|. The Gdleys of Mhurga

Jostled from deep by the bang of afist againgt the beechwood oar which pillowed his head, Haldeth
gtarted upright, muscles tensed reflexively. But the command he expected never came: no guttura shout
followed to trans-form the night into amisery of hardship, rowing againgt endlessranks of seaswells. By
the dim fal of moonlight through the aft oarports, Hal deth surveyed the lower deck of the gdley Nailga.
Every dave remained hunched and still over hisloom, but one. The blow which roused him had not arisen
from hisMhurgai masters, but from his own benchmeate, in ausdessfit of rage.

Annoyed himsdlf, Haldeth forgot tact. “Mind your temper!” he whispered urgently.

The man at his sdelooked up. Confronted by gray eyes and aface which held no trace of laughter or
com-passion, Haldeth felt his breath catch in histhroat. Gooseflesh chilled his skin. Although theair was
tropica and mild, he shivered and glanced aside, reminded of thefirst night his benchmate had been
dragged on board.

As abattered, soot-streaked captive not yet past his seventeenth summer, that savage look had been
with him then,graven upon young fegtures by the atrocities of the Mhurga who routingly pillaged and
burned

towns on the shores of lilantyr. But who he was, and what family he had owned before he was chained
for the oar, Haldeth never knew. The boy had grown to man-hood in stony silence.

TheMhurga caled him Darjir, sullen one, for theflat, unflinching glare he returned when anyone
addressed him. No man heard him speak, even through three years of abuse ..on Nallga s lower deck.
Ha deth believed him insane. ~

The yoftheMhurga  drivethe strongest mind to madness, Haldeth well knew. Soured by bitter
memories, he shifted afoot cramped by the bite of the galley’ sfloorboards. Even now, he suffered
nightmares of hiswife and two daughters; they had been butchered before his eyesthe day hisown
freedomwaslogt. Daily he cursed the smith’s congtitution which bound him to life and hedlth, for other
than hair turned prematurely white, seven years as agdley dave had changed him little. Haldeth envied
Darjir' switlessness. Better to fed nothing than to endure the ache of grief and hatred, help-lesdy
chained.

Seep aone afforded respite. Determined to take full advantage of the hours Nallgawould remain a
anchor, Haldeth leaned once more across the oar and settled his head on crossed wrists. Darjir’ seyes
followed him rest-lesdy, luminous as coinsin the moonlight.

“Neth Everlagting!” Haldeth lifted aresentful fist to emphasize his meaning since words were wasted
effort on aman never heard to utter an intelligent sound. “Bother somebody ese, will you? I’ ve had

enough.”

Darjir flexed cdlused fingers againgt the oar. Then he lifted his head and spoke with sudden, startling
clarity. “I'm going to get off thishulk.” Histone cut like the wind' s edge in winter.

Haldeth gasped. Shocked, he took amomelnt to react.



No man escaped the bench of aMhurgai gdley dive.

Attempts earned agonizing punishment, and since by cus-tom the fate of the offender would be shared
by the daves surrounding him, aman dared not trust hisfellows. Through three centuries of marauding,
the Mhurga held no record of dave mutiny; Nallga made an unlikely choice for exception. Caught by an
involuntary shudder, Haldeth shook hisheed. “Be dill!”

Darjir moved hisankle. A dissonant raitle of chain destroyed the night silence. “I’ ve had enough.”

“Quiet, fool!” Haldeth felt fear, cold asthe touch of bare sted againgt his neck. “ The forward carsman
will kick inyour ribsif hewakes and hearsyou.”

“| was named Korendir. And I'm getting off.” Thewords left no chink for argument.

Haldeth abandoned the attempt. Nervoudly, he surveyed the forms of the surrounding davesfor any
trace of movement. But the lower deck remained peacefully undisturbed, quiet but for the lap of water
againg the hull. Prompted by recklessimpulse, Haldeth met Koren-dir’ s gaze.

“I'mwith you.” The steadiness of hisvoice amazed him. “I"d prefer the knife found me guilty.”

Korendir's bearded festures split into adow, ill-practiced smile which left the flint in his eyes unsoftened.
“I thought you might.”

Haldeth bent once more over his oar, but deep would not come. Y ears of suffering had inured him to his
fate

he knew in his heart that Korendir’ s proposition was nothing but desperate folly. Sweet sprang along his
naked back. No mercy would be shown should their plot be discovered; and even if they managed to
ecgpe ther chains, the Mhurgal collared their daves with iron. The seamade an infdlible warden.
Reminded by the cease-less dap of waves againg the hull, Haldeth hoped the water would claim hislife.
The knives of aMhurga sea-man never killed. They crippled.

“Bhakat Bhakat” Nallga s mate shouted the cal to rise from the companionway ladder.

Haldeth roused from an unpleasant dream and knuck-led gummed eyedlids. Dawn purpled the calm of
the har-bor beyond the oarport; in the haf-light of the lower deck, the unkempt complement of Nalga's
daves stirred and stretched. The mate strode aft, thick hands striking the back of any man dow to lift his
head. Swarthy, round-shouldered, and short, the officer wore no shirt. Scarlet pantaloons were bound at
his waist with gemstud-ded, woven gold; awhip and a cutlass hung in shoulder scabbards from
crossbelts on his chest, companioned by abrace of throwing knives and a chased dagger.

Ha deth shifted uneasily. Mhurgai sported weapons like women wore jewdry, even to the four-inch
skewers which decorated their earlobes. Conscious of damp pams and a hollow stomach, the ex-smith
cursed hisimpetuous pact with Korendir the night before. Surely as stedl would rust, the plan could only
lead to grief.

The mate strutted like a fighting cock down the gang-way and glowered over the double rows of
captives.. “Out oars”

Ha deth moved at his order. one with ahundred men who unshipped fifty oars counterwe ghted with
lead and held them poised over the sea. A deep rumble sounded overhead, and shadow striped the



oarports as the upper-deck daves followed suit. “Forward, stroke!”

With adrumbest to set the speed the shafts dipped, shearing Nallgaahead againgt the tide. Chain rattled
in the hawse as the deck crew raised anchor, but whether the galley Ieft port for plunder or commerce,
Haldeth could not guess. He bent his back to the oar, flawlessly coordinated with the man at hisside.
Korendir’ sface remained as expressionless as ever beneath histangled bronze hair. Except for the
memory of hisgiven name, the plot and the promise exchanged in the night might have been halucination
caused by too many years of confinement.

By noon the air below decks became humid and close. Sweat traced the bodies of the rowers, and the
waterboy made rounds with bucket, mug, and a sack of dry biscuit. Haldeth chewed his portion,
resentfully watching the mate dine on salt pork, beer, fresh bread, and grapes, provisoned at Nalga's
last port. Though the man’ s eye-lids drooped, his ear remained tuned to the oar stroke; not even the
lethargy of afull somach would lighten hiswhiphand if he caught alagging dave.

Korendir paid the mate little mind. He pulled hisend of the oar one-handed and flicked weevilsfrom his
biscuit with a cracked thumbnail. Though bugs invariably infested the entire lump of hardtack, he never
overlooked one. Haldeth endured the extraweight of the loom without complaint. Bored to the edge of
contempt by Korendir’ sfussy habit, he nearly missed the discrep-ancy even asit happened: his
benchmate passed up an obvious cluster of insects and raised the biscuit to his mouth.

Korendir tasted the mistake the moment he bit down. He choked, and with a swift, thoughtless gesture,
thrust his face through the oarport to spit over the gunwale.

Haldeth tightened his grip on the loom. Should awave didodge the oar from its rowlock, Korendir
risked his neck and head to a hundred and twenty pounds of |eaded shoved by water with an eight-yard
mechanica advantage. Haldeth cursed and leaned anxioudly into the next stroke. More than once he had
seen daveskilled by such carel essness.

Korendir ignored the danger. He emptied his mouth with unhurried calm, then executed a pitched
imitation of the captain’ s gruff voice. “ Alhar!” Deflected by water, the shout seemed to issue from above
decks. “ Get top-sde, thou son of alice-ridden camel tender!”

The mate flinched. His sdlow features suffused with rage, and weapons, mustache, and tasseled pigtail
quiv-ered as he sprang to his feet and stamped the length of the gangway. Haideth felt his heart pound
within hisbreast. But the mate passed without glancing aside, even as Korendir withdrew from the
oarport, supidly intent upon his biscuit.

“Great Neth,” murmured Haldeth. Perspiration threaded histemples. The Mhurgal language was not a
tongue readily mastered by foreigners, Korendir’ s ruse indicated painstaking forethought. Y et however
well planned hisintentions, Haldeth perceived no advantage to be gained through atrick upon the mate.
The man was notorioudy bad tempered; his unpleasant mood would shortly be vented upon the hapless
backs of the daves.

Korendir finished hismed. Helicked hisfingers and returned his hand to the oar, gpparently unruffled by
the raised voices abovedecks. Between strokes, Haldeth caught fragments of the mate' s protest, clipped
short by abitten phrase of denid; the captain had summoned no one on deck, far less attached insult to
such an order. He dismissed the mate amid startled laughter from the crew. Since gossip thrived on
shipboard as nowhere e sg, the unfortunate officer immediately became the butt of spirited chaffing.

Ha deth knew even the waterboy would smile a the mate sidiocy before the incident was forgotten.



Shortly, the red-faced and furious mate stamped down the companionway. Braced for trouble, Haideth
glanced at his benchmate. Korendir never flicked amuscle. His mouth described asgrim alineasever in
the past, even when the mate ordered double speed from the rowers with vengeful disregard for the hest.

The drumbeat quickened. Nallga s oars dashed into the water. Waves creamed into spray beneath her
dragon figurehead as the full complement of her two hundred daves bent to increase stroke. Faster paces
were nor-mally maintained only to keep the davesin battle trim; today, the drill extended unreasonably
long. Soon the most seasoned palms split, blistered and raw, and each stroke became a separate labor of
endurance. Blood pounded in Haldeth’ s ears, cut periodicaly by the crack of thelash asthe matelaid his
whip across some unfortu-nate laggard' s back. With lungs aching and eyes stung blind with swest, he
reflected that Korendir’ sfellow cap-tiveswould pound the life from hisbody should they discover him
responsible for the mate' s ugly mood. Y et the man himsalf bore the agonies of exertion with impas-sive
lack of regret.

The mate’ sfury did not abate until the waterboy ar-rived with evening rations. Sensible enough to recall
that unfed daves made dow passage, the officer restored hiswhip to hisbdt and at last dackened the
pace. Beaten with exhaustion, Haideth dropped his head on crossed wrists. Since the evening mea was
more lavish than that served a midday, the daves ate in shifts, permitted use of both hands. But like
Haldeth, most of the men were far too winded to eat. Still irritable, the mate paced the gangway, urging
them to haste with hiswhipstock until the night officer reported for duty. Soon after he called the order
for rest, heavy deep claimed the entire lower deck.

Nalgaheld course under reduced speed, driven by her upper oars. Midnight would bring areversd, the
lower oarsmen resuming work while the daves above dept until dawn. Thewind blew steedily off the
garboard quarter, ;and the galley’ ssingle, square sail curved against a zenith bright with tropical
congtdlations. Mhurga sfleet plied south in winter, to avoid the cold, storm-ridden waters of their native
latitude. In expectation of mild seasand fair sky, the captain retired bel ow, which left the quarter-master
the only officer awake on deck. Phosphorescence plumed like smoke benegth the galley’ sked. Thelisp
of her wake astern described arare interval of peace be-tween the frailty of wood and sinew, and the
ruthless demands of the ocean.

“Bhakal Out oarsl Reverse strokel” The shout disrupted the night like awarcry, its bitten, authoritative
tones unmistakably the mate's.

The lower deck oars ran out with arumble. Dry blades |apped into water, muscled by a hundred rudely
wakened daves. Entrenched in the long established rhythm of for-ward stroke, the exhausted upperdeck
rowers adapted duggishly to the change. Chaos resulted.

Slammed by the conflicting thrust of her oars, Nalga dewed. Crewmen crashed like puppets against
bulkhead and rail. The sail backwinded with a bang which tore through boltrope and sheet. Canvas
thundered untamed doft while the oars crossed and snarled, dapped aside by the swell. Leaded beech
punched the ribcages of some rowers with bone-snapping force, and abarrage of ago-nized screams
arose from the benches.

“Oarsin! Quartermaster, hard aport!”

Nallga's captain pounded up the companionway, still naked from his berth. His hand clutched a bleeding
shoulder, and his face was purpled with outrage above his broad chest.



“Send the mate on deck!” he bellowed to the nearest seaman. While the galley rounded to windward, he
turned on the quartermaster and shouted over the crack of wind-whipped canvas. “What in Zhaird's
blackest pit provoked that nutlard’ s act of stupidity?’

The quartermaster had no answer. Nalgarocked gen-tly, her bow pointed to windward. A stricken
groan from the benches recdled the captain to hisrespongbilities.

Heissued rapid orders. Hands ran aoft to subdue the mainsail and assess damage. Escorted by the
heavily armed bulk of the ship’s marshd, the healer made rounds of the dave benchesto tend the injured.
Histask took the better part of the night.

The mate spent an unpleasant interva in the captain’s cabin. Heindsted he had been adegp in his
hammock at the time the shout disrupted Nallga s course, but re-pesated denias only made him look silly.

“Thou hast made afool of thysdlf.” The captain ges-tured crosdy. “No crew respects an officer whose
behav-ior lackslogic. Thou art relieved of duty for the next watch. Perhapsrest will restore thy reason.
Zhaird' shells, it had better. Thisvessal cannot afford another of thy mistakes.”

Nallgaresumed headway at daybreak. Crewmen la-bored over her sail with rigging knives and needles,
and the oar banks stood gapped whereinjuries laid up several rowers. Seven looms had snapped off at
the rowlock; replacements were fitted from a store of spares, and the broken ends stacked behind the
lower deck companion-way, their lead-spliced handles saved for salvage. Slowly the galley regained her
trim, while fore and aft, her crew-men whispered that the mate had lost his honor. Perhaps, they said, he
had been cursed with madness, and their thoughts strayed often from their work.

Ha deth bent to the rhythm of the oar and furtively studied the emotionless man by hissde. Last night's
call for reverse stroke had roused him from deep deep. With reflexesingrained through years of
obedience, he had run the loom half out before his benchmate stopped it with hisfigts.

“Wait.” Korendir fumbled hisend of the oar and seemingly by chance the blade splashed short of itsfull
sweep. In the following second, the reverse stroke of the lower deck tangled with the entrenched beat of
the upper, with disastrous results. The mate had issued no order, Haldeth perceived a once. Thevoice
and words had been ddlivered with diabolical skill by the one man who would least be suspected: the
Darjir named by the Mhurgal never spoke, far less rendered pitched imita-tions of his masters. Now,
Hal deth watched the same oar rise, dripping from the sea. He concluded histhought grimly. If aman
sought to undermine the mate’ s author-ity, no method could be better. Except Korendir’ sway-ward
performance had left two daves dead from punctured lungs, six others gained multiple broken ribs, and
their moans of pain could be heard as the day wore on.

“The dead no longer suffer,” Korendir whispered in reply to Haldeth’ s silence. “ And shattered bones are
asmall priceto pay for freedom.”

Hiswords held aringing arrogance which alowed no grace for reply. Haldeth did not try. Either
Korendir was amadman with ataste for crudty, or he knew explicitly what he was doing; hisimplied
intent wasto release every dave on Nalga' s benches. Haldeth splashed the oar into the swell with bitter
anger. More likely his benchmate would earn them dl the cold taste of the knife.

Nallga entered the tiny harbor of Kahille 1dand late that afternoon. Mhurgai ships often anchored there,
for springs flowed like silver down theidet’ s mountain dopes. Most southern archipelagoesrelied onrain
cisternsfor fresh water; controlled by awater-broker, the price came dear. But Kahillanswere too
unsophisticated to levy afee, and free water made their harbor a popular port.



Nalgamoored insde the barrier reef, and ingtantly became the target of aflotillaof native vendorsin
dug- outs. Reduced swll offset their nuisance; casks made awkward handling, and the captain wished
the loading accomplished as smoothly as possible. The Kahillans did not concern him. A culture without
knowledge of metal could traffic no wegpons with the daves, and any guard spared for security left one
lessman for work.

On the lower deck, Haldeth lounged at ease, grateful for the respite. An unfamiliar deckhand stood
watch.

Seated on the gangway enjoying a basket of fruit, the man was tolerant of contact between the daves
and the Kahillan merchants. One bold wretch had managed to wheedle himsdf abunch of grapes, but the
officer wastoo busy edting to intervene.

Korendir leaned across the shaft of his oar with his head cradled on folded arms. To aninboard eye, he
appeared adeep. Haldeth knew he was not. A Kahi!lan dugout drifted closeto the galley’sside, all but
moored beneath his oarport. The occupants sat with upturned faces watching a humorous mime as
Korendir pretended to hunt !ice in hisbeard. By periodic stretching, Hal deth caught the gist of the
performance. The sham puzzled him until he noticed the Kahillan men were clean-shaven. For apeople
without knives or stedl, the fact was atelling oddity.

Evidently Korendir intended to explait the implica-tionsif he could. A find, furious round of scratching
raised gpplause from hisaudience. The men in the dug-out pushed off. Chattering and laughing asif they
shared afine joke, they unshipped paddles and executed a graceful stroke. Asthe canoe dipped out of
sight beneath Nalga s counter, Korendir shut his eyes and drowsed in earnest. Presently. Haldeth did
likewise

“Bga” cried asmiling native in accented imitation of the Mhurgai call torise,
Haldeth opened his eyesin time to see Korendir lift his head and peer cautioudy through the oarport.

Baanced precarioudy on tip-toein the stern of his dugout, a Kahil-lan man stood with his paddie
extended above his head.

L ashed to the end was a small wooden box. Korendir squeezed both shoulders through the oarport to
reach it. Untying the knots on the waving blade took him an imprudent amount of time.

Haldeth cast a nervous glance at the watch and ob-served that the Sight of adave straining through an
open oarport did not pass unnoticed. The officer spat grapeskins onto the deck and shouted a guttural
warning.

Korendir ignored him. With an irritable frown, the deckhand rose and undung hiswhip.

Haldeth kicked his benchmate' s ankle, imploring pru-dence. But with the fina knot nearly undone,
Korendir refused to relinquish his prize. The string fell loose, just as the deckhand strode the length of the
gangway and uncoiled hislash. Korendir started to unwedge his shoul-ders from the oarport, but the
deckhand moved first.

Seven supplefeet of braid struck, splitting through mus-cled flesh.

Korendir recoiled and skinned his collarbone on the oarport. Silent and sullen, he straightened. Gripping
his oar with both hands, he lifted gray eyes and glared at the deckhand. The insolence earned him the



whip-butt acrossthe facein ablow that left him reding.

“Mind thy manners,” snapped the officer. But the dave s cold gaze left him strangely unsettled. He
blotted sweat from hislip and sauntered back to his sedt.

Theinstant the officer’ s back was turned, Haldeth caught hisfriend’ s shoulder and whispered. “Was that
necessary?’

Korendir shifted hishand, surreptitioudy exposing the corner of asmall wooden box. Kahillan shaving
tools were bound to beinsde, and if hisbrief act of defiance had distracted the deckhand from noticing,
Korendir consdered the price worthwhile. One bruised eydlid dipped into awink as he tucked his prize
under hisloin-cloth. Curled once more over his. oarshaft, heignored the flieswhich lit upon his opened
back with impressive single-mindedness, and presently fell adeep.

Inthe dark, still hours after midnight, Korendir exam-ined his contraband. Haldeth craned his neck to
See over hiscompanion’s shoulder asthe box fell open. The con-tents were immediately disappointing.
By the wan light through the oarport, Haldeth discovered that Kahillans removed their beardswith divers
of sharpened shell, each imbedded in alayer of pitch to preservetheir fragile edges. A dot to oneside
contained awell-used whetstone. “Neth,” said Haldeth. Disgust blunted his habitual caution. “Those
things are worthless.”

Korendir lifted hishead. “They’ re precisaly what 1 ex-pected,” he said mildly. But Haldeth remained too
irritable to demand any ex-planation. Angered that he had permitted himsdlf any hope at al, he hunched
at thefar end of the oar shaft and deeplesdy waited for dawn, The dishonored mate resumed duty the

following day.

Hisjaw was clenched, and his strut more pronounced as he relieved the officer on the gangway.

I nterpreting the signs as fishermen read weather, Hal deth knew the man’ s temper would be short. No
dave needed Korendir’ scrusted back to remind how readily the Mhurga whip might fal. All orderson
the lower deck were obeyed as though the rowers sat balanced on eggshells.

Nallgacleared the barrier reef just after sunrise. Driven by both banks of oars, she thrust through the
swellsunder astiff breeze, her forward daves drenched in spray.

Accustomed to the shudder of planking against heavy waves, Haldeth rowed, preoccupied by thought.
Koren-dir' s exchange with the Kahillan natives had been outright recklessness. Certain the mate would
discover the contra-band, Haldeth worried. Sharpened shells were no match for Mhurgal stedl. Korendir
was crazy to believein them.

Scarcely an hour beyond the barrier reef, Hadeth noticed cold water wetting hisfeet. He glanced
downward, immediately suspicious of aleak. Nallgawas clinker built, her strakes lashed through eyeson
theribswith

tarred cord; one of the lines had given way, and seawater welled between the floorboards with each roll
of thehull.

Haldeth swore. Korendir surely had been at work with his shells; the line showed no trace of chafing
previoudy. And with the mate’ s competency questioned by the en-tire crew, now was the worst time to
discover hull fallure. Y et Haldeth had no choice. Refusdl to report alesk car-ried worse penalty than the



whip. Reluctantly heraised hisvoice.

“Zhaird' shells” snapped the mate. “How did that happen?’ Surly and impatient, he rang the brass bell
to summon the ship’s marsha since no Mhurga seaman ever walked among daves without an armed
escort to cover his back.

The mate strode down the gangway to Haideth's bench. Even where he stood he saw the water duicing
through the floorboards. The cause was certainly minor, and in his present vicious mood, the protocol
which demanded he wait for assistance rankled. The moment the marsha’ s wegponed bulk |loomed
above the companionway, the mate barked orders to hold stroke. Then he stepped down between the
dave benches.

Haldeth relinquished his oar and moved clear. Left to tend the loom aone, Korendir stared through the
oar-port asif unaware that an officer had arrived to ingpect the lesk.

The mate muttered an insult and added a curt gesture for Darjir to move hisfeet. Korendir complied
without haste. He fixed intent gray eyes upon the mate and ap-peared not to notice the foam-laced swell
which rose be-neath the poised blade of his oar. The sucking smack of impact tore the shaft free of his
grip. The high end of theloom rosein aneat arc and struck the mate in the side of the head.

Haldeth cried out in alarm as pounds of leaded beech thumped into skull. The officer toppled likea
feled tree. His weagpons clattered over the wood of dave bench, rib, and floorboard. Korendir
controlled the shaft with a one-handed motion and swiftly bent over the falen body of the mate.

Haldeth trembled uncontrollably. A man four years at the oar could never have migudged the swell:
Korendir' s act surely was deliberate. The marshd had witnessed its

entirety, and his muscled, gut-round figure now pounded the length of the gangway. Both hugefists
contained knives.

Fear closed Haldeth' sthroat and sedled the breath within hislungs. Only divine intervention would spare
him from hamstringing, and as he knew the. Mhurgai, he would be lucky to escape thet lightly. He
remembered the mate sknifetoo late; the marsha’ s lumbering charge had aready carried him &ft.

Ha deth found himsdlf throt-tled by ahairy wrist, while ten inches of bare stedl pricked his exposed neck.

“Get back!” commanded the marsha . He spoke past Hal deth.

Instantly obedient, Korendir straightened. He with-drew his hands, which surprisingly held no wespon,
but instead had supported the mate' s shoulder to hold him clear of the bilge. Salt water welled beneath
the floor-boards, lifting plumes of blood from the man’ s split scalp.

Histasseled braid was dready sodden scarlet and his body lay ominoudly till.

Korendir shrugged, artfully emphasizing empty hands.

The marshd snorted in disgust, but his deeth grip on Haldeth relaxed dightly.

“Zhaird' sown fool, thou art, to have made such amove,” he muttered at the unconscious mate. Then he
fixed unfriendly eyes on Korendir. “ Ship that oar, dave, and make certain it causes no further mischief.”

The marshd raised hisvoice and summoned Nal!ga s healer. The man arrived, accompanied by abrace



of deckhands who removed the mate from the bilge under the vigilant eyes of the marshal. After abrief
examination, the healer stood up and pronounced the mate dead. He accompanied his prognosswith a
clipped gesture toward Hal deth and Korendir.

“Those daves should both suffer punishment.”

The marshd crossed hisarms over his belted chest and spat on the deck. “1 think not,” he said. “Why
ruin two fine strong backs? The mate' s own carelessness earned his desth. | saw. No hand held the oar
which struck Alhar down. Any fool who thinks himself clever enough to walk aone on adave deck well
deservesasplit skull.” “The captain must decide,” retorted the heder. “I doubt theinjury to Alhar wasan
accident.”

The marshal shrugged. He extended a hand for the hedler’ s satchel and hel ped the man back onto the
gang-way. A crewman arrived to replace the departed mate, and both officers retired abovedecks.

Interrupted at breakfast by news of Alhar’s misfor-tune, the captain heard the marshd’ s account through
without comment. But when the healer ingsted the daves be tortured in retribution, Nallga s commander
spared no patience for tact.

“Zhard shdls, I'mwdl rid of that incompetent excuse of amate!”

The hedler frowned. “ That' s a dishonorable way to account for an officer who was murdered in thy
srvice”

The captain’ s face went white. “ Alhar’ s wegpons were not touched.” He qualified with menacing clarity.
“Saveswho kill usudly have courage enough afterward to strike ablow in saf defense. We're
short-oared enough without wasting the morning carving sheep.”

The captain sized the heder up in amanner that with-ered the reply in the man’ sthroat.

“Get thee gone from here,” hefinished. “ Quickly, or I’ll teach thee the meaning of insubordination with a
rope on the end of ayardarm.”

The heder backed through the doorway, his satchel forgotten in his haste. The captain booted it out of
the cabin with such violence that medicine flasks shattered within. With no pause for gpology, he rounded
onthemarshd.

“Clear that oar and get the joiner to work on the leak. Lock the davesin the sail room, and don’t
trouble me again concerning the matter.”

Confined in the semidarkness of the sailroom, Haldeth shivered asthe swest chilled hisbody. The stroke
of the upper deck oars rumbled through the bulkhead at his back, and he breathed air thickened with the
amell of miidewed canvas. The new location held nothing by way of advantage. Stout chain secured him
to thering set in the hatch grating, and aguard stood watch beyond the companionway. The man would
not deep a his post; every to the waterboy had suffered repercussonsfromtheca  foul
mood. Haldeth found no comfort knowing that blame rested on the daveswhose

oar had caused A'har’ s dezth.

Asthough sensing his companion’ s thoughts, Korendir whispered from the shadow. “ 1 never promised
therewouldn't berisk,”



Hadeth’ stemper flared. “What have you gained us but misery? Y ou’ ve seen what happensto those
who earn the disfavor of the Mhurgai. How long do you think it will take you to bresk, when they strip
your back raw because you moved to swat afly?’

“Bedtill!” snapped Korendir. “I never act without purpose.”

Hadeth felt hiswrist gripped, and awarm object pressed against hispam. Heraised it toward the dull
streek of daylight which fell through acrack in the hatch grating, clued by the pungent scent of pine
before his eyes confirmed. Korendir had passed him the pitch which once had lined the Kahillan box.
Deeply pressed in the surface was an impression of theleg-iron key, surely pur-loined from thering at the
mate' s belt during the con-fused moment while the marshd had raced the length of the gangway.

Sobered into reflection, Haldeth returned the pitch. Over the stroke of Nallga s oars, he heard the
whispered scrape of awhetstone grinding shell and in darkness, Korendir’ s dow smile could dmost be
fdt.

“1'11 haveyou acopy,” he said softly. “Wooden, but good enough, since the marsha so kindly oiled
the locks”

Haideth suppressed amad urge to laugh. Under nor-mal conditions, the leg-irons were frozen with rust.
But the marshd had nearly bent his key while unlocking the davesfor transfer to the sail room. Inan
irritablefit of efficiency, he had commanded adeckhand to work the dide bars with ail, then inspected
the job personally to ascertain the work was done well. Thelocks now oper-ated with aminimum of
friction. For thefirg time, Hal-deth entertained belief that escape might be possible.

He touched his companion’sarm. “Let me help. 1 can sharpen while you carve.”
Korendir passed the whetstone and the duller of histwo shdlls, then resumed work in silence. The joiner

would repair the leak in under an hour, and the duplicate key must be compl ete before the marshal
returned to fetch them back to the oar.

[1. Southengard

A scant hour later, Korendir tested his finished creation on the leg irons. Hisown fell open witha
gratifying click, but Haldeth' s proved too stiff for the wood the Kahi!lans used to fashion boxes. The
makeshift key slvered in thelock and sngpped off, “Neth,” murmured Korendir, keen disgppointment in
histone.

Haldeth felt sweat spring aong his spine. Caught with one leg iron opened, and the other crammed with
plin-ters, nothing shy of miracle could spare them retribution from their Mhurgai masters.

But Korendir wasted no time brooding over consequences. “I’ 11 not be stopped,” he whispered. With

quick, fierce motions, he twisted off abit of pitch and used the sticky substance to bind his own lock
shut.



“Ligten carefully,” he said to Haldeth. “ Until we reach the bench, the Mhurgai won't know the locks
have been tampered. Before then, we have them off guard. Keep your wits and wait for my move.”

Hardened by terrible resolve, Haldeth steadied his

shaken nerves. He had no choice now but see the matter through. Relieved that their plot could hold no
more surprises, Haldeth reviewed the steps his captors would take to return them to the lower deck. A
desperate man could perhaps find an opening which might be turned to advantage.

In the past Haldeth had observed daves removed for punishment often enough to guess the procedure.
The Mhurga would unlock their chaing at the hatch grating, then attach them to rings on the belt of the
officer-appointed mate in Alhar’ s stead. He and K orendir would then walk the length of the upperdeck
gangway, followedby the mate the marshal. Since Mhurgai invariably adhered to custom, Haldeth
assumed the marshal woui~ move to the lead at the head of the companionway ladder, for no officer ever
risked descent with an unguardec dave at his back.

“The lower deck companionway,” Haldeth murmure> softly. Loose, Korendir could drop from above
and kick the marsha off balance. And piled behind the ladder ! the leaded handles of seven broken oars,
ready wespon., against Mhurgai taken by surprise.

“A likely choice,” Korendir agreed. “However, if bet. ter opportunity presentsitself, don’t expect meto
walt.”

Thelight through the grating reddened and dowi3 turned gray as sunset faded into twilight. The Mhurgal
seemed in no hurry to fetch the daves who had causec Alhar’ s death. With a prolonged rumble of sound,
the upperdeck oarsran in for the evening med, herdding the close of the watch. The sailroom became
oppressivel) quiet despite the beat of the lowerdeck oars which main. tained Nallga' s headway. Even
whispered conversation became too risky. Haldeth clenched damp fingers againd hisforearms. Should
the wait last very much longer, hefdlt asif he must shout to relieve the pressure. Taut anc unsettled, he
glanced at his companion.

Stretched full length against aroll of spare canvas Korendir seemed adleep. Haldeth strove to match his
pa. tience, Presently the reversein the oar shift signalled the fact that the lower deck received supper
without them Scant minuteslater, the marshd and the mate wrenchec open the sail room door. Both
woretheir full regdiaol weapons. The marshd stepped briskly insde. He benl with agrunt and
unfastened the bolt ring from the hatc~ grating.

“Comedong,” hesaid impatiently. “Lively, unless, thee fancy an empty somach.”

Korendir sprang to hisfeet. Thelightest jerk woulc part the pitch which bound hisleg iron, and he could
il afford to have his freedom exposed untimely.

The marshd’ shuge lips spread into agrin. “ Thiswretch wants hisdinner, | believe.” He snapped thering
into thelock at the mate’ sbelt. and hisgrin widenec into aleer. “Let him befirst. We' Il take betsto see
whether he can swallow fast enough to besat the call to oars.”

Haldeth blotted swesting hands on hisloincloth and reigned unconcern. The marsha pulled hisown chain
from the grating, then yanked him forward and secured the end to the officer’ s belt. Shoved toward the
compan-ionway, Haldeth stumbled. The mate cursed the wrench at his balance which resulted, and
vicioudy retaliated with akick. Haldeth crashed to his knees, but managed to grab the doorframe before
hefell full length. Resolved to take his revenge, he stepped through with an exagger-ated limp. Yet his



eyesfixed hungrily on the back of the mate, and his ear remained tuned to the tread of the marshd on his
hedls.

Sandwiched between their Mhurgai escort, Haldeth

and Korendir began their walk down the upper deck gangway. On either side, row upon row of daves
bent muscled backs in unison over the sweeps; afew grimaced in hatred as the detested marsha passed
by. Sunk in animal misery, most showed no emotion at al. When Hadeth and his benchmate reached the
companionway to the lower deck, the upperdeck mate caressed his whipstock and spat on the boards at
Korendir’ sfeet. Theinsult drew no reaction. Korendir stepped squarely on the patch of spittle and stood
with witless subservience while hisMhurgal overlords rearranged themselves for the descent.

Theinhuman quality of Korendir’ s acting left Haideth chilled. He forced adeep bresth to steady himsalf
asthe marshal stepped around him and lowered his bulk onto the ladder. Korendir followed. His pams
left wet marks on the top rung; except for that small betraya, he might have been born nerveless so little
emotion did he display. Haldeth felt aquiver invade hisknees.

The mate seemed not to notice. Encumbered by the dave chains, he lowered himself awkwardly, head
tipped back to watch Haldeth. * Step on my fingers, thou, and I’ Il draw blood.”

With adlent vow to break the man’ s knuckles, Haldeth set hisweight on the ladder. That moment,
Korendir snapped his hed upward. Hisleg iron cracked into the marsha’ s chin. The man overbal anced
and tumbled kward with abellow of sur  Thenr~ on the rungs and snapped savagedly a Korendir's
chain. The pitch binding thelock parted instantly. Korendir launched himself from the ladder, dropped
like astone toward the deck. He struck the marsha’ s chest with both feet. Bone splintered,
accompanied by ahideous scream.

The mate jerked back in horror. Before he could reach for weapons, Haldeth stamped down and pinned
his knucklesto the rungs. Helpless, the officer cried out as Korendir closed hisfists over theleg iron now
which dangled empty from his belt. Haldeth jumped upward, caught the companionway latch and banged
the hatch closed overhead, just as Korendir set hisweight to the fetter and yanked.

Bruised fingers wrenched loose; the mate toppled, yell-ing, from the ladder. The lowerdeck guard
charged down the gangway to the rescue. He dared not throw hisknife for fear of striking the wrong
man. His concern proved awaste of effort. Haldeth legpt the full height of the ladder and landed squarely
on the mate’ s skull. He bent, plundered keysto his freedom and weapons before the corpse had stopped
shuddering.

Bloodied to the wrists over the body of the marshd, Korendir straightened, sword and knife in hand. He
met the guard’ s rush with astop thrust and skewered the man through the chest. Korendir ripped thering
from the officer’ sbelt and dangled the keys before the stupefied lowerdeck daves.

“You dl stand condemned,” he shouted. “Who among you would fight?’

A crack punctuated hiswords. The companionway hatch swung open, and the upperdeck mate
dropped through, screaming aMhurga battle cry. Newly released from his chains, Haldeth met the attack
with seventy pounds of |eaded oar wielded like a quarterstaff. The officer crumpled like aburst grain
sack.

A shout from the benches hailed hisfall. A pair of hands shot up. Korendir tossed the keys. Haldeth
flung himsdlf up the ladder and once again dammed the hatch. He clung to the grating, holding it closed



with hisweight while daves frantically unlocked shackles. Feet pounded overhead, counterpointed by
staccato strings of orders. Nalgadrifted uneasily on the sea, her orderly stroke abandoned.

Men leagpt from the benches and joined the rebellion beneath the companionway. Soon the bodies of the
fallen were stripped of weapons; other men brandished the sheared ends of their oars. A yelling horde
waited to receive any Mhurgawho dared attempt the companion-way by the time Haldeth’ s strength
yielded to the prying tool applied from above. The smith dropped clear. Caught by a dozen pairs of
hands, he was shoved aside by men crazed with hatred through years of Mhurgai oppression. Saves
forced themselves at the ladder. Bodies swayed and battered upward, struggling to reach the open hatch.
Thelr rush was messily stopped by astand of Mhurga dartmen. The daveswho survived fanned in an
angry ring around their dying companions and screamed threats. Others sought longer lengths of oar to
bludgeon any dartman foolish enough to show hisface.

“Stalemate,” Korendir said softly in Haldeth’' s ear.
“Wel haveto end it quickly. Choose six steady men and follow.”

The smith complied without question. He picked his men swiftly and met Korendir and a second party
on the gangway amidships.

“Out,” Korendir ordered. “ Through the oarports and climb the strakes. Take the quarterdeck, and
Nalgaisours”

The men needed no urging. They footed their way over benches vacant and inhabited. Othersjoined
them as the keys circulated into fresh hands. The squeeze through the oarport |eft each man vulnerable
for amoment, but with the companionway thefoca point of the mutiny, no crewman thought to guard the
rail. A brief, bloody strug-gle saw captain, quartermaster, and three sail hands dead on the deck. Armed
with their wegpons, a shark gaff, and several marlingpikes, the daves resolved the dispute over the
lowerdeck hatch with vengeful dispatch. At the end no Mhurgaremained dive.

Haldeth stripped the scarl et salamander device from the masthead and pitched it over therail. Laughing
like adrunk, he pronounced Nallga afree vessdl. The keys of her murdered crewmen circulated quickly,
and the top deck became packed with rgjoicing humanity. Men rifled the captain’s coffersfor gold, then
broached the rum stores to sounds of tumultuous cheering. Fruit nets and perishables shortly littered the
planking .of the quarter-deck. Lifting two brimming tankards from the cask, Hal-deth sought amid the
chaosfor Korendir and did not immediately find him.

Worry dampened his exuberance. Fate had amalevo-lent touch if Korendir proved to be one of the
handful of fallen. Haldeth shoved hisway aft. Inquiries after Darjir drew a string of blank faces. Openly
distressed, the smith thrust histankardsinto the startled hands of a stranger, then extended his search
beyond the laughing crowd of theliving.

Twilight had long since faded into night. Stars hung poised over the yardarm, cold after the orange glow
of the lanterns. Oppressed by rising hopel essness, Haideth amost missed the dim shadow bent over the
lashing which secured Nallga s cutter to its davits.

Hisrdief found releasein anger. “What in Neth’ sd-mighty image are you doing now? We re free men.
Isn~t that worth a celebration?’

Korendir paused. Wind flapped the folds of the offi-cer’ s cloak draped over his shoulders. “Free?’ His
breath hissed through histeeth. “How long will that last, in watersinfested with the entire Mhurgai fleet?”



Hadeth perched himsdf on therall. “ There stak of saling north.”

Korendir interrupted. “ Also talk of sailing south.” Histoneturned icy. “ South, Mhurga vengeance will
finish us off. North, unless someone browbesats this crew into seding the oarports against the wesather,
winter ssormswill make aquicker end. Thefirst gale would see us awash to the quarterdeck, and that
scrap of asail won't draw to weather.”

“What in Aerith do you propose instead?’ Haldeth clenched hisfists on his knees, unhappily aware his
companion had spoken nothing but fact. ~

Korendir shrugged. “1 don’t intend to spoil my chances by waiting to seeif thislot of drunken revellers
can reach agreement.” He jerked hishead at the cut-ter. “ She' s provisioned aready. I’ ll sall for the coast
of Southengard.”

Ha deth stared, openmouthed. “What then'?’

Korendir’s expression could not beread in the close, tropica night, but his hand moved to hisbelt and
emerged cradling apair of rubies pried from the eyes of Nallga sfigurehead. “I’ll build mysdf a
holdfast,” he said carefully. “ The defenses will become the deeth of any man who triesto bresk in.”

“That' swell beyond price of your gems,” Haldeth pointed out.

Korendir rattled the stones like dice in his pam. “ These should buy me a horse and agood sword. I've
heard any man who liftsthe Blight of Torresdyr will in-herit awizard’ streasure. Perhapsthere is enough
wedth to quarry the stone.”

Haldeth felt aqualm pervade hismiddle. “ That quest isimpossible! Every man who attempted it ended
up bur-ied without amarker in the King' stiltyard. Are you mad?’

Korendir turned back to the lashing. “Impossible tasks pay best,” he said smply. “Don’t look to me for
patience.”

Ha deth ressted a sudden urge to grab the man’ s shoulders and shake him. “Would you sail alone,
then?’

Korendir’ sfingers hestated on the knots. A strangely mirthless laugh convulsed histhroat. He tossed
one of the rubiesto Haldeth. “Help yoursdlf to Alhar’ s other cloak and arigging knife. | need asecond
man to launch and crew this cockle shdll anyway. All dong | meant to remind you of that.”

Emarrcek, southernmost peninsula of Southengard, lay one hundred and fifty leagues to the north, along,
tortu-ous sail in an open boat, even for men seasoned to the hardship of the oar. Y et the first days of
freedom passed pleasantly. Warm, southern winds pressed the cutter on a steady course, and dolphins
danced in the swells. Hal-deth scratched the scabbed-over sores |l eft from the chafe of hisleg irons. He
spoke in wistful remembrance of two daughters and awife, murdered by Mhurga on the morning his
villagewasraided.

“They must have landed to reprovision. Neth knows, we had nothing of worth to merit a sacking, and
the boats they used for landing carried water casks. | wasin the forge, heating stock to make
horseshoes, when the shouting drew me out. Costermongers were being cut down in the market asthey
protested theftsfrom their sals. Lindey and my girlswere a the well. | ran there with no other wegpon



than theiron stock | had in my hand.” Immersed in the grip of ugly memories, Hadeth failed to notice:
Korendir was no longer quietly listening, but had turned his back. Hisfists were clenched white on the
rall, and thetension in his shoulders had little to do with keeping balance against the wave-driven pitch of
the boat.

Haldeth bent his head, knuckles pressed to histemples. “ Y ou know,” he said hitterly, “they never
screamed. They had no time. The Murgai with their butchering swords were that fast. Lindey firgt, and
then the girls, al three were beheaded in a heartbesat. Just because they happened to bein theway. | was
behind the hedgerow, close enough to strike, but Neth! For the one murdering anima 1 might havelaid
out, five otherswould have ingtantly skewered me.” The retelling broke off as Haldeth heaved in atight
breath. “I still remember how the blood plumed in the water of thefilled buckets.

When the pressgang came and set chainson me, | was

too dazed with horror to even care”

Haldeth spasreed in aviolent shiver, and asif the shrug that followed held power to throw off past
horrors, heforced adry practicality. “I could not have saved my family. Any who resisted were killed.
But each day | wake up wondering why | was|€eft to survive. | have no hometo return to. The people |
cared for are dead.”

His eyesturned, searching, toward Korendir. “What about you?’

No answer came back. The only movement about the braced figure at the rail wasthe dap of black
cloak intheguds.

Pressed by londliness and the need for shared cathar-ss, Haldeth at length asked outright: “Did anyone
you love escape daughter?”

That caused Korendir to turn around. His face showed no expression. The glare which had unsettled his
late Mhurgai masters focused for long minutes on Haldeth.

With no more recognition than if the smith were atotal stranger, the eyes stayed bereft of human
warmth, while the hand clenched on the haft of the boat’ s only rigging knife could at astroke turn to
violence. Unnerved afresh by the ruthless daughter that had overcome Nallga s crew, Hal deth offered
diffident apology. He moved and spoke cautioudy in his companion’ s presence after that. But relaions
between them stayed edgy. Korendir per-versaly remained aloof. Sounds and sudden motions star-tled
him to hisfeet, muscles braced taut against threats only he could perceive.

The weather turned cold, gray, and forbidding. In a-ternate shifts the two men dept and stood watch at
the hem. If the demands of the winter ocean forestailed mo-ments for idle companionship, the boat was
too cramped for avoidance. Korendir kept to himsalf. During meals and off hours he maintained a
brooding solitude, speak-ing only when necessary.

A fortnight later, the wind shifted and blew furioudy from the north. Spray shot like needles of ice over
the bow, drenching the boat and everything within. Korendir was forced to fall off on anorthwest course
lest both of them perish from exposure. Haldeth shook hisfigt at the sky, but the weather did not relent.
Thetiny craft drove haplesdy through the Inlanic ocean, past Emarrcek and the haven of the south coast.



The daysturned bitter, and the nights black and miser-able, with the wind atireless moan through the
says. Whipped by dest, then snow, the boat pounded close-hauled through the northern latitudes,
graced only fitfully by cloud-bleared glimmers of sun. Rimed with sdt and ice crystals, Korendir’ s beard
whitened to match his com-panion’s. Unkempt as a fur trapper, Haldeth dapped raw knuckles on his
knees and swore he would never again venture upon the sea.

The boat reached Karjir Head in the depths of amid-winter freeze. By then, the sail streamed in tatters,
and water |eaked through every seam in the hull. Both men were bone thin and exhausted from days of
constant bail-ing, and landfal went badly. Wallowing and duggish under awater-laden bilge, Nalga's
boat dewed in the surf. A rock punched through her starboard planking.

“Praise Neth for afavor,” gasped Hadeth. Still infected with sardonic humor, he legpt the gunwale and
gplashed into achurning moil of foam. Korendir dove for the forward locker. He managed to salvage the
rigging knife before the craft rolled and tossed him headlong into the sea. He surfaced, svimming
strongly. The refugees from Mhurgai captivity dragged themselves ashore, soaked, starved, and bleeding.
Theland which greeted them was untenanted; awilderness of dark forest which stretched to the far
horizon.

Korendir stood shivering on the sand, seemingly ab-sorbed by the breakersthat chewed their boat into
splin-ters. “Do you know how to snare rabbits?’ He sounded unconcerned, asif he offered conversation
in atap room.

“What?" Haldeth shook hiswet hair like adog, hisearlier levity stripped by the bite of cruel wind. “No.”
Korendir managed amangled smile. “You'll cook, then.”

Haldeth whi~-led, onefist clenched to strike. His knuckles raked air as Korendir dodged and vanished
into the brush beyond the dunes. Belatedly Haldeth recalled that they possessed no flints to makefire.
Therabhbits, if Korendir caught any, could hardly be eaten raw, and were they to have any warmth, the
gpark must be made by friction.

Four days later, in the coastal town of Dun Point a gemsetter cleared histhroat. Before him, two
square-cut stones splashed highlights like blood across the white linen covering on his countertop.

“Rubies,. you say?’ He straightened with adeprecia-rive Sgh. “The ‘ stones’ you brought are glass.
Common cut glass.” He blinked myopicdly, and noticed hiscli-ents' gppearance for thefirgt time,

Clad infilthy, ill-smelling rags, the ruffians exchanged along glance. Starved as beggars, both were
heavily mus-cled through the chest and shoulders, their skins were chapped from exposure to salt wind
and weather. The gemsetter did not care to imagine what circumstance had brought them into hisshop in
Dun Point. Afraid that hisword might be taken badly, he wished only for these strangers to depart.

“Glass,” he repested. He poked the stones with chubby fingers. “Only glass. I'm sorry.”

The men exchanged no word, but acted with perfect timing. The white-bearded giant seized the
gemsetter’ swrists, while his bronze-haired companion vaulted the counter and locked the stunned
merchant in awrestlet’ s grip from behind. The move was accomplished with such speed the victim caught
no glimpse of drawn stedl. Be-fore he could think to react, he found himself pinioned with a dagger
pressed to his throat. The hand which held the blade bore down with steady and merciless pressure.

“They'reglass, youings,” an equdly cold voice said in the merchant’ sear.



The gemsetter quivered in helpless outrage. “My trade is honest, unlike yours, thief. Take what you will
and go. And may your neck get stretched in the hangman’ s noose for your crime.”

A bregath of air tickled the merchant’ s collar; the chill of the knife disgppeared. The bronze-haired man
stepped back, and his white-haired companion opened hisfists. Freed, the gemsetter spun to face the
attacker with the dagger. He met eyes disturbingly gray. “Who areyou?’ he demanded.

“Not athief.” The barbarian’s accent was cultured~ strangely in contrast to his dress and manners, and
the coloring of his hair was something not seen among mor-tals. He sheathed hisblade with aleopard’'s
easy grace. “Have you any market for glassjewels?’

The gemsetter rubbed bruised wrists, a shaken expres-sion on hisface. “ Travelling players sometimes
want bau-blesfor costume pieces. And of course, the east quarter trollops own chests of them. I'll give
four slvers. Y ouwon't get a better offer.”

“Done,” said the bronze-haired man. No smile touched hislips as he extended a grimy hand.

The gemsetter shivered and counted coinsinto a pam welted with caluses. Silly with relief over the fact
he had not been robbed, he stood and trembled as his strange clients | eft the shop.

Thered glass remained, a bright glitter againgt the linen. Odd, the gemsetter thought as he scooped up
the ornaments and wrapped them away in tissue. He had seen such apair only once, glued to the eyes of
afigure-head on board aMhurgagalley. He paused, one hand on thelock of his strongbox, then shook
his head. Impos-sible; in dl the Eleven Kingdoms no thief existed who could sted from the Mhurgal and
urvive.

Ha deth stopped squarely in the center of Craftsman’s Alley. “Y ou' re mad as adogfox!” Seawind
whipped his U hair against reddened cheeks as hegtedly, he continued.

“Two slverswon'’t buy passage asfar as the next crossroads~ and you claim you' re going to lift the
Blight of Torresdyr! Neth! Tell me, with what? That quest has killed the best heded men-at-armsin all
the Eleven Kingdoms.”

“Watchme,” Korendir said. In agesture unthinkingly casual, he tossed one of hisslversto abeggar
who shiv-ered in the guitter.

Haldeth shook his head. “I’d rather get drunk. Daft, that’ swhat you are. Escape the Mhurgai, and you
think of nothing but risking your neck. Torresdyr lies ahun-dred and sixty leagues from here, over
mountains, don’t forget. Be reasonable and wait till spring. Il find work at asmithy. If you' re il this
keen when the weather bresks, I'll go with you.”

“No.” Korendir met Haldeth’ s glare with an expres-son asfina as degth.

A wagon rumbled into the aley. The carter cursed and brandished hiswhip &t the two men blocking the
road-way. Even then Korendir refused to relent.

“Go donethen!” shouted Haldeth. Out of patience, he whirled and jumped clear asthe harnessteam
jogged past. Iron-rimmed whedls rang over din rutted like stone by winter ice. By the time the wagon
passed, Haldeth had disappeared into the tavern across the street. The signboard swung in the gusts,
invitingly torchlit, its prom-ise of warmth and comfort depicted in gilt letters and a brightly painted bullfrog



with atankard.

Aloneinthewindy dley, Korendir stood for along moment, his face express onless benesth tangled
copper hair. Presently, he grimaced, turned his back on the lighted inn windows, and continued on his
way. Hislast slver bought him worn but serviceable clothing. With the change~ he acquired atired black
gelding with ruined lungs, but he had to include hisrigging knife to complete the bargain.

The horse trader stroked the fine, Mhurgai steel and spat through broken teeth. “You'!! be getting no
bridle with the nag, now.”

The gelding nibbled at the saty wool of hisowner’s cloak, and received amild dap on the muzzle. “I
need none,” said Korendir.

On hisway to the town gate, he begged alength of twine from awagonmaster and braided it into a
hackamore. Then, penniless, weaponless, and saddleless, he vaulted astride his sorry mount and turned
north.

The horse made no speed on the road. Any gait be-yond awak madeitsflanks heave pitifully asit
labored to draw air into scarred tissues. Resigned, Korendir named the anima Snail. Winter warmed into
spring, and spring passed, turning the fieldsrich green at high sum-mer. Korendir made hisway across
two kingdoms, work-ing at farmsteads to earn lodging and meds; in the wilds between settlements, he
hunted and dept in the open.

From dusty, travel-worn boots to tangled hair, his ap-pearance grew as unkempt as hismount. Y et no
stranger dared refuse him passage. The stern set of hisfeatures silenced any ridicule; directionsto
Northengard were forthrightly given to speed him on hisway.

But as his mount shambled out of earshot, heads shook, and laughter flourished. What could an
honorless~ namel ess unknown on a broken-winded hack achieve that had not aready been tried, and by
heroeswell sung into fame? Even the White Circle enchanters would not trifle with the Blight of
Torresdyr, and they held more power than any morta born.

Summer mdllowed into autumn, and nights grew brisk with frost. Oak leaves crackled in drifts under the
gelding’ s hooves as Korendir climbed the passes which marked the far border of Northengard. Beyond
lay the misted acres of Torresdyr, barren since blight had with-ered the land.

Korendir journeyed through hills smothered under pal-lid banks of fog. Thickets sheltered no wildlife.
The vege-tation hung sere and brown, asif ravaged by early winter. Inthe valeys, unmended fences
bordered fields | eft fal-low, and pastures grew snarls of nettle and thorn. Those few travelerswho
ventured on the roads turned un-friendly faces upon the stranger and histired gelding; hiscoming and his
quest offered no cause for hope.

Korendir continued undaunted. Seven nights before equinox, he drew rein beneath moss-caked arches
in the courtyard of theroyal palace.

The king granted the stranger’ s request for audience, saddened by renewed despair. Torresdyr



embraced pov-erty and ill luck indeed, if arag-tag nobody dared shoul-der the burden that had ruined
the finest armsmen in the Eleven Kingdoms.

“Let thewretched manin,” the king said to his snig-gexing chamber steward. “We re beggars ourselves,
and have nothing to lose but pride.”

The roya words were no understatement. In what had once been the richest land in Aerith, the visitor
waited in adamp, unheated antechamber, and the servant who admitted him was gaunt beneath
threadbare robes of state. Taken to the throne room, Korendir walked past a thousand sockets where
gemstones had been pried out of fretwork and furnishings to fund a starving court. The carpet he knelt on
was mildewed, and the king he saluted was toothless and hunched withill hedlth.

Korendir straightened. Quietly he spoke. “Y our Roya Grace~ 1 request leave to recover the
Wardstone of Tor-resdyr from the witch Anthel. Y our land isdying of curse, and 1 have need of her
riches”

“ Anthei murdered every man to chalenge her.” Theking did not bother to suppress contempt. Korendir
was every bit as nondescript as the steward described, from creased black cloak to cracked leather
boots. Except for the rare combination of bronze hair and gray eyes, helooked like astreet thief. “Who
are you to demand buria with the bravest blood of the Eleven Kingdoms when Anthel returns your
remains?’

In pointed disregard of the insult, Korendir chose hiswords like amiser spending coin. “| was robbed,
once, of everything | valued. That day 1 swore to hold nothing dear until | possessed meansto hold it

secure. Should 1 die, you may feed my flesh to your hunting hawksif you please. | ask only that you tell
how the blight was set againgt you, and give your blessng on my departure.”

The king tugged the worn tasselswhich adorned histhrone of state. “ There’ sno ~irtue left in my
blessng.

And any beggar in the square would tdll of the Blight
for ahaf copper. Why trouble me?’

“Because from you | would hear the smpletruth.”

Korendir shrugged. “ That might make adifference.”

“How could it?” snapped the king. “My last hawk was daughtered for the table many along year past,
and my subjects need not be burdened with the task of digging your grave. Be gone from here. 1 have
nothing to offer and even lessleft to lose”

“1 know.” Korendir returned a queerly reluctant smile.

“Inthat, Your Grace, we are very much dike.”

The ruffian retired from the roya presence. Hisfina bow was offered with a respect reminiscent of
better days; the king noticed, surprisingly touched by regret. Once, the royal consent to an adventurer’s
chalengein-cluded grest lists of obligations. Torresdyr’ s treasury had been exhausted serving up

weapons, horses and merce-naries to back each separate attempt. Y et Korendir came knowing the
vaults were empty. He had asked without demanding so much asapin, and even ridicule had not driven



him to discourtesy. Ashamed for his mean hospi-tality, the king rose painfully to hisfedt.

He shuffled from hisdais and unlatched the casement. The mullioned frame opened, pattering flakes of
gilt into the weeds benesth the sill. Alone in the dusty courtyard, Korendir turned toward the sound. His
hand paused on the string which served his mount as hackamore.

“Your Grace?’ He waited, watching with stony gray eyes.

Theking felt suddenly uneasy. “ The guard at the gate will tll you thetae of the Blight. Then go with the
roya blessing.” Speaking no further word, Korendir vaulted astride and reined across the courtyard. He
passed beneath the far archway, unaccompanied and unremarked by fanfares. Left to his despair, the
king wiped rheumy eyes and addressed his chamber steward,

“That man hasn’t so much as a penknife on him, Neth take hisfoolish soul. Find abrace of pages. Have
them dig agrave, and don’t let me see that man’ s corpse when Anthei sends him back.”

[11. The Blight of Torresdyr

The gatekeeper of the king' s palace |eaned againgt the lichened stone of the barbican. He squinted up at
the stranger on thetired gelding and spoke in a voice gone rusty as the hinges he tended. “ So, ye would
hear the story of the Blight? Why ask here? Any man in the city could tell you.”

Unmoved by the sarcasm, Korendir said, “1 want the truth, not talestold in taverns by thetap.” He
paused, aware haste would earn nothing but the gatekeeper’ s contempt.

At last the old man kicked at the weeds underfoot and gestured toward crumbled stone walls.
“Torresdyr was afair land once. But the old king committed an injustice. Now’ lord and farmsreader
auffer dike.” Then, irritation intensfied, he accused, “Why care? Y elook to be poor astherest of us.”

Korendir's hand stayed quiet on therein and his eyes remained expectant.

Discomfortable under that steedy gaze, the old man shrugged; in plain phrases he described how the
fairest of the Eleven Kingdoms became cursed.

A generation past, when the current king’ s sire ruled the land, Torresdyr employed a court wizard to
provide fashionable wondersfor the revels. Iraz of Idmire last held that post. Though hisface and one eye
had been grotesquely scarred by amiscast spell, he was without dispute the finest master of lesser magic
in the Eleven Kingdoms. Not al his spellswereillusons. Iraz could make roses bloom at wintertide, and
pears grow from thorn branches. His skills became the envy of riva court-iers, and herose quickly to
fame and favor. Quartered like alord in the palace, hefell in love with the king' s second daughter and

got her with child.

Theking's rage knew no bounds. Rather than grant consent for his daughter to wed a man who was
scarred, landless, and untitled, he ordered Iraz imprisoned. The princess was sent to a distant keep to
bear her wizard' s bastard in shame. On the eve she went into labor, the king’ swardens discovered Iraz' s



cdl empty, the stedl lock amisshapen ruin. Left in runes on the dungeon wall was athreet that the wizard
would marry the princess, e se curse dl the land to misfortune.

The king mustered his men-at-arms, yet before they could march, the princess died in childbed. Inflamed
with grief, Iraz of 1dmire claimed both her surviving daughter and the tower for hisown.

Hiswalls were defended with sorcery, and weapons in the hands of soldiers could not breach his spells.
Fearing Iraz sthrest of vengeance, the king appesaled to the White Circle, the mightiest enchanters on
Aerith and asfar beyond the powers of morta wizards as sunlight above plain clay. To aid theking's
cause, the White Cir-cle created awardstone of talix crysta. The completed gem wasround asaman’s
fist, each of two thousand two hundred and forty facets angled to deflect one aspect of ill fortune.

“Guardit well,” warned the Archmaster when he gave the tdlisman to the king. “ There shall not be
another.”

Iraz |abored seventeen years on his curse againg the king, Itsfinad consummeation clamed hislife, but his
ille-gitimate daughter Anthel survived him. Grieving donein her tower, she saw aland unspoiled under
sunlight.

Angered that her father’ s death had achieved no vengeance, she swore to see hiswork complete.

On the old king’ s death, Anthei made her way to court. There, with her beauty and knowledge of Iraz's
arts, she beguiled the distraught prince ,and stole the wardstone away. Secure within her tower, she
worked foul sorcery upon the White Circle' sdefenses and at last limited their virtues to the gardens
surrounding her keep.

TheBlight of Iraz fell in full mesasure upon Torresdyr. Crops withered, and starvation shriveled the
livestock in pasture and barn. Children sickened with fever, cloth mildewed upon the loom; the sun
vanished behind amantle of mist and did not regppear. Country folk fled over the mountainsto
Northengard, but the Blight trav-eled with them, and their farmsteads did not prosper.

Torresdyr’ syoung king issued a proclamation challenging any man of courage to regain the wardstone,
great wedlth to be awarded the one who succeeded. Seventyfour tried only to fail. Anthel delighted in
returning their corpses. Hopel essness and poverty overran the court of Torresdyr and adventurers
ceased to gppear a theroya gates. The king grew old. Ruined by apathy and misfor-tune, he offered his
crown for recovery of the wardstone, but no man came forward to risk hislife for the rule of a desolate
land.

“You'rethefirst to answer that chalengein many aweary year,” the gatekeeper finished. He spat in the
dust. “But don’t you know? Y ou ride for a hopeless cause. The king bartered his crown to the traders
for cloth. Men say Anthe’ stower holdstreasure, but wiz-ard’ sgold carries abane. Only afool would
chance death for such stakes.”

“I’m going anyway.” Cam to the point of obsession, Korendir asked questions until the gatekeeper tired
of giving answers. Words had no power to unravel Anthel’ s sorceries; the old man gave vent to
annoyance. He turned his back and set his hands to the winches. Chain clanked. The gateswhich
guarded the roya palace began ponderoudy to close. Y et before the rusted portals com-pleted their
groaning descent, Korendir passed through and turned his gelding’ s wheezing nose northwest. He would
persst on hisfool’ s errand to pursue Torresdyr’ slost wardstone and no man' s argument would deter
him.



Anthe’ stower rose above the flats on the Jardine Sea.

There shone the only sunlight in Torresdyr since the wardstone spared her grounds aone from the Blight.
Although blue sky showed intermittently over the surrounding acres, Korendir covered thefind league
upon roads overgrown with brown bracken; the farmsteads on either side stood abandoned. The
gatekeeper clamed children had died of poisoning after tasting the fruit which ripened on the trees near
Anthe’ swalls. Other folk whispered in dread of the guardians that protected her gates.

Korendir rounded thefina bend in the hills near sunset. Ahead he saw a great stone keep silhouetted
agang

the gray breakers of the shoreline. Walled round with the famed white agate of Torresdyr, Anthel’s
gardenswereamarvel in the midst of awasteland. With cold eyes, Korendir studied the beauty of rare
blossoms and exatic trees. The wind filled his nogirils with the perfume of flowering vines and the sour
sl of sdt off the sea; athird scent intermingled with these, asharp tang of woodsmoke which did not
fit.

Korendir drew rein. As his gelding halted, he noticed one other in Torresdyr who had disregarded
rumor’ swarn-ing; awhite-haired man crouched over afiretoasting barley cakes dmost within the
shadow of Anthei’swalls. Korend-it’ sfrown lifted. He set his hedlsto the. gelding’ s sides and called out
inararedisplay of pleasure. “Hadeth!”

The man by the fire glanced up and shaded seamed features with one hand. Then he stood and grinned
until the gelding’ swalk brought its rider within earshot. “1 guessed you' d be dong. Hadn't we promised
to seethisthrough together?’

Korendir dismounted. He closed the remaining distance with impatience, but when he reached Haldeth's

Sde, hisface showed nothing of his earlier welcome.

“What changed your mind?’

Caught in that critical gaze, Haldeth felt suddenly ex-posed. “1 hope you like barley cakes,” he said
evasvely.

Hetook the gelding’ s hackamore and motioned toward the camp. “Eat. I’ [l tend your animal.”

“He scaled Snal.” Even more spare with words than usua, Korendir sat on alog by thefire. “Let him
go. Henever dtrays.”

Haldeth dipped the hackamore over the gelding’ s ears and watched it snuffle the grass and begin to
graze. Presently he chose a seat beside hisfriend. Y et after the surprise of reunion, awkwardness settled
between the two men. Haldeth knew better than to presswith questions. Instead, he prepared amix of
barley dough and told of agamble on a card game that had won him employment at aforge. On impulse,
he had bought back the fake rubies from the Mhurga gdley’ sfigurehead. One hewore set in Sllver asa
belt buckle; the other he kept loose with his coins.

“1 wanted the things to remind me.” The smith’shands stilled over the flour sack and hiselost focusinto



distance. “ Something by which to recall that the cost of surviva came dear.”

If Korendir aso thought of loved ones|eft barbaroudy daughtered, he ventured nothing in comment.
Sincetime had not blunted his reserve, Haldeth most wisely kept silent.

Perched beside alancet window benegth the tower’ s upper battlement, the witch Anthel leaned across
the slll and braided a clothyard length of pale gold hair. Intent as a cat, she studied the man recently
arrived; this one she knew had come with the king' s blessing, hisintent to destroy her father’ s vengeance
againgt the court of Torresdyr. Very soon he would be dead. Anthel had savored the challenge, even
toyed with the lives of seventy-four of his predecessors; but thistime she did not smile with her
customary anticipation. Never before had a man approached her tower unarmed. Now, one had dared.

The precedence disturbed her.

Korendir, she heard the white-haired smith call him. The word did not harbor any resonance of power.
Y et names could be mideading. Shabby clothing and cracked boots could not hide the bronze hair and
cold light eyes, coloring unknown on Aerith except among the blood of White Circle enchanters. Anthel
knotted her braid with dender fingers and fretfully started another.

In the campsite, Korendir leaned forward and burned his fingers on abarley cake. He swore mildly, sat
back, and blew on his blistered thumb with the chagrin of acommon vagabond. Assured now of his
mortaity, Anthel diminated the fear that the White Circle had sent an initiate againgt her. Shepulled a
blood-red ribbon from her 1ap and bound it into her hair with langorous enjoy-ment. She had been |eft to
hersdf for avery long time. Sage or foal, thisman’ s struggles would amuse her well before he died; the
corpse she returned to the King of Torresdyr would hereafter deter even the most destitute adventurerer
from fouling her garden air with cooking smoke.

While twilight settled ghostly gray over her tower, An-thel leaned on her ebows and began very softly to
ang.

Intent ontheir ~ the mortal's below never noticed
Korendir' sgelding raiseits gaunt head, ears pricked taut with attention.

Night fell. The dunes muffled the boom of the’ surf and the snap of burning logs seemed brittle, dmost
crushed by the weight of a greater silence. When the gelding sucked a sudden, sharp bregth into its
damaged lungs, the sound parted the air like the rip of aknife through cloth.

”Snail!” Korendir legped to hisfeet. A barley cake fell from loosened fingers as heran, but hisaction
cametoo late. The gelding gathered itsalf on bony haunches and launched itself over Anthel’ s garden
wall.

The horse' sforehooves flung aspray of gravel asit landed on the pathway beyond. I1tsform became
hidden in darkness, but a quavering scream betrayed its suffer-ing. Haldeth surged to hisfeet. He seized
abrand from thefire and raced for Anthe’ sfront gate.

Korendir checked, whirled, and saw the streaming sparks thrown off by the torch. Guessing Haldeth's
in-tent, he shouted. " Don't touch the latch!” But hiswarn-ing was masked by the gelding’ sdying
convulsons. The smith rushed heedlessy onward.

Running also, Korendir tore the belt from histunic.



The buckle was plain wrought metal, next to worthless. But earlier he had noticed Anthel’ s gates were
forged entirely of bronze; perhaps, like an earth witch, she could not make a spell which ruled cold iron.

The horse' s cries shuddered into silence. Korendir reached the wdl, undung belt in hand. Again he
shouted, but not before Haldeth raised the outer bar. Utterly desf to his peril, the smith flung wide the
gate.

Torchlight grazed flickering highlights across bronze as the heavy grille swung inward. The white expanse
of afootpath glimmered through the gloom beyond. At first glance it appeared deserted, but a closer
look showed ared-cheeked country matron with a bucket; two pretty, dark-eyed daughters clung to her
gray wool skirts. The sight of Haldeth lit their faceswith radiant welcome. The girls called to their father
and joyoudy skipped toward the gate.

Haldeth gasped in hoarse dishdlief. ”Lindey!” He surged forward.

"No!” Korendir jerked hisfriend cruelly back. ”Lin-dey’ s dead, daughtered by Mhurgai aong with both
of your children.”

Haldeth twisted around in rebuttal. He lifted historch in avicious swing straight at his companion’ s heed.
Korendir ducked, showered by sparks. ”Lindey’ s dead!
Anthel’ s conjured her imageto trap you.”

Ha deth wrenched free. The child in the lead had nearly reached his outstretched hand. Left no space for
finesse, Korendir spun the smith away and chopped his hold free of thelaich. Next he whipped hisbeltin
awide arc before him. The buckle passed clean through the cheek of the running little girl. Her face
crumpled, marred like areflection on ruffled water. Briefly Korendir glimpsed spread clawsand a
ravening beast’ s mouth be-fore Anthei’ sillusion restored the innocent features of a child. Without bresk
in motion, he hooked his belt on awrought bronze spike and dragged the gate pand shuit.

The bar fell with aclank. Korendir stepped back. Nar-rowly spared from one threat, he had no thought
for another. Thefigt that dammed his shoulder from behind caught him utterly unprepared.

Korendir staggered sideways in ahaf-spin. Blinded by flamdlight as Haldeth jabbed the torch at his
face, he blocked the attack with hisforearm. Firelicked hisdeeve. Seared by pain,~ he shouted again.
"Lindey’ sdead”

Crazed by Anthel’ s sorceries, Haldeth charged in for another blow. Korendir lashed back with the belt,
then launched shoulder firgt into his companion’ s somach.

Haldeth clawed for balance and fell. He dropped the torch. Fire laced through dried grass and it the
hdllish struggles of the men.

Locked in conflict, Korendir and Haideth rolled across the ground. Crushed against a shoulder corded
with muscle from the forge, Korendir counterstruck with precision. Haldeth jerked once. He released his
hold on agrunt of agony, and the fight raged on in unchecked, primordia ferocity. The grassfire sporead
by the torch became quenched by tumbling bodies.

Trapped in asecond hold, Korendir fought to suck air past the knuckles which ground at hiswindpipe.



Dizzied to the edge of consciousness, he banged his belt buckle edgewise on the side of Haldeth' s skull.
The smith’s head snapped back, a nasty gash opened above the ear; hisarmswent mercifully limp.
Korendir shook off hisfriend’ s unconscious bulk and swore with expressive vehemence. After apauseto
assess his own damages, he arose and searched with bleeding fingers among the grass until he hooked
the cord of Snail’ s hackamore. He used the reins to bind Haldeth hand and foot. Then, after alingering
glance toward Anthel’ s darkened tower, he fetched the pan used to mix barley dough and stumbled
through the dunes to fetch seawater.

Haldeth groaned as Korendir knelt to cleanse the cut on his scalp. The sting of salt water roused him
back to consciousness, and the first words he uttered framed aritual maediction that would have shaken
aseasoned man-at-arms. Korendir continued his minigtrations without twitching amuscle. Herinsed the
blood from Haldeth' s hair, emptied the fouled pan over atuft of smouldering grass, then returned and
looped his belt se-curely around the smith’s neck. Haldeth' s curses contin-ued as he tethered the end to
alog by thefire. After testing the knots, Korendir climbed into atree overlook-ing Anthe’ s garden.
There he remained, though Haldeth screamed abuse at him for the remainder of the night.

Silence returned with the sunrise. Beyond the wall, where the gelding had |egped, the new morning
revealed shrubbery festooned with gobbets of flesh. The path was splattered scarlet for yardsin each
direction, and not so much asadiver of bone remained of the equine victim of the carnage. Korendir
removed a gaze cold asice from the garden. He lowered himsdlf to the ground and guard-edly
approached the ash of last night’ sfire.

Haldeth lay adeep. Torn earth at his hands and feet told of exhaustive strugglesto free himsdlf. Korendir
bent to check the frayed cord at hiswrists, and roused by that dight movement, Haldeth tirred. He
attempted to rise and gagged, jerked up short by the belt.

The smith let hishead fdl back. ” Great Neth,” he murmured. Lucid at last, and afflicted with amisery of
aches, hefocused on his companion. Beneath the soot which smudged cheek and forehead, Korendir's
skin was raw with burns; absent was the grim expression, replaced by an intense compassion. Haldeth
caught his breath, and asif startled by that dight sound, Korendir turned sharply away.

Unsure whether the moment’ s revelation had been supplied by his own imagination, Ha deth spoke
gruffly. ”Neth, lad, you' re asight to make ayoung maid faint.

You'll scar badly unlessyou tend those cuts.”

" Stay clear of Anthel’ sgates, and I'll try.” Korendir yanked the stake from the ground. All businesdike
effi-ciency, heloosened the belt and set his hands to the knots restraining Haldeth’ swrists. " Have you
any more barley flour?’

Still prone, Haldeth gestured at the satchd |eft beside the dead embers of the fire. While Korendir
tossed away the hackamore string and busied himsdlf with the con-tents, Haldeth worked the bindings
from hisfest.

The amith sat up. Wincing from stiflened muscles, he accepted barley grud from fingers as marked ashis
own and said, "What do you plan to do?’

Korendir never looked up. " Avenge Snail.” The words|left no space for compromise. Finished with
egting, he vanished beyond the dunes, and |ater resppeared with aclean face. For an interval after that he



dared at Anthe’ stower, the agate walls now innocently mellowed under sunlight. At length heretrieved
hisbelt.

”| have atask for you,” he said to Haideth as he cinched the buckle a hiswaist. "Half aleague back lies
an abandoned forge. Would you go there and make afire hot enough for tinker’ swork?’

Affronted, Haldeth set hisbowl aside. " Better you asked whether any tools remain for my use.”

"The Blight will have warped them, | expect.” Korendir bent and adjusted hisboots. ”I’ll come a noon.
Wait for me, and try not to crush your great thumbs under any hammers.”

Ha deth took aswipe at him. Korendir ducked clear and with maddening purpose strode off into
trackless bracken. His companion stared after, and only then red-ized he had neglected to ask what
Korendir wished him to forge.

" Arrogant get of asow!” Hadeth yelled. "What idiocy are you about?’

But Korendir had vanished beyond earshot into the scrub behind the dunes.

* * *

Shivering beneath mouldering thatch, Haldeth bent over the firepit in the abandoned smithy and coaxed

damp kindling into coas. He cursed steadily in mono- logue, and did not see Korendir enter, laden with

rusted ironware. Looted without discrimination from the surrounding farmsteads, the collection included

anything from chipped axe blades to punctured buckets. Warned by ametalic clank, Haldeth looked up
intimeto cringe;

Korendir unburdened his load with an ear-jarring crash just beyond the threshold. He ignored the
smith’ syelp of annoyance, but moved to the canted work table and !aid out his other acquisitions: a
dusty lump of tallow, the haftless remains of akitchen knife, and several soggy grouse fegthers.

"Haveyou ever cut fletching?’ heinquired of Haldeth.

"No.” The smith swung around and gave freerein toirritation. ”Nor will 1. If you plan to make paste
with my barley flour, takeit from your dinner ration.”

Korendir smoothed one of the feathers againgt hisforearm. Y ou can forge a score of arrowheads,
surely?” " Out of iron?” Hadeth laughed, incredulous.

Korendir paused, aquill poised between long fingers.
"They needn’t be pretty to ook upon.”

" Pretty!” Haldeth kicked the nearest corroded pot and bashed a hole through its base. He dared not say
what hefdlt, that arrows could never breach Anthel’ sfortress;

Korendir would be killed. Too distressed to stay silent, he threw up his handsin disgust. ”Neth, man, the
Blight afflicts everything in this Kingdom, even the building of fires. Broadheadsforged in this place will
hold no edge, and anything iron will rugt to nithering bits.”



Now dangeroudy till, Korendir said, ”1 don’t intend to keep them.” He sdlected astick from the
kindling pile and ddliberately began to strip the bark. Left no option but to work, Haldeth stalked over to
the junk pile by the door and rummaged for suitable scrap.

By sundown, the two men had completed a crude sheaf of arrows. They returned to the campsite,
where Korendir put the finishing twist on abowstring fashioned from cord.

Ha deth looked on with afrown. ” Those arrows would barely dent the skin of apumpkin. No doubt
Anthel islaughing a you.”

"Let her.” Korendir set the bow aside, dumped tallow into the cookpot and waited while it melted over
thefire. He used the softened wax to stop his ears, then muffled his head under the hood of his cloak.
" Shout at me.”

Hal deth complied, splitting the evening tiliness with an epithet.

Korendir nodded, oblivious, and shouldered his arrows and bow. He climbed the tree besde Anthea’ s
garden.

There, straddling alimb, he scratched numerasinto five of the broadheads, thereby destroying the point
on the sixth. He shot the first marked shaft in along arc over the wall. After wobbly, erratic descent, the
arrow cracked resoundingly against Anthel’ s door; rebound spun it clattering end over end down the stair
by the entry.

Korendir adjusted his position againgt the tree trunk. Affected by the Blight, his shaftswould win no
tourna-ment, but for the purpose he intended they would serve. Twilight settled swiftly over the!and;
only minutes re-mained before darkness spoiled his marksmanship.

From the tower’ slancet window, Anthel watched Kor-endir drop arrows at intervals along her garden
path.

Their eccentric flight betrayed makeshift origins, and ad-miring askill which mastered the adverse effects
of the Blight, Anthel released the catch on her casement. Lean-ing outward, she began the song which
hed lured the horse the previous evening; only thistime she tuned her spell for the archer who had ridden
it.

Korendir’ s hand held steady on the bowstring. Hisfinal arrow bit just insde the gate, scattering white
gravel inthe gloom. Wdl into her song of summoning, Anthel waited for the man to display thefirst
gpoiling traces of restlessness. Korendir dropped lightly to the ground. Shadow flickered at hishedlsas
he paused by the fire to collect arusted heap of ironware. Desf to the smith’ s encouragement, he
removed the scrap to the gate and arranged a crude barrier between its posts.

Anthel frowned from her seat by the window. Had the man been susceptible to her spell, he should have
entered her garden without any delay for precautions. Intrigued by hisresistance, Anthel placed a
perfectly shaped fist on the sill and pitched her call an octave higher.

Korendir glanced at the tower. His manner reflected no urgency as hc arranged his remaining arrows
point first in the dirt. Hc tested the tension of hisbow, then raised a booted foot. Careful to keep hisflesh
from any contact with the bronze, he eased the bar from its setting and kicked the gate sharply inward.



~nthci abandoned her call mid-phrase. Againgt this man, the lure was useless. The witoh' s eyes
narrowed with fresh interest as she assessed his poised stance be-tween her gateposts. Korendir had
withstood the murder of hisbeast and a summoning geas; Anthel waited to scc how he would manage
her guardians.

The bronze grill grated to astop to reved a pristine expanse of white walkway. But the path with its
borders of flowering shruhs stayed empty only an instant. Motion flutried the plants on either side, and the
cat-shaped forms of Anthe’ s guardians hurtled forth. ~hey num-bered three. Black-and-white striped
coatsrippled over muscle asthey sprang for the intruder at the gate. Manes of stiffcried quills framed
eyeslike coas and needle-ranged muzzles hated to snarls.

Asthe beasts bore down on him, Korendir bent his bow. With steady eyes hc sighted their run, and the
gravel which scattered under the stretch and spring of each stride. Lethal asthey seemed, their charge
was indi-rect; Anthel’ s guardians swerved to avoid the broadheads left imbedded in the path. Conjured
from earth magic, they appeared to be chary of cold iron. Gratified to see his hunch confirmed, Korendir
kicked a kettleinto aclanking roll acrosstheir path.

The leading guardian spat. It dropped into a crouch, forepaws flexed to expose claws like skewers, with
barbsto entrap aswell asmaull.

Korendir fired hisarrow. The shot took the creature point-blank through the eye. Smoke boiled from
the wound. The beast’ s scream shivered the night, a sound that engendered terror to freeze the heart. By
thefire-side, Haldeth buried hishead in hisarms.

At the gateway, deafened by wax, Korendir hocked another shaft.

The remaining guardians circled their fallen, whose convulsions plowed furrowsin the path. They paced
to the barrier of ironware, ringed tailslashing with agita-tion. Korendir drew his bow. The nearer
guardian hissed. It raked out with a barbed forepaw, and disturbed cur-rents of air brushed Korendir's
knuckles. He aimed for the soft triangle of the throat and released.

Thearrow flew true. Maddened by the bite of iron initsflesh, the beast launched into the air. Smoke
billowed from its muzzle. Korendir backstepped clear. Undeterred by its baeful, screeching cry, he sent
asecond shaft into its exposed underbelly. The guardian crashed full length across his barrier. Pots
scattered from the impact and the ing vapor, Korendir blinked away tears and saw the last guardian lesp
over the corpses of itsfellows. He nocked another arrow; and the Blight-cursed cotton bowstring
snapped between hisfingers.

The guardian sprang for thekill.

Korendir dovefiat. Franticaly he scrabbled for afragment of meta asthe guardian hurtled overhead.
His hands hooked on nothing but weedstalks. The beast landed, whirled and charged again. Korendir
rolled and fetched bruisngly against afarmwife sfiatiron. Too late, hisfist closed over the rusted handle.
The guardian re-gained baance and lunged with asnarl for histhroat.

Braced for impact, Korendir raised theiron. He thought to ram the beast between its gaping jaws, but
understood his plight was hopeless. Claws would rake him before the silly wedge of metal could connect.
His agonized degth would follow swiftly.

L ocked to the gaze of murderous red eyes, Korendir did not see the pan hurled in from the siddlines until
it bashed the creature in the flank. The guardian twisted mid-legp and spun with bared teeth toward



Haideth, who ran weaponlessinto the fray. Cat-muscles bunched for attack. In desperation, Korendir
chopped hisfiatiron into the creature’ s neck. Smoke plumed from the contact.

Choked by fumes, Korendir seized hislast arrow and rammed the guardian through to the heart. Its
dying

swipe caught him in the calf. Hooked by barbed claws, he crashed to the ground while around him the
conjured mass of bone and muscle unbound into ugly coils of smoke.

Ha deth dragged him clear. Coughing and dizzied from the acrid tang of spells, the smith labored to catch
his breath as Korendir stirred, rolled, and violently vomited his supper.

Haldeth steadied hisfriend’ s shoulder until the spasms ceased. " Areyou dl right?”

Korendir ignored him, shivering. After amoment he picked the wax from his ears and raised aface
transpar-ently pale. "What acruel end for Snail. Those horrors ate even his hooves.”

"He savenged,” Hadeth said shortly. Unreassured by the smdll talk, he hauled Korendir to hisfeet.
" Come back to thefire and let me tend that leg.”

"Not yet.” Korendir shook free and straightened. ”I’'m going in.” Hisgray eyes shifted pointedly to the
corpses left seaming on the path. " If | wait, Anthel will have another spell guarding her gates. | must go
now, or not at al.”

Haldeth responded with reluctance. " Will you be careful 7’
Korendir brushed rust flakes from his hands and laughed low in histhroat. "I’ 11 watch the odds.”

Ha deth looked on, appalled, as hisfriend tossed histallow plugs asde. No words were suitable for the
occa-son, but as aways Korendir did not care. He strode limping to the garden wall, and without an
ingtant’ s hesi-tation, scaled the stone and dropped on hisfeet in An-thei’ srose bed.

Curled comfortably on cushionsin her tower window, the witch wrinkled her nose at the stench of
ruined spdlls. ” Clever man,” she whispered.

Had Korendir entered through the main gate, he would now be quite dead. Since he had not, Anthel
switched tacticsto counter. Leaning her elbows on the sill, she framed the man between the angle of her
thumb and fingers, and her voice measured phrasesto a differ-ent tune. Darkness spreed like apall over
her garden. Shrub, path, and starlight vanished, asif Neth’s creation had ne existed.

IV.Anthe’s Tower

Shadow snared Korendir in darkness. His eyes seemed wrapped in felt, and the air went strange and
thinin hisnogtrils, devoid of any scent. Certain blindness done would prove no handicap unless Anthel
had set other perils againgt him, Korendir groped for alandmark to orient himself. His hands met



emptiness. Garden foliage had disappeared; the very ground before hisfeet had dissolved into air, leaving
him one step from oblivion.

Korendir graightened and undung his belt. The buckle shone ghostly white againgt that unnatural void.
Asif the proximity of iron weakened the spdll, faint radiance traced the outlines of roseleavesagainst a
black as abso-Iute as death. Korendir extended an arm into the glow and felt thorns hitch at hisdeeve;
with no pause for thought he dropped the buckle like a plum bob. It dith-ered through foliage and struck
earth.

Korendir lifted hisfoot. He felt the solidity of the gar-den vanish into nothing as his boot |eft the ground.

Guided by the gleam of the iron, he eased forward. Histoe touched soil, but his hed remained
suspended over emptiness. With painstaking caution, he did hisfoot further into the sphere of the metd’s
influence and shifted hisweight. The rosebed held firm. Step by ddliberate step, movement was possible;
but no margin remained for mistakes. Estimating his bearings from memory, Kor-endir made tortuous
headway through the cross-tangle of briar and hedgerow. At last he felt gravel grate benesth hissole. He
had reached the centrd path.

Faint light pinpricked the darkness an arm’ slength to hisright. Korendir reached down to touch. His
fingers scrgped gravel and closed over honest wood wound with twine; the illumination arose from the
iron tip of hisarrow left embedded in Anthe’ s front walk. The broadhead bore the numeral five. and by
Korendir’'s caiculation~ the tower door lay fifty paces north. ~e swung the belt and proceeded, progress
marked by the nebulous glimmer of hisarrows.

He recovered hislast shaft at the foot of Anthel’ sfront Sair. The marble risers stayed firm without need
of iron’svirtuesto bind their existence. Korendir ascended and gained the landing. Abruptly the pall of
darknesslifted. Thelatch tripped, and brass-bound door pands swung inward, spilling candldlight over
the stoop. Anthei waited at the threshold. Framed beneath the carved agate lintel, she was robed in
floor-length crimson velvet. Gold braid belted her waist. Her delicate ova features nested like agem
beneath masses of coiled blond hair. The beauty of her stunned Korendir like aphysica blow; he had
ex-pected acrone.

Amused by his surprise, Anthel laughed with a sound like the ringing overtones of coinsfaling on glass.
"My ways are not those of mortal women. Did you forget? I’ m awizard’ s daughter, and to that heritagel
have added the powers of the White Circle s greatest wardstone.”

She considered her visitor with eyes the changing, iri-descent green of apeacock’ s plumage. ” Sixteen
men out of saventy-four lived to reach my air. 1 offered them the choice | now grant you. Leave with
my forgiveness for the desecration you' ve caused within my gates, else enter at your peril. Be warned.
No man hasyet crossed my threshold and survived.”

Korendir laid his broadheads on ajutting shelf of molding and threaded hisbelt to hiswaist. He spoke
no word, but his gaze flicked to the latch benesth Anthei’ s gloved fingers. Wrought in the form of a
dragon, its scaled surface glinted the frost-blue of burnished sted!.

"Y ou are abrave and clever man,” said Anthel.

"Don't prove ,yoursdf afool. Onceinsde, no iron forged can save you.

"I’ [l take my chances.” Korendir stepped forward.



Anthel inclined her head as he entered. She pulled the door to, and the latch fell with asullen clank,
echoed over and over by agate walls. Anthei lifted her candle from its sconce and started up the Sair.
Korendir fol-lowed, aware that wits were his only wespon.

The chamber above was carpeted in white wool.

Carved agate nymphs pillared the roofbeams, and the collection of armor and weaponry displayed on
the walls between might have been the pride of Aerith’ sroya treasuries. Precious metals and gemstones
threw back re-flectionslike stars, yet their luster seemed dim beside the jewd cradled on atripod above
the mantdl. The ward-stone of Torresdyr shed dl its awesome splendor in that confined space; though no
fire burned in the grate and every wall sconce remained dark, the chamber held the warmth and radiance
of midsummer noon.

Anthei extinguished her candle and sat on awhite fur hassock. Her brilliant eyes followed Korendir ashe
turned from the wardstone and paced, studying swords, bucklers, mail and hedmswith evident interest.

"Those aremy trophies,” said the witch. ” Every man who died for the king' s quest bequeathed me
trinketsfor my walls. Have you any ornamentsto add?’

Korendir faced her, unruffled. ” None that would com-plement beauty such asthis.”
"Indeed?” Anthel clasped her hands at her knees. "It need not be wondrous to ook upon.”

Sherose, all grace and stretch like acat. From the far wall she removed adagger from carved ivory
pegs. The weapon was stubby and plain, notched stedl betraying ahistory of careless usage; a clouded,
uncut sone set in the pommel crowned its ugly gppearance. Anthel fingered the blade, her face pensive;
then with asudden flick of her wrigt, threw the knife at Korendir’ s chest.

He spun on light feet. His hand shot out and inter-cepted the dagger’ s spinning arc. Steel dapped flesh,
controlled with no more pendty than adender red nick on one thumb.

"Ah,” said Anthel, regretful. ” So soon you find your bane. That weapon was wrought by the White
Circle. A smdl cut it made, but one that will never hedl. Morey of Dathern thought to take my life so. He
has claimed yoursinsteaed.”

Blood welled across Korendir’ s pam, splashed in sound-less drops to the carpet by his boot; without
remorse he noted, ”I’m going to leave marks on your sheepskins.”

He examined the dagger with ddliberation, then settled himsdlf on adivan and turned his gaze upon
Anthei.

Seated once more on her hassock, she arranged hersdlf with artful abandon, until like the wardstone, her
magnificence hurt the eyes. The effect was not lost on Korendir. But where other men quickened their
breath and swesated in bewilderment, this one sat like a struck bronze image.

"Y ou're awell-controlled man,” Anthel observed. For atime she watched the dowly spreading stain
which marred the brocade beneath his hand. Korendir made no response. Nettled, she traced her fingers
suggestively through fur and added, " What a pity you' re meanly dressed. | could bring you Morey’ stunic
and surcoat to brighten your fina hours.”

"No.” Korendir balanced the little knife on hisknee.



"I prefer my own.”

"You've nothing to lose” Anthel gestured toward the buckle at hiswaist. ”Iron only affects sorcery
derived from the wardstone, since any spells fashioned through its powers are bound to answer earth
law. But Iraz' slore transcended such basics. Histeaching holds al metasaike. Cling to your tinker's
trinket if you wish. You will find it proves worthless againg me.”

Korendir offered no reply. Anthel spoke with conviction, but her gloved hands belied her words. Her
basi ¢ strength might indeed be imperviousto iron; nonetheless she was careful to shield hersdlf fromiits
touch. In the hours which remained before he bled to death, Korendir saw no need to yield up even so
guestionable an advantage.

If Anthel was disgppointed by hisrefusa she masked her fedingswell. Bored with his taciturn company,
sheroseto depart. Reflections from the wardcrystal empha-sized her iridescent eyes as she paused alast
moment by the door. " Y ou'll be comfortable here, at least for awhile. I'll return your corpse to Torresdyr
for burid, as| have seventy-four others. Y our belt buckle will adorn my east wall. Take comfort from the
fact. Y ou were thefirgt to counter a summoning song with alump of wax.

That wasthe triumph of your life.”

Anthel stepped from the chamber. Thelatch clicked gently shut. Though no lock turned, Korendir
entertained little doubt that sorcery sealed the portal beyond the virtues of iron to open. He had no desire
to risk being torn limb from limb because he rushed to try the obvious. Instead he thrust Morey’ s dagger
through his belt and roved the breadth of the chamber. The worth of the weaponry would easily have
ransomed a dozen princes. Between maces and tasseled halberds, four lan-cet windows opened at each
point of the compass. Bare dits at their widest aperture, they would never permit escape. But the
wardcrysta lay upon the mantel within easy reach; if Korendir could tossthe jewel from the window
where Haldeth might retrieveit, al effort might not bein vain. Children would no longer diein Tor-resdyr,
and its pitiful king could shed his burden of guilt.

Without sparing thought for consequences, Korendir undung his belt. Heignored the bolted catch, but
st hisbuckle againg the hinge, hisintent to force the pin. Contact roused a dazzling flare of light. Agony
lanced his body, ripped screams from athroat which had never opened for any torment of the Mhurgai.
Thrown backward onto the carpet, Korendir lay unconscious. He sprawled under the stony shins of the
nymphsfor close to an hour, while his hand seeped steady drops of blood. Alarmed when he wakened
to discover apool of spread-ing scarlet, he abandoned attempt on the casement. An-thel’ stower wasa
prison beyond means of man’s endeavor, and with each minute he bled, his options di-minished.
Korendir pushed himsdf to hisfeet.

He paced the chamber until dizziness spoiled his ba-ance. By the time dawn glimmered through the
case-ments, he sprawled on the rug by the mantel, hisforearm streaked to the elbow, and hislipstinged
blue againg flesh trand ucent as steamed glass.

Sunlight threaded copper glints through Korendir’ s hair when at last Anthei choseto return. White wool
lay speckled like a daughterhouse where her prisoner’ s restless steps had carried him; prone by the
hearth, the man himsalf wasivory pae againgt a scarlet mat of carpet. Anthel tossed her head, sharply
disappointed. She had come to make his passing unp!easant only to discover he had collapsed far earlier
than expected. Cheated of her sport, she crossed the chamber on dippered feet. If Korendir was smply
unconscious, she would restore him and make him suffer; his remote facade would shatter and he would
beg for desth. Lovely as asuccubus, Anthel bent and grasped hiswrist to check for pulse. She did not



notice the boot |eft braced againgt the firedog.
Long, loose hair dipped over her shoulders and caressed theline of his cheek.

Korendir exploded into motion. He twisted like adropped cat and pinned Anthel’ s hair beneath his
shoul-der. Hismotion jerked the snared tresses taut, and An-thel overbalanced. Startled laughter rang in
his ears as she crashed across his body. Through dizzied vision, Kor-endir glimpsed widened, green-blue
eyes and an expres-sion of murderous delight.

"Clever man,” said thewitch. But her amusement changed pitch to darm asherolled again, and her silky
locks snagged on the unfinished edge of his belt buckle.

Smoke plumed from the contact. Metamorphosistravelled swiftly up the strands, graying .their youthful
resiliency. Wrinkles spidered Anthel’ sforehead. Her remarkabl e eyes clouded with cataracts, and
smooth cheeks puckered with wrinkles asthe iron’ sfatal unbinding engulfed her face. Y ears of aging
clamed her formin asingleingant, puffing dim hands and shrivelling spell-wrought beauty to skeletd
ugliness. Red velvet caved and sagged over more angular contours. With a breethy, startled sound like an
infant’s cry, Anthel shud-dered and collgpsed.

The man disentangled himsdlf from her corpse with savorless practicality. The gatekeeper had correctly
named the wardstone responsible for Anthel’ s prolonged youth. Subject to earth law, the plain beggar’s
iron which fastened his belt had grounded her with redlity; shock proved too much for her heart. But the
accomplishment |eft the victor exhausted.

Korendir rose on unsteady feet. Dizziness sucked at his baance as he braced himsdlf against the mantel
and lifted the wardstone from its tripod. He wrapped the jewd in his cloak and rocked drunkenly down
the tower gtair. The latches on the doorway were fastened without enchantments. Korendir fumbled them
open and emerged in thefull light of morning.

Anthei’ sfront path burned his eyeslike asnowfied.
The bronze gate shimmered at its end, impossibly distant.
A blurred form appeared beyond, wildly shouting: Haldeth.

Korendir blinked and forced concentration. With greset effort he lifted the wardstone from his cloak. For
an ingtant, two thousand two hundred and forty facets blazed like fire in the sunlight. Then Korendir
swayed and tum-bled headlong down the steps.

He was still struggling to rise when Haldeth reached him. Sure hands gripped his shoulder and settled
him gently againgt the stone of Anthei’ s stoop.

"Neth's everlagting pity, lad, you' re decked like a cock from the fighter’ s pit. Is the blood yours or the
witch's?’

Korendir stirred, opened bland eyes, and raised histhumb. But the dice opened by Morey’ s enchanted
dagger was now miraculoudy healed; apparently contact with the wardstone had closed the spell-cursed
cut. Not even a scar remained. Speckled with rainbows thrown off by the gem’ s prismatic facets,
Korendir laughed. ”Ha-deth,” he said when at |ast he regained his breeth.

"There safortunein that tower.”



Ha deth lifted the wardcrysta from hisfriend' s un-steady grasp. Even lit by itsradiance his eyes shone
much too bright. ”'Y ou’ ve won crown and kingship also,” he observed.

Korendir winced. A pained look crossed hisface. ”I’ d forgotten.” He followed with avulgar word and
ham-mered hiskneewith hisfig.

Four days |ater, he and Haldeth arrived at the palace of Torresdyr, the wardstone dung in a cloak
between them. Thetired old gatekeeper winched back the portals and stared through astonished eyes at
blossoming orchards and lush new grass. Across the kingdom, farmers were plowing weeds from the
fields, and though spring lay six months d9stant, the seeds they sowed sprouted and matured amost
under their feet.

The king wept shamelesdy. His steward accorded Kor-endir the courtesy due a prince and babbled
excited plansfor coronation.

”Cancel that!” Korendir said sharply. "I camefor An-the’ s gold. Loan me an gpple cart, and I'll leave
withit”

"You'll takeno reward at dl?’ said the king, dis-tressed to redlize the ruffian meant every word.
" A draft horse and aharness,” Korendir replied, faintly vexed. He accepted no more than that.

Later, as the wagon rattled empty toward the tower which housed their winnings, Haldeth studied his
companion; he knew the flush of triumph on those features could never last. Korendir was not aman to
put aside hisrestlessness. Y et had he dared to speculate, Haldeth would never have guessed they would
seek to challenge the dreaded Cliffs of Whitestorm, where gales keened over the bones of dead dragons,
and not even wizards dared landfall.

Thebrig’s captain regretfully regarded the bronze-haired man who had just proved that his gold was not
offered injest. ”I’m sorry, young master,” he said at last. ”No coin ever struck will buy passageto
Whitestorm Cliffs. It smutiny I’d have, if | charted a course through those waters, and cut throats for us
both ere we rounded Irgyre’ s Rocks.”

The stranger, who named himsalf Korendir, took the refusal in cam stride. Untitled, rootless, and
gpparently without surname, he had recently acquired both fortune and reputation by rescuing Torresdyr
from awizard’ s bane. Rumor had branded him reckless. Still the captain was startled when the young
man inquired next of Fairha-ven's shipyards.

"You'll meet your death, lad,” he snapped.
A bland, chilly smiletouched Korendir’ sfeatures.

" Perhaps not. Would you recommend a shipwright? I’ Il need aresponsive craft with sturdy
congruction.”

" Areyou daft?’ The captain spat over the seawall. ” The best vessdls built becomefishbait off t' e Cliffs
of Whitestorm. Foul weather asde, icefloeshd ,e the bot-tomsout 0’ them twixt one gust and the next.
Il not lend my advice to the murder of good timber. That' sbegging ill luck.”



Korendir’s smile disappeared. He turned abruptly to leave, and confronted by the determined set of his
shoul-ders, the captain flt strangely moved. He called out. ” Ask for Sathig! He' s got an eye for asound
plank.”

Korendir glanced back, jostled by the press of the fish-market. ” Fortune to you,” he said. ” Sathig it will
m”

The captain watched the adventurer’ s black tunic disappear into the softer beiges of the crowd.
Suddenly sorry he had spoken, he sighed and shook his bald head.

Theidiot would never return dive.

Parchment was barely laid out on Sathig's design boards before every sailor in port at Fairhaven had
heard of Korendir’ s desire. The madman intended to challenge the Cliffs of Whitestorm for the dragon’s
hoard trapped in achain of caves at the tidemark. Once the quest had been common. But at the time
Sathig inked the lines for atwo-man boat, adventurers no longer talked of trea-sure. The dragons
themsalves were bones, solidly frozen in theice a White Rock Head. Folk whispered at the dockside
and sadly stroked their chins. The young fool would die, even asthe dragons had, victim of the weether
elementd which stirred the shores of Whitestorm to anightmare of gales and freezing current for the past
cen-tury and ahdlf.

Unconcerned by the fate which awaited him, Korendir sat in Sathig' s study and reviewed drawingsfor a
twenty-five-foot sailboat of lean~contours and shalow draft. She would be fitted with a double set of
rowlocksin anticipation of unfavorable winds; thoughtfully, Sathig added aleaded swing kedl againgt the
inevitable shods. Well-pleased, Korendir Ieft the parchment unrolled, and weighted at the cornerswith a
princdy sumin coins.

Sathig fitted the little craft well, though onlookers smiled over hiswork from the day the kedl waslaid.

Korendir was awhigtling lunatic if he thought to best aweather elemental with a brace of oars; and
nowherein the Eleven Kingdoms could he hope to find another as crazy as himsdf to man the second

pair.

Korendir met their jibeswith festureslike blank date.

Bent over an adze among Sathig' s craftsmen, he chose not to mention the companion who currently
commandeered the forges at the chandler’ s shop.

Grateful for that smdl privacy, Hadeth released the handles of the bellows, wiped callused pamson his
gpron, and reached for his hammer. He had no stomach for taunts. Standing over the anvil with his hair
dicked to histemples and neck, he pounded out the tines of what soon would be an anchor. He berated
himself for alack-wit. The hook he forged was oversized, even for amackerel boat, and any current
requiring such weight was more than mortal man should chalenge. But Korendir was determined.

" The hoard of Sharkash aloneisrich enough to build astronghold from foundations to battlements, with
wedlth |eft over to fit out the armory,” hisfriend had justified firmly. ” The opportunity istoo greet to
ignore”



Annoyed by the memory, Haideth shoved the anchor into the coas and hauled on the bellows. Korendir
would go doneif need be. Hardship had touched the man’ s sanity to the point where the fortress he
dreamed of building meant more than life and breath. Haideth cursed and licked a blistered thumb. He
hated the sea. But hisfriend would need someone to splint hissilly, shattered bones, if by the grace of
Neth he survived the venture at dl.

Haldeth made himself scarce aswork on the doop con-tinued. Her mast was stepped by |ate spring,
and artisans fussed over her brightwork. Korendir spent his days red-dened by the reflection of tanbari
treated canvas, while the saillmakers labored to sew a doubly reinforced storm jib.

"’ Tismore an eephant ding than asail,” grumbled the master designer.

Taut-lipped, Korendir slenced the craftsman’s complaint with gold. The doop was launched the next
morning; named Carcadonn after the winged unicorn no man could hopeto capture, she sailed in early
summer. A crowd lined the wharf to see her off. Sathig stood with the rest, certain he had seen the last of
his handiwork. The doop would not be returning to Fairhaven, even in the baskets of a salvager’ s skiff.

Driven on abroad reach by the summer trades, Carcadonn made comfortabl e passage despite her short
sheer line. Absorbed by charts and dividers, Korendir reverted to silence. Although sail changes and gear
repair kept Haldeth busy, long hours at thetiller Ieft his thoughts free to brood. Once, White Rock Head
had been afa- vored harbor with safe anchorage. But since the weather elementd had claimed the
territory, tempests raged unabated, savaging the shordline until the cliffslost al semblance of their charted
contours. In Fairhaven' staverns, taleswere told of Whitestorm’ s weather that caused Hal-deth to shiver
infull sunlight. No curse could ease his misgivings. He detested the cold.

Carcadonn sailed through the Dragon’ s Eye and ran east. Though summer reached its height el sewhere,
past Irgyre’ s Rocks, the temperature began remorsaesdy "to fal. Standing watch one moonless night,
Ha deth wasfirst to notice that ocean phosphorescence no longer sparked in the wake. The waters
foamed cold and dark beneath Carcadonn’ s kedl, and blown spray bit his skin like deet. When Korendir
took the helm at midnight, Haldeth wrenched open alocker and tossed his companion acloak of oiled
wool.

"You'll needit,” he said crosdy.

Korendir' s sole answer was a shrug.

Seven days later, Carcadonn lost her weather. Wakened by abang of canvas and the yawing pitch of an
unplanned jibe, Korendir clawed out of his bunk. On deck, Haldeth wrestled thetiller, drenched and
swearing. The gusts shrieked, rushing in like aboxer’ s punch across sixty degrees of change.
Overcanvassed, Carcadonn regled through stegpening sess.

"Heaveto!” Korendir jammed hisfeet into seaboots.

"WE | reef the main and switch to the smaller headsail.

Which tack steers easiest?’

"Neither!” Haldeth ducked anicy sheet of spray.

"Mark me, we |l be under muscle by morning.”



Korendir vaulted the hatchboards and headed for the foredeck. Gently he said, ”Y ou’' reapessmist.”

But thewind belied his outlook. By afternoon Carcadonn bucked over wavecrests blasted to spindrift,
Pummeled by gusts, her gear rattled and crashed doft. Thetiller plowed againgt Haldeth’ s hands with the
force of agut-speared boar. Old Sathig’s handiwork could assuredly stand up to punishment; but as
Korendir took the helm at dusk, the smith wondered how long the doop could stay seaworthy.
Conditions hereafter would only get worse.

By morning the wind backed and blew from the north-east. Carcadonn begt to weather, clawing over
swells hdf the height of her masthead. On starboard tack, Haldeth glimpsed !and between the waves.
The low dunes of Dunharrawere replaced by rock-crowned crags which broke the dam of the incoming
surf likean unending rall of thunder.

Haldeth shook water from his hair and shoved thetiller hard alee. Carcadonn ducked, came about with
awhipcrack of dack canvas, and turned the hazards of the coast astern. The cliffs were proof she made
progress. But when Hadeth retired below and discovered the gdley fire doused by the damp, he
separately cursed every league he had sailed out of Fairhaven’ s harbor. Above-decks, ablock squealed
warning. He grabbed for the rail and missed.

The boom lifted and crashed to the opposite tack. The mainsheet parted like thread. Carcadonn dewed,
tossing Haldeth against a bulkhead. Cold oatmedl splattered his chest, and his oath brought Korendir in a
bound from the helm to measure the scope of the disaster.

Ha deth sat scraping porridge from his beard, while his companion hunkered on his hedls and grinned
with infuriating cam.

"When you'rewiped up,” Korendir said, "we regoing to takein sail.”

The smith glared, rose, and jammed his ar~sinto oilskins. The wet patch left by the oatmedl sett~,~d
likeicy fingersagaing his chest as he emerged unwillingly for labor. While the doop wallowed under bare
poles, he helped Korendir dot rowlocksinto her toerail and benches to the cockpit lockers. Much as

Ha deth detested rowing, oars were preferable to riding awhirlwind under banging yards of canvas.

Stripped of sail, Carcadonn made better headway, but her crew suffered for the improvement. Waves
broke over the bow, and repeatedly flooded the cockpit. Worn by the drag at his ankles as the water
sucked out through the scuppers, Haldeth found rowing amiserable contest of endurance. Cold and
fatigue dulled hismind, until timeitsalf seemed suspended.

When thefirgt icefloe reared above the wavecrests, dirty white in the currents which tumbled past the
kedl, Haideth shipped oarsin silence. He went below to brew hot tea and found no reassurance asthe
beat of Korendit's stroke continued unabated above decks. Every pull of the oars brought them closer to
Whitestorm, where the el ements would batter them beyond hope of surviva.

The next day dawned thick as unbleached wool. Fog swallowed the mast down to the spreaders, and
gusts screamed through the rigging like the ribald laughter of hags. Carcadonn bucked, gracelessasa
death-wounded deer. Her crew jounced against the benches, their team- work at the oars gone ragged.
With his eyes streaming runnels of seawater, Haldeth waited for Korendir to admit hisfolly and turn
back. Y et hour after weary hour the man leaned into his stroke. No word passed hislips, and no glimmer
of reason relieved his expressonlessface.



That night, secured under double anchor, Haldeth stood first watch lest the moorings drag. He huddled
in the cockpit and tried to remember what it felt like to be warm, while gusts played a song of endless
winter through the stays. The hours crept. With no star over-head to reckon by, the dark seemed to
freezein place. Stiff and shivering, Haldeth retired at midnight. He found Korendir still awake, intently
bent over the chart table.

The smith cracked crusted ice from his oilskins.

"Y ou’'reamaniac, and very soon you' |l be afrozen mon-ument to stupidity. It's colder than the
Mhurga sthird verson of hell out there”

Korendir looked up, eyesimpervious as mirror glassin the gimballed swing of thelanterns. "We're
nearly there.” His voice sounded bemused over the rush of wind and waves.

Braced againgt the heave of the deck, Haldeth exam+-ined the chart. The inked line of Carcadonn’s
running fix ended amost under the shadow of White Rock Head.

Lessthan two leagues to the north lay the lairs of the dead dragons, and the vortex of the elementai’s
force.

"What we areiswitless,” muttered Haldeth. For one wild moment curiosity overrode sense; then his
thrill of excitement died out a remembrance that his boots doshed with seawater, and the gdley firewas
amess of wet ashes. He cursed doud at the chart, never noticing the tolerant amusement which touched
Korendir' sface as he swung himsdf up the companionway to finish histurn at watch.

V. .White Rock Head

Morning dawned dim with cloud. Korendir labored on the foredeck, drenched to the skin by flying
spray long before the anchor broke free of the .~-abed. Too misera-ble even to curse, Haldeth manned
oarsin the cockpit, his eyes squeezed shut againgt the sting of sat water. He pulled hislooms by reflex.
Y ears of ingrained habit allowed him to adl’ ust to compensate as he joined stroke at the forward bench.
Carcadonn shoul-dered clear of her anchorage into the teeth of the gale.

Battered, pitched, tossed upon their benches until their flesh bruised, the two men labored for aleague.
Seas broke with hissing fury over the beleaguered doop. The cockpit swirled with green water and
seaboots chafed againgt shivering flesh with the abrasiveirritation of sand-paper. Haldeth could spare no
resource to fret over folly now.

The weather worsened, its force more vicioudy concentrated than any concoction of nature. Wind
frayed the mist to shreds like tattered spectres. Carcadonn shuddered with each pull of the oars, while
contrary, spindrift-crowned waves dammed her time and again, ahairsbreadth shy of broaching.
Whipped at last to exhaus-tion, Korendir and Haldeth dropped double anchor. Too chilled even to stand
watch, they huddled over the gdlley stove while Carcadonn pitched againgt her lineslikea
pain-maddened bull.

Storm brought early darkness. The mast whipped againgt the stays. Lines chafed and fittings rattled, and



the rudder banged at her pins, despite stout lines of lash-ing. Toward midnight, drifting ice ground into the
aft anchor rode. Chain snapped off at the hawse, and Carca-donn dewed in a bucking arc, dependent on
her thinner second line. The yank asthe dack caught short flexed every timber in the hull.

By miracle, the bow hook held.

The lurch upended lanternsin their brackets. Fortu-nately their reservoirs were emptied, an extreme
precau-tion for rough westher. Haldeth took refuge in his bunk with hisarms clamped over hishead, and
for once yield-ing to common sense, Korendir did not stir aoft. Condi-tions were too desperate to risk
dacking off lineto set the spare anchor. If Carcadonn broke loose in such cur-rent, no remedy might
spare them from wreck on the reefs.

The night passed; if Korendir managed deep, Haldeth most assuredly did not.

Daybreak arrived through louring layers of cloud. Firgt to rise, Haldeth cracked the cockpit hatch and
blessed luck that he still was dive. Everywhere the doop showed punishment, from varnish and
paintwork stripped down tO wood, to lines snapped into~tassdls. Even Sathig’s me-ticul ous handiwork
could never withstand another night like the last. Korendir seemed not to care. He hastened to raise
anchor like aman set after by demons. Too worn to argue, Haldeth sat his bench and bent to the rhythm
of the oars.

Carcadonn heaved sideways. A wave dapped her thwarts, and spray showered over mast and deck
and cockpit. Haldeth shook water from his eyes and shouted warning, just as the anchor cleared the sea.
The doop dewed like acork in amillrace. Somehow Korendir kept his balance. He made fast the chain
and swung aft with the agility of amonkey to take his place at the bench.

Both men pulled to the limit of their strength, to no avail. Againgt the tumbling grip of the current, Snew
and oars proved inadequate and the doop ripped out of contral.

Haldeth saw the iceberg firgt. Glistening white, and sharp astrap jaws, it reared off the bow while the
current sheared eddies on either side. Shouting, the smith heaved on hisloom to deflect the doop to
leeward.

Water ressted his pull like iron. Carcadonn spun sideways, married to her course like asuicide. Halde,h
braced for the inevitable impact.

"Keep rowing!” Korendir screamed.

He dammed his oars clear of the rowlocks. then rose with the shaftsin his hands. Braced againgt rail and
cabin top, he leaned out to fend off like amadman.

Beechwood met ice with a screech and didodged aspray of flying chips. The oar blade ground into
splinters. Korendir shouldered into the stub, hisface asnarl of effort. The planking beneath hisback and
feet groaned asiif the bulkhead would crack. Then the doop bucked. Water sucked at her kedl, and she
shot clear with alurch.

Theiceberg retreated dizzily behind.
Korendir never looked t ~k, but bounded in a stride for the foredeck. He freed ahalyard, but his valiant

e-'fort to hoist sail ended in flogging defeat. The wind was impossibly strong. Whipped into retreat by a
snarl of rigging and burst canvas, Carcadonn’s master abandoned the mast. He dropped to his kneeson



the deck and dashed the ties which restrained the anchor. Hook and chain fell free, swallowed by boiling
foam. The line burned out with a scream of friction. White-lipped, Koren-dir counted footage and
belayed off to acledt.

At last ableto help, Hadeth dragged hard on the oars. He strove against what seemed the unleashed
fury of hell to ease the strain on the anchor. Still, the line snapped taut with ahum like the cock of asiege
arbalest. Droplets smoked from stressed plies. But the cable held.

Haldeth nearly wept with relief.

Ko rendir straiehtened on splayed feet by the foredeck He glared at the rums of histrysad, then shouted,
Thathing would' ve served better as an eephant ding!” He hacked the messfree of the shackle, dung
himsdf aft, and thrust an armload of dripping canvas a Hadeth.

” Stow the cussed thing in the forepeak, in case we have need of ahull patch.”

At alossfor comment, Haldeth obeyed. When he re-turned from below and found Korendir unlashing
the tender from Carcadonn’ s cabin top, hisnerve at last gave way.

" Just how far do you expect you'll get inthat?” Bent by the force of the gale, the smith clenched both
hands on thelifdine just to maintain hisfooting.

Korendir jerked his head toward the cliffs, where a spray-drenched idet arose, marked by geysers of
spume as breakers thundered past toward the headland. He shouted over the tumult. ”We' Il want to
mount bolt ringsin the channd. Saethig would never forgive meif 1 Ieft his boat hanging by one anchor,
untended.”

”"Neth!” Haldeth dgpped icefrom hiscollar. " Y ou' remad! If you think to manhandle that eggshdll in
there, don’t expect pity when you capsize.”

Korendir paused. Helooked up, and hislips split with an expression that passed for amusement. ”I'm
not daft. Not when | know the weeather elementa of Whitestorm by name.”

Haldeth sat heavily on the cabintop. ”Wherein Aero ith’s Eleven Kingdoms did you learn that? Y ou had
no enchanter’ supbringing.”

Suddenly absorbed with hisknots, Korendir said, ”| won Anthei’slibrary, didn’t 1? Her father left notes
inthe margins of agpell scrall that called for nine coin-weight of dragon’ steeth.”

Thisreveation was remarkable only for brashness. While aman trained to power could sometimes
influence an dementa through the binding properties of its name, Korendir was no wizard.

Haldeth took abresth of cold air. ” Since when does knowing penmanship make you an expert?’

Korendir tossed off the last rope. He glanced up with eyes that were much too steady. ” Do you want to
turn back?’

"No, themorefool I'” Hadeth flung awvay in emo-tiond contrast. He sought comfortlessrefuge in the
cock-pit while Korendir dung the dory from the main halyard, then wrestled againgt the pitch of the seas



to launch the craft over therail. Not until he tossed histools and line beneath the oar seat did the smith
surrender to theinevi-table. Haldeth emerged to steady the painter, while his companion kicked over the
lifdines and settled himsdf on board.

Korendir sgnaled hiswish to be cast off.
Haldeth gripped thelinein white knuckles. " Isthere nothing that moves you to fear?’
Korendir shrugged, supremely reluctant to answer.

Then, on awhim, he changed hismind. ” The deeth that’ sin front is aknown thing, aready faced and
accepted. But the end that catches a man without grace from be-hind, that one drives meto terror. There
1 will rasewdlsin defense, Hadeth. Unitil then, nothing else matters.”

Brusgue now, Korendir freed his oars. Asthough his conclusion was inevitable, he added, ” Stone
masons de-mand greet oiles of coin.” Almost gently, he reached up and pried tl{ e line from the frozen fist
of hisfriend.

A swell rolled green benesth the doop. Lifted on its crest, the dory spun away, snatched off by the twist
of the current. Haldeth watched, his chest dl aching and hollow, and his throat closed to sound.

Korendir made no attempt to row, but instead strug-gled upright, propped againgt his oarshaftsin the
dory’ s pitching stern. Wind cracked his cloak like aflag and the punch of the waves rattled the boards
beneath hisfeet. Tossed like a chip before the might of the eementa, the man’s braced figure reflected dl
the futility of atwig propped upright against an avalanche.

Had means existed, Haldeth would have dragged both dory and occupant back to Carcadonn by main
force.

Since that was impossible, the smith pondered the merits of earnest prayer for the first time since
Mhurga had murdered hisfamily.

The next ingant, Korendir flung ashout like aherdd’ s cry againgt theice-runged cliffs. ” Cyondide!”

The word echoed back, baldfaced enough to provoke war between neighboring kingdoms. Haideth's
emotions were quenched with the speed of apinched candle.

”Cyondide!”

Whitestorm's elemental gave response in arush of wind and wave. Carcadonn’ s dory spun like acork
compass, and spray plumed over her gunwales. Balanced on doshing floorboards, Korendir fought to
say upright. Asif theroiling waters posed no significant threet, he raised hisvoice again. ” Cyondide, |
come to Whitestorm as envoy. Would you founder my craft before | deliver my message?”

Water dapped the dory’ s bow. Her ked settled so abruptly that Korendir was dammed to his knees.
Then the wind parted to carve acircle of calm around thetiny boat. Into air frozen in sudden silence, the
elementd replied, its voice the hiss of breaking surf. ” Cyondide is here. Who sends amortal man as
envoy? No wizard would so dare.”

Korendir recovered hisfooting. He answered with acalm that chilled Hadeth’ s blood. ”1shone, from the
east sends me. As bearer of hismessage, | demand safe har-bor and leave to moor my craft against the



rocks.”

Seawater exploded into froth benegth the dory’ skedl. Thelittle boat tipped not a hairsbreadth, but
stayed cra-dled on an apex of forces that threatened her capsize at any moment. Korendir neither
crouched nor grabbed at thwartsin sdf-protection. Instead he laid asde hisoars asif the dlementa’s
assurance of his safety was aready foregone conclusion. Shamed to favorable decision, Cy-ondide
tamed the seas. Waves foamed and flattened; asfar asthe eye could see, the ocean lay like sheet glass
againg thefeet of the diffs.

Korendir sat down unperturbed and threaded his oars. The echo of his stroke ashe rowed fell likea
shout on eddyless air. His marenet reflected no haste, yet Haldeth observed that he worked without
wasting movement. In less than an hour, he had mounted the hardware to berth his doop between idet
and shore. Although the tempera-ture plunged like astone, not acat’s paw of wind trou-bled him as he
returned and warped Carcadonn from her anchorage. Haldeth helped secure the doop to the rocks.
Although a Fairhaven, the smith had seen twenty-ton shipsless stoutly moored, he refrained from
disparag-ing comment. Against the fury of Cyondide, stedl cable would chafe like smple hemp; aman
would be su-premely lucky if even forged chain did not break.

Korendir loaded the dory with food, spare clothing, and coils of pale new rope. To these basics he
added a square of uncut sail cloth, aclimber’s axe, and atied bundle of pitohs. Haldeth dogged the
hatches and slently boarded up the companionway. The quiet made him ache with uneasiness. Although
weether dementalslacked any sense of sight, when aroused, their hearing could be pre-ternaturaly
acute,

Carefully, Haldeth dropped from Carcadonn’ s deck into the laden dory. As Korendir took up the oars,
the smith settled in the stern seat and asked the question that had fretted him throughout the hour. ”Who
on Aerithislshone?”

Korendir leaned into his stroke and returned awhis-per. ” Another elementd.”

Unreassured, Haldeth sat braced as the dory ghosted forward. ” And your message”?’

Korendir'smouth stiflened obstinately. His oars rose dripping from the sea and descended again without
pause.

Soon after, agust cracked the cdm. Ripples shivered the rocks, and Cyondide’ simpatience

"Mortal, ret~ounoeu from ~-~ , - -~bbe your safe-conduct wearies me. Deliver your message.”
Korendir dragged an oar blade and turned the bow. A fragile wake of bubblestrailed astern asthe dory
nosed past anicefloe.

"Mortal! Answer Cyondide, or be dashed to arag on the rocks.”

Korendir cried back in annoyance: ”Is Cyondide with-out honor, that a messenger from Ishone is met
with threets?’

Haldeth tucked his head between his shoulders, ex-pecting a any moment to be spilled from his seat and
whirled to his death in the sea.

Y et Korendir’ s stroke resumed undisturbed. One league, then two passed benegth the dory’ skedl.
Stillness pressed againgt Haldeth' s nerves until he felt he must split from the pressure.



Oars poised, Korendir leaned forward at last and whis-pered into his companion’ sear. ” Start looking. If
thetide' s out, we ought to find asmall ledge. The entrance to Sharash’ slair should liejust above.”

"Morta!” boomed Cyondide. ”'Y ou do me no service By squeaking in the manner of amouse. Speak
louder, by ...." Ishone sendsin the mouth that t migrtt near what t,u,,,s of aman.”

The dory glided ahead. Black with wet, and glistening under rungs of ice, the rocks showed neither ledge
nor ave mouth Discouraged, Haideth. peered down

There, beneath afathom of water, he found the outcrop. Cyondide' sinterference had upset the tides
since the bygone days of the dragons. The entranceto the !air lay submerged, hopelesdy inac-cessble to
adory laden with tools.

Ha deth waited in dismay as Korendir shared the di-lemma of discovery. Committed beyond retredt,
they would suffer the fate of the dragons, drowned, or maybe frozen, al for an eemental’ s caprice.

The dory rocked; Haldeth looked up in time to see his companion fill hislungswith arctic air.
" Cyondide! | have been six weeks upon the sea, and my feet grow weary of boats. Give me solid
ground, and 1 shall ddliver Ishone stidings.”

A wave arose and smacked againgt the cliff base.

"There areicefloes about, mortal, that offer footing as firm as any land. Choose one of these, and
swiftly, for my patience wearsthin.”

"What isice but water frozen?” Korendir’ stone turned scornful. ” Does Cyondide lack the might to drop
the tide one fathom, that I shone' s envoy have dry rock for hisfeet?’

" Cyondide could ebb the tide until the sea bottom crumbled and grew desert fern. Stand warned,
mortd.

Cyondide could blast your bonesto powder also.”
"Words are only bluster,” Korendir returned with bit-ten insolence.

Haldeth cringed through a moment tight-drawn as the calm before killing storm. Then the ocean sucked
away from the cliffsin aroaring, eddyinc rush. The dory spun. Water curled over her gunwales. Korendir
caught the rowlock to keep from faling. Then he sat and threaded oars. The instant he recovered
steerage, hejerked hischin at the smith.

Ha deth legped acrossto the ledge. Fast as he dared, he unloaded tools and ropes into the dripping
mouth of the cave.

"Mortal, your message!” Icy wind froze the droplets asthey fdll; Haldeth shivered as sdty, unnatura
deet bounced down therim of his collar. Cyondide simpatience charged the air with the ozone of an
immanent lightning strike.

Korendir inventively stroveto tal. ” The words that Ishone charged meto deliver to Cyondide are
complexly phrased, and lengthy. They concern amost ddlicate subject.”



Haldeth listened~ a prickle of dread giving rise to suspi-cion: his companion’s strategy was no plan at dl,
but only abrazen bluff.

Korendir shipped oars and stepped ashore. ” Cyondide offers grave discourtesy, to force important
matters on amessenger ill weary from travel. Surely Cyondide can forbear, that Ishon€e s chosen envoy
might rest.”

" Then beware your fragility, mortal!” the elemental boomed back. ”'Y our demands have not pleased
Cyondide.”

Haldeth helped drag the dory onto the rock. Then he hurried to unload the remaining supplies.
Elementals had touchy natures, possessed of towering pride, afew had been known to hurl themselves
into tantrums violent enough to obliterate their own existence. Power aone commanded their respect.
Arrogant of their might, they chalenged enchantersfor sport; few wizardsin Aerith owned lore enough to
contest with the beings and sur-vive. All that restrained Cyondide from destroying the trespassers on the
ledge was the implied dight to his omnipotence.

Had the elementd at Whitestorm possessed sight to observe the men upon his dliffs, hewould have
dashed them into the seato drown. Y et since mortals lacked the aura that clung even to the weakest of
wizards, only sound could betray them. Korendir muffled the climbing axe with sail-cloth, then gestured
to his companion. Hai-deth accepted the tool. While Korendir stood vulnerable on the ledge, the smith
ascended the rock shaft that angled upward from the waterline,

Whitened bands of salt marked the floods of countlesstides. Though his hands and feet frozeto
numbness, Hal-deth pressed stubbornly forward. No ambassador’ s cour-tesies could avert retaiation
once Cyondide pressed his demands. The smith had no desire to be drowned like arat by therage of a
duped eementd, not with the drag-on’slairs and safety just afew yards higher overhead. Haldeth did
not bother with pitohs and axe, but forced his shivering frame up the black throat of the shaft by touch. In
time the rock wallswidened. A hand-hold, akick, and adither, and the smith rolled onto a shelf that
extended an unknown distance in the dark.

He sat, breathing hard, and rubbed his fingers. Then he unlashed the spare rope from hiswaist. Sweat
dampened histemples by the time the knot came free. Haldeth loosened the coils. He flaked theline
down the shaft to Korendir, who tied a pack to the end. A twitch signalled back, and the smith raised the
rope hand over hand. He hoisted the bundle over thelip of the shelf. Tired of fighting the darkness,
Haldeth dug into the pack after flint, stakes, and awad of oil-soaked rags.

Spark snapped in the smith’ s palm. Flame kindled round his new-made torch ashe kndlt and raised his
am. Firefluttered to brilliance and sparked a glitter from the shadow. A sapphire blazed like splintered
garlight from ahollow not a pace beyond his elbow.

Ha deth sprang up in exultation. His head cracked rock with aforce that stunned him, dizzy, but his
excite-ment remained. Passageway's branched outward in three directions just past the overhang that had
bruised him.

There the caves Jay polished, ground smooth by the scales of dragons; the sapphire twinkled in promise.

Surely Sharkash’'s main horde awaited in caverns higher up.

Hadeth jammed historch in acleft. By the loops till coiled at hisfeet, he judged his climb had covered
closeto three hundred feet. Whether Cyondide could drive the tide that far was a point best |eft untested.



The remaining supplies must be hoisted without delay.

Korendir caught theline a the cliff base, aware hisruse was wearing thin. The air over White Rock
Head hung cold as death; had aman attempted deep in such conditions he would have frozen solid, as
Cyondide no doubt intended. The sea seemed to mirror the eemen-ta’ s pique in brooding, green-black

depths.

Numbed past hope of dexterity, Korendir labored ur-gently over knots that should have taken seconds
to com-plete. As heraised the final bundle from the ledge, a piton dipped from the wrapping.

Korendir fumbled the catch. With athin, ringing chime, the metal bounced and splashed into water. A
circular band of tipplesfled the site. Korendir lost amo-ment to horror. Then he dropped the pack and
dashed the cord free with his dagger.

"Morta!” The voice of the lementd shivered the air like athunderclap. ” Speak, mortal! Cyondide will
wait no longer.”

Korendir flung off his gloves. He caught the rope bare-handed and secured aloop to hiswaist.

Tremors shook the ledge underfoot as the elementa shrieked a command. ” Deliver Ishone' s message to
Cyondide!”

A wave arose from nowhere. Doused to the waist, Korendir dammed forward into rock. Blood dripped
from agash in hisforehead as he planted hisweight to resst the drag of current againgt hisshins.
Cornered now, and left but one alternative, he raised hisvoice.

"Cyondide!” Anger chiselled his shout. " Know that you have offended | shone through abuse and injury
to hisenvoy. For thisinsult, in the name of Ishone, this envoy issues chalenge to Cyondide. Never shdl
peace exist between Cyondide and I shone until aduel of power brings settlement.”

Before his echoed words had faded, Korendir dove for the cave mouth and frantically hauled on the
rope.

The sky split. Lightning seared the ledge, and rock splinters flew where hisfeet had rested barely an
ingtant before. The sea sucked back with arush like an indrawn bresth, even as the man threw himself
upward with al of his desperate strength. For amoment the wind screamed maledictions; then water
smashed up from benesth with the battering momentum of alog ram.

Korendir never fdt the cold. Crushed headfirgt into stone, he went limp. Blackness claimed his
awareness, even as the waters crested in arush up the shaft and foamed over his body.

Therise of the tide echoed upward like the roar of an infuriated dragon. From the ledge in the upper
cavern, Haldeth bellowed in wordless rage. Aware that the rope now supported the fleeing weight of his
companion, the smith pulled, driven to heroics by fear. He never saw the water that boiled over the lip of
his outcrop, though wavel ets soaked hisfeet and kicked the stacked supplies on atumbling roll into
darkness. Haldeth heaved mind-lesdy. Cail after coil splashed from his hands. The flood chuckled and
dapped over stone, and then as abruptly subsided. Seawater gurgled downward. The rush of its ebb
tore greedily at hard-won cordage, and whirled the supply packslike dice.

Hemp burned through Haldeth’ sfingers. He cursed, and kept hold, though callus tore from his hands
and hisfooting was nearly sacrificed. Maddened by the sting of rayed pams, he separately damned every



body of water in Aerith. Scared witless at the prospect of alondy end at Whitestorm, he recovered his
stolen yardage. Foot after foot, the rope arose from the shaft, until torchlight caught on aspill of bronze
hair. Haldeth’ s muscles knot-ted one last time. He heaved Korendir’ s frame over the brink and sprawled
him face up on hisback. Gray eyes were fixed and sightless. Water dripped from a dackened mouth,
and blood that shone /Olack in the torchlight flowed over temple, forehead and cheek.

Haldeth bent, trembling with shock. He 'aid hands on sodden cloth, but felt neither movement nor life.
The ribs benegth histouch stayed stone still. He shouted, overtaken by rage. ” Die on me, will you?’

Only echoes answered. Mocked by their repetitive sound, the smith succumbed to fury. Riches, fortress,
safety itself seemed afool’ sdream, asfar past hisreach asthe family left daughtered by Mhurgai. Crazed
by grief, Haldeth gripped his companion by the shoulders. He shook Korendir’ slifelesstorso asif
violence by itsdf could negate thefindity of defedt.

Korendir choked. His head rolled back. A flare of sparks from the torch showed aflicker of pulseat his
neck. Shocked back to reason, Haldeth changed his grip.

He turned the unconscious man over and administered a sharp blow to his back. After amoment
Korendir sputtered. Water spilled from his nose and mouth, and his chest shuddered weakly into motion.

" Praise Neth? Suddenly aware of the cold, the smith stripped the clothing from Korendir’s body, then
wrapped him in hisown dry cloak. The packs lay wedged in afissure. Haldeth drew his dagger and cut
them free, pray-ing’furioudy that the tinder inside was not entirely soaked through.

Korendir awakened to the warmth of sunlight on his cheek. Furs bound hislimbsin clinging warmth, and
afire sngpped at his back. One of his eyes was swollen entirely shut; dmost everywhere dse hewas
bruised. His chest ached. Hisface stung. The sunlight, and the shadow of hisform against rock grated
againg his aware-ness with awrongness he could not identify.

" Cyondide has deserted Whitestorm to duel Ishone,” said avoice; Haldeth's, by its Southengard drawl.

Memory returned. Korendir tried to move, changed his mind and grimaced. He managed a rough-edged
whisper. ;' I’d hoped for that.” It hurt, even to speak.

Motionless beside thefire, Korendir listened as Hal-deth told of his search through the caverns that
laced the gtrata of the headland. Early on the smith had discovered atunnel which accessed the summit of
Whitestorm’ s cliffs. In more detail, he described the dragon lairs, and the fird, torchlit inventory of
Sharkash' slegendary hoard.

" There' senough gold in these rocks to pay every mason in Aerith,” the smith finished. ”Y ou'll have your
holdfagt, if we can find away to move such agrand weight of treasure.”

A companionable silence passed before Korendir stirred himself to question. ”Wheat of the dory?”

Haldeth shook hishead. "I burned bits of the transom for firewood. That' s the only fragment | could
find.”

Y et the thorn trees which grew in black, impenetrable stands on the clifftop offered hope to solve this
setback. Though unple.asa~t .t,o w. o. rk; the trunks yielded passable timber. Already Halaetl~ naa
begun congtruction of araft to ferry jewels back to Carcadonn.



Korendir grunted approval. "While you' re busy, better cache some kindling in the driet, best ventilated
lair you can find.” He caught his breath, then continued with atrace of the timbre that had outbluffed
Cyondide. "Which-ever dementa winsthat dud will returnin high passon for vengeance.”

Already worried over that, Haldeth shoved to hisfeet.
”If we're caught before we sail, we're both dead.”

"WEe d be pursued, regardiess,” Korendir finished matter-of-factly. While his companion unhappily
pon-dered the complications of that, he closed his good eye and dept.

Korendir rested soundly until dusk, when Haldeth swore avicious oath in his ear. The anger behind the
cursewas sncere. Startled haf out of hisfurs, the injured man whirled, drew his dagger, and lashed out
to skewer an assailant who was not there.

The ledge by the campfire stood empty. The packs, the food stores, the spare coils of rope: al were
stacked undisturbed. No footsteps fled down the passage which led toward the dark of the dragon lairs.
Korendir was utterly alone. The imprudence of sudden movement made itsdlf felt in amultitude of aches.
Still, he did not lie back. He waited, poised in thought, for reasonabl e explanation to present itself.

A second later, Ha deth repeated his malediction. Thistime areference accompaniad that placed blame
on his Neth-forsaken climbing axe.

Korendir frowned. He dipped clear of hisfurs and coaxed stiflened musclesto bear weight. His
companion’s epithets rang preternaturaly clear, asif the smith sat adjacent to the firepit. Korendir was
certain he suffered no halucination; neither had the words been the product of awizard's spell. Some
trick of therock must have deceived his ears. Intrigued, the adventurer reached for his breeches and
boots. He clothed himsdlf, preoccupied beyond noticing bruised limbs and swollen cuts.

When Haldeth returned, he found his companion perched, cloakless, on the brink of the
four-hundred-foot drop that fronted their campste. Chill winds whipped Korendir’ shair into tangles, and
the coals at his back had gone cold.

"What in the Mhurga s many hellsare you doing?’
The smith threw down his sack of tools and kndlt irritably to rebuild thefire.

Without turning, Korendir recited Haldeth’' s earlier oath with a pitch and inflection that were maddening
for their mimicry. " The weather’ smild,” he added. ” And 1 can't stay bundled in furslike a babe any

longer.”

Ha deth dumped hislogs, then sneezed as heinhaled adisturbed cloud of ash. ”You'll rest if | haveto
forge chain to keep you down.”

Korendir let that pass. He pursued hisearlier train of thought asif the smith had neither threatened nor
interrupted. " Where were you, and what made you curse with such enthusiasm that 1 was wakened from

deep?

"What?" Hadeth stopped with hisflint poised mo-tionless over the bark he had shredded for tinder.
”Neth, man, you'reraving. Y ou couldn’t have heard me. | wasin atunnel east of Sharkash' s hoard.”



Korendir turned awkwardly from the cliff edge. His eyes quite pointedly fixed on Haldeth’ sleft hand.
" Did you hit yoursdlf by accident, or did you bruise that thumbnail purpleto attract alover? The whores
of Ar-haga started the fashion, but they generaly use paint for the purpose.”

Haideth’ sroar of outrage became swallowed without echo by empty sky. Through swelling and bruises,
and aforehead till scabbed from mishap, Korendir might have smiled. ” Be more careful of the axe, my
friend. And don't forget where you drove that piton. Our lives might soon depend oniit.”

Korendir' s strength returned gradually. At first unable to manage the heavy labor of raft construction, he
spent his days exploring the cliffs of Whitestorm, both the in-sde chains of caverns and the crags without.
The treasure proved too extensive to taly; and freed of Cyondide' sinfluence, the headlands themselves
embraced change.

Summer winds blew the chill from the air. Though the flinty, white rock remained armored inice, the
soaring lift of the crags caught the eye with astark and forbidding beauty. Korendir roamed acrossthe
heights, the thorn trees an impenetrable tangle at his back. Where Haldeth cursed the inhospitable barbs,
and twisted black branches that seemed to claw like tortured spirits at the sky, Koren-dir saw abastion
againg invason. Helistened for hoursto the cries of the gulls, and was moved. Whitestorm haunted him,
waking and deeping, until findly he set wordsto his thoughts.

"| want to build here,” he announced over the flames of alate night fire. " Thisis the most perfect stein
al Aerithto raise my holdfast.”

Startled in the midst of cooking, the smith spilled an overdose of herbsin the stew. " Neth!” He scooped
with the ladle, but bungled the recovery; glumly he watched the seasoning sink beneath the gravy.
"You'remad. Mad! And possessed with the gall of Cyondide. How do you propose to match the wrath
you' ve dirred up among the dementa s? Mhurga s hells, man! We have gold enough to build mansions
and stuff them to the eaves with pretty servants. Can't you choose a plan that won't wind up getting us
both killed?’

"Y ou shouldn’t have smashed your thumb,” Korendir said obliquely. ” Are you going to mix meat with
the

rosemary, or should | make bannock in sdf defense?’

Haldeth looked blank. Then, red-faced, he threw down the ladle and spattered the campsite with broth.
" Quit yoursdf. Burnthe gravy.” Explosively, he stood up. ”Y ou can bet on the fact I'm not hungry.”

Unruffled as his companion stormed out, Korendir dung the pot back over t~e coals. Soon the sounds
of furious hammering drifted ~lown from the cliff top; Hai-deth expended his temper upon the boards cut
from thorn forest. If, beyond an hour, he had not recovered his appetite, Korendir resolved to tosstheir
overspiced supper off the cliffsde.

Four days later the raft was completed and launched.

Burdened low on the waterline with treasure, the craft proved unwieldy but stable. Korendir and
Haldeth attempted the return trip to Carcadonn at ebb tide. The sun struck patternsin the shallows, and
the drip of stead-ily melting ice spilled me odious trickles down the rocks. Though treacherous il with
ice floes, Whitestorm’ s nat-ural patterns of surf and current proved mild and un-threatening. The doop
remained secured to her moorings; but the winds of Cyondide’ s departure had dismasted her ten feet
above the decks.



Ha deth climbed the strakes. He fought hisway aboard through snarls of stays and thrashed rigging.
Bedecked with gold chains, and sporting atwisted string of pearlsfor luck, he managed to withold any
curses until the cornpanionway was unseded. Water had overrun the bilge and soaked hisfavorite
blanket; the fact that Korendir aready manned the pump did little to amdiorate histemper. If flooding
was reversible, matters of scarping and carpentry were not so easily solved. Timber was needed from
Thornforest before Carcadonn could carry sail. Their departure must be delayed at least severd turns of
thetide.

" Satrig will have you murdered when he sees how you' ve treated his brightwork!” The smith withheld
what he knew was the truth; more likely they would not live to make port at Fairhaven at dl. Foolishly,
boastfully, or maybe from surly stubbornness, Korendir had set his heart on winning the coast of
Whitestorm from the dementals.

"Theluck of the dragonsison thisplace,” wasdl he would offer for excuse. Haldeth abandoned
argument, too chary of hisfriend s chancy temper to point out that nothing remained of the dragons
beyond tales and unbur-ied bones.

V1. Magter of Whitestorm

Cyondide returned to Whitestorm just at the fading of twilight. Haldeth and K orendir were caught
exposed on the ridge, sweaty from the [abor of cutting timber. Warned by a sudden plungein
temperature, and a scream of wind-whipped water that bounded across distance to reverberate benesth
the cliffs, they dropped their tools where they stood. Side by side they bolted for shelter, leaving planks
cut with adze and plane abandoned haf-dressed on the ground. They took refuge in the depths of the
caverns. Thelair they chose was dry, smoothed by time, and well removed from any opening to the
outsde.

Thewhistling cold of the eemental’ s breath touched them, even there, while the smash of ice-ridden
waves beat afurioustattoo through the rock. ”Mortd! Cyon-dide duelled Ishone, and triumphed. Ishone
isnow noth-ing but alament sung by the breeze. 1shone, ddivering to Cyondide hisfinad word, said no
envoy had been sent in hisname.”

A gust eddied snow across the outside cliff face. The melted runoff from the glaciersfroze ingtantly to the
hardness of quartz. "Morta, you have lied. Cyondide will pick apart the rocksto find you. Cyondide can
hear the whisper of your breath.”

Korendir flung off hiscloak. He glanced at his nervous companion and said, ” Loan me your torch. I'm
going to take Whitestorm from Cyondide.”

A gust droveardttling fal of hail againgt the diffs. "Morta! Y ou progress from liesto insolence.
Cyondide will tear away your life.”

A sudden snap of frost pried an aval anche from the heights. Bouldersfdll, tumbling and grinding down
the dopesto splash geysers of spume from the sea. The spray blew in sheets on the wind. Dropletsiced
into hail which battered the cliffswith arattle like shaman’ s bones. Ode winds tossed through the thorn
forest, and the ancient network of dragon cavesrang like afluteto its passing.



Korendir threaded through the gusty drafts of the caverns. He passed through an opening of natura
sone and

enter~d Sharkash' slair. The bones of the King Worm remained there, entombed on the mound of his
hoard.

Korendir climbed ahillock of pricelesstreasure. He a ath through the dead dragoh’ s ribcage, and.
threaded

Thetorch burned gold coins, rang raggedly above his hand. His breath plumed like smoke inflickering,
wild light, while rlentlesdy, Cyondide sucked the warmth from the air.

Korendir swung hisleg over the barrier of the skeleton’ s breastbone, then vaulted over razor-firmer
vertebrae to reach his objective. Ahead, above the vacant eye socket of the skull, a shaft rose into the
cealling. Korendir set the end of the torch between histeeth and clambered up aladder of reptilian
incisors. He stood on the dome of the dragoh’ s crown and felt amid cobwebs and darkness until his
fingerstouched cold metd; the piton Haldeth had driven when he mistakenly hammered his thumb.

Korendir approximated the stance the smith must have assumed to set the pin. Ashedid so hisears
were bat-tered by the tumultuous thunder of the eements. He listened to the effects of Cyondide srage
asif he stood exposed upon the cliff face level upon leve above. Theillusion was uncanny. The scream
of the winds and the crash of storm waves sounded real enough to provoke ashiver of dread.

Korendir gripped the torch in sweating fingers. He raised hisvoice with al the contempt he could muster
and directed a shout up the shaft.

»Cyondide!”

Like Haldeth's curse, the acoustics of rock deflected the sound. Korendir’ s outcry reverberated through
tanon-smoothed passageways to the outer cavern

Cyondide responded ingtantaneoudy. A shaft of lightning seared the ledge from whence the sound
issued.

Thunder snapped and rolled, shaking the caverns and deafening the ears of the man who stood with an
uprai sed torch many yards benegth the surface.

Korendir filled hislungswith air that held the sheared scent of ozone. ”Wesak are the lightning bolts of
Cyon-dide, that amortal stands against them!”

A howl of rage tore the night. The darkness cracked open, flickering and lurid as full noon as charge
after charge of dectrica force hammered the ledge. The growling crash of thunder shook rock and ice
from the heights, and debris plummeted downward into the millrace of current beneeth.

"Wesek is Cyondide!” yelled Korendir. He dropped the torch and flung both hands over hisears. The
endless, rumbling boom which followed dl but shook the life from his body. He sank to his knees, curled
with hisface againgt the bone of the king dragoh’ s skull. Still the thun-der pedled. The brimstone smell of
scorched rock wafted down the shaft. Swesat dripped from hisbrow and heated air stung the linings of his
nogtrils. Huddled and hel pless before aviolence that paralyzed thought, Korendir closed his eyes.



A find, smoking bolt tore across the ledge on the cliff-top; enraged beyond self-preservation, Cyondide
chan-ndlled the sum of hisbeing against the morta who had mocked him. Therock glowed red, melted,
and reformed into a permanent epitaph of wrath.

Thunder dammed like a blow upon the air. Echoes bounced and roared across the cliffs of Whitestorm,
then faded away into silence. For atime, nothing moved aong that gale-whipped coastline except the
dash of waves and dwindling eddies of wind.

Cyondide the e ementd existed no more.

Far benesth the earth, Korendir stirred. Helifted trembling hands from his ears, then fumbled among the
time-polished horns of adragon and recovered hisfdlen torch.

"Gregt Neth,” he said gently.

Hiswords roused nothing but stiliness. Korendir legped to hisfeet. A smile surged over bruised features,
and awordless shout of victory escaped histhroat. Funnelled outward by the very rock which had
tricked Cyondide to hisend, the cry reverberated like the triumph of agod over the crags of White Rock
Head. The wesather-stripped skulls of athousand dead dragons rang with the sound, and spiritswhose
fires had been quenched by an lemental’ sicy tyranny at last were freed to find peace.

Thewarmth of high summer cracked the ice from the cliffs of Whitestorm. Frost |ft the ground for the
first timein fifteen decades, and life reawakened in the thaw seemed al the more vibrant for its
dormancy. Grasses raised blond heads to the breeze and spread aliving, sun-burnished carpet over the
heights. The close-woven boughs of Thornforest burst into blue-violet blossom, then shed scented
showers of petasto unvell shiny, black-green foliage. Overnight, White Rock Head trans-formed from
thefrigid, wind-ridden hell of an elemen-tal’ s caprice to awide place between sea and sky where the
seasons turned with savage, unspoiled grace.

Y et nature no longer ruled the site undisputed. A jum-ble of greet, gray blocks had been imported by
sea from Southengard, then raised by means of ox-driven winches to the summit of Whitestorm dliffs.
There, Korendir raked a hand through sweet-tangled hair. Shiftless, clad in breeches dusty and torn as
any craftsman’s, here-garded the line of foundations newly 'aid for his holdfast. For a heartbest his
features softened with contentment as deep as the summer.

Baileys, wals, and keeps had been designed in harmony with the landscape. Though the levels of gold
coinsin the coffers decreased with shocking speed, Korendir had not compromised. Whitestorm keep
on paper promised the most impregnable defensesin al the Eleven Kingdoms. Thering of the stone
mason’ s mallets, the creak of the massive winches, and the calls of the ox-drivers blended to rhythmslike
music in Korendir' sears. Ashe measured the progress he had earned with his hands and hiswits, his
Spirit knew rare satisfaction.

Haldeth saw, and paused with his mallet poised over his chisel. The moment of apparent fulfillment did
not fool him. The adventurer who had three times accomplished the impossible till woke sweeting from
his deep, the outcries from unknown nightmares stifled behind iron control. Other nights, Korendir
avoided his dreams atogether; hours at a stretch he would pace the cliffs by moonlight. Through days of
summer dust and weeks of backbreaking labor, the restlessness never left him.

Oncethewallswere raised, with roof dates secured and great engines of defense set in place behind the
bat-tlements, Haldeth prayed to Neth the tension would pass. Likdy hishopewould provefutile. Likea
wound that festered benegath an apparently healthy scar, the driving recklessness which I~ad won their



freedom from the Mhurgai lay dangeroudly near the surface; however much Korendir might yearn to
ettle behind secure wdls, Hal-deth wondered how long such alife could hold him.

Asif he sensed the observer at his back, Korendir suddenly turned. ”In that pose, you' d make a
plendid model for agargoyle”

Haideth shook off ashiver at theintengity of hisfriend’ sgray eyes. ” The moment | hauled you out of that
blasted, water-cursed shaft, | knew | was going to regre, tit.” Helifted hismallet, prepared with dl of a
smith strained strength to direct a stroke onto his chisel. But hisarm poised a the height of an arc that
never completed. Around him, the clang of the stone mason’s dedges wavered and died. Silence
descended over the construction site, heavy with the muffled beat of the sea.

Korendir'slevity faded. His eyes darkened as he looked to the edge of the clearing. " That' sno
craftsman of Ours.”

Histone had changed like a blast of cold. Haideth followed his companion’sgazeintimeto seea
hunched, * miserable figure sumble through a gathered crowd of craftsmen whose toolshung idlein their
hands.

"Helookslike he just crawled through Thornforest,” Korendir observed bleakly. He threw down his
measure and chalk and broke headlong to arun.

Haldeth dumped his mallet with an oath. The state-ment was no exaggeration; even from adistance, he
could see the unfortunate' s clothing lay shredded amost to ribbons. The flesh undernesth would not be
much bet-ter. Beneath their mantles of shiny leaves, the trees atop Whitestorm were close-woven,
impenetrable, and vi-cious. Not even deer inhabited Thornforest’ s dark depths.

Whoever the stranger was, and whatever his reason for hacking a passage through the briar wastes,
Haideth d-ready hated him for shattering the peace.

The smith shook stone chips and dust from his gpron. He threaded hisway reluctantly between ditches,
granite blocks, and the abandoned teams of the oxen, his heart braced for trouble.

The masons had closed about the stranger by the time Haldeth arrived. Unable to see through the
crowd, he waited on the Sdelines while otherstook mattersin hand. Presently his forebodings were
confirmed.

" Fetch Jonnir’ swife,” said Korendir, hisvoiceraised and terse. " Tell her to come with her herb basket.”

"If her bread burns, there' [l be hell to pay,” remarked a man from the middle ranks.

Korendir’ sreply drove every other worker within ear-shot to an involuntary step back. ” Fetch her
now!”

A mason broke away at hisbidding. The crowd parted to let him through, and Haldeth stepped into the
gap.

He saw what prompted the cdll for aheder’ sskills, and immediately wished he had not.

Supported in Korendir’ sarms, the stranger knelt on the beaten soil. Hisjacket and tunic of cured |leather
hung in tatters from shoulders gashed bloody from the thorns. The fleece lining dripped dirty crimson, and



aclotted snarl of hair obscured 'the man’ s features. Y et when heraised his head, the onlookers
shuddered with horror. One eye had been gouged from the socket.

Weeping tears of blood, the man drew breath and spoke in the accent of afarmer. ”| seek the Master of
Whitestorm,”

"Y ou've found him.” Korendir accepted thetitle asif destined to position from birth. ”Y our need must
be greet if you saw fit to crawl the breadth of Thornforest.”

"No ship out of Northengard would sail the coasts of White Rock Head.” Self-conscious
embarrassment showed even through the siranger’ s pain.

Haideth consdered the man’ s raw courage and felt cold. By now, Korendir’ s reputation for perilous
undertakings must span the breadth of two continents. Sailors who hailed from Fairhaven had loose
tongues and a penchant for sharing tales; that folk threatened with disaster now came asking at
Whitestorm for assistance should come as no surprise. Haldeth studied the bleeding, hopeful face of the
farmer, and bit back an oath of shee~ anger. At the least, he wished the inevitable could have waited until
just one building had aroof.

A shout from $onnir’ swoman broke the spell of horri-fied fascination. "Move aside! Sure’ sthunder, |
won't be walking over any man’s backside, not for some clumsy lout what’ s bashed his thumb.”

Bent beneath her wicker herb hamper, the frowsy. frizzle-headed woman cleared laggards from her
pat!{ with the tongue of a harborside fishwife. Asthe onlook-ersthinned to let her pass, sheredized her
patient was no careless stonecutter. Therailing string of oaths that followed drove al but Korendir from
theste.

A safe distance removed, Haldeth watched the con-frontation.

You regoing to need help,” the master said as the plump, diminutive healer shook,,_the man’s my guest.
He |l not betreated like ahorse, in the opend” ” Stubborn, you are, and quitejustly you'll die of it,” the
hedler snappedl But even she could not hold that steady gaze for long. Defeated, she knelt and examined
the stranger with hands that were learned, and aston-ishingly gentle.

Haldeth moved off after the departed workers, grateful to escape the task of bearing the littertl Hisown
past held tragedy enoughtl Determined to avoid involvement, he app!!ed himself whally to the shaping of
stubborn gray gramte. Later, when muscles and fury both failed him, he would drink himsdlf into a stupor.
If hewaslucky, the stranger would perish of Jonnir’ swifée' srotten tongue before he gave voiceto his
pleall Then Korendir could dig anew grave at Whitestorm, and the fortress with its promise of
impregnable safety could be completed with-out interruption.

Sundown forced an end to the labors of Hadeth the smith. Tired, but not from exhaustion, helaid aside
hammer and chisdl. Clouds crimsoned the sky above Thom-forest. The wind off the sea blew damp with
the promise of rain. Resigned to another night of wet blanketsin atattered tent that would chill him to
aches come the morning, the smith stretched, then sauntered off. He did not .go to the firesto share
laughter, complaints, and boiled stew. Instead he sought hisae jug, fortuitoudy refilled the day before by
the master of aship out of Fairhaven.

Y et cven as Haldeth stooped to enter his miserable dwelling, a shadow stepped between.



"I’'mleaving for Northengard,” Korcndir said into the gathering dark.

Ha dcth curbed the oath that waited on histongue. In an gpped dready futile, he caught his companion’s
shoulder. "What prompts afour-week passage, and an overland journey of fifty leagues, when al that
you vauelieshere?’

Korendir shrugged clear of thetouch. " Gold.” His voice was stripped of nuance.

Haf-sckened by the reek of the heder’ s herbs which clung to hisfriend, Haldeth gave way to temper.
" Great Neth, man! Already you have everything riches can buy. What are you, obsessed?’

Deepening night hid Korendir’ s expression; Haldeth waited, sweeting, unsure what reaction his outburst
might provoke. The crickets sang oblivioudy on in the grass, and breezes musky with the perfume of
dying thorn-blossom tirred the air. Softened, perhaps, by the land where he had chosen to sink roaots,
Korendir sghed.

"Y ou saw Torredyr before the Blight lifted,” he said quietly. ” Eve,n whenn. fitct:ndnbotY the finest one
ma:

sons, South,engara gramte ca withstand an attack by sorcery.
Ha deth lashed back with a sarcasm prompted by memories as ghastly as any that haunted Korendir.

"What can amortal do against awizard? Buy the White Circle sfavor for awardstone? Man, you are
obsessed. How much gold will that take, does any soul on Aerith even know?’

"Il find out,” Korendir said.

"You'll find out done, then!” Haldeth heard the hurt in histone, and strove unsuccessfully to harden
delivery of hisnext line. "I’ ve known men of your stamp before.

They start with only alittle more ambition than most folk. But somewhere between one adventure and
the next. they acquire ataste for danger. Then, like pipe drug, they find themselves addicted. Risk
becomes athrill they cannot live without.”

Hadeth tried to push past; Korendir only fell into stride beside him. The smith cursed. ”1I’m not that sort
of fool. Luck has spared my lifefor the last time, young master. No gold on Aerith, and no illusions of
White Circle charity will make me change my mind.”

Korendir met the tirade with amusement, the cold sort reminiscent of ahell-ridden sail out of davery. He
paused by aloose spill of stone chips, and his maddening, stedly voice answered: "1 don't recall asking
youto go adong.”

Ashisfriend tried again to shoulder past, Korendir moved and obstructed him. ” If you' re going off to
get drunk, at least take a sober half-minute to hear my instruc-tions beforehand. The stone haulers and
the masons have to be paid next fortnight, and the plans for the south keep have been adjusted to allow
for another armory.”

"Neth’'s pity, you won't stop!” Reminded, suddenly, of the stranger who had come with aquest, the
smith sought a nearby foundation and sat down. ”"What sort of terror are you going out to fight?’



"Werdleopards.” Korendir spoke matter-of-factly, asif creatures born of hell itslf were no more
consequentia than rabbits. ” The beasts found away through the moun-tains, and villagers long the Eligol
River are being daughtered.”

Haldeth felt asif the wind had been kicked from hislungs. "When do you leave?’

" Tomorrow. The ship which brought your ale weighs anchor on the dawn tide.” Like a shadow, Koredir
de-parted. He took with him the odor of sour unguents, and left winds that smelled of grasses and empty
dark.

Haldeth took along, lonely time to resume hisinterrupted intent. He could not shed the suspicion that a
point of Sgnificance had escaped him; that something outside his comprehension underlay Korendir's
motivation. Now, even more than before, the smith needed comfort from hisaejug. Aerith held no
beasts more fearsome than the werel eopard. Man-shape during night hours, and cat-formed during
daylight, the shapechangers wereirremediably savagekillers. Their bite was venomed. and their reflexes,
faster than sight. Korendir would be a dead man the instant he stood ground in Southengard

. Whitestorm castle would shelter nothing but echoing, empty halls, and across the Eleven Kingdoms,
only oneidiot of asmith was crazy enough to ache asif that were atragedy.

Late summer heet wilted the leaves by the time the trader made landfd| at Northengard. Too impatient
to wait through the lengthy negotiations ~or dockage, Koren-dir persondly rowed the captain’ s longboat
ashore.

The farmer who accompanied him had healed well enough to walk. Clumsy yet, and unaccustomed to
his

new eyepatch, he followed through wharfside crowds, surprised when Korendir flung wide the door to
the way-broker’ s and impatiently motioned hisintent to enter.

"But we can't go on by sea,” the farmer objected. His backcountry accent caused headsto turnin the
foyer.

"The overland walk does't bother me,” Korendir said shortly. ”Now will you comein and witness
signatures, or must the rest of your countrymen bash through Thornforest because chicken-hearted
captains from the mainland won't sail past Irgyre’ s Rocks?’

The farmer widened his remaining brown eye. ” Coin won't move them,” hewarned. " Bdieve me, |

dready tried.”

Korendir lifted his hand, and the counter-weighted door swung closed with athud that shook the
rooftree. "1 don’t pay people who annoy me.”

His sword sang from the sheeth, gold lit by the flame of the wall lantern. The farmer gaped as, likea
sable hawk in ahenyard, the Master of Whitestorm shouldered a path into a crowd of merchant
magnates and overwhemingly made his point clear. Heleft behind shrieks of outrage, result of ahdf
dozen judicioudy dashed brocades; but no bloodshed. The parchment he dictated to ensure the villagers
gained access by seato Whitestorm

From the coast they traveled overland, atortuous journey through mountains with narrowed passes that



only pack ponies might cross. Rather than break the legs of a blooded horse, Korendir went on foot. By
now, the farmer had learned not to interrupt the silences that sometimes extended for days; Korendir of
Whitestorm was not aman who loved talk. Effusiveness did not im-press him, and even the wittiest jokes
failed to brighten his sword-gray eyes. Cold as the frost which carpeted the ground in the mornings, he
followed hisguideinto low country, where fields and pastures stitched the landscape like a crabbed old
grandmother’ s patchwork.

"Yonder liesthe trade road.” The farmer gestured as evening spread shadows over the valley entered
that morning. ” Our journey will be easier from there. Once wetdl of our errand, no carter will refuseusa
ride”

Korendir showed no sign of gpprehension that only afew leagues’ travel would ddliver him into danger.
Lean and dusty from days of hiking over grades, he strode at a pace that was cat-footedly graceful, even
over freshly ploughed furrows. The farmer sumbled after, red-faced, swesting, his good nature suffering
sorely from short wind. He regarded the black-cloaked champion he had summoned with arespect that
bordered upon awe.

Rain might fall, or grit rise choking from the roads, but Korendir never cursed. The animas he snared for
the dinner pot fell cleanly under his dagger; so sure was hishand at dedling degth, the farmer might have
doubted his humanity. Bronze hair and gray eyes were unknown among the mortals of Aerith; thekiller
who walked wrapped in silence might have been a demon sent from the spirit world of Alhaerie.

Except that after nightfall, crouched beyond the em-bers of the evening’s cook fire, Korendir drew out
an ordinary whetstone and honed the edge of his sword.

Wrapped in blankets upon soil till soggy with rain, the farmer fell adeep to the sound.

Ten leagues down the trade road, they forded the river E!lgol and bargained for space on a barge bound
upstream to Karsford. Beyond that town, they walked again, for since the migrations of the
werel eopards, nei-ther riverman nor trader would venture farther.

Once the town of Md’s Bye was a prosperous community with amarket renowned down the Ellgol.
Y et on the day during harvest that Korendir and the farmer arrived, the central square stood empty. The
wooden stalls ed tenantless, their canvas coversflapping

The desolation of the lornly in the place brought no surprise to the mercenary; for the past five leagues
their travels had crossed through acres of unharvested fields. The staks of oats bent weathered and gray,
and what livestock remained in the pastures had 111 kern t from neglect. Cottages were shuttered grown'.
But on that windswept after-noon, the ecl~o of their footfalsin the deserted square at Me!’ s Bye rocked
the smple man to hiscore.

"My folk should surdly offer better welcome than this.” He shrugged in shaken gpology. ~n
werel eop-ards cannot have,, daughtered them al. Not in the course of one summer.

Korendir grasped the man’s shoulder. " They aren't dl dead.” With afirmness that steadied, he pointed
toward the public tavern. Although the shutters were closed and the main doorstightly barred, smudges
of woodsmoke arose from the chimney over the kitchens.

The two men crossed the courtyard. Breeze scattered |eaves before their boots, and not asingle stray
dog kulked in the shadows by the stoop, hopeful of ahandOut from the cook. Unremarked, and amost
astravelworn asthe day he had bowed before the King of Torresdyr, Korendir hammered with his



sword hilt upon theinn’s oaken door.

The panel did not open; instead, the shutter of anearby window cracked dightly. A dark eye peered
suspi-cioudy through. Then the shutter banged closed, and be-hind the door came voices, then rattling
chain, and at last, the clang of abar being drawn back.

Korendir thoughtfully sheathed his sword. Then the door swung wide. A pasty man in atavernkeeper’s
apron beckoned across the threshold.

In contrast to the sunlit courtyard, the taproom was smoky, dim, and fetid with the odor of confined
human-ity. Theinnkeep refastened his door. Shut in darkness only partialy dleviated by an oil lamp, the
travelerswaited while their eyes adjusted.

The patrons of the tavern held no such disadvantage, but the farmer’ sleather eyepatch stalled immediate
recognition.

"It'sLain!” awoman shouted, "My own husband, an’ by Neth, | hardly knew him. Lain, ye ve grown so
thin. Did ye get to Whitestorm, man, and horrors, what’ s hap-pened to yer eye?’

Too overcometo speek, Lain returned a shrug; suddenly, bewilderingly, he found himsdlf accosted by a
press of jabbering townsmen. The wife had to push to reach hisembrace. Lain buried his scarred facein
her loosened, gray-streaked hair, and shamed to respect, his countrymen gave him space. The tumult of
talk died. At last the folk in the taproom noticed the stranger who waited at Lain’s back.

Clad dl in black, his presence had been easily over-looked. Now, in the subdued glow of lamplight, the
bronze hair, the level gray eyes, and the hands crossed and still over an unadorned sword drew every

eyeintheroom.

"Lain has brought usthe Master of Whitestorm,” aman whispered.

"It'strue, do you see,” murmured another. ”He redlly does have hair the color of coin bronze.”

Korendir did not warm to the comments, but re-mained, stone quiet, before the doorway.

Theinnkeep wasfirgt to recall manners. ” Carrain!” he bellowed over the din of adozen excited voices.
"Bring beer for Lain and the Lord of Whitestorm.”

A dark girl in alinen smock |eft the crowd. Graceful despite her size, she made her way to the tap and
re-turned with brimming tankards. Unnoticed &t first, her hands were large, and chapped from hard work
at the spit. Thefirg draft she handed to Lain, who raised a nervous shout. ” To the deeth of the
werdeopards!” He quaffed adeep swallow and leaned down to kiss hiswife.

Asthetownsfolk cheered, Cartalin offered the second tankard. Korendir accepted with a dry murmur of

thanks, his glance lingered. The shapeless shift of aserving maid could not quite hide her soft figure, and if
her bones were big, and her jaw too square, she handled hersdlf with a deftnessthat spared her looking

dumsyt
Aware of the stranger’ sregard, the girl blushed.

"Lord, are you hungry?’



Korendir’ sinterest underwent a subtle change. ” Thank you, but I’ d rather hear about werdl eopardsy”

At his mention of the enemy, the bystanders all raised their voices, anxioudy eager to speek. The
innkeep inter-vened to indtill order. Hesitant to presume friendliness with a swordsman, he caught Lain by
the elbow and steered for an empty table. Korendir followed, beseiged, while unnoticed in the
commotion, the maid effected an embarrassed retrest.

The taproom grew thick with pipe smoke as the afternoon progressed. Men drank, and their tongues
loosened; one by one they related the horrors which beset their town and farmsteads. They told of
children dragged from their beds, to be found mauled in the morning; of . cousins, and livestock
savaged, and stout doors

Ko endir listened, intent, to unmngec! oy razo, ,~,a~0. ___r accounts of death by venom. His beer
tankard warmed, barely touched, while unseen beneath the table, the fist which rested between his knees
dowly, dangeroudy clenched.

"The fields were abandoned before harvest,” the cur-rent speaker lamented. ”Had to be, and no
question. The hdll-spawned creatures even kill during daylight, particularly just beforerains.”

Korendir raised histankard and took asip. Sailors had told him smilar tales. Two things awerel eopard
could not tolerate: water, and changesin air pressure. Wet-lands they avoided out of distaste; but the
lowsthat brought in astorm, or the rarefied air of high dtitudes, invariably drove the creaturesto fits of
bloodthirsty daughter. Indigenous to the dry wastes of Ardmark, were-leopards seldom strayed. Routes
into inhabited lands were protected by boglands, or to the east by the peaks of the Doriads. Given that
Mei’ s Bye suffered the worst attacks before rainfdl, the creatures’ avoidance of dti-tude till held; which
meant some other feature in the landscape must have changed.

"Where does the River Ellgol originate?’ Korendir asked at last.

Thefolk of Me’s Bye regarded him asif he had downed an imprudent quantity of beer. Y et the tankard
at the mercenary’ s ebow remained three quartersfilled. His hand was steady on the table, and hiseyes
shone disturbingly sane. ”Do | haveto take ahiketo find out?’

Acrossthetrestle, aburly, black-haired fellow banged afist on the boards. ” Did we al beg loansfrom
the merchantsfor this man to take air in the countryside?’ ” Emmon, hold your tongue!” snapped Lain.

Korendir shifted hisregard to the one who had called him from the diff Site that meant more to him than
life Hisvoice went suddenly cold. ” That doesn’t answer my question.”

" A jaunt upriver won't kill wereleopards,” shouted Emmon in surly provocation. Wild-eyed, and
muscled like abull under his patched and faded doublet, he looked crazed enough to murder.

Under the table, Korendir’ sfingerstightened on his sword hilt. His body angled forward, ready at an
instant’ s notice to kick clear of thetable.

Only onein that tensgoned atmosphere dared interference. Silent as asprite, Carralin appeared at the
huge man’ s elbow. Up close, their resemblance was striking, and only possible between sblings. The girl
murmured something, and Emmon subsided with afrown. Therest of the folk in the taproom sighed as
onewith relief.



Korendir waited till, his posture indicative of extreme impatience.

Theinnkeep was quick to spesk up. " The River Eligoi springsfrom afissurein the hills, my lord. Onmak
Tarrisraised sheep there, years ago, before hiswife died of afall. Nobody else ever settled that way.
The path is steep, and very rough.”

"Not for awerdleopard,” Korendir said softly. Few in the room overheard him. With aswordsman’'s
disciplined grace, herose and cdled out to Lain. " Find me aguide willing to walk thistown until sunset.
The autumn rains are not far off. Unless the werel eopards are confined to Ardmark before then, not one
of your peoplewill be safe”

VIl. Werdleopards of Ardrnark

Between mid-afternoon and sundown, Korendir walked the breadth and length of the settlement of
Me’sBye.

He encountered doorways that had been clawed to wreckage, and the mangled bones of livestock. He
saw graves. Helistened to tales of assault and tales of |oss, standing in the dooryards of weed-grown
farmsteads, while those inhabitants bold enough to accompany him clustered at his hedsand started in
terror at shadows.

No safety lay in numbers where the wereleopard prowled. The Master of Whitestorm had been told as
much. Still, he strode the roads and fields with no other precaution than ahand left haf-curled on his
sword hilt.

At this Emmon Hi!!gate' s son shouted derision. The mercenary the town had hired was certainly afoaol;
or else he had no concept of the speed awerdeopard could charge. The rest of the farmers held their
opinion. With winter closing in, they had no choice. The optimistic among them read the mercenary’s
attitude as an expres-son of extreme confidence; the keenly perceptive saw differently: the man seemed
fearless primarily because life mattered little to him.

Asonewho had arranged the loans for the mercenary’ sfee, the chief councilman might have raised
outcry over this, except that Korendir’ sindifference did not extend to hisjob. When the party stumbled
across afreshly daughtered deerhound, the mercenary’ s concentration was daunting to witness. He knelt
in the spattered dirt and explored the gill-warm corpse with bare hands. He measured the depth of the
fang biteswith his dagger, examined the ground for signs of struggle, and of course found none. The
werel eopard was a creature of grace, lighffooted aswind itsdlf; its venom worked with terrible speed.
Thetorn grass, the claw marksin the sod, al had been carved by the hound’ s own degth throes.

The werdeopard proved to befinicky; it gorged on the choicer entrails and | eft what remained for the
crows. Korendir straightened with a disturbed frown.

He cleaned his dagger and sheathed the blade with hands till bloodied from the dog. Then, asthe
townsmen ner-voudy inclined toward departure, he lingered to study the pad marksleft by the cat-form
demon. He marked off the sixteen paces of the beast’ s closing spring, and its satiated stride as it
departed. At the end, the onlookers who expected comment were disappointed. In absolute silence,
Korendir vaulted a stile and strode back toward the town tavern.



Day was fading. Shadows striped the lanes with purple and the western sky blazed red. Korendir set a
brisk pace, and the short4egged chief councilman had to strain to keep up. After atimeit became more
than plain that no information would be offered. Gathering his nerve, the plump officia ventured inquiry.
"What will you do?’

"Kill werdleopards.” Asif unwilling to be bothered, the mercenary’ s stride increased.

Frustrated as much by his brevity, the chief councilman broke into atrot. Unaccustomed exertion caused
histunic to tuck above the belt; hisbdlly jiggled, and hisface turned redder. He would not yield to
indignity, but gasped between puffsto Korendir, "How will you do this? Werdleopards have outrun the
postrider’ s horses. One snapped the spine of abullock in asingle bite.”

The Master of Whitestorm glanced aside, that moment aware of the councilman’ s discomfort. He
dowed a once. " Tomorrow, when I’ ve explored theriver inthe hills, I'll tell you.”

The chief councilman frowned, absorbed by the need to tug histunic straight. This answer wasfar from
satisfactory, not when every man in Md’ s Bye had pledged his next harvest to borrow gold. If the
mercenary hired with the sum failed to rout the wereleopard, there would be no crops, and no hands left
to sow seed. Thefarmersand their familieswould be ruined. Breathless, sweating, and badly in need of
reassurance, the chief councilman surrendered to rumpled dignity with asigh. He regarded the teciturn
man at his Sde, and something indefinable warned him againgt pressing with further questions.

An adventurer who had singlehandedly lifted the Blight of Torredyr, then freed the cliffs of Whitestorm
from awesther e ementa could not be expected to wel-come the chore of justifying hisintentionswith
tak.

Night fell over the settlement of Mé’ s Bye. Townsmen and farmers crowded the taproom in the tavern
until

chairs and stools ran short. Latecomers perched upon trestles. When every available space had been
taken, oth-ers stood or leaned againgt the walls, some of them moth-erswith infantsin their arms, others
commandeering floor space for toddlers adeep in blankets. Every cranny in between becamefilled with
boisterous children. A few elderly denizens drank themsealves sensel ess to escape the pandemonium. The
young men chose other options.

Emmon Hiilgate' s son climbed ajoist and lounged in the roof beams, which were smoke-stained and
dusty, but broad enough to accommodate even his muscled bulk. From there he surveyed the scene with
dark, mad eyes, and observed the one place in the tavern that was not jammed with townsfolk.

The corner where Korendir of Whitestorm sat was empty for ayard on either Side.

Earlier, while the mercenary sharpened his sword, the reach of the blade had forced would-be
bystanders to a distance. Now finished with his stedl, hiswhetstone !aid aside, the space around him
remained. In solitary, Koren-dir settled before the trencher brought to him by the tavernmaid. Nobody
elseintruded on his presence. He ate his mea without inviting conversation. Even Lain, who had shared
his company on the road for Six weeks, hesitated to renew the acquai ntanceship.

The evening progressed. Cartain cleared away the crockery, and closed the tap for the night. Despite
her bulky frame and square jaw, her kindly endowed figure and honest manner had attracted a string of



suitors who outdid each other to win her attentions. But tonight, as she made her rounds with bucket and
cloth, it was the mercenary’ stable she lingered over.

Her brother noticed, and frowned from his perch in the rafters.

When finally the beer mugs stood emptied, the talk among the townsmen faltered. The sllence and the
darkness beyond the inn’ s shuttered windows seemed to weigh upon everyone; except Korendir, who
sat at the trestle pushing breadcrumbs into patterns with his thumb.

"He' s conddering strategy,” ventured someone, but at awhisper that the mercenary would not hear.

Emmon Hillgate' s son held no such restraint. He called loudly from the eaves, and asked how a
werdeopard could be intimidated by the arrangement of a banquet suited for mice. The nearer of the
townsfolk shifted in embar-rassment, but the insult failed to provoke aresponse.

Korendir raised eyes like northern ocean and an-nounced hisintention to retire.

Cartalin showed him to his chamber, theinn’s best, Stuated at the end of agabled corridor on the
second floor. The furnishingsincluded hand-sawn rugs, chests fashioned of cedar, and a bedstead
tasseled in scarlet, green, and turquoise, more tailored to the tastes of Southengard merchants than to the
comfort of ahired sword. Korendir tossed the pillows againgt the footboard without compunction. He
followed by reversing the blan-kets and quilted coverlet.

Cartalin watched his movements with huge eyes as she lit the candle on the nightstand. Diffident, almost
wistful, she gathered her courage and asked, ”Would my lord like his boots removed? The lad
downgtairs could oil and polish them.”

"Thank you, no.” The Master of Whitestorm lifted the candle from under her chapped hands and moved
tothe

window. There he became engrossed in the study of catches, latches, and hinges. Cartalin lingered,
absorbed by alonging quite at odds with her brother’ s provoca-tions. Aware of her worshipful presence,
Korendir said pointedly, ”Y our inn has seen to my needswell enough.”

"Then | bid you goodnight, my lord.” Cartdin re-treated quietly; and because she turned down her wick
to save ail, her disgppointment waslost in the shadows.

While her step faded down the stair, Korendir |eft the window. He snuffed the candle and settled against
the footboard with his boots still on. The tasteless dangle of the tassels never influenced his decision; he
had smply sdected the position that offered the only clear view hrough the casement. That left him
vulnerable through he door at his back, but the folk at the inn were no hreat. Danger in Me!’ s Bye came
from wereleopards

changed to man-form at nightfall, and well ableto climb mortared stone, or cross the doping shingles
shared in common with theinnyard sables.

Poised between vigilance and deep, Korendir reflected upon the deerhound’ s corpse lying
disembowelled by onelong swipe of claws. The anima had known no chanceto turn, fight, or flee. The
carnage had happened faster than reflex, swifter even than thought. One glance had confirmed to
Korendir how pitifully inadequate morta resource would be againgt the golden killers from Ard-mark.
Yet if the prospect of ridding Me!’ s Bye of their predations daunted him, he fretted not at al. Herested



motionless, thinking, his hand settled loosaly on his sword. Sometime after midnight, he dozed. A half
moon rosein the east and glazed the mullioned windowpanesin light.

Sound roused him, afurtive scrape followed by the creak of afloorboard. Korendir’ s fingers clenched
to hiswegpon the ' same instant he opened his eyes.

A shadow eclipsed one square of the casements.

Driven by explosive reflex, Korendir shot from repose. Barely had his feet struck the carpet when sword
gted sang from his sheath and flashed, point firgt, to kill.

Y et his adversary was no wereleopard, nor even athief come for plunder. Draft from the opened door
wafted an odor of perfume, a chegp scent smilar to ones worn by women who traded their favorsfor
coin. Korendir registered this at the last second. He recoiled in mid-lunge and turned hisblade, just
barely. Theflat, not the edge, grazed the importunate femal e across the throat.

Momentum was never so easily bridled. Hisfollow-through hammered one quillon againgt her collarbone
and jarred her back on her hedls.

Korendir caught her Ieft-handed as she tottered. He pun his own body with the last of his control, and
managed to cushion her fal. The hard edge of a clothes chest ashed hisribs and his sword pommel
clanged on the asin which rested on top. Wash water flooded in a sheet ver his shoulders, soaking his
dark tunic, and the hair f the doxie, which was silky, long, and sweetened with the smdll of cherry
blossoms.

With the girl’ s soft breasts againgt his chest, Korendir leaned forward to ease his bruised side. The dight
shift of weight exposed her square iaw to the moonlight.

Recognition caused him to drop hisstedl asif burned.
"Cartdia!”

She twisted againgt his neck, hoarsely gasping for air. Korendir pushed aside her collar and explored her
throat. He felt no cuts, no smashed cartilage, only in-flamed skin. She would show abruise by the
morning, asmal enough pendty. Neth alone knew how close she had come to being skewered.

Korendir expelled a quiv-ering bregath.

"Why did you come here?’

The words came out harshly. Carrain collapsed againgt his shoulder, weeping. Convulsed by the
aftermath of shock and fear, she could not answer. Knedling with her young body pressed to his chest
and flank, Korendir was aware how scantily she was clothed. Draft from the door-way chilled her flesh,
and her smdl, hardened nipplesthrust againgt the thin mudin of her shift. Even the abun-dance of perfume
could not mask the hedlthy, female attraction of her.

Korendir moved asif goaded. He gathered his scat-tered composure, adjusted hislegs, and rose with
thegirl cradled in hisarms. Two steps saw him acrossthe floor. Then, asif her flesh might scald him, he
shed her clinging weight onto the coverlet of hisbed.

Carrdin snuggled into the till warm hollow |eft by his body. Her weeping eased dightly and she reached
for him, plainin her need for comfort. But lightly as shadow, Korendir evaded her. Moonlight revesled



him; across the room, he bent and recovered his sword from the floor.

Then, with barely a cresk of floorboards, he returned nd sat upon the mattress by the tavern girl’ sknee.
The sword, gripped in too-wh~te knuckles, rested point down- ward against the scrubbed boards of the
floor. ™Y ou shouldn’t have come here, Cartain.”

Histonewas hoarse, asif he had been running and ought to control his breathing. Carrain extended her
hand, but the dark of histunic lay just beyond reach of her fingertips. Frustration, and the memory of the
blade that had attacked out of nowhere crumbled her fragile composure. She fought her voice steady.
”Lord, | wanted comfort. | wanted to give comfort. My father, my younger brother, my sster, my
mother—al| are deed.

Emmon isthelast of my family that wereleopards haven't daughtered, and heis mad with grief. Now
you'll go out, and aso be killed—"

Korendir stopped her words with acurt shake of hishead. " That isn't what your councilmen are paying
me for. Not to come here and die.”

Carrain did not argue, but gulped in a spasm that rocked her body. "My lord, you must listen! They are

murderous and fey, those creatures. The dark istheir time of "terror, and | can’'t deep for the
nightmeares.”

Korendir sucked in aragged breath. He rose and trod briskly to the casement; for along time he stood
gtaring out over fields where the wheet lay rotting like mudflats sheared by astorm tide. ” Fey they may
be, but the were-leopards aren’t invincible. They can be made to bleed and die like any man.”

"How?" Carrain’ svoice showed more hysteriathan belief. "How will you kill athing that movesfaster
than aman, and carries a poisoned bite?’

Korendir turned with avicious amile. ”When | find out, I'll skin the pelts of the dain for your hearth rug.”

Cartdin sat up, shocked. The coverlet crumpled under her hips as she swung her long legsto the floor.
Moon-light touched her shift like smoke, and the ripe, rounded body underneath. ”'Y ou have no plan,”
she accused.

Korendir said nothing. Backlight from the window masked his expression, as though he deliberately hid
something.

"Y ou have no plan,” Cartalin repested, frightened. Shefingered her shift with hands .that in shadow no
longer seemed chapped. Her thread of composure broke. She hurled herself across the chamber,
painfully in need of mae contact to bolster her failed reassurance.

Korendir’ s hands caught her shoulders, not gently. Un-prepared for the roughness of him, Cartdin cried
out. Her discomfort softened nothing, but seemed only to sting him to further harshness. She glimpsed his
face ashe twisted: imperviousto pity as deet-smoothed granite.

Then he spilled her gracelessly onto the windowsesat, and retreated to the darkest comer of the room.

Disheveed, disturbed beyond tears, Cartalin listened to the rasp of his breath. With a shock of intuition,
sheinterpreted his distress as avoidance. Surprise supplanted her terror. She blunted her edges of



uncertainty with husky, female command. "My Lord of Whitestorm, how long since you shared your bed
with awoman?’

Hedid not answer. Painfully still, Cartalin waited while he recovered a control that chilled the heart to
contemplate. When his breathing steadied, and till, he did not spesk, she tossed back long hair and
shamelessy stepped forward so the moon would highlight her body. ”How long, my lord?’

Korendir shifted dightly in the darkness. Carrahn could not see him to know that his eyeswere closed,
hisjaw clenched hard againgt words. His hands stayed clamped to hisface, asif the feminine beauty of
her caled up some private hell that seared his sanity to envi-son. Only onething held meaning for himin
thisworld. Likealitany, helocked his mind upon memory of White-storm'’ swindy heights; the dream of
the holdfast begun there seemed to steady him.

Histhroat unlocked. Mot of the sweat dried from his brow, and he framed the best words he could
manage.

”Lady, thereisonly one comfort aman like me can offer.” Taut asthe hair-trigger latch on a crossbow,
he snatched his sword from the bedstead. On through the opened door he hastened, and never once
looked back.

The girl on the windowseat stared after him, confused and startled to anger. ” Great Neth, you' ve gone
crazy!” Shecaled again, unwilling to believe histread on the stair. ” Go out by dark and you'll betom to
screaming pieces.”

Korendir never answered. He did not return. Touched by unassuagable sorrow, Cartalin hurled hersdlf
onto hisempty bed. He had gone, been driven away by the very consolaton she begged to offer and
receivein turn. The sheetswhere hislean, swordsman’'s body had lain seemed suddenly chill asagrave.
Cartdin muffled her weeping in hispillow. As her tears soaked the linen beneeth her cheek, she
exhaugted hersdf findly into deep.

The taproom of the inn was not empty when Korendir reached the bottom of the gair. Oil lamps il
burned over the trestles; between starred swaths of shadow and light, the master of the tavern sat
guarding the door, a pipe of Sithmark clay clenched between stumpy teeth.

Heturned hishead as Korendir crossed the floor. His eyes glinted through a haze of smoke and his dark
browslifted in surprise.

”| thought, when you asked to retire, that you' d put aside your quest until morning.” And he grinned,
sure indication that he knew of Carrdin’s excursion up the dair.

Korendir tested the sharpness of the swordblade which rested unsheathed in his hands. " Not anymore.”
He st the point down, leaned the quillohs againgt his knee, then caught his cloak from the peg in the
common room. Hiswrists moved, once, and cloth settled soundlesdy over his shoulders. ” Open your
door, good man.”

Theinnkeeper jumped up and gestured with the hand
that clutched the pipe. Y ou can't be serious! Inthe

dark, the wereleopards are changed to man-form, and—"



Korendir flashed a glance that killed the man’ s protest to silence. The lanterns burned steedily as he
adjusted his garment to free his sword arm, then lifted his weapon from the floor. Y our townsfolk hired
meto kill were-leopards.”

The baeful intengity of him daunted; the innkeeper stared at the unnaturally still face, then the poised
blade. The angle of the steel was not friendly. Caught at al7ss, he stood aside. " We ve gone into debt
for asuicide,’ he muttered as Korendir brushed past.

The mercenary set to work upon bolts and bars.

Moved by the man’ s brash courage, the innkeeper reached behind his chair and lifted a heavy, bronze
lamp that once had served afreight raft as orm lantern. " Takethisaong,” he urged. ”Merciful Neth, out
there you may need alight.”

Korendir thrust hiswrigt through the carrying ring.
"Light thewick,” hesaid quietly.

The innkeeper bit his pipe and complied with hands agreat ded less steady. Spark snapped from the
griker, and flame flared with ahissand areek of hot oil. Korendir closed the shutters and set hisfingers
to the door latch.

As he pushed the panel wide and stepped out, theinn-
keeper groped for words to wish him luck. Not a sound

left hislips. The Master of Whitestorm crossed the board stoop and descended the stair beyond, then
his cloak blended indistinguishably with anight pitch black with threet.

Theinnkeeper’ s nerve vanished with the mercenary. Overcome by shivering panic, the portly man
banged his door shut and dropped the bar with a crash that shook the lintels. Then, bereft of confidence,
he scrabbled in the gloom for the tobacco pouch he had laid aside, but could not remember where.

The moon dropped behind the wooded dopes that flanked the River Ellgol. Therethe water flowed ina
shallow, reed-choked channel, dragged to white snags where the current tumbled over obstructions.
Korendir did not walk the banksto trace the river’ s course, but instead picked hisway aong theridge
top, where the chuckle and rush of the foam did not fill his earsto distraction. The heavy, shuttered
lantern swung on hisarm and his sword was poised ready in his hand. He had crossed the bare fields of
Mé’s Bye without disturbing so much as a shadow, but reassurance did not follow.

Only during daylight did wereleopards prowl the open; in man-form, they preferred to lurk under cover.
Korendir made hisway forward with dow, tentative strides. He waited for the rustle of each footfall to
end before sart-ing hisfollowing step.

Between times, he listened to the infrequent croak of frogs, the rasped songs of crickets, the sigh of wind
through evergreen boughs. For aleague or more, the forest night seemed tranquil. His nose burned with
the reek of hot oil, and his palm sweated on his sword hilt. He eased himsdlf over adeadfdl; his cloak
scraped across rotting bark with a soft dither of sound. Abruptly the crickets stopped chirping. Korendir
stiffened, took another step, paused. Then, from behind came a staccato snap as atwig broke.

Korendir threw himself flat. He rolled headlong down the dope, heedless of the lantern which bounced



and bruised againgt his side. The shutters clanged back, and sparks winnowed and danced through a
flying whirl of damp leaves. Korendir rolled faster with the increased pitch of the dope. Hiswrist cracked
painfully into rock as he held his naked blade from his body. He gave the discomfort no thought, but
looked back over his shoul-der. Through atumbling whirl of light, he gained afirst glimpse of his
attacker.

The werdeopard bounded down dope after him, its eyes ditted with lust, and its ranged, triangular jaws
drip-ping venom. Tufted earslay flattened back againgt askull uncannily human. Clawed, five-fingered
hands extended from lightly furred armsthat even now reached to rend and dash. The speed of the
creature’ s rush was uncanny. It saw with precison in the dark.

Korendir fetched up againgt afir tree. Dry needles showered his head. Somefell into the opened lantern;
aflare of pitchy flame showed the wereleopard gathered for alegp that must end with deadly, venomed
jawstear-ing flesh.

Hopelessy outmatched, Korendir raised his sword arm. He tossed the cumbersome lantern into the
trunk that pressed like afence at his back. The casing struck with a crash. Bronze shutters clanged open,
and thrown sparks touched needles and dry resin and ignited.

Flame blossomed. Theriver bed flared with sudden light that outlined the werdleopard with al the clarity
of anightmare.

Korendir braced to fight.

That same moment the beast hurtled in abound from shadow into fiery brillance. St pupils contracted to
compensate; and the sudden shift in illumination cata-lyzed startling transformation. The werdleopard's
claw-like hands blurred, shortened, and abruptly reshaped into paws. The savagery of its rush continued,
but in aform gone eerily fluid. Thefacia structure dtered, be-came wholly that of abeast. Weight, bone,
and muscle redigtributed into cat-form, and during theimmediacy of the moment, the creature’ sreflexes
were dowed. Unbal-anced, dmost clumsy, the wereleopard crashed short of its prey.

Korendir reacted without pause to analyze. He lunged away from the fir trunk. His blade thrust deep into
spot-ted hide, even as venom-wet teeth snapped closed, and claws raked out to rend.

The stedl pierced the werdeopard through the heart. Even then death came with difficulty. The cregture
spun with ahair-raising, coughing yow! that rang throughout the forest. Its claws plowed furrowsin the
earth and itstail lashed up dead leaves. Over and over the fey thing thrashed in the throes of its dying.

Korendir fet his sword twisted violently from his hand. He jumped clear, barely ahead of disaster.
Fanged jaws clashed where his calf had been only an instant before.

Droplets spattered hislegging, afresh threat; werdeopard venom was poi sonous enough that contact
with the skin could be fatal. Korendir backed off instantly. He cut away the tainted cloth and tossed the
smoking fabric in the cods. Then, wary of hisdying enemy, he hooked the lantern ring with his sword and
dragged it clear of the brushfire. He set it upright upon the ground, ar- ranged his cloak to protect his
hand from burns, and readjusted the wick.

The wereleopard shuddered at |ast into stillness. Even dead, it was asight to inspiredread. The
venom-flecked muzzle was drawn back to reved five-inch fangs, and incisors aligned likerazors. The
eyeswere jewd green, banefully opened wide. The pelt, deek, golden, and mot-tled in diamonds of
black, might have been the ddlight of aroyd lady; jolted from reaction, Korendir recalled the piteous



terror that haunted Cartalin. Foolish he may have been, to linger where awerdeopard’ s dying might
draw othersinto retdiate. But asif his promiseto the girl wasthe driving motive of hislife, the mercenary
drew hisdagger. He kndlt in the unguarded open to skin hiskill by lanternlight.

The creature’ sflesh was unnaturaly hot and the blood, when Korendir cut, dmost scalded. He worked
without flinching and wondered if werdleopards were connected with the dter-redlity of Alhaerie, that
otherworld exis-tence that White Circle enchanters tapped to power spells. Not all wizards had
benevolent intentions, and the crestion of shape-changing killers might stem from a conjured curse.

Korendir peeled the pelt from the forepaws, cautious of the razor talons. The tendons ran like cables
from flat sheets of muscleto bone, every snew knitted with an artistry designed for death. Asthe hunter
dressed out his pelt, he kept his ears tuned to the forest. The brushfire had burned to embers at his back,
and frightened by the heat into silence, the crickets no longer sang their mea-sure of assurance. A
werd eopard attacking now might find easy prey if aman grew inured to his danger.

Korendir arose and wrapped the bloody skin into a bundle. Sword resting against histhigh, he used a bit
of snew to lash the pdt to hiswaist. Then he wiped the knife on his leggings and reached down to pick
up the lantern. He stopped with the gesture half complete. A wereleopard watched from the dark, its
eyesglaring ovals of green just a the edge of the flamelight. It hissed as Korendir saw it. Clawed fingers
twitched in agitation, yet it hesitated, strangely reluctant to attack.

Korendir lifted his sword. In the process he knocked the dangling tail of the pelt into motion; and the
man-formed thing in the shadows shied back.

Fired by alegp of intuition, the mercenary divined why he had not been daughtered outright. The
werd eopard seemed intimidated by the fate of itsfelow. Asif the fur of the dain were atdisman,
Korendir feinted then followed with athrow of his skinning knife.

Hisam went true and the dagger struck. A terrible cry split the night. With arattle and a crashing of
brush, the creature spun and fled into darkness.

Korendir shouted in exultation. Lamplight showed a spatter of blood on the leaves, steaming in the chilly
ar. Hisfingers clamped tight to hisfirst pelt, the mercenary pushed forward to track.

Daybreak saw the Master of Whitestorm returned to the square in Me’ s Bye. The lantern dangled cold
from his belt loop; one deeve of his shirt was shredded, the wrist benesath furrowed where a near-pass
with awere-leopard had shalowly gashed his hand. The blood which spattered his boots did not issue
from any wound, but drained in clotting strings from the raw, diamond-spotted pelts strapped three deep
at hisbet. Towed through the dust at his hedls by atawny crown of hair, the man-shaped corpse of a
fourth horror dragged in 1oose-limbed degth. This one his sword had dain before sunlight could catalyze
the shift into cat form.

Theinn's stout door remained barred as Korendir reached the entry. Unfazed, he dropped the
werel eopard corpse with athump on the wooden stoop. Then he set-tled his shoulder against the
signpost, and with arub rag, began cleaning his sticky blades.

Chain rattled aminute later, followed by the grinding dide of bolts being drawn. The door opened.
Without looking up from the work in his hands, Korendir said, " Someonetdll Carrdin I’ ve brought her a
present.”

Slence.



Korendir glanced up. He found the innkeeper, the chief councilman, and dl the folk of the town
crowded in apack past the threshold. Their eyes wereflat with unfriendliness, and though four dead
wereleopards of -fered cause enough to celebrate, not a man stepped for-ward to congratul ate the
mercenary who had accomplished the feat.

With athin ring of sound, Korendir set sword and knife into their sheeths; his manner changed from hard
to unremittingly grim. ”Maybe you should tell me what’ s happened,” he suggested. No one answered.

Korendir' sregard shifted from one hostile face to the next, and only after exhaustive search uncovered
the fact that Carralin was not present.

Always, snce the moment of hisarriva, she had tagged his presence like a shadow.

Without speaking again, the mercenary dipped the thong which bound the pdts at hiswaist. Bloody furs
unfurled in ahegp around hisankles as, still without words, he stepped clear. The wooden stair boomed
hol-lowly under histread. The wereleopard corpse might as well not have been therefor dl the notice he
gave as he strode into the press beyond the door.

.Folk melted away to let him pass. But though he crossed the taproom unimpeded, mutters arose sullenly
at hisback. Theair smelled close—amix of swest, and raw anger, and a staleness of lingering pipe
smoke. Koren-dir shed his cloak and added the reek of burnt pitch and blood. He threaded through
trestles and benches, passed the stools by the bar with astride that seemed unhurried.

But folk who were brazen enough to follow discovered they must hasten to keep up.

"Korendir took the stairs beyond, first two, and then three at atime. He crossed the darkened landing,
ducked down the corridor, and wrenched open the door to his chambers.

Just five hours earlier, he had left ayoung girl weeping safely on his bed.

Now, the room was close with the scent of chegp per-fume, and another smell more cloying. Daylight
from the window lit carnage. The whitewashed walls, the floors, the tassels adoming the bedstead wore
ropy garlands of blood. Carralin lay with her head thrown back.

Her throat was torn out; the mangled bones of her spine showed white through amess of dashed gristle.

One chapped hand trailed from the bedclothes, huge and limp and forever finished with pouring defor
thirsty patrons.

Korendir stopped asif kicked.

Hetook one bresth, then aftother, and his eyes flicked from the dead woman to the sill. Bloody marks
remained where the killer had made its exit. The casement hung open. Latches had been torn from their
settings by claws and ruthless strength. No one had bothered to close out the draft; the mullioned frame
swung cresking in thewind off thefidds~

Korendir started forward to remedy the lapse when a heavy footfal dogged histrack. A hand reached
out to restrain him.

He spun very fast. Emmon Hillgate' s hulking son missed his hold and grasped only empty air. For a



moment both men locked eyes, one gill and waiting, the other shivering with anger and grief and awild,
untena-ble madness.

Emmon’ sfists bunched. ”Man, you took your pleasure and then abandoned her to die!”

Townsfolk gathered in the hallway; out of fairness to the mercenary, one man strove to restore
temperance.

”Emmon, leave be! Thelord went hunting wereleopards, and by the look of things, bagged four.”

But Emmon Hiilgate' sson waslogt to al things beyond the girl lying daughtered on the bed. Huge,
threatening, he advanced upon his dighter adversary. ” Y ou might have done your hunting right here, then.
For your cheap toss in the sheets, my sster deserved a defender.”

Korendir denied none of the accusations. His face showed no feding, and his movement no shred of
hesita-tion as he stepped past Emmon’ s bulk and smoothly shut the casement. Returned without pause to
the bedside, he raised hands that did not shake and veiled the corpse like a bride in her bloodied sheets.
He samoothed the last strands of hair from view with fingers stained till from hiswereleopard kills. Then
heraised hiseyes.

Anger burned there, dectricdly intense, and deep be-yond rationa understanding.

Emmon misinterpreted. He took leave of his senseswith a scream of rage and lunged to strike, to
mangle, to pulp the wretch who had abandoned his sister to an unthinkably, horrible degth.

Korendir spun camly. His attacker towered afull head taler, and at least haf again hisweight. He
deflected the first punch with his forearm, ducked the blow of the second. Light on hisfeet as a dancer,
he snapped his sheathed sword from his belt, then kicked afootstool into Emmon’s shins. The larger man
blundered through with aclatter of splitting rungs. Korendir stepped aside and hammered the pommel of
his weapon on the back of the giant man’s neck.

Emmon buckled at the knees, then collapsed across splinters of furniture. Korendir picked hisway past.

Whatever emotion had moved him was gone; the dumb-struck knot of villagers saw nothing except eyes
gonesil-ver with cold.

” Somebody stay with him,” the mercenary said in re-gard to Emmon, who sprawled on the
blood-spattered floor. Stiffly he added, " When the grest oaf stirs, tell him I'll guard while he burieshis
sder.”

Then, sted il in hand, the Master of Whitestorm advanced in the direction of the Stairway. Evenin
out-rage over Carralin’ sfate, not aman from the town dared prevent him.

In the taproom Korendir chose atrestle and set his dusty boot on one corner. He leaned on his knee
and gave the taproom crowd a harsh scrutiny. "I’ 11 need a dozen men who are unafraid to bear
weapons, and six more skilled with abow. The werel eopards enter Southengard through the caves of the
Ellgol, and there, with Neth’ s grace, we can stop them. Choose your twelve. Tell them to rest, for I'il
need them wakeful at dusk.”

Korendir paused, his handstoo still where they rested on the blade across histhigh. ” | dso want the
boots each man will wear, and the services of your cobbler for today.”



He added nothing more; no excuse for his desertion of Carralin, no boastful account of hiskills. He did
not ask the hedler to attend the scratch on hisforearm, but instead disappeared through the outside door.
Thetowns-folk stood rooted in surprise, and even their garrulous chief councilman struggled at alossfor
words.

VIII. The Caves of the Ellgol

The party gathered in the common room at twilight, twelve men packing torches and rucksacks that
bulged with weapons and supplies, and six more with filled quivers and bows. The boots of each, from
Sethon the miller’ s son, to the sinewy bulk of the village blacksmith were newly topped with wereleopard
pelt, scraped, but of necessity uncured. Korendir had insisted that the cobbler treat his own footgear the
same. When the squeami sh craftsman rai sed objection with words concerning trophies and vanity, the
mercenary gave him short shrift. The company from Mée’ s Bye relied upon one fact: living wereleopards
feltered in their attack if they scented the hide of their dain. That split second of hesitation wasal the
edge a hunter might get. In that instant a quick man could escape being massacred and make hiskill.

Consequently, at sundown the entire party donned their stinking footgear without complaint. They
checked their weapons, adjusted pack straps and sword belts, and bemoaned the lack of beer with the
bluster men use to bolster each other’ s nerves. Korendir sat unconcerned upon atrestle, rebinding his
wounded forearm with stripstorn from alinen ngpkin. He finished the knot with histeeth, then tucked the
tralling endsinto his cuff.

"Areweready?’ he said to his company. He dipped from his perch on the table and made for the door.
The innkeeper dipped the bar to let him out. Asthe panel swung wide, Korendir stepped into gathering
night with-out aglance to see who followed.

The master smith broke the genera air of reticer, ce. "Well, lads, can't leavehimto clam al the sport Ly
himsdf.”

"Oh, easlly,” quipped afarmer who wore shovels strapped to his backpack. I’ [| keep my burnt stew
and nagging wife, and leave fey beasts to those who hafta prove they got partsto fill their britches.”

Someone el se shouted out from the rear. ”Now didn’t | hear your woman singing a different tune, words
on the matter of closing yer pointswith her needle, since what dangled inside seemed lazy as'therest o
you?’

A shout of laughter answered, while the farmer howled and turned red. ” Sheesh, now, who ligensto a
woman

what’ s got amouth so big and bitter you could cure aham insde?’ He trooped down the tair, and
amost col-lided with Korendir, stopped still without warning and dl but invisiblein hisdark clothes. The
farmer recoiled into hisfellows as the mercenary spoke out in clipped thresat.

"Y ou cannot come to the caves.”

Stung, the farmer drew bregth to protest; then his vision adjusted to the gloom and he redlized the



outburst had not pertained to him at al. A hulking shadow blocked Korendir’ s path; Emmon Hillgate' s
son, with his greet thick fists clutched to a pole weapon salvaged from hisfather’ s attic. Failing light
touched his mad eyes, and the newly sharpened halberd that gleamed in a crescent-edge of silver above
hisshoulder. ”I’'m going,” said Emmon.

His demand would be argued. Korendir’ stight stance forewarned as much. Moved to boldness by a
flood of fear and resentment, the nearest of the farmers said sharply, ”He deservestheright, | think.”

Others behind called agreement. Cartalin had filled their mugs since she wastal enough to heft apitcher.
Her large-boned, diffident presence was missed a the tap, and in the dark, about to risk themsalves
agang werdeopards, the men of Me’ s Bye readily gave way to disgruntlement. Korendir might deliver
their town from danger, but he would be remembered as a man who had pressed his advantage on a girl
inatimeof misfortune.

"If Emmonisleft, | say dso,” said the miller’ sson. His closest companions stood with him, their voices
over-loud in agreement.

Korendir turned his shoulder toward Emmon. Asif the pike did not tremble in hands that yearned to
take satisfaction for asister’ s dishonor and desth, the mercenary regarded the villagers one by one.
Silencefél, stubborn as old rock; Korendir understood its temper.

" There will be death and sorrow if Emmon goes,” he cautioned. ”Not of my making; no more can |
promisethan that.” And quickly, he passed on hisway.

L eft braced for a challenge that never happened, the villagers reacted belatedly. They shifted packs and
toolsand swords, and uncomfortably moved to follow. None looked at Emmon; yet when the big man
joined the rear of the party, nobody prevented him. They started across the market, while the door
boomed closed behind them.

Nailed to the oaken panels was the hide of the manformed werdleopard Korendir had dain the previous
night, astaisman to augment the safety of the wives, children, and craftsmen left behind.

Full night had fallen. Korendir led through the town, past the stake he had left with the skull of a
werdeopard kill as sentind over empty houses. The farmers at his hedl's gave the trophy wide berth,
except Emmon, who paused to spit in the blood-dried pits of each eye socket. ”So will | treat the one
who killed Cartdin,” he muttered vicioudy. Those who overheard could not tell which he referred
to---the murdering cat-form, or the mercenary.

Thetrek from the outlying farmsteads proceeded with-out talk. Many of the farmers had not crossed
their fields since spring sowing, and the rankness of weeds where crops should stand high at harvest
weighed sorely upon their hearts. Late-singing mockingbirds caled, but corn did not rustle, and the
pastures were thick with grassthat in better years was grazed short.

Past such evident ill fortune, the unchanged woods seemed a haven. The air under the trees hung thick
with the scent of pine. No wind blew, but the footsteps of men who were unskilled at hunting frightened
the cricketsto sllence. Other nocturna wildlife that might have fore-warned of an ambush took flight
before the disturbance.

The early-risng moon ducked often behind banked clouds; during such intervasthe dark benegath the
trees becametotal. Men blundered cursing into branches and roots; except Korendir, who assessed the
obstacles asthe light dimmed, then paused between steps until his eyes adjusted. Rather than stop and



lecture on woodsmanship

there and then on the path, the mercenary ordered torcheslit. Shortly every other man carried abrand,
the unencumbered | eft to wield wegpons.

The party paced onward through oily fumes thrown off by the cressets. If wereleopards lurked close,
they stayed concealed in the shadows. The men pressed ahead more confidently. In time they crossed
the blackened swath of ash where Korendir had accomplished hisfirst kill. Now not atrace remained of
the flayed corpse; the ground lay tracklesdy smooth, and even the scratch-marks of carrion crows did
not mar the scorched soil of the site. More sinister till, the burned tree ssump where Korendir made his
stand had been uprooted and clawed to white splinters.

The discovery was sobering, that werel eopards held regard for their dead. Men felt their mortality more
keenly after that, and Korendir, grimly silent, questioned whether the hide bands stitched to each man's
boots held power to inspire anything but rage from the creatures they marched to eradicate. The torches
burned just as brightly, but the heedy, close air of late summer seemed to drag at the flames, shortening
the circle of light. Koren-dir looked back to take stock of his men and redlized that two lagged behind.
Emmon and the miller’ s son lin-gered in the swath seared by last night’ sfire.

”| see no sign of awereleopard killed here,” Emmon said loudly.

"You will, and very quickly, if you don't close ranks and keep moving!” Korendir strode past the
column, hisintent to assume rear guard where he could keep better watch over stragglers.

Emmon’ s chin lifted mulishly. " Look, Sethon, we re getting ababystter.” * That moment the
wereleopard charged.

|~ate of the one dain at that site the night before, she had been staking in the brush. The scraps of pelt
had first deterred her, but now, she sensed dissent among the prey who blundered through the trees. She
pressed her advantage and sprang, abolt of molten gold in the torchlight.

Bardly alesf rustled warning. The men from Mé’ s Bye watched to see how Korendir would handle
Emmon’'s

amomenttile remember the forest which hemmed their backs. The crash of atorchbearer and a
cry caused them dl to spin round in horror. Two bodiesrolled in the leaves, one tawny yellow and
spotted, the other clothed and struggling.

Korendir dodged past aman too stunned to react, and another one ydling in fear. ” Steady those
torches!” he shouted. He freed his dagger and completed awhipping , throw.

The blade buried with athump in the ruffed torso of the .predator, which was nakedly female. Korendir
kept moving. Even asthe wereleopard’ s death cry reverber-ated through the forest, he crouched down,
barehandedly grasped the beast’ s shoulder and flung her off her prey.

Fangsraked the air; venom drops flew like jewel s through torchlight. Despite Korendir’' s swift recail,
gpatters caught the linen that bandaged hiswrist. The mate-rid blackened ingtantly. Korendir dipped the
knot, shredded the tainted fabric off, and with no break in motion, grasped the man and dragged him
clear of the wereleopard' s death throes.

Blood lesked in trailsfrom the wounded man’ s body. In agony, striving to stifle screams, he flopped



wretch-edly in the leaves. Boiled leather wrist guards had spared him the wereleopard’ s venom, but the
elbow savaged by her foreclaws was a mess of mangled bone.

"Merciful Neth,” murmured a bystander. Someone el se doubled over and retched in the brush.

" Stay together,” snapped Korendir. His hands, the same hands that had killed on an instant’ s notice,
now explored the downed man’ s body with gentleness and dis-patch. Y et even had he owned a
surgeoh’ skill, no suc-cor would avail. The smdll of blood and feces hung heavy on the air and even the
squeamish who averted their eyes understood that the injured man’s plight was hopeless. The
werdeopard’ s spurred toes had raked open his abdo-men, then shredded the gut inside.

Even Emmon’ s deranged scorn abated at the sight. A man could not die cleanly from such mauling; if
luck ran againgt him hisagony might drag on for afortnight.

The stricken man was aware. " Don’t bring me back to U my daughterslikethis,” he pleaded. ” 1 beg
you, don't.”

Vwern have kin present?’ That he knew the man’ s name startled no one at the time; their mindswere
shocked numb by catastrophe. ” Is there one friend brave enough to complete this man’ s request?’

Feet shuffled through leaves, hands loosened from the hilts of wegpons, and no man would meet any
other man’s eyes. Emmon stood with bent head, his great fists diding up and down the westhered shaft
of hispike.

At some point the werdeopard’ s thrashing ceased. Shelay on her back, her surprisingly human breasts
upthrust and gleaming in firelight. No one seemed anxious to gp-proach her, but even lesswillingly would
they contem-plate what must be done for their comrade.

"Very well,” said Korendir, hisvoice like stedl againgt silence. ” Sethon, take Emmon’s pike. Bind up the
killed beast and ding her on the pole. Then, dl of you, move out upstream.”

The men did not have to be reminded to stick together. Spurred by an embarrassment of relief, they
offered their belts and bootlaces and hel ped Sethon lash the carcass.

Korendir remained knedling in fir needles. One hand supported the wounded man' s head, while the
other eased the collar loose at his neck.

'l angladit'sto beyou,” gasped Vwern, valiantly trying to shed hurt that had nothing to do with torn
flesh. ” At least you' re aman who knowsthe best place for the knife.”

Korendir said nothing, but dipped hisdark cloak and arranged it over the victim’ s chilled flesh. Then he
settled on his hed's, waiting, while around them the men finished off with the werdeopard. Trembling with
nerves, Sethon returned the mercenary’ s dagger. Someone had wiped the blade clean. Korendir
accepted the obsidian hilt. On theinside of hiswrist, where Vwern could not see, he carefully tested the
edges. Satisfied that wereleopard bones had left no nicksin the sted, Korendir nodded dismissal to the
miller’ sson.

The farmers banded together and departed. Torchlight flickered and faded between the trees. Alone
under the moon’ sfitful gleam, the motionless man and the doomed one each took a breath in preparation.

" Strike now,” urged Vwern. The quick shock of acci-dent was wearing off, and suffering tugged at his



voice.
"—T would just compound my mistake, if you got attacked on account of me.”

Korendir’ sreply held agentleness no earsleft living had ever heard. ”Not yet.” Hereached out in
darkness and unerringly found the victim’ sfingers, then grasped with agrip that waswarm, asif deeth did
not hover inthewings. " Firg tell me the names of your daughters.”

Vwern stifled asob. " There are three. Nessie, Mallie, and Tesh. She' syoungest, and blond, like her
mother, though Mallie, maybe, isprettier. | lovethem al,” he added, asif the mercenary might not
understand; as afather, he had no favorite.

"Nesse, Mdlie, and Tesh, who isblond,” Korendir re-peated. He made a small movement, then added,
"They'll be safe, Vwern. Onmy life, | swear they’ll prosper, and marry, and live to raise children in your

The hand that held the wounded man’ s gave no twitch in warning, but abided, steady and firm. The knife
seemed to come from nowhere; it entered fast, painlessy clean, precisdy below Vwern'sleft ear. His
awareness ebbed swiftly in aflood of arteria blood.

Korendir did not rise. Beside him, the corpse ceased to shudder; the chest quit breathing and sagged
motionless, finished with struggle and life. Stll, the mercenary re- mained. He unlaced hisfingersfrom the
dead man’ s and wiped the warmed blood from his knuckles. Meticuloudy he cleaned his blade. He
closed the eyes that gleamed empty within apillow of leaves and covered the dack face with his cloak.
Then he straightened. Moonlight re-vealed what Vwern, or any other in Neth's Eleven King-doms might
never be permitted to see.

Tearsrinsed Korendir’ s fine-boned face; as he wept his expression was stripped by an ache of
compassion that flowed straight from the heart.

"By my mother, you were brave,” he said to the fill form at hisfeet.
That moment, awereleopard might have taken him without ablow struck in token defense.

Theinterval ended suddenly, like theimmolation of too dry tinder snapped into flame by a spark.
Korendir blotted his cheeks. He returned his cold knife to its sheath, retrieved his abandoned sword, and
moved of without a backward glance. By the time he caught up with the others, his expression was
impervious as quartz.

" That’ sone on your soul, to equa the one on mine,” he said softly to Emmon as he passed.

Hillgate' s son dapped ahand to hisbdt knife. The Master of Whitestorm never so much asflinched, but
kept going until he reached the head of the column.

Eramort was deranged enough to strike from behind when provoked; but whether Korendir cared at all,
or whether someingtinct convinced him that the seventeen survivors who had volunteered for thismarch
would have acted to defend him in that moment, remained unclear.

The mercenary from Whitestorm had completed amercy stroke that others shrank to contemplate; the
deed had been accomplished with such lack of ceremony that no man’s pride became brutalized. For
that grace, Korendir earned arespect that admitted tolerance for his pre-sumed abuse of Carrdin. The



townsfolk would never for-give her murder. But now, only madness offered cause to prolong resentment;
Emmon Hillgat€ s son was|eft to nurse hisgrievance aone.

Night was beginning to fail. On his previous expedition, Korendir had found that twilight was atime of
trangtion for the wereleopards. He had neither been attacked nor had he observed any movement
through yesterday’ s daybreak. Now he banked upon the presumption that the creatures preferred to
retire during their vulnerable time of change; in catform, in daylight, the beasts were far more difficult to
kill. If thisband of inexperienced villag-erswas to win reprieve for their families, their safety must be
secured before sunrise.

The River Ellgol sprang from acleft at the base of the shale cliffsthat looted the Doriads. No trees grew
there; againgt the knees of the mountains, the forest ended asif diced. Seedsthat sought foothold on the
cracked and moss-rotted stone beyond grew to crabbed saplings, then died, leaving skeletons like
fingers hooked in an agony of torture. Theriver issued from a seamed maw beneath; wa-terswelled up
from the earth’ s dark and roared down aravine, to carve a more meandering course through the valey.

The party from Md’ s Bye paused beneath the crest of the outcrop. In the gray haf-light before sunrise,
Korendir hurried them through a med of bread, cheese, and sweet de. Then the mercenary placed half
of the archersin crannies overlooking the forest. Their task was to arrow down any wereleopard who left
the cover of the wood, while companions razed the trees in a swath a hundred yards wide by any method
that would serve; fire, axe, or landdide, Korendir made it clear he did not care, so long asthe glade
surrounding the cliffswas cleared to the last standing twig. Seasoned logs from the deadfalswere to be
hewn into firewood, and stacked aongside the river mouth.

On the heds of anightlong march, the work he pro-posed was brutal enough to wilt the stoutest spirit;
yet there were no dackers. Having tasted the blood of the wereleopard which had preyed upon their
kinfolk for so long, the villagersfdled trees with determination. Even Emmon took up an axe. Hisframe
sweated with hell-bent exertion, and his eyes shone fanatically bright; he labored asif by brute strength he
could absolve his part in the misfortune that had ended Vwern'slife.

In contrast to Hillgate' s son’s passions, Korendir ap-plied himself with the chill of new stedl forged for
blood-shed. Stripped to breeches and swordbelt, he assembled a bundle of unlit torches and set the
remaining men to climbing. Bardly vishlein the early light, and damp-ened by migts of faling water, his
picked party toiled upward toward a shelf of rock undercut by the current of the E!lgol. Korendir insisted
that wereleopards en-tered Southengard through the mazes of water-tunnelled caves that riddied the
mountains behind. He planned to sedl their access by engineering arockdide above theriver, but work
could not commence until the caverns had been secured frominside,

Korendir explained in snatches as he climbed, the gist of his strategy based on the werel eopards
compulsion to shift form when exposed to trangtionsin light. The stone of the cliff face was rotten with
weather and age; shale crumbled unexpectedly underfoot, to clatter downd ope and crash through the
undergrowth below. The most skeptica villager alowed Korendir his point. Protected by bonfires, a
work team with pick axes and shovels could undermine the loosened shae, fashion shoring of timbers
and plank, then tear such bracing away to precip-itate arockfall.

The men who attempted the ascent pressed forward with awill. Hard the mercenary who led them might

be, and lacking in decency and warmth, yet the Master of Whitestorm had proven himsdlf capable. Md’s
Bye might be apoor town, if helived to collect hisfee; but his direction offered hope that the farms might
be safe to recover prosperity in the future.

Korendir reached the cave opening. Through whorls of mist from thefals, thelead men saw him grasp a



crevice and heave hisbody inside. By the time those following reached the outcrop, he was busy lighting
torches. An arc of them burned a hisfeet. Heat dicked hisface like agypsy entertainer prepared for an
exhibition of juggling; except hisfrown held no hint of gaiety, and his deeves were crusted with the blood
of aman and a besst.

" Sethon goeslast,” he said without looking up. ” Not because he lacks courage, but because he' sthe
youngest.” The gtriker flared between Korendir’ s hands.

" Bachelors march a the fore, behind me. Fathers with young children will follow in back.” When the last
torch was set blazing, the mercenary’ s gaze touched each man inturn. ” The order of march isaformality.
Any one of you cardless enough to get killed will find your own way to hell, because the others outside
cutting trees have no choice but depend on us.”

Korendir pressed atorch into Sethon’s hands and drew his blade. Then he stamped the wooden grip of
the cres-set lying nearest and flipped it like atrickster’ sflare into his hand.

Eastward, the sky had brightened; mist off the falls changed from blue to subtle rose, forewarning of the
dawn to come. Korendir dropped onto hisbelly. With a scrape of fabric over shale, he dragged himsalf
into the aperture which accessed the caves. The men picked up torches and trailed after in snglefile.
Sethon the miller’ s son entered last, eyes burned by the soot thrown off by oiled rags. He breathed
damp, heated air, and the sour-ness of other mens sweet. His ears heard little beyond the confined roar
of the watercourse which thrashed and tumbled through the caverns, fed by the drip of countless
subterranean springs.

Korendir crawled to the end, where the stone widened out. His cresset guttured and whipped in the
draft as he straightened as far as his knees, shuffled forward, and at last gained space to stand.

"Hurry,” he encouraged the man who came at hishedls.
The cavern brightened asthe villagers emerged.

Raised torches reveded walls that doped upward to a ceiling that sparkled with minera deposits.
Korendir ad-vanced across afloor deek-wet with run-off. His cresset threw orange reflections off his
swordblade, the puddies scattered underfoot, and from hiswrist, scraped open and freshly bleeding after
his traverse through the pas-sage. The sting of split scabs must have pained him, yet when one of themen
expressed concern, he spurned both help and companionship.

" Stand together!” Hisrebuke echoed outward like the crack of amarble chipper’smallet. " Pool the light
from the torches, and keep your eyesto thewalls.” Then, asif knowing he had rejected an honest act of
courage, he said, ” Expect an attack at any moment.”

A spill of gravd rattled from the darkness overhead. Pebbles bounced and rolled and scattered ripples
acrossthe puddles.

Already Korendir had thrown himsdlf asde, his stedl upraised and ready. ” Get Sethon to light more
torches!”

The werdleopard dropped that moment. Man-formed, muscled for murder, it landed with the recovery
of atiger. Sted sang through air as Korendir lunged. Histar-get twisted clear in areflex too fast for sght.
Somebody shouted. That sound spared the mercenary’ slife. The wereleopard spun, dit-eyed, and
gprang at the farmers clustered before the passage.



"Throw down your torches!” screamed Korendir.

The three men not panicked obeyed. Flame struck wet stone with asizzle of oil; grease-soaked rags
gpread adick on the puddles, and fire flared instantaneoudy wider. Sudden light rinsed the crannies, and
forced the wereleopard to metamorphosis.

lts stride faltered, changed in mid-charge to astagger.
Korendir swung hissword. ” Light more torches. Quickly!”

Sethon fumbled after rags and ail, while someone el se cut the ties that contained the bundled wood.
Quickly asfrightened men responded, the werel eopards moved faster. Another one launched from the
shadows.

Thefirg till thrashed, impaed on Korendir’ sblade. The swordsman fought to stay upright asthe
wereleopard kicked and dashed. Therazor length of sted twisted in its chest, then wedged immovably
into bone. Korendir yanked, unableto clear his sword, while the unwounded predator sprang.

Desperate, one of the farmersthrew atorch. Flaming rags and a billet of beechwood impacted the
wereleop-ard’ sflank. It twisted with aringing snap of jaws and caught the light full in both eyes. Change
followed; its outlines blurred. The delay gave Korendir spaceto free his sted, but the stroke that dew his
attacker was dedlt by awoodcutter from Mél’s Bye.

The caverns rang with the howl of dying enemies and the rough cheers of men. Sethon arose with an
armload of ready torches and distributed them among the villagers.

”Quarter the cave,” the Magter of Whitestorm di-rected. ” Find every entrance that might possibly admit
awereleopard, and flank those holes with torches. If we' re lucky the change will disadvantage whatever
beasts charge through. Bowfire can take them safely from adistance.”

All saw wisdom in the tactic. The woodcutter who had skewered hisfirst wereleopard moved off with a
swagger, and the others followed, except one.

"What about yoursalf?’ he questioned Korendir.

For the mercenary made no move to lead, but stood checking his bloodied sword edge for flaws. He
found none, wiped hisfingers on his hose, and impatiently re-garded the spegker, afarmer named Nevel
whose face showed the labors of seasons exposed to summer sun.

”I’m going on,” the mercenary said. ” Somewhere these caverns connect with the watercourse of the
Eligo!.”

Tdler by haf ahead, Nevel shrugged wide shoulders.
"Why not balk the wereleopards from here?’
The Master of Whitestorm looked up with incredul ous astonishment. ” Neth, man, this placeisawarren

of holes and shadows. A man caught aone here would die in aminute, and there' sno safe haven to fall
back to. Need | go on about space to store supplies and dry wood?



There are men left out in the open. Every minute we delay, they remain in terrible danger.”

Neve fingered hiswegpon, an axe designed for hewing planks. " Just you shouldn’t be going alone. At
least take Sethon, to hold the torch.”

"Never Sethon,” Korendir returned, abrupt to the point of viciousness. ”Vwern was one too many. Now
clear my path.”

Sow to think, dower till to move, the field hand squared hisjaw. ”I’ll go, then, and no word from you
will gop me”

Y ou’ re more mad than Emmon.” Korendir gestured ahead with his bloodied sword. ” That way.”

Torchlight showed a seam cut through cavern walls. Beyond a gleam of wet stone, shadows lay thick as
thefelt used by prieststo shroud tombs. Nevel showed signs of misgiving; but Korendir strode on
without a glance to see whether his self-gppointed escort would follow. Stung by that imperious
self-assurance, and too proud to accept that his offer lay beneath regard, the field hand collected two
torches and dogged the mercenary’ stracks.

The ceiling doped sharply past the entrance. First forced to stoop, and then to crawl, clumsly f~ghting
the impedi-ment of weaponry and smoking flares, Korendir and Nevel made their way down the damp
passage. Thelight became lost behind, along with the echoed conversation of the oth-ers. The air turned
thick with the silence of the earth, punctured like harp notes with water drops; always like alitany behind
ran thethunder of the Ellgol’ s mighty current.

Torch smoke made the eyes sting unbearably. Hardly able to discern Korendir’ s hedsin the gloom
ahead, Neve dragged stubbornly onward. The stink of uncured hidefilled his nogtrils. Slime and mud
caked his clothes; once something live squirmed under his palm, and though by nature he respected
religion, he cursed the variety of Neth's cregtion.

Korendir paid no mind, but continued, the scrape of his sword sheath the only sound of his passage.

"What if the werdleopards are able to swim theriver?’ thefield hand gasped. ’ gf so, no rockdide will
block them, and dl our troubleswill continue.”

The Master of Whitestorm paused and kicked once; his feet disappeared. Theroar of the river swelled
to deafening proportions, and hisvoice, in reply, floated strangely thin through the passage. " That’ sthe
other thing we' re hereto find out.”

IX. Rockfall

The shaft quite suddenly felt damper, and the air swirled with draft. The field hand from Md’ s Bye hiked
forward, torches clamped in both fists. The axe haft strapped to his back scraped shale with a note that
st histeeth on edge. Then his shoulders cleared an obstruction. The pas-sage abruptly widened. He did
forward, gained his knees, and looked out from the mouth of the opening.

Beyond lay adizzying visa



The cavern ahead was vast. Above, thetorrent of the El'gol pelted from an origin lost in darkness; the
waters plunged, dashed to arrowed cascades by the rocks through a sixty-foot drop into a cauldron of
bailing foam.

Far below, picked out dimly inthetorches glare, asnake of black current coiled upon itself and spiraled
into amaelstrom that sucked down through some monstrous sink hole benegth the channel floor. Where
the river coursed until it resurfaced into sunlight beneath the shale diffs, only the devil might know.

Thefidd hand shifted grip on historches~ Korendir’ s cresset bobbed hafway down the shaft. The
mercenary’ stunic blended into shadow, but the blade he held shone baeful with reflections. He had set
his torch between histeeth to free his hands for the descent, and the bronze hair so tragicaly admired by
Carrdinwasin peril of Sngeing at thetips.

Unsgteady with nerves, Nevel fumbled to rearrange his own cressets for the climb. He edged closer to
the drop, cursed softly, and raised a soot-streaked deeve to blot his brow. Attack that moment by
werel eopards seemed less risk than picking a path down rocks made dick by thefalls.

" If heights make you dizzy, don't come,” Korendir called from below. Hiswords were punctuated by a
rattling fal of shale. The farmer shut his eyes and waited for asplash that never came. Korendir’ svoice
resumed without concern. " Thefooting' s not the best and if | haveto leavein ahurry, I’ d rather know
that shaft where you St stays clear of spotted intruders.”

" Got less sense of caution than Neth gave to butter-flies,” Nevel muttered as he scrambled back from
the drop; but his admonishment held admiration.

Thecrash of thefalsinto the sucking violence of awhirlpool might satisf'y most men that the Eligol’s
water-course was impassable. Only afanatic might presume dif-ferently; out of folly, or madness, or
perhaps amix of both, Korendir seemed driven to search a cavern infested with werel eopards to make
certain. The price required to hire the mercenary had been steep; but as Nevel settled gratefully to wait,
he alowed that Korendir returned fair exchange. If his plan for arockfal succeeded, Md’s Bye would
be unquestionably secure.

Time passed without measure in the degps of the earth. The passage was cold enough to causeamanin
wet clothing to shiver. Thefield hand on guard huddied over historches, then finaly wedged the wooden
handlesin acrevice of rock and tucked his chilled hands benesth hisjacket. The night-long trek left him
weary. At length, he sat down with his axe unsheathed across his knees.

His head nodded; he jerked out of a drowse and swore to Neth he must stand up, dap hisknees, do
something to keep himsdlf awake. Lethargy kept him rooted. Be-fore long deep overcame him and he
douched into dreams while the torches near his head burned lower.

Neve roused to acrack of stone and awild flicker of flamelight. One of historches had gone out; the
other burned wanly, acharred stump of spent fuel. The farmer sumbled to hisfeet. Gasping with fright,
he clawed at his pack for fresh supplies, and only recalled his axe as the blade fell with ahorrendous,
echoing clang that barely missed severing toes.

" No wereleopards have ventured through the passage, | see,” Korendir observed from the dark.

Caught between shame and embarrassment, Nevel un-derstood he had been wakened by a chunk of
shale, pitched with spiteful aim into the rock beside his ear.



"Beglad | wasn't the enemy,” Korendir finished. Im-patient with clumsiness, he recovered the spent
torches and set to work with rags and ail. Light brightened swiftly under his hands. Hisface, underlit like
ademon’s, showed bronze hair dripping with wet and eyes over-bright from exertion.

"How long was | adegp?’ the farmer asked suspicioudly.

Korendir finished with the cressets and gathered up his sword without any break in movement. The
blade appeared strangely du'led, and Neve took amoment to realize the sheen was masked with fresh
blood. "How long?’ he demanded more urgently.

Before hereplied, the Master of Whitestorm recovered the falen axe and pressed the haft into the
farmer’ sun-steady hands. ” Enough to ascertain that the wereleopards enter through another opening
higher up. Also long enough for meto set atrgp and lure, and entice alive beast into afall where theriver
disappears down that sink hole.”

Neve consdered thisthrough a sickening recurrence of vertigo; with a nervous catch of breath he
recaled the jagged snags of boulders which surrounded the subterra-nean rivercourse. That any man
could stand with his hands on a bloodied sword and list such accomplishments with a calm that bordered
on dignterest initsdlf inspired terror.

Thefarmer shuddered. ” Neth, man, nothin’ whole-some lives down there. What hell-spawned thing did
yefind to usefor bait?’

Korendir' s brows lifted with exasperation. ”Y ou were degping. Y ou don’t want to know.”

Nevel stared in horror, certain now, and loathing his conclusion. Ouite deliberately the Lord of
Whitestorm had set himsdlf up asbait in the darkness; what else could attract an unholy predator to tread
on bad footing and fal into that sucking cauldron of water?

Through a strained silence, the farmer studied the mer-cenary’ sface. He read there an exhaugtion that
left the flesh bloodlesdy pae; Korendir presently maintained dertness on nothing at al but raw nerves.
Gold by itsdlf could never drive aman to such lengths; the possibility of what €'se might made hell seem
merciful by comparison.

"Pity onusadl,” gasped Neve. Y € re crazed as Emmon Hilgate' s son, and more like those fey things
you hunt than any man born to amother.” Heart pounding, hands clenched in fear on hisaxe and his
torch, he spun and fled into the passage.

The crawl back to the outer cavern seemed intermina-ble. Neve breathed stale air mixed with the

rankness of his own sweat; he heard like some monstrous impossibil-ity the scuffle of the man who
followed & hishedls.

Nevel scrabbled faster and cursed as he gashed a knuckle on something sharp. Then he hitched himsdlf
around acrook into a searing blaze of flame light.

"Hold fire, that'sNeve,” shouted Sethon from beyond the dazzle.

Thefield hand blinked, his spooked imagination dapped squarely back to reason. Very tired, and made
aware by the heat against his skin how chilled he had become, he dragged himsdlf clear of the hole.



"Where' sKorendir?” somebody demanded.

The farm hand dropped his axe. Aggravation showed through the mud on his face as he snapped,
"Neth! Wherever ese but behind me?’

"He haeslife, that one,” Emmon Hilgate's son ob- served. Come daylight, the huge man had taken
refuge in the cavern with the other workers, athough he sat apart. No one felt comfortable with his
presence; yet if his comments were heard without welcome, hefinished his musing regardless. ”1 should
know. | hate life. That’ swhat makes our Master of Whitestorm so accursedly dif-ficult to kill.”

At twilight, the contingent from Me’ s Bye searched for the werel eopard which had hurtled headlong into
the sink hole benegth thefals. The creature lay dragged againgt alog snag downstream, atangle of limbs
only recognizable by the diamond spots gleaming wet on its matted coat. 1ts neck was bent backward
until one ear touched a shoulderblade; even from the bank aman could see that most of its bones had
been broken. Emmon Hilgate' s son wasfirg to find hisvoice. " They don’t get through from Ardmark by
swimming, that' s sure as snow.” But histone was mocking and hisfists stayed clenched a his sdes.

Korendir shrugged without rancor. "I’ d thought not. But | had to make sure before risking any others
fromthevillage”

The days after that passed in backbreaking work.

Every man strong enough to wield tools blistered his pams breaking shae. The stone was loaded into
baskets, emptied into farm wagons, and hauled off to be dumped and spread across an ever-widening
expanse of cleared ground. Korendir had ordered the forest stripped still farther back from the cliffsto
afford untrammeled sight for the archers.

Cut timbers were sawed into beamsfor shoring, and the dead branches split for fudl to keep the inner
caverns lighted. The bonfireswere tended night and day, that no wereleopard could pass without being
forced to change form. Ones who tried were caught in that instant of vul-nerability, and brought down by
apogted guard. In time the compound before the caves became ringed by a pa-ing of staked skulls. The
reek of woodsmoke, and rotting flesh, and sour, poorly cured hide mingled ,with the smells of cooking as
the farmwives and elderly men tended open air kettlesto feed the hungry in relays.

Korendir of Whitestorm labored with the rest, but never side by side. Carrdin’ s death had soured the
villag-ers welcome, and he, aloof by nature, did not seek to win forgiveness. Stripped to his hose and
swordbelt, he chipped shae, chopped wood, curried and harnessed the draft teams, or helped the
whedlwright make linchpins and spokes, for wagons broke often on the rocky terrain.

Yet for al hisreticence, the mercenary seldom worked done. Like some glowering, muddy giant,
Emmon Hil-gate' s son shadowed his side. Asthough by dint of zeal-ous work the huge man could
resurrect hislost sster, his pick chipped stone in unison with Korendir’s, and his shovel tossed gravel
until hisbody trembled in fatigue.

Hour upon hour with the Master of Whitestorm, Emmon ignored the changesin shift.
At eventide while weary men rested, Korendir sat sep-arately, wrapped in hisblack cloak with his

hands busy. He mended the fietchings of arrows, or twisted new bow-strings from dried strips of
wereleopard gut. Carrdin’s brother looked on with eyesintent as a starving beast.



He had no patience for small tasks; still he dept only in snatches as the mercenary did, and arosein the
hours after midnight, to stand watch with the archersin the smoke-shot flicker of firdlight within the
caverns.

Thedaysof killing labor gradudly bore results. By the time the autumn winds sang down off the upper
peaks, and frogts touched the leaves to red-gold, the outcrop overhanging the Ellgol stood timbered like
amesting hal with neatly hewn posts and shoring. Still, when therainsfdl, driven by biting gusts, men did
not shelter beneath that undercut rock. The timbers groaned with their bur-den of earth; sand and
loosened pebbles trickled down between cracksin the planks, and if that initself did not wear aman’'s
nerves, the slorms without exception drove the werdleopards to frenzied fits of daughter. Archersdied
on such days, mauled even after they fired akilling shaft.

So died Sethon, grown too cocksure of himself after half adozen kills. Korendir wasinformed where he
stood, shoulder-to-shoulder with Emmon, and gasping as he labored to free awagon that had mired.
Without aword, the mercenary set aside the staff he had used to raise the axle. He retrieved his soaked
tunic from the buckboard, pulled it over streaming hair, and adjusted his swordbdt at hiswaist. Then he
gared through the curtains of faling rain.

The mountain loomed like the shadow of doom over the thrashing waters of the Ellgol; timbers that
seemed dender as match-gticks propped tons upon tons of weether-rotted shale, glistening now with
sreamletswhich trailed slver around the skeletd roots of saplings. Korendir regarded the Site,
thin-lipped and il to the core. Asif he could measure the waiting mass of soil and rock, he tirred at last
and spoke.

"Tdl the teeamgtersto harness every horse in the camp.

Then make the chains fast to the kingposts. The dide comes down today, now. Waken the off duty
watches.”

Then, asif the order held nothing of particular moment, the Master of Whitestorm started up the hill.
Reflexively Eramort Hillgate' s son madeto follow.

The mercenary rounded in barely leashed fury. ”I’ 11 take the last watch by mysdlf, son of Hillgate. From
thistime forward, no other livesthan minewill be set at risk in the caverns.”

Emmon glowered. He stepped away from the mired wagon so suddenly that the team jerked back in
distress. Water snapped from sodden manes, and spattered his mottled face. ” By the death you brought
my sster, you have no right to prevent me.”

For an ingtant, the eyes of the mercenary seemed weary, rinsed to emptiness by rain, long nights, and
days of nerve-driven labor. Then hislook hardened, determined as Emmon’s own, but icy, where
Hiligate' s son’s boiled with emotions like stirred lava.

"Don't try me on that score,” the Master of Whitestorm challenged, amost too low to be heard. He left
then, a crow-dark figure half lost againgt fields of shale gravel.

" Strange one, heis,” muttered the teamster. Paunchy in his cloak of sodden leather, he shook himsalf
and un-furled like arag from his seat. With reinswadded in hisfist, he sneezed runoff from hisbeard in

dif-pity.



”Help unhitch my bays, then,” he asked of Emmon, his pragmatism a bastion againgt the grinding misery
of the weether. Not at dl certain that Hillgate' s son would comply, he dapped his hand fondly on the
nearest steam-ing rump, then bent to unhook the traces.

For amoment Emmon stared after Korendir in fixed and surly resentment. Then, for no apparent reason,
he shed his sullen mood and began tunelessy to whistle. His unlikely bent of cheerfulness endured, though
the sky opened up and lashed rain on his unprotected head, and the team sidled and made tiresome the
chore of their unhitching from the mud-mired dray.

Other teams dready stood harnessed by the time Emmon and the stout farmer reached the clearing
be-negath the outcrop. Over theroar of the Ellgol and the ceasdl ess spatter of rain rang the shouts of men,
and the chinking rattle of chain. Horses stamped and snorted in the chilly air. Tempers were short, only
partly due to the fact that everyone' s boots were drenched, the stockingsinside crushed to miserable
wads around blistered hedls; dl thefolk of Md’s Bye had striven for this moment.

Lives had been logt, families had been separated, and crops had gone rotten in the fields to prepare for
therockfal that would bar the wereleopards from Northengard. Now, as horses were jockeyed into
position, and chains were dragged and hooked round tackles and kingposts, every man of the town felt
poised on aknife-edge of fear.

If the shale did not fault above the excavation, if the cliff face did not crumble and fall, if for any reasonin
nature the passage failed to sedl, no recourse remained. Mé’ s Bye would be under siegefor the winter,
the trade routes impassable for the import of supplies, starvation would kill any wretchesthe
wereleopards spared.

Tense, drawn by cold and exhaustion, the villagers tested buckles and harness straps, checked shackles
and linchpins and chains. Some of them prayed, others cursed, and afew stayed grimly slent. At length
the workers were joined by the men Korendir had excused from watch. The confusion redoubled until
the newcomers had been assigned jobs, and dl the while the rain beat down, blinding men’seyesand
numbing their fingers until even the smplest task required cursesto complete.

A horse shied, and one of the chains fouled under the roots of a stump. Men struggled and swore and
gplit the skin of their knucklesto work the wedged links free.

"Wherein hell is Emmon when his damned brute thews are needed?’ someone carped.

Thework team answered in grunts, too involved to concern themseves with the man, mad as he was,
and unpredictable. The root splintered and gave. Chain dith-ered free, and bodies overba anced into
mud to a chorus of blasphemies. By the time the company sorted itsalf out, two score teams of horses
stood quietly in line, heads down, tailsflattened againgt the driving damp. Nothing remained to do but
send aquartet of men to retrieve the supplies from the cavern, and recal Korendir from fire guard.

The men gppointed this detail started for the caves with afat child’ s pony and lightweight cart to load the
gear.

The chief councilman arrived. His cloak of dripping burgundy wool exactly matched his nose, which dso
dripped, and for that he carried alace handkerchief in sore need of wringing out. ”Where sEmmon?’ he
asked.

"Whereisheever, but in the Master of Whitestorm’s shadow?’ the smith called sourly. ” The others will
have to bring him down. Neth curse thiswesther, did you think to bring up awineskin?’



The council chief sneezed, shook his head, and paused with his hanky haf raised to hisface. Something
in the qudity of his gtillness caused the men clustered nearest to look up.

In the gloom between two outer kingposts sood Emmon Hi!lgate’ s son, his hair plastered to his skull
with rain, and aloaded crossbow in his hands.

"What in the Eleven Kingdomsis that madman doing up there?” the leader by the ponycart snapped.

"Go and find out,” the chief councilman commanded through his handkerchef. ” If Emmon makes
trouble, ask the Lord of Whitestorm to handle him.”

"Right.” The man clucked to the pony and tugged irri-tably on the reins. Wheels turned with arattle of
shale, and the party round the cart started in aknot up the dope.

" Stop there!” shouted Emmon; his ragged pitch of hys-teria could be heard even over the creak of the
cart and the ceasdless batter of rain.

The chief councilman hesitated. The man at the pony’ s head glanced back in uncertainty. When he
received no further orders, he kept going.

"No!” Emmon shouted. Cartalin would have recognized his mood; there were times her brother would
brook no reason from any man. Y et her poor departed spirit could not warn the living. Emmon flung
back hishead, dark hair flying in the wind. " Fools and sons of fools! My sster died on awereleopard’s
fangs, and | say her killer will meet the same end.”

He raised the crosshow to his shoulder.

The chief councilman shouted for the villagersto cease their advance. But the wind plucked hiscall
avay.

Emmon pulled the trigger.

The bolt struck flesh with asickening, flat whap, and the pony jerked up its head and screamed. Scarlet
bloomed at the juncture of itsthroat and chest. Crazed with agony, it reared. The reins tore the hands of
itsdriver. Up the anima went, until it overbalanced and fell kicking amid a splinter of tracesand agrate
of sedl-rimmed whedls.

Blood smdll saturated the air; every horsein the column tossed and shied in their traces. Drivers shouted,
white-faced. Too late they reached for whip and rein; the teams surged away in blind panic, and the
chainsto the kingposts clamored tauit.

There followed atortured creak of wood, then arun of maniacal laughter from Hillgate's son. Hooves
skated and clattered on shae, and the blocks disgorged chain with arattle like multiple ratchets.

Emmon flung hishands up, asif exhorting Neth. Then the beams over his head shifted asthe nearer of
the centrd kingposts twisted from its setting and toppled.

Cracks widened above the outcrop. Thefirst boulders trembled and rolled and fell in what seemed like
dow motion. Then more posts canted and the mountain itself gave way. Crushing tons of shdelet gowith
agrinding, earth-shaking terror of sound and vibration.



Emmon was lost under abooming rush of debris. The ground shook. Downd ope, the figures of horses
and menfledin panicfor therr lives.

A rolling wave of shattered stone engorged the land, the river, the rows of five-foot palings topped with
were-leopard skulls. Thefirst ranks of trees became engulfed, chewed up like so many matchsticks.
Severd of the horse teams became snagged by their chains. Two men paused and tried to dash tracesto
free the animals. The dide caught them al without mercy, pulped their flesh and divered their bones. The
Ellgol moiled and ran dirty. To the men who survived to reach safety, the rending, shattering roar of
moving earth seemed to last intermina-bly before subsiding.

Y et slencereturned at last. The air held adrifting curtain of fine dust, rapidly cleansed by rain.
Drenched, miserable, heartsick with awe, the men of Md’ s Bye emerged from cover and gazed upon the
changed face of nature.

A great scar marked the place where the cliff face had fallen away. Where the honeycomb mouths of the
caves had been, ajagged field of boulderslay hegped at the foot of the outcrop. The head of the gorge
was choked off, and ribbons of water duiced through asieve of invisi-ble gaps. Bark-stripped trees
poked out of the devasta-tion, and the shattered curve of awhed rim; but nothing more. The passages
that had |et in the werel eopards had been milled under, utterly, by unshiftable tons of stone.

That the man who had engineered thisfeat should be left, trapped insde in the darkness for degth by
mauling or starvation, was atragedy no man cared to contemplate.

"Go home,” said the chief councilman, sodden and small before that vista of ravaged landscape. "He
cannot be helped.”

Sowly, reluctantly, wearily, thefolk of M’ s Bye turned their backs against the rain. No one suggested
amonument. Emmon’ s act was compounded of insane grief and justice; not one farmer who made his
way homein therain gainsaid aman’ sright to exact vengeancefor hissger.

Only theissue of the gold remained; and where mat-ters of finance prevailed, the townsfolk prided
themsdlves on atradition of scrupulousfairness.

et rattled over the unfinished battlements at Whitestorm. Iced-over puddles gleamed like hammered
metal in the compound that Korendir had dreamed would become his castl€ sinner bailey. Congtruction
had ceased for the winter; in the absence of any craftsmen the Site lay desolate, whipped by seawinds,
and loud with the crash of the breskersthat scorms hurled endlesdy againgt the dliffs. Though
inhospitable, Whitestorm keep was not untenanted. A crook in the half-finished ssonework stood roofed
over with sod and enclosed by mud-chinked walls. There, hisfeet on ahot brick and his shoulders
cloaked in blankets, Haldeth huddled before a blaze of thorn logs. Laziness, as dways, got the better of
him. He could see from where he sat that hisfuel supply would not last until morning. Hating the cold and
the long, londy nights, he grumbled, shed his mantle of quilts, and arose.

He unlaced adoorflap of oiled leather and stepped out into the dusk. A rutted footpath led from there to
the smithy with its open-air forge and tool shed. A clutter of scrap iron lay piled untidily about theyard; in
the gloom of another shelter rested the results of Haldeth’ slabors, a seemingly random assortment of
tether-rings, hinges, latches, fastenings, gate-bars, winch pulleys, and other sundry hardware necessary to
theraisng of afortress. Later, he would temper stedl and hire in a master wegp-onsmith to begin on the
armory; but at present his thoughts ranged no further than the tarp which protected the woodpile, which
lay inconveniently flat.



Hadeth cursed. Y esterday’ sindulgence had caught up with him; he should have fixed the axe haft and
goneforaging for brush while the weether was mild and sunny.

That he must remedy hislapse in darkness and driving wind now could not be helped; he had only
himsdlf to blame. Vexed that Korendir' s commission in Northengard should keep him from Whitestorm
s0 long, Haldeth stumped out through the gap that would someday become the main gete.

Freezing wind dapped hisface the instant he cleared the walls. His eyes burned with cold and he
blinked, at first too preoccupied to complete his habitua search of the sea. When the gusts subsided and
hisvision cleared to allow a squint beyond the cliffs, he stopped in histracks and forgot everything to do
with theinsatiable requirements of woodfires. Againgt theindigo line of the horizon lay aglimmer of light.

A ship rode the waves toward Whitestorm.

At this season, with the spice fleets battened snugly in harbors and next year’ swool trade mantling the
backs of the grazing flocks, avessdl in these waters could mean but one thing. Korendir of Whitestorm
had returned.

X. Wizard's Tower

The ship’slights steadily drew nearer, ydlow againgt the sea by the time Hal deth replenished the wood
stores. At dawn, the vessel backed sail and dropped anchor in the harbor beneath White Rock Head.
The smith busied himsdlf setting out kettles and stew, then washed his chipped mugs and fussed over his
dwindled hoard of tea. Come the ebb tide at mid-morning, he descended to the beach to greet his
returning companion.

The bark at anchorage was amerchanter, squat and low waisted to ease the loading of goods. Her
canvas was furled negtly, and her paintwork recent if scuffed from careless dockage. Haldeth waited,
shifting from foot to foot while crewmen swayed out alongboat. He cursed himself for omisson; aship’'s
glasswould have served him well, for the tender did not immediately depart, but dalied to on load some
chests that were heavy enough to commandeer several halyards and acommotion of shouted orders. The
gold, of course; Korendir’' s fee. Hal-deth swore again, for forgetting. Eyes narrowed againgt the flash of
sunlight off the waves, he waited. Y et no dark-cloaked figure descended the battensto claim the stern
segt in the longboat; instead several farmersin dusky cloth jackets completed the party bound for shore.

Korendir, Master of Whitestorm, was not among them.

Touched by foreboding, Haldeth saw the craft draw away from the merchanter’ slee. Oar shaftsrose
and fdl through afine-blown scatter of spray, driving under the shadow of the dliffs until the boat put
aground in the shalows.

Looms flashed upright and were hauled inboard by the oarsmen, while the sailors nearest the bow
leaped the thwarts. Haldeth stepped into the icy surf to help steady the craft. Asthe following comber
raised the stern, he hauled with a vengeance for the beach.

The chests made the craft keel-deep and awkward.



More oarsmen had to wet their feet and heave before the longboat became manageable. In thick silence,
Haldeth watched two farmers disembark; the third had afamiliar face, behind an eyepatch and agreen
mottling of seasickness.

"Y egods, lookit 'im, '€ s mebbe going ta puke,” laughed asailor.

Certainly ill, but clinging to dignity as chief delegate from Me’sBye, Lain rolled hiseyeto the diff face,
with its ragged crown of foundations pricking the sky overhead. The sailorslifted him ashore, where he
sat asif felled on dry sand and muttered about an absence of roads for awagon.

From this Haideth miraculoudy divined ameaning. He waved back the sailorswho strained to raise the
first chest from thelongboat. ” There' saloading winch up top, built for lifting granite. If you wait whilel
thread on some cable, no one will need to bust agut.”

Thefarmers on their feet conferred, and agreed to oversee the loading at the beach head. Lain tottered
up-right and followed Hal deth toward a barnacle-crusted portal in the rocks. The opening was black asa
pit and reeking of tidewrack. The departure of Whitestorm’s ele-menta had dropped the seatoits
former level; what had been the lower entry to Sharkash's caverns opened out on the narrow strand
where the smith escorted the jdly-legged envoy from Md’sBye.

Much else had changed, since summer. Past the first crook in the walls, Haldeth retrieved the burned
down stub of atorch. Flame from draft-fanned embers revealed a puddied, sandy floor, then stairs cut
into rock all but buried under drifts of seaweed.

Miserable with nausea, Lain began the ascent at Haldeth’ s hedls. Early on they passed through a heavy
stedl trap that opened by winch from above. Although the sea had been at work on both, the chain was
new, and the bolts yet bore marks from the forge. Haldeth did not close this defensework, to Lain’s
overpowering relief. Heimagined besiegers pinned againgt such agate by the risng well of thetide, and
the Scknessthat Hill lingered from hisvoyage redoubled and Ieft him gasping.

Too preoccupied to notice much beyond his own distress, Haideth led through two more grillesand
passed the level of the high water mark. The upper accessto Sharkash'slair had been fortified into an
abutment, pierced with cruciform gperturesfor crosshowmen. Seawind sang through those dits, and
others cut through the wallswhere the stair continued the ascent. Lain shivered, not only from chill. He
placed one foot mechanically after another, and wondered whether Faen Hallir’ sroyd archerswere
numerous enough to man the defenses built into White Rock Heed.

The gtair ended in an unfinished outer bailey. Ha deth paused to secure the fina door, a sted plate that
rolled on atrack by means of awindlass and counterweight.

Swesting in unexpected sunlight, Lain regarded the mas-sive bulwarks, at present just eight feet high, but
built of blue granite to uncompromising specifications. Every-thing about the incompl ete keep bespoke
the man |eft trapped in Northengard, behind tons of fallen shale; the werel eopards infesting the passages
would not have shown him mercy. Unnerved afresh by thetidings he bore, Lain fatered in histracks.

Haldoth quenched historch in apuddle, and noticed the farmer’ swhite face. " You'reill,” he said
contritely. "Why not st in the sun while| attend the winches? There are corners sheltered from the wind,
and I'!! heet water for tea.”

Still speechless, Lain shook his head. With forced de-termination he braved the cold on the heights, and



lent hisweight to the ropes while the chests shipped from Northengard were hauled from the beach to the
ummit.

Exertion restored his equilibrium.-Drained and tired, Lain accepted teafrom Haldeth and sat down on
the nearer of theiron-bound chests. The smith took a seat on the other. Histumbled hair needed atrim,
and cloth-ing much mended from briar snags smelled pungently of woodsmoke and forge cods. He
gripped his mug with anxious hands and pointedly avoided questions.

Lain had exhausted hisreasons for withholding bad news any longer. "Mée’ s Bye sends the fee for
Korendir of Whitestorm, who successfully completed his contract.”

Solemnly, the farmer drew achain over his head; theiron keys at the end chimed sourly ashe
relinquished them to the smith.

"Hedied, then,” Haldeth stated flatly. He shivered at the touch of the metal againgt hispam.

Lain nodded, and thereby crushed the find, outside hope, that the bronze-headed fool might have gone
graight on from Northengard to fill another commission.

The smith snatched a breath to steady himsdlf. " Tel me how.”
Lain stared with hissingle eyeinto the dregs of histea. Hatingly he began to spesk.

By the time he recounted the rock dide he was shak-ing. He perched rigidly on the bullion chest, his
knuckles laced together, while his memory echoed yet with the grinding, thunderous crash of fdling shde.

Haldeth said something sharply. Lain took amoment to focus, then muster his thoughts and find answer.
" Aye, there were suppliesin the cave. Wood, canvas, a stockpile of food for the sentries.”

Aninterva passed, filled by the dhrill cdlsof gulls.

Then the smith hammered afist againgt hispam in outraged disbelief. " Korendir certainly survived!” As
if he addressed alackwit, he qudified. " There must be other accessto those caverns, higher inthe
mountains, where atitude would deter wereleopards. Why come here with this gold? Instead your
people should have hired search partiesto scour the Doriads for caves.

Neth’ s mercy, man, the Master of Whitestorm saved your town! Could you not at |east endeavor a
gedurein hisbehdf?’

Lain shifted sadly, head down; his collar laces tapped in the breeze. " Because of Cartalin, the council
was opposed.”

Haldeth drew breath but found no inclination to curse.
He arose instead and savagely kicked at a coin chest.
Oaken boards bound with hobnails and iron absorbed the blow without budging; for hisfury the smith

gained only asullen clink of gold and severa painful stubbed toes. Limping, afrown on hisface, he
strode to the half-completed battlements and stared unseeing at ocean.



He could not bear to look behind him, at the partidly finished main hal. Here lay the foundations of a
magnificent fortress; once the dream of aman obsessed by his need for security. The hope of ahaven
behind which to gppreciate living, Haideth profoundly understood. Mhur-gai crudities had driven many a
man to madness,

Korendir’ s had just been more logica than most. Haldeth tried embracing the scope of the memories | eft
behind, and the home he inherited by default; lastly, achingly, he considered the circumstances which had

brought thistragedy to pass.

Something ingde him rebelled. He exhorted Lain for details. ” Did you keep records? Exactly how much
wood and food did Korendir have at his disposa ?’

Lain stared open-mouthed, while Hadeth rounded from thewall in afury. ” Answer me, man, how long
could he gay dive on those stores?”’

" But the wereleopards!” Lain shoved hafway to hisfest, incredulous.

Ha deth allowed the farmer no quarter, but towered over him and flexed his blacksmith’s shoulders. ” But
the Lord of Whitestorm proved himself amatch for shape-changers, yes? Y ou st on the gold that proves
it

Lain sank miserably back. He fingered histight-buttoned cuffs and would not look at Haldeth. ” At the
outside, the food left behind might sustain one man for two months. The firewood should have gone much
sooner. Withoat light, the werel eopards would be free to daughter. By thistime, only anidiot could
believe that Korendir of Whitestorm remainsdive.”

The farmer’ s assessment was just. Y et the mercenary would never have sat and built fires until the

predators came to make ameal of him. He would have moved, and fought; and the prospect of winter
and loneliness on the summit at White Rock Head made folly much easier to contemplate. Amazed at
thoughts more Korendir’' s style than his own, Haldetb asked Lain hislast question.

"Where syour trader bound when she leaves this harbor?’

”Northward, into Heddenton, and then on to North-port for careening.” Lain shrugged lamely. " The
season for southbound trade’ s ended. If chance and luck both prevailed, your master could never in al
the Mhurga s hells hold out unsupported till spring.”

The pronouncement of sound logic fazed Haldeth not

onehit. ”I"'m going north,” he snapped. Y ou can holier down to the beach and tell your bosun, whilel
gep inddeto fetch mysdf aclean shirt.”

When Lain returned ablank look, the smith rubbed his axe blistered hands and qualified. "I planto sal,
and every Neth forsaken coinweight of thisgold is going back to that merchant brig’shold.”

Windblown and queasy from hitter tea, Lain raised his brows .in exasperation. " Whatever for, to buy
search parties to comb the cavernsfor askeleton? By the time the passes thaw, naught se will remain.”

Haldeth stood with hisfists braced on sone and said nothing.

Lain shoved hisdirty cup asde and stood up. " Y ou' re as mad as your master was.”



That perhaps wastrue; certainly before escape from the galleys, Haldeth had never shown such
contempt for theimpossible. Y et hisrefusa to believein Korendir’ s death demanded no less than action
of the sort the man himsdf might have chosen.

Decisively Haldeth started for the winch; his next words threaded through the clang and rattle of chain.
” Another means of passage exists that has no regard for seasons or time.”

"Sure” said Lain, still obstinate. He made no move to shed his jacket for Iabor, but continued on anote
of dry sarcasm. "White Circle enchanters cross whole continents through the alter-reality of Alhaerie.
Except they won't do spellcraft for mortals, and their towers are built without doors.”

Haldeth chose not to argue the fine point that the rumor of doorless towers was a mistaken belief from a
children’ stale. Instead he spread the ding on the ice-rimmed earth and set hands to the nearest chest.
Twelve thousand coin weight in gold would establish whether enchanters did businesswith mortals, and
scarcely three leagues from the merchant port of Heddenton ro. se the tower of the wizard Orame.

The trader dropped anchor in Heddenton harbor on aday of driving rain. By dint of the fact he paid
handsomely, Ha deth had himsdlf and his chests delivered to the wharf by sailorswho cursed their
captain, their brig, and their shipmates for the duration of awind-raked crossing. There, stinking of
soaked wool and lamp soot, and glad to be quit of the miasmathat arose from the bilges of avessd that
carried pigs aswell as passengers, Haldeth stood hatlessin the downpour and regarded his destination.

The docks were old and sagging, creaky under their burden of stacked barrels and lumber and heaps of
much mended fishing net. Beyond lay cobbled streets dimy with run-off from the fish market, which now
was deserted except for flocks of scavenging gulls. Stone build-ings with shutters painted in patterns
arose aong the quay side. The more imposing had ba conies and widows walks, built over the course of
Six centuries to ahodge-podge of changing tastes. Wrought-iron rubbed corners with gingerbread, while
without regard for fashion, each facing and cornerbeam stood scoured with gull guano.

Haldeth hitched at his cloak and winced as arunnel of water tracked a new course down hisspine. A
sensible man would have lightened Korendir’ s cursed chests, and replenished hiswardrobe againgt the
ondaughts of winter storms. Frowning, soaked, and regretting his harebrained sympathy for afriend’s
impossi ble predicament, the smith stumped off to the harbor master’ s shed and rousted three stevedores
fromthefiresde.

"Damn me, she'sheavy,” thefirg of them complained as he belted his appointed |oad from the dock.
" That, on account o'rain too, cost ya extra.”

"You say?’ Hadeth returned aglare of practiced men-ace. "We Il see how much extraif you like, but |
promise no payment in coin.”

”Neth, but ye' ve no sense of humor,” the stevedore groused, and then swore in earnest for allowing
himsdlf to beintimidated as he dung the chest to his shoulder and heard meta chinking within.

" Off you go,” Hadeth ordered sharply.
With a grimace more to do with lost opportunity, the stevedore obeyed. His two companions followed

with the other chests, muttering among themselves. ” Firgt rich man to come to Heddenton, and he hasto
travel crazy inthewet.”



At theinnyard, beneath a swinging, weether-checked livery sign, Haldeth hired awagon and anag. The
rig came dear, due to an inopportune comment by one of the departing stevedores. But the smith
consdered time more precious than the money he might save by haggling. Out on the road, with the
buckboard jolting loose under hisfeet, and the driver’ s seet giving him splinters, he cameto regret his
compliance. That the rattletrap vehicle should be rented at al was arobbery of criminal propor-tions,
even had the hack in the harness not kicked like a donkey with hemorrhoids. Asits rear hooves
ham-mered the planking repeatedly over the leagues, Haldeth shook hiswhip and threstened torture if
the anima would not level out and haul.

An ear twitched back. The beast tossed its head above the shafts, its eye ahaf moon of rolling white;
and Hal-deth exclaimed with enlightenment. He had been rented a harness without blinders. Perhaps the
ostler at the tav-ern had been careless, more likely, he was hoping for awreck, and the salvage of coins
from aburst chest. What-ever the reason, his omission was wasted effort with a smith. Haldeth knotted
the reins and dismounted into the soupy mud of the roadside. He strode to the horse' s head and wadded
his scarf around the cheek straps of the luckless beast’ s bridle.

He resumed driving and the kicking stopped. Unable to see the wagon which followed, and no longer
dis-tressed by itsrattle, the horse jogged down aturn off from the road that no man in Heddenton cared
totravel. At the end, couched amid dripping evergreens, rose the tower of Orame of the White Circle.

Built of polished stone, and octagona in shape, the structure rose sheer from the forest floor. The
turreted top lay blurred by mist, and though there was an oaken door carved with runes and leering
faces, not asingle window rdlieved theimposing expanse of black wall. The mirror-smooth stone
reflected the rain and the swaying boughs of the pines, aswell asthe damp and red-nosed visitor
hunched in hisrickety cart.

Haldeth looped the reins to the buckboard and stiffly climbed down. Chilled from more than wet
clothing, he regarded the tower and shivered. Brash as Korendir had been, he had never attempted
anything so harebrained as begging aid from awizard; that he had avowed the intent before his departure
for Northengard seemed afolly far better forgotten.

Stubborn asiron when he wished to be, Haldeth ig-nored the wisdom of turning back. Instead he | eft the
cart where it stood and paced the tower’ s perimeters.

While he squelched over matted pine needles and splashed hisway through puddles, he felt he was
being watched. The tower yielded no secrets. Seamless sone gave back nothing but his own reflection.
The door beeath the pillared arch had neither knob nor keyhole, but only the horned and leering faces of
demons and border upon border of runes. The smith stamped across wet flags to the stoop. Rain
dripped in hiseyes. He longed for a seet in atavern and afoaming tankard of beer, except Korendir
must be wishing for smilar com-forts, in acave infested by wereleopards.

Haldeth raised his hand and knocked. The oak was hard and the runes bruised his knuckles. He shifted
in trepidation, while morerain dribbled down his collar.

Nothing happened.

Therain continued to fal, and drip, and splash from the needles of the evergreens; the cart horse
stamped and snorted runoff from its nose. Irked and fedling stu-pid, Haldeth knocked again.

He waited, poised for agpell that never came. He would have run a a sound, or the dightest glimmer of



magic. Indifference was the last reaction he had expected from awizard who bel onged to the mightiest
order on Aerith. And yet, his presence was not entirely disregarded. The crawling goose-flesh between
his shoulderblades did not ease. He was being watched, and closely, but with patent disregard for
manners. Snug and dry in histower, Orame made no offer of hospitdity toward the vigtor who froze on
his door stoop. That he was a White Circle enchanter and as such not entirely mortal made little
difference to Haldeth’ s uncomplicated outlook. Orame' s oversight added up to insult.

Haldeth regarded the closed, rune-carved door, then strode across the wizard' s yard to the cart | eft
parked by the trees. He unhooked the traces, marched the hack from between the shafts, then looped
the reinsthrough hiselbow and cut a pine switch.

"Orame!” he shouted. The wood absorbed his cal without even echoesfor reply. " Theré saman
awaiting your consultation who hastraveled along way to seeyou.”

The wizard gave no response, yet the air took on awaiting stillness, asif someone' s attention sharpened.

Too annoyed to take heed, Haldeth removed the scraps of scarf he had earlier twisted through the
bridle. Then he backed the run-down horse up to the demon-carved porta, firmed hisgrip on thereins,
and dashed the air with the switch at the edge of the animd’ s periph-erd vison.

The nag arched its bony spine, heaved up its quarters, and let fly aresounding kick at the door pandl.
Oak diversand runes bounced with the impact; the boom re-echoed through the windowless well of the
tower likethefal of the hammer of god.

Hugely pleased, Haldeth raised his crop for another go.
" Just what do you think you' re doing?’ said an acerbic voice from behind.

Ha deth dropped his stick. He spun around just asthe cart horse spoiled his baance with ahard shy
backward againgt thereins. "Whoal” cried the smith, and braced himsdf mightily. Brought up short, the
horse settled, blowing gustsand rolling its eyes.

The wizard stood two paces off. His age wasimpossible to guess. Therain fell relentlessy, but his
charcoa gray robes showed not atrickle of wet. His hair was very dark auburn, and his eyes piercingly
black. Tal he was, and dender, and unquestionably put out.

Ha deth diffidently stepped backward until the door blocked hisretreat. He raised his chin, masked
fright with defiance, and spoke back in flustered desperation. "I knocked, your wizardship. Twice.
What' savigtor in the freezing rain to do when you choose not to answer your door?’

Orame gestured with extreme impatience. ” Great Neth, man, | was athousand leagues away at the time!

Wheat you felt was the spdll that wards my tower. | did hear you, even from such adistance, and | was
coming. You had only to wait.”

Haldeth recoiled in horrified disbelief, his spine gouged by the knobbly horns of ahalf dozen carved
demons. That moment the horse shook like a dog, and splattered him from head to foot with dirty water.

Orame raised peaked brows in reproof. " Take that beast off my door stoop, you great lump of a
blackamith. Removeits harness and tether it where it can graze. Then | expect you' re hungry, and want a
fire, and dso have aboon to ask. Though why | should listen after suffering this abuse to my woodwork



isariddle that would perplex the Archmaster a Dethmark himself.”

Haldeth gathered his rented gelding’ sreins, and with alook of unvarnished skepticism towed it toward
the verge of thetrail; little use, he thought, to belabor the fact that the beast could not forage on pine
boughs.

"Neth’ simage, you mortas,” grumbled Orame from behind. ” Seek out awizard for miracles, and then
with gymnadtic illogic presume the arrangement of fodder could be any lessthan impossible.” He snapped
hisfingers

The earth seemed to lurch underfoot. Suddenly knee deep in oat grass, Haideth sumbled through a
tangle of seed tassals. The instant he recovered his footing he bent a sour glance at the wizard.

But the yard once again stood empty. Orame had gone. So had the door with itg decorative runes and
demons. Apparently that imposing front had been an en-chanter’ s confection of illusion. Reveded
benesth the arch was a portal bound in brass, and cut, at waist height, with the crescent indentations
made by astartled horse.

To the smith’sembarrassment, the latch had been left unhooked. The pand stood gar ininvitation.
Anxiousto be quit of the rain, Haideth attended the livery nag with al speed.

Orame stower held the predictable spiral staircase overseen by stone gryphons and gargoyles.
Strangely enough from the inside, there seemed an abundance of casementslatched and snug against the
rain. Thelibrary on the landing above proved comfortably furnished with fur hassocks. The books on the
shelvesbore no titles.

Though curious, Hadeth withheld from comment. The ways of wizards were not histo fathom, and
White Circle enchanters were widdly renowned for their knowledge of perilous secrets. Orame stood
flanked by shoulder-high candlestands wrought in the form of scaled dragons. He motioned hisguest to a
chair before atortoise-shell table set with teaand refreshments.

Any thought of indulging in comforts grated, given Korendir’ sstraits; but after his gaffe in the dooryard,
Ha deth was determined to mend hislgpse in manners, lest the enchanter take offense and turn him out.

The smith moved toward the offered chair, drew breath to apologize for hisrank odor and dripping
cloak, and realized with a start that somewhere between the outer door and the landing al of hisclothing
had dried.

The smél of wet horse had miraculoudy gone with the water. Tongue-fled in amazement, Haldeth sat
with athump that shook thetable.

”| know why you've come,” thewizard said, before Haldeth could lose the flush on hisface. I know
aready what you journeyed here to ask me, and before you left, you should have known that gold buys
no influence with the White Circle”

Haldeth reclaimed his poise. ”Korendir, ishe aive?’

Orame enigmatically poured tea. He set aroll on anapkin before Haldeth, and hel ped himsdlf to
another.



"Why should thisman’ slife concern me?’

Having neither appetite nor words for the occasion, Haldeth could find no answer. After amoment,
Oramesad, "He sdive.” A frown marred hisolive skin as he took abite and chewed thoughtfully. ” But
not for very much longer, | should think.”

Hal deth shoved the bread aside in dismay. " What do you mean?”’

Orameflicked crumbs from nest fingers. ”Mean?’ He sighed. ” See for yoursdlf.” And the polished glaze
of the tea pot suddenly acquired an image.

Haldeth behdld darkness and torchlight; but the flame wasfailing, flickering wildly in adraft. Through a
weaving murk of shadows, he recelved the impression of rock walls glazed shiny with water. Then, with a
gtart that al but stopped his heart, he made out atangle of bronze hair. The torch was held in the
white-knuckled fist of Korendir, who climbed with his dagger between histeeth and his sword thrust
unshesthed through his belt. The crossbow dung at his shoulder showed blood on the grip, and one
whole side of histunic was diced to gore- drenched ribbons.

"Neth, he'shurt,” cried Haldeth.

Asif he could hear, Korendir turned his head. It became gpparent then that he was engaged inaclimb
through a shaft that seemed bottomlessly dark. In the wizard' stower, staring at an image in ategpot,
Haldeth saw hisfriend’ s face was worn with exhaustion and hun-ger, and that something else salked him
from below.

Now and again the flicker of torchlight caught on green-golden crescentsthat were eyes.

"Wereleopards!” Haldeth reached out, bruised his knuckles against heated ceramic, and cursed. The
image disappeared, and he frantically looked to Orame. ”Neth’ sgrace, you can't just let him die.”

The wizard considered, his eyesimpervious as obsid-ian. " To save your friend would require use of a
wizard' sgate, and acrossing to Northengard by way of the dter-redity of Alhaerie.”

When Haideth |ooked blank, the enchanter qualified conversationdly over histea. Y ou do know that
every ill that has ever plagued Aerith has entered through such riftsinto the otherworld. The demons that
overran Aiahir originated from Alhaerie. High Morien’ s holding was destroyed, and dl of hisfollowing,
and he was Arch-master before Telvalind.”

" Then st there nibbling raisin pastries and do noth-ing!” Made bold by desperation, Haldeth ranted on.

"Y ou said you were a thousand leagues away at the time | knocked on your door. If you'd open a
wizard' sgate to answer amorta’ s call, why not to save alife?’

" Because the route from here to Dethmark is guarded well by wards. The passage where your friend
fleesfor hislifeisaplace in the wilds, unfrequented by wizards, and naked of the most basic protection.”
Oramelaced long fingers around his chin. ”But should | let Korendir die? ThatTs another risk atogether.
I’minclined to be-lieve| dare not.”

The odd implications hinted by the enchanter’ s words were too abstruse for pursuit in the face of crisis.
"You'll take the gold, then,” Haldeth offered eagerly, and pushed in haste to hisfest.



"No.” Orame st his cup down with aclick. ” Certainly not. The suggestion aloneis preposterous.”

Haldeth bit back an insult. With dl the diplomacy he could mugter, he said, " Whatever movesyou, just

Orame sat back in his chair. His hair shonein the candlelight, combed and smooth as an owl’ s plumage,
while hefolded hishandsin hislap. ”If | do this, you will ask Korendir who his parentsare,” he said
obliqudly.

The smith nodded with baffled impatience and stepped back. " The Magter of Whitestorm may kill me
rather than answer, but I’ [l question him.”

" And,” added Orame, " at your first opportunity you will fashion for me agrille of wrought iron. A
decorative one, but stout enough to spare my front door from abuse if other travelers use horses that kick
to gain entrance.” "Done,” said Hadeth promptly.

Orame arose without hurry. He folded back the cuff of hisrobe and withdrew aring from a pocket.
Ha deth recognized the glitter of atallix jewd setting. Frightened by the adventure he had suddenly
committed to undertake, he wished he had never |eft Whitestorm as Orame of the White Circle did the
ring on hisforefinger and raised it in the air above his shoulder. Hadeth felt hiswrist gripped by narrow,
bony fingers. Thenthewizard let fal hisarm.

Wherethetallix crystal passed, aline of light shim-mered upon the air. Haldeth blinked, dazzled by
glare. When he opened his eyes next, the seam had parted, and he gazed upon asight that wrenched all
his sensesto behold.

Xl. Visonsof Alhagrie

Tolook through the gate Orame had opened upon the air was to experience the living face of chaos.
The dter- redlity of Alhaeriewas color and movement with no pattern, achurning swirl of energiesthat
the eyes could not reconcile without relinquishing al grip on reason. Haldeth gazed upon afilm of
pearlescence that had no analogue to anything understandable in Aerith. The universe that existed
beyond the gate possessed neither up or down, nor any other measurable dimengion; time itsalf was
skewed there, stirred and non-linear as spilled fluid. Haldeth felt crawling discomfort. He looked away
swiftly, but the hair continued to prickle a his neck, and his somach clenched with nausea.

Y ou travel through that stuff?” he asked tightly.

Orame returned an abstracted reply as he traced a pen-tagram before the gate. ” With extreme caution,
yes”

"Neth!” More than ever, Haldeth wished himsalf back at Whitestorm. His better sensetold him he
should flee a once, even surrender Korendir to hisfate; that way he might survive to know peaceful old

age.

Except that Orame caught hiswrist in agrip like pris-oner’ s shackles, then propelled him forcefully
forward.



Thefirst step carried Hadeth across the bounds of the pentagram. Electricity caused every hair on his
body to rise. Spellcraft and safe-wards pressed hisbeing on al sides; the magic constricted him
physicdly to the point where the scream that arose from hislungs could find no escape.through histhroat.
Half choking on unuttered sound, the smith felt himsalf dragged onward. His unwill-ing feet carried him
across the spdl’ sfar boundary and on through the wizard' s gate beyond.

The strangeness that was Alhaerie flowed over Hal-deth and ripped away everything familiar.

His senses tumbled into chaos. Sound, smell, sght, and orientation disappeared. His boots trod upon
noth-ing, and yet he did not fall. Neither did his steps convey any measurable sense of movement. The
nervesin hisfeet tranamitted no fed of solidity beneath hisweight; his eyes saw only mad swirls of color.
In desperation, Hadeth looked at his body, but not even the fabric of his cloak and tunic remained in
understandable form. In place of clothing, he wore a churning mass of visions, asif events had been
stewed in apot, and al the cloth’ s creation was S multaneoudy made visible: from the seeds of the plants
that produced thefibres, to the sweat of the dyer’ slabors, to the click of the weaver’ sloom, to the rot of
moths and mildew that awaited in the future to come.

Haldeth felt sick. He wanted, no needed, to bend dou-ble and spew the contents of his stomach.
Orame shold prevented him. Through disorientation that wrung him dizzy, he opened his mouth to
protest.

A hard hand sedled hislips, and a the same time awarning not spoken in words rang through Haldeth's
inner mind: Y ou must not spesk in this place.

Orame' s precaution served to focus scattered thoughts. Only then, through meaningless waves of sound
that buf-feted his earslike an assault, did the smith come to notice that the wizard chanted spellsina
sing-song held down to awhisper; the prohibition against talk proved no arbi-trary restriction. Alhagri€'s
redlity transformed even sound to athing which defied credibility. Each phrase that |eft the wizard' slips
became manifest; slvery, razor-thin ribbon~ that were words cleft the roiling atmosphere and | eft no
doubt of their solidity.

Haldeth’ s heart banged in his chest.

Orame sspd | chant aone affirmed continuity. The stuff of hiswards unreded with precise contral; in
time, through his pervasive unease, Hal deth observed that the shimmering strands did not disperseinto
chaos as ran-dom sounds might have done. Instead, like braiding, the recitation interwove to form a cord
of netted energies.

Thisthe wizard bent into a pentagram. He released Hal deth long enough to cast the figure around himsalf
and the morta he escorted. Immediately, dthough nothing visible resulted, the smith felt asif firm ground
supported hisfeet. His vertigo subsided, and with it, the cramps that crippled his gut.

He opened his mouth to give thanks, then recalled his peril and snapped his teeth shut without speaking.

Backed by the indefinable chaos that was Alhaerie, Orame of the White Circle smiled. ”'Y ou may talk if
you wish. We are behind wards now, and protected.”

"But | don’'t see anything.” Haideth gestured, baffled. Orame tapped the shining band of the pentagram
with hisfinger; a histouch the sructure rang like the struck ped of abdll. ” Senses are deceptivein this
place,” he added, patronizingly complacent. " Trust only what you fed.”



"Sick,” Hadeth said sourly, dthough in truth that dis-comfort had faded. His boots might seem like they
trod upon bedrock, but he preferred ground that he could see tree roots, pebbles, and dew upon.

" Alhaerie does affect the mind,” Orame agreed. ” Its energies can cause insanity in aman too long
exposed without shielding spells.” He tapped the ward again and roused arepest of the same clear tone.
"D fiat,” he concluded after abird-bright glance at Hadeth. ” The pitch seems steady enough. Shal we go
on?’

"I’'mnot asinger,” Hadeth said obstinately. "1 wouldn’t know D fiat from the thump of an acorn faling.”

Oramée s brows lifted into an acerbic peak. He stepped onward; the pentagram moved with his motion,
and rather than get diced through the ankles by the following boundary of the spell, Haldeth stumbled
forward.

Oblivious, the wizard continued his discusson.

"Acornsdon't fal in Alhaerie, unlessamortal not tinder the protection of wards chancesto think that
they do. Then there would be trees and acorns gplenty, until the stability of the man’s being was entirely
unravelled to provide them.”

This esoteric drivel made no impression on Hadeth, who was trying to reconcile the solid ring of his
hedlswith nothing beyond the eerily glowing pentagram which continued to travel in stride. The smith was
scared out of his skull, and without credulity to spare for riddles.

Asif those affrontsto rationaity were not enough, Dfiats meant even lessto aman born tone deef to a
gxth generation ironsmith.

"Wel!,” Orame concluded, asif he could guess the nuance of morta contemplation as he walked. ” Even
without D fiat, you would know if my spellcraft was un-stable. When | struck the ward, the pitch would
have risen to a dissonance that made you wince. Musician or not, most men can distinguish between the
yow! of acat in heat and atuning fork.”

Hadeth gave no reply. He had no interest in figuring how awizard might offer insult, and dill lessin
under-standing the dien splendors of Alhaerie.

Toward that end, Haldeth findly clamped his eyes shut. He walked on trust done. The occasiond
brushing touch of Orame' s deeve became his only assurance that he remained in the wizard' s protection.
How long the crossing lasted was impossible to determine. Departure from the tower might have been
minutes, hours, even daysin the past; or unlikely asthe concept seemed, that moment when thetallix
scored the gate through the void could have taken placein the future.

Orame might have said for certain, if themind of any wizard on Aerith could reliably know such things;
Hal-deth could not escape his morbid doubts. His nature was not like Korendir’s, to be drawn to
fascination with the unknown. Reconciled at last to a permanent salf-affirmation, Haldeth wished for
nothing beyond surety that he would forever after this keep his place within the world he understood.

And yet for dl hislonging, the trangition back to Aer-ith happened by surprise. A sound intruded like a
rip upon the air. Haldeth did not react in timeto unsed his closed eyes. His next step carried him from the
glassy smooth surface of spdlls onto the rocky and unforgiving dope of amountainside.



He stubbed histoes on jutting shae, then tripped into the thorns of agorse bush. Too late to save
himsdlf, heflung out hisarmsin timeto get dapped by a nettlesome sting of branches. His oath of
annoyance tangled with Orame' s last incantation, to the detriment of both. The wizard' s spell shaped
duggishly. Fell guststore through the closing dit of the gate to Alhaerie; the wizard' s robes flgpped like
whipcracks around his ankles, and Haldeth overba anced backward.

Disgruntled by Orame' s exasperated scrutiny, this time the smith was wise enough to stifle complaint.
The ground was unpleasantly damp; threat of more rain lurked in the clouds that bunched like combed
cotton over the peaks. The gate had delivered wizard and smith to awindswept crag. The weether here
was milder than that which froze the north shores at this season; since the caves of the Ellgol were
stuated well south of White-storm’ slatitude, Hal deth presumed the enchanter had been correct in his
navigation across the void. The wil-derness where they emerged must be located in the Do-tlad
mountains,

Thorn-studded branches tore the smith’ s shirt and ripped at skin as he pulled clear, yet scratches
seemed of small consequence beside the fact that Orame had drawn his pentagram after him into Aerith.
The thing drifted in the place where the gateway had closed, a silver-bounded shape with no discernible
thickness and a center brimming and boiling with the ka eidoscopic chaos that was the essence of this
world' s opposite.

" Great Neth, get rid of that thing,” Haideth burst out. The dance of non-colors hurt just to look at, made
his eyes water and his stomach spasm. "Please,” he added, as Orame returned a glare of naked irritation.

The enchanter made no move to banish hisfigure with its contained seethe of Alhaerie. "Mortals,” he
muttered in disgust. "Why do you al most obgtinately fail to ap-preciate the fine thingsin life?’

Orame glanced keenly up, then down the mountain-side. He stroked his chin asif his companion had
ceased toexist. "Ash,” he said thoughtfully after atime. ” And rowan wood inlay.” Then hefrowned at his
drifting pen-tagram and spoke aword.

Theair near hisfeet seemed to explode. Light flashed, and awash of shed heat made Hadeth blink. His
vision cleared to reved the presence of afindy polished table, carved and inset with rowan wood into
patterns of excep-tional beauty. Astonishment made the smith shout.

"Quiet.” Orame scowled. "I’ m busy with decisons.”

He tapped hisfoot briskly on rain-damp shale, asif he had furnished kingly trappings to the crags of the
Dotlads every day of hislife. Haldeth looked on with amix ~ amazement and worry, for the sting of
gorse prickles i unmentionable places had affirmed that despite his qua ing nerves, hewas safe, and in
Aerith; somewhe~ nearby, Korendir’ slife wasin consummeate danger.

Orame paced sharply left and then right. ”Ham, or, rye loaf, cherries and cream, and fresh goat’s
cheese.

He stopped, dapped his forehead with his pam an ,added, ” Ale, five years old, from the best Torresd
brewery.”

Thelist was preposteroudy inopportune, but Haldel noted the last item with pity. In histraverse of
Alhaer the wizard had assuredly lost hiswits. The request f~ five-year de was the sheerest impossibility,
since eve~ brewer in Torresdyr had suffered under blight for t[ three quarters of a century prior to
Korendir’ svicto~ over Anthel.



Apparently thisfact escaped both Orame and his sp> because the named victuals appeared, including a
chille crock that foamed unmistakably with de. Thelabdsilsing vintage, brewer, and kingdom looked
inarguab genuine,

Haideth looked for arock to st down, remembere his thorns, and stayed standing.

"Napkins,” continued Orame. Then, asif in afte thought, he tipped his head to one side and described
find request. " Chairs with red velvet cushions and silv~ braid, fivein number, and |et’s have legs that
match tl terrain, for 1 don’t fancy getting overset onto w. ground.”

The furnishings appeared in brisk order; at last draine of power by their creation, the pentagram drifted
lifedle. as smoke upon the air. Orame waved away the fume

He perched on the nearer chair, and by some unsee artifice of magic the legs conformed to compensate
f~

rocks, and the extreme pitch of the dope. Haldeth stared with his mouth open.

"Sit down!” Thewizard waved toward an empty cud ion. ”Eat.” He glanced at the surrounding
bleakness ~ the hills and shrugged. ” Or don’t eat, but you won't hax a better chance, I'm thinking. It's
past the season f~ berries.”

Haldeth’ stemper flared. ”Y ou choose a poor time for foolishness. What about Korendir? Whilewe
daily over ham and cherries, there are wereleopards hunting him.”

Orame grasped the rye !oaf in long fingers and broke it into halves. ” Forgot the butter,” he noted
peevishly, then focused eyeslike chipped obsidian on Haldeth. His manner seemed outwardly
unchanged, but through some indefinable subtlety, his presence acquired an air of com-mand. ” Sit down.
At thismoment your companion isin less danger than you are. If you don't trust my judgment on the
matter, you'll pay for that folly with your life”

Inscrutable as a crow, Orame turned to his repast and started dicing cheese and ham; except there was
awatch-ing stillness about his pose. His eyes did not track the motions of his hands, but darted often to
asess the sur-rounding hillside. Not quite brazen enough to disregard the warnings of aWhite Circle
enchanter, even one who apparently acted upon fancy, Haldeth pulled up achair.

He had no wish to ask after the magic which kept his seat stable on afooting of soggy lichen and shde;
neither did heincline toward filling his belly with bread and cream concocted of wizardry. " Tell me,
you' re expecting guests,” he said with asour glance at the empty places which surrounded the table.

Oramelifted hisknife, speared amorsel of ham, and chewed carefully. ” | am expecting company. But
not the invited sort.”

The meat smelled ddlightful. Haldeth swallowed once, twice, and berated himself for afool. Theidea of
edting struck him as absurd. Evenif he could bring himsdlf to trust in victuals summoned by spells,
concern for Korendir took precedence. His frustration found expression through sarcasm. ” By the
spread, I’ d guess you expected your mother-in-law, and maybe her auntsin the bargain.



"I’m not married,” said Orame succinctly. "Maost White Circle enchanters aren’t, and for good reason.”

He sipped hisae, and thetiniest spark of amusement flashed in his eyes. ” Appearances can deceive.”
Haldeth studied the chairs more carefully. He had moved his own when he sat down, surely; and yet the
gpacing of the remaining three, dong with Orame’ s, described a perfectly symmetrica pentagram. Insght
dawned belatedly. ” A ward figure? This?’

Orame made no reply. Instead he dropped his eating knife and shoved with shattering speed to hisfeet.
The slver landed with aclang on the ham platter, overlaid by the wizard' s shout. At once hischairs
fashioned of spells unravelled into snapping bars of light. Thrown down without ceremony onto stony sail,
Haldeth had no chanceto cry protest. The bregth lft hislungs with apainful whoosh, and for amoment
his eyes saw darkness.

Orame garted chanting again, from an indeterminate point nearby. Theair split with aripping sound, and
Haideth blinked. He till ssemed enveloped in shadow; but emerging from the degps of the murk wasa
form that rippled and flowed to a shape of impossible contours.

Dimensiond laws could neither encompass the thing, nor defineit; but decidedly it lived, and attempted
to enter Aerith with Neth knew what destructive bent in mind.

Haldeth knew fear. A clawed foot raked through the dark and crashed into the ham platter. The blow
sent both meat and Orame’ sknife flying. The silver blade clipped atalon, which promptly burst into
ill-smelling smoke. The mongter attached to the nether end screeched. It rocked forward in pain and set
weight upon the ash table; claws furrowed ruinoudy into baroque scrolls and rowan wood inlay.

Orame shouted again, unmistakably triumphant.

And the creature, with its bristles, hooks, and barbed, odiferous scales, turned ablinding and
incandescent red. Haldeth covered his eyes, then wished he had extrahandsto stop hisearsasayowl
broke from the monster’ s throat, piercing enough to deafen the fish on the sea bottom.

Then Orame framed aword in bitten consonants that miraculoudy restored silence.

Haideth dared acautious|ook. A burnt smell lingered upon the air; the ham and knife lay tumbled on the
ground, while various platters and an dejug drifted in-congruoudy &t table height. Of the ash and rowan
wood furnishing little remained but a charred and steaming tan-gle of sticks.

"Neth’smercy,” muttered Haldeth.
Orame paused in the act of straightening disheveled robes. "Hardly that.”

Ha deth remained blank until he focused and fully redlized that absolutely nothing supported thedejug,
the cherry bowl, or the cheeses and cream.

The smith’s stupefied exclamation prompted Orame to explain. ” Every spell not derived from earth
magic draws power from the dter-reality of Alhaerie. The separation of the void between opposites
becomes weakened through such use, which iswhy wizards take exhaustive precau-tions. But agate
which alows passage from one redlity to another does more: it actually mingles the separate-ness of
Aerith and its counterpoint universe. Traces re-main on both sides, if the breach is not promptly sedled.
Sometimes creaturestry to break through before the bar-rier hasfully knitted. We arenot inawizard's
tower where defenses are permanently !'aid down to compen-sate. Therefore | expected trouble, and



prepared for it.”

Unremittingly practical, Orame plucked up a goblet, caught the floating ale jug, and poured out a hedthy
draught. This he handed to the smith.

His earlier reservation forgotten, Haideth drained the glass and licked the last drop from the rim; the
labd unquestionably had not lied, and the damp which soaked through his breeches and cloak no longer
chilled with such viciousness. "Why the table and chairs?’ He asked when~ he could be certain hisvoice
would hold steedy.

Orameraised his brows, asif the reason was obvious.
"Beingsfrom Alhaeriedon’t like slver, ash, or rowan.”

"Wdl your gyleis certainly flamboyant.” Haldeth hitched himsdlf clear of arock, caught a punitive prick
from athorn, and winced.

"Not at dl.” Orame grinned, plainly entertained by his companion’s discomfort. Obligingly he poured
morede. "l knew something had followed us, and wished to flush it without giving reason for suspicion.
Alhaeri€ sinhabitants can be quite ruthless. Sometimes the best de-fenseis surprise.”

" That strategy can cut both ways, enchanter.” Haldeth downed his second helping of de and fussily
pushed to his feet.

Imperviousto hitterness, and fagtidious to the least detail, the enchanter collected the food platters.
From the occasiond flash and backwash of heat, Haldeth presumed Orame worked new spells, but he
had lost any interest in watching. His head ached aready from too much magic, and his concern for
Korendir intensgified with each passng minute.

"Y ou're not burdening us with more ham and bread, | hope.”
"Hardly that.” Orame' stone stung with reproof.

"You've acompanion, | think, being harried by were-leopards?’ And he extended to Hadeth a bundled
length of new rope.

The smith accepted the coils with aflush of embar-rassment. Worry left him mannerless; brisk Orame
may have been with regard to hisfearsome craft, but he had helped amortal without stinting. Haldeth
struggled to swallow his pride and apologize.

Orameforestdled him. " Timeis short, master smith. If your friend isto be saved, we must leave a
once.” Thewizard strode downdope, toward an outcrop that speared like asenting through a hillock
mantied with gorse. Asif privy to Haldeth’ sthoughts, he added, ™Y our contrition is misplaced. | camefor
my own motives.”

Such sudden and stinging arrogance permitted no space for reply; Haldeth did not try, but breathlesdy
hastened to follow. Daylight was beginning to fail. Thewizard' s charcoa-colored robes melted amost
invisbly into cloudy twilight and asky that unkindly threatened drizzle. The wind had acquired achillier
edge asit rattled through tough stands of gorse; but cheerless weether perhaps might help deter
werdeopards. Haideth strove to wrest comfort from that hope as the last gleam dimmed above the
peaks, and darkness closed over terrain that was treacherous with roots and loose rock.



Orame pressed on without misstep. Haideth kept pace, cursing as his ankles turned, and his elbows
skinned into jutting edges of shae. He thought wistfully of lanterns, and amost dammed into Orame as
the wizard suddenly stopped.

"Y our pardon!” exclaimed the enchanter. "My kind see wdll in the dark.” He maOe a pass with his hand
and acold light flared above his pam.

Theillumination burned with an energy that stabbed the eyes; the ground underfoot became rendered in
patches of fiery brilliance and shadows deep as pits. Asthe wizard started forward once more, Haldeth
found himsalf stepping over objects not worth the bother, and tripping on things that seemed to spring out
of glare and snag hisankles like mdice given life. His curses grew more heated.

Orame paid no mind, but paused finally before an ap-erture that yawned between the rocks. "Here.”
Blinking to see through the dazzle, Haldeth said, "Where' 7’

Abruptly the smith wished his question unspoken. A yowl to freeze the blood erupted from the earth
below hisfeet. A ~lither of leasther on stone tangled with adin of reverberations, and finally made aware
that hislight was unsuited for clarity, Orame dimmed the brightness by half.

Granted an untrammeled view, Haldeth discovered he stood on the lip of adrop overlooking a shaft that
led to a subterranean cave. There was movement within, something that may have been abronze spill of
hair.

"Korendir!” shouted Hadeth. He unlimbered the rope and frantically shook out coils.

A hand glimmered deep in the darkness, and mage-wrought light suddenly caught on an uplifted,
bearded face. "Hadeth?’ The voice was hoarse with stress, and aso atentative, incredulous hope.’
”Neth, you crazed smith, isthat you?’

A second yow! obscured the smith’s call of encourage-ment, identifiably the hunting cry of the

werel eopard; dready fey killers closed to comer their prey. All too aware of his peril, Korendir heaved
himself bodily up the shaft. He was hampered by injured knuckles and adiding fall of loose rock.
Haldeth whipped the end of the ropeinto aloop and fumbled with knots, furious with himself; why had
he had not thought to prepare himsdlf for trou-ble sooner? Orame' s unbroken competence had put him
off guard, and now he rued the lapse. The time required to secure the safety rope cost dearly.

Y ou have only secondsto effect your rescue,” Orame said dispassionately from apoint not far behind.

" Try offering help ingtead of pointing out the obvi-ous.” Hadeth jerked tight hislast knot and cast the
line

Rope snaked downward into the shaft. A coil caught on an outcrop, and the smith was forced to waste
precious seconds flipping and shaking the linein an effort

to free the snag. He cursed and sweated and banged the hedl of his hand on sharpened shae. The rope
dipped clear, and theloop knotted into the end flicked straight and dangled, an arm-span above
Korendir's head.

The starved yow! of awereleopard echoed up the shaft, close enough to harrow aman’'s courage. The



cry wasjoined by others, bloodthirsty and eager, the celebra-tion of apack on the hunt.

'gt’ safter dark.” Orame observed with nervel ess steadiness. ” The creatures will be in man-form, and
well cgpable of climbing.”

Haldeth did not bother to reply. ”Korendir!” he shouted, desperate to be heard over the snarls of closing
predators. " Look up, man!”

Korendir clawed for a higher hand-hold, but did not tip his head. The rope spun dowly, unnoticed.
Ha deth repeated himsalf and flapped the line to attract attention.

The loop swung and tapped the rocks on either side of the shaft. Pebbles bounced down like sparksin
thewizard-light.

Still Korendir did not respond.
"Rousehim,” cried the samith to the enchanter. "We' re too close to lose him now!”

Orame declined answer. Haldeth glanced furiously aside and spotted the wizard perched unconcerned
on aboulder. The smith drew breath to utter something heated, but a sudden, sharp tug on the rope killed
his epithet unspoken.

At long last Korendir had caught theline.

Haldeth swung hastily back. He stared down the shaft to find new blood glistening on the wrist that
grasped the rope, and by that cameto redlize: hisfriend was hard-pressed by an attack from the caverns
beneath. "Hang on!” screamed the smith.

He heaved on the line without waiting for Korendir to hook the loop over his shoulders. Ashisfriend
kicked off from the rocks, fangs gleamed where hisfeet had been. Sharp over the echoes of the pack’s
cries, Haldeth heard the clear clash of jaws.

A shiver swept his skin. Fear lent him strength as, hand over hand for the second timein life, heraised
hisfriend toward safety. His pams sweated againgt aline dready damp. The ropeitsdf did not help.
Spell-woven cordage was dick, and the plies dipped at the dightest provocation. Haldeth tightened his
grip. The rope jerked suddenly.

Hard won footage burned through Haldeth’ s palms; he gritted histeeth, cried aoud from the sting of
abraded skin. "Hold till, man, for love of life”

But in the shaft below, his safety precarioudy secured by afist wet with gore, Korendir fought frantically
for surviva. More agile than aman, the werdleopards scratched and scrabbled holds in near vertica

sone.

They snapped at his suspended ankles, and droplets of venom flew like jewels againgt the dark.
Korendir shoved ajutting ledge with histoe and set the rope spinning to thwart the jaws that clashed at
his hedl's. He siwvung his sword with his sound hand and managed to harry abeast off its niche. It plunged
into darkness with how! that set its companionsinto frenzy. The onein the lead launched upward.
Taon-like hands swiped air and caught Korendir in the calf. Claws sank deep into flesh.

Haldeth’ syell tangled with Korendir’ s scream of agony.



Jerked to the brink of disaster by doubled weight on the rope, the smith braced mightily and held, though
his hands quivered and his pamsfelt flayed by fire.

Korendir kicked out, smashed the wereleopard in the face with his unencumbered boot before it could
sink teeth and poison him. It spat through broken fangs. Kor-endir kicked again, and the creature ripped
freeand fdl twigting into darkness.

Haldeth’ s burden immediatdly lightened. He hauled, straining, gasping, hisvison svimming with the
effort.

Coilspiled at hisfeet. An eternity seemed to pass, dl wrought of crippling pain and overtaxed muscles.
Then abloodied hand emerged from the hole. Fingers groped and caught at the rock by the smith's
braced ankles. An equally crimsoned sword blade followed.

" Drop that cursed wesgpon,” Haldeth gasped.

Korendir was beyond hearing, long past rational thought. He continued to react on reflex. Poised by one
arm on thelip of the shaft, he twisted round to battle the ene-mies who yet clambered upward to kill.

Asthe drag of the rope dacked off, the smith dropped his hold. He bent at once, dodged Korendir's
reflexive sword swing, and seized awrist that flt thin asagtick. Hadeth jerked his companion bodily
upward, and out into rain-dark night. Wereleopards swarmed up the shaft after their prey, eyesglinting
green by wizard-light.

"Tossthe ropeinto the shaft,” said Orame succinctly.
Unnoticed, he had moved to Haldeth’ s shoul der.
The smith released Korendir in an unceremonious heap, then kicked the loose coils over the brink.

Line unreeled downward with a hissthat had little to do with disturbed air. Before Hadeth' s eyes, the
hemp vibrated with light, then reverted with a shriek and a blinding flash into the sorcery thet originaly
created it.

The werdleopards were incinerated in an eyeblink. Not even fumes remained to mark their passing.

Orametilted his head to one side over the suddenly deserted shaft. Asif in afterthought, he stepped to
the boulder where, earlier, he had chosen to sit. Camly he set egant hands againgt its rain-streaked
shale. The stone groaned, shifted, then rocked with an energy that defied the till earth and every law of
inertia. Orame spoke in acoaxing tone, asif he entreated a bel oved hound to fetch something unpleasant.
Therock hegtated like alive thing. Then it trembled and tumbled awvk-wardly onitsSide, to lodge with a
greet, hollow boom directly in the mouth of the shaft.

No werdeopards would emerge from that cave forever after.

Orame dusted his hands. Satisfaction softened his countenance as he joined Haldeth, who aready knelt
in concern over the ragged survivor ddivered safe from the caverns of the Eilgol.



XII. The Grief of South Englas

The blood proved to be as much the wereleopards as Korendir’s; beyond his mauled leg, ashalow
dash on one shoulder, and some scabs on hisleft wrist, the mer-cenary from White Rock Head wa
remarkably un-harmed after histriasin the caves. Haldeth tightened the knots on the last make-shift
bandage and sat back on his hedswith asigh of intenserelief. Attenuation from scanty rations and
exhaustion would mend swiftly, given rest and food: clean-dressed woundswould hedl.

Permitted finally to move, Korendir’ sfirst act wasto recover his sword. The blade was sticky red, and
dulled from too much use without sharpening. Y ou wouldn’t by any chance have oil and whet stone
about?’ he asked of hiscompanion.

Haideth returned acurse. ” Thank Neth, | don’t.” He shook his head, wondering upon the haggard
features of the man before him. Korendir’' s eye sockets were bruised from lack of deep; hishands
shook, despite every effort to conceal weakness. Unable to imagine the months and the terrors he had
survived under the mountains, the amith shifted his glance to include the sword. There were chips missng
from the cutting edge, visible even through .congealing layers of gore. " That stedl’ s not worth sweat-mg
over. Giveit up. I'!l forge you better when we return to my smithy at Whitestorm.”

Korendir gave back ablank glance, then settled with wiping the weapon on the tattered and aready
fouled hem of histunic. After that he turned eyeslarge as coinsin his gaunt face, and measured the
shadowed figure a Haldeth' s shoul der.

Starved Korendir might be, and hurting, but his reaction stunned thought. In an instant he was on hisfed,
wary, poised, but prepared to be courteous in his stiff-mannered way. ”Y ou' re White Circle?’

Orame inclined hishead. Then, before Korendir could phrase even rudimentary thanks, the enchanter
laced dim hands at hisbelt. His gaze raked the mercenary from bronze hair to torn boots, then flicked in
expectation to Haldeth. "My payment, master smith,” he prompted sternly.

Haldeth pushed apprehensively to hisfeet. He had no ssomach for crossing Korendir while sitting on his
back-sdein shale; even worse, the gorse still lodged in his britches added irritation to what now seemed
aregretta-bly bad bargain.

The smith closed his ham handsinto figts, faced his companion, and spoke in arush before his courage
failed. ”For your rescue | wasforced to make apromise. Y ou must tell me the name of your parents.”
Next he flinched in expectation of swift and mercilessretribution.

Anger tightened every joint in Korendir’ s body. He gripped his naked blade, unmistakably poised for
attack. Then without warning he checked and shifted focus to the wizard who waited stone-till in the
darkness and therain.

Gray eyes met black through a charged moment of challenge.

Finaly amuscle jumped in Korendir’ s jaw. ” For Haldeth’s honor only,” he allowed. His tone was edged
as beaten metal, and directed solely at the White Circle enchanter.

"1lamillegitimate.” The sword blade remained, aline of deadly dtilinessintheair. ” The Widow of Shan
Rannok may have been my mother. She fostered me. When | reached my twentieth year, | wasto be



informed of my parentage, but that secret died untold.” Korendir paused, then forced the last words past
histeeth. " The Lady of Shan Rannok and dl of her following were daughtered without reprieve by
Mhurgai raiders”

Silencefdl, filled by asoft sigh of wind. Without re-gard for the poised blade, Orame tipped his head to
one sde and nodded to himsdlf. ” Did the lady herself say you were born out of wedlock?”

Korendir moved not at dl, but thetic in his cheek went still. He matched the wizard' s expectancy with
icy restraint. " That is not for your hearing, enchanter. My debt to you, and Haldeth's, is discharged as of
thismo-ment. If you think otherwise, then kill mewhere | stand.”

Orame smiled and quietly demurred. " The debt is cleared. If you find any comfort in truth, the gossips at
Shan Rannok lied cruelly. The widow was not your natu-ral mother. She stayed faithful to her dead lord,
aways. The secret of your originsin al probability died before she ever took you in.”

But if thewizard had perceived and answered some deeply hidden longing, his words drew no reaction.
Koren-dir heard this news without gratitude. If Orame hoped to prompt an appedal for additional
information, the mer-cenary’ slips remained seded, and his sword stayed im-placably raised.

With what seemed dry amusement, the wizard turned toward ataut and unnerved Haldeth. | take my
leave of you both. The gold you left at my tower shal be returned to Whitestorm keep. The draft horse, |
believe, chewed through its tether and wandered back to the roadway. It has aready been recovered by
thelivery stable”

" And the cart?’ asked Haldeth.

Orame' s eyebrows rosein evident mirth. ” That, dear man, had been designated for the junk merchant a
fort-night before you choseto rent it.”

The wizard stepped’ back then. His charcoal gray robes vanished abruptly into the darkness, and if any
discern-ible disturbance marked his departure, the event became obscured by Haldeth’ s invective against
the ostler at Heddenton who had taken good silver with al the honor of athief.

When the amith at last ran out of breath, he found himself done. Korendir had taken his sword and gone
off to search for wood to kindle afire. Therain was perversdly falling harder, and with apang of regret,
Hal-deth recdled the ham and the cheeses on Orame' s table that he had indignantly refused to sample.
The nearest settlement of shepherdswas leagues away, and his belly felt empty asadrum.

The evening progressed in miserable sllence. Korendir sat wrapped in his cloak, light eyes fixed on the
flames

Except to mention that the farmers of Md’ s Bye had left him a stock of supplies, he chose not to speak
of hisorded in the caves of the Ellgol. Raindrops seeped from his hair and dripped off the beard that
had grown un-checked through his months of privation. The mercenary may have been brooding;
possibly he speculated upon innuendos raised by the final words of Orame; but when Haldeth
accidentally brushed Korendir’ sflank while add-ing wood to thefire, the glare flung back at him warned
otherwise. The Master of Whitestorm viewed the bargain which surrounded his rescue with cold,
inexpressible fury. Aware of a pressure benesth his quiet that burned and seethed like trapped lava,
Haldeth strove to deflect the bent of his companion’ sthoughts.

"When we get back, and the keep is built, you can give up adventuring and settle down. Orame of the



White Circle told me, without question. Hiskind never sdll their servicesfor gold.”

Korendir' s gaze stayed fixed. " Then gold must be raised to buy whatever it isthat White Circle
enchantersdesire”

”"Neth, | swear, you werefathered by amulel” Hal-deth flung a billet on the fire with excessveforce.
Em-bers scattered; sparks whirled skyward and momentarily lit therain like some gridy fal of blood. ” A
stone re-sponds to reason more reedily than you do. Will you never let be and stop?’

Korendir redirected the exclamation with a pointed question of his own. ”How goes the construction at
White-storm? Arethewalls shoulder high yet?”’

Ha deth answered only when heran out of expletives. Ascold drizzlefdl and fell, and light from the
campfire traced thetired, too gaunt profile of aman who had fought off wereleopards through three
solitary months of confinement, the smith described the state of Whitestorm’ sfortifications. He added
exhaudtive detail, and listed ev-erything from the game pathsin Thornforest, to the fish in the tide pools
beneath the dliffs. All the while, he could not help but despair insde.

"Your quest isahopeless waste of life,” he announced in a shattering change of subject. " Don't expect
meto go with you, or save you again, when you rush headlong into risk.”

"No,” said Korendir with asmplicity that implied far too much.

Haldeth stared at the cod's and cursed the smoke for making his eyes water. The rescue from the jaws
of the werdleopards had most assurdly been futile. In time, some unfortunate wretch would send an
gpped to Whitestorm, pleading help in behaf of his countrymen, and offering gold in return. Somewhere,
anywhere in the Eleven Kingdoms, trouble and woe would be stirring ....

The guardsman who brought word of the tragedy had to be half-carried into the king' s audience
chamber, so weakened was he from loss of blood. His surcoat had been rent by a scimitar, and
dust-caked stains dl but obliterated the device.

"Your Royd Grace,” he managed, swaying on hisfeet despite the support of two sturdy squires. " The
princess' s caravan has been overtaken by Datharaiders. All in her serviceweredain in her defense.
Mysdlf, Neth's Ac-cursed |eft for dead. Sire, | searched, but no trace could | find of Her Grace, lloreth,
nor any of her tiring women and maids.”

The queen’ s anguished wail fell upon a court stunned to stillness. Shocked courtiers were soon disturbed
by the hurry of the roya heder, who shoved past the gaping chamber steward with hissmock in disarray.
An old man skilled in histrade, he sketched obeisance before the throne, looked once at the
guardsman’ sgray features, then rounded without ceremony on the king..

"Your Grace, thisman isdying. Have | your leave?’

The king ignored the hedler’ simpertinence and somehow managed anod. He watched in stony-eyed
shock asthe guardsman was led away, stumbling over agold and purple carpet now marred with
bloodstains and dust. Thefirst senescha of the realm spoke urgently to the queen’ sladies. They moved
like ghogtsin response, and velled her weeping face behind silk. On the highest leve of the dais, the king
roused himsdlf. He gripped his throne with shaking hands and spoke.



"My daughter lloreth isdead.” The pronouncement was met without arustle from the courtiers seated in
the gallerieson either Sde. ”If thereislifein her body, pray Neth extinguishesit, for the Dathel are an
honorless race. Let South Englas mourn for the princess s soul.

When the candles burned in her memory are spent, et no man speak her namein my presence.”

Bdlstolled in South Englas by royal decree, shivering the air over the desert sands. Theking'sloyd
donned the black of mourning, and every priest in the land burned offerings for the merciful ddliverance of
[loreth. Y et the sole and bel oved offspring of the sovereign of South En-glas was not dead.

The princess had twice tried to take her own life. Asthe victory screams of the Datha horseman had
quavered over her falen escort, the dagger she turned on her wrists cut well and deeply; but death had
not come swiftly enough. Her captors had staunched her bleeding, their cruel, peaked brows shadowing
their eyes asthey worked. Wordsin their guttura tongue flew thick and fast be-tween them. They pulled
her from the scented dimness of her litter into merciless sunlight. Harsh hands pinioned her limbs, held her
helpless before laughter and jeerswhile other, uglier hands prodded at her young flesh.

Scarlet with shame, lloreth tore one hand free and saized the curved knife from the belt of her nearest
cap-tor. Thistime shetried for her heart.

The weapon was snatched from her grasp. A ringed fist dammed across her face and opened her cheek
to the bone. One of her maids screamed as she sagged upon the sand. Y et the blow in the end proved
meraful.

The princesswho had never in life known mistreatment swooned into deegp unconsciousness. Shedid
not suffer when the thumbs were severed from her hands; she felt nothing of the callused fingersthat pried
her jaws open, or the knife that hacked the tongue from her mouth. The shock of such mutilation claimed
thelives of two of her women. They were the fortunate ones.

[loreth woke to the tickle of flies around her lips. Pain ran in waves up her arms and over her face; her
subsequent attempt to move revealed an agony of cramped muscles. She opened caked eyes and
received awhirling, blurred impression of sweet-sheened hide and jewelled leather. She had been lashed
like baggage to the saddle of a Datha horseman. The rider was currently dismounted. He and his beast
drank from adesert spring in great, sucking gulps; the sounds drew the princess s notice to the dried and
swollen state of her own mouth.

That moment lioreth encountered the horror that remained of her tongue. The discovery made her retch.
Therider heard. He spat water into the sand and turned to find his captive restored to consciousness.
."Yha,” he exclamed. Thin, mustachioed lips parted over white teeth. Sunlight gleamed on hismuscled
back as he bent and dipped hisleather cup in the spring. He jingled as he moved. Brass ornaments sewn
to hisriding leathers scattered reflections of desert sky; dung from his studded belt, he carried six knives,
ascimitar, and a sharpened set of quoits.

Iloreth retched again as his smdll filled her nogtrils, rancid and sour ~om the fat smeared on hisskin as
tection from the desert’ sdrying wind. The Datha closed his knuckleslikeavisein her hair. He yanked
back her head, then poured awarm stream of water into her mouith.

lioreth choked, forced to swallow or drown. Nausea racked her and emptied her ssomach the instant



her captor released her. His laughter stung her ears. Weak, dizzy, and barely aware, she lay limp, head
down over the horse' s sweated side. Her captor hooked the cup to his belt, then spun on his hed and
remounted. He spurred his horse to a canter, and tormented once more beyond consciousness by the
jolting lurch of theride, I1oreth missed theraiders entry through the gateways of Telssna

Dathametal workers held no equasin their craft, and the city that housed their sultan possessed
enchanting beauty. Thewrought grilles of window and bacony gleamed like gold lace in sunlight, and
coionnaded porti* cos stood patterned with delicate enamelwork. Telssinawas the image of paradise of
earth, but to the thousands of thumbless daves who labored to keep its opulence unspoiled by tarnish
and the erosive depradations of de-sert sand, this splendor was accursed by Neth.

lloreth learned early to hate what lay benesth Telssina s graceful trappings. Delivered into the hands of
the Master of Tribute, she and her surviving maids were pushed, prodded, or dragged into a pastel room
with fountains. There they were stripped and examined like beef, the pretty ones selected for the sultan,
and thosetoo plain for histaste culled off for return to the raidersfor personal pleasure or sde, at their
whim.

The Magter of Tribute turned 1! oreth’ s chin one way and then the other in hisfat and sweeting hands. He
amelled of citrine; the eyes degp-sat into creased flesh missed nothing. Such lusirous hair and brown eyes
be-trayed promise, even through the dust and stains of cap-ture. A nasal order set Iloreth aside with
those retained.

She was given care by a perfumed healer who packed her face and wrists with poultices and forced
possets down her throat to make her deep. Her cheek healed badly despite his efforts. The failure cost
him awhipping. Cursed with along, puckered scar that twisted her lip and pulled her left eyelid
downward at agrotesque angie, the princess was reduced in rank yet again. Her deformi-ties were too
offensve to ornament the suitan’s couch, but her body was deemed’ pleasing enough for a palace maid.
Velled in aservant’ s gauze, the once-cosseted prin-cess learned to scrub floors and empty chamber
pots, only then did shefully gppreciate the inventive crudty of her masters.

Thumbless hands could not manipulate door latches. They could not effectively handle awesgpon or
resst abeating. Slaveslived at the mercy of thetitled lords or royal favorites who resided within the
palace, for labor or for pleasure. Though lloreth’ s scarred features spared her the attentions of most men,
others whose tastes ran to vice were attracted to her. Life became an endless torment. Aching for the
solace of death, lloreth grew to detest the clever scrollwork that decorated the chamber pots, rendering it
possible for the eight-fingered to dis-pose of their contents without mishap.

Two years from the date inscribed in the memoria chapel, the King of South Englas received word of
his daughter. It camein the form of aragged square of silk carried by acame trader who sometimes did
business at the oases. The fabric bore tortuoudy written lines that spoke of mutilation and mistrestment,
some of which went beyond even the worst rumor out of Datha. Familiar names appeared,
heartbreakingly set about with circumstances. Neshiane, assigned to the Sultan’ s heir asabreeding
woman. She had delivered astillborn child, and for aweek she had screamed under torture in asacrificial
ritual intended to restore the prince to favor with the fertility deity she had offended. The words described
Daide, who had birthed a hedlthy son, but one with blue eyes; an ancient Datha prophecy warned that a
light-eyed man would bring about thefal of the current dy-nasty. Daide s baby had been hung from a
polein the square until vulturesfed onitsentrails.

[loreth ended with apleato her father that an army be raised against Datha. She signed with her name,
and included a description of her childhood nurse to prove her missive was no forgery.



The camel trader shifted hisweight on dippered feet.

Il a ease with the forma~ty of the audience chamber, and unprepared for the royal tears, he masked
impatience behind obsequious courtesy. He had risked much to ddliver the princess s message. All he
desired was compensation and leave to depart.

When the king twisted aruby from his finger and pressed its massive weight into the camd trader’s
palm, the man flushed scarlet. He had been bestowed the wealth of alord. He cared not awhir for the
princess he had served, but conscience momentarily lent him principle.

"Your Roya Grace,” he said, and bent hisample middleinto abow. "I have heard of aman, a
mercenary, who might assist you againgt the Dathel. Hisnameis Korendir of Whitestorm. He holds a
reputation for undertaking the impossible. Word goes that he charges dearly for his sword, but he has
never failed to deliver his contracts. The saillors out of Fairhaven speak hispraises. If you ask, I'm sure
they’ d tell you more.”

The king did not answer. His eyes seemed locked by invisible force upon the appeal penned by his
daughter. The camd trader was ushered out by acourtier, the ruby clenched in hisfist. His part was
done. What followed concerned him not at dl.

The King of South Englas neither ate nor dept for three days. He did not laugh at therevels, but sat like
apaintediconin hishal of state, uncaring whether judgment was passed over the subjects who appeared
with grievances. The queen hovered anxioudy at his elbow, ignorant of the white square of silk that had
lately been smuggled from Telssna. On the fourth morning, the king summoned his scribe. In the privacy
of alocked cham-ber, he dictated a document which offered gold and com-mand of the roya guard of
South Engla. sfor the purpose of war against Datha. Affixed to the parchment with wire was the scarf
sent by lloreth; set in aflourish above the sedls, the inscription begged the attention of Korendir, Master
of Whitestorm.

” Send thiswith the next captain bound for Fairhaven,”

the king ingtructed. Then he waited, galled by the knowledge that his cherished only daughter washed
chamberpotsin Telssina, pleasuring by night any barbarian who might fancy here

In springtime, three years after the stone was laid for the foundations, the fortress on the dliffs of White
Rock Head reached completion. High on the topmost battlement, Haldeth leaned on aflagstaff that flew
no standard. Benegath him, the date roof of the keep which housed the library reflected back the heat of
morning sunlight; farther down breakersflashed in unending rows againgt the headland, and beyond the
line of the horizon lay the mast of atrader most likely northbound for Heddenton.

But the ship was dl that moved in the circle of Haldeth's view. Fortifications designed for warfare and
sege, and the bustling drife of life, instead wore an incongruous mantle of tranquillity. Not asingle man at
arms sparred in the armory yard; no sentries patrolled the gatehouse. Sunlight fell untrammeled through
the lancet windows of ahdl unsoftened by tapestries or furnishings, and empty of servants and hunting
dogs. Dugt ruled in place of achatelaine, and guests did not visit to feast. The master of the hold wasin
Heddenton bargaining for honey and broadcloth. Since his stint against werel eop-ards, Korendir had
stayed on a Whitestorm and over-seen completion of hisholdfast.

Haldeth basked in the comfort of spring, and prayed to Neth the peace would last.

Twice messengers had come to offer contracts for Kor-endir’ s services. Both had been sent packing



without o much asamed offered in hospitdity.

"Wars,” Korendir had reiterated to an inquiring Hal-deth, after the second of the two couriers was
launched aboard the longboat which had delivered him. ” The King of Faen Hallir ishaggling over his
borders. Again. Just men fighting their neighbors with repested and senselessferocity. The Mhurgai raid
the coastlines upon principles very little different.”

"Hardly that,” Haldeth corrected. " Faen Hallit' sene-mies are invariably the aggressors.”

To which Korendir had shrugged, closing a subject Haldeth was content to let die. If the Master of
Whitestorm accepted no other contract, if the keep on White Rock Head never hired asingle man a
arms, the smith would pick no quarrel; women, maybe, and a servant or two for the hal, that wasa
subject dtogether different.

But ingtinct warned Hal deth againgt broaching that matter. Korendir’ s temperamental nature had not
me-lowed at all.

The steady blaze of sunlight in time made Haldeth drowsy. He turned his shoulder comfortably against
hested stone, settled into acranny, and closed his eyesto nap.

The shrilling of asgna arrow split the sky above the wall. Haldeth started from degp asthe missile
wailed overhead and plunged with a crack into the bailey. He bounded erect and looked out. The trader
ship noticed earlier proved not to be destined for Heddenton; instead, she lay anchored beneath
Whitestorm, the flag of acou-rier streaming at her masthead.

Recovered enough to swear, Haldeth rubbed deep from his eyes. A longboat cleaved toward the
headland, an emissary bearing a parley flag lodged like avulturein her stern. Glad of hismaster’s
absence, the amith kicked open the postern to the stair. After sunlight, the sudden plunge into shadow
raised chillson his cloakless back.

Y et by the time Haldeth passed the gamut of Whitestorm'’ s defenses and arrived upon the strand, the
boat with its blackrobed emissary was aready being rowed back to the ship. Haldeth expelled a deep
breath. The shore party was dready beyond hailing distance; if the message had been urgent, the
emissary would surely have lingered on the beach head. Grateful for his solitude, and panting from hisrun
down tiresomeflights of stairs, Haldeth set his back againgt the sea-damp cliffs and mut-tered a prayer
devoid of blasphemies. Not until he turned to go did he notice the item left wedged in acleft besde the
entry to Whitestorm keep.

The emissary had ddlivered his message after all. It took the form of afolded square of parchment,
crusted with ribbons and seals. Fastened to one edge with atwist of wire was alength of silk, jagged
across with script in ahand that sprawled like achild's.

Haideth lifted the’ missive from its niche, his heart touched numb with foreboding. The sedls proved to
beroyd, the desert hare blazon of his Grace, the King of South Englasincised into rare purple wax.
Border dis-puteswould not be the issue thistime. Pinching the mis-sive like carrion between thumb and
forefinger, Hal deth ascended to the upper keep. He could not bring himself to examine the silk, or read
its piteous message. What-ever pleait harbored was no affair of his; he left both envelope and cloth on
the desk in Korendir’ slibrary, then bolted the brass panelled door asif securing an enemy inside.

The message remained undisturbed for afortnight, Until Korendir returned from Heddenton and
chanced to require abook. When he found the door to hislibrary inexplicably barred and fastened, he



stopped cold till in histracks.
His shout raised echoes al they way down to the bai-ley. "Haldeth!”
No voice answered.

Quite without warning the smith had departed to go hunting; Korendir discovered as much in the course
of aswift investigation. The horn bow reserved for game was gone from the hook in the armory. Thefact
that the smith’ s boots remained on the hearth rug, and his cloak still hung on its peg, spoke less of scant
stock in the larder than of desperate, stop-gap escape. Korendir raked back bronze hair. His eyes were
chipsof ice as heretraced hisway to thelibrary and irritably unfastened latches.

The door sivung soundlesdy open. Fading daylight from the window cast a sheen on ribbons and roya
sedls, not the scarlet of Faen Hallit thistime, but the purpl and gold of South Englas. Theruler of that land
was aking famed for timidness, afact resoundingly exploited by the rapacious Datha Sultan adjacent to
his eastern border. Korendir crossed swiftly to the desk. With none of Haldeth' s hesitation, heripped
open the sedls and read lines which promised richesin exchange for mercenary service. Thelure of the
gold doneinvited consderation and might have bought acceptance on its own merit; but the piteoustae
scratched in blood upon silk was the reason the Master of Whitestorm departed at arun for his sword.

Headl but collided with Haldeth beneath the arch by the seaward postern. Though the quiver at the
amith’s back was empty, the gamebag at his hip dangled suspi-cioudy fit.

"Kindleasignd fire on the east tower,” Korendir said briskly. ”I’m going to require aship.”

The smith regarded Whitestorm'’ s master, clad as awaysin black, from plain cloak and tunic, to the
soles of boots well worn from nights spent walking the cliff tops. The only concession to color’ wasthe
band of were-leopard hide stitched to the cuffs, unchanged since Korendir’ s service in Northengard. The
scabbard and ba dric were the same he had carried into the caves of Ellgol, and the sword, sharpened
over old chips, had not been replaced. Haldeth had always found an excuse rather than re-forge that
blade; now, his stubborn adherence to aformer oath made him sorry. Fool he had been to think
Korendir might settlefor aquiet life at Whitestorm. The man’ s reasons for refusing the two contracts
from Faen Hallir had never arisen from any reluctance to facerisk.

"Let me at least repair your wegpon before you go,” the smith pleaded. ” One day more cannot matter
when that letter sat for two weeks.”

"Two weeks!” Korendir curbed awild blaze of anger.
"Did you read that square of Slk?’

Ha deth shrank miserably against the arch. ”No. | told you once. The adventures you undertake are your
own affair. No more help will you get from me.”

"Meddleagain, and I’ll kill you.” Korendir ducked aside and strode on through the gate.
”Damn your arrogance!” Hadeth flung after him.

" After this, I'll think twice before | troubleto climb stairs and light any hell-begotten signd fire!”



The echo of Korendir’ s receding stepswas dl the an-swer he received.

Haldeth dammed hisfig into stone. ” Get yoursdlf killed, then,” he shouted into the empty night. " I'll

worry less, for one thing, and awoman or two in thisrock pile would make winters asight more
bearable”

Grumbling over bruised fingers, the smith stumped off to gather firewood. If Korendir choseto wait in
the open until the next ship happened by to answer summons from Whitestorm, only afool would try to
dissuade him. The master was rotten company most any time, with his queer distaste for talk; when he
wished, he could be vicious as the deadwood in Thornforest. As Haldeth lugged logsin ading on his
back up the spirding stair to the upper battlement, he wished upon his companion acase of boilsin
places amaiden would blush to contemplate.

XIIl. City of the Sultan

Y e crowned prince of Rachad' s seed
beware the Light-Eyed Man,

He of foreign birth and breed

thy baneliesat ’ hishand.

Datha' s Scourge, the Light-Eyed’ s deed

before which none shall stand.

Seven months passed, unrelieved by seasons. The sun shone hot over southern lands, and reflections like
chipped diamonds flashed off the breakerswhich rolled from the Tammernon Seg; carried on winds from
higher latitudes, ships made port from Fairhaven. The sovereign of South Englas had acquired the habit of
gazing out his casements toward the harbor. Alert for the clutter of servants and heraldry that

accompanied mercenary cap-tains, the king was unprepared when at last the man he had summoned
arrived on South Englian shores.

Confronted in his chamber of audience by ablack-clad northerner with a grim face and impeccable
manners, he bade the visitor rise. He found his person touched by an unfathomable gray gaze.

When the stranger spoke, hiswords were devoid of boastfulness. ”1 am Korendir of Whitestorm, Y our
Roya Grace. I’ ve come to engage the Dathel, and to bring your daughter home.”

Touched by deep disappointment, the King of South Englas regarded the mercenary before hisdais. The
sailors had neglected to mention that the man possessed rare coloring; in South Englasfolk were seldom
born with light eyes; and never with hair therich, red-brown of spring honey. Aware that his sllence had
lasted discourteoudy long, the king cleared histhroat. Decency demanded aresponse.



" will pay your expenses” Theking toyed regretfully with his signet ring, then sghed in outright
unhappiness. He looked again at the man who waited, too still, before histhrone. ” For honor’ s sake, |
dare not bind you to contract. Datha prophecy holdsthat alight-eyed man will destroy the sultan’s
dynasty. Sight of your face would sedl your death in that land. My rellm has endured grief enough from
such enemies without adding murder to the score.”

Korendir of Whitestorm laughed, but without any resonance of humor. His hand rested quietly on his
battered scabbard, empty, since the sentriesin the hallway disallowed wegponsin the presence of
royalty. But even swordless, his presence felt dangerous, and the scars which traced the backs of his
knuckles marked him out for akiller. ” Compensation for my troubles shall not be necessary, Y our Grace.
If the Scourge of the Dathei isto be aman with gray eyes, that’ s my advantage, not my bane.”

Asleary of conflict as hisdoor guards, the King of South Englasyielded with gratitude. The sailorsfrom
Fairhaven had spoken high praise for the Master of Whitestorm' stalents. If half what they claimed was
true, the Datha prophecy might have been made againgt this same mercenary’ sarrival. Prepared for
demands of troops and immediate quantities of wegpons, the king was startled enough to question when
Korendir asked instead after the camel trader who had delivered lloreth’ s message from Telssna.

The bronze-haired swordsman inclined his head with chilly courtesy. Y our Grace, when men & arms
are needed, 111 ask for them. Until then, | work aone.”

Korendir bowed and stepped back. From the seneschai’ s hand he accepted the camel trader’ s address.
Then, with-out pause for refreshment, rest, or ceremony, he left the paace.

Sincethe sdeof theking' sfinest ruby, Elshaid the camd trader disdained to ded in livestock. He
inhabited amansion on aquiet street and lived in indolence, attended by dave girls garnered through
dedingswith black market smugglersfrom Arhaga. Theillicit posses-son of flesh made Elshaid eary of
vigtors. He paid an ex-assassin to guard his premises; another, al muscle and loydty, both answered and
safeguarded his door. The services of these brutes cost dearly. The former trader wasthereforeirate
when ablack-clad, sword-bearing northerner arrived unannounced in his bath chamber.

”I’m here to demand your service on the king’ s be-haf,” the intruder snapped out in clipped accents. He
had bronze hair, light eyes, and an air charged as a stormfront with the promise of trouble.

Immersed like awarusin hot water, suds, and rare oils, E! shaid roared a blasphemy. He heaved himsdlf
erect, and the dave girls who tenderly sponged his neck became drenched by the dosbed contents of his
tub.

Though their silken garments became plastered to their nubile skins, the man in the doorway remained
cold-bloodedly undistracted.

Elshaid concluded that northerners must love boys before he barked acommand to hiswomen. They
shed perfumed towel s and sponges and fled through a carved screen behind the bath. The erstwhile
camel trader glared at the stranger and coughed soap from his mustache. ” Get out.”

"Not yet.” The swordsman st his hip againgt the near-est panelled wall, braced up one foot, and
regarded hislength of bared stedl. The edge was sharpened razor thin, and well nicked with use.

The bath water abruptly seemed cold. Defensdess and nakedly fat, Elshaid cupped both hands at his
crotch.



"How did you get past my servants?’

The stranger smiled in amanner that chilled. ” The guard and’ that ox &t the door? They dream the visons
of thefaithful, unconscious. Both will recover with headaches.”

E!'shaid understood when he was disadvantaged; experience at swindling Datha horsemen had taught
him not to buckle to threats. ”Who are you? What do you want of me?’

”I’m called the Master of Whitestorm.” The swordsman did not ook up from hiswegpon. ” And | need
to know how you got a certain square of silk from Her Grace, the Princess of South Englas.

"Oh, that.” Eishaid restrained an impulseto smile with relief that hisdave girlswere not at issue after dl.

But the northerner was quick; he saw the glance his victim darted toward the screen. Before the
merchant could reply, he added, ” The welfare of your comforts depends on how carefully you tdll the
truth.”

Now Elshaid’ s smile turned fatuous. He consdered himsalf wronged; in good faith he had recommended
this mercenary to hisking, only to have the man burst unin-vited into the most private sanctum of his
home. Elsaid phrased his answer in vindication, certain the Lord from Whitestorm could gain nothing of
vauefrom theinfor-mation. "I received Her Grace' s message from one of the sultan’ s porters. Hewas a
daveloaned to Del Morgato convey gifts of sateto the port.”

Korendir absorbed thiswithout setback. " Then I'll need you to assemble a caravan to admit meto the
ui-tan’scity of Telssna”

Elshaid shot splashing to hisfeet, his shrivelled man-hood forgotten. ” Impossible!”

Korendir measured the camel trader from head to drip-ping privates. His hand tightened ominoudy on
hissted.

”Don’'t claim you have no experience with contraband,” he cautioned. " Unless your dave girls are gifted
a swordplay, your survivd isaforgone concluson.”

Scarlet with indignation, Elshaid bent over. He groped afdlen towel from the floor beneath the screen
and sullenly began rubbing off sogpsuds. ” The sultan’ s defensesinclude adouble ring of wdlsl” He
twined the towel around his girth, plainly unhappy about the force required to make the two ends meet.
” And I’'m no conjurer, to arrange for aspell of concealment. Telssina sguards never dack duty. They
take pleasure in fiaying the skin off anyone in the company of aman with frog-spawn eyeslike yours.”

"Then that’ saproblem you' || have to solve quickly,” the northern mercenary said. Thelast of his
tolerance vanished. ” Get dressed!” He snapped his blade aside, and with amove most enviably fat,
hooked and tossed back a silk robe which lay heaped on anearby chest.

”Ready or not, we leave for Telssnaby noon.”

Five dayslater apacktrain carrying scented oils, brocades, marten furs, and rare wines approached
Telssnafrom the northeadt. It had originated from the sultan’ s port of Del Morga and gone on to cross
the desert under pitiless late summer sun and curtains of ochre dust. The heat had turned the peltsrancid.
Poorly cured to begin with, their taint threatened to spoil the cloth goods, and in agesticulating display of



temper, the merchant who stood to lose profits scrambled from hislitter in ahaste that nearly tore his
trappings. His camels succumbed to riled nerves and spat on hissilk over-robes.

Elshaid’ s cheeks flushed purple. " Fetch out those Neth-blighted furs!” he screeched to his beast goad, a
turbaned man with asquint that al but buried gray eyes. The merchant took pleasurein hisranting. " Then
find some cord. Tiethe peltson your head, and bear them so until we arrivein Telssina sgreat market.”
Here Elshaid smothered a spiteful chuckle. Under his breath he added, ” And, Neth hear my plea, may
the stink of three dozen dead martens addle the functions of your brain.”

The gobbets of beast spittle had soaked in, leaving aresidue of hay shreds. Whilethe king's precocious
merce-nary gpplied himsdf to bundling smdly furs, Elshaid howled for hisbody servant to unlash his
chest of spare clothing.

The caravan moved on within the hour. Burdened by a headdress of corrupted skins, the camel goad
eased his squint long enough to study the city of Datha s Sultan, laid out on the plain like adesert chief’s
jewd inasetting of high sonewalls. Sentriesin plumes and scimitars guarded the five arched gates.
Horsemen in double-file companies patrolled the outer perimeter throughout each hour of daylight; by
night their numberswould be tre-bled, and archers would stand watch at fifty-foot intervas along the
torchlit walls.

The camel goad reviewed these defenses with his eyes unreadably in shadow. AsE!shaid' s caravan
approached the market gate, his sole concession to risk was to droop the furs lower on his brow, and to
develop ahitchin his stride that required him to constantly watch hisfeet.

The camels bawled and hated, and stirred dust spread over a compound trampled bare of desert fern.
Bronzestudded gates loomed overhead, and the towers on either side threw shadow in swaths across the
earth. Beastsjostled and sdled againgt their haltersto seek relief from the hea~; only the half-wit wretch
who managed them remained in the glare of the sun, pelts piled doppily aop hishead, and hiscamel
goad looped at hiswrist. He looked too lazy to present any bother. The guardsmen assigned to inspect
caravans focused on the loud-voi ced merchant who swesated through the labor of dismounting.

"Elshaid, by the Hells!” exclaimed the most seasoned of the guardsman. ” Squandered thy fortune and
had to retire to merchanting, | see.”

" Certainly not.” The fat man stuffed his handkerchief in his cuff. He straightened pearl-stitched lapels and
tried through discomfort to look dignified. ” This caravan car-ries an order for afavored customer.”

Bristling with .wegpons, the guardsmen closed for aroutine ingpection of the goods. Elshaid dispatched
ser-vantsto fetch out hisligts.

" Specid order smells spoiled to me,” observed the of -ricer who passed near the camel goad. " If furs
conditute thy ddivery, and if thy client is Lord Ismmail, thou wilt surdly get thy butt bastinadoed.”

E!shaid shrugged. "My dient is. not Lord. Ismmail. These furs are bound for another, one | warned that
this was not the acceptable season for buying pelts. Scarcity was sure to compromise the quality. Oh yes,
| assured this much. But he stubbornly insisted.” Smug now, Els-haid folded his hands on the dome of his
belly. ” Of course, | made the fool pay for his martensin advance.”

The guardsmen chuckled their appreciation. " His per-s stence became thy good fortune, E!shaid?’
teased the one who was an acquaintance.



"Just 0. Elshaid waved to the wine tuns, carefully lashed under linensto keep off the sun. ” Those, now,
they’ re another matter. 1 brought several extras, for the sultan’s guard to share among themsalves.”

The officer in command stiflened suspicioudy. ”We cannot drink wine while on duty. If thou thinkst—"

But the guard acquainted with Eishaid interrupted. ” The merchant iswiseto our laws. In the past we
pro-vided our address, and Elshaid ddlivered his gift to our dooryards.”

E!shaid nodded with obsequious diffidence. | trust such arrangement will be acceptable?”’

At this, the sultan’ sfaithful clustered about the merchant, who, after tedious rounds of repetition,
collected directions from each guard. Beyond the compound, the next caravan in line was forced to wait.
Driven to vocifer-ous impatience, its head drover assailed the officer with imprecations. The guards
stirred reluctantly back to duty. Sincetheir captain suspected a bribe, they inspected Els-haid’ swares
meticuloudly, then left the camelsto their bad temper. There remained only the beast goad’ s pu-trescent
load of pelts. The man sat crou~hed with his eyes closed. The sultan’ sfinest had been in shadelong
enough that the shift to full sunlight made them blink; by now, the stench of rotted furs had attracted a
buzzing cloud of flies. The soldier commanded to take inventory wasin no way inclined to duck down
and peer beneath the bundle for alook at the face underneath; and the accounts tallied without

discrepancy.
" Get ye on, then!” sngpped the officer in charge.

Asthe guards passed by, the camel goad straightened indolently. He shuffled off to drive beasts, while
with silent but profuse prayersto heaven, E!shaid heaved back into hislitter and clucked his sour beasts
to their feet. In shambling disarray, his caravan crossed through the arched double gateway of Teissing,
and entered the bustling main street.

The thoroughfare was packed with paanquins, foot daves, hand carts, and camelsin caparisons and
twisted silk bridles bearing wedlthy trade magnates. E!shaid’ s packtrain jostled a path through the press,
but his beast goad was given wide berth. In acity prided for cleanli-ness, where servants of the great
lords burned incense on their balconies, the stink of bad furs stood out like acorpsein aflower bed. The
caravan which included the bundle was shunned asiif it carried leprosy. Embarrassed, and on edge lest he
damage hisreputation, Elshaid turned his pack train into aside Street after the barest of prudent intervals.
There, in the shadow of an aley-way, his came goad shed his burden of pestilent furs.

"Let mebeclear,” whispered Elshaid, his damp brow furrowed in aggravation. ” 1 cannot get you out of
thiscity, and I’ ll not be responsible for your safety. If you're caught, I'll claim | never knew you.”

Korendir unwound his turban, which reeked pervasively of dead skins. He shook |oose bronze hair
more pleasantly scented by the desert fern that had pillowed his head during camp in the open. "We
never were part-nersin any case.” Heraked the camdl trader with agaze grim as granite, thentorea
gtrip from the nearest bolt of brocade.

E!'shaid winced, but dared not protest. He watched his contemptible camel goad bind hishair under
cloth embroidered with peacocks that should have been sold to clothe a prince. Stung afresh by
sguandered profits, the merchant added, ”1 won't be smuggling Princess Il oreth out, not if you threaten
tokill me”

Korendir’' s quick hands tucked and knotted his head-dress as he answered. ” That task, | entrust to no
one”



Then, while Elshaid stood in straddle-legged defiance over a heap of spoiled furs, the mercenary
comman-deered two packbeasts in the king’ s name, and with them four tuns of rare wines. After that he
stepped back with-out apology and vanished into the depths of the dley.

”Neth? Elshaid twisted hisringsin red-faced, impo-tent fury. " The gods of the Dathel should punish such
arrogance.” Murderoudly irritated, he kicked the furs | eft tucked at hisfeet. Flies buzzed; high overhead,
ahorn blew thrice from the timekeeper’ s tower. Three hours remained before sundown. Then the
sultan’ s edict which forbade strong drink was relaxed, but E!shaid would not be easing hislosses by
sampling the contents of hiswares. Thanksto one insufferable mercenary, Elshaid-the-No-Long.
er-Retired was required to deliver the rest of his precious spirits to the homes of unappreciative
guardsmen.

The Princess of South Englas awoke with astart in the locked chamber where she spent those nights she
was free to deep aone. Roused by atouch on her cheek, her frenzied effort to rise was caught short by a
grip on her shoulder. A fast, implacable hand stifled the scream that arose from her lips.

"Your Grace,” the man who held her whispered clearly. Y our royd father sendshislove.” .

lloreth choked back a second more agonized cry. She stopped struggling and looked up into eyes
touched lumi-noudy silver by the moonlight let in by the narrow win-dow overhead. Her message had
reached South Englas; redization caused her to break her proud composure as she had not since shefirst
lost her freedom. Shewept, held lightly against the shoulder of the stranger sent by her father. Her tears
soaked soundlessly into cloth spiced with the musk of desert ferns.

The man maintained his passionless embrace until she quieted. When her breathing steadied, he reached
into histunic and pulled forth acard marked with | ettersin the looped script of South Englas. Thishelad
at lior-eth’ s knee, providing the tongueless ameans for accurate communication. Almost, the Princess
wept afresh; yet gratitude came mixed with fear that the Sultan’ s guardsmen might snatch opportunity
from her. Iloreth straightened and leaned into the moonlight that spilled in asquare across her mat. Her
greeting was nervoudy short.

Neth bless you, she spdlled. Y ou are the Scourge of the Dathel.

A brief, barely audible laugh answered her from the dark. "No,” whispered the stranger. "I’ m Korendir,
summoned south from Whitestorm to take you home.”

[loreth’ s hands tapped swiftly over the script. Careful, guards.
Korendir nodded encouragement. " Tell me more of them. All that you know.”

I'oreth answered his questions until her eyes ached from following the letters by the moon’ swan light.
Just when she thought Korendir would never be satisfied, heroseto hisfeet. lloreth settled back on her
mat. She followed with her eyes as he paced the breadth of her chamber. His demands had
encompassed more details of the sultan’ s city of Telssinathan the princess redized she knew; some
points had been phrased repeatedly for clar-ity, but the subjects reviewed in such depth seemed hardly
worth interest and without descernible pattern.

Korendir had even demanded to know what sort of fitting fastened the scrollwork which railed the upper
gdleries of the merchant’smansions. Iloreth had provided an accurate enough description; like most
daves, her handswere calused by polishing cloth and compound, and the aching hours of toil required to



keep the wrought brass bright. Too weary for curiosity, the princess waited without questions for
Korendir' s restlessnessto end.

He paused findly beneath awindow tinged pink with dawn. ”Look for me at the dark of the next moon,
Your

Grace”

A smooth legp gave him agrip on the sill. A kick and adlither, and he raised hisbody through the dit
high above. The next instant he was gone so thoroughly that the narrow opening showed empty sky.

Only the musk of the desert fern lingered to affirm his existence. lioreth subsided on her mat. She ached
with the need to cal out, to beg him on her kneesto return. Speech being impossible, she fought an
undermining tide of hopelessness. The dark of the moon lay afortnight hence; if on that night some noble
chose her for his bed, she would be helplesdy unable to keep the rendezvous.

Korendir spent the day adeep underneath atrough be-hind avintner’ s shed. Next night, he skulked
through dleys and byways until he learned every quarter of the city. He mapped the guard posts on the
walls and noted the location of barracks and stables. Once his reconnai s-sance was complete, he left
through the main gates, cling-ing to the underside of aw.agon bound for Del Morga.

No one noticed him when he tumbled clear in the dust raised up by the wheels. He recrossed the desert
on foot.

Past the borders of South Englas, he engaged a post horse and rode north to the City of Kings. Thewall
sentries admitted him on sight. Hishair gleamed like abrand in the sunlight, and hislithe, svordsman’'s
stride set him apart from the merchants, priests, and foot ser-vants who fared on the roya road.

Upon hisreturn, Korendir demanded immediate audi-ence with the king. His request was passed on.
Despite the chamber steward' s distaste for the dust which filmed hisleathers, and the pervasive musk of
the desert fern as yet unwashed from his skin, Korendir did not wait for admittance to the roya presence.
Theinstant the great doors opened, he delivered word that Her Grace, Iloreth had retained both her
health and good spirits.

"Have you aplan to storm the city and arrange for my daughter’ srelease?’ Strained and hopeful on a
throne studded with amethydts, the king thumbed at a hangnail while the mercenary completed proper
courtesies,

"| ask use of your armor’ s services, and a carpenter’ s apprentice for one day,” Korendir said. ” Also add
alength of new rope. Thenwe'll see”

"No soldiers?’ snapped the king, loudly enough that his bodyguards started at their posts. ” Do you
mock me?’

But Korendir declined to e aborate.

Unsatisfied by the modesty of the mercenary’ sre-quests, and anxious for his daughter’ s rescue, the king
clapped hishands. A page fetched the officia scribe and sedl bearer, and the sovereign Lord of South
Englas dic-tated an edict. In formal script, on finest parchment, Korendir, Master of Whitestorm was
granted service from the royd smith, dong with whatever resources he might require from any joiner and
ropewak in the kingdom.



Korendir accepted the writ without comment. To the transparent relief of the chamber steward and
certain high-ranking nobles, heleft court and proceeded to the smithy where his demands were agood
ded differ.

The master armorer of South Englas braced muscled arms on his hips. Charged with forging two score
throw-ing knives whose weight, balance, and spin were per-fectly matched, he cursed long and
vehemently over the sealswhich looted Korendir’ sroyal document. Assured in triplicate that the blazons
were no forgery, he clamped hisjaw and rubbed his bald head.

Until Korendir mentioned his deadline.
The armoror drew bregth like abellows and laughed.
"Y ou want your knives completein six daysT’ He shrugged increduloudy. ” Impossible.”

Korendir folded the king' s document with fingers fill grimed from the desert. He wasted no breath in
protest, but added alist of further specifications that caused the smith’ s apprentice to be rousted with an
obscenely phrased order to split more wood for the forge.

Then the king’ s over-priviledged mercenary became the recipient of the armorer’ stemper inturn.

" Leave meto my work, you!” The man presented his sweating back, and between rude words began
hefting his stock of new stedl. When he turned with his chosen bar in hand, the mercenary from
Whitestorm had departed.

The joiner faced histask with better cheer. He spun the four-inch brass pin provided by Korendir
between hisfingers and squinted to estimate diameter. " Asit happens, | do stock spicewood in my
sheds. But just for ornamental scrollwork, understand? The wood lacks hardness. Dowels turned from
such lumber will splinter under the dightest stress.” Hetipped his head a an en-quiring angle. Cedar
shavingstrickled from hishair as he studied the mercenary who confronted him.

Korendir returned aleve sare.

" But you know that spicewood doesn't endure d-ready,” the joiner amended diffidently. Inquiry after
the mercenary’ s purpose met with an uninformative reply, and stung by the rebuff, the craftsman adjusted
hislathein faintly resentful slence.

Late day saw Korendir changed from riding attire into tunic and hose of unornamented black. He visited
the chandler’ s on Ships Street and returned with fifty feet of cordage. Settled by the fountainin theking's
private gar-den, he pulled out amarlin spike and displayed the skill of atrained seaman to the half dozen
pages who gathered to watch. Afternoon passed as he spliced aset of loops at intervals along the length
of rope. The fascination of the boys became shared when the king arrived with fur-tive lack of ceremony
to observe behind the curtains of a second-storey casement. Believing himsalf unnoticed, the sovereign of
South Englas was startled to receive the courtesy due hisrank when Korendir finished working.

The mercenary knelt without fuss, ringed by admiring young boys. His eyeslifted unerringly toward the
mon-arch who sat in concealment as he said, ” Grant me the use of three horses. Y our daughter will be
restored to South Englasin afortnight, and the ruin of Dathashal follow after.”

The king sprang erect and clapped his hands. No ser-vants answered. Irked by hislapse, for he had
forgotten where he was, His Grace dispatched his bodyguard to run his errand to the grooms. Then,



embarrassed that a stranger should witness impatience unseemly for aruler, the king looked askance at
the courtyard. Korendir had aready gone. The pages were absorbed in practice, weaving splices out of
grass, and the shadows that danted from the guard tower recaled the time. Dinner was nigh.

Hungry as he had not been in ages, the king made hisway toward the feasting hall.

Korendir rode from court at first light seven days|ater. The lengths of rope he had dtered hung in coils
across his shoulder, and the master armorer’ s throwing knives gleamed, thrust through lesther loopsin his
belt. A sack tied to his saddlebow bulged with the spicewood dowels made to demand by the joiner.
Except for two riderless horses hooked to hiswrist with braided cord, the merce-nary rode
unaccompanied. Hisfina word to the king was his promise to return from Telssnawith the princess.

But just before the appointed day of rendezvous, 1! or-eth’ s fortune ran out. That afternoon Telssina' s
gates had opened to admit an envoy from Arhaga, and aranking off~cia in the ambassador’ strain had
picked her to warm his bed.

Thislatest unkindness of fate brought Iloreth shat-tering despair. Delivered to the emmissary’ s chambers
at sundown, she paced fretfully, tormented by awareness that the dark of the moon was only one night
hence. Thelast dave who displeased a pa ace guest had been dowly tortured to degth; her screams
remained vivid in lloreth’s memory, but therisk of smilar penalty mattered little by the time the envoy
returned, drunken with overindul-gence of the sultan’ s hospitdity. The princess ressted his advances as
well as her thumbless condition allowed. She prayed through tears of frustration that brute Arhaga lust
would sour and crave another in her stead before morning.

The official overpowered her before he succumbed to hisliquor. ll1oreth endured, as she had countless
nightsin the past; through the quiet hour that followed, she appeded to Neth’ s mercy that the Arhagal as
arace pre-ferred submissive women. Her prayer went unanswered.

Daylight brought the officia afierce hangover and no recollection of hisevening activities. Herose
nursing an overblown mood of salf-pity, and ordered Iloretb to fetch his clothing and boots. Once
dressed, he departed in search of hot drink and a swest roll. When the house steward inquired after his
pleasure, he cradled his suffer-ing hangover and pleaded no change in accommodations.

Left the task of straightening tumbled sheets, 1loreth wrestled hopel essness, that the freedom so near at
hand should relentlesdy pass her by. If she could have laid hand on a knife, she might have ended her
misery, but even embassesto aland as savage as Datha carried no arms; the furnishings of the guest
suite contained no suit-able subgtitute.

Released at midmorning to make rounds of the palace chamber pots, I!oreth hid among the flowering
shrubsingde the sultan’ s seraglio on the bald-faced chance she might eude the Arhagan’ s attentions. The
head gardener discovered her and at once second-guessed her intent.

Hisreport earned her a beating. The house steward took care not to mark her, since she was presently
favored by aguest. Y et weltsthat stung red and then faded offered nothing by way of consolation; more
lasting punishment would await the envoy’ s departure.

Returned under guard to the guest chamber, lloreth stared at the street beyond the scrolled brass grille
across the window. Her thumbless hands were incapable of drawing the pinsthat secured the ornamental
grate; and the medallion which framed the centra aperture was barely a pam span across. A sparrow
might have sailed through between wing beats, adave was hel plessy imprisoned.



Tropica dusk fell swiftly. A shaved crescent moon sank over the roofs of Telssnaand starsburned like
lamps on blue silk. Huddled forlornly on a hassock be-side the hearth, Iloreth sat with dry eyes and
wondered whether Korendir would wait long in the room that housed her degping mat. She thought of
her parents as the wall sconces were lighted in the street, and the dis-torted shadow of the window grille
legpt and wavered across the floor. Hours passed. Songs from late-night rev-llets heralded the closing
of feadting hals and taverns. Knowing the Arhagan would be along soon, the princess sat listlesdy. At
any ingtant the bleak comfort of solitude would end, dong with her last hope of home.

That moment the wall sconce by the window hissed and went dark.

Normally in Telssnasuch lights burned until morning, but lloreth had no chance to reflect why thetorch
had precipitoudy failed. The latch of the guest suite tripped up and the door opened. Moved by less
welcome than she would have awarded the pa ace executioner, I!oreth arose, her scarred face set with
disaste.

The Arhagan crossed the threshold. " Come to me, ugly one,” heinvited. He leaned on the pand asit
swung shut, hislips parted over teeth that gleamed faintly from the shadows. He was quite sober.

" A fine thought, thee had, to leave my chambers dark.

We shdl make sport together, yes?’ The Arhagan smiled again.

A shadow moved at the grate. Stedl flashed in an arc through the bars and struck with the speed of a
snake. The Arhagan’slook of lust froze into horror. He gurgled, clutched at the blade embedded in his
throat, then crashed full-length on the floor.

[loreth recoiled from her tormentor’ s dying struggles, and stared wide-eyed through the window. A man
crouched there, black-clad and nimble. Before the Arha-gan gasped hislast, abrass pin chimed on the
tile. The grille swung open and in wafted the unmi stakable scent of desert fern.

”Come quickly, Your Grace,” whispered Korendir.

" Dead envoys are bad luck in any country.”

XIV. Scourge of the Dathel

11oreth rushed forward. The mercenary in the window caught hold of her. His sure grasp raised her up
and over the dill, then bundled acloak over her thin sk robes. Half stunned by her changein luck, lioreth
felt hersdlf hurried across the palace street and into aside aley, where arope dangled from the grille of a

gdley.
"Climb,” said Korendir in her ear.

L oops had been spliced into the rope, forming aladder for thumbless hands. Iloreth swung herself
upward.

Steadied by the hands of the northerner, she went



quickly. Before the Arhagan | eft behind in the guest
chambers ceased bleeding, she reached the roof and
clung to the ceramic of therain gutter.

"Hold here, Your Grace.” Korendir reached past her, grasped the lip of thetile, and kicked free of the
rope. He dung himsdf up with the agility of alizard, then crouched and caught lloreth’ swrists. Hoisted in
the grip of the swordsman, she landed, breathless, above the eaves.

"Go across,” Korendir instructed. ” Over the rooftop on the far side, you' Il find another rope fastened to
achimney. Start down if you can. I'll beaong.”

Determined to carry her own weight, Iloreth choked back her fear of falling. She scaed the dippery roof
tilesand located the line Korendir had |eft. She caught her fingersin the top loop, clenched her jaw, and
did over thelip of therain guiter.

The mercenary arrived at the roof edge just as the princess reached the ground. The rope previoudy
used for ascent was hooked into coils over his shoulder; the other he severed at the knot. [loreth gathered
up the length which cascaded to her feet, while above her, Korendir swung onto agalery. A movement
saw him hanging full length from the brasswork adorning the lower railing; from there he dropped the
short distanceto street level.

The second he recovered his baance, he was flanked by a hunched figure in black.

I'oreth was startled into panic. If she became recap-tured, the agoniesthat awaited at the hand of the
sultan’ storturer raised a horror that overwhelmed caution. A scream arosein her throat, stopped by
Korendir’ s hard fingers.

He shook her once, sharply, and his whisper restored her to reason. ” Look again.”

Shaking with rattled nerves, lloreth discovered who sheltered benegath the cloak hood. Tearswelled in
her eyes. Korendir had stolen Daide from the sultan’ s sera-glio, but his sympathies did not extend to
delay for senti-ment or gratitude. The mercenary grasped the hands of both women and hauled them
urgently intoarun.

Telssind sthoroughfares were never quiet. Caravans from the south commonly scheduled night arrivals,
and lagt watch’' s guardsmen loitered between gambling hals and wineshops, making each street corner a
hazard. Korendir had chosen his route to compensate; he and his refugees utilized rooftopsto crossthe
most crowded quarters of the city. They were chalenged only once, while Daide descended by rope
from a second floor balcony. Korendir answered the soldier’ s query with athrowing knife, and pressed
on without pause to recover hisweapon. The gravest risk lay ahead. Between the inner city and freedom
lay the double walls of the sultan’ sfortifications. The avenue which paralleled these defenseworks was
the haunt of beggars, blackmarketeers, and disease-ridden, one-coin prostitutes, every one of them
desperate enough to turn informer for the hope of aguardsman’s copper. At no hour of the day or night
was the street deserted, and adivision of the sultan’s cavary patrolled congtantly to manage the crime.

Korendir had no intention of fighting what could not be changed. He sheltered Daide and Il oreth beneeth
the canvas cover of arefuse cart, then catfooted through the guttersto an aley two streets down. There
he broke into the warehouse which held the confiscated goods of Elshaid the erstwhile came trader. In



short order heleft four tuns of fine northern winesto roll unattended into the avenue beneath thewalls.

Excited shouts proclaimed their discovery by the resi-dent riff-raft. The barrels were broached with
abandon, and as celebration drew every lowborn citizen within ear-shot, the spoils of Elshaid’'s
misfortune were shared out and imbibed and fought over.

Korendir dipped off into shadow. He ducked beneath the cart that hid the women and waited while
Telssna s eastern quarter brewed up ariot of swaying bodies, drunken laughter, and brawlerswho
cheerfully cursed and cracked heads and battered one another with an as-sortment of ill-gotten
wegponry. The Sultan’ s horsemen descended like aswarm of yellow hornets upon the site. Forced to
dismount and dirty themselves manhandling commoners, their angry oaths rang out above the noise.

Korendir chose his moment and started ascent of thewall. He dung hisfirst rope over ametlon behind a
gate house and climbed to the top without sound. The guardsman on duty died with a shudder and never
achanceto cry out. The mercenary leaped before the body stopped twitching and swiftly doused the
watch torch. Quick as a spider he swung onto the roof of the battlement which joined the guard
embrasure with the far wall. Asthe soldier on the outer defenseworks peered across to deter-mine what
mishap had befdlen the light, hisface showed briefly in slhouette. Thethird of the armorer’ sthrowing
knives found its mark, and a second corpse crashed on the stone. Korendir completed his crossing of the
arch, blackened the next torch, and set the rope for descent over the spikes which crowned the outer

rampart.

The margin he had before discovery at best could be counted in seconds. Racing to beat odds, Korendir
re-traced his steps and fetched the two women from hiding. He ddivered hisingructionsin avoice
breathlesdy curt.

lloreth and Daide were to climb, covered from the rear by hisweapons. They were told where horses
awaited, tethered in ahollow under cover; orders were to ride without thought for whatever might arise
behind them.

"Her Grace leads,” Korendir finished. " Go, and on your lives and honor, don’t either of you look back.”

The fugitives hurried across the avenue and faded into shadow by the gate house. Korendir set his
shoulder againgt the wall, the last rope hooked loosdly through his elbow. He caught Iloreth’ swaist and
hefted her upward, hastening the start of her climb. Daide followed more awkwardly. Five monthswith
child by the suitan’ sheir, she raised not amurmur of complaint, though pregnancy added clumsinessto
her hardship. AsKorendir boosted her after the princess, her frail hands caught the rope as though it held
her last hopein life. Daide climbed at Iloreth’s hedl's, her hooded heed tilted upward toward the
battlement and freedom.

In that most vulnerable moment, the night echoed with approaching hootbeats. Down the Street a staff
messen-ger sent after reinforcements spurred clear of theriot. As his swesat-lathered horse jibbed through
an unruly corner, therider chanced to look up; he spotted dark-clad figuresin the act of scaling the wall.

Korendir’ sthrown dagger found the man’ s heart too late to prevent outcry. Asthe messenger toppled
from his saddle his dying scream rang the length of the avenue.

Sentriesin the adjoining gate houses raced out at the disturbance; mounted patrol s abandoned the fray
that till raged in tangles around the wine tuns. Someone on the battlements sounded an darm bell, and
pursuit con-verged from both directions.



Korendir flipped the rope from hisforearm. He spun and faced the galleries that overhung the
thoroughfare along theinner wall. Histhrow sent coils snaking up-ward. Multiple loops snagged over
ornamenta spikesand grillerailingsthat extended aong the ba conies above his heaed. Earlier, the pins
which secured the brass panel s had been replaced with the dowels from the carpenter.

Unobtrusive twists of wire joined one pand to another above the leve of the street. Grim as death, and
asruth-less, Korendir bent thetail of theline around alamp post. Then he dammed hisweight againgt the
end.

Spice wood slvered under stress. Jerked askew, asix-foot panel dove over the brink. Korendir tugged
agan. Wrenched in chain reaction that carried the length of the block, the grilles on the second-storey
galeries cart-wheded into the air and fell twisting over the lances of the oncoming cavary. Upset likea
row of dominoes, ponderous pounds of wrought brass scythed down horses. men, and bystanders with
the mangling force of acataclysm.

The dissonant chime of meta blended with the screams of casudties. Pinned like insects, the victims
scrabbled to escape the shift of tumbled grilles which snapped limbs and crushed skullswithout
digtinction. An officer unhurt in the wreckage tried vainly to bellow orders.

Korendir shrugged clear of the rope that had set his diversion in motion. He footed across jumbled
panelsto the wall and glanced skyward. lloreth was safely up and over the upper battlement; Daide
negotiated the topmost spikes.

An arrow glanced, chattering over masonry. Korendir ducked a gritty fall Of mortar. Somewhere,
perhaps in the adjoining gate house, an archer remained with a clear head. The mercenary set the rope
swinging to hamper the bowman’sam, then furioudy began to climb. Dark-ness made him a poor target
and arelief charge sent in by the cavalry commander served only to abet his escape.

The mounted division swept through thewineriot at full gallop. Beggars and drunken prostitutes shied
clear, shrieking imprecations; not afew were trampled down.

The horses surged past unimpeded. Korendir never looked back as the cries of the lead riders cut like a
knifethrough night.

Their mounts werefirst to suffer. Sender forelegs clanged through the open scrollwork of thefallen
grillesand momentum did the rest. Caught short, the thousand-pound chargers flipped like troutson a
line. Their riderswere messily crushed. A tangle of snapped limbs and agony, the war horses thrashed.
Their hooves rained smashing ruin upon those unfortunate survivors pinned within range.

Korendir topped the wall as the second rank of cavalry pressed haplesdy to ruin by the riders that
gdloped be-hind; twenty-two horses were broken before the charge could be halted. The rear ranks
avoided the carnage only to find themselves preoccupied by mountsthat shied from the smell of fresh
blood.

Only the archer in the gate house remained to defend thewalls. Hisam was righteoudy vindictive.

Korendir crossed the bridging arch amid a clattering fal of shafts. He caught the descent rope by touch
and flung himself over the brink. Before he dropped, awar arrow hammered into hisforearm. Hisgrip
toreloose. Left one hand and friction to brake hisfdl, he plunged in an uncontroll.ed dide. Skin ripped
from hispam. Helost the rope, hit ground in arolling sprawl that alowed no chance to correct mistakes.
The war shaft jabbed earth, drove cleanly through flesh and muscle, and snapped off. Korendir struck a



ditch with aforce that dammed thelast air from his lungs. For a prolonged and dangerous moment he lay
doubled, utterly unabletorise.

His chest unlocked at length. Breath and then move-ment returned. Korendir shoved to hisknees. Daide
lay in ahegp of wilted cloth to hisleft, an unlucky victim of the archer. 1'oreth had gone on to the hollow
where horses awaited. Againgt orders, she returned, leading al three mounts by their bridles.

Korendir swore. He drew out the headless fragment of the arrow, threw it down, and regained hisfest.
Telss-na swallswere ill manned, and the disaster unleashed in the streetswould no longer serve as
protection. The sultan’ sfaithful would regroup and pursuein apassion for vengeance, while guards
would recover from shock.

If lloreth attracted notice from awall sentry, reparation would be instant and this time no cover was
prearranged.

Korendir bent swiftly over Daide. A check with his good hand established the fact she till breathed.
When the princess arrived he commanded her to help lift, and with combined effort the injured woman
was hauled across the saddle of anerve-jumpy gelding. A cut length of rope secured her unconscious
body over itswithers. Korendir gestured 1'oreth up behind, then vaulted astride the larger of the
remaining two mounts. He whipped both animalsto agallop, driving the riderless one ahead.

Thethunder of horsesin ' flight raised noise impossible to overlook.

Thethroaty wail of ahorn split the night at their backs. Lights blossomed in the guard tower, whileto the
eadt, Telssnd s stedd-wrought gates swung wide and disgorged ayelling company of horsemen. Oiled
bodies shone be-neath streaming cressets, and each man’ s drawn scimitar deflected needle-thin
reflections againgt the darkened wall.

Korendir measured the situation at a glance. He directed the princess and Daide under cover in athorn
thicket, then headed off the spare horse. A one-fisted haul on the bridle turned his own mount after the
geldin~' s h~gh-flung tail. Korendir rode with eyes narrowed a~aingt ~ ain Carefully he judged distance,
then veered his pair of fear-maddened horsesin an arc acrossthe warriors' charge.

When the company wheeled to give chase, Korendir dropped hisreins. He unsheathed his next to last
knife and flicked hiswrist in athrow. The blade spun flat and buried hilt deep in the flank of theriderless
horse.

Tormented by the bite of the sted, the gelding coughed and shot ahead. Korendir felt his own mount
quicken to keep pace.. He freed histoes from the stirrups and snapped off in aflying dismount. His
injured wrist marred his balance; instead of landing upright, he stum-bled head over heels and smashed to
abruising stop in athicket. Nettled by more than clumsiness, he looked up to ascertain that both horses
pounded in panic ahead of the oncoming cavalry.

Like aflaming serpent from hell, the sultan’ sfinest screamed warcries and whipped up their mounts.
Korendir pulled clear of crushed thorn leaves. He gripped hislast knifein grazed fingers and crouched
againg’ the sand. Motionlessy he waited as the horsemen hurried by. Shadows from their torches flicked
hisface. Sand flung up by the milling hooves stung in showers over his cuts. He endured, patient, until the
last man and animal thundered past. Then in one move he straightened and made his throw.

The sted flew and sank with clean accuracy in thetrailing rider’ s back.



Ruled by the pride of hisrace, the warrior toppled without sound. His rigoroudly trained mare stopped in
her tracks and resisted the herd instinct which urged her to flee with her fellows. She pawed, earsflicking
ner-voudy, and waited for her master torise.

Korendir intervened to ensure the man would not.

While hisvictim lay stunned, he leaped from cover and stuffed his cloak in the Datha s mouth. Then he
bound the bracel etted wrists with cord, cleared his wegpon from its sheath of enemy flesh and staunched
the bleeding that followed. Once assured that the man would survive, he seized the oiled flesh of one bare
shoulder and flipped the warrior over.

The mercenary’ s gaze held no mercy as he confronted aface pinched with hate.

”|’ve amessage for your sultan,” he said to his captive. ”Y ou’ re my appointed envoy. Tell your
sovereign that Korendir of Whitestorm was responsible for the murder of his Arhagan guest, and also for
thetheft in hissera-glio. Invite him, in my name, to satisfy theinsult to Da-tha s honor on the knoll
beyond Erdmire Hats. | will await His Excdlency’ s presencein afortnight’ stime. Now, repedt that to
me”

Korendir jerked off the gag. Met by insult the instant the warrior found his voice, the mercenary returned
an ungentle measure that | eft the man miserably retching. Afterwards, his message for the sultan poured in
ator-rent from the whitened lips of hisvictim.

"May Irdhu’ s Fires consume your flesh, and that of your misbegotten offspring, light-eyed man,” the
Datha gasped at the end. He was afraid. The curse was not the worst he could have uttered.

Unmoved by threat of divine retaliation, Korendir re-placed the gag. He vaulted into the warrior’ s empty
sad-dle and rode off into the night, the fingers of his sound hand busy stripping off the brasswhich
bedecked the mare’ s battle tack. The spangles he flung into the sand underfoot, lest their glitter betray
him to the sultan’ s patrols.

Desert dawn spread gilt across the sky by the time Korendir overtook the princess. Doubly laden, her
ged-ing had lost its early freshness; though Daide had ceased to breathe during the night, Iloreth refused
to abandon her body to be picked by scavengers. Korendir had not gainsaid the princess s sentiment.
When the sun climbed high enough to shimmer heatwaves over the gray-brown tassels of the desert fern,
he ordered a hdt in the shade of an outcrop.

Tired and sore beyond patience, he hel ped the princess from the saddle. Although the effort taxed his
hurt arm, he gathered the body in the black shroud of his cloak, and laid it straight upon the sand.

He spoke then with piercing directness. ” If thisis an unsuitable place for meto dig aresting place for
Daide, bear in mind that she might cost your horse hislife. | will run the gelding until he bresks, should the
sultan send apatrol. Daide will be left where shefdls. I’ll not risk your safety for acorpse.”

Head bent, Iloreth sank down beside the body of her former companion. Almost an hour passed before
she extended a rope-burned finger and traced her reply in the sand. ”I’ll take the chance,” she wrote.
"Daide sfarther will be grateful, and | want South Englasto know she died free of the sultan. For trying,
you deserve my people sreward.”

Korendir surprisingly capitul ated without argument.



"Your Grace,” he said, and kndlt in acknowledgment of rank asif he wereavassa given roya
command.

Puzzled by a courtesy contradicted by his edged manner, Iloreth wondered upon the nature of the man
who had saved her. Plainly the honor she sought to bestow was least among Korendir’ sintentions.

In silence, the princess and her rescuer shared rations from the Datha s stolen saddiebags. Then lioreth
sank down and garnered amuch needed rest. Korendir kept watch. Moody, restless, driven by emotions
that never

showed, he sdttled findly againgt a striated shoulder of rock. While the Princess of South Englaslay
adeep, he built up atiny fire, peeed the deeve from hisarm, and boiled fresh water to cleanse his
wound.

The Sultan of Datha sent no more patrols. Confronted over breskfast by a sand-flecked guardsman who
brought news that a light-eyed northerner had violated the sanc-tity of the palace and escaped, his
Excellency |eft pastries on his platters. While meat congedl ed uneaten between the crested handles of his
cutlery, the doors of the ar-mory gaped wide to admit abustle of officias clutching royd requisitions.
Datha s sovereign intended to meet Korendir' s challenge. Heir to a prophecy that assigned the ruin of his
House to the deeds of such aone, the sultan would not expose his person to danger. He would satisfy
honor and the dight to the Arhagai delegation with awar host ten thousand strong.

Ladieswept in South Englas s City of Kingswhen Kor-endir of Whitestorm returned. The long-lost
princess was greeted with tears of joy, and Daide with those of sor-row. Celebration commenced with
courtiers clad in the black-bordered robes of mourning, and the scene at the palace was repeated in halls
the breadth of the realm.

Badgered by scribes for an account of the rescue, Korendir remained uninformative. When the court
mingirels repested the same plea, they found themsalves summarily dismissed. The mercenary’ s conduct
might have earned him asatire had 1loreth not been tirelessin gp-plauding his courage; her ladies
repested her story, but the northerner cast in the hero’ s role avoided court com-pany from the outset.
Againg the entreaties of the king. Korendir took lodging in aboarding house.

Daide skin sent thanks in the form of aresplendently jewelled set of arms. The mercenary ddlicately
requested their equivaent worth in coin, and heartened that the finest of the ancestral heirlooms would
not pass from the family, Daide’ sfather doubled the sum directly. His generosity was quietly accepted.

Though South Englas became engrossed in festivities, the king could not forget his beloved daughter’s
captivity. Confronted at every turn by her ruined hands and scarred face, and by the silence of her
mutilated tongue, heig-nored the queen’ s pleas that he revoke hisresolve againgt Datha.

"How many sons and daughters from South Englas till polish the sultan’ sbrass?” he demanded,
spinning his untouched gobl et between nervousfingers. " Ifaway ex-iststo stop their accursed raiders,
Neth grant us meansto subdue them.”

A voice answered, amogt at the king's shoulder. ” The talents of the Almighty shal not be necessary.”
Korendir of Whitestorm met the ruler’ sgtartled glance with wordsiinflexibl.y direct. ” Allow mefifty
chosen men, and dl the arrowsin your armory. Y our prayer shall be granted within afortnight.”

Theking rose. He clapped his hands for his scribe, and while guests sat waiting with empty stomachs, a



doc-ument was drawn up and impressed with the royd sedls.

Thewrit whs placed in Korendir’ s hands before either ink or wax had set. Thistime. in place of
guestions, the king wished the Master of Whitestorm successin his endeavor.

Korendir bowed and took hisleave. The paper granted him unlimited access to anything he might
demand; widding the writ as he would aweapon, the mercenary compelled a select group of men to
leave the feast and prepare for his chalenge to the sultan.

The paace seneshd, the magter fletcher, and the cap-tain of the archer’ s guard werefirst to suffer
Korendir's summons. Drunk, sober, or deeping in the arms of their wives, they were rousted to
immediate duty. The fletch-ers were shown bins of war arrows lying dusty in the vaults and instructed to
replace the conventiona pointswith bats of quilted linen. Korendir’ s demandsincluded that each shaft be
rebal anced to compensate for the shift in weight. Then the captain’ s archers were caled out one by one,
and subjected to rigorous interview. Those not culled off were sent on to more grueling practice at the
butts. The Magter of Whitestorm took four daysto select hisfifty; within the hour the find list was reed,
he had them on the march beneath the desert sun, accompanied by three teams of oxen and sand dedges
laden with oil casks and sharpened logs.

Korendir and his picked following arrived at the knoll that overlooked Erdmire two days ahead of the
date gp-pointed. The flatsthemselveswere aleve srip severd mileswide that bridged the sand hills of
Dathaand the seawith its harbor at Del Morga. The land between was desolate. Coarse, sdty soil
supported no life but the de-sert fern, and there, that brittle, musk-laden plant thrived as nowhere dse.
The acreseast of the shordline lay man-tied under dun, knee-high fronds whose hollow, grease-filled
stems whispered in the breezes off the sea.

Korendir ordered the dedges unloaded. Cover was built for his archers behind stakes angled outward at
chest height; when the log embrasures were completed, they formed a crude line dong the dunesfor haf
aleague on either sde of the knoll. Korendir had selected the positions with the care that he used to
sharpen knives, the archersin the encampment quickly learned not to trouble him when whetstone and
sted occupied his hands. Only when preparations were satisfactory did the mercenary reved his
intentions.

Conversation over that evening’s med was scant and grim. Korendir’ s plan was deadly smple. If he
failed, not aman would survive; but if histactics succeeded, the Magter of Whitestorm was indeed the
Scourge of Datha prophecy, and the sultan’ s accursed raiders would ravage South Englas no more. All
that remained was the wait until the moment Telssna sarmy marched forth to an-swer chdlenge.

The sultan’ swar host reached the edge of Erdmire Flats early morning on the gppointed day of
rendezvous.

Scouts rode in with word just after dawn, and by the time the chill had warmed from desert air, the
archers of South Englas strung their bows. They assumed posi-tion before midday; aone behind
inadequate defenses, each man squinted againgt the glare asthe army drew swiftly into view. The
numbers of warriors sent againgt them were enough to assault afortified city.

Men swallowed and found their throats parched from nerves. They swested, irritated by the scrape of
sand crickets and the cloying musk of desert fern. Mercifully, by noon when the war host crossed the
flats, the mounting heat eased with the wind which freshened over the dunes from behind. Steady ocean



breezes tiflened the banners of the gpproaching host, and plumed the manes and tails of the horseslike
slk. Sunlight sparked blinding reflections off the spangles that adorned each warrior and mount.

The archers waited. Korendir had delivered their or-dersin aterse sentence, then followed with a
promiseto kill any man who acted before the appointed signd. Histhrest at the outset proved
unnecessary; not an archer from South Englas wished to befirst to draw notice from an enemy ten
thousand strong.

Korendir stood aone on the knoll that overlooked

Erdmire. He surveyed the army that spread like jewelled cord across the flats below. The ranks were
close-packed to alow passage between the sand hills and the sea. From plumes and feathered bowsto
studded caparisons and spangled breast-straps, the war host out of Dathawas a sight to inspire dread.
Y et the mercenary made no move to hide his presence. He waited on the crest in the open; sweat
dripped down the neck of histunic, and his face stayed fixed asamask. All had proceeded as he
antici-pated. He had only to stand and observe the fruits of his sowing.

”Ahall, ahall!” The cry trembled on the brittle air, and light tingled in reflection off a needlepoint row of
raised scimitars. The Datha cavalry prepared for their charge with aritual that had terrorized and
disheartened many a defender before the killing Strike.

"To our brave Captain Generd, ahail t”

Bannerswaved in sdute of the Datha commander.

Korendir' sarchersdrew their linen-tipped shafts from pots of oil and reached for tinder and flint.
"To His Excdllency, the sultan, ahall, ahai!!”

Sabers dipped as honor was paid to Datha sreigning lord. Pae flame blossomed behind the
defenseworks that bordered the dunes, and fifty hand-picked archers from South Englas nocked arrows
and bent their bowsto full draw. The gpproaching lines of warriors shimmered as men sighted through
smoke-heated air.

"ToIrdhu, who dlamsal life, ahail, ahall, ahail!”
Bowstrings sang, and arrows arched up. Smoke streaked

in wisps from heads that blazed with the flames held most sacred to the deity the Dathel saluted. The
shafts rose high across the sky, then plunged, crackling to earth ahead of the sultan’ slines. Fireslicked
the stlems of de-sert fern. Fanned in the grip of the seabreeze, small blazes caught well and swiftly. The
archers nocked shafts a second time. They fired another volley, and athird; beyond that, no more were

necessary.

In the act of sounding the charge, the Captain Gener-d’ s crier found himsalf confronted by awall of
sngpping flame. He had time to whed his horse before the confla-gration overtook him. His scream rent
air above the boom of drums as his oiled flesh touched off like atorch.

The desert made perfect tinder. Dry, greasy fronds ex-ploded with zeal ous violence and hurled drifts of
wind-born sparks. These caught and fiercely ignited the manes and tails of the horses. Fire lgpped from
plant to plant. Whirled up into crackling curtains, it closed over the glossy, fat-smeared contours of the



riders. Within minutes, Datha s finest became embraced in afata holocaust.
Mares screamed and plunged and reared, to no avalil.

The proud host of ten thousand transformed to aliving pyre from end to end. In vain the rear ranks
broke for-mation and fled for their lives, no man among them had amount whose legs could outrun the
wind.

Behind the breastworks, Korendir’ s archers gazed with deadened eyes at the disaster; their earswere
pierced by screamsthat destroyed the very memory of silence.

Although the killer winds bore the smoke from the car-nage away from them, it seemed the stench of
seared flesh would never clear from their nogtrils. Horses and men rolled in dying agony upon charred
and blackened ground, while the remains of the sultan’ s banners drifted on the breeze, immolated to
wisps of ash.

Korendir |eft his position on the hill. He roved the length of the breastworks and roused South Englas's
men from stunned and horrified stupor. With shouts and blows and imprecations, he forced them to
harness the oxen.

"Your task isdone,” he snapped to any who were dow to respond. When the last man settled in his
place on the dedges, the mercenary mounted his horse and moved on, adark figure against ahorizon
dirtied with smoke haze. He harried his following forward with fast and mer-ciless order, while acrossthe
flats a his hedls, thefire he had arranged in cold blood finished its murdering work.

Though entitled to spoils, no one under Whitestorm’s command dared to question his order. The Datha
dead were left smouldering where they lay, while the fifty archers responsible turned their stunned faces
toward home. Mechanically they moved feet and legs on the three-day march to South Englas.

Every citizen in the City of Kingsturned out for ahero’ swelcome. The streets by the gates stood lined
by crowdswho threw coins and luck charms and flowers.

Few smiles of triumph brightened the facesin the archers ranks. Korendir sworevicioudy at achild
who tossed him avictory wreath, and he interrupted the king' s speech of honor with aflat demand for his
fee

"Y our daughter Sits safe at your side. The sultan ismined, and Telssnaisyoursfor thetaking, if you stir
your men a arms before the Arhagal.” Amid shocked and spreading silence, the mercenary bowed with
impatience. "My work isdone, Y our Grace. | require nothing but my gold, and your leave to depart.”

The king magnanimoudy forgave discourtesy and sum-moned his seneschal on the spot. The draft for the
merce-nary’ s pay was signed amid awkward stillness. Korendir made no effort to smooth fedlings, but
with dangerous, quick-strided grace, took hisleave. While the crowds with their flowers and tokens
dispersed from the city’ s main square, the Master of Whitestorm presented him* sdlf at the treasury
vault. With afrown locked immovably on hisfeatures, he set about collecting his due.

He secured a berth on board a brig bound for Fairhaven within the hour. The king watched the ship
weigh anchor off the point, short-tempered as a man with agrievance. Not until sundown did he send for
his captain of archers and ask for account of the battle. Thetelling left aknot in the royal gut that no glow



of victory could loosen.

"Neth have mercy,” the sovereign murmured when he recovered enough presence to speak. Hisvoice
shook with appalled and crudl shock. "I’ d not have the Magter of Whitestorm’s conscience for any sum
ingold, nor hisheart of ice. Pray South Englasis spared the need to hire hiskind again, even to vanquish
arace asfiendishly crud asthe Datheal.”

XV. Summons from Tir Amindd

Korendir returned on the edge of autumn, aboard the same ship that brought in the new iron Haldeth had
ordered to replenish his depleted forge. That day the cloudslay in raked gray sheets, warning of killing
froststo come; in Thornforest the leaves showed edges of red like dipped blood. Alonein chambers that
turned chill at eventide, and weary of footsteps that echoed down empty, unfurnished hals, the smith met
thetrader brig’ sarriva with asoaring lift of spirits. At low tide he de-scended to the beach to greet the
longboat, awhiskey flask tucked under one arm, and new bread |eft cooling in readiness on
Whitestorm'’ s spotlesstrestles.

The boat made dow progress, laden asit was with crated ingots and Korendir’ s chests of bullion; the
oars-men were poorly teamed. They battled a headwind, and .each mistimed stroke spat spray over the
bow to drench the cloaked occupant in the stemseet. By the time the craft gained shore, Haldeth's
impatience had reached the point where he willingly wet his boots to speed the landing.

"Welcome home,” he caled, asafamiliar, black-clad figure arose and legped the gunwa e into the
shdlows. Haldeth had timeto notice that hisfriend’ s face seemed more haggard than usud. Then awave
dewed the long-boat bruisingly into hisgroin, and he was forced to redi-rect his attention toward
muscling the wayward craft Sraight.

"Why not give ahand, you lazy louts,” he snarled to the crewmen who had yet to ship their oars.
A modd of graceless coordination, the sailhands groused and eventuadly sorted themselvesinto order.

By then, Korendir had |eft the beach. Haldeth forgave the precipitous departure. If the incompetence
demongtrated by the oarsmen wastypical of seamanship aboard the brig, the voyage had likely been a
shambles. Doubt-less the Master of Whitestorm craved dry clothing and shoesthat did not chafefrom a
crugt of ingrained sdt. Haldeth dumped the wet from his own boots, then re-garded his crates of new
ingots, Korendir's chests of gold easily doubled their cargo weight. Rather than strain his back, the smith
elected to winch the load over the battlements.

Minutes later he cursed hisimpatient plunge into the surf. Hisfeet weighed like lead, and his socks
rucked soggily around his hedls as he climbed the stair to the upper fortress. Worse, Korendir wasnot in
the hal when Hadeth stamped through to check; still hopeful, the smith climbed more gairsin the north
tower to reach hisfriend' s private chambers. The roomsthere al remained empty; even the clothes
chestslay undisturbed under a season’slayer of dust.

Puzzled, Haldeth let himself onto the windswept ter-race of the watch tower, where aship’ s glass rested
a-waysin aniche by the postern. The smith set cold brassto his eye and scanned the clifftop and at first
pass spot-ted a black-clad figure walking the crags above the sea.



” Damn your miserable mood, anyway,” Hadeth grum-bled into the wind. Belatedly he remembered the
flask which hung at his hip; as he retraced his steps to man the winch, he undung the thong, yanked the
stopper, and consoled himsdf mightily with spirits.

By thetime the last crates and bullion chests lay stacked in the keep’ sinner bailey, Haldeth had
forgotten wet feet; five months of unremitting solitude had |eft him starved for company. Loosened from
exercise, and expangve with strong drink, he forgave the sailors their incompetence and descended again
to the beach head to invite them for beer and sausage.

Their refusal wasimmediate, which surprised him.
"Y our captain must be afair task master,” Haldeth sympathized.
His sarcasm seemed lost on the sailors, who exchanged glances.

"Not exactly.” The larger of the four tipped his head, as unofficia spokesman for the group. ” Just we
don't fancy hospitaity with your Master of Whitestorm about.

Got eyeslike deeth, he has. Putsthe living shivers on aman.”

"Korendir?” Wind tumbled hair in Hadeth’ s face. He shook it back in annoyance. ”His Lordship’s off
on the cliffs somewhere, brooding. Bound to be gonefor hours, if that’sal you' re worried about.”

"Wadl,” said asailor with asguint. ”I’d watch yoursdlf, were | in your berth. The crew who gave yon
master passage from South Englas swore on their beer he' d gone insane. We thought they were drunk
and telling tales, in port. At seawe found out different. Y our Lord of Whitestorm drew steel on anyone
who stepped too near his back. Through the nights and the storms, hc paced the deck. Sometimes he
took aturn at watch in the crosstrees. He must’ re napped then, but our captain never caught him. Not
for want of seeing, mind. Themaster 0’ yon brig’ sgot an eye like the devil for dackers.”

Haldeth became suddenly still. Thewhiskey in hisbelly no longer made him warm; reluctantly he said, ”|
think someone should tell me what happened with Korendir’ s contract in the south.”

The question unnerved the sailors. Not a man would mect the smith’s eyes, and the rearmost pair edged
toward the longboat. Worried by their discomfort, Hal-dcth could not let the brig’ s oarsmen depart
without ex-planation.

Ouickly, the smith revised hisearlier offer. ” At least stay for amedl. | can let down a cask and bring
victuds. We can eat here, sheltered in the lee of the longboat.

Korendir won't bother you, and should your captain complain, I'll smooth hisinconvenience with slver.”

The tal man muttered, uncertain, but the opinion of his companions prevailed. The promise of beer and
an idle hour beyond reach of shipboard discipline was too good a chance to turn down.

Overhead, the clouds had thickened to afeaturel ess blanket. Gusts off the sea carried an edge which
threat-ened rain. Concerned that more than weather might change againgt hisfavor, Hadcth cast an eye
to thetideline; full ebb was dready past, and the beach would be-come flooded before midafternoon.
He had perhaps three hoursto get four hard-living sailhandsinto their cups enough to talk.



The next round trip of the dair reveded that he suf-fered an early hangover; the pangs|eft by the
whiskey compounded discomfort as his baled up socks galled his hedls. Haldeth revised his prioritiesto
wish Korendir and histroubles back at sea. Better, the smith might ship out with the brig for a port that
had women and taverns, and leave one madman turned mercenary to suffer alone with hiswoes.

Except the thought of leaving Whitestorm keep. some-how was not possible. Haldeth paused ina
cornice cut for crossbowmen and angrily raked up his hose. For some stupid reason he regarded this
Neth forsaken rock heagp as home; that and misguided obligation for the freedom recovered from the
Mhurgai kept him stubborn past the time awiser man should have quit.

Never at ease with logic, the smith rolled two casksinto the winch ding and lugged sausages, fresh
cheese, and bread back down to the beach. By the turn of the tide, he had drunk more beer than he
wished to seein atenday of carefree celebration. Worse, the moment he stood up, he discovered himself
in no condition to walk. Histhoughts, in contrary obstinacy, remained disturbingly sober. The sailors had
related Korendir’ s decimation of the Dathel; at flood tide, as Hal deth redled hisway up the sair, he
desperately wished back their silence.

Only one conclusion could be drawn from the event at Erdmire Flats: Korendir had turned his addiction
to risk and violence toward murder. Neth take pity on any soul who stood in his path, for in al the Eleven
Kingdoms, there lived no more perilous man to cross.

Day dimmed early under drizzling vells of rain. Hal-deth built ahuge blaze in the hearth and nursed a
head-ache that threatened to sear out his eyeballs from behind.

Hedid not hear Korendir comein. Hisfirg indication of the mercenary’ s presence was the scrape of a
softly closing door, and later, alight that burned from the upper window of the library, discovered on a
routinetrip to haul firewood. Haldeth stood in the open and considered, whilerain dowly wet hisfresh
clothes. He cradled his pounding head and in the end decided to go up, but after he had brewed atisane
for hispains. Infact the remedy was an excuse. Not until after midnight did the amith findly muster up his
nerve.

The entry to the keep which housed the library was neither bolted nor locked. The outside door svung
eadly at Hadeth’ stouch. The staircase beyond spiraled upward into shadow, dill astheinsde of a
conch; the Magter of Whitestorm had not troubled with lanterns. Haldeth owned no such affinity for the
dark. To spare his blis-tered feet the added affront of stubbed toes, he fumbled the striker from his
pocket and brightened the lamp on the landing.

Asde from the smith’ s own quarters, the library keep at Whitestorm was the only comfortably
gppointed suite. The stairswere laid of polished agate from Torresdyr. Oaken hand rails were chased
with brass, and ended in scrolls before double doors: panels carved of ash wood, and inlaid with ebony
and abalone. Haldeth rai sed the latch with caution. He eased the portal open and gazed into acircular
chamber carpeted in scarlet and gold.

Bookslined thewallsfrom floor to celling; these were not the spell tomes inherited from Anthel’ slibrary,
but other volumes acquired between commissions and cata-logued by Korendir’sown hand. At a heavy
table, seated between rinds of burned candles, the Master of White-storm lay adeep with his bronze hair
spilled across a pillow of opened pages.

Haldeth crept close. Korendir' s eyelids were bruised and twitching with exhaustion. The fingers curled
on the hair arm were tense even in deep. The nailswere dirty, he knuckles stained dark with the tar from
rope and igging, but surprisingly fine boned beneath. Haldeth esitated between steps. Aslong and aswell



as he knew the man, this detail had escaped him. In a strange way the oversight troubled him as much as
the summary exe-cution of the sultan’ sarmy.

When the smith observed that the print under Koren-dir’s cheek was an illuminated stanza of verse, he
seri-oudy questioned whether the sailors' account held truth.

The singlehanded daughter of ten thousand warriors eemed impossible to attribute to a man who
dreamed ike any other mortal overtaken by too much care.

The mercenary and he were closer than most brothers, Haldeth would have sworn; the hardships shared
at the bench had forged bonds as strong as blood kinship. The smith reached past a snarl of sdt-tangled
hair. In ages-ture of spontaneous sympathy, he straightened crumpled cloth across a shoulder muscled
like gristle. Korendir roused screaming.

The trangtion happened fast, from deep to waking nightmare. Only fatigue stayed the Master of
Whitestorm' sreflexes. His outcry of uninhibited terror choked back to silencein lessthan afraction of a
heartbeat; his surge to rend the intruder who handled his person escaped his control atogether.

Haldeth flung back. Spurred by fright, he dovein aroll for refuge under the table. Sword steel clanged
and bit splinters only inchesfrom his retreating back. The smith rammed his shoulder into asupport strut.
Cor-nered, weaponless, he twisted at bay and looked up into the face of madness.

"Korendir!” Panic split Hadeth' s voice as the sword flashed again in descent.

The shout spared him.

Korendir flinched. His body shuddered in aviolent spasm, then went frighteningly still. Thelipsdrawvn
back into a snarl relaxed, and the mask he habitually pre-sented to strangers twitched into place on his
features.

The Master of Whitestorm drew breath after amo-ment, but did not sheath his stedl. Instead, he
regarded the gouge his stroke had | €ft in the table leg. Hoarsdly he said, "Don't ever try that again.”

Ha deth sank back. Trembling himself, he uttered a dozen phrases, every one of them rude.

Korendir said nothing. Dangeroudy expressonless, he settled himsalf crosdegged on the carpet, laid the
sword flat by hisside, then closed his eyes and massaged histemples.

Haldeth stared at the blade, narrowed and razor thin from repeated sharpening; the edge showed inward
curves where chips had been filed out, legacy of Ellgol and the wereleopards. With a pang of
unwarranted re-gret, he recalled he had promised.Korendir anew blade; yet although the smith had
fashioned al manner of wrought-iron for the stables, and bolt rings and fittings for doors, not one of his
creations had been weaponry.

The Mhurgal had forever spoiled his concept of honorable war. Reminded that the silent man by hisside
was equaly scarred in spirit, Haldeth said gently, ” Do you want to talk?’

Korendir's head snapped up and his eyes showed a smothered flare of rage. " Not ever.”



Shocked by the depths of raw savagery held in check, Haldeth pushed abruptly to hisfeet. He left the
library without a backward ook, and proceeded straight to the smithy. There, out of anger, helit the
forgefire. Whilerain dashed a the windows, and the winds that heralded winter raked the roof dates, he
pounded out a blade.

That his hangover ached in sympathy with the ringing clang of hishammer he regarded as naturd justice;
for on the day hiswife and his daughters had died, he had vowed he would never forge weapons.

The next day, when athird and more desperate summons arrived from the King of Faen Hallit,
Korendir’ s acceptance was immediate. Haldeth watched the mercenary’ s departure from the
battlements. The gleam of new sted in the sheath at his companion’ s sdefailed to thaw the smith's
forgiving heart.

"Neth and grief, man, what afool I've become,” he swore, then continued for earsthat could not heer.
" The violence of your trade has overtaken you, I'm afraid. The gold for the wizardsis an excuse.
Somewhere in your quest for protection you' ve learned to live just to daughter.”

But by then Korendir wasin the boat. The war frigate which bore the roya standard carried him south
across the gtraits, and the day's shortened relentlessly. Haldeth prepared for another northern winter. He
stocked the pantries and rootcellar, and sent to Healdenton for bowstrings and a matched set of
crockery for the table. Then he wrought andirons for the hearth in his bedroom, and forged anew chain
for the stew pot. When afresk early snowstorm caught him with shutters fill open inthe main hal, he did
not bother to shove out the drifts. The wals had no fine tapestries to save from mildew, and it would
require more than wetting to rot the boards of Korendir’ s bullion chests. Haldeth hunted game and made
candles and wished he had patience for reading books. He once went asfar as entering the library; but
thetitles on the shelves haunted him with memories of a companion who no longer existed, one who had
split hisknuckles with the stone cutters who helped carve his hearthstone, and who had not quite
forgotten how to laugh. After that the ash wood doors stayed locked.

Haldeth rolled his blankets around his tools and fared north to Heddenton, where he lived two months
with asailor’ sdoxie. His attempt to bresk monotony with companionship failed miserably. The girl
argued like ashrew, and findly threw him out. On the street, sur-rounded by an untidy clutter of
bel ongings and staring neighbors, Haldeth found himself stripped of his pocket change and aso the glass
ornament he had saved from the Mhurga galley. Too embarrassed to raise an outcry for the theft, he
returned to the cheerless hall a Whitestorm.

On midwinter’ s night, alate trader braved the north-ern galesto deliver a contract from Tir Amindel.

Haldeth returned the packet to the sailors asif plain parchment could burn him. ” The Lord of
Whitestorm is south, in service to the King of Faen Hdlit. Find him there, if he'sneeded.”

Y et storms sedled the harbors soon after; the missive with itsribbons and ducal seal moldered in the brig
cap-tain’s chest until spring, when ships resumed trade to the south. Haldeth tended the empty hold with
an untrou-bled conscience. Never once did he imagine the delay might cause more than a season of
borrowed lifespan for the enemies of Tir Amindd’ s duke.

The days lengthened and grass sprouted green over southern meadows. Still in Faen Hallit after solving a
gtring of inexplicable nations, Korendir had !in-gered in the king's service as advisor to theroya
army, which now !aid siege to the holdfast of the outlaw baron who waslast autumn’ s proven culprit.
The messenger from Marbaen port delivered a battered, sat-stained packet with the sigil of Tit Amindel
to the Master of Whitestorm’ s campaign tent.



The dwelling within its sun-whitened canvas was nest to afault, and the blankets on the cot unwrinkled.
The inhabitant was thankfully absent. The courier left hismissive by the water pitcher on the clothes chest
and departed from the camp in relief. Across the kingdom the rumor was whispered that this swordsman
was apt to kill if his privacy was disturbed inopportundly; at theroya paacein Faen Hallit, agravesite
existed in the servant’ s quarter with an epitaph that lent truth to the gossip. The mercenary from
Whitestorm keep might be formidably competent, but he walked the thin edge of insanity.

Korendir returned to histent after nightfal. He no-ticed the document the ingtant he lighted the first
candle. Abruptly still, one hand clenched on his sword hilt, he scoured the shadows for movement.
Although nothing stirred, hefailed to relax. Still gritty with dust from thefield, he drew hisdagger and
cracked off the sedls.

The message by now was months old; the outer parch-ment showed the wear of many pairs of hands.
Inside, daborate state language charged the Master of Whitestorm to travel to Tir Aminddl, ~and for a
period of nine months, to serve as bodyguard for the duke' sinfant heir.

Thefeefor the contract was three hundred thousand
coinweight ingold.

Korendir let the parchment fal on hisfield palet. With barely a pause to splash water over hisface, he
flung on his cloak and interrupted Faen Hallir' s Lord of Armiesat supper.

”| need the fastest horse from the picket lines,” the mercenary demanded without apology for his
precipitous entrance to the command tent.

Theking' s officer blotted salow lipswith his ngpkin.

By now attuned to the Master of Whitestorm' s queer temperament, he reflected that at least his meat
would not have a chance to grow cold. Of al men, this one never dawdled over words. Y ou’ re going,
yes?What shdl | tell my liege?’

Pde and unnaturd in the candldight, Korendir’ seyes never flickered. " Tdl him that Segesarewon on
careful planning and time. I’ ve provided the first. Thelast isaresource 1 no longer have to spare.”

"1 see” The Lord Commander reached for his eating knife. Warned by the sudden jerk of musclesin the
man who stood opposite histable, he remembered in time to dow his hand. Gifted the king’'s mercenary
might be, but his hair-trigger wariness was aliability the camp would be thankful to miss. ”Givethe Lord
of Whitestorm what-ever mount he chooses,” the Commander barked to his aide de camp.

Korendir smiled with a gratitude that was shocking for itsintengty. Then he spun on his hed and I ft,
with the aide forced to rush to attend him.

"Neth,” swore the steward who served the table. " The man’ sinsufferable,,
" Effective,” amended Faen Hallit's most seasoned commander. He shook out his napkin and did not say
what hetruly felt. The mercenary’ s departure was are-lief; for as he judged character, the Master of

Whitestorm was inherently unstable, and no man to keep under stress on thefield of war.

Korendir chose ablack stud with an undying streak of viciousnesstoward al things two-legged and



human. Its m~anness fuelled an energy that burned like volcano fire, sullen and tirdless and hot. Aware
the brute would run on its hatred until it dropped, the mercenary spurred past the encampments of Faen
Hallit’ sroya army. Once past the Siege ditches, he reined west, on direct course for the Wastes of
Ardmark.

The groom and the aide who watched shook their heads; no one rode into Ardmark unless he craved
death. "Wereleopards 11 do fer him,” said the groom.

"Might not.” The aide looked off into darkness, where the hoofbesats diminished rapidly into distance.
"Might do fer the wereleopards, that one. Want to lay odds?’

The groom laughed. " Never. Wife d skinmeif | lost. And besides, | say the stud’!l win out. That
snake-devil of ahorsewill kick the head clean off thefool’ s neck the minute he unsaddlesto teke a
leek.”

Three mornings after Korendir’s departure, amessen-ger in Tit Amindel’ s livery made hasty appearance
at the command tent. His duke had learned that the prophecy which foretold harm to his child referred to
no plot, but to the misfortune of fatal disease. A bodyguard would avail nothing. Therider carried atoken
feefor cancella-tion and ordersto intercept the mercenary enroute.

Interrupted from parley with hisfield captains, the Lord Commander met the query with exasperation.

"You'll overtake that onein peril of your life. The letter from your duke arrived late, so to savetime he
shortcut across the Wastes of Ardmark.”

Tir Amindei’ srider showed skepica astonishment.
"Surely you jest.”

The Commander shook his balding head. ”Not about that man | don't. Y our duke should be cautioned,
if the mercenary arrives on his doorstep. Korendir isakiller pitched on asure course for suicide. When
he snaps, and he will, Neth help any living creature who happens to be caught within sword reach.”

Nothing remained but to take a fresh horse and leave camp. Disinclined to risk deeth on the fangs of a
were-leopard, the duke srider took ship for Dethmark with his missive to Korendir undelivered.

Unseasondly fresh winds carried the messenger back to Tir Amindel before the mercenary. Hisreport
and hiswarning were received unhappily. Responsible for incon-venience to the most expensive
mercenary in the Eleven Kingdoms, the duke understood that an act of courage undertaken in his behaf
demanded reward in proportion to the risk. Whether afeat of insanity or not, Korendir’ s Ardmark
crossing might cost the palace treasury haf of the contracted fee; and since the first mention of
were-leopards, the Lord of Tir Amindel had been vexed by the hunch that the madman would surviveto
clamhisdue.

The ferryman’ s smile showed broken teeth as he pointed toward the splendor of north keep gate.
"Yon'sthemain entranceto Tit Amindd,” helisped proudly.

"Bards say the water tries dwaysto match it in reflec-tion, but never succeeds. They say dso that the
stone-work was !aid by asorcerer. Do you bdlieve such?’



His sword hilt gripped tight in agitation, Korendir of Whitestorm offered no reply from his seet in the
ferry’ s stern. He had seen wonders created by wizardsin Tor-resdyr, and again in the court gardens of
Faen Hallit. Poisoned by remembrance that some of the most beauti-ful could kill, he forced his gaze to
linger over the city reputed to be the fairest in dl the Eleven Kingdoms.

Tit Aminde did not disgppoint; black and white spires and red date roofs shone gilt-edged in sunlight,
airy asadreamer’ s painting on sky. The portas of the north keep gate splashed reflection acrossthe
landing on Kel-harrou Lake. The city towers were indeed exquiste, but uncannily, unnaturdly o, likea
maid possessed.

Above the stairs from the ferry dock, an avenue of flagstone invited travel ers and merchants into the city.
Korendir tossed the bargeman hisfare. He joined the inbound traffic with ahurried stride. Accident had
killed his horse; forced to cross the mountains on foot, his ar-rival had been impossibly delayed.

Bronze hair and gray eyeswerelessrare among Tir Amindel’ sinhabitants, but dark, unornamented
clothing was unusua enough to draw notice. An informant car-ried word to the duke while the mercenary
summoned from Whitestorm pressed through the commerce that jammed the Streets.

Unaware his welcome had been retracted, Korendir asked directions at afurrier’ s stal. Colonnaded
galleries shaded the shops on elther side, topped by statues and spires, and roof peaks crowned by
crystdsthat splintered the light into rainbows. Although at every turn, Tit Aminde’ swonders begged
pause for admiration, Koren-dir continued as though bedevil!ed. He threaded between the shimmering
wares of the silk merchants and hurried along Baker’ s Lane, untempted by fresnly sugared pas-tries or
inviting smilesfrom the flower maids. The squall of akitten stopped him short.

Trapped in aculvert with Sdestoo steep to scale, its cries echoed in piteous contrast to the laughter of
some children who had abandoned their play to watch.

Korendir frowned. "I’ d not treat my pet like that.”

The youngest boy removed plump fingers from his mouth. He screwed up his cheeks and giggled. A girl
recognizable as his sster grinned through tears of hilarity and said, ” Please. Help her out. We can't reach
that far.”

Oddly placed as the appeal was, Korendir lacked pa-tience to question. He dropped prone on the
pavement and reached into the dank recess.

The kitten did not wait to be caught by the scruff, but seized on the chance to escape. Korendir was
clawed from wrist to shoulder before he could straighten and pluck the animal from hisdeeve. On his
kneesin abusy street, he bit back an oath and transferred the creature into the hands of the girl.

The child smothered agigglein thefur of thekitten’ sruff. ” Oh, thank you, Sir!” Asif on cue, her brother
and al of her companions burst into shrieking laughter.

Korendir rose and brushed grit from histunic, his brows crooked in annoyance. Tir Aminde might be
fair, but its youngsters were by lengths the rudest he had en-co~ntered anywhere. He resumed his
interrupted course, iogging to make up lost time,

No paace the breadth of the Eleven Kingdoms could compare with the dwelling of Tir Aminde!’ s duke.
Sea-gray marble from South Englas formed the walls, dter-nately banded by black and gold agate from



Torresdyr; pillared embrasures held casements paned with amber glass. The levels above were cut from
quartz, with galer-ies and catwaks and lover’ s nooks set under cupolas of slver. Lost to inadvertent
admiration, Korendir was brought back to himsdf by acrushing painin histoe. His sword was half clear
of his sheath before he recov-ered the witsto curb hisreflex.

"Your pardon, Sir,” said the overweight matron who had trodden on him. Most oddly, asif she had not
nar-rowly evaded the brunt of an armed attack, her smile was accompanied by athroaty chuckle of
amusement.

Caught at aloss, Korendir dammed his stedl safely homein his scabbard. The threet to the duca heir
was the only concern that drove him; the eccentricities of Tir Amindd’ s citizenswere not histroubleto
unravel. He hastened on to the paace entrance, gave his name, and found himsdlf ushered down a series
of vaulted passages. Tit Aminde!’ s artistry was not confined to facades.

Korendir strode past gilded wainscoting, his steps cush-ioned by lushly patterned carpets. At the
anteroom of the audience chamber, aliveried steward demanded that the mercenary surrender his

Wespons.
Korendir returned a scowl like awestherfont. " That 1 do only for royalty.”

The steward tapped eegant fingers across the insggnia sewn on histabard. He had been carefully
ingtructed.

"There scrisgsin thiscity that you have taken five monthsto answer. Don't try the duke' s patience with
pointless requests to change protocol.”

Unwilling to set achild' slife above asalveto hisruf-fled dignity, Korendir folded hisarms. Tersdly he
sad, " If you want my wegpons, then remove every one of them yoursdlf.”

He endured, smouldering in distaste as the servant’ s beringed hands roved across his person and
divested him of sword, daggers, and boot knife.

"Neth, you carry an armory,” grouched the steward.
He stepped back in patronizing scorn and rubbed hispams asif hefdt dirtied.

Korendir gave the man’s contempt no response, but watched to see which of several chamber pages
stepped in to take charge of his blades. He committed the boy’ s face to memory before the grest,
doubled doors svung wide, and the steward whispered ingtructions on the eti-quette of greeting Tir
Aminde’sduke.

The forms proved ridiculous beyond anything Korendir had suffered in audiences before crowned
sovereigns. He advanced into aroom grown suddenly hushed. Steady steps carried him down a
parquetry aidethat extended to the stair by the dais. Guardsmen in full armor lined the approach. Thelr
trappings were gilded and enam-€lled, and their tunics of patterned silk. The courtiers behind wore
brocades like peacocks; beside their splen-did dress, the mercenary’ s black stood out like blight ina
flower shop.

Precisaly eight paces before the dais, Korendir dropped on one knee. He remained for asow count of
ten, then rose with his head bent in deference and re-quested the reigning lord for permission to raise his

eyes.



"Korendir of Whitestorm, you are late.” The duke' s basso voice held overtones of pettish annoyance.

Eyeslocked on the flooring, Korendir said, ” Lord, grant me grace. Wereleopards dew my mount while
crossing Ardmark, and the mishap delayed my arriva.”

The duke made a sound through his nose. ” To battle awereleopard is an excusable necessity. But to
defer my need by adorning your boots with fur trophieswas avain and egotistical waste of time.”

A flush swept upward from Korendir’ s collar; prepared for instantaneous action, the duke’ s guardsmen
shifted on their toes.

But the Master of Whitestorm only raised his head.

As hisgaze met and locked with that of the ruler who met him with insult, the duke was forced to
conclude that the assessment of Faen Hailir's Lord Commander

wasin error. Nothing could be read in the mercenary’ s eyes but a bleakness that disallowed pride.

"My Lord,” said Korendir without insolence. ” As your summonsrequired, | am here. If my serviceisno
longer wanted, I’ 1l accept honor gi~,for past hazards and depart on the next outbound ferry.

The duke returned a shout of laughter, but no merri-ment prompted the sound. The Lord of Whitestorm
might be crazed enough to cross Ardmark, but hisingta-bilities did not extend so far that rudeness would
serveto provoke him. His reputation for fairness spanned the Eleven Kingdoms; were he dismissed
without compensa-tion, news of shabby treatment would travel with him.

The shameto Tir Aminde could not be abided.

The duke set hisfists on the lions carved into his chair posts. ”'Y our negligence has displeased me. Since
| choose not to compromise honor by duelling abastard, | hold your free will forfeit. Y ou were
summoned to protect my heir. Thisyou will do, according to the terms of my contract, but with one
change. Should my son die before midsummer’ sday, hisloss shall be baanced with your life.”

Korendir released a sharp breath. Charged by what onlookers presumed was conceit, he delivered his
word to the duke. g accept.” Then he spun without regard for the halberdlets who stationed themsalves
at his shoul-ders. Caught at aflatfooted standstill, his gppointed es-cort marched out of strideto flank
him before he passed the doors.

XVI. Itharid’ s Tower

In short order the mercenary found himself posted in the ducal nursery at the bedside of acomatose
infant. A strained desperation marked his manner that Faen Hallir’ sfield commander would have
recognized; Korendir moved taut as an over-wound spring that threatened to snap at any instant. His
weapons had not been returned. Guards stationed outside the doorway forestailed any chance to seek
the page assigned to their keeping. Al-though he still possessed his dirk and the dagger won from
Anthei’ stower concedled in sheaths at each wrist, he was distraught to be left with an empty scabbard.

That placed the threat of execution inawhally differ-ent light.

Sworn to respongbility for the surviva of Tir Amin-dd’s heir through the advent of midsummer’seve,



Koren-dir paced and swested, enraged at the deceit set to trap him; for the plight of the child was
hopeless. Fever had wasted the boy’ s body. Already his complexion showed a corpse’ s bluish
undertones, and his pulse beat weak and rapid, erratic asthe flutter of anight moth.

The only soul in the palace who refused to abandon faith was the duchess. Between noon and the
evening medl, the nursery doors siwung wide to admit the wrinkled, squint-eyed figure of yet another herb
woman. The surcoats of the guardsmen gtationed in the halway were eclipsed by the voluminous brown
cloth that swathed her from head to foot.

Asthe panels boomed closed, the velled woman glanced briefly at the mercenary, then crossed to the
child's crib. There she conducted abusy examination, lit her portable brazier, and began mixing possets
asif the boy had not aready faded beyond help.

The mercenary forced to share the desthwatch resumed pacing, while the nursery filled with the crushed
atic herbs, whatever the woman had grass scent of _atom. __ ~ of va ~nrs Their effect dowed~ mixed
gave oft amiasma

the mind and caused an overwhelming sensation o~ drowsiness. Korendir moved toward the casement,
hisintent to trip the latch and let in the breeze to clear the airdl A detail made him hesitate. Benegth the
cloying medicines lurked another thing, not an odor at dl, but acregping, intangible force that prickled the
flesh.

Korendir checked in suspicion.
Perhaps the duke' s heir suffered no natural plague, but

Her cheek might seem sagged and wrinkled, yet her body was too well formed for acrone. From the
neck downward she was youthful, afact cleverly obscured by stooped shoulders and layer upon layer of
tawdry wrappings.

Korendir hooked his fingers beneath his deeve and carefully loosened his dirk. He crossed the carpet
like acat, clamped ahand on the witch’ s shoulder, and whipped the blade to her throat.

The woman did nothing but mumble aguttural phrase; yet the posset on her brazier flashed light. The
smell of restoratives seared away, leaving magic like the tang of sheared metd upon theair.

Korendir' sawareness unravelled into dizziness. Hetried to Sink hisblade into falsay shrivelled flesh, but
U ed the knife went numb. Both reflexes heartbest, he toppled to hisknees. Vagudly he shoulder strike
the floor; the clang of hisfallen weapon and the herb woman'’ s sibilant whisper pursued him downward
into dark.

Korendir fought for words, for breath, for smallest shred of strength upon which to frame aresistance.
Y et the spdll overpowered him, utterly. Logt to the duke, incapable of attending the dying heir of Tir
Amindel, Korendir knew nothing as the hands of the. herb witch snatched hiswrists and flung his body
into oblivion.

The Master of Whitestorm woke to a chamber shad-owed like dusk by hangings of royd blue and
slver. Fine furnishings adorned afloor of checkered agate. The view from the central carpet reveded a
spread of brocade up-holstery and divan legs patterned with shdll inlay. Theair smelled cleanly of lilacs.

Korendir reviewed these detail s with wariness. No clue existed to inform how he had been conveyed



from the duca nursery to this new, unfamiliar site. Helay on hisside, unbound, and lighted by tiers of
candles set on astand of spindled iron.

A woman observed him from the divan. She might have been a princess; her poise was that €legantly
schooled, and her beauty stunned. Inadvertently Korendir caught his breath. Had he died, he could not
have freed his gaze in that moment. Robed in dark satin, adorned with pearls, she had skin as perfect as
her jew-dls, and aface that balanced high cheekbones and brows without flaw. Auburn hair encircled her
head in twisted braids. Her eyeswere gray as hisown and asicily devoid of sympathy.

So might a goddess gppear, limned in slent mystery.
Unquestionably her aspect was remote as any star that ruled the night.

The herb witch's potion left no weakness, Korendir recovered senses and memory without confusion.
Al-though this lady was not the one who had worn the guise of hedler, the mercenary held no doubt he
confronted the mind behind her. He snapped hisleft wrist, caught hislast dagger asit did from the sheath
beneath his cuff, and in amovement gained hisknees.

Candleflame glanced off the knife' s pitted blade, the same that Morey of Dathern had hoped would end
the Blight of Torresdyr. The steel was afit wegpon to present against awitch; one cut from its
spell-tempered edge and the woman on the divan would die bleeding. ”Who areyou?’ Korendir
demanded.

Thelady inclined her head without darm. ” 1 am Ithafidl, enchantress of the White Circle. And sted
wrought by magic cannot harm me.”

Her tone chased chills across his skin. Cornered by loveliness too potent to be natural, Korendir
struggled to breathe. The 'ady’ s alure roused compulsion that obeyed no saneredity. Againgt
overwheming maeinginct, he set the distrust that ran like a~rack in crysta through every aspect of his
being.

The enchantress spoke only words, and the dagger was al the weapon he possessed.

Ithariel sensed hisdisbdief. A smile crossed her lips; too swiftly for morta reaction she sat forward and
nicked her wrist across the blade.

Korendir recoiled, his gasp as her blood splashed the tile entirely involuntary and his face wracked by
horror that escaped all attempt to conceal.

"Y ou fear for nothing,” Ithariel said quietly. " Raise your head and see”

The mercenary mastered his expression before he looked up. Wildly guarded, even braced asif
threatened by assault, he discovered the iady’ s presence il taxed his concentration. She sat with her
hand gripped around the wrist his blade had opened; but when she removed her fingers, only the skin
was smeared red. No trace remained of the cut but a scar that faded even as he discerned its presence.

The Master of Whitestorm moved to his feet. He sheathed his dagger with a hand that trembled outrig.ht
and said, "Had you deig. ned to do as much for acertain ailing boy, I’d be more ~mpressed.”

"1f you refer to the duke sheir, there was no hope for him.” Ithariel rose dso. With agrace that could
harrow aman’ _s~ spirit, she crossed to aside table and rinsed her fingersin an ewer. The curve of the



breast just visible beneath her gown shone soft and finely lustrous as her pearls.

Korendir ripped away his eyes. Hisgroin ached. He dared not contemplate what he might fed if he
touched her. Dizzied by desire, he strove to maintain detachment; she moved within layers upon rings of
spdls. Mortd beauty did not sear with such intengity. With every fiber of hisbeing savaged by
temptation, Korendir confronted the enchantress.

" Return meto theduke,” he said findly. " If your talents cannot cure adying boy, then my placeisin Tir
Amindd.”

Ithariel gave him back the regard a player might hold for achess piece. " Thelife that wanted saving was
your own.”

"Mine!” Korendir' s exclamation rang loudly in the close room. ” Take care how you meddie,
enchantress.

However unjust the circumstances, my fate at the hands of my employer is no concern of yours.”

Itharidl returned a gesture of pity and contempt. ” But the duke has cited your measure. Y ou bear no
lawful surname, Korendir of Whitestorm. Y ou descend from no recognized father, and so can clam no
true honor.

Should your life beforfeit for an overlord' s greed and a concept that doesn't exist? | say your services
are better spent on another contract for me.”

Hers were the scents of lilacs and rainwashed |eaves.

Pooled with reflected candleflame, her eyes were mist over ocean, blue gray wells of promise deep
enough to drown aman; and yet the mercenary escaped her. Some indefinable nuance had pushed him
just fractiondly too far. Stirred by fury near to madness, Korendir waited, silent.

At last, even as Anthei before her, Ithariel was forced to concede hisvictory.

But unlike an earth witch, a White Circle enchantress possessed other means to manage arecalcitrant
mortd.

"I know you,” Ithariel said. " Even to the past you never speak of. | can describe the Mhurgal who
despoiled your inheritance, particularly one with ascarlet sassh who—"

Korendir’s chin jerked up; both hands flinched into fists. " Enough!” His bleak shout defeated her words
and il he did not succumb. Hisframe quivered but did not explode into violence. Winded asif he had
been running, and glistening al over with sweet, he spoke past whit-ened lips. ”Whatever sordid details
your sight has raked up from Shan Rannok cannot force my cooperation.”

"You areamercenary,” Ithariel stated. ”Y ou’ll work for aprice.”
She stepped around the candlestand. Asif he were a caged animal, she appraised his person at aglance.
"Y ou are dressed meanly. Y ou have lost the sword newly forged by your companion, and your horse

was dain by wereleopards.”

L eft no expedient except false denid, Korendir fol-lowed her with his eyes. She had touched anervein



her reference to his past; he dared not answer thoughtlesdy for fear his voice might betray him.

Ithariel reached out; her dim-fingered hand spun the candlestand, and the chamber whirled with starred
spokes of shadow. ” Accept my bidding, and the following are yours: firgt, a cloak, hose and surcoat that
befit your reputation.”

Korendir loosed aragged laugh. " The last witch who offered that lies dead.”

"Fineclothing isleast of my gifts.” The candles turned above fingersthat no longer seemed to move.
"Y ou shdl have mail crafted by the dwarf armorers of Emarrcek.

The sword and the helm forged to match shall be wrought of blacksted, and enspelled beyond strength
of mortal wegpons. Thirdly, from the horselords of High Kdlair, | offer astallion fleet enough to keep
pace with awereleopard.”

Korendir's sarcasm cut through a kaleidoscopic whirl of shadows. ”No horse dive can match a
wereleopard.”

™Y ou doubt me?” Ithariel tossed her head, the motion like spilled ink and moonlight behind streaming
tallsof candleflame. ”Y ou shall rue that mistake most sordly, prideful man.”

The candlestand spun faster, and yet faster ill, until the chamber seemed drowned in arevolving blur.
Koren-dir felt his eyesight wrested out of focus; hangings, walls, and enchantress dissolved like a scene
distorted through shalows. Plunged headlong into giddiness, he groped for atable, achair back, any
solid object he might grab to steady himsdlf. Y et the fingers he closed over wood passed through with
lessres stance than fog.

He blinked to shake off confusion. When his eyes snapped open, he stood alone.

No chamber with tapestries and candles surrounded him. His feet trod afloor transformed to the
chalk-pae sands of Ardmark. The plain cloak and tunic on his shoulders stood replaced by aglittering
weight of chain mail and ablack and gold surcoat fit for roy.airy..The scabbard at hissde held asword,
dark as ancient ~ron, and set with atopaz at the junction of quillon and grip. The fingersthat had reached
for the table were fisted round the reins of agray stallion whose tail and mane blew like combed brassin
thewind.

Korendir dared not pause to marvel over wonders.

Magic had cast him into Ardmark with al the terror of anightmare. Gusts snapped at his cloak hem.
Overhead, the sky brewed awitch’s cauldron of clouds; a storm threatened with intensity enough to
drive every wereleopard in the waste out to stalk for the savage thrill of daughter.

Korendir took to the saddie, every nerve end aive to danger. If he could reach the escarpmentsto the
east, he would survive, as werdeopards held no tolerance for mountain atitudes.

The stdlion sdled restively, then broke to a spirited trot. Korendir knotted the reins. He guided the
beast with his knees and drew the black sword from its scab-bard. Surely asrain, he would be attacked;
around him, thefirst drops struck with small explosonsinto the dust.

The horse shied. His breath ripped through widened nogtrils, and his eyesrolled rim-white with fear. Y et
he did not bolt.



”Good man,” Korendir crooned. He steadied his mount with atouch and sought after whatever threat
the stud had sensed before him.

The werdleopard shot from a cover of briar. Its diamond-spotted pelt gleamed like gilt; green eyes
turned in itstufted face and fixed on horse and vulnerablerider.

Korendir leveled the sword. Startled by a balance that seemed at one with the sinews of hishand, he
revised hisinitid defense and decided to impaethefey killer asit sprang. But the stalion curvetted
sideways. Muscle bunched under Korendir’ sthighs; the stud’ s quartersthrust like a battering ram and
catapulted into agallop.

The werdeopard swerved and matched pace. It charged at the stallion’ s shoulder, its fangs dripping
venom.

Korendir attempted a cut. The leopard twisted sinu-oudy aside and lost ground with asnarl. Rain fell
harder.

They raced, rider and horsein the lead, and one stride behind, the hunter coursing with narrowed eyes
and atall that streamed through clods gouged up by flying hooves.

Korendir et his mount choose direction. He gripped the siword with his bresth grown tight in his chest,
and his concentration fixed on the killer that skimmed on histrall.

A gully yawned underfoot. The horse broke stride to gather its hocks and jump. Given warning, the
werd eop-ard negotiated the obstacle more smoothly. The grace of its leap closed the gap, and
immediately on landing it Sorang.

Korendir raised the sword and rammed the point down the gaping mouth. Teeth clicked on stedl and
venom sprayed dropletsin thewind. Claws raked the mail-clad wrist behind the quillons, and sound
became swallowed by the wereleopard’ s near-human scream. The beast fell back, cleared the obsidian
length of the blade, and tum-bled in spasms upon the ground, spotted fur dulled by clinging dirt. Blood
soaked into thirsty soil until only stains remained.

Korendir soothed his mount to atrot. He did not circle back, but waited with his blade angled for the
inevitable retdiation that must come from thedain killer’ smate.

The sky opened. Rain streamed down in torrents that filled his eyes and drenched him. The storm closed
down in opague curtains that interwove and shifted, and then spun to atexture that more resembled the
flickering of candleflames.

Without warning Korendir found himsalf gone from the gray’ s soaked saddle. Restored to the
enchantress s chamber, he shivered and realized the waxlights no longer whirled in circles. Astheir flames
steaded and lengthened, he made out the form of Ithariel standing till by the candlestand, her eyesdl
Secretive shadows.

Y et not everything remained as before. Korendir st!ll wore the dwarf-mail, and a cloak that shed
rainwater m pools onto polished agate. His grip stayed glued to aiited sword by runnels of his own hot
blood~ be-tblwaeCekn hthe twining of~edlities, the wereleopard’ s dewclaw had carved agashin his
wrig.



Y our experiencein the wastes was quite genuin. €, Ithariel ventured across silence. ” Give me your
sarvice, and thefine things you sampled shall be yours.”

Korendir's head jerked up. Hislook went flat as drenched date and his manner radiated fury. ”I’ve d-
reedy refused. Did you think if you toyed with me|’d submit?’

Ithariel sighed. She spun precipitoudy away, and something about her seemed to shrink. At firgt
Korendir assumed she wrought another spell; but when she looked back to him, she showed aface very
human with chagrin.

Immediately he redlized she had dispensed with the glamour that made her irresstible.

Small things became visible that the potency of magic had obscured. She was small, fine-boned to the
edge of fragility. Her chin had adimple. The hair folded into its braid gleamed russet, too heavy for the
congraint of jeweled pins, and the skin like perfect pearls was rosy now, asif touched to ablush by
wind. Korendir stared, lost in admiration that no amount of spdllcraft could achieve. Itharid in her natura
gate was stunningly, im-mediately redl, and he found himsalf chalenged on afront he had no resource | eft
to guard.

His breath bound up in histhroat. Desperation warred with longing, and his mind tangled in amorass of
ancient fears.

Y et the enchantress failed to detect his turmoail.

Caught up in embarrassment of her own, she said, " Regretfully, 1 seem to have migudged. By the
accounts, | would have thought the reputation matched the man.”

She ended with aglance that searched in amanner quite terrifying for its mildness.

Korendir blocked her by turning aside. Prepared to lash back in self-defense, he was set off balance by
the presence of abeing who perhaps might consent to be' reasoned with. Afraid to expose his
vulnerability, he sought the ordinary and raised his arm to shesth hiswesgpon.

Ithariel noticed his bleeding. ” Oh, Neth, what anui-sance, you seem to have gotten yoursdf hurt.” She
crossed to his side, confidently prepared to have alook.

Korendir's uncertainty coaesced to immediate reflex.
The black sword whipped up to fend her off.

Ithariel stopped. She went very suddenly white and her brows gathered into afrown. ” Put that up,
foolishman. Doit fast, or I'll be forced to consign avery treasured artifact to oblivion.”

Korendir turned the hand that held the sword. His eyes mirrored the reflections that skittered like sparks
down the blade. ” Does that matter, since Ive refused your offer?’

The enchantress repressed an obvious impulse to slamp her foot. ” It matters,” she said, and then
quali-fied. ”Y ou seem more particular than most, but find the right price, and al men can be bought.”

" After I’ ve finished my contract with the duke,” Korendir snapped. " Then, only then, we'll talk price.”



Y our contract with the duke wdl kill you. Daunt by what seemed blind obstinacy, Ithariel showed
exasper-ation. " The blade is yoursfor blood debt, if you like. But only if you care for that gash.”

To aswordless man who harbored an extreme aversion for being touched, the offer meant safety.
Korendir stepped back. He perched upon the far cushion of the divan, propped the weapon at his
elbow, and tried to ped back the mail. The cuff proved too snug and the setback |eft him strained. He
needed to gtrip off the armor, and that could not be accomplished without stain-ing a surcoat that at dl
costs must be returned.

The surly glance he directed toward Ithariel made her laugh in genuine ddight. She might have restored
hisworn tunic, yet chose not to on feminine principle. If hewished to stand on pride, let him continue on
pendty of extremeinconvenience. While Korendir dipped the cloak fastenings and wrestled one-handed
with laces, she seated hersdf on hisfar Sde, the sword like awarning between.

Her bribe of fine velvets presently lay discarded on G the floor. Shimmering dwarf-mail joined them,
Jingling unceremonioudly in aheap that |eft the fabric crushed flat with wet. Korendir wormed free of the
linen gambe-son benegath, then shredded the quilted deeve to use for bandaging. Seeing he would wrap
his hurt in damp rags without doctoring, Itharidl fetched him the ewer of water and an herb paste from her
chest for apoultice.

Korendir fought back apprehension as she resumed |~er place beyond the sword. Stripped to thewaist,
with the brand and the whip marks from the Mhurgai and dl of the wounds from past forayswritten in
scarson hisflesh, hefdt the enchantress s scrutiny like an unwanted physi-cal caress. e
"You veled aharsh exlstenc , she observed criticaly.

Korendir knotted the linen with a savagery held back from his speech. ”If you' re sorry, don’t burden me
further.”

Absorbed and edgy, hisbronze hair left deeked by the rain, Korendir finished hisfield bandage. While
his attention was marred by the discomfort of hiswound, Itharid stole theinterva for study. Her findings
sartled her. Absent was the reckless ego of the mercenary adven-turer she had pictured. In their place,
the enchantress read intelligence, sengtivity, and yearning overlaid by desperate control. Though hisflesh
told ahigtory of drife, nothing €l se about the man who named himself Whitestorm confirmed the
destruction and death that shaped histrade.

Asif he sensed her probe, Korendir looked up. He caught her moment of unschooled surprise~ then the
sharp cdculation which followed. Plainly shewould set her next snare to find what in the spectrum of
human desires might move him.

That above everything he must keep from her. The surviva of hisintegrity depended uponit.

A smilelikeatwist of bitter iron touched hislips. He owned no defense againgt magic; trapped without
re-course, he resorted to viciousness and tried an unthink-able countermove. When her enchantments
reached to pry out hisinner secrets, Korendir abandoned resistance.

Ithariel attacked with every power at her disposal sharpened for afight that never happened.

Hisbarriers againgt her parted with little e se but irony for warning. Backed by full measure of her White
Circle powers, her consciousness flung downward into Koren-dir’ s mind far deeper than she intended.
The spdll that should have framed his surface thoughts to reved what motivated his stubbornness turned
likeasnare againg her.



I nstead the conflicts which comprised the man closed like a shackle around her.

Lost beyond dl sdf-awareness, Itharid plunged into emotiona mazes for which magic held no remedy.
Lost beyond escape, she cried out; and her scream became that of aboy hammered down by thefiat of
abloodcrusted cutlass.....

Smoke scorched his nogtrils; helplessy he struggled and kicked, but the hands of his enemies dragged
him upright. Y gpping, guttura victory criesrang in hisearsas Mhurgai raiders shoved him between the
shoul-derblades. He skidded, weeping curses, and sprawled on a carpet sodden scarlet from the
daughter of Shan Ran-nok’ smen at arms.

The same hands that had butchered them tied him there, with silken cords tom from the draperies.

"That one sthe son, yes?’ snapped a swarthy man with dit eyes. He wore diamond earrings, and arobe
sewn with peacock’ s plumes and belted with a crimson sash.

Korendir choked asakick dammed hisbelly. Retch-ing, half-killed with misery, he spat bile and found
hisvoice. "Don't listen to what they say. I'm not. Her heir is buried behind the orchard.” Another blow
smashed his mouth. Through split lips he continued. ” Read the stone. Says husband' sfirstborn. Son.”

The man in the sash scowled sourly. ”Listen to him, thou!”

But the raider captain was not cowed. He pressed his boot on the boy’ s face to crush back the words
that dis-credited him before hisoverlord. " Thisisthe her, Lord Exdted. A bastard, to the widow's
shame. Wetortured a serving maid to find out.”

The boy wrenched his head to one side. He coughed blood. " Dellalies.”

”Not with her belly dit open and the first marshd rap-ing her silly, shewould not.” The Mhurga captain
grinned. ” She screamed plenty, and she talked, while he spilled her soft guts round her thighs.”

”She did not speak truth,” said aclear woman'’ s voice from one comer. An aged lady sat there, with
straight features and a straighter back, and eyes that stared only ahead. She was blind. " The boy you
abuseisno bastard of mine, but afosterling.”

Korendir groaned. He tried weakly to push to hisfeet, but the seamen who had beaten him pinioned his
wrigs.

The man with the crimson sash regarded the lady and smiled. ”Bastard or not, pretty grandmother,
we' re going to make him watch. Thine heir must learn what thy busband would not.” Mhurgai never fall
to exact reprisal f~ attacks upon our homeland.”

Korendir screamed in animal rage and tried to ri~, from the floor. His captors called more men to hold
hin and though he closed his eyes and threw up and bit th fingers which forced his bleeding head straight,
gill hfailed to escape.

The sounds of shredding cloth and the screams of th widow who had raised him tore into hisears and
brough madness

Madness which had no ending, only memories|lik~ doorsthat opened on unmitigated horror.



Korendir’ sintent had been that the violence in his pas~ would repul se the enchantress sinvasion of his
mind. Fo~ that he had yielded to insanity, and for that purpose oni) had he unleashed hisrecal of the
obliterating defeat @ Shah Rannok. But the effort backlash,e,d, frighteninely; the event served only to
wrench Ithariel s spdlcraft f~m control. Overwhelmed, unable to separate hersaf from er v~ct~ms
awareness, she became helplesdy entangled in memoriesthat savaged her like nightmares.....

Korendir was ten. He punched arough boy who called the lady street names, and claimed that a
stablehand was her lover, hisfather, and his birth a shame that a!ady’ s charitable ways could never
absolve. The brute said this of the widow, faded to gentleness by her sorrows, who grew flowersina
hothouse for the grave of her departed husband; the same lord who l&ft to fight Mhurgal and returned to
Shan Rannok within asack, in pieces.

While Korendir and histormentor pummelled each other with brute determination, the enspeiled spark
of consciousnessthat was Itharidl twisted thisway and that, blind asafish in anet. Shelashed out and
evaded the episode but did not recover herself.

Instead she redled on to another place of black leaves and moonlight; felt h/s hand on aknife, while hot
blood coursed in agush that meant death over h/s knuckles that must not shake. The victim benesth the
blade was a gut-wounded farmer whose family would not see him home from the woods. Three
daughters named Mdllie, Nessie, and Tesh; and Korendir’ s tearing anguish and awe of adead man’s
courage that humbled him helplesdy to tears. He could not do as VVwern, not ever in liferisk h/s safety
with pretty young children dependent ....

And yet hekilled; fast and ugly, mostly, because he could not endure to witness pain.

The Mhurga had scarred him that way: the widow who had raised him, tormented to her degth in old
age, forced by an evil searaider to partner an act shared only in love with her husband. And then that
same act repeated, with the blade of aMhurgaknife. Her screams and her agony, and the flames and the
screams of ten thousand warriorstortured Korendir' s days, unreenting. Because suffering itsalf was
unthinkable; thumbless, tongue ess daves and babies feeding vultures on battlements were unthinkable,
and so the Datha burned. Perhaps the widows who sur-vived after conquest might raise sons who would
never again inflict arocities upon others.

The sequence of memories seemed unending and every one of them lacerated.

A duke defied for the sake of an infant in peril; an-other, atavern girl with large hands he had | ft,
because she had tempted him with sweet innocence and atrust that made him sick with the resurgence of
fear. Terror founded the worgt of hisfaults, made him flee to fight wereleop-ards. Because death by fey
killersaonein the dark was easier, easer, than loving agirl without any wall to de-fend her.

There were no safe havens, no crannies of conscience that did not sting. Carrdindied in hisbed, in his
ab-sence, her hopesripped out with her throat. Korendir had survived the brother’ s vengeancein the
caves of Ell-gol, becausein pitting his sword against werdeopards, he did not have to think; each cat
dan meant one more frightened girl might be spared.

Ithariei sampled the bitterness, the futile grief, and every step made in purest terror. She shared
Korendir’ s split knuckles as he dressed gray granite into blocks for the bastions at Whitestorm. Shelived
his dreams, and could not endure them. Left no awareness beyond an agonized ingtinct to flee, she
doubled back to seek harbor in the eddyless oblivion of the womb.



There, tucked like afrightened rabbit in the heart of a hdf-formed fetus, she remembered her onetrue
name,

Control returned to her scourged and battered spirit. Her magic was blunted with weariness, and
drained spells clung like cobwebs over her innermind. Y et before she engaged the sequence that would
key her back to con-sciousness, her detached enchantress sintuition uncov-ered athing unknown to the
men himsdf.

She saw aforgotten place from hisinfancy, bleak with smoke and battle and the shadowed, hideous
shapes of creatures never born upon Aerith. There aman in bleed-ing armor handed an infant wrapped in
blankets to a servant poised by a postern.

"Take him, and swear to me, swear! Never tell anyone who his parentsare. If you do, that knowledge
will bring his degth.”

The servant reached out, weeping as though his heart would break. And as the father handed over the
bundle that wrapped his son, hisface showed briefly by lantern light. Gray eyes, he had, and russet hair;
Ithariel saw the device on his surcoat, and recognized a once who he was.

Then the man stepped back into darkness. ”Go,” he said gruffly to the servant. " Keep faith, and may the
blessng of my gratitude reward you for aslong asour livesmay last.”

XVII. Mgaxin's Revenge

Ithariel fought through exhaustion and found the spark of conscious will needed to disperse her misfired
spdll.

She opened her eyesto the chamber she had aways known as home, but which would never again
seemthe same.

Her eyes streamed tears. The pins had somehovq dipped from her hair, and the russet length of her
braid unwound itself over her back. She had sought the key to aman’swill, and instead, become heir to
suffering which shattered peace. Comfort did not exist to ease the scars of such experience; the memory
could only be abided.

She wondered whether she would scream, as Korendir continually feared he might, when the nightmares
broke her dreams as she dept.

Her shoulders shook with emotions she could not es-cape. Never until now had she guessed how
perfectly suited this adventurer was for the task she had chosen him to undertake. Theirony cut that she
might have spared hersdlf pain and asked openly, and won hiswilling assstance. Now simplicity became
complicated by the haunted turn of mind that made him stubborn; aso.
though he could not know, by the stolen secret of his paternity.

Itharid of the White Circle wept, having tasted his measure of despair.



That moment, she noticed the hands that st adied her; their warmth cradled her back and one
pearl-draped, silk-clad shoulder. At some point, the black sword had gone; he had set it asdetorise
and stand by her. Shelooked up into eyesthat mirrored al the horrors of hell, and in them found a
compassion that againgt dl credibil-ity still endured.

The shock of discovery undid her; in al the Kingdoms of Aerith, he alone could count her sorrows, both
those newly inherited, and ones of her past she had summoned him in hope to absolve. Ithariel bent her
head and col-lapsed, tear-blind against the hollow of histhroat. ” Cruel man, what have you done?’

His arms moved, folded her into an embrace that promised the patience of ages. ” Compounded an error
of judgment, it would seem.” Heworked atwist from her braid and smoothed down the loosened ends.
”| in- tended no worse than to keep your spellsfrom my mind.”

Not to have forced her to share every waking horror he had meticuloudy kept hidden from every man,
Ithariel knew too well. She had seen behind hisreserve; his present calm was possible only because he
had nothing in him l&ft to hide. She had sounded his depths and par-taken of the sick fear that drove him
repeatedly into risk. Limp against him, her cheek pressed to scars | eft by swordcuts and dave whips, she
listened to the beeat of his heart. Korendir’ s hands on her back were steadier by far than his nerves.

For all that, he wasfirst to ask hiswill of her. ” Itharid, return me to the duke.”

His resumption of a principle that could only end by killing him bespoke something deeper than
obgtinecy.

Disrupted from pursuit of understanding by a surprising sting of resentment, Ithariel pulled back from his
touch. ”Did you think | called you without purpose?’

He sat back on his heds, hands draped lightly over histhighs. The motive behind hisins stence by now
lay hid-den ashe sad, "Whatever it is, | must refuse.”

Ithariel rose. Hair fell dark as poured wine over her collarbones as she stepped on light feet to the
can-diestand. There, with her hands braced on cold iron and the eyes he could not see closed to dam a
desperate flood of tears, she spoke. ”"Would you go without hearing my terms?” And she named them,
though to do so was cruel-est betrayal.

"Korendir of Whitestorm, undertake asingle task for me, and | will grant the capstone of tallix crysta
you desire to complete your stronghold. The ward imprinted within shal hold your granite firm through
battle, quake, flood, and fire, even should the searise up, or the sun change course from west to eest.
That isthe prize for my contract. Will you accept?’

Ithariel sensed movement, but dared not look around. His boots clicked ddliberately on stone floor, one
step, two; then she heard nothing at al. She need not see his face to know the intense, ungovernable
longing her offer had loosed in his heart. The capstone he had dreamed of could only be obtained through
an gpped to the White Circle; aboon for which no coin might bargain. Now the vision he had labored,
killed, and nearly lost his mind to achieve was being offered in reward for asingle service.

The silence stretched on. The musty wool smell of tap-estries hung on the eddyless air. ”What do you
ask of me?’ Korendir’ s voice sounded lifeless, resigned to inevi-table surrender.

Itharid tightened her grip until wrought-iron ridged her pams and every knuckle went white. Shetook a
breath. Candleflame shimmered in reflection over the pearls at her neck as she said, " Destroy Tir



Amindel and theward crystal you desireisyours.”

Without warning his hard fingers caught her. He broke her hold and spun her around in awhirl of fallen
hair. She glimpsed icein hiseyes before her last loop of braid dipped free and veiled her vision. But his
rage remained evident in his speech, threatening as stedl across whetstone.

”Am | achild, to be coaxed with a promise of brighi stones? Destroy Tir Amindel! Gut the fairest work
ol architecturein al of Aerithin tradefor theimmortalit) of my miserable refuge? Lady, | haveaprice,
but none great enough to buy that feat. Return me to the duke.

Better 1 die for hiswretched pride than perpetuate the brutality that burned Shan Rannok.”

Ithariel did not answer; could not, for the measure of his sacrifice ceded to her the most deeply
dishonorable choice.

The man she had outraged could not know this. He shook her, not gently, and her hair flung back to
reved tearsthat had nothing to do with the pain in him. She understood, to afine point, precisely what
she had asked: she also had her reason. "Who was the builder of Tir Amindel?’ she demanded with
sudden sharpness.

Taken aback, Korendir regarded her. " The sorcerer. Mgaxin, if the King of Faen Hallit' sarchives say
truly.” His hands bit a shade less harshly into her flesh. ” But the transgressions of mgjor enchanters are
not the con-cerns of aman. Let the White Circle attend to their OWIfl.”

Theragein him remained; his eyes stayed guarded and his mouth turned down like a cleft chisded into
rock. He would see his dream die before he changed his mind, Itharid understood. She had no avenue
left except to gpped to hisintegrity, and that was going to cost.

"White Circle enchanters are the only powers on Aer-ith who are incapable,” she said on a note of
regret. She moved against the pressure of hishold and thistime he let her go. "Have you ever heard of
the Six Great Banes?’

Korendir backed off. He set his shoulders against thewall in a gap between paired tapestries. On his
left, an armored knight addressed alady veiled in sorrow; to hisright, a hunter pursued awounded stag.
If he played the part of the deer, Ithariel reflected, the images were apt; his nature was his weakness. At
some point, he had re-covered the black sword. It rested in the sheath at his hip, and his hand traced the
grip asif each passng minute abraded his nerves, but hewaslistening. ”Y ou’ d better explain.”

The fate of the moment was upon her; too late the enchantress wished she could back away. "What I'm
about to relate is unknown beyond the White Circle.”

Ithariel paced to the opposite side of the chamber, opened a drape, and stared beyond at the night sky
and gtars. Her voice resumed, deadened by the hangings. ” Y ou're awell-read man, but the Banes of the
mages are not written out in any archive. They are spoken by rote only, and they name the perilsthat
enchanters can-not encounter without ruin. Three reside within Aerith, and three within the otherworld of
Alheerie”

Here another adventurer might have questioned, or raised protest that a thing accursed to wizards might
offer greater risk for aman of mortal birthright. Korendir spoke only to offer ingght of hisown. " The
Mathcek Demons must be one such peril.”



Jolted by his chanceirony, Ithariel nodded. ” Since the Archmaster, but his powers availed nothing. His
Council Mgor perished with him. The second Bane is Quersta-boll, the water lementa which lairsin the
idesoff Em-arrcek. Thelast, to our sorrow, is Tir Amindel.”

No move and no sound came from Korendir.
Hisslencelent her courage.

Fixed in her purpose as the stars beyond the casement, Ithariel told of Mgjaxin, whose obsession for
beautiful things had led him to infamy and exile. Most powerful of wizards, hislast vengeance againgt the
White Circle which disowned him was the abduction of the Archmas-ter’ s daughter, then sixteen, and her
father’ s dearest pride, Mg axin had imprisoned her in acave on the edge of Sithmark, and ward over her
wasthe greatest talix crysta ever mined.

Here Ithariel caught an edge of the curtain and worried it between her hands. " Eridl bore Mgaxin ason
and adaughter. She died two years later from sorrow and abuse, and though her fate was kept secret for
close to adecade, the White Circle enchanters heard. They moved againgt her murderer. Mgjaxin was
betrayed into capture by the designs of hisown’ son.” Velvet crushed and smoothed and crushed again
between the enchantress sfingers. ” Although the boy’ s actions were just, he was never so brave. He
took hisown lifein remorse. Mg axin stood trid, and was fairly sentenced to death.”

Ithariel released the crumpled curtain, avare that if she continued her voice would bresk. As she stirove
to restore her composure, the set of her back must have alerted Korendir. She did not hear his
approach, but started dightly as warm hands closed over her shoulders.

Gently he turned her around. He saw the tears that ran down perfect cheekbones, to splash and scatter
droplets through her pearls. He spoke no word, but cradled her head againgt his chest until she steadied
enough ~~~ continue.

Ithariel told of the code of redemption, which lawfully alowed the condemned afind act of good will to
temper hishigtory of crime. Mgaxin built Tit Amindd. The city was offered asahomefor al he had
wronged, but in the inspired genius of its beauty, he wove ablesk geas of bane. Any White Circle
enchanter to enter there beca~—~e trapped, never to leave, never to die.

Coldinthecircle of Korendir'sembrace, Ithariel ended her tale. ” A crystd !aid in the cellars of the
ducal paace compestheir livesto fdicity. Y ou have waked the stregts of Tit Amindel. You'll recal a
people without grief, or anger, or peace. Laughter and smiles were the only expressions you observed,
though tragedy or offense might ache the heart. Y ou must also have guessed the worgt, that athough the
origind inhabitants live on to aweariness of days, their offspring do not. They bear and die as mortas do,
but deprived of naturd emotions.”

Ithariel Sraightened in Korendir'sarms. Her face had logt its control, "Magaxin was my father,” she said,
knowing understanding would tear through the mercenary like aknife.

The enchantress dipped clear of hishands. He allowed her, attuned to her need for private grief; what he
had no means to guess was the disastrous potentid for risk that sheinvoked by involving him.

Y et without hissingular talents, hope died. No other in Aerith could aid her. Ithariel raised her head,
dared at stars, and stated her find plea ”If thetailix crystd is shattered, the city will fal. Even now, the
duchess and her husband laugh hystericaly over the corpse of alittle boy. They suffer most crudly
without tears. Tit Amindel isthe last and greatest of my father’ssins. | beg you to bring it down, to break



Magaxin's banespell and set the inhabitants free.”

Sunlight shone kindly over the city of Tir Amindel; it glanced in starred rays off crystal-tipped spires, and
burnished stone bagtions against a backdrop of glowering cloud. Korendir of Whitestorm adjusted with a
sallor' sease to the heave of the ferry that battled the chop on Kelharrou Lake. A windblown figurein
black, he sudied the city skyline. Where another man might be reluctant to believe that hostility could
motivate such artistry, the mercenary chose without regret. Tit Amindd would fal, swiftly and cleanly asa
blossom razed by the scythe.

Itharid had warned that the tallix which guarded the citv’ s geas might unleash perils upon any who
interfered with it; beyond that she could not qualify. All Korendir possessed against the sorceries of
Magaxin was asilver of spell-crysta imbued with every protection in Ithariel’ s power; the jewel hung
from his neck on alength of braided chain. Againgt the wrath of the duke, sheleft him the mail from
Emarrcek, and the stallion that had matched awereleopard’ s speed. The bright surcoat Koren-dir had
refused, out of preference for his threadbare black.

Clouds veiled the sun and smothered the rainbow refractions atop Tir Amindel’ s bright towers. Gusts
from the east blew heavy with rain, and whitecaps smacked the ferry at the waterline, threading fingers of
foam across her decks.

"Mean looking squall,” observed agaudily dressed merchant who parked hisbulk against therail.
Mistaking the mercenary for a courier, he added, " If you' re looking to keep dry in comfort, there’ sa
tavern on the harness maker’' s street that serves a decent stew.”

Korendir returned ataciturn shake of his head. His hand strayed an unfriendly inch closer to his sword
hilt. and taking the hint, the merchant edged away. ” Must have amessage that won't wait,” he remarked
to the magter at the helm.

The boatman spat into the wake. ” That one don’t carry dispatches. An’ storms from the east hold off for
no man’'scomfort.”

His gloomy assessment proved true. The sky opened up as the barge reached the landing; icy, whipping
tor-rents chased across the dock as the crew warped the craf~ to the bo!!ards. The mercenary minded
the sorm not ;~t dl, though water trickled down his neck and wrists and soaked him instantly to the skin.
Guards hunched in dis-comfort on the battlements would be less than watchful. and folk would not linger
in the streets. Korendir’ s sec-ond arriva at Tit Amindel would be noticed not at al. which suited his
purpose. He paid hisfare and | ft the barge, the boom of shod hooves as his stallion crossed the pier
mingled with thunder from the sky.

Korendir mounted and rode benesth the filigree theft framed the north keep arch. Spiresthat had
patterned the sunlight with such elegance now sang harmonic intervas asthe wind played across them,
shifting pitch when caught by an occasiond gust from the north. Water cascaded into downspouts and
gpewed from the mouths of gargoyles. The streams crossed and re-crossed, ¢:~ught into arcs by gravity
and geniusfor aslong as the down-pour might linger. Tir Amindel under cloudburst sur-passed the
renowned court of fountains engineered for the King of Faen Hallit. Fighting the rein astride hisrestive
galion, the mercenary sworn to destroy the city’ s banespell found urgency impossible.

Since Mgaxin had set his crystal in the degpest cham-ber of the duke' s palace, an official would haveto
be bribed or coerced to revea the way to the lower dun-geons. Korendir carried gold and weaponsin
readinessfor either expedient.



He passed through atunnel between two warehouses.
Deafened by rain and the clang of stedl-shod hooves, Korendir amost missed the child.

A flare of lightning reveded her., crouched with her arms around her knees. Wet hair clung in tanglesto
rag-gedly clothed shoulders. Though shivering from the cold, her body remained convulsed in afit of
hysterical laugh-ter. She was scarcely nine years of age.

Without a secohd’ s thought, Korendir reined in the gray. He dismounted, dipped off hiscloak, and
tucked

it around the shaking child. ” Areyou lost?’ The girl raised tearlesseyes. "No.”

Ashisvision adjusted to the gloom, Korendir saw she was a street child, most likely apickpocket and a
market thief; but her hunger and her suffering were no lessred for that. He pressed agold piece into her
fingers and promised her another if she could tell him of an un-guarded accessto the duke' s paace.

The child flipped the weight of the gold, jammed it down the cuff of her filthy shift, and returned a
descrip-tion of agrating benesth the west wing archway. Theiron was rusted, and with a bit of effort the
palace cellars might be entered from there.

The cloak had begun to warm her; the girl’ slimbs shiv-ered lesswretchedly, and alittle color flushed her
cheeks. Korendir straightened up and flicked the reins over the gray’ s crested neck. ”Watch my horsetill
| return,” hesaid kindly. "I promise you then that I'll find us atavern with afire that sells hot soup.”

The girl accepted with eagerness. That her enthusiasm might not be honest caused Korendir little
concern. The stdlion wasthe gift of an enchantress; by nature such things tended to look after
themselves. Mogtly, he wished to keep the child occupied lest she become tempted to sell knowledge of
hisintent to the duke’ s men-at-arms before his entry to the cellars was accomplished.

From a!ampiit dcovein her tower, Ithariel of the White Circle watched Korendir’ s progress through a
seeing crystd inapolished ova frame. Her hair was caught back with pinslike stars, and her eyeswere
gtill raw from weeping. She noted Korendir’ sfixed frown as he ducked beyond sight of amerchant who
braved the storm on an errand. The fact that the mercenary achieved that scowl insde the city wallswas
ggnificant.

A comment of Orame' s had first led her to suspect that the Master of Whitestorm’ srare coloring arose
from an inheritance of enchanter’ sblood. But since the man believed himself to be morta, Mgaxin's
curse found no foothold. Asthe audience with the duke had established, Korendir’ s unschooled powers
did not hear the Sren spdllsthat made Tit Aminde ruinous to the mageborn.

Korendir was hdf-bred, Itharid had presumed, until amoment forgotten from childhood had shown the
truth.

Now, her conscience ached for an action unforgivably wrong. Knowing, she had sent him through Tir
Amindel’ s gates a second time, into peril more dire than he possibly understood, She had witnessed the
hidden proof within his past: the nameless mercenary from Whitestorm descended from aline as pure as
her own.

Hewas White Circle, and legitimate, and if histalents were presently smothered behind ignorance, his
immu-nity to Tit Aminde’ s geaswould be lost in the instant he moved againg the crystd. Thewards



engendered in thetalix that ruled the Sixth Bane would recognize his birth, and exact immediate
retribution.

A morta would diein smple agony. Korendir, un-trained, would cal down upon himself thewrath of a
condemned wizard' s vengeance. The nature of histor-ment could not be guessed, but in al Aerith, he
was perhaps the only being who owned enough resilience to cope. He aone stood a chance to unmake a
prison that otherwise might endure throughout eternity.

Ithariel cupped her scrying crystal closer as the swordsman moved through the rain and took cover
beneath the archway described by the beggar child. Flesh would not forget the gentleness of histouch;
branded in mind and memory was the understanding that had backed his re-solve as he accepted her
burden of care.

The words spoken then still haunted. Lady, be at peace. If aman can break Mgaxin’s crystal, the feat
will be done by sundown on the day | pass the gates.

But quietude had gone before the hoofbests of the stdlion had faded from the glen. Too late, in
distressing regret, Ithariel of the White Circle wondered if the vaue of the man by himsdf did not
outweigh find end to her father’ satrocities.

While the step of a sentry passed beyond sight of his niche~ Korendir knelt before a grille-covered
window set into the pal ace foundation. Improper drainage had rusted the bottom paings nearly through.
Korendir unfastened his swordbelt. He hung the straps from his shoulder, low-ered himsdlf into the
aperture opposite thefitting, and with his back braced and his fingers clenched to the weapon across his
chest, kicked the damaged iron with both feet. Flakes of corroded meta pattered downward into
darkness; a second blow broke the grate through, and adither and atwist of black-clad shoulders saw
Kor-endir through the gap.

He hung by his hands from the sill and tried to assess his surroundings. The air was dusty and till; the
storm-silvered light from the archway proved too weak to illu-minate the depth of the space beneath
dangling feet. The step of an gpproaching guardsman cancelled any chance to experiment by dropping

pebbles.

Korendir could only escape by letting go. As his ssom-ach turned with the plunge, he hoped the cdllar
under-nesth did not house an armory, with aracked sheaf of javeinswaiting upright to impale him.

Korendir’ sfal ended with adam and agrunt on a.pyramid of stored barrels. The stack parted with a
grind-rag, throaty boom as wine tuns cascaded to either side.

Jostled like atwist of cloth in alog jam, Korendir was ddlivered to the floor, while the duke' s casks of
claret, brandy, and table wines rolled on to wreak havoc. Stores of fine spirits were milled to divers. The
crack and splinter of wood, and an unending tinkle of glass, heralded destruction until the bass rumble of
the last rolling tun thudded to atangle of snapped staves.

Korendir shouldered clear of an unbroached cask. He stood upright, reproached on al quarters by the
gurgle and drip of spilled wedth. Unwilling to see how the racket set loose by rolling barrels would be
received by the sentry above the grate, he refastened his baldric, then set out through darknessto find the
door.

Thear smelled of spiritsand dust. Glass divers grated beneath Korendir’ s boots. Smashed shelves
made incautious movement unwise. After severd false starts and minutes of blind fumbling, the mercenary



located a por-tal. He considered searching the wreckage for anail to pick the lock, when aflicker of
illumination through the keyhole warned him back.

Someone with alantern paused in the corridor outside. Korendir grinned in the darkness. Soldier or
steward, someone had arrived to check the disturbance in the wine stores.

Metd clanked and the door opened. The wedge-shaped flare from the lantern picked out aburst barrd,
gparkles of shattered glass, and split shelving marinated everywhere with spirits.

"Neth’'s everlasting martyrsl” sworethe arriva, a stew-ard who stalked across the threshold with the
raddled gait of ashore bird.

A sentry followed on his hedls, redolent of sweat and soaked wool surcoat, and armed with arain-wet
haberd.

Korendir timed hisrush. He struck with the butt of hisknife and the sentry buckled, incapacitated. The
merce-nary caught the man’s polearm before its dropped blade clanged warning againgt the lintel.

The steward flung backward, too late to avoid the stud-ded haft of the halberd that hammered the backs
of hisknees. He collapsed, his cry of surprise cut off as hands caught him and achilly line of stedl
condricted hislar-ynx. Too terrified to swalow, he gagged and shrank against his assailant to escape the
kissof theknife,

Korendir spun his catch out of the corridor and yanked him back to hisfest.

" 1 suppose you' re the man proclaimed renegade by the duke,” the steward gasped. Although the lantern
trembled in his grasp, he had not lost hiswits and dropped it. He cleared histhroat. " However much you
threaten, | cannot help you escape. My lord has hal berdiers flanking every door and window in the
palace. The~ know me, you'll be equally dead. Give some thought to the subtleties, for my sake,
desperate sir, and | promise | won't tell where | saw you for an hour.”

Korendir held his blade to the servant’ s swesting flesh. ”If the sentry | knocked down told his captain
where he went, an hour of graceis no bargain.”

"Hemistook you for athief,” shrilled the seward. ” A misfortune, now that you' vekilled him. His captain
will cal for asearch.”

Korendir shoved hisknucklesinto his captive’ swind-pipe. ” Shutter the lantern and be quiet.”

The sentry regrettably was not deed; only stunned, and if he did not drown himsealf by inhaing spilled
wine, he would waken in time and raise the garrison. Asthe ser-vant groped and the lantern went dark,
Korendir searched the man’slivery. He removed the one penknife he found, shoved the falen halberdier
adde, and maneuvered hisvictim into the corridor. ”Lock up,” heinstructed curtly. " Then guide me down
to the dungeon.”

The steward fumbled to sort keys and in the process burned his knuckles on the lantern. Korendir
smothered his cry with ruthless fingers. Unable to move, evento lick his seared skin, the servant’s
plaintive nature got the better of him. He whined the instant he recovered liberty enough to bresthe.
" Neth, man, why the dungeons?

There are rats down there, and not a cranny that’ll do for escape.”



Korendir’s blade jerked and nicked flesh.
The proper key was procured with ajangle, and the steward moaned, ” Go left.”

Wi~h his captive locked in the crook of his elbow, the mercenary marked footprintsin claret the length
of the duke slower service corridor.

He moved soundlesdy, which disgppointed the stew-ard, who hoped a disturbance might cal down a
rescue.

Korendir cracked the lantern only to make certain his charge did not guide himin false circles. At lat,
after descent of aspira stair, the pair arrived in the deserted passage that joined the inquisitor’ storture
chamber with the cells reserved for condemned prisoners. There the air hung dank, stale with the odors
of urine and moldy straw.

Encouraged that he had not yet been murdered, the steward twisted against his pinioned neck. "I’ ve
served in good faith,” he pointed out.

Korendir said nothing. Aware of athrob of heet in thejewe beneath his shirt, he had aready surmised
that truth. His knife hand lifted and moved. The servant found himself released as the mercenary took the
lantern from him and gently dipped back the shutters.

Hamelight reveded afive-sded nook with only one doorway. Thewallswere bare granite. But a
looping fig-ure carved in the floor held agreat, cloudy crystal set flush at the center. Its heart glistened
like scarlet veined fire as a thousand underlying facets caught the light.

Y our reason for coming here puzzlesme,” the stew-ard confessed. " Thisisthe traitor’ sceil. A man
held for any length of timein this place loses his sanity. Though that point is likely amoot one, in your

Korendir volunteered nothing. The pattern indeed had a presence, one that was creepingly unpleasant.
As he gared at the spell-shot tdlix, hefelt asif insectstoo tiny to see clawed for entry through the pores
of hisskin. Absorbed, even thoughtful, the mercenary set down the lantern.

In the moment while he seemed preoccupied, his erst-while captive seized advantage. The seward fled
through the doorway, spun, and in ungainly haste jerked agrille from adot to one sde. The sted rattled
closed. A bar clanged down and trapped Korendir within.

The duke' s servant heaved asigh of overwheening re-lief, then asked, "What possessed you to ask for
thetraitor’' s cell? My lord will see you screaming before you die”

XVII1.Tria and Judgment

If the spoken threat of torture left an impression on Kor-endit’ s awareness, he showed no reaction.
Neither did the prospect of captivity appear to trouble him. Thetallix within thetraitor’ s cell absorbed
him totally as he ex-changed the knife in his hand for another, uglier blade, dl pitted and stained with age.



Left curious by his de-tachment, the wine steward lingered in the corridor.

Korendir shifted grip on his dagger, then knelt at the pattern’s center. Ruddy light touched hisface; not
caused by lantern flame, but by some refracted brilliance cast back from the crystal beneath. Magic
lurked there, a coil-ing maevolence that flutried the mind with doubt. With tentative care, the mercenary
touched his sted to the axis of Tit Amindel’ swardstone. A tingle of energy surged up hisarm. Hair
prickled at his nape, and the protective pendant from Ithariel heated on its chain until contact with the
stone burned flesh. Korendir repressed ashud-der. Each passing moment undermined hiswill with a
reluctance that radiated through the tallix itself. He knew he must smash the crysta ingtantly, else forfeit
the attempt.

Again he sat hisknifeto the jewe’ s starred eye. He held the wegpon upright without flinching; then,
oblivi-ousto hisonlooker’s curiogity, Korendir raised the 'an-tern. He hammered the weighted base
downward toward the dagger held poised againgt the tallix.

The motion engaged every latent defense Mg axin had enspelled in the stone.

Ithariel’ s protection failed to compensate; ward energies burst and her diver of talix heated likea
meteor and shattered. Splinters raked Korendir’ s neck and chest, then spun like flying sparks across the
cdl. The steward at the doorway gasped and flung back, and lost his mo-ment to flee.

The lamp struck. Impact against the dagger haft jarred bone and muscle and nerve to the junction of
Korendi~' sshoulder. A snap whined on the air; the great talix which enspelled Tit Amindd split likea
fissureinice. Sorcerous ruby light rinsed thetraitor’ s cell, then flickered out. For an ingtant the crystai’s
crazed facets turned depthless and

black. Then the lantern snuffed out. The stone glimmered, woke to redoubled power with asultry flare
of orange. Up from its faulted surface boiled acloud of caustic smoke. Enveloped by ashining mist that
burned and painfully blinded, Korendir of Whitestorm cried out.

The surge of Mgaxin's spellwork sheared through his flesh and recognized his hand as the one that had

sun-dered the tallix. Hisvision cleared. Surrounded by awhirlpool nexus of sorcery, he looked, and saw
hisfist ill clenched to the knife he had only oneingtant in the past set point-first againgt the crystd inthe
floor. Now, most horribly, the tallix had redirected the weapon’s orig-ind thrust.

Korendir' sfingers glistened with new blood. Although, beyond question, heremained in the cell, the
impossible confronted him: his blade was sunk to the hilt in the eye of thelittle beggar girl charged to
watch over hishorse.

Hisrecoil yanked the steel clear. Revulson overset his control and brought up the contents of his
stomach. He staggered upright, miserably retching, and the spark-shot cloud of magecraft moved with
him. Histhoughts reded with agony. The knife he would rather have sheathed in his own flesh; except
now its spell-worked edge was ,q melted lump with no trace |eft of temper. Korendir cast the stedl away.
Struck to the heart by remorse, he fought through the sparkle of sorceries toward the corridor.

The grillwork had blasted away from the door; riven metal embraced the dripping remains of the
steward.

Korendir stumbled. Bent double by a second bout of nausea, he fled into the corridor beyond. The
orange smoke streamed after him, vengeance-bent as aswarm of hornets. Destruction followed inits
wake.



Cracks ripped up the stonework, and pillars groaned and canted.

Korendir ran while the celling crumbled. He did not move to save himsdf, though chips of masonry silted
his hair, and the floor under his boots heaved and buckled. Columns crashed around him and archways
toppled at hisheds, but his eyes remained blind to peril. Lost to al memory but the blood-wet corpse of
achild, and his hand on the knife that had butchered her, he forced hislegsto bear weight. To the limit of
his strength, he sprinted, whipped onward by revulsion that dismembered thought and condemned him
past forgiveness asthe killer Haldeth had reviled.

The staircase wound upward in jumbled disarray. Between the landing and afallen riser was awadded
rag that once had been a sentry. Korendir leaped over the remains. Buffeted beyond reason by the
writhing mist that hunted him, he scaled the piled masonry on hands and feet like a beast.

He kept no count of which turnings he missed or took; by reflex and ingtinct, he gained the upper levels
only to lurch onward, to dip over blood-smeared bodies that littered his path at each stride. Members of
the duke’ s household perished before his eyes, here a servant pulped between buckled floor beams, and
there an aged noble who stumbled through masonry that bounced and rolled like devil’ s dice and dashed
in hisbalding head. Korendir ran past unscathed, while the bane unleashed from Tir Aminde’ stallix
remorselesdy pursued. He escaped the palace through agap in tumbled walls.

The courtyard beyond was agraveyard of jumbled stone.

The dead, the dying, and the mangled by now were too numerous to count. The squall had not abated.
Rain sheeted down in torrents, rinsed stresks across shattered paving, and spilled into red-tinged
puddies. Korendir heaved air into a chest too tight for breath. His body spasreed with dry heaves. The
force aroused when he broke the tallix was not abating, but levelling Tit Amin-del stone by carven stone;
his fault, the suffering, and his burden, the shattered lives and hopes and dreams.

His act magnified the maice of Mgaxin and left nothing. The inhabitants of the city were smashed
haplesdy as pebbles before tide in a posthumous passion of spite. He, who should have been first to die,
wasthe only soul left untouched.

Korendir remembered nothing of his purpose. Hefor
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Korendir remembered nothing of his purpose. Heforgot Itharid’ stears, and the pitiless beauty that had
lured generations of enchantersto entrgpment. The centuriesthey had suffered within spell-wrought walls
held less meaning than the wind-driven spatter of rainfal. Korendir fled and wished for oblivion. Lashed
by the storm, goaded on by orange sparks, he split his knuckles scrabbling over wals; like aharried dog,
he tore hisway across rose gardens, shouldered through locked doors,

and kicked down wicket gates. In time, his mindless run carried him to the archway where he had earlier
taken shelter. His horse waited till, reins pinned by atumble of broken marble. Crumpled nearby lay the
cloak he had left to comfort the street child; one of the corners streamed red. Thefaceit half covered lay
tipped at the sky; one eye was open to the rain, and the other inhu-manly savaged by the blade of a
spell-turned knife.

Korendir succumbed again to sickness. Bile stung histhroat and his breath |abored. The spasms brought
no relief; his somach had emptied long since. He fumbled like an old man, grasped the gray’ s saddle with
wet fin-gers. The stalion sidled, then stood with its earsflicking backward and forward in unease asits
rider found the stirrup. Korendir pulled himsdlf astride. Hunched over with cramps, he jerked the dirk
from hiswrigt shegth, leaned forward, and dashed both reins at the bit rings.

The stdlion surged in recovered freedom. He flung into a haf-rear, while Korendir jabbed hedlsinto
sream-ing flanks and howled in mindless pain.

The horse from High Kéair bolted through streets transformed by catastrophe. Through screaming
crowds and chaos he galloped, his eyes white rings of terror, and the breath from his distended nostrils
flaring in snorts of condensation. Muscles coiled like whip-leather in shoul-der and haunch and gaskin;
legs cabled with tendon folded and straightened, driving a powerful stride. The horse poured its heart into
running, over cobbles and flagstones and polished marble courtyards that rang with the clatter of itsflight.

But the soreeries of the dead wizard gave chase with a tenacity more constant than flesh. The shining,
unnatu-ra mist streamed after Korendir like the wraith of atl-~ing damned.

The mercenary clung to the stallion’ s back. He made no effort to guide or choose direction, but rode
with closed eyes and tucked head, hands locked in the whip-ping golden mane. No sureease existed to
block sound.

The grinding crash of stonework flanked the stallion’ s course. Spired towers toppled and fell,
accompanied by screams from men and women and children, battered down in the course of their
escape. The revenge of Ma-jaxin spared no life and no edifice the walls of his city had encompassed.

Except for aracing gray stallion and arider too tor-tured to care.
The horse cleared the tangle of the east wall porta with ajump that would have lamed acommon mount.

As his hooves touched ground, cracks like forked lightning jagged across the gate turrets. Weakened
granite thundered down and swalowed amother and grandmother who struggled with abundle of
wailing babies

The stdlion flattened its earsin apurt of fear-charged rage. He galloped while stonework tumbled and
rolled an avalanche of rubble at hisheds; but the rider never moved. His mind was|ost to thought, and
hisflesh knew only pain. Theruin of Tir Amindd might fal behind, yet Korendir still heard the shrieks of
its murdered inhab-itants. Their screams blended with other scresmsfrom his past until his skin felt



needled by knife cuts, asif each cry from massacred thousands held physical power to torment.

The gdlion lengthened stride as his burden shivered and flinched. All nerves and jangled panic, he
swerved off the road. The nimbus of orange trailed after, abanner of crackling sparks. Mgaxin's
sorceries did not disperse as the horse gouged atrack through the meadows beside Kelharrou Lake and
crashed through the thornbrakes be-yond. The scrub that surrounded tilled fields gave way at length to
unbroken forest.

Thick growth compeled the horse to dacken pace.

Branches raked furrows in hislathered coat, and the crack of hooves on dry ground became deadened
indriftsof old leaves.

Korendir dumped with his cheek againgt the stallion’ s neck, limp wrists crossed on the crest; hisfeet
dipped clear of the stirrups, and the irons clanked againgt his anklesin rhythm with the animal’ sstride. He
made no effort to ease his brave mount. Neither did he concede to his own needs. Harrowed past
self-preservation, he recognized no hunger or thirst, but only wretchedness and a gut-tearing chain of
horrors set off by abeggar child’ s death.

The gray picked a path through moss-scabbed trees, and the orange smoke closed like an aureole
around therider’ shead.

Korendir shot straight with a cry that sheared echoes through the trees. He belted his hedls againgt the
gd-lion’ssdes. The animd lunged with aviolence that nearly unseated him and iron-rimmed hooves | eft
aswath of lacerated sems asthe pair sorang again into flight.

Time passed unheeded. The rain ceased and the sky cleared. Sunset glowed briefly through the forest’s
man-tle of leaves. Then dusk faded into gloom, and the sor-cerous mist bronzed the bark of the passing
trees. The stud lapsed back to awalk. He plowed on through awhite water ford asif knowing where he
wished to go.

Through the night, the sorcery leached Korendir’ s strength with horrors that damned, and wrapped al
his nerve endsin fire. Over and over he saw his blade strike through abeggar child' seye. Hefdt the
spurt of hot fluids and the jarring scrape of bone and the shudder that racked her small body asthe stedl
cleaved on,

through skull and butter-soft brain. Consciousness be-came defined by suffering for which the mind held
no release.

Dawn lightened the haze to slver; the air rang with birdsong and the reddish rays of first sunlight dappled
the boughs overhead. Korendir did not rouse. Slumped with glazed eyesin his saddle, he did not stir
when the stallion shouldered through alast stand of saplings and carried him into aglen besdealake. A
tower arose by the shordine, in lines and style reminiscent of Tit Amin-ddl’ sfallen grace, but on ascae
less grand, and without the adornment of marble and stained glass.

An aged man mantied in power awaited on the sand before the portal. He wore dyed boots and a cloak
of ocean gray, and his brows were gathered in afrown. He made no move; but asthough caledin by a
beacon, the gray quickened its exhausted stride and halted quivering before him.

Enfolded yet in an angry glimmer of orange, Korendir sprawled face downward across the tangled mane



of hismount. His eyes were sightless and wide, and hisfingers were locked againgt histeeth in the effort
to contain an unending need to scream.

The old man caught the stalion’ s bridle. His autocratic touch reflected smdl affinity for beadts, yet the
gray sttled asif it knew him; itsterrible trembling eased asfingers gentled by spdlls stroked the muzzle
between lather-rimmed nogtrils. They continued up the hard neck, then explored with critical care down
shoulder and flank, and each mud-splashed, sweat-marked leg. The tendons were cool, which surprised
the elderly wizard.

He graightened from his examination and fixed his piqued gaze on the horse.

The word he spoke was not in the language of mortals, but the stud understood. His ears swept back,
and his head jerked; the rider in his saddle stayed astride.

" So then, he did not abuse thee,” concluded the enchanter. He shrugged back his hood and scowled at
the black-clad, bronze-haired mortal who remained mounted by the sole volition of the gray.

" Fool and daughter of foolishness,” the old one snapped. He stepped to the stallion’ s shoulder and 'aid
his pam on Korendir’ s damp forehead. Asthe breeze off the lake stirred through his beard, the ancient
tilted hishead back and raised hisvoice in song.

The fog which mantied the mercenary’ s form hissed protest. Song and spell-wrought sorceries collided
in dis-sonance, and raised a sound like water-splashed embers. The glimmer of energiesflared bright,
and Korendir stiff-ened. Hislimbsflinched and shuddered, and he gasped like atear in cloth.

The old man’s chant did not fater. He raised his other hand and cradled the mercenary’ s brow. With his
wrigts half buried in bronze hair, he finished each phrase of melody in avoice that stayed crisp and
well-pitched. The notes resonated through the morning stillness and dowly, findly, wrought change. Evil
leached out of the mist that bound Korendir. Faded and insubstantial as smoke, Ma-jaxin’'s curse of
vengeance wisped away and dispersed in the sunlight.

The enchanter sang one line more, and Korendir fell dack as a guited fish. Sure hands caught hisfal as
he spilled from the stdlion’ s saddle.

"Freand earth, I’'mtoo old for this” the wizard grunted. He shouldered the mercenary’ sweight so that
half of him rested on the horse and called out a guttura name.

The tower gate cracked open. An eye appeared be-hind, al wrinkles and merriness, and black asan
un-planted seed. "He s dive, that one?’ araspy voice cdled back.

"Neth.” The ancient returned anettled glance. "Would | bother supporting a corpse? Get your short
bones over here before | drop him atogether.”

The door gaped wider. A stocky dwarf in ared cap and jerkin bounced out and rushed to assi<t.
Small the fellow might have been, but the muscles under his gathered deeves were gnarled like the trunk
of an oak. He bore Korendir up with an ease much bedlied by his~colorful string of curses. After an

anxious glance a the horse, the dwarf stumped with the man back across the glen toward the tower.

The wizard watched the mercenary’ strailing heels carve grooves in the sand by the entry. Unamiling, he
twitched his deeves sraight on hiswrigts. Although he disdained a groom'’ s chores, he loosened the



gallion’ s girths. He removed both saddle and bridle, then dapped a pam on sweat-deeked hide. ” Go,
you,” he murmured to the horse' s back-turned ear. ” Roll in damp grassdl you wish, for you at least are
blameless. Y our part in this unpleasantness was well and bravely done.”

The dwarf untangled his grip from a sweated mat of bronze hair, tripped the latch, and kicked open the
last of threeiron-bound doors. Still huffing from his ascent of steep stairs, he said, ” Y our man has
arived.”

Within a shadowed alcove, Itharid stirred, but did not look around. Recently changed to aleather tunic
and hose cross-gartered for riding, she twisted her hands through the strands of pearls which girdled her
wad. "Ishedive?

"If hewasn't | wouldn't be packing him, would 17’

The dwarf shuffled in and dumped the torso of his burden with athump on Itharid’ sbest divan. Asan
after- thought, he lifted the man’ s ankles and arranged the long legs on the cushions. The boots were
rain-wet, and the leather smelled pungently of horse.

The dwarf reviewed his handiwork with his head cocked to one side. Then, asif scratched and bleeding
men on his mistress' s brocades were commonpl ace as gardening, he straightened his cap over hisblack
hair ~t~d added, " /k~chm~ster’ s madder than Neth was on the day the dark spoiled His creation.”

Ithariel fumbled, and pearls spilled with aclatter through her fingers. ” Now whose fault isthat, Nix?’ She
chose anickname, since the one given by the dwarf’s mother wasridiculoudy difficult to pronounce. ” |
sent no word to-Dethmark.”

The dwarf shrugged, his cheeks puffed out like autumn apples. " Y ou think he' s deaf, Lady?1 know
better, | do indeed. When thewhole of Tit Amindel getsrazed by sorceries, and the Archmaster doesn't
hear, then Neth amighty’ d better worry. The bresking of Mgaxin' stalix disrupted continuity clear
through to Alhaerie”

”Oh, you should earn your keep by telling talesin the tavernsl” Ithariel snapped in exasperation. " Now
will you leave, or must | throw you heed firgt through the casement?”’

The dwarf considered her with acute and guileful eyes. 1 see,” he observed quietly. He poked a stubby
finger into his cheek. ” One haf-dead morta means so much to you, does he?’ And he spun through the
doorway as Itharid pitched avaseat him.

The crystd smashed harmlesdy into panels of fast-clos-ing oak. ” Lady,” admonished the dwarf from the
far Sde, "likeit or not, you have company.”

The portal reopened immediately. The Archmaster of the White Circle stepped briskly acrossthe
threshold, his expression blesk as a thundercloud. He took in broken fragments and the spray of strewn
flowers, and then Itha-rie’ swhite face. He gave both their correct interpretation. An anger of chilling
proportions settled over hisfeatures, and he shoved the door to with athud that rattled the hinges.

Y ou learned nothing, | think, in the years you spent as my ward.”

Itharidl raised her chin. "I learned the extent of my father’ sevil.”

Y our present folly matchesthat.” The Archmaster’ s eyesturned pitiless as the shadowed side of a



snowdrift. ”What misguided ingtinct gave you the fight to meddle with a problem too great for your
seniormost peers? And was Tir Aminde!’ s utter destruction not enough that you must risk entangling your
lifewith that of amorta man?’

"Heis Korendir of Whitestorm,” Itharid said. ” And far less mortd than he seems.”

She crossed the chamber and knélt by the divan where her mercenary lay. The vibrant inner tenson she
remem-bered was absent, tilled now by enchanted deep. Sha-low gashes marred his face and hands.
At histhroat, the tarnished length of chain that once held her jewd of protection had seared aline of
blisters acrass his collarbone.

The Archmaster moved to stand at the shoulder of hisward; he, too, studied Korendir, but with less
sympathy. Y ou repeet the failings of your father, Itharid,” he cau-tioned. ™Y ou reach for what you want
without any thought for consequences. When you caled this man into service, did you think what pendty

he might pay?’

Ithariel stroked the limp fingers, felt sword scars and calluses from the bridle rein. ” He was brought up
on suffering. Never hasit proven hismagter.”

" The scourge of Mgaxin's crystal might be abided, true enough, but at what cost?” The archmaster
shook hishead in sudden sorrow. " Themind | just set under spell hasranged so far from reason that only
theimmor-tal maker might cal it back.”

Ithariel closed her hands around Korendir' s snewed wrist. ” Neth and his angels won't be necessary.
Thisman isone of ours, thelost heir of High Morien. Asababy he was spirited away before the demons
overran Alathir. The servant who bore him later Sckened and died of afever, but theinfant survived. He
was found in theforest, half starved, by the widow of Shan Rannok’ s huntsman.”

" And you risked hislifein Tir Amindd, knowing this?” The Archmaster’ sireintengfied. " Girl, | saw
perfectly well whom | dragged off the back of Nixdaxdimo's prize galion! Orame informed me that
Morien's son had not died, years back. But this boy’ slife cannot be sheltered by any grace of
inheritance. Think, child! If Korendir discovers hisbloodline, how long do you think he will last? The
Mathcek Demons|lurk yet in Alathir' sruins.

AsMorien'sheir, they would hunt and destroy him, and not award the White Circle could devise might
keep him safe”

” Are you saying he should havefinished hisdaysasamortd?’ Ithariel stood up heatedly.

"Ohyes, Itharid. Just that!” The Archmaster spun away with aswirl of sea-colored robes. ”Morien's
son should have been left to find happiness and marriage as others do.”

" Just what sort of life do you think heled?” Sure of her ground now, Ithariel shouted back. ” Did you, or
Orame, ever take time to know him?’

The Archmaster paused by the doorway. He heard the pain in her outburst, but his manner stayed
critica asflint. " That point is moot, foster daughter. Now hear what your actionswill bring. Korendir of
Whitestorm shdll live out his natural days within thewardspell | have set. Y ou will carefor him ashe
deegps. Hewill not be wakened into suffering, and if you think to spare him by granting him knowledge of
hisorigins, the Council Mgor will beforced to cast judgment. Do not meddie with this man further,
Lady. Or on my authority as Archmaster, | will sentence you to the same fate asyour father.”



Ithariel went whiteto thelips. Auburn hair spilled in coils over her jerkin as she sank back and laid her
cheek against Korendir. Her thoughts circled in turmoil, and she barely heard the door swing closed as
the Archmagter |eft her presence.

The dwarf Nixdaxdimo found her still by the merce-nary’ s side when he returned from grooming the
gray. He paused on the threshold, scraped his knuckles through a beard like tangled wire, then shut the
door and sat with hisback againgt the lintel. For avery long while he watched the tears trace down his
mistress's cheeks and soak soundlesdy into black woal.

Findly he said, ” Ach, lady, you should never have mixed your heart into this.” Ithariel did not answer.
The dwarf propped hischinon hisfist and tried again.

"It'smy fault, too, remember? | was the one who gave the sword and the stalion to tempt yon man into
svice”

Her fingerstightened in the cloth of Korendir’ stunic; beyond that, she might not have heard.

Nixdaxdimo’svirtues did not encompass patience. He raised bushy eyebrows and stamped back onto
hisfeet. ” Gives me the sorrows, just looking a you. When you' ve had your fill of moaning over him, Ill
come back.”

Itharidl raised her head and said something too low to hear.
The dwarf folded muscled forearms and scowled. ” Say that louder.”
"Get out,” Ithariei repeated more succinctly, and with agrunt of disgust, the dwarf did.

Left to hersdlf, the enchantress looked down upon aface unrecognizable in tranquillity. The dmost
ferocious reserve that pervaded the man’ s conscious presence was banished completely in deep; that
more than anything reminded of violated trust. Korendir had never owned such peacein life. Theirony
wounded, that the ward-stone she had promised, that he had earned at such anni-hilating cost, might itself
bring the key to hisinner cdm. Granted his most cherished desire, the Korendir who had ceded his past
to her would have struggled to reconcile the conflicting passions that drove him. Allowed protec-tion for
his stronghold at Whitestorm, he would surely take his chance to win recovery.

A lock of hishair had falen and tangled in eyeashes that showed not aflicker of reflex; Itharie
smoothed the strands back. Only warm skin, and the steady strength of his heartbeat, established the
assurance that he lived. The enchantresstried to imagine the future, as bright bronze hair dowly grayed.
Scars and calluses and tan would fade away, while the face with its stern planes and angles would sag
into characterlessold age.

Insanity would have been easier to endure.

Inits place, the passive deep imposed by the Archmaster offered a penalty too severe for acceptance.
That find, dispassionate judgment drove Ithariel down an avenue of adienated thought. The discovery at
the end |eft her shaking. When Korendir’ s mind had been stilled, something irreplaceable had been lost.
A thing was reft from her that years and grief could not forgive, nor any amount of pity console.

Who el se upon Aerith understood those most terrible personal memories he had bequesathed her?



Ithariel cradled ahand that would never touch back. She kissed lips unequivocaly deprived of feding,
and something ingde her gave way.

"There' s another meansto recall amind from mad-ness,” she said aloud.

That moment the door banged open. Intrusive as aplague of stinging insects, Nixdaxdimo burgt in.
" Al-mighty powers of crestion, | wasafraid you' d think of that!”

Ithariel shot up Straight asif dapped. ” Y ou interfering little pest! What are you taking about?’

The dwarf advanced on bandy legs and stopped beyond reach of hismigtress. ”Ifm” he said succinctly.
He paused, took a deep breath, then' mastered the rest in arush. ”If | thought you' d ever get soft-headed
enough to take amate, I’ d never have asked Meggato marry me.”

Itharidl returned adubious frown. ” Let Megga hear that, and you' Il walk in the same boots you stand in.”

Nix solemnly regarded hisfeet, whose footgear wanted mending. ”Well then, Il thank you not to tell the
old battleaxe.” Still staring at histoes he added, ” All the same, you' d better not bond with that
carrot-headed madman on your divan.”

Itharidl raised her browsin amanner not a al to the dwarf’ sliking. He hopped from one foot to the
other and pulled his beard with both hands. ” | knew it! Y ou' re serious. Oh Neth, but | knew it! Lady, on
that score the Archmaster was very clear. Y ou' re making aterrible mistake.”

Now the enchantressreturned aglare. ”Y ou rotten little pest. How dare you discuss my affairs,
particularly onesthat this moment are purest conjecture?’

”Conjecture!” Nix ripped his hat off and threw it on thefloor. "I like that! Lady, the Archmaster himself
broached the subject. He saw the same stupid ook on your facethat | did. If you mistook him for deaf
thismorning, he sure wasn't blind this afternoon.”

Ithariel raked her fingers through her hair. Her gut was twisted into cramps, and her back ached from
hours of ditting without achair. ”If | choose to mate, not even the council at Dethmark can forbid me.”

Nix wilted. He sat down heavily on the crown of hisleathered hat and said, ” No. But you' re making a
ridicu-lous choice.” When Itharid failed to respond, he set his elbows on the floor and rested hischinin
hispams. ” All hells. Telvalind Archmaster himsalf admitted you have the right. He just hoped you' d have
better sense. Since you don't, he said to tell you that if the man Whitestorm will have you, and if you both
survive, the White Circle has no choice but to disown you. And if the mortal re-fusesyou, if helivesor
diesinsane, the council will passjudgment againgt you.”

Ithariel leaned her head against Korendir’ s black-clad shoulder. All of her fury drained away, and her
eyeswent soft with distance.

”Oh, weep for an early frost,” said Nix, disconsolate. "Meggaand | shall end up housekeeping an empty
tower, and without any regular exercise that stallion will make shreds of the garden.”

"Maybe,” Itharid returned. Very quietly she added, " Maybe you and Meggawill do your sweeping and
cook-ing inthe hdl a Whitestorm castle, and the stdlion will be muscled fit to kill.”



Nixdaxdemo raised two fingers and bent his ears down.
" Surely not.” Hiswordsrang pessmigticaly glum.
"Hates the seg, anyway, Megga’ does. Says sdt winds bring her headaches.”

"Liar,” Itharid said faintly. After that, she did not move for what seemed an eternity of time.

XIX.Whitestorm’s Lady

The dwarf Nixdaxdimo moped throughout the morning:
Asltharid fussed over elaborate preparations, she tripped over him twice, he hung so closely underfoot.

Irked by the insults she received concerning clumsiness, the lady sent the dwarf out to bridie the gray for
anerrandintheruinsof Tit Amindd.

”Go and recover the fragments of Mgaxin'stailix,” sheinstructed her surly servant. ” And be careful of
that horse, he’ sno longer yours.”

Nix perched astride a saddle whose flaps and assorted trappings chafed his ankles. His diminutive
proportions made any use of dtirrupsira. possble, and after much grousing, he removed the trons and
thrust hisfeet through the empty legthers, he stayed adiride by dint of two fists clenched tight in the blond
mane. He might have bred and raised the mount he had provided Ithaoriel’ s mercenary, but like most
dwarves, hisadmiration for horseflesh was aesthetic and did not extend to riding. Anything higher thana
pony made him dizzy. " Be care-ful of my head, you mean.” Nix returned ascowl. ” A fall would smash all
my bones.”

Itharidl turned the stud and smacked it into atrot toward the forest. " Be gone, you silly dwarf. You've
tumbled off your bench drunk with aetoo many timesfor meto think that any part of you is bregkable.”

Nix howled acurse a her. He hauled without success on the gray’ sreins and vanished precipitoudy into
theforest. Only hisvoice drifted back: " Bother and heli’s demons, why didn’t | choose to breed fish?”

Alonein the glen before her tower, Itharid felt the smile fade from her face. Theritua she had decided to
attempt was never astep taken lightly. She knew apprehension, and fear, and self-doubt, but not regret.
Each hour that passed confirmed that her choice had been foregone conclusion from the first. The man
who lay deeping in her tower was entangled in her life course; the abbsence of his conscious presence
haunted her in amanner that had nothing at al to do with debt. For aWhite Circleinitiate, that state of
affarsoffered few aterndives.

Either she chose to bond, to twine her being with hisin amanner irreversibly find, or shelived out her
days with the knowledge she was only hdf dive.

The Archmaster’ swarning was ajust one; the joining of two living spirits should never be consummated
in duty. Thiswas no moment for uncertainties, and yet Itha-rie!’ s thoughts were torn with them. Korendir
of White-storm might reject her. He might succumb to his madness, or he might scken and die; in dl



cases, without' redress, her fate would be tied to his own.

Preoccupied with worries, Ithariel took no joy from the spring that quickened the forest, but returned to
her tower and exchanged her girdle of pearlsfor aknotted leather belt. Then she fetched abasket from
the kitchen, went out, and launched her painted boat upon the lake. She paddied to the meadows on the
far shoreline and spent the day gathering roots, rare flowers, and herbs. When the swallows swooped
down and chattered ques-tions at her, she did not answer back; their agrid acro-baticsfor oncefailed to
delight her. The lake sprite did not surface to share her berries and bread, nor did she eddy the water
into ripples around the painted boat’ s keel when Ithariel ferried the laden basket homeward.

Only one being within the enchantress s circle of influ-ence remained impervious to her mood. The dwarf
wife Megga awaited her mistress on the path before the front door. She had red cheeks and round fat
arms, and hair like straw tied back under a polka dot shawl. ”Y ou left al the sausage | made, foolish girl.
What manwill haveyou if you' refaling down hungry, and skinny aswell?’

Ithariel stopped. She switched her basket from her left hand to her right. "I’ m not the only onewho's
digraught. Have you forgotten? Megga, | never est sausage.”

The dwarf woman dapped her amplethighs. ” Ach. So ye don't. But that’ s no excuse.” She strutted
back into the tower with acomicd, rolling gait, her head turned sidewards in annoyance. ” Sausage was
for Nixdax, and he' s off hisfeed because of you.”

"Wadl, I’'m guilty then, and there’ san end of it.” Itha-ridl laughed; she could not help hersdf. The
dwarves aways messed up her priorities; nothing shetried ever stopped them. She flicked pollen out of
thetrailing ends of her hair and followed Meggainside.

" That swordsman might be hungry when he’ sroused,” Megga added hopefully.
The thought of Korendir wakened inspired only dread;

Itharid firmly kept to practicaity. With atact acquired through years of dwarvish service, she seized
upon her opening. ” Then you'll help me get him moved.”

Meggashot ablack look over her shoulder. ”What' s the hurry, mistress? His boots have aready spoiled
your best cushions.”

"Nix’sdoing, and proud he was of the fest, at thetime.” Ithariel dodged asthe dwarf wifesailed into a
jibein the passage. The enchantress caught the plump f~nger which jabbed scoldingly at her middie and
thrugt it more usefully through the handle of the herb basket. ” Let be, Megga. If I'm going to bond with a
mercenary, | doubt velvet cushionswill very long stay apriority.”

Sundown splashed moittled light through the forest surrounding Ithariel’ stower by the hour Nixdaxdimo
returned. He had not hurried on his errand. The gray he turned loose to graze showed a coat unmarred
by sweat, but the same could not be said of hisrider. Weary, pae, and lacking his habitual ebu!!ience, he
dragged hisway up the air. Ithariel’ sliving quarters ssood empty; unsur-prised, but disappointed
nonetheless, the dwarf jammed his cap more firmly over his ears and tackled the next flight of steps.

His mistresswas busy in the topmost chamber, the one she used for magic. Megga attended her;
reluctantly, as Nix could see by the set of hiswife' slower lip. Given another reason to wish he had not
come home, the dwarf sat heavily .on the threshold.



Ithariel no longer wore her leather doublet and riding boots. Barefoot, robed in shimmering green samite,
shetraced runesin sand upon the floor with asmall wooden paddle and a cone with aholein one end.
Nix took stock of the patterns aready configured on black stone; the braziers with their bundles of
aromatic herbs set up, but unlit, at the mgjor and minor points of the compass.

Centered in the circle lay the mercenary from Whitestorm, his clothing replaced by a pearlescent veiling
of slk. Nixo daxdimo looked at the combed bronze hair, the closed eyes, and the spell-wrought stillness
of the man’ sfeso tures: Then the dwarf stuffed his knucklesinto his mouth and shivered in outright
apprehension. No good could come of this. No good at al.

That moment Ithariel looked up, and eyes as clear as sheet Slver caught sight of him. ”Nix. Did you
bring thething | asked for?’

The dwarf sopped chewing hisfingers. He pulled off his cap, which was weighted insde with something
heavy, and lowered it with aclink to the floor. "Here” He met his mistress' sgaze with visble
unhappiness. ” Lady, the Archmaster was not wrong. Let the Master of Whitestorm bide hisdaysin

deep.”

Ithariel frowned. " Nix, don't makethings difficult. 1 can’t do that.” She rose with adither of robes,
detoured around her spdll patterns and knelt before her troubled servant. ” Did something in Tir Amindel
frightenyou?’

Miserably the dwarf shook his head. Words could not encompass the ruins he had crossed: the fallen,
shattered towers, with attendant tangles of wadded cloth and bro-ken flesh now picked at by
scavengers. The aftermath of the cataclysm unleashed by Mgaxin'stallix was asight to wrack the mind
with nightmares. That the man respon-sble had not whipped a certain stdlion bloody through hisfrenzy
of tortured flight defied credibility. Newly ap-preciative of the mercenary he had dumped on Itharie’s
best divan, Nixdaxdimo forced courage and spoke.

"If you have any pity at al, you'll leave Korendir hispeace.” The dwarf finished off with alook blesk
enough to curdie milk.

Ithariel returned pure exasperation. " Y ou too! Nix, you faithless scoundrel, I'm going to let Megga have
her way. She'll march you downgtairs to eat sausage and then scold the ears off your head.”

The dwarf declined to retort, which was unusua. He reached out, hooked two workmanlike fingers and
up-

ended his scarlet cap. Three shards of crystal dithered out, black asthe pits of hell, and faceted on those
sdes not crazed with fractures. One was the size of adoubled fist, and polished flat on the top. " On your
head lie the consequences, then, Lady of the Forest.”

Nix rose, snapped for Meggato follow, and stamped off down the stair.

"He' sworried for you, that’ swhat!” The dwarf wife admonished as she passed her mistress. "And he's
right, if 1 may say so. Lady, why won't you listen?’

Ithariel glanced aside at aface that reposed in aframe of dark bronze hair, at stilled hands that were
made for life and action, and much too finefor the sword. ” That’ swhy, little mother. Now leave me.”

Meggarustied off, grumbling imprecations. By hersdlf in achamber gone gloomy with twilight, Ithariel



buried her face in her hands and sighed. The dwarves were wisein their way, and loyd to the bottom of
their cantanker-ousllittle hearts. They knew, even better than she did: the Archmaster’ s chosen course
was merciful, and founded upon centuries of experience. And yet she could not abide. Terrible asthe
pendty would beif shefailed, till, she could not look upon the deeping man without a burning wild urge
torebel.

Madness, even death, was surdly preferable to the pas,-sive oblivion of forgetfulness.

The enchantress' s hands shook as she reached down and examined the crystals recovered from Tir
Amindd.

No cloudy lights stirred in their depths, and no trace of power lingered to spark at her touch; the
darknessin the sones was complete. Mgaxin's evil wards had drained away and left thesetailix illed
as pools under garlight.

No gain would come by waiting. Ithariel selected the largest of the fragments. She carried it to the
window, and seated hersalf with the stone a cold weight between her knees.

She began with the things she most loved. As evening deepened about her, she gathered the peace of
her forest into a core of bright force, then sang that essence as anote. The sound struck the tallix and
generated answer-ing resonance. Itharid felt abrief vibration sting her skin. Then the crystdl sheared; one
fragment cleaved away and |left a clean and shining facet on the jaggedly broken edge.

Ithariel drew breath and encompassed the tranquiiity of birdsongs at daybreak. She shaped a second
note, and another chip spun away; she sang of the watersprite' s laughter, and the dip of nesting swallows,
and the smell of meadow flowers a summer noon. She added the abid-ing strength of rock, and the
patience of oaks, and the warmth of her fires during snowstorms. Each spellsong chisdled anew facet,
and dowly thelight rekindled in the tallix stone’ s shady depths.

Below, ruddied by lantern flame in the tower’ s snug kitchen, Meggaand Nix heard the notes which
would repulse armies, and the notes which would quiet ocean gales. They knew what their mistress sang
into being was awardstone for the holdfast at Whitestorm, and their eyes met in aggrieved consternation
over aplate of un-touched sausage.

"I should never have given her the stdlion,” Nix said with recrimination. " Nor forged that black sword
ether.”

Meggauntied her shawl and twisted its length between her fingers. ”Y ou' re afool to think that made any
differ-ence. She' s headstrong, our mistress, and ruled by con-trary passions. If that carrot-headed
swordsman has the sense Neth gave to achicken, he'!! choose insanity before he takes her to wife.”

Nix did not answer, but brooded as his thoughts turned upon asingle fact: the gray stud had borne no
mark of abuse beyond exhaustion when he returned with Itha-rie!’ srider. Crazed the man might become,
but he would never abjure compassion. That one quality would bind him to life; and that one flaw would
kill him.

Night deepened. The cals of awakeful mockingbird rang over the waters of the lake. In thetop
chamber of the tower, Ithariel of the White Circle tilled her finad note. She opened her eyesto sarlight,
and acrystd that now was a perfect jewe, round and shining with ward-spells. The surface was faceted
more precisaly than any gemcutter’ sart; and the magic it contained lay beyond any natura forcein Aerith
to rend asunder.



One moment the enchantress alowed hersdf to ap-preciate the results of her labors. Thetallix Korendir
had dreamed for &t last stood complete in her hands. All that remained was to waken the man and plead
for aplace at hissde.

Ithariel roseto her feet. She wrapped the crystd in thetrailing folds of her deeve. Thetremblein her
knees had little to do with weariness as she crossed the chamber and ignited the first of the braziers, the
north one, since the pull of greatest earth force originated there. She stepped sunward around the circle,
and sparkslikelit pearlslegped from her fingertipsinto the bundles of tied leaves. The flames caught
without mishap. Smoke drifted across her eyes, and the sweet scents of burning herbs mingled with the
amellsof forest night that wafted in through the casements. Itharid lit the south fire, and the west, and then
the lesser points between. With the circle closed about her, she kndlt by the man at the center.

[llumination from the braziersfdl kindly acrosshim. Scars .became softened by shadow; the tranquility
im-posed upon his flesh lent the beauty of amasterwork in marble. Itharid poised by Korendir’' s head.
She touched theyielding line of his mouth, and for a heartbeat knew tearing remorse. Then she closed her
eyes, damped her emotions, and set hersdlf to break the Archmaster’ s edict of deep.

Enchantersfashion energiesinto spellsthrough many channels, Telvalind of Dethmark preferred his
work in song, and he had laid the groundwork of Itharidl’ strain-ing. Familiar with his methods, and
blessed with atrue voice, she began with random tones. Now and again, her pitch would coincide with
an element that comprised the spell. An answering line of energy would flicker to lifeinthe air, thin drawn
aswire, aradiant of forcein cold light. Aslthariel proceeded, more lines appeared to in-terlock and
build on the pattern; in time she could guess at the spdl!’ s configuration, and saect her notes with more
method. Patient, entirely in opposition to the hur-ried beat of her heart, she continued until the nets of
force that constrained Korendir' smind lay visible above his body.

The Archmaster had wrought with exhaugtive thoroughness. His spells were convoluted and guarded,
difficult in the extreme to unravel without pendty. Itharid blotted sweating pams againg her deeves. The
thought occurred, that the bindings might directly reflect the savagery of the suffering they contained.
Magjaxin had been clever and crimind; his hatred of his prosecutors had survived beyond the grave. The
Archmagter’ smulti defenses might in fact have been caled for

Now would be the moment, she watched thefina vestige of the Archmaster’ s peace

could she bring hersdf to turn back. She regarded the face of the man in the spill of flamelight and spells.
No help awaited her there. Only the promise of pain, which-ever course she should take. At thelagt, the
very imper-viab'tlity of the Archmaster’ s spellwork became her inspiration to act; love could not
contemplate safeguards of that magnitude and turn away. She must seek the reso-lution of victory, or
absolutefina defest.

"Forgiveme,” Itharid whispered into earsthat could not hear.

Shereached out, touched the vulnerable hollow of Korendir’ sthroat. Then she raised her voicein unison
with the first note of the spell. Theline she matched pulsed brighter; meticulousin her control, sheraised
her pitch to dissonance. The spell brightened, flared red, then frayed without warning into sparks. A wisp
of smoke dispersed upon the air, the first piece of the pattern unbound. Ithariel drew breath. She closed
her eyes and inhaed the scents of the burning herbs to anchor her concentration. Then she shaped a
second note, and cancelled another coil of energy into darkness. She worked without break through an
intricate maze of ward-spellsthat would kill if she dipped even once. The codsin the braziersdulled to
red, and the night waned at her back. Note upon note she sang while gray dawn silvered the casements,



unnoticed.

Birdsong pealed through forest stillness. Ithariel began to unravel the grand ward, and exhaustion
toughened her voice. She cupped her ears beneath her palms and forced her mind to track the minutest
fluctuationsin pitch. The centermost defenses extinguished with awhine like snapped harp strings, and
disbanded energies|eft astinging scent of corditc on the air. Ithariel’ s brows fur- rowed into afrown of
supreme effort. Againgt her knee, under her hands, everywhere her skin touched Koren- dissolve.
Korendir' sfeatures spasmed. Agonized by the impact of returned memory, >V>I'y Sirlew ill hisbody
jerked tight.

Her peril was upon her.

Ithafidl caught hiswrists and struggled to subdue surge that drove his e, ~tas ~hat words lacked the
bleakhess to describe. She could not match his strength. Reflexes trained for the sword were too fast for
her to counter, and in desperation, she reached for hismind.

"Korendir? Itharie!’ s call was shaped in sound and magic. ”Korendir, do you know me?’

Hedid not answer. Hislips shaped asnarl of repudia-tion and he flung her off. The silken covering tore
from his body as he battered hisway to his knees. Beyond dignity, the enchantress threw hersdf against
his maddie and knocked him sprawling.

Shaken breathless, Itharid recovered her grip. Korendir moved anyway, dragged her with himina
driving frenzy of pain. Ashisfingers grazed therim of thefirst circle, she forced athread of awareness
between the turbulence that harrowed his thoughts. Again she caled:

"Korendir! Do you still wish awardstone for Whitestorm?’
Thistime he managed amangled reply. " Yes”

But the cry betrayed broken sincerity. Through the hurt in him, Ithariel glimpsed the image that defeated:
asmall girl wrapped in ablack cloak, with aknife thrust home through her eye.

Resolvefdtered. Itharid recoiled in horror; and the fierce sl f-condemnation that burned Korendir to
wild-ness ripped her contact clean away. His hand scattered sand grains across granite. The first ward
was breached.

Only two more remained, and even asthe enchantressrallied, the man crossed the line of the next. The
ashin the braziers sarted up in blue flame, and on two levels, protective magic fled.

Korendir screamed as the cutting edge of memory diced deeper.

Frightened witless, Itharidl tackled him. The drag of her overrobe encumbered them both. The delay
lasted barely a heartbest, but an ingtant was enough.” the sav-agery of Korendir’ sresistance itself
ingpired invention. Before he could breach thelast barrier, she fumbled and recovered the tallix fashioned
throughout the night be-fore. Without hesitation, she hurled the stone a hisface.

Hefielded the crystal beforeit struck entirdly by animal reflex. Sunlight through the casement caught
upon myriad facets, and the spells so exactingly patterned blazed to a brilliance of glory. Some aspect of
theward’ s protection must have pierced Korendir’ sdistress, for he stopped and crouched, hisfists
interlocked over the diazmond-clear surface of thetalix. A sob ripped from histhroat. " Too late,” he



whispered. ”Much too late.”

"Never.” Ithariel flung back. She clutched to that one thread of reason and desperately offered
reinforcement. " Never too late, but | need your trust and consent.”

Ddliberately she chose not to elaborate. Againgt de-rangement and loss, she pitted the known qualities
of amind that would pursue optionsto thefind spark of life. Korendir of Whitestorm had never been
afradto die~ histerror lay infinding himsalf hel pless as crudtieswereinflicted on others.

He assumed risks because he did not care; and because he cared too deeply.

Theirony wasfitting for ason of aformer Archmaster, but the mystery of Korendir’' s parentage must
never be reveded, even to spare him from ruin. While his hands gripped the new wardstone, and his
thoughts wrestled to fathom the riddle the enchantress had cast to his discretion, Ithariel engaged her
powers. She sampled the essence of the banespell, and at last comprehended the nightmare that lurked
behind the memory of adaughtered child.

The perfect and absolute ruthlessness of Mgaxin'sfina vengeance dl but stopped his daughter’ s heart.

The sorcerer had laid his snare knowingly~ only aman of compassion would have conviction enough to
break histadlix. In evil-hearted malice, the wardspells had ar-rayed from this assumption. Tit Aminde!’s
people had died, not because their liveswere linked to the curse that afflicted the city, but because the
man who interceded had acted out of pity for their plight.

Had Korendir been impartia to suffering, every man, woman, and child would have survived to
celebrate freedom.

But he was who he was; not the atrocities of the Mhur-gai nor the daughter of Datha s armies had been
enough to unmake his nature. For this, thefolk of Tir Amindel had perished: in precise and exacting
proportion to the value which Korendir assigned to life.

Ithariel redled, stunned by reflections of his guilt. Had she known, the blood of seven thousand innocents
might never have flowed in the streets. And so the trap had closed. Because she, or any other White
Circleinitiate could never passthe city gatesto discern that fina peril, the one who intervened of
necessty had been an out-sider, untrained and insengitive to magic.

The result kindled outragein Itharicl that no amount of risk could assuage. The Archmaster had been
careess, even negligent, to set deep over mortal pain without first seeking rudimentary understanding.
Nix and Mcgga had been wrong to presume this mercenary’ s talents should go wasted. And ladtly, the
enchantress herself acknowl-edged folly, for sending into jeopardy the one man she should have
cherished beyond life.

No one had consulted Korendir himsdlf. Belatedly, in wordsthat came with difficulty, Itharicl made the
atempt.

Still within bounds of the outer circle, the man shivered in the glitter of hiswardstone. He answeredina
voice undone by remorse; his madness was recognition, that his best and bravest intentions had
consigned awhole city to daughter. And yet, even as he had once forborn to whip astallion, the tatters
of courtesy remained. "What do you ask of me, lady?’

Ithariel looked up with dl of her fedings exposed. "I ask ahome at your hearthstone, aplace at your



Sde, and permission to share your lifefully.”

Something flared in his expresson that was outsde of insanity or hurt. Ithariel watched hisfingerstighten
over the wardstone until they quivered. He recovered a sur-prised breath. Then anguish returned, and
over that alook of unmitigated determination. He was going to say no; she saw, and knew why, and the
reason cut her to the heart.

He would reglect her because he redlized he could love her. The discovery was not new. He had
recognized the attraction prior to hisreturn to Tir Amindel; acknowl-edged its existence and laid it aside,
for though she knew him, he had determined to spare her from sharing the wretchedness which haunted

every agpect of hislife.

She cried out before he managed speech. ” Oh, you idiot of aman, must | beg?’

In that moment her distress matched his own. Her pain he understood, she saw as much through the
chink she had opened in hisarmor. Despite the betraya his care had brought Tir Aminde, he till could
not forsake com-passion. Ithariel saw him glance down. A queer expres-sion of vulnerability crossed
featurestoo long denied emotion. His reply emerged quietly, dmost an admission of surrender. ”Don’t
beg. Never you. Not for that.”

Ithariel could not pauseto savor joy, or even to ac-knowledge her victory. She flung herself headlong
into his mind, sought the wellspring of untapped awareness that Aiathir’ sheir must own. Shefound his
source, and entered, and mingled her mystery with another of such depth that the pairing left her
awestruck. The potentia owned by Morien’s son was more than acrimind loss; it was tragedy of the
first order. But the threat posed by the Mathcek Demons disallowed any hope for enlighten-ment. Ithariel
kept her sllence. Bonded to the mortal she had chosen, she embraced him with the peace of her
presence.

"Korendir, Master of Whitestorm, beloved, you're no longer alone.” The words reached hisears, and
the core of hisbeing; and the vison of aknife-daughtered child lost further power to harm.

Ithariel recovered ameasure of awareness, then. Bone weary, but wholly content, she discovered her
newly sworn husband had moved. The wardstone no longer occupied his hands. His arms enclosed her
shoulders, and the sk that once velled his nakedness had falen entirely away. Histouch was gentle as
she remembered, but this time not so steady. His bresthing was ragged and hot, and hiswords were
typicdly andyticd. "Isit true, my only pearl, that enchantresses who marry must die the same day astheir
metes?’

She shifted dightly, saw through a strand of her own auburn hair that his eyes were watching and serious.
"You'!! just haveto stop taking risks,” she-said gently, then laughed as he enfolded her into hiswarmth.
Morning flooded sunlight over the forest and flecked

Ithariel’ stower in spatters of leaf-filtered gold. A motewarmed fly buzzed circles through the window
and lighted on a plate piled with sausage | eft uneaten from the night before. Megga shooed the insect
away, and fixed a bead-bright eye on her spouse. ” The singing stopped along time ago. | think we' d
better go up.”

Nixdaxdemo started awake where he snored across the tabl etop, and scraped his nose on afork.
"Huh?’



”Oh ye dedf lout, why not listen when | say something thefirst time!” Snappishly, Megga snatched the
cutlery out of harm’sway.

"1 heard, you nag of awife.” Nix rubbed at his scratch and deepily reached for his cap. ” Go up we will,
but I won't be opening yon door.”

"W, carry the bucket for your laziness, then,”

Meggaretorted. " Otherwise | can't reach thelatch.” She shook out wrinkled skirts, rummaged in a
clost, and salvaged an oaken tub from the clutter of brooms and utensils. Nothing rested on hooks,
mainly because the dwarf wife hated to reach any higher than her shoulders. The rest of her kitchen
stayed neat as a parade ground, even if pans and spoons were racked at the height of the average man's
knees.

Amiably grousing, the dwarf couple ascended the stairs. Nix carried the bucket in front of hischegt, his
short arms clasped round the staves. After he stubbed his toes once, he changed grip; the container then
trailed a hished's, bouncing and clattering from the tether of itsrope-twist handle.

Megga cast asour eye on the commotion. "Y€ Il raise ugly spiritswith your noise.”

Nixdaxdimo shrugged. "Ugly spirits, or my big toe, something has to suffer. And | rather hoped to wake
up the man. If he' saive, and with our mistressiust now, | don't think he wantsto be disturbed.”

Megga snorted her contempt. ”Y ou maesthink of nothing else, ever.”

" For which you should be glad, woman.” Nix gained the top of the landing and dumped his bucket
face-down beneath the latch. At once heforgot hisinjunction against doors, and stepped up to peer
through the keyhole.

Megga shrieked in affront and kicked her husband’ s ankle out from under him. The bucket tipped over.
Nix crashed in aheap with agrunt that promised retaliation, while the washtub rolled on and bounced
down three flights of stone stairwell.

Y ou worthlessclod of agaliwagP Megga hopped with injured agitation. " What did you see?’

Nix did not answer, but sprawled prone upon the floor. When hefailed to move further, Megga cursed
and got down on her knees. Shefound, to her rage, that he was not holding till out of pain, but staring
rapt through the crack at the bottom of the door.

Megga wanted to shout insults, but decided on impulse to save them. She plumped down across her
husband’ s back, thrust her chin past his shoulder, and digned one dark eye with the doorsll.

Across an expanse of scattered sand, within oneward circle till untouched, stood anest of cast off
samite. Withinitsemerad folds lay the mistress of the tower, naked asthe day of her birth. Entangled in
her hair and her arms rested a bronze-haired man marked with scars, but deeping now in thefirst
contentment he had known since childhood.

"Ach, it'll be Whitestorm, then,” Nix concluded in disgust. He displaced hiswife and sat up.
” Archmaster’ s going to be furious.”



Meggatook longer to respond, bemused as she was by the tableau in the tower’ s upper chamber. ”A
curse and boilsfor the Archmaster. Now my old age will be ruined with picking the bones out of fish.”

"Old age?’ Nix made arude noise. " With that one for master, you think we' Il have an old age?”’

Now Megga sat up with ahowl of irritation. ”Y ou’ d better hope so, Nixdax. Becauseif n,o,t, I'!! break
up yon carrot-head’ s bones for my stewpot. ’

XX. Debt to Shan Rannok

A wedding took place in Fairhaven during the mild twi-light of early summer. Although the event became
thetalk of every sailor, and the feasting lasted a week, news of the celebration passed the fortress at
Whitestorm by. Trader ships did not stop there, except by request, and the first Hal deth knew of the
affair wasthe echo of en-thusiastic bickering in the shaft that gave access to the beachhead.

At the time, sunrise barely brightened the mist which mantied the holdfast on White Rock Head; thetide
lay at full ebb. The smith set aside the axe he had used to chop wood for his breakfast fire. Belatedly he
recdled that the gates to the landing were | eft open, and had been for nearly afortnight.

Through Korendir’' s extended absence, Haldeth had ceased to fedl the need for such tirdless and diligent
security.

The smith made hisway toward the bailey with more curiosity than urgency. Whatever party of invaders
plied the entry to Whitestorm, they assuredly lacked interest in stedlth. Curses rang through the morning
stillness, cut short by what sounded like adap. Hadeth arrived at the upper gate in time to see adwarf
wife emerge from the passageway, her skirtslifted high, and afrizzle of straw-blond hair flying in disarray
undernegath the strings of her cap.

She paid the smith no notice, but whirled around, set huge fists on her hips, and screeched back down
the sair-well, ” L et that horse dribble on me one moretime, and I'!l grind up the both of you for

compost!”

A reply floated queruloudy from the passage. ” Compost, you say? There' s gratitude. Who wasit
packed yer butt from the forests to Fairhaven, while the master’ s lady waked?’

Thislogic wasfollowed by two pricked ears, awide eye, then the dappled gray neck of astalion witha
sod-den gold mane. Caught like abug in the tangle was a black-haired dwarf, till waving hisfist and
shouting. Therest of the horse clattered out with a prance of sted-shod hooves. Once on level footing, it
flicked'itstail at the dropletstickling its belly. Water flew; and in reflex it shook like adog. The dwarf
adrideitsbarrd dl but fdl off, and the one on the ground howled outrage.

Haideth covered hisearsin sdlf defense. Bemused, he waited for the clamor to subside, and amost
missed the laughter that issued from the passage after the salion’ s magnificent tail. G”Y ou will both be
quiet,” called afemale voice from below. " Or | can promise the master will seal you in abarrel and hurl
you atogether over the cliff face”

Haldeth’ s hands dropped to his sides. His brows rose.



The prospect of awoman at Whitestorm left him surprised to incapacity. Unshaven, clad in the same
shirt he had worn for aweek, he stared openmouthed as another figure emerged from the entryway. This
last was aswordsman, clothed dl in black; but the face beneath familiar bronze hair showed an
uncharacterigtic grin. Still laughing, awoman in pearls and blue velvet rested in the circle of hisarms.

"Takethat brute of agtalion off and find astable for him,” she cdled to the scowling combatants.

Asthe gtdlion’ sringing stride and the dwarf coupl€' s grousing retreated, Korendir gained the bailey. He
st hisburden down and the velvetsfell away to reved russet hair and aface of breathtaking symmetry.
Therest of the lady was no less magnificent, though her grooming had suffered from the sea. Still
gawking, the smith forgot to breathe.

"HadethT” Korendir stepped forward and extended the lady’ s hand, which rested still~ inside his own.
"Come wdcome Itharidl of Whitestorm home.”

Haldeth shut histeeth, bit histongue, and recovered hiswind with agrunt. Supidly he said, "I thought
you swore not to marry until you secured awardstone for the watchtower?’

"But hedidn’t,” Ithariel protested. Amused, she reached for apouch at her girdie and removed acrysta
that glittered with athousand points of light. The mist that clung over the headlands seemed suddenly
thinner, less damp, and some other color than gray.

Haldeth blinked severd times and raked back un-combed hair. " Neth,” he said. His voice shook.
"Y ou're White Circle?’

Ithariel nodded sweetly. The Archmaster’ sthreat of disinheritance had apparently been bluster; thusfar,
Td-vallind had done little but rail and shout, inform that Korendir’ s presence would be unwelcomein
Dethmark, and obstinately refuse attendance at the wedding.

Haldeth reached out and tentatively touched the jewd that shimmered in the lady’ s outstretched hand.
The surface tingled like atonic againgt his skin. Convinced he was not dreaming, helooked at Korendir,
whosefacewas dl strange with asmile of unguarded happiness. The smith scratched his head. " The
contract in Tir Amindei brought you other than gold, | see. Now what in the Mhurga s hellswill you do
with the coins you' ve got hegped in your hal?’

The Magter of Whitestorm seemed surprised. "1 expect Itharid will buy hangings, furniture, and chickens
with them. Or do you think the widows of Heddenton need blankets?’

"Widows of Heddenton, my backside!” Haldeth’ s em-barrassment changed to irritation. ”We need
blankets, the ones we have are moth-chewed, and how in the devil can | provide enough bread and meat
to satisfy the appetites of two dwarves?’

"They aregluttons,” Ithariel admitted. She velled the wardstone and looked up with an appedal that had
|eft broken hearts by the dozen back at the docks at Fairha-ven. ” But on my word, Megga' s a cook, and
if Nix works onewhit lessthan hisworth, I’ [| send him back to where | found him.”

Ha deth accepted the hand she offered and returned adelighted grin. " They ped onions?’ he asked
hopefully.

"They will.” Korendir closed hisfingers over his!ady’s and gave agentle squeeze. " Or else acertain



dave deder who sdlsto the mineswill find himsaf cursed with bad stock.”

The dwarves made their presence felt at Whitestorm like an infestation of rats. Wherever aman turned,
he tripped over them. Accustomed to solitude, and silence, and an indolent preference for clutter,
Haldeth took the change in poor stride.

Megga had atongue like a shrew, and the first thing she did was rearrange every pot, pan, and spoonin
the kitchen. Haldeth came to breakfast one morning and found his favorite Sitting nook jammed to
capacity with buckets, candle molds, and brooms. His protest earned him ascolding so fierce that he left
without tasting the sweet ralls. That mistake spoiled the rest of the day, since Nix took it upon himsdf to
egt for two, and the raisinsin the batter griped his ssomach.

Y ou don’t want Meggato think her cooking' s been dighted,” he confided, heroicaly aggrieved; the
pains had reached the point where he parked in the bailey to moan and roll hiseyes. ” She learned how to
nag from the devil’ sunwed sigter, and her pride sjust prickly as seaurchins.”

"I"ll try to remember.” One moment of pity gained Haldeth a haf-hour lecture on the feeding and virtues
of theHigh Kdair gray, never mind that the stallion kicked its stall doors to pieces and bit everyone
except Itharid, the dwarves, and Korendir.

Haldeth retired to hisforge, where he spent the morn-ing hammering out horseshoes with rounded edges
and no studs. As dways, the fire and the tang of heated steel eased hispique. Intime, he began to
whigtle, and when the sound of Itharid’ s Singing drifted down from the lord’ s chambersin the north
tower, the smith reflected that life might have turned for the better.

Other things a Whitestorm dtered beside the kitchens. The main hall acquired furnishings and hangings,
and Meggatook in an orphaned wolf pup, which chewed boots and chair legs without discrimination.
Ithariel got tired of teeth marksin abaone inlay; she banished the beast to the stables, where it developed
an unnatural attachment to the gray. But the most profound changes occured in Whitestorm's master.

He still preferred black tunics, and despite Megga swizardry in the larder, he gained not an ounce of
soft weight. But where once he had been nerve-edged, rest-less, and too silent, he now showed the
grace of hisup-bringing. He read, discussed every subject from medicine to philosophy, and never wore
wegponsindoors. Startled by hislaughter, an unsuspected and easygoing humor, and aforthright
affection for hislady, Haldeth still watched with wary eyes.

Risk and danger had ruled Korendir’ s character for aslong as the smith could remember. The addiction
to challenge might be dormant, even !ulled temporarily to quiescence. But one day the drive must
resurface; the mercenary who had decimated the Dathel even now distrusted peace. Sorcery guarded his
watchtower and his gates stayed meticulously locked.

And yet the summer passed without incident. Korendir and Nixdaxdimo cut a path through Thornforest
to con-nect Whitestorm with the post road to Heddenton. After that, Megga took regular wagon ridesto
town, bearing gold for the village poor, and shopping listsfor supplies. Korendir hired in a shipwright,
and set about building aboat to replace the lean, uncomfortable Carcadonn. He and hiswife went fishing,
or just sailing to enjoy thewind.

The worst shock came when Meggareturned from atrip for provisions with two young boys behind the
buckboard. They wore rough clothing, and were aged maybe eight and ten years. Asthey passed
benegth the gatesinto Whitestorm, Haldeth caught sight of them, two mops of identical dark hair wedged
between the de bar-rels and freshly ground flour.



He hastened from the gatehouse the instant the port-cullis rattled closed and flagged the cart down in the
bai-ley. "Megga, you can’'t. Boys are different than stray cubs. Send these back where you found them,
or theré |l betrouble, | promise.”

The youngsters regarded this exchange with fearful and liquid brown eyes; and Megga s temper lit.

" Strays? Not these, you maggot-headed windbag!” She shook afist under Haldeth' s nose. ” The master
said bring you an apprentice. He meant one, true enough, but these were orphans, and brothers. They’ll
do much better together.”

Haldeth felt his hair risein precise and definable dread. " Korendir said bring children to Whitestorm?”
"We|?" Meggawithdrew her threstening forearm.

"What do you think, they have fleas or something?’ She summed up her disgust with agrunt, then
bounded down off the wagon and set the team prancing as she scuttled under their legsto reach their
bridles. ” Stupid man, you think I'm deaf?. Fetch Haldeth an apprentice, the master said. If you don’t
remember manners and take these horses off to Nix, your boys are going to stay in my scullery for pot
washers”

Most incredibly, her story proved true. Korendir had indeed asked for children to take resdencein the
loft above the forge; he went further, and did not summon ajoiner, but constructed their bunks and their
clothes chestshimsf.

The boyslearned to ride, to groom the cart team, and to maintain the wood for the forge fire. Only Nix
was too fussy to make use of their services, and after watch-ing him perform inexplicable feats with
perfectly ordinary tools, Hadeth understood why dwarf-wrought steel held amystery.

Thefal brought amessenger intheroyd livery of Faen Hallit, to ddliver arequest that Korendir return
to mercenary service. The contract was declined, and sailors carried word back to Fairhaven: the Master
of Whitestorm was no longer availablefor hire.

Ha deth settled into complacency. When the snow fell thick at midwinter, he grew used to clean clothing
and large breskfasts, and to breaking up fisticuffs between the gpprentices. Megga' s scolding and
Nixdaxdimo'sirrationa flights of temper becamefirst on hislist of hazards, with the teeth of the date
gray sdlion just behind.

A year passed. Thearriva of afishing boat when the leaves turned seemed nothing untoward at thetime.
The shod s off White Rock Head offered excellent harvest, and the sun-bronzed crews who plied nets
there occasion-ally traded herring in exchange for ham and fresh bread.

But as Haldeth took in the view from atop the battlements, he noticed that the paintwork on the boat
was not plain, after the custom of Dunharra, but patterned in rows of checkered symbols. This craft
salled out of lliantyr. The purpose which called her thisfar from loca waters would not be any scarcity of
bacon.

A pang of familiar dread made Haldeth draw in his breeth. He spun away from asight that seemed
suddenly lessfriendly and headed for the master’ s chambersin the north keep.

Before he could knock at the door, Itharie!’ s voice rang down the stairwell.



" Such massacre can only be the work of those demons that mortals name Mathcek. Their powers of
desecration are documented. Thewizards at Alathir al died scream-ing. Since then not a White Circle
enchanter will dare the straits north of Illantyr, and with sound reason. The powers of the demonsare
beyond them.”

Ha deth froze, his hand half raised at the door panel as Korendir’ sreply came fast and fiat asa
whipcrack.

"But I’'m no wizard. The Lady of Shan Rannok reared me. The farmers of her domain filled my belly
until the Mhurgai killed the overlord who protected them. By blood debt, | am obligated. Whatever
daughter these demons may threaten, the idanders have the right to ask my service.”

Light footsteps crossed the carpet beyond the door.

"Nix and the Archmaster warned against my becoming your wife.” Itharie!’ swords sounded unforced,
even fond. 1 wouldn't listen to them then, and | won't regret now. But | must point out that my spiritis
bound to yours, even past the ending of life. If you' re determined to die fighting an enemy that can’t be
conquered, | sail to lllantyr at your side.”

Haldeth stepped back until his spine jarred into the newe post. He had relied on the woman to temper
her husband’ s nature, not to abet his recklessness; worse, she was minded to accompany him on this
insane and riskiest of ventures. The ballads from Aiathir were recitals of unaloyed tragedy. Againg the
Mathcek Demons, Mofien and his Council Mgor had perished in agony; and they were no mortals, but
wizards born and trained.

Korendir cared not awit for past failures. He spoke in atone that Hal deth interpreted as unholy and
arrogant pride. " Lady of my heart, 1 will sail to 111antyr to fight. But I’ ve no intention of dying, and
you' re needed here to secure the holdfast.”

At this, Hadeth took umbrage. He laid his hands againgt the door latch, jerked it free, and barged
unin-vited into the breech.

The fisherman who had brought in the trouble stood unobtrusively to one side, the cuffs of his smock half
crushed under twine-scarred hands. His presence had been forgotten, and his expression revealed an
unswerv-ing wish to dink out of sght behind the tapestries.

Korendir commandeered the center of the floor, taut as wound cable and frowning. His hands were
braced on the shoulders of hislady, and she, in her velvets, glow-ered back.

Haldeth dared fate and interrupted. ” She’ s not to be gainsaid, you haf-witted madman.”

At this attack, three heads turned with expressions of astonishment. Haldeth found himself thefocusof a
de-manding stare from the fisherman, and rapacious study by matching pairsof gray eyes. Their intendty
daunted.

The smith sweated, and shrugged, and looked down at the floor. ” Orame told me the Demons of
Mathcek arose from Alhaerie,” he persisted with lame determination.

" Againgt the powers of the otherworld, you' Il need an enchanter’ sknowledge. L et the Lady Ithariel go,
and save my boys the backbreaking labor of digging graves.”



The enchantress regarded her husband. She touched his cheek with a gentleness entirely at odds with
her ex-pression, then softened his mouth with akiss. ” Sail with the fisherman,” she murmured in
chdlenge. ” And stop me from coming if you can.”

For an ingtant Korendir was torn between rage and a fierce compulsion to laugh. Then his seriousness
won out. ”Y ou understand me,” he marvelled, hisvoice too quiet to be overheard. Then hedid amile,

teagngly.

"Y ou know you'll haveto put a deep spdll on the dwarves.”

”Or they’!! follow us, howling, | know,” Ithariel nod-ded toward the fisherman who fidgeted to one side.
"WE | beready to sail with thetide.”

The enchantress turned in the circle of her husband’ sarms, her last instructions for Haldeth. ” Fetch
Korendir’ sblack sword from the armory. Sted will be very little use against demons, but if hisLordship
of Whitestorm crosses the sea without a dwarf-wrought blade, Nix will most cheerfully bresk my neck.”

Mantied in pre-dawn gloom, the fishing boat bound for Illantyr hauled anchor and unfurled lateen rigged
can-vas. Thefolk who crewed her did not Sng astheir sturdy craft hedled with the wind. Mist overhung
White Rock Head and blotted the fast-fading stars; the water under the keel swirled black, scribed with
reflections from thetallix that glimmered through fog above the fortress. But Korendir of Whitestorm did
not linger at the stern rail to watch his home shoreline recede. Instead he leaned against the head stay, his
eyestrained intently to the west. Beyond the horizon lay the ide whose shores held the fire-charred
stones of the holdfast where he had been raised. Now, in murk only feebly cut by the flame of the deck
lantern, the terrors of that past and the murder of the widow who had mothered him seemed vividly
close.

Ithariel joined her man on the foredeck. She saw histense stance, and did not touch, but settled instead
on abight of rope coiled behind his heds. Muffled to the chin in blue wool, she waited without impatience
for himto bresk hissilence.

He spokefindly in tones pitched for her earsaone.

”| never meant to go back.”

She heard the words, but sensed amore difficult concept behind; indirectly hetried to impart that her
presence at Whitestorm had been enough. Ithariel spared him the need to apologize. Y ou’ ve been your

own master since the day you won free of the Mhurgai.” After apause, she qudified with the tough part.
”Love by itself does not cancd obligation.”

Korendir turned his head from the sea.and looked at her. ”If 1 had a coinweight of sense, you wouldn't
be here.”

Ithariel smiled exactly as she did when Meggatried her nerves. ”If | had acoinweight of sense, I'd agree
with you.” Her eyes seemed very bright. Beyond her, the streaming mists lightened with the advent of
unrise.

Korendir watched the wind play through her coils of dark hair. ”We could go back.”



But the core of hardness had not left him and the enchantress was not fooled. ” Go back?” She laughed
gently. " To bed, 1 should think, and when you had loved meto distraction, you' d steal away whilel

dept?

Herecoiled dightly, fingerstightened againgt the head-stay. " Witch. | should never have married a
woman of spdls”

"But you did.” Itharid leaned her warmth againgt his shins. " For us, there can be no turning back.”

"No.” Korendir looked at her intently, and shared an insight of adepth even she found surprising.
"When | took contract for the Duke of Tir Amindd, | had aready passed the edge. That little boy’slife
had become my last anchor for sanity. When | found the child could not be saved, nothing remained that
held meaning.” Here he paused and drew breath. ” Lady, you should know. Mgaxin's vengeance
notwithstanding, my sole reprieve from madness was through your intervention.”

Unwilling to face the implications of why he should seek to free her conscience, and doubly aware of
how near hislosses at Shan Rannok threaded the surface of histhoughts, Ithariel resumed in dogged
steadiness. She described-what she knew of High Morien’ stowers, though little enough was recorded in
the archives at Dethmark. The disaster had been started by a careless apprentice who opened awizard's
gate without safeguards. His meddling went awry, tore open the fabric of redity between Aerith and
Alhagrie. Morien’ s council had heroically sealed the breach, but not in time. Entities from the otherworld
had dipped through, oneswith an insatiable bent for destruction. Defest for the defenders at Alathir had
been swift and utterly find, while the ene-mieswhich had annihilated them lived on unvanquished.

Itharidl listed the demons' attributes, those that were documented, and although the sun struck gold
through the mist when shefinished, shadow seemed to linger on the decks. The boat that plowed through
the new morning only hastened toward misadventure; for if the fishermens’ taleswere true, the Mathcek
Demons hadranged south from Alathir’ s ruins and desecrated the outlying villages of Shan Rannok. No
power in Aerith wasgreat enough to stop them; only afoolish few farmers and three dozen hired
guardsmen stood ground to contest’ their advance.

Ithariel regarded the husband who stood till as a carven figurehead upon the bow. He sailed out of duty
to the widow who had fostered him, but the foe he opposed was far older. The Mathcek Demons were
second of the Six Great Banes. They would recognize High Morien’ s heir; unwitting last survivor of
Alathir, Korendir would be mercilesdy hunted from the moment he offered chalenge. But Ithariel knew
the futility of trying to deter him with the certainty he was fated to fail. Knowledge of hisfather’sdoom
would but commit him to action morefirmly. By her oath to Telvallind Archmadter, Itha-rid kept that
secret unbroached.

Five dayslater, lit by the sickle of afading quarter moon, Korendir regarded the 'and which bulked
black againgt amisted, predawn horizon. Thefishing boat rolled at her anchorage, acove on lllantyr’'s
eagtern shore sheltered from the westerlies by the ridge which thrust from theide s centra plain. The
fishermen dept in ham-mocks dung from the rigging on deck, while Ithariel oc-cupied the stern cabin.
Soft lights burned within, and scrawled pearly reflections on the wavel ets beneath the counter; the
enchantress used her artsto scry out the danger before their planned landing in daylight.

Korendir scanned the decks. Nothing stirred but one fisherman who snored and twitched in a dream.
The boy who shared anchor watch sat benegath the deck lantern, whittling toys for his nephew. He
glanced off the stern from time to time and studied the wave crests guardedly, unconsoled by Itharidl’s
ing stence that demons never crossed water. The thought did not occur that the merce-nary from
Whitestorm might wish to.



Despite the chill, Korendir had not worn boots. He shed his cloak and sword belt with a predator’s
gtedlth, then pulled off the tunic benesth. Clad in leggings and shirt, he re-buckled hisbadric acrosshis
shoulder. The scabbard and crossguard he secured with alength of twine filched from anet float. Ladtly,
cat-glent, he cleated an end of the jibsheet to abelaying pin and ow-ered himsdlf over therall.

A wavelet dapped hisankles. Korendir repressed ashiver and let the line burn through hisfingers. He
dipped without splash into theicy embrace of the sea

The swim to the shores of |llantyr was closeto haf aleague; Ithariel had ingsted they anchor well out, to
avoid risking notice by demons. Korendir floated quietly until the current carried him beyond earshot, and
the flicker of spellsin the stern windows diminished to adull spark of light, Then he struck off with
overhand strokes for the shadowy shordline to the west.

Daybreak found him stretched full length on sands packed firm by breakers. He rested long enough to
catch his breath, and to ponder the dangers ahead. The enemies he proposed to challenge were nothing
like were-leopards, which had been loosed by a meddling wizard who crossbred desert wildcats with
creatures from Alhaerie. The demonswhich victimized Iliantyr were directly transported from the
otherworld. More than shapechangers, they could take any form, or none; on the effort of asingle
thought they could ater the and-scape into any appearance they chose.

"Humans are endowed with like powers beyond the wizard' sgates,” Itharidl had explained during the
crossing from Whitestorm. ” To imagine athing isto createit, fully formed from the void. A portion of
Alhaerie’ sexistence unravelsto supply mass and energy. And o it iswith outworld beings who trespass
Aerith. They can shapeinto form whatever dream they desire, but our floraand faunaand soil sustain
untold damage in consequence.”

Korendir flexed tired muscles and rose from his hollow on the beach. He dusted sand from his skin.
Shivering in his salt-spangled shirt, he drew hisdirk and cut the lashings on his sword. Sunrise bronzed
the ocean at his back as he struck off, barefoot, for the hills.

High Morien had met demons with spell-craft, and lost; it remained to be seen what amorta without
meagic could accomplish.

Just past full daylight, Ithariel stepped from the stern cabin clad in aman’ s boots and tunic. The clothing
was unbleached linen, but cut to her size, and bordered with leaves and birdsin rust thread. Her eyes
were reddened, result of anight spent scrying, and her braids were pinned back in afashion more
practical than pretty. The frown that leveled her brows was one men cared not to cross. Sheinquired
after Korendir from the boy who whittled by the sternsheets, went forward, and discov-ered the decks
empty; except for atunic and cloak in adiscarded hegp by therail.

Fishermen from lilantyr never wore black on ship-board; the color begged Neth for afunerd,. they
claimed, and only the daft tempted fate.

But Korendir remained asimpervious to supergtition asto his current rgjection of plain sense. Itharid’s
shout brought the ship’s company bounding up the companion-way from the galley.

Theseincluded three brothers, captained by a spry-tongued grandfather who was creased like old
leather from seafaring. He had seen two sons die of foolishness; the significance of Korendir’ s empty
clothing registered in less than a bregth.



He regarded the outraged enchantress with keenly con-sidering eyes. " Y ou' |l be going after him, then.”
Hedid not walit for reply, but ordered his grandsons to unlash and lower thejolly boat.

Ithariel clenched her hands on the rail and stared toward the land which bulked to starboard. The
horizon above the hillsrolled black under dense blooms of smoke. Whether avillage or some farmer’s
field was ablaze hardly mattered; her scrying showed demonsign everywhere,

"We ll find him,” the old man assured her. " | and my grandsonswill help.”

Ithariel picked a stray thread from her cuff. Asif the captain had not spoken, she said, 1 should have
suspected al dong when hefailed to try mewith arguments.” A stitch gave under the persistence of her
worry, and awisp of embroidery unravelled; one of thelittle birdswas|eft wingless. ”Damn.” The
enchantress clamped her hands on her forearms just as a clamor arose from amidships.

”Neth, will you look,” shouted the youngest boy to his grandfather. ”Block 'n’ tackle’ s been got at, and
theiine sfouled.”

”Oh damn him!” Ithariel hammered her f~ats on her deeves. ” Of course! He would have laid plansto
delay us.” Sheturned bleak eyesto the captain. " Old man, forgive my stupidity and ingpect your ship.
For as 1 know my husband, we ve seen just the first of our troubles.”

The fisherman glanced back in bright anger. "We'll see about that.” He nodded to his eldest, who
whirled at onceto comply.

Itharidl joined the search, and dmost immediately snagged her frayed seam on the dagger sheathed at
her belt. Wholly impatient with trivia, shetipped free, drew the offending blade, and hacked off her shirt
cuff, fine embroidery notwithstanding. Then, fighting tears, she bent to ingpect the ship’ srudder. All the
pins but one had been nestly removed from their seatings.

Her man was nothing if not thorough; even should the fishing boat sail with intent to run aground on the
beach-head, little could be accomplished in awesterly without steerage except adownwind run back to
Whitestorm.

"Il break your ugly clever head mysdlf,” Ithariel threatened to the empty air. She choked back acry of
frugtration.

The diligent boys and their grandfather disclosed the rest of Korendir’ s sabotage inside a quarter of an
hour. Thelist wasimpressive, from sprung planksin thejolly boat, to aweskened splicein ahayard
concealed near the top of the mast. This not being enough, the merce-nary had purloined thejo!lyboat’s
rowlocks, and cut al the hanks from the headsails. None of the damage was permanent. But the ship and
her single tender were de-pendably crippled through aday or more of repairs.

Ithariel loosed an oath of aggravation. ”Isthere any-thing my curse for ahusband failed to think of 2.”

There was not; the youngest of the grandsons wormed out from beneath the tender and announced two
missing pairsof oars.

No one bothered to check on the spares stored in the aft locker. Korendir would have seen those the
past morning when he fetched out the buckets to swab the decks.



Itharid glared landward at the forests where her man had ventured without leave. | can il swim,” she
whis-pered in defiance. Obliviousto the stares of captain and crew, or the heated blush of the younges,
she began to strip off her tunic.

Beneath her bustle of action, her heart knew acrushing end of hope. She could not possibly make
landfall before noon. By then, her arrival would be too late. Her man had gone ahead of her, into dangers
he lacked train-ing to comprehend. The only protection he carried was his marriage ring, aband with a
cut tallix setting. The wardspell laid into the crystal was nothing more than atoken, acharm to hed cuts
and abrasions, and a luck-bane against broken bones.

Ithariel wound her arms around her shoulders asif racked by aterrible chill. In trying to spare her from
risk, Korendir accomplished nothing more than certain doom for them both. No comfort could be wrung
from his courage. Even had she broken her vow and revealed the perils of his parentage, Korendir's
thrice-cursed honor would remain. His absolute disregard for danger would have dictated his behavior to
the end.

XXI. Mathcek Demons

"Lady, no.” The oldest of the brothers reached out and tried to catch her wrigt; too late. The enchantress
shucked her shirt without pause to acknowledge, and hisfingers collided with bare flesh. Shewore no
other undergarment. Her skinin the morning light shone pale and trand ucent as abalone, and theformiit
described was breathtaking.

The brother snatched back asif burned. Scarlet as his sibling, he doggedly resorted to speech. "We can
have that jollyboat patched within an hour.”

Ithariel never glanced at him, but reached down to unlace her hose. "What' |l you row it with, spoons?’

Her tone was shrewish, but concern drove her too hard to care. The higher the sun rose, the greater her
peril; if shewas going to die because Korendir went before her, she would rather the end overtook her
aonein open water. The fishermen would never understand.

The older boy watched her tear at her points, and histhroat tightened usdlesdy. Only the elderly captain
re-garded her beauty with impunity, and that because he had seen naked women by the dozensin
whorehouses through the years he had sailed out of Fairhaven. With less fuss than he employed to
unhook aflipping mack-erdl, he caught the enchantress swrist and spun her around to face him.

" Daft asyour man, you'rebeing!” The anger in hiseyes, or maybe the overpowering smell of fishon him
forced her to take notice and listen. ” That launch can be rigged to sail in lesstime than you might think.

Y ou'll reach the beach safdly that way, and be rested enough to continue. If you go now, | promise,
you'll throw your last chance to thewinds. Tide' sturned, can't you see?

Current’sin flood and pulling north at five knots faster than you can svim.”



The old man paused in histirade. He glanced aside at his boys and sent them to work with a barked
command.

Then he released the enchantress with afathefty pat on the shoulder and |eft her to retrieve her shirt,
which fluttered across the deck on the verge of being snatched by the breeze.

"May not be such afool, your man,” the captain concluded. He fixed faded, squint-wrinkled eyes on the
ripples which scoured past the counter. ” Sure picked his moment, and rudder pins? What aright bitch of
an embarrassment! | packed spares. Neth, in these waters, dl us south coasters do. But damned if your
bronze-headed gallant didn’t ask which locker, one watch aways back ' midst the straits. Claimed apin
was fixing to crack, when | knew myself they’ d been replaced the last time this bucket got careened.”

Ithariel’ s reply came muffled through linen as she dragged her shirt over her face. ” Clevernesswon'’t
save him from demons, more sthe pity.”

Her touded auburn head emerged from the collar, ex-pectant; but if the captain agreed, he kept silence.

Thejollyboat was prepared in less than the promised interva, but her design was not so easily
compromised.

Never intended to carry sail, shelacked kedl, and her improvised rig made her clumsy. Worse, the
prevailing westerlies had picked up. Harried by current, and forced to tack, the craft made marginal
headway. Caught between views of alandmass that promised doom, or the wake which curved behind
and displayed their disastrous set to leeward, Ithariel crouched with her forehead braced on frustrated,
white-knuckled fists as the sun climbed inexorably higher.

The grandfather seemed sublimely unconcerned. He and his relations worked their boat with their
accustomed sarcastic banter al the way to the shore.

Thejarring impact of landing threw Itharidl bodily from her seat. One brother caught her asthe craft
rolled in the waves, while the others freed sheets and | egped the thwarts to steady against the pull of the
aurf.

Helped ashore by the old man, Itharid murmured thanks and stepped out onto blinding white sand. The
blot of shade beneath her feet wasaarmingly smdll.

Caught by immeasurable dread, she squinted toward the captain. "1’ ll need yon, and one of your crew
that’ sunmarried.”

"Oleg.” The grandfather hailed the brother whose hair was bound with atwist of red wool.

Hewas not the oldest, nor even the one of middle years. Ithariel regarded the boy’ s cheerful features
with no end of trepidation. ”I’m sorry,” she said, touched by misgivings that echoed the captain’s. " Trust
me, I’ [l skin my husband the mercenary, if we ever recover himdive.”

Thewind carried asmoky taint over the fragrant resin of pines. Worn with nerves, and guilty for the
dangers she must impose upon akindly old man and young boy, the enchantress made her way inland at
apace that prom-ised blisters. The grandson followed at her hedl's, while his elder delayed briefly to
shout ordersfor the brothers who remained.

"Y e brought the axe? Good. Then find some decent driftwood and hew us two brace of oars. Bind them



in net twine for rowlocks, then dismantle that limping ex-cuse for amast.”

Asthebrothers oaths of irritation fell behind, Ithariel felt gratitude for the grandfather’ s undying good
sense; if they survived to recover Korendir, a hasty departure could save them. When the boy at her side
asked aques-tion, the enchantress found grace from somewhere to ex-plain that over soil and rock she
could follow Korendir’ s path without any need for spells. There were advantagesto tracking a
spell-bonded mate; but as she passed the dunes and plunged into bn~sh and thick forest she sorely
cursed the necessity. Twigs clawed her hair and fallen leaves mired her step. A persstent ache started at
the base of her skull, warning that at last, Korendir of White-storm had encountered the trouble inevitable
from the sart.

The enchantress s discomfort intensified as she and her companions made headway into lllantyr's
wooded hills.

The smél of smoke and burning grew stronger. Then the forest thinned, and they crossed avillage
byway, where corpses rotted in aditch by the roadside. One was awoman, with the beetle-crawling
remains of an infant wrapped in her shawl. Scavengers had gnawed away her abdomen.

The boy doubled over and got sick, and with pity in his eyes, the grandfather steadied him to hisfet.
"Bear up, lad. You'll see much worseif we' re delayed.”

The boy pedled his bandanna from hisbrow and dabbed at hisfouled mouth. His fingers shook. "Do
you think Mama—"

The grandfather answered with stony lack of symparthy. "Her, and us, and yer brothers, too, if we don't
find that mercenary quickly.” He nodded after Ithariel, who waited with anxiousimpatience. ” Get on and
follow her, and belay the whining complaints”

The boy raised his chin. He ssumbled ahead while his eyes spilled aflood of soundlesstears. Behind him,
the grandfather’ s weathered face showed sadness.

Beyond the roadway, the trees stood bare; clouds massed the sky ahead, but the going became easier,
the terrain cut by woodsmen'’ s footpaths. They crossed the clearing of acharcoa burner’ s hut, but his
kilnswere cold, and hisfamily departed. Squirrels had nested in the tree overhanging the chimney, sure
sign that desertion was not recent. Sun spilled through stripped branches and scattered bars of shadow
across the ground. Through a headache that steadily worsened, Ithariel redlized the light lanced straight
down; noon had come, and with it, the peak of the demons  powers.

Any minute would revea Korendir to enemies asthe get of Morien Archmaster. Once that fact was
uncov-ered, the tallix ring with its token spell of blessing was not going to spare him from
dismemberment.

The trees ended soon after; ahead the ground stretched gray, an expanse of wind-sifted ash winnowed
into pat-terns like desert sand. Shivering from painsthat now laced like fire along her nerves, Ithariel
paused to lay spells. Her skin wept clammy sweet and her hands shook worse than the boy’sas she
fought to trace symbolsin the earth.

For the vista of wasteland established without doubt that they had reached the leading edge of demon
territory.

At Alathir, Morien had raised magic to chalenge and defy this same advance; his defense had been



wrought of earth forces, and these the demons had unbound like a snag in afisherman’sknit. Y et where
Korendir' sfather had sought to destroy, hiswife wished only to conced. She tapped the forces of
Alheerieitsdlf to weave aglam-our around her companions. Just as aman from Aerith would take no
notice of pebbles, or sticks, or roots, so the demons might overlook the moiling,. chaotic trace energies
transmuted from their native environment.

Enchantments of this nature were a perilous undertaking in any place; elaborate safeguards must be
taken to avoid an imbalance, and caution warred with the pressing need for urgency. Ithariel worked
againg certainty that time was now ruinoudy short. Halfway through setting the wards, she shuddered
and cried out. Her face went gray and she flung back her head while above her, out-li~ed againgt sky,
the faces of frightened companionswatched helplesdy.

"He' snot dead,” she said hoarsely. " Not yet.” And sheforced her spellsto completion, ringing her
fishermen in crackling eddies that sngpped and then faded to invisihility.

Ithariel arose, hunched in pain like an old woman. " If we can keep our advance quiet, we have hope. At
the moment the demons are diverted with Korendir. They would make sport with him before he dies. As
long as he stays dive, our presence stands a chance of ’ being overlooked.”

She did not add that they tortured him; or that like an echo, his suffering harrowed her. Instead she said
he was close by, and as she staggered forward, she felt the arms of the old man and the boy reach out to

steady her steps.

They progressed over ground blasted to the desolation of avolcanic plain. Burned rock and blackened
cinders heated unpleasantly through layers of boot leasther and hose. The air smelled scorched, and
though e sewhere the land was sunlit, the sky here hung gloomy with over-cast. Loose hair stuck to
Itharidl’ stemples. Her breath ripped in gasps from her chest and her eyes watered. She blinked away
tears, sared updopeto the ridge. Smoke billowed in drifts againgt the summit. Her stinging eyes could
just make out the limbs of what might have been thorn trees at Whitestorm.,

"Up there,” she grated, and began the ascent over coarse rocks that gouged at her shinsand palms.

The climb was relentlesdy steep, and the grandfather began to wheeze. A smple man, content with his
life of toil with bait and nets, he had no experience with enchanters or demons; but danger was athing he
knew wédll, and he understood the management of men. He held his position with a determination learned
from weathering gaes and acted asif he had moved through circles of spdll-craft snce youth.

"Look you, Oleg, seethese stones?” he said to divert the boy who moved in tiff fear on Ithariei’ s other
sde. "They're sharp, full of holeslike the lavarocks from the Mathcek Idesto the north. Bad shoresfor
ships, those. They say the demons escaped to Aerith from there.”

Ithariel had no breath |eft to correct that misapprehension, which nonetheless had given riseto the
demons name. The point became moot five paces later when ascream drowned out the old man’'s
chatter. The cry was human agony distilled, then magnified and shattered to athousand echoes by the
riven, lifeless landscape. Ithariel shuddered again. The boy beside her baked on the mind-less edge of
panic. Though the grandfather had no more bravery left in him, he went through the motions and tried to
speak words of encouragement.

Ithariel fought for grip on the confusion which divided her mind. Aware through the pull of Korendir’'s
torment that around her companions were fatering, she snagged the grandfather’ s attention with alook
and sad, "My Lord of Whitestormisadive.” Shequalified in aracked and scraping croak, ”He sfighting



for survival, and that of your loved ones, never doubt. What we hear is certain proof.”

Another scream sheared the air. Itharie felt the hair rise long her spine. She worked her fingers free of
her shirt cuffs, the right one now shredded to match the other in the unthinking clench of her hands. ”Y ou
must not run,” shefinished findly. ”No matter what you see, I'll need you both to help carry him.” She
did not add that if she succeeded in reaching her man, the odds lay against getting him ouit.

They labored to climb the rugged dope. Smoke swirled around them, wind-eddied into shapeslike
departed spirits. The rocks rose raw-edged and dark againgt’ a sky forbidding with storm. Though
elsawhere the hill was scoured clean of vegetation, they came at length upon ahollow that sheltered a
stand of living trees. Their branches were cruelly barbed. The crowns which tossed in the wind were
green-black, each leaf the mirrored rep-licaof the forest which clothed the cliffs above White Rock
Head. The sultry inland air carried an incongruous tang of ocean.

Stung by the manifestation of Korendir’ s vulnerability, Ithariel understood how the trap had been sprung.
She guessed in advance what must wait beyond the last crest. Asif to intengfy her dread an ominous
slencefell. She and her companions hurried the last steps and breasted the lip of therise.

The outcrop fell away beneath, but not as randomly jumbled stone. Here rose battlements of blue
granite, dressed, shaped, and corniced into a structure immedi-ately familiar. The valley amidst the
wasteland held a perfect recreation of Whitestorm’ sinner holdfast. Every detail was accurate, from
Haldeth' s craftmark on the gate winches, to the patterns of the cobblesin the bailey; and so they would
be, sncetheir shape had been torn intact from Korendir’ smind. Y et in this place wrought by demons,
the aura of thetdlix in the watchtower washed ascene of living hell.

Shackles had been set into ringsin the paving. Pinned spreadeagled in black iron, the Master of
Whitestorm struggled with his muscles knotted and his head thrown violently back. The fetters of the
demons held him fast; against their powers he never had a chance. Above his saring, wild eyes towered
apost st with ahook like abutchef’ s stdl. There afigure of delicate proportions sagged naked and half
unconscious from arope twis.

Auburn hair clung damply around her face, and shoul-ders the color of new pearl were striped and
running with blood.

Ithariel gasped in shock. She had expected to look upon horrors, but no nightmare apprehension could
pre-pare for the vison of hersalf being flogged until her flesh split by a perfect replication of Haldeth.

The lash fell with a crack. The demon-formed Ithariel whimpered. Drops of shed blood pattered down
on the man who flinched and thrashed and quivered againgt his chains. For the Master of Whitestorm,
pain and death were no match for the crueler agony of helplessness. His protest pealed out like awar
cry, but the fury in the sound could not last. Inevitably, his strength would spend itself in usdless Struggle.
Logic could not distinguish the creetion of demons from truth, for the chains were genu-ineiron, and the
woman under torture was redl. The heart must eventually burst before what was no dream, but the
uttermost ruin of hope.

Thewhip fell again, wielded by an arm toughened by the drive of ablacksmith’s hammer. On the
ridgetop, the boy made a sound and dapped his pams over his mouth. Pale as death, the old man knelt
to intercede as his grandson crumpled over in dry heaves. He supported the traumatized boy and glanced
in gpped toitharid.

"Demons,” she gasped. " They deform the nature of Aerith to shape Korendir’ sworst fear.” Wrenched



with sickness hersdlf, the enchantress averted her face and strove to rally her nerve. She must not pity her
double, but only the plight of the man. ” This has to be stopped.”

"How?’ The grandfather squinted through a drift of blown smoke. ”Where are the demons?’
" All about you.” Ithariel raked back sweaty hair.
"Look for ripples, something like heat wavesindry ar.”

The old man turned a shade whiter. He had noticed such disturbances, patches that seemed to shimmer
across hisvision, but he had presumed the distortion to be anatura effect born of smoke. "How can you
fight acresture which lacksform?’

Ithariel shook her head. ” Impossible, as Morien proved at Alathir.” She qualified as much to focus her
own

thoughts. ” The demons are beings from A!haerie. While the stuff of our Aerith ismallegble to their will,
our forms are likewise their chaos. Rocks and stones and clouds lie beyond their understanding.” She
gestured &t the recreated fortresswalls. ” Our emotions aone lend these meaning.”

Sheflinched asthe next scream harrowed the air. ”1I’m going to attempt a counter illusion. Better you
don't try to watch. But if you must, understand this. Not al you see will be fashioned in malice by
demons. Some of the work will be mine. Wait here. 1’11 return with the man. If not, when darknessfalls
you must flee for your lives and sail. Stop for nothing, even the rescue of your loved ones, for dl of this
idewill be doomed.”

The grandfather grimaced asif he thought to protest; instead, he bent to check the boy who huddled
unmoving under his hands. ”We should help. Or do you have away to cut chains and drag agrown man
up sheer battlements?’

A ripple shivered the air; the grandfather’ s query re-ceived no answer at al. Except for himself and the
boy, the hillsde stood empty, asif the enchantress had been less solid than the lieswrought of earth by
the demons.

The grandfather stroveto find stability amid chaos. ” She' sfey, Oleg,” he said to the boy at hisfeet.
"How isaman to understand the ways of enchanters? We must be strong and bide here until she returns
with her lord.”

The smoke thickened. Clouds lowered, and the wind blew, strong gusts that buffeted the heights. The
towers of thefortress gained asickly violet halo.” Though the whip till struck with afiendish and
unbroken rhythm, and the woman’ s cries cut the air, Korendir lay dack in hischains. His eyes stayed
anguished and open, while blood more cherished than his own striped like tears down his cheeks. No
sgn appeared of the enchantress who embarked upon his salvation.

Minutes passed without change. Then aripple passed over hisform. Momentarily, Korendir seemed
bathed by alightlesstongue of flame. He recoiled asif stabbed, and his chains clanged hard against their
fagtenings.

Listening until his ears ached over the ceasdess moan of wind, the old man heard. Despite Itharid’s
warnings, he dared alook down from thewalls.



He saw no dramatic rescue. Korendir’ s head sagged to one Side, expressionless against blood-dicked
cobbles. Shimmersthat may have been demonswhirled round hisform on dl sides. Only thefigts
dragged hard againg hisfettersreveded any liferemained in him.

The smoke coiled thicker. Something seemed to flut-ter, half-veiled, on thewind. Then abillow like
refrac-tion passed over the object, and the grandfather’ s sight became obscured behind curtains of mist.

Thelash fdl and the screams continued, and the fisher-man understood the White Circle enchantress had
faled.

He sat in despair on cold stone. ” She must be in trou-ble, Oleg. If not, she' d be back by now.”

A brown wren appeared out of nowhere. Perhaps blown off course by thewinds, it afrowed through the
fog, wings stretched and closing in beat after beet of frantic flight. Theleaf of athorn treefluttered inits
beak. The weather harried it, bent its feathers at odd angles, and thrashed itstiny bones and frail Snews.
It struggled, pumped harder, and clawed to reach alanding on theridge.

The gusts were too strong for it.

Moved by asailor’s sympathy for scorm-driven birds, the grandfather arose and stripped off his smock.
Asthe wind howled and the little wren pitched sideways, he cast his garment like anet and scooped the

gruggling body initsfolds.

An unexpected and totally unnatural weight dragged a hiswrists. He staggered, caught hisfoot, and
pitched to his knees on sharp rock. The smock and its contents tore from his grasp and unfurled; and the
wren tumbled out in atangle of light and blurred feathers. Itslegs kicked once. It tossed aside the twig,
and the next instant its form expanded with a!ash of spell-heated air into the body of an enchantress,
now naked; beside her lay no bit of greenery, but a blood-splashed, unconscious Korendir.

The enchantress panted asif her lungs might burst.

She could not spesk her thanks. Unmindful of the openmouthed boy, she struggled to rise, and
managed, with the help of the old man. She leaned on him, shaking, while he bundled hisfishy-smdling
garment over her shoulders.

Speech remained beyond her, but her eyes beseeched haste. The grandfather spoke sharply to Oleg,
who scrambled up in dazed amazement and drew Itharie!’ sarm over his back. The enchantress stumbled
forward in his childishly awkward embrace, while the elder attended to the man. Helifted Korendir ashe
had dung countless barrels of baitfish, then hurried downd ope toward the forest.

Dangeroudy burdened, the party fled over terrain that could kill if amistep caused afal. Turbulence
laced the air on dl sdes, distorting the eyesight, and shedding an odor like burned sawdust. Now mindful
that these pertur-bations masked demons, the old man trembled with fear.

Ithariel began dowly to recover. Mindful of the grand-father’ s dread, she whispered hoarsdly through
her gasps, ” To the enemy we appear asfalling pebbles. Keep on, for the wardspells| set will not last.
Our sole hope of safety isthe sea”

Y et speed proved impossible to maintain. Though strong, the old man had limited stamina. Long before
they reached the forest, he had to pause and share his burden with the boy. Of necessity, Ithariel
struggled on alone. Taxed to exhaustion by her enchantments, she reeled forward, the smock trailed



haphazardly across her shoulders. Her bare soles tore on the stones. She could not stop to wrap them,
for the demons pressed close on all Sides.

Theland at last leveled off. Gray arm tired, the old man pressed ahead with bowed shoulders; he no
longer spoke to his grandson. Korendir showed no sign of returning life, but hung dack in the grasp of his
rescuers as the party labored to take cover in the wood.

The shimmersfollowed. Insdethetredine, Itharid paused with awhimper of dismay, then gritted her
teeth and shifted magic. The effort cost her sorely. She spent the dregs of her powersto turn her
protective illuson from pebblesto the form of blown leaves. Weary, un-steady as drunks, the four wove
their way through forest sllence. Though the clouds that had hemmed them on the heights gave way in
time to bright sunlight, the en-couragement cametoo late. All weretoo tired to take notice, and Korendir
was yet beyond fedling. Concerned that he showed no trace of recovery, Ithariel contem-plated a
restorative, then put the thought firmly aside. Only if their straits became desperate would she tap the
ward in hismarriage ring. The powersit contained were likely too smal to offer much merit anyway.

They plowed on, through brush that endlesdy ham-pered movement, and roots and hollows that
treacher-oudy tripped the feet.

At the charcoa burner’s cabin, they delayed for precious minutes to steal a blanket and poles and make
alitter. Korendir never felt the hands that bundled his body insde. Sack as a gutted trout, he remained
dead weight as the boy and the old man raised the polesto aching shoulders. Forward they pressed,
while the!out-ing energies of demons flanked and wove aong their course.

They crossed the lane, and thistime the boy passed the corpses with blindly indifferent eyes.

Ithariel moved now on reflex. Her braids had torn loose, and the ends curled damp with swest. She
strove to mind spellsthat burned and lacerated concentration; at any moment, her control was going to
fal. Wardswould unravel like shadows before light, and the demons would know her for the enemy.

Better than the rest, the enchantress understood her progress so far had been possible through surprise.
Morien had defended Alathir with &l the bright force of aWhite Circle Council Mgor; she, by hersdlf,
had sought only to mask and conced. The linchpin of her plan had been the faseimage of the man left
behind in chains upon the ridge; to spirit the redl flesh away she had needed to wait until Korendir had
exhausted himself to stillness. That necessity by itself had sapped her. Now, clothed in the thinnest of
spell-craft, she shadowed them dl in forms unobtrusively common. That the horrors which had
desecrated Alathir so far did not question the semblance of a sparrow, or smal stones, or arustling drift
of dry leaves offered scant margin for safety. The demons' continued pursuit indicated suspicion; once
they choseto react, no last-ditch tactic would avail. Itharid clung to spellsthat tattered under her
magtery; shelagged behind, fighting, while the final wellspring of re-serves burned to emptinesswithin
her. The ruse she had spun to protect could hold not aminute longer.

Seawind whispered through pine trees. Beyond flashed the white foam of breakers. A dozen steps
completed in racking weariness, and the spongy blanket of shed nee-dles gave way to dune grass and
sand. The shimmery blots that were demons spun doubtfully, then lingered at the edge of the beach. They
sensed the presence of water and natural caution made them hesitate.

There, with respite most cruely in sight, Ithariel’ sfail-ing wardspell sputtered ouit.

"Run!” Her shout split to hoarseness with fear, but the grandfather and youngest son heard. They
struggled to bear up the litter and crossthe last yardsto the sea. Dry sand mired their strides. Their



burden swayed dan-geroudy, and Korendir came near to spilling out.

"Run!” screamed Ithariel asecond time. If she could overtake them, there remained the chip of crystd in
the marriage ring. But her legs trembled beneath her, each stride more labored than the last.

Thetoilsof churned air afrowed out from the forest’ s edge. Demons converged in arush toward three
fleeing humans and what they now perceived as the bronze- haired son of the enchanter they had trapped
to torment to his death.

The burned smdl intensified upon the breeze. It sung the throats and lungs of Ithariel and her
companions, and seared their eyes blurry with tears. The boy and the grandfather sprinted ahead with no
thought except to reach the sea. There, outlined againgt shining water, a boat waited aready launched.
Steadfast and ready for action, two brothers stood braced at her thwarts.

The demons closed. Barely ayard from the ruffled edge of the surf, a canyon opened in the sand. The
old man gdlantly jumped with thelitter poles till on his shoulders. Behind him, the boy wailed in panic.
Hethrew off his burden and |legped after, and Korendir tum-bled outward into air.

Ithariel hurled her body over the brink. While the earth ripped in twain underneath her, she collided with
her husband. Entangled in his unconscious limbs, she tumbled in asickening fal. Sand grains pettered her
clothing, then bounced off and vanished into dark. Light and shimmerslaced her flesh, and her overtaxed
lungs choked on fumes. The demons encompassed her presence, exulting in the recapture of her
mercenary. Down from the sunlit world above filtered shouts, growing rap-idly fainter.

Enveloped by demons, dl but log, Ithariel thrashed againgt wind and gravity and caught her husband's
hand. Still on hisfinger was the marriage ring with its contained glimmer of wards. Ithariel cupped her
palm over theta-lix setting. She tapped the energy within, borrowed strength, and spun spells.

Magdight ripped out like lightning, wove anet to arrest their plunge. But the virtues of the ward were
limited. She might preserve and defend for ashort while, but the ring had not been endowed with the
power for aggressive attack.

Spent past dl effort at guile, Itharid clung to her hus-band. Their chance was forfeit, even had she been
fresh, for the demons were aware. The moment she tapped magic in their presence, her antagonists
recognized her for an enchantress, an enemy like other onesvanquished in fury at Alathir. Helpless,
plunging in arush of dark down acleft toward the depths of the earth, Itharidl could do nothing but
scream in frudtration as the entities which had annihilated High Morien closed in aring of disturbed air.

Her cry echoed up from the pit as the boy and his grandfather splashed through shallows. Waves rushed
gparkling to meet them and kicked rooster tails of foam around the their knees. They reached the
longboat.

White-faced with terror, and tried to the limits of endur-ance, they tumbled inside while the brothers
immediatdy shoved off.

Behind, through air that seemed tortured by heat waves, they left the black chasm where Korendir and
Itharidl had fallen. Surf that had not been close enough to save lapped now at the sandy rim.

While the longboat cleaved her way seaward, the grandfather covered hisface. At hisknee, curledin
de-fesat, the youngest of his grandsons cried for shame.



"Neth, it was | who killed them!” The boy choked on sobs, while spray dashed over the bow and
drenched the bowed crown of his head.

"Nay, lad.” The grandfather extended a hand and ruf-fled the boy’ sdripping hair. ” It was et go, or fall
your-sdf, and dying aong with the mercenary would not have saved yet ma.”

The boat rocked, dewed by the currents of flooding tide. Waist deep in the waves, the elder brothers
clung grimly as an undulating swell larger than the rest advanced toward them. The wave pesked and
crested like an avalanche off the bow. As one, the brothers signalled agreement and clambered over the
thwarts. Water spattered from their smocks asthey seized their crude oars and threaded the handles
through twine looped through thefittings for rowlocks. The wave kicked the prow, licked amidships, and
|eft the boat unsupported to the mid-ribs. The craft poised, dipped, then plunged with ahard-bellied
smack into the depths of the trough. For amoment the land lay eclipsed.

Then the waters roared by, and the boat heaved into recovery.

" Give those demons awetting,” muttered the eldest brother as he clawed for balance and sat. He leaned
into the oars, joined at next stroke by his brother.

The wave washed astern with aroar. Whitewater ram-paged up the beach, then surged in aduice of
dirty foam over thelip of the crevice. Demonsrolled clear with aripple like noxious fumes, and the
grandfather screamed, ” Go back!”

"What? Areye daft?” The elder brother pulled al the harder on hislooms, and hissiblin. g followed suit.

But the old man stubbornly shook hishead. ”"Water. Thelady said that demons couldn’t tolerate the sea.
Blessthetide that rises, therejust might be achance.”

"Get usdl killed,” the brother groused, but he lifted his oarsin obedience. As another swell curled
beneath the ked, he tensed his shoulders to swing the bow.

The next wave crashed and broke. A churning mael-strom of spray doused therift in the sands.
Something within unravelled like spilled light, and a crack echoed across the sea. Sound dammed the hills
like thunder, though puffs of harmless cumulus sailed afair weather sky. The brothers a the oars
trembled in open-mouthed dread.

They searched through fright for one thing that was ordinary to restore faith in aworld gone strange.

No sign appeared except atern that shot up from the shore, haf glimpsed through adazzle of sunlight.
She might have been scavenging at the tideline and started up as the water rose. Something glisteningly
fishy dan-gled from her beak. The boy Oleg raised his head to watch her flight in arush of renewed

hope.

The morsd in her bill weighed her down out of al proportion to its size. Certain now, and revitadized by
excitement, the boy called out to his brothers. ”Bend your backs and follow that bird.”

"Y € re daft as gramps,” accused the oarsman to starboard. Slow to understand, he watched without
reaction asthe tern sheared down toward the swells.

She struck just beyond the line of combers, and kicked up a startling splash.



"Neth’'n’ *devils, that’sno bird,” exclaimed the eldest brother. He squinted over the handles of his
looms, while the air above the beachhead swarmed and burned with a mirage-like moil of starved
energies. Demons recognized their prey. They yearned toward the place where the tern had falen, but
dared not cross the encroaching flood of thetide.

Just then two heads broke the surface, shining with wet, and human. Korendir lay cradled in the naked
armsof hislady. Thering' ssmall wards were played out. She had no strength left to swim, but tumbledin
theroll of green waterstoward a shoreline still swarming with enemies,

"Row, or I'll keelhaul thelot 0’ ye,” snapped the grandfather; and in just respect for hiswrath, the
broth-ers quit bickering and pulled oars.

XXII. Heir to Al’ athir

Sunlight danted through the fishing boat’ s hatch and scribed !ig~ht like a brand on worn decking. Ithariel
sat on aseachest in the gloom to one side, robed in loose cotton, but no pearls. Her hair had not yet
dried, but spilled in combed ribbons down her back. Her handslay dack in her 1ap. The sight of her,
waiting, wasthe first thing Korendir noticed when he opened his eyes after hismishap in I!antyr.

He sprawled on the berth in the stern cabin, wrapped in nothing but a blanket ingrained with the aroma
of cod. Late afternoon sky caught on the wavelets beneath the counter and threw reflections like ribbon
on the beams above his head. He ached in every muscle and joint, and when he spoke, his voice was
brokenly harsh.

"The demons. They reveded athing about my pater-nity.” Accusation colored histone. Itharid stroked
hisknuckles. ” All true. Y ou’ re son to High Morien who once was Archmaster at Alathir. But were the
White Circleto tdll you, they would have sedled your doom. | could never have recovered you alive had
the demons not paused to make sport with you. They will hate you the more fiercely, knowing you exist.
Now, should they regain accessto Alhaerie, Whitestorm itself might be attacked. My wardstone there
could not stay them.”

Korendir refused the implications. He trapped her small hand between his own and rolled onto his side.
A glimpse of hiseyes caused Itharid to abandon her hope of sailing. She might wish one ordedl would
convince her husband that his quest to save I!lantyr was futile; most typicaly, his expression showed
otherwise.

Abovedecks, one of the brothers sang a chantey while he cut up fish for the supper pot.

The uncomplicated sweetness of the moment cut like pain. Aware of what must come, and desperate to
avert theinevitable, Ithariel changed the subject. ”Where did you hide thejolly boat’ s oars?

Korendir looked at her, blinked, then rubbed at the wrappings which bound the abrasions | eft by
shackles. ”| tied them to the anchor line,” he admitted hoarsely. The smplest speech came with effort.
"They’!! comein water-logged, but undamaged, unlessthey’ re discovered by crabs. Then the leathers
might want mending.”

He shifted restlesdly. Itharidl recognized purposein hisfrown. Every sensible part of her shrank from his



deci-son, and shetried to withdraw her hand. His fingerstightened. * gtharid, listen to me. The Mathcek
Demons must be destroyed.”

That statement, so soon, was too much. Ithariel surged to her feet. | spared you from torture and desth,
and now you ask for Morien’ sfate?’

Korendir lay back, his head propped avkwardly against a bulkhead. ”Y ou’ re magnificent, did | tell you
thet?’

He chose his next words with care, mostly because histhroat pained him. ” Thereisaway. The demons
themselves showed me how.”

In labored phrases, he explained; and as the anger roused by hisflattery cooled, Ithariel reconsidered.
He had not lost hiswits. The plan he outlined held cunning and logic, and aso danger beyond reckoning.
Since the demons now posed threat to Whitestorm, she knew bet-ter than try to dissuade him. Instead
she paced to the grating and paused in the light shaft benegth.

"I'll help,” she said to the man who held her heart.

"But only if the captain agreesto loan you this boat without crew. Never will | sail the Mathcek degpsto
barter with aweather dementd if one of those grandsons remains aboard.”

Korendir answered with his eyes closed. ” The grand-sons may think otherwise” And in theinterval
Ithariel took to determine whether or not she ought to dap him, he contrived to fall soundly adeep.

Lightning seared a crack across sky. The booming report of thunder dammed the night and shook every
timber in the boat where Itharidl leaned at the rail. She could sense the black currentsthat stirred fathoms
down beneath the kedl; here lay the deepest waters upon Aer-ith. Mortal opinion to the contrary,
demonsdid not arise from the canyons that seamed the sea floor between lantyr’ side and Dunharra; but
westher elementals often did, and for that reason Korendir threaded oarsin the jollyboat that heaved
dongsde.

Gusts snapped at the lines and thrummed minor strains from the stays. Korendir' s deeves fluttered in the
flame-whipped light from the lantern. Prepared to cast off, helooked up a hisworried wife. ”Havefaith.
I've donethisbefore.”

"Hardly the same circumstance.” Itharid did not trust hersdlf to qualify; at Whitestorm, against
Cyondide, Kor-endir had been extraordinarily lucky. Although thistime he carried the reputation for
destroying two of Aerith’s most powerful lementds, he owned no whit more pro-tection. His plot was
dtill based on bluff.

"Well, delay won't help my chances.” Korendir tugged gently at the rope which secured hissmal craft
to therall, then used hiswLfe stactics againgt her. "Now tell me the name of yon tempest and cut me
loose, or must | hack free with my dirkT”

Itharidl dipped the knot with trepidation. " The ele-mentd callsitsdf Tolaine” She paused, the tasseled
end of the painter looped between her hands. ”If you' re going to dedicate yoursdlf to recklessness,
drown yoursdlf quickly and spare me from worry and gray hair.”

Lightning illuminated his expresson of wide surprise.



”Once 111antyr is secure from the demons, what reason on Aerith could take me from Whitestorm
agan?’

Ithariel flipped thelineinto thetender. " Neth if | know. Haldeth siwears on his favorite hammer you'll
in-vent one”

"Hadeth!” Korendir dipped oars and leaned into his stroke. ” Fretting’ s his primary occupation. Don't
you start also.”

Itharidl returned alook of reproof. ~Give me one day without any reason to.”

Korendir’slaugh tangled with another crack of thun-der. " Tomorrow,” he called back. On his next
gtill-expert stroke, the boat vanished into the night.

L eft no task except to tend the lanterns, Ithariel stared out into dark. On this occasion she could not
follow her beloved into danger. Since e ementals by nature con-tested power, the potency of White
Cirdemagicitsdf offered liability. Bdligerent with wizards, and overtly sensitive to enchantments, they
would go out of their way to offer chalenge. In waters under Tolaine' s sovereignty, Korendir dared not
carry even the burned-out tallix of hismarriagering.

Ithariel trimmed each of the lantern wicks. She paced the decks and watched lightning spear the seg,
jagged as veinsin obsidian. Sometimes she saw afleck on gray waters that might be Korendir’ s boat.
But the moments of storm-flash were too brief, and the object too distant to identify his presence with
certainty.

Midnight came and went. Alone, Itharid waited by the mainmast pinrail. A patter of rain dashed her
face. She thought upon the man she had married, and those traitsin his character that infuriated her: his
unshiftable penchant for black, and spare words, and awayward tendency to switch the subject when
she touched upon issues that troubled him. And yet for al her frustration, she harbored no lasting regret.
His deathless compassion, and gentle hands, and contentioudy uncompromisingtegrity had altered her
life. In the space of asingle after-noon he had captured her heart as nothing else in Aerith ever could.

His absence made the night seem interminable. The snores of the fishing boat’ s captain rasped faintly
from the forward hatch. In the end, after bitterest argument, common sense had prevailed; his grandsons
remained ashoreto ook after their widowed mother. For that the enchantress was grateful. Sooner
rather than later the direst mischance would overtake them.

A gust plucked at the rigging and the waves picked up. The fishing boat tossed, hove to upon raging
waters; off her bow, lightning jagged the darkness with repesated and unnatura ferocity. Spindrift
crowned the wave crests like wraiths, and thunder pedled in acontinuousroll that rattled every tenonin
thehull.

Spray-soaked and shivering, Itharid clung to astay.

Discomfort by itself could not force her below to fetch acloak. Although she stood afull league
removed from the vortex of the elementd’ sforce, her peril was no lessthan her husband's. The
ecaating violence of the

wesgther offered warning: either Tolaine displayed his powersto intimidate, or else she withessed awrath
that could turn at any ingtant to murder. The jollyboat wastoo frail to withstand an ocean squall.
Korendir might aready be capsized.



And yet asthe storm raged and the wind shrieked a hag' s chorus around her, Itharid sensed no mishap
to his person. Will was all that sustained her asthe gale peaked, and the lanterns streamed red, and the
decking gleamed like hot copper under cloudburst.

Suddenly everything went till. The swells thrashed and sucked against the timbers; blocks banged and
squedled in the chafe of the lines doft, but their noise was asolo againg silence. The wind winnowed
away to an ominous cam. The change caused the grandfather to rise and check anchor lines; swathed in
patched oilskins, he straightened on the foredeck and glanced acrossin perplexity at the enchantress.

"Ligten,” said Itharidl. Sheforced her teeth to stop chattering.

A shout echoed faintly over the water. Above the work of timbers and the dap of loosened hayards,
words could just barely be heard. " Tolaine, by your name| offer challenge. | say your strength is
insufficient to hold the sea of Tammernon to acalm like perfect glass between sunrise and sunset.”

The reply boomed back in asavage gust of air. ”Who speaks? Answer! Tolaineis mighty enough to
girdledl Aerithin illnessfor afortnight, or adecade, or ayear.”

”| am Korendir, who destroyed both Cyondide and Ishone, and | say your boasts are the bluster of
breezes. | did not ask ayear, nor al the waters of the world, but only the Tammernon Sea, and just for
the span of one day.”

Tolaineripped out alightning bolt and parted the wa-ters with asizzle. ” Show yoursdlf, challenger.
Where stands this wizard whose presence | cannot feel? Let us due thisinstant, and prove for al time
whose powers arefit to best whom.”

Ithariel gripped the lateen brace and murmured aoud in despair. " Neth’' s grace, he' sgonetoo far.”

But her failing confidence affected Korendir' snerve not at dl. Hisreply floated back through the
darkness, imperious enough to shame an emperor. " The Master of Whitestorm does not strive against
beings of inferior abil-ity. Let Tolaine prove hisworthiness by completing the task | described.”

Thunder growled in reply. ” Tolaine does not suffer to wait another turning of the sun.”

" Then let the cdlm become the contest,” the morta called back. ”If Tolaine can keep the watersfiat
through al manner of magics and distractions, Korendir will con-cede the victory.”

Sullen breezes chivvied the waves. Hest lightning touched the sea pewter againgt a darkened horizon,
and clouds churned, !it to the yellows and grays of boiled Sulphur; like the coiled deadnessin the eye of
agreat 'gale, the dementa cogitated upon the bargain. ” Tolaine accepts,” the being rumbled at last.
"Wizard whose pres-ence | cannot fed, | say your defeat shdl be easily gained. At sunrise, let our battle

begin.”

The night went black in an eyeblink. Limp and beaten as old rags, Ithariei leaned her cheek against
cordage that smelled of mildew. ” Do you know,” she said weskly, " how close my madman of a husband
cameto drowning usal inawhirlwind?’

Canvas dapped, sagged fiat under dackening winds. The grandfather squinted doft, his eyes sparkling
by lan-ternlight. ” But we aren’t swvimming yet, my lady, and aneater spinning of deception | never saw in
my life. Y our marriage mugt be alively one”



Itharid dlowed her legsto give way; she did down the lines, thumped on an empty span of pinral, then
laughed in a bresthless release of nerves. ”Old man, you have that right.”

The grandfather nodded sagely. Droplets blown from wet rigging splashed his sedl-dick hair. ”Go
below,” he suggested. ” Rest up. Y ou'll need aclear mind come the sunrise.”

But weary asthe enchantresswas, she balked at theidea of deep. The grandfather shrugged and offered
hisoilskins. Ithariel accepted without hesitation over thein- grained smell of fish. While clouds broke
over the mainmast and abrave few stars pricked through, she wrapped her shouldersin the garment’s
humid warmth and IIstened intently for oar strokesin the night that would signd her loved onée sreturn.

Morning dawned with aquiet that rang in the ears. The sun rose over the Tammernon Seain perfect
doubleimage. Not aripple sirred; the northeast coast of Illantyr bulked like abruisein the early,
reddened light. The waters surrounding the shoreline stayed polished to calm like amirror, even when the
wingbests of passing shear-waters tapped the surface in their flight. Tolaine kept the terms of Korendir’'s
chdlenge with diligent and awesome precison.

Too unsettled to St while the men ate breskfast in the galley, Itharidl waited on deck, her fingers running
over and over acruddy notched stick of wood. She regarded the burnished ocean with eyes | eft gritty
from deep-lessness, dl the while pondering her distrust.

Though tillness stretched to horizons made invisible by reflection, only vanity bound Tolaineto
compliance. Thekindling in her handswas a pitiful thing, carved with protective runes, but not yet
touched by the spark that would activate its wards. Now the moment was upon her, Ithariel shared none
of her hushand’ s brashhess. The dic-tates of inflexible training forestailed his knack for risk. She courted
outright disaster, and the knowing jangled her nerves even before she embarked upon the perilous
second stage of Korendir’s plan.

The resonance as she engaged spell-craft would inevi-tably provoke Tolaine. Like al ementas, his
didike of wizardry wastota; entirdly without warning, he might reject the restrictions set upon this
reigned contest of wills. If that happened, no power on Aerith could spare them. The seaswould rip
ingtantaneoudy into storm; smashed like so much flotsam, the boat and her mangled crew would become
pickingsfor crabsand fish.

Itharidl traced the rune-cut wood. The edge of her nail caught on the sigil for Safeguard, and she bit her
lip.

Were the Archmaster to guess her intentions, he would without hesitation have condemned her to
Maaxin'sfate. To the mighty of the White Circle, the surviva of Illantyr’ svillagerswas adetall of little
account. Ithariel might have agreed, in those days when her mind was moretied to the greater energies of
Aerith. Only the spell-bonded Lady of Whitestorm who deliberated on afishing boat’s deck was no
longer entirely enchantress. Korendir’ sways had changed her. His priorities had be-come her own, and
his perils she willingly shared, but never without fear.

The cries of shore birds echoed acrossflat water, al-most masking alight tread behind her. Aware who
ap-proached, she accused, Y ou should be resting.”

"Not now.” Korendir frowned in faint reproof. He clasped her waist from behind and kissed her neck,
and she could smell the sweetness of the grandfather’ s rum on his bregth.



She dtiffened, and as aways Korendir’ s quick wit grasped why. ” Our captain ingsted his brew was
medici- nal, and how was || to deny his better judgment? He drank the lion’ s share.” Korendir paused;
hisfingers curled through the sash that bound her tunic. Y ou know we're certain to lose thisvessdl. The
wreck might hurt lessif the fellow’sgonein hiscups.”

Shefaced him, till in the circle of hisembrace. " Unless he' samean drunk. Did you ask?’ He had not;
Itha-riel swallowed, tried to achieve the cam she would need to manage the tridlsto come. ” And the
medicine?’

Korendir released her. He flexed blistered fingers, then tested the muscles of his shoulders, brutally used
the night before as he rowed through aleague of ocean gde. "Margind. The stiffnessachesless, but in
exchange think my guts have been scalded.”

Ithariel regarded him critically, from damp black tunic to h..ose which showed rings of ingrained sdt.
"You'!! survive,” she concluded without sympathy. The moment the words left her lips, it occurred with
poignant clarity that he very well might not.

The rune tick flexed between her fingers; Korendir restrained her wrists beforeit cracked. " There are
wid-ows and orphansweeping in I llantyr for every moment we delay.”

Ithariel nodded. Beyond speech, she leaned into the comfort of his shoulder, raised her carved bit of
wood, and delved inward after powers that were the heritage of White Circle bloodline schooled to
remorsalessfocus.

Resigned to bad judgment, inured to the fact that her life and Korendir’ s and aso one drunken old
fisherman’ s hung on untenable faith, she set potency into the first carved sigil. And like cam before direst
cataclysm, the ocean held glassily ill.

Tolainedid not bridle at the sorcery. But over the masts sudden clouds gathered, dense and black as
woodsmoke. The sun dimmed; the sea stretched benesth, flat as purldied lead.

Ithariel drew ashaking breath. She set the protectionsin strictest order, asif the air did not quiver with
the fullness of atoo-long pent breath. Spell and counter-ward and safeguards, she prepared the defenses
that pre-ceded the opening of awizard’ s gate in open and unstable surroundings. One mistake could
invite disaster. Alathir had fallen in consequence of just such an error, and inter-ruption by an elementd
storm could cause arepest of the same.

Itharidl sang the sealsinto being within the warmth of Korendir’ sarms. He fdlt fine tremors course
through her flesh, and smelled her swegty fear. Heleaned hisface into the hair above her ear and began

very softly to spesk.
Hiswords banished other, more crippling distractions.

worry, and uncertainty, and reproach for follies she knew better than to set into motion. Ithariel
completed her preparations. She began the sequence which would open gate accessto Alhaerie, while
her husband’ s phrases |apped the edge of her awareness and stabilized con-centration.

"Lady of my heart, they lured me with the shadows of my deepest fears. | saw a Whitestorm more
vibrant than life, and awife more red than woman. The Ithariel they spun to entrap was the essence of



sdf and love and future. When my mind lost perception of the difference, demons set everythingin
jeopardy.” His hands caressed her through the waterstained cloth of her tunic. " But they wrought too
well, these beings who dream to deprive us of Aerith. They reveded the despair of their exile, and their
resentment of Morien’s courage. That showed their vulnerability, and now we shall fashion their
downfall.”

Ithariel dipped through his hands and knelt. She laid the carved stick on the deck between her knees.
Theair around her rippled and burned with ward-magic; her hands glowed faintly blue. Korendir stepped
back, left her space to work her craft as she!aid her pamsto-gether. All her thoughts centered on her
fingertips as she lowered her arms and scribed aline which sheared through the fabric of the world.

Light shimmered where her gesture passed. A tear gaped open between Aerith and the alter-redity of
Al-haerie; the aily swirl of othernessthat churned beyond the gap splintered the vison to pain.

Korendir averted his eyes. He had no arcane knowl-edge, only human understanding of hiswife's
emotional needs. He settled as near as her conjuries would allow and kept talking. " Let the bait to lure
demons befit the crime, lady of my heart. Morien’ sfortresswasrazed into ruins; in justice, let usbuild a
memorid. Stone and keep and date-roofed hall, the stuff of Alhaerie shdl be re-made to replace what
the demons !aid waste.”

Ithariel regarded her gate-spell with critica apprehen-son. She found neither weakness nor fault in her
work; the wards contained the contact between worlds and pre-vented a repesat of the breach that had
ravaged Alathir. If Korendir still spoke, she did not hear him. Beyond reach of fleshly sensation, the
enchantress delved into mysteries and wrought the consummation of their effort to destroy the demons.

Thediceof Alhaerie visble through her gate under-went atwist and amagnification, then looped
through a greater second binding.

The seahed smooth by Tolaine served yet asagiant mirror; except now the surrounding waters no
longer re-flected Aerith’ s sky. Influenced by the magics of Ithariel, natural order was replaced with the
seethe and bail of incomprehensible othernessthat was the dter-redity of Alhagrie.

Ashore on Illantyr, demons gathered in aboiling shim-mer of air, drawn by the vision of the otherworld.

On the decks of a painted fishing boat, an enchantress who wrought the deception licked dry lips. The
balance of complex spdll-craft consumed her concentration totally. One lapse would endanger al the
Eleven Kingdoms. She dared not waste concern for Tolaine, whose vain pursuit for supremacy formed
thelinchpin of 111antyr’ ssdvation. She did not think of the grandfather, adeep in his stupor belowdecks;
nor might she spare aword for the husband who sat by her through the mo-ments of greatest peril.
Engrossed within the discipline of her magic, Itharidl engaged the last of the Sigiison the rune stick.

She touched through the gate with her thoughts, and re-shaped the stuff of Alhaerie.
Ithariel wrought with caculated mdice. From the aily curl of energiesthrough the spdll-gate, she
recongtructed in miniature the curtain walls and towers of Alathir where Morien Archmaster had once

convened his council.

Her handiwork was accurate to the smalest detail; and in perfect and magnified illusion, the reflection of
Mo-rien’ sfortress spread across the flawless sea.

The effect on the demonswasimmediate. Presented after years of exile with an untrammeled view of



their homeworld, then subjected to sight of its desecration by the hands of aWhite Circle enchanter, they
shot in turbid arrows of distortion from the shore. Their world had no solidity, as Aerith understood; no
concrete sense of up or down or gravity. Thefact that Alathir’ s battlements speared at right anglesto
I'lantyr’ s beachheads gave the demons no cause for suspicion. Lashed to outrage, duped by certainty
that enemiesinflicted atrocity against their universe and kind, they forgot any concept of Aerith-imposed
direction. They succumbed even as Korendir had fallen prey to their earlier recreation of Whitestorm.

The Demons of Mathcek rushed in a horde to succor their violated kingdom. Too recklesdy angered to
orga-nize chalenge, they rippled like awave of super-heated air and plunged to their destruction in the
sea.

The elements screamed with the demons’ passing like hot metal quenched into ice. Water doused their
lifeenergies and added ragged drifts of steam to dready glowering overcast. But the sea’ stranqui!lity had
broken. Ripples shattered theimage of Alathir’ sfair towers and the stonework dissolved, kicked by
guststo afoam-sheared webwork of waves.

Startled into failure by the demons' violent demise, the elementa roused to agae-force pitch of dismay.
"Whereisthe wizard whose presence | cannot fed?’ Tolaine boomed on arisng surge of sorm. ”Hear
now that | reject these foolish formaities and demand a straight contest of force.”

Ithariel abandoned conjury and snatched therall just asthe first gust struck. The fishing boat dammed
reding into knockdown. Above the thunder of risng wind, she screamed, ” Get the grandfather!”

Korendir had aready |eft her. He dropped in alesp through the companionway, while at his back, the
en-chantress expanded her spell-gate in a stopgap expendi-ture of power.

Thedischarge left her dizzied. She clung weskly while waves thudded the timbers undernesth her and
vibrations shivered the hull. Paintwork cracked and lines streamed |oose, to snap with whipcrack reports
that unlaced stout splicesto tassals. With agroan of stressed wood, the boat |abored to rise. Tolaine
intervened. Winds dapped back and prevented even margind recovery. The beamy old hull lay awash
like the flank of awounded whale. Her mizzen gouged the sea and sherolled beyond savage, battered
over further as her ballast clattered |oose bel owdecks.

Korendir clawed up the tilted companionway, hislegs mired by torrents of incoming waves. The doop
was foundering rapidly. The mercenary struggled to escape her death throes, his back burdened down by
the drunken grandfather whose loved ones remained safely ashore.

"Korendir!” Ithariei cried. "Hurry!”

Tolaine swrath whipped around her. She clung like alimpet to the wreck, harried by the seething
eements. Lightning laced the air. Bait barrels tumbled from their lashings and battered across the decks
to wreak chaos, gear caromed off the masts, snagged in spilled nets and rigging, and splashed into
Spindrift-torn sees.

Korendir caught the mainmast pinral. He struggled up a sagging mesh of hayards. Windsripped at his
hold.

The decks canted further, while the damming surge of breskers shot spray like lacework overhead.
Splashed blind, Korendir flung back hair that spoiled hisvision.

"Over herel” Ithariel clung from the uprights of therail, dangling from dipping hands.



Besde her the spdl-gate shimmered till, an opened maw of force more uncontrollably deadly than any
ocean storm.

Tolaine sensed the resonance of ward magic. He cen-tered the vortex of hisanger on the spot, and
lightning jagged splintersfrom the hull.

Korendir twisted like a cat, flash blind, but unhurt. A monster wave boomed and broke. The hull stove
in like the cracked shell of anut. Planking parted with atortured scream. Seastrampled over the
fragments and dashed the maindeck into submersion. As masts, then pinrail, then decking sucked under
the rending waves, the wizard' s gate sank a so.

Ithariel lost her hold. Pummeled by afury of water, she kicked out to reach the glimmer of her spell.
Aheed, the grandfather’ s bulk il in tow, Korendir attempted the same. The span of wood which
anchored the safe-wards had long since vanished in the turmoil, every guard on the spell-gate stripped
away aong with it. Racked to panic by each second that brought Aerith closer to ruin, the enchantress
dove for the gap.

She reached the gate. Korendir was nowhere to be seen. Poised on the bridge between redlities, Ithariel
sensed the energies of Alhaerie on one side, and the tumble of sorm-dashed waters on the other. The
latter was lethaly laced with divers of decking and ropes. Itha-riel spared no moment for thought. She
rallied her over-taxed reserves, expanded the gate to encompass a five-span dollop of ocean, then
pushed through the other side. She emerged choking within the turbid, gravityless chaos that comprised
the essence of Alhaerie.

She had acted without pauseto defineacircle. Vulner-able to forcesthat easily might kill her, she
reached but found her strength spent. No resource remained to shape even basic protection. Neither
could she spin spellsto determine whether her gate had spared any beside herself.

Ithariel tumbled over and over in the turbid otherness of Alhaerie. Broken timbers drifted with her, along
with droplets of seawater like tears. She had no margin for sorrow. Bound by vows and three decades of
White Cir-cletraining, her prioritieswere ruthlessly clear. The gate between worlds must be closed.

She groped with her last spark of consciousnessfor the key which defined the portd. At risk of losing
thelife of her husband, and in consequence her own aswel!, she touched alink across burning forces,
then sang the note of unbinding.

The spdll-gate flared out. In a queasy, spilled-marble whorl, Alhaerie closed over the space asif no gap
ever had existed.

'Sick and lost and stranded, Ithariel wept in relief. She had dissolved the circle before the sea could
surge away and expose an unguarded porta to air. No beings from the otherworld could leak through, as
demons once had, to harass and wreak havoc on Aerith.

The enchantress's senses blurred into dark before she could appreciate that the ide of lilantyr was
saved. No more would demons range south to repesat the desecra-tion of Alathir.

The feat was not accomplished without repercussion.

Off the east shordine, arage-crazed dementd hammered ariven hull to matchwood. Fragments shot
skyward in gouts of foam which spun and twisted into waterspouts. Tolane unleashed lightnings and



whirlwindsin an atavitic display of fury. Ungtablein hiswrath, he sifted the watersin search of thefleaing
forms of ene-mies. Their presence uded hisgrasp. A wizard whose aura he could not fed, an
enchantress who provoked his downfal, and agrandfather whose ship was annihilated evaded hiskilling
wrath. Defeated, even as Cyondide before him, Tolaine unravelled his awarenessin a crack-ling
discharge of lightnings.

The winds dacked. Cam returned to ajumble of con-fused seas. Sunlight shed gold on the gale-wet
coast of lilantyr, and the ruins at Alathir where Morien’slands had so long been held hostage by enemies.

XXI1I. Council at Dethmark

Sunlight streamed through the vaulted windows of the Archmaster’ stower and traced geometrieson a
floor incised with sigils and patterns of ward; in this wellguarded chamber even dust motes did not stir
without leave. Stillness reigned absolute, but the place was not deserted. Eighteen masters of the Council
Major sat crosslegged around the walls, the hems of dusky robes tucked beneath their knees. Their faces
were creased more by the demands of their craft than age or mortd frailty. Attuned to aforce shared
equaly among them-salves, they awaited in perfect patience for their Arch-master, who traveled the
otherworld beyond Aerith.

"Hereturns” announced the tiny, wizened lady who was spokesman in the absence of the master.

The next instant a spatter of sparks erupted from the motionless air. The circles of power on the floor
blazed to life, and light speared from the central configuration.

Only one of the eighteen was seasoned enough to in-terpret. As glare rinsed the chamber with a
brilliance that could sear less experienced eyesto blindness, the el dest enchanter of Aerith leaned
forward. "He hasfound them.”

Aningant later, the spdl flare framed the outline of awizard' s gate. Rainbow fires |apped the edges of
the void between redlities. The phenomenon lasted barely a heartbest, then flashed out and lft the
midnight-cloaked form of the Archmaster standing inside rings of inert wards. At hisfest, dripping
seawater, sprawled an en-chantress and two mortasin plain linen.

"Tdvaliind, well dong,” cried the ancient. While the other wizards stirred and murmured, he rose from
his place by thewall.

The Archmage blinked like afeather ruffled hawk. He did not acknowledge the praise; neither did he
excuse his Council Mgor from their hours of ritua vigil. Instead, he regarded the bodies in sopped
clothing that his emergency summons had rescued. His displeased gaze !lingered longest on the woman,
whose auburn hair draped in tangles over torn man’ s attire, and the tunic of her black-clad husband. " The
otherswereignorant mortals, but Ithariel should have known better.”

At her name, the Lady of Whitestorm sighed, tirred, and closed her fingers on Korendir’ sdeeve.
Awareness returned and brought an overwhelming urge to scratch her nose; something in the seawater
had |eft anitch.

Ithariel opened her eyes. The carved floorswhere shelay were unique in Aerith, and she knew



immediately where shewas. Asif the association cued recall of the Archmaster’ s reprimand, she said,
"My companions may befools, and | not one whit better, but the Mathcek Demons are destroyed.
lilantyr isfreed from the Third Grest Bane.”

Her announcement caused no stir. Deep silencefell over the Council Mgor; Telvalind Archmaster
considered the woman who had once been. hisfosterling, and athough she was also his granddaughter,
his eyesre- mained unforgiving. ” Except the risks you undertook to achieve such afeat were
unsanctionable againg any threet, Y ou might have brought ruin to dl of Aerith!”

Worn from her earlier expenditure of spells, Itharid was caught at aloss. She had not expected rescue
from Alhaerie, far lessintervention by the Archmaster and his council. Relations were strained further by
the fact her wits were till scattered; her wet clothes bound unpleasantly and theitch in her nose had
progressed to a sting that threatened at any moment to make her sneeze. But she did not appedl to
childhood tiesto mend the rift with her grandfather. Instinctively she sought reassurance through
Korendir; her grip tightened on hisarm. A tension in his muscles indicated he was both conscious and
listening, His eyes remained closed, a habit he had when waking to potentia danger. No signwould he
show of awareness until he had assessed the nature of his surroundings.

That moment, the drunken fisherman who shared the circlerolled over onto his back. Hisjaw tipped
open, hislungs discharged air, and the dackened membranesin histhroat rattled through adisruptive
series of snores. Tevalind soun away in distaste. He Sgndled dismissal to his council and resumed his
tirade againg Itharid. " Just because you married outside the White Circle does not give you leave to
ignore the retrictions of your rank.

Wherein Aerith did you think you gained the right to involve aman and an untrained villager in affairs of
gregter- magic?’

"Shedid not.” Korendir' s voice cracked across quiet like the sheared ring of swordmeta.

The Archmagter stiflened; avein pulsed in hisfore-head, blue asthe graining in fine marble. The
departing enchanters of his council glanced back, discomfited, asthe swordsman arose with the dert
coordination of a predator. His hair might be sodden like an otter’s, and his clothing be deplorably
unkempt, but he still wore his blade. The hand poised lightly on the grip showed not the dightest
ungteadiness. " The fisherman was never co-erced, but acting in behdf of hisvillage. Theright to involve
him was mine, asward of the Lady of Shan Ran-nok. Lands that her death ceded to my protection were
under attack. Do you question my duty to defend them?”’

Tdl in hisgold-sewn robes of office, the Archmaster returned alook like cold fire. "Mortd, you
presume far too much. Any documentsthat prove your claim would be burned by Mhurgai with the

keep.”

Korendir heard thiswithout protest, but Ithariel could sense his sudden anger. Aware as he could not be
that insolencein this place offered peril, sherose and caught hiswrist.

But her husband shook her off. He regarded the Archmaster with a control the equd of any mage's, then
shifted dightly that his gppea might also encompass the council memberswho lingered near the doorway.

"Then asMorien' ssurviving son, | claim blood-right to vengeance.”

A rudtlelikewind in dry grass stirred the mages; not afew of them murmured behind their hands, and the
€ldest one nodded sagely.



Only Telvallind did not accede. He straightened trailing deeves with a contemptuous flick of hishands
and addressed Korendir over the f~sherman’s snores. " The way of the White Circle does not
acknowledge revenge. Y ou might be born of Morien’s seed, but you lack any concept of wisdom.”

"Whose fault isthat?’ Provoked, but not to the point where he became inured to hiswife sdistress,
Korendir stepped one pace to the side and supported her waist.

Hisright hand remained curled on his sword hilt, the fingers now dangeroudy unrelaxed. "1 learned my
true parentage through the machinations of demons. What laws| transgressed, what risks | undertook in
ignorance after that cannot matter. | refuse to be held accountable for restraints your kind never saw fit to
explain. My fa-ther’ skillers are destroyed and Illantyr freed from greet evil. Thereisdl the Judtification |
require.”

A cloud crossed the sun beyond the window; reduced by gloom to afigure picked out in points of gold
embroi-dery, Telvalind Archmaster removed hisring of office. Itstailix setting flashed like ateardrop as
he restored the signet to a chain which hung at hisneck. ”Y our deeds have no bearing here, mortd. It is
the transgressions of your wifethat are at issue. Three times she has shown her imprudence .where you
are concerned. Now she must face her due reckoning.”

Ithariel released asmal cry. Wrung to exhaustion from her contest against demons, the last bit of color
fled her face.

Korendir moved, very fast, and interposed his person between the Archmaster and hiswife. "Thelady is
my soul-bond, our fates are the same.”

Y ou're not White Circle,” Telvalind contradicted. Death-dark as a battle raven, he advanced across
thefloor. Hishand till cradled his signet, and where he passed the Sigilsflared scarlet. ”'Y ou are nothing
other than mortal, and your presence is no more significant than that of the sot who lies behind you.”

Y ou dight abrave man and afriend,” Korendir said. tautly. ”| don’t take that well.”

Pressed to her husbhand' s back, Ithariel battled an in-stinct to cower. The ward-circles themselves
reflected the Archmaster’ s anger and consequences could be direif restraint gave way to temper. She
whispered, "My lord, you must not interfere.”

Korendir flung away in whiterage. " 1 will.t"” The sight of hislady’ sdistress burned him to killing fury,
and he glared across the gathering of mages, ”Y ou are the Coun-cil Mgor of Aerith. If demons should
be alowed to de-stroy Shan Rannok’ s countryside, and if | did wrong to banish them, then let us amend
matters now. Show me sound reasons by granting the training due the blood heir of an archmaster.”

' Silence met hisrequest. He shifted baleful eyes and his hand tightened, diding hissword in apartia
draw from the scabbard. ” Or e se str/ke me down, and my curse upon your spiritsto spend eternity in
the Mhurga s many hdls. Kill mewith spell-craft, or I'! 1 kill with stedl, before | dlow hurt to my lady.”

"Your threats areridiculous,” the Archmaster snapped. Buit like aflock that startles one by oneinto
flight, some of the mages disagreed. Unobtrusively they filed from the chamber, while Itharidl subsided
into trembling. The wards now burned hot as sunset over water.

"Threets?’ Korendir cleared hisblade fully, and re-turned sun flickered down to etch the point in sharp
light. ”'Y ou speak of the only recourse available to me.”



At hisback, Ithariel held her breath. The snores of the fisherman seemed a distant and incongruous
sound, and the sigilsin the floor spat white sparks. Into tension as precarious as cracked crystd, the
eldest of the mages offered counsd.

" Son, bared stedl in this place will harm no one, but only bring woe to yourself. AsMorien’sheir, and as
aman who has proven hisworth by defesting a perilous enemy, | say your case merits argument. But not
through violence or ill feding.”

A charged moment passed.
Then the wards subsided and dimmed, leaving carvings sllvered with old dust.

The Archmaster released hissgnet with ashrug. 1 say thismortal deserves nothing. What is hislife but
an addiction to adventure and risk? After dl heisbrother to the initiate whose mistake rel eased the
demonsto begin with. | suggest that recklessnessrunsin Morien'sline”

Korendir gppeared not to move, but Itharid fet recoil shock through hisbody. Hisfingersloosened on
his blade. and so softly that her ears done could hear he murmured, ” Brother?”

Itharid whirled and faced the Archmaster. 'Y ou might have spared him that! What maice makesyou
turn this past sorrow againgt aman with no memory of hisfamily?”

"Y our husband hastoo much pride.” The haughty old wizard inclined his head. ” And you, as much folly
for choosing him. Y ou sedled your fate to his. Let that bond stand. Y ou will leave Dethmark for
Whitestorm, and never again practice spell-craft. I~he White Circle disowns you, now and for the
remainder of your days.”

"I"ll missnothing,” Itharid said through whitened lips.

Knowing what must follow, she snatched a Korendir’ s sword arm. He twisted in wordless surprise as
the air whirled and closed about them in anexus of sudden power. The floor underfoot seemed to tilt
over sdeways. Entangled in the clasp of her beloved, Ithariel spilled off the solid earth and into avoid of
thick dark.

The spdll circlesin the chamber a Dethmark lay empty, except for anoisily recumbent fisherman who no
longer owned a boat. The Archmage Telvallind sniffed at the odors of rum, stale fish, and seasdt. ”You,
send thisman back to I!lantyr,” he commanded to hislast remaining council member.

The ancient who had sworn first obedience to High Morien received the order with acerbity. ” A bit hard
on the lad, were you not?’

Tevdlind jerked in affront. " That lad as you call him isthe most dangerous mortal on Aerith, and not for
the reasonstold by sailors.”

Though nowhere close to desf, the elder cocked his ear; aspark of incongruous cheer lit hiseyesashe
shuf-fled lame shankstoward the circle. ”Boy’ smost like his father, don’t you think?’

The sunlight faded from the floor and reappeared; without apparent effort, the e der made agesture and
activated powers that would speed a b oved grandfather home to the house of hiskin. Asthe
enchanter’ s seamed fingers worked spell-craft, his spate of barbed commentary resumed. ” After dll,



Morien wasthe last rightfully appointed archmaster. The mysteries of investiture died with him, and his
rank became heritable by vote only because he died before naming a successor.”

Tevalind raised browsthat were peaked into tuftslike an owl’s. ”I’ll thank you to recdl I’'m not senile.”

The elder peered up at his overlord with asmile of maddening tolerance. ”No. But neither isthe Master
of Whitestorm anything closeto afool.”

Korendir and his lady landed one right after the other with athump in abed of ripe cabbage. Against
Ithariel’ s expectation, neither one became impaled on the edge of his unsheathed sword. Whether by
ingtinct or uncon-scious reflex, her husband kept the stedd point out from his body even through the
vertigo of spell-transfer. Only adashed head of vegetable emerged the poorer from misadventure.

Korendir rolled on his elbowsin the dust. He regarded the spray of severed leaves with an expression of
colossal confusion. ”Where in the Mhurgd s hells are we?’

Ithariel surveyed the view from between two furrows of radishes. ” The Archmaster’ sgarden.” she
managed.

" Outside the tower walls. By that we can presume my exile has officidly caught up with me,”

The Master of Whitestorm spat out dirt and examined his sword blade for nicks. " If pitching his adopted
daughter into soil spread over with pig dung isany indication of character, I’d say he' sabitter old man.”
The blade gleamed reassuringly unharmed; Korendir shesthed the stedl and glanced tacit inquiry at his
wife

Sherested her chin on muddy knuckles. " Telvalind has reason to be difficult. Mgaxin caused the death
of hisonly daughter, after dl. | resemble my father too much to alow anyoneto forget.”

" Then none of the enchanters should have fostered you,” Korendir snapped in just anger. Herolled
through a patch of late sprouts and recovered his feet, then of-fered his hand to his wife.

She accepted, absorbed in bitter memories, how much moreirate her husband would becomeif he
knew thetruth. Telvalind had raised her as persona assurance that none of her father’ svicesmight arise
to cause grief in the future. Her every move had been watched with critical analys's, even into adulthood.
But those days were behind her now. Asexile, she dared not wield power, except in peril of her life. The
scope of that losshad yet tosink in.

Recovered enough to notice. details, Korendir de-manded, " Where sthe fisherman?’ Pole beans and
rhu-barb grew undisturbed in rows under southland sunlight, and no sound of snoring intruded to sllence
the rasp of summer insects.

"Heisn't here.” Ithariel picked bits of loam from the tangled length of her hair. ”Neth, we' reamess. The
crusty old bird wouldn't think to send us on with awash and a change of clothes. But don’t worry, he'll
look after the grandfather.”

Korendir caught hiswife sfingersand pulled her close. "1 like you finewith sticksin your hair.” Thenthe
eyesthat searched her face went very ill. ”Do you regret?’

Ithariel suddenly could not speak; she managed a shake of her head before tears threatened, and she
turned her faceinto hisaready sat-damp shoulder.



U Korendir,,stroked her neck. ” 1 have aquarrel with the Archmage, he said abruptly. ”His council might
send the grandfather home, but what about gold for hisfishing boat? | had no chanceto tell the poor man
that White-storm would cover the damage.”

”Oh, never fret about that.” Ithariel caught her breath through teeth clenched hard againgt sorrow. " The
White Circle doesn't interfere often in the affairs of mortals, but when they choose, they manage the
detaillsmogt righteoudy.”

"Wdl then,” said Korendir with that terrible mildness that had won him thewoman he had married, " if
they’ re going to discriminate and make uswalk, we' |l start off by kicking afew cabbages.”

An afternoon hike, followed by athree and ahalf month sail saw the lord and lady home to Whitestorm.

By the time the trader ship that delivered them dropped anchor,. night had fallen over the headlands. The
tide lapped high on White Rock Head, and would not ebb until morning. Korendir stood on deck, the
folds of his much-used cloak thrown over the shoulders of hiswife. Together they leaned on dew-damp
rigging, and regarded their fortress by starlight.

Itharie!” s powers might be under interdict, but the wardstone in the watchtower shone yet with al of its
former radiance.

"1 could have told you that would never change,” Itha-rid chided as she felt along-buried tension depart
on her hushand’ ssigh.

He did not mention that he had been terrified to ask and cause her pain. Instead, he tangled warm hands
in her hair and turned her dowly to face him. ”What do you think if we make some magic between us,
and maybe get adaughter by the spring?’

Ithariel punched himin delight. " They cheated you badly, for not telling. White Circle blood isdow to
repli-cate. Births among our kind are very rare.”

Korendir threw back hishead, and hislaughter blended with the rush of surf againgt the cliffswhere he
made hishome. ”Y ou pose me achallenge,” he teased. " Of al the contracts | have undertaken, thisone
will bejoyful to complete”

The ship quite suddenly wastoo small to contain them.

With shamelesslack of compunction, Korendir commandeered the longboat and bundled hiswife on
board.

Adrift on the currents beneath Whitestorm, they taked, and loved, and somewhere between passion and
deep Korendir was made to promise that a certain black cloak would be torn up and reinquished to
Meggafor scrub rags.

That vow he kept, even if he did ask the tailor in Heddenton to cut a replacement before winter. The
seasons passed in tranquillity but for the quarrels of the dwarf couple. Ithariel never spoke of the powers
reft from her in Dethmark; Korendir was considerate of her lossin hisown inimitable way. He learned to
read runes, taught her archery and swordplay in return, and rode out often on the High Kelair gray.
Nights under stars, or wrapped in furs against the whine of winter storms, the Lord and Lady of
Whitestorm lost themsalvesin each other’ sarms; but till after a span of four yearsthey failed to conceive



any child.

Korendir’ s shout came again, from the direction of the master suite. "Haldeth!” The distiressin hisvoice
had been redl.

Shocked awake, the smith cast off his coverlet. The dawn beyond the casement still seemed tenuous as
adream. Never, through pain, disaster, and near death, had he known Korendir of Whitestorm to show
fear. The novelty caused Haldeth to snatch yesterday’ s tunic from the floor and dash in bare feet for the
dair.

Korendir met him on the landing, wild with anguish. Theforce of emotion on aface unaccustomed to
expres-son froze Haldeth in histracks. ”What' s amiss?’

Unconsolable, Korendir gestured across the threshold at his back. In the chamber beyond, limp asa
gutted fish, the Lady Itharid of Whitestorm lay among silk sheetswith her skin the color of degth.

Ha deth felt his somach tighten. ” Almighty Neth, what’ swrong with her?’

The wardstone in the tower gtill burned, a changeless magnificence of white light; under its protective
aura, no threat could gain entry from Aerith. Dazed by disbelief, Haideth pressed past Korendir, entered
the room, and lifted thelady’ swrist. Her flesh was cold, and lifelessly unbreathing as a corpse.

"She' sl dive.” Korendir fought to recover ameasure of his accustomed control. ” If you' re patient,
you can fed her heartbesat.”

Desf to the birdsong beyond the casement, Haideth waited. If harm had cometo Ithariel by treachery,
no man dared predict the outcome; Korendir had lived the last yearsin contented peace, but the
influence that tem-pered him was hiswife. With her safety compromised, the underlying violence of his
nature could never remain under wraps.

A minute passed like the nethermost end of eternity before a pulse throbbed beneath Haldeth' sfinger.
"Whét in Aerith can bewrong with her?”

Korendir had stepped to the wardrobe. Busy with boots and laces, his answer came back clipped: "
don't know.” He strapped his dirk to hiswrist and flicked his cuff overtop without pause to button the
fagtening. ” 1 intend to find out.”

Like Haldeth, he was convinced Itharidl’ s affliction had no natura origin. Sorcery surely held her tranced,
and for that, no mortal mind held remedy.

"You' d be wiseto beg help from the White Circle.”

Certain his advice would beignored, Haldeth restored the lady’ s hand to the blanket; her skin wasfine
pearl againg fingers callused over from forge bellows and hammer. Through the years since her
banishment from Dethmark, Ithariel had done nothing to mend her estrangement from Aerith’s most
powerful enchanters.

Korendir strapped on his swordbelt. He snatched up the black cloak that Itharidl, for all her love of
color, had never successfully weaned from him. His motion as he spun from the wardrobe was
dangeroudy brief, and his eyes showed, rekindled, the old spark of insane ferocity.



Againg hisevery caution, and protectionsthat cruelly had failed to guard, his deepest fear had become
manifest. Hisvoice held aring like cold iron ashe said,” The Arch-master himsalf will give me audience.
And answer withit, or I'll level histower from under him.”

The threat was preposterous; but Haldeth could do nothing but sit in shaken sorrow. Too well he knew
that a sword blade would sunder any protest he might attempt. ” Fortune speed you,” he offered lamely.

Korendir flicked his cloak over his shoulders. Hisface was till pae, but fear and anger now lay
shuttered be-hind a grimness that reassured not at al. ”Look after my lady.”

Ha deth was moved beyond caution. Asif the years since his quest by wizard' s gate to the Doriads had
not inured him to hisrecognized limitations, he said, ” Stay with her. I'll go mysdif.”

Korendir hesitated. His gray eyes shifted to hiswife and lingered over blanched features and loosened
auburn hair. He leaned over the coverlet, lightly clasped the hands that had shaped his fondest dreams.
"No. I'm bet-ter off on the road.”

He bent and kissed his!ady’ s mouth. ” Guard her well.”

Radiating tension that threatened at any second to es-cape restraint, the Master of Whitestorm strode
out.

Left donewith atragedy, Haideth stared like ahafwit a the incongruous sparkle left glistening on
Ithariel’ s cheek. He reached out, touched moisture, and was struck by aredlization that made past events
frightening to contemplate. The cold-blooded decimation of the Dathel had once convinced him that
Korendir wasincapable of pity. But tears were the man’s parting gift to the lady who lay dying at
Whitestorm.

A brutd two-day ride left the gray stud and another six post horses near to ruin with exhaustion. The
closest

White Circleinitiate lay thirty-five leagues from Whitestorm, and Korendir crossed the distance without
rest. If the enchanter Orame could not lift Ithariel’ s affliction, her husband intended to demand passage by
spell-gate to Dethmark. He would not be refused. Black as his reputation was with the wizards, Ithariel
wasthe Arch-master’ s granddaughter. The entire Council Mgor would stir itsdlf in her behalf, Korendir
vowed, hisface showing vicious determination.

He drew rein and dismounted on the sun-dappled flags of Orame’ s dooryard and instantly sensed
something amiss. Customarily the wizard' s dwelling appeared as as. heer obsidian spire, polished to
mirror smoothness by arcane protection. Today, where no windows should have been visible, the Master
of Whitestorm viewed rows of mullioned casements cracked open to let in the spring.

Foreboding drove him stumbling to the entry. The grillework gateway was not locked and the inner
panel stood open. Wind had strewn leaves through the hall, and dew beaded the wall sconces.

Korendir stopped ill. Hisinitid, cregping uneasiness swelled to driving apprehension.

His knock went unanswered. His shout settled an in-truder’ s silence over the forest at his back as
squirrels startled into hiding, and birds flew. The tower was de-serted. Korendir knew even before he
crossed the thresh-old and raced to check each separate room. Hallways echoed like atomb to his step
as he descended the cen-tra stairwell. Unresolved worry left him frantic. He must now ride on into



Heddenton to shed light on the fate of Orame.

Korendir paused fretfully to latch the door againgt the elements. The outer gates were made to lock
without benefit of akey, but even so dight adelay was inconceiv- able. The Magter of Whitestorm spun
away and caught the horse' strailing reins. Over and over he reminded himsdf that Itharid till lived; that
onefact could not be doubted. Joined by spell-bond marriage, her passing would cal him after her
across the threshold of death. While he endured, hope remained for her.

The Master of Whitestorm forced his stiflened body back into stirrup and saddle. The post horse
shivered and dripped lather; Korendir stroked its neck in apology, then jerked the drooping head up,
reined around, and shouted like amadman until the road became a blur under galloping hooves.

By late afternoon he clattered into Heddenton on a horse that staggered under him. The groom who
took the animal looked shocked, until Korendir threw him agold piece.

The boy’ sface lit with greed. He bit the coin in bright eagerness, then started asthe Master of
Whitestorm spun him back in agrip of bruising anger. ” Tend that gelding wel!.” Spent asthe animal
which had carried him, and darmingly savage-tempered, Korendir added a healthy shake. ”Nurse the
horse, or put it to the sword, but see that it' s spared further suffering.”

"Yes, Lord.” The boy cowered, asthe mercenary re-leased him and urgently strode on hisway.

At the house of Heddenton’s mayor, Korendir dammed without ceremony through alocked door. He
ignored the steward’ s shout of outrage over the split and ruined laich. A parade of bothered servants
trailed his swift passage through the halls, where his abrupt and unkempt appear-ance caused the
footpage to start back in fright.

"HisLordshipisat tea,” the boy whimpered in pro-test. Korendir barged past, entered the forma sitting
room, and presented a query like awhipcrack.

"Orameisdead,” replied the Mayor of Heddenton. A portly man in a brocade waistcoat and robes
trimmed with ermine, he paused to lick honey from hisfingers. The rude appearance of the mercenary

caused aflicker in his hooded eyes; out of prudence he remained palite. ” The woman who sdllsherbs
called on the wizard as she does on her journeys to Northport. She came too late.

His corpse was dready cold.”

Korendir interrupted. " When?’

The mayor selected another pastry and tried not to

look pained. " Three days past, if | remember. Y our wife, now. Can | send her aheder?’

Korendir' sresponse rang like athreat. " What did you do with the body. Quickly/” If, like Itharid, the
enchant-er’ s condition had lent him the appearance of death, the answer was of paramount concern.

The Mayor’ s cheeks colored like plums. Only the Mas-ter of Whitestorm’s formidable reputation kept
the leash on histemper. "My secretary oversaw the details,” he said stiffly. Opasflashed a his collar as
he ducked to cram in another bite.

" Then send for your secretary.” Korendir's hand flexed on the bleak black hilt of hissword. " The grave



must be opened.”

"My. good man!” The mayor choked and dropped his pastry. "Would you have us al laid under curse?
Brings about ill fortune, it does, to crossawizard' s ghost. Forget Orame. I’ll send for my personal

physcian.”
"Tell me the name of your secretary instead,” Korendir demanded.

But the mayor feared spells worse than sword steel; undone by terror, he refused. Rather than waste
moretime, Korendir turned sharply on hished and departed. A coinin the servant’ swing bought the
name he desired; additional gold in the secretary’ s pam revealed that Orame had been buriedin a
suicide' sgrave at the cross-roads beyond the town walls.

If hisghost isgoing to walk, let it do so without disturbing the rest of the decent,” the servant ended
nervoudy. He glanced aside to see how the mercenary who waited with hairtrigger impatience might
handle thisflimsy excuse. But to hismortified relief, the mayor’ s senior secretary discovered his
justifications had been de-livered to an empty corridor.

XXI1V. Bane of the White Circle

Spring ~ongtdlations glittered icy asfrost over the sui-cide' s cairn which marked the crossroads beyond
Hedden-ton’swall. Degp in its shadow, Korendir of Whitestorm knelt and thrust his handsinto the
new-turned earth of agrave. Hisfingers grazed cloth, the coarsely woven sort used to wrap corpses
appointed a pauper’sburid. In spite of braced nerves, the Master of Whitestorm shivered. He could see
nothing in the pitch dark. The sweet of exertion chilled on his shoulders as he scraped away dirt and
loose stones. The mayor’ sfears were not founded on supersti-tion; sorcerer’ s bones were best left
unmolested by mor-tal hands. But Korendir held to his conviction that Orame had not been dead at the
hour of hisburid.

The rented gelding chinked its bit and stamjped once. 1t showed no darm as Korendir raised the bundled
body from the earth, drew his knife, and dashed through damp burlap.

A dack hand brushed hiswrist. The Master of White-storm started, fist clenched on his dagger haft.
Then rea-son caught up with hisracing heart. Orame yet survived; hisillness had spared him from
suffocation, for a corpse three days in the earth should be bloated and beginning to putrefy.

Korendir twisted away the shroud and clasped at thewrist insde. Orame sboneswere asfineashis
own, but frightfully chilly to the touch. The wizard wore no rings, if his robe had been richly adorned, the
oneleft on him for burial was mean enough to shame abeggar.

Korendir wished the torment of Mhurgal davery on the mayor’ sthieving secretary. A lonely minute
passed as he searched for a pulsein the flesh benesth histouch. Even so basic alifesign took an eternity
to manifed.

Korendir settled back on his heelswith amildness that deceived; beneath his ill demeanor surged a
rage of shattering proportions, that Heddenton’ s pompous offi-cids had caused Orame to be interred
dive



Stung by fresn fear for hislady, Korendir raised the enchanter clear of the shroud and carried him over
to the gelding. The horse sidled asthe lax body settled acrossits saddle. Korendir eased the beast with a
word, then mounted up behind. Already the stars had faded; the east showed alit streak of rose,
herading sunrise and the prospect of rain yet to come. By day the roads would swarm with couriers and
merchants bound for Northport. Thefirst drover who stopped behind the cairn to relieve himsdlf would
discover the wizard' s plundered grave;

Heddenton’ s populace would panic. Orame must be locked safe insde histower before amob of
vigilantes could assemble and seek to overtake him.

Wearily, Korendir gathered the reins. NO wizard' s gate might speed him to Dethmark now; athousand
leagues of ocean lay between Hed denton and the Archmaster, "two months' sail on afair wind. More
than one life de-pended upon his apped to a council who grudged to grant favorsto mortals. Korendir
kicked the gelding to a canter, aware that he needed amiracle.

Sixty days later, with salt-stained boots and a deck hand’ s callus, and nerves that had not snapped
through brute willpower, Korendir reached the western strands of Dethmark. Lowering sunlight
brightened the triple spire of the Archmaster’ stower; behind long shadows, the oarsmen who had
delivered him ashore pulled rapidly back to their ship. Wizards were distrusted by crewswho plied blue
water. Although the ports were alive with rumors of towers whose inhabitants had lapsed into silence,
sailors across the kingdoms interpreted the news with threst. Korendir’ s apprehension was no less. If
White Circle enchanters across two continentswere al faling tranced by sorcery, Telvallind Archmaster
and hisvaunted Council Maor must be aware of thefact. Y et not a power among them had acted.

Korendir strode away from the beachhead. There re-mained only direst conjecture, and worries that
harried like thetirdless circling of carrion birds.

The possibility existed that no wizard remained to aid hiscause at dl.

The stronghold at Dethmark was built of rose quartz, and roofed by the gleam of leaded date. Thelawns
grew rank between gardens plots choked over with weed. Md-onsrotted in the sun. The outer
gatehouse proved unten-anted, and spikewort thrust brown, untidy stalks through the flags of the
courtyard beyond. The mercenary’ s soli-tary footsteps reverberated back from baked stone, until he
seemed to walk amid alegion of marching ghosts.

The door to the main tower was closed, but not barred. Defense Sgils glowed on panels cross-hatched
with ivy, and the gargoyle boss benegth the | atch lay twined in runnerslike afestival maiden.

Korendir’ s knock went unanswered. Whatever had subdued the most powerful enchanters on Aerith
might only be pursued across portals spell-warded againgt intru-son. A mortal’ s only meansto test
whether the tower’ s defenses still functioned was to chalenge by crossing the threshold.

The Master of Whitestorm blotted damp palms on histunic. Whipped on by purest pain, he drew his
knife, dashed away the ivy, then thumbed the latch and pushed with both hands,

The porta siwung wideto reveal an anteroom dusty with neglect. A tracery of disturbed motes
winnowed in-ward. The boom asthe pandl struck the stops echoed and re-echoed, disrupting silence
within awell of dank stone. Shadow hung dense past the stoop, oppressive with the miasma of something
dead.



Korendir sheathed hisknife. He spoke hiswife' s name like atalisman and stepped through.

His consciousness spun like adowe on alathe. A whine grazed his ears, and his skin encountered a
vicious gting of heet. Then hisfoot met the floor inside. Dizzi-ness and discomfort disappeared.

Korendir recovered a shaking breath. He stared in dis-belief at his boots, now wreathed in whorls of
dtirred dust. Morien's paternity perhaps had. permitted him en-trance; but bloodline was dl that he had,
and Telvalind' stower held peril for the unenlightened mind.

In the topmost chamber of the stronghold, Korendir found a pentagram traced in faint light upon boards
whaose symbols recalled another day; but the Archmaster who had refused hisinheritance in cold anger
was no longer athreet to be argued with. Telvallind’ sremains sprawled inside the spell circle. Hisflesh
had shrivelled to his bones; the eye sockets tipped toward the doorway gaped empty. He had been dead
for quite sometime,

Around his corpsein its midnight and gold-sewn robeslay al of his Council Mgor, passive as discarded
pup-pets, and filmed with the same fine dust that layered the furnishings.

Still winded from histour of the living quarters, Koren-dir braced his shoulders against the lintdl. He
breathed shalowly as aman with afever, pent nerves making him shake. Behind countless closed doors,
he had found only mice and old parchments. Here, sorcery was till active, and dangerousto the

unversed trespasser.

Knowledge, wisdom, and spell-craft had failed to save the enchanters from whatever had stolen their
consciousness, the only weapon left was smple human force. Korendir shoved off from the doorway. He
strode into achamber that rang with magic before hel plessness and resurgence of past fears could master
him and annihilate rationd resolve.

The pentagram crackled stetic as the mercenary neared the perimeter. When he crossed its glimmering
border, it dealt him ajolting shock and snapped out. Shadows swelled, heavily spiked with ozone.
Uneasiness prickled Korendir’ s spine. He advanced another step, felt his hedls scrape the sigils carved
into ancient floorboards. No magicsflashed to restrict him. A bestle scuttled from the cuff of Tevalind's
crumpled deeve; everything e seremained ill.

Korendir knelt by the nearest enchanter. The body was Htill living, but grown grotesquely thin. Ithariel
might have wasted in smilar fashion. Dread crashed through self-control and raised the specter of horror,
of pearlclear skin webbed over with creases, and hands crabbed like claws by sickness. The nightmare
intensified, recurred in adozen pernicious forms, until Korendir trembled outright. He thwarted the
screams that battered to escape him through amindless frenzy of action. He made eighteen unconscious
bodies comfortable, then wrapped up the corpse of the Archmaster. Heinterred Telvallind’ sremains
beyond the walls. Past sundown, sweating more than physical labor should warrant, the Master of
White-storm fetched wine and smoked sausage from the cellars and ensconced himsdlf in thelibrary.

The sllence weighed oppressively there, as though the air with its scents of ink and parchmentslay
impossibly stiller than e sewhere. Stoneworked gryphons supported shelves of scrolls and books, most
lacked titles, and the few that did not were stamped in gleaming runes. Ringed by mounting inner terrors,
Korendir reminded himself that he offered hislady’ s only hope. He had pursued obscure knowledge al
hislife, and since marriageto Itha-riel, had spent hiswintersin study. Only those texts de-fended by
spellslay outside his meansto decipher. By morning, surrounded by ajumbled mass of volumes and the
sockets of spent candles, he had unravelled what caused the enchanters’ affliction. One of the Six Gresat
Banes had dipped its guardian ward. The White Circle had no written namefor the evil, asif to assign it



identity might lend power to augment its threst. Common lan-guage held less scruple. Herb witches called
the thing Vdijir, intelligence spawned from the void, and given form by a composite mass of purloined
souls. One of them was Itharidl.

Korendir shrank from the implications. His madness knotted back on itsdlf like the dreams of the
priest-oracles who used drugs to induce ritua insanity. Arisen from the netherspace between existence,
the VVajir' sre-cent thefts enabled an emergence into the otherworld of Alhaerie. White Circle enchanters
were vulnerabletoits call because thair craft attuned and directed forces counter to Aerith’ sredlity.
Alheerie afforded the well-spring for their powers, and established within that envi-ronment, the Vdjir
overcame safe-wards and the minds which shaped them with the mundane ease of ahunter trapping
gparrowswith birdliime.

Korendir pinched out the last candle. He stretched his cramped back and ground his knucklesinto
dinging eyes.

Behind him lay alifetime of surviva against the most dangerous hazards on Aerith; in Alhaerie, that store
of experience might make him a powerful wizard, or else atarget for destruction. By every account, the
untrained mind could not survive without a sorcerer to shield the awareness. Grimly, Korendir arose. He
left the library knowing the fact could only be questioned by the attempt.

The Master of Whitestorm assumed position on the centra array of Sigils where the bones of Telvalind
Arch-master had lain unattended in death. Here, awizard' s gate had once opened to rescue three lives
cast adrift into Alhaerie. Prepared with no more than a phrase pur-loined from a spell book, Korendir
prayed he could du-plicate the fest. Overtop histunic he wore the blue-black robe of an adept; filched
from Telvallind’ swardrobe. On achain at his neck hung thetallix signet borrowed from the fallen
wizard' s hand. Denied the particulars of his heritage, the swordsman could not guess that ring and stone
had once belonged to High Morien.

The sentiment would hardly have comforted.

U All the achievements of hislife shrank to insignificance before the deed he presently contemplated; the
risk he assumed was unconscionable. But Itharie!’ s peril eclipsed reason. The jewel held the key to
access the otherworld; the clothing, Korendir had added as bait for the Vdjir, hoping to lureit with belief
that one sorcerer still duded its control. The only flaw in his masquerade was the ! eft-hand pocket, which
he had stripped of itslining to free the blade strapped benegth.

Ko~endir raised the ring, discarding acknowledgment of the disasters he courted by hisactions. A
brother he had never met had loosed demons upon Alathir through the opening of an unsanctioned
wizard' s gate. Korendir could only hope that the sigils beneath his feet held some residua power of
warding. Not for the living peace of Aerith could he accept that Ithariel waslost beyond re-covery. She
was hislady; guilt for her peril whipped him steadily back toward the deep, mindless silence that had
engulfed him those early years after the burning and sack of Shan Rannok. For the wife he had
unforgivably failed to safeguard, Korendir spoke the phrase of opening. He raised the Archmaster’ stallix
and brought the ring down-ward through the dust-till air.

A line scribed through shadow where the crystal passed. Then light flared from the edges and arrift
be-came visible between. Korendir released the jewe to itstether of silver chain. He extended hisfingers
toward the gap, braced for pain.

Nothing met histouch. His hand encountered no sen-sation at dl, but vanished clean to the wrist.



Thewizard' s gate was opened through the void.

Stripped of protection, woefully short of wisdom, Korendir contemplated the scope of his handiwork. A
step would send him across the nether space into the dter-redlity of Airaerie, perhaps never to return. He
could become no more frightened; never again since the moment he had wakened to a spring morning,
and hisbeloved had not. Nothing dsein Aerith held meaning for him.

Korendir framed the memory of Itharid inhismind.

For thefirgt time since she had been stolen into thrall by the Vdjir, he set fully free the emotions that
bar-rowed his being. If by the bonds of marriage his spirit would follow hers across the barrier of desath,
perhaps the same attraction would guide him to the horror that imprisoned her. The thinnest smile of irony
curved hislips as he made the irrevocable step through the gateway. Hewould find hislady, either way.

The change was like stepping from dry rock into whirl-pool. Sensation became consumed. Korendir
trod aspin-ning, incomprehensible void. His ears were needled by patternless sound, and febrile light
eddied round him. The Archmaster’ s robe was transformed; opaque no longer, the fabric displayed its
living history in atapestry that bewildered the eyesi Summer warmed the powdered wings of silk moths,
and the steam from the dyer’ s vats twined, warp through weft, with the tracings of tailor’ s chalk and the
needle of awillow-thin seamstress. Koren-dir walked, clothed in alien power that radiated presencelike
abonfire.

No White Circleinitiate would have dared traverse Ai-raerie without first setting spells of concealment.
Korendir knew enough not to stop moving, but his unschooled mind could not sort the assault to fleshly
perception. Dis-orientation wasimmediate, and virulent enough to dis-able. Already histemples
pounded; in time that pressure would mount to a debilitating headache, followed by pa-rdysisand
dissolution.

Alhaerie ressted motion like thick syrup. Each footfall roused whorls of light which oozed and spilled
like flour-ishesin marbling before fading dowly away. The eye had no reference to measure distance.
Uncertainty barrowed Korendir’ s nerves, and he longed for a firm and recogniz-able path.

A crackle of sound answered hiswish. His body felt momentarily dashed to particles; then hisboot sole
jarred against cobblestone. Continuity dammed back into focus, and through widened eyes, Korendir
beheld awonder: aroad sprang straight as a draftsman’ sline across the murk of Alhaerie.

Surprise drove his hand to his sword hilt. The wegpon clanged haf clear of the scabbard before he
understood his own mind had impaosed the stonework underfoot.

Though the discharge of unexpected power left him diz-zied, alaugh escaped hislips. The sound was
visble, inthat place, asaglassy, jagged-edged ripple that fell and smashed like crystal againgt the paving.

U Korendir paused. Itharid had once confided that intan-gible things on Aerith held solid formin
Alhaerie; thisanomaly formed the working basisfor her magic. The Master of Whitestorm bent and
fingered one of the scat-tered fragments. It proved exceedingly sharp. On the chance that noise might
prove useful asaweapon, hetried cdling out hiswife' s name.

The syllables spun like scythe blades, carved through the oily film which passed for atimosphere, and
vanished out of view. Pensvely, Korendir moved onward. Under-foot, the cobbles stayed convincingly
firm; the muted click of his heds scattered shards like deet at each step, and the implications stunned. In
Alhaerie, sound was an object, and thought, an act of physical creation.



Korendir’ s breath stuck in histhroat. Only now did he fully comprehend the capabilities of the demons
he had banished from 111antyr. The White Circle feared beings from the otherworld because their
power over redlity beyond the gates was proportiondly the converse of this, and Aerith, stripped of its
wizards, was left vulnerable aswet clay should any denizen from Aihaerie dip through thetalix gate left
open at his back. Korendir made himsdf run. The Vajir must be destroyed for more than Itharie!’ s sake;
now the continued existence of Aerithitsdf might beforfeit.

His boots struck like hammerblows, firing silvery cres-cents of sound. The whisper of hisbreath trailed a
wake of glittering threads, but he paid such marvels no heed.

His every resource concentrated upon the overwhelming need for urgency.
His hurry became wasted effort since his bond with Ithariel in the end drew the VValjir to him.

The Master of Whitestorm saw the horror first as agossamer sphere which spanned the width of the
road-way. The chaos native to Alhaerie unbound the solidity of the cobbles where the void-spawned

being passed.
Winded from more than exertion, Korendir checked.

Swest did in droplets down hiswrists. He wiped his pamsinginctively, lest adampened grip on his
sword lend unnecessary advantage to an enemy.

Y et on sight it seemed unlikely that stedl could van-quish this adversary. Insubgtantial asasilk baloon,
the Vdjir advanced. Closer, its surface revealed an astrad mosaic of heads, bodies, and limbs, lapped one
againg another without break. A few of the faces were familiar.

Korendir jerked hiseyes asdeto forestal apainful search for the single one which mattered.

The recordsfailed to describe what sort of being lurked inside that envelope of souls. Dwarfed by its
drifting presence, Korendir chose not to speculate. He shouted a verse from Neth'slitany of creation on
the chance that whetted edges of sound might breach the Vajir' s defenses.

His words shaved the atmosphere into strips that streamed like twisted ribbon. Consonantsthin as
razors cleft the Vdjir' s spirit mantle. They passed clean through and emerged from the far side without
inflictingamark.

Before the Valjir swept over him, Korendir abandoned verse and dove headlong off the road.

Helanded in apatch of spikeweed. Dry stalkstore his skin and snarled the Archmaster’ srobe with
burrs. Korendir’ sdisgruntled curse pruned away a scattering of leaves. Apparently hisrecitation had
imposed portions of Aerith’ sflorainto being in Alhaerie. Backlash left him queasy and ascratched lip
coated his mouth with the taste of blood.

Korendir thrashed to hisfeet asthe Valjir loomed to confront him. It could not retaliate with the keen
edge of ashout since it possessed no flesh to shape sound. That did not make it defensdless. Sinceits
abilitieswere only comprehensible on an enchanter’ sterms, Korendir could not guess what form its
attack might take.

Air whispered through athousand stolen mouths.



"Mortd, what are you cdled?’ The Vdljir' swords spooled forth from row upon row of lipsand
snagged, fragile asfrogt, againgt the forms of weeds and man,

Korendir flicked the threads away. Pain began behind his breastbone and flared unpleasantly through his
nerves asthe Valjir grappled for the hold his untrained mind could not provide. He could only attempt to
answer in forms an intangible being could not master.

Korendir framed thought; and A!haeri€’ sreverse prop-erties transformed intent into substance with the
immedi-acy of athunderclap. A wall of sone rose up, steep and flint-blue as the granite that comprised
the bastions at Whitestorm. Graven on the face which blocked the Vajir was an inscription shaped more
for the captive souls of Wizards than for demand by any being from the nether-world.

| am son to Morien of Alathir, and aso hushand of Lady Ithariel. For her, for Orame, for Telvallind
Arch-master who was murdered, and for every enchanter you have stolen aive from Aerith, 1 Chdlenge
your right to exist. Korendir swayed, light-headed. Sweat sheened his body and dampened thewizard's
robe. The backlash in-flicted by his crestion exacted amercilesstoll. Half-crippled by an exhaustion that
seemed to drain the mar-row of his bones, the man understood that rock in Al-haerie could not protect
him. The Valjir would pass through as easily asit had banished the roadway, but at |east the obstacle
might buy time.

That hope endured but an instant. Blue quartz un-bound and tumbled like dry sand; between heartbesats
the last grains eddied away, restored to the roll of wild energies that comprised the otherworld universe.
A sear-ing ache flared behind Korendir’ seyes. Cast adrift into chaos, he felt his ssomach turn from
dizziness. With hisjaw clamped against nausea he tumbled, flotsam gtirred in amedium of jelly.

The Vdjir advanced. "Y ou are no sorcerer,” it whispered. Y ou possess only mortal awareness, and
worse than afool’ s perception. Aerith cannot take form in Ai-haerie without unbinding the soul from your
flesh. Each act of transformation sgps your substance, and hastens your mind to insanity.”

Korendir shook off atrailing tinsel of spun sound. Heignored every screaming signd that inssted he
lacked equilibrium, and fumbled one hand into his pocket. The sword dipped free of his scabbard with a
scroll of metdlic sound. With it came the warmth of the forgefire, and the shock of running water which
had tempered the blade;

Korendir drew comfort from ore-bearing bedrock, to the dwarf armorer whose expertise had smelted
raw metalsinto stedl. Their strengths lent steadinessto failing mus-cles, and purpose to sick confusion.
Fire, water, earth~ and flesh, the weapon was wholly of Aerith. Surely no being of chaos could disregard
such atdismen.

Korendir svung.

The sword clove through souls like smoke and drove on unresisted into a pocket of limitless cold.
Contact shocked through the blade and laced its sheen jagged with frost. The flesh of palm and knuckle
frozefast to the grip in aflash of indescribable pain.

Korendir screamed.

His agony drew abright arc of sound. His arm jerked back in recoil, and the sword followed, dragged
by fin-gersincapable of releasing their hold.



The Vaijir continued its advance, scatheless.

Korendir felt its pull against his mind even through his torment. He responded the only way possible. The
enchanters had been born of Aerith. They had been sto-len through their affinity for manipulating aien
redity.

The Magter of Whitestorm dragged his sword upright in lacerated fingers, determined to remind them of
their

rightful existence.

He swung the blade two-handed, carved an arc through Alhaerie€' s unreason. Even asthe Vdjir moved
to obliter-ate the cut, he braced the span with images drawn from alifetime of travel.

Aerith unfolded into vivid existence. A meadow blossomed into spring and thousands of scattered
wildflowers nodded under a sapphire sky. The sword reversed stroke.

Ardmark’ s ridged mountains plunged Sheer into the paintbox swept aside b~ ~~e sparkle of ocean
swells dashed to 'ace and jewels on areef.

Korendir' s breath rasped into lungsthat felt silted with grit. The sword handled like stonein hisgrip; its
black weight dragged at the sinews of shoulder, elbow, and wrist. He forced another stroke. He could
not seethe Vdjir at dl through the raging creetion of histhoughts.

Autumn flared red across Thornforest, and dawn tipped fuchsiaand gilt over the snow-bound peaks of
[MMantyr. Korendir thrashed on, though his head spun;

water splashed, exaticaly patterned by the King of Faen Hallit’ sincomparable Court of Fountains, and
stars glanced like tears through the pines of Southengard. The sultan’ s vanquished city of Telssna
gleamed, enamel and filigree, against sand flats coppered with heat haze.

Images spilled from the sword edge until Korendir’ s heaving mind could frame no more. Alhaerie
invaded his being and unbound the will which knit his sanity. He saw between, into memoriestoo terrible
to contemplate; and the sword dipped from weakened f~ngers and was | ost.

Korendir tumbled after it. His eyesight rippled, torn by wave upon wave of blind dark. The screams of
Mhurgai victims shivered hisflesh. Worse things flapped down and gorged on his nakedness, ravenswith
gobbets of scarlet trailing from sngpping beaks. He suffered reliving of the unthinkable past, became
macerated by horrorsthat thistime overwhelmed him. His body thrashed beyond control. Betwee. n
snatches of image, and crud frag-ments of nightmare, he saw the Vdjir, untouched till, and dmost upon
him.

"You are undone,” it whispered softly.

Korendir heard without understanding. With his doom inevitably at hand, every scrap of will he
possessed was absorbed in hisfina desire. The treasure he valued be-yond life remained out of reach
upon Aerith. At thelast he determined to master the nightmares within him, shape his ending statement
before the chaos of Alhaerie crushed reason and the Vaijir claimed his spirit in triumph.

Korendir rolled to hisknees. Shadowed by the sphere of the Vdjir, he shaped the memory of hiswife.



She materialized between his spread hands exactly as she had appeared on the morning of his departure.
Dark hair fanned like ribbon across his shoulder. He cradled her softness againgt his chest, warmed
beyond hurt by the lustrous perfection of her flesh. Like the sword, and the Archmaster’ srobe, Ithariel
waswhally of Aerith: lilac, pearls, and rainwashed earth; and night transformed to mystery under
moonlight.

The act of creation set Korendir beyond reach of his own handiwork. Sucked in the downward spira
toward unconsciousness, he knelt with blind eyes, unaware that the VVdjir now baitled against dissolution
of itsown.

One soul inits composite thousand had recovered sdf-awareness. Ithariel strained against the Vdjir's
hold, des-perate to reach the flesh recreated in the arms of her husband. Her efforts distended the
Vadljir' s patchwork perimeter until the seams between spirits stretched dark with stress. A small bead of
black lesked through. The seep wasfollowed by adroplet which swelled to atrickle.

Like abreach in aweakened dam, the Valjir' sforces parted, and Ithariel of Whitestorm ripped free.

For amoment, the mistsin Korendir’ smind swirled thinner. He beheld the form of hislady etched in
light, asolitary sparkle like astar shining through the hollow of her hips.

Then thewoman in hisarms stirred with life. Her eyes opened just asthe Valjir burst asunder. The
plundered spirits of enchanters unravelled and scattered likewispsblowninagae.

Darkness poured forth from the space their life-force had defined; hungry and cold, it ran like ink
through the uncolor that comprised Alhaerie.

"Fly, Korendir!” Ithariel tugged at her husband' s deeve.
"What you seeisthe essence of the void unleashed.”

Her voice dispelled some of his stupor. Korendir shoved to his knees, dimly aware that she had broken
the Archmaster’ s edict against magic; or else another sor-cerer had provided a semblance of solidity to
orient his stumbling feet. On dl sides, blue-edged and luminous, the spirits of Aerith’s enchantersfled the
Vdijir sspilled contents.

Korendir struggled to rise, to follow Itharidl’ s liberated colleagues toward safety. But his legs buckled.
Hisslly, usdessflesh had no strength left, and tripped by his forgotten sword, he tumbled headlong into a
fal. Hethrashed, aware of his!ady’sentreariesto rise; but his struggles only drove him deeper into
darkness. Faintly, through someon€e s cries of rage, he heard Ithariel cdl hisname...

XXV .Lagt Summons

Korendir’ s next sensation was that of being caught by a pitiless force and dragged back into himsdlf. He
ex-clamed in pain, then choked off the cry as he fully recov-ered awareness. His head hurt and hiseyes
stung, seared by too much brightness.

"Merciful Neth, we have him back,” said a cracked and reedy voice.



Thelight, which proved to be common candleflame, withdrew.

Korendir discovered with some discomfort that he lay on the sigil-carved floor in the Archmaster's
tower. In his weakness he was surrounded by the dust-grimed faces of arevived” Council Mgor. Clean
asanew pearl by contrast, and still clad in her nightrobe, Ithariel cradled his head between her hands.
The oldest of the enchanters hovered at her shoulder, dert and bright-eyed as afight-ing rooster. Orame
crouched aongside, kneading sdveinto Korendir' s pams, which were ghastly white with frostbite,

The Magter of Whitestorm struggled in protest againgt such asurfeit of attention and managed to ease
the shoul-der pressed into cramps againgt the carvings. The mo-ment he reliably mustered breeth, he
tried speech. His voice emerged as a scratched whisper that revealed, to his shame, that between his
downfal and Ithariel’ s recov-ery, he had accomplished a great dedl of screaming.

Flushed red, he forced hiswords out anyway. ” Orame, have you checked on your tower lately?’

The enchanter crossed hiswrists across his knee and looked thoughtful. ”No,” he said at last. ” Should
1?7

And hishead tilted asif he listened to something far distant.

Then hisdark brows peaked and his gaze sharpened in vexation upon Korendir. ” The Heddenton guard
isattempting to pound in my gate with afir log! Whatever you did, my friend, those meddling townsfolk
took it badly.”

Orame stood. Thetin of salvefdl rattling across floor-boards as he vanished through awizard’ s gate,
presum-ably to defend his beleaguered tower.

An enchantress kndlt to retrieve the medicine, but Korendir gavein to restlessness. He freed himself
from Itharid’ s hands, sat up before the nursing could con-tinue, and stared at his lacerated palms. Behind
his ex-pressionless facade raged an anger he no longer had reason | eft to bridle.

Ithariel had nearly come to harm through the vulnera-hilities of the White Circle that had disowned her.
The Magter of Whitestorm regarded eighteen impassive wiz-ards, prepared to vent outrage should even
one of them spesk of risks undertaken without safewards.

Y et the council did not raise theissue of purloined crystds, or dimensiond gates left unguarded; the
€ldest strove instead to make amends. ” The White Circle owes you debt, my Lord of Whitestorm. To
dare the perils of the otherworld was a consummate act of courage. Telvallind Archmaster would have
been forced to show gratitude, had he survived. In hismemory, past sanctions againgt your lady shdl be
reversed. | think the others will support mein offering the training due the son of High Morien.”

Suddenly uncomfortable under the scrutiny of half the mgor wizardsin Aerith, the acknowledged heir to
Alathir pushed to hisfeet. No longer quite so guarded, he straightened amantle |eft tucked with burrslike
adog's coat; if he chose, he had won the right to keep the tallix which hung at his neck.

The enchantress who still held the salve touched his shoulder in gentle encouragement. ™Y our
accomplish-ment is celebrated on more than this Side of the void. The gate you left open stayed
unbreached because even the inhabitants of Alhaerie were driven into hiding by the Vdijir. Its demise has
freed both worlds, Korendir.”



Y et to the surprise of every enchanter present, the Master of Whitestorm shook his head. ” That’ s not
what makes me hesitate.” He drew adifficult breath.

"What will happen,” he began, and broke off, de-feated by a hint of unsteady laughter. He glanced &t his
wifeand tried again. " If | accept training, who would be reckless enough to help the next time enchanters
fal tranced like abunch of corpses?| think for thefuture !’ be content to leave spdll-craft to my wife.”

The surrounding Council Mgor heard hisrefusal with smiles; even Whitestorm'slady did not spare him.
Some-thing about the quality of her joy set Korendir desper-ately near to the breakdown that had
threatened him since Heddenton.

The eldest enchanter spoke till; at ajab in the ribsthat certainly had been copied from Megga,
Korendir belatedly listened.

"The solution is obvious, my friend,” the spokesman for the wizards concluded. " Morien’ sinheritance
must be awarded to the heir forthcoming to Whitestorm.”

Whilethe rest of the council voiced agreement, Koren-dir spun with aswordsman’ s poise, then spoiled
al grace by staring open-mouthed a hiswife. He recalled the star-like presence haf-glimpsed in the
interval be-fore spirit reintegrated with flesh. ”You?’ he said, astonished.

Ithariel nodded, crying now with a happinessthat hurt to witness. "I conceived you ason,” she admitted.
" But you weren't meant to hear until the night of midsummer festiva.”

Korendir recovered with such lack of ceremony that al in the chamber raised eyebrows. Then he threw
restraint to the winds, shouted, and scooped hiswifein hisarms. ”How did you ever bribe Meggato

keep quiet?’

Ithariel hooked hischinin her pam. ” Jawds, lots of them. The ones left over from South Englas. Nixdax
will never in acentury admit it, but adwarf will do anything for riches”

Winter came, and Cdlin, heir to the fortress on White Rock head, was born during adiamond fall of
snow. The

King of Dunharrasent a charter officially acknowledging the domain of Whitestorm, and Nixdaxdimo
celebrated by sounding his dwarf pipes from the watchtower. The music was created on a contraption of
drilled horn and skins, and noisy as caterwauling beasts. Haldeth' s gpprentices determined the din an
offense. They fetched out short bows and fired off volleys of blunted shafts, until the screeches from Nix
grew obscene enough to be differentiated from hisinstrument. Resignedly the smith emerged to collar the
boys.

Peace settled over the courtyard of Whitestorm keep, but only momentarily. Cdlin had lungs at least the
equa of Nix’ s pipes, and no reservations about using them.

”Neth, he'sas stubborn as hisfather,” Itharid mur-mured deepily from the bed.
Korendir |€eft off pacing the rug and sat down lightly on the mattress. He smoothed the blankets over his
wife, then regarded the ydlling infant in her arms. A mouth unaccustomed to' softness melted into asmile.

Y ou know, my promiseto you isunsatisfied.”

"What?’ Itharid paused in the task of loosening her bedgown.



Her husband reached across and hel ped with the un-fastening of laces. When their son subsided to suck,
hereplied. "I said I'd never rest until we d got adaughter between us.”

Wind gusted outs de and snowflakes rattled across the leaded window. Itharidl leaned in contentment
againg her husband' s black-clothed side. ”Y ou have adelightful memory for details.” Mischief lit her
eyes. "But I'll lay you awager. You'll deep very little for the next six months, and not for conception of
any daughter.”

"Onelittleimp will prevent that?’ Korendir stroked the reddish fuzz that sorang from Cdlin’s crown. He
matched hiswife' s gaze with delight of hisown, and capped her irresstible chalenge. "I’ [l swap your
wager for another. By autumn, | say you'll be widening the waists of your dresses.”

Itharidl scowled at her newly flattened middle. Y ou randy goat! If | win, will you give up black tunics?’
" Assuredly.” Korendir seemed taken aback. Y ou hate my favorite color that much?’

"Oh, get out!” laughed Itharid. ” Dark clothing makesyou look like acarrion crow. Take that gray
gdlion for the gallop you' ve longed for dl night, and leave mein care of my women.”

"Maybe | will.” Korendir bent. He kissed hiswife and young child, then rose with the killer's
coordination that never entirely left him.

A draft swirled through the door as he departed.

Slapped by abreath of cold, Itharid shivered; jostled by her start, Calinlost his grip on the nipple and
began to wail. His cry brought both midwife and maid to the bed-side, and with coaxing his distress soon
subsided.

But for some ominous and inexplicable reason, Itharid could not think past midsummer without fedling
inwardly chilled.

Y et the seasons passed over White Rock Head and brought no winds of ill fortune; the days of golden
sunshinelingered. Y oung Caliin rattled the toys hisfather made from shells. He pulled hismother’ shair,
plucked at Nixdax’ s nose, and gave Megga equa measure for provocation. The dwarf wife spoiled the
boy without shame, then made up the lapse by increasing her dangs at Nix. The henpecked hushand
took refuge beneath the worktable in Haideth’ sforge, and as his vigits became frequent, the smith
suggested building achair there. Nix replied with curses, but showed up the next day with cushions
filched from the apprentice s cots.

" They spend their nightsfighting anyway,” he de-claimed when the boys came inquiring at dusk. Haldeth
withdrew before the shouting turned into a scrap; when the boys chose to set aside differences, they
were prac-ticed at trouncing dwarves. The pillows returned to the loft with haf their stuffing missing, and
for weeks Hal-deth could not lift atool without batting at disturbed drifts of feathers.

Ithariel announced her second conception as the days began to shorten. No longer restricted from use of
power, she admitted when pressed that the forthcoming child would be femade. Korendir laughingly wore
blue through the next fortnight to console her for losing their wager.

"Y ou give mefar better than | deserve,” he admitted in the dark when they were done. ” A daughter’s
the best thing | could wish for.”



But autumn came, and on the morning the ship sailed in flying the flags of aforeign envoy, Whitestorm’'s
master reverted to his black.

Thearrivd by itsdf was not unusud. Couriers periodicaly brought offersfrom kings, and lords, and
once adisgruntled roya nephew who disputed the succession in Dunharra. Without exception, the
appeas met with refusal. Although it was known that the mercenary no longer took contracts~ the most
persistent petitioners came anyway.

Korendir treated the latest pair as he had each one of their predecessors. A signd arrow fired from the
battle-ments offered them Whitestorm’ s hospitality, and at dack tide Haldeth went down to usher the
gueststo the keep.

The pair who waited on the beachhead could not have been nearer to’ opposites. Swarthy and clothed
inroya finery, thetaler was not yet twenty. He wore afillet of jade-studded gold, silk robes, and abelt
bossed with gems that was going to fascinate Nixdax. Haldeth took note of the other, who was wiry and
gmdl and much

older. His leather tunic was edged with fur, and dyed in whorled patterns. Creamy fair skin bore similar
tattoos, and the cap jammed adant on salt-and-pepper hair was crested with the feathers of skyshears.
Hawks with scarlet plumage wererare, their eyries only found in mountain-ous landsto the east.

The boy straightened haughtily in hisfinery. The man who had greeted him was not wearing livery, but
neither did he carry badge of rank. ” Sautations to the Lord of Whitestorm from my father, the King of
High Kdair,” the prince said noncommitaily.

Haldeth returned the bow of amaster craftsman.

"We come to Whitestorm, Y our Grace. Lord Korendir awaitsyou in hislibrary. Kindly follow me.”
The smith led the ascent of the stairs. At his back, the prince and his mountain-born escort conversed in
heavily b~Irred diaect. Haldeth caught phrases of admiration, areference concerning a tournament, and
wagersthat somebody had lost. Then he stepped from the gloomy stairwell into aflood of fal sunlight.

The prince and his companion emerged blinking.

Nixdaxdimo peeped out from the forge, saw the strangersin the bailey, and dammed the door with a
yelp.

The mountain born squinted in the direction of the disturbance. ”Y ou keep adwarf servant?’

"Not adave,” Hadeth said quickly. " Nix swore free service to a White Circle enchantress, but he' sa
pest most dways nonetheless.”

The red-feathered cap bobbed agreement. ” So say the foremen at the mines. Trouble dwarves are, but
they don’t sicken with underground labor like humans. For that, the unscrupul ous continue to trap. But
my clan shares no part in such cruelty.”

Haldeth shrugged. "By now, Nix will be crammed so far underneath my spare bellows that no amount of
coax-ing will cal him out. Eventudly he'll get hungry. Or dse hisdwarf wifewill fetch after himwitha
mest knife, and therewon't be any peacefor theydling.”



The Prince of High Kdair laughed with aflash of white teeth; his more taciturn companion made no
commern.

Chilly winds raked the bailey, and Haldeth hurried the visitors as quickly as politeness permitted into the
shelter of the keep. Although the stair that led upward was un-heated, the chamber above offered
comforts. A log fire burned in the grate, and the table beneath walls lined with bookshel ves had been !aid
with finewine and food. The Master of Whitestorm arose and greeted hisguests. He carried no
weapons. Not so much as adagger adorned his belt and though black, histunic was on the courtly side
of practical.

Prince Teadie accepted a chair and after him, the others chose seats. Korendir aone remained standing.
Asthe mountain born reached for adish, the mercenary saw, and returned afractiona shake of his head.
"You' reaguest. Let me.” With abow to hisvisting royaty, he pointedly tasted each platter, then
sampled the better of the wines. Candleflame struck sultry highlightsin his hair as with enviable grace he
sat down.

The mountain born coughed in gpology. ™Y our man implied that adwarf wife ran your kitchens.”

Korendir raised his eyebrows. ” Megga? Poison guests? |’ d spit her before she ever dared.”

Aware the quick words masked shock, Haldeth inter-rupted. ” Nix saw tattoos on the Arrax man, and
mistook him for adave magter.”

The Lord of Whitestorm relaxed but  fractiondly.

His attention flicked back to his company. " Then | ask you to forgive the discourtesy. As arefugee from
the mines, the poor dwarf probably had reason.” Gray eyes shifted to the prince. | regret to disappoint
you further, Your Grace, but | don’t any longer take contracts.”

Prince Teadje hooked adab of meat with hisknife.

"That isindeed regrettable.” Heraised .eyeslike unmarked brown velvet and sighed. ”If we' d paid heed
to the gossip of salors, | could have avoided atedious voyage.”

Korendir filled the prince' s goblet, unconcerned by the intensity with which the Arrax man studied the
scars be-neath his cuff. " The best | can offer isto hear your case and recommend areplacement.”

Jade trappings glinted as Teadje inclined his head.

"The king my father specified he would hire no other but yourself.”

The Arrax man refused food, no longer on account of dwarf servants. His age was younger than first
appeared, under graying hair and tattoos. His acerbity derived from hardship, and the clefts by his mouth
reflected no other fedling but grief.

Korendir set aside the wine. His appetite was spare at any time, but the dishes that teamed by his hands
a o stayed untouched. "However dire your troubles, they cannot follow within these walls.”

"Memoriescan,” the Arrax man said bluntly.



His comment effectively stifled conversation. High Kdair was an idand kingdom, not given to wars or
dis-putes. The digpatch brought by Prince Teadje would not be the usud request to command armies, or
assassinate apolitica enemy, or stand as bodyguard for some fearful nobleman. Firmly as Korendir
indgsted that his days of adventuring lay behind him, he could not look upon need without pity.

He retrieved the wine flask after a pause, then arose and stepped around the table. Persondly hefilled
the Arrax man’sgoblet. " Drink,” he urged firmly. "I would tekeit very ill if the hospitaity of my housedid
not at least grant refreshment.”

The Arrax man followed with his eyes as Korendir knelt to Prince Teadie, then lifted pams marked from
all hispast forays and formaly asked to see the contract.

one ligted in the records was never vanquished. Appar-ently it perished of old age.”
" After alifetime of daughter and destruction?’ Korendir sounded incredulous.

Still looking at him, Ithariel shook her head. ” The monster hunted the wastes of Ardmark and terrorized
nothing but wereleopards.”

"WEéll, this one makes orphans,” the Arrax man inter-jected. ” It preys upon helpless people, even aswe
Speak.

Come the winter, without caravans to bring supplies through the passes, my countrymen in the Hyadons
will garve”

Korendir dipped into his seat. He smoothed the elabo-rate parchment on the cloth by Teadj€e' s ebow,
then lifted the wine carafe and refilled the Arrax man’ sgoblet. An expression crossed hisfacethat Ithariel
had never seen, aswith incisive clarity he said, Y ou have my sym-pathy. When the tide ebbs at dawn,
I’ll see you off with aletter of recommendeation to an adventurer who lives down the coast. He has afast
sword and a knack for the unusual. He might take your contract.”

The Arrax man shoved to hisfeet. His eyes glittered with fury as he seized hisfilled goblet, spat on the
rim, then deliberately emptied the contents. Wine splashed his plate and reddened fine linen like blood.

Prince Teadie skidded back to safeguard hisfinery.

Unmindful of the spatters which stained hislegthers, the mountain man finished acidly, ”| have migudged,
and will waste no more wordswith acoward.” Ignoring Prince Teadj€' s shocked outcry, he spun and
hurled the goblet into the hearthfire. The crash of crystal masked his step as he stalked in hunched anger
through the door.

Beneath the table edge, Itharid set her hand on her husband' s thigh. The muscles beneath her touch
never so much as hardened at the insults. While Teedie floun-dered to make apology, the Master of
Whitestorm said nothing to anyone et all.

Korendir walked the wilds aong the clifftop until sun-down. He returned before Megga could notice and
com-plain that his supper stood in jeopardy of getting cold.

Following the meal, he spent an absorbed hour entertaining his son. Together he and Ithariel tucked
Callin into bed; they read asthey dways did over tea, but when candles burned low and eyestired, they
did not speak of the day’ s events, or of the guests whose needs Hal deth attended in another wing of the



keep.

"I have everything inlifethat | desire,” Korendir said smply, when he caught Ithariel watching him over
the edge of her book.. ” All of my happinessis here.”

Then, exactly as he had on the night she had been hisbride, he arose and lifted her in hisarms. He
carried her down aflight of steps, and up three more to their bedchamber. There he shared without
words exactly how deeply she pleased him.

Itharidl roused much later to the chill of asolitary bed. That caused her awareness to sharpen instantly.
Since the setting of the wardstone at Whitestorm, Korendir’ s nightmares had ceased, as had the
nocturna viststo the clifftops that once had been hisway to stave off deep.

Alarmed, Ithariel propped herself on one elbow and shook tangled hair from her eyes.

But her husband had not wandered far. She located his silhouette, framed in the square of the casement.
He had donned shirt and hose againgt the cold. Perfectly ill, he stared over starlit ocean toward a
horizon not yet gray with dawn. By his stance, she knew he was frowning.

Ithariel repressed a shiver. She curbed her impulse to call him back to bed, and instead chose her words
by intuition. ”'Y ou know aready that Stendarr will refuse Prince Teadj€ s contract.”

Korendir recoiled, not entirely because she startled him; at times her enchantress' s perception seemed to
tap his degpest thoughts. He shifted position in the window.

His head turned to reved his profile, etched in shadow against sky. ” Stendarr has courage enough. He's
at his best while managing armies, and good because he loves war. An appedl that concernsamonster is
outside hisusud experience.”

Itharidl felt a shudder jar through her, the same she had known the past winter in the hour after Cdlin's
birth. All a once the darkness no longer seemed friendly. She sat up. Her hair tumbled loose on her
shoulders as she reached for candle stand and striker.

From the window Korendir added, ” This has given me a bad feding from thefirst, and not through an
Arrax man’sinsults.”

Fame bloomed under Itharie!’ sfingers. She set the lit candle by the bedside, her face bathed in light like
acameo. Sheweighed her words carefully before she spoke; in her heart she knew that no others, ever,
would suffice. Her voice shook al the same. ”Why hide your heart? The man | married would be asking
himsdlf why the children of Arrax should suffer and die, while his own daughter should bebornin
protected safety.”

He moved with a speed that startled and caught her into his embrace. ”Itharidl! Y ou, and Calin, and our
baby yet to come are the joy upon which my lifeturns.”

She wept then, from cruellest certainty. " But pleasures and wants do not make the measure of aman.”

He caught her shaking shoulders, did his hands up the sides of her neck until he cupped her facein his
fingers. His eyes, meeting hers, were fearfully deep and steady. ”Neth in hismercy, what gives methe
right to set you and our child at risk? | might be killed for those other mens' children and wives, and
forfeit thejoy of my family.”



Ithariel covered his handswith her own. She could not face the tautness in him, and almost, she could
not speak. ” Could you live with yoursdlf if you didn't?”

The answer could beread in hisgtiliness. Ithariel laid her cheek againgt his chest. Too much apart of his
Spirit to muddle his anguish with lies, she set herself instead to console. ”High Morien before you thought
not. Y ou survived him. In the end, the children must inherit.”

Korendir' sarmstightened over her back. He held her fiercely, for long momentsincapable of speech.
"I’mamazed,” he choked out at last. He caught his breath, changed tack, and tried afresh. ” Itharid,
bel oved, you are unique among women. Y ou understand atruth that | never grasped until now.”

Something within him let go, then; Itharidl felt his soft-ness againgt her. He relaxed insde as he never had
snce before helost peace to the Mhurgai.

Cut by asorrow more poignant than tears, Itharid struggled for mastery of hersalf. The temptation was
cruel, to renounce principle and say the one word that could keep him. At the same time aware how
wide werethe pitfals, and how narrow the margin of his happiness, she fought her manner to lightness. ” 1
knew dl along that I’d married amaniac.” She untied hispoints. ”It's not dawn yet. Did you have to get
dressed?’

Ashis hose dithered loose under her fingers, he buried hisfacein her hair. No word did he say but her
name, and that, the way he phrased it, held meanings within meanings, but no regret. Compassion was his
magter, and his moment of fina understanding had set dl the uni-versein her hand.

In the hour that preceded daybreak, Prince Tead)je awakened to aknock at the entrance of the guest
auite. The Arrax man was dressed and aready pacing the floor in his eagernessto be away from White
Rock Head. It was he who minded the deepy request of his prince, and stepped to unbar the door.

The portal opened to reveal Korendir, black-clad as aways, but thistime armed with sword and
throwing knives, and adagger inset with acloudy jewel tucked in asheath at his cuff. " Thetide dacksin
another hour.

Y our longboat has been summoned, if His Grace will arise and make ready.”

The Arrax man’s glower changed to criticd interest. He began aremark, glanced a the mercenary’s
face, and chose silence. Korendir’ s manner held an edge that had not been evident the day before; in
retrogpect, instead of cowardice, the Arrax man recognized a quietude that should never in honor have
been disturbed.

"Tell your prince the terms under which | take contract,” ingtructed the Master of Whitestorm, ”No coin
will change hands. But for the death of the Corrigon, 1 demand your sovereign will set sedl to an edict
that abolishes davery in the mines. There will be no more dwarves kept captive in theredlm of High
Kdair.”

Upon sworn consent from the prince still cocooned in his blankets, the Master of Whitestorm closed the
door. Thefind minutes before departure, he spent by himsalf with hisson.

Autumn winds whipped the battlements of Whitestorm keep, and leavestorn from Thornforest flew
scratching across crannies in the stone. Haldeth ventured out to make sure his gpprentices had lighted the
forgefire. A gust caught his cloak and forced ablast of chill through the fastening. The smith raised his



eyesto curse the weather, and spotted the lady on the seaward embrasure with her hair unbound in the
breeze.

The smith stopped short in histracks.
Only one reason could bring the Lady Ithariel to stand lonely vigil above the sea.

Haldeth overcame dishedlief and raced for the stairwel| to the beachhead. Halfway down, with the bresth

burning in hislungs and every muscle protesting, he saw through the gap of an arrowdit that his effort
cametoo late.

The envoy ship from High Kelair even now spread her canvas under the sky.

Nothing remained except to climb the battlements and consult with Ithariel; to try and comprehend what
insane drive could lure Korendir from wife and child to hisfor-mer reckless adventuring.

The lady waited until after the last sails vanished over the horizon. The ocean beneeth the cliffs stretched

empty and vast, and thewind held the mournful cries of gulls. Itharid turned her head. A gust snatched

back her hood, and morning sun lit her face. From the place where he waited by the postern gate,
Haldeth saw her pain before she recognized his presence.

The smith never tried to stifle outrage. ” Already you dread that he won't be coming back.”

Itharid started, her eyeslike the mists off the beach-headsin early spring. After amoment she nodded.
Ha deth clenched forge-toughened hands in bewilder-ment. " How could you let him go, then?’

The enchantress turned toward the seg, asif she could find answer within the rolling boom of the swells.
" Some-times alife must be given for life.” When Haldeth moved to protest, she spun back and cut him
short. "Don’t speak of obligations. Y ou're hisfriend, perhaps his only trusted one. Understand that

Korendir isof High Mo-rien’sline, and White Circle enough to see hisfate”

Haldeth gave vent to hisbitterness. "He safool, and ason of afooal, if he could aandon hislife here
withyou.”

Ithariel looked back with al the coldness of her enchantress s heritage. "He hasfinaly found his
freedom. Would you take that peace away from him? Would you dare?’

The amith perssted in frugtration. ”What of the daugh-ter you conceived in such joy, that may never
know life beyond the womb?’

Ithariel battled to stem her sudden tears. ” Sheis only one, Haldeth. And | knew what | chose on the day
| bonded in marriage.”

The smith no longer noticed the brisk wind. Dwarfed by the wide sky of Whitestorm, he shrugged a his
own helplessness. ” Could aman be worth so much?’

The enchantress raised brimming eyes and nodded.

"That one, yes. Don't be sorry.”



Too diminished to offer anything but the inadequate comfort of hisembrace, the smith extended hisarms.

Ithariel gaveinto grief and need. She leaned into his chest; fine-boned and fragile asabird, she shed the
tears she had restrained in Korendir’ s presence through the length of hislast night at Whitestorm. And as
he held her, Haldeth was plagued by the riddle that lingered like an echo from hisdreams; asif
somewhere atruth existed that forever escaped his grasp.

XXVI.High Kelair

Cold came early to the kingdomsin the north; frost etched jagged patterns across the windows of Prince
Teadje s cabin on the morning his ship raised sall for return to High Kdair. The captain in command
chose prudence over risk of winter gales. He charted a southerly course, to the undying disdain of the
Arrax man, who claimed to read westher like afisherman. Flushed beneath histattoos, the mountain born
expostulated in guttural tones of insult that blizzards would choke the passes before the ship could make
port. Prince Teadie settled the dispute as the ship wore past White Rock Head and pitched to the roll of
unprotected waters, His Grace turned precipitoudy green and retched in undigni-fled postures over the
rail. While servants rushed to es-cort him to hisberth, the quartermaster minded his captain’s barked
command to maintain the chosen heading.

The Arrax man retired irritably to the maindeck; if hewas galled to discover the prior presence of
Korendir, his mood precluded complaint. Apparently inured to bad weather, he settled by the foremast
pinrail and remained there despite the fact that his pogition interfered with the crew.

Tired of the mountain born’s temper, the captain pretended tolerance. Asthe ship heeled into her beat to
windward, spray flew in sheets over the bowsprit. The mettlesome man from the northpesks became
drenched and in time retired below. Only Korendir remained; quiet as shadow, he lingered at therail long
after the glimmer of Whitestorm’s wardstone faded astern.

The envoy vessdl reprovisoned a Fairhaven and left in driving snow. The gales closed in and whipped
up whitecaps that battered at timber and sail; the cam between storms brought skies of glacia blue, and
ice that jammed the running rigging. Sailors sent aoft to clear tackle borrowed the Arrax man’s oaths;
none of them understood mountain diaect, but guttural consonants and bitten syllables seemed suited to
misery and salt water soresthat chafed on stiflened canvas until every knuckle bled. By the time the ship
backed sail in her home port, she showed the wear of a difficult passage.

Her sails were patched, her men weary, and the pilot who boarded at the headland informed that the
passes through the Hyadons were blocked by thirty-foot drifts.

Korendir absorbed this setback without reaction; except when he boarded the longboat with the Arrax
man and the prince, he asked for aplace at the oars. The craft crossed the bay with surprising speed. If
the crew-men complained that their backs ached from matching the mercenary’ s stroke, hislook quickly
dilled their complaints.

Upon awharf chipped clear of ice, the party was met by aherald in ceremonial colors and an escort of
fifteen men a arms. The heir to the relm and his guests were marsha ed through streets narrowed to
tunneled dleys by piled snow. Craftsmen paused in their shovelling, and children blocked dooryardsto
dare asthe roya cortege climbed a succession of switched back curves behind soldiers who cleared



asdetraffic. The captain sngpped orders at their destination, and his company saluted in double columns
before the gateway to the Palace of Kings.

Inside, warmed by aroaring fire, Korendir of Whitestorm paced to the casements and looked out on a
town builtin tiersagaing the hillsdes. Theidanders clamed that no land in High Kelair was crested leve,
and the setting of their port affirmed the notion. Shops, temple spires, and gabled houses were built upon
terraced foundations. All lay mantied under snow, looking like ornaments sugared over by the generous
hand of a confectioner, except the smoke that trailed from level upon level of chimneys marred that image
of charm. The Corrigon’ s predation had grown to trouble more than Arrax. Savaged by untimely freezing
wesather, theidand's coastal settlements were threatened by a scarcity of wood.

Deeply morose, Prince Teadj€ sroya sire huddled amid cushions and toyed with acut crystal game
piece.

Hewas dderly. His hands shook, and the massive crown of state weighed heavily on his eggshell head.
Hisjewe{ ed cuffsflashed by firdight as he lamented that his summons to Korendir had been sent out too
late to matter.

" Sledges with dogs could cross the passes, but not while the Corrigon flies.” The sovereign tipped the
chess pawn onto its Side. ” 3’ he last teams who tried were daughtered. Only one driver returned to tell of
their fate. He died soon after from hisinjuries.”

The mountain born listened from a corner, expresson-less behind tattooed sigils; only his eyesfollowed
asachancellor in embroidered robes resumed the recitation of bad news. " Thetown of Arrax islost. The
grain stores are nearly exhausted, and hunters who dare the wilds to set traps only become prey for the
Corrigon. The crearture has grown larger. It issaid to fly over the rooftops by day and strike at the folk
in the streets. Families have taken refuge in the mines, where they need not have fire to keep from
freezing. But shelter isall the caverns can offer. Thelast messenger to report said that children were
languishing from garvation.”

" Lagt messenger?’ Korendir never shifted from the frozen tableau through the casement. But hiswords
cut. "How did that man win through?”

"Hewas no man, but adwarf, my Lord of Whitestorm.” The chancellor affected a deprecating cough.
" That one reached the coast by scaling the peaks of the Hyadons. He survived agrest folly. That route
has no trail and no pass.”

Now Korendir did turn. He bent hislevel gaze upon the King of High Kelair and said, ”Whét one dwarf
ac-complished, determined men can equd.”

The councillor looked askance at this, yet the king stroked his combed silver beard, and his mood of
despon-dency brightened. | could offer twenty-five men and relief supplies. But their own children are
not dying, and the escarpments must be climbed upon ropes. My sol-diers are willing and strong~ but
they have limited experi-ence a& mountaineering. What will keep them in heart when the winter peakstax
their endurance?’

"That can be solved,” Korendir said promptly. ”But we' |l need more men to carry food.”

The Arrax man had followed this exchange with rapt intensity; now he spoke up and cut off rejoinder
from the chancdlor. | can find volunteerswho are willing. They could be ready to leave by afternoon.”



” And who will guide thisrescue misson?’ The chancedllor sneered hisderison. " The dwarf?’

Korendir returned an expression of surprise, then coldly surveyed the officid from the jewelled tips of his
dippersto the fur-capped crown of his head. "Who €lse?’

The chancdllor jutted his chin. " The mission you proposeisill favored, and to consder adwarf asguide
aworse migudgment yet. Their kind lie. The one who came in was a branded dave. Hewould just as
soon lead humans off the nearest vertica precipice.”

”Not when he stands to gain freedom for his people,” Korendir snapped back. ”Y our thinking' s as
blighted as adave master’s. The people of Arrax will be dead before spring and the Corrigon by then
grown too large for any man’ sweapon.” He spun and faced the old king, who had lifted the toppled
pawn and sat turning it mindlesdy between his palsied fingers. Y et Korendir framed his ad-dress asiif the
man were not infirm, or indecisive, or haf lost in the blankness of advanced age. ” Act now, or not &t all,
Y our Grace. | cameto your realm to spare lives, not to belabor the obvious.”

The king set the chess piece upright upon the board. He blinked at the very gill shadow framed in the
bright-ness of ~hewindow. "Let it be now.” If he was no longer young, he was still quite capable of
command, for his chancellor bowed and kept silence.

Four mornings later, muffled in ajacket of sables sawn skin sde out, Korendir stood at the end of the
deigh road and bent to strap snow shoesto hisfeet. Around him, the king’'s men-at-arms exchanged
gripes, whileacluster of Arrax men and eight mismatched dwarves did the same, but |ess boisteroudly,
and pointedly at adis-tance from the rest. The packsthe smal folk donned were at least as heavy asthe
humans' and in snowshoes, they waddied like ducks.

Someone noticed and cracked ajibe. The laughter that resulted was silenced by reprimand from
Korendir.

That moment, in sunlight that glared off of snowdrifts and the blade-sharp peaks that divided the coast
from the upland plateaus, the mountain born understood a thing. He traced the honor sigil a hisforehead,
while around him, his countrymen went gtill. They watched in dishelief as the one who had been Prince
Teadj€ senvoy prepared to give Korendir his name.

The Arrax man stepped forward and dapped his patterned jacket with hisfist. ”Lord of Whitestorm, |
am called Echend. Let it be said that you know mein honor.” He ended in sarcasm, expectant that his
gesture would meet with incomprehenson.

A few kingsmen gppointed to the expedition knew something of mountain ways; these paused in their
prepa-rations to stare.

Except the mercenary, who raised passionless eyes from hislacings. Without hesitation he dropped to
one knee and scooped snow into his bare right hand.

"Echend,” he repeated clearly. ”Korendir, son of Morien, accepts the honor of your name. May the
gifted

prove worthy of the hour, and the day, to the crossing into spirit yet to come.” In acceptance of sealed
pledge, helet droplets of new-melted snow trickle down his collar toward his heart.

Echend shouted in pleased surprise, for the response was the proper one, and flawlessy executed. ”Y ou



are my kinsman from this day forward.”

"Letit beso.” Korendir recovered his glove and oversaw thefina arrangements asif ~naware of the
eyesthat watched his back. The king' s soldiers regarded him with faint distrust, while the dwarf guide,
Indlvarrn, whispered to hisfellows that there was more to this mercenary from Whitestorm than met the
casud eye. How he had known mountain tradition, and when he had memorized so obscure aritua
response, no one present could guess.

On that observation, the expedition’ to spare belea-guered Arrax set off acrossavaley of pristine drifts.

At theingtant Korendir's party broketrail, a storm breaker boomed on the shores beneath Whitestorm
keep. The sound rattled the window glass and shook the timbers of the gates, but the knock upon the
panels out-sde was heard by Haldeth in the forge. He frowned, laid aside his hammer, and stepped out
into windy afternoon.

Theknock came again, plain over the thunder of the surf; not an illusion. The smith unbarred the side
postern, and the porta swung open to revea the enchanter, Orame.

Haideth recailed in astonishment.

"Ismy arrival so surprisng?’ The wizard stepped into the bailey, as groomed as though he had just set
forth from histower. Sunshine struck autumn colored high-lightsin hishair, and his eyes sparkled with
impatience. Y our migtress Ithariel has need of me.”

Haldeth sucked a breath of frosty air and reached around the wizard to draw the bars. ” And Korendir?’

Orameraised hisbrows. ”Crossing the valey of Kas-hid, whichislogica, snce he plans an ascent of
the Hyadons by way of the Graley glacier. Now show meto your lady.”

Haldeth dropped the bar with a clank that shook the braces. He had been drinking with sailors often
enough to have heard of the Graley, a sparkling, near-vertica couloir whose ridge was dways smothered
under cloud.

"Glaciers?’ he said sharply. ” Are the passes closed, or has the Corrigon grown so aggressive that the
roads are consdered unsafe?’

"Both.” Orame slipsthinned with the beginnings of annoyance. Since the smith lacked the mannersto
desist from questions, the wizard stepped aside and sought the chambers of Ithariel on hisown.

Haldeth remained standing in the gusts that raked the bailey. He should have known better than to
badger awizard. Plagued by rising uneasiness, the amith called the boys from the forge, then hastened
ahead to the kitchens for the ordinary bother of Megga' s scolding, and hot soup to drive off chills.

Evening came; Orame stayed on as guest of Whitestorm’ slady. By night the wardstone in the watch
tower burned a strange and unsettling blue. Haldeth huddled in his blankets, unable to deep; and the
dawn brought a second White Circle initiate asking admittance at the gates. At week’ s end, the pair
became joined by others, bringing the total to five. By the hour that Korendir and his company set foot
on the ice benegth the Hyadons, nine enchanters took up residence at Whitestorm. By day and night the
keep rang with powers that made the sun- light shimmer strangely, and the fires burn green in the kitchen.
Megga baked bread in the ovens undisturbed, but Haldeth was never so complacent. He moved his cot
and blankets into the drafty forge. Waking between nightmaresin the deeps of winter dark, he swore he



would ask thewizards of their purpose. Y e mornings came, sunlit or gray with snow, and dwayshis
courage failed him. Whether the wizards opened gatewaysto Al-haerie or meddled with natura
progression, dread under-mined his curiosity.

The expedition to relieve Arrax labored ahead through soft snow, and crusted over driftsthat grabbed at
each dtride, and glass hard, wind-scoured glacier. Gusts ripped down from the Graley and caught up
gouged ice from the crampons strapped onto each man’ s boots to prevent dipping; diverswhirled like
crystal into the aguamarine depths of the fissures. The landscape was white, gray, and sted-blue, the sky
frosty; cold bit into the bones of the living without reprieve. Days had passed since any-one could
remember being warm. High Kelair grew little timber, and the foothills aoove the Kashiel valey
sup-ported no forest at al.

Each noon the company halted for amea of biscuit and sausage, chipped frozen from wrappings
cracked to brittleness. The dwarves sat gpart; between them and the Arrax men lay arift no common
cause might breach.

And the mountain born with their tattoos and sullen s-lences mingled uneasily with king's men.

Y et when the pitch of the dope forced the company to pair up, Korendir would tolerate no dissent. The
safety of each life in the party was interdependent upon the others; only the dwarves were permitted to
form sep-arate teams, and these only due to practicaity. A man who tumbled into a crevasse could not
be saved if he dragged his partner dong with him. Though tough and very strong, adwarf weighed a
great ded less than amature human. To mingle the races on a perilous tra-verse would befolly, not when
the next step might bring a collapse of soft snow and adiding fal into fissures that plunged to untold
depths. A man might break limbs or spine, or jerk his unwary companion over the brink to lie mangled
beyond reach of rescue.

The valley steepened and the glacier banked upward into abowl of dashed clefts, capped by snowfields
that bore the afrowed scars of avaanche. Worn dready from fighting the drifts that mantied the foothills,
the rescue party tightened crampohs and checked ice axes, and cast doubtful eyes upsope.

The cloud cover had thickened. Indlvarrn the dwarf guide shook an irasciblefist at the sky, his brow
crinkled into afrown. ” Storm moving in,” he observed in hisgravelly voice. "Have to be under shelter by
then, and not in thosefirst few crevasses. Full of seracs, they are, and thaw rotten ice. To bivouac there
would be begging to get oursaves crushed.”

"Seracs?’ called one of the king's men-at-arms. " What in Neth's cregtion are they, that we should be
frightened to shaking?’

Indlvarrn shoved his thumbs under the straps of his rucksack. ”1ce peaks, are seracs. And frightened to
shak-ing you will be.” The dwarf nodded his fur capped head at the soldier. ” Best get on. Stormsand
nightfal won't wait.”

The guide opened apouch at his belt and selected an assortment of screws forged for purchaseinice.
While heissued ropes, harnesses, and other gear, Echend ap-peared at hissde. Under ordersto set
aside prgudice, he worked with the dwarf, while Korendir directed redis-tribution of storesfrom
drag-dedsto packsthat could be hoisted in pitches through the ascent.

Few men joked through the preparations. Threat of snow set a gloom on their mood; many were
sobered further by awarenessthat from this point forward, their lives must be trusted to awhip-scarred
dwarf who had no cause to love humans.



Korendir gave dackers short shrift. The lead team de-parted. Headed by Indlvarrn, their task wasto
choose the route, and flag loose footing and hand holds that following parties might proceed with speed
and safety. Crags of jutting ice soon hid the three from view. Their progress became marked by puffs of
wind-borne snow, and clattering falls of ice fragments, sometimes the acoustics of the mountain returned
the clang of In-dlvarrn’s hammer as he pounded home an ice screw, or the distinctive hiss of rope coils
flaking down a precipice.

The ends were caught and used to belay the trailing members of each team. Progress was dow.
Rope-length by rope-length, the less experienced climbers followed to a staging camp on aniceledge.
There, under seracs that glistened with the dangerous beauty of swordblades, the same ropes were used
to hoist the supply sacks, then the follow-up team gathered in gear and what pinsthey could recover
without undue waste of stamina. After arestor-ative ration of chocolate, the process was repeated again,
and yet again infailing light as snow began to whirl acrossthe Graey.

Korendir anchored the trailing teams through the last pitch. By now the dark had thickened, and wind
blasted the ice face in the fury of risng storm. Each hand and foot hold became agony to maintain, as
muscles shivered and cramped, and fingers raw from abrasion suffered numbness from cold aswell.
When failing light marred judgment, and vertigo dizzied the senses, the dope seemed relentlessy sheer.
Now was the moment when the nerve which sustained the stoutest hearts at daybreak fatered and
threatened to fall.

Thewind gusted, demon-shrill; itsforce gathered until it seemed determined to rip the climbersfrom the
Graley and dash them upon the pressure ridges below. Loosened chunks of debris rattled down and
battered a man from his grip. He tumbled, screaming, jerked short as the rope dammed taut. The soldier
on belay snarled with strain as his falen companion soun, whimpering, over an abyss of dark and rushing
air. Roped to aledge to oversee progress from the midpoint, Korendir reached out and grasped jacket.
He jerked the man bodily back onto the face, and yelled encouragement as trembling hands scrabbled
for new purchase. The rope eased as the man recovered. Above, the teammate who had held through his
narrow escape cursed in ragged relief.

"Too close,” somebody exclaimed. "Keep on in these conditions, and people are going to start dying.”

"Thenwe' ll just have to make Indlvarrn’s camp,” Kor-endir called back. To descend would in fact be
more dangerous, with the ascent screws removed and the snow silted deep in the hollows. The light hed
failed to the point where a man could not see to secure ropes.

No one argued the mercenary’ s decision. All were impatient to press onward, except the soldier who
whipered, paralyzed with panic againgt the overhang. His partner could not continue until his shaken
teammate regained hiswits, and ahead, no ledge offered respite for a vertical ascent of thirty yards.

Korendir' s response was instantaneous. ” Dalon,” he called crisply. Y ou’ re on your own.” His next
words commanded the man above to draw stedl and cut the belay rope.

That the coward now blocked the only safe retreat from Korandir’ s vantage point made no difference.
Con-ditions were deteriorating rapidly; trapped between bliz-zard and darkness, the party could not
delay without forfeiting asurviva aready in jeopardy.

"Move out,” snapped the mercenary to the man who led the team. " Don’t wait, and on peril of your life,
don’t turn back.”



The climbers resumed their ascent. Asice chipsloosened by their crampons rattled down, Dalon
unabashedly started to sob. Voices and the scrape of boots became lost in the wall of the wind, and till,
Daon shivered and balked. Korendir made no attempt to cgjole him, but waited, motionlessin thickening
drifts of snow. When the man failed to master his hysteria, he resumed his climb in grim silence, but over
an outcrop Indlvarrn had avoided; no choice remained but to risk that route to regain the known upper
trail. The bypass became a night-mare, unroped as Korendir was, suspended by torn gloves and
determination over achasm of sorm-whipped air. Theice was unforgiving. It resisted the blows of his
axe, sent the blade rebounding back againgt his hand.

His palms chafed bloody as the shock of vibration passed down the oaken shaft. The timesthe blade
caught firmly, Korendir hauled hisweight from toe-hold to crumbling toe hold, utterly dependent on the
grip of hislacerated hands. Almost, he welcomed the pain as distraction from hogtile dementsashe
inched away from the nook where Dalon cowered.

" Soldier!” Timed between gusts, Korendir’ s voice cut downdope through the ssorm. ” There’ s hot tea
walting

topside, | promise you.”

Dalon returned no answer. With a heart that inwardly wept, Korendir reached upward, stabbed his axe
into a crevice, and abandoned the man to hisfate.

In an hour, the storm had worsened; blizzard whipped the Graley with near to annihilating force.
Korendir ad-vanced by dow inches, blinded by driven snow. His glovesfroze to his axe haft; the feet
ingde his boots numbed until they dragged at his ankles like dead wood. Sipping from a precarious hand
hold, hejammed hissolein aniceridge. A quarter hour waslost as he worked to jerk himsdlf free. By
the time he succeeded, he was shivering and spent. Hisfingers did from the cleft where he clung and
caught, asif by miracle, on the screw that fastened arope.

A fixed line had been left, set out of pity by the dwarf guide when he had ordered young Dalon cut
loose.

Korendir clung to solid, twisted hemp and gasped in ex- hausted gratitude. By now, the darkness was
complete; without that rope to show the way, he could never have found the bivouac. He dragged
upward, aching, but feding discomfort much lessin the encouragement of renewed progress. The gusts
carried fragmented sounds of voices, then aflare of yellow torchlight; at most, safety and warmth waited
twenty feet above. Korendir thought very little of the soldier abandoned behind. What resource remained
he focused on that |ast, most precarious ascent, when strength was at lowest ebb, and impatience might
drive him to carelessness.

But the storm and the dark did not triumph. A cheer went up as Korendir reached the ledge. Indlvarrn
and Echend caught hiswrigts, dragged him like abrother over the brink. He was given a place by the
codl fire, and hot tea, and chocolate. No one asked about Dalon. When the uproar died down, and tired
men crawled under peg-secured canvas to deep, Korendir waited alone. Wrapped in furs by torchlight,
he remained until the snow thinned and stopped. Clouds broke; the silvery light of a haf-moon bathed the
Graey’'slofty heights. Korendir sat soli-tary under sky. In time hisvigil was rewarded. The rope creaked
on its peg. A wretched, shivering pair of hands clawed upward from the abyss, followed by a
frost-bearded face.

Korendir arose, helped the half-frozen soldier to the ledge, and till without speech, poured hot tea. He
stayed while Daion drank, then offered food and shelter under blankets for rest. Of cowardice, he said



no word, nor did any other man, when the camp roused a dawn, and the first to stir noticed the survivor
adespinther midg.

Whatever hisweakness, Dalon had found his measure by himself in the sorm-torn dark. Histriumph
over fear had taught strength, and ahumble, unfailing confidence.

Hewasthefirst among the king’s men to offer to relieve Indivarrn’ s overtaxed lead team. Echend and
another man from Arrax formed the core of the reservesthat spelled the unfiagging dwarves.

Days passed in wearing succession. Frosthbite and torn skin became themes for rough jokes as men
gained com-petence on the mountain. Ones with less gift for climbing attended the chores at each
bivouac, checking ropes and equipment, or carefully rationing the food. The Graey taxed dl to thelr
limits. Some days were spent in huddled misery listening to the song of wind and storm; other times, in
blinding sunlight, men carved steps and hand holds up cathedral towers of blueice. Each pitch had its
frudrations, itsfalures, itsfasetrails, and itstriumphs.

In the upper heights, the couloir narrowed. The glacier lay rucked into shards and blunt cornices, capped
with spotless new drift. Clefts became trapsto twist the ankles, and snow didodged from bad footing
could turn and roll, and kick loose grinding falls of ice. The climberstoiled on in the uneasy knowledge
that their lives were precarioudy secured, and dependent upon the frailty of their companions.

The expedition crossed the cloud line and Indlvarrn advised caution. The snow pack on the summit ridge
was ungtable; but one team gavein to curiosity and strayed. Their footsteps carved faultsin the drifts, and
the bridge where they explored caved away. The storm-piled mass at the head of the couloir loosened
and thundered down-dope, sweeping al in its path with aroar. One man was milled under, never to
resurface. The other had been roped to abelaying pin before the disaster began, and when the avdanche
subsided to aclatter of scoured stone, the king's men traced the line and dragged him free.

Indlvarrn watched with his mouth pursed tight in disgp-proval. " Better to berid of that fool,” he
concluded over the fuss as the survivor was checked for injury.

™Y ou spesk of aking'sman!” an offended companion shouted back. " Would you dare to mouth insults
if the one needing rescue was adwarf?’

"1’d do better,” snapped Indlvarr. "I’ d send him to his maker with my dirk, were any of my race born
so supid.”

The dead man’ s brother bridled at this. Known for strength and quick temper, he rushed the cheeky
guide with his hackles raised for afight. His swing at the dwarf was stopped by the vise-hard grip of
Korendir, whose tolerance did not extend to petty feuds; the mercenary looked angry enough to kill
outright. He spoke instead, too softly for bystanders to overhear. But the brother’ s aggression subsided.
Heretired though dwarves watched his back with unfriendliness.

The king’s men clustered to organize spirit rites for the departed; Indlvarrn was informed of their intent
while sorting out ropes for rappel lines. He sprang to hisfeet in agitation, but Korendir reacted first and
took on the onus of intervention. Thistime hiswords carried to al of the waiting company. No time
would be dlowed for sentiment. The soldiers broke up disgruntled, somehow till blaming their
misfortune on the dwarves. In sullen knots, the men turned toward the valley and the ridge that remained
to be crossed.

On the face behind the Graley, summits like upraised knives funneled the wind between ridges. Black



banded rocks were stripped bare of snow and polished sheer by weather. Here the company unstrapped
crampons and began their first absell, dropping by stagesinto avalley swathed in cloud. Gusts set the
lines swinging as men rappel led straight down through winter air. Hands still raw from the axe handle
suffered rope burns asfriction heated through gloves and wrappings and savaged the tender flesh
beneath. Bared rock absorbed the sun’swarmth, causing melts that glazed a sheen acrossthe crags.
Refrozen to glassy hardness, such ice at times seemed bewitched; crampons pulled hagtily from
rucksacks screeched and skidded. The sharpened sted teeth |eft score lines, but gained no purchase.
Men lost their balance and cracked heads and shoulders against the cliff face. They bruised and cursed
and hoped their fellows on belay were prepared for trouble when they fell. Asthelast team reached the
bowl of thevdley, thetak swelled boastful and loud. Except for the misfortune of the avalanche, no
man’ s safety had been compromised.

The surrounding Hyadons soared upward with the magnificence of . fortress spires; rocky spurs punched
through mantles of sparkling ice, to rake cloudsthat plumed in the bitter cold of dtitude. Ahead spread a
snow-choked plateau and frozen lake. Vulnerable now to attack by the Corrigon, the men donned
cloaks of whitewool for camouflage. They clustered to listen while In-dlvarrn sketched out their route
with stubby, mittened hands. They must cross by night, preferably under cover of slorm, when the
Corrigon was likeliest to roost.

On the far shore lay boulder fields deposited by some mighty and ancient glacier. Progress there would
be treacherous. Drifts masked pitfalls and warm springs glazed over by parchment thin ice. The route
wound through atwisty maze of melt-streams. Even in places where winds had stripped the snow cover,
dangers awaited the unwary. The largest rocks might turn and fall, and sink-holes laced the land where
underground streams had |eached off the sediment of moraine. Hidden fissures could swallow a booted
leg like trap jaws, macer-ating flesh and bone beyond hope or heding.

"Misstep, and you' re bait for the Corrigon,” Indlvarrn warned. " This place has no pity for theinjured, so
| advise: use your axe spikes, and trust no ground you have not tested thoroughly. Fhingold or | will lead.
Use the boot tracks of the man in front wherever you can, and till, check before you shift your weight.”

But the weather which had harried their progress up the Graley perversdly failed to cooperate. The
nights turned diamond clear. Rather than stall and consume stores needed sordly in Arrax, the expedition
pressed on.

They crossed the lake, nakedly exposed and raked by winds that whistled through the northern
escarpments.

Tracks marked their progress like a scar. Mountain born traced their faceswith luck signs, and soldiers
not in the habit of praying appeded to their maker for protection until gusts erased their trail. The
dwarves became smply silent; except Indlvarrn, who sat with Korendir through hours of scholarly
argument.

All without exception huddled under blankets each dawn to watch the Corrigon kite skyward from the
ridges. The monster’ s black-feathered, horn-scaled breast knifed the winds like old bone. Swift asa
crosshow quarrd, it soared in tirdless circles and scoured the mountains for prey. Onceit dipped
overhead, ayearling bullock impaled in blood-crusted talons, the anima was till dive. It thrashed and
bawled in pitiable agony. The mongter turned narrowed, bead yellow eyes, then whipped its head down
between wing beats and crushed the beast’ sbrain in its beak. Men and dwarves, the company sweated
interror asthe predator arrowed away. Confronted firsthand by the monster which afflicted Arrax, the
king's men exchanged whispers, but furtively, lest Korendir overhear their talk.



Nightfall saw the company on the move once again.

Dragging the supply deighs, they marched over frostblasted tundra, shadowed by agrandeur whose
desolation dwindled the soul. Restlesdy urgent, Korendir ex-horted the stragglersto haste, though the
storms returned and gale winds screamed like curses across the vista of ice and rock.

The party paused on therising ground at the far edge of the valley. There, harried by driving snow,
Indivarrn ordered teams to rope up for ascent up avertical gash in the rockface. That the fourth pitch
must route them within yards of the Corrigon’s eyrie was noted by the king's men-at-arms; severa shot
glances at their captain.

Korendir noticed. With keenest intuition he assigned the ones who clustered to separate teams. Now
each rope was led off by a mountain born or adwarf. They had most to loseif nervesfatered, and no
one needed to name what would befdl any climber who strayed from protection in the cleft. The
Corrigon’ sinsatiable appetite caused it to hunt during gales, snowfal might hamper its eyesight, but not its
ability tokill.

Sowly, with much trepidation, the party began thefind stage of thejourney. Arrax might liein the valley
beyond the next ridge, but dire were the hazards in between. The fissure was damp, runged with frozen
cascades where springs sprang from the rock. Icicles offered precarious footing. Petterns of freeze and
thaw had set down layersthat shattered under the jab and pressure of crampohs; the date beneath was
lesstrustworthy ill, crumbled with erosion and frost. Indivarrn drilled his screwswell away from such
watercourses, but often that precaution necessitated a pitch off the direct route up the cleft. The dwarf
guide wormed up dippery overhangs, threaded past seracs riven with cracks. Forward progress stalled
while he sde-tracked. Men were compelled to wait for untold spans of time, while muscles stiflened, and
faces burned numb from the cold. None but the lead-ers could see to know the reason for delay. Nerves
frayed, and tempers shortened, and the strain told the worst upon Indivarrn. His partner noticed and
suggested with utmogt tact that Dalon’ s team head the next pitch.

"What would you doif | refused?’ Indlvarrn caled from above. Between ablast of driven snow,
Fhingold caught amerry smilethat belied the attrition of fatigue.

Fhingold framed answer in the same spirit. ” Say no, and I’ [l gnaw through your boots a the ankle. Then
here you' d be, pink as a baby and wiggling your toesfor the Corrigon.”

Indlvarrn returned an epithet torn short by another gust; the back draft wafted a stench of putrifled flesh,
probably from the carcasses that rotted in the nest up above.

" Dagtardly housekeeper,” muttered Fhingoid. " Birds usudly are, Neth in Hiswisdom knowswhy.”
"What d'you expect from a species born without asphincter?” Dalon offered up from the ledge below.

Fhingold scraped an itch under his cap and searched for astinging retort. That moment Indlvarrn
shouted warning.

An overwhelming, monstrous shadow raked past. Air sang over taut feathers and overlapped scales of
bur-nished horn. The Corrigon swooped out to hunt, and thistimeitsflight cut too close. Indivarrn
ducked adashing talon; hisaxefell, clanging and showering ice asit tum-bled. Startled to indtinctive
reaction, Fhingold crooked his knuckles and hugged the face of the mountain.

Braced with fear, helistened as the scuffle continued above.



Indlvarrn clutched to the outcrop as his body swayed out over air. His glove caught, scraped, and
snagge. d for asecond in acleft. He grunted. Hislips pulled back from histeeth ashe strained in the
effort of recovery. Then his hold ripped from the mountain. Gravel pelted down-ward. and Indlvarrn
twisted.

"Hang onto mejewds,” he gasped as helost hislast purchase and plunged.

"You'll owemean de” Fhingold replied, eyes screwed shut in anticipation of the moment when the
dwarf guide would fetch againgt the belay rope. Dread spared no thought for the Cottigon, which had
flown on to Neth knew where. A safety line had been secured to the face above Fhingold; but the rock
had accepted the drill too readily for the younger dwarf’ sliking. He dared not rely on that anchor to
sparethe guide slife from disaster.

His hands scrabbled desperately for purchase as the safety line whumped taut. The screw ripped out,
and the rope yanked short a seco6d time. Jerked cruelly againgt his harness, Fhingold grunted. His feet
dithered free, and his body dammed full length into rock. The last gasp of breath was wrung from his
lungs. But hishands held. Fhingold disregarded the ache of overtaxed wrists. With dwarvish obstinacy he
st himsdlf to endure for aslong as his companion might require.

But the harness dug into his shouldersfor barely a second’ sinterva. The rope sang short and sharp and
then went ominoudy light.

Fhingold banged both knees and hastily recovered hisfooting. ”Dal,” he gasped painfully. ”Where' s
Indie? There snot any pull ontheline”

Theking’s man called up from beneath. ” Probably caught himsdlf. The mountain born swear he' s haf
Spider.”

But aglance down the face revealed only atassd swinging in the wind. Indivarrn had gone without a
sound.

Heartsore and shivering in reaction, Daon pulled in the trailing rope. The plieswere sheared cleanly,
perhaps by ice, or more likely by the edge of an escarpment as the dwarf swung upon impact; except
that the damage looked for al theworld like a cut induced by honed steel. And now the expedition to
save Arrax was left in the wilds without aguide.

XXVII. Corrigon

Jammed shoulder-to-shoulder on the doping confines of aledge, the climbersraised voicesin dissent.
Indivarrn’ sl had splintered aunity flawed from the first, and while dwarves might suspect the safety line
had been dashed by a human' sknife, men swore the Corrigon wasto blame.

Arguments festered.

The predator had not flown back for a second pass; if it had, Echend, from beneath, would have seen.
" Indie made no outcry. Surely aman skewered by amonster would have screamed in pain or warning.”



"Not if the bird snipped his head off with that great, ugly beak,” caled aking' s man. " Remember what
hap-pened to the bull?’

The mountain born found this suggestion preposter-ous, they made their opinion plain by crossing to
gtand with the dwarves. More teams arrived. Angry men packed more tightly together, and as news of
Indivarrn’ sfall reached the newcomers, grudges resurfaced with freshened vigor. The king's men spoke
of turning back. Whether by accident or design, the guide’ s death offered them excuse; the Hyadons by
themsalves were murder-ous, and the lair of the Corrigon too close. A thieving dwarf might dip by aone,
but not a company of fifty men. Any fool could see that the town beyond the ridge was inaccessible.

The dwarves shook their fists. "Murderers! Slave trappers!”

Other less savory insults mingled with rgoinders from the mountain born, who scorned thet the rations
for starving kinfolk should be squandered by soldiers who had no better honor than to flee hometo the
hearths of their mothers.

Thetrailing teams reached the ledge just asthe king' s captain took umbrage and afight started. Fhingoid
shoved forward to tear the combatants apart, and a by-stander with adagger took adice a him.
Fhingold ducked clear, and ducked again to avoid Korendir, just arrived, and driving through the .press
with bared sted. The offender with the knife was knocked sprawling, half parayzed by akick that had
seemingly arisen from no-where; Korendir had not unstrapped his crampons. Nei-ther had he lightened
his blow to compensate, but instead swept down his sword and laid the edge to the fallen man’ sthroat.

The soldier gasped in his pain, but carefully; each spasm of hiswindpipe drew blood against the blade
that bore steadily againgt hisflesh. He regarded the hand of the mercenary with his eyes ringed white with
fear. The scrap between mountain born and captain ended abruptly of its own accord. Before the look
on Korendir’ s pale face, even Fhingold edged back toward the warmth of hisfelows.

The mercenary’ s gaze swept them dl: the dwarvesin their grease-stained |eathers, the tattooed fegtures
of the mountain born, and the surly lowland soldiers whose king had commanded them to aduty too
harsh for the asking. Lastly, he glanced at the wretch on the floor whose bleeding leg and stifled,
agonized sobsraised plumes of condensation inthe air.

"What a sorry pass we have cometo,” Korendir said. The sadness behind hiswords did not show, only
the anger, cold as death, and as pitiless. He did not appeal to reason, for generations of prejudice
understood none; neither did he plead for reconciliation. What rapport he might have fostered with king's
men had withered on the Graley, when urgency had disalowed pausefor afunerd rite.

The slence stretched on and became brittle. Korendir had no intention of inviting dissent by volunteering
his opinion. Stung to disadvantage by acommand tactic he knew dl too well, theking' s captain spokein
defiance.

"| say we dtrivefor ausdess cause. The people of Arrax cannot possibly last the winter on our pitiful
store of supplies. If we surviveto reach the town, what then? We couldn’t leave. Only offer ourselves up
to starve, or add to the mouths taking food from children. If, 1’ say, this Neth-forsaken mountain and the
Corrigon don’t kill usfirgt.” The captain raised his stubbled chin. ” The dwarves and the Arrax born may
do asthey wish, but no man in my company will die of foolishness. Welost our luck on the Graey and
now we have no guide. By my order, the king's men-at-arms go no further.”

His determination rooted anew brand of quiet in the party gathered within the ice cleft. Argument could



not reunite them, Korendir sensed at once; to speak of suf-fering children would just wed each side the
more firmly to a course that must end in disaster. Ingtead, in nerve-less detachment, the Master of
Whitestorm sheathed his sword. The offender sprawled at hisfeet accepted re-prieve with awhimper.
He scuttled to rejoin hisfelows where, pointedly solicitous, the captain helped him to hisfeet.

Korendir rgjected the inuendo, that misdirection had brought them to impasse. ” A dog team can reach
the coast in five days,” he contradicted crisply. " Relief could reach Arrax in afortnight, and properly
rationed, the supplies we ddliver might be stretched to last for amonth.”

"All true,” the captain allowed, but smugly. ” Except for the Corrigon, of course.”

Korendir returned alook like awhetted blade. He gave no sign that his patience was spent. Always
more |loner than leader, he announced his own style of counter-measure. ” Then by dawn tomorrow, I'll
give you the Corrigon’ s death. Failing that, you may each do as you please. Otherwise, as acompany,
you shall dl pressonto Arrax.”

The captain gained no space for rebuttal. Korendir gathered up crossbow and quarrels, a quarter flask
of de, and an ice axe. He dipped out into the whiteness of the storm before anyone present had fully

grasped the impact of his promise.

Fhingold wasfirst to recover. ” My ancestors would weep for shame, that one man should be left to go
these cliffsalone. Will we stand here stunned while he triesto day that horror by himsaf?°

"Won't find me stopping him,” retorted the soldier whose leg stung yet from the effects of Korendir's
reflexes. ”If that madman from Whitestorm seeks deeth for the glory of Arrax, | say let him.”

Fhingold disdained answer and reached for histattered gloves. He was joined by Echend, and after a
moment, by the steadfast presence of Daon. Quietly the three assembled their gear. The eyes of the
others stared else-where; not aman or adwarf in their number was not diminished by Korendir’ s brave
chalenge. Familiesmight languish in davery, or children starve, but dread of the Corrigon shackled dl but
one dwarf, one Arrax man, and one soldier who held amercenary that kept faith in higher regard than his

captain.

Lights seared the dark from Itharidl’ s chamber each night snce Orame sarrival. Rays speared like
blades from the casements of the upper tower, shining and silver as moonbeams, but bright enough to
blind any morta who lingered too long in awed wonder. That nine White Circle enchantersraised their
powersto generate the phenomenon brought scant comfort to Haldeth. Huddled on his cot in the forge,
and muffled under blankets and counterpane, he strove to escape into dreams. Y et deep would not
come. Hisfeet went sweety and cold by turns, and the hours dragged without relief.

The smith rolled over yet again. He kicked at an of-fending fold of blanket and stubbornly forced himsalf
dill. Thefamiliar tang of iron and woodfire failed to lull his sensesto forgetfulness. When thefirg,
creeping sensation that he was not aone pricked at the nerves along his spine, Haldeth screwed his eyes
closed and con-centrated upon the whine of the wind across the eaves.

Hewould not yield to the impul se that urged him to shove back the bed clothesand rise.

Intimethat early, inward suspicion became an itch; Haldeth clamped his fists between hisknees. The
particulars of the weather outside suddenly acquired critical importance. Focused on the moment the next
gust would pegk, he considered prayer, while the itch became an ache, then swelled into compulsion that
sung hismind like aburn. Findly harried past conscious valition, the smith flung off the covers.



"Y ou deep soundly,” Orame commented from the dark. His robed form shifted like shadow against the
cherry glow of theforge cods.

Hot where he had earlier been cold, Haldeth kicked clear of his bedclothes. The knife he kept to trim
leather tumbled out, unsheathed, from the cranny between mat-tress and forearm. The pommel struck
with a clang that-condemned on the swept stones of the floor.

" Remarkable you should deep at dl, for aman whose distrust abideswith him eveninbed.” The
enchanter gestured disparagingly. ” That lump of a crossguard looks hefty enough to put your back out.”

It had in fact done exactly that, but Hal deth was too flustered to retort. That magic had made him uneasy
inthe firgt place was reason enough to be peevish. "What do you want, wizard?’ The smith ducked the
sorcerer’ slook of rebuke by raking the hair from his brow. An afterthought troubled him. ” And you
didn’'t waken me.”

" Certainly not.” Deceptively agreeable, Orame flicked one hand. The forge codsflared up into flame. ™|
wish you to dressyoursdlf, master smith. In precisely one hour amidwife will come caling a the gate.
Someone must be up to let her in.”

Haideth shot upright in hisquiltsand arip in the patchwork loosed a puff of goose down in the draft.

"Midwife? Who for? Ithariel’ s due to bear at spring equi-nox, not solgtice. | know we ve had blizzards,
but hasn't your pack of conjurers bothered to look out and check the stars?’

Orame shrugged. "What does a star know? White-storm’ s daughter, now, she will be naming her own
hour.”

" Neth forsake us, not three months early.” Haldeth swiped at adrifting bit of lint. He missed.

The feather shot aside in the rush of disturbed air, then angled through the space which should have been
occupied by Orame. But the wizard had silently disappesred.

The smith muttered the rude phrase he should have thought of earlier; then he swung hisfeet from sweaty
sheets and stood erect. Hisfirst step set him skidding on the 