Spellings checked and proofed by dongquang.

THE

SHADOW ROADS

Book Three of the Swans War

An Imprint of Har per CollinsPublishers

This book is awork of fiction. The characters, incidents,

and dialogue are drawn from the author's imagination and are

not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events

or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

. Copyright © 2004 by .

All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America

No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner
whatsoever without written permission except in the case

of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

For information address HarperCollins Publishers Inc., 10 East

rd Street, New York, NY 10022.

HarperCollins books may be purchased for educational, business,

or sales promotional use. For information please write:

Specia Markets Department, HarperCollins Publishers Inc.,

East 53rd Street, New York, NY 10022.

FIRST EDITION

EOS s afederaly registered trademark of HarperCollins Publishers Inc.
Printed on acid-free paper Library of Congress Catal oging-in-Publication Data
Russdll, Sean.

/ .—1st ed. p. cm.—(Book three of the Swans war) ISBN 0-380-97491-6 1. Kings and rulers—Succession—Fiction. I. Title.
PR9199.3.R84S

'54—dc22 2004053242

JTC/RRD
Thisbook is dedicated to
Sean Stewart and Nedl Stephenson,



artists, craftsmen, friends

Acknowledgments

Asusud, there are people to thank: my editors Diana Gill and Tim Holman; my wonderful agent, Howard
Morhaim; my wife, Karen, and her family, June, Nori, Don, Lorraine, Michael, and Carlos, who have
been a source of tremendous support and assistance dur-ing atrying year.

THE
SHADOW ROADS

Prologue

What Went Before

The children of the sorcerer Wyrr did not die, but dwelt for an agein theriver as"nagar'; ghostly spirits.
The Knights of the Vow were formed to stop the children of Wyrr from ever finding their way back to
theland of theliving, but members of the brotherhood were seduced by promises of power and long life,
and they hid away "smeagh"—arcane objects that could alow the children of Wyrr to return one day. By
this means Wyrr's two sons and his daughter made bargains with mortals and gppeared again among the

living.

Wyrr's children, powerful sorcerers, had fought among them-selves for athousand years, and when they
regppeared in the [and between the mountains their hatred was undiminished, and they took up their feud
again. Thusit wasthat Lady Elise Willsand atraveler named Alaan became the enemies of aknight

known as Hafydd, who had contrived to start awar among the principa fam-ilies of the land between the
mountains so that he might come to power in the ensuing turmoil.

Unable to destroy Hafydd, Alaan lured him into the hidden

lands—into the Stillwater—a vast swamp that Alaan believed only he could escape. But Alaan's plans
went awry when he was wounded by one of Hafydd's guards, and hiswound festered in the foul waters
of the swamp. Alaan would have been caught and killed, but he was rescued by a stranger accompanied
by an army of crows. Thisman, Raba Crowheart, showed him aruin where Alaan found a chamber
containing agreat enchantment—the spell that separated the land between the mountains from the hidden
lands, and the land of the living from the kingdom of the dead. Alaan recognized then that the
enchantment had begun to decay.

Learning that Alaan was wounded and pursued by Hafydd, Elise Wills found the wanderer who could
draw mapsinto the hid-den lands and forced him to make her amap leading to the Still-water. She, the
Vaemen, and Alaan'sfriend Pwyll, set off, hoping to save Alaan. They didn't know that map maker, Ka,
had aso sent alegendary warrior into the swamp—anear giant named Orlem Slighthand.

While helay in delirium from his corrupted wound, Alaan was gpproached by an ancient man-at-arms
offering him agem he claimed had been €ft for achild of Wyrr, by Wyrr's brother, Aillyn. Fearing it was
asmeagh that would bring Aillyn back into the world, Alaan refused it, but Hafydd was not so wary and
took the gem, thinking it was a stone of legend that had once belonged to the great sorcerer Tusival.



A running battle was fought through the wetlands, both be-tween Elise and Hafydd, and between strange
creatures whom Crowheart claimed were the servants of Death. In the end the com-panies met at the
mouth of atunne that led out of the Stillwater. Here they fought a desperate bettle, in which the magic
Elise sum-moned dmost destroyed them al—but the survivors found them-selves againin the land
between the mountains, many swept into the River Wyrr, which seemed to have destinations for them—
though they were destinations none would have chosen.

One

Thedisk of light stretched and wavered, flowing |eft then right.
The moon, hethought. That isthe moon__ But who am [ ?

Dust mote stars spun dowly in the black. Light began to grow, and he dipped down into the cool, dark
depths. He could fed the others here, their numbers beyond counting. Slowly they made their way
toward the breathing sea, some so weak they were barely there, others... Otherswere as strong and
clear astherisen sun.

But what are their names? Have none of them names?

Once he had been atraveler. Of that he was amost certain. A traveler whose journeys had become
legend.

Once he had gone into a great swamp and battled Death himself.

The bright light faded, and he rose again, floating up toward the waning moon, the faint stars. Something
swam by, pae and flomng

A fish, hethought. But it was not. It wasaman, blue-pae, like the belly of afish, eyeslike moon shdlls.
For amoment it paused and gazed at him, sadly.

Who are you? hetried to say, but no words would form.

And then hewas done. He felt himsdlf risng again, the waver-ing moon growing—so close. Hisface
broke the surface, moonlight clinging to him, running out of hishair, his eyes. He took a breath. And then
another.

"But who am 7" he whispered.

"Sainth?'

He looked around, but saw nothing.

"Santh?'The voice came from ashadow on the water, black asa starless sky.
"Santh... 7' hesad. "Istha who | am?’

"Itiswho you were," thevoice said.

"And who areyou?"

" am the past. Perhaps not even that, but only a shadow of the past.”

"| think you areadream. Thisisdl adream.”



"Y ou are on the River Wyrr, where things are not as they should be."

A shard of memory knifed into histhoughts. "Degth. .. Death pursued me!"

"His servants, perhaps. Death does not venture beyond the gates of hisdark kingdom... yet."
"But why were his servants abroad in formsthat could be seen?"

This brought amoment of silence, and he fdt a breeze touch hisface and sigh through the trees d ong the
shore.

"They have not yet appeared o in the land between the moun-tains, but only in the hidden lands, asthey
are cdled: the kingdom of Aillyn, of old. Tusivd's great spell fails, and the wall that sur-rounds Death's
kingdom isfaling. His servants clamber through the breach. They are preparing the way for their master
tofol-low ... aswasforeseenlong ago.”

"But how can this be? Death cannot leave his kingdom.”

"Aillyn... Aillyn meddied with hisfather's spdll. He used it to sunder hislands from his brother's. Fear and
jealousy and madness have led to this."

The man who had been Sainth felt himsealf sinking again, snk-ing benegth the weight of these words. He
laid his head back in the waters, blinking at the stars. Each breath he drew sounded loud in hisears. The
waters were neither warm nor cool. A soft current spun him dowly.

"Sainth," hewhispered, listening for resonance.
Yes, he had memories of one called Sainth. But there were other memories, as well.
Death's servants had stalked him through a drowned forest. Death's servants!

For amoment, he closed his eyes, blotting out the dowly spin-ning stars. A man, dmost hiddenin acloud
of screeching crows, surfaced from memory.

Crowheart!

"Sainth?' camethe oddly hissng voice again.

"l annot he"

"Then who areyou?"

A light flickered behind closed eyes. "Alaan___ | am Alaan!"

"Perhaps," the voice said, dmost sadly. " Perhaps you are—in part. But you were Sainth once, and you
have Sainth's duties to perform. Do not for get.You cannot shirk them."



The man who believed he was Alaan opened his eyes. "What? What are you saying? What duties?'
But in answer he heard only the soft murmuring of theriver.

He floated on, the currents of memoriesfilling him, spinning him thisway, then that. How dreamlike some
of them seemed, shrouded in mist, or washed out in the brightest light. Some werelost in dark-ness.
Raba Crowheart he remembered, and Orlem Slighthand. But surely these memories were confused, for
Slighthand had served the sorcerer named Sainth, whereas Crowheart was amemory of thislife—of
Alaan's.

But the currents all seemed to flow together, like two riversjoin-ing to form anew waterway. New, but
made up of thetributaries.

Perhaps | should have anew name, the man thought—neither Alaan nor Sainth. But no, Alaan would do.
Alaan would do for thislife, however long it proved to be.

Waving amsand legs, he turned himself so that his head lifted clear of the water, and he searched the
darkness. The Wynnd was broad here, but he could make out aline of trees, poplars, swaying gently ina
soft breeze, moonlight shimmering off their leaves.

He set out for the shore, his strength seeming to grow with each stroke. A light, appeared among the
trees. It was unlike the cold light of the stars, for this was orange-yellow and warm. Fire.

The man who had once been Sainth dowed his pace as he neared the shore. He could see other fires
now. It was an encamp-ment, he thought. And then astrand of music wafted out over the water and
woveitsef into the night sounds.

Fad . He had found an encampment of black wanderers.

For amoment he hovered out of sight, silent in the dowly mov-ing waters. On the embankment some
Fael men were watering horsesin the dark. They must have just returned from somewhere. He could
hear their muffled voices as they spoke softly. The horses splashed in the shalows beneath the low
embankment, drinking, then lifting their great heads to peer into the night. Their white faces appeared to
glow paéely inthe moonlight. He wondered if they sensed him here, in the dark.

"Nannisdistressed,” one of the Fael said. "I have seenit in her face. And Tuath... Tuath has not been out
of her tent in two days. Nor has her needle stopped in dl that time. A vision has possessed her, they

Sy.

Alaan could hear the uneasinessin the men's voices. Even among the Fadl the vision weavers— for
certainly that iswho they were speaking of—were viewed with amixture of awe and loathing. Too often
their visonswere of dark events, caamities pending. Y et such visons had alowed the Fadl to escape or
at least mitigate such disasters many times. Thusthe weavers were tolerated, even treated with some
respect, but they were aso feared and shunned—outcasts among the outcast.

"Theonewithnolegs ... hehasunsatled Nann as much as any. As much asthat smal boy who makes
gpeech with hishands. | don't like what goes on. We should have been gone from this place days ago.
Why weremainisamystery to me. War is gathering, has begun dready if the rumors aretrue. We
should flee—west or south—as fast as our horseswill bear us."

"Nannis not foolish. Sheiswise and cautious, Deeken. Bear with her yet awhile. There might be more
for the Fael to do than snyfly

"WEéII not beinvolving oursalvesin the wars of the Renne and the Wills—the wars of men. Our people



have taken oaths."

"Long ago, Deeken. Long ago. Nothing isasit oncewas. Up, you!" he said, clucking at the horse whose
lead he held. The two men turned the massive beasts and led them back up the bank, into the firdlit
camp.

Alaan gazed into the darkness dong the shore. Among the shad-ows there were bowmen watching the
river. He could sense them.

For sometime he waited, patient asthe river, holding his posi-tion near to the bank. And then he dipped
ashore, slent as aser-pent. Hewas in the central open area before anyone noticed him.

A group seated benegth lanterns stared at him, gape-mouthed. A determined-looking Fagl woman rose
and was about to sound the darm when Alaan noticed alegless man seated in one of the bent-willow
chairs. Alaan stopped, as surprised to see this ghost as they were to see him.

"Kilydd?' hesad.
Theman only stared a him, his mouth opening and closing soundlesdy, like afish gasping for weter.

"Go back," the man managed findly, hisvoice afrightened whisper. "Go back into the river where you
belong.”

Two

Thegt of anarow, jaggedy broken off, pratruded fromthelinksof mail, abit of wine-dark blood drying on the
polished wood and staining the armor. Hafydd cursed. It had been one of those meddiers from the north
who'd shot him—uwhich he would not forget.

He cleaned the shaft with afold of his cloak, then took hold of the wood. Pain coursed through his
shoulder, far worse than when the arrow had entered. For amoment he closed his eyes and let the pain
wash through him, like awave of fire. He focused hismind on thefed of the shaft in hisfingers. Ina
sngle, dow motion, he drew the arrow out, then doubled over, gasping. Hetried to pressafold of his
robe againgt the wound, but the arrowhead was caught up in hismail and stymied his efforts. Theworld
began to spin, and he fought to keep his balance and push back the blackness at the edge of hisvison.
Nausea shook him, and he broke out in an unhealthy svest.

After amoment, the pain subsided enough that he could st up and examine the wound, half-hidden
beneath his armor and the padded shirt beneath.

It appeared worse than he expected—the foul Stillwater cor-rupted it, no doubt. He would have to bathe
itinthe River Wyrr. That would heal dmost any hurt he might have. He covered the wound, ignoring the
ache. Rising to hisfeet unsteadily, he set out into the wood in search of the river, which he sensed was
nearby.

Lessthan an hour later he saw the Wynnd sparkling through the trees. He drank from the waters, and sat
for amoment on the grass, exhausted—unnaturaly exhausted. With great effort and pain he managed to
pull hismail shirt over his head and bathed hiswound in river water. Almost immediaey, the pain
receded, as though it had been driven deep, most beyond feding—almost.

He set off, again, dong the bank, where a narrow footpath had worn away the covering of green. The
breeze was redolent with the scent of pine trees and the musky river. And then atang of smoke reached
him.



Hafydd was not beyond caution when it was deemed necessary. Hewas, after dl, without his guards and
not wearing ashirt of mail. And though he could press back an army with his spells, he was ever
vulnerable to an arrow, as recent events had shown.

Creeping through the underwood, he pulled aside the thin-limbed bushes and peered through the leaves.
Flames crackled, and he heard voi ces speaking softly. People crouched around a cooking fire—a
woman, aman, a child—eating from crude bowls. Beyond them, angled up the bank, an old skiff lay
burdened with their bag-gage, oar blades pressing down the summer grasses.

Hafydd watched them warily for amoment. Watched the woman clean their dishesin theriver whilethe
man doused the fire and the child picked afew huckleberries from low bushes border-ing the path. Ashe
searched among the branches, the child sang quietly to himsdlf, his plain, freckled face bobbing among
the summer-green leaves.

To aman who had seen so many conflicts, they looked like refugeesto him—afamily displaced by war.
By their dress, likely people of little or no wedlth, no property, certainly. Tenant farmers.

He decided they would likely not want to help him, a grim-looking man-at-arms, obviousy wounded,
likely ontherun.

Hafydd drew his dark blade and stepped out into the open, grabbing the boy child by the scruff of his
neck with hisbad arm. If the boy struggled, he would easily break free, so weakened was thisarm and
S0 panful even thissmal movement.

"I want only passage acrosstheriver," Hafydd said. "Nothing more. Bear me over, and | will set your
child free. Refuse, and | will kill you dl and row mysdf.”

The father had stepped forward, but stopped when he realized what he faced—a trained man-at-arms
bearing ablade, his manner deedy.

"Dont hurt him," the father pleaded, his voice breaking, hands up in supplication. "Leave him, and I'll
bear you across. Y ou need not fear."

"Hewill accompany us," the knight said. "I'll release him upon the other shore, and you may go where
youwill."

The frightened father nodded. His wife, white-faced and near to tears, had begun to tremble, so that
Hafydd wondered if she would collapse. The knight pushed the boy forward as his father stooped to
retrieve hisoars.

Caibreslong life of battle had brought Hafydd memories and skills he had never dreamed of . Almost
before the father knew it himself, Hafydd could see that the man intended to strike him with the oar. And
when he did, the knight easily stepped aside, pushing the boy down roughly and putting afoot on his
chest, the point of his blade to the boy's heart.

"And | had intended you no harm.Y et thisishow you repay me!”

Thewoman did fal on the ground, then, or perhaps threw her-saf forward on her knees. She was
sobbing uncontrollably, her en-treaties dmost |ost benegath the tears coursing down her cheeks. Her hair
fell out of its ribbon and clung to her wet face.

"Dont..." shecried. "Don't hurt him! "Twas afoolish thing my husband did. Foolish! I'll row you across
mysdlf and offer you no harm.”



Hafydd stopped, his sword poised over the heart of the boy, who wastoo terrified evento cry. If hed
had both his arms, he would have considered killing them al and rowing himsdf, but he was one-armed
for the moment, and the Wynnd was broad.

Before the father could move, Hafydd struck him acrossthe side of the face with the flat of hissword, a
vicious blow that drove the man to his knees. Upon his face two thin, parallel lines of blood appeared,
and the man swayed, dazed.

"Get up, boy," Hafydd said. Y ou will St in the stern with me.”

The woman strained to push the boat down the bank, but she managed and scrambled into the bow with
the oars. Hafydd put the boy before him on the pile of baggage and took the stern seat, sword in hand.

"Row," hesad.

They set out into the river, the dow current taking hold of them. The woman put her back into her work,
pulling at the sweeps with obvious familiarity. She was pale and shaken, her hair bresking loose from a
braid and shivering in the wind. The boy sat ill as stone, his hands covering his eyes.

"There be patrols upon the eastern shore," the woman panted. "The river iswatched.”

"Andwhy isthat?' Hafydd asked. She was obvioudy trying to ingratiate hersdf with him, fearing for her
child.

"Thewar," shesaid, clearly surprised. "The Prince of Innesin-vaded the Ide of Battle. That iswhat put
uson theriver. But weve heard now that the Renne drove him back over the cand, with the loss of

Hafydd sat back alittlein his sest. That fool Inneswouldn't go to war without him?Would he?
"Isthisarumor, or do you know it for truth?"

" 'Tisno rumor. We left the Ide as soon as the Prince crossed the cand. Thercedswerecdhoked with people
fleang Weaoudhavesdd our kiff adozentimes but weusad it oursdves tokegp sfeaur child”

Hafydd cursed under his breath. He |eft Innes done for afew days and what did he do? Attacked the
Renne—and lost!

The eastern shore was steep and falling away, trees |eaning dan-geroudy, their roots exposed. Hafydd
had the woman row south alittle, for they were north of the Ide of Battle, she said. Shortly, the bank
doped down, and there they found a patrol of men-at-armsin purple and black—men serving the Prince
of Innes.

Hafydd hailed them, and they recognized him. The woman put the boat ashore, silent now, looking warily
at the men-at-arms, then guardedly at Hafydd. The knight stepped ashore, tossing his shirt of mail down
onthegrass.

"I must bathein theriver," hesaid. "And then | will take ahorse. Two of you will accompany me."
The captain of the patrol bowed his head, not arguing.

Hafydd looked back over his shoulder at the mother and child. "And these two..." He paused. "Kill
them.”

There was a second's stunned silence, then one of the men drew a sword and stepped forward. The



woman threw hersdlf over her son, where she lay sobbing as the sword was raised.

"No, let them go," Hafydd said, unsure why. Unsure of the odd feding in hisheart. "Heisonly aboy.
Degth will find him soon enough.”

Hewas cast down upon cold stonein aplace of faint twilight. The creature, the servant of Degth, fled
into the night, its cry echoing nightmarishly. The claws of Desth's servant had poisoned him, hewas
certain, for he could barely move hislimbs, and lay on the stone waiting for Death to come breathe him.

Tohisright, gray waterslay mercury sill, to hisleft, a shad-owy cliff. To his shame Beldor sobbed,
sobbed like a child now that histime had come. But he sobbed half from frustration, for he had been
about to send Toren to this very place when Samul had interfered; and then the servant of Death had
swept him up into the sky. He could only hope that the foul creastures would find Toren, too.

The stone beneath him began to tremble, and aterrible grind-
ing noise assaulted his ears. Above him, the cliff shook, then ap-peared to move.
Death's gate!

Hetried to move, to crawl away, but a the same time he could not tear hiseyes away. Hereit was, life's
great mystery. What lay be-yond? No one ever returned to tell. And now, he would know.

The grinding of the gate seemed to continue for hours, adark stain spreading out from its base. Beldor
had managed to wiggle afew inches, and there he stopped, exhausted, his sobs reduced to whimpering.

How vain dl of his pursuits seemed at that moment, al of hisabsurd pride, his boasts, his petty triumphs.
Helay theretrembling in fear, like every ignorant peasant, his Renne pride reduced to whimpers.

From beyond the gate he heard scuttling and muttered words he could not understand. For amoment he
closed his eyes, sud-denly unable to bear the sight of Degth.

Silence. But he could fedl apresence—a cold, like opening an icehouse door. When he could bear the
suspense no more, he looked.

A shadow loomed over him, black asawel by night. Not even ashimmer of surface, only fathomless
darkness.

"S0, we meet at last, Lord Death," Beld whispered, his mouth dry and thick as paste.

"Y ou flatter yourself, Beldor Renne," avoice hissed. "Desath barely noticed your passing—nor did life.
But perhaps you will yet gain achance to leave your mark. To do something to affect the larger flow of
events." Thevoice paused, and Beldor felt himsalf being regarded, weighed. He struggled and managed
to gain hisknees, where he gasped for breath, his head bowed because he had not the strength to lift it.

"Y ou might be of some smal service, yet," the dark voice hissed. "I am the Hand of Deeth, and | will give
you an errand, Beldor Renne. If you manageit, you will be returned to the kingdom of theliving for your
natural span of years—though likely asword will see

you here much sooner. What say you, Lord of the Renn ? A second lifeis granted to few."
"Y es, whatever you ask," Beldor gasped, "I will do.”

"Then you will deliver thisto the knight known as Eremon, councilor to the Prince of Innes.”



"Hafydd," Beldor whispered.
"So hewas once cdled. You will tel him that Wyrr was laid to rest beneath the Moon's Mirror.”

An object appeared from the shadow and was thrust into Beld's hands. It was hard-edged and bound in
soft leather, warm as awoman's skin. A book.

"H-How do | proceed from here?' Beld ssammered.
"Likethis" the shadow whispered.

From above adark form fell through the twilight, and Beld was snatched up in the claws of Degth's
servant. He closed his eyes and clung to the book as though it were ashield that protected hislife.

Hafydd leaned back in hischair, staring gravely at the book. Beldor Renne stood by, watching, glad to
have the cursed book out of his possession. Just holding it had filled him with fever and dread.

Hafydd put a hand to histemple, the other arm immobilized in ading. "Have you any ideawhéat you bore
into thisworld, Beldor Renne?"

"It isabook, Sir Eremon. | know nothing more.”
"You did not open it?'
"| did not. To be honest, | was afraid to."

"And for good reason,” Hafydd observed, still staring down at the open pages. ™Y ou could not have read
it anyway, for it iswritten in alanguage that has not been spoken in athousand years. It isalong, very
elaborate spell. One that, to my knowledge, has only been performed oncein dl of history—to
catastrophic results.” Hafydd leaned forward and with great care turned the page, for amoment taking in
the text. Beld thought the knight looked paler since he'd opened the book, as though the blood had
drained from hisface.

Therewas aruckusin the hall outside, and the door was thrown upon. In strode the Prince of Innes,
followed by two of Hafydd's black guards.

"Tel your guards that when | wish to see you, they do not stand in my way!" the Prince demanded. He
was shaking with anger.

Beldor had only ever seen the man at tournaments, but he de-spised his arrogance. Coupled with the
man's obvious dullness of mind, it was an enraging combination. The Prince glanced at him with disdain.

"What isit you want?' Hafydd asked, asthough he were being annoyed by achild.

"I want to know if Lord A'denneisatraitor. How we shall prose-cute our war, now? What your spies
have learned of our enemies in-tentions..." This seemed to exhaudt hislist of questionsfor the moment.

"Of course A'denneisatraitor. Have him killed—or tortured. Whichever will give you the most
stisfaction.”

Thistook theRinoeabeck. "Shauldyou nat spesk with him firg?
Hefyddwent beck to geing at thecreecful book. "l dorft nedto.”

Innestilted his head toward Beld. "And what of thisone? HeisaRenne... here, where he can do greeat



damege.”

"Lord Beldor?' Hafydd said, still engrossed in the page. "The Prince doubts your loyaty. Take my sword
out of its scabbard.”

Beld took two steps and pulled Hafydd's sword from the scab-bard that hung from the back of achair.
"Now kill the Princewithiit,” Hafydd said.

Beld turned on the shocked nobleman, wondering if his own pleasure showed. The Prince dodged the
first cut, but Beld did not miss the second time, catching the nobleman at the base of the neck and cutting
diagondly down until the blade lodged in the ribs. The Prince fel and twitched terribly for amoment,
before helay ill in agrowing pool of red.

Hafydd looked up at one of the guards standing just inside the door. "Find aretainer of the late prince
and bring him up here. Wéll kill him and tell anyone who cares that he wasthe assassin.”

Hafydd closed the book, picked it up somewhat gingerly as herose. "L eave the sword," he said to Beld,
"and comewith me."

They walked out into ahallway and in amoment entered Hafydd's rooms. Hafydd took a seet in achair
but left Beld stand-ing. The book he laid on asmall table and, from within the folds of his cloak, took out
agreen gem on agold chain. He held thisup so that it sparkled in thelight, like ashard of theriver in
unlight.

"Tdl methemessage again," Hafydd said.

Beldor closed his eyes amoment, and dipped back into the nightmare. " 'Wyrr was laid to rest beneath
the Moon's Mirror.'That isdl." He opened hiseyesto the light and filled hislungswith air.

" And those were the Hand's exact words?"

"Yes. I'm quite sure. Thefew moments | spent before. .. that place are burned into my memory. | feer |
shdl never forget them, waking or deeping.”

"No, you shdl not. Cdl in one of my guards.”

Beld opened the door, and one of the silent guards came quietly in, his presence reminding Beld of the
Death's gate, for reasons he could not quite explain.

"Send out word. The legless man who goes about in abarrow— Kai, he calls himsdf now. He must be
found and brought to me im-mediatel y—unharmed.” The guard bowed and turned toward the door.
"And one morething. Find dl theloca midwives. | require the corpse of atillborn child." Hafydd
nodded, and the man |eft.

"Prepare yourself for ajourney, Lord Beldor," Hafydd said. "1 think we shall take Lord A'denne with us
aswdl."

"Thetraitor?'
"Yes, | liketo have one of my enemiesin my company—Ilike awhetstone, it kegps me sharp.”
"What of thewar, Sir Eremon?"

Hafydd looked up from the gem, which spun dowly onitschain. "It is of no concern to either you or me.



Let Menwyn Willsfight it if hewants. Let him lose. It matters not at al. We've made bargainswith the
darkness, Beldor Renne. Thereisno going back."

Three

The raft spun dowly in the current, tracing awandering path down the broad river. Upon either bank lay
woods of oak, pine, and beech, with poplarsraising their tal flags dong the shore. Dusk crept out from
the shadows benegth the western bank and ran like ink over the still waters. No one among the somber
company knew where they were, not even the well-traveled Theason. Only Cynddl and Tarn remained
awake, watching the shores, quiet in their own thoughts.

"Haveyoueve knomntheWynndiobeso ... emply? Tamaskad

Cynddl shook his head. "No, but | think we're on the Wynnd and not one of its hidden branches, al the
same." Heraised ahand and pointed. Some distance to the south, smoke candled above the trees on the
western shore. "A village," the sory finder said. "We might even reech it before dark.”

Asthey drew nearer the smoke, asmall boat appeared out of the bank's shadow and shaped its course
directly for theraft.

"Someone hastaken notice of us," Tarn said. "We best wake the others."

He gave Fynnal's shoulder ashake, and the little Vaeman stirred, looking around, confused. Cyndd
woke the others, al of them exhausted and disreputable-looking, their clothesin ruinsfrom their ordedl in
the Stillwater and near drowning in the tun-nels. Somehow, Prince Michael appeared the worst for his
experi-ence—perhaps because his clothes had been so very fine to begin with. Baore sat up and rubbed
deep from hiseyes, then plunged his head into the river, emerging with water running from hair and eyes,
his scant beard dripping.

Theason stood and surveyed theriver carefully, then pointed. "That isthe idand that marks the mouth of
the Westbrook," he said, and turned to face the others. "Theason doesn't know how he will tell your
peoplethat hefalled, Cynddl."Thelittle traveler shook hishead forlornly.

The boat, containing three men, caught up with them easily, but these were not fishermen, as Tarn
expected. They were men-at-armsin Renne blue. Two of them held bows with arrows nocked. They
were not wearing armor—that was dmost the first thing that Tarn noticed—to his surprise. But then
wearing amor in asmal boat on the river would have its own dangers. small boats could overturn.

"And where might the river be taking you?' one of the archers asked. He was abig man, with massve
hands easily bending his bow. Beads of sweat streamed down shiny cheeks.

"We go to Westbrook," Prince Michad said. "Why do you care?"
"Because thereisawar, though perhaps you lot are too stupid to have noticed.”
"A war?' Michadl raised both hands to hisforehead as though he'd been struck by a sudden pain.

"Y es, weve driven the Prince of Innesfrom the Ide of Battle" He gestured with hisarrow. "I'll have your
names and your home villages." He seemed to notice Cynddl for thefirst time. "Y ou... you're Fadl."

Cyndd! nodded.

"How cameyou to betraveling with thislot?"



"Good fortune smiled upon me," the story finder said. "I have no home village, but my nameis Cynddl
from the Stega. Y ou needn't fear. My friends are al from the far north, the Wildlands, and have no sidein
the wars of the south.”

"Isthat s0?" the man wondered. "Y ou've no weapons?'

Tarn's sword was lying on the raft, hidden by the bodies stretched ouit.

"None," Tarn said quickly.

The man squinted at them. "And you've no belongings?"

"We had beongings,”" Prince Michad offered, "but they werelost to theriver farther north.”
The man's eyes narrowed shrewdly. "And have you Siver?!

The occupants of theraft al looked at each other. "The little we possessed went into the river," Fynnol
sad.

The man laughed. "Well, at least you've paid for your passage. The river will et you go now. Passon.”

The river sentries pulled back to the shore, and the occupants of the raft took up the crude paddles
Baore had fashioned for them, using their only substantia edged tool—Tarn's grandfather's sword, which
he had given to the enterprise reluctantly.

The ungainly raft lumbered toward the shore, the fragrance of Fael cooking on the breeze and the
graceful curves of their tents visble through the trees. Near the low embankment, upon around rock like
the back of aturtle, crouched asmall boy. He stared into the waters and rocked gently back and forth.
No adult seemed to be near, and the child could hardly have been more than four.

"He does not look like one of your people,” Tam said to Cynddl.

"Hesnot," the gory finder concurred.

"But we know that child!" Fynnol said. "Isthat not Eber's son—Llya?"

"Hedoeslook abit like him," Baore said, bresking hissilence for the first timein many hours.

Cyndd! hailed the archersin the Fael tongue, and they lowered their bows, caling back to him with relief
and joy. Tam could hear

the call spread back up into the camp, and though he didn't un-derstand the Fagl language, the name
Cyndd! could not be missed.

The raft took the soft bottom and came to astop, turning sowly, still pulled by the current. Tarn and the
othersfollowed Cynddl ashore, but Prince Michagl came reluctantly.

"Y ou do not looked pleased to be here, Michadl," Tarn said.

"I have been here before." He looked at Tarn oddly, a crease ap-pearing between his eyebrows. "I came
to ddiver awarning... from Elise Wills. She had been aided by some young men from the north, and she
feared for their safety. They traveled in company with aFael named Cynddl. And herewe dl are
together."

"We received your warning, and we did heed it—in degree. And look, weredl dive." Tarn gaveasmall



bow. "So | thank you."
Prince Michael bobbed his head.

The small boy, who had been perched on the rock, had falen in beside them, amost running to keep
pace. He stared up at Baore as though he were agreat wonder, making Tarn smile despite his exhaustion
and the events of the last few days.

The elder named Nann appeared, and beside her, in hislong robes, stood Eber son of Eiresit. His son
ran and took hold of hisfather'sleg, peering out from behind the volume of robes.

"You aredl safe!” Nann said with feding. Her eyes closed to creases, and asmall tear gppeared.
"Theason! Y ou found them!™

"Theason found them, yes,” the small man said, not meseting her eye, "but hefailed you, good Nann." He
met her gaze with dif-ficulty, hisown eyes glistening. ""Alaan did not escape the Stillwarter with hislife”

"But Alaan lives," Nann said. "He came out of theriver just after dawn, looking like anagar. But rest and
food have restored him."

Theason's eyes glittered. "Thank theriver," thelittle man said. "Thank theriver."

Four

They sat in bent-willow chairs beneath the spreading branches of a massive beech. Colored lanterns cast
light upon the somber gathering of Fael and men. Tarn still felt fatigue deep in the core of his body, adlight
buzzing in his exhausted mind. They had eaten, but there had been no time for sleep before they were
called to a council of elders. The lighthearted Fael were somber that night: Cynddl, Nann, and severa
others. The outsiders were battered and tired looking: the Vale-men, an unnaturally pale Alaan, Theason,
Prince Michael—and to everyone's surprise and relief— Rabal Crowheart, who had wandered into camp
an hour before. Even the camp itself was subdued, the murmur of voices and the crackle of fires being all
that was heard. There was no music or laughter, as though the appearance of the strangers had brought
grief into the wanderers' joyous world.

When everyone had settled, Nann nodded to Tuath. The vision weaver held alarge, covered hoop, her
white hair and skin, and pale ice-blue eyes stood out here among the dark-colored Fael, as though
she were of some other race—a people that lived among the ice and snows of the distant north.

Tam thought Tuath was reluctant as she removed the cover of her embroidery hoop, revealing her vision.
Tam, and everyone e se, recoiled at the sight. The light exposed a partialy completed crea-ture, with
ivory chest and belly like asnake, skin faintly scaed and somewhat blue, a serpent'stail, and, upon its
four-fingered hands, dark claws. No hair could be seen upon thisthing, and its face was maevolently
demonlike—though Tam would have to admit that it was a so quite human. 1t was muscled like an anima
of thewild, lean and hard.

"What isthat! 7" Cynddl demanded, sounding like a man who'd had the breath knocked from him. Tam
could see the story finder's eyes flick to the thing, then away, as though he couldn't bear to gaze at it too

long.

"I dontknow," Tuathansvered, palelipsauringbedk inrevdsonfor what sheld created. "We were hoping that
Alaanmight tdll us"

Alaan stared at thisterrible portrait and seemed suddenly more ashen, hislipstinged with blue, as though
anagar lay just benegth the surface.



"Alaan... 7' Nann prompted.

Thetraveler took a deep breath and leaned back in hischair. "A soul eater,” he whispered, then closed
hiseyes. "A mongter. Only one has ever walked the surface of the earth, created by asorcerer from a
gpell given to him by Death—or so thetales say."

"Why has thisthing appeared to Tuath now?' Cynddl asked. He douched in his chair, and though he had
eaten and bathed and wore fresh clothes, water had not washed away his fatigue, nor had his clothes
covered it.

"Because onewill appear, | would imagine,” Alaan said. "Isn't that what avision weaver does—sees
thingsthat might be?'

Tuath nodded, uncertainly, Tam thought. "It might aready exist," she said softly.

"Hafydd has made abargain with Degth,” Fynnol said, surpris-ing everyone. "I-1 saw it ... inthetunnds.
Hafydd found me and held asword to my throat, trying to find out what | knew about Elise Willsand her
dlies" Helooked around at the others defen-

svely. "Samul Renne appeared, and Hafydd spoke to him asthough they were dlies. | thought it was all
up for me, but ashadow appeared... Not really a shadow but a darkness that seemed to press back the
light. Out of this darkness came a voice claming to be the Hand of Death. Even Hafydd fdll to hisknees
beforeit. The shadow offered Hafydd a bargain. He could live for many lives of men if hewould ddliver
two sorcerersto him.”

"Sanon and Sainth," Alaan said.

But Fynnol shook hishead. "Wyrr and Aillyn,” thelittle Vae-man said, causing Alaan to become very il
and dert.

"These two are already dead—if they ever lived a al," one of the Fadl elders said.
"That isnot quite true," said Eber son of Eiresit. "They deep, but they are not dead.”

"Nor arethey dive," Alaan answered. "Not in any way that we understand.” The traveler stared down at
the ground a moment, his manner iff and grave. "Let metdl you atae. A very ancient tale that even the
story finders do not know." He pressed the fingers of his hands together and touched them to his
dark-bearded chin. "It began with aswan, ablack swan who became known as Meer, and a sorcerer
who was called Tusival. Tusiva First Born," he was some-times caled. Like many creatures of that
distant age, time had little sway over them, and they lived on and on, year after uncounted yeer.

"But one day Meer was wounded by hunters and only just man-aged to escape. Luck waswith her,
however, for Tusival found her and nursed her back to hedlth. Ever after, the swan stayed near the
sorcerer, watching him.

"One night, Death came to Meer out of arainstorm. 7 see you watching Tusival,' Death whispered, '
Tusival who saved you from me. But you are a creature of the water and air, and heisa man and a
sor-cerer. You shall never know him as you are. But | can offer the gift you desire. | can make you a
human—as beautiful as you are now. But by night you will become a swan again—an evenswan'

"' You have come to tempt me, but | know you, Death," Meer said. "What is the price you will ask for
this?

" *Your children will be born from a clutch of eggs—those hatched by day will take human form, like



their father, those born by night will be evenswans, as their mother will be' Death paused, staring at
her from his dark cloud. 'And they will all be mortal, coming at last into my kingdom, where they will
serve me!

"'Aiyel You are cruel and heartless!" Meer lamented. 7 will not give my children to you. No, they will
live as | do, untouched by age!

"Desth retreated then, a hissng whisper reaching her. "We shall see!

"And Meer continued to watch Tusiva, something stirring within her that she did not understand. Intime,
Death cameto her again. And again he offered to grant her deepest desire. "You shall know the love of
men," he whispered. 'You shall know the depths of it and bear you children out of that love! But again
Meer refused him, though not so quickly.

"Finaly, Death cameto her, saying her morta children would live many spans of common men, and
findly she agreed, for her lovefor Tusiva was greeat, and the yearning she felt had become atorment.

"By moonlight Death performed his magic, and where the swan had been awoman swam in the waters,
her mass of black hair afloat on the surface. She waked out onto the bank, and Death could not besr it.
He who was heartless and cold was bewitched by the sight of her, heartbreakingly beautiful as she was.
He poured out his heart to her, saying that he had never felt such passion stirring within before. That he

was like a man awakened after alifetime of dex.

"'And what would become of our children? Meer asked. 'They would come to me,' Death said. 'You
would all come to me and dwell in my kingdom!

"And Meer spurned him then, saying, "You shall have them soon enough! Shewent thento Tusivd,
who lost his heart to her, for he had never known awoman so captivating, and yet, despite her dark
beauty, hefdt heknew her.

"Soon shewaswith child, and it was then that shetold Tusiva

who shewas and of her bargain with Degth, and Tusival cursed Death and vowed to thwart him or to
have revenge upon him.

"Three eggs the evenswan laid, and watched over them in both her forms. 'Those born by day shall take
human form," Death had said. 'Those born by night shall be as their mother!

"Two eggs hatched before sunset—boy children, both—Dbut the third was hatched by night, and from that
egg came a dark-feathered swan, a changeling who, by morning, became agirl child, as human as her
brothers. But the joy of the parents was tempered by their bitterness, for one child was a changeling, and
al three would be mortdl.

"But Death had not done with them, yet. Spurned by Meer, hiswound festered in his dark kingdom. One
night he ranged out into the kingdom of the living, and, finding the swan child, Sianon, aswim on theriver,
he drew her down into the waters to drown and carried her back to his kingdom. But others had seen
thisact of treachery and told Tusival, who wept bitterly.

"Saying that Death had broken hisword, Tusiva vowed that he would have his daughter back. Twice he
led armiesto the gate of Death's kingdom, but both times his army broke upon that cold stone. Bitter and
angry, the sorcerer swore that Desth would never have his sons, whom he named Wyrr and Aillyn.To
thisend agreat spell was made to wall Degth into his kingdom, and Death never again walked beyond
the borders of hisdark land.” Alaan looked up &t the others. "When he had made his great spell, Tusiva
col-lapsed from the effort, saying, 'There... never again will Death set foot in the kingdom of the



living, nor seeits light nor feel the warmth of humankind.' But an old man, Tusivd's servant in the
arcane arts, was touched with the sight, and he was troubled and stared off into the dark distance. 'No,’
said the old man, 'Death will escape in time, and when he does the kingdom of the living will fall.' "

There was slence among the Fadl eders and their guests. They shared glances, despairing and brief. The
whole camp had falen quiet, so that only theriver could be heard, whispering as it wan-dered south
toward the sea.

Nann leaned forward, her chair creaking. A skein of hair had es-caped atight braid and stood out from
one side of her face, adding to the appearance of fear. "Cynddl told usthat servants of Death were
abroad in the hidden lands, snatching living men into the darkness." She paused as though to catch her
breath. "Has it begun aready? Has Death escaped into our world?’

Alaan was drawn back to the conversation from some distant place. He gave his handsome head alittle
shake. "No, Nann, not yet, but there is some breach in the spell that isolates the kingdom of Death from
the kingdom of the living. There can be no other explanation. The spell is bresking down or Desth has
learned to defeet it. If Tuath'svisionistrue, Death will have a sorcerer creste a soul eater, dmost
certainly to destroy Aillyn and Wyrr. How asoul eater can destroy Wyrr, who joined his spirit to the
river, | don't understand.”

Llyasat forward in hisfather'slagp and began to move his hands.

"What isit?" Nann asked nervoudy. "What does the child say?"

"He saysthat 'he knows where Wyrr sleeps™ " Eber answered, his voice soft and filled with sadness.
"Who knows?"' one of the elders asked.

"Death knows," Alaan said, gazing thoughtfully at the child. "And now Hafydd will know aswdll."
"Why doesthis matter if Aillyn and Wyrr passed from thisworld an age ago?'

Alaan rubbed hisfingersto hisbrow. "If it mattersto Desth, thereisareason. Only Aillyn and Wyrr
might have the knowledge to restore the spell that walls Degth into his shadow kingdom." He looked
over at Eber. "Does Llya speak to Wyrr, good Eber?”

Eber shook hishead. "Llyahears only the mutterings of the deeper. Bits of dream and nightmare, nothing
more." The man drew his son closer, within the circle of hisarms, asthough he would protect him.

Llyamust have understood the question’ for he began to move his hands. Eber watched amoment, then
trandated. "He says the deeper does not hear. HeislikeLlya, inthis"

The gathering was sllent amoment as everyone was drawn into their own thoughts.
"Where doesWyrr deep?' Cyndd| asked.
"I don't know," Alaan replied. Helooked to LIya, but the boy shook his head.

"Then thereis only one person who might answer that,” Alaan said, "if she dtill lives"" Heroseto hisfedt.
"I have rested long enough.” He bobbed hishead to Nannin asmall bow. "I must make ajourney now,
before Hafydd can unleash the soul eater—a dangerousjourney.”

"But what can thisthing do? Tam asked. He pointed afinger atTuath's disturbing creation. "If it seeks
sorcerers who have long passed from thisworld, why should wefear it?"



"Death has not sent thisthing after Aillyn andWyrr for no reason. He meansto escape his prison and tear
down the world we know." Alaan drew himsdf up, and Tarn could sense hisresolve. "Y ou don't
undagand thedanger. Only oncebeforewasasoul eter areted, and it dew thegreet Tusval and dragged hiscarcassbeck
through Dedthis gate. Thisthing is monstrous. As pitilessasaviper. It isabringer of degth. If | can't sopit,
if I can't find the places where Wyrr and Ail-lyn have been laid to rest, then it will have them, and there
will be no hope of repairing the spell that walls Death into his kingdom.”

"But how can Wyrr and Aillyn be any threst to Death?' Cyndd| asked.

"I don't know," Alaan said, and he looked thoughtfully at Llya. "Keep that child safe at adl costs. | will be
gone & least afortnight. Perhapslonger.”

"Will you go done?' Crowheart asked, speaking for the first time that night.

"It will beadangerousjourney,” Alaan said. "The most perilous | have undertaken, but | will ask no one
to accompany me, for | won't have their fates on my conscience.”

"I will go, al the same," Rabal said with findity. He sat back in hischair, as a ease asaman who'd just
volunteered to walk to town.

"I'll go," Cynddl offered. "Y ou'll need an archer if the way iSso perilous.”

"I'll bring my bow aswédll,"Tam said. "Thereis no going north for me now, not with what I'velearned.”
Heturned and looked at hisfellow Vaemen. "I'm sorry, but thereis no choice for me."

"Well, | won't be left behind because I'm the only one with common sense,” Fynnol said, but his manner
belied hiswords. He looked haunted and frightened.

"I'll stay here," Baore said, "for | have offered my serviceto Lady Eliss Wills"
Prince Michad stood. "If they will have me, | will go with Alaan and the others.”

"I would gladly take you, Prince Michadl," Alaan said. "But if you truly oppose Hafydd, then your
knowledge will be needed by the Renne.Y ou must stay and offer your serviceto LordToren, or whoever
commands the Renne forces."

"Agang my ownfather... ?' the Prince said softly.
"He hasdlied himsdf with Hafydd," Alaan answered. "How can you choose otherwise?!
The Prince nodded and hung his head.

"We must go into Westbrook, thisnight," Alaan said, clapping his hands together. "Well need to find
amogt everything for our journey—horses, wegpons. | leave a first light.”

Hve
Shefelt asthough she were being torn in two.

"I'm as divided as my agppearance,” Llyn whispered.

The night air required alight shawl, and she drew this close around her where she sat, hunched as she
would never normally be. Her thoughts jumped between two men—»both of whom were gone—missing.
Y et they were ever present in her thoughts.



If only one wereto return, she could stop fegling so divided. At this thought, which had appeared not for
thefirgt time, she shook her head.

Thiswasadll ridiculous. Toren did not fed toward her they way she did toward him. He did not have the
fedingsfor her that Car-rd did. How foolish shewas being!

Her head knew this. But fedings were not wise. That was the sad truth of them. Fedlings made fools of
the wisest, even the eldest. They did not care if you were noble or if you were an uneducated
costermonger. All were treated the same—foolsin their turn.

And yet her fedingsfor Carra were not feigned. They, too, were strong. And he felt the same, and even
more so—she could senseit.

Unlike Toren, he would never see her face, never ook upon her with horror, asdid al who saw her. No,
al of her thoughts and fedings for Toren were foolish, utterly misplaced. She had no doubt of this.

Then why could she not put Toren out of her mind? Out of her heart?
"You gt uplate, my lady,” afamiliar voice said.
Her bresth caught. "Have you not injured me enough, Alaan?'

"Morethan | ever meant to. No apology will suffice for what | have done." He wasin the dark, some
dozen feet away. She, too, was in the shadow of atree, hidden even from starlight.

"Then why areyou here?'

"To offer my humble gpologies, even though they will mean nothing.”

"l do not accept them,” she said firmly. "Begone.”

But he did not go. She could sense him there, lurking in the darkness.

"What isit you want of me, rogue?"

He shifted from foot to foot. " Thereisaman herein Castle Renne—heis called Ka—"
"Y es, theman in the barrow. | have heard al about him."

"Y ou can't begin to know Kai's story. Hislife has been longer than any morta man's. Had you heard
that?'

"l had not... How would you know this?'

"Because my memories, Lady LIyn, stretch back to timesfor-gotten. To times when the Kingdom of Ayr
wasawildland, avast forest we caled Tol Y osd—the River Lands. The forbears of the Renne and the
Willswere hunters, or fishers of the great river— later called the Wyrr, after my father.”

She tugged her shawl closer, asachill seemed to wash through her heart. "Y ou frighten me, rogue,” she
said. "Tdl meno more. | do not wish to know why you have come. Leave mein peace."

"Peaceisno more. We are at war." He took afew steps across the walkway, gravel scuffing beneath his
feet. His voice seemed to have aged; though melodious yet, it was heavy and world-weary. "Y ou know
that Hafydd is a sorcerer.”



"I know that you are a sorcerer!” she said angrily.

He did not respond right away, and when he did hisvoice was quiet, conciliatory. "Kai cannot fal into
the hands of our enemies. Hafydd cannot find him. It is of the utmost importance.”

"Why?
"Y ou would not believe meif | told you."

"Y ou do not think me intelligent enough to understand?’

"1 think you too intelligent, Lady Llyn. That iswhy you wouldn't believe me."

"You are aflatterer and arogue. Whereisit you go now?' Llyn asked, not sure why.

"l have atask to complete, and then | gotowar, | think."

He stood till amoment, as though expecting her to speak.

"Luck to you then, Alaan,” she said, feding confused and weak, unable to maintain even fedings of anger.

"Luck tousadll, Lady LIyn." But he did not go. She could hear him breathing, amost, she imagined, hear
the beating of hisheart. "May | offer an observation?"

"Of what?" she asked apprehensively. He had never asked for permission to speak his mind before.
"Of Lady Llyn."

"Y oumay not!"

Sheimagined the shadow gave adight bow and turned away again, taking afew purposeful strides.
"What isit?' shecdled out. "What isit you would say?"

He stopped, farther off, now. For amaddening moment he said nothing. LIyn felt herself lean forward,
holding her breeth, her heart racing.

"Y ou shdl regret this choice you've made, Lady LIyn. | will tell you this—when you stand before Deeth's
gate you will wish you had lived, for it isaplace of regrets.” He hedtated, then said very quietly, "You
will wish you hed lived.”

And he was gone.

For amoment she sat utterly ill, unableto rise, as though the wind had been knocked from her. And
then she was striding to-

AN

ward the stairs. She snatched up alantern that stood there and went quickly down the path Alaan had
taken. He was not to be found. But then she stopped. There, beyond the doveplum tree was a narrow
cleft in the in the shrubbery that she knew had never been there before. She stared into this dark void, the
light dancing as her hand trembled. There was a path into her garden! She dmost felt an urgeto walk
down it, to see whereit led. But she only stood and stared, her arm quickly tiring as she held the lantern
doft.

In amoment she turned and hurried away, breaking into arun. She dashed up the stairs and dammed the



door behind her, aimost dropping the lantern to the door.

"Y our grace?' came the voice of her maid of the bedchamber. "Is something wrong? Y our graceisas
paeasacloud.”

"Cdl aguard. Quickly!"
Two guards came, at the run, and Llyn's servant led them down into the garden.

"Itisjust here," Llyn called from ashadow, as the guards ap-proached the place where the path had
opened. The two guards stumbled into the bushes, breaking branches and trampling the flowers. LIyn
drew nearer and watched them go, their lantern growing smaller and dimmer, as though they walked of f
into awood. And then it disappeared atogether, though there was awall not three yards away.

It was some hours later when the two guards returned, looking flustered and out of sorts. They had
followed the path into the wood for some distance, but when they tried to retrace their stepsthey could
not. Instead, they found themselves several furlongs away, near the river—and they had not walked a
tenth that distance they were certain.

In the garden the path could no longer be found.

Llyn shut hersdf up in her room and bolted the doors, looking around as though the walls might open up,
or aman appear out of thin air. That night she did not go to bed but sat up, awake, feding asthough she
were being torn gpart, like everyone in Castle Renne could walk unannounced into her little kingdom.

For many hours she paced, forth and back, like an anima in acage. Findly, she stopped before the
window where her reflection floated, faint and ghostly, againgt the night. She turned her face so that only
the good side could be seen, peering out of the corner of her eye.

Half a beauty, she thought.

Very dowly sheturned her head, seeing the teeth clench and the lips turn down, bracing hersdf. The
ruined landscape of her face appeared; the eye with itslid greatly burned away, the bubbled skin across
her cheek, red and coarse. Even her lips were reduced to thin red lines, as though someone had made
her mouth with the haphazard dash of adull knife.

Sheredized the thing floating in the dark glasslooked like a creature out of nightmare. Y ou will have no
pity from me," she whispered to the creature and atear rolled down its ruined cheek.

SIX

They did not wait for morning but set out by the light of the waning moon, which lit the road faintly and
made monsters of tree stumps and spies of every bush. Above them, asmal flight of crows swarmed
from treeto tree like awayward breeze. Alaan set agood pace, as though the shattered moon was bright
asthe morning sun, and the night passed with hardly aword between them. Many times they dismounted
and led their horses through shadow, and twice Alaan used aflint to light one of the torches he carried.

The smdl of burning pitch assailed Tarn's nodrils, but asmal province of light spread around them.
Beyond this, the kingdom of night lay hidden.

"The land between the mountainsis behind us now," Alaan said quietly, "but we mustn't relax our guard.
Once I've opened a path-way it remains open for some time. We could be followed.”

Tarn had not asked where they were going, assuming it was into the hidden lands, and any destination



there would mean nothing to him, but astheir horses trotted along the dark road the Vaeman pressed his
mount forward, drawing up beside Alaan.

"Whereisit we go, Alaan?' he asked. "What place could be more perilous than the places we have
been?'

Alaan did not answer right away, but kept his gaze fixed on the dark ribbon of road. "We go into the
borderlands of Death's king-dom, Tarn. A place from which only one man has returned.”

"Who? Who returned from Degth's kingdom?"

"No one who passes through the gate returns, but | went once into the borderlands. We will try our luck
again." Heglanced up a Tam, hisface ashen in the moonlight. "I will tell you honestly, Tarn— Death will
not suffer our presence there. He will send his servantsto find us.”

Tam let hishorse drop back, faling in behind Alaan. He found himself wishing that hed never left the
Vdeof Lakes, that hewasthere dill in the late-summer light, walking through the ripening grain or
drawing water from the spring that murmured the names of newborn children—or so it was said.
Anywhere but following Alaan to this place he had named.

They carried on by torchlight, sumbling over rock and root, until faint light began to devour the shadows,
and the stars overhead snuffed out, one by one. By asmall lake, Alaan stopped to water the horses and
let everyonerest. Cynddl kin-dled fire, and they made ameal asthe morning spread west acrossthe
world.

Alaan had produced enough gold that night to buy them horses and tack, arms and supplies. No one
asked where this wealth had come from. Nann had given them new bows, and Tam decided to try his,
gringing it for thefirst time. Light re-flected off the polished grain of the yakawood, as he nocked an
arrow and drew back the string. The sound of an arrow hissed over the grass, followed by asharp
thwack asit lodged in the bark of an old butternut.

"Y ouwon' get that one out Tam," Cynddl said. "The grain will betoo tight and old.”
"l took care not to shoot it that hard. How is your new bow, Cynddl?'

In amoment there was an archery contest under way, with everyone but Alaan and Crowheart involved.
Tarn noticed that Alaan watched over them without ahint of asmile, his eyes dart-ing often to the tree
line, then dong the shore of thelake.

Heisawary traveler, Tarn thought. And we should take alesson from that.

Cyndd! was the best archer that day, though only dightly better than Tarn. Fynnol camethird, but did not
seem to mind, asthe competition was very giff, and he had acquitted himsdlf well.

"Timeto go," Alaan announced, as Fynnol proposed arematch.

Their horses had been grazing nearby, and were soon saddled and packed again. As Tarn tightened the
girth strap on hishorse, Fynnol and Cynddl came neer.

"Sowhat did Alaan say last night?' Fynnol asked quietly. "Did you ask him where we go?' He stroked
the nose of hishorse, which he had positioned to shield their conversation from Raba and Alaen

Tarn lengthened one of his stirrups, the worn leather warm and supple in the sun. Heredlized he did not
want to be the bearer of this news. "We go into the borderlands of Degth's king-dom, Fynnal."



Fynnol blinked severa times. "But no one returns from Death's kingdom.”

"Alaan said we will not pass through the gate—and that he made ajourney there... once” Tarn
hesitated. "Dangerous, but not more so than other places we've been." Hetried to smile reas-suringly, but
neither of his companions appeared to be reassured.

By thetime they set off around the lake and up the dope into a shady wood, the morning was advancing.
Beyond, Tarn thought he could make out hills, al but obscured by haze.

A whole morning's toil was needed to break out of the trees. The wood began to thin, then turn to
scattered pines and firs. Weather-worn rocks broke through the surface, here and there, like the backs
of ancient whales. And then the tree line was behind them.

They were on the side of alow, rounded mountain, the world spreading out below.

For amoment, they all stopped to let the horses catch their breath. They had traversed the s ope back
and forth, not attacking it directly, but even so, the climb had been difficult. An empty wind blew at this
elevation, and the only sound was the occasiond cal of adistant crow.

"Wdl, Tarn," Fynnol said, breaking the silence, "we set out to trade for horses and look! Did you ever
expect to own ones asfine asthese? And they were free."

"Oh, I think you've paid dearly for your horses," Alaan observed.
"Let's hope the price will not be more than we can afford,” Fynnol answered quickly.

On the shoulder of the mountain, crows seemed to be the only animals. A few were dways near at hand,
but many more could be seen at adistance, perched on the branches of stunted pines or dot-ting stacks
of lichen-yellowed rocks.

Prince Michael had told Tarn that his company had been at-tacked by an army of crowsin the Stillwater,
and he'd displayed the scars on hisface and hands to prove it. Tam looked over at Crow-heart sitting on
his horse, staring out over the lands below. The horses all seemed to perk up their ears when Crowheart
was near, as though they listened for him to speak. He had away with ani-mals, that was certain,
gpeaking to them quietly, calming them with atouch of the hand. Tam only hoped that he had control of
his crow army, for their billslooked fearsome.

A dark bird lit on the branch of afire bush. Tam caught the movement out of the corner of hiseye and
thought at first it was another crow. But the nearby crows al took to wing, crying out in darm. And then
Tam heard, whist, whist.

Thelittle bird hissed loudly, but it didn't ssem to be scolding any of them, for it looked pointedly out over
the digtant lowlands.

Cynddl's hand shot up. "Therel"
Far below, by the small 1ake where they'd rested, adozen riders

traversed the open meadow. Fynnol cursed, but Alaan sat impas-sively on his horse, his eyesfixed on the
riders.

"| feared asmuch,” he said grimly. "Hafydd has many spies. Some must have been watching the Fael
encampment.” He stared for amoment more, then turned his horse but paused before push-ing on. "They
would catch up with us, now," he said looking over his shoulder. "There are grester dangersin these



lands than Hafydd's spies. Beyond this mountain isawide valey that we must traverse. Thereisno way
around it. I'd hoped to wait and crossit at first light, but we may be forced to travel by darkness now.
Keep your weapons to hand." He spurred his horse and set off up the dope

Thewhigt legpt into the air, circling up, until it became a black speck in the sky—afragment of night
lodged inthe blue,

They hurried on, pressing their tired horses up the mountain-side where dliffs, broken and jagged, |oomed
over them. Tarn glanced up from guiding his horse over the uneven terrain. There was, no doubt, away
among these, or Alaan wouldn't be leading them on, till hedidn't like their Stuation. Hetwisted abit in
his saddle, the leather creaking in complaint. The riders were just dis-gppearing into the trees below,
having rounded the |ake.

Tarn fdt asudden familiar tightening in his sscomach. Memo-ries of the black guards pursuing them down
the Wynnd, of thefight at the ford at Willowwand, of the night Baore was struck by an arrow beneath
the north bridge. He pulled adrinking skin from his saddleto put alittle moisture back in his mouth,
sud-denly dry as sand. And what was this Alaan was saying about the valley beyond?

The base of the cliff was ajumble of broken rock, some pieceslarger than barns. Alaan led them among
these, never once hav-ing to double back. Tarn wondered if hed been here before, or if thiswas his
arcane sense that found paths where other men couldn't. Alaan never said that he created paths but
adwaysthat he"found" them. Asthough they werethere dl dong but hidden from others.

They were forced to dismount and lead their horses over afield of stone, but only Alaan's sorrel and the
dark bay Crow-heart rode went along willingly. Twice Crowheart turned and spoke to Fynnol's horse
when it balked, and then the gelding fol-lowed docildly.

They picked their way among house-sized boulders, crows gathering now in numbers on the tops and on
ledges. The crying of the birdsin the hollow wind added a sense of urgency, andTam hurried on, feding a
prickling on the back of his neck, as though the men behind were gaining—within arrow range.

Don't be a fool, hetold himself, they will take some time to climb that hill, even if they don't spare
their horses, as we did, and go straight up.

He wondered who these men were. Certainly it was Alaan they were following. Did they know hewasa
sorcerer? Surely they must. Did this not intimidate them at al, or had Hafydd taught them waysto ded
with Alaan?

Of course Tarn till had no idea of what these children of Wyrr were capable. Hafydd had reveded
himsdf alittle in the Stillwater, but Alaan was ill amystery. He could travel paths no one had ever seen
into lands unknown. He was a formidable swordsman and far stronger than he appeared, Tarn was sure.
But could he match Hafydd's control of fire? Or Elise's gpparent command of water? Tarn hoped there
was more to Alaan than held reveded so far. They would have need of al the arcane knowledge they
could find to fight Hafydd, he was sure of that.

Almogt at the base of the dliff, Fynnol called out to Alaan, point-ing up. There, silhouetted againgt a
quickly clouding sky, stood aman. Tarn blinked once, and when he opened his eyes, the man was gone.
Alaan cursed, but went on, offering no explanation.

Tarn felt hisanxiety increase dramaticaly. Who had that been atop the dliff? Alaan did not seem pleased,
whoever it was. Tam loosened his sword in its scabbard and pressed on, his eyeflitting over the
landscape as though the very rocks threatened them.



Their efforts brought them to the foot of anarrow draw that wound up through a deep cleft in the broken
diff. A gamepath

clawed up the steep draw, meandering from one side to the other, and Alaan urged his horse up this.

"Tarn," thetraveler cdled, looking back once, hisface dis-turbingly gpprehensive. "Give your horseto
someone. Take abow and follow behind. We need arear guard.”

Tam took abow and quiver and gave thereins of his horseto Crowheart, who was aready leading his
own mount and a pack-horse. Rabal made aquick string of his charges and set off after Alaan, Fynnol
close behind. Cynddl took his own bow and quiver from his saddle and placed himself just ahead of
Tam, where he kept looking back warily. Tam could see sweat on the story finder's brow, hisgray hair
plastered tight to hisforehead.

"If you see any movement, Tam, | have my bow ready.”

"I'm just asworried about men ahead of us, or overhead,” Tam said, glancing up. "Certainly theriders
who follow are two hours behind us."

"I don't think s0," the story finder said, puffing asthey climbed. " Alaan made sure that we traversed back
and forth across the face of the hill, saving our mounts, but these men saw us and will come straight on.
Their horseswill betired, and perhapsthey will betoo, after they've led much of the way on foot, but
they arelikely not far behind now."

"Then hurry on, Cynddl,” Tam said, "I've seen enough of Hafydd's guardsto last mealifetime.”

Tam glanced up, wondering, unable to suppress afeding that rocks or arrows would come raining down
on them a any moment.

Before they reached the crest the first man appeared behind. He was horseless and carrying a bared
blade that glittered in the sun. Tam called to Cynddl and heard the word pass up the lineto Alaan. They
pressed on more quickly, al of them gasping for breath now, unable to spesk. Tam stumbled, trying to
look back and forward at the same time. He bloodied his knee, but pulled himsdf up and hobbled on.

Another man appeared below, abow in hishand. Above him
Tam could hear the panting horses, hooves clattering over frost-shattered stone.
Another archer appeared and let an arrow fly.

"They're shooting a ud" Tam called up, watching the high arc of the arrow. 1t plummeted down toward
them but well wide, hav-ing been caught by a breeze above the walls of the draw.

"Shoot back," Alaan caled, hardly able to spare the bregth.

Tam stopped and took aim. He was shooting downhill, which was never easy. He might waste an arrow
to find the range. He drew back the string, finding the bow stiffer than hislast. The arrow flew down the
draw, the Fael bow every bit as good asits reputation.

The men at the bottom scattered as Tarn's arrow passed among them, but he thought no one was hit. He
could see headsrising up above stones and shrubs. That might dow them alittle.

Tam turned and hurried to catch up with his companions. Cynddl had given his horse to Fynnol and came
back to join Tam, bow in hand, his young-old face drawn tight with concern, gray hair plastered to his



swegting brow.

"Shall we make astand here for awhile and | et the others reach the crest?" Tam wondered. He gazed
down the draw, where there was movement anong the stones.

"Alaan saysto keep them back but not to fal behind." Cynddl pulled back hisarrow and let it fly, then
quickly nocked another. "Alaan's attention appears to be drawn up, in the direction werre going, as
though the threat from below isnot thereal concern.”

Tam glanced at the story finder, then back down the draw. "That's not what | wanted to hear.”
"Wadl, perhaps I'm wrong," Cynddl said. "Let us hope s0."

The two scrambled up the draw, their eyes darting back and forth between the path and the men below.
Tam tripped again and had to catch himsalf with ahand. Nothing was broken but an arrow, and he
quickly had another from hisquiver.

The draw narrowed around them, gray-brown ramparts of stone jutting up to either sde. The path was
no longer straight, but
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curved and turned back and forth, as though cut by ameandering river. Horses and men bobbed up the
path, the sound of shod hooves echoing off thewalls.

Alaan stopped, and called down, "Tarn? Cynddl? Can you stop them at the bottom of the narrowsfor a
time?' He took two deep breaths. "Hold them back as best you can, but try to keep yourself out of sight,
S0 they don't know if you're there or not. The moment they think you're gone, they'll rush up the dope.”

"Goon," Tancdled. "Leavethese mento us."

Tarn and Cynddl hid themselves as best they could at the bot-tom of the narrow section, stepping out
every minute or S0 to loose an arrow at the figures below. Tarn could see them running between
boulders, hiding themsalves for amoment, then dashing to the next place of safety. There waslittle
chance that they would be hit at this distance, but Tam and Cynddl were excellent archers and kept their
pursuersfearful, for they never missed by much.

Cyndd! leaned out from behind the stone wall, gazing down the draw. His whole manner was catlike,
Tarn thought, poised to pounce or run. The story finder dressed as he had when they trav-eled down the
river—in Fael clothing, though the colors were mute—greens and browns,

He stepped out into the opening, sent an arrow hissing down the draw, then jumped back behind the wall
of stone.

"How long do you think we should stay here?' Tarn wondered.

Cyndd! glanced up the narrow path between towering sonewadls. "I don't know. How long would it
take them to reach the crest?

Tarn shrugged. He sent an arrow down the draw, narrowly missing aman who dived behind a pile of
stone. "Weve damost reached ajuncture here. If these men get any closer, well start hit-ting them.” Tarn
glanced up the cleft behind. "They'll dmost cer-tainly try to rush us, or well pick them off oneat atime.”

"Yes, that makes sense," Cynddl said. "Once they've worked their way up to that little stand of pines, we
should turn and run.”



Tarn was surprised a how patient they were, considering that the men making their way up the draw
certainly meant to kill them. When they |€eft the Vae hewould never have expected thet, in ashort while,
he would be so composed under attack. But since leav-ing the Vae hislife had been in danger more
times than he cared to count. Passing through the crucible had changed him.

Crows, perched on narrow ledges above, began to caw and flut-ter their wings.

Fynnol appeared, running. "Come up now, as quick asyou can." He didn't await an answer, but turned
and dashed back up the way he'd come.

"Y our cousin had asword in hand,” Cyndd! observed.

Tam nodded. Both he and the story finder stepped out into the opening and fired at men leaping behind
rocks and bushes. With-out aword, they turned and sped up the draw. The dope was steep, and they
were soon gasping for bresth, forcing themselvesto go on. Thewalls of the cut snaked up, then suddenly
opened. Tam glanced up and saw the others not far off, the crest hovering just above them. They
appeared to be waiting, though their attention was focused upward, and al bore arms.

When Tam finaly caught up with the othersthey barely glanced hisway, keeping their gazes on the crest.
A massive man stood there, aslarge as Orlem, an enormous bow in his hands. Another, just aslarge,
walked up beside him, bearing a staff that looked like it had once been the trunk of asubstantia tree. The
two near giants stared down on the smaller men below, their faces set and hard.

"My eyesare playing tricks?'Tam said, barely able to gather his bresth.

"No, they're the Dubrell: Orlem's people,” Alaan said softly.

"Thereare more like Sighthand?"

"Thereisonly one Sighthand, but thisis the race from which he sorang.”

"What do they want?' Cynddl asked. "We're about to have Hafydd's spies on our backs."

"Y es, were caught between the hammer and the anvil. The Dubrell want usto go back, but we cannot.
I'd hoped to cross their lands before they became aware of us. They don't look kindly on outsiders.”

"That isn't particularly comforting,” Fynnol whispered, rock-ing from one foot to the other, an arrow
drawn and ready to shoot. "If we stay here, we're going to be fighting a company with more than double
our number. Can you not speek with these giants?’

"They don't spesk with outsiders. They just drive them off."

Fynnol kept glancing nervoudly down the draw. Around them asmall army of agitated crows cawed,
thelr dark eyesglittering in the dull light.

The giants above wore roughly woven cloaks of gray, and leg-gings bound with leather thongs. Their hair
and beards were earthy brown and long, faces turned to leather by wind and sun. There was o little
expression in those faces that Tarn thought they looked like Satues.

Crowheart pointed to the left. "Can we move the horses there, behind those rocks? Archers will kill them
al inamoment if we don't do something to protect them.”

Alaan continued to stare at the giants above. "Move them dowly. Don't meet the eyes of the men above
and do nothing they might take as threatening.”



"If we can get into the cover of somerocks here,” Tarn said, "we might drive Hafydd's guards back. We
have the advantage of our position.”

"Which was my plan," Alaan said, "before the Dubrd| gp-peared. If only wed brought Orlem..."

The crows began araucous chorus, bouncing up and down where they perched on rocks and stunted
trees. At the narrowing of the draw, the birds on ledges bent down and scolded something bdow.

"They're coming,” Alaan said. "Everyoneturn around dowly."
The traveler nocked an arrow as he faced the men appearing down therise.

Alaan let fly at thefirst men erupting from the fissure in the stone. He missed by a handbreadth, his arrow
shattering on the stone. The men dropped down but still came on. Some of them bore round shields, and
the others collected behind them. The angle of the ground made the shields doubly effective, for they hid
more of the man than they would on level ground. Tarn and the others poured arrows down the draw,
but these were | ess effective than they should have been. If they could have used their horses, they would
soon have been away, but the giants at their backs held them fast.

"There are only two of the big men," Fynnol whispered to Alaan. " Perhaps we should rush them?”
"No, they have dliesyou've not yet seen.”

"Then we're about to engage Hafydd's men at close quarters,” Cynddl said, "and there are ill ten of
them and only five of us™"

Crows began to fal on the men, battering them with their wings, stabbing at their eyeswith sharp beaks.
The company fal-tered but did not stop.

Tarn cast hisbow asde and drew his blade. Here was afight he did not relish, even more so astheir
backs were vulnerable to these hogtile giants.

Something gray hurtled past Tarn, followed by another. He was knocked aside, and when he scrambled
up, apack of wolveswas swarming over the men coming up the draw. The men fell back, trying to
defend themselves with swords and shields. But there were twenty wolves, large and fearless, snapping
and snarling asthey dove at the men from dl directions, even asthe crowsfdl on them out of the sky.
The wolves clamped onto limbs with their great fangs and refused to be didodged.

"Dont fireany arrows!" Alaan warned, as Fynnol raised his bow. "These wolves belong to the Dubrdll.”
Crowheart and Cynddl went to the suddenly skittish horses.

They might never have seen wolves before, but they knew athreat when they met one. Tarn saw that
Crowheart quickly calmed them. They amost seemed to gather behind him, as though he were their
protector.

Hafydd's men were as disciplined as Tam expected. They didn't break and run, but formed atight circle,
back-to-back, and made their way down the draw, fending off the marauding wolves as best they could.
The men were much bitten and torn by the time they reached the bottom of the draw, and though they
bared their teeth and shouted at the wolves, Tam could see how fright-ened they were.

The sound of the wolves snarling and howling echoed up the narrow draw, then silence. The wolves
regppeared, padding back toward Tam and the others, their heads held low. They eyed the strangers and
growled, baring bloody fangs. Some were wounded or bloodied from their battle, and Tam thought he



had seldom seen asight so frightening. The hair rose on the back of his neck. He lifted his sword.

"Offer no harm to these animals unless they attack,” Alaan cau-tioned. "They'real but sacred to the
Dubrdl; asvaued than their own children.”

But Alaan's hope that they would not be forced to fight was clearly vain. The wolves came directly
toward them, their eyes un-wavering and filled with mdice. Their growling and snarling grew louder as
they drew near.

When only afew paces off, Crowheart waked out, putting him-self between the wolves and his
companions. His sword was back in its sheath, and his posture indicated a man at ease—not one who
feared he might be torn apart in amoment. Softly he spoke to the pack, and the wolves raised their
heads, perking up their ears as though they'd met afriend. They circled about the outlandish fig-ure,
sniffing him, then licking hishands. All the while he kept spesking to them in asoft warm voice, the words
too quiet for Tam to make out.

Sowly Tam turned his head to find the giants above him con-

versing in whispers. One of them caled out, and the wolves rel uc-tantly tore themselves away from
Crowheart. They loped up to their masters, where they circled about, wagging their gray tailslike dogs.

Rabd's crow army washed out of the cleft in the rocks, rising up like ablot on the clouds. A few of the
black birds detached them-selves from the vanguard and flew to Crowheart, landing on his shoulder and
outstretched wrist. There they cawed defiantly and preened themsel ves with nervous movements.

Tarn tried to calm his bresthing. The wolves, with their bloody muzzles, suddenly seemed like pets, when
amoment before they'd been tearing into the flesh of armed men. Severa of the wolves were wounded
and limping. The giants crouched down and exam-ined the hurts, their faces grave and filled with
concern. One of the giants stood and performed a head count. He set off down the draw, Tarn and the
others making way for him.

He stdked down the dope, hisgreat arms swinging like tree branchesin agae. In amoment hewas
crouched over something on the ground. He bore up abundle of gray fur, carrying the wounded animal
up the draw.

He passed the strangers without even aglance. The wolf he bore was panting too quickly, and bleeding
fromawoundinitssde.

The giant turned at the top of the draw, where al the wolves gathered around him. He looked back at
Alaan and his compan-ions, his manner angry and grief-filled and fierce.

"Go back," he said in astrange accent. ™Y ou cannot pass through these lands. Go back while you ill
live"

"I can hed their animal,” Crowheart whispered to Alaan.

Alaan stepped forward, his manner respectful but not cowed. "We have not come here to bring you
trouble," Alaan said. "And we are deeply sorry for any that we have brought. But Crowheart can heal
your walf, for he hasthis gift, given to him long ago by a sorcerer.”

Rabal glanced at Alaan as though he were about to protest, but he kept his peace.
£%"



The grieving giant laid his wounded animal upon the sparse brown grass and spoke with his companion,
their voices so deep they seemed to rumble up from some tunnel into the earth.

"Who are you?' one of the giants asked, his voice drum deep.

He addressed Crowheart, but it was Alaan who answered. "Heisaheder," Alaan said. "Raba
Crowheart ishisname."

The larger of the Dubrdl crouched, stroking hisdying wolf. He peered a Alaan amoment.

"Weknow you," the giant said, long, degp vowelstumbling dowly out of acavernous chest. "Thewhigtis
your servant.”

"Jac isno man's servant, but he follows me dl the same.”

"Heisabird of ill omen and not welcome here” The giant glanced over at Crowheart, whose minions till
preened themsalves upon his outstretched arm. "Bt if the crow keeper can heal Arddu, we will bein
your debt." He turned and spoke with his companion in what, Tam redlized, was not so much adifferent
language as an dmost impenetrable accent.

"Bring your horses,”" thegiant said. "It isnot far.”

The giant took up the wounded beast and led the way down the mountain. Only one carried asword—a
blade as grest as Orlem's— the other wore along knife on his belt. Tam guessed that men thislarge did
not worry much about enemies.

The Dubrell set a pace that the men found difficult to follow, and they were soon back in the saddle,
pressing their horses on, for the great stride of the giants ate up the furlongs. Presently they were down
among the trees again, the forest growing more dense.

"Look," Cynddl said, hiseyesturned up to the trees that tow-ered overhead, their boles adozen feet
broad. "These are spruce— but unlike any | have seen before. Giant spruce!™ And then he stopped asa
vista opened up before him: abroad valley, hazy and green, at its center aturquoise lake. The story
finder pointed. "It isthe forest cloud: the aollyndatree!”

Above thefabric of green, stood the round crowns of severa

trees that seemed to float over the surrounding forest. They were spring-green againgt the dark color of
the conifers.

"There must be twenty of them!" Cynddl said. "There can't beastand so largein al the land between the
mountains.”

Tarn did not quite understand the status of the alollynda among the Fael. Certainly it was not a sacred
tree, asthe slveroak had once been to men, but the wanderers prized it above all others. Its wood was
coveted for fagllutes and other musical instruments. Even the smallest, most smple object made of
aollyndawas ac-corded the highest value among the Fadl. Alid had told Tarn that when an dollyndawas
cut down wandering companies of Fael would gather and spend days preparing for the event. Three
aol-lyndasaplings would be planted according to ancient teachings, though fewer and fewer of these had
survived over the years. No one knew why. The dollyndahad al but disappeared from the land between
the mountains, only afew till standing in the most remote places, or on dopes where they could never be
felled without being dashed to splinters.

The giants stopped often to look at the ground, reading animal prints, Tam guessed. They did not speak



much, but kept their heads up, their eyes darting here and there, aware of al that transpired around them.
"Who are these people?' Tarn asked Alaan, as they rode near each other.

Alaan glanced at the massive men who led them, then seemed to decide that it was all right to speak.
"The Dubrél arethe re-mains of arace that prospered long ago, though even at their height their numbers
were not large. There are only two areas| know of wherethey till dwell; unfortunately, one of theselies
on the short-est path to the place we're going. I'd hoped we might dip through before they were aware of
us. They're not awarlike people, but are suspicious of outsiders, whom they encounter very infrequently.
We are thought to be bringers of bad luck—you heard what they said about my whist."

"Y ou have been here before," Tarn said.
YS

"Yes. Once. | explored the route we follow now, thinking that I might come this way one day. They
were not so lucky then—to catch me in a draw with enemies at my back . | eluded them. Ap-parently
they haven't forgotten, however." Alaan glanced thought-fully down the slope to the giants making
their way through the widely spaced trees. His handsome face was thinner now, pale and slightly
aged, though his dark beard was still neatly trimmed, his traveler's clothes a little too well tailored.

Alaan went on. "Orlem told me that he wandered up onto a mountai n—centuries ago—because he'd
heard a story that other Dubrdl had disappeared there; Dubrell who knew the ways of the wildlands
and the mountains. He went searching to see what had become of them, but instead found himsdlf
wandering in strange lands, much as happened to you on the River Wynnd. He walked into the
beginnings of awar in the land between the mountains. A company of armed men, beating the
countryside for conscripts, came across him, and he was taken into the army againgt hiswill. But hissze
and strength, as well as his unexpected talent for war, brought him to the attention of Caibre, whom he
served for many years—before hefdl under the spell of Sianon." Alaan glanced back at Tarn, who had
been gtaring at him, as though he could come to some understanding of this enigmawho called himsalf
Alaan.

"But Orlem becameyour friend,” Tarn said.
"Hewasthefriend of Sainth, not Alaan."

The sun sank behind the mountain, and along shadow washed down the dope, catching them likea
returning tide. Dusk flooded among the trees, and they were soon squinting into the shadows, trying to
seetheir way. But asthe giant had said, it was not far.

What Tarn firgt thought was a dliff turned out to be astone wall, and set into it, alarge gate. One of the
giantswhistled an odd pat-tern and overhead was heard the scraping of wood on stone. A square of light
appeared high up inthewall, and afew moments later they heard a deep thud inside, and one of the
massive doors cracked open. The giant pulled it wide so that it screeched onits

hinges. The wolf pack bid their masters good-bye, and disappeared into the night. Inside, adark
courtyard could be seen, lit only by asingle lantern, acandle burning within.

"Thereisroomfor your horsesin our stable," the giant said. "If some of you will follow me. The hedler
should go with Wolfson."

Alaan and Rabd followed Wolfson up astone stairway, leaving their companionsto tend the horses.

The giant took the candle lantern off its hook and led them into the stable, which was occupied by afew
large draft horses. The companions soon had their own horses stripped of saddles and gear, rubbed



down, and fed and watered. Tarn thought that their horseswould not likely see such comfortable housing
again until they returned to the land between the mountains. After afortnight in the wilds, such agtable
might look like acomfortableinn to him and his companions aswell.

"Comewith me, now," the giant said, waving at the door. "I am Stonehand.”
"I'm Tarn, and thisismy cousin, Fynnol, and our friend Cynddl, who isa gtory finder."
The giant appraised Cynddl with hislarge, surprisingly kindly eyes.

"We will take our supper soon,” Stonehand said. "'If your friend can heal Arddu, then you shal share our

"Andif he can't?' Fynnol asked quickly.
"That isnot for meto decide.”

They went up the stairs and through atall door made of oak planks thicker than Tarn's hand was broad.
A smal entry hal opened up before them, the woodwork rough but the fedl of the place homey. They
shed their mail and boots there, leaning weapons against awall. After ahard day of travel and the
excite-ment and fear of their contest with Hafydd's guards, the smell of cooking food lifted Tarn's spirits.

Light spilled out of adoor onto the plank floor, polished from years of use. Stonehand led them through
the door, and insde they found agood-sized chamber, well lit by candlesand afireinanim-

ean RusHl|

posing hearth. Cool mountain air flooded in the windows, for even in summer the nightswere chill & this
elevation. A few pieces of rudtic furniture, of asize that made Tarn fed like a child again, were spread
randomly about the room, and to one side stood along, high table, with benches to either side.

A rough blanket had been spread before the fire and on this lay the wounded wolf, panting, mouth lolled
open and wet with drool. Crowheart, Alaan, and the other giant knelt over it, Crowheart washing the
wound with adamp cloth.

"Hewill live," Raba reassured the giant, who was obvioudy much affected by the beast's suffering. "He
will not bewdll for afew days, but hewill live

"The blade sank into hisgut,” the giant said. "How can he live?”
"Hewill live" Alaan said. "If Raba sayshewill be heded, hewill be hedled.”

The giant looked up at him. "Then he must be a sorcerer's pupil, for Arddu's blood loss alone would do
for mogt animals.”

"Luck has smiled upon you today, for Crowheart was nearby,” Alaan said.

"Luck... 7" thegiant said disdainfully. "If not for you, Arddu would not have been wounded, for those
men were your enemies, not ours.”

Alaan didn't answer, for surely the giant was right, Tarn thought.

Stonehand stood looking on, bent just alittle to gaze down on the injured beast, the lines of hisface deep
with concern.



Crowheart began to sing or chant softly over the injured ani-ma. He stroked the dick fur around the
wound and scratched gently behind the wolf's ears. The words he sang could not be made out, but their
meaning could amost be grasped, though no quite.

Tarn had amoment to observe their hosts. They were like to Orlem Slighthand in Size—Baore might
have dmost reached Stonehand's shoulder. Certainly they would be more than double Tarn's weight, and
Tam was not asmal man. Their bodieswere

thick and muscled, and alittle round about the middle. They ap-peared to have been rather cruddy
carved compared to someone like Fynnol, who was dight of waist and wiry asaweasd. Their faces
were haf-hidden by beards, and thick hair flowed down to their shoulders. Although he would guess
there was little vanity among these giants, their hair was clean, and their clothes, though worn and
mended expertly here and there, had been recently laundered.

"I will be heredl thisnight,” Crowheart said. "Break your fast and leave meto my duties.”

Reluctantly, the giants gave way to Crowheart. Stonehand went to the hearth and took the lid from a
blackened iron pot that hung from a hook. His companion retrieved bowls and plates from a cupboard
and set the table. In amoment they were all seated, eat-ing athick stew and chunks of dense bread.
Stonehand rose to shut the windows, for the room was rapidly cooling.

The sound of howling wolves came to them through the glass, distant and eerie.
"Will you st aguard thisnight?*

"The pack will stand guard. The men who chased you today would be foolish to come here, but if they
do, well know."

The giants could have easily been brothers, but it turned out they weren't. It seemed they were reluctant
to spesk with the strangers, but every time they looked over a Crowheart and found their wolf il dive,
their reticence softened alittle.

"Areyou the only two living here?' Alaan asked. "It seemsalarge keep."

"Thereisathird here this night. He might show himself by and by," Stonehand said. "Others kept to the
mountain this day to hold the strangers at bay. We're here for four full moons to watch the north pass.”
He gestured with ahand. "It isquiet duty, but needed al the same.”

"Thereis some threst from the lands to the north?* Alaan con-tinued.

The Dubrell glanced at each other, then Wolfson answered.

"You'rethefirg in many ayear. Tistheto the south that our lands are threatened.”

Stonehand glared at him, and Wolfson fell silent, applying him-sdf to his stew without looking up.

A door opened then, and an old man camein. If anything he was taler than the two giants present, even
though he stooped allit-tle under the weight of hisyears. White beard and hair made agreat contrast to
his sun-stained face and troubled blue eyes.

The old man stopped short when he saw the strangers gathered at the table, then his gaze took in
Crowheart Stting by theinjured wolf. Immediately he crossed to the animal, and Wolfson rose and went
to where the old man crouched, stroking the wolf's head.



Wolfson began spesking in their strangely accented language, of which Tarn understood only afew
words. It occurred to him then that if these giants were isolated enough to have devel oped such athick
accent, how did they learn to speak the common tongue asit was spoken in the land between the
mountains?

The old man muttered afew words, then raised his eyes from the wolf to stare at Crowheart. After a
moment, he got iffly to hisfeet and walked over to the table. Stonehand stood up as the old man
approached, his manner respectful. Alaan quickly followed suit, and the others did the same.

"Thisis Uamon, who dwellsin this place," Wolfson said, and in-troduced the strangers, forgetting no
one'sname.

"Sit," the old man said. "Eat while your dinner ishot.”
Wolfson brought Uamon food and drink and seated him at the table's head.

Fynnol glanced over at Tam and raised an eyebrow, but Tarn didn't know who or what this old man was
ether.

The Dubrdl had afew more words, then Uamon spoke.

"Whereisit you travel?' he asked in asmoky voice.

"South," Alaan said, though Tam sensed he was reluctant to be their spokesman.
"South?" Uamon said. "'Better you went some other way."

There was an awkward silence.

"Our route liessouth,” Alaan said firmly.

Uamon dipped aspoon into hisbowl, raising it to blow gently on asteaming chunk of lamb. Hehad a
gentle aspect, thisold giant, but there was dso a sorrow about him, Tarn thought.

"Our people have trouble to the south,” Uamon said. "It ismy duty to ask what would take you there?"
"l seek someone who lives beyond your lands."

Again Uamon spped at his stew. "Beyond our borders you will find dark lands. Shadow lands. My
people don't go there willingly. Of those few who have, only one returned.”

"Weall have our duties," Alaan said. "Ourslead us south. If you will let us pass, we shall bother you no
more."

"| suppose if aman goes seeking Degth, one cannot stop him, for Death can be found
anywhere—even within this room." He glanced over at the wolf, who moaned quietly by thefire.
"But what of your companions? Do they understand whereit isyou go?"'

"We have met Death's servants before,” Fynnol said. " Once you have faced them, thereis nothing left
that will frightenyou.”

"Do not be so sure of that. My people have long stood vigil over our southern border. Beasts have been
seen there that were the stuff of nightmare.” He shivered visbly. "What duties could take you to Degth's
kingdom, | wonder?'



Alaan's reluctance to answer was obvious, but clearly he felt there was no choice. They must have free
passage from the Dubrél. "We will not go there—not to the gate. Only into the bor-derlands.”

"Ah. Only into the borderlands," Uamon said softly. Still he concentrated on hisfood, not looking at
Alaan. "l fear you do not understand what it isyou do. Whereit isyou go."

"| have been to the borderlands before" Alaan said.

Uamon's head lifted, histroubled blue eyes coming to rest on Alaan. "What do you seek there, if it isnot
Death?'

"l seek... knowledge."
"Better to gt at the feet of awise man.”

"No wise man isfoolish enough to have learned what | wish to know," Alaan said, hisvoice growing
testy. "Isit not enough that we are men of good character, and that we mean no harm to your peo-ple?
There are other races with their own struggles, their own trou-bles. We seek only to bring aid to our own

people”

Uamon gazed at Alaan amoment, while the other giants shifted uncomfortably on their benches. They did
not think Alaan should speak to their eder so.

"It isnot enough,” Uamon said. "'l must be assured that your dutieswill not bring greater suffering to my
own people—for this could be done without it being your purpose. The lands to the south are agreat

mystery.”

Before Alaan could answer, a degp rumbling was heard. Tarn felt suddenly disoriented, asthough he
werefdling. His soup dopped over onto thetable, and he felt himsdf thrown violently back, then
forward. And then it was cam, only aspray of sparks from the logs shifting in thefire.

"They happen more often now," Stonehand said, looking not &t al surprised. "The earth isrestless.”

"No," Alaan said. "A great spell isunraveling. A spdll that walled Degth into hiskingdom and held two
great lands gpart. The earth tremorswill grow worse. Even the mountains might not stand against them,
and in the end Death will be released and overrun the world of theliving.”

Uamon's spoon stopped asit traveled to his mouth, and his hand trembled visibly. He glanced over at
Crowheart, then back to Alaan. "How do you know this?"

"Because | saw the chamber where the spell was made. | didn't reglize what it was then, but now | know.
The spell isde-caying, and | seek the help of someone who might know how it could be repaired.”

"Y ou know too much of sorcery,” Uamon said quickly.
"I don't know enough,”" Alaan answered. "Will you let us pass through your lands?*

Uamon stirred his spoon through hissoup. "'l will consider it,"



he said, then rose from the table, disturbed by what he had learned. Stonehand and Wolfson lurched to
their feet as the old man rose, and the others did the same. Uamon crossed the room without looking
back, closing the door softly behind him.

The companions stared at the closed door for amoment, then turned back to their food. An awkward
slence sttled over the room, broken only by Crowheart humming over the injured wolf.

Tam, Fynnol, Cynddl, and Alaan were led to along barracks, where a dozen beds lined up against one
wall. Stonehand had dipped away and lit afirein the hearth here, but the room was till cool and damp.
The beds were made for the Dubrell and seemed dmost comicaly large to the companions, especialy as
they were each made for one man.

Cynddl lay down on top of hisbed, staring up & the ceiling. "I shall need agrowth spurt before | fit this

"Yes," Fynnol said, "I've heard of having large shoestofill, but | hate to think what having alarge bed to
fill might meen."

Cynddl laughed, always appreciative of aquick wit. "We might comfort ourselvesthat they'resingle
beds," he offered.

Alaan climbed into one of the massive chairs by the hearth in the room's center.

"What do you make of these giants?' Cynddl asked him. The story finder rose and went to stand with his
arm resting on the back of the second chair. "Given that the hidden |ands have seemed al-most empty of
people, I'm surprised at how suspiciousthey are. Who could they possibly be fighting against?”

Alaan glanced up at the Fadl, and then back at the wavering flames. "'I'm not sure, Cynddl, but they fear
things that come from the south. The Kingdom of Degth isnot distant. If the spdll that walls Degthiinis
failing, then they no doubt have reason to be fear-ful and suspicious. The Dubrell aretied to the lands
hereabouts and will not easily be driven off, but what exactly isgoing on | can-not say. It wassuch along
time ago that Orlem dwelt here. Much has changed. Y ou should al deep. Were safe here, and you might
not have that luxury again for sometime.”

Tarn lay awake for atime, even after the candles had been blown out. Hefindly drifted off as Alaan left
his chair by the fire and sought his own bed.

He didn't know how much time had passed, or what woke him, but he found himself awarein the
darkness. Thefire had burned down to embers, and afaint light of stars or moon illuminated the window.
The even breathing of the others reassured him alittle: no one else had been wakened. But then he heard
ahorse nicker.

Hewas at the window in an ingtant, staring down into the court-yard below. At first he thought their
horses were being taken, then he redlized that riders were dismounting—perhaps a dozen of them, it was
hard to tell in the faint light. He could see one of the giants holding alantern aoft and armed men going
purposefully about their business.



And they were men, for they didn't reach the giant's shoulder. Some led horsesinto the stables, and
otherswent slently to adoor in the lower part of the building.

"What isit?" Alaan asked, propping himsdf upin bed.
"A company of riders" Tarn said, pulling on breeches and drawing his dagger from its shegth.

Alaan rolled out of hisbed onto hisfeet, silent as astone. He was at the window ingtantly, hands resting
ontheledge.

"Have the Dubrdl| betrayed us?' Tarn whispered.
"Perhaps. Wake the others."

They barricaded the door into the room with the massive chairs, and dl waited silently. Their weapons
had been |eft in the entry below, out of courtesy, and al they had were daggers and the fireplace poker.

"What of Crowheart?' Cynddl asked.

"Stay quiet and listen,” Alaan said. But there was nothing to be heard.

Alaan lit acandle, and they pulled the chairs away from the door. In the hallway they found no one.
Alaan balanced on the balls of hisfedt, his every attention con-

centrated on listening. "Tarn?' he whispered. "Come with me. Y ou two stay here and open the door to
no one until we return. If you are threstened, you might have to go out the window."

Alaan held the candle high as they made their way aong the hall and down the steps, the treads st at
amost double the height of the steps Tarn was accustomed to.

The large chamber where they had dined was empty but for Crowheart, who sat cross-legged by the
prostrate wolf. The healer made no sounds, but stayed perfectly till, his eyes closed.

"Raba?' Tam whispered. "Rabd... 7'
"Leave him," Alaan said. "Heisin ahealing trance and should not be roused unlesswe're threstened.”

In the entry they found their wegpons il leaning againgt the wall. Alaan sheathed his dagger and
straightened up, for he had been half-crouched, like aman about to do battle.

"Whoever these men are, | think they're no threst to us."

Tarn was reassured by the sight of their weapons, which had clearly not been disturbed.
"But what goes on here?" Tarn whispered. "Who arethey?

Alaan shook hishead. "I don't know, Tam. The Dubrell have se-crets, that is certain.”

Alaan opened the door and looked out. The courtyard was empty, lit only by the last diver of moon, the
ancient light of the stars. He led the way out into the cool night and down the giant sairs. In the courtyard
they found barely asign that the riders had been there. And then Tam saw afaint gleam on the cobbles
and bent to retrieve asmall object.

"What isit?' Alaan whispered.



"] don't know. It'stoo dark to tell."

Alaan looked into the dark stable, but there was little to be seen there without light, and they hadn't
brought acandle lantern. They were up the cold stairs and inside in amoment.

By thefire, Crowheart sat unmoving. Tam paused for amoment in the doorway. He could seethe even
riseand fal of thewolf's

chest, and hewas certain it dept peacefully. Whatever magic Crow-heart was performing seemed to be
working.

They dipped up the sairs, and the otherslet them back into their barracks, where it seemed warm after
the cold of the courtyard. Cynddl and Fynnol looked anxioudly at their companions asthey re-turned.

"Who are these men?' Cynddl whispered. "What do they want here?"

"I don't know," Alaan answered, shaking his head. He went and warmed his hands by the fire. "Clearly
they arefriendsor dlies of the Dubrdl."

"I didn't know that men traveled through the hidden lands ex-cept by accident,” Fynnol said. He dropped
to his knees before the fire, which had been built up again in their absence. Tarn could see that his cousin
was unsettled, wakened from deep to find himsdf threatened.

"There are afew who can find their way here, Fynnol," Alaan said. ""Crowheart is one. But for the most
part, what you say istrue."

Tarn remembered the small object he had found and fished it from a pocket. He moved to the hearth so
that the light shone uponiit.

"So, what isthat, Tarn?" Alaan asked.
"It gppearsto be asmall broach. Oak leaves, | think."
He passed it to Cynddl, who knew more of trees and plants than the rest of them combined.

Cynddl turned it over in thefirelight. "It'safan of Slveroak leaves." Helooked up at Alaan. "Didn't you
tell us, the night we met by Telanon Bridge, that afan of slveroak leaves was the token of the Knights of
theVow?'

Alaan held out his hand. He examined the silver ornament care-fully, turning it over in hishand severd
times.

"That isthe token of the Knights," he said at last. He looked up at the others, his face dark with concern
or confusion. "Did these men wesar the gray robes Tarn?"

"No, they were dl differently dressed. Nor was their armor made to apattern.” Tamtriedto call upa
picture of what he'd seen of the men in the courtyard. " Some wore surcoats, and oth-ersdid not. | saw
no devices upon the shields, nor did they bear standards.”

"Thatisstrange," Fynnol said thoughtfully. "In abattleit iseasy to kill your own menif they're not clearly
marked.”

"Yes" Alaan sad, "if you'refighting men.”



Seven

He went about in a barrow. Beatrice Renne could not get that thought out of her mind. He looked a bit
like ahog aswell; round and soft of flesh, his pate bald, and skin of pinkish hue. But he had saved thelife
of Lord Carrd Wills, and for that she would dlow aman in abarrow into her hall, and treat him with dl
the goodwill such a deed deserved.

"Itisagory that will surely be madeinto song," Begtrice said. "Certainly it shall. How you found each
other, then managed to get off the Idewithout being discovered ether by the men of Innes or the many
searchersthat Kel sent out. ... Itisamaost miraculous.”

She thought Lord Carra looked rather improved by this un-expected expedition across country. A
hedlthy color suffused hisface, and he appeared to have been somewhat strengthened by his orded.
Certainly his carriage was more erect. Perhapsit had merdly taken his mind away from theloss of his
daughter, and that would not be a bad thing. She hersalf had struggled much with the loss of her nephew,
Arden—and his part in the plot against Toren had only made it harder. Though, of course, he had

acted honorably in the end. It was a small comfort, but she clung to it all the same.

The evening was warm, but they sat by the cold hearth—there were many things that one did not discuss
by open windows, after all, no matter how close the night. Lord Carral was dressed in Fadl clothing, and
she thought it became him in some way, though of course he did not have the night-black hair or
the dusky, silken skin.

She glanced at his companion again and had to cover her re-vulsion with agracious smile. "l cannot begin
to tell you how grate-ful | am, good Kai. Anything we might do to repay, you have only to ask..."

The legless man smiled at her in return—not an entirely ap-palling smile, she thought.
Carral shifted in his chair, clearly alittle uncomfortable.

"Thereisagreater taleto tell," the minstrel said. "But | don't know how we should even begin, for it is such
afantastic story..." He paused, a hand rising to his forehead, which he massaged gently. "We
have spoken, Lady Beatrice, about this man—the 'ghost' who came to me in Braidon Castle."

"Thisisthe man, Alaan. The sorcerer?'

"Y es, though it seems the name Alaan is not quite correct either. Y ou see, he made a bargain with a
nagar."

"A river spirit?' Lady Beatrice asked. She kept her face com-pletely neutral at this news. She was
prepared to listen to any kind of story from Carral Wills at that moment, so happy was she to see him safe.

"I don't know if that would completely describe this particular nagar, for this nagar had once been the
son of a great sorcerer named Wyrr, from whom came the river's ancient name."

Lady Beatrice felt herself nod, willing Lord Carral to go on. "And what, exactly, do you mean, 'he made a
bargain'?'

"I don't know quite how to describeit, or if | even understand it. In return for power and knowledge he
allowed this spirit ... to enter him in some way."

"Y ou mean heis possessed by it?!

"That isnot precisdy true, if you don't mind me saying so," the legless man interjected. "It isabargain.
The man gives part of hislifeto the nagar, the nagar's memories and some portion of its per-sondity



become part of the man.”

"It sounds horrifying!" she said, with somefeding.

Ka nodded agreement to this sentiment.

"So heisnot redly Alaan, but some conjoining of these two souls—Alaan and..."
"Santh." Carrd sad. "Theyoungest son of Wyrr."

"But have the children of Wyrr not been dead for centuries? The stories are very old and not widdly
believed.”

"A thousand years Sainth has been gone," Ka said, "but not dead. Hisfather sustained him in theriver.”

"But the father, Wyrr, did he not die in some even more distant age?’ Lady Beatrice wondered why she
was asking such questions. This sounded like the stuff of old ballads.

"Hedid not die" Kai said quickly. "Hewent into the river— joined his spirit to it in ways we cannot
understand. Ever since he has dwelt in the waters, deeping, perhaps, but not dead.”

"ThenthisSainthisrisen agan?'
"Inaway. Certainly heno longer dwellsin theriver."
L ady Bestrice nodded, though she did not redlly understand.

"Sainth, the youngest son of Wyrr, was given agift by hisfather— the ability to travel paths no others
couldfind."

"Yes" Bedtrice said. "l remember some of the old songs. Was there not some terrible price for this?”

"He could never find aplace that brought him comfort,” Ka said, "awoman whom he thought beautiful
enough. There might always be somefairer place, awoman morelovely. Hissblings were equaly
cursed, though they chose to be great warriors—the brother wanting to be obeyed out of fear and the
sgter to beloved and served by all she met. These two fought after Wyrr went into the river, and the
One Kingdom was broken. Eventually the eldest son, Caibre, murdered his brother through treachery
and made

war on his sister. Those two died when they brought the tower of Sianon down on top of them."

"And this knight Hafydd, whom we apparently spared, has made abargain also. That iswhat's
happened, isit not?' Lady Beatrice was alittle surprised to hear herself say this, but it sud-denly seemed
apparent. How else did Hafydd come back from the dead?

"Yes. That'swhat we believe," Kai answered. He shifted in his barrow, which was softened now with fine
cushions the Fael had given him. "He's made a bargain with Caibre. It can be no other."

"There seems to be no end of disturbing news,” Lady Beatrice said.

"And there is more." Carral joined both hands upon the head of his cane. He seemed to stare
blankly through Lady Beatrice, giv-ing her an odd feeling that she was not there—that her existence was
so fleeting it was hardly noticed. "Sainth had companions. Men who traveled with him for long
periods—many lives of men, in some cases. The sorcerers were untouched by Death, or by his aly Time,
and those who served them lived very long lives—longer than even the sorcerers likely expected.” He
paused a moment. The only sound, a candle fluttering. A sprinkle of black dust floated down from the



chimney and settled on the iron dogs in the hearth. "Kilydd was such a man, a companion of Sainth. And
beyond dl expectations, he ill lives."

"Now, Lord Carral," Lady Beatrice said. "How can you be sure
of this?'

"Because | have met him, and | have met another aswell. A man nhamed Orlem Slighthand, who was
celebrated in many songs. And he cannot be mistaken for any other."

Lady Beatrice sat back in her chair, shaken by Carral's confi-dence. "There have long been rumorsthat Sir
Eremon was a sor-cerer, or had some knowledge of things arcane. And then we began to hear that he was
Hafydd, who had once been our ally but who turned against us and was |eft for dead on a battlefield—a
fate of his own making. But now, these thingsyou tell me. ... | fear what

you might tell me next. These men who were once companions of Sainth; are they a danger to us?'

"No," Carrd sad firmly. "They might in truth be our dlies, and welcome they would be." Without turning
his head or making any kind of gesture, he said, "Kai, who saved my life upon the Ide of Battle, was
once known as Kilydd, Lady Bestrice."

A lifetimeof training in the socia graceswould not alow her to laugh, or even to look surprised, but how
had this |egless man made such afool of Lord Carral? Was heredly so grateful for being res-cued?
Perhaps he was.

"Y ou do not believe me, Lady Bestrice," Carra said, not dis-guising the disappointment in hisvoice.

She had forgotten how sensitive he was. His blindness did not seem to be any hindrance when it cameto
judging the reactions and fedings of others. He had divined her reaction from her dight pause.

"I don't blame you. | should not have believed it mysdlf, but for things that happened while Ka and |
made our way acrossthe Ide of Battle. Like hismaster of long ago, Kai has the ability to travel paths that
others cannot find. It was by this skill that we avoided capture by the Prince's men. And we stopped at
thedwelling placeof ... Isthere another in the room with us?' he asked suddenly.

"Thethreeof us" Lady Bedtrice said. "Why?"

A littletrickle of soot tinkled on the grating, and Lady Bestrice was on her feet of an ingtant, crossng the
carpet as slently as she could. In the halway outside stood a guard, and she gestured for him to be silent,
leading him back into the room. All the while she continued talking in the most naturd tone of voice asif
not athing were amiss, and Carrd followed her lead, continuing his story.

At the hearth she pointed up into the blackness, and by gestures made the guard, who was not quick on
the uptake, understand her meaning. Removing his sword from its scabbard, he bent and shuf-fled into
thetdl hearth, twisting awkwardly to look up. A knife glanced off his helmet and clattered down onto the
gone. The

guard bellowed and thrust up into the chimney. A second later asmall, utterly black figure tumbled down
inaran of soot, the guard holding him by the ankle.

The soot-covered spy snatched up the knife and droveit into his assailant'sleg. In aflash hewas up the
chimney, the guard crum-pling to the floor, crimson flowing from hiswound.

The noise brought others running into the chamber, among them Fondor Renne.



"He's gone up the chimney!™ Lady Bestrice yelled.

The smalest and youngest of the guards threw off his helm and scabbard and wriggled up the chimney
himsdf, black dust raining down into the hearth.

Fondor ran for the door. "Onto the roof!" he bellowed.
"A heder!" Lady Bestrice called, running out into the halway. "We must have aheder!”

She came back in and, taking off her scarf, tried to staunch the guard's wound where it bled around the
dagger blade.

"Areyou unhurt?>—Lord Carrd? Good Kai?' she said, glanc-ing up from her efforts.
Neither of them had taken any harm.

Guards and servants came rushing in, relieving Lady Bestrice of her charge. They bore the man out, a
manservant pressing on the wound.

L ady Beatrice caught sight of herself in aglass, blood spattered over her moss-green gown, her hands
crimson. A servant brought her awashbasin, and she quickly cleaned her hands, drying them on an
offered towd. A glass of brandy was pressed into her hands, and she drained hdlf of it in amost
unladylike manner. Her hand trembled so that she spilled the amber liquid as she drank.

"It seems assassins are dwaysin our halswhen you are pres-ent, Lord Carral” she said.

"That was no assassin,” Ka offered. He sat in hisrefurbished barrow, for the Fagl had rebuilt it with the
finest woods, beautifully carved and polished. He was, apparently, untroubled by what he'd witnessed,
though Lady Bestrice did see him conced adagger

within thefolds of hisclothing. "He was pying. Listening to your conversation, which | would guess hed
done before.”

This assertion brought Lady Bestrice up short. A bell struck the hour somewhere in the castle's depths.

"My, it has grown late," Lady Bestrice said, though she redlly wanted to spesk with Fondor. It had never
occurred to her that aspy would lurk in the chimney! Rising to her fegt, she smiled gra-cioudy at her
guests, only just remembering that Lord Carra could not see. "We will have to continue this conversation
on the mor-row," Lady Bestrice said. "Lord Carra, your room awaitsyou." Sherang abell to cal inthe
servants. "And good Kai. | hope you will fee welcome among us. I've had rooms prepared, near to Lord
Card's. Only tell uswhat you need..."

"| thank you, Lady Bestrice, but | will go back to the Fadl thisnight. | wish to spesk with Alaan before
he disappears again.”

L ady Bestrice hesitated.

"I will have two guardstake you in acart." She glanced at the sooty hearth. "I fed suddenly that
Westbrook is not so safeaplace.”

In the long hallway that led to the various guest apartments, Carral was stopped by awoman.
"Lord Carrd?"

Carra knew the voiceimmediatdly: one of LIyn's servants. "Yes?'



"Lady Llyn hassent metoinquire... after your well-being.”
"I should like nothing better than to convey this small newsin person, but the hour isso late.”

"I don't think her ladyship would mind, sir. Sheis awake, so concerned have we all been since you were
log."

He arrived dressed like aFadl, and for some reason thisjarred LIyn. So anxious was she to see him, but
the man who descended the stair into her garden seemed a stranger, dressed in hisexotic

Fadl clothing. No doubt histravails had changed his mind on many things, given him anew view of his
plans, hisfuture. Shefet amost certain that he had cometo tell her that he had been in the grip of abrief
madness. That hisfedingsfor her had been overstated, caused by theterrible londinesshefdt at his
daughter's passing.

He used alight caneto fed the steps as he descended, then he swept it acrossthe grave path, finding the
stone border and fol-lowing it. For amoment, she stood watching, afraid to spesk.

"LIyn?" he called softly.
"l am here," she said, her voice emerging as awhisper. He hadn't used her title, and this gave her hope.

He stopped afew paces away, and till shefelt rooted to the spot. Neither spoke. Only the little stream
that whispered among her flowers voiced itsfedlings, but LIyn did not understand these, either.

"l suppose | amafool for it," Carrd said, trying to control the emotion in hisvoice, "but as| made my
way acrossthe Ide of Bat-tle, | kept thinking that | must survive to have the gift of your com-pany again.”

Lynn felt her eyes close, and atear dipped down her cheek. "It was afair thought,” she whispered. "I
believed you had been logt, and | dternately mourned you and cursed your stubbornness for inssting on
accompanying the army. But here you are safe’—her voice al but disgppeared—"and | have no words
for what I'm feding."

He came forward a pace, and she put her arms around his neck, burying her face in the crook beneath
his chin. She closed her eyes and fdlt the warmth of him, the strange scent of hisFadl clothing.

His hand came up and stroked the undamaged side of her face, brushing back strands of her hair. LIyn
fet asthough she were lifted on arisng wind of emotion, soaring up and up, free of lifés gravity. Was
thiswhat lovefdt like?

She heard adoor, then hurried steps on the gravel path. Neither moved to separate themselves until a
soft voice of one of the ser-vants came out of the shadow by the wall.

"Your grace," said one of Llyn's servants. "Do pardon my in-trusion. It'sLord Toren..."
Llyn held her breath.

"Hé'sreturned, malam.”

Without warning, LIyn began to sob, astorm of fedlings surg-ing and whirling ingde of her.
Eight

Stars and aswaying lantern on apole did little to press back the night. The waning moon, barely adiver,



hid itsfeeble light behind acloud, and the treesloomed over the road like malevolent giants. With each
revolution of the whed s the axle squeaked, like awhim-per of resgnation.

Kai rodein the back of the cart, upon the pillows from his bar-row. The cart jounced and staggered over
the uneven road, the sin-gle horse snorting and shaking its harnessin protest at being taken fromits stall
so late. Kai held on as best he could as he was thrown this way then that.

The two guards sat upon the high seat, one smoking a pipe, which Ka was certain he was not allowed
on duty.

"Not too much farther,” the smoker said, then drew on his pipe, releasing, with some satisfaction, acloud
of smokeinto the night.

They had crossed the bridge over the Westbrook and turned now to follow along its bank, the squeak of
the cart whedls blend-ing in with the songs of the crickets and tree frogs.

Ka had to admit that he wasin misery. Having seen the proud

Rennein their castle, he was more aware than usua of his own cir-cumstances. He who had once been
great among the great, had been the lover of Sianon, now alandless vagabond—a man who went about
in abarrow. He needed to make histea of blood lily, for the ghost pain was strong that night. How had
hislong life cometo such apass?

A torch waslit on the road before them, and from it another. Kai tried to boost himself up to see past the
two guards. Probably men with an oxen and dray delivering barrelsto Westbrook. \Who el se was abroad
at such an hour?

But there was no dray, and the men blocked the road, others quickly surrounding the cart and its
surprised occupants. In the flickering torchlight Kai could seethe dull gleam of sted!.

They had adjourned to aroom without a hearth. A room seldom used but for summer, for it had little to
recommend it—not even acharming view. But it seemed avery saferoom in which to speak, inlight of
what had happened that night.

"Then thisman Kal iseverything Lord Carrd claimed?' Lady Bestrice looked over at Toren.

Dease had gone off to hisroomsto find abath and deep, but Toren had too much to tell and had
quickly bathed and changed. He ate while they talked—which would have been un-speakably rude
under any other circumstances. Lady Bestrice, however, was prepared to forgive him anything that night.
She thought he looked the worse for hisjourney, thinner, amost gaunt, and deeply fatigued. She could
seethat in hiseyes. But once she had heard his story, thelook in his eye took on differ-ent meaning.

Shewas gtill in agate of dishelief. Carra's ravings about Kai seemed postively sane after the things she
heard from Toren.

"Yes" Toren sad, Spping hiswine, "dl that and more.”

Lady Beatrice shook her head. "'l received anote from Lady Llyn not haf an hour ago. Sheimplored me
to do everything in my



power to keep Ka safe. | have no ideawhy, or even how she knew he was here.”
Toren stopped egting. "I have aways found Llyn's opinionsto be worth listening to.”

"l agree. Unfortunately, | let Kai go back to the Fagl encamp-ment before | heard from Llyn. At least |
had the foresight to send guards with him."

Toren relaxed visbly. "A company of guards should keep him from harm.”

L ady Beatrice pressed her eyes closed. "I sent only two menin acart.”

Toren turned to Fondor. "Can you send out asmall company of men-at-arms to accompany Kai?'
"Toolate" Lady Besatrice said. "They |eft sometime ago.”

She reached out and squeezed Toren'swrist asthough to reas-sure hersdf he wasredly there. Tears
welled up in her eyes, but she managed not to weep.

"This closeto Westbrook," she sad, "certainly hewill be safe”

Toren nodded and turned back to hismeal.

"And whereis Elise Wills, now?" Lady Beatrice asked.

"I don't know. Wewere, most of us, separated in the cave. She could be anywhere."
"She could truly be deed, thistime."

"Itispossble”

"Then what shdl | tel Lord Carrd? His daughter did not die in the Westbrook, as we thought. But she
might now have truly drowned in another place. A distant place that can only be reached if onehasa

magica map."

"He must betold thetruth,” Toren said, "no matter how diffi-cult it isto accept.”

"l suppose.” It was clear to Lady Beatrice that she would be the bearer of that truth. Although Toren had
shouldered the respons-hilities of hisinheritance, there were certain duties he shunned. Lord Carra

would be left to her, which was, perhaps, asit should be. But either Toren or Dease would have to
speak with Lord Car-

ral eventually. He would want to hear thisnews at first hand. He would, she realized, want to know why
his daughter had let him think she was dead—had let him go through the torture. What pain thiswould
causehim!

"But Hafydd, or whoever heisnow, was not seen to survivethisplace... What did you call it?"



"The Stillwater." Toren moved in hischair, stretching alittle asthough he werein pain. He wore adeep
red jacket with silveroak leaf clasps, the white of hislinen shirt at hiswrists and neck hardly paer than his
face. He gpplied himsdlf to hiswine, then refilled the glass himsdlf, for they had sent al the servants out.
"But Hafydd will have survived.”

"We should have lopped off his head upon the field at Harrow-down, when we had the chance," Fondor
sad.

Lady Bestrice did not hide her reaction to this statement, and Fondor |ooked suitably contrite.

Lady Bestrice took up her own glass, which appeared to be emptying a an aarming rate. Her poor mind
could not grasp dl that was being said. It was enough that Hafydd till lived and that he had made a
bargain with a sorcerer long dead, but al that Toren now told her! Servants of Death appearing and
dragging Beldor off into the night, Elise Willsdive and in thrall to some sorcerer who should have been
dead athousand years ago. And now Toren claimed that thislegless man, Kal, realy had been a servant
of ason of Wyrr. A man without possessions, who went about in a barrow!

"I will want to speak with Kel, as soon as possible.” Toren paused, hisfork suspended halfway to his
mouth. "1 ill don't be-lieve the Prince of Inneswould start thiswar without his precious counselor
present.”

"And alucky thing for usthat he did,” Fondor said. "I've had reports from Kel. It was aclose-run battle.
If Vast had not arrived when hedid..."

"Vadt shdl be suitably rewarded,” Toren said, and the fork con-tinued itsjourney.
"Yes" Lady Bedtrice said. "He shdll."

A knock at the door was followed by a guard. "News, Lady

Bestrice," theman said. "Yes, what isit?'

"Highwaymen have fallen on your guest of earlier thisevening." Lady Bedtrice fdt hersdf sway. "What do
you say?"

"The two guards were found dead in the road just beyond the

first bridge. The cart was taken. No sign of the crippled man they

accompanied.”

Fondor and Toren looked at each other an instant, then were

both on their feet and running out the door.

Nine

Lord Kel Rennerode dong the crest of alow hill, gazing out over the I e of Battle, the shimmering curve

of the cand in the dis-tance and smoke from the pyre where they had burned the fallen still hazing the
view.

Tuwar Egtenford sat upon his horse near at hand, and he too stared out over the cana and to the lands
beyond. "Thereisan army there, my lord," he said firmly. The old man shifted in hissaddle, trying to
relievethe pain in aleg that had been gone now many decades. Ghost pain, hecdledit, in hisghost



limb.
Ke saw the old warrior wince.
"Y es, but what will Innes do with that army? That iswhat | wonder?

"Itiswhat heiswondering aswell," Estenford said. "Heis not asmart man. He would not have
consdered the possihility of los-ing the Ide. Contingency planswould not have been in place. Now he
would like to find something that will alow him to save face. Some smdl thing, for he has not alarge
enough force to cross the Wynnd—not yet. But if he could manage some small deed here—
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kill afew of our men on patrol, or cross the canal in one place and take a few hostages. That is what we
must be on guard for."

"Lord Kel?' One of his lieutenants motioned to the grassy, southern hillside. A rider was galloping up the
dope, hishorsein alather.

"A messenger from the Duke of Vast."

"So | see" Kel turned away from the view out over the canal, taking one last look, as though he might catch
aglimpse of an army hiding in the wood.

Therider, hardly more than a boy, was himself out of breath when he arrived on the hilltop. His mount
heaved beneath him like a bellows. The boy, blue-eyed and lightly bearded, banged a hand to his chest in
salute. "l come from the Duke of Vast with ames-sage for Lord Kel Renne," he said, rather needlessly,
Kel thought.

"Yes, yes. Let me seeit.”

Estenford intercepted the letter, keeping himself and his horse between Kel and the messenger. Kel could
see by the tenseness in the old man's carriage that he was ready to kill this young messen-ger in an instant
if need be. The nation of Kel Renne would do quite nicely as aface-saving act for the Prince of
Innes, and Tuwar would give his life before he would let that happen.

Kel rode afew paces off with Tuwar in tow and broke the let-ter's seal. Inside he found a sheaf of
papers, the first written in Vast's nearly illegible hand.

My Lord Kel:

A company of my men-at-arms apprehended Lord Carl A'denne attempting to cross the canal to the
Isle. Thisin itself should, of course, cause no alarm, but my men ob-served Lord Carl try torid
himself of some papers as he was found. These wer e fished from the canal at some risk. When
brought to my attention | quickly perceived they were documents copied from my personal
correspondence, some of which was of a sensitive nature regarding our preparations for war with
the Prince of Innes. It seems that

young Carl was playing us for fools, and was, all along, a loyal ally of Innes. | confronted him with
these papers, which | have included with this message for your perusal, and | must say, his answer
was less than satisfactory. | deemed it wise to keep him secure until | could consult with you, but to
my shame, he has escaped. I'm sure he will try to make his way over the canal again, so all of your
troops should be alerted to this. | have men out searching for him now. With luck | will have him
again before this letter reaches you.

Your servant, Vas

Folded in with the letter Kel found some sheets of paper, wrin-kled, and water-stained. They weredl in



the same hand and were copies of |etters from various Renne to the Duke of Vast and from Vast to
Toren and Lady Beatrice. Kd |eafed through them, skim-ming over the contents, finding little of real
import. Still, they had been copied by Carl A'denne, and there could be no other expla-nation for this
than that he was a spy for Innes, pretending he had changed sides—he and hisfather. Kd fdt alittle
twinge of disgp-pointment.

"What isit, Sr?'Tuwar asked.

Ke handed him the bundle of |etters without explanation. The old soldier read through them dowly. After
amoment, he looked up, eyeswrinkled to dits. "Thisis the same boy who saved your life?"

"Thevery one"

Tuwar glanced down at the letters again. "l find this very odd. Certainly there was nothing to be gained
by keeping you dive."

"So onewould think. Tell me, Tuwar, why would Carl A'denne be in possession of |etters he had copied
from Vast as he crossed back over into our territory? That seems arather foolish thing for such aclever
young manto do."

"It does, S, but | have seen wiser men make worse blunders.”

"l suppose.”

"I'll aert the men to be on thelook out for Carl A'denne.” Tuwar turned and gestured for one of his
escorts.

"Tuwar..." Kd sad.
"S.I?l

"If you find him," Kel said so that no others might hear, "be sure he is brought to me unharmed, if at al
posshle”

Tuwar regarded hisyoung commander amoment, his head tilted to one side, but he asked no questions.
"Asyou say, Lord Kel."

Ten

A diffuse, misty light spread over the eastern horizon, where the stars wallowed, then went under. Tam
was awake, feeding thefire, when Alaan returned to the room.

"Thewolf seemsto have survived the night," Alaan said, "though Crowheart looks the worsefor it. He
says hewill be ableto ride today, but | don't think he will last the distance | had planned.” Alaan began
gathering up his belongings and packing them for the day'sride.

"Y ou think the Dubrel will grant us passage then?' Fynnol asked.
Alaan tightened saddlebag buckles. "I don't know, but we must crosstheir lands dl the same.”
Fynnol stopped his packing and stared at Alaan, not liking what he heard.

"Have you learned anything of theriders?' Tam wondered.



"Not athing. | dropped the broach you found back on the cob-bles. I hopethey'll find it. None of the
Dubrell were about, nor were the riders. There are more mysteries here than answers.”

THE SHADOW ROADS

"It is a place with many stories,” Cynddl said. He leaned against one of the giant chairs, his arms
crossed as though he were cold. His manner was subdued and his gaze lost in the flickering of the
flames. "As can be seen by the size of the keep, many Dubrell dwelt here, though long ago now.
This is a crossroads of sorts, but not of the usual kind. It is a crossroads between the land between
the

mountains and the hidden lands. Armies have passed through here,

and fugitives, brigands, and sorcerers. War has come upon the Dubrell without warning from men
with whom they had no quar-rel. Many a farmstead has been burned, many a village.

"But this is the giants' home, and they will not leave it. They have alove for this land that is told in
their stories and songs. Borenfall—Heaven's Doorstep—they call it." Cynddl closed his eyes.
"They built this keep to watch over the north pass, by which we arrived yesterday. Beyond the
gates you will find mounds where the dead have been burned and buried; both Dubrell and men.
Last night, as | lay awake, | saw the battles fought here, the giants almost always outnumbered.
They are not warlike by nature, but when they are angered...

"There was once a race of men who lived several days' ride to the north. They were warlike and
merciless. They preyed upon the Dubrell, raiding their villages and putting everyone to the sword—
or so the giants believed. One winter night a young man, hardly more than a boy, stumbled into a
village of the Dubrell. He claimed his name was Raindel and that he had escaped from the land to
the north, where the men held many Dubrell captive, keeping them as slaves. The giants were forced
to do the most menial work, even pulling the plow, for the men said that horses were too valuable
for such work. The boy had crossed the north pass in winter, and was frostbitten and fevered and
near to death. The Dubrell who looked upon him went into a silent rage. More of their kind were
gathered from all across the valley, and in the dead of winter they forced their way through the
deep snows of the north pass. The first vil-lage of men they found at night and fell upon the
unsuspecting in-habitants, putting everyone to the sword, burning all the buildings.

Therethey found afew of their kind living in squaor, little better than animas." Cynddl paused a moment,
rubbing his brow so that Tam could not see hiseyes. "And so it went, village after village. Even the keeps
of the men were not proof against the rage of the giants, who felled grest trees and, using them for
battering rams, shattered the strongest gates.

"Thelast men met the Dubrdl on awinter field, their land in flames al around. They brought forward dl
the Dubrell who re-mained in the land and gave them into the keeping of the invaders. Chests of gold and
other valuables were given aswell. 'Leave the few of uswho remain in peace, and we will never raid



your lands again, and never again will we keep your peoplefor our daves.' But the Dubrell were not
satisfied. Many wanted the blood of thislast army aswell. A great argument ensued and findly they
reached an agreement. 'L eave these lands this day, and we will spare you. Ride beyond the Shattered
Mountain, and settle there. Any of your kind still dwelling here on the morrow will pay the price for what
you have doneto our people.' "

The men knew that many would diein such amarch, but al would die before the wrath of the Dubréll, so
they gathered their remaining people and made what preparations they could to travel north. They passed
into awinter storm and were never heard of aggn

Cynddl went to his bed and began packing his belongings, look-ing at no one, hisfacetired and pae.
The othersleft him in peace and packed silently for atime. When the door opened and Stone-hand
appeared, they dl arted.

"Uamon would speak with you," the giant said. "Come, break your fast.”
In the large room they found the wolf deeping peacefully, Raba in ahegp beside him, snoring softly.

"Heis happier with beasts than men," Uamon said. The old giant rose asthey entered and motioned them
to the table, where he sat done. A warm mash of grain wasladled from a steaming iron pot.

"Have you an answer for us, Uamon?' Alaan asked. "Thereislittle time for what we must do.”

"Time chasesdl of us" Uamon said. "But | have duties to the Dubrell that cannot be ignored. | know you
not, Alaan, but that you have come from afar where few men travel. Enemies followed you—evil men,
perhaps. And you go now to the south into lands of mist and fear. This concerns the Dubrell, for our
southern border is threatened by strange beasts that appear only on the darkest nights. Our people there
fal victim to sickness and despair. Some have gone mad. Shal | send strangers there? Strangers who
know something of magic?' He drank from asteaming cup. ™Y ou seek knowledge you say. A noble
endeavor. A spell decays, you tell us, and soon the world will be overrun.” He fixed histroubled blue
eyeson Alaan. "If we did not struggle againgt dark creetures, | would not believe you.” His gaze
wandered to the deeping wolf. "But perhaps you have been sent to aid us, to deliver us, for in thelong
war againg the night we arelosing.” His eyes seemed to glis-ten alittle, but then he returned his attention
to Alaan. "If you will take Wolfson with you, | will grant you leaveto cross our lands.”

Alaan drew in along bresth and placed his fingertips together. " To the southern border of your own
lands—I have no objection to his accompanying us—but there he must return.”

Uamon nodded. "Agreed.”

Alaan looked over a Tam, not hiding his misgivings. He turned his gaze back to the giant. "Wolfson must
understand—I will not tolerate hisinterfering in my duties.”

Uamon did not ook away. "Nor will Wolfson tolerate your en-dangering our people.” Thetwo stared a
moment more, then both looked away. The rest of the meal was eaten in silence.

The outsiders were soon carrying their bags and weapons down into the courtyard. Tam wanted to ask
about the men who had arrived so late a night, but followed Alaan's example and said nothing.

Wolfson had their mounts saddled and waiting in the courtyard. The great gate creaked open, and
Stonehand waved to them from

ean RusHl|



the top of thewall. Wolfson did not ride—it would have taken a Fagl horse to bear hisweight—but Tarn
remembered that his stride was long. On his back the giant carried a pack, and in hishand a staff. A
sword swung a hisside, and from his pack hung amassiveiron helm. They filed out, Wolfson waving to
Stonehand.

Off to their right, in the shadows of the trees, Tam saw move-ment.

"Wolves," Crowheart said. "But do not be concerned, you are with me." He glanced over at the giant
who plodded along beside him. "And I'm sure Wolfson would not let us cometo harm.”

Tam nodded. Not that armed men should normally fear wolves—but he had seen what the pack had
done to Hafydd's spies the previous day.

The path led down into the trees, the birds all around singing of morning. The grass was damp with dew,
and the air till mountain-cool. Tam looked back once where a hole in the trees opened up, and there on
thewall of the keep he thought he saw another stand-ing bes de Stonehand—someone who did not
reach the giant's shoulder.

"'So who were those men who camelast night?* Tam called to Alaan. "The Dubrdl did everything they
could to keep usfrom knowing they werethere.”

"Sothey did," Alaan answered. He dowed his horse alittle so that Tam caught up.

"What did you mean when you said they would only need sur-coeatsif they were fighting men?' Tam
asked, alittle afraid of the amse.

Alaan did not respond immediately. They rode on through the pure mountain morning, the light playing
down through the trees. ™Y ou heard Uamon talking about athresat to the south. | don't think the Dubrell
arefrightened of men, somehow. Their numbers are smdl, but they are formidable warriors. | have seen
what Slight-hand could do—how he could turn the tide of abattle dl by him-self. No, the giants are
fighting something e se. And these men who came last night, these men who carry the token of the
Knights of

the Vow, they arethe Dubredll's dlies. That iswhat | think. | have seen battle-hardened men-at-arms
many times, and these men were so hardened. But | somehow doubt that Lord Toren'sfriend, A'brgail,
knows of their existence."

"It's as though the past has come back to haunt us," Tarn said.

"Yes," Alaan answered. "One would think time would be amore effective barrier, but it has not proven
w'll

Asthey rode down into the green valley below, Tarn could see ribbons of smoke spiraling up above the
trees, but no villages or buildings could hefind. On the lake'swest shore he could seefidds of irregular
shapes, one spotted with the dark forms of cattle, but there were no other signs of men—or Dubrell.

They made reasonable time, and despite the urgency of Alaan's commission, the company did not seem
to hurry. It was asthough the threat that lurked to the south pardyzed them alittle, dowing their pace.

Tarn found himsdlf taking pleasure in the day, in theflight of birds or in the patterns made by sunlight
faling on theforest floor. He could see why the Dubrell loved their valey, and it was some time before he
remarked its great Smilarity to the Vae of Lakes. Though of course the Vae had many morefiddsand
small villages and roads. Thisvaley hardly appeared to beinhabited at all.



When Tarn pointed this out to Alaan, the traveler answered, "The valey Stretchesfar to the west, where
there are villages and much farming. That'swhy | chose to come by the north pass. | thought we might
dip through without being noticed, but luck did not favor us.”

They rode that day through the valley, which appeared to be a place of peace and quiet beauty. Fynnol,
however, didn't look a peace; nor did he seem to notice the beauty around him. When Tarn commented
on the amilarity between thisvaley and their own, Fynnol bardly raised his head to look but only nodded
and fdll back to brooding.

Cyndd was equally quiet and troubled, though Tarn suspected it had little to do with any events of that
day or even anxiety about

the future. He had seen hisfriend look thisway before—the stories of this place disturbed him, and there
was no place where he could hide from them. Tarn had cometo redlize that the life of agtory finder was
not enviable. For every story that rose from the ground like a gift, there were many that rose like
cadavers, disturbing and best left unknown. The stories of men were too often stories of war and
treachery, greed and revenge. Cynddl had once told him that stories of love did not linger and last the
way stories of hatred or vi-olence did—as though the intengity of the emotions sustained the Stories over
time. Tarn wanted to believe that love would be stronger than hatred, but it appeared not to be so.

Wolfson drifted gpart from them as they traveled, and now and then Tarn would catch aglimpse of him
griding beneath the trees, awolf or two gamboling about his hedls.

And to think, Tarn found himself ruminating, they had set out to travel afortnight on the river to buy
horses upon which to ride home. That had been their idea of an adventure—the adventure of alifetime!
He suspected that if helived to tell hisstory in the Vae, none would believe him. No, that was not true:
his grandfather would believe.

Evening brought them to the base of awooded hill that stood out from the terrain around like amassive
buria mound. They filled their drinking skinsfrom a spring that Wolfson knew.

"It isagood placeto camp,” the giant said, crouching before the spring. The water splashed out of acleft
intherock and fell into adiminutive pool, bordered by large, flat stones, no doubt placed there by
Wolfson's people. Darkness was perhaps an hour off, and aready the mountains were casting long
shadows over the green valey. "Thereis aoften acool wind from the north at night. Air sweeping down
off the mountains™

"Wewill make our camp on the hilltop,” Alaan said, waving ahand up the dope.
"But the hilltop will offer little protection from thewind," Wolf-son argued.

"No, but it will offer protection from other things.”

Wolfson stood, rocking from one foot to the other. "My people don't go up on thishill. It isacursed



place”
"Wewill chance superdtition,” Alaan said, and led his horse to-ward the wooded s ope.

It was dmogt sunset as they crested the mound. There were fewer trees there, and the vantage offered
unobstructed viewsto al points of the compass. To the north, rugged mountains and the long valey
winding off to thewest. They looked down on the for-est from the hill, and into the large meadows that
interrupted the green carpet of trees. Cynddl began pointing and naming species of trees by the differing
shades of green.

Already acool breeze flowed down from the mountaintops, and the companions al found cloaks from
their packs. Wolfson looked accusingly at Alaan, but the traveler did not seem to notice, or if he did,
care. Asthe others unsaddied horses and collected firewood, Alaan stood staring off to the north, his
face grim. One of Wolfson's small pack of wolves came into camp then, and it took up a place next to
Alaan, sitting and staring out over the forest asthough it too looked for something.

"What isit, Alaan?' Tarn said quietly. He had positioned him-self so that Alaan was between him and the
wolf.

"Nofire" Alaan said. "Wewill sland watchestonight.”
"Arewe 0 close to Death's kingdom?”

"Yesand no. Our task istoo important to risk by complacency.” He turned away and fetched his bow
from his saddle, then walked once around the hill, examining the lay of theland, gazing off into the south
for awhile, where the dark clouds of astorm hung low, obscuring the landscape.

Alaan returned to the others. "If we make camp over here," he said, pointing to the south, "thereisarock
outcropping that will give us some shelter."

In afew moments they had established themselvesin the lee of asmal rock face, out of the worst of the
cool wind.

"We might gtart afire here after dark,” Alaan said, looking at thelay of theland. They werein anatura
hollow, now, which would

likely hide their fire from anyone below. Smoke, of course, would not be hidden, but by dark in this
breeze it would be quickly swept away and hard to see on such ablack night.

"Whoisit Alaan fears?' Fynnol asked Tarn, as darknessfell. Tarn could not see his cousin, but he could
hear the concernin his vaae

"l don't know," Tarn said, "but he iswatching the north.”

Indeed, the traveler had posted himsdlf in the brunt of the breeze and sat, hunched against thewind,
staring toward the mountains. Stars appeared, but the moon had not yet risen, and the forest spread out
as dark asthe ocean.

Upon the hilltop, the trees bent and creaked to the wind, branches flailing the darkness. Leaves and pine
needleswhirled by, and the wind whistled eerily from al around.

"Well, itisagood night for aghost story,” Fynnol said as he used aflint to fire sometinder. " Cynddl,
certainly you must know agood ghost story? Something that will creep into our dreams and wake usdll
at thedightest noise”



"I know too many storiesthat will do that,” the Fael said, "but | think tonight isanight for adifferent kind
of tde." Cynddl shifted himsdf, warming hislegs by thefire, for the wind bore the cold of the mountains.
"Thisisan old story of the Dubrell, one that Wolf-son must know. The kingdom to the south has dways
loomed over the valley of the giants, like adark, shadowing mountain. Even in more peaceful timesthe
people of thisvaley lived uneadily in that shadow. It ruined their deep and troubled their waking hours.
For someit waslike adark placeinthemind. A dark place of fear that never went away even benegth
the midday sun. There were no mongtrosities escaping the southern kingdom then, only the whis-perings
of Death's servants. To most these whisperings were no more than chill breezes, disturbing one's deep.
But to others there were words in such breezes—words and promises. A group of Dubrell heard these
promises and heeded them. Secretly their numbers grew—"

"Thisisaliel" exploded Wolfson. “"None of my people ever had

dedlings with the southern kingdom!" The giant had risen to hisfeet and glared down at Cynddl, pointing
amassvefinger at the story finder. His other hand went to the hilt of his sword.

"The dories| find aretrue,” Cynddl said evenly, "whether you believe them or not. | apologizeif this
gory disturbsyou."

"l won't ligento lied" the giant said, and stormed off into the night.

Everyone was Slent amoment, uncertain what to do, then Crowheart said, "'l would hear therest of this
Sorylll

"Sowould I," Fynnol agreed.
Alaan, who had come to stand just at the firelight's edge, nodded.

Cynddl composed himsdlf again, his eyeslosing focus as he looked within to that place where Stories
were found. " Secretly their numbers grew,” he said again, "and they began to whisper among themselves,
whisper of overthrowing the leaders of their people and making bargains with the kingdom to the south,
so they would not haveto livein fear. On amoonless night they came here, where atower
stood—Thoallingkep it was called. By deception they had the gate opened, and dipped within..."

Tarn was no longer staring into thefire, but into the darkness. He redlized that Wolf son stood not far off,
ligening.

"A terrible fight ensued, but the Dubrdl| of Thollingkep were murdered—man, woman... child. A war
broke out among the giant folk, along war that finaly saw the defeat of the traitors— those who had
listened to the whispers. That iswhy the Dubrell don't come here now. It isacursed place they say—a
haunted place.

Wolfson appeared out of the darkness. "How did you know the name of this hill?" he asked, hisvoice
quiet now.

"Cynddl isaFad gtory finder," Alaan said. "He can hear the stories of aplace. What he saysistrue.
Thereisno lying to agtory finder."

Wolfson stared at Cynddl amoment.
"That isnot the sory I've heard,” the giant said. "The elders

say that Death sent a plague through the eastern parts of our land, and it swegpt the children awvay. He
sent emissariesto the eders of these lands, then, and promised to return the children if they would make



war on their brethren. Asatoken of his goodwill he sent a child—a single child who had died, now
returned to the liv-ing. In their sorrow the fathers took up arms against their own people.”

Cynddl shook hishead. "That isnot the story | have found here."
"Desth lets no one go who has passed through the gate," Alaan said. "No one. I'm sorry."
Wolfson hung his head amoment. His hand dropped from the hilt of his sword.

A deep blaring note, like adistant horn, came to them then, car-ried on the wind. Tarn barely noted it,
but Wolfson pulled himsdf up, turning his head dowly, lisening, completely dert.

"Did you hear that?' the giant whispered. The fdtering firdight played across his bearded face, now
suddenly strained and grim.

"| thought | heard something,” Fynnol said, looking up at the giant in gpprehension. "What made such a
sound?'

"A horn," the giant whispered, gill turning his head, seeking sounds on thewind. "There! Again! Did you
hear that?'

Tarn heard.

Wolfson grabbed his axe.

"Shall we douse thefire?' Cyndd| asked.

"No. Build it up!" the giant said as he strode towar d a stand of saplings. "And find more firewood.”

He began to hack the saplings down and lop off the branches. Alaan took up their own axe and went to
the giant's aid, not even stopping to ask questions.

"Here," Wolfson said, tossing asapling to Alaan. "We must have spears. Sharpen that and harden it in the
fire. Iron tips are what we need, but thiswill haveto do.”

"What's out there?" Fynnol asked. He stood looking on, almost bouncing with fear.

"Perhapsit ian't usthey're after,” Wolfson said, still chopping branches awvay. "We might hope." And he
said no more,

Tarn strung his bow and found dl his arrows before searching for more firewood. The wind continued to
howl through the trees, and, overhead, clouds buried the stars. Firelight grew asthey heaped on dry
branches, lighting the sentingl trees, coloring the ap-prehengve faces of his companionsadull orange.

Tarn threw another armful of twisted branches on the fire and wiped away the swest from his forehead
and eyes. The cdl of the horn was heard again, but thistime closer, the sound making the hair on his neck
stand up. Wolfson's pack surged into camp, their own hackles erect. They were fretting and growling,
howling spo-radically. They gathered about their master but kept their eyes on the darknessto the north,
their teeth bared.

Tarn stood by thefire, hisbow in hand, one of Wolfson's makeshift spears planted in the earth. They dll
arrayed themsaves with their backsto the fire, Wolfson in the center, Cynddl, Tam, and Fynnol closeto
him, Alaan and Crowheart to the outside.

A different sound was carried on the wind now—the sound of breaking branches, of something crashing



through the trees. The wolves began snarling and yapping at the darkness. Overhead the crows
screeched and fluttered from branch to branch.

Whatever crashed through the wood stopped just at the shore-line where light met the sea of darkness.
Wolfson took up adead fir branch, dl its needles turned to brown. Hethrust it in thefire, then held it up
flaring and crackling. Whatever lay beyond the firdight hesitated but did not retrezt.

The horn sounded again, thistime very near, and there was a sudden stamping in the darkness, then out
of it shot some dark-skinned cresture, the height of apony. It went straight for Wolfson, who tossed his
brand at its face and stepped forward, driving his spear into its neck.

A boar, Tam redized, but huge and grotesque. Wolfson sprang out of the way of the tusks, and the beast
charged into the fire. Tam legpt aside as burning logs were thrown every which way.

More creatures thundered out of the trees, some larger than the first. Wolves leapt at their legs from
behind, and they kicked and threw their heads, but kept coming, snouts down, aiming to gore the
men. Crows fell upon one, tearing at its eyes so that it veered aside and stopped, trying to shake
off itstiny attackers. Crowheart stepped forward and calmly cut its throat with a sword.

Tam was struck from behind as he drove his makeshift spear into the shoulder of the largest
of the creatures. He was thrown down on the ground and only saved himself from being
trampled by rolling nimbly to one side.

"Go up!" Alaan shouted, pointing at the pinnacle of stone that leaned over the camp.

Fynnol was already scrambling up, tearing moss away from the rock in his efforts. Tam swept up his
bow and quiver and tried to follow. The giant boars seemed to be everywhere, charging in al di-
rections, chasing after wolves, trying to shake off the attacking crows. Though Tam didn't know
who had fallen, he went bounding up the rocks hand over hand, his bow and quiver thrown
quickly over a shoulder and threatening to get in hisway and cause afall.

Fynnol reached down and grabbed the first thing that came to hand—Tarn's hair—and
pulled him up onto the small summit. A boar tried to follow, snapping at Tarn's heels, but
Fynnol put an arrow initssnout, and it fell away, squealing.

A moment later they pulled Cynddl onto the peak and the three sent arain of arrows down into the
creatures that ran amok below. Fire had spread everywhere, catching in the dry grasses and in the dead
branches of trees. The scene was chaos, with Wolfson in the middle, surrounded by his wolves,
charging this way and that. Rabal's crow army lit upon the faces of the beasts, but
Crowheart was nowhere to be seen.

"There must be twenty of them!" Fynnol shouted.

Rabal and Alaan appeared from behind, climbing onto the crowded summit. They began calling to
Wolfson. "Come up! Come up!" though Tam didn't know where the giant would stand.

Thelargest of the beasts threw himself at the little hill of stone,



and the men hacked and thrust with their swords. The pig would have thrown them al off but arock
rolled beneath its feet, and it did down, landing on its side, where the pack fell uponit.

Wolfson came clambering up the dope then, and the archerstried to drive off the beast that chased him.
The giant clung to the stone just below them, there being no room for him on the crest. He held on to the
stone with one hand and brandished his sword with the other. Below, among the patches of flame, the
enraged boars gathered, snuffling and squedling, arrows bristling from their faces and flanks. Shadows
wavered across the ground and trees, and here and there fires flared up as some dry bush or grasses
were touched by flame.

"They're going to charge us," Wolfson said, he looked behind. They werelittle more than adozen feet
abovethe giant crestures, and to their backs the ground was even closer asthe dope of the hill rose up.
"I think we have no choice but to run into the trees. Down the dope there are some great oaks and
maples. We might climb up and be out of their reach. They will be gone by sun-up, if we can stay dive
thet long."

The wind whipped the giant's hair and beard, and blew bits of flaming vegetation past their faces. They all
stood, gasping for breath, sweat running freely down faces turned the colors of sun-set by thefireight.
Alaan had blood running down hisarm and covering his hand, though he didn't seem to notice.

A crashing in the forest behind caused them dl to jump.
"They are behind us now, too," Alaan said, hefting his sword.

"They're going to charge!" Wolfson warned, and certainly the beasts did seem to have worked up their
rage, quedling and paw-ing at the ground. Tarn could see them in the orange light of the spreading fire.
The eye did not admit their size—the largest the height of horses, but twice a horse's bulk. Letha-looking
tusks pro-truded from their snouts, and their small eyes glittered madly in the flickering light.

Thewind blew fiercely acrossthe hill, whipping the men's clothes and hair. It moaned through the trees,
tossing branchesand

fanning the growing flames. A horn sounded, echoing down the wind. Wolfson braced himself for the
assault, which he would mest first.

The squeding reached afrightening crescendo, and the terrible beasts charged in amass.
Out of thetrees, at that very moment, plunged riders.

"Hafydd's spies” Fynnol cried, pointing.

"Into the treed" Alaan shouted.

Tam turned to run, but more of the creatures loomed out of the dark. Hefired an arrow, then another.
The dark mass did not falter but charged through the underwood directly for them.

"Jump!" Cynddl cried, and they dl threw themselves from the smal summit.

Tam crashed through some sparse bushes and scrambled to hisfeet, ignoring the scratches and cuts. His
bow was gone, so he yanked his sword from its scabbard and crouched low, ready to fight man or
beast. From his place in the shadows he stared into the small clearing, and there, lit by burning trees and
patches of grass, he saw a battle, between mounted men and these cregatures, out of someone's
nightmare. The horses wore trappings that protected them from being gored, and the men seemed to
know their busi-ness, as though they'd fought such beasts before.



To Tarn's surprise, Wolfson legpt down from his perch and waded into the battle, calling out to the men,
who answered him with words Tam did not know. Alaan ran out of the shadowsto guard the giant's
back, and they leapt upon any anima thrown down by theriders, hacking at itsthroat or crudly taking
out its eyes

The remaining creatures crashed into the dark wood, the sounds of their progressloud over the howl of
the wind. They were gone.

The riders dismounted and immediately began begting out the flames with their cloaks. Wolfson took up
the ruins of someone's bedding and did the same, flailing at the burning grass, coughing from the smoke.
Tam sheathed his sword and followed the giant's

example, choking and covering his mouth. But the flames fought back, refusing to be beaten, consuming
al thefud left by adry summer.

Tam wondered if the whole hill would catch fire, perhaps even spreading down into the valley, when a
drop of cool rain splattered on hisforehead and ran down into hiseye. In amoment it wasrain-ing hard,
and thefirewasfailing. One of the sirangers made an ef-fort to keep flamesin thefire pit, and by thisfrail
light Tam and the others gathered their trampled bel ongings, some of which had been spread far beyond
theamdl cirdeof light.

"l don't know what use aboar would have with my spare breeches,”" Fynnol said, "but clearly one of
these foul beasts made off with them." He was rooting about in the bushes on the edge of the darkness.
"That's probably why they attacked—not astitch to wear among the lot of them."

The men who had come to their rescue were obvioudy the men from the giants keep, the men the
Dubrell had gone to such painsto hide. The strangers kept glancing at Alaan and the others, their gazes
filled with quegtions.

Two of the giant boarslay dead not far from thefire, and Tam could see them now. They were
gray-skinned, short-legged, and armed with tuskslike daggers.

"Shall we spit one and roast it?" Fynnol asked, coming up be-side Tam, who stood staring at one of the
mongers.

"Y ou won't want to eat them," one of the riders said, his accent not so thick asthe giants. "Themesat is
foul and will give you the belly torment. Some peopleit'skilled.”

Tam turned away from the beast and came back to thefire, cool rain streaming down his face and neck,
soaking his clothing. On the edge of the smal clearing, Wolfson was speaking with the man Tam guessed
was the leader of the riders. Their impenetrable accent kept Tam from understanding their words, but it
was clear they were arguing, and the man was red-faced with anger.

Some riders had posted themselves as guards around the camp's perimeter, but the others gathered with
the outlanders

around the fire. The downpour had dowed to light drizzle so that the drying power of the firewasjust
greater than the rain's ability to make them wet. There was no other conversation in the camp, and no
onewould look at the giant and the angry rider, but al ears strained to pick up what was being said
above the drumming rain and the harshly moaning wind.

With afinal shouted word, the rider turned and stalked directly to the fire. He took a seat on an empty
saddle, which had obvioudy been set out for him, and stared amoment at the flames. Tarn thought the



man wastrying to cam himsaf.
Wolfson did not move, but watched the men seated around the fireg, hisfacefilled with concern.

The captain of theriders looked up from the flames. "' So you have come from the land beyond,” he said
evenly.

Alaan nodded, glancing once a Wolfson, who stood in the dark and rain, alone. A wolf trotted up and
licked the giant's hand, as though it sensed his need for comfort.

"Fromtheland of men... ?' therider said.
"Yes" Alaan admitted, "from the land of men."

This caused a gtir among the riders, who glanced one to the other, as though Alaan had confirmed
something miraculous.

"Our ancestors came from the land of men,” therider said. "Eight generations my people have dwelt here,
in Borenfdl. Orlem Slighthand led my ancestors here to aid the Dubréll, and we have been here ever
Slpech

"Slighthand!" Alaan said, surprised. Tarn could seethe traveler in thefirdight, rain like dewdrops on his
beard, running down hisface like tears. His eyes darted from one rider to the next as though he were
weighing them—weighing the truth of thislast Satement.

Sighthand!
"Y ou know of Sighthand?" the captain asked.
"I know of Slighthand,” Alaan agreed. "Why did he bring your people here? Were you mercenaries?'

The captain of the riders shared a glance with the man beside him. "We were members of aknightly
order that Orlem Slighthand

had founded with another named Kilydd. Orlem had become lost in the land of men, where he met a
sorcerer who gave him the power to travel hidden lands. The Dubrell were besieged by men from the
south, and Orlem brought my people to aid the Dubrél, whose enemy was cunning and ruthless. We
have dwelt here since, on lands the Dubrell granted us." He pointed. "Not far to the east. Orlem
Slighthand promised that we would one day return to the lands of men.”

"Itisaonly agtory,” Wolfson said, coming and standing over the men seated by the fire—looming over
them.

Tarn redized then that the giants had been hiding his company from the riders—not the other way
around.

"But you are Knights of the Vow," Fynnol said. "Isn't thet true?"
Theridersdl stared at this new voice, but none of them an-svered.

"We found atoken of the Knights of the Vow in the courtyard,” Alaan explained. "A small broach made
inthe form of afan of sl-veroak leaves. It isthe token of aknightly order in the lands of men.”

Theriders shifted in their seats, not meeting Alaan's gaze.



"Don't speak of this matter, if you'd rather not,” Alaan said. "How many of your people are there?'
"Six thousand,” the captain said. "Two thousand are men-at-arms.”
"Would you leave us now," Wolfson cried, "in our greatest need?

"Eight generations we have given to your struggle!™ the captain spat out. "We would go to the land of
men, wherethereis peace.”

Alaan sat back and ran ahand through hiswet hair. " The same enemy threatens our lands. The same war
spreads everywhere. | know nothing of your accord with the Dubrell, but it appears to me that your part
inthe war isto fight here. When the war isover, | will come and lead you back to the land of men, or |
will send another to do s0."

Wolfson turned away, as though asudden pain coursed through him.

The captain of the riders rose up from his saddle to stand be-fore Alaan. "Thiswar does not end,” he
sad firmly. "We could come with you now."

Alaan shook hishead. "I travel south, into the borderlands of the shadow kingdom—"

"Y ou will not return from that place,” therider said, distressed. "It isthe place of nightmares, of
ungpeakable horrors." He waved ahand at the giant boar that lay two dozen feet away. "These arethe
least of the mongtersthat come from the south. The Hand of Desth will stedl thelife from you. Y ou will
lead no one back to the land of men, for you will be drawn into the darkness.”

Alaan shrugged. "I have traveled into the borderlands of Death's kingdom once before. | returned
unharmed. | see no rea-son why | shouldn't do so again.”

"The borderlands were quiet then,” Wolfson interjected. "The threat was smal. Now monstrosities
appear on dark nights. And new monstrosities far too often. My people die defending our bor-ders.” He
gestured to the captain. "Nathron's people die.”

"Even 0, that iswhere | must go. The safety of al our peoples dependsonit.” He stood and looked the
captain of the Knightsin the eye. "1 will return for you. Or send another. | swear.”

Eleven

They lay inthelong grass, trying not to breathe. Lord Carl looked over a Jamm, his battered face turning
dowly crimson. With ribsthat were either broken or badly bruised, thanks to the minis-trations of the
Duke of Vast, Jamm could hardly keep his breathing quiet. Carl wasterrified that the thief would cough
and give them away, for he had coughed much the night before.

A dozen feet off, asmall company of men-at-arms had stopped to water their horses. They wore the
livery of the House of Vast and were, dmost certainly, searching for Carl and Jamm.

The dawn had only just broken, the coarse grass dick with dew, the ground beneath them a cushion of
moss. They had dept herefor afew short hours, Jamm unable to continue. Their stolen mount had been
abandoned in the night, set loose in afield with some other horses in hopes that she would not be
discovered for some hours yet.

We should have cut her throat and left her in awood, Carl thought, somewhere she wouldn't be found
for aday or two. If shewerefound that day, Vast would know where to send his men-at-



arms. Escape would be nearly impossible with Jamm so injured. What a beating he had taken!

But even so, the little thief's instincts remained intact. He rea-soned that the Duke would assume
they would go to Kel Renne. Best to do something unexpected, that was the rule Jamm lived
by—do the unexpected. So they set out for the river, hoping to cross over and make their way to
Westbrook. The Isle was large enough that Vast could not keep it all under his eye at once. And Jamm was
clever enough to keep them out of sight for some time yet, unless luck turned on them—which it might at
any moment if the little man coughed.

"They won't have gone thisfar," one of the men-at-arms said firmly. He had a deep voice, thick and heavy
like the rumble of dis-tant thunder. "That little thief couldn't go more than half aleague, even on horseback.
We saw to that."

The others laughed.

Carl saw Jamm bury his mouth in the sleeve of hisjacket.

Don't cough, Carl willed him. Don't cough...

"Who'sthis, then?' one of the others asked.

Carl heard the men dl riseto their feet, swords dipping from scabbards.

"Ah," the deep-voiced one said,
their bladeson.”

tis only some Renne, hoping to find the last few men of Innesto hone

Carl dared not look at his guide, fearing what he would see.
The Duke's men greeted the Renne.
"So what game has Carl A'denne been playing?' one of the newcomers asked.

Carl could hear the gtir of excitement among the horses being watered as the other horses appeared. The
grass stirred over him in the breeze, and awren scolded. He fdlt like it was only amatter of time, perhaps
only amoment, before they were discovered. Jamm could not run, and how far would Carl get, chased
by mounted men? He closed his eyes and tried to cam hisheart. It was over. They had only thislast
moment of freedom.

"Seems he was spying for the Prince of Innes, or so we sur-

mise. But he must have been playing both Sdes. He came over the cand the other night with alittle thief
guiding him. Someone knew the thief by name, and Vast soon had the story from him. A'denne and his
thieving friend dipped away by night, asuresign of hisguilt, | say."

"Well," the Renne said, "weéll soon have the story from A'denne himself."
"Not if wefind himfirgt," the Duke's man growled. His com-pany al laughed.
"Weve been ordered to bring himto Lord Kel dive," the Renne said.

"Weve been promised areward to bring back his head and leave his body for the crows," the man of
Innes answered. There was slence for amoment, and Jamm coughed.

He'd muffled the sound as best he could, but not well enough.

"What wasthat?' one of the men asked.



Carl heard blades being drawn, followed by footsteps through the long grass.

Jamm |looked at him, eyes wide. He knew he couldn't run. Would the men of Inneskill them before the
Renne could intercede?

Suddenly something shot through the grass.
"Therel" someoneydled.
Carl roseto his hands and knees, prepared to fight or run.

A small pig flew out of the grass onto the road, and the men of Innestook after it. Swords flashed, and
the pig squealed and screamed. Thelittle animal dodged thisway and that, as the men flailed away at it,
finaly landing ablow and spraying them with blood. The pig still ran, and a.second blow brought it down,
but it was up again, struggling forward on threelegs. It only went afew feet before one of the shouting
men raised asword over his head, two-handed, and finished thelittle animd. The men were dl laugh-ing
and pointing at the swordsmen who'd missed.

A wind sprang up then, combing through the grass. Carl and Jam went crawling off, the sound of their
progresslost in the wind and the crud hissing of thefidds.

Twdve

Dease noted each of hisviststo Lady LIyn Rennein the back of abook. He did this so that he could not
lieto himsdlf about the frequency of their talks. There were reasons of decorum that would justify this
scrupulous accounting—you smply didn't visit alady too often unless you were betrothed. But that
wasn't redly his con-cern; he didn't want to appear foolish before LIyn. Everyonein the castle knew that
sheloved Toren. It was Dease's fondest hope that she would one day seethe futility of her fedingsfor
Toren, then Dease might woo and win her affections.

But now he had heard another rumor; while he was away, Llyn had often been visited by Lord Carra
Wills, and she had dlowed him into her garden and met with him face-to-face.

A feding likefaling came over him, and he could not help but shut his eyes. The darkness brought no
comfort. Unlike Dease, Lord Carrd was blind. The minstrel could never ook upon LIyn's scarred face.
Shedid not know that the people who loved her cared not at al about her appearance, no matter how
terrible shethought it herself.

Dease didn't care, that was certain. The longing to be in her presence, to be near to her, was at times
unbearable. He would lie awake nights thinking of nothing else. He dreamed of LIyn, of see-ing her face for
the first time. In some dreams she was hideous be-yond bearing—and he would run away, down
long endless hallways. In other dreams her beauty was dazzling. Sometimes he dreamed that he traveled
far, and against great odds, found a cure for her burns, and carried it back to her.

But these were dreams. In real life, he kept count of how often he visited so he should not
appear too foolish—Ilike an in-fatuated boy.

A maid curtsied him out onto the bal cony, where he stood, gaz-ing over the walled garden. By day, he had
never seen it. By night it was a mysterious place, filled with shadows and unrecognizable shapes in shades
of gray. Lavender was the scent of the place, and a small tinkle of running water was its voice. That, and
the sighs and whispers of the trees.

Dease gazed down into the shadows, starlight glinting off the water of a small pool. He struggled with the
fedlingsinside of him, as he dways did in this place.



"Ah, Lord Dease," came LIyn'slovely voice. It stabbed into him like a blade—then the pain dissolved into
an ache.

"Lady Llyn," Dease said softly.

"I cannot tell you how happy | was to hear that you'd returned.”

"And that Toren had returned with me, no doubt."

A small hesitation. "Yes ... | was happy to hear of Toren's re-turn, as well."

Movement caught his eye. She was there, beneath the thin fo-liage of alace maple. Her famous blond hair
caught his eye, and he remembered the scent of it—that night they'd danced, she in cos-tume and carefully
masked.

He shut his eyes a moment and breathed in the scent of lavender.
"Lord Carra isaguest of Castle Renne, I've been told?"
"Yes," she said, her voice soft and tentative. "He has become our aly, as you've no doubt heard.”

"So | understand." Dease read much into her voice, into the pauses, the little inflections, the
warmth with which she said a name. Later he would revisit each little nuance, wondering what they
meant. Pondering them over and over, until he had made so many interpretations of her words that
he would finally lose all sense of what she might have truly meant.

"There are rumors all around the castle that you traveled to some distant place and saw
magic performed..."

"We did not appear to travel far—a few days' journey—but we were in strange lands all the same. It al
seems like a dream, now— or a nightmare.”

"And did you meet a rogue there who called himself Alaan?"
Dease was taken aback by this. "Has someone told you of our journey already?
"No one has. But you did meet such a man?"

Dease moved his hand on the smooth railing, gazing down into the dark, trying to make sense of this new
interest. "Well, | would not say | met him. Hewas ill nearly unto death and hardly able to mut-ter afew
words most of the time, let alone carry on a conversation.”

"Then Toren did save him?"

"No more than a number of other people. We all fought Hafydd, who sought this Alaan to
murder him."

"How utterly strange,” LIyn's voice drifted up from beneath the canopy of leaves. A moment she was silent,
the soft whispering of the wind in the branches, like some languorous speech, too slow for man to
comprehend. But then, Dease thought, the trees had so many yearsto live, why should they hurry
like short-lived humans?

"And Samuel and Beldor; did you ever find them?"
"Y es. Toren granted them immunity, aslong asthey never again set foot on Renne lands."

She seemed to consider thisamoment. "It is like Toren to be compassionate, but not at the cost of justice.
What transpired, | wonder, to lead him to make such a decision?"

"It was very simple, really: we needed Samul and Beld to fight Hafydd and his ... supporters.”



"Ah," Llyn said. "The Renne have made many such alliancesin our history. Some for good. Some for ill."

He could almost feel her staring up at him through the leaves, and he was suddenly uncomfortable, almost
embarrassed.

"What became of Samul and Beld?"

"No one knows. It is something of amiracle that Toren and | survived and found each other. Many, | fear,
were lost, including Samul and Beld, which would be for the better, in many ways."

"I suppose it would, though | would dearly like to know what they were thinking, trying to murder Toren."
He saw her thick cas-cade of hair shake in the starlight.

"Beld did not need to think; he hated Toren completely. Samul... ? Well, who ever knew what
Samul was thinking?"

"l did not know him well," LlIyn said, "but it would seem to be true. He was a hidden man. | wonder how
many people came away from conversations under the impression that Samul agreed with them, when he
did not at all”? There was never any truth to him. Nothing revealed. | wonder what made him so?"

The question did not seem to really be addressed to Dease, but he tried to answer it al the same.
"I don't know, Cousin," Dease said. "He was always thus. Even when we were children, or so | think now."

"I shall have to hear the story of your adventurein its entirety sometime. | am delighted to see you have
returned unharmed. And the blow to your head that you suffered trying to save Toren?"

"It is healed. The headaches gone"'—he raised his hands, and smiled—"as if by magic."
"Thereis some good news, I'm glad to hear."

There was the quick crunch and scatter of gravel as someone trotted along the path.
"Your grace?' amaid said softly.

"What isit, Anna?"

"A company of men-at-arms has just arrived with a man they found wandering in awood. Heis said to be
Lord Samul Renne."

Dease closed his eyes, leaning his weight against the railing.

Suddenly his head throbbed, and the fatigue that had beset him seemed to cast its net over him again,
dragging him down. He thought he might begin to sob and went quickly from the bacony, collapsing into
one of the chairsin the small drawing room.

Would he never be shut of Samul and Beld? Could they not die or flee? Aslong as they remained alive he
would know no peace. The truth would come out one day,

Llyn'swords came back to him then. There was never any truth in him.
She should have been speaking of me, Dease realized.

He turned to look back out toward the garden but caught sight of his own dark reflection in the
glass of the opened door. How shadowed his eyes were. How contrived the look of hisface. He was
becoming more like Samul each day, a hidden man. A man in whom there was no truth. And how
would he ever change that now?

Thirteen



There were afew cells hidden away beneath Castle Renne, though nothing like the "dungeons' one read
of in stories. Dease made hisway down the uneven stairs by thelight of alantern, care-ful with his
footing. The stone treads were crudely made, uneven and broken in places—easy enough to lose one's
footing and stum-ble. He wiped away a cobweb that netted his face, then ran ahand over hishair to
search for spiders.

He came into a passageway, its vaulted stone celling lost in smoky shadows. The air there was cool with
adank odor of newly turned soil. A guard at the end of the passage rose quickly from the box he'd been
lounging on, clearly worried that Dease would up-braid him for lazing on the job. Dease, however, could
not have cared less.

"Lord Samul," Dease sad.

The man bowed nervoudy. "Thisway, your grace." He lifted alantern from ahook set into thewall and
led down a short side pas-sage. Before adoor with atiny, barred window he stopped.

"That will beall," Dease said, and the guard waddled off.

Inside the cell a candleflickered, offering dull illumination to a cot, asmall desk, and asingle,
straight-backed chair.

"Samul ?"

A form rose from the cot, tossing back a blanket. "Dease?" Samul appeared in the candlelight,
rising stiffly. He crossed the few paces to the ironbound door.

"I'm glad to see you alive, Cousin,” Samul said, keeping his voicelow.

"And you, Cousin," Dease answered. "But what folly brought you here to Castle Renne?
Y ou must know that Toren will keep his word."

"| was washed out of the Stillwater into alittle tributary of the Wynnd. | didn't know at first where | was."

Dease hung his lantern up on ahook by the door. It drove back only the worst of the shadows. The effect
of thiswasto give to Samul's face a cast of distress that was certainly not there. None of Samul's emotions
ever showed on his face—which had led many to speculate that he had no feelings.

"I might have dlipped quietly away, but when | heard war had broken out | knew | had to return to warn
Toren. You will hardly believe me, but Hafydd has made a bargain with Death."

"We know," Dease answered. "One of the northerners, Fynnol, saw... you in league with Hafydd. Or so
the Fael say."

Samul's hands came up and curled around the bars. "No, Dease! | had no choice but to pretend to
serve Hafydd. It was Beld who made a bargain with Hafydd, not I. In the Stillwater Hafydd
approached me alone and offered me a place of prominence in his court when he overran the land
between the mountains. He spoke very seductively about all that | could have and achieve, and gave
me a small leather case, which he said contained an egg. | wasto open the case and break the egg just
before Alaan led us out of the Stillwater. Out of range of Hafydd's influence | came to my senses. But
when | went to destroy the egg Beld found me and snatched

the egg from my hand, and broke it open. A wasp, flew out—I swear it isthe truth—and Hafydd then
believed that it was| who had signaled him. But it was Beld." He stopped to take a breath and collect his
thoughts. "l saved Toren from Beld. Has he forgot-ten that?

"I'm sure he hasn't. Y ou aso tried to murder him. He hasn't for-gotten that either.”



"And what of you, Dease? Have you forgotten your part?'

Dease looked around quickly, wondering how far voices car-ried down these passages. "I've not
forgotten, Cousin," hewhis-pered. "That iswhy I'm here. I'll try to intercede with Toren for you—and
with Lady Beatrice aswell. But they will never trust you. Be sure of that. If | cannot sway them, | will get
you out of here somehow." He glanced back down the hall. "Thisguard isfond of hisdrink. I shal dip
him enough brandy to put himto deepif | must.”

They fell slent then, the two conspirators. The lantern guttered and went out, leaving Dease in near
darkness, only thefrail light of Samul's candle pushing back athousandth part of the darkness. Dease
glanced quickly around and he realized he could bein the cdll, and the little window through which he
could see Samul'sfaint slhouette his only view of the outside.

He reached up and clasped Samul's hand, which still held the bar. "Is there anything you need?”

Samul laughed. "In such luxurious surroundings what could any man want? A new palet and bedding
would not be out of order. Candles. A book to read. Ink and paper. | will soon go mad down hereif |
have nothing to occupy my hours."

"I'll seeto your needs, Samul. Assoon as | can." Dease reached up and took hislantern down fromits
hook, feding the warmth till rising from it even though the flame had vanished. He turned away, leaving
his cousn's haunted face framed in the barred window.

"Dease?' Samul caled before Dease had gone a dozen paces.
llYg?l

HO
"And a cloak of wool. It is damp and chill down here. A man can never get warm."
"I'll find you one," Dease said.

He lit his lamp again from the guard's and carried on down the passage, the small, barred windows
of empty cells gazing at him re-proachfully as he |eft.

Fourteen

Elise and A'brgail supported each other asthey fought through thefind yards of bramble and into the
faling sunlight. A'brgail glanced quickly behind. The day wasal but gone, the western sky awashin
molten cloud.

"He'sno longer near,” Elise said camly. Her gaze appeared to rest upon some distant place, far out of his
view.

A'brgail was humbled by her strength. Heleaned an arm on her thin girlish shoulders, but she did not
fater or even seem to notice. Her dight frame was stronger than his—stronger than any man's, he
expected. If not for Elise hewould never have survived the flooded cavern. But surviving that took al his
strength, and he couldn't have walked another furlong without her. He shook his head. Elise stood erect
gtill, though her golden hair was tangled, her clothing so torn to ruinsthat it was barely decent. Where she
had been battered againgt the stone walls in the maze of tunnels, her skin was darkly bruised and scraped
raw. Shelowered A'brgail to afdlen trunk and sat down on alittle hillock opposite.

"Arewein the hidden lands, yet?' the knight asked. "I've seen



no landmark | recognize. No village or road. Not even adirt track that might lead us ... somewhere. We
must not yet have found our way back into the land between the mountains.”

"We're back to our own lands," Elise said, her voice far away. "Though where we are | cannot say.
Log..." Shesad thislast word wistfully. Then to hersdlf, Lost.

A'brgail regarded her with what he redlized was pity—this thing he had once vowed to destroy. This
abomination, who appeared to be atroubled young woman, sad beyond measure. " Are you well, my
lady?" he asked softly.

"No, Sir Gilbert," she said, shaking her head, her gaze fixed on the open fields. "I have not been well
sncel sold my soul to amongter.”

"Y ou don't seem much like amongter,” he answered, to his surprise.

"No?| fear it will show intime." She looked down a her hands, turning them over asthough not sure
they were hers. "I have her memories, her sensibility and fedlings, struggling against my own, against my
nature. Sianon was without remorse, without affection. Her lovers were too numerous to name, and she
loved none of them. Her own children went into battle to gain her love, and when they died she did not
mourn. It wasthe price of her gift—all loved her, but she cared for no one. That is not true; sheloved
one man— her own brother, Sainth, who has made abargain with Alaan.”

"My brother," A'brgail said softly.

Elise did look up at him then, a crease appearing between her eyebrows, as though shetried to look
ingdehim.

"Itisatangle of relaions" she said, running her hand absent-mindedly over her torn breeches.

"But you are not Sianon,” A'brgail ingsted. " Alaan swearsthat he is not controlled by Sainth, and in truth,
he does not seem grestly changed, though | have been loath to admit it until now."

"But Alaan and Sainth are not so different. Sianon... sheismy oppositein dmost every way. And | have
aready givenin, once, to her... appetites.” She played with afrayed edge on her torn

breeches. "A part of medid it only for pleasure, as aman might go to a brothel"—she closed her eyes,
cheeks burning—"but the part of methatis ... me—I wasnot so calous. My heart was... touched. It
will sound naive, but | sweer | felt it open—Iike ablos-som.” She closed her eyes, asthough to staunch
the tears.

A'brgail found himself wanting to comfort her, though he feared it was the spdl that surrounded Sianon
that made everyone want to please her, to win her favor, but he couldn't help himsdlf. "Don't be ashamed
of having womanly fedings" he said. "Better to have abroken heart than no heart a al.”

"Eadly said," Elise answered, opening her eyes and blinking rapidly. She wiped adirty deeve across her
cheeks. "But thank you al the same." She stood. "We must go on. | need to know where we are and
how far it isback to Westbrook."

"Not far," said avoice,

Elise spun around to find aFadl standing afew yards off, asword in hand.

"Archers have their arrows trained on your hearts," the man said. "Y ou would be wise not to move."



"And who are you?" Elise asked, trying to keep the pride of Sianon in check.

"I am Brendl," the Fael answered. "And you would appear to be beggars, by your dress, but | suspect
that isfar from thetruth.”

A'brgail redlized that other men lurked in the shadows of the trees as the dusk settled around them.

"I'm Elise Wills, and thisis Gilbert A'brgail, aknight whose deeds, if they were known, would win him
grest renown."

"Elise Wills drowned in the Westbrook," Brendl said, “or 0it issaid.”

"I did go into the Westbrook, to escape aman who callshimsdf Sir Eremon, but | did not drown, asyou
can see”

The Fael nodded, alittle bow of acknowledgment. "Y ou are very much dive, but whether or not you are
EliseWills... that isfor othersto judge. Comewith me."

"And wherewill you take us?'
"Not far," he said. Other Fadl appeared out of the wood then, dl uncharacteristically well armed.

Elise glanced a A'brgail and nodded, to hisrelief. He could not have put up any resstance. He barely
managed to gain hisfeet without help. A Fadl cameto hisaid, and he made hisway through the shadows
beneath the trees, with Elise supporting him on one side and a black wanderer on the other.

In afew momentsthey broke out of the treesinto the quickly failing light.
Brendl raised ahand and pointed. "There. The tower cities of my people.”

A'brgail pulled himsdf upright and gazed down the hillsdeinto the dark shadow of the undulating blue
hills. There was water there—a small lake, perhaps—dark as stedl in the spreading twi-light. And then he
saw them; the three worn stone towers—raised by the hand of nature—extending like misshapen fingers
from the smooth water. Upon their crests the cities of the Fael—Aland-or, Fylan-or, and Naismoran.

"How in the world have we come here? It isfar from where we began.”
"Leagues” Elisesad.

They made their way down the hillside. A rubble wall protected a doping pasture, and they clambered
noisily over loose stone and down into the soft grass. Sheep appeared to float in the twilight: smal, dim
clouds upon the heeth.

It was along walk down the hill, darkness growing about them. Thefina furlong passed benesth the
gars. A cool breeze sprang up from the north, and in his exhausted state, A'brgail began to fed chill. A
flint road appeared before them, a pale gray ribbon wind-ing down toward the darkened lake.

Atop the towers, lights appeared, much closer now, and the knight could see that the buildings stretched
for some distance down the tower's Sides, the structures clinging there by what means he could not guess.
At the road's end they cameto aferry dock, abroad, flat barge rising and falling dmost imperceptibly
between

stone pillars. Two tall Fael stepped out of the shadow of asmdl blockhouse. One came forward, ahand
laid lightly on the hilt of his sword. The other stood back, an arrow knocked, the curving yakawood
bow gleaming in the starlight. Brendl went forward and spoke to them quietly in the language of their



people.

A moment later he returned to the outsiders. "Come, we will crossto Aland-or. The ederswill decide
what to do with you."

"Isit against some Fadl law to walk abroad by night?' Elise asked stubbornly.

A'brgail thought that Brendl looked a bit embarrassed. "We have received disturbing news from our
people who travel the land between the mountains. There are rumorsthat the Renne and the Willsare
about to go to war, if they have not done so dready.” He waved a hand to a good-sized boat.

A'brgail needed help to climb aboard, but they were soon cross-ing the flat water, Sx men at the oars,
another half dozen guarding the strangers, though A'brgail thought they were going out of their way to
offer no threat. The oars disturbed the stars, wavering al around them, and sent them spinning away in
their wake. A'brgail pulled histattered robe close against the cool breeze and dampness of the lake, but
Elise seemed unaffected. Just to St was arelief. A'brgail felt the weskness of hislimbs as he dumped on
the thwart, unable to Sit upright.

Each stroke of the oars sent the boat surging forward, the bow rising alittle, black water rippling by. Like
most of the inhabitants of the land between the mountains, A'brgail had spent sometimein boats. The
Wynnd and its tributaries were the main roads of the land, after al. He might not know a good boat to
look at it, but to ride in one was adifferent thing. This boat rode the waters lightly, tracked straight and
true, and did not bob or roll about. He ran hisfingers along the gunwale, the planking; al was smooth and
fair, the scantlings surprisngly fine.

Overhead, nighthawks cried. A fish shot into the air, splashing immediately back into its element. Wasthe
surface invisible by night, he wondered? Did fish fly out into the air unwittingly?

As | amdoing myself, he thought. For he seemed to be in aworld not his own, confused, gasping for
breath.

The woman beside him was an abomination. A grand master of his order had been burned dive for doing
what she had done. Bar-gains with nagar dways went awry. But even so, he could not help but fed pity
for her. He had seen the agony shewasin, clearly, but an hour before. She was paying the price for what
she'd done. He hoped that she would be the only one to pay. He a so hoped that Lady Elise would never
giverein to the thing within her, for Sianon was a heartless mongter. A woman who lived for war and felt
no reemorsefor thelivesit cost. Y et, Sanon was dso their only hope—she and Alaan. Hafydd could not
be defeated without them.

The tower of Aland-or loomed out of the darkness, and asmall stone wharf appeared at its base. They
clambered out onto the steps. Brendl went quickly up to the guards and spoke low. A'brgail found
himself saring at them, wondering if any small movement or ook would betray what was being said or
indicate their intentions. The guards only turned to regard them solemnly.

"This man does not speak your language,” Brendl said, "but he will take you up into the city. | will send
you on without guardsif you give your word to cause no trouble.

"What choice havewe?' Elise asked, bristling alittle. "But yes, wewill give our word.”

Brendl bowed to them once, then climbed nimbly back into the boat. In amoment hewaslost in the
dark, only the quick rhythmic splash of the oars marking his progress.

At an unseen signd from the guards, ropes began singing through blocks somewhere high above. A large



woven basket ap-peared out of the dark, landing with a gentle thump on the stone. Their guide opened a
small gate in the basket's side and motioned for Elise and A'brgail to step inside. In amoment the three of
them were risng smoothly through the air, the dark, star-speckled |ake spreading out bel ow.

A soft breeze found them asthey rose, and A'brgail had the fedl-ing that they had taken their leave of the
world and wereinflight,

floating up like ahawk on arising breeze. He glanced over at Elise, barely discerniblein the faint light.
She stood with ahand on the narrow rail, gazing out over the till waters. How careworn she looked.
Her youthful face overcome by the concerns of someone much older.

But how old would Sianon be, he wondered?

A'brgail dso wondered what thoughts were preying on her mind, for she was an enigmato him—hewho
had not much expe-rience of women, let alone awoman who had made abargain with anagar.

The basket dowed, then settled into awooden structure, asmall plank floor opening up around them,
dark wooden beams, carved with birdsin flight, curving overhead. Lanterns cast their incon-stant golden
light there, and A'brgall saw that the structure was €l -egant and lightly built, which no doubt it would need
to be, for it was cantilevered out over the edge of acliff.

Their guide spoke with the Fagl who served there, and one of them turned to the strangers, and said
hatingly, "I will take you to a place where you will wait. Please follow me."

He led them out of the door, not bothering with alantern. They passed along anarrow wakway,
smoothly paved with stone. The city of the Fagl opened up before them, lit here and there by lanterns
hanging over doorways. The walkways were not broad; three men might lie head to toe and span the one
they were in. Upon each side stood buildings, some shops, others apparently res-idences. They did not
exceed threefloors, there at least, their doors brightly painted, deep stone walls topped by plastered and
half-timbered gables, dl crowned by steeply pitched date roofs. Every-where he looked the famed
craftsmanship of Fagl could be seen: abench carved with flowers, windows intricately leaded and some
of stained glass.

The city had a certain organization and harmony; at the sametime asit gppeared to have developed in
some random manner. Down aset of findy made stairstheir guide led them. Around abend, asmall park
opened up before them, apond in its center.

There coupleswalked, and elderstook their leisure on benches. A troupe of musicians played on asmal
pram that drifted aimlessy over the waters.

A'brgail saw Elise hesitate. He could dmost fedl her desireto linger inthis place, to lisgen to the
music—some part of her was the daughter of Lord Carral Wills, after al. The Fagl admired him grestly,
and that could be said of few men.

Their guide stooped, and a hushed conversation ensued with awhite-haired man, who then hurried off.
The guide motioned them on. Another flight of tairsled them down, but thiswas on the edge of the
tower, for it looked out over the world. A few clouds, smooth and till, hung in the brightly starred sky.
The waning moon would risein an hour or two. A'brgail wondered if hewould be able to stay awake
that long. He had never known such exhaustion.

They were led through a pair of large doors made of yakawood, the planks wider than any A'brgail had
ever seen, or even heard of. Insde was along chamber with windows opening out to the world beyond.



"Y ou arein the Chamber of the Risng Moon," their guide said. Hislook was suddenly solicitous. "Isit
true you are the daughter of Lord Carrd Wills?*

"Itistrue, yes."
"But we had heard you died in an accident.”
"It was no accident, and | did not die," Elise said, agreat weari-ness coming into her voice.

The man made asmall bow and backed away quickly. "I will send you water for washing, and food and
drink. The elderswill come shortly. Y ou have arrived unexpectedly, and they must be found and
decisions made about who will atend you."

They were left donein the room, which was both eegant and spare, the decorations understated and
strangeto A'brgail's eye, for the artistic senghilities of the Fael were different from the other peoples of
the land between the mountains. Columns were narrow at their base and spread asthey rose, seeming to
whirl up to the curving beams overhead. Opposite the long bank of windows that

looked out toward the east, tapestries hung over the stone walls, their colors rich and deep.

"They must curtain these windows to protect the tapestries from the morning sun,” he said, thinking aoud,
but Elise barely ac-knowledged that he had spoken.

Even the scenesin the tapestries seemed strange to him, filled with disturbing images, completdy unlike
the tapestries he knew that depicted legends of courtly love or famous battles.

Elise, it seemed, sensed his bewilderment.

"Vison weaverd" she said, asthough it were an answer to a question. She glanced over at A'brgail, and
hisface must have reg-istered his confusion. "These are the work of vison weavers. That iswhy they
look like dreams or nightmares.”

For amoment more she gazed at the strange images, then dumped into a chair and stared out listlessy
toward the eastern horizon. A'brgail followed her example, finding the chair soft and welcoming.

A few moments later he was wakened by the sound of doors opening. Two young men and ayoung
woman hurried in, bearing trays. water for them to wash themselves and platters of steaming food.
A'brgail didn't know which he needed more, but decided that it would only be polite to first wash himself
as best he could.

Elise did not wait to be asked, but plunged her face into abasin like an old campaigner. If the Fael were
surprised by this, they did not show it. Their dark faces remained masks of polite-ness. A'brgail was
impressed by how far the goodwill toward Car-ral Willswould stretch.

A'brgall retched terribly, bile weling up and burning histhroat. Hands seemed to be supporting him while
another struck him gently on the back.

"| think he'sdone," avoice said.

The knight tried to open his eyes, but the world was redling, and he closed them again. He was lowered
to thefloor, where he lay il

a moment, his position awkward. His hands seemed to be re- strained, as did hisfeet.

"Bewary. If she does the same, welll have to cut the gag off."



A'brgail was not sure how long he lay still, or even if he was con-scious the whole time; but when he
opened his eyes again the world seemed to have stopped spinning, though his vision was blurred.

"What's happened to me?" he asked.

No one answered a moment, then awoman's voice was heard. "Y ou've eaten something that didn't
agree with you."

"Why are my hands bound?"
"Because of the company you keep."

A'brgail twisted around, trying to see the source of the voice, but his eyes came to rest
upon Elise, who appeared to be chained to astake, agag tied over her mouth, and a pyre at her feet.
Fael men stood by with flickering torches. Even with his vision blurred, A'brgail could see
that they were frightened. No, they wereterrified.

"You're making amistake," he said, trying to muster his energy.

"It was not our people who made this mistake,” the woman said. She came and crouched
down before him.

"She wakes!" aman said quickly.

The woman reached out and touched A'brgail's brow, as though she tested him for fever. "We will deal
with you by and by," she said gently.

Elise was given some time to recover, and when she had done so, A'brgail watched her struggle against the
chains, veins standing out on her neck.

"I don't think even you will break such chains,” the woman said. "1 am Adalla. Thisis Idath," she said,
indicating an older man. "And Tannis."

A young woman nodded. Adallaregarded Elise a moment, her manner determined, but there was kindness
in her face. A'brgail would not have wanted her judging him—she had an air of disin-terest about her that
suggested leniency was hot something she in-dulged.

"l will remove your gag,” she said, "but be warned—if you begin to mutter or speak words we don't
recognize, these men will set the pyre aflame and you, and the thing you bear, will be turned to ash. Do
you understand?”

Elise nodded.
Adalasignded, and the young woman named Tannis removed her gag.
"Thisisnot the usud Fadl hospitdity,” Elisesad darkly.

"For which we will make no apology,” Adallasaid, pacing back and forth before Elise. "We know who
you are and what you've done." She nodded to the young woman. "Tannisis an accomplished vision
weaver. She foresaw awoman making abargain with Sianon, just as she and her sister saw the return of
Sainth and Caibre." She turned and retraced her steps, hands behind her back, head bent as though she
watched every step shetook. "But then, as often happens, her visions became un-clear. Tannissaw Elise
Wills becoming the defender of the peo-plesin the land between the mountains. She aso had avison of
Elise Willsfaling, her shadow taking up the sword againgt us, carving out akingdom of her own, and
making war—perpetud, brutal war." She stopped pacing and stood gazing at Elise. "Two visons. One
will betrue. Onewill not. If we set you free, will Elise Willsfight to defend us, or will the shadow insde
you triumph and plunge the land between the mountainsinto a cen-tury of war?"



Elise closed her eyes. "I don't know," she whispered.
"Lady Elise" thewoman said with feding. "That answer will not gain you your life”
"Lady Elisewill never giveinto Sanon,” A'brgall cdled out. "I an sureof it."

Adalaanswered without looking at him. "Men would give their livesto gain Sianon'sfavor. We can't
trust your word, man-at-arms.”

"But | have traveled with her, watched her risk her life for others—athing Sianon would never do."
"1 will gagyouif | must,” Addlathrestened, and the Knight fell silent, frustration and anger boiling up
ingdehim.

"Perhgps you should burn me," Elise said, meeting Addlaseye. "I didn't know when | made thisbargain
what it would mean. What it would mean to have her memories... Sianon traded her heart for thelove
and utter devation of those around her—"

"But have you done the same, traded away your heart?'

Elise's eyes closed again, and tears appeared, trembling among her lasheslike adrop of rainin aspider's
web. "All | know isthat | fed asthough | did these things, sacrificed my loved oneswithout remorse, sent
legionsto their deaths. She once had a meal inter-rupted by the newsthat one of her armies had been
destroyed—to the last man. She finished her supper, then spent the night with alover, asthough nothing
had happened. | am sinking beneeth the weight of these memories, of my own remorse and sdlf-loathing.

| am living anightmare. Deaeth might release me. | might welcome his cold embrace.” Elise broke down
then and began to sob, tears flowing freely down her cheeks.

"Set her free" Tannis said gently.
Addlaturned to the young vison weaver. "Have you not been listening?'

"To every word. Shewill never givein to the monster she bears. Shewould diefirst. Set her free. That is
my judgment.”

Adallaturned to the silent man who accompanied them, Idath.

"Tannisisright, | think. Sanon would never have urged usto take her life. Lady Elise will win this battle
againg the creature in-side. Sheisclearly the daughter of Carrd Wills, giving no quarter to the darkness.”

Adallanodded to one of the guards who stood nearby, and he began releasing Elise's chains. Another
guard cut A'brgail's bonds, but he could not rise for loss of feding in hislegs and wasforced to lieafew
moments more.

Elise stepped free of the chains and down from the pyre, chaffing her wrists. "Would you have burned
me?' she asked, con-fronting Addla.

Adalladid not blanch. "Y es, though | would have regretted it al the rest of my days."
Elise and the Fael elder stood gazing at each other a moment, then Elise stepped forward and embraced

her, as though she were alost loved one. "1 hope you have done the right thing," she whis-pered. "I pray
you have."

Fifteen



By morning the sun threw aside the covering of cloud and emerged full and round and filled with warmth.
The birds sang songsto its grandeur and the high, green valley of the Dubrell sparkled with the night's
rain. Benesth the sun the travel ers began to dry, and by midmorning their spirits had lifted after the events
of the previous night.

"There are no end of secretshere, it seems,” Fynnol said, as they stopped to let their horses drink from a
ran-swollen stream.

Tarn thought his cousin looked less haunted that day. It seemed to him that Fynnol had begun to think
Death had singled him out and sought him relentlessly. But he had escaped the darkness again and now
douched in the sunlight beside the little creek. He dmost looked at peace, as though he'd passed through
the Lion's Maw again, and theriver that stretched out ahead was dow and calm.

Cyndd! stood on the shore, his horse stretching its head down into the cool waters. Gray-haired and
pale, Cynddl looked like an outsider dressed in Fael clothing. He aso looked much older than his
thirty-some years—older than when Tarn had met him near

Telanon Bridge in the far north, that was certain. The story finder stared into the waters, his face grim and
his manner distant. Who knew what stories he found in such places? It seemed anywhere men had made
their dwellings tales of war and treachery abounded. And men lived here, in thisland of the giants.
Men led here by Orlem Slighthand eight generations past: Knights of the Vow, it seemed. And now they
wanted to return to the land of their ancestors. If they only knew what a place of strife that was!

"How far isit now to the border?' Fynnol asked. He rose to his feet and walked up the stream a few paces,
bending to drink from cupped hands, the clear water dripping through hisfingers.

"We will come to the edge of our lands tomorrow evening," Wolfson answered. "Beyond that we do not
travel." The giant knelt on arock at the stream's edge, as though someone so large could not easily bend
down. "Where has the healer gone?' he asked. "Where is Crowheart? We should stay close together.
These lands are no longer safe.”

"He went into the wood," Alaan said. "Leave him be. Heis pro-tected by his guardian crows."
A sudden furious cawing brought Alaan to hisfeet.
"Quiet!" he ordered.

The sound of a horse cantering sounded through the wood, and Alaan had a sword in hand. A moment later
arider appeared. He was the youngest of the men-at-arms who had found them the night before.
His horse made a dash for the stream, and the young man sawed at the reinsto turn it away. Winning the
short struggle, he then almost tumbled off the horse from apparent exhaustion. Wolfson took the animal by
itsbridle.

Cynddl steadied the young man, who looked ready to drop.
"Don't let my horse drink too much," the rider gasped.

Indeed the horse was dlick with sweat, wild-eyed and dancing back and forth. Crowheart came out of the
trees and immediately took the horse from Wolfson, leading it in adlow circle, letting it drink alittle, then
walking it again. Almost immediately the beast grew calm and docile.

The young rider had collapsed at the stream's edge and drunk hisfill. He sat back, hislegs
stretched out, hands out behind to offer support. His face was red, and he still gasped for breath.

Wolfson crouched beside him. "I fear to ask the reason you have ridden your horse to exhaustion,
Wil. What has happened?"



"Men forced their way through the north pass. The men who were pursuing the strangers." He
glanced up at Alaan. "They had knowledge of the arcane. That's how they drove the sentries back." He

stopped to catch his breath, as though a few words had taken it all away. "My company are hunting them
now, but there must be a sorcerer among them—"

"Hafydd!" Tarn said.
Alaan shook his head. "He has matters more important."

The giant had crouched by the rider, but he jumped up now. "We should go back and help the
Knights," he said, taking up his pack and swinging it in an arc over his shoulder. It thumped into place, and
he groped behind for the other strap.

"We won't go back," Alaan said, and Wolfson turned on him, glaring down at the much smaller man. But
Alaan did not blanch. "We won't go back," he said again. "Our task lies to the south.”

"But what of the riders?' Wolfson argued, still staring down at Alaan.
Tarn knew that he would have been intimidated under such a stare.

"You go, if you must," Alaan said, "but | can't afford to feel compassion for these riders.
Not now. You don't know what's at stake." Alaan spoke to the others. "We must ride." But
then he turned back to the young man, who still sprawled on the ground. "I thank you for
your warning, Wil, but | can't help you now. My war is with the southern kingdom and its
alliesin all lands."

Alaan put afoot in astirrup and swung up into the saddle. The boy had gained his feet by then, and taken
thereins of hishorse from Crowheart. He watched as the strangers crossed the stream and
faded among the trees.

"Come back for us!" he called, as they disappeared from his sight. "Do not forget us."

For a moment Wolfson stood, one foot in the stream, the other on the shore, then he waded quickly through
the water and pulled himself up onto the far bank. Tarn saw him look back once at the young rider, who
stood holding his horse, watching the men go. And then the boy waslost to sight, and Wolfson came
striding up behind, his face red.

A crow touched Tarn's face with the tip of awing asit sailed by, then landed on its master's
shoulder. Crowheart reached up and stroked its dark neck, and Tarn was sure the bird closed its eyes
in pleasure.

Tarn glanced behind again. They forced their way into the wood without conversation, pressing their
mounts at speed. Tarn could feel the tension in the company. Hafydd's minions hunted them
again. For him and Fynnol and their Fael friend this was a return of the nightmare. They had
been lucky to survive their journey down the River Wynnd, ignorant as they were then.
They hadn't even known why they were being hunted.

The trees opened up, and they rode through tall grass, the tufts waving in the breeze, tapping the horses on
their flanks. Tarn found himself behind Crowheart.

"Rabal?" he said. "Why have you come on this journey?"
What he had wanted to say was, Why do you risk your life?but this had seemed impertinent.

Crowheart lifted his shoulder and brushed the crow off. It took to the air with a soft, cawing
complaint. Rabal turned to look at Tarn, hisblack eyes peering out from behind the sea of dark hair,
the bushy brows, the beard that grew high up his cheeks. "I come for the same reason asyou, Tarn," he
said, "to find out who | am." Crowheart spurred his horse and rode ahead.



Tarn had tried to answer, to say, But | know who | am, but no words had come.
"Keep up, now," came Wolfson's voice from behind, and Tarn pressed his horse on.

The giant had taken up this rear position, watching behind for the men who had forced the north
pass. His great staff thumped the ground at each step, resounding like afalling log. Tarn
had taken to listening, trying to find any noise of pursuing horses above the sound of their own mounts.

The sky appeared to thicken, a thin gray paste spreading over the high vault, uniform and
oppressive. Wind came from the north, giving voice to the lands around. High overhead, eagles soared
against the gray. Occasionally Tarn would see wolves trotting through the trees or the long grass.
Twice they came upon herds of cattle being moved by a pair of giants. The cattle seemed to pay no heed
to the wolves, to Tarn's surprise. The giants stared at the strangers and waved at Wolfson, who stopped to
warn them of the riders—or so Tarn assumed.

An hour before sunset Alaan stopped them and built a fire among the trees on the crest of ahill.
It was agood place to camp— easily defended—but when Tarn went to unsaddle his horse Alaan stopped
him.

"We won't camp here," he said.

They built the fire up, raising aberm of dark earth around it to stop its spread. When this was done, Alaan
led them on into the gathering gloom. They made camp in amost total darkness some-time later. No fire
was kindled there, and they ate a cold supper of bread and smoked meat. Alaan picked the places for each
man to make his bed—a small depression in the ground, the shadow of a bush—so that none was easy to
see in the darkness. Watches were chosen, and Tarn drew the first, which he would stand with
Crow-heart. How they would know the time to call the next watch Tam did not know, for the stars couldn't
be seen.

"If we have fortune on our side, the men hunting us will find the fire and wait until it has burned low before
they approach. That iswhat any wise man would do—wait until it is very late before they attack. By then it
will be very hard to follow our tracks.”

Alaan had again brought them to a hilltop for the night, though this one was much larger—not amound like
the last had been. To

the north there would be a clear view in daylight, though it was nothing but a sea of darkness that night.

Tarn strung his bow and put his quiver where he could easily put his hand on it. He and Crowheart settled
themselves on the ground in a place where they could both look to the north and watch over their
companions—had there been any light!

"I can see nothing," Tarn whispered.

"We shall have to trust to our ears this night," Crowheart an-swered. "But don't make enemies out of the
wind sound, or the creaking of atree."

Easily said, Tarn thought, but he knew that when one listened hard enough every sound became athreat.
Instead he found him-self fighting to keep his eyes open and slipping into near dreams, his mind wandering
to fanciful things. Crowheart began to snore softly. Tarn reached out and put a hand on Rabal's arm, the
leather of hisjacket cool in the night—but Crowheart did not stir.

Tarn stood and gave his head a shake, moving his arms and shoulders to work the kinks out. The clouds had
thinned, he real-ized, and hazy stars began to surface. A faint landscape began to appear: areas of darkness
and dull gray. Tarn could hardly tell what might be hillside or wood.

And then he thought he saw alight flicker. Tarn rubbed his eyes and looked again. It wasn't afirefly.
"Rabal!" he whispered, shaking the man's shoulder. Finally, he tugged on his beard, and Crowheart stirred.



"Thereisalight below."

Crowheart scrambled up. Tarn could barely see him in the dark, looming to the right—Ilarger
and more solid than Tarn, like a mound of shadow. "I see nothing," Crowheart said, after a
moment.

"No, it was there. I'm sure of it." Tarn searched the darkness, trying to find the flickering light; but after a
moment he was no longer sure where in the massive darkness he had seen it.

For along while they stood, staring into the night. Crowheart began to shift from one foot to the other. Even
Tarn started to won-der if it had only been hisimagination. And then it flickered again.

"There! Do you see?"
"A torch," Rabal said softly. "I'll wake Alaan."
"No need," came avoice from behind. "Not with all the noise you two are making."

Alaan came and stood to the other side of Tarn. The flame would flicker into existence for the
briefest second, then disappear again for along moments.

"I think Rabal isright—it's atorch. And whoever carriesit is following our track. They might be giants, or
the Knights who are their allies, but | think we should assume they are allies of Hafydd." Alaan stopped as
the light appeared again for an instant. "They're not so far off. Can you wake the others, Rabal ?"'

"What shall we do?' Tarn asked. "Shall we saddle the horses?'

Alaan was very gtill in the darkness, staring out over the valley below. "No, best to meet them here. The
wind isin the north, so the smell of our horses will not reach them. We'll go down the hillside alittle... and
prepare a surprise for them."

Tarn heard his companions stirring as Rabal found each of them in the dark. They pulled on
boots and took up their weapons—weapons that had been set out where they would come easily to
hand.

Fynnol appeared at Tarn's elbow, the Valeman recognizable in the dark by his size—the smallest of them.
He shifted about, unable to keep still.

"How many are there?" Fynnol whispered.
"l don't know. No more than we saw chasing us."

Fynnol nocked an arrow, though clearly whoever bore the torch was still far beyond range of their bows.
"But wasthat rider right? | s there a sorcerer among them? Could it be Hafydd?"

"Alaan doesn't think it likely. Nor do |. Hafydd wasn't among them when they pursued us to the north
pass. He couldn't have found his way into the hidden lands alone. He hasn't that gift."

"l hope you'reright,” Fynnol said, his voice squeezing out of a dry mouth.
Cynddl came and instinctively stood beside Fynnol so that the

little Valeman had a friend to either side. Tam could sense Wolfson in the dark, standing till asa
mountain.

"WEell let them come partway up thisdope," Alaan said. "Thereisalittle bresk in the trees. Do you see?
That patch of gray not far below?"

Tam was not absolutely certain that he did. He glanced up at the sky, where the stars stood out, cool and



bright. Even starlight would help.
"Quiet now," Alaan whispered. "We don't want them to know were here."

Tam nocked an arrow and pulled back against the bowstring, getting the fed of it. His own mouth went
dry, and his breath came in short, quick gasps. It did not matter that he had been in such sit-uations
before, he dtill felt fear wash through him like acold wave.

Thetorch gppeared, flickering dull orange. Black, bitter smoke drifted up to them. Tam thought he could
make out shadows mov-ing in the dull light—men and horses. A thought occurred to Tam.

"How do we know these aren't the knights who came to our aid?' he whispered to Alaan.

Before the traveler could answer, a horse nickered down the draw, and one of their own mounts
answered.

The shadows below stopped, then scurried into hiding. The torch was doused.

"Doesthat answer your question?' Alaan said softly. "They will try to come upon uswith stedth, maybe
work their way around to the east or west."

"Tothewest lie bluffs," Wolfson whispered in his deep tones. " Some might climb them by day, but not by
night. If they find their way to the east, the hill will channel them up alittle draw. Some of us could await
them there"

"Weare asmdl enough company asit iswithout dividing our numbersfurther,” Alaan said, and Tam
could hear the concernin hisvoice.

"Then we will await them here" the giant said, "where they may come a their leisure.”

& %ox">
"How far to thisdraw?' Alaan asked.
"Only alittle distance," the giant said. "L essthan astone's throw.”

Alaan was quiet amoment, and Tam could amost fed him weighing the different options. "Here," he said,
"hep mewith thisstone.”

Tam could just make out the dark forms of Alaan and Wolfson bending over alarge boulder. They broke
it free of the ground and sent it trundling down the dope, the sound of shattering branchesfollowing asit
went. Curses were heard below as men scurried to get clear of the boulder bearing down on them out of
the darkness.

"Go back!" Alaan cdled. "Go back whileyou il livel™ Then quietly to the othershe said, "There. Now
there is no doubt what they face. They will not be such damn fools asto come up thisway. Fynnol, stay
here with Raba and watch. Shout if you need us. Everyone e se follow Wolfson. We shdl seethisdraw.”

The stars shone ameager light down benesth the trees, and the men stumbled over rocks and roots as
they followed Wolfson's great shadow through the wood. Tam started as the giant's small pack of wolves
gppeared out of the night, gamboling around their master. But then they must have caught the scent of the
men below, and they dunk aong silently, growling low.

"Here," Wolfson whispered.



Tam could see little—shadows overlaid by shadows—and all shapes seemed strange. The ground under
his feet was soft with grass and mosses, and awind whispered up the hillside, carrying the scent of pine
and spruce, the fecund floor of the forest. An area of greater darkness yawed open like the mouth of the
wood. Per-haps thiswas Wolfson's draw.

"But | can see nothing,” Cynddl complained.

"My wolveswill warn us of their gpproach,” the giant said, "if we don't hear them stumbling and gasping
up thedraw."

Tam crouched, an arrow ready. Hetried to quiet his breathing so that he might hear the dightest sound.
The leaves battered to-

gether, and ahollow breeze hissed through the wood. An owl hooted three times, and far off he heard a
wolf howl.

And then the sound of arock rolling, thumping over other stones, before coming to rest. A muttered
curse,

Tarn pulled back hisbowstring alittle, feding it biteinto his ca-loused fingers. A smdll sung his
nogtrils—like metad being forged.

He heard the others sniffing the air. A dull light seemed to seep up from among the underwood below.
Faintly, trees and bushes were illuminated. He drew his bowstring back, aiming down the narrow draw.
Certainly someone would appear with atorch. .. but what he saw did not seem to be torchlight.

A dim, glowing snake of silver wound around the roots a haf dozen paces below. And then another. It
seemed to branch and flow upward, like molten metal.

"Quickslver!" Alaan cursed. "Up into thetrees!" He turned and in three steps had thrown himsdlf up into
the crook of an oak. He did not stop there but scrambled franticaly higher, shaking the branches ashe
went.

Tarn stood for amoment, entranced, as the quicksilver wove in and out among the rocks and roots, it
branched and swirled and joined again.

Cynddl grabbed Tarn'sarm and pulled him nearly off balance.
"Do asAlaan saydl" the story finder hissed.

Even giant Wolfson dragged himself up into atree. Tam and Cyndd| followed suit, just as a snake of
quicksilver seemed to dart at Tarn's boot. It went after the wolves then, who watched it, mys-tified. It
touched the paw of one and the wolf legpt back, howling in pain. The pack was off then, tearing into the
dark, snakes of sl-ver coiling through the wood after them.

Men came pounding up the draw, swords at the ready. Tam saw they were careful not to step on the
srands of slver that twisted around their feet.

An arrow flashed, and one man staggered, plunging ahand into the quicksIver trying to balance. He
screamed like held thrust his

hand into molten iron. Up he leapt, but it was too late. The quick-silver spread up his arm, and he danced in
acircle, screaming.

Tarn shot the man coldly in the throat, and he fell back, tum-bling slowly over and over down the long slope.



It was over in atrice. Arrows shot out of the trees, and the dozen men were quickly driven back.
Scrambling to avoid arrows, men stepped into the quicksilver, and the wood echoed with their
screams.

The cold heat of the quicksilver soon dissipated, and Alaan swung down from his branch, boots
thumping onto the forest floor.

"Quickly!" he whispered, "before they regroup. We must be gone!"

Tam stumbled off into the darkness after the traveler, glancing back every few feet, fearing that a
silent tendril of quicksilver chased him. That it would coil around his leg and drag him down,
screaming.

Sixteen

Jamm was not hedling. His cough had grown worse, and he la-bored terribly to breathe. The heat of his
fever could befdt at adis-tance, and hisface was an unnatural orange-crimson.

He's going to die. That'swhat Carl thought. The little thief was going to cough himsdlf to death or smply
drown inthefluids gur-gling and bubbling in hisfouled lungs.

Carl watched helplesdy as Jamm endured another spasm of coughing, bent double on the hard ground.
They had found a spring concedled in agrove of willowsthat stood like anidand in fields of ripening
oats. It was not agood place to hide during the daylight hours, for if anyone approached, there was
nowhere for them to go but into the whegtfield, but Jamm could not go astep farther. Carl tried to keep
watch dl around, but it was difficult, for the fields were smal and bordered by thick hedgerows and
trees. It would not be difficult for acompany of armed men to approach, unseen until it wastoo late.

They were hungry, too. No amount of springwater would fill the void in Carl's ssomach. He found himself
eyeing the green oats

and wondering if he could eat them and if they would provide sus-tenance. Carl's stomach growled loudly.

The day, Carl noted for the first time, was very fine. Just past high summer, warm but with a breeze from
the west. If not for the hedgerows, they would have been surrounded by an undulating sea of soft green. A
few errant clouds sailed slowly across the blue, casting small idlands of shade on the lands below.

Carl heard someone talking, then the squeak of an axle, the hol-low thumping of hooves. Jamm stopped
coughing then and perked up, listening.

"Someone comes!" he said, and tried to suppress a cough.

Carl bent to try to lift his guide but the little man was bent by another spasm of coughing.

"Go!" Jamm managed, gasping. "Leave me."

Carl looked over his shoulder. He could still hear the sound of someone approaching—a voice... muttering.
"I'll help you up, Jamm. Well lie in the grainfield until they're gone. Come."

But Jamm succumbed to his coughing—almost retching, the at-tack was so violent. Before Carl could
decide what to do, a man ap-peared, coming up a path through the willows. He was leading a small horse
that drew behind it a battered old cart. Seeing Carl, he raised a hand and waved, then took off his straw hat
and wiped his forehead with a shirtsleeve. Carl waved tentatively back. He glanced down at his
red-faced companion, who was surely not fit to be moved.



The stranger bore aload of rough-sawn oak in short lengths. A box of tools perched on top, mallet handles
and spokeshaves pro-truding. The man brought the horse to a stop and stood staring from Jamm
to Carl.

"Help me get him into the back of the cart," the man said. "My wifeisahealer."

Jamm didn't protest as he was |oaded aboard, but Carl thought he felt light as a child, as though hisflesh
were melting away. The man filled awooden bucket and let his horse drink, then led them

down from the willow grove. He seemed to take a circuitous route, and paused once behind a shielding
hedge while some farm labor-ers passed in the distance.

" "Tisaterrible sickness your friend has," the man said, shaking his head.
"Yes," Carl agreed.

"Has he had it long?"

"Just over aday."

The man took off his hat and wiped his brow again, hisface creased and troubled. Carl guessed he
was a man coming to the end of his fifth decade, his hair thinning, manner quiet and
thoughtful. His skin was stained by hours in the sun, and his hands were large-knuckled and calloused, his
forearms thick. He was a tradesman, clearly. A woodworker of some kind.

Carl had the feeling that the man was not quiet just because he was in the company of
strangers, but that he spoke little to others—despite the muttering Carl had heard.
Complaining, it had sounded like. The complaints of an aggrieved man. Even so their
benefactor did not offer his name, nor did he ask Carl's or any other question that Carl
would have expected under such circumstances.

It was nearly evening when they arrived at the man's home. His wife came out the door to greet him—she
was delicate and sad-eyed, frail with disappointment. Her fair hair was graying—ashes and snow—and
her hands were thin-boned and worn from work.

"Man'ssick," the stranger pronounced, and his wife hurried around to the back of the cart.

Shetook one look at Jamm, and said, "Bear him in, Thon. We'll put him in the back room. No—in the attic
over the woodshed."

Carl and Thon carried Jamm up a narrow stair to a white-washed room beneath the eaves. His
limp form was laid on abed, where he was instantly seized by another fit of coughing,

The woman put a hand to Jamm's forehead, then lightly touched the dark bruises and cuts
on his face. Gently she peeled hisshirt away from his sweating torso to reveal more bruises.

"Who beat him like this?' she said softly.

Carl looked warily from man to woman. They would turn them over to the Renne in an instant once
it was learned who they were—or worse, to Vast.

"Soldiers," Carl said. "Drunken soldiers.”

The woman turned to her husband. "I will need cold water from the well and cloths. We must bring his
fever down. Boil waterwillow bark in my small pan."

The man went off, his boots almost silent on the stairs.

"Open the window, would you?' she said. "A breeze will help. Poor man. Hisribs are cracked or broken,



and bile has collected in hislungs."

Thon returned with a bucket of well water and cloths. The woman soaked a cloth and gently
bathed all of Jamm's wounds and bruises. One cloth she folded neatly and laid across his forehead, asingle
large towel was soaked and laid over historso. The window opposite was opened, and a breeze swirled
softly through the room.

"We don't know how to thank you," Carl said, as the husband retreated down the stairs again. "We were
just traveling across the I1dle when the soldiers found us.”

"We know who you are," the woman said, gently washing Jamm's neck. She didn't look up
as she said this, but perched on the bed's edge, her face serious and sad. "Y ou needn't fear any-thing
from us. We won't give you away to the Renne or their cursed allies.

But she did not say his name, nor offer her own.
Carl lowered himself stiffly into a straight-backed chair. The rush seat felt like the softest down cushion.

"Go downstairs," the woman said. "My husband will get you some supper and warm water to wash in. You
needn't fear for your friend. He is safe. We have common cause, you and |. We will keep you from harm if
we can."

Carl was not sure what purpose would be served by sitting at Jamm's bedside, so he dragged himself up
and went down the steep stair, leaning heavily against the wall. He was so drained by their
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orded that he could have lain down on the stairs and gone to deep. These people might plan to turn them
infor the reward, but at that moment he did not care. Let him just have some food and rest.

Thon knelt before the hearth, stirring asmal pot. A largeiron kettle hung from ahook over the flames,
the scent of herbs and lamb permeating the air. The room, though not unpleasant, was modest. A hearth,
atable and chairs, some once-elegant furniture, now covered in cheap fabrics. A bureau, abookcase,
half-full, afootstool. A sideboard held a set of very fine dishes, though they were chipped and faded.
Newly made candles hung by their wicks from abeam, and the sun made swimming squares of light asit
fil-tered through thick, nearly opague glass.

Thon stopped his tirring and ladled stew into abowl for Carl. He took a seet at the table. The spoon he
was given was s lver and monogrammed with the letter L. Eating in Sllence, he continued to regard the
room. Two portraits hung on the end wall; one of a cor-pulent nobleman, the other of the same man and
his family—wife and seven children. Carl glanced at the man tirring apot over the hearth. Therewas
indeed some resemblancein the high brow, the dissatisfied mouth.

Thon'swife came lightly down the stairs and favored Carl with awan smile, then went to the hearth,
graining the waterwillow bark into a cup. She disappeared up the stairs again.

Thon wiped his hands on a square of cotton and crossed toward the door.

"Must seeto the horse" he said, and was gone. Carl heard the hollow clatter of wood being piled, then
the squeak of the axle. In afew moments Thon returned. He washed his hands and face in warm water,
then ladled himsalf some stew. He placed ahdf loaf of bread on aboard on the table, long with a
much-sharpened knife. With fresh butter it was agrest treat.

Thon's wife descended the stair again, washed her hands, and joined them at the table, where dutiful
Thon brought her food and cutlery.



"He's deegping, now," she said. "He needs that more than food.

It is a wonder he's alive—a beating like that! He won't be fit to travel for afew days, but then
we'll arrange to get you back to the eastern shore, into the protection of Lord Menwyn or the Prince of
Innes." She bobbed her head toward Lord Carl. "We are not alone, here," she went on. "There are others of
us who suffered under the Renne." She let her gaze come to rest on her silent husband. "Our families were
stripped of their property and positions when the Renne invaded. And we're reduced to this..." She waved
ahand at the room around her. "We thought all our hopes had been an- swered when Lord
Menwyn Wills and the Prince of Innes crossed the canal—but we were betrayed. Some traitor had
alerted the Renne and they came with an army to drive Lord Menwyn away! How | hope
that spy is found and his head—"

A silent rebuke from her husband stopped her. "Excuse my out-burst, but both our families have suffered
greatly these many years. We have aright to our bitterness."

"We haven't done so badly,” Thon said mildly, as he buttered a piece of bread. "Many lives are worse than
ours. We've not been blessed with children. That is my only regret.”

"If you aspire to nothing, you will achieve nothing," the woman snapped.
Thon did not look at her. "Want little, and you shall have all you need," he answered softly.

Hiswife glowered at him, then returned to her meal, perhaps unwilling to pursue this argument before a
guest. But Carl sensed it was an old feud. He glanced at the paintings on the wall. It oc-curred to him that
the dissatisfied nobleman in the painting was her forbear, not Thon's.

Under the ministrations of Lady Languile, as she preferred to be called, Jamm recovered quickly. Carl was
frightened the entire time he was there and kept cautioning husband and wife to say nothing to anyone—not
even to their confederates who were also loyal to the Wills. There was nothing he feared more than word
getting back to

the Prince of Innesthat Carl A'dennewas adive onthe Ide of Battle. How would Lady Languile fed to
know that the cursed traitor of the invasion was deeping beneeth her eaves, and she was hiding him from
the very man who would take hislife—the Duke of Vast.

From outside they could hear the sharp sound of Thon's spoke-shave as he fashioned awhedl. The man
worked tirdlesdy and with-out complaint. Carl was beginning to think he felt somejoy in his occupetion.

"What will we do when | am wel enough to travel ?* Jamm whispered. Carl had pulled the
gtraight-backed chair close to Jamm's bed. A warm breeze hissed in the leaves outside, and sun-light
dappled the floor and wall.

"I don't know," Carl answered quietly. "Well haveto dip away and hope that nothing comes of it. After
al, who are they going to go to? The Renne? They are supporters of the Wills. | worry alit-tle about
their confederates—whomever they might be.”

"Let ushopethat they will smply be mystified when they find us gone. The trouble will be getting avay
from Lady Languile. Sheisnever far afidd, it seems”

"True. We might have to go out by night, though how we will get down that rickety old stairway, | don't
know."

"WEIl go out the window,” Jamm said. "Leaveit to me. In afew days. I'm amost well enough to travel.
We owe these people that. I'm sure | would've perished without—"

The sounds of a horse cut off Jamm's speech. Carl jumped up and, standing well back from the window,



looked out. Through the leaves he could see awagon driven by two men entering the quad-rangle made
up of Thon's house and outbuildings.

"Whoisit?"
"Two men inawagon. Locd people | would guess.”
Thon put down histools and strode out to greet the visitors, shaking hands with each in turn.

Carl went closer to the window, hoping to hear what was said. The whispering of thewind in the leaves
made it hard to distin-guish the men'swords.

"They've been hereabout, Thon," one of the men said, "looking into people's houses, offering areward. A
considerable reward. Someonell get wind of them here and turn themin, sure.”

"I don't let them outside the house by day, Hain."

"Someone'll see them in a window, then. Or the Duke's men will come upon you unexpected and
find them in your house. Then it will be you and them going headless.”

"I'll take any risk to rid thisidland of the Renne."

"Y ou're a brave man, Thon. None of us doubt that. But still, they're at risk here, and so are you. We can
move them, one stage at atime. It's all arranged. Day after tomorrow we'll have them in a boat on the river
and upstream to the eastern shore. That's safest for you and them, and you know it."

"I'll have to ask the missusif he'swell enough to travel.”

"Tell her he won't have to take a step. It's all arranged. If you give us some hay to cover them with, they'll
be safe as houses. Here, give me a hand to unload this oak. It's got afew knots you'll have to cut around,
but the grain istight as any you'll see.”

Carl looked over at Jamm. " Shall we go out the back window and run for it?"

Jamm shook his head. "I'm not well enough to travel on foot— not yet." Despair appeared in hiseyes. "You
could, though."

"I'm not leaving you behind."
"You'reafool, Carl A'denne ... aloya foadl."

When Thon came for them, Jamm could not descend the stair unaided. His fever was gone, and the rasping
in hislungs greatly diminished, but he was not well.

"He's not ready for this journey," Thon's wife argued. "He needs moretime to recover."

"We can't afford to keep him here any longer. Hain'sright. 'Tis only a matter of time until they're found
here."

Against the healer's protests Jamm was lifted onto a bed of hay in the back of the cart. Carl took his place
beside him, and the two of them were covered in hay, the dried grasses rustling and settling over them. A
golden light filtered down through the hay, and Carl

could almost make out Jamm through the crumpled stems. The cart set off, jouncing down the lane to the
road, the hay moving and swishing around them asit settled. The sun beat down on the cov-ering of hay
and soon had Carl swesting, the heat amost unbear-able. When they passed benesath the shade of along
row of trees Carl heaved asigh.



The two men who bore them on sat talking of the small doings of the Ide, hardly touching on the recent
attempted invasion by the Prince of Innes. They discussed the persondities of horses and children as
though they were of equa interest. The progress of var-ious crops were examined, varieties of apples
debated, and the beauty of various young women carefully weighed.

"People coming. Beill," one of the men said.

A greeting was heard and a conversation engaged in. Unfortu-nately they had drawn up in a patch of sun,
and Carl's head began to ache from the hest. The conversation, about nothing in particu-lar, went on at
horrific length, or so it seemed. Carl wasamogt at the point of sitting up and demanding they at least be
moved to the shade if they mugt talk the afternoon away.

But findly the axle started to squesak again, and the dow, suretrod of the horses hooves began dong the
dusty road.

"May | speak?" Carl whispered.

"All clear now," the driver said.

"We are baking back here."

"Therésan inn not far off. Well stop therefor ajar of de and get you something to drink, aswell."
"Can you leave usin the shade?' Carl asked.

"Aye. That we can."

Theinn seemed infinitely far off, but then Carl fell adeep and lost track of thetime. He awakened asthe
cart rolled to astop, and Jamm poked him in theribs.

"Shh," thelittle man cautioned.

There were voices around them now, conversation and laugh-ter. A stableboy brought water for the
horse and was instructed to leave horse and cart in the shade, which thankfully he did. Carl lay
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50 dill he became giff and sore from lack of movement: couldn't have the hay pile writhing around.

The inn seemed uncommonly busy, but then Carl remembered hearing the men say that people who'd
fled at thefirst Sgns of war were returning now that the invading army had been driven back. People
were rushing back to protect their property and see to crops and gardens.

After what seemed like hours, familiar voi ces approached, and the two men climbed up onto the box.
"Wak on," the driver ordered, and gave the reins a shake.

The cart trundled out of the yard and onto the road again. A hill presented itsdlf, and Carl could hear the
horse straining and heav-ing to reach the top. Once there the cart stopped.

"| think you can safely St up now," the driver said.

Carl pushed himsdlf up, brushing the hay away from hishair and pulling dl that stuck from sweet to his
face. He blew hay dust out of his nose and rubbed his eyes. The driver and his companion, two
dow-moving meninther fifties, smiled at their Sate.



One handed Carl ajar of de. "Here, thiswill help alittle, I'd guess.”

Hillson the Ide of Battle were not large, but Carl guessed this might be the highest point on theidand.
Thefields and woods spread out all around, their irregular shapes making a crazy, ran-dom pattern. That
aland of such apparent peace and rustic beauty had become a place of fear for him stuck Carl asentirely
wrong. He dmost drained the jar of dein one go, then leaned back againgt the plank that made up the
cat'sside. The sun was blocked by an-cient e ms, their lofty boughs reaching up into the air.

"Two hoursmore," the driver said. "Then you can rest afew hours. Without amoon we can't move so
easly by night, for alantern might attract the attention of the companies of men-at-arms and other
soldierswho are till about on theidand. Hey up! Here comes someone over the crest.” The driver sent
the horse on. Carl and Jamm did back down benegth their quilt of hay, the cool breeze a pleasant

memory.
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Greetings were exchanged with the other party, distances ques-tioned, weather dissected, the stegpness of
the hill cursed. A jest was told, everyone laughed, and they set off again. The road down snaked back and
forth across the face of the hill, descending in agradual but steady slope. Most of the way was shaded by a
small wood, for which Tarn was grateful.

"Men-at-arms," the driver hissed.

A moment later the familiar sounds of a company of riders per-meated the hay: the creak of leather, the
snorting of horses. Carl tried to lie still, not even to breathe. The cart rumbled off the road onto soft grass
and came to a halt.

"You've not seen two young men hereabout, have you? Strangers. One a nobleman's son, the other
athief."

"We've not, Captain,” the driver answered, "but | hope we do. The missus thinks we could find some use
for the reward."

Some of the riders chuckled.
"Anything in the back other than hay?"
"Just hay, Captain.”

"And where are you taking it?"

"Up to Toll's Hill. Traded some oak for two piglets due from afal litter. This bit of hay isadown payment
like—a show of good faith."

"Wadll if it'sjust hay..." therider said.
"Aye! Careful with that sword!"

A blade hissed down through the hay not three inchesin front of Carl's face. The point dug into the boards
on the cart's floor. The rider drew his sword out, and Carl closed his eyes wondering if it would strike him
next.

"Worried for your hay, are you old man?"
"Youjust... frightened me, that's al."

"I'll do more than frighten you if you start telling me what | can do and not do."



"I apologize, Captain—most humbly."

"Be on your way then."

The cart rolled on. Carl could hear the riders set off, then the

sounds of their passing were lost in the rumble and squeak of the cart's progress.
"Are you both unharmed?" the driver asked after a while.

"Cut the space between us," Carl said.

"We can be thankful for that. Men of that cursed Duke of Vast," the driver spat out.

If they'd only known that cursed Duke of Vast was secretly in league with the Prince of Innes and their
precious Menwyn Wills. It was clear none of them had ever met Menwyn—or perhaps it wouldn't matter.
His character was of no consequence—it was the promise that he stood for that counted. The
unspoken promise.

A few hours later the cart came to a stop.
"Y ou can come out now," the driver said.

With some difficulty Carl raised himself up, brushing away the hay. They werein abarn, large doors open
to the fading day. Pools of shadow gathered beneath the trees outside. Carl thought he might
plunge into one and hang there suspended, like a swimmer— let the cool ness wash into him.

He climbed stiffly down from the cart and helped Jamm do the same. His muscles al most
cried out as he stretched them, then walked back and forth the width of the barn. The smell
of cattle and pigs assailed his nostrils, and the milking cows chewed hay, staring unconcernedly at
him, flies buzzing about their glis-tening noses.

"I'm afraid you'll have to spend the night in the loft," the driver said. "I'll bring supper out to you later." He
opened the top of awooden barrel. "There's clean water in here from the well." He lookedin.
"Though not as much as there should be—that lazy son of mine! Drink what you want. Take a bucket and
wash off the hay dust." He looked around at his barn as though he'd not bothered to do so in many ayear.
"It's not much of an inn, but you'll be safe here thisnight, | think."

"It is more than we should expect," Carl said. "Y ou've taken great risk bringing us here, and that
shall not be forgotten. | think Lord Menwyn himself might hear of it one day."

The man glanced at his cousin, the two of them suppressing smiles of satisfaction. "Well, we've done only a
small part. You've adistance to go yet."

Jamm had collapsed onto a milking stool and leaned back against the rough planks of astall.
"Jamm! Y ou don't look well at all.”
"All that heat... Not good for my fever."

Carl went to the water barrel and filled the wooden dipper that hung there. He gave Carl adrink and
poured the rest of the cool water over the small man's head. Twice more he did the same, and Jamm began
to revive alittle. He even tried to smile.

"Supper!" the driver said, and he disappeared toward the house while his cousin took afork and emptied the
cart of its hay, then led the horse away.

"Well, we've comethisfar,"” Tarn said, "wherever ‘here is."

"Toall'sHill, or so our driver told theriders."



"If he wasn't lying. They were very careful not to speak each other's names—harder to do over the
course of a day than one might think."

"Did you notice they never spoke our names either? Wouldn't it be ajest if they'd mistaken us for someone
elsel"Wrinkles appeared at the corners of the thief's eyes.

"I don't think there's much chance of that. Certainly the de-scription the captain offered fit uswell: a
nobleman's son and a thief."

Jamm nodded and looked away sadly, and Carl immediately felt badly. Jamm had been aloyal guide, risking
everything to get Carl acrossthe canal... and into the hands of the Duke of Vast.

"Jamm—I'm sorry. | don't think you're athief," Carl said.

Jamm absentmindedly put afinger in aholein his breeches. "I am athief," he said softly. "I've been one all
my life. 'Once athief,' they say, and it's true. Once you've been branded a thief no other lifeis open to
you." He glanced up at Carl. "We'd best get some sleep. It might be along day tomorrow."

Before they could fall asleep, ameal was carried out to them, as

well as blankets for their beds. The hayloft made a soft mattress, and they fell asleep to the cooing of
pigeonsthat lived in the barn's upper reaches. A hit of starlight found its way through windows and the gaps
between the ancient boards, offering dull illumination to the geometry of the barn—beams and posts, braces
and rafters. A hit of rain fell during the night, spattering down on the roof. A lonely sound, Carl thought.

Sometime late in the night Carl was jarred from a harsh dream by desperate fluttering and wings beating
against wood.

"What isit?' Carl mumbled.
"Anowl," Jamm whispered. "Got into the barn through some hole. He's feasting on pigeons.”

Carl dept poorly after that and woke to a skiff of downy feath-ers upon the hay. A few whirled upin a
small breeze and went spin-ning down from the loft through thin shafts of sunlight that |eaked between the
boards. He sat up and found their gray blankets spat-tered with down and crimson.

"Isittime?' Jamm mumbled, still half-adeep.
"Time for what?' Carl asked.

"To meet the executioner," Jamm whispered, then his eyes sprang open, and he saw Carl, and he
began to weep.

Seventeen

They carried him acrossthe river in the stern of aboat, his bar-row turned upside down in the bow. On
the floorboards, Ufrralay tied and gagged. Four manned the sweeps, which had been s-lenced by rags
so that they did not beat against the tholepins. There was no conversation, just the odd whispered word,
amogt lost in the language of rain spattering down on the surface of the moving river.

Ka considered throwing himsdlf over the Sde, into the dark water. HEd been there before—when his
legs had been cut off by Caibre. Theriver had saved him then, though he was not so sure it would do so
now. He had been Sainth's companion, that day so long ago—now he was no one. A crippled man who
went about in abarrow. A man with no possessions and no home. Only loyd Ufrrato tend him. Ufrra,
who was even more lost than he, more dispossessed.

A torch gppeared through the rain and darkness. The man at thetiller pointed. "Therel” he said. "We can



let her go downcur-rent alittle.”

He was a corpulent, bald man in a barrow. The task of wheeling him was perhaps beneath the black-clad
guards, so they had al-lowed an empty-eyed mute to bring the man into the tent. Beldor Renne wondered
what made this castoff of so much interest to Hafydd.

The sorcerer, as Beld now thought of Hafydd, sat in a camp chair, his feet stretched out before him. A thin,
frightened boy pol-ished his boots. On atable at his side, awalnut box contained the book Beld had borne
from the shadow gate. Hafydd never let it out of his sight.

After the "assassination” of the Prince of Innes, Hafydd had moved out here into the field and quietly
assumed control of the army. Even if Menwyn Wills suspected Hafydd of ordering the Prince's death—and
he would be afool not to—there was nothing he could do about it. The family of the Prince of Inneswere
with-out an heir, as Prince Michael had not only joined with their ene-mies, but was how almost certainly
dead. The Wills had always had less power in their alliance with Innes, but now they effectively had no
power at al, as Hafydd had cowed the leaders of the army.

And now this legless man had been found and brought to Hafydd, for what purpose Beld could not
imagine.

Hafydd looked up from the boy polishing his boots. "Who would have thought that you could
survive an entire age..."

The legless man did not look particularly cowed by Hafydd, as everyone else was. He answered as though
there was nothing odd in the situation. "Y es, when Caibre had me thrown into the river the odds did not
seem to favor me."

"How did you survive?"

The legless man shrugged. "1 believe that water spirits rescued me, but | am told that thisis merely atrick
of my own mind."

Hafydd contemplated this a moment, rubbing fingers absent-mindedly over his bearded chin. "Many
unexplained events have occurred on the River Wynnd—though this must be one of the

strangest.” Hafydd propped his other boot up so the boy could pol-ishit. "That was long ago—an
age—and you have had your re-venge by living dl the while that Caibre dept.” Hafydd fixed his gaze on
the legless man—the gaze that reduced hardened men-at-arms to frightened children. "Now | have need
of your kills. Y ou will take meinto the hidden lands, Kilydd, or | will take away the seed that you

require for your pain."

"Y ou would be surprised how long | can endurethat pain,” the legless man said.

"That pain, perhaps, but | have other agonies| can minister, other wounds that | might open.” He looked
over a Beldor. "Put your bladeto this child'sthroat.”

Beldor scooped up the bewildered child before he understood what had been said. Beld held him easily,
pinning hisarms, and put a sharp dagger againgt the soft skin of histhroat. The boy stopped struggling.

"An innocent child, Kilydd, but Lord Beldor does not care," and then to Beld, "do you?"

Beldor shook his head and smiled. He watched the legless man and wondered what he would do. Would
he surrender because of thisthreet to a child who meant nothing to him?

Kilydd shook his head. "L et the boy go, Hafydd. | will take you where you ask."

"No, | won't let him go. Hewill comewithus ... asareminder to you. | seek aplace called the Moon's



Mirror. How long will it take to travel there?!
"How can you be sure | know whereit is?"

Hafydd cameto hisfeet. A tal, proud man, he towered over the creature in the barrow. "Because this
boy'slife depends oniit, as does yours."

The legless man considered amoment. "1 traveled there once, long ago, with Sainth,” Kilydd said. "It is
not a short trip—five days more or less—and well require aboat at the end.”

"Could awagon make the journey?"
The legless man thought amoment. " Perhaps, but not easily.”

"We need a cart to take you, we will manage a small boat, aswell." He turned and noticed Beld, still holding
his dagger to the frightened boy's throat. "L et him go, Lord Beldor. He lives—for now."

A boat was loaded across the back of a wagon, into which went most of their provisions.
Kai did not know what arrangements Hafydd made for the army, but he took only a small
company— twenty guards, a herdsman, and a handful of servants, and Lord A'denne, who
remained silent and aloof from everyone. All were on horseback but for Kai and two others, who rodein
the wagon at the fore of the column. For some hours they traveled along a road, going south,
but then Kai directed them into a small lane that wound up awooded hill. A stream coursed
beneath the trees, and they crossed it several times as they passed back and forth. At the hill's crest they
looked out over awooded land, no farms or hillsin sight. The guards whispered among themselves,
but Hafydd did not seem surprised to find the land utterly different than it should have been.

The cart track had disappeared not far back, but the wood was not dense—maple, beech, oaks, elm. The
underwood was sparse, and they found away for their wagon among the trees. Kai guided them
unerringly, and Hafydd pressed them to make better speed.

The day wasfine, sunlight tumbling down through the boughs and trembling upon the forest floor. Several
times they stopped to take down some small trees to let the wagon pass, but for the most part they went
forward, if not quickly, at least not as lowly asKai expected. The boy, who had had the misfortune
to be blacking Hafydd's boots when Kai arrived, rode between Kai and the driver, silent, sullen,
frightened. Every now and then he would look around at the unfamiliar landscape as though
measuring his chances of escape, but always he would find them too small or he would lose his nerve.

Twice streams had to be crossed, but the fords were passable. At dusk a large meadow
opened up before them, almost a prairie,

and they made their camp in the trees on the edge of the flowing grass. A fire was quickly kindled from
deadwood, and the servants began making camp and preparing a supper.

The man Hafydd called Kilydd, but who called himself Kai, was tended by a mute servant named Ufrra, a
strange creature, strongly built but oddly gentle. He laid fragrant bed of cedar boughs for his master,
covering it with threadbare bedding. A tea he then pre-pared, which seemed to bring relief from some pain,
for Kai's face had been twisted in silent agony for some hours.

Beld watched in interest, still wondering who this man was. He was leading them into the "hidden lands,"
but that was really all Beld knew. And Hafydd had said something about the man being aive all these
years. But how ancient did that make him?

The bootblack, whose name was Stillman—Stil, for short—had gravitated into Kai's circle. The legless man
spoke kindly to him, and the boy took to aiding the mute servant. Beld watched as he helped Ufrralift Kai
from his barrow and deposit him on his bed-ding. There was not much protection that a legless man could
offer thiswaif, but perhaps the boy didn't know that. Kai was the only man in the company who did not



seem to fear Hafydd, and he had saved the boy's life once. Perhaps that was enough. As Beld well knew,
one made alliances where one could. Perhaps the boy sensed that Kai was softhearted—softhearted
among a company who would murder ababy if ordered to. He looked around at the dark-clad guards
going quietly about their business—almost as mute as Kai's servant. There was not a shred of humanity
among them, the nobleman was certain.

Kai noticed Beldor's gaze fixed on him.
"|s there something you wish to say to me, Lord Beldor?'
"Hafydd will kill the boy as soon as he has what he wants. He'll kill you too."

"No, he won't kill me. He might have need to travel the hid-den lands yet, and | am one of
the few who can lead him there.

Sean Russell

What of you, Lord Beldor? Wheat isit you offer him that no one else can? Maybeit isyou he has no need
of." Kai looked up, "Ah, Lord A'denne. ... Isthere something | might do for you?"

"I have been ordered to lay my bed here, beside Sir Eremon's other captives.”

"An enemy of Hafydd'sisafriend of mine" Ka said, and turned to Beld. "Be sure to report that to your
madter, it might curry you some small favor.”

"You know | won't harm acripple,” Beld said. " So how much courage does it take to be insolent to me?"
"Oh, Kilydd is more courageous than you can imagine, Lord Beldor."
Bedd turned to find Hafydd standing behind him.

"He once was attacked in atower by six assassns. He might have escaped—I'm dmost sure he could
have—but what glory would that have gained him? No, hekilled them dl in afew hours. My best-trained
assassins. Onewould have eesily killed... well, you, Lord Beldor." Hafydd turned hisintimidating gaze
on Kal. "No, you mustn't underestimate Kai. Heis not afraid of you be-cause he would admost certainly
kill you in afight—as|long as he kept the dagger he concedlsin hisclothes. But | will tell you this, Kai. If
you are leading me astray, or roundabout, | will kill the boy, then your servant, then Lord A'denne. Their
lives are dependent upon you."

"I shouldn't worry to much about mine," Lord A'denne said evenly. "My lifeisforfeit no matter what.”
Hafydd stared a L ord A'denne who tried to meet his gaze, but after a minute he looked away.
"Lord Beldor," Hafydd said. "Cometo my tent.”

Hafydd was the only man in camp who did not deep out under the ars, though Beld knew it was not
because he was soft. His pd-let waslaid out in asmal pavilion, and beforeit sat afolding chair of clever
design and atrunk that doubled asadesk. A pair of can-dle lanterns provided the light, and aguard at
every outside corner the security.

Hafydd took the chair, where he put his fingertips together and tapped them against his bearded chin. "If |
were you, | would keep my distance from Kai, who is something of a sorcerer and a more dangerous man
than any imagine."

Beld gave a half bow, wondering if he had broken some un-known code or law. Did sorcerers bear
respect for one another, even when enemies, the way that men-at-arms did?



Hafydd reached into his cloak and took out a stone on agold chain. "Do you know what thisis?"
"It appears to be an emerald," Beld said, "though | have never seen one so large.”

Hafydd held it up so that it spun slowly in the light. "It might be an emerald, in truth—or might have been,
once. But it is some-thing quite remarkable now. It seemsto be a conscience, or some-thing very like one.
I'm not quite sure how it cameinto my hands, though | believe it must have been arranged by my
brother— Caibre's brother, Sainth; the man we know as Alaan, my whist. For-tunately, | recognized its
purpose before it had the effect Alaan hoped.” He held the chain out to Beld. "I want you to keep it safe.
Wear it around your neck. | want to observe its effect on you. See what happens to a man who grows a
conscience."

Beld hesitated, wondering if he were being played for afool.

"Takeit. It won't harm you. Many believe a conscience is a nec-essary part of aman's personality. Let us
seeif it will win, or if your true nature can resist it." He leaned forward and dangled the chain on his
fingers, the green stone still turning slowly.

Beld reached out and took it reluctantly. He did not like things arcane. The cursed book had made his skin
crawl. Now this.

"Put it over your head, Lord Beld. Wear it at al times. Tell meif you have any feelings of regret or
remorse. | will have you kill Lord A'denne in afew days, and we will observe the effect that has on you."
The knight gave him atight-lipped smile. "Good night, Lord Beldor. Sleep well."

Beldor found his bedding laid out not far from the others who had been abducted, within the same circle of
guards and isolated by other men-at-arms from Hafydd's tent. Beld realized he was not trusted any more
than Kai or Lord A'denne. He had tried to mur-der his cousin for appeasing the Wills, then offered his
services to the Willswhen his plot had failed. Who would trust him now? Cer-tainly the Hand of Death had
entrusted him to carry the book to Hafydd, and to serve him, but then what fool would betray the
Hand of Death?

Kai had been right. He glanced over at Lord A'denne, who sat talking to the bootblack, Stil.
The nobleman would be dead inafew days. Likely he knew it. Kai would be kept alive aslong as he
was useful. The bootblack ... he was so inconsequential that his life could slip away at any
moment. Hafydd might feed him to a dog.

And here he sat, on Death's doorstep, with these others. He reached up and pressed the hard jewel inside
his cloak against his breastbone. Why had Hafydd given it to him? What did he mean it was a
"conscience"? A man could not grow a conscienceif he had not been born with one. That was a
truth. Beld regretted none of his actions—oh, he regretted not killing Toren when he'd had the chance.
It was the weakness of other men that they took action, then felt regret and remorse afterward. Beld lived
with the conse-quences of his deeds. He did not weep and tear his hair and allow guilt to torture him. That
was for weaklings and fools. Men like Dease and Arden. Men who hadn't the stomach to live with their
own choices.

He stopped pulling off his boots. And here's where his choices had led him—to the camp of Hafydd, where
he was expendable. Where Hafydd hung a bespelled jewel around his neck to observe the effect.

But | was offered reprieve before Death's gate. What choice had 1?
None; that was the truth. Anyone would have chosen as he did—not to go into the timeless night.

Beld lay down, gazing up at the great sea of darkness bejeweled by a haze of stars. Something at the edge
of hisvision caught his attention, and he turned to find the bootblack staring at him, hislook utterly cold and
filled with hatred. Beld did not think he would sleep well that night.



Eighteen

The eyes of the blind shed tears. That capacity remained when dl went dark. That iswhat Dease thought
as he sat with Lord Car-rd Wills

They perched in ahigh, round window in Castle Renne, light, shattered by the stained glass, scattered
around and over their hands and faces. The scene depicted in the stained glass wasthefal of Cooling
Keep and the destruction of the Knights of the VVow— though the Knights had survived—as had too
many other things from the padt.

Lord Carra held adéelicate hand to hisforehead, and a splash of blue spread over the skin. Bluetears
streaked hisface, but he did not sob; nor did his shoulders shake.

"I'm sorry, Lord Carrd," Dease said softly.

"No, it isgood newsyou bring. My only child, my Elise, dive." His shoulders began to shake, and he
kept hisface partiadly hidden with hisfine-boned hand. "But why did she let me think she was dead?"

Dease did not know how to answer. In truth he had no ideawhy

she had done so. Certainly he could manufacture some possible ex-planations, and would if need be, but he
redly did not know.

"I'm sure Lady Elise had her reasons,” Dease said.

Carra straightened alittle and turned his body away, as though ashamed of this show of emotion—though
somehow Dease sus-pected he was not.

"Has this thing taken her over completely?

"The nagar? She claimed it had not. | don't know your daugh-ter, so it was difficult for me to gauge, but
those who did know her did not react as though she werein any way... strange.”

"Thank theriver for that," Carral said. "Is she alive now, | wonder?"

"Many of us survived the flooding of the tunnels, and as she had aready survived theriver, I'm
sure she is unharmed." Dease was not at all sure, but he hoped his doubts could not be heard.

Carral did not exhibit the normal gestures of sighted men. He did not nod or shake his head, he seldom
smiled or frowned. His habitually blank expression was enigmatic—until he wegpt.

"Then perhaps she will reappear soon. We might hope."
"We do hope. Let it be sooner rather than later."

Carral wiped away the tears on his face with the flat of his hand, as though he had just become aware of
them. Sunlight threw the images of Cooling Keep down upon the floor and across Lord Car-ral's back.
Flames danced in his hair. Very stiffly he rose. Down his back Knights tumbled to their deaths.

He did not turn to face Dease but fixed his pale eyes on the dim hallway that opened up before him. His
shadow loomed over the fall of Cooling Keep.

"When you saw her... Lord Dease, was she..." He swallowed, his throat apple bobbing. "Did she seem
well? Unharmed?’

"She appeared to be perfectly well. Healthier than either you orl."



Carral tried to smile in response, took a step, then stopped. "Thank you for taking the time to speak with me,
Lord Dease. | know how busy you are at thistime."

"I wish | could do more. | wish | could summon your daughter up with aspell, but alas, | am no sorcerer.”

"Y ou have that to be thankful for, Lord Dease. That and much else." Lord Carral set off, his steps small,
like afrail old man, sud-denly. Dease watched him the length of the hall. As Lord Carral walked farther
from the window he faded into shadow, Dease's eyes being adjusted to the bright light falling
through the stained glass. In amoment he faded entirely, like aman walking into fog. Only the slow tap of
his cane upon the marble floor could be heard, like the ticking of a distant clock.

Nineteen

Carl helped Jamm into the boat, lowering him onto the stern thwart. Thethief lost hisbalance and his
boots thudded heavily on the floorboards.

"Shh," one of the boatmen cautioned.

It was dark, the smalest diver of awaning moon sailing among an archipelago of cloud. Thetwo
boatmen were nervous, fidgeting, congtantly searching the darknesswith their eyes. The man—amost a
boy—who had brought them there, Carl on foot and Jamm on a pony, whispered good luck, and set off,
wanting to get asfar from the fugitives as he could.

"Climb in now, your grace,”" one of the watermen said.

Carl took his place in the bow, and the two strangers, little more than shadows in the darkness, did the
boat down the mud bank and into the River Wynnd. They both clambered nimbly aboard, and the boat
bobbed on theriver, finding its equilibrium. Carl did not much like boats. They aways seemed tippy and
unstable to him, the surface upon which they rode moving and treacherous.

"Don't be worried, your grace,”" the nearest waterman said. He

must have sensed Carl's anxiety. "My brother and | have spent our lives on the water," the man
whispered. "Y ou'll not get atoe wet on thislittle voyage.”

And with that the two men shipped their oars and dug the bladesinto the dark river.

They pushed off toward midstream, the low, treed banks ragged shadows in the distance. Over them the
gtars and shred of moon glittered in agreet arc. The men rowed silently, having Si-lenced their oarswith
rags. Only the dipping of the blades could be heard, the drops of water dripping asthe oar was lifted
clear of the surface.

Carl looked over at the western shore. A fire burned there— Renne guards, perhaps. They would watch
theriver by night in case the Prince of Innestried to crosstheriver inforce. Carl won-dered what had
happened to hisfather. He should never have stayed. Carl knew in his heart that it was a mistake, but his
father would not be talked out of it. Stubbornness was afamily trait.

Even though the current would be less near the bank, the wa-termen were afraid to stay close lest they
be discovered by Renne patrols watching the Ide's shore. Jamm was dl but invisblein the stern, likely
curled upinabal, ill not well after hisorded. If not for the four days spent in the house of the hedler,
Carl was sure he would have died. But they had moved him too soon. Jamm was no longer recovering.
Oh, hewasn't getting worse, but neither was he getting well. This could not go on. Carl had to get the



little man somewhere where he could rest.

"l judge weve come far enough,” the waterman said to his brother, and they began turning in toward the
eastern shore.

Carl did not like what he was about to do. He dipped his dag-ger from its sheath and leaning forward
encircled the forward rower's head with one arm, putting the edge of his dagger against the soft part of
his neck.

"Row to the western shore, now," he said evenly and clearly, "or I'll cut your brother'sthroat.”
"What... ?" the other waterman swore, turning in his sedt.

"He has aknife to my throat, Brother..." Carl's captive breathed. "Please do as he says."

The oarsman turned them in a circle and sent them toward the west.

"So, how isit you're atraitor, Lord Carl, when the Duke of Vast has ordered his men to kill you on sight?

"Itisalong, complicated story, my friend," Carl said. "If you knew what scum Innes and Menwyn Wills,
were you wouldn't be so keen to support their war. Row on and make no noise. | don't want to do harm
to your brother."

"But there is one other question | have for you," the man asked softly. "Can ye swim?"

And with that the two brothers threw themselves to one side. The boat rolled, slewed, and suddenly went
over, throwing them al into the river. Without thinking, Carl had let his man go, not want-ing to cut the
man's throat, despite al histhreats.

"Jamm!" he called, as he surfaced.

"There heis, Brother," the older of the waterman said. "Sink him."

"He might have his dagger, yet," the other answered. " Slide me an oar.”

Carl went under, surfacing on the boat's other side. "Jamm," he whispered again, but there was no answer.
Hetook hold of the submerged gunwale, the dick planks of the boat glistening dully in the faint light.
"Where's he gone?' one of the watermen asked.

"Under, I'd guess. Thought he probably couldn't swim. He was too nervous when he climbed aboard.”

Carl felt alittle turbulence near hisleg. He recoiled, but then reached under the boat. Someone was under
there, clinging to athwart. Carl ducked under and came up in utter darkness, but there was air to breathe.

"Jamm?"' he whispered so softly he barely heard it himself.
"Here," came the equally soft reply.

"Hold your breath," Carl said, "we have to go under."

In the darkness he found his guide clinging to the thwart,

breathing too quickly. He waited until he heard a quick gasp, then took the little man down. They surfaced a
few feet away, and Carl swept an arm under Jamm's and across his chest. Something hard knocked against
his shoulder, andTam realized he had an oar. With some difficulty, for he was working one-handed, he did
the oar under Jamm's other arm. It was not much, but it would provide some buoyancy.



Slowly Carl took them toward the western shore. They heard the soft whispers of the watermen for a
while, heard them strug-gling to right their craft and bail the water out.

"Will we makeit?' Jamm whispered.

"Yes. Trust me. Kick your feet alittle if you can—up and down. That'sit. Lie back. | will keep your head
above water."

Toren Renne was a contradiction to the eye, Carl thought, for he was both grim and fair. His youthful good
looks, upright posture, and wheat-colored hair were at odds with the hard set of his mouth, the suspicionin
his clear blue eyes.

"But heisathief. Why would | take his word over the word of the Duke of Vast, our aly for al of my
life?" Toren watched Carl closely, weighing his response.

"Because Jamm istelling the truth, and Vast islying. | can tell you no more than that."

"But Vast cameto our aid on the Isle of Battle when he clearly could have thrown in his ot with the
Prince of Innes. It seems a strange thing for a man to do if he was secretly allied with
Innes."

"It does, though | meant to do the same—fight against the Renne so that the Prince would think
me loyal, and | could still spy for you. Asyour cousin Kel will tell you, | saved hislife at great risk tomy
own. That iswhat brought me here. Someone saw me save Kel and reported it to the Prince. Therest |
have told you."

Toren looked over at his mother, Lady Beatrice. Carl could not help but hope this noblewoman would
intervene on his behalf.

Lady Beatrice favored her son with atight, sad smile, adip of her graying curls.

The room was summer-warm, afternoon, a small breeze rustling the curtains and pressing against the cut
flowersin avase on alow table. Two guards stood behind Carl, ready to restrain him if neces-sary, but his
hands and feet were not bound, which he took to be a good sign. Bits of black debris kept tinkling in the fire
grate and, from up the chimney, men could be heard working.

"I have nothing to gain in coming to you," Carl said. "If Vast caught me, as you say he claimed, with stolen
letters, | would cer-tainly have returned to the Prince of Innes. But | will assure you, it is death for me to
cross the river. The Prince will see me dead the moment I'm found. And if not for a stroke of luck, Vast
would have finished meonthelde.”

"There is atruth | can verify," Toren said. "Kel reports that Vast's men weretold to kill you on
sight, which | take as being somewhat strange. Anyone would want to question aspy if given the chance.”

"Whatever you decide for me, Lord Toren, beware of Vast. Heisin league with the Prince of Innes. There
isno doubt of it."

"Y es, but the Prince of Innesis no longer aive, so | don't know what that will do to Vast's alleged alliance.”
"The Prince is dead?"

Toren nodded, his curls bobbing. "Assassinated by one of his own guards, itis said."

"Hafydd!" Carl pronounced.

"That hated name," Lady Beatrice said, making small fistson the arm of her chair. "Why do you
blame him?"

Carl felt his shoulders shrug. "It can be no other."



"It is not much of areason you offer, but nonetheless, | agree." Toren shifted in his chair. His gaze seemed
to focus high on the op-posite wall, and his face was troubled and unhappy. "We will have to consider this
matter carefully. Until then I'm sorry, but we will have to confine you to a cell.”

Carl bowed his head. "I can survive a cell, but Jamm needs a

healer. He amost died on the Idle. | fear adamp cell would bring back his fever and coughing."
"We will look out for your friend," Lady Beatrice said.

Toren nodded to the guards, and they led him out.

"l don't know what we should do with him, Mother. He accuses one of our oldest, most loyal
allies of treachery, yet it was Vast who came to our aid on the Ile of Battle. Thereis only really one thing
that gives me any doubts. Vast ordered Lord Carl killed on sight. Strange.”

"Vast is a passionate man."
"Yes, but he is not foolish. Certainly he would have wanted to question Lord Carl."

"I am more influenced by the utter lack of guilein Lord Carl. Everything he said had the ring of truth." Lady
Beatrice sat back in her chair and closed her eyes a moment.

Toren felt his heart go out to her. Her life was so difficult.

"Y es, but that would mean that Vast is our enemy. Vast..."

I
Twenty

The cells smelled of mold, damp stone, and candle smoke. Toren took the lantern from the guard and
hung it on arusted hook.

"Dease?' came avoice from withinthe cdl.
"No, Coudn, itisl."

Samul'sface, paer than Toren remembered, appeared in the barred frame of the small window. "Toren.
No doubt my reputa-tion for hospitaity has drawn you.”

"Yes, that wasit," Toren said.

Samul gazed a him amoment, saying nothing. Samul's thoughts were always hidden, and here, in the
shadows, Toren could not hope to read his cousin's face. Rage might lurk behind those eyes, but Toren
would never know. After al, Samul had plot-ted to murder him, and Toren had not guessed it.

"What brought you back, Cousin?' Toren asked. "Y ou agreed never to return to Renne lands. Have you
forgotten our bargain?'

"Have you forgotten that | saved you from Beld?"
Toren paused. "'l remember that you tried to murder me, Samul.”

Samul took a step back, almost disappearing into the gloom



of hiscell. Hisvoice echoed alittle against the hard walls. "Yes, but then you were betraying us to
the Wills—all your vain at-tempts to make peace. If you'd listened to me, you'd be ready for
the war you are fighting now. Y ou were wrong, Toren, and | wasright.”

"Y es, in some ways you were right, but when | disagree with a member of my family | don't try to
murder him."

"And how many liveswill be lost because you were pursuing an impossible peace with an intractable
enemy? Y our death would have saved lives."

Toren shook his head sadly. There would be an undeniable logic to Samul's argument. Beld might have tried
to murder him from ha-tred, but not Samul. He would only have done it out of conviction.

"I cannot trust you, Samul Renne," Toren said softly. "You shouldn't have come here."
He could hear Samul's breathing—exasperated.

"I was spewed out of alittle hole in the earth into a shallow stream," Samul said disdainfully. "A patrol
found me as| made my way to the river. | had no idea where | was. Certainly, nothing would
have induced meto set foot on Renne lands, for our bargain was till sharp in my mind."

Samul appeared at the window again, the shadows of the bars drawing dark streaks upon his face. "Coming
here was an accident, Toren. | swear it."

Toren nodded. He did not really doubt it. Samul was too smart to have returned to Renne lands.

"What will | do with you now, Samul?'Toren said. "l sworethat if you returned to Renne lands, you would
pay for your plot against me. What will | do with you now?'

"Can you not let me go?" Samul whispered.

Toren paused a moment, sadness settling upon him like a weight. "If you were me, is that what
you would do?"

"No," Samul said. Toren could see him shake his head. "No. It's not what | would do."
Their silence filled the dank chambers. The guard coughed at

his post. Toren could hear Samul breathing raggedly, wondering if he had just pronounced his own death
sentence.

"Y ou could let me escape. | would disappear, Toren. Y ou would never hear my name again.”

Toren did not answer. It was the easy decision—and leaders could not dways take the easy way. What
message would Samul's rel ease send? That Toren Renne was so softhearted that he could not even
execute his own assassing

"| can't let you go, Samul. Y ou know that.”

"Then why have you come here?"

"I don't know. To find out why you were here. To tell you my-self what will be done.”
"And what will be done?’

"Y ou shall meet the executioner, and | shdl weep for your loss, for the love| fed for you."

Toren turned and started down the passageway between the narrow cells. He had not gone five paces



when Samul called out.

"Y ou might cut off my heed, but | am il loya to my family, despitedl that you might think. I will give
you thisonelast gift, Toren Renne: another matter where | am right and you arewrong. | have been
gpeaking with Lord Carl acrossthe corridor. Vast isatraitor. Carl A'denneistelling thetruth. Vast will
betray us"

Toren stopped only an ingtant. "'Vast will not betray us," he said, and went on.
At the top of the stairs he met Dease, who hurried down a corridor
bearing a paper, folded and sealed.

"A Fadl brought this" Dease said. "It isfrom A'brgail.” Toren broke the sed and opened the | etter,
walking afew paces

into thelight of alantern.
Lord Toren:

| have just arrived at the Fael encampment where the Westbrook meets the Wynnd. Elise Willsis
here, and much

is afoot. | think I will be off this night, and would like the honor of your counsel before | set out.

Your servant, Gilbert A'brgail

Toren looked up to find Dease watching him closely.

"Will you have a horse readied for me, Cousin? | will ride to the Fael encampment within the hour."
"I will have guards ready to accompany you as well."

Toren nodded. "Do you know where | might find Fondor?"

"In his rooms, why?"

"l must arrange an execution." Toren set off down the pas- sage.

He found Fondor in the company of Lady Bestrice, both seated by a cold hearth, now barred with stedl
againg chimney sweep spies. Toren looked at the letter again. It was from Kel—intelligence from his
many spies.

"But why would Hafydd go off now? Weare at war."

Fondor shrugged. "1 don't pretend to know the mind of that blackguard. Kel says that the army and the
dlies of thelate Prince of 1nnes are unhappy, restless. They resent Hafydd, and now that heis gonethey
See achance to take control of thearmy again.”

"It sounds like wishful thinking to me," Toren retorted. He looked down at the letter again. "If A'denne
has gone off with Hafydd, then his son, Carl, is either mistaken about hisfather'sloy-dties, or heislying.
And thislegless man—"

"Kai, whom we had here benegath our roof and whom we let fall into Hafydd's hands,” Toren's mother
said. She put ahand to her brow amoment and gave her head aquick shake.

"And thisabout Beldor..." Toren said. "Bedor was snatched



up by one of Death's servants. If the rest of thisletter is as truthful as that, how reliable can it be?"

Fondor looked at Lady Beatrice as though he worried Toren was raving. "Kel thinks this newsisreliable,"
Fondor said, "and K€l is not often mistaken."

"Yes," Toren said softly. "Yes. You'reright. Kel is not often wrong." He stood up and walked to the
window, looking out at thefinal light of day, the growing shadows. "I will go out to the Fael
encampment and speak with A'brgail and Lady Elise," he said.

"And | will seeto the execution," Fondor said. "l hope you're right about this, Toren."
"So do I, Cousin."

Fondor made a quick bow to his aunt and went out, his boots echoing down the passage outside. Toren
listened to them fade before he turned to find his mother regarding him. He often thought she must have
been very beautiful in her youth, and her poise and grace were undiminished by time. But her face was so
careworn now. It made him sad to see it. The burden of hisfather in his tower was great. It would almost
be better if the man died, instead of coming back to sanity every now and then—Iike a man coming back to
life, then dying only to be reborn. One could never quite stop grieving— or hoping.

"Yes?' Toren said after a moment.
"There is one other matter | think you must attend to," she said.
"Only one?"

"One that matters. Y ou need to visit LIyn"—she took a deep breath—"and make her realize that her hopes
for you arevain."

Toren began to protest, but then realized that his mother would not listen to this, now. When she had set her
mind to athing, there was no denying it.

"But Llynhasso ... little," he said weakly.

"Lord Carral loves her," Lady Beatrice said.

"But heisaWills."

"Then let her become aWills!" his mother snapped. "It matters not.

She deserves more than her books and her garden. Y ou know she does." Toren nodded. "When | return from
the Fael." His mother nodded, her face softening. She even favored him

withasmdl smile.

Twenty-one

Toren stared at the embroidery hoop Tuath held up to the lanternlight. For amoment he closed his eyes
and fdt the dight soothing this brought.

Tuath flipped the cloth covering back on her work of horror.

Immediately, Toren lifted hiswineglass, feding the wine, dry and dightly bitter, on histongue. "Thereisno
newsto lift the heart," he said, lowering the glass. "Monsters abroad and sor-cerers reborn, our land
about to be overrun." He looked around the group—Fael and men. "I fed | havefdleninto atae of old,
atale of heroes—but | don't fed that | measure up to the heroes of stories.”

"We have not been tested, yet," A'brgail said softly.



Lady Elise sat upon aFael chair, pillows and rich coverings around her, yet she was till dressed in men's
cast-off clothing, mended and worn. Her gaze was far away, and Toren felt sympa-thy for her. Thiswas

certainly atimeto test her, agirl who had likely thought that life would consst of little more than marriage
and the vain conspiracies of her family.

One of the young men from the wildlands hovered a few paces behind her, and the giant, Orlem
Slighthand, sat in a chair to her right, as though that was his rightful place. A white-bearded old
man named Eber was seated next to them in the circle, and beside him three Fael elders whose names
he had already forgotten. Gilbert A'brgail sat, with two of his gray-robed Knights standing behind
his chair, two-handed swords drawn but point down on the trampled grass.

The snow woman returned to her seat, placing her embroidery hoop beside her. Toren found it
difficult not to stare at her. Her beauty was cold and otherworldly, but beguiling.

"Alaan will try to find hisway to thisplace," Elise said. "This place where Wyrr sleeps.”
"And where is that?" Toren asked.
"I wish | knew," Elise said.

A small boy, who had been standing on the edge of the conver-sation, slunk into the circle of light
and crawled into the old man's lap. He began to move his hands strangely.

"What does he say, Eber?" one of the Fael elders whispered.

Eber nodded as the boy stopped. "Llya says that he can lead us to the waiting isle, now. That is
where Hafydd will go to make his soul eater."

The Fael elder shivered visibly, and everyone present seemed completely distressed.
"Who is this child?" Toren asked.

"Heis Eber's son," the vision weaver said. "LIya hears the voice of the river."

"Our river? The Wynnd?"

Tuath nodded. "Though | would not call it ours," she said. "The great sorcerer Wyrr joined his
spirit to theriver. That is the voice that Llya hears."

Toren looked back at the small boy, who seemed al most repel-lent to him.

The boy began to move his hands. "The voicein theriver is ... murky,™ the father translated. "Its words are muddied,
confused, al-

most riddles, but Llyasaysit will lead him to the waiting isle, now. Thereisno timeto be lost. Hafydd will
go there and perform his outrage. The lands will be overrun." The child leapt off his father'slap, moving his
hands wildly. "Boats, he says. We must have boats and leave this night." The old man swept the boy back
up into hislap, holding him close, pinning his arms. Tears streamed down his cheeks and into his white
beard—crystals upon snow.

Boats were found that night, and they were on the river at first light, bows parting alow mist
that swirled in their wake. Toren took to a boat with A'brgail, Dease, and six men-at-arms, half the num-ber
Renne, the others Knights of the Vow. They also brought Thea-son, for none of them were
experienced watermen; nor did they know the hidden lands. Ahead, Toren could see Elise, standing in
the stern of her craft, Baore and Slighthand at the oars with another small company of men-at-arms
in gray or Renne blue. The old man, Eber, sat in the bow, Llya by his side. How reluctantly
the man had agreed to let his son lead them.

The day was overcast, but windless. Along both shores poplars and willows stood above the low fog. Toren
looked over to the east, wondering if the enemy would see them and whether they would send boats to
intercept.



"Too foggy on the eastern shore for usto be noticed," A'brgail said. He was looking at Toren and reading
his thoughts, apparently.

"I'm sure you'reright." Toren sat down on athwart. "Are we mad, do you think? Shouldn't we be staying
here and fighting en-emies we know exist?"

A'brgail shook his head. "Y ou were in the Stillwater, Lord Toren. You know thiswar is not about
the Renne and the Wills— not anymore."

Toren closed his eyes at mention of the Stillwater. "It seems like a nightmare, now," he said, "not something
that really happened— that really could have happened." He had not even returned to Cas-tle Renne
that night—there had not been time, or so he told

himself. There was a part of him that thought perhaps he was avoiding the talk he had promised
to have with Lady Llyn—thetalk he had promised his mother. He had sent a note to Lady
Beatrice explaining briefly what he had |earned and where he went, but even so, he did not expect
her to understand.

Overhead agull circled, its cry echoing over mist-laden waters. Men strained at their oars. Toren roseto
catch sight of the other boat. Only Elise could be seen, standing wrapped in a dark Fael cloak, the mist
swirling about her waist.

"Fondor and Kel can fight awar," A'brgail said. "Y ou needn't worry. Y ou left them a good design. Put that
out of your mind. Wetravel to the real war, now. | only hope Alaan will find us."

"Y ou were cursing him before, your half brother."

The knight nodded solemnly, his manner pensive. "I do not condone what he did, but it is too
late to concern ourselves with that now. We must stop Hafydd by whatever means. | will worry about
Alaan then—if any of us survive."

Within the hour high cliffs rose to either side of the river, though Toren knew full well that there
were no such cliffs below the Westbrook—not for many leagues at |east. The mist persisted late into the
morning and a light drizzle fell, making the floorboards and thwarts shiny and slick. Toren had his
oarsmen keep close to the other boat, for in thisfog and poor light they could easily be separated. Without
Llyato guide them he didn't know what might happen. They could be lost in the hidden lands
forever.

The cliffs seemed to close in on them, cutting off much of the faint gray light. The stone was dark
with rain and streaked with dlick streams. Pressed into this narrow space, the river flowed more
quickly, sweeping the boats along. The oarsmen were glad of the rest, and Theason, who had been
hunching silently in the bow, scrambled aft to take the tiller with apparent confidence.

"Do you know this place, good Theason?' A'brgail asked, rais-ing his voice to be heard over theriver.

Thellittle traveler shook his head. He sat straight at the helm, his face serious, but his eyes seemed to
dance, looking here and there,

asthough he had just returned to ahome from which he'd long been parted. The rest of the company
were anxious, wondering where this unnatura child led them, worried that the speeding river would
become dangerous. Toren found himsalf imagining rapids, towering waterfalls.

But the river did not change, though it snaked through the gorge at good speed. Toren wished they were
on horseback, for he was a masterful horseman. Boats, though he had traveled in them many times, were
not to hisliking. Unlike many, he could swim, so he didn't fear the water itself. It wasjust that the river
was unpre-dictable, worse than the maddest horse. It could suck you down into its depths and never let
you up.



He glanced again at Elise, who remained standing in the stern of her boat even though the river sept
them dong at speed. She was of the water, now, while he was of the land. A difference much greater
than that between Renne and Wills.

Along the base of the cliff, low gravel beaches appeared, and the river began to broaden alittle. Toren's
boat drew nearer the other, and he could make out the faces of the seated men, who al seemed to be
drowning in amist. He gazed out ahead, where Elise watched, and there in athinning patch, thought he
saw something white, dmost human. A face gazing back at them, then amove-ment of the arm asthough
beckoning them on, before it disap-peared into the swirl.

At dusk they drew the boats up on a bar of gravel and made acamp. Toren was glad to find solid
ground beneath him and stood gazing &t the gorge.

"I hope we don't haveto climb up there," he said to A'brgail.

The knight was opening a bag, but stopped and stared at the cliffs. Fernsand even small trees grew on
ledges and out of cracks—bits of green scratched on the monalithic gray, like isolated words scattered
over apage.

"Only aspider might climb that,” A'brgail said. "If we can't passthrough by boat, welll die here™
"A comforting thought, Gilbert."

The knight went back to his task, and Toren walked afew paces down the bar to the very tip, the
gravel curving back behind him toward the cliff. The mist, which had persisted all day, continued to
swirl ever so slowly over the waters, shadow turning it dark.

Elise, still dressed in her long cloak, stood twenty paces away on the far side of the bar. She was staring
fixedly at some point down-river, and Toren crossed over to see what it was that so fascinated her. She
heard his boots grinding through the gravel and gave her head a shake.

"What isit you see?' Toren asked.

A sad, quick smile touched her lips. "I see ariver leading | know not where. | fear there will be
branches, and | will be forced to choose—my choices will mean that some will live, while others will die

"It is ever so for those born to power, my lady."

"I was not born to this power," she said bitterly. "It wasforced upon me by Hafydd, though he did not
know it."

"Everything he touches is harmed."”

She nodded.

"Y our father knows you're aive, now," Toren said.
"You told him—"

"Lady Beatrice told him. She thought she must."

Elise nodded; her blond curls were gathered into a knot behind her head, only a few managing to
escape, and these bobbed with her every movement. Something caught her eye, Toren could see, and
he looked out over the water, where something dark moved.

"A black swan," Elise said, realizing that he'd seen. "A symbol of the House of Tusival and his heirs."



"But they have been gone from thisland for hundreds of years."
"We are no longer in your land, Lord Toren."

"Perhaps it is an omen?"

"Of what, | wonder," Elise mused.

Toren turned and looked at her. She was pretty, though not beautiful, he thought. Her face
was a bit too long, and thin, her nose inelegant, yet she had a presence, a calmness that
touched

him. The air of sadness about her was thicker than the mist, and it was not feigned or imagined. Tragedy
haunted this young woman. He dmost wanted to move away, as though it might strike any who were
close, but at the same time he wanted to put hisarms around her and offer comfort.

Poor Lord Carrd, he thought, asif the man did not have enough sorrowsto bear.

"Do not be concerned, Lord Toren," she said, perhaps sensing hisunease, "I am flesh and blood, asfilled
with fedingsasany.” Sheturned and met hiseye. "l am jud... filled with centuries of mem-ories, of alife
rich and too recklesdly lived. Only vaguely do | remember theriver, dl the long years she dept there.
Thelifeof Elise Wills—my life—seems hardly aflicker to me now—alife briefer than awinter morning.
And yet that isthelifel long for. To have it back—my foolish cousins, my hateful aunts. | would choose
italif | could.”

Toren nodded as though he understood, though he didn't, and he was profoundly aware of it. He felt
suddenly small and very human speaking to thiswoman.

Another smile gppeared on Elisg'sface. "Do you know, | once thought that we should marry and do
away with our families fool-ish feud.”

"Perhgpswe should.”

Elise shook her few escaped curls, her smile disgppearing. "No. Elise Willsyou might have
condescended to marry to achieve peace... but this creature who stands before you now... Sheisa
monder."

"Y ou are no mongter."”

"Oh, | am. Y ou can't imagine the things that Sianon did. And these are my memories now, my past. No,
Lord Toren, you are wise to be repelled by me."

"l do not find you repdlent.”

Elise smiled wickedly. "Oh, don't you? Then perhaps we should consider marriage.”" She saw the change
of hisface and laughed. Her hand touched hisarm. "Don't worry, Lord Toren, you are safe

from me. | don't know how, but | lost what heart | have to a boy from the wildlands."

Toren looked over at the big VVaeman who was bent over the kindling fire, fanning it with a handful of
green leaves.

"No, not poor Baore." She turned her gaze on the Valeman aswell. "I don't know what I'll do with him.
Perhaps you might take him into your service? | fear heisin danger with me. Everyone isin danger with
me."



She turned and walked away along the very edge of the gravel, little hands of water lapping up at her feet.

Dinner was somber, the strangeness of the place affecting every-one. The men-at-arms were uneasy and
kept their distance from Eber, Llya, and Elise. They must have seen the swimmer as well, Toren thought,
and knew full well this gorge wasn't on the river below the Westbrook. Toren had warned the men before
they set out that they might travel into strange lands by arcane means, but they clearly hadn't believed a
word. They were honest men, but the arcane frightened them—and for good reason, Toren thought. He
was not at ease himself in this place. Only Theason found the jour-ney to his taste, drinking in the sights, his
eyesglittering. The quiet little traveler had come alive that day, and now busied himself about the
encampment like a man newly in love. He examined the few plants supported by the gravel as though they
were treasures, and even climbed some distance up a cliff to fetch down aflower— al in near darkness.

Two fires had been built, one for the men-at-arms, where the Renne mingled with A'brgail's somber
Knights, and another for everyone else. The Knights of the Vow kept glancing at Orlem Slighthand, who
sat still and silent across from Toren. He seemed alegend cometo life, to Toren, massive and powerful,
wiglding atwo-handed sword as though it were made for one. Too many things seemed to be
emerging from the past, Toren thought, not all as welcome as Slighthand.

Eber came back out of the darkness, having put his son to rest a short distance away. As he settled onto
alog, firelight flickered on Eber'slong, pale beard, so that it looked like his face was sur-rounded by
flame.

"Y our son deegps, good Eber?' A'brgail asked.

The old man shrugged. "'l hope hewill." He glanced up into the dark. "This placeis so Srange. | should
never have consented to bring him on thisjourney. It isnot for children.”

"My guardswill protect him, good Eber," Toren said soothingly. "I have sworniit.”
"Why would they protect him?" the old man snapped. "They are frightened of him. He disturbsthem. ...”
"He unsettles you, Eber," Elise said, "but you would give your lifeto protect his."

Eber was taken aback by this, but he did not gainsay it. "I am hisfather. | love him abovedl ese." The
old man then rose in agi-tation and disappeared into the darkness.

Theriver hurried by, muttering. Everyone was slent.
"Who is Eber son of Eiresit?" Toren asked softly. Y ou know him, Theason?'

Thelittle man lifted hishandsin ahdpless gesture. "1 met him on the river, many years ago now, where he
makes hishome a Speaking Stone. He was kind to me, welcoming meinto his house, sharing much of
hislore of healing herbs. He speskslittle of his past. Hiswife died, and memories are painful to him.
When | met him | thought he wasalittle... mad—Iiving by theriver, trying to understand its secret
gpeech. And now his son hearsit, and Eber wishes he had never listened, that he had never made his
home by the Wyrr at al." Theason shook his head sadly. "Eber son of Eire-sit, and LIyason of Eber, are
like seers—only they hear voices from the past, echoes, words, fragments of sentences. The small boy



who cannot spesk isthe tongue of theriver. You aredl troubled by him, but I think him the most
miraculousthing | have ever encountered. | would give my lifeto preserve his. He gives voiceto the
ancient river. What is more wondrous than that?"

"Eber son of Eiresit is more than he seems," Elise said quietly, then she rose and went into the darkness,
leaving them dl listening to the babble of theriver.

They set guards, not for fear of men—for who could find them in this place?—but for fear of the darkness.
Toren knew that not a night would fall for the rest of hislife without memories of the creatures that had
come for them in the Stillwater. Lying there be-neath the open sky, he felt vulnerable, small. The strange
river mut-tered, so that even Toren found himself listening for words. Occasionally the call of anight bird
echoed eerily.

Toren rolled and sighed for several long hours before oblivion found him. He didn't know how long he'd
sept but he woke to a hand on his shoulder and someone requesting quiet.

"Come," A'brgail said, "but be silent.”

Toren rolled out of his blankets and, barefoot, followed A'brgail. The mist had cleared away, and adiver of
moon hung amost di-rectly overhead, casting afaint light. The knight led him down to the edge of the
water, where the small pebbles cast up by the river made | ess noise beneath their feet. Twenty paces on he
saw afigure crouched by the water, with another standing nearby, like a sen-tinel. In the water, afew feet
before these two, a pale creature of mist and moonlight. Toren could seeits eyes, like moons. Elise—for
certainly it was no other—appeared to be speaking, but Toren could not parse her speech from
that of theriver.

The creature sipped beneath the surface, like the moon going down into the sea, and Elise rose, staring
down into the waters a moment. Orlem stood silently by, hislarge shadow still as the towering cliffs. Elise
turned and started down the beach toward A'brgail and Toren, who had not a moment to slip away.

"Wake everyone," she said as she passed. "We have rested enough. Hafydd makes all speed.”

Twenty-two

Menwyn Willsdid not like waiting in the dark. His guards—and he had brought plenty of them—lit only a
sanglelantern, and it threw barely any light a al. The moon was acrescent so thin it hung like an arc of
dlver wirein the star-scattered black. Shifting from foot to foot, Menwyn flattened the tall, dew-dick
grass. The scent of the river touched his nostrils, and the air was damp and a-most cool on thiswarm
summer night. A few feet away theriver dipped by, slent asaserpent.

Menwyn reached down and did an inch of hissword from its sheath, assuring himsdif that it would dip
freeif he needed it. Of course, he hadn't used ablade in many years, not since he had given up the
tournaments, but he trusted that the training of his youth had not abandoned him atogether. Tonight
would not be agood night to find that assumption wrong.

"My lord," one of hisguards whispered.

Alerted, Menwyn stopped shifting and stood perfectly still. For amoment he heard nothing, then asmall
gplash sounded dong the

bank, as though an oar had entered the water. The dark bulk of a boat appeared almost
before them.

"My lord?' came avoice from theriver.

"Yes, Vast, isthat you?'



"Do not speak my name. Voices travel far over theriver."
"Come ashore then."

The boat hissed up onto the grassy bank, and Vast stepped quickly over the side. The lantern was
brought forward and lifted up where the light fell upon the faces of the two men. Vast pulled up the hood of
this cloak.

"Best take that away," he whispered.

The Duke reached out and clasped Menwyn's hand, taking his elbow with the other.
"Isit true, then?" Vast whispered. "The Prince of Innesis dead?'

"Y es. Assassinated by one of his own guards we're told; but no one believesit."

"Hafydd murdered him," Vast stated.

"Hafydd or one of his cursed guards.” Menwyn felt the heat of anger course through him. "Thereiseven a
rumor that it was Bel-dor Renne," he whispered.

Two folding stools were set out for the noblemen, and they sat down by the riverbank, their guards around
them at arespectful distance. Menwyn did not really think thiswas atrap. Vast was not likely to risk his
own lifein this way—not that he wasn't a brave man, but he wasn't foolish either. He had no way of
knowing how many of Menwyn's guards lurked in the darkness—surely he knew it was more than afew.

"Inneswas afoal to strike any kind of bargain with that sor-cerer,” Vast said softly.

"He was bespelled, that is what | think. His own son tried to warn him, but he wouldn't listen. I'm
sure Hafydd killed the son as well, for Prince Michael went off with Hafydd and didn't return.”

Vast shifted on his stool. A guard brought them each aglass of wine, and they toasted. Menwyn
could see nothing of the Duke's

face. Even hisform was impossible to make out. He appeared bent and aged in the darkness—like some
strange creature out of a song. His voice, deep and resonant, seemed to echo out of the river.

"Innes was a fool not to accede to your demands,” Menwyn said meekly. "Half the Renne lands;
itisabargain, | think."

"Half the Renne lands,” Vast said, "and the right to any other estates | can conquer upon the western
shore."

Menwyn took a deep breath. He knew it was outrageous, but he also knew he had no choice.
The Renne had beaten them upon the Isle, and Menwyn feared that they would do it again. He lay awake
at night wondering where they would land their forces upon the eastern shore. Wondering what day he
would wake to find a Renne army bearing down on him, that indomitable Toren Renne at its head.

"I agree, Vast. But first you must help me defeat the Renne.”
"That | will do, but does Hafydd not control the Prince's army?"

"Hafydd is gone. He took a small company of guards, Beldor Renne, and a few others, and disappeared. A
captain of his guards was left to command the army, but that will change this night. There
aren't a hundred guards, and they are hated. It is all arranged.”

"Ah, Menwyn, your reputation iswell deserved. But what will you do when Hafydd returns?"

"Hafydd and a handful of guards can't stand against awhole army of Innes and Wills men-at-arms. Unlike
that fool of aPrince, | am not under Hafydd's spell. | will happily have him killed if he dares return.”



Menwyn thought he saw Vast nod in the darkness.

"Then let metell you this, as a show of good faith," Vast said. "Lord A'denneis atraitor. He made a
bargain with the Renne. | know this because | was there. And one other bit of information: Prince Michael
of Inneslives. Heisin Castle Renne as we speak and has offered his service and knowledge to Lord
Toren."

Menwyn cursed. "That isn't good news. A'denne | don't care about. His son, Carl, ran off,
and Lord A'denne was taken by Hafydd, for what reason | don't know. But Prince Michael ... he

will have supporters among his father's army and among his al-lies..." Menwyn cursed again. "l
wonder if we might not find an assassin who will solve this problem for us?’

"The Renne aren't fools. The attempt on the life of Lord Car-ral hasthem wary. Prince Michael
will bewell guarded.”

Menwyn cursed again. "We will have to spread the rumor that the Prince is dead and that the Renne
claim otherwise to under-mine our confidence."

"Y es, that might be believed," Vast whispered, "for awhile. Per-haps long enough."
"What will you do now?"'

"I will return to Westbrook and learn Toren's intentions. It is al-most certain that they will hear of the
Prince's death and Hafydd's disappearance. They will try to move an army across the river to take
advantage of this confusion. | will send you a message telling you the time and place. Your army is larger
and better prepared. Let them land by night, and at first light drive them into the river. One short battle, and
the Renne will be ruined. We will crosstheriver and besiege Castle Renne, then divide their lands between
us."

Menwyn reached out and put a hand on the Duke's large shoul-der. "Vast, your name shall ever be honored
among the Wills."

"Yes, | shall be known as the great traitor, but in two hundred years who will care?'

Twenty-three

Samul woketo ajangle of keys and the ancient lock of hiscell turning. The door cresked open on rusty
hinges, and alantern swung into view, its smoke-stained glass emitting only the vaguest light. He propped
himsdlf up on one ebow, shading hiseyes againg the glare.

"Light acandle" aguard said. A servant hustled in and set atray on the small desk to take up one of the
candles stting there. He lit thisfrom the lantern and put it back on the desk, where it flickered fitfully. A
second servant laid asuit of clothes over the back of his chair. Somewhere high up above, the castle bells
tolled—four in the morning.

"What isthis?" Samul asked groggily.

"Itisyour last med," the guard said. "Eat up and dress. Y ou have an appointment with the executioner at
five"

The servants turned and bustled out, the guard behind them.
Samul bolted out of bed.
"But I've been told nothing of thid" he shouted.



The door thumped into place, and he heard the keys jangle again. "l know nothing of that, your
grace," the man mumbled.

"Call Lord Dease!" Samul shouted through the barred window. "I must speak with Dease!"
The guard withdrew the keys from the lock. Samul could hardly make out the man's face in the poor light.

"Lord Dease has gone off with Lord Toren. No one knows when they'll return. | can take him no
message." The guard lum-bered off down the passageway, the dim light of his lantern disap-pearing into the
dark tunnel.

They came to fetch him before the bell tolled five. Samul wondered if this was a nightmare, for nothing felt
real. Every little sound was heightened, the stonesin the walls all seemed to stand out in the dim light. Two
others were taken from their cells then; a noblemen and a small, dark-haired man.

"Lord Samul, | expect... ?" the nobleman said.
"Lord Carl—I see your face at last."

The two bowed to each other. Samul saw that the little man was trembling, near to collapse. Lord Carl put
ahand on his shoulder.

"So thisiswhat I've brought you to. | can't tell you how much | regret it, Jamm."

"It would have cometo this eventually," the little man said, try-ing to steady hisvoice. "At least | go in good
company." Hetried to smile but failed.

It was a silent procession—at |east there was no speech. Every footfall seemed like the note of adirge to
Samul. Even the pendu-lous creak of the lantern swinging on its handle was as clear as alark's song in the
early morning.

The company made their way in near darkness up a narrow stair. At the top asmall company of
guards waited. Without pause they went on, marching in step down the corridor.

Samul thought the Renne blue of the guards' surcoats was the most beautiful color he had ever
laid eyes on. As beautiful asthe

sky onasummer'sday. A dim gray light illuminated the high windows.

"Will we be executed before the sun rises?' he asked the guard. He had not seen the sun in days, and
suddenly it was important to seeit once more.

"I don't know, sir," the guard answered softly, no doubt bresk-ing his orders not to speak with the
condemned.

Samul made every effort to bear up, not wanting anyone to say he fatered at the end. He had made his
decisions and now must ac-cept the consequences, but at the sametime asmdl voice within him cried,
These cannot be my last minutes! 1'm not ready to make an end of it yet. I'm not ready!

Doors opened into asmall courtyard. Samul knew the place: "the boneyard" it was called. It was a
cheerless square of gray paving stones and empty-eyed walls, for only afew windows stared down into
the place. No one wanted aroom with such an outlook. No garden softened the harsh rectangle, no tree
offered shade, or climbing vine broke the blankness of the stone.

Thelittle company turned and passed through the doors. Carl's companion sobbed once but then took
hold of himsalf and bore up. Samul looked over at the young nobleman. His back was straight, and his
hands were steady. There was a pale sheen of sweat upon his brow, and his eyes were wide, likeaman



surprised, but other-wise he carried himsalf with admirable dignity. Samul only hoped that hisown
appearance did not suffer by comparison.

A scaffolding, hung with black cloths, stood at one end of the courtyard, and below the cloths, three
baskets waited side by side. Samul's nerve dmost failed then, but he tore his eyes away and walked on,
his feet hardly seeming to hit the ground. Each step seemed to happen dowly, the hedl of his boot
griking, the bal of the foot touching sometime later.

Fondor waited at the bottom of the steps, hisface grim and filled with sadness. Samul remembered that
Fondor had been his protector when he was asmall boy, shielding him from the bullies among hislarger
cousns.

The company stopped at the foot of the wooden steps. Fondor drew a ragged breath. "Have you
anything to say, Cousin?" he asked.

Samul leaned near to the larger man, so that he might whisper close to his ear. "It was Dease who was to
have murdered Toren," he said, "but he would not shoot, for he knew it to be Arden. Beld knocked him
down and took the shot himself, believing it was Toren." He stepped back and gained some small
satisfaction from the shock on Fondor's face. "Thank Dease for all the concern he's shown me."

Samul turned away and mounted the stairs, Carl and his guide close behind.

It was dark within the black hangings, but in the dim light Samul could make out the executioner
in hisblack hood, axein hand. More guards hovered over three wretched-looking men who stood with
their hands bound, one rocking quickly from foot to foot, so frightened he could barely stand.

They will execute common criminals on the same scaffold! Samul thought indignantly. It was an intentional
insult, he realized. A final message from Toren, who had certainly ordered it.

High up in a narrow window stood the messenger from the Duke of Vast. He had been brought here that
morning, having arrived soon after hislord had heard that Carl A'denne had made hisway acrosstheriver
to Castle Renne. The aging Renne counselor who stood beside him cleared his throat.

"Y ou will take Lady Beatrice's thanks to the Duke. Thisyoung traitor might have done much harm if
the Duke had not found him out."

The messenger nodded. "The Duke will be much gratified."
"Thereis also asmall gift—atoken of Lady Beatrice's affection."”
The messenger performed a small bow.

A dull thud was heard through the dirty glass, and a head top-pled into a basket. Another dull report with
the same result, then athird.

"That isthe end of A'denne, hisyoung guide, and also Lord Samul Renne. What atime of treachery we
livein," the old coun-selor added.

"Soitis, but you have paid these traitors back in full." The mes-senger hesitated, glanced once more
through the smudged pane, then turned away.

The two men proceeded down the hall thinking about breakfast.

Samul's gaze turned toward the three blocks set out at the edge of the scaffold. His eyes closed
involuntarily, and he turned his face up toward the sky. Opening his eyes, he saw only the featureess gray
of the early morning. No hint of blue.



"Lord Samul..." aguard sad, "thisway."

A hand touched his shoulder, and Samul tore his gaze away from the sky. The guard gestured toward a
dair that led back into the castle.

"Wha?' Samul said supidly.

"Thisway, Sr." The guard took hisarm gently and led him down the sairs.

Samul glanced back onceto seethefirst crimina led forward to kneel before the block, then hewas
insde.

Fondor waited there in flickering lamplight. Behind him came Carl A'denne and the little thief who served
him. They were hus-tled past and down the passageway .

"Wh-what goes on?' Samul stammered.

Fondor leaned close to him and spoke in a harsh whisper. " Samul Renneis dead. Y ou will ceaseto use
that name, and you will never—never—return to Renne lands. | have atask for you, Cousin, and if you
will performit, Toren will not fed helet yougoinvan.”

"Whatever itis" Samul said, "l will doit." His knees buckled then, and hewould have falen had not
Fondor reached out and kept him on hisfeet.

Carl A'denne could not quite catch his breath. He and Jamm were hustled into a small dim room, and the
door slammed behind them. A single window, barred, was set high into awall.

Jamm began to sob, shoulders shaking aimost silently. "What trick isthisthey play?' the little man lamented.

"I know not," Carl answered, gazing around—a tallyman's room, with tables and ledgers. The
sound of the executioner's axe came dully through the door. Jamm collapsed against awall.

A moment later the door opened, and Fondor Renne stepped in, his manner grim and
determined.

"What game is this?" Carl demanded angrily.

"Vast will think you dead," Fondor said. "One of his minions had a poor view of your execution from a high
window. Though the head that fell into the basket was not so fair, it would pass as yours in such poor light."
Fondor leaned back against a table and crossed his arms. "1'm sorry not to have warned you, but there are
spies within Castle Renne and you had to look like men going to your deaths. Anything less would have
been remarked upon.”

Carl leaned back against the wall, bracing his hands on his knees.

"Take amoment to compose yourself," Fondor said kindly. "It was a cruel trick, but you are alive this day,
and the Renne have no thoughts to end your lives."

Carl forced himself to breathe. Another dull "thwack" was heard—the third, he realized.
"Who were those men?' Carl said weakly.

"Criminals who had been sentenced to die. Don't concern yourself—the Renne are not so cruel as
to have taken innocent lives to preserve yours."

"But what now?' Jamm asked.

"Under the circumstances | will excuse you for not addressing me properly,” Fondor said. He rocked back



against the table, which creaked from his weight. "My family have a proposition for you. The Isle of Battle
isours il because of your warning, Lord Carl, but that is not enough to earn the reward you
asked." Fondor put

ahand to his chin and seemed to consider his next words. "The world has changed since we made our
bargain. The Prince of Innes was assassinated and his son, Prince Michadl, has become our aly. When
we made our bargain with your family, Lord Carl, the Prince of Inneswas our enemy, and we gladly
agreed to cede you half hisestates. But now... now hissonisour aly and his estates have al been taken.
What areweto do?' Heraised abushy eyebrow. "And | thereis more. Even with the element of surprise
on our Sde and

Hafydd off somewhere, our armies are no match for the armies of
Innes and Menwyn Wills. Wewon on the ISe of Baitle because they

were not expecting usto land in force, but they won't dlow them-selvesto be humiliated again. They will
attack in greater numbersin a place where we will not have acana to protect us." He gazed at Lord Carl
amoment, hisface lined and serious. "We are des-perate. That isthe truth.”

He glanced at Jamm and offered him asmall smile of en-couragement.

"Hereisour proposition,” Fondor went on. "Prince Michad has nothing, as he well knows. Even the
information he has offered is of smal value. Without Renne support he has no hope of recov-ering his
estates. So we have made abargain with him. If hewill travel east of the river and make contact with
men he believes will be sympeathetic to his claims—officerswho served hisfather, and other dlies—and if
he can bring these men over to our cause, then we will support his claims after thewar." Fondor took a
long breath. "But if you will aid him—if you will be hisguides and hisguards, Lord Carl, you will receive
from Prince Michadl estates enough o that yourswill equd his.”

"He will never keep such a promise."

"Oh, | believe hewill, and I think you will believe him yoursalf once you've spoken." Fondor opened the
door and motioned to someone outside. A young man dressed like a poor traveler camein. Carl had met
Prince Michadl before, but this young man, though certainly the prince, appeared older, lessfull of
himself. He was certainly not smirking, as Carl remembered him.

"Prince Michael," Carl said, and bowed badly, still shaken.
The Prince bowed in return. "Lord Fondor has told you of our bargain?'
Carl nodded.

"What estates my family had are now in the hands of Hafydd or Menwyn Wills. Hafydd is gone off
somewhere, we're told. Any-thing might happen with my father dead. There might be fighting between
his allies, ambitious generals who see a chance to take some lands of their own. If the two of us
can preserve my estates, then | will gladly give lands to you so that our holdings will be equal.
Better half of something than all of nothing, | say. But even more importantly, if some of my father'salies
can be persuaded to fight against Hafydd, then we might have a chance of defeating the sorcerer.” Prince
Michael looked at Carl closely, and Carl thought he saw some sympathy there. "There are greater forces at
work and larger things at stake, Lord Carl, than the estates of the House of Innes—or A'denne, for that



matter."

"There is not much time," Fondor said. "We must get you out of the castle beforeit growslight.
Yeaor nay, Lord Carl. Lady Bea-trice would have your answer."

"What will we offer Jamm, for to be honest | would never have managed my escape without him. If he will
not guide us, we will al-most certainly fail." Carl turned to thelittle thief. "Or would you even take the risk
of crossing the river again?"

"What isit you want, Jamm?"' Prince Michael asked.

The little man did not answer right away, but cast his gaze around the room like a man looking for
away out.

"I know nothing but the roads," the little thief said, thinking. "Drays. Drays and teams to pull them. Thereis
always much to be moved from the river inland and never the wagonsto do it." He nodded. "A dozen large
drays, new built, and teams of my own choosing."

"If we succeed, they will be yours," Prince Michael said.
Carl looked at Fondor and nodded.
"Horses are waiting," the Renne lord said, and waved them ouit.

Carl gl fet asthough he were not quite on the ground, and more than once preserved hisbaancewith a
hand against the wall. He noticed that Jamm did the same.

Helost hisway in the dim corridors and later could not tell you how far hed walked or how long it had
taken, but they arrived at the stables, where saddled horses were waiting. Samul Renne wasthere as
well, looking like aman who'd just been told his home and family had burned. He nodded to Carl but did
not seem capable of speech at that moment.

Fondor gave them clothes to change into, and when they were done they |ooked like highwaymen.

"Hereisthe fourth member of your company,” Fondor said, nodding to Samul. "Three of you are
believed dead, so no one will belooking for you, but if you're caught, better to fight to the deeth, for if
Menwyn Willslearnsyou are dive, he will know that we be-lieved you, Lord Carl, and not Vast."

In amoment they were led out a gate and were riding into the now-graying morning. Overhead the sky
began to change to blue, and twice Carl noticed Samul Renne turn his gaze up, his eyes glistening.

"Do you think hetold thetruth?' Lady Bestrice noticed hersdf in amirror, every wrinkle around her eyes
gtanding out in high relief. Shetried to smooth away the pain, but with only partia success.

"It isdifficult to say; certainly Dease was there, and when one looks back one wonderswhy."

L ady Beatrice could see that Fondor was as troubled as she. "Perhaps he had tried to force Dease into
helping him escape and when Dease wouldnt..."

Fondor shrugged. "It would not really be like him. Samul was never known to be vindictive."

Lady Bestrice nodded. The aternative, however, was harder to accept: that Dease had conspired to
murder Toren, wasto bethe

murderer, in fact. And where was Dease now but off with Toren somewhere? The thought chilled her.

"IsToren in danger?' she asked numbly.



Fondor shook his head. "I don't think so. They were to murder him because he was trying to make peace
with the Wills. Toren is at war with the Wills, now. Unlike Beldor, Dease was not acting out of malice, |
don't think. But where have they gone, Dease and Toren?"

Lady Beatrice handed him a hastily scrawled note.
"It doesn't say much. What does this mean,'...there are more important battles to be fought.'?"

L ady Beatrice shook her head. "Sorcerers,”" she said, her voice harsh, "All thistalk of things from the past,
servants of Death." She looked at Fondor helplessly, and shrugged.

"I hope he knows what he's doing."

"And | for one would feel better if Dease were not with him. Dease... ," she said sadly. Lady Beatrice
touched fingers to her brow. "I would have said that Dease loved Toren. They were always very close. But
they wererivalsfor acertain lady's affections, though Toren might not have knowniit..."

This silenced Fondor for along moment, a crease appearing in the center of his heavy brow. "I had not
thought of that." Hisscowl darkened. "Let us pray that Dease was not so inspired. Toren would
never for amoment suspect it, for heis asinnocent of thisrivalry as ababy of his brother's."

Twenty-four

They came down from the high valley, wending their way among treesthat cast long, serpentine shadows
across the dope. With the sun beginning to drop toward the western hills, even Tarn's shadow was
worthy of agiant.

It had been an uneventful day. No minions of Hafydd had caught them, and they had encountered no one
asthey made their way across the lands of the Dubrell. Wolfson told them that his peo-ple had dwelt in
thisarealong ago, but the incursions from the bor-derlands had driven them al away. Only the border
patrol ill lived there, and they moved congtantly, never spending two nightsin the same place. They
were wary, Wolfson said, never knowing when they might be attacked by the unnamed horrors that
dipped out of the borderlands.

An hour before dusk they found the bottom of the hillside and would have made better time had they not
been so tired. Tarn felt as though he could deep in the saddle, and he noticed Fynnol dumping down, his
eydidsdowly drifting closed.

A wolf howled in the distance. Tarn barely noted the sound, but

then he realized Alaan and Crowheart where whispering, suddenly very alert. Tarn snapped awake, blood
pounding through his veins.

"What isit?' he whispered.

"Wolves," the giant said, striding up beside him. "Some of my people are nearby. They patrol the border."
Gesturing to Alaan to ow his pace, Wolfson walked out ahead, shafts of sunlight falling across his path.

A wolf appeared before him, then another. His own pack gath-ered around him, their hackles up, growling.
Wolfson spoke firmly to them, and they wagged their tails and licked his hands.

A birdcall Tarn did not recognize echoed through the wood, and Wolfson put a hand up to his mouth and
answered in kind. A mo-ment later the bushes parted, and two of Wolfson's people stepped out of the
wood. They cast wary glances toward the mounted men, but Wolfson went forward, his palms out,
speaking their rapid, heavily accented dialect.



The giants met in asmall clearing, talking surprisingly softly for men so large. Much nodding of heads,
then one of the giants pointed, and Wolfson came trotting back to his companions.

"Come," he said, "there has been a nichmear hunting here these last two nights. Come quickly before it
grows dark!"

Tam did not know what a nichmear was, but he dug heedlsinto his horse's sides and followed the others.
The giants were trotting along now, covering ground more quickly than Tam would have thought possible.
They did not seem to tire, and Tam guessed they might keep up such a pace for half aday or more.

They trotted along through the shadows and low shafts of light, branches swatting them as they passed.
The bars of sunlight sud-denly faded, as though someone had snuffed a candle, the sun hav-ing fallen
behind the western hills. Twilight drifted through the trees like smoke.

Just before darkness fell, and the stars sprang to light, the com-panions broke out of the trees to find
aruin of tumbled stone, much overgrown, but one section of wall had obviously been re-paired; and it
was there the giants led them. One of the Dubrell

dropped his pack and weapons and climbed over the wall, clearly knowing where to find purchase for
feet and hands. A moment later the oak doors swung open, and they entered. In the falling darkness
Tarn could see they were enclosed within athick stone wall, roughly square and maybe twenty-five paces
across. Two shed roofs had been built against the stone, one enclosed by afence and clearly for horses, the
other covering a hearth set in the wall. Four sets of stairs led up to ramparts with a rough parapet. One
giant went directly up to the ramparts and walked a dlow circle, staring into the gathering darkness.

Tarn dropped down onto the packed dirt and weeds that made up the floor of the place. Redlizing
how tired the little Vale-man was, Crowheart took Fynnol's mount. Horses were soon rubbed
down and watered. Two of the giants took scythes that hung in the rafters and went out into
the clearing, coming back shortly with a small mow of grass between them. The horses
munched happily on this, though Tarn thought they were skittish and wary.

A firewas kindled in the hearth, and men and giants were soon eating dinner—rabbits and partridge
they'd killed earlier. Benches—tree trunks with one side flattened by an adze—were arranged around
the hearth, and the Dubrell and their guests threw themselves down on them. Fynnol lay on his back with
his knees drawn up and was immediately as eep.

"Y ou came a distance at a good pace,Wolfson," the giant named Beln said.

The three giants, who called themselves sentries, were all young, or so Tarn thought. He found it
difficult to judge the ages of these giants partly because their faces were hidden by thick beards, and their
voices were all dungeon deep.

"Thereisno time to waste," Alaan answered.

The three sentries glanced at each other, then one of them asked, "What's this we've heard of
men forcing the north pass?’

Wolfson was dicing onions, his eyes watering. "We put them to rights," he said. "I don't think they'll follow
us farther."

5
"Don't be 0 certain, Wolfson," Alaan said. "Hafydd's servants are more afraid of him than of us."

"Hafydd... Who isthat?' one of the giants asked. He was the one who smiled often. Tarn had divided
them up thus: the one who smiled, named Pounder; the vigilant one, Beln (he kept jogging up onto the

ramparts to search the darkness); and the sullen one, whom they caled Teke. He st alittle apart from
the othersand said little.



"A sorcerer,” Alaan said. "One you don't want to meet.”
"What isit you are hunting here?' Tarn asked.

"A nichmear," Pounder said. "Though it isthe nichmear that will be hunting us." He looked up at the sky.
"The smoke and the smell of cooking should draw it. The pack will start to howl when it arrives.”

Tarn bent over and retrieved hisbow and quiver. He strung the bow quiddy.
"Don't worry," the giant said. "Only one's ever madeit over thewall.”
"But what isthisthing?' Tarn said.

"Nichmear," Wolfson said. " 'Nightmare in the tongue of men. It isamassve thing. Two-legged, but with
thehornsof abull. It hasatall that cuts like awhip and claws that can tear through mail." Hisface
became strained and anxious. "It isthrice your height, or very nearly, and would take the lot of you and
smash you againgt the wall with one swipe of its claws. It comes out of the twilight, and is never abroad
by day, and isthe more frightening for it. We have killed one once before, and wounded others, dways
at heavy cost." Helooked around the smdl group of giants. "One of uswill be dead before morning if the
nichmear comes."

"Y ou hadn't usto help you before," Cynddl said.
This caused the giantsto turn away or back to their work, not quite hiding their smiles.

"I think you will find that Cynddl isnot boasting,” Alaan said. "They have fought the servants of Death
before... and won.”

A howl carried over the wall, and the giants al stopped, sud-denly dert.
"Eat up, now," Pounder said. "Death has no servant more ter-rible than this."

Tam was too nervous to eat much, but forced a few mouth-fuls down. They were all up on
the ramparts in no time, armed with whatever weapons they carried. Pounder hefted a great
iron ball on the end of athick oaken handle. In the hands of a giant it would shatter
bones—it would break rock, he was sure. The giants didn't seem much interested in bows or
arrows, though they leaned spears against the wall, and some of these were for throwing.
They also kept a pile of good-sized stones, and Tam guessed these were to crush whoever
might attack from below.

Thewall of their small keep was hot high, about three times Tarn's height—the same height Wolfson had
given to the nichmear. Tam hoped the giant had been merely trying to scare him with his description.

Beyond the ruins of what once had been afair-sized keep was a broad meadow, which ran off to the south
out of sight in the dark. On the other three sides aforest stood, nearer in some places than others. Tam
could make out little in the cool light of the stars and the thin crescent of moon.

Wolves darted along the border of the wood, dodging in and out of shadow. Tam nocked an arrow and
tested the pull of his bow. They were dl silent, giants and men—Iistening. Tam could feel the sweat on his
hands and worried that his bowstring might dip off hisfingers. Fynnol and Cynddl were to one side of him,
both with their bows ready. Beyond them stood Alaan and Wolfson, and the three giants waited to Tarn's
left.

"Will the pack attack this thing?' Tam whispered.

In the faint light he saw Wolfson shake his head. "They're afraid of it, and you'll soon see why."



A small breeze moved Tarn's hair, and he almost jumped. The cracking of wood sounded somewhere out in
the dark, and Tam raised his bow.

"It's «till some way off," Beln said." 'Tisthe single thing we can

be thankful for when it comesto the nichmear: they know nothing of stedlth.”
"Itisnt redly so big asyou clamed, | assume?' Fynnol said.

" 'Tisevery bit ashig, but in the dark, of course, it looks bigger.”

"Of course" Fynnal said. "Don't wedl?!

Small clouds sailed across the dark ocean of sky, passing before the waning moon, throwing shadows
down on the meadow and the half-fallen walls of the keep. Tam began to see movement in every
shadow. The giants posted themselves on the four corners of the keep, but |eft the outsiders facing south
asit wasthe most likely place of attack, they said. Tam felt vulnerable the moment the gi-ants were gone.
There was something comforting about having four men the size of Slighthand standing beside you. And
only the giants had fought these things before.

"Isthat something?' Fynnol whispered, and pointed out into the darkness.

A cloud had passed before the moon amoment before, and the shadows spread out like pools of water.
Tam strained to seeinto the darkness—like staring into the night river.

"It isyour imagination,” Alaan whispered.
"I think Fynnal isright,” Crowheart said. He pointed at the tallest section of wall. "There. Do you see.”
The horses began to mill around in their smal enclosure, whin-nying nervoudy.

Tarn's eyes began to water from staring into the dark. There was something there, he was almost sure of
it. A darker placein the shadow. Alaan caled Wolfson. The giant came pounding a ong the ramparts.

The cloud blew off then, and the faint light grew, spreading over the ruins. The dark shape seemed to
take on anoutline.

"River save ud" Fynnol whispered.

It was immense and coming at great speed. Its feet, pounding on the earth, could be heard now; adeep
drumming that shook the stone beneath their feet. Alaan cursed. Heraised his bow and drew back an
arrow. The others did the same.

Wolfson came up beside them, and called urgently to the oth-ers, who al converged on the center of the
southwall.

Run! Tarn's brain screamed. He struggled againgt his desire to flee, musclesin hislegsand arms
twitching. Run!

Fynnol fired an arrow at the "thing" converging on them. And then it was near, ablur of pumping limbs.
Tarn let hisarrow fly then, but he miscal culated the speed of the thing, which seemed to have materiaized
out of darkness. A glimpse of horns, amaevolent face, then it lowered its head and smashed into the
gates below. Tam was thrown off hisfeet and would have falen to the yard bel ow, but Wolfson caught
his shoulder and dragged him up.



The sound of splintering wood, the scream of iron hinges wrenched out of shape. Pounding like hooves
on abarn floor, and the thing was in the yard below, cagting its gaze around and snort-ing like abull.

It spotted the horses and charged the enclosure. Alaan's mount, Bris, legpt over the fencefirgt, and the
others scrambled to follow, knocking each other down in their panic. The nichmear smashed through the
fence, pinning ascreaming horseto thewall. Asit thrashed and fought the shed roof collapsed, burying
gored horse and monster both. Pounder had run around the wall and jumped down on the fallen roof.
Lifting hishammer, he smashed it down on the shingles, splinters of wood flying up dl around. The
crea-ture howled and stood up, throwing the roof and Pounder off. The giant landed on hisside on the
hard-packed dirt, and struggled to his knees, dazed.

The creature looked around, extricating itsalf from the ruin of the horse pen by breaking away the roof
with its claws. In the harsh darkness Tam could not make it out clearly—Iethal-looking hornson a
massive head, shoulders muscled likeabulls. It toreitslegs free of the debris and spun around, tail
snapping likeawnhip.

Struggling to gain hisfeet, Pounder faltered and fell to his hands and knees. Beln legpt down from the
wal and put himself between the monster and his companion as Tam and the others rained ar-rows down
on the creature.

"Shoot at itsfacel" Alaan cried.

Tam pulled an arrow back to his shoulder and let it fly, aming at what he hoped was an eye. The
creature bellowed and put an arm up to protect its face. Beln had dragged Pounder to hisfeet, and the
two of them stumbled toward the stair. But the creature ig-nored them, bounding straight acrossthe yard
toward the men on the wall.

Tam and the others kept firing, but the creature did not dow. It swept the two Dubrell aside with one
backhanded swipe and threw itself at the stone wall, using the debris from the gate as a step.

"It isafter the outlanderdl™ one of the giants shouted.

Alaan cursed. Tam fired alast arrow at the horns he saw rising from below and drew his sword. Claws
scraped up onto the stone of the ramparts, and Tam swung at what he hoped was the crea-ture's hand.
But it was quicker than he and snatched itslimb away. Gragping Tam by the ankle, it threw him off the
ledge so that he did down the creature's back, barely missing being gored.

It is after Alaan, Tam redlized.

Hefdl hard on the ground, driving hiskneesinto his chest. His sword lay afew feet away, and Tam
rolled and snatched it up, de-spite being shaken and hurt. On the parapet above, Tam could see shapes
jumping aside asthe creature tried to bull itsway up onto the ledge.

Tam jumped up onto the fallen gate, which lay at an angle, ill connected at atop corner by one hinge,
bent impossibly out of shape. The gate shuddered and heaved beneath him asthe creature struggled to
climb up againgt the resistance of the men above. Tak-ing no timeto think, Tam drove the point of his
sword into the back of the creature'sleg joint. It howled so loudly that Tam was frozen for a second.
When hetried to pull his sword free he found it lodged. The creature swung a clawed hand a him, and
Tam dived off the swaying gate just as the beast came tumbling down, tearing the gate away fromitslast
hinge

Pain shot through Tarn's shoulder, and he struggled up. He stepped back and stumbled over Pounder's
round-headed ham-



mer. He swept up the handle and discovered it was al he could do to heft the thing, pain cutting through
his shoulder like he'd been stabbed. He swung at the arm of the mongter asit fell full length. Whatever he
hit gave, snapping like athick board. The mongter bellowed and looked up, fixing itsterrible gaze on the
frightened Vdeman.

"Run,Tarn!" Fynnol shouted.

Tarn bolted for the narrow stair, but he sumbled and fell. The creature would have been upon him had
someone not dropped down from the wall above, landing between Tarn and the mongter.

"Itismeyou want," Alaan said camly. "I'm the one your mas-ter sent you for.”

Tarn got dowly to hisfeet asthough not to draw the monster's attention. A sword landed point first afew
feet away, and stood there quivering. Tarn yanked it free and braced himsdlf, not sure what Alaan might
do.

"I'm at your back," Tarn said softly.
"Move away," Alaan whispered.

The creature had risen to its full height, more than twice that of Alaan, and thrice the body weight of the
largest giant. Beforeit, Alaan looked like achild holding atoy sword. But the creature eyed him warily,
snorting. It hobbled, the sword gtill lodged initsknee, so it would not charge headlong, but even so it
was the most hor-rifying monster Tarn had ever seen. Againgt the stars, horns pierced the darkness.

"Come, you stupid beast,” Alaan muttered. ™Y our master iswaiting.”
"I speak, sorcerer,” the beast hissed, its voice like rocks rum-bling down a chasm.

"Then | am the sorcerer once known as Sainth, son of Wyrr. Alaan men call me now. Y our master has
sent you to find me. Why isit you wait? Can you not work up your nerve?

Thething began to circleto the I eft, hobbling painfully onitsin-jured leg.
"I know you, sorcerer,” the cresture said. "Y ou have been to the
gate before, but thistimeit is opening. Can you hear it? The sound of grinding bones?'

It ssumbled and went down on one knee, but asit came up it hurled something in the dark. Alaan threw
himsalf asde, and Tarn's sword clanged off the stone steps. The beast was upon him, seem-ingly unhurt.
Alaan was risng from the ground asiit legpt forward. He put up ahand, and there was a flash of white
light, so bright Tam staggered back, blinded.

A terrible scream echoed off the stone walls and rose up into the dark sky. Tam tried desperately to see,
but the flash had stolen hisvision. He found himself againg the wall, blinking furioudy, sharp pain cutting
through hiswatering eyes.

It was amoment before his vision began to clear, and then he could see only vague silhouettes, odd
shapes. Findly, he began to make out something large, prostrate on the ground, asmall
shape—Alaan—standing over it.

Tam groped forward, the scene coming dowly into focus.

"Youkilledit," he said to the figure standing there.



"If you can kill something that came from Desth'skingdom,” Alaan answered wesarily. "Yes, | killed it.
Y ou kill acharging bull by dodging aside and driving your sword between its shoulder blades.”

"You've doneit before?’
"No, but Sainth had. The thing was blinded, luckily, which madeit abit easier. Let's seewho'sinjured.”

Alaan put ahand on Tarn's shoulder, guiding him, for Tam could gtill seelittle. The giants came down
from thewall. They had no taunts for the outsiders now, but kept glancing from Alaan to the dead
creature, and Tam wasn't sure which unsettled them more.

"It spoketo you..." Pounder said.

Alaan nodded.

"It knew your name," one of the other giants said very quietly. "Death knows your name.”
"Itisalong story," Alaan said. "And you would rather not hear

it." Hewas waking toward one corner of the keep, where they found Crowheart soothing the horses.

"Welost apackhorse," Raba said, stroking the neck of a shak-ing mare. The horses gathered around
him as though hewould protect them.

"l don't imagine wewill be bothered again thisnight,” Alaan said, "but we should try to do something
about the gate.”

The giantsal jumped to the task with awill, still glancing now and then at Alaan. Tarn couldn't tdll if they
were more awed or frightened. Sometimes he wondered himself.

"Wolfson?" Alaan said, interrupting their work. "Tomorrow we will go into the shadow lands. Y ou
needn't travel farther than this”

The giant nodded quickly, then went back to hiswork, obvi-oudy relieved.

Twenty-five

They waited severd slent hoursfor cloud to wrap the moon, then did their boat into the Wynnd. Samul
didn't like what they were doing. It reminded him too much of hisforay east of the river with hiscousin,
Beld, when they had been on the run after their failed assassination of Toren—and murder of Arden.

The company was better this time—he had to admit that—but the situation was more desperate. Fondor
had dressed them as poor travelers, though they looked like nothing so much as highwaymen. It didn't
take agreat dedl of wit to see why held done that. They could not travel openly for fear of being
recognized, and highway-men were forced to dink about, keeping to secret paths and out of sght. If they
wereto run afoul of soldiersof Innesor of the Wills, they would haveto fight for their lives, for
highwaymen were, more often than not, cut down where they were found and never came beforea
magidtrate. If they were caught, Fondor clearly hoped, they might be buried before any recognized them.

The two watermen who manned the oars were frightened, and could not hide it, which-didn't increase
Samul's confidence. A

glance at Lord Carl told him nothing in the darkness. He sat very dill, though—listening, Samul
guessed—and stared into the night. Lord Carl and his servant-thief had aready been on the run across



the Ide of Battle, and the two of them |looked terribly haunted and wary. Samul guessed that he would
soon become equaly wary—if helived long enough.

Jamm was recovering from injuries and illness and had that vul-nerable look common among the sick.
Samul wondered if thelittle thief, in his present condition, would be able to guide them suc-cessfully
through lands controlled by the Wills family and the House of Innes.

Better this than death, hetold himsdf. He glanced up at the moon, which could just be seen behind a
thin vell of racing cloud. "Faster," he whispered.

But the watermen didn't change their pace, and the Renne redl-ized that greater speed would make more
noise, and they couldn't afford that. He glanced up again. A patch of cloud, illuminated from within, grew
brighter as though the cloud stretched and thinned. At any moment the moon could break through.

Samul turned his gaze back to earth, seeking the eastern shore. A band of shadow was probably aline of
trees, but how distant it was he could not say. The watermen kept dipping their muffled oars, the smell of
their sweat mixed with the river musk. Wind tore the cloud to rags, and the moon broke free, turning the

water to Sl-ver. Before he thought, Samul threw himself down. It didn't mat-ter; their black hull would be
impossible to misson the glittering rive.

There was nothing for it now but to race for the eastern em-bankment and get ashore as quickly asthey
could. They would have to trust to Jamm to dip them away before they were found.

Treesloomed out of the dark, and the boat did amost silently up on the mud. Immediately, Michael and
Carl legpt ashore. He could see their blades gleaming in the moonlight. Jamm scurried after them,
crouching low, cagting his gaze anxioudy thisway and that. Samul made hisway past the watermen,
wanting to keep his

bootsdry if at all possible. He stepped ashore as something erupted out of the trees.

A horseman, sword high, went straight at Prince Michael, who barely got a blade up in time. Two other
riders and men on foot crashed through bush, milling about in the tiny clearing.

Samul turned back toward the boat, but the watermen were al-ready twenty feet out into the river and
pulling for their lives. Ar-rows began thudding against wood, but Samul saw no more as he dove aside to
miss a blow designed to take off his head.

A horse screamed, rearing high, as Jamm yanked a sword free of itsribs. The rider was thrown down at
Samul's feet, and he plunged a sword into the man's throat before he'd gained his knees. Carl and Michael
werein afight for their lives, leaping this way and that, keeping the horses between themselves and the
others. The con-fined space worked against the riders, and in a moment the four fugitives were stumbling
through the dark wood, the shouts and curses of their hunters right behind.

Samul felt someone grab his arm and pull him hard to the one side, where he was dragged over alarge log
to land on top of hisfellows. He could hear their harsh breathing as the hunters came thundering by, five
men on foot and two horsemen, he judged. For a moment they listened to the men go charging into the
darkness, tripping and falling as they went.

"Follow me," Jamm whispered. " Stay down."

They went off across the mossy forest floor on hands and knees, stopping every twenty feet to
listen. Men were shouting not far off, and others answered. Samul could see torches waving
through the trees.

They had stopped again, and Jamm drew them all close.



"That isthe road," he whispered, "where the torches are. If they can keep us this side of the road until
sunrise, they'll trap us here. We have to pass over, no matter the cost.”

Samul nodded in the dark. Sunrise was only few hours off. There wasn't much time to waste.
They followed Jamm, creeping a few paces, stopping, then moving again. The little thief was more

gtedthy than aspider. Such aman could dip in your window, stedl anything he desired, and dink out
again. Good reason to keep dogs, the nobleman thought, before remembering that he possessed not a
thing in thisworld but a good sword, a dagger, and afast-beating heart. He felt hisresolve harden then. If
they were forced to fight their way across the road, he didn't care—no man-at-arms was going to stand
between him and another dawn.

Three horsemen thundered by, far too close, and Samul pressed himsdlf into the ground, hardly daring to
breathe. They were hard up againgt the road now. Horses clattered by, their hoovesjust feet from his
head, and torches bobbed past in the near distance, a bitter haze left hanging over the laneto sting his
eyes. Here and there a bit of moonlight found its way through the trees, illuminating the cart tracks,
though Jamm had picked the darkest section he could find.

Carl A'denne was beside him and leaned close to Samul's ear. "' Jamm says to be ready to run across, al
a once, asquick aswe can.”

Samul nodded and dug hisfingersinto the detritus of the for-est floor. Every time he felt the others brace
themsalves to sprint, ahorsemen or asmall company of infantry would appear. Too many men were
swarming the area. Apparently the Willstook spiesrather serioudy, though there must be enough of them
around—on both sides of theriver.

Just as Samul began to the think the light in the eastern sky was not imagined, Jamm legpt up and dashed
acrosstheroad, hislegsablur in the poor light. The otherswere only afew paces behind, diving into the
wood opposite. Samul hit his head so hard on a branch that he was driven to his knees. Carl dragged him
up, and the two of them went blindly on, blundering into boulders and tree trunks.

Thirty feet farther they dropped to their knees again, crawling quickly to their right. A company of foot
soldiers came crashing into the wood, asingle torch lighting their way. They stopped not fifteen feet

avay.
"Listen!" their captain ordered, and the soldiers stood there, trying to control their breathing.

Samul and the others stayed as still asthey could, afraid the torchlight would find them in the dark, for they
could see the sol-diersfairly clearly through leaves and branches.

Other men were calling into the wood from the road, then they too came crashing through the underwood:
Samul could see the torches flickering, turning the tree trunks a dull orange. They were in trouble, now.

Jamm stood up alittle, raising hisarm. He let fly a good-sized rock, which struck one of the men with such
force that he dropped the torch. Chaos erupted, men stamping out afire that had started, others crashing in
from the road.

In the noise and confusion, Jamm led them off. They did not go quickly, but they never stopped, andin a
short while the torches were lost from sight, and the shouting of the men grew distant and unintelligible.

Even with daylight Jamm kept them moving, until hefinally crawled into a spreading thicket of spiny
bushes. The path they took forced them down on their bellies, and even then they were scarred and
scratched repeatedly. A little "room" lay in the center of the thicket, the bushes arching over them so that
even a hawk wouldn't know they were there. Here they lay in the sparse grass, not daring to move,
listening to men pass all morning and on into the afternoon, before the search moved off to the south.



Samul could see the look of wariness disappear from Jamm's face, and he tried to smile at the others.
"Well you did it again, Jamm," Carl A'denne whispered. "Did you know of this place?"
"I was shown it once, but we should not talk. A few words can be worth your life, sometimes.”

They slept in shiftsthat day, eating the little bit of food they car-ried. Jamm did not like to bear more than a
mouthful of water, say-ing that it doshed about and made noise at the maost inconvenient times, so they
were all parched by sunset. Jamm, however, did not

seem much concerned about ther thirst, and when Samul men-tioned thisto Lord Carl the young man
put afinger to hislips.

Leaning close, Carl whispered. "If not for Jamm | would be dead many times over. If you are hunted, do
asthefox does."

Samul tried to ignore his dry mouth and cultivate patience.

When the night was good and dark, Jamm crept out to the op-posite edge of the thicket from the place
they'd entered. After what must have been an hour, Samul leaned closeto Carl.

"He'srun off," he whispered.
Cal shook hisheedinthenear darkness " Patience’ hewhigpared.

Eventudly Jamm returned for them. They crawled out of the copse with a hand on the boot of the manin
front. For afew mo-mentsthey crouched in the shadow of the thicket, then dunk off— Samul could
think of no other word for it—through the long grass of afadlow field.

Jamm was amaster of finding shadow—~beneath a hedgerow, dongsde adry stonewall. He went often
on hands and knees, and even on his bdlly, when he was forced to cross open areas where the moonlight
fell. He stopped frequently to listen and watch for lengthy periods. Hilltops were thingsto befeared in his
world, and he eyed them with adeep, abiding suspicion.

A few hours after their march began, he led them to aspring, though not before circling it once and
watching it for some good time before he deemed it safe. Despite what Lord Carl had said, Samul was
certain there was no fox so wary as Jamm.

They skirted asmdl village and left farm buildingsin the dis-tance. Once they went out of their way to
avoid a couple furtively making love in the shadow of a hedge. By the time the eastern sky began to show
ahint of coming morning, Samul Renne could hardly have gone another yard. Fortunatdly, thelittle thief
led them to acliff, up asteep, narrow gully, across a bit of aledge, and into ashalow cave that angled
down into the rock, like a pocket.

"Y ou can't see thisfrom the ground,” Jamm whispered. "Only afew know it's here."
They atethelast of their food asthey lazed there, and drank
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thelittle bit of water that Samul had left in his skin, the others as reluctant as Jamm to carry water. The
day spread out below, and Samul crept up beside Jamm, who lay on the stone, his eyesjust above the
rim, surveying thelands. They werefairly high up—not because the diff was high but because the land
doped up from the river—and they were afforded aview for haf aleague, Samul was sure.

"Stay as dill asyou can,” Jamm said. "Movement can be seen a some distance.”



"But isanyonelooking for us?'

Jamm raised a hand to the rim of the stone and pointed. Some distance off, on aroad that cut north to
south across the patch-work of fields and woods, a column of ridersin purple-and-black livery, rode
dowly south. The longer Samul looked the more signs of war he saw—troop moving, trains of wagons
lumbering north, but there were men-at-arms and huntsmen out on the fields and woods too.

"They're searching for us?' Samul asked.
"Perhaps," whigpered Jamm, then pointed again.

A figure dodged out of little stand of scrub and went haring aong the edge of afidd, dipping into the
bush to avoid agroup of riders.

"And who might that be?" Samul wondered aoud.
Jamm shrugged. "Highwayman, thief, deserter..."
Samul watched alittle while, then dipped back down into the cave, no longer feding so secure.

For afew hours he dept but woke to ahand over his mouth, Jamm looking down at him, afinger to his
lips. There was some sound coming from above, and then a stone bounced off thelip of their hiding spot
and went tumbling on. Laughter from above was ardlief to them dl, for these were children. A rain of
rocks and sticksfell for the next hour, then Jamm was suddenly aert, dipping hissword from its
scabbard. Samul was afraid the children might be climbing down. What would they do about that? But a
moment later he heard the thud of a horse's hoof, the creak of leather. Rid-

ers stopped below the dliff; and the children ended their rain of rocks
"Boy!" aman caled from below. " Seen any strangers hereabout the last day or s0?"

"Not today, sir," achild's voice came from above. "But we saw three men on horses yesterday morning,
just after dawn. They were danting cross-country and not taking the roads. My father said it wasa
srangeway to travel."

"Where werethey going?' the man cdled.

"Southesadt, sir. Toward Crofton, or so we thought.”

"Thank you, lad,” the man-at-arms called back. "Isthere away down from up there?"
"Thereis, gr," the boy answered, though reluctantly.

"Then I'll leave acoinfor you. By thistree.”

The horses moved off. Samul could hear the boys clambering down the samelittle gully they had
ascended. Did these children redlly not know the cave was there? He hoped they didn't; espe-cialy now
that they knew the soldiers were looking for strangers. But the children went quickly by, hardly more than
adozen feet away, apparently unaware. The coin was found, to great delight, and the boys st off, hotly
debating the usesfor such agreat sum of money and marveling at their good fortune.

The moon was waning and did not risetill late, so they wereforced to make the climb from their eyry in
the sparse light of the stars. Samul's respect for Jamm went up then. He had thought Jamm atimid little
man, but there wasllittle question whose nerve was tested to tackle that climb in the dark. When hisfeet
findly reached the ground, Samul regarded the thief with newfound respect.



"I didn't much like that," Samul admitted to Lord Carl. "Though it didn't seem to bother our guide.”
"He was never trained in arms, as we were, but he does not lack courage when it's needed.”
"Where do we go, now?" Carl asked Jamm.

"l was going to ask you that same question,” the thief whis-

pered, alwayswary. "Where am | to take you? The army was gath-ered east of the Isle, afew days ago. Is
that our destination?"'

"I have been thinking about this," Prince Michael said. "Not so far from here | have a cousin who married a
nobleman. Heis older and won't be involved in the fighting, but he profited much from his marriage into our
family. He could contact my father's allies— the ones | think will be loyal to the House of Innes. | need
such an intermediary, and A'tanelle would be perfect.”

"Areyou prepared to trust him with your life?" Samul asked.

"l am."

"Where must we go?"

"South aleague, more or less, and alittle inland. His estates are near the town of Weybridge."

"My father," Lord Carl began hesitantly, "did not hold A'tanelle in the highest regard, for what it's worth."
Samul glanced over at Prince Michael, whose face shone nagar-pale in the starlight.

"A'tanelleis an opportunist, | admit, and a bit more cunning than | would like, but he is my kinsman
by marriage and has enough authority to sway the undecided to our cause." The prince threw up his
hands. "And if not A'tanelle, then who?'

"I can't answer that," Carl said. "I'm only telling you my father's opinion."

"I don't think you need worry, Lord Carl," Prince Michael said, though he looked concerned himself.
"A'tanelle rose in the world because of his connection with the House of Innes. His future de-pends on us.
Despite his shortcomings, heisintelligent enough to know that. And you mustn't forget hiswife: sheis
beyond reproach, for beauty, sentiment, or reason.”

Carl made alittle bow.

"Weybridge," Jamm said. "Well not reach it thisnight." The thief led them off at a good pace, not
abandoning his practice of staying to shadow, crossing open land only when he had to. Without atorch to
light their way, the going was difficult and slow, punctu-ated by many stubbed toes and tumbles on the
uneven ground.

Partieswere il out searching the countryside, even by night, and they found two encampments of
huntsmen and men-at-arms, giving both awide berth. Several times Jamm stopped them to lis-ten and
watch the countryside carefully from the relative safety of ashedow.

Thefifth time he did this Samul could stand it no more and whispered closeto thelittle man's ear. "What
isit, Jamm?"

Thethief shook his head. They were skirting asmall wood of oak and beech, and Jamm pointed down
the border. "Wait for me at the end of the wood,” he whispered. "Go quietly.”

Samul hesitated, but Carl, who had utter faith in Jamm, mar-shaled them on. At the end of the wood they
crouched among the bordering trees. The night air vibrated with the sounds of insects, and the leaves



whispered deepily in thelow breeze. Off in the dis-tance, adog's bark pummeled the night.

"What is Jamm up to?" Samul asked. Despite Carl's obvious loyaty, Samul had never trusted Jamm.
Once athief dwaysathief, he believed. People didn't change their natures any more than afox could
become a sheep.

He hdf expected Jamm to abandon them there and run off. No doubt held turn them in for the reward if
he wouldn't face anoose himsdf. Samul found himsdlf shifting from foot to foot, eager to be off.

They waited an inordinate length of time. Samul fixed his eye on apoint on the western horizon and
counted the stars that dipped behind the distant hills. When Jamm did appear he con-trived to do it with
such stedlth that he made them dl jump, ap-pearing in their midst.

"I could hear you breathing from twenty feet," he told them softly. "Quick now!" And he was off
again—aong the edge of the wood, then on hisbelly through afield of oats. They "surfaced” in the
shadow of a spreading cherry tree, then dipped through an or-chard, the barking dog closer now.

Hedgerows were Jamm's highways. Farmers habitualy carted the rocks they removed from the soil and
piled them aong the bor-
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ders of their fields. If the fields were used for pasture, the rocks might be made into drystone walls
to contain livestock, but more often they were merely piled, and whatever grew over or near them

was | eft untouched. Wild apple trees, chokecherries, vines and bushes of dl kinds, many armed with
lethal thorns. These hedgerows grew thick and tdl, providing anetwork of shadow roads across much of

the night landscape.

Of course those same shadows could hide their enemies; but Jamm was so wary and had such matchless
night vison that he held the advantage there. He led them on through the night, sopping often to listen.
Samul could not help but notice Jamm was paying more attention to what might lie behind them than he
had been formerly. Carl had noticed thistoo, Samul was sure, and the young noblemen had taken up
traveling a the rear of their column and casting his eyes back often.

Jamm led them up asmadll hill crowned with awood. There they hunkered down in the edge of the trees,
and Jamm watched the shadowed countryside with the intensity of a hungry hawk.

"What isgoing on, Jamm?' Carl asked.
"We're being staked. I'm sure of it."
"By whom?'

Jamm shook his head. " Someone more wary than |, and more skilled in woodcraft, too. But I've heard
him now, severa times, and I've caught glimpses of him—just a shadow dipping into cover— more than
once." Jamm fdl slent, hismanner grim, unsettled.

"|sthis some huntsman of the Wills?' Samul asked.

"I don't know what hisgameis," Jamm said. "'l suspect he'sknown where wevelain up a night, yet
we've not been disturbed. Explain that."

"Perhaps heis some old friend of yours, Jamm,” Carl suggested.

"If hewasafriend, hed have shown himsdf before now. No, this one's up to something..." It was clear



thelittle thief didn't know whet.

They hid in thewood that day, staying deep in the shadows. Jamm dept alittle while Carl stood watch,
but then hewas up,

prowling the wood's edge. Twice Carl caught glimpses of him, bent over, ahand to his cracked ribs. He
was hiding it, but he was still not healed, and Carl wondered how long he would be able to keep this up.

"Isyour thief patrolling our borders," Samul asked Carl, "or is he trying to catch sight of thisimagined
huntsman who's stak-ing us?'

"| think he's doing both, though | doubt that Jamm iswrong. If he thinks someone follows us, then
someonefollowsus.”

"But it doesn't stand the test of reason. If someone were fol-lowing us, he would have turned usin by
now, especidly if he knew wherewe hid by day. It's Jamm'simagination and fear, though per-hagpsthese
are not bad things. They might be the reasonsthat he'slived so long.”

The day crept by, alow overcast washing across the sky by mid-day. Light rain spattered down through
theleaves, and awind, cool and ghostly, rustled through the wood. Samul found it difficult to deep. Rain,
inrivulets, streaked hisface, and just as exhaustion closed his eyes, the wind would moan through the
trees, waking him with aart.

Crowsfound an owl roogting in a pine, and soon adark army had gathered, crying and cawing from
every perch. Finaly, Samul sat up, curang.

"I'm hungry, thirsty, and foul-tempered,” he announced, "and now these bloody crows have cometo ruin
my deep, as though the wind and rain were not accomplished enough at that particu-lar task.”

"Everything you say istrue," Prince Michael answered, not ris-ing from his prone position, "but you are
aive, and thereismuch to be said for that."

Samul could not deny this, and hardly more than a day ago that had been in doubt. "I'm tired of snesking
through hedgerows and deeping in ditches,” Samul said. "I would rather ahorse and abat-tle. | wish
Toren had alowed me that. Such adeath | could accept.”

"Better than thelife of aspy?' the Prince chided, but then he
£

nodded. "Y ou spesk like atrue man-at-arms, Lord Samul. But we've made this bed of discomfort and
dishonor for ourselves, sowemust try to deep init, crowsand al.”

Samul smiled unhappily. " Perhaps I've made such a bed for mysdlf, Prince Michad, but neither you nor
Lord Carl can make such aclam, I'm afraid. Y ouve merely been the victims of mis-fortune.”

"But we areal equally desperate—dispossessed, amost friend-less, our worth measured by our ability
to convince my father'sold dliesto rebel againgt this sorcerer and Menwyn Wills—which might make
our worth very smdl."

Samul conddered this. The Prince seemed to be bright enough, and in an unusudly candid state of mind.
"Tdl me honestly, Prince Michad . Are there men among your father's officers and dlieswho remain loyd
toyou?'



The Prince amost squirmed where he lay. Samul saw that Carl A'denne was awake and listening
caetfully.

"To be honest, Lord Samul, my father did not create dliances out of loydty. I'm not sure he believed init.
He preferred to em-ploy threats—force when needed. Y ou can ask Lord Carl. Hisfa-ther wanted no
part of thiswar, but my father coerced the A'denne into our aliance even o, driving them into their
desperate bargain with the Renne. I'm not surethat | am any more respected than my father, but I'm sure
our dliesand my father's officerswill not be happy serving ether Hafydd or Menwyn Wills. I'm placing

my hopeinthat."
"Do you mourn your father?' Carl asked suddenly.

Prince Michael looked over at Carl, hislook not so much of-fended as surprised by the question—as
though held not consd-ered it. "The Prince," Michad said, "had little respect for me, and for my part, |
felt the same toward him." He hesitated, the look on his face unreadable. "And yet, he was my father. He
bore me on hisback asachild; my wild charger as| dew imagined enemieswith awooden sword. The
truth is, | mourn the man he never was more than the man he became.” ~

Samul would have to recast his opinion of this Prince—who was neither coddled nor foolish, as he had at
first assumed. Hisvigt to the Stillwater had matured him greatly, and agood thing too.

"I ... I find mysdlf mourning my father," Carl said, suddenly interested in the handle of hisdagger. "And
must remind myslf that the Renne believed him il to be alive when we set out. | pray that he remains so
and that we will see each other again.”

"I met Lord A'denne on severd occasions,” Prince Michael said. "He was aman worthy of esteem. |
hope that you will see each other again, so he can tell you how proud heisof dl you've ac-complished.”

"I've accomplished little," Carl said. Helooked up at the sky, which seemed to be growing dark at last.
"Duskisfindly coming.”

Asif they'd heard, the crows took flight; awinged cacophony swarming south.
"The owl will be on the hunt soon,” Carl said. " Smart crowsto flynow!”

"Smart perhaps, but ill-mannered,” Prince Michad said quietly. "We should follow their example and be
off soon.”

Jamm returned haf an hour later, shaking his head. "It will betoo dark to travel this night without torches
or lantern, and we can risk neither.”

"Y ou mean we have to spend another night here?' Samul said, unableto hide hisfrustration.

"There are many worse placesthan this, your grace,” Jamm an-swered. "My only complaint of thiswood
isthat someone has been here, too recently, cutting trees. | hope they don't come back until we are many
daysgone."

They made asmall medl of thelast of their food—bread going stale and cheese turning moldy. It didn't
help the mood much. Samul found the rhythm of his degp had been ruined and lay awake after darkness,
listening to the forest endlesdy dripping with rain. A fitful wind kept the trees from deep, and far off,
lightning tore at the sky.

Samul had nodded into astrange dream of food and awarm



fire, when ahand on his shoulder brought him back to damp red-ity. It was cdllar-dark, and therain was
fdlingin earned.

"We'refound!" Carl whispered. "They're coming up the hill."

Someone came crashing back into camp then. "At least a dozen men coming up the hill with torches!"
Jamm said, hisvoicerisngin fear. "WEell have to go down the north Sde, asfast aswe can. Thereisno
cover there, just open pasture cropped by sheep.” He didn't wait for the othersto collect themselves but
Set out. Samul came stumbling behind, dizzy from just waking.

Benesth the trees there was no light, and they went forward like blind men, groping and flailing with their
hands. Samul smashed his shins on alarge boulder, fell, and left too much skin behind. The close wood
clamed agreat ded of blood and skin that night, but fi-naly they reached the far sde. Jamm stopped
there a moment even though they could see torches had reached the edge of the wood behind them. The
landscape was utterly impenetrable, areas of black contrasting with areas of near black.

"Jamm, we have no time!" the prince complained. "They'rein the wood."
"They might not be the only danger," thethief said.
The sounds of their hunters crashing through the underwood could be heard.

"All right," Jamm said. "Keep low to the ground. There are hedgerows straight on. They funnd into alane
way with agate at thisend. It's easy to get off your coursein the dark. When you reach the hedgerow
follow it down hill, and well find each other at the gate.”

Benegth their feet the short grass was dick with rain. Samul's feet went out from under him first, then
Prince Michadl's, or 0 he thought—it was difficult to tell in the dark.

They did and tumbled down the hill, getting farther and farther gpart. The ground findly began to level so
that Samul could run without fear of dipping, though the odd boulder or patch of thistlewould trip him as
he went. He glanced back once to see the torches coming out of the trees.

Somewhere ahead and to Samul's right, Jamm cursed. The hedgerow loomed out of the dark, and he
plunged into athick cedar. Disentangling himsdlf, he turned right and hurried on as best he could,
someone only afew feet ahead.

"Thegate,” Carl caled.

"Where?' Jamm's voice came out of the darkness.
"You'rethroughit, | think," Carl answered. "It's open.”
"It was closed at dusk..."

A torch appeared twenty feet behind them, coming out of some hole in the thick hedge. Then two more
ahead of them, casting light on the narrow lane way. There were men before them and behind. Samul
heard a sword being drawn, then another. Thethird was his.

"We go down thelane,” Samul ordered, taking charge. "Cut down the men with the torches first."

The hedgerowsto either side would be impenetrable, he knew. These men weren't fools. There were
only two ways out, and they were outnumbered from both before and behind. Samul raised his sword
and shouted, running at the dark forms of men who ap-peared in the dull torchlight. Rain continued to fall,



making the footing treacherous. Even the pommel of his sword was dick.

They had only amoment to fight their way through the men in the lane before the others would be upon
them from behind, and they'd be trapped and hope essly outnumbered.

The clash of the two companies meeting was loud in the narrow lane. Samul went straight at the nearest
torchbearer but two of his company intervened, then they fell back, parrying and dodging, hoping to dow
Samul until the others were on him from behind. Prince Michadl and Carl were having no better luck, the
men be-fore them doing the same. Samul could hear the pounding of boots behind.

"I'd drop those blades, lads, if | were you," the man with the torch called out. "Unlessyou'd rather die
he—" But hedid not finish. A sword through hisribs sent him redling forward, lum-bering into one of his
fellows, whom Samul disarmed and ran through. A shadow wielding asword threw their enemiesinto
dis

array, men plunging thisway and that to escape the blade, Samul, Carl, and Michadl dashing at the men
asthey tried to escape. Torches tumbled to the ground and in a second they were run-ning for dl their
worth down the dark lane, the sounds of pursuit close behind.

"Here!™ Jamm called in the dark, and Samul followed Carl and Michael over agate. There were horses
there, with one man guard-ing them. Onelook at the numbers coming over the gate and he dropped his
torch and fled into the dark. Samul was on ahorse, dashing at the reins of the remaining mounts, taking
the nose off one horsein the dark. In amoment they were galloping over open pasture, rain sill pouring
down, running into their eyes.

Someone—Jamm, Samul thought—had taken up the falen torch, and Samul tried to keep that in view,
amog colliding with Carl in their headlong dash. A low stone wall loomed up, and Samul dmost logt his
saddle ashismount legpt it at the last second. Jamm dowed their pace then, the will to sdlf-preservation
over-coming hisfear. He dowed amost to astop, his horse dancing about so that torch waved wildly.

"Arethey behind us? Arethey behind us?" the little man caled.

They al reined in their mounts, listening. Therain drummed down, and far off they could hear shouting.
"| think they'velogt Sght of us,” the Prince said.

Jamm threw historch into anarrow ditch, where it sputtered out, leaving them in utter darkness again.
"L et the horses go," Jamm said, and Samul heard the thief dis-mount.

"But they will overtake ud" Samul protested.

"Not thisnight," came Jamm's answer out of darkness.

Samul cursed as he heard the others following the little man's orders. He dismounted rel uctantly.

"Do ashesays" Carl whispered. "Y ou'll be caught in haf aday without Jamm."

Samul heard Jamm smack his mount and send it trotting off, and he did the same. He couldn't see the
othersafew feet away.

"Fallow me," Jamm said, just loud enough to be heard over the rain and the sound of retreating horses.

"But where are you in this pitch hole?"' the prince asked.



"Follow my voice. That'sit,” whispered Jamm. "Arewe dl here?| will lead. Put ahand on the shoulder
of the man before you.”

They st off likeatrain of blind men, and in three steps had blundered into the ditch. Samul started to
climb out when he redl-ized that Jamm had no intention of doing so. They doshed their way aong, water
running about their knees. Progress was dow as they fought the current, but Samul redlized their would
be no boot printsto follow. Three times they stopped while Carl and Jamm made forays out into the
dark, leaving falsetrailsto where, Samul couldn't guess.

Above the splatter of rain, they could hear men on horseback, and even see their torches. They pressed
on desperately, faling often on the dippery ground or tripping over objects hidden by the dark. Patrols
rode by while they were crossing open fields, and they were forced to lie down and presstheir facesinto
the wet grassand dirt.

They passed over theland like asilent pack, wary and wild. At the corner of threeirregularly shaped
fields Jamm stopped to sur-vey the gray landscape. How he could see anything beyond afew feet, Samul
did not know. They were crouched in long orchard grass that dripped with rain. Cold, wet spiderwebs
clung to the no-bleman's hands, and fireflies danced through the air. In the dis-tance, cattle lowed, and
nighthawks cried forlornly.

"Do you smdl something?' Carl whispered to Jamm.
A tiny breeze did carry afoul odor.
"Dead animd," Jamm said quietly.

When the thief was satisfied that they could press on he went quickly over thewal and into afield of
oats. Samul came behind, thinking thiswould be as wet as wading through alake. Immedi-ately he
tripped over something soft. Pressing the oats aside with hisarm, he cursed.

"What isit?' Carl asked.
"A dead man."

A second man lay afew feet away. Inthe dark it was hard to tell how they'd been killed, but it was
hardly by accident. They wore mail shirts and surcoats.

"These men served the House of Innes,”" Prince Michael said, crouching over the corpsesin the dark.
"Our crest isembroidered on their shoulders—you can fed it."

Jamm rummaged the stinking bodies but found neither purses nor weapons, and then heled his
companions off, clinging to the shadow at the field's edge, anew urgency in their pace.

Twenty-9x

It crouched high in the dead branches of atree. In the diffuse gray light the creature cast no shadow, but
Tam could see it was thin-boned and angular—amost human. It appeared narrow-chested and
thin-necked, bent like astooped old man, but it leapt nimbly to another branch, swung one-handed, and
landed in the crotch of anearby tree, itslong tail curling around abranch like afifth limb.

Whatever beast it was, it stared down at Alaan through the leaf-less branches, its eyeslarge and dark,
amost hidden in short, ash-gray fur.



"Have you kept your word?" it hissed. "Have you?"
"Can you keep yours? That iswhat | wonder," Alaan answered.

"Shewill beangry,” the creature said very softly, as though someone might heer. "If she finds out, shell
cast another spell on me.”

"Shélll learn nothing from us." Alaan dug into apocket and produced aleather pouch dangling from a
cord. He reached up, the cord entwined in hisfingers, the dull little pouch twisting dowly.

For amoment, the creature stared solemnly at Alaan, then came creeping down the branches, more
snuous and nimble than asquirrel. It reached out a paw tentatively toward the pouch, dmost afraid to
touch it, Tarn thought. Just asits fingers were about to snatch it, Alaan seized the creature by itswrist and
yanked it bod-ily from thetree. It tumbled down upon him, throwing its thin arms around his neck. It
bared its fangs and would have bitten him had Alaan not been expecting such an attack.

"Don't you dare bite me!" Alaan hissed, grabbing the creature by the throat.
"Liar!" the beast hissed. "Liar."

"l just want to be sure | get what you promised,” Alaan said. "The potion isyours, but you must do what
I've asked." He put the pouch into the creature's hand and closed the bony fingers around it.

"How do | know that it will do what you promised?’ the crea-ture accused.
"It will, on my word."

The creature stopped struggling and stared at Alaan's hand-some face, so closeto itsown. "1 will put you
on theright path,” it conceded.

Alaan |t the creature crouch on the saddle before him, for it would not sit like aman, despiteits ability to
spesk like one.

It pointed, and Alaan gave hishorse ahed. The othersfollowed in singlefile, dumbfounded by this latest
drangetwist inther journey.

"What manner of creatureisthat thing?' Tarn heard Fynnol whisper to Crowheart.

"A man—or S0 it once was."

"That isno man!" Fynnol argued, but the creature turned and glared a him, and Fynnol fell slent.
Whatever it was it had good ears, Tam decided.

They continued on through the dim wood, the barren and bro-ken trees like creatures burned to ahard
shell, their amsflung out, thin fingers grasping the air in agony. The ground itsdlf was barren

sand and rocks, though alittle darker soil could still be seen around the exposed roots of the trees.

Every so often the creature would point, and they would change direction, though how it found itsway in
the featurelesslandscape Tarn did not know. He pulled his cloak close againgt the cool breeze and bent
low to offer less of atarget. The mane of his horse whipped about with the occasiond gust, and sand
sung hiseyes.

The horses were restive and wild-eyed, and if not for the atten-tions of Crowheart might have bolted—all



but Alaan's Bris, who seemed to be frightened by nothing.

After severa hours of riding through the desolate landscape, they came at last to abroken hill. Out of a
mouth in the rock poured alittlerill of dusky water. The creature jumped down from Alaan's horse and
crouched low to dakeitsthirst from the mur-muring stream—as though he drank in the words of this
forsaken land.

"Drink. Itisgood," he said, stlanding and wiping his mouth with the back of ameager wrigt.

No one moved to dismount, but Alaan let hishorsedrink alit-tle. Tarn thought they'd all go thirsty before
they'd drink such water, but their waterskins weren't empty yet.

The cresture gazed down at the pouch in his hand, the cord tangled in histhin, amost human fingers.
Then he irred himsdlf. "What isin it?" he asked, holding up the pouch.

"The breastbone of a sorcerer thrush, ground to powder, among other things.”
The creature's eyes went wide. "Y ou killed a sorcerer thrush?™

"Even I'm not such afool. A falcon killed it. | merely waited for it to pick the bones clean. Wear it around
your neck."

The creature hesitated, gazing at the bag, the dmost human face unreadable. Eyes closed, it lifted the
cord over its head, letting the pouch settle against the gray fur of its chest. Its posture changed, becoming
more erect, dmost human, and the dark eyesflicked open to stare at its hands. "It does nothing!”

"Be patient,” Alaan said. "A spell such asyours cannot be bro-

keninamoment. It will take severa days, perhaps afortnight, but you will be yoursdf again, Waath.
Y ou have my word."

The creature closed itsfingers around the pouch, asthough try-ing to fed the magic, then pointed down
the path of thelittle trickle of water. "Follow this" it hissed. "The stream will lead you where you want to
go. But mind what you say! Shewill be very angry with me. Very angry.” It glanced down at the pouch,
then up at the men. "Luck to you Alaan,” it said. "Come vist when | am mysdlf again. Y ou shal see—l|
was aman of somedignity, once..." Hetried to smile—aterrible misshapen grimace.

"Perhaps | will, one day, Waeth." Alaan nodded to the creature, and they set off, following the
meandering track of the little stream.

Tarn looked back and saw the cresture staring down into the small pool that formed below the spring. In
onefist he held the pouch tightly, his manner so hopeful and pathetic that Tarn had to look avay.

They rode for some few hours—Tarn didn't know how many, for the light never seemed to changein this
place, no matter thetime of day or night. Eventualy, they began to hear a sound like wind or water, and
findly they decided it was water, running water. A good stream of it, Tam guessed.

But before they reached it, they found a pool—too large to throw a stone across but not by
much—around it a screen of bleak trees, somefallen or shattered. Here and there Tam saw stunted
plants, gray-green in color: adesperate fern, alily, some clumps of grass.

"Do you know wherewe are, Alaan?' Cynddl asked. He looked around, and shivered.

In answer, Alaan lifted an arm and pointed. Againgt the far shore something moved. A swan, Tam



redlized, ablack swan. He could see the graceful curve of its neck, the wings held high.

Alaan swung quietly down from his saddle and handed the reinsto Crowheart. As the others dismounted
he gestured for them to stay back, going forward only afew paces himsdf. There he crouched, looking
out over the dick, dark water.

The swan disappeared behind the black bole of atree, then ap-peared again, barely there against the dark
water and burned shore. Alaan did not move, but waited, till as astalking cat. The swan fi-nally made its
way around the pond, and when it drew near to the place where Alaan waited, the traveler spoke.

"Hello, Grandmother," he said softly.

The swan stopped, then darted behind atall rock. Alaan did not move to give chase but bided his
time. After along moment a shadow appeared on the water's edge, half-hidden by atree. A human
shadow, Tarn could see—ayoung woman by form and movement.

"You are a child of Wyrr?'

"Sainth, or so | oncewas," Alaan said, "before | dept an agein theriver."

She gazed at him amoment. "What you have done is unwhole-some. It iswrong to take another—"
"It was forced upon me—or him rather, for Sainth is but a part of me, now."

The woman came forward a step, and Tarn could see her more clearly, thick, black hair to her waist, aface
that would thaw the heart of Death himself.

"Why are you here?"

"Why are you here, | might ask," Alaan said. "No one has yet passed into Death's kingdom and returned.
Youwait invain."

"What | do ismy business. Y ou have not traveled here to lecture me about matters of which I know more
than you."

She stepped behind a thin tree so that she was half-hidden. Tam saw Cynddl move forward alittle, hisface
dert.

"I have come seeking my father," Alaan said.
"Wyrr deepsin theriver, as you must know." She disappeared behind alarger tree.

Alaan roseto hisfeet. "Caibre will create a soul eater at Death's bidding. He is seeking Wyrr, and | fear he
knows where he rests."

A swan appeared, paddling along the shore, its webbed feet stir-ring up the water in its wake. It
passed behind a rock, and on the

other sde emerged a shadow, dipping gracefully across the barren earth.

"Y ou disturb me, son of Wyrr," she whispered, her voice clear and musica. "Do you know what lies
beyond theriver? A place without human warmth. These twilight lands are verdant com-pared to Desth's
kingdom, yet once he was just aman—if a sor-cerer can ever be cdled just aman. Meachi was his
name then, and the friend of his heart was named Tusival. Both werein thrall to the arcane artsand
learned much. They laid the foundation for the arts as they cameto be known in later years. But Tusiva
wasfull of life, nearly burgting with it. Y ou have never met aman so vibrant, so ut-terly dive. And
Meselchi was wounded by living. Everything scarred him, good or bad, and he withdrew into aworld of
his own—first aroom in atower, adark lifeless place, then the castle entire. Soon the lands around



began to die, treeswithering away, fields barren of crops. The pain and fear of Mealchi were like a pell,
spreading outward, killing what could not run, chasing every-thing ese away. Tusiva tried to bring his
friend back, back to life, but he could not. In the end Tusival was forced to wall Mealchi into his
kingdom, where he preys on the souls of the dying, breathing in the last whiff of life from those who pass
through hisgate." She turned and pointed afinger off toward the sounds of theriver. "That iswhere he
took my daughter, only achild, breaking every pact he had ever made. And then he created that... thing
, that mongter." She seemed to wither away then, collapsing into a crouch, arms across her knees, ahand
hiding her lovely face. "And hetook my Tusival away... into that lifdess place. Tusiva, whom time could
not touch.” She began to weep softly.

"And now hewill take Wyrr aswdl, and eventudly Aillyn," Alaan said softly. "That ishisplan. And
Sainth'sbrother, Caibre, will create the mongter for him."

She wept on, seeming not to have heard, or to have cared.

"Mesglchi has one of your children," Alaan said. "Will you let him take the others? The children Tusiva
vowed Desth would never have?'

She dtirred alittle, moving into a patch of shadow, and there was a swan again, paddling dowly over the
black pond, away from them.

"Meer," Alaan cdled, "will you not help me?"

The swan hesitated, turning its el egant neck and looking back at the man standing on the shore. For a
moment it drifted there, pushed by the small breeze, turning dowly, then it came back to-ward the shore,
disappearing behind atree.

Tarn expected the beautiful woman to appear again, but only her voice was heard.

"Theregting place of Wyrr ison abranch of theriver. A highidand whereit is said Poraawaited her
lover, who never returned.”

"I know that place!" Alaan said. "But where on theidand was helaid to rest?"

"L ook for the Moon's Mirror," the voice said. The woman ap-peared again, Meer, and came toward
Alaan.

"Thereisastone," she sad intently, "agreen gem, that once be-longed to my Tusival. It passed to Wy,
thento Aillyn beforeit waslogt. | seekit.”

"Why?
"Because it beonged to my love, and it would be adanger if it fell into the hands of mortal men.”
"Certainly any spdl placed upon it would have faded by now."

She shook her beautiful head, gazing intently into Alaan's eyes. "Not these spells.”

"I don't know it," Alaan said, his gaze dropping to hisfet.

She regarded him amoment more, her look alittle mad and un-settling. Reaching out, she touched his
face and pressed her own cheek closeto his. For amoment they stood thus, then she turned and blended
into shadow. The swan appeared swimming on the pond, never looking back. And then it waslost in
darkness on the far shore.



For along timethey dl waited, but the swan did not return, and, findly, Alaan turned away. "There,
Cynddl," he said, "you have found many stories of ancient times, but you've never met one of the figures
fromthat age."

"l have met you," Cynddl said.

"l am but ayouth compared to Meer, or rather, Sainth isbut ayouth.” His eyeslost focus for amoment,
and he hesitated as though suddenly lost.

"Whereisthis place she spoke of 7' Cyndd| asked.

Alaan gave his head the smallest shake. "It is on the hidden river. Few have traveled there. | doubt even
our intrepid Theason has wandered so far. Sainth was there long ago. It is a place made famousin an old
tale: the Ide of Disgppointment, it has been cdled, and the Ide of Waiting. Thereis said to be aghost
there though Sainth did not seeit.”

"But..." Cynddl's voicetrailed off as he gestured toward the pond.

Alaan turned to the story finder and nodded. "Y es," he said softly, "she has been here dl thistime. There
isagtory of grief for you. Or madness." Alaan took the reins of his horse from Crowheart. "We have
journeyed this far—come gaze on the find river. On the other shore lies Death's kingdom. The gateis not
far off, above the steps of an ancient quay. But we will not go there thisday.”

Alaan did not mount but led his horse through the twilight wood. In a short distance they cameto the
murmuring river, which ran like gray ink through the doomed landscape. The far shorewaslostin
shadow, though if he stared Tarn thought he saw more bar-ren trees, perhaps a cliff, he could not be
sure.

"Isthere amore oppressive place than this?' Fynnol wondered aloud.
"Yes" Alaan answered, "but no one returns to speak of it."
"| thought to seethis place only once,” Cynddl said, his man-ner distant.

"Innithd, it was called in ancient times," Alaan said. "River of tears or perhapsriver of sorrow. But men
do not nameit now, if they even believein its existence. Be sure your ashes are spread upon theWynnd
before your body is cold. Then you will follow the black wanderers, Cyndd!'s people, back to the
breathing sea. Bet-

ter to lift upon the breast of awave beneath the sun than pass into the darkness." He turned away, and
the othersfollowed, more than one glancing back. As Tam did so he redlized Fynnol il stood gaz-ing
out over theriver.

"Fynnal..."Tam whispered, jarring his cousin from hisreverie. Thelittle Vaeman turned away. "Come
on," Tam sad. "Let'sbe shut of thisplace.”

They mounted horses and followed Alaan, an empty wind plucking at their clothing.

Twenty-seven

Dusk brought the town of Weybridge into view. Jamm hid them in asmal wood not far from the manor
house of Prince Michadl's cousin.



"Y ou won't want to appear by day, your grace,” Jamm said, as they hunkered down in asmal copse.
"Hunger istempting meto take that risk," the Prince answered, his gaze wandering to the mansion house.

"I think Jamm isright,” Carl offered. He had dumped down with his back againgt atree, atired,
disreputable-looking nobleman if there ever was one, Samul thought. ™Y ou can't trust thelr ser-vants or
the freemen who work their [and. Better to go hungry an-other few hours than be handed over to
Menwyn Wills™

"I'msureyou'reright, but if | don't eat ared meal soon, or preferably severd, | shdl fal into astate of

unreason.” The summer sun floated up, bringing a hot, windless day. The wood seemed close, but the

shade was awelcome relief. All day they could see the comings and goings of the people who lived on
the estate. The dairymen and their dogs took the herd out to pasture after milking,

and hay was cut on afield not too far off, men and women swing-ing their scythes benesth the hot sun.
The bright skirts of the women and girls showed up at adistance, though their faces were hidden by
straw bonnets. The previous day's cut was raked and pitchforked onto wagons that rolled dowly back to
the barns and gables

Samul felt agrowing envy of these people, whose lives seemed so smple and untroubled by great
decisons.

The day crept by, hunger taking agrip on dl of them, and more than once Samul was doubled over with
stomach cramps. Sunset seemed worthy of celebration to Samul, and he amost smiled asthefirst stars
appeared.

"I have been wondering dl day," Samul said, "who will accom-pany Prince Michad? Shdl wedl go?'
"I won't go," Jamm said quickly.
"Then should the three of usgo?' the Prince wondered.

Carl A'denne shook his head in the gathering gloom. "Are you known in that house? Would the servants
recognize you?'

"Certanly, yes"
"Then thereis somerisk in what you do."

The Prince consdered this. He was brushing his coat in avain attempt to make it presentable. "I would
liketo take Lord Samul with me. After dl, | shal make the clam that | have made agree-ments with the
Renne. Having amember of the family with mewill be of some benefit.”

"Unless, of course, they know my recent history,” Samul noted.

"Thereisthat," the Prince said. "Y ou were to have lost your head..." He thought amoment. "But | can
introduce you as some other Renne, can | not? There seem to be so many of you."

"Archer. | shal be my cousin Archer. Welook much adike and few know him, anyway. He kegpsto
himsdlf and hasn't entered atournament since doing grave injury to his back, some years ago."

"Lord Archer you shall be."

The two noblemen st off down the hill toward the manor house, the thought of ameal, and perhapsa
bath, lifting their spir-



its. Asthey departed from their friends, Jamm called after them. " Say nothing of ud™

The door to the house was answered by afootman, who, out of respect for the state of the world, wore
asword.

"Sir?' hesad, regarding Michael by the smdl light that shone through the barely opened door.
"Would you tell Lady Francescathat her cousinis here?’

"Do excuse me, Sr, but may | say which cousn?’

"I'd rather surprise her, if you don't mind."

"Asyouwish, gr. If youll excuseme.”

"Well, he didn't recognize you," Samul said, "or he wouldn't have left you standing out in the dark.”
"WelIl hopefor better luck with Franny."

"When did you last see her?'

"Oh, not ayear ago. We have dways had great sympathy, sheand I."

A noisefrom within silenced them, and the door cresked open, adistinctly feminine eye regarding them
through the crack.

"Franny? It'sMichad."

The eyewidened. "Michad!" A chain rattled, and the door was flung open, light flooding out. A lovely
woman threw her arms about Michadl's neck as though he were alost son. "We thought you were dead,”
she said, her voice betraying her emotion.

"Nearly, and more than once, but | survived.”

She pulled away, al joy swept from her face. "Y our father—"

"Yes | know."

"Whoisthere?' came amae voice frominsde.

"Look, Henri!" Franny said. "L ook who's returned from the grave!”

"River save ud" the man said as he caught sight of Michadl. "Michadl! You areasight! Comein. Comein
a oncel"

Food was brought to the two vagabonds, and baths promised. Samul Rennetried to restrain himsalf, but
feared he ate like astarving soldier rather than the nobleman hewas. Henri A'tandlle paced back and
forth across the kitchen, where Samul and

Prince Michad sat, and Franny bustled about keeping their platesfilled.

"Firgt he formed asecret dliance with your father's dlies and senior officers” Henri said. "By thismeans
Sr Eremon's guards were either destroyed or driven off. Menwyn then arranged a coup, displacing the
ruling council he had created himself. Thereisno one now to oppose him. All have sworn alegianceto
the Wills—to Menwyn Wills, that is—and anyone suspected of sympathy to the clamsof Lord Carrd
Wills have been diminated... brutaly.”



"And what will he do when Sir Eremon returns, | wonder?' Prince Michael asked between bites of food.
He stopped amoment to drain hisamost empty wineglass, which his cousin Franny im-mediately refilled.

Henri paused, placing an arm on the high mantelpiece. For amoment he stared into the fire, aportrait of
atroubled man. "Men-wyn will have no choice but to fight—and he will have agreat army on hisside. ..
againg Sir Eremon and a handful of hisguards.”

"It doesn't matter how small Eremon'sforce,” Samul said. "Hewill win any battle againg Menwyn and his
amies. If Sir Eremon returns, Menwyn and his supporterswill die.”

Henri and Franny glanced &t each other. They were frightened, though of what Samul was not sure.

"The Wills are demanding the grester part of everything we harvest, and we don't hold out much hope of
payment,” Franny said, filling Samul's glass aswell. She was quite alovely woman, Samul thought, with a
warmth and ease of manner that was unlike the pampered ladies of Castle Renne.

"If Menwyn Wills has made himsalf so unpopular, then it should ease our task,” Prince Michael said, not
without satisfaction.

"So it would seem, but the truth is, anyone you might have counted on in such asituation is either dead, in
acell, or hasjoined Menwyn Wills" Henri till stared into thefire, shaking hishead. "There are afew we
might speak to secretly, but any one of them might give us over to the Wills. Menwyn has been doling out
por-tions of your father's estates—your estates—to his supporters, and

promising even larger tracts of Renne lands." Henri turned away from the fire and offered the prince a
tight-lipped smile. "But we will see. Thereisno doubt in our mindswhere our loydtieslie hesaid, and
looked at hiswife, who nodded firmly. "I will it and think this night and make alist of menwho | believe
will beloyd to the House of Innes, or those who might think to gain by Menwyn'sfal, and wewill go
over it together in the morning. But you, cousin, and Lord Archer, must have rest this night. Baths have
been drawn for you, chambers made up. Until the morning.”

Twenty-eght

Not al of Hafydd's guards could fit in the boat, what with Hafydd himsdlf, Beldor Renne, the mapmaker
Ka, and his man-servant. Lord A'denne watched the legless man carefully. If he had an aly in this place,
it was Ka—whom Hafydd called "Kilydd." Ever since they had entered the boat and set out along this

un-known river he had felt some tension grow between the legless man and Hafydd. There was some
history there, Lord A'denne thought; some ancient history, if he wasto believe the things he was hearing.

Helooked around, the river stretching broad and dick beneath alow leaden sky. The forest there was
amost unbroken, only the occasional meadow interrupting the dense tangle of green. If men had ever
dwelt there, it was along age ago.

Ka shifted on the plank thwart, the Fadl pillowsthat had lined his barrow getting soiled and wet, their
beautiful fabricsruined.

"Do you recognize this place?' Lord A'denne asked.

Kai shook his head, drizzle running down hisround, pink face. "I traveled here once, long ago—with
Sainth. Severa generations of trees have come and gone, embankments crumble, even theriver

might change its course over so many centuries—but thisistheway, dl the same.”



Lord A'denne glanced over at Hafydd, who sat in the stern by the helmsman, if that's what you would call
the black-clad guard who anxioudy clutched thetiller. No one spoke much in the knight's presence, but
his attention seemed to be elsawhere, and A'denne refused to be treated like just another one of
Hafydd's ser-vants. He might fed the same fear of the man that everyone else did, but he would be
damned if hed show it!

"Whereisit we go?" the nobleman whispered.

Ka glanced at him, then away, like atruant schoolboy. "Anis-land. Thereisan ancient, sacred spring
there. Hafydd islooking for theresting place of his ... of Caibre's father—the great sorcerer Wyrr. Itis
hisplan to give him up to Deeth.”

Lord A'denne shook hishead. "I seem to have falen into anightmare. Death? Isthis not a creature of
fable? An artifice of the balladeer?”

Ka closed hiseyes, afaint smileflickering over hislips. "l wish it were so. The creature we cal Degth
was once asorcerer, like Wyrr—or perhaps more akin to hisfather, Tusival. But hismind turned into
unwholesome paths and over an age he grew into the creature we now call Death—asred asyou or 1."

A'dennefdt ashiver run up hisback and dong hisarms, his hands twitching once involuntarily. "Why has
he brought me?' he asked alittle desperately.

A hard rain spattered down on the river then, asound like hail on gravel. The legless man turned and
looked at him, hisface glistening and running with rain. "Hafydd does not carry hisenemieswith himin
hope that they will convert to his cause, that is certain. Y ou are to be sacrificed, Lord A'denne. That is
what | think. Beldor Renne knows something of this, and he is not clever enough to keep knowledge to
himsef. Y ou might learn something from a con-versation or two with the Renne—"

"A'denne!"
It was Hafydd, glaring forward over the pumping oarsmen.

M
"Y our turn at the sweeps."

The nobleman made hisway aft, stepping gingerly over the baggage they carried, his hands on the wet
gunwales, rain pound-ing down upon hisback, running inside the neck of his coat. He took the offered
oar from one of the guards and tumbled into place, setting the sweep between the tholepins, hesitating
only asecond to catch the rhythm of the others, then digging his oar into the rain-battered river. The dick
wood dipped between hisfingers, and he gripped it moretightly, his hands cold and stiff from sitting. He
glanced out at the passing riverbank, tree branches drooping down, heavy with rain.

You are to be sacrificed. The words echoed in hismind. Sacrificed/

Hafydd sat staring darkly at the shore, his manner grim. Lord A'denne wondered if it would be possible
to kill the knight. Cer-tainly the guards would immediately bring down any man who managed it, but what
of that? A'denne bdieved hislifewasforfeit anyway. If he wasto be sacrificed, let him choose the cause
he would be sacrificed for. How to manageit, that was the difficulty. Hafydd was vigilant and possessed
powers of which othersknew little. Others but for Kai... Kai knew more than he wastelling, hewas
certain of that.

Sacrificed!



Hafydd sood and drew hissivord fromitsscabbard. Lord A'danea most |ost pace with the oarsmen, hiseyes
fixed on the blade, but Hafydd sat down again and thrust the smoky blade into the river. For amoment he
sat, eyes closed in concentration, and then he cursed with such perfect rage that everyone on the boat
was over-come by fear.

No one could clearly see what Hafydd was doing. The knight was all but hidden by trees and bushes,
and though it was not yet night, the thick cloud and shadows beneath the wood held dmost dl thelight at
bay. He performed some arcaneritud involving fire, for he could be seen walking around a blaze—and
once he had walked

through it! Apparently he had suffered no harm, for the ritua con-tinued.

Some hours later he ssumbled into the camp, his guards rush-ing to support him. They lowered himona
log, where he dumped with his head down between his knees.

Lord A'denneredized a that moment that here was his oppor-tunity. Everyone's attention was on
Hafydd, even while men tried to look busy at their appointed tasks. He went quickly to thefireand
ladled some thick stew from apot into abowl. No one paid him the least attention, and A'denne set the
bowl down for amo-ment, waving his handsin the air as though the bowl had been too hot to hold. He
took up bit of cloth that lay there and used it to carry the bowl, hoping no one redlized the cloth had been
thrown down on a sharp kitchen knife,

A'denne could hardly catch his breath, and had to exercise firm control to keep his hands from shaking.
You are dead anyway, hetold himsdf. What better way to die than killing this sorcerer ?

Hefdt asthough he were pulled haf out of hisbody—so that he both animated his limbs and was
someone el se, watching. Hisvison narrowed o that all he could see was Hafydd, bent over likeaman
exhausted beyond measure. His head was bent so hisface was hidden, only the ova of dull gray hair
apparent. A'denne knew that he would have to get the knife into Hafydd's throat where the major blood
vesselsran. Nothing else would do. One chance; that was al he would have. He made himsdlf breathe
and tried to concentrate hiswill as he had so often in tourna-ments. It would be like the joust—one
opportunity and no room for errors.

The guards glanced a him as he gpproached, then, seeing the food, let him through.
"Sir Eremon?’ A'denne said softly, bending over and offering the soup.

Hafydd raised his head, his gaze out of focus, clearly confused, but then heraised his hands to take the
bowl. The second Hafydd

began to take the weight of the bowl, A'denne drove the point of his blade toward the exposed throat.

Hefdt hishand stop, clasped in agrip like stone. Hafydd looked up at him, his eye suddenly clear, the
stew, unspilled, in one hand, A'denne'swrist in the other. The nobleman dropped the krifeunllingy.

"Y ou were too respectful, A'denne,” the knight said. "Y ou gave yoursdlf away.” Hafydd shook his heed,
alook of disgust, perhaps even disgppointment, crossing hisface.

A'denne was dragged back by two guards, and Hafydd took up the spoon from the bowl and camly
began to eat his stew, as though nothing untoward had happened. A'denne thought he would be killed
then, but instead he was thrown roughly down on his bedding and left, as though he were o little threat
they needn't do more.



For amoment he gazed at the little group surrounding Hafydd, but then he redlized someone regarded
him, and turned to find Kal gtaring a him evenly.

"Why didn't you spesk to me?' the legless man demanded softly. "That was your one chance, and you've
wasted it!"

For aday Hafydd dumped in the stern of the boat, like aman too ill to care where they went or why.
Seldom did hishead rise, and when it did his eyes were not focused, and his flesh was an un-healthy
gray. His head soon fell forward again, and he appeared to deep fitfully. His guards hovered over him
like nursemaids, their facesfilled with concern.

A'denne was seated in the bow with Kai and his servant, Ufrra, when he was struck with athought. He
turned his head away so that none might see hislips move and leaned toward Kai, speaking as softly as
he could.

"We might overturn the boat,” he whispered.

Kai leaned to one side so that he was hidden from the oarsmen by the large bulk of Ufrra. "He cannot be
drowned, even if this could be done by only three of us."

Lord A'denne turned away, staring at the passing riverbank. The sky remained obscured by cloud, but
the position of the sun could be found now, asit struggled to burn away the haze, illuminating acircle of
cloud with afaint urgent glow.

"How much farther?' Hafydd demanded. He was much recovered after aday of utter listlessness, but his
mood was black.

They made acamp by theriver in small clearing among wil-lows. The dark, threatening sky was breaking
up, reveding the last of the day'slight, asky of fading blue, high up, thin wisps of orange-pink.

Ka shrugged. "A day. Two days. | can't be sure. It was an age ago that | came thisway."

Hafydd glared down at the legless man in his barrow, who aone among them appeared to have no fear
of Hafydd and histemper. "If | find you are sending me on amerry chase, Kilydd, | shall cut off your
remaining limbs. | will shatter your eardrums and pluck out your eyes, too. And you may live that
diminished life aslong asyou desire." Hafydd turned and walked away.

Ka watched the dark figure go into the gloom, his face an impas-sive mask. Then he turned and smiled
at Lord A'denne. "When you are acripple, long past being of interest to the fairer sex, and not in-clined
toward drink, you must take your pleasures where you may."

Twenty-nine

| wonder how the Prince has been received by his cousin?' Carl said. He and Jamm sat eating apples
and raw carrots they'd stolen from the nearby orchards and garden.

"Y ou don't seem to hold the cousin in high regard,” Jamm said between bites. Carl could hardly see him
inthe dark, but the sounds of his munching were loud and clear—unusud for the silent Jamm.

"My father judged him harshly, and he was seldom wrong about men.”

Jamm continued to eat. "Then | say we move our camp. Thereisan old barn foundation in astand of
trees overlooking the road. We can keep the manor house under our eye there.”



"Why would we move?'

"Y ou can never betoo careful,” the thief said, and he began col-lecting up the apples and carrots, being
sure not to leave any apple cores behind.

Carl woketo cold sted at histhroat, the dark shape of aman loom-ing over him.
"Tdl your companion not to move, or I'll cut your throat,” avoice said softly.
"Jamm... 7' Carl said, but he could hear that Jamm was al-ready awake.

"l won't move," came avoice out of the darkness.

The man sat down on astump, hisblade il at Carl'sthroat. ™Y ou travel with two men | know: Prince
Michad of Innes, whose father is said to have been murdered, and Samul Renne. Both men have recently
been dlies of Hafydd, or Sir Eremon, as some know him." The man was slent amoment. ™Y our father |
knew by repu-tation, Lord Carl, but you keep strange company. So | wonder what you aredoing in
these lands. Make your answer convincing be-cause | will kill both you and your friend without much
hestation.”

Carl swdlowed hard. Wasthis some dly of Hafydd's? He thought of the dead men they'd found in the
grass and the stranger who rescued them in the dark.

"Y ou haven't timeto contrive an answer, Lord Carl. Speak now, or you will have no throat to spesk
from."

"We are enemies of Hafydd," Carl said, praying he read the man right. "And have crossed theriver in
hopes of finding dliesfor our cause among the Princesfriends and family.”

"So you say, but both the Prince and the Renne traveled with Hafydd not so long ago.”

"l don't know that whole story, but certainly the Renne trusted Prince Michael, and asfor Samul, he
made some bargain with his cousins.”

"No doubt. He has made severd bargainsin recent weeks," the shadow said, but Carl thought he felt the
pressure of the blade lessen allittle.

"That was you who helped us that night when we were trapped inthe lane... 7"

"Yes. Menwyn Willsalied himsdlf with asorcerer, making him an enemy of mine. Histroops weretrying
to kill you, making you

apossblefriend... butitisdifficult to tal friend from foe these days. Samul Renne has changed dliestoo
often. If | had been Lord Toren, | would have sent him to the gallows, as the rumors said he had—along
with Lord Carl A'denne.” Hefdl slent amoment, thinking. "But if Lord Toren saw fit to let you live—to
feign your death—then he must have elther had good reason or been entirely desperate.” The man
removed the point of his sword from Carl's neck but held the weapon till so that he could use it
ingtantly—and Carl was not going to test this man's reflexes.

"You've not told us your name..." Carl sad.
The man congdered thisamoment. "Pwyll, | am called.”

"Pwyll2—who won the tournament at Westbrook?'



"By Lord Toren'sgenerosity and sense of fair play—yes."

"I have been secretly Lord Toren'sdly,” Carl said. "It was | who warned him of theinvasion of thelde of
Battle"

"Wasit, indeed? | wasfar away when that happened, or I might have ridden with the Renne mysdlf.”
"Then you are an enemy of Menwyn Wills?'

"l am an enemy of Hafydd's, and at the moment so is Menwyn Wills, though for al the wrong reasons, |
Suspect.”

"May | st up?' Carl asked.

"Sowly. | can see your hands even in the darkness," the man said. "Keep them away from your sword
and dagger. That goesfor you, too, master thief."

Carl sat up, trying to shake off both degp and fear. It seemed his throat wasn't about to be cut. They
might even have found an dly—aformidabledly.

Pwyll shifted on the ssump. "Tell me, Lord Carl, do you trust Lord Samul and the Prince?”’

"Prince Michael has worked against Hafydd even while hisfa-ther wasin the sorcerer'sthral. | don't
doubt him in the least. De-pite present dignments, the Renne are till the main enemies of Hafydd, and
Prince Michad istrying toraly aliesto their cause. Michad believesthat Menwyn will not win a battle
with Hafydd despite the Sze of hisarmy.”

"ThePrinceisright. Men-at-armswon't stand and fight a sor-cerer for acaptain like Menwyn Wills. He
does not have either their respect or their love. Thefirst signs of sorcery, and they will break and run.
Hafydd will gather them dl together again in afew days and command them out of fear. Menwyn will not
survivethiswar. But if we are to defeat Hafydd, he must be denied that army.”

"And that isthe Prince's purpose.”
"Thereisasmdl problem that the Prince did not foresee..."
"And that would be?'

"Hiskin sent out arider soon after he arrived, and atroop of men-at-arms wearing Willslivery arrived at
the manor house not half an hour ago.”

Thirty

Theriver had narrowed and increased its speed while the cliffs had fallen way to rolling banks, which
rose and dipped alittle asthey passed. To either Side, dense forests of pine and fir mixed with oak and
maple, beech and ash. There were trees growing there that Dease Renne had never seen before: atree
with bark white as awave crest and branches that hung down like the weep-ing willow, amaple with
leaves larger than platters. He watched the hidden lands roll by between histurns at the oars. No one



who could manage a sweep was exempt. Even Elise, he noticed, took her turn, and the men in her boat
were hard-pressed to match her pace. A gift fromtheriver, she called this strength, but it was arcane,
Dease knew, and it unsettled the men-at-arms, even A'brgail's Knights.

"Do you smell smoke?" A'brgail asked, Sitting up and turning his head, nogtrilsflaring as he tested the air
ddlicatdly.

Toren turned and gazed back the way they'd come. "Wind isin the north, so it must be coming from
behind. Did we pass acamp-fire?' Dease saw Toren reach over for his sword, which he now kept

buckled to athwart. Hafydd was somewhere on this river before them, or so Elise claimed.

"Thewinds eddy and twist among these hills, Lord Toren,” Theason said. " The smoke might be coming
from anywhere." Hetoo sniffed the air. "Forest fires can occur in summer. | have seen the placeswhere
they've burned—vast stretches, soon green again with new life, but the skeletons of the grest trees stand
for many years, like gravestones.” Theason was silent amoment, then went on. "Do you know, the name
Eremon, which Hafydd uses till, isthe name of a shrub that grows up where fire has destroyed the
forest? The seeds of the eremon bush can lie dormant in the ground for two hundred years, but the hest
of thefire crackstheir shells, and they sprout up only days after the fire has passed.”

No one had any responseto this, and the boat fell silent.

"Do you smell the smoke?" Elise called amoment later. She was standing in the stern of her bodt,
wrapped in aFad cloak, her hair wafting in the breeze. She twisted it into arough tail and tucked it
behind an ear, and then inside the collar of her cloak—a practiced motion that was dl Elise. Sianon,
Orlem had said, cut her hair short.

"Yes'" A'brgal cdled, "but whereisit coming from?"
Elise shrugged. "Thewind comesfrom al directions”

And so it did. North for awhile, then from the west, then south by southwest. It even veered east for a
time. The smoke seemed to be carried on any wind, now stronger and more pungent, then weaker or
gone dtogether.

They rounded abend in theriver, and Dease's eyes were stung by smoke, the smell even stronger.
Flakes drifted down from the sky, like snow, but thiswas agray snow.

"Ash!"Theasson said.

"Bring the boats together!" Elise caled out. She had un-sheathed her sword and thrust the blade into the
river.

"Isit Hafydd?" A'brgail asked, asthe boats came dongside, oarsmen swinging high their sveegps and
taking hold of the other craft'sgunwale.

Elise did not answer but held her blade in the back of the river, eyes closed, her head cocked to one side
asthough she listened in-tently. Then she shook her head, drawing her sword from the water and drying
itinafold of her cloak, dl in one motion.

"Heisahead of usyet—and some distance, too. But till, fireis| his greatest wegpon, and we must be
way."

"Theason said he has seen forest firesin the hidden lands be-fore,” A'brgail offered.



Elise nodded. "Then let us hope thisis such afire and nothing more,” she answered, but she stood again
in the stern of her boat and surveyed al that could be seen, her manner tiff and appre-hensive.

Ash continued to snow down, dappling the water, where the flakes soon became a leaden scum spread
over the surface. Smoke could be seen now, hanging among the low hillsthat bor-dered theriver.

"Rain would bewe come," Theason remarked.

"Freisaway of rguvenating theforest,” Eber said, "for it sSweeps away the ancient trees, cleansesthe
soil, and dlowsthe long cycle of growth to begin again.” He held his son, adeep in hislap, and Dease
thought the old man looked overwhelmed by sadness. ™Y oung trees appear, flourish, and are replaced by
others, like gen-erations, until you again have the mature forest we see here. It isthe natural cycleand
keeps each breed of tree strong, for the forest isfull of scourges, even for the oak and the willow."

"If anyoneiswearing mail, he should take this opportunity to shed it," Elise said, but work at the oarswas
hot, and mail shirts had long since been rolled into oiled sheepskins and put away out of reach of water.

The smoke was thicker ahead, acloud of it wafting out over theriver, casting a shadow on the dark
waters.

"What isit you fear, Lady Elise?' A'brgail asked. "Something | think."
But she answered with aquestion of her own. "Who among you can swim?"
A few voices answered in the affirmative—not enough, Toren thought.

"Those of you who cannot swim find another who can. Do as he says and do not let fear get the better of
you."

Eber turned in his seat in the bows, fear across hisface. "But what of my son?' he said, his voice shaking
with anger and appre-hension. "Y ou swore that you would protect him."

"And | will," Elise said. "Pass the boy back to me."

Llyawas wakened and passed quickly down the row of oarsmen to Elise, who took him up gently,
amiling a him and caressing him as though he were her own.

"Don't beafraid,” shesaid. "l am of theriver. No matter what happens, you will be safe with me."
The boy made some sign with his hands, and Dease wondered if he had understood at dl.

They rounded another bend, and there the smoke was thick. Fire climbed atreein the distance, branches
breaking away and tumbling in flames. Despite cloaks stretched over mouths, smoke burned into the
lungs dl the same, and everyone coughed. The boats drifted into agloom, like adry fog. His eyes stung
and wartered so that he could see dmost nothing. The heat began to grow, so that Dease's face ran with
swest, and he could fed it spreading down his sides beneath his clothes.

"Douseyour cloaksin water!" Eliseydled.

Dease pulled his cloak off and thrugt it into the river. In amo-ment he had it over his head, crouching
within thissmal tent. He could fedl his cousin beside him, hear him coughing.

Dease wasracked by afit of coughing himself asthe smoketore at hislungs. He opened hisclogk alittle
and tried to pick out any-thing in the obscurity. To run ashore would be adisaster.



"Hames!" heydled. A wave of heat Struck him like ablow, knocking him into the bottom of the boat. His
cloak was quickly steaming itself dry.

"Into thewater!" he heard Elise ydl, and Dease threw himsdlf blindly over the sde. The cool water
washed over him, drawing off

the scalding heat. He struggled out of his cloak and threw the sod-den massinto the boat. He kept one
hand on the gunwale, but the wood was growing almost too hot to hold. Quickly he switched hands,
gplashing water up onto the wood.

In the water beside him were others, faces blackened and ob-scured by smoke. Something burned his
wrigt, and he drew his hand away from the boat, only to find the burning did not stop in the water, and he
scraped away at his skin for amoment before he was free of the scalding materid.

Paint, heredlized. The paint was bubbling off.

" Splash water on the boats!" someone yelled, but Dease turned quickly around, staring into the smoke
that burned his eyes. The boats were gone!

Flame appeared overhead, the heat unbearable. Dease dove be-neath the water and swam. The forest
fire, if that'swhat it was, legpt the river. The desire to cough was strong, but he fought it down, pressing
himsdf forward into the cool water. To surface there would beto die. Therewas no light in the water,
though he swam with his eyes opened. He didn't even know for sure that he was swimming downstream.

When he began to see black spots about the edge of hisvison, Dease rose toward the surface, emerging
into asmith'sforge, the heat searing hisface, wet though it was. Even the water seemed hot, steaming
around him. Flames shot out of the smoke, and the sound of fire was deafening.

Hedrew in alungful of smoke and coughed uncontrollably. The heat was more than he could bear, but
he could not dive without air, and there was nothing to breathe but smoke.

Deaserolled on his back, gasping and hacking. Water choked him, but he could no longer find the
strength to struggle. The world seemed to recede, fading, darkness swirling out of the air.

Theriver took hold of him, and he was pulled down, down into the waters. He did not resst, nor could
he have, but dipped into adream, acool dream where he drifted within the river, held gently in its maw,
carried off, where he did not know.

Toren felt they werein an oven, close, utterly dark, hot as abed of coas. He could hear the others
bresthing, coughs echoing benesth the overturned hull. For amoment herested, clinging to theinwae
with hisfingers. When he felt he had enough strength he reached an arm out and splashed water onto the
hull, hisfingersroagting in the hegt of thefire,

In amoment he pulled the hand in again, dousing it in the quickly warming water.
"Cadl your names..." A'brgail said, dmost a Toren'selbow.
Names were croaked in the darkness.

"Dease?" Toren called. "Dease? Are you here?!



Therewas no answer. One of A'brgail's Knights was missing as well—their numbers down to eight.
Toren cursed between fits of coughing. He didn't think anyone would survive outside the boet, the heat
was too great, the smoke overwhelming. He took a breath and ducked under, surfacing in akind of
purgatory, flame and smoke roiling overhead, hotter than a blazing hearth.

"Dease!" hecdled. "Dease..." For amoment he listened, then went back into the relative safety of the
overturned boat, drawing in alungful of smoky air.

The current seemed to be infinitely dow, and the fire spread over agrester areathan he had hoped. It
even occurred to Toren that the boat might be circling in an eddy, not escaping thefire at al. He reached
ahand out into the oven and splashed water up onto the hull, as did the others, but till it was growing
dan-geroudy hot. He reached up and pressed his palm to the planking— then pulled it quickly away. The
wood was amost too hot to touch.

"It can't be much farther,”" someone lamented.
"How big can such afire be?' avoice asked.
"Very great,” cameasmall voicein response. "'l have seen afire scar the hillsde for leagues.”

"WEell not survivefor leagues” A'brgail said low to Toren. "An-

other few moments, and this shell will be on fire, and dl the turtleswill be forced out into the flames."

"Let ushope..." Toren said. But A'brgail was right; another few moments, and they would be gone. He
dipped his head under, for the air benesth the boat was growing hot. As he surfaced some-thing
scalding-hot dropped onto his cheek, and he wiped it away— pitch from the seams between the planks!
He heard someone surface into the boat.

"We're afirel" Theason gasped.

Toren ducked under the gunwae and surfaced into the swirling smoke. He rubbed at his stinging eyes,
trying to clear them with water. Squinting, he could see flames spreading over the turtled hull. He stripped
off hisshirt and begt at the flames.

"The paint isaflame!” he caled to the sooty face that surfaced beside him—Toren could not begin to
guesswho it was.

Whoever it was followed his example, and after amoment they had doused the flames. They ducked
back into the boat, gasping, choking, his scalp feding as though it had been seared.

"Thepaint," he managed. "It is aflame. We haveto best it with sodden shirts.”

Three men-at-arms ducked under immediately. A dull thump-ing sounded on the hull. When these three
returned, three more went out—not a shirker among the group.

"I think the smoke is not so thick," one said as he returned, and Toren felt his hopesrise. Perhaps they
would not be baked after dll.

But it seemed along time, even so, before the air began to clear, and glimpses of sunlight heartened them.
They were abedraggled lot when findly they washed ashore upon anarrow strip of mud and sprawled



upon the grass. Smoke il filled the sky, drifting up in great, molten clouds. The air, however, could be
breathed with-out promoting spasms of coughing. One of A'brgail's Knights called out, and Toren sat up
to see the other boat, overturned, men clinging to it. It was brought ashore with some effort.

Dease was not there among the smoke-stained faces, though Eber, hiswhite beard dirty gray, crawled
out onto the bank.

"But whereismy son?' herasped. "Is he with you?'

"No, but he waswith my migtress,” Orlem Sighthand said. "He will be safe. Don't waste amoment in
worry."

A head count turned up two others missing besides Dease—one of A'brgail's Knights and a Renne
man-at-arms.

Thetall man from the wildlands was soon up, ng the damage to the boats. Most of the gear was
lost, though weapons and some other necessities had been tied to the thwarts, and these had not been
j ettisoned when the boats were overturned.

Toren was on hisfedt, but Slighthand had assumed control and was seeing to the men, talying their
weapons and tools—a natural leader. He stood overlooking the boats with Baore.

"Can they be put to rights?"Toren asked, feding small between the youth from the wildlands and the
giat.

Baore tugged at his sparse beard, thinking. "I will take a day to make them somewhat riverworthy. Some
of the pitch melted out of the seams, and the paint is gone. The wood is scorched black in places, but not
to any depth, luckily. We might find some of our oars washed up aong the bank; otherwise, we shall
have to fashion them with an axe. They'll be rough, but servicegble."

"I'll lend ahand,” Orlem said. "'I'm not a stranger to wood, though I'm no shipwright.”

Toren waited until Baore had gone off afew steps, then said quietly to Orlem, "What has become of
Elise? The old man iswor-ried to the point of distraction about his child.”

The giant crouched and ran his hand over the blackened plank-ing, rapping it with aknuckle. "Thefire
was not naturd," he said in his degp rumbling voice. "Caibre created it to destroy us—to de-stroy
Sianon... Elise. | cannot say what other snares he might have left to catch her. Caibre was brutal and
cunning. | only hope she was equd to hisart." The giant glanced back up theriver. "I don't know how
long welll be safe here. Thefireis spreading south. 1t will soon catch up with us. Whoever has skill with
wood or boats should lend Baore ahand. A mea would hearten the men-at-arms. | don't know if we
have a bow that can be used, but Baore has hooks and

line. If there is afisherman among us—other than Baore, who can-not be spared—then we should set
him to finding food."

Someone called out and pointed. Toren stood to find Elise, her golden hair awash, swimming toward
them.

Eber sat watching over hisdeeping child. The child who had emerged from theriver sickly pae, hislips
blue—looking too much like anagar for anyonésliking. But he was dive and deeping gently asthough
nothing had happened, his natural color restored. Eber kept glancing over at Elise, who sat apart,
wrapped in her Fadl cloak. She might have saved Llya, but Toren thought you would not know it by the
looks Eber gave her—as though she had violated his son in someway or turned him into amonger.



He had been kept alive within the river, Toren thought, kept alive in its dark depths. Many aman
among them would have chosen death instead. Toren was not sure what choice he would have made. He
was as disturbed by the arts as many of hisless-educated men-at-arms.

The nobleman looked up into the night sky. Tendrils of dark cloud wafted over, blotting out the
stars—samoke. It appeared to be growing thicker, and Toren feared the north wind was carrying the fire
down upon them. He wondered what had become of his cousin. Had he been consumed by the fire?
Poisoned by the smoke, for certainly they had only survived benesth the protection of the boat, and even
that had been a close run thing. Poor Dease. He seemed to Toren to have been afflicted by ill luck since
he had been struck by Beld. Hiswhole manner had changed, as though he blamed himsdlf for Arden's
death. Guilt seemed to consume hislifesfire. And now he was gone. Lost to the unfathomableriver.

Orlem, Baore, and some others did the first boat into the river to groans and halfhearted cursing. Toren
waked over to seeif he could lend ahand in any way, though he had no skill as awood-worker or
shipwright.

"The seams have opened up from the heat and from losing

much of their pitch,” the young giant from the wildlands an-nounced. " The other is no better. The planks
will take up after awhile, but | don't think we can bail fast enough to keep them afloat, now."

Elise rose up from the shadow where she rested. She strode down to the water where the boats lay and
stood looking at them amoment, her manner more imperious than Toren remembered. The shy girl of
memory was gone, replaced by this woman who un-settled everyone—frightened them, in truth.

"Carry the other boat down to the water," Elise ordered, and she shed her cloak, letting it dide to the
groundinapile.

The other boat was borne quickly down and hissed over the mud asit splashed into the river. Without
taking notice of anyone, Elise continued to drop her clothes onto the riverbank, and in amoment she had
splashed into the water. There, she spread her arms and seemed to hum, her palmsflat on the surface. At
intervals she scooped up a double handful of water and splashed it into one boat or the other. The water
where she moved her hands appeared to be-come faintly green and luminescent, as Toren had once seen
in the wake of aboat on the open sea. The planking of the boats took on this greenish cast and glowed
softly. The water in the boats receded, appearing to drain through the cracks between the planks, and in
amoment the boats were bobbing gently upon the waters, glowing as though bathed in faint green
moonlight.

Elise came out of the water, where Orlem immediately wrapped her in acloak.

"Load the boats," the giant ordered as he supported Elise, who appeared weak, her knees wobbly.
Orlem bent and scooped up her clothing, bearing her up the low embankment. In amoment the two
returned, Elise dressed and tightly wrapped in her cloak, her gaze cast down and shoulders dumped, like
one overwhdmed by fatigue.

The men-at-arms stood about the boats, no one wanting to step into a craft that had been bespelled.
Toren could see the men, look-ing down, none meeting Orlem's eye. Toren stepped forward and

shoved the first boat out into the water, scrambling aboard and tak-ing up one of the oars that had
been found adrift. A'brgail fol-lowed, taking up an oar himself. Eber set LIya down in the bow of the
other boat and climbed aboard after him.

Orlem turned to the men-at-arms, who still hesitated on the shore. "There will be no harm to any
of you," he said reassuringly. "Do not fear." He pointed to the north. "But you will be hard-pressed to



outdistance the fire on foot through this dense forest. Any who cannot bear to encounter the arcane arts
might be better taking his chances with the fire. Before thisjourney is over you will see arts enough, that is
certain.”

Reluctantly, and with many a measuring look to the north, the men climbed into the boats, taking their
places, shipping the oars. They all appeared apprehensive but in a moment they were in the current and
striking out for the south, in the wake of Hafydd, who had tried to kill them with fire. They were silent boats
passing be-neath the stars, and still very faintly aglow.

Toren looked back, seeing tendrils of smoke reaching out to-ward them, but thinning and breaking
apart before they could come so far. He dug in with an oar and thanked the faint stars that he had not
been washed up at Death's gate. Not yet.

Thirty-one

They traced asmall tributary down from the hills and followed its turnings through the forest. A silent
company: four men, one beneath acrowd of crows, and aFael who was neither young nor old.

Latein the afternoon of the third day, they rode out of the wood into river bottom: gardens surrounded
by tdll lattice fences made of saplings covered the open valley. In some gardens, men and women bent
over their plantings, but al rose to see the strangersriding through. Silently, they watched the outsiders
pass, their looks ap-prehensive, though not hostile.

Haf an hour brought them up to asmall village, the houses of honey-colored stone, weathered and worn,
the roofs densely thatched. There was no sign of paint. The door planks were westh-ered gray, window
sashesthe same. But everywhere there were flowersin pots and long troughs, climbing vines and treesin
blos-som. It was as though the flowers had escaped the fenced gardens and were invading the village,
and overgrowing it dowly. Men and women emerged from doorways at the sound of horses. They too

stared slently at the outsiders. Children were captured by their mothers and sent quickly inside.

Crowheart'swinged army swarmed from roof to roof, scolding the silent villagers, who shrank from them
vighly.

"They areafriendly lot," Fynnol said to Tam.
"I don't think they see outsiders often,” Tam answered. "Like our own people.”

In afew moments Alaan had led them down to amuch larger river, where boats were drawn up on the
shore. The crow army set-tled on the gunwales and on the ground, cawing raucoudly.

"Baorewould liketo seethis" Cynddl said. "These boats are hollowed-out logs.”

Alaan dismounted and raised his hands, palms out, to three men who were carving designsinto anewly
made boat. None of the men answered, but only stared, the nearest stepping back.

"Do nothing sudden,” Alaan said quietly to his companions. "Draw no wegpons, even if acrowd forms.”
Heturned to the three men. "I'm Alaan. | visted your village once before.”

"We remember you," one of the shipwrights said. "But then you traveled with awhist. Now you bring a
company of enchanted aons"

"Y ou need not fear them,” Alaan said, and smiled reassuringly. "Weve come to trade horsesfor aboat.”



If Alaan had proposed "diamonds for dung,” he could not have provoked a greater reaction.

They had not taken the best boat in trade—it wastoo large for their company—but very nearly. Horses,
it seemed, wererare and highly valued to the villagers, and they were only too happy to provide a boat
and whatever €l se the outsiders wanted. It was pretty clear to Tam that the man who traded for the
horses thought he'd taken ter-rible advantage of the outsiders, and he couldn't have been happier about
it.

Thetraveler divided the company into two watches, and each

watch paddled turnabout for the rest of the afternoon, driving the boat south. They were, Alaan told
them, on the River Wynnd, or one of its "many branches," and had agood distance to go. The sun
plunged into arange of blue hills, and the stars appeared among scattered clouds that |ooked like plaster

scraped over the sky.

"The moon iswaning," Alaan said, "so the night will be dark. But theriver isbroad and lazy. | think we
should try to make some leagues by morning. Well give up paddling, but well have to stand watches. |
think the greatest danger will be getting swept up to the shore and running aground, which will dow
us—something we can little afford.”

Alaan organized three watches for the night: Tarn and Fynnol, Cynddl and Crowheart, and Alaan by
himsdlf.

Tarn drew the middle watch and made a place for himsdf to deep, laying out his bedding and clothes on
the floorboards, worn smooth by use. Settling on his back, he gazed up at the Sars, the tar-black sky.
The moon appeared late, drifting up from the eastern horizon, athin slver crescent, like the night's
earing.

He thought of Elise Wills, who, Alaan said, was on theriver be-fore them. He couldn't forget the night
they had lain in the grass, a soft rain falling upon them, though he had hardly noticed. Her kisses had been
30 knowing, yet at the same time she seemed as awestruck as he by what was happening.

Sheis both ancient and young, he reminded himself. He closed his eyes and felt desire course through
him as he remembered Elise moving beneath him, remembered her cries of pleasure, choked off lest they
be discovered. With these memories drifting through hismind as he fell adeep he was surprised to be
wakened later from avery dark dream.

"Y our watch," Alaan whispered.

Tarn could barely make out the traveler in the darkness. The moon had drifted into the east and was
aground, and tilted oddly, on asmdll idand of cloud. He sat up and rubbed his eyes, trying to shake off
the nightmare. He'd been drowning, but not in water, in some dark air.

"Thereiscloud in the south—quite black," Alaan said. "Per-haps a storm coming in off the sea. Be a bit
wary. Theriver can be-come surprisingly rough in a storm."

Tam roused himsdlf and stood, surveying the night world: the shadow river, glittering here and there with
stars and ribbons of moonlight; black embankments and vague hills; stars still thrown high against the night.
Here and there floated thin ovate clouds, but in the south Tam could see the gathering storm Alaan had
spoken of. Yet it did not look quite right to him. The clouds were dark, but high and thin, tingeing the stars
nearby so that they appeared al-most crimson.

"Wake meif thereis any trouble," Fynnol whispered.

Tam prodded his cousin with atoe. "Up, lazy Fynnol. Thereis a sorcerer adrift on the river. We dare not



deep.”

"Sorcerer be damned," Fynnol whispered in exasperation. "What has he to do with me? Let me
deep... just alittle more."

Tam prodded him again, thistime not so gently.

"Tamlyn!"

"Up, or it'sabowl of water next."

"Ahh!" Fynnol rolled up and sat digging knucklesinto his eyes. "There. Satisfied? Y ou have ruined my
perfectly lovely dream. | shall never have another likeit."

"I'm sure you will have many likeit," Tam said.

"No, | wasso ... adored. By everyone. Women wanted to shower me with favors—if favors can said to
be showered. My every remark was repeated over and over. | could not go anywhere but people were
courting me. Ah ... itwasalovely dream.”

"Better than mine. | was drowning in some dark... air. | can't explain it. | was so glad to have Alaan wake
me."

Fynnol stretched his arms out. "Let us hope my dream is prophetic, and yoursisnot. Ooh! I'm
sure this bed is much harder than the bedsin my dreams. But then the beds in my dreams were padded
with comely women, so | did not properly notice the mat-tresses. Hmm... Perhaps another visit to that
wondrous placeisin order."

"Not for three hours, at least. We are on watch. What do you make of these cloudsin the south?' Tarn
could hardly see his cousin in the darkness, but was sure he turned to look down the rive.

"They seem the ordinary type of clouds. Y ou know, high in the sky, obscuring the stars. Admirably doing
their job, 1 would say."

"Yes, but they seem alittle... odd to me." Tarn shrugged. "' Per-haps you are right. Ordinary clouds. Alaan
thinksit might be astorm coming in off the sea.”

"We could use alittlerain, Tarn. | haven't had a bath or laun-dered my clothing in days. Do you notice
how much we have cometo be like the animal s? Bathing when the rain falls or when we are forced to
ford ariver. Eating what we can catch. We have become a pack of men. Soon we shall have reverted to
the wilds entirely— like the wild men of stories we heard in our youth, appearing one day out of the
forest, unclothed, unkempt, snarling and grunting our idea.of wit."

"Worse things could happen,” Tarn said distractedly, a shiver running up his back.

"Yes. Weve seeniit,” Fynnol said, suddenly serious. "'l shal never look at ariver the same now that |
have gazed acrossthe fina river and into the darkness beyond. Nor will | ever fal adeep without thinking
of the claws of Death's servant snatching me up. If not for Sighthand | would dwell in the darkness
yet—whatever that would mean. Do you ever wonder, Tarn, whét lies beyond the final gate?"

"Anyonewho isnot afool must wonder at sometime or other. But it isafutile endeavor. Even Alaan
does not know."

"Or s0 hesays," Fynnol said softly.

Tarn looked at the shadow of his cousin in the dark. "What do you mean?'



Fynnol hesitated a second, perhaps wondering if Alaan's even breathing meant hewas adeep. "l fdlt there
was something odd in his conversation with the swan lady. If stories are to be believed, shelived before
Desth made his kingdom. Back in the age when hewas

just asorcerer. Death once loved her, Alaan clams. If anyone knows whét lieswithin Degth's kingdom, it
isMeer. And who is Alaan but her grandchild—or at least Sainth was. There seemsto be a quantity of
family knowledge—kept from mere mortals—but known to the descendants of Tusival."

Tam had not thought of that before, but had to admit that there was somering of truth toit. He
remembered the woman they had seen, changing into a swan and back, but beautiful and youthful till.
How long had she been living there, in that dying wood? How long did it seem to her, to someone who
did not die? " Did she seem mad to you, Fynnol 7' Tam asked.

"No... no, not redlly. Not in the way that I've seen madness, though | can't claim any great experiencein
that matter.”

"Shedid not seem mad to me, elther.”
TheVademenfdl slent, theriver spinning them dowly beneath the sars.
"Do you seethat cloud?' Tam said. "Isit not drawing nearer? See how much more of the sky it blocks.”

Fynnol stared amoment at the sky. "I think you're right, though there is precious little we can do abouit it.
We might find a hos-pitable bit of riverbank in the dark, but we're just aslikely to find cliffs or aswamp.
Maybe even awood of stone trees, as we did be-fore. Who knows what thisriver will offer next.”

"Y ou'reright. We should stay our coursetill we have some light, which is till two hours off at least.”

But within the hour the smoke reached them, and it quickly grew thicker. Tam woke Alaan, and
everyone was soon roused by the caustic smell.

Alaan stood, gazing off into the south.

"Itisabigfire, | think,"Tam said sanding beside Alaan. "Given how few people ssemto livein these
lands, | would guessit'sthe forest burning, not avillage or afarmstead.”

"Yes, I'm sureyoureright, Tam," Alaan said. "But isit anatu-ral fire?' Alaan found his sword, crouched,
and pushed the blade into the river. For awhile he sayed like that, still asahunting

heron. "Hafydd and Lady Elise are fill some distance off and trav-eling more quickly than we." He dried
the blade.

The eastern horizon began to brighten, and the sky overhead grew both lighter and darker at once, as
their craft drifted beneath the cloud of smoke. A blackened land appeared around abend in theriver, the
very earth charred to cinder, black skeletal trees standing here and there, many othersfallen, misshapen
stumps pushing up like arms broken and burned.

"Well, hereisascene of desolation,” Cynddl said softly.
A lonebird flitted low over the dark earth, landing on a charred stump.
Whist, whist, it called.

"Yes, Jc ... itislikeabattlefield with desth and destruction al around. One of many where Hafydd has
ridden away unharmed, leaving devastation behind. And there will be too many moreif heis not stopped,



for he has dlied himsdf with monsters, now."
"Did Hafydd cause this?' Cyndd| asked.

Alaan nodded. "So | would say. Hetried to dow Sianon... Eliseand kill her followers, though | think he
succeeded only in the for-mer. Eliseisnot like Sanon. Shewill not sacrifice her followersfor her own
safety. Perhaps Hafydd knowsthis, too."

"But sheisdive... ?'Tam whispered.
Alaan looked a him oddly. "Y es Tam, sheisdive. Fear not."

Haeandthereflamesdill flickered, findingsomefud onthedark-ened earth. A stand of trees, missed somehow by
the al-consuming fire, burned dowly, flame climbing through the branches, which fel away one by one,
spirding dowly down like torches. No creature stirred in the bleak landscape. The companions stood up
in the boat, gazing at the black hills, rolling back asfar asthe eye could see.

A shout surprised everyone,
"There," Crowheart said, and pointed.

A man waved from the shore. He was as blackened as the sur-rounding lands, his clothes
smoke-stained, hisface and hair dark as charcod. The companions maneuvered their craft up to the
shore, and the man limped aong until he reached their landing spot.

"Alaan!" he said ashe came. "Rabd! Tarn!" He stopped when he redlized no one recognized him. "Dease
Renne, at your service," hesaid, and tried to smile. "I daresay, | look asight.”

"Lord Dease!" Alaan said, splashing ashore. "What has hap-pened to you?'

"| was separated from my companions,” he replied, Stting down on an inky rock. "We had dl goneinto
theriver to avoid being turned to cinders. | let go my grip on the boat a moment be-cause the paint had
bubbled beneath my hand and when | turned around, the boats were lost in the smoke.”

Smoke appeared to have worked itsway into al thefinelines of hisface, even into his pores. His hair
was singed in places, aswere his clothes, which wereinrags.

"I don't know what happened then, for | seem to have lost con-sciousness. | awoke in alittle backwater,
lying in the shalows, fireal around me. The bank | was on was not so hot asthe other, so | crept dong
through the shallows. Diving under to avoid the flames and heat. Going asfar as| could, then surfacing
for afew lungs of smoke before diving down again. | didn't expect to survive. It seemed like hours before
| was out of theworst of it. | waited for the fire to move south before | dared follow, and even then I've
stayed to theriver, for theland is still hot, with pockets of flame be-negth the fallen trees and underwood.
Y ou step down, and flame erupts around you. Not at al safefor travel. I've beenin theriver, but it has
not cleaned me, or so my reflection says. | fear | will be smoke-stained for the rest of my life.”



"You'relucky to bediveat dl,” Alaan said. "But tdl uswho you were traveling with."

"Elise Willsand Orlem Slighthand. Y our friend Baore iswith them,” hesaid to Tarn, "as are Gilbert
A'brgall, Eber, and hisson Llya. My cousin Toren. And Theason came to conn aboat. Some Knights of
the Vow and Renne men-at-arms. Perhaps twenty in dl, though | have falen by thewayside.

"No, you have just moved to the livelier company,” Fynnol said. "It isan indication of your superior taste
and judgment.”

"But how did you find your way into the hidden lands?" Alaan asked.

Dease shifted on hisrock. "LIlya, Eber's son, led us. He came to the Fadl saying that he knew where
Wyrr was buried and could lead usthere.”

"Thereisaways some unexpected twig," Alaan said. "Where did achild learn this skill? And why didn't
hetdl usthis before? He might have saved usajourney.”

Dease shrugged. "Heisachild of mygtery, that one. Who can claim to understand him?"
Alaan shook his head. "Come aboard. We haveto presson, fire or no."
"But can we passthefire?' Fynnol asked. "Will we not be burned?’

"It has burned itself low now," Alaan answered, digging a pad-dle into the bank and straining to push
them off. "There are some rocky hills not far off. Even Hafydd's fire will be hard-pressed to find fuel
there”

Dessedambeared aboard, rocking thelboet asit domy gained way.

"l can't quite believethat | should find a such rough-hewn boat aluxury,” the nobleman said, "but after the
last day, it seemsthe most comfortable craft afloat to me.”

"Find yoursdlf aberth, Lord Dease," Alaan said. "Wewill need you to take aturn at the paddles.” Saying
that, Alaan dug his own paddleinto theriver and sent the log boat quickly south.

Thirty-two

Samul woke to armed men entering his chamber, swords drawn. He was alowed to dress, his hands
were bound, and in amoment he was hustled down the tairs to the front entry, where Prince Michael
waited. The men wore the evening-blue surcoats of the Willsfamily, and were not, by the look of them,
men to be trifled with. The Prince had his hands bound behind his back, as Samul did, and alook of
sadness and rage on hisface.

There was a disturbance on the landing above, and Franny ap-peared in her nightclothes, her husband
catching her at the top of the stairs. They struggled there amoment.

"No, Henri! Heismy cousin!”

Henri had an arm around her waist and held one hand by the wrist. "The Prince of Innesisdead,” he
sad. "Michad cannot help us now. We have different dlies. Thereisno going back.” He pulled her
away, sobbing and cursing her hushand, trying to scratch at his eyes.

And then Samul and Michael were pushed outside and hoisted into a cart.



It was till dark, but Samul could see his companion by the light of torches. He thought there might have
been atear on his cheek, but then he hung his head and was silent. The driver shook thereins, and the
cart rolled forward, amounted troop of Wills men-at-armsfaling in around them.

Thirty-three

Dawn was not far off, Carl thought. He crouched behind atree, bow in hand, staring a adark vein of
road curling off into the wood bdow.

"Shoot the torchbearerslagt,” Pwyll said. "The driver of the cart I'll shoot mysdif.”

Carl pulled back the arrow he had nocked, testing the bow Pwyll had given him. His heart was pounding
madly, not from fear, but because they had run like madmen to reach this place before the men carrying
off the Prince and Samul Renne. The ever-resourceful Pwyll had bows and quivers of arrows he had
taken from some unlucky men-at-arms—perhaps the two they'd stum-bled over in the oat field.

Carl could hear Jamm gasping nearby. Thethief wasfrightened. He wasn't much for afight, especialy
one where they were out-numbered by trained men-at-arms, but Carl knew he would do hisbest, dl the
same. Pwyll, however, could not have seemed more cam. There were only eight men after dl. Just afair
fight by hises-timation, Carl wassure.

The drumming of horses and the clatter of whedls sounded dully through the wood, then torches
appeared, bobbing and wav-ing. The smell of smoke was carried down the dell by anight breeze.

Carl did not know the bow he was holding and would be lucky to hit anyone at all. But horseswere
large, and if the men rode close together, he might find some luck. He hoped only to misshis
com-panionsin the cart, which was why Pwyll inssted the driver beleft for him—he'd used his bow.

Carl pulled the feathers back to his shoulder, fegling the bow flex.

"Not yet," Pwyll whispered.

Around the torches shadow horsemen began to take shape, rid-ing out of the gloom. The cart appeared,
then the driver. Carl strained to see Michael and Samul in the back, but the light was too faint. He hoped
they werelying down.

Theridersdrew nearer, growing in Sze it seemed.

"Now!" Pwyll whispered, and they let fly their arrows, pulling two more free. A horse rose up, and the
riders drew their blades. Two more arrows flew, and at least one man toppled from his sad-die. A horse
spun around and crashed into another, an arrow in itsface, Carl thought. A torch fell to the ground, then
another wasthrown, the ridersredizing the light was their enemy. Severa spurred their horsesforward as
the driverless cart shot ahead. Carl got one more arrow off, then drew his sword. The cart horse
tum-bled to the ground bel ow them, the cart turning over on top of it. Two more riders went down, their
horses tripping on the doubled rope Pwyll had tied across the road.

Carl followed Pwyll down the dope, where the men-at-arms were trying to get up among panicked
horses. Pwyll jumped into the midst of this, hissword swinging thisway and that, men faling before him.

"Michad!" Carl cdled in the dark, afraid of daying the men he meant to rescue. He cut at the head above
adark surcoat and fdlt the sickening thud of a sword striking flesh, then bone. Dodging ahorse, he threw
himsdlf on another man, though this one had found



THE SHADOW ROADS

asword. Two missed strokes, then the man went down, hisleg cut from under him by Pwyll. And then al
was slent but for the pounding of horses speeding into the dark. Jamm ran off and came back a moment
later with atorch, examining each fallen man and taking his purse.

"They're not here," Pwyll said from the ruin of the cart. He dis-patched the horse, which could not rise,
with one quick, sure blow.

"Michad!" Carl caled again.

"Herel" camethereply.

"Up among thetrees, | think," Jamm said, and held historch aoft.

Samul and Michael came stumbling down the dope, their hands bound behind them. Jamm cut them free.
"Who'shurt?' Pwyll asked.

"I'vetwisted my ankle,” Samul said, and Carl could see the Renne grimacing in the poor light.
"Canyouwdk?" asked Pwyll.

"Yes, but | don't know how far."

"Pwyll?" the Prince sad, recognizing the knight. " Are you our mysterious protector?”

"Soit seems,” the man-at-arms said. Y ou need wegpons.”

Swords and daggers were quickly found, aswell as abasket of food in the ruins of the cart. They set off,
first dong the road, then through afield of high corn. Samul was hobbling, and Carl and Michael helped
him where they could.

Pwyll drove them on, slently, over the garlit land. If anything he was more wary than Jamm, and seemed
to know the land dmost aswell. By sunrise Jamm had |led them to one of his hiding places, beneath a
curtain of willow branchesin adense copse of trees. A little stream ran nearby, and if they had not been
hunted, Carl could hardly have imagined amore pleasant spot. Jamm un-wrapped the food that had been
packed in the basket, and he and Carl fell onit like carrion crows.

"Well a least we got amed and bath out of it,” Samul said, eye-ing hishungry companions.

Prince Michael did not seem quite so philosophical. "1 hope one day | have the chance to roast poor
Franny's husband over ahot forge." He glanced at Carl. ™Y our father was right about Henri—
thrice-worthless scoundrdl!™

"I will take no satisfactioninthat,” Carl said. "If A'tanelle was our best hope, what are we to do?

"Thearmy," the Prince said. "1 will go directly to my father'sarmy. Let's see how the men-at-armsfed
about Menwyn Willsusurping my father's place.

"Lord Menwyn will know by now that you are on this Sde of the river trying to undermine his control of
thearmy," said Pwyll, keeping hisvoice low. "Hell send many, many more mento find you. Itisonly a
matter of time until we are caught.”

"Then we must make dl haste," the Prince said, his voice shak-ing with rage over hisbetrayd. "Whereis



the army of Innes, now?"
"They were east of the Ide of Battle," Carl said, "when we es-caped afew days ago."

"They have moved south,” Pwyll said, and when the otherslooked at him. "I questioned some
men-at-arms not two nights past. One had a great dedl to say."

Samul remembered the two men they'd found in the oats, re-membered their pale, till facesinthe
dalight.

"Armies don't move swiftly," Michad sad. "Well catch them.”

They fdl slent for awhile, each man done with histhoughts. Samul took off hisboot with difficulty and
soaked his swollen foot in the cool waters of the stream. His jaw was sore from gritting his teeth.

"How did you cometo be on this side of theriver, Pwyll?" the Prince asked.

The knight shifted where he sprawled, raising himsaf up on oneebow. "I wish | had an answer for you,
your grace—"

"Cdl meMichad. We're acompany of beggars, here.”

Pwyll plucked up along stem of grass and began to chew on the soft end. " After nearly being drowned in
the Stillwater, | was spewed out into the river on adark night. I'd lost my sword and

boots and was battered and bruised; it was dl | could do to stay afl oat. Fortune sent alog drifting my
way, and | managed to keep hold of it until | found the shore.

"I dipped up the bank and lay for atimein the trees, gathering my strength. When the sky began to
brighten | redized I'd washed ashore on the wrong side of the river and went looking for aboat, too tired
to manage the long swim. | thought 1'd row across by night, but before | had gone amile huntsmen
happened upon me and seemed to think | was some kind of Renne spy. We had a dispute over that, as
you might imagine, and | was forced to kill them with my dagger. Fortunately, they weren't skilled with
the swords they carried. One of them gave me his boots and another his sword."”

"How many of them were there?'
"Oh, four or five," Pwyll said. "Areyou going to est al that food yourselves or will you give abit to me?"
Carl and Jamm moved the basket so Pwyll could reach it, and he went on with his story ashe ate.

"Therewere no boats to be had, and | learned that the Prince of Innes had tried to invade the 19 e of
Battle and been defeated in this endeavor by Kel Renne. | knew then that al the boats on this side of the
river would be gathered together and well guarded, which left meto swim theriver. Unfortunately, the
huntsmen | killed were found, and the countryside was suddenly swarming with men-at-arms, looking for
me... or sol thought. It turns out they were looking for some spieswho'd crossed the river afew nights
later. | wasforced to go inland, hiding by day and skulking about the countryside by night. And then |
saw the four of you— two of whom | knew—so | followed you to see what you might be up to. You
know therest."

They dept and stood watch by turns during the morning. Just after the sun reached its zenith they began
to hear men calling out in the distance. Samul could see that both Jamm and Pwyll sat up, turning their
heads thisway and that listening to every small sound. If fortune smiled on them, these would be field
workers or herds-men, but then they heard horses and, far off, ahorn on the wind.



Pwyll wasin acrouch now. He parted the curtain of willow branches, watched for amoment, then
moved adozen feet and did the same. Jamm looked out the other way.

"Should we climb up?' Samul wondered, gesturing to the tree, but Carl shook his head and motioned for
slence—perhaps being treed was not such agood idea.

Carl had one of Pwyll's bowsin hand though only afew arrows remained. Samul dipped his sword from
its scabbard, feding his mouth go dry. There were only four of them, and even with Pwyll on their Sde
they wouldn't be amatch for even asmal company of mounted men. Pwyll and Carl had prevailed over
their guards be-cause of surprise—the guards didn't know how many men they faced in the
darkness—and because of the ferocity of their attack. A dozen men would take the five of them down
quickly—though not without losses. Samul squeezed the hilt of his sword. Thisiswhat hed wanted—a
clean death in battle. An end to al hisfolly, where every decision he made seemed to go awry.

Horses could be heard.

"They're coming up the stream,” Jamm whispered, and. plunged through the branches opposite. Samul
followed, trying to go as quietly as he could. They wormed into adense underbrush, but too late. A shout
went up, and horses galloped toward them.

Samul heard arrows, and realized Pwyll and Carl were shooting. He leapt up from where he hid and saw
the horsemen coming through the bush. Two went down but the others were on them in-stantly. Samul
dodged and parried ahard blow that nearly took the sword from his hand. His bad ankle collapsed
under him, and he went down awkwardly. A horseman aimed astroke a him, but his horse sumbled,
fdling forward and throwing the rider. Samul struggled to hisfeet but the rider was up quickly, fending off
Carl A'denne. The man found his balance and began to drive Carl back. Samul waded in, on the man's
sword sde, swinging a& hisarm, feinting a hisknee. Despite hisimmense strength the man realized he
wasin trouble, up against two trained swordsmen. He shouted for help, but Carl managed to dash his
forearm so that he dropped

his sword. The man raised his handsin surrender, but Carl drove the point of his sword into man's
exposed throat, yanking it free be-fore the man fell.

Carl turned to Samul, hisface grim and determined. "There are no prisonersin thiswar," he said, and
went to the aid of Jamm.

In amoment it was over, Sx men down, their horses milling about but for two that had been hamstrung
and lay thrashing. Prince Michadl dispatched both of these cleanly, turning to the oth-ers, hisface
contorted in fear and rage, swest glistening on his cheeks. Jamm wasfinishing off the men who il lived,
which Samul could not bear to see. Thiswas not the kind of warfare he had been trained for.

"If the sounds of thislittle melee have been heard, every man-at-arms within half aleague will be upon
us" the Prince said grimly.

"Quiet," Jamm ordered. "Ligten.”

They dl stood gasping for breath, Samul favoring hisinjured ankle. It had dmost cost him hislifea
moment ago. Pwyll and Carl caught the remaining horses and brought them under the cover of thewillow.

"Samul?' Pwyll said. "Can you hdp?’
The Rennewent to the aid of hisfriends, caming the horses.

After amoment Jamm appeared. "I think fortune has smiled on us," thelittle man said. "Though well not



be thislucky twice."

"Weretraveling too dowly," Pwyll said. "We need to put leagues between ourselves and this place.
Sneaking about by night can only take usasmal distance each day." He shook his head. "Not enough.”

"I agree, but what else can we do?' Samul asked.

"Itistimefor abold stroke," Pwyll said, tying two horsesto the tree. "Help me strip these corpses. Well
hide them in the bushes. Wash the blood out of their surcoats, and ride out into the daylight. There are
companies of riders going thisway and that, well hardly be noticed. At adistance we could be anyone.
Up close... wel, four of us can passfor men-at-arms. Jamm will do if he doesn't speak.”

"It'sacrazy rik," Jamm sad urgently.

"Soisstaying near herethisnight,” Prince Michad said. "1 agree with Pwyll."
"Someone will find these dead horses" Jamm said. "What will you do with those?
"Usethe other horses to drag them into the wood,” Carl said.

"Anyone who seesthe flattened grass and bush will want to know what caused it." Pwyll considered a
moment. "There might be nothing better to do than leave them where they are and hope no one discovers
them.”

After some debate, they cut down bushes and hid the horses as best they could. The smell would give
them away soon, anyway, as it was awarm day. They stripped the dead men and washed the blood out
of their clothing as best they could. Jamm found a nee-dle and thread in a saddlebag and turned his hand
to mending the rents caused by blade and arrow.

Samul Renne felt good to be aman-at-arms again, even if he was dressed in the purple and black of the
House of Innes.

"Thereyou are, Michad," Carl said, gazing at his companion. "A Prince of Innesagain.”
"Just arenegade man-at-arms, I'm afraid,” the Prince said.

They let the horses drink, and rode out of the protection of the trees. Pwyll led them up anearby hill,
where they could survey the countryside for some distance. Parties of riders and men on foot could be
seen searching the hedgerows and woods.

"WEell have to make a show of searching aswe go," Pwyll said. "But we must aso make our way south
with dl haste. Once the dead horses and men are found the search will be on for men-at-armsdressed in
purple and black. We need to be far away by morning.”

Pwyll and Jamm contrived to keep them distant from any other companiesthey saw that day, and when a
company wasin view Pwyll and the others would make a show of searching aong hedgerows and under
thickets. Near dusk they stopped at a peas-ant's cottage and bought food enough for dinner and to

break their
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fast in the morning. As night fell they stopped to eat and let the horses graze awhile. Soon after, they were
riding, under aclear, starry sky. If they were seen crossing the open fields, they would appear to be
men-at-arms searching the countryside—and the local people didn't interfere with men-at-arms.



In thisway they approached the Isle of Battle by morning. Pwyll kept them going, tired as they were, over
the dew-dlick pastures. Cocks crowed as the dairymen drove their freshly milked herds out to pasture. In
the east, afew strands of cloud were awash in orange and crimson.

"A perfect morning," Lord Carl said to Samul Renne.

"It isincongruously peaceful. But even so, you're right. When you believe you're seeing your last graying
dawn, each one after seems amiracle."

Carl nodded, and then said quietly. "I'm concerned that Prince Michael is becoming
desperate. That he might do some-thing reckless."

Samul let his eye stray to the Prince, who rode ahead with Pwyll. A grim determination had come
over him, Samul thought, as though he would either succeed or die in the attempt. "Some-timesiit is the act
of reckless bravado that wins men over," the Renne said.

"And sometimesit getsyou killed. I've seen it."

"Y es, but this was a desperate endeavor from the beginning, Carl. The army Menwyn Wills now commands
istoo large, and too well equipped and trained. All the forces the Renne can muster cannot stand against it
in the field. And that is without Hafydd. If he returns—and | don't know how you kill a man who has made
abargain with Death—they will roll over the land between the mountains like awinter storm. If Prince
Michael can't succeed in breaking off part of that force, we will all soon be dead anyway. Dead or, if we
run, dishonored."

Thirty-four

It ood in the center of theriver, rigng like atal ship, sone sailsbillowing in thefiltered light of later
afternoon.

"Thereisyour idand, Sir Hafydd," Kai said. "The Ide of Wait-ing. The Moon's Mirror issaid to lie there,
though | did not seeit when | traveled here with Sainth.”

Hafydd rose up in the stern of the boat, staring down theriver. He glanced around toward the west,
shading his eyes and gauging the height of the sun. " Sunset is till some hours off. We will go ashore and
find thismirror."

Theidand proved to be farther off than they first thought, its great height creeting theilluson that it lay
closer, but in time they reached its shore. Benegth the massive cliffs and towering ramparts Lord A'denne
thought they must ook like awater insect, skimming the green surface of the Wynnd.

"Thereisalanding place a thefar end,” Kai said, "or there was—an age ago."

What had appeared at a distance to be gresat billowing stone sails now proved to be the remains of walls,
and dl about, sairways

went winding up, their stone treads weathered and worn away. Trees broke through the stone in many
places, roots heaving up steps and paving stones, reaching out from between the stones of walls, doing
what sege engines could likely never have done when the fortifications il stood.

Asthe boat passed, the men stared up at the stoneworks above. It was a quiet place, apparently dry, for
many leaves had turned reddish brown, and athin carpet of the falen lay upon the ground and the ruined
battlements. In thefiltered light that fell through the high overcast of smoke, autumn seemed to have come
to theide— asthough it lay outside of the time that governed the rest of the wald



At the southern end, a small, man-made lagoon welcomed them, and they drove their craft over the il
waters up to a haf-submerged stone quay.

Lord A'denne climbed out stiffly, stretching his back, cramped from his unaccustomed duty at the oars.
Asusual, the black-clad guards gathered close about their master. Another stood afew paces from the
noblemen, and A'denne did not need to be told what duty he had drawn—they would never leave them
unwatched again, or let them near their master without Hafydd's express command. He had wasted his
one chance—and, worse, hefdt that Hafydd had made afool of him, feigning weaknessto lure himinto
the attempt on hislife. If it were possible, he hated the sorcerer even more.

Ka waslifted out of the boat and set in his barrow, where his servant tried to make him comfortable.
Thelegless man wasin agony, A'denne could see. Hafydd held back the herb Kai needed to govern his
pain and portioned out just enough to keep Kai in near-constant torment. There was no reason for this
cruety that the nobleman could see, but then such viciousness was not founded in reason.

Hafydd turned on Kai then. "Thisisthe place..." the sorcerer said. "Y ou're certain?’
"Yes. Thisisthe place Sainth brought me," Kal said, "an age ago... when | till walked upon the earth.”
"Then | wonder what use | havefor you, Kilydd... 7' Hafydd sadsfiy.

"None," thelittle man answered, "unless, of course, you wish to return to the land between the
mountains”

Hafydd nodded to the flowing river. "Oh, | think this branch will join the Wynnd eventudly."

"l wouldn't wager gold onit. Thisplaceislike no other. It lies on the border between the hidden lands
and the world that we know. Y ou will see when you climb up. The stairs do not lead where they should,
nor even to the same place twice. Even Sainth was confounded. Asfor leaving... Y ou might set out
down theriver, but you will soon fetch up on the shore of thisidand again. The Ide of Waiting, Lord
Caibre. Without me you will wait here an age or more.”

Hafydd turned to his guard captain. "Search him for weapons Seethat he does himsdlf no
harm." Hafydd turned back to the man in the barrow but still addressed his guards. "He has harbored his
pathetic lifethislong, | hardly think hewould chose to end it now—~but we will take no chances.” For a
mo-ment more the knight stared at Kai, who met his gaze and would not look away.

"Haul the boat up on the quay and make it fast to atree. We don't want to be swimming when we leave.”
Hafydd turned brusquely away and mounted the stair. Lord A'denne helped Ufrraand Beldor Renne
bear Kai's barrow up, and it was not light, even with Ufrrataking half the weight.

There were two stairways ascending from the quay, and Hafydd chose the left. The stair wound steeply
up through the autumnal trees, its uneven treads alowing not amoment of inattention. The bootblack tried
to help with the barrow where he could, but was too small and dmost more of a hindrance, getting under
thefeet of the others, until Beld warned him away. Findly, the stair crested at alanding. The bases of
columns could be seen there, in afield of dried mustard-colored mass. The view over thewinding river
was beautiful, Lord A'denne thought. The thin light upon the treed

banks, the glittering waters. Everyone caught his breath after the climb, then Hafydd turned to Kai. He
gestured down what ap-peared to be an old wakway that doped up and curved out of sight, cliffs both
below and above.

"Where doesthislead?'



Ka shrugged. "Not to the same place twice. That isthetruth. | spent amost afortnight here with Sainth,
and soon gave up trying to understand the place mysdf. But Sainth was more tenacious, ex-ploring every
inch of theidand, coming to some understanding of the maze, if anyone could understand it.” Thelittle
man shrugged. "L et me warn you—do not et your company become divided, for you will not soon find
each other again.”

Lord A'denne saw the black guards glance at each other, appre-hensive, he thought.
"Wedon't have afortnight,” Hafydd said, and set out dong the mossy wekway.

Thetreeswere strange, yellow trumpet flowers hanging down from some, otherswith whirling silver bark
and leavesthe colors of sunset. Beneath their feet a carpet of leaves crunched asthey walked. Light
filtered down through the stained sky—smoke from Hafydd setting the world afire—and the silence of
the place was lulling. Lord A'denne found himsdlf dipping into daydream, and he wanted nothing so much
asto liedown and deep.

Part of the bank had falen away so that the pathway narrowed. Only one might pass at atime, so the
entire company fetched up there, sorting themsalvesinto snglefile.

A'dennefél in behind Kai, the bootblack, Stil, behind him, fol-lowed by Beldor Renne and Hafydd's last
guard. The embankment had eroded away over the years and in places become so narrow that Ufrra
bore Ka upon his back, while his barrow was moved with difficulty by Lord A'denne and Beldor, with
Sl trying to help and getting in the way, more often than not.

At aparticularly narrow point, the bank broke away beneath Stillman's feet, and the boy lost his balance
and fell. Before Lord A'denne could react, Beld threw himsdlf after the boy, the

two of them going over the edge. A'denne spun around to find Beldor clinging to athick root, hisfist
locked around the boy's arm. A'denne and Ufrra hauled the two of them up, Beld curs-ing and swearing.

"Stay out of the damn way, boy!" the Renne said, brushing the dirt from his clothes.

Lord A'denneredized that Kai was doing as he was—staring a Beld in wonder. The cripple and the
nobleman shared alook. Thiswas the boy who, afew days before, Beld had threatened to kill if Kai did
not lead Hafydd to this very place. And now he had dmost lost hisown lifetrying to save him. Lord
A'denne could not begin to explain that. The man had tried to murder his own cousin. Why would he
care about the life of abootblack? Unless there was some-thing about young Stillman that they did not
know. Or something about Hafydd's plans.

They carried on for some time along the western shore of theidand. At last they found a stairway, though
it led down. In haf an hour they arrived back at the quay on the south end of theidand, having traveled
in, more or less, agtraight line north. Hafydd glared at Kai.

"It was not my doing," the legless man said evenly. "That isthe nature of this place—paths|ead where
they should not, where they cannot, most would say.”

"And this mirror—you don't know how to find it? Look at me when you answer."

Ka gazed up a the knight. "If Sainth found it, he said nothing to me—which was not unlike him, asyou
would know. | brought you here, but | can do nothing more than guide you back."

The sunfdl in among the hillsin the distant west, setting the river ablaze. Firewood was gathered and a
rough camp pitched there on the broken quay. Hafydd relented and gave Ka some of the mysterious
seed to subdue his suffering, though Kai did not ask for it, nor did he ever complain. Hewas clearly



never going to show weskness to Hafydd.
"Tomorrow | will leave you and your servant behind with the

boy," Hafydd said to Kai over their meager supper. "A'denne, you will come with us, aswill you, Lord
Bddor."

A'denne spread his blankets upon the hard stone and laid his aching muscles down. He desperately
needed deep, but thought how poor such deep would be upon this hard mattress, then he knew no
more. Morning was upon him in what seemed like an instant.

The men broke their fast quickly, some bathing in the lagoon. Kai caught Lord A'denné's attention as he
readied himself for an-other strange expedition.

"Thereisaflower growing here. | have seenit. It blossoms blood red and growsin little patches. It isthe
seed | require. If you have a chanceto sted someaway..."

Lord A'denne nodded. It was ameasure of Kai's desperation that he would beg such afavor—for
certainly Hafydd would be in arage to learn anybody supplied Kai with the herb. But A'denne did not
care. Hewas going to give hislife for something, and if it could not be Hafydd's desth, then relieving
Kai'sagony would be his cause.

Hafydd had them bear two things with them that day—a wooden box, which was trusted to Beldor
Renne, and alarge earth-enware pot, stoppered by a cork sealed with wax. This burden Hafydd almost
entrusted to A'denne, but then changed his mind and gave it to one of his guards with an admonishment
not to drop it. A'denne wondered what might be carried in these two contain-ers, and whether it might be
worth hiswhile to send either of them over a precipice—if such an opportunity were to be offered.

They went up the same dair, but at its crest found not the walk-way of the previous day but another
stairway branching to the right. For amoment Hafydd gazed at this, his black-clad guards glancing oneto
the other, shifting about uncomfortably—showing some human weskness fter al.

Hafydd made up his mind quickly and led his company up, his guards scurrying to surround him. The
path curved around the southern end of theidand, running almost leve for atime, then an-
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other set of stairstook them up. After atime they came to a place where astair branched and climbed
what appeared to be acleft in the naturd stone. It was dl but overgrown, roots, and even mature trees
shouldering the stones gpart, breaking through to daylight. Hafydd sent two men aong the now-level
pathway they had been following, to seeif it continued much farther, but they did not re-turn within the
hour as he ordered.

"Shal | go search for them?' Hafydd's guard captain asked.

"No," Hafydd said, shaking hishead. "I should have heeded Kai'swarning. Hopefully they will find their
way to usagain." He pointed up the sair. "Wewill try thisway."

They climbed the stair in the warm sun, wondering what man-ner of place they had been carried
to—where pathsled off... but did not bring you back again.

Ka sat in hisbarrow in the shade of atreethat leaned over the an-cient quay. Occasionally agolden
flower would fal near him—like atrumpet dropping from the sky—though they made only the soft-est
sound when they fell. The day so much resembled the one pre-viousthat Ka had the strange feding that



dayswere merely repeating themsdves. A thin light fell through the film of smoke that till spread over the
sky, and a soft breeze from the south ca-ressed his face and carried the musky scent of theriver.

Ufrrabusied himsdf about the encampment. His big hands piled firewood that he and Stil, the bootblack,
had collected. Hafydd's guard had spent the morning pacing back and forth across the broken quay, but
now he sat in the sun, his back against alarge block of stone. He wore no helmet, and strands of his
black hair wafted in the breeze, tickling him into partial wakefulness— but then hewould fal back adeep

again.

A lull in the breeze hushed the whispering of the trees, and Ufrra stopped hislabors. Kai nodded to him,
and the mute picked up aheavy stick of firewood. He crossed to the dumber-ing guard without
hesitation and raised the club high. Something

warned the guard, and his eyes snapped open as Ufrraswung his cudgel down. The guard rolled aside,
the blow glancing off his shoulder. He reached for his sword as he came to one knee, but a second stick
caught him hard on the temple and stopped him cold. For amoment he seemed to hang there, frozenin
time, then Ufrrastruck him on the skull with asecond blow, driving him to the cobbles. A third blow
caved in the bone, and the guard lay <till—<till asthe stone that made his deathbed. The boy, Stillman,
stood wide-eyed and panting, his bloodied club gripped by white fingers.

"Thank you, boy," Ka said.

Ufrra crouched before the child and pried the club from his hands. The child burst into tears, and, for a
moment, the mute took him awkwardly in hisarms.

"Can you launch the boat yourself, do you think?' Kai asked, asthe boy pulled free, wiping hiseyesand
nose on adeeve.

"Il hep him," the boy volunteered.
"I'm sureyou will,"” Kai said, "but it isacumbersome craft for sofen.”

Ufrracould bardly get the heavy boat to move, but they quickly levered it up and found some round
gticksto lay under it to act asrollers. Kai watched the stair apprehensively asthiswent on.

"I think | hear voices," he whispered, as Ufrraand the boy pushed the boat toward the water. It did the
last few feet and splashed into the lagoon.

"Get the guard's sword and dagger,” Kai whispered to the boy, as Ufrrawhee ed his barrow toward the
boat.

There was no question by then—there were voices coming from above, and they could hear footsteps
thumping down the stair. Ufrratumbled his master aboard, then dashed back to snatch up an axe and
some bedding. Stillman vaulted over the gunwal e as the mute shoved the boat out into the waters.

A black robe appeared at the foot of the stair then, and the guard shouted. Ufrrafit oars between the
tholepins and dug them into the waters, turning the boat duggishly about.

The guard ran to the water's edge but there he stopped, cursing— clearly unable to swim.

By the time the other guard ran out onto the quay, Ufrrawas rowing out of the lagoon into the broad
river. The guards found bows and came running out onto the crumbling seawal, sending arrows after the
quickly retreeting boat. A smdl rain of them spat-tered down around them, one lodging in the
floorboards between Kai and his servant. The bootblack ducked down in the stern, try-ing to hide



himsdlf beneath athwart. Fewer arrows were landing near, by then.
"Weareamost out of range,”" Kai said to the boy. "In amoment you'l be safe.”

Just then amissile came hissng down and lodged itsdlf in Ufrrasthigh. The mute fatered, letting go one
oar which thudded about between tholepins then pivoted overboard. Stillman made adive over the side
and fetched it, dripping, from theriver.

He placed it back between the wooden pins and, manning that oar two-handed, hel ped Ufrra take them
out of range, the current asssting in this endeavor. The men on the shore gave up shooting, and asthey
watched their prisoners escape, shouted imprecations and thresats.

"Whereis Hafydd?' the boy gasped as he pulled at his oar.

"Still wandering about theidand,” Kai said. "It seems he didn't listen to me when | warned him to keep
his company together—all the better." Ka glanced down theriver. "Help meinto place, and | will man an
oar if | can," he said. "Hafydd will bein arage when he learns we've escaped, but even so | don't think
hell come after us. He has his master to serve. Revenge on Kilydd will haveto wait—avery long time, |

hope."

The idand was a maze contrived by a madman—a sorcerous mad-man. Hafydd led them up steps and
along pathways that disap-peared when they tried to return. Once, they were forced to scae anear cliff,
and arrived atop aruined parapet to find a place they

had passed earlier, though al were sure it had been lower down and to the south.

Hafydd took out his sword there and ordered the others to leave him in peace. He was heard muttering
and chanting to himsdlf, then he struck theflat of his blade upon astone, making it wail and quaver like
some tortured spirit of the dead.

Lord A'dennerested on afdlen log, trying not to ook too in-terested in what Hafydd was doing. If this
were magic the knight performed—and it most certainly was—then perhaps Hafydd would be weakened
afterward. The nobleman glanced casually around. Hafydd's guards had been ordered to leave their lord
in peace, but they had staked out a perimeter around him—ever vig-ilant, their eyes on the nobleman. If
only there were some other to perform the nation while the guards watched him—>but there was
only Beldor Renne, whose loyaty might not be certain. He had risked hislife to save a bootblack. Would
he not risk it to save the land between the mountains?

Hafydd turned in acircle, holding out hiswailing blade. The sound made A'denne shiver, so haunting and
otherworldly did it seem. Then Hafydd stopped. A'denne could make him out through the leaves. He

stopped, and his eyes sprang open.
"Sanon," hewhispered.

Thirty-five

They found, on the western shore, anarrow landing place from which they could climb a broken spine of
falen bouldersto the low shoulder of theidand above. With some effort they dragged the boats up and
hid them benegath low-hanging trees.

"I don't much like putting our boats up here, where they can't be launched quickly." Orlem glanced
around, alook of disapprova on hisancient face.



"Weve no choice, Orlem,” Elise said. "We can't leave them where they'll be easily found. And | don't
think it will be the last thing you don't like on thisjourney. Hafydd is here before us, I'm sure.™

Orlem loosened his massive sword in its scabbard and unrolled the shegpskin that held his shirt of mail.
As Toren watched the giant don the rippling garment hefdt glad to be on hisside. If hismail weighed that
much, he would be worn-out in an hour.

The others spread out the few bel ongings that had not been logt to the river. Some weapons had been
saved, two axes, afew shirts of mail, two bows, and perhaps two dozen arrows. Baore said he

could make more, for they had the heads, and he was skilled with his hands, but there was no time for
that at the moment, and Toren feared there would be no time later either.

Eber, of course, wastoo old to wield aweagpon, and Llyatoo young. Theason did not seeminclined to
warfare, though he knew agrest dedl of healing, which the Rennelord was afraid would be put to use.
A'brgail was aformidable warrior, aswere hisfew Knights, and Baore had apparently been chased
down the length of the Wynnd by Hafydd's guards, winning severa skirmishes on the way, so therewas
more to him than hisfarm boy agppearance suggested. Even with Elise and Orlem and hisown
men-at-arms, though, Toren feared they would be no match for Hafydd. And who knew what would
stop asoul eater?>— whatever that was.

Elise did not seem to need either food or rest and was soon ready to go, though most of the others were
tired and hungry. Even so, they picked up what weapons they had and stood ready to fol-low, trying to
push fear and exhaustion aside with pure will.

Elise crouched on one knee and smiled at the boy, Llya "Do you know where we're to go now?"

Eber made some signswith his hands to be sure his son under-stood, but the child hardly took his eyes
away from Elise. Llyashook his head. Elise messed his hair and kissed his cheek. "Y ou have done

enough.”

"Lady Elise," Eber said softly, averting hisface alittle so his son could not see hismouth move. "l fear my
sonisin danger here”

Elise nodded, her face pensive. She rose to her feet and for amoment was lost in thought. ™Y ou could
take aboat, perhaps with Theason, and go off down the river, but there will be no oneto pro-tect you
then.”

Llyaseemed to register what Elise was saying and tugged on hisfather's robe. Quickly, he made words
with hishands.

"What ishe saying?' Elise asked.

"He says he must find the deeper intheriver," Eber said, asigh present in hisvoice. He too crouched
down so that Llyacould eas-

ily see hisface. "It isdangerous here," Eber said, dowly and delib-aady.
But LIyashook his head and began moving his hands again, his manner surprisingly determined.

Eber did sigh then and looked up at Elise, who raised an eye-brow. "He saysthere is danger
everywhere, now. Llyathinks we should stay with you and Baore, who he thinksisagreat warrior."

Elisesmiled. "Baore is agreat warrior. He and his companions fought a company of Hafydd's guards and



men-at-arms of the Prince of Innes and won. Not many could do that. They even fought Hafydd himself,

as we escaped that forbidden svamp. Baoreis fearless. We will make him Llyas guard, for | have other

mattersthat will take my attention. Baore... ?' shesaid, turning to find the young man from the wildlands.
"You will be Llyasguard now."

"But | am your guard, my lady," the quiet youth said.

"Yes, but I'm more able to defend mysdlf thanisLlya. Can you not look after him so that | do not
worry?'

Baore bowed hishead. "If that iswhat you wish."

Elise favored Baore with a smile that would melt many aman's heart, Toren thought. She turned back to
the others. "Hafydd is here. Be wary. Speak only when you must, and then quietly.”

Much of the day had dipped away, and theidand cast along shadow over the eastern shore. Toren had
never been anywhere that had such astrange... "fed."Theidand wasinordinately slent, ap-parently

caught in an everlagting autumn. Even the light seemed thin and golden, as though summer wound dowly
down. He ex-pected flights of ducks and geese to pass over, chasing the de-scending sun into the south.

The day had been spent wandering over theide, mounting stairs that seemed to lead them back to where
they began, follow-ing pathsthat did not take them where they should. If Toren had not once traveled to
the Stillwater by an impossible road, he would

have been very disturbed by these events. But instead, he was not surprised. This place was magica—he
could fed it.

They had stopped to rest at the base of acliff on theidand's northern tip, where they stood staring down
theriver. A tiny rill sparkled there asthe water ran quickly down.

"What do you say, Orlem?" Elise asked. She stood looking around as though it were aplot of land she
consdered buying. "1 think thisis as good a place as any to make camp. Thereiswater, and we can
defend ourselveswell enough.”

Orlem stood and turned in acircle. They were on arounded point of land cliffs or very steep dopes
faling off to three sides. Be-hind them, the stream had cut anarrow gully through the rock. Thiswas
choked with branches and the trunks of fallen trees.

"It islessthan perfect,” Orlem pronounced, "but we might wander until darkness and not find anyplace
better. | think we should not light afire" he said.

"Y es. We have little enough to eat anyway, and there doesn't seem to be much game for the archers.”

Hard, sated beef was put to soak in cups, and a berry-picking company was formed and went scouring
the nearby hillsde under Eliseswatchful eye—for she had warned al of the pickersto keep her in sight.
Theason filled his vest with edible mushrooms, and roots he said tasted like cinnamon, though no one but
Eber would try them, so foul did they look. Hard little apples were plucked from a stunted tree, and
Theason gathered rose hips, explaining that they were both of admirable flavor and hedthful. Intheend it
was not such asparse medl after al, though most could remember better.

Orlem and Elise discussed exploring the gully for alittle dis-tance, but dusk put an end to that endeavor,

though Toren red-ized it would be their path of retreat should they be surrounded where they were. The
Rennelord drew first watch, which he stood with A'brgail. Stars were clear overhead, but by the end of

thefirst hour, they began to blur, then were obscured entirely. A cool wind arose from the south and



soon began to gust through
the trees, tearing away branches and spinning up little whirlwinds of leaves.
"We shal see somerain,” Theason said. "Within the hour, | should say.”

"Letit pour,” Elise answered. "Hafydd is only haf asformida-ble without fire." Shelooked around. "We
might find abit of shel-ter there, where the cliff overhangs.”

The company moved their few belongings to the place she in-dicated, though there was barely room for
them, let done any place for aman to lie down and deep. Elise went to the small stream and bent to
drink, just aslightning tore open the horizon and thunder tolled acrossthe hills.

Hafydd appeared to follow where his blade led, pointing down to-ward the earth. They rounded a
buttress of stone where aflash of lightning illuminated asmall, round pool. Hafydd stopped there, turning
inasmdl circle,

"l sensehim," the knight whispered hoarsaly, and thrust his blade into the small stream leading from the
pool. A flash of light-ning illuminated his stark face, eyesopenin surprise,

A'denne watched as the knight ran his blade back up the narrow little stream, as though cutting it carefully
in two. The blade reached the small pool where the water ran thin over an ancient soneweir. Ashis
blade entered the pool, Hafydd stopped. For amoment he crouched there, eyes closed, holding the
blade utterly till with both hands. His eyes opened after amoment.

"Thereyou are, Father," he whispered. "Death comes staking you, at last. Can you fed him? Can you
fed ason'sloathing?’

"Hafydd!" Elise hissed, and legpt clear of thelittle stream, her sword aready in hand. Rain drove down
upon them, and wind whipped around the headland. She had gone to the stream to drink and staggered
back suddenly.

"Heisaboveus...," Elisesad, her voicelow and urgent.

Orlem gazed up the stone buttress, one arm raised as though to ward of missiles. "Does he know we're
here?"

"Almogt certainly. | sensed him. He must have been drinking from the stream above. | can't imagine he
didn't sensemeaswell.”

They dl crowded under the overhang, pushing up againgt the cold wall, waiting for bouldersto begin
dropping from above. But only wind-borne leaves spattered about them. Lightning
flashed—even nearer—and thunder battered them. Rain washed out of the sky and ran like acurtain of
beads from the lip of over-hanging rock.

For along while they waited, Orlem standing over the stream, gazing up the gully, sword in hand. At each
flash heraised his blade, and the others stiffened, ready to spring to hisaid. Elisetoo, stood out in the
teeming rain, her golden curls plastered straight againgt her glistening face.

Lightning flashed, and Elise was gone. Just asthe light faded Toren found her by the now-overflowing
stream, her blade in the water. A darkness of wind and thunder returned, the ssorm howl-ing around
them. Toren was beginning to fedl chill but could not stand benesth the low-hanging rock. Hefet the
need to move, or he would begin to shiver and stiffen, so he pushed himsdlf out into the wesather, rain
finding him immediately. It ranin dow, cold streams down his neck and back.



"He'sgone..." Elisesaid, asaped of thunder faded.

"Gone where, my lady?' Orlem asked.

"I don't know, Orlem. Heistraveling away from us, and quiddy.”
"Itisnot atrick?'

A flash of lightning and explosion of thunder interrupted con-versation. The light revealed Elise, till with
her sword in the water.

"l don't think it'satrick. Hafydd knows what Sianon could do with water... but even so, | wouldn't
wager that heisrunning.”

Darkness descended, and when the lightning flashed next, Toren saw Elise, her wet cloak fluttering madly
intheferocious

wind, climbing up into the mouth of the gully, which ran degp with waer.

"Come!" Orlem cdled the others. "We can't wait for the sorm to subside.” He paused, hisface changing.
"I'm sorry, Eber, but | don't think we can leave you and your son here."

Toren and A'brgail took up their position again at the rear of the column, and they went wading and
dipping up theraging little stream. Water had risen to midthigh and ran with surprisng speed and force
down the ravine. Where they could they climbed aboveit, straddling the torrent, but often there was no
purchase, and they had to force their way againgt the stream. Many times someone dipped and tumbled
down on those below, and it was only awon-der that they didn't all end up in abroken heap at the
bottom. A'brgail's Knights ended up carrying Eber between them, and Llyarode Baore's broad back,
clinging to the Vaeman's neck. They waited for each lightning flash, then moved as quickly asthey could,
trying to memorize afew feet ahead. Once, the heavy clouds parted to revea the speeding moon, and
they all scrambled up as best they could before the clouds shut, stedling the faint light away.

Toren didn't know how long the climb took, but when he reached the top his feet were numb, and he fell
down on the tram-pled grass, gasping for breath. The rain continued to batter them without respite. Only
Elise and Orlem were on their feet, exploring the ground carefully, wary asanimds.

The clouds 4till raced overheed, afaint blemish of light waxing and waning where the newly risen moon
flew. Inthisfaint light Toren could make out Orlem, crouching by the poal.

"Do you see these boot prints?' Orlem asked. He bent low, hisface inches from the ground. "They come
to the water's edge, but | can't find where they lead away... And these aswdll."

"Asthough they went into the poal..." Elise said softly, her words snatched away by the wind.
"They must emerge on the other sde,” A'brgail said, risng with some difficulty.
Orlem beat the knight to the opposite edge, but then he walked

around, pausing in each flash of lightning to look closely at the water'sedge. "I can't find them,” he said
after amoment.

At that moment the moon passed through athin patch of cloud, and Orlem stopped in histracks.

"The Moon's Mirror" Elise said, and dove into the waters, as graceful asaswan.



Thirty-six

Alaan came quickly up the gtairs, careful to make no sound. "There are three of Hafydd's guards below,”
he whispered, "one desping.”

Tarn looked at Cynddl, whose face was suddenly grave. They had come there hoping that Elise might be
found, for thiswasthe idand's ancient landing spot. But Elise was not here,

"We can't leave them here," Alaan whispered. He saw the reac-tion of his companions; they did not like
to kill menin cold blood. "They might come upon us from behind'—helooked from Tarn to
Cyndd—"and they will not hesitate to kill us."

Cyndd! bent his bow and dropped the bowstring into its notch. Tam took along breath and did the same.
He hadn't much stom-ach for what they were about to do.

They nodded to Alaan, and he started down the tair, Silent as abreeze. The othersfollowed, careful
where they placed their feet, Cynddl watching their backs asthey went. After abrief descent Alaan
stopped. Theriver could just be made out through the leaves

of trees. Tarn thought two dark shapes must be Hafydd's guards, but could not be sure.

Alaan leaned close to his ear, and whispered. "Come down allit-tle farther where you can see them better.
Wait until | reach the bot-tom of the stair, then shoot the guards. If somehow one escapes, I'll seeto him."
Alaan paused. "They'll be wearing mail shirts."

Tarn nodded, and Alaan whispered the same thing to the Fael. All three climbed down afew more stairs,
where Tarn could not mistake a black tree trunk for one of Hafydd's guards. He nocked an arrow and
placed three others within easy reach. A glance up told him the stair above was still empty. Cynddl caught
his eye and turned down his mouth. Neither liked what they were about to do, but these were the same men
who had shot Baore and tried to kill them more than once. It was awar, after all.

The call of asorcerer thrush wafted through the wood—almost enough to make Tarn smile. He pulled back
the arrow, sighting carefully, not forgetting that they shot downhill and need not allow so much for the
arrow's arc.

"Ready?' Cynddl whispered.

Tarn nodded, and they let their arrows fly. Tarn heard them flash through the leaves but hardly
looked to see whether they found their mark. Instead he snatched up another arrow, and set
it in place. Beyond the curtain of leaves, a dark form staggered, bent double, but before Tarn could shoot
again he saw another moving, quick and direct. Alaan dispatched the man in a stroke and went after
another. Cynddl put an arrow in the sleeper, who had not wakened, or moved at al.

When Tam and the story finder reached the bottom of the stair, they found Alaan crouched over one of
Hafydd's guards, who had an arrow in his chest, the Fael bow proving stronger than links of iron once

again.

"We don't know," the man whispered, trembling with the pain. He choked and spat up blood, then gasped
horribly. "We were sep-arated... lost."

Alaan took the point of his blade away from the guard's throat and stood up.

"Thethird man was dready dead," Alaan said, adark look crossing hisface. "Ka was here, but escaped
in the boat after the guard waskilled." He gazed down theriver.

"What of thisone?' Cynddl asked, afraid to hear the answer.



The man lay, eyes closed, jaw clenched againgt the pain, swest bathing hisface. He choked again.
"l promised him aclean death,” Alaan said. "He's seen men drown in their own blood before.”

Cynddl and Tarn turned away but had not taken astep when they heard the unmistakable sound of a
blade cutting into flesh. Tarn closed hiseyes.

"Come," Alaan said, hisvoice subdued. "Well givethemto theriver.”

The three bodies were dragged to the western shore, crows call-ing from the trees, scolding the men.
Alaan took the guards swords and daggers and pedled off their mail shirts so that the bodies might drift
downstream. One at atime they were dipped into the river, the current taking them in its soft fist. For a
moment they lay, half-submerged, then they did beneath the surface, into the cool, dark depths of the
River Wynnd.

"Their war isover," Alaan sad gently, asthough they were not hisenemies. "But oursisnot.”

They reached the bottom of the stair, and Alaan stopped, look-ing up at the sun, appearing to listen
carefully. "Quick now, before the Sair leads somewhere else.”

They went bounding up the uneven treads.
"But how do you know whereit leadswhen?' Cynddl asked asthey ran.

"It isthe gift given to Sainth by hisfather. Though even so, it took Sainth some study to get the lay of the
land here. Itisanis-landin flux, the destination of this stairway changing even asweclimb it. Hurry, if we
don't reach our companions soon it will bealong wait.”

They found their friends at the top of ashort, overgrown dliff. While Alaan and the others were away,
they had thrown ropes over stout branchesthat overhung theriver, and using them like ships davits, had
hauled the boat up where it swung gently, well hidden from anyone on water or land.

Crowheart, as always, appeared quietly fascinated with anyplace they traveled. Dease, still gray-faced
with smoke, climbed up onto the idand's low shoulder and smiled weekly a Tarn. The Renne had not yet
recovered from hisorded in theriver, and their hours of paddling had |eft him utterly exhausted. Tarn
thought Dease went forward only on pride.

Gear was quickly gathered up and portioned out, and as they packed their gear, Fynnol came over and
began fussing with his pack besde Tarn.

"So, what happened?’ he said quietly. "Y ou look asgrim as| can remember, Cousin.”

"Wefound three of Hafydd's guards, though one was aready dead. We shot them and Alaan finished the
last of them after hed answered some questions.”

"One of Hafydd's guards divulged information about his master!"
"Nothing particularly useful.”
"Ah." Fynnol hefted his pack up and swung it into place. " And where are we going now?"

"Wearefollowing Alaan. And | would stay closeif | wereyou. Thisidand islike the River Wynnd; its
paths don't dways lead where you're expecting, or even to the same place twice."

"Should we be on the lookout for this soul eater?* Cynddl asked Alaen



Alaan stopped packing hisgear. "Not yet. It can't exist by day. Hafydd will create it after sunset, and by
thelast hours of darknessit will have begun to die, passing the peak of its strength in the mid-die hours
between sunset and sunrise.”

Tarn shivered. "How do wefight thismonster?' he asked.
"You don't. It can't be harmed by any weapon devised by men.

Its kin is more impenetrable than the finest mail, and it's stronger than the nichmear, though not aslarge,
or sothe stories say." Alaan looked suddenly troubled. "Listen, al of you. Thisthing that Hafydd will
make is of the ancient world and more powerful than we can understand. Y ou cannot hope to stand
againg it. It killed Tusiva, the most powerful sorcerer who ever lived. If we can't sop Hafydd from
creating it..." Hedid not finish; nor did he need to.

"l suppose the question, then," Fynnol said, "is, how do wekill Hafydd?'

"A more reasonable propostion,” Alaan answered, "but till not easily done. If Eliseis here, we might
prevall againgt Hafydd, the two of us, but if hefindsusone a atime, we shall be lucky to survive."

"He has never caught you yet," Crowheart offered, breaking his slence

"No, not inthislife," Alaan said softly. "Thereis one possbil-ity. The spell to create asoul eater would be
very complicated—too complicated to perform from memory. It will be written down, in abook, most
likely. Even the book would not be easy to destroy, but if we meet Hafydd, that book would be more
important than any of our lives—mineincluded.”

Thirty-seven

Menwyn Wills stood at hisfield desk studying amap of the River Wynnd. Hisfinger traced the gently
winding river, seeking asmall creek.

"Vast has earned hisreward,” he said.
A counsdlor of the Duke of Vast stood looking on. "He has kept his part of the bargain, your grace.”

Menwyn straightened, gazing down at the map, seeing the land the way an eagle might from high above.
"Unfortunately, the Duke hasn't given me much warning.”

"It couldn't be helped, your grace. The Renne debated too long.”
"I'm sure they did." Menwyn tapped afinger on the map. "Vadt is certain thisisthe place?’
"YSH

"Then well prepare the welcome." Menwyn moved dowly around the table, his eyes il fixed on the
map. He crossed to the western shore, Renne lands, and began noting the names of towns,



the borders of estates, which had been drawn on the paper so that he could begin dividing up the lands.

"If the Renne were smart, they would stay on the western shore and wait for usto cross. They might
defend theriver againgt us ... for atime”

"They are wagering everything on aquick strike, your grace.”

"It ismore than that. After the debacle on the Ide of Battle they think me abungler. But it was Inneswho
planned that... and your Duke was with the Renne then. If the Prince had listened to me, Vast would
have been on our sSide, and he would have turned the tide of that battle in our favor. That mistake has
been corrected.” Menwyn Wills put hisfinger on the Westbrook, tracing it from its source to Castle
Renne, near its mouth. "Can you carry awarning to Vast? Isit possble?!

"It would be difficult. Timeis short, and the riverbank iswatched."

"You mugt try, dl the same. Prince Michael of Innes gppeared at the home of his cousin not aday ago.
He was seeking support-ers among hisfather's officers and alies—hoping to wrest control of the army
from me." Lord Menwyn glanced up from the map to see the reaction of this man. "Fortunatdly, this
cousin had decided to join the victorious side sometime before. He sent word, and a company of
men-at-arms was sent to hishouse.”

"Luck sdeswith thevirtuous."

"I hope you're wrong. The Prince was rescued while being brought to me. We haven't managed to find
him yet, despite dl our efforts.”

The man had no platitude for that but shifted uncomfortably.

"The odd thing about this was that the young prince was ac-companied by a Renne—L ord Archer
Renne, apparently.” Helooked up at the man. "Do you know him?"

"Only by reputetion. Heis ... reclusive. It'ssaid he suffersfrom an injury he received in the tourney some
years back."

"Exactly. The Prince's cousin thought this man looked re-markably like Samul Renne. In fact, he thought
it was Samul

Renne, though he had seen him only once before and some years ago.”
"Samul Renne was executed, your grace. | witnessed it myself.”
"Then you're certain? Y ou saw Lord Samul die?"

The man hesitated amoment. "I saw the head fal into a basket. | was some smal distance off, ina
window." He thought. "The gal-lows was obscured by black hangings—a custom of the Renne, | was
told."

"Soyou didn't seethe axefdl?"

"No. | saw Lord Samul and Carl A'denne led up onto the gal-lows platform, aong with a thief who had
asssted in Lord Carl's escape. They were men going to their deaths—I could see the fear, even though
they bore themselveswell. A moment later the execu-tioner went to work and the heads fell rather
gruesomely into abas-ket. It could have been no other.”

"Would you wager your lifeonit?"



The man stood looking foolish, blinking rapidly. "I did not ex-amine the heads up close. It was early
morning, just before sunrise. The light was poor.”

"Then you should passthisadong to Vast: if Lord Samul's death was feigned, then Carl A'denne's might
have been aswell. And if that isthe case, the Renne bdieved Lord Carl ... and areplaying Vast for a
fool. Warn the Duke of that, and find out if Archer Renne sits safely at home. | need to know if this
information Vast has given meistrue—or if it isaRenne deception.” He put hisfinger on the small creek
where it met the River Wynnd. "When | meet the Renne | don't want any surprises.”

Thirty-eight
The white eye of anagar gazed at her, then blinked closed.

The moon, Eliseredized, slipping behind a lid of clouds.

She was sinking through liquid so black, it was like the space be-tween the stars. And then she was
faling, hard, like astone through the air. She struck and lay for amoment, dazed.

"Orlem? Orlem... 7" Her whisper echoed in the dark. She pushed hersdlf up into asitting position, the
world spinning. "But | waswith Sighthand. ..." A flash came from above, and she looked up.

"Impossble" she heard hersdf say. Another flash amoment later showed the same thing—what
appeared to be water, but above her, as though she looked down into apooal. It took a bit of an effort to
gain her feet, for her leg had been hurt in thefall. Elisetried to reach up, but what appeared to be water
was too high— just out of reach. Another flash revealed her surroundings. She wasin around chamber
with walls of natura stone—but thefloor... the floor was an ancient mosaic, partly buried in sand and
pebbles and old leaves. A dark arch led into atunnel and opposite

it anarrow stair had been carved from the naturd stone. It fol-lowed the curve of thewall up into the
pool overhead. Darkness returned.

Elise shook her head, trying to clear it, and hobbled stiffly in the direction she hoped the stair lay. Her
hands found the stone wall in the darkness, then another flare of lightning illuminated the cham-ber. She
had missed the stair by agood distance.

"I'm half inadaze," she muttered to no one, and felt dong the wall until she encountered the dair. It was
amogt impossibly nar-row, forcing Elise to climb with her back againgt thewall and her toes off the
treads. She moved up, one step, then another, her Hiff leg threatening to collapse each time she put
weight on it. In amo-ment she reached the weater, which, when illuminated by aglare of lightning,
appeared to wash back and forth above her like water in aglass. Shetook astep up and felt cold liquid
touch the top of her scalp. Another step, and she wasin water—Sianon's natural ele-ment for the last age
of theworld. A few more steps, and she kicked free, swimming up, up toward the world above.

"Bring the child to me," she said, gesturing to Baore.

Toren Renne and his companions stared at Elise dumbly for amoment. A flash of lightning reveded her,
up tothewaist in water, skin unnaturally pale, eyes waxen and strange. The appearance of this half nagar
among them disturbed the men-at-arms, who all stepped back. Some made warding signs.

"We have no timefor superdtition,” she snapped, climbing out of the water and approaching Eber and
Llya "The pool isan en-trance to atunnd. Below the water, perhaps eight feet, thereisair, the water
suspended overhead by a spell the likes of which | have never seen. | will take the child, then Eber, but



the rest of you must jump in. Carry your weapons or something heavy. Let yoursaf sink down, and be
prepared to suddenly drop another eight feet onto a smooth stone floor.” She swept up Llya. "Hewill be
safe with me, don't worry," she assured his anxious father.

Elise took two steps and plunged, feetfirg, into the pool. No one moved to follow.

"Wemust do as Lady Elise says," Orlem announced. He shegthed his sword and legpt into the waters
behind her, disap-pearing in asplash.

Thirty-nine

The water glowed pale green, like the wake of aship in the sum-mer sea. Elise began to knead the liquid
with her hands, humming or chanting al the while, and the water took on substance; a pa e opal escent
jdlyfish. The passageway, the faces of their companions, dl turned asoft greeninthislight. Toren felt as
though he were below the water—which in a sense he was; below the water in abubble of air.

Elise plunged the blade of her sword through the glowing mass, and withdrew it, glistening green. She
passed the mass to Orlem, who did the same. The giant offered the massto A'brgail, who, Toren noted,
hesitated only a second before doing as Elise and Orlem had done. It seemed even A'brgail could
become accus-tomed to the arcane.

"It will gick toiron or stedl, lesswdll to brass. Y our hands might glow faintly for afew moments after
you'vetouched it, but that will quickly fade. Run the blade of your sword or dagger through it quidky:”

A'brgail handed the massto Toren, who was surprised at the

coolness of the "witch water," as Elise called it. Very quickly they had a number of blades aglow, casting an
eerie green light over the smooth stone.

Elise pointed to the floor of the tunnel, which was wet. "Hafydd is before us,” she said. "Hereis histrack."
Sheled them at ajog, her glowing blade held ready.

The tunnel quickly proved to be a hallway, for a distance carved out of the island's bedrock, then the
right-hand wall became enor-mous blocks of tightly fitted granite. Here and there akind of writ-ing could be
seen carved into the wall, and though Elise stopped to regard this, if she could read it, she did not say.

The passageway descended and curved dlightly to the left. After perhaps two hundred feet, side passages
began to open up, first to the left, then to either side. Elise stopped at each and lifted her sword high,
illuminating the writing over the openings.

"Do these signs mean anything?' A'brgail asked.

Elise shook her head, her tangle of wet hair spraying drops of water into the air. "It appearsto be an early
form of an ancient lan-guage that Sianon knew. Some words | recognize, afew others| can guess at. This
passage we are in seems to have been called the 'east nool.' Nool, | would guess, means passage or
hallway. Have you ever seen such signs before, Orlem?’

"I have not, my lady."

She glanced down at the wet floor. "It does not matter. We fol-low Hafydd's track. Let's hope we are not
so slow that their cloth-ing dries." She set off again at ajog.

But in ahundred yards Hafydd's trail disappeared at a blank stone wall.

Orlem tapped his pommel on the stone and examined the edges by the glow of his blade. "It appearsto be



seamless... solid rock. Not adab that has been rolled into place.”
Elise nodded, her look pensive but not surprised.
"What devilry does Hafydd practice?' A'brgail asked.

"It was not Hafydd," Elise stated evenly. "It is this place. Even the passageways change." She touched a
hand to the wall. "Orlem?

Y ou have some of Sainth's ability to travel the hidden paths, can you find your way here?’
"I cannot, my lady. Even Sainth might be confused in such a place.”

"I fear you're right. Let's hope that Hafydd fares no better. We must make a map as we go. We might
have to explore many pas-sages before we find what we seek."

"I'll make the map, Lady Elise," Theason said, with something near to enthusiasm. He took from his jacket a
small notebook wrapped many timesin heavy, oiled cotton. "Hardly wet at all,” he assured everyone. He
found awriting implement and began drawing immedi-ately, reminding Toren of Kai—the man they called
the mapmaker.

"There was a branch not far back—Iet's see where it will take us," Elise said.

The company retreated in their bubble of pale green light, A'brgail and Toren Renne bringing up
therear, listening for any sounds behind them.

"Have you ever seen such a place?' Toren whispered to A'brgail.

"No. Even the great ancient fortresses of the Knights were small and crude compared to this."
Toren nodded. "They must have had mighty enemies to make such a stronghold.”

"Or mighty fears."

The tunnel was wide enough for three to walk abreast, though they went in groups of two, dripping
water behind from their plunge through the pool. Elise stopped suddenly, crouching down. Toren pushed
through the group until he could see. The floor was wet there, athin stream of water seeming to emerge
from the wall.

"Isit our track or Hafydd's? "Toren asked.

"Hafydd's," Elise said, rising. "l can't find Orlem's boot print here." She dashed on, her light footstep echoing
in the ancient hall.

Hafydd stared at the floor of the tunnel as though it had somehow offended him. He crouched, and Beldor
Renne half expected him

to smash the floor with hisfist, but instead he reached out and rubbed his hand over the water that lay
therein dropletsand smdl pods

"Wearewandering in circles,”" A'denne pronounced. Unlike everyone e se he ignored Hafydd's dark
moods and spoke when-ever the urge struck.

Hafydd appeared not to hear but rose to hisfeet and motioned for his captain. "Pick two good men for
rear guards. Sianon is here and not done." He spun on his hedl and set off down the hallway.

Infifty yardsthey cameto a splitting of the way—three passages going off & different angles. Hafydd
held atorch doft, examining thewriting. "I shal kill Kai when | find him next,” he said evenly. He waved



historch. "Thisway."

The passage went less than ahundred feet before it branched in two. Sianon had apparently gone I ft.
Hafydd hesitated only amoment, then took the right-hand passage, which appeared to lead down. Fifty
feet along, three side passages opened up, two to the right, one to the left. Hafydd took the second
opening to theright.

The tunnd split again not far off. Hafydd stopped here for some moments, examining the marks on the
walls. He even took out his sword and banged it once against stone, so that it rang an unholy note,
echoing and digtorting off thewalls. But divining did not seem to offer an answer, and after amoment he
sheathed his sword again. Beldor could see that Hafydd's mood had become more than dark. Even
A'denne had the good sense to stay quiet.

The |eft passage was chosen thistime, and it soon curved sharply around and angled dightly down.
A'denne caught Beld's eye and raised his eyebrows, then shrugged. Beld thought it was as articulate as
one could get about this place, which appeared to defy reason.

An odd, distant sound reached them, echoing strangely against the stone, but no one knew what it was.
The passage ended in anarrow opening, and beyond was acircular stairwell that wound steeply down.
Hafydd stuck his head through the opening, and

with no further hesitation, started down, his footsteps echoing and distorting back up thewell. Beldor
thought they sounded almost like words.

After thirty steps Beld began to fed as though he had entered an icehouse, and his breath appeared.
"Autumn outside, winter in-gde," he muttered to himsdf. Stairs, endless and ancient, kept ap-pearing
before him, curving vertiginoudy round and round, and the strange sound, amost aringing, grew louder
and louder.

At the bottom of the stair they emerged into amassive domed hall, eight-sided and lavishly decorated,
though the light from their smdl torchesilluminated it only dimly. Beldor stopped and turned adow circle,
while Hafydd continued out into the center of the hall.

"It isalovely bedchamber, Father," Hafydd whispered. "But | have cometo wakeyou, at last.”

Alaan stood staring at the pool, which they had findly reached after an endless hike up and down gairs
and dopes drenched by rain. Dease was so tired he fell down on the mud and wet grass and hid his head
inhisarms,

"Where are we now?' Crowheart wondered.

"Thisisthe place | was seeking." Alaan crouched, looking a the ground. Lightning flashed off in the
distance, offeringitsfaint light. "But someoneis here before us™

"Who?' Fynnol asked.

"Orlem, certainly,” Alaan said, pointing out amassive boot print. "And with luck that means Elise Willsas
well." He gazed a the ground a moment, awaiting the little flashes of light that came from far away. "But
there are many footprints here. | fear Hafydd found this place before us.”

"And where have they dl gone?' Fynnol asked, looking around.

But Alaan did not answer; he stared at the pool amoment, as though the sight of it robbed him of speech
and reason.



"Into the pool" he whispered. " They've gone into the pool ." He

walked quickly around the water's edge, examining the ground by lightning flash. "And not come out
again..."

They began to find storage rooms as they reached the lower level: an armory; a spirits room where casks
still stood against the wall; a bakery with agreat hearth.

Toren lingered there a moment, as though he could almost hear the former inhabitants. He closed his eyes
and listened.

"Do you hear it?" avoice asked.

Toren opened his eyesto find Eber and LIya, halfway out the door, gazing at him.

"Hear what?" Toren responded.

"The whispers," Eber said. "As though he were trying to speak to usin the smallest breezes, the silences.”
Toren shook his head. "I hear nothing."

"Lord Toren? Eber?' It was A'brgail calling. "We mustn't be-come separated from the others.”

Toren nodded and pushed quickly past Eber and his son, feel-ing the child's large, knowing eyes on his
back.

The vastness of the maze began to make itself clear asthey walked, miles passing beneath their
feet, though they arrived nowhere.

"Do you think we're gill on the idand?' Toren wondered aloud, as they stopped to consider another side
passage.

"I think we are, Lord Toren," Elise answered. "Though itisonly a feeling—an intuition.” None of the
urgency had gone out of Elise's step. Though Toren knew that facing Hafydd frightened her, the fear
didn't seem to dim her determination.

They made their way down this new passage, descending at a shallow angle. After a short while a soft
metallic tinkling reached them. It echoed and distorted up the tunnel, never growing louder though
occasionally fading amost completely, only to return as they progressed.

Passages opened up sporadically, and at each Elise would listen

carefully, then choose the tunnel from which the sound seemed to emanate.

"What could that be?' Orlem asked, as they stopped to listen at another opening.

"Water running, | hope," said Elise.

"But it soundslike smal bellsringing,” the giant sad.

"| pray you'rewrong, Orlem,” Elise said. "We can't drink bells, and our waterskins are rapidly emptying.”

The giant glanced down at the waterskin that hung from a strap over his shoulder, it doshed when he
walked, lessthan aquarter ful.

"Do you know what | find odd?' Eber said softly. Llyahad falen adeep riding on Baore's back, his head
bouncing on the Vae-man's shoulder. Eber himsdlf looked reedy to fall adeep.

"What, Eber?'



"Though we have traveled al about, we have never found our way back to the pool where we entered
thetunnels™

Elise nodded, her look thoughtful. "The maze has not done with usyet."

"Or peoplewho find their way in here never leave..." A'brgail said prophetically. He met no oneseye
after offering thisbit of speculation.

"I doubt anyone has been here before us, Sir Gilbert,” Elise said. "The placeistoo well hidden.”
"Unless someone who had not the skill to stay afloat fell into the pool..." Eber suggested.

"Hurry on," Elise said. "No amount of speculation will change the task we have come here to perform.
Hafydd hasto be stopped whether we are to find our way out or not." Her eyefixed on Llya, adeep on
Baore's shoulder, his face the epitome of innocence. She reached out as though she would touch his
cheek, but then stopped, sadness and regret overwhelming her look of resolution. Quickly, sheturned
away and st off down the passage, the metal-lic tinkling echoing softly around them.

At length the passage ended at a narrow opening, ornately dec-

orated with signs and symbols they had not seen before. Elise held her blade al oft for amoment, examining
them, but then shook her head and thrust the blade into the opening, leaning in to see what lay beyond.

"It'sastair," she announced, "circling down. A cold stair."

Elise pushed through, and Toren could hear her steps echoing against the unforgiving stone.
Slighthand followed, forcing his large frame through the narrow opening. The rest went in turn, one
man at atime. When Toren's turn came he found himself in what looked like awell, perfectly round and
vertical, but with awinding stone stair circling down. Unlike the other tunnels, this well was as cold asan
icehouse, and he quickly learned not to touch the frigid walls for balance. His own blade lit the way for him,
and he fol-lowed the retreating back of Gilbert A'brgail, round and round. It was impossible to guess how
far they descended—avery great dis-tance, Toren thought, and he was sure it grew colder with each step.

Baore stopped momentarily to drape his massive cloak over Llya who stood blinking and rubbing
his eyes, the cloak flowing onto the floor around.

"Winter appears to await below." Toren helped Baore arrange the cloak over the child. "Damn, it is cold!"
Baore scooped the child up again. "I'm from the north," the Valeman said. "Cold is afraid of me."

They went more quickly then, round and round, trying to stay warm with movement. Toren caught sight of
Elise's retreating back, tangled yellow hair bobbing. She went swiftly, as though their long march and time
on theriver had not tired her at all. The others straggled behind, Eber supported by Theason.

"Thereislight below," someone called up the well, and the col-umn slowed its descent, suddenly wary.
Toren saw the glowing swords below rise up, ready to do battle, faces appeared in the cool light, drawn and

pae.

A few more steps, and they stopped entirely. Someone waved a hand at them. "Lord Toren. Sir Gilbert.
Please, come down."

The others pressed against the ice-cold walls to let them pass.

Elise waited below. Above the murmur of what was clearly running water, a voice droned though Toren
could not make out the words. Elise |looked up at them, her face aruin of anguish.

"Hafydd makes the soul eater," she said, her voice colder than the air. "We must sacrifice everything to



stop him ... if we're not already too late."

Forty

The army camped in abroad coomb through which ran a clear stream. Theridgesto the north and south
were steeply wooded and aive with swift streams that burbled and whispered to each other day and
night. Samul gazed down at the army below and felt ashiver course through him. It was larger than he
imagined. Three or four times greater than any force the Renne could muster.

"Now | understand why my cousins were so desperate,” he whispered. "Look a Menwyn'sarmy!™
"ItisHafydd'sarmy," Pwyll answered softly, "asLord Menwyn will learn to hisdismay.”
"It wasthe army of the Prince of Innes," Prince Michad said, "and will be again.”

"Whoever itisloyd to, thisisan army preparing to go into bat-tle," Lord Samul offered. "They're forming
ranks and getting ready to move. Either they are about to crossthe Wynnd or they think the Renne are
goproaching. They'll daughter Fondor'sarmy if heisfoolish enough to crosstheriver.”

"He's not so foolish," Carl said, glancing at Samul, but he said no more.

Prince Michadl turned to the others where they crouched, star-ing out from behind afalen oak. "What |
must do next | must do aone. Againgt these tens of thousands, even Pwyll's blade will be of no avail." He
turned to Carl. Y ou havefulfilled your part of the bargain—you and Jamm. Y ou brought me here.
Though we could not have done it without you, Pwyll. Y ou have dl done your parts. Now | must do

mne

He went back through the wood and found their horses. From the saddlebag of one he took a banner of
the House of Innes and fixed it to a pole cut from the forest. Nodding once to each of them, he mounted
his horse, and, swinging the banner high, set off down the hill.

Hisfeet pushing hard againgt the stirrups, Prince Michadl fdlt the shoulders of his horse working asit went
dowly down the path. Emerging from the trees, he angled across the meadow directly for an openingin
thering of stakes. A dozen men-at-arms stood guard there. They saw him coming from a distance, but
thought nothing of it, for riders came and went regularly there.

The Prince wasn't sure how he would handle this moment. He doubted that Menwyn Wills had | eft
ordersfor how to deal with asudden appearance of the Prince of Innes, but one could never be sure. If
the guards recogni zed him, he would smply ride through, hoping surprise would grant him that moment's
reprieve. If they didn't recognize him, he would have to improvise. He couldn't let himsalf be taken quietly
to Menwyn Wills—that would be the end of him.

The Princefelt an odd sense of floating as he rode toward the unsuspecting guards. Asthough he
watched the entire proceedings from somewhere e se—from up on theridge with hisfugitive
com-panions. The sound of his horse seemed to come to him from afar—the creak of his saddle, the
banner fluttering inthewind. The

pale, silent faces of the guards seemed to loom up before him, star-ing, as though they had seen aghost.
"I am Prince Michad of Innes" he said to them from afar, "re-main asyou are.”

"Your grace..." one of the men whispered, hisface white with surprise.



"Y ou cannot pass,” another guard said, stepping forward and reaching for his sword. "We have
orders—"

But athird guard restrained him with afirm hand on hisarm. "It isthe Prince, you idiot. He does not need
papers.”

The guards bowed their heads quickly as he passed, but one went running ahead. "The Prince!" he
cdled. "Prince Michad hasreturned.”

The men had been formed into ranks, but then alowed to St and talk quietly among themsaveswhile
they awaited ordersto march. Down thelong lane that divided the camp, the Prince rode, lines of infantry
to either Ssde. He wore the stolen livery of the sol-diers of Innes, and over his head fluttered the banner of
hisHouse. The calling of the guard who ran before drew the men's gaze, and many who knew him rose
to their feet. A murmur swept down the ranks, like awave, and the men began to rise to have a better
view. To either Sde a sea of disbdlieving faces. And then he saw a man he knew who had once been a
house guard.

"Rica" hesaid, and nodded.
"Your grace..." the man said, his eyes suddenly gleaming. "We were told you were dead.”

"Too many lies have been told in my absence. Find twenty men you trust and fal in behind me.”

"But, your grace," the man said, "we have been ordered into ranks

"And now you have been ordered out. Do you take orders from the Prince of Innes or Menwyn Wills?!
The man drew himsdlf up. "I take orders from the Prince of Innes," he said, and began calling out names.
Another two hundred feet the Prince rode, his newly formed

guard faling in behind him. There, amost in the encampment's center, he stopped. The army of Inneswas
in such agtate that the men almost broke ranksto see if the rumor were true. Michagl stopped amoment,
turning hismount inadow circle, |etting the men get agood look a him. Down the lane he could see
officersand men of high rank striding quickly out to see what thisfuss could be. Michael knew he had
only amoment. He sood up in his stirrups.

"I am Prince Michad! of Innes," he declared loudly, "and | have returned to you by adifficult road. |
know it was said that | had died, but you were also told that my father was assassinated by hisown
guard—which we al know was alie. He was murdered by men who claimed to be hisdlies. The same
men who thought | had been killed... but | escaped and came back to you."

A hush had falen over the army, though far off the rumor il traveled, like distant surf. The officersand
noblemen were al but running by then. One of them was shouting, but the sudden roar of the army
drowned him out. The men broke ranks, pouring over the field toward the Prince. Ricaand histwenty
guards formed acircle around him, trying to hold the men back afew feet at least. Michadl could seeall
the faces gazing up at him in wonder, re-turned from the deed, as it must have seemed—and wasin ways
these men would never know.

Men he knew began to shout their namesto him, and he waved these closer, saying, "L et them through.”

The noblemen, once dlies of hisfathers, and officers, were hopelesdy cut off. Michael could seethe
group of them hemmed in and being tossed about like aboat on astorm. The Prince knew that if he
pointed at them and denounced them now, they would be in great danger, but he hoped there were some



among them who were dtill loyal to hisHouse, and he didn't want to risk their lives. He would need them
yet.

Now was the moment to confront Menwyn Willsand hiscabad ... if he could move this mass of men, for
he had earlier picked out the banners of Menwyn Willsflying a the far end of the

encampment. He began pointing with his banner and moving his horse that way. The men around him
quickly understood and started caling out. "To Lord Menwyn! We go to address Lord Menwyn Willg"

Progress was dmost imperceptible, but inch by inch Michad made hisway down the length of the camp,
the center of aroiling mass of men, al of whom wanted to get alook at him, and who called out his name
over and over. Many reached out and he touched their hands as though to prove that he was not aghost.

The strangeness of it al was not lost on Michadl, who had never been so loved when hisfather was dive.
But now these men saw him astheir rescuer—freaing them from the dominion of Menwyn Wills, and
maybe the sorcerer Hafydd as well. He was suddenly the good prince who had come to save them from
circumstances they did not understand, come to lead them to victory and to be sure they got their share
of the rewards, which wasin question under the Wills, who would no doubt ook to their own first.
Perhaps most of al, he had come to take control of the largest part of the army, making them again
preeminent, and not at the beck and call of MewwnWills

Severd large pavilions had been erected near the eastern end of the encampment, Menwyn keeping his
allies close and separated from their own armies so that a Situation like the one he was about to face
could not occur. Men-at-armsin evening blue had quickly formed up before the tents, though they were
vastly outhumbered. The men of Innes divided the men of Menwyn Willsinto two par-ties, forcing a
column through their middle to the tents beyond. It took sometime for Michadl to make hisway through,
and when he did the men who jostled there fell sillent. Perhaps three thousand men in dark blue were
ranged before the tents. Not nearly aslarge aforce asthe men of Innes, but Michael wasn't sure how
many would fight for him if it cameto that, and he was vulnerable there, with so many of Menwyn's
guards nearby, some armed with bows. Of course Menwyn could not be sure of the Situation either,
which Michad was counting on.

An officer emerged from the largest tent—a tent Michael was sure had bel onged to his father—and
bowed to him. "Prince Michadl," the man said, acknowledging Michadl's claim—not that he had much
choice. "Y ou have no doubt traveled far. Lord Men-wyn invites you to dismount and join him." Theman
gestured to-ward the tent, smiling tightly, trying to hide his distress a thisturn of events.

"I will spesk with Lord Menwyn here," Michad said. "After what befel my father | don't wish to go
anywhere without my guards, who are too numerousto fit ingde Lord Menwyn's pavil-ion." It wasa
terrible insult, but Michael heard agrow! of approva from hismen.

The officer tried to smile. "We are, my Prince, a war. Much that should be said is of a sengitive nature.”

"| trust any man wearing purple and black with my life," Michadl said. He was pretty surethat if he
stormed the tents at that moment hewould bekilled by anarow, but hewasequally surethet Menwyn Willswould
dieaswdll. "Please ask Lord Menwyn to do me the honor of attending me here." He had chosen his
wordswith care. The Prince would be honored by Menwyn's presence, but Menwyn would be attending
him. He was the Prince of Innes, not some out of pocket noble with two hundred swords at his
commeand.

The officer ssood amoment, uncertain, and then retreated in-side. Nothing happened for amoment, and
agrumbling began among the men in purple and black. The Stuation could quickly spin out of
control—Michadl could fed it.



The doorsto the pavilion were drawn back, and Menwyn Wills strode out, a dozen minor noblemen at
his back—former dlies of the House of Innes, for the most part. Many of Michad's father's officers were
there aswel. Menwyn was making a statement.

"Prince Michad!" Menwyn said, smiling broadly. "I cannot tell you the joy we fed to see you returned!
We thought that black-guard, Sir Eremon, had |eft you dead.”

"And s0 he no doubt thought," Prince Michadl answered, "but he was wrong.”

"It grievesmeto tell you, Prince Michad, that your father, the Prince of Innes, was not so fortunate.
Hafydd had him murdered.” Menwyn paused amoment, his gaze going respectfully down. "But with the
ass stance of these noble men"—he gestured to those around him—"we drove off the last remnant of
Hafydd's force and wrested control of the army from them.”

"And for this| thank you," Prince Michadl said. "I havere-turned, it seems, just in time to resume

"For which we are thankful. We will, my Prince, go to war thisvery day. | fear that you will not be able
to take up your rightful place immediately, for the plansare dl laid and the command of each company
has been assigned and each officer knows his part. But you should ride with me and our chief alies, for
this day we will destroy the armies of the Renne and prepare the way for our victory."

"I will surrender the command of my army to no one," the Prince said, and aloud murmur of gpprova
came from the men of Innes. He prayed the company of the curious that followed him would ook enough
likealoya and resentful army that Menwyn would not dare insult them.

Menwyn indeed did look like aman on shifting ground. "But my Prince'—he dmost sammered—"we
will fight amagor battle this day upon which al of our future success depends. With al due repect, no
man could assume command of such alarge force on such short notice. All of our carefully laid plans
would bein danger."

"Then send my officersto me so that | may be informed of your plan. | will be with my men." He bowed
courteoudy and turned hishorse. A passage opened up before him, the men pressing back al thewhile
nodding and whispering gpprovingly among themsalves. "Return to ranks!" the Prince ordered, and this

cal wastaken up down the length of the encampment.

Sowly the men returned to their places, officers of lower rank stepping in to organize. Michael suspected
that if he had aloya fol-lowing, it would be here, among the men and junior officers. "Rica?

Y ou are now the captain of my guard. Find me fifty loya men and give them an armband or some kind of
inggniaso that | will know them." He pointed to the center of the army of Innes. "Find a pavil-ion and
pitchit there, in the center, but leave the walls rolled up so that al may see me. Find four banners and
raise them up on poles—nothing ostentatious—I just want my presenceto be felt. Then bring me the
junior officers, fiveat atime. Do you know them?"

"Many of them, Sr, though not all.”

"I will have you stand by and tell me something of each of them..." But he was drowned out then asthe
men called for three cheersfor their prince, the valey echoing with their voices. He hoped that Pwyll and
the others heard this, for they would be won-dering what had happened.

A small pavilion was quickly erected. Surcoats of the dishanded house guards were found, and Rica
mustered the men for their master's review. The Prince waked among them, speaking quietly. "There



have been many betrayasof late," he said. "Friend and foe are no longer easily recognized. Y ou must
therefore be prepared to follow my orders without question. If | order you to cut down some captain,
even one who has served our house for thirty years, you must do it without hesitation. Isthere any man
among you who cannot do that?" The men responded quickly, as held hoped they would. The Prince of
Innes had been murdered—afailure they did not want to repedt.

"Rica," the Prince said, asthey returned to the pavilion, "place only asingle guard at each tent post. |
want the men in ranks to be able to see me and to seethat | trust them utterly.” The Prince looked
around at the men sitting in ordered rows, many a curious eye turned hisway.

Ricaquickly arranged the guards, the bulk of them seated in asquare around the pavilion. He came back
to the Prince, who stood watching men erect a map table beneath the canvas shelter. "Y our grace should
know that the captains of al the companies have been replaced by men loya to Menwyn Wills"

ean RusHl SY'S
"What happened to my father's officers?'

"Many were demoted into the ranks, your grace. Others were g ected from the army, somefew Ieft in
shame, unable to accept thistreatment.”

"Bring dl of these new officersto me and find as many of my father's company commanders asyou can,
or their immediate sub-ordinates. | will replace al of Menwyn's officers within the hour.”

"Your grace," said Rica, "some of these men will not acknowl-edge your authority.”

"Give them one warning. Any insubordination will be punished by summary execution. If they so much as
hesitate after that, you must cut them down. If we wish to take back control of the army, we cannot
fdter"

Ricasauted and gathered a small company to follow him. The Prince cast his eye back toward the
pavilions of Lord Menwyn. No doubt there was quite a heated debate going on there at this mo-ment.
The longer it lasted—to a point—the better. Michagl needed some time to reverse the coup Menwyn
had staged. Some men would haveto die, hefeared, but it could not be helped. If the army wasn't firmly
in his control within the hour, then hewould fail, and the hours of life left him would be few.

The officers gppointed by Menwyn came sullenly to the pavil-ion, grumbling among themselves, looks of
apprehension and re-sentment on their faces. Rica had them stand out in the open and placed guards with
swords drawn around them.

"All of you appointed in my absence by Lord Menwyn deserve the gratitude of the House of Innes. Bt |
have, upon the order of Lord Menwyn Wills, resumed command of the army of Innes. Y our servicesare
no longer required. Y ou are hereby dismissed and may return to your former officers—immediately.” The
Prince nodded to them in akindly way, then gestured to Rica, who marshaed the stunned captains away
before they might think of doing something foolish. Another group of men were quickly gathering—these
in the purple and black of Innes. They fell in before the pavilion, and the Prince had each of them give his
name, rank, and former com-

mand. The Situation was not as bad asit could have been, for anumber of former commanders il
remained. The other positions were quickly filled by men the commanders recommended. Michad had
them swear an oath to him and warned them to take orders from no one but himsdf or Ricauntil he had
filled the ranks of senior commanders—at which time the Prince would make these officers known to
them. These men were sent off to organize their companies.



Hedid not yet havein place a structure of command—there was a broad layer of senior commanders
missing—hbut he was mak-ing quick progress.

"Sotdl me, Captain Rica, who isleft among my father'sformer alies and senior officerswho might elther
be loyd to the House of Innes or hate the Wills enough to sde with me?”’

The man stood with one hand on the map table. "It is difficult to say, your grace. So much has changed
and so rapidly. After the Prince, your father, was murdered, Hafydd took control of the army, placing his
ownmeninal but afew key positions. When Hafydd left, Lord Menwyn drove the black guards off and
put hisown men in their stead. Everyone was forced to swear an oath of loyalty to the Wills. Thefew
who refused were stripped of their po-sitions, thrown into cells, or 'disappeared.’ Of the noblemen who
wereyour father'sdlies| think only T'oldor and Quince might sde with you against Menwyn. Y our grace
must redlize that these men were dl promised large areas of your estates. They will not give up that
promise eadly. | would let none of them stand at your back.”

Michael nodded. It was unfortunate that his father did not command loyalty. Now his son would pay the
pricefor this short-sightedness.

"Y our grace. They arecoming.”

The noblemen and officers who had been given control of the army of Innes had €lected to travel the
length of the camp on horseback, bannersflying, perhaps hoping this display would give them legitimacy
in the eyes of the men. When they reached the army of Innesthey spread out, only six approaching the
pavilion,

the rest riding out among the mustered companies. They began caling out ordersimmediately.

Six minor noblemen reined in their horses. "My Prince," one said with feigned urgency, "thearmy
marches. Comewith us, and wewill inform you of the design aswe go.”

Michad did not answer, praying that the soldiers would not move without command from their newly
appointed officers. He held his breath. Not aman stood or acknowledged the shouted orders of the
horsemen. Michael had to stop himsdlf from amiling.

"Thisarmy," he said, "goes nowhere without my express com-mand. And within the hour 1 will command
it to return to my es-tates. Now get off your horses and order your officers back, or you may go tell
Menwyn that he meetsthe Renne done.” Michadl crossed hisarms and stared at the six men.

The noblemen retreated to confer among themselves, whisper-ing and casting glances toward the prince.

"Captain Rica," Michadl ordered. "Do you see these horsemen trying to give ordersto my army? Warn
them that if they do not de-sst immediately and remove themsaves from my ranks, | will treet them as
enemiestrying to undermine my command.”

Rica seemed to have anticipated this and had severa smal com-panies ready. These ran off, each
bearing a banner of the House of Innes. They soon reached the shouting officers, some of whom had
drawn swords and were threatening the soldiers. Two or three re-fused to remove themselves, and
swords were drawn, companies of soldierslegping to their feet at orders from the Prince's captains. One
horseman was chased out by armed men, haughty even in re-treet, the rest redized that their liveswerein
danger and acted ap-propriately.

The 9x noblemen ill conferred.

"Captain Rica?' Michad said loudly. "Drag these former dlies off my father's off their horses and bring



themto me”
The sx noblemen separated then, two quickly dismounting.

The other four were surrounded by armed men on foot, and they too dismounted, and al were brought
before the Prince.

"Who among you will renounce your claim to the parts of my estate that Menwyn Wills has promised and
swear an oath of loy-aty to me?' The Prince regarded the sx men, al of whom he had known since
childhood. Apparently they still thought him a child. They had not been witnessto the events of the
Stillwater, when Prince Michadl had been forced to come of age.

"I will take an oath, my Prince," Lord T'oldor said, dropping to one knee.

"Aswill I," responded Quince, whose estates comprised asmall tract of mountains and meadowsto the
north—far too small for aman of such ability and character, Michad thought.

" lived benegath the hedl of your father's boot for thirty years," said Lord Farwell, "1 will not live beneath
yours now."

"No one need live beneath the hedl of my boot, but the estates of the Prince of Innes are not for the
taking. Thisarmy that my farther created is mine to command, and | will not commit it to the field until |
am satisfied that it isnot being sent to ruin. If you will not swear loyalty to me, then go back to Lord
Menwyn and de-mand that he pay you what he promised out of hisown purse. It won't be coming out of
mine"

T'oldor and Quince swore an oath to the Prince, with al of the army there to witness. The other
noblemen and their officers rode back the way they had come, having failed in their attempt to seize
control of thearmy of Innes.

T'oldor watched the men go, then turned to Prince Michadl. "It iswell that none of them offered to swear
an oath to you, my Prince. | should never have trusted them.”

"Nor would I, T'oldor, but the offer had to be made. They were the alies of my house for many years."

Ricahad unrolled a map on the table, the corners weighed down by stones. Michael wondered what had
become of the silver weights hisfather had used. In someonée's purse, no doulbt.

T'oldor, an elegant ruin of aman, sketched in the design. Hiswhite hair hung in carefully arranged ringlets,
and the lace of his collar and cuffs was as unblemished as new snow. For dl that, he was abrilliant old
scoundrd, as Michad wel knew.

"Menwyn's spiestdl him that the Renne intend to land tonight where this valley meets the Wynnd." T'oldor
placed afinger on the map. "He plansto move hisarmy into position surrounding the landing place, then
let the Renne disembark their army before driv-ing them into theriver, preferably at firgt light, though our
pres-ence might not go undiscovered for so long.”

"Show methe disposition of our forces?' Michadl asked.
The old man laid afew quick marks on the paper with astick of charcoal.

"But the army of Innes has dl the forward positiond” Michadl said, morein anger than surprise.
"Menwyn'sarmy isonly thereserve.”



"That istrue, my Prince," Quince agreed, his manner very subdued.
"Then we areto fight this battle againgt the Renne and suffer dl the casudties?”
The two noblemen nodded.

Michael stared at the map amoment. Of course he didn't want to fight the Renne at al, but he was
certain that his officers and his men wouldn't readily accept that. His hold on the army and on the loyalty
of these noblemen was tenuous.

The prince took the charcod from T'oldor and redrew the lines. "Menwyn'sforces will array themselves
here, to the south, we will arrange our armies here, to the east and the north. That will put himin the
forefront of the battle across athird of the areato be contested. Hewill haveto fight. | will not take al
thelossesand he dl the gains" Heturned to Lord T'oldor. "Will you go to Lord Menwyn and tell him
this?"

"Gladly, but it might be better if | don't go aone, as| am now atraitor to the Wills."
"Takeforty men with you—mounted, if you like. Tell Menwyn

that once his armies have taken up the southern position, | will move mineinto the postions| have
indicated. Don't allow him to argue or prevaricate. | will march my army home before | will let him useit
0."

The riders were quickly formed up and they followed Lord T'oldor down the long aide between the
armies. Michad stood looking around the field. He wondered if he would be forced to fight the Renne
before he could do away with Menwyn Wills. One thing was certain, he would not give up control of his
army at any cost. The moment he did that he would be dead.

IIRi(H?I
"Y our grace?"'
"Bring me our four most experienced captains. They are about to receive promotions.”

"Immediately, your grace," but despite his promise of immedi-ate action, he stood there awkwardly a
moment.

Michael turned to the man. "Y ou have something moreto say, Captain?'

"If I may, your grace. Thereis one young captain whose abili-ties are far beyond hisyears. Heis,
perhaps, the strongest of al your subordinate officers.”

"Then bring him aswell. Rica? Y ou have my permission to spesk your mind whenever you deem it
necessary."

"Y our trust isan honor, your grace.
"And you may cal me Prince Michad."
"My Prince" the man said, making aquick bow before hurry-ing off.

Lord T'oldor returned to find Michael going over the plan of battle with his new officers, deciding how
the companies would be arranged, how they would move to their places, and how they would be
supplied both with food and arms. Moving such a large force even a short distance, which was



what they intended, took agreat deal of planning. Men who had been fed fought better than those who
were hungry. And men who believed in the abilities of their superiors fought better still. The
army of

Innes would have no idea of the abilities of the Prince. He would have to prove himself. They didn't know
he had fought the ser-vants of Deeth in the Stillwater and wouldn't believeit if they weretold.

"And what said Lord Menwyn?" Prince Michael asked Lord T'oldor.

"He was not pleased and there were accusations of infamy dl around." The man smiled like the rake he
was. "'l have seldom more enjoyed being the bearer of bad news.”

"Then hewill dowhat | require?’

"Y ou control the superior force, my Prince. If you refuseto fight, Lord Menwyn and hisdlieswill be
outnumbered by the Renne. They will be driven from the field." The man looked up at the sun. "Wewill
know within the hour for he must soon begin moving hisarmy to theriver, or retire.”

"It will be along hour. Captain Rica? What became of Lord A'denne's men-at-arms?”
"They were distributed among the companies of the Willsand of Innes, your... my Prince.”
"Isit possibleto find aman who served in Lord A'denne's per-sona guard?”

"l believeit could be done.”

"Good. When you find such aman send him up that hillsde and have him wait at the crest. The men who
aided mein my jour-ney hereare hiding in thetrees. If he had a banner or some token of the A'denne
that he could display, it would be useful.”

There was amoment's silence, then Lord T'oldor spoke. "Prince Michad, Carl A'denne was atraitor to
your father's cause. Heiswidely blamed for our failure on the Ide of Baittle, for we be-lieve he warned
the Renne of theinvasion.”

"Lord Carl wasthe enemy of Sir Eremon, who had my father under his sway. Heis ill the enemy of Sir
Eremon, which makes himmy dly. Tdl thisman you send up the hill to bring my com-panionsto join us
after dark. There are some secrets that it would be better Lord Menwyn not know."

"My Prince," Rica said hesitantly, "you told me that | must speak my mind when | felt it
necessary..."

"Yes, Captain. Please say what you will."

"Y our men... they areready to lay down their livesto fight our enemy, the Renne. Many of your soldiers lost
comrades and kin on the Isle of Battle. The lust for revenge is strong. It is true that they resent
Menwyn Wills, who they believed supported Sir Eremon in the murder of your father, but their real
hatred is reserved for the Renne. A change of alliances would be a dangerous thing right now. You
might lose the army."

"Captain Rica," Michael said, "I chose well in you." He turned to the serious man-at-arms, and all of
his other newly ap-pointed officers. "I traveled far in the company of the man you call Sir
Eremon—though his real name is Hafydd and he was once in the service of the Renne. He has made
alliances with... powers we can't understand and has become a sorcerer of great skill. Killing him
now would be almost impossible. If he comes back... No. When he comes back, he will kill Menwyn
and me and take over this army, with which he will overrun the land be-tween the mountains. And
this man—this sorcerer—is loyal to no one and to no thing. Better a hundred years under the rule of
the Renne than a year under Hafydd. But we don't have to war with the Renne—they will ally
themselves with us against Hafydd." Prince Michael watched the faces of the men. They looked at



him darkly, mouths drawn down, their arms crossed. How to make them understand? "Menwyn
Wills, unfortunately, hates the Renne above all things and will never give up his feud, and this
weakness will allow Hafydd to return. We can only hope to defeat Hafydd if we have strong allies
and are prepared for great sacrifice—perhaps our own lives. | believe the Renne are those allies.
And Menwyn Wills? He would lick Hafydd's boots for an-other ten minutes of life." He looked from
one man to the next, meeting their eyes. "I know Hafydd. A more heartless, cruel man has not been
born of woman. If this army will not give up its de-sire for revenge against the Renne, and make
them our allies,

then you will bend akneeto this sorcerer, and hewill lop off your heads and the heads of your families,
for hewill not suffer any to oppose him."

"But Prince Michadl," Lord T'oldor said softly. "Captain Ricaisright. Y our army wants revenge on the
Renne. Tak of sorcererswill only frighten them.”

The man-at-arms who had been aguard of the late Lord A'denne brought the small company down the
hillside and, using the pass-words, escorted it into the presence of Prince Michae of Innes. Not long
before, the sun had plunged into the western hills, setting the horizon aflame, and dusk crept out of the
eadt like spreading smoke. The armies had arrayed themsavesin ahdf circle around the Renne landing
place, and waited in utter silence, the penalty for speaking being death.

Dressed in their stolen mail and surcoats, Pwyll, Lord Carl, Samul Renne, and Jamm appeared in the
failing light. Michadl stood with hissenior officerson asmall risein among afew trees. Around him his
runners crouched, ready to carry ordersto the company captains. His guards were there aswell, though
not many in number. Prince Michad fdt safe with hisarmy around him, and now with Pwyll and the
others he breathed a great Sgh.

"What goeson?' Pwyll whispered. He had redlized immediately that the unnatural silence wasno
accident.

"The Renne are about to land,” Michadl whispered.
"Vad..." whispered Carl.
Pwyll leaned close so that none of the officers might here. "But they are your dlies," he whispered.

"Yes" Michad said softly, "but my army desiresrevengefor their losses on the Ie of Battle. | have had
no choice but to bring them here. Pwyll, | don't know what to do.”

Carl A'denne had leaned closeto listen. ™Y ou must withdraw your army," he said urgently.
"Therewill beamutiny if | do."

"But the Rennewill not land here," Carl said. "They will have sent faseinformation through Vast, whom
they know to be atrai-tor. The Renne will land either north or south and fall on your army from behind,
driving theminto theriver."

Michad put both handsto hisforehead. "1 wrested control of my army from the Wills. Now how do |
wrest control from the soldiers?!

Forty-one

Vad sat on the gunwae of the boat as the oars dipped silently. He could just make out the other craft, al
painted black, their pas-sengers still and silent. A horse whinnied softly on the western shore. Barges
would bring them across as soon as the Renne had landed and established a perimeter. It would take



severd hoursto move dl the men, their mounts and equipment. He wondered how long Menwyn Wills
would wait before ordering the attack. No doubt he would want to destroy the Renne army, not just
drive them back to the western shore. It would take patience and nerve. He worried that Lord Menwyn

possessed neither.

The Duke could amost fed the men around him in the dark-ness. Fedl theliving heet of them. Many of
his own men would cross over theriver that night. Thefind river. His heart sank at the thought of it. They
would die because of hisbargain with Menwyn Wills. Because the Renne did not offer him enough.
Never enough.

Asfor the Renne ... by morning they would be anoble housein hiding, those that were left. They would
have to be hunted down

to thelast child—none&ft alive. Otherwise, their genius for hatred would bring aterrible revenge.
Helooked up at the stars, then at the dark shadow of the east-ern shore.

"Isthe current not setting ustoo far south?" he whispered to the massive shadow that was Lord Fondor
Renne.

"No," Fondor answered. "We are exactly on course.”

Vad fet himself nod, though none could seein the dark. He gazed fixedly at the shordline again. He
knew theriver hereabout aswell as anyone, having traveled it dl hislife. They were aready south of the
stream mouth where they planned to land. Disaster was about to be born of incompetence.

He touched Fondor on the shoulder. "We are too far south. I'm sure of it." He leaned toward the
riverman who held the boat'stiller. "We must go north—"

But ablade at histhroat stopped his speech.
"Say not another word, Duke," Fondor whispered.

Vast found himsdf staring down into the water, ten thousand points of light wavering across the surface.
Hewondered if held ever see such asight again. Traitors were never shown mercy. He swallowed hard.
He had made his choice and now the price would be exacted. The wavering stars drew his eye again, the
sheer beauty of them.

I'mcrossing ariver of stars, he thought. But it was the darkness that seemed to draw his eye, asthough
he could tumble out of the boat and fal endlesdy into the night.

Forty-two

Hafydd did not concern himsalf much with the beauty or the wonder of the chamber, but Beld found
himsdf staring like a peas-ant in apaace. Theroom was vadt, yet not asingle pillar supported its dome,
which curved overhead like an ivory sky. Across the floor spread a great mosaic, the pattern eight-sided
like the chamber it-salf. The wallswere highly decorated, but the faint light of the torches barely touched
them, and Hafydd wouldn't have much pa-tience for him wandering off to admire the art. Near the far
side, the floor was bisected by anarrow channel that ran with water, and on their side of the channe,
wasasmall, round pool, faintly aglow and half-obscured benegth curling vapor wraiths.

"Hewill ask youto kill me, now," A'denne whispered, dipping quietly up besde Beld.



Beld looked over to Hafydd, who stared into the steaming pool. No guards were within hearing. "l
cannot,” he whispered.

"Youmug," A'denne said softly. "Only you might get close enough to murder him, but if you refuse
t0"—the man swallowed hard—"end my life hewill never trust you."

"How do you know | would want to kill him?"

"Because | have watched you, Beldor Renne. | don't know what happened, but some... understanding
has come over you..." He struggled to find more words but could not. In hisface, Beld saw resignation
and avisible struggleto control hisfear.

Bdd touched the stone beneath his shirt. "He'stoo careful .

"With me, yes, but he suffers you to come near. When you kill me show not atrace of remorse. Strange
to think that he would trust such aman more, but | believeit'strue.”

"Lord Beldor...!" Hafydd called out, his harsh voice distorted and eerie in this place.

Beld hurried over. Hafydd stared into the pool, his hands clasped behind his back. White light streamed
up from below, and an intense cold knifed through his clothes and into his skin. Hafydd didn't look up,
and Beld found himsdf gazing into the pool, won-dering what so fascinated the old warrior.

"Do you see him?' Hafydd whispered.

Beld bent alittle closer. The veils of steam swirled dowly over the surface, and the light from below
caused himto squint. There ... ! What looked like aface—raven-haired and bearded— eyes closed,
lipssofaint they weredl but colorless.

"l think | dosee ... aman'sface”
"The great enchanter,” Hafydd said softly. "Wyrr, encased in acoffin of perpetud ice."
"What will you do now?' Beldor heard himsdlf ask.

"We have bargains to keep, Beldor Renne. Bring the book, the earthenware jar, and Lord A'denne.
Y ou've kept your blade sharp?”

"It isdways sharp, Sir Eremon.”

Hafydd turned and |ooked suddenly into hiseyes. "Then haveit ready. Y ou will kill A'dennefor me. | will
tell you when and how.”

Hafydd summoned his guard captain. ""Have someone bring me two of those chairs," he ordered.

Beld stood frozen to the spot. He had killed many men—his own cousin, even—and felt no misgivings
before, nor any guilt after... But now hefelt suddenly light-headed, strange, asthough it were he about to
die. Beld fingered the green gem benesath his shirt. Had he fallen beneath a spdll? Was thiswhat others
felt when they went into battle? He was flushed, hot, breaking out in a swesat. He watched Hafydd with a
growing sense of horror.

The knight opened the wooden box containing the book, and Beld noticed that everyone took a step
away, as though they could fed the mdice, the coldness—colder than the ice that encased Wyrr. Laying
the box over the backs of the two chairs, Hafydd opened the book. Beld felt a sudden weight inside him,
like astone dropped into the winter river. There was no chegting Degth. Y ou could only pass through the



gate with your honor intact or without it. He saw that now. Toren had dways understood it ingtinctively.
Even Dease knew it in hisway. It was the only thing one took from thisworld. Nothing €l se passed
through the gate—not even love. Beldor knew. He had groveled before the entrance to Desath's
king-dom, stripped of al pride and property... and of hishonor, aswell. That had been his deepest
regret. He would go honorlessinto that dark place, to be remembered for nothing else.

With the utmost care, Hafydd laid arope in acircle, perhapsthirty feet across. A small sackful of gray
dust he emptied evenly over the rope's entire length. In the center of this, the sorcerer made another
circle, two yardsin diameter, and from it, eight lines were marked on the floor with gray dugt, cutting the
crcleevenly.

"Bring the earthenware jar and your sword, Lord Beldor. Step not on the lines! And Lord A'denne...We
will need you aswdl.”

Beldor took up the jar, surprised by itsweight. A'denne ap-proached them, asif in adaze. Beld had seen
men go to the gallows before, and they looked much as A'denne did now—disbelief mixed with grief and
horror.

Beld tried to concentrate on the actions of the sorcere—anything to keep his mind off A'denne and what
he was about to do.

Hafydd took the jar from Beld, hisface betraying nothing. Two

guards had followed A'denne, and stood behind him to elther sde. The nobleman struggled to contral his
fear. Many, Beld knew, broke down at this point.

Hafydd took out a dagger and cut away the wax seal around the large cork that stoppered the jar. Using
the dagger's point he lev-ered the cork dowly out, and the smell of strong spirits touched Beld's
nostrils—mixed with something more bitter.

Hafydd pulled up his deeve and reached into the liquid, draw-ing out adripping, stillborn infant by itstiny
feet. A'denne choked back a sob, earning adisdainful glance from Hafydd. Thetiny crea-turewas setin
the center of the circle, whereit lay in apuddle of spirits, eyes closed, waxen, as ill and slent as
morning.

"Lord A'denne..." Hafydd beckoned with afinger.

The nobleman took three measured steps and stopped within reach of the sorcerer, his black honor
guard close behind. His eyes blinked rapidly severd times, perhaps stung by the smdll of spirits.

"Lean over the stillborn child,” the sorcerer said, and the guards took A'denne by the arms, as he leaned
forward from the waist. Hafydd nodded to Beld, who drew his sword. He could fed his heart hammering
inhischedt, hisfaceflush red.

"Cut histhroat, Lord Beldor," Hafydd said, backing away, out of sword's reach. "Quickly!"

A'denne glanced up at him, ashen with fear, but even so he gave the smallest nod. Beldor hesitated only a
second, the eyes of the guards on him. One swift cut and A'denne went limp, held up by the guards, his
blood pouring out, acrimson stain overspreading thetiny infant. The salt smdl of blood, like the distant
seq, assaulted his senses, and Beld redled away, nauseated and unsteady.

"Your part isdone, Lord Beldor," Hafydd said. "Be careful where you place your feet asyou leave the
arde”



Beldor backed away, the scene burning into hisvision like aflame; Lord A'denne bleeding out hislife
onto the stillborn child, which lay, haf-human, haf-maggot, in the center of Hafydd's web. The dead and
the dying, and the life not yet born.

Turning away to hide his reaction, Beld stepped out of the cir-

cle as Hafydd opened the book, using the box over the chairsfor his reading stand. He began
immediately to murmur, then to chant. Beld covered his ears, but the words did not stop. They beat upon
his eardrums like drops of water—one by one by one.

The guards dropped the body of Lord A'denne and retreated from the ring, escaping just before Hafydd
st it afire. Beld turned away, but adark fascination drew his gaze back. Among the lines and circles of
flame he saw the smallest movement—the fingers of the stillborn child opened and closed, then it threw
back its head and opened its mouth as though to scream.

Elise did not hesitate at the bottom of the stair but rushed out, cut-ting down thefirst of two guards. The
second guard Orlem ran through, but not before the man called out awarning.

The giant and Elise raced toward aring of fire that flickered and smoked, across the floor of amassve
chamber. Toren forced him-self to keep pace, hisfeet hammering the hard surface. A step be-hind and
to hisleft, Gilbert A'brgail matched his pace, sword glowing green in the smoky air.

Hafydd, it could be no other, sood beyond the flame, chanting. His guards formed aline between their
measter and his sorcery and the onrushing company. Elise and Orlem raised their luminous swords and
bellowed like animas as they struck the line of black guards. Toren threw himself on aman whotried to
circleto Elise'sleft, and then dl order waslost in the frenzy of battle. Evading this stroke, countering that,
cutting aman'slegs out from under him, the fed of his blade dashing into flesh. Ashe fought alarger
oppo-nent, Orlem stepped back into him and sent him sprawling at his enemy's feet. He could fed the
sword rise above him for thefinal blow, then the man toppled onto him, twitching and writhing. The
weight came off and someone dragged him up, and Toren found himsdlf facing his cousn—Be d—who
had been swept up into the air by Death's servant.

"You'retoo late," Beldor shouted over the clamor. "Heisdone."

A tongue of flame flared out among them, setting cloaks afire and chasing both guards and their enemies
indl directions. Toren fet thefloor shiver, and he was thrown off hisfeet. Among thering of flame
something hideous rose. It spread out its arms and bel-lowed, shaking the Ideto itsvery roots.

A giant legpt the line of flame, bounding into the circle, agreat blade raised. He struck the cresture a
blow that shook the air and shattered his sword, but the monster brushed him aside with asin-gle swipe
and turned its back on the pitiful scuffling of morta men.

"We should never have left the stairwell,” Eber said. He clutched his son's hand tightly and gaveit alittle
shake. "Don't leave my Side again! Look at the danger you've put usin!”

Theason glanced over at the small man, who was trying to shield his son from the battle, asthough his
ancient body might stop ablade. The fighting ranged over the floor of the great cham-ber, careening this
way and that. It drove them around two sides of the left wall, where they dunk aong at the edge of the
floor, hop-ing to go unnoticed.

"What is going on, Eber?" Theason whispered. "Do you see?!

In the center of aflickering ring of red flame, something large was moving just perceptibly.



"It'sfeeding,” Eber said, hisvoiceflat, frightened.
"Onwhat?'

"The carcass," Eber whispered, "of aman—"
"River saveus”

The light was poor, and the tide of the battle could not be guessed. Hafydd collapsed suddenly and was
supported by two of hisguards. The others fought a ferocious battle against Elise and her company,
Orlem driving the black guards back wherever he went. The giant legpt the flame and attacked the soul
egter, but it sent him tumbling back through the flames.

And then atongue of fire struck out at the fighters, scattering them thisway and that.
"You havelogt, Sster!" avoice cried over thefighting. "Go back while you can.”

The fighting seemed to waver, the black-clad guards gathering about their master, Elise and her company
standing defiantly across the floor. Theason could see her there, tal and straight-backed, undaunted and
proud.

"I shdl bring this cavern down upon usfirgt!" she called out.

Raising her sword she struck the ground with it, ablow that shook the walls and threw them al down
upon their bellies. Thea-son scrambled up and helped Eber to hisfeet.

"WhereisLlya?' the old man said, looking around franticdly. "WhereisLlyal"

A second blow, greater than the first, and Theason was thrown hard againgt thewall and lay for a
moment, dazed. A deafening rending, and he opened his eyes to see massive broken blocks of stone
tumbling down from the ceiling.

The shock of their landing buckled the floor, throwing the little man into the air for amoment, then
damming him down. He thought he heard someone whimpering and realized the voicewas his.
Something fell o closethat he was tossed up again, and again smashed down. Smoke stung his nogtrils,
then darknessfluttered over him, like afal of black snow.

Beldor felt something jerk around his neck, and then dide over his hair. He thought he moaned. He
dipped away for amoment, then woke again, darkness, but not far off, alittlelight. Hisvison was
blurred, and he tried to shake his head to clear it. The murmur of a soothing voice.

A rubble of stones ranged around him, and Beldor lay in some space between. He moved hisarm and
felt down hisside. There was no fedling there, as though the flesh belonged to someone else. He struck
hiship but fet it only in hisfigt.

"What has happened to me? | can't move."
Hisvison blurred, darkness bleeding in around the edges. But

there, in the center of the darkness, he could see afigure hunched down in afaint light. A voice, very
distant, murmured, like water running over sones.

"There, granddaughter,” it said softly. "Death shal not have you this day—you or the poor girl who bears
you."



The figure rose, awoman. Gracefully, she dipped down a nar-row passage between falen stones. He
could dmost see her face.

"Can you help me?" he whispered, hiswords poorly formed.

The woman hovered over him an ingtant, asthough weighing hisrequest.

"Y ou made your bargain with Death,” she said at last. "'l will not interfere” And she turned away.
"Please," Beld heard himsdlf say. "At theend, | forsook my bargain.”

"Too late, man-at-arms,”" she said. "Too late.”

"No," Beldor whispered. "Not too late... Not for me."

Darkness dribbled across the scene, like ink over glass, and Bel-dor felt a sudden warmth spread
through him. He exhaled along breath—and did not draw it in again.

Tarn held historch doft. A rubble of boulders, half the size of houses and grester, Spread over the floor
of the cavern. Smoke wafted about the place as though it could not find an escape, and aburble of water
echoed eexily.

"What happened here?' Fynnol asked.

"We cametoo late," Alaan said, and cursed. "Caibre... Hafydd and Elise fought.”
"Who survived?' Tam said.

"Perhaps no one. Come let's1ook."

A crash shook the chamber, and Tam flinched, amost burning Fynnol with historch. A great chunk of
the celling had fallen, breaking boul ders beneath. They began to search among the rocks, ducking down
asthey went, fearing the celling would collapse at any moment and bury them dl.

Tarn dropped down acrack between two boulders and found himsalf in a narrow passage.
"Areyou dl right?' Fynnol caled down from above.

"Yes. Stay up there, Cousin. | might need your help to get out.”

"Easy for youto say. The calling will kill mefirg.”

"Yes, butitwill kill me second. | will trade placeswith you if you wish?'

"No, Tarn. Go on asyou are. Well search together."”

Tarn wormed hisway between the stones, getting down on his belly here and there to push himsalf
through small openings. Every few moments he met a dead end and was forced to find another way, but
Fynnol proved useful scouting the route from above.

"Fynnol? | thought | heard something—like avoice."
They both stopped and tried to quiet their breathing.

"A moan. Yed Thisway, | think."



Tarntried to follow his cousin, who legpt from boulder to boul-der, quickly finding hisway. A tight
squeeze, then he tripped over something soft.

"I found someone!" Tarn pushed himsdlf out of the cleft be-tween the stones and crouched, holding the
torch so that he might see.

"Whoisit?'

"A man—dead, | fear.” Tarn turned the man's head alittle, the eyes staring a him vacantly. "Y ou know,
Fynnal, | think thisis Bel-dor Renne.”

"No. He was taken by the servants of Death in the Stillwater. Don't you remember?”
"Nevertheless, | think this can be no other.”

"Tan?' cameafant whisper.

"Wdl, Tarn, if you thin—"

"Fynnol! Quiet!"

"Tan?' camethevoice again.

The Vaeman held historch aoft and swept it thisway and that, throwing its light down the narrow
crevices between thefdlen aling

Heleapt up. "Elise? Elise?' He forced hisway between two close stones, tearing away cloth and flesh.
And there he found her, lying in avoid between the falen boulders.

"Elisg! Fynnal! Cdl Alaan!"
He dropped down, wedging the torch into a crack, and took her head in his hands.
"Can you move? Where are you hurt?'

"Itisdl right,Tarn. I'm unharmed ... or at least healed from al my hurts. Give me amoment,” she
whispered, closeto tears, "and I'll get up.”

"Oh, Elise" he said, unable to contain hisfedings. "I thought never to seeyou again.”

Her hand dipped, smal and warm, into his. " Something keeps throwing ustogether, Tarn,” shesaid
softly, "no matter the dis-tances between.”

Alaan appeared above. "Ah, there you are! How badly isshein-jured, Tarn?"
"I'm unharmed,” Elise said, though she did not open her eyes.

"That isamiracle," Alaan responded, leaning over the opening, hisface appearing in the flickering light of
Tarn'storch.

"Perhaps. Someone headled my hurts, or so | dreamed. What of the others?’
Alaan did not answer, and Elise suddenly roseto asitting po-sition.

"Tdl me" she demanded.



"Wefound Sighthand... crushed beneath astone.”

Elise covered her face, tears running out between her fingers, like blood from awound, but there was no
sound.

"Who else?" she whispered.

"Some Renne men-at-arms. Knights wearing gray cloaks."
"Toren? Albrgail 7'

"We have not found them yet.”

Her dlent tears continued. "He had survived for so long,” she whispered, hdtingly, "and given up the
sword. If Ka had not found him, and sent him after you—"

"We might dl have perished in the Stillwater,” Alaan said, in-terrupting her gently.

"He saved me when Desgth's servant had meinitsclaws" Fyn-nol said sadly.

"Slighthand saved many from death,” Alaan said, "but we have no time to mourn him now.”

A distorted shout from some distance silenced them dll.

"Canyou climb up?' Alaan asked, reaching down asfar ashe could. "I think they've found some others.”
Alaan and Fynnol pulled them both up. Elise swayed, support-ing herself on Tarn's shoulder.

They made their way across the rubble, jumping from boulder to boulder, until at last they reached a
place where the ceiling had not fallen, though the floor was buckled and broken. Here, asmall company
huddled, somelying, others sitting propped againgt thewall. A channe ran with water, and asmall
distance off, around pool steamed, glowing faintly white.

Some of the gathering were wet through, and otherslay till, in-jured, or dead, or deeping.
"Thank theriver," Elise sad with feding, "not afew have survived.”

Baore rose as he saw them approaching over the rubble. His carriage was bent to one side as though he
favored an injury there. Three gray-clad Knights also found their feet, raising wegpons as though ready to
defend themselves, though they looked like they could hardly stand. There were two in Renne blue,
neither of whom could rise, little Theason, and Eber, his back against thewall, knees up, and ahand over
hisface.

"Y ou need not fear us," Alaan caled out. "It is Alaan. And we have found Elise unharmed amid the
rubble

One of the gray-robed K nights came forward, and one of the two in Renne blue.
"Sir Gilbert,” Elisesaid. "I am heartily glad to see you un-harmed.”
"None of us have gone unharmed,” he said, asthey drew near,

then nodded to the old man leaning against the wall, "though none of us have received so great a hurt as
Eber."

Elise had climbed down onto the buckled floor, but there she stopped. "Llya..." she breathed as though the



wind had been knocked from her lungs.

"Gone," Eber said, the word coming out as a sob. "Washed into the channel by awave formed when the
floor was broken. It rose up and swept him off. Gone before | could even gain my feet." He began to sob,
his face hidden by his knees and a bent gray hand.

Elise went forward, crouching down on one knee before the old man. "Eber. I'm so sorry. ... | said | would
protect him—"

"And you did not!" the old man said, pulling his hand away from hisface, fierce with grief. "What
kind of father lets achild— hardly more than a baby—Iead warriors in search of a monster?'

"Eber," Elise said, drawing back alittle, "there was no one else to lead us. Hafydd had to be stopped.”

"But we did not stop him. | gave up my son'slife for nothing! His preciouslife!" Again he was overcome by
grief and sobbed as though there were no one there to see.

None of the others would look directly upon Eber, but all turned alittle away, their facesfilled
with sorrow and pity and guilt. Elise came slowly to her feet, tears running down her cheeks. Tarn could
see the accusation had cut her deeper than a blade ever could. She hesitated, as though seeking
something to say, some-thing to do, and turned away.

Theason caught her eye with a gesture. "Theason saw it hap-pen. Hafydd's terrible creature | eapt
into the pool and broke through theice, dragging the limp body into the river, his master close behind."

"His master?* Elise said.

"Hafydd," Theason said. "It grew very dark then—acloud of dust thrown up by the falling ceiling—but
Theason thought he saw awoman. At first Theason believed it was you, Lady Elise, covered in dust and
dirt, but it was a dark-haired woman." He looked sud-denly a bit hesitant, even embarrassed. " She went into
theriver. It

will sound mad, but she seemed to change as she went. Certainly it was only the poor light, the dust in
Theason'seyes—"

"She appeared to turn into aswan,” Alaan said.
Theason looked at him, surprised. "A black swan, yes."
Alaan nodded and walked to the pool, where he crouched, star-ing into the water.

Toren Renne came forward and embraced his cousin. "We thought you dead,” Toren said, pounding
Dease on the back.

"I don't know how | survived. Thefiretried to burn me, the smoke to choke me, and then | was found by
Alaan, acod spat out of the fire, sumbling aong the bank.” The two pulled apart.

"I cannot tell you how glad | am to see you. How your loss has preyed upon my mind when | should
have concentrated upon other matters..." Toren ran out of words.

Dease met hiseye, moved by this show of feding. "I am here, Toren, and largely unharmed.”

Toren nodded, pulling himsdlf up alittle and trying to smile. Y es, we have other mattersto concern us.
Other losses.”

Elise picked her way across the broken floor to Alaan's Side.



"He'sgone" Alaan said. "Theasonisright.”

"Wefailed utterly—and murdered poor Llyain the bargain." She dropped down to her knees, staring
into the steaming pooal. "Would Elise Wills have used achild so, | wonder? Or isit only the part of me
that is Sanon that would do such ashameful thing?'

"We have no timefor remonstrance. Hafydd and his monster are escaping.”

"What can we do againgt that thing?' Baore asked. He, Tarn, and Cyndd! al had cometo stand afew
paces off. "It tossed Sight-hand aside like a child." He winced at his choice of words.

Alaan stood. "The soul eater begins to weaken soon after it isborn. If we could catch it before it passes
through Degth'sgate. .. Itisavain hope, but | would not want to see Llyadie for nothing.”

Eliselooked up a Alaan. "Isthere any chance at dl?*
"A dim chance. Sainth can take shorter paths than the soul egter.”

"Then while we have bresth we must try," Elise said firmly. She scrambled to her feet. "If nothing else, we
might have revengefor LIyas desth."

"Spoken like atrue Wills" Alaan responded.

"It will take us hoursjust to reach the surface again,” Cynddl sad.

Alaan pointed down the channel, which disgppeared into around tunnd. "Wewill go thisway."
"But not everyone can swim."

Alaan turned to make a quick head count. "There are enough of uswho can to get the others out. We
have aboat hidden near the end of theidand to bear uson.”

Cynddl glanced back at the others. Eber had lapsed into silent tears, hisface hidden again. "Everyoneis
injured and exhausted beyond measure.”

"Only those who can till travel with speed need join us." Alaan looked down. At hisfedt, carved into the
floor, were wordsin atongue Tarn did not know.

"What doesit say?" he asked on impulse.
"'Here sleeps Wyrr, son of Tusival, until the ending of the world! "

"Nothing turns out as planned,” the Fadl said, crouching down to run his hand over the letters, "not even
for the great and powerful."

"Especidly for the great and powerful," Alaan responded. "Come, let us make haste.”

No one complained or even muttered when Alaan roused them. Elise went into the water first and
returned afew moments later.

"It emptiesinto the river not far off, and, though it'sdark, thereisair dl theway but for the last twenty
feet." Her skin had become as white as snow, and the color seemed almost washed from her eyes. Tarn
found her appearance disturbing and looked awey.

"Tarn?' Elise called out. "Would you bring me Sighthand's sword. No one else could bear it out. It'stoo



"It'sbroken,” Alaan said. "Perhapsit should stay here?!
"No, | will havethehilt at least, S0 never to forget him and dl that he did.”

Tam brought the hilt of the heavy sword to her, and she took it, its weight not seeming to affect her at all
as shefloated in the channdl.

She gestured with ahand. "It isafitting burial chamber for Orlem Slighthand, though not as grand asit
was"

A cracking sound reached them, and a massive boulder tumbled from the ceiling, crashing down on the
stones below, spraying dust and debris a hundred feet.

"Wemust be gonefrom this place,” Alaan said.

He and Tam took Eber between them, and Toren and Dease Renne helped A'brgail, who had aready
learned much of swim-ming in the tunnels of the Stillwater. Mail was shed, and they climbed gtiffly into
the water. The current took hold of them, and Tam looked back once at the ruined chamber. What pride
these sorcerers had to make themselves such placesto lie in death. But then Wyrr had not seemed
wholly dead. Some part of him had been hdf-awake... until Hafydd came.

They went from the dim light of the Wyrr's chamber into the darkness of the tunnel, though some of
Elise's party had bladesthat glowed faintly green and offered alittlelight.

"Stay together,” Alaan warned, his voice echoing hollowly in the tunnel. In afew momentsthey cametoa
place where the stream disappeared into rock. Alaan bore Eber through and Elise took A'brgail. The
others managed on their own, the current speeding them along and spewing them out into the night river.

Tam surfaced to summer ar—warm water around him. The crescent moon was high, and the stars sharp
and bright. The storm had blown over. Wasthat last night or this? Tam didn't know. He had lost all sense
of timein the caverns.

"It islike awarm bath after being out in the snow,” Fynnol said neaty.
"Yes" Tamsaid. "You talked to Baore; how ishe?

Tam could just make out his cousin'sfacein the moonlight, and
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his ook was not happy. "He has not been himsalf since the nagar began to haunt him, far up theriver. His
dlence... has changed. It isbrooding and dark now. | worry for him."

Tarnfet himsalf nod as he treaded water. None of them had been the same since they were hunted down
the river and trav-eled the Stillwater, but Baore had turned inward, his mood too despairing.

"Our boat isnot far," Alaan said from afew yardsaway, "but it won't carry usdl. Somewill haveto
Say."

A log floated by, and the swvimmers al took hold of it. They drifted on the current, a human raft, faces
haunted and ghostly in the moonlight. Spinning dowly, they ranged down the sde of theidand, the
warmth of the river restoring them. Tarn thought he could put his head against the log and go to deep,
bobbing on the water beneath a blanket of ars.

He was roused from hisreverie by Alaan, who led them to a spine of rocks curving up into the trees. It



was not easy climbing in the dark, and Eber was passed from hand to hand, until they all found
themselves on the grass above.

Alaan and Elise were conferring as the Vaemen began lowering the boat that had been left hanging in the
trees. Toren Renne and Gilbert A'brgail approached Alaan.

"We are ready to go with you, for you will need skilled fighters," Toren said.

"Wewill need skilled watermen first," Alaan said. "I'm sorry, Lord Toren, but there is not enough roomin
the boat, and though you try to hideit, | can seeyou are injured. WEell take the north-erners. They grew
up on the water and traveled the greet river al the way from its source.”

"But what will you do when you find Hafydd? These young men aren't trained men-at-arms.”

"They are more formidable than you know, and I'll never catch the soul eater without them. Thereisno
timeto argue. If we don't return, you will haveto build araft and go south. Theriver hereisvery
strange... But Crowheart will lead you. Good luck to you,

LordToren." He gave anodding bow and turned away. "Tarn? Are dl of you ready?’

"We're short of arrows, but otherwise, yes." Tam went to the edge of the embankment to begin the climb
down, but as he went to swing over the edge he saw Elise crouched before Eber.

"Eber... 7' she said softly, caressing the man's cheek. "1 will get him back, if | can.”

"And how will you do that, Lady Elise?' Eber asked. "He has passed through the gate into Death's
kingdom, from where none return.”

"Perhaps, but | will try dl the same. He gave voice to ariver— much should be sacrificed for such a
child." She hesitated a second then rose, turning quickly away and striding purposefully toward Tam, and
the way down to theriver.

Forty-three

Alaan steered from the stern, and Elise and Baore drove them on, setting a pace that soon had the others
gasping. Even so, they did not relent, but kept it up, passing through ariver of stars scat-tered acrossthe
waters. Tarn had afeding that al wasin vain, but hisrespect for Alaan and hisfedingsfor Elise kept him
plunging his paddleinto the river, thinking each time, Just one more. Just one more.

But after two hours even Baore began to falter, and Elise bid the three Vaemen to take arest, and she
and Alaan continued to push the boat on. Tarn was nearest Alaan in the stern and, as he dumped down
trying to catch hisbregth, fighting the crampsin hisarms and shoulders, he asked the traveler, "Isthis not
futile, Alaan? The soul eater has taken Wyrr. Isthere any hope that we can catch them?'

"Noneif we chased after them, but | will take a quicker way, though it won't be much to your liking, |
fear. It doesn't matter. If Wyrr islogt, then who isléeft to repair the spell that walls Mealchi into his
kingdom?' Alaan looked down at Tam, collapsed on the
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floorboards. Hisface was only barely visible, but Tarn imagined hislook waskindly. "It was dways
you, Tam, who buoyed the spirits of your companions, no matter what befell you. Y ou must bear up a

littlelonger.”



"I will try..." Tarn searched for something moreto say, feding very low that he had disappointed Alaan.

"Don't worry, Tarn," Alaan went on, "the soul eater has not the gift that Wyrr gave to Sainth. He can't
travel the hidden paths. Thereisachance we will reach the gate before him."

Tarn sat up again, and Alaan and Elise dowed their rhythm alit-tle, redizing that they were better to have
the Vademen and the Fadl with them then to paddie done, for even their saminawould di-minish
eventudly. Tam didn't try to measure the time that passed, but it seemed like hours. Surely dawn would
soon break on the eastern shore?

They passed into amist, stirred by their paddies and their pass-ing. The shores disappeared, and then the
tops of the trees, so that only afew bright stars could be seen overhead—then these too drowned. A
coolness settled around them, and the sounds of their paddies rippling the water sounded loud and
drange.

"Can you find your way through thisfog, Alaan?' Cynddl asked.

"Yes. Don't fear. But keep alookout ahead. | can set our course but not see the dangersthat lie along
our path."

Fynnol glanced back a Tam, who could see that his cousin didn't much like the sound of this. The
Vaeman loosed hissword in its scabbard and readied hisfew arrows. Fynnal did the same. Moonlight
touched the mist, and it gppeared to glow faintly around them, swirling dowly and reaching out thin
tentacles toward them.

Something large loomed out of the fog and darkness, causing Fynnal to start.

"A tree" whispered Elise, who wasin the bow.

The apparition came abreast, grey-barked and massive.

"A stonetree," Tam whispered. "We have passed through such a place before, but far up theriver.”

"Thereisonly one such placein al theworld that | know," Alaan said. "The Stone Forest, and it is near
the gate to Death's kingdom. If you found such a place before, then you were nearer death then than at
any other time. Something must have saved you, perhaps unknown to you, or greater luck was with you,
for most who see the stone trees never again lay their eyes upon the world of men.”

"Y ou say the most comforting things, Alaan,” Fynnol said. "How much farther?'

"The quay will gppear soon."

"Certainly you haven't been there before!™ Fynnol whispered.

"Twice, and both times| found reprieve. | don't know if | can count on such luck again.”

Fynnol might have answered, but Alaan bid them be quiet, and they paddied on in silence, gray-cloaked
treeslooming out of the night, water |apping eerily about their bases.

They had dowed their pace, perhaps afraid of running into one of the stone trees, though Tarn suspected
they were dl unsettled by the place—even Elise and Alaan. Baore had shrunk down in the boat, and
though he paddled with the rest, he was barely stirring the waters. Fynnol looked quickly thisway and
that and back again, asthough afraid something lurked behind him. Tarn thought of the monster they'd
seen in the chamber—Hafydd's soul eater—and he felt his own breath start to come short.



Calm yourself, Tamlyn, hetold himself. That monster is not after the likes of you. But he could not
escape thefeding that the soul eater would smash up through the bottom of the boat at any mo-ment.

He heard Elise catch her breath, and he looked up quickly, to see some greater darkness ahead, andina
few strokes aline ap-peared like adistant horizon.

"Weare here," Alaan whispered.

A horrible grinding noise began then, and Baore stopped pad-dling atogether, staring straight ahead. "It
isopening,” he said, so softly Tarn barely heard.

Tam redized that only Alaan continued to paddle, pressing them forward. The terrible grinding went on
and on, so that the Valemen all covered their ears. And then it stopped. A hollow wind moaned, and a
ruin of avoice echoed out of the darkness. "Why are you at my gate? Will you give up thislife at last?"

Tam could not catch his breath and looked around in panic, as though there might be somewhere to hide.
"I have comewith an offer,” awoman's voice answvered, "that even you will not refuse.”

Tam could not have been more surprised if held heard his own mother's voice, there in that desolate
place. The line before them began to take on depth, and Tam redlized the quay was only afew yards off.
Then, in the dow-whirling mists, figures gppeared. One wore ahooded black cloak. Another lay upon
the quay: the soul eater, writhing and swaying by the body of a dark-haired man.

The boat struck the step and Elise and Alaan leapt out onto the dark stones, but Tam was too frightened
to follow. He and his companions knélt in the boat while it knocked gently againgt the quay. He felt atear
dip down his cheek and it was dl he could do not to sob openly, so exhausted was he. All their efforts
hed cometo failure.

A darknessfél on the stones before the gate, a shadow so black that it seemed to draw dl light toward
it. Tam closed his eyes amoment, then opened them again asthe soul eater made aterrible moaning
sound. The Vaemen flinched back, and Tam snatched up his blade. The mongter, dragging the body

of Wyrr, began crawling toward the darkness, unable to lift its belly from the ground—awounded beast
creeping toward itshole.

The ruined voice echoed out of the shadow. "And where isthe son of Wyrr? Where is Caibre?"
"He went back to make his kingdom among theliving,” the woman said.

Tam knew thet voice... Meer.

"But | am here, with atreasure above vaue, though my price will not be smal.”
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"What isit you do, Grandmother?' Alaan said, stepping for-ward, but a gesture from Meer stopped
him.

She held up her hand, and as her sleeve fell away, a gleaming gem appeared in her hand dangling on a
chain. "The Stone of Re-morse, it was once called, but each sorcerer who possessed the stone
laid his own spell upon it. Thisis the smeagh of Aillyn, and in it he wove the designs of the great
enchantments: the spell that split the One Kingdom, and the spell that sealed you behind these walls. It was
to be given to achild of Wyrr, when it was needed. Long | tried to possessit, but | could not. Aillyn knew
what use | would make of it."



There was a stirring in the darkness inside the gate and Meer held out the stone before her. With the other
hand she pulled back her hood and shook free her hair.

"There is no one alive who understands the spell that keeps you within these walls, Meachi. But the designs
are here, within this stone—and | will giveit to you... for aprice."

"What is this price?' came the voice, so broken and ancient that it seemed adry wind among stones.

"Y ou will return the daughter you stole from me," she said, |et-ting these words hang in the air afew
seconds, "or | will give the stone to Sainth, and he will remake the spell that holds you, and there you will
dwell in the darkness for another age."

A ripple and splash behind caused Tarn to jump, and he turned in time to see a small figure climbing out of
the waters.

"Llyal" Elise said, dmost jumping in surprise. But then her face fell. "Go no farther," she said, crouching
down. "1 will passthrough in your stead if Mea'chi will alow it."

"I will allow it," the ancient voice said quickly.
"But | will not," Llyaanswered quietly.
"River save us...!" muttered Fynnol, his eyeswide in surprise.

"I am unharmed,” the child said, his voice clear and youthful and surprisingly mature. He faced Meer with a
confidence beyond his years. "And that stone, Mother, is not yoursto give. It ismine, and even without it |
will remake the spell.”

"Oh Llya, no!" Elise said, her eyes closing asthough aknife pierced her heart.

But the child appeared not to hear. "Y ou have faled, Medchi," he caled into the darkness. He turned to
Meer, "And s0 have you, Mother, though you would give me up to my father's enemy to have what you
wanted."

"l knew the soul eater bore only asack of skin," Meer said, backing away from the child. "But Wyrr...
you should not have done this. Hewas only achild...”

"Y ou should never have wakened Caibre and set all that fol-lowed in motion.” Llya'slook softened, and
he shook his head sadly. " Give me the stone, now," he chided gently. He took a step toward Meer, who
shrank from him. ™Y ou know | cantakeit if | must,” Llyasaid, the threet quiet but sure.

Meer looked at the gem, still dangling from her white fingers, and atear trembled on her eyelashes. "It is
the one thing he wants most in thewaorld..." shewhispered.

"No," the child answered. "Y ou are the thing he wants most.”

For afew seconds she didn't move or even blink, alook of utter sadness passing over her face.
"Y ou have given in to our enemy twice, now, Mother,” Llya sad

She closed her eyes, tears glistening on her dark lashes. "Out of love," she whispered.

"And weakness. Morta we were, who should never have been. And now you would unleash Medchi
and hishunger upon thelands of theliving." Almost tenderly, LIyauntangled the chain from her fingers,
placing it over his head so that the stone hung, glitter-ing, upon his bresst.

They faced each other, the child undaunted. A tear dipped down Meer's cheek, and then another. She



reached out a hand as though she would caress the boy, but stopped, her gaze unreadable. She nodded
once, as though agreeing with something only she had heard. Ever so dowly, she turned and walked
toward the shadow; a picture of grace and dignity and sorrow. As she passed through, a

raven-haired girl emerged from the darkness, blinking as though she had just wakened. A sob did escape
Meer then, and she reached out, but something seemed to have hold of her and drew her into the
shadow, where her sobs were suddenly distant, then gone.

"Y ou have what you want," Llyasaid. "Close the gate. No more of uswill passthrough thisday."

Nothing happened for too long, then the gate began to grind closed again, and just asit stopped, Tam
thought he heard a sob from within, or perhapsit was aname caled out in despair. Before the gate,
where the impenetrable shadow had been, lay the black-haired man and the aready-shriveling carcass of
the soul eater. Tam gazed at the body of the dead sorcerer, so perfectly preserved that he looked as
though he might wake. It was a handsome face, youthful and strong. Even in apparent deep the beauty of
Wyrr struck him. He could not imagine what presence the man must have had in life,

A movement drew Tarn's attention. Elise Willswrapped her cloak about the girl-child and knelt down to
draw her close.

"Sheiscold as snow," Elise gasped.

"Colder," Llyasad. "But you will warm her."

Thegirl buried her face in Elise's shoulder, and Tam thought she wept, though he could not be sure.
Alaan came and crouched before Llya. "What you do iswrong. He'sonly achild.”

"Y ou never had faith in me, did you Sainth?' Llyasaid softly.

"I had utter faithin you," Alaan answered, "to do whatever served you best.”

Tam thought Llyalooked hurt by this, hiseyes glistening. "1 will go back into theriver and, in time, the
child who bears me might forget the memories| leave behind. Let ushope.” Llyatook the stone from
around his neck and, with his small hands, placed the chain over Alaan's head, then leaned forward and
kissed him on both cheeks. "All the sllent years we shared thisworld... How | regret them now.” Llya
placed his hands on Alaan's shoulders. "'Y ou must remake the spell. Meachi can never be unleashed

upon
theland of theliving." He smiled sadly, too knowing by half, then turned to the others. "L eave this place,
and may you not come here again for many years."

He went to Elise then and kissed her, then embraced his sster, though she seemed confused, unaware of
who he might be. Re-leasing her, he waved ahand at the body of Wyrr. "My body must go back into the
waters," he said so softly Tarn barely heard.

Llyastood amoment on the quay, gazing at Elise and Alaan, asthough reluctant to let them go. Then he
turned away and waded into the waters, sinking quickly from sight. Tarn stirred himself then and hel ped
Alaan dip the body of Wyrr back into the water. The face of the ancient sorcerer appeared so serene, as
though he dept, and dreamed only the fairest of dreams.

Cyndd! looked on, distressed. "But | thought he said he would release the child.”

"Wait amoment,” Alaan said. "One thing you could say about Wyrr, he aways kept hisword.”



And in amoment Llyaemerged, spitting up water and splash-ing wildly. Baore waded quickly in and
fished him out, setting him beside Elise in the boat. Another cloak was offered, and she wrapped it
around the boy. He went to make aword with his hand, but then stopped.

"Thank you," he said hdtingly, and atiny smileflitted across hisface.

The others climbed eagerly aboard, and Tarn took up his pad-die. They set off into the mist, Alaan
guiding them. Elise sat upon the center thwart, an arm around a child to either side. The chil-dren leaned
their heads againgt her, as though weary beyond mea-sure. And then their smal hands found each other
inthe near darkness, and the fingers entwined, clinging tightly—two children who had seen too much.

"We have no timefor rest,"” Alaan said. "And | am sorry for it. But Hafydd can till bring ruin to theland
of theliving."

Forty-four

Menwyn kept his hands clasped behind his back lest their trem-bling betray hisfear. Asthe night
deepened, hisanxietiesintensfied. The cal of an owl seemed abad omen to him, and the rlentless
cresking of the crickets was atorment almost beyond enduring.

"Isthere no sign of the Renne?" he asked hislieutenant for the hundredth time.

"None, Sr."

Menwyn glanced up at the sky. Dawn could not be far off. "Could the Renne have been warned?'
"Thereis 4till time," one of the noblemen said.

A rider came thundering up thevadley in defiance of dl orders.

"Who isthat blunderer?' Menwyn snapped.

"l don't know, your grace," ajunior officer responded. "But well find out." He ran to intercept therider,
and in amoment brought the man, flushed and gasping, back to Lord Menwyn.

"Wel?' Menwyn said, trying to keep hisvoice low despite his anger.
"Your grace..." the man managed between gasps. "A com-
ean RusH|

pany of riders comes down thevaley." He pointed back the way he had come. "Black-clad riders. It is
Sir Eremon, and heis gathering companiesto him ashe nears.”

There was no hope now of keeping hishands till. They flew up like fluttering birds. "Is no oneresisting?'

The man shook his head. "As he comes heis calling out that the Renne are behind him, that we must form
up and turn to fight."

"Itisalie! A ruseto frighten the men-at-armsinto joining him."

"Your grace..." the man said softly. "Thereisalarge force coming down the valey not far behind Sir
Eremon.”



"No," Menwyn said stupidly. "Vast told us they would be land-ing here. Here...at the mouth of the
Llynyth."

The sounds of horses reached him then.
"Form amounted company!" Menwyn shouted. "Hafydd must be met on thefied! Did you hear?'

But no one moved to ddliver his order. A dozen men broke and ran for their horses—officers and
noblemen.

"Cut them down!" Menwyn ordered. "No one deserts his post on pain of death!"”

Chaos erupted around him, men running thisway and that, scuffling over horses. Swords were drawn,
and fighting broke out.

"Your gracel" It was Menwyn's equerry, holding the reins of ahorse, blood running down hisface. "Y ou
must go to Prince Michadl. HE's our only hope." Menwyn hesitated, unable to believe what happened
around him. Men were killing each other over mounts. He caught sight of the gpproaching riders
then—torches bobbing in the darknessiilluminating the black horsemen.

Death himself would appear so, Menwyn thought.

He snatched the reins from his equerry, vaulted into the saddle, and, drawing his sword, rode off into the
darkness.

Another company of riders could be heard far up the valey. This second force was much larger than the
first they had seen, passing like shadows.

"Why is Menwyn moving ridersinto the draw now?" the Prince whispered to those around him. He
looked up at the sky which he thought showed some sign of growing light. "The Renne can't help but hear
al this. They will know were here”

"Thisisavery large company,” Pwyll said turning his head to listen. "Has Menwyn been hiding cavary
fromus?'

Four horsemen loomed out of the dark and spoke the passwords to Prince Michadl's guards.
"Ah," the prince said. "Now well learn what goeson.”
Oneof hisguardsran up. "Your grace," hesad. "Lord Menwyn."

Michael glanced over a Pwyll, who seemed as surprised as he. Lord Menwyn was led quickly through
thecircle of guards.

The Wills nobleman ignored dl polite convention, striding up to Michad . "Hafydd has returned!™ he
hissed. "Returned and seized control of my army. Vast betrayed us..." Menwyn gestured wildly up the
valey. "The Renne are a our backs"

No one responded, or even moved. Menwyn stepped closer to Prince Michadl .

"Y ou mugt attack Hafydd, Prince Michadl. If he survivesthis night thereis no place where we can hide
fromhim."

"But thisarmy wants revenge upon the Renne," T'oldor protested.



"The desirefor revenge hasled usto this pass” Michael said angrily. "No plague has ever caused more
suffering or spread its contagion more easily.” Heturned to his officers. "1 will go from company to
company. The men must understand that we take up arms against a sorcerer to preserve more than our
lives. It isto pre-serve the world we know."

A great echoing clash resounded down the valey asthe Renne army met Hafydd's force.
"Thereisnotime!" Lord Menwyn protested, grabbing the Princesarm.

Michad shook him off. "Thereisno other way." He snatched anewly lit torch avay from aguard, but
before he/d gone many steps he stopped. Turning back to the others, he pointed at Men-

wyn. "Put this man in the forefront of the cavary and be sure he hasasword.”
"But | an Menwyn Wills—"

"Y es, and you are as responsible as any for the plight we find oursdvesin this night. All the suffering your
conspiracies have caused, and you thought never to pay the cost.”

Vast rode in the center of asmall company of Renne guards. They'd taken his sword, stripped him of his
mail, and tied him to his saddle, leaving his hands free. He was wearing asurcoat of Renne blue so that
hisown alieswould kill him. The Duke found himsdf wondering how long hewould last in bettle.
Per-haps the Renne had laid bets. Certainly afew momentswould see his end. He thought tenderly of his
wife then. Of their paace and gardens. Of the fields where he liked to ride and see the grains grow.

Torches appeared ahead. A bit of light made shadows out of darkness. And then aline of horsemen
loomed out of the night. The Rennelet out agreat shout, and the two lines of cavary struck likea
hammer to an anvil.

Therewasfighting al around. Vast ducked his head and whedled his horse. He saw aman in aWills
surcoat raise his sword to ddliver a stroke to a Renne and he tore the blade from the man's hand,
knocking him from the saddle with ablow to hishelm.

Heturned his horsein timeto parry adash from another Willsrider. In desperation he cut the man down.
Theirony was not lost on him. He wasfighting for the Renne whom he had tried to be-tray. Fondor
wasn't such aponderousfool after all.

Michael of Innesrode down into the valey at the head of hisre-luctant army. No one knew if they would
engage the enemy or turn and flee the field. Perhaps the men-at-arms didn't know them-selves. Michadl
found air cameinto hislungsin shalow gasps. If

the army would not fight he would be left done on the field with ahandful of loya men, al of whom
would soon be dead.

| survived the servants of Death, hetold himself. Armed men can-not frighten me. But he was
frightened dl the same. Frightened of the darkness, of sorcery, of the shadow land that lay just out of
sght of theliving.

Down the valley, aterrible battle was being fought. At this distance, in the poor light, it was difficult to
be sure what went on, but the battle was moving away from theriver, and he was sure that wasn't agood
sgn. The Renne were being driven back, dowly, re-lentlessy, despite having the element of surprise and
superior numbers. In the thick of the battle, what had at first appeared to be awaving torch, the prince
now redlized, was aflaming sword, cut-ting thisway and that. Hafydd.



Bodies began to gppear on the ground, their limbs twisted, as though they had been thrown down from
the sky. Riderless horses galloped among the dead, frightened and logt. Little knots of wounded
staggered past, bearing each other up, and the clash of arms could be felt now, like blowsto the chest.

Michael raised his sword and glanced to hisleft, where Carl A'denne did the same. To hisright, Pwyll
took up their cry, lower-ing alance. They spurred their horses forward, and behind he heard their cry
echoed. It seemed to carry him forward, most lift-ing him from the saddle. And they were upon the rear
of Hafydd'sarmy. The Renne line had broken, and they fought in isolated com-panies, the sky-blue of
the Renne surrounded and assailed by evening blue.

Thearmy of Innesfdl upon the forces of evening and the smal companies of black clad guards. The
Prince cut down hisfirst man, throwing him from the saddle, then caused his horse to kick an-other, the
shod hooves snapping arider'sleg. A black guard ap-peared before him, and the Prince's guard divided
before him, thefear of Hafydd's magic clinging even to his servants.

Therider fell upon the Prince, strong and skilled. Michael was driven back, parrying each stroke, the
sword dmogt flung from his

hand. He quickly redlized that hed met a superior swordsman and rider when a second black guard
appeared and attacked him from the other side. The Prince spun his horse and dashed thisway and that,
looking for achanceto flee, for these two would kill him in amoment. But then ahorseman of Innes
appeared, and one black guard was thrown down and trampled. It was Pwyll, Michadl red-ized, asthe
knight engaged the second rider, forcing him back, countering every trick the man used. In amoment the
second guard was lying on the ground, bleeding, unableto rise.

"Y ou saved my life, Pwyll," Michad cdled out.

"Y ou may not thank me," Pwyll shouted over the din. He pointed with his blade. Among the whirling dust
and smoke from torches, Prince Michael saw Hafydd bearing down on them, his sword ablaze. Men fled
before him, and acompany of black guards rode behind, faling on the fleeing men from behind, daying
dl inthar path.

A black guard rode a the Prince and Pwyll, perhaps expecting them to turn and run, but Pwyll cut the
man from his saddle with three quick strokes, then, using theflat of his blade, he drove the man'shorse
back into Hafydd. The two animals collided, and as Hafydd tried to control his mount, Pwyll took out its
eyewith the point of hisblade.

The warhorse sumbled and fell, Hafydd going down in a sheet of flame. The sorcerer's guards drove
desperately toward Pwyll, but Michaegl and ahandful of other riders pressed forward to meet them. Pwyl|
tried to ride over the falen Hafydd, but the sorcerer held the horse back with his flaming sword as he
staggered up.

Pwyll would have engaged Hafydd, but his horse kept shying from the flames and the presence of the
sorcerer. Pwyll findly legpt down and let the horse run. He strode toward Hafydd with his sword high.

"So thereis one man among you," Hafydd called out. "Too bad you fight for thewrong lord.” The
sorcerer raised hisblade and in one quick motion threw flames over Pwyll, setting his surcoet afire.

Hafydd stepped quickly forward to finish the knight, but even

aflame Pwyll raised his own blade and turned the blow aside. He staggered back, then desperately tried
to wipe flame away from hisface. The sorcerer came forward again, watching, awaiting aclear
opportunity. Pwyll could no longer see and stumbled back, amost fdiing



Michael saw Carl A'dennejump from the saddle and go after Pwyll. Michael spun his horse and made it
kick, its hind legs lash-ing out toward Hafydd, the flame hidden from its view. Once, twice the horse
kicked, and Lord Carl tore away Pwyll's surcoat and led him, running blind, away. Prince Michadl
spurred his horse then, out of the reach of Hafydd's sword.

He rode into the darkness and the chaotic fighting and killed a Wills man-at-arms who had engaged one
of hisown riders. It hardly mattered; if no one could face Hafydd, he would carry the day. Already he
could see men breaking and running. Flame caught in the grass and the treesalong the valey'sedge. A
small barn burned not far off, and smoke lay in the vdley like morning fog. He redized then that defeat
was certain. It was only amatter of when.

Forty-five

Elise held her blade in the water and pointed. The paddiers turned the boat toward the darkened shore.
Tarn had no ideawhere they were. It seemed like they'd been driving the boat forward for half the night,
but with Alaan aboard, that effort could have taken them anywhere. They might not even bein theland

between the mountains. A wash of gray seeped up from the eastern horizon, staining the sky. Along the

near shore, however, night lingered be-nesth the trees. A distant din reached them over the waters, and
the smell of smoke clungto theair.

"What isthat sound?" Fynnol whispered.
"Battle..." A'brgail answered.

"Hafydd ishere" Elise said, her voice empty and lifeess. Shetook her blade, dripping, from the water,
and roseto her feet, star-ing off at the shore, not fearfully, but not with hope either.

Alaan pulled his sword from its scabbard and glanced back at the others. Lifting his paddleinboard, Tarn
flexed his back and shoulders, trying to work out the knots. The boat came gliding up to the bank, and
Elise stepped ashore, Alaan right behind her.

THESHADOW ROADS

"Baore—please," Elise said. "Will you guard these children? | will not fail Eber twice."

Baore did not meet her gaze. "Thereisabattle, my lady. Y ou will need me."

"| can't leave the children unprotected. Take them out into theriver if you must. Please, Baore... 7
"Asyouwish," hereplied softly.

To the others she said. "Come, any who will. Hafydd is here, and despite brave hearts there are none on
the fidld who can stand againgt him.”

A narrow band of trees grew at the end of the valey, along the bank of the Wynnd. Thereit was dark,
the damp voice of theriver clear and soft, the ground beneath their feet redolent with decay.

Over the voice of theriver, the tumult of battle could be heard. Tam tightened hisgrip on hissword. In
his other hand he held a bow, though only a precious few arrows remained.

Emerging from the trees they saw chaos, riders and men on foot locked in ferocious battle. Tam could
see othersretreating into the trees, the valley was afire, and men, their clothes burning, came running out
of the smoke, screaming.



Horses materialized out of the cloud, blind with fear. Someran right at them, only turning away &t the last
second. Therein the dust and smoke, bardly lit by the still-distant dawn, stood awarrior with aflaming
sword.

"Y ou will leave Hafydd to Alaan and me," Elise said, glancing once at Tam, though spesking to all.
"Heroism would be foolish here. If we can bring Hafydd down, hisarmy will bresk and run.”

"Well try to keep back hisguards,” Cynddl said.

Asthey dl set off acrossthe field, Elise reached out and grasped Tarn'sarm. "'l wish | could have left you
safe at the boat,” she whis-pered. "Y ou have risked enough in thiswar."

"No more than many others,” Tam said. Their fingers found each other and clasped for a second, then
they were running, run-ning againg atide of fleeing men, some &fire. Hafydd was winning.

Alaan found Tam in the smoke, and shouted, "The men of
PS>

Innes and the Renne are in flight. They are the enemies of Hafydd. The dark surcoats are the Wills,
and Hafydd's guards.” He slapped Tarn once on the shoulder and was gone, following Elise into the
smoke.

Tarn sheathed his sword and drew an arrow. In the smoke and false dawn it was hard to tell friend
from foe, but he let fly at arider clothed in dark and watched him fall, the Fael bow proving stronger
than mail at short distance.

He tried to stay close to Fynnol and Cynddl, as they all fol-lowed Elise into the smoke. They were
forced to skirt areas of burning grass, the flames in places reaching higher than their heads. Men
appeared out of the clouds, some fighting, others looking for their enemies. Tarn fired at any dark
surcoats he saw, but the smoke billowed and whirled, revealing men for an instant, then hiding them
again a second later. He feared some arrows went into the ground.

A flame appeared in the smoke, then a man wielding it.

"Hafydd!" Alaan shouted to Elise, and pointed with his sword. Heat seemed to emanate from the
knight—it seared his face and stung his eyes, forcing him back, looking about madly. Horsemen
rode out of the smoke and Tarn would have been cut in two by one, but Alaan took the man from his
saddle in one stroke. Elise had an-other, and Cynddl put an arrow in a third, and the rest were gone,
devoured by the clouds.

Hafydd saw Elise and came striding toward her, the wave of heat driving Tarn and the others back.

"Fall back to the stream!" Alaan ordered, andTam began a re-treat to where he hoped the creek lay.
There was no sound of water to be heard over the din of battle, the cries of men, and the searing
crackle of fire.

Alaan and Elise raised their swords and, two-handed, drove the points into the ground. Tarn was
thrown onto his back as the ground beneath him heaved, and a deep, rending sound rolled across
the valley. He tried to get up but was thrown to his knees. A dark, jagged rift snaked along the
ground, which then parted, tear-

ing open like awound. Alaan and Elise both scrambled to their feet, separated by the opening ground.

Two dozen feet away, Hafydd tumbled into the fissure. Elise and Alaan drove their swordsinto the
ground again, thistimeto e-ther sde of the crack. Tam braced himself and felt the earth shud-der,
grinding asit moved. The crevice stuttered closed, leaving an ugly, dark scar across the ground.

The tremors stopped, and Tam could see Alaan and Elise, both |eaning on the pommels of their swords,
heads hanging down as they gasped for breath. Alaan forced his head up, spotted Tam and tried to smile.



The sound of battle had ceased, and astrange silencefdll over the valley.
"Heisdead!" avoice cried in the smoke. "The sorcerer isdead!”

Alaan staggered to hisfeet, but was thrown back as the ground exploded, and a column of fire erupted
out of the earth. Cynddl dragged Tam up. His eyeswerefilled with dirt, and he wiped a them with one
hand, hisbow il tightly grasped in the other. A fig-ure emerged from the fire: Hafydd, his sword il in
flame.

Tam thought Alaan and Elise looked at each other, not so much in surprise but as though Hafydd's return
was inevitable, somehow. Tam remembered that Sianon had given her life to destroy Caibre, and he
heard himsdf whisper, " Not this day.”

Tam nocked an arrow, shouting to Cynddl. "Elise will dieto kill him if we can't hdp.”

Tam tried to Sght Hafydd dong the shaft, but he was il haf-blind from the explosion. Helet the arrow
fly, not sureif it was even close to the mark. Smoke and flame surrounded Hafydd, as though he himself
were afire, and he was never whally in view. Tam rubbed at his eyes, backing away as Hafydd came
toward them. Even Alaan and Elise were retreating, half-blind.

Cynddl and Fynnol both et arrows fly at Hafydd.

"l swear they burn to ash before they reach him,” Fynnal cried.

Tam stepped back, dmogt faling into the stream. He felt the cool water run down his boot.
"Blise!" he shouted. "The stream!"

Sheturned and ran toward Tarn, leaving Alaan. Tarn could see the traveler stop retreating. Hetook a
fighting stance and raised his sword. Alaan, Tarn knew, was far stronger than he appeared and full of
deceptions and guile, but Hafydd appeared so much more pow-erful than he, billowing flame as he
saked thetraveler.

"Y ou cannot stand againgt us both,” Alaan cried out. "Better to lay down your sword and go into the river
than through the black gate."

"The gate will not open for me," Hafydd shouted. He raised hisflaming sword and came toward Alaan,
who did not recail.

Elise sumbled down into the river, thrusting her blade into the water. Tarn could hear her mumbling
rapidly. In the smoke, Tam saw Hafydd aim agreat stroke at Alaan, and though the traveler looked as
though he would stand and meet it with his own blade, he dodged aside at the last second and let Hafydd
drive his sword into the ground.

Alaan swung at him, his blade arcing into the knight's side. Hafydd was knocked down but rolled to his
feet, nimble and ap-parently unharmed, hismail having turned the stroke.

Tam soaked an arrow in the stream and let it fly, watching it bury itsdf in Hafydd's shoulder. The knight
staggered a gep, then threw flame a Alaan, and a Tam. The Vaeman legpt asde, sum-bling into the
water, trying to keep his bowstring dry. He lunged up, and reached for another arrow, but they were

gone—spent.

"Fynnol!" hecried. "Cynddl?' He must have more arrows, but his companions were not in sght. Smoke
seared his lungs so that a spasm of coughing gripped him. He could see only Alaan, locked in combat



with Hafydd. The wander's cloak caught fire, but he toreit off with one hand and threw it aside. It hardly
seemed to have touched the ground before it rose, as though caught by awind, and flew at Hafydd's
face.

Alaan ducked low and cut at Hafydd's leg, catching him just below the knee. Hafydd staggered but did
not fall, and the cloak wasthrown aside. It flared for a second, then whirled away.

"I know al your feints, Brother," Hafydd taunted. "Have you nothing new to show me?"

A broad snake of water dithered out of the river, running ankle deep through the blackened grass. It
reached Hafydd in aheartbeat and surged up hisleg, smothering flame asit went. The knight looked
down in surprise, asthetendril of water circled hiswag, then ran up hisarm and extinguished the flaming
sword.

"Only theinsde of agrave, Brother," Alaan said, and waded in with his sword, driving the limping
Hafydd back. The knight had only one good arm, from Tarn's arrow, and Alaan hewed at him
two-handed, the force of his blows amost driving the blade from Hafydd's hands.

Elise legpt from the stream, running toward the two men. Sheraised her sword, and Tam thought that
certainly Hafydd would fdl now.

AsElise was about to strike ablow, Hafydd spunin acircle, fire spraying from his blade. He threw a
circle of flame around the three of them, and Tam was sure he heard the sorcerer shout in tri-umph. The
flameslegpt up, and smoke billowed out, driving Tam down onto his haunches on the siream's far shore.
Heredlized that the battle was till being fought, riders clashing furioudy, knots of men hewing at each
other, screaming inrage and pain. It al seemed so digtant.

Elise was blinded by fire and smoke, holding up an arm to protect her face from the heat. Hafydd was
lost inthefire, aswas Alaan. She had been here before. .. long ago.

She remembered.

The walls had been thrown down, gates torn from their hinges. He had dammed up the river ... with
a spell, until the stream bed itself ran dry, and his armies came swarming over what had once been
an im-penetrable moat—her great defense. Armies fell upon each other and were consumed in fire
and magic.

The memories came back to her, drifting back.

Smoke and flame everywhere, stone burning, exploding from heat. And he had pursued her up into
the ruin of a tower, where there was no escape but into the air. Sanon had backed up the broken
stair, Caibre in pursuit, hobbling where she'd wounded him—wounded him at great price, for he'd
run a sword through her left arm, which hung useless, blood 0ozing through the rag she'd tied
around it.

His helmet was silver, reflecting the fire of his sword: she remembered that—and his face contorted
in rage. She shrank away, toward the shat-tered wall, hardly a parapet.

Caibre stopped at the stair head, looking quickly around, realizing then that she was trapped.
"Come, Sister” he said, his voice soft and malevolent, "1 will send you to join your beloved
brother..."

"A place | would go gladly," she said. "But not alone...."

Dim figures appeared in the smoke; Hafydd and Alaan, locked in battle. She lurched forward to support
Alaan, but they were gone, swept away in the whirling smoke.



Caibre used his great sword two-handed, like Sighthand, but she had only one good arm and was
forced to rely on quickness and guile. She leapt onto the wall and almost landed behind him, for he
was hob-bling and slow—if it wasn't all an act. Caibre was ever cunning and du-plicitous.

A horse and rider, entirely aflame, raced by, and Elise barely jumped clear. The heat was unbearable and
she choked and coughed, the smoke burning her throat and lungs, searing her eyes. A black billowing
cloud forced her to turn, driving her to her knees.

She had stumbled at last, despite her swiftness, and barely rolled out of the way of Caibre's stroke.
His sword rang on the stone beside her head.

The smoke clung to her, asthough it had claws, but asmall breezetoreit free, and Hafydd stood before
her, sword raised. She was about to leap aside when she redlized he was turned away from her, and
there, barely vigble, Alaan braced himsdlf, sword high. Elise did not hesitate, but sprang forward,
dashing at the back of Hafydd's knee. But at the last second he moved, and drove the pomme of his
sword into her head.

The memories burned inside her ...

He had trapped her in the tower, and no matter what she did, kept himself between her and the stair.
Several times their swords met, and even one-handed she did not falter. She kicked his good foot out
from under him, sending Caibre crashing down on the stone, but with only one good arm she could
not finish him. He turned her blows aside, ris-ing slowly, finally finding his feet, still limping and
slow, but formidable even so. She cut his forearm, and saw him bleed, and he struck her good hand
a glancing blow with the flat of his blade, cracking a bone. The af-ternoon bore on to evening, the
sorcerers in the tower locked in combat, burning stones tumbling down the walls, where they
bounced and rolled into the riverbed and lay hissing in the damp earth.

Elisefdl forward, dazed, but some shred of awarenesstold her hand to hold on to the sword. Theworld
seemed to draw away, the sounds of fire and battle fading. She expected the finad blow—the point driven
into her heart or the blade dicing through her neck— but it did not come. And then the sounds of battle
came drifting back, the blistering heat. She opened her eyes, and saw ahand, bleeding, holding a smoky
blade. Sheforced hersdlf up on one knee, where coughing and nausea stopped her. For amoment she
reeled, then forced hersdf to stagger up. Alaan could not stand against Hafydd aone. She knew.

She tried to turn the blow aside, but it struck her sword full force... shattering the blade, leaving her
with afoot of steel. Sanon leapt back, looking desperately around. Caibre lumbered forward,
driving her into a corner with his flaming sword, too long to elude.

"Ah, Sster" he said. "You disappoint me. Sainth put up almost as good a fight... before | cut him
down" He raised his blade, a faint smile appearing.

Elise sumbled forward, barely able to raise her sword two-handed. She felt the memoriesinside her,
body memories of bat-tles and individua combat. Many lifetimes of warfare. A deep breath and she
opened the gate, |etting the memories surge to the surface of her consciousness. Without Sianon, Elise
Willswould not survivethisday. A rage came over her, abloodlust. Shefelt her grip

tighten on the hilt of her sword, though she had not willed it. The rage was beyond her understanding, like
apoison coursing through her veins, like acid. It focused her mind as though she saw the world through
the keyhole of this hatred. Everything else was cast aside. There was only the battle. The chance for

revenge.
The rage was molten in her veins, the world reduced to her brother, standing over her with a sword.

But he savored the moment too long. She drove the broken point of her blade into the stone,
shivering the rock. There was a cistern below them, unknown to Caibre. It exploded like dust ignited



in a granary. Caibre stumbled, his stroke falling wide. The tower lurched and crumbled, tumbling
into ruin, bringing down the cur-tain wall below. Sianon fell among the battering stones.
Darkness...

And then the ripple of water.

Tam circled to theright of thewall of fire, trying to see through the flames and smoke, dl thewhile
glancing over his shoulder where riders would appear, and disappear, horses running wild. A dark
slhouette materidized out of the smoke—a black-robed guard. Without hesitation, Tam went at him with
al thefury he could muster—there was no place for haf measuresin battle. The fight was brutd and
surprisingly short, the guard going down after Tam dashed his knee, then put his blade through agep in
the guard's mail and into histhroat. He went back to circling the fire, trying to see what happened
beyond. Shadows and dark shapes would ap-pear faintly in the flame—apparitions, Tam thought, only
clouds of billowing dark smoke.

He kept hoping beyond hope that there would be agap in the flames that would let him through.

Hafydd loomed out of the murk, standing over someone prostrate on the ground. The knight lifted his
sword high, and Elise stepped forward and drove the point of her blade into Hafydd's shoulder, rending
theiron rings. Hafydd stumbled, half-faling over Alaan.

Elise jerked her blade free, then just barely dodged a blow, as Hafydd spun and slashed at her face.

Alaan rolled to hisfeet, shaking his head. Without aword, Alaan began to circle away to Hafydd's left,
Eliseto hisright, staying as far apart as possible.

"Y ou've stopped taunting, Brother," Alaan said. "Can you not catch your breath?" He feinted toward
Hafydd's head, and Elise cut toward hisleg. But Hafydd was equal to it, dodging aside, al-most
catching Elise with the tip of his flaming sword.

Hafydd stamped his foot, and a column of flame jetted up from the ground, blinding Elise. She leapt
back and to one side as Hafydd's blade slashed through the air afew inches from her throat.

Dense smoke rolled over the field, blinding Elise for amoment. Hafydd was there... then he was not. She
crouched low, sword ready, turning this way and that, expecting the flaming blade to strike out of the
smoke. A figure appeared and she stopped her blade before it severed Alaan's arm. He flinched,
then realized it was her. They turned back to back, each guarding before them and to their right.

"I don't know how he broke my spell," Elise said, her eyed dart-ing this way and that, trying to peel back the
dark haze.

"He wasready for us," Alaan answered. "More prepared than we were for him."
"We need to escape the firering," Elise said.

"Not with our lives we won't. Either we kill Hafydd, or we die here—"

Fire blossomed to her left, rising up to the height of aman. They sidled quickly away.
"Whereishe?' Elise whispered. "Why is he waiting?"

A shroud of smoke wafted over them, as dark as night. Elise could hear Alaan coughing. They pressed
back to back, not want-ing to lose each other, and to her horror, Elise felt desire course through her. She
stumbled and scrambled back up, staggering away from Alaan. She drove the feelings down—her
own brother! Repelled, she pushed back the rage, the consuming hatred... and

then shewasaone... Elise Wills, standing on a seething field of battle, stalked by a sorcerer. She did not



know which way to turn, whét to do.
"Alaan! shecdled out. " Alaan?'

Flame swept out of the darkness, burning into Elise's side. Shefdl into the smouldering grass, her sword
gone, and asmothering pall swept over her.

For an ingtant the smoke thinned, and Tarn saw Hafydd standing over afigure, who wastrying to rise.
And then the smoke en-vel oped them again.
"Hlise?" hewhigpered. "Elisal"

Tam drew his sword and was about to charge the wall of flame, when something caught hiseye. He
thought it was atrick of smoke and poor light, but then it appeared again—among the fighting men and
riderless horses—asmadl child walking uncertainly through the madness. He spotted Tam and turned
toward him. For a second the smoke washed over the child, and Tam saw ahorse-men ride through,
swinging down with his sword, but a second later the child emerged, unscathed.

"Llya...," Tam sad. Heran, smoke burning his lungs, and reached the child in afew srides. "Llyal
WhereisBaore?' Tam asked.

"Hewaits by theriver." The boy held up something—an arrow laid acrosshis small hands.
"It must gointo hiseye," hesaid in hischild'svoice. "Y ou can-not miss.”

For asecond Tam didn't understand, but then he snatched the arrow, set it in place and drew back his
bowstring. He stared into the whirling clouds, his eyes watering from the smoke and fire and heat. Figures
appeared—unrecognizable slhouettes. Alaan he thought, and waited. How would he ever put an arrow
inaman's eye through this? Even on aclear day with the target standing il

such a shot would be nearly impossible. Like shooting acoin at thirty paces.

Hafydd appeared in the smoke, like a shadow, hisblade raised. Tam couldn't tell if he faced away or
toward him. It can't be done, he thought. Not one timein athousand. And then he felt asmall hand reach
up and cometo rest on his hip, the touch both fragile and reassuring.

"Theriver carried you here for apurpose” Llyasaid.

Tam drew the arrow back afurther inch and let it fly at the shadow. The smoke billowed over again,
swvdlowing everything.

Tam lowered hisbow. "l missed," he said, the words almost a sob. " There was no shot."

Thewind backed and buried them in caustic smoke and ash, so that Tam crouched down and tried to
protect the child, drawing him near in the burning darkness.

The smoke rolled aside again, and two figures appeared—Elise with her arm over Alaan's shoulder,
leaning on him heavily. Her eyeswere closed and her facetwisted in pain.

Tam went quickly forward and put an arm around her, helping Alaan to bear her up. A dozen steps, and
they lowered her into thelittle creek, where the water ran around her. She nodded her thanks, eyes shut
tight and jaw clenched. She held ahand to her side, and Tam realized blood seeped between her fingers.

"Elise!" Tam cried, and crouched in the water, reaching out to pull her hand away.



Sheleaned her face into the crook of his neck, wet with sweat and tears.

"Y ou must bring your brother,” Tam heard Llyasay. ™Y our father vowed long ago that Death would have
none of you. | re-member.”

There was no answer. Tam could see Alaan. He had fallen down by the stream's edge and gasped for
bregath.

"Sainth..." Llyasad, hischild'svoice urgent.
"Cynddl?" Alaan cdled. "Fynnol? Can you help me?"

Alaan and Fynnal sat off, but Tarn remained, holding Elise, her face, bruised and bleeding and dick with
tears. Cynddl came and stood guard over them, though he looked near to collapse.

Tarn felt Elise take hishand and pressit to her soft breast. "1 must go into theriver, Tam,” shesaid. "You
cannot follow."

She kissed him once, then let him go. She dipped beneath the surface, and Tam saw something ghostly in
the waters. It fooled the eye with its speed, passed swiftly through the shalows, and waslost to sight.

Cynddl dropped to hiskneesin the shallows. Reaching out, Tam put ahand on the Fagl's shoulder. He
tried to speak, but no words would come.

"It'sover,” Cynddl rasped findly. "Hafydd is dead.”

Alaan and Fynnol appeared out of the smoke, dragging the black-robed Hafydd. They dumped him
unceremonioudy into the creek, splashing Tam and Cynddl. The body sank into the shallow water, mouth
dack, the shaft of an arrow il protruding from one eye.

"Pull up hismail," Alaan said, bending over thefdlen sorcerer and tearing at his clothes. He and Fynnol
pulled the armor up under the dead man's armpits and Alaan took his sword and droveit through the
body's chest. Even Tam was horrified. With al hisweight, Alaan pressed the blade down until it pinned
Hafydd to the creek bottom.

"Calbre might go back into theriver," Alaan said, dropping down on the bank and wiping ahand over his
smoke-stained face. "But Hafydd goes onto the pyre.”

Hafydd's corpse went rigid suddenly, the back arching. Fynnol scrambled up, snatching asword off the
ground. A milky fluid ap-peared to ooze from the sorcerer's pores. It swirled off down-stream—taking a
vaguely human shape—then it too was gone.

Something caught Tarn's eye, and he looked up and started. One of Hafydd's black clad guards sat on a
horse, staring down at his former master. When he saw Tarn'sreaction he held out a hand, palm ouit.

"He'sdead," Alaan said to the ominousrider. "If you lay down your arms, you will be treated with
mercy."

The guard continued to stare, his face unreadable, then turned his horse and disappeared into the smoke.
The sounds of battle were dying away. A riderless horse thundered out the murk and was gonejust as
quickly. Men began to limp by, toward the river, and the smoke thinned.

Tam redized that morning had dawned without him noticing. Above the smoke and dust it might even
have been aclear day. Alaan asked Tarn's help, and they tumbled the body of Hafydd out onto the



shore, limp and ashen. A smdll pool of water formed around the corpse. Alaan rummaged the body like a
thief, but took only adagger in asheeth.

"He'sdead?' Fynnol asked. "Truly dead?'

"Yes" Alaan said softly. "The nagar hasfled into the river. Well burn the corpse to ash. Thistime there
will be no reprieve”

Tam collapsed on the riverbank, feding asob well up insde. But he forced himsdlf to breathe and
swalowed it down.

A company of riders appeared, al in soiled Renne blue. A double-swan banner fluttered in anew breeze.

"I'm told that Hafydd is dead?' said alarge man, as smoke-stained astherest. He lifted ahelm from his
head and hung it from hissaddle.

Alaan gestured to the corpse. "And who are you, Sir?”'

"Fondor Renne," the man said, then nodded to another rider. "My cousin, Lord Kdl. If you killed the
sorcerer we are deeply in your debt.”

Alaan shook his head. "The arrow wasn't mine." He glanced over a Tam, then Cynddl. "One of you, |
expect?’

"Weadl played our part,” Tam said. Helooked down at the child who had gravitated toward Fynnol and
good leaning againgt the small Vaeman with afamiliarity that only children could conjure with their
chosen protectors. "Llyafound the arrow. .." He glanced up at the Renne noblemen and thought that they
did not need to know more about the boy who had become the voice of ariver.

Men-at-arms began to converge on the place—to see the dead sorcerer. They were battered,
exhausted, alook of horror in their eyes. They emerged out of the thinning smoke like spectres, quiet as
the dead. A second group of riders appeared. These wore the purple of the House of Innes—alivery
Tam could not see without aflash of apprehension.

"Isthat Prince Michael ?* Fondor said, alittle surprised.

"Lord Fondor," the young Prince said. "I'm thankful to see you unharmed.” He nodded gracioudy to
Lord Kd, then looked over at the others. "Alaan? Y ou look like you have walked through fire."

"And so | have, my Prince," Alaan said. "We have managed to kill Hafydd for you, though it would never
have been done without Lady Elise.”

"And whereis she?' the Prince asked quickly.

" She has gone to tend awound. | don't think you will see her again thisday.”
"But shewill recover?'

"So we hope."

Fondor was gazing over at the prince's party. "Samul ?"

"I don't believethisisRenneland,” Samul said quickly.

"No," Fondor said softly. "These are the estates of the House of Innes. Y ou have only the Princeto



answer to, here”

"Samul Renne has permission to travel my landsfredy. To set-tle here, if he wishes. Without him and
Jamm and Carl and Pwyll, | should never have survived to take back my father'sarmy.”

"Pwyll!" Alaan said. "Whereishe?'

"He was wounded—burned, in combat with Hafydd."
"Where?'

"In the shade of thetrees." Prince Michadl pointed.

Alaan scrambled up. "1 must seeto him." Alaan turned to the others. "I haven't even asked if any of you
arehurt?'

All wereinjured in minor ways, but all shook their heads. On such a day abroken arm would be
considered good fortune.

Alaan |ooked from one Vaemen to the other. "We owe a great

debt to you, Cynddl, and to you northerners. Thiswas not your war, yet you have been in the center of it
from the beginning.”

"It wasno oneswar," Fynnol said. "It was just the echo of astruggle that began before history. A feud
over... what | still don't understand. A child, perhaps. A sorcerer who succumbed to mad-ness. A spdll
that contained that madness." He shook his head. "Perhapsit is about a swan that did not want to die.”
Helooked up at the story finder. "Maybe you will make sense of it, Cynddl. And put it dl into astory.”

"Thereisn't one story,” Cynddl said. "There are myriad talesto betold, al different and puzzling. Itisvain
to ask them to make sense. Rath taught me that: just tell the tales. They will speak for themsdves.”

Forty-9x

The day was spent separating the wounded from the fallen. All through the morning boats plied back and
forth over the river carrying the wounded to the healers and returning those who were beyond the
heders skill. A great pyrewas built for the dead besde theriver, and sllent companies of theliving
carried their fallen brothersthere. Orlem Slighthand was not there to be mourned, but hisfriends made a
small ceremony by theriver, and Cynddl told a story of Slighthand and hishomein the hid-den lands.
The massive sword, rescued by Elise, was claimed by A'brgail asarelic of hisorder, for it was
Slighthand and Kilydd who had secretly formed the Knights of the Vow so many years before.

"Elise should have been here," Fynnol said to Tarn. "It was Elise he loved and followed, even more than
Alaan."

"It was Sianon heloved,” Tarn said, "and she'sgone.”

A cloud of sooty terns whedled and dived into the river, bobbing up and taking once moreto the air to
cal mournfully. The sun was over the other shore now, itslight glittering on the dancing river.

Boats passed back and forth with news and familieslooking for their loved ones. The pyre was soaked in
oil and lit, the smoke streaming straight up for some hundred feet, then drifting south on ahigh wind.

Tam thought he should fed lucky to be dive, but he felt noth-ing at al. Sounds seemed to echo hollowly



from some distant place, and even histhoughts seemed not quite his own, surfacing ran-domly and often
going nowhere. He and his companions walked up the bank alittle, where they stripped off their smoky
clothes and dived into the river. Tam floated there, on his back, cradled by the cool water, the summer
sun caressing hisface.

"Isit over?' Fynnol asked after an age of sllence. "I meanre-aly over?’ Thelittle Vaeman floated afew
feet away, his eyes closed.

"Caibre has returned to the river,” Cynddl said, "and Alaan took an ancient dagger from Hafydd's
body—a smeagh, | would guess—then burned the corpse. The Wills and the Renne have met in battle
and the usurper, Menwyn, isdead." He paused. "And a child returned from the shadow
kingdom—returned as no one ever has before. If Alaan can repair the spell, then | think wecan say itis
over ... atleast over for our lifetimes.”

They drifted like that for atime, listening to their own quiet bresthing and the distant crying of theterns.
Alaan appeared on the bank and called to them, and they swam reluctantly ashore.

"How fares Pwyll?' Cynddl asked.

"WEell enough. Hetried to fight Hafydd on hisown.” Alaan shook his head. "Of al people he should have
known better. HEswith the hedlers, now."

"Where are we going?' Fynnol wondered.

"Acrosstheriver. | want to go see the Fadl. They sent word that Eber isthere, and he doesn't yet know
that Llyaissafe”

"And how will you explain what happened? That the child he knowsis gone, replaced with a...” Fynnol
let the sentence die, and glanced at Alaan, afraid that he had offered offense.

Alaan didn't ssemto natice. "l will tdl him the truth; Wyrr went

back into the waters but his memoriesremain." Alaan shook his head. "Llyawas never born for an
ordinary life, poor child. I don't know what will become of him."

Tarn pointed to the crowds converging on the far shore. Pavil-ionswere being raised. It looked like a
far. "What goeson?'

"The Renne are gathering—to celebrate avictory, | would guess.”

"How can any celebrate this?' Fynnol asked, waving ahand to-ward the still burning pyre. "Thousands
lost their lives this day— thousands, from dl sides. If any won, | don't know who it was."

"The survivorswon," Alaan said, then reached out and put a hand on the little Vaeman's shoul ders.
"Y ou, Fynnol Lowell." But then the smile disappeared. "But we have al been ddlivered from Meslchi and
Hafydd. Few will ever know or understand, but the living have cause to celebrate.”

A large boat was waiting to carry them acrosstheriver. The girl, Sanon, and LIyawaited there under the
eye of akindly Renne guard. She squinted and blocked the sun with ahand, but Tarn had yet to hear her
utter asingle word. Perhaps the now-voca Llyawould have to teach her the hand speech.

Prince Michadl of Innes, Carl A'denne, and several Renne no-blemen stood by, all ill smoke-stained
and grim. They didn't look like men who had won awar.



"Thereisarumor," Prince Michad said, "that one of the men from the wildlands shot the arrow that
brought down Hafydd."

"It was Tarn," Fynnaol said, making alittle mock bow toward his cousin.
Prince Michadl did smilethen. "Theriver didn't bring you so far without purpose” he said.
"Why did you venture so far south?' Fondor Renne asked.

"We agreed to take Cynddl afortnight's journey down theriver,” Fynnol said, "in exchange for horses,
but we gat... log."

"Lost on theriver?' Fondor said, and he and the other Renne laughed as though Fynnol made ajoke.
"Prince Michad tdlsus

that you have fought many battles against Hafydd and his guards." He made alittle bow to them. ™Y ou
will dways be welcome among the Renne.”

"Andin my homeaswadll," the Prince said. "My estates are quite reduced, but | think | can gill makeyou
comfortable”

They thanked the noblemen and settled aboard the boat. The watermen set out for the distant shore,
angling up theriver. A little breeze swept down the channel, and Tam closed his eyes and imag-ined that
it carried some scent of home, of the mountains and the hay fields. He wondered what his grandfather
would be doing in the late afternoon. Walking out to gauge the growth in the orchard, perhaps, or
checking on his prized bees.

He could see the people thronging the bank and hear music being played. Banners and streamers
fluttered in the breeze, and costumed men walked like herons on high gtilts. There was an at-mosphere of
holiday intheair.

"It seemslike another world," Baore said, staring. "'Like some-place in the hidden lands that knows
nothing of our troubles™”

"There has been pain enough,” Llyasaid softly. "L et there bejoy for awhile.

The men inthe boat dl shifted in their seets, glancing at the boy. It seemed this new Llyawould be as
disturbing asthe old—though in adifferent way.

Tam noticed three women walking aong the bank, one not twenty years of age. They wore dark gowns
and black scarves over their hair—widows. They went so dowly, asthough time had changed its pace
for them, while behind dl was chaos and color. The young woman turned her gaze out over the water
and Tam imagined that their eyes met, hers soft with tears.

He remembered the man-at-arms they'd found floating in the river with Tarn'sarrow in hischest. It
seemed like so long ago, and so distant. Did hiswidow bear her grief with such dignity? Tam thought of
al the men he had killed—so many held lost al count. HEd fired hundreds of arrows at distant faces,
never knowing if they brought a man down or missed their marks. He remembered

thefind river, an ink-gray artery running through the twilight. How many men had he sent into the
darkness, and how long would they haunt his dreams?

He shook his head and looked away, redlizing that he would have to brave his dreams because he was
desperate for deep. The Fael encampment was subdued. They were making preparations to have their



archersreturn, for acompany had crossed the river with Fondor Renne. Hardly enough to turn the tide of
abattle, but welcomed al the same. The Fadl had given up their long held neutrdity in the wars of men,
and Tam wasn't sure that was agood thing.

Asthey were in the company of Cynddl, they weren't required to explain themselves or what they
wanted, and Nann, the elder, strode quickly down to greet them. Tam still thought her the most
un-Fadl-like woman he had ever seen: practica and sober where the others were exotic and filled with
mirth and mischief.

"Send word to Eber," Nann said to aman standing nearby. "Tell him hissonissafe.” She crouched
before she greeted anyone and gazed amoment at the two smal children.

"And who areyou, child?' shesadto thegirl.

"ThisisSianon," Llyasaid softly, causing Nann's eyes to grow wide. " She came out of the dark land and

doesn't speak.”
"Andyou do, | see" Nann said, glancing up at Alaan.
"It'salong gory," hesaid in answer.

Nann stood dowly, looking alittle unsteady on her feet. "l seethereismuch to tell. Come, let usfind
Eber and remake his broken heart.”

The Fadl did not look at them as they once had—Iike intrud-ers—but smiled and nodded to the strangers
asthey passed. There was papable relief that Cynddl had survived. They did not want to lose their most
gifted story finder and heir of Rath. A young woman brought him a bouquet of white flowers, which
Cynddl re-ceived gracioudy.

"White flowers," Fynnol said. "Doeswhite signify love or per-hapsthat you owe that young lady money?*

Cynddl smiled, hisancient face showing itstrue youth. "Red signifieslove, but we would never give red
flowers after a battle where much blood was shed. White flowers are often given to astory finder
because they sgnify high purpose and contemplation.”

"They will bring you wild roses, Fynnol," Tam said, "signifying no purpose and thoughtl essness.”

"Would you leave the wit to me, Cousin?' Fynnol said. "I have kindly |eft the heroics to you and try never
towak on your turf."

"Isthat what you do in the north?" Alaan asked, hismood lift-ing. "Nestly divide your areas of
endeavor?'

"Y es, Baore gets feats of slent strength and loyalty; Cynddl "high purpose and contemplation,’ asyou've
heard; wit and the ad-miration of women are my province; and Tarn, obvioudy, gets hero-ics, likethe
daying of sorcerersand such.”

"Who does the common work?" Nann asked, "like hunting and cooking and gathering firewood?"
"Cynddi!" the Vademen dl said a once, and laughed.

"And after he's cooked supper, and cleaned dl the dishes,” Fyn-nol said, "if were satisfied with his
efforts, welet himtdl astory.”

Eber appeared from behind atent, striding toward them asfast as hisancient legswould go. Tears



immediately appeared, and Llya sprinted forward and threw hisarms around his father's neck. For along
moment they remained motionless, Eber crouching with hisarms wrapped around the smdl boy, hiseyes
tightly closed, tears glittering in his beard like frost on snow.

"| thought I'd lost you," Eber said at |ast, his voice bresking a litie
"No, Father," Llyasaid, hisface fill buried in hisfather's beard. "1 knew just where | was."

Eber's eyes sprang open. Unwrapping his sons arms from around his neck, he gazed into the boy's
seriousface.

"Llya" he whispered, "you spoke..."
The boy nodded. "Thewhisperer intheriver didit."
"He gaveyou your voice... ?'

Alaan crouched down so that he was on the same height as Eber and his son. "Llyamade abargain with
Wyrr—atemporary bargain. Wyrr went back into the river, but he left LIyawith avoice.

Eber could not hide his horror. He gripped his son by the shoulders and gazed into his eyes. "He's gone?'
he said to the child. "The whisperer isgone?’

Llyanodded. "Yes, but heleft hisstoriesin my head.”

Eber looked confused.

"Memories, | think he means” Alaan said, hisvoicefull of concern.

"But heisonly achild,” Eber said. "The memories of a sorcerer were never meant for him!™

"No, they werent, but | think they'll fadeintime." Alaan's gaze cameto rest upon Llya. "I'm surethey are
ajumbleto him, with-out meaning. From my own experience | know that imposing order on them is not
eadily done. | think achild will just forget them."

Eber clagped his son close. "Why did this have to happen to you?'

"We had to trick the soul eater and get the jewel back," Llyasaid, asthough explaining something to
another child. "Alaan had his part, and Elise hers, and | had mine. And then | made aspecid arrow by
putting it in the river, and Tarn used it to kill Hafydd, who is aso caled Caibre, and that is how wewon
thewar."

Tarn laughed at this outpouring, unable to stop himsdlf. "It isas good an explanation as you will find, until
Cyndd! turnshishand toiit, | suppose. But even his story will not have more charm.”

"You dl look fatigued beyond measure,” Nann said.

"| think were more hungry than tired,” Cynddl said. He looked down at the girl child. "And this child
must est and drink, and find her voice."

She il squinted at the light and looked more than alittle ap-prehensive. Tarn wondered what the girl
wasthinking. Did she re-member anything from al the long years she had spent inside

Death's kingdom? Could shetdl them, at last, what lay beyond the gate?



/ will gointo the river, Tarn thought. He'd learned that much on thisjourney. There would be no dark
gate for him; his story would be added to theriver's.

A high, squeaking sound pierced the air, and Ka gppeared, wheded by the silent Ufrra, aboy walking at
hisside. Unlike the otherswho had traveled to the Id e of Waiting, thistrio looked un-harmed, almost
refreshed.

"Kilydd!" Alaan exclaimed. "1t must have been you who brought everyone home."

"It was |.Wewere hiding on the bank and saw Toren Renne and Eber, and all those you left behind. We
loaded them dl into our boat, and | still don't understand how, but we returned here more quickly than |
would have thought possible.”

"Theriver has many branches, my friend, and no two the same."
"Soitissad."The two men joined hands, their eyes meeting for amoment.

Tarn couldn't imagine what they were thinking, these two an-cient men, their memories stretching back
into another age of the world. What journeys these two had shared!

"And whereis Sighthand?' Kai asked suddenly, looking around.
"Gone," Alaan said softly. "Into theriver at last.”

Kai touched the fingers of one hand to hisforehead. "I tore him from his quiet life to go seeking you in the
Stillwater. It was my doing.”

"Orlem was awarrior, Kilydd. He chose this cause. And who better than Slighthand knew the dangers?
He had served Caibre and Sianon, then was the companion of Sainth'stravelsfor many years."

"Y es, he understood the dangers..." Kai's voicetrailed off. "But he has gone into danger so many times
and returned un-harmed.”

"Even Sighthand'sluck had to run out,” Alaan said. "Don't blame yoursdlf. Certainly Orlem wouldn't
blameyou, Kilydd, I'm sure of that.”

The man in the barrow looked up a Alaan. "I am Kilydd no more. Kai, they call mein thisage. No one
remainswho saw the armies of Sanon and Caibre and lived through all the years of this age while the
children of Wyrr deptintheriver. | am done.”

"And for thisyou should be honored. If | have my way you will be an outcast no more, Kai."

Three ridersin Renne blue came into the camp, accompanied by Fael guards. They wereled to Alaan,
where they dismounted and bowed.

"Areyou Alaan?" the captain asked.
"l am."

"Lady Beatrice and Lord Toren invite you to join them, if youwould," the captain said. "They have
pitched pavilions by theriver." He gestured south. "They have dso asked meto find the men who felled
Hafydd, for they would give them their thanks."

Alaan glanced over at Tarn and the others. "Maybe deep will haveto wait."



The Renne guards had brought horses with them, and even though it was but ashort walk, they dl rode
to the Renne camp. On the way they passed the spontaneous fair that had grown up beside theriver.
Men-at-arms were returning from the battlefield on the eastern shore, dl of them welcomed and given
drink and food. Women were searching anxioudy among the men disem-barking from boats, and many
an unself-conscious reunion took place.

They entered anarrow, tree-lined lane that ran aong beside the river. Not far off, aflock of crows
swarmed from tree to tree, and in amoment a solitary figure appeared. Hed lost his great hat, but
Crowheart met them still wearing hisleather coat festooned with the treasures his crows had brought him.
Helooked out at them from behind hisinky beard, and smiled, deep crow's-feet gppear-ing at the
cornersof hiseyes.

"And whereisit you go, Master Crowheart?' Alaan asked.

He gestured with agtaff. "Thereis ill much to be seen inthisworld. | have concentrated too much of my
effortin one areg, of late," he said.

"Beware," Alaan said, leaning upon his pomme and smiling down at the traveler. "If you are descended
from Sainth, you might never settle”

"And was Sainth unhappy with hislot?

The smilewavered on Alaan'sface. "Sometimes.”

"But | suppose the same can be said of men who spend dl their daysin one place.”
"Y ou can be sure of that," Fynnol joined in.

"Then | will take my chances. Fare wdll, Alaan,” Crowheart said. Then he made bow to the others.
"Perhaps | will cometo the north one day and vist the lakes."

"Y ou would bewelcome," Tarn said.

He sduted them with his aff and set off, his company of crows crying and fluttering from treeto tree.
Tarn and his companions watched him go, until he stepped off the road, no doubt to avoid the festivities
ahead.

"Well, we shdl not meet another likethat,” Cynddl said.

"What will become of him?' Fynnol wondered. "He seemsto belong nowhere."
"I'm afraid you'reright, Fynnol," Alaan said.

"Maybe heislike Cynddl's people,” Baore said, "at home everywhere."

"My people are at home because we carry our village with us," Cynddl responded. "Crowheart has no
possessions and only hisnoisy crows for companions.”

"And yet, even acrow findsamate and makes anest oneday," Alaan said. "We might hope the samefor
Rabd."

They spurred their horses on. Acrosstheriver, the pyre still burned, adark pillar of smokerisng into the
sky. Tarn couldn't bear the Sight of it, and thought how easily he could be there, among the silent dead,
staring empty-eyed at the smoke stained sky.



The Renne camp wasin afield behind aline of trees. Pavilions had been pitched in the shade, and guards
formed an dmost solid ring around the area. Over the pavilions, bannersfluttered, black swanswinging
acrossthe sky blue.

They were led past the guards and into the presence of Lady Betrice, who rested beneath a spreading
oak. Immediately, she rose from her chair to greet them, and Toren Rennejoined her. Hisarmwasin a
ding, and hisface was pasty-pale, but he seemed oth-erwise unharmed by his ordedl.

"So hereisthe mysterious Alaan,” she said. "Toren tels me you have been the prime mover inthis
war—the enemy of Hafydd and his ... dlies”

"I have been the enemy of Hafydd, but so have many others. Lord Toren, Lady Elise, Lady Llyn, my
friendsfrom the north. Cynddl,oftheFael ."

"Yes" shesad, regarding Alaan's companions. "I understand that I've met them, though they were
costumed at thetime."

"It was Tarn, I'm told, who brought down Hafydd, in the end,” Toren said.
Lady Beatricetook Tarn by the hands. "My family owes you a great debt.”

"It wasjust alucky arrow,” Tam said. "And it would never have even reached him, if Alaan and Elise
hadn't been taking up dl hisattention.”

"Modesty isavirtue," she said, and kissed Tam on the cheek, "but such deeds should not go
unrecognized. Weve been told that you began your journey to acquire horses..." She nodded to Toren,
who waved his good hand at someone. From behind a pavilion came grooms leading four horses—and
what horses they werel

"These are the finest saddle horsesin our stables,” Toren said. " Swift and of admirable temperament. Of
courseif you would rather horsesfor thetourney, | can offer you others.”

"Wearen't men-at-arms,” Tam said. "We're just travelers, too
far from home." He bowed to Lady Bestrice and Lord Toren. "Thisisagenerous gift."

"Hardly abeginning,” Lady Bestrice said. ™Y ou will each st with mefor atime and tell me what morewe
might do for you. And Prince Michagl has something in mind for you aswell. He said he traveled far with
you and assures me that your part in dl of thiswas great.”

Shele goof Tam'shandsand took thehandsof eechintum, kiss-ing them on both cheeks. "Y ou | remember,” she
said to Baore. "Y ou were agiant then, and your stature has only increased. Thank you."

Her amile turned amost mischievous when she stood before Fynnal. "When last we met you were a
highwayman, and now look what's become of you!"

"After what I've seen, maam, | shall be most happy to return to my former trade.”

"Stealing kisses, wasn't it?" Lady Beatrice laughed. "Wdll, | reemove my former ban. Y ou may sted dl
the kisses you can bear. And you may have aplacein my hal for al therest of your days, if you wish.
Y our wit would be welcome.™

"| thank you, Lady Beatrice, though | fear I'velost my wit. | fed nothing but aterrible sorrow, and loss.”

"Soweadl fed, good Fynnol, but that will passin time, and our laughter will return. | have not seena



winter yet that spring did not fdlow.”

She came next to Cynddl. "Ruadan? Of the magic pipes, | think."

Cynddl gave asmall bow of acknowledgment.

Lady Beatrice kissed his cheeks. "But it is not you who captured the heart of alady, I'm told?’
Cynddl glanced a Tarn.

L ady Bestrice pretended not to notice. "Y ou are honored among your people,” she said. "And we would
be honored to have you ply your art beneath our roof. Thereisagresat story to tell, now, and I've only
heard parts of it."

"It will take me sometimeto find, then order it dl, but when | do, Lady Betrice, | shal be most happy
to cometo Castle Renne and tell the tale of the SwansWar."

"l look forward to it."

More gifts were brought then. Mail and helmsfrom Toren Renne, shields and swords from Fondor. Lord
Kd sent them sad-dles and tack, dl of the finest craftsmanship. Ladies gave them bolts of fabric and
clothing fit for noblemen. Such richeswere never seeninthe Vae—not al in one place, anyway—and
the Vae-men were overwhel med.

Minstrels played, and atable was set beneath the branches so that the travelers could rest and eat and
daketheir thirgt. The late afternoon wore on to evening, and the sun plunged into the west-ern hills,
turning the sky into apoal of red. There was amurmur among the Renne by theriver, where boats were
il landing and departing, and then aghostly form appeared in the last light. Tarn jumped up from the
table, as everyone stared.

"Hlise?' hesad.

"Tarn," she answered, her voice so soft he could barely hear. Without seeming to notice the others, she
came and buried her face againgt the Vaeman, her hands gently on his chest. She seemed smdll and
fragile to him as hetook her in hisarms, and she was cold as awinter stream.

"Areyou... healed?' Tarn asked.

"Asmuch as| can be" shesaid. And then she pulled gently away. "I have something | must do." She
turned to the others, her eyes, like moons, unsettling everyone. "Alaan ... if youwould go withme."

Alaan nodded immediately, not even asking where or why. They were on horsesin amoment and riding
off. Tarn stood watching them go, unable to hide his distress, then he redlized that Baore stood beside
him, looking just as unhappy. The big Vaeman put ahand on Tarn's shoulder and tried to smile at him.
For amoment the two friends regarded each other and turned back to the table. There was no animosity
inthe look Baore had given him, just a

sense of loss and sadness. Tarn wondered if Baore understood that Wyrr had given his daughter this
gift—that men would serve her out of love—but that it came with aprice: sheloved nonein return. The
heart didn't care much for truth, Tarn thought. Baore might harbor hopes despite what he knew.

"What will the Renne do now that the war isover?' Fynnol asked, trying to pick up the thread of the
conversaion.



"Thewar isnever over here" Kel growled. "We have been fighting the Willsfor generations—"

"And it istime we stopped,” Toren interrupted. He hadn't said much their entire visit, and Tarn suspected
hewasin pan.

"Youtried to put an end toit, cousin," Kel said, "but there was awar anyway. Thereisalesson there.”

"Y es, and the lesson is that Menwyn was not the man we should have been dealing with, nor wasthe late
Prince of Innes. Lord Car-ra and Prince Michael are men of great integyrity.”

"I think youreright," Fondor said quily, "butwhet of thar sons? Thel r grandsons? This feud has skipped a
generation before, but it islike afirein the forest that goes underground. It smolders there, somdimesfar
years thengingsup agan. Wemight havepescedur-ing our lifetimes, but the feud will not go away. It never
I,mll

"It isbut an echo of an ancient feud," Cynddl said, "going back to a struggle between sorcererswho were
born before the moun-tainsformed. It'sa story one can find in some form or other the en-tire length of
the Wynnd."

Toren'sjaw giffened. "1 won't accept that thisis some affliction of the Wynnd Valey—a pestilence that
abidesin the soil. We haveto makeanend to it.”

"And how do you propose to make alasting peace?’ Fondor asked.
"Itisdl amatter of what we arewilling to give up,” Toren said.

Dease woke just after dusk, and went unsteadily out of histent, into the cooling air of evening. A faint
wash of color gill hunginthe

western sky, and the brighter stars appeared overhead. Dease tried to shake off the deep that clung to
him, hismind fuzzy and histemper foul. He had washed and changed out of his smoking clothes, esten a
little, and fallen adeep. The wholejourney on the river seemed like anightmare to him now. He
remembered the monster in the chamber. How could that have been redl? But it was. Dease had seen
too much that was strange and would be unbeliev-able to anyone who did not see it themselves. It made
him fed alit-tle mad—Iike Toren'sfather, afraid of the darkness because of the visons he saw.

"Dease?' His cousin emerged from the shadow of atree.
"Fondor! Areyouwd|?'

"Unharmed, but for amass of bruises. Hardly worth amen-tion." Helooked off acrosstheriver to the
gtill-burning pyre. Dark smoke twisted up, then bent south like adark river among the sars.

"The casuaties were many?' Dease asked.

"Y es, though we lost few among our own family. Menwyn Willswaskilled, and Vast seemsto have
escaped. | don't know how. Many among the dead were burned beyond recognition, but VVast's armor
wasdidinctive"

"WEell find him soon enough.”

"Yes, | suppose.” Fondor il stared at thefire. "Dease, when Samul thought he was being taken to his
execution he asked for you. When he learned that you had gone off he told me that you were part of the
plot to kill Toren. He said that you had redlized it was Arden in the window, and wouldn't shoot, which



was when Beld knocked you sensdless, then killed Arden, believing it was Toren.”
Dease took a deep breath.

"Don't say anything," Fondor interrupted. "I have only one question for you. Are you athreet to Toren or
any other Renne?'

Dease closed his eyes. He wanted to weep though he didn't un-derstand why. "No," he said with
difficulty. "I'mnot."

"Not even if Toren seeks peace with the Wills?*

"He has my blessing to do whatever hethinksisright. | will not oppose himinword or deed.” Dease did
fed tearson his cheeksthen.

"That's al the answer | need," Fondor said.
"Who € se knows of Samul's accusation?' Dease asked.

"Lady Beatrice. No one else. Toren has asked for our presence within the hour. A council of some sort.”
Fondor turned and started to walk away.

"Fondor?' Dease said, stopping his cousin. "What will you tell Lady Besgtrice?"
"That | confronted you with Samul's accusation and that you denied it. | will say | believed you."
"But thet in't thetruth.”

" She has had enough pain, Dease. Enough disappointment. Within the hour, Cousin. Don't be late.” And
he walked off into the gathering dark. For along while Dease stood looking at the flames on the distant
shore. Later hewould say that the smoke stung his eyes, though that was not the truth either.

Lord Carral wondered if hewould ever hear music in the night sounds again. The frogs sang. Theinsects
hummed. Wind stirred and murmured deepily in the trees. None of these things en-chanted him asthey
once had. He had heard music in everything— once

Darkness had falen. He could tell by the cooling air. Carrd walked alonein Llyn's garden, histhoughtsa
jumble. He had lost his heart, there was no doubt of that. But the woman he had lost it to wasless
certain. Oh, sheloved him, that was certain, but there was another. She had never said it, but Carral
wasn't utterly fool-ish with love. Sheloved Toren Renne as much as sheloved him. Perhaps more.

Lord Carrd had so many different reactionsto thisthat he could not keep them straight. Heloved Llyn
utterly and could un-
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derstand why anyone would fed the same—even someone young and imposing, like Toren. Of course
Toren had never seen LIyn. Or perhaps it would be more accurate to say that she had never a-lowed
Toren to see her and likely never would. To Carra, who had never seen another human being, this
obsession with another's ap-pearance was incomprehensible. He had spent hislife among the sighted,
and had often been surprised to find men attentive to the most tedious women, only to betold that they
were beautiful. But thisrefusa actudly to be in the same room with someone did seem arather large
impediment to amarriage. Toren might fed the same way.

But then LIyn might have been waiting for Toren to declare himsdlf, to tell her that the burnsthat had



forced her into exile within Castle Renne meant nothing to him. And perhaps that was the truth.

Carral shook his head. His mind seemed to whirl through a cycle of thoughts over and over again, to no
avall. Thiscycle of thoughtsled him to one conclusion over and over again. LIyn would never marry him
while there was hope that Toren felt toward her as she did toward him.

He should have felt anger toward or resentment of Toren—hisriva for LIyn's affections—but he wasn't
surethat Toren was even aware of thisrivary. The young nobleman certainly wasn't acting like aman
who felt threatened by some other. He went about his business as though this never entered his thoughts,
vigting LIyn with the same infrequency that he apparently aways had.

Nor did Carral fed any anger or resentment toward LIyn. In truth, he felt pity for her. She wastortured
by thisdivison of loy-dties, by her lovefor two men.

But | am the one who loves her utterly, Carral thought. She must see that. She was sighted, after all.
He stopped suddenly. Someone hovered afew feet away; he could hear their breathing

"Father?" The voice was so small he could barely make out the word.

"Father?' the voice said again, no stronger.

"Hise?'

Footsteps sounded on the gravel, but they were not Elises— were they? Shewasin hisarms, damp and
musky, as though she had come out of theriver. Her hair was cold and moist, amass of uncombed curls.
He breathed in the scent of her dl the same, felt her in hisarms, thin and fragile.

"You-are-dive, you-are-alive, you-are-dive," he said over and ove.

They did not move for the longest time, but stood holding each other close. Carrd drank in her presence,
fet thear movein and out of her lungs. He thought he could amost fed the beeting of her heart.

"Father... I'm sorry | didn't send word that | was dive, but—"

"Y ou never need gpologize to me, Elise. Y ou wouldn't have doneit without good reason.”

They were slent again for atime.

"I must go away again,” Elise whispered, her voice laden with regret.

"Will you be gonefor long? I've missed you s0."

Elise pulled back alittle, so she could see hisface, Carra thought. "Thereis no place for me here—"
"But welll go back to Braidon Castle . "

"l can't go back." She drew him near again, pressing her cheek against his chest as she had when she was
achild.

"But Elise, | will take up my place asthe head of our family. | will need your help. And you are my
har—"

"l renounce thisfoolishness," she said emphatically. "Thereis no throne, Father. There never will be. |
can't live here among our people. Too many know what | have done—what 1've become. | made a



bargain with anagar, father. Thereisno going back.”
Carra felt tears, not just at what she said but at the despair in her voice. "Where will you go?!

"North, to ahouse on theriver. It isaplace where | might heal, and there are two children there who will
need my guidance.

"Il vist you thereif youll let me."

"I would and gladly, but it isahidden place. A place you can-not find."
"A place only Alaan might travel?" he said.

"Alaan, and afew others.

"Will we never betogether again?"

"I hope wewill. Well see wheretheriver takes us." She kissed his cheek with great tenderness, then
drew away. Hefet theloss of her the moment she left his embrace—a most more than he could besr.

"I have brought you something,” she said, her voice barely more than awhisper. She placed an object in
hishands.

Carrd ran hishands over it quickly. "It isamask.”
e

"Why isit wet?'

"It hasbeenintheriver."

"And what am | to do with it?"

"Itisnot for you, father. It isfor Lady Llyn—agift of the nagar. If she will wesr it, and not removeit, her
scarswill be hedled." Elise paused. "Shewill be whole again—beautiful.”

"Ahh," Carrd said softly, but hisfirst thought was, then why would she love a blind man like me? She
would marry Toren, cer-tainly. He turned the mask over in his hands. These thoughts were unworthy of
him, he redlized. He should be overjoyed that L1yn could be healed.

"I would do the same for you, Father, but you did not lose your sight. Y ou were born without it. It cannot
be restored.”

"It doesn't matter. | have been blind my wholelife. It isn't ahardship. But if Lady LIyn can be hedled...”
Hisvoice disap-peared, suddenly.

Elise stepped forward and embraced him again. She kissed him. He could fedl how hard it wasfor her to
release him. There was that, at |least.

He heard her stepson the gravel.
"Higd"
The steps stopped. "Y es?"

"Y ou have given up everything to fight thiswar—" Helost hisvoice, emotion seding it away.



"I am the daughter of Carral Wills. How could | have done less?' Her footsteps retreated through the
garden, growing more and more distant as though she had passed through awall and out into the hostile
world beyond.

He collapsed onto alow stone bench and wept like achild. No. He'd wanted to say. Your strength came
from your mother, but it was too late, too late to say so many things.

Forty-seven

Dease entered the ballroom. He had not been there since the costume ball that ended the Westbrook
Fair—and began so much ese. There wasfurniturein there, now, as there was much of the year. Tapers
cast their warm glow over the gathered masses. acrowd of his cousins and aunts and uncles. They were
asubdued lot, even somber. Escaping destruction by the Wills and their alieswould do that, Dease
thought. Almost none of them knew the true story. That would have sobered them for some years.

"Dease! Returned and looking hale," an uncle said, clapping him on the back. And then in amoreintimate
tone. "Do you have any ideawhat thisisin ad of 7'

"I haven't, Uncle. | was sent amessage that Toren wanted to see me most urgently.”

"Ah. Well, here's Toren. Perhaps he will have the goodness to ex-plain why we are here on this night of
dl nights”

A hush of expectation fell as Toren entered. He was followed by a scribe and severd servants bearing
boxes of what appeared to be

paper, documents of some sort. Behind them al came Lady Bea-trice. The boxeswere set on along
trestletable.

"Wadl, Cousin," someone said, "it is comforting to know that you love usal so well that you have asked
us here while leaving so many others uninvited. Yet | can't hep but notice that we are the Renne most
closdy related to you. A coincidence, I'm sure.”

"Asyou suspect, Cousin,” Toren said. "It isno coincidence. Wedl liein the succession from my father
to ... well, | will get to that." Toren took afew paces acrossthe end of the large room, gathering his
thoughts. He was dressed in somber clothes and wore a black velvet ribbon around hisarm. He had lost
no immediate family member in the battle, though numerous men and women present were not so lucky,
and they wore the eaborate black clothing of mourning.

"Let me begin by saying that if anyone realized how close the Renne have just cometo utter defest there
would be no celebration going on this night. The feud between Wills and Renne dmost brought to ruin
more than our own fortunes.”

"Sowhy isthereaWills4ill living in this castle?" someone called out.

"A good question,” Toren said. "And the answer isthat heisthe future of acontinuing peace with the
Wills"

There was some murmuring among the thirty or so Renne present, but no one would say more. Carral
Wills was respected even there, and he was the guest of Lady Bestrice, whose presence prevented any
more criticism.

Dease closed his eyes, and felt something inside grow still and cold. Toren wastaking about LIyn. Liyn.



"Y ou tried to make peace with the Wills before thiswar broke out, Cousin,” awoman said. "We know
that it isn't possble.”

"I think it ispossble” Toren sad. "Intruth, it isessentid.”
There was the briefest sillence while people absorbed this.

"Carrd Willsmight be aman of honor," Dease's uncle offered, "and he might uphold a peace between us,
but what of his grand-children? Will they?"

SX'S
"They will if they're Renne."

This caused a little whispering, some quizzical looks. More than one person glanced at Dease as
though he might have an ex-planation.

"Most of us have heard the rumor that Lord Carral has fallen under the spell of one of the ladies of the
castle. No need to name which one. Even if they were to have children, his daughter liesin the succession
claimed by her family. And subsequent children would be pushed aside.”

"Lady Elise has renounced her family's claims. Sheisleaving the old kingdom this night, and | don't expect
we will see her again for many years."

The Renne were looking one to another, uncomfortable with where this discussion appeared to lead.

"Let us stop being coy," one woman said caustically. "If Lord Carral and Lady Llyn have children, they will
be raised among the Wills. Their children will be of that family and forget any allegiance to the Renne. And
what has al thisto do with us?'

Toren looked up at the crowd then, determination burning in his eyes. Dease had seen thislook
before many a tournament.

"I am proposing this. No. That is not strong enough. We have only one path to continued survival: the
Renne and the Wills must be joined into one family. Lady LIyn must be made the legal heir to Renne
aspirations.”

Theroom fell utterly silent. Dease looked around at the stunned faces, his precious relatives staring,
dlack-jawed, at the madman be-fore them.

Dease took a deep breath. If he had learned one thing in these past weeks it was that he was unworthy of
Llyn'sfavor. Hetook a step forward. "If that is what the documents are for,” Dease said loudly, "I will sign
away my claimsin the succession." He walked up to the table. "Whereisaquill and ink?"

"I won't sign such adocument,” alady said firmly, "nor will | stay here and listen to this"—the woman
glanced over at Lady Bea-trice and decided to choose her words more carefully— "proposal .”

"Why?' Dease said, turning on the woman, unable to hide hisanger. "Do you think you will one day
come to the throne? There is no throne, and you are so far down the list of succession that nei-ther you
nor your children will ever sit at the head of the Rennetable. Toren is offering aresolution to our
dilemma. The child of LIyn and Lord Carra would be the head of both houses. There would be no
hatred to fuel our feud."

"Such achild would beaWills," someone called out angrily.
"No. The child would be aRenne-Wills," Toren said. "The child of both houses."
"But itissaid that Lady Llyn loves another,” awoman argued. Which caused Lady Bestrice to shift



uncomfortably in her chair.

This stopped Toren for amoment, and Dease wondered if he had an answer. "Her heart has changed,”
he said softly.

"But why not aunion between you and Elise Wills?' awoman wondered. "That would make giving up
our clams unnecessary."

"Llynand Lord Carrd will bring peace, | believe," Toren said dmost sadly. "Lady Eliseand | are only
suited for war."

Fondor had said nothing until this point, but now he stepped forward. "Only Toren ismaking a sacrifice,
for heisthe heir of Renne aspirations. Therest of usare only giving up adream. | will give up adream

for peace."

"Aswill 1," said Kel. "And if more of you had fought in the re-cent battles, you would not be hesitating as
you are now. In truth you are sgning away nothing. Signing away nothing for achance at lasting peace. |
would take that chance in hopes that my sonswould not givetheir livesto afeud they did not make."

"I will Sgn your papers,” one of Toren's cousins said. She was dressed in black, her face amask of
anguish. "'l havelost one son thisday. | would give up anything to save othersthis sorrow.”

Toren's secretary found the appropriate document. She signed, and Dease acted asfirst witness, Lady
Bestrice as second witness. The woman's hand trembled alittle as she wrote her name, but her resolve
wasfirm. Her husband signed after her, though he said nothing and met no one'seye.

Fondor and Kel both signed their documents without hesita- tion, showing solidarity among the
men who had fought. Two oth-ers who had fought in the battle came forward, embracing Toren first, then
signing away their claims.

Dease felt the whole enterprise balanced on a sword's edge. If one person refused, all would be lost. Toren
had shown great in-sight to gather everyone together in one room. They could see the others committing
themselves to this course. Anyone who refused would be remembered as the one who had thwarted a
chance for peace, and all subsequent deathsin battle with the Wills would be laid at that person's doorstep.

As each person signed, the pressure on those remaining in-creased. Dease thought all would be for naught,
asinthe end a par-ticularly stupid aunt and uncle refused to sign. But the rest of those present surrounded
them and bullied them into signing. It wasn't quite the way Dease had hoped it would go, but everyone
signed.

Toren signed last—the only one who really signed away any rights—and, though he didn't hesitate, Dease
thought hisface went alittle pale.

"Itisdone” Toren said as he blotted his signature. "Lady Llynis now the heir to all Renne claims and
effectively head of the family— Llyn and her children after her."

Lady Beatrice came forward and kissed him on both cheeks, her pride unspoken but hidden from no one.
Dease found he had to sit down. He beckoned a servant and asked for wine, and when it came
he drained his glassin one draught. It didn't help. He had lost everything he once valued, and this night he
had lost twice, though neither had been histo possess.

/ have given up my hopes, hethought. Let some good come of it.

Forty-eight



Lady Beatrice stood with her hand upon the stack of documents, looking alittle uncertain. Toren pushed
open the shutters, letting the night air spill in over the windowsill.

"Nothing like this has ever been done in the long history of the Renne. Thirty-one people gave up their claim
to the throne, al in one night. | fear come morning there will be some who regret this decision."

"Too late. Itisdone," Toren said. He closed his eyes and let the cool air bathe his face.

"Not quite done. There is one more person who must agree to this course. | expect you'll want me to speak
to her?'

"No. | will do thismyself, Mother."
"Y ou should have spoken to her before you did this."

"She wouldn't have agreed. But now. ... | have some leverage." Toren turned away from the
window and gazed at his mother standing in the light of a chandelier. Her face seemed flushed in the
candles warm light. "I will tell you honestly, Mother, | would rather face the servants of Death than wound
Llyn."

"Itisnot awound. It isrelease. She will be free to give her love to Carral Wills, who loves her with al his
open heart. You are all that stops her."

Toren nodded.

"You are giving up agreat deal this night, my son," Lady Beatrice said. "First your position in the family,
now the adoration of awoman whom | respect more than almost any other. Who will you be in the
morning?"

"I will be the champion of Lady Llyn and Carral Wills and of their children—that isif they will let me."

"| think they will consider it an honor."

"Then | have one last task this night." Toren bowed to his mother and turned toward the
door.

"Toren?' Lady Bestrice said, stopping himin histracks. "It will be more difficult than you know, giving up
your position. People will till look to you for leadership, for answers."

"I know, but | will not undermine LIyn and Lord Carral. Their authority must be paramount. Too
much depends on it."

Llynwas surprised to have avisitor at this hour, let alone Toren saying that it was most urgent. L1yn stood
in the garden beneath the shadows of alace maple, the silhouette of Toren visible above. She thought him
beautiful evenin this poor light, his bearing noble without being proud. It was one of the things she loved
about him.

For a second she glanced down at the golden mask she held in her hands. It was still wet and did not seem
to dry. Just the thought of it stole her breath away.

"You are hurt," Lynn said.
"I've sustained greater wounds in tournaments, if truth istold. A few dayswill see me whole."
"l am glad of that."

Toren fell silent, and LIyn sensed he had some news that he did not want to give. Someone has died! she
thought suddenly.

"Y ou have something to tell me," she prompted.



"Y es,"Toren admitted. "I have come from a council with news." He drew himself up alittle. "I have
renounced my claimsto the mythical throne and will no longer sit at the head of the Renne council table."

"Oh," Llyn said as though she'd been pinched. "I suppose | should not be surprised. Dease, then,
has taken up your duties?"

"No, Dease has signed away his own claims, as have severa others."

"What in this strange world is going on beyond my garden? Who isthe titular head of the Renne
now?"'

"You, Llyn."
Shelaughed. "It islate for jokes, Cousin,” she chided.
"Itisnot ajoke, Llyn. It'sthe truth. We have all given up our place in the succession in favor of you."

A cool wind seemed to blow through her. She felt as though she balanced upon a precipitous ledge and
dared not look down. "Thisis not right. No one spoke to me of this."

"Y ou would have refused.”
"I do refuse,” she said hastily. "1 will not accept this responsibility.”

"Even if it means the end of our feud with the Wills and peace for our children and their children after
them?"

Llyn sat down upon the small bench beneath the tree. "Cousin, please..." she pleaded. "Y ou can't ask this
of me™"

"And | won't, if you insigt, but let me ask you this. Do you love Carral Wills?"'

She glanced down at the mask she still held in her hands, then up at the obscured silhouette of Toren
Renne. Her mouth went dry, and the words evaporated.

She loved them both—Carral and Toren. She also knew why Toren was asking this question. And she
knew what answering it would mean.

"Llyn?' Toren said softly. "l love you as asister, but Lord Car-ral ... helovesyou as you deserve to be
loved." Toren took aquick breath. "Y our children will be the heirs of both our houses—Renne and Wills.
They will be our hope for peace.”

She felt herself nod, and glanced down again at the mask she turned in her hands. But | will be healed, she
thought. You will be able to look upon me without pity or revulsion. You might even think me...
beautiful .

She knew these thoughts were not worthy of her—but she could not deny her feelings. Shame. She had felt
shame all her life. Shame that she was a monster. That people couldn't look upon her with-out horror.

"We are asking a great sacrifice, | know. But peace LIyn. ... Isit not worth any sacrifice?
Shefdt herself nod. "Yes," she whispered, the single word sounding like afinal judgment.
"Of course, if you don't love Lord Carral," Toren said, "then you should refuse.”

"I do love him," she said, and turned her gaze up. She could just see Toren through the leaves, his perfect
frame dark against the light spilling from within. How long had he embodied everything she hoped for? Too

long, apparently.



"Then you will accept this?' Toren asked.

"Lord Carral has not asked for my hand."

Toren seemed a bit surprised. "Perhaps he needs to be sure of your feelings for him."
"Perhaps.”

"May | tell Lady Beatrice that you have agreed?”

"1 will speak with her mysdlf."

Toren nodded. "Llyn... ?1 owe you thanks. | know how diffi-cult thiswill be for you."
"No you don't," LIyn whispered to herself.

Toren hesitated a second. "Good night to you, Cousin."

"Andyou," she answered.

Llyn sat for awhile after Toren had gone, feeling more hollow than the mask she turned over and over. All
her hopes for so many years had centered on Toren, as foolish as they had been. She had always known
that, but her feelings were stronger than her reason. Just a brief moment in his company was all it took to
fan them back

to flames. And now would the flames go out? She didn't know. She hoped that they would—and that they
would not.

Rising, LIyn went inside and found Lord Carral sitting by an open window. Without aword she dipped into
his lap and pressed her face against him, her eyes closed.

Neither spoke for sometime, then Llyn said; "What isit you do?"

"I am letting the night air wash over me and indulging senti-ment, to be honest. Memories have been finding
me this evening. Memories of my wife, but of Elise most of all. With alittle effort | can recall any number
of moments—much of her life, | suspect.”

"Sheisstill dive, Carral. Y ou must remember that."

"But if I'm never with her again, is she not dead to me?'

"Y ou will be with her again. I'm sure of it."

"Why are you so sure?"

"Because shelovesyou as | do, and | can't bear to go a day without seeing you."
Carral smiled his perfect, unself-conscious smile. "Isit because I'm so handsome?"
"No, it isyour charm that | can't resist.” Shetook his hands.

"Y our hands are cold," he said.

"It isthat mask. It never dries, and it is always cool."

"Haveyou... put it on?"

"No. I'm afraid to."

"Magic is disconcerting. Thereis no doubt of that."



"True, though I'm not sure that's the reason. Will you come with me?| will tell you a story while
wewalk."

"Certainly," Carra said, and they both rose. "Whereisit we go?"

"To visit someone." She led him through her roomsto the door that opened into Castle Renne. A door
she had seldom been through.

"Your grace," her servant said, as L1yn unbolted the door.

"Itisal right,” LIyn said. "l know whereitis| go." She opened the door and led Carral out into the hall. For
amoment she could not catch her breath, but then she did.

They passed servants who started at the sight of her, but then

bowed and went on their way. Some of her cousins nodded but said nothing.
Carra squeezed her hand tightly. "LIyn," Carral whispered. "Y ou are very brave.”
"I'm not going into bettle," she said.

"No, but death is not always our worst fear.”

Sheflushed.

"Yousadyoudtel meadory..." Card sad.

"Yes. But firgt | must ask you aquestion: do you love me?”

"With dl my heart, as| have said athousand times, though rep-€tition does not seem to have made it
more believable”

"Something exceedingly strange has happened this night, and it hasto do with you and with me.”

They continued down the hall, passing people now and then, LIyn telling her story. Carra clinging tightly
to her hand, lest she dip away, as had hiswife and daughter before. Clinging likeaman to hislove, and
ghe like awoman to her husband.

Forty-nine

Toren had last been to A'brgail's small tower with his cousin Arden. He had failed, then, to convince
Arden to join the Knights of the VVow, which had surprised him at the time. It was not amys-tery,
now—Arden had been involved in aplot to take hislife. Toren closed his eyes at the memory. Hisown
cousns...

Two guards stood outside, their great, two-handed swords held point down to the ground, so that Toren
thought they looked like statuesin the dim light of dusk. They bowed to him as he dis-mounted, and one
took the reins of his horse. Toren was led into the great hall, hung with ancient banners, it by torches.
Arden had stood there, by the long table. Toren could recall him in perfect de-tail. Remembered the
strange, troubled ook on his face—quilt, he redlized now. Not long after he'd been dead, killed by one of
hisown

A door opened, and A'brgail hurried in, looking very dignified in hisgray robe.
"Lord Toren! | apologize for keeping you."



They clasped hands.

"Y ou look much recovered from our ordeal," Toren ventured.
"Asdoyou," A'brgail responded. Hislook was very solemn.

The truth was that A'brgail looked like aman who had seen too much, or had seen things that forced him
to ask difficult questions.

"And what of the others?' A'brgail asked. "Has Lady Elise been lost to us?!

"l have not seen her; nor have | had word. Perhaps she has re-turned to theriver, Gilbert. One might go
St by the bank... Stranger things have happened.”

"Sianon sacrificed hersdlf to bring down Caibre," A'brgail said softly. "I becamethedly of a
nagar—worse—a woman who bore such amonster inside her. It was the avowed purpose of my order
to see that these creatures did not return. And | becametheir aly.”

"Theworld changed, Gilbert. Without Elise Wills and your brother, Hafydd would rule these lands
now—Hafydd and the thing that dwelt insde him. Y ou did theright thing."

Toren noticed that the hilt of amassve sword lay on the table. "Sighthand's sword!" he said.

"Yes. Or at least what remains of it. Y ou have seen my guards with their two-handed swords? That isa
tradition of my order. Something we have done for centuriesin honor one of our founders, Orlem
Sighthand."

"It is gppropriate that this has cometo you," Toren said, run-ning his hand over the hilt. "I till can't
believe that | met such alegend. To think that he and Kilydd lived dl these centuries.”

"Y es. The man who now cals himsdf Kai isnot interested in any of the honors we have offered. He
would be welcomed among us, venerated even, but he will have none of it. He has moved on." A'brgail
shrugged.

"I would not give up on Kai. He might have a place among you yet." Toren took arolled paper from his
cloak and et it on the table.

"And what isthat?' the Knight asked.

"A charter,” Toren said. "Signed by mysalf and Lady Bestrice, sanctioning your order to bring peace and
safety to the roads of our lands and those of our closest dlies. | know it isasmadl sart,

Gilbert, but once the Knights of the Vow earn the trust of the peo-ple, more responsibilities will be
granted to you."

A'brgail took up the paper, dipped off the ribbon, and let it un-roll. "Don't gpologize, Lord Toren, my

order has much to prove. Our history is both glorious and shameful. Only by our actions should we be
judged." Helaid the paper on the table by the remains of Sighthand's sword. "I cannot begin to thank

you," hesaid.

"Y ou don't even need to begin,” Toren said. "I will soon be thanking you, | think." Toren smiled, then
quickly changed the sub-ject. "Now tel me again of these lost companies of Knights.”

"They wereled into the hidden lands by Orlem Slighthand to fight dongside Slighthand's people.”



Toren shook hishead. "A people dl the size of Sighthand. We had better not offend them.”
"| think they are apeaceful people, Lord Toren. That iswhy they needed our help.”

"Yes" Toren said. "We are not a peaceful people. It isthe great tragedy of our race. War isin our
blood."

"But there are more noble qualitiesin our blood aswell," A'brgaill said. "That iswhat | leaned from Elise
Wills. She struggled against that side of her. Sianon did not conquer her. If Elise Wills can do thet, then it
gives me hopefor therest of us”

Toren looked up at al the rows of banners of fallen companies. "If only my family could learn that
lesson,” he said. "But | fear hartred and vengeance will aways be so much more aluring. Reasonisathin
wall againgt the storms of passion.” He looked over at Gilbert. "Perhaps that will be your part, Gilbert.
To bethat wall of reason. To stand between the Renne and the Wills, who | fear would sink back into
their cycle of murder and revenge a the dightest provocation.”

"Judtice rather than vengeance?' Gilbert said.

"Yes, indl of itsimperfection. Let ustry that.”

Fifty

They decided to dip away at first light, and very nearly did so unnoticed. Tuath, the vision weaver, stood
by the entrance to the Fael encampment, watching them with her icy pae eyes. She seemed, though, less
ghostly that day, asthough alittle of spring's color showed through the snow.

"l hope you have no visonsto darken the road ahead?' Fyn-nol said.

"l have had novisonsat al," she answered. "It is as though we have come to adivison of the roads and
have gone awholly new way. All that lies ahead isamystery to me and might be for sometime. Luck to
you on your journey. Perhaps | will travel north with my people one spring and come seethe Vde of
Lakes. It issaid that the people there are friends to the Fael, and make them welcome.”

"Itistrue"” Tarn sad. "Bring Cynddl, if you can.”
"Andtdl him he gill owesushorses” Fynnol laughed.

They rode out of the circle of tents and adong the trail beside the Westbrook. They crossed the high,
curving bridge, then stopped to wait for Kal. Baore took the opportunity to tighten the ropes on

their packhorses, for they were going home laden with gifts. A Fael cart appeared out of the trees, the
great horselifting its feet high as though on parade. Up on the high bench sat Kai, and beside him Ufrra
and the boy named Stillman.

"Ka!" Fynnal cdled. "Have you brought our map?'

Tam remembered that Fynnol had once laughed at the idea of a map that would lead to hidden
lands—but he seemed to have for-gotten that now. Tam would have to remind him later.

"I have brought more than that!" Kai said.

Out from behind the cart, on horseback, trotted Alaan, Thea-son, and Cynddl. They seemed more
refreshed and joyful than Tam could remember, and they smiled and laughed to see their friends.



Kal passed arolled map down from the cart. "That will be the shortest path to the Vale," he assured
them.

"Do you see how Ka hasrisenintheworld,” Alaan said. "He would not take an estate from the Renne,
or ahouse from Carral Wills, but this cart and dl its contents were much to hisliking. Bet-ter than a
barrow, he thought."

"I have not lived in one place or beneath aroof for more years than most can count. A Fael tent and this
cart will suit Ufrraand me." Ka nodded to the boy beside him. "And young Stil ssemsto have hitched
himsdf to our wagon, asit were, and we are glad of it. Now | can see the lands without fedling that I'm
perpetudly on my way to adaughterhouse.”

"Wherewill you go?' Tam asked.

"South when the winter comes. Thereis seldom snow even thisfar north, but the winter is more
agreeable by the shores of the great sea”

"Comenorthin spring,” Fynnol said. "I know just the placeto pitch atentinthe Vae."
"A long journey for aman of advancing years, but perhaps | might manageit. Well see”
"And you, Alaan?' Tam asked. "Where will you go now?"'

"Into the Stillwater, to begin with. Thereis an enchantment there that needs my attention.” He tugged the
green jewd out of

the collar of hisshirt. "And the design for that spdll isin here. Theason has agreed to travel with me, so |
shdl not godone”

"Beware, good Theason,” Kal said, and not entirely in jest. "If you join the company of men who have
traveled with Sainth, you might have along life, but there will be no homefor you." He ges-tured behind
him. "Y oull belucky to havethis.

Thelittle man did not seem to think thisajest. "Theason would consder himsdlf fortunate indeed to live
asthe Fael do, but asyou know, good Kai, hisgreet joy isto see new lands. | shal be on the lookout for
any plantstha might ease your suffering.”

Cyndd! dismounted and embraced each of the Vaemen in turn. "None of us knew where the river would
take uswhen we set out. It was not ajourney without 1oss, but the gains, too, were great.” He paused,
and looked at each of them, his eyes glistening. For amo-ment his voice eluded him, but then he spoke.
"Y ou three are the friends of my heart—my brothersin arms. Y ou have each saved my life, and more
than once, and | believe | have done the same for you. None but we four and the river know what we
have been through. The story can betold, but astory isbut an artifice. A great complex of emotions,
events, thoughts, and deeds, distilled down to amouthful of words. Liketrying to imagine the river by
listen-ing to aspring.” He clapped Tarn on the shoulder. "1 will journey north in the spring and visit you.
Bewell, and hasten north, or the snowswill catch you."

Alaan handed Tam aseded letter. "For you, Tarn," he said.

The Vaeman glanced at the hand and dipped it into a pocket. Shy Theason stood back while the men
embraced, then mounted their fine horses.

"I would tell you to beware of highwaymen," Alaan said, "but it isthe highwaymen who should beware of
you."



"Therewill be no highwaymen on the paths | have laid down for them,” Ka said.

Reuctantly the Vaemen spurred their horses and set off toward the north road. Fynnal turned in his
saddle and caled out.

"People will never know what you did for them, Alaan!™/

" Nor will they know what you three have done," Alaan re-joined, raising ahand. "Fare well. Good

speed, my friends. Good speed.”

They stopped to let the horses drink from asmall stream, and be-neath the shade of atree Tarn took out
the letter Alaan had given him. His name was written on it with an e egant, dmost old-fashioned hand. He
took along breath and broke the sedl.

Dear Tarn:

Now that | am no longer a lady of property, | go off into the wildlands to take up my new position as
nurse-maid to children unlike any who have lived before. Who better to do this than a woman who
carries a sorceress in-side her?

| know it is not proper for meto say | will miss you, as we never arrived at an understanding, but |
will miss you, and will not pretend otherwise. Eber tells me that people who have once found their
way to Speaking Stone are often able to find it again, so if a desire for adventure should seize you...
Of course you have likely had enough adventure to last you for some time.

| often wonder what course events might have taken had | not leapt from the bridge that night after
the Renne ball. | feel, even now, that | had no choice, yet it isan act | regret above all others. Elise
Wills ceased to be that night, and in her place appeared a creature, young and ancient, callous and
caring. A woman divided against herself. But without the cold heart of Sianon | should never have
man-aged the things | did. And it seems that heart is not en-tirely cold, for thereisin it a warmth that
always kindles when | think of you.

Now that | have broken every rule | was taught as a young lady, | will close. That is a part of me too
—Sianon's

disdain for the conventions of polite society. Where shall such a woman find a home but in the
wildlands?

Yours utterly, Elise

Tam read the letter severd timesthrough., as he would every day during that long journey, extracting
from the few words al the meaning that he possibly could. One phrase echoed in hismind over and over:
'we never arrived at an understanding®'. He did not think that any six wordswould ever cause him
such confusion and regret. It was, he feared, truein every possible way.

Autumn in its copper glory spread across the northern forests, turning the world crimson and gold. Hights
of swans passed south, stark againgt the high blue. Three ridersleading pack animals came up the great
road, wrapped in warm cloaks against the cool morn-ing air. At thefork to the stone gate the leader
stopped.

"Let'sride out onto the bridge," Tarn said, and the others nod-ded, not needing any explanation for this
detour so close to home.

In afew moments they were above the narrow gorge where the broad, calm lakes transformed into a
racing river. None of them spoke. Tarn, Baore, and Fynnol sat on their fine horses and gazed at their
surroundings: the rocks where they hid from Hafydd's guards, the tower by Telanon Bridge risng up out



of the crimson trees; the old battlefield where they had unearthed awhetstone that had once belonged to
asorceress.

It had al begun there, where the rain streamed down from the mountains and formed ariver tothe sea. A
river fed by athousand springs and streams, that bubbled and whispered among the sunlit woods

A slver haze hung over theriver, floating the bridge on athin cloud, and the sun glanced off the stone
railings. It seemed too peaceful a place to be the wellspring for an adventure.

"Let'sgo home," Fynnal said, "and seeif anyone remembers our handsome faces."

They turned their mounts and rode back toward the stone gate. Over the clatter of horses hooves Tam
thought he heard a flutelike phrase off in the deep wood—a sorcerer thrush singing itsway south—and
he thought of Alaan, as he often did.

Hfty-one

Spring, borne on awarm breeze, flowed north from the sea, pressing back the snow and spreading a
warmth of color acrossthelands. Not far behind, the black wanderersfollowed. The trains of
horse-drawn carts appeared on the roads of the land be-tween the mountains, the exotic Fael playing
music and singing as they went as though they were the heralds of spring and hope returning.

There was much news to be spread that eventful year. The Duke of Vast had been found starving ina
herdsman's hut, and had taken hisown life. A great tremor had been felt one night, shaking the earth with
asound like thunder. An act of sorcery, some said, buit littleill came of it. Lady LIyn Renne had wed
Lord Carrd Wills, and she was with child. Though the stories that she had been seen for sometime
wearing amask of gold, and that when shere-moved it, al her burnswere hedled, were not widely
believed.

In early summer acompany of Fael came up the north road and pitched their sculpted tentsin the
meadow by Telanon Bridge. When this news reached Tarn he saddled the horse that had carried

him home, took leave of his grandfather, and rode out through the stone gate.

Cynddl greeted him as he entered the encampment, appearing younger than Tarn remembered, despite
hisgray hair and pale complexion.

"Tamlyn!" Cynddl called. "Have you cometo travel theriver?'

"Maybe oneday," Tarn answered, "but not today."

Tarn jJumped down from his horse and embraced the story finder, pounding him on the back.
"You look well," Cynddl said, asthey released each other.

"So do you. | think you've grown younger."

Cynddl laughed. "It isthe grey hair. No one can ever tell how old | redlly am. And how are Fynnol and
Baore? Wdll, | hope?!

Tarn touched ahand to Cynddl's shoulder. "I sent word to Fyn-nol, hoping you had come with the Fadl,
but Baore... Baore died thiswinter."

Cynddl's hand went to hisface. "He survived the swans war. What could befdl himintheVae?'



"Hefdl through theice crossing the lake one night. It was strange, as he knew the lakes better than
anyone. But Baore had not done well after we returned. He sank into melancholy, and though Fynnol did
everything he could to lift his mood, he dipped farther and farther into darkness."

Cyndd! closed his eyesfor amoment. "I hope your people hon-ored him as he deserved,” the Fael
whispered.

"It wasafunerd filled with slence,” Tarn said. "Baore said little in life and we paid tribute to him in kind.
Without aword being spoken, we poured Baore's ashes into theriver, and they were borne away like a
cloud on thewind."

"| thought we were dl safe after Hafydd went on the pyre," Cynddl said softly. "But Baore never
recovered after he met the nagar. | would have done anything to save him, but sometimes aman can be
drowning in sight and can't be saved.” He turned away for amoment, mastering hisfedlings.

"I'm sorry to bring you this news, Cynddl."
Sean RusHl
"Dont gpologize. Bad newswill find itsway, my people say. It spoilsmy own tidingsalittle.”

Tuath appeared across the green then, walking toward them, awinter spirit not yet banished by the
change of season. She smiled at Tarn and took his handsin the Fagl way. Then shetook Cynddl's hand
in her own with both pleasure and familiarity.

Cynddl looked very happy and proud. "Wewed on New Y ear's Day—"
"Beneath a canopy, in the snow," Tuath said. "We thought it would be gppropriate, somehow."

"W, congratulationsto you both!" Tarn said, shaking Cynddl by the hand and kissing Tuath on the
cheek. "But will you gtill go about the world collecting stories?!

"WereFad," Tuath said, shrugging. "It isin our natureto go traveling.”

A med was st at thetraditiond, low table, where they lounged upon cushions. Tarn had amost
forgotten how exotic Fadl food was. Fynnol had once said that after Fael cooking, dl food intheVae
tasted the same—mutton became indistinguishable from por-ridge. They ate and drank and talked of

people they knew.

"Alaan hasn't been seen since you took your leave of the south, but Theason returned in the spring and
reported that they found their way into the Stillwater, where Alaan spent some months studying the greeat
enchantment before he remade the spell. When hefinished, there was an earth tremor that wasfelt all
across the south. Theason told us that Degth is once again walled ingde his kingdom.”

"And what of Elise? Has anyone seen her?' Tarn asked, hoping hisinquiry sounded more casua than it
was.

Cynddl shook his head. "No. Buit it has only been afew months since she went off to Speaking Stone.”

Tarn looked off to agroup of Fadl children playing on the grass, turning cartwhedls and climbing trees. "It
isn't the best thing for LIyaand Sianon to live therein isolation. Children need others of their kind."

"That's true, Tam," Cynddl| said, "but there are no others of their kind. | think other children would
shun them."



After the meal Tuath excused herself, and Cynddl took Tam for awalk. Out of habit, they both carried

bows and swords, though it didn't seem likely that they would be needed there. The afternoon was warm,
the new green spreading through the trees, warblers swarming from branch to branch. Among last
season's rotting leaves, fiddleheads curled up, and snow blossoms appeared, scat-tered over the brown.

"Tell me; how fares Fynnol 7' Cynddl asked, as they walked.

"I think poor Fynnol has become a man divided, both wanting to stay here, safein the Vae, and wanting to
go back to the courts of the south. When he learns that you're here | think he might de-cide to travel south
with you, back to the old kingdom."

"Tuath and | should be glad of his company." Cynddl fell silent for amoment. "And you,Tam; how fare you
after al your travels?!

"WEéll, | have not fared as poorly as Baore, but | will admit it hasn't been an easy winter. | suffer
nightmares, and even in theday my mind strays often into dark paths—fighting the servants of
Death in the Stillwater, standing before the final gate. I'm some-timesidle, and carelittleif | eat or deep or
venture out into the clear air and sunlight.”

A look of concern crossed Cynddl's face. "'l have found many awarrior's story, Tam, and | can tell you that
few returned from bat-tle unchanged. Men of heart and conscience do not pass through that crucible
unscathed. But most heal. Perhaps not entirely, but they do find akind of health again. | have had Tuath
and Nann to help me, or | should have suffered more, I'm sure.”

"My grandfather said much the same. It's been only a few months, after all. Wounds don't heal
overnight.”

"Perhaps you should make a journey down the river. New hori-zons might draw your thoughts away from
dark places. I'm sure Eber would welcome you at Speaking Stone, not to mention a cer-tain lady who
dwellsthere.”

"I'm not ready to leave the Vale just yet. | have this strange feel-

ing, no doubt basaless, that | need to stay there to protect my peo-ple. Only Fynnol and | have fought in
awar and understand how cruel outsiders can be."

Cyndd! eyed him, weighing hiswords. "I think the Vaeis safe, Tarn. A'brgail's Knights have secured the
roads of the old kingdom, and north of Willowwand we saw only two familiestraveling north, probably in
search of gold and slver.”

"Two familieswe can find room for," Tarn said.

Cynddl seemed to be leading them somewhere, and finally he stopped by a small mound with an angled
rock set into the earth at one end.

"Do you seethisplace Tarn?' Cynddl said. "It iswhere your fa-ther was buried.”

"How do you know?"'

"I'm agtory finder, Tarn. Hisstory ishere.”

Tarn felt a strange wash of emotion, as though he stood on the beach and was struck by the surf.

"l cantell you the story of how he died,” Cynddl said, "if you wish."

Tarn felt hishead shake, and he closed hiseyes. "I know how he died. He was murdered by brigands.”



"Thereisanother gory to be found here, Tarn; how this man had awife and son heloved more than life.”
Tarn fdt hiseyes grow moist and warm. "Thank you Cyndd|, but that story is known to me.”

Cynddl nodded, gazing down at the sun-dappled grave, the scent of spring intheair. "Then thereisone
last thing to be done. | will sit here and tell the father his son's story. How he journeyed down the river
and became a man among men of renown. How he gained the friendship of wanderers and noblemen,
and traveled hidden roads to battle the servants of asorcerer.” Cynddl sat down on abit of rock that
broke through the soft forest floor.

Tarn turned aside and made his way through the birch trees. Once, he glanced back to see the story
finder seated among the snow drops and falen leaves, speaking softly in the sunlight.

As Tam waked, the forest began to blur—aworld viewed through rain-streaked glass. The murmur of
Cyndd!l's ancient voice followed him, asthough it issued up from the ground like a spring, whispering.
Trees murmured their secret tales, and as he drew near Telanon Bridge, these voices flowed into the
story of theriver where they swirled away, spinning endlessy south toward the speaking sea.



