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Witch World

--26 The Mage Stone (1996)--

To theloving memory of my mother, Deane R. Schaub,
who encouraged the writing, listened to each chapter asit emerged, and sometimes said,
"That middle part could be somewhat clearer.”

—Mary H. Schaub

CHAPTER 1

Mereth of Ferndale-her private journa during the voyage to Estcarp (Dales calendar: Month of the Fire
Thorn, Y ear of the Horned Hunter)

M y vdiant Doubt—if you could see mewriting thisjourna, you would smile. No, not merely smile; | am
certain that you would laugh to behold this aged D eswoman wedged below decks at the height of a
winter storm, striving to impose some order upon what the Sulcar fondly term their cargo accounts.

| should have been reduced to fingering my tally sticksin the dark had | not recaled the clever bracket
you crafted to steady alamp no matter how violent the motion of a ship. Persuaded of itsvirtue by my
sketches, Captain Halbec ordered his carpenter to construct severa brackets for our cabins. Expecting
the winter drafts that surge through every passageway, he had prudently stocked ample numbers of
horn-shielded lamps.

While my lamp light isthusfairly assured, my perch on thiswriting bench is erraticaly precarious. | must
wield my quill most deliberately to avoid frantic blots and smears. | vow the effort is more frustrating than
writing on horseback; at least whileriding, | was always able to curb my horse. Would that this heaving
ship were governable by bit and bridle! The Dames who taught mein childhood would be sorely
disappointed by the appearance of this page. It is fortunate that the secret trade script you and | devised
s0 long ago requires no fine sweeps or flourishes. If | am jarred much more often, not even | shdl be able
to make sense of these marks.

Oh, Doubt, I miss you. | cannot number thetimes| have thought and written those words these twenty
years past. With every new dawning, | long for the sound of your voice, the touch of your deeve against
mine a the work table, the glint of sunlight on your hair.



The way of life we once shared together has been ripped away. What now prevailsis beyond any of my
earlier imaginings. So much has changed . . . but not the ache of parting from you. That pain gnaws asif it
were only hours ago, not years, that you kissed my hand in farewell. Just as my Clan duty forced meto
preserve what | could of our family trading business, so yours drew you to defend your home Dae
agang Alizon' sravening Hounds. Unlike dl of our previous partings, from that find one therewasto be
no joyful return.

When that unspeakable year broke upon us, we might aswell have been stricken by the very scourge of
its Y ear Name: the Fire Troll. Our Daeswere seared in spirit aswell as flesh when the invading Hounds
boiled ashore. | heard accounts of the metal-sheathed man-carriers supplied by their Kolder dlies,
creeping monsters that spouted liquid fire and battered through gates and walls dong our coast. | thank
the Amber Lady that your death was clean, by swordblade. Even now, when my dreams are troubled by
fragments of remembered battles, | burn with regret that | was not at your side, to live or die together
with you.

But | was away, traveling far inland when Vennesport was attacked and our trading storehouses were
plundered. Those were times of waking nightmares. As| fled toward the western mountains, afellow
refugee passed me word of your fate. | think if | had been aone, | would have turned back then, to seek
my desath in the fighting—but | could not ignore my Robnore clan obligations. Uncle Parand was among
those killed in the sacking of Vennesport. All of Mother’ s remaining brothers and most of our coastal
trading colleagues were suddenly gone. The surviving remnants of the Clan turned to me for leadership.
Grieving and distressed, | felt they were making ahopeless choice, but | could not deny their pleasfor
direction.

For weeks of torment that stretched into months, | scarcely ate or dept or paused to think. Always,
always | longed for you. | sumbled onward, forcing mysdlf to envisage what you would have doneto
meet each new criss. Memories of you served as my anchor; without them, | would have been
overwhelmed by despair.

Congtantly, | reminded mysdlf that we had been separated more often than we had been together. Y ou
said oncethat our letterslinking us while apart could comprise an ample chronicle—except no scribe
could read our secret script. Despite the turmoil of the war and my travels since, | have preserved some
few of your |etters, together with the little sketch of you that Halbec made during your long-ago trading
voyage aboard his ship. These documents are my most treasured possessions—your lasting legacy to
me

Another very different legacy has driven me to endure this unseasonable voyage. | suspect that you
would shake your head ruefully at the surface appearance of my recent behavior. Y ou would ask how,
after more than sixty yearsasatrader, | could turn my back on dl that | knew to pursue the flimsest of
hopes? | can hear you say it—chasing moonbeams or catching snowflakes would be more profitable than
thisjourney promisesto be. Yet if only I could lay my reasoning before you—of al the people| have
ever known, you would be the most likely to understand why | must dare this quest. | believe you would
urge me to seize this chance, however dight or foolish it seems.

Dear Doubt . . . you were dways an eminently cautious, deliberate man. Uncle Parand once said you
were the most prudent risk-taker he knew, for you constantly weighed every possible gain againgt any
potentia 1oss before you committed yourself. No matter what later obstacles arose, you would press on
until you accomplished your task.

| had observed asimilar strain of persistencein my mother. It was her force of will that converted
Father’ simproved breed of sheep into the foundation of our trading success. | have been told that | am



as obstinate as she was, so the three of us shared thetrait, for | recal timeswhen each of us accused the
others of excessvewillfulness.

Habits honed in one’ swork, especialy when rewarded, often spill over into other aspects of life. | think
of the hours you and | spent together compiling kinship lists. How excited you were to discover that one
of your forebears claimed blood-ties to our Robnore Clan. Y ou rode leagues to search for verifying
documents, and brought half the dust from an abbey’ s archives back with you. We pored over listsfor so
many families. | shall never forget those parchments stored in the wax-lined sea chest from Wark. You
said there could be no doubt of that clan’s devotion to their trade, since every bundle of records for
generations reeked of fish!

Heream |, dl these years|ater, till asking questions about kinship. But these particular questions do not
concern missing names from thekin lists of other folk; these questions concern my own kin, and the
farther | pursue them, the more my disquiet grows. | cannot rest until | find answers. For years, | did not
know where to search. | had only guesses, suspicions, fragments that made scant sense by themsalves. It
was asif | sought to plan atrading journey without knowing where | wasto ride, or what goods | should
take.

Then, nearly two months ago, in the Month of the Shredbark Tree, Dame Gwersa' s |etter reached me at
Vennesport. | am certain she did not intend it so, but her news was thefirebrand that ignited my
accumulated store of worries. From your visitsto Rishdale Abbey, you would recdl the Dame' s specid
devotion to the preservation of old records. Since the war, she has endeavored to restore the archives at
her own abbey aswedll as severd otherstragicaly damaged in the fighting. Dame Gwersaisnow very old
and blind, but she dictates occasional |ettersto me, her student from almost seventy years ago.

A vigtor to Rishdale Abbey this past summer had brought her word of an amazing discovery acrossthe
seain Estcarp. Two years before, inthe Y ear of the Kobold, an unprecedented quaking of the earth was
wrought by Estcarp’s Witches to halt an invasion across their southern border from Karsten. One of the
subsdiary results was the destruction of parts of thewalls and towers at Lormt, the ancient citadel famed
for itsarchives. Previously unknown storage rooms and cdllars were exposed benesth the rubble, adding
an untold wedlth of documents to those dready prized by kinship scholars.

The moment | read Dame Gwersa s account, | knew that | must journey to Lormt. Until then, | had felt
like ajeweder attempting to assemble a chaplet of Ithdae pearls, but lacking most of the significant gems
needed to complete my pattern. My missing pearls were of two sorts: kin-facts, and knowledge about a
very different kind of jewel. What better place could | seek both than Lormt?

Two primary questions had been—and till are—hammering in my mind: who was my true father, and
whence came my mother’ s chief legacy to me, that curious jewel she termed my betrothd gift?

From childhood, | had dways assumed that | knew who | was. On theday | first met you, | identified
mysdlf on my writing date—M ereth of far Ferndae, speechless snce my birthinthe Y ear of the
Blue-homed Ram. Y ou said that was an appropriate Y ear Name for one engaged in the wool trade, and
ascript as clear as mine should be as useful to atrader asavoice, yet far lesslikely to be misunderstood.
| was seventeen then, and grateful for your kindness. Not many busy traderswould pause to read my
date, or havethetime or patience to answer my questions.

From that initial meeting, you were distinctively different from all the other traders, and not just because
of your singular courtesy. | was bemused when you confided that you had two names: Lundor, given you
by your parents, and Doubt, bestowed on you by the trading community. | recal thinking what a strange
name Doubt was, so | wrote on my date, “Why * Doubt’ 7’



Y ou smiled, and replied that it was due to your deplorable habit of foreseeing al the possible objections
to proposals—all the reasons why suggested plans might not work.

That night, | wrote queriesto Mother about you. She laughed aoud, and said you also peppered your
gpeech with frequent doubts. Assuming a severe expresson, sheimitated your deep voice, “Oh, | doubt
we shall acquire any usable wool from that Dal e this season—excessive rains spoiled their grazing land.
Besides, | doubt they’ ve yet repaired the only bridge alowing access by our wagons. Thisventure you
proposewill goill, I’'ve no doubt.” For al your gloom, she added, you were avery keen trader, and the
Clan wasfortunate to secure your service.

By the time two yearslater when Mother’ s own trading wagon was swept away in the mountain
landdide, my acquai ntance with you had expanded from chance encountersto joint ventures. When |
discovered that you shared my interest in kinship tracing, it was a pleasure to pass on to you some of the
requests for kin lists from the merchants and landhol ders we met in the course of our regular trading
work. Soon we were helping each other trace our own family histories. Y our folk had clustered for
generations in the coastal Dales near Seakeep, while Mother’ s Robnore Clan had traveled from town to
market to trading fair.

Mother first met Father at Twyford, whence both were drawn by the great annua wool fair. From her
few remarksyearslater, | judged that she had been immediately impressed by his knowledge of the finest
wool bearers. He confided to her his desire to locate the fabled blue-horned sheep of the western crags,
for he was convinced that he could use them to improve the quaity of the Dales wool. Knowing Mother,
| expect she gave deep thought to hislikelihood for success before she consented to wed him and
accompany him on his search inland well past Uppdae and Patendade.

Mother said to me once, with afond but exasperated sigh, “Y our father was a good man, but too
enwrapped by his dreams of breeding the perfect sheep. To befair to him, | must say | never met his
equd for tracking and caring for sheep. Still, he needed to attend more to the trading side of the matter.
Not my Dwyn—aways off over the next ridge to snare yet one more wildling to add to hisflock. Would
that he had possessed more of the trading blood of his forebear Rodwyn of Ekkor! Y et each man must
weigh what wool he can shear, and tally his own accounts.”

Father (as| then believed him to be) was athird son and distant lord-kin to the House of Ekkor. |
remember him only dimly, since | was scarcely four when he set out during astorm to search for alamb
and never returned.

After hisdeath, Mother placed me with the Dames of Rishdae Abbey to seeif they might cure my
muteness. They could not, but Dame Gwersataught me diligently for six years. Mother camefor me
when | wastwelve. Although the Dames offered to accept mefor training as areligious scribe, Mother
said that my writing skill would be of more useto her in trade. When the Dames objected that my
muteness would be a disadvantage beyond the shelter of their cloisters, Mother asserted that on the
contrary, it would be apositive trading advantage, snce | could neither tattle secrets nor offend
customers with unwise chatter.

| soon found that in Mother’ strading business, | had ataent for handling accounts, determining values,
and locating goods. A far rarer taent—uncommon among Da esfolk—was my ability to find lost articles,
especidly if I could touch some other object belonging to the owner.

In those days, too, | experienced occasiond vivid dreams. All | could recall upon waking were flashes of
bright colors and snatches of strange music. When | was abouit fifteen, | wrote hatingly about my dreams



one day when | was alone with Mother. She was aways occupied; her hands were never idle longer than
it took for her to snatch up anew hank of wool or the next bundle of tally sticks. That day, when she
read my date, she actualy dropped her knitting in her lap and sat rigidly ill. | vow her face paed
beneath its ruddy sun-warmed hue.

In amanner quite unlike her usudly brisk speech, she said dowly, “1 once had peculiar dreamsfor atime
... before you were born. After your birth, they stopped. | had not thought of them for years.” She
shook her head, and resumed her knitting. “ Such things are mere night vapors, banished by the light of
day. Put them from your mind.”

It wasn't long after that incident that Mother first mentioned my betrothal gift. | had found for her a
missing bracelet, one of apair she prized, for she loved finejewdry. In her pleasure at the recovery, she
told me that there was one very specid piece—a gift—put away for my betrothal.

Excited, | wrote on my date, “Whose gift? Seeit now?’ but she only paused at the door on her way out.
“No,” shesad firmly, “you may not seeit until you are promised to be wed. It isan old and vauable gift
froma. .. secret sourcethat | cannot name.” | was disappointed at the time, but in the subsequent press
of work, | gradualy forgot about the gift until the accident in the mountains reft Mother from me.

Y ou were assisting Uncle Herwik then at our base in Ulmsport, whilel wasin Vennesport, aweek’s
travel to the south. Mother had argued for a second trading base there, and had only just shifted her chief
residence to the port—if she could be persuaded to hat in any one place long enough to be said to reside
there. | was amost twenty when shedied. Y ou and Uncle Herwik’ s party had been delayed by storms,
30 | employed the time of waiting by sorting through Mother’ s possessions, setting aside thoseitems she
would have wanted to be given to various relatives and friends.

In the course of my sorting, | chanced upon aparce tightly wrapped in dark blue leather. Theinstant |
touched it, Iknew that my betrothd gift lay within. It had never been listed among the family treasures,
and no other person in the family had ever mentioned it. | assumed that Mother must have acquireditin
her trading, ingtead of inheriting it.

Curiousto view Mother’ s secret gift, | pried loose the lacings and uncovered a pendant jewel setin
slver. The stone was an unusud blue-gray color, the size of ahen’ssmall egg, cunningly polished to
sparkle and flash asthe light fell upon it. When | reached to pluck it out of its soft leather nest, my fingers
werejolted asif | had plunged them into snow melt. Had | possessed avoice, | am sure | would have
cried out. Asit was, | snatched back my hand without picking up the stone. After a breathless moment, |
folded the leather around the necklace and retied the lacings.

On previous occasions, | had welcomed opportunities to handle fine brooches or belt buckles because |
could somehow sense, often in later dreams, images associated with the objects former owners. On this
day, however, | wanted no more contact with Mother’ s pendant. | remember thinking thet if | should
hold the jewel in my hand, | would be unbearably reminded of our separation. | did not want to be any
more forcefully linked to nightly visions of her than | aready wasin unguarded waking moments. In haste,
| packed the leather roll away with other preciousitemsto be stored in our protected treasure room, and
fled outsde asif pursued by demons.

| never had the opportunity to show you that jewd. Y ou were busily traveling between Ulmsport and
Vennesport, and | was frequently away from our main Vennesport storehouse. It never occurred to me
to retrieve that particular locked casket until nearly twenty years later when you raised the subject of
marriage. Y ou were o deferential, so shy about asserting yoursdlf, that | wonder you managed to utter
the word “wedding.” Had we been |€ft in peace, | would surely and gladly have shown you the pendant.



Any bride would have been proud to bring such ajewd to her lord-to-be. Y et those days were fated to
be far from peaceful.

Y ou had been concerned for some time by rumors of trouble stirring across the sea, and tried to
convince Mother’ sbrothersthat our trade links were being affected. Y ou expressed darm when
srangersfrom far Alizon arrived at severa Dales' portsin the guise of traders, skulking about, asking too
many questions. | listened to you, and shared your disquiet. | wrote Uncle Parand severa times, warning
him of the danger, but in those days of willful blindness, seemingly no words could be found to rouse the
Ddes.

We suffered sorely from our lack of leadership—the separate Clan lords refused to recognize the threat
to dl, and would not cooperate or plan together until it wastoo late. When Alizon’sinvasion broke upon
usfrom the ses, just as you had warned it would, all that we had built in Vennesport was destroyed.
When next | saw our storehouse years later, only aburned-out shell remained. Thus Alizon robbed me of
both my betrothd and the gift that should have graced me asabride. Y ou had been killed, and the
jewel—there was no way to discover what fate had befdlenit.

The more | thought about the jewel, the more convinced | became that it had to be an object of Power.
How ese could | explain my immediate averson to itstouch? | thought at the time | was distressed
because of its association with Mother, but | was even then touching items she had used regularly—her
tally sticks, her hair brush, her favorite writing quills. My dreams were undisturbed by any painful
intrusions linked to those objects.

| knew little then about Power, except that Daesfolk have always been deeply uneasy discussing it, and
even more averse to experiencing the use of it. Our Wise Women possess knowledge of the uses of
Power, but their own exercise of it isof the persona kind, tending ills or sensing would-be outcomes by
consulting their rune-boards. We prize our Wise Women's herb lore and hedling skills, but any Dalesman
recoils from the thought of the raw Power wielded by the Witches of Estcarp acrossthe sea, or the
storied mages of ancient Arvon.

When Mother died, | ill thought of mysdf aswhoally of the Daes—athough | had only to glance a my
image reflected from burnished meta or water to observe my marked outward variance from my fellow
Daesmen, including my parents. Not for me their red-brown hair that bleached in the sun, or their green
or blue-green eyes. From my youth, my hair was dark gray-brown, like rare lamantine wood, you used
to say, and my eyesavery pale clear blue. My skin, too, was pale, and refused to darken during the hot
summer months. My appearance, aswell as my muteness, set me apart asachild.

Some of the Rishdale Dames muttered about me until Dame Gwersamade plain that | was under her
gpecia protection. Only once | heard akitchen maid hissat me, “ Spawn of Arvon,” but | had no idea
what she meant. When | wrote the evident insult for Dame Gwersa, she pursed her lips and said that
somefolk preferred to invent troubles when there were quite enough under foot to deal with day to day. |
subsequently searched the abbey archivesfor lore on Arvon, but could find few referencesto that
daunting land beyond the mountains bordering the northernmost Daes. Dame Gwersawould say only
that no Daesmen traveled there because the Arvon folk were close-knit and preferred their own
company. She a so conceded that there were Powers and Forcesin Arvon that were best avoided by
prudent men. Many yearslater, | attempted to trace vague rumors of rare weddings between folk from
Arvon and the Daes. The suspected children of such unionswere shunned in the Dales, asif they were
somehow different from us. | suspect | began then to wonder whether my own strangeness could be
ascribed to ablood-tieto Arvon. | had, after all, been born in aremote Dale near the borders of both
Arvon and the shunned Waste.



| made alist of my peculiarities. my muteness from birth, my un-Daedike gppearance, my strange
dreams (possibly smilar to the odd dreams experienced by my mother), my ability to find lost objects. It
occurred to methat Mother’ sbetrothd gift might have originated in Arvon. | could no longer ignore the
inference that my rea father might not have been Dwyn of the House of Ekkor.

One other piece of evidence had to be included in my list. When | was sixteen, Uncle Parand borrowed
me from Mother to accompany him on coastd trading voyages. He said | should be able to learn much,
while keeping hisrecords for him. After thosefirst short trips, he pronounced me useful and trustworthy
(and dso happily not subject to illness due to the motion of our trading vessels). He then invited me on
the much longer voyage across the sea to the eastern lands, whose greeat ports | had only heard
about—Verlaine, Sulcarkeep, and Estcarp’ sinland river port, Es City.

While | waswalking done near Es Castle, | encountered a solitary Witch of Estcarp. | was eighteen
then; Uncle Parand had warned me to defer to any lady of the Old Race garbed in the distinctive gray
robes of the Witches. | drew well to one side of the path to alow her ample room to pass by. She
seemed not to have noticed me at al initially, but as soon as she passed me, she stopped abruptly,
turned, and made asigninthe ar with her right hand. To my amazement, the very lines her moving fingers
sketched flared with ablue light (I have since been told that thisindicated | was not tainted by the Dark).
The Witch shook her head dismissively, and walked away without spesking aword to me. She therefore
failed to see the delayed secondary glowing of her signin the air—first red, then orange, then
ydlow—beforeit faded away entirely. | did not report thisincident to my uncle, nor did | write any
account of it for anyone else until now, as| marsha my argumentsto persuade. . . | suppose | seek to
persuade myself. My stalwart Doubt—if you were here, | believe you would accept my reasoning.

When | arrive at Lormt, | intend to request leave to search their archivesfor any records concerning
jewels of Power. Captain Halbec has described for me the appearance of the Witch Jewels of Estcarp;
they are cloudy, smooth-cut gems, not at al like my betrotha gift. Surely, however, Power canresidein
different kinds of stones. | shall aso search for lore about Arvon and whether any other folk like me have
been described inkinligts.

If only the winds would rage this forcefully on a steady tack, we should complete our passagein far less
than amonth. But | must strive to be patient, and hope that the vessdl holds together amid the storm
waves. It will be good to see the sun again—and to be able to stand till, and get dry!

CHAPTER 2

Kasarian of Krevond-his account of the Baroniad Assembly, Alizon City (Alizonian caendar: 5th Day,
Moon of the Knife, the 1052nd Y ear Since the Betraya)

| first saw the magic-cursed jewd when it was placed upon asilver chain around the neck of my sire's
murderer. It was the fifth day of the Moon of the Knife, in the One Thousand Fifty-second Y ear Since
the Betrayd. All land barons of Alizon were required to attend the New Y ear’ s Assembly for
Presentation to the Lord Baron of that year’ s noble whelps come-of-age.

| was standing not two spear lengths from the throne when Lord Baron Norandor raised his sword to
amend the customary order of procedure. Except for his eyes, hisface was concedled by the
white-furred Lord Hound' s mask. He was a thinner man than the previous Lord Baron Mallandor, his
dead littermate, S0 his voice echoed within the mask as he summoned Baron Gurborian to approach the



throne.

Any matter concerning the murderer of my sire demanded my most wary attention. Gurborian’s schemes
had for years permeated dl of Alizon. Only the dowest-witted barons were unaware of hisambition to
seizethe Lord Hound' s mask for himself. Four moons before, | had received a private letter from
Volorian, my sre selder littermate, complaining that Gurborian’s hirdings were prowling nesr our
northeagterly estates. Could yet more threats against our Line be straining at Gurborian’ s leashes?

When Gurborian had knelt before the throne, Norandor arose, sheathing his sword. “Worthy Gurborian
of the Line Sired by Reptur,” the Lord Baron proclaimed, “my unfortunate littermate esteemed your
counsdl, asdo |. For your able warfarein the Dales across the seg, aswell asfor other valued services,
he dlowed you to bear this singular token of Alizon's approva.”

Thetorchlight in the Great Hall seemed toigniteacoa of bluefirein the Lord Baron's outstretched
hand. | edged forward to secure a better view. Thelight glittered from ajewd the size of amoor hen's
egg, and flared between Norandor’ s fingers as he stooped to attach the stone to Gurborian’ s baronial
neck chain. “Now I, Norandor, Lord Baron of Alizon,” he continued, “reaffirm that approval by
conferring upon you his notable prize, to be borne by you during your lifetime.”

A muffled snort erupted from the elderly baron standing next to me. “As soon as Gurborian’sdead,” he
muttered, “ Reptur’ s pack had best hasten to return that bauble before the Lord Baron’s guard break in
todamit”

| was the only one near enough to hear the remark, but | gave no sign that | had. | wasfairly certain that
old Baron Moragian was not amember of Gurborian’s current faction, but it was unwise to acknowledge
such acomment where an unfriendly witness might notice. My outward detachment, | must admit, was
a o partly dueto my attention’s being so closaly focused on the jewel; never before had | seen such a
stone. It continued to draw my eye even after Gurborian rejoined his coterie.

Our Line had no whelpsto be presented that year. When Sherek, the new Master of Hounds, called for
our pack’ s representative, | strode forward to knedl before the throne. “1n the stead of Baron Volorian,”
| asserted, 1, Kasarian, appear for the Line Sired by Krevonel.” Norandor acknowledged mewith a
wave of hishand, and | withdrew to one side.

The Great Hall’sair seemed suddenly tifling, the torchesfar too bright. Within my head, the nagging
pain that for some nights had frustrated my effortsto deep redoubled its thumping. Desiring atemporary
refuge away from the noisy throng, | dipped out into the corridor leading to the oldest part of Alizon
Cadlle.

| knew of one particular room where | was unlikely to be disturbed. The ancient mosaic designson its
walls and floor were smilar to those in one room in my own castle herein the City. | plucked atorch
from ahal sconceto carry with me, but torches within the mosaic room had already been kindled by the
servants.

Behind the pierced stone screen along one side of the chamber was along bench probably used by
serving davesin times past when the room was more frequented. Due to winter drafts, alarge tapestry
had been hung across the room side of the screen, but it was threadbare in spots. If a person behind the
screen chose his vantage point with care, he could see quite well into the main chamber. | had not
intended to spy unseen, but | had only just sat down on the bench when | heard the scrape of boots
entering the main room.



There were two intruders—one whose voice | did not recognize, but the other voice was Gurborian’s. |
moved very quietly to obtain aglimpse of them through the tapestry fabric. The second man was Gratch
of Gorm, Gurborian’s prime henchman. He had been named in Volorian’ sl etter as one of those prying
and poking about in the mountains near our estates. From their first words, | could draw two immediate
conclusions: they mistakenly assumed that the mosaic chamber was empty, and they plotted treason
againg Lord Baron Norandor.

Keeping his voice low, as befitted a devoted conspirator, Gratch said, “We are safe here from
interference, my lord. No one followed us. | commented openly that we were going to the Kennelsto
survey the breeding bitches”

Gurborian scowled. “Lord Baron Fool has named Sherek to be Master of Hounds. | had hoped to
influence the choice from among our faction, but my bribes were evidently insufficient. That namingis
done, and of lessimport than your news. How stands Bolduk’ s faction—for us or against us?’

Reluctant to answer, Gratch toyed for amoment with hisbelt dagger. “I tried both the strategies we had
discussed, my lord—hinting at dire cogtsfor rgjection, while promising fair rewards for dliance. Despite
my best efforts, old Baron Bolduk continues obstinate, clinging to the sensdess notion that only the
Kolder are strong enough to vanquish Estcarp. | told him that the last Kolder within our borders have
been dead for seven moons. The late Hound Master’ s misguided foray into Estcarp should have
convinced the very doorpoststhat Alizon can no longer expect any aid from the Kolder.”

“Boldukis very like adoorpost,” mused Gurborian. “ Perhaps abrisk fire at his base might melt his
stubbornness. His blood feud with Ferlikian could always be revived by aword or two in the proper
ears. Still, | would prefer Bolduk’ s Line to be with us or neutra. Was he not impressed by your mention
of our planned Escorian dliance?’

Gratch shook hisheaed. “It isa ddicate matter, my lord,” he said dourly, “to spesk of any magical matter
to Bolduk. Even though by our hoped-for aliance we should control thelash of spdlls, and for awelcome
change, Estcarp’ s crones would suffer the effects, Bolduk persistsin abhorring any recourseto the
weapons of our sworn enemies.”

Gurborian paced back and forth, hisimpatience evident in every stride. “Why can he notsee —any
wegpon that might succeed must be employed? The Witches have thwarted us far too long with their foul
containment spells woven from the Forbidden Hills across the Alizon Gap. It would be rare sport for
them to be scourged by magic stronger than their own. If only we had an Escorian mageto exhibit . . .
even an gpt apprentice could persuade the undecided among the baronsto join with us.”

Eager to placate his master, Gratch leaned toward Gurborian. “My lord, | am certain that | shal be
successful in my latest negotiations. Today | received amessage from my most reliable source near the
Escorian border. If hisinformation is correct, he should soon be able to arrange amesting for mewith a
lower level student who hastraveled in Escore and—"

Gurborian seized Gratch’ s neck chain and jerked him so that histeeth rattled. * If—should—lower level
student,” he scoffed. “I have heard such weasel words too often with nothing tangible to show for them.
Norandor isaready suspicious of our comings and goings. So far, | have mollified him.” Hethrust Gratch
away, and flourished the jewel on hisown neck chain. “He awards me thisto assure my loyal alegiance.
Fool—it was mine thirteen years ago as Mdlandor’ sreward for my aid in deposing Facellian. Once our
new plans are firmly forged my faction will feed Norandor to the houndsjust aswe earlier served his
littermate. But | need more backing! | dare not move too soon without sufficient preparation.”



“Thereis one definite word of cheer, my lord.” Gratch had prudently stepped beyond Gurborian's
reach. “| was able to hire the poisoner we spoke of. The supply of smother root that you required will be
delivered by tonight.”

“I shal make good use of it.” Gurborian smiled. “ Bolduk’ s younger whelp—is he not in the Castle with
hissire? Should he suddenly fdl ill or worse, Ferlikian would be blamed, and my quiet offer of
sympethetic dliance could be well received.”

“| shal seetoit, my lord,” said Gratch briskly. “Would it not be wise if we were seen at the Kennels, in
case anyone should seek us there?’

Gurborian started for the door, then paused. “Indeed . . . dthough | do not care to encounter Volorian's
fosterling in the Kenndls. | hear that heis as tediously keen ahoundsman asthat troublesome border lord
himsdf.”

“While | wasin the mountains during the Second Whelping Moon, | saw Baron VVolorian from afair
distance,” Gratch remarked, as he followed his master out into the corridor. “He was wading through his
pack, choosing new breeders. They say he' stoo old and too involved in the breeding to leave his estates
nowadays. Asyou saw, he did not comefor thisyear’ s Assembly.”

“Volorian may beold,” Gurborian replied with alaugh, “but he'swily. Hewell remembershow |
disposed of hisyounger littermate, S0 he keeps his distance from me.” Their voices receded, trailing off
into amurmur, then sllence,

| sat half dazed, my thoughtsracing. A murder plot against Baron Bolduk’ s younger whelp—Bolduk’s
Line currently harbored no active animosity toward the Line Sired by Krevond, but neither werewe
obligated to dispatch awarning. | judged that an admonitory word to Ferlikian would be more potentialy
useful. Such commonplace baroniad machinations, however, were thoroughly dwarfed by Gurborian's
threat to forge atreasonous aliance with the magic-wielding fiends of Escore. Should Gurborian ever
suspect that | had overheard his plotting, he would move swiftly to send me after my murdered Sire.

| had been five years old when Gurborian ordered Oralian’ s degth. My sire had led afaction of the older
barons who steadfastly resisted any dliance with the foreign Kolder. When the then-reigning Lord Baron
Facdlian had rammed through the alliance despite dl opposition, Gurborian curried hisfavor by removing
Facellian’s most prominent baronia opponents. Facellian eagerly acceded to the Kolder’ s demand for
war with the Dales acrossthe sea. The Kolder being few in number, it fell to Alizon to provide the
warriors, but the Kolder did supply uswith uncommon wegpons to advance our invasion.

| remember hearing my elder littermates discuss those early, exciting, and successful years of thewar.
Our coadtd invasion wasinitidly invincible. The moving meta boxes the Kolder supplied to shelter our
fighters could scarcely be withstood. Even o, as our sire had warned the Baron's Council before his
murder, we were totally dependent upon the Kolder for the supplies required to maintain the boxes and
their fire spewers. When those supplies were blocked by the Dales' Sulcar dlies, welost our most
powerful advantage. Two of my littermates died in the fighting, and when the third was too severely
wounded to ride, hismen cut histhroat to prevent the Da es hags from loosening histongue by magic.

| wastwelve when it was clear the war was logt. Having nimbly positioned himsdf with Malandor’s
faction, Gurborian wielded an equally strong hand in Facdllian’ s overthrow. Even then, Gurborian's
ambition was overly fierce to be safely accommodated too close to the throne. In order to alow time for
Madlandor’sjustified suspicionsto cool, Gurborian withdrew for Six yearsto his coasta estates.



| had been quietly fostered with Volorian al those years, well away from the swirl of plottingin Alizon
City. Following my unremarked presentation ceremony at age twelve, Volorian agreed that after a
prudent time, | might take up residence in our pack’ s castlein the City. | arrived at the castle when | was
fifteen, the same year, | later learned, that Gratch first appeared at Gurborian’s side to become a
shadowy partner in his scheming. They both returned to Alizon City when | wastwenty, but they carefully
stayed out of Malandor’ sway until two yearslater, when Estcarp’ s Witches worked their foulest magic,
tearing the very roots of their southern bordering mountainsto foil Karsten'simpending invasion.

Mallandor yearned to strike while the hags reeled, depleted by their exertions, but their cursed
containment spells still held across our mutua border. The pro-Kolder faction of barons then agitated for
aconcerted effort to open anew magical Gate for the Kolder, so that they might bring us more of their
metal boxes aswell as more Kolder to reinforce their scant remaining numbers. | was repelled by such
plans, but it would have been fatd to say so. Because of my scholarly interests, it was acceptable for me
to take part in the search for documents from the ancient days, even asfar back asthe Betrayd itsdlf, in
the hope of finding useful lore on the dreaded mage-work involved in the Gate magic.

During the spring of last year, Malandor hearkened to more foolish advice—openly endorsed at the
time by Gurborian’ s faction—and sent his Master of Hounds Esguir raiding into Estcarp to seize some
Witch pupsfor the Kolder to usein their Gate magic. The plot failed miserably; dl the captive Witchlings
escaped back into Estcarp, and the few Kolder Ieft in Alizon Castle were dl killed. Gurborian then
revealed histrue intentions. Herallied Mallandor’ s enemies to overthrow the Lord Baron. Because his
own faction was not strong enough to place him on the throne, however, Gurborian backed Mallandor’s
ambitious littermate Norandor. Malandor and Esguir were fed to the hounds, and Norandor assumed the
Lord Hound' s mask.

From the conversation | overheard between Gurborian and Gratch, it seemed that yet another
overthrow was being plotted, and thistime | had no doubt that Gurborian sought the mask for himself.
But what post could Gratch hope to attain? As anon-Alizonder, he could not be named Master of
Hounds. Probably he expected to continue hisrole of counselor in Gurborian’s shadow. Hewas a
dangerousfoe, familiar with the rarest of poisons.

| remember wondering as | carefully made my way to my castle, whether my physica discomfort could
be due to one of Gratch’s potions, but | dismissed the thought. Like al barons resident in the City, |
regularly partook of small doses of various poisonsto build advance resistance. | had aso made a useful
study of antidotes, thus | felt reasonably sure | could ded with Gratch' sthreat. My household servants
were all reliable, due to pack loyalty, blood-ties, or fear. To lessen the lure of bribes, | kept my pay
levels sufficient.

On my way through secluded dleyways, | had to pause severa timesto recover from fits of dizziness.
Asl reflect upon the events of that night, | realize that my weakness was caused by my proximity to
Gurborian’s accursed jewd.

Arriving a Krevonel Castle, | reeled to my bedchamber and lay down, apprehensive of what dreams
might beset me should | fall adeep. All | could think about was that jewel—when | closed my eyes, its
image burned in my mind. Somehow, that sparkling crystal seemed to be reaching out to me, drawing me
toward its cold bluefire.

CHAPTER 3



Mereth—her journd at Lormt (4th and 5th Days, Month of the Ice Dragon, New Y ear of the Lamia)

M y dear one—what would you say of this curious place, fabled Lormt of the Scholars, isolated amid
mountains rendered even less accessible by the Turning, asthey term the Witches spell-shifting of the
earth?

| did not think it necessary to dispatch a messenger to herald my coming; that would have been a proper
courtesy for anobleman with aretinue, but scarcely justified for alone Daleswoman. | recaled Dame
Gwersa s assertion that any serious kin-lore seeker who dared the journey to Lormt was certain to be
welcomed, but might aso risk being misplaced in the countless archive nooks by the resident scholars
who were renowned for their complete devotion to their work.

Although our ride had been long and cold, and both of uswere politely greeted upon our arrival, the
guide hired at Es City refused to stay at Lormt. Once he had ddlivered me and my scant baggage at the
meta-bound gates, he would have turned to depart if the gatekeeper had not inssted that he dlow his
horses to be watered and rested for at least afew hours.

Y ou would have exclaimed, | think, at the vast scale of thiscitadd of ancient learning. | had formerly
believed that there could be no larger building stones than those massive gray-green blocks | had seenin
Es City’ swals and Castle. Upon entering Lormt’ s great courtyard, however, | concluded that Lormt’s
builders must have been capable of wrenching and shaping the very roots of the surrounding mountains.

Dame Gwersa' sinformant had reported significant destruction wrought by the earthquake, but | was
gppalled to observe the actua extent of the ruin. Of the four round towers anchoring the rectangular
courtyard, two appeared untouched, athird had lost haf its former height, and the fourth corner’ s tower
had completely collgpsed, aong with most of its short adjoining wall. The ground benesath that area had
dropped away more than atrade wagon' s length, bringing down one entire long outer wall.

Obvious efforts had been made since to deal with the damage and repair what could be salvaged. Aswe
rodein, | noticed newer metd fittings and bindings where the gates had been rehinged and patched.
What at first glance appeared to be huge, shapel ess hegps of rubble, upon closer viewing showed signs
of organized excavation and timber shoring. Severa sheds of rough-hewn wood were spaced aong the
lines of thefdlen wals, and sturdy fences of brush and woven withes extended between them to hold
back the mountain snowdrifts from overwhelming the courtyard expanse. | judged from the
sharp-peaked tower roofs and the steep-pitched roofs along the remaining walls and buildings that the
winter snows at these heights must be far heavier than those | remembered from my childhood near the
Ddes western peaks.

Dark dates shesthed dl the roofs here, including those on the two ancient stone buildings within the
courtyard. Onetal structure with astrip of high windows running itsfull length nestled againgt the intact
long wdll, while the squatter, smdler building was tucked to the | eft insgde the gates and abutting an
undamaged corner tower. Stone watering troughs for the animals were placed near a sheltered well at the
right interior corner. Except for the gaps caused by the earth’ s subsidence, al the remaining stonework
was doubly impressive for the sheer size of the blocks and the tightness of the unmortared joints. | know
exactly what you would have done, had you been here with me—you would have peered a the walls
and said, “I doubt whether aknife blade could be dipped between those blocks.”

| was not given much initia opportunity to survey my surroundings, however, for | had no sooner
dismounted than | was confronted by a party of four figures well-cloaked againgt the late afternoon chill.
To my surprise, when anicy wind gust blew open the leading figure' s cloak, | saw suspended from her



belt awooden runeboard like those used by our Wise Women of the Dales. Sheraised her handsin ritual
greeting, and offered me atraveler’ s cup. Cold and stiff as| wasfrom my long day’ sride, | savored the
taste of the steaming herbed broth—a wel come cup, indeed!

| extracted my hand date to write the proper response: “ For the welcome of the gate, gratitude. To the
ruler of thishouse, fair fortune. | am Mereth of Ferndale, come here to seek knowledge concerning my
kin.”

The Wise Woman accepted my date and read my message aoud for the others as calmly asif shewas
frequently accustomed to receiving mute vistors. Her features and coloring were those of Estcarp’s Old
Race, but it was heartening to me that she seemed at least familiar with some of our Daes customs. “I am
Jonja,” she responded, with abrisk nod of her head. “1 welcome you to Lormt.”

“Asdol.” A tal, gaunt man beside her stepped forward, his gray eyes proclaiming him aso of the Old
Race, athough age had turned his black hair to silver-white. “I am Ouen. Lormt’ s scholars allow meto
represent them to guests. Thisis Duratan, our resident chronicler and invaluable advisor.”

This second tall man had been asoldier at onetime, | thought. He was bearing no sword at his belt, but
his body seemed till to balance asif compensating for the familiar weight. When he moved toward me,
he swung his left leg stiffly, as | had seen many Daesfighters after war injuries. He held out hishand to
thefourth figure. “My lady Nolar,” he said, “hedler and scholar.” Both of them were of the Old Race, but
her face was marred by adark stain like a splash of wine.

“Come within, out of the cold,” Jonja suggested. “The hour grows late, and you should rest from your
journey. We can confer in the morning concerning your request.”

The other three withdrew, while Jonjaled me to aguest chamber deep inside the remaining long wall.
Stone gtairsled up and down, linking what seemed to be countless storage rooms and quiet deeping
cdls. Occasiond torches supplemented the waning daylight that seeped through ditsin the courtyard side
of thewadll. A few of those curious round light globes like the ones| had seen in Es Cagtle so many years
before dso provided additiond illumination. My designated room had alow wooden bed whose mattress
smdlled of sun-dried rushes. Severa plain but well-sewn quilts were folded atop a carved chest. An
earthenware pitcher and basin stood on the stone ledge near the door.

“I have asked the cooks to send your evening meal here,” Jonjasaid as she turned to depart. “ Should
you care to write any queriesfor our consideration tomorrow, | will ask ascribeto bring you quills,
parchment, and ink. May you find here whatever you came to seek. | wish you fair repose thisnight.”

The med sent for mewas smple, but well prepared and sustaining. | found the white-fleshed steamed
roots unfamiliar but tasty, and the rabbit stew was savory. There was sweset butter and fruit conserveto
spread on the rounds of barley bread. A flask of hearty ale complemented the food.

Soon after | had set asde my tray, | heard atap at the door. A man nearly my age bustled in, hisarms
full of scrollsand quills. He set his bundles on the bed and darted back out into the corridor to fetchina
writing bench and a study lamp. Before | could write my thanks, he had hurried away.

| have been sitting at that bench for some time now, attempting to set my queriesin an orderly array. My
earlier letter to you composed aboard the ship was most helpful in clarifying my thoughts. | find myself
deeply affected by the weight of years pressing upon this place. Thekin ligtsthat you and | compiled in
the Da es stretched back many generations, but Lormt’ s stones belong to an age unbelievably remote
beyond any we knew, even from the Dales oldest legends. The keen pursuit of learning here by so many



scholars over so long atime makes my total candor not only a courtesy but a necessity. | have written the
account of my past, including my odd talents and my one encounter with the Witch at Es Cadtle. |

suspect that dong with the famed kin lists here, there must aso be ancient documents concerning megical
matters. Perhaps these folkcan help me find some lore related to my betrothal jewd . . . if they chooseto
alow me accessto ther archives. | await the dawn with amixture of impatience and trepidation.

My sense of apprehension last night wasindeed judtified. These Lormt folk were evidently as wary of
me as | was of them! After | had eaten a hasty morning meal, Jonja hersalf conducted meto the larger
courtyard building, which proved to be the main scholarly repository. Never before had | seen so many
scrolls gathered together in one place. We passed through awarren of study nooks and cubicles, divided
and flanked by shelves, with countless tables and desks al hegped with sheafs of writings. Scores of
elderly men—and afew women—moved about dowly carrying documents or perching on chairs or
benches.

Jonjadid not speak to any of the scholars, but preceded me up anarrow staircase to the upper levd,
where she opened a massive door into astudy room well illumined by asegment of the high window sirip
| had noticed from below. The same three Estcarpians who had met me at the gate looked up from their
seats around atable littered with documents.

Ouen roseto offer me ahigh-backed chair. “Comejoin us, if you will,” heinvited.” We have been
discussing the significance of your arrivd.”

| held out to him the pages | had written, then took my seat, placing my date on the table before me and
propping my staff & my knee. Y ou used to claim to envy my practice of rapping on the floor with my
gtaff to draw attention to my hand date. Y ou said it invariably stopped every contentious meeting, and
threatened more than once to try aloud shout of your own to award you equd notice. . . but you never
did test that tactic, at least, not in my hearing.

Ouen read my statement aloud, not pausing for any comments. When hefinished the last page, he
looked at me with akeenly assessing gaze. “Y ou are commendably frank,” he remarked. “We shall
return that courtesy. Y ou should know that Mistress Jonja had derted us of your approach some hours
beforeyour arriva.”

Startled, | turned to face the Wise Woman. She had laid her rune-board before her, and touched it now
with her right hand. “| bear a certain measure of the foreseeing gift,” she explained. “| sensed yesterday
that someone associated with Power was drawing near to Lormt, so | asked these friendsto join me at
the gate. Y ou will understand that any stirring of Power must be carefully examined. Once you had come
under Lormt’ sroof, | consulted both my herbs and my rune-board to determine your alegianceto either
the Light or the Dark.”

The soldierly Estcarpian, Duratan, nodded and extended his hand above the table. From asmall |eather
bag, he spilled out afew gemstones of various colors, some clear, some cloudy. “I aso consulted these
crystalsof mine” hesaid. “I see you are surprised that amale could share those talents thought to belong
solely to Witches and Wise Women. Kemoc Tregarth, whose talents descend from his mighty fether,
gave methese crystas. They fal for mein patternsthat can convey warningsin time of need. When |
tossed them last night concerning you, | received such awarning. Y ou are at the center of potent violence
and conflict. .. .”

Before he could finish speaking, | thumped my staff, snatched up my date and wrote, “No! Violence
wrenched away dl dear to metwenty years padt, in Alizon’swar againgt our Daes. | have no traffic with
any magic, nor do | bring you any danger of conflict!”



Duratan amiled, but there waslittle warmth in hisexpresson. “1 did not mean conflict now,” he
corrected. “1 was about to say that my crystalswarn of trouble yet to come.”

| wiped away my first remark with my date cloth and scribbled my rgjoinder. “1 crave your pardon for
interrupting. | am an old woman—how can | be athrest to anyone? | fought in defense of our Daes, that
istrue, chiefly by usng my trading experience to supply our men harrying the invaders. But those awful
yearsare gone by. All 1 seek now isyour help in finding whence came my betrothd jewel, and who was
my truefather.”

Ouen again read my words doud. The lady Nolar seemed deep in thought, then she observed, “This
pendant jewel you describe cannot be a Witch Jewd, for | have seen and handled one of those—it
belonged to aWitch | assisted in aquest over ayear ago, just after the Turning. | must tell you that |
briefly possessed a shard found here at Lormt that proved to have been riven from a stone of grest
Power far to the south. It was not aclear crystal, however, like your betrothal gem, but acreamy,
opaque stone veined with green, and wondrous for its healing gifts when rightly addressed. | shall gladly
ad you in searching our archives here for any newsregarding your lost jewd.”

“And we can inquire whether old Morfew might spare the time to sort through hisinterminablekin lists”
suggested Duratan. Thistime, his smile waswarmed by genuine affection. “Heisjustly famed for his store
of knowledge.”

“I thank you dl,” | wrote on my date. “My questions have not alowed meto rest. | undertook thisfar
journey with the mere hope that Lormt might provide answers. | rgjoice that you offer me assistance.”

Thus as the snows of the Month of the Ice Dragon swirled outside, | began my search of Lormt’s
documents.

CHAPTER 4
Kasarian—events at Krevond Castle, Alizon City (6th Day and early 7th Day, Moon of the Knife)

| did deep that night, and | did dream. | awoke before dawn, my bedclothes in a disordered tangle.
Although I tried, | could not recall the substance of my dreams, only that there had been vivid colorsand
strange sounds and whirling motions. Had there not been some prominent object . . . some patterned
design? No matter how intense my effort, | could not retrieve any detalls.

Fedling unsettled, | climbed the tower staircase to our castle s mosaic chamber. Always before when |
wastroubled, | had found a certain soothing quietnessin that room, asif the ancient designs ornamenting
the walls and floor diverted both eye and mind. Some of the beasts and plants portrayed were clearly
recogni zable—the split-tusked boar, the shrieker, the hooded crow, the fever-leaf vine; otherswere
bizarre, with too many legs or heads or fanciful flowers. As| waked dowly around the room, tracing the
more faded patternswith my fingers, | felt suddenly convinced that some of these very designs had
gppeared in my dreams—their colorsfar brighter, the animal forms moving somehow, asif aive. Onthe
hedls of thisindgght came asecond revelation. Before my last littermate had sailed for the Daes, we had
talked in thisroom. He discussed the formdities | should follow if hewerekilled in the fighting, including
the surrender by his mate of what we termed the elder’ skey. As| recalled that conversation, thekey’s
imagefilled my mind' seye.



When had | last seen that intricately engraved key? It was thought to be as old as our Line, descending
to the mate of the eldest male upon the birth of her first male. VVolorian’ s mate having died young, the key
had been presented to my dam, and upon my sire' smurder, passed to my eldest littermate’ s mate. With
al three of my eder littermates now dead, | had assumed that my mate would eventualy be given the key
... except | had so far bred no whelps, not yet having an aliance negotiated for me. Asthe persisting
image of Gurborian’sjewel had nagged me the previous night, | found my thoughts were now fixated on
the elder’skey. | had seen it only twice: once when | chanced to discover my dam sorting through our
pack’ streasures, and once when the key was passed to my last littermate to be given to his mate. When
she had delivered afemale, the key had been returned to its special casket.

Casket—that should be the place to look. | hurried to the castle’ s strongroom and shifted chests and
boxes until 1 uncovered that particular Silver casket. The lock was stiff from disuse, but | inserted my

gre' skey from my belt ring and pried back the casket’ stop. Pushing aside layers of chains and baubles,
| caught aglimpse of bronze-silver. When | drew the key out into the light, | was startled to redlize that i,
too, had been part of my dream. | could close my eyes and picture every detail of engraving dong the
shaft and the thick carved hits. | could retrieve no association for the key from my dream, but as| held it
in my hand, it balanced sweetly, like afavorite dagger.

But what lock did it fit? The question struck me so forcefully that | sank down on abench to consider it.
Had anyonein my hearing ever named the purpose of the elder’ skey? | knew that the breeding femaes
of our Line prized it, but my dam had certainly never told me what chest or door it was meant to unlock.
If akey no longer functioned as such, why should it be handed down through generations? Therehad to
be amatching lock . . . but where?

| shook my aching head. Why should the elder’ s key suddenly be so important to me? Wherewasiits
lock? Because the key was likely asold as our castle, | reasoned that it must be associated with an
equally old lock. | swiftly surveyed al of our treasure chests, but none of them bore locks of the proper
size or metal. Doors—there must be dozens of doorsin the oldest parts of the castle. Before | could
pursue my thoughts any further, | was called to attend to baronid duties. | tucked the key insde my belt
wallet until | could snatch thetimeto continue my investigations.

No opportunity occurred that day, and | was required to attend more Assembly functions that evening.
By thetimel retired to bed, | had temporarily forgotten the eder’ skey, but it was not finished with me,

| awoke asif asword blade had been pressed againgt my cheek. | was seized by aconviction: the key
did belong to alock made of the same metal, alock in avery particular door. My visual impression of the
door was so strong that | put out my hand to touch its rough wooden surface, only to clutch empty air.
My vision had been another dream. | sat up, frustrated and angry at first, then intrigued. | could not have
imagined adoor in such detail—| must have seen it & some time, in some place. Here, in this castle—the
words echoed in my mind.

| pulled on my boots and lit asmall hand lantern. What better time to search unnoticed than in these
hours when few eyeswere likely to be open? | extracted the key from my wallet, and as| hed itin my
hand, | vow | sensed atenuous directiond pull leading downward.

With the key in one hand and the lantern in the other, | descended the remoter back staircases. One
dusty passageway to the | eft beckoned, then | sought more stairs, aways going down. The cellars deep
beneath the castle had once provided dungeons, but nowadays were used for storage or abandoned to
the sllent darkness. Never before had | ventured so far below. The tugging sensation in my mind seemed
to be growing more pronounced. | hurried through another passageway, descended aflight of stairs



whose gritty steps had not been disturbed for years. My lantern light awoke an answering flash of
bronze-silver across the antechamber. | had found the door of my dream vision.

| raised the elder’ skey and inserted it in the massive lock. When | turned the key, the door opened
soundlesdy, asif both lock and hinges had been freshly oiled. The space beyond was dark, but the air
wafting out was sweet. | had heard of locked rooms full of poisonous vapors seded to snare the unwary,
s0 | thrust my lantern inside, pushing it dong the paving stones. | watched the flame closdly, but it burned
bright and unaffected. Extracting the key from thelock, | crossed the threshold.

The stonewdled chamber within was bare—no furnishings, no wall hangings, no rugs. | hesitated,
disappointed, then amovement among the shadows caught my eye, and | whirled around. The door was
closing behind me. Before | could reach back to hdt it, the door closed and | heard the lock engage.

Such untoward actions raised the dreaded possibility of magic. The very Betraya that founded Alizon a
thousand years before had been plotted by mages. Since that time, no Alizonder baron of any wit had
trusted any magic-wielder. Alizon had dways suffered at the hands of mages and Witches.

Stll, I was of the Line Sired by Krevond. Thiswas Alizon City, not Estcarp, and | was properly armed.
How could magic possibly infiltrate into the roots of Krevonel Castle? Besides, | held the elder’ skey in
my hand; it had opened the door to this room once. Why should it not function so again?

As| turned toward the door, | think it was the distinct change in the quality of thelight that diverted my
attention from the lock. The yelow light cast by my lantern from the floor was fast being overwhelmed by
awhite glare starkly outlining my shadow againgt the bare wall fitted with the door.

| spun around immediatdly, crouching as| drew my belt dagger in my left hand. To my amazement, the
white light was emanating from a hand-sized spot glowing in mid air at the center of the room. Even as|
watched, transfixed, the pot expanded, stretching into an oval tall and wide enough to encompass a
man’s body. The areawithin this peculiar space was opague, but tremulous, like abank of curdied
clouds suffused by moonlight. Simultaneoudly repelled and attracted by it, | neared it cautioudy, circling
al theway around it. It continued to hang motionless, itslower rim astep above the floor leve.

| thrust my dagger blade warily into its center. The point penetrated unimpeded, vanishing from sight asif
it were plunging into amilky liquid. I snatched back my blade. It gppeared unaffected, being neither
hotter, colder, nor wetter than before.

| suddenly redlized that | was il gripping the elder’ skey in my right hand. That strange drawing
sensation | had felt earlier resumed with even stronger intensity. Whatever lay within or beyond that oval
of light was attracting the key toward it. Driven to investigate this potential breach of security that could
threaten not only Krevone Castle but Alizon City itsdlf, | clasped my dagger firmly in my left hand, raised
my boot, and stepped into the oval.

Instantly, | was blinded, deafened, and stricken asif by winter’ siciest blasts. | was not physicaly
touched, yet my body seemed somehow twisted. Before | could cry out, my foot completed its step
back onto alevel stone surface, and my other senses returned.

But | was no longer in Krevond’slower chamber—this space was vagt, the wals extending out of sight
into dense shadows. To my dismay, there were other peoplein this chamber. Two of them held lanterns,
and by that yellow light and the white glare from the ova porta now behind me, | recognized Alizon's
direst enemies. gray robes, gray eyes, black har—male and femae Estcarpiansl Numbed and shaken by
my passage through thelight portdl, | was afflicted by aroaring in my earsand dimming sight. | tried to



speak, to raise my dagger to defend myself, but smothering darkness enveloped meand | felt mysdlf
fdling.

CHAPTER 5

Mereth—beginning her account requested for Lormt’ sarchives: eventsat Lormt (early 7th Day, Month of
the Ice Dragon)

M orfew himsdf has asked me to record my experiences, commencing with the extraordinary
occurrencein one of Lormt’ s cellars disclosed by the earthquake. | have thus set aside my private journa
to compose this report for the archives. In view of the cascading events that overwhelmed my persona
quest, dl of our collective energies have become engaged in amore urgent search, upon whose outcome
the present fates of whole lands may depend.

But my mind outraces my quill, and fingers stiffened by age require frequent warming at Morfew’s
brazier. Asany good trader strivesto preserve his accountsin order, so shal | begin properly at the
beginning of thisremarkabletale.

It was near the second week of the Month of the Ice Dragon, and | had resided at Lormt for only two
dayswhen | was abruptly jarred from deep asif by abattle shout. | kindled anight lantern, wrapped
myself in my warmest robe, and secured the padded felt dippers that Ouen had given me. The corridor
outsde my guest chamber appeared deserted. | heard no stirrings or sounds of distress. . . yet | felt
irresstibly drawn to descend the staircase and continue to seek more stairs leading farther downward. |
had no clear notion of the object of thissingular late-night excursion, but | pressed forward through the
empty passageways until | smultaneoudy spied the flicker of other lamps down an adjoining corridor,
and heard the muffled rasp of leather and fabric againgt stone.

Jonjaemerged ahead of me, closely followed by Duratan, Nolar, and Ouen. They were evidently as
surprised to see me as | wasto encounter them.

Duratan raised hislamp as| approached them. “Why are you wandering here at thishour?” he
demanded.

Fortunately, | aways kept ahand date and chalk in the pockets of all my robes. “I was awakened,” |
wrote, groping for the words to explain my presence. “1 found no one near my guest chamber, but | felt
obligated to descend and seek the cause of my disquiet.”

Jonjanodded, her face grim-set. “ Power is tirring, far benegth the settled levels of Lormt. Each of us
was a so roused from deep. We must hurry to determine the source of the disturbance. The Turning
exposed many storage areas below thislevel. | sense agrowing pulse of Power thence. Comel”

That earlier distortion of the earth had indeed twisted and tilted the stone paving blocks, aswell as
cracking some of the walls. We picked our way gingerly around and between the displaced stones aswe
continued our descent. Suddenly, agreat space opened around us. Our small lights were mere sparks
within achamber in which Captain Halbec could easily have moored histrading vessd, mastsand dl.

Nolar moved her head like ahound questing for an elusive scent. “ Can you not fed it?’ sheasked. “The
very ar istingling. Look! Over there, to the left!”



Before any of us could step forward, a gpot of opaescent light shimmered at eye level not ten paces
away. | stared at it, not knowing whether to advance or retreat. As | watched, the spot of light expanded
into amansized ovd. Duratan’ s free hand dropped to his belt. | was heartened to see him draw a
substantial, long-bladed forester’ s knife. Setting my lantern on thefloor, | grasped my staff in both hands.
If the need arose, | had not forgotten how to wield it as aweapon.

The ova’ smilky surface roiled as a booted foot emerged through it, followed by the remainder of atall
man’ s body. Nolar gasped audibly. Had | possessed avoice, | should havejoined her. Theintruder was
obvioudy an Alizonder soldier.

| had hoped never again to have to look upon those archenemies of our Dales. Ther distinguishing
features were seared into my memory—feral green eyes, short white-silver hair, hooked noses, teeth
sharp asthose of their own cursed hounds. From his high-sided boots to his blue-green tunic and
tight-fitting breeches, thiswas atypicd Alizonder soldier . . . and yet, on closer examination, perhaps not
just amere soldier. Asthe oval behind him contracted in Size, itslight flashed on adecorative gold chain
across his chest, and an ornate dagger clutched in hisleft hand. At the sight of us, his eyes widened with
aarm. He swayed unsteadily, gave a sudden strangled cry, and collapsed to the floor, just asthe
ghrinking light pot vanished.

Duratan wasthefirgt of usto move, knedling quickly to disarm the Alizonder. He snatched away the
dagger, tossing it out of reach, then removed severa other wegpons from the wide leather belt—a dart
gun, severa throwing knives, and some objects| could not recognize.

Without making a conscious decison, | found mysdf sooping next to Duratan to grasp the intruder’s
extended right hand. The Alizonder’ sfingers weretightly clenched around acold meta object—aheavy
key, | soon redlized, when | pried it loose. Theingtant it touched my flesh, it seemed to cleaveto my
hand. | was assailed by aburst of images flowing into my mind. In al my years of senang ownership ties
to objects, | had never experienced such an intense flood of concentrated information. | dropped from
my crouching position to St directly on thefloor, squeezing shut my eyesto try to control my
disorientation. Assoon as| could regain my breath, | opened my eyes, and thrust the key into my pocket
to hat itsmental intruson. Seizing my date, | hastened to writewhat | had learned.

Nolar had observed my preoccupation. Perhaps fearing that | had swooned, she kindly bent down to
brace her arm around my shoulders. When she saw that | was urgently writing, however, sheretrieved
my lantern and voiced my startling revelations. “1 sense from the key in his hand that thisenemy is
Kasarian of the Line of Krevond,” Nolar read from my date. “ By magica means he does not
understand, he has come here from the vaults benesth hisfamily’ s castle in Alizon City!”

The members of the Lormt party exclaimed, dl talking at once, but | could not focus on what they were
saying. My body was sheking asif with an ague. Violent, conflicting fedlings raced through my
mind—white-hot hatred for those evil Hounds who had ravaged our Daes, killing my beloved . . . but
aso equaly burning curiosity. What magic could convey aliving man so many leagues, and how could |
be able to sense identifying facts about my deadliest enemieswhen | knew only ahandful of wordsin the

Alizonian speech?

Ouen’sclear voice suddenly claimed my attention. “We must send for Morfew at once. When this
Alizonder recovers his senses, we shal likely require the aid of an Alizonian spesker.”

Nolar gently touched my shoulder. “If | cannot provide hedling assistance for you, | can go rouse
Morfew.”



“Pray do not be concerned for me,” | scribbled on my date. “1 am amazed rather than ailing.”
“Then| shall hasten to Morfew’s chamber,” Nolar said, taking one of the lanternsto light her way.

Jonja had been carefully examining the Alizonder’ sgear. Turning to me, she asked, “Can your gift of
ingghtful touch extract more information for us about this K asarian before he awakens? The greater our
knowledge of the threat he poses, the better.”

Duratan nodded in agreement. “ Perhaps his House badge or his baron’s chain may speak to you, lady,
for if I am not mistaken, thisman isawar baron or aland baron. His array of weapons argues the
former, while the quality of his gear suggeststhelatter.”

At my age, risng from astone floor consumes inordinate time and effort, so | Smply hitched my skirt and
crawled back to the senseless figure. His unlined face, relaxed in unconsciousness, seemed superficidly
vulnerable. | was struck by hisrelative youth—he could scarcely bethirty years of age. At least, | thought
grudgingly, this particular Alizonder was too young to have taken part in the invasion of the Dales.

| could not wholly disguise my reluctance as | reached out to touch the Alizonder’ stunic. | shunned the
hateful Hound’ s head badge on the right breast, and forced mysdlf to finger his House badge on the left, a
finely embroidered patch of three blue dartsworked in atriangular array against awhite background. The
instant resulting pressure of mental images made me recail, breaking contact. | took a deep bresth,
braced one hand on a paving stone, and grasped hisbaronia chainin my other hand.

| shut my eyes, stricken by clamoring images. It was asif | were persondly viewing agreet torch-lit
assembly of Alizonders. I knew it wasthe recent New Y ear’ s Presentation of Whelps, and the horrifying
figure who seemed to have ahound' s head was actualy the Lord Baron Norandor, wearing a ceremonial
mask. Another richly dressed baron arose from his knees before the Lord Baron' sthrone. . . hisname
came to me, Gurborian. When he drew back and turned, | was jolted to behold my betrotha jewe
suspended from his neck chain! | must have swooned at that point, for | was next aware of aflask of
wine being pressed to my lips, and Jonja svoice caling my name.

| gestured for my hand date. Jonjaread the words doud as swiftly as| could write them. “I have just
seen my betrotha jewe being worn by an Alizonder baron at their New Y ear’ s Assembly. Heisthe
Baron Gurborian of the Line Sired by Reptur, murderer of this man’ sfather, and his archenemy.”

Duratan’ s exclamation was lost in the genera astonished babble. | remained seeted on the stone floor,
trembling fromits physica chill aswell asmy sensing experience. Previoudy, my visonsof lost articlesor
placesto search for them had come to mein fragmentary dreams. | could not recal so vivid and coherent
an impression asthis, and certainly never before while | was awake.

Ouen began to spesk, but Jonjainterrupted. “Look!” she said sharply. “Our uninvited vistor isgtirring.”

“And feding for hiswegpons,” Duratan observed. “He will be disgppointed to find them missing.”

| reached for my staff, and with Jonja s assistance, roseto my feet. | did not wantto beat a
disadvantage to any Alizonder, whether he was armed or disarmed.



CHAPTER 6

Kasarian-his account requested for Lormt’ s archives, following his sudden transport to Lormt (7th Day,
Moon of the Knife/Month of the Ice Dragon)

M uffled voicesintruded into the darkness enfolding me. . . | could hear people talking, but their words
were unintelligible. As| became increasingly aware, | struggled to move my limbs. Hard, cold . . . stone
beneath me—why should | be lying on a stone floor? My left hand was empty—where was my dagger?|
felt for my throwing knives, but my belt |oops were stripped bare of all wegpons. Worse dill, theelder’s
key was no longer in my right hand. Had | been robbed aswell as disarmed? | strove to dedl with a
daunting rush to memories. | had stepped through that eldritch ova of light deep beneath Krevone
Cadtle, and by somefoul magic, | had evidently been spirited el sewhere. Estcarpian enemies—just
before the darkness had claimed me, | had seen Estcarpians.

| opened my eyes, and sat up cautioudly to survey my situation. | was indeed outnumbered by foes, but
so far, they had only disarmed me, not actively attacked me—nor had they stolen my baron’schain or
belt wallet. As soon as | moved, they had stopped speaking. The five of us sat—or stood—in silence,
peering tensely at one another. | wondered if more enemies could be lurking beyond the flickering, limited
lantern light. The portal through which | had come had disappeared, depriving us of its additiona
illumination.

This chamber was vast—distant walls and ceilings receded into impenetrable darkness. Unsettling as my
surroundings were, | was more immediately concerned with the presence of my adversaries. The four
figures before me were formidable: two males of Estcarp’ switchly Old Race, one Old Race female
garbed like the spell-casting hags of the Dales, and one other sartling femae. For aheart-stopping
ingtant, due to her properly white hair, pale eyes, and fair skin, | dmaost mistook her for an Alizonder, but
her obvious comradeship with these Witch folk and her inappropriate stance quickly altered my opinion.
Shewas grasping asturdy staff asif she knew how to widld it; quite impossible for an Alizonder femae.
When | stood up to attain a better vantage, she was the closest to me. Her hands betrayed her advanced
age. Why should an elderly female, clearly not an Estcarpian, join in company with Old Race fighters and

aspell-casting hag?

Although he bore no sword, the old male appeared to be the sire of the group. He gestured toward
some wooden benches nearby, and said in dowly, carefully-pronounced Estcarpian, “Let ussit down
and talk together peacefully.”

It had been sometime since | had heard the enemy’ s speech. A few of my fellow barons with scholarly
talents had learned the rudiments of Estcarpian in order to be able to question the rare live prisoners that
we seized within our borders, but | had not participated in an interrogation for severa years. | judged it
prudent at this point to conceal my understanding until | had a better assessment of my position. |
therefore feigned ignorance of hiswords, and countered in Alizonian, “May | betold wherel am and
who you are?’

The younger male held aservicegble knifein hisright hand, but he did not flourish it. His easy familiarity
with the wegpon and his erect bearing suggested soldierly experience. Furthermore, he limped when he
moved, asif maimed from aninjury to hisleft leg. Assoon as| spoke, he faced the old male, and said
impatiently, “ Surely Morfew has been roused by now! Asyou predicted, we do require his skill with

Alizonian speech.”

Morfew—the name amost caused meto betray mysalf, but | disguised my reaction by taking astep to



one sde. There had once been a certain noble Linein Alizon, before my sire’s Presentation. | had seen
its breeding lists among the baronid records, and the males’ names took that form. | was searching my
memory for the name of the Line Sire when aspark of light pricked the distant darkness.

Asthelight grew closer, | could see two dowly moving figures. An Old Race femde led theway,
carrying the lantern, which disclosed agarish birth stain across her face. | suppressed a shudder. We of
Alizon do not allow deformed whelpsto live. Far better for each Lineto breed only the strong and thefit.
Thefemale stretched back her free hand to steady athin, elderly man with long white hair. Surdly, |
thought, he could not be an Alizonder . . . but when he sat down on abench near to me, he peered at me
with pae blue eyes and addressed mein hdting Alizonian.

“Y ou have nothing to fear in this place, young man, he said. “Weintend you no harm. | am Morfew. . .

“Not of the Line Sired by Ternak!” | interrupted him, for the name had come to my mind.

Heblinked a me, rather like an owl disturbed from its daytime dumber. “My sirewas bred of that Line,
yes,” hereplied, “but it has been sixty years since | have received any word of our pack. Y ou will excuse
my rough speech—I am the sole Alizonder resident here, so my tongue' sfacility has declined from lack
of practice.”

“I must relate hard news of your Linefrom atime before my whelping,” | said. “The Line Sired by
Ternak has been considered dead these many years since the last known males perished in the blood
feud.”

Morfew grasped the edge of the bench, hisface drained of dl color. “Blood feud. . . .” he whispered,
then shook his head asif to clear it. “Wait. Matters concerning my pack can be discussed later. | must
convey your wordsto my friends. This man knows my family,” hetold the othersin Estcarpian. “He
bearsill tidings from long ago; they have been destroyed.”

“| sorrow that you must receive such dire word from the past,” the Old Race sire responded, “yet we
need to know now who this man is and for what purpose he has come here”

Morfew bowed his head for amoment, then stared straight at me. “Y ou wear abaron’schain,” he
noted. “Who sired your Line? Why have you cometo us?’

| thought quickly. All the extensive Ternak lands had been seized by the Lord Baron of that day. Half
had been awarded to the survivors of the blood feud, but it could be possible that this old baron might
mount avdid clam for hisland rights. It was advisable to speak him fair. | saluted him properly, touching
first my Hound badge, then my Line badge. “1 hail you, Morfew, reveded restored Baron of the Line
Sired by Ternak. | am Kasarian, of the Line Sired by Krevonel. | know not how | come to stand before
you in this strange place. | stepped through a curious portal in Alizon, and must assumethat | have been
ddlivered here by magic. Isthis place near to our common border?’

Morfew held up arestraining hand. “Y ou have indeed been transported a greet distance, young man.
These vaultslie benegth the citade of Lormt, far to Alizon’s south.”

| could not believe him. | had of course heard of Lormt. In Alizon, it was dismissed as an isolated
Estcarpian castle not worth assaulting, a distant gathering place for usaless, doddering scholars who
scrabbled among dusty writings. Even Estcarp’ s Witches scorned the old maleswho laired at Lormt. |
had certainly never expected to travel thither.



The soldierly Estcarpian sheathed his knife and stooped to pick up alantern. “Can we not find amore
comfortable place than thisfor our conversation?” he asked theold sire.

Morfew rose dowly from his bench. “By al means” he agreed fervently. “My bones do not find these
cdlarshospitable” Turning to me, he added in Alizonian, “ Come adong, young man. Let usseek a
warmer, softer placeto sit and talk.”

| noticed that they arranged for meto walk in their midg, for the spell-casting hag beckoned for meto
follow her, and the soldierly mae waked closdy behind me.

Aswe picked our way around and over cracked and displaced stonework, | wondered what
catastrophe had befdlen this place. The massive blocks and style of thejoinery implied an enormous
edifice above us, perhaps as old as my own castle. We passed through winding corridors and up many
gairs, then suddenly an icy wind gushed through an outer door as we emerged onto the snow-covered
stones of a night-shadowed courtyard.

Never had | beheld such a space enclosed by towered walls. Moonlight reflected on the snow reveded
severe damageto parts of the rectangular enclosure. Teeth chattering in the chill, | clasped my arms
tightly across my chest and glanced upward. | halted so abruptly that the soldier following behind collided
withme. “Thegard” | exclamed, jarred into speech. “ Beyond the walls—mountaing!”

Morfew touched my arm, evidently for reassurance. “ Thisis Lormt,” he said. “The skieshere are
somewhat different from those above Alizon City, and we are truly tucked away among the high pesks.
At least we have our cloaksto shield usfrom the wind. Hurry along—we have not much farther to go to
reach asheltered fire-side.”

A tall stone building reared before us, and the spell hag plunged into arecessed doorway at its base. We
climbed yet more stairs, then the hag opened a heavy door into a snug study lined with scroll-stacked
shelves. Knedling by the hearth, she coaxed afire from coas banked for the night.

Morfew settled himsalf on acushioned chair at the head of along table, and offered methe chair to his
left. The soldier withdrew briefly, then returned with atray of pewter goblets and aflask of ae, which he
poured into a pannikin to warm over thefire. | |et the others Sip their brew before | tasted my portion. |
had noticed that the goblet | chose was empty before the pouring; it seemed unlikely that they would try
to poison me at this juncture. Morfew must have observed my brief hesitation, for he smiled and said,
“We keep no poisons here, only old documents.”

The soldier drew aleather bag from hisbelt and spilled from it a scattering of crystals upon the table
surface. At the sametime, the spell hag placed in front of her acarved wooden board ornamented with
red, black, and gold markings.

| felt the hair rise on the back of my neck. Was| to be subjected to Estcarpian magic?“Morfew,” |
demanded, “What meansthis display?’

“Do not be disturbed,” he replied in asoothing tone. “ My friends are merely testing whether any Power
of the Dark presently threatensus.” Morfew repeated hisremark in Estcarpian.

The soldier frowned as he scooped up his crystals and tossed them a second time. “I see no taint of the
Dark about him,” he said, glancing dubioudly at me. “ There are, however, strong indications of pending
danger.”



“My rune-board confirmsyour crystas,” said the spell hag, as she returned the wooden strip to her belt
fagening.

Stung by their remarks, | held my tongue until Morfew had repested their wordsin Alizonian, then |
asserted, “My Line has ever rgjected any resort to magework. What taint of the Dark do you have
reason to associate with me?’

| paused, struck by atantalizing thought. Could it be possible that these folk might oppose Gurborian’s
plotting? If they reviled Dark magic, would they not despise any Escorian dliance proposed by Alizon? |
decided to take acaculated risk. “How stand you anent any traffic with the Dark Ones of Escore?’ |
inquired. “In my studies of ancient lore, | have read that Estcarp once warred mightily with those from the
eadt, but we have heard naught further in Alizon for many years. Isthere still enmity between Estcarp’s
rulers and Escore’ s mages?’

Morfew seemed intrigued. “What a curious question,” he observed. After he had relayed my wordsto
the others, heresumed in Alizonian. “As| try to recal how matterswere viewed in Alizon, my counter
question to you would be, “Why do you ask that? On which sde does your interest lie? But pray contain
your reply for amoment, for | perceive an opportunity to explain to you our somewhat different ways of
thinking here at Lormt. More than fifty years ago, | was prevented from pursuing knowledgein Alizon, so
| journeyed here, where dl scholars are welcometo reside.

“Y ou must understand, young man, that Lormt has no rulerslike Alizon's Lord Baron and his Baronid
Council. Asacommunity of scholars, our sole purposeisto seek and organize lost lore from the past.
The Council of Estcarp’s Witches scorns us for our predominant maleness, but tends chiefly to ignore us.
Wethusrardy affect one another—till, two years ago we suffered from their great Turning of the land,
which caused the damage you observed to our walls and foundations. For our part, we prefer to be |eft
undisturbed, each of usworking as he chooses.

“Asfor Escore,” Morfew continued, “we have had scant word of it until relatively recent years, when
some of the Old Race have ventured there. Puissant powers il abidein that land, some pledging
homage to the Light, but others serving the Dark. | am certain that | speak for Ouen, our chief scholar
(he gestured at the old sire), when | say that Lormt stands firmly for the Light.”

The others around the table hearkened closdly to histrandation, their expressons grave.

“But would you fight againgt Escore’ s Dark mages?’ | persisted. “Would you defend this place against
them?’

Appearing darmed, Morfew repested my questions. The soldierly Estcarpian frowned a me, and
snapped, “Do you warn us or threaten us?’

A sudden loud thump made usall start in our chairs. The white-haired old female had pounded her staff
on the floor. She appeared to be unable to speak—yet another maimed foel—since she scribbled on a
date and handed it to the old Sire so that he could voice her message. “ Enough questions,” he read aoud.
“Answers must now be offered.”

CHAPTER 7



Mereth—eventsat Lormt (early 7th Day, Month of the Ice Dragorn/ Moon of the Knife)

A swe plodded back toward Lormt’s upper levels, | 1abored under adouble burden: the physical
exertion of retracing our way through al those corridors and staircases, added to the interna exertion of
controlling my seething fedings. | could scarcely suppress my sense of dread and revulsion a being within
actua touching distance of an Alizonder.

It was true that Morfew was aso of that cursed race, but from the moment | had met him, | discerned
that his spirit was distinctly different from those of his rapacious countrymen. Like Dame Gwersa,
Morfew was atrue scholar. In recent years, he had been immersed in kinship studies. A quantity of
documents had been sent to Lormt from the collection of Ostbor, an elderly Estcarpian famed for his
kinship knowledge, who had died some months before the Turning. The lady Nolar had been Ostbor’'s
student, Morfew told me, and upon her settling at Lormt, she had assisted him grestly in bringing some
order to her former master’ s scrolls. Vast quantities of additiona kinship records had been disclosed
when Lormt’ s hidden cellars were reveded by the Turning. | had just begun to work with Morfew and
Nolar on that section of Lormt’ s archives dedling with the Dales when this genuinely threatening
Alizonder shattered our peace.

| told mysdlf that thisyoung Alizonder baron could have been no more than achild at the time of the
invasion. It was unreasonable of meto hold Kasarian personally responsible for the injuriesthat | and
other Daesfolk had suffered . . . and yet he was an Alizonder baron, and thus represented our direst
foes. Countering my aversion was my burning curiosity. Hehad to know something about my betrotha
jewd, for it was by hisremembered vision that | had seen it worn by hisfamily’senemy. | redlized thet |
would have to curb my natural loathing and seek to learn more from Kasarian of Krevone . . . if he, in
turn, would deign to talk to me.

We settled ourselves at last in Ouen’ s study, where Duratan served us amost wel come measure of
warmed de. Kasarian markedly refrained from tasting his share until after we had sampled ours.

Duratan’ s and Jonja s employment of their magical foreseeing tools evoked aforceful regection by
Kasarian for any form of what he branded “ magework.” After a pause to deliberate, he pressed usto
state whether Lormt would defend itself againgt the Dark mages, who were rumored to hold parts of
Escore, the magic-haunted land beyond the mountains bordering Estcarp to the east.

When Duratan sharply demanded whether the baron was warning us or threatening us, | judged that it
wastimeto interrupt before anger—however wdll-justified—flared into actud violence. | thumped my
gaff on the floor, and was gratified when al eyesimmediately focused on me. Ouen read doud my
message: “ Enough questions. Answers must be offered.”

An impish amile brightened Morfew’ sface. “Dear lady,” he began, “how helpful of you to direct usto an
essentia point. Each sdein this discussion possesses information desired by the other. Young man ... .
Morfew peered keenly at the Alizonder and asked in Estcarpian, “Am | not correct in believing that you
can understand most of what we say? The time required for our exchanges could be halved if | did not
have to repest every statement in both tongues.”

The Alizonder smiled—an unpleasant grimace, disclosing his hound-sharp teeth. “Y ou said your
Alizonian was dack from disuse,” he responded in hating but intdligible Estcarpian. “I aso find my
Estcarpian smilarly rust-bound. If you would spesk dowly and assst measneeded. . . "

“I thought as much,” said Morfew. “Let ustry, then, to be as smple and clear aswe can, for al our



sakes. Since you have given us your name, you should know the names of my colleagues. Thisis Ouen,
our chief scholar, as| just mentioned. Next to him is Duratan, aformer Borderer and now our able
chronicler; hislady wife Nolar, hedler and scholar; Jonja, our resident Wise Woman; and Mereth, who
has recently voyaged here from the Daes to pursue kinship queries.”

The Alizonder gazed intently at each of usin turn, then made agraceful gesture, touching his House
badge. “1 am honored to speak in such acompany,” he said.

“These are troubling questions about Escore,” mused Ouen. “Morfew, did you not sometime ago
examine our archives seeking information concerning Escore?’

“So| did, Master Ouen.” The old scholar rubbed his hands together, a habit he indulged, | had noticed,
whenever he saw an opportunity to share the fruits of hisinquiries. “ Kemoc Tregarth came herefive
years ago to search for lore about the east. In assisting him, | discovered that a thousand years before,
the virulent Dark forcesin Escore overpowered those of the Light. Asthey fled for their lives, the
remnant of the Light'sforces worked a great magic spell to raiseawal of mountainsto impede dl further
accessto Escore. At the sametime, they set ablock in the minds of the Old Race to prevent any thought
of the eastern direction. From those displaced Old Race folk arose the Witches of Estcarp. Only since
the recent Turning of the earth—a Second Turning, one might say—has the Old Race again become able
to think of or indeed travel to the east.”

Morfew paused to reflect, then resumed, 1 can recall only one incident regarding encounters with
Escorian magesin Estcarp. Immediately after the Turning, when traveling far to the southwest, Nolar was
captured by aDark mage released by those very earthquakes from abinding spell set upon him at the
time of the First Turning. Fortunately, that single, dangerous echo from ancient Escore was banished by
the assistance of aWitch and certain localized powers. Y our questions, however, imply some present
thresat. Do you bring uswarning of evil stirring even now in Escore?”

Kasarian had listened intently, Sitting motionless except for the fingers of hisright hand, which
rhythmically turned his gold signet ring. When Morfew posed his question, Kasarian spread both hands
flat on thetable. Hisfingerswerelong and supple, and | had observed from walking behind him how
quickly and surely he moved. | suspected he would be a deadly opponent with sword or knife.

“I can tell you no names of Escore smages,” he admitted frankly, “but | have reason to believe that
intense efforts are being made by a certain faction in Alizon to forge an dliance with such Dark forces.
The roots of thistreason stretch back to the time of the Kolder’ sinitial meddling. The dliancethat Lord
Baron Facdllian formed with the Kolder over twenty years ago was adisaster for Alizon. The Kolder
sought dominion over the Dales, but contrived to spend our fighters' blood to obtain their desire. After
inciting usto invade the Dales, they then abandoned us, failing to supply thevita aid they had promised.
Wl before the last of our invading Hounds were stranded across the sea and wiped out, it was apparent
that the war waslost. Lords Baron of Alizon do not lose wars and survive. Mallandor took the throne. . .

Kasarian broke off to refresh himsdf with more de. My thoughts were clamoring—it was aswell that |
had no voice, or | would have screamed at him. | clutched my staff until my knuckles ached. That he
should dismiss so coolly the torment that Alizon had inflicted upon our Dales! Andyet . . . | had never
before considered how Alizon must have reacted when their Kolder aliance had failed them so
miserably. With ther fighting ships and trade ships, the blessed Sulcar had harried Alizon's coast, and
intercepted the Alizonders ships, thus contributing to the Kolder’ sinability to supply the invaders.
Suddenly, | could understand why Alizon's verson of those frantic years would require excuses aswell
asrevenge for what they had to view as a sure victory snatched away from them. When Kasarian



resumed histae, | forced my fingersto relax their grip on my steff.

“Thereremained yet afew of the cursed Kolder in Alizon City,” Kasarian continued. “They bided their
time, strengthening their tieswith certain of our barons, and attempting to gain accessto Lord Baron
Madlandor’ s ear. Three years ago, the faction favoring the Kolder persuaded Mallandor that an energetic
effort must be made to bring new Kolder forcesto Alizon by means of a Gate to be opened by magic. It
was proposed that unguarded Witch pups could be brought from Estcarp to provide the Power needed
for the Kolder’s Gate spell.”

Jonjaseized her goblet so fiercely that | feared she would snap its stem. “We were told of that horrid
raid,” shesaid, her voice shaking. “It was an evil affront to al of Estcarp.”

Kasarian nodded camly. “I was opposed to the tactic from itsfirst suggestion,” he said. “Theill-advised
ploy faled disastroudy, as | had suspected it would, leaving dl of the Kolder dead. The Witchlings
escaped, fleeing back into Estcarp. Another faction, headed by Baron Gurborian, then argued that Alizon
should forget the Kolder and employ abold new strategy. Gurborian’s chief henchman, Gratch from
blighted Gorm, suggested that we could sweep away our enemies with ass stance from other and closer
sources. Through inquiries, he had identified certain lower-level magesin the mountains between Alizon
and Escore. Gurborian endorsed Gratch' s plan to seek alinkage with the Dark forces till to befound in
Escore. With the might of Escore’ s Dark mages employed on Alizon’ s behdf, he asserted that Alizon
could occupy al of the lands west of the mountains—Estcarp, Karsten, asfar south as we cared to
extend.”

“And just what would these Dark mages of Escore gain from such an dliance with Alizon?’ asked
Morfew, his hands clenched into figts.

“They would, of course, be proclaimed fully sovereign in dl lands east of the mountains,” Kasarian
replied.

Ouen emitted amuffled snort. “Presumably they already consider themsalves sovereign in those areas
they control,” he gtated. “ Other folk also share those lands to the east. | cannot believe that the Dark
mages tremblefor fear that their scattered fiefdoms are at any risk from western invasion acrossthe
mountains. As you describe Gurborian’s plan, the Dark mages would gain only agilding of words upon
the dready existing order of rule.”

“Yet | perceive one factor to bear in mind,” Morfew observed thoughtfully. “ Such an aliance for Escore,
should it result in the destruction of Estcarp, could be seen asagratifying, if overly long-delayed revenge
of sorts upon the Old Race for the ancient affront of the First Turning.”

| had been watching Duratan, whose stern expression had grown more severe throughout the discussion.
“Let uscongder another question for amoment,” he said in adisarmingly mild tone. “Why should a
baron of Alizon openly disclosethis previoudy unsuspected threet to Estcarp? Surdly Alizon would
rgoicein Estcarp’ sfal, not choose to warn usin advance of any dire peril.”

Each one of us around the table regarded Kasarian warily aswe awaited his explanation.

CHAPTER 8



Kasarian—events a Lormt (7th Day, Moon of the Knife /Month of the Ice Dragon)

| found this confrontation with enemies who might possibly be manipulated into temporarily useful alies
to be as exhilarating asa hunt at full gallop after the split-tusked boar . . . yet | waskeenly awarethat |
was treading upon asword’ s edge. Congtant vigilance was imperétive, even if the enemy of one' senemy
did necessarily share some common aims. Theinterests of one' sLineand of Alizon itsdf had awaysto
be foremost in crafting any would-be dliance.

| reasoned that these scholars at Lormt might well possessinformation about Escorethat | could useto
counter Gurborian's efforts. It would not be advisable, however, to reved to them that Gurborian was
plotting to overthrow Lord Baron Norandor. That was purely an internal Alizonian matter, potentialy
hurtful should Alizon’senemieslearn of it prematurely, and turn it to their advantage.

| therefore chose my words with extreme care, emphasizing the potential danger to Estcarp should
Gurborian' sfaction forge an aignment with Escore’ s Dark mages. The Lormt folk swiftly grasped the
implications, | thought, but Duratan, their soldier, inquired why |, a presumed enemy, should warn themin
advance? It was a clever question, doubtless intended to expose my motives. Fortunately, | had aready
answer, doubly impressive because it was both plausible and true.

“If Alizon must fight for territory,” 1 told him, “it should be with our own strength. Alizon’ s baronswho
hold to the methods proved successful in the past have dways shunned magic, whether it was wielded by
Escorians or Kolder. | assure you that the Line Sired by Krevonel has consistently opposed any reliance
upon magic. This notion of Gurborian’ sthat Estcarp’ s Witch magic can be defeated by Escore’ s Dark
magic is yet another falseidea, worse even than our previous recourse to the Kolder’ s magic. What
benefitsdid Alizon ever gain from the Kolder? My three e der littermateswere dl dain in the war with the
Ddes. Alizon gained nothing from that K older-inspired daughter except some few baubles wrested from
the Dales at adeplorable cost, and rivalries among the survivors for inherited baronies”

Another volley of thumps from the old femal€ s saff interrupted me. Shewrote furioudy on her date,

and pushed it across the table to Morfew. “Y ou say some baubles were taken from the Dales,” Morfew
read aloud. “Have you ever seen or heard of one particular jewel—an egg-sized, blue-gray sone set asa
pendant on asilver chain?

Bemused, yet startled, | thought that they could refer to only the one such stone. “Baron Gurborian was
awarded ajewd of that description,” | replied cautioudy. “It had been sent back from the Dalesearly in
the invasion, and was considered to be one of the few prime treasures of the campaign.”

Although the Lormt folk’ s expressions were guarded, | could see that they were keenly interested. Why
should they care about old booty from the Dales. . . unless the mute female might assert some property
dam?

Sheretrieved her date and wrote afurther message. “ That pendant belonged to my family,” Morfew
read aloud. “1 have reason to believe that the stone may be an object of Power. Is Baron Gurborian
aware of the nature of his prize?’

| was taken aback. The only stones of Power known to us were those cursed jewelswielded by
Estcarp’ s Witche. If Gurborian’s stone was concerned with magic, that would explain the peculiar
weskness that afflicted me during and after the Baronial Assembly, when | had been in the same chamber
withit. . . possbly even the dreamsthat assailed me later that same night. But Gurborian appeared
totally unaffected, and he had been wearing the frightful object.



“No,” | told them honestly, “I do not think that Gurborian at al suspects that he possesses more than a
merejewd. Weof Alizonarenot . . . familiar with magica objects, and would not likely recognize that
aspect unlessit wasreveded to us”

Morfew gtirred uneasily in hischair. “If Baron Gurborian should meet with any Escorian mageswhile
wearing the pendant,” hefretted, “they would immediately sense the true nature of the stone.”

| dapped my hand on the table to emphasize my words. “ All the greater cause,” | asserted, “to prevent
Gurborian and hisfaction from arranging any such meeting. | do not know how this particular stone of
Power might be wielded, but surdly it would be vastly more perilousin the hands of Dark mages. |
confide to you now my deepest fear, rendered more harrowing by thisword anent Gurborian'sjewd:
once the Dark mages of Escore have been enticed to cross the mountains, will they chooseto retire
voluntarily again behind that barrier as before? What shdl Alizon do if Escore s magic crushes Estcarp
and isthen directed againgt us?’ The Lormt folk made no immediate comment, but | detected evidence
of dismay in their frozen demeanor.

“I have heard this place called ‘ Lormt of the Foolish Scholars,” ” | persisted, “yet now that | behold you,
| see no fools among you. It may be that lore preserved here could help me frustrate Gurborian’ s efforts.
Y our land and mine have long considered one another enemies, yet | say to you, both Estcarp and Alizon
must now beware of what may fall upon usfrom the east. Can we not work together to resist thisthreat?
Will you help me search your archivesfor lore | can use againgt Gurborian?’

Although I had disturbed them, the Lormt folk showed commendable restraint. | had wondered whether
the two females might cower or weep, but both preserved outward calm.

Theold sire, Ouen, roseto hisfeet, and | also stood, aong with the others. “Y ou have given us many
grave mattersto ponder,” Ouen said to me. “Y our questions are too vital to be answered in haste. Let us
al retire now to think, and to deep. We shall confer again on the morrow.”

The Wise Woman motioned brusquely toward the door. “1 shall conduct you to aguest chamber
nearby,” shesaid.

Asl followed her, | noticed that the party remained standing. No doubt they intended to talk further
after | had departed. | was not offended, for | should have done the same had we been in Alizon, our
rolesreversed. | turned at the door. “Y ou honor me with your courteous attentions,” | said. “May these
night hours bring us wisdom.”

Tomy surprise, Morfew smiled. 1 have not heard that admonition sincel wasapup!” he exclaimed,
then he shook his head, his somber air restored. “I hope on the morrow, Kasarian, that we may have
time to discuss those past events concerning my pack. It has been an equally long time,” he added, “since
| have heard the words * blood feud.” ”

| bowed, and touched my Line badge to him. The Wise Woman closed the door behind us.

CHAPTER 9

Mereth—events at Lormt (7th Day, Month of the Ice Dragon Moon of the Knife)



W hen Ouen bade usto retire, | struggled to my feet, my mind regling. The thought that my betrothal
jewel might be within the grasp of Escore’ s Dark mages somehow chilled the very marrow of my bones.
| felt dmost asif Kasarian had dapped my faceinstead of the table when he exhorted usto prevent
Gurborian from meeting with the Escorian mages. 1 knew within myself that we could spare no effort to
thwart Gurborian and his henchman; the ssone mustnot be lost to the Dark! | had remained standing,
heedless of the quiet talk among the others at the table. Nolar took my arm and urged meto sit down.

Quite soon, Jonjareturned, announcing that K asarian was settled in his guest chamber.

Duratan shook his head ruefully. “1 seldom fed that Lormt lacks proper accommodations for any guest,”
he said, “but thisnight, | would prefer astrong lock on our visiting baron’s door, and itskey in my hand.”

“If Kasarian attempts to skulk about in the dark,” Nolar commented with asmile, “heismorelikely to
fal down the stairs or becomeirretrievably lost.”

“I did warn him about the stairs,” said Jonjabriskly. “And | made sure his candle was ashort one. | do
not think hewill go far thisnight.”

“Nor shdl we.” Ouen’stonewas grim. “Let us confer briefly before we part. What are we to make of
Kasarian' sunsattling warnings?’

Duratan stared into his goblet. “ How can we dare to believe anything we are told by abaron of Alizon?’
he asked. “ Their words are notorioudy untrustworthy, and they frequently poison their own family
members to advance their postions.”

| tapped my staff on the floor, and offered my date. Morfew read doud my words. “Y ou are wise to be
wary. We of the Dales have endured bitter experience of the Alizonders. They areacrud, devious, and
treacherousfolk . . . yet we must scrutinize every word of Kasarian' sto determine which if any of them
might be true. The threat he describesistoo seriousto beignored.”

Morfew drummed hisfingers on thetable. “1 have been casting my thoughts far back to my daysin
Alizon,” he said. “Some of the noble Lines have preserved more of what you Estcarpianswould term a
sense of honor than have others. As| recal, Krevond was one such Line, athough much reduced in
numbers over the years by battle deaths and murders. | can speak only of the previous generations—this
Kasarian isunknown to me, nor do | know hissre' sname asyet, but | shall ask him on the morrow
when we speak together.”

Ouen nodded his approval. “We are indeed fortunate, old friend, that you reside among us. Kasarian
may well tell you more privately than heiswilling to disclosein our presence.”

“He may dready have said too much to us,” Duratan suggested. “ His greet fear that Escore’ s Dark
mages, triumphant over Estcarp, might then turn to rend Alizon represents only one of the possible
outcomes of agreat clash of magics. We would do well to foresee and evauate a different outcome: if
Escore’ s Dark mages and our Witches should battle to mutua ruin, would not Alizon then beleft to
capture and hold dl three lands?’

“From my knowledge of Alizon,” said Morfew, “I perceive another related point. It islikely that
Kasarian aso belongsto afaction of barons. Just as Gurborian’sfaction issaid to be pressing for an
aliance with Escore' s Dark mages, so too may Kasarian’ sfaction be waiting to take advantage of any
mistakes or reverses. Their god may bethe very saizure of any lands | eft vulnerable should the primary
opponents dispose of one another.”



| handed my dateto Morfew. “I do not believe,” he read my words, “that Estcarp can dismiss
Kasarian’ swarning, however suspect he may be asits bearer. | must convey to you my intense
conviction that the stone of Power mustnot be acquired by any forces serving the Dark!”

Both Jonjaand Nolar leaned forward. The Wise Woman spokefirgt, her voice strained. “I know what
mighty deeds can be wrought with Witch Jewes,” she said. “ An unknown crysta of the Size you
describe, should it be imbued with Power, might be capable of loosing ruin on ascale that would make
the damage of the Turning seem ingignificant.”

“Itistrue,” Nolar declared, “that some stones of Power can be misused for ill. The Stone of Konnard
was meant to aid in hedling, yet the Escorian Dark mage Tull twisted itsforce to produce hideous
results.” She broke off for amoment, unable to continue. Duratan took her hand without aword. She
gmiled gratefully at him. “My memories of that awful time il revive past hurts. We learned then that a
Dark mage could wrest vileness from an otherwise beneficia object. Had not our Witch stood forth with
her jewd, great lasting evil would have been done. Asit was, Tull was destroyed, and his effect upon the
Stone of Konnard was totally expunged.” Nolar looked a me. “If your jewel had been wielded by forces
of theLight,” she said earnestly, “then it would likely resst being subverted. Certainly, you were not
tainted by your association with it, or the crystals and runeboard would have discerned it.”

“But a Dark mage with sufficient Power might also be able to corrupt such astone,” Ouen warned. “|
believe that we must endorse Kasarian' s proposal to thwart Gurborian’ s aliance with Escore’ s Dark

mages”

“How canwein Lormt possibly affect the maneuverings of aprimary baronin Alizon?” demanded
Duratan.

| passed my date back to Morfew, who read for me, “ Should there be sufficient lore in your archives
concerning Escore’ s Dark mages, perhaps we could use such in crafting aplan.”

AsMorfew returned my date, he observed, “Kasarian has to be our source for current knowledge
about affairsin Alizon. My task isto search the archives anent Escore, and | intend to begin &t first light .
.. or possibly afew hourslater.”

When Ouen again stood up to dismiss as, histone was decisive. “We must be dert and probe for
Kasarian' strue motives. Morfew, we rely upon you to draw him out as best you can. We shal meet here
on the morrow and devise ajoint plan. For the sake of Lormt—for the sake of Estcarp, we must
determine how to meet this challenge. May we be guided by the Light!”

CHAPTER 10
Kasarian—events a Lormt (7th & 8th Days, Moon of the Knife)

A s s00n as the Wise Woman withdrew from my guest chamber, | stepped quietly to the door to listen. |
could not believe the absence of any lock—the door had asimplelatch to hold it shut, but no lock, no
key, no meansto bar it from without or within. My initia reaction was scorn that Lormt’ s security should
be so woefully lacking . . . then | was struck by a colder, second thought. In a place inhabited by
Witchfolk, locks would be unnecessary. The Estcarpians cursed Witch powerswould allow them to set



binding spells on any enemies (such as|) within their wals. | snatched back my hand from the door and
retreated to St upon the narrow bed. The Witchfolk might aso be able to spy upon me unnaturaly, so |
must be constantly circumspect. After blowing out the single candleleft on ashdlf beside the bed, |
unbuckled my wegponless belt, removed my boots, and lay down.

| did not think that my thoughts could be discerned without my being aware of such ensorcdlment. Silent
meditation in the dark, | reasoned, should be safe from observation or intrusion. | reviewed my
impressions of my potentid aliesin order to gppraise my chances of influencing their decisons, aswell as
to assess the dangers each posed to me.

Their soldier Duratan had not troubled to concedl hisanimosity toward me. | respected hisfighting
experience, but could not immediately judge the Significance of his crystal tossing. Morfew had declared
its purpose was to detect any taint by the Dark. How much more information could the peculiar exercise
provide? Estcarp’ s Witches were dways female; males were not supposed to possess magical powers.
The sole exception known to usin Alizon was the terrible Simon Tregarth, who was said to have come
through a Gate from elsawhere. His three whelps bred by a Witch of Estcarp were dso magic-wielders
of sorts, dthough fragmentary accounts that reached Alizon held that the female of the three had fled from
Witch training, by the aid of her littermates. Alizon preferred to have no dealings with the Tregarth pack,
their Sre and dam having severdy interfered with our aimsin the war with the Dales. | resolved to learn
more from Morfew concerning the nature and extent of this Duratan’ s magical taents.

| next considered Duratan’ s mate, the disfigured Nolar. Was she atrue Witch? She admitted
accompanying aWitch on the southwesterly journey that had brought about the destruction of a Dark
mage. That was daunting news. . . yet | had to smile, lying therein the darkness. What would Gurborian
say if he knew that one or more Witches had already vanquished a Dark mage from ancient Escore? My
ironic amusement was short-lived. If this Nolar was aWitch of such puissance, | must be doubly wary of
her.

| was suspicious aswell of the Wise Woman. Although such femaeslacked the raw Power of Witches,
they nevertheesswidded certain noxious magics. Wise Women in the Daes had severa times during the
war induced our captured Hounds to babble, to Alizon’ s sore disadvantage. We had therefore ordered
our Houndsto dlit the throats of any wounded who might fall into the Wise Women' s clutches—thus
perished my lagt littermate.

Thethird female, the mute Mereth, had cometo Lormt from the Dales. | could fed her haired as plainly
asif it were ablazing firebrand—yet she had not openly reviled mein her written messages to the group.

| could not understand her appearance. No Dalesfolk had such eyes, skin, or hair. She must possess
Alizonder blood, unheard of for a Daesfemale outside our breeding control. She could not have been
whelped in Alizon asamute, or she would have been killed at once. Perhaps she had been silenced in
later years. Might she also be magi c-tainted? She unsettled me for too many reasons. | had to learn more
about her.

AsLormt’s chief scholar, Ouen seemed to bein charge, but Morfew had said there was no ruling
council. The others deferred to Ouen asto asire. Although | could, | thought, dismisshim as a potentia
fighter, he was of the Old Race and therefore dangerous. In this strange place, he, too, might command
Witch powers.

And then there was Morfew. In the past, the Line Sired by Ternak had held influentia positionsin
Alizon. Why would Morfew exile himsdlf far away among enemies? Asanoble Alizonder, he had to have
deeper motives than the pursuit of powerlesslearning. Possibly | could gain his confidence to the point
that he might disclose to me histrue reasonsfor residing at Lormit.



From hislong yearsa Lormt, Morfew could dso enlighten mein the ways of these formidable
Edtcarpians. It was vital that | persuade them to allow me—indeed, actively assst mein searching
Lormt’sarchivesfor any hint of Escorian weaknesses.

The lack of available time deeply distressed me. Even now, Gurborian and Gratch were striving to locate
Dark mages. My work here a Lormt had to be swiftly productive if | were to have any active chanceto
hinder them.

A chilling thought occurred to me. Eveniif | should find useful information at Lormt, how could | returnto
Alizonintimeto apply it? There was also a secondary consideration: would the Estcarpians permit meto
leave? Might they not hold me as prisoner or hostage, demanding ransom from my Line? | decided that
potentid difficulty was less worrisome than my primary predicament. My sole meansfor presumably
immediatetravel back to Alizon lay through the terrifying passageway in Lormt'scdlar . . . if indeed the
magic spdll that animated it remained in force. Would the porta beneath Krevond Castle accept my
return, or wasits spell set to ddliver only from Alizon to Lormt and not in the opposite direction? | could
not know until | dared the attempt, provided the Lormt folk would alow me accessto their cdllar.

| twisted on the bed as | grappled with the many aspects of my plight. At theroot of al the questions
clamoring for answers lurked atruly gnawing fear. The very existence of an entryway between Estcarp
and Krevonel Castle congtituted a peril equal to that posed by the Escorian Dark mages. What if awhole
troop of Estcarpian warriors—or far worse, acompany of Witches—choseto invade Alizon through that
portal, assuming that the spell permitted such atrangt? In al of Alizon, | wasthe only oneto know of this
potentialy fatal breach in our closaly guarded borders. There was no way to warn the Lord Baron
except by persondly daring the portal again . . . and what could Alizon do to defend itsalf? If we sedled
off the chamber beneath Krevond Castle, might there not be other equally unsuspected horrors poised to
openin ill other Stes?

Apprehensive and frustrated by my crippling lack of sufficient knowledge, | fell into afitful but dreamless
deep.

Early the next morning, Morfew sent adightly lesselderly scholar (still decrepit to my eyes) to fetch me
to him. He directed me across the courtyard to the second, lower stone building near the gates.

Morfew greeted mefairly, and offered smple fare to break our fast—grud, barley bread, butter, honey,
cheese, and de or cold water to drink.

“I must confess,” Morfew confided as he spread butter on abread crugt, “even after dl these years at
Lormt, | do sometimes miss Alizon’s succulent meats.” He shut his eyes, and smiled as he recited, “ Roast
boar, moorhen, haunch of deer, rabbitin pastry . . . ah, well, an old scholar scarcely requires suchrich
viands. The puddings, though, did linger swesetly on the tongue.”

| saw my opportunity to seek answersto some of my jostling questions. “1 commend the quality of your
honey,” 1 began. “ Ours has been bitter of late. Tell me, if you will, why you first cameto Lormt, and why
you stayed? Asone of Ternak’sLine, surely, when young, you had firm expectations of advancement?’

Morfew waved his butter knife dismissively. “Although | was an eder whelp,” he said with awry amile,
“I was not suited to assume the barony. Kin lists and ancient lore had dways interested me far more than
hunting or contending with the other whel ps for advancement. By grest fortune, | chanced to hear of
Lormt from amerchant who dedlt in scrolls. | set out from Alizon City when | wastwenty, and | have
never thought of returning. | sought my way to Lormt for nearly ten years, but as soon as| entered these



gates, | knew that | had found my true home.” His smilefaded, and he sighed. “Y ou said last night that
my Line had been destroyed in a blood feud. How camethat to be?’

“Mosgt of the deaths occurred almost thirty years before | waswhelped,” | replied. “ Our Sre related the
taleto my dder littermates, who subsequently passed it to me. Shortly before our sirewasto be
Presented .. .”

“Forgive my interruption,” said Morfew. “1 recall only some of the famed sires of Krevond. Whichis
your Sre?’

“I am honored to be sired by Ordian of that Line,” | said, touching my Line badge. “| was afosterling
far away from Alizon City when Gurborian ordered my sire€ smurder. It was over fifty years ago when
the blood feud between your Line and the Line Sired by Pagurian reached its climax. As blood feuds go,
that one was unusualy bitter—I gather that a number of pack aliances had been obstructed by
kidnappings and poisonings. Pagurian’ sforces findly surrounded Ternak’ smain hunting lodge, and st it
afirewhileitssrewaswithin, Talfew by name. .. ”

“My sire,” murmured Morfew, his hands clenched on the scrubbed boards of the table.

“I condolewith you,” | said formdly, “as| must dso condole for the two male whelpswho werekilled in
thefiredong with Baron Tafew.”

Morfew’ s voicetrailed off to amere whisper. “My only littermates—I had wondered over the years
how they had fared.”

“Youwill begratified to hear that the surviving members of your pack attacked Pagurian’s camp.
Unfortunately for your Line, they weredl killed in the fighting. The Lord Baron of that day decreed that
too many of both Lines had died—indeed, no maeswere thought to be left to Ternak’ s Line—so he
declared the blood feud nullified. He appropriated half of the Ternak lands, and bestowed the other half
upon Pagurian’ s survivors—whose case,” | hastened to add, “was persuasive. Most of the ruling baron’s
hound packhad been poisoned, dong with his mate, and the linkage to Ternak’ s officia poisoner was
Clear.”

“I remember those of my pack from my early daysonly,” mused Morfew. “ Sixty yearsisalong timeto
be away. My lifeis now totally rooted here. Thefolk of Lormt have become closer to me than those of
my own pack ever were.”

| was taken aback. “Then you will not present your valid claim for Ternak’ slands?’ | asked.

Morfew shook his head. “No, young man. | think too much blood has already been shed over that land.
| have nointerest iniit, or in whoever may now hold it. Let it lie where it was bestowed those long years
ago. But we have ddlied discussing these private pack matters—give meyour arm, if you will, and let us
hasten to Ouen’ s study to confer with the others. | must tell you that | have already separated out some
of the scrolls | once studied concerning the First Turning. Can you read the ancient scripts of Estcarp?’

“If they differ from what | have mastered,” | replied, “I shall apply mysdf to learn them. Gurborian will
not wait for us. He will be progressing with his schemes, and we must stop him.”



CHAPTER 11
Mereth—events at Lormt (7th, 8th, & 10th Days, Month of the Ice Dragon)

D uring the few remaining hours of that night, | doubt that any of usfound easein deep. | lay down, but
my troubled thoughts denied merest. Although | wasfar removed in time and distance from the torments
of theDades war, | found it till painful to contemplate the necessity of asssting, even working in the
same room with an Alizonder baron. Y et if the warning that Kasarian had voiced wastrue, Estcarp lay in
deadly peril. Should Estcarp fall, we of the Dales could not expect the mere expanse of seaadoneto
shield us, aswe had learned to our earlier sorrow.

Kasarian’ sand the Lormt folk’ stalk of Dark mages unsettled me. | could contribute no useful lore from
the Ddes, except to express my intense terror at the notion of such beings. | supposed that | might be of
some usein sorting documents, provided that | could read them. My prior acquaintance with old
Estcarpian scripts was limited to the small collection of kinship records preserved by Dame Gwersa,
together with some few other scrolls | had encountered in my own researches.

My thoughts persisted in returning to my betrothal jewe. Thet it should even now adorn the chest of a
primary baron of Alizon made me clutch my quiltstightly about me to subdue atrembling not wholly
provoked by the winter chill. As soon as an opportunity arose, | resolved to query Kasarian about this
Baron Gurborian and why he had been awvarded my jewd.

At firg light, | hastened to the food hdl, hoping to encounter Morfew, but he was not there. | ate what
was placed before me—it might aswell have been boiled wool for dl | tasted it—and hurried to Ouen’'s

study.

Ouen opened the door when | tapped with my staff. Nolar, Duratan, and Jonjawere aready seated at
the table. Ouen told me that Morfew had offered to eat with Kasarian before escorting him to join our
conference. Morfew had thought it possible that Kasarian might confidein him asafdlow Alizonder,
athough the old scholar was too honest to hold out much hope on such a brief acquaintance with so wary
an adversary.

When Morfew and Kasarian entered the study, we al stood while Ouen pronounced an invocetion for
guidance fromthe Light in dl of our deliberations. Kasarian appeared bemused, but held histongue until
invited to spesk. Heimmediately requested our decision. Would Lormt allow him to search itsarchives
for, ashe phrased it, “weapons of knowledge to be used to deflect Escore’ s sorcerous dagger raised
agang usdl?’

Ouen gazed at each of usinturn. “I ask you to declare,” heinvited, “whether you believe that Lormt
should open its store of documents to this petitioner. Duratan?’

“| do so believe,” Duratan said firmly, “with the stricture that one of us be aways present to observe
what isbeing read.”

Nolar nodded. “1 agree,” she said, “with the proposal and the stricture.”

“Asdol.” Jonjaglared a the Alizonder. “ Asto the stricture, | am prepared to serve at any time as one
of Lormt’s observers.”

| proffered my date for Jonjato read doud. “If permitted, |, Mereth, will also serve.”



To my surprise, Morfew suddenly chuckled. “What agrim lot of scholars we appear,” hesaid. “Itistrue
that the cause for our searching is of the utmost seriousness, and we must press forward without delay,
but consider the opportunities for discovery! All those previoudy unknown documents reveded by the
Turning—I have been longing to sort them properly. Now | shdl have willing and able ass stants to speed
thetask. | urgedl of you to join mein the study areanear my quarters. | shal ingtruct the more agile of
our helpersto fetch there the materia s that we should survey.”

And so began our great search of Lormt’ sarchives. To permit uninterrupted work, Ouen arranged that
food and drink were a so brought to us dong with the seemingly unending stream of documents.

During one such brief respite while we were egting, | queried Kasarian on my date concerning Baron
Guborian and the jewd, but he feigned to know little about the matter of the awarding of the pendant. He
claimed that it had been bestowed during the Dales' war, when hewas, as hetermed it, “apup.” | did
not entirely believe him, but saw no way to presshim at that juncture.

As| had suspected, my skillsin interpreting the Estcarpian scripts, epecidly the ancient ones, were not
aufficient to ded with the older documents. Morfew kindly showed me how to distinguish the writing
styles of various periods, with their formsfor certain key words, such as“mages’ and “Escore,” s0 |
could at least assist in the initia winnowing process. Nolar, Duratan, and Jonjawere dl able scholars,
and together with Morfew and Ouen, they sorted through hegps of scrolls, bound leaves of parchment,
and fragments. By intense effort, Kasarian appeared to decipher the ancient scripts he had not
encountered before, and soon he was proceeding dmost as quickly as the Estcarpians. | noticed that
Morfew or Ouen were carefully retrieving and examining each document that Kasarian laid aside. At first,
Kasarian affected not to see; then he showed hisfangsin an Alizonder smile, and smply handed each leaf
directly to one of the Lormt folk for their perusa. This continued for awhile until Morfew threw up his
hands and exclaimed, “We are foolishly wasting valuable timein reading after Kasarian. Either we accept
his discernment, or we do not. How say you?’

Duratan frowned, then nodded ruefully. “Our mutua need must outweigh our traditional suspicion. Let
him proceed without further oversight. Thistask before usistoo daunting for usto diminish our supply of
ablereaders”

Kasarian wordlesdy saluted him, and redoubled his efforts.

We were wearily persisting in our labors two days later when one of Morfew’ s helpersiurched in
bearing a heavy wooden chest blackened by age and dust-snarled cobwebs. He said it had only just
been discovered in aremote cellar breached by the Turning. Kasarian peered at the rust-bound hasp,
then pried it open handily with atable knife someone had misplaced from our last medl. | happened to be
nearby, so | looked ingde the chest when heraised itslid.

Thetop layers of parchment leaves had been damaged by rain or flood. Kasarian lifted them out,
disclosing more parchments and severa books. As| reached to assist with the emptying, my fingers
brushed across arather small, nondescript leather-bound book. | jerked my hand back instantly—it was
asif | had unwittingly stroked aswarm of Andawasps. Startled, | recalled the smilar shock | had felt
when | first touched my betrothal jewd.

Kasarian regarded me quizzically, but Nolar rushed to my side. “Have you cut yoursalf on asplinter, or
been bitten by aspider?” she asked, offering to examine my hand.

| shook my head, and wrote on my date, “| felt a strange sensation when | touched a book in that



chest”

Nolar stood quite still while she read aloud my comment. “1, too, have encountered such awonder here
at Lormt,” she said, her eyes shining with excitement. “ Can you distinguish which book affected you so?’

| deliberately grasped the volume | had dropped back into the chest, and as | did, a surge of mental
images nearly overwhelmed me. | fell as much as sat on the nearest bench, striving to retain my senses.
Jonjahurried to pour me arestoring cup of wine, while Nolar set a stack of clean parchment before me.
Struggling to catch my breath, asif | had run along distance, | wrote as quickly as| could. All the others
crowded closer to hear Nolar read my words.

“We have discovered here,” she voiced for me, “the journal belonging to a puissant Escorian mage from
that very time athousand years ago, which Morfew spoke of. | sense the writer’ s name—El senar—and
that he possessed the very jewd of such concerntome. . . tousall. It was astone of great Power. |
cannot convey my dread that forces of the Dark now active in our day might seize it for some frightful
Use”

Jonjahad immediately consulted her rune board. Her voice shook with relief when she reported, “ There
isno taint of the Dark associated with this book. Mageitswriter may have been long years ago, but he
was of the Light, not the Dark.”

“May | seethe book?’ asked Ouen. He glanced at first one page, then another, and frowned.
“Morfew—what do you make of this peculiar script?’

Morfew gazed over Ouen’s shoulder. “1 regret to say—could you turn that page? Yes, it isquite clear to
methat | cannot decipher aword. The hand may befairly written, but it isin no script known to me.”

Nolar and Duratan jointly examined the book, then Jonja, and lastly Kasarian, but none of them could
read it. Not being within reach of my staff, | thumped the table with my hand. Ouen handed me the book,
itslines of neat script arrayed across the pages, completely unreadable. . . .

| shut my eyesfor amoment, and then looked a second time. My hand trembled as| retrieved my
message parchment. “1, too, cannot read thisscript,” | wrote for Nolar to read aoud, “but perhaps
because of my gift of touch, | can sensein my mind the meaning of these writings. | believethat | can
transcribe dl that iswritten here. Pray fetch me moreink and abrighter lamp. | shall begin a once.”

At sometime, theinitid pages of Elsenar’ sjournd had been infuriatingly water-blurred, but when |
turned to the first undamaged legf, the substance of the ancient mage' s account was instantly clear to me.
As| completed copying each sheet of parchment, Morfew softly read it doud to the otherswhilel
continued to write.

When | glanced up occasiondly, pausing to flex my fingers, | could see that the entire Lormt company
shared my fedlings of excitement mingled with darm. After more than athousand years, we were
doubtlessthefirst in Estcarp to learn when and whence Alizon had been settled. Kasarian sat rigidly ina
high-backed chair, hisjaw musclestight-clenched, his only movement the turning of hissignet ring. It
seemed to me that when Nolar had read out the name “Elsenar,” Kasarian had reacted to it instantly. The
generd illumination in Morfew’ s study chamber could scarcely be termed bright, but | vow that the
Alizonder paled vigbly. Being so fair of skin, he could blanch only dightly, but | do not think my eyes
deceived me. Heknew the name of that ancient mage, and whatever ese he knew concerning Elsenar,
the knowledge must have been daunting. | wondered whether Elsenar’ s written revel ations surprised
Kasarian, or had he aready been aware of Alizon’sturbulent origins?



| wrote until my fingers cramped. Nolar kindly warmed abasin of water to ease my aching hand. When
Morfew grew hoarse, Jonjatook up the reading. Elsenar’ stae seized uslike afighter’ s grip on our very
throats.

CHAPTER 12

Elsenar—his thousand-year-old journal transcribed by Mereth a Lormt (10th Day, Month of the lce
Dragon)

“. .. Which we had often done in our collaborative work as Adeptsin Escore. | had begun to suspect
that Shorrosh might be dabbling in magics perilousdy edging near the Dark, but when | confronted him, he
vowed to me that he had never employed forbidden spells. At thetime, his protests of innocence
appeared genuine. | resolved privately to monitor al of his activities. We were about to embark upon a
most challenging experiment, for we planned to trave to the empty northern lands to essay the conjuring
of aGate. Our arts had reveded to us a place far removed from our world, but threatened by disaster.
Shorrosh' s magic glass had indicated that killing walls of ice were about to spread across that land. All
living things—plants, animals, people—would perish unlessthey could be removed. Thefolk of this place
cdled themselvesthe Aliz. They were asturdy, aggressive stock, strikingly paein hair and eyeswhen
compared to the black-haired, gray-eyed Old Race of Escore.

At firgt, Shorrosh and | were able to conjure only asmal portd to link the two worlds. Shorrosh insisted
upon daring the passage himsdlf, pointing out that if he should belost in the trangit, | could safely closethe
portd. That defensive measure proved unnecessary, however, for hisinitia passage ddlivered Shorrosh
to the primary fortress of the Aliz. When he proclaimed himsdlf to their ruling council, the Aliz mistook his
name, hailing him as the embodied V oice of Chordosh, their chief war god. Shorrosh did not correct
them, but reveled in their adulation.

Through asmaller scrying glass he had carried with him, Shorrosh reported back to me. The Aliz, he
discovered, had no notion of magica Power. That absence of experience contributed mightily to the
impression Shorrash made upon them; his dightest spell or even the most childish of magica
entertainments utterly astonished the Aliz. Shorrosh suspected that they might possess hidden magica
talents subject to activation and ingtruction. | warned him not to proceed in that regard, but to leave the
Aliz untouched until we had learned more about them.

From hislocation there, Shorrosh was able to determine that the advancing ice cliffs had not yet
approached the more settled areas. We thus were alowed alimited time to organize the rescuing
transfers we hoped to provide, once we enspelled alarger porta—atrue Gate. We invested substantia
energy in our Gate spell. As soon asit was securdly framed, Shorrosh led an advance party from Aliz
through it into the bleak moorland north and west of Escore.

That first party of Aliz nobleswere sorely disappointed by the harsh emptiness of the land, but Shorrosh
promised them wondrous improvements to be wrought later by exercise of hismagicd arts. | feared that
he was promising them too much, but | assisted in the spellsto raise castles and smaller-scaled living
quartersin an areasuitable for habitation by active folk. The settlement flanked a navigableriver, and
Shorrosh soon grandly termedit * Alizon City.’

Increasing numbers of the Aliz then came through the Gate, bringing with them packs of savage white



hunting beasts. Because those aien creatures were generally dog-sized and bred to hunt, | termed them
‘hounds,” and theimmigrants embraced the name. Indeed, they began to style themsalves the Hounds of
Alizon, choosing to adopt Shorrosh’s name for their new homeland. Along with the packs of hounds,
they aso brought other living things from Aliz. Severd of the animasand plantsthey attempted to transfer
failed to survive, but afew flourished, among them some favorite Aliz food plants, and the small,
burrowing animasthey caled * shriekers,” which they bred and dew abundantly for their religious
ceremonies.

Upon closer association with the transplanted Aliz, | became disturbed by the vigor of some deplorable
qudities among them. The nobleswere avain, quarrelsome lot, prone to scheming and treachery. Still,
certain of thelr individuals and families were more responsible and admirable. In the hope of influencing
these new Alizonders, | determined to dly myself to one of their mgjor Houses, or asthey styled their
extended families, ‘Lines’ | proposed awedding aliance with the prominent Lady Kylaina, whose
exquisite, ivory beauty was equalled by her keenness of mind. | conjured for her aspecid castlein Alizon
City, in which we established our residence.

During those months of intensive activity, Shorrosh and | had tragicaly neglected our tieswith Escore. A
force of Adepts corrupted by service to the Dark had waxed stronger than those of us devoted to the
Light hed redlized. Their meddling with living creaturesin Escore had produced horrors that should never
have been imagined, much less enfleshed. Alerted too late to prevent the Dark tide of evil from
threatening al of Escore, anumber of us conferred by glass and agreed to meet far to the south, where a
citaddl called Lormt was being erected as arallying point for those of the Light.

| did not at that time consult with Shorrosh, who was back in Aliz supervising further selections of beasts
and folk to be transferred to Alizon. Descending into the deepest vaults beneasth my castle, | opened a
magicd pogternto Lormt, so that | might assst my fellow Adepts of the Light with both their congtruction
of the citadel and their plansto defend Escore.

While | was gone, Shorrash shamefully revealed histrue dlegiance. The Alizonders had complained
mightily to him about the desolate lands surrounding Alizon City, reminding Shorrosh of hiseerlier
grandiose promises. He told them that with the aid of various Dark Adepts of his acquaintance in Escore,
he could dter the climate and the very land itsdlf to create abountiful, garden-like expanse. Furthermore,
he had been most favorably impressed by severd monstrous beasts native to Aliz, which he desired to
bring through the Gate to Alizon for hunting purposes, aswell asfor ‘study,’ after the depraved fashion of
the Dark Adepts. Shorrosh dso hinted that he might consent to instruct selected Alizonder noblesin the
rudiments of magic.

Because of my nagging suspicions concerning Shorrosh, | had |eft hidden spellsin effect in Alizon City
which divulged to me dl of these dreadful developments when | returned briefly from Lormt. | confronted
Shorroshin his castle, demanding that he reconsider his recent actions and renounce dl of histieswith the
Dark. | believe that our escalating clash of wills might have led to a Spell Duel, had we not been
obstructed by ajolting exercise of defensive Power raging to the east. We soon learned that a mighty
spine of mountains had been raised beginning between Escore and Alizon, and extending far to the south.
The forces of the Light in Escore had fatally migudged the strength of the Dark Adepts, and when those
of the Light at last attempted to suppress those of the Dark, many of the Light' s best championswere
destroyed. Fleeing for their lives, the survivors fought their way westward, relying upon the new mountain
barrier to sedl off their Dark pursuers, among whom were numbered severd of Shorrogh' svile
colleagues.

At thetime of the disaster in Escore, Shorrosh had been arranging for amgjor transfer of mongters from
Aliz. When he broke off our argument to hurry through the Gate to oversee that impending trangt, |



seized my opportunity. By secret means, | had only recently acquired ajewd of great power, which |
had attuned to my mind so that it was uniquely answerable to my control. | then called upon my jewe to
dissolvethe Gate to Aliz, thus severing Shorrosh' s only means of return to Alizon.

Immediately after destroying the Gate, | summoned to Alizon Castle dl of the prominent Alizonder
noblesto inform them that there would be no further linkage with Aliz. They were a first incredulous,
then indignant. They demanded that the prodigious promises that Shorrosh had made to them must be
fulfilled; otherwise, they would consder themsdlvesill-trested and betrayed. They inssted that | must
ingtruct them in the uses of magic, so that they could subsequently conjure whatever they desired.

| told them that Shorrosh’ s promises had been false, and | had no obligation to honor them. Because the
Gate had been dissolved, Shorrosh could never return to Alizon, so they could expect no further bounty
from him. With regard to their being instructed in magical knowledge, | declared that they were not fit to
be imbued with it. Because | had vital businessto attend to elsewhere, | would soon beleaving, and |
warned them, that they would henceforth be obliged to fend for themselves,

| had dready spoken privately with my beloved wife Kylaina. We were to be favored with achild in due
course, and | urged her to come with me away from Alizon. She declined, refusing to be parted from her
people, asentiment | could understand, but under the circumstances deeply regretted.

Knowing that Kylainaand our child-to-be would have to be kept safe following my necessary
departure, | therefore produced avivid magica demondtration before the Alizonder nobles. | assured
them that although | might not appear to be physicaly present, the spells| wasinvoking in Alizon would
apprise me of any threats to Kylainaand those of my blood descent. Those of my Line would be
magicaly protected from any form of attack. The Alizonder nobles were profoundly shaken by my
display of raw Power. With my protective spellsinvoked, | could safely depart for Lormt.

Returning to my cadtle, | entrusted to Kylainathe key to the enspelled chamber far below, where | had
set my postern to Lormt. | told her that the key would provide access to amagical outlet for escapeto
be used only by those of our blood, and only in the direst emergency. She vowed that she would
safeguard the key and any related instructions as precious secrets to be restricted to those of our Line.

| did not disclose to her the destination of the escape route for two reasons. Firgt, | dared to hope that
shewould not be forced to use the key. | judged that those of her present Aliz kin should provide her
with reliable comradeship, while my protective spellswould prevent any violence from touching her while
| had to be away. It was possiblethat, in afairly short time, the forces of the Light based in Lormt might
prevail over theinsurgent Dark forcesin Escore. Once my work at Lormt was completed, | could return
to Alizon and further consolidate the position of Kylainaand our Line-to-be. Second, | did not want my
postern ever to be employed as an invasion route to Lormt, should the treacherous Alizonder el ement
somehow learn of the passage and concelve notions of magically-aided aggressive expangon. |
precluded that potentia danger to Lormt by constructing my postern spell so that only those of my blood
could travel by that means; for any other would-be transents, the gperture would not exist.

| bade Kylainafarewell, assuring her that my absence would be as brief as possible, then hastened to my
postern to return to Lormt.”

[At thispoint in her transcription, Mereth paused, then wrote with a shaking quill, “When | first touched
the key that Kasarian was holding upon hisarrival here, | sensed acertain familiarity about it. | now see
that | was recognizing the aura of common ownership that now encompasses al three objects. the key,
thejewd from my past, and thisjournal—all belonged to Elsenar. We must necessarily conclude that
Kasarian is blood kin to Elsenar, or el se he could not have passed through the magica postern from



Alizonto Lormt.”]

CHAPTER 13
Elsenar—hisjourna transcription continued by Mereth a Lormt (10th Day, Month of the |ce Dragon)

“ A ssoonas| arived at Lormt, | discovered that an ominous proposal was being debated among the
Adepts of the Light already assembled there. Lormt’ s Site had been chosen for its strategic nearnessto
Escore, permitting a constant magical watch to be sustained in that direction. Since my previous visit, the
citadel’ swalls and living quarters had been erected by spells, and four great spheres of quan-iron had
been seated at the bases of the corner towers. The Power inherent in that extraordinary substance
provided the ultimate protection against any assault by the Dark. Unfortunately—from my point of view,
which was shared by afew other Adepts—the sheer size and spatia relationship of the spheres tempted
the mgjority of Adeptsto conceive adangerous plan. They recommended that such an immense Power
focus be used to creste aMaster Gate, capable of opening into multiple destination sites. All of the Gates
known to us from previous experience had linked our world with only asingle destination. The party in
favor of this Master Gate project argued that the immense threat from Escore’ s Dark Adepts demanded
that we seek additional sources of Power from other worlds to bolster our defenses and ultimately alow
usto regain control of Escore for the Light.

| was not at al convinced that so unprecedented an effort could bring about the results they predicted.
The complexity of the spellsthat would be required necessarily entailed enormous risks of unpredictable
repercussions. | stated my reservations before our Council of Adepts, and suggested that we should
instead seek closer sources of aid; we could call upon our brother Adepts of the Light in Arvon, across
the seato the west. | proposed that we open a postern to link Lormt to Arvon, but the others would not
listen. Because of the success of their recent mountain-raising spells, many of the younger Adepts had
become overly confident. They asserted that Arvon’s Adepts had little interest in mattersrelating to
Escore. Complaining that it would take time to persuade those of Arvon of our desperate Situation, they
said such time and energy would be far better employed on their Master Gate effort.

When | saw that | could not sway the disputants to accept my plan, | withdrew from Lormt to a
forester’ slodge in the nearby mountains. The smultaneous working of spells by so many Adepts at
Lormt was creating continuous cross-currents of Power. | determined to act done, using my jewel to
open apostern to Arvon. | had framed my spell and actudly begun my transit when the most awful
catastrophe occurred.

The main body of Adepts, having descended to the very roots of the Lormt citadel, had invoked a Great
Spell, mightier than any ever before attempted by Adepts of elther the Light or the Dark. Asthey had
expected, amultibranched Master Gate did briefly form at the quaniron spheres’ Power focus, but the
Adepts balancing the intricate layers of spellslost control of the structura flux. An unbelievable surge of
Power blasted outward from Lormt, disrupting my comparatively feeble postern spell. | waslliteraly
snatched back to the forester’ slodge, where | lay for some hours, stunned in both body and mind. As
soon as| had revived, | rode immediately to Lormt, where | learned the appalling extent of the disaster
that had &fflicted us.

There was no one |ft to testify to the events that had scoured the spell chamber, but apparently, when
the Master Gate coaesced in the center of the chamber, it must have exerted an irresistible suction that
pulled al of the spell-workersinto its maw. The apprentices and retainers who had been stationed in the



outer corridor told methat they had been blinded by ablaze of light and deafened by a thunderclap of
sound. At that same ingtant, the Power surge erupted from the chamber, physically dashing them to the
floor.

The only Adepts spared to us were those few elderly mages whose bodies had been thought too frail to
dare the exertionsinvolved with a Great Spell, and afew others who had shared my distrust of the
project and had declined to assist. Even in their tower quarters remote from the spell chamber, they, too,
had been rendered senseless by the discharge of Power loosed when the Master Gate vani shed.

From aformidable force representing the Light, our company had been reduced to a devastated
remnant. | gave what succor | could to the dazed survivors, and dared one magicd effort in the spell
chamber to establish contact with any of the missing Adepts. The very air in Lormt’ s lower vault had
been drained of al energy. | knew with cold certainty that the Master Gate was unreachable, and all
those who had passed through it were lost to usforever.

Onceall of ushad recovered sufficiently to gather in the greet hall, | conferred with the remaining Adepts
and gpprentices—a pitiful number compared with our former strength. They agreed with me that our only
hope now lay in an gppedl to Arvon’s Adepts of the Light, but feared that no one could be spared from
our watch on Escore. With the residua Power of the quan-iron spheresto aid us, we could just barely
preserve the same evident force level as before. That was vita, for we knew that Escore’ s Dark Adepts
would have registered the Power disturbance rippling outward from the Master Gate' s collapse. They
would certainly soon emit questing probes to seek the cause of the disturbance, and to test our remaining
strength. Asthe primary bastion of the Light, Lormt had to appear to be unchanged and impregnable.

Having aready once constructed a postern to Arvon, | offered to re-establish that link and essay the
mission to seek aid from our brothersto the west. After agonized discussion, the others bade me to make
the attempt. Ordinarily, | would have alowed mysdalf aday or more of rest and meditation before| again
conjured such an extended postern. In view of our periloudy decimated situation, however, | waited only
long enough for afresh mount to be brought before | set out for the forester’ slodge.”

[Mereth’ s hand abruptly fatered. She snatched up afragment of parchment, wrote on it, and handed it
to Morfew, who hastily rounded the table to peer down at Elsenar’ sjournd.

Alarmed, Ouen asked, “What isamiss?’

“Mereth can no longer sense Elsenar’ smessage,” Morfew said, pulling the study lamp closer to
illuminate the opened page. “Master Ouen,” Morfew exclaimed, “the hand composing thisjourna has
altered. | can read this script! It appears to be an addition by an apprentice—a distraught apprentice, as
well hemightbe....”

“Morfew,” said Ouen in adecisivetone, “pray share your discovery with us before we become
distraught.”

Morfew wasingtantly contrite. “ Forgive me, dear friends. Could you fetch one more lamp? This scrawl
IS 0 ragged that some words are difficult to make out. Thank you. ‘Master Elsenar has not returned,’ ”
Morfew read hdtingly. “ ‘It hasbeen. . . three days! Old Master Verdery was taken to the lodge to
employ hisscrying glass. He detected vestiges of aspell so shattered by intense Power flow that the
postern to Arvon which Elsenar had anchored there could not be re-established. We fear the
wors—that aDark Adept in Arvon must have intercepted Elsenar. We can ill bear the loss of one of our
few remaining Master Adepts. May the Light defend us!” 7]



CHAPTER 14
Mereth—events at Lormt (10th Day, Month of the Ice Dragon/ Veneration Day, Moon of the Knife)
W hen Morfew stopped reading and closed Elsenar’ s journd, we al sat in shocked silence.

Ouen wasthefirst to speak. “It would seem that our present dangers may echo long past events. Asin
Elsenar’ stime, Lormt may once again be imperiled by Dark forces from Escore.”

Morfew, excited by other aspects of what we had just heard, briskly rubbed his hands together. 1 never
thought to learn the origins of Lormt,” he exclaimed. “At last, Master Ouen, we possess evidence
concerning when and why the citadel was constructed.”

“And why it was amost preserved untouched during the Turning,” Ouen commented. “We knew that
our quan-iron spheres were somehow involved, but perhaps an explanation emergesfrom Elsenar’s
account. The spheres provided Power for the working of the Great Spell, and for the watch upon
Escore. | believe we may reasonably suppose that when Lormt isin any way subject to amagica assaullt,
our spheres have been prepared to produce a protective enclosure spell to encompass the entire citadel.”

“Which we certainly observed, to our benefit,” Morfew agreed. “Had not the earth subsided following
the Witches Turning, Lormt’ swallswould have held—but once the Witch-magic departed, our
shdltering spdll bubble withdrew, and the damages Lormt suffered were entirely due to non-magica
causes.”

| had by then retrieved my staff, and thumped it to draw their attention. “We may now also understand,”
Nolar read my words, “how what | had considered to be my betrotha jewd first came to the western
lands; Elsenar carried it to Arvon athousand years ago when he crossed the sea through his postern from
Lormt.”

“The critical menace we faceis here and now, not athousand years ago,” Kasarian declared impatiently.
“Y ou have admitted that if Gratch succeedsin arranging an encounter with the Escorians, the Dark mages
would be aware of thisancient jewel of Power now possessed by Gurborian.”

Jonjanodded grudgingly. “Yes,” shesad, “even if the jewel was not worn in their presence, the Dark
mages would recognize its magica auralingering from Gurborian’s physica association with the gone”

“But Elsenar described hisjewd asbeing sngularly attuned to hismind,” Nolar pointed out. “Do you
suppose that such apersona binding might prevent any other mage from tapping its Power?’

“We must recdl that athousand years have passed,” Ouen said. “It is possible that any limitations
impressed by Elsenar upon hisjewd may have wesakened over so long atime. While | fedl confident that
mages of the Light would not seek to impose their wills upon an object of Power attuned by another, |
suspect that mages of the Dark would not likely be bound by any such scruples.”

Duratan had been quietly pacing. He moved a chair next to Morfew and sat down, propping his fiff leg
upon a document chest. “ Two reasonabl e outcomes suggest themselvesin that regard,” he mused, “and |
do not welcome either one. If the Dark mages can draw upon the Power inherent in Elsenar’ sjewd,
should they acquireit, then the peril to Estcarp would be unbearably increased. On the other hand, if the



Dark mages attempted to force their wills upon the stone, and it resisted their efforts, might there not be
another immense discharge of Power, such asthat caused by the destruction of the Master Gate”?’

“Itisobviousto me” said Jonjatartly, “that Elsenar’ sjewe cannot be dlowed to fal into the hands of
servants of the Dark. It must be controlled by, or at the very least be held under the protection of those
devoted to the Light.”

“But how can we achieve that end?’ asked Morfew. “We are herein Lormt, and Elsenar’ sjewd isin
Alizon”

“Y our question hasasimple answer,” Duratan replied ruefully. “It isan answer smplein the stating, but
far from smplein the achieving: we shal have to wrest the jewe from Gurborian.”

“Has Lormt an army at hand of which we are unaware?’ Kasarian inquired in acoldly polite tone.
“Baron Gurborian isunlikely to surrender hisjewel for the mere asking, however persuasively you may
phrase your request.”

“Perhaps you can suggest amore promising course of action?’ Duratan challenged.

Kasarian nodded, ignoring Duratan’ s sarcasm. “We cannot waste precious time on raising afighting
force or travelling the distance overland to Alizon City,” he argued. “If the spdll that delivered meto
Lormt will dso function in the opposite direction, | could return through Elsenar’ s postern in your vault
and attempt to recover the jewel from Gurborian.”

The Lormt folk all tried to speak at once, until Ouen raised his hand to restore order. “Y ou would dare
suchamisson?’ he asked the Alizonder.

Kasarian' svoicewasfirm. “1 would.”

“A drastic reduction in offensive force, would you not say,” observed Duratan, “from a prospective
army to just the one man? Unless Baron Gurborian customarily marches about alone, and you can
provide awell-armed household force to waylay him, | urge that severa of usaccompany you on this
guest . . . to improve our chances for success.”

Kasarian stiffened, about to respond, but | thumped my staff to forestall him. All during their discussion,
| had been forcing my hand to write. From the moment that Duratan proposed the forceabl e capture of
Elsenar’ sjewd, | knew that my course of action could not be denied. Although my spirit—indeed, my
very body—shrank back from the conclusion that my mind had reached, | knew | had to interpose
mysdlf inthese crucid ddiberations.

| handed my parchment to Nolar, who read for me, “ Remember the stricture on Elsenar’ s postern spell:
only those of hisblood may traverse that passage. | bdievethat I, too, must somehow berelated to
Elsenar; otherwise, why would my mother term hisjewe to be our family’ s betrothal gift from olden
times? Could it be that my taent for insghtful touch might derive from some measure of previoudy
unknown mage blood? | suggest to you that my appearance weighsin favor of my passageto
Alizon—you may have noticed that my hair and eyes could be mistaken for an Alizonder’s. Furthermore,
| possess one commandable attribute for a potentia spy—I can commit no dip of thetonguein the
enemy’s presence. Besides, should Gurborian have hidden away Elsenar’ sjewd, | assureyou that | can
identify it by touch, evenin the dark, if need be.”

During Nolar’ sreading, Kasarian had leaned forward in his chair, hisface drawn with dismayed



surprise. “Y ou cannot mean,” he blurted, then paused, and stared affronted at each of the othersin turn.
“Surely on so vitd amission, you would never consider digpatching an old, speechlessfemalel ”

Morfew smiled. “Merethisnot at al accustomed to the sheltered ways of our Alizonder femaes,” he
sad mildly. “I hasten to inform you that the women of the Ddes are every bit as active asthemen, in
both trade and warfare.”

| nearly broke the point of my quill in writing my reply for Nolar to read to Kasarian. “Y oung man, in my
seventy-fiveyears of life, | have likely traveled farther and endured more fighting than you have. | can do
more with astaff than merely lean upon it, and during my days as an organizer of war suppliesfor the
Dales, | became a keen shot with adart gun.”

Kasarian did not immediately reply, but histhinly veiled disdain for me seemed to be replaced by an air
of wary reassessment.

Ouen again raised his hand to focus our atention. “We have before us,” he said, “two proposas.
Kasarian's offer to attempt areturn to Alizon by postern to act on our behalf, and Mereth’ s offer to
accompany him. We must weigh the virtues and the drawbacks of each offer. | suggest that Kasarian
withdraw briefly to his guest chamber to ponder his appraisal and response to Mereth’s offer, whilewe
of Lormt abide hereto discuss the merits of his offer.”

Kasarian instantly stood up, and bowed to Ouen. “| perceive why you are regarded as Lormt’ s chief
scholar,” he remarked. “Y ou spesk wisdly. | welcome the opportunity for aprivate examination of this. .
.irregular proposal.” He turned, bowed to me—to mel—and touched his House badge, then left us,
shutting the door firmly behind him.

Jonjawaited amoment, then eased open the door and looked down the corridor. *“He has gone toward
his chamber,” she confirmed. “ Shall we leave the door gjar?’

“I think not,” said Morfew, amused. “Kasarian will likdly truly retireto reflect upon the notion—quite
bizarre to an Alizonder, | assure you—that afemale can be expected to do more than produce strong
whelps and mind ahousehold.”

| sat very ill. | had never before had occasion to think about Alizonder women and how they might live.
None had ever been seen during the Dales war; we had assumed that they either did not choose to travel
with their men, or were not alowed to do so. Should they be customarily kept asvirtua prisonersin their
manors and cadtles, it might be difficult for me to move about fredy in Alizon City . . . assuming that
Kasarian would accept my company.

Duratan was again fretfully pacing. “How can we dare to trust one Alizonder baron to oppose another
such?’ he demanded. “Now that Kasarian knows the awesome strength of Gurborian’sjewd, might he
not try to seizeit for the benefit of his own House—or worse, inform the Lord Baron so that he might
a?

Morfew shook hishead, al traces of humor banished. “No, | believe that we may rely upon one sure
fact: Kasarian would not venture to keep such ajewel in hisown possession. The Line Sired by
Krevonel was ever one devoted to the old ways. They feared and despised any association with magic. |
think we can dso trust Kasarian’ s unswerving hatred for the Line that murdered his sire—such actions
are not forgottenin Alizon.” His voice shook as he added, “ That iswhy we have been cursed over the
years by blood feuds. Deep wounds leave deep and lasting scarsthat persist over generations.”



“Should Alizon looseitsfighters upon Estcarp at the same time that we were magically assailed by
Escore’ s Dark mages,” Duratan worried adoud, “then our plight would be truly desperate. Our Witches
have not yet fully recovered their strength from their mighty exertions required by the spellsthat caused
the Turning.”

“| fear that they will never completely regain their former strength,” said Nolar sadly. * So many of them
were killed or woefully afflicted by the excessive Power they wielded. Even now, the Council in Es City
continuesto search theland for young girls—even children—to betrained asrapidly as may bein order
to recondtitute their numbers.”

Jonja glanced warily outside the door, then rgoined us at the table. “ Should such an awful double assault
befal us,” shesaid, “1 would not be surprised if the Witches Council chose the same tactic resorted to
by the Sulcar when the Kolder sent Gorm’ s mindless masses to capture Sulcarkeep.”

Ouen stared at the table, but his eyes were focused upon something other than the wooden surface.
“The utter destruction of Sulcarkeep was an act of sorrowful necessity,” he said. “May the Light forbid
that we of Estcarp ever be driven to such aviolent ending.”

“Lormt presumably would endure,” asserted Morfew stoutly, then he paused, and added, “ provided our
guaniron spheres continue to protect us.”

“Who would want to exist in asingle, isolated fortress surrounded like an idand by the flood tides of the
Dak?" asked Duratan bitterly.

“In regard to the possible outcome of amission to Alizon,” observed Morfew, “should Kasarian and
Mereth succeed in passing through Elsenar’ s postern, how could they go about securing Gurborian’s
jewd without being captured or killed?’

“Kasarian will haveto formulate aplan feasblefor usein Alizon,” Ouen replied. “We must then judge
whether his plan holds a reasonable prospect for success—as well aswhether it provides sufficient
protection for Mereth. It disturbs me greatly,” he said directly to me, “that because of the postern’s
gricture, you aone may represent us, risking your life for Estcarp’s sake.”

My hand was steady as | wrote for him to read, “I am an old woman who had thought her remaining
active dayswere likely few. If thismission should be my last journey, | have no regrets. We of the Dales
can never forget what you of Estcarp risked to aid usin our time of need. | have been atrader al my life.
Fair servicein return for fair service—what honest trader could offer less?’

Ouen’s smile softened hisusudly stern demeanor. “ The Dadesfolk have ever been known for their

steadfastness and courage,” he said. “ Jonja, will you fetch back our guest? We need to hear what plans
he has devised.”

CHAPTER 15

Kasarian—events at Lormt (Veneration Day, Moon of the Knife/ 10th Day, Month of the Ice Dragon)

| t vexed methat | had not fully grasped the mute femal€' s potentid for disturbance. Soon after we
commenced our joint search of Lormt’ s archives, Mereth poked her writing date at me, querying me



anent Gurborian and why he had been awarded “her” jewel. | thought it advisable to plead ignorance of
the details due to my relative youth at the time, thus| did not inform her that the first bestowa ceremony
had taken place shortly after my twelfth-year’ s Presentation to Facellian, the Lord Baron at that time. |
had aready left Alizon City when Facellian was deposed, so | did not actualy seethe jewd until its
second awarding to Gurborian by Lord Baron Norandor at this just-past New Y ear’s Assembly. Mereth
did not pressthe matter, but | suspected that she did not entirely believe my disclaimer.

When by her unnatura touch, Mereth identified the writer of the ancient journal as ELSENAR, | had to
grip thearms of my chair to avoid crying out. | was gppalled that she should utter, of al names,that
baleful name! It was because of the execrated Elsenar that we numbered Alizon' s very years by theform
“SncetheBetrayd.” Theinddible stain upon the Line Sired by Krevonel had been the tradition that we
descended ultimately from Alizon’s Lady Kylainaand the treacherous mage Elsenar. It wasfor that
reason that we designated Krevone as our origina Foresire. Reputedly, he had been the elder whelp of
Elsenar’ ssiring, but no Alizonder could possibly want to claim Elsenar as Foresire.

By our reckoning, one thousand fifty-two years ago, Elsenar and the equally foul mage Shorrosh had
betrayed our Foresires, who had courageoudy ventured through an ensorcelled Gate into the then empty
land of Alizon. That those two ancient and untrustworthy mages proved to have come from Escore
(according to Elsenar’ sfiendish journa) only increased my aversion to Gurborian’s present-day
determination to seek out more such linkages, courting Escorian ruin for Alizon yet again.

We had aways been taught that after the mages had destroyed the Gate, severing al accessto our
origina homeland, they then vanished, abandoning our Foresires with no provisions except for the few
hunting animals and food plants they had previoudy brought through the Gate. Thoseinitid years had
been starkly intolerable, but gradudly, our Foresires succeeded in devising anew Alizonder society.
Except for Chordosh, whose name lingered on asaMoon Name, they set aside their former gods, since
their godly powers ssemmed from our original blood soil, forever reft from us. To replace the lost gods,
they developed over the years a system of veneration of the Foresires, which waxed and waned in
prominence and degree of devotion according to the will of each successive Lord Baron. In order to
preserve appropriate respect among the packs, the early Lords Baron instituted bodies of officia
Veneratorsto carry out the ritua duties required, including the breeding and sacrificing of shriekers.

As| contemplated the ancient origins of our ways, | wasjarred to redize that thisvery day was
Veneration Day, Alizon'ssingular year-day set gpart between the ninth and the tenth days of the Moon
of theKnife. On Veneration Day, the series of observances culminated in the largest mass sacrifice of
ghriekers, signifying our recognition of the Foresires. | had never before been absent from those
ceremonies.

Isolated at Lormt, | felt smultaneoudy burdened and chalenged by my sudden opportunity to influence
the course of Alizon’ sfuture existence. Elsenar’ sjournd could not be gainsaid. To my persond distress,
the mage’ s narrative cited not only his redoubtable jewd, but aso hiskey to the postern beneath
Krevond Castle—that very elder’ skey preserved by the femaes of our Line. That it should have been
originaly presented to our Forelady Kylainaby Elsenar caused my fingersto tingle at its remembered
touch . . . yet without that key, | should not have been ableto travel to Lormt. Nor, for that matter, could
| deny that without some measure of the mage’ stainted blood, | should not have passed through the
postern at all. That was an even more daunting redlization—that | must necessarily possess mage blood. |
had to brace my body to prevent it from shuddering in the open view of the Lormt folk.

| forced myself to concentrate. In al my study of our Lin€' slore, | had never encountered word of any
such prize as Elsenar’ sjewd. By Alizonder Line-right, however, it clearly should have descended
through the Line Sired by Krevond. War booty claim or no, Lord Baron’s bestowal claim or no,



Gurborian could not retain the jewe: it belonged to Krevond!.

My blood ran cold at the thought. | had heard the whispers about the cursed jewel from the Dales.
None could state thefull cogtin lives associated with it before Lord Baron Facedllian seized it. Asan
Alizonder, | knew that | should experience ablazing desireto claim so greeat atreasurefor our Line. . .
but the idea of possessing an object so steeped in magic tore at my vitals like the claws of adire wolf.
Stll, I could not deny that Alizon' s very future depended upon preventing Gurborian's potential Escorian
dliesfrom ever nearing Elsenar’ sjewd.

The Lormt folk perasted in discussing former unleashings of vast spdl powers within and nearby the
citaddl. Such talk was unsettling. Should these Lormt folk succeed in securing the jewel, might they not
surrender it to Estcarp’ s Witches? | could identify no desirable choice between the two sword edges
confronting me. | could not, for Alizon's sake, abide either dternative; neither Escore nor Estcarp could
be alowed to control that awful jewel. | therefore offered to attempt the jewel’ s recovery mysdlf, should
it prove possible to proceed back through Elsenar’ s postern to Alizon City.

Duratan at once chdlenged my offer, demanding that he and others accompany me, but once again we
wereinterrupted by the Daesfemae. Duratan’s mate read out Mereth’ sreminder that only those of
Elsenar’ sblood could travel through his postern. To my utter astonishment, she then asserted thatshe
should be selected to accompany me! She did present some cogent arguments—that her Witch-like
power of touch implied mage blood, and her pack’ stradition of owning the jewd linked her to Elsenar.

| regret thet | failed to contain my instant reaction of scorn for such aludicrous proposal. The ideathat
an ddelyfemale would dareto claim arolein high male affairs of state deserved only the laughter of
disbelief . . . but | saw at once that the Lormt folk’ s view was contrary to mine. They did not laugh.
Indeed, Morfew informed me that the Daes femaleswere digtinctly unlike ours, being asactivein affairs
asmaes, which | found amost disagreesble perception, but did not say so.

Mereth hersalf wrote an acid defense of her war experience, which | redlized had to be taken into
account, even despite her advanced age. How was | to know the capacity for agility and endurance
possessed by these unnatural females?

Ouen then suggested that | withdraw to my chamber to consder Mereth’s offer, while they remained to
dedliberate upon my proposal. | welcomed the chance to reflect upon the disconcerting body of
information laid before usin so short atime. | bowed to him, and to Mereth, and hastened through the
corridors, gtriving to impose some order upon my agitated thoughts.

It was evident that | had to revise my appraisa of this Daesfemale, Mereth. Perhaps her appearance
could be explained if her blood had come down through Elsenar’ s Alizonian dliance. | had wondered
earlier if shewas part Witch; in one respect, the actuality might prove even worse—she could be part
mage! She had not, however, been previoudy aware of her blood-tie until she read Elsenar’ sjournal, so
shewas not atrained mage, mistress of many hideous spells. She could, however, sense information by
touch, afrightening talent . . . but one that might serve uswell in locating the jewd if it should be hidden
away. Asl reviewed dl that | had learned at Lormt, the beginnings of aplan stirred in my mind. When
the Wise Woman came to escort me back to the group, | was ready to amend my original offer.

Once | had taken my place a the table, Ouen immediately announced that the Lormt folk had tentatively
accepted Mereth' s offer, depending upon the details of my plan for retrieving Elsenar’ s jewe from
Gurborian.

| decided to address my proposal directly to Mereth for two reasons. First, out of courtesy to apossible



comradein arms on a potentialy fatal mission; and second, out of curiosity to see how she would react.

“I crave your pardon, lady,” | began, “for my earlier outburst. | have been trained in the customs of
Alizon, and | do not as yet fully comprehend your ways. | did not intend to offend you. | have carefully
pondered what you wrote, and if you dare to be bold and resolute, | think | perceive one way by which
you might be accepted in Alizon City.” | paused, but she merely nodded, and gestured for meto
proceed. “In my earliest youth,” | resumed, “| was fostered with my sire’ selder littermate—"

Morfew interrupted. “ These folk are more familiar with theform ‘uncle ” he explained, “just asthey
tend to say ‘brothers or ‘sgters rather than mae or femaelittermates, and ‘family’ instead of pack.”

| bowed to him. “I thank you for such useful words to increase my understanding of your speech. My . .
. uncle, Baron VVolorian, till lairsat hismanor far to the north and east of Alizon City. Hislettersfirst
derted meto Gratch' s probes among the mountains adjoining Escore. Volorian isthe oldest living maein
our . .. family, and iseminent for hisintense hatred of any traffic with magic. Since my sire was murdered
by Gurborian’s hirdlings, Volorian has essentidly avoided Alizon City, being occupied with hishound
breeding, for which heisaso duly famed. Nonein the City now would likely recal him well enough to
doubt you, lady, should you appear, posing as Baron VVolorian.”

The Lormt party stirred in their chairs, obvioudy dismayed by my suggestion. Having launched my initia
thrust inwhat | had to view asaduel with wordsinstead of swords, | hastened to press my advantage.
“Y ou are much the same size and age as VVolorian, lady,” | said to Mereth. “Y our hair, of course, would
have to be properly shortened and perhaps brightened. Y our lack of voice, however, does pose a
problem.”

Morfew unexpectedly smiled. “I discern asimple solution for that difficulty,” he observed. “ Could we
not say that awinter ague has temporarily quenched your uncl€ svoice? It isacommon enough ailment
among us here at Lormt—our Magter Pruett is kept busy in his herbarium through all the winter months,
brewing soothing syrupsto restore lost voices.”

| was favorably impressed by his quick wit. “ That would do very well. | could explain my current
absence from Alizon City,” | continued, “as a sudden journey in response to asummons from Volorian to
confer with him a hismanor.”

“But you just said that Volorian has avoided any possible contact with hisbrother’s murderer dl these
years,” the Wise Woman objected. “How could you now devise away that the two of them could meet
without blood being shed? | gather,” she added, nodding toward Morfew, “that you Alizonders cherish
your feuds”

“Itisprecisaly because of the depth of animosity between our two Linesthat my plan has such promise,”
| retorted. “ Gurborian avidly desiresto attract more prominent baronsto his faction. We could intimate
that if sufficient reasons. . . and payments. . . were offered, then the Line Sired by Krevone might be
persuaded to join Gurborian’ sfaction. | could assert that \olorian inssted upon returning secretly with
meto Alizon City to conduct such ddlicate negotiations personally. Gurborian would not dare refuse such
an opportunity. | believe that he would even risk coming to Krevonel Castle itsdlf to attempt to win our
support by hisfase enticements. We could then dispose of him and seize the jewd, provided we could
somehow spur him to bring the jewe with him, thus sparing us both the hazard and the trouble of seeking
it a hiscadstle”



CHAPTER 16
Mereth—-events at Lormt (10th Day, Month of the Ice Dragon/V eneration Day)

W hen he was brought back to the study room, Kasarian addressed a brazen proposa to me, with an
odd mingling of both arrogance and courtesy. He declared that | was of a suitable age and szeto
disguise mysdf as hisuncle, Baron Volorian, who had fostered him as a child.

| was appalled by Kasarian’s proposition. How could | possibly pose as an Alizonder baron? | had
dready fdt utter revulsion a my own notion which required meto go among our Dales worgt enemiesin
even the most incongpicuous, surreptitious fashion, but this hideous plan entailed my assuming avisibly
prominent role. | forced mysdlf to attend to the continuing discussion.

“If our initid overture to Gurborian is composed skillfully enough,” Kasarian resumed, “ Gurborian would
fed obliged to investigate the validity of our receptiveness. Once we tempt him into Krevonel Castle, we
can maneuver adroitly for the best opportunity to kill him. Gurborian has aways been aswary asa
cornered split-tusked boar. He would be unlikely to succumb to any consumable poisons. If | could
position mysalf near enough to him, adagger thrust should be more certain. . . .” Hisvoicetrailed off as
he became aware that the others around the table had drawn back in obvious distaste. “I see that
Alizon’s common modes of action differ from yours,” Kasarian remarked, evidently more intrigued than
offended by our reactions. “Do you not resort to killing under pressing circumstances such asthese?’ he
asked.

“We do not often have occasion to weigh various methods of killing in advance,” said Ouen dryly,
“except during councils of war.”

Duratan’ s expression remained somber. “In thisingtance,” he commented, “the Alizonian way may have
to be congdered. If Gurborian is customarily on guard againgt sudden attacks, it will be far more difficult
for usto take him by surprise.”

| thumped my staff and extended a written question for Nolar to read to Kasarian. “Would Gurborian
recognize Volorian' s script?’

Kasarian appeared sartled by my query, but after amoment’ s thought, he shook his head. “No,” he
sad, “I can think of no reason why they should have exchanged writingsin the past. VVolorian dispatches
few letters—only to me, and to other noted breeders of hounds.”

Nolar accepted and read my related proposa: “Could we not bait our trap with amessage ostensibly
written by Volorian? Suppose Volorian demanded to know the truth of Gurborian’ sintentions concerning
Escore, and offered, under convincingly stringent conditions, to pledge his Line sbacking for Gurborian's
plot?’

“An admirably clever thought, lady,” Kasarian acknowledged. “ Knowing that Gratch had encroached
upon our lands, Gurborian must assume that Volorian isaware of his suspicious activity near our estates.
He should indeed be drawn to respond to such an approach.”

“Regarding the setting of conditions for ameeting of mutualy mistrustful barons,” mused Duratan,
“Volorian could ing & that Gurborian come secretly to Krevone Castle at a discreet hour—midnight,
say—with aminima number of bodyguards. | trust that Gurborian does employ bodyguards?’



“A dozen or more,” Kasarian confirmed. “ Gurborian has accumulated many enemies.”

Nolar’' s eyes brightened. “It may bethat | perceive away whereby Gurborian might be persuaded to
bring Elsenar’ sjewd with him to Krevonel Castle. Since Morfew’ swinter ague has silenced Volorian's
voice, the baron would reasonably order Kasarian, his brother’ s son, to speak for him. And,” she added
triumphantly, “Volorian could makeit a condition for the meeting that Gurborian wear hisjewe from the
Daes. He could claim that Kasarian had taken afancy to it, and its presence and implied potentia
availability asabribe might sway hisopinion in Gurborian’ sfavor.”

Morfew reached for quill andink. “1 can eadily indite that message in the proper Alizonian style.” He
scribbled busily, then read to us, * *Gurborian: | have heard curious rumors and reports concerning
certain of your recent plans. What isthe truth of the matter regarding your furtive incursions along the
Escorian border? Packs of our puissance should unite into one overwheming force, not splinter our
strength by opposing one another. Isit not time that we set aside our Lines past enmities? If you have
contrived ascheme with promise, | might, for carefully negotiated considerations, rally Krevone to your
faction. Cometo Krevond Castle a midnight. Bring no large retinue, but | would hear from your agent
Gratch, who | know has been sniffing about my territory. Discussions of such moment should be held
circumspectly by pack elders. Since awinter ague has quenched my voice, however, Ordian’ swhelp will
accompany meto speak in my stead. A private word for your ear lone—the whelp has taken afancy to
that bauble of yours from the Daes. Bear that in mind when you arm yourself for the excursion. His
opinion could be persuasive, especialy among the younger whelps of our Line. | await your reply.
Volorian.”

Kasarian showed hisfangsin awolfish grin. “Morfew, commend the shrewdness of your composition. It
srikes the perfect tone to prick Gurborian’sears.” His expression reverted to his more usua semblance
of keenly focused regard. 1 do foresee one other obstacle,” he said. “Y onder femal€e' s paws cannot be
mistaken for those of aproper baron and Master of Hounds.”

Morfew emitted asnort that | took to be a suppressed laugh. “ The seamstresses of Lormt,” he said,
“ably directed by our Mistress Bethdie, can craft ornamental gloves suitable for even baronia use. Surdly
an elderly baron suffering from ague would choose to glove his hands warmly for aclandestine meeting in
anold castleat midnight.”

“Y our ingenuity isingpiring, Morfew,” Ouen observed gppreciatively. “We must aso address the matter
of diverse speech. Do you think it will be possible to teach Mereth sufficient Alizonian so that she can
react acceptably to what might be said during a conference with Gurborian?’

“If thelady will permit,” Kasarian offered, “| can endeavor to instruct her in our basic speech.”
“Thetwo of uscan assst her,” Morfew declared. “ She must master our script aswell, so she can write
brief comments on her date as Volorian would, in order to communicate with his nephew. ‘ Nephew,’ ”
he added for Kasarian’ s enlightenment, “is the Estcarpian term for a brother’ s or Sster’ s son.”

| nodded to each of them, and wrote, “1 thank you both. Let us set about these tasks at once. | possess
afew words of Alizonian, and I know the script for some trading terms, but | achieved that limited
understanding many years ago. My memory will require much refreshing and additiond ingtruction.”

“Asfor her hair. . ..” Jonjahad been looking from me to Kasarian, and then back to me. “Kasarianis
right. Mereth’ shair needsto be apder, yet brighter hueif sheisto survive close scrutiny by Alizonders.”

Nolar had been quietly pondering. “1 am familiar with many preparations of bark or nut shellsto darken



hair,” shesaid, “but | cannot immediately recal any trestment that causes hair to lighten to the silver-white
werequire. | shal ask Master Pruett—he knows more about herbs than any personin al of Estcarp. If
such asubstance exigts, hewill know of it, and likely have three different forms of it tucked away in his
herbarium.”

“Pray inquire of himfor us,” Ouen requested, and Nolar rose from her chair.

Jonjaaso stood. “ By your leave, | can alert Mistress Bethdie to assemble her most skilled
glovemakers.” At Ouen’s gesture of gpprova, she followed Nolar from the room.

Ouen pushed back hisown chair. “Y our study of Alizonian should be as undisturbed as possible,” he
said. “| shal arrange for food and drink to be brought here, aswe did for our work in Morfew’ s rooms.
Wewill rgoin you presently, after you have had time to progress. Despite the gravity of the threat from
the north, we cannot neglect Lormt’ s necessary activities.”

Duratan smiled ruefully. “Master Wessdll has been chasing after me through every corridor, waving his
provisioning lists. | had hoped to elude him in here, but this would be a good opportunity to confer with
him”

Oncethey had departed, Morfew gathered together severd blank sheets of parchment, and invited me
to take the chair beside his. Kasarian retained his place across the table from us.

Asthe hours passed, | was exceedingly relieved that | could not physically speak the wretched tongue.
Themore listened to Morfew and Kasarian growl and snarl a one another, the more they sounded like
abrace of quarrelsome hounds. Spoken Alizonian grated upon my ear . . . and my memory. | had
thought that | had buried those memories, but jagged shards from the past stabbed my mind, unbidden,
no doubt prompted by the hateful speech of our Dales’ bitterest enemies.

| thumped my staff, and gestured toward the flask of ae. Kasarian legped up to pour me amessure. |
shut my eyesfor amoment, then forced myself to copy yet again the shapes of the script lettersthat | had
to magter. | was gradudly achieving somefacility, but my hand was again aching from theintensve
exercise.

Nolar returned first, bearing awelcome tray of porridge, cheese, bread, and fruit. Jonjaarrived soon
afterward, noting that Migiress Bethdie hersdf ingsted upon coming to measure my handsfor the
baronid gloves.

Nolar briskly swept aside our parchments to make room for the food. “1 described to Master Pruett our
need for some means to match the Alizonder hair color,” she reported. “ He regretted that he could not
attend to you persondly, Mereth, but he is engaged in amost delicate extraction of essencesthat he
cannot abandon. He assured me, however, that this decoction of silver nettles should produce most
satisfying results.” She withdrew from her skirt pocket aflask of murky liquid that exuded a sharp scent
even though its stopper was tightly wrapped with dried grass.

Jonjaeyed it dubioudly. “I should not care to apply that tomy hair,” she sated firmly. “Common nettles|
know well enough, and how they will restore hair color, but these silver nettles from the high mountain
meadows arefar harsher in their juice and in their stings! Surely such an extract would be too strong to
apply to the scalp.”

Nolar nodded. “From my own herba experience, | raised that very objection, but Master Pruett vows
that his regimen for purifying and cooling the decoction quite diminishes the more noxious e ements of the



plant. Stll. . . .” Sheglanced at me, and smiled. “If Mereth will alow us, | would fed easier if we cut off a
lock of hair and tested that first.”

Jonja plucked from her belt scrip a sturdy wooden comb and asmdll knife. | let down my hair, curious
to see whether its dready white hue could be bleached by Lormt’ s herbsto the singular silver-white
shade characteristic for Alizonders.

We duly peered at the lock Jonja placed on a saucer, while Nolar dampened it with water, then added a
few dropsfrom Master Pruett’ sflask. Jonja stirred the strands with her knife, and rinsed themina
second saucer.

“Magter Pruett advisesthat we apply the nettle extract in a solution with mild soap,” Nolar said. “The
lightening processwill take somewhat longer, but will be gentler to the skin.”

“I would not have believed it,” Jonja admitted, “but this extract of Pruett’s does produce the desired
hue. If you agree,” she added, turning to me, “1 can trim your hair to the length and style worn by this
Volorian.”

Kasarian had been watching uswith great interest. “Thelast timel saw Volorian,” he remarked, *“his hair
was trimmed much like mine. He wears his perhaps atrifle shorter at the back of the neck, since he
seldom fightsin ahelmet. | practice frequently with blade and spear,” Kasarian explained, “in order to
maintain my speed of thrust. Some fighters must pad their hdlmets, but since my hair isdense, | require no

padding.”

“I welcome your attentions and advice,” | wrote for Nolar to read aoud. “ At your convenience, | place
my hair a your disposal.”

That afternoon sped past in ablur of activity. Just as we were completing our hasty luncheon, an
energetic woman of middle age rapped at the door. Nolar introduced her as Bethalie, Lormt’ s mistress
for dl forms of needlework. She spread a square of thin cloth on the table before me, and with a stick of
charcod, deftly marked around my outstretched fingers. From a capacious pocket in her smock, she
produced awell-worn strip of linen barred with evenly spaced lines of stitching, which she stretched
around and adong every possible dimension of my hands. Having carefully noted each measurement ona
corner of the cloth, she bobbed her head, gathered up her materials, and promised to bring me apair of
cloth test-gloves as soon as her seamstresses could cut and stitch them.

Jonjawas lighting the candles and Nolar was about to serve our evening meal ddlivered by one of
Morfew' s assstants when Mistress Bethalie bustled through the door. She explained that these rdatively
flimsy cloth gloveswould be ungtitched to provide patternsfor cutting the leather versons. Humming a
quiet tune to hersdlf, Mistress Bethalie tightened atuck here and loosened a seam there. “1t may take two
days,” sheannounced at last. “ The fina gloves must be appropriate for abaron of Alizon. | have three
embroiderers marking out the ornamenta designsfor the gauntlets.”

Trueto her word, two days later at midmorning, Mistress Bethalie appeared at Ouen’ s study door
looking highly gratified. Walking directly to the table, she extended to me apair of hideousred-purple
leather gloves, their gauntlets encrusted with tortuous swirls of silver thread so closdly stitched that |
expected the surface to be as stiff asaturtle shell. When | thrust in my fingers, however, | discovered that
the leather was as soft and supple asfinewoal. | had never in all my years possessed finer made—or
more garish—gloves. | removed one for Kasarian' singpection. He examined it with every appearance of
genuine gpprobation.



Bowing gracefully to Mistress Bethdie, Kasarian said, “| have seldom touched afiner prepared piece of
leather, or seen more elegant decoration. Baron Volorian himsdaf would wear these gloves with pride.”

Heturned away to exclaim to Morfew about the stitching, and | heard Mistress Bethalie murmur to
Nolar, “1 promised our chief tanner last year that someday | would rid him of that vile mistake he madein
dyeing. He wagered with me that no man in Lormt would endure such an gppalling shade of |eather. |
believethat | can now honestly claim my wager, for these gloves have been worn, abeit briefly, at Lormt.
It seemsthat their appearance appedals solely to Alizonders.”

Inthe pagt, | had prided mysdlf upon my ability to juggle severd tasks, compressing into one stretch of
time anumber of trading activitiesthat had to be accomplished smultaneoudy. The next severd days at
Lormt reminded me most forcefully of the strenuoustridsfor both mind and body that had led us
during thetime of fighting in the Daes, and to an even gregter degreein the awful yearsfollowing thewar.
| had been aided then by others who shared my burdens; now | also had supportive assistance, but so
much depended upon my personal exertions. | raced through the crowded hours, listening to and writing
Alizonian, gtting for my hair to be cut and bleached slver-white, trying on piece after piece of clothing
that Kasarian selected from Mistress Bethali€' s stores to outfit me as Baron Volorian.

Kasarian himsdlf brought up the subject of wegponry. One morning when | had finally been fitted with
matching breeches, tunic, and boots that would serve until we could subgtitute the distinctive high-sided
Alizonian style, he declared, “Volorian must be properly armed.”

Without saying aword, Duratan crossed the study to unlock the small cabinet mounted above Ouen’s
desk near the window. He took from its shelves dl of the weapons he had removed from Kasarian's
body, and placed them on the table.

The Alizonder ingtantly arose to restore each item to its designated place on hisbelt or up hisdeeve or
tucked inside his boot tops. He preserved adeliberately impassive facial expression, but when he
wriggled dightly to settle hisgear in place, | suddenly recaled asimilar motion. Doubt’ s old dog had
given just such aglesful squirm whenever his master buckled on hisfavorite cart harness. | redlized that
except when he dept (and indeed, | suspected that Kasarian dept with his knives within close reach), he
probably had never before been deprived of his persona weapons for so many days as his current
vigtation to Lormt. | knew that | should have fdt ill a ease had someone taken away my date, chalk, or
tally sticks—how much morevita to an Alizonder’ s sense of well-being must be his congtant awareness
of his persond wegpons? Possibly the only time they would consider going unarmed would bein aplace
they knew to be utterly secure. . . if such aplace could exist in Alizon, where treachery could be
confidently expected from one’ s own closest family members.

As| watched Kasarian, | could not avoid noticing the stark contrast between him and Duratan.

Duratan’ s body, too, had obvioudy grown accustomed to the weights of sword and dagger, and had
been hardened in their use. . . yet during my observations of him at Lormt, Duratan had seemed most
serendly content whilewielding aquill or searching through old documents. By comparison, for dl the
pallor of hiscoloration, Kasarian called to mind the shadows of the night rather than the light of day. He
was like alean, sharp-toothed hound trained to lunge for an enemy’ sthroat, | thought, then decided that
he embodied e ements of wildness beyond those of even awar hound. With his uncanny agility and
quickness of balance, Kasarian more closay resembled a prowling wolf, ways poised to spring, aways
deedly.

Kasarian had noticed that | was watching him. He touched hisbelt and said, “AsVolorian, lady, you will
also have to wear such wegpons. In recent years, however, he has exchanged most of his daggers for
training gear with which he works his hounds. For our would-be meeting with Gurborian, he would



definitely equip himsdf with full armament, If we do emergein Krevone Castle, | have there ample Stores
of weaponsfor you, aswell asaproper pair of boots.” He waked around me, scrutinizing me from all
sdes. “1 commend you, lady,” he said. “Did | not know better, | would vow that you were atrue baron
of the blood.”

“And onewho regrettably sill requires more practice in understanding the quickness of spoken
Alizonian,” warned Morfew. “It isvita that you be prepared to respond to sudden queries, Mereth, with
no suspicious hesitation. Let us rehearse again the kinds of phrasesthat you are likely to hear.”

For what seemed endless hours, | feared that | would never grasp what they were saying, but findly my
ears discerned the important words which | could not dare mistake. We frequently |abored far into the
nights. We were congtantly aware that at any moment, Gurborian might be succeeding in locating a Dark
mage from Escore.

| was both deeply relieved and keenly daunted when on the twentieth day of the Month of the Ice
Dragon, after nine days of furious effort, Morfew pronounced me sufficiently prepared for our purposes
to dedl with both spoken and written Alizonian. Ouen received Morfew’ sreport with evident
gratification. “I believe that we can risk no further delay,” Ouen declared. “We have accomplished dl that
we can here a Lormt. Let us now discover whether Elsenar’ s postern will accept these two would-be
travelers. May the Light favor our enterprise!”

CHAPTER 17

Kasarian—events at Lormt (19th Day, Moon of the Knife/ 20th Day, Month of the Ice Dragon)

| had to concede privately that these Lormt folk were formidable plotters. Although they clearly didiked
my proposd that Mereth should impersonate V olorian, once they had welghed our perilous Situation,
they began to offer ingpired suggestions for implementing my plan. Initidly, they appeared to be repelled
by my various Strategiesto kill Gurborian if he could be lured to Krevond Castle; then Duratan
acknowledged that violence, however repugnant it was to them, might have to be employed. | wondered
to myself how el se they expected to acquire Elsenar’ sjewe except by violence, but | did not utter the
comment. We Alizonders knew to our sore cost that Estcarp’ s male fighters were deadly in open
warfare. | had to trust that they could be depended upon to wield a blade in defense of their own bodies,
evenif they shrank from planned nation. Besides, if Mereth alone could accompany me, | could
not rely too heavily upon her prowess with wegpons. | should have to dispose of Gurborian mysdif.

| was considerably relieved to be alowed to resume my confiscated armaments. My uninvited residence
a Lormt had been ditinctly uncomfortable without their familiar weights and shapes closeto hand. |
informed Mereth that once we reached Krevonel Castle, | would provide the proper boots and armsto
make her fully presentable.

The three of us—Morfew, Mereth, and |—toiled diligently for days until we felt reasonably certain that
Mereth could pose as Volorian and not be swiftly exposed as an enemy pretender.

On the Nineteenth Day of the Moon of the Knife, Ouen judged that we must delay no longer, and led
our party to the same vault into which | had been so abruptly thrust only thirteen days before. Duratan
strewed his uncanny crystals on the stone paving. The blue gems among them fell into atight ova pattern,
asif they had been ddliberately set in acluster. | beheld no significance in the array, but he and the others



evidently viewed the display as some sort of positive omen.

Morfew voiced the question that had also occurred to me. “Can we expect Elsenar’ s postern to function
only at that same hour of the night? It may be that the activating spell istime-linked. | was not present
when the magica opening was visible, but Ouen pointed out for me the stone over which the access area
formed, and we marked that stone for any future reference. | understand that al of you observed a
disturbance in the air—a glowing light suspended above the floor. My eyes are not as keen asthey once
were, but | currently see nothing out of the ordinary about this space above the marked stone.”

The Wise Woman frowned at her rune-board. “Nor can | sensethe flare of raw Power that initially
drew us here before the postern opened. Do you feel aught, Nolar?’ Duratan’ s mate shook her heed,
and the Wise Woman turned to Mereth. “Perhapsiif you touched Morfew’ s marked stone,” she
requested, “you might detect some information beyond our sensing.”

Mereth stooped and ran her fingerslightly over the expanse of paving that Morfew had indicated, but
her witchly insight failed her on that occasion. She wrote on her date that the stone produced no images
in her mind.

Ouen reached in hisbelt scrip and withdrew . . . the elder’ skey! “It may be that thiskey is needed as
part of the spell,” he observed, extending it to me. “Were you holding the key in your hand at Krevonel
Castle when you first became aware of the postern’s opening?’

| hesitated, reviewing my recollections. “Yes,” | confirmed, “I was holding the key, but my back was
turned away from the center of the room. My eye was attracted by the strange light suddenly waxing
behind me”

“If only we knew more about how the ancient mages set their spells,” Duratan’ s mate fretted. “No doubt
they could conjure the opening whenever they required it, usng specia words or gestures.”

“I certainly employed no words or gestures,” | retorted, “nor did | know whither | was going.”

Morfew had been staring at the marked stone. “Perhaps,” he said thoughtfully, “if Kasarian stood upon
this spot and envisioned the postern-linked chamber in Krevond Castle, then the force of his mental
focus might summon the access point.”

The Wise Woman nodded. “ Assuming that the postern will accept more than onetransient a atime,”
she cautioned, “we dare not risk any physica separation of thetwo travelers. If Mereth and Kasarian
clasp hands, surely that contact would keep them together during the journey.”

Remembering the unsettling disorientation of my passage, | judged it wise to warn Mereth beforehand.
“My initid trangt wastumultuous,” | said to her, “rather like being severdly buffeted by awinter gade. The
Wise Woman speaks reasonably, but a mere handclasp aone could be dangeroudy inadequate. | had
best lock my arms around you, lady, while bearing the elder’ skey as| did before, should that be a
necessary eement for the working of the spell. Come, let us stand close together, and fix our minds upon
our urgently required terminus.”

Mereth tucked her staff through her belt, and after some dight hesitation, placed her arms around my
waist. Taking the eder’ skey in my right hand, | reached around her cloaked shoulders, grasping her

body firmly againgt my chest.

“The chamber which we would enter,” | declared aoud, “isthat magic-secured lower vault beneath



Krevonel Cagtle” | closed my eyesto concentrate upon the bare stonewalled space as| had last seenit .
. . the age-roughened wooden door with its bronze-silver lock. . . .

“It'scoming!” The Wise Woman' s abrupt cry startled me. When | opened my eyes, an edritch ova of
curdled light was soundlessly expanding only an arm’ slength away from our position.

“Hold fast, lady!” | ordered, then lifted her off her feet, and plunged both of us through the shimmering
expanse.

CHAPTER 18

Mereth—events at Lormt, then at Krevone Castle (20th Day, Month of the Ice Dragon/ 19th Day,
Moon of the Knife)

“| forced mysdlf to gpproach Kasarian and put my arms around his dender waist. He was apparently not
equally repdled by me, for he seized me so tightly that | could scarcely breathe. A shattering thought
struck me—no male had hugged me so fervently since my beloved Doubt, achingly long yearsago. That |
should have to submit to thisindignity from an Alizonder was dmaost more than | could besar, but even
worse lay ahead.

| clung frantically to Kasarian, the only solid, warm object in apitch-black, freezing, roaring chaos. |
could fed his heart hammering through histunic, but he held me unflinchingly. I do not know whether |
dared to breathe, or if one could breathe in that awful space. Just asingtantly aswe had been &fflicted,
we emerged into another stone-floored chamber. Our only light source was the postern opening itsdlf,
and asit rgpidly diminished, then vanished, we were left in complete darkness.

“Canyou stand, lady?’ Kasarian’ s voice came from near my ear. He had eased his enveloping clasp so
that my feet were again firmly on thefloor, but he kept one arm around my shoulders. “ She cannot
speak,” he muttered to himsdlf in Alizonian, then added to me, “ Squeeze my hand if you can stand
unaided.”

| felt for hishand, and pressed it. | was somewhat lightheaded, asif feverish or only half awake, but |
believed | could hold mysdlf upright if | did not try to move.

Kasarian released me. Shortly afterward, | heard a scraping sound nearby. Abruptly, | could seethat he
had struck a spark with histinderbox, and was squatting to kindle a burnt-out torch, possibly the one he
had |eft behind when he cameto Lormt. Theflickering torchlight disclosed a bare, windowless room with
only one massive door. | leaned upon my staff while my dizziness receded.

“Before we leave this chamber,” Kasarian warned, “we must plan carefully. It would be best for you to
be seen by the fewest possible people. | cannot show myself here without being at once attended by
Gennard, who has been my body servant since | was whelped. Having previoudy served my Sre's
littermate, heisthe sole person a Krevone Castle who knows Volorian by sight. | shdl tell him that you
are abaron engaged upon a secret visit to the City; hewill ask no prying questions. We can aso rely
totally upon Bodrik, my castellan, who cameto Krevonel five years ago from our coastal estates. Yes,
those two shall be the pair to serve us. Do not be disturbed by the scar on Bodrik’ s face—he was
wounded two years ago in a skirmish with brigands from Karsten.” Kasarian paused, then added,
“Bodrik has often clashed with Lursk, Gurborian’s Master of Arms. The two of them preserve awary



truce while both Gurborian and | arein the City. | shal entrust the dispatch of Volorian’s message to
Bodrik. Hewill contrive to achieve our desired ends. secure ddivery of Morfew’ s summonsinto
Gurborian’ s hands, while avoiding unwelcome attention by outside observers.”

| withdrew my date and chak from an inner pocket of my cloak. Limited both by the date’ s small
available surface and my store of Alizonian, | strove to compress my host of questionsinto the briefest
form. | wrote, “Will not your servants seek our horses?’

Kasarian read my words, and showed histeeth in awolfish smile. “1 rgoice, lady, that our rough transit
has not addled your wits,” he said. “If we are to assert the secretive nature of your baronia mission to the
City, then we should not arrive conspicuously, with amounted troop. Asthe Master of Krevond Castle,
| dlone know and use the many secret passages allowing entrance and exit without notice by friend or
foe. My staff will assume that we used such a passage—which, after amost abnormd fashion, we did.”
Hefdl slent for amoment, than stated, “'Y ou will have to ingpect my hounds, no visiting baron, most
especidly Volorian, would fail to do so. Have you ever had occasion to see or touch one of our
hounds?’

| clutched my datetightly to prevent him from seeing the tremor that pulsed through my hands. “From
distance,” | finally managed to write, “only twice, duringwar.” | shuddered inwardly at the memory of
those two awful events.

During the early years of thewar in the Ddes, the Alizonder invaders had brought with them anumber of
ravening packs of their namesake beasts, which they loosed upon our defenders. The Alizonders hounds
were like no dogs such as those we knew and employed oursalves for hunting or warfare. From
Elsenar’ sjourna, | now knew that the original hounds had come through amage' s Gate with the first
Alizonders. All we of the embattled Dales had known was revulsion and terror for the lean, white
creatures that savagely ran down our fleeing men, women, and children. Once the blessed Sulcars
succeeded in harrying and intercepting Alizon’ s supply ships, the barons gradualy withdrew their
precious hounds astoo valuable to be dain a seaor by our darts or swords. Volorian, | recdled, was
supposed to be anoted breeder of the vile creatures. | would have to comped mysealf to view Kasarian's
hounds.

Staring at me speculatively, Kasarian must have sensed my reluctance. “I shdl fetch to you arecent pup
from my prize bitch,” he declared. “Before you encounter the entire pack, we must determine how your
scent affects them. Come, let usrepair to an upper chamber. | have much to tell you while we dispatch
and wait for Gurborian’ sreply to our message.” Hethrust his key into the great lock, and swung back
the door.

We proceeded through corridors and up stairs whose dusty surfaces had recently been disturbed by the
marks of only one pair of boots. Unlike the sober gray stones of Lormt, Krevonel Castle' s stoneswerea
glistening buff-brown color, but the scale of the Alizonders' congtruction was equaly impressive. | noted
adrange smilarity between these underground ways and those beneath Lormt . . . until we gained the
more habitable upper levels. The farther we climbed, the more sumptuous the decorations and furnishings
became. Possibly because of their own physica paleness, the Alizonders seemed to adorn their living
quarterswith brilliant—even jarringly bright—colors.

Twice, far ahead of usin the corridors, | glimpsed white-haired figures clad in dark bluelivery, but as
soon as they noticed our gpproach, they scurried out of sight around the next corner or through the
nearest door. One figure aone did not retreat, but marched purposefully across avast reception hall to
meet us. He was atal, gaunt, older Alizonder, whose pae blue eyes reminded me of Morfew.



Kasarian nodded brusquely to the man, asif he had expected to encounter him. *Y ou will serve our
guest and me in the north tower room, Gennard. Send for Bodrik to meet us there at once.”

As he bowed to Kasarian, Gennard touched his House badge. “Welcome back, Master.” He turned
toward me, repeating the bow and the gesture. “Krevonel Castle welcomes you, Worthy Baron,” he said
in avoice neither subservient nor fearful. If he had served Kasarian since the baron’ s childhood, |
assumed that he must be acapable survivor . . . and that he felt securein his position.

| imitated Kasarian’ s nod, and strode after him, for he had aready moved toward a distant door. We
climbed yet more gairs. | was deeply rdieved when Kasarian finally entered aroom and offered me an
ornate chair. We had scarcely seated ourselves before a different Alizonder appeared at the open door.

“Enter, Bodrik,” Kasarian invited, and the man he had described to me as his castellan approached us.

Somehow, | had expected that al Alizonderswould look dike. So far, Kasarian's castle staff did share
the same didtinctively pale hair and skin, and they were dl outfitted in the same negt bluelivery
ornamented with white piping and braid. When viewed face to face, however, theindividua Alizonders
appeared as different as any two Daesmen would. Bodrik’ sfeatures were not asfinely cut as
Kasarian's, and he was stockier and broader of shoulder than his master. His eyes were aclear green,
likethe early leaves of spring, but what drew my gaze wasthelivid scar that branded adiagona dash
from above hiseft eyebrow acrossthe bridge of his nose, extending down his right cheek.

Touching his House badge, Bodrik bowed to Kasarian. “ Krevond welcomes your return, Master,” he
sad in rumbling tones, the growl of his Alizonian more pronounced than Gennard' s or Kasarian's.

“Krevond ishonored by the arriva of thisWorthy Baron,” Kasarian proclaimed, nodding deferentialy
toward me. “His name and presence, however, must not be revealed to outsiders, since his purposein
the City must be achieved in utmost secrecy. He hastraveled afar distance, despite awinter ague that
has presently quenched hisvoice. He will make known his ordersto you inwriting.”

AsBodrik bowed to me, he said, “1 am yoursto command, Worthy Baron.”

“The Baron' sfirst command isthat you convey a private message to Baron Gurborian,” Kasarian said,
holding out the leather-wrapped packet containing Morfew’ s cunningly phrased summons. “ Takethis at
onceto Lursk, for hisimmediate ddivery into Gurborian’s hand. We require an equally discreet reply.
Depending upon the nature of Gurborian’ sresponse, | shal have further ingtructions for you.”

“It shal be accomplished, Master. Lursk isdrinking today at the Hooded Crow. Y our message will be
in Baron Gurborian’ s hand within the hour.” Bodrik bowed again to each of us, then hastened from the
room.

Gennard must have been watching for Bodrik’ s departure, for he entered right away, bearing a carved
wooden tray crowded with flagons, covered dishes, and open containers. With the ease of long practice,
he swiftly set out an array of food and drink on aside table. He would have commenced to serve us, but
Kasarian held up hishand.

“We shall not require you to serve,” Kasarian said. “| prefer that you attend to a different task. In our
haste to reach the City, we did not encumber oursalves with baggage. During his guesting with us, the
Baron therefore relies upon our wardrobe for his needs.”

Gennard surveyed me. “If the Worthy Baron will allow me, | can fetch to hisguest chamber aselection



of robesfrom your sire’ s store, Master.”

“An excdlent idea,” Kasarian gpproved. “He is much the same size as Baron Ordian. Bring the clothing
and suitable boots to the chamber next to mine. We shal repair thither after we have eaten and
conferred. Be sure d so to fetch asupply of writing chak. The Baron's voice has been temporarily
slenced by an ague, and he must write his orders upon adate that he has brought with him.”

“Asyou command, Master . . . Worthy Baron.” Gennard bowed to us both and withdrew.

Kasarian moved atable between our chairs, and began to transfer the dishes. “I do not permit the affairs
of Krevone Castle to be conducted in the lavish fashion favored by some other barons,” he remarked. “I
became accustomed to the simpler fare and style of service provided a Volorian’s estates. Now that |
am Magter of Krevond, | maintain that style, rather than indulge in pointless rounds of banqueting.” He
carefully poured adark red liquid into asilver flagon, then paused before offering me the cup. 1 must
caution you,” he advised, “about this bloodwine of ours. We have never dlowed any of it to be taken
beyond Alizon's borders; it isrestricted soldly for baronid use. | suggest that you sampleit . . . sparingly,
until you fully appreciateits character.”

| accepted the flagon warily. In my years of trading experience, | had tasted many vintages, somethin
and sour, others strong and heady. This Alizonian wine had a pronounced bouquet, somewhat acrid, but
not offensive. | took avery small sip. It tasted like no other wine | knew—at the same time, both
strangely sweet and salty. Assoon as| swallowed, | felt it bite like a potent, long-fermented cider. | set
the flagon on the table, taking a deep breath to clear my vison. Kasarian was watching me over therim
of hisgoblet. | fancied | could detect acertain glint of amusement in hiseyes. | wrote firmly on my date,
“Best | not drink much of this. Makes eyeswater.”

Kasarian nodded, evidently entertained by my reaction. “I shal have to serve bloodwine to Gurborian
and Gratch when they come,” he said. “We can excuse your failure to join us as occasioned by your loss
of taste due to that same deplorable ague that has taken your voice. To accompany thismed, try this
cordia made from white hedgeberries—much blander, yet thirst quenching.”

Ashe served each dish, Kasarian described it for me, and tasted a sample himsdlf. | could not help
recalling that both he and Duratan had cited the Alizonders penchant for poisoning one ancther.
Doubtless Kasarian was attempting to reassure me of the wholesomeness of hisviands. | choseto eat
itemsfamiliar to me—some poached fish, aleg of wild moorhen, rabhbit in pastry, some cheeses.
Kasarian urged me to taste a dish of what appeared to be steamed roots served with a cream sauce. He
sad it was another Alizonian specidity, never offered to outsiders. | found it so highly spiced that |
doubted that many outsiders would desireto et it, but | was spared from having to write my opinion of
the dish, since he devoted his attention to dicing a glazed fruit confection. He would have pressed further
dishes upon me, but | hastily wrote that | could eat no more.

Kasarian passed me asilver bowl containing moistened cloths so that we might wipe our hands. “I shdl
leave you briefly now,” he announced, pushing back his chair, “to fetch the hound pup. Gennard may
return to clear away our finished medl. If his presence perturbs you, you can survey the City from our
windows until heleaves”

AsKasarian had predicted, soon after he left the room, Gennard did come back. He bowed to me, then
dtarted stacking the dishes on histray. | nodded to himin what | hoped was an acceptably dismissive
baronia style, and walked to one of the dit windowsto look out upon the city of my enemies.

Because of the winter cold, heavy wooden shutters padded with wool had been secured acrossthe



windows. | unlatched one panel and siwung it back. The sunlight wasimpeded by alayer of high clouds,
so that my first view of Alizon City was appropriately drained of color. | was dismayed to behold the
extent of the sprawling settlement. Ranks of roofs crowded one against another asfar as the eye could
see. From its commanding perch on an eevated rocky ridge dominating dl other buildingsloomed a
monstrous fortress that had to be Alizon Castle, seet of theinfamous Lord Baron. High up as| wasin the
Krevond Castle stower, | could seethe glitter of metd flashing from the helmets of the sentries patrolling
thefortresswalls.

Thefrigid draft through the open window numbed my face, but | was aready chilled from within. The
redization that |, alone Daeswoman, should be standing in clear sight of the very Kennels of the Hounds
of Alizon pierced melike aknife thrust. | was aghast when tears | could not fedl because of the cold
suddenly splashed down on my deeve. | contrived, while closing and fastening the shuitter, to rub afold
of my cloak around my face. | did not turn around until | heard Gennard close the door as he left the
room. | chided myself severely. Loneliness and weariness could not excuse so dangerous alapse. |
doubted that Alizonder barons often indulged in tears—unless they were writhing in poisoned agony.

The door opened abruptly, and Kasarian entered, carrying a squirming white bundlein hisarms. |
hastened to Sit on a nearby bench so that he could place the horrid creature in my lap. It was an
extremely young beast, but dready long of leg and well-muscled for the chase. | tried not to disclose my
repugnance, but settled the hound with my gloved hands.

| was surprised by the softness of its short white fur. 1ts head was very narrow, with keen yellow eyes
deep-set above a pointed, questing nose. Its curioudly flared earsfolded back flat against its skull except
when they pricked erect to listen. The needle-sharp claws, like those of acat, could retract into the foot
pads; | soon discovered that its teeth were even sharper when it nipped me even through Mistress
Bethdie sgloves. Kasarian' s hands, | saw, also exhibited fresh toothmarks and scratches.

He observed my gaze, and laughed—the first timethat | had heard him laugh. | suppose | had expected
Alizondersto bark like their wretched hounds, but Kasarian' s laugh was a naturd sound of genuine
pleasure.

“Exceptiona spirit!” Kasarian exclaimed, wiping away asireak of blood from hiswrist. “Both hissre
and dam arefine beadts, asthisonewill beintime. Dueto the slver in hiscodt, | cal him ‘Moonbeam.” ”
He rubbed hisfingers gently behind its ears, and the beast twisted its muzzle around to lick his hand.

| was astonished. Could these murderous hounds actually inspire affection? Was an Alizonder capable
of such fedings?

Kasarian compounded my surprise by assuming an uncharacterigtically defensive manner. “Few other
barons name their hounds,” he conceded, “ but | have found that some hounds respond to training more
energetically when singled out. VVolorian introduced me to the practice, for he dways named his primary
hounds, the better to maintain correct breeding records. While they are pups, of course, hounds are more
amenable to handling. Moonbeam clearly welcomes your attentions.”

| realized that | had unconscioudy begun to stroke the cregture, and to my amazement, athough the
sound it made was rougher and more grating, it purred, almost like a cat.

Rising from his crouching position by my feet, Kasarian reverted to his more usud arrogant manner. “I
regjoice that your scent does not infuriate Moonbeam,” he said. “ Since you have handled him, his scent
will cling to you, which should aid in your acceptance by the adult pack. Let us now restore M oonbeam
to the Kennels”



Aswe started toward the door, Gennard appeared. “| have placed a sdlection of Baron Oralian’s
clothing in the chamber adjoining yours, Magter,” he reported.

“Having examined Moonbeam, the Worthy Baron presently desiresto ingpect the balance of my pack,”
Kasarian declared. “We shall assess your choices upon our return from the Kennels.”

Long before we reached the Kenndl area, | could hear the dreadful clamor of the hounds. Moonbeam
whined excitedly from his perch in Kasarian’ sarms. We descended severa steep ramps, stopping only
when our way was blocked by aheavy iron grill anchored firmly in the stones on either sde of the

passageway .
Kasarian called out, “Woalkor!”

A burly Alizonder hurried out of the shadows to unlock a hinged gate pand fitted a one side of the grill.
“Moonbeam’ s dam be sore vexed, Master,” he complained. “ * Twas needful to double leash her.”

Kasarian shifted Moonbeam into the other man’ s eegerly extended arms. “ They shall be parted soon
enough when hejoinsthetraining pack,” Kasarian said.

| followed close behind the pair of them through a narrow passage that opened out into a spacious
courtyard. The Alizonder carrying Moonbeam darted aside benesth an archway leading back into the
Kennds.

“Wolkor has served me as Hound Magter for many years,” Kasarian observed to me. “I had to bribe his
former master to secure hisrelease, but | have found none better at tending whel ping bitches. Y ou can
judge his prowess by the excellent condition of my pack.”

| do not know how | endured the next hour. Like most nurding animal's, M oonbeam had possessed—to
some limited extent—the attraction of vulnerable helplessness. To be forced now to survey the grown
hounds with every appearance of approval made my flesh crawl.

Having restored Moonbeam to his mother’ s custody, Wolkor paraded before me individuals, braces,
triples, and surging packs of hounds. My worst memories from the Daes war rushed back into my mind
asthethin-flanked, ghostly white bodies strained againgt their leashes, weaving their snake-like heads
from side to side, snapping and snarling. Whenever Kasarian bellowed some encomium abovethedin, |
nodded appreciatively. | had to believe that the hounds accepted me as an authentic Alizonder, for their
vicious exuberance was not directed in any corporate attacks on me.

Finally, as| was beginning to fed giddy from the dust, noise, and peculiar odor of the hounds, Kasarian
cdled to Wolkor, “We shdl distract you from your duties no further. | look forward to the whelping!”

Taking my arm, Kasarian led me back through the twisting passageways into the castle. “ Y ou did very
well, lady,” he murmured, when we were safely donein one of the castle' s endless corridors. “Volorian
himself could have looked no wiser—except he would have forcefully evaluated every hound. | had to
explain your lack of voice. Wolkor is convinced that you are afamed hound breeder.” That obvioudy
ridiculous assumption made Kasarian smile. “Y ou may yet deceive Gurborian, lady—I begin to think that

you may!”

Gennard was waiting for us outsde an intricately carved door in one of the upper hdls. The bedchamber
within was regaly appointed. On awide table beside the canopied bed, Gennard had laid out a profusion



of elegant cloaks, tunics, breeches, and soft leather boots.

With alow cry of recognition, Kasarian picked up atunic of vivid green velvet, closaly embroidered with
gold thread. “| remember this,” he said dowly.

“Baron Ordian preferred that color,” Gennard remarked. “I thought that perhaps the Worthy Baron. . .

“Just 50,” Kasarian interrupted. “We shall consider your selections. Y ou may retire.”

Once Gennard had shut the door, Kasarian held out the tunic to me. “1 was five when my srelast wore
this, just before hismurder,” he mused. “It isunlikely that Gurborian would recall it. Try it on, together
with these proper boots.”

| was relieved that only outer garments had to be exchanged, since Kasarian showed no intention of
leaving the room. The genuine Alizonian clothing and boots fit me passably well.

While | dressed, Kasarian had paced back and forth. When my outfitting was complete, he surveyed me
criticaly and nodded. “I commend you,” he said. “No man could deny that in such garb, you present the
gppearance of atrue baron.” Suddenly he tensed, motionless except for addiberate inclination of his
head. Had he been one of his appalling hounds, | thought, his ears would have pricked up, he was
ligening so intently. From immobility, he erupted into ablur of motion, snatching aknife from hisbelt with
ahorrid facility, and throwing it with the sureness of a striking snake toward a shadowy corner wherethe
brocaded bedskirt brushed the carpet.

| flinched inadvertently at the thud of the knife’ simpact, which coincided with ashrill animd cry of pain.

Kasarian bent to retrieve hisknife, jerking it free from afold of fabric, and disclosing the body of alarge
brown rat he had impaled against the wooden bedstead.

Ashe walked toward the door, Kasarian drew a strip of cloth from his tunic pocket to wipe hisknife
blade before reshesthing it. Opening the door, he called Gennard, who appeared so quickly that he must
have been waiting nearby. Kasarian gestured at the carcass and said, “ An extramorsel for Wolkor's
evening feeding.” Gennard tidily grasped the dead rat by itstail, bowed to us, and withdrew.

Kasarian must have sensed my disquiet, for he surveyed me speculatively. “Have you no rats?’ he
asked.

| countered on my date, “Have you no cats?’

He read my words, and smiled. “I have heard of such beasts,” he remarked. “They are kept, | believe,
to hunt rats and mice within inhabited structures. Our hounds are superb ratters, but are far too
high-spirited and va uable to be alowed to run loose indoors. They must be reserved for hunting truly
sgnificant game. For controlling vermin, we find that aready knifeis quite adequate . . . and the sport
ingructs the young, exercising the agility of both hand and eye.” His smilefaded. “We may have scant
time left before Bodrik returns with Gurborian’ sreply. Pray St down. Y ou must be informed of certain
matters before Gurborian and Gratch arrive—for | cannot believe that they will avoid faling into our

trap.”



CHAPTER 19

Kasarian—events at Krevond Castle (19th Day, Moon of the Knife/ 20th Day, Month of the Ice
Dragon)

| wasnot at al certain how well Mereth would accommodate herself to our Alizonian food and drink,
particularly to those singular items which we never alowed beyond our borders. It wasvital that her
reactions not betray her before Gurborian. | knew that she would have to accustom herself—if that were
possible—to our potent bloodwine, which was aways served copioudy at any baronia meeting. Mereth
sipped the portion | poured for her with commendable caution, then wrote that it made her eyes water,
and she preferred to avoid drinking much of it. | deemed it prudent to accept her superficial response;
she could not be seen by Gurborian to choke upon or swoon from imbibing our primary baronia drink. |
suggested that we would ascribe her otherwise inexcusable rgjection of the bloodwine to her loss of taste
dueto the ague.

Mereth appeared to experience no other difficulty with our Alizonian food. In case she might be
suspicious of the presence of poison, | tasted some of each dish to dlay her fears, then |eft her briefly to
fetch my hound pup M oonbeam, who had been whelped early, between the year’ stwo regular Whelping
Moons. He aready showed considerable promise of becoming a pack leader like hissire. When | placed
him on Mereth’slap, she held him acceptably. Even when he nipped her hands through her gloves, she
refrained from striking him. Shewas, of course, incapable of crying out, but | was favorably impressed
by her forbearance. To my considerable relief, Moonbeam fredly endured Mereth's presence and
attentions—indeed, he actually rumbled in response to her stroking! | trusted that his scent would cling to
her sufficiently to assuage the pack when we proceeded to the Kennels.

| was most gratified by the fine display of my pack arranged by Wolker, my Hound Master. When al of
my beasts had been shown to their best advantage and we rose to depart, Wolker whispered to me that
Krevond’s Kennels were honored to be inspected by such an experienced visiting authority. Hisreaction
encouraged meto think that Mereth might just possibly deceive even Gurborian.

Upon arriving at the guest’ s bed chamber, Mereth dressed herself with admirable dispatch, requiring
ass stance with only the bestowing of weapons. Arrayed in one of my sire' s complete ouitfits, she could
eadly have been mistaken for agenuine baron. | had been carefully weighing in my mind how much to
reved to Mereth. | could not know what Morfew might have told her about Alizon and our ways.
Although he claimed to have been cut off from news of Alizon during al hisyearsof exilein Lormt, | was
not certain whether that was a deliberate attempt to deceive me. | decided that in order for Mereth to be
properly wary of Gurborian and Gratch, she had to be more fully informed about their reputations.
Because Volorian waswell aware of Gurborian’s plotting, Mereth dared not appear surprised by facts
known to Volorian. It was now therefore vital that | disclose to her Gurborian’s and Gratch’ sintentions
to depose of Lord Baron Norandor.

“I must warn you first about Gratch,” | began. “Heis ashadowy figure, much dreaded dueto his
mastery of rare poisons. Littleis known about his past except that he escaped from his birthsite on Gorm
shortly before theidand fell to the Kolder thirty years ago. Doubtless hisintense hatred for the Kolder
semsfrom that time. Ten years ago, he gppeared in Alizon, and after ng the relative prospects for
advancement among the primary barons, alied himsalf with Gurborian. | had just assumed the mastery of
Krevond Castle when word began to circulate that Gratch had become Gurborian’s principa advisor,
contributing to and participating in dl of hisschemes. A year or so after Lord Baron Mallandor’s
accession, both Gratch and Gurborian retrested to the Reptur Line' s estates along the coast. They
conducted their plotting in genera seclusion there for somefive years, dlowing Mdlandor’ s suspicions



ampletimeto coal.”

Mereth held up her hand, and scribbled on her date. “ After war, Malandor replaced Facdllian,” she
wrote. “Why would Malandor suspect Gurborian? Was he not friend?’

“Gurborian had openly supported Malandor’s overthrow of Facdlian,” | confirmed. “ That was the chief
reason why Mallandor rewarded Gurborian with the jewe we now know to be Elsenar’s.”

“But you said at Lormt you did not know details about gift of jewel,” Mereth objected on her date.
“You said you wereonly pup & time.”

| could not entirely suppress my amusement at the gullibility of the Lormt folk. “When you firgt inquired,”

| said, “it was not advisable to divulge the full extent of my knowledge. We Alizonderslearn early that
information can be as precious as gold, and should be as closely guarded. It is now necessary that you be
thoroughly informed about the foes we must vanquish.

“At Lormt, | spoke the truth to you—alimited portion of it. Asatwelve year old whelp-of-age, | had
been presented to Lord Baron Facellian. Volorian accompanied meto that New Year's Assembly to
stand in my murdered Sire' s stead, then we returned to his manor where | had been fostered. Shortly
after weleft Alizon City, Facdllian was overthrown and executed for losing the Daleswar. Mallandor
bestowed the jewd upon Gurborian as partid payment for his support, but soon redlized that
Gurborian’sloyaty to him as Lord Baron might be no more trustworthy than it had previoudy been to
Facellian. Gurborian prudently withdrew to his coastd estatesto alow Mallandor’ s doubtsto subside.
Even after Gurborian returned to Alizon City five years ago, he deliberately shunned the Lord Baron's
close scrutiny. To disguisethe true intentions of histravels, he occasionally pleaded for leave from court
to attend to various matters at his estates.

“When | established my residence here at Krevonel about ten years ago, | had heard about theinitia
awarding of the jewel to Gurborian, but | had not seen the gem until it was for the second time bestowed
upon him by Norandor at thisNew Y ear’s Assembly just past. To my knowledge, Gurborian had never
publicly displayed the jewd after hefirgt received it from Mallandor. | had wondered why he had
refrained from wearing such arumored prize, since heisfamed for hislavish show of baubles, buit |
concluded that during those intervening years, Gurborian likely dared not remind Mallandor of the reason
for his possessing it. After dl, one successful overthrow of aLord Baron might lead to thoughts of
another such remova . . . and indeed, we now know that Gurborian was aready scheming to depose
Malandor.

“Three years ago, when Estcarp’ s Witches forestalled Karsten’ simpending invasion by their horrendous
magical assault upon their southern border’ s mountains, Mallandor longed to attack Estcarp whileit was
distracted and vulnerable. The Witch-spells sedling their northern border with us held firm, however,
preventing any incursons from Alizon. Mallandor then witlesdy acceded to the pro-Kolder faction’s
arguments, resulting in last spring’ s bungled raid into Estcarp led by Esguir, histrusted Hound Magter.
When dl the remaining Kolder were killed and the Witchlings had escaped back into Estcarp, Gurborian
recognized his opportunity. He united Malandor’ s enemiesin aplot to e evate Norandor, Malandor’s
littermate—brother, as you say—to the throne. To recompense Gurborian for his essentia aid, Norandor
then officidly conferred the jewd upon him for the second time—although only for hislifetime suse.
Esguir and Malandor were, of course, fed to the hounds.”

| was interrupted by the sudden grating of Mereth’s chalk. She held up her date for meto read her
scrawled query, “Fed to the hounds?’



“Surely Morfew has described to you our traditional method of disposing of failed Lords Baron and
traitorsto Alizon,” | replied. “Obvioudy,” | hastened to add, “the bodies arenever given to the better
hounds because of the poison residues.”

Mereth’' s hand fdtered dightly as she wrote, “ Poison?’

“All prominent barons and their primary retainers must guard themsdlves againgt being poisoned by
regularly consuming smal amounts of the more usua poisons,” | explained. “ The practice naturdly
renders the human bodies unfit for houndmeat. Traitors bodies arefed to only the less able hounds, so
that their illness or death would not diminish the effectiveness of the pack.”

| regarded Mereth closely for any other signs of deplorable weakness, but aside from her initial hand
tremor, she seemed to have recovered her resol uteness. “One of Norandor’s men, Sherek, has been
lately named the new Hound Master,” | resumed, “to Gurborian’s bitter disappointment. Gurborian had
mistakenly assumed that he could influence Norandor by bribery and coercion. Soon after Norandor’s
elevation to the throne, Gratch came forward with the cursed notion of seeking an aliancefor Alizon with
the Dark mages of Escore to replace our former, failed aliance with the Kolder. With Gurborian's
approval, Gratch probed about in the mountains near Volorian’ s etate this past summer, occasoning
those |etters from Volorian that first aerted me to the Escorian threat.

“I must tell you that | have private reasons | may not discuss which convince me that Gurborian and
Gratch intend to depose Norandor, if they can secure sufficient backing from other disaffected barons.
Volorian suspects as much—ever since the murder of my sire, he has harbored boundless enmity for
Gurborian. Y ou must bear that enmity congtantly in mind during your impersonation. Despitethefair
words of Morfew’ s message, Gurborian will not be easily persuaded of Krevond’ swillingnessto aly
with him. Y ou and | must gppear to be both outwardly cold—as he will expect—and yet plausibly
prevailed upon by the strength of his arguments to accept his proposas.”

Looking bleakly determined, Mereth nodded, then wrote yet another query on her date. “If Volorian
known for rgjection of al magic, how can | in hisplace. . .” She hestated, groping for ausable Alizonion
word, | presumed. After apause, shefinished the query, “bend to endorse any aliance with Escore?’

“The potentid for irresstible gain should overwhem our objections, or so Gurborian will likely inggt,” |
predicted. “1f | appear to pressyou forcefully on behdf of the younger whelps of the Line of Krevond,
then your skillfully timed change of attitude may satisfy them. Y our initia revulsion toward Gurborian's
suggestions can moderate into reluctant acquiescence. Under the circumstances, we are compelled to
risk all—we must say anything necessary to pry Elsenar’ sjewe away from Gurborian. As soon asthe
stone iswithin our grasp, we must withdraw asrapidly aswe can, to convey the jewel through the
postern to Lormt, where it will be safely beyond the control of Gurborian or the Dark mages.”

Bodrik should have returned by thistime, | thought, unless he had encountered difficultiesin delivering
our message. | chastised mysdlf for my impatience. Gurborian would weigh each word Morfew had
written, and surely take equa pains—and time—in composing hisreply.

| glanced at Mereth. She did not appear to be unsettled or visibly nervous, but it might be well to keep
her occupied so that she would not have timeto brood or indulgein fretful femaleimaginings. “Y ou are
suitably garbed for our baronia meeting,” | said, “but | am not. Come through into my quarters and
refresh yoursdf with another . . . feebler winewhilel array mysdif.”



CHAPTER 20

Mereth—events at Krevond Castle (19th and 20th Days, Month of the Ice Dragon/ 20th and 21st Days,
Moon of the Knife)

A sKasarian described to me the two enemies we were likely to confront, | blessed my long years of
trading experience that enabled meto listen without exhibiting any outward signs of my true fedings. My
bel oved Doubt had often accused me of cultivating afacia expression of bland indifference. He was
forced to concede that at times, | could extract better prices than he because the other merchants could
not discern which particular goods | especially desired.

Listening now to Kasarian, | was gppalled by the history of repeated intrigue and murder that he
recounted. It was dl the more chilling in itsimpact because of his matter-of-course style of speaking. |
found it horrid to contemplate that for him and al the other Alizonder barons, their chosen way of life had
grown out of such abloody tradition.

When Kasarian mentioned Gorm, | felt asurge of painful memories. We Daesfolk had once conducted
alivey commerce with that idand stronghold offshore from Estcarp. In my early years of trading, | had
established fruitful ties with many merchants based in the warehouses crowding Gorm'’ s ports. Moored
likeagreat vessd of rock in Estcarp’s coasta bay, Gorm was sheltered from al but therare
north-westerly storms by the peninsular arm crowned by Sulcarkeep, the Sulcar fleet’s home port.
During my first overseas voyage with Uncle Parand so many years before, our ship had anchored for a
time at Sippar, Gorm’s primary city, which also served then as Estcarp’ smain port.

Thirty years ago, dl the golden days of prosperity had come to a shattering end. While Hilder, Gorm’s
Lord Defender, languished near death, his second wife, anxious to secure her regency on behaf of their
young son, secretly summoned the hideous Kolder to back her rule. The very night that Hilder died, the
Kolder swept in from the seg, not as dlies, but as mercilessinvaders. Most of Gorm’ sinhabitants
suffered an ungpeskable fate, forced to fight as mindless daves for the Kolder until they werekilled by
their own grieving former friends from Estcarp and Sulcar-keep. Following Sulcarkeep’ stragic,
deliberate destruction by its own defenders to prevent its seizure by the Kolder’ sforces, Estcarp’s
Witches, aided by the famed Simon Tregarth, used their magic to launch asuccessful invasion of Gorm,
exterminating al the Kolder lairing there. Ever since, the haunted idand had been abandoned, mourned
by dl who remembered itsfair past.

I now learned from Kasarian that Gratch, Gurborian’ s prime henchmen, was one of the few who
escaped from Gorm shortly before the Kolder doomed the idand. Unlike the Gormfolk | had known and
respected, Gratch was evidently awicked schemer, no doubt attracted to Alizon where his murderous
talents would be most fully appreciated. Because of Gorm’s betraya into the Kolder’ s hands, Gratch
loathed the Kolder, and thus aigned himself with Gurborian, who, for different reasons, shared that
detestation for the foreign ingtigators of the war with the Dales.

| was startled when Kasarian confided that Lord Baron Malandor had suspected Gurborian of
conspiring againgt him. | had understood that M landor had relied upon Gurborian in their violent
overthrow of the previous Lord Baron, Facellian. Kasarian boldly admitted to me, however, that he had
not told me the entire truth at Lormt concerning the circumstances of Gurborian’sreceipt of Elsenar’s
jewel. The wretched baron had actually been awarded the stone on two separate occasions by two
different Lords Baron!

| was numbed by Kasarian' sfactua recita of the murderousintrigues and betrayd s that saturated the



Alizonian court. | hoped that he did not notice how my hand shook before | steadied my chalk when |
queried him regarding the hideous double execution of adisgraced ruler and his underling who were
literdlyfed to the hounds. It was aswdll that | could not speak, for | do not know what damaging words
| might have blurted out—yet what words could have conveyed the depths of my affronted disbdlief?|
shuddered inwardly to think that countless generations of Alizonders had preyed upon one another in so
crud afashion. It was difficult to gragp how Alizon had survived for so long when outright murder was a
commended tactic for baronia advancement.

Clearly, Gurborian exemplified the most deplorable Alizonian traits. He had benefited from each mgjor
act of treachery, but not al of his schemes had succeeded. The execution of Malandor’ sHound Master
had |eft vacant that powerful Alizonian office of primary war baron. Gurborian attempted to sway the
appointment by means of bribes and intimidation, but the new Lord Baron Norandor had ignored
Gurborian’s machinations and ingtalled one of hisown men as Hound Magter.

Kasarian warned methat Volorian had long been aware of the extent of Gurborian’s ambitious plotting.
When | posed asVolorian, | should have to reflect his enduring animosity toward the murderer of his
brother; Gurborian would expect it. Both Kasarian and |, in fact, would have to strive to convey a
plausible changein our established attitudes, from entrenched oppaosition to grudging acceptance of
Gurborian’s proposals. When . . . if we did obtain Elsenar’ sjewd as a necessary bribe to secure
Krevond’ s backing, Kasarian admonished meto disengage as quickly as possible, so that the jewe
could be carried safely to Lormt, out of danger of discovery by the Dark forces of Escore.

Asif struck by a sudden thought, Kasarian fell slent. He observed that he was not appropriately dressed
to confer with Gurborian and Gratch, and invited me into the adjoining bedchamber. | had aninitia
fleeting impression of sober eegance. Dark blue wall hangings softened the expanses of bare stone, and |
glimpsed a canopied bed draped with amatching blue brocade occupying araised dais against the far
wall. Before| could fully survey the room’ sfurnishings, however my attention was exclusively engaged by
one of the most terrifying sights | had ever beheld. When | haf-turned as| passed a shadowed alcove, |
found mysdf at the mercy of an enormous golden-eyed monster rearing up to atack me. | nearly fell,
lurching backward and to one sidein what | expected to be afutile effort to evade the nightmare' sfangs
and claws. Had | possessed avoice, | should have cried out in despair . . . then | abruptly redlized that
the beast had not moved.

Doubtless derted by his sendtive ears aswel as his swordsman’ s eye for movement behind him,
Kasarian spun on hishedl, one of hisbelt daggersready in hishand. When | gestured at the mongter, he
laughed doud. “1 should have warned you in advance about Krevond’s most noteworthy trophy,” he
said, sheathing his dagger asrapidly ashe had drawnit.

Plucking atorch from anearby stone embrasure, Kasarian raised it to illuminate what | could now see
was agigantic wolf-like creature whaose thick-furred hide had been preserved and mounted upon a
hidden framework to mimic the effects of aliving, lunging predator. Kasarian was atal man, but the
rampant creature’ s outstretched front paws loomed above his shoulders. He regarded the horror with an
expression that | had seen only once before, when he had brought me his hound pup. It seemed
impossible to believe, but he was genuinely proud, even . . . fond of this monster.

“So few sightings are reported nowadays,” Kasarian mused. “ My sre’ ssrekilled this dire wolf many
years ago during a hunt in our northern mountains. The craftsman who mounted the skin achieved a
gplendid effect with the eyes, don't you think?” He waved the torch from Sdeto side. | tried not to
shudder asthe glittering eyes gppeared to shift within the massive skull. “Pure gold orbs with black stones
inset for the pupils” Kasarian explained. “ They provide amost lifelikeimpression.” He Sighed regretfully.
“I have never had thefortuneto sight adirewolf mysdf,” he said. “My sre once told me that he had



encountered unmistakable tracks, but the winter weather was too severe for his hunting party to pursue
them. Still, we cherish this excellent specimen which not even Gurborian can match, for dl hiswedth and

power.”

| welcomed the goblet of fortifying wine that Kasarian poured from asilver ewer on aside table, and
was equally grateful when he offered me a cushioned chair. He then strode to the door to shouit for
Gennard to attend him in his robing chamber.

My pounding heart had dowed to a more reasonable pace by the time Kasarian returned. | had to admit
that he made a triking figurein midnight blue velvet tunic and hose, white leather belt and boots, and with
an even more elaborate gold baronial chain suspended across his chest.

He had scarcely seated himsalf when Gennard thrust open the door. “Master,” he called urgently.
“Bodrik has been wounded.”

Jumping to hisfeet, Kasarian demanded, “Whereishe? Was he ableto return to Krevond 7’ Before
Gennard could answer, we heard an approaching clamor in the outer corridor, and suddenly Bodrik
himself reded into the room, closely pursued by severd liveried servants scrambling to assst him.
Krevonel’ s castellan had been sorely battered. A blood-soaked rag had been wound around his neck,
and hisformerly spotless livery was torn and streaked with more blood. He fell to hisknees at Kasarian's
feet, and tried unsuccessfully to raise hisright hand to his chest where his House badge had been nearly
ripped away. “Arm dashed,” he muttered.

Kasarian immediately knelt, steadying Bodrik with afirm hand to each shoulder. “ Gennard,” he ordered,
“Send for Wolkor, then fetch abasin of water and bandages. The rest of you, away to your duties.”

The other servants hastily withdrew, Gennard close on their hedls.

Bodrik shook hishead dowly, asif dazed. He fumbled with hiseft hand inside his disheveled tunic.
“Lursk isdead, Madgter,” he said hoarsdly.

| snatched up the wine ewer and filled agoblet to hand to Kasarian, who held it to Bodrik’slips.

“Rest amoment,” Kasarian advised. “Wolkor is coming to attend to your wounds.”

The wine seemed to revive Bodrik. As he drank the full measure, some color returned to his blanched
face. Kasarian set asde the emptied goblet and lifted his castellan into a chair. Bodrik’ slabored
breathing eased. He managed at last to extract the message packet with hisleft hand, and held it out to
me. “Baron Gurborian entrusted me with thisreply to be given only into your hands, Worthy Baron,” he
said, hisvoice clearer and stronger than before.

Accepting the bloodstained packet, | peered questioningly at Kasarian, who drew one of his belt knives
and reached across to cut the packet’ s binding straps. “How came Lursk to die?’ he asked.

There was no mistaking Bodrik’ s reaction—he showed his Alizonian fangsin atriumphant grin. “Whilst
we waited for Baron Gurborian to compose hisreply, Master, Lursk and | fell to arguing inthe
courtyard.”

Kasarian nodded gravely. “I trust,” he said, “that you promoted the dudl to facilitate my orders?’

“Aye, Magter. | thought an open clash with Lursk would guarantee a direct audience for me with Baron



Gurborian.” Bordrik looked at me. “Before | entered the Master’ s service,” he said, “Lursk killed my
younger littermate in Canisport. | thank the Worthy Baron for this opportunity to settle my Line s account
with Lursk.”

| acknowledged his statement with what | hoped he would view asanod of approval. | had beenin
Alizon for only amatter of hours, and already one death had resulted. What adreadful placethis
was—filled with violent hounds, legendary monsters, and murderous barons.

Kasarian held the message packet stationary for amoment. “How came you to survive once Lursk was
dead?’ heinquired in adangeroudy cam voice. “ Surdly there were others present in Reptur’s
courtyard.”

“Lursk’smen would have killed me,” Bodrik replied with earnest conviction, “had it not been for Lord
Gratch. The noise of our struggle attracted his attention. He came out of the balcony, quill in hand, just as
Lursk foolishly overbalanced and | ran him through. The others were set to attack me, but Lord Gratch
ordered them to seize me and bring me before Baron Gurborian at once. The Baron was not pleased to
hear of Lursk’ s death, but he said to Lord Gratch that the opportunity provided by Krevonel’s message
could not belost due to misdeeds by underlings. | spoke up then, Magter. | told him that | had settled a
private score with Lursk—our dudl had naught to do with Krevoned or Reptur. He said | had best stay
out of Reptur’ s reach henceforth, then ordered meto deliver hisreply before he changed hismind and
killed me himsdf.”

Kasarian amiled unpleasantly. “ Should the occasion arise that | must dispatch another message to
Gurborian,” heremarked, “1 shal take care to send adifferent messenger.”

Gennard returned with bandages and abasin of water just as Wolkor arrived carrying awell-worn
satche bulging with ointment jars and herbsthat | presumed he kept to treat injured hounds—or
Alizonders. Fortunately, in one sense, thiswas far from my first experience with severe battle injuries. |
had helped our Wise Women during the harrowing years of the Daeswar, so | was not outwardly
shaken by the sight of blood and mangled flesh. | took the bandages from Gennard and spread them out
on anearby table ready to be folded to the required dimensions.

Wolkor and Gennard swiftly removed Bodrik’ s tunic and the remnants of his undergarment. Besidesthe
gtill undisclosed wounds on his neck, he had suffered ajagged sword cut down hisright forearm. To my
surprise, Wolkor threaded a delicately curved needle with what appeared to be alength of waxed
thread. While Gennard pressed together the edges of the dash, Wolkor sewed the torn skin as neatly as
any seamdiress, then sponged the areawith wine before bandaging it.

Leaving them to examine Bodrik’ s neck, Kasarian pulled Gurborian’ sreply from the packet. He held the
document out deferentially for meto read, but | could make scant sense of the elaborately swirled
Alizonian script.

“I vow, Worthy Baron,” Kasarian observed to me, “that Gratch’s hand has become more decorative
sncethelast timel saw it. Let us seek abetter light by which you can advise me of your response.”
Taking my arm, Kasarian firmly steered meto atable near the looming dire wolf, well out of listening
range of the other Alizonders.

“Gurborian, through Gratch’s quill, expresses himself with hisusud pretense” Kasarian said, fetching an
extracandletoilluminatethewriting. “ *Volorian, ” heread inalow, sarcastic voice, “ ‘| rgjoice that you
honor Alizon City with your presence. We have sordly missed your counsel these many years—I have
often thought what valuable contributions you could make to advance Alizon' sinterests. Now you grace



me with your most noble invitation to attend you. | shall be ddighted to arrive at the time and place you
specified, accompanied solely by Gratch and aminima party of guards. Y our suggestion truly stirsmy
interest. | dare to hope that both our Lines may benefit greatly from our meeting. Pray extend my most
cordia greetingsto Kasarian, whose loya service | havelong admired. | eagerly await the set hour.
Gurborian.’”” Kasarian paused, then bared histeeth in afera smile. “Morfew hasearned alarge
medallion to attach to hisbaronia chain,” he said. “ Our quarry has taken his well-worded bait. Come, let
us set our arrangementsin order.”

At our gpproach, Bodrik inssted upon rising to hisfeet. He appeared to be fully recovered from his
ordedl.

“Wolkor,” Kasarian said, “you may return to the Kennels. Tell the steward you may draw aflask of
bloodwine.”

Grinning, Wolkor bobbed his head and dapped his House badge with enthusiasm. As soon as he had
closed the door, Kasarian turned to Bodrik and Gennard. “We shal be receiving Baron Gurborian this
midnight,” heinformed them. “The Worthy Baron and | shdl confer with him and Lord Gratch in the
green audience chamber. Since thisisto be a secret meeting, they will be accompanied by only afew
bodyguards. Bodrik, are you fit to serve as my Armsmaster?’

To demondtrate hisrestored capacity, Bodrik flexed hisright hand and sketched avigorous
swordsman’ sflourish. “Aye, Magter,” he asserted. “ Krevond’ s prime troop can overmatch any of
Reptur’slot.”

“Seethat they do,” Kasarian ordered. “It is possible that some. . . disagreement may arise between our
two parties. Your picked troop will deal with Gurborian’s guard. The Worthy Baron and | will attend to
Gurborian and Gratch.”

“Shdl | bring your sire ssword from the Armory, Master?” Gennard inquired.

“Yes, tekeit to the audience chamber,” Kasarian replied, “aong with proper refreshmentsfor the four of
us. The Worthy Baron and | will take alight supper here. Y ou will fetch our repast before you attend to
the arrangements in the green room.”

Bodrik had not been gone long when Gennard duly delivered yet more trays of rich Alizonian food,
which hewas prepared to serve, but again Kasarian dismissed him to “ see to your more important duties
below.”

Kasarian shut the door behind him, observing briskly to me, “Y our imposture would be reveded if
Gennard saw you egting. Y our flat Dal€ steeth betray you. Y ou must therefore guard against showing
your teeth to Gurborian and Gratch. It isaswell that Volorian’s supposed ague prevents you from
consuming the prepared refreshments.”

| choked down abit more of the Alizonian food, vowing to keep my mouth shut tight throughout the
baronia meeting.

At lagt, Kasarian led me downgtairsto awide hall. He stopped before towering double doors that
opened inward upon a spacious room whose walls were draped with vibrant green tapestries glistening
with gold-threaded patterns. Three substantia iron cressets set in floor mounts provided illumination in
addition to the candles flaring on the large table a the room’ s center. Gennard had arranged alavish cold
supper on along trestle table againgt asde wall. He had aso placed a sheathed silver-hilted sword on



the conferencetable.

Kasarian at once grasped the sword, drew it with hisleft hand, and executed a sudden flurry of lunges
and mock parries. As | had suspected, he handled the weapon with expert ease. Evidently satisfied with
the blade, he sheathed it, then peered keenly at the wall hangings. Behind one of the great carved chairs,
vertica folds of fabric covered aniche in the stone wall. Kasarian concedled the sword in the narrow
gpace. After rearranging the tapestry, he turned to address me. 1 warn you to avoid being scratched by
any baronid blades—it is customary for all such to be dipped in poison. Y ou did say you could wield
your staff; can you aso use asword or dagger?’

| shook my head, and wrote on my date, “Dart gun and staff—not sword. | could stab, if close.” |
touched the hilt of one of the daggers at my bdlt, but Kasarian frowned.

“Itislikely best if you attempt to stay out of dagger range,” he said “Besides, dl of uswill be obliged to
disarm—ogtensibly—before our meeting begins. | have no doubt that both Gurborian and Gratch will
carry hidden weapons, just as they will suspect the same of us, but custom is custom. They will not
consider your staff to be aweapon, of course. Alizonder barons do not fight with staffs.”

“Daedfolk do,” | wrotefirmly.

Kasarian grinned. “So | have heard.” Ingtantly, he resumed his serious mien. “When Gurborian
addressesyou,” he said, “you must write on your date as rapidly as you can, but in such away that
neither Gurborian nor Gratch can clearly seetheresults. | done will interpret for you. That way, | can
answer concerning matters which you might not know. Do not be fearful of Gorborian’sor Gratch’'s
lordly manner—you are Baron Volorian of the Line of Krevonel, and as such, you defer to no man save
the Lord Baron himsdif.”

Bodrik appeared at the open door. He had donned a high-collared tunic to cover the bandage at his
neck, and seemed fully adert and able to fight, should such action be necessary. “The Reptur party has
arrived, Magter,” he announced.

“We shdl meet theminthe hdl,” Kasarian replied.

Asl| followed him toward the double doors, | noticed a heavy wooden beam lying dong the interior wall
beside the theshold. | had no opportunity to query Kasarian about it.

Just outside the doors, four of Kasarian’ s armed retainers were rigidly drawn up in aline behind Bodrik.
They faced four equaly well-equipped Alizonders garbed in gaudy ocher livery piped with black. A
sense of mutud hodtility hung inthe air as strongly asif abottle of rank scent had been spilled on the
stone paving between the two groups. Kasarian coldy ignored the underling intruders, striding out into the
middle of the hall to intercept their gpproaching masters.

I immediately recognized Gurborian, having glimpsed him during my earlier vison & Lormt. Hewasa
broad-shouldered, stocky man, with awider face than Kasarian's, flatter cheekbones and amore
prominently hooked nose. His eyeswere amurky green, reminding me of a pottery glaze that had gone
wrong in thefiring. | wasrepelled by the ostentation of his costume. His bloodwine-red velvet tunic was
dashed with black satin inserts, whose seams were ribbed with pearls. The gold filigree chain draped
across his shoulders glittered with red gems, as did the severa rings he wore on both short-fingered
hands. Even his black high-sided boots were decorated with gold inlays. He was not, however, wearing
Elsenar’ sjewd. If he had brought it with him, he had tucked it away out of Sght.



Thetdler, thinner figure carefully keeping a pace behind him had to be the infamous Gratch. Like most
folk from Gorm, he differed in coloring from the Old Race. With hiswhesat-yellow hair and blue-green
eyes, he appeared out of place among the paler Alizonders. His features were fine cut, but as he drew
closer, | could seelines of dissatisfaction around his mouth, asif he often scowled. His tunic was made of
adark red-brown corded fustian whose color and texture reminded me unpleasantly of Bodrik’s clotted
bandages. Thelinks of hisneck chain, while discreetly smaler and less ornate than his master’ s, were il
dearly finegold.

| could not avoid comparing the two opposing parties. Next to Gurborian and his men, the men of
Krevone looked severdy plain. Kasarian had mentioned that he preferred asimpler style of life than
some other barons; | now understood better what he had meant.

I quickly decided to imitate as best | could the outward demeanor of the most arrogant man | had
known, amerchant from Karsten who had infuriated Uncle Parand with his haughty airs. | therefore
measured Gurborian with an offensively unimpressed glance.

Gurborian showed hisfangsin a patently insncere smile, and proclaimed, “When | received your
message, Volorian, | knew that only amatter of urgent significance to Krevonel could lure you away from
your hounds a so crucid atime.”

| scribbled busily on my date for Kasarian to “read” my reply. He deftly held the date out of
Gurborian’ sview while relaying my presumed remarks. * ‘What better time for acovert meeting? | have
not missed the First Whelping since the war overseas. No baron would expect me to desert my pack just

“An adroit gratagem,” Gurborian complimented me, “but might not word . . . Sift out concerning your
absence?”’

“Certainly not,” Kasarian retorted. “Volorian’s Hound Master is completely reliable. No whisper
concerning thismeeting will ever be heard—at least, not from Krevond.”

“Nor from Reptur, | assureyou,” Gurborian heartily asserted.

Kasarian wiped my date with his pocket cloth and returned it to me. “Let usnow disarm,” he suggested,
“s0 that we may commence our discussion.”

Thefour of us deposited adaunting array of knives upon the hal table outside the audience room.

Since | was both the eldest and the ostensible ingtigator of the meeting, | stalked into the chamber firdt,
claming the highest-backed master’ s chair for mysdlf. Kasarian waited for our two guests to enter, then
closed the doors and stooped to raise the wooden beam whose purpose | had not known. | now saw its
intended use, for he dropped it into iron brackets bolted on the insde facings of the double doors,
effectively barring uswithin, while aso shutting our armed retainers out.

CHAPTER 21

Kasarian—events at Krevoned Castle (20th Day, Moon of the Knife/ 21st Day, Month of the Ice
Dragon)



A sl preceded Mereth downstairs on our way to the audience chamber where we were to meet with
Gurborian and Gratch, | weighed in my mind her reactionsto events earlier that night. She had clearly
been shaken by her unexpected confrontation with the dire wolf in my bedchamber, but, surprisingly, she
had not fainted from fright. Considering that she had never before beheld such abeast, and must have
initidly assumed it was dive, she had responded well, lunging to one side while gripping her aff to ward
off itsattack. | was favorably impressed by her steadfastness—most unusud for afemae. Later, she had
also proved undaunted by the sight of Bodrik’s wounds when he returned injured. Indeed, she had
offered useful assistance, pouring atimely cup of wine for him, and displaying an obvioudy experienced
hand with the bandages. | judged that those actions provided evidence that her service during the Dales
war was likely worthy of respect.

When Bodrik reported that he had killed Lursk, Gurborian’'s Master of Arms, it wasaswell | could
confidently trust my castellan. Otherwise, | might have been reasonably concerned that Gurborian had
contrived, by bribe or threst, to shift Bodrik’ s alegiance to Reptur, and send him back to Krevonel asa
y. | knew, however that Bodrik was sworn to me by an unbreakable blood oath. He had taken a
notable risk in tempting Lursk to duel on Reptur’ s ground, but his rashness had been rewarded.
Immediately after Lursk fell, Gratch had intervened to prevent the Reptur troops from killing Bodrik. As
Bodrik had caculated, he had been ushered directly to Gurborian, who rightly recognized that the loss of
HisMaster of Armswas of far lessimport than the potentia opportunity to woo Krevond’sdliance with
hisfaction. Instead of killing Bodrik, Gurborian had alowed him to return to Krevone, bearing Gratch's
penned response to Volorian' sinvitation. Aswe had hoped, Reptur would cometo Krevond at
midnight.

| digpatched Gennard to arrange a suitable repast in the green audience room, and to take there my
dre' s poisoned sword. By Alizonian custom, conferring barons dways disarmed before entering a
meeting room, from which al mere retainers would be excluded. These measures had been originaly
intended to reduce the incidence of outright armed clashes between mortal enemies, but over time,
woul d-be combatants tended to provide themsalves with concealed weaponsin case active offense or
defense became necessary within the locked chamber.

Bodrik announced Reptur’ sarriva. | was gratified by my castellan’ s choice of four armsmen to stand for
Krevond. | recognized three of Reptur’ sfour armsmen—able fighters al, but not equa to our troop.

Gurborian and Gratch had arrayed themselves handsomely. | watched Mereth closdly for any betraying
sgnsof intimidation, but was greatly heartened when she assumed amost convincingly magisteriad
demeanor, reminiscent of old Baron Moragian.

As soon asthe four of us had disarmed in the hall, Mereth marched directly to my sire'schair at the
head of the oval table within the audience chamber.

| deliberately turned my back on them in order to secure the interior beam in place to bar the doors. |
had relied upon Gratch's choice of chairs—ordinarily, he would never have consented to Sit with adoor
to hisback, but he had to assume our barred double doors precluded any surprise entry. Moreover, he
was right-handed, and had to be lured by the direct proximity afforded for aknife thrust toward Mereth.
My sre' s sword was conveniently within my reach behind the chair across from Gratch, to Gurborian's
left and Mereth’ sright.

Gennard had prepared atray for us on the conference table. Moving to my desired chair, | shifted the
three gold goblets and poured a generous measure of Krevond’s best bloodwine for our guests. They
naturaly waited for me to sample my own portion before tasting theirs.



Gurborian frowned a Mereth’sempty hands. “Can it be,” heinquired, “that you shun this excdlent
vintage, Volorian?’

Mereth achieved aremarkably rueful, close-mouthed grimace as she scribbled on her date, then
presented it for me to read. She had written, “ Frustrated due to ague. Cannot taste food or wine

properly.”

“*| can scarcely expressmy frudtration,” ” | read doud. “ * This ague has robbed me of my taste so that |
cannot properly appreciate food or drink.” ”

Gurborian relaxed somewhat in his chair. “What apity,” he said. “When your taste returns, you must
prevall upon Kasarian to send some casks of thiswineto you. | find it quite laudable. Don't you agree,
Gratch?’

“Most assuredly, my lord,” Gratch dutifully responded.

Mereth rapped her staff upon the floor, and made a peremptory gesture at Gurborian, who laughed
sharply.

“Y ou dwayswere impatient, Volorian,” Gurborian said, “as direct with words aswith swvords.” He
turned back to Gratch. “Pray explain to the Worthy Baron what a sngular opportunity awaits him and
Krevond when they dly with Reptur to promote our new venture.”

Whatever else one might say about Gratch, one would scarcely characterize him as direct in any matter.
| recalled Volorian had written that if Gratch’s object in prying near our estates was to spy upon Escore,
it was awonder he had approached the actual border region—it would have been more like him to take
ship to Karsten and worm hisway around by the most devious possible route. | wasintensely curiousto
hear how Gratch would try to lure usinto denying our Line' straditiond utter rgjection of magic. It was
not surprising when he chose to approach the subject obliquely.

“We cannot, of course, enhance the aready formidable reputation secured by the Line of Krevond,”
Gratch said earnestly to Mereth.

Mereth nodded, asif acknowledging an accepted fact.

“It appears,” Gratch continued, “that you no longer care to participate in the active conduct of affairs at
Alizon Castle, being fully occupied, no doubt, with your renowned breeding efforts at your country
edate.”

Mereth nodded again, and drummed her gloved fingers restlessy on the table top.

Undaunted, Gratch forged ahead, cregping nearer to the nub of hisargument. “My lord and | have
carefully considered what enticements we might offer to encourage acertain . . . change of mind on your
part,” hesaid. “Weknew that the virtues of our proposa would appedl to your keen military judgment,
but oftentimes extra. . . factors can speed one’ sdecision.”

Mereth thumped her staff suddenly, startling Gratch into adight sammer. “W-worthy Baron?’

She scrawled one word on her date. | held it so both Gurborian and Gratch could see the boldly written
query, “Terms?’



While she wiped the date, | added. “And in return for what action by Krevond?’

Gurborian had propped his chin on one beringed hand, his expression passive, but expectant. He
was—at least for the present—evidently content to let Gratch speak for him.

Gratch sipped thirstily from hisgoblet. “1 understand,” he said, “that the Worthy Baron' s pack islacking
in only one champion sirain—the bloodline held exclusively by Baron Bolduk.” His voice took on a
wheedling note, asif he were trying to induce a newly weaned pup to put its head through a spiked collar
for thefirg time. “Quite recently, Baron Bolduk actively embraced our proposas. Should you join our
faction, itismogt likely that he would favorably entertain your request for breeding rights.”

Mereth subjected Gratch to awithering stare, rightly implying that so flagrant a bribe—without previous
explanation of the reciprocaly required action—was too contemptible to deserve comment.

It seemed a suitable time to divert their attention to me, and possibly trick them into saying more than
they intended. “ Speaking of Bolduk’sLine,” | remarked, “| heard lately that the younger whelp died quite
suddenly during the New Year' sAssembly . . . on the Sixth Day, wasit not? Doubtless the old Baron
was sordly grieved.”

Gurborian affected adoleful outward expression, but his eyes glinted with satisfaction. “Just so,” he said.
“| hastened to his side as soon as the sad news reached Reptur. As| had suspected, their old feud with
Ferlikian was behind the death. Baron Bolduk was most appreciative of my condolence.” He addressed
Mereth directly. “'Y ou will want to confer with him, | am sure, since both of you have long held smilar
attitudesregarding certain . . . matters. Y ou will find that Bolduk has completely revised hisformer
convictions now that he has assessed the rewards promised by our venture.”

Mereth wrote briefly and to the point. | smply voiced her command: “ ‘ Detail this venture.

Gurborian nodded to Gratch, who dipped afinger in his bloodwine and drew a scarlet streak acrossthe
table top. Once he had added afew more such lines, | saw that he was sketching a crude map of
Alizon'sborders.

“Since our ill-advised dliance with the Kolder has been destroyed,” Gratch declared, “my lord and |
have devoted oursalves to determining the most advantageous new course to expand Alizon’s dominion.
For too long, we have been thwarted by the Estcarp’ shags' detestable spells that hinder our free
movement southward. Here—where the Forbidden Hillstraill off into the trackless Tormarsh—the Lord
Baron has persisted in probing over the years, but the Witchspells have prevented passage of more than
apitifully few spies. Somemoonsago . . .” Gratch paused, looked keenly at Mereth, and added, “as you
were evidently aware, Worthy Baron, | journeyed near your estates to pursue inquiries in the mountains
bordering on Escore.” He marked two spots with hisfinger. “Here. . . and here, my lord sought word of
certain powerful forceswhich might assst usin scourging Estcarp . ...

“Y ou dared to consider consulting the vile Mages of Escore?’ | interrupted. It was not difficult to feign
intense dismay, given the gppalling nature of the Escorian threst.

“Cam yoursdf, Honorable Kasarian,” Gurborian purred. “ It has been said that you are a swordsman of
notable skill. Would you refuse to employ the sharpest blade available merely because you disapprove of
the decoration on the hilt? | urge you to weigh the obvious advantages of our strategy. Who else can
counter—indeed, overpower—Estcarp’ s hags? The sole strength of the Witchesliesin their magic. Why
should we not enlist even more puissant magic on our behdf? Asascholar, you must know that in the far



pas, it was the Mages of Escore who first drove the Witches over the mountainsinto Estcarp.”

Gratch leaned forward, stabbing hiswine-stained finger at the area of his map that represented Escore,
“Like Alizon,” he asserted, “ Escore does not forget past insults or past foes. For athousand years,
Escore, t0o, has been border-blocked by Estcarp. Their Mageslikely still cherish hopesfor further

revenge.”

“How say you, Volorian?’ Gurborian inquired. “ Surely you do not mourn the destruction of the
Kolder—unreliable foreignerswho failed miserably in their campaigns againgt the hags. Escore is nearby,
and centuries-steeped in Power. Should we not seize so promising ameansto enlarge Alizon’ s borders
while aso avenging the honor of our Foresires?’

Mereth surveyed Gratch’ s map, then wrote on her date for meto read, “Krevonel has aways hated
magic. How can this plot help Krevond ?’

| nodded, asif in firm agreement, and “read” doud, “ ‘Y ou know very well the position our Line has
aways taken regarding magic: it isan abominable practice, never to be accepted. How can you propose
that Krevond congder dlying with such disgusting foulness? ”

“But no magic shal bewieded within Alizon itsdf,” Gratch quickly averred. “Thefull force of Escore's
fury will be directed entirely against Estcarp.”

Mereth regarded him baefully, scribbled briefly, and flourished her date a me. | had to admire her
Spirit—the genuine Volorian could have reacted no better. | read her words as they were written, since
they were perfectly chosen. * * And if Escore should prevail againgt Estcarp, then where next do they turn
for prey? ”

Gratch sputtered, and flushed adusky red.

Gurborian laughed adoud. “1 had wondered whether your years away from court might have dulled your
wits,” he exclaimed. “I seethey remain as sharp as your hounds' teeth. Y ou pose afair question. Until
we complete our negotiation, | cannot supply the particulars, but you may be assured that Alizon will
emerge with full dominion over al landsto the west of the mountains. | will not settlefor less.”

“Can you confide to us the names of those negotiating for Escore?’ | inquired.

Gurborian shook his head. “ Alas, no. Our contacts must for the present remain secret. It isther
imperative condition, you understand.”

“But you are degling with acknowledged Mages,” | persisted.
“Of course,” Gurborian snapped. “ Those with minor skillswould be of scant useto us.”

Mereth passed me her date. Again, | read it directly aloud. “ *“How do you plan to control Escore's
Mages? Will they not attempt to endave Alizon with their foul magic?’ ”

“No, no,” Gurborian objected. “Y ou misunderstand the thrust of our argument. We shall deal with only
the most powerful enemies of Estcarp, those Mages whose desire for revenge is greatest. We shadl
assure them that once they have swept away the bags, Alizon will occupy and administer the whole of
Estcarp. Their own sovereignty to the east of the mountainswill be complete; we guarantee not to
chdlengeit. Think of the advantages for them: astable border, steadfast Alizon guarding their western



approaches—perhagps we might even indulge in some limited trade to our mututal benefit.”

| pretended to be impressed. “ That does sound eminently rewarding to both sdes;,” | admitted. “The
Lord Baron must have commended you when you presented the proposa to him.”

Gratch hesitated, pouring himself more bloodwine. “Asto that,” he began to say, but Gurborian
interrupted.

“Norandor has not yet been advised regarding our venture,” Gurborian said. “We prefer to be ableto
present him with the complete results of our negotations.”

“So you have not yet actualy found the Magesyou seek,” | stated, forcing him to commit himsdlf . . . or
lie

“Itisaddicate procedure.” Gurborian signaled for Gratch to refill his goblet. “Our efforts proceed
concurrently, like abrace of hounds questing after two separate scents. Gratch has been pursuing our
potential Escorian linkages, whilst | have been enlisting baronsto our cause. Each effort strengthensthe
other. The Mageswill be the moreimpressed by alarge faction of like-minded barons, just asthe barons
will be smilarly impressed by the experience and power of the Mages with whom we dedl.”

“I should think,” | observed tentatively, “that locating Escorian Mageswould be adifficult, indeed
dangerous undertaking.”

As| spoke, | watched Gratch closdly. Oftentimes, folk who boast of their mastery of askill like
poisoning fail to recognize that others may aso stumble upon useful scraps of poison lore of which they
may be unaware. Among Krevond’s ancient manuscripts, | had found a description—annoyingly pierced
by vermin’ s teeth—of a certain rare root which, when dried and powdered, was promised to loosen a
guarded tongue. Having acquired and powdered such aroot, | had cautioudy sampled afew grainsto
gauge whether the flavor could be noticed in wine, and also to test its effect on an Alizonder, Sncethe
document had originally been seized in asearaid on the shipwreckers of Verlaine. Asdefrom adight
warming of the blood, | detected no other effect on me, but | thought it worthwhile to try the potion on
Gratch, whose home ide of Gorm was near enough to Karsten to render him perhaps vulnerable. | had
therefore tipped a pinch of the root powder from my signet ring’ s hidden compartment into Gratch’ sfirst
goblet of bloodwine. It was gratifying to see that his breathing had noticeably quickened, and afilm of
sweat was glistening on hisforehead. | awaited his reponse to my statement with special interest.

“There are more mages and woul d-be mages lurking about in those border mountai ns than you would
believe,” Gratch blurted. “Of course, most are worthless, self-deluded fools. | mind one | came upon this
past summer—an old recluse who had brewed a potion supposed to stimulate the body to great feats of
strength and endurance. He was so enamored of the effect he felt when he dipped hisfingersin abasin of
it, that he had his apprenticefill abath with the potion so he could immerse his entire body.”

“Such apotion could be of great vaueto soldiers,” | acknowledged. “ The mage was mightily affected, |
trus?’

Gurborian scowled. “The old fool died outright from excessve excitement,” he said bitterly, “and his
witless apprentice was so frightened that he turned out the tub, scrubbed the floor, and burned the only
directionsfor mixing the potion.”

“What aloss,” | commiserated.



Gurborian waved his hand dismissively. “Only aminor disgppointment when measured againg the range
of our accomplishments. An assurance for the future greatness of Alizon iswithin our very grasp.” He
regarded me keenly. “Y ou cannot deny that your word wiel ds weighty influence upon the younger whelps
of your Line. What more dazzling prospect could you set before them than an Alizon whose borders
extendinto. . . even beyond Karasten. | should certainly prize your counsel and leadership inthe
triumphant daysto come.” For an ingtant, hisfingers hovered near histunic pocket asif heintended to
reach ingde, then he hesitated, and merely extended both his hands flat on thetable. “In addition to the
high position | would guarantee you,” Gurborian continued, “it might be possible that other rewards. . . .”

But Gratch had been staring fixedly first at Gurborian’s hands, then at Mereth’ s gloved hands, and
abruptly he exclaimed, “Hands! | knew | had heard something about Volorian’ shands. Theleft
hand—during this summer, you lost parts of two fingers while separating your hounds. Why are your
hands concedled in those gloves?’

“The ague produces frequent chills” | intervened, but it wastoo late. Before | could prevent him, Gratch
seized Mereth’ sleft hand and snatched off that glove, revedling her full complement of fingers—aswell as
her gender.

While Gratch glared asif he had uncovered avenomous toad, Mereth jerked her hand free from his
grasp. Gratch bellowed, “ Abitch’s hand—thisis not Volorian!”

CHAPTER 22
Mereth—-events at Krevond Castle (21t Day, Month of the Ice Dragon/ 20th Day, Moon of the Knife)

A ssoon as Gurborian had seated himsdlf, | became aware of a curious sensation emanating from his
end of thetable. And then I knew asif my fingertips had brushed the very sone: Elsenar’ sjewd was
concealed upon Gurborian’s person. Never before had | felt such a certainty, or detected an object’s
presence without physicaly touching it.

It was impossible for meto aert Kasarian that Morfew’ s devious message had succeeded. Gurborian
now had to be pricked into openly presenting the jewd as his crowning enticement.

| had to be aware of judging the attraction of a bribe by the Dales' standards. As an experienced trader,
| had already assessed the wedlth of the House of Krevond. Its castle fittings might be spare, but they
were dl of the highest quality. My association with Kasarian caused me to doubt that lavish riches or
sensua pleasures would appedl to him. The other Alizonder barons craved brute power—or in
Volorian's case, pre-eminent mastery of those accursed hounds.

When Gratch sought to take advantage of that weakness by proposing access to hound breeding rights,
| stared scornfully at him asif he were proffering me atub of rancid butter. Undeterred by my negative
reaction, Gratch drew arough map on the table top with afinger dipped into his bloodwine. | had to
suppress the urge to shudder at the raw memories that action evoked. The table' swood was pale,
bleached like the Alizonders themsalves. Againg that ivory surface, thewine' s crimson stresksran like
real blood, reminding me unbearably of other long-ago tables covered with wounded Dalesmen. | forced
myself to concentrate on Gratch's hateful voice. His Alizonian wastinged with a Gorm accent which he
congtantly stroveto disguise.



My heart lurched when Gurborian actually began to reach for histunic pocket, but he hesitated,
spreading his hands flat on the table. Jarred from his wine-soaked reverie, Gratch peered from
Gurborian’s hands to mine. Before | could evade him, he stripped off my |eft glove, roaring that | was not
Volorian, but afemale.

Weadl leaped to our feet, seeking positions of advantage. | discarded my right-hand glove so that |
could take afirmer grip on my gaff.

Just as Kasarian had predicted, both Gratch and Gurborian had smuggled in concealed
wegpons—Gratch pulled from his pocket as smal adart gun as| had ever seen, while Gurborian drew a
thin-bladed dagger from his deeve. Kasarian immediately snatched his hidden sword from behind the

wall tapestry.

Even despite his copious bloodwine consumption, Gratch still moved with unsettling agility. He lunged
toward me, snarling, “Out of my way, usdessfemae!”

In backing away from him, | caught my boot hed againg the chair leg, throwing myself off balance.
Gratch struck at my shoulder as| swayed, shoving meto the floor. He desired a clear dart shot at
Kasarian, who was completely immersed in his life-or-desth duel with Gurborian. | knew Graich's darts
had to be poisoned, probably rendering any bare-skin impact deadly.

Gratch did attempt one shot, but Kasarian' s keen side vision must have registered our movement, for he
dodged to one side even as Gratch lifted his gun to fire. Unwittingly, Gratch stepped within range of my
gaff. | reached up from my prone position on the floor and smashed the staff across hisforearm, sending
the dart gun careering over the stone paving. Colliding with the table support, the gun rebounded toward
me. | snared it with my staff, seized it, and fired point-blank at Gratch’slooming face, ashewasdiving to
retrieve hisweapon. The dart lodged benesth hisleft eye. He gave ahorrid shriek ashefell atop my legs,
but | kicked out and rolled away from him, under the table. In case he pursued me, | spun around as
quickly as| could, but I need not have troubled on Gratch’ s account. His dart poison must have been
ingantly letha. Gratch lay where he had falen, hiseyes Hill staring in disbdieving horror, hislimbs
twitching like those of abeheaded lizard. It occurred to me that he had never expected a*“ uselessfemale”’
to fight back.

CHAPTER 23

Kasarian/Mereth-events at Krevonel Castle, and later at Lormt (20th Day, Moon of the Knife/21st
Day, Month of the Ice Dragon)

Kasarian

As Gurborian engaged me in an aggressve pursuit around the room, | heard the impact of Mereth's
body against the paving stones, but | could spare no more than the briefest of glancesin their direction.
Gurborian furioudly pressed his attack at that point, and | was forced to transfer my full attention to our
dispute. It could not have been more than a moment or two later that Gratch screamed. As| retreated
toward the conference table to survey Mereth’ s situation, | tossed one of the chairsin Gurborian’s path
to obstruct him.

| could not immediately see Mereth, but Gratch was dead, lying haf under the table, hisface contorted. |



had to assume that M ereth had somehow acquired his dart gun and shot him—a most unexpected but
welcome action on her part. | had no time to search for Mereth, being again assailed by Gurborian. In
case Mereth was dive and hiding under thetable, | drew Gurborian toward the far end of the chamber.
Aswe fought our way past the barred doors, avolley of blowsrang out against them from the corridor
side. Bodrik’ s force was doubtless engaging Reptur’ s quartet. | felt confident that Krevond would
prevail in that encounter; | had to be equally certain that | wasthe victor on my side of the doors.

Mereth

As| caught my breath, | redlized that dong with the clash of bladesinside the room, | could aso hear
definite sounds of conflict outsdein the hal. Thetwo Alizonderswere warily circling one another in the
far end of theroom. | shivered at the thought that with both sword and dagger blades poisoned, even the
dightest scratch might befatal. | crept nearer, hoping to trip Gurborian with my staff, but like Kasarian's,
his huntman’ s senses aerted him to my stedlthy gpproach. Dropping his dagger to free both hands,
Gurborian toppled one of the iron cressets to block Kasarian’ sway, and grasping a heavy chair, he
rammed it toward me, forcing me back against the stonewall.

| tried desperately to squirm to one side, but the chair arm crudly impacted my thigh. The pain was so
severe that my sight clouded for an instant. When my vision cleared, | saw Kasarian wrench the
supper-laden trestle table away from thewall and ding it Sde over end, sweeping Gurborian off hisfedt.
Kasarian hastened to release me from the crushing weight of the chair. As| collapsed to the floor, the
entire room seemed to dide sdewaysin the most sickening fashion. | had somehow held on to my staff,
which was fortunate, for Gurborian, having regained hisfooting, was skulking behind Kasarian, raising a
broken chair arm over hishead. | managed to deliver aglancing poke to Gurborian’sribs, partly
defleeting his stroke so that the length of wood smote Kasarian's upper right arm and shoulder instead of
his skull. Gurborian snarled at me, and vicioudy kicked my outstretched leg. | felt the bone crack. He
likely would have assailed me further, but Kasarian, surely half-stunned by the blow he' d taken, whirled
around, interposing his sword, which he had transferred to hisleft hand.

Gurborian hesitated, backing away from Kasarian's naked blade. *Y our right hand appears quite limp,”
he observed with asavage grin. “ Can it be that your arm is broken?’

Kasarian smiled equaly unpleasantly. “ So patry ablow could produce only atransent numbness and
possibly aminor bruise,” he said, executing acomplex flourish with hisblade. “ Arms Master Shivar
ingsted during my earliest training that | develop expert skill with either hand. Do not indulgein any false
hopes that you have disabled me.”

Gurborian growled severd Alizonian wordswhich | did not know, but their import was obvioudy
insulting. Kasarian' s expression hard