Pr ol ogue
The girl squirned on her seat, and the old woman cast her a quick, angry
gl ance. She quieted, and the wonan turned back to her custonmer.

Wll, lad, she said, what would you have of ne?
The boy hesit at ed.
["m.. |I'mKel der of Shulara, he said.

| know, she replied, nodding.

It was a lie, of course; she hadnt known anything of the sort. In fact, it
struck her suddenly that the name mght be false, and instead of |ooking

omi sci ent she nmight | ook foolish if she believed it. Kelder of Shul arawell,
really, that probablywas a lie! And not a very original one, at that.

Snmoot hly, so that the boy saw no pause, she wi nked at himand continued, in a
nmysterious tone, | know all Ineed to know.

The | ad | ooked suitably confused and i npressed. Behind him the little girl
roll ed her eyes upward and nout hed sonethingit |ooked Iike, Ch, comneon,

G andma!

So, Kelder of Shulara, the woman went on, a bit hurriedly, you have come to
Zindré the Seer to learn your futureand | see it laid out before me, vast and
shining. There is too nuch to tell you all of it, my child, for your life wll
be long and rich; you nmust ask me specific questions, and | shall answer them
all...

The girl cleared her throat. Her grandnother glared at her and continued,...at
the cost of nerely three bits apiece.

Kel der, fortunately, didnt notice any of the byplay between Zindré and her
granddaughter; he was staring intently at the crystal bow on the table before
him as if he expected to see sonething in it hinself.

Thatwas an unconfortabl e thought; Zindré did not like the idea of a custoner
who hadreal nagic.

But surely the boy coul dnt have any magi c; he was just a peasant.

He cleared his own throat, and asked, WII Iever get out of Shulara?

That was an easy one. Ch, yes, Zindré said. You shall go, and you shall go
far, beyond the hills and into strange | ands, and you shall return safely. He
probably woul dnt, but she knew what he wanted to hear

Return? Il cone back?
Zindré suppressed a frown and silently cursed herself for not |istening nore
carefully to the boys tone and phrasing. Ch, yes, she said. You will return

covered in glory, to tell those who renai ned behind of the wonders you saw.

To stay? Kel der asked; then sonething registered, and without waiting for an
answer he asked, Wnders? Wat wonders?

Many wonders, Zindré said quickly, hoping to distract the boy fromthe
guestion of exactly where he was going to wind up. Great cities and vast

pl ai ns, strange beasts and beautiful wormen, and nuch m ghty magic. She usually
threw i n sonet hi ng about nountains, rather than plains, but in a place as
hilly as Shul ara she thought that plains would be nore exotic and intriguing.
Magi c? But what will | do? Where will | go?

Zindré gestured broadly and stared into the bow before replying, The magic is
strange, of a kind | have never seen, and that neither w zards nor wtches
know. It will both be yours and not be yours. You will roamfree, unfettered,
and you will be a chanpion of the lost and forlorn, honored by the dead and

t hose yet unborn. That shoul d sound vague and nysterious enough to suit

anyone.

From the corner of her eye she saw her granddaughter clearly signing to ease
up a little; Zindré reviewed what she had just said and decided the girl was
right, she had been getting carried away. As for where, she said, | see a long
road stretching before me, but just which road it mght be | cannot say.

Kel ders di sappoi nt mrent showed on his face. The granddaughter broke in.

Excuse nme, she said, but that nakes fifteen bits, and you only paid a single
round; Il need another before you ask nmy grandnother any nore questions.

Kel der turned, startled, and stared at her, open-nout hed.

She held out a hand.



Abashed, Kelder dug in the purse at his belt and pulled out another copper
round. Thats all | have, he said.

That | eaves one bit, the girl said. Do you want change, or one nore question?
My grandnother will answer one nore at di scount.

Anot her question, Kelder said inmrediately.

Think well before you speak, then, Kelder of Shulara, Zindré intoned.

Kel der thought.

Tell me about the girl 11l marry, he said at |ast.
Zi ndr é nodded. She will be bright and beautiful, with a |augh |ike birdsong,
she said, with a nagic all her own. You will bring her to your hone in pride

and delight, and spend your life with her in joy. That one was easy; it was a
standard question, and she had used that standard reply a hundred tines, at

| east.

Chi | dren? Kel der asked.

Money? the granddaughter demanded.

Webegone, Kelder admitted, | dont have any nore.
It matters not, Zindré said quickly. The vision dins; the spell is fading
away. | could tell you little nore in any case. She picked up a green cloth

and dropped it neatly over the crystal bow .

Oh, Kelder said. Reluctantly, he stood.

The granddaughter gestured toward the door of the hut, and Kelder, with a
polite little bow, departed. The girl escorted himout, and closed the door
behi nd hi m

When the door was shut the girl said, | guess he believed it.

O course he did! said Zindré, bustling about, adjusting the hangings on the
wal I s and straightening candl es that had slunped as the wax melted unevenly.
Are there any nore?

No, the girl said. You know, Grandma, | still dont understand how we can get
away with thiscantanybody tell real magic fromlies?

Those that can, Zindré said conplacently, dont come to us in the first place.
Qutside, in the gathering dusk, Kelder found two of his sisters chattering
with the smiths daughter, near the forge. Were haveyou been? Salla denanded,
as her little brother ran up

Tal king to the seer, he said.

Al three girls turned to stare at him Ch, Kelder, you didnt, Edara said.

D dnt what ? Kel der asked defensively.

You di dnt spend all your noney on that charl atan

No, | didnt! Kelder replied angrily.

How muchdi d you spend? Sal |l a asked.

Not that much, he said.

Howruch?

Two rounds, he admitted.

Oh, Kel der! Edara sighed.

Magi c i s expensive! he protested.

Kel der, Salla told him she doesnt have any nore magi c thanl do! Shes an old
fake! Aliarl!

No, she isnt!

Yes, she is! Shes here every year, and none of her predictions have ever cone
true.

Not yet, maybe, Kel der said.

Never, Kel der. Shes a fake. None of what she told you is going to cone true.

Yes, it will, Kelder said. You just wait and see! He turned away, hurt and
angry, and nmuttered to hinmself, Itwill come true.

A monent |ater he added, Illmake it cone true.

Chapter One

Kel der sat down on the grassy hilltop and set his pack down beside him The
gods were pouring darkness across the sky, now that the sun was bel ow t he

hori zon, and it was, in his considered opinion, tine to stop for the night.
This would be the third night since he had | eft homeand by the feel of it, the
col dest yet. Wiich was quite unfair; this was spring, after all, and the days



wer e supposed to be getting warner, not col der

He | ooked down the slope at the road below, still faintly visible in the
gathering gloomas a pale strip of bare dirt between the dark expanses of
grass on either side. On the near side that grass was at the foot of the hil
he sat upon, while on the opposite side, the north, the land flattened out
remar kabl y.

He was beyond the hills, at any rate.

This was cattle country, so there were no tilled fields to be seen, and at
this hour all the livestock had gone home, wherever home m ght be. The road
bel ow was the only work of human origin anywhere in sight.

Kel der was pretty sure that that road was the Great H ghway. He stared at it

i n di sappoi nt ment .

It was not at all what he had expected.

He had inmagined that he would find it bustling with travelers, wth caravans
and wandering mnstrels, escaping slaves and marching arm es, as busy as a
vill age square on market day. He had thought it would be Iined with inns and
shops, that he would be able to trot on down and find jolly conpany in sone
tavern, where he could spend his scrupul ously-hoarded coins on ale and
oranges, and then win nore coins fromcarel ess strangers who dared to dice
with himand the fact that he had never played dice before did not trouble his
fantasies at all. He had envisioned hinself watching a wi zard perform wonders,
and then escorting a conely wench up the stairs, flinging a fewbits to a
mnstrel by the hearth as he passed, naking clever remarks in half a dozen

| anguages. Everyone would admire his wit and bravery, and he would be well on
his way to fulfilling the seers prophecy.

I nstead he saw nothing but a long, barren strip of hard-packed dirt, w nding
its way between the hills on either side, and utterly enpty of life.

He sighed, and pulled open the flap of his pack

He shoul d have known better, he told hinself as he pulled out his bl anket.
Life was not what the seers and storytellers made it out to be. Mich as he
hated to admt it, it |ooked just about as drab and dreary as his sisters had
always said it was. It wasnt just the famly farmthat was tedi ous, as he had
al ways thought; it was, it now appeared, the entire Wrld.

And he shoul d have guessed that, he told hinself, fromhis previous

expedi tions.

The first tinme he had run away had been the week after his visit to Zindré the
Seer at the village market. He had only been twelve.

That had been rash, and he had been young; Zindré had never inplied that he
woul d begin his journey so young.

Kel der had had reasons, though. Hi s father, deternined to keep the famly farm
inthe famly and having let all three of Kelders older sisters arrange to
marry away, had adamantly refused to arrange an apprenticeship or a marriage
for Kelder; Kelder was going to inherit the farm whether he wanted it or not,
and settling the | egacy on himneant no apprenticeship, no arranged narri age.
It had nmeant that Kel der was expected to spend the rest of his life on that
same piece of ground, seeing nothing of the Wrld, |earning nothing of

i nterest, doing no good for anyone, but only carrying on the famly
traditions. That was hardly roam ng free and unfettered, as the seer had

prom sed, or being a chanpion of the lost and forlorn

Kel der had notwanted to spend the rest of his Iife on that sanme piece of
ground carrying on the fanmly traditions.

So, frustrated and furious, he had |eft, convinced excitenent and adventure
must surely wait just across the ridge. He had wandered off that first tinme

wi t hout so nuch as a stale biscuit in the way of supplies, and had crossed the
ridge, only to find nore dismal little farnms nuch like his own famlys.

He had stayed away a single night, but his hunger the follow ng norning had
driven himback to his nothers arns.

The next tine he left, when he was thirteen, he had packed a |lunch and stuffed
a dozen bits iniron into his belt-purse, and had nmarched over not just one
ridge, but a dozen or norefour or five mles, at |least, and maybe farther. He



had known that soldiers were said to march twenty or thirty mles a day, but
he had been satisfied; he hadnt hurried, had rested often, and the hills had
sl owed hi m down.

And when dar kness had cone spilling over the sky, he had spent the night
huddl ed under a haystack. He had continued the foll owi ng daybut around noon
when his lunch was | ong gone and he had still seen nothing but nmore ridges and
nore little farms, he had decided that the tine of the prophecys fulfill nent
had not yet conme, and he had turned back

The spring after that, at fourteen, he had plotted and planned for a nonth
before he set out to seek his fortune. He had carried sensible foods, a good
bl anket, three copper bits and a dozen iron, and a sharp knife.

He had made it to his intended destination, Shulara Keep, by noon of the
second day, and he had done so wi thout nmuch difficulty. But then, after the
initial thrill of seeing a genuine castle had faded somewhat, and the
excitement of the crowds in the market square had di med, he had found hinsel f
unsure what to do next. He had not dared to speak to anyonethey were al
strangers.

Finally, when the castle guard had shooed himout at sunset, he had given up
and agai n headed hone.

At fifteen he had decided to try again. He had again gone to Shul ara Keep, and
then continued to the west, until on the norning of the third day he had cone
to El ankora Castle. Elankora was beyond the hills, and while it wasnt any

pl ace particularly interesting, it was a strange land in that it wasnt

Shulara, so it was a step in the right direction.

There he had encountered a probl emthat had never occurred to him Mst of the
peopl e of El ankora spoke no Shul aran, and he, for his own part, knew only a
dozen words in Elankoran. Realizing his mstake, and frustrated by the

| anguage barrier, he had turned homeward once nore.

That was | ast year. This time he had prepared for that. He had found

t ut or swhi ch had not been easyand had | earned a smattering of several dialects,
judging that he could pick up more with practice when the need arose.

A d Chanden had taught himsome Aryonoric and a few words of Uramoric. Tikri

Ti kris son, across the valley, had turned out to speak Traders Tongue, and

Kel der had | earned as nuch of that as he couldit was said that throughout the
Worl d, merchants who spoke Traders Tongue could be found in every |and.

Several nei ghbors spoke El ankoran and Ressanoric, but he could not find anyone

willing to waste tine teaching him he had to settle for picking up a few bits
and pi eces.
Most amazing of all, though, Luralla the Inquisitive, that bane of his

chi | dhood, spoke Ethsharitic! Her grandnother had taught herthough why her
recently-deceased grandnother had spoken it no one seened to know.

It had even been worth putting up with Lurallas teasing to | earnthat! After
all, it was said that the Hegenony of Ethshar was bigger than all the Snall

Ki ngdons put togetherso it was said, and he had never heard it contradicted,
so he judged it to be the truth.

And if he was to see great cities and vast plains, that could well nean

Et hshar.

Kel der had di scovered, to his pleased surprise, that each |anguage he
attenpted was easier than the one before. He had feared that his brain would
fill up with words until he could fit no nore, but instead he had found
patterns, simlarities between the different tongues, so that learning a third
| anguage was easier than a second, and the fourth was easier still.

Even so, a years spare tine, given the distractions caused by all his chores
on the farm was not enough to really becone fluent in any of them He felt he
could get by well enough in Traders Tongue, and knew enough Ethsharitic to
avoid disaster in the event no other tongue would serve. In Aryonoric he was,
he judged, about on a par with a three-year-old, while in Uranoric and
Ressanori c and El ankoran he knew only scattered phrases.

But then, he didnt intend to need Uranoric or Ressanoric or Elankoran, or even
Aryonoric. He had decided to strike out to the north, all the way to the G eat



H ghway, where his Traders Tongue and Ethsharitic could be put to useto the
Great Hi ghway that ran between the | egendary bazaars of Shan on the Desert to
the east, and the huge, crowded complexity of the Hegenmony of Ethshar, with
its ancient capital, Ethshar of the Spices, to the west. The seer had said she
saw a road stretching before her that he would travel what other road could it
be, but the Geat H ghway?

So he had set out, his pack on his shoulder, and for three days he had narched
north, through pastures and meadows, past farns and villages, through nost of
Shul ara into Sevnor, and then fromone end of Sevnor to the other

At | east, he thought he had passed beyond Sevnor, because he had never heard
of any hi ghways that ran through Sevnor. The G eat H ghway ran through

H i nora, and he therefore now believed hinself to be in Hinora.

What el se could that road be, but the Geat H ghway?

And what was it, but a long strip of dirt?

Three days of thirst, sore feet, and backache had taken rmuch of the gl anor out
of his plans, and the sight of that enpty road was the pebble that sank the
barge. This trip, like the others, was a failure.

Maybe his sisters had been right all along, and Zindré the Seer was not hing
but a lying old wonan. He woul d never see the great cities she had prom sed
him the strange beasts and beautiful wonen, the m ghty nagic.

He wrapped the bl anket around his shoul ders, then plunmped up the pack to serve
as a pillow H's food was gone; he had eaten the |ast at m dday. He woul d need
to use his precious handful of coins to buy food from now on, whether he went
on or turned back

And in the norning, he prom sed hinself as he lay down, in the norning he
woul d turn back. He would go home to the family farm to boring old Shul ara,
and he would stay there, dismal as that prospect was. He would listen to his
famly and give up his belief in the seers prophecy.

After all, what need did he have of the wonders she had prom sed? He had a
safe, secure position. Wth all three of his sisters married he woul d one day
own the farmhinself, the green pastures and the rich cornfields and the
thirty head of cattle. He would undoubtedly marry soneoneprobably not the

magi cal beauty the seer had predicted, but soneone boring, |ike Inza of the

Bl ue Eyes fromacross the valley. They would settle down and have children
That was just what his fanmly had al ways said woul d happen, and they were
right after all. He woul dnt see any wonders, woul dnt be an honored chanpi onal
he woul d do woul d be to keep his parents happy by working the farm

How horribly dull

He opened his eyes and peered down through the darkness at the highway. The
greater nmoon was rising, casting a pale yellow glow, so he could still see the
road, faintly.

It |ooked horribly dull, toothat was the problem Al of life, all the Wrld,
seened to be horribly dull, with no wonders or beauty anywhere.

Maybe he was just tired, he thought. Maybe everything would | ook better in the
nor ni ng.

Even if it did, though, he would go honenot covered in glory at all

He si ghed, and closed his eyes, and slept.

Chapter Two
He awoke twice during the night, shivering with the cold; each tine he curled
hinself up into a tighter ball, pulled the blanket nore cl osely about him and

went back to sleep. The third tine he awoke the sun was squeezing up out of
the ground, far to the east, and he blinked at it unhappily.

Wth a sigh, he rubbed his eyes and sat up, renenbering just where he was.

He was facing north atop a low hill, and below himlay the | egendary and very
di sappointing Great H ghway. To his left both nmoons were low in the west, and
to his right the sun was just rising, and the conbi nation cast | ong,

di storted, and col ored shadows across the hills. The sky was streaked wth
pi nk and gold and feathered with bits of cloud. The nmorning air was cold and
sharp in his nostrils, carrying the snells of wet grass and norning nist.

A dawn like this was a sort of wonder, at any rate, but no nore so than he



m ght have seen back hone.

He got to his feet and stretched, trying to work sone of the stiffness out of
his joints, and stared down at that disappointing strip of dirt bel ow.

At the very least, he told hinmself, he should go down and wal k a few paces on
it, just so he could honestly say, when he got home, that he had travel ed on
the Great H ghway. After all, wasnt that part of the point? Wasnt he trying to
do things that he could brag about when he got hone? He didnt really think he
had ever seriously wanted to stay away forever, and the seer had said he woul d
return. He coul dnt quite imagi ne not goi ng back home sooner or |ater

He just hadnt intended it to be quite so soon

He had | earned years ago, in the face of his sisters nockery, to keep his
nout h shut about Zindrés predictions; still, he had secretly harbored hopes of
someday meking themall cone true.

Now he was finally convinced it would never happen. The Wrld was just not an
exciting place. There were no wonders to be seen

He woul d just go home and be a farner.

Sonet hi ng noved in the corner of his eye; he | ooked up, startled. The novenent
had been off to the left; he turned and | ooked, trying to spot it again.

At first, of course, he | ooked at the highway, and then at the fields to the
far side, and then along the row of low hills along the near side. Only when

t he sparkle of sonething bright catching the norning sunlight drew his gaze
upward did he spot it.

It was pale and gl eanmi ng and nore or |ess cross-shaped, flying al ong above the
hi ghway, and initially he took it for a huge and unfamliar bird. It swooped
cl oser as he watched, gleaning in the dawn as he had never seen a bird gl eam
He stared, trying to make it out, and realized that it was no bird.

It was aperson, a person with wings, and it was comng toward him

He hesitated, unsure whether to run or stand his ground. A person flying neant
magi ¢, and magi ¢, nuch as he wanted to see it, could be dangerous.

The Worl d might not be quite so dull as he had feared, but, he told hinself,

it mght be nore dangerous than he had thought.

Then the flying figure drew cl ose enough for himto see the curve of breast
and hip, the I ong sweeping flow of golden hair, and he knew it was a wonan, a
young wonan, and like any |lad of sixteen he wanted to see nore of her. He
stood his ground.

The figure drew closer and closer, her wings spread wide to catch the gentle
nor ni ng breeze; they flapped occasionally, but she was gliding nore than
actually flying. Sunlight gleamed brilliantly fromthe w ngs, sparkling and

i ridescent; rainbows seened to flicker across their silvery-white surfaces.
She was wearing a white tunic with colored trim though he could not yet make
out the details; below the tunic were fawn-col ored breeches, rather than the
skirt a woman shoul d be weari ngKel der supposed a skirt would be inpractical in
flight. Her dangling feet were bare.

He held his breath, expecting her to veer away or vani sh at any nmonent, but
she cane cl oser and closer. He could see her face now, the high cheekbones and
turned-up nose, the large eyes and nouth. She wasvery young, not so nuch a
worman as a girl, his own age or even a year or two younger. The trimon her
tunic was green and bl ue enbroidery, depicting | eaves and fl owers.

He stared, utterly astonished, as with a final swoop she settled gently to the
earth not ten feet away from him

She was the nost beautiful thing he had ever seen. Her face was heart-shaped
and perfect, her eyes a deep, pure blue, her hair a flowi ng stream of gold.

Kel der had heard of bl ondes, and had even seen pictures, but he had never seen
one in person before.

The wings that grew from her upper back were sleek and white, with every curve
gl eam ng pol ychrone; the back of her tunic was slit on either side and hemed
to allow themthrough. In front her breasts filled the tunic out nicely.

As she | anded her w ngs, which had spread at least five yards fromtip to tip,
fol ded about her sides, like a cape. The enbroidery at her neckline and on her
cuffs, he noticed, showed norning glory vines in full bloom A bl oodstone as



big as the top joint of his thunb gl owed at the base of her throat, catching
t he norning sun.

She was four or five inches shorter that he was, though he was scarcely a

gi anta shade bel ow average height, in fact. She | ooked up at himw th those
deep bl ue eyes.

Hel | o, she said, speaking the single Ethsharitic word in a soft and velvety
voi ce.

Hel | o, Kel der replied, when he had caught his breath. He was suddenly very,
very glad that Lurallas grandnother had known Et hsharitic.

Wiowas this mracul ous creature? And why was she speaking tohin? Had Zindré
told the truth after all? Was this one of the prophesi ed wonders?

WAs she perhaps even nore?

I"'mlrith the Flyer, she said. Wo are you?

I"'m.. I'm.. He gulped and tried again. |I'm Kel der of Shul ara.

She studi ed himthoughtfully for a nmonent, and then pointed to the south.

Shul arast hat way, isnt it? she asked, cocking her head prettily to one side.
Kel der nodded, staring down at her. She was unbelievably beautiful

Then what are you doi nghere? she asked, blinking up at him

... | wanted to see the G eat H ghway, Kelder replied, horribly aware that
hi s answer sounded st upi d.

She turned to | ook down at the road. Well, there it is, she said. Its not
really much to | ook at, around here. She turned back and smled at him O
course, this is one of the dull parts, she said. The best parts are at the
ends.

That was a fascinating bit of information, and Kel der was very pl eased to have
it. You have travel ed on the H ghway? he asked. The Ethsharitic words cane to
his tongue with difficulty; he feared that if the conversation went on he
woul d soon be | ost.

Irith grinned at him OCh, |Ive been back and forth along it ahundred tines! she
sai d. What about you?

| came here last night, he admitted. From Shul ara.

Oh. She gl anced southward. They dont speak Ethsharitic there, do they?

No, Kelder admitted.

I dont think I remenber how to speak Shul aran, she said, apologetically. Wuld
you rat her speak Traders Tongue?

Ah... it mght be easier, yes, Kelder agreed, relieved. Traders Tongue shared
rather nore vocabulary with Shularan than did Ethsharitic, and the granmar
cane nmore easily. Besides, Tikri Tikris son had been a nore know edgeabl e and
congeni al teacher than Luralla the Inquisitive.

Irith nodded. All right, she said, in Traders Tongue. You came here
cross-country all by yoursel f?

Kel der needed a mnute to switch | anguages; then he replied, Well, therearent
any roads in Shulara, not really. Traders Tongue was much easier, once he had
made the adj ustnent.

Oh, | know, she said. | was there once, a long time ago. Its pretty, but not
very exciting. She shrugged, then | ooked back up into his eyes. Is that why
you |l eft? she asked. To find somewhere nore exciting?

Sonething like that, he agreed, marvelling at how she seermed to be equally

fluent in both tongues. | wanted to seek ny fortune, you know, like in the
stories. My father wants ne to just stay hone and be a farmer |ike he did, and
he... well, | didnt want to. O at |east, not yet. He made no mention of the
prophecy, for fear she, like his sisters, would think it stupid and |augh at
hi m

She nodded. G own-ups can be soboring, cant they? She giggl ed.

The sound, Kel der thought, was al nost |ike birdsong.

Bright and beautiful, with a laugh |like birdsong, with a magic all her
ownt hi swas the girl he was to marry! It had to be, beyond a doubt. He woul d
bring her to his honme in pride and delight, and spend his life with her in
joy.

That was what the seer had said. Kel der swall owed.



Irith smled at him then abruptly sat down, cross-legged, on the grass. The
nmoverrent exposed her ankles, and Kel der noticed sonething on one of them
several narrow bands encircling her |eg.

Then she stretched her arns over her head and yawned, and Kel der stared at the
di spl ay of curves el sewhere and forgot about her ankles. Wngs aside, blonde
hair aside, Irith was stillfar nore interesting than Inza of the Blue Eyes.

| got up early this norning, she said casually, when the yawn was done. |
wanted to do a little early flying, before anybody el se was up.

Kel der settled to the ground hinmself, far nore slowy and carefully, a few
feet away fromher. He stared at her, at the great shining w ngs, and wondered
where she had cone from If he was going to marry her, he wanted to know
somet hi ng about her background. WAs there a whole nation of wi nged people
sonewher e?

That woul d be a wonder worth seeing!

Do you live around here? he asked.

Ch, | dont live anywhere in particular, she said with a wave of her hand. Just
wherever | happen to land. She smiled at himagain, an intoxicating smle. He
sm | ed back wi thout know ng why.

What about your fanmily? he asked.

Dont have any, she said. Theyre all |ong gone.

Oh, I'msorry, he replied.

She turned up an enpty palmin a shrug.

They sat silently for a minute, each contenplating the sunlight on the grassy
hillside and the road bel ow. The place that Kel der had found so disnal the

ni ght before sonehow seened to be sparkling with beauties and possibilities
now that Irith had appeared. Kelder wanted to say sonmething to herhe wanted to
i npress her, to sweep her off her feet, to hurry along the process of
courtship and marriage. Zindré had told himhe would marry this creature, but
she had never said how long it would take.

But Kel der found hinself tongue-tied, unable to think of a word. Iriths beauty
was overwhel m ng.

Then Irith asked, So, if youre off to seek your fortune, how old are you,

anyway? The traditional age is still thirteen, right? You certainly dontl ook
thirteen.

I"mnot, he admitted. |'m sixteen

She nodded. | guess you left it a bit late, then?

He nodded. \WWat about you? he asked.

I"'mfifteen, she said.

He nodded again. That was just right, a year younger than hinself.

Not that he woul d have nminded if she werent.

After a noments hesitation, he gathered his nerve and said, | never saw anyone
wi th wi ngs before.

She gi ggl eddefinitely birdsong, he thought.

As far as | know, she said, thereisnt anyone else with wings. Just ne.

Ch. That answered that, and di sposed of any notion he m ght have had of
finding a | and of wi nged people, but |left her background a complete nystery.
Kel der tried to think of sone clever way to phrase his next question, but
couldnt. How did you cone to have w ngs, anyway? he said. Were you born wth
t hen?

She giggled again. No, silly, of course not! She pushed playfully at his
shoul der.

Startled and pl eased by the unexpected fam liarity, he asked, Then whered you

get thenf
She blinked at him and then | eaned over toward himas if she were confiding a
secret. Wll, she said, | was a w zards apprentice once, a long tinme ago. And

I think I was pretty good at it, too. But ny master was an old grouch, really
stuffy about all these stupid rules and regul ations and his precious guild and
all ny obligations as a wizard in training, and all that stuff, and | just got
really fed up with it all, you know? So one day when hed been especially nasty
to ne, after | was done crying and while he was out at the market or



somewhere, | borrowed his book of spellsor stole it, really, | guess, since
hed told me never to touch it, but | gave it back. Anyway, | took it, and

| ooked up a spell hed told nme about that would give me wings, and | used it,
and it worked! See? She preened slightly, flexing her wings so that they
caught the sunlight and shimrered brightly.

Theyre beautiful, Kelder said, in honest admiration. He was tenpted to reach
out and touch them but dared not.

He wondered what it would be like, taking a flying girl to bed. Wuld the

Wi ngs get in the way?

She smled as she peered over her shoulder at them Arent they? And flying is
suchf un!

He smiled back at her, sharing her delight, then asked, Wat happened after
that? Did the wi zard catch you?

She | aughed. No, silly, she said. At least, not then. | just flew away and
never cane back. And the next tine | saw himwasnt foryears, and by then
nobody cared any nore, and we just forgot about the whole thing.

Kel der nodded. So you never finished your apprenticeship?

No. Wiy should 1? Ive got everything | need! She spread her w ngs w de, and
the breeze they made bl ew the hair back from Kel ders forehead. See? she said.
He stared in amazenent. He wondered just what she neant when she said years,
t hough. Shecouldnt nean it literally. After all, she nmust have started her
apprenticeship at age twelvethat tradition was so ancient and sacred that

Kel der couldnt inagine it being violatedand it nust have taken her atleast a
year before she | earned enough magic to attenpt sonething |like a w ng-naking
spell, and got fed up enough with her master to use it. He had al ways heard
how difficult w zardry was, and he woul d have thought it would take at |east a
journeyman wi zard to do sonething |like that; the magicians hed seen nostly
limted thenmselves to little stunts like lighting fires or making trees

whi stl e. Nobody coul d have nade journeyman before age ei ghteen, fromwhat hed
hear dsi xteen at the very least. And yet Irith clainmed shed gotten her w ngs
and run away years ago, and she was only fifteen now

O course, the wi zards Kel der had encountered in a quiet nowhere |ike Shul ara
werent the best, but even so, she nmust have needed a year or two before she
coul d have | earned such a spell

And shed tal ked about visiting Shulara, and travelling back and forth on the
Great Hi ghway hundreds of tinesshe nust just be prone to exaggerating, he
deci ded.

Well, that was no big deal. Lots of the girls he knew |liked to exaggerat eand
not just girls, either, for that matter. So what if she tw sted the chronol ogy
alittle?

O course, it did nmake it harder to know just what had really happened. She
nmust have been a good pupil, he thought, to learn a way to conjure her w ngs
so young. She probably only ran away a few nonths ago.

Part of the prophecy ran through his headThe magic is strange, of a kind
have never seen, and that neither w zards nor witches know It will both be
yours and not be yours. His wifes magic would be his and yet not hiswere
Iriths wings the strange magi c that had been referred to?

But according to Iriths story this was a magi c that w zards know, wasnt it?
Vel |, perhaps Zindré had gotten that one little detail wong, or Irith had

di storted sonet hi ng.

And the details didnt really matter, anyway, did they? He decided not to be
nosy, and asked no further questions. Wen they were married he woul d have
plenty of time to find out.

So where were you headi ng? she asked him You said you came to see the G eat
H ghway, right?

Thats right, he agreed.

Wl |, youve seen it; are you just going to go back home to your fol ks now?

O course not! he said.

Actual Iy, he had been planning to do exactly that, but he was not about to
admt that in front of the girl he was destined to marry. He didnt want to



| ook Iike a coward, or a fool, walking all this way for nothing.

Besi des, her very presence proved that Zindré the Seer had not |ied.

He had traveled far, beyond the hills and into strange |ands; he had seen the
road stretching before him he had found the girl he was to marrybut he had
not yet seen great cities or vast plains or strange beasts, he had not seen
beautiful woren in the plural. Iriths magic might qualify as mghty, or it

m ght not, but the prophecy had saidmuch mighty nmagic. And he had not yet
chanpi oned anyone lost or forlorn. It was not yet tine to return safely hone
with his bride.

And he wasnt about to let Irith think he was a coward or a fool; if she
spurned him his entire destiny would be jeopardized.

Where are you going, then? Irith asked.

Wher e areyou goi ng? he countered.

Oh, | havent deci dedand besides, | asked first! She snmiled brightly. So

wher eare you goi ng?

That way, he said, choosing a direction nore or |less at random and pointing
east al ong the highway.

Ch, good! She cl apped her hands together in delight. All the way to Shan on
the Desert?

He nodded. Wy not? Wiy shoul dnt he actually do it, go all the way to Shan on
the Desert? It was a great city, wasnt it? The prophecy had said he would see
great cities. And the Bazaar there was said to befull of wonders and nagic.

| havent been there in thelongest time, Irith said. Could | cone with you? W

could get to know each other betterl get lonely sonetimes, living by myself.
Sure, Kelder said, trying to sound nonchalant. Id be glad of sone conpany
nysel f.

That, of course, was an understatement. Kel der thought she was the nost
beautiful thing he had ever seen, and given half a chance, hed have foll owed
her wherever she wanted to go. To haveher foll owi nghi mwas even better, since
she coul dnt very well consider hima nuisance in that case.

The prospects for a short courtship and swift marri age were | ooking better
every noment.

There were obstacles, of course, like his limted funds, but he tried not to
t hi nk about those.

Lets go, then, shall we? She got to her feet, and he caught another glinpse of
the curious colored rings on her ankle as her breeches fell back into place.
She started down the hillside.

He started to follow, then stopped. Wait a mnute, he said, flustered, | need
to pack up ny things here! He turned, and quickly gathered up his bel ongi ngs,
stuffing theminto his pack as fast as he coul d.

When he was sure he wasnt |eaving anything inportant he got up, slung the pack
on his shoulder, and trotted down the hill to where Irith waited, smling. It
was only as he came up beside her that he realized her wi ngs were gone.
Hai ! he said, startl ed.

What is it? she asked, |ooking about.

Your wings, he said, feeling very foolish. Wwered they go?

The t hought occured to himthat maybe she had never really had wings at all,
maybe theyd been an illusion of sone kindbut hadnt she said she had w ngs?
On! she said with a giggle, didnt |I tell you that? Its part of the spell. |
dont have wings all the tine, only when | want to. And theyre kind of a

nui sance when |I'mwal king, so | got rid of them

But... Kel der began, then stopped. He really didnt know how to express his
puzzl ement, especially not in Traders Tongue.

Ch, dont worry about it, silly! Irith said. Come on

She started wal ki ng, and he hurried to catch up. A nonent |ater, he asked, But
where do theygo?

She shrugged, a gesture he found wonderfully wi nsone.|l dont know, she said.
Its magic, of course

But when you want them back, where do you... | nmean..

She sighed. Dont worry about it, all right? I'ma shapeshifter, thats all



Thats what the spell really was. | can shift back and forth between being ne
with wings, and ne without w ngs, just the way sone w zards can turn

t hensel ves into cats or birds or other things. Thats all

Oh, he said, trying to absorb this. Shape-changing or not, that sonething
could exist sometinmes, and not at other tinmes, did not seemto nake very much
sense.

Then he decided not to worry about it. It was magic, and as far as he knew,
magi ¢ di dnt have to make sense, it justwas. |If she could shift her shape, she
could do it, and there wasnt any point in trying to figure out how, any nore
than in trying to figure out how that wi zard had made a tree whistle.

Fi guring out nore about Irith herself was far nore interesting, anyway.

And at least it neant that he neednt worry that the wings would be in the way.
They wal ked on, chatting occasionally and sinply enjoying each others conmpany
the rest of the time, strolling on at a confortabl e pace, eastward toward the
ri sing sun and Shan on the Desert.

The question of just what Kelder was going to do in Shan, or anywhere el se, of
just how the rest of the prophecy would fulfill itselfor could bemade to
fulfill itselflurked unheeded in the back of his mnd

Chapter Three

As they wal ked, a handful of people passed them eastbound, riding horses or
heavi |l y-1 oaded mul es; one brown-clad nman on foot ran past, panting. In the
other direction they had as yet encountered only a single traveler, an old
worman in a green robe who strode past at a pace belying her age. The two
yout hs spoke to none of them but Kelder was relieved to see that there
actually were people using the Great H ghway. They met no caravans, no
marching armes, no minstrels or magiciansat |east, not so far as Kelder could
seebut at |east the road was not deserted.

They had been wal king for slightly less than an hour when they first cane in
sight of the forest. Kelder stared.

He had seen trees before, and groves, but the forest seemed to extend forever,
all along the south side of the highway, while to the north there were only
the famliar farms, a patchwork of cornfields and pastures, w th occasiona
sheep and cattle scattered in the pastures.

Thats called the Forest of Anramion, Irith told him even though nost of its
actually in Uranor, and this corner here is in Hinora.

It is?

Sure. It neans were getting close to the border between Hinora and Anramn on
but we havent reached it yet.

Oh, Kelder said. He stared at the forest for a nmonent nmore and then said, It
certainly is big.

Ch, its nothing special, Irith said offhandedly. The forests in Derua are a
ot nmore inpressivethe trees are at least twice as tall

They are? Kel der asked, turning to look at her face. It was nore attractive
than the forest anyway. For all the tine they had been wal ki ng he had hoped
she woul d speak, that she would say sonething that would give himan excuse to
talk to her, a chance to develop a little nore of a relationship. He wanted to
get to know his future wife better

He had thought that perhaps a traveler would greet them or Irith would remark
on something, or sinply that sone opportunity would occur to himto speak
upbut now that he had that opportunity, he feared he was sounding like an

i diot.

Yes, they are, Irith said. Ive seen them And |Ive heard that the woods in
Lumeth of the Forest are even better, but | havent been there, and sone people
say that way up north in Al dagnor and Sardiron there are forests that make
anyt hi nganywhere in the Small Kingdons | ook |ike nothing much.

Real | y? Kel der asked.

I dont know, Irith said. But thats what |ve heard.

They wal ked on silently for a noment after that, Kelder trying to think of
something to say to continue the conversation. Finally, pronpted by an
enptiness in his belly, he asked, Have you had any breakfast?



Irith glanced at him No, she said, but thats okay, |'mnot hungry.

| am Kelder said. Do you think we can find something to eat around here?
Vll, Irith said, atrifle reluctantly, there are inns in the vill age of
Anr am on, where the kings castle is.

How far is that?

Irith | ooked up the highway, then back the way they had come. Ch, she said,
about three |leagues. Hinora Castles a | ot closer, of course.

It is? Kelder asked, startl ed.

Sure, Irith said. Thats where | stayed |ast night. Were did you think I cane
fron?

| dont know, Kelder said. | guess | thought youd canped out sonewhere, sane as
| did.

She | ooked at himas if convinced he was i nsane. Why would | dothat? she
asked. Its cold and wet and unconfortabl e, sleeping outdoors.

But... Kelder was flustered, unsure what question nost needed asking now It
didnt help any that he still had some difficulty thinking in Traders Tongue.
Finally, he managed, How far is Hinora Castle?

About a | eague, nmaybe a little norejust out of sight of where we nmet. But its
in the wong direction, if youre going to Shan. And besides, its boring.

Oh. Kel der struggled to deci de which was nore inportant, going to Shan and not
bei ng boring, or getting sonething to eat. The three | eagues to Anram on
seened like an awfully long distance to travel w thout his breakfast.

There were no other travelers in sight just now Had there been, Kel der m ght
have attenpted to beg sone food, but as it was he didnt have that option. He
| ooked down the road ahead, where he could see nothing but cornfields and
pasture and forest, and then he | ooked back toward Hinora, where he could see
not hing but hills and cornfields and pasture, and he thought about the

di fference between the hour or so it wuld take to reach Hinora Castle, and
the three hoursnore, really, as hed need to stop and rest sonewhereit would
take to reach the village of Anram on, and he thought about the enptiness in
hi s stomach.

Then, when he thought hed decided, he |ooked at Iriths face and forgot about
f ood.

Oh, he said, IlIl be fine. He glanced around, and added, But if you see
anything to eat anywhere, tell ne. He eyed the corn growing in the fields, but
as yet there were only green stal ks, not even unripe ears to eat.

Al right, she said.

They marched on, and the forest stretched on al ongsi de. They nmet no other
travelers on this stretch.

About twenty minutes later Irith pointed to a | ow plant growi ng by the
roadsi de, alnost in the shade of the forest. Those are strawberries, she said,
but I dont know if any of themare ripe.

Kel der wasnt sure hecared if they were ripe, and picked a handful. After his
first taste, however, he decided that ripening was inportant after all; he
tossed the rest away. He and his stonmach grunbl ed on

An hour or so later, after silent encounters with two nore horsenmen and tw ce
t hat number west bound afoot, they cane to the border between Hinora and
Anr am on, a border nmarked by a small tower of reddish stone. It |ooked
deserted, but as they approached a man in a steel hel et | eaned over a nerlon
atop the tower and shouted at them

Nei t her could nmake out the words, but Irith waved cheerfully.

The two of themstrolled on, Kelder growing nervous, lrith quite calmas they
appr oached t he wat cht ower.

The man shouted again, and this time Kel der understood him he was speaking
Traders Tongue.

Who goes there? he call ed.

Kel der | ooked at Irith, unsure what to say. She just waved gaily and called,
Hel | o!

The guard squi nted down at her

Irith? he called.



She nodded.

Wal king this time, are you? the guard called. \Wat happened to your w ngs?
She grinned and stepped back away from Kel der for a noment.

When she stepped away she was just a girla very beautiful one, but a girl.
Then, suddenly, she had wi ngs that unfol ded behind her, those great glistening
white wings he had seen before. Kelder revised his earlier estimate; her

wi ngspan was nore than fifteen feet, and night be a full twenty.

She fol ded her wings, and then they were gone again. Kelder started to ask
somet hi ng, then didnt bot her

Magic, he nmuttered to hinmsel f. Whnders and magi c.

What about hin? the guard called, pointing at Kel der

| met himup the road, Irith called. H s names Kel der

That right, boy? the guard call ed.

Yes, sir, Kelder replied, Kelder of Shulara.

You a trader?

No, sir.
You of noble birth?
No.

You ar nmed?

No, just a belt knife.

Doesnt count. You a nmagici an?

No.

You swear that youve told ne the truth?

Yes, sir.

Irith?

OCh, 1 dont know, | just net him Irith replied, a bit flustered. But Ithink its
all true. Its the same thing he tol dne!

Al right, go on, then, the guard said. And you, Kelder, you be careful of
Irith.

Kel der blinked, and nodded. The sol di er waved t hem on, and they wal ked on.

Kel der puzzl ed over the guards |ast sentence. H s know edge of Traders Tongue
was still far from perfect, and he wasnt sure whether the guard had meant t hat
he should defend Irith, or beware of Irith.

The latter didnt seemto nake nuch sense. She m ght be a shapeshifter, but she
was still just a girl. And the guard hinmself certainly didnt seemvery worried
about her; hed greeted her as an old friend.

So he rmust have been asking himto | ook after her

Wl |, that sounded fine to Kelder. He was very interested indeed in | ooking
after Irith indefinitely.

And the guard knew who and what Irith was, and had greeted her by nanme. He had
seened willing to take her word for Kelders identity. That inplied, at the
very least, that she really had travel ed the Great H ghway before, probably
nore than once. Kel der | ooked at his conpani on agai n, wondering how she had
managed it. She nust have started travelingawfully young!

| mpressing her was going to be very difficult, he realized, if she had
traveled so far and seen so much. He w shed he knew nore about her, and nore
about women in general. Al the other girls he had associated with nmuch were
peopl e he had known since chil dhood; he had had no practice in getting to know
females, in attracting their interestand he needed Irith to be interested in
him She was so beautiful, so endearing, that just wal king beside her was a
constant bl end of agony and delightdelight at her presence, and agony at the
frustration of doing nothingbut wal king beside her. He wanted to touch her
hol d herbut he didnt have the nerve, yet.

The nmere fact that she was there neant she liked him since after all, she
could fly away at any secondbut he had no way to judge hownuch she Iiked him
or what she wanted from hi m

Boiling with indecision, he wal ked on, watching her.

They reached the town of Anramion a little over two hours after crossing the
bor der.

It was quite a pleasant and interesting town, as far as Kel der was



concer nedt he | argest he had ever seen, though the village surroundi ng El ankora
Castl e had come close. The castle that stood at its center, atop a | ow hil
just south of the Geat H ghway, was rather |larger and nore spraw i ngand | ess
fortifiedthan the ones he had seen back in Shulara and El ankora. It had four
smal |l towers and no keep that Kelder could spot; it had a dozen hal f-tinbered
gabl es, and no curtain wall.

Around it were scattered scores and scores of houses and shopst he shops of
wheel wights, wainwights, blacksmths, poultrynmen, and nore. And all al ong
the highway there were carts and stalls where the |locals offered for sale al
their best producefine dyed wool, and snoky-scented hans, and early vegetabl es
of half a hundred varieties, nost of which Kelder had never seen before. The
earthy smell of fresh produce and the tang of the hams reached his nose and
set his nmouth watering.

Irith seenmed unaffected.

At either end of the town were inns, standing close by the roadside and
mar ki ng the ends of what was, in effect, a long, narrow open-air market. Four
inns stood at the west end, where Kelder and Irith entered; Irith told him
there were three nore at the far eastern end.

Kel der, now ravenous, didnt care to walk that far for his breakfast. He
stroll ed perhaps a hundred feet along the market, weaving through the crowd
and | ooki ng over the nerchandi se. He bought hinself a slightly underripe
orangeobvi ously inported, as the Anramonic clinmate was clearly unsuitable for
orangesand headed for the nearest inn, hoping that the fantasies he had had
about life along the highway m ght yet conme true, at least in part.

Irith stopped him

Not that one, she said. Its second-rate. This one!

She pointed to one of the others. The signboard depicted a robed man sitting
cross-1l egged, holding a staff and hanging his head heavily. Its called the
Weary Wanderer, Irith told Kelder. They make the best biscuits on the entire
Great H ghway here.

Kel der followed her inside.

Ten mnutes later he was gl ad he had, because if the biscuits were not the
best on the Great H ghway, then Kelder had spent his life with some very w ong
i deas about biscuits. He had never encountered any so tasty. In fact, his
entire breakfast was phenonenal ly good.

O course, hunger makes the best sauce; he knew that. Even so, the food at the
Weary Wanderer was exceptional

Al though Irith had insisted she wasnt hungry, she, too, ate and drank eagerly.
Besi des the fampus biscuits, the specialty of the house was a thick, frothy

| enbnade whi ch obvi ously contai ned nore than just the usual water and | enbns
and honey, and Irith and Kel der each downed several nugs of the stuff.

Sonehow, Kel der was not particularly surprised when the innkeeper greeted
Irith by nane. She didnt intrude on the neal, however; once she had delivered
their breakfast she returned to the kitchen and left the travelers in peace.
The only drawback to the neal came at the end, when Kel der, who had offered to
pay the bill, discovered that he owed about tw ce what he had expected. He had
made the offer partly because to do so was the traditional nale role when
courting, and partly because he had seen no sign that Irith had any noney.

Now, though, he alnost regretted it.

Thats a | ot, he said.

Irith shrugged. Only a fool sells the best for |ess, she quoted. Besides,
prices are always higher along the hi ghway.

Kel der grimaced, but he paid.

Thus fortified, the two of themcontinued on their way, strolling onward

t hrough the town of Anrami on and out into open farmcountry again. Traffic was
heavi er now, they encountered an occasi onal wagon, and entire parties of

travel ers. One red-dressed woman had a dul ci ner slung on her back, and Kel der
bri ghtened at this sighta mnstrel, surely, the first he had ever seen

It was about noon when they passed another isolated guard tower. Irith
identified this one as marking the border between Anranion and Yondra, and



this time the guard | et them pass w thout coment.

Theyre Amramionic, Irith explained when Kel der asked why the guard had i gnored
them They nonitor the trafficinto Anranmion, but notout. If it were a Yondran
guard hed have asked us questions, but Yondra doesnt post guards at the

bor ders.

They wal ked on.

Irith seemed tireless, and after a time Kelder found hinmself trudging wearily
al ong whil e she scanpered ahead, |ooking at flowers and butterflies. Stones
and dust didnt trouble her at all, even though she was barefoot, and he
marvel ed at that. H s feet ached, and his own hal f-boots, new a sixnight
before, were visibly worn, yet she was scanpering about like a squirrel, her
feet in nothing but her own skin.

Kel der wondered again just who she wasandwhat she was. Her story about being a
Wi zards apprentice nade sense enough on the surface, but no matter how he
figured it, the times were all wong. She was only fifteen; how could she
possi bly have done and seen everything she clai med?

There was a nystery here, and if Kelder was going to fulfill his destiny and
marry lrith, he would have to unravel it.

How could a girl younger than hinself have travel ed so w dely? Wiy was she
roam ng about by herself, with no famly or friends, yet apparently known
everywhere she went? How did she keep fromtiring? Was that nore magic,

per haps?

She was a marvel in nmany ways, certainlyher wi ngs and her beauty were nmerely
t he nost obvious. Wien he brought back to Shulara as his bride, when his
famly and his friends saw her, that would surely put an end to any teasing
about his desire to see nore of the Wirld and his belief in Zindrés
predictions. If there were creatures like Irith to be found, then obviously
the Wrld was worth seeing.

He was tenmpted to sinmply ask her, right now, to turn back and go to Shul ara
with himand marry him but he didnt dare.

For one thing, she would alnbst certainly say no; while she was friendly
enough, he didnt think she was so carefree, or so fond of him that she would
abandon her own pl answhat ever they m ght beto acconpany him And surely, she
woul d have nore sense than to marry a stranger she had just met. She had no
reason to do so save to please him and she had no reason to care that much
about pl easing him

Better to wait and let their relationship grow naturally.

And he didnt really want to go back hone yet, anywaynot while there were nore
wonders to be found and the rest of his destiny to find. Geat cities, vast

pl ai ns, strange beasts, nore nagicthey were all out there, still waiting for
hi m

And now he had a guide to show himthe way. He woul d never have found the
Weary Wanderer and its al nbst mracul ous food without Irith, and she m ght
show him other marvels, as well. He wasnt sure whether those biscuits
qualified as a wonder, but they certainly canme close.

So for now he resolved to carry on, to try and inpress Irith in any way he
could, and to |l earn whatever he could about the Wrld.

Anot her hour or so brought themto Yondra Keep, a snmall, old, vine-grown and
weat her-battered castle atop a hill, with a quiet little village clustered
about its walls. Irith |ooked up at it, and a faintly worried expression
crossed her face.

Kel der, she said suddenly, naybe we should stop here for the night.

But its scarcely md-afternoon, he said, puzzled. Wy stop so early?

Well, its a good four or five | eagues yet to Angarossa Castle, thats why, she
expl ai ned. We coul dnt possibly get there before dark, or at |eastyou coul dnt,
and | dont want to fly on ahead w t hout you,that woul dnt be any fun. And
Angarossa isnt... well, there are other places Id rather be after dark than on
the road in Angarossa, lets just put it that way.

Ch, Kelder said. Ah... why? Are there dragons or sonething?

Dragons? Irith asked, startled, turning to stare at him On the Geat H ghway?



she smiled, then giggled. On, Kelder, youre sosilly! No, of course there arent
any dragons. Her snile vani shed, and she said, quite seriously, But thereare
bandi ts.

Oh, Kel der said again. Wile the prospect of neeting bandits night have seened
exciting once, right now, footsore as he was, it didnt have any appeal at all.
He | ooked up at Yondra Keep and its surrounding village. Al right, lets stop
her e.

Good! Irith said, clapping her hands gleefully. | know just the place!

Chapt er Four

The inn was not on the Geat H ghway itself, but tucked back in a corner of
the village, behind a row of houses that was itself behind a row of shops. It
was a very small inn, with only four roons upstairs and one of those occupied
by the innkeeper hinmself, and a dining roomthat held only a single |arge
table, with seating for a dozen or so.

The food and acconmodati ons were excell ent, though. Kel der shuddered to think
what the bill woul d be.

And of course, as he had hal f-expected, everyone knew Irith by nanenot just

t he i nnkeeper, but the steward and the scullery boy and the other guests, as

well. Irith introduced Kelder to themall. He bowed and nodded politely, quite
sure he woul dnt renenber all the nanes and faces.
The ot her guests, half a dozen in all, were traveling nmerchants, which was,

when one thought about it, hardly surprising. Kelder sat and listened to them
swap stories about remarkabl e deals they had nmade; the nmerchants found this
endl essly amusing, but Irith politely excused herself and spent the remai nder
of the afternoon playing with the kittens in the kitchen, instead.

Kel der thought that Irith had probably nmade the better choice; half the tine
he di dnt even know what the merchants were tal king about, with their mark-ups
and di scounts and percent ages.

At | east everyone along the Great Hi ghway seenmed to speak Traders Tongue.

Kel der had heard ot her |anguages spoken, but only in the background; travelers
and strangers al ways seenmed to be addressed first in Traders Tongue.

Whi ch, of course, was why it was called Traders Tongue, and why it was such an
easy | anguage to learnthis was what it wasfor.

It was after dinner that nighta good but unremarkabl e di nnerthat Kel der

di scovered one great advantage of staying in so small an inn. Wth only three
roons, he and Irith had to share.

And with just the two of them they were given the smallest room with only
one bed.

Kel der thought about maki ng sone nobl e gesture |ike sleeping out in the
stable, or at least on the floor, but then he |ooked at Iriths snmile and
realized that she nust have known, when she led himto this out-of-the-way

i nn, exactly what the situation was and what she was getting into.

It would seemthat he had, indeed, been courting, and nore successfully than
he thought. He had not seriously anticipated so quick a conquestif conquest it
was. The question arose in Kelders mnd, and was i mmedi ately suppressed, as to
just who had conquered whom

It didnt really matter; they were, he knew, fated for each other

They tal ked for a long tine about nothing in particul arKel der | earned a great
many new words in Traders Tongue, and felt hinself becom ng nore confortable
with the | anguageand in the end they did nore than just talk.

It was wonderful.

It was very late indeed when Kelder finally fell asleep

By the time they were up and dressed in the norning the other guests had eaten
their breakfasts and departed. Kelder was in no hurry, but for once Irith
seened a little inpatient, so they ate quickly and set out w thout dawdling.

At first he found hinmself wondering about little things he had noticed about
Irith. She never renoved the bl oodstone choker, for exanple, not even when

sl eepi ngbut maybe the clasp was hard to work. He hadnt really gotten a good
ook at it, in the dimess of their shared room

She al so al ways wore six or seven narrow bands of some sort tight around her



right ankle, none of themparticularly attractive, and fromwhat little he had
seen Kel der was unsure if they were bangles, or bracelets, or possibly even
tattoos. Three had designs involving feathers, and one gl eaned I|ike

not her - of -pearl. He was determned to get a better |ook at them sonetine.
There was no hurry, though

After they had been wal king for awhile, Kelders attention turned to the
journey itself. They were neeting far fewer travelers now, traffic east of
Yondra Keep was apparently less than traffic farther west. Al so, the distance
fromthe Keep to the Angarossan border was roughly three times as far as to
the Keep fromthe Anram onic border, which seened odd to him Shoul dnt the
Keep be in the center of the ki ngdon?

Well, it obviously wasnt, so he trudged on and on, expecting every mnute to
cross the border into Angarossa.

Tell me, he asked Irith around m d-norning, as she danced on ahead of him
bare feet skipping lightly across the hi ghways stones, golden hair flashing in
the sun. \Wats the route, exactly?

She turned and | ooked back, her hair settling to her shoulders |like a flock of
doves | andi ng. You mean where the Great H ghway goes?

He nodded, sonewhat out of breath.

Irith pointed eastward. Through Yondra, and then Angarossa, and Sinodita, and
Dhwerra, and then out across the desert to Shan, she told him

And how far is that? To Shan on the Desert, | nean.
She | ooked ahead and consi der ed.
About fifteen | eagues, | guess, she said at |ast.

Oh, he said. He glanced back at enpty roadway, and then asked, How far have we
cone? |'mnot very good with distances.

Ch, four or five | eagues, she answered, with a vague wave indicating that her
reply was little nmore than a guess.

He stopped and | ooked back, and then at the road stretching endlessly on
ahead. They had covered no nore than a fourth of the journey?

That was a depressing thought.

O course, hed cone a good di stance before even reaching the highway, and
Irith wasnt counting that.

And in stories people journeyed for sixnights on end, or nonths, or even
years.

And he wasnt really in any hurry to get to Shan, was he? He had no business
there; it was just a convenient goal, an excuse for traveling. The real reason
he was going to Shan, after all, was to fulfill the prophecy, and that spoke
only of the journey itself. A longer journey also neant a chance to spend nore
time with Irith before proposing nmarriage, and that was a good thing, too.

So why hurry?

Hai , sl ow down! he called to Irith, who had not stopped when he did. Wats your
rush?

| dont like bandits, she called back. Come on!

He sighed, and hurried to catch up

They passed an enpty, crunbling watchtower just before m dday.

Were in Angarossa now, Irith said. You dont see too nmany robbers in Yondra,

t hough theyll cross the border sonetinmes to catch people off-guard, but the
hills of Angarossa are full of them She peered warily to either side, and
spoke in a tone far nore serious than her usual chirping, cheerful manner
Real | y? Kel der asked, a little nore skeptically than he had intended. For one
thing, the gently-rolling countryside hardly qualified as hills, by his
standardsin Shul ara or Sevnor such terrain would have been consi dered
effectively flat.

Yes, really, Irith snapped back

He | ooked about, studying their surroundings, then stopped and poi nted ahead.
Look! he called. Whats that?

Irith followed his finger, and suddenly spread wi ngs that, a second before,
had not been there at all. She flapped, and Kel der was al nost bow ed over by
the wind as she rose into the air.



Wiat is it? he called. Whats the matter?

I"'mgetting a better |ook, she called down to him Il be right back

He stood, watching hel plessly, as she rose into the air, propelled steadily
upward by the great iridescent wings. Then he turned his attention back to the
spot on the horizon that had attracted his attention

He still coul dnt make out details; whatever it was was big, and its col or not
very different fromthe color of the highway itselfprobably, he supposed,
because it was dusty. It was at the top of a rise, and disappearing slowy
over that rise even as he watched.

Then Irith was settling back to the earth beside him her w ngs folding away
i nto not hingnesss. Its a caravan, she told him A big one.

That? he said, pointing at the distant object. Thats a caravan?

She put her hands on her hips. Well, all you could see fromdownhere, silly,
was the very |ast wagon!

Oh, he replied, feeling foolish

Cone on, Irith said, starting to run. If we can catch up with them we can al
travel together. Itll be safer.

It will? Kel der asked, breaking into a trot.

Sure! Irith said. Theyll have guards and everyt hi ng!

Kel der was still unsure just why, but he ran after Irith. The girl seened as
tireless as ever, but |long before they reached the caravan Kel der was panting
and stunbl i ng.

Wait, he called, |I have to catch ny breath!

Wth a worried glance at the caravanits nature now plain, as they had crossed
another lowridgelrith slowed to a wal k. She danced inpatiently as Kel der
trudged al ong.

When he had stopped gasping and was fully upright again, she called, Cone on
and started running again.

You go on, he said, IlIl catch up

She frowned, and then nodded, and there were wi ngs on her back once again. She
spread them and | eapt upward, soaring into the air.

Kel der trudged on.

He could see the caravan for what it was, now, he counted five wagons, and

others were over the next hill, he was sure. There were people sitting in and
on the wagons, and outriders on horses and oxen along either side, and a few
peopl e wal ki ng al ong on foot, as well. This was no casual grouping such as

t hey had sonetimes seen west of Yondra Keep; this was a serious expedition
The wagons were big, solid things, brightly painted and al nost the size of
houses; the last in line was a saffron hue that happened to blend fairly well
with the dust of the road, but the others were red and green and blue, wth
gilded or silvered trimthat sparkled in the sun. They di dnt bear nuch
resenbl ance to the open farm wagons Kel der had seen back in Shulara, or the
ox-carts the local nmerchants had used, or any of the other vehicles he had
encountered previously. Each one was drawn by at |east four oxen; two of the
five he could see had six oxen apiece on their yokes.

Wth all those people and beasts the caravan, of necessity, noved at a sl ow
wal k. Kel der had no trouble in keeping up with it even while catching his
breath, and could gain any tine he was willing to pick up his pace a little.
He di dnt bother to catch up, however. He was in no hurry.

Irith, on the other hand, flew directly up to the caravan and over it. People
| ooked up as her shadow passed over them stared and pointed and called to one
anot her.

Kel der smled. He coul dnt hear what they were saying, but they probably al
knew her by name. Maybe he and Irith would be able to ride on one of the
wagons, or share a neal with the nerchants.

Then someone wal ki ng al ongsi de the third wagon fromthe end picked up a stone
fromthe roadside and threw it at the winged girl. Someone el se had drawn a
sword; a third runmaged under the seat of the rearnpst wagon and brought up a
bow and arrow.

Hai ! Kel der screaned, and broke into a run



Irith veered off, away fromthe caravan, away fromthe hi ghway. The stone had
m ssed her conpletely. She flapped, turned, hovered for a second, and then
turned again and came sailing back toward Kel der

He sl owed, and she | anded before him and he enbraced her, hugging her tightly
to him relieved that she was unhurt.

Her wi ngs had not vani shed, which nmade the enbrace somewhat awkward, so he

rel eased her quickly.

Are you all right? he asked

I"'mfine, she said. Areyou all right?

He nodded, then | ooked up. He had intended to ask why the caravans people were
so hostile to her, but the words died on his |ipsa horseman was approachi ng
them The caravan itself was nmoving steadily onward as if nothing had
happened, but one of the outriders had peel ed away and was trotting toward
them Irith saw Kelders face, and turned to face the horseman.

They stood and waited as the man rode up.

What do you want? Kelder called in Traders Tongue, in an angry attenpt at

br avado.

To give you an apol ogy, and a warning, the horseman replied, in the sane

| anguage.

Irith and Kel der gl anced at each other, and then back at the horseman. Go on,
Kel der said.

The horsenman bobbed his head in acknow edgenent. First, he said, the apol ogy.
If you are no nore than the innocent travelers you appear to be, then we
regret our actions toward you

He paused, but neither Irith nor Kel der answered.

And the warning, the horseman said. There are bandits in these hills..

Weknow that, Irith interrupted. Thats why we wanted to join your caravan!

The stranger nodded, and continued, unperturbed. There are bandits in these
hills, and they have been known to use several tricks and ruses. Accordingly,
we cannot trustanyone we neet hereand nost particularly, not a person I|ike
yoursel f, who clearly has great nagic at her command. So while we mean no harm
to anyone, if you approach again the guards will do their best to kill you.
Killme? Irith squeaked. But I'mirith the Flyer! Everyone on the G eat H ghway
knows nme! And this is Kelder, and hes harmnl ess!

The horseman shrugged, pal mup. Perhaps you are what you say, he said, but we
will not risk it. I'msorry.

Before Irith could say anything nore, he turned and snapped the reins, sending
his horse cantering back toward the departi ng wagons.

Irith blinked, then turned to Kelder, furious.

They cant treat us like that! she said.

Kel der shrugged. Wy not? he asked. Al nost immediately, however, he regretted
the wordsa reaction like that was not going to inpress anyone. He didnt want
Irith to consider hima coward

They dont own the highway! Irith shouted. We can pass themif we |ike!

Kel der reluctantly shook his headappearances or no, and even if it neant an
accusation of cowardi ce, conmbn sense was on the side of caution. Its not
right, he said, nor fair, but I wouldnt try it. There are an awful |ot of

t hem

Irith | ooked at the wagons for a nmonent, considering, and then stuck out her
tongue. Who needs them anyway? she said. And did you notice that weird snell?
What snel | ? Kel der asked, startled. The only odors he had detected were those
of dust and horses.

That sour snell, Irith said. Wen the horseman rode up just now. The whole
caravan snells like that. Didnt you notice?

| didnt smell anything, Kelder said, puzzled. Except horse, he added, for the
sake of accuracy, and maybe sweaty | eat her

Wl |, then your nose doesnt work, Irith retorted, because the whol e caravan
sti nks.

| didnt smell anything, Kelder repeated.

Irith considered for a nonent, then announced, They stink, anyway. \Who needs



t hen?

Rel i eved, Kelder snmiled, and she smled back, and the two of them wal ked on
followi ng the caravan at a safe distance of roughly two hundred yards.

Chapter Five

How is it there are so many bandits in Angarossa? Kel der asked, as they
trudged onward. They had been followi ng the caravan for hours; it was stil
ahead of them and in fact noving a little nore slowy than they ordinarily
did, but leaving the highway to pass it did not strike the pair as worth the
effort. Instead, they had sl owed down, giving Kelder nmore tine to think. Wy
here, and not other ki ngdons?

Because of King Caren, silly, Irith replied.

Kel der blinked. Wio? he asked.

King Caren, Irith repeated. The king of Angarossa.

Oh, Kelder said, trying to see if he was m ssing sonme obvi ous expl anation. He
di dnt see that he was. \Wat does he have to do with it? he asked. |Is he a bad
ki ng, or sonethi ng?

Not as far as the bandits are concerned, Irith said with a grin.

| mean, Kel der said, slightly annoyed at the girls attitude, is he particularly
bad at running the country?

Andl nean, Irith replied, still grinning nockingly, that it depends on whether
you |l ook at it fromthe point of view of a caravan nmaster or a bandit.

Youre the one being silly, then, Kelder retorted. Its part of a kings duties
to stop banditry. He might not know as nmuch of the Wirld as Irith did, but he
knewt hat nuch.

Wll, in that case, Irith answered, turning nore or |ess serious, King Carens
an absolutely rotten king, because he doesnt see it that way.

He doesnt? Kel der said, startled.

No, he doesnt. As long as the bandits pay their taxes, King Caren doesnt

bot her them

Taxes? This conversation was, in Kelders opinion, becom ng very strange

i ndeed. He wondered if Irith were teasing himsonehow, but that didnt seem
likely. He didnt think she could lie that well. Do bandits pay taxes? he
asked.

In Angarossa, they do, Irith explained, if they dont want the kings nen to
hunt them down and kill them

They pay taxes? The concept still didnt seemto nmake sense.

One-eighth of everything they steal, Irith assured him

But... He groped for an intelligent response, and found none.

Pretty rotten, isnt it? Irith said, with a grin.

Its... its... It was plain that there were wonders in the Wirld that had
nothing to do with nmysteries or nagic, and were nothing hed care to brag about
seei ng when he got home. He struggled for sonething to say.

Yes, it is, isnt it? Irith said, smling

Kel der stopped trying to find words to express his appall ed amazenent, and
Irith expl ai ned.

Ki ng Carens greedy, she said. | guess nobst kings are. Anyway, when he cane to
the throne, the kingdom was broke, so he tried to raise noney. Angarossa hasnt
got a lot going for itits not good farm and, the weathers pretty bad, theres
nothing worth mning, and the arny didnt anount to much. About the only thing
in the kingdomthats worth anything is the Geat H ghway, so King Caren tried
to inpose tolls.

Kel der needed a noment to remenber the word toll, but did eventually figure it
out. That makes sense, he adnmitted.

Yes, Irith agreed, but only if peoplepay the tolls. The merchants woul dnt pay.
They all traveled in big caravans, |like the one up ahead, and when two or
three guards tried to stop themat the border and collect a toll, the

mer chants woul d just |augh and march right on past, and if the soldiers tried
to stop them the caravans own guards would beat the toll collectors to pulp.
So King Caren threatened to march his entire arny out to the highway to
collect the tolls.



What happened?

The nerchants sent a delegation to Castle Angarossa to negotiate, and told
King Caren that theyd never paid any tolls here before and di dnt want to now,
and they didnt pay any tolls in Yondra or Anramion or Sinodita, and why

coul dnt he make his noney by taxing the innkeepers and farners, |ike everybody
el se? And besides, at the tine there was this bandit named Tel ar the Red who
was causing trouble, and the merchants said that if they had to pay to use the
hi ghway, at the very |east the king ought to nake it safer to use, and get rid
of Tel ar.

The story was not particularly fascinating, but watching Irith was, and
listening to her voice was, as well. Kelder nodded encouragenent, and Irith
conti nued.

So King Caren got an agreenent fromthe merchants that if he captured or
killed Telar the Red, and got rid of his bandits, then the nerchants woul d pay
atoll, a small one. And he sent out his arny, and they tracked down Tel ar and
caught himand Tel ar offered them noney to | et himgo again.

Did they take it? Kel der asked, since she seenmed to expect a reaction

No, Irith said. They were too scared of the king, because everybody knew he
had a really nasty tenper, and if the story got out he would probably have
them all di senmbowel ed. Instead they took Telar back to the king, and Tel ar

of fered King Caren the noneyand the king thought about it, and saw that the
nmoney was nore than hed get in a year of collecting tolls frommerchants, and
that Telar was a |lot easier to deal with than the merchants, so he took it.
And ot her bandits heard about this, and it |ooked like a good deal. Irith
shrugged, fingers spread. So there still arent any tolls in Angarossa, but
there are plenty of bandits.

Kel der thought this over for a nmonent, then said, Thats ridicul ous. Wiy do the
nmerchants put up with it?

Wl |, some of themdont want to, Irith adm tted. Theyve been tal ki ng about
bui | di ng a new hi ghway, south of Angarossa, through Shimllion and Oranon. It
woul d be a lot longer, though, and so far nost people settle for hiring
guards, or bringing magici ans al ong.

Couldnt they offer to pay tolls, if King Caren would get rid of the bandits?
Irith shrugged.l dont know, she said.

They wal ked on silently as Kel der considered the notion of a king who could be
corrupted so easily by nere noney. Kings were supposed to protect their

peopl e, werent they?

But then, the nerchants werent really King Carens people, were they? They were
forei gners passing through, while the bandits lived in the country. Did that
nmean that other kings were actually betraying their people by stanping out
banditry?

No, that was sillybut why was it silly?

He struggled with the whole question for sone tine, mulling it over as the

aft ernoon wore on and the sun descended to the west, and he finally worked it
out .

Bandi try hel ped thebandits, in the short run, but it hurt the innkeepers and
the I ocal merchants by stealing noney that the caravans mi ght have spent in
town. And in the long run, it mght nean re-routing the highway, which would
hurt everybody, Angarossan or otherw se.

Besi des, how could the king be sure that the bandits would only rob or kil
foreigners?

So King Caren ought to stop the bandits.

Theres that snell again, Irith said, interrupting his thought.

What snel | ? he asked, startl ed.

That funny sour snell that the caravan has.

Kel der sniffed.

| still dont snell anything, he said.

Its there, Irith insisted.

Maybe the wi nd shifted, Kel der suggested.

Irith abruptly had wi ngs, and flapped themtentatively.



No, she said. The winds still fromthe northwest.

Her wi ngs vani shed agai n.

You really dont snell it? she asked.

No, Kelder admitted, | really dont.

Its very strong now.

| dont snell it. Maybe its something magical ? Sonething only girls can snell?
Irith frowned, an expression that Kel der found conic and endearing; he
resisted the tenptation to grab her and forget all about nysterious odors,
hostil e caravans, deranged kings, and so forth.

| dont know, she said. | never heard of anything like that.

Kel der could think of nothing nore to say; he could smell nothing but dust and
grass and the | eavings of the caravans draft animals. He | ooked about, trying
to think of another subject to take up and to distract hinself fromlriths
char ns.

Sonet hi ng caught his eye, far out on the horizon

What s that? he said, pointing

Iriths gaze followed his outstretched finger, but she didnt need to answer; it
was pl ain now what Kel der had spotted.

A line of horsemen was chargi ng down over the low ridge to the north of the

hi ghway, sweepi ng down toward the caravan

Bandits! Irith exclainmed, and her wi ngs were back. Before Kel der coul d say
anything to cal mher she was aloft, flying up out of danger

Kel der had no such conveni ent escape, but he saw no need for one. He was no
nore than a neutral observer, after allneither the bandits nor the caravan had
any reason to harmhim He stood his ground and wat ched.

The idea of watching a battle was both alluring and repul siveit would
certainly be sonething to tell everyone back in Shulara, but at the sanme tine
he didnt want to see anyone hurt or killed. They were going to be hurt or

kill ed whether he watched or not, however, so he stared intently.

The horsenen had swords drawn, their blades glittering in the sun. They were
shouting, though Kel der could nake out no words. The caravan could hardly help
but see them now, and the guards and nerchants were running around madly, the
horses whinnying in dismy at the excitenent, the oxen plodding stolidly on
undi sturbed, or stopping if their drivers remenbered to rein themin, or if
they came too close to the wagon in front.

It seemed to Kelder, fromwhat he had heard of such affairs, that certain

t hi ngs shoul d be happeni ng. The caravan guards should be form ng a defensive
line, or aring, or sonmething, while the nmerchants and ot her nonconbatants
shoul d be taking shelterbut that didnt seemto be whatwas happeni ng. |nstead,
peopl e were rushing back and forth along the |ine of wagons, while others,

i ncl udi ng nost of the guards, were gathering along the south side of the
wagons, away from the approaching riders.

Look! Irith called fromabove, her word barely di scernabl e above the hubbub of
shouting, babbling voices, rattling equi page, and drumm ng hooves. She
poi nt ed.

Kel der | ooked.

A man in a black robe had clinmbed atop one of the big wagons, and was rising
to his feet, standing on the wagons roof. He was shouting al oud, and even over
the general din his voice seenmed to cut like a hard w nd.

The words, though, were like nothing Kelder had ever heard before. They were
no | anguage he recogni zedand no | anguage hewanted to recogni ze. They were
harsh, alien sounds that had no right to energe froma human throat.

The bandits were alnost to the row of wagons now, their original neat |line had
broken as the faster horses pulled ahead and the sl ower |agged. The forenopst
attackers were reining in, rather than barreling straight on into the sides of
t he wagons, or charging past their objective entirely.

The battle was about to be joined when the first black thing popped out of the
ground.

At first Kelder wasnt sure what he had seen, but then others appeared, so fast
that he coul dnt say where the second or third had emerged; there were none,



there was one, and then there were hundreds, faster than he could react, a sea
of them springing up fromunder the caravan. Like water froma fountain, they
cane from beneath the wagon where the man in black stood, still chanting.

They were shorter than people, perhaps three or four feet tall, but as broad
across the shoulders as nost nmen. Their |inbs were crooked, but clearly
powerful . Their bare skin and shaggy, unkenpt hair were black or dark gray.
They wore no armor, and for that matter no clothing, but charged into the fray
nakedbut not unarmed. Axes, swords, knives, sticks, weapons of every kind were
clutched in their msshapen hands, the bl ades as naked as the creatures that

wi el ded t hem

And the creatures faces were truly hideous. Geat staring white eyes, noses

i ke bl ades or blobs or broken rock, nouths that gaped in enornous yawni ng
grins, full of jagged yellow teethKel der was very glad he was no closer, and
could not make out all the details. He had never seen anything so ghastly.

At least, not until the fighting began

The creatures nmade no distinction between man and nmount; it seened they woul d
gl eeful ly hack at anything that nmoved that came within reach and was not a
part of the caravan. Horses screaned in agony as the axes and knives chopped
at their legs and flanks; they fell, and their riders screams joined their

own.

Dermons! Irith called fromoverhead. The man in bl acks a denonol ogi st!

That made sense to Kelder. It also sent a shudder through him and he began
backi ng away. He wanted to turn and run, but the idea of turning his back on
those horrors was at |east as bad as being this close to them

Wasnt deronology illegal ? Werent all denons bani shed fromthe physical world
hundreds of years ago, when the G eat War ended? How coul d this be happeni ng?
He watched in horrid fascination

One of the demon-things spotted a new target, but this one happened to be one
of the nerchants who had acconpani ed the caravan; the creature | eapt toward
her, then stopped, as if in md-junp, and turned away, holding its nose.

Enl i ght enment burst upon Kelder. The snell Irith had insisted she snelledit
was real, it was magical, and it protected the caravan fromthe denons!

But why could Irith snell it, and not hinself? Was it because she was a
creature of magic, like the denons, while he was a nmerely ordinary hunman
bei ng?

That had to be itbut this was no time to worry about it, when the hideous
spect acl e before himyet continued.

Sone of the bandits had tried to turn and flee, but none had gotten nore than
a few yards before dozens of the creatures were upon them Then the |ast of

t he bandits was down, but the denon-things did not stop; they continued
hacki ng and hacki ng, knives and axes rising and falling, as blood sprayed and
spattered. They gi bbered and shrieked in an i nhuman chorus as they chopped and
stabbed, until the caravans own people were cowering in terror, retreating
sout hward away fromthe highway, as the creatures reveled in the destruction

t hey had w ought.

The entire battle had |lasted only a few seconds. It had happened nuch too fast
for the reality, the horror of it all to sink in.

Eeeww, Irith said |loudly, somewhere above Kel ders head. G oss!

Hal f a dozen of the denons heard that, turned toward her, and saw her

And bel ow her, they saw Kel der

Chapter Six

Kel der began to back away nore quickly; above him he heard a strangl ed squeak,
and the beating of wings fading into the distance, and then not hing.

The denon-things were grinning at him and maki ng wei rd whoopi ng noi ses. Then
one began to run toward him axe raised, and a second foll owed, waving a short
sword. The bl ack-robed man atop the wagon was waving his arms and chanting
agai n, and Kel der took an instant to wonder why before he turned and started
running for his life.

The denons cane shrieking after himas he fled, the noise growing closer with
every step he tookuntil it abruptly stopped.



The total silence was so astonishing that he stunbled and fell. Hs arms cane
up instinctively, shielding his face; he curled into a ball and rolled in the
dust of the highway, waiting for the first blade to cut him the first club to
batter him

Not hi ng happened.

Carefully, he opened his eyes, lifted an armfromhis face.

There was the caravan; the man in black was clinbing down fromhis perch, and
the nmerchants and guards were returning to their places, preparing to nove on
There were no denons.

There was no sign of them anywhere.

The only evidence that any denons had ever existed was the mangl ed corpses of
the bandits and their nounts.

Kel der sl owy uncurled, and got cautiously to his feet.

There were no denons. The denpnol ogi st had presumably sent them back wherever
they had conme from and they were conpletely, utterly gone.

One of the caravan guards on foot had drawn his sword and was whacki ng the
heads of f the corpses of the bandits. This was obviously not necessary to
ensure that they were actually dead; even fromthis distance, Kelder had no
doubt at all that they were all dead. The guard was presumably collecting
trophies. The battle was undeni ably over

Kel der stood for a nonent, considering, and then began stunbling toward the
caravan. It was not that he particularly wanted a closer | ook at the corpses,
or the wagons, or anything else, but he was afraid that if he turned and fled
t he denonol ogi st night deci de he was a bandit after all. Kelder |ooked up
seeking Irith, intending to urge her to join him

She wasnt there. There was nothing above himbut enpty sky, clear and bright
blue, with a few fluffy white clouds drifting here and there.

Kel der stopped dead in his tracks. \Were had she gone?

He slowy turned, studying the heavens, and finally spotted her, far to the
west; she was little nore than a dark speck agai nst the sun. For a nonment he
pani cked; he didnt want to | ose her. Hecoul dnt |ose her, that would destroy
the entire prophecy! He waved and shouted, but then stopped, feeling foolish;
she woul dnt be able to hear himfromso far away.

He considered running after her, but the speck seemed to be grow ng; he
stared, and decided that yes, it was definitely getting |larger. She was com ng
back.

He stood and waited for her while, three hundred yards to the east, the
caravan regrouped and noved on, ignoring himand the flying figure. By the
time Irith dropped to the earth beside himthe wagons were al nost out of sight
over a distant rise. Only by shading his eyes with his hand and staring hard
coul d Kel der make out an upright pike at the back corner of the I ast wagon,
and a bl oody head inpal ed upon it.

Iriths wings fluttered, stirring Kelders hair, and he turned his gaze on her
What wer e those things? he asked.

Irith shrugged prettily.l dont know, she said.

You di dnt | earn about them when you were an apprentice? said Kel der

She stared at himas if he had said something exceptionally stupid; when it
sank in that indeed he had, she replied hautily, | was aw zards apprentice,
not a denonol ogi st s!

Her disdain was actually painful, and Kelder tried to recover by asking, But
didnt you | earn about the other kinds of magic? To keep up with the
conpetition, as it were?

No, Irith said. Just learning wizardry was hard enough! Her tone softened.
Besi des, nobody around where | |ivedknew anything about denonol ogy back then.
Kel der blinked. She was doing it again, speaking as if her apprenticeship had
ended years ago, when it coul dnt possibly have. Wen was that? he asked.

She gl ared at him obviously annoyed, but he was unsure why.

Agesago, she said. Then she turned away and pointedly ignored himfor a few
seconds.

Oh, he replied feebly, after a nmoment.



She turned back. Lets get going, she said.

He nodded, and they began wal king. Iriths w ngs vani shed after a few paces.
Five mnutes later they reached the first of the dead bandits. Bl ood had
sprayed across the highway and the nei ghboring grass, but it was already dry
and brown, no longer red. The corpse was absol utely ghastlypi eces were
scattered about, while the main nmass was unrecogni zabl e.

And of course, the head was gone conpletely.

A score of other corpses, all equally nutilated, were scattered al ong the
roadsi de ahead, interspersed with the carcasses of an equal number of horses.
Flies were settling on themall, crawing across the faces.

Kel ders stonmach cranped, and he fought to keep down his breakfast. He had seen
death beforein farmani mals, and sick old people who died at hone in bed. He
had never seen anything at all like this carnage.

Ick, Irith said, stepping carefully across one of the dried streaks of bl ood.
I ck? Kelder stared at her. Is that all you have to say?

She | ooked at him startled. Wat else should | say? she asked.

I dont know, Kel der snapped, irritated, but something a bit nore respectful
than i ck!

Respectful ? She | ooked at himin honest puzzlenent. How is ick disrespectful?
You dont think the dead deserve sonething a bit nore... nmore... Wrds failed
him He was unsure he could have found the right phrase even in his native
Shul aran, and in Traders Tongue or Ethsharitic it was hopel ess.

Oh, thedead? Irith said. | thought you meantyou

Me? Kel der was taken aback. He had expected to earn Iriths respect eventually,
but had hardly presumed he had it already. No, | didnt mean nme, | neant the..
t he corpses.

What dothey care? Irith asked. Theyre dead, they dont care if | say ick. And
theyre really yucky. | dont |ike bl ood.

| dont either, Kelder said without thinking. Then he caught hinself, and said,
Cant you be a little nore... nore conpassionate? | mean, these werepeopl e,
with honmes and fanilies, probably.

Kel der was struggling with an internal conflict; Irith was so incredibly
beautiful, so obviously nmagical, so w dely know edgeabl e, that he kept
expecting her to be noble and pure and perfect in every way. \Wenever she
denonstrated that she wasnt, he bal ked at the incongruity.

Besi des, he expected hiswife to be caring and conpassionate, and Irith was
destined to be his wfe.

Irith shrugged. Well,l didnt kill them she said.

Doesnt it bother you, seeing themlike this? he asked, still hoping to restore
her to her pedestal.

Her expression turned to outrage.

O course it bothers ne! she yelled. Thats why | said ick!

Kel der felt as if he were trapped, sonehow, in a web of wong words and

m sunder st andi ngs. He didnt want to argue with her; quite the opposite. In
fact, looking at her, he was overwhel med anew by her beauty, and found

hi nsel funabl e to argue with her

Maybe it washe who was i nperfect.

I"'msorry, he said, surrendering. | just never saw anything |like this before.
Its got ne upset, and it seenms as if you should be nore upset than you are,

t 0o.

Ch, Irith said, |ooking around at the corpses. Ch, | guess | see what you
mean, if this is your first time on a battlefield. But its not the first tine
forme ; | saw lots of dead people in the war, you know? | mean, this is really

gross, but | used to see other stuff that was just about as bad.

You di d? Kel der | ooked around and struggled to hold down his rising gorge.

Oh, yes, she said. There was one tinme when a spell backfired and these people
got all ripped to pieces... She saw Kel ders expressi on, and concl uded

apol ogetically, But | guess you dont want to hear about that.

No, he agreed, | dont think I do.

Wl |, then, she said reasonably, lets not talk about it, lets just get out of



her e.

Kel der nodded. When Irith did not inmrediately nove he took the hint, turned
away from her, and started wal ki ng.

Irith | ooked at the blood, the flies, the debris, and made a small noise of

di sgust. Then her wi ngs reappeared, and she flew on ahead, avoiding the ness.
As Kel der stunbled past the |last of the corpses he found hinself wondering
what war Irith had seen. There were al ways border wars goi ng on somewhere in
the Small Ki ngdomswars were inevitable when you had two hundred and sone
separate governnments jammed into an area the size of the Small Ki ngdonmsbut he
hadnt heard about any particularly bad ones recently. And the ki ngdons al ong
the Great Hi ghway reportedly tried harder than nost to avoid fighting, since
it cut down on traffic and therefore hurt business. Reportedly, the kingdoms
along the road were generally significantly smaller than the regi onal average
because of thisrulers were slower to put down secessions or to go

enpi re-buil di ng here than el sewhere.

So what war had Irith been tal king about? Had she studi ed under a naster

wi zard in Korosa or Trothluria or some other |land that had recently fought a
war ? Had she been involved in the war sonehow, that she saw the battlefiel ds?
Had that been part of why she fled?

But the Small Kingdonms didnt use magic in their warsat |east, nobst of them

di dnt, though there were the stories about the new so-called Enmpire of Vond in
the far south, where just |ast year sone warlock had reportedly used his nagic
to conquer everything in sight. A w zards apprentice woul dnt be all owed near
the battlefields in Korosa or Trothluria.

Irith had said a spell had backfired, though. Were coul dt hat have happened?
Vond?

Just where was she fron? He still hadnt asked her directly; he suspected she
woul dnt answer, would avoid the issue sonehow. It was all very mysterious, and
he wondered about it, but looking at Irith, who was waiting for hima hundred
yards up the road, he decided not to ask her about it.

Not yet, at any rate.

And maybe, he admitted, never. She didnt look as if she wanted to tal k about
wars she had seen, and he wasnt sure that he did, either. He was interested in
Iriths past, all rightbut he was nmuch nore interested in her future.
Forgetting about the dead bandits woul d probably be the best solution al
around.

He trudged onward, intently not |ooking backbut then his steps sl owed.

Had he heard sonet hing nove? Did he feel soneone watching hinf?

Irith had turned back and was watching him waiting for him tapping a foot

i npatiently, but even so he paused and gl anced back over his shoul der

Not hi ng was on the road behind hi mbut dust and bl ood; nothing nmoved anong the
dead but flies. He glanced to either side, and saw nothing but rolling

grassl and. He | ooked harder

Was t hat soneone, on the northern horizon, crouched in the tall grass?

No, it wasnt, he decided. He was just spooked. He turned east again and

mar ched ahead, calling unnecessarily to Irith, telling her to wait.

Chapt er Seven

Castl e Angarossa was | ow and broad, spreading out across the | and; nost of the
mar ket and town were actually inside the gates, naking the comrunity sonething
m dway between an ordinary castle and a walled city.

Kel der had had his first glinpse of it only mnutes after |eaving the

battl efield where the slaughtered bandits lay. He had stopped to stare at its
beauty as the setting sun lit the walls a warm gold and the rooftops a deep
rich red, the | engthening shadows hi ghlighting every graceful line. The
caravan that had destroyed the bandits was at the castle gates, inching in; he
could see a pi ke on each wagon, a severed ahead atop each pike.

Cone on, Irith had urged, and he had hurried on, eager to reach the place.
Irith was clearly nottoo annoyed with him Kelder thought, or she would have
flown on ahead; wanting to keep it that way, he was careful not to offend her
and the easiest way to do that was to say nothing, so they did not speak again



until they arrived at the gates an hour |ater

By then the sun was down, the sky dimm ng, and nost of the |ight cane from

| anterns and torches. The shadows had grown, spread, and turned om nous, their
edges blurred and their hearts inmpenetrable. Kelder hesitated, wondering if it
was safe to enter the castle of a king who openly permitted bandits to roam
his lands, but Irith told himhe was being foolish

This is theone place in Angarossa where youdont have to worry about bandits,
silly! she explained. They know better than to cause any troubl ehere, where
they m ght get the king angry!

Oh, Kel der said. He was annoyed at hinself; his ignorance and excessive
caution were both showing far nore than he liked. He was |ooking like a foo

in front of Irith. Resolving to do better hereafter, he foll owed her neekly
into the marketplace. Do you know a good inn here? he asked.

O course, Irith answered. But | want to | ook around the nmarket first.

Kel der acqui esced, and trailed along as Irith | ooked over displays of fabrics
and jewelry.

Most of the merchants were packing up for the night; people were reluctant to
buy anything by torchlight, when flaws were so nuch harder to spot. Kel der was
glad of that, as his feet were tired and sore. Irith would not be able to I ook
much | onger.

The caravan they had followed for nmost of the day was in town; he saw the
wagons down a side-alley, pulled into a yard, recogni zabl e both by the bright
desi gns painted on them and by the gory trophies adorning them

He considered pointing this out to Irith, or going to talk to the people
there, but decided against it. He saw no one near the wagons, and besi des, he
didnt really want anything to do with that denonol ogi st. At the thought of the
bl ack- gar bed nagi ci an he shuddered slightly.

I s denonol ogy | egal ? he asked, interrupting Iriths perusal of a bolt of black
br ocade.

Wiere? she asked, startl ed.

Anywher e, he said.

Sure, she said. Lots of places. Al of Ethshar

Hesitantly, Kelder said, | dont think it is in Shulara.

Probably it isnt, Irith agreed. Mst of the Small Ki ngdonms arent big on
denons. ' m not .

What about here? He gestured at the castle market about them

She turned up an enpty palm Wo knows? she said.

If it isnt legal, how could that caravan use it?

Bandi tryi snt exactly legal, either, Kelder, she said, wth exaggerated

pati ence. Even if the king doesnt stop it. Lots of people break | aws.

That was hardly news, even to Kelder, but he persisted, his curiosity
nmonentarily overcom ng his desire to please Irith. | thought that the gates to
Hel | were closed off at the end of the Great War, so how can denpnol ogy stil
wor k?

Irith sighed and | et the brocade drop. Kelder, she said, do | look like an
expert on dernonol ogy to you?

No, Kelder admitted.

Then dont ask ne all thesequestions about it, all right? She glared at him
and then added, But anyway, that just means denons cant enter the World unl ess
t heyre properly sumoned. Denonol ogi sts can stillcall them She turned back to
t he di splay of fabrics.

Oh, Kel der said, enbarrassed.

He stood silently for a noment as Irith held the cloth up to the light, trying
to see it properly; the merchant had al ready packed away nost of her goods,

but was waiting to see if this last customer m ght buy sonething.

As he stood, he felt, as he had on the battlefield, as if soneone were

wat ching him He | ooked around the market.

He saw a handful of late custoners, a score or so of nmerchants and farnmers who
had not yet departed, and a great deal of enpty space. The castle wall curved
along the far side of the square, and a bored sol dier stood on the ramparts,



| eaning on a nerlon and yawni ng as he gazed out over the countryside. Three or
four children were chasi ng each other back and forth through the open gates;
another child, a thin barefoot girl in a ragged blue tunic, was standing to
one si de.

She was staring at him Kelder thought, or at Irith, or at the cloth nerchant
whose wares Irith was fondling. Was that what he had sensed?

Well, there was nothing to be feared froma little girl. He wondered, though
why she was staring like that. It was hard to tell in the evening gl oom but
she appeared to have been crying.

Maybe her nother had beaten her, Kelder thought to hinself. Maybe she was out
here wi shing she didnt have to go home, envying Irith her age and beauty.
Maybe she even recognized Irith; after all, as Kelder had discovered, the

Fl yer was wel |l -known al ong the Great Hi ghway. At the nmoment she had no w ngs,
but how many white-clad bl ondes were there in Angarossa?

How many bl ondes were there in all the Small Kingdons, for that matter?

It suddenly occurred to Kelder for the first time that Irith mght not be from
the Small Kingdonms at all. Perhaps she was fromone of the distant, barbaric
realms far to the northwest, beyond the Hegenony of EthsharTintallion, or
Kerroa, maybe. It was said bl ondes were slightly nore common in the north.
Wasnt Tintallion in the mddle of a civil war, at last report?

That m ght explain a great deal. It could explain her references to a war, and
perhaps the rules were different there, and she had been able to apprentice at
a younger age than twelve, which would explain why she seened to have done so
much for a girl of fifteen. If that was it, then she nust have fled to the
Smal | Ki ngdons because they were about as far away from her angry naster as
she coul d possibly get.

It all hung together.

So Irith was Tintallionese? He | ooked at her speculatively, listened to her
chatting with the nmerchant in Traders Tongue, and w shed he knew sone
Tintal | i onese hinsel f.

He forgot all about the little girl by the gate and listened to Irith and the
nmerchant, trying to spot clues to the Flyers origin. Her accent didnt sound
particularly northwestern to him but then, he had never actually heard anyone
from Et hshar or beyond, only local people imtating them There was no reason
to think that barbarians woul d have accents nuch |ike the people of the

nort hwestern Smal |l Ki ngdons.

Irith didnt seemto have any noticeable accent of her own at all, really; she
spoke Traders Tongue with the sharp sinplicity of an experienced travel er. She
spoke Traders Tongue better than did the nerchant she was haggling with, in
fact.

Kel der considered. He could just ask her where she was from of course. Asking
where a person canme fromwas a harm ess and natural thing to do

He would wait until the appropriate tinme, though, when he had a chance to
bring it up in the course of the conversation; she was annoyed enough by his
guesti ons about denonol ogy, and asking her out of the blue would be rude.
Irith turned away; the cloth merchant called a final offer after her, but she
just laughed and wal ked away, with Kel der cl ose beside her

You never did plan to buy anything, did you? he asked.

She sniled and wi nked. O course not, she said. What would | do with a bolt of
bl ack brocade on the road to Shan, carry it over my shoul der? She | aughed
agai n, then paused, and added, If | were staying in town it mght be
different. Its good fabric.

Kel der nodded.

The inn is down this way, Irith told him pointing at a narrow all eyway.
Real | y? he said, dubiously.

Real |y, she replied. Its a shortcut, a back way. 11l show you.

She led the way, and he followed. A few feet into the passagefor it was little
nore than that, a corridor between buil dings, not a streethe gl anced back at
the market.

That young girl who had been watching themfromthe gate was now standi ng near



the cloth merchants stall, and still watching them Something about her made
hi m uneasy.

That girls watching us, he said to Irith.

She turned and | ooked, then shrugged and wal ked on. People do that sonetines,
she said.

He took another | ook, and then he, too, shrugged and wal ked on

The al |l eyway opened out into a small kitchen yard; to one side a bantam cock
stared at themthrough the slats of his coop, a well and wi ndl ass occupied a
corner, and a big gray cat slept on the sill of a candelit w ndow beside a
heavy bl ack door. Irith marched directly across and rapped on the door

A sliding panel opened, and a nervous face peered out.

Hello, Larsi, Irith said. Its ne.
The Flyer? a womans voi ce asked
Irith nodded.

The panel slid shut, and the latch rattled. The gray cat stirred slightly.

Kel der took a | ook back up the alleyway.

The girl in the blue tunic was running down the passageway toward t hem

The door opened, and Irith stepped up on the granite threshold. The person she
had addressed as Larsi, a plunp woman of forty or so, beckoned for her to
enter. | brought a friend, Irith said, gesturing at Kel der

Kel der saw the expression on the little girls face as it caught the light that
spilled fromthe open door, and on a sudden inpul se he said, Two friends.

You will be a chanpion of the lost and forlorn, Zindré had said, and that
child certainly | ooked | ost and forlorn.

Startled, Irith turned and | ooked as the little girl panted into the dooryard.
The wai f turned pleading eyes up toward the Flyer, and Irith corrected
hersel f.

Two friends, she said.

Kel der smled with relief. Irith could be conmpassionate toward the |iving,
however call ous she m ght have appeared toward the dead bandits, and Kel der
was very pleased to see it. Maybe he could use this mserable creature to draw
hinself and Irith closer, as well as fulfilling the prophecy.

Well, come in then, both of you, Larsi said, beckoning. Kel der hastened to
obey, and the girl scranbled after him

They found thenselves in a great stone-floored kitchen, surrounded by

bl ackened oak, and black iron, and stone in a dozen shades of gray. A wooden
cistern stood on an iron franme over a stone sink; stone-topped tables |ined
stone walls between wooden doors. Pale tallow candl es shone from black iron
sconces. The only touches of color in the entire place were the fire on the
great hearth, and the vegetabl es spread on a counterorange carrots and pal e
green | eeks and fresh red-ski nned pot at oes.

Go on, then, out with you, Larsi said, waving themtoward one of the doors.
Youve no business in my kitchen, and Irith, I wish Id never shown you t hat
back way!

Id have found it anyway, Irith retorted, grinning. You can see it fromthe
air.

Larsi huffed, and herded the three of themthrough the door into the main
room

This was brighter than the kitchen, but not nuch nore colorful; here the

dom nant hues were bl ack and brown, rather than black and gray. Brown wood
tabl es and chairs, wood-paneled walls, a black slate hearth, and a wooden
floor were illum nated by a dozen lanterns and in use by a dozen patrons.
Youl | have the stew, Larsi said, as she showed themto chairs at the near end
of one of the two long tables that took up nmost of the space.

Irith nodded. And that beer you make, she said.

Larsi threw a significant glance at the blue-clad girl, and Kel der said, Shel
drink water.

The girl nodded eagerly.

Larsi snorted, then turned back to the kitchen

When the door was shut again Kel der commented, Doesnt |ook |ike rmuch. He



| ooked around hinself at the conpl ete absence of paint, brass, or brightwork
of any kind.

Irith shrugged. It isnt, she admitted, but its the best food in Angarossa.
Then she turned to stare at the girl.

Kel der turned his attention to her, as well. Here was his chance to show Irith
that he could be kind and understanding and firm all at once. Now, he said,
who are you, and why were you follow ng us?

The girl blinked, hesitated, and then said, My nane is Asha of Anram onand

t hi nk you killed ny brother

Kel der and Irith stared at the girl. That was not an answer they had expect ed.
She stared defiantly back.

Ive never killed anyone, Kelder informed her

| dontthink I killed your brother, Irith said.

Sonething in the back of Kelders mind took note of the fact that Irith hadnt
said, Neither have |I. He was not happy about the inplications of that, and
fought down the entire subject, preferring to concentrate on Asha.

At |east for the nonent.

Vel |, somebody killed him Asha said, and you were there.

W were? Kel der asked, startl ed.

Asha nodded.

Wher e? he inquired.

On the road this afternoon, a | eague west of here, she replied.

You nean your brother was one of those bandits? Irith asked.

Asha, sonewhat reluctantly, nodded.

For a nonent nobody spoke. Then Kel der said, W didnt kill anybody; sone
denons did.

Asha | ooked openly skepti cal

No, really, Irith told her. It was really gross, | nean, all these little
goblin creatures popped up out of nowhere and started hacking away at
everybody. It was really disgusting.

Where did they cone fron? Asha demanded, clearly not convinced

Just pop, right up out of the ground! Irith said, gesturing broadly.

A dernponol ogi st summoned t hem Kel der expl ai ned.

What demonol ogi st ? Asha asked. | didnt see any denonol ogist. Not unless it was
one of you two.
Kel der grimaced, put a hand to his chest, and raised his eyebrows. Do | | ook

i ke a denonol ogi st? he asked.
Asha glared at himw thout answering, then pointed at Irith and said, She was
flying, I sawit.

Sure, Irith said with a nod, | was flying. | can have wings if | want to; I'm
a shapeshifter. But thats w zardry, not denonol ogy. | dont know anythi ng about
denons.

Well, how do | know that it wasnt wi zardry that killed nmy brother and all his
friends? Asha demanded. Al | have for it is your word!

Kel der | ooked at Irith and shrugged.

| dont know, he said. | guess youll just have to trust us.

Whyshoul d | ?

Up until this point, Asha had spoken in a rational and fairly adult manner
despite her dimnutive size and voice, but now her voice cracked, and she was
obvi ously on the verge of tears.

Because we didnt do it, Kelder told her. Honestly, we didnt.

Vel |, then, whodi d? Asha demanded. | was followi ng Abden, but they were on
their horses and |I coul dnt keep up, and when | got there they were all dead,
and you two were standing there arguing right in the mddle, and | watched and
| followed and | never saw anybody there but you two...

Her voice broke conpletely, and she began to sniffle.

Kel der tried to think of sonething conforting to say, but before he could,
Irith asked, What would you do if itwere us?

Ashas tears suddenly stopped, and her face twi sted in anger. She reached down
under the table and came up with a knifean ordinary belt knife, not any sort



of fighting knife, but quite capable of doing serious danage.

Kel der grabbed her wists, both of them

We didnt killanybody, he insisted. W were wal king behind a caravan, and the
bandits attacked it, and rode right into a trapthere was a denonol ogi st there,
and | dont know rmuch about magic, but he had denons appearing out of nowhere
inless than a mnute, so it nust have been all set up in advance, it cant

bet hat easy to sunmon them

Asha stared up at himand said not hi ng.

The caravan went on, and so did we, and we nust have just gotten to the... the
dead when you got there, so you saw us therebut it wasnt us, we didnt kil
anybody.

What caravan? Asha said, fighting back sobs. | didnt see any caravan!

Drop the knife, girl, Larsis voice said, and the tip of a sword suddenly

t hrust up agai nst Ashas throat.

The three travelers | ooked up, startled.

Larsi was standing over themwith a | aden tray, and besi de her stood a young
man with a naked sword. The young man was thin and pinply and had his sword
agai nst Ashas neck.

Asha stared, and refused to nove; Kelder released one wist and took the knife
away from her. She didnt resist.

He threw the weapon on the table, and told Larsi, Its nothing, really. Shes
just upset.

Larsi glared, then gestured.

The sword was withdrawn from Ashas throat.

Fine friends you bring in here, Irith, Larsi said, in a voice that dripped
scorn.

Irith shrugged and grinned. Just a little harml ess excitenent, she said.
Travel i ng can be sobori ng!

| like it boring, Larsi said. She waved an arm at the other custoners, and for
the first time Kelder realized they were all staring at the little group at
the end of the table. Mycustonmers like it boring. They dont |ike Kkids
scream ng and people yelling and bl ades being drawn, any nore than | do. Now,
if you three can keep it boring, you can stay, but if theres any nore
excitenent, out!

Yes, Larsi, Irith said, ducking her head in a sort of nod.

Agreed, mstress, Kelder said.

Asha gl ar ed.

Larsi glared back, and at last the little girl broke and said, Al right, I
prom se.

Good, Larsi said.

The young man sheathed his sword and left, while Larsi |owered the tray,

di splaying three plates of stew, three nugs, and a few other inplenents.
When Larsi had served out the contents of the tray and departed Kel der took a
good | ook around the room which showed himthat, except for an occasi ona
nervous glance, the other customers had returned to their own affairs.

Thus reassured, he turned to Asha and said, Al right, now, tell us the whole
story. What were you doing out there follow ng your brother? Wiy was he a
bandit in Angarossa, if youre from Anran on?

Asha was shoveling stewinto her mouth with a wooden spoon, and Kel der
realized that she probably hadnt eaten all day. He waited until she paused
bef ore repeating his questions.

Anram on isnt exactly the other side of the Wrld fromhere, Asha retorted.
Two days ago | was still living at hone.

Kel der frowned. Al right, then, he said, why arent you living at honenow?
Because | cane after Abden.

But why? Arent you a bit young to be out on your own?

Asha hesitated. She studied Kelders face, and then Iriths. | ran away, she
sai d.

Go on, Kel der said.

I ran away, she repeated, and | didnt have anywhere else to go, | didnt have



any famly or friends to stay with, except Abden

And he was one of those bandits?

She nodded. He ran away | ast year, she said, and he didnt know where else to
go, so he went east, and he got stopped by bandits, and he di dnt have any
nmoney, and he wasnt worth any ransom but he was big and strong and knew how
to fight, so they let himjoin. He sent ne a nessage and told ne about it.
And then they all got killed today, Kelder said.

Asha nodded agai n and sniffled.

But what wereyou doi ng?

| ran away the day before yesterday, she said. | couldnt... | nean, | wanted
to see Abden and stay with him | found himthis norning, and he said that I
couldnt stay there, that they didnt have any way to take care of me, but I
hung around and tried to think of something, because |I coul dnt go back hone.
And then the scout cane back and said a caravan was coning, so they all rode
out to neet it, and I ran after them but when | got there they were all dead,
and you two were there and nobody el se was, and | didnt know what to do, so
foll owed you.

She | ooked up at him And here we are, she said.

He | ooked down at her. How old are you, Asha? he asked.

She frowned. Not sure, she said. Nine, | think

Not sure? Kelder started at that. How could she not know how old she was?

He pushed that aside and said, N nes too young to be out on your own.

| know t hat, she said. Thats why | came to stay with Abden! She sniffled. And
hes gone now.

So shoul dnt you go hone, then? Irith asked.

No, Asha said flatly.

Kel der | ooked at Irith, who shrugged, tossing her hair delightfully.

What are you going to do, then? Kel der asked.

Asha | ooked down at the table. | dont know, she whi spered.

What woul d youlike to do? Irith asked.

The child | ooked up again. Id like to find that caravan and kill everybody in
it! They killed ny brother, and he wasnt going to hurt anybody!

You dont know that, Kelder said. Or at |eastthey didnt know that. And he was
going to rob them wasnt he? That night well hurt them they make their
livings trading, they could starve.

Asha gl ared at himand said not hi ng.

Being a bandit is a dangerous business, Kelder pointed out. Your brother nust
have known that.

She turned away.

Killing themwoul dnt hel p your brother any, you know.

Not hi ng can hel p hi m now, Asha said bitterly. He wont even get a decent
funeral .

Wl |, Kelder said, considering that, maybe we could do sonethi ng about that,
the three of us. W could go back and build a pyre for him The prophecy was
runni ng through his heada chanpion of the lost and forlorn, honored by the
dead. W dont have a theurgist or a necromancer to guide his soul, but at

| east we could set it free.

No, we coul dnt, Asha said.

Why not ? Kel der asked, puzzl ed.

Because, she remi nded him they took his head.

Kel der had conpletely forgotten that unsavory detail. Asha was quite correct;
as he had noticed, the caravan had taken all the bandits heads, inpaled on
pi kes as a warning to other woul d-be attackers. That was standard procedure
for thieves, Kelder knew, but he had never before considered the religious
consequences.

| f sonmeone di ed and nobody burned the body, the soul would be trapped for
weeks, or nmonths, or even years, unable to fly free and search for a way to
the gods of the afterlife. It would be prey to ghost-catchers and

ni ght - st al kers and denonol ogi sts, who respectively enslaved souls, ate them
or used themto pay denons for their services. That wasnt just theory; there



wer e enough ways for magicians to comrunicate with the dead that the exact
nature of ghosts was well -established.

And one established fact was that you coul dnt burn a body properly unless you
had at |east the heart and the head. It was better to have the whol e thing,
but the heart and head were the absol ute m ni mum

Cutting off a thiefs head and posting it suddenly seemed |like a rather nasty
custom

It also, it seemed, offered an opportunity to do sonething that was a very
clear and definite step toward achieving his prom sed destiny. If he were to
chanpi on Asha, who was undoubtedly |l ost and forlorn, by freeing her brothers
soul , he woul d doubtl essly be honored by that dead soul; that was a good part
of his fate right there

It would also inpress Irith, which he wouldnt nind at all. He could be a hero
to this little girl and her dead brother, at any rate, and wi thout slaying any
dragons or doing anything else all that dangerous.

Maybe, he said hesitantly, naybe we could get his head back sonehow.

Are youcrazy? Irith said, even as Asha | ooked up at Kel der wi th dawni ng hope
i n her eyes.

That was not the reaction Kelder had hoped for. | dont think so, he replied, a
bit defensively. | nean, why coul dnt we? They dont need themall, just for
di spl ay!

Irith frowned, opened her nouth, then closed it again.

Youare crazy, she said.

Kel der gl owered at herthis was not at all the reaction he had expected, but he
was not about to back down now in front of Asha, after getting her hopes upand
especially not with part of the prophecy at stake. It woul dnt hurt toask, he
said. What harmcould it do? You know that the caravan is here in town, we
both sawit...

Asha suddenly becane very attentive indeed, and Irith sighed.

Li sten, she said, the whole thing is insane, but if youve just got to try it,
take some tinme to think it over, all right? You dont want to be roaming the
streets of Angarossa at night, and I'mnot going to tell you howto get there
fromhere. Lets just wait until nmorning, and if Ashas still here and you stil
want to try it, we can talk then

Al right, Kelder agreed. The idea of dashing out into the night was not very
appeal i ng, once he stopped to consider it, and this sounded |ike an excellent
conproni se

But what do | dotonight? Asha wail ed.

Kel der | ooked down at her, then across at Irith.

Iriths hair was gl eam ng golden in the lanplight; her white tunic had sonehow
managed to stay clean on the road, and that and her pal e skin made her | ook
like an island of |ight against the dark wood paneling behind her. He and she
woul d be taking a roomat the inn, of courseit would use up alnost half of his
remai ni ng funds, he estimated, but that didnt seeminportant. He had been

| ooking forward to sharing a roomw th her again.

The shapeshifter nodded slightly. Kelder sighed. There were, he now saw, sone
serious drawbacks to being a chanpion of the lost and forlorn

You can stay with us tonight, he said, reluctantly.

Chapt er Ei ght

There were tinmes during the night when Kel der seriously considered trying to
approach Irith, despite the little girl curled up beside the sleeping
shapeshifter, but he resisted the tenptation. He woke several tinmes, as he was
unaccustomed to sl eeping on a wooden floor; there was only one bed, and Asha
and Irith were sharing that. Each tine he woke, he thought over the situation
and stayed where he was.

It was easier after the candl e had burned out, and he could no | onger see the
graceful curve of Iriths body on the bed.

When he awoke for the day, not particularly well rested, Irith was already up
and dressed and gazing out the wi ndow. Asha was still asleep, curled into a
tight little ball on the bed.



Judging by the light, it was an hour or nore after dawnKel der felt vaguely
guilty about sleeping so late, but since he had certainly not slept well,
perhaps it bal anced out.

Shoul d we wake her? Irith asked in a whisper, gesturing toward the bed.

No, Kelder said. Let her sleep. The poor girl nust have been exhausted. She
shoul d be safe at hone, not out wal ki ng the hi ghway.

Irith nodded agreenment. Its awful about her brother, isnt it?

Kel der nodded in return. What about breakfast? he asked.

| havent done anything about it yet, she replied.

Il go see whats to be had, then, Kelder suggested.

Do that, Irith agreed.

Kel der found his way downstairs. In the dining rooma dozen people were

eati ngnost of them he noticed, just finishing up. Larsi spotted Kelder as he
| ooked around. Are you and the Flyer ready to eat, then? she asked. | suppose
you wor ked up an appetite | ast night.

Kel der started to make a defensive answer nentioni ng Ashas presence, but

t hought better of it. After all, when they had taken the roomthey had said it
was for two, not three, and an extra charge was not inconceivable.

Instead, he sinply said, No, we didnt. Al npbst as an afterthought, he added,
But wed |i ke breakfast, anyway.

Wl l, youre in luck; the chickens were laying well today, and Ive got four
eggs left. Theres salt ham and pears, and plenty nore. Eggs, ham and tea for
a copper round. Do you want a tray for your room or will you eat down here?
Is there a charge for the tray? Kel der asked.

Larsi smiled. Well, now that you nmention it, yes, she admitted, but its only
two bits.

Wl | eat down here, then, he said. IlIl be right back. He turned, and headed

back to the room

He knocked, in case one of the girls was using the chanberpot or otherwi se in
want of privacy, and then entered.

Asha was still curled up asleep; Irith was gone.

Puzzl ed, Kel der | ooked around, but she was indisputably not to be found
anywhere in the little room He stepped back out into the passageway, but
there was no sign of her there, either, and he could see no exit save the
stairs he had taken.

He had never gotten past the foot of those stairs; she could not have slipped
past hi m unseen

He stepped back in the room and | ooked around again, and this time noticed the
open w ndow.

They were on the inns upper floor, a good ten feet above the ground, and it
was a very small window, but Irith had her nagic. Kel der doubted he could
squeeze through the opening hinself, but Irith was thinner than he was, and
once she was hal fway out she coul d have grown w ngs easily enough

He crossed the room and | ooked out.

The wal |l bel ow the wi ndow was not sheer; there was a narrow | edge a foot or so
down, but it was nuch too narrow for a person to stand on. Fromthere to the
ground the wall was snooth dressed stone.

The all ey bel ow was nuddyapparently it had rained at sone point in the

ni ght but there were no footprints.

If Irith had left by the wi ndow, she nmust have flown. He | eaned out, so as to
see past the overhangi ng eaves, and studied the sky. He could see no sign of
her, but that meant little, given his limted area of view

He shrugged and ducked back inside, whacking his head |oudly on the frame. He
swor e.

Asha was still soundly asleep. He marvelled at her ability to slunber so I ong
and so soundly.

Irith had said he should see about breakfast, so presumably she woul dnt be
gone |l ong. He sat down on the edge of the bed to wait.

Sitting and doi ng nothi ng, when one is recently awakened and hungry, is not
much fun. Kel der | ooked around, bored, but there was nothing of any interest



inthe little room At |east, nothing except Asha. He studied her face as she
| ay sl eeping.

She was a skinny little thing, and he realized suddenly that the big dark area
on one cheek that he had taken for a srmudge of dirt was a hal f-heal ed bruise.
He | eaned over and | ooked her over nore closely.

She was wearing only a cotton shift; he lifted the sheet and investi gated.

Her arnms bore bruises old and new, so did her |egs, and, he saw with di smay,
her throat. There were old scars on her |legs, as wellsomething had done

consi derably worse than nere brui ses once.

Kel der frowned, and pulled the sheet back in place.

I s sonmething wong? Irith asked.

Kel der started, and whirl ed.

She was standi ng by the wi ndow, | ooking just as if she had never left.

| didnt see you cone in, he said. He hadnt heard wi ngs, either, he realized.
You werent supposed to, she replied, smling.

He smiled back, a little uneasily. Marriage to Irith would probably be full of
surprises. Breakfast downstairs any time youre ready, he said.

Her smile vani shed. Thank you, she said, but | think we mght want to skip it.
Why? he asked, startled.

Because the caravan has already left, and |I think theyre already out of sight
of Angarossa Castle; at |least,l couldnt see them anywhere, and the

stabl emaster at the caravanserai said they |left over an hour ago.

How far did you | ook? Kel der asked.

She shrugged. | didnt go very high, she adnmitted. | didnt want to attract too
much attention. But | cant see themfromthe roof of the inn

Kel der frowned again. He | ooked down at Asha, up at Irith, past her at the

wi ndow.

Forget it, he said. Well catch up with them eventually. She needs her rest,
and | need breakfast.

Al right, Irith said, with evident relief. | didnt really want to argue with
t hem about sonebodys head, anyway. She nmade a face at the thought.

Kel der noticed that she seened to have concl uded that they would be | eaving
the caravan al one, which was neither what he had said nor what he had

i ntended, but he didnt bother to correct her

Al right, he said. Lets go eat. He saw Irith glance toward Asha, and added,
Let her sl eep.

Irith nodded, and the two of them wal ked downstairs, hand in hand.

As they ate, Kelder considered the signs of battering on Ashas body. Had Irith
noticed then? Were the bandits responsible? If not, who was? Were those narks
t he reason she had | eft home, and why she woul d not speak of it?

VWhat will happen to the bodies? he asked Irith.

She | ooked up from her egg. What? she asked.

The bodi es of the banditsthe caravan just left themall lying there by the
hi ghway. What will happen to then?
Irith shrugged.l dont know, she said. | guess theyll just lie there.

Until they rot?

She shrugged agai n.

That wont meke that stretch of highway very pleasant, Kel der pointed out.

Rel uctantly, Irith answered, There are... well, you know, animals and stuff.
That was even worse. Shoul dnt someone do somnet hi ng about then? Kel der asked.
Li ke who? Irith asked. | nean, if they have fanilies somewhere and they find
out, | guess they could do sonmething, or maybe if King Caren decides its a
good idea his soldiers could bury them or sonething.

What about Ashas brother? The idea of doing a good deed, of freeing the
trapped soul, still appealed to Kel der

What about Ashas brother? Are you really going to try to do somet hi ng about

hi n? Kel der, the caravan isgone, they arent there, and | dont think they left
her brothers head sitting on a table sonmewhere!

W can catch up with them Kelder insisted. They dont nove very fast.

And if we do that, whats going to be happening to therest of hin® |



nmean, gr oss, Kel der!

Maybe we coul d go back and do sormet hing..

And then the caravan will get so far ahead well never catch it, and it isnt
any of our busi nessanyway, Kelder, so just forget it, all right?

No, said an unsteady voice from behind.

Irith turned; Asha was standing on the stairs in her shift, listening to them
Oh... Irith said.

Asha, dont worry, Kelder said quickly. Look, we can go back and build a cairn
over your brothers body to keep it safe, and then we can go catch the caravan
and get his head backt heyre headed for Shan, sane as we are, so were bound to

catch up with them somewhere. | mean, theres only the one G eat H ghway.
Build anwhat? Irith asked.
A cairn. Like a box made of rocks, | nean. Isnt that called a cairn?

| dont know, Irith said, | never heard of anything |ike that. Do they do that
in Shul ara?

No, Kelder said, but |I heard about it in an old story about an enchanted
princess.

What kind of story? Irith asked suspiciously.

Just a story ny grandmot her told me, Kel der said.

It sounds weird to ne, Irith replied dubiously.

We should do it, Asha said.

Kel der nodded agreenent.

Irith | ooked fromone to the other, and then announced, Youre both crazy, but
all right, well do it.

Chapter N ne

Irith eyed the structure critically.

So | never built a cairn before, Kelder said defensively. | dont see you
hel pi ng much.

| never evenheard of a cairn before, Irith said, tossing her hair, and | think
the whole idea is stupid. | wish I still hadnt heard of one.

Asha staggered up hol di ng anot her rock, one she could barely carry. Kel der

qui ckly took it, then | ooked over the stone oval, trying to decide where to

pl ace it.

Are we just going to |l eave all Abdens friends |ying here? Asha asked, as

Kel der set the stone in place.

Kel der | ooked around at the mutil ated corpses, winkling his nose at the sight
and the stink, and then said, Yes.

Asha shrugged. Al right, she said. | just thought Id ask

Go find another stone, Kelder told her.

This is stupid, Irith said, sitting down cross-legged on the grass. And
boring, too. How are you going to make it cover himw thout falling in and
squashi ng hi n?

| thought | could make it arch over, Kelder said.

Irith grinmaced.

Kel der frowned. | dont think its going to work, he admitted. He | ooked around,
as if hoping to find inspiration

Al'l he saw was headl ess, decayi ng corpses, and an equal nunber of dead horses.
The horses, at any rate, nostly still had their heads attached.

Irith, too, |ooked around, winkling her nose. Ick, she said. | hate to say
it, but what if you used some of the saddles to cover him and then covered
those with rocks? They | ook stiff enough to work

Kel der considered the matter, then nodded.

That should work, he said. He headed for the nearest horse. |I'msurprised
nobodys taken the saddl es yet.

Irith shrugged. Looting corpses isnt rmuch fun, she said. Probably nost people
who pass this way have better things to do. Besides, they mght be worried
about getting cursed or sonething. But even with the snmell, and curses or not,
| bet you wont find any purses here any nore.

Kel der | ooked up fromthe cinch-strap he was tugging at. Do you think there

m ght really be any curses here? he asked.



Dont be silly, she said. Wiy woul d anyone curse us for trying to help a little
girl give her brother a proper funeral ?

Kel der had no answer for that; besides, he was discovering that pulling a
thick | eather strap out fromunder a dead horse, even a mangl ed one, takes a
great deal of strength. Being a champion of the Iost and forlorn wasnt nuch
fun, so far. It didnt seemto inpress his intended bride, either

Un.. he said, as he lost his grip and fell backward, could you give ne a hand
her e?

Irith gave a loud sigh, then cane to hel p.

Toget her, they freed the saddle; Kelder then carried it over and fitted it
across his half-built cairn, like a barrel-vaulted roof.

It fit just fine, and | ooked strong enough to serve as a frame for a stone
covering. He turned to Irith. Thank you for the help, and for the suggestion
he sai d.

She waved away his gratitude. | just didnt want to be stuck here all day while
you were finding out how hard it is to build arches, she said.

Three hours later the job was done; Abdens headl ess remains were entonbed in

| eat her and stone. It had taken three saddles to cover the cadaver.

Youre sure its the right body? Kel der asked, |ooking around at the others,

still lying scattered across the grassy verge.

Asha nodded.

Good, Kel der said, straightening up and rubbing the back of his waist. H's
back was stiff and sore. Then lets get going. He | ooked up at the sun. | doubt

wel | catch the caravan today, but we can at |east get started.

Irith shook her head. No, we cant, she said.

Kel der gl ared at her. Wiy the hell not? he demanded.

Because its more than four | eagues from Angarossa Castle to the town of
Sinodita, and there isnt a decent inn anywhere in that four |eagues, Irith
said. Weve taken nore than half a day on this stupid job, andl dont want to be
wal ki ng around here after dark

Kel der | ooked up at the sun again, then back at Irith. Its not much nore than
an hour past noon, he said. How far is it to the Angarossan border?

Irith thought for a mnute. About two | eagues, | guess, she said.

Are there bandits all over Sinodita, too?

What do you nean? Irith asked, eying himwarily.

| mean, is the king of Sinodita as crazy as King Caren of Angarossa, and
letting bandits run wild there?

Queen, Irith told him Sinodita has a queen. And no, shes perfectly sensible
and there arent a |lot of bandits.

Well, we can reach the border well before sunset, and we should be safe enough
on the highway in Sinodita; | knowit will be dark by the time we reach the
town, but the greater noon should be up tonight, I think, and if its not we
could stop somewhere until the | esser nmoon rises, or carry torches, or
somet hi ng. W& dont have anything bandits would want, anyway. | say we go on
Maybeyou dont have anyt hing bandits woul d want, Kelder of Shulara, Irith said,
putting her fists on her hips and glaring at him butl dont care to risk
getting raped!

Kel der gl ared back, rather wearily. She did have a point, he supposed, and he
di dnt want anyone bothering his destined brideeven if she didnt yet know
anyt hi ng about her destiny. Thenyou, Irith the Flyer, he said, can fly on
ahead and neet us at the gate when we get to Sinodita.

There isnt any gate, Irith said. Its not walled.

Fi ne. Then you pick a place that a couple of fools like us can find, and well
nmeet you there.

Irith continued glaring, and chewed her lower |ip. Then she turned and called
to Asha, who was waiting for them several paces up the road to the east, Do
you want to wal k another four or five | eagues today?

No, Asha called back, but I will if | have to, to catch the caravan

Irith frowned, |ooked back at Kelder, then threw up her hands in disgust.

Ch, | give up, she said. | just give up. You two are hopeless. | cant let that



little girl walk that far, after shes spent the whol e norning hauling those
rocks around! Shes about ready to fall over right now She pointed.

Kel der | ooked, and realized that Irith was right.

He had not considered that, but it was true. Asha was just a child, after all;
she was not strong enough, really, for a journey like this. Kelder was about
to surrender, to agree to stay another night in Angarossa, when Irith turned
into a horse.

Kel der blinked; Asha stared, then grinned, then burst out |aughing.

Irith had transformed herself instantaneously into a horse, a fine white nare,
and she was just as remarkably beautiful as a horse as she had been in human
form Her mane was long and flowi ng, her tail came within an inch or two of

t he ground; she was | ong-legged and graceful, slimand splendid. Her white
tuni ¢ had becone a saddl e bl anket, recogni zable by its blue and green

enbroi dery; her other garnments had vani shed.

| didnt know you could do that! Kelder exclainmed. He wondered where the other
garnments had gone, and whet her they woul d reappeared when she changed back
The horse snorted, and gave hima withering glare. He had had no idea a horse
was capabl e of such an expression

Can you tal k? he inquired.

The horse shook her head.

This is so Asha can ride? Kel der asked.

The equine Irith nodded.

Shoul d we both ride?

Irith tried to kick him but he dodged in tinme. He noticed that her hooves
were not shod. That made sense; after all, she went barefoot in human form

| guess not, huh?

She gl ared at hi m agai n.

Asha, he called, cone here!

The girl approached, very hesitantly. Irith |owered her head for the girl to
pet, but Asha shied away.

Cone on, Kelder said. Its just Irith.

But shes... is she a horse? Asha asked, al nost whi spering.

She certainly | ooks |ike one, Kelder said.

| never rode a horse, Asha said, still standing back. |Ive never even touched
one.

Well, this isnt areal horse, Kelder said, reassuringly. Its just Irith

enchanted to | ook |ike one.

That did not seemto reassure Asha very much, but she took another step toward
t he magi cal beast.

Kel der picked her up and lifted her carefully onto Iriths back. Lift your |eg
over... higher, dont kick her... There!

Asha settled uneasily into place.

Hol d onto her nane, Kel der advi sed.

Asha did, but she was still not particularly steady.

I"msure Irith will walk slowy at first, Kelder said, patting Ashas hand. And
youll get used to it. Youll see.

Irith took a step; Asha, frightened, grabbed the mane nore tightly. Kelder
kept a steadying hand on Asha as the threesone started wal ki ng.

Maybe we shoul d get a saddl e, Kel der suggested, seeing how Asha swayed.

Irith turned her head and glared at him

No?

She shook her head no.

I"'mall right, Kelder, Asha said. Really!

Al right, Kelder said, and wal ked on. Theres at |east one good thing, Irith,
he said, when they had gone a few steps farther. At least this way you dont
need to worry about being raped.

She tried to kick himagain, and Kelder had to dodge, then duck quickly back
to catch Asha as she | ost her bal ance.

Chapter Ten

Kel der had renenbered correctly; the greater moon lit their way into the town



of Sinodita. Even by the noons dull orange glow they had no trouble in

foll owi ng the hi ghwayand no trouble in noticing the changing terrain.

The countryside had grown steadily and visibly flatter since they passed the
Angar ossa/ Si nodita border, and the soil had grown drier and sandi er. They no
| onger passed trees of any sort, and the farnms on either side of the hi ghway
were far from prosperous. They seemed to raise nothing but goats and horses;
t he coarse, sparse grass would not feed cattle, and the sandy soil would not
support crops.

Twi ce they past grazing stallions who | ooked up and whinnied at Irith.
Fortunately, there were solid fences between pasture and hi ghway.

Irith plodded al ong, head down, ignoring everything, except when she turned to
gl are at Kel der.

Kel der did his best to ignore Iriths annoyance; his own feet were aching and
swol I en, and the thought of renoving his boots was approachi ng obsession. To
di stract hinmself he concentrated on his conversation with Asha, who had pains
of her owmn to try to forget, ones far nore |lasting than sore feet.

It was as the sun was setting, in a spectacul ar display of color, that Asha
finally admtted why she had | eft hone.

My father makesoushka, she explained. He has a still out in the barn, and he
grows corn and nakesoushka out of it. He sells sone of itmaybe youve heard of
him Abden Ildrins son? Abden the El der? Hes supposed to make the best in

Ant ami on.

Kel der and Irith both shook their heads. Kelder resisted the tenptation to
comment that the best in Anram on wasnt saying nuch; one of his own neighbors,
back in Shulara, had clainmed to nake the bestoushka in five kingdons.

Asha shrugged. Well, he sells sone, but he drinks an awful |ot hinself. She
shuddered, and Irith tossed her mane in response.

Kel der just nodded.

Hes drunk most of the time, Asha said. Ever since our nother died. She was
havi ng anot her baby, and sonethi ng went wrong, and she and the baby died.
Abdenl mean Abden the Younger, mny brother; Dads Abden, too, of course, so ny

brother is Abden Abdens son. | nean he was. Anyway, Abden said that when our
not her was alive our dad didnt drink anywhere near so much, but | dont really
remenber that. | was four when she died, and |I dont renenber her nuch.

I"msorry, Kelder muttered.

Asha ignored him

For a nonent they continued in silence; then Kel der said, Your father beats
you? His tone nade it a question

Asha asked, You saw the marks?

Yes, Kel der admitted.

Asha nodded. Yes, he beats ne. He used to beat Abden, too, but finally Abden
ran away. And that cheered me up a lot, you know? It neant | could get away
eventually, too. So | did, | ran away to be with Abden, but then he got
killed. She sniffled slightly, and Kel der realized for the first time that she
was crying.

Dont worry, he said, as reassuringly as he could. You dont have to go back to
your father.

| cant live by nyself, she said, snuffling. I'mtoo young, and | dont know
how.

Wl |l find you somepl ace, he said.

He had absolutely no idea how he could carry out such a prom se, but he
intended to do it somehow

After all, wasnt he a chanmpion of the lost and forlorn? Maybe those yet unborn
who were to honor him soneday woul d be Ashas chil dren.

Thank you, Asha said.

They pl odded on toget her.

When they reached the town of Sinodita Kel der tugged at Iriths mane. She
stopped and turned a questioning | ook toward him He reached up and lifted
Asha down; the little girl had been half-asl eep, and woke up with a start.
Were here, he said, setting her on her feet.



Wher e? she asked, |ooking around.

Irith transformed back into her natural fornor, Kelder corrected hinself, at

| east herusual form that of a beautiful teenaged girl. Al her clothes seened
to be back where they bel onged, and her hair was unmnussed.

It had occurred to Kelder that he had no way of knowi ng whether it was her
natural shape or not. He had never dealt with shapeshifters before; he
wondered if there were established protocols about such things.

And if her natural formwasnt human, did he want to marry her?

Way did we stop here? Irith said.

Kel der blinked, puzzled. Because this is Sinodita, isnt it?

| thought wed go on to the Flying Carpet, Irith replied. Its up toward the

ot her end of town.

Oh, said Kelder, thats an inn?

Irith nodded wearily. About the only decent one in this whole town, she said.
Oh, Kelder said again. | didnt know.

Maybe, he thought, looking at Iriths face in the di mnmoonlight, she wasnt
really fifteen at all. Maybe she was an old hag who coul d transform herself
into a girl again.

Did he want to marry an ol d hag?

Vell, it is, Irith said.

Cone on, then, he said.

I"mnot turning back into a horse, Irith said, warningly.

Thats fine, Kelder said. Asha can wal kcant you, Asha?

The girl nodded, and the three of themtrudged onward.

A few mnutes | ater Kelder rapped at the door of an inn; above his head a

si gnboard creaked in the warm breeze that blew fromthe east. Kel der hadnt
been able to nake out the picture on the sign, but Irith assured himthis was
the right place.

D nner was cold and greasy, and the only roomleft was a garret where Kel der
was unable to stand upright without hitting his head on the tie-beans.

The i nnkeeper was apol ogetic. W werent expecting anyone so |ate, he said.

At | east they werent conpletely full, Asha said sleepily, before toppling onto
the down pillow the innkeeper had found to serve as her mattress.

That left Irith and Kelder sitting on the two straw ticks. Irith was massagi ng
her | egs; Kelder |ooked at her curiously.

Horses use their leg-nmuscles differently, she explained, glaring at him 1'm
not used to wal king so far in horse shape.
Oh, he said.

After a noment of awkward sil ence, he added, Thank you very much for carrying
Asha.

Irith shrugged. It wasnt anything rmuch, she said, rubbing her shins.

After another nonent, Kelder asked, Can you turn intoanything?

Irith sat up and | ooked at him What? she asked.

| mean, well, you turned into a horse, and | didnt know you could do that. |
mean, | knew you could grow wi ngs, and you said you were a shapeshiftercan you
turn into anything you want?

You nean, could | turn into a dragon and burn you to a crisp? Irith asked,
smling at himin a way he didnt like at all.

He nodded.
No, she said, turning her attention back to her legs. | have seven shapes, and
thats all, and a dragon isnt one of them

Oh. That was a reliefif it was true. So you cant disguise yourself as someone
el se?

No. Wiay would | want to?

| dont know, | was just curious. He was not about to admt that he had
suspected her of being an ancient crone.

Vell, | cant.

Seven shapes?

She nmade a noi se he took for agreenent.

Well, a horse is one, Kelder said.



And this is another, she replied.

He considered, and asked, Wngsis that three?

She nodded.

Unh... what are the other four?

None of your business, thats what they are, she said, straightening up and
then lying back. Go to sleep

But... As her future husband, he felt that they certainlywere his business,
but he didnt want to tell Irith about his plans for her, her prophesied role.
Shut up and go to sleep, Kelder. I"'mtoo tired for this. She curled up on her
beddi ng and cl osed her eyes.

There was another matter he had wanted to discuss with her, as well, and now
he wi shed he had brought it up first. Mentioning it now seened inpolitic.

It would have to cone up eventually, but he was too tired to worry about it;
he woul d Il eave it until norning.

It woul dneed to be discussed then, though

The matter was nmoney; he di dnt have any nore, beyond a few copper bits. He had
no way of paying the bill at the innif it was anything |like the |ast few
Fortunately, given the acconmpdations, it would probably be sonewhat |ess.
Life was becom ng very conplicated, even with the prophecy to guide him Irith
was clearly the one he was destined to wed, and she was as beautiful and
cheerful as he could wish, but marrying a shapeshifter with a secret past was
not altogether a reassuring prospect. Asha clearly provided himw th someone
lost and forlorn to chanpion, and freeing her brothers soul was obviously the
way to be honored by the dead, but catching up to the caravan and getting
Abdens head fromit mght not be all that sinple.

Vel 1, Zindré had never said that his |life woul d beeasy.

And could he refuse his pronmised future if he wanted to? If it was all too
much for him could he just give up and go hone?

Vel |, who was going to stop hin®

And for that matter, maybe it was all coincidence after all; maybe Zindré was
a fraud, in which case he was fooling hinmself, and goi ng home woul d be the
only sensible thing to do.

Wth a sigh, he | eaned over and blew out the candle, then stretched out on his
own ti cking.

He thought he woul d be awake, thinking about noney, and about Zi ndrés
predictions, and about Irith, for hours.

He was wong; within three m nutes he was sound asl eep

Chapt er El even

Thats all youve got? the innkeeper demanded.

Kel der nodded silently. Behind him Irith nmuttered, On, gods, how utterly
enbarrassi ng! Kelder, | cantbelieve youre doing thisand in the Flying Carpet!
Asha had the good grace to keep her nmouth shut, for which Kel der was grateful
The i nnkeeper glared at the coins as if they were a direct personal affront.
Ch, come on, Kelder said. Its only three bits short, and | swear, its all weve
got .

The proprietor let out a long, dramatic sigh. Ch, all right, he said, but I
really shoul dnt. Now, go on and get out of here, and dont you ever tell a soul
| was so soft-hearted and stupid!

Thankyou, Kelder said, with a bow My all the gods bless and guard you, sir!
Greatly relieved, he turned and hurried for the door, before the man could
change his m nd

When they were safely out of the inn and on the streets of Sinodita, Kelder
turned left. Irith corrected him grabbing his armand turning himaround.
Thats west, she said. Wre going east.

Kel der stood where he was and shook his head. No, we arent, he said. O at

| east, ' m not.

Youre not? Asha asked, |ooking up at him

No, he said. |I'm going hone, to Shul ara.

Irith put her hands on her hips and snorted. A lock of hair fell across her
face; she blew it out of her way, and glared at Kel der



What about ne? Asha asked tinidly. What about Abden?

Kel der | ooked down at her. I'msorry, he said, but I'mtired, and | dont have
any nore noney, and | cant see what we can do, anyway. |If we caught up to the
caravan, what would we do? Wiy would they help us? And how long will it be
before we catch them anyway? Wiere will we eat and sl eep?

| dont know, Asha whi spered.

Neither do I, Kelder said. And thats why |I'm going home. | can sleep on the
grass by the roadside, and pick a little food fromthe fields, and that should
| ast ne | ong enough to get hone to nmy familyif | turn back now That probably
neant giving up on Zindrés prophecy, but just now, tired even after a nights
sleep and huniliated by his experience with the innkeeper, Kelder didnt care.
And maybe he could try again in a few years, becone the chanpion of the |ost
and forlorn then. It was nuch easier to be a hero when one had noney.

What about me, though? Asha asked. | cant go back to ny famly!

Kel der frowned. Dont you haveany rel atives except your father? he asked.

Asha shook her head; a tear ran down one cheek

Kel der of Shulara, Irith said, with her hands on her hips, if you think forone
mnute that 1'mgoing to let you break your prom se to that poor child, then
youre a conplete blithering idiot!W, both of us, are going on to Shan with
her, and were going to find her brothers head and bring it back and build a
proper pyre! And after that well find sone place for her where shell be safe.
Andt hen, if you want, you can creep back hone to your stupid little farmin
Shul ara and | et your nmonmy and daddy take care of youbut notuntil then! Do you
hear ne?

Kel der blinked. Irith, he said tiredly, | dont. Have. Any. Mbre.Nbney.

Vell, so what?

So | cant goanywhere

Kel der, youre being stupid! Wat do you need noney for? W arent just any
bunch of travelers, you know, you arent in this alone. Youre with Irith the

Fl yer!

Kel der | ooked at her for a |long nmonment, then asked, So what ?

So,you silly ass, Irith replied, |'ma shapeshifter and a fanous magi ci an
Everybody on the Great H ghway knows nme. | can get noney any tinme | want!
You can?

O course | can! Do you think Ive lived all these years off people |like you?
Kel der had not thought at all about how Irith supported herself; the question
had sinmply never occurred to him Now that it had been pointed out, he felt
rather foolish.

Oh, he said.

He thought for a nonent.

Asha was staring up at Irith now, and the expression on her face and in her
eyes | ooked suspiciously l|ike adoration. Kelder felt a tw nge of envy; wasnt

i the who was supposed to be the honored chanpi on?

I must be just as stupid as you said, he said. | dont see how you can get
noney any tinme you want.

Irith et out an exasperated hiss and turned away in disgust, then turned back
to say, Ilwork for it, silly! I can do things that nobody el se can

But how do you find work? Kel der asked.

She shrugged. | ask around. And if there isnt anything handy, | borrow
noneypeopl e know |I' m good for it.

Oh, Kelder said again. He hesitated, and then asked, Do you have any nobney
now?

O course | dol

You do? Kel ders weariness and confusion began to give way to annoyance. Youdo?
Yes, ofcourse! Irith repeated.

Then... Kel der stopped, calned hinself, and tried again. Then why... Again, he
paused, but finally the entire thing burst out, unrestrained.

Then why in all the depths of Hell didnt you tell me that before | enbarrassed
us all in front of the innkeeper?he shouted.

Because you didnt ask! Irith shouted back.l didnt know you were out of noney!



You didnt tell ne! The first | knew of it was when you counted out your coins
for Bardec!

Vel |, why didnt you say sonethi ngthen? Kel der yell ed back

Because | was too enbarrassed, thats why!

Kel der started to say sonething in reply, but no words cane; his breath cane
out in a rush. He took another breath, but it, too, came out as wordl ess

noi se.

Are you really going back to Shul ara? Asha asked

Kel der | ooked down at her, and his anger di ssi pated.

| dont know, he said.

Its only two days fromhere to Shan, Irith said. At npst; we could nmake it in
less i f we pushed.

Kel der | ooked at her, renenbering the |ong wal k from Shul ara, and then | ooked
down at Asha agai n.

No, he said, no, | guess |I'mnot going back to Shulara. Not yet, anyway. He
turned back to Irith. Two days?

Less, really, she said. Its three and a half |eagues to the Castle of Dhwerra,
which is right on the edge of the desertafter that were out of the Small

Ki ngdons entirely. Theres nothing but the Great Eastern Desert fromthere to
Shanits about another three and a half | eagues. Seven in all. Mbst peopl e nake
it two days because of the heat.

What heat ? Kel der asked.

The heat of the desert, of course! But it isnt bad this time of year, really.
Seven | eagues, Kel der said, considering.

Irith nodded. | could fly it in a couple of hours, she said.

And weve cone how far since we net?

She shrugged. Oh, | dont know, she said. Maybe fifteen | eagues?

Kel der thought for a nmonment |onger, then asked, Do you really think we can do
anyt hing for Asha?

Irith pursed her lips. Wll, she said, | dont know about anything really, you
know, |long-term or anything, but it shouldnt be all that hard to get her

brot hers head back and build hima pyre.

Kel der mulled this over, and Irith added, Besides, dont you want to see Shan
on the Desert? | nean, its areally interesting place. The marketthey call it
t he Bazaaris wonderful. They specialize in sorcery, or at |east they used to.
Thatdid sound interestingone of the great cities he had been promn sed.

Real |y, the prophecy was still holding up just fine. His bride, the cause he
was to chanmpion, a great city to be seenit was all com ng together, wasnt it?
He couldnt just give it all up and go back to being a boring old farmer, wth
no speci al destiny.

Al right, he said, lets get going. Well all walk at first, and if you get too
tired, Asha, we can stop, and maybe Irith can turn into a horse again..

Irith glared at him

Kel der gl ared back.

Asha ignored them both and started wal ki ng, and a nonment |ater they foll owed.
Chapter Twel ve

The Castle of Dhwerra, unlike nost of the castles along the Great H ghway, was
not actually very near the road. Instead it was built atop a huge mass of rock
that thrust up fromthe sandy earth, half a nmile or nore to the northwest of
t he hi ghways cl osest approach

The hi ghway was no | onger heading east. From Anramion to Sinodita it had run
east by northeast; from Sinodita it had run due east for three | eagues; now,

t hough, it curved around and ran due north.

In doing so it described a quarter-circle around the Castle of Dhwerra, and
around the great stone pronontory upon which the fortress was built. Al ong
that arc were |ocated a dozen or so inns, but no real town.

And at the end of the arc the road arrived at the top of a long, steep

escar prent .

Kel der had grown up anong nount ai nssmal | ones, but nountai nsand was not
particul arly bothered when | and went up or down, but he had never seen



anything quite like this particular feature of the |andscape. The cliff seened
to extend endlessly in both directions, a dividing line across the world, as
if sonething had long ago split the Wrld in half and then put it back

toget her without |ining the pieces up properly. The hi gher portion, where he
stood, was sandy, but still nostly green, and had various features of
interestthe castle soaring up on his left, the inns behind him the occasiona
bush.

The [ ower portion, at the foot of the slope, consisted of nothing but gol den
sand, shining so brightly in the m dday sun that he could not |look at it

wi t hout squi nti ng.

It was undoubtedly a vast plai nanother phrase fulfilled, at least in part.
The Great Eastern Desert, Irith said. He turned, startled; a nmonent before she
had been a horse, with Asha on her back. Now she stood on two feet again,

i nstead of four, and Asha stood beside her

But its north, Kelder said.

Irith glared at him Dont be stupid, she said. The boundary isnt perfectly
straight, silly! Theres a piece of the desert that sort of sticks out to the
west, and Shans in the mddle of it, and were on the south edge of it, here.
Oh, Kel der said, |ooking out over the gl eam ng sands agai n.

Far away, on the horizon, he thought he could see something glistening. He
wondered if it were their destination, the fabulous city of Shan on the
Desert.

Were they really going there? Was he really going to see sonepl ace t hat
exotic?

Vast plains, great cities, and beside himthe bright and beautiful girl he

i ntended to marryeven if the prophecy sonehow didnt all come true in every
word, he was already sincerely grateful to Zindré. Her words had at | east
given himthe inpetus to make this journey, and despite his sore feet and
enpty purse, that was something he woul dnt want to have m ssed.

Especially since neeting Irith had been a part of the journey.

How big is the piece that sticks out to the west? he asked. It must be pretty
big if we cant see across it.

Irith shrugged. Ch, maybe ten | eagues across, she said. Not all that big.

Ten | eagues isnt big? Kelder threw her a startled gl ance.

Not conpared to the whole thing, Irith replied. | mean, they dont call it
theG eat Eastern Desert for a joke, Kelderitshuge. Covers one entire side of
the Worl d.

Wiats on the other side?

O thewrld? Irith stared at himas if he were quite thoroughly nad.

No, no, Kelder explained hastily, | mean the other side of the ten | eagues!
She shrugged again. Enpty grassland. Lots and lots of it.

He nodded. And Shans about three or four |eagues from here?

About that, she agreed.

Kel der | ooked down the escarpnment, down at the enpty sands, and asked, How do
we get there?

Wal k, Irith said, pointing.

Kel der followed her finger, and discovered that the road did not vanish at the
top of the cliff, as he had first thought; it turned a sharp angle to the
right and wound its way slowy and torturously down the slope, to disappear
into the sand at the bottom

The sand bl ows onto the highway, but there are markers every half-nmile or so,
Irith explained. Its paved, really, but the sand covers it.

Kel der sighed and | ooked up. The sun was slightly past its zenith.

| guess we had better get going, he said.

Irith nodded. Asha, she said, turning to the girl, can you wal k for awhile?
Its sort of steep along here, and its not good for horses, and besides, I'm
getting tired of being a horse.

Al right, Asha agreed. She i mediately started wal ki ng on ahead, picking her
way carefully down the rather abrupt drop that took the road over the edge of
t he escarpment and down the first five or six feet.



Kel der and Irith foll owed.

Is it unconfortable, being a horse? Kel der asked, genuinely curious, as they
made the turn and the road | evel ed out sonmewhat as it cut sideways across the
face of the sl ope.

No, of course not, Irith answered. She giggled at the idea. Its sort of nice,
being big and strong like that. But | get tired of not seeing any colors, and
not being able to talk, and nmy fingers that arent there get stiff, sort of,
from bei ng hooves and bei ng wal ked on

Not seeing col ors? Kel der asked, startled.

Thats right, Irith said with a nod. Horses dont see colors, just greys and

bl ack and white. Sort of like in the evening, when its nostly dark? Except
that its not dark, there just isnt any color. She hesitated, then anmended that
to, At least, whenlma horse,| dont see colors. | dont know about natura
horses, really.

Oh, Kel der said.

A moment | ater he said, Could you ask then?

Ask who? Irith asked, startl ed.

Nat ural horses. Can you talk to them when youre a horse?

No, silly! she said. Horses dont talk!

Not even anongst thensel ves? Kel der asked. | mean, | know they dont speak any
of our | anguages, but dont they have | anguages of their own?

Irith giggled again.

Wl |, Kelder said defensively, they do in all the old stories.
Oh, Kelder, Irith said, those are juststories! Hardly any of themare true!
Vel 1, how should | know that? he asked.

Because its foolish! Horses cant tal k unless theyre magi cal, sonmehow. The gods
t aught peopl e to speak, not animal s!

Kel der marched on half a dozen steps in silence, then said, Wat about the

ot her things you can turn into?

What other things? Irith asked, not |ooking at him

You said you could change into seven different shapes, he said. Can the others
see color? Can they tal k?

Well, it doesnt matter whether | have wings or not, Irith said, I'mstillne,
and | can still see colors and still talk.

What about the others, though?

Irith sighed. Which others?

Al four of them

| cant talk in any of the others. | can see colors in tw of them

Wi ch ones?

None of your business.

That effectively ended the conversation, and they trudged on down the
escarpnent in silence.

The silence continued for the entire descent, and well out onto the sands.

Kel der sinmply didnt have anything to say except questions that Irith didnt
want to answer, Asha was concentrating on wal king, and Iriths thoughts were
her own.

It was finally broken when Asha wailed, This sand gets into everything! Irith,
could you be a horse again?

No, Irith snapped. She marched on

Here, Kelder said, you can ride on ny shoulders for a little while, until you
get the sand out from between your toes. He reached out his arns.

Asha | ooked up at him considering, and then shook her head.

No, Kelder, but thank you all the same, she said. Ill walk. She turned and
trudged onward, slogging through the drifting sand.

Kel der dropped his arms, then shrugged. Suit yourself, he said, alittle
annoyed. WAs that any way for a person to treat her chanpi on?

He marched on, frustrated and resentful. Fulfilling a prophecy wasnt turning
out to be as nuch fun as he hoped.

He gl anced over at Irith, at her flow ng golden hair and the curves that
showed t hrough her garments as she wal ked.



On the other hand, he told hinself, it did have its points.

He trudged on, thinking about the future.

Chapter Thirteen

They covered the last mle or so largely by the glow that spilled out over the
wal I s of Shan on the Desert; the sun was down, the greater nbon not yet up

and the | esser noon not enough to help.

Shan, though, blazed like a fire before them 1lighting the sky orange.

Asha was staggering with exhaustion, and in the end she gave up and | et Kel der
carry her the last hundred yards, through the city gates and into the Bazaar
They had not caught up with the caravan; Kelder had secretly hoped they woul d,
but they had seen no sign of it.

He hoped that they hadnt passed it, perhaps safely tucked away at Dhwerra.
Itshould be waiting for themin Shan, Kelder told hinself.

Once inside Asha stared about, w de-eyed, as Kelder |owered her to the ground.
They were in the central square of the Bazaar, and Kel der and Asha both | ooked
about in wonder. Irith waited inpatiently for themto get over their awe.

The Bazaar at Shan was uni que anpbng all the nmarkets Kel der had ever seen in
that it was built on two [ evelsat |east two | evels, perhaps nore. The ordinary
open market was surrounded, not by the usual taverns and inns and shops, but
by a naze of galleries and arcades, alight with torches and | anmps of a dozen
varieties, with nerchants of every description lining every side, displaying
their wares to crowds of eager custoners.

And atop the galleries and arcades, on their flat roofs, there were still nore
nmerchants, still nore custoners, to be reached by innunerabl e staircases.

Most of the upper |evel was unroofed, or covered only by tents and awni ngs,

but in a few places the upper tier, too, was partially enclosed by nore
substantial structures. Kelder could not see, in the tangle of firelight and
shadow, whether there were still nore nerchants up on a third |level.

Where there were no permanent stalls there were bl ankets heaped wth goods, or
bl ankets covering nonentarily-untended goods, or wagons or carts or other
vehicles. Entire caravans had set up shop under the col onnades around the

mar ket square; sonme of them had obviously been there for quite some tine.

Nor was the Bazaar sinply a single square. Ch, there was a central square, and
a larger one than Kel der had ever seen before, but the galleries and arcades,
col onnades and courtyards, stairways and stalls all extended for blocks, to
left and right and straight ahead, inward fromthe city walls. Kelder could
see no end to the labyrinth of buyers and sellers and goods.

It seenmed to himthat the Bazaar nust surely occupy the entire interior of the
city wall sbut that was absurd.

Wasnt it?

| dont understand, he said. Were do they allcome fron?

Where do all what cone fron? Irith asked, startled. That was not the question
she had been expecti ng.

The nmerchants, Kelder said, with a wave of his hand. Look at themall! Were
do they live? And where did all these peopl ebuying things cone fron? W didnt
see that many on the road, certainly. And were in the mddle of the desert,
and | dont see any farmers here with their cropswhat do they all eat? Were do
they get all those things theyre selling?

Ch, dont you know? Irith replied, startled. She giggled. Really, Kelder
sonmetines it seens |like you dont knowanyt hi ng!

Slightly resentful, but too awed and curious to worry about it, Kelder asked,
What do you mean?

Imean, its all done by magic, of course! We arent in the Small Ki ngdons any
nore, you knowthey take their magic seriously here.

What sort of magi c? he asked, eyeing her cautiously. Magic, after all, was
somet hi ng she knew far nore about than he didand while he wanted to know nore,
he had a fair appreciation of how dangerous it could be. In fact, the thought
of unfamiliar and perhaps hostile magi c made hi mdistinctly uneasy, especially
after what had happened to those bandits back in Angarossa.

Oh, | guess wi zardry, nostly, these days, Irith said, but a |lot of sorcery,



tooit used to benostly sorcery, but these days sorcerers arent what they used
to be...

What are you tal king about? Kel der demanded. What do sorcerers have to do with
all this?

Irith put her hands on her hips and glared at him

| antal ki ng, she said, aboutthis place about Shan on the Desert!

Kel der gl ared back, waiting for her to continue. Sonewhere in the back of his
m nd he renenbered that she had told himthat the Bazaar specialized in
sorcery, but he was in no nood to admt it.

She threw up her hands in disgust.

Aah! Dont you knowanyt hi ng about Shan? she shout ed.

No, Kel der answered, | dont. Except that its at the end of the G eat Hi ghway
and is supposed to be the best place in the Wrld to buy certain things. He

gl anced around at the Bazaar and added, Wich | can believe.

Al right, then, Irith said, Il explain. She took a deep breath, and began
Shan isnt part of the Small Kingdonsit wasnt part of Od Ethshar. Wat itis,
is the last bit of the old Eastern Conmand, that fought under General Terrek
in the Geat War. You know about that?

Alittle, Kelder said. | nean, of course | know about thewar, and |Ive heard of
Ceneral Terrek, | think. He got killed by a denon, didnt he?

Irith nodded. A whole bunch of denmpbns, actually. Hi s whol e command got w ped
out, pretty nuchall the denons of Hell got |oose at once and went running al
over the east, blasting everything. Thats where the G eat Eastern Desert cane
fromt wasnt desert before that.

Oh, Kel der said, thinking about the vast, enpty wasteland that surrounded
Shan, and trying to i magi ne what could have caused it. By conparison, the
denbns who w ped out the bandits | ooked pretty trivial

That rem nded himof the caravan they had cone to find; he glanced around, but
recogni zed none of the wagons in sight.

A few did have heads on pikes, as it happened, but none of themwere recent.
Two were actually just skulls, rather than heads, and the others were
approaching a sinilar state.

Irith continued, Right, the denpbns did all that, and they were going to go on
and destroy everything el se, but the gods thensel ves cane down from Heaven and
fought the denmons and defeated them

Kel der nodded, partly listening and partly still | ooking for the caravan; that
part, about the gods com ng and stopping the denons, he had heard before.

But it was too late for General Terrek, of course, and all of his peopl eexcept
for Shan. She nade a sweeping gesture, taking in the entire Bazaar. See, this
was Terreks main supply depot, and he had all his magicians here at the tine,
and they had all their protective spells up and everything, and they were able
to hold the denons off until the gods canme and rescued t hem

Oh, Kelder said again, still |ooking around.

Anyway, Irith continued, after the war ended, there were all these people
here, magicians and supply clerks and quarternasters and people |like that, and
they had all these supplies intended for General Terreks armny, but the arny
was gone, so they just kept all the stuff thenmselves, and started selling it.
Kel der nodded, turning his whole attention back to Irith. The whol e t hing nmade
sense, so far, except for one little detail.

That was nore than two hundred years ago, though, he said. They rmust have sold
it all off |ong ago!

Wl |, ofcourse they did, silly! Irith agreed. But they bought other stuff, or

made it, and theyre all still buying and selling. And since this was the
bi ggest cache of magical supplies in the entire Wrld for so long, its stil
where magi ci ans conme to buy and sell, a lot of the time. Not just magicians,

either. And the people here nake things, toothey make gl ass here better than
anywhere el se, better even than Ethshar of the Sands. There are m ners who
bring in jewels fromthe desert to sell here, too. Lets see... She paused to
t hi nk.

Kel der wait ed.



Wl |, glass, she said, | said that. And sorcerers stuff, and supplies for

Wi zards except you can get nost of those in Ethshar just as well now, and
medi ci nes, | thinksome of themand perfumes, they nmake wonderful perfunes here,
and there are dyesall kinds of stuff. She shrugged. It used to be nicer

actual ly. Business has dropped off a lot since I first canme here.

They must be expensive, Kelder said. | nean, its a long way to cone, all the
way out here. He renenbered another unexpl ained detail, and asked, So where
did all the buyers come from anyway? W didnt see anywhere near this many
peopl e on the way. .

Its the off season, Irith said. lItsmuch nore crowded than this sonetines!

Kel der | ooked about at what must have been several hundreds, perhaps

t housands, of people.

A lot of people dont conme by the highway, Irith continued. The w zards fly, or
use some other kind of magic to get here. People fromall over the eastern
Smal | Ki ngdons cone overland to Dhwerra and get the highway fromthere, and
they would all have gotten here hours ago, so we woul dnt have seen them on the
road. And there are other ways, nmagical ways, | thinklve heard stories about
tunnel s under the desert.

Oh, Kel der said. But what do they all eat? Were do they stay?

Ch, there are places to stay, Irith said. Inns for the custoners, tenenents
for the natives. And they get their food by nagic, nostly.

Whil e this discussion had been taking place, Asha had rather blearily wandered
over toward a nearby nerchants stall.

Qooh! she excl ainmed, distracting Kelder and Irith. Look

The two | ooked.

Asha had lifted the velvet cover froma glass scul pture of a dragon; the
creature sparkled vivid gold in the yellow lamp-light. Its jaws were open in
silent rage, crystal fangs glittering; it stood crouching on three tal oned
feet, the fourth raised to strike, claws outstretched. Its tail wound
gracefully to a needl e-sharp point, and its wings, |like sheets of ice, swept
up and back, ready to bear it instantly aloft.

Kel der found hinmself drawn to it.

Irith | ooked, but called, Its getting late, and I"'mreally hungry; can we get
some di nner now? And find sonewhere to sleep?

Kel der and Asha stared at the glass dragon.

Kelder? Irith called. Conme on, lets get something to eat!

Kel der reluctantly tore hinself away. Did you see this thing, Irith? he
cal | ed.

She shrugged. Not that one, she said, but Ive seen others. Ive been here
before, Kelder, lots of tines. You can make lots of nice things out of glass.
Ni ce things seenmed a rather inadequate description, to Kel derhe thought the
dragon was quite spectacul ar. He didnt argue, though

He did hesitate.

It will still be there after we eat, Irith pointed out, and Kel der tore

hi nsel f away.

Cone on, Asha, he called. Lets get dinner

The little girl hesitated, as Kelder had. He reached out and took her hand and
| ed her away.

Following Iriths | ead they headed out of the square to the northwest, pushing
their way through the wall of traders under the first ring of col umms.

Once they had pierced that veil, Kelder suddenly saw what Irith had nmeant
about the off season and a decline in business.

The arcades and nerchants stalls still continued as far as Kel der coul d nake
out, but now he could see that nmany of themwere enpty. Sone of the merchants
who were there were sitting al one and ignored, without a patron in sight.

And many of themdid not | ook at all prosperous; Kelder could see nen and
worren who were dirty and unkenpt and tired. Sone were slouched agai nst
pillars, or curled up on the ground asl eep, not even pretending to | ook for
customers any nore. Al this had been hidden by the crowd in the centra
squar e.



It struck himas odd that so many people should be clustered there, rather
than spread nore evenly throughout the market; he said as much to Irith.

She shrugged. Well, the galleries around the square are where those new
caravans areprobably a lot of the people doing the buying are really the
nmerchants fromthese other places. She waved a hand at the | argely-vacant

i nner arcades.

| didnt see the... Kelder began, and then he stopped.

He had been about to say that the caravan they had foll owed should be there
sonewhere, if new caravans were what attracted custoners, but before he could
finish the sentence he spotted somet hing.

Far off to the right, to the northeast of the market, he could see a face

i mpossi bly high up, alnost brushing agai nst the stone arch overhead,

torchlight frombelow lighting it unpleasantly. And it wasonly a face, with no
body bel ow.

He blinked, and realized that he was | ooking at a head on a pikea fairly fresh
head. That presumably nmeant that the caravan they wanted was right there; in
fact, the head he was | ooking at m ght well be Abdens. Ashas brother

He chewed on his lower lip for a second or two, considering.

H s stomach grow ed, deciding him he woul dnt point the caravan out just yet.
Bei ng Ashas champion could wait a little.

You didnt see what? Irith asked.

Not hi ng, he lied. Do you know sonepl ace good to get sonething to eat?

O course, she said. This way.

She poi nted ahead, down a colonnade lined with crates and barrels. Atable a
few paces away di splayed tall green bottlesw ne, Kelder assuned. At |east sone
of the barrels were presumably full of spirits, as wellthis particul ar arcade
woul d seemto specialize in strong drink. He glanced down at Asha, renenbering
what she had sai d about her father

She was staring ahead rather fixedly, not at the bottles or barrels, but at a
man who | ay sprawl ed against a pillar.

Kel der grimaced, and | ooked ahead.

That first drunk was not the last; others were sitting or Ilying here and there
along the arcade. In fact, there were about as nany drunks as there were

vint ners.

Annoyed, Kel der wondered why the nerchants didnt shoo these sorry speci nens
away. He quickly reconsi dered, however, when he realized that there were no
sober custoners in sightwhy should the sellers chase away the only people who
were actually buying, at the nonent?

He sighed. The World was not the pleasant place he woul d have wi shed for, had
he been offered the job of creating it.

Cone on, Irith said, taking his hand.

Asha had been hol ding the other hand, so Kel der found hinsel f being dragged
along as the central link in a three-part chain. Irith pulled vigorouslyshe
nmust be very hungry indeed, he thought. Asha was too tired to move as quickly
as Irith wanted, and was slowed further by shying away froman ol d man who | ay
munbling in their path. She whinmpered.

Irith turned at the sound, and the drunk | ooked blearily upward at the trio.
Irith!

Kel der | ooked down in astonishment.

The drunk was staring at Iriths face. He dropped the enpty bottle he had held
clutched in one hand and reached up toward her

Irith, he said, youve come back

Chapt er Fourteen

Irith stared down at the weathered face, the red nose, the bl oodshot eyes, the
dirty, ragged beard, and the matted hair. She dropped Kel ders hand and stepped
back.

Eeeew, she said.

Irith, itsme, the drunk said, scrabbling against the paving stones as he tried
to get his feet under him

Asha dropped Kel ders ot her hand and backed away.



Li sten, old man... Kel der began

Irith, the drunk called, ignoring him dont you renmenber ne? Wth one hand on
the pillar, he got to his knees. H's foul breath reached Kelders nostrils.
Remenmberyou? | never saw you before in my lifel Irith replied angrily.

Yes, you did, he insisted. Its been years, the gods know, too many years, but
you knew me, all right, dont you renenber? He nade it to his feet, panting,
his hand still on the pillar. Dont you know nme?

He stared at her blank face, no flicker of recognition show ng, and suddenly
shout ed at her, Dont you know ne?

No!lrith screaned back.l never saw you before!

Li sten, old man, you |eave her... Kel der began, trying to push between Irith
and the drunk. He was unconfortably aware that the confrontation was
attracting attention; several of the wine nerchants were staring, and assorted
ot her people were turning to see what the di sturbance was about.

The old man, with strength truly astonishing in one so decrepit, shoved Kel der
rudely aside and took a step toward Irith.

She shrank back, and her wi ngs appeared suddenly. She stretched them as if to
take flight, to escape this | oathsonme apparition, but the tips brushed agai nst
the arcades vaulted ceiling. She glanced up, startled, at the prisoning stone,
t hen | ooked around, panicky, at the people, staring at her fromall sides,

wat ching her intently. Her w ngs vani shed.

Get away fromne! she cried. Everybody get away!

Kel der, recovering fromhis surprise, thrust hinmself at the old drunk, arns
outstretched, and knocked hi m of f - bal ance.

Irith! the drunk cried. Irith!

Irith turned and ran, down the shadowy arcade, her white tunic flashing
brightly as she passed each |l anmp, then fading into the next patch of darkness.
Fol  ow her! Kel der barked to Asha. Tired as she was, the girl obeyed,
scanpering after the fleeing shapeshifter, while Kelder pushed the drunk up
agai nst the pillar.

Irith! the drunk called again, |ooking after her, paying no attention to

Kel der.

Li sten, Kel der began.

The drunk burst into tears. No, he wailed, | cant |ose you again! Irith, cone
back! He tried to shove Kel der asi de.

Damit! Kel der said, as he stunbl ed back against a stack of crates. He grabbed
at the drunks tunic, and pulled the old man down with him

Let me go! the old nan bellowed, trying to tear |oose. Let ne go after her!

No, Kel der shout ed back, hol ding on tight.

Sobbi ng, the drunk swung a fist at his face; Kelder dodged easily.

The drunk swung again, and this time Kelder had to | oose his hold in order to
avoid the blow Cursing, he dodged. The drunk stunbled to his feet and began
staggering in the direction Irith had gone.

Kel der sprang up and charged after him tackling himfrom behind and knocki ng
him heavily to the stone pavenent.

The drunks words had becone incoherent babbling by this point, but his actions
were clear enough; he was trying to get up, get away from Kel der, and conti nue
his pursuit of Irith. Gitting his teeth, Kelder hauled off and punched him
squarely in the nose.

The ol d mans head snapped back agai nst a heavy cask, making a sound like a

sl ammed doora very solid door. Blood trickled fromhis nose, and he slid to

t he ground, dazed.

Kel ders knuckl es stung fromthe inpact, and he was very worried i ndeed | est he
had killed the old manhed heard somewhere that drunks had brittle bones.

This particular drunk was made of sterner stuff than that, for he didnt so
much as | ose consci ousness conpletely. He did lie stunned for a nonent, but

t hen shook his head, trying to gather his nuddled wts.

By that time Kelder was back on his feet, and the instant he was sure that the
old man had not been killed or crippled he spun on his heel and sprinted after
hi s conpani ons.



A moment | ater the drunk was out of sight, and Kel der was as good as lost in
the nercantile maze of colums and courtyards. He slowed to a stop and call ed
quietly, lrith?

Ashas voi ce answered him

Thi s way, Kel der!

Fol | owi ng the sound, he nade his way through another fifty yards or so of
market and into an alleyhe had finally left the Bazaar and entered the city
proper. He found Asha crouched in the mouth of the alley, watching in al
directions at once.

Are you all right? he asked her.

She nodded.

Wheres Irith?

Asha jerked a thunmb in the direction of the alleys gl oomy depths. Hesitantly,
Kel der crept into the darkness.

Irith? he called.

A cat meowed, sonewhere ahead.

Sonet hi ng touched Kel der on the back, and he started, then realized it was
just Asha, follow ng him

She said theres a tavern down the far end of this alley that she likes, Asha
whi sper ed.

Kel der nodded an acknowl edgenment. Irith? he called again.

Here, she answered, stepping out of the darkest shadows ahead. Kelder could

still only see a dimoutline, but he was sure it was Irith. Is he gone?

Hes back there sonewhere, Kelder said. Un.. | hit him

Good!

Kel der was surprised at the heat in Iriths response. Were are we? he asked.
Hor sebone Alley, it used to be called, Irith said. | havent been here in

years. Theres a real nice tavern around the corner at the far end, called the
Crystal Skullthats where were going.

The Crystal Skull? Kel der asked, gl ancing back at Asha and seeing only a
smal |, dark shape.

Irith nodded, then realized that that was probably not visible. Yes, she said.
The owner had this big chunk of quartz that |ooked sort of like a skull. He
kept it on the mantel

Oh, Kelder replied. That sounded harm ess enough. In general he didnt like the
i dea of patronizing businesses with norbid nanes, but in this case he deci ded
to trust Iriths judgnment. Hol ding Ashas hand he followed the di moutline of

t he shapeshifter down the alley and around the corner

No torch, Irith remarked, startled, when they were out of Horsebone Alley and
into a broader but equally unlit thoroughfare. The shadows here were not as
deep or threatening; the faint glow of the | esser nbon and the stars poured
down, and sone of the light of the marketplace sl opped over the rooftops and
into the street. She pointed to an unlit doorway. Over there, she said,

| eadi ng the way.

Kel der foll owed, an unconfortable, uneasy feeling stirring in his belly.

The doorway was broad and deep; above it an iron bracket projected straight
out fromthe rough stone, with enpty rings where a signboard had once hung. To
either side of the doorway were black iron sconces, also enpty; there were no
signs of torch or ash, and even the snokestains on the wall appeared to be
weat hered, rather than fresh. It was plain to Kelder that this place was not
open for business, but Irith ignored the signs and marched straight into the
gl oom of the entryway.

Kel der followed, and found her standing in the open archway.

At first he thought the door was open, but then he realized that there was no
door. Nor, |ooking through the opening, was there any roof; the sane faint
illumination that filled the street filled the buildings interior, as well.
Dusty chunks of stone and wood |lay strewn about, colorless in the dimlight.
Its gone, Irith said, in a tone of dull surprise.

Kel der stepped up beside her and gl anced about.

It certainly is, he agreed.



What happened to it? Asha asked curi ously.

How shoul dI know? Irith snapped, turning angrily on her young conpani on
Asha cowered back against the wall of the entry, and Kelder thrust a
restraining hand between the two.

Shes just a kid, he said.

I wasnt going to touch her! Irith protested.

Asha burst out crying, sliding down the wall until she sat spraw ed on the
ground.

Kel der and Irith | ooked at one anot her.

Now what ? Kel der asked.

I dont know, Irith replied.

W cant eat here, Kelder said, waving his armat the dusty ruins. Its been
gone for years, by the look of it.

That statement was sinple truth, but sonething about it bothered him

Well, | haventbeen in Shan for years, Irith said. | usually turn around at
Dhwerra when | travel the highwayif | even get that far. Sonetimes | turn back
at the Angarossa border

Do you know of any other good taverns or inns here? Kel der asked. Ones that

m ght still be in business?
No, Irith replied, | havent cone anywhere but here inages.
Wl |, where did you go before you found this place? Kel der asked, in his nopst

reasonabl e tone.

One thats been gone even longer, Irith retorted.

Kel der sighed and | ooked around.

Well, he said, well just have to find soneplace new, then. Come on

Irith peered apprehensively at the street. \What about that old man? she asked.
What about hinf? Kel der asked.

What if he finds me?

Kel der consi dered that.

Two things suddenly fell into place in his thoughts.

Wien had Irith | ast been here? He | ooked into the ruin; it had not been
abandoned yesterday, or the day before.

It looked as if it had been abandoned for yearsand a good many years. If

Kel der had been asked to guess, hed have said ten or fifteen; he could believe
as little as five, but less than that..

Irith was only fifteen. Mire than three years ago and she woul dnt even have
been wearing a skirt yetso to speak, since she was wearing breeches, in
defiance of tradition. She woul dnt have been wel come in a tavern unescorted.
How coul d she have conme to the Crystal Skull? And the way she spoke of it, she
had been in here nore than once.

That was one t hing.

And the other...

How did that old man know who you were? Kel der asked.

What do you nean? Irith asked, uneasily.

| mean, Kelder said, he called you by nane. He said he didnt want to | ose
youagai n he definitely said again. Wen did he | ose you before?

He didnt, Irith said unconfortably. Hes crazy, or lying, or sonething.

But how did he know your nane?

He probably heard one of you two say it, she suggested, and maybe he got ne

m xed up with sonme other Irith. | nean, its not an unusual nane, you know. She
made a face that was alnost a sneer. Its about thesecond npbst common name in
the World, isnt it, Kelder?

Kel der did not rise to the bait; he was used to jokes about his nanme, and he
knew perfectly well that it was the nost ordinary name in the Wrld.

And Irith was quite right, her own name was al so very popul ar, probably the
nmost commonly used fenini ne namet hough nowhere near as wi despread as Kel der
and maybe not up with some of the other masculine nanes. Hed heard plenty of
jokes and stories that used Kelder and Irith as nanes for a boring peasant
coupl e, and wasnt bothered by t hem

Youre sure you didnt know him when you were little? Kel der asked



O course I"'msure! Irith snapped. 1ck, hinf?

| mean, hes not your father, or your old master, or an uncle or something?
Kel der, ofcourse not! Dont be stupid. My fathers dead, and | dont have any
uncl es any nmore, and hes not ny old master, hes just a creepy old man whos got
me mxed up with sonmeone el se. She turned away, and nmuttered, | nean, hesgot
to be.

When you cane here before, were you alone? | mean, why were you in this
tavern? You nust have just been a little girl.

No, Kelder, dont be silly, it wasntthat |ong ago!

But. ..

Hai ,she said, just drop it, all right? Let it go.

Rel uctantly, Kelder let it go. Al right, then, he said, lets go find
somewhere to eat, and to sleep. And in the norning we can see..

In the norning, Irith interrupted, we can getout of here!

Qut of where? Kel der asked, startl ed.

Qut of Shan, of course! W can head back to sonewherecivilized, not all these
drearyrui ns and ol ddrunks and t hi ngs!

Asha stopped crying and stared up at Irith.

Kel der hesitated.

What about my brother? Asha asked.

Ch, forget about your brother! Irith snapped. | want to get away fromthis
awful place and that nasty old man!

Wait a minute... Kelder began

You prom sed! Asha shri eked.

| did not!

You di d!

Hai ! Kel der shouted. Quiet down, both of you

The girls subsided, glaring angrily at each other. Kelder sighed. This was al
getting very conplicated; he hadnt expected his promsed wife to have a

nmyst eri ous past and troubl esone noods, nor had he expected chanpioning the
lost and forlorn to be as tricky as it seenmed deternmined to be. Listen, he
said, we did promise her, Irith, but as soon as we get Abdens head off that
pi ke, we can get out of here.

Wl l, how long isthat going to take?

Not |ong, Kelder insisted. | mean, | saw the caravan, back there, | thinkit
shoul d be easy enough

How? Irith demanded. Its up on a pike, out of reach, and they arent going to
get it down for us.

You can fly, cant you? Kelder replied. Asha and | can make a di straction of
some kind, so no one will be |Iooking, and you can fly over there and snatch
the head right off the pike, and no one will even see you, in the dark

You nean tonight? Irith asked. Now?

Kel der opened his nmouth, and then closed it again. H s stomach grow ed.
Maybet oni ght, he said, after we eat.

Chapter Fifteen

Maybe we shouldnt try it tonight, Kelder said, chewi ng on the steak. The neat
here required consi derabl e gnawi ngnot, as Irith had pointed out, like the food
at the Crystal Skull.

W shoul d have found sonepl ace better, she had said.

There may notbe any place better any nore, Kelder had replied, and |'m hungry.
And now they were in Big Bredons Tavern, gnawi ng on mneat that had probably
cone from sone caravans superannuated draft animal. Little Asha was havi ng
troubl e stayi ng awake, her head constantly on the verge of falling forward
into her fried potatoes.

Why not? Irith asked.

Kel der pointed his fork at Asha.

I"mall right! Asha protested. |'mjust tired.

W all are, Kelder agreed. So nmaybe we should just rest, and worry about it

t ormor r ow ni ght

Asha frowned, blinking. What if the caravan | eaves agai n?



Ch, it wont do that, Kelder said, not quite as confidently as he woul d have
liked. I"'msure theyll be staying in Shan for several days yet. Right, Irith?
Idont know, Irith said, jabbing her fork viciously at her potatoes.

Kel der glared at her resentfully. Wll, anyway, he said, | think were all too
tired tonight. Wed probably ness up sonehow. Tonorrow ni ght should be fine.
Idont want to stay in Shan all day, Irith said, resentfully. This place has
really gone downhill since | was here, you know that? Its a dunp, now uins
everywhere, half the arcades deserted..

Youre just mad about the Crystal Skull, Kelder said.

Yes, well, so what? Irith snapped. What difference does it make why | dont
like it here? | dont like it here; | want to go.

Were not goi ng anywhere until we at leasttry to get Abdens head back, Kel der
told her.

Fine, then lets just get itover with, shall we? Irith dropped her fork and
turned to Asha, then stopped and giggl ed.

Kel der turned to see why Irith was | aughing, and found Asha sound asl eep, her
cheek resting on the oily potato slices. He smled, then carefully lifted her
head fromher plate and transferred it to a fol ded napkin on the table.

Al right, Irith said, before Kelder could say anything, we get sone sleep

But we dont need to wait allday why dont we get up really, really early, naybe
two hours before dawn, and... and do it then? And then we can still get out of
town before anyone fromthe caravan wakes up, and theyl|l probably be too busy
doi ng business to cone after us right away even if they notice its gone and
figure out where we went.

Kel der considered that for a nmonment, wi shing he werent quite so exhausted
hinsel f; his fatigue made thinking difficult.

Al right, he said at last. That will give us about four hours sleep, | guess,
whi ch is better than not hing.

Irith smled at him her first real smle since that norning. GCh, good! The
sm |l e vanished. Its going to be really yucky, you know, pulling that head off
t hat pike.

Kel der grimaced. | guess so, he said. You have to do it, though; youre the
only one who can fly.

I know. She sighed. Lets go get some sleep

They went and got sone sleep. They had to carry Asha to the roomlIrith had
rented, Kelder taking her under the arms, Irith taking her feet.

It was only at the very |last nmoment, the candle al ready extingui shed, that

Kel der realized they were not going to wake up until m dday w thout outside
hel p. He staggered back downstairs and prom sed the night watchman six bits in
copper if he got themup on schedul e.

The wat chman agr eed.

Kel der did not even renmenber returning to his bed; the next thing he knew was
t hat someone was shaking him none too gently, and someone with beery breath
and a strange accent was telling him in Traders Tongue, to wake up

He was too tired to think in Traders Tongue at first, and in Shul aran he

advi sed whoever it was to go imediately to Hell, and to speak Shularan on the
way.

The shaker said, in Ethsharitic this time, that he spoke no Quorulian. This
conpl etely inappropriate response brought Kel der awake, as he tried to figure
it out.

He sat up, blinking, and recogni zed the night watchman.

Its not Quorulian, Kelder said. Its Shul aran

| dont speak that, either, the watchman said in Traders Tongue, shrugging.

Ri ght, Kelder said. Thank you for waking ne.

Ei ght bits, the watchman said, holding out a palm

Si x, Kel der said, when ny friends are awake and weve checked the tine.

The Shanese shrugged again. Six, he agreed. | wait.

Kel der glared at himfor a noment, then reached over and shook Irith awake.
Five mnutes later the three of themwere nmaking their way, rather blearily,

t hrough the streets of Shan. The watchman, richer by six bits of Iriths noney,



was back in his regular post at the inn

So | just fly up and take the head off the pike, and then we go, right? Irith
asked, stunbling over an enpty bottle and narrowl y avoi di ng whacki ng her head
agai nst a stone pillar.

Kel der nodded. Thats right, he said.

And what are you two going to be doing?

Standi ng watch, | guess, Kelder replied. Then he corrected hinself, No, theyve
probably got guards. Well be distracting the guards.

Oh, Irith said. Al right.

There! Asha said, pointing. There it isl!

Shh! Kel der and Irith both hushed her.

She | ooked up at them startled, but said no nore.

Do you see any guards? Kel der asked.

Irith shook her head. They nust be there, though. She sighed. Tell ne again
why |1'm doing this.

Because, Kelder told her, you prom sed Asha.

Irith | ooked unconvinced.

Because | asked you to, Kelder suggested.

Irith sighed again, nodded, and spread wi ngs that had not been there an

i nstant before. She flapped them once.

Kel der started to shush her, then caught hinself.

Just testing, she said. Theyre a little stiff; | havent flown nuch these | ast
few days.

He nodded. Look, he said, well neet you at the city gate, all right?

Fine. Her wings stretched gracefully upward, flapped, and she rose toward the
ni ght sky.

Bel ow her, the youth and the child watched for a nmonent. Then Kel der shook

hi nsel f out of his nmonentary daze and said, Come on. Asha foll owed obediently
as he crept toward the caravan, noving as silently as he could and trying to
keep to the shadows as nmuch as possible.

The wagons were in a line along one side of an arcade that was significantly
hi gher and wi der than nost, and open on both sides. Torches were nounted on
each vehicle, but nost had burned out, and those that renmained were little
nore than stubs. What little |ight they cast mingled with the orange gl ow of
the greater moon, and with light spilling over fromthe central square, but
even so, the arcade was shadowy and dim the caravans bright colors reduced to
scarcely nore than fl ame-yell ow and shadow- gray.

Most of the wagons were closed, their shutters |atched and doors barred,

awni ngs and banners furled and stowed. Steps and benches were fol ded away,
brakes set, wheels bl ocked. The draft aninals and outriders nounts had al
been unhitched and taken el sewhere for stabling, the yokes and traces and
other gear all neatly tucked out of sight. Each one had a pike held to one
corner by iron | oops, and atop each pi ke was a bandits head.

At first glance, Kelder saw nothing nmoving but the flickering shadows. Then
somet hi ng yawned | oudly.

Kel der felt Asha tugging at the back of his tunic, but he ignored it as he

| ooked for the source of the sound.

He found it; a big, burly man in a dark tunic and kilt was | eaning against a
pillar, whittling. A sword hung fromhis belt, and a | ong spear stood wthin
easy reach, propped against a stone upright. There could be no doubt

what soever that he was standi ng guard.

The knife he was carving with glinted in the torchlight for a nonent, and a
curl of wood-shaving spiraled to the pavenent. He was awake, but not exactly
intent on his job.

The nere fact of his presence, and wakeful ness, was enough to make the whol e
job nmore worrisone, though. Damn, Kelder muttered to hinsel f.

Kel der! Asha whi spered urgently.

He turned, finger to lips, and hissed, Wat is it?

Wher es Abden?

Kel der | ooked at her blankly for a nmoment.



| mean, wheres Abdenshead?

Annoyed, Kelder turned to point. The heads right..

He stopped.

Slow y, he turned back to Asha.

| dont know, he said. Wat does... what did your brother |ook |ike?

| dont know, Asha said.

That one, Kelder said, pointing to the nearest pike, is that hinP

No, Asha said, thats Kelderl mean, the other Kelder, Kelder the Lesser, they
cal l ed him

Vll, | knew it wasnt ne, Kelder snarled sarcastically. Wat about the others?
Whi ch one is he?

Asha took a minute to peer up at those heads that were visible fromwhere they
stood. | dont see Abden, she said at |ast.

The head wasnot right there, Kelder realized.

Dam! he sai d again.

Chapt er Sixteen

Now, how many headsare there? Kel der asked hinmsel f, as he scanned the skies
for Irith. Nobodys about to take a severed head inside his wagon at night, not
if hes sleeping therethat would be too creepy, justasking to be haunted. He
gl anced down at Asha, hoping for some useful suggestion, but all he saw was
that she was on the verge of tears. He quickly turned his gaze upward agai n.
No one woul d take one inside, he said, still addressing hinmself, so theyre al
out here on the wagons, and its just a matter of finding the right one, right?
Asha made a nmuffl ed noi se of agreenent.

Kel der frowned. It was just a matter of finding the right one, but Asha was
the only one who could do that, since she was the only one who knew her

brot hers face.

Irith must have realized this by nowso where was she? Wy hadnt she cone back
for further instructions? All he could see was a small bird, silhouetted

agai nst the |l esser nmoon as it clinbed the eastern sky.

He shrugged, and | ooked down at Asha. Well have to sneak up as close as we
can, and see if we can find the right... uh... the right pike.Then well tel
Irith which one it is..

There was a sudden flapping of wings, and Irith was descending, a few feet
away.

Kel der, she said angrily, | dont know whi ch head!

W just thought of that, Kelder agreed.

So what do we do?

Can you carry Asha when you fly? Then she could point it out.

Irith | ooked the girl over, considering, then shook her head. No, she said.
Not a chance.

Kel der had expected that. Al right, then, he said. W sneak Asha up as cl ose
as we can on foot, and let her look until she finds the right one.

Maybe Irith could get all of thenP Asha suggested. Then we could go back and
burnal |l the bodies..

She realized that both Kelder and Irith were glaring at her, and her voice
faded away.

No, Irith said. Just one.

Al right, Asha said. 11l go look. But | cant go al one.

O course not, Kelder agreed.

Irith glanced over at the wagons, the patchwork of |ight and shadow, the big
man scraping away bits of wood with his knife.

You two go ahead, she said. IIl wait here.
Kel der started to agree, then paused. Irith was the one who had to know j ust
where the head was, after all. But it wasnt worth the argument. Al right, he

said. Come on, Asha.

Toget her, the two crept closer

There were a dozen wagons; the guard stood beside the seventh in line, by
Kel ders quick count, and they had approached near the ninth. This way, he
hi ssed, beckoni ng Asha toward the front of the col um.



After all, there were nore wagons in that direction, even if it was farther to
go.

The head on the eighth wagon was facing the opposite direction, but Asha shook
her own head no; the hair was w ong.

The next faced them but again, Asha indicated that it was not the one they
want ed. They were both tiptoeing now, if the guard happened to | ook up from
his whittling, and if he werent blinded by the tangle of shadows and
torchlight, he would be |ooking right at them

The head on the sixth wagon was facing away, and Asha was not conpletely sure,
but didnt think it |ooked Iike Abden

Kel der was begi nning to think they should have turned the other way and
checked the tail end first when Asha nade a strangl ed noi se.

Thats it, she said, pointing. Thats Abden

The fifth wagon was green trimed with gold, and the Ethsharitic runes on the
si de sai d sonet hi ng about soneone nanmed Doran of sonepl aceShi p-sonet hing, safe
pl ace for ships, sonething |ike that; Kelder did not bother to puzzle the
whol e thing out. It was obviously the nane of sone Ethsharitic merchant. The
pi ke at the front corner displayed the head of a young man, and Kel der thought
there m ght be sone resenbl ance to Asha, but he wasnt sure he wasnt just
imagining it.

Al right, he whispered. Lets go back and tell Irith.

Asha nodded, turned, and began to scanper back

Her bare feet slapped on the paving stones. Kelder started after her, and had
t aken perhaps three | ong steps when sonething registered.

He turned, and saw that the guard had | owered his knife and carving and was
peering out into the gloom follow ng the sound of Ashas footsteps.

Kel der decided that he didnt want to be seen just yet. He fell back into a
near by shadow, under the overhang of a two-story shopfront.

Irith? Asha called. Were are you?

Kel der hissed to hinself w th exasperation.

Irith? Asha called again, nore |oudly.

She was standi ng, Kelder thought, at about the spot where they had separated,
plainly visible in the light of the two nbons. The guard was wat chi ng her
intently now.

What s nore, another guard, whomthey had not previously seen, had heard the
sound and was peering between the wagons fromthe other side of the caravan.
This one was tall and thin, with a black beard that needed trimr ngit
straggl ed nmessily down onto his chest.

There was no sign of Irith.

A cat nmeowed nearby, and Kel der turned for an instant, |ooking for the animal,
but didnt see it. He turned quickly back to Asha.

Kel der! a breathy voice said behind him quietly.

He started, and turned to find Irith standing there, finger to her lips.

How di d you... he began

VWi ch one? Irith whispered hoarsely.

Whi ch what ? For a nonent he thought she was aski ng somet hing about the two
guards, and he tried to figure out what she wanted to know.

Whi chwagon, st upi d?

Oh, Kelder said, collecting his wits. The green one, right there. He pointed.
Irith nodded, and spread wi ngs that had not been there an instant before. You
go distract them she said.

Then she | aunched herself fluttering upward.

Kel der blinked and | ooked up, watching her ascent.

Irith? Asha wail ed. Kel der?

Kel der frowned; the best distraction was probably the sinplest, he decided. He
stepped out of the shadows. Over here, he called. He trotted toward the little
girl, who was standing alone in the street, on the verge of panic.

The first guard had stepped away fromthe pillar and tucked his carving under
his belt. Now he slid his knife into its sheath and picked up the spear. The
ot her guard was between two of the wagons now, facing away, scanning the



little plaza on that side of the arcade.

Kel der tried hard not to be seen | ooking at either of themas he cane up to
Asha and said, a little nore loudly than necessary, Here | am Indra.

Indra was the first girls name he could think of, other than Asha or Irith.
Kel der! She spotted him and dashed toward him arns out.

At | east that was one advantage of having the nbst comon name in the Wrld,
he thought; nobody was ever going to track himdown by using it.

He net Asha hal fway and picked her up in a big enbrace, then spun her
aroundwhi ch gave hima chance to | ook at the nearer guard w thout seemi ng to.
The man was standing, watching the two of them He was not |ooking at the
green and gol d wagon. Kel der forced hinself not to |look at it, either. He

| owered Asha to the pavenent, and then glanced casually at the guard.

That individual was now | ooki ng either way al ong the row of wagons. He night,
Kel der thought, have guessed that this little scene was being played out to
di stract him

At |east, that was why Kel der was doing it; Asha had apparently lost track of
what she was supposed to be doing, and acting on inmpulse. In her excitenent
over finding Abdens head she had conpletely forgotten everything el se about
the plan. That was fine, really; she was doing an excellent job of being a

di straction, and probably acting far nmore naturally than she woul d have if she
had remenber ed.

They did not, however, want the guard to realize he was being deliberately
decoyed.

The ot her guard, Kelder noticed with a twi nge of concern, was not in sight at
t he monent.

Spear in one hand, his other hand on the hilt of his sword, the visible guard
was peering into the darkness.

Looki ng for sonething? Kel der call ed.

Startled, the guard turned to look at himsilently for a second, and then
shook his head. He said not hing.

Ive lost my wife, Kelder said, pressing on. The girls sister. Shes tall, with
bl ack hair, wearing a green tunic and a brown skirthave you seen her? He tried
very hard to ignore Ashas expression of surprise as she heard himtell such
l'ies.

The guard shook his head agai n.

Youre sure? Kel der insisted.

Havent seen anybody, the man said, in a surprisingly high-pitched voice.
Except you two.

Vll, if you do... Kel der began.

Excuse me, the guard said, interrupting, Ive got rounds to nake. He began
wal ki ng al ong the line of wagons, stooping every so often to peer under them
occasional ly poking his spear into the shadows. He called sonething Kel der

di dnt catch, and was answered by a deeper voice fromthe other side.

Kel der was very relieved indeed to see that the near-side guard had started
out toward the back of the line, rather than the front. He hoped the other one
had, as well.

Well, if you see her, Kelder shouted after them tell her well meet her at the
i nn. Then he turned away, taking Asha by the hand and pulling her al ong.

Kel der, Asha said, starting to protest.

He jerked viciously at her wist, and she followed w thout further objection
He | ed her quickly around a building, into an alley and out of the guards
sight. Then he stopped, held a finger to his lips, and peered cautiously back
around the corner.

Wiat is it? Asha asked.

Kel der waved a hand at her, and she fell silent.

The heavi er guard had reached the | ast wagon; the one with the sl oppy beard
met himthere, and the two exchanged a few wordsKel der could just barely hear
their voices, and could not nake out any at all of what was said.

Above the arcade, orange noonlight shone briefly on a fluttering white w ng,
and a shadowy shape rose toward the heavens, sonething vaguely round cradl ed



in one arm

Kel der smi | ed.

Al right, he told Asha, now we go around the block and run for the gate, as
fast as we can. Irith has the head.

Youre sure? Asha | ooked up at hi mdoubtfully.

Just go, Kelder said, giving her a shove.

He was destined to be Ashas chanpi on, but that didnt mean he had to |ike her
and just now, tired and frightened as he was, he did not think nuch of her at
all.

Chapt er Sevent een

To Kel der the doubl e noonlight on the desert sand | ooked somehow unnatural . It
was brighter than moonlight had any right to be, even when both noons were
full and at zenithand in fact, that wasnt the case. The noons were both past
zenith, the | esser descending quickly toward the western horizon, the greater
still high overhead, and neither was fullthe | esser was close, but the greater
was only about three-quarters. The familiar rosy glow of the nmoons conbi ned
with the gold of the sands to make an odd, burnt-orange col or that Kel der
didnt like at all. Are you sure we shouldnt wait for sunrise? he asked.
Coneon, Irith said, lets getout of here!

Asha said not hing, but she obviously agreed with Irith; she was tugging at
Kel ders sl eeve. Reluctantly, he cane.

| can see why youre in a hurry, Asha, he said. You want to set your brothers
soul free. But | dont know whyyoure rushing so nuch, Irith.

She gl anced back over her shoulder; the city wall gleamed ruddily in the
nmoonsl i ght, and the open gates were a tangle of torchlight and shadow. She

t hought she saw somet hi ng nmovi ng, and wasnt sure if it was just a flickering
shadow, or really soneone there

Lets just say | dont much care for Shan on the Desert any nore, the Flyer
replied.

Is it because that inn was gone? Asha asked.

No, Irith answered.

Its that old drunk, isnt it? Kelder said. O at |least thats part of it. But |
dont see why he has you so upset.

Its not him either, Irith said, with another glance behind.

Kel der | ooked at her, then turned his gaze to his feet and trudged onward

t hrough the cool orange sands.

She was lying, he was sure. Itwas the drunk

They had gone no nore than a | eague when the | esser noon set; the greater noon

was working its way toward the horizon, as well. Color faded fromtheir
surroundi ngs, and Kel der began to worry.

Are we still on the highway? he asked.

For several seconds, no one answered. Then Irith said, | dont know | cant see
that well.

They stunbl ed on for a nonent |onger, and then Kelder remarked, Well, if were

not, at |east the caravaners wont find us.

Those denons could, Irith replied.

Asha started crying quietly.

You woul d have to say that, Kelder nmuttered, not really meaning Irith to hear
Oh, shut up, Irith said.

Were going to wander around in circles until we die! Asha wail ed.

No, we arent, Irith snapped.

Kel der took it upon hinself to expand on this. Wre all right, Asha, he said.
Real ly. W know were goi ng south because the greater moon is on our right,
see? And | ook, off to the left. He pointed. Theres light on the horizon, thats
the sun com ng because its al nost dawn, so thats east. So even if we | ose the
hi ghway, well reach that big cliff eventually, and then we can find the road
agai n.

Oh, Asha said, struggling to stifle her tears. A nonment |ater, when they were
under control, she whined, |I'mtired.

W all are, Kelder said.



Then why dont we rest?

Kel der halted in his tracks with the intention of making sone biting retort,
and then stopped. Youre right, he said. Wiy dont we? They probably arent going
to come after us. Even if they realize weve left the city, why should they go
to all that trouble? They have plenty of heads. So whats the hurry? He sat
down on the cool sand. I'mtired, too, and 1'mgoing to sit here and rest

until the sun cones up and we can see what were doing.

Asha snil ed, and pl opped down beside him

Irith had proceeded a dozen paces farther, but now she stopped, as well, and
turned back to ook at the others. Here? she said. Qut in the mddle of the
desert?

Why not ? Kel der asked. Wats going to bother us?

Irith | ooked back at Shan, still visible as a dark, uneven line on the horizon
and a faint glowin the sky.

Besi des, Kelder said, if anything comes after us, well see it in plenty of
time. You can grow wings and fly away.

ItIl still getus, Asha said, nonentarily concerned.
It would, Kelder agreed, if anything were going to come after us, but nothing
is. And besides, if Irith got away, shed find sone way to save us, |'msure.

Irith | ooked at Kel der doubtfully, suspectingwith reasonthat he was being
sarcastic.

Al right, she said, we can rest here for alittle while, | guess. She folded
her | egs and sank to the ground.

None of themreally intended to sleep; the idea was nmerely to rest for a few
m nut es.

On the other hand, none of them had had much nore than four hours sleep in the
past twenty-four, and they had wal ked a very great distance in that tinme, as
wel | as going through the various excitenents in Shan. Kel der had punched an
old man, Irith had pried a severed head off the point of a spear, and Asha had
participated in the rescue, as she saw it, of her brothers soul

Wthin five mnutes, long before the sun rose or the greater moon set, they
were all sound asl eep.

Even as he | ay sl eeping, sonething nagged at Kel der. He knew he shoul dnt be
asl eep, and that know edge troubled his dreans.

Still, exhaustion had a firmgrip on him and he slept on

The sun rose, and its warnth on his face, its light on his eyelids disconfited
him he struggled to wake up

Sonet hing threw a shadow over himbriefly, and the sands shifted slightly; the
sound of footsteps reached Kel der, even asleep. He stirred slightly, and tried
to pry his eyes open, tried to make his arnms and | egs nove.

A | ow voi ce spoke, something brushedand Irith shrieked.

Kel der was awake at | ast, scranbling to his feet.

Irith screaned, |ong and piercing; she was sitting up, hands out to fend off,
and as Kel ders eyes focused her w ngs appeared and spread. She kicked off,
flapping, and skittered across the sand for a nonment, heels dragging, before
she managed to get herself airborne.

As she did, a dark, ragged shape that Kelder could not immediately identify
threwitself at her, trying to grab her, hold her down, bring her backbut
unsuccessfully. She slipped away and soared upward. Kel der and Asha wat ched
her go.

She didnt hesitate, didnt slow, didnt |ook back; she flapped strongly and
steadily as she drove southward toward the horizon

The ragged creature wailed and wept, calling after her; nost of the words, if
they were words, were unintelligible, but the name Irith was repeated
frequently. It staggered along for a few paces, then collapsed, sobbing, into
a mserable, huddl ed heap. Then it lifted its head. Wth a shock, Kel der
realized that the creature was the old drunk who had accosted Irith back in
Shan.

Irith, the old man called, cone back! | wont hurt you, | swear it, | just want
to tal k! Pl ease!



The distant speck that was Irith the Flyer continued to dw ndle.

Nownhat do we do? Asha asked.

Kel der | ooked about. His pack was still lying where he had left it; the bundle
cont ai ni ng Abdens head was there, as well. He | ooked up. It didnt ook as if
Irith was com ng back right away.

He considered. He knew that he would find her agai nZi ndrés prediction was that
he woul d marry her and bring her home to Shulara with him so he knew he woul d
find her again.

He di dnt know when, where, or how, though

That woul d have to take care of itself; there were nore imedi ate concerns. W
can go on and build the pyre ourselves, Kelder said. But first, I want to know
just what in the Wrld is goingon here! He stepped forward and grabbed the old
man by the shoul der.

The filthy cloth of his tunic felt greasy and unpl easant under Kel ders hand,
but Kel der ignored that. The old man started slightly at the youths touch, but
didnt resist; he didnt even turn to | ook, but instead kept staring after

Irith.

A d nman, Kel der said, whoare you?

The drunk sinply stared at the departing Flyer.

Tal kto me, damm it! Kel der shouted. Who are you? Wiy is she scared of you?
That penetr at ed.

Scared of me? The old man turned and | ooked up at Kel der, astonishnent plain
on his face. Why woul d she be scared of ne?

Thats what!l want to know Kel der snapped. Who are you?

The man blinked, as if considering a new and surprising idea.

What s your nanme? Asha asked, stepping up beside Kel der

Ezdral, he replied. My nane is Ezdral

Just Ezdral ? Kel der asked.

The old man shrugged. Mstly, he said. Back in Shan they call me Ezdral the
Sot, mostly. He blinked. Thatll do. I'mnot drunk right now, havent touched a
drop since | saw lrith in the arcade last night, but Ive been pretty sodden
for a long time, theres no sense in denying it.

Al right, Ezdral, Kelder said, withdrawing his hand and resisting the
tenptation to wipe it on his own tunic, how do you know Irith?

The ol d man | ooked down, coughed, spat sonething out, wi ped his mouth on a
grubby sl eeve. He turned, squatted, and then sat down, crossing his |egs
slowy and carefully.

Kel der wait ed.

Ezdral | ooked up at him and then gestured at the ground. Asha took the hint
and dropped down, sitting facing Ezdral. Kel der took a nonment |onger, but

j oi ned them

When | was eighteen, Ezdral began, | net..

When was that? Asha interrupted

Ezdral frowned. What year is it now?

5222, Kelder told him

Then I'm.. let me see... sixty-two, is it? Born on the first of Thaw, 5159..
Sixty-three... no, sixty-two, Kelder agreed.

So it would have been forty-four years ago. He | ooked at them for agreenent.
Asha nodded. Kel der said, Go on

Ezdral took a deep breath, and let it out slowy.

When | was eighteen, he said again, | net a girl, a beautiful girl with golden
hair, like Id never seen before. | was working in a stable in Mezgal on, and
she was passing through, and | thought she was the nost beautiful thing Id
ever seen. W got to tal king, and she said her nane was Irith the Flyer, and
when | asked how she got a nanme |ike that she showed me how she could grow

wi ngs and fly.

Kel der and Asha | ooked at one anot her

Forty years ago? Kel der asked.

Ezdral nodded.

It cant be the same one, Kelder said. Shes only fifteen. She said so.



Ezdral shook his head wearily, and peered at Kel der from beneath heavy I|ids.
She was fifteen then, too, he said.

Kel ders lips tightened. Go on with your story, he said.

W talked, and | fell in love with her, Ezdral said. | nean, wildly and madly
in love. She wasso beautiful, so sweet. And we | eft Mezgal on together, and we
travel ed the Small Kingdons from Shan to Lanum Fileia to Lurethon. He smil ed.
Oh, we had some good tines, we did. Filched a jewel ers best stones once in
Hinora just so Irith could play with them Danced naked in the Forest of
Anr am on. CGot roaring drunk with the crown prince of Tuyoa, and Irith
chal | enged his court wizard to a duel of magic and al nost got herself killed.
She coul d do other magic, not just shapeshifting, you knowhad rmaybe half a
dozen spells. Wasnt any match for a real w zard, though. He sighed.

The recitation paused for a nonent, but Kel der and Asha waited w thout protest
this tine.

W were together a little over a year, | think, Ezdral said, resum ng his
tale. I was nineteen, maybe twenty, by then. | started to think about maybe
settling down somewhere, naybe having children soneday. And one day | woke up
and Irith wasnt there. Wed been at her favorite inn in Shan on the Desert, a
pl ace called the Crystal Skull, and | still was, but she wasnt.

Kel der gl anced down at Asha; she was sitting rapt, taking this all in. Wy did
she | eave? the child asked.

Ezdral turned up an enpty palm Wo knows? he said. Maybe she just got bored
with me.

So what did you do?

Vell, | waited, at firstl waited a nonth, to see if she would cone back. Wen
she didnt, | went out |ooking for her, going up and down the G eat Hi ghway and
around to all the places wed gone together, but | didnt find her. Id hear
about her now and t henhow she had flown over Angarossa Castle shouting
insults, or been seen playing with the Queen of Opheras catsbut | never caught
up to her, never saw her nyself. And after a tinme | sort of drifted back to
Shan, doing odd jobs or begging, and | stayed there and waited for her

Why didnt you just forget about her? Kel der asked. Find yourself another girl?
Because Icoul dnt, damn it! Ezdral shouted, in the first display of tenper

Kel der had seen fromhim Icouldnt! Dont you think Itried? But | couldnt go to
sl eep at night w thout thinking about her, couldnt | ook at another woman

wi thout thinking that Irith was prettier... | was inlove with her, so damably
inloveand | stillam damm it all to the Nether Void! He pounded a fist on the
sand, and then went on nore calmy, | started drinking to try and forget her

| just drank all the time, whenever | could get noney, and it was even
starting to work, a little, after twenty years or soand then |last night I

| ooked up and there she was, | saw her wal king past nme, as big as life,

| ooki ng just as she always had. And at first |I thought | was dream ng, or that
the wi ne was giving ne visions, though | hadnt drunk that much, and then I

t hought | was dead and had died and this was her ghost, and | could see her
because | was a ghost, and then | finally realized it was real, shed cone
back, and | called to her

He fell silent for a monment, and Kel der renenbered the previous nights events,
not with satisfaction, but with a growing dismay, like a weight in his belly.
| called to her, Ezdral repeated, and she said she didnt know ne, she ran away
scream ng, and then you hit ne, and | fell down.

I'"msorry, Kelder whispered.

You di dnt know, Ezdral said, waving it aside.l knew, though. | knew she had
been deliberately avoiding nme all these years, that that was why she hadnt
cone back to Shan, and | knew shed | eave again now that she knew | was there,
but | had to talk to her, | had to tell her that |I |oved her, so | went to the
gate and waited, and | hoped she woul dnt just fly over the wall. And she
didnt, but you were with her, and | didnt want a fight, so | followed, trying
to think of what | could say, what | could do that would nake her talk to ne,
make her stay with me. He let his breath out in a |long, shuddering sigh

Asha di dnt know what to say. Kelder couldnt say anything at all, and Ezdra



had finished. For a time they all sat silently on the sand, thinking their own
t hought s.

Chapt er Ei ght een

Maybe it was her nother, Asha suggested, or her grandnother.

Ezdral shook his head.

But Irith is only fifteen, Kelder pointed out. The thought that his intended
bride was not just a Tintallionese runaway who had visited Shan as a child was
deeply disturbing; the idea of his own Irith roam ng the Small Kingdons wth
anot her man, before Kelder had even been born, was intolerable, and he was
groping for a way to deny it.

Oh, yes, Ezdral agreed, shes always been fifteen

Kel der sat back and considered that, and considered Ezdral, as well.

He | ooked every day of his clainmed sixty-two years, and then somehis hair and
beard were | ong, white, thinning, and unconbed; his face was rough and |ined,
hi s eyes sunken and bl oodshot. His |ips were a pale, unhealthy color, his skin
yel l owi sh. He wore a tunic that hung | oose on his sunken chest; the garnent
had once been brown, but was now bl otched, stained, and faded, so that it was
bl ack here, grey there, and a washed-out tan el sewhere. H s breeches were
tanned | eather, with large shiny patches on the kneesand probably, Kel der
guessed, on the backside as well. They ended in tatters just bel ow the knee,
and fromthere down, his legs and feet were bare.

H s hands were thin and bony, and stayed curled and clawlike at all tinmes,
apparently involuntarily; the nails were cracked and bl ackened, the hairs on
the back white and wirelike. Wien he lifted a hand to gesture, it shook. H's
wists were bone and tendon and | oose skin, with no fat at all, no nuscle
tone. He wore no ornanments of any kind, and his garments had no trim or

enbroi dery and were of the plainest possible cutnot only were they decrepit,

t hey hadnt been rmuch to start with. His belt was a twi sted strip of rawhide,
with a single pouch hung on it, a drawstring bag about the size of Ashas head.
It was very hard to imagine himas a strong young man, adventuring with Irith.
On the other hand, why would he have made up such a tale? And he spoke with an
unquestionabl e sincerity.

But itcouldnt be the same Irith as the one Kelder neant to wed. Her

grandmot her, it must have been, he said.

Ezdral shook his head. | dont think so. Shesmagic, remenber?

Shes only fifteen, Kelder repeated.

Even as he said it, though, he was renmenbering all the puzzles and
peculiarities about Irithhow she clained to have done so nmuch since | eaving
her apprenticeship, even though that coul dnt be nore than a year or two; how
she renenbered an inn in Shan that had obvi ously been abandoned for years; al
the other references to tinmes and pl aces and doi ngs that she could scarcely
have fit into fifteen years. The Tintallionese theory didnt explain it all; in
fact, it hardly explainedany of it, really.

If she were actually sixty or seventy years old, her youth and beauty

magi cal |y preserved,that would explain it.

But it woul dnt expl ai nher, Kelder thought. It woul dnt explain the person that
Irith was.

Kel der liked to think of hinself as grown up, not a kid any nmore; conpared to
a few years ago, hewas grown up. Realistically, though, he knew he was hardly
a mature adult. It wasnt a matter of size or strength, of gray hair or

wrinkl esadults acted differently, presumably because they had | earned better
had been changed by experience.

But Irith didnt.

Irith acted like a girl of fifteen. And it wasnt just acting, like players in
t he annual pageant taking the roles of ancient heroesshewas a girl of fifteen
But how coul d she be?

It didnt nake sense. There was all this evidence that she was far ol der than
she | ookedher own stories about what shed done, and everything Ezdral said,
and the fact that she was known to people all along the Geat H ghwayand then
there was an equal ampbunt of evidence, in her appearance and behavi or, that



she was just what she clainmed to be, a girl of fifteen

Kel der coul dnt nmake the two possibilities resolve thensel ves.

Irith would be able to settle the matter, of courseif she ever cane back, or
when he found her again. He | ooked up at the southern sky, but could see no
trace of her.

He knew he would marry her anyway, but thisthis changed things, sonmehow

| guess | believe you, Kelder said. Maybe itis the same girl. But it doesnt
really matter, since shes gone now. He knewhe would find her again, but there
was no reason to think Ezdral or Asha woul d.

Ezdral | ooked up, and said hopefully, She mi ght come back, thoughshe likes
you, | saw that she likes you

Kel der shook his head. | dont think so, he said. At |east, not whileyoure
here. Shes scared of you.

But I1'mnothing to be afraid of! Ezdral wail ed.

Kel der shrugged.

You do | ook scary, Asha said. Your beard goes all over, and your hands | ook
nasty, and youre all dirty, and you snell of w ne, oroushka, or sonething.
Ezdral | ooked down at hinself.

| suppose youre right, he admtted. He | ooked up again, first at Kelder, then
at Asha. Are you two going to wait here for her to cone back? Maybe | could
get cl eaned up, and then come back here and neet you...?

No, no, Kelder said quickly. W cant stay. Wve got a very inportant errand to
run, back in Angarossawe need to hold a funeral for Ashas brother

Oh, Ezdral said

We shoul d get going, Asha suggested, with a neani ngful glance at Kel der

Kel der knew what she neantthat they should get away fromthis crazy old nman as
qui ckly as possible. He felt sonething of the same urge hinself.

For one thing, he wanted Irith back, and as he had just told Ezdral, she

woul dnt be comi ng back while the old man was there.

Youre right, he said, getting to his feet and picking up his pack. Conme on. He
turned to Ezdral and said, Have a safe journey back to Shan, and | hope you
find your Irith soneday.

As long, he thought, as Ezdrals Irith was not Kelders Irith.

Ezdral |eaned forward on his hands, struggling to rise. I'mnot going back to
Shan, he said. Shes not going to go to Shan again for years, after this. III
have to go | ooking for her el sewhere.

Oh, Kelder said, a bit disconcerted. Well, good luck, then. He took Asha by
the hand and started wal ki ng, southward across the trackl ess sands, toward the
cliffs that he knew |l ay just bel ow the horizon

A moment | ater he realized that Ezdral was following them He started to turn
and protest, and then stopped.

What coul d he say? After all, the man had a right to wal k on the same sand as
everybody el se. As long as he stayed out of reach, what harm coul d he do? And
what coul d Kel der do to stop hinP

You know, Ezdral called out, Id love to talk to you two about Irith. Wat have
you done together with her? Were have you been? Do you have any idea where
she m ght be?

At first Kelder ignored this, but as they wal ked on Ezdral kept up an
intermttent barrage of questions, shouted across the intervening five-yard

di st ance.

Cone on, Kelder told Asha, hurry up; if we nove fast enough he wont be able to
keep up, hes a sick old man.

Asha nodded, and hurried, but it did no good. Kelder by hinmself could easily
have outdi stanced Ezdral, but Asha was only nine, and small for her ageshe

di dnt have the long legs or the stamna to keep up with Kel ders pace when he
hurri ed.

And Ezdral, decrepit as he was,could keep up with Ashas best pace.

I f Kelder left Asha behind, he could easily get away from Ezdral but what sort
of chanpi on of the lost and forlorn would he be then? Reluctantly, he gave in
and sl owed down again, and the three of them proceeded, two in front, and the



old man a few paces behi nd.

By the time they reached the escarpnent that marked the end of the G eat
Eastern Desert and the beginning of the Small Kingdons, Kelder had yielded to
the inevitablethe three were wal ki ng side by side, chatting conpani onably.
Ezdral was sadly unaware of recent eventshe hadnt heard about the Angarossan
ki ngs support of banditry, or the use of denpnol ogi sts as caravan guards, or
t he runors about soneone named Vond the Warlock building an enpire in the
south. He didnt even know what a warl ockwas, though he did remenber all the
di sturbances on the N ght of Madness, twenty years ago.

That was when the Crystal Skull got w ecked, he said.

Kel der was not pleased to hear that. It mght be that the old drunk was
running two different nmenories together, or sinply fantasizing, but it did
seemto make sense, and if it were true it would conpletely destroy any
possibility that Irith was really only fifteen

Unl ess she had sonehow acquired the nmenories of soneone ol der? She seened too
certain of things to have sinply been told about the Crystal Skull, but what
if those menories had been magically transferred to her, sonmehow? Kel der had
heard of w tches doing that sort of thing, so maybe w zards coul d, too.

O what if she had been sinplygone somewhere for forty-odd years? Suppose that
wi zard shed duelled with had turned her to stone, and then she had finally
been turned back just recentlywoul dntthat account for everything?

Kel der thought it would; he rather liked the theory, in fact. It still neant
that his Irith had once wandered the Small Kingdons wi th someone else, with

t he young Ezdral who had deteriorated into this drunken weck in the

i ntervening years, but at |east she really would have only lived fifteen years
or so, not sixty or nore. Sonehow, the thought of her being an unchangi ng
fifteen for all that time was far nmore disconfiting than any know edge of a
previ ous boyfriend.

He didnt mention the theory to Asha or Ezdral, though. He told hinself that he
wanted to work out the details a little nore, first, but the truth was he was
afraid they would find enough flaws in the idea to unravel it conpletely.

O course, if thatwas what had happened, then Irith m ght not have deserted
Ezdral at all, she nmight have been ki dnapped from his sideand whil e know ng
that mght confort the old man, Kel der decided that he didnt want to discuss
that possibility.

What if it were wong, he asked hinself, why get the old mans hopes up?

Even as he thought that, though, he knew he wasnt really as concerned wth
Ezdral s feelings as his own.

When they reached the escarpnent they had missed the road conpl etely; studying
the sky and the | andscape, Kelder finally decided they had arrived somewhere
to the east of their intended destination, so with a shrug he turned right and
led the party along the foot of the cliff.

It was midafternoon when they finally found the road again, and by the tine
they reached the top and were back on the relatively |level ground of Dwerra
the sun was al nost on the western horizon

Ezdral | ooked about at the patchy grass and weeds and renmarked, Been a |ong
time since | was up here, and saw things growing out of the ground like that.
Asha gazed around, and then up at Ezdral, wonderingly. The idea of going for
years w thout seeing greenery was very strange to her, indeed.

Kel der remarked, Maybe you should go on to Anram on, then, and see the
forests.

Maybe | will, Ezdral agreed, if ny feet hold out. I'mgetting tired, though
Isnt it about tine we found an inn, or at |least something to eat?

Kel der grimaced. If you want anything to eat, he said, I'mafraid youll have
to beg for it. Thats what well be doing. And | guess well just have to sleep
by the roadsi de. W& dont have any noney.

You dont ?

No, Kelder snarled, we dont. | spent all mne, and Asha never had any, and
Irith was payi ng our way back in Shan, before you frightened her off. |'mjust

glad we had full canteens when we left! A thought struck him Doyou have any



noney?

Alittle, Ezdral adnmitted. A few bits. Not enough for an inn, but | can get us
all sone bread.

You can? Asha | ooked up at him surprised and grateful

He nodded. He | ooked at the road ahead, curving gracefully around the Castle
of Dhwerra, and at the scattered buildings along its Iength. Wiich inn is
best ?

Asha | ooked at Kel der, and Kel der | ooked at Asha.

| dont know, he said. Just pick one.

Wth a shrug, Ezdral picked one.

Chapter Ni neteen

The bread was rough and a bit stale, but it was filling, and the innkeeper had
had | eftover cabbage that she had throwm in free; the three had hardly dined
wel |, but at least their bellies were relatively full when they settled onto a

hill ock at the roadside for the night.

Kel der had two bl ankets, one for hinmself and one for Asha; Ezdral clainmed he
was fine without one.

Ive got this to keep ne warm he said, pulling a squat black bottle out of his
bel t - pouch. Been saving it.

Wiat is it? Asha asked.

Qushka, Ezdral replied, grinning. The very bestoushka, Adréans Pure Barl ey

Li quor, from Sardiron of the Waters. It fell off a caravan wagon | ast nonth,
and | picked it out of the nud. He displayed the |abel

Asha turned away; Kel der nodded politely, but showed no further interest.

Been saving it, Ezdral repeated to hinmself as he pried the cork out.

As he huddl ed under his bl anket Kel der wondered whet her he should have asked
for a drink. Something warm ng night be nice, and he had no phil osophi ca

obj ection tooushka. He had tasted it on occasion, back home in Shulara, for
various special events.

Asha, though, with her drunken, nmalevolent father, wanted nothing to do with
any sort of alcohol, and Ezdral, even after he had cleaned hinself up a little
for dinner, was scarcely an advertisenent in favor of strong drink

Are you sure you dont want some, Kelder? Ezdral said, his voice already
starting to slur. Its good stuff, and one hates to drink al one.

Kel der curled hinself up nore tightly, pretending to be asleep, and deci ded

t hat he woul d never drinkoushka agai n.

Its your loss, if you dont, Ezdral said, shrugging. He gul ped noisily, pouring
the Iiquor down his throat, and Kel der shuddered.

A moment | ater the bottle clinked against a stone as Ezdral dropped it; a
heavy thud followed as the old man fell back against the ground. Kelder I|ay

still, huddl ed and waiting, finding nowthat he was not really all that sleepy
yet.

A snore sounded, and Kel der uncurled enough to peer over his shoul der.

Dar kness was descendi ng, the sun down and the | esser moon still lowin the

east, the greater noon not due up for an hour or nore; the little party had
not bothered to build a fire. Al Kelder could see of Ezdral was a shadowy
[ unp.

He coul d hear him plainly enough, though; the old drunkard was snoring
steadily and | oudly.

Hes asl eep, Asha said, in a conversational tone.

Hush! Kel der called in a hoarse whisper. Youll wake hin

No, | wont, Asha said, speaking normally. Hes too drunk. Nothings going to
wake himup for hours. He got that whole bottle ofoushka down in about five
m nutes; even ny father coul dnt do that!

Kel der wat ched Ezdral uneasily. Are you sure? he asked.

I'"mpositive, Asha replied. She sat up, a vague shape in the gl oom Kel der
wat ched as she crept over and prodded Ezdral with a finger; the drunkard
snored on w thout stirring. See?

Kel der nodded. | see, he said.

So are we going to stay here with him or are we going to get away and | ose



hi n?

Kel der considered. I'mnot sure, he said. Hes not so bad, really.
He stinks, and hes dirty.
Thats true, Kelder admitted. But if he were cleaned up... He knows a lot, hes

done a lot of traveling. He m ght be useful. Having an adult al ong could be
hel pful . Havi ng soneone al ong who had nmoney coul d be hel pful, for one thing,
he thought, but he didnt say that aloud. Nor did he mention that he wondered
what el se the old drunk m ght know about Irith.

Your ean adul t.

Kel der shook his head. Not really, he said. I'"'monly sixteen; if | were an
apprenticewell, in nost trades Id still be an apprentice. Itll be another two
years before | really count as an adult.

Oh, Asha said, | didnt know.

Theres no reason you shoul d have, Kel der said.

The two of themsat for a nmonent, on opposite sides of the sleeping Ezdral

not sayi ng anyt hi ng.

I s he asl eep? a voice called from sonmewhere overhead.

Kel der | ooked up, startled, and found Irith hovering above them w ngs
gleaming rose in the light of the | esser noon.

Yes! Asha shouted up to her. Cone on down!

The winged girl descended slowy and cautiously, and settled to the ground a
few yards away. Asha junped and ran to her, and gave her a long, enthusiastic
hug.

Kel der was a little nore controlled about it, but he, too, cane over and

enbr aced her.

When they had exchanged greetings, Irith said, Cone on then, lets get away
fromhimwhile we can! She gestured for the others to follow, and started down
the sl ope toward the hi ghway.

Kel der noticed that her wi ngs did not vanish, as they usually did when she
wal ked anywhere; she was keeping themready, in case Ezdral woke and she had
to fl ee again.

O course, that would nmean | eaving Asha and hi nsel f behi nd again..

Wiait a minute, he said.

Wiat? Irith asked, startled. She turned back to face him

I"mnot sure this is right, he said. He glanced down at Ezdral. Drunk and
snoring, the old nan | ooked [ost and forlorn, and Kel der was the prophesied
chanpi on of the lost and forlorn, wasnt he?

And it was tine to settle a fewthings. If he was going to marry Irithwell
marriage was a partnership, and he intended to be an equal partner, at the
very least, not giving into Irith on everything. Her nagic gave her an
advant age; he had to nmake up for that by stubbornness.

What do you nean? Irith asked. OF course it is! Wiy would we want to be
anywhere near a dirty old drunk? Come on, lets get away while we can! Hell be
fine where he is, he doesnt need us.

How do you know t hat? Kel der countered.

Well, he got along just fine all those years in Shan by hinself, didnt he? the
Fl yer demanded, hands on her hips.

Its not the sanme, and you know it, Kelder told her. Besides, there are things
we need to settle.

Such as what? Irith demanded. Has he been telling you lies?

| dont know, Kelder said. Maybe they were lies, maybe they werent. Did you
hear any of what he told us?

Only alittle.

Asha was standing at Iriths side; now she | ooked up, startled. You did hear a
little?

Maybe, Irith admitted. |I'm not sure.

Asha asked, How could you have heard?

She has ways of not being seen if she doesnt want to be, Asha, Kelder said. |
dont know just what they arebut Id like to.

Irith glared at him even in the darkness he could see that.



You want to talk about all this, Kelder? she asked.

Yes, | think | do, Kelder replied.

Do we have to do it outhere, in the cold and the dark, with that old drunk
snoring like a pig?

No, Kelder said, but I'mnot going any farther than the nearest inn w thout
him until youve explained a few things.

Irith stanmped her foot in annoyance. She | ooked down at Asha, then back at
Kel der.

Well, allright, then, she said. W probably couldnt get very far tonight
anyway, in the dark. Well talk at the inn over there, all right?

Al right, Kelder agreed.

Chapter Twenty

By the time they reached the inn Iriths wings were gone, and some of her
annoyance was gone as well. She didnt so nmuch as grimace when she realized

t hat she woul d be paying for everything.

At least well be confortable in here, she said.

The inn was arranged with tables along the walls and hi gh backs to the benches
t hat acconpani ed them form ng booths and providing an unusual degree of
privacy. The three of themtook one of these booths and ordered two ales and a
| enbnade froma young man with an apron and a tray.

As soon as the young man had departed, Asha asked Irith, How could you watch
us w thout us seeing you?

Irith sighed. Do | really have to tell you?

| think so, Kelder said. At least, if you want us to travel with you.

Al right, then, she said. Mostly | was either a cat or a bird; sonetines
was invisible, but | have trouble with that.

What s i nvisi bl e? Asha asked.

It nmeans I'mstill there, but nobody can see me. Except its not confortable
and | cant see very well when | do it, and it only lasts a few m nutes, so
nmostly | didnt get very close or anything, | just stayed a bird and fl ew
overhead, or a cat and watched you froma di stance. Except cats and birds..
wel |, cats cant hear |ow noises very well, so | couldnt hear what anyone was
saying when | was a cat. Birds can hear |ow noises, but they dont hear
verywel | sonetimes. So when you were conming up the cliff | snuck up close as a
cat and then turned invisible and |istened, and you were talking to that old
man and he was tal king about going to Shan with ne years ago, but hedidnt, |
never went there with him

Youre sure of that? Kel der asked.

O course I"'msure! | never traveled with that scruffy old drunk!

Wl l, he wasnt a scruffy old drunk, back then, Kelder pointed out.

Wien? Irith demanded

Forty years agoforty-three, | think it was, actually. Kelder watched her
reaction closely. Wuld she be surprised, declare the whole idea of her

doi nganything forty years ago to be ridicul ous?

Forty years ago? Irith stopped and stared.

That was ambi guous, Kel der thought; she hadnt disnissed it as ridiculous, but
she hadnt accepted it, either. Were you around forty-three years ago? he
asked.

Well, of course | was, but | wasnt associating with dirty old nen!

There it was. She had been around back then; it wasnt her nother or

grandmot her. Asha stared. Kel der swall owed, and said, He was ni neteen, naybe
twenty.

Ch, Irith said, taken aback. Oh, | guess he would have been, woul dnt he?

Kel der nodded.

| hadnt thought of that, she said.

D d you know hi n?

She frowned. | dont know, she said. Whats his nanme?

Ezdr al

Irith stared. Her eyes grew w der than Kel der woul d have t hought possible.
Ezdral ?she sai d. Thats Ezdral of Mezgalon? ltreally is?



That s what he says, Kelder told her

| was sort of afraid it m ght be sonebody | knew once, you know, Irith said,
the words spilling out in a rush. And | really hated to think about anyone
know getting old and icky like that, and drinking so nuch and |ying around, so
| didnt like it when he said he knew me and | wanted to get away from hi mbut

I never thought it mght be Ezdral! She blinked. Thatsawf ul

He says you traveled with hi mwhen he was young, and then one day he woke up
and you werent there.

Well, thats sort of true, Irith admitted. | mean, | was there, at first, but
he didnt see ne. And Il bet he didnt mention that wed had a fight the night
before, did he? O that hed been being a real pest, talking about all this
stupid stuff about settling down and raising kids.

What s stupid about it? Asha asked, before Kelder could react.

' mtooyoung, thats what! Irith said quickly.

Asha and Kel der | ooked at each other. Kelders visions of a |ife of domestic
bliss with Irith suddenly seened nuch | ess attainable.

Ch, it was all a long time ago, anyway, Ilrith said.

Irith, Kelder said, itwas a long tine ago, nore than forty years ago, but you
keep saying youre only fifteen

lamonly fifteen! she retorted angrily.

Howare you only fifteen? Kel der asked. Wiere were you between then and now?
Were you under a spell or sonething?

A spell? Irith stared at him

Turned to stone, maybe?

Silly, she said, alnost |aughing, of course not! Ive been traveling, enjoying
the Worl d.

For forty years?

Longer, really.

How | ong?

Ch, well..

Howl ong? Kel der denmanded.

I dont know, she said defensively. | havent kept track

Kel der found hinself nonmentarily baffled by this response. How coul d anyonenot
know sonet hing |ike that?

Irith stared at himin mld irritation. Wiy are you asking so nmany questions?
What difference does it nake?

When were you born? Kel der asked. \Wat year?

Oh, well, if you put it like that, Irith said, | was born in 4978.

Thats nore than two hundred years ago! Kel der said, shocked.

Yes, | guess it is, Irith admtted.

So youre nore than two hundred years ol d? Asha asked, fascinated.

No, Irith insisted, I'mfifteen! Ive been fifteen for two hundred years, and
Illalways be fifteen

Al ways? Kel der asked.

Irith nodded. Its part of the spell, she said.

Asha and Kel der exchanged gl ances. So youare under a spell? Asha asked.

No, not like that, Irith said.

Kel der asked, Then |ike what? Wat spell are you tal king about?

Well, the one that made me what | am of course, Irith said. The one that nade
me a shapeshifter and everyt hing.

Just then the young man in the apron returned with their drinks; they accepted
them and waited until the young man had departed agai n.

Kel der sipped his ale, then turned back to Irith. | think, he said, that youre
going to have to tell us all about it.

Irith | ooked at him at the unsmiling expression on his face, and then down at
Asha, sitting beside him her own little nouth set firmy.

Irith sighed.

Ch, all right, she said, IlIl tell you the whole story. She shifted on the
bench, and then remarked by way of preanble, You know, you two arent being any
fun atall!



The others just sat, and Irith began. Its called Javans Second Augnentation of
Magi cal Menory, she said. The spell, | nean

Tell us about it, Kelder said.

How did you learn it? Asha asked. Were you a magici an?

Irith frowmned. | guess Id better start all the way back at the begi nning, she
sai d.

She took a deep breath and began, | was born in the Third Mlitary District of
A d Ethshar, which was already being called Driait was run by sonmeone we
called a Colonel, but he declared hinself king when | was five. It was a | ot
bi gger then than Dria is nowt he Col onel ruled everything as far east as Thuth
She saw the rather bl ank expressions on both Kel ders and Ashas faces, and
expl ai ned, Thats all on the eastern plains, between the nmountains and the
desertsouth of here.

But thats not Ethshar, Asha protested, Ethshars way off to the west.

Thats thenew Ethshar, Irith said. The Hegenony of Ethshar, its called. That
was originally all conquered territory, and O d Ethshar was where the Smal

Ki ngdons are now. It sort of fell apart, though

Go on, Kel der said.

Well, anyway, Irith said, | grewup in Dria, and it was still part of Ad

Et hshar, sort of, but only because of the Great War. You know about that,
right? How we were all fighting against the Northern Enpire? And they had
denons and sorcerers fighting for then?

Kel der said, W know about the War.

Vel |, because we were all scared of the Northerners, none of the Small

Ki ngdons fought each other nuch, and a | ot of people just kept breaking off
little pieces and setting up their own kingdons, and nobody could do anyt hi ng
about it because we couldnt afford to fight anobngst ourselves, you see? But it
made it harder and harder for the four generals to raise arnies and protect
us. So the war had been going on for hundreds of years, naybe a thousand
years, but it was beginning to look like we mght lose, or at |east thats what
nmy parents thought. The news fromthe generals was good, nostlyCGeneral Gor was
doing well in the west, and CGeneral Anaran was raiding the Empires borders,
and everythingbut A d Ethshar was com ng apart.

What does this have to do with your spells? Kel der asked.

I"mgetting to that! Irith glared at him

Get to it, then!

She gl owered for a nonment |onger, then continued, So everybody was very
worried when | was growing up, and | heard a |l ot of stories about how terrible
the Northerners were, and my parents were always tal ki ng about how everybody
had to do everything they could for the war effort, and the king was al ways

i ssui ng procl amati ons about how Dria would fight to the last inch of ground
and the last drop of blood, and all this stuff, and it was all exciting, and
really scary, and | think it was a pretty bad way to grow up, but | didnt have
any choice, you know? So | was scared all the time, but I wanted to do ny
part, so | went and got tested at Dria Castle when | turned twelve, and they
said | would make a good wi zard, and the war effort always needed good

wi zardswe had nmuch better wi zards and theurgists than the Northerners did,
which is why they didnt win, even though they had rmuch better sorcerers and
denonol ogi st s.

Kel der, seeing that this mght actually | ead somewhere, nodded encouragi ngly.
So they signed ne up as apprentice to a wizard who had retired from conbat
duty to train new wi zards, Irith went on. Not in Dria Castle, up in the hills
to the west. And he was a nice enough master, | guess, but he was ol der than
anyt hi ng, hundreds of years old, and hed never narried or had any kids or
anyt hi ng, so even though he knew just about all the wi zardry there was, he
wasnt very easy to get along with, and he didnt understand anythi ng about what
it was like for nme, being a girl growing up like that.

Kel der nmade a vaguel y synpat hetic noi se.

And | never really wanted to be a wi zard anyway, and old Kalirin wanted to
send me out to General Terrek on conbat duty when Id finished ny



apprenticeship, and he tal ked about ny naybe doing research, but | knew that
research wi zards all get killedl mean, theyre lucky if they last a nonth! And
| hated it, all that fussing around with weird, icky stuff like lizard brains
and spider guts and teardrops from unborn babies, and | mean, yuck! Who wants
to be a w zard?

Asha started to say sonething, and Irith cut her off. Ch, all right, soits
really great when a spell works the way its supposed to and everything, but
theres all that preparation and set-up and ritual first, and everything has to
be just perfectit isntall fun, you know. And they wanted me to learn all these
awful spells for fighting with, that werent going to be any use for anything

el se, like blowi ng people into bits, and they didnt care about any of thegood
stuff, like flying or shape-changing or anything. So | hated it. And by the
time | was fifteen and was getting the hang of it all, the war was goi ng badly

in the east, and General Terrek was falling back, and how wasl supposed to
know he was luring the northern arny into a trap? | thought we were going to
| ose the war, and the Northerners were going to cone in and rape everybody and

then kill us all, or torture us forever, or sonething. So one day when he was
out somewhere | borrowed Kalirins book of spells and | ooked through it for
some way to get nyself out of it all, and | found Javans Second Augnentation

Kalirin was your naster? Kel der asked.

Thats right, Irith agreed, Kalirin the C ever. Hed been training w zards
forever, practicallyl nust have been about his two hundredth apprentice.

Kel der nodded. So whatis Javans Second Augnentation of whatever it is?

Vll, Irith said, do you know anythi ng about w zardry?

Kel der considered for a second or two, then admtted, Not really.

Al right, its like this, she explained. Wzardry, as near as anybody can
figure out, works by tapping into the chaos that reality is nmade out ofand if
you dont understand that thats fine, because | dont either, thats just what
Kalirin told nme. It does this by taking magically-charged symbol sstuff |ike
dragons bl ood or mashed spider |egsand ritually conbining themin patterns
that break through into that chaos. O at |east, thats what the w zardst hi nk

t heyre doi ng, but nobody really knows for sure, they just know that if you do
this and this and this, then thatll happen. If you put a pinch of brinstone on
the point of your... um on your dagger and fling it in the air while you say
the right magic word, itll start a firebut nobody really knowswhy it does
that, and why it doesnt work if you try it with, say, phosphorusl nean,
phosphorus burns better than brinstone, so it ought to work, right? But it
doesnt. And it has to be a dagger thats enchanted a particul ar way, too.

Kel der nodded.

And sone of the spells takehours to do, or evendays, Irith said. And some of
the ingredients are a real nuisance to get hold of, you know? So its just not
veryconveni ent, being a wi zard. Its not |ike theurgy, where you can just cal
on a god and ask for a favor, or warlockry, where | dont knowwhat they do but
it seems to work right away w thout any spells or equiprment or anything.

So... Kel der pronpted.

So,lrith said, this w zard Javan, who was sone kind of genius or sonething,
started | ooking for ways to get rid of all the rituals and magi c words and
rare ingredients and things. He wanted to find some way to get right at that
chaos or whatever it is without all the in-between stuff. And he figured that
if the ingredients are just synmbols for sonething in the underlying chaos,

t hen why cant we usesynbols of synbols? The way we use words as synbol s,

maybe. And he found a way he could sort of do this, sort of. He found a way to
put spells right into a wizards brain, or his soul, or somewhere. He still had
to do the whole ritual and everything, but he didnt have to do it all just
when he wanted the spell to work, he could do it in advance, and sort of store
the spell in his head, ready to go. | nean, he could take sone petrifaction
spell or sonething that would take two days to perform and he would run

t hrough the whole two-day ritual, and then his own little spell with it, and
that would put the whole thing in his head, and then he could carry it there
as long as he wanted, and then when he saw the person he wanted to petrify, he



could just point and say a word, and that whole big fancy two-day spell would
cone pouring out of his head and down his arm and bang! The person woul d be
turned to stone. Irith paused. | think witchcraft works sort of like that,
too, she said, but I'mnot sure.

Kel der nodded; Asha | ooked slightly confused. But then, if w zards can carry
spel s around like that, why... she began

Kel der hushed her. Irith will explain.

Right, Irith agreed, | will. So, Javan canme up with this, and he called it
Javans Augment ation of Magi cal Menory, JavansFirst Augnmentation of Magi cal
Menor ybecause you carry the spells in your head |ike menories, you see?
Anyway, its a pretty good spell, its hard to do but its useful, and its stil
around, but not all that many w zards know it, because itis hard to do, and
besi des, there are sone problens with it.

Li ke what? Asha asked.

Li ke, you can only do maybe three spells with it, four if theyre sinple ones,
maybe only two if theyre big, conplicated ones. You can store them away in
your headbut while any of themare still in there, you cant do anyother magic.
And sonetimes they go bad while theyre stored, and they dont work right when
you try them And each one is only good onceuse it, and its gone. So if you
did a petrifaction spell, and the person you want to use it on has a couple of
friends with himw th swords, you could be in big trouble, because itll only
work once. Ch, and theres no way to get the spells outw thout using them so
if you store up a curse, and then your victimdies before you use it, you need
to find someoneel se to put the curse on, or itll stay in your head forever and
you wont be able to do any other magic at all until you get it out. So its not
al I that useful a spell

Asha nodded.

So thats the First Augnmentation, Kelder said. Wiats the second one?
I"mgetting to that, Irith said. So Javan had this spell, but it wasnt
everything he wanted, right? | nean, you could only carry three spells and
they didnt always work right, and it was a hard spell to performin the first
pl ace. So he tried to cone up with an inprovenent on it.

The Second Augnentati on, Kel der suggest ed.

Thats right, Irith agreed. Except it wasnt exactly an inprovement after all,
its just different. It lets you carry about a dozen spells, if you do it
right, and you can use each one over and over, as many times as you |ikebut

t heynever cone out. And you cant |earn any nore magic, ever.

Kel der blinked. He thought that over.

And there isnt any counter-spell, at |least not that anyones ever found. Which
is why there wasnt any Third Augnentati onbecause Javan tried out the spell

and | oaded a dozen spells into his head, or maybe a dozen anyway, and from
then on he could use themall as easily as snapping his fingers, but he

coul dnever get them out, and he coul dnt doany other magic, ever, and no ot her
wi zardry woul d evenwork on him he was so charged full of magic, and since he
hadnt used any youth spells or inmortality spells or anything in his
experiment, that was the end of hinhe |lived about another thirty years, |
guess, and he could do those ten or twelve spells all he wanted, but he wasnt
any use for anything el se. She grimaced. Anyway, hed witten the whol e thing
down, so anyone who wantedl nean, any w zard who coul d work hi gh-order nagic,
because its not an easy spell anyway, anyone who wanted to could see how t he
spel | was done, but nobody ever tried it again. She took a deep breath.

Except me, she said.

Chapter Twenty- One

Irith had paused in her story, but Kelder and Asha just waited, and after a
nmonent she began where she had left off.

It was... well, Id heard the story fromKalirin, about how the great Javan
went and ruined hinmself, and | was worried about the war, and | didnt want to
be a wizard, and | was really sick and tired of being an apprenticel nean, for
three years | had worked the skin right off ny fingers, doing all this weird
stuff, Irith said. And it seened |ike a good idea, to go ahead and do the



spell, and then Id know some magic, but | couldnt go into conbat because

woul dnt know t heri ght kind of nagic, and |Idnever be able to do research

woul dnt be able to do any other nagic, ever. So | started picking out the
spell's, and practicing up. The book said that Javans Second Augnentati on was a
sevent h-order spell, but it |ooked alot easier than that, and | was doi ng
fourth-order spells w thout nuch trouble, and |I figured that if it didnt work
I wasnt anyworse off. | nean, usually, when a spell doesnt work right, nothing
happens at all. Sonetimes it goes wong, and all kinds of horrible things can
happen when that happens, but usually it doesnt, you see?

Kel der nodded.

So | started picking out the spells | wanted, and collecting all the
ingredients for everything. | can still renenber what | needed for the
Augnent at i onmaybe one reason | liked the idea was that there wasnt anything
really yucky in it. | needed three left toes froma black rooster, and a plune
froma peacocks tail, and seven round white stones, six of themexactly the
same wei ght and the seventh three tinmes as nuch, and a block of this special

i ncense that had been prepared in the nmorning mst of an open field, and then
| needed my wi zards dagger. Irith smled dreamly, |eaning on one el bow You

know, | havent thought about this stuff inages! Al that stuff, to work nagic!
You dont have a w zards dagger now, do you? Asha asked.

O course not, Irith said, sitting up again. | had to break it as part of the
spell. | cut my knee doing it, too.

Go on, Kel der said.

Well, it took a couple of months to get ready, Irith said, and then an entire
sixnight to work all the spells together. They didnt all workld picked sone
that were too hard for nme. And sone that sort of worked didnt work right, |ike
the invisibility spell. It was supposed to be Ennerls Total Invisibility, but

it doesnt act the way Kalirins book said it would; its a fifth-order spell

and | didnt really know how to do stuff above fourth-order, but | figured
could give it a try. She shrugged. Its better than nothing.

So what other spells did you try? Asha asked.

Oh, | picked all the best ones | could find, Irith said, but not stuff that
the arny would want. And | didnt nake Javans silly m stake; the very first one
| did was a spell of eternal youth, and if that hadnt worked |I woul dnt even

have done the rest, | dont think. I"'mnot really sure, because the nagic
messed up ny nenory a little bitbut anyway, the spell worked, so | was fifteen
then, and Il always be fifteenl cant get any ol der unl ess sonething breaks
the spell, and thereisnt anything that can break the spell! She smled
brightly.

What el se? Kel der asked.

Wl |, theres a Spell of Sustenance that they used to use on soldiers so they

didnt have to feed thensee this? She lifted her head and displayed her throat,
pul ling away the velvet ribbon, and for the first time Kelder realized that

t he bl oodstone she wore there was not on a choker, but set directly into her
flesh. As long as that stone is there, | dont need to eat or drink or even
breat hebut | usually do anyway, because its fun, and besides, if | go w thout
too long it feels really weird and | dont think its good for me. And | dont

get tired if | use it, | nmean, not the usual way, but it... |I dont like to use
it too nmuch. That expl ai ned how she coul d dance al ong the road for hours,

Kel der realizedand al so why she didnt always, why she had gotten tired when
carrying Asha on horseback

(Coul d she use her other magi c when not in hunman shape? She hadnt said.)

And | can change shape, of course, Irith continued. | have seven shapes. Thats
Hal danes | nstantaneous Transformation, and it was the hardest partl had to
make bracelets fromthe skin of each aninmal, and soak themin ny own bl ood
stirred with butterfly w ngs.

Kel der remenbered the bands around her ankle, and once again, a nystery
evapor at ed.

Seven shapes? Asha asked. \What are they?.

Irith hesitated. Oh, | guess it wont hurt to tell you, she said finally. | can



be a horse, or a bird, or a fish, or a cat, or me, or me with wings, or a
horse with wings. And before you ask, | cant carry nuch when | fly, even as a
horsel coul dnt have just flown us all to Shan. Flying with anything nore than
my own wei ght ishard.

How di d you get skin froma flying horse? Kel der asked. He had never heard of
flying horses, and certainly had never seen any.

Vell, | didnt, really, Irith admtted. | used strips of ordinary horsehide
brai ded together, with dove feathers woven in. And for just grow ng w ngs,
used dove feathers wound in my own hair.

Kel der nodded. Anything el se? he asked. Shape-changing, invisibility, eternal
yout h, the Spell of Sustenancethats four, and you said there were a dozen

| said you coul dmaybe do twel ve, she corrected him | only tried ten, and half
of them di dnt work. She shrugged. | was only an apprentice, after all

Hal fso is there one nore?

Irith bit her Iip, and Kel der thought she blushed slightly; he coul dnt be sure
in the dimess of the tavern

There is, isnt there? he said. Atleast one nore.

Just... just one, | think, she admtted. And | wish it didnt work, and Id
gotten one of the protective spells instead, or the one that would let ne wal k
on air, or the one to light fires. Istill cant believe | nmessedthat one upthe
fire-lighting spell. | mean, its about the sinplest spell there is, one of the
first things every wi zards apprentice learns. | think I rnust have left it

until last, and | guess by then | was really tired..

Irith, Kelder said, cutting her off, whats the other spell? He was not going
to let his wife keep any inmportant secrets fromhim and while Irith wasnt his
wi fe yet and didnt know she woul d ever be, he knew.

.1 nmean, she said, here | was doing sevent h-order w zardry, and | coul dnt
get Thrindl es Conbustion. ..

Irith.
O maybe, she went on desperately, | never even tried it after all naybe
forgot, or decided it would be too useful for the arny. After all, if you use

it on sonething thats already burning, it explodes, so that woul d be al nost
like a weapon, wouldnt it? So | nust have decided not to use it, and ny
menorys been playing tricks on ne...

Kel der | eaned across the table and grabbed her by both wists.

Irith, he said, in what he hoped was a | ow and deadly tone, what was the ot her

spel | ?
She stared at himfor a monent, then surrendered.
It was a | ove spell, she said. Fendels |Infatuous Love Spell.

Kel der sat back, puzzled; why had she been so reluctant to nanme it? Wat was
so terrible about a | ove spell? The local farmers back hone had told sone
stories about |ove potions, and they hadnt sounded particularly horrible.
There m ght have been anot her one, maybe, Irith said, speaking quickly, | dont
know. Its really, really hard for ne to think about magi c sonetines, now, and
everything | renenber fromwhen | was getting the spell ready is all sort of
blurry. But if there were any others, they were one-tine things, like the
yout h spell, not anything | can use over and over..

She was trying to distract himagain. A dreadful thought struck him

Irith, he said, did you try that |ove spell onne?

She stopped in mid-breath and stared at him shocked. Then she burst into

gi ggl es.

No, silly! she said. O course not! You dont |ove me that much, or you woul dnt
be arguing with me all the tine, and asking ne all these questions! Dont you

know how | ove spells... well, no, she said, calmng. No, | guess you dont
know.

No, | dont, he said coldly.

Even as he spoke, he was thinking. The possibility still renmained that she

m ght use the love spell on himin the future; maybe that was why he woul d
marry her. No, he told hinself, that was silly. He already wanted to marry
her, wi thout any spelldidnt he?



It isntall love spells work that way, anyway, she explained, but theres a
reason this one is call ed Fendel sl nfatuous Love Spell

Youve used it? Kel der asked.

Well, she said, | was worried about the Northerners, you see. So | picked the
transformation so | could grow wings and fly away, or turn into a fish and
swi maway, and | picked the invisibility spell so | could hide fromthem and
t he sustenance spell so | wouldnt need any food while |I was hidingand the

yout h spell didnt have anything to do with the Northerners, | just didnt want
to grow old and nmean like Kalirin. But the |love spell was so that if the
Nort hernersdi d catch me, sonehow, | could nmake them | ove ne, so they woul dnt

want to hurt me, you see? Thats all

But the Northerners never cane, Kel der pointed out.

No, they didnt, Irith agreed. After | nade the spell, and it worked, nostly, |
ran away and hid, and then when | didnt see any fighting or anything | snuck
into a tavern and listened, and | found out that CGeneral Terrek had just won a
big battle, his retreat had just been a trick, and the Northerners werent

com ng. But | didnt dare go back, thenld deserted in tine of war, and that
meant a death sentence. So | hid out in the nountains for three years, working
my way north toward the Great H ghway and sneaki ng down to get news sonetines,
and in 4996 the Northerners turned a whole arny of denobns | oose and bl ast ed
General Terrek and the eastern territories into the Geat Eastern Desert, and
I thought we were all going to die after all, except it would be denobns

i nstead of Northerners, and they could probably find ne no matter how well |
hid and the | ove spell probably woul dnt work on them But then the gods

t hensel ves canme and fought the denons off, and w ped out the Northerners, and
the war was over, and | stopped worrying, and after awhile | stopped hiding.
And | ran into Kalirin one day, and | thought he was going to kill ne, but he
didnt care any nore, he said that with the war over it didnt matter, and there
wasnt any point in punishing nme anyway, because of the spell. So | stopped

hi di ng, but | didnt have anywhere to go back to, so | just started traveling
around the Small Kingdons, nostly along the Great H ghway. She took a deep
breath and concl uded, And |ve been here ever since.

And you used that |ove spell on someone anyway, even though there werent any
nore Northerners, Kelder said, certain that Irith would have been unable to

resist testing it out. He still didnt see why she was so enbarrassed and
secretive about it, though
On Ezdral, | bet, Asha said.

Kel der started. That idea, obvious as it now seened, had not yet occurred to
him he threw Asha an astoni shed gl ance in response to her unexpected
perspicacity, then | ooked back to Irith.

The shapeshifter nodded. Thats right, she said. | enchanted Ezdral

So thats why hes in love with you? Kel der asked. Thats why hes been | ooki ng
for you all these years? The enbarrassnent and reticence suddenly nmade sense
Irith nodded unhappily.

Vel |, why didnt you take the spelloff when you left him then? Kel der asked.
Irith stared at himin surprise

Because Icant, stupid! she shouted. | dont know how All | can do is put iton
not take it off!

This revel ation |l eft Kel der speechl ess.

Irith filled the silence by babbling on, trying to explain.

| didnt know how it worked, dont you see? | mean, |I'monly fifteen, and Id
been cooped up in Kalirins stupid house in the hills near Degnor ever since
menarche, and the only people | ever saw were wi zards and army officers and a
few servants with the brains of a turnip anongst them so | didnt knowanyt hi ng
about love or sex or infatuation or any of that stuff, and there wasnt anyone
I could try the spell out on, to see how it worked, and theres a counterspell,
yes, but it isnt part of the spell itself, and | didnt include it, maybe
tried, | dont renmenber, |cant renmenber, andl cant do any ot her nagic!

coul dnt eventouch Kalirins book of spells any norel

But that spell... Fromwhat Ezdral said, it ruined his whole lifel Kelder



sai d.

Vll,l didnt know it would do that! Irith said defensively. | didnt know how
it worked! 1d used it a couple of times, but those were different, and theyre
all dead now, and Ezdral was socute, when | saw hi mtherehe was big and
handsome and he was so good with those horses, they cal med right down when he
petted them | nean, | alnost wanted to turn into a horse so hed petne that
way, and he woul dnt even | ook at me hardly, and before | knewit Id done it.
And he came and talked to me, and he was so sweet, and it was justwonderful,
and we had a great tinme, we went all over the place together and did all sorts
of stuff, and he was the best-|ooking man everywhere we went, and he was
gentl e and playful..

Then why did you | eave hi n? Kel der asked.

She shrugged. Well, it got boring, she said. And he was tal ki ng about us
staying together forever, and | knew we werent going to do that, because |I'm
only fifteen, I'mnot ready to settle down, and he was getting ol der, and
everything, and besides, | knew he didntreally |ovene, he was enchanted, and

was young and pretty and everything, and eventhat was nagic, so it wasntreal
you know? So it didnt count. So I didnt want to stay with himforever, and
knew I d have to | eave sooner or later, and when we had that fight about ny
dancing | decided it mght as well be sooner, andl thought it would wear off!
| thought that if | wasnt there, the spell would wear off and hed forget al
about nme.

Real | y? Asha asked

Irith blushed again, and | ooked down at the table.

| thought itmight, she nmuttered. | didntknow | thought it m ght wear off. But
| guess it didnt, at |least not right away.

Not ever, Asha said. Hes still in love with you

Irith shuddered. Well, I'mcertainly not in |love withhim she said. Cant we
just forget about himand go on without hin®

Kel der knew at once what the answer to this wasno, they couldnt. Maybe Irith
was capabl e of that sort of selfishness, maybe even Asha was, buthe wasnt. Not
when he was who he was, and not when he was fated as he was.

He did not say so inmedi ately, however; he paused to think it over, to

consi der not just what to say, but the entire situation

He expected to marry IrithZi ndrés prophecy said he would, and he had |liked the

i dea very nuch. Irith was bright and cheerful, incredibly beautiful, and her
magi cal abilities gave her all the appeal of the mysterious and exotic.
He still liked the idea, but it was obvious that Javans Second Augnentati on

had changed her into sonething that wasnt quite the girl she appeared to be,
and the thought of loving and marrying a creature that m ght not be quite
human any nore was a bit frightening.

And he knew that Irith was far fromperfect; she could be selfish and

t houghtl ess. In particular, it was obvious that she would | eave hi m when he
started to show any sign of ageor maybe even just signs of maturity.

He did not want a wife who would | eave hi m when he aged; the Shul aran custom
and his famlys tradition, was to marry for life. He had assuned that that was
what Zi ndré had prophesied for him that he would have Irith with himfor the
rest of his life, but now that he knew Irith, knew who and what she was, that

| ooked very unlikely.

But then, was that really all that bad? He would survive if she left him just
as he would if he were wi dowed, and while the marriage | asted, she could
certainly be an agreeabl e conpani on when she chose to be.

Still, he had doubts. This whole adventure was turning out differently than he
had expected, and he was not sure yet if it was better or worse. The G eat

H ghway was a dirt road, nost of it ugly. He had seen the great city of Shan
but only very briefly and wi thout pleasure; he had seen the vast plain of the
Great Eastern Desert, and it had frightened and depressed himnore than it had
awed or exhilarated him The wife he had been promi sed appeared to be a
flighty and unpredictable creature, an imortal shapeshifter rather than an
ordi nary woman. Chanpi oning the I ost and forlorn he had expected to be a



matter of facing down thieves or slaying a dragon or some such traditional act
of heroism not stealing a dead bandits severed head on behal f of an abused
child, or defending the rights of an ensorcel ed drunkard.

If this was the destiny he had been proni sedand really, how could he doubt
that it was?then he had to consider whether hewanted it.

And if he decided he did not, could he refuse it, or was he foredooned?

He really coul dnt say; he had hardly been thinking of such things when he
spoke to Zindré as a boy of twelve. He mi ght be dooned to carry out his
destiny, or he mght not, he sinply didnt know.

If he wasnt trapped, did hewant to go on?

Wl |, discharging his prom se to Asha was easy enough now, he would certainly
go on and hol d Abdens funeral, as he had said he woul d.
But did he still want to marry Irith?

She was as lovely as ever, and he thought he woul d enjoy her conpany for as
long as they were together, but there was the little nmatter of what she had
done to poor Ezdral. That was not sonething he wanted hangi ng over his narried
life, that sone dismal old sot was madly in love with his wife, that she had
been conpletely responsible for it and didnt seemto care.

And that spell of hersthat wasnt anything he wanted hangi ng over him either.
What if Kelder tired of her before she tired of him or even if he just
refused her now and turned awaywhat if he decided not to marry her after all,
and she deci ded ot herwi se? Wul d she use her spell onhin®

Wul d he know it if she had? Wuld he evencare? Ezdral knew that Irith had
deserted him had avoided him but he was still in love with her, stil

| ooki ng for her.

Kel der had no desire at all to live out his Ilife under such a curse.

O course, spells could be brokenKel der knew that, at least in theory. Irith
had said there was a counterspell for the |love charnor at |east, that she

t hought there was; by her own adm ssion, she was unreliable on any question
having to do with magic.

Could the [ ove spell be broken?

Couldlriths spell be brokenJavans Second Augnentation of Magical Menory? Irith
hadnt been able to do any new magic for two hundred years, so anything she

m ght say woul d be out of date; maybe a counterspell had been found | ong ago.
If she were restored to an ordinary, non-magi cal existence, that would
certainly sinplify any marriage plans.

O course, he didnt know if Irithwanted all her spells broken, but there was
certainly one she would like to be rid of Fendel s I nfatuous Love Spell

There was supposed to be a counterspell for that. The prophecy hadnt nentioned
anyt hing about it specifically, but Kelder knew where all the great w zards
wer e supposed to be, and Zindré had said he would see cities, plural. Shan was
one; there had to be anot her

The three of them had been sitting in silence for several seconds, thinking
their several thoughts; now Kel der broke the silence.

Li sten, he said, suppose that after were done in Angarossa, after Abdens
funeral is all done and his soul set free, we all go on along the highway, al
the way to Ethshar, all four of usyou, Irith, and you, Asha, and ne, and
Ezdral and see if we cant find a wi zard who can break the | ove-spell.

Al'l four of us? Irith asked, startl ed.

Thats right, Kelder said, gathering enthusiasm all four of us! It would give
poor old Ezdral a chance to be with you one last tine, just as far as

Et hsharl m sure we could find a wi zard there who could cure himof his

i nfatuation.

But why bother? Irith asked.

So Ezdral can live out the rest of his |life in peace, of course, Kelder said,
annoyed. And so you can either get rid of the love spell permanently, so you
wont accidentally use it again, or so at |least you can learn to dispell it if
youdo use it

As he finished saying this he suddenly realized that he m ght be naking a

m st akei f she could turn the |ove spell on and off, Irith mght well use it



nmore often. That was scarcely a good thing.

She woul d be able to use it onhim whenever they argued.

Well, he told hinself, the words were out now, and it was too late to take

t hem back.

Youre probably right, Irith agreed thoughtfully. If one of thentould break the
spell, 1 guess that would be nice for poor old Ezdral, wouldnt it? | nmean, it
woul dnt give himhis forty years back or anything, hed still be a horrible old
man, but maybe he woul dnt be so bad. She brightened. And then he woul dnt have
any reason to follow nme around any nore, or bother nme at allnot even sit and
wait for ne, or anything!

Kel der nodded, pl eased that she seened to have m ssed his accidental
suggesti on.

That would be great! Irith said. | dont like the idea of that awful old man

t hi nki ng about me all the tine. She paused. Do weall need to go?

Wl |, Kelder said, we probably need to have you there so the wizard can see
how your spell works, and we need Ezdral so we can use the counterspell on
him and Asha doesnt have anywhere el se to go except with us, andl want to see
t hat everything works out all right.

Irith nodded. | dont like the idea of being around him she said, but | guess
| can stand it as far as Ethshar

Way do we have to go all the way to Ethshar? Asha asked plaintively.

Because thats where all the best wi zards are, of course, Irith told her.

There are w zards in other places besides Ethshar, arent there? Asha asked.

O course there are, Kelder agreed, and well | ook them up along the waywel |
ask in every village and castle along the Geat H ghway. |ve always heard,

t hough, that for real, serious w zardry, the best place to | ook is Ethshar of
the Spices. Besides, Zindrés predictions clearly inplied that he would see

Et hshar before returning hone; what other great city was there? The G eat

H ghway ran between Shan and Et hshar, it didnt go to Sardiron of the Waters or
Tintallion of the Coast or any other inmportant cities.

You can find good magicians in any of the three Ethshars, really, Irith said,
but Et hshar of the Spices is supposed to be the biggest and best, and its
certainly the closest. Ive never been to the other two. She sipped her ale,
and added, And | havent been to Ethshar of the Spices inages!

There are three Ethshars? Asha asked, in a pitiful little voice.

Four, actually, Irith said, counting themoff on her fingers. There are the
three in the Hegenony of the Three Ethshars, of courseEthshar of the Spices,
Et hshar of the Rocks, and Ethshar of the Sandsand then theres a place that
calls itself Ethshar of the Plains thats one of the Small Kingdons, one of the
smal | est, over to the southeast of here, just south of Thuth. It split off
fromDria right after the Great War ended, | think. Or maybe even before the
war ended.

| didnt know that, Kelder remarked. | thought there were just the three big
ones.

Irith shrugged. Well, nobody knows all the Small Kingdoms, she said, or at
least | dont think so. There are nore than a hundred in all, and who coul d
renenber that many? But | know a lot; lve traveled all over the northern half
of them not just along the Geat H ghway.

Well, Kelder said, lifting his ale in salute, youve certainly had time for it.
Irith eyed him trying to deci de whether he nmeant anything insulting, and
decided that he did not. She smiled at himand sipped her ale.

Kel der wat ched her, wondering whether her enchantnments could all be broken
whet her she would be any different if they were, and whether, if both of those
were the case, the changes would all be for the better.

Chapter Twenty- Two

The first sign that Ezdral was finally waking up was when he let out his
breath in a long, |oud whoosh, and stopped snori ng.

Kel der and Asha turned to watch him Irith, sitting by the w ndow brushi ng her
hair, paid no attention

The old man had not stirred, his eyelids had not so nuch as flickered, when



the three of them had carried himinside, hauled himup the stairs, and dunped
hi m uncerenoniously on the little rag rug in their rented room He had sl ept
t he ni ght through w thout conplaint.

Fortunately, his snoring had not been constant, so that the others were able
to sleep, as well.

Now he smacked his |ips noisily, wheezed slightly, and then blinked.

H s eyes opened, w dened, and then cl osed again. Hi s hoarse breath stopped for
a nonent. He made a guttural noise, and brought one clawed hand up to w pe at
his gummy eyes. Then he slowy, carefully, lifted his |ids.

He was looking at a tidy little rug, a well-swept plank floor, and one corner
of the featherbed Kelder and Irith had innocently shared. (Kelder w shed that
t hey hadnt been quite so innocent, but with Asha in the cot nearby and Ezdra
on the floor, he hadnt pressed his point.)

The old man turned his head and spotted first Asha, and then Kelder. He

bl i nked, and slowy, cautiously pushed hinself up into a sitting position. He
made a noi se that m ght have been construed as Good norning by someone who
spoke archai c Mezgal onese, then cleared his throat and said the sane thing,
nmore clearly, in Traders Tongue.

Then he turned and | ooked around the roonor at |east, he started to.

When his gaze fell upon Irith, sitting by the wi ndow humring to herself, it
was as if he had been struck. His nmouth fell open, his eyes w dened; his
shoul ders tensed, jerking his hands up off the floor, and he swayed

unst eadily.

Irith, he said hoarsely.

Good morning, Ezdral, Irith said, not |ooking at him
Irith, he said again, his voice stronger now He started to rise.
Irith turned to face himand announced, If you touch me, Ezdral, 11l be out

this wi ndow and flying away before your fingers can close, and | swear by al
the gods that if that happens, youll never see ne again.

Ezdral froze as he was, crouched on one knee, staring at her.

And dont stare at me, Irith said pettishly. Its rude.

Ezdral quickly averted his gaze, |ooking at the rug instead.

Irith, he said, its been so long..

Yes, | know, she said. | guess it nust have been pretty awf ul

| love you, Ezdral said.

| know, Irith replied. You cant help it.

I1lalways | ove you, the old man insisted.

Vel |, maybe not, Irith said. were hoping to fix that.

Ezdral blinked, and risked a quick look at Irith.

The wi ndow faced sout heast, and the sun was pouring in behind Irith, turning
her freshly-brushed hair into a halo of golden fire, outlining her in light.
Ezdral gasped in awe.

Kel der, Irith said beseechingly,you tell him She | ooked away, out the w ndow
Tell me what? Ezdral asked, still staring at Irith. Kelder could see him
trenbling at the sight of her.

Ezdral , Kelder said gently, do you knowahy you love Irith so rmuch, even after
she deserted you and you havent seen her in so |ong?

Because shes the nost perfect, beautiful creature in the Wrld... the old man
replied, before his voice trailed off uncertainly.

No, Kelder told himuneasily, its because she enchanted you.

Ezdral frowned, and gl anced quickly at Kel der before turning back to his

obj ect of worship.

Sheenchant ed you, Ezdral, Kelder insisted. She used a |ove spell on you, a
charm cal | ed Fendel s I nfatuous Love Spell, and its permanent, and she didnt
know how to take it off! Its all magic! Its just a spell, a trick! His voice
rose until he was shouting as he concl uded, Thats why you | ove her

Ezdral frowned agai n.

No, he said, that cant be it. | nean, naybe she did, but 1d | ove her anyway, |
know | would. By all the gods, justlook at her! Have you ever seen anything so
radiantly |ovely?



Involuntarily, Kelder |ooked, and had to admt to hinmself that in fact no, he
had never seen anything else so radiantly |ovel ybut he didnt say it al oud.
That didnt matter. Ezdral was enchanted, and besides, | ooks werenteverything.
She certainly was beautiful, though; Kelder had to swall ow hard before he
coul d conti nue.

Its a spell, Ezdral, really. Maybe you woul d have | oved her anyway, but it
probably woul dnt have been such an obsession. Anyway, we tal ked | ast night,
and we all agreed that it wasnt right for you to be enchanted like this, and
were all going to take you to Ethshar of the Spices and find a wi zard who can
break the spell. O maybe well find one on the way.

You dont need to do that, Ezdral said, his gaze still fixed entirely on the
object of his adoration. |I'mperfectly happy like this.

But youwoul dnt be, Kelder said desperately, if Irith werent here.

Ezdral s head snapped around. Shes not leaving, is she? he asked. It snapped
back. Irith, you arent |eaving?

Irith put dowmn the hairbrush and I et out a sigh. She stared hel pl essly at

Kel der.

No, shes not |eaving, Kelder said, as long as you agree to come with us to

Et hshar and get the spell renoved.

Al right, Ezdral said. \Watever you want, Irith, Ill be glad to do it. If you
want the spell off, thats fine.

I want the spell off, she said. And dontstare at ne |like that!

Ezdral s gaze instantly dropped to the floor again.

What ever you want, he nunmbl ed. Anything, Irith, anything at alljust dont |eave
me agai n.

Kel der watched this display of utter devotion with growing di smay. Ezdral was
so abject, so docile, so conpletely at Iriths disposal

No one, Kelder thought, should ever be so rmuch in soneone el ses power.

If this was what a |ove spell did, he told hinmself, they shoul dnt be all owed.
Chapter Twenty-Three

Before they left the inn Irith decreed that Ezdral nust be cleaned up; Irith
refused to go anywhere with himin his filthy, bedraggled state. Ezdra
yielded to this without protest, and while the girls ate their breakfast,

Kel der and two nmenbers of the inns staff set about the task.

Hair and beard were trimed; a conb was brought, and pronptly lost in tangles.
Hair and beard were tri med again, and the conb recovered and put to use.

One assistant cook, nmale, tackled that, while the other, fermale, took away the
tuni c and breeches to see what could be done with them

Kel der drew a bath, and vigorously applied washrags and sponges to the old
mans back while Ezdral addressed the front hinself.

Once dried, Kelder thought, he m ght be al nbst presentable.

Then the ol d nmans cl othes were returned.

The breeches had conme apart; the thread hol ding the seans was rotten, and had
gi ven way under the stress of cleaning.

The tunic was still in one piece, but |ooked worse than eversone of the stains
had come out, but others had darkened, and yet others had bl eached, giving the
garment a nmuch wi der range of colors than it had had before. Threadbare

pat ches were nore obvious with the protective | ayer of grease renoved.

Kel der | ooked at the fabric in despair.

Nowwhat do we do? he said. You cant go marchi ng down the hi ghway naked!

The assistant cooks conferred quietly, the femal e one casting occasiona
smrking gl ances at Ezdrals nudity.

Do you have any nore noney? the mal e asked.

Kel der | ooked up at the young man, then at Ezdral, who shrugged. | dont know,
Kel der said. Irith mght.
Well, Ive got some old clothes Id sell, the cook said. They ought to fit.

| dont have any better idea, Ezdral said.

Irith did have noney, and the clothes did fit.

This is getting expensive, she conplained as the four of themtrudged away
fromthe inn.



Kel der gl anced at Ezdral, who was now neatly clad in a light green tunic
trimmed with yellow, and a dark green kilt with black enbroidery at the hem
The old man was barely recogni zabl e as the drunk who had accosted themin
Shan.

Isnt it worth it, though? Kel der said. And |I think you owed hi m sonet hi ng.
Irith didnt reply.

Due to their late start they didnt reach the village of Sinodita unti

m d- aft ernoon, and by then both Asha and Ezdral were too tired to continue.
They settled in at the Flying Carpet and rested.

Kel der apol ogi zed to Bardec the |Innkeeper, but even so, that gentlenman
insisted that Irith pay for the roomand nmeals in advance.

Irith grumbl ed, but paid, and Kel der spent the remainder of the afternoon

| ooki ng around the town for odd jobs whereby he could earn a few coins. By
sunset he had accumnul ated seven bits in copper and a pouch of dried figs by
choppi ng wood, stacking it, and hel ping capture an escaped goat. He had al so
heard scandal ous gossi p about the company Queen Kiranmgé kept in her bedchanber,
gri pes about the idiocy and nal evol ence of King Caren of Angarossa, theories
that Irith the Flyer was actually a minor goddess in disguise and her presence
an onen of good fortune, and considerabl e di scussion of the prospects for the
com ng harvest in the richer farm ands to the south, and what the effects
woul d be on markets and the | ocal |ivestock-based econony.

It was rather pleasant, really, to hear the everyday chatter of ordinary
people, to listen to voices other than Iriths vel vet soprano, Ashas

hi gh- pi tched whi ne, and Ezdral soushka -scarred nmuttering. Wen he joined the
others for supper he was tired, but in high spirits.

Kel der was too tired to even mnd particularly when he di scovered the sl eeping
arrangenent sthe | argest bed was too narrow to hold two adults, so Irith and
Asha shared that, while he took the other bed and Ezdral got a pallet on the
fl oor.

They made better tinme the foll owi ng day, passing Castle Angarossa at mni dday
and comng upon the battlefield early in the afternoon. Abdens cairn was

undi sturbed, but the other corpses were gonenone of the travelers could do any
nore than guess at what had becone of them Kel ders own guess was that some of
the [ ocal inhabitants had been sufficiently public-spirited to renove such an
obvi ous heal th hazard.

The hard part of their self-inmposed task proved to be finding enough
conbustibles to build a proper pyre; with the highway tidied up there was very
little to be found, and in the end Kel der resorted to knocking at the door of
a nearby farnhouse and paying far too rmuch of Iriths noney, as well as all his
own seven bits, for a wagonl oad of stovewood and some flammable trash. Pleas
that it was needed for the humanitarian gesture of a proper funeral were
countered with remarks about the expense and effort involved in obtaining the
wood in the first place, and the disconforts of eating undercooked food or

sl eeping in a cold house.

Several wagons and a full-blown caravan passed during the period between their
initial arrival at the cairn and the eventual lighting of the pyre, and none
of them stopped or provided any assistance at all. In the end, though, Kelder
struck a spark, fanned it into a flanme, and stepped back as it gradually
spread through the pile on which Abdens nutil ated renmains |ay.

I wonder if well see the ghost, Asha said, staring.

You probably wont, Irith said. People usually dont, especially after so |ong.
She paused, then added, Sonetimes | do, though, because of the nagic.

Tell us if you see him Asha said. Tell nme if hes smling.

Irith nodded agreenent, then | eaned over and whi spered to Kel der, Hes probably
gone mad by now, being trapped in two places for so |ong.

Kel der frowned and whi spered back, If he has, will he recover?

Irith shrugged. Who knows? |'m no necronmancer

It took the better part of an hour before the corpse was consuned, and Irith
did not have the stam na to watch constantly; finally, though, she glanced up
and started.



There! she said.

The ot hers | ooked, but saw nothing nore than rising snoke and crackling flane.
Was he smiling? Asha asked eagerly.

| didnt see, Irith said. He was facing the wong way, and | just caught a
glinpse. She hesitated. 1'mnot really sure | saw anything. She noticed the
expression on Kel ders face and added, Real | y!

Hes gone, then? Ezdral asked.

| guess so, Irith said.

Kel der noticed that Asha was crying silently, tears running down her cheeks,
her chest heavi ng.

| guess we can go, then, Ezdral said, with a | ook at the descendi ng sun. \Which
way? Back to Castle Angarossa?

Asha | ooked up at him Wy would we go back there? she asked through her
tears.

For sonepl ace to sleep, Ezdral said. Its the closest place.

But its the wong direction, Kelder pointed out.

Its ten mles to Yondra Keep, Irith responded. We coul dnt get there before
dar k.

W can sl eep outdoors, then, Kel der said.

Irith considered that as Kel der turned away fromthe pyre and set out
westward. She ran after himand said, Listen, Kelder, naybe we could find a
wi zard in Castle Angarossa who could break Ezdrals enchantnent. .

Are there any good wi zards there? Kel der asked, cutting her off.

Wll, not that | know of, she admitted, but | nean, | dont reallyknow. ..

Kel der didnt answer; he sinply wal ked on, away from Castl e Angar ossa.

Look, you like to do good things for people, right? Irith persisted. And al
this trouble with Ashas brother was King Carens fault, right? So maybe you
could do somet hing about it...

Li ke what? Kel der dermanded. |'m an unarnmed traveler without so nuch as a bent
copper bit in my pocket, and hes a king, with a castle and guards. Chanpi oni ng
the lost and forlorn had to have limts; a child and a drunk were quite
enough. The peopl e of Angarossa and the traders who used the highway did not
strike Kelder as being sufficiently lost and forlorn to nmerit his attention
he coul dnt tackl eeverybodys probl ens.

VWll, but | have ny magic..

Soyou can do sonet hi ng about King Caren?

Irith didnt like that idea at all

Ch, all right, she grunbled. | suppose one night outdoors wont kill ne.
Chapt er Twenty- Four

The rain trailed off to nothing a little after mdnight, and half an hour
later Irith finally stopped complaining and telling the others that they
shoul d have gone back to Castle Angarossa.

When they arose and Kel der saw Asha shivering in her sopping bl anket he felt
mldly guilty about his insistence on continuing westward, but he set his
mouth grimy and said not hing.

Damp and mi serable, they set a slow pace at first, but the clouds burned off
qui ckly, their clothing dried, and they gradually picked up speed, reaching
Yondra Keep shortly after nmidday. As they ate a late lunch in a little cafe in
the village, Asha asked, How far is the next town?

Only a league, Irith said, before Kelder could renmenber.

Asha nodded. What about the one after that?

Irith had to stop and think about that. Fromthe town of Amramion to Hinora

Castle nust be, oh... three | eagues? Four?

Anr am on? Asha asked. Are we near Anram on?

O course, Irith said, startled. | think its less than two nmiles to the
bor der.

Maybe | should go home, the little girl said uncertainly, peering down the
hi ghway.

What about your father? Kel der asked quietly.
Asha | ooked down at the table, and began to pick carefully at a protruding



splinter. She gave no answer, and the subject was dropped.

They ate in silence for a nmonent, and then Asha said, At least its all over
for Abden. Hes out of it all

No one said anything in response to that.

| think well stop at Anramion for the night, Kelder said, breaking the

si | ence.

That was what they did.

They were questioned briefly by the guards at the border post, but they knew
Irith, and could see no harmin an old man and a child. Kel der they had
reservations about, but eventually they took Iriths word that he was harnl ess
and | et him pass.

The party reached the village of Anramion a little past midafternoon, where

t hey stopped at the Weary Wanderer and took a room Irith admtted after they
left the building that her funds were now running |l ow, and they would need to
find some way to obtain nore, or else would need to start relying on charity
or theft.

Wth that in nmind, the party split up; Kelder went to look for work in the
village, while the other three clinbed the little hill to the castle and
knocked at the postern gate, seeking a consultation with the kings w zard,
Pirra the Mage. Irith was recogni zed i nmredi ately, and the three of them
ushered in.

Kel der heard about it that night at supper, as he massaged sore nuscles and
wonder ed why the only work he seenmed to get was choppi ng wood. It wasnt work
he enjoyed at all

O course, he knew that was why he was able to get itnobody else liked it
either. And it was sinpleanyone with strong arnms could do it, and you didnt
need to worry about coaxing hostile animals or tying knots wong or anything
like that. It was something you could trust to a stranger who m ght be clunsy
or half-witted.

O course, since it neant giving himan axe, you didnt want to ask a stranger
who | ookeddangerous to chop your wood.

Thi nki ng that through, he only half listened to the tale of how everybody at
the castle had recognized Irith, and how Pirra had been eager to talk to her
and then had been really disappoi nted when she di scovered that Irith didnt
remenber how to prepare all the spells she used.

...and shedheard of Fendels Watever-it-is Love Spell, Asha said, and she was
pretty sure theres a sinple countercharm but she doesnt know what it is. She
knows adifferent one of Fendel the G eats |ove spells, Fendels Aphrodisiac
Philtre, and she knows one thats a lotlike Iriths, but its Cauthens Renarkabl e
Love Spell, and its different, it uses mares sweat and stallion hairs, and she
says that there are two countercharns forthat that she knows, but she doesnt
know any for Iriths spell

That caught Kel ders attention

Did she say what the two countercharns are? he asked. Maybe we could try
them f the spells are alike, they mght work

| dont think so, Irith said.

Vll, would it do any harmto try? Kelder persisted. Did she say what the
charns are?

Irith and Asha exchanged gl ances; Irith let out a sigh

Yes, she said, the shapeshifter admtted, but Kelder, | dont think we want to
try them Not until we know theyre the right ones.
Whynot ?

Wl |, because theyre difficult, Irith said.

What are they?

The easy one, Irith said, is for the victimto drink a cup of virgins blood
each night at mdnight, for four nights. Afull cup. Wthout spilling a drop
or choking, or throwing up. And he has to go to sleep inmedi ately afterward;
if he speaks a word or sets foot on the ground, it wont work. She grinaced.
Have you ever drunk bl ood? The hardest part has to be not throwi ng up. And al
the bl ood has to conme froma single fertile virgin human fermal e who has never



been enchant edno mi xi ng bl ood from different people, or anything.

Kel der | ooked at Asha, who shook her head and said, |'mtoo young.

No, Kelder said hurriedly, |I knowthat, | didnt... I just... | mean, is that
really what Pirra said? | know Irith has trouble renenbering magic... He
trailed off, flustered.

Its right, Asha said. And thats theeasy one.

What s the ot her? Kel der asked, though he didnt really expect it to be any
better.

Its just one drop of blood on the back of the tongue, Irith said. Dragons

bl ood.

Well, whats so difficult about that? Kel der asked, puzzled. | thought w zards
used dragons blood all the tine.

They do, Irith agreed, but theres another requirenent. The bl ood has to cone
from agel ded dragon.

Kel der thought about that.

Oh, he said. He sighed. Maybe we could find someone... he said.

Kel der, Irith said, thats aquart of virgins bloodif shes as small as | amor

smaller, | think that taking that much could kill her, and we dont even know
if it wouldwork. It probably wouldnt; it really is a different spell, and
already told you that magi c doesnt make sense. You cant use phosphorus for
bri mstone and still work Thrindl es Conbustion, and | dont think you can break

Fendel s I nfatuous Love Spell with virgins bl ood.

VWl |, maybe if you got a young enough dragon..

The others just stared at him

Youre right, Kelder admitted. Its not the sane spell. So its on to Ethshar

t hen.

On to Ethshar, Irith agreed.

And that, Kelder thought as he took a bite of pear, wasnt really anything al
that terrible. It would be exciting to see Ethsharthe largest city in the
Worl d! Another city, and another prophetic phrase satisfied.

But it would have been nice, he thought as he watched Ezdral down a | arge nug
of wine, if theyd been able to break the |l ove spell that rmuch sooner

The neal continued in silence, for the nost part. Asha seenmed to be thinking
about somet hing; Ezdral was drinking heavily and alternately staring at Irith
and forcing hinmself not to |l ook at her. Irith grew increasingly uneasy under
hi s gaze, quickly becom ng too nervous to talknot that she had anyone to speak
to anyway, as Kel der was too tired.

When they had all eaten their fill, and a drudge had cl eared away the

pl atesbut left the wine bottle, which Ezdral guardedAsha | eaned over and asked
Irith quietly, Could you do sonething for nme?

Relieved to be able to talk to soneone who wasnt Ezdral, Irith asked, Wat is
it?
Could you fly home... | mean, to ny fathers house, and tell him about Abden?

And that I'mall right?

Iriths relief vanished; she bit her lower |lip and | ooked at Kel der worriedly.
Go ahead, Kelder told her. He wont hurt you; he doesnt even have to see you.
I"'mreally sort of tired... the Flyer began

Ch, do it! Kel der snapped. |ve been out chopping wod to earn a | ousy copper
whi ch your old boyfriend there just drank upl think you shoul d earnyour keep
Dont you speak to me |like that!

Kel der started to say sonething el se, but then a shadow fell over him He
turned to see Ezdral standing over him fists clenched, the neck of the w ne
bottle in one of them

You dont talk to Irith like that, he said hoarsely.

For a nonent the four of themwere frozen into position, Kelder and Irith
sitting on one bench, Asha on the other, the three of them gaping at Ezdra
standing at the end of the table brandishing the bottle.

No, its all right, Irith said, breaking the inpasse. Hes right, I'mnot really
tired. | think its really sweet that Ashas worried about her father, and Id
beglad to go tell him



Ezdral waver ed.

Thank you, Irith, Asha nurnured.

Sit down, Ezdral, Irith said.

Kel der, tired and fed up with the whole situation, said, Yes, sit down. Angry
that the man he was trying to help was turning agai nst him he added the
cruel est thing he could think of. Then, remenbering the nature of the spel
Ezdral was under, he inmediately regretted it.

Have a drink, he said.

Chapter Twenty-Five

For much of the next norning the Forest of Anramion was visible off to their
left, and Ezdral, once he had sobered up sufficiently to focus, nmarvel ed at
it. He hadnt seen a forest in over a decade.

The guards at the border post between Anramion and Hinora waved a greeting to
Irith, but nade no attenpt to hinder the party.

Irith had been quiet ever since returning from Abden the El ders house, and
didnt return the guards greeting. She had given no details of her encounter
with Ashas father, but had nerely said that the nessage was delivered

Shortly after crossing the border into Hinora, though, she burst out, Asha,
how coul d youl i ve there?

Asha | ooked up, startled but silent.

She coul dnt, Kelder said quietly. Thats why shes here.

Itstank, Irith said. The whole place, and it wasfilthy, and the house was
practically falling down, and one shedhad fallen down. And your... that nman
was drunk and singing to hinself, and when he saw nme he... \Wen | gave himthe
nmessage and told himhis son was dead he started crying, and that wasnt so
bad, | expected that, but then he started conpl ai ni ng about how t here was no
one to help him and youd run off, and when |I told himyou were all right he
got angry and started swearing and saying all kinds of horrible things, and he
tried to grab ne, but | turned into a bird and flew away, and | heard him
crying again as | left. She shuddered. My father was never |ike that.

Asha di dnt say anyt hi ng.

Irith | ooked at Ezdral, and said angrily, He was even worse thanyou were, when
we found youl

Kel der expected for Ezdral to nake some cutting reply, or to stand silently on
his dignity, but instead the old man nuttered, I'msorry, Irith; please dont
be mad at ne.

Kel der shudder ed.

Ezdral s subservi ence was appal | i ngbut on the other hand, Irith seenmed to be
showi ng nore conpassi on than was her wont. Kel der wondered if she m ght be

| earni ng sonet hi ng from Asha and Ezdr al

He certainly hoped so.

And his own presence mght not hurt, either.

They were two and a half hours fromthe border when Kel der stopped and | ooked
closely at the hillside to their left.

Wiat is it? Asha asked.

This is where | first saw the G eat H ghway, Kelder explained. | slept on the
slope there. And its where | nmet Irith.

The Flyer nodded. Thats right, she said. | remenber. At first | thought you
were going to just turn around and go back to your farmin Shul ara.

| thought so, too, Kelder adnmitted.

It occurred to himthat he could do that nowhe could sinmply head south, up
that hill and down the other side, and go back hone to his famly, and not
worry about where his next neal was conming from or Ezdrals |ove spell, or
Ashas honel essness.

He started to think about it. He turned to | ook at the others.

He saw Iriths face and forgot the whol e notion. She was obviously not yet
ready to come with himand settle down to the life of a Shul aran peasant, and
he wasnt yet ready to give up on Zindrés predictions and go hone wi thout her
Cone on, he said. Weve still got a |long way to go.

They had scarcely covered another hundred yards when the turrets of Hinora



Castle cane in sight. Kel der renenbered how hungry he had been that

nor ni ngwhen was that, a sixnight ago? If he had known how cl ose the castle
was, he woul d never have turned east.

And in that case, he m ght never have nmet Asha or Ezdral but he m ght have net
ot her people instead. There was sinply no knowi ng what m ght have happenednot
wi t hout magi c, anyway.

Zi ndré woul d have known, he supposed. She nust have known that he would go
east, as he hador perhaps she hadnt known any details at all, just the
generalities. Perhaps he had been fated to neet soneone |ost and forlorn, but
exactly who had not been predeterm ned.

The whol e question of prophecy was an interesting one; despite his obsession
with Zindrés predictions, he had never really thought about the nmechanics
before. Wereall his actions predeterm ned? Sone, but not others? If so, why?
| feverything he was to do was predeternined, then he didnt really have any
control over his own life at all, and nothing he did or thought mattered. That
was an unsettling notion

But if he did have control over some of it, then how coul dany of it be so
certain that Zindré could predict it? That was certainly sonmething to think
about, and think about it he did, as the little party trudged onward.

They reached Hinora Castle perhaps two hours after noon, and the question
then arose of whether to stay the night, or press on

The next village is Uduron Town, Irith said.

Well, how far is it? Kel der asked.

Irith pursed her lips, thinking. | dont renmenber, she admitted. Three | eagues,
maybe?

Kel der considered this. They say a mans nornmal walk will cover a |eague in an

hour, he said. The sun wont be down for about four hours yet.

Cone on, then, Irith said.

Natural ly, Ezdral agreed with her, and that nmade the vote three to one. Asha
protested in vain.

Maybe you could be a horse for a little while, Irith? she asked.

Kel der expected her to hesitate, or refuse, but Irith sinply said, Al right.
She vani shed, to be instantaneously replaced by the white nare.

Ezdral stared as Kel der hel ped Asha up onto Iriths back; he crept nearer, and
reached out to touch the horses flank

She shi ed away and whi nni ed unhappily; Asha grabbed at the mane to keep her
bal ance.

Dont touch, Kelder advised the old nan.

Ezdral didnt touch Irith again, but he stared intently.

It was plain to Kelder that Ezdrals interest was nore than just an

appreci ation of equine grace. At first he was puzzled by the old mans
attitude; certainly Irith was a good-I|ooki ng horse, but she was scarcely as
attractive in this formas in human shape. For his own part, his physica
interest in Irith vani shed when she was in any shape but hunan.

Then he remenbered the | ove spell, and realized that it didnt distinguish on
t he basis of appearanceor, it seened, even on the basis of species. Ezdral was
still just as infatuated with Irith as ever, regardl ess of her shape. To him

in his enchanted state, the inportant change had not been that Irith was now a
horse, but that she was now virtually naked.

That added a whol e new | evel of repul siveness to the spell, in Kelders

opi nion; he watched the old man lusting after the mare and felt nothing but
revul sion. Even the pity he had felt for Ezdral was overwhel med by distaste.
He was nore determ ned than ever to see the spell broken, thoughnot for
Ezdral s sake, or Iriths, or because of his prophesied role, but just because
it was disgusting and unnatural

They had gone too far to be worth turning back by the time Kelder and Irith
realized that just because a nman can wal k a | eague in an hour, that doesnt
mean a sick old man, a child, and a horse can walk three | eagues in three
hours. They had not allowed for rest breaks, or even the occasional call of
nature; they had not allowed for Ezdrals unsteady shuffle, or the fact that



the terrain here was hilly, the road carrying themup and down one sl ope after
anot her.

Wth Asha on Iriths back, the real hold-up was Ezdral s pace; he was sinply not
interested in nmoving quickly. Kelder and Asha could urge himon, but with
little result; he would speed up for perhaps three or four steps, then sl ow
agai n.

He might have listened to Irith, but she was unable to speak while in equine
form

Kel der tried to find a solution. The obvious one would be to put Ezdral on

hor seback, but that was out of the question. Irith, he was sure, wouldnt stand
for two riders at once, especially not if one of themwas the old man. Asha
woul d be no faster on foot than was Ezdral and besi des, Kelder didnt want
Ezdral any closer to Irith than absol utely necessary, under the circunstances;
putting himastride her back was asking for trouble.

Finally, though, he hit upon a rmuch sinpler and nore satisfactory method of
accel erating the pace; he sinply whispered in Iriths ear to go a little faster
and not worry about Ezdral keeping up

Ezdral gradually dropped back as the other three marched on unheedi ng, unti
finally he called out,Hai! Youre going too fast! Wait for nel

Kel der called back, No; sorry, Ezdral, but we need to get to Urduron. If you
cant keep up, you can find us there.

Wait, he puffed. Irith!

Irith neighed, but did not slow down.

Kel der gl anced back every so often, and sonehow, though Ezdral puffed and
panted and struggl ed, he never fell back far enough to let Irith out of his

si ght.

Kel der felt slightly guilty about exploiting the love spell in such a waybut
only slightly. After all, they were bringing Ezdral along to cure him for his
own goodwhy | et himslow them up?

The distance to Urduron turned out to be somewhat nore than three | eagues;

Kel der judged it at at least ten mles, possibly eleven, but unquestionably
between three and four | eagues. They finally arrived as the sun sank before

t hem

Here, Irith had sufficient credit and good will to obtain acceptable room and
board at an inn inexplicably called The Stone fromthe Skybut only a small
room so snmall that Ezdral and Asha took the two tiny beds, Kel der slept on
the floor, and Irith took the formof a cat and spent the entire night curled
up on Ashas feet. A fourth hunman bei ng woul d have been too nuch, but they

di dnt have the noney for another room and Iriths credit wasntthat good.

The next days travel was the four-|eague distance from Urduron to Ophera; they
got an early start, and nmade no attenpt to go any farther, but instead set
about earning a little noney in Qphera, to help defray expenses.

Irith made a few aerial deliveriesprimarily flying a packet of w zards
supplies back to Urduron, for which she was paid three bits in silver. She
tried to demand nore, but gave in when the Opheran wi zard threatened to sinply
conjure up a sylph for the job instead.

Kel der had to settle for coppers, but at least this tine he avoi ded chopping
wood, and instead spent a solid three hours weedi ng the gardens behind the inn
Irith had chosen. That covered their roomand board in full.

Asha was too young to do any real work, but picked up two bits by watching
babi es while the nothers went about business.

Ezdral insisted that he had | ooked for work and failed to find any; he
contributed nothing to the conmmon purse.

Both wi zards connected with Iriths errand, the sender in Ophera and the

reci pient in Urduron, knew | ove spells and countercharns; neither of them
however, admitted knowi ng a counter for Fendels Infatuous Love Spell.

| dont care for Fendels spells, the Opheran renarked. Theyre tricky, and

usual Iy much nore powerful than they need to be. Onh, theyre easy to work, but
t hey dont al ways work the way youwant. The man was trouble; | can spot one of
his spells fromthe style, and theyre all trouble.



Sonehow, this did not surprise Kelder at all

He found hinself thinking rather dismally about the ease with which Irith had
flown, twi ce, the distance they had taken nost of the day to cover on foot. It
made wal ki ng seem vaguely futile.

On the other hand, he realized suddenly, it was a sign of Iriths attachnent to
hi nsel fand, he supposed, her attachment to Asha, and perhaps guilt about
Ezdral s enchantnent as wellthat she was willing to walk all this way when she
could fly.

That was cheering. He had begun to wonder if he would ever be sufficiently
sure of her affection to propose narriage, and this provided sone

encour agenent .

That night, despite half-hearted attenpts by the others to prevent him from
doi ng so, Ezdral downed three bottles of wine and had to be carried to the
room The only good aspect of his early retirement was that it meant that he
got the floor, and Kelder got a bed; there were three cots this tine, al
nar r ow.

The I eg from Ophera to Krithimon was another relatively short one, and at

br eakf ast Kel der suggested pressing on through Krithimon to Bugoa.

Whats the hurry? Irith protested. Ethshar isnt going anywhere. Itll still be
there if we take a few days longer to get to it.

Kel der pointed to the sem -consci ous Ezdral, who was | eaning agai nst the
dining roomwal |, nouth hangi ng open, bits of fried egg in his beard. The
sooner we get himthere, Kelder said, the better

The way were rushing isnt helping himany, Irith replied. H's feet are al

bl i steredyou shoul dnt have done that, making himkeep up with nme the day

bef ore yesterday, when we were trying to reach Urduron

I"msorry, Kelder said, shamefaced.

Besides, Irith persisted, we havent been checking all the w zards all that
carefully, the way we just rush fromone kingdomto the nextwe m ght mss
someone who knows the cure because of your rushing!

| doubt it, Kelder said, recovering sone of his conmposure. If you want good
Wi zards, you need to go to Ethsharthats what ny grandnother always said. He
wondered for a noment whether the time might be ripe to nention the
prophecies, with the nention of great cities, plural, but he decided against
it.

VWll, I"'mnot turning into a horse again, Kelder, Irith said, lifting her
chin.

Li sten, he suggested, lets just get to Krithimon, and well see how were

doi ng, and maybe well go on, or maybe well stay a night there. Al right?
Irith gave that a noments thought, and then agreed. All right, she said.
Chapter Twenty-Six

The town surrounding Krithimon Keep actually had a nane of its own, to
distinguish it fromthe kingdomit dom nated; it was the town of Krithim wth
no endi ng.

Krithimonese, Irith explained as they neared the town, was a patois of

Et hsharitic and Traders Tongue; if there had ever been a distinct native
tongue, which she doubted, it was now extinct, or perhaps spoken by a few
stubborn farmers sonmewhere

Wen | was a little girl, Irith added, people didnt have all these silly

| anguages. There werenthal f so many, and everybody knew Ethsharitic even if
they didnt speak it at hone.

That must have been conveni ent, Kel der acknow edged.

Krithimwas the | argest comunity he had seen since | eaving Shan on the
Desert, and a closer match to his original expectations for the Geat H ghway
t han anywhere el se he had yet visited. The kings castle stood alnost half a
mle to the south of the highway, and the entire distance fromcastle to

hi ghway appeared to be a network of streets and gardens and houses and shops.
A few of the major avenues were even paved.

The Geat Hi ghway itself was not paved, but itwas lined with plank sidewal ks,
i nns, taverns, brothels, and shops, and three broad fl agstone boul evards



connected it to a generous market square that |lay one block to the south.

An el aborate fountain occupied the center of the square, with a basin of red
mar bl e surrounding a white marble colum topped by a statue of a woman pouring
water froma jug, water that flowed endlessly. Smaller carvings of various
sorts adorned the rim Kelder was not accustoned to this sort of civic

di spl ay.

For a nonent he wondered if Krithimconstituted a great city, but despite the
urban niceties he decided it was just a |arge townor perhaps a small city, but
not a great one.

Children were running about the market in a vigorous gane of tag, ducking out
of each others reach, dodgi ng back and forth. One of themtook a short-cut

t hrough the marbl e basin, splashing wildly, and Kel der shouted a protest, but
no one el se seened to mind, and the boy ignored him so he let it drop

Asha was wat ching the carefree game enviously; Ezdral was eyeing the

wi neshops. Kelders own feet were sore; they were out of the hills now, but the
road from Ophera had been rocky in places.

Oh, Hell, he said, | guess well stay here today and go on tonorrow.

Irith smled radiantly at him

Wheres a good i nn? he asked.

There are a couple of good ones, Irith said thoughtfully.

A cheap one, Kelder suggested. W still dont have nmuch noney.

The Leaping Fish, Irith decl ared.

The Leapi ng Fi sh? Kel der asked dubi ously. Why would they nanme it that?

Irith shrugged. | dont know, she said, but they did.

Are we near the sea?

Irith giggled. No, ofcourse not! she said. It nust be fifty mles to the sea
from here

A | ake, then, or a strean?

Irith shook her head. They just call it that, she said. Its over that way, on
the Street of Coopers. She pointed to the west.

Kel der nodded, and | ooked at the others.

It seened to himthat they had all seen quite enough of each other for awhile.
Asha, he said, you go on and play, if you like, but be at the inn for supper
The Leaping Fish, its called, over that wayif you cant find it ask someone for
directions.

Al right, Kelder! She ran off, and a nonent |ater she was shouting and
playing with the other children

Kel der | ooked at Irith and Ezdral

Ezdral was eyeing the w neshopsbut he was al so watching Irith. The | ove spel
had as strong a hold as ever, and he wasnt going to | eave her side, not even
to get liquor. Kelder sighed, trying to think what he shoul d do.

Irith, however, had al so seen the situation, and had her own sol ution. She
vani shed.

Irith! Ezdral screamed, Irith, conme back

People turned to stare at the green-clad old man, standing in the m ddl e of
the square, whirling about as if trying to look in every direction at once,
groping madly with his arms outstretched, as if he were blind and searching
for somet hing.

Ezdral , Kel der shouted, grabbing one flailing arm Ezdral, its all right!
Shell be back! Shell neet us tonight at supper, at the Leaping Fish!

It took himseveral minutes to calmthe old man; during that time, fromthe
corner of his eye, he glinpsed a small, graceful black cat hurrying away,
dashi ng between | egs and scanpering around boots. He saw the cat turn and
deliberately wink at him before disappearing into an alley.

Ezdral did not notice the cat; he was too distraught to remenber Iriths other
shapes. Kel der supposed that if hehad seen the cat, he woul d have been in | ove
with itwith herbut that had not happened.

Wiich was all for the best.

Eventual | y, Ezdral did cal mdown, and stood, drooping and silent, by Kelders
side. Shell neet us tonight, Kelder assured him



Ezdral nodded dismally, and w thout a word headed for the nearest w neshop.
Kel der wat ched hi mgo, and then | ooked around, realizing that he was alone in
this pleasant and interesting place. He would have preferred Iriths conpany,
but he saw no sign that she was returning, and could not see any way to be
with her out in the open w thout having Ezdral al ongand he di dnot want Ezdra
al ong, fawning over Irith, follow ng her everywhere as closely as he dared,
constantly lusting after her. The old man was terrible conpany.

Al one, then, in Krithimnonthat wasnt so terrible. He smiled, threw Asha a

gl ance and a wave, and set out toward the castle with the intention of
exploring the town a little before finding work

An hour or so later, after he had had his fill of w ndow shopping, Kel der
arrived at the castle gate, which seened as likely a place as any to ask for
enpl oyment. The gate was open, and two guardsnen were chatting idly in the
ar chway.

Hai , Kel der called in Traders Tongue, excuse ne!

The guards turned to consider him They did not speak, giving himno clue as
to whether or not they knew the | anguage in its unadulterated form Here on
the G eat H ghway, though, they reallyought to knowit, Kelder told hinself.
He forged onward.

Hel | o, he said, approaching to a polite distance and still speaking Traders
Tongue. |'m passing through, and a little short of cash; would you happen to
know of any way | mght earn a little noney around here?

There nust be a dozen nerchants in town... one soldier began, in the sane

| anguage, but his conpanions hand on his armstartled himinto sil ence.
Youre | ooking for a way to earn nmoney? the other asked, grinning.

Not pl eased by the grin, Kelder nodded. Thats right, he said.

Wll, it just so happens, the grinning soldier said, that I know of a wizard
who said hed pay well for sone help.

Kel der did not like the guards attitude at all, but on the other hand he
renmenbered that Irith had been paid in silver for her errand in Ophera.

W zards did have noney, generally, and were free enough with it.

He suspected he had been badly underpaid for the work he had done in the | ast
few towns, but as a beggar, to all intents and purposes, what could he do
about it?

Here, though, he had a chance to do bettermybe.

What sort of hel p? he asked suspi ciously.

Oh, just help, the guard said, exchanging a smrk with his conrade.

It couldnt hurt to check it out, Kelder thought. Were?

Senesson of Yolder, on Carter Street, the guard said, pointing. Down the hil
here, turn left at the little blue shrine, turn right on the second cross
street, and look for the shop with the green tile over the door

Geen... Kelder said. Green what? He had never encountered the word for tile
in Traders Tongue before.

Green roof, the guard said.

That Kel der understood. Thank you, he said, with a polite half-bow

Down the hill he went, strolling slowmy until he spotted the blue shrineit was
a fountain, built into the outside corner of a bakery, with a bright blue
ceramc glaze lining it and a snmall golden statuette of a goddess, no nore
than a foot tall, set into the wall behind it. The gold |l eaf on the idol had
flaked a little, and the water that sprayed from beneath the goddess feet was
slightly discolored. He turned left, between the bakery and an iron-fenced
gar den.

The first cross-street was a nuddy all eyway, but he counted it anyway, and
turned right onto a narrow, deserted byway. He had gone al nbst three bl ocks,
and was just deciding that he should not have counted the alley, when he
spotted a shop with a rather conplex facade. A five-sided bay wi ndow, its

i nnurrer abl e smal |l panes hexagonal in shape, took up nost of the ground |evel
front, while the upstairs displayed turrets and shutters with el aborate
carvings. The front door, just beyond the bay w ndow, was of oiled wood bound
in brass, with designs etched in the netal and nonstrous faces carved in bas



relief on the wood.

And above this door was a snall decorative overhang, and on top of the
overhang were three rows of curved green tile.

There was no signboard, and the w ndow di spl ay was an i nconprehensi bl e array
of arrangenents of silver wire, but it |ooked like the right place, and when
he stepped up to the door he found that the design etched into the brass bar
at eye level included a line of Ethsharitic runes readi ng, Senesson of Yol der
W zard Extraordinary.

Kel der was about to knock when the door swung open; before he could react even
enough to lower his fist, a girl charged directly into him knocki ng hi m back
a step.

Get out of the way, stupid, she snarled in Ethsharitic.

Excuse nme, Kelder said in the sane | anguage, but | wanted to work..

So did I, but I wont do it here! She tried to push past him and Kel der

st epped back, but then he reached out and caught her arm

She whirled, aimng a punch at his belly, but he sidestepped in tine to mss
nost of it, keeping hold of her other wist. She was short and thin, her
strength unremarkable, so maintaining his grip was not particularly difficult.
Wait a minute, he said, inadvertantly slipping into the Traders Tongue he had
been using al nost exclusively for nore than a sixnight, | need to talk to you.
She yanked her armfree, and he let it go. | dont speak that, she said, stil
in Ethsharitic, whatever it is.

Sorry, he said, switching back to Ethsharitic. | need to talk to you. For the
first time it occurred to himthat she nmight have been speaking the
Krithi m onese patoisbut then she woul d have understood Traders Tongue, surely.
No, you dont, she said, turning away.

Wait! he called. Whats wong with working here?

She took one step, then stopped and turned back. You dont know? she asked.

He shook his head.

Are you from around here? she asked.

No, he said. I'mfrom Shul ara.

| never heard of it, she said.

There was definitely, he noticed, sonething a little different about the way
she spoke Ethsharitic; she spoke slightly faster than he had heard it before,
and slurred the consonants a bit. It was not at all l|ike the Krithimn onese he
had heard spoken around town. Its southeast, he said. Were are you fron?
None of your business, she said.

He rai sed his hands, conceding the point. Al right, he said, but whats wong
with the work?

She gl owered at him standing with her hands on her hips, considering, and

t hen snapped, You dont know?

No, he said. The guards at the castle told ne | could earn noney here. Thats
all 1 know.

She snorted. They were joking, she said. Either that, or they were trying to
i nsult you.

Why ?

Because, she said, her tone turning sarcastic, youprobably dont qualify for

t he j ob.

Why not ?
Senesson isnt |ooking for workers, she explained. Hes buying materials.
VWhat material s? Kel der asked, still puzzled.

Virgins blood, the girl said angrily.

Kel der blinked, and | ooked the girl over.

She was roughly his own age, he guessed, despite her dimnutive stature; she
had |1 ong bl ack hair that flowed down across her shoulders in flanboyant masses
of darkly-shining curls, a heart-shaped face and a | ong strai ght nose, a ful
bosom narrow wai st, and | ush hips.

Its none of my business, he said, but... He stopped.

He had intended to ask if she qualified any nore than he did, but that hardly
seened |i ke an appropriate question to ask a stranger



I f shedid, he thought, hed be surprised. She was no incredible beauty,
certainly not in Iriths class, but she was attractive enough

Youre right, she said, its none of your business.

He smiled. Youre right, he said. I'"'msorry. He turned away fromthe
brass-trinmed door.

Arent you going to knock? the girl asked.

No, Kelder said, |I dont think so, not if thats what he wants.

She stared at himfor a nmonent. | could be lying, she said. You dont have to
take my word

No, | believe you, Kelder said. Do you know of anywhere else | might find
wor k?

She shook her head.

Where are you goi ng, then? he asked.

Back to the market square, she answered.

Me, too, he said.

Al right, she said, and together they strolled up the street, away fromthe
shop with the green tile overhang.

Chapter Twenty- Seven

It was half an hour before he got around to asking her nane.

Azraya, she said, throw ng anot her pebble at the dove by the fountain, Azraya
of Ethshar.

The bird fluttered up into the air, then | anded and turned to peck at the
pebbl e, seeing if it was edible.

Youre from Et hshar? Kel der asked, |eaning back on the bench

| just said so, didnt |I? Azraya snapped.

No, Kelder replied mldly, you said that was your cognomen, not that you cane
fromthere.

Sane thing, Azraya said, only slightly nollified.

| suppose it is, Kelder agreed. Sorry.

They were still speaking Ethsharitic, having discovered that Azraya spoke no
Shul aran, Traders Tongue, Aryonoric, Uranoric, or Elankoran, and that Kel der
spoke no Tintallionese or Sardironese. Neither of them spoke Krithim onese,
but Azraya could sonetimes followit, and Kelder, knowi ng both its constituent
tongues, understood it pretty well. Still, Ethsharitic was the only | anguage
they had in comon

So whats your nane? Azraya asked.

Kel der, Kel der said. Kelder of Shulara.

She | ooked at himdoubtfully for a nmoment, not an unusual reaction to Kelders
nane, and eventually decided that he was telling the truth. Either that, or
that the truth didnt matter.

Kel der, she said, watching the dove. Al right.

Your e headi ng east, on the Great H ghway? he asked.

No, she said.

West, then? Back to Ethshar?

Probably. Which way are you going, back to Shul ara?

No, to Ethshar.

She nodded. So this is where you hit the highway, com ng from Shul ara?

No, | reached the highway in Hinora at first, and went east to Shan on the
Desert. Now |I' m headi ng west.

She | ooked up, interested. Youve been to Shan?

Kel der nodded.

Whats it |ike?

He shrugged. We didnt stay long, he said. | think its seen better days. He was
becom ng nore confortabl e speaking Ethsharitic, now that hed had a little
practice.

Oh, Azraya said, disappointed. Wat about the other towns along the way?
Wl |, Kelder said, this place, Krithim is the nicest |ve seen yet.

Oh, Azraya said again. She tossed another pebble, and the dove flapped wildly
for a noment, then wheeled into the air and flew away. | guess Ill be going
back to Ethshar, then



Why were you traveling in the first place? Kel der asked.

None of youroh, dam it, it doesnt nmatter. She slunped forward, chin on her
hands, el bows on her knees.

At first, Kelder took this to nean that she was going to answer his question
but after a nmoment it becane clear that she wasnt going to say anything

wi t hout further urging.

Maybe it doesnt matter, he said, but |'m curious.

She turned her head to glare at himaround an errant ringlet of hair. Wy? she
dermanded.

OCh, | just like to know things, Kelder said rather feebly.

She turned back to staring at the cobbl es.

When | was eight, she said, ny parents died of a fever

Kel der, realizing he was about to get the whole story, nodded encouragingly.
We coul dnt afford a theurgist to pray over them Azraya continued, or a witch
to hex them or a wizard to cast spells on them so they died. Two of ny
brothers died, too, and ny ol der sisterthe neighbors were all so afraid of
catching it that they woul dnt come near us, they shut up our house with us
inside. That left ne, and ny younger sister Amari, and our baby brother

Regran. | was the oldest, so | tried to take care of them and | woul d sneak
out of the house and steal food and things for them And when the fever was
gone, | took the boards off the doors, and then the tax collectors cane and

took the house away because we coul dnt pay, we didnt know where our parents
had hi dden their moneyif they had any.

Kel der nmade a synpat hetic noi se.

So we all went to the Hundred-Foot Field and lived there, with the beggars and
t hi eves, Azraya went on, in the block between Panderer Street and Superstition
Street, in the Canptown district. Qur house was in Eastwark, but our old

nei ghbors... well, we thought wed do better in Canptown, and the Hundred- Foot
Field goes all the way around the city.

Kel der had no idea what this neanthe had never heard of the Hundred-Foot Field
or anything el se she nmentioned. Interrupting to ask for an explanation did not
seem |l i ke a very good idea, however, so he let her go on

| didnt steal, she said, not after we lost the house. |I think Amari did, but I
didnt. | begged when | had to, and ran errands for people when |I coul done good
t hi ng about Canptown, the soldiers usually had errands we could run, taking
nmessages to their wonmen, or fetching things fromthe Wzards Quarter for them
or even just standing | ookout when they were supposed to be on duty and wanted
a nap, or alittle time in bed with someone, or a gane of dice. She took a
deep breath. Regran died when he was two, just before nmy tenth birthday, she
said. I'"'mnot sure what he died of, he just got sick and died. Sonebody had

ki cked him maybe that did sonething, | dont know Wed done everything we
could for him even found a wetnurse and paid her half what we earned for a
few nont hs, but sometines babies just die. After that, Amari and | didnt stay
toget her nuch any nore, and | lost track of her after awhile. | havent seen
her in a couple of years now. She m ght be dead, too. She paused, renenbering.
Kel der wanted to say sonething conforting, but before he could think of
anything and phrase it in Ethsharitic, Azraya resuned her story.

| told you we lived near Panderer Street, she said. Well, the panderers
noticed ne, after awhile, and | started avoiding them And by the tinme | was
thirteen | didnt run any nore errands on Pinp Street or Wiore Street, either
Kel der did not recognize the Ethsharitic words for panderer, pinp, or whore,
but he could nake a guess what she was sayi ng.

And after awhile, | decided that | was tired of it. | was tired of the
Hundr ed- Foot Field, the nud and the flies and the lunatics talking to

t hensel ves and the thieves going through your bedding every tine you were out
of sight, and | was tired of being harassed by the pinps, and | was tired of
the soldiers and their errandsthey were propositioning me, too, by this tine.
So |l went to the markets to find work, but | didnt find anything at first,
just nore pinps, and slavers, and farners who woul dnt take nme as a fiel d-hand
because |I'mnot big enough. | was too old to apprenticel should have found



somet hing when | was twelve, but | didnt, | mssed ny chance.

Kel der nodded in synpat hy. Maybe he shoul d have found an apprenticeship on his
own, regardless of what he parents wantedbut he hadnt.

Anyway, eventually | got to Shiphaven Market, and | thought | would sign up to
be a sailor, but there was soneone there | ooking for volunteers to join a
dragon hunt in the Small Kingdons, and | thought that would be wonderful. It
was a way out of the city, and | may be small, but I'mnot stupid, and |I'm
stronger than | |ookl thought I mght help in a dragon hunt. So | signed up

A dragon? Kel der | ooked at her with renewed respect. She was brave,
anywayei t her that, or crazy.

She nodded. The reward was a thousand pieces of gold, he said. |I knew I

couldnt kill a dragon nyself, but | thought maybe | could help out and get a
share.

Where was this dragon? Kel der asked. How big was it?

Its in a place called Dmnor, Azraya said, south of here. | dont really know
how big the dragon isas far as | know, its still there.

Kel der had heard of Dwonor; it was one of the larger Small Kingdons, up in the
hi gh nountains in the central region. If one was |ooking for a dragon, that

was a likely place to start, he had to admt. You didnt kill it? he asked.
| didnt try, Azraya said

Why not ?

She si ghed.

They signed up a whol e boatl oad of us, she said, and we all sailed off across
the @ulf of the East, and up a river to Ekeroa, and then they |oaded us in
wagons and took us to Dwonor, and we all got introduced to the king, and it
all | ooked good, nobody bothered ne, nobody tried to touch nme, all they cared
about was the dragon, | thought. Dwonor wasnt exactly beautiful, but it was

di fferent, anyway. The whole castle was full of dragon-hunters, and they were
formng into teams, and | thought 1d be able to join a team and get a shareand
then the Lord Chanberlain took nme aside and expl ained a few things.

Li ke what ?

Li ke what the reward was, Azraya said bitterly. The recruiter lied. Oh, there
were a thousand pieces of gold, and a position in the kings service, but those
werent the reward; those were his daughters dowy. Thereward was that whoever
killed the dragon got to marry one of his daughters. He had five of them not
counting the married one, so he was sending the hunters out in five-man teans.
Fi veren.

Oh, Kel der said, understanding the situation i mediately. Surplus princesses
were a well -known phenonenon in the Small Kingdons, a common subject of |ewd

j okest here were never enough princes to go around, and custom decreed that
princesses could only marry comroners under exceptional circunstances. Slaying
a dragon qualified a conmmoner as exceptional

| dont know if theyd have sent me back to Ethshar, Azraya said. | didnt wait
to find out. | just set out, to see where | went. |ve been wandering for

nmont hs, through Ekeroa and Pet hmor and Ressanor, doing what odd jobs | could,
stealing when | couldnt eat any other way, and last night | arrived here in
Krithim and now | need to decide whether to give up and go back to Ethshar,
or to keep | ooking.

Looki ng for what? Kel der asked.

| dont know, she said. Just soneplace to live, | guess, where | wont have to
beg or whore or sleep in the nud.

She paused. Kel der thought she had finished, and was about to say sonething,
when she added, O sell ny blood to sone sliny old w zard

Chapter Twenty- Ei ght

Were staying at the Leaping Fish, Kelder told Azraya as they parted. If youd
like to neet us there for supper..

Dont count on it, Azraya said.

Kel der wat ched her go, then turned and headed back for the castle. The guards
m ght have msdirected himbefore, but it still seened like the best place to
| ook for work. Azraya di sagreed, and was goi ng her own way.



He rather regretted that; he |liked her

Maybe, he told hinmself wyly, he was just a sucker for sad stories and | osers.
Maybe Zi ndré had guessed that, and had suggested he woul d chanpion the | ost
and forlorn not from magi cal foreknow edge, but just fromhis character. Asha,
wi th her abusive drunkard of a father; Ezdral, with his | ove spell and

al coholism even Irith, with her unbreakabl e enchant nentsthey were all anong
the unfortunates of the Wrld.

And poor orphaned Azraya was anot her

Azraya wasnt | ooking for a chanpion, though; she coul d obviously take care of
hersel f.

The four of themnade a boring life on a farmin Shulara | ook pretty good by
conpari son.

This time, when Kel der asked, the soldiers at the castle gate nade no jokes
and grinned no grins; the one who had directed himto Senesson was apol ogeti c,
the other sullen.

Sorry, the first said. If Senesson cant use you, | dont have any suggesti ons.
There nust be nerchants who coul d use sonme hel p | oading their wagons, |
suppose.

Kel der was about to say sonething nore when a cat meowed by his feet. He
turned, and Irith was standi ng beside him

Gods and denons! one of the soldiers exclained.

Whats the nmatter? Kel der asked him

She j ust appeared, out of nowhere! the guard said. It startled nmel thought ny
heart woul d burst!

Thats Irith the Flyer, the other one said. She can do that.

I know who sheis, the first guard said, but | never saw herdo that before, and
it startled me, all right?

Hello, Irith said. I"'mhere to see the kings w zardhe does still have one,
doesnt he?

The guards | ooked at one anot her

He had one last time | was here, she said. Her name was Perina sonething.
Perina the Wse, one guard said. Shes still here. There are also two w tches
and a sorcerer.

I"'monly | ooking for wizards, thanks, Irith said. May we go in?

Ve?

Hes with me, Irith said, taking Kel ders hand.

The guards exchanged gl ances again, and then one of them shrugged.

Wiat the hell, he said, let themin.

I think we better send an escort, the other replied.

The first considered, and agreed.

Wait here, he said. Then he turned and hurried inside.

While they were waiting, Kelder remarked, Theres a wizard a few bl ocks over
that way by the name of Senesson of Yol derdo you think he mght have a
counterspel | ?

Who knows? Irith said. | know who you nean; hes a nasty old nan, but we can
ask hi m when were done here.

Kel der nodded. He was about to say something about neeting Azraya there when
the sol dier returned, accomnpani ed by yet another soldier. Ill escort you to
the wi zards workshop, the new arrival said, wthout preanble.

Thank you, Kel der said. Lead on

The wi zards workshop proved to be at the top of a distressingly |ong
staircase; as they finally neared the top, Kelder panting and Irith nmaking a
great effort not to, the Flyer turned to her conpanion and nmuttered, You can
do what you like, Kelder, but Inflying down. She touched the bl oodstone at her
throat and then stood up straight, her fatigue seem ngly vani shed, as she took
the last few steps.

| dont blame you, he wheezed back. | would, too, if | could.

The guardsman seened untroubled by the clinb. He paused for a few seconds at
the top of the stair to allow themto catch their breathnot enough seconds, in
Kel ders opinion, but a fewand then rapped on the bl ackened wood door.



A compl ex and unfamliar rune gl owed white against the black, and a holl ow
voi ce asked, \Who goes there? It spoke in Traders Tongue, Kel der noti ced.

Two visitors to see Perina the Wse, the soldier said in what Kelder took at
first for awkward Ethsharitic, then recognized as Krithimonese. | know one to
be Irith the Flyer; the other | do not recognize.

Kel der of Shul ara, Kel der vol unteered, wondering why the nan was answering one
| anguage with anot her.

For a nonent, nothing happened; then the door swung open and a wonmans voice
called out, in the Krithimonese dialect, Cone in, Irith, and bring your
friend! Thank you, Kelder, you nay go.

As Kel der hesitated, the soldier bowed quickly, turned, and headed back down
the staircase.

Wait, Kelder called after him she said Kelder..

Thats ne, the soldier called back. Kelder the Tall. No jokes, please. Then he
was gone, around a bend in the stair.

Kel der nmuttered, Id hardly be the one to joke about the name, would |I? Then he
followed Irith through the door.

The workshop was a large room with wi ndows on three sides, tables and
bookcases here and there, fur rugs on the floor, and a spiral stair in the
center. Standing on the stair was a handsone mi ddl e-aged worman, a streak of
white in her black hair.

Irith, she said, descending to the floor, how good to see you! She spoke
Krithinmonese, but Kelder could followit well enough

Hello, Perina, Irith said in the sane tongue as she stepped into the roomfar
enough to close the door. This is Kelder of Shulara; hes been very hel pful
lately.

That was not exactly Kelders idea of a great introduction, but he smled and
said, Hello.

| havent seen you for nore than a year, Perina said to Irith, ignoring Kel der
as she crossed the room What brings you here now?

Vll, | need a spell, Irith said. O a counterspell, really.

Perina came and took the girl by the hand. Come and sit down and tell ne al
about it, she said, as she led the way to a small settee, upholstered in

gol d- enbr oi der ed bur gundy vel vet.

Kel der, feeling out of place, foll owed.

Wll, it seens | enchanted soneone, Irith said, as she sank onto the cushions.
| didnt reallynean to, exactly.
Perina nodded encouragi ngly and sat down as well; Kel der, seeing no space

remai ni ng, stayed standi ng, and began to wander toward a nearby shelf as if

t hat was what he had intended all al ong.

| put this spell on him and | sort of thought it would wear off, but itdidnt,
and now hes an old man and he still has this spell on him and its pretty
awful, so Id really like to know how to break it, Irith said. Kelder |ooked
over the tidy row of skulls atop the bookcase, trying to identify them all

t he human was easy, of course, and he was pretty sure of the cat and the
horse, but sone of the others puzzled him

It sounds terrible, Perina said, patting Irith on the knee. Wich spell was
it, my dear?

Fendel s I nfatuous Love Spell, Irith said. Then she added, | think

Kel der gl anced at her, forgetting about the odd skull with the horns. This was
the first time he had heard her say that she wasnt entirely certain about

whi ch spell it was.

Oh, thats a bad one, Perina said, clicking her tongue in rebuke. Its tricky,
you know, it can go wong in ever SO many ways.

Kel der | ooked at her hopefully, then quickly turned back to the shel ves.
Directly below the skulls was an inpressive array of strangel y-shaped bottl es,
none of them | abel ed, and he wondered not just what mght be in them but how
Perina could tell.

Do you know it? Irith asked.

No, not really, Perina admtted. I|veheard about it, but the Infallible Love



Philtre is so much nore convenient that | never bothered with itall those
stories about people falling in love with the wong person, or even wth

ani mal s! She shook her head in dismay. Fendel was a brilliant man, but even
the best of us isnt perfect, and that spell is just nothing but trouble.
Whyever did you use it?

Its the only love spell | have, Irith said. | didnt see any others in Kalirins
book when | was an apprentice.

Well, | dont suppose oldKalirin, was it? Your master? Perina asked.

Irith nodded.

Wll, | dont suppose he had much call for |ove spells, after all, Perina said.

Its too bad.

Kel der wondered why anyone would make a bottle with two necks, both of them
twisted into conplete | oops. And was there a reason to use blue glass for it?
So you dont know the counter? Irith asked.

I"'mafraid not, ny dear, Perina admitted, patting Iriths knee again. Inso
sorry.

The third shelf held even nore bottles, but these were nore ordinarythat is,

if Kelder ignored the fact that sonething was noving in that big one second
fromthe left, and that the one fourth fromthe right was watching himwth
green gl ass eyes.

| do believe it has blood in it somewhere, Perina said thoughtfully. |veheard
t hat .

Virgins blood? Irith asked.

Perina shook her head. No, | dontthink so, she said, but I"'mreally not sure.
Oh, dear.

Sonet hing thin and bl ack fromthe bottom shelf was reaching out for his |eg,
Kel der realized; he stepped back suddenly, and alnost trod on Iriths foot. The
tendril, or whatever it was, retreated.

Li sten, Perina said, if youdo find a counterspell, you tell me about it, wont
you? Please? It could be useful, you know.

Sure, Irith said. And if you hear anything, youll tell ne?

Oh, assuredly!

The bottom shelf held jars; nost of themhad no lids, and they all appeared to
contain plants, none of which Kel der recogni zed. The tendril cane from
somet hi ng resenbling a nal evol ent cabbage.

Did that qualify as a strange beast, in the terns of Zindrés predictions? Did
t hose peculiar bottled things? Certainly there was rmuch magi ¢ here, though he
di dnt know how mi ghty it was.

I s there anyone you think mght know the countercharn®? Irith asked. Wre
headi ng westwe thought someone in Ethshar m ght know.

Perina considered that carefully, as Kelder noved on to another bookcase. This
one actually held books on nost of its shelves, which seened | ess dangerous.

I msure there are people in Ethshar who woul d know, Perina said. That nice
Thorum the Mage, on Wzard Streetif he doesnt know hinsel f, Inmsure he can find
you soneone who does, hes just the sweetest nan.

Irith nodded. Kelder tried to read the titles on a few bindings, and found
nmost were in unfamliar |anguages.

Iridith of Ethshar, if you can find her, Perina went on. She seems to know

just abouteverything, | think. But | dont have any idea atall where she
livesshe wont say. She sniled oddly, and said, And of course theres always
Fendel the Great hinselfthe runor is that hes still alive, living like a

hermt somewhere in Tintallion or some such place.

Kel der | ooked up at that, then back, and blinked. Hadnt that title been
different before?

For that matter, Perina nused, is your old naster... What was the nane?
Kalirin the Cever, Irith supplied.

Yes, Kalirinis he dead?

Oh, | think so, Irith said. | heard that he was, and | havent seen him since,
oh, 5025, | think it was.

Thats al nost two hundred years ago, Perina said, so | suppose hermust be dead.



She si ghed.

Kel der deci ded that maybe he would do better to just |ook out a w ndow, and
strolled over to one.

So you dont have any nore ideas? Irith asked.

No, I"'mafraid | dont, Perina adnmtted.
Kel der | ooked out the wi ndow and deci ded maybe that was a mistake after all,
because it wasnt Krithimon on the other side of the glass at all, it was

somepl ace where waves were snmashi ng agai nst bl ack rocks at the foot of a high
curving cliff and ancient, crooked buildings of rough stone stood atop it; the
wi ndow seermed to be sonewhere on the clifftop, |ooking along the rim with the
sea to the left and the buildings to the right.

Thatwas mi ghty magic, he was fairly certain.

As long as were here, Irith said, rising, Kelder and | are a little short of
nmoney just now. Were there any little errands that youd |ike done?

Kel der stepped to the next wi ndow and was relieved to find a perfectly normal
view of Krithim laid out belowthemlike a collection of toys; the only
unsettling thing about it was how very high up they were. The w zards wor kshop
was clearly atop the tallest tower in the castle.

Oh, | cant think of any just now, Perina said, as she, too, got to her feet,
but I can | oan you a few pieces of silver if you like, and when you find that
countercharmthat will cover it. It would be worth, oh, Id say ten pieces to

me, and | could give you half of that now.

What if we dont find it? Kelder asked, breaking his silence.

Oh, Kel der, dont be such a bore, Irith said.

Then youll find some other way to pay ne back, Perina said, disnissing the
problemwi th a wave.

Kel der hesitated, but he was tired of doing stupid little jobs and constantly
wor ryi ng about where the next neal was coming from Five pieces of silverthat
was fifty in copper, four hundred bits. Added to the handful they had, that
woul d make life a good bit easier all around.

Irith threw hi ma questioning | ook, and he nodded.

Thank you, Perina, the shapeshifter said, that woul d be wonderf ul

Wait right here, then, she said. Ill get ny purse. She hurried to the spira
stair.

That left Irith and Kel der standing a few feet apart, with no one else in the
room Kelder said quietly, She seenms to know a |ot.

Hm? Irith | ooked at him questioningly.

Wll, | mean, all this magical stuff here, and all those powerful w zards she
was tal ki ng aboutifshe doesnt know the countercharmit must be pretty obscure.
Irith shook her head. Silly, she said, dont let Peri fool you; shes not part
of any inner circle or anything. Sheinherited all this stuff from her

not her shewas a great wi zard. And she collected stuff, weird stuffa ot of it

i s accidental one-of-a-kind things that nobody knows what they do, things that
happened when a spell went wong. Its not Peris nagic. Peris just a

nane- dropper; she net all those people when she was little and they visited
her mother, or her nmother took her along visiting them or maybe she just
heard her nother tal king about them She probably hasnt seen Thorumin fifteen
years, and she probably never net Fendel at all. She probably hasnt read hal f
t hese books. In fact, she probably hasnt readany of them

Oh, Kel der said.

The countercharmcould be in one of them Irith said, but wed never find it.
Wed probably get killed by some silly warding spell if we tried to | ook for
it.

Oh, Kel der said again.

Then Perina reappeared, descending the stair, a velvet purse in her hand.

Here we go, she said, pulling out a handful of coins.

When t he noney was safely tucked awaythree pieces in silver in Kelders purse,
two in Iriths, and the rest back where it came fromrith ki ssed Perina goodbye
and stepped to the w ndow.

Must you go? Perina asked, as Irith opened the casenent.



I"'mafraid so, Irith said, as wi ngs sprouted from her shoul derbl ades.

Wl |, take care. She and Kel der watched as Irith stepped up on the sill, and
then flew away.

Feel i ng suddenly awkward, Kel der said, Well, | guess Il|l be going, too.
Perina smled at him OCh, |I'msure, she said. Tell ne, though, |ad, how did

you neet Irith?

Kel der shrugged. Just bunped into her on the highway, he said.

Youve taken a fancy to her, havent you? | can always tell these things. She
smled a smle that Kel der supposed was neant to be conspiratorial; it cane
of f as condescendi ng, i nstead.

| suppose, Kelder munbl ed.

It shows, Perina said. At |least, to soneone as experienced as | am it does.
I"msure it does, he nuttered, enbarrassed.

| mght be able to do sonething for you, you know, she said.

Kel der bl i nked.

| really dont know Fendel s | nfatuous Love Spell, she said, but I do... Ch, it
i sntyou she used it on, is it?

No, of course not! Kelder said uneasily.

He didntthink Irith had used any spells on him but how could he be sure she
di dnt have others, less powerful than the one she had used on Ezdral ?That was
an unpl easant noti on.

Ch, good, | didnt think so, Perina continued, smilingsmrking, alnmost. \Wll
then. | dont know that one, but Ido know sone others. Theres the Infallible
Love Philtre, and, well... She paused and cl eared her throat. Theres the Spel

of Aroused Lust, which isntexactly a | ove spelland others, too. And |I was
wonderi ng whet her you m ght be interested.

To use on Irith? Kel der asked.

Perina nodded, her snile coy.

For a nonent, Kelder seriously considered the idea. He wanted Irith, wanted to
marry her, and if she were enchanted, the way Ezdral was, he could have her
for as long as he wanted. She woul dnt argue with himany nore. She woul dnt get
bored and fly away. She would be very much in his power.

It was tenpting, no doubt about it.

But it would also be cruel, and unfair, and disgusting. And it might well
cause just as much trouble in the long run as the spell on Ezdral. It would be
far better to let Irith make up herown nind. She |liked him he knew she did.
She would marry him eventually, w thout any spells. She would conme back to
Shul ara. Zi ndrés prophecy said as nuch.

O course, this mght have been part of the prophecy, this offer of a |ove
spell; by turning it down he mght be voiding Zindrés promses. Al the sane,
he was resolved to do so. Mgically-induced | ove was not what he wanted

And then, after he had decided that he wanted Irith to |love himnaturally if
she was going to love himat all, he renenbered sonet hi ng.

Spells didnt work on Irith any nore. Wzardry could not affect her. She had
chal | enged wi zards to magi cal duels, and then |laughed at themas their spells
| eft her untouched. Any love philtre, potion, or aphrodisiac would be utterly
usel ess on her.

Did Perina know that? Was she trying to trick hin®

O did she have sone other purpose in nind?

| dont have much noney... he began

She waved that away. No, no, she said, for you, its free

Un .. Wy?

Because | just want to see you youngstershappy, thats all!

Wl |, said Kelder, thank you, | appreciate it, and Ill think it over.

You do that, she said, as he nmade his escape, out the door to the stairway.
The question of just why she had nade the offer gave himsonmething to think
about all the way to the bottom

Chapter Twenty-N ne

The question of Perinas notives stayed at the back of Kelders mind for the
rest of the afternoon, nibbling away at his attention as he nmet Irith at the



gate and | ed her to Senessons shop. This tinme he knocked, and the two of them
were admitted to the wi zards presence.

Senesson was a bent, grey old man; Kel der wondered if he m ght have found sone
way to live past his time, but wthout ever |earning any youth spells, because
he coul d easily have been a century ol dEzdral woul d have seenmed to be in the
very flower of youthful vigor by conparison. The w zard had no teeth, naking
his speech hard to understand, and a strand of spittle hung swaying from one
corner of his mouth. He cackl ed when anything anused him which was often. He
leered at Irith in a truly offensive nmanner, and Kel der coul d understand why
Azraya had stanped out in a rage.

Senesson, who was only recently arrived in Krithimon, clainmed to have net
Irith before, Iong ago in anot her kingdom but she didnt recall any such
encounter. The wizard invited Kelder to take a seat in the shop while Senesson
and Irith tal ked business in the workroom

Kel der sat and nulled over Perinas offer, while in the next roomlrith fended
off the drooling old fools | echerous advances and deternmi ned, at |east to her
own satisfaction, that he knew no countercharm for Fendels |nfatuous Love
Spell. Kelder did pay attention to the conversation, however, and intervened
when Senessons |ust threatened to get out of hand.

Irith was not as angry upon departing as Azraya had been, but she canme cl ose.
By the time Kelder and Irith sat down for supper at the Leaping Fish he had
cone to the conclusion that Perina had either hoped to dupe himinto giving
Irith sone other potion conpletely, not a love spell at all, or that she had
some idea that if he used a love spell to control Irith, she could then
control him and thereby have the services of a remarkabl e and tal ented
creature at her beck and call.

Kel der was not sure just what Perina would want with a tame shapeshifter, but
he supposed there would be uses for one. Wth that out of the way, he began
wonder i ng whet her Azraya woul d show up

Asha and Ezdral arrived nore or |ess on schedule; Asha was smling and happy,
Ezdral drunk and norose. The old man all but flung hinmself at Irith when he
spotted her, and Kelder saw Irith flicker, as she started to turn herself

i nvi sible and then changed her nind

Kel der pried Ezdral away from her, got the entire party seated around the
table, and saw to the distribution of the neal the inn had supplied.

Azraya did not come, and even as he adnmired the way the lanterns lit Iriths
hair Kel der found hinself a little di sappoi nted.

Beauti ful wormen, plural, Zindré had sai dKel der had not inmmredi ately thought of
Azraya as beautiful, but now he realized that she qualified. Another phrase
had been fulfilled, then. If the contents of Perinas tower counted for strange
beasts and m ghty magic, then the whol e prophecy was com ng al ong nicely.

Anot her great city, another vast plain, then a triunphant return hone wth
Irith as his bride, and he woul d have nade the entire prediction cone true.
That was just as well; he was beginning to tire of traveling, of eating and
sleeping in inns |like the Leaping Fish

The food was good, if unexciting, and the meal uneventful, save that Ezdrals
hands were so unsteady that he kept dropping things; every so often the
clatter of a fork or mutton bone dropped on his plate would interrupt

conver sati on.

After supper, the drunkard passed out on the floor of their L-shaped room

bef ore anyone coul d suggest he sleep el sewhere; Asha took the little

feat herbed that had been cramred onto the wi ndowseat in the dormer at the
narrow end.

That left Irith and Kelder to share the big bed at the other end, out of sight
of Asha even shoul d she wake. Ezdral was obviously not going to awaken. The
two made good use of this unexpected privacy, their first in days.

Its only seven nmiles to Bugoa Castle, Irith said as they gathered up their

bel ongi ngs the next norning, and maybe another el even or twelve to Syndi sha,
so we should get at |east that far today, shoul dnt we?

Ezdral groaned, but when Irith | ooked at himhe i nmedi ately nuttered, \Watever



you want, Irith.

Asha grimaced, but agreed, W can do that.

Tuyoa is next beyond Syndisha, Irith went on. About ten miles, | think. That

m ght be too ruch

Probably, Kel der said, glancing at Ezdral

From Tuyoa, its about eight mles to Shesta, and then about that far again to
Lamum Irith said, and Lamum Keep stands on the border between the Small

Ki ngdons and the Hegenony of Ethshar

Kel der nodded, i nterested.

Now, traditionally, Irith said, they say its two days from Lamum to Ethsharone
day to the Inn At The Bridge, and one day fromthere to the gate.

Were getting close, then, Kelder said.

Irith shook her head. Notthat close, though, because those days were figured
by what an arny could march, back during the Great War. It must be ten | eagues
fromValders inn to Wstgate.

Asha groaned at that, and even Kel der hesitated.

Its not so bad, fromLamumto the inn, Irith said. Mybe ei ght |eagues.

Vel |, Kelder said, hoisting his pack onto his shoul der, well see how it goes.
Maybe wel|l find a wi zard along the way who knows the charm Asha said.

Irith replied thoughtfully, You know, we just m ght.

Oh? Kel der asked.

You remenber Perina nentioned that Iridith of Ethshar m ght know? Well, we

m ght see her along the way.

That was a little vague for Kelders liking. Ch, he said again.

They made their way out of the town and onto the hi ghway, and had gone no nore
than half a nmile when a familiar voice called, Hai, Kel der

He turned, and found Azraya of Ethshar striding up behind them

Azraya! he call ed.

Irith gave Kelder a startled | ook, then eyed Azraya suspiciously. Asha | ooked
mldly interested; Ezdral trudged on, a few feet behind Irith, paying no
attention at all.

When the entire party stopped for introductions, Ezdral stopped, but he sinmply
stood, hands at his sides, staring at Irith. One of his hands was tw tching,
Kel der noti ced.

This is Azraya of Ethshar, Kelder said in Traders Tongue. W met yesterday.
Azraya, recognizing her nanme, bowed politely.

These are my traveling conpani ons, he went on in Ethsharitic, unconfortably
aware that Asha didnt know the | anguage. This is Irith the Flyer, and Asha of
Anr am on, and Ezdral... He paused, then | ooked at Ezdrals current condition
and said, Ezdral the Sot.

Irith made a polite acknow edgnent, and Asha foll owed her |ead; Ezdral managed
only a ghastly imtation of a snmile

Were bound for Ethshar, Kel der added. Wuld you care to travel with us?

| suppose, Azraya said, it would be safer

Irith opened her mouth to say sonething, then thought better of it.

They reached Bugoa well before noon, to Kelders pl eased surprise. Asha was
putting out a better effort in order to keep up with Azraya, who had a
tendency to drift ahead of the others; Irith stayed even with Azraya, and
Ezdral hurried to stay close to Irith. As a result, the whole party nade
better tine than usual

Bugoa Castle was large and ranbling, with a village straggling off fromits
walls in all directionsbut nostly, of course, between the castle and the

hi ghway, as the road came no closer than five hundred yards.

Kelders little group, with a m ni mum of debate, decided to not even stop.

From Bugoa the road veered sout hward, rather than continuing west. Kel der
suggested that the highway coul d have taken a straighter path, and Irith told
him It used to, or at |least there used to be an alternate route between
Krithimon and Syndi sha, by way of Mezgal on instead of Bugoa. She gl anced back
at Ezdral, who paid no attention to the conversation, but whose haggard
features brightened when he noticed Irith | ooking at him |'m not sure why



t hey abandoned it, she said.

She had spoken in Traders Tongue; Azraya asked Kel der what they were tal king
about, and he translated Iriths remarks, to the shapeshifters obvious
annoyance.

Whet her roundabout or not, this stretch of the Geat H ghway was snooth and

| evel , and again, they made excellent progress. At tines, it seened to Kel der
that they were al nbst racingAzraya and Irith seemed to be hurrying nore than
necessary. As a result, there was little or no conversation

They were about a | eague from Bugoa when Asha tripped and fell, and Ezdra
stunbl ed over her and toppl ed headl ong. The girl burst out crying; the
drunkard sinply lay face-down in the dirt.

Kel der and the two young wonen turned back to help. Irith lifted Asha back to
her feet, but the child sinply sat down again, sobbing.

Ezdral was heavier and even | ess cooperative, and when Azraya and Kel der

bet ween t hem were unable to get himupright, they settled for rolling himover
on his back

Whats wong, Asha? Irith asked, stroking the childs hair. Wats wong?

Asha shook her head.

Irith persisted, and at |ast Asha said, |'mjusttired.

Maybe weve been hurrying too much, Kel der suggested. Asha, would it help if
you coul d ride?

Irith glared at himfor a second, then turned back to Asha and asked, Do you
want ne to be a horse for awhile?

No! Asha excl ai nred, so loudly that she startled everybody, including herself;
even Ezdral tw tched at the sound. No, she repeated, nmore quietly, thats al
right, Irith. Dont be a horse.

What are they saying? Azraya asked Kel der

Irith was asking Asha if she wanted to ride, Kelder replied.

Azraya | ooked at Kel der, puzzled. R de what? she asked.

Kel der realized that the Ethsharite was unaware of Iriths magical abilities.
Il explain later, he said.

Can you wal k again? Irith asked Asha.

Not yet, Asha said. Lets just rest a little while.

Kel der rel ayed the suggestion to Azraya, who made a noi se of displeasure. |
was hoping we could cross three kingdons today, she said.

I dont think so, Kelder told her

Thats stupid, Azraya said. Way do you travel with these people, anyway,

Kel der ?

Irith glared at her.

Asha doesnt have any famly, he explained. W happened to be there when her

ol der brother got killed, so were sort of taking care of her for now. And
Irith accidentally enchanted Ezdral, so were trying to find soneone to break
t he spell.

Hes enchant ed?

A love spell, Kelder said. Thats why he follows Irith.

Oh, Azraya said. So why is that your problenf

Its not, Kelder said, I"mjust trying to help out. Saying openly that he
wanted to be a chanpion of the lost and forlorn seened sonehow ri di cul ous.
Fortunately, Azraya did not press for further explanation

Upon further investigation the question of whether to press on turned out to
be acadeni c; Ezdral was unconsci ous.

Now what ? Azraya asked.

Kel der sighed. Now we wait here, eat sonme |unchl have cheese in ny packand
when we can bring himaround we go on

This did not sit well with either Azraya or Irith, but they both gave in, with
ill-conceal ed annoyance. No one was about to try carrying Ezdral. Kel der
suggested that even unconsci ous, he could be draped over Iriths back while she
was in equine form but she rejected the idea.

Hell slip off, she said in Ethsharitic, and besides, | dont want himon top of
nme. | dont care what forml'min, or whether hes conscious, | dont want himon



top of ne.

This reference to changing forns |l ed to Azraya aski ng questions about Iriths
magi ¢, which Kelder tried to answer as he shared out the cheese and wafers he
had bought in Krithimon. Irith was clearly annoyed by this discussion of her
past, but did nothing to stop it; she was settled cross-legged on the grass by
the roadside, with Asha curled up on her lap, and any attenpt to shout back or
stonp off woul d have di sturbed the child.

While they ate, they chatted idlyor tried to. Ashas ignorance of Ethsharitic,
and Azrayas ignorance of Traders Tongue, made conversation difficult. Irith
grew steadily nore aggravated by the constant demands either that she

transl ate for sonmeone, or that she wait while Kelder did so.

Later on, after the last crunmb was gone, the three teenagers made a concerted
effort to rouse Ezdral, but w thout success.

May denpns eat his guts out! Irith said, following this up with comments in
several | anguages Kel der did not understand.

Azraya just | aughed.

That was the last straw for Irith.

Il meet you in Syndisha, she said, spreading wings, if you ever get there!
She fl apped, and took off.

Azraya stared in open-nouthed astonishnent as Irith flew away to the south.
She real |l ydoes fly! she said.

Yes, of course, Kelder said. | told you she did.

Azraya | ooked at himwi th an unreadabl e expression, then back at Irith.

When the Flyer was out of sight, Azraya said, Let me try the Sot again. She
began not nerely shaking Ezdral, but slapping him hard, first on one cheek
then the other.

I wish Irith wouldnt fly off like that, Asha said, |ooking away unconfortably.
Me, too, Kelder agreed, putting an armaround the girls shoul ders.

Azraya gave up her attenpt and stanped away, annoyednot down the hi ghway, but
across the cornfield on one side. Kelder watched her go, wondering when she
woul d be backif ever. She was just as tenperanmental as Irith, though in a

di fferent way, and there was no prophecy assuring himthat he woul d see her
agai n.

Whi ch was too bad; he did |like Azraya, despite her tenper.

Asha snuggl ed agai nst him and he | ooked down at her. Her blue tunic, the only
garment she had, was wearing very thinhe wondered if Irith or Ezdral or Azraya
could sew, an art he had never entirely mastered hinmself. They could buy
fabric in Syndisha, though it would take a distressingly |arge portion of

t hei r noney.

Why didnt you want to ride? he asked her

She | ooked up at him Because | cant stand the way Ezdral |ooks at Irith when
shes a horse, she said. It nakes nme feel awful

Kel der nodded.

| can understand that, he said.

Toget her, they sat and waited.

Chapter Thirty

Azraya came back within a few nminutes, and her next attenpt to rouse Ezdral, a
few m nutes later, was successful. The four of themwere on their way again
shortly thereafter, and the sun was still only slightly past its zenith.

There were bl ue-uniforned guards at the Syndishan border, and without Irith

al ong the party had no one they recogni zed; Kelder and Azraya had to nake
somet hing called a custonms declaration, informng a scribe of all the nmagica
articles they carried (none), how nuch gold they had (none), what |ivestock
they were bringing into the kingdom (none), and whether they intended to
settle down or were just passing through

Ezdral was only sem -conscious, so the officials inforned Kelder that he was
speaking for the Sot as well as hinmself. Asha being under age twelve, Azraya
was arbitrarily chosen as her guardi an and decl ared responsi ble for her
actions as long as they were in Syndisha.

Azraya was not at all pleased about this, but tolerated it until one of the



sol di ers approached too closely. Then, suddenly, her belt knife was in her
hand and she barked, Dont touch nel!

The soldier in question spoke no Ethsharitic, but he got the message. After
that, the officials quickly finished up, and sent the party on its way.

They reached Syndisha Castle a little over an hour later, and as prom sed,
Irith was waiting for them

The castle was i mMense, incorporating the entire town; it was built in four
concentric rings. Kelder could see that much, and Irith confirmed it, while
admtting that she m ght have missed additional inner |ayers.

The outernpst ring was a broad field between two stone walls that served as
the public market, where farners wheel ed wagons of produce about, crying their
war es, and various groups stood about, discussing various business.

The next ring was the town itself, a single circular street lined with inns
and shops, with alleys branching off here and there and a single broad
cross-street that led fromthe narket gate across to the inner gate.

Irith said that the next layer in was where the wealthier townsfolk Iived, and
t he kings keep stood within that, but Kelder never saw those for hinself
except for glinpses through the gate.

Why did they build it like this? Kelder wondered al oud.

Seens |ike good sense to nme, Azraya said.

Seens excessive to nme, Kelder returned. It must have been expensive.

Irith shrugged. This part of the Small Kingdons has the smallest and nasti est
ki ngdoms of themall, she said. | nean, theres just one stupid little war
after another, and it seens |like half the princes go out and build castles and
decl are thensel ves ki ngs. Maybe the Syndi shans got thinking about that and got
alittle carried awnay

Attenpts to |l ocate a wizard turned up three warl ocks, four witches, and a

t heurgi st, but no wizards. Since Iriths magic was purely w zardry, that meant
no chance of finding a countercharmin Syndisha.

On Iriths recomendati on, they took |odgings at an inn called the Broken

Bl adeand took two roonms. If this Azraya person is going to stay with us, Irith
said, wehave to. | nean, five people in one roomis just too many!

It didnt seemall that excessive to Kelder, who had seen farmhands at harvest
sleeping fifteen or twenty to a room but he didnt argue. Asha and Ezdral were
in no shape to go any farther, so the entire party was definitely staying the
night in Syndisha, and he wanted to keep things peaceful. Besides, dividing up
three and two could nmean that he would share a roomw th Irith.

It could, but it didnt.

Kel der was never quite sure just how the decision was nade, but sonehow the
guesti on never even canme up; lrith, Asha, and Azraya took one room and he and
Ezdral got the other.

This did not suit himnuchparticularly since the dividing wall was thin enough
that he could hear Irith and Azraya arguing, and |ater, when they had quieted
and Ezdral was out cold, he found hinself fantasizing that Irith mght slip
into the roomin the mddle of the night..

O Azraya, for that matter, though he didnt really think she woul d.

Ezdral had gotten hold of oushka at di nnerhe had had nmoney, sonmehow, and had
bought a bottle fromthe innkeeper. Kelder had tried to talk himout of it,

but Ezdral was a free man and woul d do as he pl eased, the |lad had no authority
over him

Kel der had | ooked to Irith for support, knowi ng Ezdral would do whatever she
told him but she said, Ch, let himdrink it.

It was not a good night at all

The next days journey to Tuyoa wasnt any better; Asha and Ezdral seened to be
taking turns collapsing. Ashas falls were mnor, and she recovered quickly,

but Ezdral seemed to be deteriorating as Kel der watched. He stunbled all the
time, now, and his hands shook constantly. He spoke little, and rmunbl ed when
he did. It took the entire day to get the five of themthe twelve mles from
Syndi sha to Tuyoa

This time it was Azraya who got fed up and marched on ahead, and Kel der feared



he had seen the last of the short-tenpered little Ethsharite, but when they
reached Tuyoa she was | eaning against the wall of a smthy, watching the
village children chase a ball down the street.

Agai n, they took two roons at an inn of Iriths choosing, and again divided the
accommodati ons by sex. Kelder mentioned the sorry state of Ashas garb to
Irith, who suggested they wait until they reached Ethshar

You can find sone really good bargains there, she said. Youd be surprised.
They had found no wi zards in Syndisha, and they found none in Tuyoa. Wen they
inquired, they were directed to two personabl e young nen who turned out to be
wi tches, rather than w zards.

I mean no offense, Irith said, turning away, but its not the sane.

The foll owi ng day was better; they reached Shesta Keep by noon, and Castle
Lamum wel | before dark. The road was veering westward again, toward the
boundary between the Small Ki ngdonms and t he Hegenony of Ethshar, and the

| andscape was changing fromgently rolling hills to flat plain.

Lamum was bl essed with two wi zards (and a sorcerer and a warl ock), but one
knew no counter for Fendels |Infatuous Love Spell, and the other was in the

m ddl e of a three-day ritual and could not be disturbed.

Should we wait? Irith asked.

Kel der | ooked at Ezdral, asleep on a bench in the town square, and said, |
dont think we shoul d.

Its two days to Ethshar yet, Irith said, andlong days, very |long. Maybe we
shoul d rest here and see before we walk that far. Maybe its the wal king thats
weari ng Ezdral out.

Kel der consi dered that.

| think we should wait, Asha said. Wal king is wearingnme out.

Kel der | ooked for Azraya, but she was off w ndow shopping at a nearby bakery,
out of earshot. Al right, he said, well wait here, Ezdral and Asha and | and
Irith, you fly ahead, why dont you, and see what you can find, and then cone
back here.

Fly to Ethshar, you mean? she asked, startl ed.

Vel l, yes, why not?

| dont know, she said. Let me think about it.

She thought about it, and decided she didnt like the idea. Its a long way, she
said, and well get there soon enough. Wat if |I fly to sone of the other

ki ngdonms around here, instead? Theres Thurion, to the north, and Porona to the
east, and Thrullimon to the south.

Kel der had to admit that that was a perfectly sound idea, and so it was
agreed. Irith would stay the night in Lamum and in the nmorning would start
visiting the neighboring kingdons, while the others waited.

At least, it was agreed among four of them Asha wanted to rest; Ezdral did
what ever Irith wanted; Irith and Kel der had arrived at this arrangenent.
Azraya, however, had other ideas.

What, just sit here and fester? she demanded.

O find work, if you like, Kelder answered mildly. We dont have very nuch
nmoney | eft.

Ha! Azraya stanped of f.

She nade no nention of her plans that night, but in the nmorning she came down
to the inns breakfast with her shoul der-bag packed, glaring belligerently at
t he ot hers.

Youre going on without us? Kel der asked, as they finished eating.

Youre damed right | am she snarled

I wish you woul dnt, Kelder said, but if youre going, good |uck

She stared at himfor a nonent, as if challenging himto say nore, then said,
CGoodbye, Kel der.

Is there sonewhere we can find you, when we get to Ethshar? he called to her
as she turned toward the door

She hesitated, then paused in the doorway and turned back. If you really do
ever get there, she said, and if you really do want to find ne, and its not
too late, cone to the northeast corner of Shiphaven Market each norning. |ve



decided to take another try at finding a berth as a sailor, and thats the best
pl ace to | ook

Thank you, Kelder said, Ill do that.
She al nost smiled, then thought better of it. She turned and marched out.
Well, Irith said when the door had closed, were well rid of her

Ch, | dont know, Asha replied. | sort of liked her

Irith glared at the child, while Kelder said nothing, and Ezdral, as usual
simply stared blankly at Irith.

Chapter Thirty-One

There were no wi zards in Thurion, sinply by happenstance, and Kl at hoa, being
ruled by witches, had outlawed all other forms of magic. In lkala the three
wi zards had all learned their arts fromthe sane master, who had di sapproved
of love spells on principlean attitude that Kelder could appreciate, when
Irith reported it.

That was the first day.

The king of Porona did not like his two wi zards talking to foreigners, and
Irith had to slip in through a window in bird shape in order to discover that

neither of them knew a counter for Fendels Infatuous Love Spell. The only
wi zard in Thrullimon was not hone, and did not return honme, although Irith
wai t ed nost of the afternoon and well into the evening before giving up and

maki ng a noonlight flight back to Lanmum

That was the second day, and that evening Thell esh the Wndrous conpleted his
ritual and began reading through the nessages his apprentice had collected
whi | e he was occupi ed. Wien Irith awoke the next norni ngwhi ch was rather |ate,
since she had not gotten in until alnbst m dni ghtshe found a nmessage waiting
for her in the innkeepers care.

It was delivered by a wal king table, the innkeeper said, speaking in an
awestruck whisper. Irith and Kel der | ooked at each other, not sure whether to
believe this; then Irith unfolded the note and read it al oud.

Thel  esh did not know the particul ar countercharm she was | ooking for, but
woul d be delighted by a chance to discuss the nmatter with her

Irith sent a reply, paying a girl fromthe village two bits to deliver it,

t hanking the w zard politely. Then she and Kel der and Asha sat down to

consi der.

They stayed one nore day, resting; Irith paid a visit to Perelia, two kingdons
to the south, on the coast of the Gulf of the East, and found half a dozen

wi zards, all of them busy with something. One said he m ght have the
counterspell, but would need to research it, which would cost three pieces in
gol dhe was not interested in trade of any sort, nor did he care who or what
Irith was, that was his price.

Irith indignantly rejected it.

Two nore were too busy to speak with her at all; two admtted theyd never
heard of that particular spell; and the |ast one was incoherent, so that Irith
was unable to figure out if she even spoke a recogni zabl e | anguage.

She was back in Lamumin time for supper, and they all went to bed early.

As Kel der had requested, the innkeeper roused themall an hour before dawn;

t hey dressed, breakfasted, and packed, and by the tinme the sun had cleared the
eastern horizon they were wal ki ng down the slight slope from Castle Lanmum
toward the border post where soldiers in red kilts passed theminto the
Hegenmony of Et hshar.

Fromthere, they set out across the plain, into Ethshar

The | andscape was remarkably dull, Kelder thoughtfor mle after mle they

wal ked between endl ess fields of wheat and corn, all of it still fresh and
green. Tidy little farmhouses broke the nmonotony here and there, all of them
whi t ewashed stone roofed with thatch. No place el se along the Great H ghway
was so intensely cultivated; in fact, no place Kelder had ever seen in his
life was so thoroughly farned. There were no side-roads, no rocky patches, no
trees or bushes, just fields, and small yards around the houses.

And it went on seemingly forever. The H ghway narched them onward to the

sout hwest, somnetines straight enough to make a line to the horizon, sonetines



curving gently and vani shing into the endl ess greenery ahead of them
Thi s was, beyond question, a vast plain; the prophecy was satisfied on that

poi nt .
The three-day rest in Lamum had themall in fairly high spirits, but Ezdra
and Asha still noved nore slowy than Kel der |iked; the day wore on, and

al t hough they wal ked steadily, the | andscape did not change. The only visible
i ndi cation that they were naking any progress was that Castle Lanum gradual |y
shrank behind them and eventually vani shed bel ow the horizon. O her, faster
travel ers occasionally passed them goi ng westward; none camefromthe west.
After they had been wal king for hours, and the sun was hi gh overhead, Kel der
burst out, This isboring!

Irith nodded. Thats why |I dont cone here often, she said. The Small Ki ngdons
arermuch nore interesting.

These fields go on forever! Kelder said.

It only seens like it, Irith said.

A monent | ater she added, But it does seemlike it.

They stopped for lunch at a spot that was just like all the others, and while
they ate nore westbound traffic passed them

There was still nothing the other way. Kelder remarked on it.

O course not, silly, Irith said. W arent hal fway yet, and nobody woul d stop
for the night anywhere between Lanum and the Bridgethe |ocal farmers would
probably kill you if you tried.

It was al mbst two hours past noon when they encountered their first eastbound
travel er.

Ch, may the gods help ne, Kelder said, you nmean were just now hal f way?
Probably not, Irith said. After all, theyre probably faster than we are.

Asha whinpered at that, and tried to wal k faster

The sun was setting, its parting nmagic turning the clouds to incredible shades
of pink and | avender, and Kel der was becom ng concerned that they woul d have
no shelter for the night. He | ooked at the orange ball, and suddenly canme to
two realizations.

First, the sun was off to the right, rather than straight ahead; the road had
turned until it was headed far nore south than west. And second, the ground
was no |onger level, but sloping slightly downward. He | ooked down at the dirt
beneath his feet, trying to convince hinmself that this was not nerely an

i I1usion.

Irith noticed what Kel der was doing, and her wi ngs sprang forth; she rose
straight up, flapping lazily, and peered ahead.

| can see the river, she reported, shining gold in the sunset. Theres a bright
line across it that nmust be Azrads Bridge catching the sun, and a black Iine
besi de that that nust be the bridges shadow, and the Inn is atop the ridge on
the far side. Look closely, maybe you can see the snmoke fromthe chi nmey.

Kel der stared, and saw a line of snoke rising gently into the vast pol ychrone
skybut that by itself would have neant nothing, as many of the farnhouses had
cookfires and chi meys.

Thats the i nn? he asked, pointing.

Thats it, Irith confirned.

By the time they cane within sight of the bridge full night was upon them the
gods had washed the World in darkness and Iit the stars anew. The | esser nmoon
gl eaned pink in the west, while the greater was nowhere to be seen. The fields
to either side were black in the gloom as was the road they wal ked upon

And in truth, they could see al nost nothing of the bridge itself, but the
torches set along its rails blazed warm and inviting, beacons in the night.
The sight gave Kel der and Asha renewed strength, and they hurried ahead.
Irith held back slightly, and Kel der turned, wondering.

Bef ore he coul d speak, she said, Theres a toll

What ?

They charge a fee to let you cross the bridge, just the way Caren wanted to
charge tolls on the highway through Angarossa.

Kel der stopped. How nmuch? he asked.



A copper piece, it used to bethat was for each adult, no charge for children
or |ivestock.

That meant three pieceslrith, Ezdral, and hinself. Asha would be free.

Il fly across, Irith said, or maybe swim havent been a fish in ages. And II
nmeet you on the far side.

Two pieces, then; Kelder considered the contents of his purse and deci ded that
was manageabl e, but he was not happy about it. Maybe | should swm too, he
suggest ed.

Are you a good swmer? Irith asked. Its a long way to swimfor a human,
especially in the dark.

Ive never tried swnming at all, Kelder adnmitted. There wasnt anywhereto sw m
in the hills of Shulara.

Then you cant swim silly! Irith told him Its sonething you need tol earn
Youd just sink and probably drown!

Oh, Kelder replied, enbarrassed.

Cone on! Asha called; she had ignored the discussion and was waiting hal f way
down t he sl ope.

Kel der cane.

There were no guards on the bridge, so far as he could see, and he wondered if
Iriths information might be out of date. He said as much as they stepped onto
the first stones.

| dont think so, Irith said. | think theyre at the other end. And even if they
arent, 1'mgoing to swim anywayl havent been a fish inyears! She |eaned over,
ki ssed Kel der on the cheek, then slipped away into the darkness beyond the
bridges torchlit rail

He tried to watch her go, but outside the glow of the torches he could see
not hi ng but the night. He sighed, and | ed Asha and Ezdral onward.

Iriths information proved correct in every particular; by the tinme they were
hal fway across, Kelder could see and hear that four soldiers |ounged at the
far end of the bridge, chatting in Ethsharitic spoken in accents just like
Azrayas, telling each other obscene anecdotes. Wen they spotted the travelers
t hey broke off the conversation |ong enough to collect two coppers, and then

i gnored the threesone thereafter

Once aground again, Kelder hesitated; Irith was nowhere in sight, and although
she had told himthe inn was just the other side of the |low ridge ahead he
could see nothing of it. It mght be farther than he had hoped, and Ezdral was
in a stupor and on the verge of total collapse. You two go on ahead, he said,
despite m sgivings about sending a sick old drunkard and a child alone in the
dark. Ill wait here for Irith.

| could wait, Asha offered.

Kel der considered; leaving a child alone in the dark wasnt any better, and

m ght be worse.

Bef ore he could answer, though, Irith called, Here | an

Kel der turned to see her wal king up a narrow path that descended fromthe

bri dges entrance to the river. Even in the dimglow of the torches he could
see that she was soaked, her long hair hanging in ropes down her back, her
white tunic drenched and clinging heavily to her body.

That was very interesting to |l ook at, from Kel ders point of view, as the
garnment was al nost transparent when wet, but he saw that it was al so obviously
cold and unconfortable, and he hel ped her up the stone step that |inked the
path to the hi ghway.

What happened? he asked. | thought your clothes changed with you.

They do, she said. | feel dunb.

Why? Asha asked

Irith snorted in annoyance, and Kel der felt her shivering.

W can talk about it later, he said. Lets get to the inn. Irith can dry off
there, and we can all warm up.

Nobody argued, and the four of themtrudged up the hill, drops of water
pattering fromlriths clothes and hair. Kelders sleeve was saturated as well,
where he had put his arm around her



The hill was longer than it had initially appearedKel der had assuned that it
was covered with sprouting grain, as the other bank of the river was, though
he coul d not see any in the dark; he had figured that into his estimates. In
fact, the ridge was covered with neadows, which meant it was higher than

Kel der had estimated. Furthernore, the inn was not at the top but at the foot
of the other side.

They did reach it eventually, and found their way around to the entrance,

whi ch was on the opposite side. Ezdral was nore alert on the way than he had
been in hours, obviously seriously concerned about Irith. It was clearly al
he could do to keep from w appi ng protective arnms about her

Dont you have a bl anket, Kel der? he asked, about hal fway up the first slope.
Kel der cursed hinself for his own stupidity and, w thout stopping, dug a

bl anket from his pack and wapped it around the Flyers shoul ders.

When they reached the door it was closed; a torch blazed in a bracket above
it, but there was no signboard or other indication that the place was open for
busi ness. Light spilled out through cracks in the shutters, so it was

obvi ously not deserted, but Kel der hesitated.

Are you sure its an inn? he asked.

I"msure, Irith said. Wthout bothering to knock, she opened the door and

st epped in.

Chapter Thirty-Two

Sound and light and warnth washed over Kelder as he followed Irith into the
inn. He found hinself in a large, confortable room standing on well-worn

pl anki ng and facing several tables of assorted shapes and sizes. Half a dozen
patrons were clustered about one of the l|arger tables, shouting encouragenent
to two burly nmen who sat facing each other, hands | ocked in an armwestling
mat ch. The faces of the two conpetitors were red and strained with effort.
Nobody seermed to be eating, but some of the spectators had nugs in their
hands.

The walls were stone, but pierced with nunerous doors and shuttered w ndows.
At one end of the rooma cheery blaze failed to come anywhere near filling a
huge fireplace; a row of nmugs stood on the mantle, and above them a scabbarded
sword hung fromw res set into the stonework

Most of those present ignored the new arrivals, but a tall brown-haired man in
an apron, apparently in his thirties or so, |ooked up and exclained, Irith!
Val der! Irith called back in Traders Tongue, How are you?

I'"'mfine, the man said in the sane | anguage, hurrying over. Wat about you?
I'"'mfreezing cold and dripping wet, Irith replied irritably, but other than
that I'mthe sane as ever

Well, come on over by the fire, Valder said, beckoning. Ill get you something
warmto drink. Thettal

A serving wench appeared through one of the doors and | ooked at the innkeeper
questioningly. Build up the fire a little, would you? Valder told her. And
tell someone to bring some teathe kettles hot, isnt it? Nor was he idle

hi nsel f; as he spoke, he was shoving a table out of the way and setting a

hal f-circle of chairs around the hearth.

Just then the armwestling match ended, am d shouts and cheeri ng.

He got you good, Kelder! soneone called, and Kelder of Shulara growed to

hi nmsel f.

Best two out of three? another voice asked.

Thatwas two out of threel

Three out of five, then

Done, for another copper

Youre on. The huddl e, which had shown signs of dispersing, coal esced anew.
Thetta di sappeared back into the kitchen, or whatever |ay beyond that door

Val der turned, exasperated, then shrugged and gestured to the chairs.
Gatefully, the four travelers settled into the proffered seats, Irith in the
center, Ezdral on her left and Kelder on her right, with Asha on Kel ders
right. They sat silently for a nonment, warm ng hands and feet, while Val der
poked at the fire and shouted for nore wood.



Thetta reappeared with an arnful of logs, and cl ose behind her cane a boy
bearing a netal tray that held a teapot and half a dozen cups.

You di dnt say how many, sir, the boy said as he approached. Is it enough?

It looks to be, Valder said, taking the tray fromhim Thetta dunped the I ogs
on the hearth, and began placing them one by one, onto the flanes. Val der put
the tray on the table he had noved aside, then poured tea, and distributed
cups to the four new arrivals.

Ezdral didnt see his at first, and when it finally registered on his

consci ousness he glanced away fromlrith long enough to look at it with mld
di st aste.

You woul dnt happen to have anything stronger, would you, sir? he asked. A

littl eoushka woul d warm me better than that, |'m sure.
Val der gl anced at the others, and Kel der caught his eye. The | ad shook his
head. I'mterribly sorry, the innkeeper said, butthese drunken |outs over here

have cl eaned ne out. He waved at the party around the armwestlers. Not a
drop of strong drink do | have until the next cartload cones.

Irith smled over her tea at him

Ezdral reluctantly accepted a teacup, just as Thetta dropped the last log into
pl ace and headed back toward the kitchens. Val der took a cup hinself, and
pul l ed up a chair beside Asha, turned so that he was alnost facing Irith and
Ezdr al

Now, Irith, he said, tell me howit is that you canme in here soaking wet, when
it hasnt rained for a sixnight.

Yes, Irith, Asha said, howd you get all wet?

| turned into a fish, she said.

But when you turned back, Kelder began, isnt this an awful lot of water..

| did sonething silly, Irith said, giggling slightly at herself; the hot tea

and warmfire had done a great deal toward inproving her mood. | turned into a
fish to swmthe river, so | wouldnt have to pay the toll, right?

Val der and Kel der nodded.

Vll, | got into the water just fine; dove in and changed in mid-air, so | was
a fish when I landed. And | swamright across, follow ng the bridge

pi ersitsdark down there in the river, and fish eyes arent any better than
human in the dark

| hadnt thought of that, Kelder said.

Thats all right, Irith told him Neither had I, and I1d been a fish before,
andyou never were.

Go on, Valder said. It was dark...

Right, it was dark, Irith agreed, but | found ny way across by follow ng the
bridge, and just by sense of directionfish can feel the currents, and even
when there arent any currents you can sort of tell directions. Its hard to
explain, its just sonmething fish do.

Kel der could believe that. Everyone said that different aninmals had different
senses.

And | got to the other side, Irith continued, and suddenly renmenbered why I
hadnt been a fish for a hundred years.

She paused, relishing the suspense she had created.

Ch, come on, Irith, tell us! Asha begged.

Fi sh cant get out of the water, Irith said.

For a nonent the others all sat, thunderstruck; then Val der burst out | aughing
uproariously. Kelder and Asha joined in; Ezdral sinply stared at Irith.

The shapeshifter smled at the amusenent to her right, then turned left and
noti ced Ezdral. She stared back at him annoyed.

So you were sitting there in the river? Val der asked, distracting her. You had
to turn back under water?

Notsitting, Irith said, regaining her good hunor. Wien | turn fromfish to
human | cone out |ying face-down. So there | was, lying in a foot of cold
water, fully dressed.

Kel der stopping laughing to |isten.

So | got up, half-drowned, and | waded ashore, and there these three were



wonderi ng what had happened to nme, she said. And woul dyou have said, Ch, |
forgot fish cant clinb out of the water, so | spent ten minutes trying to
figure out howto do it?

Asha giggled hysterically, and Kel der chuckl ed.

Li sten, Val der said when the |aughter had subsided, you arent nuch bi gger than
Thetta; why dont you see if she has sone dry clothes you can wear, and well
hang yours by the fire?

Oh, please, Irith said, that woul d be wonderf ul

Fi ne, Val der said. Thetta!

While they waited for the servant to appear, Val der asked, Have you fol ks
eaten?

No, the younger three chorused.

Wl | take care of that as soon as Iriths back, then, he said. Thetta energed,
and he called to her, Tell someone to bring dinner for four, and while thats
fixing, take Irith here upstairs and find her some dry clothes, all right?
Thetta turned and | eaned t hrough the door, calling something to sonmeone el se,
then cane and waited.

Irith rose, put her tea on the table, and said, Lead the way.

A shout rose fromthe armwestlers once again as the other Kelder was
defeated for the third and final time, and this tine the group began to

di sperse. A couple of the nen eyed Irith with interest as she passed, but no
one did nore than | ook

Once the two girls were gone, Ezdral announced, | think I... | think I'll go
see if | can help with supper. He rose, and shanbled toward the kitchen

Val der | ooked questioningly at Kel der, who sighed and shrugged. Hes | ooking
for liquor, Kelder said, but I dont know how to stop him short of |ocking him
in sonmewhere

Val der sighed. Let himgo, then

That left three of them Asha, Kelder, and Valder, sitting in front of the
fire.

Tell me, Val der asked, who are you people, and how do you cone to be traveling
with Irith?

Kel der had been nade so confortable so quickly that he had forgotten that

Val der had no idea who he was. |'m Kel der of Shulara, he said. Thats Asha of
Anr am on, and the man cadgi ngoushka from your kitchen help is Ezdral the Sot.
Il met Irith on the Great H ghway, and we just decided to travel together. W
bunped into Asha in Angarossa, after she ran away from her father and her
brother got killed, and we found Ezdral in Shan on the Desert.

Val der considered that. You seem pl easant enough, and | can see why Iriths
traveling with you, he said, and | suppose she felt sorry for the girl. He
nodded politely at Asha, who smiled. But why in the Wrld would Irith put up
with the old man, or he with her?

She enchanted him Kel der explained, a long time ago, when he wasnt nuch ol der
than I amnow. She put a love spell on him and then didnt know how to take it
of f.

And she didnt just fly off and forget about hinf? Val der asked, startl ed.

Kel der was equally startled by accuracy of the innkeepers guess. Wll,
actually, he said, she did, but then we ran into himin Shan, and he foll owed
us, and when | found out why |I said we should try and find a cure for him not
just |l eave himthere.

That speaks well of you, lad, Valder said. Mst people would have just left
himto rot.

Oh, | dont think so, Kelder said, enbarrassed.

I woul d have, Asha said. Wiy didnt he find hi sown countercharnyears ago?

| dont think he even knew it was a spell, Kelder told her

I didnt know Irith had any | ove spells, Valder remarked.

Wl |, she doesnt use it much, Kelder said. It causes trouble. Like turning
into a fish.

Val der smiled. | can see how it mght, he said. So youre |ooking for a

count er char nf?



Kel der nodded. | thought we could probably find one in Ethshar, he said.

You may not need to go that far, Valder said. Do you know the spells nane?
Are you a wi zard? Asha asked, suspiciously.

No, Valder replied, but my wife is.

Its called Fendel s Infatuous Love Spell, Kelder said, wondering why a w zard
woul d ever have married an i nnkeeper

Ch, said Valder, grinning cheerfully, that should be no problem thenlridith
knows just about all Fendels spells. Fendel was in here just about five years
ago, and the two of themtraded recipes.

This was too nmuch for Kelder; his jaw dropped, then snapped shut.

Your e teasing, he accused.

No, |I'm not, Val der said.
Fendel the Geat is dead, isnt he?
Well, he wasnt the last tine | saw him Valder said, but | dont know for

certain whether he is now. It seens unlikely; hes been around for a very |ong
tine.

Over his initial shock, Kelder remenbered that Perina had said Fendel was
runored to still be alive. He noved on

Iridith, he said. Do you nmean the famous wi zard, Iridith of Ethshar?

I mean ny wife, Iridith, Valder said. And shes a w zard, and a good one, but I
di dnt think she was particularly fanmous, and shes from Ethshar, but | didnt

t hi nk shehad a cognonen. Shes just Iridith.

But there are other people named Iridith..

And | suppose youre the only Kel der from Shul ara?

Kel der deci ded that argunent wasnt goi ng anywhere. Youre trying to tell me, he
said, that youre married to a powerful w zard, and that Fendel the Geat is a
friend of yours? Wy in the World would a wi zard nmarry an ordi nary innkeeper
and why woul d Fendel associate with one?

| like to think, Valder said, with both anusenment and sarcasmin his tone,
that Iridith married me because she likes ne. And Fendel isnt so nmuch a friend
as a business acquai ntance; we met during the Var

What war ? Kel der asked, afraid he already knew

TheG eat War, of course, Valder said. How do you think Irith and | came to be
friends? Those of us who live |onger than normall woul dnt go so far as to cal
us imortals, you understand, but on the other hand | dont have any intention
of dying any tine soonanyway, those of us who live nore than a century or two
tend to run into each other eventually.

Asha was staring w de-eyed at the innkeeper

Youre telling me, Kelder said, eyes narrowed, thatyoure hundreds of years ol d?
About two hundred and fifty, Valder replied. I'munder a curse, you seeFende
made a mistake in a spell he put on ny sword when | was in the army. He
pointed at the sword that hung above the fireplace. | cant die until it kills
me, and it cant kill me until its killed a few other nmen first, and the wars
over, which neans | could get in trouble if |I went around | opping off heads.
Besides, I'min no hurry to die.

Oh, Kelder said, not sure he believed this.

| dont usually tell people this, Valder added, but if you dragged Ezdral here
all the way from Shan on the Desert, at |east yourintentions are good.

So you... you nmet Fendel the Great during the war, because he was enchanting

swords? Kel der asked. And he still comes to visit? And was it during the war

that you net Iridith? And Irith?

No, Valder said, | net Fendel accidentally, when | stunbled across his hiding

pl ace, and he enchanted ny sword to get rid of me. Ive only seen himonce
since then, when he stopped at the inn on his way sonewhere and tal ked shop
with Iridith. As for ny wife, | net Iridith after the war, when | was | ooking
for a wizard who could fix the spell on the sword. And | net Irith about fifty
years afterthat, when she turned up here at the inn, and since you dont neet
very many girls with wings, | got interested and found out her story. He
paused, then asked, You do know who she is, dont you, and how she got that
way ?



Shes told ne, Kelder said warily.

Val der smiled wyly. | dont know what she told you or didnt, he said, but it
probably wasnt the entire truth. Did she say why she used Javans Second
Augnent ati on?

Yes, Kelder said. She was bored...

She was scared green, Valder interrupted.

She said there was a scare that the Northerners were going to invade..

There m ght have been, Val der conceded, but nostly she wanted to get out of
serving her term

Serving...?

Sure, Valder said. There was a war on, and every journeyman w zard was
required to serve a five-year termin the mlitarysometines nore. And Irith
wasnt about to do that.

Oh, Kel der said.

And did she tell you about the glanour?

The what ?

The beauty spell, Val der explained. She was pretty to begin with, but come on
do you think a face like that could be natural ? She used a gl amour, a spel

t hat enhances appearance, makes you nore attractiveit was one of the set she
put in there, but sonmehow she never happens to nmention itdoes she?

No, Kelder admitted, she didnt.

And she probably told you about the eternal youth, Valder continued, since she
woul dnt have put a |ove spell on an old man, so she must have done it while he
was young, and youd have figured that out.

She told nme about that, Kelder said, a little defensively.

Did she tell youall about it? Valder insisted.

What do you mean?

| mean, did she tell you that not only cant she grow old, she cant growup?
Shell be fifteen forever, not just physically, but nmentally.

She said she was fifteen, Kelder agreed warily.

She neant it, Valder said. Shes fifteen in every way, except chronol ogically.
She cant ever change, cant mature. Shell always be flighty and spoil ed and
sel fi sh.

Vel l... Kelder began.

That di dnt sound possible, somehow. He turned to see what Asha thought, only
to discover that the child had fallen asleep in her chair.

Then Irith called fromthe stairs, and the kitchen door opened for the
delivery of their dinner, and Kel der decided to worry about it later.

Chapter Thirty-Three

Val der, in a generous gesture that Kelder found hinmself not really

appreci ating, gave Ezdral, Irith, and Kel der separate roons, at no charge;
Asha he put in Thettas room

The di nner, too, was on the houseexcept for the wi ne. That he charged for
Ezdral didnt seemto mnd, however, having obtai nedoushka somewhere. Val der
had to carry the old man to his room

Asha had woken up | ong enough to stuff bread and cheese in her mouth, and had
t hen dozed off again, and been turned over to Thetta for the night.

When Val der returned from hauling the unconsci ous Ezdral upstairs, he took a
pl ace at the table and said seriously, W need to get that spell off him

| know, Kelder said. Irith | ooked down at her plate.

Iridith should be back in a couple of days, Valder went on, and |I'm sure she
knows what to doits probably sonething very sinple, really.

Shes not here? Irith | ooked up

No, shes up at the other inn, Valder replied.

What other inn? the Flyer asked.

Ch, didnt | tell you?

Irith shook her head.

W bought another inn, up in Sardiron, in The Passes, Val der explained. The
man who built it was getting old and wanted to retire to his grandsons farm
Its called the Crimson Wl f, and its in a really good | ocation, on the road



fromthe Taznor mines to Sardiron of the Waters. | figure that every so often
Il nmove up there, and then my son can cone back and run this place a few
years | ater.

Your son? Kel der asked.

He doesnt have a son, silly, Irith explained. Thats how he keeps people from
realizing hes two hundred years ol d.

This confirmation that Valder really was ancient, and that he and Irith
apparently did share a good many secrets with one another, was reassuring. It

nmeant the innkeeper was neither lying nor mad. | see, Kelder said.

| guess well just have to put up with himuntil she gets back, Irith said.

Kel der nodded agreenent.

Well, youre welcone to stay until then, Valder said. You nay have to double up

if it gets busy, thoughl dontusually have three enpty roons.
That woul d be fine, Kelder said, but we dont have nuch noney. ..

Dont worry about that, Valder said. | never charge Irith or her friends.

Oh, Kelder said. If youre sure..

I"msure

Vel |, thank you.

And Il do what | can to keep liquor away fromthe ol d man, Val der conti nued,

but it probably wont do any good.

| know, Kelder said. Thank you anyway.

Val der waved his gratitude aside. That takes care ofhim then, he said. But |
dont think he was theonly problemyou brought with you. Wat about the little
girl?

Kel der and Irith | ooked at each other, then back at Val der. Her father beat
her, Irith said, so she ran away from hone. She was going to stay with her
brot her, who had joined a party of bandits in Angarossa, but they tried to rob
a caravan that had hired a denmpnol ogi st as a guard. She shuddered delicately.
The nerchants are gettingnean about Angarossa, nhow.

The brot hers dead? Val der asked.

Oh, yes, Kelder said. We built his pyre oursel ves.

Any ot her sibs? O her nother?

Her not hers dead, Kelder replied, and there werent any other sibs.

Shes very stubborn, Irith remarked.

Tough, too, Kelder said. | think that if she just had a roof over her head and
steady meal s, she could take care of herself just fine.

Do you want to keep her with you? Val der asked him

Kel der hesitated, then said, The problemis,| dont have a roof over ny head,
or steady neal s.

Do you have a honme somewhere?

Wl l, ny parents are back in Shulara, Kelder explained, but | dont think theyd
take Asha in. O nmaybe they wouldl dont really know. He hadnt really
considered it. He had planned on taking Irith back to Shulara as his wfe, but
the i dea of takingAsha there had sinply never occurred to him

Can she work? Val der asked.

Kel der and Irith | ooked at each other again.

| dont know, Kel der answered.

If she can, Valder said, and if she wants to, she can stay here. |'m not
short - handed right now, but Thetta keeps tal king about I|eaving, and Sender
wants to | eave and find an apprenticeship now that hes old enough, so
probabl ywi || be short-handed soon enough. The works not hard, really.

Youll| have to ask her, Kelder said, but it sounds good to ne.

Me, too, Irith agreed.

Well, then, Valder said, rising, | guess thats everything.

| suppose so, Irith said, also rising, and |'mgoing to bedintired, and Ive
been using the bl oodstone spell too rmuch | ately.

Il be up in a few nminutes, Kelder said. He sat where he was, and watched
Irith walk gracefully up the stairs. She was wearing a plain wool en tunic of
Thettas, sinple and unadorned dark blue, with a black wool skirt, and neither
garnment was particularly attractive; even so, she was astonishingly beautiful



Val der wat ched, too, and then | ooked at Kel der. He sat down agai n.

Youre in love with her, too, arent you? he asked.

Rel uctantly, Kelder adnmitted, | think so. He started to say nore, to tel
Val der about Zindrés prophecies, then stopped. The innkeeper seened |ike a
trustworthy sort, the kind of person one wants to confide in, but really,
Kel der thought, it wasnt any of his business.

Do you think she m ght have used the spell on you, too?

Kel der considered that, but shook his head. | dontthink so, he said. I'm
certainly not as obsessed with her as Ezdral is. And Irith says that if shehad
used it on nme, | wouldnt argue with her so nuch.

Doyou argue wi th her?

Sonet i nmes.

Then youre right, youre probably not enchanted.

It was a relief to hear that froma know edgeable third party. Thank you,

Kel der said. She is, though, he added a nonent |ater.

I's what?

Enchant ed, Kel der explained. Id like to break that, too.

Val ders eyes wi dened. There isnt any |ove spell onher, he said, is there?

di dnt think that was possi bl eshes supposed to be inmmune to magic.

Kel der shook his head. | didnt mean a | ove spell, he said. | nmeant Javans

what ever-it-is.

Oh, that, Val der said. She doesntwant to break that, though

Are you sure?

Well, Valder said slowy, Iridith offered to try to break the spell, years
ago, and Irith wasnt interested.

She m ght be now, though, Kelder said.

Val der shrugged.

She m ght, he said.

That night, lying in bed al one, Kelder thought | ong and hard about his future.
He had had his fill of traveling. The towns along the G eat H ghway were al
very well, but he had no place in them and he had no great urge to spend his
life wandering fromone to the next, working odd jobs and living in inns. He
was ready to settle down again, at |least for awhile.

But did he really want to go hone to Shul ara?

Zindré had said he would go back, so he had taken it for granted, but did
hewant to go back? Back to the rolling green hills, the hard, boring work on
the farm his oh-so-superior older sisters? Returning covered in glory m ght
be fun, but living there agai nsonehow, after all his traveling, Shulara seened
smal l er and duller than ever in retrospect. The Great H ghway hadnt been |ined
wi th magi ci ans and nminstrels, he hadnt seen a single dice game or bedded any
serving wenches; the Wirld was not the bright roaring carnival he had hoped
for. It was, instead, |larger and nore conplicated than he had i magi ned.

Goi ng back to Shul arahe didnt think it would work.

But if he didnt want to go on wandering, and didnt want to go back, what was
left?

He could settle sonmewhere el se, of coursefind a home, a steady incone.
Friends, maybe.

He renenbered Azraya, who intended to beconme a sailor, and thought that m ght
be the best of both paths, in a wayyour ship was your hone, your crewnmtes
your friends, yet you traveled the Wrld, seeing its wonders.

That m ght be worth trying.

He coul dnt sign onto a ship here on the river, thoughat |east, not so far as
he knew. From here, he had two routes he coul d take.

Et hshar | ay one | ong days march to the sout hEt hshar of the Spices, the |argest
city in the Wrld, which the bolder storytellers clainmed was hone to a mllion
peopl e; Ethshar, the greatest port in the Wrld, whence ships sailed to the
farthest lands of north, south, and west; Ethshar, honme to the invincible arny
of the citys overlord, to all the greatest mmgicians, the w sest schol ars;

Et hshar, where it was said that absolutely anything could be had for a price.
He could be there in a day, once Iriths spells were all broken. And he could



find work there, even if it was just soldiering in the city guard.

O he could go back honme to Shulara, to the farmand famly.

There wasnt really anywhere el se he wanted to go in the Small Kingdons; none
of the towns he had passed through stood out as a good place to settle. If not
back to Shulara, then on to Ethshar

But should he go hone? That was what the prophecy had said.

But it had not saidwhen, and it had inplied he would see Ethshar first. If
Iridith could break the spells on Ezdral and Irith right here, there was no
nore need to go to Ethsharbut there was no reason he couldnt. He could al ways
change his mnd and go back | ater

And if he went home, he could | eave again, couldnt he?

Wl |, perhaps not, not if he had crops and children to worry about. Better
then, to see Ethshar first, then go hone.

And then there was Irith to consider. He did not think she would accept a
marri age proposal just yet;nmaybe she would, but he wasnt ready to try it.

But would she be nore likely to accept if he were going on to Ethshar, or if
he were goi ng hone to Shul ara?

He tried to imagine Irith living with himin the hills of Shulara, tending the
house and crops, trading at the market. The inage woul dnt come; every tine he
t hought of her he saw her spreading her wings and soaring upward, away from
anyt hi ng so nundane as farmand famly.

If her spells were broken, though, she would have no wi ngs.

He renenbered once, as a boy, he had watched the princess ants enmerging from
their nest, swarmng upward into the sky on their transparent, shining w ngs.
H s father had expl ai ned how each one would find a new place, a new nest,
where she would settle in. Her wings would fall off, and she would becone a
gueen, staying safe underground and | aying her eggs while her offspring tended
to her.

Irith was like that; she had fled her old home, where there was no safe place
for her, and had flittered about the World.

Sooner or later, though, came a tine to shed the wings and settle in.

Kel der had been away from home | ess than a nonth, and he felthe was ready to
settleif it was with Irith.

But sonehow, he knew she woul d never settle while she had her magi c. She m ght
try, but he would age, and she would not; he would mature, and she woul d not;
and one day she woul d get bored and fly away.

But he was sure she would agree to give up her magic. After all, after two
hundred years, she nmust be tired of it all, rnmust be ready to grow up and
settl e down.

It might take her awhile to realize it, but surely, she would.

He roll ed over and went to sl eep.

Chapter Thirty-Four

Iridith returned to the Inn At The Bridge some three days after Irith and her
conpani ons had arrived; she flew up to the door around m dafternoon of the
third day, startling Kel der considerably. He had never seen anyone fly w thout
wi ngs before.

That three days had been pl easant enough; Asha had been delighted at the
suggestion that she might stay at the inn permanently, and had i mediately set
out to learn her way around the kitchen, yard, and stable. Ezdral had remained
much the same, drinking surreptitiously, staring at Irith, followi ng her and
muttering i ncoherently when awake, and spending nost of his tinme asleep, or at
any rate unconsci ous.

Kel der and Irith had wandered about the area, admiring the broad river, the
vast open sky of the plain, the inpressive engineering of Azrads Bridgeand
each ot her.

Kel der was surprised, the norning of the first day, to see that the inn was
built at a fork; the Great H ghway split here, running in three directions,
rather than two

The northern route | ed back across the bridge to the Small Kingdons; the
southern to Ethshar of the Spices; and the third road went westward, to



Et hshar of the Sands and all the northern | ands.

When Iridith arrived Asha was washing plates, Ezdral was snoring by the
hearth, and Irith was of f somewhere fluttering about in the shape of a

rai nbow hued bird, while Kelder sat out front and contenpl ated the three
roads, thinking about nothing in particular. Thus only Kel der saw the w zard
descend gracefully out of the sky and land gently on her feet.

You nust be Iridith, he said in Traders Tongue, as she stepped up to the door
| suppose | must, she said in Ethsharitic.

Kel der switched | anguages, apol ogi zed for his rudeness, and introduced hinself
as he opened the door for her and then foll owed her inside.

He stood quietly not watching as she and Val der greeted each ot her

ent husi astically. Wen the two were no | onger touching, he broached the

subj ect of countercharns.

The | ove spell is easy, the w zard said, once the situation had been
expl ai ned. A drop of the spell-casters blood in each of the victinms eyes will
clear that right up

The spell-caster? Kel der asked.

In this case, Iridith said, that would be Irith.

W need her bl ood?

Certainly. Just two drops; a pin-prick will do fine.

Kel der was unsure just howw lling Irith woul d bebut after all, it was just
two drops, and it would cure Ezdral

On the nore serious question of how Javans Second Augnentati on coul d be ended,
Iridith hesitated. You know, she said, Ive had ideas of howto do it before,
and Irith has al ways refused.

| dont think she will this time, Kelder said. | think shes finally growi ng up
Val der and Iridith | ooked at one another silently, then back at Kel der

Kel der, Iridith said gently, shecant grow up. Ever. At all. Not until the

spell is broken
| think she has, he insisted. Just a little.
Wll, Iridith said reluctantly, we can ask her

They did ask her, an hour later, in the main roomof the inn

Kel der, she said, staring at him are youcrazy? Gve up ny nmagic? Let nyself
grow old and ugly, and di e sonmeday? Spend all ny time in one shape, so | cant
get away if someone bothers me? G ve upflying?

But, Irith... he began.

Are youcrazy? she repeated. Ocourse | wont give it up

| was thinking you could cone back to Shulara with ne... Kel der began

ToShul ara? What, and be a farmer? Just sit in one place until Irot? She stared
at himin disbelief. Youare crazy! Kelder, why would | want to live likethat?
I'"mfanous, and free! Inmspecial the way | am

And then, as if to enphasize her point, she vanished. A noment |ater Kel der
heard the beating of wi ngs outside; he stepped to the door and saw her appear
again, rising into the air on gl eam ng white pinions.

He watched her go with his gut hard and tight w th di sappoi ntment.

| shoul d have known, he nuttered to hinself.

Val der and Iridith said nothing.

Irith returned during supper, and the subject was never nentioned again;
instead, lridith explained howto renove the spell on Ezdral

Thats all? Irith asked. Two drops of blood? |I could have done thatyears ago!
Yes, Iridith agreed. If youd known, you could have.

Irith frowned. Well,next time, she said, Ill know what to do.

Next... Kel der stopped hinself before another word coul d escape, but the knot
of dismay in his belly grew | arger and heavi er

Shall we take the blood now? Iridith asked, drawing the silver dagger from her
bel t.

Irith eyed the bl ade unhappily, then glanced at Ezdral, still asleep on a
bench by the hearth. There isnt any hurry, is there? she said. | mean, Ezdra
wont care if we wait a few days

That was the pebble that sank the barge. Kelder grabbed Irith by the arm and



shoved his face close to hers.

Li sten, he said, you are going over to Ezdral right now, and I'mgoing to
prick your finger, and were going to put a drop of your bl ood under each
eyelid, just the way Iridith said, whether hes asleep or not. Hes been under
your dammabl e spell for forty years too |ong already!

Allright, she said, pulling away. You dont need toshout!

She turned and | ooked at the drunkard with distaste, but when Kel der reached
for her again she rose quickly and crossed to him She knelt beside him and
hel d out her left hand.

Here, she said

VWhile Iridith watched silently, Kelder used the point of his own knife to draw
blood fromlriths left little finger. He dabbed up a drop on his own little
finger, then peel ed back one of Ezdrals eyelids with his other hand and
carefully pressed the drop onto the eye beneath.

Ezdral snorted, but did not stir.

Kel der repeated the operation with the other eye, then sat back on his
haunches and wai t ed.

Not hi ng happened, except that Irith said, Hai, that hurts! Has someone got a
bandage, or some water? Iridith, do you know healing spells?

The two of themate their supper that night in resentful silence. At the next
table, where Valder and Iridith were bringing each other up to date, Asha made
a point of bringing Iridith her meal, to inpress her new mstress with her

ent husi asm and ability. Wenever the girl |ooked away Iridith grinned with
delight. When Asha was watching, of course, the w zard kept her face serious,
accepting the over-attentive service in the spirit in which it was neant.
Afterward, Kel der decided that sonmething had to be done. He suspected that
Irith, in terror of being coerced out of her magic, was on the verge of
fleeing. That would not do. If she fled this tinme, somehow, he was |ess
certain than ever before that he would ever see her again. Zindrés predictions
seened a tenuous thread to bind her with; he could no | onger trust only in the
prophecy. He wanted to speak to Irith in private, to explain, to tell her he

| oved her and ask her to marry him

After all, why should he keep the prophecy secret any longer? If she was to be
his wife they had to trust each other.

And even with her magic, even with her refusal to consider a life in Shulara,
he still wanted her. They could live in Ethshar, if she wanted, or sonewhere
el se; there was no hurry about going back to Shulara, and he didnt really care
i f heever went backexcept that Zindré had said he would, and it was her

prom se that nade himdare to ask Irith for her hand.

After all, how could an ordinary farmnmboy have the audacity to try to wed a

| egendary creature like Irith, without sonme magi cal support of his own?

He needed to tell her all that. He needed to talk to her alone, but with the
inn full of customers, with servants hurrying hither and yon, finding a

sui tabl e pl ace was a chal | enge.

Finally, in a nonent of inspiration, he borrowed a | antern from Val der and
suggested to Irith, Cone out to the hilltop with ne, and lets |ook at the
river in the noonslight. Both nmoons are up; it should be especially pretty.
She considered himfor a |l ong noment before saying, Al right.

Toget her they wal ked up to the top of the ridge behind the inn, not speaking
yet, and together they settled onto the grass of the meadow. The night air was
cool, but not coldcertainly warner than it had been on previous evenings. The
river was a constantly-changi ng band of rose and gold sparkles in the Iight of
the two nmoons, and for a |ong nonment they watched it in silence.

Thank you, Kelder said at |ast, for curing Ezdral

Vell, it wasnt his fault, Irith said.

Kel der was still trying to puzzle out exactly what she meant by that when a

bl ood-curdling shriek split the night. Both of themstarted; the crickets fel
silent for a nonent before resunming their interrupted chirping.

What wasthat? Irith asked.

| dont know, Kelder said. | think it came fromthe inn. He turned to | ook



Wiere is she?screaned the voice. Were is that bitch?

Thats Ezdral, Irith whispered. Kelder turned in surprise, and she added, Hes
really mad at ne.

Kel der had not thought about how Ezdral m ght react, once the spell was
renoved. Now that it was thrust under his nose, though, he realized that
naturally, the man woul d be furious. The |ove spell had protecteditself, in a
way, by nmaking it inpossible for Ezdral to think ill of Irith; now that the
spel | was gone, forty-four years of frustration and anger could pour out al
at once.

And Irith was its obvious target.

Kel der stood and | ooked back toward the inn.

He could see a shadowy figure, barely visible in the distant light of the
torch over the doora man, standing unsteadily in the road. The figure shook a
fist inthe air.lrith! Ezdral bellowed, Ill hunt you down and kill you, you
stupid little nonster!

What should we do? Irith asked, hol ding Kelders |eg.

I dont know, Kelder said, frozen with indecision

The figure by the inn was turning, turning and scanning the dark | andscape,
and now his gaze clinbed the ridge, and Kel der suddenly realized that he nust
be sil houetted in the nmoonlight, and that Ezdral might well blanmehim as well
as Irith, for all his msfortuneshowever unfair that night be.

Ezdral spotted him

Irith!'the old nman bell owed agai n.

Kel der had not even considered the possibility of mstaken identity.

Cone on, he said, lets get out of here. He pulled Irith up and began runni ng
down the slope toward the rivernot with any particular goal in mnd, but
simply because it was away fromthe ragi ng Ezdral.

Ezdral, his mind still fogged with drink and fury, saw the figure atop the
ridge fl eeing, and knew unthi nki ngly and beyond question that it was Irith,
that his vengeance was at hand if he could catch up with her. He charged up

t he sl ope, yelling.

| wasted myentire life hunting for you, you stinking little idiot, he shouted,
and by all the gods, |I'm going tocatch you, finally!

Kel der and Irith stunmbled down the northern slope, toward the bridge and the
river, in a panic; Kelder kept a firmgrip on Iriths arm The four soldiers,
the toll collectors, turned to see what the commoti on was, and in response
Kel der instinctively steered away fromthe bridge, not realizing that that
left nothing but the steep bank of the river

Kel der, Irith gasped, Kelder, let go of ne!

Kel der stunbl ed on dew- noi stened grass, and Irith pulled free. She turned, and
saw Ezdral, with incredible speed for a man in his battered condition
char gi ng down at her.

She squealed in terror, and froze for a few seconds. Then, as Ezdral neared,
she vani shed, and a frightened bird fluttered upward i nto the night.

An instant |ater the enraged Ezdral, unable to stop on the steep, slippery

sl ope, lunged through the spot where Irith had stood and went tunbling over
the verge and into the river

He struck with a tremendous splash; a few drops spattered Kel ders breeches.
And then, to Kelders horror, the waters closed over the old man and began to
calm

Ezdral did not reappear.

Irith! Kelder screamed. Save hin

Irith transfornmed herself in md-air, frombird to winged girl, and called
back, Are you joking? He tried to kill nme! Besides, |d get soaked.

But hell drown!

Hes an icky old drunkard, Irith replied.Let him drown!

Wrds failed him and Kel der, desperate, dove over the bank and into the
river.

He struck the water unevenly, arns and legs flailing, and was astoni shed at
how much the inmpacthurt he hadnt thought water was that solid. Then he was in



the waterand under it, as he quickly discovered that Irith was right,
swi mmi ngi s somnet hing one needs to learn, it does not happen by instinct.

He thrashed wildly, trying to get his head above water, but to no avail; the
air rushed fromhis lungs, and the water closed over his head. He floundered,
reaching for the bottomwith his feet and not finding it. He tried to call for
hel p, and the water flooded his nmouth and nose, choking him H's chest felt as
t hough it were about to burst.

Everyt hi ng went bl ack, and he waited to di ebut death did not cone.

Instead, strong arnms took hold of him tw sted himaround until his face was
out of the water. He coul dnt see his rescuer as he felt hinself dragged

t hrough the current, as firm hands clasped his arns and haul ed hi mup onto the
bank.

The pressure on Kel ders chest became unbearable; his nmouth opened, and he
vomted what felt like the entire river out onto the grass.

And with that out of the way, he fainted

Chapter Thirty-Five

When he awoke Kel der needed a | ong nmonment to figure out where he was. The
ceiling was whitewashed and featureless, with nmorning sun streaked across it,
and at first that was all he could see. He was in a bed, he knew that by the
feel of the mattress and bedcl ot hes, but which bed he could not tell.

It gradually sank in that he was in his bed at Valders inn

He turned his head and found Val ders serving maid, Thetta, sitting beside him
readi ng sonething froma small stack of papers. He tried to speak, to ask her
what was happeni ng, but all that cane out was a croak

That was enough; she | ooked up fromthe papers and said, surprised, Youre
awnake!

Kel der was unsure just how to respond to so obvious a statenent, but since his
voi ce didnt seemto be working yet, that didnt matter nuch. He croaked again
in confirmation of her observation

Just a minute, Thetta said, giving hima conforting pat on the shoulder. 111
go get Valder. She rose, and hurried out the door

Kel der used the time until her return to see if he could get his voice
wor ki ng, and when Val der and Thetta entered he was able to ask, still in a
croak but intelligibly, Wat happened?

The soldiers pulled you out, Valder said. Ezdral, too. They heard the
splashing, and Irith yelling, and they came and got you.

That made sense, Kelder saw. |Is Ezdral all right? he asked.

Val der grimaced. More or less, he said. He didnt drown, if thats what you
mean, and he didnt swallow as much water as you did, or breathe any inKel der
dont you knowanyt hi ng about being in the water?

Kel der shook his head.

Well, Valder told him you did just about everything wong its possible to do.
Kel der shrugged and smiled wyly. That much he could do; it was only things

i nvol ving breathing or his throat that were painful

Anyway, Val der went on, Ezdral didnt drown, but he cane out of the river stil
screaming at Irith, and mad at you, and me, and Asha, and just about everybody
el se. Not that | blane him He sighed. | had the soldiers keep him and they
took him back to Ethshar when their relief arrivedtheyre well on the way by
now, that was hours ago.

Kel der blinked. What... he began, and found he didnt have the breath to
continue. He tried again. Wat will happen to... Again, his w nd gave out.

VWhat will happen to himthere? Val der guessed, and Kel der nodded. | dont know,
Val der adnmitted. | asked themto try to find hima job, maybe clerking for one
of the guard captains, but | dont knowif thatll work. If not, |I suppose hel

wi nd up in the Hundred-Foot Fieldbut thats better than the back market in
Shan, |'m sure.

Kel der swal | owed carefully, readying his throat, and asked, Watis the
Hundr ed- Foot Fi el d? He had wondered that ever since Azraya had first nentioned
it.

Oh, dont you know? Valder smiled. Well, Ethshar is a walled city, he



explained, and it was built during the G eat War, when the walls and defenses
were serious business, so it has what is probably the biggest, fanciest city
wal | ever built. It goes around three sides of the city, and the fourth side
is the waterfront. Theres an entire arnmy canp built into it on the east
sidethey call the area near there Canptown, as a result. Even so, though, if
there was a real war, and the city was under assault, or siege, the wall isnt
bi g enough to nove all the troops and equi pnent you mi ght need from one spot
to another, and itstoo big to man and equip the whole thing constantly. So
theres a strip of land just inside the wall that Azrad the Geat declared had
to always be kept clear to allow troop nmovenents, a strip extending one
hundred feet in fromthe inner side of the wall. The inner edge is a street,
natural |l yWal |l Streetbut nobody needs a hundred-foot-w de street, especially
when you can only build on one side of it, so the rest is an open field. Thats
t he Hundred- Foot Field. The penalty for building anythi ng permanent there,
even just a few bricks stacked up, is death.

Kel der still |ooked puzzl ed, and Val der added, And since its the only place

i nside the wall where nothing can be built, including fences, and since it
goes all the way around the city, its where all the beggars and thieves live.
Its a sort of |abor pool, tooanyone who hasnt got a place will wi nd up there,
and some of them arent thieves, just down on their |luck, so when someone needs
wor kers and isnt too particular, he can just go to the Field and give a shout,
and usually get half a dozen. | used nen fromthe Hundred-Foot Field when I
built this inn, two hundred years ago. He sniled reassuringly. Ezdral could do
worse than winding up in the Field, believe ne.

Azraya had not been so sangui ne about it, and she had actually lived there,
whi | e Val der presumably had not. It doesnt sound any better than Shan, Kel der
said bitterly.

Val der shrugged. Well, you cant save soneone who doesnt want to be saved, he
said, and at |east you got the spell off him so he has a chance now, once he
cal ms down. Besides, Shan on the Desert is dying, its been declining for a
cent urynobody wants to go all the way out to the end of the Wrld, and now
there are other places to get nobst of what Shan sells. The Geat H ghway isnt
all that great any nore; it used to carry three tines the traffic it does now
Most of ny custoners here are bound to Sardiron or one of the Ethshars; those
are all healthy and grow ng.

Kel der was nollified, but not entirely convinced. He had wanted to do better
in his role as chanpion of the downtrodden. He had found Asha a pl ace, here at
the inn; he had wanted to do the sanme for everyone he had traveled with.

O course, Azraya had gone on ahead, and he had no way of knowi ng what had
becorme of her. And now Ezdral was gone, as well.

That left Irithand hinself, of course.

Wieres Irith? he asked.

Downstairs, Valder said. Wuld you like to see her?

Kel der nodded, and Val der left.

A moment | ater Irith peeked around the door, a worried expression on her face.
Kel der? she asked. Are you all right?

I"'mfine, he said. His voice cracked.

The shapeshifter slipped into the roomand took the chair Thetta had used.
Youre really all right? she asked.

Kel der nodded.

Ch,good! Irith said, smling. You were sosilly, junping in after Ezdral, when
youknow you cant swim | nean, | didnt realize it was thatinportant, that you
were going to try to save himyourself if | didnt. | mean,really, Kelder, that
wasdumb! She gi ggl ed nervously, a laugh like a birds song.

Kel der stared at her.

Not that inportant? A mans life, not that inportant?

Well, hes all taken care of now, of course, Irith went on, The soldiers took
himto Ethshar, and good riddance, | say. And Ashas happy here with Val der, so
that just |eaves the two of us, and of course we dont want to go to

Et hshar now, because its a big city and all that, but we might run into Ezdral



there, and besides, there isnt anyreason to go, now that we arent |ooking for
a good wi zard. She giggled again. And Itold you we might nmeet Iridith! She
travels a lot, and once she and Val der had a spat that |asted al nost two years
and she stayed away the entire time, so | wasntsure she woul d be here, and
besi des, she doesnt usually like people to know that Iridith the w zard and
Iridith the i nnkeepers wife are the saneperson, | mean, you can see how t hat
woul d be inconvenient, cant you?

Kel der | ooked at her bl ankly.

Oh, of course you can, |I'mbeing foolish, Irith said, waving a hand airily. |
dont know how she stands it sometines, a great wizard living with an ordinary
person, | really dont know why she does it, but then, Valders an old dear, and
she keeps himyoung with her magic anyway, | w shl could do that!

She | ooked anxi ously at Kelder for a second, then resumed her good hunmor and
her babbl i ng.

Anyway, she said, | thought that we could head east again, along the highway,
because after all, you didnt really get to see much of Shan on the Desert, |
mean, did you ever even see it by daylight at all, really? And if you want, we
could make a side-trip to Shulara, and | could neet your family, but of course
| woul dnt stay, | mean, what wouldl do on a farn? Turn into a cat and catch
the mce in your barn? lhate mcel nean, they taste good, but | think you have
to grow up a cat to really like catching the little things and eating them
especially raw.

Kel der stared at her. She was beautiful, very beautiful indeed; her hair
caught the light spilling in through the wi ndow and bl azed gol den, and every
curve of her face was soft and perfect, but sonmehow that didnt natter as much
as Kel der had t hought.

Youwoul dnt stay there either, would you? she asked worriedly. | mean, just go
back to your farmto live?

He shook his head. No, he said. Zindré had never said he woul dstay, nerely
that he would return safely, and he supposed that soneday he mnight.

Just now, though, he did not particularly care whether he ever saw Shul ara
agai nand whats nore, he didnt care whether Zindré had been absolutely
omiscient, or a lying old thief.

Good! she said. Well, then, well go on to Shan, and you can see it properly,

wi t hout worrying about nasty old drunks or stealing severed heads or

troubl esone little children, and well have awonderful tine, wont we?

No, he said again.

She stared at him But Kel der, whynot? she asked, baffl ed.

I"mgoing to Ethshar, he said. To stay, | think

Youre still confused, she said, patting his arm Il talk to you agai n when
youre feeling better, and well decide what to do. She stood. Goodbye, Kel der
she said.

Then she turned and left the room

He wat ched her go, her white and gold tunic draping splendidly over her

curves, and he realized that she hadnt changed at all; she was just as she had
been the day they net.
And after all, why shouldnt she be? That was | ess than a nonth ago, a nonth

out of nore than two centuries, for her. Brief as the tinme was, though, he
knewhe had changed. So had Asha. So had Ezdral

And Irith hadnt.

And she never woul d.

And really, destined or not, how could he marry a child like that?

Chapter Thirty-Six

Kel der hefted the pack onto his shoul der and | ooked up.

Irith waved a final farewell, then swooped eastward, her w ngs gl eam ng
brightly in the norning sun. She dwi ndled in the distance.

He wondered if he would ever see her again. If he did, he suspected she
woul dnt recogni ze him or would pretend not to. And he woul d not presune on
old friendship, he prom sed hinself.

Val der and Asha were busy inside, he knew, but he waved a farewell to them as



wel |, just in case they happened to be | ooking out the wi ndow. Then he set his
foot firmy on the highway and set out toward Ethshar

He was | ooking forward to seeing it, to finding hinself a place in the cityand
per haps even finding Azraya there.

He had never heard Azraya | augh; perhaps she, too, had a laugh |like birdsong.
Any nunber of wonmen might have such a | augh

And Zindré mght have been just a charlatan; it really didnt nmatter any nore
whet her the prophecy was absolute truth or nothing but lies. He would Iive out
his life as he saw fit, taking it one step at a tinme, and not worrying about
whether it fit any predictions.

He rather hoped he woul d neet Azraya again, when he got to Ethshar. Maybe, he
t hought, they could find a place together

He smiled at his own eagerness, and shook his head. Maybe they coul d.

O maybe not.

Aut hors Note: Linguistics

Sone schol ars may wonder how t he people of the Small Kingdonms are able to

| earn foreign | anguages as quickly as they do.

It nust be renenbered that all of the two hundred | anguages spoken in the
Wrld in the fifty-third century of human speech diverged from a single nother
tongue within the last five hundred yearsand that that nother tongue,

Et hsharitic, is still alive and flourishing.

For a Dmonorite to learn Quorulian is not equivalent to an American | earning
Japanese, but to an Italian |earning Spanish. Many of the so-called | anguages
are in fact nerely different dialects. The di fference between, say,
Krithimonese and Ethsharitic is no greater than the difference between
Engli sh as spoken in York and New Yorkperhaps | ess.

Traders Tongue is a sinplified version of Ethsharitic with various borrow ngs,
an altered accent, and a certain bantering tone suited to haggling added in.
The greatest linguistic disparity in all the Wrld, between Semmat and the

I sl and dialect of Tintallionese, is roughly the sanme as the difference between
Engli sh and Ger man.
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