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Note on the Series

Over the past few years, readers have asked me various questions about the Deverry series. Usudly
these questions are asked in noisy rooms at conventions where no one can redly hear the answers, but
now my publishers have kindly given me a chance to answer some of them in print, where it's dways
quiet. The two things you dl mogt want to have darified, it seems, are the kind of magic the characters
use and the way |’ ve organized the books.

Deverry dweomer is very loosdly based on the ‘red magic' of the Western tradition, a fidd of study
that can best be defined, perhaps, through its history. Firdt, though, let me define one thing that magic
in't, popular belief and oft-repeated dliches to the contrary. Magic is most emphaticdly not a subgtitute
for technology nor is it the equivdent of technology. No more will the true magician study it only for
persond gan. As a vary wise man recently defined it, ‘Magic is the art of producing changes in
consciousness a will and of using these changes to expand the consciousness of dl humanity.” Notice the
emphads on consciousness here. Thisis not to say that magic never produces any effects in the so-called
‘red’ or physcd world - quite the contrary -amply that in true magic, consciousness is dways centrd
and these physicd effects secondary. In Deverry, since I'm writing adventure stories firg and foremost,
the physicd effects are quite spectacular, but thisis one reason that | say the magic is very loosdy based
upon the Western tradition.

What is this tradition, then? Over the past two thousand years, thanks to the invective of the various
churches and more recently of the sdentific community, magic has had to lie hidden in the West,
practised in secret, persecuted in public whenever the inquisitors got wind of it, and because of tha
persecution what should be an organized body of philosophica thought and spiritud practice has become
mamed and garbled, conflated in the popular mind with superdtition, devil worship, and the tricks and
glly stories of con men and hucksters. In Asa, where no one organized rdigion ever got the whip hand
over the soul of humanity, the situation is different. Most of you know about ioga, for ingance, a truly
soiritud discipline reaching back thousands of years, or have heard about the monedtic life of Buddhism
and the intense spiritud ingghts and powers that its devotees dtan after years of meditation. Western
magic should have been no less.

Let me say here that when | talk about Europe and Asia | don't mean to deny the existence of the
netive spriritud systems of Africa and the Americas. | amply don’t know enough about them to discuss
them intdligently. The roots of dl these spiritua disciplines, however, induding what should have been the
European, probably liein some common ground: the developing shamanism of Pdaedlithic hunters some
fifteen thousand years ago, or maybe even further back than that-1 doubt very much that anyone will ever
know, and you should dl be extremey sceptical of anyone who says they do, particularly if these dams
invalveflying saucers, the lost continent of Atlantis, or other such sensationd plot dements. What we do
know is that by the time the art of writing was dowly spreading through the Eurasan continent, round
about 2000 BC or s0, shamaniam had developed into a vast variety of spiritud practices, which in Asa
hed the good fortune to become firmly woven into the rdigious life of their cultures.

In Europe, Mediterranean Africa and the Middle East these spiritud disciplines flourished only until
the spread of monotheism. We know thelr remnants as pagan mydery cults, such as those of Eleuss, we
see fragments in Hellenized Egyptian religions such as the worship of 1sis we have a handful of texts of
the Gnogtic mysery schools, some Chrigianized, others not, that have miraculoudy survived the
organized persecutions and suppressions of the Orthodox, whether Christian or Modem, of later years.



But what we have are, by and large, hardy fragments of root left from a mangled plant, cut down before
itsfull flowering by the sort of priest who put his tempord power above the soiritud hedth of his flock.
The one true magicd sysem we do have is the Jewish cabbala, kept dive by a people of enormous
courage in the face of dander and persecution. In those dark years, Judaism was the only mgor Western
reigion to redize that different kinds of souls have different needs, that there will dways be some who
want to know and to experience the truth for themsdves and who are willing to leave safe territory
behind to do so. Those of us who bdieve the same owe it and its people a huge debt.

There is no space here to give the convoluted history of the various magidans and dchemids,
Chridian cabbdists and Rosicrucians, to say nothing of the Sufis on the Modem sde of the equation,
who druggled to keep Western magic dive during the last eighteen hundred years or so. (If you're
interested, you can find books by the historian Frances Yates in any good public library.) That they
succeeded at dl is amazing enough; to point out that a lot of strange weeds took root and grew in the
fidd cleared but never sown with proper seed seems unfair, but not everyone who camed to be a
follower of the true path was one. And of course the lies and danders continued and ill continue: that
magic damns you or drives you insane, that witches worship the devil, and, most recently, that magic is
nothing but New Age occult-babble on the one hand or illuson and fraud on the other. As readers, you'll
dl have to make up your own minds on the truth of these things. It should be clear enough by now where
| stand.

As for the structure of the Deverry books, a lot of people have muttered, ether to themsdlves or
directly to me, ‘Why do you use dl those damn flashbacks? Wadll, there is in this world more than one
way of organizing a story - or a body of factud information, for that matter. The ‘start a the beginning
and go through to the endl principle that we've dl been raised with dates back to classcd Greek
thought as tranamitted by the Romans, and, as part of Arigtotdian logic, it forms the basis of modern
science and the saientific world-view (though one that modern physics is beginning to undermine). In this
way of looking at the world, Time's arrow flies sraight and in one direction only. The magicd tradition,
however, teaches that you don’t necessarily have to movein a sraight line to reach your destination.

Classcd writers like Diodorus Sculus and Polybius sate that the Cets who were their
contemporaries believed in reincarnation, among other doctrines that are today part of the magicd
tradition. Certainly the art of the Gauls and the later flowering of Cdtic art in the early Chridian era are
clear enough evidence that here is a people who organized information in a non-classical, non-Arigtotelian
manner. Since I’ m writing about ancient Cdlts, after dl, I've borrowed their way of looking at the world,
too, in the loops and spirds of my story line as it laces between and laces up the various lifetimes of the
characters. | promise, on the gods of my peopleif you like, that | do have aplaninmind, even if it isn't a
linear one, and | honestly do think that if you try to seeit asit unfolds, you'll get some smdl reward, even
if it sonly ataste of what it means to think in a non-linear manner. If you' ve never seen any Cdltic art, the
flowing spirals and triskdlia of the Gauls, the beautiful lacings and braidings of the Irish monks, by dl
means do yoursdf a favour and browse through a book about them in a library or bookshop. My own
gmdl craft is, | promise you, nothing compared to theirs.
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A Note on the Pronunciation of Deverry Words

The language spoken in Deverry is a member of the P-Cdtic family. Although dosdy reated to
Weddh, Cornish, and Breton, it is by no meansidentica to any of these actud languages and should never
be taken as such.

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

A asinfaher when long; a shorter verson of the same sound, asin far, when short.
0 asin bone when long; asin pot when short.

W as the 0o in spook when long; asin roof when short.

Y asthei in machine when long; as the ein butter when short.

Easin pen.

1 asinpin.

U asin pun.

Voweds are generdly long in stressed syllables; short in unstressed. Y is the primary exception to this
rule. When it appears as the last letter of aword, it is dways long whether that syllableis stressed or not.

Diphthongs generdly have one consistent pronunciation:
AE asthe ain mane.

Al asinade.

AU asthe ow in how.

EO as a combination of eh and oh.

EW asin Welsh, a combination of eh and oo.

IE asin pier.

OE asthe oy in boy.

Ul as the North Welsh wy, a combination of 00 and ee. Note that Ol is never a diphthong, but is two
diginct sounds, asin carnoic (KAR-noh-ik).

Consonants are modly the same asin English, with these exceptions:

Cisdways hard asin cat.



Gisdways hard asin get.

DD is the voiced th as in thin or breathe, but the voidng is more pronounced than in English. It is
opposed to TH, the unvoiced sound asin th or breath. (Thisis the sound that the Greeks caled the Cdltic
tau.)

Risheavily rolled.

RH isavoicdess R, agpproximatdy pronounced as if it were spelled hr in Deverry proper. In Eldidd,
the sound is fast becoming indiginguishable from R.

DW, GW, and TW are sngle sounds, asin Gwendolen or twit.
Y isnever a consonant.

| before a vowd at the beginning of a word is consonantd, as it is in the plurd ending -ion,
pronounced yawn.

Doubled consonants are both sounded clearly, unlike in English. Note, however, that DD is a Sngle
|etter, not a doubled consonant.

Accent is generdly on the penultimate syllable, but compound words and place names are often an
exception to thisrule.

| have used this sysem of transcription for the Bardekian and Blvish dphabets as wdl as the
Deverrian, which is, of course, based on the Greek rather than the Roman modd. On the whole, it works
quite wdl for the Bardekian, at least. Asfor Elvish, in a work of this sort it would be ridiculous to resort
to the elaborate apparatus by which scholars attempt to transcribe that most subtle and nuanced of
tongues. Since the human ear cannot even didinguish between such sound-pairings as B> and <B, | see
no reason to confuse the human eye with them. | do owe many thanks to the various dven naive
speakers who have suggested which consonant to choose in confusing cases and who have laboured,
das often in vain, to refine my ear to the dven vowd system.



PROLOGUE

Eldidd, 1063

Al ynal; mel amlat
Llitrecawwr liyry; lioncawed,

Adnfnrhyd bewydbrydirad
Consinthebyre beerinthelond.
Rainfloodsthefieefloningfad
Anddidk peths A s dewsover treesn

LiywerchtheAncetor

Even though dark clouds hung close to earth dl day in what might have been ether a heavy fog or an
outright drizzle, out in the sacred grove beyond the city walls of Aberwyn the ancient oaks glowed with a
light of their own, the autumna splendour of ther scarlet and gold leaves. A few sparks of that flame had
fluttered down to liein the muddy grave like golden offerings to maich the grave goods dready in place,
jars and ewers of mead and ail, loaves of bread, afine sword in a gilded scabbard, pottery statues of the
gwerbret’s favourite horses, dl set around the wicker-work chariot. Although Deverry men had stopped
fighting from chariots some thousand years earlier, their memory persisted as a thing belonging to heroes,
and great men were buried in them, but lying down, unlike their ancestors, who were sometimes propped
up in a parody of action that seemed indecent to Deverrian minds.

Lovyan, Tieryn Dun Gwerbyn, regent to the gwerbretrhyn of Aberwyn, stood at the edge of the grave
and watched the shaven-headed priests of Bd dambering around in the mud as they lad the body of
Rhys Maelwaedd, her eldest son, down for his lagt rest. By then the rituas were long over, and most of
the huge crowd of mourners gone, but she lingered, unable to cry or keen, weary to the very heart, as
they arranged hisfine plaid, the slver, blue, and green of Aberwyn, around him. Once they began to fill in
the grave, she would leave, she decided. She had watched wet earth fdl on the faces of other men she
had loved, her husband, her second son Aedry, the third son dead in childbirth that they’d never even
named, she had no need to watch it again.

Beside her Nevyn laid a comforting hand on her shoulder. A tdl man, with a shock of white hair and
piercing blue eyes, he had skin as wrinkled as one of the fdlen leaves and hands spotted dl over from
age, but he stood as sraight and walked as vigoroudy as a young warrior. Although everyone who knew
him considered his energy a marvel, Lovyan was one of the few who knew the truth, that he owed it to
the dweomer of light, because he was one of the greatest sorcerers who had ever lived in Deverry. Just
latdy he had come into her service as a councillor, but in truth, she assumed, she was the one who was
sarving his particular ends. It mattered not to her, because not only did she trust him, but ther particular
gods were, for the moment & least, the same.

‘It's cold out here, Your Grace,’ he said, his voice soft with sympathy.

‘I'mwel aware of that, my thanks. We ll be leaving soon.’



The priests were fagtening the enormous golden ring-brooch to the plaid and dasping it closed around
the dead gwerbret’s neck. She looked away and saw two men pushing a dab of stone, baanced on a
hand-cart, towards the grave. The epitaph was aready carved, an englyn of praise for the ruler of
Aberwyn, logt to a hunting accident, but of course, it never mentioned the true cause of his deeth: evil
dweomer. She shuddered, remembering the day when they’d ridden out together to fly thair hawks.
They'd been camly trotting down the river road when Rhys's horse had gone mad, bucking and rearing,
findly fdling to crush its rider. Even at the time the accident had seemed inexplicable; later she had
learned that dark dweomermen had caused the horse's madness and thus had murdered Rhys as surdy
asif they’d used a sword. Why? That, no one knew.

The priests dimbed out of the grave and sgndled to the diggers, leaning on their shovels nearby.
Lovyan blew akiss at her dead son.

‘Seep well, little one,” she whispered, then turned away. ‘ Come dong, dl of you. We'd best get back
to the dun.’

Nevyn took her arm, and the smdl crowd of pages and serving women fdl in behind her as they made
their dlent way to the edge of the grove, where her escort was waiting. Twenty-five men of Rhys's
warband and fifteen of her own stood at respectful atention beside their horses. As she approached, her
captain, Cullyn of Cerrmor, led over her horse, a beautiful golden mare with a slvery mane and tail, and
hdd it for her as she mounted and adjusted her long dresses and cloak over the Sidesaddle.

‘My thanks, captain.” She took the reins from him, then turned in the saddle to make sure thet the rest
of her retinue were ready to ride. ‘Wl and good, then. Let’s get back home.’

At the captain’s 9gnd the men mounted, and the procession set off, Lovyan and Nevyn at the head,
her women and pages just behind, and bringing up the rear, the warbands. As they rode up to the high
aty wals, the men on duty at the gates snapped to smart attention, but Lovyan bardly saw them, so
wrapped in numb grief was she. It's dl been too much, she thought to hersdlf; amply too much to bear.
Yetin her heart she knew that she could indeed besar it, that she would somehow find from somewhere
the strength to see her through the difficult months ahead. Many noblewomen, it seemed, lived lives that
dlowed them the luxury of hyderics, they could walow in fits of weeping, or shut themsdves up
dramticaly in their chambers and get sympathy from hdf the kingdom with no one being the worse for it;
she, however, had dways had to difle her griefs and rise above her weaknesses. At times, such as tha
moment in the chilly drizzle, she resented it, but even in her resentment she knew that she'd been given
the better bargain by the gods.

As the procession wound through the rain-dick cobbled streets of Aberwyn, the townsfolk came out
of house and shop to pay ther respects quite spontaneoudy to the tieryn, who had been well-liked here
when she'd been the wife of the then gwerbret, Tingyr, before thar son Rhys inherited the rhan. Ther
heads bared to the drizzle, the men bowed and the women curtsied, and here and there someone caled
out ‘Our hearts ache for you, Your Grace', or ‘Our sorrows go with you'. Lovyan's heart ached more
for them. Soon, unless she and Nevyn were successful in averting it, war would ravage Aberwyn's
prosperous streets, and these people would have more to sorrow over than her mourning.

The rank of gwerbret was an odd onein the Deverry scheme of things. Although by Lovyan’stime the
office passed down from father to son, origindly, back in the Dawntime, gwerbrets had been eected
magidrates, caled ‘vergobretes inthe old tongue. A remnant of this custom ill survived in the Council
of Electors, who met to choose a new gwerbret whenever one died without an her. Since the rank
brought with it many an honour as wel as a fortune in taxes and property, every great can and a few
optimidtic lesser ones as wdl vied among themsdlves to be chosen whenever the line of sucession broke,



and more often than not, the contest turned from athing of bribes and paliticking into open war. Once the
Coundil got to fighting among themsdves, the bloodshed could go on for years, because not even the
King could intervene to stop it. Any king who marched in defiance of the laws would find himsaf with
long years of resentment and rebellion on his hands. The most his highness could do was use his honorary
seat on the Coundcil to urge peace if he were so minded, or to politick aong with everyone dse for the
candidate he favoured. The later was the more usud occurrence.

Since Rhys had died childless, the members of the Council were adready jockeying for postion at the
darting line of this possible horse race. Lovyan knew full well that they were beginning to form half-secret
dliances and to accept gifts and flatteries that were very nearly bribes. She was furious, in a weary sort of
way, for though Rhys had no sons, he did leave a legd her, one marked with the gpprova of the King
himsdf, Rhodry, Rhys's younger brother and her last-born son. If only Rhodry were home safe in
Aberwyn there would be no need for Council meetings disguised as socid vists, but he had been sent
into exile some years before by afit of his brother’s jedlousy and no better cause. Now, with the King's
own decree of recdl published and dl Aberwyn waiting for him as heir, he had disappeared, as wel and
thoroughly gone as a mormning mis by a hot noontide. When the King had made his proclamation of
recdl, some days before, his highness had set the term as a year and a day - just a year and a day for
them to find the heir and bring him home. Less than that now, she thought; an eightnight’s dmost gone.

Although she was certain tha Nevyn knew his wheregbouts, the old man was refusng to tdl her.
Every time she asked, he put her off, saying that someone was on therr way to bring Rhodry back home
and no more. She knew perfectly wel that her son was in some grave danger. By trying to spare her
fedings, Nevyn was making her anxiety worse, or so she assumed, thinking that her troubled mind would
no doubt make up worse dangers than her lad was actudly in. She suspected that some of those who
coveted Aberwyn had kidnapped him, and she lived in terror that they would kill m before Nevyn's
myserious aide could rescue him. If, however, she had known the truth, she would have seen the
wisdom in Nevyn's sllence.

That night the drizzle turned into a full-fledged winter storm, along howl and dash of rain pounding out
of the south. It was only the first of many, Nevyn knew; the winter promised to be a bad one, and the
Southern Sea impassable for many along month. In his chamber, high up in the main broch of Aberwyn’'s
dun, the shutters strained and banged in their latches, and the candle-lanterns guttered in the draughts.
Although the charcod brazier was glowing a cherry-red, he put on a heavy wool cloak and arranged the
peaked hood around his neck to ward off the cregping chill. His guest was even more uncomfortable. A
Bardekian, close to seven feet tdl and massvely built, Elaeno had skin so dark that it was as blue-black
asink, a colour indicating that he was at homein hot climates, not this damp draughtiness. This particular
night he was muffled up in two cloaks over a par of linen shirts and some wool brigga that had been
gpecidly sewn to fit him. Even so, he shivered at each gust of wind.

“How do you barbarians manage to survive in this godforsaken climate? Elaeno inched his chair a bit
closer to the brazier.

‘With gresat difficulty, actudly. You should be glad we're here on the coast, not way up north, say in
Cerrgonney. At least it rardly snows in Eldidd. Up to the north they’ll be over their heads in the quff in
another month.”

“You know, I've never seen snow. | can’'t say I’'m pining away from the lack.’

‘It wouldn't ache my heart if | never saw the nasty Suff again, ether. I'm cursed grateful you'd winter
here’



“You don't need to keep saying that.’

‘My thanks, but ye gods, | fed so weary these days. There's so blasted much riding on our Rhodry,
and there he is, off in Bardek where we can't reach him till spring, and the gods only know how he's
faing. When | think of the worst possihilities - *

‘Don’'t think of them. Just don’'t. There's naught we can do now, so don't dwel on what might be.
Easer sad than done, I'll admit.’

With a sgh Nevyn took a scoopful of charcoa out of the bucket and scattered it into the brazier,
where the Wildfolk of Fire were dancing and sporting on the pinkish-red cods. Although he wasn't sure
who had hired them, Nevyn knew that Rhodry had been kidnapped by one of the Bardekian blood
guilds who permanently removed little problems like rivas for an inheritance for those that had the coin
to hire them. He could only hope that the lad was dill dive, and that if he were, he hadn’t been put to the
- resolutely he turned his mind away. The blood guilds were known to amuse themselves with their
prisonersin ways that did not bear thinking about. When he heard distant thunder crack, he jumped like
adartled cat.

‘I've never seen you thisworried,” Elaeno remarked.
‘Naught's come aong to worry methis badly in close to a hundred years.’
‘| keep forgetting just how long you've lived.’

‘It's a hard thing to remember, no doubt. | tend to forget it mysdf. Along with a great many other
things about the past, let metdl you. It dl blurs together after awnhile’

‘| see’” Elaeno hesitated for along while on the edge of a question. Y ou know, I’ve often wondered
what's given you your - well, | suppose it's none of my affair.’

‘Hum? Haven't you heard thet tale? You see what | mean about my ancient mind? I'd been thinking
I’d told you dready, and here I'd forgotten | hadn’t. All those long years ago when | was young, and,
truly, | was indeed young once no matter what | look like now, | loved a woman named Brangwen, and |
got mysdf betrothed to her. But | thought | loved my dweomer studies more.” Nevyn heaved himsdf out
of his char and began to pace by the brazier. There are a great many ins and outs to this story, most of
which I’ ve forgotten, but in the end, | betrayed her. Because of me, Brangwen died, and her brother, and
an innocent man who loved her, too. That part I'll never forget. And it fdl to me to dig her grave and
bury her. | was beside mysdf with guilt and grief that day, wel and truly shrieking mad with shame. So |
swore a vow, that never would | rest until I'd put things right. And from that day to this, I’ve done my
best to put them right, over and over as Brangwen and the others were reborn and crossed my path, but
I’ve falled every time, and so I’ ve never gone to my rest.’

‘Are you tdling me that the Great Ones accepted a vow like that?

They did. Wéll, I’d broken one vow, hadn’t 1?1 suppose they wanted to seeif | could keep the new
one.’ He laughed, but there was no mirth in it. *Does it seem wonderful to you, living over four hundred
years?

‘It doesn't, and especialy not when | hear the weariness in your voice’

‘Good. You'll go far in the dweomer, Elaeno.” Nevyn sat down again and sghed with a heavy
exhaudtion. ‘But keep that vow | will. Brangwen belongs to the dweomer, and by every god in the sky,



I'll make her seeit thistime or dietrying - Oh by the hdls, what a stupid excuse for a jest!’
Thistime? She's been reborn, then, has she?

*She has. Jll, Cullyn of Cerrmor’ s daughter.’

Elaeno gaped.

The same lass that's off with that lackwit Salamander,’ Nevyn said. ‘On her way to Bardek after
Rhodry. The very same one indeed.’

The gorm blew itsdf out findly after two long days of rain. Everyone was glad to get free of the
enforced leisure of drowsy hours spent huddled near the hearths in the great hdl, and the ward was
abustle that morning when Cullyn went out just to be going out, waking in the fresh and rain-washed air.
He was drdlling across the ward, aming for the man gates merdy to have a god, but about hdfway
there he paused, struck by some odd observation that for a moment he couldn’t identify. Someone he'd
passed, back by the wash-house, was somehow out of place. He turned back and saw a young man he
vagudy recognized, Bryc by name, one of the undergrooms, but he was carrying a load of firewood, and
hiswalk was wrong, not the shuffle or scramble of a servant, but the confident stride of a warrior. Cullyn
hesitated only a moment before fallowing him. Sure enough, Bryc carried the anomaous firewood right
past firg the wash-house, then the cookhouse as well. There was no other building where thet firewood
might belong between him and the outer walls.

Cullyn stayed with him until the lad passed the armoury, then ducked into it, ran down to the door at
the far end, and opened it a crack to look out. His hunch paid off. Bryc was indeed looking back to see
if anyone was fallowing him, but he did not natice that the armoury door was ever o dightly open. When
he angled round a shed towards the broch complex, Cullyn dipped out and followed a a good distance,
keeping close to the shadows of the various buildings. The lad never glanced back again until he reached
the low brick wdl that separated the gwerbret’s formd garden from the work-a-day rest of the ward.
Cdllyn hid in a doorway as Bryc unceremonioudy dumped his load of firewood, looked cautioudy
around him, then legpt over the wdl. As Cullyn went after, Bryc hurried across the lawvn, where, some
distance away, little Rhodda, Rhodry’ s illegitimate daughter and only heir, played with a lesther bdl while
her nursemaid, Tevylla, sat and sawed on a amdl stone bench. There was absolutdly no reason for Bryc
to beinthe garden at all.

With an oath, Cullyn drew his sword and broke into a run. He legpt the wdl just as the fdlow made a
grab at the child. Screaming, Tevyllajumped up and hurled her sewing scissors a his head - a miss, but
he had to duck and logt a precious moment. As he charged across the lawvn, Cullyn saw that Bryc had a
dagger and that he was swinging down.

‘Run, lass!’

Rhodda twisted awvay and dodged as Bryc spun around, saw Cullyn coming, and turned to flee
Tevylla grabbed the lesther ball and threw it under his feet. Down he went jugt as the captain reached
him. He grabbed Bryc by the shirt, hauled him up, and broke his wrig with the fla of his sword. The
dagger spun down to the grass. He kicked it far out of his prisoner’s reach.

‘Thanks be to the gods!” Tevylla snatched it up. ‘Cullyn, I'm so glad you were right there.’
‘Oh, | don't know. You seemed to be handling things pretty wel on your own.’
Tevyllashot m aweary sort of amile, then tucked the dagger into her kirtle and scooped Rhodda up.



The child hersdf was oddly cam, only a bit pale as she stared at her rescuer for a moment, then turned in
her nurse sarmsto look at the whimpering Bryc.

‘Get him,” she said to no onein particular. ‘He' s nagty.’

The lad screamed, twigted in the captain’s grasp, then threw himsdf this way and that in Sincere pain
while he screamed over and over agan. When Cullyn, utterly startled, let him go he fdl to the ground
full-length and writhed and screamed the more.

‘Stop it!’ It was Nevyn, racing across the lawvn. ‘ Stop it right now, dl of you! Rhodda, you wretched
little beast!”

Sobbing and gasping for breath, Bryc flopped onto his somach and hid his face in folded arms. Cullyn
redized that the lad's arms and face were nicked and bleeding, as if a hundred cats had been dawing a
him. While Tevylla stepped back in horror, Rhodda giggled and snickered until Nevyn glared her into
Slence.

‘Never ever do that again,” the old man said.
‘But he had a knife. He was nagty, Gran.’

‘I know. | saw it dl from the window. You waited until he was helpless, and that’s dishonourable.
Well, didn’'t you?

The child hung her head in shame.

‘What a swet little poppet you havein your charge, Mistress Tevylla’ Nevyn said. ‘She's Rhodry’s
daughter, sure enough.’

‘She’s a handful a times, truly, but here, good dr, you can't be saying that she did dl that.” Tevylla
pointed with one clog at the bleeding man on the ground.

“You'll have to take it on fath that she did, and you too, captain. Come here, Rhodda. I'm going to
tak to you, and then we're dl going to go see your grandmother. Cullyn, drag that young dog adong to
the great hdl.

When Nevyn Ieft, Tevylla started after, but the old men irritably waved her away. Trembling a little, as
if the shock had findly just caught up to her, she lingered to watch while Cullyn knelt down, grabbing
Bryc by the shoulders and flopping him over like a caught fish. In hispain the lad cried out and stared up
a the captain in bewilderment. Something was wrong with Bryc's eyes, or so Cullyn thought of it. He'd
never seen any man look so bewildered, so utterly lost and confused, as if his very eyes themselves had
clouded over uniil he stared without truly seeing athing.

‘Here, lad, have you gone blind?

‘Not at dl, but captain, where am I? My wrist!” Whimpering from the effort, he held up his broken
hand and stared at the blood running. ‘Did | fdl? Did the dogs do this to me? What is this? His voice
rose to an utterly sincere hysericd wall. Tdl me, for the love of the godsl What am | doing here like
this?

Cullyn grabbed him again, but thistime to steady him.



‘Hold your tongue, lad. I'll explain in a bit. Can you stand? We ve got to go see old Nevyn about
this’

‘The herbman? Oh, truly.” His voice was a bare whisper. ‘It was like being adeep, then waking.’
‘Indeed? Wédl, come dong. Y ou're safe now.’

Even though he'd spoken without thinking, Cullyn suddenly went cold, knowing that he'd told the
truth, that Bryc had been in as much danger as the child. Tevylla caught her breath in a gasp.

‘How do you fare, lass? Cullyn said.

‘Wl enough, captain. 1 just remembered somewhat.’

‘And it was?

‘I won't tdl anyone but Nevyn, but | think me I’d best tdl hm Sraightaway.’

Since as regent it was one of Lovyan's duties to adminigter the laws of the gwerbretrhyn, Nevyn had
her convene ther private hearing in the chamber of judtice, yet they were a scruffy little crew among the
gplendours. On the wall hung the dragon banners of Aberwyn and the golden sword of judtice; the
massive oak table and the high-backed gwerbretal char stood on a floor made of date tiles, inlad in a
key pattern, but Lovyan perched on the edge of the chair with Rhodda in her lgp while Nevyn had Bryc
gt on the table itsdf so that he could bind the lad’s wrigt as everyone gave ther testimony. To Lovyan's
right Tevyllasat on alow bench with Cullyn hovering behind her. Once the testimony was over, the tieryn
gave her granddaughter a little squeeze.

‘Oh ye gods,’ Lovyan said. ‘It seems obvious this lad tried to kill our Rhodda, and yet somewhat
makes me doubt his guilt’

‘Quite 0, Your Grace, Nevyn said. To be precise, his body was being used for the attempt, but his
soul and mind are blameless. Now Tewa, what’ s this urgent story you have to tdll?

‘Thismorming when | woke, my lord, | had what | thought was a strange dream. Have you ever had
one of those dreams where you think you' re wide awake? Our chamber, Rhodda s cot, the hearth - it dl
looked exactly right, and dawn was coming in the window, but when | tried to move, | couldn’t, and |
redized that | was dill adeep.’

‘Dreams of that sort do happen.” Nevyn finished binding the lad's wrist and turned to look &t her.
‘What came after?

‘I dreamt there was a witch in the chamber with me. My Mam used to say that a witch could draw
out your soul and put it into alittle jar. 1 laughed, then, but this morning, | fdt just that, like someone was

trying to sted my soul.’
Nevyn felt that weary sort of annoyance that comes from seeing your worst fear confirmed.
‘How did you fight this witch off?

‘I don't know.” She looked profoundly embarrassed. ‘I couldn't move to give the sgn of warding,
and | couldn’t even redly see where the witch was. | just knew that she was there with me. So, ... well,
| just sort of pushed back. | caled on the Goddess to protect me, and pushed the witch away. Does that



make any sense, my lord?

‘It does to me, Midress Tevva. Just one thing, though. That witch was more likey to be a man than a
woman. You see, our enemies were trying to do to you what they eventudly did to Bryc. They can take
over aperson’'s body for alitle while, if he's weak enough, and useit like their own.’

Bryc moaned, tears Sarting in his eyes.

“Your Grace,” he sad to the tieryn. ‘1 never would have. Never would | have hurt the lass. Please
beieve me’

Lovyan flicked Nevyn a questioning glance.

‘I believe him, Y our Grace. Now that | know what they’re doing, | can put a stop to it, too. If | may
make suggestions, Your Grace?

‘Of course’

“Two things. Bryc needs to be sent away - not out of blame, mind, but for his sake.” He turned to the
heart-sick boy. ‘They've made a link with you now, lad, and they might try to use it again. If they're
successtul, thistime they’ I kill you. Do you understand? They’ll use you, then toss you aside.’

Hisface pae, Bryc nodded a dow agreement.

‘The other thing is, the captain should be the child's bodyguard from now on. Whenever you go
outsde, Migtress Tevva, you take him dong with you. | can’t imagine anyone taking over Cullyn’smind.

‘No morecan |,” Cullyn said. ‘I agree with Nevyn, Your Grace. Since they can’'t work ther stinking
trickery anymore, they might send someone in here with a sword.’

‘Done, then.” Lovyan gave them each afirm nod. ‘And as for you, Rhodda, you obey the captain’'s
orders from now on.’

‘I will, Granna.’

Everyone amiled, dating on the pretty little lass because she was such a welcome rdief from the dark
things around them. Only Nevyn knew that the child was touched by strange magicks, that thanks to the
dven blood she' d inherited from her father, not only could she see the Wildfolk, she dso could command
them. Poor Bryc's scratched and bruised face made it clear that she had a good stresk of dven
vengefulness, too. Even with dl his other worries and burdens weaghing im down, Nevyn knew that he'd
have to scrape out alittle time for her.

That night, his worries pressed heavily upon him. Just after sunset he went up to his high chamber and
threw open the shutters to let in the brisk autumn air. The evening was <0 hrilliantly clear that he could see
far beyond the town down to the harbour, where the ghogtly white wave-foam mirrored the stars just
coming out in the velvet dark sky. Digantly he heard the booming of the bronze bdl a Manannan's
temple, announcing that the gwerbret’ s men were raisng the iron chain to close the harbour for the night.
In town, afew dogs barked in answer, and the dark was pricked or dashed here and there by a lantern
bobbing down a street or a crack of light from a window. At the Sght of the stars and the rigsng moon
some of his weariness ebbed away, and he stood there for some minutes, leaning on the sl and thinking
of very little, until a soft knock at his chamber door roused him. With a muttered gpology, Elaeno dipped
in, shutting the door softly behind him. It aways amazed Nevyn that the enormous Bardekian moved as



gracefully and quietly as a cat.

‘I was just teking alook at our prisoner,” Elaeno said. ‘He seems much better today. It looks like he's
mending cursed fast. Thet fever he had should have killed an ordinary man . . . wdl, not that I'm any sort
of achirurgeon.’

‘Oh, | agree with your diagnoss wel enough. Did you look at his aura?

‘I did, and it seems a good bit stronger. | can’'t get over that peculiar colour, a mucky sort of green it
is, with those odd purplish stripes and specks.’

‘I've never seen one like it before, truly. Well, let's go down and have a look a him. If he's wdl
enough, well try aworking. Let me just put together the herbs and things | need.’

The prisoner in question was housed in asmdl chamber in one of the haf-towers that clustered round
the man broch. Outside his door stood an armed guard, because Lord Perryn of Alobry had been until
his recent capture one of the worst horse-thieves in the kingdom, an offence punishable by a public
henging after a public flogging. He had committed another, more serious crime as wel, but Nevyn was
keeping that a secret for severa good reasons. The summer before, Perryn had abducted and raped
Cullyn of Cerrmor’s only daughter, Jll, but he d done it by a muddled dweomer in circumstances so
unusud that Nevyn had no idea of whether or not he were a aimind or a victim of some peculiar dll.
Although the matter would require more study before he reached his conclusions, if Cullyn found out,
Perryn wouldn't live long enough to be studied. Asit was, he'd nearly died dready from a consumption
of the lungs brought on by his misuse of hisindinctive magicd powers.

That evening, though, he did seem much recovered, a peculiaity in itsdf. As Elaeno had said, that
consumption was severe enough to have killed an ordinary human being. Nevyn was beginning to suspect
that Perryn was far from ordinary, and, in fact, perhaps not truly humen a dl. On the tal side, Perryn
was a skinny, nondescript sort of young man, with dull red har and blue eyes, a flattish nose, and an
overly generous mouth. At the moment he was dso degthly pale, his eyes gill rheumy as he sat up in bed
and coughed into an old rag. When the two dweomermen came in, he looked up, whimpered under his
breath, and shrank back againg the hegp of pillows behind him.

‘Still coughing up blood? Nevyn said.
‘None, my lord. Er, ah, wel, isthat dl right?

‘It'savery good sgn, actudly. Will you stop cowering and sniveling like a wretched fidd mouse? I'm
not going to hurt you.’

‘But when are they going to come to... er, you know. . . hang me?

‘Not urtil | tl them to, and if you do exactly as | say, they may not hang you at al.’
Perryn arranged a totally unconvinced amile.

‘I see you ate a good dinner. Do you fed like getting up and getting dressed?
‘Whatever you say, my lord.’

‘I want to know how you fed.



‘Wl enough, then.” Perryn threw back the covers and swung himsdf up to St on the edge of the bed.
In his long white night-shirt he looked like some impossbly avkward stork. ‘Er, ah, I'm a bit
light-headed.’

‘Thet’s to be expected. Elaeno, hand him his clothes, will you?

Once Pearryn was dressed Nevyn sat im down in a char right by the charcoa brazier, which was
heaped with glowing coals. He'd brought with him a amdl dloth sack filled with chips of cedar, juniper,
and a strange Bardek wood with a sweet but clean scent caled sandawood. Casudly he strewed the
chips over the cods, where they began to smoke in a concatenation of scent.

‘Just somewhat to cleanse the stae humours from the ar; Nevyn said, lying chearfully. ‘Ah, we ve
got some good coals. | dways like to look into a fire. It aways seems that you can see pictures in the
cods, doesn't it?

‘So it does” Automaticaly Perryn looked a the lambent flanes and the gold-and-ruby palaces
among the heaped-up sticks and knobs. “When | was alad | used to see dragons crawling in the fire. My
Mam had lots of taes about dragons and dves and suchlike. | used to wish they were redl.’

‘It would be pretty, truly.’

Nodding a little, Perryn stared into the brazier while the sweet smoke drifted laaly into the room.
When Nevyn opened up the second sght, he noted with a certain professond pleasure that the lad's
aura had expanded to normd from the shrunken sze it had been during hisillness The Seven Stars were
gowing brightly, but they were dl oddly coloured and dightly displaced from ther proper postions.
Nevyn sent a line of light from his own aura to the Star that drifted over Perryn’s forehead and made it
swirl, dapping it like a child lashes a top with awhip.

“You see pictures in the cods now, don't you, lad? Nevyn whispered. ‘Tdl me what you see. Tdl
me everything you see.’

‘Jugt afire. A legping fire” Perryn sounded asif he were drunk. ‘Big logs. It mugt be winter.’
‘Who's nearby? Who's stting a the hearth?

‘Mam and Da. Mam looks so pae. She's not going to die, is she?

‘How old are you?

‘Four. Sheisgoaing to die. | heard Unde Benoic ydling at the herbman last night. | don’'t want to go
livewith him.

Then go back, go back to thefdl of the year. Do you see your Mam? Is she better?
‘Sheis’

‘Then go back, go back further, to the spring.’

‘| see the meadow, and the deer. The hunters are coming. I’ ve got to hep them, warn them.’
The hunters?

The stag. HE smy friend.’



In his trance Perryn twitched, his mouth working, as he went running into that meadow of memory and
chased the deer away before the hunters came. Nevyn supposed that his childish mercy had cost the little
lad a good besting, too. He took him back further, to the winter before, and back again until Perryn saw
the face of hiswet nurse as she hdd him to her breast for the firg time. And back further, to the pain of
hisbirth, and back yet more, as his soul was swept into the unborn body that grew into the one he now
wore, and back and back, until dl a once he cried out, twiding in pain, spesking, haf-choked, in some
language that Nevyn had never heard before.

‘By every god!’ Elaeno hissed. ‘What is that tongue?

Nevyn hed up his hand for silence. Perryn talked on, his voice gasping as he rdived his last death.
Even though his fadid features had changed not a jot, he no longer looked like the weesdlly lad he had
moments before - stronger, somehow, his eyes blazing in an ancient hatred as he spat out angry words.
At the end his body jerked, hdf-rigng from the chair, then fdling back as his voice broke off. Nevyn
caught him by the shoulders and shook him, but gently, caling out his name until he awakened.

‘My apologies, Perryn stammered. ‘I mugt have fdlen adeep or suchlike, looking & the fire Ye
gods, that was a miserable dream.’

‘Indeed? Tdl me about it.

‘I was skewered. A spear, you see, right through me, pinning me to the ground, and there were
enemies, mocking me. Horrible, horrible enemies, like goblins or suchlike’ He let his voice fade to a
whisper. ‘They had these big noses and bushy eyebrows, dl black and brigly.” Suddenly he shook
himsdf. ‘1 must have been remembering one of those tales my Mam used to tdl me’

‘Mot like, mogt like. Here, lad, | must have pushed you too hard. Y ou go back to bed now and rest.
WE I try Stting up again tomorrow.’

Once they had Perryn settled and the guard back at the door, Nevyn and Elaeno returned to the old
man's chamber in the man broch. They sat down with a tankard of mulled de each to discuss wha
they’ d witnessed.

‘I suppose hiskillers look ugly to him now because he's grown used to human beings,’ Elaeno said.
‘Oho! Y ou're assuming that those beings were his own kind of people’
‘Aren’'t you?

‘I'm tempted, truly, but 1 aso think that it's very unwise to make any assumptions about Perryn at
al’

‘Now there I'd mogt certainly agree with you. Huh. Big noses and bridling black eyebrows. |
suppose they could be the goblins or ogres of many an old tale, ether from the idands or your kingdom.
Odd, how our folk stories do seem to be pretty much dike, with sorcerers, dragons, and some sort of

evil ugly being’
‘Except thisign't atae, but amemory.’

‘True” Elaeno had athoughtful Sp of hisde from the tankard cradled in his enormous hands. ‘Wel, if
they weren't his people, then he' s from some race or other thet lives near our big-nosed friends’



‘What is clear is that he died vidlently and in anger and hatred. It might be enough to make his spirit
flee & the death moment and stray far enough away to get caught up in the wrong sort of birth vortex.’

‘So it seems. And it was hisill-luck that the womb that caught him was kin to Tieryn Benoic’

“Who by dl accounts was the last man in the kingdom to understand what a strange fish his wife's
gder had netted.” Nevyn shook his head in bafflement. “Well, when he's stronger welll try the firevison
agan, but | think me we' d better wait some days.’

‘He couldn’t take the strain right now, truly. How goes the other hunt?

‘For our murdering troublemaker? Very badly indeed. For a while there | thought | was on his trall,
but he's disappeared. The stinking gdl of him, trying to attack the child! If | get my claws into him, Ill
tear im limb from limb, | swear it.

‘He doubtless knows it, too. Once he redlized that you were looking for him, he probably ran off
somewhere to hide” Elaeno considered the problem for a moment. ‘Wel, maybe if he's properly scared,
hell leave us done’

‘Alwaysfull of hope and raw optimism, aren’t you? No doubt hell lie quiet for awhile, but helll come
back. Hiskind aways does, like awitch's curse.’

After being in attendance on the King for two long months, both pleading his cousin Rhodry’s cause
and tending to business of his own, Blaen, Gwerbret Cwm Pedl, was profoundly rdlieved to ride home to
hisown city of Dun Hiraedd. With the fdl harvest his taxes were coming in, and he spent a pleasurable
pair of days playing the role of the rough country lord, standing round his ward with the chamberlain and
bailiffs and counting up the pigs and chickens, cheeses and barrdls of apples, sacks of flour (both white
and barley,) tuns of mead and de, aswel as the occasond hard coin that was his due. He had a private
word or a jest for every man who came to ddiver his taxes, whether he was a lord's chamberlain riding
ahead of a pair of laden ox-carts or aloca farmer carrying a wicker cage of rabbits on his back and a
sack of flour inhisarms,

Yet soon enough he left the taxes to his highly efficient daff and decided instead to make a amdl
progress among his vassas. There were many lords that he hadn’t seen snce the saring at the great feast
of Betane, and he liked to keep a persona eye on potentid squabblers and grumblers. He had another
reason, as wdl: to look for some likdy parce of land, at least ten farmsteads worth, to bestow on
Rhodry’ s woman, Gilyan, Cullyn of Cerrmor’s daughter, dong with letters patent of nohility. Although,
with a good hdf of his demesne wilderness, finding the land would be easy, enticing the free farmers to
work it was another matter indeed. What counted now, though, was that Jll have land and a title of her
own; the income would be superfluous once she was married to Rhodry and he/d been ingdled in

Aberwyn.

Since hiswife, Canyffa, was pregnant, Blaen left her behind to rule dun and rhanin his stead and took
only some twenty-five men of his warband aong as an honour guard. They rode north first, stopping a
Cae Labradd and the dun of the tieryn, Riderrc. To celebrate the gwerbret’s vist there was a great feast
one night, and a hunting party the next day, but on the third day Blaen told the tieryn that he wanted
merdy to ride around the rhan on his own. With only five men for an escort he set out in mid-morning,
but rather than viewing the tieryn’ s fields and woods, he rode sraight for town.

Jug at the outskirts of Cae Labradd, on the banks of a tributary that flowed into the Canaver a few
miles on, stood a brewery that was known as the best in dl Cwm Ped. Set behind a low, grassy



earthenwork wal was a cluger of round buildings freshly whiteewashed and nedly thatched, the
brewer’s living quarters, the mdt house, the drying house, the brewing house proper, the storage sheds
and, off to one sde, the pigsy and the cow barn. When Blaen turned off the road and led his men
toward the brewery, they dl cheered him, quite spontaneoudy and sincerdly.

Over the door of the main house hung a rough broom of birch twigs, scented with strong de, a Sgn
that customers could buy a tankard or atun as it suited them. When Blaen and his men dismounted, a
gout grey-haired woman with a long white apron over her blue dress hurried out and curtsied.

‘Oh my, oh my, it's the gwerbret himsdf! Veddyn, get out here! It's the gwerbret and his men! Oh
my, oh my! Your Grace, such a great honour. Oh you must try some of our new dark and there's a cask
of bitter, too. Oh my, oh my!’

‘Don’'t dither, woman! Gods! You'll drive his grace daft.” Tal and lean, hawk-nosed and perfectly
bald, Veddyn srolled out and made Blaen a perfunctory bow. ‘Honoured, Y our Grace. What brings you
to us?

Thirg, mosily, good Veddyn. Do you have tankards enough for me and mine?

“It'd be a poor brewery that couldn’'t serve Sx travellers, Your Grace. Just you dl tie up those horses
and comeinsde’

Blaen handed his captain a handful of dlver to pay for the de, ushered his men ingde, then lingered
briefly in the yard with Twdilla while Veddyn followed them in. Once they were done she dropped her

dithery ways.
‘| take it that Your Grace is here for news?
That, and to look in on Camdd, poor lad. Is he any better?

‘Quite a hit, actudly, but hell never be right in the head again after what they did to him.” She crossed
her fingers in the 9gn of warding againg witcheraft. ‘He's mucking out the cow barn at the moment, so
I'll wager Your Grace doesn't want ...”

‘By the gods, it doesn’'t matter to me what he amdlislike. Let’s groll over, shdl we?

Asit turned out, they found Camdd gtting behind the cow barn on an old sump and edting his lunch,
achunk of bread and dices of ydlow cheese laid out negily on an old linen napkin. When he saw Blaen
he got up and bowed with a sweeping courtly gesture that went ill with his dirty shirt and brown brigga,
but dthough his eyes betrayed aflicker of recognition, he didn’t truly remember Blaen and had to be told
hisname. He was, however, physcdly hedthy agan and even somewhat happy, amiling as he spoke of
hisquiet life at the brewery. Blaen was well-pleased. The lagt time he'd seen the man, Camdd had been
aquivering shrieking wreck, stick-thin and utterly mad from the tortures of those who followed the dark
dweomer.

And now, or so Blaen had been told, his beloved cousn was in the hands of those same evil men.
Although he generdly could keep the thought at bay, at times, when he least expected it, when he was
taking with some vassd or merdy waking down a corridor or looking idly from a window, the memory
would rise up like an assassin and stab him: Rhodry could be suffering like Camdd did. With the thought
came a breathless rage, a gasp for ar that seared his chest and made him swear yet one more time a
vengeance vow: if these evil magicians had made his cousin suffer for so much as the length of a
cock-crow, then nothing on earth, not king nor dweomer, would stop him from rasng an amy and



sweegping down on Bardek like a flock of eagles, even if he had to bankrupt his rhan and cdl in every
honour-debt and dliance anyone had ever owed him. Since he made the vow to his gods as wdl as to
the honour of his clan, it was no idle boast.

He would have been surprised to know that the Dark Brotherhoods knew of his rage but pleased to
learn thet they feared it.

The central plateau and especidly the hill country of southern Surtinna, the biggest idand of the
Bardekian archipelago, was a tha time sparsdy populated, a vast sweep of ralling downs descending
from the knife-edge of a young mountain range. Nomindly the downs came under the jurisdiction of the
archons of Pagtedion and Vardeth, who parcelled out land-grants to their supporters at whim, since the
hawks and fidd-mice who lived there never bothered to argue about it. The land-owners in turn rented
out parcels for farms or cattle ranches or even, in a few rare cases, for summer homes and country
retreats for the rich. Although the income from the grants was sparse, the prestige was enormous. As a
further benefit, the archons and the laws were far, far away, so that a grant holder could live as he
pleased, rather like a Deverry lord.

Up in the heart of the hill country, right under the looming, pine-black mountains, lay one particular
edtate that had been bought and built some seventy years earlier by aretired dvil servant named Tondao.
Although it received rents from some free-born cattle ranchers, its own daves raised enough food and
linen and so on for it to be farly sdf-aufficient. Only rardy did any of its daves turn up a the market
down in Ganjdo, the locd town; even more rardy did vidtors come to its gates. Since the few
neighbours were too busy working their own land to pry into its affairs, everyone assumed that the third
generdion of Tondalo's heirs were running the estate. They would have been shocked to learn that the
old man himsdf was dill dive, though by no meansin good hedlth.

In truth, of course, Tondalo could have no heirs, because he was a eunuch, castrated as a boy to deny
him afamily and thus limit his interests to Vardeth's dvil service. Since he had a brilliant mind for detall,
he d risen high and taken an active hand in the palitics of his town, becoming rich enough to buy firg his
freedom, then an impressive house in the city, and findly this londy estate. Now, a a hundred and
sxty-odd years old (he redly couldn't remember just when he'd been born) he lived in necessary
secluson. Not only had he grown so grosdy fat (a hated legacy of his cagtration rather than any natura
result of a love for pleasure and good esting) that travel was nearly impossible for him, but he needed
privecy for his work. He had immersed himsdf so long and so thoroughly in the craft of the dark
dweomer that he was as much of a leader as ther chaos-sworn brotherhood could have. To his felow
practitioners of the dark arts he no longer had any name at dl. He was smply the Old One.

Of course, mogt times he had no need to travel. Scryingin abasin of black ink kept him in touch with
the other members of the Dark Council and dso brought him direct visons of the doings of his various
dlies and minions throughout Surtinna. Every now and then a messenger arrived, bearing books and the
necessary supplies for his various workings. (The messengers never left again, of course, a least not
dive) When the full Council met, it did so in an image-temple out on the astrd plane, not somewhere in
the hills or dities of Bardek. Yet on occason he sncerdy wished that he could travel on important
errands ingead of having to trust the younger students of the dark arts to run them for him. By its very
nature, Sudying dark dweomer tends to make a man untrustworthy in the extreme.

Such a case was this matter of Rhodry Maelwaedd. If he'd been capable of it, the Old One would
have gone to Deverry himsdf to supervise this crudd kidnapping and the dispogtion of its victim. As it
was, since he'd had to entrust the job to a disciple on the one hand and hired assassins on the other, now
he fretted congtantly, wondering if the job had been done right. He couldn’t Smply scry them out to see
because dl the important actions had happened ather in Deverry itsdf or on another idand, and not even



the greatest dweomer mindsin the world could scry across large bodies of open water. The exhdations
of dementd force, particularly over the ocean proper, quite Smply obscured the images like a fog. If he
hed tried to travel across them in the body of light, the waves and poundings of this same force would
have broken up his astral form and led to his death.

S0 he could only st inhisvillaand wait and brood. What particularly worried him was the complexity
of the plan. If nothing else, he'd learned from his days in government that the more complex any project
was, the more likdy it was to fail, and this one had as many twists and turns as a bit of Deverry interlace.
If he'd had a couple of years to spend, he would have thought and meditated until he'd honed some
scheme as sharp and smple as a sword-blade, but time had been short and the threat too present to
dlow such a luxury. Over the past decades vaious followers of the dark path had worked hard to
edablish a secure foothold in Deverry, particularly in the court of the High King himsdf. Just when their
plans were maturing, Nevyn ferreted them out and in one ugly summer destroyed much of their work. In
many other ways the old man was a threst to the very existence of the dark dweomer as well as a hated
persona enemy of Tondalo's. As he considered dl these things, the Old One had resolved, the winter
before, that Nevyn should die.

An easy thing to resolve, of course; not so easy to execute. Firg of dl, the Old One would have to act
modly aone, because he quite smply couldn’t trust anyone to hep him. Those members of the Dark
Brotherhood who coveted his place and prestige were more than capable of betraying him to Nevyn a
the last moment smply to get rid of him. If he wanted rdiable dlies, he would have to pay for them in
cold cash and keep his red intent secret as well. There were highly skilled assassins avalable for hirein
theidands - at least to a man who knew where to find them. The summer before, the Old One had hired
aquild of these Hawks of the Brotherhood, as they were cdled, to carry out part - but only part - of his
plans.

Since sending a dmple killer againg a man of Nevyn's power would have been laughable, the Old
One had figured out a way to lure him to the idands, where his powers, drawn as they were from the
Deverry soul and the Deverry earth, would be greetly lessened, and he would be far from the secular ad
of such as Gwerbret Blaen. By dl the laws of magic, in Bardek the Old One should be driking from the
postion of srength, the mentd high ground, as it were, especidly since Nevyn dways seemed to work
aone and thus would mogt likdy come done. When he looked around for bait for his trap, he fixed upon
Rhodry, who was important to the barbarian kingdom's future as wedl as one of Nevyn's persond
friends. Although hisfirgt thought was to merdly kill the lad after usng him to lay a fdse trail, he knew that
Nevyn might be able to scry on the highest mentd plane and discover that Rhodry was dead. It was most
improbable that the Master of the Aethyr would come barrdling across the seas just to give the boy a
decent burid or suchlike. On the other hand, keeping him prisoner in his villa would have been
dangerous, too, once Nevyn came ferreting around on the track of the bait. The Old One had no desire
to go running - or waddling, as he wryly told himsdf- for hislife like a badger flushed out of hishole.

No, it had seemed best to bring Rhodry to Bardek, wipe hismemory cean so that he couldn’'t smply
go to one of the law-abiding archons and announce his true identity, then turn him loose, hidden in plain
dght as an ordinary dave, drifting wherever his fate or his luck took him. Sooner or later, Nevyn would
follow. And when he did, the Old One would be walting for him.



PART ONE

Bardek Autumn, 1063

Gadolyar ek, giybireethy
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A hright sky, ssehirdsmeing
Awidewave ekingthedhore
A heat,withgingfromhiraecd

LivwyerchtheAncetor

Although most people in Deverry thought of Bardek as one sngle country like ther own, in truth it
was an archipelago, and only the smdlest idands were under the rule of a sngle government. The bigger
ones, like Bardektinna and Surtinna, were divided into a number of city-states. Some of these consisted
of only the dity itsdf and barely enough surrounding farmlands to feed it; others controlled hundreds of
square miles of territory and even other cities, ether as colonies or as subject states. Myleton, on
Bardektinna, was one of the biggest city-states at the time of which we speak, ruling the dty of Vdanth
aswdl as agood hdf of the idand. It was a beautiful city, then, too, perched high on a diff overlooking a
narrow harbour. Waking through the gatesin the pure white walls was like waking into a forest.

Everywhere there were trees, lining the wide, straight streets and covering them with a shady canopy
of interlaced branches, growing thick around every house and building: pams, both the tal date-bearing
vaidy and the squat ornamentds, spicy-leaved eucayptus, purple-flowered jacarandas, and a shrubby
variety, with tiny red flowers like a dusting of colour over the leaves, known only in Bardek and called
ben-ato. Howering vines twined around the trees and threatened to smother the various wooden and
marble statues scattered in the amdl public squares or at the intersections of streets. Among the greenery
stood the rectangular longhouses with their curving roofs like the hull of an overturned ship, some
guarded by tdl statues of the inhabitants ancestors; others, by pairs of wooden oars, large enough for a
giat.

Sauntering down the streets or crossng from house to house was a congtant flow of people, dl
dressed in tunics and sandds, men and women dike. The men, however, had brightly coloured designs
painted on one cheek, while the women wore brooch-like oddments tucked into their elaboratdly curled
and piled hair, but both ornament and paint identified the wearers ‘house’ or dan. Things were so safe
then that the children could run loose in packs down the streets, playing elaborate games in the public
spaces and private gardens dike without anyone saying a cross word to them or causng them a
moment’s worry.

Of course, dl this splendour was paid for dearly in human lives, because Myleton was the centre of
the dave trade in the northern idands. With enough money and a little patience a buyer could find any
sort of person there, from a scribe to a midwife to a labourer - even, on occasion, a barbarian from
Deverry, though they were rare. The laws were very drict on such matters: Deverrians could be sold into



davey only for certain limited offences againg the state, such as non-payment of very large debts,
destruction of public property on a grand scale, or cold-blooded, premeditated murder. The archons of
the various city-states had no desire to see awar flest of blood-thirsty barbarians sailing their way on the
excuse of rescuing some unjudly treated kinsman.

Thus, such exotic purchases were best made not in the public dave markets down near the harbour,
where prisoners of war, ariminds, and the offgoring of state-owned daves were auctioned off according
to a registered bidding schedule, but in the smdler, private establishments scattered around Myleton.
There was one such not far from the harbour, on the other sde of the Plaza of Government, where a
narrow, tredess dley twisted between back garden walls. As it went dong, the wals grew lower until
they disappeared dtogether, and the houses, amdler and poorer until they degenerated into a maze of
huts and kitchen gardens, with here and there piggties, each home to a dutch of smdl grey-haired pigs.

Fndly the dley gave a last twist and debouched into an open square where weeds pushed aside
sparse cobbles and chickens scratched, squawking every now and then at the smdl children who played
among them. On the other Sde was a high wal, sriped in blue and red and obvioudy part of a
compound, with an iron-bound door in the middle. Although there was no Sgn or name carved into the
soft wood, those who knew about such things would recognize the place as Brindemo's market. Those
who didn’t know were best off leaving it done.

Y &, on the indde the compound was no dark and sniger house of horrors. There was an open yard
with scruffy grass and ill-tended flowers where during the day the daves could take the sun, and cleen if
somewhat shabby dormitories where each piece of vauable property had his or her own bed, and a
wash-house where anyone who wanted could bathe at his or her leisure. Although the food was by no
means of the same high qudlity as would grace a rich man's table, there was plenty of it, and Brindemo
and his family ate from the same batch as the merchandise. It was jugt that Brindemo was known in
certain circles for buying daves that other traders would refuse, daves whose bills of sde were perhaps
not quite in order, daves who came to him drugged and unable to protest ther condition - that sort of
thing, perhaps legd, most likdy not. Occasondly some unsuspecting beggar lad with no family to miss
him had gone into Brindemo's for a hand-out of bread and never been seen again.

It was, then, a good measure of the drictness of the laws governing the sde of barbarians that when
one came hisway with abill of sde that was less than perfect, Brindemo hesitated to sdl him. Ordinarily
he would have shopped such a prize around to the great houses of Myleton sraightaway and asked a
good high price for him, too. The barbarian was in his early twenties, extremdy handsome with
raven-dark har and cornflower-blue eyes, courteous with a grace that bespoke some contact with the
aristocracy, and best of dl, he dready knew a far amount of Bardekian and was learning more with a
speed that indicated a rare fadlity for languages. He would make, in short, a gplendid footman with a
chance to work his way up to mgordomo someday, a vaued member of the household who would
eventudly be given his freedom and adopted into the clan.

Unfortunatdly, there was that hill of sale, and the profoundly uncomfortable fact that the dave couldn’t
even remember his own name. Tdiaesyn, his previous owners had caled him, but he readily admitted that
the name meant nothing to him. He could remember nothing at dl, not his family, not his home city -
indeed, no more then a few scraps about his life beyond the day he'd been sold. Since his previous
owners had been giving hm opium to keep him docile, Brindemo made sure that he had plenty of
nourishing food and dl the deep he wanted. Unfortunately, this decent trestment had no effect; Tdiaesyn
could remember no more than he had before.

“You exasperate me, Tdiaesyn of Pyrdon,” Brindemo remarked, in Deverrian, one evening. ‘But then,
no doubt you exasperate yoursdlf.’



‘Of course.” The dave gave him one of his oddly charming smiles. ‘What man wouldn't want to know
the truth about himsdlf?

‘Hah! There are many men who hide the truth about themsdaves deep in ther hearts, where they will
never have to face it. Perhaps you are one of those. Have you done somewhat so horrible that you wipe
the mind clean to forget?

‘Mayhap. Do | look like that sort of man to you?

“You don’t, though | think for dl your charm you are a dangerous man. | would never give you a
sword nor a dagger nather.’

Tdiaesyn looked sharply away, his eyes gone cloudy, asif his thoughts had taken a strange turn.
‘A dagger,” Brindemo whispered. ‘ The word means somewhat?

‘Somewhat.” He spoke dowly, dmog reluctantly. ‘I can't find the memory. It just twitched a my
mind, like’

Brindemo sighed with deep drama.

Twenty-five zotars! Easly | could sl you for twenty-five golden zotars if only we could find the truth.
Do you know how much a zotar is worth?

‘I don't, & that.’
‘It would buy ten pigs, and five of them fertile sows, even. So twenty-five zotars . . . a’
‘My heart bleeds for you.’

‘Ah, the sarcasm, and how can | blame you? It isa good sgn. Your mind is coming back to life But,
| tdl you, | have a guest coming tonight. He has spent many years in Deverry as a wine merchant. He
might recognize you, or know somewhat to jog your mind. I cannot stand this. Twenty-five zotars, and
here you st, unsdeable. It aches the heart, as you say in your country.’

While they waited for Arriano to arrive, Brindemo taught the dave the proper method of pouring wine
and passing a tray of cups around to guests. Tdiaesyn took the lesson with a grave interest that had a
certain charm, rather like an intdligent child who has decided to please his parents by doing something
they want even though it strikes him as ridiculous. Y et Brindemo was dways aware that he was docile
only because his memory had gone. Tdiaesyn moved like a knife fighter, (the professona athletes of the
arena were Brindemo's only cognate for that particular gliding walk, the stance that was both relaxed and
on guard at the same time), so much o that seeing him fussng over the slver tray was unsattling, asif a
lion were wearing a collar and padding after its mistress like a pet cat. | never should have bought him, he
thought miserably; | should have told Baruma no. Yet his misery only deepened, because he knew full
wel that he wasin no position to deny the man known as Baruma anything.

Arriano came promptly when the temple bells were chiming out the sunset watch. Brindemo met him
a the door himsdf, then ushered him into the main hdl, along room with a blue-and-white tiled floor and
dark green wdls At one end was a low dais, strewn with many-coloured cushions arranged around a
brass table. After they settled themsdves on the cushions, Tdiaesyn passed the wine-cups around, then
perched respectfully on the edge of the dais. Arriano, a wizened little man who hid his baldness under a
white linen skullcap, looked him over with asmdl, not unfriendly amile



‘So, Tdiaesyn,” he said. * Our Brindemo here says you come from
Pyrdon.’

*So I’ve been told, master.’

One of Arriano’s bushy eyebrows shot up.

‘Tdk to mein Deverrian. Oh, what. . . ah, | know. Describe this room.’

As Tdiaesyn, somewhat puzzled, obligingly gave him a cataogue of the furniture and colours in the
room, Arriano ligened with his head cocked to one side. Then he cut the lig short with a wave of his
hand.

‘Pyrdon? Hah! Y ou come from Eldidd, lad. I’d wager good coin on it - the Eldidd sea-coast, at that.’
He turned to Brindemo and spoke in Bardekian. ‘ They have a very digtinctive way of spesking there. As
you might have expected, Baruma was lying like a scorpion.’

‘May the feet of the gods crush him!” Brindemo fdt sweat run down his back. ‘1 don’t suppose you
recognize this supposed dave?

‘Not asto give you his red name, no. From the way he moves and dl, I'd say he was a member of
their aristocracy.’

‘What? | was thinking of him as a knife-fighter or boxer or some other performer like that.’

“You forget, my dear old friend, that in Deverry, the aristocrats are dl warriors. They start traning for
it when they’re little children.’

Brindemo groaned, along rettle that gave him no rdlief. Taiaesyn was ligening with an understandable
intengity.

‘One of the noble-born? the dave sad a last. ‘Here, this Baruma fdlow said | was a merchant’s
LN’

‘Baruma lies as eadly as the rain fdls Arriano said. ‘If | were you, Brindemo, I'd stop babbling
about zotars and get rid of this man as fast as you can - but to a decent master, mind. If his kin come
gorming through here with blood in their barbarian hearts ...”

‘I know, | know.” Brindemo could barely speak out of sheer frustrated greed. ‘But twenty-five
zotard AiV’

‘Will dl the gold in the world sew your head back onto your shouldersif. . .’

‘Oh shut up! Of course you're right. Baruma wanted me to sl him to the mines or the gdleys, but
that’s completely out of the question if the man’s an aritocrat.’

‘I should think so! May Baruma' s sphincter loosen and his manhood plug itsdf!’

*And may diseased monkeys feed some day upon his heart! Very well, then. I'll sdl him as soon as |
can find the right sort of buyer. If you hear of someone, let me know- for acommisson, of course.’

‘Of course” Arriano hdd out his hand. ‘More wine, Tdiaesyn.” Even though Tdiaesyn served the



wine exactly as he' d been taught with al the proper courtesies, the harsh, brooding look in his eyes made
Brindemo profoundly uneasy. I'd best get him out of here soon for my own sake, he thought, but a!
twenty-five zotars!

Tdiaesyn had been given a cubicdle of his own to deep in, because Brindemo was afraid to have him
gossping with the other daves. If Baruma came back, neither the dave nor the dave merchant wanted
him to know that they’ d been trying to unrave his secret. Although the cubicle had room for nothing more
than a straw pdlet on the floor, and atiny nichein the wall for an oil-lamp, it was private. After he'd been
locked in for the night, Tdiaesyn sat on the pdlet for along while, consdering what Arriano had told him.
Even though the lamp was out of ail, he could see perfectly wdl in the moonlight that streamed in the
uncurtained window. It occurred to him, then, that it was peculiar that he could see in the dark. Before
he'd been teking it for granted.

A few a atime, Wildfolk came to join him, a gaggle of gnomes, moslly, al speckled and mottled in
blue and grey and purple, quite different from the onesin Deverry, or a least, so he remembered. At the
moment, he was disndined to trust anything he ‘remembered’ about himsdf. Who knew if it were red or
some lie of Baruma' s? He did, however, have a clear memory picture of solidy coloured gnomes, in
particular a certain grey one who was some sort of friend. Apparently he'd been able to see these little
crestures for some time.

The adility to befriend spirits was so out of character for what he knew of Deverry aristocrats that he
considered this strange fact for a good long time. Although he remembered little about himsdf, his generd
knowledge of the world seemed to be intact, and he was certain that your average warrior-lord did not
go around talking to Wildfolk. Yet here was a particularly bold gnome, a dirty-green and greyish-purple
with an amazing number of warts running down its spine, who was dimbing into his lgp and patting his
hand with one little clawed paw asif it were the most naturd thing in the world.

‘Wdl, good eve, little brother.’

The gnome grinned to reved bright purple fangs, then settled into hislap like a cat. As he idly stroked
it, scratching it behind the ears every now and then, Tdiaesyn fdt something pricking a his mind like a
buried splinter trying to force its way out of a finger. The Wildfolk, the very phrase, ‘little brother’, both
meant something profound, something that would give him an important key to who he was if only he
could find the lock. It was a secret, a very deep, buried secret, hidden even from Baruma, perhaps.

‘I wish you lads could talk. Do you know who | am?
The pack dl shook their headsin a collective yes.
‘Do you know my name, then?

Thistime the answer was no.

‘But you somehow recognize me?

Ancther yes. He wondered if he'd ever been an introspective man -probably naot, if he reminded
people of a warrior-lord or a knife-fighter. The bits of truth he was finding made less sense then dl the
lies. One of the noble-born, or an athlete, but either way, he saw the Wildfolk, and they consdered hm a
friend. Again came that twitch a hismind. One of their friends or one of their kin? The hars on the nape
of his neck prickled as he said it doud.

‘Or one of thar kin. | should know what that means, curse it dl to the third hel!’



But he couldn’'t remember. All a once he was furious, furious with his mind, with Baruma, with the
twigted fate that had stripped him of himsdf and dropped him here, a piece of human trash in Brindemo's
market. He dammed his fig into the wall, and the pain and the rage mingled to force a brief moment of
carity out of his mamed consciousness. The Westfolk. The Elcyion Lacar, the eves. They saw the
Wildfalk; they caled them little brothers. He'd known the eves once - hadn't he? Hadn't he ridden to
war with some of them for dlies? Once, a very long time ago.

‘Or one of ther kin,” he whispered like an exhdation of breath.

He went cold dl over in the warm night. It was a hard thing, after dl, for a man to redize that he
wasn't completely human.

Tdiaesyn stayed a the market for two more days of drowsy boredom. Although he did his best to
probe his mind, he found the work hard going, confirming his own thought that he'd never been a man
who paid much atention to hismind. He did, however, remember one smdl thing, the matter of the piece
of jewdlery. Although he couldn't remember exactly what it was, Tdiaesyn was sure that Baruma had
dolen a vaduable piece of dlver jewdlery from him, some harloom, handed down to him by some
member of his dan or by someone he admired - he wasn't sure which. He did know, however, tha
having logt thet piece of jewdlery was a shameful thing, that he would be dishonoured forever if he didn't
find Baruma and get it back. The shame fed his hatred until at times he day-dreamed for long hours about
killing Barumain one or another hideous way.

On the mid-morning of the third day he was Stting out in the grassy courtyard when Brindemo brought
acustomer to see him. He was atdl man, quite dark, with close-cropped curly black har and two green
diamonds painted on his left cheek. The straight-backed way he stood suggested that at some time he
might have been a soldier, and his shrewd dark eyes often flicked Brindemo's way in contemptuous
disheief as the trader chattered on, sSnging Taiaesyn's praises and credting a fase higory for im dl a
the sametime.

‘Very polished manners, sir, a merchant’s son and very well-spoken, but aas, he had a terrible taste
for gambling, and fdl in among bad company over in Mangorio, and . . .’

‘Are you good with horses? The customer broke in, speaking sraight to Tdiaesyn. ‘Most Deverry
men are’

‘I am. I've been riding dl my life’ As he spoke he remembered ancther scrap of his earlier life a
deek black pony that he'd loved as a child. The memory was so vivid, so precious that he missed what
the customer said next while he groped and struggled to remember the little beast’ s name.

All a once the cusomer svung a him, a clean hard punch sraght a his face. Without thinking
Tdiaesyn parried with hisleft wrist and began to swing back. Brindemao's horrified scream brought him to
his senses. He could be beaten bloody for swvinging on a free man, but the customer only laughed and
gave him afriendly dap on the shoulder.

‘| think you'll do. I'm leading a caravan into the mountains. One of my muleteers fdl ill, and I’'ve no
time to hire a free man to take his place.’

“What, honoured sir? Brindemo's jowls were sheking in indignetion. ‘A vauable barbarian, used as a
muleteer?

‘Only for awhile. I'm quite sure | can resdll him at a profit later on. Arriano told me that he needed to
disappear, for your sake and his, and | can manage that.’



‘Hetold you what? The trader’s voice rose to awall.
“You can trust me. Eight zotars.’
“You have larceny in your heart! Y ou wish to drive me out of business!’

The haggling was on in earnest. For a good long time they insulted each other’s motives and ancestry
a the top of thar lungs until at last they settled upon sixteen zotars. Out came the origind bill of sae,
which Tdiaesyn's new master read over quickly with a bitter twist to his mouth, as if he were amazed at
the dumgness of the forgery.

‘I'll make out a new hill, of course,” Brindemo said.
‘Of course. My nameis Zandar of Danmara’

When Brindemo waddled off ingde the house to write out the new hill, Zandar crossed his arms over
his chest and considered Tdiaesyn carefully and coally.

“You ded honestly with me, boy, and I'll do the same with you. When your reatives catch up with us
I'll sl you back for litle more than | paid - provided you work hard and cause me no trouble. Is it a
bargain?

‘Yes. | don't suppose free men shake hands with daves here, or I'd offer you mine’

‘No one shakes hands the way you do in your country, so don't take it as an insult. Unsanitary
cugom, it dways seemed to me, rubbing pams with someone you bardy know. You'll have a
quartersteff like the other men. Will you swear to me you won't turn it againg me?

‘On the gods of my people.’
‘All right, then. We won't mention it again.’

In spite of imsdf Tdiaesyn fdt a grudging respect for the man. He would have liked him, he decided,
if they’d met in other circumstances. Zandar went on with his dow scrutiny.

‘Slver dagger,” he said abruptly. That mean anything to you, boy?
Tdiaesyn fdt his head jerk up like a sartled stag's.

‘I thought it might. You look the type. It would fit whet little I’ ve been told about your mysterious
circumstances.’

‘So it does. Oh by every god!” He spun around on his hed and began to pace back and forth in sheer
exctement as memories crowded at the edge of his mind. He could fed the weight in his hand, the
perfect balance of the dagger, see the pommd with the three slver knobs, the device graved on the
blade, a driking falcon. All a once tears sprang to his eyes, as he saw another picture in his mind, the
grim, scar-dashed face of aman with grey-shot blond hair and ice-blue eyes, a cold man, hard as sted,
but one who loved him. ‘I think | remember my father, and by the hells, he was no merchant.’

‘We were dl sure of that, boy. What's his name? Think.” He let his voice drop to a whisper. ‘Try to
remember his name’’

Tdiaesyn fdt it rigng, just out of reach, tried to remember, and lost the memory cold.



‘I can't.” Then hefdt the somach-wrenching cold of aloss of hope.

‘Well, if | was a dlver dagger, you don't need to worry about my kin coming to ransom me back.
Doubtless they'Il be glad enough to be rid of me forever.’

‘Many a man's worked his way out of davery, you know. All it takes is a little shrewdness and a
willingness to take on paying jobs after your duties are done.’

Tdiaesyn nodded in agreement, but in truth he barely heard him. He was remembering the dagger
agan, and he knew now what Baruma had stolen from him, knew what he had to take back at the cost
of Baruma's life. Although he would never harm Zandar, he'd sworn no vow againg escaping the firg
chance he got. Even though he would be torn to pieces as an escaped dave, he would take his revenge
fird, then die knowing he' d earned his manhood back again.

On the other sde of the city from the harbour, Myleton sprawled dong a shdlow though broad river.
Besde the water lay a tagle of dleys tumbledown warehouses, and wooden jetties, where
brightly-coloured punts bobbed in the flow. Beyond this disorderly didtrict was a fla open pastureland
where merchant caravans could camp with ther pack-animas. Zandar's caravan was waiting there,
camped around two stone fire-circles and a pair of rope corras. It was a big caravan, too: thirty pack
mules and twelve riding horses, tended by nine freemen and now, of course, one dave.

Eking out his knowledge of the language with gesture and pantomime, the men introduced Tdiaesyn to
hisnew life The extra horses were his responghility, as wdl as dl the odd pieces of work unworthy of
freemen: cutting firewood, fetching water, stacking gear, and sarving the food at medls, though one of the
other men did double as the cook. Although everyone treated him decently, no one spoke to him unless it
was to give im an order. As a dave he seemed to be dmog invisble, like atool or a cook-pot, hung up
out of sght when not in use. When dinner time came, Tdiaesyn was fed last and sat behind the others a
arespectful distance. Afterwards, while they lounged taking around the fire he scrubbed out the cooking
pots and washed the bowls. Even though he'd had some days a Brindemo's to recover, he was 4ill so
weak from the long orded in the ship that by the end of the evening his head was svimming with
exhaudion. As he fdl adeep, he redized that it would be some time before he could serioudy consider

escape.

When the caravan broke camp the next morning, it headed out to the southeast, following the line of
the river. After a few miles Tdiaesyn redized why Zandar didn't seem worried about his new dave

escaping.

The countryside ran perfectly flat, perfectly featurdess, mile after mile of amdl farms with only a few
shade-trees to break the monotony. Before noon they turned away from the river to head sraight south
and soon left the settled farms behind to follow a narrow caravan track through grasdand. A runaway
dave would have no place to hide, no food to forage, no true road to follow. Wdl, by the gods of my
people, Tdiaesyn thought, I'll have to wait and see what the mountains bring me, then.

That time of year, when winter was aready howling through Deverry, the Southern Sea was so rough
that the amdl bark was forced to tack its way across to Bardek. Of a morning it might run miles out of
the direct course before a strong west wind only to laborioudy turn back in the afternoon when the wind
changed. All around the ocean stretched wintry-blue and londy, an endless swel off to a grey-mist
horizon. Consdering the time of year, it was doubtless the only ship out to sea. Its tattered crew of fifteen
sdlors grumbled at their captain’s decision to make the trip south, but then, they were usudly grumbling
about one thing or another. A rough lot, they went armed with swords and sgquabbled like the winds
themsdves, but they were quite respectful of the ship's two passengers. Whenever Sdamander the



gerthddyn and his bodyguard, a young slver dagger with the supposed name of Gilyan, took the sea air
or stood at the ship'sraling of a morning, the pirates bowed politdy, left the deck to give them privacy,
and made the 9gn of warding againgt witchcraft as they did so. If they had been able to see the smdl grey
gnome that frisked dong with the pair of them, they would have outright run away.

‘Ah, the cdl of the seal” Sdamander remarked, one frosty morning. ‘ The vast and wind-swept sea, a
that, and then, far ahead of us, an exctic land and strange dime” He leaned againd the rall and watched
the white water foaming under the prow. ‘Bracing st air, the creak of ropes and sails - ah, it's splendid.’

‘I'm cursed glad you think so,” Jll snarled. ‘I'd rather have a good horse under me any day.’

‘Spoken like a true siver dagger, Gillo my turtledove, but you're overlooking a great advantage to
shipboard life spare time. Time to plan, to scheme, to brood revenge for the evils done our Rhodry, but
best of dl, time for you to learn Bardekian.’

‘Isit hard to learn?
‘Oh, not at dl. | picked it up in a couple of weeks the fird time | was there’

Sdamander was forgetting, however, that he was not only hdf Elvish, with tha race's naurd
prodivity for language, but dso a man with a highly-trained and disciplined mind. Jll found her studies
meaddening. Although she submitted to Salamander’ s endless drills, after hours of gtting in the Suffy cabin
her stubbornness began to wear on him. It only took a couple of days before his patience snapped.

‘Now herel’ he snarled one morning. ‘You've got to put the adjectives before the nouns, you little
dolt! If you say “orno mannoto”, you're saying “the dogs are ten”. Ten dogs is*mannoto orno”.

“Why can’'t these idiots speak properly? If putting those ad-things after a name is good enough for the
king, it should be good enough for them.’

Sdamander heaved an unnecessarily loud sSgh.

‘Mayhap we need a hit of a rest,’ he said. ‘I’ ve been meaning to look over our coin, anyway. How
much of Gwerbret Blaen's bounty do we have |eft? These pirates are both bestia and of repellent aspect,
but they do not come cheap.’

After Jll barred the door, they pooled their coin and counted it out. His long nose quivering, the
gnome hunkered down to stare a the precious gold. When Sdamander set aside the second ingtament
on thelr passage, the pile left looked inadequate indeed.

‘Evenif we find Rhodry right away, we' re going to have to stay in Bardek dl winter,’ Jll said. ‘Isit an
expensve sort of place?

‘It is, but men like a good tae no matter where they live. | shdl ply my humble trade, but it's going to
look truly humblein the sophigticated idands. The rich folk won't pay much for a storyteller, deemed fit
only for farmers and daves’

‘Well, aslong as we eat regularly, we don't have to livein luxury.’
“You may not have to live in luxury. With a decidedly mournful Sgh, Salamander began meking the

coins disappear into hidden pockets in his dothing. ‘Besides, if I'm not rich, how can | buy an exatic
barbarian dave?



‘What? Who's going to be buying any daves?

‘We are, my turtledove - Rhodry. What did you think we' d do? Demand him back by force or sted
hm with the sword? Thisis a dvilized country. You can't just take someone' s property.’

‘By every greasy hair on the Lord of Hdll’s black ass, | want revenge, not haggling in a marketplace.’

‘Do you dso want to be arrested for armed robbery? Jll, please, for the sake of every god of both
our peoples, follow my orders when we get there. If we cause trouble, we could rot in prison for years,
and that won't do our Rhodry one jot of good.’

Once the coins were hidden, Sdamander leaned back on his narrow bunk and idly stroked the
blanket with his long, nervous fingers while he thought something through. All a once he laughed, his

smoky-grey eyes snapping with ddight.

‘I have it, my sweset, my eaglet! | shdl be a wizard, not a gerthddyn. He waved one hand in a
flourigh, and blue fire danced and sparked from his fingertips. ‘Krysdlo, the Barbarian Wizard from the
Far North!” Another snap of hisfingers sent asmdl shower of bright red sparks flying. ‘ Come one, come
dl, and see the marvels of the northern landd Bring the children, bring the aged grandmother, and see if
you can discover if it's done with powders and mirrors, or if the barbarian wizard is everything he dams
to be” When he waved both hands, a sheet of purple flame stippled with gold drifted across the cabin to
disspate hamlesdy againg the wadl. *By the hells, they’ll be throwing coin at us by the handful.’

‘No doubt, sncethey’'ll be seeing red dweomer. But what would Nevyn say about this?

‘Does even skin make good leather? Let us most profoundly hope that Nevyn never finds out about
thislittle show, or the question will be put to the test. But don't you see, Jil, how perfect thisll be? Our
enemies won't suspect a thing, because they won't believe for a moment that anyone would show off red
dweomer in the marketplace” He rubbed his hands together in glee, making a amdl fountain of Slver
flames. ‘Now, le's see . . . aha, you can be my beauteous barbarian handmaiden. Come see the far
Jllanna, a savage princess of far-off Deverry! See how she carries a sword likea man! You'll be a draw
inand of your lovedy sdf.’

‘My very humble thanks. | suppose it's better than being known as your fancy lad.’
Sdamander wiped his amile away and considered her for a moment.

‘I'm sorry, Jll. 1 know your heart is sck with worry. It's a hard quest we're on, but well save
Rhodry yet. Try not to brood.’

‘Not brood? Y e gods, with him in the hands of the Hawks of the Brotherhood?

‘He may not be that, remember. Shilyn the pirate was as clear as clear, they were going to leave him
dive and then sdl him.

‘So they told Snilyn.’
‘Well, true spoken.’

Cold fear swept between them like another wind from the sea. With a dog-like shudder Salamander
roused himsdf from what threatened to be despair.



‘Let me amuse you, my turtledove. The Great Krysdlo had best practise his astounding repertoire of
marvels’

Asit turned out, with the aid of “the Wildfolk of Fire and Aethyr Salamander could put on an amazing
show of true magic disguised as fdse. He sent bals of blue fire dancing, sheets of red flame drifting,
sparks dlittering down in fire-fals and miniaure lightning bolts shooting and blazing. In the dark, the show
would be absolutely dazzling. Once he had his visud effects coming easly, he added snaps, booms,
crashes, and szzles, courtesy of the Wildfolk of the Air. At the end, he threw a golden firefdl up far
above his head and made miniaure thunder rall as it came cascading down. As the booms died away,
there came atimid knock on the door. When Jll opened it, she found a white-faced pirate.

‘Oh here he said, with alick a nervous lips. ‘Be dl wdl with you?
‘Itis Why?

‘We heard them noises’

‘It was merdy my master, Sudying his dark arts. Dare you intrude?

With ayelp, the pirate turned and fled. As Jll shut the door, Salamander broke out into howls of wild
laughter.

‘That' s the spirit,” he said between gasps. ‘1 think me this ruse will work splendidly.’

Baruma the merchant leaned onto the windowsll of his inn and looked out over the twilit city of
Vdanth. Far below down the hill, the last of the sunset sparkled on the broad river; here and there,
lantern light bloomed in the windows of the houses or glittered among the trees of a garden. The sound of
donkey-bells drifted up to him from the digtant streets. On this lovely evening he was indined to be in a
good mood. Not only had he successtully finished his job for the Old One, but his own affars were
progressing well. Sewn ingde the hem of histunic was aamdl cache of diamonds, far more portable than
gold. Although he traded in goods that couldn’t be displayed in any market or spoken of openly in any
quild hdll, they fetched a steep price for the man who knew where to sl them, and Baruma's poisons
were dl of the highest qudity. He'd persondly tested them on daves to ensure it. While he considered
which of his sdect group of customers to vist next, he scratched his hary ssomach, idly hunting for the
tiny black fleas that were one of the hazards of traveling in the idands. It was time for him to leave
Bardektinna and sall across to Surtinng; his ultimate god lay on that idand, far up in the hills where the
Old One lived.

When the night grew cool, Baruma closed the shuitters and turned back to his chamber, a luxurious
one with white walls and a blue and green tiled floor scattered with velvet cushions and set about with
tiny oil-lamps. In one corner lay his travelling gear and two big canvas-wrapped bales which he never
dlowed out of hissght. Any customs officer who went through his goods would find heavily embroidered
linen tablecloths, napkins, and decorative bands for tunics and suchlike, made by barbarians in Deverry
for sde to the wedthy ladies of Bardek. Unknown to those who made them, however, once Baruma
brought their work back to Bardek it underwent a subtle change. He used the various traditiona patterns
as labds, indicating the name of the poison in which the cloth had been soaked. Put the cloth in water or
wine, and there was the poison again, safe from the prying eyes of the archon’s men.

In one of his saddle-bags he carried Rhodry’ s siver dagger. He'd kept it for no red reason, more as
asouvenir of those intensdly pleasurable hours he' d spent breaking his prisoner’ s mind and will, but it did
make scrying him out easier. Out of boredom as much as anything, Baruma took it out, then sat down on



an enormous cushion and centred hismind by garing into the flame of an oil-lamp. Since he was holding
asemi-magicd object of great meaning to Rhodry, the image built up fast. In the yelow dancing glow of
the burning wick he saw Rhodry Stting near a campfire and eating stew out of a wooden bowl. Although
he looked tired, he was far from exhausted, and he was unchained, unshackled, obvioudy a well-treated
member of what seemed to be a large caravan. His flare of rage cost Baruma the vison. Tha fool
Brindemo! Why hadn’t he sold Rhodry to the mines or the gdleys as he'd been ordered? Hardly aware
of what he was doing he drove the dagger hard into the cushion.

This lapse of control forced him to his feet. As he put the dagger away it occurred to him that
Brindemo was going to have to pay for his falure. The guilds would show the fa trader what happened
to men who cross the will of the Dark Powers. As for Rhodry himsdf, ance the Old One had sad
nothing about where he should be sold - the agony of the mines or the gdleys was Baruma's own
refinement - Baruma supposed the job was done well enough. Then he remembered the threst, the cold
hatred in the Slver dagger’s eyes and voice as he stood on the deck of the ship and told Baruma that
someday he'd escape and kill him. Just stupid braggadocio, Baruma told himsdf. Saves can never
escape herein Bardek. Yet he fdt a cold sweep of fear up his spine. Rhodry was just the desperate sort
of man who might risk everything for revenge, Smply because he wouldn't careif he lived or died after he
killed his prey.

Briefly he consdered tracking Rhodry down himsdf, but the Old One had specificdly forbidden him
to kill the barbarian. If Rhodry were to die, Barumawould have to ensure that no one knew of his part in
it. He could, he supposed, smply buy Rhodry back from his new magter and sdl him to the mines
himsdf- but the dangers of that were entirdy too obvious, conddering the strictness of the laws governing
barbarians and davery. The Old One posed the worse threat. If he came to consder Baruma reckless
and thus no longer completely dependable, then he' d dispose of his erswhile student in a way that made
the archons long, dow methods of execution look merciful. He would be better off facing a loose and
well-armed Rhodry than risking his teacher’ s judgment. There remained, however, Brindemo's insolence.
Baruma could take some solace in seeing him well-punished.

Down near the river in Vdanth, on a narrow, dead-end dley, stood a house that was crumbling into
decay. The stuccoed outer walls of its compound were peding and cracking; the courtyard within, so
tangled with a garden gone riot that the ancestor statues were completely hidden. The longhouse itself
hed lost a good portion of the shakes on its roof, and the outer wal gapped and cracked in places. The
dtizenswho lived nearby thought that it belonged to an old merchant who had logt both his fortune and
hisonly son to pirates and who, thanks to the resulting madness, refused to go out or see anyone but his
par of daves, as ancient as he. Baruma knew better. Late that night he left his inn and went to the
compound, knocking on the splintery gate in a pattern of sound that few people knew.

In afew moments the gate opened a cautious crack. Lantern in hand, an aged dave peered a him.
‘I wish to speak to your master. Tdl him Baruma of Addion is here, come from Deverry.’

The dave nodded.

‘Ishein? Will he see me?

The dave shrugged asif to say he didn’t know.

‘Answer me, you insolent fool!’

The dave opened his mouth and reveded the scarred stump of a tongue long ago cut from his mouth.



‘Huh. Well, | should have redized that. Are you dlowed to show mein?

The dave nodded a yes and ushered him into the weed-choked garden. They picked a careful way
across on a path where the flagstones had cracked and tilted treacheroudly, then went into the house and
down a mudy corridor lined with cobwebbed Satues - dl stage dressing for the neighbours and
tradesmen who might come this far in. Near the back of the house were the magter’s red quarters. The
dave motioned Baruma into a high-cellinged chamber, bright with lamplight, that was furnished with
cushioned furniture and red-and-gold carpets laid over the tiled floor. On one wall was a fresco showing
apony and a barbarian woman engaged in a peculiar kind of sport; he was busy examining it when he
suddenly redlized that he was no longer done. He whirled around to find the master towering over him. It
took dl hiswill to keep from ydping in fear. As it was, something must have shown on his face because
the master laughed. A tdl man, with bluish-black skin, he was wearing a plain white tunic, and over his
face was a hood of the finest red slk. Tattooed around hisright wrist was a gtriking hawk.

‘If you were one of my pieces of work, you'd be dead, Baruma. Have you come to show me your
wares? I'm mog interested in seeing them.’

‘I’'m honoured that you are. Perhaps we can gtrike a bargain, then. You see, one of the little rats who
scurry a our bidding has disobeyed me. | can't go back to Myleton to tend to the matter mysdf, but he
needs to be punished. Not killed, mind - merdy taught a painful lesson.’

‘Nothing could be easier to arrange” The master hesitated briefly. ‘ This foal livesin Myleton, then.’
‘Brindemo the dave trader.’
‘Ah’

In the flickering lamplight Baruma could see nothing but the coarsest slhouette of the Hawkmaster's
face through the fine silk, but he received the impresson that he was being studied. The hair on the back
of his neck pricked in a perfectly reasonable fear at the thought.

‘One of my men accompanied you to the barbarian kingdom,” the master said a lagt. ‘I believe he
was cdling himsdf Gwin.

‘Yes. | didn't redize that he was attached to this particular guild.

‘It was't his place to tdl you.” There was a trace of humour in his voice. ‘He made, of course, a ful
report on what happened.’

Baruma s fear degpened when he remembered the Hawk’ s insolence. He was panfully aware that no
onein the world knew where he was at the moment, that he could disappear forever if the Hawkmaster
should choose.

‘I'm veary interested in this Rhodry of Aberwyn.” The master laced his fingertips together and seemed
to be sudying them. * Although Gwin and Merryc are convinced that he was noble-born, we know little
about him. | wonder why the Old One found him so important.’

‘I wonder mysdf’

There was no way of tdling if the master believed him or not. After an agonizing wait of some minutes,
the Hawkmaster spoke again.



*Soon you'll be completing the third ring of your studies, won't you? His tone of voice was perfectly
conversationd, which was, oddly enough, more frightening than any sniger whisper or suchlike would
have been. * A man like you could use alittle backing in the Brotherhood.’

‘No doubt.” Baruma picked his words carefully, wondering if he were being sounded out for a
weakness. ‘When he walks the paths of power, aman needs to know who's waking behind him.

The master laughed, a cold sharp bark.

‘I like the way you express yoursdf, my friend, and you're speaking the exact truth. Whet if | offered
mysdf as one of your backers?

‘I"d be honoured beyond dreaming, of course, but such support isfar too vauable to come for free’

‘Jugt s0.” The red dlk rustled as the master nodded his head. * Some of usin the various guilds wonder
what the Old One's up to. We wonder greetly. He is vadly old, my friend, well over a hundred a leedt,
maybe two hundred for dl we know. We wonder how the years have affected his mind. You've seen
him recently?

There was no usein lying.

‘Oh yes, farly recently. He seemed as sharp and smooth as a wdl-oiled scythe. Physicaly he's very
dow, of course. But hismind dill seemed ... let us say, formidable’

‘Ah. A fine choice of words, indeed. Now let me make one thing clear: | mean the Old One no harm,
none whatsoever. If the blood guilds wished to dispose of him, we wouldn’'t bother to take the risk of
bringing you into our confidence. Isthat clear?

‘Very. Yet something's troubling you?
‘Oh yes. Why did he want Rhodry of Aberwyn kidnapped, then just set adrift here in the idands?
‘| honestly don't know.’

‘I was afraid that he hadn’t told you. He' s working on something, dl right, something very convoluted
and strange.” The master got up abruptly. ‘I amdl danger.” He began to pace back and forth in front of
the fresco. * And no one reaches my paosition in a blood guild without knowing danger when he amdlisiit.
All I want from you is this, that you go on to the Old One' s villg, just as you planned to do, and seeiif you
can find out anything about this mysterious scheme. That's dl for now - just information. Later, who
knows? But | promise you this, if anyone has to confront the Old One, that someone will be me, not
you.’

‘Very good, because you know perfectly wel that | could never stand againgt him.

‘Jugt s0.” The way the hood twitched gave the impresson that the master was amiling. *And in return,
we put you forward as a candidate for the Outer Circle. Our backing carries grest weight, you know.’

‘Oh yes, and as | say, I'm honoured beyond dreaming.’” One thin trickle of fear-sweat ran down
Baruma's ribs, but he forced himsdf to amile ‘And | suppose someone will be keeping track of this
mysterious Rhodry?

‘Of course. The man you know as Gwin, actudly. He's the logicd choice. He knows what the dave



looks like after dl.’

Baruma hestated, wondering if Gwin were redly trusworthy where Rhodry was concerned, but
arguing with a Hawkmaster' s decisons ranked very low on hislig of enjoyable pastimes.

‘Excdlent. | have reason to believe tha Rhodry’s a much more dangerous man than the Old One
reglizes’

‘Indeed? Because he swore he'd kill you?
The humour in the master’ s voice made Baruma furious, but he kept his own voice steady and light.

‘I should have redlized that Gwin would mention that little incident. W, yes, partly because of that.
Do you blame me? You know as wdl as | do that barbarians are more than willing to die if it'll salvage
their precious honour. No sengble, avilized man would try to escape his owner, but Rhodry of Aberwyn
isnether dvilized nor sensble’

“You've got a point. You know, | think it might be safer dl round to have Rhodry in our hands rather
then wandering round the idands with this spice trader.’

Baruma s heart pounded once. The Hawkmaster dready knew a great ded more than he' d redized.

‘| agree of course,’ Baruma said. ‘1 suppose it'll be easy enough for your men to take Rhodry dive.
The Old One was adamant: we had to leave hm dive’

‘Oh, was he? That's an interegting piece of news. Very wdl, kidngpping it is. I'll put Gwin and some
of my men on the trall on the morrow. We can probably learn a great ded Imply by asking this Rhodry
the right questions. He might be uwilling to answer, but then, we have ways of deding with the
recacitrant.’

“You certanly do, yes” Barumawas by now thoroughly frightened, but he knew that he had to speak
the truth now rather than let the master find it out on hisown later. ‘But Rhodry can tdll you nothing. The
Old One ordered me to crush hismind.’

The master spun around and stared gtraight at him. The lamplight struck the hood at an angle, dlowing
Baruma to get an impresson of narrow eyes and a sneering mouth. Showing fear or grovdling now
would be fatd.

‘| followed my orders, of course. | wish you'd come forward earlier with this proposal.’

‘So do |I.” The master’s tone was ironic rather than angry, and Baruma could breathe more eeslly. ‘I
don't suppose there' s any way to restore his memory?

“None. No human being could possibly break the ensorcelment | put upon him. No maiter how long
helives, hell never remember so much as his own true name.’

‘Thet's a pity, but wel, we'll have to work round it
‘Let me see, the man who was cdling himsdf Merryc isill in Eldidd, isn't he?
“Yes, and working out very nicdly, too, judging from hislast letter.’

‘And we & least know that Rhodry origindly came from Aberwyn.’



“You know, my friend, you and | might be able to work very well together. You think, and | like that.
Curse thiswinter wegather! There won't be another ship across in months now, and that means no news
from Merryc till spring. But at any rate, what do you think of my bargain?

Since answering too quickly would be suspicious, Baruma made a show of considering. After dl, he
reminded himsdlf, gaining the OId One's backing was only hypothetical, while the Hawkmaster’s offer
was very red indeed - for better or for worse.

‘| think that it's a crudid tuming of my Fate, and that I'd be a fodl to refuse it” Also a dead manif |
refuse it, he added to himsdf. ‘How shdl we sedl it?

‘The way these things are dways sedled, my friend: in blood.’

‘Very well.” Although he went ice-cold, he managed to keep his voice cdm. ‘“Whenever you wish to
begin.’

Zandar’ s caravan was working its way through hill country as they headed southwest dong the spine
of the idand. On ether dde of the dusty road, fidd after fiedd of dark green vegetables nestled in the
valeys, criss-crossed with tiny irrigation ditches, sparkling with water. When the caravan rode by, the
bent-back farmers would look up, stretch, and stare at the long gtring of pack mules and horses. Riding
a the dusty end of the line, Taiaesyn would stare back and envy them: farmers or not, they were free
men. Toward noon, the caravan came to ariver, or more precisaly, to a broad gulch, littered with rocks
and amdl shrubs, where water ran down the middle in a amdl, mucky stream. Out in what current there
was stood a huge wooden water whed with buckets dl dong therim. As, sweeting in the sun, two daves
turned a crank under an overseer’ s whip, the buckets dipped down, brought up the precious water, and
emptied it into a wooden culvert that ran on dilts to the man irrigation ditch at the lip of the gulch. Seeing
the scars on the daves  backs reminded Tdiaesyn that he was lucky.

When Kryblano, a free man working as a caravan guard, dropped back beside him, Tdiaesyn asked
hmthe river’s name.

‘The En-ghidd. 1t's dry now, dl right, but soon the rains will start, and the flash-floods with them.
WEell be home by then, though.’

That night the caravan camped downhill from a farming village called Deblis, a tidy arrangement of
some fifty square white-plastered houses, each with a little wooden fence around a vegetable patch in
front and a chicken-coop behind. At sunset, Zandar took Tdiaesyn and Kryblano in for the night-time
market. Among the flower-blossom lights of ail-lamps, pedlars and locd craftsmen sgquatted on the
ground with their merchandise neatly arranged on pdlets of woven rushes, but the locd folk seemed to
be sanding around gossiping more than they were buying. Zandar's goods, however, were a different
thing. Once Tdiaesyn got them unpacked and spread out, the village women clustered round to haggle
for thelittle day pots and packets of beaten-bark paper that held the precious spices.

After about an hour, as business was dackening off, Zandar sent Kryblano and Taliaesyn off to buy
him some wine, and, generous employer and magter that he was, gave Kryblano the money to buy
himsdf and the dave a cup, too. After some poking around the village they found a tiny wine-shop set
into the sSde of a house, a room smoky from oil-lamps where row after row of ydlow day jugs stood
agang the wal and patrons spilled out into the dley. While they sipped the flat cups of sweet red wine,
Kryblano struck up a conversation with apair of locas, but Tdiaesyn stood a little behind him and spoke

to nobody.



As they made their way back to the marketplace, Kryblano paused for a moment to dip down an
dley and rdieve himsdf in the dark. Carrying the wine jug for thar master, Tdiaesyn waited for imin the
dtreet, which was nearly as dark, and chewed over his continua nag of a problem: who am I, anyway?
At a scrape of sanda on sand behind him, he turned and saw two men walking up to him, so purpossfully
and yet s0 quietly that he went on guard. Then he saw the bright gleam of a tiny dagger in one man's
hand, and the cail of fine dlken rope in the other’s. Tdiaesyn ducked to one sde and kicked out as the
ged flashed toward him, but he fdt the dagger graze his arm. He threw the wine jug in his attacker’s face
and grabbed the rope-carrier by the arm, twisting him round. When the man with the knife feinted in,
Tdiaesyn ydled an indinctive war-cry and shoved his sruggling prisoner sraight onto the blade. The man
inhis hands screamed and dumped forward with a gush of blood. As the second turned to flee, Kryblano
came running, ydaling his head off, and the dley filled with villagers drawn by the shouting. As they tackled
the escaping assassin, Kryblano reached Tdiaesyn's side and grabbed his bleeding am to look a the
shdlow wound.

Everyone was talking so fast that Tdiaesyn had trouble understanding more than a few words. All at
once he redized that his cut was burning and that he could no longer focus his eyes. By the light of ail
lamps that shot up and wavered in great gobbets of flane he saw Zandar foraing his way through the
crowd in the company of a stout man with grey hair. It was suddenly very hard to hear the voices around
him. He did hear Kryblano, shouting in darm; then there was a gauzy grey slence and a dark.

In the dark alight was burning. At first he thought it was the sun, but as he walked toward it he saw
that it glowed red like a campfire, that indeed it was afire, but a strange one, because in the middle of the
flames crouched atiny red dragon. Around the fire stood a black man holding the hand of a white woman
and a black woman standing aone. When they saw him they laughed and waved to him. Indinctively he
knew that he should complete the circle, and as soon as he'd linked up the partners, they dl began to
dance, drding round and round, faster and faster, urtil dl four of them blurred together in a rush of Slver
light, and the dragon swelled up, huge and ominousin aroar of flames, cdling out to him, cdling his name

‘Rhodry.

He said the name doud, and he was awake, lying on a blanket in the shade of a tree at the edge of the
caravan camp. By the sun's position he could tdl that it was nearly noon. Although he was so dry that his
tongue fet glued to the roof of his mouth, and his scratch from the night before ill stung, he felt perfectly
wdl and steady-headed, not at dl like aman who'd taken a poisoned wound. When he spoke the name
agan, Zandar noticed that he was awake and came over with a waterskin.

‘So you're dive, are you? Good.’

‘I"'ve remembered my red name.’ Dry mouth or not, he fdt his news so urgently it was like an ache.
‘It's Rhodry.’

‘Wdll, by the gods and dl their little pigletd Good, good for you. Here. Drink firgt; then well talk.’

Tdiaesyn drank as much as he could hold, waited a few moments, then found he could drink some
more. Zandar hunkered down next to him and watched with a commercid sort of compassion.

‘There was some kind of poison on that blade,” the trader said. ‘ The village herbwoman was sure of
that, but it couldn’t have been very strong.’

‘I don't think it was poison. How about a smple drug, to knock me out and make me easy prey?



‘If s0, it falled badly. The man you had in your hands is dead.’
All a once Rhodry went cold dl over, remembering that he was adave.
‘And will | diefor that?

‘No. He attacked you, and the village headman is a friend of mine. What we al want to know is why
he attacked you. Zandar gave him a grim gamile. ‘Or let me guess you can't remember if you have any
enemies who want you dead.’

‘I can't, magter. I’'m sorry. | wish | could!’

‘Of course you do. Well, the headman’s going to have the other thief executed, and that will be an
end to that. Think you can ride today?

‘Ohyes. | fed fine That'swhy | think it was a drug, not a poison.’

‘Oh.” Zandar considered thisfor a moment, then shrugged. ‘Well, let’s get out of this place and on the
road, then. Maybe that will throw these mysterious enemies off your trall. | paid too much for you to have
you daughtered in front of me.” Y et he paused for a moment, mouthing syllables. *Rhodry, huh? He sad
the name strangely, with no puff of breath and bardly any trill on the ‘rh’. ‘Tl the others, will you? At
leedt it's shorter.’

Some five days later, the Great Krysdlo and his beautiful barbarian maidservant found themsdves a
alite of chambers in one of the most expensve inns in Myleton. Since the innkeep had plenty of
experience with travdling showmen, he demanded payment in advance, but once Salamander gave him a
generous handful of slver coins, he turned sarvile, showing them up to the suite persondly, bowing often,
and muttering words that Jll interpreted as being *hope my humble quarters are suitable and other such
pleasantries. The innkegp's boy carried up thair travelling gear and lad it down on top of a low chest,
then retired with an awe-struck look for the pae har and eyes of his guests, rarities enough in Bardek to
be a show in themselves. Although Salamander announced that he was pleased, especidly with the piles
of cushions and the purple divan, Jll found the sguareness of the room uncomfortable, and the echoing
tilefloor and stark white wals amplified every sound they made. Near the cdling ran a painted dado of
frut and flowers, so redidicdly done that she would have sworn you could have plucked them off the
wal. When her gnome appeared, it sniffed round the corners like a dog.

‘Now Jll, ligten,” Sdamander said. ‘When we go to the marketplace today, you'll have to peace-bind
that sword with athong or suchlike, or the archon’s men will confiscate it.’

‘What? The bloody gdl! What kind of a place isthis, anyway? What if some thief attacks us?

They don't have that kind of thief here, thanks to those very same archon’s men. If you get your
pocket picked, you see, you lodge a complaint, and the archon’s men hunt down the thief for you and
arest him/

‘Sounds like a waste of public funds to me, when I'm quite capable of ditting the dishonest bastard’s
throat for him.’

‘| fear me you're going to find Bardek a greet trid, and doubtless Bardek will find you one in return.’

‘Let them. Do you think Rhodry’ s here in Myleton?



‘I only wish life would amile upon us so warmly, my little eaglet. I'm willing to wager that he came
through here, though, because this town is the centre of the dave trade. Anyone with an expensve
property like our Rhodry would be insane to sl it somewhere ese. I'm just hoping he went at
government auction. They keep careful records of every sde, and for a few coppers well. . . that is, I'll
be alowed to read them.’

‘One of these days | suppose | should learn |etters. 1t seems like such a wretched bore, puzzing them
out’

“Not once you learn, and truly, you should. Let me just seeif | can pick up our Rhodry’s trall now
that we're back on land.’

In a corner of the room stood a rectangular charcod brazier, made of cast iron, on a solid-looking
bronze stand, with alayer of kindling and charcoa dl ready for afire. Sdamander lit the fud with a wave
of his hand, then stared steadily into the pale and tiny flames. Jil fdt a cold trembling of fear. For dl they
knew, Rhodry had never been sold at dll, but Hill suffered at the hands of the Hawks of the Brotherhood.
When the gerthddyn groaned dramétically, she legpt to her feet, thinking he' d seen Rhodry dead or
maimed.

‘He's been sold, sure enough, to some kind of caravan leader,” Slamander said. ‘It certainly looks as
if he’'s being well-treated.’

‘Oh ye gods, you chattering df!’ She fdt tears mising her eyes and took refuge in anger. ‘ Then why
did you have to make such mournful noises?

‘Because they’re travdling on a road through the grasdands, heading toward the undistinguished,
unremarkable, and boringly bland mountains that cover hdf thisidand and a good chunk of the next, too.
| have absolutdly no idea where they may be.’

JII muttered severa foul things under her breath.

‘Fortunately,” Salamander went on, ‘we can draw upon resources other than dweomer. We can
check the aforementioned government records, and we can ask questions of the private traders, too. An
expendve barbarian like our Rhodry will have been remembered.’

‘Good. Let’s get on our way.’

“We might as wel, O Gilyan of the hot blood. Besides, we have to go to the market to buy supplies
and to get a permit. Tonight we put on our first show.’

In spite of the congtant anxiety that underlay her mind like the sound of the waves in a harbour, Jll
found Myleton splendid with its longhouses and painted garden walls scattered through the forest of
flowering trees. When they came to the market, she was doubly impressed. The vast plaza was a sea of
brightly-coloured sunshades, rippling in the wind over the hundreds of booths spread out around the
public fountains. Here and there was a andl stage where performers sruggled to get the crowd's
attention. Slamander told her that a noon the market would shut down while everyone dept the hot
afternoon away, then reopen at twilight. They wandered around, egting cakes gicky with a white, sweet
powder while they looked over hegps of slverwork and brassware, ol lamps, slks, perfumes, jewdlery,
drangdy shaped knives, and decorative lestherwork. Salamander pawed through dl the gaudiest
merchandise and made his purchases; they ended up burdened with two brass braziers, packets of
charcoa and resin incenses, yards and yards of red cloth, a long drape of cloth-of-gold, a tunic giff with
flord embroidery for her and a brocaded robe of many colours for the mighty wizard to wear on stage.



While he shopped he kept chattering away, but Jil noticed just how much information he managed to
extract as he did 0, from the best place to buy horses to the current political temper of the city, and most
important of dl, the names of severd private dave traders dong with the news that at the last public
auction, at least, no barbarians had been offered for sde.

Thefird trader they visted informed them sadly that he'd seen no barbarians for over a year, but he
did direct them to a man named Brindemo, who spoke the barbarian tongue wel and was thus the
private trader of choice for someone who had a barbarian for sale. After a quick stop a ther inn to
unburden themsealves of their packages, they followed the convoluted directions and managed to find, a
ladt, Brindemao's shabby compound. When they knocked on the door, it was opened by a dender man,
too young to grow a beard, whose dark eyes darted this way and that as he greeted them. Sdamander
bowed to him and spoke in Deverrian.

‘Where is Brindemo?
‘Vay ill, my lord. | am his son. | will serve you in his stead.’
1117 Isthere afever in your compound?

‘Not at dl, not a dl.’He paused to run his tongue over his lips. ‘It was strange. Spoiled food,
mayhap.’

While Sdlamander consdered him, the boy squirmed, his eyes looking everywhere but a the
gerthddyn.

‘Wl Sdamander said at last. * Tender my humble apologies to your esteemed father, but | ings on
seeing him. | know many a strange thing, you see. Perhaps | could recommend aremedy.” He paused for
effect. ‘| am the Great Krysdllo, Barbarian Wizard of the North.’

The young man moaned and squirmed the more, but he threw the door wide open and let them into
the grassy yard, where a couple of young women sat together near the wel in a dull-eyed dump of
despair. When Jll redlized that she was seeing human merchandise, her somach clenched, and she
looked away.

‘I mugt seeif my father is awake.’
‘Well come with you while you do,” Sdlamander said.

With a groan of honest terror the boy led them round the longhouse to a side door which, it turned
out, opened directly into his parents bedchamber. Lying amidst a hegp of striped cushions on a low
divan, Brindemo raised his head drunkenly and stared at them with rheumy eyes, his dark skin ashy-grey
from fear and fever. Her hands clasped over her mouth, his stout wife stood frozen in the corner.
Brindemo looked a her and barked out one word; she ran from the room. Sdlamander stalked over to
the bedside.

‘Look a my pae har. You know I'm from Deverry. You had a barbarian man here for sde, didn't
you?

‘I did, truly.” The fat trader’s voice was a harsh whisper from a poison-burned throat. ‘I told your
men dready. | sold him. A spice-merchant, Zandar of Danmara’ He paused to cough horribly. ‘Have
you come to kill me now?



‘Naught of the sort. | can amdl the poison in your sweat, and | know what it is. Swalow spoonfuls of
honey mixed with butter or some other kind of fat. It will soothe the pains and sop the dregs up. Since
the ben-marono plant kills quickly, and you aren’t dead aready, we may conclude that they gave you a
lessthan fatd dose.’

‘My thanks. Ai! Barumais one of your northern demons, | sweer it

‘The son of one, at least.’

With great effort Brindemo raised his head to Stare into Sdamander’s eyes.

“Youl" he hissed. * Y ou're not one of them, are you?

‘One of whom?

Hefdl back, panting from his exertion, and looked away. Sdamander smiled gently.

‘I won't force any truths out of you, my friend. If you mean what | suspect you mean, they’d kill you
for certain. Butinreturn, | shan't tdl you one word about mysdf, so they won't be able to pry it out of
you.’

‘A far bargain. For amoment Brindemo lay 4ill, gathering his strength to speak further. ‘Ease a Sck
man's curiogity, good gr, if you can. The barbarian lad, the one they cdled Tdiaesyn, who was he truly?

‘Hedidn't tdl you?
‘He didn’t know. His memory was gone, completely gone.’
JII muttered afoul and involuntary oath.

‘| see’ Sdamander turned grim. ‘Wdl, my friend, you had the honour of feeding a very important
man. He was Rhodry Maglwaedd, Gwerbret Aberwyn, kidnapped and sold by his enemies’

Brindemo made a deep gurgling sound, choked, and coughed in spasms of swesting.

‘Cdm yoursdlf, Sdlamander said. *You didn't know the truth, so no doubt no further harm will befdl
you. | take it you know where Aberwyn is’

‘I don’'t.” Brindemo could barely choke out the words. ‘ Doesn’'t matter. Know what a gwerbret is. Al
aa.’

At thishis son stepped into the chamber, a big kitchen knife clutched in one hand and his face set in
hard determination. When Brindemo muttered a few Bardekian words, he blushed in embarrassment and
st the knife down on the windowsll.

ThisBaruma? Jll sad to him. Tdl me what he looked like. Your father can't keep taking. He needs
torest.

‘He was afa man, you would say pork-like, | believe, in your tongue. Very, very strange skin, very
smooth, and his black hair and beard are dways shiny and oiled down. He wore a Slver beard-clip, too,
and his eyes were like a snake's, very narrow and glittery and nasty.’

‘What do you remember about the dave cdled Tdiaesyn? Sdamander turned to the boy. ‘ Everything



you know.’

There was little to know, Sr. We thought he was noble-born because he moved like a knife-fighter,
and dl your lords are soldiers. He remembered he was a thing caled a slver dagger, but naught ese
about himsdf.” He glanced at his father, who whispered out Zandar’s name. ‘Oh, truly, the caravan. It
was going south. That was ten days ago. Zandar works his way through dl the villages and so on to the
south coast. He sIs spices to the cooks.” He thought for a moment, apparently struggling with the not
very familiar language. The name of the drug in your tongue, it is ... um, opium, that's it! Baruma was
gving him opium. Tdiaesyn was very thin when we bought him, too.’

‘Baruma is going to pay for dl this’ Jll sad quietly. ‘He is going to pay and pay and pay untl he
whines and screams and begs me to kill hm and put an end to it.’

‘JII"" Sdlamander gasped in honest shock.

Brindemo laughed, a tormented muitter.

‘My blessing to you, lass,’ he whispered. ‘My humble but honest blessing.’
Sdamander started for the door, then paused, looking back at Brindemo.
‘One lagt thing. Why did Baruma do this to you?

‘| disobeyed him. He said to sl Tdiaesyn to the mines or the gdleys. | sold him instead to the decent
madter.

‘1 see. W, that act of mercy’s cost you dear, but you have my thanks for it.’

All the way back to their inn JIl burned with rage, and that burning trandated itsdf to her vison, until it
truly seemed that pillars of flame danced ahead of them through the streets. Although he kept giving her
worried looks, Sdamander said nothing until they were back in their chamber and the door safdy barred
behind them. Then he grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her.

‘Stop it! | don’t even know what you're doing, but stop it right now! | can fed power pouring out of
you.’

‘I wasjud. . . wel, seeing things again. | don’t know how to stop it

Y et the shaking and his very red fear had dready snapped her mind back to a more norma state. The
flames were gone, dthough the edges of everything in the room sill shimmered with Siver energy.

‘Then don't dtart it in the firg place’ Sdamander let her go. ‘Jil, you get to brooding on things,
though 1 can't truly say | blame you, mind. But, well, how can | explain it? When you brood, you
summon power, because you have a dweomer mind, deny it al you want. WWhen most people brood over
things, they see picturesin their mind or hear the voice that they consider their sdf taking, but it dl stays
in the mind where it belongs. When you've got this raw power pouring into you, you begin to see the
pictures and so on outside of your mind, don’t you?

‘1 do.” She made the admisson reuctantly. ‘1 saw fire running before us down the street.’

‘Well, that's cursed dangerous. Dweomerfolk see imeges, too, and work with them, but we've
learned how to control them. If you go on blundering around this way, you could go stark raving mad.



Images and voices will come and go around you of their own free will, and you won’t be able to stop
them.

Since she could barely control them even then, she went cold dl over at the prospect. With a dramatic
dgh Sdamander sprawled onto the cushioned divan.

‘Food,” he said abruptly. ‘ Eaing somewhat generdly helps shut things down. It's tedioudy difficult to
work any dweomer on afull ssomach. Drink dulls the mind right down, too. But | doubt meif that’s going
to be enough. I’ ve no right to do anything of the sort, but I'm going to have to teach you some apprentice
tricks of the exdlted trade.’

‘And what makes you think | want to learn them?

Tour basic desire to stay sane and dive, that's what. Don't be a dolt, JllI! You're like a wounded man
who's afrad to have the chirurgeon stop his bleeding because pressng on the wound might hurt” He
paused, and he seemed to be sudying the ar dl around her. “Wéll, you're too worked up now to try a
lesson. How about food, indeed? The Great Krysdlo is famished. If you wouldn't mind assuming your
guise of beauteous barbarian handmaiden, go down and ask the innkeep to send up atray of mesats and
fruits. And a flagon of wine, too.’

‘I'm hungry mysdlf.” She managed to amile. * Oh mighty master of myserious arts.’

Sdamander was certainly right about the effects of food on her visonary state of mind. As soon as
she'd eaten a couple of pieces of meat and some cracker-bread she fdt a definite change, the dulling, as
he'd cdled it, which she needed so badly. Although the colours in the room seemed unusudly intense, the
congtant shimmerings disappeared. A couple of glasses of sweet white wine finished her involuntary
dweomer-working completely.

‘When are we getting on the road? she asked. ‘I wouldn't mind leaving tomorrow, when the city
gates open at dawn, say.’

‘I know your heart burns with impatience, Jll my turtledove, but we must consider what Zandar,
prince of the spice trade, is going to do next. Mayhap he's heading home to Danmara, mayhap he's
traveling this way and that about the countryside, unloading his goods upon the commerce-minded
public. If heis, we could be going one way while he's going the other. If we go to Danmara to wait for
him, we could sl around there for weeks. On the other hand, we can’'t St around here ether, doing
neught while evil villans scheme, plot, work wiles, 01 even machinate. Whichever way we go, well have
to travel dowly stopping often to perform, like the showmen we call ourselves.’

‘Wdll, true spoken. We ve got to get some coin before we g( anywhere, though. | can't beieve how
much you' ve spent!’

‘Good horses are not cheap inthis rare and refined land.’

‘We haven't even got the horses yet, you wretched wastrd. Our shov had best go wel tonight, or
you'rein for it.

From a couple of jugglers Sdamander had learned that any showmai was welcome to perform in the
public squares, provided he turned quarter of his profits over to the archon’s men. When it grew dark,
the hauled their newly-acquired props down to the market, which was ju; coming dive again in the codl.
Qil lamps flickering among the gaud sun-shades and banners cast coloured shadows on the white
buildings while the merchants and their customers stood in little groups, talking and joking over cups of



wine and snacks of spiced vegetables wrapped in fresh-baked rounds of thin bread. After a little asking
around Jll and Sdlamander set up on the terrace a the top of aflight of steps leading to a public building.
While JII laid charcod into the braziers and sprinkled it with incense, Slamander spread out the fancy
carpet, then picked up the cloth-of-gold drape and began doing tricks with it, meking it swirl in the air
and catch the light, or suddenly turn giff and billow out like a sall before the wind. Down below a crowd
gathered to watch.

‘I am Krysdlo, Barbarian Wizard of the Far North. Look upon my marvels and be amazed!’ He
flicked the drape one lagt time, then let it settle on the steps. ‘Jllanna, my beauteous barbarian
handmaiden, and | have travelled far across the seas from the wondrous kingdom of Deverry to amuse,
ddight, and mystify you with magic that your otherwise splendid city has never seen before!”

By now some fifty people were gathered at the foot of the Sairs. Sdlamander dowly raised one am
and pointed at the firg brazier. In a perfumed tower flames legpt up high, then fdl, leaving the charcod
burning red and the sweet resins smoking. When the crowd gasped in honest awe, other people came
running to see. Sdlamander waited until the crowd was steady again to light the second brazier.

‘Shdl | proceed with my humble show, Oh good citizens of Myleton?

The crowd laughed, dug into their purses, and flung a shower of copper coins. JIl scooped them up,
then took a place out of the way as Wildfolk of dl sorts flocked to the improvised stage and clustered
around Sdamander. Her grey gnome appeared, did alittlejig of excitement, then jumped to her shoulder
and settled down to watch.

‘Now behold the marvds of the north!’

Sdamander pulled along slk scarf out of mid-air - or so it seemed -and began to do the ordinary sort
of tricks that any deight-of-hand artist might do. First he made it disappear, then pulled it out of JlI's hair;
he tossed it up in such a way that it looked like a bird, flapping down to his shoulder; he turned it into
three scarves, sdled them around his head, then held them up to show that they were myderioudy
knotted together. All the while he sang, snatches of a long waliling even war chant, bits and pieces of
Deverry bdlads, and fragments of songs in some gutturd tongue that Jlil thought might have been
dwarven. After a few minutes he switched to doing dunts with dlver coins - agan, just standard
trickster’ s fare. He wanted to impress upon the crowd that he was only a showman and nothing more, to
plant in their minds the idea that there had to be araiond explanation for everything he did.

Fndly, when they were darting to get restless, Sdamander flung up his ams and sent a glowing
waterfdl of many-coloured sparks high into the air. As it poured down in a double rainbow, the crowd
shouted and surged closer, a sea of sweaty faces in the rippling light. With a howl of dven ddight
Sdamander drifted great red and blue washes, shot with slver and gold, across the stage, then followed
with miniature lightning bolts and thunder growls. On and on the show went, with burgting flowers of light
in many colours and purple cascades, while the crowd sghed and gasped and Sdlamander dternately
sang and joked. When Salamander announced that he was growing weary, the crowd threw another rain
of coins, and mogt of these were dlver with here and there a gold. After some juggling tricks with hens
€ggs, he gave another good display of red magic, then announced that this time he truly was weary and
the show over. Sll, a good many more coins came their way.

As the crowd drifted away, 4ill taking over the marvels they’d seen, one of the archon’s men - he
hed the city crest painted on his cheek -appeared to dam the offidd cut. While Jll rolled up the carpet
and folded up the cloth-of-gold, Sdamander sat down with the offidd near a brazier to count the haul.



‘That was the best show I've seen dl year, wizard. Just how do you do it? Some kind of powder in
those braziers?

‘Oh, not a dl. It'sdl true magic, as taught in the barbarian kingdoms.’

‘W, it's not fair of me to pry into your secrets. It would only spail the fun if | knew how the trick
worked. But ill, I'll bet that handmaiden of yours is scattering dl sorts of chemicds across the stage
when everyone s watching you juggle. | see tha robe of yours has got good deep deeves, too.’

Sdamander merdy amiled, but the Wildfolk scowled and stuck out their tongues, asif wondering how
the man could be so blind.

They'd racked up so much coin that Salamander gloated dl the way back to the inn. Once they were
up in their chamber, he danced around, humming even meodies and dancing in the dven way, head
thrown back, arms up rigid by his shoulders, as he swayed and jigged through the piles of props on the
floor. Jil had to laugh with him.

‘You loveit, she sad. ‘All those adoring femde eyes looking up at you.’

‘Of course.” He stopped, panting alittle for breath. ‘Here, Oh beauteous barbarian handmaid, greb a
hendful of those coins and go buy us a jug of wine, will you? The Great Krysdlo is fired with thirgt, and
we dhd| celebrate the success of our ruse’

Y et once the wine was fetched and poured, she found hersdf thinking of Rhodry again, wondering if
he were safe, and if he would ever forgive her even if they did manage to rescue him.

“You're brooding again, Salamander said abruptly. ‘1t's not going to do one rotten bit of good.’
‘Oh | know, but | don’t have any dven blood, and so | can't be heartless’

‘What a nasty tongue! Here, if | were truly heartless, would | be running dl over Bardek looking for
Rhodry?

“You wouldn’t. Ah, forgiveme - I'm sorry. I'm just dl to pieces!’

‘Of course.” He picked up the jug and frowned into it. ‘Almost empty. In a bit I'll go buy more, but
firga well drink this up. That way, if the shop is closed or | break my neck on the landlord' s unsafe dairs,
a least We ll have enjoyed thefind cup. That's the dven way, Jil, and is it truly heartless, to enjoy today
when no man knows what evil the morrow will bring him?

“It's not. | should be thankful that Rhodry and | had as many good times as we did, even if he heaps
scorn on me when we meet.’

“He' s not going to scorn you! Hum, | see from your dark look that if | go on taking, you're going to
grangle me, which would be a great hindrance to our plans. The Great Krysdllo shdl make the supreme
sacrifice and hold histongue’

Since they’ d been stopping in every town and village, it had taken Zandar’s caravan severa weeks to
work its way to the city of Daradion, on the southern tip of Bardektinna. From there, Rhodry learned,
they were going to take one of the specid caravan barges, more cattle-boat than saling ship, across to
the idand of Martinna and their home cdity of Danmara. As they arrived at the harbour town just before
unst, they camped outside the north gates in a public campground to wait until the gates opened agan



inthe morning. Although the campground was deserted when they rode up, while they were tethering out
the stock a amdl caravan joined them, among them a young man, expensvey dressed in a white tunic
with gold and purple verticd stripes and a bet with a solid gold buckle. He had with him a boy who
seemed to be a persona dave, and three pack mules, laden with what turned out to be travdling gear,
not merchandise. Zandar hailed the fdlow, Pommaeo, as an old friend and indsted he join them for
dinner round their campfire.

Once everyone had eaten, Zandar had Rhodry bring out a jug of wine and serve it round. While
Rhodry worked, he noticed Pommaeo watching him, and in a few minutes he discovered why, when the
fdlow turned to Zandar.

‘The Deverry dave? How much will you take for him?
‘I was thinking of keeping him, actualy. He's a good man around horses.’

‘My dear old friend, you've never had much flar, have you? Are you redly going to keep a showy
little rarity like that out in the stables? | can think of lots of infinitdy more appropriate uses for him. I'll
giveyou thirty zotars’

‘He' s not for sale’
‘Hfty, then.
‘I'm not haggling. | mean it

For a moment Pommaeo hovered on the edge of sulks, dl pouty-mouthed like a child who'd never
been denied any trinket or toy. Then he reached ingde his tunic, pulled out a pouch jingling of gold, and
produced an enormous coin: one of the fabled Bardekian zids, worth a hundred zotars at face vaue but a
good hit more than that in a transaction thanks to its rarity. The other free men caught their breaths, but
Zandar merdly shrugged. Pommaeo’s scowl darkened further.

‘By the wings of the Wave-father!” Zandar gave him a amile meant to be conciliatory, most likdy, but
thet turned out suspicious. ‘' Just what do you want him for, anyway, if you' re willing to pay that much?

Rhodry had been rather wondering the same.

‘As a gift for a very important friend of mine. I'm sure she'd be asolutdy ddighted with an exotic
barbarian to tend her front door.’

‘Ohl’ All a once Zandar laughed. ‘| take it you' re dill courting the widow Alaena?
‘I don't see where it's alaughing matter, but yes, | happen to be going to vist her.’
‘And it takes a wedthy gift to snare a wedthy wife, eh?

Pommaeo replied with a Bardekian phrase that Rhodry didn’t know, though he could guess its generd
tenor by the way the other men both winced and snickered. With a grin Zandar got up and motioned for
Rhodry to follow him as he walked afew steps away.

‘It feds odd, judtifying something to a dave, but I’ve grown to like you, boy. I'm going to take his
offer because | think you'll be safer thisway. Anyone can find out thet | live in Danmara. For dl | know,
the men who want you are stting there waiting for you to walk right into a trap. This should pretty well



throw them off your track. Besides, you'll live wel in the widow Alaena's household, and you'll have
plenty of chances to earn tips. Just don’t piss the money away on gambling and drinking, and you can
buy your freedom back sooner or later.” He gave Rhodry a friendly dap on the shoulder. ‘And good
luck.’

For Zandar’ s sake Rhodry forced out a smile, but inwardly he was seaming at the thought of being a
courting gift. If his position had alowed it, he would have cursed in a steady Stream.

To dinch the ded Zandar threw in the horse that Rhodry had been riding and the clothes and blankets
he/'d been usng. As the young dave boy, Miko, helped hm carry his gear over to his new master’'s
campsite, the lad talked so much and so fagt that Rhodry could only understand about hdf of what he
sad. He did manage to figure out, though, that Pommaeo was a difficult man, prone to dgoping his daves
around if they didn't do exactly as they were told. He redized that if he were going to live to see this
widow’ s household, he was going to have to keep a firm grip on his temper; griking back could get him
flogged by the archon’s men. Although he couldn’t remember specificdly why, he did know that
restraining his temper was something he'd never done before in his life and that the job wasn't going to

be easy.

Later that evening Pommaeo left Zandar's camp and returned to his own fire. While Miko combed
the magter’s har and removed his face paint for the night, Pommaeo gave Rhodry a smdl lecture in
remarkably good Deverrian. It turned out that he'd made severd trading-runs to the kingdom with his
uncles

‘So, an Eldidd man, I'd say, and so0ld as a dave in the idands? Zandar told me it was a matter of
gambling debts, but | have my doubts. It doesn't matter a pig's fart, mind, just so long as you watch your
courtesies from now on.’

*And do | have any choice about that?

‘“None, of course. Now listen, you' re about to go to afine household that makes those barbarian duns
of yours look like pig-gties. You'll have drict duties, and ther€ll be other daves to make sure you
perform them in the correct manner. If | hear of you giving the lady Alaenathe least jot of trouble, I'll flog
you mysdf. Do you understand me?

‘| do, master.’

Although Rhodry bobbed his head respectfully, he was conddering ways to strangle Pommaeo and
leave his body beside the road. The mindng piss-proud excuse for a red man! he thought to himsdf.
Hunting rich widows! Let’s hope the poor old woman has the wit to see him for the snake he id

‘Do you know what the whole secret of the dweomer iS? Sdamander said abruptly. ‘Making
picturesin your mind. Just that and little €lse -making the right sort of pictures and saying the right words
to go with them. How does tha strike you?

Startled, Jll looked up from her breskfast.
‘Are you sure you're not having a jest on me?

‘I'm not, though | know it must sound like one. There' sthis book we dl sudy - eventudly you've got
to learn to read, my little turtledove -which is known as The Secret Book ofCadwallon the Druid, though
I’'ve been told that it's actudly a lot of short bits and gphorisms jotted down by various
dweomer-masters over the years. Be thet as it may, there's one particular piece that springs to my mind



a the moment. “You could go to the marketplace and, like a gerthddyn, preach aoud the secret of dl
dweomer without one soul being a wit's worth wiser.” Do you know why? Because it's so smple
everyone would sneer. Or to be precise: Imple to describe; cursed hard to do.’

‘I'll admit to fighting the urge to sneer if dl you're taking about isalot of pictures’

‘Aha, | know a chdlenge when | hear one. Very wel.” He held up his eaborately jewdled table
dagger. ‘Look at this for a moment. Then shut your eyes. Try to see the dagger as dearly as you could

with your eyes open - amemory picture, like’

Although JlIl stared at the dagger for along moment, she did so blankly, as if she could soak it up the
way a bit of rag soaks up spilled de. As soon as she shut her eyes, itsimage was gone, and no amount of
gruggling with her memory would bring a clear picture back. With an oath, she looked again, and this
time she actively tried to memorize the details, but she could only retain the vaguest generdl impression,
more of a dagger-like shape than a dagger.

‘Harder than it sounds? Sdlamander was grinning at her frudiration.
‘Itis’

‘By the time you're done with your prentice-work, you'll be able to wak into a chamber you've
never seen before, stay but afew minutes, yet be able to cdl up a picture of that chamber so dearly that
you' d swear you were sanding inddeit. You'll curse the work before you're done, too, because learning
how to manipulate imagesis the most boring thing in the world. Think of it as a test, my minuscule finch.
The bard tales talk about suffering mysterious ordeals both harsh and lurid to gain the dweomer, but are
you willing to be bored sick with it? That's the true test of every apprentice’

“When my father was teaching me how to use a sword, he drilled me until | wanted to weep. Have
you ever lunged at a bae of hay over and over in the hot sun? Some days I'd do it a hundred times, while
he stood there and criticized the way | was standing or holding my wrist or suchlike’

‘Gods, | doubt if you'll find me as harsh a master as Cullyn of Cerrmor mugt have been. Now, let's
see. It's eader to dart with a picture than it is with a solid thing, somehow. We can search the
marketplace for a painted scroll.’

‘Oh come now, you don't expect to find some rare dweomer book right out in the Myleton market,
do you?

‘Of course not, but we don't want one. What we need is the sort of thing a merchant’s wife would
have in her reception chamber to amuse a gues, a little scrall with four or five coloured drawings on it,
maybe pictures of famous temples, maybe sea-coast views - that sort of mundane thing. Trained daves
copy them out by the hundreds, so we should be able to find one with little trouble. You need a
complicated thing to keep your mind dive while you do the wretched exercises’

‘Whatever you say. What comes after learning to hold picturesin your mind?

‘Oh, extendons of the basic work. You start by maybe changing some details of the picture you're
seaing mentaly - adding clouds in the sky, say, or putting in a tree. Then, let’s see . . . uh wdl. . .
eventudly you have to pretend you're in the picture yoursdf and looking around at dl its various parts ...
| know wedidthat . . " Hisvoice trailed away.

“You don't redly remember it dl, do you?



“You may berate me for a wretched and mogt frivolous df, if you wish, because, aas, aack,
wdl-a-day, and so on and so forth, you speak the truth. | do remember the beginning banishing ritud,
though, and that’' s truly important for someone in your state of mind.

‘Wdl and good then. Wht isit?

‘There€' s no time to go into it right now. If we're gaing to buy horses, we have to get to the market
before it closes for the mid-day hest, so let's wait till we're out on the road. But don't let me forget to
show it to you.’

It occurred to Jll that as harsh ordedls went, learning dweomer from Salamander was going to have
its moments.

Before they went to the market, Sdamander did his usud morning’'s scrying. His face dl narrow-eyed
concentration, the gerthddyn bent over the gowing embers in the charcod brazier and waiched as
strange images moved among them. All a once he smiled and began to speak in a whisper.

‘AHndly! He sriding up to a city, my turtledove, so we can - now wait, what's this? Hell-ice and foul
humourd Rhodry’s been sold again! Curse it dl! | can see him riding behind some new magter.” He
paused for a long moment. ‘Ah findly! They’re going into the dty gates. | can see the crest, oh joy, oh
rapture, the glorious dity crest! Daradion down on the south coast . . . Oh ye godsl Curse them, curse
me, a pox and the vapours upon us dl! They're going down to the harbour! Oh dear, dearest gods, not
onto aship!” He made a gargling noise deep in his throat, then watched in slence for a long while. ‘May
the Lord of Hell's bdls atrophy and fal off! This wretched fool is dickering with a ship owner for some
kind of passage!” With a toss of his head he looked up, sweeping away the vison. ‘At least | got a
chance to read the ship's name. It's the Grey Kestrel, so we can ask the harbour master where it was

going.
‘When we get there. Ye gods, how far away isthis place?

‘Wdl over afortnight's ride, das. We have the lovely choice of traveling straght and dowly through
the mountains, or round-about but & a more rgpid pace dong the coast. | can't scry while they're
crossing the sea because of the . .

‘The blasted dementd what’s it... valls of astrd force!
‘Where did you learn that?
“You told me yoursdf, lackwit.’

“You needn’'t be so nasty. Look, a least well know we're on the right track. We might have been
rambling, roaming, and generaly trampling about to no purpose a dl.

‘“True spoken, and I'm sorry | snapped a you. It's just that this new owner could be teking him
anywhere at dl ... | mean, hundreds and hundreds of milesfor dl we know.’

Sdamander’ s face sank like warm wax into despair.

‘Alas ‘tis true, little eaglet. Fortunately, ships sal dl year long across the nicdy sheltered Inner Sea,
and o we shdl be able to follow them wherever they go. We have tarried long enough. Let us pack up
our gear and head for the marketplace, so we may bend our course for glorious Daradion, winged with
sdls and so on and so forth. Myleton has enjoyed the pleasure of our presence long enough.’



During the dow trip across the Inner Sea to theidand of Surtinna, Rhodry was quartered down in the
haldinaddl next to the horses and mules, dthough he was dlowed above-decks to eat his meds with
the other daves. The arrangement suited him wel enough, giving him the privacy to think a good distance
away from Pommaeo’s ill-temper. Or at least he tried to think; most of the time he dept, drowsing in the
wam straw with Wildfolk hegped around him like a pack of dogs. It did occur to hm once that he
probably had been a soldier if his body would inggt on taking every chance it got to stock up on deep,
but try as he might, he never had ancther flash of indght like the drugged dream that had given him back
hisred name.

They left the ship at Ronaton and spent another two days riding northwest to the hill-town of Wylinth,
where the widow Alaena lived. Pommaeo was s0 arrogant and demanding that by the time they findly
arived, Rhodry had decided that the shame of being a courting-gift was a smdl thing compared to the
joy of getting away from him. All white stucco and flowering trees, Wylinth spread out over clustered
hill-tops behind wadls of pink sand-stone. After he pad the tdll a the city gates, Pommaeo led his
miniature caravan to along, Sorawling inn in the centre of town and hired a suite. The man chamber had
afloor tiled in blue and green, and a marble fountain splashed lazly in the centre of the room. The two
daves carried up the mounds of luggage then Pommaeo gave Miko a gring of orders while Rhodry
spread Pommaeo’ s embroidered blankets on the bed instead of the innkeep’s plain ones.

‘I'm going to the market,” the master said. ‘Rhodry, do what the boy tdls you.’

Miko's orders were welcome enough. Apparently the master was going to give Rhodry away thet
very night, and he wanted him presentable. Rhodry was more than willing to go down to the dave's
corner of the bathhouse and get truly clean for the firg timein weeks. He even let the boy cut his hair for
him with only a minimum of grumbling. Pommaeo returned from the market shortly after, and in a few
minutes, when a dave arrived with an amful of purchases, Rhodry noticed with some interest that
Pommeaeo did indeed tip the man a couple of coppers. The master pawed through the bundles and
tossed one to Rhodry.

‘Put these on. You won't be much of a gift with horse-swest dl over your clothes’

Insde was a plain but good-quaity white tunic and a new pair of sandds, a hair-comb, and - much to
Rhodry’s surprise - a good bronze razor in a plain sheeth.

‘Well, you'll need to shave every day,” the master said; he'd gpparently noticed Rhodry’s surprise
even if he seemed to think nothing of handing a dave a potential wegpon. ‘You're a house dave now,
and you'll be expected to keep yoursdf clean, not walow with the animds like a barbarian. Speak
humbly &t dl times, and do exactly what the chamberlain tels you. If you do one wrong thing, and I'm not
here to flog you, then her brother-in-law will. And try to do something about those Deverry
table-manners, will you? Her other daves are dvilized people, and they’ll have to share a table with you.’

They left theinn just after sundown. Carrying a lantern, Miko went a few paces ahead as they walked
through the wide, draight-running streets, lined with pdm trees and jasmine. They passed the market
square, where tiny oil-lamps were flickering into life like the evening stars, then dimbed a hill to a
neighbourhood where enormous houses stood in their compounds behind stucco wadls. Although it was
hard to see dearly in the lantern light, Rhodry could make out el aborate frescoes painted on every one of
them. Eventudly they came to a wal painted with a rurd scene; set in a painted cottage was a red
wooden door. When Pommaeo cdled out, an ederly dave opened it and ushered them ingde.

In the middg of tangled jasmine and spent roses a fountain legpt and splashed in a courtyard, which
was lined with the tal wooden statues of the clan’s ancestors. The longhouse itsdlf, with a pair of crossed



oarsin front of the door, stood toward the rear. At atiled entrance way a maidservant bowed low, then
took them down the hdl into a large, ary room with a blue and white floor. The wdls were painted in a
aunning illuson of branches, leaves, and bright-festhered birds, asif the room were et in the tree-tops of
aforest. Dozens of ail-lamps glowed in niches and on shelves and glittered on dlver oddments and glass
vases of flowers. Toward one end was alow dais piled with velvet cushions. Lounging among them was
one of the most beautiful women Rhodry had ever seen.

She was not very tal, but dender with coppery skin set off by curly black hair that waved tightly
around her perfect ova face. Her enormous dark eyes watched Pommaeo with just the right touch of
humorous disdain while her long, dender fingers played with a sk scarf. In the lamplight she looked like
agirl, but her movements and expresson made Rhodry think that she must be wdl past thirty. Pommaeo
gave Rhodry a cuff to make him kned before the dais, then launched into a long and flowery speech,
whose point was manly that his humble gift was unworthy of her great beauty. So this is the poor old
widow, is it? Rhodry thought. He found it in his heart to think a little better of his temporary owner.
Laughing under her breath, Alaena tossed the scarf aside and sat up to look Rhodry over.

‘Oh how sweet! For me? Y ou shouldn’t have!’

His arrogance dissolving into a love-besotted smper, Pommaeo perched on the edge of the dais.
Alaena patted Rhodry on the head like a dog, giggled when she hed up a soft brown hand to compare
the colour of his skin, then cdled to the maidservant to bring an oil-lamp. Together they stared into
Rhodry’s eyes.

‘Look, Disna’ the migtress said. They're blue!’

When Disna giggled and shot him a Sdelong glance, Rhodry redlized firg that the dave-girl was dmost
as pretty as her owner, and second, that he might find some consolationsin his captivity. Alaenaturned to
Pommaeo and held out her hand for him to kiss - the gift, apparently, was a great success.

Although Miko stayed to pour wine for the masters, Rhodry followed Disna to the enormous kitchen,
tiled in browns and reds. At one end was an adobe cooking-hearth where three women were busy
preparing the med; a the other, a wdter of storage jars and wooden barrels. In between was a low
table, a bit nicked but as expensive-looking as anything in many a Deverry lord's hdl. Stting there was a
dignified-looking man of about sixty and a boy of twelve or so. Ina flood of giggles, which drew a sharp
remark from the old man, Disna explained who Rhodry was. The man got up and gave him a distant but
not unkind smile,

‘My name is Porto, and in Deverry you'd cdl me a chamberlain, | bdieve. Here, I'm caled the
warreko, and never forget it.

“Yes gr.” Rhodry knew authority when he heard it in a man's voice. ‘My nameis Rhodry.’
‘Good. You give me no trouble - you'll get no trouble. Understand?

‘Yesar.

‘Very good. Wel, we ve needed another man around here. Come with me.’

They went up a narrow, twiding stairway to the top floor, just under the roof, where the day’s heat
dill hung close and ifling. On one side of ahdl was the women's quarters, on the other, the men's; with
four narrow bunks st into the wal. Only two had blankets, but Porto rummaged in a wooden chest and
brought out a pair which he tossed on to one of the empty beds. His gestures, the setting were so familiar



ina strange way that Rhodry fdt his mind struggling to remember something, a place no doubt, or no, a
aring of places, dl much the same. Findly he shook his head and gave it up as a bad job. Porto was
looking at him curioudly.

‘Don’t you fed wdl?
‘I'm sorry. It'sjust the heat. I'm not used to it yet.’

‘Heat? The old man paused for a grin. ‘It's dmogt winter, boy. You wait urtil the summer comes if
you want heat.’

Rhodry spent the rest of the evening in the kitchen. After the med was served, firs to Alaena and
Pommaeo, then to the daves, he hauled water from the wel outside, then helped scrub pots under the
cook’s keen eye. He redlized sraightaway that Vingma was the other centre of power among the daves.
A womean of fifty, with skin so dark it was a glittery brown-black, she was tal and broad-hipped, with
ams as well-muscled as a warrior’s and the reflexes to match. Once, when the young boy made an
insolent remark, she rapped him on the skull so hard with a wooden spoon that he cried out. The look
she shot Rhodry implied that he/ d be next if he didn’t watch his step.

After the work was over, everyone settled in around the table to talk over the events of the day.
Every now and then a little bdl rang, summoning Disna to bring more wine or a plate of sweetmests.
When she returned, she would report on what was hgppening in the other chamber. It was obvious that
none of the daves wanted Alaena to marry Pommeaeo; after putting up with the men for a few days,
Rhodry had to agree. Gradudly Rhodry learned everyone s name and began to sort out the hierarchy in
the household. Porto and Vingma were a the top, dthough Disna, who had the mistress's persona
favour, had a certain independence. At the absolute bottom were the litter-bearers, four young men who
lived in a shed behind the house and who were fed out there like dogs. Rhodry got quite a shock over the
boy, Syon, who turned out to be Porto’s persond dave, bought with tips to do the jobs tha Porto
didiked, such as polishing the lady’ s enormous collection of Slver animd figurines Thet one dave would
own another was utterly beyond Rhodry’ s understanding, but it was clear from the conversation that this
vicarage, asit was cdled, was perfectly common.

Since Rhodry himsdf was new and therefore an unknown quantity in this elaborate scheme of things
he often caught Porto sudying him, doubtless wondering if he'd turn out to be a good worker or a
troublemaker. There was something oddly familiar in that appraisal, so much so that Rhodry found
himsdf wondering about it while he tried to get to deep in his narrow and lumpy new bed. All a once a
chunk of memory rose to his mind, and with it a rush of information. Captains of warbands had looked a
hm that same way, when he was a slver dagger back in Deverry. He could remember severa faces,
severd names, severd duns, even, where he'd briefly stayed. The information was so exditing that he
sayed awake hdf the night, musng over it.

Unfortunately Porto woke him just a dawn. Yawning and sumbling Rhodry went down to the
kitchen, to find Vingma kneading a vast lump of bread-dough on a marble dab.

‘Firewood, boy. Short lengths, about as thick as your am, and lots of them for the baking. The
woodshed' s straight out the door and to your left.” She pointed to a rack on the kitchen wall. There's the
axe.’

To his surprise Rhodry saw a heavy woodsman’s axe with a good sted head, a dangerous wegpon in
the hands of a man who knew how to use it. He took it outside, found the woodshed eeslly, and st to
work, wondering as he splintered the kindling why anyone would leave a todl like that where the daves



could get at it. In afew minutes Porto strolled out and stood Spping a Seaming cup of hot milk while he
watched. Fndly he motioned to Rhodry to rest for a moment.

“You're a hard worker, | see. Good. Let me give you some advice, boy. Be nice to the midress's
friends. Smile alot, and do whatever they ask you to. Mogt of them are older than her, alat of old hens,
redly, and they’ll enjoy tossing afew coins at a good-looking young man.’

‘| see. Does your - | mean, our midiress entertain a lot?

‘Oh yes, and dso you're going to be her footman. She needs an escort when she goes out, and I've
got too much to do here asitis’

‘I'll do whatever you want, aslong as you explain things to me. | don’t understand dl the customs of
the country.’

“You haven't been here long?

‘No sr.” Rhodry redized that he'd better come up with some convenient story. ‘I came here as a
bodyguard for arich merchant and got way over my head in debt, gambling. That was only a couple of
months ago.’

“Y our merchant wouldn't buy the notes back?

‘No gr. | was nothing to him, only a kind of mercenary soldier caled a slver dagger. Ever hear of
them?

‘No, but | take it they have no gatus to speak of. Wdl, that’s too bad.’

He paused, looking shrewdly at the axe. ‘Let metdl you something, boy. Do you know what happens
if a dave murders his master?

They hunt him down and torture him to death.’

‘Oh yes, but they dso kill every other dave in the household, whether they had anything to do with the
murder or not.’

‘What?!’

“They drag them out and dit ther throats, except for a few that they torture to give evidence in the
courts” Porto’s voice had gone flat and soft. ‘I saw it happen once, in the house across the street from
the one where | was born. The master was a beast, a sadigtic anima, and everyone knew it, but when
one of hismen killed him, the archon’s men daughtered the whole household, dragged them screaming to
the public square and killed them dl, right down to the cook’ s babe-in-arms. I'll never forget that. | see it
in nightmares ill, even though it was over fifty years ago.” He shook himsdf like a wet dog. ‘I can't
imagine why anyone would lift a hand againgt our lady Alaena, but if she accepts Pommaeo, hell be lord
and madter here. | warn you, if | ever think you' re so much as dreaming of violence, I’ll turn you over to
the archon mysdf. Understand me?

‘Yesdr, but as we say & home, don’t trouble your heart over it. I'd never do anything that would put
the rest of you at that kind of risk.’

‘I think you mean it, and you know, Rhodry, | think you're a good boy at heart. Too bad about the



gambling, it redly is. I've dways heard that you barbarians are too fond of the dice’

‘Barbarians? We're barbarians, are we? Ye gods, your wretched lavs sound savage from what
you'vejud told me’

‘Savage? Oh no, merdy practical. Saves who murder their masters are very, very rare in the idands’
And yet he looked away with aworld of sadness wdlingin his eyes.

About the middle of the morning, Rhodry got his fird taste of his new duties when Alaena decided to
pay acdl before Pommaeo returned to her house. Porto gave Rhodry an ebony daff with a heavy slver
knob at one end and a samdl lesther whip - the whip for the litter daves, the qaff for the beggars and
other riff-raff who might block the lady’ s way. When the litter came round to the courtyard, hefindly saw
these supposedly bedtid dregs of davery: four boys, not more than fifteen, who shrank back at the sght
of the whip. Pder than most Bardek men, they had strange ydlow eyes, oddly dit and staring. With a
shock Rhodry wondered if they had dven blood in ther veins. Asif they’d heard his wondering, some of
the Wildfolk appeared, and the boys eyes moved, following them as they strolled around.

“They come from Anmurdio,” Porto said, meaning of course the daves, not the spirits. *It's a horrible,
primitive place, lots of amdl idands, dl infested with disease. They say the people there are cannibas’
He shrugged, dismissng the idand group and its inhabitants both. ‘Here's a rag. Take it and dust off the
litter. The mistressisamost ready.’

Thelitter itsdf was a beautiful thing, made of ebony like his saff, painted with flord garlands on a dark
blue background. The cabinet in which the two passengers rode was fastened to the poles by cast brass
fittings of monkeys, whose paws and tails joined to form the endosing circle. Indde were more of the
purple velvet cushions that the lady seemed to favour. Rhodry had just handed the rag back to Porto
when Alaena appeared, dressed in a brocaded, knee-length tunic, a large number of emerdds a her
throat and a scarf of green slk gauze wrapped round her head to keep the sun off her face. In the sunlight
she definitdy looked in her mid-thirties, but beautiful dl the same. When Rhodry helped her into the litter,
she gave him alittle pat on the cheek. Disna followed right after, carrying a carved wooden box about
two feet square but only some four inches deep. When Rhodry helped her in asif she were afinelady, he
was rewarded with a brilliant smile.

Although Porto rattled off along string of directions, Rhodry would have been logt if it weren't for the
litter boys, who seemed to have followed the route many a time. As he strode dong, scowling a
passers-by, the closest bearer caled out where they were supposed to turn in a voice shaking with fear.
It occurred to Rhodry thet if they dl got logt, the boys would be whipped, not him, thanks to the rigid
hierarchy among the daves. He decided to try to get them some extra food that evening; he could think of
no other reward that would have any meaning in their desolate lives.

Thar degtination was no more than amile avay, another splendid compound whose outer walls were
painted with an underwater scene of fish in a cord reef. Rhodry left the litter and the litter-boys in the
care of a gatekeeper, but carrying the wooden box, he accompanied the mistress and Disna up to the
house. An dderly maidservant, dl toothless amiles, bowed them into a house even more luxurious than
Alaends.

In a central chamber where the walls were painted with dimbing roses, and four grey and black
kittens chased each other among embroidered cushions, three women were waiting a a low table. Even
though he'd never seen them before, Rhodry could tdl immediatdy that they were a mother and two
grown daughters, they shared the same beautifully shaped brown eyes and ful mouths, as wdl as a
certain way of tilting their heads and amiling. They got up to greet Alaenawith a flood of chatter that was



hard for Rhodry to follow, snce most of it seemed to concern neighbours and friends of which he knew
nathing. Then one of the daughters noticed Rhodry and gave aamdl, ladylike squed.

‘A barbarian, ‘Laen! Where did you get him?

‘From the tedious Pommaeo, actudly. He may talk about himsdf dl the time, but he certainly does
know how to buy gifts” She motioned Rhodry closer. ‘Look at his eyes. They're blue!’

The daughters gawked and giggled while the mother merdly amiled in a fond sort of way and Rhodry
blushed, a response that only made them giggle the more. At lagt they’d satisfied ther curiogity and dl
kndlt on cushions round the table. Alaena took the wooden box from Rhodry and emptied out a set of
little ivory tiles, painted with flowers and birds among other designs. With arumbling sound of thunder the
women began flipping them face down and mixing them up. Asif a a prearranged sgnd, two servants
appeared with brass trays piled up with sweetmests and set them down at the corners of the table. When
they started to leave, Alaena sgndled to Disna to follow them, but an imperious wave of her hand kept
Rhodry on the dais.

“You may st behind me’

‘Thank you, mistress” Rhodry had the didinct feding that she hadn’t seen quite enough of her
present, like alitle gil who won't put a new doll down for a moment.

By then the tiles were apparently properly mixed, because the other three women had stopped
scouring the table with them and were looking a Alaena expectantly. A few a atime, a andl crowd of
Wildfolk materidized to stare a the table as wdl, but as far as he could tdl, anyway, Rhodry was the
only one who saw them, even when a bold blue gnome laid a skinny finger on one of thetiles,

‘Do you want to be firg, Mdina?

‘Age before beauty? the mother said comfortably. ‘Mine dwaysis the dullest one, so we may as wel
et it out of the way.’

When the others laughed, Mdina began picking out tiles, one a a time, and placing them, dill face
down, in a star-shaped pattern. Rhodry redized that what he'd been thinking a game was actudly some
sort of fortune-tdling device. He fdt a certain mild contempt, a condescension redly, that these dlly
women would believe in this nonsense when there was red dweomer dl around them. Suddenly he felt
cold. What did he mean, red dweomer? How did he know that such a thing existed, how could he be
more certain of it than he was of his own name? He fdt like a man who, taking over his shoulder to some
companion, walks himsdf smack into a wal - both confused and foolish. The only evidence for his
certainty was the Wildfolk, settling down on the floor and unoccupied cushions to watch as Alaena
leaned forward and turned the fird three tiles face up to reved a sword between two flowers,

‘A lover? Wdl, wdl, wel - what do you mean, yoursis aways dull? At that adl four of them laughed
with sharp little cries like birds in an aviary, and the Wildfolk clapped soundless hands and grinned.
Alaena helped hersdf to a sweetmest, a gdainous oblong covered in a dead-white powder. She took a
thoughtful bite while she studied the tiles, then turned, motioned to Rhodry, and held the sweetmeat out to
him like a treat for a dog. When he opened his mouth to make a polite refusa, she popped it in and
patted his cheek. Rhodry had no choice but to et it, but it was SO sweet that he nearly gagged.
Fortunately Alaena had returned to her tiles and never noticed. By dl the ice in dl the hdlls, he thought,
the sooner | escape and start hunting Baruma down the better! I d rather die than be a lapdog, even for a
pretty wench like this. Then he set himsdf to the difficult task of staying awake as the long drowsy



morning dragged on.

When they left Myleton, JIl and Sdamander had opted for the direct if difficult route straight south
from the city, and for over aweek now they’ d been winding their way through the hill country. Since the
traveling was dow and tedious, and the imaging exercises kept her mind off Rhodry, Jll poured hersdlf
into the work and made such rapid progress that Salamander admitted he was impressed. Before they'd
left Myleton, they had indeed found a picture scroll for her lessons. About a foot high and five long, it
unrolled right to left, dl backwards to Sdamander’s way of thinking. Since she' d never read a Deverry
book or scroll, to Jll the direction seemed as good as any other. She rather liked the paintings
themsdlves, three scenes from the history of Myleton, showing the firgt colonists founding the new city, a
famous tidd wave of some hundred years later, and findly, the eection of an archon known as Manataro
the Good. Each picture was crammed with smal details, dl cdeverly arranged o thet it seemed she was
looking into a box, not down onto aflat surface.

Y &, after days of daring a the historicaly renowned tidd wave and working on seaing it asiif it were
red in her mind, she was heartily sick of the scroll and the practice both. The banishing ritud she found
more tolerable, even though Sdamander drilled her mercilesdy, because she could see its direct benefit,
the contral of the floods of imagery that threastened to overwhem her whenever she was angry. Fird she
would place those imagesin her mind as if they were practice lessons, then banish them with the sgn of
the flaming pentagram. At times she dill faled, and the fires of rage would seem to burn around her
unchecked, but every time she succeeded she fdt her skill growing, and over the days the out-of-control
images came less and |ess often.

On the afternoon that they reached the centre of the idand, everything seemed to go wrong with her
workings. Firg, she sumbled over the words of the ritud, drawing the gerthddyn’s scorn. Then, when
ghe tried a new picture from the scroll, she could get only the barest trace of the image of Archon
Manataro, and it seemed that dl her hard work had gone for naught. When she complained to
Sdamander, he amiled in his most infuriating way.

“You don't dare give this up, you know. Or do you want to go dowly but inevitably mad?

‘Of course | don't! And I'll follow orders, just like | dways followed orders when Da was teaching
me sword craft. | just don’'t understand why these blasted pictures are so important. | mean, with Da, |
adways could figureit out - this exercise srengthens your arm, or that one worked on your grip, but this is
dl too peculiar.’

‘Ah. Wdl, what you're doing is indeed like your Da's exercises, you're just strengthening menta
muscles. Here, when the bards sng about dweomer, they dways tak about strange powers, don't they?
Where do you think those powers come from? The gods?

‘Not the gods, truly. Wdl, | suppose, you just get them. | mean, it's dweomer, ign't it? That's what
makes it magicd.” She suddenly redized that she was sounding inane. ‘I mean, magicd things just
happen.’

‘They don't, at that, dthough that's what everyone thinks. All those puissant powers and strange
gpdls come out of the mind, human or dven as the case may be. Dweomer is a matter of mentd faculties.
Know wheat they are?

‘| don't.

“When you learn to read - and | think me we'd best start lessons in thet, too - I'll find you a book



written by one of our Rhodry’s illugrious ancestors, Mad the Seer himsdf, cdled On the Raiond
Categories. In it he defines the normd mentd faculties for humans, and most of them gpply to eves, too,
such as seaing, hearing, and dl the other physica senses, as wel as logicd thinking, intuition, and a gresat
meany more, induding, indeed, the very ahility to make categories and generdizations, which is not a ill
to be taken ligntly or for granted, my petite partridge. These are, as he cdls them, the rationd faculties,
open and wel known among dves and men, dthough the eves have a few faculties that humans don't,
such as the ahility to see the Wildfolk. Every child should develop them as he grows; if someone's blind,
say, or amply can't remember things, we pity them and fed they’ve been robbed of part of ther
birth-right.

‘Then there are the buried, hidden, or occult faculties that exist in the mind like chicks in a new-laid
egg. While every df and human possesses a sdlection of them in potentid, very few are born with them
dready developed. You can cdl these faculties “powers’ if you wish, though it sounds perhaps too grand
for perfectly naturd phenomena. Do you understand the idea of a category of the naturd? As opposed to
the supernatura?

‘Uh, wha?Wdl, un. .’
‘The Maelwaedd' s book becomes a necessity, | see’
‘Very well, but what do these rotten picture exercises have to do with dl this grand-sounding stuff?

‘Oh. Truly, I did ramble a bit. Well, if you want to awaken these degping powers, you use pictures,
maodly, and names and sometimes music to go with them. Once you' ve awakened them, you can use
them over and over. Perpend - once you've learned how to be logicd, can’t you re-awaken that faculty
whenever you've got a problem to solve? Of course. Just so, after you develop the scrying faculty, say,
you can open it with the right images and words any time you want. A great master like Nevyn doesn't
even need the names and images any more, for that matter. For him the occult faculties have become
maenifes.”

Although his amd| lecture was so difficult to understand that Jll fdt like a hdfwit (as the organizing
faculties go, Sdamander’s were far from being the best in Annwn), everything he said resonated in her
soul, with a hint more than a promise that here was a key to open a treasure-chest.

‘But I'll tdl you what, my robin of sweet song, you can try a new exercise if you'd like. Instead of
usng the scroll, make up your own image and try to redize it cdlearly in your mind. | don't mean draw it
or suchlike - we don't have any ink, anyway - just decide on some smple thing and try to see it, like an
inn you once stayed in, or your horse Sunrise, he who now eats the king's bountiful oats — somewhat
like that.

‘Wdl and good, then, | will. Aslong asit'sdl right to jump around like this’

‘Oh, by the gods! This prentice-work it truly even dweomer. You're just learning some usful
tools. | can't imagine that the least harm could come of it

On hisfind night in Wylinth, Pommaeo and Alaena quarrelled. Since he was waiting on table, Rhodry
heard dl of it; they seemed as indifferent to his presence as they were to that of the furniture. As soon as
he'd lad out the med and poured the wine, he retreated to the kitchen, where he found Disna and
Vindmaligening at the door to the distant sound of lifted voices.

‘It looks good,” Rhodry blurted out. * She's refusng to give im a promise of any kind whatsoever,
and he' s accusing her of having other suitors. Does she?



‘Only one and he' s seventy-odd years old,” Disnasad. * So it looks very good indeed.’

‘I'm not breathing easy yet,” Vinama said. ‘What if they make things up with lots of kisses? Well, the
dessert needs serving, boy, so you've got a good excuse to go back in’

When Rhodry brought in the gilded plate of smal sugared cakes, they were the only sweet thing in the
room. Straight and giiff on ther cushions, Alaena and Pommeaeo glared at each other from opposite Sdes
of the amdll table.

Take those cakes away!” Alaena snapped.

“Yes mistress’

‘They happen to be my favourite kind, Pommaeo said with icein his voice. ‘Bring them here.’
Rhodry hesitated.

‘| said go!’

‘Yes mistress’

He hurried out just as Alaena was informing her guest that he had no business giving any orders a dl
to one of her daves. Some hdf an hour later the doorkeeper came rushing into the kitchen to announce
that Pommaeo had |eft in a violent temper. Yet firg thing in the morning Miko appeared with a long letter
from his master, one that was ful of sweet gpologies, or so Disna said, because the mistress had read it
aoud while her hair was being combed. Much to Disna's disgust, Alaena had written a conciliatory note
in return.

‘And now I’'m to hurry to his besstly inn and deliver it before he leaves. Oh wdll, at least hell be gone
dl winter. He' s not the type to trave inthe rain.’

‘Our migiress can read and write? Rhodry was honestly amazed.

‘Of course she can.’” Disna wrinkled her nose a him. That barbarian kingdom of yours must have
been awfully primitive, that’sdl | can say. You're surprised by the strangest things!

‘Well, so | am. | hope you don't think too badly of me’
Disnamerdly gave him a dow amile, hinting of many answers, then hurried off on her errand.

That afternoon Alaena summoned Rhodry to her sde. Dressed in a Smple white tunic, she was Stting
cross-legged on a cushion at the low table and frowning at her fortune-telling tiles when he came in. A
pair of warty-brown gnomes materidized at his entrance and grinned a him.

There you are. Now that I'll have the time, we' re going to start educating you.” She swept the tiles to
one Sde, then looked up to consder him. “You don’'t do too badly when it comes to serving food, but
you've got to learn how to carry my fan properly and other things like that. And then there's the way you
talk. Your accent’s dreadful, and we'll have to spend some time on correcting it

Although Rhodry was hoping that Alaenawould tire of teaching him such dubious skills as the proper
way to fold scarves and arrange cushions, she took every detall so serioudy tha he soon redized she
was quite Imply bored with her life. Thanks to her inherited wedth, she had to work or wait for nothing,



and while she understood finendd affairs perfectly wel, one of her many brothers-in-law did dl the
actud work of managing her properties. Twice a week this Dinvarbao would come to lunch. Over along
feast of many elaborate courses, they would discuss her investments in land and trading ventures, she
would ask sharp questions and make sharper suggestions while he wrote her wishes down on a wooden
tablet covered with wax. Once he was gone, the spirit would dowly fade from her eyes again, and she
would summon Rhodry for one of his lessons. Usudly she would be irritable, too, dapping him across the
face for the least mistake or even sending him away in aflood of insults. Y e, the next time that she cdled
hm back, she would be pleasant again, if dtrict.

Porto and Disna told him something of her history. She'd been born the second child often to a poor
oil-sdler down in Ronaton, in poverty so extreme that she'd nearly been sold as a dave to feed the rest
of the family. Her beauty, however, had saved her by catching the eye of a rich merchant who had most
honourably married rather than bought her.

Since he was fifty-two when she was fourteen, the marriage had been far from happy, even though her
childhood sufferings had made her obsessed with being the perfect wife. More from his incapacity than
any other reason, they had no children before he died a seventy-four, after a long dehilitating illness
during which she nursed him with her own hands. Now, dthough she was far from eager to bind hersdf
to another husband, she aso knew that her beauty was sure to fade, sooner rather than later. Cosmetics
and herbd baths filled her mornings. She often sent Rhodry to the marketplace as soon as it opened to
buy rose petals, fresh cream, and beeswax while she and Disna closeted themselves like dchemids in the
bath chamber.

Much to his surprise, Rhodry found himsdf growing sorry for her. Although he wanted to hate her for
keeping his freedom locked up on a hit of paper in her jewe-chest, he amply couldn’t. There came a
time, in fact, when he redlized an even more bitter truth about himsdf. With cosmetics for the mistress
and spices for the cook, he was jogging home from the market one moring when the air was fresh and
crigp with the scent of coming rain, and the last of the summer’s flowers bloomed bright over painted
walls He found himsdf anging. With a shock he redized that for a moment he'd been happy, that he'd
come to accept his new life. All day he noticed other things, how pleased he was when Porto praised
him, how he laughed at jokes in the kitchen, how he smiled when as a sign of her favour Alaena gave him
aglver piece. He redlized that if he someday took Porto’s place, being a trusted warreko would give him
security no matter whom Alaena married.

At firg he'd wondered why daves didn’t rise up in open revolt; now, he was beginning to understand.
For adave with his ganding, life was't crud enough to take the risk. Any daves such as the tin miners
who might well be driven to desperate measures were kept branded, chained, and half-starved, and ther
lives were too short for long-term plans. Any dave like himsdf who had a firm commercid vadue had
every necessity in life, afew comforts, even, and the possibility, though a chancy one, of someday earning
freedom. If he’'d remembered his former life, he decided, he would have fdt differently, longing, no
doubt, for freedom with a hiraedd befitting a man born free, but as it was, Deverry was a thing of
shadows and patched memory to him. His only certainty was that he'd been a slver dagger, a despised
outcast without clan or home, a shamed man without honour, doomed to fight endlesdy in one petty
lord's feud or another until an early desth cdlaimed him. There were plenty of times when being Alaena's
footman seemed a better throw of lifé s dice.

Y et there was one memory that kept contentment from trapping him. Baruma. Every afternoon, when
the entire household, daves and midress dike, took a couple of hours to ngp or a least rest on ther
beds, Rhodry would remind himsdf that he owed Baruma a bloody degath, even though it would cost him
hisown life What's the swine done with my Slver dagger? The question became an obsession, asif the
weapon itsdf, those few ounces of dwarven dlver, contained his very honour the way a body contains a



soul. Every now and then he dreamt of killing Baruma and taking the dagger back; after one of those
dreams he would be slent, wrapped in himsdf dl morning, and he would notice that everyone would
avoid him then, even the migtress.

There came an dfternoon, as wdl, when he recovered another memory of his logt life, one that
stabbed him to the heart. After a grey morning rain broke, a chilly drizzle that set everyone grumbling.
Since he couldn’'t work outside, Rhodry went to attend their mistress, who was as usud poring over her
fortune-tdling set. For some time Rhodry merdly sat beside her and handed her tidbits of dried apricots
and sugared dmonds when she held out an impetient hand. The rain droned on, the ail lamps flickered,
while Alaena lad out tile after tile, only to sweep them impatiently away and start dl over. When she
findly spoke to him, he was nearly adeep.

Thiswearies me, and don't yawn like that.’
‘I'm humbly sorry. Shdl | put them away now, mistress?

Alaena shrugged, pouting, and held out her hand. Rhodry gave her an gpricot, which she nibbled while
she considered.

‘I know.” All a once she amiled. ‘I’ll tdl your fortune. Sit round the other side and start mixing up the
tiles’

He d seen the fortune-teling game so many times now that he knew what to do. After the mix he
picked twenty-one of the ninety-Sx tiles a random, then laid them out in a star-shaped pattern. Alaena
helped hersdlf to an dmond and ate it while she studied the layouit.

‘Now of course, thisisdl in the past, because you've never had your tiles read before. Sometimes
you get severd readings that refer backwards before you start going forwards again. | don’'t know why.
The scroll that came with the set didn't say.” She paused, thinking. ‘By the hem of the Goddess's robe! |
never knew you were a soldier. | see lots of battlesin your past.’

‘That's certainly true, mistress” Rhodry moved closer, suddenly interested in this game. What if she
could find out other things about him, ones he didn’t know?

‘And you fought in many different places.” She pointed to a tile of two crossed spears. This indicates
you were a mercenary, not a dtizen volunteer.’

‘| certainly was!’

‘How very odd, because it looks as if you were born to a highly-placed family.” She lad a painted
fingernall on the ace of Golds. ‘Very highly placed. But, oh, yes, hereit id You got in trouble with the
law, and you were either exiled or you just ran away. Honestly, Rhodry, how naughty of you! Was it
gambling thet time, too?

Since he couldn’t remember, he merdy smiled, a gesture she took for ayes.
“You never had any sense about money, that's certain. Draw two more tiles’
When he handed them over, she turned them face-up and placed them by the two of Golds.

‘No sense a dl,” shelaughed. ‘1 see you handing out rich presents to everyone who asked.’



That's the way of a Deverry lord, mistress. They have to be generous, or they’'re dishonoured in
everyone's eyes.’

*So you were noble-born. | rather thought so, but Pommaeo said it was a stupid idea, and | should
forget it. Honestly, Rhodry, how awful, to fdl so far, and dl because you couldn’'t keep your hands off
the dice’ She consdered the tiles again, then amiled wickedly. There were other things you couldn’t
keep your hands off, as well. Look at that prince of swords with a flower princess on dther sde. You
hed lots of love-affairs’

It struck Rhodry as unjust to the extreme that he could remember none of them.
‘Oh, look at thig Y ou have a child back home'’
‘1 do? The shock made him forget his mask of sarvility.

“You didn't know? What did you do? March off with your amy before she even knew she was
pregnant, probably.” She burgt out laughing. ‘Wel, Deverry men are certainly like Bardek men in some
crudd respects, aren't they? I'm afraid the tiles can't tdl if it's a boy or a girl.” Stll amiling, she took
another gpricot and ate it dowly while she thought. ‘1 wonder about this queen of Swords & the top. It
seems such an odd place for her. Draw me two more.’

The pair turned out to be the ace of Spears and the Raven.

‘Ohl’ Alaena gasped in honest shock. ‘How very sad! She was the one true love of your life, but it dl
ended tragicdly. What happened? It dmost looks as if she were sold into davery, too, or married off
agang her will to some other man.’

Suddenly Rhodry remembered Jil, remembered the name to put with the blonde woman who at times
hed haunted his memory and his dreams, remembered with a rush of emotion his despair when he had
log her, somewhere dong the long road. Dimly he could remember beginning to search for her,
somewhere in dark woodlands . . .

‘Rhodry, you're weeping.’

‘I'm sorry, mistress.” He choked back the tears and wiped his face on histunic deeve. ‘Forgive me. |
loved her very much, and she was forced to go with another man.’

He looked up to find her watching him with a startled expression, as if he'd just materidized like one
of the Wildfolk.

‘No, you forgive me. | forget that you weren't dways a dave’ She looked down at the tiles and
frowned, then swept her hand through the pattern. ‘Just take that fruit away, will you? Do whatever you
want urtil it'stime for dinner.’

Since he had no other privacy, Rhodry went up to his bunk in the men’'s quarters and lay down, his
hands under his head as he stared at the cdlling and listened to the rain. Sowly he pieced together a few
of hismemories, but only a few. He knew that he had loved, that he il did love, with a fierceness that
shocked him, this woman named Jil, but who she was, where he' d met her, why she'd been dragged
away from him - they were dl mysteries dill. He wept again, but only briefly, a few tears of frustration
more than heart-break.

Although Alaena never referred to the incident again, from that afternoon on Rhodry was aware of a



changein her atitude toward him. At times, he caught her watching him with a little puzzled frown, as if
he' d become a problem for her to solve. Outwardly, nothing seemed to have changed; he spent his
afternoons with her as before, learning the protocols of gregting and announcing guests of various ranks,
and none of the others seemed to have noticed anything except, perhaps, Disna Suddenly Rhodry
noticed that the maidservant had grown cold to him; whenever he complimented her she gave him the
barest trace of a amile or even a downright nasty look. When he tried to turn the whole thing into a joke
and tease her about it, she refused to answer, merdy walked away fast with her nose in the air, making
him wonder if dl those love-affairs that had appeared in the tiles were doomed to remain in the past.

After some days the rain stopped, and Alaena went out to the marketplace. Since everyone in town
seemed to be there, catching up on their shopping and gossip, they Ieft the litter on a Side-dtreet, hired a
shopkeeper’s lad to watch it, and walked to the market itsdf. Carrying his ebony gtaff, Rhodry followed
afew paces behind the misress while she went from booth to booth, looking modly a jewdlery and
glks while merchants groveled before her. Fndly she motioned Rhodry up beside her and pointed a
some Slver brooches set with bits of semiprecious stones.

‘I want to buy a present for Disna. Do you think she' d like the one with the large turquoise?
‘| have no idea, midiress. | don't know anything about jewd lery.’

“You should learn. It hdps you judge people when you fird meet them - their taste in things, | mean,
not just what they can afford to spend. But | don't think these will do.” She waked on, mationing him to
wak a her Sde. ‘I have heagps of things Pommaeo gave me a home, of course, and some of them are
quitefing but . . .” All a once she flashed one of her wicked amiles. *No, | have a different use for them.
Come dong. There' s another jewdler over here’

This particular jewdler was a fa& man who reminded Rhodry of Brindemo. On each hand was an
amazing collection of garish rings, and he wore a dozen different pendants around his neck, too. Among
his collection of merchandise was one pin so different from the others that it seemed to cdl to Rhodry, a
tiny rose, worked in fine slver, no more than an inch long but so life-like that the leaves seemed to Hir in
the breeze. Alaena picked it up.

‘What an odd thing,” she said to the merchant. ‘What kind of dloy is this? It's much too hard to be
pure Slver.

‘I don’'t know, oh exdted and beautiful exemplar of womanhood. | won it in a dice game actudly,
from aman who said it came from the barbarian kingdom.’

‘Indeed? How much do you warnt for it?
“Two zotars only, for one as lovely as you.’
‘Bandit! I'll give you ten sivers’

The haggling was on in earnest. At the end, Alaena had the pin for twenty Slvers, about a gxth of the
asking price. Rather than having the man wrap it, she turned and pinned it onto Rhodry’s tunic, near the
collar.

‘A barbarian trinket for a barbarian,’” she said, amiling. ‘1 rather like the effect.’

Thank you, misiress” Rhodry had learned that gifts like this were histo keep, even if he chose to turn
them into cash some day. ‘I'm flattered you' d think so wel of me’



‘Do you know what kind of metd thet is?

‘Well, yes. | had a knife made out of it once. In the Deverry mountans are little people cdled
dwarves, who livein tunnes and make precious things out of strange metds like this kind of slver. Some
of their trinkets have magic odls on them. Maybe this one does, too, but we won't find out unless it
chooses to show us’

“How charming you are when you want to be.” She laughed and reached up to pat his cheek. ‘What a
darling story! Now let’s find something for Disna’

Eventudly she found a pair of long gold earrings, shaped like tiny oars, that she pronounced suitable.
Rhodry took the parce and started to follow her out of the marketplace, but again she had him walk
beside her.

‘“That was fun, but now everything wearies me again.” She sghed gently. ‘Do you think | should marry
Pommaeo?

The question took him too much by surprise for him to think of a properly-phrased answer. He
gawked a her while she laughed.

‘Wdll, | think he d be mean to you - and far too interested in Disng,’ she said at last. ‘ So perhaps |
won't. Besdes, he can be the most wearisome thing of al when he wants to.’

At that she moved ahead and let im walk behind until they reached the litter.

When they returned to the house, Alaena closeted hersdf in her bedchamber with Disna while Rhodry
went to the kitchen to haul in firewood for the evening med. In some hdf an hour Disna rushed in, the
earrings glittering as they framed her face in a most appeding way.

‘Guess what? The migtress won't marry that avful Pommaeo after al. She's going to ask Migtress
Mdinato find her other possible suitors instead.’

The geff raised aamdl, dignified cheer.

‘My thanks to holy Zaeos, to dl the Goddesses of the Many-Starred Sky, and to the Wave-father,
Vindmasad. ‘Any member of Mistress Mdina s family is bound to be a fair-minded and generous man.

‘I think,” Porto said, ‘that we may have some extra wine with the evening med. To toast the gods for
gmiling upon usif nothing ese. Girl, does the mistress require anything?

‘Yes” Disna glanced at Rhodry, her amile disappearing in an oddly abrupt way. ‘ She wants you to
run an errand. She'sin her bedchamber at the moment.’

Rhodry assumed that he was to take a note over to Mdind's, but when he came into the chamber, he
found Alaena stting, as cardesdy as a girl, on the floor in front of her jewe chest. When he hovered
uncertainly in front of her, she motioned for him to st down, too, with a flick and a point of one dender
hand. Beside her on a cushion lay atangle of emerald necklaces and two heavy gold arm bracel ets.

‘Pommaeo gave me these. | want you to take them over to the temple of Sdenta as a gift to the
priestesses. They run an orphanage, and they can sdl these off a bit at a time when they need coin.’

‘Very wel, midress. Are you going to give me away, too?



Alaena laughed in a ped of musca amusement.

‘No, | don't think so, redly.” She reached up and put her hands on ether sde of his face. *Well,
come dong. Kissme'’

Morein shock than pleasure, Rhodry kissed her on the mouth.

“You do that much better than Pommaeo ever did. Yes, | think | definitdy like the dave better than
the stupid master.” She glanced at the jewdlery beside her. *Oh, that can wait.

The meaning was unmistakable, but Rhodry hesitated, half-panicked. All his intuitions were screaming
that it would be very unsafe for both parties if a dave had an afar with his misiress, no matter how
common it was for men to take ther femde daves. No doubt it's worse for the dave, too, he thought;
I’ve no desire to end up getting flogged in the public square or suchlike.

“How can you look so shy? She was grinning at him in her wicked way. ‘What about dl those other
women | saw inyour tiles?

‘They weren't as far above me as you are. You own me body and soul.’
‘Then you'd best do what | want, hadn’t you?

Thistime she reached up and kissed him. The hungry fed of her mouth, the soft warmth of her body,
the way she pressed hersdf againgt him, dl congpired to make him forget that he'd ever thought this a
dangerous idea.

From that time on, Alaena would often summon him to her bedchamber on one excuse or another or
even tdl him to dip out of bed at night and join her. Yet most of the time, she treated him exactly as she
hed before, as an exatic servant who often needed a good dap to teach him a lesson. Although he was
glad enough of the sexua comfort she was giving him, Rhodry honestly wished that the affar had never
begun. On the one hand he fdt that hislove-making was just another of the well-trained footman’s duties;
on the other, he knew that it threatened his secure niche in the household. What if she tired of him and
decided to sdl him off to remove an embarrassment? Although Alaena redized his reluctance, it amused
rather than annoyed her. She liked ordering him into her bed, and once he was there, he could never
refuse her.

Since a night he was cregping out of the room they shared, he had no doubt that Porto knew what
was hgppening in the migtress's bedchamber, just as Disna did, though nether of them betrayed a thing,
not by one word or gesture or giggle Once or twice, though, Rhodry overheard Porto meking a sharp
remark to one of the other daves that was obvioudy designed to keep the scanda within grict limits
Fndly Rhodry was sick enough of feding shamed to bring the matter out into the open. He was
restacking the woodshed one afternoon when Porto came out to tel him that there would be guests for
dinner that night.

“You've done a good job on the shed, boy, and I'm afraid it redly needed it. I'm getting too old for
thet kind of thing. Y ou do dl your work well.’

Thanks. Yes, I'm sure | do. All of it
Porto diffened, his eye-lids flickering.

‘Oh by Zaeos and dl your gods!” Rhodry burst out. ‘Do you think | like these goings-on? I'm scared



sck’
“You're sengble, boy. More so than our poor little mistress’

‘Tel me something, will you? How much trouble is there going to be over this? | don't want to be
beaten to death in the marketplace just to set a good example for every dave on the cursed idand.’

‘Now, now, | doubt it'll come to that. Alaena's so rich that no one's going to interfere, not even that
brother-in-law of hers. Without the commisson she pays him he wouldn't live very comfortably. But
there’ s going to be nagty talk if this gets spread around, and somehow or other, things aways do get out,
don't they? No matter how careful we dl try to be.” He sghed, sheking hishead. ‘You'd best pray to dl
the Holy Stars that Pommaeo never hears of this A clever man, of course, can hdp the goddesses
answer his prayers.’

‘By keeping his mouth shut and waiching every step he makes?

‘dugt that. And by making himsdf wdl-liked. If any of the misress's friends tip you, you might
congder spending part of it on Vingma’

‘Very wdl. And Disna's never going to carry a heavy load upstairs again, not while I'm within reach
of it

On aday sticky with a cool drizzle JIl and Sdlamander arrived at the harbour town of Daradion. Since
it was too late in the day to question the harbour master about the Grey Kestrel, they found a room in an
inn, then went down to the evening market as soon as the rain stopped. Jll found the wet weether such a
pleasant change that she was shocked to hear the citizens complaining bitterly about the cold and damp.
The market was nearly deserted, with over hdf the gadls empty and only a handful of customers hurrying
adong on brisk business.

‘W, there won't be much usein putting on a show tonight, will there? Salamander remarked with a
certain gloom. ‘I’ d forgotten how the Bardek folk carry on about the weather.’

“You'd think we werein for howling snows, truly.” She paused to grab her gnome, who was splashing
through afilthy gutter puddie. ‘How are we doing for coin?

‘We ve got enough to pay our passage over to Surtinna, but we can't go fird class’
‘That hardly matters.’

‘It does. Cursed if I'll spend days and days crammed into the common hold with merchants and other
riff-raff.

‘Then you'd best think up a show you can do in daylight, hadn’t you?

‘Now that, Oh beauteous handmaiden, is an excdlent idea. Hum. Coloured smokes might work. And
| could have some sylphs carry a scarf through the ar - it'd look like it was flying of its own accord.
People would think 1 was doing that with black wires, no doubt. And how about mysterious music from
unseen sources? Possihilities - truly, | see possihilities’

For the rest of that evening, Sdlamander brooded over his new show. Every now and then he would
make some darming noise, or fill ther inn chamber with vast illusons of red and green smoke, but mostly
heleft Jll to her work. By then, she was gaining a remarkable degree of control over images, enough so



that she was forced to admit her naturd gptitude for the craft. Once she snapped a remembered object
into her mind, she could turn the image thisway and that, looking at it from dl sdes and moving it so that
it seemed she was seaing it firg from above, then below. That night she sumbled across a particularly
interesting trick. She was visudizing the smdl leather sack in which Salamander carried their coin, and in
her mind she laid the open sack on a table so that she could peer indde it. All & once she fdt that she
was only afew inches tdl, sanding on the table and looking into the yavning mouth like a cave. Startled,
she logt the image immediatdly, but it seemed important enough for her to disturb Sdamander, who was
producing an effect of sunset clouds on the celling. He let theilluson dissipate and listened carefully.

‘Thisisred progress indeed, turtledove. Y ou're beginning to get to the important part of the work, so
don't lose heart now.’

‘Oh, don't trouble yoursdf about that. Thisis the most interesting thing I’ ve ever doneinmy life’
He let his jaw drop in honest surprise.
“You think it'sinteresting? Y e gods, you are marked for the dweomer sure enough!’

‘Well, not the exercises themsdves. | can see how they mugt have driven you absolutely mad with
boredom. It's the whole thing, truly, everything that’s happened to me this summer. I’'m beginning to see
where. . . where what? It's so cursed hard to put into words! But where doing things with my mind like
thismight lead, and it's .. . . wdl, it'slike the day my Da came and took me from our village. There was a
whole world just down the road, and here | never even knew.’

By the morrow morning, the rain and the clouds were gone when Jil and Sdlamander went down to
the harbour, a semi-circular bite out of diffs that dropped sraight down to a narrow stretch of white
beach. Along the dliff-tops, radiating out from an enormous wooden longhouse with statues at ether end,
was a crowded scatter of booths and dls

‘Isthat atemple? Jil pointed at the longhouse.

‘It is, to Daae-oh-contremo, god of the sea. Actudly, he's the god of dl sorts of other things too,
induding for some odd reason unjudly treated daves.’

There s some provison in the laws for that, then?
‘Of course. Don't Deverry bondsmen have rights that their lord can’t cross?
‘Wdl, but bondsmen aren’t daves’

‘Oh come now!” Sdlamander snorted profoundly. They can't be sold away from ther land or thar
families true, but free? You jest, my turtledove. Of course, there aren't many bondsmen |eft in Deverry
anymore, S0 no doubt you've never thought much about them.’

‘Wdl, | haven't, truly. Here, were there once alot of them?

‘On every lord's manor, or 0 I've been told. Now it's pretty much only the king who holds
bound-land. I don’t know why things changed, but I'm blasted glad they did. Do you know why davery
issuch a bad thing, my turtledove?

‘Wdl, it's cursed unfarr.



“More than that. It makes men grow used to being crud and to judtifying their reasons for being crud.
That way lie the paths of evil’

He spoke so quietly, with none of his usud jests or affectations, that Jil was forced to remember the
real power underlying his jokes and foppery.

Since the departures and arivds of dl ships were publicly posted outside the harbour master’s office,
they found out eesly enough that a ship caled the Grey Kestrel, owned by a certain Gaaetrano, had just
returned from arun over to Ronaton on Surtinna. After some searching they found Galagtrano himsdf, an
enormous bronze man with a shock of sraight black hair, Stting with some of his crew in a wine shop a
the edge of the marketplace. He was returning to Ronaton on the morrow, with plenty of room for two
more passengers and a couple of horses, epecidly if the passengers wanted to pay for a fird-class
passage. Sdamander bought wine dl round, told a couple of his less-than-delicate stories, and got
everyone taking a great length about life in generd and the shipping trade in particular. Almogt a
random, or S0 it seemed, the captain himsdf began tdling them about someone named Pommaeo, a
regular passenger who had made his lagt trip over with a rare barbarian dave.

‘He paid twice what the man was worth, too, he told me, just to get him for a courting gift. As far as |
can tdl, thiswoman he's after inherited a fortune’

‘Oh, so that’swhy he'd go dl that way just to find awife’ Sdamander said, cardlessly. ‘ She mudt live
right down in Ronaton, huh?

‘Wel, no.” The captain suddenly laughed. *You know something? He never did tdl us where she
lives Judt redized that mysdf. A dy dog, that one. If you know arich widow, you keep her to yoursdf!’

‘I don’'t blame him, no, but it's too bad.” Sdamander glanced ever-so-casudly at Jll. “We could use a
Deverry manin the show. It would look good on stage, especidly if he were another blonde.’

‘Oh, this dave had black hair, Galagtrano said. ‘But | see your point about the effect. You know, it's
odd. You're the second man who's asked me about barbarian daves laidy.’

‘Indeed?

‘It was before my lagt trip to Ronaton, but this other fdlow was from the idands. Let’s see, | don't
think he ever did mention his name, actudly, kind of odd, now that | think of it. But anyway, he was only
interested in buying for resde. He came from Tondio, | think he said. He didn't take passage with me,
anyway, S0 | didn’t think much more about him.

After more wine dl round, this time at the captain’s expense, Sdlamander announced that he and his
handmaiden had to prepare an evening’s show, invited everyone to come and see it, and left on a generd
wave of good cheer. JIl managed to keep amiling until they reached the street - no longer.

‘May this Pommaeo freeze in the third he I’

‘I'll admit to being vexed, miffed, and in genera annoyed with our gdlant. Even worse, however, is
the captain’s other bit of news’

That so-called dave trader who was asking about barbarians?

‘I like that “so-cdled’, turtledove. It shows you were ligening with crafty ears. 1 don't like this a dl.
Of course, it might be some sort of coincidence.’



‘Judt like it was a coincidence that Brindemo was poisoned the day before we got to Myleton.’

‘Entirdy too true-spoken, das. You know, when we get back to theinn, | think I'd better have a look
around.’

‘What? If you want to look around town, why go back to the inn?

‘At times there are better ways of traveling than uang one's feet, my sweet sandpiper. Haven't you
ever seen Nevyn go into trance?

‘Wdl, so | have. Y ou mean you can do that, too?
‘I can, and soon, no doubt, you'll be learning how yoursdf. It's one of the basic techniques’

JI went cold dl over, partly in fear, but partly in excitement. She' d been assuming that Nevyn's ahility
to work in the trance-state was the mark of a highly exdted master, not of a mere journeyman. Yet
Sdamander’ s trance was certainly nothing exciting to watch. With Jil kneding to one side, and a crowd
of curious Wildfolk at the other, he lay on the divan in their inn chamber and crossed his ams over his
chest. In a moment he seemed to have fdlen adeep, his eyes shut, his mouth a little open, his breathing
dow and soft. For some time JlIl watched him, then let her mind wander, so much so tha she yelped
aoud when he abruptly sat up and started talking.

‘| don't likethis, Jll. | don't likeit & dl.’
‘What happened?

‘Naught. But there were . . . Oh, how can | describe them? | can't, truly. Call them traces or tracks -
that will have to do. And | saw one particular spirit that could only be associated with a dark master, a
pitiful twisted thing.” His face darkened with rage. ‘1 wanted to help it, but it was so frightened | couldn’t
get close to it. It obvioudy associated human and haf-human souls with pan and naught more. Oh ye
gods, how | hate these swing!” With a toss of his head he stood up, stretching, then smiled, dipping back
under his mask of a sunny-natured idict. ‘Is there wine, oh beauteous handmaiden? The wizard's worked
up a powerful sort of thirst,

‘I'll fetch some, but are you tdling me that the dark magters are here in Daradion?

‘Naught of the sort, turtledove. Only that one or two of the lesser dimes oozed through here some
days ago. | think me, though, that we' d best be as dy as dy from now on.’

When she went to bed, Jlil lay awake for a long while, her mind drifting on the borderlands of deep.
She happened to remember the Dark Sun, the even goddess whom she and Sdlamander had called upon
to witness thar vow of vengeance againd Rhodry’s tormentors. It seemed years ago, not a matter of
months, when back in Cerrmor they’d pledged death with goblets of mead. The goddess had death
wolves, or so Sdamander had told her, and the vow invoked those beasts to run ever before them on
their bloody hunt. She liked that vow, liked the image it caled to mind, of a goddess sanding tdl, an
dven longbow in her hands, quiver a her hip, and a her feet the two crouched black wolves.

In her mind one of the wolves turned its head and looked right at her. With a little yelp she was wide
awake, anoyed with hersdf for letting her mind play tricks. Yet she could remember the picture
perfectly, and when it was time to do her exercises with mentd images, she chose the wolf - but without,
unfortunately, tdling Salamander what she was doing. Since it was an ancient nexus of power on the
adrd, the image built up remarkably fast, and since it was so easy to work with, she decided to go on



udng it for awhilein her practice.

Jug after dawn on a chilly wet day the Grey Kestrdl Ieft her dock at Daradion and walowed out to
sea. Since they had a favouring wind, in about an hour or so the lumbering ferry-barge was out of sght of
land, and the tedium - to JII's taste, anyway - of a seavoyage settled over her. While Salamander
regded crew and felow passengers dike with his stories, songs, and juggling, JIl spent most of the
uneventful voyage working with her wolf-image. Findly, on the last night aboard, she fdt for a moment
that a giant wolf lay beside her on her bunk, and it seemed that she could dmogt see it. Although she
meade the usua banishing gestures at the end of the practice sesson, the wolf seemed curioudy reluctant
to go.

They reached Ronaton in the middie of a sunny moring and left the city Straightaway by the man
road, running southwest dong the coast.

They rode for about two hours, until, just a noon, they came to a stand of trees and a spring,
deepened then lined with stone for the benefit of travelers by the archons of Ronaton, where they
stopped to make an early camp to rest the horses and mule, who were dill nervous and stable-weary
from being in the ship. While JlI unloaded the stock and let them roll, Sdamander wandered away a few
yards and stood staring out to sea. When he returned he was shaking his head in frustration.

‘Wl | scried Rhodry out, for dl the good it's going to do us. He was down in some sort of cdlar,
aranging big clay pots of what looked like pickled food and even larger amphorae of wine againg awal.
There was an older man with im who seemed to be in charge of things Ye gods, | hope they don't Stay
down there dl day!’

By then both of them were used enough to the Bardekian custom of the afternoon nap to spread out
thar bedrolls and lie down for a couple of hours. Although Salamander went sraight off to deep, dl of
JII'srage came to a head that afternoon. She was thinking of Rhodry, as she so often did, and she burst
into tears that were more frugtration then grief, a baffled rage at dl the dark and magicd events that had
pulled them apart. Once her fit of weeping had run itsdf out, she gave up trying to deep and began to
think of her wolf-image. It built up fast, and she imagined the shaggy creature lying at her fedt.

As Sdamander had taught her, she used dl her sensesin building the image, imagined she could smell
it, could fed its weight across her ankles and its warmth through the thin blanket. All & once, she fdt
something snap into place in her mind. Right where she'd imagined it, the wolf appeared, a bit misy and
thin, to be sure, but the imege actudly seemed to be there, living apart from her will. She worked on
bringing it into focus, made it appear more subgtantia, thickened its glossy coat, imaged the teeth and the
panting tongue. When she noticed it was wearing a gold collar of even design, she was suddenly afraid,
because she' d imagined no such thing. The great head turned her way, and the dark eyes considered her.
Only then did she redlize that athin, misy cord seemed to connect her solar plexus with that of the waolf;
yet whenever shetried to look directly at the cord, it faded away.

With a dretch like a red dog, the wolf got up. Although she started the banishing ritud immediately,
her words and motions had no force behind them, because frightened though she was, she was fascinated
with her creation. The walf ignored the ritud, anyway, merdy sniffed Sdlamander and his blankets with a
remarkably real-looking wet black nose.

‘I sapity you're not real, you know. | could send you tracking Baruma down.’

It swung its head and looked at her. She found hersdf talking to it, then, a confused babble of dl her
hatred, dl her scraps of knowledge about Baruma, what he was, what he looked like, but she somehow



knew that his physicd appearance was of little moment to the wolf. With a toss of its head it legpt over
her, trotted into the trees, and disappeared.

At that point she woke up, or so she thought of it. All & once she fdt a jarring sensation, asif she'd
dropped fla on her back from a few inches up, and her eyes were open to the sunlight flooding the
camp. Oh by the gods and their wived she thought irritably. So that was just a dream, was it? Perhaps
it'sfor the best. She got up, and as she was rummeaging for food in her saddle-bags, she forgot the whole
thing. Although she was s0 exhausted that she fdt drained of blood, she put it down to the long months of
dran.

In a few minutes Salamander woke, muzzy-eyed and yawning, and sumbled over to the soring. He
kndt down, plunged his head into the cold water, snorted, coughed, and swore for a moment, then
looked up grinning with the water sreaming from his hair to drench his shirt.

‘Much better,” he announced. ‘I’'m going to try scrying out Rhodry again. HE's got to leave that
wretched cdlar sooner or later. Come join me - see what you can see!’

Through a break in the pae stone the water welled up noisdesdy and rippled out, slashing a little
agang the side of the basin before it ran out the overflow pipe. When Sdamander put hisarm around her
and pulled her companionably close, she was aware not of his physica touch but of his aura, rawv power
wadling up from his very being as the water did from the earth.

‘Concentrate on the ripples and let your eyes go a bit out of focus. Then think of Rhodry.’

For along while she saw nothing but the glassy surge of water againgt stone. Then, dl a once, she
saw a dim, broken picture on the ripples Rhodry meking his way through what seemed to be a
marketplace. To her imperfect vison the ddls and pedlars waved and fluttered as much as the doth
banners, but Rhodry’s image was solid and steady. At fird he looked perfectly wel, tanned and fit,
griding dong and even amiling as he greeted the occasona person that he seemed to know. As she
stared a him with hungry curiosity, she had the sensation of moving in closer, until it seemed that she
hovered beside him. Then, when he turned his head so that he would have been looking right at her if
she'd actudly been there, she saw the change in him, a subtle thing, truly, a certain dackness about the
mouth, a certain bewilderment in his eyes. Even when he amiled, something was missng. Where was the
life that used to burn in his eyes, the grin that could set a roomful of men laughing in answer? Or the
haf-toss to his head, and the proud set to his shoulders that said here was a warrior, dangerous but a
men of honour, born to command? She fdt gut-wrenching sick when she redlized that his mentd injury
was as clear and palpable as a physica wound.

‘I know this place; Saamander whispered. ‘All that stucco and pink stone, and tha view of the
mountains from the marketplace, it's . . . Wylinth, by the gods!’

His crow of triumph broke the vison. He let go of her, sat back on his heds, and gave her a grin
which disappeared abruptly at the sght of the look on her face.

‘Sdlamander, he' s going to recover, ian't he? We can do somewhat for him, can’'t we? We can cure
him. Can't we?

His mouth as dack as his brother’ s had been, he was dlent for along moment.
‘Sdlamander!’

‘I don’'t know, turtledove. | truly don't know. If naught else, we can get m home to Nevyn, and



there' s Aderyn, too- I'm sure he'd come to Eldidd to hep.” Again the heavy slence. ‘But | don't know.’
JII dropped her face to her hands and wept. When they rode out, vengeance shared her saddle.

Although Wylinth was only some Sxty miles away, about three days ride, Sdlamander decided that
they’d best approach it by a roundabout way. That firg afternoon they headed due west, fallowing the
river to the amdl town of Andirra, which sported only two inns, both, much to Salamander’s horror and
JII's reief, of medium price and qudity. Their performance, however, was a great success, as few
traveling showmen came through Andirra. The head of the locd merchant guild even invited them to meet
some of the leading townsfolk at his house for alavish supper, the perfect opportunity for Sdlamander to
ask casud questions about the avalldbility of exotic barbarian daves. Although the merchant knew of
none, he did remark that a dave trader, passng through on his way to Tondio, had asked him that very
question just the week before.

Once they were back in the privacy of ther inn chamber, Jll asked Sdamander whether he thought
this mysterious trader was the same man whose trall they’d crossed in Daradion.

‘I"'d wager a goodly sum, truly. But how odd thisid If he's asking questions of merchants, he can't
know how to scry. Unless, of course, he never saw Rhodry before, but why would the Dark
Brotherhood send someone like that?

‘Maybe heisjud a trader. He might not be from the Dark Brotherhood at dl.

Then what about that poor little pirit | saw in Daradion? Oh, | don't know, JlI! Ye gods, | fed like a
farmrwife chasing chickens into her hen-house. Two pop out again for every blasted one that goes in!’

The firg time that Baruma saw the wolf, he thought nothing of it, because he was saying in an inn
whose owner kept a pack of hunting dogs. He was by then travelling through the mountains in northern
Surtinna, working his way closer to the Old One's isolated estate but taking his time to dlow the blood
quild to recapture Rhodry, and he'd stopped for the night in a amdl town some miles east of Vardeth.
Jugt a twilight, he was crossing the courtyard on his way to his chamber after adinner out, when he saw,
on the far 9de of the compound, a large black dog standing and watching him as he went upgairs - an
event of absolutely no moment, or so he thought at the time. Later that evening, he heard a paw scratch
briefly a his door and a canine whine, but he ignored it. Sure enough, in a few minutes he heard human
footsteps come down the hdl, and at thelr approach, the scratching stopped, as if the dog had gone off
with its master.

The next time, however, he redized the truth. He had reached Vardeth and was daying in an
expensgve inn right down in the centre of town near the Plaza of Government, the kind of establishment
where large dogs are most unwelcome. Again at twilight he was crossing the waled garden when he saw
the black creature drinking at the tiled fountain. This time he saw dearly that it was no dog, but an
enormous wolf. When the beast raised its head to look a him, no water dripped from its jaws.
Immediatdy Baruma threw up his hand and sketched a banishing Sgil, but the wolf ignored it. Throwing
back its head in a soundless howl, it loped toward him, snapped at him, and vanished as slently as it had
come. Shaking a little, Baruma hurried to his suite. He was just barring the door behind him when he
looked around and saw the walf ldling on the divan.

‘Get out!’

Here in the privacy of his chamber he could work a full banishing ritud, and this time the walf did
indeed disappear a hisfind command - only to come back with the dawn. When he opened his eyes he



found it standing on his chest and growling soundiesdy into his face. With a barely-gtifled scream he sat
up and began sketching the ritud. The wolfwas so heavy when he threw it off that he knew it had been
sent by someone with red kill in the dark arts; the thought-form had been ensouled with a great ded of
magnetism. He was sure that it had been sent by one of his enemies in the cirdles of initiates and
would-be initiates that buzzed around the dark dweomer like flies around manure; after dl, his rivals had
to try to remove him from competition just as surely as he had to best them. He concentrated on doing a
thorough banishing this time, and when he was done, he set agtrdl sedls over himsdf as wll.

Y, at twilight, the wolf came back. Over the next few days it dogged him wherever he went, ignoring
hismighty curses by the Dark Names and his threats of demons and annihilation. Although it never tried
to do him phydcd harm, dill it frightened him, popping up a every corner, it seemed, or padding after
hm down dark streets. At times it invaded his dreams; a others, his dweomer-practices. Fndly it
occurred to him that the wolf might be something of a spy, sent by yet another faction of the continudly
squabbling members of the Dark Brotherhood. If the Hawkmaster wanted to know what the Old One
was up to, others might, too. That night he took out his jug of consecrated black ink, poured it into the
gpecid slver basin, marked round with foul Sgils, and set himsdf to contact the Old One and tdl him of
this unvwel come companion.

Although Baruma had yet to become a member of the Outer Circle, he was no rank beginner, and he
made the contact dmog a once. On the surface of the pool of ink the Old One's face spread out,
trembling a little from the pasy that afflicted him in cold westher. While Baruma told his story, the Old
One listened with haf-closed eyes.

“You were right to report this’ he said at lagt. ‘I’ ve suspected for some time that someone else's been
tracking Rhodry down, and this confirmsit.’

‘Indeed? Barumawent alittle cold - he should have known that not even a Hawkmaster could hide
treachery from the Old One. ‘“Well, it's reasonable that they’d be the same ones who sent this wolf,
then.’

‘It may be awalf, but they are dogs - puppies, even.” The old man seemed to be chuckling to himsdf.
‘They migudge me, my friend, because | look like afat dug on a garden leaf, and they think | spend my
days crawling in the dime. Huh. A man of power dill lives ingde this loathsome casing, as no doubt
they’ll discover, soon or later.’

‘Er, 9r? You don't think thiswalf could come from our old enemy, our “no one’, do you?

“No, no, no, you fool! The idiots who follow the mindng dweomer of light would never do such a
thing” His mind-touch oozed contempt. Them and ther petty little Strictures, fit for women and daves
and nothing more! But enough! If we have enemies, we' d better not risk being overheard. Come to me
soon, but make sure nobody’s falowing you. I'd rather wait to see you than have the wrong people
folow dong after.’

‘Of course. I'll be very, very discreet.

Once he broke the vison, he dlowed hmsdf a amile Be cautious, en? The Old One himsdf had just
gven him a good reason to dday his trip to the villa He was feding splendidly smug urtil he turned
around and saw the woalf, gnawing on one of his travdling bags. With a little hop like a skipping lamb,
Barumayeped aloud.

JIl and Sdamander arrived at Wylinth late in the next afternoon, with just enough time before sunset to



rent a suite in the best inn that the place could offer. That evening, when they went to the marketplace to
tak with the archon’s men about setting up a show, Jil kept a constant watch for Rhodry. Although she
wanted to go door-to-door and ask for him at every house in the city, Sdlamander inssted that she be

patient.
‘I have a scheme, turtledove, most subtle, recondite, and, or so | hope, foolproof.’

‘Ligen, df! I've had some experience of your wretched schemes, and they aways take forever to
unwind.

‘Not forever. Merdy a decent intervd of tirne™ Jll, trust me yet once again, will you? If we rush, we
could ruin everything. So far we don't have the dightest reason to think the dark dweomer is aware of
our presence in this esteemed archipelago, while we' ve been warned of theirs. The longer such remains
the case, the happier, indeed the hedthier, we shdl dl be’

‘Wdl, true-spoken. But if we haven't found him in an eghtnight, then I’'m going to Start asking
around.’

‘Fair enough. An éghtnight it is’

At least twice a week one or another of Alaena s women friends would invite her over to tdl fortunes.
Although dl the women in her set dabbled in astrology, the tiles, and other forms of divination, only she
hed any tdent for it. The women took these sessions in deadly seriousness, even though Alaena foretold
maostly smdl events such as aletter from an old friend or a vigt from a reaive. They were hoping she'd
see the possihility of a romance, because in Bardek wedthy married women often had sentimentd love
dfars and no one thought the worse of them for it, provided that they never deserted their children or
flaunted their loversin tharr husband' s face. Since these afairs were ther chief entertainment, they would
crouch for hours over the tiles as Alaena studied them for omens of romance.

One afternoon Mdina did try to read Alaend's tiles for her, out of farness sake, when they were
lunching with another friend, Eldani, a matron of about Mdina's age. After Alaena picked her tiles the
older woman frowned at them for a long time, then began saying a few chopped phrases, obvioudy
memorized whole by rote.

The Prince of Birds is good fortune, but it's next to the Three of Spears, <o it's flawed. I'm sorry,
Alaena | jugt don't have your gift.

‘It takes practice, that's dl, and you've got to make a story out of them. You can put in things you
know about me, you see, tofill the story out alittle’

Mdinafrowned at the tiles again, spoke afew more hesitant cliches, then sighed.

‘I just can't find any Story. | fed so sdfish. Here you dways do ours, but you never get yours done.
Or can you give yoursdf areading?

‘Not very wdl.’
‘Maybe that marketplace wizard tdls fortunes’ Eldani broke in. ‘Have you heard if he does?
‘| didn’'t even know he existed,” Alaena said.

‘His show sounds like lots of fun. My husband saw it last night, when he was on his way to the guild



meeting. He' s this funny-looking man in along red robe, but he can do dl sorts of amazing tricks.’

‘I heard about that, Mdina said. ‘Cook was quite excited when she came home from doing the
marketing. The wizard could make fire legp out of his hands, she said, and lights of dl different colours.
It's clear he's doing it with some kind of powders and chemicals, but she says that the effect was quite
lovey.

‘At night it certainly would be,” Alaena said. ‘Maybe I'll go down and watch.’

‘Alaenal’ Mdina was scandalized. ‘Y ou can't go down there with the common crowd at night!’
‘Why not? Eldani’s amile turned entirdy too limpid. ‘ Our ‘Laen lovesto be daring.’

Alaena gmiled in return.

‘Why not? I’m much too young to paint mats day and night like you do, dear.’

Mdina leaned forward with a flutter of hands. ‘Maybe we should dl go see this wizard, and take
escorts, and then it won't be daring at all.’

‘W, | suppose,’ Eldani said. *Or will Alaenabring her footman?

Rhodry fdt asif he'd been kicked in the somach. Mdind's expresson turned so fierce that Eldani
ghrank back.

‘If nothing else,” Mdinawent on, ‘it will give us something new to think about.’

‘Yes, of course.” Eldani forced out a normd sort of amile. *Or | know-what if we gave a party and
hired the wizard to perform?

‘Wonderful ideal” Mdina snatched at the change of subject. ‘If it doesn’'t rain, he could do his show
out in the garden, and it would be absolutely lovely among the trees. I'm sure he d comeif | offered him
enough.’

‘It would certainly give dear Tannilan something to think about,” Alaena said. ‘Do you remember
those awful acrobats she hired for her last party?

‘| certainly remember the airs she gave hersdf afterwards.’
Thetiles forgotten, the three women leaned forward over the table and began to plan.

‘It’ sdriving me hdf-mad, that’s dl!” Even though he was trying to project acadm sdf-control, Baruma
knew his mentd image was snarling. ‘Every time | turn around | see that demon-spawn wolf, growling at
ml

‘Can it hurt you? the Old One thought in return.
‘I don’t know. It ressts dl my banishings’
Hoating on the pool of darkness the Old One' s image grew thoughtful.

‘It was sent by aman of power, then, not one of your riva journeymen. | was afraid of this. Some of
my rivas in the Brotherhood know I’ve got an important piece of work on hand, and obvioudy they're



meddling. Well, when you come back, well do a working and follow this walf to its den. Finding out
who lives nearby should prove very interesting. In the meantime, think of it as atest of your courage.’

With aflick of his hand, the Old One broke contact, and nothing that Baruma could do would bring
him back again.

For some days messages from Mdina had been ariving & Alaend's house. Yes, the wizard would
perform; yes, he did do fortunes; by the way, Mdina was going to wear a blue dress, o if Alaena would
wear another colour, it would be sweet. The day before the party, the mistress sent Rhodry down to the
market to refill a vid with her usud perfume. As he made his way through the booths, he heard a lot of
people taking about the Great Krysello and his wondrous show.

‘“Hanged if | know how he does it,” the perfumer said. ‘He has a maidservant, though, who seems to
be more a partner than adave, and two big braziers beching incense. He's got to be usng chemicas’

‘I'msure of it; said the fruit-sdler a the next gdl. *You can find some strange things for sale if you
go to the big markets on the coast, they say. It's redly amazing, though, to see him shoot blue flames
right out of hisfingertips. It's got to be a pretty risky process when you think about it.’

‘I wouldn’'t mind seeing that,” Rhodry said. ‘He must be doing pretty wdl for himsdf.’

‘Oh, by the Wave-father’'s beard! How wel is he doing? He and his barbarian girl are saying a the
Inn of the Seven Lamps, that’s how well?’

Properly impressed, Rhodry whistled under his bregath, then happened to glance down to see a grey
gnome a few feet away. The little creature was saring a him, and when he moved away, it followed,
hestantly at first, then with a rush to grab the hem of his tunic and dance up and down. Rhodry glanced
around, saw no one looking his way, and hunkered down on the pretence of adjusting the ties of his
sanddls.

“You look familiar, sure enough, little brother. Didn't | last see you in Deverry? | don’t remember
where, though.’

The gnome clutched its head in distress, then disappeared.

At sunsat on the night of the party Rhodry escorted hislady’s litter to Mdina's compound. Fve other
litters were dready there, with their bearers hunkered down beside them under the waichful eye of
Mdina s gatekeeper and one of her footmen. Although Rhodry would have preferred staying with them
and away from the prying eyes of society women, Alaena ordered him to come ingde with her. Mdina
hed outdone hersdf for the party. All through her lush garden tiny oil-lamps glittered, and clusters of
braided ribands augmented the last flowers of the season. Here and there people were wandering
around, talking and laughing, or were adready seated on little benches near an improvised stage, hung with
red and gold banners, where two brass braziers stood in readiness. When he noticed more than a few of
the guests giving him a good looking-over, Rhodry became profoundly nervous, wondering if his mistress
would ings on his escorting her like a free man. Asthey passed a group of the curious, though, she made
apoint of tdling him, in a clear and carrying voice, that he was to go and hdp Mdina's cook with the
dinner. Before she could contradict hersdf, Rhodry went sraight to the refuge of the daves quarters.

The kitchen was a madhouse fogged with ddicious-amelling steam. In one corner two daves were
franticdly ralling out rounds of bread and dgpping them onto a crackling-hot bakestone; at the hearth
huge pots of spiced vegetables sSmmered while the cook rushed back and forth to sir them, tagting one
pot here, adding something to another there, and ydling orders over her shoulder the whole while. Other



daves were chopping fruit, filling condiment bowls, sugaring little cakes and aranging nuts and
sweetmeets on platters. Just outside he could see a couple of men roasting a whole hog a an open fire.
The cook glanced a Rhodry, pushed sweaty hair up off her forehead, and pointed to a four-foot-high
amphora near the door.

‘The dippers are on that little shef. Take the wine out to the sarving table. The cups are dready
there’

With the help of a young boy, Rhodry wrestled the amphora outside and got its pointed bottom
planted in a flower-bed near the table. Guests promptly appeared, holding out eager hands. For the next
hour he was kept too busy serving wine to worry about proprieties. He did have time to notice that a
whole horde of Wildfolk had materidized around him. They seemed hydericdly excited about something,
legping up and down, pulling on his tunic, dashing back and forth under the table and even occasiondly
pinching one of the guests. Once the med was lad out and everyone served, hefilled a Slver pitcher with
wine and wandered around the garden to refresh the guests cups. He found Alaena taking to her
brother-in-law and hiswife. While he poured, she bardy glanced his way, halding out the flat, semmed
wine-cup with an autometic hand. The Wildfolk danced around him as he continued on.

All a once a gong sounded. With a bemused smile, Mdina's husband stepped out on the stage and
announced that the Great Wizard, Krysdlo of the Far North, was ready to begin. Laughing and
scurrying, the guests found seats. Rhodry went back to the sarving table, which had a close if Sdeways
view of the stage. He poured himsdlf a cup of wine, then perched on the corner of the table in the crowd
of Wildfolk just as the red and gold drapes parted and a dender man in a long red robe appeared. His
hair was so moonbeam pale, his eyes so smoky grey, that Rhodry swore aoud.

‘By the gods,’ he whispered in Deverrian. *He' s hdf an df & the very least’

The Wildfolk nodded their agreement and clustered close as a whole flock of their kind materidized
onstage, SO suddenly and dramétically that Rhodry glanced around, haf-expecting that everyone dse
would have seen them, too.

‘l am Krysdlo, who, great wizard though he is, is but a humble beggar compared to the exdted and
lofty status of this assembled company.” The showman bowed deeply. ‘1 am honoured beyond dreaming
that you would so gracioudy alow meto present my little marvels in your presence.” He straightened up
and waved a hand at the fird brazier. Red flames shot up and towered before gnking back to a pink
glow. A woman yelped, then difled her scream. ‘Do not fear, exdted one. You behold merdy a
barbarian display of amdl, amdl magicks from the far, far north. He waved his hand again, and the
second brazier plumed gold fire. *‘And now, let me present my beauteous barbarian handmaiden, the
Princess Jllanna’

To a scatter of applause the red drapes parted, and out stepped a blonde woman, wearing a gold
brocaded tunic clasped in by a sword-belt, from which hung a very red-looking sword and a Slver
dagger. Rhodry recognized the hilt the moment it winked in the lamplight. His breath was gone, his head
grangdly heavy as he forced himsdf to look a her face. Somehow he had known, he redized, that it
would be her, that JlIl would be standing on stage, amiling vecantly a the crowd as her sharp blue eyes
searched desperatdly, amiling dways amiling at the magician's little speeches as he juggled scarves this
way and that, but she was turning now, looking right & him - and for a moment her smile went rigid as
she too caught apainful breath before she looked away, dill smiling.

Rhodry began to shake. He could no more stop shaking than he could have told anyone who this
woman was or why he loved her Hill whether he remembered her identity or not. With the shakes came a



cold swest, running down his back. The Wildfolk gathered round, parting him, stroking him, their twisted
little faces dl gape-mouthed concern as he carefully dipped off the edge of the table, staggered back to
the garden wadl, and sat down on the ground where no one would see him tremble. He was just getting
himsdf under control when a burst of light from the stage made him look up. Krysdlo was dancing and
weaving round the stage, his arms flung over his head, and above him burst stresks and bolts and
firefdls of coloured light, reds, golds, purples, ceruleans, dl shot with Slver sparks and blinding white
barbs. The crowd was gasping and sghing like children while Wildfolk skipped across the stage in time
to the wizard' s music, the high-pitched wailing chants of even war-songs.

Although Rhodry began to shake again, he was mesmerized, feding that he'd been turned to stone
with his eyes forced eerndly to thistiny stage where dven dweomer swelled and flooded the world with
atifidd stars and massve rainbows, sheets of pure-coloured migs and opague-tinted fogs while
miniature lightning shot and thundered. He heard a voice screaming in his mind: it's red, it's dl of it red
dweomer! Don't these fools know what they’ re seeing? Apparently not, because the crowd was laughing
and clapping, cdling out words of praise and gigdling while the wizard danced and wove his spdlls, the
gage now an inferno of illusonary flames dl red and white-hot gold. In the midgst of it dl Jll stood
unmoving, her ams crossed over her chest, her amile gone, her mouth set in barely suppressed rage as
she stared across the garden, gpparently at nothing. Once he saw a gigantic wolf prowling beside her;
then the beast disappeared in agust of turquoise smoke. Rhodry could watch no longer. He lowered his
head to his knees and merdly trembled until at last the show ended in a desfening howl of laughter and
applause.

Asthe dapping died away he heard voices, irritable voices, demanding wine, demanding service, but
dl he could do was clasp his arms tighter round his knees and shake. In his terror he was remembering
another night that he'd crumpled into this posture and shaken this way. While he knew that he'd nearly
died for Jll, that somehow defending her from insult had nearly got im hanged, the detalls were far
beyond him. Then close a hand he heard a woman’s voice, one full of concern.

‘Alaena, come here!’ It was Mdina, hovering over him. ‘Y our footman's been taken ill. Here, boy,
tdl me whereit hurts. Isit your somach?

Theidea of his having a somach-ache was so preposterous that it broke the spell. Feding cold swesat
run down his cheeks and neck, Rhodry managed to raise his head and look at her.

‘I'm not sick, Midtress Mdina’ His voice was a dry rasp. ‘Don’'t you see? That was red magic. It
wasdl red.

‘Oh by Baki's toesI” A dark mde voice burst out laughing. The poor boy’s scared Hiff! He thought
one of his barbarian witch-men was making big magic up on stage. Don’'t worry, boy. We won't let him
throw fire a you.’

When everyone laughed, Rhodry tried to sruggle to his feet, but Mdina pushed him down with a
urprisngly strong hand.

‘Don’'t mock the boy, Trdino! Hell never get over it if you're dl laughing a him. Oh good, there's
Prynna. Oh Prynna, can you hear me? Come over and pour wine, girl. The guests are waiting. Now,
Rhodry, there's no such thing as real magic, o you're pefectly safe’

‘Yes, you slly!” It was Alaena, amiling down a him with her wine-cup in her hand. ‘You just rest for a
while We Il be going home soon, anyway. There€ s no danger at dl.



‘My dearest guests, do go and get some wine and some dessert.” Mdind's voice snapped with
command. Once the guests had dispersed, she turned to Alaena and whispered. ‘The poor boy! |
wonder what caused this? Has he ever shown any sgns of fdling sickness?

‘None. | ...

There was a waft of incense and perfume, and the rustle of long Slk robes as the wizard Krysdlo
swept into ther circle. His pale har gleamed, dicked back with swest.

‘My dearest ladied’” He was dl amiles and bows. “You look distressed! What happened? Aha, | see
amean from Deverry, and the poor felow looks terrified! He knows true magic when he sees it

‘Oh by the goddesses themsdved’ Mdina snarled. ‘Don’'t start him off again, will you! Tdl him,
please, that you were merdy playing tricks up there!’

‘Madam, | shdl do better than that.’

When the wizard kndt down beside him, Rhodry looked him draight in the face and spoke in
Deverrian.

‘ Are you the man who took JlIl from me?

‘So,” he answered in the same language. * Y ou remember somewhat, do you? I'm not. | swear to you
on the gods of my people that I'm only a friend of JlI's and naught more. Now, you're going to forget
about Jll for alittle while. You'll forget until you see the sun tomorrow. Then you'll remember everything.

Everything.’

With a limpid amile Krysdllo placed one long-fingered hand on Rhodry’s forehead. Rhodry fdt
warmth, a pa pable thick warmth that seemed to seep into his mind through the space between his eyes,
then spread, flowing down his neck, his spine, and across his shoulders. The trembling stopped, and he
gmiled, wondering what could possibly have upset hm so badly. With a satisfied nod, Krysdllo took his
hand away.

‘Migtresses, forgive me,” Rhodry ssammered. ‘| don't know what came over me’

‘“Terror, boy, and superdtition.” Mdina gave hm a motherly sort of smile ‘If you believe something
long enough and well enough, it becomes red to you. No doubt your mother filled your head with Stories
of witches and sorcerers, and in your primitive country they must have seemed quite plausible. Alaena, |
redly must go and make sure the desserts are being properly served.

And she marched away fast, no doubt to prevent hersdf from wondering just how a fake wizard
could have cdmed the dave down in such a magicd way. Alaena, however, stayed, dutching her wine
cup tightly in both hands as she stared at Krysdllo. In arustle of slk he bowed to her.

‘Madam, | am informed that you are greatly desirous of having your fortune told. Shdl | attend you on
the morrow morn?

‘Yes’ Her voice was back to normd, with an edge of cool amusement at totd variance with her
awe-struck eyes. ‘ Two hours before noon would do splendidly, if it's convenient.’

‘“Madam, waiting upon the merest whim of a womean like you is my definition of convenient” He
bowed again, then turned to glide away into the crowd.



For a moment Alaena stood gtaring after him, then turned to Rhodry.
‘Can you wak now?
‘| think so, migtress. | truly am sorry for . . .

“You don't need to gpologize” Her voice logt its sophidticated edge. ‘I was frightened mysdf. |
believe you, Rhodry. | think that was red magic, too. | just had to pretend in front of Mdina’

His surprise brought him to his feet. He redized, then, that the wizard's cure had worked so
golendidly - he fdt not in the leadt tired from his long terror - that he was more sure than ever that the
man’'s magic was genuine.

“You certainly were a srange ship to come hoving into view,” Alaena went on. ‘Bringing dl sorts of
even stranger thingsin your wake.” She glanced around, saw thet the party had receded to the other sde
of the garden on one of those tides that parties have, and reached up to kisshim on the mouth. ‘I want to
go home’

When she kissed him a second time her hungry excitement was as much frightening as arousing.
‘As you wish, midress, of course. Shdl | go and get the litter ready?

Y es. And when we get home, don’'t wait too long to come to my chamber.’

‘Please, don't say that kind of thing here’

‘Don’t be tedious.” She dapped him across the face.  Get the litter. I'll meet you at the gate’

By the time they reached her house, only the drowsy gatekeeper was 4ill up and wating for them.
Rhodry sent him off to bed, then got the litter boys locked in for the night and put his ebony daff and the
whip away in ther cupboard in the kitchen. For a moment he stood in the darkened room, watching the
dm glow from the banked fire and catching a moment’'s peace before he went, dowly and rdluctantly, to
his mistress's chamber.

Thesght of her took away some of his rductance. Wearing only a shift of white slk gauze, she was
perched on the edge of the bed and running an ivory comb through her curls. In the ail-lamps her
coppery skin glowed likefire itsdf. When he shut the door she looked up, smiling, and tossed the comb
onto the floor.

‘Do you think I'm beautiful, Rhodry?

‘Of course | do.” He fdt like a man in aritud; every time they made love she asked him the same
thing. ‘I’ ve never seen awoman as beautiful as you.’

He sat down next to her, caught her face in both hands, and kissed her on the mouth. She laced her
hands together behind his neck, gave him a dow and calculated kiss, then suddenly pulled back a little to
sudy his face. He could have sworn she was frightened by something she found there.

‘What' s wrong, mistress?

‘Nothing, oh nothing” Yet she hedtated, glandng this way and that before she spoke agan, a
breathless burst of words. ‘Rhodry, | need you so much. I’'ve been so londly. | worry, too, about what



could happen to us, but | need you so much!’
He redized that a last he was seeing not her carefully arranged surface, but her sdf.
‘Wdl, here | am.’

This time, when he kissed her, dl his reluctance vanished. In his arms she turned into a greedy little
animd, teesing him, pretending to fight him, while he laughed and kissed and findly caught her.

Afterwards they fdl adeep in each other's ams. He woke just as the oil-lamps were guitering
themsalves out and redized that it was only an hour or so urtil dawn. Even though everyone in the
household knew of the affarr, he had no desire to be in the mistress's bed when Disna came in firg thing
of a morning. Carefully and dowly he worked free of her lax embrace and did out of bed, grabbing his
clothes and snesking out like a thief to dressin the hal.

By then he was wide awake and troubled by a sense of unease that had nothing to do with his
dangerous love-affair. Waking dlently on bare feet he went to the kitchen, got the heavy daff, and
dipped outsde to take a turn round the compound. In the greying light nothing moved out in the garden
except a shiver of cool breeze through the Slvery eucalyptus, there was no sound &t dl on the street or
from the deeping neighbourhood. Y et when he came to the gate, Wildfolk appeared to shake the hem of
his tunic while they looked up with distressed eyes.

‘s something dangerous outside?

When they nodded a yes, he tossed the gaff up onto the flat roof of the gatekeeper’s kiosk, jumped
onto an ornamenta planter, and scrambled up. The kiosk was just high enough for him to lean on folded
ams onto the top of the thick outer wdl. Across the dtreet, in the shadows of a pair of trees, stood a
men, wrapped in alight cloak and watching the house. Rhodry was so sure of his status in the household
by then that he called out without thinking twice.

“You! What are you doing there?

The man turned and bolted down the sireet, whipped into an dley and disappeared. Although
Rhodry’s firg impulse was to start shouting and raise an darm that would bring the archon’s men, he
decided to rouse Porto firg and ask his advice. He redized, too, tha there was something familiar about
theman he'd seen . . . Gwin? Gwin, by the gods! He went cold dl over, thanking his luck that he hadn’t
just opened the gates and chased after. Then he jumped down and ran into the house to wake Porto and
tdl hm what had happened without, for some reason that he couldn’'t put into words, tdling hm Gwin's
name. Yawning and stretching, the old man got up dowly and stood thinking for a moment.

‘Wdl, whoever he was, he's probably far away by now, Porto sad at last. ‘And the archon’s men
are just going off watch, too. I'll go down to the guardhouse later and report this to the watch captain,
and tonight they’ll have a patrol swing by here a regular intervas. Let me see, what's happening this
morning? Any vigtors?

‘That wizard from the marketplace is coming to tdl our midress's fortune, about two hours before
noon. She invited him lagt night at the party.’

Porto groaned in distaste.

‘1t's her money, but why doesn't she just throw it into the gutter if she wants to waste it? I'll go down
to the archon’s when he comes. | can’'t abide that sort of nonsense. You stay close a hand the whole



time he's here, boy. | don’'t want to find any of the Slver missng after he's gone.” ‘I'll day right by the
door and keep an eye on him.” *Good. Well, dawn’s bresking. You go and start chopping the firewood
for Vinama, and I'll wake the others’

Rhodry went outside through the kitchen. As soon as he stepped out the door, the risng sun cast a
wash of light across his face. Blinking and swearing, he turned his back and remembered. Jll. He had
seen her, she had been there at the party, the woman he loved, the woman he' d lost, somehow, long ago,
in Deverry - in Cerrgonney. To that piss-poor excuse for a noble swine Lord Perryn, when they were
both fighting in some lord' s blood-feud. He was a Slver dagger, then, and he' d been trapped in a Sege.
Firgt JIl had ridden with the army thet rdlieved it; then they’ d got separated. How? Why had he left her in
Tieryn Graemyn’'s dun? Because the king's herdd was coming! He' d ridden out with his hire Lord Nedd
to greet the herald, and when they’d ridden back, JIl was gone, stolen, or so they said, by Nedd's
cursed ugly cousin. With a toss of his head he laughed aoud, jigging a few steps of a dance right there
near the woodshed. He remembered finding Perryn, too, and the exquisite joy of beating him senseless.
Thenhe'd. . .andthen hed. . . thefog within hismind rose again and shut away dl memory of what had
happened after he left Perryn bleeding on the ground by a cowshed wall. No more could he remember
anything before he and Jlil had ridden up to Lord Nedd's crumbling roundhouse on a sunny day -how
long ago? He had no idea.

‘Rhodry!” Vingma's bdlow cut through his brooding. ‘Where's that kindling? What's wrong with
you? Don't you fed wdl? *A thousand gpologies! I'm on my way right now.” While he worked, he went
on brooding about what he'd remembered. There was something especidly important about the king's
herdd, but try as he might, he couldn’t bring it to mind and eventudly gave it up as a bad job. He was
going over and over the rest of the precious new memories to fix them in his mind when it occurred to
hm to wonder why they’d come back to him. Only then did he remember the wizard Krysdlo
announcing that he would remember “everything’ when he saw the sun again. ‘Oh by the gods, so | did.’

A few a atime Wildfolk materidized around him, two brown-and-purple gnomes, a delicate pae
gporite with needle-sharp teeth, and the grey gnome he'd seen down at the marketplace. ‘ JII’'s gnome!’

Thelittle creature legpt into the air, danced afew steps in victory, then disappeared, teking its felows
with it. Rhodry began to tremble. All at once, he could smdl freedom, and now that he'd seen Jll,
freedom had meaning again. He redized then that somehow an entire identity had died dong with his
memories, that what we cdl a man’s character is little more, a times, than the sum of his memories. The
thought gave him a cold feding on the edge of panic, and he shied away from it like a horse who sees an
adder in the road.

The man who was usng the name PFirrdlo was short, pale, and pudgy, with a thick neck and full
cheeks that would, with age, swell and sag to make him look like a toad. He had a face full of pimples,
too, that would, with time, scar and leave dark marks much like the blotching on a toad's skin. The man
known as Gwin was surprised a how much he hated Firrdlo. He had, after dl, looked upon many athing
more loathsome in his thirty-two years, but perhaps it was because he knew that Firrdlo was as much a
oy as a partner. The knowledge that someone was watching their every move and usng magic to report
it back to the Hawkmaster would have terrified mogt initistes of the Hawks; Gwin found it only irritating,
because he didn't care if he lived or died. Another thing that surprised him these days was, in fact, just
how little he did care. Although he could have committed suicide at any time, the effort seemed too greeat
for the uncertain reward of being dead, just as the dubious joys of being dive were too amdl an incentive
to make him suck up to the man sent to judge his trustworthiness. He was even willing to make the
possbly faid admisson that he'd quite Smply falled his assgnment back in the farming village of Deblis,
rather than whining and making excuses the way most Hawks would have done, but only so long as he
admitted it to the Hawkmaster himsdf, not to atoad like Firrdlo. It was a matter of pride, the smdl sort



of pride that was the only thing he had Ieft inlife

After catching sght of Rhodry, Gwin left the aty and rode north, rgoining his dlies some three hours
past dawn only to find the toad Hill adeep. They were camped some twelve miles outsde the dity walls
of Wylinth with the smdl caravan that provided the rationde for their traveling around the idands.
Although Pirrdlo sometimes daimed to be a dave-trader, keeping actud daves with eyes to see things
and mouths to blab them would have been far too risky; instead, they had a dring of twenty-odd horses
for sde or trade and two stock handlers who were in fact lesser initiates of the Hawks. Gwin himsdf was
supposed to be Firrdlo’s property, just because owning one barbarian gave the toad a reason for asking
to buy another, a ruse that rankled, because the digma of having been born into davery stuck to him
wherever he went, even among those who followed the dark paths. Until the summer before, he'd faced
or fought it down when he could and took a perverse pride in it when he couldn’'t, but his brief trip
through Deverry had turned his views on life and on his own sdf upsidedown. He'd spent a long time
thinking about this change in himsdf, and he decided that Smply living among free men had brought it
about, but of course, deeper leves of the soul and memory were working on him, more deeply than he
could know. Although Gwin was no true barbarian - his father had been a Bardek man though his
mother, a Deverry girl - he'd fet in some odd way that Deverry was home, that he' d been trapped dl his
life unknowing in a foreign exile, and that, of course, the exile would continue without hope.

His one comfort these days was knowing thet the other two Hawks hated Firrdlo as much as he did.
After dl, Brinonno and Vandar stood to die, too, if their toad-spy turned the Hawkmaster againgt them.
That morning, the three of them sat at the cold campfire and ate stale bread and lagt night's vegetables
while Rirrdlo snored in histent on the other Sde of the campground. Vandar even said doud what dl of
them were thinking, that he hoped the fat fool would do something stupid and get himsdf killed or
arrested when they reached Wylinth.

‘Not too likdy, unfortunately,” Gwin said. ‘He knows hiswork, dl right.’

“You don't suppose he's serying us out right now, do you? Brinonno said with a start. *And ligening
to what we' re saying?

‘| doubt it very much.” Gwin dlowed himsdf a twisted smile “You know what his big flaw is? He
loves himsdf so much that it never occurs to him that other men hate him.’

‘I'm willing to bet he doesn't have much power for strying, anyway,” Vandar put in. ‘Always
bragging, yes, but why are we wandering dl over, playing out this elaborate hoax, if he can redly scry for
Rhodry? | know he's never seen the barbarian himsdf, but you have, and ared master can work through
someone es2's eyes’

‘Only if that someone’ s willing to let him crush hiswill.” Gwin fdt his voice turn fla. ‘By the Clawed
Ones themselves, if he tried to put his toad's paw on the back of my neck, I'd knock him haf-way to
hdl, and | think he knows it Then he laughed in saf-mockery. ‘Not thet it's fear of me that's holding
him back, mind. No, when he arrived, he announced thet there were fresh orders from the Hawkmaster.
He had reason to think that it would be dangerous to scry too much, or use much dweomer for anything,
for that matter. Arrdlo didn’t tdl mewhy.’

‘Probably the magter didn’t tdl him,” Brinonno said.

‘Maybe not.” Vandar stood up, dtretching. ‘But the little pig-bugger was probably lying, too. Wadll,
I’'m going to water the stock. It's shgping up for awarm day, now therain’s gone’



When the two walked off together, Gwin sat by the fire and considered them. Doubtless they would
tdl the Hawkmaster everything he'd said, epecidly if it would save their own skins later, but he was sure
they' d let nothing dip to Pirrdlo. Sincein his own way Gwin was a good judge of men, he knew honest
hatred when he saw it.

‘Sdamander? Jll said. ‘Can you tdl fortunes?
‘I can, but | wouldn't use true dweomer for such a stupid game.’
‘I was wondering about that.’

Thesetilesthat Bardek women play around with? All they do is focus your intuition. | shal make up
some highly-coloured, titillating, and thus satisfying blather for the Lady Alaenatha more or less fits what
| intuit about her, and into this gpicy stew | shdl weave dl the bits of information | picked up about her at

the party.’
‘Weave thingsinto a stew?

‘Not my best turn of phrase, truly. Sdamander waved the lapse awvay with a languid hand. ‘I
wouldn't tdl fortunes at dl, except it's such a perfect way to get into her house. It would be wretchedly
rude of meto just go marching up to her door and ask if she'd sdl me her exatic dave. Firg I'll get her
confidence; then, most cleverly, dripping with guile, | shdl work the talk round to my pressng need for
another barbarian for our show.’

‘Very wdl, then. You' ve been right enough so far.’

‘I'm dwaysright,” Salamander lolled back onto the cushions and saluted her with his wine-cup. ‘But
what particular occasion of my Tightness earns your praise?

‘Anding Rhodry, of course. | owe you an gpology. | thought it was daft, Saying in the best inn,
playing up to rich women, and here you were right al aong.’

‘Ah. Wél, who dse could afford him but some wedlthy house?

‘So | see. Now.’

Sdamander amiled, then gestured at the elaborate breakfast of cold meats and spiced vegetables.
‘Eat, my turtledove’

‘Can't’

‘Try. Anxiety is like worms — it thrivesin an empty gut.

In spite of hersdf Jll had to laugh. She took a dice of spiced pork, wrapped it in a round of bread,
and forced down a couple of bites.

‘But what if she won’t sdl him?

‘I'll think of somewhat, never fear. Now egt! We are due at her paatid resdence in but an hour or
s0, and we mugt bathe and dress in our very gaudiest finery. After dl, we have reputations as barbarians

to keep up.’



When, wearing red and gold slk and brocade, and smdling of roses and violets, JIl and Sdamander
presented themsdves to Alaena s gatekeeper, the old man seemed more amused than impressed, but he
did show them draight into the garden, where a pretty young maidservant was waiting to take them to the
reception chamber. Even though JiII normdly didn’t care for the Bardekian syle of art, when she saw the
ary trees and the brightly-painted birds, she was charmed. The feding the wdl decorations gave her was
somehow familiar, too, and dl a once she found hersdf remembering the painted tents of the Elcyion
Lacar. Before she could ask Salamander about the smilarity, Alaena came through a side-door to join
them.

Dressed in smple white linen, set off only by a chain necklace of what looked like solid gold, Alaena
greeted them with great courtesy and had them join her on the dais. After they’d settled themsdves on
vevet cushions around a low table, the maidservant brought in plates of dried fruit and sweetmesats and
cups of sweet wine.

‘And the box of tiles, too, Disna,” Alaena said.

“Yes, midress” Thegirl went over to an ebony cabinet. They’reright here where Rhodry usudly puts
them.

At the mention of her footman’s name, the mistress's expression grew oddly strained, and she glanced
a Sdamander in a manner that was amog furtive before a bland smile blossomed. Disn& brought over
the box, st it down, and took off the lid.

“You may go now, Alaena said. ‘Tdl the cook to make orangeade. This wine is too strong for
morning.

‘Her exdted loveinessis most kind to a humble wizard,” Sdlamander said.
The humble wizard is most kind to come at her request. Disna, | said go.’

Asthe girl, who' d been hovering dl a-twitch with curiosity, scurried out, Alaena dumped the tiles out
of the box and began mixing them in a well-practised thunder. She had lovely hands, Jlil thought, dender
and graceful, with long fingernails that had been stained a tasteful orange-red with annatto seeds and
polished to such aglossy perfection that Jll found hersdf hiding her own calloused fingers and bitten nalls
inher lgp. She aso noticed that Sdlamander was waiching the lady with a warm sort of gppraisal of his
own, gpproving of more than her hands as she laid out a selection of tilesin a star-shaped pattern.

‘Aha’ Salamander leaned over the table. ‘I see many things, dark, hidden, recondite, a time for pan
followed by rgoicing, laughter followed by tears, shafts of sun bresking through clouds, storms followed
by sunsats of peace.’

With a ddlighted little shiver, Alaena stared at thettiles.

‘| see you standing at a crossroads in life, oh favoured one of the Star Maidens. Look at the flowers
blooming among spears. The raven is crying out, but he will be slenced. Firg of dl . . ."He paused to lay
one finger on the ten of Flowers. *You have many loyd friends who care for your welfare. They have
been worried about you, worried to see you fretting and listless, no doubt, over the question of whether
to remarry soon or wait and see what the waves of Life wash up on your shore. Always you must worry
about being loved for yoursdf. There are some suitors who would marry your invesments and your
connections with the great trading houses.’

‘That's exactly right”” Her breathy voice held a note of child-like excitement. ‘Some are so blatant



about it, good sr. Why! You'd hardly believe their lack of tact.’

‘Alas, | fear methat I'd believeit dl too well, knowing as | do the hearts of men.” He frowned at the
tiles for along, dramatic moment. ‘I see a young man from another idand here, a handsome man, but
arrogant.’

IWI,.'y’ y@!

‘His youth tempted you, and his virility, because a great sorrow in your life is that you've never had
children.’

‘Yes” Her voice wavered with red pain. That's true, too. But he had other flaws’

‘I can see them quite dearly. Fear not - you made the right decison. But now, das, you wait, your
mind running first one way, then another, while you wonder if your lifewill amply peter out, like a stream
gpent in the desert that buries itsdf in the sand. Y et few would pity you, because of your wedth.”

‘I find it hard to pity mysdf, good sorcerer. I’ ve been very poor inmy life, and | know just how lucky
| am now.’

‘And yet, something gnaws you, an emptiness. Hum, | see that it makes you desperate at times. Now
what’sthis? | see agrest threat of scandad, but | can’t seem to divineits cause.’

At that exact moment Rhodry came in with a tray of glass goblets and a glass pitcher of orangeade.
He glanced a Jll, then at Alaenain akind of tormented desperation, and blushed scarlet.

‘Terrible, terrible scandal,” Salamander was saying. ‘Do you see the Queen of Wands? You mugt be
like her, so full of righteousness that none can impugn you, so strong that you can dismiss enemies with
theflick of asnglefinger.

Rhodry put the tray down, backed noisdesdy away, and fled the room. Although Alaena never
acknowledged his presence, JIl was certain that only an iron sdf-control kept her from blushing in turn.
She looked up and waved a vague hand at the pitcher.

‘Jllanna, would you pour? | Smply can't stop ligening to Krysdllo's reading.’

‘Of course, my lady.” JIl would rather have dit her throat, but she smiled, and smiled again as she
passed the goblets round.

‘Now, after the trouble passes - and it will pass, | promise you this, oh vison of feminine perfection -1
see happy times ahead. There are those who would love you for yoursdf done. One man | see, shy,
filled with humility, whose feding of unworthinessis dl that keeps him from spesking. Wait! | see two
such - one barely known to you; another who isan old friend. The friend travels for the winter, far away
it seems, dthough the tiles cannot tdl me where. The new acquaintance hovers closer a hand than you
would ever think.’

‘By the Stars themsdved | wonder who . . . Alaena bit her lower lip and thought hard. ‘Do go on,
good sorcerer.’

Sdamander managed to stretch out the reading for a good five minutes by the judicious sdection of
plaitudes and vagaries. After Alaena had asked a few questions, she turned the tadk to his travels
throughout the country. As usua Sdlamander revelled in the chance to tdl along and involved tae, most



of it embroidery, some of it lies, especidly since she listened with a flattering intensty.
‘But don’t you have some home of your own,” she said at last. * Back in the barbarian kingdom?

‘No, oh pinnade of charm and graciousness. All roads are my home, and the swdling sea. | have my
Jllanna here to cheer my londly hours and share my labours.’

‘I see” Alaena gave her a perfectly friendly amile ‘Do you find it a hard life?
‘Oh no. 1 love to wander.’

‘It'sagood thing. The midtress turned her atention back to the wizard. ‘But it mugt be sad in a way,
aways packing up and moving on.’

‘What it i, isalat of hard labour, actudly. I’ ve been thinking about buying a dave now that my career
isprogressing so well, a strong young man to load up the horses and so on. Of course, what | redly need
isafdlow barbarian.’

“You can't have mind’ Her voice was a child's snarl; then she looked absolutely stricken. ‘Oh,
forgiveme I'm s0 sorry | was rude! 1t'sjust that everyone' s dways trying to buy my footman from me,
and | amply won't sdll.” She managed aamile ‘It just gets so tedious, having everyone aways ask.’

‘It mugt be, and truly, | would rather have your harsh words than some other woman's blandishments.
Anyway, what | was wondering is where you bought him. Thet trader might have others from time to
time’

‘Rhodry was a gift from that arrogant young man you saw inmy tiles, so | don’t know where he came
from. One doesn't ask, with gifts’ She picked up the pitcher with a perfectly cdm hand. ‘More
orangeade?

They chatted for some time longer before Salamander announced that they had to take ther leave,
because after the noon med and the afternoon nap they had gppointments at other houses round town, as
more than one fine lady had wanted her fortune told. When they left, a good bit richer thanks to Alaend's
generosity, JII was wondering how she was going to be able to stay awake, gtting in perfumed rooms
and ligening to his blather. She said as much to him once they were back in the privacy of their suitein
the Inn of the Seven Lamps.

‘Blather, indeed!” Sdamander looked sncerdly wounded. ‘I thought | put on one of my best
performances ever this morning.’

‘Well, she certainly was impressed. Did you pick up most of that duff at the party?

‘I did, truly. Odd, isn't it? People who pay to have their fortunes told never seem to redize how easy
it is to learn dl about them beforehand. Tha scandal, however? That came draight from the ftiles,
practicaly off the little scroll of meanings you get when you buy a box. | figured that any woman as
beautiful as she iswould be bound to have & least one scandd in the offing.’

‘No doubt, the frothing bitch!’
v

‘W, ye gods, are you blind? Of course she’'s up to her neck in scanda! Or does polite society in the



idands honour women who bed thair daves?

Sdamander’ s face went through a spasm of puzzlement, modulating to outright shock and findly a dy
sort of glee.

*She' s been rumpling her blankets with my dear brother? How perfectly splendid!’

JII grabbed awine pitcher and heaved it sraight at his head. With a squawk he ducked barely in time,
and the dlver pitcher cracked atile on thewadl and fdl dented to the floor.

‘A thousand apologies, oh fierce eagle of the mountains. | seem to have forgotten how thehing would
look to you, of course.” His voice was a hit shaky. ‘Uh, you do accept my apology? No more flying
tableware?

‘Oh of course, but I'm sorry | missed, you heartless dolt!’

‘It' s not a question of being heartless but of scenting victory. Don't you see? Thisis the exact lever we
need to pry Rhodry out of her household. Wdll, well, well - scanda indeed, and dso a greet rdief to my
ethica senghilities. By winkling her exctic barbarian out of her household, I'm but doing her a favour -
getting him out of town before said town can talk of naught else but the lovely widow and the footman!’

True spoken, but how are you going to convince her of that?

‘A good question, my little turtledove. A very good question indeed. While | ponder, brood, and
meditate upon it, how about fetching us the noon med? | can never think properly on an empty ssomach.’

Some hours before sunset they presented themselves at the door of Mdina's compound. Since the
afternoon was warm and dill, the midress of the house and her two daughters received them out in the
garden, a a table under a bower of pae pink bouganvillaea. While Sdamander predicted that the
daughters would make splendid marriages and hinted of possible suitors, Jil haf-drowsed over a cup of
wine. Once ther fortunes were told, Mdina sent the girls away so the wizard could read her tiles in
private. After afew platitudes, Sdamander struck.

‘Now, | don't like the look of this, my dear lady, the four of Swords so near to the two of Fowers. |
greetly fear that some friend of yours - no, closer than an ordinary friend - some dear and treasured
companion will be touched by panful scandd.’

JlIl was suddenly wide awake and dl attention. Maina had gone a bit white about the mouth.

‘The tiles ds0 tdl me that you' ve been worried about something distressing. May | guess tha the two
things are related?

‘It would be a clever guess, yes. Um, | don’t suppose you'd tdl anyone what you saw in someone
e stiles?

‘Normdly, no, but | fdt very sorry for Alaena’
Mdina winced.

‘She’'s s0 vulnerable, ign't she? the lady went on. * And the city’ sfull of envious snips who love to say
terrible things about her. Her life would have been so different if only she'd had children. Her husband
was much older than she, you see. Oh by the Firemountain hersdf! If you could only have seen her



when Ninddar brought her home! Just fourteen years old, a child who should have been playing with
dolls, and as thin as a tick. It made me weep to see that beautiful face on that skinny little stick of a
body, like a flower on a stak. Ninddar wasn't a bad man, only so londy, and he honestly pitied her
when he found her for sdle. He brought the child to me and begged me to teach her how to be awife’

‘Doubtless the marriage was far from . . . shdl we say, stidfying?
Mdina dapped her hands palm-downward on the table.
‘Jugt what are you implying, my fine showman?

‘Thisis no time for fencing, isit? | heard distressng rumours, and | dismissed them as that, too - just
rumours. But when | saw a horrible scandd in her tiles, well, | wondered if they sprang from more than
envy and wagging tongues.’

‘Rumours about what?
‘That handsome barbarian boy.’
Médina wept, athin scatter of tears that she controlled amost a once.

‘Nineldar spoiled her, trying to make things up to her. She's got used to having anything she wants,
evenif it's something forbidden.’

Sdamander looked her full in the face with an expresson so sincere that JIl nearly believed him
hersdf.

‘| tried to buy the boy from her for my show. She wouldn't sdl him. That's what made me wonder if
the rumours were true.’

Mdinalooked away, her mouth alittle dack as she thought things through.

‘I'll go speak to her,” shesad at lagt. ‘And I'll talk long and hard. There are severd other things that
we haven't even touched upon yet, have we, my dear sorcerer?

‘I'm afraid | don't understand.’

‘Now, that | smply don't believe. But have it your way; | don’'t blame you for wanting to keep your
own scandd buried in decent silence. I'll send one of my daves to your inn with a message, one way or
another. Y ou may leave me now. The sooner | speak to her the better.’

All morning, after the wizard left, Alaena paced round the garden. Every now and then she would cdl
for Rhodry; when he came, she would look a him so intently that he wondered if she were trying to
memoarize his face, then ether give m a kiss or a dgp and send him away agan. Fndly, when the
household retired for the afternoon nap, she ingsted he spend hiswith her.

‘Migtress, it's redly not safe, here in the middle of the day.’
“Who do you think you are, to be arguing with me?
‘I'm only trying to spare you grief. That wizard saw a scandd, didn’t he?

Thistime she dapped him hard enough to make his face sing.



“You and your rotten wizard!’

Then she burgt into tears. Since he couldn’t think of anything else to do, Rhodry picked her up and
carried her, kicking and protesting, into her bedchamber. After he made love to her, she fdl adeep in his
ams, so soundly that he could dip away and go up to his own bed in the daves quarters. Although
Porto made a great show of snoring, Rhodry was sure that the old man had been wating to see if he
would come in. By then Rhodry was so exhausted from dl his anxieties that he fdl adeep draightaway
himsdlf.

He was wakened much later by Disna, sheking him and saying over and over again that the mistress
wanted him. With a sound hafway between a yawvn and a groan he sat up and rubbed his face.

‘She wants you to come and pour wine in the reception chamber. Rhodry, something's wrong.
Mdinds here’

‘Mdina comes here practicdly every day.’
‘Oh | know, but something's redly wrong. I'm worried, for your sake.’

All & once he was wideawake, on his feet without even redly thinking. Disna was looking a him with
tearsin her eyes.

‘| just hope they don't besat you.

‘| thought you couldn’t stand me”’

‘Men! Idand men, barbarian men - you're dl blind”’

Then she fled the room; he could hear her claitering down the sairs.

In a cold panic he followed her down and rushed to the kitchen to fetch the tray of cups and the wine.
When he came into the reception chamber he found Alaena and Mdina gtting at the low table, facing
eech other, both of them alittle pale. He set the tray down and started to back away, but Mdina pointed
a a cushion with an imperious hand.

‘St down, boy. This concerns you.’

When Rhodry glanced at his mistress she ignored him, and he took the cushion.

‘Very well,” Mdinawent on, gpesking to Alaena. ‘Do you see wha | mean, dear? It's dl getting out
of hand, if some traveling showman can hear everything there is to hear rignt down in the common
marketplace’

‘How do you know he heard it? He could be lying’

‘And why would helie?

Alaena hesitated, dewing haf-around to look at Rhodry, then back to face Mdina, whose eyes
snapped like a cadvridoc’ s when he gives hard orders.

“You seeit too, don't you? Well, are you going to do the decent thing and sdl him back to his family
or not? His brother’ s certainly come along way to look for him.’



‘| don't care! HE'smine, and no one can make me dl him.
‘| was taking about decency, not legdity.’

Rhodry was frozen by surprise. His brother? At that point he dimly remembered that he'd had severd
brothers, back in that other life of his Krysdllo mugt have been one of them, if the women said so; he
couldn’t remember enough to argue ether way. Mdinaturned to him.

‘Wdll, boy, is7't he your brother?
‘Yes, midress’

‘Now ligen Alaena darling, you've amply got to sdl. It's the proper thing, and beyond that, if the
gossp getsdl over, well, what decent man is going to marry you?

‘I don't care! I'll never marry, then. | like my dave better than hdf the stupid men in the idands,
anyway.

‘Enough to have a child by him? A lovdy horrid thing that would be! The poor little creature would
mogt likdy have blue eyes, and that would be dl the proof anyone would need. Do you want to see your
poor boy flogged to degth in the marketplace and his child sold away from you?

‘Then I'll set him free. If he's a freedman, nobody can do anything to us, and if rotten nasty Spiteful
people want to talk behind my back, let them!’

‘That' s dl very wdl, except you're assuming he ll want to stay.’

Alaena dewed round again to look a him with the question clear in her eyes and on her haf-parted
lips. Rhodry fdt as if he'd been struck dumb; no maiter what he said it would be wrong. His slence,
however, announced everything. Alaena dropped her face into her hands and sobbed.

‘I didn’'t think so.” Mdina s voice was ice steady. ‘ Are you pregnant aready?

‘I doubt it.” She was siiffling rather than sobbing by then. ‘I'll know for certain in two or three days.’
‘Wdl, if you are, there' s a sendble way of deding with the problem, and you're going to do it.’
Alaena nodded dumbly.

*And you're going to sdl Rhodry back to his brother, and you're going to do that tonight.’

‘I don’'t want to sdl him. I'll give him to his beestly brother. | don’t want one stupid zotar for him.

‘Very good. Rhodry, fetch Porto and tdl him to bring bark-paper and ink. I'll write out a deed of gift
right now and have your mistress sgn it

As Rhodry ran from the room, his heart was pounding in excitement, but not so much from the
prospect of freedom. At last he was going to learn the truth about himsdf. And then, dl a once, he was
afraid, wondering just whet that truth might be.

‘I samog night,’ Jll said. * Surdly that blasted message should come soon.’

‘I wouldn't cdl sunset “admogt night”, oh fretful egret of mine but truly, | can undersand why



impetience blooms within your - oh ho! Footsteps are dso blooming in the corridor.’

Now tha the crux was here JIl fdt paraysed. Moving fagter than shed ever seen him move,
Sdamander legpt from the divan, dashed for the door, and flung it open just as someone knocked.
Rhodry stood there, a bedroll dung over his shoulder, aleather letter case in his hand. From her perch on
the windowsll Jll watched, haf-greedy a the 9ght °f him, haf-afrad she'd conjured up his image like
one of her visudization exercises. Rhodry glanced her way, then merdly looked around the room in a
soul-weary bewilderment.

*She' swilling to sl you, then? Sdlamander said.

*She' s nat, but she's made you a gift of me” Rhodry handed over the letter case. ‘It's an odd thing,
to be owned by your own brother.’

‘Oh by the gods! You know, then?

The women spotted it, and once | had a moment to look in a mirror, | could see the same thing they
did.” Rhodry amiled in a panful self-mockery. ‘I can't lie and say | remember you, lad, but I've never
been more glad to see kinfalk in my life - 1 guess. | couldn’t swear to that, ether, not to save ny life
Here, do you know what's happened to me?

‘Probably better than you do, oh brother of mine. Ah ye gods, it gladdens my heart to see you free’

When, hdf in tears, Sdamander grabbed his arm and hauled him into the chamber, Rhodry tossed his
bedroll onto the floor, then dl a once looked up and gave Jil a amile that came from a recognizable
ghogt of hisold sdf, only a shadow, perhaps, but cast by afamiliar sun.

‘And aren’t we supposed to be rushing into each other’s arms and babbling a each other like in a
gerthddyn's tales, my love? It seems cursed tame, to just walk in and hand over my hill of sale’

She laughed, and with that, she fdt as if a smdl but ugly ensorcellment had broken in her own mind.
She dipped off the windowsll and ran the last few steps to his open arms. His embrace was so familiar -
the way he gathered her close, the way his hands moved on her back - that she wanted to dternately
dhriek and howl with laughter like a hysterical child. Instead she kissed him, and again, the fed of his
mouth on hers was as companionable as the voice of an old friend unheard for too long. When something
wet touched her face she looked up to find imin tears.

‘I remember you, JlII. | never did completey forget you, not even a my worst - | want you to know
that. And now, wdl, | remember more about you than | do about anything else, but by every god and his
horse, | don’'t remember everything.” He paused, sniffing like a child, and let her go to wipe his face on
histunic deeve. ‘I don’t even remember how we met.’

‘Do you remember how we parted?

‘Somewhat about it. Tdl me one thing-did you want to ride off with Perryn?
‘Never! | swear it on the gods of our people!’

‘Thet's the sweetest thing I’ ve ever heard.’

He grabbed her again and kissed her, and this time he was laughing, his old berserker’s chuckle under
his breath, asif her kiss were magic enough to give im back his past. Yet dl a once, when he let her go,



that fragment of his old sdf disappeared into his bewilderment like a chunk of ice mdting into a puddie.
‘What was Perryn? He was looking at Sdlamander. * Some sort of sorcerer like you?

‘A sort of sorcerer, true enough, but not one like me, not in the least, my thanks Come st down,
brother. We ve got many a grave and grievous thing to discuss, not the least of which is who you truly
are’

For a brief moment JIl was angry, feding more then a little dighted and dismissed. All a once she
redlized that for months she’ d been rehearsing this scene in her mind, walowing in guilt and planning out
various ways of begging Rhodry to forgive her, only to find thet of course he forgave her, that dl she
needed to do was tdl the smple truth for him to close the matter once and for dl. There would be no
tantrum of recrimination, no orgy of forgiveness. She was profoundly relieved, and in that sense of relief
she found her fird red hope that someday he would be cured. No matter how hard he'd tried, Baruma
hed failed to crush the honour at the core of hisvictim's soul.

Asthey dl sat down at the low table, and Salamander poured a round of wine while he thought over
what to say, she redlized something more: that indeed, they had far more important things to discuss then
what she might have done with another man back in Deverry or, for that matter, what Rhodry might have
done here in Bardek with his lovely owner. She fdt a cold ripple of dweomer-warning down her back.
Fnding Rhodry had so filled her mind and heart that she amply hadn’t let hersdf see the danger. Here
they were, hundreds of miles from homein a foreign land and faced with enemies who were both utterly
corrupt and utterly ruthless. She doubted very much if those enemies were Smply going to stand by and
wave farewel while they took Rhodry home again. The same thought seemed to have occurred to
Sdamander.

‘| hate to interrupt the touching reunion and dl, but the sad and tedious fact remains that we're
enmeshed in the worst tail, snare, danger, predicament, and so on and o forth, that any of us - and the
Dark Sun hersdf knows we dl have a penchant and taste for terrible trouble - have ever faced before.
Sweet sentiment must hold its tongue -

‘And blather,” JIl muttered.

‘And blather, truly, will have to wait as well. Here, younger brother. We have the same father, but not
the same mother. Do you remember yours?

‘I don’t, not a scrap about our dan or my home - naught. What are we? A pair of bastards sred by
some powerful man?

‘Wedl.” Sdamander paused to rub his chin. ‘In a manner of speaking, though among our father's dan
no one cares about some tedious ceremony when it comes to daiming a child.

‘Ah. He s the df, then, not my mother.’

‘Oh ye godd You've ferreted out a goodly lot of secrets, haven’'t you now? Scandd, indeed! Well,
heis, at that, and a splendid bard among the Elcyion Lacar. The thing is, young brother of mine, no one
but he, your mother, and the three of us know that he's your red father. There are most urgent and
pressng reasons for keegping this particular secret, too.’

‘Her hushand’ s dill dive?

‘He's not, but dead, and you're now his legd heir. His only her, mogt likdy.” He glanced at Jll. ‘I



doubt meif Rhysisdill dive. He was most crudly injured in thet fall.’
At the mention of Rhys s name, Rhodry frowned alittle
‘Do you remember him, my love? Jil sad.
‘| don’t, but the name sounds familiar somehow. Is he another brother?
‘Heis, your mother’s son by the man everyone thinks is your father.’

‘By the hdlld’ Rhodry laughed, one sharp bark. ‘What isthis? | fed like I've wandered into one of
those hedgerow mazes the High King has in his gardens ... or here, have | been to the royd paace? |
seem to remember a good bit about it

“You should, because you were there quite often, Sdamander said. ‘Y our mother’s husband, the
men whose property you stand to inherit? He was Tingyr, Gwerbret Aberwyn. Remember what a
gwerbret is?

Aberwyn nearly logt her last heir right there and then. Rhodry choked on a mouthful of wine, nearly
goat it out across the table, swalowed it bardy in time, then coughed, tumning bright red, while
Sdamander pounded him on the back in red concern. At lagt he stopped, and his colour dowly returned
to normdl.

‘Areyou tdling me that I'm Aberwyn?
‘Exactly that.”

Sill holding the wine-cup he rose, stood dazed for a moment, then wandered over to the window,
where he sat the cup down and leaned onto the windowslll with both hands to look out. When Jll started
after, Sdamander caught her arm and motioned her to st back down.

‘Aberwyn needs you badly, the gerthddyn said. ‘By dl dictates of honour, you're not truly her
inheritor, but you're the only one she's got. If you abdicate, the fidds and streets will run with blood.’

‘I know what happens when there' s no her for a rich rhan.” He was slent for a long moment. ‘But a
ligsalie’

‘Rhodry!” Jll and Sdlamander both spoke at once.

With a shrug he turned around and leaned back on the Sll, and his amile was a panful thing to see,
filled with mockery and weariness.

‘Ligen to me, a cursed dave ill, taking of honour. Ah ye gods, can’t you understand? You can fill
my head with dl the fine wordsin the world, but 1 ill don’'t know who | am.’

‘Don’'t you believe us? JlI said.

‘Of course | do! But it's only words. | don’t truly remember one wretched thing. | don't fed who |
am! Ye gods, try to understand that!’

‘1 will, my love, and my gpologies.’

With atoss of his head he left the window and sat back down, reaching out a hand to catch hers and



ueezeit.

“You | know, JlIl. And | remember exile and disgrace, and riding hungry and lying wounded, but now
you tdl me I'm a gwerbret - by the hdls, not even a poor country lord or some landless courtier, but a
gwerbret!’

‘Umph, wdl.” Sdamander rubbed hischin again. ‘I can see where it would take a bit of getting used
to, truly. But try, brother of mine, oh by the love of every god, try, and take the blasted rhan, too,
because if you don’t, Death will sall into Aberwyn’'s harbour and ride her roads.’

‘True enough.” Suddenly Rhodry looked close to tears. ‘And it's the common folk who'll suffer the
worg, ig7't it? When the lords take ther sons for riders and trample down their crops and sege ther
cities, oh truly, they'll suffer and starve and suffer again. Ah by the hdld | may be naught but a bastard
born and now a dave, but cursed and twice cursed if I'll |t that happen!’

Jil frankly stared at him. Never had she heard him or any other noble lord admit such athing; truly, for
dl hisfine honour, she’' d never seen Rhodry do anything that showed he cared one whit for the ordinary
fok bedow him. Hed adways been generous to beggars, of course, but because a noble lord was
supposed to be generous, and he' d respected hisfighting men more than most lords, but then, they were
warriors and in his mind his equals. But the farmers, the craftsmen, the merchants, the priests even -
they’ d meant exactly as much to him as his horses, creatures to provide for when he could and use up
when he couldn’t.

‘s somewhat wrong? Rhodry said.
‘Naught. It's just been a strange road to ride lately.’

‘Now that is true-spoken with a vengeance” He turned to Sdamander. ‘Here, elder brother, snce
you seem to know so much, how did | get to these blasted idands, anyway? All | remember iswaking up
in the hold of a ship in a Bardek port, and there was a man named Gwin who seemed to be my friend
and a man named Baruma who was a demon-spawned enemy from the third hell. We travelled round for
ahit, and then they sold me to a man named Brindemo in Myleton.’

‘That comdy and erudite dave-trader we have dready met, and from him we heard some of your sad
story.” Sdamander paused to frown into hiswine-cup. ‘Gwin | know not, but Baruma - ah, Baruma! Jll
fird learned of him in the Bilge at Cerrmor, where, apparently, he had you knocked over the head and
taken prisoner. Remember any of that?

‘Not athing.

‘And then they loaded you onto a ship and took you off to Saith, a secret pirate haven in the
Auddglyn. | doubt meif you remember thet, either’

‘I don’t. By dl theiceindl the hdls | don't even remember being in Cerrmor or why | went there in
the firg place’

‘A wretched shame, too, because my curiosity’s been pricking a me for weeks over that. At any rate,
in Saith you and your hideous captors took ship and sailed to Bardek, and somewhere dong the way
Baruma -1 suspect a least that the most loathsome Baruma is responsible -ensorcelled you and broke
your memory into little shreds.’

‘I remember somewhat of that.” Rhodry stood up with a convulsive, automatic shudder. ‘It wasn't



pleasant.’
‘No doubt.” Sdlamander’ s voice turned soft. ‘No doubt.’

With a shake of hib head Rhodry paced back to the window. Although JIl wanted to go to him, she
doubted that he'd tolerate sympathy. Brooding on the pain Baruma had caused him made her rage swdl
and burn like fever in her blood.

‘Ye godd’ Sdamander hissed. ‘What isthat?

In the corner stood the walf, quite solid-looking though glimmering, his tall wagging gently, his tongue
ldling as he watched JiI's face, for dl the world like a dog awaiting his master’s next command. What
surprised Jll the most, though, was that Rhodry could see him, too. He drew back, then shrugged and
hdd out his hand. The walf sniffed it, tall il a the wag, then looked at Jll again.

‘Uhwell,” she said. ‘He' smine, actudly. | uh, well, I don't quite know how | did it, but | sort of built
him one night when | was doing my exercises.’

‘Well-built heis’ Sdlamander sounded furious. ‘What did you feed him on, hatred and rage?

‘And why shouldn’t |, after what's happened to Rhodry? | was thinking of vengeance, and the
death-wolves of the Dark Sun, and - *

‘| can see that, you idiot! What happened then?

‘Wdl, he seemed to ... wdl . . . go off on hisown.’
‘“Truly on hisown? Sdamander’s voice held cold sted.
‘Uh, wdll, | did sort of send him after Baruma.’

At that name the wolf legpt out the window and disappeared. Sdlamander swore in severd languages
for a good long minute.

‘My apologies, turtledove, because when the apprentice makes a truly ghagtly mistake like this, it's
the teacher’ s fault. Oh ye gods and dl your nipplest What have | done?

‘What's so wrong?
Sdamander looked at her, started to speak severd times, then merdy shook his head.

There are ethics in these things, turtledove, and you've just countered every one of them, to send a
thing like that out into the world. You didn't know, mind - | blame mysdf and I'll take whatever blame
anyone ese cares to lay on me - but it was an ill-done thing dl the same. There are dangers, too, because
Baruma has a blasted 9ght more power than you, and if he decides to follow the wolf back to its owner,
wel, héll find us, good and proper.’

At that JIl went cold dl over. ‘Ethics was a new and strange word to her, but danger she could
understand. All a once Rhodry laughed, and for that moment he looked his old sdif, the berserker-grin
dashed into hisface.

‘Let him,” Rhodry said. ‘Let him track us down - if he dares. When Baruma was about to sdl me off,
| swore him a vow, that someday 1’d dit his throat for him. Here, Jil, can you forgive me? The bastard's



got my slver dagger. He took it from me, and there was naught | could do about it

‘Forgive you? There' s naught to forgive, but it aches my heart. Do you remember the man who gave it
to you? Cullyn of Cerrmor? My father?

‘I don't, or wait -1 think | do remember his face, and that | respected him more than any men I'd
ever met. By the Lord of Hdl’s bald Then | want that dagger back more than ever.” His voice was s0
quiet that he might have been discussing the loan of a couple of coppers, but the amile was etched even
deeper into hisface. ‘1 want it badly, | do, so let im come after usif he wants. I'll be waiting for him.

When JlI laughed with a crow of vengeance, Salamander looked back and forth between them, his
eyesfilled with misgiving and a touch of fear.

“You two make a fine pair, truly,’ the gerthddyn said at last. ‘And | certainly wouldn't wish ether of
you on some other hapless soul. The gods were provident when they brought you together.’

Although dl of them laughed, desperately trying to lighten the dark things they discussed, Jil fet oddly
cold and weary a the jest. Of course we belong together, she told hersdf. I'll never leave my Rhodry
agan, never! And yet, deep in her heart, she wondered where the dweomer road would take her,
wondered now, when it was far too late to turn back.

For some time, while the evening grew darker and the room filled with shadow, they taked, trying to
piece together what had happened back in Deverry, just a few months ago for dl that it seemed another
century now. Taking grew harder and harder, because they were dways coming up agang horrible
things, pain and torture and the dark dweomer itsdf- the worst perverson of dl, truly, that someone
would twigt the workings of the Light into darkness and death. Findly they dl fdl slent, garing idy
across the room, looking, it seemed, at anything rather than each other. Jil got up, started a taper burning
a the charcod brazier, then lit the oil-lamps to give hersdf something to do, but she was close to tears,
feding that Rhodry had never been farther away from her. Y et after some moments of this queasy slence
Sdamander showed a tact that Jil had never suspected he possessed. He stood up, dretching in alazy
way, and announced that he was going to the tavern downgtairs.

‘And | think me I’'m going to vidt more than one tavern tonight. | don't like dl these dark and dour
warnings of evil dweomer dl around us, but | don’t dare scry, ether. We shdl see what eyes and ears
can do, unaided by mighty magicks, to pick up news, rumours, and hints of peculiar people and snister
doings’

‘Isthat safe? Rhodry said.

‘It is, because I'm wdl-known, remember, and popular to boot, the famous and amusng wizard
who's entertained the town on many a happy eve. Do you think these good folk would stand by and see
me murdered or abducted? | shdl gather a crowd about me wherever | go, and that will be a better
shidd than one any weaponer could make.’

“You'reright, truly,” JIl said. ‘How long will you be gone?

‘Hours. If I'm not back at dawn, then come after me, but don't worry until then. We barbarian
witch-sorcerers have been known to carouse dl night.

Sdamander grabbed the red cloak, lined with gold-coloured stin, that matched his brocaded robes,
and left with a courtly bow to them both. Jil shut the door behind him, then turned round to see Rhodry
back at the window, his hands dutching the gl as he stared blindly out. For a moment she watched him



in utter misery, asif he were an invalid, sick so badly and for so long that she could no longer tdl if he'd
recover or not. Fndly he sghed and turned to face her. The slence flowed around them like water, deep
and threatening.

‘I don’t know what to say,” Jll burst out at lat.
‘No more do I. Ah by the hdls, I’ ve listened to enough stinking words for one evening anyway.’

When he caught her by the shoulders and kissed her, she fdt the distance between them close. No
matter what had happened to his mind, his body remembered her, and hers recognized him, too, whether
or not her mind considered him changed. Aslong as she was wrapped in his arms, she could pretend that
nothing had ever gone wrong, and from the desperate way he made love to her, she knew that he was
pretending, too.

In the morning they woke to the sound of Salamander busling round and throwing things into
saddle-bags and mule-packs. Although he was snging under his breath as he worked, the tune was
off-key and nervous to boot. When they came out of their chamber, he greeted them with an imperious
waggle of his hand.

‘WEl eat on the road,” he announced. ‘1 want to get out of this town now, before our lovely Alaena
changes her mind, or our enemies decide to cause trouble of some sort.’

‘Will we be safe on the road? Jll said.

‘Of course we won't, but then, we won't be safe here, ether, so we might as well travel and see more
of the glorious idands. Don't throw that lamp at me, JIl my turtledove! A mere jest, that's dl. Actudly |
have a plan in mind, most cunning and devious. W€ ve got to set Rhodry free sooner or later, and that's
no Imple matter. There are depoditions to be sworn in front of priests, and a statement to be recorded
by adity scribe, and so on and so forth. In the very centre of thisidand is ahigh plateau, and in the centre
of that is a city, the beauteous and renowned Pastedion, and in the centre of that is a particularly splendid
temple of Daae-oh-contremo, the Wave-father, he who protects unjudly treated daves. We shdl go
there, beg for sanctuary, and lay a formd, legd complaint agang our Bauma - for sdling a free
barbarian on fdse pretences. The archons will be duty-bound to investigate, and while they carry out
their ponderous workings, we shdl be reasonably safe. Who knows? If they can find Baruma, they might
even drag himinto court.’

‘Oh might they now? Jll said. * So these archons are good for somewhat, are they?

“You dhdl see, my petite partridge, the advantages of civilized life We Il have a strong case, because
| have the origind hill of sale, which looks forged at least to my dven eyes. When we vidted the lovdy
Brindemo in his private chambers | saw it on the writing table in the corner, and | snagged it while you
were taking to his son - the bill of sale, that is, not the writing table, which was a hit large for even an
accomplished wizard to concedl .’

‘Civilized life indeed”’

‘One amdl thing, Rhodry broke in, and he wasn't amiling. ‘I swore I’d dit his throat, and that’s one
vow I'll hold to even if it kills me. Do you understand? Gwerbret or not, | won't leave Bardek until |
waich him die, and if the archon’s men torture me to death for it, well, that's a price I' ve vowed to pay.’

The slence in the room was profound. Findly Sadlamander sghed.



“You know, beloved younger brother of mine, you might well get your chance to kill him long before
we reach Pastedion, if our wretched rotten luck runs true to form and our enemies catch us on the road.
If not, well worry about reaching safety first and murdering Baruma second. Agreed?

Rhodry did amile, then, a bitter, ugly twist of his mouth, but he said nothing. Jil decided that there was
no use arguing with him, a least not a the momern.

‘We'd best take a roundabout way to this place, she said. The longer we pretend to be traveling
wizards, the better.’

“You are correct, my owlet. Well head back to the coast firg and perform our wonders in the
harbour towns to the north. You know, | think I'm getting afed for the wizard business. | keep getting dl
sorts of new idess for the show.’

The great wizard and his newly-augmented crew were a ful day gone by the time the news findly
reached the Wylinth marketplace: the widow Alaena had sold her handsome barbarian dave to Krysdlo
for histraveling show, and on one of her sudden whims, too. The conventiond wisdom said that he must
have offered her a tremendous amount of money, which confirmed everyone's suspicions that the
performer was as rich as an archon. The loca gossps were outraged, seeing ther ddicious scanda gone
dl sour; surdly Alaenawouldn't have sold him if, as rumoured, she'd been having an affar with the boy.
For reasons of their own, of course, Gwin and Firralo were equdly annoyed when they heard the news.

‘“Too bad you took your time,’ Gwin said with a less than pleasant amile. ‘If you'd only been willing to
meake your move as soon as | found him, we could have just bought him ourselves’

‘Hold your ugly tongue! WE I catch up with them on the road, that's al, and if this Supid juggler
won't I peacefully, then hell die’

‘Oh? And | suppose you can tdl me which way they went, then.’
Firrdlo started to speak, then drew himsdf up to full height.
‘Of course! But | need privacy to work. Don't you or the others come near metill I'm done.’

Gwin watched him gtride off in a huff and wondered why he was so sure that Firrdlo was going to
lead them in the wrong direction. He wondered even more why he was pleased.



PART TWO

Deverry and Bardek Winter, 1063
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atsde Gwerbret Blaen's greet hdl the dark sky let down thick ropes of snow, swaying in the wind.
Ingde a thousand candles winked light off slver goblets and jewelled table-daggers, the two enormous
hearths roared with flame, and laughter and talk whigtled round the enormous room like the wind outside.
Nearly a hundred lords and ladies feasted at tables set as close to the gwerbret’s as room would dlow,
while on the far Sde of the hdl their escorts and Blaen's own warband dined on the same fine fare. It was
the shortest day of the year, and while it was no true holiday, not like Samaen or Bedtane, Blaen dways
held a grand feast in the sun’s honour, smply because his father dways had. He in turn had got the idea
from hiswife, Graeca, Lovyan's Sder; as lasses the women had lived on the Eldidd border, where men
hed picked up a number of strange customs from the people they caled the Westfolk.

Every now and then he looked over to his right, where his wife headed a table of her own. Since by
then Canyffa's pregnancy was showing noticeably, he worried about her overtiring hersdf, but she was
chatting with her guests and laughing like a lass, very much at her ease and apparently surprised a how
wdl everything was going, just as if she hadn’t spent frantic days planning every detall of the feast with
the chamberlain, steward, and head cook. To make sure that the drink was as good as the meeat, Canyffa
hed hired a temporary servitor, too, Twadilla the demaker. Two days before the feadt, the show had
suddenly stopped, much to everyone's surprise, and Twdilla and her husband had triumphantly driven
their wagon-load of barrelsinto town.

At the moment, over in the curve of the wall by the riders hearth, Twadilla presided over severd of
those by-now nicdy settled barrels, dipping out tankard after tankard-full for the serving lasses to pass
around. Since Blaen very badly wanted a word with her, he mentaly cursed the findy-woven web of
noble privilege that kept him over on his Sde of the great hdl, but curse or not, he was forced to wait.
After the honey-cake and the last of the year’ s apples were served, the bard played, presenting his newly
composed declamation in Blaen's honour while the guests were dill overfed into quiet, then switching to
the wdl-known tde of King Bran's founding of the Holy City when they began to chatter, and findly
gving up poetry dtogether as the talk rose high. With awave of his arm, he brought in another harper, a
horn-player, and an apprentice with a smdl, squishy goat-skin drum. When they began playing, servants
and noble-born dike rushed to shove the tables back against the wdl to clear the space for dancing.



In this confusion Blaen could findly dip avay from his guests and find the de midtress. She was
upervisng a group of pages as they brought in another barrd on a wheded hand-cart.

‘Don't joggle it so, ladd’ she was saying. ‘It's bardy had time to cam down after its trip here.
Careful, careful now!’

Blaen had to wait again until the full barrel was standing safely near its empty fdlows, and Veddyn had
appeared to open it and take his wifés post for a little while Together the gwerbret and the
dweomer-master walked down the back corridor that curved round the great hdl until they found a
privete if draughty niche. Although Twadilla had grabbed her shabby old cloak as they Ieft, Blaen merdy
shivered and ignored the cold by force of will.

‘Is there any news, good dame?

‘None from Bardek, and there won't be any till soring, Your Grace. But Nevyn says thet things are . .
.widl, restlessin Eldidd.’

‘No doubt. Ye gods, | wish | knew if Rhodry were divel’

“Your Grace, | believe with dl my heart that Nevyn would know if Rhodry were dead. So, for that
matter, does Nevyn.” She gave him a reassuring if haf-toothless smile. The quegtion is, will he stay that
way when our JlI brings him home in the spring? We may know Rhodry’s dive, but most of Eldidd's got
him buried aready. The men who want his rhan are spending a lot of coin and cdling in wagon-loads of
favours to further their schemes. How are they going to take it when the rightful heir blithdy rides in to
damwhat's his?

‘Badly, no doubt, the weasdling banditd What shdl | do, ride to Eldidd as soon as the weather
breaks?

‘It might be best, Your Grace, but then, it might also be far too early. Who knows when they’ll come
back across the Southern Sea? | hate to ask you to leave your own affairs only to wait upon your
cousin's’

‘Wdl, if Rhodry’s inheritance were the only thing at stake, 1 might grumble, but it's not. Look, if
Eldidd goes up in open war, the High King will be forced to intervene. What if our liege were dam or
wounded or suchlike? Or what if the war drags on for years and starts bleeding him white? I'm the king's
men fird and dways, good dame. Allow me to put mysdf and my men at your disposal.’

‘We'd dl be ever so grateful if you did, Your Grace.” She made him a remarkably graceful curtsey.
‘And Lord Madoc would be pleased if you stopped and had a bit of a chat with him, snce Dun
Deverry’s more or less on your way and dl.

‘A hit less than more, but héll see me as soon as the roads are passable anyway.” Blaen paused,
struck by a sudden thought. ‘1 had hoped to be here when my lady came to her time’

‘Oh, you will be, Your Grace. The son she's carrying will be born a few weeks early, but hell be
hedithy in spite of it, and she'll have an easy time because helll be on the amdl side’

‘W, splendid! |... here, how do you know . . . are you having a jest on me?

‘Not inthe least, Your Grace. | was worried about the Lady Canyffa mysdf, so | asked the Wildfolk.
They know these things -1 don’t know how - but they do. Trust me’



And in spite of himsdf, Blaen had to admit that trust her he did.

There was a different sort offcast held that day as wdl, dl the way across the kingdom in Eldidd and
right up a the northern border of Rhodry’s gwerbretrhyn in the holdings of the powerful Bear Clan.
Tieryn Darryl of Trenrydd was stting down to table with two close and trusted friends, Gwarryc of Dun
Gamyl, who was the younger brother of Gwerbret Savyl of Camynwaen, and Tdidd of Belglaedd, and
with them was a man from Bardek who' d given his name as Alyantano but who was willing to be known
as Alyan here in Deverry, to make things easier dl round. So important was the conversation at this
dinner that Darryl’ s wife Amma was entertaining the other women privatdy up in the women's hdl. Since
Tdidd's wife had stayed a home, and Alyan damed to have none, Amma was presding over an
intimate med indeed, for hersdf, her serving women, and Vodda, Gwarryc's wife, who was her elder
gder. A deek blonde, Vodda was one of those deepy-eyed women who cultivate an arof sensud
Supidity to cover arailing mind. She was one of the chief organizers of the faction that was pushing her
husband into meking a bid for Aberwyn, but to pay her her due, her motives went far beyond some petty
wish to spend its taxes on Bardek slk. Their mother, Linedd, had once led a miserable life cresping
through Dun Aberwyn's corridors and chambers as the often-ignored migtress of Gwerbret Tingyr and
the overmatched riva of Lady Lovyan. Although Linedd was dead - unkind wags joked that she'd died
to get away from the lord and the wife equdly -the ssters remembered their days in the court very wdl
indeed.

‘Lovyan was aways so kind,” V odda remarked as the roast haunch of boar was served. ‘| think that
was the wordt thing of dl, her kindness!’

‘Especidly after Mam died” Amma picked up a long-bladed dagger and flipped it point upward.
‘Sdl | carve?

When the rest of the boar appeared at the men's table, the chamberlain diced up a platter-full and
served it round, then retired to head up his own table for the noble-born servitors some distance away.
Themen at Lord Darryl’s table ate grimly, barely tagting their food, as they went on talking.

‘Thething is’ Darryl sad, ‘well never raise enough riders to take Aberwyn. There aren’t enough men
or horses herein the north.’

‘If things come to war,” Tdidd interposed, and he could hear how nervous he sounded, even to
himsdf.

‘Wdl, of course, if.” Daryl shot hm a grin and wiped his moustaches on the back of his hand.
‘What's wrong, Ta? Y ou're the one who broke this stag out of cover. Getting worried now that the hunt
isup?

‘I never thought we'd be aming a pack of cursed farmers to do our fighting for us’ Tdidd shot a
murderous glance a Alyan, whose eyes went blank and bland in return. ‘I don’t like this’

‘My lords.” Alyan rose, towering over them, his dark skin glinting bluish in the firdight. ‘I'm only one
of the Bear Clan’'s servitors, not one of the noble-born. Let me leave you to discussthisin private’

Daryl hestated, then motioned for a servant to carry the Bardekian's trencher and goblet to the
chamberlan’s table.

‘Sidfied, Tdidd? Gwarryc sad, siffing alitle He had a bad cold, and his pale grey eyes and his
long rabbit’s nose were both more than alittle moist.



‘Darro, | didn't mean to insult your man, but | meant what | said. | don't like this idea of aming a
pack of rabble with pikes and teaching them to fight like the cursed idanders’

‘W, what other hope of winning do we have? Y ou're not having a lot of luck getting us dliesin the
south.’

‘True enough, but it's early yet, early. Once the autumn’s here, and there's no gwerbret in Aberwyn,
then we Il see men coming over to us’

‘Maybe s0, Gwarryc suffled. ‘But here, Td, don’t look so grieved. If I'm the only serious
candidate, it's likdy the Council of Electors will settle the matter nice and pescefully.’

‘“The Council has every right to turn you down and call for other candidates.’
‘And will you accept the Coundil’ s vote, then,” Darryl snapped. ‘If it goes agangt us?

‘1 will, and I'd advise you, my friend, to do so, too. | know how much getting that territory means to
you, but . .

“The gwerbrets hold it unjustly!” Darryl dammed hisfig onto the table and made the tankards jump.

‘And they have for hundreds of years, Tdidd said. ‘So it won't shatter your clan’s honour if they
keep it afew more.’

‘Indeed? | don’t hear you being so reasonable about Dun Bruddlyn.’

Tdidd fdt hisface flush hot, but he kept himsglf under control.

‘I intend to abide by the Electors vote even if it costs me what should have been mine’
‘All because of my pikemen, eh?

Rether than answer, Tdidd let out his breath in a sharp puff and had a long pull from his tankard to
etle his nerves. Gwarryc blew his nose heavily into a scrap of rag.

‘What | don’'t understand,” the would-be gwerbret said, ‘is why we're squabbling like this. It seems
to have come on suddenly, like this cursed catarrh.’

‘“True spoken,” Tdidd said. ‘My apologies, Darro. Lady I've been asjumpy as a cat by a pitch-pine
fire’

‘So have|.” Darryl considered the problem with a dight frown. * And my apologies to you, Td.’

There's no use fighting over hiring a jockey until we're sure we' ve got a horse race,” Gwarryc went

on. ‘I know you're both keen on seeing me in the gwerbretd chair, and my wife talks of little ese these
days, but I'm not convinced Rhodry Maelwaedd is dead.’

‘He's dead, sure enough.” Darryl spoke with a quiet conviction, and his eyes strayed to the other
table, where Alyan was joking with the bard. ‘Before he left Bardek, Alyan heard the story. Rhodry
offended some powerful men in the idands, and over there, they have ways of diminaing people who
offend them. There' s some sort of paid guild, or so | understand.’

‘Bloody barbarians,” Tdidd muttered.



“Maybe so, but useful a times,” Darryl said. * Anyway, Rhodry’ s degth iswhy Alyan came here in the
firg place. The story of what happened to the Maglwaedd was common gossip on hisidand. When his
enemies a home got Alyan exiled, he came to Aberwyn because he figured there'd be alord or two who
might need a proper military man’s services. He had old connections there, too, and one of the merchants
put him on to me as a favour, like, to both of us’

‘Proper military man, indeed! Common-born men sticking the noble-born like pigs, and you cdl that
proper?

‘Hold your tongues” There was an impressive snap of command in Gwarryc’s voice. ‘Naught's going
to happen for months, anyway. Whether Rhodry’s dive or dead, the king's decree said he had a year
and a day to come dam hisinheritance, and until then, the Council can't even begin meeting.’

‘And he had his gdl, truly, the king I mean, interfering with the Council.” Darryl’s eyes turned dark.
‘Hundreds of years that treaty goes back, saying the king had better keep his greedy paws off the doings
of the Council. Huh, it's gdling dl round, how many laws get bent for the wretched Maelwaedds. The
High King dways favours them.’

Although Tdidd couldn’t think of another such incident more recent than ninety-odd years previous,
he held his tongue. Once Darryl got to brooding on his clan’s ancient wrongs, there was no reasoning
with him. That night, as they drank slently together, Tdidd fdt an ugly truth pushing itsdf into his reluctant
mind. When he' d gone scurrying around, testing feding againg the Maglwaedds just because he was so
furious over the gpportioning of Dun Bruddlyn, he'd raised a lot more dust than he'd intended, enough,
perhaps, to choke them dl.

He found himsdf watching Alyan, too, with his polished manners, easy way with a jest, and complete
lack of airs, and wondered why the man rubbed him so raw. The Bardekian had commanded regiments
back in his own country, but he knew that he was a hired drill-master now and naught more, exiging, as
0 many exiles had before him, on the charity of a noble lord who had some use for him. Even when it
came to traning pikemen, Tdidd had to admit that Darryl was hardly the firsd desperate lord who'd
swvdled his ranks with spearmen when there weren't enough riders to carry his cause. When the
emergencies passed, the spearmen dways seemed to dishand and the noble-born to revert to the
traditionad and honourable way of carrying out their feuds, face-to-face on horseback.

Yet despite dl these reasonable thoughts, deep in his heart Tdidd despised Alyan. That night
something else occurred to him. Maybe Alyan would have heard about Rhodry’s desth through some
kind of ordinary channd since they were both in Bardek at the time. But how had he known, so far away
and =0 late in the salling season, that Rhodry’s brother Rhys had died without an heir? Yet Tdidd's
honour stopped him from fallowing the thought down. As Darryl said, he was the one who'd flushed this
gag, and he'd sworn to his friends that he’ d support them in thelr chase after it, and that, as far as he was
concerned, was an end to it.

As regent of Aberwyn, aswdl asruler of her own large demesne, Tieryn Lovyan had more to worry
about than just her missng son. It seemed to Tevylla, whenever she saw her lady for a few minutes here
and there, that the streaks of grey in the tieryn’'s hair were getting larger and that the wrinkles round her
eyes were degpening. Yet harried as she was, Lovyan dways had a pleasant word for the nursemaid
when she saw her, and she dways managed to look in on her granddaughter for some minutes every day.
In fact, her brief times with Rhodda seemed to refresh the tieryn, who was not above hiking her sKirts,
gtting down right on the floor, and playing blocks or dolls with the child until a frantic servitor or page
came rushing in with some new criss.



Since back home in Dun Gwerbyn Rhodda had spent severa hours a day with her beloved Granna,
the child naturdly resented the new order of things After Lovyan had been dragged away from one of
their times together, Rhodda would howl and rage for nearly an hour no matter what Tevylla did to cam
her. She was beginning to wonder if something were wrong with the child - not that she was smple or
haf-witted, far from it. Even though she was only three she spoke beautifully and knew as many words
as an ordinary child of 9x or seven; in fact, she seemed to have a greedy appetite for words and was
aways badgering the bards and the scribes by asking what such and such a term meant and how she
should use it. But dong with dl this precocious intellect came odd rages, and odder meancholy sulks,
and times when she would tear off dl her clothes, sob piteoudy, and say that she wanted to go live in the
woods with the Wildfolk.

Tempers like that drove Tewylla to distraction, but she found thet she had an unexpected dly in
Nevyn. Not only did he give her good advice about handling the moods, he began taking the child for a
walk at least once aday - jud to tak about things he said. Since Rhodda loved to go with him, Tewylla
could hand over her difficult charge and get an hour or so aone with a clear conscience.

‘I mugt admit I’'m surprised, my lord,” Tevyllasaid to him one morning. ‘1 thought a learned councillor
like you would be above such things’

‘Oh, the child has afine mind. Her company’ s very pleasant after hours spent with noble-born lords.’
He looked s0 dy at his joke that Tevyllahad to giggle
‘We're going to see the gnomes today,” Rhodda announced.

‘Are you, dear? How lovely.” Tevylla assumed that the child and the old man had some eaborate
game going. ‘Wdl, while you' re doing that, I’'m going to go see Cook, and we |l have a gossip.’

To get to the kitchen hut, Tevylla cut through the great hdl, and as she happened to be passng the
captain’s table, ayoung lad, douching at the end of the bench, caught her arm with an de-damp hand.

“Y ou' re a good-looking woman, aren’'t you? How come you keep hiding away in the women's hal?

Before Tevylla could reply or pull away, Cullyn was on his feet and moving, hitting the rider so hard
across the face that tears sorang to his eyes.

‘Hold your tongue, Lwc.” The captain’s voice was low and perfectly steady. ‘Y ou're spegking to a
widow and the mother of a son.’

Lwec flinched back, one hand pressng over his swdling cheek, his eyes fixed in dog-like gpology on
Tewylla s face. Cullyn made her a bow.

‘My apologies. None of my cubswill dare say one wrong word to you again.’
‘No doubt.” Tevylla dropped him a curtsey. My thanks, captain.’

As she hurried to the door, she saw two of the serving lasses watching Cullyn with undisguised longing
from among the de barrels. Since both pretty blonde Nonna and pinched-face Degwa were young
enough to be his daughters, she stopped for a word with them.

‘I wouldn't be garing at the warband if | were you. I"d be going about my work before someone told
Cook that you were hunting dangerous game.’



‘Oh please, Midtress Tevva, don't tdl her.” Nonna put on her best winsome expression. ‘Y ou've got
to admit that the captain’s just absolutely splendid. Look at how he defended you.’

‘Frankly, he rather frightens me, and he's far too old for you. Now get back to the cookhouse and
leave the warband done’

When she reached the kitchen, she told the cook straightaway about the lasses. Baena too had
noticed thelr infatuation with the captain.

‘I’'ve spoken to the little duts about it. | suppose it's better him than one of his young louts. Cullyn's a
decent man around women, and if it was one of the warband they were after, they’d have big bdlies

dready.
‘S0 you think the captain’s a decent man?
‘I do. Don't you?

‘I'm not sure. Here I’ ve been spending time with him amogt every day for months, and | fed | hardly
know him. On sunny days when Rhodda and | go out, he comes dong with us, but you know, he rardly
says two words together, unless he's got news of my son to give me. Or sometimes when we' ve |eft the
women's quarters hell just pop up, like, to make sure we're dl right. He moves so quiely for a big man
that he can truly scare you when you're not expecting him.’

‘| can believe that well enough. What does the child think of him?

‘Now that’s one good thing. She does't throw her tempers when the captain’s around, | tdl you.
Sell gart to fuss, but hell give her one of his dark looks, and she's as quiet as quiet again. And yet she
never minds him coming aong with us!’

‘Well, he raised a daughter on his own, you know. His wife died very young, or so | heard the tde.’

Truly? Now that's a surprise! 1 wouldn't have thought he was that kind of man a dl. Is his lass
married now?

‘It's Cullyn's daughter that’s off with young Rhodry.’
‘Oh, | hadn't redlized that.’
‘I strue, and | don’'t know how the poor little lass manages, riding dl over the kingdom like that.’

‘It would be awful, sure enough. |1 do hope the king finds the lad soon, though. Our poor Lady
Lovyan is edting hersdf away with worry.’

‘W, s0 she is. Rhodry’s dways been a spoiled little beast, if you askme. Look a him, seducing
Rhodda s mother firg and then poor Jil! But truly, I'd rather have him in the gwerbret’s chair than some
interloper who isn't even a Maglwaedd. My mother was head cook here in Aberwyn before me, and her
mother before her, and we' ve dways served the Magwaedds. | wouldn't like to see some other dan
come in here. What if they were mingy, like, or nasty-tempered? You just never know with the
noble-born.’

About an hour later, Nevyn turned up at the door of the kitchen hut with Rhodda and the captain both
traling after.



‘I’ve got to go attend upon the tieryn, Tewa,” the old man said. ‘But Rhodda s nowhere near ready
for her nap yet.’

‘WE Il have abit of awalk, then. | see our bodyguard s with you.’

Cullyn shot her a wry amile. She was surprised a hersdf, redizing jus how much difference the
cook’ s news had made. Somehow knowing that the captain had a daughter made him seem like a human
being. And what did | think he was before? she asked hersdf in some annoyance. A fiend from hdll?

Asthey made ther way to the garden, they collected the equerry’s four-year-old son, a leather ball,
and a pair of curved gicks that would do for a pretend hurley game. As the children ran around and
swatted at the bdl, Tevylla and Cullyn perched on the low brick wal and watched. Although the lavn
was dill green that time of year, it had a sad, thin look, and the western breeze made Tevyllashiver indgde
her wool cloak. When she looked off to the south, she could see dark clouds massng on the horizon for
an assault on the dun.

The kitchen gardener was tdling me that he thinks we' re going to get a bad frost tonight,’” Tevylla said.
‘Or maybe even a bit of snow. He says the omens are right for it

‘Are they now? That'll be a cursed nuisance.” All at once he laughed. ‘Ligten to me. I've got soft and
spoiled, living on the coast again. The few dribbles of snow we have down here are naught in a place like
Cerrgonney.’

‘So I've heard. You truly did trave dl over before you took the tieryn’s service, didn’t you?
‘Oh, afar bit.’

Suddenly he was slent again, saring absently across the lawvn with eyes that seemed to see another
view entirely.

‘Did | offend you? My apologies’

‘What? He turned, hislips twitching in the gesture that did him for agmile “You didn't, a that. | was
just remembering the long road, and being cursed glad | was off it.’

‘| see. You must be worried about JIl now.’

‘1 was worried from the wretched day she rode off with our young lord, but what could | do? She
was aways too headstrong for me to handle’ This time he gave her a proper grin. ‘Know what my
woman used to say? JIl was as stubborn as | was and twice as nasty when she wanted to be.’

They shared a quiet laugh, but Tevylla fdt suddenly sad, thinking of her husband, dead these long
years now. At moments like these it seemed more odd than painful thet at thirty, when most women were
thinking of making a metch for their eldest daughter, she had nothing left but one son, and him gone from
her into the male world of a warband. Back when she'd been the miller's pretty daughter, life had
seemed to offer so much more then the scraps it had findly thrown her way.

‘Somewhat wrong? Cullyn said abruptly.
‘Oh, just thinking of my man.’
‘What did he die of, anyway? If you don’t mind me asking.’



‘A fever in the blood. He stepped on anal out in the stables, and not even Nevyn could save him!
‘My wife died of a fever, too. | wasriding a war, miles away, and | couldn’t even be there with her.’

The old pain in his voice was like the scar on his face, healed, maybe, but the blatant memento of a
wound. Impulsively she laid her hand over his.

‘I'm S0 sorry.’
‘Sowas 1.

Jugt then, predictably enough for him, the equerry’s boy fdl flat on his face and began to howl. By the
time she had him settled down, it was cold enough to drive them dl indoors. Although it never did snow,
the raingorm dragged on and on, and they had no more walks with the captain for some days.

Out of custom more than necessity, Dun Aberwyn set a watch every night, four rotations of two men
eech a the locked gates and four of a dozen up on the ramparts. It would have surprised these loyd
men, however, to know that another watch, and a strange one, went on a the same time up in the tower
auite that Nevyn shared with Elaeno. Every sunset, when the tide of the dement of Water began to flow
on the agtrd, and a midnight, when that gave way to Earth, and again a dawn, when the Aethyr
burgeoned, the two dweomermen made a magicad sphere of blue light dl round the dun and st it with
sedlsin the shape of flaming pentagrams. During the day they could rest, because the tides of Fire and Air
are 0 inimicd to the dark dweomer that even its greatest masters rardly buck them. All that autumn their
watch had held, but even now that winter had arrived in earnest, Nevyn saw no reason to rdax it.

‘I can't believe our enemies have Smply fled the fidd after one miserable battle; he remarked one
night.

‘No more can |,” Elaeno said. ‘They’re trying to lull us to deep, more like. Someone ensorcelled that
dable lad and set him on Rhodry’ s daughter, and it wasn't any fly-away spirit, ether.’

‘Jugt so. But I’'ve searched dl over the blasted agtrd, and | know you have, too, and nether of us
have found a trace of dweomer-work.’

They'relying low, that's dl. When they think we ve given up looking, they’ll pounce.’

‘In the meantime they’ ve got to be living somewhere, curse them! I've had the regent send messages
to her loyd men, asking them to keep an eye out for any suspicious strangers, but our enemies aren't
going to judt ride into town and announce they’ re setting up a dark dweomer shop.’

Elaeno managed alaugh at that.

‘Curses for sdel” he intoned like a street-vendor. ‘Come buy our nice hot love potions! Curses for
sdel But truly, the locd lords don't have the necessary eyes to ferret out our nesty little friends. We
make better arrangements for this sort of thing back home, | must say. Oh, that reminds me. | think I’ll
pay avisgt to the shipmagters' guild tomorrow.

‘They may know if any of my countrymen have taken up residence in Aberwyn lately.’
There' s no reason that our enemies have to be Bardek men.’

‘I know, but we ve got to start somewhere, don’'t we?



There was no arguing with that. In the middle of the morrow morning, once the tide of Fire was
running dean and strong enough to baffle any dark dweomermen, Elaeno |eft the dun on his errand.
While he waited for him to return, Nevyn went to see his patient-cum-prisoner up in the tower.

By then Perryn was much recovered, though far from wel. In those days, treating a consumption of
the lungs was a tricky business. Nevyn was having him spend dl day in bed and mogt of the night lying
wrapped in fur rugs on the roof, where he could breathe the icy ar in an attempt to strengthen his lungs.
Although the cure was working splendidly, thanks in part to Perryn’s unnaturdly high vitdity, gill Nevyn
was keeping a close waich on him. He was aso too afrad of set-backs to risk any more magica
attempts to discover the man’s true nature. That particular afternoon, when Nevyn entered his chamber,
the firg thing Perryn did was complain about being restless.

‘| just can't deep any more, my lord. It'sbeing ingde dl the time like this. I’'m going to go daft in here,
truly | am.

‘Better daft than dead, lad. I ve seen cases of consumption that seemed cured for weeks, only to flare
Up again as soon as the patient overdid it

Perryn sighed and flopped back againg his pile of pillows to stare miserably at the ceiling.

‘Er, ah, well, there's somewhat I’ ve been wondering, truly. Why are you working so hard to save me
if I'm only going to hang? Or do | have to get wdl just so Cullyn of Cerrmor can cut me into pieces? |
won't have a chance in combat whether I’'m wdl or ill, so he might as wdl do hisdicng right now.’

‘Oh come now, don’'t be morbid!’
‘Morbid, isit? Y ou' re the one who had me caught and locked up in here’

‘Wel, so | did. But the more | study you, the more I'm sure you're not a aimind - & least as far as
JII's concerned. On the other hand, you redly should have known better when it came to dl those
horses. Seding iswrong.’

‘That' swhat Jll dways said, too.” Perryn looked utterly confused. ‘But um, well, er, she never could
explan why.’

‘Indeed? Wel, there's lots of reasons, but consder this one, lad. When you sted a horse from
someone, you may be taking away athing they may truly need someday.’

‘But | only took them from lords who had lots’

‘dust so, but how do you know what the future and their Wyrd might bring them? The day might come
when the horse you took would be the last l€ft to them, and they might diein battle from its lack, and that
death might set off some vast and subtle chain of events beyond anyone's control. Now | admit, this dl
mug sound very far-fetched, but you never know. That's the crux of it: you never know.’

Perryn looked profoundly unconvinced.

‘Well, then, here's an example that should lie close to your heart. Consider Jll and Rhodry. When you
took her away, you didn't even know that Rhodry was Aberwyn's heir, did you? If he hadn’t been
fallowing you and Jll dl over the wretched Cerrgonney wilderness, his enemies would have had a hard
time kidnapping him. Come to think of it, JIl might have been able to stop them. She has dweomer, so
the Wildfolk would have warned her, or she would have fdt danger on her own. In ether case she could



have cdled for help - from me, or Sdamander, or smply from your uncle or another locd lord.’
Perryn sat sraight up in bed, and his face turned pale.
‘My lord, | hear the guards taking. They say there could be awar because Rhodry’s gone’
‘They’re quite right.

‘But the noble-born fight on horseback in this part of the kingdom. If there's a war, horses are going
to be killed in droves.’

‘And men, too, | might add.’

Perryn seemed deaf to Nevyn's qudification. He was staring off into space, and his eyes were filled
with tears.

‘All those horses,” he whispered. *Ah ye gods, I'm sorry!’
‘Are you? Then | suggest you think about whet I’ ve said.’

It was wdl after the noon med that Elaeno came back from his trip to the guildhal. Nevyn had just
returned Rhodda to the women's hdl after ther dally wak when Elaeno met hm on the dtairs. The
Bardekian's face was grim indeed.

‘We ve got to tak privatey.
“You've got news, have you?
‘Of asort. Very much of asort.’

They went into Nevyn's tower room, and dthough Nevyn settled himsdf in the cushioned chair in the
window, Elaeno paced restlessy round and round as he talked.

‘A man who was cdling himsdf Alyantano and daiming to come from Orystinna passed through
Aberwyn and the guild a couple of months ago. By asking a lot of questions | findly figured out who he
redly is Now he's never been associated with the dark dweomer in any true sense, but he's as rotten as
a beached hull nonetheless. He comes from the city of Nardion, his red name is Lerranno, and he's
known as the Butcher of Vulture Pass.’

‘A lovely title, sure enough. How did he get it?

‘Well, he was an officer in command of a couple of regiments on what should have been a routine
exercise - Oh, about ayear ago now, | think it was. Since | only heard the generd gossip, I'm not sure of
dl the details. The upshot, though, was that he ordered a hundred ditizen recruits across a rope bridge
after he' d been warned it was unsafe. The bridge pulled free, the men dl died, and he was - let me see,
you don't quite have the words for these terms in Deverry, but he was tried in a specia kind of maover
by other army officers and found quilty of al sorts of aimind charges. Although some of the judges
pressed for death, he ended up being exiled.’

‘And he's here now?

‘Heis, and when he arrived in Aberwyn, he had an awful lot of hard coin for an exile. I'm wondering
if someone gave it to him, like, to do a bit of work for them. He'sin a certain Lord Darryl’s service at the



moment.’
‘Not Darryl of Trenrydd?
‘The very one’
‘What does he want an exiled Bardekian generd for?

‘Well, a couple of the men down at the guild seemed to think he was planning on forming an amy of
common-born pikemen if things came to war. It would make sense’

‘So it would, but an ugly thing it would be. | wonder if that kind of army would be more or less
effective againg the usud warband?

Elaeno shrugged and turned both hands palm-upward.

‘A rhetoricd question only, my friend.” Nevyn said, grinning. ‘1 don’t know much more about warfare
then you do. I'll have aword with Cullyn, | think.’

When Nevyn put the question to him, the captain had a ready answer.

‘Oh, the pikemen would be effective enough if they were properly disciplined. Now I've never been
in Bardek mysdf, my lord, but from whet I’ ve heard, their spearmen drill for months before they ever see
abattlefidd. They carry these big curved shidds, shaped like the side of a leather bottle, you see, longer
then they're wide, and they march in tight formation, so they make a kind of wal across the battlefield.
Now aslong as they hold their position, it's going to be cursed hard for a cavdry charge to break them,
and that’'s where the drill comes in. Your average Deverry townsman's going to turn and run when the
horses start coming, but not your Bardek professond.’

‘I see. What about when the javdins gart flying?

‘I've heard about that, too. They don’'t use the war darts in Bardek, but they do have archers and
sometimes dingers. So when the missiles come raining down, the men in the second row raise and tip
their shidds forward to cover part of themselves and the lads in the front, and so on dl the way back in
the formation. That way the shidd wall’s dill solid, and as long as the men have the strength to hold their
cover up, wdl, now, it safar hard line to break. They cdl it making aturtle’

‘Ah. | suppose dven archers would stand a good chance againg them, though.’
‘| doubt that, my lord. I doubt that very much, even with their longbows.’

The dweomer-warning rippled down Nevyn's back like a shower of snow. It startled him so much
that he missed Cullyn’s next remark completely and had to gpologize.

‘What was thet again?

‘I was just saying thet if you want to use pikemen you've got to give them good equipment. Cheap
shidds made of raw hides won't turn stedl blades. | wonder if Darryl of Trenrydd has the coin or the
craftsamen to outfit enough Bardek-style pikemen to make any kind of difference’

‘I don't know. | have the wretched feding, though, that he intends us to find out if Rhodry doesn't get
home soon.’



‘dugt s0.” Cullyn’'s eyes turned oddly blank, asif he were bored with the subject, but Nevyn knew him
wdl enough to know that he was covering some deep feding. ‘| don't suppose there's been any news
from Bardek.’

‘I'm afraid not. Even the dweomer has itslimits my friends, and we won't be hearing from Bardek till
the spring. | only pray that Jil and Rhodry are unharmed.’

‘So do I. All thetime, my lord, dl thetime’

After he I€ft the captain, Nevyn considered that odd warning that had come to him - out of nowhere,
he would have said, except for one smdl thing: dweomer warnings never come out of a Smple nowhere.
Since they’d been taking of the elves and dven warfare at that precise moment, Nevyn could be fairly
certain that the warning related to the affairs of tha dien race. Precisdy how was beyond him, but then,
the Wyrd of the Elcyion Lacar lay out of his province. That very night he contacted his old pupil, Aderyn,
through the fire and handed the problem over to him.

‘I'm not certain of its meaning.” Aderyn’s image was grim as it floated above the flanes ‘But | have
anidea. I'm coming to Eldidd.’

‘Wdl and good, then. When will you arrive?

‘Not for weeks, I'm afraid. We're a long way to the west a the moment, but I'll leave with the
morrow dawn.’

For severd weeks the Great Krysdlo, King of the Cryptic, and his Mind-Boggling Brace of Bizarre
Barbarians had travelled dong the north-east coast of Surtinna, giving sngle shows in the villages and
daying for a couple of nights in the towns, urtil a last they reached the city of Pardidion, lying on a
narrow grip of plain between the ocean and the mountains. Since it was one of the richest merchant
states on the east Sde of theidand, they had a splendid run of three nightsin the marketplace aswel as a
performance at a private party given by the archon himsdf.

‘But dl splendours mugt fade, and dl suns gnk in the west, das and more's the pity, Saamander
sad. ‘I think we ve played the fool enough for now. It's time to turn our faces toward the beauteous
Pastedion.’

‘Cursed wel about timeif you ask me;” Jll snapped. ‘How do we get there?

‘Ther€'s a caravan road, actudly, which is why we came here in the firgd place. Colonigts from
Pardidion settled Pastedion, you see, some years back, and they trade dl the time. There are some
gmdler towns dong the road, too, which should come in handy for the shdtering of wizards.’

As soon as the city gates opened that morning they rode out, heading roughly northwest toward the
town of Albara. Since she'd become used to the irrigated lowlands, the Bardekian foothills came as a
red surprise to Jll. Although they were covered with wild grasses, they were dead-brown, so dry and
bleached that at times in strong sunlight it seemed as if they rode through hills of beaten gold. In the
coombs, where there was ground water al year long, grew halm oaks, their leathery leaves a green s0
dark that they looked like black bubbles caught in the golden dales. In some of the canyons and gulches,
athick choking tangle of shrubs and spiky things of dl kinds spilled down to the flat road below, but the
rest of the terrain was utterly tredless. It was haot there, too, adry and breathless heet that set the roads to
shimmering and danced on the huge sandstone boulders that poked up through the thin soil.

They stopped for the noon med in atiny valey, where a trickle of water, just clean enough for the



horses, ran down the middle of arocky streambed. The humans drank watered wine from a skin bought
back in Pardidion.

‘I think we'd better skip the usud nap, Sdamander remarked. ‘I can't shake the feding that
someone' s falowing us’

‘No more can |,'Jll said. ‘And | don’t want them to catch us out here with no one ese around.’

‘Truly. Well, we ll be safein Albara. If we're very lucky, we might even find one last caravan heading
north and join up with it, but | doubt it. It's too close to the flood season now, hard though it is to believe
a thismoment’

‘Are there any Slver daggersintheidands? Jil said. ‘| mean, the same sort of man, someone you can
hire for a bodyguard.’

‘None that I've ever heard of, das and dack. We might have to ... Wait! Slver dagger. Why do
those words tug at my mind ... ye gods, | dmost forgot the wretched ring!’

The what?

‘A dlver ring, a present for you, younger brother, from our most esteemed father.” Sdamander took
out the leather pouch he kept hidden ingde his tunic and dumped a handful of smdl coins and lint into his
lap. ‘Here we are.’

He handed Rhodry aflat slver band, about athird of an inch wide, engraved with some design.
‘Roses” Rhodry hdd it up. ‘Now that's a peculiar omen. What' s thisinsde?

‘Blven writing. If you sound the letters out, it says “arr-ssos-ah soth-ee lorr-ess-oh-ahz.” As to what
that may mean, no one knows, not dven loremaster nor dweomerwoman nor bard, and no more the
humen priests of Wmm, because | asked them mysdf and thus should know.’

With a dhrug Rhodry dipped the ring on the third finger of hisright hand: a perfect fit.
‘Why are roses a peculiar omen? Jll said.

‘Wdl, my lady Alaena gave me atrinket. | wonder if | brought it dong? Rhodry picked up his saddle
bags, which were lying beside him on the ground, and rummeaged through until he found a slver pinin the
shape of adngle rose. ‘It's dwarven slver, jud like this ring and the slver daggers. It turned up in the
Wylinth marketplace’

‘Stranger and stranger,” Sdlamander said. “They could have been made by the same hand, or at lesst
the same workshop. Anyway, a long time ago a mysterious stranger gave our father that ring and sad it
was for one of his sons. Assorted divinations have awarded it to you. | was trying to find you to hand it
over when you got yoursdf abducted.’

Rhodry was garing & the ring in utter bewilderment.
‘Do we have other brothers? he said at last.

‘One, afull-blooded df, heis, and then we have a sster who's fully even, and it's too bad she's our
kin, because she's the most beautiful woman I’ ve ever seen, well, present company excepted of course’



‘No need to flater, Jll said, amiling. ‘1I'd never pretend that | could ever be as lovdy as an dven
woman.

“You're certainly as lovdy as mogt, but they dl envy our Mdlario. And you, younger brother, had
three brothers on your mother’s side of the family. Two are dead for certain, das, and the third, your
elder, has mogt probably ridden through the gates of the Otherlands by now, because when last | heard,
he'd suffered a very bad fdl from his horse. If | remember correctly, the poor beast rolled on him, too.’

‘W, that aches my heart.” Rhodry did look distressed. ‘If | live to reach Aberwyn, I’ll provide for
hiswidow, of course’

‘That's good of you, my love” Jll broke in. ‘But you know, you actudly rather hated your brother
Rhys He cartainly hated you. He' s the one who exiled you in the firg place.’

‘“Truly? Ah by the black hairy ass of the Lord of Hel! You can't know how blasted srange this is,
hearing bits and pieces of my life like they were gossp about some other man! Here, eder brother.
You're a sorcerer, and a cursed good one, too. Can't you do somewhat to mend my mind?

‘| can't, though nothing has ever ached my heart more than my incompetence, inability, and sheer lack
of knowledge at this juncture” Sdamander arranged a bright smile. ‘But fear not! We shdl eventudly
take you to a heder of enormous art and repute back in Eldidd, a dweomerman who makes my tricks
look like. . . well, like the dlly tricks they are. HE |l hed you right up for sure’

“You'relying. Rhodry’s voice was perfectly levd. ‘ There's naught that can be done. That's the truth
of it, ign'tit?

Sdamander started to speak, then merdly looked away with along sgh. Rhodry got up with a defiant
toss of his head.

‘Let’s get on the road. If you're both so sure there's enemies behind us, | for one don't want to St
here babbling and wait for them. Let’s hope | remember how to use that new sword you bought me.
Cursed if I'll let Jll do dl our fighting.

JII caught her breath in alittle grunt.
‘What isit? Rhodry said.

‘| just remembered the sword you used to carry. It had a dragon worked round for a hand-guard,
and your mother’ s husband gave it to you, thinking you were his son.’

‘Wl then, maybe it's better off lost. Elder brother, I'll pay you back the cost of the new one when
we reach Aberwyn.’

“You may not, because I'm giving it to you as a gift. Never before in my life have | fdt so keenly that
two swords are better than one.’

When Gwin and his men left Wylinth, Rirrdlo led them down afdse trall to the south for severd days.
Even though they never met anyone who'd seen or heard of the wizard, the toad kept ingging he was
right until Gwin findly told him that ether they retraced therr steps or he'd send him graight to hdl to
meet the Clawed Ones that very night. Even though he cursed and blustered, Firrdlo findly gave the
order to turn around and head north. Since Krysello had spent time performing in the various towns he'd
vigted, however, their little caravan caught up with his eventudly, reaching Albara just afew hours behind



him. When they made camp in the public ground provided for merchants, there was no dgn of the
wizard. In fact, they had the place pretty much to themsdves, dthough the food and wine sdlers who
came out from the dity to hawk ther wares not only had heard about Krysdlo, but knew tha he was
daying in the city’s only high-class inn. As Gwin bought supplies he discovered that the wizard had
announced a show for that very evening.

‘It's supposed to be a red mave, or so0 I've heard,” the fruit sdler remarked. ‘He does it with
incenses and powders, but it'sdl very convincing.’

‘Oh, wéell come into town to have a look a that, Gwin said, amiling. ‘I wouldn't miss it for the
world.

When they went into town to see the show, Gwin wore a pair of tdl riding boots that laced up the
front, a syle influenced by but not copied from the barbarians, and cut 1oose to leave enough room ingde
for avery thin, very narrow sted dagger. He carried one in each boot. The night was cool and brilliantly
clear, the stars glowing steadily, the moon an icy crescent. Even though the marketplace was hdf
deserted, there was a good-sized crowd huddled below the terrace where the wizard Krysdlo was
scheduled to perform, with his incense braziers and red and gold drapes dready in place. As Gwin and
Arrdlo found a spot off to one side, they heard people talking about the show in excited whispers. Some
locd merchants who'd seen the barbarians over in Pardidion or down in Ronaton, had brought
descriptions of this*magic’ home with them. One of them was sanding to Gwin's left, a fa man in a red
cloak, his hand flashing with rings as he gestured and bellowed at a skinny woman dressed in layers of
rich slk.

Firrdlo nudged Gwin in the ribs in an infuriging way and whispered, spesking in the Orydinnian
didect, which would be hard to understand herein Albara

“We may not be able to get close to them in this press.’

‘Shouldn’'t even try, thisfirg night. Gwin answered in the same. ‘All | want to do is follow them back
to their inn and see where they’re Saying.’

‘That’s probably a good idea’
‘Only probably?

‘I’'m the one who makes the find decisons now, remember. You're very good at your line of work,
but after what happened in Deblis . .

Firrdlo actudly smiled. Gwin found it amazing, that the toad would be stupid enough to keep baiting
one of the best assassinsin the idands. It occurred to him then that perhaps the Hawkmaster was testing
Arrdlo’s competence as much as anyone' s. Though the thought was intriguing, he had no time to develop
it, because the wizard and his two barbarians were dralling out onto the terrace. When the crowd
pressed close and clapped in anticipation, Krysello bowed with a flanboyant wave of one hand, and the
g curtsed with the bright grin of a hardened performer, but Rhodry merdly stood toward the rear and
glowered, asif he fdt the whole thing a humiliation. Seeing him again tore at Gwin's heart.

‘Welcome, welcome, oh exdted folk of Bardek, to my humble and unworthy display of barbarian
mavds’ Krysdlo bowed agan before he went on. ‘Let me say fird that I've heard crass and
contemptible gossp, danders dl of it, sating that | perform my wizardry with chemicas, black wires,
powders, hidden patches of glue, and other kinds of vile and vulgar trickery, unfit for your glorious eyes
to behold. No, no, no, a hundred times no! Everything you will see tonight is true magic, barbarian witch



sorcery as taught in the wild mountains of Deverry.’
When the crowd giggled, Krysdlo bowed, grinning.
‘He oozes sincerity, doesn't he? Firrdlo muttered. The man's a splendid showman.’

Gwin merdy shrugged; marketplace entertainments meant nothing to him. Y et, when Krysdllo pointed
with aflourish a one of the braziers, which burst into atower of gold fire, Gwin caught his bregth just as
loudly as the rest of the crowd.

‘Brimstone,” said the fat merchant to hiswife. *You can tdl by the colour.’

Firrdlo nodded a amug agreement as the other brazier bubbled over with yelow smoke and flickering
red flames. All a once the wizard burgt into a strange wailing song in some language that Gwin didn't
recognize - he suspected it was Smple nonsense - and began to juggle knotted Slk scarves, which turned
rigid in mid-air and flapped like birds overhead before settling back into his hands. This time the fat men
prettled of the afore-mentioned black wires. As the song ended, the scarves disappeared, and Krysdlo
flung both hands over his head to point at the sky.

‘Behold the marvds of the far north!”

Some ten feet above him an enormous blue flower of flame burgt into existence and floated briefly
before dissipating. With an awe-struck gasp, the crowd surged, packing tightly together. Gwin could fed
the fat man’s elbow poking hisribs and restrained an impulse to turn and hit him. Again the wizard flung
up his hands, enormous sheets of gold and red fire exploded and rippled. Yet the crowd missed an
important part of the show, because dl a once, as flower after flower of light appeared in the midst of
the flames, Wildfolk erupted into manifedtation, sylphs darting back and forth, gnomes dancing and
grinning dl over the stage, and of course the sdamanders, legping and fralicking in the fires and rainbows
thet swirled around the wizard. Lightning shot; thunder rumbled; the crowd gasped and shrieked as the
wizard sang and legpt about the stage, sporting with the Wildfolk as he worked his marvels. When Gwin
caught Rirrdlo’s eye, the toad mouthed some words, even though it was impossible to hear, Gwin could
guess what he was saying. Red magic. This has to be red magic. There in the sweaty press Gwin fdt
himsdf turn ice-cold.

The forces of the Light were right in front of them, dancing and snging and playing the utter fool,
playing it so wdl that they’d followed this showman for weeks and never once wondered who he might
be. As the brilliant colours swept across and dyed the faces of the crowd, Gwin fdt his mind racing,
turning thisway and that like the twisting gold winds on stage as he desperately tried to work out a plan.
Beside him Firrdlo was shaking like the contemptible toad he was. All a once the stage fdl quiet and
empty; Krysdlo made a languid bow and announced that he was too weary to go on. Laughing and
cdling out, the crowd dug deep in pouch and pocket and sent a slver rain of coins rettling onto the stage.
While the barbarian gil picked them up, the wizard stood to one side, wiping his face on a rag and
drinking out of a waterskin.

‘Do you understand what this means? Firrdlo hissed.

‘What do you think | am, as blind as this ginking herd around us? | can see spirits as wel as you do.
You can forget usng your pitiful little magicks on this man. Leave him to me and cold stedl’

‘Don’t you insult my powers, you dave-born dog! But we're not doing anything until | contact the
master. As soon as we get back to camp, I'll cal him through the black mirror and make a report. He
might want to come himsdf.



Gwin sad nothing, but he was thinking that the toad-coward was probably right. Howling with
laughter Krysdlo came prancing back to the centre of the stage and flung up his ams in a shower of
dlver sparks. With little yelps of ddight the crowd urged him on as hefilled the ar with plumes of orange
and blue smoke, dl glowy from within. Gwin looked round and saw Rhodry stting near the red drapes a
the rear of the terrace. Although in the shifting coloured light reading his expresson was difficult, he
seemed to be amiling alittle as he watched the barbarian girl. All at once Gwin redized who she mudt be,
Rhodry’ s woman from Deverry, Jil, he thought her name was. So she'd travelled dl this way to find her
man, only to die when the Hawks daimed their prize again.

He didn't redly want to think about what was going to happen to Rhodry once the Hawkmaster got
his hands on him, whether Gwin turned him over or the guild leader came to get hm himsdf, but of
course, it was impossible not to think about it. Gwin supposed that he/ d have to do some of the torturing
himsdf, just to prove himsdf to the magter and the guild. For the briefest of moments he fdt paraysed by
revulson; then dl a once, he moved. Somehow he fdt that he stood beside himsdf and watched as his
leg jerked up ever so dightly, his hand reached down ever so unobtrusively, and the long dagger sorang
into his fingers. On stage Krysdlo made a triple rainbow that suddenly twisted itsdf into the figure of a
dragon. As everyone sghed and stared, Gwin raised the dagger and did it between Firrdlo’'s ribs, right
into the heart. He had it out again and sheathed before a thin trickle of blood even seeped through his
vidim' stunic.

In the packed crowd Pirrdlo stayed standing, his head flopped a little back as if he stared at the
dragon cailing in the sky. With a twigt of his hips Gwin stepped back; the fa man autometicaly moved
Sdeways to take his place and to prop up, dl unconscioudy, a corpse. With muttered gpologies and
savile ducks of his heed Gwin made his way through the crowd until & last he was free, out in the
nearly-deserted marketplace. At firg he strolled casudly away; then, when he was back in dark streets,
he trotted aong, but not too fast, asif he were only a dave on an errand. The main road out to the public
campground rose steadily, so that by the time he cleared the gates he could look back and see, a some
distance down the hill, the glowing flower of Krysdlo'sfires far behind him.

Out on the open road he dowed to a wak, strode aong and thought of absolutdy nothing at dl until
he saw the campfire of their fake caravan ahead of him. Only then did he truly redlize what he'd done.
Why he'd done it was dill a deeper mydery to him than any dweomer, but he knew he’'d have to come
up with some sort of story fadt.

‘Thereyou are,; Vandar cdled out. ‘Where' s Pirrd|o?
‘Dead. | killed him.
“You what? Brinonno legpt to his feet.

‘Killed him. Knifed him, actudly.” Gwin paused, letting out his breath in a long sgh and rubbing his
face with both hands. The dog was Igpping up wine at the show, and his tongue got loose. By the ginking
feet of the Clawed Ones! There were archon’s men dl over the marketplace! What if they’d heard him
sheering and bragging, saying that once this job was done, he' d have the three of us under his knife? He
was supposed to give the Hawkmaster his report on us tonight, and | knew it was going to be bad, so |
killed him.

They stared a him, amply stared for along moment of shock.

‘I'll take ahorse and head off on my own. Are you going to try to stop me? Or you can come after
meif you dare. Track me down, turn mein and get alittle glory from the guild - if you can.’



‘Don’'t tak like an imbecile’ Vandar snapped. ‘Y ou could kill us both haf-adeep, and we dl know
it.

‘The question iswhy we aren’'t dead dready,” Brinonno said. ‘Y ou're carrying two daggers.’
Gwin laughed, but he stayed on guard.

‘If you want to come into this scheme with me, | could use your help. Between the three of us we can
take Rhodry on the road and strike ourselves ared bargain.’

‘How? Vandar said. ‘I can't see the Hawkmaster deigning to talk to traitors.’

‘Who's taking about the Hawkmaster? Thereé's more than one faction in the Brotherhood, isn't
there?

‘So thereis’ Brinonno laughed, one sharp bark like a startled fox. ‘All right, I'll join you.’

‘Me, too,” Vandar sad. ‘And you know why you can trust us? Because we don't have any red
choice, do we? If we don’t find someone to take us on, we're going to die dowly a the hands of the
guild no matter what we do.’

“You're exactly right” Gwin fet himsdf amiling, as light-headed as a drunk. *And let’s pray to dl the
demonsin hdl that | can think of some clever way to get in touch with the Hawkmaster's enemies, or the
Clawed Oneswill be egting our souls for dinner soon enough.’

Working as fagt as they could, they packed up ther gear, roped together their stock, and headed
north out of Albara that very night, before the archon’s men could identify Pirrdlo’s corpse and come
asking his so-caled servants questions. Since the only road through town ran east and west, and since
Krysdlo had come from the east, Gwin knew what route the wizard would have to take. Although he
was new to this part of the idand, he was sure that sooner or later, he'd find a good spot for an ambush.
Of course, now that he knew that this Krysdllo was exactly wheat he daimed to be - a true magidan - he
would have to think up some subtle plan. With only two men to hep him, he wasn't smply about to
charge into the middle of the road and ydl *stand and deliver’ a a dweomer-master.

Asto what he'd do with Rhodry once he had him, well, he’ d think of some bargain that would protect
the captive as wdl as the captors. It occurred to him, too, that they might not have to go looking for other
factions of the Dark Brotherhood. It could well be that such factions were aready looking for them.

Far away, up in the mountains to the north, the Old One divined that some random factor had
changed his plans. He was working in his Temple of Time that night, Sudying the symbols that he'd
congtructed on the twefth floor, the most recent addition to the structure and the one that reflected his
plan to destroy Nevyn. This temple was a curious thing. Although the imagery had acquired a certain
dweomer over the years, a root it was only a conscious mental structure akin to the memory palaces
used routingly by merchants and dvil servants dl over the idands. At the top of an imaginary hill he'd built
in his mind a tdl, square tower, made of white stone. One sde was in ful sunlight, to represent the
knowable past and present; the other, in moonlight, to represent the less-than-knowable future. After
years of work, the mental images were so well developed that he had only to think of the tower to see it
whole and invarigble; after equdly long years of practice & mentd concentration, he could wak in and
look round asif it were ared building.

There were four entrances, and in the centre was a pird staircase of fifty-two steps thet led to twelve
levels, where each wal had seven windows. On the twdfth floor he'd placed symbolic statues and



objects that would indicate how the winds of Fate and the Future were affecting his complicated scheme,
just as aweathercock on afarmer’s barn isan indicator of the wind and thus, at times, of changes in the
westher. Since his long-range god was the destruction of the even race, he'd put four statues of dves
round the staircase, two men and two women. He was hoping to see them begin to age or sicken, but so
far they' d stayed stubbornly hedthy and young. There were times, in fact, when he caught them laughing
a him.

Near the elves were other statues, one meant to represent Jil - though of course the Old One had no
idea of what she looked like - and one of Rhodry, stripped naked and shackled. Close by was a satue
of Nevyn, whom he knew entirdy too wel for his peace of mind. Once Nevyn set foot on Surtinng, his
datue would animate and undergo smdl changes that would enable him to judge the Master of the
Aethyr’'s plans. Scattered round these main images were other, smdler symbols -statues of Wildfolk, an
even longbow, and various objects that had some emotiona meaning for the Old One. Over the past few
months, these symbols had indeed registered changes just as he'd hoped. Right before Baruma had firg
contacted him, for ingtance, a stone wolf had appeared, ldling in one corner and waiching the dairs.
Once he' d spoken with Baruma, he could see that it Sgnified a spy and an enemy. Although every now
and then he saw another statue - a shadowy thing, but apparently male and dven - ganding near JiII's so
far he' d been unable to sudy it; whenever hetried, it disappeared.

That particular evening, when he went to the chamber, he found changes that disturbed him mightily.
Rhodry’ s shackles were gone. The stone wolf was on its feet, hackles raised, fangs bared. In her arms Jill
was cradling a turtledove, asif to protect it from a cat or some such predator. Of dl incongruous birds!
he thought to himsdf. Now what can that mean? Yet he gave it little thought because she was, after dl,
only a woman. With an imaginay shrug of his imaginay shoulders, he walked over to one of the
windows on the moonlit side. Looking out of the window took a certain amount of courage. At times
drange crestures and sranger visons came there, because for dl that this tower had started life as a
smple mentd trick, it had somehow attracted the astral plane - or moved closeto it - or sent out a bridge
to it - whichever metgphor you'd like for such a peculiar occurrence. Although this link poured power
into the dweomer-workings there, it also brought danger.

When the Old One looked he saw at first nothing but migt, swirling thick and wet round the tower. He
waited, frowning in concentration as he peered out, until at last something seemed to move within the
mig, to come closer, rigng up like aswvimmer from the sea, sreaming mig like water as it formed into a
recognizable shape, more or less human -but the face shifted like flames in a fire, sometimes swdling,
sometimes ghrinking. Greenish-brown hair burgeoned round the face like a vast tangle of leaves or long
mosses on thick earth, and when it spoke he fdt a blast of cold ar swirl round him, even though its words
sounded only in hismind.

“You have enkindled more evil than you can know, and some day you too will smoulder inits flames’

Then, before he could reply, it was gone. The Old One spun from the window and rushed for the
daircase. As he hurried down, he could hear music playing in the chamber, strange discordant notes, as if
the wind itsdf rang upon a harp.

That evening, as he considered his vison in his comfortable char in his private study, he concluded
that someone had invoked the forces of the Elementa Kings againg him. The logical choice for that
someone would have been Nevyn. As for Rhodry’s image, it seemed equaly obvious that Nevyn must
be close to rescuing him - or, again, it would have been obvious, if only the symbalic statue of the old
men had changed or shown some dgn of life and power. Since it hadn’t changed, he could only assume
that some other dweomer-master had invoked the Kings, and equaly, he could assume tha the
dweomer-master in question was one of his many rivds to become head of the guild, maybe the same



one who'd sent the walf after Baruma. The Old One knew his own strength, and he knew his magic:
when Nevyn arrived, that statue would reved his coming as surdy as dark clouds announce the coming
of the rain. He was certain of it. He refused, in fact, to believe otherwise, and of course, when it came to
this one limited thing, he was perfectly correct.

Later he would redize just how badly those limits had cost him, when, unfortunately, there was 4ill
plenty of time to correct his mistake. For the moment, however, he put dl his energies into working an
elaborate method of scrying in an attempt to ferret out his enemy in the guild.

When they left Albara, the Great Krysdllo and his two barbarian servants travelled north toward the
mountains. The road there ran dong the edge of a wide, shdlow arroyo, some twenty feet across and
twelve deep, with a trickle of brackish river down the middle. On the second day, however, they woke
to find the river clean and flowing and the sky an ominous grey. As they rode out, the tops of the hills
disappeared into a thick grey wrap of winter cloud.

Although it rained dl day, it was only a sullen sort of drizzle. By sheking the water from thar aily wool
cloaks at regular intervas, they stayed reasonably dry. Yet the river beside the road rose, spreading out
a aboutthe speed of a waking horse urtl it filled the arroyo from side to side, then degpening, until by
noon it was swirling with white water, churning down from the distant mountains. Around mid-afternoon
JIl saw an entire tree-trunk rush past and part of what appeared to be a wooden fence as wedl. When
she pointed them out to Sdlamander, he turned solemn.

‘I think we'd best camp a good ways back from the road tonight. The winter floods are upon us good
and proper, my turtledove, and | have no desire to wake up svimming.

‘If you woke up intime a dl,; Rhodry said. ‘I heard a good bit about these wretched floods, and |
don't like the idea of travdling in them, | tdl you.’

“No more do I, dear brother, but das, we have no choice. Our one consolation is that well have the
road to oursaves for a couple of weeks until things reach some kind of equilibrium.” Salamander looked
utterly dismd. ‘Until then, we shdl be riding wet, dirty, cold, and generdly as miserable as one can get
outgde of outright illness. Alas, dack, well-a-day, and so forth and so on.’

‘| suppose we could lay up in atown for afew days,” JIl said.

‘There aren’t any more towns between here and the centrd plateau, not ones big enough to have an
inn, anyway. Besides, we've got to keep moving. Somewhat’s wrong- | can fed it inmy ill-starred soul.”

*And how do you know that we're not riding straight into trouble?

There, my petite partridge, you have a very good point indeed. We' d best set up some kind of guard
when we make camp tonight. Doubtless we won't be able to degp much in this blasted muck, anyway.’

Jugt before sunset the drizzle thickened to a sort of vertica fog, not quite a rain but too wet for mig,
and the cdouds seemed to hover a mere am'’s reach above the road. Leaving the brown, swollen river,
they led ther stock up ahill to the cold and windswept grassy crest.

‘Thiswon't do,” Sdamander moaned. ‘We could dl die of a congestion of the chest and spare our
enemies the trouble of catching us’

‘W, there's some boulders and shrubs down over there Jll said, pointing. ‘We can tether the
horses in the grass and then try to find some dry-ish spots down in the rocks.’



Try, indeed. | like your choice of words.’

Even though she was a road-hardened dlver dagger, that night JIl was dmogt as uncomfortable as
Sdamander. Enormous pae hunks of sandstone, the boulders poked through the hillsde and clustered on
asmdl naturd terrace about thirty feet down from the crest. Along with the prickly shrubs and tal weeds
that grew in between them, these rocks did indeed provide sheter from the wind, but the leve spaces
between and around them were narrow, and the ground so wet that the damp soaked right through the
blankets. Eventudly they dl decided that the only way to deep was stting up with blankets wrapped
around them like cloaks. Although JIl wanted to do her share and stand a watch, Rhodry pointed out that
while he and Salamander could see in the dark, she’'d be blind as a mole on this starless night.

‘Get what rest you can, beloved,” he sad. ‘I'll wake you just before dawn. WE Il get an exly dart. If
naught ese, it'll be warmer once we're moving.”

Oncethe lagt of the sunset faded, JlI redized that indeed, sanding a watch would be a waste of her
time In the swirling mig-rain she could barely find the horizon, much less see anything in the broken
country around them. Perhaps, if she were lucky and happened to be saring right at it, she might have
seen alarge animd or a man moving, if it were some light colour and noisy to boot. Wrapped in two
blankets and her cloak, with her sword inits scabbard right beside her, she wedged hersdf under a dight
overhang between two boulders and wondered if she'd ever fdl adeep. A few feet away she could see
Rhodry poking around, looking for another dry spot, but only as a grey shape moving agang a
blackness.

‘Sdamander’ s on watch? she said.
‘Heis, up near the crest so he can keep an eye on the horses!’

By the rudling he was making Rhodry seemed to be scraping amdl stones and sticks out of his chosen
spot. Fndly he settled down, leaning back againg a rock and stting so il that she could bardy make
out where he was. Tented in her blankets and out of the wind, she began to warm up at lagt, and she
managed to ignore the dight cramps in her legs enough to drowse off. Once she hdf-roused to find
Rhodry leaving, creeping quigtly uphill for his watch; digantly she heard wha might have been
Sdamander whispering to him. She aso redized that the drizzle had dackened off. By dhifting around she
got hersdf hdfway comfortable before she fdl adeep agan.

Only to wake to atug on her hair and the fed of a little paw tapping her face. With a cold ripple of
danger down her back Jll was dert, unwinding hersdlf from the blankets even as she was il recognizing
the dim form of her grey gnome silhouetted againg the night.

‘s somewhat wrong? she whispered.

It seemed that the little creature was nodding a yes. Jll threw the blankets back and got to her knees,
feding for the hilt of her sword. Her fingers had just closed on it when she heard arustle and a scrape off
downhill. With one last pull on her har the gnome vanished. She grabbed the hilt in one hand, the
scabbard in the other, and did the sword haf-free. All a once, up a the crest of the hill, she heard a
whicker, then the neigh of a frightened horse.

‘Rhodry! Ware!’

With her ydl JIl was on her feet, the sword drawn. As she started to pick her way clear of the
boulders, she saw a trace of movement out of the corner of her eye and whirled round towards it. Dimly
she could make out a head-shaped darkness againg the dark sky, then another movement. Up on the hill



horses were whinnying and plunging. Something hissed by her face like an angry insect. As she took a
sep forward, sword raised, something pricked her cheek, no worse than a bee-sting. She dodged,
raised her free hand to brush the annoyance away, and redized that her legs were giving out under her. In
arushy hiss the black world vanished into a gauzy grey sllence.

His weeks in a comfortable house had softened Rhodry enough that degping wedged in between cold
rocks was impossible. Although he drowsed for a few minutes here and there, he findly gave it up as a
bad job and I€ft the imperfect shelter of the boulders to join Sdlamander at the crest of the hill. In this
dark a night his even vison could no longer distinguish colour or detail, but he could see outlines and
shapes well enough to move with confidence. He found his brother stting cross-legged and sneezing in
the long grass and watching the horses and the mule, who stood heads down and weary, nose to tal in
the drizzing damp.

“You can go and try to deep if you want,” Rhodry said. ‘I'm wide awake.’

‘So am |. Awake - and miserable. And forlorn, dgjected, pathetic, diamd, bleak of heart. Ah, how |
long for our father's tent, its warm fire, its soft cushions, and above dl, its waterproof roof and sides! |
wouldn't mind being surrounded by severd hundred dven archers, ether, come to think of it.’

“No more would I. Do you think we should turn back to Albara on the morrow?
‘I'm tempted, truly. | wonder if | . . . here, what's that?

They went dlent, Stting as sone-dill as only dves can. Very fantly, some disance awvay, Rhodry
heard a noise, too muddled with the wind and drizzle for him to identify it. All at once the horses tossed
up ther heads and whickered. Rhodry and Sdamander were on ther feet, and Rhodry had his new
sword drawn before he even redized he' d reached for it.

‘Rhodry! Ware!’

It was JllI’'s voice, coming from among the rocks. Cursing under his breath Rhodry started toward her,
jugt as the horses and the mule went mad. All & once they were bucking, yanking at ther tethers and
pawing at the ar with their fore-hooves. As dm shadows Rhodry could see what the animds saw:
horrible, deformed Wildfolk, with huge fangs and red, gleaming eyes, legping and dashing draight for the
stock.

‘Ware!’ Salamander screamed.

The tethers snapped, and the horses came plunging straight for them. With a ydl Rhodry knocked
Sdamander to the ground and rolled with him downhill and to the Sde just bardly intime. He saw hooves
flash by and fdt mud spatter his face as the gdloping horses parted around them and plunged off into the
darkness, heading back toward the road.

‘May the Lord of Hel eat ther intestines and their bdls both, Saamander gasped with the breath
half-knocked out of him. *Not the horses, | mean. Whoever did this’

Rhodry could guess who those unknowns had to be and the kind of danger they represented.
JI

He scrambled to his feet and ran for the boulders with a swearing Sdlamander following. Something
grabbed at his ankle - one of the evil Wildfalk, he assumed - and he went down, ralling smoothly and



bounding up in the same mation.
JI

There was no answer, no sound at al, truly, except the far distant hiss and chuckle of the flood-tide
river. Even the horses, apparently, were far out of earshot. Panting a little, Slamander joined him at the
edge of the rock-strewn terrace, where nothing moved.

‘Do you think they've got an archer or suchlike with them? Sadlamander whispered. ‘I can make a
light if it won't make us a target.’

‘A light in this damp? Are you daft? No one could - oh, of course, my gpologies. Well, if they were
going to stick uslike pigs they would have done it by now.” Rhodry tipped his head back and called as
loudly as he could. “ JlIY

A pde ydlow light blossomed in the air above them to reved a gleam of metd beside a hegp of
crumpled blankets. Rhodry raced over, sumbling a little, and picked up her sword, graved with the
device of adriking falcon and running only with water now, not blood. His eyes burned tears.

‘They’'ve taken her.” He could barely speak. ‘I don’'t know why, but the bastards have taken her.’

‘I wonder too, younger brother, but let us not despair. You forget that we have a vadt if not truly
mighty army at our command.’

“What? Y ou've gone daft!’

Sdamander whistled once under his breath and snapped his fingers. All around them in the golden
light Wildfolk appeared, gnome and sprite and sylph, each one tiny, true enough, but there were
hundreds of them crowding round, grey and brown, mottled and purplish-black, with their thin lips bared
to reved needle-sharp teeth, ther eyes, ydlow and red and green, gleaming with rage and indignation as
they shook tiny clawed fids in the air. Although they were eerily slent, from the digtant river Rhodry
heard voices cdling out to urge them on.

JII woke suddenly to dim daylight and a hard floor. The Sde of her face sung like fire, every musdein
her body ached, and she was so cold that she was shaking, lying huddled in a corner on some kind of
packed earth tiles. When she tried to stretch out, she redized that her hands were tied behind her back
and her ankles lashed together. By moving very carefully and very dowly she managed to heaul hersdf up
to a dtting podtion and prop hersdf againg the corner of the tiny bare room. The wadls were
white-washed, and where one of them joined the celling was a amdl dit of a window. Since she could
see earth through it as well as sky, she decided that she had to be in some sort of cdlar, and from the
ardl as wdl as the burlgp sacks lying around, she could guessit was a root cdlar. Whispering so quietly
that she was thinking more than speaking, Jil called her gnome. He appeared straightaway, bringing with
him two large black-and-purple warty fdlows with sharp teeth and big ears.

‘Can you untie my hands?

The bigger gnomes shook ther heads in a mournful no, then proceeded to chew through the rope.
Once she was free, rubbing her panful wrists with numb hands, her gnome and his friends disappeared
agan, leaving her to untie her ankles hersdlf. For along while she worked on her aching and complaining
hands and legs, rubbing, stretching, shaking urtil at last she could stand up, cursng and samping as the
blood flowed back with fiery prickles. Outside the window something scuffled and scraped. She looked
up to see a pack of purplish-black gnomes pushing a amdl bundle through the opening, something that



dropped to the floor with a clatter. She pounced onit: her Slver dagger inits leather shegth.
‘My thanks, my friends. May your gods or whomever you serve bless you for thig’

When outside the door she heard sudden voices, she dipped the dagger out of Sght into her shirt.
There was a clang, and a curse or two as someone struggled with a lock; then the door opened and two
men stepped in, one of them carrying a saddle-bag; the other, a drawn sword. Since the fdlow with his
sword & the ready was a typica Bardekian, well over Sx feet tal with huge hands, and since the other
men had a sword a his Sde too, she merdly retreated to the far wall. The one who looked much like a
Deverry man with his pale skin and draight black har stared at her open-mouthed. When he findly
spoke, it wasin Bardekian.

“You're untied!’

‘Of course | am. Haven't you ever seen those tricks where the show-master ties someone up and
shoves them into a bag or chest, only to have them pop out again a few minutes later and wave to the
crowd?

Both her captors laughed, but it was a grim enough kind of chuckle.
That's one on us, Gwin, said the Bardekian.

‘I'll admit it. We Il have to keep a good watch on our clever little traveling player from now on.” He
hefted the saddle-bag. ‘Now, I’ve got paper and ink in here. You're going to write a note, exactly as 1
tdl you, and then we ll give you some food and water. If you don't write, you get nothing.’

‘Then I'll be dying of thirst, soon enough. | don't know how to read and write. I'm from Deverry,
remember.’

Gwin swore in some language that she couldn’t understand.

* She' stdling the truth, most likdly. | should have thought of that.” He turned back to Jil. * Can Rhodry
read?

‘Who?

‘Don’t play stupid with me.” His voice was very quiet and soft, and it sent a ripple of fear down her
back. ‘It isn't wise, little girl. Do you know who | am?

‘A Hawk of the Brotherhood, obvioudy.’ It took dl her will to keep her voice steady. ‘And yes, |
know what you do to your prisoners.’

He amiled, just briefly, a gesture designed to frighten her, no doubt, but she made hersdlf 1ook him full
inthe face and amilein return, caught his gaze and held it, determined to stare him down and gain a smdl
victory - the only kind, no doubt, that she'd have. For a moment he stared back, his mouth twiding in
mockery. All at once, his face seemed to soften, to blur, and his eyes to change colour, the black
shimmering, then turning a cold hard blue like awinter sea. 1t seemed to her that she stood in some other
room - she could dmogt see firdight behind him, could dmost remember his red name, could dmost
remember why she envied him over something more important than her life itsdf.

‘Bards aren’t dlowed to read and write, she said. ‘Y ou know that.’



With awrench and a toss of his head he looked away, and he was the one sheking now, not her, his
face an ashy sort of grey, his eyes - black agan - darting this way and tha as the Bardekian with the
sword stepped forward.

‘Gwin, what's wrong?

‘Naught.” Gwin tossed his head again, swallowed heavily, and made his voice perfectly steady - but
he was 4ill alittle pale. *Our hostage is a ot more vauable than we thought, that's dl.” So smoothly she
suspected nathing he turned, then dapped her across the face, so hard that she fdl back across the wall.
‘What do you mean, Rhodry’s a bard?

That'snot what | sad at dl.” She found hersdf thinking of her father’s daps, when he was in one of
his tempers, and forced hersdf to stay as unmoving now as she had then. Only one eye betrayed her by
darting to swdl and tear. ‘Asfor the meaning of what | did say, you're as capable of puzzing it out as |
am - neither more nor less’

Gwin raised his hand, then hesitated. She could see that he was frightened, and she knew in some
obscure way, deep in her soul, that she had him on the run and could keep him that way if only she chose
the right words. She found hersdf thinking of him as a man near to bresking. Around her materidized
Wildfalk in a restless, hodile swvarm, gaing at her captors, shaking tiny figts, opening their mouths in
soundless snarls to reved long pointed teeth. When Gwin barked out a string of words in some language
that she didn't understand, some of the Wildfolk disappeared, more cowered againg her in fear, but
some growled boldly back & him.

‘They won't obey you,” Jll said. ‘But I'll send them away rather than let you hurt them. She raised
her hand and did just that, scattering them more with her thought than with her gesture. Her grey gnome
stayed to the last, snarling like a dog, until she chased him away with the stamp of a foot.

‘Who are you? It was the Bardekian, whispering under his breath, his dark face grey.
“You know.’

She sad it as a portentous bluff and nothing more, but Gwin stepped back sharply. Not in fear - she
redized suddenly that his mouth was working in honest effort, as if he were desperately trying to
remember, that he seemed, in fact, close to tears, asif she had piled shock onto some private grief urtil
he could stand the weight no more. The Bardekian kept looking back and forth between them, his eyes
narrow with confusion.

‘Gwin, what is dl this? he snarled, and ever so dightly he raised his sword, ever so dightly his
shoulders tensed. ‘I'm beginning to wonder if you've told usthe truth, or . . .’

The Bardekian had his sword in hand, and Gwin's was in his scabbard, but dl at once Gwin moved,
ded flashed, there was a grunt and a spurt of blood. The Bardekian swayed, took one step, dropped his
sword, and fdl face-down onto the floor. A long dagger smeared with blood in his hand, Gwin soun on
hished and caught JII's glance, swung up the dagger and glared a her over the tip. She went sone-till
and stared back into madness.

‘I could kill you without haf-trying,” he whispered.
“You could - easer then that.’

He smiled and lowered the dagger, but only by a few inches. She fdt a trickle of cold sweat run



between her breasts and another down her back. Behind him materidized her grey gnome and two
purple-and-green fdlows, dl three of them grinning and dancing as they pointed at the world outside the
window. With a wrench of will she looked only at Gwin's face, but this time he refused to let her ook
into his eyes.

“You're beautiful, for a witch, he remarked, and his voice was so casud it was frightening. ‘But |
know atrick or two againg femae magicks. You won't ensorcel me again.’

She heard a sound, a scuff of a boot, maybe, tha came from beyond the window, and spoke
hurriedly to cover it.

‘I never ensorcelled you at dl. | don't even know what happened when | looked into your eyes, truly
| don't.’

“‘Oh, now you' re going to whine and weasdl, are you, when I've got the better of you? His grin was
terrifying, as cold and rigid as the smirk on a corpse, but he did lower the dagger, holding it about
wag-high in arelaxed hand.

‘I'm tdling you the smple truth. All I know isthat | recognized you somehow, from somewhere’
He threw up his head like a sartled horse, the mad grin gone.

‘| fdt that way about Rhodry, when first | saw him. Do you know where that was? In a ginking tavern
inthe Bilgein Cerrmor, where Merryc and Baruma had him trapped, like a stag at bay with haf a dozen
rowdies around him, and he was laughing. One swordsman againg sx, and he laughed like it was the
best jest in the world.” His voice had turned very soft. ‘It wrung my heart, somehow. Just like you said
-somehow, and from somewhere.” Then he shook himsdf, the dagger flashing up, and grinned again as
he took two steps toward her. ‘Don’'t you think | hear them coming, too, girl? Do you think I'm stupid?
Y ou're going to be my shidd.’

With his free hand he made a grab toward her shoulder, intending, no doubt, to dutch her in front of
hmwith the knife a her throat. JIl ducked, dropped, twisted as she came up and kicked him full in the
somach. As she came down she grabbed his free wrigt, dropped again, and flung him backwards over
her shoulder to dam hard againgt the wadll. His dagger went spinning out of reach. She pulled her own
from her shirt, stripped it of the scabbard, and dropped her weight to a fighting crouch as he scrambled
up, out of breath but not in the least dazed from blows that would have left an ordinary man numb and
gasping on the floor. To cover her sudden fear Jll laughed at him.

‘I'm not awitch, Gwin, but | could have been an assassin like you.
He laughed in return, a berserker’s chuckle under his breath that reminded her hideoudy of Rhodry.

‘So you could have, and maybe | deserve to die for underestimating you like that. Let's see what
happens between you and me, shdl we, girl?

When he sdttled into a stance of his own, knees wide, his weight perfectly balanced between them,
she redized that he was a good fighter - and much more dangerous than she was, whether she had a
dagger or not. From the way he amiled as he circled round, he knew it, too. They heard Rhodry, then,
ydling her name, and footsteps pounding toward them, but neither said a word, merdy circled, Gwin
leading, nearer and nearer to his fdlen knife. She fdt her heart thudding as she waited for the one
split-second she would have, when he stooped to grab it. Closer now, closer, and Rhodry screaming like
aberserker outsde - Gwin tripped, cursed, and went down, screeching foul oaths, under a heaving pile



of Wildfolk. With ahowl of triumph JlIl sprang, straddling him from behind while Wildfolk scattered and
grabbing his hair in one hand to wrench his head back. It was her dagger a his throat, now.

“Jll, don't” Rhodry burst into the room with the door banging behind him, a bloodied sword in his
hand. ‘Don’t kill him!’

Only then did she redize that she'd been about to do judt that. She froze, saring a Rhodry. He
wasn't begging - he was ordering her, his eyes sngpping as he took another step into the room. She let
Gwin go and stood, dodging free of him before he could rise.

‘AsYour Grace commands, of course’
At the snarl in her voice Rhodry turned, bewildered.

‘Ah by the hdls, my love, | don’t mean to order you about. It's just that you were haf-berserk, and |
wanted to make sure you understood me. Words don't mean a blasted lot to berserkers, you know.’

‘Wdll, true enough.’

Gwin was dill lying sprawled on the floor. Sowly he rolled over and sat up with a cautious eye for the
Wildfolk who stood about in mobs or hovered above hminthe air.

‘Why not |et her kill me, Rhodry? Thistime he spoke in Deverrian.

‘Because | owe you somewhat, enough <o thet if you have to die, I'll do it mysdf for the honour of the
thing’

Gwin stared, his mouth a little open, his eyes filling with tears, and that grief was a gruesome thing to
See on aman as cold and hard as he was.

‘I can understand that kind of honour,” he whispered. ‘My thanks, Your Grace. So, that lofty a title
belongs to you, does it? Who are you? | never did know.’

‘Rhodry Maelwaedd, Gwerbret Aberwyn.’” It was Sdamander, crowding into the room with a
wince for the huddled corpse of the Bardekian. ‘Do you know what it means to raise a hand againg a
gwerbret?

‘By the dung of the Clawed Ones! | do at that, by every god-cursed demon in the three held That's
just like the filth-sucking OId One, isn't it, to hire us to risk our rotten lives and never even tdl usjust how
great the blasted risk id The pig-bugger! I'll ...” Gwin stopped, his mouth twisting in his mocking grin.
‘Wl, I'll be doing naught that can harm him, truly, unless | come back as a haunt or suchlike” He got to
his feet, dowly, keegping his handsin the air where they could dl see them. ‘If ever | did you any favour,
Your Grace, when you were in that ginking ship, I'll beg you to kill me quickly and esslly. That'sdl.’

He could force himsdf to amile, force himsdf to stand proudly, his head tossed back like a true
warrior, but there was nothing he could do, apparently, that would make him stop shaking dl over. It
waan't fear, Jll redized; his eyes were too dead dready for him to be smply afraid to die. When Rhodry
lad his sword blade dongsde Gwin's throat in such away as one flick of hiswrigt would kill the Hawk in
an ingant, Gwin merdly looked him draight in the face - yet he went on shaking. Although Jil had been
ready to kill im hersdf only afew moments before, she found herself stepping forward.

Tdl me somewhat,” she said. *“Would you rather live or die?



‘I don't know.” Gwin smiled again, such anormd amile, filled with good cheer, that it chilled her heart.
‘I truly don't, and here I’'ve been asking mysdf that question for days now. I'd rather die than live as a
Hawk - | suppose. I'm not truly certain of thet, either.’

‘I’ stime you made up your mind. If you stay a Hawk, you'll die, sure enough. Come over to us, and
gve us your word onit, and I'll beg the gwerbret for your life’

Gwin began shaking so hard that the sword blade nicked his skin. Rhodry moved the blade a little,
then glanced her way with eyes that seemed to understand her better than she did hersdf. Sdamander
sad nothing, but she could tdl from the tense way he stood, hdf a warrior a the moment, that something
of great importance was a stake. A man's soul if naught ese, she thought to hersdf, and a the thought
she went cold. All & once Rhodry lowered the blade, glanced a the old blood on it, and stooped to
wipe it clean on the dead man's tunic. When he sheathed it the sound was like a dap in the bresathless
room. As he stood there in his muddy clothes, unshaven and damp, with haf his memories gone and his
life dill broken, she saw him suddenly as the gwerbret, the ruler he would be - no, that he was now,
despite everything. She knew then for a surety that Rhys was dead, and that Wyrd had picked up the
dice to ral aturn.

‘I'm not killing you, Gwin,” Rhodry said. ‘Y ou can come with us as a prisoner, or as my man. Which
isit?

Gwin gave one lagt convuldve shudder.
‘Rhodry,” was dl he could say, because he was weeping.

Sdamander grabbed JII's arm, but he had no need to drag her away; she wasin as much hurry to get
out of the chamber and leave them adone as he was. A few steps led them up to a muddy, bare farmyard
between along white-washed house and a square building that might have been a barn or a granary.
Lying near awdl was another dead man, and tethered out in a meadow were some twenty-five horses -
theirs among them. Overhead the sky was alow, cold grey, swirling with wind.

‘That was afinething you did in there, Sdlamander said.
‘Wasiit?If he'slying, I’ ve endangered usdl.

‘Lying? Gwin? Not by a pile of horseshit, he isn't. Mayhap you've never seen a man broken down to
neught before -1 have. Oh, hell follow our Rhodry to the death, he will, and see him as a god, too, after
this’

Thewind picked up, and Jil shivered, looking around her for the firg time with eyes that truly saw.
‘Where are we?

‘A fam in the hills In the flood-time, the tenants who hold isolated little places like this take shelter
with ther landlords in the big villas. When Gwin and his late and unlamented friends needed a place to
hide, dl they had to do was ride in and make themselves a home'’

JII nodded, barely hearing him. She was remembering Gwin's eyes, turning from black to blue, and
the firdight that seemed to have burned behind himin her vison. Smdl wet fingers touched her cheek:
rain, the firs fat drops of a storm.

‘Goddl’ Salamander snarled. ‘Run for it!’



They dashed across the yard and ducked into the open door of the farmhouse just ahead of a drench
of water.

‘When it rainsin this benighted country, it raing” Salamander said, tossing his head and scattering the
drops from his hair. ‘This is going to make travedling most unpleasant indeed, my wee waterfowl. We
might just stay here for a day or two. Gwin and his freshly-felled fellows seem to have broken the door
right off its hinges, so we'll have to leave the good farmer some coins for damages anyway. We might as
wdl leave im a few more for rent.’

‘I think we should get on the road and use the rain to our advantage.’

‘ Advantage? What advantage? Maybe you see advantages in riding wet, sodden, damp, saturated,
and soaking, to say nathing of cold, chilly, freezing, and frigid, or - *

“What about riding invisble?
Sdamander stopped his lexiconic recita in mid-word and blinked at her.

‘I don't mean invisble to ordinary sght. You're the one who's adways tadking about the adrd
vibrations of water interfering when someone wants to scry.” JIl waved her hand at the down-driving rain
outside. ‘Well, what about dl this?

‘It might work, it might indeed. At the leadt, they'Il have a wretched lot of trouble getting clear images
of trivid little details like and oh for instance, where we are and who' swith us!’

‘Exactly what | thought. It's going to be hard on the horses, but we don’t have to move fadt. If we're
off this road and into the mountains before they scry us out, they won't redly know where we are.
Remember when you were trying to find Rhodry, and dl the grasdands looked the same?

‘The mountains are no more distinguished, truly - trees and boulders, boulders and trees, and here
and there a charming little ravine, replete with snakes, which are rather tasty this time of year, come to
think of it, and may be most welcome.

‘What? Eat snakes?

‘What? Ride wet? He grinned at her. ‘“We are dl in for an unlovey time, my little linnet, but 1 promise
you that it'll be far more pleasant than - indeed, it'll be like living in the wondrous Hdls of Bd in the
Otherlands themsdves compared to lying on a torture table in one of the hidden chambers of the
Hawks’

‘Odd -1 was having thoughts that were somewhat the same. How far to Pastedion from here?

‘Urn, wdll, if we went directly there, some four nights, maybe five, snce we'll be travelling in this dop.
If we keep to the mountains, it'll be safer but longer.’

‘Let’'s stick with safer, shdl we?

‘| couldn’'t agree more. Very wel, then, say an eightnight, depending on the weether and dl. Let’'s go
fetch Rhodry and Gwin. The sooner we put your plan into action, the better.’

That very night Baruma tried to scry them out. For the past few weeks he'd been posing as a legd
messenger so that he could travel dong the coast with a proper caravan. Jugt as the winter rains began,



they reached Indila, not far from his destination, and Baruma stayed there in a comfortable inn for two
days while he debated whether or not it was time to join the Old One. Although he was afraid to go, he
was equdly afraid to stay away. What if the Old One came to suspect his double-dedlings? He knew
perfectly wel that those who went to the Master’s villa were sometimes never seen again. Bauma
suspected that the Old One had done nothing so rudimentary as merdly killing the poor wretches. On the
other hand, if he shirked spying for the Hawkmaster, his position would be even more dangerous. In an
attempt to gather information that would help him decide, Baruma brought out the Slver bowl and the
black ink, unwrapped Rhodry’s slver dagger to use as a focus, and sat himsdf down at alow table to
sory. If the Hawkmaster had aready taken the barbarian prisoner, he might wel be too distracted to
worry about Baruma s effairs

Although the vison came immediately, it was cloudy and distorted, flickering and bobbing as if a wind
ruffled the surface of the ink. He could see Rhodry quite clearly, thanks to the evil link of pain between
them, and he could make out horses - a great many horses, or so it seemed from the brief glimpses he
got of them. When he tried to widen the vison to indude Rhodry’s location, he got an impression, more
than a 9ght, of rocks and a huge dlvery rush of etheric force that had to be coming from a river or
flooded ravine. Dimly within this mig he spotted a couple of human forms moving back and forth.
Beyond that he could tdl nothing.

The vidon vanished. For along time Baruma sat a the table and watched his hands shake, while he
consdered the fate of a grain of whest, caught between two millstones.

Fndly he was cdm enough to pour the black ink back into its specid bottle. He heaved one last Sgh,
then got up to see the woalf, lounging on his bed and licking its paws. In his frustrated rage he grabbed the
ink-bottle and threw it Sraight at the wolfs head. Although the image did disappear, he'd forgotten to put
the cork back in the bottle. Svearing with every foul oath he knew, he grabbed a rag and started to sop
up the mess, then decided to fetch the innkeeper to do it for him. He flung open the door thet led to the
outer room of his suite and found three men waiting for him there, and one of them was wearing ared slk
hood.

“You keep avery poor watch, Baruma’
‘I had no idea| needed to.” He managed to force out a amile. *Y ou might have knocked.’

When the Hawkmaster chuckled under his breath, the two men with him smiled, baring ther teeth like
anmas

‘I might have but | didn’'t. Why haven't you joined the Old One yet?
‘He suspects treachery. I’ ve been debating whether | should go or not.’
‘Does he? Oh, does he? And you never said aword to me about it?

Baruma went sick-cold with fear, but even though his somach was churning and his hands were
shaking, he tried to keep his voice steady.

“How could | have contacted you? Would you have appreciated me cdling to you when anyone could
hear? Should | have sent a public messenger with a letter?

‘Wdl, | have to give you that, yes. Besides, you couldn’'t know that he's struck againgt us!’

‘He'swhat? Baruma heard the squed in hisvoice, but by then he was shaking too hard to contral it.



‘He sent his confederates againg my men. He has to be the one behind this, he has to! No one ese
would dare cross me’

Asif by some pre-arranged sgnd, the other two Hawks stepped forward. One grabbed Baruma's
wrigs and twisted his arms round behind his back; the other clamped a hand over his mouth.

‘Did you warn the Old One, little Baruma? the master said. ‘One of my men is dead. | can't make
contact with the others. Isit your fault, little piglet?

Since his captor’s grip was too firm for a shake, Baruma wobbled his head in a no. Sweat was
trickling down his back and beading on his forehead.

‘I don't know if | believe you, creature. You were trying to cram both hedls of the loaf into your
mouth at once, weren't you? Did you think you were clever enough to fool both me and the Old One?

Baruma choked out a muffled snort that he meant for no.

“We're going to take you with us, piglet. We're going to make you answer our questions. I've heard
you're amadter a giving pain. How wel do you take it, | wonder?

The Hawkmeaster reached out and caught his elbow between a probing thumb and forefinger that did
down, separating the musce masses, then pressed - hard - the raw nerve againg solid bone. Baruma's
scream gathered in his throat and forced its way into his stifled mouth as a gargling spitting cough that
made him spasm.

‘Unless, of course, you tdl me the truth. Let hm speak, Karralo. He knows that if he screams for
help, hell dieright here’

When the Hawk took his hand away, Baruma caught his breath in moist sobs.

‘I didn't betray you. | couldn’'t. | went agangt the Old On€e's orders when | brought you into this,
didn't 1? He specificdly said to sdl Rhodry and let fate take him. | wanted him dead or prisoner. Didn't
|? Didn't 17?7

Instead of answering, the Hawkmaster reached up and pulled off his slk hood. With a shock Baruma
redized that the man was handsome; his skin was the lustrous blue-black of Orygtinnia, his mouth soft
and full, his black eyes wide and beautifully shaped. He'd dways imagined the Havkmaster as some
scarred mongtrosty.

“You've seen my face now, little Baruma. Do you know what that means? The only way you'll leave
my sde from now on is by dying. Do you understiand me? Oh, you're as pasty as poiled cheese, s0 |
think you do. The only reason you're saying diveis because | can use you. You've seen this myserious
Rhodry, and that means | can scry through your eyes. You've been to the Old One's villa, and that
means you can take me there. I'm going to break your will like a wild horse and ride you like the beast
you are. Aslong as you're useful, you'll live. Give me the dightest trouble, and your pain will number
itsdf in weeks, not hours, before the Clawed Ones eat your soul.’

Baruma fet hot urine spurt down his leg. The Hawkmaster laughed, then grabbed his shoulder to
inflict the same sort of fiery agony as before. This time he couldn’'t scream, didn’t dare make any noise
that would attract the atention of the other people in the inn, because he knew that a cry for help was
worse then futile, that the Hawks would drag him away long before help could arrive and begin their dow
tortures that very night instead of in some indefinite future. As the pain ebbed the Hawkmaster |ooked full



into his eyes, and Baruma fdt the clutch of hiswill as the worst pain of dl. It seemed to grow into his
mind like the tendrils of some poisonous plant, burrowing deep into every crack of memory and thought,
burning and hiting as it went, yet dill he could not look away.

‘Obey me, and in atime, you will cease being a beast and start being a servant. This is the only hope
you have. For a brave man it would never be enough, but it will keep a coward like you dive and
obedient, cravling a my feet, but dive’

The drunkenness swirled round his mind, that trained and disciplined mind that he' d been so proud of,
that he' d bragged about, that had seemed to him clear proof of his superiority over the common class of
men. Now it was swirling and staggering, and he was staggering, too, as the Hawks let im go. He took
afew steps, lurched forward, and fdl to his knees at the master’ s feet.

‘Get hisgear,” the master said to the others. “We Il go through it in a safer place. Get up, piglet. You'll
be carrying this load to spare the strength of the real men.’

Obediently Baruma rose, swaying a little, ill dizzy. When he caught the edge of the table to steady
himsdf the dizziness passed off. Around him the Hawks were taking again; their words came and went
through hismind like a barely comprehensible song.

‘A dagger made out of Slver - some ritud thing, | suppose - no, Deverrian - never mind that now -
we have work to do tonight - alittle surprise for the Old One’'s men? We don’t know.’

When the words faded into a wind-sound, Baruma redlized both that he'd been ensorcdled and that
the Hawkmaster had left im enough mind to know how little he had |eft. Even though deep in that last
fragment of mind he was railing with rage, he knew that his fear of dying and the torments that went with
it would make him obey. Thanks to those terrors, he would shuffle dong before his master the way a top
spins before the child who whipsit.

Down in Aberwyn, not far from the harbour, was a tavern that exised on the very diff-edge of
respectability. If its owner, the widow Sama, hadn't worked so hard, the Three Swans would have did
over that edge years before, but she was up before dawn to mend up the fire and scrub tables, on her
feet dl day cooking solid meds for decent folk and serving good de for a far price, and late at night, by
the light of a dying fire and a chegp tdlow candle she was sweeping the floor and dating the next
morning's porridge to sewing. All of this exhaugtion enabled her to save a handful of coins which she'd
portioned out, a few at atime, as dowries for three of her four pretty daughters, so that they were dl
respectable married women now instead of hanging around the tavern working for the wrong kind of
coin. Everyone in the neighbourhood, even the unmarried young longshoremen, honoured the widow for
her virtue, and even in their most drunken moments none of them would have ever considered brawling in
her tavern, where they might break a precious mug or overturn an expengve table and thus add to the
widow’s hard lat in life.

The youngest and prettiest daughter, however, dill lived with her mother, but not out of filid devotion.
Although Sama had named her Heledd, everyone cdled her Glomer - as hard as cod at the very marrow
of her bones, they dl said, and why the Goddess saw fit to give a daughter like that to such a good
woman we |l never know! Even though she was sixteen and should have been married for severd years,
she'd turned down two decent suitors, saying the tanner’s lad stank too badly and the dyer’s lad had
warts dl over his hands. What Glomer wanted in her heart of hearts was the chance to work in the
gwerbret’s dun. In those days being a servant for a generous dan like the Maglwaedds was a good
pogition for a poor lass; you had plenty of food and drink, a new dress every year, awarm place to deep
and exdting events to watch, and you shared the labour with so many other servants, taken on for the



datus of the thing, that the actua work was much lighter than waiting on table and scrubbing pots in a
tavern.

Unfortunately, to get a placein a dun you needed to know someone who dready worked there. The
only person Glomer knew, a sarving lass named Nonna, came mindng down to vigt her family, the
potters who lived across and down by the coppersmiths, about twice a month. She would wear her
newest dress and bring her mother and her sblings scraps of fancy cake from the gwerbret’s kitchen,
then gt a their hearth like afine lady and regde the locas with dl the latest gossp and news. Every time
Glomer tried to ask her to put in aword for her, Nonna would turn her nose up and make snide remarks,
usudly about Glomer's supposed laziness. There were times when Glomer wished she could follow her
into some dark street and strangle her on her way back to the dun.

Jug lady the tales that Nonna brought home had been excting ones indeed. Ealy in the fdl a
mydterious noble-born prisoner had arrived from Aberwyn, and Nonna overheard two men from the
warband saying that by dl accounts, he wasn't aman at dl but a fiend in human form. Ther authority for
this was something that Old Nevyn, whom absolutely everybody said was a sorcerer, had let dip one
night when he was leaving the prisoner’ s guarded chamber. And now everybody was dso saying that the
enormous Bardekian ship’s captain was a sorcerer, too, because he'd captured the demon and brought
hmin. At any rate, not long afterwards the famous Cullyn of Cerrmor, captain of the regent’s persond
warband, had stopped Bryc the groom from murdering Lord Rhodry’s only heir. Everyone (induding
Bryc himsdlf, before he went back to his father’s farm in the north) said that the lad had been bewitched.
Nonna was sure that the prisoner from Aberwyn was responsible.

‘Probably Nevyn doesn’'t want to kill this red-haired demon because he can use his powers - Nevyn
can use this Perryn’'s powers, | mean, because I'll wager the old man's stronger than any wretched
demon. You should see the old man, and the look in his eyes. Oooh, like ice they are, and he could
bewitch anyone, I'll wager, just by sngpping hisfingers or suchlike. Everyone' s afraid of him, well, except
Cullyn of Cerrmor of course. I'll wager he's never afraid of anybody.’

And everyone gtting in the potters kitchen nodded their heads sagely and agreed.

Perhaps it was stories like this that made Glomer so suspicious of the pedlar named Merryc. At firs
glance he was ordinary enough, a man in his mid-thirties with dark har and the wanut-shdl skin that
bespoke some Bardek blood in hisveins, and he had the easy courtesy and ready way with a jest that a
traveling man had to have in order to survive by sdling ribands and embroidery thread and bits of lace
and beading. Certainly Sama trusted him when he told her that he needed a place to live for a few
months, till the worst of the winter was over and he could get back on the road again. Of course, she
aways needed custom so badly that her judgment might have been blurred by the good copper coins he
handed over for a week’s room and board. There was just something about him that sat dl wrong with
Glomer - hisaily little smile, perhaps, or the way he stared at her buttocks when she went past. Late a
night, too, she would sometimes hear odd noises coming from his chamber, as if he were whispering
orders to large rats, who scurried to do his bidding.

‘I wish you'd turn him out, Mam, | truly do,” Glomer remarked one afternoon when their lodger hed
gone out for awalk. ‘| swear he's out to work harm.’

‘Oh, ligen to you! And what's he going to do, sted my fine lot of Slver dishes or dl our lovey
jewes?

‘I don't mean harm to us. | - Oh, no doubt you're right, and I’'m imagining things’



The shock of hearing her daughter actudly agree with her was dmost too much for Sama. Muttering
to hersdf and shaking her head she went out the back to feed the chickens. But Glomer stayed in the
tavern room and scrubbed tabletops until Merryc came back and asked palitdy for a tankard of red.
When she handed it to him, she lingered briefly.

‘And how was your wak about the town?

‘A bit damp, but pleasant.’

‘Did you go up to the dun?

‘| didn’t. Naught for amean like me there’

But his answer struck her as too dick and his tone too aily, just like his amile.

Round the bend in the street, just past the copperamith’s, lived the widow Dacra in a wooden hut.
Although everyone said she was a witch, she made her living by dispensing the common sort of herbs
and, on occasion, goplying a combination of hot baths, mead, and dippery dm bark to induce abortions
for the local whores. With the beginnings of a plan forming in her mind, Glomer filled a leather bottle with
mixed de and went round to see her on the morrow morning. She found Dacra, a handsome grey-haired
womean, picking over dried horehound a her table while a her little fire a pot of honey and water
smmered together.

‘A lot of coughsthistime of year, Dacra remarked. The blacksmith's lad is bad, his mother tells me,
S0 I'm just meking up a potion.’

‘I’ve come to ask you afavour.” Glomer set the bottle of de on the table.
‘Indeed? Have you found some lad to lift your skirts and then leave you?

‘I'm not with child! That's not going to happen to me, thank you very much, not until I've married
anyway.

‘Huh. It's the ever-so-fussy lasses like you, young Glomer, who generdly find a bit of filth to rall in at
the last. Think about that, will you? Before you give yoursdf such fine airs that you find yoursdf twenty
years old and moaning because you' ve got no husband.’

If Glomer hadn’t needed her advice, she would have thrown the bottle sraight a her head. As it was
ghe forced out agmile

‘I'll think on it indeed. Now, | only wanted to ask you somewhat. Suppose someone was a sorcerer?
How could you tell? | mean, do they have a demon mark on the pdm of their hand or suchlike?

‘What? Hardly anything so easy and quick-like, my fine lass. Why do you want to know?
‘Oh, | was judt curious, like’

‘Indeed? Y ou wouldn't be geding your mam’'s de just to satisy your curiosity.’

‘| didn't stedl it! I’'m worried about her, too.’

Dacra consdered her for amoment with shrewd grey eyes.



‘Wdl, | can see you're worried, sure enough. Isit that lodger of yours?
‘Itis. How did you know?

‘And who else new has come here in months and months?

True spoken. There's just somewhat about him that doesn’t st well.

Dacra dumped a generous handful of crushed horehound leaves into the pot of honey and water, then
dirred down the roil, dowly and carefully, with a wooden spoon.

‘Wdll, that's true, the herbwoman sad a last. ‘Though | don't know what kind of man he is. A
murderer, I'd say, more than a sorcerer, but you never know.” She took the pot off the fire and set it on
adab of stone a one end of her table to cool. ‘“When he came to stay, he mugt have brought bags and
packs with him.”

‘He did. A pedlar’s pack and then saddle-bags.’

*Saddle-bags for a man who walks for his living? Curious, indeed.” Dacra gave the pot one lagt dir,
then went to a free-standing cupboard and began rummeaging through it. She brought out a tiny square of
parchment. ‘A long, long time ago an old woman made me this good luck charm. You see? It has a
five-pointed star, and then this circle of writing round it. Well, the old woman told me to dways hold this
parchment so the star has one point upward, never two. Two points up bring bad luck, she said, and it's
asgn of evil sorcery. If | remember rightly, she said that every sorcerer would have some bit of magicd
gear marked with the evil star.’

‘Merryc goes out for long walks dl thetime’

‘Does he now? But be as careful as careful, young Glomer. Nobody wants to see you turned to stone
or your soul trapped in a bottle.’

Espedidly not Glomer. She waited until the afternoon, when Merryc went out for his usud long walk
before dinner, then fetched a big basket of wicker rat-traps and a handful of stae bits of bacon rind. She
st severd traps in the chamber she shared with her mother, and two more in the corridor before she
went into his room. It was asmdl chamber, a dice of the roundhouse right in the curve of the wal, with a
window that looked out over the street. Near the door and out of the draughts was a narrow bed and a
wobbly wooden chest that had once done duty as a dower-chest for her older ssters. Although she set
one trap between that chest and the wicker-work wadl, Glomer didn't even bother opening it. She was
sure that any sorcerer was going to be too clever to hide his evil magic in such an obvious place.

She was, of course, quite right. Since she knew her mother’s house so well, she discovered the hiding
place immediately. The caling was laced together from woven wicker pandls, daubed with cheap plaster
and white-washed; right at the joining of caling and wal one pand sagged. As a child she'd hidden
coppers and other treasures she' d picked up from the streets between that sag and the thatch, and there
she found Merryc's saddle-bags. For a long time, though, she was afrad to touch them. She fussed
around, setting the second trap and baiting both with the bacon rinds, looking continualy out the window
to keep watch for the lodger, and then findly summoning her courage. 1t would be foolish, she decided,
to go to dl this trouble and then not even have alook.

When she tried, however, to dide the pair of leasther bags out of the cache, they stuck. It fdt exactly
as if someone was on the other end and pulling them back. She yelped, difled the scream with both
hands crammed over her mouth, and nearly ran from the room there and then, tdling hersdf that after dl,



now she knew the worst. Stll, if she were going to carry out her plan, she needed better proof of
Merryc's sorcererhood than one bewitchment that might just turn out to be a bent nall shegging a seam.
Thistime she carefully did her hand adong the bags, found the bone toggle that held the flgp closed, and
unwound the tie without trying to remove the saddle-bags at dl. Her ploy worked; she could dip her
hand dl the way into the bag. She took one last nervous look out the window, then went fishing in
Merryc's gear.

She could fed perfectly ordinary things at firg - socks, an anv for mending leatherwork such as a
pediar might need for his pack on the road, a bag of smdl coins - then her fingers struck ametd disk that
hed the greasy fed of lead. Merdly touching it made her fed uneasy; when she drew it out, she nearly
screamed again. It was hanging from aleather strap, so that it had a clear top and bottom, and graved on
it was the upsidedown pentagram, the star of evil. She shoved it back in, then bolted from the room,
clattering down the wooden stairs and out, running full-tilt to the public well so she could wash her hands
inthe open trough, over and over again even though the water was cold and she had no soap.

By the time she fdt clean enough, it was growing dark. Glomer hurried back to the tavern and the light
and warmth of her mother’ sfire.

‘And where have you been? Sama said.
‘Sdting rat-traps, Mam.’
‘Well, my thanks, my sweet. I’ ve heard them rudling about for days now.’

Glomer tried to smile and kndt down at the hearth to lay the bakestones into the embers. Merryc
returned not five minutes later, sriding through the tavern on hisway to the stairs up.

‘Oh, Merryc? Sama cdled out. “We've had to put traps for the rats updtairs. Be careful you don’t
spring them.

‘I will, then. Thiswinter weather seems to drive them insde’
‘It does, truly, it does.’

Even s0, Glomer spent dl evening in a state of nerves, wondering if he would notice that someone had
touched his hidden saddle-bags, but he never said aword to her.

In the morning she was faced with the mogt difficult part of her plan. As soon as her mother’s back
was turned she I€ft the tavern room, grabbed her old, patched cloak from upstairs, and dipped out the
back aley without anyone seeing her. Once she reached the main streets she dowed to a steady wak
and made her way uphill to the gwerbret’ s dun. There she hesitated one last time, because men stood on
guard, pacing back and forth in the open gateway.

‘You, lass!” one of them called. ‘“What do you want?
Although she badly wanted to bolt she made hersdlf go over and drop him a curtsey.

‘Please, gr, I'm afriend of Nonna s, who works in the kitchen, and her mother asked me to take her
amessage’

‘Oh, wel and good, then. Go on through. See the main broch? The kitchen hut's dl the way round the
back, by the wel.’



Her heart was pounding like a gdloping horse as she walked into the ward. Although she'd been by
the gates and peered ingde many atime, never before had she actudly been dlowed in. Yet inaway, the
dun was disgppointing, not much more than an extenson of the aty with its clutter of huts and sheds, the
hurrying servants and the chickens and hogs in pens. She had a hard time locating the cookhouse, but by
asking for Nonna she eventualy found hersdf at the back door of the great hdl, where, ganding in the
curve of the wadl, her friend was polishing tankards with a rag. The great hdl, with its date floors,
enormous hearths, and carved tables, did a better job of living up to her expectations, and for a moment
she merdly goggled at dl the finery. Then Nonna saw her and came hurrying over.

‘What are you doing here? Is something wrong a home?

‘It's not, but Nonna, please help me. Do you remember that pedlar who's lodging with us? He's an
evil sorcerer. I've seen proof. | was thinking maybe that the man named Nevyn that you're dways talking
about would -

‘Oh, he' s nat going to have time for the likes of you!”’

‘W, what about the captain then?

‘I’'m not going to waste histime on your wild tales.’

‘But if you took me to meet Cullyn, you' d have a chance to speak with him yoursdlf, wouldn’t you?

The bribe was irresgible. Nonna giggled, glanced around the hdl, then dipped her am through
Glomer's.

‘Come dong. He' s judt gtting down &t table’

The 9ght of Cullyn, tdl and fierce with his scar-dashed face, was dmaost enough to freeze Glomer's
tonguein her head, but she managed to drop him a respectable curtsey while Nonna introduced her as a
friend from down in town. Cullyn dewed around in his chair and scowled at her.

‘Out with it, lass. What brings you to me?

‘My mam runs a tavern, dr, and there's this man lodging with us. He says he's a pedlar, but he's
redly a sorcerer. | found a piece of jewdlery in his saddle-bags with the Star of Evil graved upon it when
| was sdtting rat-traps in his chamber.’

As soon as she'd blurted it out, she fdt like a fool, babbling of sorcerers to such an important man,
but Cullyn whistled sharply under his bregth.

‘Oh did you now? Come dong with me, lass. We' d best go sraight to Nevyn. Nonna, my thanks. Go
back to your work.’

Blushing and envious, Nonna did just that as Glomer followed the captain from the great hdl and into
a dde tower. As they dimbed up and up a spirdling iron staircase, Glomer was daing a dl the
tapestries hanging on the stone walls and the eaborately cast slver sconces - never in her life had she
seen 0 many fine things in one place. Fndly they came to a landing and a wooden door. When Cullyn
knocked, it was opened by an old man whose piercing ice-blue eyes and brisling eyebrows raised in a
frozen glare made the captain seem as sweet and gentle as allittle lamb.

‘What is it now? he snarled. ‘Oh, my apologies, Cullyn. | thought it was one of the pages. They've



been interrupting my work dl blasted morning. What have we here?
‘A lass with an interegting tale, my lord. | think me you'd best hear it.’

Nevyn ushered them insde to his reception chamber and ingsted that Glomer St in a cushioned chair
by the window while he took a plain chair opposite her and Cullyn stood by the door. Since she'd never
been up so highin her life, the view out and down to the harbour made her fed dizzy, and she kept her
gaze firmly ingde after one quick look. She started with Merryc's ariva, told them about the Widow
Dacrd s sure test for sorcery, and finished up with her discovering the lead disk in his gear.

‘I know it was wrong of me to go through his things, my lords, but | was o frightened. | don’t know
why he got my wind up so badly, my lords, but he just did, and here were me and Mam dl done with
hmand dl.’

‘Oh, you did the right thing, lass; Nevyn said. ‘No doubt about that. Captain, go fetch a couple of
your lads and meet us down by the front gate, will you? | think we' d best take this Merryc under arrest.’

‘Heredly isan evil sorcerer? Glomer squeaked.
‘Heis What'sthis? Nevyn amiled at her. “You didn't truly believe it yoursdf before now, did you?

She shook her head no and redized that she fdt very weak and strange indde. Nevyn poured a
swalow of mead into a goblet from a pitcher on the table and ingsted she choke the fiery suff down.
Once she stopped coughing she fdt much better.

‘Very wdl, lass. You take me and the captain to your mother’s tavern, and then leave the rest to us.
I'll see you get areward for your sharp eyes, too.’

‘Oh please, my lord.” Here was the crux of her plan, and Glomer arranged a humble amile. ‘All I'd
truly want for a reward is a job here in the dun. I'm good at waiting on tables and washing pots and
suchlike’

‘Indeed? Wl then, I’ ve no doubt | can get you one. Now let’s go put our stoat of a sorcerer into his
cage’

On hisway out, Cullyn stopped by the armoury and got a pair of stout lesther thongs, then went on to
the great hdl and rounded up Amyr and Praedd, who'd been dicing for straws over their morning
tankards of de. He took them down to the main gates, where Nevyn and the lass from town were

dready waiting.
“We want this to be quiet, like, the old man said. ‘If you can manage it anyway, captain.’

‘Oh, | think we can trick him, my lord. A pedlar, is he? Everyone knows they're the fird ones
suspected if somewhat’s been stolen.” He turned to the girl. ‘Think helll be in your tavern when we get
there?

‘He should be. My mam aways serves amed about now.’

When they reached the Street of the Three Swans, Cullyn Ieft the gifl with Nevyn by the public well,
then sent Praedd, a strong and beefy sort, round to the tavern’s back door while he and Amyr walked in
the front. There was a far anount of custom in the smoky room: a table-full of salors drinking by the
door, a couple of longshoremen edting bread and bacon by the hearth and jesting with a grey-haired



woman who aready looked drawn and pae with exhaugtion, here an hour before noon. At a table by
himsdf was the man who fitted the description that Glomer had given. As soon as he saw two of the
regent’s men comein the front door the fdlow got up and started for the back - only to find it filled with
Praedd, who clamped his massive hands onto the fellow’s shoulders and held him while the captain made
hisway over. The longshoremen snickered and the sallors dl leaned forward to get a better 1ook.

‘Come dong, lad,” Cullyn said. ‘A merchant over on the street of goldsmiths says someone walked
off with some trinkets of his’

‘Wdl, it wasn't me” Merryc snarled. ‘I know a stranger dways gets blamed for every cursed thing
that goes wrong, but | didn’t take anything from anyone.’

‘I'll just be asking you a few questions. Come adong nice and peeceful like, and you'll be back here
by dinnertime’

Merryc dlowed himsdf to be shoved out the back door. Although he snarled and swore when Cullyn
bound his hands behind his back, he did little else to put up afuss, at leest &t fird.

‘All right, Amyr. Go fetch Nevyn, and then go upgtairs with the old man to get thisfellow’s gear.’

Merryc howled and threw himsdf to one side, kicking out, desperately trying to twist free of Praedd’s
hands, writhing and squesking like arat in aterrier’s jaws until Cullyn drew his sword, reversed it, and
knocked him hard over the head with the hilt. Praedd laid the unconscious man down on the ground and
kndt to bind his ankles together.

‘When you're done, go ask those longshoremen if they want to earn a couple of coppers,’ Cullyn
sad. ‘Cursed if I'll carry thislittle bastard back to the dun.’

The longshoremen were indeed willing, and once Nevyn and Amyr had retrieved the prisoner’s
belongings, they dl set off to carry the sorcerer to justice. Since they collected curious children on the
way, and a gaggle of adult loiterers too, it wasin something of a fedtive parade that Merryc was marched
into the gwerbret’ s dun and dumped into a stout cdl in the geol out back of the broch. Nevyn paid off the
longshoremen, sent the children on ther way with them, then knelt down on the dirty straw beside their
prize.

‘I hope | didn’t hit im too hard,” Cullyn said.
‘Oh, hell live to stand histrid. Fetch me a bucket of well-water, will you?

As so0n as the water hit his face the prisoner began to moan and flop from sde to side, but when he
opened his eyes to find Nevyn leaning over him, he went dead-diill, daring a the old man like the
proverbid rabbit a aferret.

‘I think me you know who | am,” Nevyn said with a grim little smile. *Good. You can bargain with
me, lad. Everything you know for your life’

Merryc amiled briefly and looked away to stare up at the calling.
‘I keep my word, lad.

‘I know that, and no doubt you would spare me - to rot in the gwerbret’s geol until my own guild
came to kill me. Evenif you let me go free, they’d hunt me down sooner or later. Always running, aways



waiting for the fed of the knife - what kind of alifeisthat? And it’'s the only one you can offer me’
‘And what if we find ways to make you tak anyway?

‘Oh, and do you expect me to bdieve you'd lay one hot iron on me? You? The mindng milksop
Magter of the Aethyr? You don't have the guts, old man, and you know it.

Cullyn swore doud at hearing Nevyn addressed so disrespectfully, but the old man merdy amiled, a
sad and rueful twigt of his mouth.

‘I don't, at that.” Nevyn sat back on his heds and considered the bound man. ‘Bt it's a true pity that
you can't understand why.’

‘Guild, he said? Cullyn broke in. “What's he taking about?

‘Assassins. Come now, you must have heard awhisper or two about the Hawks of Bardek when you
were adlver dagger.’

‘Wdl, so | did. Then he'sright enough, my lord. He doesn’t have a candle-flame s chance in the three
hels’

‘Oh, | agree. It just achesmy heart, that’s dl.” The old man got up, dusting off the knees of his brigga.
‘1 need to go tak to the tieryn. Leave Praedd and Amyr here on guard, will you?

‘I will. Have you had a chance to look through his gear yet?
‘Just the merest peek - but that was enough to hang him!

Before they left the cdl, Cullyn untied the prisoner, and they left Merryc Stting dumped in one corner,
his head on his knees like a naughty child. Nevyn was't content with Smply barring the door from the
outsde, he inggted that the gaoler bring out one of his rare and precious padlocks and chain the bar to
the staples. Then the old man took Praedd and Amyr aside.

‘Now whatever you do, don't look him in the face, lads. HEIIl try to make you do it. HEIl probably
taunt you at firgt, then maybe pretend he' s Sick or dying, but ignore him. If by some odd chance he does
die, well, he's spared us the time spent hanging him, so well and good, say |. When it comes time to give
him food and water, fetch me before you open the cdl. You'll have to, actudly - | purloined the key
when the gaoler’s back was turned.’

‘My lord? Amyr said. *“What'll happen if we look a him?
‘Hell try to ensorcd you, of course’
Amyr’'slips parted inan ‘Oh’, but no sound came.

While Nevyn went back to the broch to find the regent, Cullyn shooed the last of the loiterers out of
the ward and sent the servants back about their business, too, but he did dlow Glomer to wait in the
kitchen hut with Nonna. It's too bad, he thought, that Nonna doesn’'t have hdf her friend's common
sense and a quarter of her wits - enough to leave aman like me adone, anyway. Since he wasn't blind, he
knew perfectly wdl that the lass was flirting with him for dl she was worth. He decided to have a word
with Cook later and ask her to put an end to it, then started back to the grest hall.



‘Cullyn, Cullyn?” It was Tewylla, running across the ward with her skirts hiked up like a farm lass.
‘Rhodda s gone off somewhere!’

‘Ye gods When?

‘dugt now. She was playing with her grandmother when Nevyn came in, and the poor child was so
incensed that our lady went off with him that she dashed out the door before | hdf redized what was
happening. I’ ve got every page and sarving lass in the dun searching the broch for her, but I'll wager she
went outside. She dways does head for the open ar when somewhat’ s troubling her.’

‘S0 she does. The stables are a good wager. She loves the horses!’

Yet as they were hurrying across the ward, it occurred to Cullyn that Rhodda had once been the
object of the dark dweomer’ s attack, and that they had a dark dweomerman in the dun.

‘Come on! Thisway!’

He set off a a trot with her running to keep up as they dodged through the huts and sheds in the
crowded ward. Just as they turned round the armoury by the gaol they saw Amyr rushing out to meet
them.

‘Captainl WE ve got to fetch Nevyn. Somewhat truly weird is hgppening.’
‘Nevyn'sin the chamber of justice with the tieryn,” Tevyllasaid, panting alittle. ‘Hurry, lad”’

Merryc's cel was a the end of a narrow corridor. As Cullyn ran down he could see Praedd, cursng
and writhing and swatting at the ar as if he were being attacked by huge and invisble wasps. The
padlock and its chain were jingling furioudy, dipping thisway and that on the bar but not, of course, ever
coming free, hedged by the staples as they were.

‘Old Nevyn's afar-gghted man,” Cullyn remarked. Almogt in spite of himsdf he was remembering the
time when Jll was atiny lass and used to prattle about seeing the Wildfolk. If nothing else, he decided, it
was worth atry. ‘All right, Praedd, I’'m here. Hang on a bit.’

Cullyn st his hands on his hips and glared at the air right by the lad’ s head.

‘Stop that dl of you right now, or Nevyn's going to be as mad as mad, and sowill I
With one last sob Praedd dumped back againgt the wall.

‘It's gone, captain. It just stopped. Whatever it was.’

‘Good. Now, come away from the door. There's naught more you can do. Go outside and wait for
the old man there’’

He pressed himsdf againg the wall to let Praedd sdle past, then went down to the door. From indde
the cdl he heard a howl of rage, and Merryc’s face appeared in the tiny barred opening. Mindful of what
Nevyn said, Cullyn looked only &t the bridge of the prisoner’s nose and held his gaze there. After a brief
moment Merryc snarled like a dog.

“You won't be ensorcdlling me, lad,” Cullyn said, and cadmly. *Now where' s the child? Tdl me, or I'll
break you on the whed mysdf, one bone a atime. | don’t have Nevyn's scruples.”



‘What makes you think | know where she is?
‘Tdl me, or your desth comesin pieces, and as dow as| can make it

‘In the shed directly behind here. It' sfull of sacks of turnips. That'sdl | can see through her eyes, but
| know she's nearby.’

With a sound hdf-way between a sob and a gasp, Tewylla rushed down the hdl and out, nearly
running into Nevyn, judging from the round of hasty gpologies at the door. As the old man came hurrying
down, Cullyn dowly and deliberatdly turned his back on Merryc. He could hear the evil dweomerman
snaling again in sheer frugtrated rage, but Nevyn was grinning.

‘By the hdlls, captain, from what Praedd’ s been tdling me even the Folk of the Air are afraid of Cullyn
of Cerrmor!’

“‘Not truly, my lord. | threatened them with you.’

Nevyn actudly laughed, arusty chuckle like the cresking of an old gate, then handed over the big iron
key, so Cullyn could unlock the chain. When they opened the door they found Merryc cowering in a
corner with his arms thrown over his face. Cullyn grabbed him by the wrigts, flung hm forward, pulled
him round and twisted his arms behind his back while Merryc screamed and swore in the Bardek tongue.
Then Nevyn stepped in and looked himin the face before the man could close his eyes. Cullyn watched
fascinated as Nevyn stared, merdy stared, into Merryc's eyes, but the gaze mugt have seemed like a hot
iron to the prisoner, who babbled and writhed and twisted in the captain’s hands like a chicken that sees
the cook’ s hatchet lying on the block. All a once Merryc went rigidly dill, and quiet.

‘There; Nevyn remarked casudly. ‘Y ou can hand him over to me now. I’ll take Amyr and Praedd, if
you don’'t mind, to get him to the chamber of justice. Bring Tevylla and the child dong after us, will you?

‘I will, my lord. No doubt Tevva's found the lass by now.’

She had, indeed, and she was waiting for them outside with the terrified child clasped in her arms.
Since Rhodda was getting too heavy for her nursemaid to carry for long, Cullyn took her and let her sob
agang his shoulder as they walked dowly back to the broch. Although he asked her a question or two,
dl she could say, between sobs, was that the bad man had a long, long am and that his mind pinched.
Nevyn explained things more dearly in the chamber of judtice.

‘Merryc did to her what he did to Bryc back in lagt fdl. He caught her by her mind, because he
redized that the Wildfolk would do her bidding. He could use her to use them, you see - or perhaps you
don't see, but that’s what happened anyway. That's why | padlocked the door. The Wildfolk can lift a
bar from its staples, but they can't pick alock.’

‘Ah. Tieryn Lovyan had an odd expression, asif she were wishing she could dlow hersdf the luxury
of hyserics. ‘“Wel, whatever you say I'll believe, Nevyn. Oh dear goddess, | had so hoped Rhodda
would be a ... well, um, never mind that now. What shdl we do with this creature?

Merryc was kneding on the floor between a scowling Amyr and a Praedd who looked frankly
murderous, with budding bruises on his face that made Nevyn's tak of Wildfolk dl the more believable.
During the old man's explanation Merryc had never even glanced up once, but now he dowly raised his
head and looked at the tieryn.

‘Are you going to beg for mercy? she said.



‘I won't, but no morewill I deny whet the old man says.’

‘Very wdl. I've sent for a priest of Bel, and well have your hearing as soon as he comes. Nevyn,
does the child need to day for this?

‘She does’t, nor does Migtress Tevylla. Cullyn?

Cullyn gave im a nod of agreement and carried the child out of the chamber of justice. As they were
going down the long hdll to the staircase, Tevyllaturned to him.

‘My thanks, captain.’
‘Most welcome, but here, cdl me by my name, will you? Y ou're not part of the warband.’

‘W, so I’'m not.” She gave him a amile that was the more charming for being shy. Till the morrow,
then.’

After he saw them safdy indde, Cullyn wandered out into the ward, filled with the long shadows of
Aberwyn's many-towered dun as the winter’s day came to its early end. As he walked out to the
barracks, everyone he passed acknowledged him with some gesture of respect, a nod from the
noble-born, a bow or a curtsey from the servants, a muttered ‘sr' and a draightening of their posture
from the members of both warbands, the one that had served Gwerbret Rhys as wdl as the one Lovyan
hed brought with her. 1t struck him that evening that if someone had refused the gesture he would have
been inqulted, he of dl people, a man who had ridden the long road as an outcast for dl those years. He
had grown solidly used to having a respected place in life, accustomed to knowing that wherever he went
as Lovyan's captain, he would have not only a bed to deep in and a place a table but a certain
acknowledgement that he was an important man in the tierynrhyn. Yet that evening, it aso struck him,
and for the fird time, that something was missng in his new life. A woman of my own, he thought; by the
hdlls, that would be good to have again. When he thought of JlI’'s mother, dead for so many years now,
he could bardly remember her face.

The priest of Bd, a sout man, shaved bald and wearing a heavy winter cloak over the linen tunic of
his cdling, arived soon after Cullyn had taken Tevylla and Rhodda away. Although Nevyn was
wondering how the man was going to take talk of dweomer, Lovyan side-stepped the entire problem.

Traedd, Amyr, make that weasd stand up properly, will you? He can show some respect to the
priest. Now, Your Holiness. Thisis the man who tried to murder my granddaughter this autumn. Nevyn's
proved the entire thing to my satisfaction, but | need your advice on the laws!’

Nevyn turned to the priest.
“Your Holiness, what' s the usud punishment for such a crime?

‘Hanging, of course. Even though the child isillegitimeate, she's ill a blood her, and thus any attempt
agang her is an act not merdy of attempted murder, but of full-blown treachery.” The priest frowned,
rummeaging through his vast memory. The Edicts of King Cynan contain the most recent statement of this
principle, but there are earlier precedents, the clearest, perhaps, being found in the ninth-century
codification of Maryn the First.

‘Wl and good, then, Your Holiness’ Lovyan said. ‘On the morrow morn I'll convene a maover.
About two hours before noon, | think, would be suitable’



‘Very good, Your Grace. | shdl have the proper statement of precedents prepared at that time” The
old men turned his shrewd dark eyes on Merryc, who was danding diffly between his guards. ‘Do you
wish to talk to me, my son, or some other priest from our temple? It's time to prepare your soul for
Great Bd’s judgment hdl.’

Merryc amiled briefly, then spat on the floor. Praedd cuffed him as they dragged him away.

Nevyn and Lovyan went up to the reception room of her suite, where the wind howled and banged a
the glass in the windows and blew the occasiona puff of smoke from the fire. Shivering in her plaid cloak,
Lovyan stood by the hearth and rubbed her hands together.

‘Thet’'s better,” she pronounced at last. The Chamber of Judtice is so wretchedly cold this time of
year. Ah by the Goddess, Nevyn, | fed so old and weary! I've never sentenced a man to hang before,
and I'll have to be there to waich it, too, | suppose.” She shuddered again. ‘Well, no one has to worry
about my gedling the rhan out from under its red heir, the way so many regents have done. | shdl be
vay glad indeed to turn it over when the time comes.” Although she was trying to speak lightly, her eyes
were haggard with worry. ‘If the time comes, | suppose | should say.’

‘It will, Your Grace. It will.
Y et he could hear the weariness and wondering in his own voice.

After the evening med Nevyn went back to his chambers. With Elaeno to keep him company, he
stood at the window and looked out and down to the distant harbour, where the foaming waves rolled in
seadily and bobbed the boats around at the piers. There was a sorm on the way, he supposed, but even
between blows, the seas would stay high al winter long. No matter how badly he longed to be in
Bardek, he was going to stay in Eldidd till spring.

‘That'sdl thereis to it, | suppose,” Nevyn remarked. ‘Or have you ever heard of a ship meking the
crossing from here to, say, Surtinnaiin the winter?

‘Not successfully.” Elaeno considered the problem for a moment. ‘I've never heard of anyone even
trying it, to tdl you the truth.’

‘Theré sfdly and then there’ s absolute madness, eh?

‘Jugt so. Evenif you didn’'t run head on into a big sform, and that’s an enormous “if”, you could knock
your craft to pieces in the swdls, or lose sdls racking endledy into the bluster, or get blown so far
off-course your crew could starve before you reached land. We have an old proverb a home no man
nor demon neither can command the wind.’

‘And atrue oneit is’ All a once Nevyn was struck by a thought. ‘But asking it a favour might be a
very different thing indeed.’

Later that night, when the dun was adeep, Nevyn wrapped himsdf in two cloaks and went out into
the formd gardens. As he waked across the lawvns they crackled underfoot; in the moonlight a rimy frost
lay glittering on the dark mounds of mulched rose bushes and the frozen water in the dragon fountain.
When he found a sheltered corner out of sght of the broch, he made a vast five-pointed star of blue light
inhis mind; then he imagined it so clearly that it seemed to float in front of iminmid air. Very quidly, yet
90 intensdy that it seemed his whole body vibrated with the sound, he chanted doud the names of the
Kings of Air. Although the night had been dill, as soon as he finished the cdl, the wind came to him,
pouring from the centre of the star in a rush and snap of power that made his cloak flgp around him.



(When he glanced around, though, he saw that nothing ese in the garden was moving.) Statdy and
shimmering on the wind's back rode the Kings. They spoke only in pictures and fedings, of course, not in
words, but in awhile Nevyn managed to get his request across, that for a little space of time he wanted
the wind to serve him and take a ship across to the idands. With an exhdation of graciousness they
agreed, lingering round him for a moment, then gusting off to leave him shivering in the hushed garden
with only a sylph or two for company. Hurriedly he withdrew the star back into himsdlf. He wanted to get
back to hisfiresde and a tankard of mulled de.

For the rest of that night he sat up, brooding on his plans and fighting his worries, until at last, when the
dawn came, he could deep for a couple of hours, waking judt in time to make his appearance at the
regent’'s maover. In spite of her quams of the night before, when the time came to sentence Merryc to
hang, Lovyan's voice was rock-steady. The Bardekian himsdf was so withdrawn, so enfolded into his
own mind by some dark discipline that he seemed at times to be nothing but a portrait statue of himsdf,
asif he d dready left the present moment to stand in some hypothetical descendant’ s garden among the
datues of ther mutud ancestors. His actud death would come as an anti-climax to Merryc, Nevyn
supposed, just as Sarcyn’s had to him.

‘It may be one of the things | hate the most about the dark dweomer,” Nevyn remarked to Elaeno
later. The way it takes men with red tdent and spirit and breaks and warps them to its own foul
purposes. I’ ve met more than afew of these apprentices, and every one was as twisted and ugly as those
pitiful Wildfolk they keep around them.’

‘“The men are much worse off, I’d say. It'salong Sght easier to hed the poor Wildfolk.’

“You're right enough. Well, | think me thet the time is coming for a little revenge on our part. Once
we' ve found JIl and Salamander, and -one hopes - Rhodry, too, well see aout making the Dark
Brotherhood pay for ther crimes’

“‘Good. I'm going to be glad to see oring come, believe me!’

‘Spring? Oh, of course, | haven't had a chance to tdl you yet! We' re going to Bardek sraightaway. |
asked the wind, and it agreed to take us draight there, safe from storms and suchlike’

Elaeno started to speak, thought better of it, shut his mouth, reconsidered once again and opened it,
then findly made a strangled sort of sound deep in his throat.

‘s somewhat wrong? Nevyn said.

‘Naught. Why, what could be wrong? If the wind agrees, well then, who am | to argue? I'll just hunt
up my firg mate and tdl him to gather the crew. | take it that the regent will provision us?

“No doubt. Hum, | haven't spoken to her yet, either, and | suppose I'd better Sraightaway. How long
will it take you to get the ship seaworthy and ready to sail?

“Two, three days, depending on how many men her grace details to hdp us’
‘I'll make sure you've got everything you need, you can depend on that.’

Although Nevyn of course told Lovyan the truth about ther detination, she agreed that a smdl
deception was in order. They let the rest of the court think that in order to get a jump on next year's
trading, Elaeno was saling to Cerrmor, a tricky journey in winter though a possible one, as long as a ship
hugged the coast. Nevyn himsdf, or so the story went, was travdling with him to confer with Gwerbret



Cerrmor about the vexed palitical stuation in Eldidd. Although no close reation, Ladoic of Cerrmor was
kin to Rhodry on the Maglwaedd side, and thus a possble dly in this unspoken war for the rhan.

‘| sdl give you new clothes to take with you, too,” Lovyan said. ‘And one of Aberwyn’s minor sedl
rings aswdl as what coin | can scrape together. You'd best go as my councillor, Nevyn, not merdy my
friend. They dways say that every Bardek archon starts his career as a merchant, and so I'll wager they
understand just how rich the Aberwyn trade is. They’ll want to be on theright side of her ruler.’

‘Jugt s0. Do you think some of Rhodry’s men would volunteer to come with me? | can pass them off
as an honour guard, and | fear me | might need a few good swords before this scrap is done. 1'd take
Cullyn, but you need him more. Hanging Merryc doesn’'t mean Rhodda will be safe. I'll wager he's not
the only rat in the granary.’

‘| agree, unfortunately. As for the men, | doubt very much if you'll have a shortage of volunteers.
You'd best take only ten, though - any more would be suspicious’

‘I'll have Cullyn pick them out, then.’

‘Good. And think up a new name, will you, Snce I'm going to give you letters patent to carry and so
on. “No one’ just smply won't do. Didn’t you use another name around the king's herdd? Was it your
red name? | had the odd feding it was.’

“You were quite right. Even though my father chose to change it later out of spite, Garion was what
my mother named me’

‘How antique-sounding!’

‘Then it suits me perfectly, because if ever a man was aliving rdic, it's me. Very well, Your Grace.
WEell do our best to bring Rhodry back for you.’

‘Not just for me, Lord Gdrion. For Eldidd.’

While Elaeno and hisfirg mate worked with the crew that afternoon, Nevyn went up to the tower for
one lagt vigt with Perryn, or so he thought of it. Although Perryn’s physical hedth was sound again, he
dill spent long hourslying in bed and saring at the caling or gtting at the window and gtaring at the sky.
When Nevyn came in, he found the lord at the latter, watching the sullen drift of grey clouds coming up
from the south-east.

“How’ s your breathing today?

‘Oh, er, ah, well, clear enough, | suppose’’

*Good, good. You should make steady progress from now on.’

Perryn nodded and went back to garing at the clouds.

‘Come now, lad.” Nevyn put on his best jolly-but-firm bedside manner. * Y ou're not going to hang or
suchlike, you know. It' stime to start thinking about meking somewhat of your life’

‘But, um. | mean, er, ah, wdl, | just keep thinking about Jll.’

‘I'm sorry, but she's forever beyond you.’



‘I know that. Not what | meant, you see. Er, wdl, | was thinking about what you said, some weeks
back, | mean. About not seding things because well, ah, it's meddling and you don’'t know what's going
to happen. Do you remember somewhat of that?

‘I do, and I'll admit to being pleased you' re thinking it over.’

‘I have been, truly, and it aches my heart | was so stupid, about, er, well, you know, um, well, about
Rhodry, | mean. | hated him because JlI loved him, and here he was rather ah ... er... important.’

‘I'm afraid it's a bit late to be worrying about that now.’

‘I know, and that's what aches my heart. | want to make redtitution, but | don’t have anything to give
as lwdd. A couple of coppers, ahorse -well, er, ah, he's not truly my horse, | suppose - but the saddle
and suchlike are mine. It doesn’t add up to a cursed lot, does it?

‘It doesn't at that. Y ou might be able to pay Aberwyn some service, though | can't see you fighting in
the war if things come to that.’

‘I could be agroom, or train for afarrier. I'd do it gladly, if it would help.’
‘Wl and good, then. WE I talk about it when | come back.’

‘| heard the servants saying you were going to Cerrmor. Can | go, too? My heart aches with fear dl
the time, wondering what Cullyn would do if you weren't here to protect me’

‘He doesn’'t even know what you've done.’
“He might find out.’

‘Now, now, | . .. Nevyn hestated, thinking hard, trying to remember something that Perryn had
once mentioned about himsdf. ‘ Here, lad, after you met up with Rhodry, you started following JiI again.
How did you know where she'd gone?

‘It'sjud thisthing | can do. Like, er, like charming horses. | can jugt do it
‘Very wel, but what isit that you're doing?

‘Finding somewhat that | love, like ahome or my cousin or Jll. It's this feding. When I’'m pointed the
right way | fed splendid, and when I'm pointed the wrong way, | fed rotten at heart.’

‘Do you now? Y ou know, this could come in very handy indeed. Tdl you what, lad, you can sal with
me after dl.

‘Sail? Perryn’s voice rose to a squeak. ‘In aship? All the way to Cerrmor?
‘Judt that.

‘| can't do that. I'll be sick the whole beestly way. I'd rather face Cullyn than be sea-sick again, truly
| would.

‘“Too bad. You were the one who was just taking about restitution, weren't you? And you'll get used
to the motion after awhile’



Out of smple mercy Nevyn omitted tdling him their red destination. Bardek lay many more days of
sling away than Cerrmor did.

When the day of departure findly came, it dawned utterly windless. Since Nevyn had no desire to cdl
the wind on shore where dl of Aberwyn could watch him, Elaeno badgered the harbour master into
providing a crew of longshoremen and yelled at the gwerbret’s fleet magter till he dlowed the Bardekian
to press a couple of gdleys into service as tugs. From somewhere these harried officias found plenty of
ropes as thick as a man's am and poles the same. Once they had the necessary equipment, the
Bardekian's fird mate took over and showed everyone how to link the merchantman to the gdleys.
Elaeno and Nevyn got out of the way and stood on the stern deck of his ship, the Harban Datzolan,
which trandates out, more or less, to the Guaranteed Profit.

‘I don’t know why they're carrying on so,” Elaeno remarked to Nevyn. ‘Every harbour in Bardek has
tugs and suchlike for days like this. You can often pick up a bit of breeze out on the open sea when it's
dill as death in harbour.’

‘Indeed? Wdl, I'm afraid | know very little about ships and sailing.

“You don't need to. You get me the wind, and I'll get us to Surtinna. By the way, I’'ve got Perryn tied
up down in the hold. Once we're wdl out of port, I'll release him, but | didn't want him jumping
overboard at the last minute’

Oars flashing, the improvised tugs headed out, the ropes groaning and cresking as they tightened, and
the heavy merchantman began to move as the longshore crew shoved it away from the pier with ther
poles. Nevyn settled himsdf on a couple of crates in the bow and looked up at the top of the magt,
where the blue and slver dragon pennant of the gwerbrets of Aberwyn hung flaccid in the windless cold.
Elaeno stood casudly in front of him, effectively shidding him with his vast bulk while he gave orders to
his fird mate. Nevyn shut out the sound of their voices and gathered himsdf, cdling in his mind on the
Kings of Air as he let himsdf snk into a state close to trance. Up on the magt the pennant stirred and
fluttered as they came, announcing that they remembered their promise to the Master of the Aethyr.
Elaeno glanced up, then yelled at the men on the tow-ropes to get ready to throw them clear. Nevyn
imaged the flaming pentagram and placed it far astern. Now, he thought, let the wind come!

With a roar and a whiglle the squal rushed out, a channd of wind not more than thirty feet wide,
dreaming over the sea and driping the water dark as it ran. With a dap it hit the sals, and the ship
bounded forward like a kicked dog.

Throw those ropes!” Elaeno bellowed. ‘Get ‘em clear, or we'll be dragging the cursed tugs to Bardek
with ug’

The men heaved the ropes clear just as the ship raced between the two gdleys and burst free of the
harbour. Except for Elaeno, every man on board was utterly slent, saring at their arrow-straight wake or
gancng furtively around as if they were afraid to look each other in the eye. In a sorm of foul curses
Elaeno belowed orders and got them moving, some rushing aoft to trim the sails, others below to shift
bdlagt and cargo. After making afew adjustments to the wind's direction and speed, Nevyn got up and
stretched. Far behind, Eldidd was aready fading to a smear on the horizon.

‘By the Holy Stars themsdlves,” the fird mate whispered. ‘I’ ve never seen awind like this before.’
‘Savour it, Elaeno said. * Doubtless you never will again.’

For days the ssorm clouds had lan like sheared fleeces over the Surtinna foothills Even when it



waan't actudly raining, athick mis shrouded the view and dung to the wet cloaks of the Great if Utterly
Gum Krysdlo and his sneezing band of barbarians while the winds blew seadily, so cold that Jll
assumed that it must be snowing up in the high mountains. The one good thing she could say about the
weather was that being miserable was keeping her mind off the Hawks. The entire world seemed to have
shrunk to the congtant sruggle to keep moving through wet and cold. Since they were off the road the
footing was next to impossible - trails that were deep mud or grassy hillsdes so saturated thet the sod
solit like overripe fruit under the horses' hooves. At times a horse would fdl, and its panic would spread
through the long line of stock. Caming them again would waste precious time, until Jil was ready to
amply turn the entire herd loose to fend for itsdf. Oddly enough, to her way of thinking, it was aways
Sdamander who ingsted they keep dl the horses with them for as long as possible.

Thenights camps brought no red rest or respite. It was another struggle to find decent grazing for the
horses and to keep the humans meagre provisons dry. Lighting a fire was out of the question, even with
Sdamander’ s dweomer; not only would the light announce ther presence to possible enemies, but there
was quite Smply no dry wood.

At night no one could deep properly in wet blankets, there was no naturd shelter except for the
tangled and thorny underbrush or the occasiona stand of boulders. They dl began taking less and less,
since every word seemed to come out as a snarl or a snap that set off an argument

Through it dl Jll kept a drict watch on Gwin, even though his devotion to Rhodry was so dog-like
thet it turned her somach. Late one afternoon, as she and Sdamander were tethering the riding horses
together out of earshot of the others, Jil brought up her suspicions.

‘Evenif he doesn’'t mean to betray us, how do | know the Hawks aren't ill usng him? Couldn’t they
make some sort of link with hismind and just follow him like a beacon?

They could, but they haven’t, my dubious dove. | scrutinized him most thoroughly and found naught.’
“You're certain?

‘I am certain, positive, convinced, and quite, quite sure” He paused in his work to look her over with
shrewd eyes. ‘ Jedous, are you?

‘Just what do you mean, you rotten df?

‘Just what | said. Everywhere our Rhodry goes, there's Gwin, gazing a him fondly and hanging on his
every word and gmile like a lover. And theré's Rhodry, who may or may not be flatered - but he
certainly doesn't ask him to stop.’

For amoment Jll fdt like hitting him, just for pointing out what she' d been trying not to see.

‘I"d be jedlous too, if | were you,” Salamander went on, somewhat hadily. ‘I'm not bdlittling you,
mind. But here, my sagacious sparrow, ponder this. It's not Rhodry that Gwin'sin love with, but his own
sdvation. Ye gods, think of how he mus fed! For the firg timein hislife, he has hope, he has a future, he
has honour ... of course he's englamoured. But he can't understand that- Hawks are not trained in the
subtleties of the mind, after dl - so he gives our Rhodry dl the credit and worships him.’

‘Wdl, truly, | see your point. But ...

‘It gripes your soul anyhow? Please don't throw that peg a me, my turtledove. Il leave an ugly
bruise’



With the sixth dawn, the sun findly broke through the clouds. As the mig rolled back, they could see
that not only did the trall they’ d been fallowing peter out into aravine, but aso that the archon’s road lay
only haf-a-mile downhill and to the west of their camp. After a brief argument, JlIl agreed tha they'd
better take the road and make some speed. Just & noon the sky began to clear before a south-running
wind. Although everyone's mood began to clear dong with it, and JIl was as glad as anyone a the
prospect of getting dry, dill she fdt uneasy without their water-shield around them. When she trotted her
horse up to the head of the line next to Salamander, she found him anxious as well.

‘I’d hoped we could hidein the rain until we reached Pastedion, my turtledove, but such, das, is not
the case.’

“How close do you think our enemies are?

For an answer he merdly shrugged. Although the hills rose steep on their left hand, the road was
winding leved here dong the lip of a canyon to their right. Some fifty yards down she could see the rush of
white water among the trees.

‘WEIl reach Pagtedion on the morrow,” Sdamander said abruptly. ‘If we reach it, that is. | fed
danger like agtink around us!’

‘So do 1.1 was thinking, if we could work with Gwin, maybe we could scry our enemies out.’

‘I like that “we’, my most magicd magpie. Well, perhaps we could, but truly, | rather dread the idea.
Opening alink to Gwin's charming little mind will not be the most pleasant of experiences.’

“‘Neither would dying at the hands of the Hawks.’
‘Urn, well, truly. How dearly and succinctly you put thingd WE Il seeif we can tak himinto it

‘Wdl and good, then. We should stop for the noon med soon and rest the horses. The poor beasts
have been through an ordedl of their own this past eightnight or so.’

True spoken, but | want to make another mile or so before we stop.” Sdamander looked profoundly
dy. Theré s somewhat | want you to see’

They were travdling here through a huge, V-shaped valey, with the river churning at the bottom point
of the V and ther road dinging to the left Sde, about haf-way up the hills. After some minutes JIl heard
an odd sound ahead, like the buzzing of an enormous swarm of bees, which dowly grew louder and
louder as they rode until it resolved itsdf into the pour of a waterfdl. The road made one lagt twist and
came, dl of a sudden, clear of the V-shaped vdley to end on aflat stretch of ground, the top of a diff,
while farther down on their right hand the canyon it had been bordering merdly ended, as aoruptly asif a
giant had cut the diff with a spade. Laced with rainbows the waterfdl roared and thundered, plunging
draight down thousands of feet to a long open vdley far below. With a whoop that was half-fear,
haf-ddight, Jll flung up her hand for a hat. Snorting and milling, the exhausted stock came to a stop and
a lagt stood quiet enough to let Rhodry and Gwin ride up beside her. When she twisted round in the
saddle she could see hdf ahill behind her, the dome diced through asif by thet hypothetical giant’s knife.
Across the valey, partly hidden by mids, rose its counterpart, diced just as deanly into another steep
diff. Beyond that hill she could see mountains rigng into white-glinting peaks that marched off to the
horizon.

‘What made thisvdley? she screamed a Sdamander.  Dweomer?



‘Don’t know,” he ydled back. The Wildfolk say ice did it, lots and lots of ice years and years ago, but
that' simpossble’

Screeching a each other over the thundering water-noise they dismounted and rationed out the lagt of
the grain to the riding mounts and pack-animas while the extra horses had to make do with scruffy grass.
Frightened though she was of possible pursuit, Jll decided that they Smply had to give the stock a rest,
because the only way down the diff was a switchbacked trail, not more than four feet wide, hacked -and
roughly - into the living rock. She hated thinking of the government daves who'd been forced to cut that
trail; some, no doubt, had died in the making.

Munching on a chunk of stae flatbread she walked over to the waterfdl and stared down at the vell of
mig floating as much as fdling to the valey floor. It fed the continuation of the north-south river they’d
been following, which joined another, winding roughly east to west. The valey itsdf ran dong this second
river for miles - she could see neither end of it - and while there were trees clustered dl dong the rivers,
the rest of the valey floor seemed to be the usud Bardekian grasdand. At the moment, though, the grass
was greening from the roots up, o that it seemed gold gauze lay over green ik dl across the valey, and
the trees were rain-washed glossy, like maachite beads in the sun. In a moment Sdamander came over
to join her. He pointed down &t the trail and grinned.

‘Hope you're not afraid of heightd’ he yelled.
She shook her head to save her voice.
‘Come with me;’ he went on at the same high volume. * Somewnhat €se to show you.’

Back where the road emerged from the hills the shoulder doped gradudly enough to dlow them to
scrabble up the shrubby grade and dimb part-way up the hill. As they moved dowly round to the valey
view they dso angled away from the fdls sufficently to hear themsdlves tak again.

‘Actudly | wanted a private word with you,” Sdlamander said.
‘| assumed that. Is Gwin cutting up rough about working with us?

‘I'm afraid so. Apparently he sees surrendering his will, even for the briefest of moments, as a grave
defeat and inqult. HE' s not accusing us of ingulting him, mind - rationdly he knows he should help - but he
finds the idea so revolting that | doubt if hell be ableto do it

That'storn it, then! WE Il have to rely on the Wildfolk. They’ve been good about warning us so far.’

‘Rdying on the Wildfolk, my petite partridge, is one of the better ways to suffer a hitter
disappointment.’

‘Oh of course, but there' s naught else to do.’

‘W, unfortunately, there is somewhat ese, but | say unfortunate because it's incredibly dangerous’
By then the steep dimb was making him pant a little. ‘To me, thet is, who's the one who'd be doing it if
wedoitat dl.’

‘Sorying in atrance?

‘Worse than that. Hying. Like Aderyn.’



‘I didn’t know you could do that.’

‘Wel, | just bardly learned. That's what makesit so dangerous.’

“‘Without you the rest of us are doomed. Thisis no time for cheap heroics’
‘Exactly what 1"d hoped you'd say.’

They shared a grin and saved ther breath for the dimb. At last they came to the crest, some five
hundred feet above the diff edge, and could look down the long vdley to the west. Jll swore doud at il
another marvd lying there, a lake about a mile across and so achingly blue that it looked like a piece of
sky trapped among the trees. It was a0 circular, so perfectly so that again she thought of government
daves. Sdamander waved an amin its direction and assumed his portentous wizard' s voice.

‘Behold the Navd of the World.’

“Ye gods, is that what the Bardekians cal it? Why did they go to dl the trouble to dig a pond like
that?

‘They didn’t. It's been here for ever, or s0 the priests tdl me. The Wildfolk say it was made by ahuge
gone that fdl out of the sky long before the afore-mentioned ice carved the valey. That's what | mean
about trugting the Wildfolk, my turtledove, or spiritsin genera. They mean well, but they have no wits. If
they don't know the truth about somewhat, they’ll make up a fantagtic story just because they want to
help their friends so badly.’

‘l see. Wel, dogs don't have any wits dther, but they bark loud enough when someone's a your
gate’

‘Now that is true-spoken, and a sgn of hope. And as you say, there's not alot ese we can do. When
we' re making camp tonight, you and | shdl ask our little friends to keep watch for us’

‘If we live to reach the vdley floor. That trall frightens me’

‘I've ridden down it before, actudly. Y ou've got to trust the horses. They want to live as badly as we
do, and they’re the ones with sure feet.’

‘If you say so0. And where' s Pastedion?

‘dugt beyond the lake. If it weren't so midy you could make it out, so we're not too far from
sanctuary. Unless we want to lame and founder these horses, once we reach the vdley floor they're
going to have to take their leisure like lords for the rest of the day.’

After afew minutes more rest they set out, Jll riding at the head of the line, Rhodry next, then Gwin,
and findly Salamander, taking the rear-and the dust that would make seeing difficult - because he knew
the trall. Although JIl had to coax her horse onto the trall, once he started he settled down, as if in his
dull, equine way he redlized that he'd be better off getting it over with, and the extra stock that she was
leading came dong steadily after him. The trail turned out to be a scant three feet wide except at the
switchbacks, where it widened like the scour of a river’s bends to about eght feet across, just barely
room enough for a clever horse to turn himsdf around. Occasiondly the diff face bulged out, forcing her
to lie dong her horse’'s neck as they squeezed past, because leaning out and away would have been a
dangerous manoeuvre indeed. Yet, so long as she didn’t look down over the edge, she found the going
much easier than she' d expected.



At the bottom, where the trail widened into a proper road, heading off to join the river, there was a
tdl dab of stone covered with Bardekian writing. JIl went some yards past it, then paused her horses and
turned in the saddle to watch the others, an understandable impulse that was something of a mistake,
When she saw Rhodry coming down, with his horse apparently crawling like a fly on the diff-face, she
fdt honestly faint, Sck to her somach and light-headed as she dung to her saddle peak and wondered
whet had ever possessed her to make a ride like that. She didn’'t look again until dl three of the men
were safe and Rhodry was beside her.

‘I couldn’t watch when you were riding down, my love,’ he said. *But doing it mysdf wasn't so bad.’
‘| fdt the same, truly. Sdlamander says we' re going to camp here for the rest of the day.’
‘Good. Ye gods, this sun feds splendid.’

With alazy grin he stretched in the saddle, tumning his face to the sky with a red ddight in the smple
fed of the warmth. It was an dven gesture, and she redized more of the change in him, that losing his
memory had stripped the perfect war-lord away from his core of sf in the same way that he' d throw off
hisarmour after a battle. But what's he going to do when he has to ride as cadvridoc again? she thought,
and with the thought came a cold fear, a wondering if he were 4ill the man that Aberwyn needed. When
Gwin came riding over she amaost welcomed his interruption.

‘Are we going to camp by the river? Gwin was looking only a Rhodry. ‘They don’t get flooding up
here’

‘We might as wdl, then.’ Rhodry glanced her way. ‘What do you say, my love?
‘Sounds fine’

When she happened to look a Gwin, their eyes met, and he arranged a hasty amile, but not quickly
enough to cover an expression that she could only cal murderous. I'm not the truly jedlous one, am 1?
she thought. I'd best tdl Sdlamander about this.

That night, just after sunset, in a suite of painted rooms in an inn some fifty miles down river from
Pastedion, the Hawkmaster was esting a med of roast pork and spiced vegetables washed down with
fine white wine. Crouched at his feet, Baruma gobbled the occasiona scraps that the magter threw his
way. When a dice of pork fdl beside him, he snaiched at it only to find himsaf face-to-face with the
woalf, growling soundlessy. This close Baruma could see that its eyes were only two glowing spheres of
reddish light. He was so hungry that he would have fought a demon from the Third Hdl for that bit of
pork. ‘Go away!” he snarled. ‘It's ming’ The wolf bared white fangs and lowered its ears. *What? the
Hawkmaster turned in his char. ‘What is that thing? ‘A wolf, magter. It hates me. It follows me
everywhere’ ‘It'snot ared creature, you fool. Who sent it after you? ‘I don’'t know.” Baruma thought
hard, pushing his clouded mind to itslimits *An enemy.’

‘I didn’'t think it was a gift from a friend, no.” The master kicked him in the ssomach, but only lightly.
‘How long ago did it appear?

“Weeks. After | visted you in Vdanth. You didn’t send it, then? | think | remember thinking you might
have sent it

‘No, | didn’'t. Now in't this interesting? Did the Old One send it to py on you?

‘He said he didn’t. He could have lied.’



‘dJug s0. | think we'll find out where it came from. Eat that food, but dowly. Keep its attention.
Whoever ensouled it seems to have made it behave like area animd. Let's see how much.’

When the Hawkmaster got up, the wolf turned its head and watched him, but with no maice and no
red interest. Baruma took his chance and grabbed the meat. As he munched it, the wolf stared, lips
back, drooling alittle, but the drool vanished before it touched the floor. He could hear the Hawkmaster
chanting, and to his magically engulfed Sght a cirdle of pae blue fire appeared, running widdershins round
him and the wolf both. Just as the ring closed the wolf snarled and leapt- too late. It dammed into the
invighle wdl that emanated from the flames like glass-clear smoke, legpt again, howled, threw itsdf a the
wadl over and over until at last it fdl back , panting, into the centre of the circle. Ears down, hackles
rased, it lowered its head and snarled a him, its teeth white and wet and geaming as it took one
diff-legged step forward. Baruma screamed.

“You fool!" the Hawkmaster hissed. ‘It's me it wants. I’'m right behind you.’

Baruma heard the rudtle of his tunic as the master kndlt behind hm and laid one massve hand on the
back of his neck. With a moan Baruma fdt himsdf dump as the grip tightened and the master’s power
flowed into his mind, making his consciousness dance and sway until the world shrank to the red eyes of
the wolf.

‘Reach out your hand,” the magter said. Touch it
‘No, oh please no"’

Pain shot through his neck in a spurt of fire that made him gasp. When he reached out a trembling
hand toward the wolf, the creature snapped and sank its teeth in his fingers. Although he whimpered,
there was no pain, just a coldness that spread up his am and numbed him as it spread. It touched his
neck, crept up his face, and at the last washed over his eyes. The room changed, turning dl blue and
swimmy, and he floated above his unconscious body in the midgt of a sphere of slver light. The wolf was
huge, towering above him, and from its navel stretched a Slver cord made of mig that burrowed through
the sphere and ran some long way off. When the master spoke his voice seemed to come through water.

‘Ride the wolf.’

Baruma floated up and settled onto the creature’s back. When he grasped a handful of har a the
woalfs reached neck, heredized that his hand was blue and transparent. Yet his fingers seemed to touch
something solid and tighten as the Slver sphere faded away. With a snarl the walf legpt, bursting through
the wdls of the inn chamber and out into a night made grotesque by the stars - enormous, threstening,
siver gtars, hanging so low to earth that it seemed he should be able to touch them, sending rays like
shards of glass into his eyes. He yelped, then whimpered Seedily after he looked down to see a
misty-blue landscape far below him. The walf took no notice, merely loped through the sky asit followed
the slver cord that led on and on.

At last the wolf stopped, lifting its head as if it were siiffing the wind, then swooped down, its tall
wagging medly, arding round asit flew down into along valey cut by huge siver wals of trembling mig.
By then Baruma was too exhausted to whine he heard his voice babbling, describing everything he saw
as they reached the earth, not far from one of the wdls of Slvery smoke-like mist. Here everything was a
bright rusty-red, the trees like pillars of flame, the grass glowing and pulsating with vegetable force. As
the wolf trotted dong he could see ahead a swvarm of fuzzy red and ydlow shapes like a swvarm of bees,
and not far from them two ovoids of glowing light, one golden, one red shot with black, and two
enormous Siver flames. Closer and closer they came, until Baruma redlized that he was seaing the auras



of a herd of horses, two human beings, and two - wha? The shapes within the siver flanes were
human-like, yet no man or woman had an aura such as he was seeing.

Suddenly, burging upon him like arrows Wildfolk appeared, an amy of gnomes and Sprites,
clugtering round, grabbing at him, pinching, shoving, biting a him until he screamed again, screamed and
sobbed and begged for mercy while the wolf loped on, indifferent to the attack. He saw one of the slver
flames ahead legp up and send a huge spear of light, hurtling straight toward him. Then the sky seemed to
explode. They were gone - Wildfalk, wolf, auras, flanes - everything gone, and he was fdling fdling
fdling along way down . . .

.. . to wake with an audible scream and a flash of pan tha tore a his entire body. Writhing and
maoaning he opened his eyes to see the Hawkmaster leaning over him as he lay on the inn-room floor.

“You're dive? Good. You're proving very ussful indeed, little Baruma’ The master sat back on his
hedls, then reached up and took a wine-cup off the table. *Drink this’

Baruma sat up and gulped the sweet wine oddly enough, it seemed to clear his head rather then
muddleit.

Those slver flames were dven auras,’ the Hawkmaster said.
‘But one of them was Rhodry!’

‘Oh, indeed? The madter rose, reaching for the wine-cup. ‘For tha information you get another
drink. Did you recognize anyone el se?

‘Gwin. Gwin was there!’

‘I wondered if he'd been taken prisoner. | would have known if he’'d been killed. Who were the
others? They have magic, tremendoudy powerful magic, and you should be able to recognize them. They
mug be Inner Council members!’

“Her. Rhodry’ s woman. She was there. And the other df used dweomer againg me. He was the one
who sent the spear of light.’

The Hawkmaster went on refilling the cup, his face betraying not a twitch or a grimace, but through
the link that bound him to the master Baruma could fed his fear.

‘It's the dweomer of light, isn't it, master? he whispered. They're not from the guild at dl. They serve
the dweomer of light, don’t they?

‘Shut up!” The master threw the wine-cup full into his face.

Baruma began to laugh. In the last amdl sane corner of his mind he wondered if he were laughing
because he was going to be revenged on the Hawkmaster or out of smple hysteria, but either way he
gasped and howled and writhed on the floor until the master kicked him into Slent submission.

‘Vey wdl, then,” the Hawkmaster said, and his voice was perfectly steady. ‘At least now | know
who our enemies are. They catanly weren't sent by the Old One, were they? Later I'll seeif | can
arrange a parley with him, but for now, let’s give Gwin's captors something to think about. Tonight thet
wolf goes hometo Stay.’



Rhodry had just come back to their cold camp from checking on the horses when he saw a swarm of
Wildfalk rise up and tear off to the west like a flurry of dead leavesin awind. All a once JIl yelped in
surprise and scrambled to her feet; Salamander yeled even louder and jumped up, too, to wave his ams
inthe ar and chant in some strange language. When a siver bal of light blossomed above the camp,
dmly in mid ar Rhodry could see a horde of Wildfolk mobbing what seemed to be the misy and
ill-defined figure of awolf, and an even vaguer indication of something riding on its back. Then they were
dl gone, and Sdamander was standing with his hands on his hips and swearing like a pirate. It had dl
happened so fast and been so cryptic that Rhodry fdt as open-mouthed stupid as a peasant gawking a a
fake unicorn skull in the market fair. He was honestly surprised to find Gwin white-faced and shaking.

‘Here, Rhodry said automaticdly. ‘No danger now.’

‘Like hdl,; Gwin snapped. ‘1 don't know exactly what happened, but the Hawkmaster's behind it. |
should have known I’ d never get free of him, not for long.’

‘Na, na, na, don't fret about that now,” Salamander brokein. “You'll get free of hm eventudly, if we
have to kill hm to do it, which, come to think of it, we doubtless will. Be that as it may, | wonder if he
was looking for you specificaly or merdly scouting out the lie of the land - if indeed that was him, which |
doubt, because our wolf-rider looked most unhappy, brigga-sopping scared in fact, and | doubt me if
you get to be a Hawkmeaster by giving in to fits of cowardice.’

‘Oh.” Colour ebbed back into Gwin's face. ‘But he could have sent -by the Clawed Ones, he would
have sent someone ese to spy for him. He's above scut-work like this’

‘*Since when is scrying on the etheric scut-work? Salamander said. ‘W, | suppose a Hawk might
seeit that way.’

‘For the love of every god,” Rhodry snarled. *Would you two tdl me what's going on?

‘My apologies, younger brother of mine. JIl and | looked up to see amore or less humean figure riding
on the back of a wdlf whils a profuson of Wildfalk tried to tip him off. Needless to say, we found the
dght darming, didn’'t we, my turtledove - Oh ye godd! JlIY’

Rhodry spun round to find her sanding some five feet away. Perfectly 4ill, perfectly rigid, one hand
out in front of her asif to ward off a blow, she was saring down a awalf crouched in front of her, itslips
back in a soundless snarl as it stared up, ssemingly into her eyes. For a moment he thought it was red;
then he redlized that he could see right through it. By the light of Salamander’s dweomer lantern Rhodry
could aso see the Slver cord that ran from its navel back to hers and the peculiar waves of force that
rippled like water back and forth between them. When he lunged forward Sdamander grabbed him and
heuled him back.

‘She' s got to finish this hersdlf. JII! Listen to me! You've got to reclam it. Bend your will to the cord!
Suck the thing lifdess through that cord!’

She nodded, the barest movement of her head, to show she'd heard him, and kept staring the wolf
down. Although she never moved, it suddenly legpt up on to dl fours and lad its ears down, its mouth
opening in a dlent howl. When it jerked itsdf towards her, Jll flung up a hand palm-outwards and
stopped it cold. For amoment they glared at each other, the walf dl fangs and lowered head, poised for
the attack, she grim concentration and hard eyes. All a once its tal began to wag, just timidly, and it
whined, lifting one paw, staring up, pleading with her, then flopping down to rall on its back, whining like
apuppy. Rhodry saw energy flowing up the slver cord in her direction, leeching the creature's life awvay



as it begged and fawned desperately at her feet, growing fainter, then samdler, then fading away to the
sound of awhine, hanging on the air.

JIl dropped her face into her hands and sobbed. This time, when Rhodry Started towards her,
Sdamander let im go. He caught her in his ams and pulled her close, let her keen between sobs in
honest grief, but he' d never been so bewildered since the day when hel d woken in the hold of the ship to
find Baruma gloating over him. All at once JiI pulled back and looked at him, her face wet and puffy with
tears.

‘I loved it, she whispered. ‘It was part of me’

Then she fainted, so suddenly thet if he hadn’t been holding her she would have dropped where she
stood. As he kndt and laid her down, he heard his brother curang. Salamander kndt down next to him
and lad hislong fingers on JlI's face.

‘Ah by every ginking demon in every dinking hdl, she's cold as icel Gwin, fetch me a blanket! My
gpologies, Rhodry, but she had to kill it hersdf. There wasn't one cursed thing | could do to help.’

“You better be tdling the truth, or I'll have your hide for a saddle-bag.’

‘I was afraid you' d take it that way. My thanks, Gwin. Go away, will you, younger brother, and leave
her to me and the fresh night air?

Fuming with reluctance Rhodry got up and stepped back as Salamander began wrapping the blanket
round his patient. A crowd of anxious Wildfolk hovered, dudering round Jll, dimbing dl over
Sdamander, darting around Rhodry’ s head. Two sprites even perched briefly on his shoulders, but when
Gwin came up behind him, the sprites disappeared with a hiss.

‘Hell set her right, Gwin said. ‘I've never seen anyone with dweomer like your brother’s, or like
your woman's, for that matter.’

Only then did Rhodry redize that he'd just witnessed a magicd working, and that JIl had been the one
to perform it. He fdt asif his dready shattered and unstable world had twisted under im once agan,
leaving him struggling to find his footing. Gwin, it seemed, misunderstood his silence.

‘Look, Sdamander knows what he's doing. He's pouring enough magnetism into her to hed an
elephant, and out of hisown aura a that.’

‘That's supposed to be a good thing?
‘Of courseitid Come now, you don't have to be jedous of your own brother.’

This last made o little sense that Rhodry shook his head as if he could physcaly shoo the words
away like a buzzing fly. Later, when JIl was stting up, dead-pale but managing to smile, and his worry
hed subsided enough to let im think clearly, he remembered Gwin's obscure remark again, but this time
it stabbed him to the heart. Jll and Salamander had ridden dl over Bardek together for weeks, looking
for him. He found himsdf watching them closdly, as they sat under the magicd glver light, heads together,
whigpering about things that he couldn’t understand, and he wondered why he had never noticed before
just how intimate they seemed.

If JII had been her norma sdf, she might have noticed immediatdy that something was wrong with
Rhodry, but as it was, redaming the wolf had left her exhausted, and redlizing that the danger around



them had just doubled did nothing to let her rest. All that night she dept fitfully, waking often to mull over
the strange fragments of dreams that came to her, torn visons of sneering sorcerers with burning dark
eyes or enormous wolves that came plunging from the ar to snap a her throat. Findly, about an hour
before dawn, when the sky was lightening to a pae grey, she gave itup and rolled out of her blankets,
leaving Rhodry sound adeep and snoring on his back with one am over his face. Some couple of
hundred yards from the camp, perched on a pae tan boulder, Sdamander was keeping watch. Stumbling
alittle and yawning, she joined him there.

“You should be deeping,” he remarked.

‘Can't. | fed like the Lord of Hel dragged me behind his chariot for about twenty miles, but | just
can't deep.

‘How do you fed? Debilitated, mayhap, infirm, unwell, feeble, aling, or just plain sck?

‘Judt tired, my thanks. Or, well ...” she heditated, thinking. ‘ There' s somewhat wrong, but | can't quite
placewha it is. . . not a headache or suchlike, but. . . somewhat’s missng’

‘Missing?

‘Missing. Part of me died with the walf, like. | ill hate the dark dweomer and everything it stands for,
but | don't hate it in the same way. 1t's dl cold, now. Does that make sense?

‘It does, and it’'s for the better, too. Consider this, my open-minded owlet. Suppose someone went to
a chirurgeon with a tumour swelling under their arm, and in his hatred of disease that chirurgeon began
screaming and swearing and stabbing the wretched growth over and over with his knife. Would thet be a
good thing for the patient?

‘It wouldn'’t, truly. | see your meaning - it’s better to hunt down evil with a cold mind, so you can cut
carefully and deep and wdll.

‘Jug 0. Just 0.’

Even though Sdlamander seemed to be about to say more, Jil yavned so hard that she shuddered.
Helad an darmed hand on her shoulder and stared into her eyes.

Tired, indeed, my turtledove. Look thou there! Rosy-fingered dawn does chase away the ravens of
night with her war darts fashioned of the sun’'s rays, and | suggest we get back to camp and wake the
others. The sooner we get on the road, the sooner we get ared med.’

Asthey were waking back together, Rhodry came to meet them. The way that he looked her over,
with cold eyes and his mouth set in athin line, made her fed unessy.

‘What's wrong, my love? she said.
‘s somewhat wrong? He turned to Sdlamander. ‘What were you doing out there anyway?
‘Keeping watch, as we agreed.’

Rhodry started to speak, then merdy shrugged and fdl into step beside them. I'll talk to him later, she
thought, I'm just so tired. Back at the camp, Gwin was ralling up bedrolls and generdly collecting the
gear for the day’s ride. Rhodry went off to help him without a word more.



‘I'll gtart saddling the horses,” Sdlamander said.
‘I'll help.’
‘Don't. Get some rest, will you?

Obediently she followed Rhodry into camp. When she sat down on the ground by her saddle-bags,
he stopped work and looked at her for a moment, merdy |ooked with a hard assessment in his eyes.

‘I'mdl right now, truly | am. Just a bit tired.’

“How long were you out there with my brother?

‘What? Not very.’

‘Good.” Abruptly he looked away. ‘Well, you need your rest, you know.’

‘I do know.” She difled ayawn barely intime. “We Il reach Pastedion today. By the Goddess hersdf,
| want a hot bath and a soft bed.’

‘I hope we reach it, anyway.’” It was Gwin, dralling over. ‘If the Hawks know where we are, and
after lagt night it looks like they do, they’re not going to wish us godspeed on our journey and leave it a
that.’

‘Isthere aguild in Pastedion? Rhodry said.

‘Not that | know of, but then, | wouldn't, would 17 Gwin amiled, a brief twitch of his mouth. They
never tdl ajourneyman one thing more than he needs to know.’

JII shut her eyes and considered the problem. She could fed Wildfolk clugtering round her, fed the
rushy exhdation of their energy and a cool wind of some kind, blowing over her, blowing round her . . .

.. . picking her up suddenly to fly up high in a cloud of overjoyed Wildfolk, beautiful and crygdline
forms, dlinting with light and colour here on thar proper plane. Her own grey gnome came to her as a
quivering nexus of olive and ditrine cryddline lines, shot through with russet sparks, that swelled and
retracted again as they flew together high above the rusty-red earth. In the slver fountain offeree pouring
up from the circular lake, blue and siver beings danced and soared in gregting, and the sylphs, pure light
and shimmering and little else, darted here and there around them like an honour guard.

Far below them she saw what seemed to be a pile of charcod hunks or ingots of black iron, piled this
way and that at the edge of the water. Among them crawled tiny points of light, vagudly egg-shaped, in
many different colours. She swooped down lower, saw the pattern of sraight streets and square corners
lad among them, and redlized that she was seeing Pastedion and its houses of dead wood and stone. In a
burst of revulson she swept upwards agan, the gnome close behind her, and headed back over the
valey. Down below the archon’s road ran straight, a gash of ugly black through the reddish aura of the
grass, throbbing with new life from the winter rains. Never in her life had she fdt so free, so happy, as she
swooped and fluttered through the dawn-swept sky.

All a once the Wildfolk disappeared, winking out with an exhdation of warning. Coming sraight
towards her was a dlver flame, swdling and towering as it burned in the blue light. Out of sheer indinct
she dropped draight down, heading for the safety of the earth; then Salamander’s mind reached hers.



“You mishegotten thick-headed jenny-mulel What are you doing out here? Don't you redize how
vulnerable you are? Get back! Get back now!”

Shefdt atug a her midriff and looked to see the slver cord, tightening, shrinking, pulling her back to
her body. The moment she remembered that she had a body, she fdt its pull like an irresdible lug,
grabbing her, yanking her from the sky, down and down . . .

... ahd with a sound like the dgp of a hand on wood she was awake, lying on the ground and aching
dl over with what seemed to be a thousand bruises. When she tried to st up, she groaned doud.
Sdamander was kneding beside her, and over his shoulder she could see Rhodry’ s fear-struck face.

‘Apologies’ she mumbled. ‘I never used to make a habit of fanting like a court lady. It must be the
bad company I'm keeping.’

‘No doubt it is’ Sdamander said with a long Sgh of reief. *And you have my gpologies, because
you're going to be as sore as a demon with emrods for a while. | had to drive you back into your body
and fast.’

She went cold, sat up dowly, sudying him al the whilein the hopes of finding that he was jesting, but
she'd never seen im so serious.

‘What do you mean? she whispered.

“You know what | mean. WE |l discussit later. I'm sorry, my petite partridge, but we' ve got to be on
the road. Y ou may curse me as you ride.’

Curse him she did, too, because those bruises turned out to be not some magicd illuson but the very
red result of her etheric double damming into her physica body. Staying on horseback was painful in the
extreme. After afew miles of riding she had no energy for anything but dhifting her weight in the saddle in
avan atempt to ease her aching muscles and sore joints or to prevent the worst of the jolts when her
horse made a particularly hard step or sumbled a little. Although both Salamander and Rhodry tried to
tak with her, she snarled at them impartidly until they gave it up as a bad job. She was barely aware of
their surroundings, except to noticein a generd way that they were passing through cultivated farmlands,
agood 9gn thet the dity lay nearby.

After what seemed like weeks of agony, they reached Pastedion about an hour after noon. To her
normd eyes the town was lovey, built modly of pae tan stone and studded with lavish gardens. As they
herded their horses down the cobbled streets, they heard a symphony of bells ringing softly in the warm
and flower-scented ar: the ralling boom of temple bells, and a soprano jingle from the tasselled harnesses
of thelittle grey donkeys that many of the passers-by were leading dong.

“We should get one of those,” Sdlamander announced.

“What in the names of dl the gods do we need a wretched donkey for? Jll snarled. That's dl | want
- another blasted four-hoofed worry fallowing me around.’

‘My dear turtledove! How nasty you've become! If you wouldn't go flying dl over the landscape
agang your teacher’s wishes, you wouldn't get bruised like that.’

‘If my teacher wouldn’'t babble so much, he might live to see the summer come!’

As they waked on, they began to attract a crowd of loiterers, children, and women with market



baskets. Every now and then someone would cdl out, in the friendlies possble way, and tdl them that
they were weeks too lae for the big horse market. In the middle of town they found a large public
square, cobbled and sporting two fountains. On one Sde was the archon’'s residence, or so Salamander
sad, and on the other was the temple of Dalae-oh-contemo. Behind a stucco wall, painted with pictures
of what seemed to be gods saling boats through the night sky, rose the curving roofs of a cluster of
longhouses and the tops of arow of ancestor statues. In the centre of thiswal was a wooden door with a
pair of crossed oars over the lintd. Salamander pounded on it with dl the strength he could muster.

‘I hope they let usin, Rhodry muttered. ‘We look like the scum of the earth, truly.’

If the temple turned them down, there would be no sanctuary elsewhere. Jil was suddenly aware of
jus how filthy and road-stained they were, with Rhodry and Gwin as unshaven and allen as
highwaymen, though Salamander never seemed to grow dther beard or bad temper. Laden with filthy
gear their horses were shaggy and muddy, standing dl spraddle-legged and heads down from exhaudtion.
When the door opened she went tense at the 9ght of a young priest, tal and dender in a spotless dark
blue robe, histhick curly hair bound round with afillet of solid gold.

‘Wdl, wdll, the tide washes many a strange thing up on shore, does it not? he said in Bardekian, and
he was amiling a Sdlamander asif at long-logt kin. ‘Here's a pleasant surprisel Come in, come in! His
holiness will be so glad to see you.” Then he hesitated, peering over Sdamander’s head at the others.
‘But | don’'t know if we've got room for dl these horses!’

‘Later we'll take them to a public stables or something, Sdamander said, o in Bardekian. ‘But let
usin right now, Brother Merrano, because if you don't give us your sanctuary, well al be murdered on
the street.’

At that Merrano raised a shout, and other young men in blue robes came running to hdp lead the
horses into the compound while kegping them away from the flord borders and gopetizing lawn.
Although Sdlamander and Rhodry plunged into the middle of the confusion, grabbing haters and ydling at
baky stock, JIl made her way clear and stood just insde the gates out of the way. She was o tired that
ghe fdt that dl her muscles had turned to water, mdting indde her skin, and she yawned, leaning back
agang the wall for support. Until, that is, she saw Gwin. He was leading in the last few horses, or rather,
trying to, because every time he approached the threshold, he would suddenly stop, hesitate, then back
up to try again. From the look on his face he was near tears, like a tiny child who, summoning dl his will,
tries to turn a somersault as deftly as his older brother but fals every time.

‘What isit? Jll called out.

‘I don’'t know. Ah horseshit, | do know. They’ve got wards againg the likes of me. 1I'd have been
better off ditting my throat, Jll, back at that cursed fam where you found me’

‘What do you mean? She prised hersdf off the wdl in a sudden rush of energy. ‘1s someone waiting
for you ingde?

‘Oh, never that. The men I'm afraid of won't be going into a place like this. It's just that | can't
ather.’

As she hurried out of the gates, her grey gnome appeared, pointing with one skinny finger a the ar
above the outer wal. When Jll looked up she saw nothing at firgt, but if she squinted she could discern
what might have been a shimmering distortion, asif she looked through glass. His mouth dack, Gwin was
daing at the same empty spot. Jil suddenly redized that she could use this excuse to get rid of him, send



him off with the horses to an inn or stable, perhaps, where - where what? she asked hersdf. Where hell
be easy prey for hisold guild?

‘Sdlamander!’ she ydled. * Somewhat’s wrong!’

Accompanied by a flurry of priests Sdamander came trotting out, saw Gwin, looked up, and cursed
ina mogt irrdigious way under his breath. Brother Merrano apparently shared his understanding of the
problem if not his taste in language.

‘By the oars of the Wave-father! Now | wonder what's causing the trouble? Is this a dave of yours?

‘No, afreedman. He's been marked by - wdll, let us say some bad company of his youth, or so I'd
guess” Sdamander was giving Merrano a look of intense sgnificance. ‘He's reformed. I'll swear it to
you on the dtar if you'd like’

‘That won't be necessary. The question is how we' re going to get im indde’

Gwin turned sharply away, and dthough his face betrayed nothing, JIl could guess that he was fighting
back tears.

‘We can hardly do a ceremony right out here in the public street,” Merrano went on.

‘Why not? All a once Sdamander grinned. ‘We shdl dispense with the hillowing incense, the
chanting, the fine linen robes, and the booming gongs, but a ceremony we shdl have nonetheless. Come
here, turtledove, and take my right hand. Good. Now put your left on Gwin's shoulder, just casud like,
as if you were going to tdl hm somewhat private. Now | put my other hand on his other am, likewise
and in a corresponding manner, and there we arel’

As soon as Sdlamander closed the circle by touching Gwin Jil fet a rush of power flow round and
round the three of them. The hairs on her arms and the back of her neck rose and prickled;, Wildfolk
swarmed into manifestation and dived into the current of force like svimmersin a river; Gwin tossed his
head back and caught his breath with an audible gasp. This time, when she glanced up, JlIl could see the
ward, a glowing sphere offeree capping the temple compound, dl marked with strange dgils and flaming

pentagrams.

‘Aha, there' s the trouble,” Salamander murmured. The rotten bastards have scarred his aural’

When JlI considered Gwin again, she could see an inverted pentagram flogting in the ar above his
head. There was something so sour and crabbed about that blackish, murky mark that she could have
sworn she could samdl it as afoulnessinthe air. All at once it caught fire and burned, shriveling away with
asinged curl and awisp of mucky smoke.

‘There, Sdlamander pronounced. ‘Well and good, Gwin. See what happens now.’

The moment JlI let go his hand and stepped back the wards disappeared from her sght, and the
Wildfolk al scattered in disappointment. Gwin picked up the reins of the horses, led them toward the
gate, took one deep breath, and waked on through. Brother Merrano dlowed himsdf a smdl cheer. For
amoment Gwin nearly did weep, but he wiped his eyes vigoroudy on the back of his hand instead.

‘My thanks,’ he said to Sdamander. ‘I'll be your man for life’

‘I"d rather you were your own man, actudly, but you're welcome for the favour. Brother Merrano,



now that we're dl here, perhaps we'd best shut these gates. | have a most peculiar, exotic, eerie, and
geneadly bizarre tale to tdl to your superior.’

“Your tales generdly run dong those lines, yes,” Merrano said, grinning. That's why we're dl so glad
to see you again.’

As soon as he walked into the temple compound, Rhodry felt his black mood lift as pdpably as if
someone had stripped a wet cloak from his shoulders. Even when he glanced back to see Jil holding
Sdamander’ s hand and taking privately with Gwin, he thought nothing more than that they were trying to
decide what to do with the twenty-odd extra horses that his brother had ingsted on keeping with them -
and which were turning out to be a nuisance tha he, for one, could have wel done without. When the
crde broke up, he cdled to Salamander.

‘We ve got them dl tethered and tied. It should do for now.’

Sdamander waved to him and, taking with Gwin, came dralling back insde with JlIl following.
Rhodry was darmed at how tired she looked, with dark circles under her eyes and a stagger to her walk.
A young priest who introduced himsdf as Brother Kwintanno had noticed her condition as well.

The woman with you? Is sheill?
‘Just very tired. We ve had aterrible long ride of it, getting here through the mountains’

‘Let’s get her to the guest-house where you'll dl be gaying, then, so she can get some deep. Evan
can tak enough for everybody, and he probably will.

It took Rhodry a moment to redize that by Evan he meant Salamander. He dso thought, and with
some irritation, that he redlly should have remembered his brother’ s actud name before this.

Although JiI tried to daim that she was perfectly wel and not in the least tired, she kept her protests
short and let Rhodry put his arm around her for support as they followed the priest through the maze of
buildings and huts in the enormous compound. The guest-house turned out to be a pleasant wooden
building, white-washed ingde and out, with three rooms and a number of cots, chars, and low tables
scattered through them. In the centrd room there was even a shdf with some ten scrolls and a lectern
nearby for reading them.

‘“You'll have the place to yoursdf, this time of year,” Kwintanno said. ‘During the summer we have
many guedts, here on legd matters, mostly.” He went to a chest and began burrowing through its
contents. ‘Yes, there are plenty of dean blankets. Take wha you want. Later you can dl vigt our
bathhouse if you so wish’

‘I do wish, and with dl my heart, Rhodry said. ‘Jll, you'd better deep first

‘Am | arguing with you, my love? She sat down on the edge of the cot and yawned, rubbing her face
with both hands. * One blanket will be plenty, my thanks.’

Kwintanno led Rhodry to one of the big longhouses he'd seen from the dtreet and into a typicd
Bardekian reception room, its walls painted with scenes of god-like beings founding cities and handing
over scralls of laws to groveling humans. Up on the red and blue tiled dais, Sdamander and Gwin were
gtting cross-legged and taking - or rather, Sdamander was taking - to an dderly man dressed in along
red robe. He was very old, his dark face lined and pouched, his curly hair pure white, but he sat sraight
and his black eyes were ful of power.



‘His holiness, Takiton,” Kwintanno whispered. ‘Bow when you approach.’

Rhodry gladly made the head priest the lowest bow that he could manage, and was rewarded with a
anile and the wave of a wrinkled hand summoning him to the dais. He sat down a little behind
Sdamander and next to Gwin, who had the tight-lipped look of a man determined not to show his terror.

‘Ah, Rhodry,” Takiton said. ‘Y our brother’ s been tdling me your sad tale’

‘Indeed, Your Holiness? Since he and Salamander had discussed this story during the journey, he
knew what he was supposed to say. ‘I humbly hope you find it in your heart to forgive me for bresking
the haly laws of your idands’

‘Nicely spoken, but you weren't the first and doubtless won't be the last young man to gamble his
freedom away. What bothers me is this forged hill of sde.” Takiton held up the by-now much crumpled
bit of bark-paper to the light that came in the high windows. ‘Evan, you and | shdl speak of this privately
later. But we can dart the legd procedure for freeing your brother from your ownership this very
afternoon.’

‘My thanks, Your Holiness; Salamander said. ‘How long do you think everything will take?

‘Oh, some days, most probably. The archon has hisway of doing things, and there are severd public
fesivalsin the offing, too, that must be properly attended to.’

When Rhodry looked Sdamander’s way he saw him nod agreement with a bland smile, but Gwin
went tenser than before, his hands knuckling whitein his lgp. Rhodry himsdf fdt a cold stab of fear: thar
enemies were close behind them, and there they were, forced to St in this temple and wait for them to
catch up.

Day after day, night after night, the dweomer wind blew seadily. In a symphony of cresking ropes
and groaning sall the Guaranteed Prafit ran as draight and true as a banker chasing a debt as she headed
across the Southern Sea towards the port of Surat. After a few days of jesting about luck, both the
salors and the men Nevyn brought from Aberwyn had become unnaturdly calm, going about ther work
without saying more than a few necessary words to their officers, but whispering among themsdves when
they thought no one could see them. Every now and then Nevyn caught some of them looking his way in
amixture of awe and sheer terror; he would dways smile gently in return and ignore the way they made
the 9gn of warding againg witchcraft every time he met them head-on. Since the carrack was asmdl and
narrow boat, ther fingers must have ached from dl the necessary crossng. As for Perryn, he never
noticed the peculiar wind a dl, merdy lay in the hold and groaned between brief spans of deep.

Toward the end of the second week Nevyn woke one morning to find sea-gulls wheding and crying
above the ship and strands of kelp sreaming past her sides. Up at the bow Elaeno and the fird mate
were saring sraight ahead and discussng what to do when they hit port. At the sght of Nevyn the firgt
mate snapped to atention and went a bit pale.

‘I imagine thiswind is too strong for saling into harbour,” Nevyn said.

‘Sheis’ Elaeno said. ‘No doubt, though, shell dack off at the right moment. WE Il be in Sght of land
in about hdf a watch, say, and should make port in another haf.’

‘I'll tend to things, then.’

With a muttered excuse the fird mate fled.



‘Are you ever going to be able to sgn on a crew again? Nevyn sad. ‘Once this story gets around, |
mean?

‘Good question. Wdl, | pay good wages, and I’ ve aways been known as a fair-minded man, so that
should count for somewhat. Now, here, are you sure you want to make land a Surat? It's one of the
busest portsin the idands, and most likely our enemieswill be watching it.’

‘Perhaps, perhaps not. If they were me, they’d sneak ashore at some obscure port, o maybe well
fodl them by marching right in. It matters naught, truly. They’ll know I’'m here soon enough, no metter
what | do.’

By noon Nevyn could see the white diffs of Surtinna, risng sharp and clear in the brilliant light. He sat
down on a crate in the bow, imaged the flaming pentagram, and cdled upon the Kings of the Air. In a
gust and flurry of breeze they came, exuding graciousness, and remarked that he might bind the wind to
his purposes once again, if he wished, to bring the Dragon of Aberwyn home to his people. From the
bottom of his heart, Nevyn thanked them as one prince to another. In a fev moments the wind dacked,
and the dark dripe of squdl that had followed them for days disappeared. As they turned round a
headland and headed in, the wind dropped to an ordinary sea-breeze, nicdly brisk and blowing exactly as
they might have wished, but an ordinary breeze nonethdess. Spread out behind its wide and shdlow bay,
Surat lay like an emerdd on the white gold of a sandy beach. At the sght the sailors began to cheer in
heart-felt relief.

Nevyn got up and started amidships to find Amyr waiting for him. The young warrior was grinning as
if his face would split fromit.

“You seem glad to be going ashore, lad,” Nevyn remarked.

‘Wedl are, my lord, and | don’t mind tdling you twice. W€ ve got our gear dl packed, too. | wanted
to ask you, do you want the prisoner brought up from the hold?

The who? Oh, Perryn! | do at that, and my thanks. See if you can get him into a clean shirt, too, will
you? I’'m going below to change right now mysdf. Don't forget: I’'m now Lord Gdrion, and you and the
lads are the honour guard of a very important man. If we're going to pull Gwerbret Rhodry out of this
wretched mess, we dl have to learn to lielike thieves’

‘Done, Lord Gdrion.” Amyr made him a passable sweep of a bow. ‘Shdl | send one of your humble
servants to take charge of your baggage?

That's the spirit, lad! And come to think of it, a little help would be welcome. The regent loaded me
down with dl sorts of fripperies’

Among these fripperies were some beautifully made pieces of dothing and badges of rank: a shirt
embroidered with the dragons of Abenvyn, a pair of briggain the rhan’s plaid, a new solid blue cloak
with a jewelled ring-brooch decorated with dragons to clasp it shut. In a par of graved Slver message
tubes he carried letters from the regent, and in a velvet-lined leather pouch dl the coin that Lovyan could
scrounge up on such short notice. There were dso two andl wooden caskets, containing respectively
Aberwyn’'s second-best set of glver goblets and the absolutdy best slver-gilt soup tureen, pressed into
hesty service as gifts for archons. Nevyn put on the clothes, hung the pouch of coin round his neck, and
condgned the rest, dong with his regular clothes and his mule-packs full of herbs and medicines, to the
man Amyr detailed for the job.

When he came back out on deck, Elaeno made a great show out of pretending not to recognize him,



and dl the salors stared open-mouthed &t the captain for daring to tease a man who could command the
wind.

‘Lord Gdrion, isit? Elaeno said, bowing. ‘Well, my lord, we're dmogt to land. Your honour guard
and your tame stoat are dready assembled in the stern.’

‘My thanks, captain.” Nevyn was grinning. ‘Where do we go through Customs? It’'s been a long time
gnce I’ve beenin Surat.’

‘Wdl, actudly, | think Customs are coming to us. Look out there. 1sn't that a packet boat?

It was indeed, a dim little gdley with its sal shipped and rowers at the oars. At the prow sa a
grey-haired man with coppery skin and the two red triangles of Surat printed on one cheek to mark his
offidd status. When they came alongsde, Elaeno’'s men threw down lines, and after a few precarious
moments, the galley was ssfdy lashed to the merchantman’s Sde. In spite of hisgrey hair, the officd was
an agile man; he judged his distance and legpt from one deck to the other with the grace of someone
who'd spent his entire life on boats. Elaeno bowed; Nevyn bowed; the officdd bowed dl round.

‘I see by your pennant that you hall from Aberwyn, good sirs. How, by the Holy Stars themsdves,
did you ever manage the run across?

‘Luck,” Elaeno said. *And pressing need in the gwerbret’ s service. May we berth?

‘By dl means.” The offidd was squinting up at the masthead, where the siver and blue dragon flag
was curling in the breeze. ‘I thought my eyes had given out on me when | saw that blazon, | redly did.
WEéll, captain, you'll be able to dine out on thislittle tale dl winter long.’

Since, by the time the ship was safely docked and the harbour duties paid, it was too late to make a
date vigt to the archon, Nevyn, Perryn, and the honour guard dl spent the night in a splendid inn as the
offida guests of the aty of Surat. As soon as he wobbled off the gang-plank onto the solid pier Perryn
began to revive; by the time they reached the inn and were being shown to an enormous suite, he was
postivey cheerful. On his own initiative he took over the role of Nevyn's vaet, grabbing the councillor's
luggage from the more-than-willing warband and sowing it away after the innkeep, in a frenzy of
pantomime and a flurry of his twenty Deverrian words, showed him the bedchamber and the wardrobe
chedts.

“Your poor servant seems to have been very sea-sick,” the innkeep remarked in Bardekian to Nevyn.

‘Very. The seas are terrible thistime of year.’

‘Yes, they catanly are’ The men hestated, practicaly sguirming with curiogity, but he was too
skilled @ his hogt-craft to pry. ‘I shdl send pitchers of wine, Lord Gdrion. Uh, about your guards? Will
the wine go right to their heads?

‘| shdl make sure your property is safe in every respect, good Sr.’

Theinnkeegp bowed so low that he could have touched his toes, then scurried off.

At the evening medl not only did the other guests in the common room crowd round to ask polite yet
eager questions about their marvellous ocean voyage, but some of the loca merchants came in specidly
aswel. To atown that lived by trading on the sea, their journey smacked of legend, the explait of a hero,
perhaps, from their own Dawntime. Fortunately, Nevyn could draw upon his sSincere ignorance of things



maritime to put them off.

“When we hired this captain, we were told he was the best in Orystinna, and gpparently he is. There
were times when | honesily thought we were doomed, but he aways pulled us through. It's him you
should be buying drinks for, gentlemen, and asking your questions.”

He had no doubt that on the morrow, when Elaeno came on land, they’d be doing just that. He was
aso sure that the ship’s master could liewdl enough to convince them that the voyage was as normd as
aterrible crossing could be.

When Nevyn returned to his chamber, he found Perryn gtting on the edge of the usud dais in the
reception chamber. In the light of the oil-lamps the lord’ s red hair gleamed, newly washed and coppery.

‘They have splendid bathhouses here, Nevyn. A servant showed me where it was, and it fdt ever so
good to wash off the dink of that cursed ship.” He fixed the dweomer-master with a reproachful stare.
‘But, er, wdl, you might have told me we were coming dl the blasted way to Bardek.’

‘Did | forget? Wdll, | suppose | did, at that. My apologies, lad. There's a good bit on my mind these
days’

‘Er, wdl, at least Cullyn can't get a me here, and that's dl that matters to me’ He sighed, saring
vacantly at the blue and white tiled fountain playing in the middle of the chamber. *JlI’s off to the east and
north.”

“You're certain of that?

‘I am. It's like an ... wdl, er, ah, like an itch, truly.” He got up and turned dowly, like a bit of
lodestone searching out the south. “When | stand like this, it's like scratching the itch, and Amyr told me
that the direction I'm facing is east and north.’

‘So it is. Splendid, lad! You spoke of reditution back in Aberwyn, and truly, thisis a grand way to
pay it. If we can find Jll without my having to scry, it'll confuse our enemiesno end.’

‘Enemies?

‘Oh, well, | seem to have forgotten to mention that, too. | must be growing old or suchlike. You see,
I'm afrad that men with evil magic are trying to find JIl and Rhodry before we do. We ve got to stop
them, because they're vicious killers’

Perryn looked at him, started to speak, then fainted dead away. With a Sgh Nevyn reminded himsdf
to watch his tongue from now on, then went to fetch Amyr to help put Perryn to bed.

Some hours after midnight, when the change in the agtrd tides had settled down, the Old One went to
histemple of time and found what he’ d been anticipating for so long: Nevyn's statue was dive. The cold
grey image of stone had transformed itsdf into an image of warm flesh, and the piercing blue eyes seemed
to turn hisway as he walked into the chamber.

‘Very good, enemy mine’ the Old One said in histhoughts. ‘ Soon we'll have our lagt battle, you and
I

Firgt, though, he had something ese to attend to. Over the past few days the Old One had been usng
various devices and rituds to scry, ranging from geomancy on the one hand to actud adird travel on the



other, in an attempt to discover just who his enemiesin the Dark Council might have been. He had found
nothing. Since he was far more killed a extracting information than any individud member of the
Brotherhood was at hiding it, he could only surmise that severadl had joined forces against him. He had
a0 logt Baruma, every time he tried to contact his student, he received only the dimmest impresson of
hismind, trapped and bound under a powerful ensorcelment. Although he could probably break through
that ensorcelment to scry him out, he preferred to know his enemy before he tried.

In the dead time of that night, when dl the astral forces ebb and grow dill under the presidency of
Earth of Earth, the Old One worked a ritud in a secret chamber deep within his villa He roused one of
his house-daves and had the frightened boy bring him two fa rabbits, trussed up but dill dive, from the
cages out in the stable, then sent im back to bed. Carrying the rabbits in one hand and a lantern in the
other, he waddled and puffed up a amdl stairway, worked the mechanism for a secret door, and went
into the pitch-black room. Walls, caling, floor -al were painted black, as was the dtar that stood on the
north side below a tapestry of the inverted pentagram.

When he flopped the rabbits onto the dtar, they struggled and squedled, driven to a pitch of terror by
the very fed of that room, but he picked up the long-bladed ritud knife, reversed it, and knocked them
on the head with the heavy jewelled hilt until they lay Hill. Later they would die; now he needed slence to
concentrate. As he went round the room widdershins to light the black candles in the wall-sconces, he
began chanting under his breath, an evil song older than the Dawntime, a remnant of a craft known and
despised long before the ancestors of the Bardekians and the Deverry folk had left the myderious
Homeands. Although the strangdly mixed origin of the name had been long logt, the Old One called upon
Set the Horned One to open the gates of the Otherlands and release the spirit with whom he wished to
speak. Usng that name for such a purpose was a blagphemy in itsdlf.

Once the candles were lit, the Old One blew out the lantern. Its smoke mingled with that of the
candles - the room was windowless, though some clean ar came in round the door - and thickened to a
amoky haze. Still chanting, the Old One approached the dtar again, picked up the knife, and began to
summon a hundred evil things and forces and symbols to his mind and to that accursed room. At last he
fdl Hill, then raised the knife high and plunged it down. As he dit the rabhits throats and dashed open
their bellies, he let their blood pour across the dtar and drip to the floor. With histrained sght he saw the
bleeding as the release of magnetism, the gush and risng migt of pure life-force, the god and only reason
for this crudity.

Stoked by the candle-smoke and the wisps of magnetism that the burning released, the pure etheric
duff gathered and thickened above the dtar. Drawn like hungry dogs to meat came pirits of dl sorts,
clugtering round, snetching at the food, whimpering and mewling as the Old One drove them off with
mighty curses and the flash of the consecrated knife. At last a face formed above the mig, a thin face with
narrow eyes glittering under peaked brows, and a crue mouth contorted into a snarl.

‘Let me drink, Tondao, he whispered.

‘Oh, gladly, magter.” The Old One grinned a him, a parody of a sarvile amper. ‘Aren’t you glad you
taught me the black arts so well?

The spirit snarled at him and darted at the migt, only to be driven back by the knife-blade.
‘Promise me you'll answer my questions, and then you drink.’

‘I promise, you ingrate hell-spawn.’



The Old One snatched back the knife and let the spirit feed and batten on the life-force. As the mig
thinned, the shape thickened, until it seemed his old teacher of unclean things stood on the dtar and
wiped his mouth on the back of his hand at the end of his medl.

‘Now, the Old One sad. ‘I have an enemy.’
‘Do you? What a surprise!’

*Someone is working againg me. Do you remember the maiter about which | consulted you? The
death of the Master of the Aethyr?

‘I remember nothing but pain.’

‘It' s of no matter. Someone is working againg me. Someone is blocking dl my attempts to scry him
out. He must be drawing force from the places where you dwdl. Who is he?

‘There ign't anyone working againg you in the Dark of Dark, not in the miserable fetid corner where
you've trapped me, a any rate’

‘You lie
‘I cannot lie’
It was, of course, perfectly true - within its limits.

“No, but you can bend the truth. Y ou’ ve seen someone working somewhere else, haven't you? Who
ishe, and where?

The qoirit drew back itslipsin a soundliess snarl.

‘| don't recognize him,” it said at last. *He must have come to power after my time on earth. The way
he works marks him for a Hawkmaster, but | have no way of knowing what guild. As for where he
works, why not look in the usud places ingtead of the paths of mastery? You're dill an overly-subtle fool
a times, Tondalo!’

‘My dearest magter, | have to admit that | deserve the rebuke. Now begone!’

When he threw up hisarmsin aritud gesture and brandished the knife, the spirit fled, whimpering and
curgng, back to its trap of torment in the Dark of Darkness that abuts the evil places of the world.

The OId One banished the various forces and released the various spirits inadvertently caught by his
invocations, then picked up the dead rabbits and tossed them outside the chamber for a dave to dispose
of later. As he put out the candles, he redized that he could mogt likdy identify this treacherous
Hawkmaster. The only hirding - or so the masters of the dark dweomer consdered the Hawks - who
could know that he had some important work in hand would be the master he'd hired the year before
from the Vdanth guild. Now that he knew his enemy was no one more formidable than the head of an
assassins quild, it would be a rdatively smple matter to scry in the usud way and see if his guess were
right. Probably the Hawkmaster held Baruma, too, he decided as he thought about it. The question was
whether the little fool was even worth rescuing.

In the morning, when the time came to vigt the archon, Nevyn took four men of the warband aong for
an honour guard and Perryn as well, to act the part of manservant and carry the box of Aberwyn's



second-best goblets. The municipa palace was up on the highest point of the city, a fla hill that served
for the law-courts, temple centres, and training grounds for the militia as wel as the gte of the dvic
leader’ s resdence. The archon, Klemiko, received them in an echoing reception chamber, tiled in blue
and pale green. At one end was a dais spread with enough cushions for twenty men, and at the other,
four purpletiled fountains splashing in front of a wal-panting that depicted Daae-oh-contemo in
abatross form. Like an endless tide a budle of daves came and went, bringing food and wine, while
Nevyn and the archon chatted in Bardekian about the marveloudy lucky sea-voyage. At length, after the
lemon-scented finger bowls and damp towels had been brought and teken away agan, Klemiko
dismissed the daves with a clap of his hands.

‘Well, Lord Gdrion, you mus have incredibly important business on hand to take arisk like this’

‘Yes, I'm drad it's more important than | care to contemplate. | know your city and ours have
treaties and dliances of long standing, but 4ill, | appreciate this hospitdity to a sudden and importunate
guest.’

‘Any service | can pay your gwerbret will be nothing but pleasure’

‘I wish it could be s0, your excdlency, but I'm afraid that there may be some considerable pain
involved. You see, Gwerbret Rhys died suddenly last fdl.’

‘My heart is pierced with a spear to learn of your ruler’s death. | met Lord Rhys on two separate
occasions, and aways he was the soul of courtesy and graciousness.’

Amyr and the other riders exchanged disbdieving glances, which fortunately Klemiko didn't see.

‘It was a terrible shock to us dl,; Nevyn sad smoothly. ‘Even worse, he left behind him a line of
succession that’ s tangled a best and unclear at worst. He had no sons, you see!’

‘Ah’ Klemiko's brow furrowed, as if he were trying to remember the to-him peculiar customs
surrounding an inherited office. * Oh, of course, daughters wouldn't do, ether. Did he have brothers or - |
believe this pertains - an uncle?

“Not an uncle, no, but his younger brother does indeed stand to inherit his properties. Unfortunately,
that brother has disappeared. He was last seen hereinthe idands!’

‘Now that's an oddity!”” Klemiko dlowed himsdf a amile ‘Has the younger brother taken to
commerce to improve his prospects? It's so rare that one of your lords is that enlightened.’

‘1 only wish he'd been so senshle. No, I'm afraid | don't redly know what he's up to, but | wager
thet it's something disgraceful. At aguess I'd say it involved girls and gambling.’

‘| see that your young men aren't dl that different from ours.” Klemiko looked away, his dark eyes
turning pained. ‘One of my sons has a profound interest in the dance, or so he says. It extends more to
the young women who perform it than the noble art itsdf. | can but sympathize” He Sghed and turned his
mind back to the matter a hand. ‘Do you think he'sin Surat?

‘I have no idea, but | doubt if I'm as lucky as dl that. What | need, your excellency, is some sort of
paper that will dlow me to travel with my honour guard. | know that the idands have drict laws about
traveling openly with weapons, but | adso know tha my men - wdl, to be exact, they’'re the new
gwerbret’s men - won't want to give them up.’



“Probably not, no. I’ve noticed that the men of your country get rather insulted if anyone so much as
suggests they might disarm themsalves for courtesy’s sake. Well, that certainly can be arranged. Since the
new gwerbret isamilitary ruler, it stands to reason that his honour guard would be armed as well. | can
give you a sdlection of documents, and you can use them as you see best. Now, are you going to require
horses?

‘Yes. All of these men are cavarymen.’
‘Ah. W, we ll present you with some from the city militid s stables.’
“Your excdlency, your generosty overwhdms me’

‘It is nothing, a mere trifle between friends” Klemiko alowed himsdf a gamile. *Of course, if you might
mention our city’s name to the new gwerbret when you findhim. .

“No doubt, your excdlency, I'll be mentioning it many times over.’

When they returned to ther inn, Nevyn found Elaeno waiting, pacing up and down with a wine-cup in
his hand.

‘How did it go?

‘Splendidly. Klemiko definitdy wants to be in the new gwerbret’s favour. Everyone seems to know
that the High King's given Aberwyn a bigger share of the Bardek trade, and you could hear the good
archon thinking “monopolies’ with every compliment he paid. | didn’t tel him the truth, by the by. | made
up some tale about Rhodry being too fond of gambling and women and generd carousing.’

‘Good. No archon in the idands is going to want to hear the Hawks so much as mentioned in his
presence. Might mean he' d have to take some action againgt them.’

‘Do the brotherhoods have as much power as dl that?

‘I wouldn't cdll it power, exactly. | mean, they’re in no pogtion to get laws passed in their favour or
proper government contracts. Every now and then some archon does hire them, of course, but that's
kept from the generd run of voters. And some influentid men use them, too, just now and again, and they
wouldn't want them diminated from the scheme of things. But what redlly protects the Hawks is smple
terror. If you declare war on aguild full of assassins, you're not likely to live to savour victory, are you?

“Sooner or later, though, someone' s going to have to do it, or the idands won't be dvilized for long.’
‘“True enough. | thank dl the gods that the guilds have never got a toe-hold in Orygtinna’
“How come they haven't?

‘Our top men would rather die than be terrorized.” Elaeno smiled tightly. ‘ And the little bastards know
it.

As a shipmaster Elaeno owned a large collection of maps of various idands as well, of course, as a
good working knowledge of navigation. He was the one who redized how to turn Perryn’s strange tdent
to an even greater advantage. First he had Perryn stand in the inn yard and point in the exact direction
which led to Jil; then he took him out of the north gate of the city, some two miles from the inn, and had
him do it again. Then they retraced ther steps and went out of the east gate for one last try. Since Elaeno



didn’t bother to explain, Perryn was bewildered, thinking that somehow he'd faled the dweomer-master
the firg two times, but later, after they rgoined Nevyn back at the inn, everything became clear. Elaeno
spread a bark-paper map out on the table and used the dull point of a spoon and the edge of his dagger
to score draight lines, each originating at a place where they’d taken a reading off his inner lodestone.
Jugt like magic, to Perryn’s way of thinking, the lines dl came together up in the centrd plateau of
Surtinna

‘And Jll has to be about there” Elaeno stabbed at the map with one blunt finger. ‘ Pastedion’s the
closest dity to the point I've marked.’

‘Wl and good,” Nevyn said. ‘Now, tdl me, Perryn. Could you tdl if JIl was closer or farther away
today than she was when we fird landed?

‘Er, well, ah, I'd say she hasn't moved at dl.’

‘Indeed? That's interegting. | hope it means they're in a safe place, and not tha they're being hed
prisoner.’

‘Oh come now, don't be morbid,’Elaeno broke in. ‘You'd know if the lass were in some foul
danger.’

“No doubt | would, or at least, I'd hope | would. At any rate, we ll be leaving tonight. What do you
think, Elaeno? Sall down to Indila, and then take to the land from there?

Perryn forced himsdf to gifle a groan.

‘How many filthy horses did the archon give you? Tweve and then the pack mules? Elaeno
considered, rubbing his chin. “Well, | guess we can fit some into the hold and then tie the rest up on deck
- if your men gtay there with ‘em. My ship’s a merchanter, not some ginking cattle-barge.’

‘Eh, ah, wdl, um, my lord? Couldn’t we just ride and spare the captain’s boat?

“You're being a bit obvious, Perryn,” Nevyn said. ‘If we sl to Indila we can save anight - at least -
and we' ve got to make dl possible speed. I'm afraid we ll be taking to the sea again, but it won't be for
long thistime’

As he began packing up Nevyn's gear, Perryn was thinking that making restitution was turning out to
be alot more painful than he' d anticipated back in his nice safe prison in Eldidd. For the firg time it dso
occurred to him to wonder what JIl was going to say or do to him when they met again. He began
shaking so badly in atangle of terror and desire that he had to St down for a moment and gulp for breath.

The high priest’s prediction that the archon of Pastedion would take a few days to settle Rhodry's
case turned out to be overly optimigtic. For more than a few Jll and the others had stayed in the temple
compound -languished there, or so she preferred to think of it - while Slamander and Brother Merrano
trotted back and forth between the temple and the archon’s paace to bribe various avil servants, arrange
goppointments, keep gppointments, spread more bribes, and arrange dill another round of meetings with
thisoffidd or that. In between each stage of this complex operation, they waited for messages to come
back saying that so-and-so had accepted their humble gift or such-and-such a scribe might possibly be in
his office a a certain time. The one good thing about dl these ddlays, to JII's way of thinking anyway,
was that she had plenty of time to work on her dweomer practices. Findly, on the afternoon when Nevyn
was leaving Surat for Indila, Sdamander came dragging into the guest-house with one hand pressed
dramaticaly to his forehead.



The Wondrous Witch-wizard of the Far Far North has a headache fit for the biggest demon in the
deepest hdl,” he announced. ‘Please, oh beauteous, barbarian handmaiden, pour me some wine from
thet flagon, will you?

Sdamander flopped onto his back on a cot and groaned until she did jugt that, but he did manage to
gt up to take the wine-cup. Although both Gwin and Rhodry looked annoyed at the display, Jlil could
recognize Salamander’ s symptoms.

‘“What's wrong? she snapped.

‘Wdl, I'm not sure if anything is wrong, actudly. It's merdly tedious beyond bdief.” He paused to
guip hdf the wine draight off. “We do findly have an advocate, and Brother Merrano assures me tha
he'sthe best thereis’

‘A what? Rhodry said.

‘A legd advocate. Someone who knows the laws and can speak for you in the archon’s maover.
‘Why can't | speak for mysdf? Or isit because I'm ill adave?

‘No one spesks for themsdlves in the malovers here, oh brother of mine’

‘Why not?

‘Because they don't. It's the custom. You hire this man who's made a profession out of advocating,
the way you' d take cloth to the dyers quild if you wanted to change its colour. Advocates know dl the
tricks of the trade when it comes to arguing cases and convincng people to vote their way. If we can get
Bauma arrested, helll have an advocate, too. You see, dthough the archon delivers the find judgment on
acase, he doesn't actudly try it. They pick a hundred free citizens by lot, and they St on something called
ajury and decide the merits of the case by a vote after everyone' s finished taking.’

‘What? Rhodry was utterly outraged. ‘I've never heard of anything so stupid and dishonourable in
my lifel Why should | accept the judgment of alot of common-born dolts as lav?

‘Because you don't have any choice, you lackwit!” Salamander finished the rest of the wine and held
out his cup. ‘ Please, beauteous handmaid, dl the way to the brim. Somehow | knew this was going to be
difficult.

‘Wdl if | don't have any choice, | don't,’ Rhodry went on. ‘But | don’'t have to likeit.’

‘dugt so. | only ask one thing: that you keep your noble-born outrage clasped tight in your secret heart
when you tak to the advocate. He's coming here after dinner to hear our story, which means tha you
and | had best closet ourselves and rehearse a convindng one. Remember, never ever mention one word
about dark dweomer and Hawks and dl the rest of it. Such unpleasant verities are most unwelcome
vigtorsto the ears of our esteemed idanders’

When the advocate arrived, Jil decided againg stting in on the conference, but rather than stay in the
guest-house and be done with Gwin, she took a droll round the temple grounds. She had just reached
the flower garden by the front gates when her grey gnome appeared, waving its ams in excitement and
jigging up and down.

‘Has somewhat happened?



It nodded a yes and pointed to the south and west.
‘I don't understand.’

Clutching its head it stamped in annoyance. When JlI kndt down on the cobbles, it trotted a few
paces away, then dowly and ddiberately walked toward her whileit pointed to the west.

‘s someone coming here from down river?

It nodded yesin evident relief, then twisted up its face asiit tried to think.
‘ Are the bad men coming?

Apparently not, and it went on thinking.

‘Friends, then?

This time she got another yes. Since JIl couldn’t imegine one person in dl the idands who would
qudify as afriend, she was as puzzled asit seemed to be.

‘Here she said at lagt. ‘Can you act out this person’s name somehow?
It shook its head in a mournful no.

‘Thet's the trouble, is it? They don't have an easy name like Blaen or Rhodry that you can put a
smple meaning to.’

Y es, most definitely, to judge by the way it nodded.

‘Isthis a Bardek man or woman?

It wasn't.

*Someone from Deverry?

Although the gnome nodded a yes, she could bardly bdieveit.

‘“How could they get here in the winter? Why, no one could - Oh, of course! Do you mean Nevyn's
coming?

The gnome jumped up and down and clapped its hands together while it smiled and nodded. JlI
dtarted to cry, a helpless sob of utter relief, while the little creature clambered into her Igp and patted her
cheek to comfort her.

Sdamander’s reaction was just as srong, when, after the advocate had left, he returned to the
guest-house and she told him the news. As he sat there siffling she redized for the fird time just how
frightened he/'d been, just how hard he'd worked to keep up his mask of a chattering fool. Findly he
wiped his eyes and blew his nose on a slk handkerchief and arranged one of histypicd vacuous smiles.

‘Wl and good, then, my most magica magpie. It seems we may dl live to vex the gods a little longer,
then. Did the gnome say how far away the old man is?

Things like distance don’t mean anything to the Wildfolk.’



True enough. Let us hope he's close a hand, because | doubt me if it's safe to scry him out. We can
wait herein rdative safety and let him find us, as I’'m sure he will, hopefully sooner than later, and most
utterly hopefully, sooner rather than way too late. Oh mogt rgpturous joy! It seems | was correct to work
my latest most clever and recondite ruse.’

JII groaned aoud.
‘Oh by the Lord of Hell! What have you done now?

“Naught new. | mean hiring the advocate and indging on laying formd charges againg Baruma. We
hed to have a reason to stay here in the safety of temple sanctuary for as long as we possibly could. If
you want to waste a great ded of other people's time, JIl my turtledove, there's no better way then
dating alawsuit.

If the archon’s men had only known it, the man they wanted to present with a writ of appearance
subpoena was only ten miles from Pastedion, even though Baruma wasn't exactly in full possession of
himsdf in the legd sense. Up in the hills to the east of town, the Hawkmaster and his two journeymen had
taken shelter from the continud rains in a public caravanserai provided by the archons of Pastedion.
Since it often rained in the summer up in the central plateau, this particular public rest area dso sported a
shdlter that was basicdly a very long roof, supported by stone pillars insteed of wadls, over a date floor
that was alittle higher in the middle then at the Sides so that any rainweter that blew in would run right out
again. By dicking to this high ground they could stay reasonably dry. Although the Hawks were so used
to physicd hardship that this sheter was a luxury to them, Baruma was miserable, cramped in every
muscle and exhausted. By then, however, hismind was beginning to fight back againgt being ensorcelled.

Although he il had no will of hisown in any true sense, cached in a secret corner of his mind he did
possess a kernel of hatred. His sheer physica discomfort fed that hatred and kept it dive. His terror of
the Hawkmaster kept it hidden. Often the master sent him out on the etheric to spy, or rather, to soar
above Pastedion and the warded temple to look for traces of the barbarian party. Every now and then
Baruma saw the slver flaming aura of the even sorcerer hurrying through the streets in the company of
one or two normd human ovoids, but he never found Rhodry, the woman, or Gwin. The Hawkmaster
was particularly worried about Gwin - not out of some fine concern for his man, of course, but from a
smple fear that Gwin would betray the guild by babbling dl its secrets under torture. In a secret place of
his hatred Baruma hoped that Gwin would do just that.

On a night when the waning moon rose only a few hours before the dawn, the Hawkmaster sent
Baruma out farther than usud, flying round and round in an ever-widening spird with Pastedion at its
centre. Here in this sparsaly-populated country he saw little but the wild hills rolling in the rusty-reddish
glow of the burgeoning grass up to the mountain peaks, slver-blue and grim under ther eternd snow. He
fdt the master's will spegking in his mind, then, urging m south dong the river. At fird Baruma
whimpered and fought. Gushing up from the water rose a Slver vel of dementd force, a surging and
turbulent counterpart to the flood run-off sweling the physica river below, and a red danger to a weak
soul like him, flying on someone else’ swill rather than his own. But the Hawkmaster’s whisper promised
torments, and in the end, Baruma flew south.

Whenever he could, he pulled away from the threatening veil with its tendrils of mig that seemed to
reach out ddiberatdly to snare and drag him down to his desth. He was so preoccupied with the river, in
fact, that it was some time before he redized that he had a shadowy companion. Out of the corner of his
eye, just behind him and on hisleft, he could see a dark migty shape fallowing dong. Whenever he turned
his head for a better look, the shape dodged away and disappeared. His fear began to swel like the
water-veil, and he heard his own voice babbling to the master.



Tou'd better come back, then.” The master’ s hated voice had never sounded so welcome.

Baruma swooped away from the river and began to circle back, only to ome face to face with a dark
tower of a figure a sweep of black robes, marked with glowing red Sgils and belted with a sring of
severed heads, and a face bardy visble in a heavy hood. When he yelped, the figure raised a shadowy
hend and shoved back theillusonary hood to reved the grim eyes of the Old One.

‘S0, I've found my logt little sparrow, have |7

Baruma could only babble out a confused welter of thoughts. He could hear the Hawkmaster’s voice,
edged with fear, demanding to know what he was seeing, but the voice seemed very far away. When the
Old One' s smulacrum raised both hands, aline of greyish light appeared, stretched between them. As he
worked his hands back and forth, the line doubled, then snaked out like a thrown rope to circle them
both. Once it wasin position it swelled, shot up and down, and turned into a wall of dirty-coloured light,
glare-shot and feverish, ringing them round.

“Your captor won't be able to force himsdf through that.” The Old One actudly sounded amused.
‘“When you return to your body, helll question you, of course. Tdl him the truth. | want him to know
exactly wha he' sfacing. | hope he squirms, the dog.’

‘Magter, please, save me!’

‘Eventudly. Perhaps. Y ou're useful where you are for the moment. Where did he capture you?
‘Indila | was on my way to you.’

‘What does he want?

‘Rhodry.’

‘What? What does the idiot boy want with Rhodry Maelwaedd?

Dimly Baruma knew that Rhodry’s full name was important, but in his terror and ensorcdment he
could only stare like an idiot himsdif.

‘I don’'t know, magter,’ he said &t last. *Or wait! He wants to know what you're doing. Or something
likethat. 1 don’t understand.’

‘No doubt he hasn't shared his heart of hearts with you, no.” All a once, the face of the Smulacrum
amiled, a ghedily gesture, the draw of bloodless lips away from a hollow black cavity of a mouth. ‘Very
wal, litle Baruma. Tdl him everything you know, and tdl him that the Master of the Aethyr is here in
Bardek. Let hm sprinkle every sharp thorn of the truth between his sheets and then have sweet dreams!’

In aflash of blinding blue glare the Old One disappeared. The wadl of filthy light hung steady for a
moment, then dissolved and flowed away into nothingness. Standing waiting was the towering smulacrum
of the Hawkmeaster, the face raging and swelling above its blood-red robes.

‘It was the Old One, master.’

In the secret place of hatred in his mind Baruma laughed, seeing the Hawkmaster dhrink - literdly
grink out on the etheric - in fear. Then the Imulacrum swelled again to larger than norma Sze, towering
over him, forcing him to his knees.



‘So!” The Hawkmaster’ s voice boomed through the blue light. * Has he opened war upon me?

‘No, magter, no. He said to tdl you the truth, about Rhodry Maglwaedd, about everything, about the
Master of the Aethyr, too.’

The Hawkmaster’ s image hung as dill and brittle as a piece of fine porceain.
The Master of the Aethyr?

That was the plan, to lure im here and kill him. H€' s here now, so the plan is working. I'm to tdl you
evarything now, Magter, everything. Don't torture me! Oh please don’t hurt me!’

‘I won't, little piglet. Come back with me, and we'll talk, long and hard.’

Thanks to the help of the Kings of Air, the Guaranteed Profit reached Indila in an amazingly short
time, much to the rdief of the horses as wdl as Perryn. As Nevyn supervised unloading the stock onto
the stone pier, he noticed his volunteer serving man surreptitioudy kneding down to kiss the solid footing
and pat the stone like a beloved dog. Asit did a odd moments, the question of Perryn’s true nature rose
to vex him, amply because he'd never seen anyone with such an inginctive antipathy to the dement of
water, but he put the wondering firmly aside. Such luxuries as the pursuit of knowledge would have to
wait till his return to Deverry.

That'sthe lagt of the poor beasts off,” Elaeno said, dralling over. ‘“WEe Il have to buy a horse for me
down in the public market.’

‘Actudly, | wasthinking that you'd best stay here!’
‘What? And miss the fighting?

“Naught of the sort-maybe. Listen, once | get Jil and the rest of them out of whatever trouble they're
in, | intend to retreat as fast as | can. We ve got to get Rhodry home firg and worry about samping out
our nagty little enemies later. I've no desire to come rushing back here only to find your ship burned or
destroyed some other way, and every captain in port mysterioudy unwilling to give us passage home.’

‘| see what you mean.” Elaeno laid an enormous hand on the hilt of his sword. ‘Me and my lads have
fought off pirates before. We Il be ready to do it again if we haveto.’

‘Good. You might. And keep up your astral sedls, too. If naught else, it'll give our enemies somewhat
to stew about.’

Since they’d arrived soon before dawn, Nevyn decided to lead his amdl warband out that very day.
Although they did go down to the marketplace and buy supplies, he skipped a formd and
time-consuming vist to the archon of Indila, and they rode out of the north gate just about noon. By then
Perryn had revived enough to be absolutely certain that Jil was 4ill in the same place, more north than
eadt from Indila

Thisroad will take us right to Pastedion, but it does run dong the river, Nevyn said. ‘Will traveling
30 close to flowing water keep you from finding her?

‘It won't, my lord. Er, um, why would it?

‘Water troubles some dweomer workings.’



‘Oh, but | don't have dweomer.’

“You know, I'm beginning to think you're exactly right: you don’t. Jus what you do have is the
greatest puzzle I’ ve faced in years!

For areply Perryn merdy looked miserable, as if blaming himsdf for his peculiar mentd structure - a
legacy of sdf-loathing from his unde Benoic, Nevyn assumed, and he let the painful subject drop.

When the Old One judged that the Hawkmaster had contemplated his bitter truths long enough, he
made contact with Baruma rather than go to meet his enemy on the etheric plane, where an ambush of
sorts might be possible. He found his former student’s mind so clouded that it was easy to take him over,
even through the scrying-mirror, and look out of his eyes. As far as he could tdl from body-empathy,
Baruma was kneding on a pile of saddle-blankets while he fed twigs into a amdl fire. Nearby two men -
Hawks, the Old One assumed - were playing knuckle-bones for splinters, while a third man, the
Hawkmagter that the Old One had hired the year before, was stting cross-legged with his back to the
others and garing blankly out a the rain-washed hillade beyond the rough stone shelter. He was
meditating, perhaps, or performing some sort of menta exercise, but whatever he may have been doing,
he was properly distracted.

The Old One made Baruma's head turn and look from Sde to side, but he could see nothing more of
any interest, only the stone pillars and the rain. Sowly and carefully he made Baruma's body stand up,
sumbling alittle until he gained full control. At the movement both Hawks looked up automaicdly, then
returned to their game. Although the master never moved, not so much as a twitch, the Old One was
willing to wager that he was perfectly aware of the movement. Wearing Baruma's body like a suit of
armour, he strolled down to the end of the shelter, turned back, paced a few steps and otherwise moved
around to practise contralling this borrowed physica vehide. With part of his mind he was aware of
Baruma, whimpering and frightened at being so suddenly forced out into the etheric, but it was a weak
digtraction that he could ignore.

When he was ready he strode back down to the fire and with a curse woven of evil names, forced the
sdamandersto flare up in a pillar of flame. All three Hawks legpt to ther feet and swirled to face him -
with sudden weaponsin their hands.

‘I am the Old One, not Baruma. If you kill this body, hell die, not me’

The Hawkmaster flicked one hand; his confederates weapons disappeared into the folds of ther
cothing. Sowly, with an impressive disdain, the master dipped his own dagger into a hidden sheeth.

‘I've heard of such things being done. Why are you here?

To tak. To drike a bargain, perhaps. The Master of the Aethyr’s going to be a hard bird to net. |
might be interested in hiring you again.’

‘I see’ The Hawkmaster dlowed himsdf a short bark of a laugh. “If | want to take your cursed
money, anyway. Thanks to your little scheme, three of my best men are dead, and a fourth captured.’

‘My scheme? Did | ask you to snatch the bait out of my trap? You were fallowing the barbarian boy
for reasons of your own. Don't try to tdl me otherwise. Don't blame me if something went wrong with
your plans’

‘Very wel, then, | won't. That “something” is every bit as dangerous to you as it isto me, though.’



‘If it wasn't, would | be here bargaining with you? There' s another dweomerman involved in this, isn't
there?

‘Exactly - the man who rescued Rhodry in the firs place. And | agree that we' d be better off working
together. If I'm going to kill the Master of the Aethyr on the road, I'll need the information you can give
rre)

‘Kill the. . . 7 For the firg time in years, the Old One laughed, a deep bdly-laugh that left his
borrowed body shaking on the edge of his contral. ‘You utterly arrogant idiot! Y ou? Kill the Master of
the Aethyr on the road just as if you were a common bandit and hm some piddiing merchant? I'm
amazed. I'm stunned. It passes dl description.’

The Hawkmaster’ s dark face was suffused with a dangerous sort of purple.

‘If I can kill an archon in the middle of his palace, when every door and window and even the
god-cursed cracks in the celing are svarming with guards, | can cursed wel ...”

“You can do nothing againg the Master of the Aethyr. Leave him to me. Come to my villg Baruma
knows where it is. W€l lay a trap for him there’

Sowly the Hawkmaster's colour returned to normd, and he amiled.
‘Oh, I'll comedl right. But I'll bring Nevyn's head with me. | know athing or two abouit traps.’
‘Fool!’

The Old One dipped out of Baruma's body and dlowed its owner’s soul to rush in just as the
Hawkmeaster stepped forward and dapped it across the face. Whining and grovdling, Baruma sank to his
knees while the Old One withdrew his consciousness and returned through the mirror to his own body,
propped inits char back in his comfortable sudy in the villa

As soon as he was fully awake, he laughed again. The Hawkmaster had taken the bait exactly as he'd
hoped. No matter how the battle went, the Old One would profit. If, by some smdl mirade the
Hawkmaster did indeed kill Nevyn, then the Old One could diminate the assassn eesly, any time he
chose. It was much more probable, of course, that the Hawks would only succeed in killing the old
man's companions, induding this lesser dweomer-master, before Nevyn was findly goaded into taking
action and dedtroying them. By then his position would be considerably weakened; he would be aone,
without dliesin aforeign land, and the Old One could movein for the kill.

After the Old One withdrew, the Hawkmaster’'s disolay of fury vanished just as suddenly. So, the
ancient fool thought he could be goaded into a reckless attack like a mere apprentice, did he? He was
going to be very surprised when the Hawks turned up at his gates, quite unharmed and with dlies at their
gde. For along time the Hawkmaster paced back and forth, thinking, wondering at himsdf and his
amhbitions, while Baruma cowered and whimpered and his men watched in Slent anticipation, as if they
knew that great things were afoot.

He would have to be very careful, the Master told himsdlf, to make certain that his ambitions didn't
exceed his grasp. For years the Dark Brotherhood had hoarded knowledge of the dweomer like some
fa rich man gloaing dl grease-chin over his feasts and throwing only meegre scraps of stde bread and
gristled meet to the beggars a his door. Since the Hawks were ussful to them, they received these
scraps, since they were equdly dangerous, scraps were dl they got. But in the Old On€'s villa were
books, and consecrated implements, perhaps even captive spirits who would speak of dark magicks



upon command - if the Hawkmaster owned those things, wouldn't every assassin in the idands come and
grove a his feet for a share? Wouldn't they pay with gold as wel as adulation to learn what he knew?
And once the Hawks were learned and drong in the dark arts, then there would be no more
Brotherhood - only Hawks.

Before, no one had dared attack the Old One for fear of retribution, but now he had unleashed a
dangerous enemy on the idands. No doubt the other members of the Brotherhood would agree that
anyone who would knowingly bring the Master of the Aethyr - and apparently one of his disciples as wdl
- down upon them dl was growing daft and senile. No doubt the Brotherhood would not agree that the
Hawks should have the Old On€e's books, but once the books were in their hands, the Brotherhood
could disagree dl it wished. Its members would be welcome to try to take them back, if they dared.

There remained, of course, the problem of the Master of the Aethyr. Although the Hawkmaster had
no intentions whatsoever of atacking the old man, he could ensure that no one for miles around would
willingy help him and his disciple. Eventudly, the Old One and the master of the light would meet on a
fidd of war; no matter who won that battle, the Hawkmaster would profit. Either the Old One would be
dead and defeated, or a victor but severely weakened. If Nevyn did win, then the Hawkmaster would
merey loot the villa and disappear. Or - and here the degance of his plan graified hm no end - if he
should kill a battle-weary Nevyn, wouldn't the Brotherhood fear him al the more and let im study the
books in peace?

There was, however, one lagt mgor difficulty: what if he faled to find Nevyn again after that lagt
battle? The Hawkmaster had heard that masters of magic could kill one another out on the etheric plane
while ther bodies were miles gpart. The Hawkmaster wanted them together on the physcd plane, where
he could move in on the winner. To ensure it, he would have to mark a trall in some subtle way that
would lead the Master of the Aethyr right to the Old One's door. It dl sounded perfectly reasonable,
there on the rainy hillsde, reasonable and, better yet, immensdy profitable.

Smiling to himsdf, the Hawkmaster turned to his men, gtting patiently nearby.

Take Baruma into the woods aways - no, don't hurt him! Put that knife away, you idiot! Just keep
hm a a distance so he can’'t overhear me. Barumaiis very important to us. He knows the way to the Old
One svilla Infact, little piglet, I'll see to it that you get ared med tonight, dl you want to eat.’

Baruma grinned and drooled, peering up through cloudy eyes. The Hawkmaster patted him on the
head, then 9gndled to the others to lead him away. He was about to contact possible dlies through the
black ink - there were severa outposts of the guild in this part of the idand - and he didn’'t want to give
the Old One the dightest chance of learning it.

That same night, just after sunset, Sdlamander came back from his day’s business a the lawcourts
with another headache. Since Gwin and Rhodry were gone, chopping firewood for the temple for want
of anything better to occupy their time, JlIl was done in the guest-house when he came douching in and
flopped down on his cot. Without waiting to be asked, she poured him wine.

‘We ve had ared set-back, haven't we?

‘How perceptive you are, oh partridge of perspicacity.” Sdlamander had a long swalow and wiped
hismouth on his deeve. ‘ They're taking about summoning Brindemo to tegtify.’

‘“Tha could take monthd’

‘Indeed. If our fat friend even lived to reach the court. The idea is to force us to drop the case.’” He



finished the other hdf and held out the goblet to be refilled. The sagacious archon of this far and
fountain-studded city seems maost unwilling to prosecute Baruma.’

‘He' s afraid of the Hawks, no doubt.’

‘Of course. | have been repeatedly assured that if it were a Smple matter of freeing Rhodry and
Qgetting on our way, our affairs could be attended to in the proverbid twinkling of an eye. There have even
been hints of a subgtantia reduction in the usud fees, as recompense for the inordinate amount of time
which we've been forced to spend on what should be - and here | get a veritable dumb-show of
knowing winks and Sgnificant glances from each officid present - what should be a routine matter.’

‘Bastards.” Jll poured hersdf a cup, too. ‘I imegine Rhodry would be pleased to drop the case,
though. He wants to kill Baruma himsdf. Letting alot of common-born folk tdl hm what to do won't St
wel, either.’

“How smple life must seem to the likes of my beloved younger brother!” Salamander was amiling, but
his fingers were twining round his wine-cup so tightly that Jil was afrad he'd snap the stem. ‘Buit | think
me we don’t have much choice’

‘Why? | thought the whole point of this lavsuit was to waste time”

‘dust so, but wadting time does not include wadting yet another life. If the archons send for Brindemo,
the Hawks will kill him, one way or another, if not in Myleton, then somewhere dong the way. And
please do not even begin to tdl me that Brindemo would deserve no better, because flawved though he
may be, he's ahuman soul and a child of your gods and so on and so forth!’

‘He a0 refused to send Rhodry to the mines. That’s enough for me’

‘A practicd soul to the core, aren’'t you? Well and good, then. We shdl ask his holiness to solemnize
Rhodry’ s freedom on the morrow, and the day after that - you have to wait a full day and night, you see,
which is dl to the good in our pending precarious and perilous predicament - well register it with the
archon, and then . . . well, indeed, what then? Do you think we dare take the risk of scrying Nevyn out?

‘Will the Hawks know it if we do?
‘Mot like’

JII spped her wine and considered the grim dternatives. With avast Sgh Salamander got up and, ill
dutching his wine cup, wandered over to the lectern, where a candle as long and thick as a child's am
stood impaed on an iron spike in readiness. He flicked his fingers and lit the candle, frowned, flicked
them again and put it out, then waved his hand in the air and summoned a candle-shape of pure golden
light to hang above the scrall laid out on the lectern.

‘Why are you reading that stupid thing now? JlI snapped. ‘We should be thinking about the trouble
we'rein.

‘What a nasty temper you havel I've dready thought about the trouble and have reached the
concluson that thereig't one - aconcluson, thet is. Like the shepherd in the ancient fable, caught twixt
lion and walf, no matter which way we run, we are somebody’s dinner.’

‘There are times when | fed like strangling you.’



“No doubt.” He was bending over the scrall, but whether or not he was actudly reading, she couldn’t
tdl. There are times, turtledove, when my blather even gets on my own nerves. Thisis one of them.’

The firg night out of Indila, Nevyn and his men had stayed, just by traveler’'s luck, in a litile town
beside the road that had a amdl inn and a bigger caravan-yard right in the middle of its public square. For
the second night, however, he had a particular destination in mind, a temple of Dalae-oh-contemo up in
the hills that was more of a hermitage for dderly priests than a working temple. It was a day’s ride,
twenty miles, from Pastedion, far enough to ensure its resdents privacy, but close enough to the big
urban temple so that the younger priests could ride over now and then and see if their elder brethren

required anything.

A complex of low, rambling white buildings and big gardens, the temple stood on top of a diff on the
east 9de of and about three hundred yards above the river and river-road, and the only way up was a
switch-back trall cut out of the living rock. When Nevyn and hismen arrived at the bottom of this trail, it
was judt at sunset, and as he looked up, idy wondering how ther tired horses would take the dimb, the
sting sun washed the buildings with a gentle pinkish light. All a once he went cold, because the light
changed to sheting blood in the Sght of Vison.

‘What's wrong, my lord? Amyr said. ‘Y ou're white as snow.’

‘I don't know yet, lad, but I'll wager somewhat’s very wrong indeed. WE Il leave mogt of the men
here with the horses, but you and | are going to dimb up to take alook.’

‘Do you think there are enemies waiting up there?

At that a crowd of burly purple-and-black gnomes appeared a Nevyn's feet. Although they were
obvioudy agitated, screwing up their facesin fear and legping up and down, they shook their heads no in
a dlent answer to Amyr's question. Just to be on the safe sde, Nevyn brought Praedd aong, too.
Panting and puffing, the three of them climbed up on foot with the gnomes rushing ahead urtil at last they
stood before the wooden gates of the compound and could look down, while they caught their bresth, a
the little figures of the men and horses beside the tiny river far below.

Y et they lingered only the barest moment. When Nevyn knocked on the gate, it creaked open under
hisfig afew inches to let him see an dderly man, his dark face twisted in agony, lying on the ground, one
hand stretched towards the gate in a desperate attempt to reach it. A puddle of blood was drying around
him and dotting in his snow-white hair.

‘Ah goddl’ Nevyn's cry was more of a moan under his bregth. * Brace yoursdlf, lads’

They shoved the gate open and strode into a centrad courtyard with flower-beds blooming red and
ydlow round a cobbled court. Although thet first dead man had dmost reached the gates, two others had
fdlen back by the entrance to the shrine across the court. All three had been stabbed to death. With the
Wildfalk to guide them, Nevyn and his men found two more around the back at the washhouse, and the
last three in the kitchens, where, apparently, they’d been sharing the humble task of preparing their
evening med of bread and stewed vegetables. As they searched Nevyn fdt curioudy numb, a little cold
maybe, but perfectly cam.

Since he knew that the priests would have wanted to lie close to their holy dtar, he had the men carry
them into the narrow, white-washed shrine and lay them down on the tiled floor in front of the enormous
block of polished stone. Behind it on the wall was a fresco of the Wave-father soaring serene and free
over the sun-gilded ocean, just as, or so he hoped, their souls now soared in the One True Light. By the



time they’ d covered dl the victims with blankets from their individud cells, night had fdlen. When Nevyn
made a glowing sphere of golden light appear above the dtar, nather Amyr nor Praedd seemed to
notice. Both young men were white and shaking, but with rage.

‘The piss-poor, whoreson bastards!” Amyr burst out. ‘ Saughtering old men! Cresking ancients, my
lord! They stood the same chance of fighting back as a candle€' s got of mdting the third hell!’

‘It gripesmy soul!”” Praedd snarled. *Will we get a strike on them, my lord?

‘| sncerely hope so, lads. I'll wager anything you want that these men were dain just so they couldn’t
shdlter us’

Only then did his grief hit home, grief and rage and sheer overwheming quilt, that these wise and
gentle eders had died because of him and his troubles - but not because of him done, he reminded
himsdlf, rather from the foul evil that was infecting the idands like rot in the timbers of a ship. He knew he
was trembling, his heart pounding. He fet himsdf turn as cold and hard as a sword carved of ice. The
Wildfalk of Aethyr gathered round him like a summer storm, crackling and hissng in the air, rushing up
and down the wallsin the blue fire of sheet lightning.

‘I swear by dl my holy vows, they who daughtered these innocent souls will pay the price in
blood-coin.’

As his voice echoed in the dlent shrine, aflash of brilliant white burst over the dtar with the acrid andl
of lightning. Praedd and Amyr sank to their knees in awe and terror both.

‘“The god has witnessed my vow. So be it!’
And with the deepest thunder of dl, three great knocks throbbed and rolled through the shrine.

If he had been done, Nevyn would have walked through the night in his holy rage to reach Pastedion,
but asit was, he had men, and beasts too for that matter, under his care. They dl spent a restless night-
even the horses seemed to have picked up that something was wrong -camped with their backs to the
diff. Though everyone ese managed to deep, Nevyn stayed up, pacing back and forth by the river as he
kept a guard in more worlds than one.

In the morning no one grumbled when Nevyn ingsted they make an early start. By pushing themsdlves
they reached Pastedion well before sunset, just as it was waking up from its noontide nap and its ditizens
were beginning to wander down to the marketplace for a snack and a gossip. Everyone turned to stare at
the party of well-armed and grim horsemen who clattered through the streets on their way to the archon’s
palace. They dl dismounted in a tiled courtyard planted with cypresses and set with marble fountains.
When a pair of haried-looking servants rushed out and announced that the archon Graffaco was
recaiving no visitors, Nevyn grabbed the closest unfortunate by his tunic and lifted him half off his feet.

“You tdl him that Lord Garion of Aberwyn is here on urgent business for the gwerbret of sad city,
and that he brings horrible news to boot. The dderly priests who served the Wave-father up on the
river-road have dl been murdered, practicdly in ther beds. Understand?

The dave squeaked and nodded a vigorous yes.
‘Good. Then fetch him out here now.’

With one last squeak the dave wriggled free and rushed off into the palace as if demons were pinching



his behind. Nevyn amiled, crossed his arms over his chest, and waited.

Although normally freeing a dave is a joyous occasion in the idands -the former master is expected to
gpread a goodly feast for friends and relations - JlIl and the others had no appetite for caebrating after
the brief ceremony that set Rhodry free. They were dl stting gumly in the guesthouse, arguing in spurts
over what to do next, when Brother Merrano came hurrying in with news.

‘Rhodry, there's a Deverry man at the archon’s palace who dams to be one of your servitors. A
Lord Gdrion.’

‘Who? Rhodry glanced at Jll, who only shrugged in puzziement. ‘I’ ve never heard that name before.’
‘It sounds like a name out of an ancient chronicle or suchlike’ Sdamander chimed in.

‘I don’t know anything about that, Merrano said with some asperity. ‘But he's brought a pack of
armed men with him, and the archon’s afrad that helll start cutting off heads if you don't get yoursdlf
there to cdm him down.’

‘Now that sounds like an Eldidd man, truly.” Rhodry got up and grinned. ‘“Wedl and good, then. Let's
0o greet him!

The wak from the temple to the archon’'s palace was only a couple of hundred yards, but to Jll it
seemed to dtretch for ever. As they made their way through the afternoon crowds in a tight bunch, with
Rhodry in the middle for safety’s sake, she was sure that she saw assassins in every shadow and on
every roof, dl wating for therr chance to rob Aberwyn of its rightful heir. Her nerves grew even jumpier
when they reached the palace and found that the archon had brought out his handful of armed guards.
Two spearmen stood at the gates, and two more at the door of the magnificent stone house itsdf. At the
sght of them Gwin froze, just for the briefest moment. Sdamander lad a friendly hand on his shoulder
and whispered.

‘Is anyone here going to recognize you?
‘They shouldn’t. You never know.’
‘Wdl, if there’ slying to be done, leave it to me. I'm amaster of the craft.’

Gwin managed a gmile at that and let himsdf be led dong into the archon’s reception chamber,
echoing and gaudy with purple and gold tile. Sitting on the floor below the dais were ten Deverry men,
perched uncomfortably on cushions and spping wine from unfamiliar cups. JIl caught Rhodry’s am and
Squeezed it.

‘All these men serve you. Act as if you remember them. The blond with the scar over one eye is
Amyr. Make sure you cdl him by name’

Then she looked &t the dais and dl her good advice caught in her throat.

‘Nevyn!’

She found hersdf running like a child down the long room with no thought of courtesy or protocol.
With his creaky laugh the old man got up to meet her, dimbing down from the dais just as she launched
hersdf into his embrace.



‘Oh Nevyn, Nevyn, you can't know how it gladdens my heart to see you!”’
‘I think | can guess, child. There, there, don’'t weep. WE I fight this thing out and win yet.’

In something like shock Jll redized that she was indeed weeping. When she wiped her eyes on her
shirt deeve Nevyn produced one of his usud horrid old rags from his brigga pocket for her to use as a
handkerchief, a thing so familiar and common that it worked on her better than a mighty taismen,
radiating sober sense and courage in the midgt of dark magicks. She dmogt hated to hand it back.

“We' d best mind our formdities now,” he whispered.

Taking her am he led her up to the dais, where the archon was standing, visbly puzzled. Rhodry’s
men were on their feet too, but dugtering round the gwerbret, dl desperate to touch hm and prove to
themsdlves that he was red, dive, and there with them, some weeping openly, most keeping slent only
by a great act of will. Yet even in the midst of the confusion Jil noticed Gwin, stlanding off to one side,
and she would dways remember the pain on his face, the stricken look of someone who redlizes just
what an outsider, what an outcast from dl that's decent and norma he is. Then the look was gone,
swallowed into his usud blank lack of emation, but at that moment she found it in her heart to pity him.

‘Forgive me, Sr,” Nevyn said to the archon. Thisis my granddaughter and the gwerbret’s betrothed,
and there, just behind her, isthe gwerbret’s half-brother.’

When Graffaeo, a portly little man on the pale side, bowed to her in the Deverry manner, JIl managed
to drop a curtsey. Sdlamander was amiling in such an arrogant way that she couldn’t begrudge the archon
his sour scowl.

‘I an wdl acquainted with this mae personage, Lord Gdrion,” Graffaeo rumbled. ‘But where is the
gwerbret himsdf?

‘Here” Rhodry strode to the dais, scorned the stairs, and legpt in one smooth motion the three feet
up. ‘ So. I've heard your name often enough, honoured one, over the past few weeks.’

Goaded beyond human limits his men began to cheer, a wordless yep of sheer release. Caught up in
the spirit of the thing the various daves and servants joined in, gpplauding gracefully in their corners until
Greffaeo threw both aramsin the air for slence.

‘I am pleased to welcome you to my humble house, Lord Rhodry of Aberwyn.” His amile was a flash
of walf inapudgy face. ‘And | trust, Snce your servants are here to escort you home, that we will hear
no more of this peculiar lawsuit.’

For the rest of that afternoon and long into the evening, after the daves had lit a hundred oil-lamps in
the dlittering room and an impromptu meal had been served, JIl was a spectator a the strangest
tournament she’'d ever seen, round after round of mock combats fought only with words and precious
few plain ones a tha. She was shocked to see just how devious, just what a master of innuendo Nevyn
could be when he set himsdf to it, and of course, the archon would never have been eected if he hadn't
been as subtle as a greased stoat. It was some hours before she redlized that this battle was being fought
not over principles, but out of fear. If there had been no Hawks of the Brotherhood to threaten his life,
Graffaeo would have bankrupted himsdf gladly to hdp them safdy home and revenge the murdered
priests, but there were, aways present, aways threstening, the Hawks. Not, of course, that the archon
ever mentioned ther name - he talked modlly of regrettable circumstances and electora discontent. Yet
everyone knew what he meant, just as everyone redized that he as wel as they assumed that the Hawks
were behind the deaths at the hermitage.



‘Of course,’ Nevyn said at one point, ‘there’ s bound to be an outcry among the voters when the news
of the daughter spreads - as it’s doubtless doing right now. My manservant does happen to be watching
over our horses out in the stables.’

‘Oh, my good sr, no doubt it would have spread quite quickly no matter wha either of us did.
Graffaeo moved negtly to undercut the dweomer-master’s smdl victory. ‘Never fear. | dhdl do
evarything | can to reassure the people that the matter iswdl in hand.’

‘Jugtice mugt be served, urn? Nevyn sduted him with a wine-cup. ‘Even if the med is meagre?
Greffaeo flushed scarlet.
‘Judtice will be served, sr. One way or another.’

Nevyn paused with the cup hdf-way to his mouth and considered the archon over the brim. Under
thar brigling white brows his ice-blue eyes seemed srangdy sympathetic.

‘One way or another, indeed.” He lowered the cup. ‘I redize, of course, that you're in a very difficult
position, with so many factors and factions to weigh and balance. What a pity that someone couldn’t just
take this little matter off your shoulders - uncfficdly, of course, while the offidd invedigation goes
forward.’

‘Ah. Graffaeo took a dried fig from a Slver tray and considered its many convolutions. ‘A pity,
indeed. If such athing were possible, it would of course earn my extreme gratitude.’

‘Of course” Nevyn had a 9p of wine and looked casudly away toward a fresco that depicted the
Star Goddesses presenting a heroicdly drawn figure with a lodestone. *What a beautiful painting thet id
The artis must be well known.’

‘Oh heis, heis. We were lucky to get him.

‘Does anyone remember the names of the gpprentices who mixed the plaster and ground the colours,
or the journeymen who took the artist’s drawings and pounced and scored them upon the wall?

‘What? Why should they? Then the archon smiled in gentle understanding. ‘Indeed, why should
anyone remember that?

‘Indeed. The agents of the great are never remembered, though much of the, shdl we say less
pleasant, work falsto them.’

‘A pity, in its way.” The archon picked up the slver tray. ‘May | offer you a sweetmesat, Lord
Gdrion?

‘My thanks’

When Nevyn took a handful of dmonds, JIl redized that a bargain had just been concluded - though
whet it was, she couldn’t say.

For the appearances of the thing they lingered some minutes more, but as soon as possible Nevyn
made their escape in a flurry of bows and protests of mutud admiration. As they dl waited out in the
lamp-lit courtyard for the horses to be brought round, Salamander was beside himsdf, practicdly jigging
where he stood.



‘Oh mod hrilliant stroke, Lord Gdrion!” He spoke in Deverrian, as secret as a whisper up here in the
hill country. ‘Wdl-played indeed!’

‘Hold your tongue, you chaitering df!” Nevyn sounded weary. ‘Don’'t gloat over somewhat that could
wdl kill usdl.

‘But | don't understand,’ Jll said. *“What did you get from him?

‘His permission to go after the Hawks. If | fal it'll be no &fair of his but if | succeed, there won't be
any tak of my legd culpability, either.’

‘But how do you know? It was dl cursed unclear to me’

‘My dear turtledove, Sdamander broke in. ‘1t's no one word or phrase - the truth resides in the sum
of the entire evening. Never have | seen concessions better wrung! Our Nevyn is so subtle, so recondite
even, that I’'m beginning to wonder if he's haf an df himsdlf.

‘I know you mean tha for a compliment, but stop gloaing!” Nevyn snapped. ‘You didn't see the
daughter in that temple’

‘Wdll, true enough, magter. | fal abashed.’

. Inadatter of hooves on the cobbles and the ringing of bridles, daves brought the horses round the
corner of the longhouse. At their head, dl diffidence and open-mouthed grovd, his red hair gleaming in
the lantern-light, walked Perryn. At the sght of him Jil quite literdly snarled like a dog and clasped her
hand over her sword-hilt. When he yelped and shrank back, her disgust rose srong enough to choke
her. That- that ugly cresture - that skinny little beast who looked more like a gnome than a men - that
wretch was what had terrified her, terrorized her rather with his peculiar and undean dweomer! Without
agngle thought she strode over, dapped him across the face with one hand and punched him as hard as
ghe could in the somach with the other. He moaned and doubled over.

‘Enough!” Nevyn caught her wrigt from behind.
‘But my lord! After what he did to me! I'll kill him!’

“You won't, and because | say so. Naught that |1 could say would tak you out of it, SO leave him
aone because | order you to.’

That she could accept - barely. She shook off the old man's grip and strode over to Rhodry, who
was ganding a the head of hiswarband - she could think of the men no other way, now that he was with
them - and watching her with asmdl, gpproving amile

‘Do you remember that ginking little weasdl? she said.

‘Entirdy too well. | caught him on the road, you know, after you'd left him. The grey gnome guided
meright there, and | beat the demons out of his heart and hide and the filth out of his guts. It's a lovey

memory, that one’
‘Why didn’t you kill him?

‘I swore a vow that | wouldn't” Rhodry frowned, thinking hard. ‘I don’t remember why now, or
what god presided. But avow’'s avow.’



‘Itis, truly. Wl and good, then -1 just wondered.’

‘As wdl you might. But here, my love, I"'ve been going a man with a memory, sure enough, but that
does't mean | have one. That old man, Gdrion, the one you keep cdling “no one’. Who by dl the hells
ishe?

She fdt then as Perryn mugt have when her fig punched gut into backbone. All her despair came
flooding back, wondering if Rhodry would ever be wel again, if he couldn’t even remember Nevyn.

‘A man you can trust with your life, and the greatest sorcerer in dl Deverry, just for starters” She
managed to force out a reassuring amile. ‘I'll tel you about his other taents later.’

Since he agreed with Brother Merrano that the priests of Daae-oh-contemo had endured enough
amed barbarians within their wals, Nevyn sent Sdlamander, Perryn, and Praedd back to the temple to
round up the gear and horses left behind, then took everyone dse to an inn that Merrano recommended:
a large, dean place run by a pious man and, better yet, surrounded by a high wdl with iron spikes
embedded in the plaster on top. Thistime of year, fortunately, they had the compound pretty much to
themsdlves, and JlI, rather to Nevyn's surprise, had an amazing amount of hard coin to give the innkeep
to ensure that they would continue to do so.

‘Where did you get dl that Slver?
‘Ahwell.” Briefly she turned furtive. *We earned it, actudly, but you' d best ask Sdamander how.’

‘Very wdl, then. Here, Amyr! You and the rest of the men will be deeping in what's usudly the
common room upstairs. Get them settled, then stay out here to wait for Sdamander and the others. Tdl
Perryn to deep out in the stable with the horses. Don't worry about him arguing -hell prefer it.’

And hell be safer there too, Nevyn thought somewhat grimly - from Jill, that is When he'd brought
Perryn dong, he'd forgotten that Jil would be less than pleased to see the man she saw as a ddiberate
tormentor. While he understood her fedings, he dso had no desire to see Perryn beaten to degath right in
front of him.

Once Sdamander returned, he, Jil, Rhodry, and Gwin dl crowded into the tiny reception chamber of
Nevyn's auite and sat on the floor while Nevyn paced restlesdy back and forth. Although he knew that
they were dl waiting for him to speak, he found it hard to begin, because they were expecting him to
solve every problem while he knew exactly how tangled the situation had become. Findly he decided to
begin with the easiest strand of this web to unwind and pointed a Gwin.

‘Who are you anyway, lad?
Licking nervous lips, Gwin only looked a Rhodry.
‘He was a Hawk, my lord,” Rhodry said. ‘But he' s my man now, and I'll vouch for him.”

Nevyn turned to Gwin, caught his glance when the man tried to look away, and switched to the
dweomer Sght that could bore deep into a soul. For a moment other eyes flickered before his - blue and
hard and cold, but at root somehow bewildered - and with the snatch of vison came the sound of a men
crying, one who hadn’t mourned in years. Then it faded, leaving him puzzled and Gwin terrified, shrinking
back into his corner of the tiny room, trying to speak but only mouthing soundless words.

‘I won't hurt you, lad. If Rhodry says you' ve changed dlegiance, then I'll believe him.’



Gwin swalowed heavily, sghed once, and found his voice.

‘I'll tdl you everything | know about the Hawks. | was only a journeyman, not a master, but
everything | know, I'll tdl you gladly.’

‘Good. Later well have asmdl private chat, you and 1. Oh come now, don't look so frightened. It
be a good hit easier than your initiation was, I'm sure.’” Suddenly weary, Nevyn sat down on the edge of
the miniature dais. ‘| can see that | need more information before | can make the hard decisons | have to
make. Rhodry lad, let's start with you. After that stupid Cerrgonney feud wound down, what happened?
Why did you head for Cerrmor?

‘I can't tdl you, my lord. | don't remember. Oh, of course, you don't know yet. They took my
memory away. | only remember bits and pieces of my life before they brought me to Bardek. A Hawk
cdled Bauma-

‘He' s no Hawk!” Gwin snapped. ‘A member of the cursed foul Dark Brotherhood, but no Hawk.’

‘Wdl and good, then, Rhodry went on. ‘This dime-gut, demon’'s spawn cdled Baruma took me
prisoner and broke my mind to pieces - asfar as| can tdl, anyway.’

He said it so cdmly thet it took some moments for Nevyn to redlize the significance of what he'd said.
Then he swore, and dl the rage he' d fdt at the Sght of the murdered priests boiled up again, as fresh and
hot as the spew of a volcano.

‘Oh have they now? His voice came out as a burning whisper that made everyone in front of him
grink back. He took a deep breath and made himsdf spesk in a more normd tone of voice. ‘Oh did
they? Then thet tearsit. That's enough. I’ ve taken dl I’'m going to take from these people. I'll need dl of
your information before | can plan the attack, but I've made my decison. Once you're dl safdy on your
way to Eldidd, then I'm teking up the archon’s little commisson and coming back here to wipe these
scum off the face of the earth.’

‘Begging your pardon and dl, my lord,” Rhodry said, and there was the sted of command in his voice.
‘But I'm not leaving until I ve helped you do it. | swore avow to kill Baruma, and kill him 1 will, even if |
diefor it and Aberwyn goes up in flames for the lack of me’

Nevyn opened hismouth to argue, then hesitated. With a ripple of dweomer-cold he redized that he
was going to need help on this self-gppointed misson. He aso could recognize a waste of time when he
saw one coming his way.

‘Very well, and | suppose none of the rest of you are going to run, ether, no matter how long | argue
with you. But remember, Rhodry lad. You may be Gwerbret Aberwyn, but I'm the Master of the
Aethyr.

‘Thisismy war, and I’'m the cadvridoc. You ride a my orders or you don't ride &t dl.’
‘Done, then. Y ou have my pledged word.’

It was getting on towards dawn before Nevyn dept that night. First he heard what Salamander, Jl,
and Rhodry had to say about ther time in Bardek; then he shooed everyone out and closeted himsdf
with Gwin for hours. Although Gwin had never risen far in the hierarchy of the assassins guild - he had
little talent for dweomer though alot for killing - he had spent most of his life as a Hawk, ever since he'd
sumbled on to the guild's existence as a runaway dave-boy often. He knew names, and places, and



secret Sgns and rituds, he'd overheard scraps of plans and details of feuds within the Brotherhoods; he
was dso willing to soill every one of them, searching through every corner of his wel-traned memory as
he sat on the floor in Nevyn's chamber. He had made his change of loydties as ruthledy and
scrupuloudy as he would have carried out a mass murder before, yet Nevyn could see tha the change
hed nothing to do with honour and precious little with mord principles. Gwin only knew that hiswhole life
hed been atangle of suffering, and that hislove for Rhodry, afeding both blind and wise, was his one last
chance to cut that tangle and win free. Nevyn was more than willing to use any weapon that would get
anyone free of evil, just as he would never scorn a medicind that would save a patient just because it
didn’t happen to be mentioned in the best herbals.

‘Now this is the most important thing of dl,” Nevyn sad findly. ‘Do you know where the Old One
lives?

‘l doand | don’t. They don't tdl lowly journeymen like me dl the details, but 1 know he got that
edtate from the archons of Vardeth.’

‘Yegodd! It can't be dl that far away!’

‘Jugt that. You know, my lord, | keep thinking that he drew us here, like. That we' ve been thinking
we're as clever as clever, but dl the time he's been drawing us in like a spider that’s got a wrapped fly
on athread.’

“Y ou’ ve been spending too much time around Salamander and his lurid imeagination.’

‘Maybe. It's just that you hear dl these rumours about the Old One. Even my master back in Vdanth
used to say that hdf of what you heard couldn’'t be true, but he didn’'t know the fase hdf from the red
one. But then, the dinking Brotherhood never told us more than the bare bones of what we needed for a
job.

“You know, | hadn't redized just how much the Hawks hated the Brotherhood. Back in Deverry we
aways assumed you worked hand in hand.’

‘Only when we were paid to, my lord. They say that the Brotherhood founded the Hawks, hundreds
of years ago, back when there was plague in the idands, and everything was a proper mess and the
archons were too frantic to worry about a dark lodge or two, but | don't know if it's true or not. If it is,

they parted company soon enough.’
‘That was probably inevitable’

“‘Probably.” Gwin looked up, his eyes brimming pain. ‘My lord, can you cure Rhodry? Can you undo
what that swine did to him?

Nevyn considered - briefly - tdling some reassuring lie

‘I don’'t know. I won't know urtil | try, and | won't be able to try until we've disposed of the Old
One. I'll need time, and I'll need to concentrate. Wondering if assassins or evil dweomermen are going to
drop out of the Sky upon you tends to ruin a man's gaility to pay attention to his work.’

Gwin amiled, a twitch of his mouth with no real humour in it.

‘Gwin, you mud have seen what happened. | take it Baruma was moslly usng physcd pain to break
down Rhodry’s defences.’



‘He was, but he tried to use shame for a weapon, too. He started torturing Rhodry when we were il
in Sath, and dl the pirates would stand around and watch. They thought it was a hit of fun to see just
how much pain the Slver dagger could take.” His voice was so conversational and ordinary that it was
chilling. ‘ They were laying wagers, you see, on how long he'd last.’

‘“Was Rhodry aware of that?

‘He was. He taunted them - ye gods, my lord! He had the guts to lie there and jest with them, tdlling
them to wager high, because he was going to make them rich by outlagting anything Baruma could do to
him. | think that's when | fdl - when | redlized | - well, that | couldn't stand what they were doing to
him. Gwin's face turned bleak. ‘Baruma never did much torturing a once, an hour here and there
throughout the day. He wanted Rhodry to think about what was going to happen to him, and he wanted
hisfun to lagt, too. But then | redized that the little pig-bugger was afraid of me. So I'd St where he
could see me and just Stare a him, and he'd get so nervous that he' d make the sessons even shorter.
Once we gat on board ship and away from Saith, he redly began to sweat. After he'd broken Rhodry
down, he wanted to go on entertaining himsdf, but | told him I'd kill him if he didn’'t leave Rhodry adone.
| wanted to kill him anyway, but the ship was crawling with pirates, and he was the one who was paying
them. | want you to know that, my lord. | redly would have killed himif | could have’

‘I believe you.’

‘My thanks. If they’d killed me, they would have killed Rhodry, too, and so we wouldn't have gained
anything. He looked away again. ‘ Do you think I'm mad? JIl does.’

‘| think you've lived a life that would have driven most men mad, but that you've come to sanity’s
gates’

‘Fair enough. And it's up to me whether or not | open them and go in?
‘Judt thet. You learn fat, Gwin!’

‘It's being around Rhodry, most like. Well, and dl the dweomer round me, too.” This time when he
amiled his eyes came dive, too. ‘If | can speak frankly, my lord? Hearing JlIl and Salamander talk about
you chilled my heart, because I’ ve never seen power like thers, but here they kept saying you were the
red master.’

‘Hattering of them. So, you could see that Jll has power of her own?

“Who couldn’t, my lord? I mean, anyone who has a little knowledge would have to be blind to miss it.
Like the way she ensouled that dweomer image of the wolf and sent it after Baruma - or did she tdl you
about that? It was a fair lovdy trick, | thought, but Salamander didn’'t seem dl that pleased with her for
doing it

When he understood what Gwin meant, for a moment Nevyn couldn't speak out of sheer hurt
fedings Here JIl was sudying dweomer at last, and she'd never even told hm! Gwin winced, taking his
Slence wrong.

‘I never meant to tdl you somewhat Jll didn’t want known, my lord, truly | didn't.’

‘I snot that.” Nevyn grabbed his hurt with mental hands and shook it into submisson. ‘It's just that
she did a truly dangerous thing. Salamander’s not much of a teacher, I'd say. What's wrong, lad? You
look distressed.’



‘I don’t understand how you run things, that’ s dl. Do you want me to inform on them?

‘What? | don't indeed! My apologies! | forgot how an idle question would sound to someone who
used to be a Hawk. Here, I'll take the matter up with Jll hersdf, but I'm not angry with her or with
Sdamander, and truly, what they may do or not is no afar of yours’

‘My thanks. It ached my heart, wondering what | was supposed to say.’

‘No doubt. Here, you'd best get off to bed. I’ ve kept you up late enough, haven't 1? If you remember
anything else about your old lodge, you can dways tdl mein the morning.’

In truth, of course, Nevyn wanted to be I&ft done with his hurt, which, though subdued, was dive and
snaling in its chains. He was surprised and more than a little disgppointed in himsdf, that he would fed
like a jilted lover. It seemed to him that he'd spent hundreds of years preparing a splendid gift, some
intricaidy carved and polished gem, say, only to have Sdamander nip in and hand her a duplicate he'd
picked up in a marketplace without even redizing its worth. Don't be afoal! he told himsdf. What counts
isthe Light, not the servant who brings her to the Light. Yet he went to the window, threw open the
shutters to the night, and stood looking out for along time, watching the moon and thinking of little but his
hiraedd.

With a tap on the door JiI et hersdlf into the chamber. He knew it was her even before he turned to
see her, hadily dressed and yawvning in the last guttering light from the oil-lamps. When he tossed up one
hand and made a bdl of golden light, she blinked like a degpy child.

“You're unhappy,” she said. ‘I just knew it, somehow. | meant to tdl you about studying dweomer
ealier, but there was no time’

When he fdt tears qinging in his eyes he cursed himsdf for a doddering old lackwit. She hurried over
and lad one hand on hisarm.

‘What's so wrong?
‘Oh naught, naught.”
“You used to be better at lying’

‘Humph, and that's a nasty way to put i’ He cleared his throat and rubbed his eyes dry on his deeve.
Torgive me, child. | know it's empty vanity, but | dways wanted to be the one who taught you about
dweomer.’

‘Wdl, don't you think you were? If 1I'd never known you, and Sdamander came babbling to me
about magicd ensorcelments and suchlike, | would have laughed in his face - if | didn't dap it for him.
Ever since that firsd summer we met, you've been trying to show me what | could have if only | had the
wit to want it. It took a horrible thing to make me look where you were pointing, but | findly have’

Hiraedd broke and shattered like a dropped jug. Although he considered the idiatic grin that he fdt
gpreading on his face unworthy of them both, he couldn’'t stop himsdf from amiling.

Truly?

Truly. All Salamander’s done is give me the practices | needed and tdl me a few principles and
suchlike. I'm truly grateful to him, too, but you know, he's a wretchedly scattered sort of teacher. Nevyn,



you said once that | could aways ask you for help. Did you mean that? Would you teach me more, when
dl thisisover?

‘Of course! Child, nothing would please me more than to teach you everything I’ ve learned, to pass it
on and keep it safe for the future, if naught ese’” Even in his ddight a this moment of triumph, so long
postponed, he fdt his duty pricking & him. ‘In fact, let’s start right now. What's dl this | hear about a
dweomer-wolf?

JI winced and looked hedtily away to gather her excuses. They taked till dawn, going over every
haf-aware step she'd taken both in cregting the wolf and destroying it until she saw every error she'd
made, but athough she did her share of squirming under his inquistion, her atention never wandered.
Her mind had been forged into a formidable weapon indeed, he redized, to some extent by her naturd
tdent but even more by her father's harsh training in weapon-craft and the dangerous life she'd led.

Much later, in the middle of dl the confusion of packing up to leave the city, it occurred to him, dmost
casudly, that he' d findly fulfilled his vow. Soon, he would be free to die. He fdt the dweomer-cold grip
him like an evil spell as he wondered just how soon it would be.

‘By the way, oh younger brother of mine, what are we going to do about the other horses? The ones
that used to belong to Gwin's obnoxious expedition.’

Rhodry stopped packing his saddle-bags and sat back on his heds to consder Sdamander, who
looked sncerely vexed as he squatted down next to him.

‘Leave the wretched beasts here for the stable owner to sdll,” Rhodry said. ‘ They’ve been naught but
acursed nuisance’

‘What? We can't just leave twenty-four perfectly good horses behind.’
‘We can, and we are’

‘But that’ s like throwing gold into gutters’

All & once Rhodry understood.

‘We are not, oh elder brother of mine, out on the grasdands. Y ou don't need to hoard every spavined
neg that comes your way.’

‘I don't care. If we leave them here, can we come back for them a some point later?

“When, you stupid dolt? It was Nevyn, driding into the room. ‘For dl | know, we're riding to our
deaths, and you' re worrying about extra horses? Ye gods!’

‘But what if some disaster fals upon us, and we need remounts?

‘No doubt we can buy them in some town or other. You and JlIl seem to be dripping with coin.
Which reminds me. Just how did you two earn dl that money, anyway?

‘Oh, um, performing in the marketplace.” But Sdlamander had gone dead-white. ‘I'm a gerthddyn,
after dl, and Jll was a good draw just by being a blonde barbarian lass’

At the word marketplace, a crowd of Wildfolk materidized: sprites swooping through the ar, gnomes



legping and dancing, and in a shuddering curtain of purple light the Wildfolk of Aethyr made their
presence known. Faint thunder boomed.

“You didn't!” Nevyn turned as grim as a berserker.
‘Er wdl, | cannot lie | did.’

‘May the Great Ones rend your soul! You stupid chettering df! Red dweomer in the marketplace?
Nevyn stopped taking and started sputtering in sheer rage.

‘My lord? Rhodry broke in. ‘But it saved dl our lives Gwin told me that the Hawks never even
suspected who Evan was until it was too late.’

‘And that statement, Rhodry lad, has just saved your scapegrace brother’s life - from me. Still, I've
more to say on this subject. Sdlamander, come with me, will you?

Since Nevyn grabbed his arm and hauled him up with a grip as strong as a blacksmith’'s, Salamander
hed little choice about it. Berating him al the while Nevyn dragged him out into the corridor, and Rhodry
could hear the old man’s voice for along time before they moved out of earshot.

When he finished packing, Rhodry went down to the inn yard, where Amyr, Gwin, and the rest of the
warband were milling around, waiting for his orders. Although Rhodry dill didn’t recognize the men from
Eldidd, with JII's coaching he' d learned their names and enough smdl things about them to hide his lack
of memory. Amyr, in particular, he had reason to remember, because according to Jll that young rider
had helped save hislifein battle some years back- not that Rhodry could recal a gngle thing about it. Y et
oddly enough, dthough he remembered no concrete details like names or places or battles, he did
remember being a lord, just as he remembered how comfortable and masculine it was to wear brigga
rather than a tunic now that he had a par of trousers back on agan. Since he was heading a warband
agan, and every maninit was treating him with utter deference, al the fedings of leadership returned to
him, from the easy pride to the hard worrying about ther safety, aswel as a way of sanding and holding
his head, a way of amiling even, that Rhodry the dave footman would never have dared dlow himsdf,
indeed, that he would never have recadled. When Amyr came forward to bow to him, he amiled and
rased one hand in a gesture that fdt familiar even though he couldn’t conscioudy remember leamning it.
No doubt, it occurred to him, he was gping his mother’ s husband, the noble-born man who'd raised him,
in some way.

‘Do we ride out today, my lord? Amyr said.

‘We do. Amyr, you're going to be the captain for this ride, and aways remember that we're heading
for the strangest battle of our lives. If you notice anyone acting strange, brooding, maybe, or saying things
that don't make sense, tdl Nevyn straightaway. From what JlI's been tdling me, our enemies can work
on men’'s minds from along way away.’

‘I'll stay on guard then, my lord. Shdl | get the men saddled up and ready to ride?
‘Do that.’

As the others hurried off, Rhodry noticed Gwin, ganding some ways apart and looking a little
bewildered, asif he had no idea of how he fitted into this new order of things

‘Gwin? I’ ve been thinking. There's no reason for you to ride with the rest of the warband - you don't
truly belong there. Will you be my bodyguard from now on?



Nodding his agreement, Gwin studied the ground for a moment, then looked up and amiled a him
with an affection that went far beyond the deference of arider to hissworn lord. Rhodry knew that Gwin
loved him; he was touched at times, embarrassed at others, but dways he had more than one reason to
be grateful to him - of that, he was panfully aware. He gave Gwin a friendly dap on the shoulder.

‘Come ride next to me, will you?
‘I will. My thanks’
“Welcome enough. Y ou've got to be at the head of the lineif you're going to keep an eye on me’

Gwin smiled again, and for a moment they stood there together, savouring each other’s company and
litle more. Then Rhodry glanced up to see Jil, Nevyn, and a much-subdued Saamander coming down
the outsde staircase together. He fdt an odd quilt a the Sght of his betrothed, as he thought of her these
days, but even more, a resentment, to see her in the company of sorcerers. At times he fdt that she was
arifting away from him, floating out to a measureless sea on a cryptic tide, inexorably salling farther and
farther away beyond his power to cal her back.

‘What's wrong? Gwin said. “You look haf-sck about somewhat.
‘Naught, naught, just thinking. I’ ve been penned up too long. It gets on my nerves!’

With Salamander and Jll in tow Nevyn swept over to join them, and the old man was grinning like a
berserker himsdf.

‘Are you ready to ride, lads?
‘We are,’ Rhodry said. ‘But do you know which way we're going?

‘I do - in a generd sort of way. The Old One s villais to the east of here, up in the high hills and a
good ways away. | findly thought of the obvious and asked the Wildfolk. They know it wel - to avoid
it

‘Oh by the Clawed Onesl” Gwin burgt out. ‘ Can they lead us Straight there?

The Wildfolk have never led anyone sraight to anything. I'll do my best to think up something better,
but for now, they’re the only guides we ve got.’

Although it wasn't very wide and neither gravelled nor drained, there was a road of sorts that ran
roughly east and west through Pastedion. To the west, or so the priests told Nevyn, it dwindled to little
more than a goat track before it ended a an indgnificant village, but to the east it wound dl the way
through the mountains past Vardeth to Wylinth far across the idand. If Salamander had taken that road
after rescuing his brother from davery, he might well have led Rhodry right to the Old One, Nevyn
reelized - provided, of course, that the Old One' s villadid indeed lie to the east of Pastedion but the west
of Wylinth. On the materid plane, the Wildfolk are essly confused; such abstract concepts as east and
west are beyond them, to say nothing of true abdtractions such as distance or time, and without
abstractions, they can only follow routes that they’ ve travelled before, even if those routes are the longest
possible way round to ther destination. For dl Nevyn knew, the gnomes who were trying to help him
had once started out to the east, then wandered offin another direction, or doubled back, or smply gone
skipping from hill-top to hill-top dl over Surtinna before they’ d ended up near the Old On€e' s villa If he'd
been trying to find an ordinary person or place, he could have sent the Wildfolk out on random hunts
over the countryside, but he refused to let them near someone as dangerous as the Old One, any more



than he would have sent Sdamander out flying in his newly-learned and ungtable bird-form.
‘By the way,” Nevyn asked the gerthddyn that morning. ‘When you fly, what bird are you?
“You're going to laugh.’
‘What?

‘Well, you don’'t exactly get to pick the bird whose shape you want to assume. The dweomer itsdf
finds one that reflects your nature. It's rather like freezing water in a clay pot. When you break the pot,
lo! icein a pot-shape!’

‘True, true, but what bird do - *

‘I might as well admit it and get it over with, oh Master of the Aethyr. Try though | might to take a
nobler form, | dways end up a magpie’

Nevyn laughed.
‘ See? Everyone laughs’
‘My apologies, Ebany. A magpie can fly with the best of them.’

‘How kind. Yet true, truly though das. I'm willing to shape-change if you need me to. Mayhap the
Old One would never suspect a giant magpie of possessng dweomer. Then again, he might be laughing
too hard to harm me’

‘Now there'sawager | wouldn't lay a copper on. | doubt me if the Old One's laughed in fifty years.
I’d go out on the etheric mysdf before I’ d et an gpprentice do such a dangerous thing.

‘It would be more dangerous for you just because the Old One' s going to be watching for you.’
‘I'll take that risk, if | have to. And it may come to that.’

‘Let us devoutly hope it won't. You know, they say herein the idands that anyone who makes a pact
with the Clawed Ones dways gets betrayed in the end. Maybe they'll lead us right to their ancient
servant. Or - sorry. | can see by your face that my feeble attempt at a jest wasn't funny inthe least.’

‘It'sjust my mood. | was thinking of somewhat that Gwin said earlier. He was &fraid thet the Old One
was making us come to him by some magica means.’

‘He s not, then?

‘Oh of course not! Don't be a superditious lackwit! Now, wait a moment. That's an interesting
thought. Suppose he wanted to draw me here for some reason - to kill me, most like, knowing him.
Wouldn't our Rhodry be the perfect bait?

‘He got you here, sure enough.’

‘Huh. I'll have to think about this. I've been racking my brains, wondering where Rhodry’s paliticd
enemies could have found a guild of Hawks to hire, and here | may have mdigned them. | never could
make sense of thiswhole thing. I’ll talk to Gwin again later and see what his exact orders were.’



“You know, oh exdted master of our mutud craft, there's somewhat I've been meaning to ask you.
Here's Gwin, who's probably murdered dozens of men and women too for dl we know, and yet he
drikes me as pathetic. Then there' s Perryn, who did indeed rape Jll, but unwittingly, a enormous cost to
his own hedlth, and without so much as bruising her-yet he strikes me as utterly repelent. Is it because
JII'smy beloved friend, while Gwin's victims remain hypotheticd and abstract in the extreme?

Tartly, but modlly it's because you share Gwin's humenity, for dl that you're hdf an df, and while
Perryn may have a human body, his soul isn't humanin the least.’

For the firg timein dl the years he'd known him, Nevyn had the satisfaction of seeing Salamander
gpeechless. He left him done to think and guided his horse up to the head of the ling, where Gwin and Jil
wereriding on ether Sde of Rhodry.

‘Gwin, come with me a moment, will you? There' s somewhat | want to ask you.’

Gwin did indeed remember the orders he' d been given when he and the man cdled Merryc had been
sent to Deverry. It was clear from the beginning, as far as he could tdl, that the Old One had sent
Baruma to hire the guild, not that anyone knew exactly why. More and more Nevyn was sure that he
could guess. He sent Gwin back to Rhodry’s side and rode on aone, getting about haf-amile ahead of
the line of march but never out of sght of the dust-cloud that told him where they were. If the Old One
wanted to srike at him, he was willing to let him try. Before they’d left Pastedion he'd set astra sedls
over the entire party to hide them from the Old One's scrying, but there was dways the posshility that
their enemy would risk travelling on the etheric in the body of light in order to track them down. Although
he couldn’t be sure that they were being watched in this way without going into a full trance, he could
open himsdf up to the dight whispers and warnings of danger that the Old One's presence would induce,

For the rest of that morning the road wound through an endless rall of greening hills and the dark
dashes of the tree-choked valeys. Every now and then a gaggle of sylphs or mob of gnomes would pop
into manifestation and point franticaly to the east, then disappear again. It was wel into the afternoon,
however, before anything untoward happened. When he crested a particularly high hill, he redized that
he' d put a dangerous distance between himsdf and the others -dangerous to them. What if the Old One
chose to attack those least capable of defending themsalves? Curang himsdf for a short-sighted fool, he
turned his horse and trotted back to fdl into place beside JlI a the head of the line,

‘Has anything untoward happened while I’ ve been gone?
‘Naught. Or, well, | suppose thisign't truly anything.
‘Out with it

‘| just keep feding that we' re being watched.’

“No doubt someone strying to scry us out. I've set sedls that should frudtrate the Old One good and
proper.’

‘Splendid. Tdl me somewhat. Will the same sedl's keep out the Hawkmaster? The one who used to
own Gwin?

They should. Why?

‘I don’t know. | told you how he sent the wolf back to me. | just can’t believe that he packed himsdf
off and went home after that.’



‘No doubt you're right. Well, well just have to dedl with him, too.’

Y et even as he spoke, Nevyn fdt the dweomer-cold run down his back, a warning againg arrogance.
As he considered itsimplications, he redized that he might be drawn into a Stuaion where he would have
to do something that he abhorred above dl dse use violence to kill on his own authority, not that of the
laws. Or would he have to offer hmsdf as a sacrifice, now that his time was findly drawing near? The
thought brought him close to tears, that he would lose Brangwen so soon after bringing her to her Wyrd,
but he knew that he would adways put the Light before dl ese, even the woman he'd loved for four
hundred years, and that he would obey Its will.

Y et even 0, the decison lay heavily upon him, and it was nothing that he could share with Jil or even
Sdamander. Tha night, when the camp was adeep except for a trio of amed guards, he went a little
way away to the top of ahill and sat down cross-legged in the long grass. Above him the night sky was
S0 clear that the great drift of the Snowy Road seemed to hang just an arm’s length away. As he dowed
his breathing and let hismind cdm of its own accord, the Wildfolk came to cluster round him, especidly
the gnomes, who patted his am with timid paws and dimbed into his lap as if they wanted to comfort
him.

‘I'm afraid there' s naught you can do, my friends. If there's a sacrifice to be made, it smine done’

He fdt thar distress as an exhdation of sadness, wrapping him round and mingling with his own
meancholy until he nearly wept. Then, with a toss of his head, he threw the feding off: he had work to
do, whether it cost his desth or not, and he would do it.

‘If | die, s0 beit, hesad doud. ‘Now, let's seeif we can find the Old One. You guard my body, my
friends, and wake me up if anything goes wrong.’

As soon as he transferred his consciousness over to his body of light, Nevyn knew that he wasn't
done the feding of another magicd presence was so strong that it sent ripples through the blue light, like
astone thrown into a pond. In the swirling blue waves of the etheric plane he rose high above the hilltop,
then let himsdf drift, turning this way and that as he tried to see his enemy. Up higher, far above the
degping camp, he saw a pentagram, a slver shape floaing in the light, and dl his blood ran cold, because
this was no congtruction of the Old One’'s demented mind, but a tdisman of beauty, with the Sngle point
upright asis naturd and holy, glowing in the centre with a golden light that streamed from some plane far
beyond the ample etheric. As Nevyn rose toward it, he was trembling with awe, so badly tha he had to
exert dl his craft to keep his body of light from bresking up and dropping him unceremonioudy back to
the physicd plane.

There arranged in dl their splendour round the pentagram, were the Kings of the Elements, Aethyr,
Fire, Air, Water, and Earth, each a pillar and a blaze of many-coloured light pulsating at a point of the
dar. In the centre was a presence, impossble to see in the saill of golden brilliance pouring from it - if
indeed he had anything so concrete as a form to be seen. Even though Nevyn fdt the presence as
masculine and thus dill linked to the worlds of form, they were too far apart to communicate in words or
concrete thoughts. It seemed to him that the presence spoke - a dumsy word, but the one that's avallable
- to the Kings of the Elements, and they in turn spoke to him in waves of feding and imagery, with here
and there a snatch of thought. But even though he couldn’t know how he heard, he knew that he knew
whet had been spoken, a rebuke and a promise. Pride, his wretched princdly pride had once agan
tripped him up and sent him sumbling into unnecessary pain. Who was he to think that he would be the
sacrifice, the one whose ever-so-noble forfeit would rescue dl those around him? And who was he to
think that he stood aone, the only rescuer? He was needed, yes. There were things to be done tha only
amean like im could do. But there were other things that would be done for him. The very Kings of the



Elements pledged their word on that.

As s00n as he accepted their pledge, the star vanished, winking out suddenly into darkness, but the
Kings remained, beckoning to him to fallow them through the blue light. In the safety of their company he
flaw along way east and dightly north, until they came to a little town cdled Ganjao, or so the King of
Eath named it. They swooped wide round the town, as if warning him to avoid it, then him led to the
north until he saw an enormous walled compound below him. His companions sent out such a wave of
loathing that he knew he'd seen the Old One's villa As he returned to his body, he dso knew that he
could find it again, and soon, because they were no more than two days ride away.

The Old One stood in his temple of Time and considered the images on the twelfth floor. Overnight
they’d multiplied so fast and taken on so much life that he knew his plans were rushing toward their crux.
At one window stood Nevyn, grown huge and towering; round his feet like so many toys huddled the
figures of a dozen men on horseback, and at their head was Rhodry, about twice as large as the rest. Off
to one sde, and a normd life-sze, were JlIl and the image of a man he didn’t recognize, though he was
willing to wager a guess that it was Nevyn's disciple. At another window across the room stood the
enormous image of the Hawkmeaster, and again, a his feet crouched a huddle of followers, Baruma
among them. Since he was planning on defegting Nevyn out on the etheric plane, where armed men
would be of no use to ether sSide, it was the Hawkmaster's followers that particularly interested the Old
One. When he'd scried through Baruma s eyes, he'd seen only two other Hawks with the Master. Now
there were twelve. Treachery? Perhaps. The Old One was willing to consider that the Hawkmaster might
merdy have summoned reinforcements againg the Master of the Aethyr. He was not, however, willing to
ask him directly.

He returned from the temple, banished the mental construct, and opened his eyes. He was Stting in his
favourite chamber below a caling painting of the zodiac and in front of a desk heaped with scrolls and
sheets of bark-paper. In the midst of the litter stood a smdl bronze gong. When he rang it, Pachdla, the
middle-aged dave woman who ran his household, opened the door and stepped in.

‘Do you wish food, master?
‘No. What are you doing, tending my door? One of the boys is good enough for that.’
‘| have accounts for you to look over, when you have time’

‘They’ll have to wait, probably till tomorrow. Send someone up here to keep everyone out. | have
important work to do.’

She bowed and dipped out, shutting the door softly behind her. He waited urtil he heard the dave
come to take up his guard, then brought out his consecrated mirror of black enamd to scry. As soon as
he sent his mind out searching for Baruma, he saw the image of his erstwhile student flickering on the
surface. Since Baruma was adeep, it took him only a few moments to sted his body for his own use.
Once he'd gained control, he made a show of waking up, yavning and dretching as he opened the

body’s eyes.

He found himsdf gtting on the bare ground in a little valey. Off to one sde, not far away, was a
campfire; gtting near it were a handful of men, armed and grim. To the other, the Hawkmaster was
waking up and down while he talked to someone that the Old One not only recognized but hated with all
his heart: Dargo, the Hawkmaster who ran the Indila guild. His hatred for this particular master was one
of the reasons, in fact, that the Old One had hired his assassins from another idand. Secrecy, of course,
was the other, but as he listened, he redized that the two Hawkmasters were discussing everything they'd



gleaned about his plans, and that they knew a very greet deal indeed.

‘I've been laying atral to lead Nevyn right to the Old On€e's villa If we get there firg, so much the
better.’

‘Yes, indeed,” Dargo said. ‘If the Old On€e's dead or weakened. A cave's a good place to lay an
ambush, but not if you' re sharing it with an angry bear.’

So it was treachery, then. His wave of rage broke the Old One' s concentration and threw him clear of
Baruma's body. Once he transferred his consciousness back to his own, he snarled like the bear of
Cargo's figure of speech and dug his fingarnails into the wooden arm of the chair. So. They thought
they’ d hang around like jackas at a hunt and pick up whatever spails the lions left them, did they? They
would be very surprised when they fdt the power of the Clawed Ones unleashed upon them. The Old
One decided that he would destroy them firg; it was the easier job, after dl, and one he could do through
ritud.

For a long time that night he sat and brooded, while the room dowly darkened as the oil-lamps
burned down and the glittering zodiac above logt itsdf in shadows. At last, some hours before dawn,
when the tide of Earth was running deep out on the astrd, he roused himsdf and rang the gong. Once the
dave boy had fetched him a lantern, he hauled himsdf out of his chair with the boy’s help and made his
dow way to hisritud chamber, but he dismissed the dave before he opened the hidden door into that
black pit of aroom. As he waddled in, awave of scent, stae incense and long-dried blood, washed over
himwith comfortable familiarity.

As soon as he'd st the lantern down on the dtar, he knew that something was wrong. He and his
various students had worked so much magic in this room over the years, and so many human beings, to
say nothing of animds, had died init, that it normaly had a mdignant life of its own. Any person sendtive
to such things would fed, waking in there, as if the very air quivered with the hope that he'd saill both
blood and power. In a sense, the Old One's workings had turned the entire room into a talisman,
vibrating with and radiating back dl his evil luss. Yet tha night he fdt that it had gone dead, as lifdess
and spent as any other broken tdisman - a smashed crysd, say, or mdted bronze disk. It was merdy a
black chamber with odd marks on the wals, filthy and smoke-stained, reeking of sour perfume and the
memories of death -nothing more.

‘Nevyn!” he snarled. ‘It has to be Nevyn!’

No Hawkmaster would have ether the power or the knowledge to exorcise a ritud chamber at dl,
much less from some great distance. In fact, the Old One had absolutely no idea of how Nevyn could
have done such a thing, and with good reason, since the job was impaossible for any humen or df, even
one of Nevyn's power and learning. For a long time the Old One paced back and forth and swore with
the pettiest foul oaths of the marketplace and gutter until a last, sheking and out of breath, he stood
before the dtar and stared up at the banner of the reversed pentagram on the wal behind it. In the
flickering lantern light the star seemed to swel and glimmer. All a once the Old One was afraid; he fdt
power gathering around him of a kind that he had never invoked. In the centrd pentagon of the evil star a
point of light gleamed, spread itsdf into a thin glowing mis, and as he watched in horrified fascination,
images appeared in that mig.

They were persons of some sort, but nothing so earthly as humean beings or eves or as otherworldly
as pure spirits, presences rather that had form and shape but no true bodies. Since he was, dfter dl, a
master of magic in his twisted way, he knew that he was seeing only reflections or perhaps projections of
these beings from some plane as far removed from the agiral as the adirdl is from us, and that trying to



communicate with them directly would be a waste of power and nothing more. At firg he assumed that
they mugt be beings of greeat evil, snce they were gppearing on a ground prepared for the working of evil,
but then he remembered that hisritud room was dead and empty, and the goat-star banner nothing but a
barren 9gn as well. In an dectric stab of fear he gasped for breath.

At that precise moment three great knocks boomed out, ralling through the room and shaking the
wadls The dtar on which he was leaning cracked from sSde to Sde with a noise like the stroke of an
enormous gong, and stone dust plumed in the trembling air. With a shriek the Old One pitched forward,
but such was his presence of mind and true strength of concentration that he grabbed the lantern as he fell
and blew out the flame, or the room would have caught and burnt with imin it. In the midst of the ralling
thunder of the knocks, he heard or thought he heard a voice, a angle word that was another crash of
thunder in itsdlf.

‘Undean!’

Lying in the dark the Old One shrieked again, walowing from Sde to Sde as he tried to rise, as
trapped as a tortoise turned onto its back. He could fed his ancient heart pounding, the blood throbbing
inhis neck and temples, and for a moment he thought his death was burgting out from within him the way
aplant bursts open its seed. Then the door, which he'd never properly shut, was flung open, and daves
came rushing into the room. Light blossomed from other lanterns, he could hear Pachdld's voice giving
orders as well-trained hands grabbed him and hauled him to his knees.

‘Earthquake,’ he gasped. ‘Must have been an earthquake.”

‘Yes, magter.” She sounded panicked and puzzled dl at once. ‘We dl fdt it. Can you see?
He redlized, then, that she thought he’ d had a stroke.

‘Yes, yes. It was judt the shock.’

With the daves help he got to his feet and redized in a kind of horror that hdf his household was
there and that they’d dl seen the forbidden chamber. They would have to die, but without Pachela to
care for him, what would he do? He dso redized that dthough the daves were frightened of what they
took to be a naturd disaster, none of them showed the dightest trace of that screaming panic which the
room used to induceinits victims. Still gasping and muddled, he smoothed down his tunic and shook off
the hands that held him. Though he swayed, he managed to stay on his feet. When he looked around,
however, he nearly fdl again in a panicked faint. Not only was the dtar lyingin pieces, but the tapestry of
the pentagram was gone - not merdy torn, or shriveled, or ripped from the wal, but gone. Only an
oblong of scorched paint, dready cold, showed where it had hung.

And with a cold stab of certainty, the Old One knew that he had dready logt his war. All thet
remained was to make his enemies pay high for their victory.

‘Here, master.” With dumsy fingers Baruma fumbled through the saddle-bag and found Rhodry’s
dlver dagger. ‘Thiswas his | used it to scry him out. It made it easy.’

The Hawkmaster took the dagger and hefted it, then peered at the graved falcon on the blade.
‘What' s this? Some sort of megicd symbol?

‘No, madter. It's probably his mark. The barbarians can't read.’



‘Ah. The Hawkmaster flicked a thumbnall againgt the blade, which rang ever so softly. “Well, it's
catanly an dloy you won't find in the idands. Good, little piglet. Thiswill do splendidly for our last clue’
He waved to one of the Hawks. Take thisinto the Ganjdo marketplace and sl it. Make sure the buyer
remembers you.’

Once the runner was on his way, the Hawkmaster turned his attention back to Baruma, who was
squaiting by the dead campfire and shoving food into his mouth with both hands. He was drooling and
gobbling so loudly that the Hawkmaster nearly killed him then and there, but he restrained himsdf. That
pleasure would come later, after they'd taken over the Old On€e' s villa

‘ Stop guffing yoursdf for aminute and answer me. How far are we from your master?

‘Isit sunset or dawn now?

‘Dawn.’

‘Weridedl day. Then we're there’

‘Good. WE Il wait in the hillsuntil the Master of the Aethyr’s nearby, and then well spring our trap.’

It took dl day and wel into the night for the Old One to recover. As he lay gasping and wheezing on
his bed, he redlized that his body was reaching the end of its unnaturdly prolonged endurance, that even if
he could kill dl his enemies, Nevyn and the Hawks both, he would die soon anyway. At firs he raged
and swore; then he wept and trembled; findly he lay 4ill, his fedings spent, and considered the Stuation.
The Clawed Ones were deserting him, he supposed; they dways did desert a master of his craft, sooner
or later, as one last test to seeif that master could stand without them. Only then could he pass into the
life that was desth.

Regret it though he did, it was time for im to die. No doubt his enemies thought that his death would
mean the end of him and his power; no doubt they thought that they’d be rid of him forever once they
killed this loathsome husk that weighed him down. He knew that he was only going to another place,
where he would live on and find unlimited power to take his revenge.

‘Foold’ he whispered. * Someday soon I'll suck their souls dry.’
‘Nevyn? Jll said. *You seem to know exactly where we're going.’

‘I do. I'm &fraid | was being a stiff-necked dalt, trying to do everything in exactly my way and in my
own time. Fortunately, | had the wit to accept help when it was offered.’

‘From the Wildfolk?

‘From their kings and ther lords. Those are beings with a full consciousness - a very different sort
from ours, but a true consciousness dl the same. They stand in the same rdaionship to the Wildfolk as
the Great Ones do to us’

‘I don’t know why, but whenever you talk about the Great Ones, | fed terrified.

‘Why? Because you're a sensble sort of person, that's why. They're not dl cosy and comfortable,
you know.’

They wereriding a the head of the line alittle ahead of the others so they could tak privatdy. That



morning when they broke camp, Nevyn had led them off the road with the remark that he didn't see any
reason to give Ganjao the scare of its life and then taken them straight through the wild hills Now they
were fallowing a stream, running full and wild from the floods, that would - or so Nevyn said - take them
right to the Old One's estate.

‘Why ign't the Old One trying to stop us?

‘I don’'t know, but | suspect that he's getting ready to run for his life. Or, truly, that’s not quite the
right way to put it. Listen, Jil, you'll find out soon enough. | only ask one thing from you: whatever | tdl
you to do, doit. | don't care how badly it aches your heart - do what | say.’

‘Of course. | promised, and | will.

Towards noon Nevyn cdled a hdt. While JlI fretted, pacing back and forth and wondering what he
was up to, he went done to the top of a nearby hill and sat in the grass for close to an hour. When he
returned, he announced that the Old One's compound lay just ahead. Asthey rode that lagt few miles JiI
noticed how quiet Nevyn was, dumped alittlein his saddle as if he were logt in thought. At that moment
he reminded her of her father; he looked every hit as bored and distant as Cullyn did when he was about
to charge into a battle againg bad odds. At the crest of one last hill they paused therr sweaty, blowing
horses, and Nevyn rose in the stirrups to shade his eyes and look ouit.

Thereitis’

Like apiece of jewdlery in the pdm of a hand, the villalay in a green valey. White stucco wals set
off the gardens and the buildings - a main longhouse, stables, a scatter of square sheds - which were dl
roofed with the usud Bardekian shakes of reddish wood. From their vantage point JIl could see nathing
moving, not so much as an animd.

‘Nevyn? Jll said. * Are there wards over the compound?
“You have been sudying, haven't you? There are indeed, but I'll just do somewhat about that now.’

Nevyn clutched his saddle-peak with both hands, shut his eyes, and went limp, bowing toward his
horse’'s neck. For some minutes nothing seemed to happen; then his head jerked up - though his eyes
stayed shut - and hiswhole body twitched and shuddered.

‘There” All a once, he was awake again. ‘Wdl, | was right about one thing: the Old On€e's gone.
Fnding him again could be a problem, | suppose.’

‘Do you mean we' ve won?
‘I only wish. Thereé s asmdl army of Hawks down there, dl hidden and waiting.’
‘Do we charge the gates, my lord? Rhodry guided his horse up closer. ‘My men and | are ready.’

“Your men, and Gwin and Perryn, too, are going to stay up here with the horses. You may come
down with me and JIl and Salamander, if you promise not to get in the way and to leave the fighting to
m’

‘What? Have you gone daft?

‘Not inthe least. There s athing in that villathat | absolutdly have to haveif I’'m going to track the Old



One’
‘Wadking right into a nest of assassins and asking for it sounds daft to me.’
“No doubt, but I won't exactly be asking, bargaining, more like’
‘Nevyn,” Jll brokein. ‘I fed cold asice. There's danger dl around us’

‘Of course. I'll admit it's somewhat of a gamble. If | thought they’'d kill us the moment | opened the
door, | wouldn't go, but they’ll want a look at me fird, to gloat if naught else. You see, I'm willing to
wager that they're as sure as sure that I'm helpless againg armed force. Those of us who dudy the
dweomer of Light would generdly rather die oursalves than cause another man's desth, and these stupid
piss-poor excuses for sorcerers have dways taken that for a Sgn of weakness.” Nevyn actudly laughed,
a rusty-sounding burst of good humour. ‘Now, Rhodry, are you gaying here or are you coming on my
terms?

‘I’'m coming to guard Jll if naught else’
‘Wl and good, then. Remember your orders.’

Nevyn dismounted, tossed his reins to the startled Gwin, then strode off downhill, leaving the others to
folow as fagt as they could. By the time everyone caught up with him, he was knocking on the front geates
as cdmly as a pedlar with trinkets to sl. JlIl began to think that Rhodry was right and the old man’s wits

were going.
‘Er, my lord? shesad. ‘I doubt meif they're just going to answer as courteous as you please.’
‘| waan't putting that kind of knock on the door.’

Nevyn raised both hands over his head, hed them there for a moment, then dowly brought them
down in one smooth sweep until his fingers pointed right at the iron-bound double gates of the
compound. With a roar and a gust the wind rose and dammed into them like a battering-ram. Wood
splintered, iron bands snapped, one gate shattered right then; the other flew open and shattered againgt
the wdl behind it. Over the roar and the pounding JIl heard screams, prayers, and the sobs of terrified
men as well as women.

‘Well, come dong,” Nevyn snapped. ‘No need to dawdle’

As he gtrode through the broken gates, they crowded in after him. In the lush garden trees ill
quivered and rustled from the wind; ancestor statues lay broken on the ground. Out in the middie square
of lavn huddled the Old One's daves while dl around them, as if ganding guard, clustered a veritable
amy of Wildfolk. JIl had never seen so many - big burly gnomes stlanding grim and attentive, hordes of
gprites hovering like wasps in the air, smdler gnomes dancing and baring their needle-sharp teeth.

‘Hee, dl of you!” Nevyn caled out. ‘Run for your lives and now! Run to the town and beg for help,
go hide in the mountains - but run!’

When he waved hisarm illusory lightning plunged and thundered among the trees. Screaming, shoving
esch other the daves bolted and raced ahead of him, panting and yeling and rinting round the
longhouse toward the back gate. In a swirling pack the Wildfolk followed, pinching, poking, biting the
poor souls to keep them moving out to safety. Nevyn walked up to the front door, shoved on it, found it
open, and flung it aside. Jll gasped, haf-expecting an arrow or knife to come flying out. Nothing moved,;



the rustling trees fdl slent; there was no chdlenge, no taunting, nothing.
‘Very wdl, thenwell go in after them.’

Asthey walked down the long corridor, the Wildfolk came back, materidizing in mid air and drifting
down like drops from a legky roof. Jll was so sure that they were waking into a trap that she could
bardy breathe when they stepped into a modest reception chamber of the usud sort, the wadls painted
with fading flowers, the dais tiled in restful blues and hung with blue and purple slk drapes. Sitting in a
low-backed char on the dais was an enormoudy tal man with the dark skin of Orystinng; around one
wrig he wore a tattoo of a griking hawk, and his face was masked with ared slk hood. Crouched &t his
feet was a Bardekian whose black hair and beard were so dick that it looked asif they’ d been oiled.

‘Baruma,’ Rhodry hissed.

When the Bardekian raised his head, JlI saw that he wore a collar and a chain. The other man jerked
the chain and amiled at her, asif he'd read her mind and was underscoring her point.

‘Gredtings, Master of the Aethyr,” the Hawk said in Bardekian. ‘How sad that we meet only to say
farewdl.

‘Oh come now!” Nevyn answered in the same. ‘Do you redly think your pdtry brigands are capable
of killing me?

‘What's to stop them? Y ou' ve left your only hope up on the hill. Saves may run from your tricks with
the wind, but my men won't’

“No doubt, no doubt. And truly, you must be far stronger than | thought to chase the Old One out of
his hole” Nevyn glanced around the room. ‘I never thought he'd have such good taste in furnishings. |
was expecting something gaudy and morbid. Rather like your taste in hoods.’

The Hawkmaster hesitated, then shrugged.

‘Blugter dl you want, old man. You followed my bait and walked right into the trap. You've got to
admit that - you tracked me exactly as | wanted.’

‘Nothing of the sort, actudly. My spirits showed me where the Old One lived, and you were a mere
incidentd. But come aong, if you'd go to dl the trouble to lay some sort of abortive trap, there must be
something you're after. Let me guess - if | do something for you, you'll let my companions go.’

That was the bargain | had inmind, yes. I'll even make sure that they reach their ship without anyone
ese giving them a moment’s trouble. Y ou know, when the Hawks bargain, they keep thar word. We're
not like the Brotherhood. No one would hire usif we reneged on our contracts.’

‘I've dways heard thet, and | beieve you. What do you want from me?

He sounded so cam, like a farmer heggling over cabbages in the market-square, that JIl wanted to
scream judt to break the tendon. On either Sde of her, Sdamander and Rhodry had gone as il as the
datuesin the garden outside, and both of them were a ghedly sort of pae, too, looking at that moment
more even than human from the wild fury in ther eyes. The Hawkmaster smiled and lounged back in his
char to cross one ankle over the opposite knee.

‘It's nothing that will even trouble your conscience, Master of the Aethyr. You came here to kill the



Old One, didn't you? Well, so did I, but he's escaped. Tdl me where he is. Which way he's running will
do. You can die content, knowing that well finish the job for you.’

‘Well, that certainly sounds like afar bargain.’

‘Nevyn, no! You can’t!’ Jll fet dl her hard-won strength dip away like a doffed cloak and leave her
sivdling and shaking. ‘I’ d rather die than seeyou - °

‘Whig!” Nevyn snapped. ‘Every man comes to his time, child. Mine is now. Get Rhodry back to
Eldidd - | enjoin you, | lay this task upon you, | inggt upon it in the name of the Holy Light itsdf. Will you
promise me?

Through a blinding scald of tears she nodded her agreement. When Sdamander opened his mouth to
argue, Nevyn slenced hmwith a black look and threatened Rhodry with a dap across the face. Then he
turned back to the Hawkmaster, and at that moment he seemed tdler, young and proud and draight,
ganding in an unearthly light as the Wildfolk came to cluster around him and lend him their strength and
wildness

‘Veay wdl. I'll find the Old One’ Nevyn even gmiled a the Hawkmaster. ‘But do you have
something of histhat | can use for a focus? Something he worked dweomer with.’

‘It sright here, dl ready for you.’

When the magter snapped his fingers, Baruma picked up a bundle wrapped in black velvet and
shuffled to the edge of the dais. Whimpering dl the time, glancing Rhodry’s way in abject terror, he
handed the bundle to Nevyn, then in a dank of chain rushed back to his master's feet. Although
Rhodry’s eyes followed him, his expresson of utter impassve blankness never changed. Nevyn
unwrapped the bundle to reved asiver chdice, engraved with a wdter of peculiar symbols and ggils and
crusted, just here and there among the engravings, with drops of dried blood.

The Old On€e's daves were careless when they cleaned the siver.” Nevyn wrapped it back up again.
‘Thiswill do splendidly.’

‘I have some smdl knowledge of these things’ The Hawkmaster amiled as if at a compliment. *You
best had send your companions away.’

‘I'll just walk with them to the door.’

In adlence that seemed as thick and cold as sea-water, Jll and the others followed Nevyn down to
the chamber door. Just outside, blocking the corridor, she could see two men, armed and at the ready.
Nevyn bent down and kissed her on the cheek.

‘Kill those men without any compunction, he whispered in Deverrian, then raised his voice and
changed hislanguage. ‘ Farewell, child. Remember mein your heart.’

Hope stabbed her very soul.
‘Always, my lord,” she said. ‘And may the gods go with you on your last journey.’

‘Wl spoken, ian't she? the Hawkmaster caled out. ‘Very wdl, dl of you. Get out of here, fetch the
rest of your men, and get on your way to Indila. No one will harm you. I’ ve given my word and | keep it.
Nevyn, as for you, come back here. It's time to perform your lagt little trick.’



‘Oh, gladly. Nevyn turned to face him and raised one hand, a gentle gesture as if he were about to
point out some smdl error of discourse. ‘What about a trick with fire?

The draped slk caught with a hiss

“You may keep your word.” Nevyn smiled gently. ‘But | never swore mine. I'll find the Old One after
you're dead.’

Hames legpt to the wadls, crackled, and spread in the dweomer-wind that rose and charged across
the dais. The Hawkmaster dropped Baruma s chain and jumped up, screaming, his tunic blazing as he
ran panicked for asde door in a stream of sparks that fdl to fire the scattered cushions. ‘I'lles began to
crack and burgt from the wall with booms and explosions as in one of Sdlamander’s shows. Just as the
master reached the door Baruma rushed after. He hdd his own chain in both hands and swung it hard,
lashing the Hawkmaster across the head and knocking him sdeways into the flaming wall. The enormous
assassin grabbed the burning curtains and fdl, pulling them down with him into a writhing, blazing heap.
With a shudder the sde wal collgpsed on top of him.

‘The calling will goinaminute’ Nevyn yelled. The Wildfolk are firing the upstairs chambers - anyone
hidden up there is beyond help, so let’s get out of here.’

AsJll turned and raced out through the billowing smoke, she was drawjng her sword. Screaming out
curses the two assassins charged, but she spun to one side, let her man overrun his mark, and dashed
him across the neck as he tried to catch his baance. Grunting he went down, folding into death at her feet
just as hisfdlow dropped on top of him. With

a bloody sword in one hand Rhodry grabbed her shoulder with the other. ‘Baruma’ he screamed
over the roar of flames. ‘Where's Bauma? ‘No timel Let's get out of here! Look, Nevyn and
Sdamander are

dready gone’

When he took out running down the long corridor, Jll followed,
thinking that he was heading for the gates out of the compound.

When the flames on the floor above began scorching the celling of the reception chamber, Nevyn and
Sdamander raced across the room and out of the sde door, which led into a big disorganized courtyard
a the back of the house itsdf. Nevyn clutched the precious scry ing-focus with both hands as they
dodged through sheds and storage huts, rounded the empty stables and ran across the kitchen garden to
the back gates, which were stlanding wide open from the earlier flight of the Old One’'s daves. Nevyn
glanced around to make sure that the Wildfolk had followed his orders to carry or chase to sdfety dl the
various animds that were bound to be part of an edtate like this, then led the way out of the gates.
Beyond the villawdlslay the wild grassy hills ralling away to far-distant mountains. As they ran, heading
far away from the burning compound, Nevyn seemed to pick out Something moving among the hills

There heid Can you see him?
‘Not one thing, Salamander was panting for breath. ‘And I'm the df’

Only then did Nevyn redlize that he'd aready dipped into a light trance, that he was seeing the smdl
group of men, carrying some large and lurching thing up ahill, only in hismind.



‘It's Tonddo in alitter. This hideous chdiceis practicaly throbbing in my hands, it's so linked to him.
Wl and good, then. You guard my body while | go into full trance. If this wretched foal thinks he can
escape me as eadly as he fooled the Hawks, then he' s supid as wdl as evil to the core!’

Panting and gasping under the weight of the litter, the daves staggered up the hill. Ingde, thrown this
way and that, grabbing a window frame and curtains indiscriminatdy to steady himsdf, the Old One was
dready making his mentd preparations. Acrass from him Pachela moaned as she clutched a padded box
with one hand and the litter-frame with the other. Her grey hair was dipping from her coiffure in big
wisps. Suddenly the motion of the litter eased somewhat as the daves reached the crest of the hill.

‘Stop here!’ the Old One cdled. Tut me down here’

The litter jerked to the ground, and the door flung open of its own accord. Pachela scrambled out
firg, then helped the Old One haul his bulk free and stand up. Far down below him the smoke from the
burning villa rose in an aily plume. The Old One turned and found the daves huddled together by the

tipped litter.

‘As aof now you'redl free, for dl the good it will do you. Pachela, get out the bottle of the poison. |
brought a wine glass, too. If it haan't broken, | might as wdl die in proper syle. The rest of you, run
away now! Fast! Head to town and tell everyone that brigands have fired the villa If you're lucky, they'll
believe you before the Hawks get you.’

Haf-dinking, haf-scrambling they hurried off downhill. The Old One lowered himsdf to the grass and
patted the ground with one hand. It was such a disagteful feding, the ground hard, the grass dick and
somehow aily on his parchment-dry skin, that he redized with some surprise that he hadn’t been
outdoors indde his own body in over fifty years. Shaking with fear, Pachela opened the prepared poison,
dissolved in wine, and poured it out. The Old One held up the glass goblet and swirled the dark red
wine, a Myleton vintage, raw and brash enough to cover the acrid tinge. Far below, the greasy plume of
burning had climbed to the sky.

‘Pachela, you may go now. | see that Nevyn's worked my revenge for me’ He took the firg long
swvdlow of wine. The Hawkmaster is - was -a very supid man, good with knives, no doubt, but not with
hiswits’

As he sipped the second dose, he looked round to note the details of this early spring day: the view of
the mountain peaks far away, pure and shining in the warm sun, Pachela hersdlf, once a beautiful girl with
ensnaing dark eyes ingead of this thick-waisted matron with grey hair, who was waking dowly, with
dignity, down the hill towards the burning ruin of the only life she'd ever known. No doubt she was glad
that he was dying. Here in the soft sun, with the wind picking up cool and flower-scented, he couldn’t

begrudge it to her.

‘Everything changes” he mumbled. ‘It's the curse of the world: everything changes. But | - | go
beyond dl that.’

Although his hand responded dowly and trembled dl the way, he got the goblet to his mouth and
gulped down the last of the wine. A dribble ran from the corner of his mouth, but when he automaticaly
tried to wipe it away, his hand spasmed, tossing the glass againg the earth to shatter there.

‘Itistime’

His eyes shut of their own will, but he stayed conscious, his mind aert within the dying lump of flesh.
Even though his body of light would be usdess in a few minutes, he summoned it as a bridge to the



etheric and transferred his consciousness over to the smple thought-form, a dender man in a plain tunic.
Therdief of findly being free of his huge and deformed body was so greet that he swooped up to the sky
and fluttered once round the hilltop. He could see Pachela, a dim shape ingde her pde aura, meking her
dow, proud way aong through the wais-high waves of grass. When he flew off to the north, he glanced
back to see that the slver cord joining him to his body was growing very thin and pae. It was time to
change leves while he was ill somewhat dive and in firm command of his mind.

He pictured a circle divided into quarters, each a different colour: dlive, russt, citring, and, in the
bottom quadrant, black. He hed the image in his mind until it stayed clear and solid, then did it out so
that the circle seemed to hang like a vast curtain before him. Just then, he fdt the slver cord snap. Like
pieces of unditched cloth chunks of his body of light dithered and fdl away, leaving him a naked bluish
form hovering amid the hillowing energy waves of the etheric plane. He bent dl his concentration to the
cirde, which now changed from a painted-looking figure to a solid disk. The blackness was swirling
within its bounds like trapped smoke. In thought only, the Old One cdled out the names of the Lords of
Husks and Rinds, but there at the gate between worlds the thoughts seemed to boom like gongs. On that
quiver and rage of sound he did forward into and through the swirling blackness to the Earth of Earth, the
lowest point of the world that knows the Light.

He fdt it more as a amdl than as a space, athick mudtiness of decay, yet perfectly benign, like leaves
crumbling to enrich good soil, perhaps. As he burrowed hisway deeper in, he fet pressure, asif the earth
grasped him with firm hands. It became harder and harder to move, even though he was now pure mind
scrabbling mole-like into the astral plane. A desirefilled hisbeing, alust for deep, to rest there for ever in
the dingy dark, but he had trained hiswill for a hundred years in preparation for this exact moment. As
he clawed onwards, he envisoned himsdf going down, pictured in his mind that he was digging his way
through to a darkness that lay below the universe and that touched it only at this one point. Earth of Earth
began to fight him, asif its Kings had somehow discovered hisevil intent. The dark turned crygdline and
hard, gleamed briefly with an aily copper light, formed into vague faces and hands that clutched him and
whigpered with voices thet dl cried ‘ Go back! Go back to the Light!” Yet raging and curang he smashed
hisway on, hammering a the faces and crushing the little hands with the huge sted clubs he visudized for

wespons.

With one last howl of rage he broke through. Since his mind was 4ill bound by earthly concepts, he
saw everything very concretdly. He was atiny, naked humen figure dinging by itsfingersto the bottom of
avad black sphere. Below, storm-tossed and infinite, spread a black sea. There were no stars, only
currents of greater darkness, no true forms, only shifting pae imeges that dternately beckoned and
menaced. The Old One fdt histerror like a biting cold, samdt it as an acrid gink. This was the gate to the
Dak of Darkness, the world of Husks and Rinds. Here, if he could claw and fight his way to power, he
would exist for ever as a separate soul, beyond dl judgment of the Great Ones, beyond death though
beyond dl life as well. During every moment of his unnaturaly long life, he had trained and planned and
longed for this moment, but now he hesitated, stunned by the loathing that welled up within him.

For those moments beyond time he wanted to turn back. Earth of Earth would receive him. Even as
he had the thought, he fdt his grip upon the sphere grow more secure, as if something had reached out
and caught his wridts to steady him. Yet turn back to what? Nevyn? That mesting, perhaps, he could
have faced, but behind the barbarian dweomer-master stood the Great Ones and their ultimate threat: the
utter annihilation of a soul as undean as his Besides, he had a certain stubborn dark honour of his own.
All his life he had longed for the manhood stolen from him by the daver’s knife, longed for power to
replace it and longed, too, for vengeance. Wha was he to do now? Crawl back to Nevyn like a
whimpering puppy and groved before the Lords of Light?

‘Never! | swore that from evil | would forge my good, and | hold mysdf to that vow!’



He let go of the sphere and dropped. Yet even as great black waves lapped up to receive him he
saw, plunging out of the storm-tossed sky a figure of shining light, and as it plunged it threw before it a
gigantic shimmering net. With a howl of rage the Old One tried to dodge to one side, but too late. The
net caught him, spread out, and wrapped him round. In the gugt of triumph that echoed over the sea he
recognized the touch of Nevyn’s mind. Sea, sorms, the sphere itsef—they dl vanished in a blaze of light
as he fdt himsdf siwvung round and round then dung clear of the net in an arc like a cry of triumph. On
and on he tumbled through the slvery billows of the astrd light to fetch up at last in some uncertain place.

He stood at night on a strangdly familiar hilltop and looked out over a misty valey. A ful moon hung
overhead, but it was bloated to an enormous Sze and burned with an eye-dashing siver glare. The moon
was watching him. He was sure of it, suddenly, that it had turned into a Sngle mdignant eye. His terror
made hisflash of loathing at the Dark of Darkness seem like a child's pleasurable shudder over a ghost
tde. He was doomed. Nevyn had anticipated him, gone to meet him, trapped him and now turned him
back into the world where there was no escape from the Great Ones. He would have no endless life of
working evil as he crept through the dark. He would have no life at dl.

In a spasm of screaming panic he wrenched himsdf around and saw, looming nearby, his magicd
Temple of Time, but now everything lay in moonlight, not haf in sun. He ran or rather flew towards the
white tower, and as he swooped into the open door he saw dl his symbalic figures lying smashed and
broken. He rushed for the staircase, raced up and up, pausng a each floor only to see the same chaos,
his work smashed and reduced to srewn rubble. At the top floor he had his greatest shock, because it
was empty - not SO much as a splinter left -except for the statue of Nevyn, gazing out of the window
where he'd It it. The Old One stood at the top of the staircase and tried to steady himsdf, because in
his mind he ill had a body of sorts, while he wondered about the sgnificance of this one last symbal.
When Nevyn turned from the window and smiled a him, he screamed.

‘I"ve been watting for you. Ask for mercy, and you shdl haveiit.

With another scream the Old One flung himsdf down the stairs, tumbling and swooping out of the
tower door just as the temple collapsed with a dlent - utterly Slent - shimmer of destruction. He rushed
down the hill and staggered into the migts, but dthough he tried to run, he merdy drifted this way and
that. He redlized then just how far gone in dying he was. With one lagt spasm of strength, he seemed to
rise up and catch a draught or current in the light, and dowly it bore him up and away. It seemed to him
that he was a boy again, a young dave in training for the clerkship. Ahead of him stood the school, built
round a pleasant stucco scriptorium in the midgt of gardens. He'd been happy there, wdl fed and wel
treated for the firg timein hislife, good at the work, praised by his master, courted by the other boys. He
saw, then, the scriptorium, the arched doorway leading into the long, white room, dl glowing with little
oil-lamps.

In the dender form of an adolescent boy, the Old One skipped toward the doors. He could fed his
sandds dgpping on the tiles and amdl the scented oil. Once he reached those doors he would be safe.
Master Kinna would never let anyone harm his best pupil. He faded through the doors and out into the
long room, where plain little writing desks stood in tidy rows and oil-lamps flickered golden againg the
rigng dark. Up on the dais someone was standing at the lectern and contemplating a draped scroll.

‘Magter Kinna It's Tondalo. I'm back.’

The figure raised its head and pushed back the hood of its robe: Nevyn. The scriptorium vanished.
They stood face to face in the white mig.

Tired of running? The sculpted face of Nevyn's thought-form wore no expression at dl, not a snarl,



not a amile, nothing. * Go where you will, but every road will leed back here to me’

The OId One fdt asif he dill had a body and was dowly dnking to his knees. The room spun in a
swvimmy blur, awhirlpool, amurky vortex of gold-shot white light.

“You have one lagt chance” Nevyn's voice soun round the vortex to reach him. ‘Forswear the Dark
and submit to the Light

‘Curse you! Curse you and dl your wretched kin!’

Nevyn vanished. The Old One knew only movement, fet himsdf to be onetiny point of consciousness
thet was swirling, risng, caught now in the whirlpool, choking, spinning, fading, aways spinning -

Then nothing a dll.

“You want to know what happened to the Old One? Nevyn sad. ‘Where does a candle flane go
when you blow it out?

When he redized that he understood, Sdamander shuddered in his very heart. By then the flames
were svarming and swirling over the entire villaand the compound around it, the greasy smoke spreading
through the sky and gaining the light into a hdlish parody of sunset. Yawning and sghing like any old man
waking from a nap, Nevyn sat up, stretched his arms over his head, then clambered to his fedt.

‘Let’s find the others and get on the road. When those daves reach town, the archon will send men
out to investigate. I'min no mood to be arrested just yet.’

‘Quite s0, oh exdted master. Ye gods, you gave me aturnin there! | honestly thought you were going
to die to save our miserable and unworthy lives’

“Y ou're not the only one who can put on a good show for the marketplace. Look - there's Gwin and
the warband riding for us. No doubt they’ ve been a bit worried. But - oh by the Goddess hersdf! Where
are Jll and Rhodry?

Sdamander swore and went cold dl over again as he counted up the riders and redized that his
brother and his pupil were nowhere among them. Without even thinking he began running toward the
black and flaming ruins of the villa Cursing a steady stream under his breath, Nevyn followed.

When Jll and Rhodry rushed out of the house into the garden, they found the wooden ancestor
datues dready burning, licked with legping flame like huge logs in some giant’s hearth. Smoke poured
around them and billowed down from the blazing shake roof in a swirl of darkness while the heet parched
and trembled the living trees and flowers. Through the crackle and roar of burning Jil could hear men
screaming, trapped in the upper rooms of the villa Choking and coughing she dashed for the gates in the
outer wdl only to redize that she'd lost Rhodry. She spun around to see him turning round the corner of
the house and racing down the narrow passage between it and the outer wall on hisright.

‘Rhoddo! Stop! Come back!’
‘He went thisway!” Rhodry kept running. ‘1 heard his chain clanking.’

For the briefest of moments she stood crippled with fear. With the roar of a thousand demons a plume
of fire burst free from the roof and towered in a spew of golden sparks.



‘Rhoary!”

Curang hmin her mind Jll ran after him. Dodging sparks, choking on smoke, sumbling at times and
legping over a cot of burning debris at others she raced down the passage and burst free just barely in
timeinto the clutter of sheds behind the house. Already roofs were smoking and charring as the Wildfolk
swept among themin an orgy of ruin. Through the smoke she could just make out Rhodry, hestating by
the back wall.

‘Come on!’ she screamed at him. * Out the back gates!’

‘Won't. He can't be far.” Rhodry suddenly burst out laughing, his old berserker’s howl of harrowing
deight. ‘Baruma Remember my promise!’

Walling in joy he took off again, racing round a shed and heading away from the back gates and
safety. In an unthinking rage JIl dashed after. Behind her the empty stables collapsed with a rush of fire
and spewed embers out across the yard. A shed caught in a shriek of dweomer-wind. Blackness shot
with burning filled the yard. Still Rhodry ran on with Jll right behind him, screaming curses and begging
him to come back. Findly, as she put on a last burst of speed, she saw Baruma up ahead, panting and
blowing as he tried to run with his heavy chain. With a banshee howl Rhodry took off after him just as
Baruma ducked through a little gate. Although Rhodry plunged right after him Jll hesitated and looked
back. The plastered walls on the far Sde of the compound were collgpsing in a pour of smoke as their
supporting timbers caught from the sheer heet in the yard.

‘Rhodry! Come back!’

Her only answer was a swirl of smoke and fire as the roof of the house fdl in. She turned and ran after
him, betting at the drift of sparks with both hands as she charged into a waled garden. Already fire crept
through the parched flowers that edged it, and in the far corner a tree blazed like a torch. Heat danced
and shimmered dong the soot-stained walls, she could fed heat grabbing her face like a dawing animd.
Ahead in the smoke Baruma crouched at bay, his only wegpon the heavy chan that he swung in both
hands, back and forth in a desperate arc to keep Rhodry and his sword out of reach. There was no time
to let Rhodry wear hm down with fancy footwork. JIl drew her slver dagger, caught it by the point,
amed, and threw. As draight as an even arrow it sailed home and hit into Baruma' s right eye. Screaming
and blind he dropped the chain and staggered back as Rhodry pounced and struck, dashing his throat
open in a howl of laughter.

‘Rhodry, come on! Now!’

He pulled her dagger free and swung around just as the wooden gate behind him went up in a blaze of
flame They were trapped. She could see the berserker fit leave his eyes as he redized it.

‘Oh ye gods! My love, I'm sorry!’

The dagger in his hand was blazing with dweomer-light as its spdl responded to his dven blood. She
hed one maddened thought thet a least they'd die together; then her new-found strength welled to the
surface of her mind. With ahowl of her own she flung both arms over her head.

‘Lords of Fire! Inthe name of the Light attend me’

She fdt as much as saw them, vast and towering shapes of light in the flames, a steady presence when
dl ese around them was legping and flickering, a rush of power and mgesty like a cool wind hillowing
out of the smoke.



‘Lords of Fire! In the name of the Master of the Aethyr, save ud | beg you as a servant of the Light.’

The presences swelled with the legp of flane, and for a moment she thought they would refuse her.
Then came a wind, hissng and gliding as it parted the flames like the prow of a ship parts the sea. The
foaming wake turned gold and red as the burning chunks and embers of what once had been the gate
boiled to ether sde and a smoking path appeared between.

‘Rhodry, follow me. Don't stop and don’t look back. Lords of Fire! Y our hands hold our lives’

JIl took a deep breath of ar turned suddenly pure and ran, knowing indinctivdy thet the safe path
could only hold for a few brief moments no matter how much the Lords wished otherwise. Over the roar
and crackle of the blazing house she could hear nothing, had no way of knowing if Rhodry were behind
her or not, but she could spare not a second to look back and see. The world had shrunk to a tunnd that
opened in the solid blackness of smoke. She burst out of the walled garden, dodged through the burning
sheds, raced for the fire-free breach that suddenly appeared in the crumbling outer wals while around
and above her the sparks and floaing chunks of burning flew back as if invisble hands knocked them
away. Her lungs were seared from hest, and the ar was poisonous again, but in one last burst of will she
legpt free and stumbled, staggering up and careening like a drunken woman across the grassy ground
outside.

Something caught her hand, and she looked down to see her grey gnome, dancing in glee and pulling
her onward. Through awaft of smoke shapes appeared ahead: more gnomes, dl sooty and triumphant.

‘Rhodry!” she gasped out. ‘Areyou ...”
‘Right here” He was choking and hacking. ‘Right here and safe.’

The gnomes clustered round and grabbed his hands to drag him forward. In a crowd of Wildfolk they
staggered up to the crest of a hill and flopped down, coughing and gasping for breath. When Jil looked
back she saw the compound wals collgosing inwards in a rush of greasy black smoke. Even though the
tal grass grew dl round, and sparks and grest dabs of burning debris blew through the air, not one blade
of the green ever caught, nor did the fire reach them. She turned to Rhodry and burst into hysterica
laughter, because even in the mids of dl these vast dweomer-workings, these mighty magicks drawn
from the soul of the universe, her dagger dill fathfully glowed to warn her that an unreligble df was close
a hand.

‘Oh | wish Otho could see thid” She was choking and laughing and sobbing dl a once. ‘Never trust
an df, hetold me They'll get you into trouble for sure, he said. Ye gods, he was right! He was right!’

Rhodry stabbed the dagger into the ground to douse it and threw his arms around her. Alternatey
choking and laughing they dung together until Nevyn and Salamander came pounding up the hill.

‘Are you hurt? Nevyn sad.
“We re not. Singed, no doubt.’

“You don't have any eyebrows that | can see. And as sooty as the ingde of a charcoa brazier, both
of you. Nevyn's voice shook so badly thet it was hard to tdl if he were close to tears or hysterica
laughter. ‘ Can you ride? We' d best get out of here’

Rhodry scrambled up, then caught her hand to pull her after him. When she sumbled and nearly fell,
she redized just how exhausted she was, and not in any normd way. Only then did she redize something



else as wdl, that there in the burning garden she'd worked dweomer, not done an exercise or accidentd
trick, but performed an act of magic, and amighty one.

Late that afternoon Rhodry led his ragged line of frightened men and spooked horses up to the grassy
crest of alow hill. Down below he saw a sheltered valey where a stream ran over clean rock, and halm
oaks grew in a scattered grove. Although it was a perfect place to camp, when he turned in the saddle he
could 4ill see the smoke of the burning villa, a black though distant streak on the sky. Nevyn rode up
next to him.

‘It stime to camp for the night.’
‘We can't stop here. We're dill in danger.’

‘Well, so we are.” Nevyn's voice seemed to trall away in exhaugtion after every phrase. ‘The rest of
the Hawks are bound to discover what's happened sooner or later.

‘That's not what | meant, my lord. Those daves you drove off? They must have reached a town or
another villa by now. The authorities will round up the locd milita The smoke from that fire's like a
beacon, and once they get to the villa, they’ d have to be blind to miss our tracks.’

‘Jugt so. That's one reason | set the wretched fire in the firg place. Gwin's got you thinking like a
Hawk, Rhodry lad. Once we're under arrest, we'll be safe” The old man patted the leather bags that
hung from his saddle’s peak. ‘I have letters from the archon of Pastedion to show around as we need
them. Come to think of it, I’ve got some from the archon of Surat, too.’

For a moment Rhodry wanted to ydl at the old man. It was a physcd thing, sharp and hbitter - he
wanted to snarl a Nevyn and announce that he was in charge here and tha they’d blasted wdl camp
when he wanted to and not a moment before.

‘JI’'s got to rest, Nevyn went on. ‘ She's so utterly spent that she can't even stay in the saddle much
longer.

Hearing the old man mention her name infuriated him further, especidly since he hadn’t thought to
check on her himsdf.

‘Very well, Rhodry said. ‘Il cdl ahalt.

Rhodry jerked his horse's head around and rode back aong the line, shouting orders as he went, urtil
he reached JlI, who was riding next to Salamander. For a moment Rhodry fdt so jedous of his brother
that he wanted to dap him across the face; then he redized that it wasn't Sdlamander who was meking
him suspicious, but Nevyn. He nearly laughed aoud. Don't be a dolt! he told himsdf. Why, the old man
mug be eighty if he saday! Yet later that evening, when he saw Nevyn and Jil stting at a campfire and
taking in whispers, their heads bent together and the Wildfalk dl around them, his jedousy bit as deep as
if she'd been flirting with the handsomest man in dl Deverry. He went over, sat down next to her, and
took her hand in his Nevyn amiled a hm so wamly and openly tha he suddenly fdt like a foal,
epecidly when Jll moved close to him and leaned her head on his shoulder with the ease of a long
inimacy. Of course I’'m the one she loves, he reminded himsdf, and he wondered dl over again why he
hed to keep doing that reminding.

‘s somewhat wrong? the old man said. ‘Or truly, that was a supid question, after everything we' ve
been through!’



‘All this magic gets on a man's nerves, sure enough,” Rhodry said. ‘Though | don’t know why I'm
surprised anymore a one sngle thing you do.’

‘It does take some getting used to.” Nevyn sounded comfortably smug, like a house-proud wife.
‘Even for aman who's travelled the kingdom the way you have’

All a once Rhodry remembered something that had been obscurely nagging a his mind dl day,
waiting for him to have the leisure to attend to it.

‘Oh by the hdld My slver dagger!’

‘What of it? Jll raised her head and looked a him.

‘I never found it, and here it was your father’s. | swore I'd get it back.’

‘Wel, my love, if it wasin that house, it's neught but a puddle of slver by now.’

Rhodry swore so foully that most of the Wildfolk vanished.

‘Don’t ache your heart, ‘Nevyn said. ‘Cullyn wouldn't care. To himit was only a mark of shame.’
‘Mayhap, but | swore avow I'd get it back.’

Nevyn glanced at JII's grey gnome.

‘Do you know whereit is?

The gnome shrugged a no and began scratching its armpit.

‘Did it mdt? Jll said. *Wait, | can see you don’'t understand that. Did the slver turn into water and
sill?

Thistime the no was definite.

Then what, by the hdls and horseshit, did they do with it? Rhodry growled.
The gnome shrugged, then disappeared.

‘Do you think he's gone to look for it? Rhodry said.

‘I doubt it, my love. | don’t think he has the wits.” JlIl considered, thinking hard. ‘If you're meant to
haveit back, it'll find its way home’

‘And what is that supposed to mean?

‘I don't know. Just what | said, | suppose.” She yawned with a little shudder. ‘I’ ve got to lie down.
Right now. I’ ve never been so tired inmy life’

All that night JIl had strange dreams. Although she could never remember them dearly afterwards, she
did recdl waking down jewdled corridors into enormous rooms that blazed with coloured light as
pa pable as gems, while she talked with splendid beings, clothed with gold and wreathed with Slver fire,
who may have been ether spirits or men and women - she was never sure which, just as she could never
conscioudy recal the amazing secrets they told her. She would dways remember, however, waking up



suddenly to find the sun shining in her eyes and a soldier squaiting beside her, a tdl black man, wearing a
cuirballi breast-plate and leather skirts over histunic and dangling a plumed hdmet in one hand. With the
other he was steadying himsdf by leaning on along spear whose businesdike sted point winked in the
sun. When she bit back a scream, he grinned at her.

‘Forgive me for gartling you, girl, but you're safe now. As far as | can tdl we're rescuing you from
something or somebody.’

‘Oh? Wdl, then, thank you and dl that, but ye gods!’” Yawning and rubbing her eyes she sat up,
looked around, and found their camp full of armed men. ‘How did | deep through dl of this?

‘I was wondering that mysdif, to tdl you the truth. Have you been drugged?
‘No, not a dl.

Y et when she started to stand, she fdt so dizzy and sick that she had a brief moment of wondering if
Nevyn had given her some sort of deeping-draught. Since she couldn’t remember drinking one, she
could only assume that her dumsy and desperate dweomer-working of the day before had Ieft her
dangeroudy exhausted. The soldier - she dill wasn't sure if he were captor or rescuer - gdlantly caught
her ebow and steadied her.

“Your grandfather’s over there, talking with the officers. He must be an important man, huh?
‘Very important. She ran hagty fingers through her hair to smooth it down. *Where' s Rhodry?
‘The black-haired barbarian? With the officers. Are you going to be able to ride?

‘Of course. Where are we going?

‘Asfar as| can tdl, we' re escorting you down to Indila and the archon’s lawcourts. Except for your
grandfather and you, everyone' s under arrest.’

With so many riders, horses, and foot soldiers dong, the march down to Indilatook three days. Since
the officers had decided that JiIl and Nevyn were victims, while everyone ese was a crimind, she had no
chance to speak to Rhodry or Sdamander during the journey, not so much as a ample ‘good morning'.
Even from a distance, though, she could see that Rhodry was wrapped in one of his black moods, and
ghe didn't envy Sdamander the job of cheering him out of it. Findly, some two hours before sunset on
the third day, they reached Indila and found a surprisng welcome. Although Jlil was afraid that Rhodry
and his men would be marched off to prison, ingtead the archon himsdf was waiting a the gates with a
token escort of city guards, and with hm was Elaeno, wearing dl the fine clothes and gold jewdlery that
were his due as the owner and master of a merchant ship.

‘I contacted him when we were fird arrested, you see; Nevyn murmured in Deverrian. ‘He has
influencein the idands, after dl, and | decided that he might aswdl use it

That influence combined with Nevyn's various officd letters worked a dweomer of their own. Instead
of the archon’s prison they were escorted to a splendid inn down near the harbour - quite conveniently
near Elaeno’s ship, in fact - and told that the expense would be borne by the state, because they were
possible criminds under investigation, and the prison was very smdl - aline of reasoning that ignored the
inconvenient fact that the supposed ariminds were being quartered with their supposed victims There
was nothing feigned, however, about the city guards who stood in fours a every door and pairs at every
window, nor were the innkeeper’'s bitter complaints an idle masquerade. That very evening, as wdll, the



archon's personal scribe appeared to summon Nevyn and Elaeno for a conference with various officids
JI walked downgtairs with them to the waled courtyard around the inn.

‘Will you be hiring an advocate, too? Jll said.

‘“We will,” Nevyn said. ‘But only for show. Don't look so aarmed, child. Things are going our way,
whether it looks like it or not.’

‘If you say 0. It'sjust hard to believe we're truly safe, and everything'sdl over.’

‘Oh, | didn’'t say that! We ve got to get home, for one thing, and for another, I’ ve got to see if there's
anything | can do about Rhodry’s memory.’

JII had been so sure that Nevyn could cure Rhodry as a matter of course that she fdt as stunned as if
he' d dapped her. He cast an anxious glance over his shoulder at the secretary, impatient in the doorway .

‘Well tak later - I've got to go right now. But JiI, I did try to warn you.’
“You did, truly. I'm sorry.’

After the guards escorted them out to the street, she went back to the common room of the inn,
where oil-lamps flickered, flashing points of light off the tiled floor and painted walls. At a table in one
corner Rhodry and Salamander were playing dice while Gwin and the men from the warband stood
round and watched, wine-cups in hand. In time, she supposed, Rhodry could rdearn most of what he
needed to know, such as the names of the important men in his rhan and a working knowledge of
common law, but something vauable beyond words would dill be missng, the extravagant capacity for
life and feding that had dways made him as dtractive as a roaring fire on an icy night. Although she
would 4ill love him, his subjects were going to find him curioudy changed and perhaps disgppointing.
He' s going to need me at his ebow dl the time, she thought, and with the thought she fdt as though a
cold hand clenched her heart. If she were going to continue her dweomer studies, she would need time to
hersdlf- hours upon hours of time, and dl of it done. If. She had to continue. She knew it better than
she'd ever known anything, that if she stopped studying the dweomer now, her soul would shrive into
something dead and ugly within her just from her own bitterness at being forced to lay her sudies aside.
She loved the dweomer as much as Rhodry, or was it more? That Smple little word seemed to burn in
her mind. Until that moment she'd never thought that she could love anything more than Rhodry, her
wonderful handsome Rhodry who needed her so badly now. I'll never leave him, she thought, never!
And yet she knew that she could never leave the dweomer behind, either, not now, not after she had at
last found her heart’s true craft.

Although Nevyn was dreading the offidd vist to the archon’s palace, His Excdlency, whose name
was Gurtha, entertained them so lavidhly that it was obvious, without a direct word being said, that he felt
they’ d done dl Bardek afavour by firing Tondalo's villa By the time they could make their escape from
the feadting, drinking, and music, the waxing moon was hanging low in the sky. Although Nevyn normdly
dept no more than afew hours a night, he fdl into bed as soon as he got to his chamber and stayed there
until the noon sun came glaring in through the cracks round the shutters.

It was Jll, in fact, who woke him with atimid tap at his door. When he cdled out a drowsy ‘come in’,
she did just that, carrying atray with a plate of warm soft flatbread and a wooden tankard.

‘Ale! They've got de here, Nevyn. It's not very good, but it' s de.’

‘Splendid! Hand it over, and my humble thanks.’



The de was weak and oddly sweet both, but as Jll said, at least it was brewed from barley rather
than grapes. He sipped it dowly, making it last, while he nibbled at the bread. After Jil threw open the
shutters to let in the warm spring air and sunlight, she sat down cross-legged on apile of cushions.

‘I"ve been putting some hard thought into what’s wrong with Rhodry,” she said. ‘He's told me things
that you and Salamander might not know.’

‘Ah, | thought he would.’

‘But it doesn’'t match up with what you and Saamander have told me. Sdamander in particular
thought he' d never recover, but here he' s actudly got back a good many memoriesdl on his own.’

‘What? Nevyn fdt his fird red hope. Tdl me everything he said -Rhodry, | mean. Certainly not
Sdamander; we don't have a whole fortnight to waste.’

‘Wdl, firg of dl there was his name. Baruma gave him a fdse name, but Rhodry remembered his own
ina dream - a drugged dream, actudly, he said, because the Hawks tried to poison him. And then when
Sdamander and | findly caught up with him, Slamander tried ensoredling him and tdling him that he'd
remember who | was when the sun came up the next morning, and by the gods, he did. And then just a
few days ago, after he killed Baruma, he remembered Aberwyn and Rhys and what his mother looks like
- or used to look like, I should say, because the way he described her Lovyan sounded about thirty years
old’

‘Splendid! Oh, truly splendid! This drugged dream? Did he tdl you about it?

‘It was something about dancing in a ring with three other people around a fire that turned into a
dragon.’

‘Red or black dragon?
‘Red. Does it matter?

‘It does, and | can't tdl you how glad | am that the beast wasn't black. White would have been best,
but red will do well enough’’

‘Nevyn, you think there's hope, don’t you? | can hear it in your voice’

‘Well, | do, but let's pray to every god that I'm not wrong. Baruma mugs have been a fumbling
apprentice a this hideous line of work. Now, it stands to reason that when Rhodry killed the man who'd
ensorcdled him, he'd free a certain amount of energy and hedl a smdl amount of damage, but he never
should have recovered any memories a dl while Baruma was ill dive’

‘Baruma was no fool or amateur.” JII's voice went cold and flat. ‘Gwin made that clear. He was
known for breaking people down. That's probably why the Old One sent him.’

“No doubt. I'm sorry you have to think about these terrible things, child.’
‘Why?If | don’t face them now, I’ll be thinking about them every day I’'m married to him.

‘Jugt S0, and my gpologies. But | don't - oh, of course! Ye gods, | should have seen this before! |
think we can assume that Baruma never knew that Rhodry’ s hdf even.’



Tha would make a difference?

‘A very great difference indeed. But I'm not promising anything. For dl | know, | dill won't be adle to
hed him. But why don’t you just hunt up his grace and tdl him | want to see him? It's time we tried to
clean up this wretched mess.’

It was some minutes before Rhodry came in, and Nevyn knew tha something was wrong
immediatdy, just from the arrogant set to his shoulders and the grim look about his mouth. 1t was the first
time that Nevyn quite Smply had had the leisure to redize that Rhodry neither remembered nor trusted
him. He fdt as hurt as a father with an ingrate son, even though raiondly he knew that Barumas
ensorcdments were to blame.

‘Rhodry, | can hdp you if you let me’
*So JIl said. Why wouldn't | let you?
‘I don’t know. Why, indeed?

‘No reason at dl.’

‘Indeed?

Rhodry shrugged and paced over to the window. In the strong sunlight he looked impossibly weary,
asif he'd aged ten years instead of one since he'd left Deverry, and dark circles shadowed his eyes.

‘| fird met you when you were about eight years old,” Nevyn said. ‘I doubt if you remember. And
then once when you were about sixteen, you were very ill of a fever, and | cured you - just with
herbcraft, though, notdweomer.’

‘I don’t remember thet either.’
‘Of course not. All I'm saying isthis, that if you did remember, you'd trust me more.’
‘Who says | don't trust you now?

Nevyn merdy looked a him. In a moment Rhodry turned from the window, strode to the door,
hestated, then turned back and leaned againgdt it.

‘JII’'s going to marry me.’

‘Of course sheis What's that got to do with anything?

He shrugged again and looked down at the floor.

‘It's the dweomer you're jealous of, you young dolt! Not me or Sdamander ether!’

When Rhodry blushed scarlet, for a moment Nevyn thought he was going to turn and bolt, but he
looked up instead and even managed to force out a crooked amile.

‘W, maybe s0.” For one las moment Rhodry hesitated on the edge of leaving; then he let out his
breath in a sharp sgh. ‘ Can you hed me, Nevyn?

‘I can’'t, but | can help you hed yoursdf. I've been thinking, lad, about Baruma's botched job. His



ensorcelment’ s unwinding itself, and with time, who knows? It might unwind dl the way and disappear.’
‘I don't have a cursed lot of time, not if I’'m going to rule in Aberwyn.’

‘dugt s0. And even if hismagic was flawed, Barumalleft you scarred, sure enough. What did he do to
you?

‘I don’t remember.’
“You don't want to remember.’
‘I can't!” Rhodry looked up in aflare of rage.

‘Indeed? Then you'll never redam the rest of your life Baruma planted a hedge of thorns in your
mind. You've got to break through it and trample it down.’

‘I can't, | tdl you!’

“You're afraid of remembering dl that pain. | don’t blame you, mind. I'd be afraid mysdf.’
The rage in his eyes turned murderous.

‘It's the honour of the thing, Rhodry lad. Are you going to let him win this battle?

‘I"d rether die’

‘Ah. | thought s0.” Nevyn hdd out his hand. * Come st down, lad. I'll be here with you every step of
the way.’

After Rhodry went up to Nevyn's chamber, JlI tried waiting in the common room, but the noise and
the laughter, the ample Sght of Rhodry’ s men enjoying themselves over dice games and Sdamander’ s tdl
tades, drove her outside to the rddive slence of the inn yard. When she wandered up to the front gate,
the guards warned her not to go into the streets without an escort, dl in the friendliest possible way, but
she wanted to scream at them - no doubt she could take care of hersdf in a Strange dity better than they
could. She went back to thelittle garden provided for the guests and sat down on a bench in the shade of
one of the innkeeper’s ancestors while she wondered what Nevyn was doing to Rhodry or if indeed
there was anything he could do. In the slence it seemed she could hear them taking, or at lesst recaive
the impresson of words. Although she went as 4ill as a hunted hare to listen, the meaning escaped her,
but she could sense fedings, waves of emoation that quite clearly came from outsde hersdf: pan and
bitterness, an overwhdming terror, and more pain, the shadows of an excruciaing physical agony. Once
it seemed she heard Rhodry sobbing like achild, and it took dl her will for her to stay where she was and
not go running up to Nevyn's chamber to interfere, and dl to spare hersdf as much as Rhodry. Findly
she remembered her lessons; in her mind she drew the circle of protection and sedled it with pentagrams.
Once she had it visudized outside and around her, the whispers and the pain-shadows stopped.

With asgh of rdief she looked up to find Perryn staring a her from some twenty feet away, lurking -
or so she thought of it-between a pair of eucadyptus trees.

‘What do you want, you snivdling little stoat?

‘Er, ah, wdl,um. ..



‘Out with it, or I'll dit your throat.’
‘Jll, 'm sorry! That'sdl.’

She found that she had risen, and that she was holding her slver dagger. Only the memory of her
promise to Nevyn made her sheath it and St down again.

‘I never meant to hurt you,” Perryn wailed. ‘1 loved you.’

‘Horseshit! Ligten, stoat-face. Do you know why you're dill dive? Nevyn ordered me to leave you
done. Otherwise I'd kill you. Understand me?

With one lagt wall like a haunt at dawn, Perryn turned and fled, running - as far as she could see - for
the refuge of the stables and his beloved horses. She fdt her rage as fire, begting to the sky, lgpping at
her magic cirde and threatening to break through. With a wrench of will she caled it back and re-imaged
the pentagrams to fence it round. Once the circle hed firm again, she could redlize that she was no longer
afrad of Perryn, but of what she would do to him if she let hersdf go. She saw the change as the most
sidying gift she'd been giveniin years.

For an hour or so more Jll stayed in the relative privecy of the garden. Although she tried to do her
dweomer exercises, she was quite Smply too distracted; every few minutes found her wondering about
Rhodry. Andly she went back to the common room, where Sdamander was entertaining the crowd,
even the sullen innkeep, by tdling one of his bawdy stories while he juggled eggs and oranges. Although
maogt people would have thought him heartless, Jil could tdl from the very brightness of his chatter that he
was worried sick about his brother. She sat down in a corner and watched him without truly ligening
while her mind wandered to Rhodry and Nevyn. Since she’d broken her circle she could fed their minds
working, but the pain had subsided, leaving a bitter emptiness. As the afternoon dragged on she would at
times pick up other flashes of emotion or hear the ghods of words, but ther intengty subsided until at
last, when the sun was low and the innkeep busy trimming wicks for hislamps, they vanished adtogether.

After one lagt jest Sdamander left his audience. He fetched a flagon of wine and two cups, then sat
down beside her with an exaggerated sigh. JlI poured for both of them.

‘Isthe Great Krysdlo weary?

‘Oh do hold your tongue, beauteous barbarian handmaiden. After he things Nevyn said to me | never
want to hear that name again.” But he did flash agrin. ‘But it was a splendid show, wasn't it?

‘It was, truly. | missit, inaway.’

‘So do I. Ahwadl, it's back to the humble gerthddyn’s trade for the likes of me” He sduted her with
the cup, then drank deep. ‘1 wonder what Nevyn's doing up there. By the Lord of Hdl’s furred behind,
it'staking for ever.’

‘| think the worst is over. | could sort of fed things happening, but they’ ve stopped.’
‘Sort of ? Things? Well, | probably don’t want to know more.’
‘I don't think we do, truly.’

The innkeep was lighting the ail-lamps with a long splint from the hearth when Rhodry came into the
common room. When he stopped just ingde the door, Jll got up, thinking that he would somehow need



her physical support like a man recovering from a long illness, but she hesitated, suddenly frightened, as
the uncertain light from the lamps grew and flared around him. She had never seen a man in such a rage.
His anger poured out like light from the burning ail in one of the lamps, hot and dangerous yet somehow
pure as it burned.

‘I think me he remembers what they did to him, Sdamander said with the trace of a shake in his
voice. ‘And | don’t think he' s pleased about it

As Rhodry stared round the room, everyone fdl slent, the men tumning to look at him, then hadtily
looking away again, urtil & last he moved and released them dl. He strode over to Jll, acknowledged
Sdamander’ s presence with a nod, then snatched her hdf-full wine-cup from the table.

‘I'm making a vow, my love’ His voice was a growl. ‘Once I’ ve been invested with Aberwyn, I'm
rasng afleat and burning Sath and every stinking pirate with it.” He raised the cup over his head. ‘May
the gods be my witnesses! That hell-hole burns to the ground!’

Then he turned and threw the cup into the hearth so hard that it shattered. Although the wine hissed on
the burning codss, paradoxicaly enough the flames legpt up high and flared. Towering among them Jll
could see the Lords of Fire, accepting the vow.

Every morning, Cullyn and Tieryn Lovyan were among the firgd people awake in Dun Aberwyn.
Yawning and drowsy, he would usudly groll into the great hdl just as she was coming down the spird
daircase. -While a degpy page brought them both bowls of spiced milk and a servant mended up the fire
inthe hearth, they would st &t the table of honour and discuss the offidd business of the dun. After she
gave Cullyn his orders for the day, Lovyan would aways make the same remark.

‘“Nevyn's been gone along time now, captain.’

‘So he has, Your Grace, he would answer. *But spring's on the way, and the weather will be good
sling soon.’

‘Well, true-spoken. 1t's dl on the knees of the gods now, anyway.’
And the regent would nod with a wan sort of smile and dismisshim.

On that particular morning, since she had no pressng orders, Cullyn wandered down to the gates of
the dun and stood chaiting with the guards. Although the day was warm, the sky was marbled with
clouds, easing in from the south - adgn of coming rain, as he remarked.

‘Sure enough, captain,’ said a guard. ‘ Seems like it's been along winter this year, but maybe that's
just the waiting. Do you think Lord Rhodry’ s dill dive?

‘I do’

‘Well, | certainly hope you'reright, sr. We dl do, truly. When Gwerbret Rhys was 4ill dive, we had
to hate anyone he hated, like, but now things are different.’

‘Are they? I’d wondered.’

‘They are. If Lord Rhodry’s gwerbret, wel, well dl follow him to the death. If naught else, a lesst
he'sa Maglwaedd.’



‘ Sure enough, and it gladdens my heart that you can see things so clear, like’
‘I - here, who's that?

Culyn looked where he pointed and saw a pair of travelers corning up the hill, an old man wrapped
in an ordinary cloak with the hood up and a young man wearing a short cloak and a floppy-brimmed
leather hat. They were leading a pair of beautiful riding horses, both the golden colour of fresh-dug
riverbank clay, as wdl as a surdy chestnut pulling a laden travois.

‘Oh by the Lord of Hel’s hairy assl” Cullyn muttered. ‘Well, this should prove interesting. All right,
lad, see that old man? You treat him with dl the respect due a prince, because he's a friend of Nevyn's
and the same sort of man - if you take my meaning. As for the fdlow with him, wel, now, you and
everyone dsein the dun areinfor abit of a surprise’ He waved to the gpproaching pair and jogged off
to meet them. ‘Aderyn, my lord, it gladdens my heart to see you again. Cdonderid, if this isn't a
welcome thing! What are you doing so far from your cursed grasdands?

‘Guarding the Wise One from you wretched round-ears.” Grinning, the df gave hm a friendly dgp on
the shoulder. ‘He wanted to come aone, but | wouldn't hear of it

‘I wouldn't have either, if I'd been in your place” Cullyn turned to Aderyn. ‘What brings you to us,
my lord?

‘Oh, a gmdl matter of my own. Can you get a page to take these horses, Cullyn? | need to tak to
Nevyn graightaway.’

‘But he' s gone, my lord. He sailed to Bardek weeks ago.’
‘Hewhat? Aderyn’'s open-mouthed surprise was close to comicdl.

‘Saled off for Bardek with Elaeno, the Orygtinnian captain. Didn't he tel you, my lord? | meen, I've
aways thought you had ways of sending messages that were fagter than horses.’

‘So we do, so we do, but he never did contact me. | assumed there was some sort of danger, but
goparently that wasn't the case. Oh ye gods, Cullyn, he mugt have smply forgotten! I’'m beginning to
wonder if the old man’s dipping a bit, | truly am.’

By then they’d gathered a amdl crowd of the idy curious. Cullyn handed the horses over to one
servant, sent a page off to warn the tieryn, and ushered their guests indde the dun. When he redized how
gad he was to see Aderyn, he had to laugh a himsdf. Only a few short years past he would have
mocked any man who damed to bdieve in sorcerers, and now here he was, outright reieved to have a
dweomer-master in the dun again. When they came into the great hdl, the tieryn rose from her place a
the head of the honour table and turned their way. For a moment she looked terrified, but as they walked
over to kned in front of her she relaxed and greeted the pair with a gracious smile

‘Cdonderid, isn't it? she said. ‘For a moment there | thought you were someone else. And who,
good S, may you be?

‘My nameis Aderyn, Your Grace. Perhaps Nevyn has spoken of me?

‘He has, and truly, you're more than welcome in my dun for as long as you wish to say. Page! Run
and tdl Cook to prepare refreshments for our guests. They' ve come along way. Bring mead, too. You'll
have to get out the best goblets, by the way. The usud ones are — wdl, never mind that now.’



‘Her Graceisvery kind, Aderyn said. ‘And truly, if she has any need of me whatsoever, I'm a her
savice!

Lovyan's eyesfilled with tears of rdief, but she brushed them away and arranged another amile,

‘I shdl take your offer with humble thanks, good Aderyn. After you and your friend have rested,
perhaps we can have a private tak in my chambers” She glanced a Cullyn. ‘Maybe now we can get
ome news. |'ve been driven to didraction wondering whet Blaen's been up to. Do join us, captain. |
know that Calonderid isafriend of yours’

Asthey sttled themselves at the table of honour, Caonderid remembered his manners and took off
the leether hat, dropping it casudly on the table just as the page returned with a tray of goblets and a
flagon of mead. The lad frankly stared a his long ears, curled to a ddicate point like a sea-shdll, and at
hisviolet cat-dit eyes, too, unil Cullyn leaned forward and intervened.

“You've got work to do, lad. Go do it
The boy fled. Caonderid picked up his goblet and had a 9p of mead.

‘Sweet and light, but good, Your Grace’ he pronounced, sduting the tieryn. ‘My thanks for your
hospitaity, but don't you think I'd better leave now that the Wise On€'s safely here? It appears that |
dam your subjects’

‘They’ll have to get used to you and your people sooner or later, good Sr.” Lovyan sounded oddly
weary. ‘| have the diginct feding that my son is gaing to welcome you in his court once he returns to
dam hisrhan.

‘No doubt,” Aderyn broke in. ‘Y our Grace, grave matters are afoot, beyond, perhaps, what any of us
could know.’

His words made Cullyn fed srangely cold and solemn. For as long as he lived, he would remember
that moment a the table of honour: Lovyan, leaning forward, her blue eyes deep and shadowed with
some private thought; Calonderid, hislips half-parted, the goblet clutched in his hand as he turned to her
asif in support; Aderyn himsdf, with hiswhite hair siwept up from his forehead in two peaks like an owl’s
horns and his enormous dark eyes that seemed to look far into a future that none could see but him. Yet,
a that moment, Cullyn had an odd indinctive glimpse of that future, and the even odder feding that
someday he and the even war leader beside him would play an important part iniit.

‘S0 greet things are on the move, are they? Cullyn said to the dweomerman.
They are. WE I tak later, captain, but I'm going to need your help.’

“You'll have it, of course.” With a nod to the tieryn, he rose, then made her a bow. ‘My lady, with
your permission, I've somewhat that needs atending to.’

‘By dl means, captain.’

‘My thanks, my lady. Cd, I'll see youinahit. Come gt a my table for dinner, will you?

‘Gladly. I'm an archer, not a horse soldier, but | fed more a homein a warband anyway.’

Cullyn strode off, heading for the Sairway up to the women’s hdl. Soon, he knew, he'd be riding over



half of Eldidd on Gwerbret Rhodry’s business, and there was something he wanted done before he I€ft.
He d only reached the firgt landing when he met Tevylla coming down with Rhodda dinging to one hand
and a basket in the other.

‘I was jugt going to look for you, she said. ‘Rhodda and | were thinking we' d have our noon med
outsde’

‘Good idea. I'd best come with you, then.’

Since the day was sunny and warm enough if you were out of the wind, they took the chunks of sweet
bread and pot of soft cheese in the basket out to the sheltered rose garden in a curve where two
haf-brochs met. Although the roses were ill naught but mulched sticks, the lawvn there was green again,
and Rhodda was happy to St on the grass and pretend to share her med with her imeginary friends, the
ones she cdled gnomes. Cullyn and Tevylla sat down on a stone bench nearby. Now that the crux was
here, Cullyn found himsdf utterly tongue-tied until Tevylla gave him an opening.

“How’s my Merddyn these days? | never seem to see him anymore, except from a distance.’

‘He's been working hard, and I'm pleased with him, though I'll ask you not to tdl hm | said that.
He s got agood hand for a sword and the right amount of courage - enough to make him fight, but not
enough to make him do stupid thingsin a scrap.’

She winced.
‘Well, my gpologies. | don't suppose any mother wants her son to go for arider.

‘None that | know of, truly. | think you bewitch your young men, Cullyn. They dl want to be jugt like
you, and they never think once of what you risked to become the man you are’

That's true spoken, and it aches my heart. But lads are like that. You never think that you could be
the one to diein battle, not till you're twenty or so, and by then, well, dl you know is the warband. But
here, | didn’t mean to trouble your heart about his future”

‘Tact’s never been a weapon in your armoury, hasit? But she was amiling at him.
‘It hasn't, at that. I’ ve never been much for words. Somewhat of a pity, now.’
‘Indeed? Why?

He shrugged to gan a little time, wishing that he could think of some eegant or flowery phrase,
wishing that he'd asked one of the bards for advice. Women were supposed to like it, weren't they,
when you said fine words to them? She was watching him with her head tilted alittle to one side.

“You know,” he said at ladt, ‘that widow’ s black does't suit you.’
‘Indeed? Wdll, it's not truly my choice to wear it, you know.’
‘If you were the captain’s woman you could have it off and be done with it.

She went stone-till, her lips haf-parted, as surprised as if he'd barked at her like a dog. Since he'd
been counting on her answering, one way or another, he began to fed alittle desperate.

‘Ahwdl, think you could put up with me? he went on. *We wouldn't make such a bad pair, you and



I. We ve both been through too much to babble about love and suchlike!’
‘So we have, truly.’

For along moment they stared a each other, hdf-ligening to Rhodda as she sang to the Wildfolk.
Cullyn gtruggled to find something to say, then broke off a bit of bread and offered it to her, the way a
men would do to hiswife. She hesitated only briefly before she bent her head and took it from his fingers.
He amiled and fdt that the sunlight had just turned a little warmer.

‘I'll be asking the tieryn for permission to marry this afternoon, then,” he said. ‘1 wonder if | can find a
jeweller to sdl me a brooch for you draightaway. We're going to have to be quick about it. Spring's
amog here’

‘Do you think there’ s going to be a war in the rhan? Unconscioudy she laid one hand on her throat.

‘I don't know. There's alot of powerful men working to keep the peace. | just want to make sure
that nothing getsin the way of us marrying, one way or the other.’

‘I see. You know, inits way that’s more flattering than any fine words or poetry | ever heard.
He grinned, thinking that he’ d made the right choice for a certainty.

Although Tevylla had aways considered the captain an efficient man, she was surprised at the ruthless
gpeed with which he got them married. That very afternoon Tieryn Lovyan caled her in to her private
chamber to congratulate her on the coming wedding.

‘WE Il have to get alassto help you with Rhodda,” Lovyan said. ‘You'll need time for your husband
now, too.’

‘My thanks, Your Grace. What about that new lass, Glomer? She struck me as a clever sort.’

‘More clever than you know, actudly. She's avery good choice indeed. Speak to her about it today,
will you?

‘I will, my lady. Oh, do you know where Cullyn’s got to?
‘He's down in town, taking to the priests about the wedding.’
‘| see”’” Tevylla dropped her acurtsey. ‘I'd best go find Glomer. I'll doubtless be needing her soon.’

After some searching, she found Glomer out in a storage shed by the back wadl. Badanced
precarioudy on a pile of wooden crates, the lass was untying onions from a long garland and filling a
basket with them. She was more than pleased to come down and hear about her new job, which she
greeted with a shriek of ddlight.

‘I'll get to work in the broch itsdf? Oh, that’s so splendid, Mistress Tewylld | promise I'll work truly
hard.’

‘Good. Let’'s go tdl Cook, and then you can come up to the women's hal and meet Rhodda. I've left
her with the serving women, and she's probably driven them daft by now.’

Asthey were waking round to the kitchen hut they saw Cdonderiel, rubbing down his golden horse
with a twisted swatch of straw. At the 9ght of him a big-eyed Glomer stopped and made the sgn of



warding againg witchcraft. Since Tevylla had been born and raised in Dun Gwerbyn, she'd seen dves
before, but she couldn’t deny that they made her nervous.

Tevylla? Glomer's whisper was bardly audible. ‘Is that one of Nevyn's demons?

‘It's not, but a man of flesh and blood. Very red flesh and blood for that matter. Now ligen, lass. |
don’'t know why mysdf, but a lot of women fancy the Westfolk men the way a cat fancies camint, and
the Westfolk men have absolutely no honour where women are concerned. You leave him drictly aone,
or well end up with another babe to wetch over.’

Tevylladipped her arm through the girl’s and led her firmly away, but once or twice Glomer looked
back, furtively, reluctantly, as if she couldn’t quite help herself. Tevylla could only hope that Caonderie
hedn’t noticed.

When Cullyn returned, late that afternoon, he brought two things with him. One was a Slver betrotha
brooch, made of two wires so cunningly interlaced and spirdled thet they looked like a Sngle strand. The
other was a priest of Be, who announced the betrotha that very evening in the great hdl, as the
warbands and the servitors were lingaring over their ale. When the captain pinned the brooch on her
dress, his men started cheering, and everyone dse joined in, making Tevylla blush like a lass. Cullyn,
however, seemed oddly distracted, his face impassve, his eyes digant while he watched his new wife
take off the black headscarf and toss her head as if she were physcdly shaking off the burden of
widowhood. Later, when she grew to know him better, Tevylla would remember that look of profound
boredom and redlize that he was brimming with feding like a goblet about to spill over with mead.

‘If any man or woman ether has reason to speak againg this wedding,” the priest caled out, ydling
over the generd noise, ‘let them step forward now or come to mein private at the temple on the morrow
morn. Otherwise the wedding will proceed & noon.’

‘Noon? Tewyllablurted. ‘ On the morrow?
‘Why not? Cullyn said. ‘I’'m not alittle lad who needs to say farewdl to his mam.

At that she could laugh, and she fdt much better. Yet, as soon as she decently could she made her
escape and went out to the kitchen hut to talk with Baena, who was cracking parched oats on a quern
for the morrow’ s porridge. Automaticaly Tevylla picked up a wooden scoop and began trandferring the
cered into a kettle as they talked.

‘I'm so happy for you, Tewa, | truly am.’

‘My thanks. Our Cullyn certainly doesn't waste any time once he makes up his mind about
somewhat.’

‘“True enough. He's a good man, though. I'm happy for him, too.” Baena paused, laying down the
heavy stone grinder so she could tuck awisp of hair back under her headscarf. ‘ The regent caled mein
earlier. We |l have a nice feast on the morrow.’

‘Oh, you shouldn’'t have to go to dl that work. It seems slly to make afuss over a second marriage”

‘Not to meit doesn’t, and | don’t mind the work at dl, | don’'t. Everyone needs a bit of fun to lift ther
Spirits these days, and that’s the truth.’

Since she had to ingtruct Glomer in her new duties; the fallowing morning passed quickly for Tevylla



with hardly athought of her coming marriage. Y &, as she watched the lass playing with little Rhodda, she
found hersdf remembering her fird wedding day. Since her father had picked him out from another
village, she'd barely known her husband, and she'd spent the whole morning dternately vomiting or
goging hysericaly. Now, when Cullyn appeared in the doorway, she merdy amiled a him.

‘Timeto go?
‘It is No usein keeping the priest waiting.

As she followed him down the long soirdling stairs, she had a brief moment of doubt, yet when they
left the broch and he held out his hand, she took it as trustingly as Rhodda dways did.

‘Shdl we wak down? he said. ‘I can get my horseif you'd rather ride’
‘Oh, awdk isfine It'salovdy morning, isn't it?

It was warm and clear, as if the threatening clouds of the night before had Ieft to make them the
present of a solendid day. Down in the harbour the turquoise sea was at low tide, ralling dow breakers
onto the pae beach.

‘Tell me somewhat,” Tevyllasaid. ‘Do you want another child? We might well have one.’

‘Wdl, | do, a that. Ah ye gods, | don't think I've ever wanted anything as much as | want a son. |
suppose it's because I'm getting old. I'm not saying I'd turn up my nose at another lass, mind, but you'll
have to stop me from spailing this one rotten.’

‘I'll do my best, but you don’t seem like the sort of man who likes to be argued with!’
‘It might be a good thing if | learned to put up with it.
‘Good, because you'll have to.’

When they shared another amile, Tevyllafdt that they were married. The ceremony before the priest
was only a formdlity.

Y et when they returned to the dun, they had a surprise ahead of them. With a howl of laughter and
dhrieks like battle-cries, both warbands came bursting out of the broch and swept across the garden. A
horde of young men mobbed them, dgpping Cullyn on the back, grabbing Tevyllds hands and kissing
them. Then Cdonderid shoved hisway through the mob with a goblet in his hand.

‘Let the lady breathe, ladd!’

As Tevylla made her way clear to the group of women standing near the main door, Caonderid flung
the mead in his goblet sraight into Cullyn’'s face. At the Sgnd mead seemed to come from everywhere
and drench her new husband like a summer storm. With a whoop, the warband grabbed the sruggling,
swvearing Cullyn and carried him bodily toward the ornamenta pond round the sde of the broch
complex. Laughing and caling, the women hurried after, their brightly-coloured dresses hillowing and
greaming in the wind.

With one last howl the warband dumped Cullyn into the pond and ducked him a couple of times when
he tried to scramble out. When they findly let him go, he was soaking-wet but laughing, taking mock
awings a his men and vowing that he'd chop them into dog-mest. In a great pretence of terror they



danced back out of reach. Laughing hersdlf, the tieryn appeared and began cdling for order.

‘Let the cgptain go change his clothes’ Lovyan said. ‘“We ve got a feast on the way, you know, and
meed dl round.’

The men spontaneoudy cheered the lady who was their lord.

Although the evening med included an entire roasted hog and other fancy dishes, there was, dl in dl,
as little fuss as Tevylla wanted. When Cullyn fed her the fird bite from the trencher they shared, the
warband did cheer, as they did again when they shared a goblet of mead - or at least, she took a few
gpsand let imfinish the rest. At the end of the med, she was planning on retiring with the other women
and letting him drink with his men, but when she I€ft the table, he came with her, taking her hand as they
walked to the staircase.

“The warband can drink itsdf sick without me’ he remarked.

She was s0 pleased to hear im say it that she suddenly redized just how much she wanted him. Yet
with her wanting came a shyness, a sudden feding that she hardly knew him, a last reserve about letting
him close to her in such an irrevocable way. Her early fear of him, she saw then, was a fear that she might
love this man too much, if she let hersdlf, a warrior whose craft might take him away from her for long
months at a time, whose death might daim him at any moment. And now she had gone and married him,
right when the province was on the brink of open war. In her mind she heard her mother’s weary voice
have you no common sense, lass? No, she answered, and I’'m proud of it.

In her chamber, strangdly slent without Rhodda there, his wet clothes lay in a puddle on the floor. She
picked them up, glad of the excuse to keep from looking a him, leaned out the window to wring the
worgt of the water from the clothes, then draped them over the sl to dry.

‘My apologies,’ he said. ‘I was just in such a cursed hurry to get back downdtairs’
‘Oh, | don't mind.’
“You'rerid of Rhodda for the night, and so you need someone to play the nursemad for.’

When she forced hersdf to turn around and face him, she found him amiling a her, his har hdf-glver,
haf-gold in the candldight, with such good humour that her shyness vanished.

‘Nursemaid? Oh, | wouldn’t cdl it that.’

He caught her by the shoulders and kissed her open-mouthed, just once before he let her go - the firgt
kiss he'd ever given her. She untied her kirtle and lad it down on the table carefully, smoothing the
elaborate needlework. While she took off her overdress he unbuckled his sword-belt and dung it onto
the table, the scabbard lying golden and heavy across the embroidered flowers. She fdt weary, asif a an
omen. Ah well, she thought, we Il have our good times before | have to wear black again. Cullyn looked
a her so solemnly that she thought he was about to speak, but he picked her up like a child and carried
her to thar bed.

At the Inn of the Hying Fish, down near the harbour in Indila, JIl had spent the past three days
working harder than she ever had in her life. Not only was Nevyn's idea of mentd exercises a good bit
dricter than Sdamander’s, but the old man set her to memoarizing lore as wel. While she struggled to
remember the names and characteristics of the ten secret leves of the universe and the thirty-two paths
between them, Rhodry and his men spent their time drinking and dicing down in the tavern room with



Sdamander to entertain them. What Perryn may have done, she naither knew nor cared.

Fndly, on the morning of the fourth day when the archon summoned Nevyn to his paace, JIl went
with him, mosily as a reward for her hard work. Gurtha received them in his private chambers and had
his daves spread an elaborate med and pour the best wine. Lunching with them was a huge and ominous
men introduced as Hanno, captain of the dty guard. After some palite tak of dvic affars, Gurtha
remarked thet the date for the trid had been st.

‘It's not for two weeks, I'm afraid. The courts are dways busy this time of year, because the winter
westher gives people the leisure to invent lawsuits” Gurtha glanced at Hanno. Two weeks is a long time.
You must be very careful, captain, that the barbarian prisoners don’t escape.’

‘Of course, gr. Why, how could they escape, with my men guarding the inn? I’ ve got them posted 4l
round.’

True. On the other hand, tonight, just when the tide is full, theré's going to be that processon in
honour of the Star Goddesses. You'll need to reduce the guard & the inn.’

‘Hum, so | will. Well have to leave afew men there, though.’

‘But what if they started drinking out of boredom and became wine-muddled?
‘Never happens. Not with me there to watch them.’

‘Ah, but you might become distracted.’

‘That’strue’ Hanno amiled at Nevyn and gave JIl awink. ‘What an anvful thought.’

‘So it is so it is’ Gurtha shook his head sadly. ‘But you can't blame human beings for meking a
mistake now and then, can you?

‘No, you can’'t, Nevyn sad. ‘Happens to the best of us’

That night, while they waited for the tide to turn, they had a feest of sorts in the inn. The innkeeper
hovered nervoudy near the table, while outsde the archon’s men prowled back and forth, occasiondly
dicking a head through a window to see if it were time yet for them to neglect their duty and let the
prisoners escape. Since dl of the other customers ate in their chambers to avoid sharing the common
room with criminds, they had the echoing tavern room to themsdves. In this far from festive atmosphere
Rhodry hurried through his med, then left the table to go stand in the door and chat with the captain of
the watch. He needed to be seen by a passer-by or two if anyone was going to believe that he had
somehow managed to distract the formidable Hanno in order to escape.

While he picked at abit of bread, Nevyn went over aladt few logidicad arrangements.

“We need to sl or return those horses that the archon of Surat gave us. Oh, and that reminds me -
we never could go back for dl those wretched horses we Ieft back in Pastedion, as | remember tdling a
certain gerthddyn was modt likdy. Well, when the archon confiscates them, they’ll repay him for some of
histrouble.’

‘Begging your leave and dl, oh magter in this craft of ours, Salamander said. ‘I should like to have
them as wel as the stock we ve got with us’



‘“Whatever for?

‘S0 | can pose as Evan, travdling horse trader from the faraway barbarian kingdom, renowned for
steeds. You are dl saling for home on the morrow, but my work here, aas, isnot yet done.’

‘“What? Nevyn seemed torn between annoyance and curiosity. ‘What stupid scheme do you have in
mind now?

‘A scheme not of supidity but of compassion, or so | may hope. During our travels, | ran across
someone who showed a certain basic taent for dweomer but who never had the least chance to develop
it. Since she's much addicted to fortune-tdling, | fear me she may come under the influence of certain
unscrupulous types unless she's given some way to tdl gold from mica. She's rich, and aforesaid types
are bound to come flocking round her. But since a the time the Hawks were stooping to impae us dl
upon their blood-soaked claws, | had no leisure for long and dvilized conversations on the subject.’

When Jll redized whom he mugt mean, she was profoundly glad that Rhodry had adready left the
table.

‘Urn, well, | see your point, Nevyn said. ‘If she's got money to attract lying fools and tricksters this
woman could indeed come to a great ded of harm. Wl and good, then, but please, don't get yoursdlf
embroiled in more mischief over here. | shan't be asking the wind to bring me over just to bal you out of
trouble’

“You have my promise, oh Master of the Aethyr, that | shdl be circumspection itsdf.
Jil' looked up to see one af the archon’s men waving a her from the window.

‘| think they’ re going to start being drunk on duty now,” she said. ‘ Slamander, you'd best go updairs
and get out of awindow or suchlikeif you' re not coming with us’

‘I shdll, my turtledove.” He got up, bowed to the table, then strolled over and kissed her lightly on top
of the head. ‘We shdl meet again. You'll forgive me for not coming to sng at your wedding?

‘I will. But be wary as you ride, won't you?

“You have my promise on that.” He hesitated, looking stricken. ‘ Say farewdl to my brother for me,
will you? | shdl vanish while his back is turned and save us both a nesty scene.’

When she started to spesk further Jil found to her surprise that her throat was choked with tears.
Sdamander waved and trotted over to the staircase, hesitated, turned to wave once more, then hurried
up and disappeared.

The rest of them gathered up ther gear and dipped out the back way through the kitchen. They
passed only one guard, and he was busy drinking down an enormous cup of wine to ensure that Hanno
could smdl it on his breeth later. Even so, Jil found hersdf hurrying through the dark and twiding Streets
and chivwying the others dong, too. The sooner that there was an ocean between them and the Hawks
the happier she would be. Findly they reached the harbour and found the right pier. Pacing back and
forth on deck, Elaeno was waiting for them with alit lantern.

‘dugintime,’ he boomed. Thetide's about to turn, lads. Let’s get aboard and be on our way.’

Even though Rhodry protested, Elaeno ingsted on giving his private cabin to the gwerbret. It was tiny,



of course, with a narrow bunk on one side, a bench built into the wall on the other, and a diver of table
bolted to the floor in between, but Elaeno was so large that what was a angle bunk to him could actudly
hold two people provided they did love each other very much. That first night, when they were cramped
in together, watching the hanging lantern throw wild shadows asit swayed, Jll redized that they had more
privecy in this wardrobe of a room than they’d had in weeks. It was time to tak of important things, she
supposed; yet she was afraid to voice even her smdlest doubt, lest the rest dl come rushing out like one
of the Bardekian floods.

Rhodry himsdf was in a meancholy mood, and smply because it was easier to ligen to him than to
tak about hersdf, she asked him what he was thinking.

‘Oh, just some cursed strange thoughts, my love, about the long road and dl. Y ou know, I'm going to
missit - just a bit, mind, but missit I will.

‘“What? | never thought I’d hear you say that, after the way you used to moan and groan about your
exile’

“True spoken, and | owe you an gpology for making you lisen. But we were free, weren't we, riding
where we liked, and never seeing the same town twiceif it didn’t suit us. And we never had to mince and
bow and pay court to men we hated and who cordidly hated us, or be ever so palitic and careful to
curry favour with men who might support us, and dl the rest of it” All & once he laughed. ‘Ah, curse
Rhys anyway - it's judt like him. He never could do anything right, not even live to aripe old agel’ He
paused, amiling, his fingers stroking the embroidered dragon on his shirt. *Oh, the dragon has me in its
claws, sure enough, and you dong with me, my love. From now on it does dl the flying, and we fallow in
itswake.’

For a moment Jll hated him, just for his wretched dven eoquence that had voiced her worst fear
better than she ever could have put it hersdlf.

‘Here, my love, you look sad.’

‘It's because | agree with you, | suppose. After dl, I've never known anything but the long road,
traveling with my Da like | did and dl. Wdl, except for those miserable weeks before you got exiled.
Rhodry, | hated being a court.’

‘But then you were only my migtress, and truly, | hated to put you in such aterrible position. Now, my
love, you'll be my wife. Oh, thingswill be different now, just you wait and see. When Lady Gilyan comes
into a room now, no one's going to sneer and look down their long noses. Oh, that they won't! Instead
it'll be bowing here, and if it please Y our Grace there, and everyone dugtering round to see just what her
ladyship requires or thinks or wants, because you'll have more influence over the gwerbret of Aberwyn
then any other person, human being or df dike, in the kingdom. In some ways, my love, youll be
Aberwyn, especidly when I'm off on a campaign or suchlike’’

JiI's somach clenched cold, but she smiled, just because he so badly wanted to please her.

‘But Rhoddo? There is one thing we've got to tak about. You know that I've started studying
dweomer, and . .’

‘Wdl, who's to say one wrong word about that, even if they do find out, and from wha Nevyn's
been saying, you're supposed to keep it secret anyway, if you're an apprentice. My love, you don’t
understand. The only person in the world who can tdl you what you may or mayn't do is the High King,
and judging by what Nevyn told me, the High King knows how blasted ussful the dweomer can be.’



‘That’s not what was worrying me. It' sthe time’
He stared a her, blinking alittle.

‘I've got to have so many hours a day to do this work. Time and privacy, where | can concentrate
and not be burdened with entertaining your guests or having pages barging in to ask what sort of bread to
lay on table and that kind of bilge’

‘Oh. Um, | see’” He considered for along moment, chewing on hislower lip. ‘Wdl, well just have to
make sure you have your privacy then, in the evening watch after dinner, say, or suchlike. It might be
hard a first, my love, but soon enough thingswill settle down, particularly in the winter months’

She wanted to cry out, to scream at him: that’s not good enough! But she bit back the angry words,
because she knew that once started, they wouldn't stop, and they would lead her inexorably to the
decison she refused to make. | won't leave Rhodry, | won't! She thought it over and over, like a prayer
to the Goddess. And in the golden lamplight he looked so beautiful, grinning a her now, glowing with
honourable pride at findly having come into his own, that her love for hm swelled and wrapped her
round until it seemed that she would Smply die without him.

That particular evening, while Tevylla was putting Rhodda to bed, Cullyn dimbed up to the cat-walk
round the Dun Aberwyn’s walls and leaned on a merlon to enjoy the view. Far away to the west the last
of the sunsat hung over the fidlds and farms, while down at the harbour to the south the waves rolled in dl
dlver in the fading light. Although the night was chilly, and he was wrapped in a good wool cloak, it
wasn't truly cold, either. Spring would come soon, and good salling weather. He wondered if the regent
would be able to endure waiting patiently for Nevyn or if she'd send a gdley with marines across the
Southern Sea. If she did, he intended to be on it, for dl that it would ache his heart to leave his new wife
behind.

‘Cullyn? A word with you?
He turned and looked down to find Aderyn and Caonderid a the bottom of the ladder.
‘Of course, my lord, any time”’

As agile as a page the old man climbed up, with the even war leader right behind him. When Aderyn
sniffed the wind and held up a licked finger to test its direction, Cullyn found himsdf remembering, even
though he would have preferred to forget it, that the dweomerman could turn himsdf into an enormous
dlver owl and fly when he fdt likeit.

‘I've had news,’ Aderyn announced. ‘ From ardiable source. Gwerbret Blaen of Cwm Ped is on his
way to Eldidd.

‘Rhodry’s cousin? Cullyn said. *Now that's interesting.’

‘Interesting and a hdf, truly. He's leaving Cerrmor by ship for Abernaudd tomorrow. | want to meet
him there and head him off. It may not be palitic for him to come marching into Aberwyn just now.’

‘Darryl and Gwarryc would take it wrong. They'd think he was the king's spy, most like, and go Al
touchy about it.

‘dust so, epecidly since Blaen's got a warband with him. And another thing - when Rhodry does get
home, it might be better if he landed at Abernaudd or even in some quiet little harbour like Morlyn rather



then salling right into a wasps' nest. Which brings me to the main point. | was wondering if you'd come
with me? We need to take the rest of Rhodry’s men dong, too, if the regent will dlow. We might need
them.

‘We might a that, and of course I'll come if my lady dlows.’ He turned to Caonderiel. ‘Now, I'm
not sure what well do with you while we're gone. Lock you up, maybe. My wife tdls me that her lass
Glomer finds you too interesting for her own good.’

The child has splendid taste in men.” Caonderiel grinned a him. ‘But I’'m coming with you. | know
that Abernaudd will shriek at the Sght of me, but | want to be there to greet Rhodry when he lands.
Think of the effect it'll have - aman of the Westfolk hailing our Rhodry as gwerbret and dly.’

Cullyn whigtled under his bresath.

‘Effect, indeed,” Aderyn said, and he sounded oddly grim. “Well, if Rhodry lands, anyway. | wish to
every god that there was some way to get reliadble messages across this cursed ocean! I'll have to try to
think one up. Blaen is going to want to know where his cousn is, too, and the gwerbret is not the sort of
men you like to keep waiting.

Although Blaen knew thet traveling incognito would be impossible for a man of his rank and renown,
he was trying to keep hisariva in Eldidd reasonably quiet. Under the king's peace amen had theright to
travdl anywhere in the kingdom that he chose, whether he was a commoner or a gwerbret, but in practice
gwerbrets were a good bit more limited than commoners, especidly if they brought an honour guard of
twenty-five men dong with them. Blaen had no desre to offend Ceredyc, Gwerbret Abernaudd, by
bringing armed men into his demesne; on the other hand, he refused to traved without them, because he
couldn’t predict what sort of welcome he'd get in Aberwyn. If Rhodry were indeed dead, then Blaen
would need to leave Eldidd very quickly, and someone might well be chasng him. Long before he left
Cerrmor he sent a messenger to Ceredyc to make it clear that Blaen expected absolutdly nothing in the
way of ceremony or gwerbretal pomp and that he would only be saying a short while in Abernaudd, at
the dun of a cousn, Lord Sibyr, who lived about two miles outside the city proper.

He was surprised, therefore, to see asmdl crowd of men who were obvioudy riders from a warband
waiting when the coaster came gliding up to the main pier in Abernaudd, and even more surprised when
he redized that they were wearing the red lion device of Dun Gwerbyn. With his captain, Comyn, traling
after, Blaen walked up to the bow of the ship while the sailors were tying her up to the bollards.

That's Cullyn of Cerrmor, isn'tit? Blaen remarked.
‘“Wouldn’t know, Your Grace. |'ve never seen him.’

‘Ah. | have, and I'd swear that’s him. Much older, of course, than the lagt time | saw him. He's been
Tieryn Lovyan's captain for some time now. What' s he doing here?

The mygsery was solved when the gwerbret disembarked and Cullyn came hurrying over to kned
before him.

‘It gladdens my heart to see you, Your Grace. A friend of Nevyn's sent me to meet you.’

Sorcery again. Blaen Sghed, resgned and, now that he thought of it, rather accustomed to the whole
idea as well.

‘Wdl and good, then, captain. You may rise. Whereisthis friend of Nevyn's?



‘Saying a an inn down in town, Your Grace, and waiting until you have a moment to speak with
him.

‘Wl that best be as soon as possible. I'm about to go impose upon my cousin, Lord Sibyr, who
lives jugt off the north-running road. Go fetch your sorcerer, cagptain, and bring hm to me ...” Blaen
paused, glancing up to check the sun’s posgition. “. . . about noon, I'd say. We should be finished with dl
the formdlities by then.’

‘Done, Your Grace. Oh, and if | may be so bold, congratulations on the birth of your son. The king's
herdd came through Aberwyn with the news about three weeks ago.’

‘My thanks.” Blaen alowed himsdf asmdl amile. ‘I'll admit to being pleased mysdf.’

Lord Sbyr’'s dun was amdl and fortified only in the sketchiest sense; a low earthen wdl enclosed a
stone broch and some outbuildings standing on about two acres of land. Since Sbyr owed direct fedty to
the gwerbrets of Abernaudd and thus would retreat to his city in time of war, and he adso received his
income from properties scattered dl over the rhan, he didn’'t need to live in a stronghold. In fact, the dun
reminded Blaen of some merchants holdings the graceful tower, made of imported pinkish stone, was
flanked by two equaly graceful haf-brochs and set round with beautiful gardens. As the gwerbret and his
men dismounted in the cobbled court in front of the main broch, Blaen was wondering if he should offer
to stay inaninn just to spare his cousn the trouble of housing red warriors. Yet when Sbyr hurried out
to greet him, his welcome was warm enough. A tdl, dender man with a fringe of grey har round his
well-shaped skull, Sibyr shook Blaen's hand vigoroudy and yeled for pages to come tend his men.

‘Comein, cousin, come in! It gladdens my heart to welcome you to our humble little home. Haven't
Seen you since your wedding, eh?

‘Has it been that long? Well, truly it has. | suppose you've heard . . .’
‘ About the new heir? | have, and my congratulations indeed.’

Shyr's great hdl was as luxurious as his gardens. Its floor was covered with mosaics in the Bardek
fashion, and its wals were hung with tapestries from the idands. They sat down in cushioned chairs at the
table of honour and drank white wine served in blue glass goblets.

There mugt be quite alot of the Bardek trade coming through the city,” Blaen said.

‘There is, and a boon it is to everyone. Of course, in this new charter the High King's granted
Aberwyn a bigger share of it

‘Ah. That mugt irk some of your loca merchants.’

Although Blaen was only spesking casudly, Sibyr went tense, cocking his head to one side to study
hiscousin asif he were wondering just what hisimplication might be.

“No offence meant,” Blaen said, dl cool courtesy.

‘None taken on my part, but there are some who might. It's more than the merchants in Abernaudd
who prosper on the Bardek trade.’

Blaen amiled and had a sip of the excdlent wine. So - there were some lords who might welcome
trouble in Aberwyn. The question was, would they actively support it or merdy look the other way? It



was not a question that he cared to ask openly, especidly not of a man who'd made him welcome at his
table.

*And how long will we have the honour of shdltering you? Sbyr said.

‘I honegtly don’t know. Not long enough for me to become a nuisance, I'm sure. Actudly, I’'m waiting
for news, and it should be ariving here about noon. | took the liberty of tdling the news-bringer that he
could find me here. | hope that’ s acceptable?

‘Of course. Treat my house as your own.’

Jugt at noon Cullyn of Cerrmor strode in, bringing with him a smdl man with snow-white hair that rose
above hisforehead in two peaks like the horns of a Slver owl. Although Sibyr most courteoudy offered
them sedts at the table of honour, Blaen managed to find them a private spot, just up the centrd dairway
and round a corner of the landing, where they could talk without being overheard.

‘Thisis Aderyn, Your Grace,” Cullyn said. ‘A trusted friend of Nevyn'sindeed.’

‘I’'m honoured to meet you, then, good sr.” Blaen made the old man a half-bow. ‘Wha news do you
have for me?

“Not much as concerns Rhodry, Your Grace. | have the strong and digtinct feding that he's ssfey on
hisway home, but | can't be sure of it. Asfar as the Stuation in Eldidd goes, wdl, things are very vexed
indeed, but | don’t think that thisis the place to discussiit.’

‘No doubt you're right, fust where can we discuss it, though? | suppose | could come to the tavern
room where you' re saying.’

That might be palitic, Your Grace. We jugt arrived here oursdves, you see, and I’'m hoping that on
the morrow I'll have more to tdl you about Rhodry, too.’

‘Suppose he is saling home right now. Is he coming directly into Aberwyn? Will we get some
advance warning before he lands?

‘I hope heéll land here, Your Grace, and as for the warning, well, I’'ve worked out a way to get us
some hours' notice’

‘A few hours? A night and a day would be better.’

‘Of course, my lord, but thisisgoing to be tiring enough.” Aderyn looked pained, asif over an inault.
‘I'm not as young as | used to be, you know.’

It seemed to Jll that during the trip from Bardek the Guaranteed Profit had travelled not across the
ocean but through a crowded city. Not only was the dweomer-wind full of sylphs that swarmed round
the mast and played among the sals, but gnomes and sprites thronged the deck, and sea undines
clustered round the hull and in the wake like a mob of ditizens lining up to wetch a parade. At night the
spirits of the Aethyr settled on the mast in a glow and flicker of blue fire. When she wasn't with Rhodry
or working on her dweomer exercises with Nevyn, she would st in the bow for hours and watch the
Wildfolk. Usudly her grey gnome came to St in her Igp or run up and down beside her like a restless
child.

Ealy one morning, when Nevyn had taken it upon himsdf to lecture Rhodry about the various palitica



problemsin hisnew rhan, Jll was stting in her usud place in the bow when she saw a paticularly large
flock of sylphs. Some hundreds of yards ahead they wheded and dipped and circled around some
unseen centre like sea-birds above a shod of fish. She got up and stood shading her eyes with one hand.
As she peered at the flock it seemed she could see an enormous bird &t its heart - an albatross maybe?
No, it was too large and too slver agrey. In fact, it looked like an owl, but no owl would ever fly out to
sea

‘Aderyn!” She began jumping up and down and waving her arms. ‘ Aderyn! Here we are! Over herel’

With aweary sort of flap the owl circled round and glided sraight for the boat. As it came closer she
could see that it carried a cloth sack in its talons. Winging lower it passed overhead, dropped the sack
safdy on deck, then settled gracefully after it, perching on a coil of rope.

‘Aderyn, Aderyn, I'm so glad to see you! Can you tak in that shape? | don’'t remember.’
‘Somewhat.” Hisvoice was aflat distorted squawk. ‘ Fetch Nevyn.

As Jll turned and headed for the hatch, she redlized that a number of sailors had seen the owl, too.
Thar faces a pasty grey, they jumped back and rushed to the stern to huddle around the hdmaman, who
was looking a the sky with the expresson of a man engaged in furious full-speed prayer. Apparently
Nevyn had heard her yeling, because he dimbed up on deck, with Rhodry right behind him, before she
reached the hatch.

‘Aderyn’s here.” Jll wasjigging in ddight. ‘He Il have news!’

When they dl trotted back to the bow, Aderyn was not only human again, but he'd aready put on the
pair of brigga he’ d been carrying in the sack and was dipping a shirt over his head.

‘Thet's better,” he announced. Thiswind is cold, | must say. Did you invoke it, Nevyn?

‘Merdy asked, actudly. It mogt certainly gladdens my heart to see you. What's the Stuation in
Eldidd?

‘Vexed, very vexed, but not blood-spilling dangerous - yet. We need to talk to your captain here,
because it would be best to land in Abernaudd, not Aberwyn hersdf. Rhodry, Blaen'sin ‘ Naudd, waiting
for you.’

‘Ishe now? Rhodry broke into agrin. ‘It's going to be cursed good to see him again.’

‘Wl you will and soon, because you're not dl that far from land. Ye gods, my arms hurt! I've been
flying out from the coast every day.” He began rubbing his right am with his left hand as he talked.
‘WEe ve got to be quick about this, because I’ ve got to head back and warn Blaen you' re coming.’

“You can ride the dweomer-wind back in,” Nevyn said. ‘Ah good, there's Elaeno now. Let’s go tak
tohim.’

When the others hurried off below decks, JIl stayed where she was. She sat down on the coil of
rope, picked up her gnome and settled him on her 1gp, and wondered a hersdf, that she fdt sad to the
point of tears that they were reaching land. Sylphs and sprites settled around her, touching her face with
little hands like puffs of wind and trying to comfort her, but dl she could think was that she would lose
them dl if she didn't fight to keep them. If court matters took her over, the Wildfolk would dip away, a
few a atime until she never saw them again.



Before Aderyn left, Nevyn rubbed a rubifacient mixture into his old pupil’s aching arms and shoulders,
and a great slver owl reeking of mint and camphor flapped wearily off to Abernaudd. JlIl waved farewell
until he was out of sght, then turned back to find Nevyn standing behind her. Rhodry and Elaeno had
goparently gone below.

‘Nevyn, you will be coming back to Aberwyn with us, won't you? | mean, you'll live a court, won't
you?

‘If my lady requests it, of course | will. Don't forget, child, you're the one in command now. | can't
giveyou orders or even ask too many outright favours anymore.’

“‘Oh by the black hairy ass of the Lord of Hel! Then | most humbly beg you, Lord Gdrion, to come
be my persona councillor a my husband’s court.’

‘My thanks, my lady. | shdl be most pleased and honoured to serve you. Nevyn made her a courtly
bow, but he was grinning. * And my firg piece of offidd advice is to stop swearing by the Lord of Hell’s
nether anatomy, especidly in mixed company. Neither you nor Rhodry can afford to have you sounding
like a barracks' brat. Which reminds me. Along with dl the other fripperies Tieryn Lovyan packed up for
me, she sent some dresses and jewd lery for you. | suggest you put them on for our arriva. Blaen and dl
sorts of notables will be there to greet us, you know.’

‘And how, pray tel, an | going to jump off this wretched boat in a pair of dresses?
“You can't. Rhodry will have to lift you down.’

‘Oh quff that!”

‘My dear Lady Gilyan!’

‘My agpologies. But what if he drops me?

‘Hewon't. From the time he was a little lad they trained him to do this sort of thing, you know, like
hdping alady dismount from a side-saddle or feeding her a aformd dinner.’

‘I don't care! Hell just have to wait to practise on me, that’s dl. I'll dress up when we're going to
Aberwyn proper, but cursed and blasted both if I'll do it now.’

‘Oh come now, do dl these trivid little matters truly ache your heart so much? Or is it somewhat
ese?

‘Wdll, there' salat of things but . . . She hestated in sudden and profound embarrassment. Oh come
now! she told hersdf. No matter what else he is, Nevyn's a physdan and a heder. ‘Wdl, um, | was
thinking, and wdl . . . Suddenly her words came out with a rush. ‘Nevyn, do you think I'm barren?
After dl these years, firg with Rhodry, and then with that stupid horse-thief, too - but neither one of them
ever got me with child. What if I'm barren, and then Rhodry had to put me asde some day for
Aberwyn’'s sake? I'd die rather than be humiliated like that.”

‘It won't ever come to that because I'm sure you're not barren at dl. Condder the life you've led,
child, riding dl over the kingdom, training like a lad in sword-craft, fighting battles, degping on the
ground, eating catch-as-catch-can and the cheapest tavern food as often as not, and running for your life
hdf the time too, once you and Rhodry were together - your womanly humours must be utterly
disrupted! All the fiery humour’s been engulfed and overwhelmed by the cold and watery ones, just for a



gart. And as for the time with Perryn, wdl, my dear Jil, | would have been very surprised if you'd
conceived his child. He' s nat truly human, you see, and much much less like a human being than an df is.
A boarhound and a sheepdog can produce perfectly good puppies, but consder a cat maing with a
rabbit. Y ou wouldn't get kittens with long ears, would you?

‘What arevolting way of putting it!’

‘My apologies for your tender fedings” The old man was grinning at her. ‘1 didn’t redlize my lady was
S0 ddicate’

‘Oh don't tease!” She could fed her face blazing with a blush. ‘But do you truly think | can bear
children?

‘I mogt ancerely do. Once you've had 9x months or so in the dun, with a soft bed to deep in, and
plenty of warmth and leisure, and the best food to eat and clean water to drink - you wait and see. You'll
be carrying an her for Aberwyn soon enough.’

‘Oh. How wonderful. I, um.. . . that gladdens my heart.’

Nevyn raised one bushy eyebrow and looked her over with questioning eyes. She turned her back on
him, studied the water foaming under the bow, and refused to answer. In a fev moments she heard him
ggh and walk away.

JII did compromise, however, for the landing at Abernaudd. Since they were nearly to land, Elaeno let
her commandeer the last of the fresh water on board to wash her hair and as much of the rest of her as
the supply would alow. Although she refused to wear a narrow and congraining underdress, she did put
on aregular dress over her brigga and even kirtled it with a length of the red, white, and brown plaid of
the Red Lion, Lovyan's clan, which the regent had thoughtfully sent dong. Since her father served the
tieryn, that plaid would be JlI'suntil her marriage. By hitching the crisp gold-coloured slk up around her
wag, she could leave the ship on her own terms and ride astride once they were on land, too. At the
jewellery she baulked, because every piece of it, ring-brooch and amlet and meddlion, had the dragon
of Aberwyn worked into its design. Wearing it would have made her fed branded.

Once she was dressed, Rhodry went out of his way to tdl her how lovey she looked. Even though
she knew that he was only trying to make her fed better, she was furious with him.

Jugt before noon Nevyn released the dweomer-wind, and on a norma breeze the Guaranteed Profit
glided into Abernaudd’ s harbour with the strangest cargo it had ever carried. Once they were wdl within
the funndl-shaped bay, Elaeno took over from the hdmamean to bring his ship in. From her place in the
bow, Jll could see a crowd on the main pier. In a dean shirt, with the plaid of Aberwyn pinned at one
shoulder by an enormous ring-brooch, Rhodry came up beside her and dipped hisarm around her wais.

There s Blaen, my love. Can you pick him out? Therein front with the red and gold plaid.’
‘I can just bardly see him. Y ou're the dfin the family.’

“You know, we're going to have to stop meking jests about that, aren’t we? It would ruin everything if
anyone found out who my father was.’

True enough. I'll keep a watch on mysdf from now on. By the Goddess hersdf theré salot of people
there! Who ese can you see?



‘Aderyn. Ceredyc, Gwerbret Abernaudd. And - it's your father, JlI' Cullyn's herel’

She nearly wept from sheer joy. As the boat eased itsdf into dock under Elaeno’s expert piloting she
was as impatient as one of the Wildfolk dancing around her in the bow. Yet when they were findly
secure and tied up at the pier, she had to wait upon ceremony. Nevyn went ashore firg to announce
Rhodry’s presence to the other two gwerbrets in attendance and to ask Ceredyc's permisson for his
lord to land. Once that was given, the men of Rhodry’ s warband came off to form up as an honour guard
before Rhodry could jump down to the pier. Even though Jil started to clamber over the sde of the
low-riding merchantman hersdf, he ingsted on catching her and lifting her down beside him. As Blaen
stepped forward, dl the men in attendance - and there was Rhodry’s full warband of twenty-five, the
twenty-five Blaen had brought with him, Ceredyc’'s and Sibyr’'s escorts and a miscdlany of captains and
onlookers - began to cheer, cdling out Rhodry’s name and that of Aberwyn. Laughing his berserker’s
howl, Rhodry flung up his arms for silence, and in a moment or two, they gaveit to him.

‘“Welcome home, cousin,’ Blaen said.

‘My thanks, Your Grace. It's been a cursed strange road I've been riding. Tdl you about it some
time’

‘Do that. Our mutual cousin here has offered you his hogpitdity, by the by.’
‘My thanks, Lord Sibyr.” Rhodry turned to him. ‘It gladdens my heart to see you.’
‘And mineto see you, Your Grace.’

There were bows and amilesdl round, and Jll curtsied as best she could whenever anyone bowed to
her, but dl the while she was looking over the crowd for Cullyn. When she findly found him, off to one
dde, he winked at her, a gesture that made her fed camer than she had in days. At leest I'll have Da
there, she thought to hersdf; 1 can go through with this. Just then the crowd parted to let a man with
gleaming-pae hair make hisway through. It took her a moment to recognize Cdonderid, dressed as he
wasin more finery than she'd ever seen on an df: knee-high boots and fitted trousers of the fines white
buckskin, a linen tunic diff as leather with flord embroidery in swirling vivid bands, the quiver at his hip
geaming with solid gold appliques, the bow he carried obvioudy a ceremonid weapon, inlad as it was
with gold and gems. Everyone around goggled and gasped as he bowed to Rhodry and held out his
hand.

‘My name is Cdonderid, Banadar of the Eastern Border. I've come to offer my friendship and
dliance to Gwerbret Aberwyn.’

Rhodry grabbed the offered hand in both of his and squeezed it.

‘Rhodry, Gwerbret Aberwyn accepts with dl his heart and soul. Cdl, you bastard! A banadar, are
you? And here you never even told me before!’

‘Wasn't any reason to.” Caonderid turned to JlIl and grinned a her. ‘I'll explain later, but by the
Dark Sun hersdf, it's good to see you.

‘And it gladdens my heart to see you. | dways thought I'd be riding west one day. | never dreamt
you'd beriding east.’

‘No more did I, but it just proves the old saying: who knows what Wyrd will bring you?



As if a some prearranged sgnd Blaen and the other noble-born men swept in and surrounded
Rhodry and Cdonderid to lead them away in an important mob, dl serious talk and grim expressions as
they bent their heads towards each other and shut out the common world. For a moment Jil hesitated,
caught between them and the warbands, but Cullyn appeared a her sde and dipped his am through
hers.

‘Come dong, my swest. There are horses waiting.’
‘They can wait abit more. Oh Da, it's so good to see you.’

‘And you can't know how it gladdens my heart to see you.” He caught her by the shoulders and
grinned a her. *You've got your cursed gdl, Jll, running dl over two kingdoms for three long years and
never even sending your old Da a letter.

She started to laugh, then flung hersdlf into his arms and wept while he held her tightly. Her tears were
brief, though when she looked up, she found his eyes suspicioudy moigt as well. As the crowd broke up,
and the men hurried to fetch ther horses and fdl into line behind the noble-born, they Strolled after
dowly, arm-in-arm.

‘Hasit redly been three years, Da?

‘And abit more. It's a stupid thing to say, but I’ve got to say it, ayway: you've changed, my Swest,
changed afair bit, and | don't think it's just the passing time”

‘It s not. Da, there's somewhat I’ ve got to tdl you. I'm studying the dweomer.’

She' d been expecting some dramétic gasp or oath, but he merdy nodded in a thoughtful sort of way.
‘Can’t say I'm surprised.’

Truly?

‘Truly. You were dways such a drange child, Jll, taking to the Wildfolk, having strange dreams,
seeing omensin every wretched cloud or fire” He shuddered a little, remembering. ‘But thisis no place
to talk about that. There's Lord Rhodry, mounted aready and waving a us. Well have a bit of a chat
later.

Y et, with dl the confuson of arriving a Sibyr’s dun and getting SO many riders settled for the night, it
was after sunset before Jil got a private moment adone with her father. By then the evening med was
over, a patchy afar that was little more than a cold promise of a feast to come, and she'd been to her
chamber to drip off her dress and put on her comfortable old shirt. Borrowing a tin lantern from the
porter, they went out to the earthwork and dimbed up to st on the grassy mound in the mild spring night.
For along time they said nothing, merdy enjoyed each other’s company in the silence.

“Your old Da' s got somewhat to tel you,” Cullyn said at lagt. ‘I’ ve married again.’
‘Dal How splendid! Who is she? What's she like?

‘Her name's Tewylla, and she's in the tieryn’s employ. She was widowed a while back - her first
hushband was a blacksmith, but he died of afever - and she's got a son that I'm training for the warband.
He sagood lad. Tevvd s a sengble sort, strong-minded, but then, she needs to be since she's gone and
married me’



‘Is she pretty?

Cullyn considered for a moment, amiling allittle.

‘Sheis’ hesad at lagt. “Truly, you could say so.’

‘I'm so happy for you.’

“You do sound it, truly.” He turned alittle to study her face in the flickering lantern light.

‘Did you think | wouldn’'t be? For a moment she was puzzled; then she redized his drift. *Wadll, truly,
once | would have been writhing with jedlousy - I'll admit it - when we were ill on the long road
together and dl, but not now. After dl, I'm about to marry, too.’

‘So you are. You know, my swest, it's an odd thing. I’ ve heard you mention that marriage a couple of
timesnow, and . . .’ Helet hisvoicetral away.

‘And what?

‘Ah, you won't be wanting your old father’s advice any more. None of my cursed business. I’'ve got
to learn to keep my long nose out of your affars’

‘Come on, tdl me. What isit, Da?
“You never sound very happy about it, that's dl. There' s just somewhat in your voice’

Tears threatened, hot and shaming. He threw his arms around her and pulled her close, her same old
comfortable father, smdling of sweat and horses like he dways had.

‘Are you frightened? he said softly. *All those fine ladies mindng around, waiting to get ther claws
into the gwerbret’s favourite? Or is it the intrigue, the noble lords and ther feuding and jockeying for
favour and dl?

‘Both. I'm not like Lovyan or Blaen’swife. They were born to dl this. | was't. But. . . but. . . it's not
that I'm frightened.” Safein hisarms she could think dearly for the firg timein weeks. ‘It's that I'm going
to hate it. Courtly affairs look so petty, Da, after you've started studying dweomer. The noble-born are
squabbling over toys, and smashing things when they don't get their way, and them dl with their noses in
the air, thinking they’ re the favourites of the gods themsdlves” She drew a little avay so she could look
up a him. ‘Do you remember Tieryn Braedd, and the war over pig food, dl those years ago - the firg
summer you took me with you?

He thought for along moment, then laughed.

‘I do at that, he said, chuckling. ‘Y ou know, my swest, you dways were a cursed lot like me. | hope
it's your boon and not your bane. | truly do.’

At firg she laughed; then she went a little cold as she redized that he wasn't going to contradict her,
that, in fact, he agreed with her opinion of court life. She would have said more, but dl a once he let her
go and listened, his head cocked to one side. She'd spent so many weeks living in fear of assassins tha
she automdicdly reached for her sword, but it was only Nevyn, cdling to them as he hurried out to the
earthwork wall.



‘Cullyn, Jll, isthat you up there?
‘Itis my lord,” Cullyn cdled back. ‘Is aught wrong?
‘Maybe, maybe not. Have you seen Perryn?

‘Not snce the evening med.” Cullyn glanced at Jll, who shook her head in a no. ‘No more has Jil,
my lord. Here, we'll come down. Has thelittle bastard escaped?

‘It certainly looks like it, dthough | wouldn't cdl it an escape. Heisn't a prisoner any more, not as far
as|’'m concerned.’

‘But did he know that? Jll put in.
‘Mogt likdy not. It would be just like him to dip away in the night like a cursed weasd!’

For about an hour the three of them hunted round the dun, but they never found a trace of hm or his
bedroll. Fndly JlI thought to check the postern gate, and sure enough, it was standing open, unlaiched
from the indde and never shut again. A quick check by an equerry and a head groom showed that a
horse was missng, too.

‘Wdll, that’s torn it; Nevyn said in some disgud. ‘He was free to go, of course, but he might have
given me a few more days to sudy him.

‘Good riddance, say |, JlIl muttered under her breath.
“You know,” Cullyn said, ‘1 never did know what charges had been laid againg him.’

‘Well, he was a horse-thief. At one time | thought him a spy from the dark dweomer.” JlIl answered
hmto spare Nevyn the lie. ‘But | was wrong. He's just amean of no importance.” All a once she smiled.
Truly, now, of no importance at dl.’

‘News, dl sorts of news,’ Blaen sad abruptly. ‘Things are moving fast, cousin, now that you're
home.’

‘Good,” Rhodry said. The sooner this matter’ s settled, the better for Aberwyn.’

Ceredyc, Shyr, Nevyn, Cdonderid, Aderyn, Cullyn, a couple of minor lords that Rhodry didn’t
recognize - dl the men at the table of honour nodded gravely. After much too heavy a breskfast for
Rhodry’s liking, they were dl gtting in Sbyr's sun-stresked great hdl and drinking de while they
discussed the troubled stugtion in the rhan of Aberwyn.

‘I’ stime for you to ride home, and this message is as good a reason as any.” Blaen hdd up the thin
ral of parchment that had arrived some hours earlier. ‘Four days from now Lord Tdidd's holding a
tourney, and every sngle one of the would-be rebels will be there. In this letter Lord Edar says he'd be
honoured to shelter me and mineif | should choose to attend, and | wouldn't be surprised if he were glad
to see you, too.’

Rhodry tossed back his head and laughed.

‘Never have | been more pleased with an invitation, cousn. Good old Edar! Let's see, his dun's
about gxty milesfrom here, if | remember rightly. Three days' ride - perfect.’



“You'd best not take dl of these men, though,” Sibyr put in, leening forward. *You want to prevent a
war, not sart one’

‘dJust s0.” Rhodry nodded his way. ‘Just twenty-five apiece for me and Blaen, the escort we're
entitled to under the holy laws, and Caonderid, too, and Gwin, and a few other retainers. The rest can
go on to Aberwyn and walit for us there’

*Sounds like a s0lid plan to me;’ Blaen said. *One last question. Do you want to go openly or try to
keep things quiet?

‘Quigt, I'd say. For dl | know, our would-be rebels have spies dl over Eldidd, but if they don't, |
wouldn’t mind giving them the surprise of ther ugly little lives’

Whether or not the rebels had spies, Lord Peredyr and Lord Sigyn, two of Rhodry’s most loyd
vasas, catanly did, though they were hardly the professona sort who pop up during long wars.
Peredyr’s head groom had a brother who worked a free fam near Belglaedd, and Sigyn had blood kin
himsdf in that part of the rhan. Through the fast-flowing channd of gossip, both lords learned about
Tdidd stourney at the same time and decided to attend, just to scrape Tdidd's conscience raw if nothing
dse Inarather dumsy attempt to pretend that they weren't acting together, they aso decided to arrive
a separate times, Peredyr first and quite ddliberately, while Sigyn would pretend that he' d been vidting
hiskin and just happened to hear of the tourney.

Since hissgter’s hushand' s dun was some miles from Belglaedd, it was an hour or so after noon when
Sigyn and his escort of five men arrived. As they rode up to the dun, which was set on alow atificid hill,
they found Peredyr waiting for them outside the gates.

‘Ye gods, it's disguding!” Peredyr burst out without even a good morrow firs. ‘Wait till you see
Gwarryc, prancing around as if he were gwerbret dready, with the flatterers there to lick his hands’

‘Ohishe now? Ligten, man, | promised you I’d hold my tongue, and I'll do my best, but -

‘And if we get cut down here, there's two fewer loyd men to fight for Aberwyn. Can you remember
that? This tourney is svarming with rebels’

“You're right enough, en? Very well, I'll hold my tongue.’

Evenin his state of rage, Sigyn had to admit that Taidd had outdone himsdf on the tournament. The
dun itsdf was hung with Belglaedd' s banners of slver and ydlow, and there were more banners, in the
colours of the various noble guests, hung from trees or mounted on poles in the area set asde for the
fedivities. The area around Belglaedd was known for its beautiful ash trees, and there was a particularly
fine grove behind Tdidd' s dun, where a smdl stream wound through a broad meadow. Among the trees
the servants had set up table after table of food: diced spiced mests, cheeses, fresh bread by the chunk
and gae bread turned into puddings, pickled vegetablesin the Bardek manner, roasted glazed larks and
squabs, and as a centrepiece an entire roast boar. There was de by the barrdl and mead by the skin, and
no one was turned away, not even the scruffiest beggar in Tdidd's village, who had come in force not
just to eat, but to watch the combats. Sigyn even saw a couple of slver daggers mingling with the crowd
and helping themsdlves to the lord' s bounty without anyone saying a harsh word to them.

Across the meadow, a good safe distance from the spread, were two combat-grounds, marked out
with ribands of green and gold - Gwarryc of Dun Gamyl’s colours, interestingly enough. On one ground
the man series of mock-combats had taken place that morning, fought by riders from the various
warbands, mosily, though a couple of impoverished younger sons of the loca nobility had put aside ther



pride and taken a place in the series. The three hosting lords had put up generous prizes, trophy daggers
and dlver coins for the winners of every round, and for the grand prize a beautiful bay gdding,
battle-trained, with some Western Hunter blood in him to judge by his deep chest and long legs. By the
time Sigyn arrived, though, dl the prdiminary rounds of this splendid contest were over.

They'll fight the find round on that other field, Peredyr said. They've kept it untouched, so the
findigswill have perfect footing. Then any of the lords who want to show off can join a mock tourney.
No prizes, but it should be amusing to watch.’

Sigyn snorted in a puff of disgust.
‘Amusing? Only if the right men break thelr necks, eh?

‘If we say theright prayers, maybe the gods will take a hand. Gwarryc’ sin the ligs, of course. | think
methe ideaisfor im to come off the victor. The man's a splendid swordsman, mind, without any help,
but I wouldn't be surprised to see some of his opponents saying their hands a bit. Just to ensure the
show goes their way, like’

Although Sligyn had been given to fits of blustering, curaing, am-waving anger dl hislife, never before
hed he fdt cold fury, that preternaturaly cdm state where dl the world seems very dear yet very far
away, and wha a man mus do is equdly clear but quite immediate. He did fed it, then, and he rather
liked it.

‘Wher€' s the steward? The one keeping the ligts?
‘Over by the de barrels, last | saw. Lord Amva. Here, though -you' re not going to enter, are you?

‘I am. No doubt I'll be iminated in the second or third round, but by every god in the sky, I’'m going
to try to spail that piss-proud excuse for a noble lord's fake victory even if | ride home covered with
bruises and shame both.’

When he predicted that he’ d be diminated in the second or third round, Sigyn was not being modest
but precisely describing his usud leved of kill & mock combats with blunt blade and wicker shidd. The
rules were smple, but artificid enough to hamper a man like him, used to banging and hacking his way
through a scrap. The contestants began a ether end of the contest-ground, approached and circled for
position, then fenced and feinted until one or the other had either scored three touches or driven his
opponent into the ribands that marked the ground. Although bruises were ignored, hitting hard enough to
break his skin gave your opponent the victory. Holding back on anything had never been Sigyn's syle.

But Sigyn had no idea of how useful cold fury can be to a man. He won his firg round eeslly, since it
was againg the dumsy Lord Cinvan, then went on to win the second as well. For the third, in a Sate of
controlled blood-lust he took the field againgt the formidable Lord Gwion, who had royd trophy-daggers
won in Dun Deverry itsdf hanging over his hearth. When Sigyn beat him handily, everyone, induding
Sigyn, assumed that Gwion had been supidly overconfident. There was no such excuse in the fourth,
when he beat an equdly skilled lord who aso happened to be a close friend of Gwarryc's. At that point
the crowd began to grow uneasy. When the next batch of fourth-round contestants took the fidd, many
spectators made no pretence of weatching them; little clots of men formed to mutter among themselves
and look Sigyn'sway every now and then with troubled eyes.

As for Sigyn, he fdt asif his whole body had become a weapon in the hands of his righteous rage.
While he waited for histurn at the fifth round, he drank cold water insteed of de and glared & Gwarryc,
ganding a good fifty yards from him in a press of followers. Yet, in spite of the distance, it seemed that



Gwarryc was aware of him, because at intervas he would look up, and his eyes would search out Sigyn
the way atongue searches out a chipped tooth. Sigyn dso noticed the pair of slver daggers, one blond,
one dark enough to have some Bardek blood in his veins, watching him, but from ther hard and
indifferent faces it was hard to tdl what they might have thought. Peredyr, on the other hand, who was by
then acting as Sigyn's second, bringing him damp rags to wipe his face and water by the flagon-full, was
beside himsdf with haly joy.

‘“Keep it up, man! I'll pray to any god you want, just keep it up! Look at that bastard-born traitor's
face, wondering what’ s wrong with his little womanly scheme! Gods, the vanity of the man!’

The words were more ingoiring than the praise-song of the finest bard in the kingdom. On their tide
Sigyn won the fifth round, and the sxth, until only the seventh lay between him and Gwarryc himsdf, who
had made his expected easy progress through his rounds. Unfortunatdly, Sigyn's opponent for this
penultimate trid was Lord Retyc of Gaddbrwn, known throughout Eldidd for his findy-tuned kill with a
sword. When Sigyn marched out to face him, he was consoling himsdf by thinking that a least he'd
given Gwarryc a good scare before his inevitable defeat. Most of Gwarryc's supporters seemed to
agree; they had dl relaxed and stood amiling on the sddlines while their champion limbered his enormous
frame by twirling the blunt blade round and round his head. But then the gods took a hand, or so every
menin Eldidd saw it. Nevyn would later say that Sigyn’s supernorma rage was affecting the men around
him, troubling their auras as wel as their minds, but a the time, every onlooker there saw it as an omen,
and that's how the story spread.

When the contest began, Retyc strode toward Sigyn in confidence, but not overconfidence - he'd
profited from Gwion's painful lesson earlier. For a few moments they sparred, the blunt blades driking
the wicker shidds with an odd, squishy thwack. Out of sheer fury Sigyn managed to score one touch;
then Retyc feinted in from the side, drew back, danced to the front - and scored two touches in quick
succession. Yet as he grinned in triumph he dropped his guard ever so dightly, and Sigyn got his second
touch, too. Even now in the count, they circled,

fanting cautioudy from one sde or the other, drawing back a little, trying to draw ther opponent in,
then dosng again ever o delicately when the other refused to be drawn. Around and around, back and
forth they went, and the length of the fight was beginning to tdl on Sigyn, who was a good twelve years
Retyc's senior. He was puffing a little as he made a sharp stab - and Retyc dipped. His left foot amply
shat out from under him, and down he went, flalling and cursing, to strike the ribands to his left and pull
them down.

‘Disqudified!’ yelled the nearest judge, and though they hated to do it - you could see it in their faces
- the other two judges aso cdled out, ‘ Disqudified! The winner is Lord Sigyn.

With awhoop of joy Peredyr rushed out to take Sigyn's sword and shidd like a page. Sigyn could
hear Peredyr’s men as wel as his own cheering and calling for wagers as he waked off the fidd, and the
two slver daggers had joined them to celebrate, too. It was between him and Gwarryc now. Except for
Sigyn's tiny faction, by then the entire mob of onlookers, lord and riders dike, were srangey Slent,
looking back and forth a Gwarryc and Sigyn and muttering old proverbs, dl of which centred around
the way the gods take adim view of presumption on the part of men. At that point the judges announced
along delay, to dlow both contestants to rest and the servants to smooth out the contest ground. No one
doubted that the ddlay would dso dlow Gwarryc and his supporters to regroup and regain their
confidence after Retyc's god-touched defest.

‘Let’s go wel into the trees,” Peredyr said to Sigyn. ‘Rest in the shade, and I'll get you cold water
from the stream.’



‘My thanks. I’'ll admit to needing a bit of rest. Hah! the bastards! Ther own delay’s working against
them, eh?

When Sligyn sat down in the relative privacy of the ash grove, he redized that he ached dl over, and
that his wind was going fast. Well, by the gods, you gave the bastard a turn, anyway, he told himsdf.
Teach him to put on little shows like a blasted gerthddyn, en? Then he saw the blonde slver dagger
dralling towards him, and his heart thudded once. JlI! He cursed himsdlf, wondering how he could have
been so blind as not to recognize her earlier. With a grin and a bellow of welcome, he started to get up,
but she rushed over and kndt beside him.

“Not so loud, my lord! WEe ve got alittle surprise planned for our Gwarryc and his friends’
‘Oh have you now? With great difficulty Sigyn made himsdf speak softly. ‘Is he here?
‘Heis, and | Wonder if he could take your place in thefind round.’

Sigyn stopped himsdf from howling with glee just intime.

‘He may a that, by dl the gods! Here, tha other lad with you - didn’t recognize him, ether. It's not -

‘Na, na, na, just afriend. HE s with Blaen - and quite a lot of men, actudly- hidden in the woods up
the road. Gwin's gone to fetch them.’

Teredyr ought to make some forma excuse to the contest judges, eh? Or do we just let our lord walk
out there?

‘Oh, just let hmwak out, I'd say. There s no use mindng around. They'll know soon enough that the
dragon’s flown home. And Nevyn's here, too, or rather, he and a friend of his are close by. They're
planning on keeping out of Sght till the shouting’s over.’

‘Probably for the best. Though | don’'t know, the old man can be pretty impressve when he wants.
What about your father?

‘He's here. He wouldn't missthisif you offered him the High King's throne.’

When Peredyr came back with the water, he nearly wept at the sght of Jll. Once he heard what was
afoot, he trotted off to round up his men and Sigyn's and bring them back down to the trees on the
pretence of fetching more ae and food and the like. Now that he knew he wouldn't be fighting, Sligyn
could at lagt have a good foaming tankard of de, and as he drank it, he was feding that the gods were in
their heavenly duns and showering justice upon the world.

The contest was further delayed when Blaen and a warband of fifty men and a couple of captains
rode round the dun and dismounted, cdling out friendly gredtings and jests as they led their horses over
and joined the tourney. Although Talidd was as happy to see them as a miller finding weevils in his flour,
there was nothing the lord could do, snce he had no desire to insult a gwerbret by barring him and his
from an open tourney. Sigyn was anxioudy looking over the crowd around Blaen and trying to see
Rhodry when he fdt a friendy hand on his shoulder and spun round. Wearing a bartered old cloak
Rhodry stood there, his head tossed alittle back, his face burning with the half-mad berserker’s grin that
Sigyn remembered so wdl. Right behind him was Cullyn of Cerrmor.

Tour Grace.” Sigyn suddenly found it hard to speak. Tour Grace.’



‘Don’t kned!” Rhodry grabbed his am judt in time. ‘Blaen’s keeping them distracted, and they
haven't seen me yet.’

‘Right. Of course. Eh!" Sligyn grabbed a damp rag, blew his nose hard, and wiped his eyes on his
shirt-deeve before going on. ‘This|l show the bastards, eh? What comes of dl their cursed plotting and
scheming.’

Since Blaen's men dl descended upon the food and drink at once and distracted everyone, no one
did notice Rhodry, who kept wdl back in the trees among Sigyn and Peredyr’s riders. When the judges
caled for the contestants, Sigyn walked at the head of his pack with Rhodry in ther midst. Gwarryc was
dready there, pacing back and forth a his end of the fidd. As Sigyn went toward his end, the judges
came forward to inspect his sword and shidd as the rules required. Sigyn handed them over with a little
bow.

‘My lords, someone else will be taking my place. | was only fighting as his champion, a thing you dl
know blasted wdl, whether your ugly weasdlling hearts would admit it or not, and well, by the black ass
of the Lord of Hdl, here heis’

The judges turned dead-white as Rhodry shoved his way through the pack and stepped up beside
Sigyn to take the blunt sword and shidd. He'd thrown off the cloak to reved a shirt encrusted with
embroidered dragons and interlace, and brigga in the blue, green, and siver plad of Aberwyn. Down a
hisend of the ground, Gwarryc paced in happy ignorance until Rhodry strode onto the fidd. There was a
moment’s Slence; then a muiter, a roar, of whispers, then talk, and findly cheers from Rhodry’s loyd
men and from the prudent among his enemies, just as when a farmer’s earthen dam begins to crumble,
with the water trickling through, until the flood bursts out at last and comes roaring down the stream bed.
Sigyn had a brief moment’s admiraion for Gwarryc. With a proud toss of his head the lord strode to
meet his enemy and sduted him with the blunt sword. The talk and the cheers died.

Tour Grace,” Gwarryc said. ‘Do you want to replace these with red sted?

‘I don’t, because you've done me no harm - not enough to warrant your death.” Rhodry brought his
own blade up in salute. *And lest you think I’'m only boasting, let’s have our contest, shal we?

Ddiberately and insolently Rhodry turned his back on the lord and strode off to his end of the contest
ground, leaving Gwarryc with no choice but to do the same or be thought a coward for ever. Licking
nervous lips, the judges hovered, glancing a one another, until Sigyn could stand it no longer.

‘Wl begin, for the sake of the gods! Don't just stand there sniveling, eh? Begin!’

As the two combatants started waking toward the centre, the crowd show the bastards, eh? What
comes of dl their cursed plotting and scheming.’

Since Blaen's men dl descended upon the food and drink at once and distracted everyone, no one
did notice Rhodry, who kept wel back in the trees among Sigyn and Peredyr’s riders. When the judges
caled for the contestants, Sigyn walked at the head of his pack with Rhodry in their midst. Gwarryc was
dready there, pacing back and forth a his end of the fidd. As Sigyn went toward his end, the judges
came forward to ingpect his sword and shied as the rules required. Sigyn handed them over with a little
bow.

‘My lords, someone else will be taking my place. | was only fighting as his champion, a thing you dl
know blasted well, whether your ugly wessdlling hearts would admit it or not, and well, by the black ass
of the Lord of Hdl, here heis’



The judges turned dead-white as Rhodry shoved his way through the pack and stepped up beside
Sigyn to take the blunt sword and shidd. He'd thrown off the cloak to reved a shirt encrusted with
embroidered dragons and interlace, and brigga in the blue, green, and siver plad of Aberwyn. Down a
hisend of the ground, Gwarryc paced in happy ignorance until Rhodry strode onto the field. There was a
moment’s dlence; then a muitter, a roar, of whispers, then talk, and findly cheers from Rhodry’s loyd
men and from the prudent among his enemies, just as when a farmer’s earthen dam begins to crumble,
with the water trickling through, urtil the flood bursts out at last and comes roaring down the stream bed.
Sigyn had a brief moment’s admiraion for Gwarryc. With a proud toss of his head the lord strode to
meet his enemy and sauted him with the blunt sword. The talk and the cheers died.

Tour Grace,” Gwarryc said. ‘Do you want to replace these with red stedl?

‘| don't, because you' ve done me no harm - not enough to warrant your death.” Rhodry brought his
own blade up in sdlute. *And lest you think I’'m only boasting, let’s have our contest, shdl we?

Déiberatdy and insolently Rhodry turned his back on the lord and strode off to his end of the contest
ground, leaving Gwarryc with no choice but to do the same or be thought a coward for ever. Licking
nervous lips, the judges hovered, glancing at one another, until Sigyn could stand it no longer.

‘Wl begin, for the sake of the gods! Don't just stand there snivelling, eh? Begin!’

As the two combatants started waking toward the centre, the crowd pressed close, dghing a little.
Dropped to afighting crouch, Gwarryc moved cautioudy as he circled, but, even though his sword was
a the ready, Rhodry merdy turned in place to face him. Gwarryc hestated briefly, then feinted to one
dde, back again, and in with a smart dgp of his blade. Rhodry didn’t dodge so much as step away,
smoothly, dmost languidy. When Gwarryc spun round and charged, Rhodry was gone again, angling a
few yards down the field and grinning when Gwarryc ran right past. Although he could eesily have scored
three touches and ended the match right there, he waited until Gwarryc caught his mistake and turned
back. Like a fool Gwarryc went after im and repeated the whole little farce. By then the crowd was
snickering.

‘Curseyou!” Gwarryc snarled. ‘ Stand and fight!’
‘Veay wdl. Here | am.

Rhodry lowered the point of his sword till it trailed lazily on the grass, tossed his shiedld some ten feet
away, and smiled a him. Gwarryc looked this way and that with the scowl of a man who redizes he's
been set up asthe butt of a joke just when there's no escaping it.

‘Wdl, come dong,” Rhodry said. ‘Y ou wanted a bit of sport with a helpless opponent, didn't you?
So make your strike’

If Gwarryc had had the sense to throw down his own shidd and face him on even terms, he might
have sdvaged a bit of honour out of the Stuation, but he merdy charged instead, swinging hard a
Rhodry’ s unprotected sde. Rhodry jumped back with a little legp that brought him round to Gwarryc's
flank as the enraged lord tried to stop his forward movement- too late. Rhodry dapped him three times
on the buttocks, asif he were gpanking a recacitrant page. When the crowd burst out laughing, Gwarryc
threw his sword and shied to the ground, and strode off the fied. In front of him the crowd parted, ill
laughing, and let him through. Although his own warband followed him, mogt of his ersgwhile friends
rushed forward to congratulate the winner.

*So much for ther loydty, eh? Sigyn said to Peredyr.



‘“True spoken. Ah, thisis a day to tdl our grandsons about, sure enough!’

In the confusion men began milling about, shouting and laughing, or dinking away downcast. A lot of
the recent recruits were trying to get close to the new gwerbret to speak with him, a few in sncere and
obvious regret and humility, most with false bright smiles, asif they’d been hoping for his return dl dong.
Rhodry himsdf was greeting everyone with great courtesy, amiling and nodding agreement even when it
was plan they lied. Sigyn dso saw Jll, sanding off a the edge of the crowd and watching with a
peculiarly melancholy smile. He worked his way through to join her.

‘Oh, helll make afine lord for Aberwyn,” Sigyn said. ‘Look a him, dl diplomacy, eh? Good lad,
good lad. And when will the wedding be, by the by?

‘Wedding? Jll said with a art.

‘Jugt that. Come now, we dl know the lad’ s going to marry you, eh? If Blaen hasn't lad land and title
upon you, why, someone else will.’

‘Oh. That wedding.” She looked idy away. ‘Y ou're right enough about Blaen. I've got land of my
own in Cwm Ped now, awilderness, hetdls me, but it ll serve.’

‘So, you're Lady Gilyan, eh? Sigyn gave her afriendly dap on the back. ‘ Good, good. WEl have a
plendid feast when the happy day comes, eh?

JII smiled, but her mdancholy was dmost papable, as if she stood in a darker light. By then the
crowd around the gwerbret was breaking up; the truly loyd warbands had gone to fetch ther horses, the
flatterers were dinking away. Not far from Rhodry stood Cullyn, ligening as Blaen, goblet in hand, talked
on and on about something, and the siver dagger Jil had caled Gwin was sanding just behind Rhodry
himsdf. Down at the tables frightened servants were hurriedly clearing away the food and drink under
Tdidd's supervison. Although there was no sgn of Gwarryc or his warband, some of his supporters
were hovering around - trying to put a good face on things, Sigyn supposed. Among them was the
Bardek man cdled Alyan, Spping a tankard of ade and amiling in a dazed way, as if he dill couldn’t
believe what had happened to his employer’s cause. He finished the last of his drink, then strolled off
toward the busy servants, the tankard dangling in one hand, as if he wanted one last refill before the
barrels were rolled away. When he reached the gathering around the new gwerbret, he paused as if
ligening, then dropped the tankard and moved.

JII suddenly swore and ran toward the clot of men just as someone ydled an dam. Frozen by
surprise, Sigyn saw Rhodry twigt around bardly intime as sted flashed beside him and the shouting rang
out dl round. Like dweomer Alyan had produced a dagger, and he was griking down as Rhodry flung
up an am to protect himsdf.

‘“Warel” Gwin legpt in between assassin and lord.

The dagger struck into Gwin's shoulder, and the bright blood ran as Gwin grabbed his enemy’s hair
with one hand and shoved the other hard under his chin. There was a crack, a sckening crack like a stick
bresking under a boot. Alyan dumped dead as Gwin flung him to the ground. Sigyn was never sure
when he'd started running; dl a once he was pushing his way through the gathering crowd to reach
Rhodry’s Sde just as the gwerbret caught Gwin by the arm and steadied him.

‘It's not much of acut, Your Grace,” Gwin said.

‘Better get a chirurgeon anyway, eh? Sigyn rumbled. ‘Where's that blasted Tdidd? Curse the man -



he's not much of a host, eh?
And Sigyn was honestly surprised when everyone burst out laughing.

It was well into the evening watch by the time that Rhodry and his retinue came back to Lord Edar's
dun. Nevyn lingered in the greet hdl just long enough to hear that the would-be rebels had been properly
shamed; then he ingsted that Gwin come up to his chamber and have his wound treated. JlIl came aong,
too - she'd done a dumsy but servicegble job of binding the wound earlier - and cut fresh bandages
while Nevyn washed it out and gtitched it up. Panful though the procedure must have been, during it not
amusde of Gwin's face moved. Nevyn sent him back to the great hdl with orders to drink a couple of
goblets of mead, then helped JlI as she cleaned up.

“You look sad, child. | would have thought you' d be dancing in glee tonight.’
‘Well, I'm happy enough for Rhodry’s sake.’

“Not your own? Come now, soon you'll have a splendid wedding, and you'll be the most powerful
woman indl Eldidd.’

‘Everyone keeps taking about my rotten wedding. Do you redize that Rhodry never even asked me
to mary him? He just assumed that | was going to, and so does everyone, and you and Blaen are the
worgt of the bad lot, and | don't want to be the wretched most powerful woman in dl anywhere, curse
you dlI’

For a moment he thought she was about to cry, but instead she merdly stood there open-mouthed and
shocked a her own outburst. Nevyn himsdf was so surprised that it took him a moment to find
something to say.

‘Indeed? Then what do you want?

‘I want to study dweomer and have Rhodry, too.’
‘No reason you can't’

‘Oh, stop treating me like a child or a hdfwit!’

‘| wasn't aware thet | was’

‘Then answer me honestly.” Her voice was cdm again, even cold. ‘If | marry Rhodry, am | going to
be able to master the dweomer? | don’'t mean study the odd bit of lore or the odd mentd trick. | want to
be a magter like you and serve the kingdom like you do, too. A couple of months ago, | could never have
sad tha - it would have sounded conceited - but | know better now. That's what | want, but if | marry
Rhodry and get turned into his chatelaine and castellan and the mother of his heirs and the Goddess
hersdf only knows what €lse, am | gaing to be able to have it?

“You're nat, truly. He stopped himsdf from adding, ‘not in this life, anyway.” She would have to ask
before he could reved that secret. * There just quite Smply won't be enough time”

‘So | thought. But can | just leave him? He needs me!’

For a moment the room spun round him. His face must have gone white, because Jll rushed over and
took hisarm.



‘What' s wrong? Isit your heart? Here, St down. There's abig chest right behind you.’
With a9gh Nevyn sat and leaned back againgt the wdl for support.

‘My heart’ s fine, my thanks. You just took me by surprise, and | am getting on a bit, you know. Are
you honestly thinking of leaving Rhodry?

‘I am. | suppose you think I'm a fool. Most women would. Or a harridan - most men would think
that.’

‘I don't think you're either, frankly. | will say that the decison has to be yours and yours done.’

‘Well, | rather knew that.” She smiled a him, then turned to pace restlesdy back and forth. ‘I
wouldn't mind a bit of advice, though. Do | have the right to leave him and put the dweomer firs?

‘I'm the absolutely worst person in the entire kingdom to ask that question. Once, and a good long
time ago it was, too, | had to make this same choice. | chose wrong.’

“You took dweomer ingtead of the woman you loved?

‘Not ingtead of, exactly. | could have had both. | was just so greedy and impetient for power thet |
saw her as a nuisance — which she wouldn't have been at dl - and so, like the arrogant dolt | was, |
deserted her.

‘| see. But | can't have both.’
‘Thet’'s true enough.’
‘Did she need you badly?

‘She did. Very badly, just because of the ugly circumstances she was born into. Without me, she had
nolifeat dl.

‘But Rhodry’ s gwerbret, and he' s got more prospects in life than any man but the High King himsdif. |
keep saying he needs me, but he doesn't, redly. Ye gods, any lassin the kingdom would throw hersdf at
hisfeet for the chance to marry him, and there's hundreds better fit to be a ruler’s wife than | am. How
am | going to devote mysdf to his wretched rhan, when dl thetime I'll be wishing | could be studying my
craft?

‘That’sdl true and solendidly logicd, but can you bear to leave him?

She went ill, utterly dill, except for the tears that welled up in her eyes and ran in two thin trails down
her face.

‘Nevyn, | keep feding that I'm drowning. It's not even Rhodry himsdf. It's his position and his rank
and Aberwyn and everything. It's like ariver, and it'll just sweep me under if | let it.” All a once she
tossed her head and lad a hand on her chest. ‘I redly do fed sometimes thet | can't breathe. Do you
think I'm daft?

‘I don't. | think you see things clearly. But you never answered my question. Can you bear to leave
him?

The tears came again, and she stared at the floor for along time before she answered.



‘I can, and | have to. I’'m going to do it tonight.” She looked up. ‘I’'m going to do it now, or | never
will.

‘I'll be here and awake’

She dtarted to speak, then merdy nodded a distracted understanding and left the room. For a long
time Nevyn stared at the closed door while his hands shook with a hope that he'd never dlowed himsdf
before, not once in the long four hundred years since he'd made his rash vow.

Lord Edar’s chamberlain had of course given the gwerbret the mogt luxurious bedchamber in the
broch, a big wedge of a room with an enormous bed, hung round with embroidered pands and covered
in embroidered blankets. When Jll came in she found candles burning in the siver sconces and Rhodry
gtting cross-legged in the centre of the bed, reading from a long piece of parchment. He tossed it asde
and gave her agrin that wrung her heart.

‘Edar’s terms of fedty to Aberwyn. | see no reason to change them, but he wanted me to look them
over just to be sure, s0 | did. Ah my love, it's SO good to have a moment done with you. I've been
feding like a hound on aleash. Every time | try to walk your way, someone yanks me back again.’

When she said nothing, merdy stood hesitating at the foot of the bed, his amile disappeared.
‘s somewhat wrong, my love?

‘I can’'t marry you.” It came out in a blurt that made her despise hersdf. ‘I've got to leave you.
‘I've never heard ajest | liked less’

‘It sno jest, Rhoddo. | don't want to go, but I’ ve got to. It's because of the dweomer.’
‘What? | thought we' d settled dl that. Back in Elaeno’s ship -remember?

‘I do remember, but | didn't say everything. I'm saying it now. I’ve got to study, and | can't sudy if
I’'m married to you, and I’'m leaving. On the morrow.’

‘Jugt hold your tongue! Y ou're not doing anything of the sort. If you need time for your studies, wdl
and good, then. Timeyou shdl have. | - welll - arrange things somehow. | don’t know how yet, but we
will.

‘I know you mean that with the best faith in the world, but it won't ever happen. Be honest. You
know it won't. Therell aways be one .thing or ancther that needs me to tend it, and if | don't, then dl
the courtiers will gossip and tdl you what alazy wife you have, and after a while, you'll resent it, too. Or
what if everyone starts muttering that I’'m a witch? I’ ve thought dl this out, Rhoddo. What if you deny
some lord a thing that he thinks he should have, and then he starts saying it's because your womean
bewitched you?

‘That's not the point!’
‘Then what is?

‘I don’t want you to go. Jil, how could you do this to me? Ye gods, you risk your life chesng after
me, and just when we're findly safe and | can shower you with comfort and privilege, you say you want
to leave’



‘| don’t want to leave. | haveto leave!’

‘Jugt to sudy alat of mouldy old books with Nevyn? What are you going to do, wander around the
kingdom with amule and lance farmers' boils for them?

‘If I haveto, | will. It's not a bad cdling, heding people sills’
“You're daft!’
“You just can’t understand what the dweomer means - *

‘Of course | can't understand.” His voice was rigng steadily. Ther€'s naught to understand except
you've got this daft ideain your head, and now you won't listen to reason.’

“‘Rhodry, it aches my heart to hurt you thisway.’

He started to speak, then stopped himsdf. He got off the bed and waked over to catch her by the
shoulders. His hands were so warm and comfortable that she wanted to weep.

‘Don’t go. JlI, please. | need you so much.

“You don't need me. You just want me.’

‘Wdll, ign't that enough? | love you more than | love my own life, and that’s not enough?
‘I love you, too, but the dweomer - °

‘Oh curse the dweomer! | don't give a pig's fart about dweomer! | want you.

‘And | want you, but | can’t have you and the dweomer - *

‘S0, I'm only second-best, am 17

‘That’s not what | meant! By the hells, you're as stubborn as a mule and twice as nasty! Why won't
you lisgen to what I’'m saying?

‘Why won't you talk sense, then?

Later it would seem to Jil that they argued for hdf an eternity. Even at the time she redized she was
quarrdling only to keep her pain at bay, that she was desperately trying to find some reason to hate or a
least despise him, but merdly redizing wasn't enough to make her stop. Rhodry, she supposed, was
genuindy furious with her; she needed to bdieve so, anyway. Round and round they went, the same
drding arguments, the very same words, even, until she wondered what she wanted from him, why she
was dragging out this agony instead of merdy leaving. Findly she redlized that she wanted him to say,
very smply, that he understood, and that this was the one thing he never would say.

“You don't love me at dl any more, do you? By then hisvoice was hoarse and cracking. ‘Tdl me the
truth. It's some other man, ig't it?

‘Oh don't be an utter dalt! I’ ve never loved anyone but you in my whole life’

‘“Then why could you possibly want to leave?



‘Because the dweomer -
‘Seel |t does mean more than me!’
‘Not more than you. More than love itsdf.

That'sridiculous No woman feds that way. Who isit? It can’'t be Nevyn, and Salamander’s back in
Bardek, and -

‘Rhodry, hold your ugly tongue! There isn't any other man. You're jud trying to sadve your cursed
wounded pride’

‘May the gods curse you! Why shouldn’t | try to find some shred of pride to ding to? I'm the one
who's gaing to have to announce to the entire rhan of Aberwyn that a Slver dagger’s daughter didn't find
me good enough for her.’

All a once she saw theway out. It was alie, of course, an utter and complete lie, but at that moment
she was desperate to break the chains of recrimination and hurt that were binding them round.

‘Wdl, I've got a pride of my own, and how do you think | could live shamed after you cast me off
one fine day?

‘JII" I'd never do such athing! Haven't you listened to one cursed word I’ ve said?
There's somewhat you don’t know.” She turned away, embarrassed that she’d stoop so low.
‘What isit? Hisvoice had changed to a frantic sort of worry. ‘What's so wrong?

‘I'm barren, you dolt. Couldn’t you put that together on your own? After dl these years, you've never
got me with child, and there' s little Rhodda at home, waiting to cdl you father. 1t's not your trouble’

He was slent for so long that she findly forced hersdf to look a him. For the firg time in that
miserable evening he was weeping. She fdt that she could taste her lies as a fetid thing in her mouth, but
ghe forced hersdlf to go on.

“You've got to think of Aberwyn, Rhodry. What's going to happen to the rhan in twenty years time
when there' s dill no heir? | can't do that to Aberwyn and her people, not even for the man | love, and |
love you with dl my heart and soul.’

“You could dill - * He stopped his rush of words, hesitated, then wiped the tears from his face before
he went on. ‘Forgive me. | was going to say that you could ill be my midtress, but you can't. After
evarything we ve gone through, the battles we ve fought - you couldn’t live like that.”

‘Thank the Goddess hersdf that you understand! | refuse to grovel around your wife and hear her
gloat every time she has a babe’

‘Ohmy love’ He could hardly speak. ‘Of course you couldn’t do that. Ah by every god in the sky!
I'm sorry | pushed you this far. Fo