the horses out of the way, and Tarko disappeared back ingde. In a few minutes pebbles
began to bounce down; rock dust plumed like smoke on the diff face. With agrinding rasp, an enormous
door into the mountain svung open. A lantern in his hand, Tarko beckoned Nevyn insde. He was tdl for
adwarf, about five feet, and even more heavily muscled than mogt of his folk. His gray beard was negtly
trimmed close to his chin.

‘Haven't seen you in years, my lord,” he remarked as Nevyn coaxed the nervous horses into the
tunnd. ‘In fact, we haven't even been usang this door much now that your folk are living so close by.
You're lucky, truly. A party of the lads went out hunting, and so | was here to let ‘eminagain.’



“You can't know how grateful | am that you were. | need to reach Dun Hiraedd in a hurry fit for the
Lord of Hdl.

‘Wl the big road runs straight enough.’

Soit did. In just twenty-five miles, Nevyn would be free of the mountains, and the road would bring
them out only thirty more from the town.

‘These horses are going to be exhausted by the time I'm through,” Nevyn remarked.
‘Leave them with us and take a pair of ours’

‘My thanks. Then | can ride dl night tonight, too.” Nevyn mounted, and with a wave to Tarko st off,
the hoofbesats echoing under the high arched vault of the tunnd, lined with perfect blocks of stone and
lighted by carefully cultivated phosphorescent fung and mosses. Soon he would come to one of the great
caverns where airshafts let in sunlight, and there he could buy enough food to see him on hisway.

Because of the drowsy sound of the rain on the roof, Jll dept late that morning. When she woke, she
lay in bed for a while and debated going down to the tavern room. She was in for a terrible day, she
knew, one spent in a boredom that was full of dangers, rather like marching to war. In her mind she could
dill see the driven eyes of the stranger, threstening her. Findly she got up and dressed. She was just
buckling her sword belt when the gnome appeared.

‘Thanks be to every god!’

When she threw open her arms, he rushed to her, legping up to twine his kinny arms around her
neck. She held him tight and rocked him like a baby while tears ran down her cheeks.

“You little beast, I’ ve been so frightened! | was afraid some harm had befdlen you.’
He pulled back to look at her and shook his head in a solemn yes.

‘Somewnheét terrible did happen?

He flung himsdf againgt her and shook in terror.

‘My poor little creature! Thanks to the gods you're safe now. Here, how did you escape whatever
the danger was?

In an agony of concentration he looked away, obvioudy trying to figure out away to show her.
Nevyn saved him, you dolt, said the voicein her mind, who else?

‘Ligten, you beagtly gem! Don't you insult me! If it weren't for you, | wouldn’t be in this pile of horse
dung up to my neck.’

| know, but I'm worth it.
‘Bastard.’
Wl if that’ s the way you're going to be, cursed if I'll tell you one jot more.

JI was too pleased to have her gnome back to care if the dweomer-stone spoke or not. For along



time she sat on the floor with him in her Igp and fussed over him. When he findly did disappear, it was
dowly, asif he hated to leave but had to go: a bit at atime he faded, became transparent, then at last was
asmudgein the air that turned to nothing.

Smiling to hersdlf, she went down to the tavern room and got a bowl of suspicioudy lumpy barley
porridge. She was picking her way through it, looking for weevils, when the Heron came in. He srolled
idy past her table, glanced at her asif he'd never seen her before, then whispered To the Red Dragon’
under his breath. Jll got her cloak from her chamber, then hurried through the drizzle to the inn, where
shefound a pae, sweating Ogwern gtting at his usud table. His vast paws were sheking so hard that he
hed to raise his tankard to his mouth with both hands.

‘What's so wrong? she said.

“You remember that felow from last night? Well, he came back. He walks in here not an hour ago, as
bold as brass and twice as s0lid, and sts himsdf down beside me without so much as a by-your-leave. If
| don't find that opd for him, he says, heéll turn me into sausages! The gdl!’

‘Gdl and twice gdl. He must want this thing cursed bad if he'd risk contacting you in broad daylight.’

‘Oh, | doubt me that he's putting himsdf a any risk.” Ogwern paused for a comforting gulp of ae.
‘Now here's the cursed strange part. | know it'll sound daft, but Jll, | swear it's true on my fat but
precious sdf. When he left, | decided to follow him. It was easy enough, because the dtreet was
crowded, and he walked right dong without even a look over his shoulder. So he stralls dong, and | tral
himfrom a good bit back. He goes right down to the commons by the river. Do you know that dump of
birches by the bridge?

‘| do.’

‘W, he walks into the trees and disappears. | mean, he truly disappeared! He walks into the trees,
you see, and | wait. And wait and wait. | never see im come out, and birch thickets aren’t dense like
hezedls or somewhat, you know. So findly | walk into the thicket, and he's not there.’

‘Now here! You're letting your nerves get out of hand. Y ou mus have just missed seeing him leave.’

‘Would | have the pogtion | do if I couldn’t even see a man in broad daylight? And don’t tdl me I'm
getting old. That would be cursed rude’

JII shuddered in cold fear. He has to be dweomer, she thought. She knew how dangerous dweomer
could be in the hands of a madman; now she was faced with a man coldly usng it for evil ends.

‘I want to offer you a hire; Ogwern went on. ‘Guarding precious me. A dagger won't be much good
agang thisfdlow, and if | have a sword at my sde, that sword had better be in someone es2's hand if
it sgoing to do me any good. A dlver piece anight, Slver dagger.’

‘I'm on, then. He might have eyes like the Lord of Hel, but | wager he bleeds like any other man.’

‘Let us profoundly hope that we don’t have him bleeding dl over my floor. Ugh! How | hate dl these
nagy threats’

A rainy sundown caught Rhodry a good twenty miles from Dun Hiraedd. Mindful of Nevyn's warning
about traveling at night, he offered a farmer a couple of coppers for the right to deep out in the cowbarn.
For two coppers more, the farmer’s wife threw in a bowl of good stew and a chunk of bread. Rhodry



accepted them gratefully and ate with the family at a long plank table before the hearth. The gray straw
on the floor smdled of pigs, and the farmers ate with dirty hands saying not a word to each other or to
Rhodry until the last crumb was washed down with wetery ae, but much to his surprise, Rhodry was
gad of ther company. When he was finished egting, he lingered awhile, idy ligening to the tak of the
next day’s hard work, garing into the fire while he both hoped for and feared another message from
Nevyn. None came.

All a once the dogs leapt up from the straw and charged through the open door in a barking, snarling
pack. The farmer glanced at Rhodry’s sword.

“You're a good bit more welcome than | thought. Come outside with me, slver dagger?
‘Gladly.’

The farmer grabbed a pitchy torch, shoved it briefly into the fire to light it, then hurried out with
Rhodry right behind, his sword in hand. Down by the gate in the earthen wall, the dogs were barking
furioudy a a man sanding outsde. He was leading a horse, and Rhodry noticed that he was wearing a
sword. When the farmer swore at the dogs, they stopped barking, but they snarled and growled with
bared teeth at the stranger the entire time he remained. No amount of kicks or curses could slence them.

‘What' s dl this? the farmer said.

‘Naught that concerns you, my good man,’” the stranger said with an unpleasant smile. ‘1 just want a
word with this slver dagger.’

Rhodry fdt a little coldness in his somach. How had this fdlow known where he was? The stranger
looked him over with a twisted intengty. All a once Rhodry redized that the fdlow was sexudly
interested in him; he/ d probably amiled like that himsdf at many a pretty lass. He was 0 revolted that he
stepped back.

‘I'm looking for a solen gem,’ the stranger said. ‘I had a tip from someone in Marcmwr that you
might be carrying it

‘I'm not athief.’

‘Of course not, but if you've got this opd, I'll give you a gold piece for it. That's more than you can
get from any midnight jeweler.’

‘I'm not carrying any gems’’

The stranger leaned forward and stared im full in the face. For a moment, Rhodry fet as muddled as
if he'd had too much meed.

“You're not carrying any gems?

‘I'm not.’

With a brisk nod, the stranger stepped back and released him.
‘So you're not,” he said. ‘My thanks!’

Before Rhodry could say another word, he mounted and rode away. The dogs snarled urtil he was



wel out of Sght.

Sarcyn had found a big wooden shed, doubtless built for the various cowherders who wandered with
their stock. Although it stank, it was dry and had a little hearth in one wall. He stabled his horse & one
end, then built himsdf a fire When he thought of Alagtyr, the master’'s face appeared indantly.
Apparently he' d been gticking close to his own fire and waiting for the news.

‘He doesn’'t haveit, Sarcyn thought to him.

‘I was drad of that.” Even Alastyr's thoughts sounded weary. ‘“Wél, I'll have to force the spirits to
sory it out. If the lass has it, I'll send Evy into town.’

‘Now, wait. He's not strong enough -’
‘Don’'t you question what | do.’

Alagtyr’ simage vanished. Although Sarcyn tried for some time, he couldn’'t summon him again. There
was no use in trying to reach Evy, because the master was doubtless having hm assg at the scrying
ritud. He got up and waked to the door of the shed to stare out a the fdling rain. Of course, by dl the
principles of the Dark Peath, if Evy were weak enough to fall, he deserved to pay whatever price his
falure brought. Besides, having a weak member in therr little band was endangering dl of them. Y, in
spite of himsdf, he was remembering a rainy day in Cerrmor long years past, when they were il living
out on the Streets. Evy had a fever, and as he watched his brother tremble with cold, he wept, thinking of
their mother.

‘| tried to take care of him, Mam,” he whispered to the fdling rain in Cwm Pedl.

Then he cursed himsdf soundly for being such a weak-hearted idiot that he would talk to himsdf. In
something close to rage, he turned back to the fire and stared into it, seeing nothing but the flames,
legping and faling. Apparently Evy was dill & Alastyr’s Sde and thus under his agtrd sedls. All Sarcyn
could do was hope that the Great Stone of the West was lying in the mud of the Cwm Ped pass.

JIl and Ogwern stayed at the Red Dragon through the evening med because Ogwern had to receive
the various taxes and dues owed him by the other thieves. While the guildmester worked his way through
an entire joint of lamb, JIl picked a her food and considered contacting the town wardens. Yet wha
could she do? go running to the gwerbret with chatter about cursed gems and evil dweomermen? Blaen
would probably have her arrested for public drunkenness if she tried.

After they ate, Jll and Ogwern fetched her gear from the Running Fox, then went to Ogwern's
lodgings, a pair of amdl rooms over atalor's shop. In one was a bed; in the other, a wooden chest, a
grdl table, and two benches. He told her that he lived so chegply to prevent the wardens from proving
thet he had more income than his half-ownership of the Red Dragon would alow. Jll spread her bedroll
infront of the door and sat down on the blankets, but Ogwern paced about, lighting tin candle-lanterns,
waddling over to the window to peer out the crack between the shutters, then waddling back to the
hearth with heavy sghs.

‘Oh come now,” Jll said & last. ‘Do you think our nasty friend is going to drop out of thin ar into the
middle of your bed?

‘It wouldn’'t surprise mein the least.” Ogwern lowered his bulk to a bench with one last Sgh. ‘I'm
veary upset. If | liked this sort of thing, I'd have been asiver dagger mysdf!



‘It might have kept you leaner.’

‘Kindly don’t be rude. A man can only take so many inaults. Sausages, indeed! Thegdl of . . " He
paused, ligening.

Someone was coming up the stairs with a heavy tread. Jll loosened her sword in her scabbard as she
got up. Someone pounded on the door, paused, then pounded again.

‘I know you'rein there” It was a different voice than they’d been expecting. ‘ Open this door, or I'll
smash it off the hinges’

Although a red rage ran under the voice, it inspired no fear, merdy annoyance. Jil and Ogwern
exchanged a puzzled glance.

‘Who are you? Ogwern snapped. ‘What do you want?

‘Judt to talk with you ... on a maiter of busness’ The voice changed, frightened now, pleading. ‘My
brother’s spoken to you before.’

With a shrug, Ogwern unbarred the door and opened it a bare crack. Jll heard a grunt as their vigtor
smashed into it and shoved the vast thief out of his way, then dipped in and dammed the door behind
him. His features were so familiar that he obvioudy was indeed the brother of the man who'd been
seeking the opal, but his eyes lacked the hideous intensty of the other’s. He glanced this way and that,
manoeuvered carefully to keep his back to the wadl, and the droop of his shoulders and dark shadows
under his eyes tedtified to a soul-numbing weariness.

‘“Ther€' s been no sgn of the opal,” Ogwern said.
‘I don't believe you.” He turned to Jll. ‘Y ou have to haveit. It's been seen in your gear.’

‘Seen? Sarying, I'll wager you mean, but somewhat’s gone wrong for you. You have enough
dweomer to know that I’'m spesking the truth when | tdl you thet the only jewdry | have isaring brooch,
and a cheap one a that.’

‘Gods, it doesn't make sense! You have to - my master -’
‘Herel” Ogwern squeaked. ‘What are you two taking about? | don’'t understand a cursed word.’

Ignoring him, the stranger took a step toward Jil, looked her draight in the eye, and tried to capture
her will in such adumsy attempt that she laughed a him. He snarled once, then snatched at hishilt. As his
sword sprang clear, JIl drew, dropping to afighting crouch.

‘Ogwern! Cdl the town watch!’

Since she was between him and the door, the stranger hesitated, backing up a step to give himsdf
room to manoeuver. Ogwern ran to the window and threw open the shutters. At the sound, the stranger
lunged at Jll, but she parried hisfirg sirike so esdly that he gasped in surprise. She feinted in, drove him
back to the wal, just as Ogwern began to scream ‘Help! Murder!” at the top of hislungs Like a trapped
animd, the stranger charged. He was no dumsy bandit, but her equd. JIl was fighting for her life, the
ged ringing, blade on blade, as they danced and dodged around the tiny chamber.

Footsteps came pounding up the dairs, and a voice ydled ‘Open in the gwerbret’s namel’ The



dranger made a desperate strike, but for one brief moment, he was distracted. Jil dodged in and cut him
hard on the right shoulder, then swung back and up, catching his blade and salling it out of his limp hand.
With a ydp, the stranger threw himsdf back againg the wdl just as Sx wardens, tabarded in red and
gold, threw open the door and shoved their way into the room.

‘Ah by the gods, good Cinvan, Ogwern said. ‘Never has an honest dtizen been gladder to see you
then | am.

‘Indeed? The leader, a stout man with graying dark hair, dlowed himsdf a contemptuous amile
‘What isdl this? Here, it's that cursed Slver dagger who's alass!’

‘So | am, and | beg you, take us to the gwerbret Sraightaway.’
“You needn’t worry on that account,” Cinvan said.

Panting for breath, the stranger leaned againg the wall. He lad his left hand over the wound and
pressed hard, trying to staunch the blood running down his aam. When he glanced JlIlI's way, his eyes
were tortured by a dark ache far beyond the pain of his wound.

*Staunch that man’s wound,” Cinvan barked. ‘ And disarm the Slver dagger, too.’

JIl handed over her sword and dagger to one warden while another started looking around Ogwern's
chamber for arag. The stranger never took his eyes from her face. All at once he amiled, asif he'd made
some decison. He took his hand away from his wound, dragged it across his shirt as if to wipe it, then
rased it to his mouth.

‘Stop him!” Jll lunged forward.

Too late - he'd swalowed whatever poison it was. Rigid in a hdf cirde he fdl back, dammed his
head againg the wadl, then twisted, Hill rigid as a strung bow, «and fdl to the floor. His hed's drummed on
the wood; then he lay Hill, atrickle of bitter-smelling gray foam running from his mouth.

‘By dl the gods!” Cinvan whispered.

Gouts of sweet running into his jowls, Ogwern lumbered into the bedchamber. They dl heard him
retching into a chamber pot and let him be. The youngest warden looked as if he wished he could do the
same.

‘Come dong, lads Cinvan sad, a trifle too loudly. Two of you carry his body. WeEIl husle our
innkeep here dong to see his grace.’

‘By your leavel” Ogwern returned in trembling indignation. *Is this how an honest dtizen gets treated
when he' s nobly called the gwerbret’ s wardens?

‘Hold your tongue,” Jll hissed. ‘For your own sake, Ogwern, you' d best pray that his grace can come
to the bottom of thislittle matter.’

Ogwern looked at her, shuddered, then nodded agreement. JIl fdt sck. What had he been afraid of,
that he would smile when he made up hismind to die?

It was a gridy little procession that filed into the torchlit guardroom out behind Blaen's broch. While
Cinvan went to fetch the gwerbret, his men dumped the ill-rigid corpse onto a table and made Jil and



Ogwern kned nearby. In a few minutes Blaen strolled in, a goblet of mead in hand. He glanced at the
corpse, had a good swalow of the drink, then listened thoughtfully while Cinvan made his report.

‘Vey well,;” Blaen said when he'd done. ‘Now, slver dagger, what were you doing in the midst of
this?

‘Working a hire and naught else, Your Grace.” Jll hestated; for dl that she respected Blaen, as a
slver dagger her loydlties lay closer to the thieves guild than to this living symbal of the laws. *Ogwern
told me that someone had been threatening his life, and he offered me a slver piece to guard him!

‘And why was he threstening you? Blaen turned to Ogwern.

‘Ahwel, Your Grace.” Ogwern wiped his swesety face on his capacious deeve. ‘You see, the origind
threats came from another man, not this one. | own part of the Red Dragon Inn, and thisfdlow swore I'd
cheated him in the tavern room. So | hired Jll, and lo and behold, this perfect sranger . . . He waved
one hand at the corpse ‘. . . came barging into my chambers saying he' d come to settle the matter of his
brother’s debt.’

Aswdl he might have been, Blaen looked puzzled by this ambiguousllittlie tale.
‘His brother? the gwerbret said at ladt.

‘dugt that, Your Grace, Ogwern said. ‘I can only assume that this fdlow was the brother of the man
who swore | cheated him.

‘Hah!” Cinvan snorted. ‘ Robbed him, more like’

‘My good gr!” Ogwern gave him a wounded look. ‘If he thought he'd been robbed, he would have
cometo you.’

‘True spoken,” Blaen said. ‘Now here, you mean the man who had the complaint againg you is il at
large somewhere?

‘dugt that, Your Grace, and truly, | ill fear for my fat but precious sdf. | have witnesses to the
threets, Your Grace, dl most rdidble’

Blaen considered, spping the mead while he studied the biuish gray corpse. ‘Wdl,” His Grace sad
findly. “There s no doubt that a fdlow who carried poison in his shirt is up to no good. On the morrow
well have a formd hearing on the matter in my chamber of justice. As for now, Ogwern, you may go.
Cinvan, detall a warden to stand guard at his doorway dl night. The maover will be about two hours
after noon, so bring your witnesses with you.’

‘I will, Your Grace.” Ogwern rose and made a surprisngly graceful bow. ‘I'm most humbly grateful
that Y our Grace provides so much safety for us honest poor folk of your city.

Ogwern walked backward, bowing dl the way, out of the dreaded gwerbret’s presence. JIl assumed
that he would run dl the way out of the dun. Blaen turned to Cinvan.

‘Come now, Warden,” he said. ‘Do you truly think thet fat fdlow is the king of Cwm Ped thieves? |
find it cursed hard to believe, mysdf.’

‘I know Your Grace has doubts, but | swear it, someday I'll catch him with enough evidence to



convince awhole roomful of councillors!’

‘When you do, wéell cut his hands off, but not before. Now as for you, Slver dagger, | don't want
you snesking out of town the moment the gates open. Cinvan, we'll take her under arrest.’

‘But Your Grace,” Jll sammered, ‘he drew on mefirst.

“No doubt, but | want you at the maover to say that in person. Ligen, lass, it's not like I'm charging
you with murder or suchlike. He poisoned himsdf, after dl. It's just that | know how little Slver daggers
think of the laws.’

‘As it pleases Your Grace, then, but meaning no offence, Your Grace, if I'm to be put on trid for
somewhat, | have the right to have some of my kin a my side’

‘On the morrow we Il have naught but a hearing, but you' re right enough. If | think matters warrant full
maover, then well wait until you summon any kingman within a reasonable distance.’

‘I was thinking of my man, Y our Grace. Rhodry should be here with that caravan soon enough.’
‘Rhodry? Blaen gave her an oddly sharp look.

‘That’shis name, Your Grace, Rhodry Mad - | mean, Rhodry of Aberwyn.’

Cinvan made an odd choking sound, but Blaen tossed back his head and laughed.

‘You started to say Rhodry Maglwaedd, didn’'t you? the gwerbret said. ‘By the gods, Jil, he's my
cousin, my mother's sster’s son.’

‘“Then no wonder that he looks so much like you, Your Grace!’

‘Judt that. All the grest dans are asinbred as a herd of Bardek horses. Here, get up off that floor! A
fineway | have of treeting my cousin’s wifel 1t's going to be cursed good to see Rhodry again. When |
heard the news of hisexile, | was furious, but Rhys was adways a siff-necked little bastard, and | know
hell never ligen to me about hisfally. Cinvan, find the lady a chair.’

The only chair the guardroom could offer was a wooden stool, but Jll took it gratefully.
‘Wdl, intruth, Your Grace,” she said, ‘I’'m nether alady nor Rhodry’ s legd wife’

‘He hasn't married you decently, has he? Well, I'll speak to him about that. Where's your gear?
Cinvan, send one of your lads after it. Gilyan will be gaying in the broch tonight.’

After the warden was sent on his way, Cinvan got down to the grim job of searching the corpse.
Blaen studied Jll with a smdl paternal amile. Among the noble-born, a man's cousins were far more
important to him than his brothers, who were rivas for land and influence. You've had a slver dagger’s
luck, Jll told hersdf, but I wonder what Rhodry’ s going to think of dl this? Suddenly and profoundly she
wished that he were there, so she could throw hersdlf into his arms and forget about dl this evil dweomer.

‘Now here, Blaen said. ‘Since we're practicaly kin, tdl me honestly. You know more about this
fdlow than you' re willing to admit.’

“Your Grace is going to think me daft, but I'll swear to you that he had dweomer. He came shoving
himsdf into Ogwern’s lodgings to cause trouble. When | tried to stop him, he looked in my eyes and



cursed near ensorceled me. For aminute | could neither think nor move!
Behind them Cinvan swore aloud.
‘Begging your pardon, Your Grace,” he said. ‘Look at this’

The warden held up a medalion, dangling from a chain. It was a thin cirde of lead, graved with a
reversed pentagram, a Bardek word, and three strange Sgils

‘It was around this bastard’ s neck. | doubt meif Gilyan'stak of witchcraft is as daft asit sounds.’

In his sarying fire Alastyr watched Evy die, saw the corpse ill drumming and twitching reflexively as
the pale blue etheric double separated out and rose, floating over the dead matter below. Alastyr gasped
for breath, his head svimming, and a hazy golden fog crackled in front of his eyes. He had to exert dl his
trained will to push that fog away and keep from fainting. He had been bound to Evy by a link between
their auras, so that he could sphon off the apprentice’ s vitdity at will to feed his own. The bresking of the
link hit him like a sword thrust. Bound on the other Sde of the fire, Camdd stared terrified as Alastyr lay
down on his back. Although he fdt utterly drained, he knew he had to cauterize this wound.

When he shifted to the second sght, he could see his own aura, pulsng feebly, a reddish egg-shaped
cloud, shot with fine black lines. From it dangled a broken line of light, flopping like a headless snake. He
concentrated upon it, started to withdraw it into his aura, then thought of Camdd. With his dght 4ill
opened, he staggered to his feet and considered the cowering lord. Camde’s aura was pade and
ghrunken around him. To drain more vitdity from him might kill him, and he was 4ill a usgful tool. Alastyr
sa down, his head bent over his knees, and absorbed the line of light back into himsdf, then closed
down the Sght. He had to rest.

It was then that he fdt Sarcyn’s mind touch his, demanding that Alastyr contact him. The gpprentice's
rage was dmog papable, sweeping over him like a tide of fire. When Alagtyr set persona sedls around
himsdf, the tide receded, then disappeared. He lay down again and fdl adeep.

Sarcyn, of course, had aso scryed out the events in Ogwern's chamber. When Alastyr refused to
contact him, his rage drove him to grab a heavy gick of firewood and smash it againg the wall. The
whinney of his frightened horse brought him to his senses. By force of will he cdmed his breething and his
mind with it. Since he was twenty miles awvay from Dun Hiraedd, there was naught more he could do for
his brother. Although a better-trained dweomerman could have travelled there in the body of light,
Sarcyn was only a beginner at that dangerous technique, and a river ran through town, too, a dangerous
torrent of force on the etheric capable of tearing an unwise traveller apart.

There remained, however, revenge. Although he was tempted to smply ride awvay and leave Alagyr,
he knew that he wasn't strong enough to saize JIl by himsdlf. For alittie longer, at least, he would have to
put up with the master, until he'd glutted himsdf with vengeance. With a amile that would have been
harrifying to see, he sat down by the fire again to scry her out. Twenty miles away or not, he had a few
tricks at his disposal. Her very tdent for the dweomer made her vulnerable,

Since Blaen indggted on treeting Jil asif she were his beloved cousin’s legd wife, his chamberlain gave
her alarge chamber with its own hearth, alushly embroidered bed, and slver sconces set dong the walls.
After a page brought her hot wash water, she had a stisying wash, set the bowl of dirty water outsde
for a page to take away, then barred the door from the insgde. Since she had done very little dl day, her
brief sword fight had left her merdly nervous, not tired. For a while she paced around, watching the
flickering candldight dance dong the wadls. The room, the broch, were utterly slent, but dl a once she



was catain that she wasn't done.

No sound, not even that subtle difference in a room that means an extra body is soaking up sound -
but she could fed someone watching her like a tangible presence. Feding like an utter fool, she drew her
slver dagger and prowled dowly around the chamber. She found not so much as a mouse in the corners
and spun around to see nothing but candldight and shadows. Y et something was there; she'd never been
S0 sure of anything in her life, that someone was gaking her.

One cautious step at atime, she went over to the windows and threw open the shutters. No one was
dimbing up the smooth stone tower; far below, the dark ward was empty. When she glanced up, she
could see the stars, the great spread of the Snowy Road far above her - light, but cold, indifferent to her
or to any human being's plight. All a once, she fdt despair, a black sorrow in her heart, as if nothing
mattered, not her honor, not her life, not even her love for Rhodry, nothing, snce dl that humen life could
be was alittle fleck of light againg the al-embracing dark, like one of those pinprick stars, indifferent and
crud. She leaned on the windowsll and felt the despair spreading, leaching away her energy and will.
Why fight? she thought. The night dways wins, why fight it?

Far off on the horizon, beyond the deeping city, the last quarter moon was riang, a pae glow againgt
the black. Soon the moon too would dip into darkness and be gone. But she rises again, Jlil thought, she
rises full on her return. The moon was a promise in the sky, returning and growing into a great Slver
beacon, shedding her light on dl, good men and evil dike, when her dark time was done. Only to fade
yet once again, a thought whispered in her mind. Yet the thought came in some other voice, not hers.
Only then did she redlize that she was fighting, battling an enemy she couldn’t see with weapons she'd
never used.

The redlization snapped the despair, sending it bresking the way a rope stretched too tight snaps. She
soun around, her eyes searching the chamber. No one was there, yet she spoke aoud.

‘By the Goddess hersdf, the light winsin the end!’

She was done in the chamber. The presence was gone, but for dl she knew, it would return to
torment her, perhaps in her dreams, where she would be hdpless againd it. In alittle flurry of tears she
sat down on the edge of the bed and pressed her shaking hands between her knees. None of her
much-praised swordcraft would help in this battle. Only dweomer could fight dweomer, and she was
untrained and weak. She saw then that denying her dweomer-power had Ieft her helpless, that continuing
to deny it meant that she would congtantly be drawn into contact with strange things beyond her power to
influence or contral. It was then that she .remembered Nevyn, and that he was on hisway.

Many atime she had seen the old man contact other dweomer-masters through a scrying fire. For dl
she knew, only a master could do such a thing, not some ignorant like her, but she rose and waked
dowly over to the candles, massed in their sconce. At this, her firg conscious attempt to use dweomer,
ghe firdg fdt foolish, then embarrassed, and findly frightened, but she forced hersdf to dtare into the
flames and think of Nevyn. For a moment she was aware only of a blankness in her mind, then an odd
sort of pressure, building agangt some unexplained thing, just as when a person temporaily forgets a
name that he knows wel and searches hismind in utter frudration at the lapse.

Her fear built, fear of usng dweomer, fear of whoever was saking her, built and built until dl a once
ghe remembered what she had somehow aways known, thet the fear was her key, that some strong
feding will break down the walsin the mind.

‘Nevyn!’ she cried out. ‘Help me!’



And there, dancing over the candle flames, she saw hisface, a clear image, hisbushy eyebrows raised
insurprise, his eyes troubled.

‘Thank every god you called to me,” his voice sounded in her mind. ‘I’ ve been trying to reach you for
days’

He sounded so matter-of-fact that she giggled in near-hysteria

‘“Try to be cdm or you'll lose the vison, he thought to her, and sharply. ‘Think of it as a sword fight,
child. You know how to concentrate your will.’

She redized that she did, now that he'd pointed it out. It was much the same as the cold, deadly
concentration she summoned when she watched an opponent move.

‘1 was strying you earlier and saw that fdlow poison himsdf, Nevyn went on. ‘No wonder you're so
troubled. Now ligten, our enemies seem to be cursed strong. Do you redlize what they want?

‘That opa I'm carrying, or a least, | think | have the opa. The arrogant little bastard keeps shape
changing on me.’

He chuckled with such humor that she fdt her fear vanish.

‘It' s the opd, sure enough, and I'll admit that the spirits who tend it can be irritating at times. The thing
isataisman of the noble virtues, you see, and they take the virtue of pride a bit too serioudy. But here,
has the shade of the dead man been troubling you?

‘I don’'t know. Someone was. | cdled to you because thoughts kept gppearing in my mind, and | fdt
someone gaking me’

‘Thenit'snot him. Don't worry. I'll set a sed over you. Go to degp and rest, child. I’'m dmosgt to Dun
Hiraedd.’

His image vanished. Although JiI did indeed lie down, she kept the candles burning and her siver
dagger beside her on the pillow. She was sure that she would never deep, but suddenly she woke to a
room full of sunlight. Outside in the corridor she heard a page whidling, and that smple human sound
seemed the most beautiful music she'd ever heard. She got up and went to took out the window. Sunlight
poured down on the men who grolled across, laughing and taking. It seemed impossble to bdieve in
dweomer battles now. Yet she knew that she had summoned her will and spoken to Nevyn through the
fire. With a shudder she left the window and hurried to get dressed. She wanted other people around
her.

Once she was down in the great hdl, the memory of her fear dunk to the edge of her mind. At their
tables, the warband were egting breakfast and joking with one another, while servants hurried back and
forth. Blaen himsdf was in a sunny mood, chetting with Jil as if he'd quite forgotten about poisoned
drangers in his city. The high officds of his court, the chamberlain, the bard, the councillors and the
scribes, came and went, stopping to bid their lord a good morning and bowing gravely to Jil. Blaen
broke up aloaf of sweet nutbread and handed Jll a chunk with a courtly gesture. She was pleased to see
that his grace was drinking ale, not mead, with his breakfadt.

‘Ah, it's going to be good to see my cousn again,’ the gwerbret said. ‘“We had a lot of good times
when we were lads. We were pages together in Dun Cantrae, you see, and the old gwerbret there was
rather a giff-necked sort, so we were dways pulling one prank or another.” He paused, looking up as a



page hurried over. ‘What isit, lad?

‘There' s the strangest old man outside, Your Grace. He says he's got to see you Sraightavay on a
maiter of the greatest urgency, but he looks like a beggar and he says his name is nobody.’

‘Nevyn, thanks be to every god!” Jll burst out.

“You know thisfdlow? Blaen sad with some surprise.

‘I do, Your Grace, and for Rhodry’s sake aswdl asmine, I'll beg you to speak to him!

‘Done, then. Bring himin, lad, and remember to dways be courteous to someone old, shabby or not.’

As the page hurried away, Jll shuddered, feding that the sunny, budling hdl had suddenly turned
unredl. Asif he'd picked up her mood, Blaen rose, watching the doorway with a smdl frown as Nevyn
srode in, his tattered brown cloak thrown back from his shoulders and swirling behind him. He kndlt to
the gwerbret with an ease that many a young courtier would have envied.

‘Forgive me for demanding your attention, Your Grace, Nevyn said. ‘But the matter’s very urgent
indeed.’

‘Any man’s welcome to my justice upon demand. What troubles your heart, good sir?
‘That fdlow who poisoned himsdf lagt night.”
“Ye gods!” Blaen said, amazed. ‘Has the tde spread as fast as dl that?

‘It has to those with the ears to hear it. Your Grace, I've come to spare you the expense of burying
that fool. Does hislordship know where the corpse lies?

‘Here, ishekin to you?

‘W, snce every dan hasits black sheep, you might say that heis’
Puzzled, the gwerbret glanced at Jll.

‘Please, Your Grace? she said. ‘Please do what he asks!’

‘Wdl and good, then. Can't be any harminiit.

Doubtless consumed by curiosity, Blaen escorted Nevyn and Jlil out to the ward and hunted up a
warden. It turned out that the corpse had been wrapped in a blanket and laid in asmal shed usudly used
for goring firewood. Between them, Nevyn and Jll dragged it outsde onto the cobbles. Nevyn kndt
down besideit and pulled the blanket back to study the corpse’s face.

‘I don’'t recognize him,” he said at lagt. ‘“Which isa bad sgn of sorts.’

He sat back on his hedls, rested his hands on his thighs and looked at the corpse for a long time.
From the dack way he sat and the drowsy look of his eyes, JIl suspected that he was in a trance. Every
now and then his mouth moved soundlesdly, as if he were spesking to someone. Findly he looked up
with atoss of his head, and he seemed deeply sad as he got to his feet.

‘A poor little fish, that one,’ he announced. ‘And caught in a net not of his making. Wdl, we'll send



hmto hisrest.

Mationing JlIl and Blaen back out of the way, he stood at the head of the corpse and raised his ams
high asif he were praying to the sun. For along while he merdly stood, his face set in concentration; then
dowly he lowered his hands, sweeping them down in a smooth arc until his fingertips pointed at the dead
thing on the cobbles. Fire burgt out in the corpse, an unnaturd, ghadtly fire, burning blue-silver in peaks
and lesps. When Nevyn cdled out three incomprehensible words, the flames turned white hot and leapt
high, too bright to look upon. With an oath, Blaen threw one arm over his face. JIl covered her eyes with
both hands. She heard a tormented moan, along Sgh of terror, yet oddly enough, mingled with rdief, just
as when a wounded man knows that his death is near to free him from his pain.

‘Itisdone!” Nevyn cdled out. ‘It is over!’

JlII looked up intime to see him stamp three times on the ground. Where the corpse had been lay only
ahandful of white ash. When Nevyn snapped his fingers, a little breeze sprang up and scattered it, then
died down as doruptly asit had come.

‘There,’ the old man said. *His soul is freed from his body and on its way to the Otherlands.” He
turned to the gwerbret. ‘ There are strange things afoot in your rhan, Your Grace!’

“No doubt,” Blaen ssammered. ‘By the black hairy ass of the Lord of Hell, what isdl this?
‘Dweomer, of course. What did it look like?

Blaen took a step back, his face pale, his mouth working. Nevyn gave him a gentle, patient amile of
the sort mothers give to children who've sumbled onto something they’ re too young to understand.

‘I’ stime that everyone in the kingdom learned the truth about the dweomer,” Nevyn said. ‘His Grace
may congratulate himsdf on being one of the firgt. Would his lordship dlow me and Jll to take our leave
of you for alittle while? | have an urgent métter to attend to in the city.’

Blaen looked at the cobbles, Hill shimmering with heat, and shuddered.

‘If my lord wishes.” The gwerbret aoruptly elevated Nevyn's rank. ‘I should be willing.
Nevyn caught JII's arm through his and led her firmly away.

‘I'm s0 cursed glad to see you,” she said. ‘I’ ve been so frightened.’

‘As wdl you might be. Now here, child, the danger’s not over yet. You've got to understand that.
Stay close to me and do exactly what | say.’

JII nearly wept in disappointment, because she' d been certain that once he arrived, she'd be safe.

‘When | scryed, | saw you guarding Ogwern the thief, he went on. Take me to him. If you had a bad
time lagt night, I'll wager he did, too. Someone was tormenting you to get some revenge for Evy’s death.’

‘Evy? How did you know his name?

‘He told me just now, of course. Since he/'d been dead some time, he couldn’t tdl me much more,
because his shade was dready beginning to break up and weaken. So | just sent him on to his judgment,
much as | would have liked to squeeze some more information out of him.’



Jil fet hersdf turn rigid with fear a thistak of ghosts.

‘Now, now,” Nevyn said. ‘It's a perfectly ordinary thing, but it's not the right time to explan it dl to
you. Let's see what' s happened to Ogwern.’

When they arrived a the Red Dragon Inn, they found out that Nevyn was quite right to be concerned.
The frightened innkeep told them that Ogwern had been taken ill the night before and that he was in his
chambers. Asthey hurried over to the tailor's shop, Jil kept to the back dleys out of a naturd suspicion
of the gwerbret’s wardens combined with a fear of Evy’s brother. When she knocked on Ogwern's
door, the Heron opened it.

‘I heard Ogwern wasill, Jll said. ‘1 brought an herbman we can trust.’

‘Thank every god in the Otherlands,’ he said with Sncere piety. ‘This has been horrible, it has. | never
thought I’ d be grateful to a cursed warden, but if His Grace hadn’t set that great strong fellow &t the door
for a guard, Ogwern would have thrown himsdf out of awindow, | swear it

Nevyn nodded grimly, asif he'd been expecting just that. They went in to find Ogwern lying in bed

with a frayed blue blanket pulled up around his massve neck. Although he was garing at the caling, he
looked more terrified thanill.

‘Lagt night was like being in the third hell,;” the Heron said. ‘We were having a tankard in the Red
Dragon, and dl at once he started shaking and raving.’

‘I don't want to hear of it.” Ogwern pulled the covers over his head. ‘Leave a dying man in peace, dl
of you.

“You're not going to die,” Nevyn snapped. ‘I'm an herbman, good s, so pull the blanket down and
tdl me your symptoms.’

The blanket receded until Ogwern’s dark eyes peered over the edge.

‘I'm going mad. Oh doom doom doom! I'd rather die than go mad, so brew me up some kindly
poison, herbman.’

‘I'll do nothing of the sort. Stop ranting and tel me about these ravings’

‘Well, | don't truly know what to say. All a once | was terrified, good sr, and | started shaking and
sweeting buckets. | knew | was doomed, you see, that | was going to die, no matter what | did.” Ogwern
let hisvoice tral off weskly. ‘I’ ve never fdt such terror inmy life’

‘And then he started screaming that it would be better to die fast than dow,” the Heron broke in. ‘He
grabbed his dagger, so we jumped him, and me and a couple of the lads got him here about the time the
dty warden shows up. After he tried to jump out the window, we tied him to the bed, but he went on
raving and ydling about wanting to die’

‘Ah, | begin to understand,” Nevyn said. ‘ Then a dawn, he was suddenly cam.

‘Jug that. Hope dawning, Ogwern sat up, reveding that he was fully dressed under the blankets. ‘It
was S0 sudden that it was like a fever passng off.

‘Exactly, but it wasn't a fever, but a poison. Now here, Ogwern, you mugt have an enemy in town



who put a particular herb in your drink: oleofurtiva tormenticula smargedinni.” Nevyn rolled off this
imposng name with a flourish. ‘Fortunatdy, your bulk saved you from a fad dose. This poison
unba ances the humors, giving the victory to the hot and moist over the cold and dry, which support the
rationd faculties. Then, as the body feds the poison work, the mind can’'t understland what’s occurring
and can't take raiond steps to combat it, and thus the clever poison doubles its own effects.’

“Ye gods!” Ogwern whispered. ‘Fiendish, good sr.’

“You mugt guard yoursdf very carefully from now on. For the resdud poison, eat only cool, dry
foods for two weeks, cracker bread, apples, the white part of fowl, taken cold. This will cleanse the
humors’

‘1 will, good herbman. Y e gods, what a close cal”’

Since he wasn't dying after dl, Ogwern got out of bed and indsted on giving Nevyn a Slver piece for
the conaultation.

‘Itsapity inaway that I'm not ill,” he said gloomily. ‘Now I'll have to face the cursed gwerbret this
afternoon. Now ligten, Jll, say as little as possible. Stick to the tale about being only my bodyguard and
leave the rest to me’

“We spent hours on this story,” the Heron put in. *It's a beauty, it is”

When they Ieft, Nevyn indsted on going to the temple of Bel down by the river, so that he could put
Ogwern's golen coin into the cauldron of donations for the poor. As they waked dong, JIl kept
nervoudy looking around, haf expecting that enemies would spring out of the walls.

‘Nevyn, how did Evy’s brother get that poison into Ogwern’'s de?

‘What? Oh here, | can lie as wdl as a dlver dagger if you believed dl that nonsense. | just made up
the medical lore on the spot to ease Ogwern’s mind. He needs to be on his guard, but 1 couldn’'t tel him
the truth, because he wouldn't have believed it

“You mean it'snot ared poison?

‘It's not. The name's in the ancient Rhwman tongue, and it means emerad-colored little torment for
fat thieves’

“Then whet did happen®?

Nevyn glanced around at the riverbank. Down by the water’s edge were a couple of boys, guarding
the cows that grazed there. Otherwise they were done on the commons.

‘Evy’s brother was working on Ogwern’s mind the way he tried to work on yours, Nevyn sad. ‘I
doubt if he would have driven you to suicide, because if he had, Blaen would have taken your effects into
custody, and then they wouldn't have had a chance to get at the opd. But he did want to torment you, to
maeke you suffer. Since thereé's somewha of a link between us, | could set sedls over you from a
distance, but there was naught | could do for our poor thief until I got here. I'll make sure he has a

pesceful night tonight.”

Jil fdt so il that it must have shown on her face, because Nevyn lad a steedying hand on her
shoulder.



‘Do you see why | glossed the matter over for Ogwern with a babble of comforting words? Ah by the
hdls child! Never did | wish such evil things to come upon you. I’ ve tried to leave you done to work out
your Wyrd in your own way, but now your Wyrd seems to have brought you to a strange thing indeed.’

‘So it seems. Wasiit truly my Wyrd that brought me here?

‘Let’s put it thisway. It was sheer chance that brought you to that dead horse in the Auddglyn, but it
was your Wyrd that showed you the gem in the grass. If the Wildfolk didn’t trust you, you never would
have seen it. Now let’s get back to the dun. I’'m not going to say one word more out here in public.’

It was about two hours after noon when Rhodry findly reached the south gate of Dun Hiraedd. He
dismounted, then led his two horses through behind a smal crowd of farmers, carrying in produce and
chickens to the daily market. Lounging just indde the gate were a pair of dty guards. As he passed by,
he noticed one mutter something to the other; then they stepped forward and blocked hisway. Out of the
shadow of the wal stepped two more; one caught the horses' reins, the other his sword arm.

‘Slver dagger, are you? No trouble now, lad, but you' re coming with us!’
‘Whét in the hdlsis this?

‘His Grace' s orders, that’s what. Keep watch for a slver dagger who looks like an Eldidd man and
bring him aone. We ve had enough trouble in town latdy from your kind.’

‘And her alass a that,” said another guard. *Makes you wonder what the kingdom's coming to.’
‘What's JIl done?

‘Oh, you know her, do you? the fird guard sad with an unplessant grin. ‘She seems to have
somewhat to do with a man who got himsdf killed, that's what. His Grace should be holding malover
right about now, so we'll take you right ong.’

Rhodry was too worried to protest when the guards dissrmed him. As they marched him through the
sreets, he kept a sullen slence. He'd been hoping to avoid Blaen, who (or so he thought) doubtless
despised him as a dishonored outcast, and now he was faced with the prospect of seeing him again only
to beg for JlII'slife. And what' s JIl done? he thought, if | get her safdly out of this, I'm going to beat her
black-and-blue! In the ward of the dun, the guards turned his horses over to a page, then shoved him
ingde the broch. Rhodry hadn't been ingde Dun Hiraedd for two years, when he'd come for Blaen's
wedding. He looked around dazed &t the great hdl where once he/d dined as an honored guest; then the
guards husgtled him up the spird staircase to the second floor. The heavy oak doors of the chamber of
justice stood open, and he and the guards stepped just indde and waited.

In the curve of the wall, under a rank of windows, Blaen sat at a table with a scribe a his left hand
and two councillors at hisright. Since there were no priestsin attendance, Rhodry could tel that this was
merdy some sort of hearing, not ful maover. Kneding on the floor in front of the gwerbret were Jll, a
couple of unprepossessing young men, and an enormoudy fat fdlow. Wardens stood around with
quarter-staves in thair hands. In the corner where the round stone wal met a wickerwork partition sat
Nevyn in a hdf-round chair. Rhodry fet profoundly relieved, knowing that the old man would never et
JII come to harm.

‘Very wdl, Ogwern,” Blaen was saying. ‘| admit that the dead man'’s threats were suffident for you to
want a bodyguard.’



‘It was horrible, Your Grace, thefa fdlow said. ‘And a poor but honest innkeep like mysdf has no
time to train with a blade.’

‘Even a porker should have tusks.’

‘His Grace is ever a quick man with hisjests, but I'd rather hire tusks than grow them. Truly, the Slver
dagger was an excdlent bargain, seeing as the nagty fdlow actudly drew on me!’

Blaen nodded, then glanced at Jll.
‘Wdll, siver dagger, | begin to think you were judtified in drawing firg blood.’

‘My thanks, Your Grace, and truly, | had no way of knowing that the fdlow was going to poison
himsdf.

At that peculiar statement, Rhodry forgot himsdf enough to step forward. With an oath, the guards
grabbed him and pulled him back. Blaen turned toward the interruption.

‘Bring him forward. So, you caught this miserable lout of a Slver dagger, did you?

‘Riding in the south gate as bold as brass, Your Grace’ sad a guard. ‘And he's got a Western
Hunter with him that I'll wager is solen.’

“No doubt. He dways was too fond of other peopl€e' s horses.”
Although Blaen was trying to suppress a grin, Rhodry caught im &t it.
‘Blaen, you bastard!” Rhodry snapped. ‘Thisis one of your cursed jests’

Although everyone in the room gasped at the insult, Blaen burst out laughing and rose, sriding across
the chamber to grab his cousin’s hand.

‘Wdl, soitis | thought we'd have a laugh by arresting you like the slver dagger you are. Ah by the
gods, it gladdens my heart to see you.’

Asthey shook hands, Rhodry fdt like weeping.
‘It gladdens my heart to see you, too,” he said. ‘But what are you doing with my woman?
‘Naught, | assure you. I’ ve got more honor around women than some of my kin | could mention.’

With a grin, Rhodry punched him on the shoulder. Everyone in the chamber was saring a them, and
Blaen suddenly remembered that he had ajudicid proceeding on hand.

‘Go stand with old Nevyn, will you? Let’ s finish this cursed thing up.’

When Rhodry did so, Nevyn gave him a thin, dry amile but the old man's eyes were deeply
troubled.,He began to find out why when the warden stepped forward to give evidence about a stranger
who took poison rather than face the gwerbret and who wore some sort of witcheraft tisman around his
neck. Blaen considered the matter for a moment, announced that he found no fault with anyone over the
desth, then closed the hearing.

‘Doubtless Dun Hiraedd is better off without him,” he said cheerfully. ‘ So that’ s that.’



Ogwern and his witnesses rose, bowed to the gwerbret, then made a frank dash for the door. As the
puzzled councillors gathered round Blaen to ask questions about this poisoning, Rhodry strode over to Jll
and caught her by the shoulders.

“Ye gods, my lovel What isdl this?
‘I don't truly know. Rhoddo, you can’'t know how much it gladdens my heart to see you.’

When he threw his arms around her and pulled her close, he fdt her shaking with fear. Since he'd
never seen her afraid of anything before, he fdt a cold knot form in his ssomach.

‘Wel, my love’ he said. ‘We ve ridden together in some hard baitles before. We Il win this one, too.’
“You cursed wel better be right.

His back againg a birch tree, Alastyr sat very quietly on the ground and tried not to panic. He had just
tried to scry Jil out and had seen nothing &t dl, no matter how hard he bent hiswill to the task. It could
only mean one thing: Nevyn was there to put a sedl over her. When he heard hoofbeats coming his way,
he jumped to his feet, hdf thinking that the Master of the Aethyr was riding for him, but it was only
Sarcyn, dismounting near the camp, then leading his horse into the trees. Alasyr braced himsdf for a
difficult scene, but his apprentice seemed perfectly in control of himsdf as he walked over.

‘I know you're troubled over Evy’s death,” Alastyr said. ‘But | sent him in there as a test, and he
faled it. That's the way of the warrior’s path, lad.’

‘I know that, magter.” Sarcyn spoke mildly. ‘My fondness for him was only holding me back, anyway.
Y ou were right when you warned me that a man has to be utterly done to gain true power.’

‘Oh. Hefdt himsdf rdax. ‘ Splendid. Then I'm glad you can findly see things so clearly. Now, how
tired isyour horse? If we're going to pull this chestnut out of the fire, we have to have some place to hole
up for awhile We can’'t go on camping like brigands on the road. Thismorming | went out on the etheric
and took a good look around the countryside, and | think me I ve found the perfect place’

‘Good. | can ride Evy's horse and just lead mine dong.” ‘Then switch over your tack. I'll saddle my
horse mysdf. We ve got to make dl speed.’

When Alastyr hurried away, Sarcyn stood for amoment and stared a his master’s broad back. Well
and good, so far, he told himsdf. The cursed old fool actudly believes I ve forgiven him.

No bard or gerthddyn had ever had a more atentive audience than Nevyn did that afternoon, and he
couldn’t resst playing up to it. In Blaen's private chamber, a plan little room that held a hearth, five
chairs, Blaen's shidd, and nothing more, Rhodry, Jil, and the gwerbret himsdf were gtting and watching
him as he stood by the hearth and lounged againgt the mantel. After the inevitable mead had been served
and the page sent away, Blaen gestured a him with his goblet.

‘Here, good sorcerer,” the gwerbret said, and firmly. “Y ou owe me an explanation of this matter.’
‘So | do, Your Grace, and you shdl have it. Jll, give me that bit of jewery you ve got in your pouch.’

When she handed him a cheap ring brooch, he laid it on his palm and held it out for dl to see, then
thought a brief ingruction to the spirits attached to it.



‘This, Your Grace, is cdled the Great Stone of the West.’
‘That ugly thing? Blaen sputtered.

At that precise moment, the stone shapechanged, glowing, wavering, seeming to dissolve. Suddenly
an enormous opd, the sze of awanut, lay in Nevyn's hand. It was so beautifully polished that its surface
gleamed, caiching the light from the window and turning it to fire in its degp-running veins, while a
ranbow of iridescence played upon it. When his audience gasped aoud, Nevyn could fed how smug its
spirits were. They were a higher type of spirit than the Wildfolk, of the order commonly cdled planetary
goirits, though their connection is not with the actud planets themsdves, but rather with the forces the
planets represent.

‘Ohyegods!’ Jll said. ‘Is that whet I’ ve been carrying around?

‘Thisisits true form. There are irits who guard it, you see. They can shapechange it when they have
to, and aso move it around, not far, but enough to hide it when there's danger. Our cursed enemies
didn't redize those two things, and that's why we' ve managed to thwart them so far”’

Nevyn let everyone chew over this information while he dipped the stone into the pouch at his neck.
The spirits Sghed in relief, an audible sound in his thoughts, a being so close to him again. Severa times
Blaen started to spesk, then thought better of it. Fndly the dweomer-master nodded politdy at him,
gving the gwerbret permission to speak in his own dun.

‘And who, good sorcerer, are these enemies?

‘Men who follow the dark dweomer, of course. You'll notice, Your Grace, that | keep saying “our”
enemies. You see, thisgem belongs to the High King himsdf, and the dark dweomer wanted it to work
him and the kingdom harm.’

Blaen and Rhodry both swore adoud in rage. Though one was the honored lord, and the other the
dishonored exile, they’ d both sworn oaths of persond fedty to their liege. Nevyn was wdl pleased to see
thet they honored their vow.

‘The King livesin the middle of the best fortress in dl Deverry,” Blaen snapped. ‘How could anyone
ged from him?

‘With grest difficulty. | suspect thet they’ ve been plotting this for a very long time indeed. The opd is
one of the greatest dweomer-gems the world has ever seen. About a hundred years ago, a certain
dweomerman shaped it and asked spirits to inhabit it, then gave it to the royd line’ Nevyn sghed a little,
just from remembering the long hoursiit took him to polish and grind the thing into a perfect sphere. ‘I'm
forbidden to tdl you dl its powers, as I'm sure you'll understand. To keep it safe, various dweomermen
are gppointed as its guardians. When one of us dies, another takes his place. It's now my turn to hold
that post.” There, he dmog dipped and said ‘my turn again’. ‘The secret of the gem is passed down
from King to Marked Prince, and so the kings know enough to guard it well. They keep it within ther
own chambers, not the royd treasury. No thief would have a chance to outright bribe the loyd men and
women who have access to the roya agpartments, of course. There are, however, more ways to work on
aman’'s mind than gold. Here, Your Grace, and Rhodry, too, did you ever meet a man named Camdd a
court?

‘I did, Blaen said. The Master of the King's Bath, wasn't he? A skinny sort of fdlow as | remember,
but the Queen seemed to favor him for his well-spoken ways!’



‘He was an arrogant bastard,” Rhodry broke in. ‘I won amock combat from him once, and he sulked
dl day.’

‘That's the man, Nevyn said. ‘He's the younger son of the gwerbret of Blaeddbyr. I'm afraid his
arrogance was only one of his faults, but dill, he doesn’t deserve what’'s happened to him. The dark
dweomermen have taken him over, mind and soul, and they’ve been usng him like a faamer uses a
mattock - to dig out a stone”’

‘What? Blaen said. ‘| can’t imagine Camdd gteding from his liege!’

‘Of his own will he never would have, Your Grace. Now, | 4ill don't know how the dark
dweomermen got in touch with him. | have a friend who's up in Dun Deverry right now trying to find out.
But once they did get ahold over him, Camde had no control over hisown actions, none. I'll wager that
the last few months have dl seemed like a dream to him, one long confused waking dream that ended ina
nightmare.”

‘So,” Blaen said, and there was a growl in his voice. ‘My sword and my warband are a your
disposdl, good sorcerer. Do you know where these men are?

‘I don’t, and here, Your Grace, you see the limits of the dweomer. | can keep these poisonous dolts
from scrying me out, but aas, they can do the sameto me’

Blaen shuddered a dl this talk of scrying and dweomer. Although Nevyn didiked tdling so many
secrets, hetruly did have no choice. For dl he knew, he might need to take Blaen up on his offer of the
warband.

‘Until this morning, Nevyn went on, ‘they couldn’t have been more than a day’s ride from Dun
Hiraedd, but for dl | know, they may be fleaing for thar lives. If | catch them, I'm going to wipe them off
the face of the earth for this’

‘Wdll, Blaen sad, thinking, ‘if we split the warband into squads, we can dart scouring the
countryside. Some farmer or suchlike must have noticed if peculiar strangers have been riding around the
rhan’

‘It may come to that, Your Grace, but I'd like to hold off for awvhile. Because of Camdd, you see. If
this dark master should scry out your men riding his way - and the dolt is bound to be keeping such a
guard - then hell just dit Camdd’s throat and ride out fast. If | possbly can, | want to pull our young
lordling out of thisdive. | have afew more tricks a my disposd, too.’

Blaen nodded gravely, teking this reassurance on trust. Nevyn himsdf was more worried than he
wanted to show. Although he could ask the Wildfolk to find the dark master, to do so would expose
them to the chance of grave harm. Likewise, he could go out into the etheric in the body of light, but to
do so meant risking open battle with his enemies. From piecing together what Jil had told him, he could
guess thet this dark master had gpprentices with him; he amply didn’t know how many. If he should be
dan in an adrd battle, then JIl and Rhodry would be defensdess againg the dark ones, who would
doubtless take a harrifying revenge. Although he had caled upon other dweomermen for aid, it was going
to take days for the nearest one to reach him. By then, Camdd might well be dead.

‘Ahwell,” Nevyn said at ladt. * This cursed messisjust like a game of Gwiddbwdl, Your Grace. They
have Camdd - ther king's peg - and are trying to move him off the board while we place our men and
try to stop them. Unfortunatdy, I'm not sure if the next move is ours or theirs. Jil, come have a privae
tak with me. | want to hear every detall of the days you spent done, and thereé's no need to bore His



Grace and Rhodry with it.’

Obediently she rose, looking & him in a desperate hope that he would keep her safe. Deep in his
heart, he prayed tha he could.

As the chamber door closed behind JlIl and Nevyn, Blaen drained the rest of the mead in his goblet in
one long swdlow, and Rhodry had a good dug of his, too. For amoment they looked at each other in an
undergtanding that had no need for words. Rhodry knew perfectly wel that they were both terrified. At
last Blaen Sghed.

“You're filthy, Slver dagger. Let’s have the pages draw you a bath. | could use some more mead,
too.’

“Y ou've had enough drink for an afternoon.’
Briefly Blaen looked furious; then he shrugged.
‘So | have. Let’s go get you that bath.’

While Rhodry bathed in the degant chamber he would share with JlI, Blaen perched on the edge of
the bed and handed him the soap like a page. As he splashed around in the wooden tub, Rhodry wished
that he could wash dl thistak of dweomer away as esdly as the dirt from the road.

‘Are you thinking that I’ ve got cursed strange taste in women? Rhodry said at last.

“You aways did. But truly, Gilyan suits you wel enough, and the life you're leeding. Ah by the hdlls, it
aches my heart to see that Slver dagger in your belt.

‘It's better than sarving on the roads. There wasn't a cursed lot ese | could do.’

‘“True spoken. | talked with your most honored mother the last time | was at court. She asked me to
urge Rhys to recal you, but he wouldn't listen to a cursed word | said.’

‘Don’t waste your breath again. He aways wanted me gone, and like a dolt, | gave him his chance.’
Rhodry got out of the tub and took the towel Blaen handed him.

‘I have no formd dliance with Aberwyn,” Blaen said. ‘I can offer you a place here with me. You
could marry your JIl and be my equerry or suchlike. If Rhys doesn't like it, what's he going to do? He's
too cursed far away to start a war with me’

‘My thanks, but when | took this dagger, | swore I'd carry it proudly. | may be an exile, but cursed if
I'll be an oath-breaker, too.’

Blaen raised one quizzica eyebrow.

‘Ah by a pig's cock,” Rhodry sghed. ‘The truth is, | think it'd be worse, living on your charity,
watching the honored guests sneering at Aberwyn’s dishonored brother. 1'd rather ride the long road
then that.’

Blaen handed him his brigga.

‘Wel, I'd fed the same mysdf, he said. ‘But by the black hary ass of the Lord of Hdl, you're



adways welcome here’

Rhodry said nothing, out of fear that he'd weep and shame himsdf. While he dressed, Blaen pulled
the slver dagger and fiddled with it, hefting it, testing the edge with his thumb.

‘The cursed thing is sharp,” he remarked.

‘Dishonor or nat, it'sthe best dagger | ever had. Cursed if | know how the smiths mix the metd for it,
but it never tarnishes’

Blaen threw the dagger a the firewood stacked near the hearth, the blade whidling straight to the
target and biting deep.

‘A splendid blade, right enough. Well, everyone knows that the Slver dagger brings shame with it, but
| never knew it brought dweomer, too.’

Although Rhodry knew he was only jesting, the thought struck something in his mind. It was odd, now
that he considered it, that firg the dweomer had brought him the siver dagger, and then, his fird summer
on the long road had taken him to the dweomer in return.

‘Somewhat wrong? Blaen said.
‘Naught, truly.’
And yet hefdt his Wyrd cdl to him, awhidling on the wind.

Although Salamander had passed through Dun Deverry severd times, he rardly stayed long, because
a gerthddyn had too much compstition in the busy streets of the capitd. At tha time, the city was a
spirded maze of dtreets dretching hdfway around Loc Gwerconedd; the largest city in the kingdom, it
sheltered nearly three thousand people, dl of whom demanded more sophigticated entertainment than a
few tricks with scarves. In the many open parks and market squares tucked away dl over the city, one
found gerthddynion and acrobats, mingrds from Bardek, people with performing bears or trained pigs,
jugglers and wandering bards, dl earnestly trying to part the passersby from their coin. In this pack no
one noticed another gerthddyn, even one who asked the occasiond question about the opium trade.

Since he was trying to avoid undue attention, he had compromised his standards and was daying in a
midding sort of inn in the old part of town dong the Aver Lugh, a didrict of amdl craftsmen and
respectable shopkeepers. The Whestsheaf had another advantage, too, in that many of the wandering
entertainers stayed there, and he could pick up dl the gossp there was. Not that hearing gossp about
Lord Camdd’s crime was difficult; even though it was some weeks after the theft, the cty was dill
buzzing over it.

‘They say that the King's sent messengers to every gwerbret in the kingdom, Elic the innkeep
remarked that afternoon. ‘What | want to know is this how does one men dip through dl those
warbands and suchlike?

‘He might be dead,’ Sdamander said. ‘Once the news got out, every thief in the kingdom was
probably kesping an eye out for him!

‘“Now that’s true spoken.” Elic considered, sucking on the edge of his long mustaches. ‘He might be,
a that.



There was one patron of the Wheatsheaf who kept pretty much to himsdf, for the smple reason that
he was a Bardek man who spoke little Deverrian. Enopo was about twenty-five, quite dark of skin, and
he wore no face paint, which meant thet his family had kicked him out of their house and dlan for some
reason. He was wandering the Deverry roads with a welawela, a complex Bardekian instrument thet lay
flat in the performer’ s lgp and had some thirty strings that were plucked and strummed with a quill. Since
he knew Bardekian quite well, Sdlamander had been cultivating the mingrd, who was amog patheticaly
glad to find someone who knew his native tongue. At the end of ther day of performing, they would meet
back in the tavern room to compare their day’s take and complain about the niggardiiness of the folk in
the richest city in the kingdom.

That particular day, Sdamander had done remarkably well, and he stood them a flagon of fine Bardek
wine. When they settled into a table by the wadl to drink it, Enopo savored each sp.

‘A finevintage, he pronounced. ‘Ah, but it brings back bitter memories of home’
‘So it mugt. Here, you don't have to answer if you don’'t want to, but -

‘I know.” He flashed Sdamander a grin. “Your storyteller's heart is aching with curiosity about my
exile Wdll, | don't care to go into dl the details, but it had to do with a married woman, very high-born,
who was far too beautiful for the ugly and old rich man she married.’

‘Ah. It's not an uncommon tae!’

‘Oh, no. Far from it” He sghed profoundly. ‘Ugly or not, her husband had great influence with the
archons’

For a moment they drank in slence while Enopo gazed away as if he was remembering the beauty of
his dangerous love. Sdamander decided that if Enopo would tdl him the reason for his exile, he now
trusted the gerthddyn enough for Salamander to make his next move.

“You know, wineign't the only finething Bardek produces,’” the gerthddyn casudly remarked. ‘When
| visted your lovely and refined homeland, | enjoyed a pipe or two of opiurg.’

‘Now look.” The mindrd leaned forward earnestly. ‘You want to be very careful with the white
smoke. I've seen men become so degraded over it that they’ve sold themsdlves into davery just to
ensure they got more.”’

‘Redlly? Ye gods, | didn't know that! Will just a pipeful every now and then do that to a man?

‘Oh, no, but as | say, you've got to be very careful. It's like drink. Some men can drink or go dry;
others turn into sots. But the white smoke has a stronger pull than any drink I’ ve ever known.’

Sdamander pretended to be consdering this carefully while Enopo watched with a dight amile.

‘I know what you're thinking of asking me, gerthddyn,” he said. ‘And | don't know anyone who has
the quff for sde’

‘Well, if it's as dangerous as you say, it's doubtless for the best, but | was wondering.’
‘From what | understand, in fact, it's only the noble-born menin this city who useiit.’

‘Indeed? Sdamander sat bolt upright. ‘Where did you hear that?



“From a man of my people, a merchant, who came through here about . . . oh, amonth ago, | guess it
was. He looked me up for my father’s sake, just to seeif | was wdl and dl, and he gave me some money
my brothers had sent, too. We had a fine dinner with lots of wine’ He looked widful a the memory.
‘But a any rate, old Ldano and | were taking, and he mentioned the white smoke. Merchants back
home were darting to sl it to Deverry men, he sad, just now and again. He was troubled about it,
because the trade’s disreputable enough back home, and he knew it was againg your laws here. So as
we talked about it, it occurred to us to wonder who would have the money to buy smuggled goods.’

“Who but the noble-born, true enough.’

‘Or an occasond rich merchant, maybe, but these so-called lords of yours are certainly good at
keegping a merchant poor.’

Now ign't this interesting? Sdamander thought to himsdf. If Camdd had been smoking opium, it
would certainly explain how the dark dweomermen had gotten their claws into him. He decided that over
the next few days, he'd do a little discreet asking around, as if he were interested in buying the Suff
himsdf. At that point he fdt the little tug on his mind that meant some other dweomer-person was trying
to contact him. Casudly he stood up.

‘Excuse me a moment, Enopo. I’ ve just got to go to the privy out back.’

With a wave of his hand, the mingrd dismissed him. Sdlamander hurried out and went round to the
sableyard, where a watering trough stood, catching the afternoon sun. He stared into the dappled water
and opened his mind, expecting to see Nevyn. Instead, Vaandario's beautiful but stern face looked up a
him. He was too gartled to think anything to her.

‘So there you are” she said. ‘Your father’s asked me to contact you. He wants you to ride home
draightaway.’

‘I can't. I'm running errands for the Master of the Aethyr.’
Her sorm-gray eyes widened.
‘I can't tdl you what, exactly,” he went on. ‘But dark and dangerous deeds and doings are -’

‘Less chatter, magpie! I'll tdl your father you'll be delayed then, but come home as soon as you can.
Hell be waiting down by the Eldidd border, near Cannobaen. Do not disobey him thistime, please’

Then her face was gone. As he dways did when confronted by his old teacher in dweomercraft,
Sdamander fdt guilty, even though thistime he' d done nothing wrong.

At dinner that night, Blaen ingsted on treating his cousin as an honored guest. Every time a page cdled
him ‘my lord’, Rhodry winced, and hearing a servant use one of his old titles, Master of Cannobaen,
brought tears to his eyes. All this well-meant courtesy only made him think of his beloved Eldidd, her wild
seacoasts, her vast oak forest, untouched since time immemorid. He was profoundly glad when he and
JII could take ther leave of the gwerbret’ s table and go to their chamber.

By then, it was late, and Rhodry was more than a bit drunk and much more tired than he cared to
admit. While he sruggled to pull off his boots, JIl opened the shutters at the window and leaned out,
looking at the stars. Candldight danced shadows around her and made her hair gleam like fine-spun gold.

‘By every god and hiswife, Rhodry said. ‘I wish you'd left that cursed bit of jewdry in the grass



when you saw it there.’
‘And afirelot of good that would have done. What if this dark master had found it?
‘Wdll, true spoken. | guess’
‘Oh, I know, my love” She turned from the window. ‘All thistalk of dweomer aches my heart, too.’
‘Does it now? Truly?
‘Of course. What do you think I'm going to do? Leave you for the dweomer road?

‘Uhwell.” AH at once, he redized that he'd been afraid of just that. * Ah, horse dung, it sounds stupid
now that | hear you say it doud.’

She looked at him, her mouth dack as if she were debating what to say next, then suddenly smiled.
She bent down and hed out her hands to something, then picked up what he assumed was her gray
gnome and cradled it in her arms.

‘Is somewhat wrong? she said. ‘It's not? Good. Did you just come to see us, then? That's swest,
little creature.’

Seaing her speak to something that he couldn’'t see yet knew existed was eerie, troubling him further.
As he watched her in the candlidight, he was remembering being a tiny lad, and thinking that maybe the
Wildfolk were real, and that maybe he could see them. At times, when he was out in his father’s hunting
preserve it would seem that maybe there was an odd creature peering a him from under a bush or up in
atree. Yet even as avery andl child, Rhodry had dismissed the Wildfolk as only something his nurse
gpoke about to amuse him. His hard-bitten father had made sure that his son had no trace of whimsy
about him.

But now he knew that they were red, and he amiled, imagining Tingyr Madlwaedd's square jaw
dropping in surprise at the truth. Jil carried the gnome over to the bed and sat down next to him.

‘Here’'s Rhoddo,” she said. ‘ Say “good eve’ to him!
Rhodry fdt alittle hand clasp hisfinger.
‘Good eve,’ he said, amiling. ‘ And how does our good gnome fare?

All a once, he saw it, a dusty sort of gray, with its long limbs and warty nose. It was grinning & him
whileit hed hisfingertip in one spiky hand. Rhodry caught his breath in a gulp.

“You see him, don’t you? Jll whispered.
‘| do, a that. Ye gods!’

JII and the gnome exchanged a amile of triumph; then the creature disappeared. Rhodry stared
openmouthed at her.

‘| asked Nevyn this afternoon why you couldn’'t see the Wildfolk,” she said, as cdmly as if she were
discussing what to serve her man for dinner. ‘And he told me that you probably could, with thet trace of
dven blood and dl, but that snce you didn’t think you could, you wouldn't. So | thought, well, if | made
sure you knew just how red they are, it would come to you.’



*And right you were. By the hdls my lovel | don’t know what to say.’
‘Oho, it has to be a strange thing indeed to turn you dumb!’
‘Oh, hold your tongue! And why isit so important to you that | see them?

“Widl, it could come in cursed useful.” She looked away, suddenly troubled. ‘They'll take messages
and suchlike, if we get separated again.’

There it was again, the truth that he didn’'t want to face there was dark dweomer gaking them. He
drew her tight into his arms and kissed her passionatdly, just to drive his fear awvay.

After their lovemaking, Rhodry dept like a dead man for most of the night, but toward dawn he had a
dream s0 troubling that he woke abruptly, stting bolt upright in bed. The chamber was gray with dawn,
and Jll was 4ill adeegp besde him. He got up and put on his brigga, then went over to look out the
window, just to chase the feding of the dream away. When someone tapped on the door, he yelped
aoud, but it was only Nevyn, dipping into the chamber.

‘Here, lad, | was wondering if you had any strange dreams last night.’
‘By the great god Tarn himsdif! | did, at that.’

With a drowsy yawn, Jll sat up and looked blegrily at them.

‘Tl me about the dream,” Nevyn said.

‘Wdl, | was ganding a night watch at the gates of some smdl dun. JlIl was insde, and | had to guard
her. Then this swordsman came up to the gates, and he wouldn't answer me when | cdled for the
password. He was taunting me, caling me every low name | ever heard and throwing my exile in my
face. I've never been so cursed furiousin my life. So | drew, and | was going to chdlenge the bastard,
but then | remembered that | was on guard, so | hed my place a the gate. Findly | thought to cal for the
captain. Here' s the cursed strange part. When the captain came running, it was you, with a sword in your
hand.

‘So it was’
‘Oh now here!” Jll chimed in. * Did Rhodry have a true dream?

‘More true than most,” Nevyn sad. *You know, Rhodry, you've got a lot of honor in your heart if
you'll hold to it even in your deep. The dream was showing you a true thing by usng a fancy like in a
bard's song. The dun was your body, and the man you fdt yoursdf to be was your soul. That
swordsman was one of our enemies. He was trying to lure your soul away from your body, because
when a man's adeep, his soul can dip out into the Innerlands. But if you' d gone after him, you would
have been fighting on his ground, and a very strange placeit is. He would have won.’

‘And what then? Would | have been dead?

‘I doubt it” Nevyn thought for a moment. ‘Most likdy he would have trapped your soul and taken
your body over for himsdf. You would have fdt like you were dreaming the whole time, you see, while
he had it under his control. Humph, | wonder who he wanted to kill: me or JlI? Maybe both. Either way,
eventudly you would have woken up to find yoursdf with a bloody sword in your hand and one of us
lying dead at your feet.’



Rhodry fdt as sck asif he'd hitten into rotten meat.

‘Fortunately, | keep adrict guard,” the dweomerman went on. ‘But from now on, if you have a dream
or even an idle fancy that troubles you, tdl me straightaway. Never bein the least embarrassed about it

‘Done, then.’

‘Good.” The old man began pacing back and forth. *Wel, I've just learned an important thing. Our
enemies aren't retreating. That dream was a chdlenge, Rhodry. They’re going to stand and fight me over
this’

After his unsuccessful attempt to take over Rhodry’s body, Alastyr was tired and more than a little
puzzled. He had never expected the Slver dagger to have such srength of will, dthough, as he thought
about it, a hardened warrior would have to develop a certain power of concentration to survive in battle.
The most puzding thing, however, was the ample fed of Rhodry’s mind and the way his dream-sdif
looked on the adrd plane. Given Rhodry’s srength of mind, however untrained it was, his
dream-projection should have been unusudly solid, but it had flickered congtantly, a times looking more
like a man-shaped flame than a body. Somewherein his stock of lore was the explanation for that. He sat
quitly, letting his mind wander as it would from one flickering thought to another tenuous connection.

‘By the dark power itsdf!” he said abruptly.
Startled, Sarcyn looked up and turned to him.

‘I just redized somewhat, Alastyr went on. ‘I’'m willing to wager that Rhodry’s father was no more
Tingyr Mael-waedd than he was me. | swear that |ad is half one of the Elcyion Lacar.’

‘Indeed? Then it's no wonder that dl the Old On€e's predictions and starcraft were wrong.’
‘Jugt s0. Well, he' s gaing to be interested to hear that.’
‘If weliveto tdl him.

Alagtyr started to make some reply, then merdly shrugged. Y et once again he wondered if they should
amply kill Camde and flee for their lives. But there was the stone. If only he had the Great Stone of the
West, he could subjugate its spirits and tap untold power for his own use and to further the plans of the
dark powers. From years of study, he knew that the Great Stone had a direct link with the mind of the
High King, alink that could be used to drive him dowly mad and plunge the kingdom into chaos. Then
could the dark masters work as they pleased in Deverry. Sarcyn was watching him with dark, unreadable

eyes.
‘Are you thinking of escaping on your own, lad? Alastyr growled. ‘I have ways of finding you if you

try.
‘Naught of the sort, master.’
Alastyr's dweomer told him that the apprentice was spegking the truth, but sill he fdt some other
thought, hiding below the surface of hismind. It was time, he decided, to put his apprentice in his place a
bit.

‘Take care of the horses and your pet,’” he said. ‘I need to be done to do aworking.’



Sarcyn went out to the stable of the isolated farm they’ d appropriated by the smple means of killing
the old farmer who owned it. Crouched in the straw of an empty sal was the farmhand, whom they'd
left dive because he looked usgful. A solid middie-aged men of about forty, he was so thoroughly
ensorceled that he rose to his feet obediently the moment Sarcyn snapped hisfingers.

‘Feed and water the horses,” the apprentice said. Then come into the kitchen for my next order.’
He nodded agreement, swaying asif he were drunk.

The kitchen was a big quarter-round room, set off from the rest of the house by wickerwork
patitions. It was an old-style house, with one hearth in the middie under a smokehole in the thatched
roof. In the straw on the floor, Camde lay curled up like a baby. When they were rummaging through the
farm, Sarcyn had found an iron chain with a cuff that had been doubtless used at one point for restraining
an ox. Now it coupled Camdd’s ankle to an iron ring for hanging a pot by the hearth. When Sarcyn
unlatched it, Camdel moaned and sat up.

‘Want some breakfagt, little one? There' s proper barley porridge.’

Unshaven and filthy, the lordling nodded. Later, Sarcyn decided, he would let his pet bathe. He
tousdled CamdePs hair with one hand and amiled a him.

‘The worst isdmost over,” he said with a bravado he didn't fed. *Once we're back in Bardek, welll
have a good place to live and get you some decent clothes and suchlike’

Camdd forced out a tremulous amile. 1t was odd, Sarcyn thought, how men differed. Some fought his
domination to the very end; others found that they had a taste for the strange sexud pleasures that he
introduced them to. In a very stifying way, Camdel was one of the latter. As he watched the lord eat
his breakfast, Sarcyn redized that he was glad of Camdd’s tastes. He fdt an odd emotion gnawing and
negging at him, so unfamiliar thet it took him a long time to identify it: guilt. All a once he remembered
being a amdl child and weeping over Alastyr’s rape. It was worth it, he told himsdf, because he brought
meto the warrior’s path. The reassurance rang hollow even to him.

‘Tel me somewhat,” Camdd said. ‘Do you mourn your brother?
“You've heard metd| Alastyr how | fed.’

‘So | have, but do you mourn him?

Sarcyn looked sharply away.

“You do, don't you? Camde sad. ‘I thought so0.’

Sarcyn dapped him across the face, then rose, saking to the door. The farmhand was walking up.
With a sway he kndt at the apprentice's feet. Sarcyn sent out aline of light and fastened it around his
aura, then sent the aura spinning.

“You're going to fetch us more food. You're going to say naught but the tae we told you. Look at
me, man.’

The farmhand looked up and stared into his eyes.

‘I'll go get the rabbits,” he whispered. ‘I'll say naught but the tale you told me’



‘Good. Then get on your way.’

The farmhand rose and shuffled away to the stables. When Sarcyn went back ingde, Camdd was
edting his porridge. Ignoring him, Sarcyn walked through the little chambers, fanned out around the
hearth, into the storeroom. There he stopped, grunting in surprise. Alastyr stood before the window, and
the corpse of the dead farmer was standing too, a pae thing, gray and bloodless, but moving nonetheless,
swaying on awkward feet. Alastyr shot his apprentice a sour smile of triumph.

‘I bound Wildfalk into it. They'll keep it dive for sometime, and it'll do our bidding. Now tdl me, you
little dog, can you match my power in that?

‘I can't, magter, truly.’
‘Then mind what you say to me, or you'll end up the same way onefine day.’

Sarcyn fdt a revulson so srong that he wanted to turn and run from the chamber, but he forced
himsdf to stare a the thing cadmly while the master gloated over it. He had the brief thought of taking
Camdd and trying to escape, but he redlized then that he was in this dark muck too deep to get ouit.

Nevyn inggted that Jil and Rhodry have breskfast with him in his chamber, and when a page came,
sying that the gwerbret wanted his cousin to come st with him, Nevyn sent back the answer that the
slver dagger was otherwise occupied. Although he doubted that Alastyr could form a link with a rider in
Blaen's warband or indeed, anyone ese in the dun, things were too dangerous to take chances. All it
would take was one crazed kitchen lass with a cleaver and the unnaturad drength of ensored-ment to
bring his plans to an abrupt end. As he thought about it, it was strange that the dark master had been able
to work on Rhodry’ s dreaming mind. He began to think that the enemy he was facing was the same man
who'd caused the war in Eldidd the summer before, someone who'd seen Rhodry and had had the
chance to study him.

Later that day he had another piece of evidence to feed that suspicion. He was perched on the
windowsll and watching JIl and Rhodry dice for a pile of coppers. As soon as one had won the laot, they
would divide it in hdf and start dl over again. To distract himsdf, Nevyn began usng his second sght to
see which one would win each particular game. He had just prophesied to himsdf that Rhodry’ s luck was
turning when Blaen himsdf came into the chamber.

‘Comyn’s back from the Cwm Ped pass,’ he announced. ‘They wiped out those bandits, and he's
brought back a prisoner. He might know somewhat of interest.’

‘So he might, Nevyn said. ‘I think I'll run the risk of leaving here to wetch the interrogation. Come
adong, slver daggers. | don’'t want you out of my sght.’

Out by the warden’s guardroom was a smdl, squat tower that served as a dungeon keep for loca
cimindsawaiting trid or punishment. When they came into a smal room, ill-lit by one tiny window, they
found that the wardens had been busy. Bound to a stone pillar was a man, naked to the waist. Nearby an
assortment of irons and pincerslay on atable. A stout man with ams as muscled as a blackamith’s, the
executioner was laying bits of charcod into a brazier and blowing on the coals.

‘Should be nice and hot inaminute, Your Grace,” he said.
‘Good. So, thisisthe rat my terriers dragged in, isit? Rhodry, have you ever seen him before?

‘I have. He was one of the pack who attacked us, sure enough.’



The bandit lad his head back againg the pillar and stared so desperately at the caling that Nevyn
could guess he was wishing that he was dead with the rest of his band. Although Nevyn disapproved of
torture on principle, he knew that nothing he could say would convince the gwerbret againg it. Blaen
grolled over and dapped the bandit across the face.

‘Look a me, swine. You have a choice. You can die mercfully and quickly, or dowly, in pieces.’

The bandit set hislipstightly together. When the executioner set athin iron into the brazier to hest, the
charcoa hissed and exuded the amdl of burnt flesh. With a yelp, the bandit squirmed until Blaen dapped
hminto slence.

“We know someone hired you to attack the caravan. Who?

The executioner took theiron and spat on it. The pit Szzled.

‘I don’t know much,’ the bandit sammered. ‘I'll tdl you everything | do.’
‘Good.” Blaen gave him a gentle amile. * Then kindly proceed.’

‘Our leader’s name was the Walf, and he was down in Marcmwr, just seeing what he could see
about caravans and suchlike. Wdl, he comes back and says he has a bit of work for us. This old
merchant type wanted us to get the lass who was riding with this caravan. Sounds easy, the Wolf says, so
well take the old fart’s coin for it. He had this plan. We' d hit the caravan, and the Walf and a couple of
the lads would grab the lass, and then the rest of us would just pull back, like, before we logt any men.
We didn’'t know she could fight like the Lord of Hdll. Don’t harm her, he says. Horseshit! As if any of us
could have.” He paused to shoot Jil a venomous |ook.

‘Keep taking.” Blaen dapped him again.

‘And we weren't supposed to harm the Siver dagger, ether, if we could hdp it, anyway. He looked
a Rhodry. ‘He knew your name. Don’'t harm Rhodry, says he, unless you have to to save your life He's
not as important, but I’ d hate to see him dead. After you killed the Walf like that, we cursed wdl forgot
what the old man said, too, you bastard.’

Rhodry merdly smiled. Oh indeed? Nevyn thought, it must be the same dark master, then! But why
did he want Rhodry dive? He' d wanted Jil, mogt likely, to bribe Nevyn to let him go, but why Rhodry?

‘So anyway, Your Grace,’ the bandit said, ‘we couldn't get her. So we elected a new captain and
went to meet the old man. We were thinking of killing him, see, for vengeance, but he gave us so much
coin that we let im be.’

‘What was he like? Nevyn stepped forward. ‘Was he a Bardek man?

‘He wasn't, but one from Deverry. He dressed like a merchant, and mostly he looked like he came
from Cerrmor way. He had this ally little voice that rubbed my nerves raw. One of his men caled him
Alastyr. He had these two swordsmen, see, and one of them fair creeped my flesh. He looked us over
like he'd like to dit our throats just to watch us die’

‘He probably would have enjoyed it, at that. Did they have a prisoner with them?

‘They did, this brown-haired fdlow tied to a horse. His face was dl bruised up red bad, and he
wouldn't look at nobody. He was a dender kind of lad, the sort who reminds you a bit of alass, like’



‘Camdd, sure enough,” Blaen broke in.

‘I'm afrad s0,” Nevyn said. ‘Very well, Your Grace. I'm afrad there' s no more de to be squeezed
out of thisturnip.’

‘Hang this vermin publicly a noon tomorrow.” Blaen turned to the executioner. ‘But make sure he
dies an easy death.’

With a sudden stink of uring, the bandit fainted.

Asthey I€ft the tower, Nevyn mulled over the bandit’s information. He remembered the shipmagter in
Cerrmor, saying that the passenger he' d taken to Bardek aso had an aily voice and looked like a typicd
Cerrmor man. It was quite unlikely that there were two dark dweomer-masters who seemed so smilar.
And this Alastyr had had only two apprentices, which meant there was only one left. The battle odds
seemed more and more in his favor.

He redized, too, that he'd been thinking that he knew his opponent, only to find out that he was
wrong. He had an old enemy, a dark master with whom he'd crossed swords severd times in the last
hundred years, a Bardek-ian who was particularly skilled in reading omens of future events. The war last
year in Eldidd, the attempt on the dweomer opal, even leaving Rhodry dive as a kind of experiment - it
would dl have fit Tondalo perfectly. Of course, he reminded himsdf, Tondalo might be behind it from a
distance. By now, the Bardekian would be some hundred and fifty years old, and likey too weak to
travd far. Although dark dweomermen can keep themsdves dive by unnaturd means, they have no way
of remaining hedlthy, especidly toward the end. Nature hersdf tries to thwart them, Smply because they
go counter to her principles, like water trying to flow uphill.

Caught in Alastyr’s strong grasp, the brown and white rabbit struggled, trying to work its hind feet
free to rake him, but he knocked its head againg the kitchen table until it went limp. He dit its throat with
his knife, then leaned over to suck the hot blood directly from the wound. Even though he'd done it for
years, the procedure aways disgusted him, but unfortunatdly it was the only way to ensure that he got dl
of the blood' s magnetic effluent. He could never understand why other masters of the craft Ieft killing their
meet to ther servants. As he drank, he fdt the magnetic srength flow into imin a amdl rguvenation. He
wiped his mouth carefully on arag, then set about skinning the rabbit and cutting it up.

As he worked, he fdt his fear like a pounding in his blood. Although he wanted to flee, he was afraid
to return to the Brotherhood with another fallure on his hands. The Old One might wel forgive him,
especidly since he'd know that Rhodry’ s dven blood was the factor that had ruined his calculations, but
the other magters of the dark path would see him as weak. Once a man weakened, he was likdy to be
attacked, torn gpart, and drained of his power. Suicide would be a better fate than that. The thought of
deeth made him tremble dl over. After dl, it was Smply the fear of dying that had made him turn to the
dark craft dl those years before. Soon he would have to decide whether to flee or fight. Soon. Very
soon. Although the dweomer sends no warnings of danger to those on the dark path, smple logic told
him thet time was short.

He looked up from his brooding to find Sarcyn watching him.
‘What do you want? Alastyr snapped.
‘I only wanted to butcher the rabbit for you, master. 1t's my place to wait on you.’

Alastyr handed him the knife, then washed his bloody handsin a bucket of water. Nearby Camdd sat
crouched in the straw.



‘If we do make arunfor it; Alagtyr said, ‘Camdd hasto die. HEl only dow us down.’

Whimpering, the lordling shrank back. Sarcyn looked up with the knifein his hand, and his eyes were
murderous with rage.

‘I won't let you kill him.’
‘Indeed? And who are you to let me do or not do anything?

Alastyr sent awave of hatred down the link between his aura and Sarcyn's, followed it up with a twist
of rage. With a gasp, Sarcyn dropped the knife as the emotions trandated themselves into pure physica
pain. Writhing hefdl to his knees, his face twisted as he tried to keep the pain from showing there. With
asnarl, Alagtyr released him, shaking on the floor.

“Now hold your tongue until you' re spoken to,” he snapped. ‘I have to think.’

He paced over to the window and stared out blindly, feding his fear dutch and pulse within him. Once
he glanced back to see Sarcyn and Camdd clasped in each other’s arms. Fools! he thought, maybe I'll
kill them both!

When time came for the evening med, Jll ate up in Nevyn's chamber with the old man and Rhodry.
Although she had no appetite, Rhodry packed away roast beef and fried onions like the true warrior he
was, eating chearfully before a battle because he knew he might never get another medl. And what am [,
then? she thought, a coward, sure enough. As much as she hated the word, she had to admit that she was
terrified at the thought of dark dweomer wanting to capture her for reasons of its own. Fndly she
couldn’t stand to watch them eat any longer and went to the window.

Looking out on the golden sunshine of a summer evening reminded her that the redl, solid world was
dill there, untouched by dweomer, yet she knew that she would never see that world in the same way
agan. A question haunted her, dmost as frightening as the dark dweomer itsdf: how do | know so much
about dl of this? Although she'd been caught up in events that would have baffled most people, she'd
known so many things inginctively, that the jewd could shapechange, that the apprentice had the dark
dweomer and could use it to see if she were speaking the truth, that she could reach Nevyn through the
fire. Rductantly, dowly, fighting dl the way, she was being forced to redize that she had not only
dweomer talent, but a strong one.

Clenching her hands on the slll, she leaned out of the window and reassured hersdlf by watching the
ordinary bustle of servants in the ward below. Then she saw the Heron, lurking by the main gate of the
dun and peering around him. He must want to talk with me, she thought. And why had she gone to the
window at just the proper moment to see him?

‘1s something wrong, child? Nevyn said. ‘Y ou've gone a bit pale’
‘Oh, it's naught, but the Heron's at the gates, and | think we' d best speak with him.’

Nevyn indsted on sending a servant to bring the Heron up to their chamber rather than going down to
the ward. The poor man was so nervous a being indde the gwer-bret’ s broch that he couldn’'t bear to St
down. He paced restlesdy back and forth, dutching the tankard of de that Jll poured him.

‘Here, good herbman,” he said. * Are you truly sure we won't be overheard?

‘I swear it. I'll lie to the gwerbret’s faceif | have to to protect you.



‘Wdl and good, then” He had a gulp of de ‘I think we've found the men who tried to poison
Ogwern’

It took JII a moment to remember the lie that Nevyn had told the thieves, but the dweomerman
himsdf sat bolt upright in his chair and amiled.

‘Oh have you now? Here, tdl me everything’

‘After you warned us, you see, we did some hard thinking. It had to be a stranger who put that
oily-fur-what' sit into Ogwern's de, because he's as far as far when it comes to splitting swag and
levying taxes, and none of the lads would want hm done away with. So we figure another guild's trying
to movein on us. So we dl spread out, like, marking any strangers we saw and fallowing them. We
spread a bit of coin around, too, for information. And so just before noontide | had a bit of luck when
thisfdlow comesinto town to buy at the market fair. Someone told me he was a farmhand, but he was
buying a cageful of rabbits. Now | ask you, why would a farmer spend coin on rabbits when hisfidds are
ful of free ones?

‘A better question than you can know, my friend.

‘So | took one of the guild horses and followed the man out. | was being as careful as careful at firg,
but he never even looked back once. From the way he sat on his horse, dl dumped over, like, it looked
like he wasill or suchlike, so | could follow pretty close. He goesto a farm, dl right, and | begin to think
I’ve got afdse trall. But I'm out there and dl, so | spread a few coppers around in the village nearby,
and | hear a drange tale. Tha farm belongs to an old widower, who's gotten a bit sirange over the years.
Now, everyone thought he didn’t have a soul in the world, but dl of a sudden, like, he's got guests. One
of the village lads was chasing a logt cow up that way, and he saw a fdlow saddling up an expendve
horse out in the farmyard. Fortunately the lad had to keep after his cow, so he didn't go down to ask
nothing.

‘Fortunate and twice fortunate,” Nevyn said softly.

‘That’ swhat | was thinking, too,” the Heron said with a nod. ‘Because I'll wager those guests belong
to some other guild, and the poor old man’'s gone to join hiswife in the Otherlands.’

‘I have the nagty feding you're right” Nevyn got up and joined the Heron a his pacing. ‘Tdl me
exactly where thisfarm is and everything you can remember about the countryside.’

‘The *everything’ turned out to be a great ded. Apparently the Heron could look a place over and
memorizeit as a clear picture in hismind, because as he talked, he stared off into space, his eyes moving
as he examined an image that no one ese could see. The fam was up in the hills and quite isolated; once
amonth or so a neighbor would go up to see if the old man was dl right, but otherwise, the villagers
rardly saw him.

‘A perfect place for men to hide when they’ve got murder on ther minds’ Nevyn said when he'd
finished. ‘Now ligten, tdl the guild to leave thisto me. | can’'t explain why, but these lads are far more
dangerous than you think.’

‘1 will, then. Here, good S, Ogwern swears that you' re dweomer.’
‘Does he now? 't dweomer just embroidery in a bard' s tae?

‘Oh, you see many a drange thing when you work in a guild. 1 know lords and merchants and



suchlike scoff, but they’ re not out in the streets at the bottom of things’

‘So they’re not. Well, Ogwern’s a shrewd man, for dl his fat, and I'm going to prove it to you. You
want to get out of here without being seen, don't you?

The Heron groaned as he remembered where he was.

‘Wl and good, then, Nevyn went on. ‘If you swear to me that you won't steal anything while the
ol lagts, I'll make you cursed near invisble for afew minutes’

Although the Heron swore in perfect sincerity, Jil was shocked. She’'d never seen Nevyn be so open
about his powers when there was no true need. When the old man led the Heron out into the shadows of
the corridor, the thief suddenly turned into an oddly blurred figure. He had only scuttled off a few paces
before he seemed to disappear. Rhodry swore doud. Grinning broadly, Nevyn shut the door.

‘The hunt is up,” Nevyn announced. ‘The magters of the dark dweomer are known for eating raw
mesat but not for ther ill a snaring rabbits. I'll wager that farmhand is ensorceled, too.’

‘They'reright a hand!’ JIl snapped. ‘ The arrogant bastards.’

Rhodry was daing a the closed door, his mouth set tight and a little twisted, as if he/'d eaten
something bitter.

‘What's so wrong, my love? she said.
‘That man’'s athief, that's what, and so’s Ogwern.’
‘Oh come now, my innocent one, did you only just redize it?

‘Don't tease, curse it! HE's given us the help we need, and | should be rewarding him, but by the
hdls I'm honor-bound to turn him over to Blaen.

‘What! You can't!’

‘Now, here, lad, Nevyn brokein. ‘I despise thieves mysdf, but I’ ve known about Ogwern for years
and haven't given evidence. Do you know why? Because as thieves go, he's very amdl beer indeed. He
keeps his lads in ling, he never murders, and he does his best to prevent murders in his kingdom. With
him gone, who knows what vicious sort might come to power?

‘That's dl wdl and good,” Rhodry said. ‘But here | am, my cousin’s guest, when by rights he could
have turned me out on the road. | can’'t hold my tongue and make a mockery of hisjustice.’

“You dolt!” JllI fdt like grabbing him and shaking him. ‘Why are you meking a fuss over this now?
There' s dark dweomer dl around us’

‘That's got naught to do with it. It's the honor of the thing.

‘Now, now.” Nevyn lad a paterna hand on Rhodry’s shoulder. ‘I know it's a hard road you've got
to ride, lad, choosing between two dishonors. Just look at me, will you? There, my thanks. Now, you're
not going to say a word to Blaen about the thieves. Y ou' ve forgotten aready, haven't you? The Heron
it a thief, and nether is Ogwern. They jus owe me a few favors, that's why they helped us. You'll
remember that, lad.’



When Nevyn took his hand away, Rhodry blinked like a man walking out of a dark room into strong
sunlight.

‘Who was that felow, anyway? A pot boy down in Ogwern’sinn?
‘dudt that,” Nevyn said. ‘Y ou know I'm dways willing to hedl the poor for free’

‘“True, but it was cursed good of him to run that risk, anyway. I'll make sure Blaen gives hm a
reward.

It took dl of JII'swill to keep a normd expression on her face.

‘Rhodry, would you go fetch Blaen up here? Nevyn went on. ‘I think well be taking him up on his
offer of the warband after al.’

As soon as the door closed behind him, Jil turned to Nevyn.
‘Herel’ she burgt out. * Y ou told me that ensorcdling someone is awrong thing.

‘It i, but not when it's the only way to save someone's life. When the word got out that Rhodry had
turned the king and the prince of the Cwm Ped guild over to the gwerbret, how long do you think your
lad would have lived?

‘Not very. | was going to use that argument next, truly. The thieves wouldn’'t think of him as an
honor-bound man.’

‘Exactly. He would have been jud a traitorous siver dagger to them. You know, child, I'm cursed
gad | never swore avow that I'd never lie Many dweomerfolk do, and it gains you the favor of the
Lords of Wyrd, but | prefer to be alittle more flexible about such matters’

He looked so dy that she had to laugh.
‘That's a better mood,’” he said. *Now, would you stand guard at the door? I’ ve got to scry.’

After the Wildfalk lit the firewood in the hearth, Nevyn kndt down and stared into the legping flames.
Since he knew the settled parts of Cwm Ped quite wel, he'd recognized the farm in question from the
Heron's description. In fact, once he'd ridden there to treat a sick child, many years ago. When he caled
up the memory of fallowing the path on a sunny afternoon, immediady the image in the flames changed
to the path asit looked now in the darkening light outsde. In vison he followed the road up to the spot
where the farm should have stood. Nothing was there but wild meadow, not a house, not awall, not even
acow grazing nearby. So Alastyr had set an astrd sedl over it. With a snap of his fingers, he put out the
fire

‘Did you see them? Jll said.

‘| didn’t - which means they’re there. Oh, Alagstyr can hide from me, sure enough, but he forgot what
it means to make enemies of men who trust ther eyes, not the dweomer.” He amiled gently. ‘He's about
to remember.’

Now that his mind was made up, Alastyr fdt much cdmer. He strode into the kitchen and found
Sarcyn and Camdel stting at the table. Sarcyn looked up with a sstiying cringe.



‘We're leaving at the break of day, Alastyr announced. ‘I'd rather take our chances with the
Brotherhood than with the Master of the Aethyr.

‘Wl and good, master. I'll pack some of the gear tonight.’

‘Good.” He turned to Camdd. ‘As for you, if you cooperate with us, you can day dive We're
traveling fast, and if you cause the least hit of trouble, you die. Understand?

Camdd nodded a cowed agreement. Alastyr turned on hished and strode back to the ritud chamber.
He had to keep up his guard.

The plan was risky, Nevyn knew, but he had to act fast. Sooner or later Alastyr would redlize that it
was dangerous to stay so near to Dun Hiraedd and would move on. As he sat on horseback in the
torchlit ward with JIl and Rhodry, Nevyn shuddered. The battle ahead would be a hard one agang two
opponents if this gpprentice had the kil to fight beside his master. Around him, twenty-five of Blaen's
best men were saddling ther horses while the gwerbret walked through, spesking to a man here and
there. Although Nevyn was throwing his dice on a long wager by taking His Grace dong, he needed to
have something to use as a digtraction. *Now remember what | told you,” he whispered to the two sliver
daggers. ‘At a certain point, we're dipping away from the warband.’

They nodded agreement. With ajingle of tack and scabbards, the warband mounted. Maotioning to Jll
and Rhodry to follow, Nevyn rode over to the gwerbret.

“Your Grace is sure he knows how to find the farm?

‘By the hdls a blind man could find it from the indructions you gave. Don’'t worry, good sorcerer.
WEe Il dig these rats out of their holes’

When the warband rode out, Nevyn kept Rhodry and JIl with hm at the very rear. He tossed his
reins to the lad and told him to lead his horse dong. Since he was going to have to go into alight trance, it
would be difficult enough to stay in the saddle without worrying about guiding his horse. As the warband
clattered down the night-dark road, Nevyn dowed his bresthing and withdrew his consciousness from
the world around him. To an observer he would have looked hdf adeep, his head bobbing in time to the
horse' s mation. Through haf-lidded eyes he watched the warband and set to work.

Firgt he cdled upon the Great Ones and saw a beam of imagined light come to him. He meditated
upon it, saw it ever more dearly in hismind, until at lagt it lived apart from his will, a great swathe of light
shaped like a sword. In his mind he caught it by the hilt and used the blade to trace a mighty sphere of
light around and above the warband. Because of the motion of the horse and the noises around him, it
was a hard gtruggle to concentrate, but eventudly he got the sphere solid and the sedls - the five-pointed
dars of the Kings of the Elements - set a each ordind point and a zenith and nadir. As soon as it was
gowing brightly, he invoked the great Light that shines behind dl the gods and begged permission to
meddle with darkness. Sowly, carefully, he withdrew the light from the sphere while leaving its structure
until there was nothing left but a solid sphere of darkness, invisble to normd eyes but a shidd againgt

Krying.

With the sphere created, Nevyn could bring his mind back to the normd world. He was shocked to
find that the warband had traveled a good three miles working dweomer on horseback was even harder
than he' d expected. For the next hour or so, he merdly rested, until they were about three miles from the
fam. He went briefly back into his trance, cdled up the light, and let it stream back into the waiting
sphere, but he cast anew wrap of darkness over Jil, Rhodry, and himsdf. Now he could only hope that



Alagyr had the common sense to keep a scrying watch. If he was, he would see that sphere, blazoned
with the ggils of the light, riding straight for his hiding place. Nevyn wanted him to panic, and panic
thoroughly.

“Jll, Rhodry,” he whispered. ‘Now!’

They dowed ther horses to match his pace, tagging after the warband for a few hundred yards until
there was a good distance between them and the unsuspecting gwerbret. With a quick wave of his hand,
Nevyn led histwo siver daggers off the road a atrot. They turned down a side lane that led to the farm
by a narrow but more direct route than the road, gdloped into a stand of birches, then made their hidden
way through the trees. By the time Blaen noticed that they were gone, they would be wel ahead of the
warband.

At length, when they came to alittle stream running in a valey between two hills, Nevyn pulled his tiny
warband to a hdlt.

‘Very wdl, slver daggers. The fam lies just on the other sde of this hill. Here are your orders. I'm
going to lie down and go into a deep trance. Y ou two tie up the horses, then stand guard over my body.
It'sjust possible that “Alastyr will send his gpprentice out to try to kill me’

‘They’ll never get past my sword,” Rhodry said quietly.

‘Wdll, if | lose this battle, we ll meet someday in the Otherlands.” He turned to Jll. *If | die, child, pray
with dl your heart and soul to the Light that lies behind the Moon, and don't you tdl me that you don’t
know what | mean.’

JII caught her breath with a gasp, but even though his heart ached for her, Nevyn had no more time
for words. He spread his cloak out on the ground, lay on his back upon it, and folded his aams over his
chedt, laying each hand on the opposite shoulder. Firgt he invoked the Lords of Light, then lay quietly,
gathering drength. Nearby JlIl and Rhodry stood with drawn swords. As he closed his eyes, he
wondered if he'd ever see them again.

Sowly and carefully within his mind, Nevyn summoned his body of light, a pale blue smulacrum of his
own form, but stripped down to the essentids and joined to his solar plexus by a slver cord. When
Nevyn trandferred his consciousness over to it, he fdt as if the physca body were dropping sharply
away. For the briefest of moments he fet nauseated; then there was a click like a sword griking a shidd,
and he was looking out of the Imulacrum’s eyes. His physca body lay beow him in a world filled with
the blue light of the etheric plane. Since he' d withdrawn from it, his own body looked like alump of dead
flesh and nothing more, but he could see Jll and Rhodry as two egg-shaped whorls of flame, their auras
pulsng around them. The trees and the grass glowed dull red with vegetable life force.

Nevyn rose about ten feet above his body, the slver cord paying out behind him like a fisherman's
ling, and looked around. The stream that flowed through the valey might well be useful, he decided,
because crossng running water in the body of light is dangerous in the extreme. In the blue light, the
dream ran Slver, and above it drifted its dementd current, vishle as a troubled, shifting wal of smoky
suff, a snareif only he could get hisweasd into it. He rose higher and drifted toward the crest of the hill.
It was time to throw his chalenge.

Down on the other sde of the hill was a grassy meadow, and in it lay the farmstead, a crumbling
roundhouse behind an earthen wal, some sheds, a few fruit trees so old that their life glow was more a
brown than a red. Nevyn amiled to himsdf. Since the sedls were down, Alastyr must have scried out the



warband and let them fdl in panic. All a once he saw a man run out of the house and head toward a
shed with his arms full of saddlebags. He decided that he'd best keep his enemies too busy to think of
killing Camdél.

Out of the glowing blue light Nevyn fashioned a spear shape with his mind, then threw it hard for the
running man's dark-shot aura. When it struck, the fdlow dropped the saddlebags and screamed aoud.
Although his physical body would fed no pain, his trained mind must have fdt it searing like hot iron.
With the swoop of a gtriking falcon, Nevyn flew over the farmhouse as the man ran back insde.

‘Alagtyr!” he cadled out in along exhdation of thought. ‘ Alastyr, I’ ve come for you!’

He heard an answering howl echo through the blue light. Like a snake griking up from the ground,
Alagtyr rushed to meet him. His smulacrum was a huge, black-robed figure, hung with rich jewds and
woven with Sgils. The siver cord was wrapped thrice about his waigt like a kirtle and hung with severed
heads. The face that peered through the hood was pae and crud, the eyes a dlitter of dark in a white
ghost. Nevyn caled upon the Light and fet his own body of light pulse and glow with its power. In
answer, Alastyr swelled up and blackened as if he would suck up every light in the universe and puit it
out.

The battle was joined: to see who could break up the other’s body of light and drive the soul within,
naked and helpless, into the power of the greater forces behind each warrior.

Nevyn struck firgt with a wave of light that made Alastyr bob and float like a bit of jetsam on the sea.
He thrugt again, sending his enemy swooping up, but as he followed, he fet Alastyr’s own forces working
onhim - a decay, asif a thousand claws pulled at him and tried to tear him apart. Much of his will was
diverted to keeping his Imulacrum together, pulling down more and more light and building it up as fast
as Alastyr could rend it. The rest of his power went for attack, a rain of golden arrows and long spears
that drove Alagtyr this way and that as Nevyn circled round, edging, pressing him with light that beat
agang the darkness and shrank it back.

Hiswhole strategy was to force Alastyr out of the blue light and into the firg sphere of the Innerlands
proper, where he would have mightier forces to command. As yet, Alastyr was too strong. Nevyn kept
hammering him, sriking with spears of light, while Alastyr sent out wave after wave of darkness to daw
and bite him in return. The dark eyes within the hood burned and raged. When Nevyn sruck hard
enough to tear some of the pompous ggils off the black robe, Alastyr howled like an animd and pulled
back. Nevyn risked trying to build a gate behind him, usng part of hiswill to pin the dark enemy and part
to open a path to the Innerlands. Too soon - Alastyr dipped away and sent out aflood of darkness like a
wild sea.

For a moment, Nevyn plunged and fdl. He fdt his smulacrum loosening around him like a dipping
cloak and desperately cdled upon the Light. All he could do was sruggle to hed himsdf and fend off the
worgt of Alastyr’s blows as the dark enemy pressed in closer and closer. Like boulders of papable
darkness the blows hit home. All a once Nevyn saw the water val over the stream coming closer, too
close! He wrenched around and flew up fast, dodging past before a startled Alastyr could react. Yet
he'd barely repaired his shattered body of light when the enemy was after him with a darkness like a

spew of poison.

Straight into his face Nevyn hurled a wall of light that tore and dissolved the severed heads on his
kirtle, yet he could fed himsdf wegkening as the enemy pressed ever on, the darkness pouring from
twisted hands. All at once Alastyr screamed, the thought-sound echoing in the blue light, and swooped
this way and that like a swalow coursng a fidd for gnats. Below him his slver cord dangled, broken.



Someone had killed his physica body, and Nevyn could only assume thet it was Jil or even Blaen.

But there was no time to indulge his shock at this unexpected aid. Alastyr’s Smulacrum was bresking
up, reveding the pale blue etheric double underneath. While the dark master fought againgt the inevitable
decay, Nevyn huilt up a gate to the Innerlands, two pillars, one black, one white, with an indigo void
between them. As soon as they hed steady, he sent a blast of light that shoved Alastyr through, then
rushed after. Although he’'d logt the fird battle, the enemy was far from crushed, and Nevyn knew it.

Nevyn threw himsdf through the gate after the fleaing dark master, both of them rushing, gliding, faling
down the path, blown like scraps of parchment on alivid indigo wind, while dl around them were voices,
laughter and screaming and torn scraps of words blown past them on the indigo flood, and images -
faces, beasts, stars -swirling and beating againgt them like a flock of manic birds. Nevyn threw waves of
light ahead of him, pounding Alastyr, stabbing him over and over until the lagt of the black robe tore away
and whirled pagt, torn with rents that opened into the void. The wind blew them onward, rushed them,
threw them headlong at lagt into aglow of violet light, where a river flowed far beneath, tenuous, shifting
water of akind that no stream on earth has ever known and no men ever tasted. A slence here, the wind
gone, and around stretched fidds of flowers, or the shapes of flowers, moon-gossamer things, white and
desthly.

Shaken, Alastyr’'s etheric double swooped and fluttered, desperately trying now for escape, not
victory. The Moon Land where they fought is the gate to many others, Nevyn's own Green Land, the
Orange of the world of form, the shining home of the Great Ones, here, too, abuts the proper sphere of
the dark dweomer, the Dark of Darkness, the Land of Husks and Rinds. If Alastyr could escape there,
his soul would live on, working harm for aeons to come. Nevyn could see him trying to open a gate, his
hands fluttering, the words of the rite pouring gibbering from his mouth. Nevyn sent a spear of light that
dapped and flung him high just as the firg pillar formed, then shattered the haf-made gate.

Howling, Alastyr tried to flee, but Nevyn swooped up and rained down fiery light to trap him. With
one hand Nevyn flung spear after spear and pinned Alastyr in a cage of light, while the etheric double
threw itsdf againg the shining bars and bit them in panic. With his enemy pinned, Nevyn built up another
gate, this one with the golden pillars of sun, and between them opened the pure blue of a summer sky.

‘Not mine the judgment!” Nevyn called out. ‘But yourd’

Through the pillars sped an enormous shifting shimmering arrow of light, flying straight and true,
driking Alastyr so hard that the double shattered into a thousand pitiful shreds. There was a shriek, then
the whimpering of a tiny child. For the briefest of moments Nevyn saw the child, flickering like a candle
flame, a mewling babe with Alastyr’s raging eyes. Then the light swelled, enveloped the tiny form, and
swept it through the portal and up the path to the Hal of Light, where it would be judged. ‘It is over!’
Nevyn cried out. ‘It is finished!’” Three great knocks, three claps of thunder, boomed through the violet
light, while down below the death-white flowers nodded. Nevyn knelt and bowed his head, not in
worship, but as a dgn of fedty, then let the portals fade away. In his exhaugtion he fdt the slver cord
tugging on him, pulling him back to his body, which lay at a great distance but no true distance at al.

Sarcyn pulled his dagger free of Alastyr’s heart and wiped it clean on his dead master’s face.
‘Vengeance, he whispered. ‘ And honey sweet it is’

Hadtily he rose and ran into the kitchen just in time to see the farmhand bolting out the back door.
Sarcyn let him go; there was no time to waste chasng someone who knew so little about them.
Whimpering under his breath, Camdd lay in the straw by the hearth. When Sarcyn kndt beside him, he



shrank away from the knife.

‘I'm not going to kill you, little one,” Sarcyn said, sheathing it. ‘I’m going to unchain you. We ve got to
ride fast.’

When Camdel moaned doud, Sarcyn hesitated, caught by a feding that he couldn’t quite understand.
His pet lordling was going to have a miserable life ahead of him, no matter how much sexud pleasure he
took in his master’ s torments.

‘Ah horseshit!” Sarcyn said abruptly. ‘Y ou're going to see your cursed father again after all.’

Curang himsdlf for a fool for succumbing to the firg feding of pity that he'd fdt in years, Sarcyn got
up and grabbed the leather bag that hed Alastyr’s books.

‘Fare you wdll, little one,” he said.

Camdd et two thin tralls of tears dip down his cheeks in an agony of reief. Sarcyn ran out of the
room and into the farmyard, where his horse was waiting, saddled and ready. After he put the precious
books into a saddlebag, he mounted and rode out fast, turning the horse away from the man road into
the hills. Ever snce they’d moved into the farm, he'd been planning escape routes. He'd gone about a
quarter mile when he heard the jingle of tack that meant the gwerbret and his cursed men were coming.
Quickly he dismounted and held his horse’s mouth shut as the jingle grew louder, passed him, then dowly
died away.

*So much for that dolt,” he whispered.

Y et as he remounted, he knew that the danger was far from over. Once the Brotherhood learned of
Alagtyr's fate, assassins would come seeking him. He would have to stay on the run, dways hiding,
moving congtantly, while he studied the books and grew in power. Maybe he could keep ahead of the
Hawks just long enough to garner enough power to save hislife Maybe. It was the only hope he had.

As soon as Nevyn went into the trance, JIl moved back among the trees while Rhodry stayed close to
the old man. The pae moonlight shone on the stream and turned the white birches into ghost trees. In the
dweomer-touched slence, she was painfully aware of the sound of her own breething. Nevyn lay so dill
that she kept wanting to kned down beside him to see if he were dive. All a once she heard a sound
behind her and spun, her sword raised and reedy.

‘Only arabbit, Rhodry said.

Since she knew that he could see in the dark, she turned back, keeping her eyes on the crest of the
hill, looking for a movement that would mean enemies moving through the night. Suddenly Nevyn
moaned. JllI stepped forward just as he flopped over onto his side. With a muddled thought that he'd
been poisoned, she flung hersalf down beside him. He hdf sat up, then flopped sdeways, but dl the time
his eyes were shut tight and his breathing dow and deliberate. He kicked out, narrowly missng Rhodry,
then heaved himsdf onto his somach with a scuttling motion like a crab that carried him a foot away.
When his head barely missed a rock, JIl grabbed him by the shoulders and tried to pin him, but his
trance-strength was far beyond her. Easly he flung her off and pitched to one side. Swearing, Rhodry
flung himsdf down to help.

For what seemed a grotesque eternity they wrestled with Nevyn's body as he twisted, jerked, and
flung his arms around. Once he landed Rhodry a hard blow on the jaw, but dthough Rhodry swore even
louder, he hung on. Jll could only pray to the Goddess to keep away any enemies tha might be



gpproaching. At last Nevyn went limp and she could just see him amile in the moonlight. His mouth
worked asif it were spesking; then he lay utterly ill.

‘Ohye gods,’ shesad. ‘Ishegoing to die?

Jugt then he opened his eyes and grinned at her.

‘What have | been doing? Nevyn said. ‘Hopping around?
‘Like afish on ariverbank.” Rhodry let go his hold.

‘It happens now and then in trances.” The old man sat up, looking around as if he were a bit dazed.
‘Did one of you kill Alastyr’s body?

‘We didn’t, Jll said. *We stayed with you.’
‘Then Blaen and hismen must be a the farm dready. No time to explain. W€ ve got to hurry.’

And yet, they reached the fam just a the same time as Blaen and the warband. At the head of his
men, the gwerbret trotted over to them. In the gray dawn light, he looked profoundly annoyed.

‘Thanks be to every god that you're, safe,” Blaen snapped. ‘We scoured the hillsfor you.’
‘I owe you an gpology, Your Grace,” Nevyn sad. ‘But the battle' s dready over.’

Camdd heard them dl ride into the farmyard. He went tense, every musdle in his body spasming in
panic when he redlized that he wasn't going to starve to death but be rescued. With a moan he heaved
himsdf to his knees, the ankle chain dlanking. It was just long enough for him to stand and take a few
steps. Lying on the kitchen table was a long-bladed knife, which would do to dit histhroat or his wrigts if
only he could reach it. He wanted degath, lusted for it, the one thing that could wipe away his shame and
make him forget the hideous truths about himsdf that Sarcyn had taught him.

The chain let im reach the table, but the knife lay at the end of its 9x foot span. He leaned over the
edge, stretched out, couldn’t get up far enough to lie on it, stretched and stretched but could just brush
the handle with his fingertips. From outside came voices, and two that he recognized: Gwerbret Blaen
and Lord Rhodry of Aberwyn, here to see wha had become of the Master of the King's Bath. With a
dretch that ached his shoulder he touched the knife. He could just close two fingers on the handle
scissorlike, but as he began to pull it toward him, his aching hand spasmed and knocked the knife to the
floor. 1t bounced on the edge of the hearthstone and lay far out of his reach.

Sobbing, gasping for breath, he let himsdf fdl from the table and crouched in the straw. Why hadn’t
Sarcyn killed him? Perhaps his master knew he wanted to die and left him dive as the last torment of dl.
Blaen will hang you, he told himsdf, because you stole from the High King. He dung to his one comfort,
that soon he'd be dangling from a rope in Dun Hiraedd' s market square. Outside the voices came closer.

‘I only pray we find Camdd dive’ Tha was Blaen, who doubtless wanted the pleasure of hanging
him.

‘So do I, sad an unfamiliar voice. ‘But | warn you, Your Grace, he might be mad.’

‘Ah, the poor lad!” Blaen's voice was full of pity. ‘Wel, no man can hold him accountable for this,
from what you've told me’



Camdd fdt his head jerk back. Blaen wasn't going to hang him. He was forgiven, and he would have
to live with what he knew about himsdf. He began to scream, over and over as he tossed himsdf from
gde to sde. Dimly he heard men shout and running footsteps, but he went on screaming until someone
kndt in front of him and grabbed him by the shoulders. He looked up into Blaen's face, twisted in horror
and pity both.

‘Kill me” Camdd stammered. * For the love of every god, | beg you to kill me’

Although Blaen’s mouth worked, he couldn’t speak. An old man with a thick shock of white hair and
piercing blue eyes knelt beside the gwerbret.

‘Camdd, look a me’ he said. ‘I'm aheder, and I'm going to help you. Just ook a me, lad.’

His voice was s0 kind that Camdd did what he was asked. The blue eyes swelled to fill the world, as
if he were looking into a lake of clear water. When the old man laid a hand on his arm, he fdt warmth
running into his blood, a soothing, caming warmth that made dl his cramped muscles ease into peace.

‘Later well have to tak about what's happened to you, but for now, there's no need for you to
remember dl that.

Camdd fdt drunk, a pleasant, giggling sort of drunk.

“You're forgetting already, aren't you, lad? Of course you are. You only know that you're very ill,
and that we're going to help you.’

Camdd nodded in agreement, thinking that hislong illness had left him fevered and confused. He dung
to the old man’s hand and wept in gratitude for his rescue.

As soon as he saw how broken Camdd was, Rhodry backed out of the kitchen in a hurry. The man
was mad, hismind torn to pieces and the pieces scattered forever -or so Rhodry saw it. Degth in battle
he could face, but this misery? Feding Sck to his ssomach, he wandered around to the main door of the
house, where a pair of Blaen's men were keegping guard.

‘Did they find him, my lord? Comyn said.

‘Never cdl metha again.

‘My agpologies, dlver dagger.’

‘Wl and good, then, but find him they did, and it's not pretty.’
Comyn shivered.

‘I sent some of the lads out to search the farmstead,” the captain remarked. ‘Just in case there's
someone lurking around, like’

‘Good idea. Has anyone been indde yet?
‘No one wants to go, and | can't order aman to do somewhat I'm afraid to do mysdf.’

‘W, you've got a slver dagger riding a your orders. I'll volunteer. Better than letting Blaen do it
and put himsdf at who knows what dweomer-soaked risk.’



Comyn hesitated, then handed Rhodry his shidld.
‘Don’'t know what you'll find in there, do you now?
‘I don't.” Rhodry settled the shidd on hisleft arm. *My thanks'’

Rhodry drew his sword as Comyn kicked open the door. The farmhouse was big, about Sixty feet in
diameter, and like most houses of its type it was cut up like pie into smdl wedge-shaped chambers,
divided from one another by wickerwork partitions. Rhodry stepped into what had been a parlor of sorts
with two wooden chairs, a carved chest Stting under a window, and on the wal a wooden shdf that
proudly displayed three painted earthenware plates. The dust lay so thick on the floor that he left
footprints.

In ether wall were openings, hung with blankets. Since the one to his right would lead to the kitchen
and Camdel, Rhodry decided to go left. He approached the opening cautioudy, then flicked up his sword
and pulled the blanket down. As it crumpled, he saw into a bedchamber, with fresh straw on the floor
and a couple of hay-filled pdlets. He walked in, spotting severd bedrolls and piles of saddiebags, dl
grawn about as if someone had recently searched through them. Although it looked like perfectly
ordinary gear, he refused to touch it. For dl he knew, it was filled with strange magicks.

The blanket over the next opening was pulled to one side. He peered into a chamber, far bigger than
the last two, that had plowshares, old horsegear, and a couple of pieces of broken furniture lying about.
Stting by the doorway on the far Sde was a corpse, a gray, puffy thing dressed in farmer’s clothing and
holding a woodcutter's ax in both hands. Rhodry assumed that the farmer mugt have tried to defend
himsdf as the dark dweomer overwhdmed and dew him.

‘Well, old man,” he said as he walked in, ‘we ll get you a proper burid.’

The corpse raised its head and looked a him. Rhodry yelped doud and stood frozen for a moment as
it dowly lurched to its feet. Although its eyesockets were empty, it raised the ax and staggered toward
hm just asif it could see. Rhodry wanted to gag, but he flung up his shidd and stepped aside as a dumsy
blow siwung down and missed him. When the thing turned toward him, he swung his sword up under its
dow parry and caught it full across the throat. There was a gush of some dark liquid with an acrid amell,
but the corpse camly raised the ax again and stepped forward.

Rhodry’s berserker laugh rose in his mouth. Sobbing and chortling, he dodged, lunged, and hacked
into the corpse’ s armpit. Although more stenching liquid spewed, the thing came on and swvung down a
him. When he caught the blow on his shield, he heard the wood crack: the unnaturd warrior was strong.
Hislaughter rose to ahowl as he svung up hard and cut the thing's right arm hdf off. It merdy shifted the
weight of the ax to its left hand and svung again. With a dodge, he darted round and stabbed it in the
back. Sowly it turned to face him.

Digantly Rhodry heard voices ydling, coming closer, but he kept dl his concentration on the ax as the
thing swung it from side to sde asif it would cut Rhodry down like a tree. He dodged, caught a blow on
hisshield and diced itsarm open, but 4ill it svung. He was hampered by the clutter in the room as they
went round and round. AH at once he dipped; the ax salled by a bare inch from his head. He jumped up,
ghrieking with laughter, and put dl his beserker’ s strength into the blow. The sword bit deep and cracked
bone as it caught the thing on the back of the neck.

Its head dangling from a girip of skin and muscle, the corpse swung the ax full into Rhodry’s shidd.
The wood and leather plit and cracked to the boss, and hdf the shidd fdl away. Rhodry ducked and



dodged, then svung at itsleft arm. Although it dropped the ax at lagt, 4ill it kept coming for him. He legpt
back fast. It seemed that being touched by its fingers would be worse than the blow of a blade.
Desperately he diced its abdomen open. No guts spilled, and ill it came for him.

‘Hdt in the name of the Magter of the Aethyr!’

The tattered, oozing corpse stood stock-gtill. As Nevyn came in, Rhodry flung sword and shidd
down, dropped to his knees, and vomited, uncaring of who might see him. He heard other voices, then,
as men crowded into the chamber. Comyn knelt down beside him just as he was wiping his mouth on his
deeve

‘Areyou dl right, slver dagger? By the Lord of Hdll’s asshole, what was that thing?
‘Cursed if | know, but I’ ve never been more grateful for the loan of a shidd inmy life’

As he got up, he heard Nevyn chanting in a strange language. When the old man came to the end of it,
the corpse buckled, its knees giving way, and settled rather than fdl to the floor. Nevyn stamped thrice
on the floor. Rhodry saw ugly and deformed Wildfolk dancing on the corpse; then they vanished.

‘After this Rhodry lad,” the dweomermaster said, ‘you might ask my advice before poking around in
drange places.

“You have my sworn word on that.’

And yet, the worst horror of dl il lay before him. Nevyn walked to the opening in the last chamber
and pulled down the blanket to reved a tiny, windowless room with a piece of black vevet hanging on
the curved wall. On it was embroidered an upside-down five-pointed star and some other marks that
Rhodry couldn’t recognize. The chamber stank of incense and afishy sort of amell.

Lying in the middle of the floor was the body of a stout, gray-haired man, his ams outstretched on
ather sde. He looked like an ordinary Cerrmor man, but someone must have hated him, because he'd
been stabbed in the chest over and over, so many times, truly, that he mugt have been long dead before
the find blow fdl. Although seeing the corpse meant little to Rhodry, merdy looking into the room
terrified him, so much so that when Nevyn walked in, he wanted to scream a the dweomerman to Stay
out. He forced himsdf to follow, but only because he was sure that Nevyn needed guarding. In the dim
light it seemed that things moved, haf-seen, slent. Nevyn nudged the corpse with the toe of his riding
boot.

‘Well, Alastyr,” he sad, ‘a last we meet in the flesh. You've been cursed clever, because | don't
remember ever having seen you before.” He glanced a Rhodry. This is the man who wanted you dead,
the one who stood behind Loddlaen in the war.’

Morein bewilderment than rage, Rhodry stared at his old enemy. Since he'd been picturing the dark
megter as a fiend in human form, he was oddly disappointed to find him so ordinary-looking. Yet the
room was fiendish enough. Hisirrationd terror grew until Nevyn lad a reassuring hand on his shoulder.

‘There' s no more danger here,’ the dweomerman said. ‘It’s the touch of even blood in your veins that
makes you so sendtive’

‘“Truly?
‘“Truly. This is the chamber where Alastyr worked his foul perversons of the dweomer, you see. Ah



ye gods, poor Camdd!’
‘Did they make him watch or suchlike?
‘Watch? Hah! They used him for their rituds. He was repeeatedly raped in here’
‘Oh pig's cock!” Rhodry was trying to deny what he was hearing. ‘How can you rape a man?

‘Don’'t pretend to a naivete that a court-raised men doesn’'t have. You know cursed wdl what |
mean. They cut him when they were doing it, too, to saill blood for their twisted spirits’

If Rhodry had had anything left to heave, he would have vomited again. Nevyn was watching him
thoughtfully.

‘Blaen and | are minded to tdl the King that Camdel’s dead,’” the old man said. “Will your honor
dlow you to keep our secret?

Rhodry glanced around the chamber and wondered how it would look to a man thrown down on the
floor.

‘Maybe Camde was athief, he sad at last. ‘But | for one don't have a cursed word more to say
about that.’

Nevyn helped Blaen get Camdd onto one of the horses they’d found left behind in the stables.
Although the young lord swayed drunkenly in the saddle, he was conscious enough to be able to ride.
Later, Nevyn would remove the ensorcelment - much later, once he had another dweomer-person there
to begin heding Camdd’s mind.

‘Now here, good sorcerer,” Blaen said. * Are you sure you' re going to be safe out here done?

‘Quite sure. The work | have to do won't take that long. | should return to the dun in time for the
noon medl.’

“No doubt you know your own affairs best, then, and | don’t care to know whét they are’

As the warband mounted up, Nevyn had a chance to say afew words to Jll, who was yavning in the
saddle.

‘Camdd will deep for some hours when you get back. Can | ask you to go st with him when he
wakes?

‘I will, truly. We don’'t want him to be dl aone, in case he remembers somewhat of what he's been
through.’

Nevyn's heart ached. If only the little dolt could see it, he thought, she’d make such a splendid hedler!
Y et never could he force her Wyrd upon her, and he knew it. Until the warband waswel out of sght, he
waited, yavning some himsdf in the warm morning sun. Even his unnaturd vitdity had its limits
Somewhat wryly he reflected that tonight, he'd have his firgt full night's deep in fifty-odd years. Then he
went back into the house.

Blaen's men had dready buried Alastyr and what was left of the farmer’s corpse up in the hills Nevyn
went to the ritud chamber, tore down the piece of velvet, then threw it into the hearth for the Wildfolk of



Fire to dispose of. Whileit smoked and crackled, he rummeaged around and found the farmer’s store of
precious At in alittle crock and a couple of thin splints of wood of the sort used for transferring fire from
ahearth to a candle. Since he had no incense, plain smoke would have to do.

When he returned to the chamber, the atmosphere aready seemed a hit lighter, just from having that
blasphemous symbol down from the wall. Although he wanted to do the banishings immediady, the
chamber had secrets to tdl him which would be lost once he did the working. He sat down cross-legged
infront of a brown gain of Alastyr’s blood, lad the st and splints aside, then dowed his breathing until
his mind was perfectly focused. He built an image of a sx-pointed star until it glowed as two interlaced
triangles, one red, one blue. Sowly he pushed the image out of his mind until it seemed to stand in front
of him.

In the center hexagon, he visudized Alastyr’s corpse as he'd fird seen it a dawn, then sent his mind
backward in time, at firg only imagining the room as it would have looked by candidight. Since the
murder was S0 recent, true vison replaced his imagingtion in only a few seconds. He saw the blond
gpprentice kneding on guard a his master’s head. His mouth was twisted into a smdl, tarrifying amile as
Alagtyr twitched and writhed in his trance; then his hand went to his belt and drew his dagger. For awhile
he paused, as if savoring the moment, then plunged the dagger into the helpless man's heart, over and
over. Since he didn’t care to watch the blows, Nevyn broke the vison and withdrew the star into himsdf.

‘So that was my unexpected hdp, was it? And he must be the one who took Alastyr’s books and
other ritud objects, too. Well, assuming that he had any with him.”

The Wildfolk crouched in the corners dl nodded to indicate that, indeed, Alastyr had traveled with dl
the usud impedimenta of a dark master. They were a pitiful lot of spirits, dl twisted and deformed by
Alagtyr’s meddling.

‘And yet he left the cloth behind. Was hein a hurry because we were coming?
Again they told hm yes.
‘Isthat why he didn’t kill Camdel?

They shook their heads no. One black gnome with protruding fangs lay down on the floor and
pretended to cower in fear, while another stood over him, clawed hand raised asiif it held a knife. Then
he pantomimed kneding down, sheething the knife, and patted the other gnome gently on the shoulder.

‘By the helld Do you meen he pitied Camdedl?
They nodded a solemn yes.

‘“Now, | never would have thought that! Huh. W, my friends, it's no affar of yours. Soon you'll be
free of those ugly shapes. Help me perform the banishings, and then you can go to your kings’

When they legpt up, he fdt ther joy, washing over him as tangibly as water.

‘Is he awake? Rhodry said. ‘Sort of.” JIl sounded doubtful. ‘1t's hard to tel.” Rhodry walked into
the chamber and forced himsdf to look a Camdel, who lay on top of the bed with his shirt off. He was
filthy, bruised, and diced here and there with thin lines of scabs. At last he opened his eyes and looked
up waily, asif he expected Rhodry to give him a few more scars.

‘Do you want somewheat to eat? Jll said.



‘I don't, Camded whispered. ‘Water?
All the time that JIl wasfilling a cup from a pitcher, Camdel stared at Rhodry in wide-eyed fear.
‘Oh here, don't you remember me from court? Rhodry Maglwaedd, Aberwyn’s younger son.’

At that, a faint amile flicked on his mouth, and he sat up to take the cup of water. Holding it in both
hands, he sipped it dowly while he looked around the chamber. The late afternoon sun danted in the
windows and picked out the dust motes dancing in the golden shafts. As pleased as a child, Camdel
amiled a the Sght. Rhodry fdt his revulsion rise and looked away. What if the dark masters had gotten
hold of his JII? Would they have done something Smilar to her? In his heart he made a solemn vow that if
ever it wasin his power to rid the world of any dark dweomermen, he would risk his life if necessary to
gamp them out like crawling insects.

‘Rhoddo, would you cdl apage? Jll said. ‘1 want them to fetch up water so he can have a bath.’
‘A bath? Camded sounded drunk. ‘I'd like that.’

Rhodry left the chamber gratefully. Although he didn’t blame Camde for a thing, he couldn’t bear the
dght of him.

After he sent the pages on ther errand, Rhodry joined Blaen a the honor table. Blaen was, of course,
drinking mead, and for the firg time in his life Rhodry decided to try to keep up with him. While his
cousin watched with a smdl amile, he gulped down as much as he could in one swallow.

‘Does aman good,” Blaen remarked. ‘Wipes things away.’

‘It does, at that. Did you hear whet . .

‘... happened to Camde? | did’

Rhodry had another swalow of mead. Neither of them spoke again for hours.

In the foathills on the western side of Cwm Pedl, Sarcyn led his weary horse dong a narrow track
through stands of pine trees. He' d fled west blindly, seeking some isolated spot where he could hide for a
day or two, but now it occurred to him that he'd better keep moving. Both the gwerbret’'s men and,
worse yet, the Master of the Aethyr would be hunting him down. Yet in his weariness he wondered if it
might not be better to let the gwerbret hang him than to fdl into the hands of the Dark Brotherhood. They
would make his desth last for weeks.

‘But | have the books,” he whispered adoud. ‘ Someday I'll have the power to stand againg them.’

Near sunset he found a vdley with a stream and plenty of grass for his horse. He made camp, then
scrounged some dead wood from the forested hillsde and lit a amd| fire with his flint and stedl. Although
his somach was growling, he ignored his hunger. He' d aready had one med that day, and he needed to
eke out his meager store of provisons. For awhile he stared into the fire and brooded over his plans.
Scattered around the kingdom were a number of people who might shelter im for a few days at least. A
few days were dl he could afford to spend in one place, no matter how much he needed time to study
Alastyr’'s books. All a once he was too weary to think - remarkably weary and muddled, as he would
redize |ater.

Like achild, he curled up on his blankets and fdl adeep by the fire. When he woke, it was suddenly,



a the touch of hands on his arms. He cried out, then struggled, kicking and writhing, but a lesther cord
dipped round hiswrigts and pulled tight, and a man fdl across his knees and pinned him. By the light of
the dying fire he could see his assailants, two light-skinned Bardek men in Dev-erry clothes. One lashed
his wrigts tight; the other, his ankles, even as he threw his weight this way and that. At last they were
done, and he lay panting on the ground while they stood over him.

‘S0, little one,” said the tdler. *Y ou've dain your master, have you?
Sarcyn went rigid with terror, a coldness that started at the base of his spine and rippled upwards.

‘| see you know who we are,” the assassin went on. ‘The Hawks of the Brotherhood have you, sure
enough. The Old One sent us to follow Alastyr and keep an eye on him. We ve been scrying you out dl
dong, little one, but never did we think to see amurder.’

‘I'll wager the Old One suspected somewhat of the sort,” said the second. ‘He never tdls a man Al
his thoughts’

‘It may be, at that. He kicked Sarcyn hard on the sSde of the head. ‘But you'll pay, litle one, and
dowly, after you' ve told the masters everything you know.’

Although the world danced like fire from the blow, Sarcyn bit hislip hard and kept from crying out.
Even though fear was making him tremble, he swore himsdlf a solemn vow: he would tdl them nothing a
dl, no matter how deverly they tortured him, because he would get no mercy from them even if he
obeyed them. As the Hawks went to get thar horses, hidden somewhere in the trees, he shrank into
himsdf and dung to hiswill. It was dl he had le&ft, his ability to concentrate hiswill and drive himsdf with
it. He forced the fear away, stopped trembling, and lay aslimply as a netted deer while he stared into the
fire

Although Nevyn had returned around noon, Jil had no chance to talk with him until sunset, because
the dweo-merman worked on Camdd dl afternoon, washing and tregting his various wounds as wel as
soothing his mind. After dinner he sent a page to fetch her to his chamber, where the last blaze of light
poured in the window. JlI sat down on a chest while he paced restlesdy back and forth.

‘How's Camdd? she asked.

*Sound adeep, the gods be thanked. | had him tdl me some of what's happened to him, but | made
sure he won't remember doing so. He's too weak to face his memories just now.’

‘No doubt. Why did they . . . wel, use him like thet?
He cocked his head to one sde and considered her in an oddly dy way.

‘By rights, | shouldn’t tdl you,” he said at last. ‘Besides, | thought dl this talk of dweomer ached your
heart.’

‘Oh, Nevyn, don't tease! You know cursed well that what's aching my heart is curiosity.’

‘So | do.” He paused for a amile ‘Very wdl, then. Well, when two people bed down together, a
certain amount of a substance caled magnetic effluent is given off. | know you don't know what thet is,
and I’'m not gaing to explain it further to someone without more knowledge, so take what | say on faith.
This effluent has many a peculiar property, but it's basicaly a kind of life Suff. 1t's also present in blood.
Now, the dark dweomermen are trained in ways of sucking up the effluent if it's present and usng it to



restore their own vitdity. When his gpprentice was usng Camdel, Alastyr was basicdly feeding off their
lugt)

JIl fdt sck to her ssomach.

‘Digguding, it it? Nevyn remarked. ‘Now here, though, that reminds me of somewhat. The
gopprentice -Sarcyn hisnameis, or so Camde told me - did escape. You and Rhodry are going to have
to be very careful when you ride out.’

‘I’ve been brooding over that dl day, truly.

‘I'm planning on hunting im down, or I'd ings that you two stay with Blaen, no matter how shamed
it makes Rhodry fed. Asit is, he's farly weak, and eventudly hell have worse enemies than me. When
news of Alastyr’s murder reaches his foul brotherhood, they'll send assassins after our Sarcyn. | expect
hell be too busy to worry about revenging himsdf on you. Still, stay on guard. He's got a head start on
me, and of course, | can't scry him out. I've never laid eyes on imin the flesh.!

As soon as JIl had her ides, it seemed obvious, except that she had no idea of how she knew what
ghe did. She sat very dill, thinking it over, feding her fear grow, not only a fear of Sarcyn, but of
deliberately and coldly usng the dweomer. If she voiced her idea, she knew she would be taking the first
step on a very drange road. Or was it truly only the firg step? Somewhat puzzled, Nevyn watched her
until at last, she made her decision.

‘I've seen imin the flesh,” she said. ‘Y ou can scry through me, can't you? | don’t know why I'm so
sure of this, but can't you use me like apar of eyes?

‘By the hdld Y ou're right enough, but are you sure you' d let me? It means my taking over your will.
‘Of course I'd let you. You should know thet I'd trust you with my life’

Nevyn came close to weeping. Hadtily he turned away and wiped his eyes on his dirty deeve while
she wondered & it, that her good opinion would mean so much to a man of his powers.

‘Wdl, my thanks,’ he said at lagt. ‘Let me just get some wood from a servant, and we'll build afire’

By the time that the fire was burning steadily, the twilight was degpening to a velvet dark. Nevyn had
JiF stinachair in front of the fire while he stood behind her. Although she was frightened, with the fear
came the same kind of exdtation she fdt just before a battle. When he laid his hand on the back of her
neck, just where the spine meets the skull, at firg his fingers seemed normdly warm; then the warmth
increased and seemed to flow into her very veins, to spread dong them through her face and mind, until
a lagt it centered itsdf between her eyes as a peculiar twisting sensation.

‘Look into the fire, child, and think of Sarcyn.’

As soon as she did, she saw him lying adeep by a campfire somewhere in hilly country. The image
was and| at firg; then it swelled to fill firgt the hearth, then her whole mind, until she hovered above the
scene the way she did in a true dream. As she floated over the valey, she saw two men leave the trees
up the hill and begin to stalk the unsuspecting deeper. Sowly they moved, and quietly, gliding dong low
to the ground like ferrets. Even though she'd hated Sarcyn not a minute before, she was suddenly
terrified for him.

In her vison-trance she tried to cry out and wake him, but no sound came. She swooped down and



grabbed his shoulders, but her incorpored touch couldn’t shake hm awake. Just as the two men
pounced, she darted avay and stood on the other side of the fire as the Hawks bound and taunted thar
prisoner. All a once, she heard Nevyn's voicein her mind.

‘Come back now! They have the power to see you if they should look your way with the second
gght. Think of me, child. Come back to the room.’

She pictured his face, the room; suddenly her eyes were open, and she was looking into the fire
Nevyn was no longer touching her. She got up, dretching a peculiar giffness away.

‘| never dreamt they’ d be fallowing Alastyr dong like that, Nevyn said. ‘I’ve got to work fagt if I'm
going to pull our apprentice out of this particular trap.’

‘What? Why do you want to save him, after dl the foul deeds he's done?

‘Hell pay for those crimes, sure enough, but under the laws.’

‘But he' s the mogt hateful swine I’ ve ever -’

Nevyn held up his hand flat for silence.

‘Why don’'t you go down to the greet hdl and your Rhodry? I" ve got some hard thinking to do.’

As soon as JlI left, Nevyn resumed his restless pacing while he considered what was to be done. He
was determined to save Sarcyn from the Hawks more for the good of the kingdom then for that of the
apprentice. If he died curang and screaming under torture, his hatred and pain would infill his next life,
meking him a twisted thregt to everyone around him.

‘If we can pull him out, anyway,” Nevyn remarked to the fat ydlow gnome, who was basking by the
fire ‘Doubtless they’re heading for Bardek. | wonder how they’ll smuggle him onto a ship? Probably a
large chest or suchlike would do.’

The gnome scratched its somach thoughtfully. Nevyn considered asking Blaen to send a warband
after them, but the Hawks had along head start. Besides, since they were dweomer-trained, they would
only see the pursuit and be able to hide quite effectively. | could ride witkthe warband, though, he
reminded himsdlf, if we can catch up. It was going to be dow going for the Hawks, dfter dl, as they
picked their way through the mountains.

The mountains. All a once Nevyn chuckled to himsdf.

He kndt down by the fire to contact the one dweomer-magter in the kingdom who could hep him
now.

After the Hawks tended their horses, they returned to the campfire. Sarcyn lay unmoving and listened
to them tak until he findly puzzled out their names. Dekanny was the tdler, the one with the
ydlowish-brown eyes that bespoke some Anamura blood in his veins, while the other, who also seemed
to be in charge, was Karlupo. Once they’d eaten, Dekanny kndt down beside Sarcyn and grabbed his
wrigts to haul hisarms up over his head, then pulled up his shirt until it covered his face, blinding him. He
lay till, summoning his will and ligening to the Hawk humming to himsdf while he did something to the
fire Andly he came back.

‘I'm holding a dagger. | heated it



Sarcyn braced himsdf with every ounce of his will. Dekanny giggled like a girl, then laid the heated
ded on Sarcyn’sright nipple. Although the pain seared into his very heart, he made no sound.

‘I'm turning it over now, little one.’

The pain bit into hisleft nipple. He fought to choke back the scream that bubbled up from his throat.
Suddenly he fdt his bowels gush and empty.

‘What atink! I'll turn you over and mark your cheeks for that.’

‘No you won't”” Karlupo said from nearby. ‘Y ou've done enough for one night. HE's got to be in
decent shape when we reach home, because the masters will want him to last as long as possible’

‘Ah, he can hed on the ship.’
‘I sad: enough.’

Then the world soun around, and Sarcyn fainted. He woke in the middle of the night to find himsdf
dill lying in his own excrement. They'd pulled his shirt down, and the rough linen chafed on his burns,
which oozed some sort of liquid. He lay awake for along time, fighting to keep from moaning, before he
fanted again. In the morning they kicked him awake and hauled him up to a gtting postion. Karlupo had
made barley porridge in asmdl kettle and brought a bowl over.

‘I'll untie your hands so you can eat,” he said. ‘Buit if you cause the dightest trouble, Dekanny will get
some pleasure out of you before we ride.’

Sarcyn turned his head away. He was determined to starve and weaken himsdf so that he'd die more
quickly under the torture.

“You're going to eat,” Karlupo snapped.

When he dill refused, they kndt down on ether sde of him. Dekanny pried his jaws open while
Karlupo shoveled in a spoonful. The uff gagged him so badly that he had to swalow it out of sheer
reflex. They fed him the whole bowl, and the humiliation hurt as much as his burns.

Y et once they were on horseback, the pain took over. The mation of the horse made his shirt rub on
the raw burns, and in the hot sun he swesated, adding sdt to the friction until he could think of nothing but
dying and putting an end to the pain. About midmorning his bound wrigts began to swell, making the
thong cut into the puffy flesh. By the time they stopped for the noon med, his lower lip hurt, too. He
redlized thet in fighting the pain, he'd chewed it open.

‘Are you going to edt, little one? Karlupo said. *Or do you want us to feed you again?
‘I'll eat.’

Karlupo untied his hands and stood over him with a drawn sword while he ate beef jerky and
hardtack. Then it was back on the horses again, and more agony.

By then they were wel into the mountains and following a narrow track that twisted through enormous
boulders. Every now and then they forded a fast-rushing stream or rode by a cracked and crumbling diff.
Sarcyn bardy noticed what they passed. He had a new discomfort to add to his pain: riding dl day in his
damp and filthy brigga was making his thighs and buttocks chafe raw. Eventudly Dekanny dropped back



to ride next to him.

‘Soon well be making camp. I'll have a few minutes to play with you again. | want you to make a
choice. | can ether put the heated blade in your armpits, or in the amdl of your back - twice, of course.
Tonight you tel me which one you want.’

With that he dropped back to take up the rear guard and let Karlupo have the lead. Sarcyn trembled
beyond dl hiswill to stop. He knew exactly what Dekanny was doing. If he didn't choose, of course, he
would get both tortures, but if he chose, he would be taking the fird step into collaborating with his
tormentor. They wanted him to begin to surrender his will, to become a partner in his own pain until at
last there would be a dreadful, dmost sexud complicity between the giver of pain and the receiver of it.

‘Dekanny!” he cdled out. ‘I won't choose!’

From behind came only agirlish giggle of excitement. They rode into a rocky defile, topped with scrub
and brush. Once, when Sarcyn looked up, one of the bushes seemed to turn into a face. Hadily he
looked away. If he became ddirious, he would lose hiswill to resist. He concentrated on his breathing
and tried to put hismind far away from his aching, throbbing body, while the shadows grew ever deeper
and the night grew inexorably closer.

Two hours before sunset they camped in avaley so narrow that it was more a cleft between two hills
Sarcyn sat on the ground and watched every move Dekanny made as the two Hawks set up camp and
gave the horses extra rations of oats to compensate for the lack of grass. Soon, very soon, he would fed
the hot blade four times.

‘Let him et fird,” Karlupo sad findly. ‘He won't be able to get anything down when you're done
with him.”

‘Very wdl. I'll et him rest between each mark, too.’

Sarcyn bit his bleeding lip and stared at the ground as if he could reduce the whole world to this little
patch of rocks. All at once, he heard Dekanny shriek. He looked up to see the Hawk staggering with an
arrow in hisleft shoulder and a swarm of men pouring into the valey. Short they were, about five feet tdl
a mogt, but massvey huilt and armed as warriors. Ther long axes swung efficiently, twice, three times,
and Karlupo lay dead with his head knocked off his shoulders and both legs cut off at the knee. Although
Dekanny tried to run, a great ax dashed up from below and drove deep into his crotch. Screaming he
fdl, to have his throat dit neatly with the barest edge of a blade. The warriors smiled a each other and
gathered round to look at the corpses. Only then did Sarcyn redize that none of them had uttered a
sound during the unegud battle.

Taking off his pot hdm, one of the warriors strode over to Sarcyn. He had a lined, tanned face, a
thick gray beard, and bushy black eyebrows.

“You speak Deverry speak?
‘I do.’

‘Good. | speak Deverry speak. Not good good, but | speak. Others speak good good, back ingde.
Tdk then. | Jorl. You stand up?

‘I don’'t know if | can. Here, good Jorl. | don't understand this Who are you?



‘Mountain people. No worry, lad. We rescue. You safe!’

Sarcyn let his head dump forward and wept, the tears pouring like a child's, while Jorl cut his hands
free with atiny dagger.

It took severd dwarves to get Sarcyn back in the saddle. They collected the other mounts, then set
off on foot, leading the apprentice aong. Although he was dimly trying to figure out why they’d rescue
him, it took most of hiswill and attention just to stay mounted. Findly, as the twilight was growing gray,
they marched down a narrow vdley and draight toward a diff. As they came close, Sarcyn heard a
grinding sound.

‘Oh by the gods'”

A huge door was dowly opening in the diff face. Just as they reached it, it hed steady and open.
When Jorl led his party into a high, square-cut tunnd, other men came forward, carrying lanterns and
speeking in alanguage Sarcyn had never heard. He glanced back to see the door dowly being winched
shut behind him. The dght of the disappearing crack of twilight made his head swim. Suddenly hands
reached up and grabbed him to lower him gently down. Jorl’ s face leaned over him.

‘We get litter. Carry you.’
Sarcyn wanted to thank him, but the svimmy darkness enveloped him.

When he woke, he was lying on a narrow pallet in a pitch-dark chamber. His fird reaction was panic,
because there was not a crack or shimmer of light, not even the varidions of darkness as in a normd
nighttime chamber. Gradudly he became aware that he was clean, naked under a soft blanket, and that
his burns throbbed only dightly. His broken lip, too, had been smeared with some pleasant-amelling
sve. In afew minutes a door opened with a burst of light. A fdlow who was about four feet tal walked
in, holding up alantern.

‘The Wildfolk said you were awake,” he announced. ‘ Can you eat?
‘| think s0.’
‘I'll bring you somewhat, then.’

He st the lantern down on a little table near the door, then went out, shutting the door behind him.
Sarcyn heard the sound of a heavy bar being dropped on the outsde. So he was a prisoner, if a
well-treated one. Although the room was only about ten feet on a sSide and carved out of the living rock
of the mountain, it was far from being a cdl. On the floor was a solid red carpet, and besides the pdlet
and the table there was a squarish chair with a high back and cushioned seat that 1ooked like it would be
quite comfortable - for someone with very short legs. Near the door, discregtly covered with a square of
cloth, sat a chamber pot, and next to it were his clothes, washed, dried, and carefully folded.

Moving dowly, because his head was 4ill light, he got up and dressed. He was not surprised to find
that his sword was nowhere to be seen. He was jus finishing when the felow returned, bearing a
wooden tray with two bowls on it.

‘Do you like mushrooms?

‘| do.’



‘Good.” He set the tray down on the table. ‘All the movables are a bit amdl for you, aren’t they?
Wdl, you won't be herelong.’

‘Can you tdl me where I'll be going?

He paused, head tilted as he considered, then shrugged and went to the door. He hed it a bit open so
that Sarcyn could see the two heavily armed soldiers on guard before he spoke.

‘The Madgter of the Aethyr’s coming to fetch you.

Then he stepped out, damming the heavy door shut just as Sarcyn legpt for it more in sheer terror
then a rational attempt to escape. He dammed into it and leaned there spread-eagled, ligening to the
sound of the dropping bar, then began to sob in near-soundless gulps. Fndly he pulled himsdf away and
began to pace around and around the room. Up near the high celling was an opening that had to be an arr
vent, but it was only a foot square, far too amdl to squeeze through. Maybe he could pretend to be ill,
then overpower his keeper - but there were the guards. Maybe he could withdraw his aura, dip out - if
they ever opened that door agan before Nevyn arived. Or he could summon Wildfolk to creates
distraction; maybe he could even get one to lift the bar on the door.

All & once, he stopped pacing as a thought went through him like an arrow: he didn't want to escape.
He sat down very dowly on the floor near the table and considered it again and agan: he had no desire
to be free. He was weary, exhausted in his very soul, far too tired to run, and if he escaped, he would be
aways running, from Nevyn, from the law, from the Hawks, from the terror of his own memories, running
aways running, dways lying, ways on guard.

‘The deer on a hunting preserve have more peace, truly.

He smiled, a bitter, twisted smile, a his own words. So he was going to die. Nevyn would turn him
over to the gwerbret, no doubt, and he would be killed. It was better than being in the hands of the
Hawks, of course. At the worst, he'd be broken on the whed, but he' d seen and heard enough of Blaen
to know that most likdy he'd be given a merdful hanging. He fdt a certain perverse pleasure, too, in
redizing that dl the cruda facts he'd gathered would die with him. The Old One would never know
about Rhodry’s mixed blood. When he amiled at the thought, he redized that he’' d hated the Old One for
years, hated them dl, every dark master and apprentice and Hawk that ever he'd met, hated them as
indeed, they must have hated him. W, he'd be rid of them now.

When he held up his hands, he hdf expected to find them shaking, but they were perfectly steady. He
wanted to die. He saw, suddenly, that his inevitable death would be not an execution, but an asssted
auicide. For years he'd fdt like an empty, hollow farce of a man; now the thin fase shdl he presented to
the world would collapse and be swalowed up by the void ingde him. The long weariness would be
over. He amiled again, and as he did, he fdt awarm cadm envelop him, as if he floated in a hot perfumed
bath, asif he floated a few inches off the floor, so light and cdm and safe did he fed now that he wanted
to die. No one would ever force im to go againg his own will again; no one would ever hurt him again.
Stll smiling, he drew over the tray of food. He was perfectly cadm and very hungry.

By the time he finished egting, the cddm had become a weariness so deep that he could no longer hold
his head up. He lay down on his ssomach, pillowed his head on folded arms, and watched the shadows
thrown dong the floor by the lantern. At times he floated out of his body, then did back, moving back
and forth between the etheric and the physca without any conscious effort or control. He was out of the
body, in fact, when the cdl door was opened and Nevyn strode in, accompanied by the dwarf who'd
brought the food. Even though Sarcyn had never seen the old man before, he knew that he was facing the



Master of the Aethyr by his aura, a near-blinding blaze of pae gold light.
‘Worms and dimes’ the dwarf snapped. ‘Is he dead?

‘I doubt it.” Nevyn knelt down by Sarcyn’s body and laid a hand on the back of his neck. ‘He's naot,
but in atrance.’

All & once Sarcyn fdt the blue light swirl around him.

He fdt asif his body was sucking at him; no matter how hard he fought, it pulled him down the slver
cord until a last he heard a rushy hiss and a click. With a grunt he opened his eyes and saw Nevyn
leening over him.

‘Good, the dwarf said. “Well, I'll be right outside if you need me’

Sarcyn stared down at the floor until he heard the door damming shut; then, very dowly, he turned his
head and looked at his adversary. It seemed that he should say something, some cry of defiance,
perhaps, or make the smple remark that he was ready and willing to die, but he was weary again, and no
words came. For what seemed along time Nevyn smply looked at him.

‘| came here hoping to speak of redtitution,” Nevyn sad & length. ‘But | think me it's far too late for
that.’

With a 9gh the old man rose and started for the door. Sarcyn was adeep by the time he opened it.

Although Nevyn had indsted that he was capable of riding off and bringing back a dangerous prisoner
on hisown, neither JlIl nor Rhodry had been willing to let him. Now, however, they understood why the
dweomerman had refused to let any of Blaen's men accompany them. In slent awe they sat on a long
gone bench near the wdl of the enormous cavern and watched the dwarven market-fair. At leest a
hundred yards in diameter and eadlly twice tha high, the cavern was lit by shafts of sunlight streaming in
from far above. Directly across from them, water trickled down the rock and collected in atificid basins.
Every now and then, a dwarf would fill a bucket a a pool and take it avay again for some domestic
purpose. Out in the center of the cavern, some hundred or so of the mountain people haggled and traded.
Most of the uff for sde was food spread out on rough doths mushrooms, bats, root crops furtivey
tended up on the surface, game hunted equdly dyly.

‘It's a hard life these people have,’ JlIl remarked.
‘Huh. They deserve it
‘Oh, here, my love. Try to take it with good grace.’

Rhodry merdy scowled. He was smarting, she knew, because the dwarves had taken one look a
him, seen his dven blood, and ingantly decided that he was a thief. Only Nevyn's intervention kept them
from making him wait outside. Although every now and then someone would stroll over and say a few
pleasant words to her, Rhodry they ignored, asif he were awolf or some other dangerous pet she kept.

‘Well, | understand now why Otho the smith was so nagty to you,” she said.
‘I only wish I’d been nadtier in return.’

JII patted his arm in what she hoped was a soothing manner. Wearing a rough brown dress that came



to her ankles, atiny woman, no more than three feet high, came over. In ading a her hip she carried a
baby. Since JIl had no idea of how long these people lived or how fast they grew, she couldn't tdl the
child's age, but it sat up as sraight and looked around as dertly as a humean child of about a year old.

‘Ah,” the woman said. 'Y ou mugt be the lass who came with the Master of the Aethyr.’
‘l am, a that. Isyour babe alad or alass?

‘A lass’

‘She' s a precious lambkin, truly.’

At the praise, the baby dimpled and cooed. Although she had a low forehead under a mop of curly
black hair and her nose was thick and broad, she was so tiny yet so vitd that Jil longed to hold her.

‘Can | ask you somewhat? Jll went on. “Why do so many of your folk speak Deverrian?

‘Oh, we trade with the farmers in the foothills They're a peaceable lot, and they keep our secretsin
return for a bit of our slver. There s naught like precious metds for making friends - or bitter enemies’

With the last she gave Rhodry a pointed ook, then wandered on, ducking to her baby.
‘I wish to every god that Nevyn would get hmsdf back here,; Rhodry snarled.

His wish was granted in a few minutes when the dweomer-master emerged from a tunnd on the far
gde of the cavern. With him was the dwarf named Larn who wasin charge of guarding the prisoner, and
as they strode over they were talking urgently.

‘Where's Sarcyn? Rhodry got up to greet them.
‘I left iminthe cdll,” Nevyn said. ‘He' s gone mad. Completely and unreachably mad.’
‘ Serves the cursed little bastard right.”

‘I suppose. Oh truly, your point has some judtice init, but | - * Nevyn hedtated, then shrugged. ‘It
matters not. HE's mad, and thereé sanend to it

JII knew that the dweomerman was hiding something from them, that he had some reason for wanting
Sarcyn sane, but she dso knew that he would never reved it until he chose to.

‘Nevyn? she said. ‘Y ou're not just going to let him go, are you? That would wrench my guts, to see
hm free’

‘As vengeful as dways, aren't you? But truly, I'm not. He's as dangerous mad as he was sane, and
besides, he was sane enough when he murdered that farmer and kidnapped Camdd. WeE Il take him
back for Blaen's mdover.’

‘Why? Larn broke in. ‘1 can have a couple of the lads drag him outside and dit his throat. Save us dl
alot of bother.’

‘I’'m no man to judge him and order his execution. Only the laws can do that.’

‘Have it your way, then,” the dwarf said with a shrug. ‘I’ll have him brought out.’



Hoating above the fire, the image of Sdamander’s face was grinning broadly. Nevyn heartily wished
that just once the gerthddyn would take something serioudly.

‘So,” Sdlamander thought to him. * Camde!’ s evidence means that | was right about the opium.’

‘Jugt so. | want you to go to a certain Lord Gwadyn draight away. He's associated with the King's
Provost, and he knows me wdl. Have Gwadyn take this Anghar-iad under arrest as soon as he can, and
tdl him to guard her carefully. I'll wager there's plenty of the noble-born a court who're going to want
her poisoned to stop her tongue from wagging.’

‘I'll go to him first thing on the morrow. How long should | stay in Dun Deverry?

‘Until 1 arrive. Liddyn the apothecary - you've met him, | think - is on his way here from Dun
Cantrae. I'll be gving Camdd into his care, then set out to return the Great Stone to the King. Do you
mind waiting there?

‘Not in the least. In fact, your asking me to day is somewhat of a boon, because my beloved and
esteemed father wants me to come home”’

‘Wdl, now, if he needs you, | can send someone e<se to the capitd.’

‘Don’t trouble yoursdf, oh Master of the Aethyr.” Salamander turned mdancholy in a most drameatic
way. ‘| can guess exactly whet this is about: he wants to berate me for my wandering ways. | said I'd
return in the fal. That'll be soon enough to hear yet another carefully composed and precisdy pointed
lecture on my faults, dl ddivered infull bardic voice’

After they finished their conversation, Nevyn put out the fire, for the summer night was warm, and sat
by the fading cods to wonder yet again if there was anything he could do about Sarcyn. On the morrow
a dawn he would hang in the market square, would die with a mind as confused and wordless as an
animd’s when the farmer raises the ax for daughter. And how would that carry over to his next life?
Nevyn had no detailed idea, but he knew that the end result would be bad, twiding Sarcyn’s soul just a
bit more to the paths of evil. Yet he had tried taking to the apprentice and gotten nowhere, because
Sarcyn in his madness was incapable of understanding complex ideas such as redtitution and free choice.
On the other hand, Nevyn wondered if the gpprentice would have been able to understand those ideas
even when he was sane, or if he/ d have chosen to change. Mogt likdly not, he supposed, but it saddened
him to think of a soul throwing itsdf down into darkness when there was no need.

On the hearthstone nearby sat Alastyr’s three books, which the dwarves had handed over to him.
One was smply a copy of the Secret Book of Cadwalon the Druid; the others, in the Bardek tongue,
were cdled The Way of Power and The Warrior's Sword, hdf pretentious garbage, hdf exceedingly
dangerous procedures and rituds. Idly Nevyn opened The Warrior’'s Sword.

‘Yeg, for dl things shdl be dominated by the Will of the true Warrior, down even unto the secret
places of the Darkness, for it is most admirable and recondite a truth that they who fight under the Sgil of
the...

With a snort Nevyn dammed the book shut and tossed it aside.

‘I wonder why those people can never write decently,” he remarked to the ydlow gnome. ‘ Recondite,
indeed!’

Thegnome scratched its somach, then grabbed a handful of charcoa from the hearth and scattered



it dl over the carpet. Before Nevyn could grab it, it was gone. He was picking up the lagt of the bits
when there was a knock at the door.

‘ItsJdll.

‘Comein, child, comein.

She stepped in, shutting the door, then leening back againg it asif she were weary.
‘I've come to say farewell. Rhodry and | are leaving on the morrow.’

‘Ye gods! So soon?

‘So soon. It's the way Blaen treats Rhodry. All the generous things he does only make Rhoddo fed
more shamed. Sometimes | don’'t understand the honor-bound at al.’

‘They have a rocky fidd to plow. But I'd hoped you'd linger here until | finished up my affars, a
least”

‘Sodid I. I'll missyou.’

‘Will you now? He fdt histhroat tighten. ‘I’ll miss you too, but you can aways reach me through the
fire’

‘So | can.” She was slent for so long that he came closer to look at her. ‘I’ ve been thinking. At times
| wish I'd just gone with you when you wanted me to study herberaft, but now it's top late’

‘Because of our Rhodry?
She nodded agreement, thinking something through.

‘But well,” she said at last. *One of these days, he's bound to get me with child, and | won't be able
to ride with him. If I went back to Dun Gwerbyn to be with Da, he couldn't even vidt because of his
exile But cursed if I'll end up atavern wench like Mam. So | was wondering, you see, if maybe - °

‘Of course, child”” Nevyn fdt like jigging in sheer glee. There€' s no reason that you and | and the babe
couldn’t settle down somewhere where the folk need an herbman and his apprentice.”

She amiled in such sunny rdief that she looked more a child than a woman.

‘If it weren't for Rhodry’ s stubborn honor,” he went on, ‘we could do it Sraightaway, but | can't see
him being willing to grub among the herbs like afarmer.’

‘He might - on the night when the moon turns purple and fals from the sky.’

‘Jugt so. But wel and good, then. We Il keep it in mind. Up in the northern provinces there are a
number of towns that need an herbman enough to ignore the fact that a Slver dagger is wintering with
him.

After Jll left, Nevyn stood by the window for a long time and amiled to himsdf. At last! he thought.
Soon his Wyrd would begin to unknot; soon he could begin to lead her to the dweomer. Soon. Yet even
inhisjoy, he fdt a cold warning, that nothing in his dweomer-wound life would ever be smple again.



Epilogue Winter, 1063
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‘Why didn’'t you have Vaandario order Ebany home? Cadonderid said. ‘It's been months since the
Magter of the Aethyr had any need of him.

‘Because inmy heart | was hoping that he'd do something just because | asked him,” Devaberid said.
‘Jugt once.’

Cdonderid conddered this gravely. They were stting in Devaberid’s tent, and afire burned under the
smoke-hole in the center of the roof. Every now and then, a drop of rain dipped past the baffles and
hissed in the flames.

“You know,’ the warleader said at lagt, *you rant and rave a the lad too much. | swear it, bard, when
you'reinful voice and ydling a a man, it makes his head ache.’

‘And did | ask your advice?

‘No, but you've got it anyway.’

‘Coming from you, of dl men - *

‘Ah, | know us both very well. Isn't that why you're angry at me now?
Devaberid difled afurious retort.

‘W, yes,’ the bard said at lagt. ‘| supposeitis’

Cdonderiel amiled and passed the mead skin. For a change, the warleader was tactful enough to let
the subject drop.

By then, autumn was drawing to a close. The weary sun hauled itsdf up late and stayed for only a
scant Sx hours before setting among rainclouds. Most of the People had ridden farther west to the winter
camps, but Devaberid and afew friends waited on the Eldidd border, driving their horses from meadow
to meadow in search of fresh grass, hunting the gray deer and the ferd cattle left from the days when
Eldidd men had tried to dam the borderlands. For dl his bluster, Devaberid was worried about his son.
What if Ebany had been takenill in thefilthy cities of men or been killed by thugs or bandits?

Fndly, just two days before the darkest day, when rain poured down and wind howled around the
tents, Ebany rode in, dripping wet and shivering with cold, so miserable that Devaberid didn’'t have the



heart to berate him straightaway. He helped his son tether his horses with the others, then brought him
into the warm tent and had him change his clothes. Ebany huddled by the fire and took a skin of mead
graefully.

*And have you run enough errands for one summer? the bard said.

‘Oh yes, and a strange business it was.” Ebany wiped his mouth on the back of his hand and passed
the skin to his father. ‘There. | am braced, oh esteemed parent. You may lecture, scold, berate, and
excoriate me to your heart’s content. | redize that I've arrived in the autumn only in the most limited,
restricted, and weasdling sense of the word.’

‘I was just worried about you, that's al.’
Ebany looked up in surprise and reached for the skin with a flourish.
‘Well,” Devaberid went on, as mildy as he could, ‘ Deverry’s a dangerous place.’

‘That's true. I’'m sorry. | found this lass up in Pyrdon, you see, on my way home, who found my
humble sdf very amusng indeed.’

‘Oh. Well, that’s a reasonable excuse.’
Agan Ebany stared at himin wide-eyed shock. Devaberid amiled, enjoying the effect he was making.
‘Don’t you want to know why | cdled you home?

‘Wl | assumed you wanted to take me to task for being a wadtrel, scoundrd, lazy sot, or perchance
totd fool.’

‘Nothing of the sort. I've got important news. This spring, | discovered that you have a haf-brother |
didn’t even know existed. His mother is a Deverry woman like yours, and he's ended up a siver dagger.’

‘Rhodry.’
‘That’s his name, sure enough.’

‘Ah by the Dark Sun hersdlf, | met him, and just this spring. | kept staring at him and wondering why |
thought | knew him. Here, Da, he looks a cursed ot like, you.’

‘So I've been told. Do you remember that Siver ring, the one with the roses on it? It's for him. Now
look, | can't go riding around the kingdom, so when spring comes, will you take it to him?

‘Of course. After dl, snce I've met im | can scry him out easly enough.” Then suddenly he
shuddered.

‘It looks to me like you' ve taken achill. I'll put more wood on the fire”
‘It's not that. The dweomer-cold took me’

Devaberid fdt like shuddering himsdf. Redlizing that his son was one of those persons that the eves
cdl ‘spirit friends dways creeped his flesh. He busied himsdf with finding the leather pouch and tossing it
to Ebany, who shook the ring out into his palm.



‘It's a drange trinket, this’ Ebany dipped into Dever-rian when he spoke. ‘I remember when you
showed it to me, dl those years ago. | wanted it so badly, for some reason, and yet | knew it wasn't
mine’

‘Do you dill covet it?

‘I don't.” He closed his fingers over the ring and stared into the fire. ‘I see Rhodry. HE's up in the
north somewhere, because he' sriding through snowdrifts. The ring quivers in my hand when | watch, so
it's his, true enough.

Oh, it longs for him, it does, but | think me that in the end, it might bring his death.’
“What? By the barbarian gods, maybe | should just chuck the thing into ariver.’

‘It'd only find amen to fish it out again.” Ebany’s voice was soft, haf-drunken. *And hell not die, our
Rhodry, till his Wyrd comes upon him, and what man can turn that aside? Not even his own father, and
you know it well.’

Y et Devaberid fdt heartsick, that his son saw some grave thing come toward them from the future.

It was a long time before the Old One fully pieced together the story of the summer’s debacle in
Deverry. When the appointed time for Alastyr and the Hawks to return came and went, he knew that
something had gone serioudy wrong and sent spies off to the kingdom. Before they could return,
however, he received darming news from more ordinary sources. Over in Deverry, the King's men and
the gwerbret of Cerrmor’s men swept in and arrested severd of thar most important agents in the opium
trade. Fortunately, Anghariad had been poisoned before she could babble secrets under torture, and
Gwenca knew little of dark dweomer besides superdtitious ramblings that the gwerbret disbelieved. Still,
the arrests were a severe blow to the opium trade, which provided the dark brotherhood with a
sgnificant part of itsincome. Y et the worst news of dl arrived with the shaken spies. Asthe Old One had
long believed, Alastyr and his apprentices were dead, and the books of power in Nevyn's hands. The
Old One longed to know what Sarcyn had told the old man before his public hanging; he smply couldn’t
believe that Nevyn would waste a chance to torture every possble scrap of informetion out of the
apprentice. The thing, however, that made him rage and swear for long hours was that Nevyn had pulled
afind trick on them. When in his gratitude a having the Great Stone returned the King had offered the
dweomerman a boon, Nevyn had asked for a court gppointment for his ‘nephew’ Madoc, the Master of
Fire and a man of consderable power. With him there on guard, the dark dweomer would never be able
to meddle directly at court again.

For severd days the Old One shut himsdf up in his sudy and pored over the astrologicd data and the
written records of his meditations. Somewhere in them had to be subtle indications of trouble that, it
seemed, he'd missed before. Y et he found nothing to indicate the role Rhodry had played in disrupting
Alagtyr’'s plans. JIl was even worse, a complete cipher to him, because he had neither her birth time nor
that of her parents, whose low status made it likdy that the precious times were unrecorded and thus
forever logt. Fndly he decided that he had made no mistake, that something was a work to disrupt dl
his carefully laid workings, something beyond his control.

With a 9gh that was close to a growl, he heaved his bulk out of his chair and waddled to the window.
Outside, trembling in the coolish winter wind, flowering vines splashed scarlet over the garden wdl. Two
daves moved across the square of lawn, raking falen leaves. He bardy saw them, his mind ranging far to
Deverry. If only he could have travelled therel Impossible, of course; not only was his hedth so poor that
the sea journey would have killed him, but dso he was too wel known to the Magter of the Aethyr. For



a moment he was close to panic. His delicate postion in the Brotherhood depended on successful
predictions, not advice thet led to disaster. What if the other members of the ruling council decided that
he'd outlived his usefulness? Then he steadied himsdf, reminding himsdf thet he gill had power beyond
mog, that he was far from defeated yet.

He went to the door, rang the gong for his mgordomo, and told the dave tha he was not to be
disturbed for anything short of the house being on fire. Then he settled himsdf in his chair and let his
bresthing dow while he prepared for the working. The Old One had discovered and elaborated a most
curious form of meditation over his long years tha was the source for many of his most accurate
predictions. In Bardek a tha time, when parchments and writing materids were extremey expensive,
learned men had developed a clever sysem of training their memories to store information. Firgt the
Sudent learned to visudize clear mental images of ordinary objects, say a Slver wine flagon. Once he
could hold thisimage in his mind for amoment or two and see it as dearly asif it sat before him, he went
on to doing the same thing with more and more elaborate objects, until a last he could hold an entire
room, filled with furniture, in his mind and have that room be exactly the same every time he recdled it.

At this point he began to build a memory house, imegining and visudizing it one room at atime. Into
each room he placed objects symbalic of things he wanted to remember, and these images were usudly
amudng or grotesgue the better to simulate the memory. For indance, a spice merchant would have a
room in his house where he stored information about certain important customers. If a rich woman
detested black pepper, say, he would put in a statue of her sneezing violently. If at a certain point he
remembered that she had a specid quirk, he would mentaly walk into the room, look around, and see
the picture, which would remind him to bring her a present of some other spice.

Now, it's obvious that this method of memory training has a great ded in common with the beginning
seps of a dweomer agpprenticeship, and the Old One had redized it as soon as he began his
dweomer-studies. As a young man, he'd been trained as a government clerk, a job that required the
memory method above dl ese, because in those days the very smple idea of filing papers and
informetion in dphabetical order had yet to be invented. In his mind the young dave eunuch who was il
known as Tondalo had huilt a vast archive, into which he could wak and find the location of every
important document in his care. Once he had bought his freedom and made himsdf a rich man by
queezing every drop of the rich juices of a dvil service run modly by bribes, he had spent an intensdy
pleasurable afternoon burning that archive down to the precisaly imagined ground.

The technique, however, had remained extremdy vauable, especialy once he'd chanced upon a way
to expand it. It had happened, some hundred years earlier, that he/'d been working on a particularly
difficult problem for the dark guild, a question of whether or not to assassinate a certain archon. As spies
brought him information about the archon and the paliticad dtuation in his city-state, Tondao had stored
them in a memory room, because they were far too scandalous to write down. At one point, he returned
to that room to find that certain of the objects had changed. A statue of a naked young boy (representing
the archon’s true love in life) was holding a bowl that the Old One hadn't placed there, and next to the
boy stood a weeping woman. Spurred by the change, Tondalo saw the solution to their problem: the boy
was holding poison in a bowl; the woman was his mother. One of the dark guild’'s more presentable
members had worked on the mother’s mind until she was furious enough to denounce the archon publidy
for his vices. After the mob was through with him, the dark guild had no need to send an assassin to the
archon’s door.

That particular set of symbols had changed only out of intuition; the Old One had seen that dearly,
that just as in a dream, one part of his mind had solved a problem while his consciousness was looking
another way. But it had given him an idea. What if he made a specid room, a temple, even, and filled it
with dweomer-charged symbols? Would they perhaps change as tides from the future touched them and



tdl the secrets of time to come? Although it had taken him years, in the end the Old One had made the
idea work.

That afternoon he sat in his chair and called up his temple of Time. Since this working was a purdy
mentd one, he was fully awake, merdy concentrating with an intengity beyond the reach of an untrained
mind. The firg building was a tdl, square tower, made of white stone, that stood on a hill; one sde of the
hill was in full sunlight, the other, in moonlight. He walked round to the moonlit Sde and went in one of
the four doors that opened into the firg of twelve stories. Each wal had seven windows, and in the center
was a crcular staircase of fifty-two steps. He went up, bardly glanang at the collection of objects that
filled each room, until he reached the twdfth floor.

Standing where he'd placed them around the staircase were the Statues of four dves, two mae, two
femde, dl with their backs to the dairs as if they were saring out the windows. Beyond them was a
gatue of Rhodry, as close to the descriptions he/ d heard as the Old One could make it, except that he'd
dressed the statue dl in red. At Rhodry’s feet lay the slver and blue dragon of Aberwyn. Nearby was a
gylized statue meant to represent Jil, a pretty blonde with a sword in her hand. Just beyond her was -
nothing. The Old One fdt a shudder run down his back when he redlized that Alastyr’s image had utterly
vanished. He should have expected that, he supposed; it showed that the temple was firmly linked to
higher forces. All around were various other symbols and objects, a statue of Nevyn, a broken dven
longbow, various Wild-folk holding things that had associations in the Old One's mind, but he ignored
them at first and crossed to one of the windows.

Outsde a mig swirled, and he steadied his nerves before he peered into it. Strange creatures
sometimes came there, because even though the temple had started out as a mental construct only, over
the many years he'd worked in it it had started to acquire an adira redity as wel, as any image will if
ensouled with enough force. Yet that particular day he saw only moonlight swirling through the migt rather
then cryptic images of future events. He went round to dl the moonsde windows, but aways he was
disappointed. As he turned back to the stairs, something caught his eye, and he stopped to examine the
datue of Rhodry. There was a difference, some tiny thing - he looked it over until a last he found the
change. There were tiny roses growing around the index finger of Rhodry’s left hand, dead-white roses
50 perfectly formed that their thorns had raised a drop of blood on the statue's finger. Puzzled he turned
away, only to stop and stare again: the statues of the elves were laughing a him.

All a once he was terified. He heard smdl noises, a rudling a the windows as if something were
trying to get in. As he started down the steps he heard the distant laughter, heard music playing like a
whisper on the wind that suddenly blew around his tower. In panic he ran, claitering down the steps,
legping from floor to floor, till at last he reached the safe sllence of the bottom story, where the statues of
long-dead archons stared a him as if disgpproving of his unseemly haste. There he camed himsdf. The
tower was only a menta image, his construct, quite unred, and he'd been a stupid fool to give in to that
inexplicable fear. All he had to do was open his eyes and the temple would disappear back into his
memory. Y et he wondered then just how red the temple might have become, if perhaps he might find it -
or some strange, distorted vison of it - waiting for him on the agtrd plane if he travelled there to look.
For a moment he was afraid to attempt opening his eyes in case he found himsdf trapped in the vison.
Then he forced himsdf to walk out one of the sunlit doors, to look at the mentd hillsde - and to open his

eyes.

Hisfamiliar room appeared to him, his desk, the litter of scrolls, the tiled floor, the open window. With
adgh that was closer to a gasp of rdlief, he got up and went on trembling legs to ring the gong for a
servant. One of hiswell-trained young men appeared amost immediadly.

‘Bring chilled wine - white, but not one of the best vintages’



The dave bobbed his head, then ducked out of the room. The Old One waddled back to his char
and sat down heavily, curang Rhodry Maglwaedd and his entire clan in his mind. Then he reminded
himsdf that Rhodry was only a minor irritation compared to the Master of the Aethyr. It was Nevyn who
hed destroyed Alastyr, Nevyn who had trapped his apprentice, Nevyn who stood like a dun wall
between the Old One and his ultimate god, that of exdting such hatred and suspicion between Deverry
men and the Elcyion Lacar that open war would rage between them. In the end, the men of Deverry
would win. The even race were few in number; they had few children, too, while human beings bred like
rats. If things came to along war, then the world would be rid of the elves.

It was not, mind, that the Old One hated the evesin any emctiond sense. They were, quite Smply, in
his way with ther indinctive honor and ther afinity for the dweomer of light. He didn’t need obscure
predictions and image-workings to tdl him thet if ever their dweomer joined forces with the dweomer of
Deverry on any wide front, then his dark brotherhood was doomed. He had no intention of letting such a
thing happen. The Maglwaedd clan, and especidly Rhodry, were marked by the omens to be the
reconcilers between df and man in some convoluted way that the Old One couldn’t fathom, and thus,
they too mugt die. Yet, as he brooded over his wine that afternoon, his smple irritation that Rhodry had
ruined his plans grew into something close to a hatred, and that rage grew untl it spilled over onto
Rhodry’s dan and mogt of dl, Rhodry’s protector, Nevyn himsdf. Long did he consider, until at last he
found the seed of a plan. Every man in the dark brotherhood was threatened by this summer’s turn of
events. No doubt he could cdl a mesting of the council and convince them to join forces to wipe the
threaet away. They would have to plan carefully, work dowly, and hide their actua dweomer until the end,
but if dl went well, they would win.

‘Oh yes,’ hesaid doud. ‘' The Master of the Aethyr mugt die’



Appendix

Charactersand Thar Incarnations

Current
Nevyn
Jii
Rhodry
Lovyan
Cdlyn
Sayan

ca. 643
Gdrion/Nevyn
Brangweh
Blaen

Rodda
Gerraent

Ysola

ca. 696

Nevyn

Gweran
Carylla

Tanyc
Cadda

ca. 773
Nevyn
Gweniver
Ricyn
Dolyan
Dannyn

Macla



Glossary

Aber (Deverrian) A river mouth, an estuary.

Alar (Elvish) A group of eves, who may or may not be bloodkin, who agree to travel together as a
living unit.

Alardan (Elv.) The meding of severd dali, usudly the occasion for a drunken party.
Angwidd (Dev.) Unexplored, unknown.
Archon (trandation of the Bardekian atzenarlen) The elected head of a city-state (Bardekian at).

Adral The plane of existence directly ‘above’ or ‘within' the etheric (g.v.). In other systems of magic,
often referred to as the Akashic Record or the treasure-house of images.

Aura Thefidd of dectromagnetic energy that permeates and emanates from every living being.
Aver (Dev.) A river.
Blue Light Another name for the etheric (g.v.).

Body of Light An atifidd thought-form (q.v.) constructed by a dweomer-master to enable him or
her to travel through other planes of existence.

Brigga (Dev.) Loose wool trousers worn by men and boys.

Broch (Dev.) A squat tower inwhich people live Origindly, in the Homeand, these towers had one
hig fireplace in the center and a number of booths or tiny roomlets up the sides, but by the time of our
narrative, this architectura style has given way to regular floors with hearths and chimneys on ether side
of the structure.

Cadvridoc (Dev.) A war leader. Not a generd in the drict sense, the cadvridoc is supposed to take
the advice and counsd of the noble born under him, but hisis the right of find decison.

Captain (trandation of the Dev. pendagly.) The second in command, &fter the lord himsdf, of a
noble's warband. An interesting point is that the word taely can mean ether a warband or a family,
depending on context.

Conaber (Elv.) A mudcd ingrument Smilar to the panpipe but of even more limited range.

Cwm (Dev.) A vdley.

Dal (Elv.) A lake.

Dun (Dev.) A fort.

Dweomer (trandation of Dev. dwunddaevad) Inits strict sense, a system of magic amed at persond
enlightenment through harmony with the natura universein dl its planes and manifestations; in the popular



Sense, magic, Sorcery.
Elcyion Lacar (Dev.) The dves, literdly, the ‘bright spirits, Bright Fey.

Ensorcd To hypnotize a person by direct manipulation of hisher aura rather than by manipulaion of
the consciousness in order to affect the aura.

Etheric The plane of exigence directly ‘above the physcd. With its magnetic substance and
currents, it holds physical matter within an invisble mesh and is the source of life

Etheric Double The true being of a person, that dectromagnetic structure that holds the physcd
body together and that is the true seat of consciousness.

Geis A taboo, usudly a prohibition againg doing something. Bresking geis results in ritud pollution
and usudly death to anyone who firmly beieves in the concept, ether by their morbid depression or by
some Hf-inflicted ‘ accident’ .

Gerthddyn (Dev.) Literdly, a‘musc man’; a wandering mindrd and entertainer of much lower status
then a true bard.

Great Ones Spirits, now disncarnate but once human, who exis on an unknowably high plane of
exigence and who have dedicated themsdves to the eventud enlightenment of dl sentient beings.
Buddhigts cdl them Bodhisattvas.

Gwerbret (Dev.) The highest rank of nobility below the roya family itsdf. Gwerbrets (Dev.
gwerbretiori) function as the chief magidrates of ther regions, and even kings hestate to override thar
decisons because of ancient tradition.

Hiraedd (Dev.) A peculialy Cdtic form of depression, marked by a deep, tormented longing for
some unobtainable thing; dso and in particular, homesickness to the third power.

Javdin (trans, of Dev. picecl) Since the weapon in question is only about three feet long, the reader
should avoid thinking of it as a proper spear or one of those enormous javeins used in the modern
Olympic games.

Lwdd (Dev.) A blood-price; differs from wergild in that the amount of Iwdd is negotiable in some
circumstances, rather than being set by law.

Malover (Dev.) A full, forma court of law with both a priest of Be and ether a gwerbret or atieryn
in attendance.

Meim (Elv.) A river.
Mor (Dev.) A ses, ocean.
Ped (Dev.) Far, digant.

Rhan (Dev.) A political unit of land; thus, gwerbretrhyn, tierynrhyn, the area under the direct control
of agiventieryn or gwerbret. The sze of the various rhannau varies widdy, depending on inheritance and
the fortunes of war rather than some legd definition.

Scrying The art of seeing distant people or places by magic.



Sigil An abstract magica figure, usudly representing either a particular spirit or a particular power or
kind of energy. These figures, which look alat like geometric scribbles, are derived by various rules from
secret magicd diagrams.

Spirits Living though incorporea beings proper to the various planes and forces of the universe. Only
the dementd spirits, the Wildfalk (trans, of Dev. dcyion goecl), can manifes directly in the physicd
plane. Others need some vehide, such as a gem, incense, smoke, or the magnetism given off by freshly
spilled blood.

Taer (Dev.) Land, country.

Thought-form An image or three-dimensond form that has been fashioned out of ether etheric or
adrd substance by the action of atrained mind. If enough trained minds work together to build the same
thought form, it will exist independently for a period of time dependent on the amount of energy put into
it. Manifestations of gods or saints are often thought forms picked up by the highly intuitive or those with
atouch of second sght.

Tieryn (Dev.) An intermediate rank of the noble-born, below a gwerbret but above an ordinary lord
(Dev. arcloedd).

Wyrd (trans, of Dev. tingedd) Fate, destiny; the inescgpable problems carried over from a being's
last incarnation.

Ynis (Dev.) Anidand.



