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Elizabeth Haydon

The seven-and-a-half-foot-tall monster in ring mail threw back his head, bared tusklike fangs, and
roared. The bellowing howl of rage rang through the darkness that clung to the toothlike, mountainous
crags, sending loose shale stone and clods of snow tumbling down into the canyon a mile or more below.

Achmed the Snake, king of the Firbolg, exchanged a glance with Rhapsody and Krinsel, the Bolg
midwife who was helping her pack for their journey. He returned to his sorting, hiding a smile behind his
face-veil at the shock in the Singer's enormous green eyes.

"What's upsetting Grunthor now?" she asked, handing the midwife a sack of roots. Krinsel sniffed it,
then shook her head, and Rhapsody set the sack down again.

'He's apparently displeased with the quartermaster and his regiment," Achmed answered as a stream
of Bolgish profanities rumbled over the heath.

T think he's more perturbed that he can't go with us," Rhapsody said, looking through the gray light of
foredawn with sympathy at the terrified soldiers and their leader, who were doing their best to stand at
attention, withering under the Sergeant-Major's violent dressing-down. The midwife handed her a pouch,
and she smiled.

'"Undoubtedly, but it can't be helped." Achmed cinched a leather sack and wedged it into his
saddlebag. "The Bolglands are not in any state to be left without a leader at the moment. Do you have
everything you need for the delivery?"

The Singer's smile vanished. "Thank you, Krinsel. Be well while I'm away, and look in on my
grandchildren for me, will you?" The Bolg woman nodded, bowed perfunctorily to the king, and then
made a cautious exit, disappearing into one of the Cauldron's many exit tunnels.

'Thave no idea what I'm going to need for this delivery," she said in a low voice with a terse edge to it.

"I've never delivered a child who is demon-spawn before. Have you?"

Achmed's dark, mismatched eyes stared at her for a moment above the veil, then looked away as he
went back to his packing.

Rhapsody brushed back a strand of her golden hair, exhaled, and rested a hand gently on the Bolg
king's forearm. "I'm sorry for being churlish. I'm nervous about this journey."
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Achmed hoisted the snow-encrusted saddlebag over his shoulder. "I now," he said evenly. "You
should be. We are still agreed about these children, I take it? You understand the conditions under which
my help is given?"

Rhapsody returned his piercing stare with one that was milder but every bit as determined. "Yes."

Good. Then let's go rescue the quartermaster from Grunthor's wrath."

The newly fallen snow of winter's earliest days crunched below their feet as they tramped over the
dark heath. Rhapsody paused for a moment, turning away from the western foothills and the wide
Krevensfield Plain to the black eastern horizon beyond the peaks of the Teeth, lightening now at its
jagged rim with the paler gray that preceded daybreak.

An hour, maybe less, before sunrise, she thought, trying to gauge when she and Achmed would be
departing. It was important to be in a place where she could greet the dawn with the ritual songs that
were the morning prayers of the Liringlas, her mother's race. She inhaled the clear, cold air, and watched
as it passed back out with her exhalation, frozen clouds in the bitter wind.

'Achmed," she called to the king, twenty or more paces ahead of her. He turned around and waited
silently as she caught up with him. "I am grateful for your help in this matter; I really am."

'Don't be, Rhapsody," he said seriously. "I'm not doing this to help you spare the spawn of the F'dor
from damnation. My motives are entirely selfish. You should know that by now."

'"If your motives were entirely selfish, you would not have agreed to accompany me on this mission to
find them, you would have gone alone and hunted them down," she said, untangling the strap of her pack.
"Let's strike a bargain: I won't pretend your intentions are altruistic, and you won't pretend they're selfish.
Agreed?"

Tl agree to whatever makes you hurry up and get ready. If we don't leave before full-sun we run the
risk of being seen."

She nodded, and the two of them hurried over the remainder of the heath and down to the lower tier
of battlements, where Grunthor and the quartermaster's troops were waiting.

"You're a disgrace to this regiment, the 'ole lot o' ya," Grunthor was snarling at the trembling Bolg
soldiers. "One more missed instruction, O1'm gonna flay ya, filet ya, and fry ya in fat for my supper, every
last one 0' ya. And you, Hagraith,you will be dessert."

Achmed cleared his throat. "Are the horses ready, Sergeant-Major?" " 'Bout as ready as can be
expected," Grunthor grumbled. "Provisions will be in place momentarily, as soon as Corporal Hagraith
'ere gets 'is 'ead out of 'is arse, cleans thehrekin out of 'is ears, and gets them rolled bandages O1
requestedtwo hours ago ." The soldier took off in a dead run.

Rhapsody waited in respectful silence as Grunthor dismissed the rest of the supply troops, then came
up behind him and wound her arms around his massive waist, a sensation similar to encircling a full-grown

tree trunk.

T'm going to miss your troops tromping by my chamber and singing me awake," she said jokingly.
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"Dawn just won't be the same without a few choruses of 'Leave No Limb Unbroken.'

The giant's leathery features relaxed into a fond grin. "Well, ya could always stay, then," he said,
mussing her glistening locks, which shone with the brilliance of the sun.

It never failed to amaze him, looking at her thus, how much she resembled the Great Fire they had
passed through together, in that journey so long ago. 'While crawling along the root of Sagia the World
Tree, that had wound itself around the centerline of the Earth, he had come to respect this tiny woman,
even though his own race had preyed on hers in the old world.

Rhapsody sighed. "How I wish I could." She watched his amber eyes darken sadly. "Will you be all
right, Grunthor?"

A sharp sound of annoyance came from over her shoulder. "Safeguarding the mountain is child's play
to Grunthor."

"Nope. Oi vaguely recall enjoying child's play. Don' like this a'tall," the Firbolg giant muttered, his
fearsome face wreathed in a terrifying scowl. "We almost lost ya once to a bastard child of the demon;
O1 don't especially want ya riskin' your life—and yourafterlife —again, miss. Wish you'd reconsider."

She patted his arm. "I can't. We have to do this; it's the only way to get the blood we need for
Achmed to finally track and find the host of the F'dor."

"Emay need to do it, then," Grunthor said. "No need for you to go along, Duchess. 'Is Majesty works
best alone, anyway. We already lost Jo; Oi don't see no reason to risk losing you as well."

The reference to the death of the street child she had adopted as her sister made Rhapsody's eyes
sting, but outwardly she betrayed no sign of sorrow. She had sung Jo's final dirge a few days before,
along with the laments for the others they had lost along the way. She bit back a bitter answer,
remembering that Grunthor had loved Jo almost as much as she had.

'Jo was little more than a child. I'm a trained warrior, trained by the best. Between you and Oelendra
I believe I am fully capable of defending myself. Besides, since you're "The Ultimate Authority, to Be
Obeyed at All Costs,' you can just command me to live, and I suppose I will have to do so. I wouldn't
want to risk your wrath by dying against orders."

Grunthor surrendered to a smile. "All right, consider it a command, then, miss." He encircled her
warmly in his massive arms. "Take care o' yourself, Yer Ladyship."

T shall." Rhapsody glanced over at Achmed, who was securing the saddles of the horses Grunthor
had ordered provisioned for them. "Are you ready, Achmed?"

'Before we set out, there's something I want you to see," the king answered, checking the cinches.
"What? I thought you wished to be gone ere full-sun."

"This will only take a few moments, but it should be worth the delay. [ want to be in the observatory at
dawn."

Delight splashed over her face, making it shine as brightly as the sun soon would. "The observatory?
The restoration of the stairway is finished?"
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"Yes. And if you hurry we can get an overlook of the Inner Teeth and the Krevensfield Plain before
we try to cross it." He turned and gestured to the entrance to the Cauldron, the dark network of tunnels,
barracks, and rooms of state that was his seat of power in Ylorc.

Rhapsody gave Grunthor a final squeeze, then gently broke loose of his embrace and followed the
king through the dismal, windowless hallways, past the ancient statuary that was only now being cleaned
and restored by Bolg artisans to its former glory from the Cymrian Age thirteen centuries before, when
Ylorc, then known as Canrif, had been built.

They entered the Great Hall through its large double doors wrought in gold and inscribed with intricate
symbols, and crossed the enormous expanse of the round throne room, where Bolg masons were
carefully cleaning centuries of grime off the blue-black marble of the room's twenty-four pillars, one
marking each of the hours in the day.

"The renovation is coming along nicely," Rhapsody commented as they hurried through the patches of
dusty gray light, filtering down from the glass blocks that had been embedded in the circular ceiling
centuries before, affording not only illumination but glimpses of the peaks of the Inner Teeth above them.
"This place was a mass of rubble the last time I was here."

Achmed circumvented an enormous, star-shaped mosaic on the floor; the last of a series of celestial
representations wrought in multicolored marble, cloudily visible beneath a layer of construction grit.
"Mind your step here. If I recall, the last time you were in here you succumbed to a vision on this spot."

Rhapsody shuddered and picked up her pace. The gift of prescience had been hers for as long as she
could remember. Nonetheless, each time she was assailed by a memory that was not her own, a vision
that related something significant in the Past or, worse, warned of something coming in the Future, it
caught her off guard, especially if it caused her to relive the intense emotions that remained behind like the
smoky residue of a long-dead forest fire. Her nightmares had returned to plague her as well, now that
Ashe was no longer there to keep them at bay. At the thought, Rhapsody felt her throat go dry, and she
struggled to banish the memory of her former lover from her mind by walking even faster. Their time
together was over; he had his own responsibilities, chief among them seeking out the First Generation
Cymrian woman he planned to marry, to rule with him as Lady, as the Ring of Wisdom had advised.
They both had known from the beginning that their romance would only last a short time, but that
knowledge had not made its passing any less painful.

Achmed had disappeared through an open doorway behind the dais on which stood the thrones of
the Lord and Lady Cymrian, some of the few antiquities that had survived the Bolg rout of Canrif at the
end of the Cymrian

War intact.

'Hurry up." His voice echoed through the circular room.

'T'm coming as fast as I can," Rhapsody retorted as she hastened through the doorway. "You're a
head taller than I am, Achmed; your stride is longer." She fell silent, admiring the beauty of the restored
stairway to the observatory, high within one of the peaks of the Teeth.

On one side of the room, a twisting staircase of polished hespera wood, dark and rich with a blue

undertone, curved in many spirals up to the opening of the tower high above. On the other, a strange
apparatus rested on the floor, apparently still being renovated. It resembled a small, hexagonal room with
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glass panes.

It's a form of vertical trolley, a funicular of sorts like we use in the mining tunnels," Achmed explained,
reading her mind. "Another of Gwylliam's inventions. He'd written precise plans for its construction and
maintenance. Apparently it ferried courtiers and the like who were too sedentary to climb the stairs.
Clever design."

'Interesting. I'd prefer to walk, however, even if it were operational. I don't like the idea of riding in a
glass room above a stone floor."

Achmed hid a smile. "As you wish."

They climbed the polished stairway, ascending higher and higher within the hollow mountain peak. As
they neared the top Achmed reached into his boot and pulled out a large brass key. Rhapsody cast a
glance over the railing at the distant floor and shuddered slightly.

T'm certainly impressed with your renovations, Achmed, but why couldn't this tour wait until our
return? Surely the view of the Krevensfield Plain is panoramic enough from the Heath, or from the tower
in Griwen Post. Then at least we would be moving westward."

The Firbolg king inserted the key into the lock, and twisted it, causing an audibleklink . "You may be
able to see something from the observatory that you couldn't from the Heath or Griwen Tower."

The heavy door, bound in long-rusted iron, swung open on recently oiled hinges with a groan,
revealing the domed room beyond. Rhapsody caught her breath. The observatory had not been
renovated yet; white cloths, frosted with layers of dust, were draped heavily, covering what appeared to
be furniture and freestanding equipment. They gleamed in the diffuse light of the room like ghosts in the
darkness.

Achmed's strong hand encircled her arm; he drew her into the room and closed the door quickly
behind them.

The room itself was square, with a ceiling that arched into a buttressed dome. It had been carved into
the peak of the mountain crag itself, the walls burnished smooth as marble. Each of the four walls
contained an enormous window, sealed shut, forgotten by Time. Ancient telescopes stood at each of the
windows, oddly jointed, with wide eyepieces. Magic and history hung, static, in the air of the long-sealed
chamber. It had a bitter taste, the taste of dust from the crypt, of shining hope long abandoned.

Rhapsody surveyed the rest of the room quickly—shelves of ancient logbooks and maps, intricate
frescoes on the quartered ceiling, depicting the four elements of water, air, fire, and earth at each
directional point, with the fifth, there, represented by a covered globe suspended from the apex in the
center. She would have loved the opportunity to examine the room thoroughly, but Achmed was
gesturing impatiently from in front of the western window.

'Here," he said, and pointed at the vast, panoramic horizon stretching in all directions below them.
"Have a look."

She came to the window and gazed out at the land coming awake with first-light. The view was more
breathtaking than any other she had ever seen; here, in the tower-top pinnacle of the highest crag in the
Teeth, she felt suspended in the air itself, perched above the whispering clouds below, with the world
quite literally at her feet.Small wonder the Cymrians thought themselves akin to gods , she mused in awe.
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They stood in the heavens and looked down at the Earth, by the work of their own hands. It must have
been a very long fall .

Once this observatory looked out over the realm of Canrif, the marvel of the Age, a kingdom of all
the races of men, built from the unforgiving mountains by the sheer will of the Cymrian Lord, Gwylliam,
sometimes called the Visionary, known of late by less flattering epithets. Now, centuries after the war in
which the Cymrians destroyed themselves and the dominion they had held over the continent, their
ancient mountainous cities, their observatories and libraries, vaults and storerooms, palaces and
roadways were the domain of the Bolg, the descendants of the marauding tribes that overran Canrif at
the end of the bloody Cymrian War.

The gray light of early morning flattened the panorama of the Teeth into thick shards of
semi-darkness. As the sun rose it would illuminate the breathtaking sight, glittering on the millions of crags
and fissures, the abundance of canyons and high forests, and the ruins of the ancient city of Canrif, the
expansive edifice of a civilization that had been carved out of the face of the multicolored mountains.
Now, however, with but moments of night remaining, the jagged range appeared flat and stolid, silent and
dead in the sight of the world.

Rhapsody watched as the first tentative rays of morning sun cracked the black vault of night, favoring
certain mountaintops with its purest light, a light that made the ever-present icecaps on the peaks of the
Teeth glisten encouragingly.An interesting metaphor for the Bolg , she mused.

In the minds of the men of the surrounding realms, this primitive culture was considered monstrous,
only demi-human, a scattered swarm of cannibalistic predators roving the mountains, preying on all living
things. She had believed those myths herself once, long ago, before she had met Grunthor and Achmed,
who by birth were half-Bolg.

Now she saw the Bolg as they really were. The tendencies for which they were feared were not
totally unfounded—Firbolg were fierce and warlike, and, without the guiding hand of a strong leader,
resorted to whatever means necessary to survive, including the consumption of human flesh. Given that
strong leader, however, she had seen and come to admire, and eventually love, this simple race, these
primitive survivors, the outcasts of Nature and of man who nonetheless kept their values and legends
alive, even in the harshest of realities.

They were a simple people, beautiful and uncomplicated in their interactions, with a disdain for
self-pity and a single-mindedness about fostering the continuation of their society. Bloodied warriors
could lie on the battlefield and die of non-mortal wounds while medical attention was directed to a
laboring woman, in the belief that the infant was the Future, while the soldier was merely the Present.
Anything that was the Past did not matter, save for a few stories and the all-encompassing need to
survive.

The first long rays of sun crested the horizon, making the thin snow-blanket of the Krevensfield Plain
twinkle with the brilliance of a diamond sea. The light reflected off the brightening sky, revealing the many
layers of the mountains in all their splendor. Silver streams of artesian water rippled in cascading ribbons
down the faces of the crags, pooling into the deep canyon river. Dawn coming to the Teeth was a sight
that always took Rhapsody's breath away.

Softly she began her aubade, the morning love song to the rising sun that had been chanted at dawn
by the Liringlas throughout the ages from the beginning of Time. The melody vibrated against the window,
hovering in the frosty air beyond the glass, then dissipated on the wind as if scattered like flax over the
wide fields and foothills below her.

Page 6



When her song came to an end she felt Achmed's hand on her shoulder.

'Close your eyes," he said quietly. Rhapsody obeyed, listening to the silence of the hills and the song
of the wind that danced through them. Achmed's hand left her shoulder. She waited for him to speak
again, but after a few moments heard nothing more.

"Well?" she said, eyes still closed. When no reply came, her voice took on a note of irritation.
"Achmed?"

Hearing nothing still, Rhapsody opened her eyes. The irritation that had flushed her cheeks was
swallowed by the horror of the sight in the valley below.

The wide expanse of the Krevensfield Plain, the undulating prairie that led from the feet of the Teeth
westward through the province of Bethe Corbair all the way to Bethany, was rolling in waves of blood.
The red tide began to surge up the side of the valley below them, splashing like a churning sea of gore
against the rocky steppes and foothills that bordered the mountains.

Rhapsody gasped, and her eyes darted to the mountains themselves. The glistening waterfalls that
scored the mountainsides were flowing red as well, raining bloody tears onto the heath and the canyon
below. With trembling hands she gripped the sill of the window and closed her eyes again.

It was a vision, she knew; the gift of prescience had been hers even before she and the two Bolg left
the old world and came here to this new and mysterious place, where the history was a paean to great
aspirations destroyed by wanton foolishness.

What she did not know was what the vision meant; whether she was seeing the Past, or, far more
frighteningly, the Future.

Slowly she opened her eyes once more. The valley was no longer crimson, but gray, as if in the
aftermath of a devastating fire. But now, rather than the wide-open expanse that had been there a
moment before, she saw the hilly farm country half a world away, the wide meadows of Serendair, where
she had been born. A place in her youth she had called the Patchworks.

The hayfields and villages of her childhood were scorched, the pastureland smoldering, the
farmhouses and outbuildings in ashes. The ground was razed and ash reached from the Teeth to the
horizon. This was a sight she had seenln many a dream; nightmares had been a curse as long as
prescience had been a gift. Rhapsody began to shake violently. She knew from experience what was
coming next.

Around her she could feel intense heat, hear the crackling of flames. The fire was not the warm and
pure element through which she and her compan ions had passed on their way here in their trek through
the center of the Earth; it was a dark and ravenous inferno, the sign of the F'dor, the demon that they
hunted, that was undoubtedly hunting them as well.

The walls and windows of the observatory were gone. Now she stood in a village or encampment
consumed by black fire, while soldiers rode through the streets, slaying everyone in sight. A crescendo of
screaming filled her ears. In the distance at the edge of the horizon she saw eyes, tinged in red, laughing

silendy at her amid the wailing chorus of death.

In the thunder of horses' hooves, she turned, as she always had in this dream. He was there as he
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always was, the bloodstained warrior atop a raging steed, riding down on her, his eyes lifeless.

Rhapsody looked up into the smoke-fouled sky above her. Always in this part of the dream she was
lifted up in the air in the claw of a great copper dragon that appeared through the blackening clouds to
rescue her.

But now there was nothing above her but the unbroken firmament of rolling black clouds and showers
of flaming sparks ripping through the sooty air.

The pounding clamor was louder now. Rhapsody turned back. The horseman was upon her.
A broken sword, dripping with gore and black flame, was in his hand. He raised it above his head.

With the speed born of her training by Oelendra, the Lirin champion, Rhapsody drew Daystar
Clarion, the sword of elemental fire and ethereal light that she wielded as the Iliachenva'ar. It was in her
hands as she inhaled; with the release of her breath she slashed the gleaming blade across the warrior's
chest, unbalancing him from the warhorse. Blood that smoked like acid splashed her forehead, searing
her eyes.

Shakily the warrior rose, steadying his dripping weapon. Time slowed as he hovered over her, striding
at her with a great gaping wound bisecting his chest. Within his eye sockets was darkness, and nothing
more.

Rhapsody inhaled and willed herself calm again. She calculated the trajectory of his attack, and as it
came, with excruciating slowness, she dodged heavily out of his way. Her limbs felt as if they were made
of marble. With tremendous effort she raised her arms and brought Daystar Clarion down on the back of
the sightless man's neck, aiming her strike at the seam of his cuirass. The flash of light as intense as a star
exploding signaled her connection.

A geyser of steaming blood shot skyward, spattering her again and burning hideously. The warrior's
neck dangled awkwardly; then his head rolled forward, separated from the broken flesh of his shoulders,
before thudding to the ground at her feet. The sightless eyes stared up at her; within them she could see
tiny flames of dark fire fizzle, then burn out.

Rhapsody stood, hunched over and panting, her hands resting on her knees. In the light of Daystar
Clarion's flames she watched the headless body list to one side, preparing to topple.

Then, as she watched, it righted itself.

The headless corpse turned toward her again, sword in hand, and began to walk toward her once
more. As it lifted its sword purposefully, she heard Achmed's voice far away, as though calling from the
other side of Time.

Rhapsody.

She turned to see him standing behind her, watching her from inside the observatory tower, then
quickly glanced over her shoulder again.

The headless soldier was gone. Nothing remained of the vision.

She exhaled deeply and put a hand to her forehead. A moment later the Firbolg king was beside her.
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"What did you see?"
T'm fine, diank you, really [ am," she muttered distandy, too spent to muster much sarcasm.

Achmed took her by die shoulders and gave her a firm shake. "Tell me, by the gods," he hissed. "
What did you see'?"

Rhapsody's eyes narrowed to emerald slits. "You did this intentionally, didn't you? You brought me
up here, into this place heavy with magic and ancient memories, intending to spark a vision, didn't you?
That's what you meant when you said I might see something I couldn't from the Heath or Griwen Tower.
Y ou unspeakable bastard."

Tneed to know what you saw," he said impatiently. "This is the highest vista in die Teeth, the best
possible place to see an attack coming. And oneis coming, Rhapsody; I know it, and you know it. [ need
to know where it's coming from." His unnaturally strong hands tightened their grip ever so slightly.

She slapped them away and wrested free from his grasp. "I am not your personal vizier. Ask first next
time. You have no idea what these visions cost me."

'T know that ultimately without them the cost may be your life, at the very least," Achmed snarled.
"That, of course, is if you are lucky. The alternatives are far more likely, and far worse. And far more
widespread. Now stop acting the petulant brat andtell me what I need to know . Where is the attack
coming from?"

Rhapsody looked back out the window at the glistening plain, the mountains coming to rosy life in the
light of dawn. She stood silendy for a moment, breathing the frosty air and listening to the silence broken
only by the occasional whine of a bitter wind turning ever colder.

'Everywhere," she said. "I think it's coming from everywhere." h off, from his vantage point in the
Future, hanging between the threads of Time in his glass globe observatory, Meridion stared in dismay at
the people he had changed history to bring to this place in the hope that they would avert the fiery death
that was now consuming what was left of the Earth.

He put his head down on the instrument panel of the Time Editor and wept.

was breaking over die whole of the Krevensfield Plain as Achmed and Rhapsody departed, cloaked,
gloved, and hooded, riding the mounts

Grunthor had provisioned for them through the light snow that had come on the morning wind.

The path that led down from the foothills to the steppes was a rocky one, and necessitated a slow
passage. Rhapsody scanned the sky thoughtfully, her thoughts darker than the hour before dawn. It was
impossible not to notice that she had grown quiet and pensive, and finally Achmed broke the silence.

"What's troubling you?"

Rhapsody turned her emerald gaze on him; her walk through the pure Fire at the Earth's core had
caused her to absorb the element, making her hypnotically attractive, like the element itself. When she
was excited, she was breathtaking; with an undercurrent of worry in her features she was absolutely
captivating. Achmed exhaled. The time was coming when his theories about the power of her beauty

Page 9



would be put to the test.
'Do you think the Earthchild will be all right while we're gone?" she asked ; finally.

Achmed looked into her anxious face, considering the question solemnly. "Yes," he said, after a
moment. "The tunnel to the Loritorium is finished | and all the other entrances sealed. Grunthor is moving
out of the barracks while I'm away and sleeping in my chambers to guard the entranceway."

'Good," Rhapsody said. She had stood at the tunnel entrance in the darkness of early morning and
sung to the Sleeping Child, the rare and beautiful creature formed from Living Stone that slumbered
perpetually in the vault miles below Achmed's chambers. It had been hard to keep her voice steady,
knowing that the F'dor they were seeking was in turn seeking the Child.

Let that which sleeps within the Earth rest undisturbed, the Dhracian sage had said.Its awakening
heralds eternal night . Of all the things she had learned in the time they had been in this new world, one
that frightened her the most was that such prophecies often had more than one meaning.

Ta-rim, she thought miserably,why did the first demon-spawn have to be in Tarim ? The province lay
to the northwest, on the leeward hollow of the arid plain that abutted the northern Teeth. She had been to
the rotting, desolate city once before, with Ashe, looking for answers in the crumbling temple of
Manwyn, the Seer of the Future. Those answers had led them to the journey they were now undertaking.
Rhapsody shook her head to clear her memory of the madwoman's maniacal laugh.

'Are you ready?" Achmed's voice shattered her thoughts. Rhapsody looked around; they had reached
the steppes, the rocky foot-lands at the base of the mountains. She clucked to her horse. "Yes," she said.
"Let's finish this."

Together they eased their horses into a steady canter. They didn't look back as the multicolored
peaks of their mountainous home faded into the distance behind them like a memory.

In the shadows of Griwen, one of the highest peaks of the Teeth and the westernmost military
outpost, four sets of Bolg eyes, night eyes of a race of men who had risen up from the caves, followed
the horses until they had crested the steppes and had disappeared into the vastness of the Orlandan
Plateau.

When the Bolg king could no longer be seen, one turned to the others and nodded slowly. Four men
exchanged a final glance, then disappeared into the mountains, traveling in four different directions.

Weridion watched them go as well, struggling to contain his despair.

Light from the Time Editor, the now-dormant machine before him, spilled over the glass walls of his
spherical tower, suspended here among the stars. Below, the world was growing dark, the black fire that
was consuming it nearly at land's end.

Soon it would consume him as well. In light of the rest of the devastation, that hardly mattered.

He leaned back against his aurelay, the vibrational field generated by his namesong, shaped now like a
cushioned chair, and folded his hands, trying to remain calm. All around him the lights of his laboratory

gleamed, standing ready.

Meridion sighed. There was nothing more for him to do. He reached forward and snapped the lever
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that closed off the blinding light of the machine's power source from the Editor's main bay. Nothing more.

In the new dark he could see only the viewing screen, the ghostly projection of the last strands of the
timefilm he had cobbled together, using threads from the Past. He had spliced them, hoping to avert the
disaster that loomed below him. It never occurred to him, in the face of the coming nightmare, that his
solution might be even worse than the original problem.

How could I have known? he mused. Total destruction of the Earth in blood and black fire had
seemed absolute, as horrific as any fate could have been. It never occurred to him that taking the paths
he had might doom it to an even greater devastation, one that survived death, that lingered into Eternity.

Please, he whispered silently.Open your eyes and see. Please .

Even as he watched, the Time-strand grew filmy, changing from the Past to the Present. Soon it
would be the Future. Whatever came to pass, he could no longer intervene; the thread would never again
be solid enough to manipulate.

Meridion settled back into the humming chair and closed his eyes, to wait.

Please . .

YARIM PAAR, PROVINCE OF YARIM

In winter the dry red earth that had given Yarim its name was akin to sand. Granular specks of it hung
heavy in the air of the decaying prov-Irce, sweeping it like a vengeful wind demon, stinging with cold.

That blood-red clay-sand glistened in the first light of morning, sprinkledW1 th a thin coating of
crystalline frost. The frost painted the dilapidated stone buildings and neglected streets, dressing them for
a moment in a shining finery that Yarim's capital had no doubt known long ago, an elegance that now
existed only in memory, and for a few fleeting moments in the rosy haze of sunrise.

Achmed reined his horse to a stop at the crest of a rolling hill that led down into the crumbling city
below him. He stared down into the valley as Rhapsody came to a halt beside him, musing. Looking
down at Yarim from above gave him the opposite sensation to looking up at Canrif from the steppes at
the edge of the Krevensfield Plain. While the Bolg were reclaiming the mountain, reaching skyward along
with the peaks, Yarim sat broken, fetid, all but forgotten, at the bottom of this hill like dried mud left
behind where a pond had been. Where once there had been greatness now there was not only decay,
but diffidence, as if even the Earth were oblivious of the state of ruin that was Yarim. It seemed a pity.

Rhapsody dismounted first, walking to the edge of the hill's crest. "Pretty in the light of first sun," she
said absently, staring off beyond the city's walls. "Like the beauty of youth; it's fleeting," Achmed said,
descending himself. "The mist will burn off momentarily, and the sparkle will be gone, leaving nothing but
a vast carcass rotting in the sun. Then we'll see her for the aged hag she really is." He would be glad to
see the glistening vapor go; mist such as this hung wet in the air, masking vibration. It might hide the
signature of the ancient blood that surged in the veins of the F'dor's spawn hidden somewhere amid all
that standing rubble.

An inexplicable shiver ran through him, and he turned to Rhapsody. "Did you feel that?"
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She shook her head. "Nothing unusual. What was it?" Achmed closed his eyes, waiting for the
vibration to return. He felt nothing now but the calm, cold gusts of the wind. "A tingle on the surface of
my skin," he said after a moment, when he could not reclaim the sensation.

'Perhaps you're feeling Manwyn," Rhapsody suggested. "Sometimes when a dragon is examining
something with its senses, there's a chill of sorts; a presence. It's almost like a—a hum; it tickles."

Achmed shielded his eyes. "I had wondered what you could have possibly seen in Ashe," he said
sourly, gazing down into the morning shadows as they began to stretch west of the city. "Now I know.
Manwyn knows we're here, then." He gritted his teeth; they had hoped to avoid the notice of the mad
Seer, the unpredictable dragonchild who wielded her Seren father's ancient power of vision and her
dragon mother's control over the elements.

Rhapsody shook her head. "Manwyn knew we were coming before we got here. If someone asked
her a week, or a day, or even a moment ago, she could have told him so. But now that we're here, it's
the Present. Manwyn can see only the Future. I think the moment has passed. We're gone from her
awareness."

"Let's hope you're right." Achmed glanced around, looking for a high rise of ground or other summit
on which to stand. He spied a jutting outcropping of rock to the east. He set his pack on the ground,
pulling forth a scrap of fabric that had once been soaked in the blood of the Rakshas, now dried to the
same color as the earth in Yarim. "That's the place. Wait here."

Rhapsody nodded, and drew her cloak closer as she watched Achmed lope over to the small hilly
rise. She had witnessed his Hunting ritual once before, and knew that he required absolute silence and
stillness of movement to be able to discern a flickering heartbeat on the wind. She clucked softly to the
horses, hoping to gentle them into a quiet contentment.

Achmed climbed to the top of the outcropping and stood with nothing but the wind surrounding him
on all sides, staring down into the skeletal city. Somewhere amid its broken buildings a tainted soul was
hiding, one of the nine children spawned of the ancient evil through a systematic campaign of rape and
propagation. The blood in his own veins burned at the thought.

With a single, smooth motion he pulled away the veils that shielded his skin-web, the network of
sensitive nerves and exposed veins that scored his neck and face, casting a final glance back at
Rhapsody. She smiled but did not move otherwise. Achmed turned away.

He knew Rhapsody was aware that because of his Dhracian heritage he was predisposed to disposal,
not rescue, of anything that contained the blood of F'dor. This undertaking, should it prove successful,
would undoubtedly be the first time one of his race would hunt a creature spawned of the F'dor and not
exterminate it immediately upon capture.

The natural detachment that the Dhracians felt when confronting the malignant filth had deserted him,
leaving him shaking with hatred. It was all he could do to remain calm, to keep from allowing his racial
proclivities to roar forth, launching him into a blood rage that would culminate in the efficient, traceless
slaughter of this demon-child and all its misbegotten siblings. He swallowed and began to breathe
shallowly, trying to keep focused on the greater outcome.

That ancient blood, which pulsed softly now in the distance like a trace of perfume across a crowded
bazaar, could eventually help him find the F'dor itself.
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Achmed closed his eyes and willed the landscape from his mind, emptying it of conscious thought,
concentrating on the rthythm of his own pulse. As always, when this moment of the hunt came, he could
almost smell the odor of candle wax in the monastery where he was raised, could hear his mentor speak
again in his memory.

Child of Blood, Father Halphasion had intoned softly in his fricative voice.Brother to all men, akin to
none . The Dhracian sage, dead more than a thousand years now.

The hunt required of him a tremendous sacrifice, both mental and spiritual. It was in the power of
those words that he had been able to divert hiskirai , the Seeking vibration inherent in all Dhracians, to
hone onto the heartbeats of non-F'dor, his own unique gift.Brother to all men . He had been known °nly
as the Brother most of his life, a deadly relative to his victims, whose Pulses had briefly shared a rhythm
with his.

Let your identity die, the Grandmother had instructed him; the ancient guardian and mentor so recently
gone. It was more than his identity, however.At the moment when he subdued his own vibration, even
that part of him which might be called a soul disappeared without a trace, replaced by the distant,
thudding rhythm of his target.

He once wondered casually what would happen if instead of emerging the victorious stalker, he were
to die while following hiskirai . The place to which his identity went while in the throes of the hunt was
undoubtedly the Void, the great emptiness of space, the opposite of Life. He suspected, when he
allowed himself to think about it, that should luck turn against him and his victim instead overpower and
kill him, everything that had been part of his identity would dissipate instantly, shattering in that empty
space into tiny particles that would burn out forever like firesparks, robbing him of any existence in the
Afterlife.

It was a risk he could abide.
All thought receded, replaced by a distant thudding that grew ever louder with each breath.

The pulse was at the same time alien and familiar to him. There was a hint I of the old world, a hum
that had beat in the veins of every soul born on Seren soil; the deep magic in the Island of Serendair had
a unique ring to it, and it permeated the blood of those whose lives had been brought into ex- istence
there. But this was only the slightest trace in the rthythm that made up the rest of the heartbeat.

When he had first learned to listen to his skin, he had heard a roar of drums. Countless chaotic,
cacophonous rhythms had thundered directly into ' him, threatened to overwhelm him, to drown him like
the echoes of waves in a canyon. Here he heard barely a whisper.

Because the blood that pumped through the demon-spawn's heart was almost totally of this world, he
could not discern its rthythm, could not track it. The blood of the new world swirled around the
evanescent flutter from the old world like ocean waves, like a windstorm of dried leaves in the last
vestiges of autumn; and occasionally he could taste some of its traits. He chased them with his breath,
tasted the mix and dip of tones, looking for the deep shadow tone he was hunting.

There would be warmth in a pulse-wave that broke over him—that must! be from the child's
unknown mother—followed by the chill of ice; be- queathed by its father, the Rakshas, the artificial being
that had sired all these! cursed progeny of its demonic master. There was something feral in there as!
well, something with red eyes and a wild, brutal nature. Rhapsody had said! the Pdor used the blood of
wolves and other night creatures when it constructed the Rakshas. Perhaps that was it.
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Still, each passing moment the ancient rthythm grew slightly louder, a bid clearer. Achmed opened his
left hand and held it aloft, allowing the gusts ofl wind to dance over his palm.

Each intake of breath became slower, deeper, each exhalation measured When the pattern of his
breathing matched that of the distant beating heart! he turned his attention to his own heart, to the
pressure it exerted on thi vessels and pathways through which his blood flowed. He willed it to slow!
lowering his pulse to a level barely able to sustain his life. He drove all stray!

thoughts from his mind, leaving it blank except for the color red. Everything else faded, leaving nothing
but the vision of blood before his mind's eye.Blood will be the means , the prophecy had said.Child of
Blood. Brother to all men, akin to none .

Achmed held absolutely still, remained utterly silent. He loosed the pulse of his own heart, willing it to
match the distant heartbeat. Like trying to catch a flywheel in motion, he could only synchronize with one
beat in every five, then every two, until each beat matched perfectly. He clung to the tiny burr of the
ancient blood, followed it through distant veins, chased its flow, gathered its ebb until from that whisper
of a handhold he crawled into his victim's thythm. Their heartbeats locked.

And then, as the trail became clear, as his prey became unerringly linked to him, another tiny,
discordant rhythm shattered the cadence. Achmed clutched his chest and staggered back as pain
exploded like a volcano inside him.

Over his agonized groan he could hear Rhapsody gasp. His body rolled down the rocky outcropping,
battering his limbs against the frozen rock ledge. Achmed struggled to find consciousness, catching
intermittent glimpses of it from moment to moment, then fading into darkness between. The two
heartbeats he had found wrestled inside his own; breath failed him. He clenched his teeth. The sky swam
in blue circles, then went black.

He felt warmth surround him. The wind that tickled his nostrils was suddenly sweeter. Achmed
opened his eyes to see Rhapsody's face swimming among the circles.

'Gods! What happened?" Her voice vibrated strangely. Achmed gestured dizzily and curled into a
tight ball, lying sideways on the ground. He took several deliberate, measured breaths, the cold wind
stinging his burning chest. He noted absently that Rhapsody was still beside him, but had refrained from
touching him.She's learning , he thought, strangely pleased.

With the grind of sand in his teeth and a painful growl, he forced himself into a crouch. They sat in
silence on the windy hilltop above the crumbling city. When the sun was overhead and the shadows
shifted, Achmed finally looked up. He exhaled deeply, then rose to a shaky stand, waving away the offer
of her hand.

"What happened?" Her voice was calm.

Slowly he shook the sand from his clothes, retied his veils, staring downat Yarim below. The city had
come to life of a sort while he had been coming back to himself, and now human and animal traffic
shuffled through the unkempt streets, filling the distant air with sound. "There's another one here," he said.
"Another child?"

Achmed nodded slowly. "Another heartbeat. Another spawn of some sort."
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Rhapsody went back to the horses and pulled open one of the saddlebags.
Mie drew forth an oilcloth journal and brought it back to the rim of the hill.

'Rhonwyn said there was only one in Yarim," she said, rifling through the pages. "Here it is—one in
Sorbold—the gladiator—two in the Hintervold, one in Yarim, one in the easternmost province of the
Nonaligned States, one in Bethany, one in Navarne, one in Zathiel, one in Tyrian, and the unborn baby, in
the Lirin fields to the south of Tyrian. Are you certain the second heartbeat belongs to one of the
children?"

"No, of course I'm not certain," Achmed spat crossly, shaking more grit from his hair and cloak. "And
perhaps it's not another child. But somewhere near here is another pulse with the same taint to it, the
same clouded blood."

Rhapsody pulled her cloak even closer. "Perhaps it's the F'dor itself."

KELTAR'SID, SORBOLD BORDER, SOUTHEAST OF SEPULVARTA

The inside of the carriage was a haven from the blistering sun, dark and reasonably cool. He longed to
disembark, to feel the wheels roll to a final stop, so that he could at last step out into the light and searing
heat of the Sorboldian desert, where the earth held the fiery warmth of the sun even at the onset of
winter.

From the sound of it, that moment was almost upon him. He stretched the arms of the aged body he
now occupied, the human vessel that had been his host for many decades, feeling the weakness that time
had rendered upon him. But not for much longer.

Soon he would be changing hosts again, would be taking on a newer, younger body. There would be
a bit of an adjustment, as there always was, a transition he recalled clearly even though he had not made
one in a very long time. Just the thought of it made his arthritic hands itch with excitement.

With that excitement came the burning, the flare of the fire that was the core of him. It was the
primordial element from which all of his kind had come, and to which they would one day return. All in
good time.

It was best not to contemplate it at the moment, he knew. Once the spark of anticipation had ignited it
became more difficult to hide his nether side, the dark and destructive spirit of chaos that was his true
form, clinging to the flesh and bone of the human body only out of necessity. It was at moments of
excitement that the malodor was strongest, the stench that clung to him and the others of his race, the
smell of flesh in fire. And in the thrill of expectation the color of blood would rise to the edges of his eyes,
rimming them red.

He willed himself to be calm again. It would not do to be discovered on so important a mission. It
would not do to be seen as anything other than the pious religious leader that he was.

He leaned forward as the carriage came to a shuddering halt, then sat back against the pillowed seat,
breathing shallowly.

The door opened, spilling blindingly bright light into the dark chamber, along with arid heat.

Page 15



"Your Grace. We have arrived in Keltar'sid. His Grace, the Blesser of Sorbold, has an honor regiment
here to greet you."

He blinked as his eyes adjusted to the sunlight. Keltar'sid was the northern capital of Sorbold, the
mustering ground for the Sorboldian armies that fortified the northern and western fringes of the Teeth. It
was a city-state of soldiers, a most intimidating place unless one was traveling under the banner of a
church or religious sect.

It was exactly where he wanted to be.

'How very kind," he said. The cultured voice of his human host felt silky to his ears. His demon voice,
the one that spoke internally, without traveling on the wind, was much harsher, like the crackle of an
ominous flame. "Express our thanks while I alight, please.”

He smiled and waved away the hands extended in the offer of assistance and stepped out of the
carriage; his was a somewhat elderly body, but spry and still with some remnant of youth's vigor. He had
to shield his eyes from the gleam of the sunlight. Though fire was his life's essence, it was a dark fire, a
primordial element that burned black as death, not bright and cheery as bastard fire did in the air of the
world above. He could tolerate the sunlight, but he did not like it.

A contingent often Sorbold guardsmen stood at a respectful distance, their swarthy faces set in masks
of somber attention. He smiled beneficently at them, then raised his hand in a gesture of blessing. He
struggled to appear nonchalant. This moment was, after all, what he had come for.

Softly he whispered the words of ensnarement, the sub-audible chant that would bind the men to his
will, if only temporarily. Anything more long-lasting would require more extensive eye contact, more
direct interaction, than would be appropriate between a visiting holy man and a troop of foreign
guardsmen. To ensnare one permanently he would need to take some of the soldier's blood, but all of
them appeared healthy and without wounds that needed a healer's blessing. Ah, well.

The threads of the snare, invisible to all eyes but his own, wafted toward him on the warm wind,
anchored shallowly within each of his new servants. He caught the threads with a subtle gesture that
seemed nothing more than the hand motions of his blessing. He could see that the thrall had taken hold in
their eyes; the glimmer of dark fire within them that his prayer had summoned was evident in the glint of
the sun. He smiled again.

This was, after all, the sole outcome of the visit to Sorbold he had intended. Anything else that
resulted from the long and arduous journey wasa boon.

He already had what he wanted.

The column leader approached, followed by four men bearing the poles of a white linen
canopy—Sorbold was known for its linen—and another low-level aide-de-camp carrying a tray with a
water flask and a goblet.

The soldier bowed from the waist.

'Welcome, Your Grace." With a gesture he directed the other armsmen around the visiting holy
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leader. They immediately raised the canopy to shield him from the sun, eliciting a warm smile and a
twinkle in blue eyes without even a trace of red.

He accepted the goblet of water and drank gratefully, then returned it to the tray. The soldier carrying
it withdrew a few steps to be out of the way, but near enough if the guest of state had need of it.

"I'm afraid I bear awkward news," said the column leader haltingly.
'Oh?"

'His Grace, the Blesser of Sorbold, has been detained at the sickbed of Her Serenity, the Dowager
Empress. The benison extends his fervent apologies, and directs me to offer you escort to the basilica at
Night Mountain, where he will be returning once the empress is no longer in need of his aid. I am directed
to make you and your retinue comfortable."

The soldier's black eyes glittered nervously, and the holy man suppressed a laugh. The Sorboldian
tongue had little familiarity with the language of courtly and religious etiquette, primarily because the
culture itself had little familiarity with such concepts. The Sorbolds were a rude and plainspoken people.
The column leader doubtless had undergone intense study to be able to communicate in this manner, and
was uncertain about his fluency in it.

"You are most kind, but I'm afraid that is quite impossible. This was only to be the briefest of visits, as
I need to return to my own lands shortly. The winter solstice approaches, and I am planning to attend the
carnival in Na varne."

'His sincerest apologies for any inconvenience," the column leader stuttered again. "Please instruct me
in how I may accommodate you. I am at your disposal, Your Grace."

The holy man's eyes gleamed in the filtered light of the canopy. "Ah, you are? How very generous.
What is your name, my son?"

'Mildiv Jephaston, leader of the Third Western Face Column, Your Grace."

"Well, Mildiv Jephaston, I am exceedingly glad to know that you are at my disposal, and I will indeed
take you up on that very gracious offer, but at the moment there is nothing I require save escort back to
the Sorbold-Roland border."

'As you wish, Your Grace. The benison will be most disappointed that he missed your visit."

'As am I, I assure you, Mildiv Jephaston." He patted the soldier's shoulder compassionately, then
blessed him as he had the others.

In the distance he could see the infinitesimal flicker of black fire, repeated many hundred times over in
a sea of dark eyes, as all who were bound by oath to this column leader were now in his thrall as well.
Armies were his favorite prey, just because of their myriad ranks of fealty—ensnare the leader, and all his
followers, and their followers, were yours are well.Ah, loyalty isa wonderful thing, a mindless snare of
steel, so very easily manipulated , he thought jubilantly. Though so difficult to overcome when not offered
freely .

'He had hoped to show you the basilica at Night Mountain." The soldier swallowed dryly. "He knew
you had not seen it." The tone carried his real meaning. The benison's offer of entrance into the most
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secret of the elemental temples, Terreanfor, the Cymrian word meaningLord God, King of the Earth , the
basilica of Living Stone, was a great and prestigious honor, one that had only been made rarely.

Hidden deep within the Night Mountain, a place of consummate darkness in this realm of endless sun,
the basilica was doubtless the most mystical of the holy shrines, a place where the Earth was still alive
from the days of Creation. His refusal of the tour, no matter how polite, was dumbfounding to the
Sorboldian soldiers. He choked back another laugh.

Fools, he thought contemptuously. Tour nation's generous offers be damned, as you will soon be . He
could not visit the temple even if he wanted to. The basilica was blessed ground.

His kind could not broach blessed ground.

'T am extraordinarily sorry to be unable to take advantage of the Blesser's invitation," he said again,
nodding to his own guards. His retinue returned to their carriages and mounts in preparation for leaving.
"Night Mountain is many days to the south of here, I believe. A visit would delay me too greatly. So
again, [ thank you, but I'm afraid I must decline. But please do extend my best wishes to the benison, and
to Her Serenity for a speedy recovery."

He turned briskly and hurried back into the dark silence of the coach. The Sorboldian soldiers stared
after him in dismay as his footman shut the door briskly and the carriage began to roll out of sight. The
enormous linen canopy that had shielded their visitor a moment before hung flaccidly in the breeze-less
air, like a dispirited flag of surrender.

HAGUEFORT, PROVINCE OF NAVARNE

The winter carnival was a tradition in Navarne, held in honor of the solstice and coinciding with holy
days in both the Patriarchal religion of Sepulvarta and the order of the Filids, the nature priests of the
Circle in Gwynwood. The duke of the province, Lord Stephen Navarne, was an adherent to the former
but a well-loved friend of the latter, and so at his ex-arnple the populace of the province, divided almost
equally between the two faiths, put aside religious acrimony and differences to make merry at the coming
of snow.

In earlier years the festival had sprawled as far as the eye could see over the wide rolling hills of
Narvarne. Haguefort, Lord Stephen's keep and theSl te of the celebration, was located atop a gentle rise
at the western forest's edge with a panoramic vista of farms and meadowlands stretching to the horizon in
all three other directions. Some of the other Orlandan provinces, notably Canderre, Bethany, Avonderre,
and even faraway Bethe Corbair, had long since given up their own solstice celebrations in order to
combine their festivities with Lord Stephen's revels, largely because Stephen was unsurpassed as a
merrymaker.

For two decades the young duke, whose Cymrian lineage was far removed but still granted him some
of the exceptional vigor of youth enjoyed by the refugees of Serendair, had opened his lands at the first
sign of winter, decreeing the contests and prizes for that year's festival amid trumpet calls and flourish not
often seen in Roland during this age. The Cymrian War had brought the pageantry of the First Age, the
age of building and enlightenment, to a shattering end, leaving this, the Second Age, colorless and dreary,
as most struggles for survival and rebuilding tend to be. Lord Stephen's revels were the only regular
exception to that dull tendency.
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Like his father before him, Stephen understood the need for color and traditional secular celebration
in the hardscrabble lives of the peasantry of his duchy. To that end he devoted his attention first to the
safeguarding of his subjects' lands and lives, then to that of their spirits, believing that a dearth of joy had
been largely responsible for the troubles the land had suffered in the first place.

Each annual festival proffered a new contest: a treasure quest, a poetry competition, a footrace with a
unique handicap, along with the traditional games of chance and sport, awards for the best singing—Lord
Stephen was an enthusiastic patron of good singing—recitation and dance, sleigh races, snow sculpting,
and performances by magicians capped by a great bonfire that warmed the wintry night and sent such
sparks skyward as to challenge the stars.

It was small wonder that even travelers from the distant, warm lands of Yarim, Roland's easternmost
province, and Sorbold, the arid nation of mountains and deserts to the south, made their way to the
inland province of | Navarne to enjoy the wintersport of Lord Stephen's carnival, as did many of the Lirin
of Tyrian, at least in better days. Recent acts of terror and violence j had begun to diminish the festival's
attendance as traveling overland grew j more hazardous. As times worsened, the festivities became more
of a local celebration than one enjoyed by much of the continent.

The expected diminution of attendance this year would be both unfortunate and fortuitous in Lord
Stephen's eyes. He had recently completed the building of a vast wall, a protective rampart more than
two men's heights high and similarly thick, that encircled all of Haguefort's royal lands and much of the
nearby village and surrounding farmlands as well. This undertaking had almost consumed his every
waking moment for the better part of two years, but it was a project he saw as critical to ensuring the
safety of his subjects and his children.

Now, as he stood on the balcony beyond the windows of his vast library, Stephen observed the new
masonry border he had erected with silent dismay. The once-unbroken landscape was now divided by
the ugly structure with its severe guard towers and battlements, the formerly pristine meadows scarred by
the construction of it. Instead of the wide, glittering horizon of snow there was a defined and muddy limit
to the lands surrounding his keep. He had known when he began the undertaking that this would be the
result. It was one thing to know with one's mind, he mused sadly, another altogether to see with one's
eyes.

The winter festival would need to adapt to the new reality of Roland and its neighbors, the grim
knowledge that violence, inexplicable and unpredictable, was escalating far and wide. The sheer madness
of it had scarred more than Stephen's fields; it had rent his life as well, taking his young wife and his best
friend, Gwydion of Manosse, in its insanity, along with the lives of many of his subjects and his sense of
well-being. It had been five years since Stephen had experienced a restful night's sleep.

Daytime was easy enough; there was an endless stream of tasks awaiting his attention, as well as the
time he devoted to his son and daughter. They provided in his life a genuine delight that was as vital to his
happiness, his very existence, as sunlight or air. It was no longer the struggle to be happy it had been
when Lydia died.

It was only at night now that he felt somber, downhearted, in the long hours after he had tucked his
children beneath their quilts of warmest eiderdown, waiting by Melly's bedside until she fell asleep,
answering Gwydion's questions about life and manhood in the comfortable darkness.

Each night the questions finally came to an end, replaced by the sound of soft, thythmic breathing, and
the scent of a boy's sweet exhalations becoming the saltier breath of a young man on the threshold of
adulthood. Stephen cherished that moment when sleep finally took his son to whatever adventures he
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was dreaming of; he would rise reluctantly and bend to kiss Gwydion's smooth brow, knowing the time
he would be able to do so was coming to an end.

A melancholy invariably washed over him as he made his way back to his own chambers, to the room
where he and Lydia had slept, had made love and plans and their own unique happiness. Gerald Owen,
his chamberlain, had gently offered to outfit another of Haguefort's many bedchambers for him after the
bloody Lirin ambush that had ripped her from his life, but Stephen had declined in the same graciousness
with which he always comported himself. How could Owen know what he was asking? His faithful
chamberlain could never understand how much of Lydia was there in that room still, in the damask
curtains at the window, in the canopy of the bed, in the looking-glass beside her dressing table, the silver
hairbrush atop it. Itw as all he had left of her now, all save memories and their children. He lay there,
night after night, in that bed, beneath that canopy, hearing the voices ™ ghosts until restless sleep finally
came.

The sound of childish voices swelled behind Lord Stephen as the library doors opened. Melisande,
who had turned six on the first day of spring, ran j-° him as he turned and threw her arms around his leg,
planting a kiss on Ws”cheek as he lifted her high.

'Snow, Father, snow!" she squealed gleefully; the sound dragged a broad to the corners of Stephen's
face. ""You must have beenrolling in it," he said with a mock wince, brushing the chilly clumps of frozen
white powder from his doublet as he set her down, then slung an arm over Gwydion's shoulders. Melly
nodded excitedly. After a moment her smile faded to a look of disapproval.

'How ugly it is," she said, pointing over her father's lands to the endless wall that encircled them.

'And it will be uglier still, once the people start rebuilding their homes inside it," Stephen said, pulling
Gwydion closer for a moment. "Enjoy the tranquillity for what moments more you may, children; come
next winter festival, it will be a town."

'But why, Father? Why would people want to give up their lovely lands and move inside of an ugly
wall?"

'For safety's sake," Gwydion said solemnly. He ran his forefinger and thumb along his hairless chin in
the exact gesture his father used when pondering something. "They'll be within the protection of the
keep."

"It won't be all bad, Melly," Stephen said, tousling the little girl's golden curls, smiling at the sparkle
that had returned to her black eyes. "There will be more children for you to play with."

'Hurray!" she shouted, dancing in excitement through the thin snow on the balcony floor.

Stephen nodded to the children's governess as she appeared at the balcony doors. "Just wait a few
more days, Sunbeam. The winter carnival will be set up, with so many brightly colored banners and flags
that you will think it is snowing rainbows. Now, run along. Rosella is waiting for you." He gave
Gwydion's shoulder another squeeze and kissed his daughter as she ran by, then turned once more to
contemplate the changing times.

YARIM PAAR, PROVINCE OF YARIM
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"Unlike the capitals of Bethany, Bethe Corbair, Navarne, and the other provinces of Roland, the
capital city of Yarim had not been built by Cymrians; it was far more ancient than that.

Yarim Paar, the second word meaningcamp in the language of the people indigenous to the continent,
had been constructed in the midst of the great dustbowl that formed the majority of the province's central
lands, hemmed in between the dry winds of the peaks of the northern Teeth to the east and the ice of the
Hintervold to the north. Farther west, nearer to Canderre and Bethany, the lands grew more fertile, but
the majority of the province was a dry land of scrub and red clay, baking in the cold sun.

Yarim's neighbors, the hidden lands east of the Teeth, were fertile and forested; it was as if the
mountains had reached into the sky itself and wrung precious rain from the thin clouds hovering around
their peaks. The sea winds swept the continent from the west, carrying moisture as well, endowing the
coastal realms of Gwynwood and Tyrian and the near inland provinces with robes of deep green forest
and field. By the time those winds had made theirwa y east to Yarim, however, there was little relief left
to give; the clouds had expended the bulk of the rain on their more favored children. In especially dry
years, Yarim grew little more than dust as a crop.

At one time, a tributary of the Tar'afel River had run down from the glaciers of the frozen wasteland of
the Hintervold, mixing with what the early dwellers had called the Erim Rus, or Blood River, a muddy red
watercourse tainted by the mineral deposits that caked the face of the mountains. It was at the confluence
of these two rare waterways that the village of Yarim Paar had had its birth.

For all that the area had seemed a wasteland to the early inhabitants of the continent, nothing could be
further from the truth. A king whose name had long been forgotten smugly referred to the lands of Yarim
as the chamber pot of the iceworld and the eastern mountains. There was some unintentional wisdom in
those words.

Its spot on the continental divide had left Yarim rich in mineral deposits and, more important, salt
beds. Beneath its unassuming exterior skin ran wide veins of manganese and iron ore against the eastern
faces of the mountains, with a great underground sea of brine farther west. Finally, as if these earthly
treasures were not enough for the area to be seen as richly blessed, the windy steppes were pocketed
with vast opal deposits containing stones of myriad colors, like frozen rainbows extracted from the earth.
One of the opal mining camps, Zbekaglou, bore the name, in the indigenous language, Rainbow's End, or
where the skycolors touch the earth.

So Yarim's eastern mountains gave the province great hoards of manganese and copper, iron ore and
rysin, a blueish metal valued highly by the Nain; its wide western fields provided the greatly prized
commodity of salt, which was pumped from the earth through shallow wells that vented into the
underground ocean of brine and potash, then was spread out in wide stone beds to allow the sun to
evaporate the water, leaving the precious preservative behind; its central-eastern steppes produced gems
of priceless value.

Yarim Paar, by contrast, was endowed with no mineral deposits to speak of, no brine sea, no fertile
farmlands. It was a barren waste of dry red clay. But it was the poor south-central area of Yarim Paar
which made all of the province's wealth possible, because Yarim Paar had received one gift from the
Creator that none of the other areas of the province had been given—the gift of water.

Even more than the riverhead of the Erim Rus and the Tar'afel tributary that joined it, themselves great
watery riches in an arid, thirsty land, Yarim I aar was also the site of Entudenin, a marvel whose name
was commonly translated later as the Wellspring. It was more often known as the Fountain Rock or
simply the Wonder—the Yarimese had few examples of Nature's rtistry to marvel at, and so expended
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many names on the one they did have-but a more exact meaning of the word in the ancient language
would have been the Artery.

In the time when it was named, Entudenin had been a towering geyser spraying forth from an obelisk
of minerals deposited over the centuries in ever taller layers. At its pinnacle the obelisk was twice the
height of a man, or perhaps even twice Grunthor, and as broad as a two-team oxcart at the base,
tapering up to a narrower, angled shaft.

Even without its miraculous gift of water in near-desert, Entudenin would have been a wonder to
behold. The dissolved solid minerals in the runoff that had formed the obelisk were myriad, and had
stained the enormous formation with a variety of rich colors, hues of vermilion and rose, deep russet and
aqua, sulfurous yellow and a wide stripe of rich earth-brown that teased the sandy red clay on which the
huge waterspout stood. The mineral formation glistened in the light of the sun, gleaming with an effect
similar to the glaze on sugared marzipan.

Unlike the hot springs rumored to have been the center of the mythic city of Kurimah Milani, an
ancient center of culture said to have been built at the desert's edge that one day vanished into the sand
without a trace, the water that shot forth from the mouth of Entudenin was cool and clear, though heavy
in mineral sediment. The legend of Kurimah Milani told of how the hot springs there had endowed those
fortunate enough to have bathed in them or drunk from them with special powers of healing and other
magics, derived, no doubt, from the rich mineral slough contained within them. The inhabitants of Yarim
Paar did not covet those healing springs—the cool, life-giving water welling forth from Entudenin was
magic enough for them.

The discovery of the marvelous geyser in the middle of nowhere prompted the building of an outpost
near it that later became a camp, then a village, then a town, and finally a city. With the ready availability
of water came construction for function and expansion for form. Great hanging gardens were built,
elegant fountains and outdoor statuary museums with quiet reflecting pools as well, transforming the
ramshackle little camp into a glorious example of lush desert architecture. Within a few centuries
Entudenin was supplying not only the vast amounts of water necessary to maintain this sparkling jewel of
a capital city, but all the water to the outlying cities, villages, outposts, and mining camps as well.

In its living time the Fountain Rock was roughly attuned to the cycles of the moon. At the onset of the
cycle a great blast of ferocious furor would rage forth from the Wellspring, spraying sparkling water
skyward, showering the thirsty ground. The sound that accompanied the event welled from a deep roar
to a glad shout as the torrent surged from the darkness of the Earth's depths into the air and light.

For a full week of the cycle, the water flowed copiously. On the first day of the blast, known as the
Awakening, the townspeople would gather to thank the All-God in ritual prayer but refrained from
actually drinking or collecting the Wellspring's liquid bounty. Part of this was a sacrificial abstinence in
thanks to the Creator, but part of it was the rule of common sense as well; initially, the force of the water
rushing forth from Entudenin was similar to a raging rapid, more than sufficient to break a man's back.

Within one turn of day the water flow would subside to a voluminous spray. The legends said that
there was a noticeable change in the Wellspring's attitude, from anger to placidity. Once this change had
occurred, the people of Yarim Paar and eventually its neighbors would quickly begin harvesting the
water, storing it in cisterns that ranged from the enormous fountainbed that had been built at the obelisk's
base to the small vessels carried by the town's children on their heads. The spray that filled the air at the
outskirts of the waterspout rained down in a wide sweep, and was used by the townspeople as a public
bath.
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After the Week of Plenty came the Week of Rest. Entudenin subsided from its joyful shower into a
calmer, bubbling flow. The more patient townspeople who had planned ahead and therefore could wait
until the second week to obtain their water benefited from their forbearance, because this was the time
when the water was said to be the sweetest, purged of the sour minerals that had built up during its
sleeping time.

The third week, the Week of Loss, still saw water coming forth from Entudenin, but it had dwindled
to a mere trickle. During this time only those with desperate illness in their households were allowed to
collect water from the Fountain Rock. Unlike the raucous harvest of the first two weeks, any such
collection was done reverently, with great humility, and at considerable expense in the form of a donation
of food or coinage to the priestesses who guarded Entudenin.

Finally, the trickle would vanish. The Fountain Rock would go dry, and this week, the Week of
Slumber, was a time when a sense of apprehension bordering on dread would come over Yarim Paar, at
least according to the legends. Though the geyser had been erupting cyclically with its gift for as long as
anyone could remember, there was always an unspoken fear that each time might be the last. And while
the Yarimese had managed to trust the sun and moon to follow the patterns the All-God had laid out for
them without a second thought, there was always a fear that Entudenin might change her mind, might
abandon her children to the dust of the wasteland around them if anything gave her offense.

The task of tending to the Wellspring was entrusted to a clan known as the Shanouin, a band of
former nomads that were said to have come originally from Kurimah Milani. The Shanouin
water-priestesses were accorded the highest social status in Yarim, second only to the line of the duke
and the benison that Yarim shared with the neighboring province of Canderre. Because Entudenin
followed a monthly cycle it was believed to have a female outlook, and so only the Shanouin women
were allowed the actual task of cleaning and maintaining the obelisk in its rest, as well as managing the
access of the townspeople to the Wellspring. The men and children of the clan were accorded the tasks
of basin-building and water delivery to the more important households; the Shanouin carter who brought
monthly water vessels to the house of the duke was accorded a position even higher than that of the royal
chamberlain.

When centuries passed and the Erim Rus became contaminated with the Blood Fever, and the
tributary of the Tar'afel went dry, Entudenin remained stalwart, constant, nurturing the dry realm with the
elixir of life, twenty days out of every moon-cycle. The verdant desert gardens that had grown up in
Yarim Paar were allowed to wither in order to divert some of the Wellspring's water to the outlying
towns and villages, and the opal outposts and mineral mining camps as well. The paradise that Yarim
Paar had become settled into a more staid, sensible city, a comely matron taking the place of the once
ravishingly beautiful bride.

And so it went, month after month, year after year, century after century for millennia uncounted until
the day that Entudenin went to sleep and did not awaken.

At first the Shanouin had cautioned composure. The Wellspring had not been perfect in the marking
of its cycles, though no one at the time could remember it ever deviating from its routine by more than
three days. When the fourth day passed, then the fifth, however, the Blesser of Canderre-Yarim was
summoned by avian messenger from his basilica in Bethany to Yarim Paar, in the hope that perhaps his
divine wisdom, endowed by the Creator through the Patriarch, would be able to determine the cause of
Entudenin's silence, and perhaps make amends for whatever offense had been committed.

The benison came in all due haste, riding his desert stallion in the company of but eight guards, rather
than resorting to the slower method of the royal caravan. By the time he arrived from Bethany the
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Wellspring had been dry for ten days, and there was widespread consternation bordering on panic, not
only in Yarim Paar, but in the other Yarimese cities and outposts as well, since all of them depended
upon the water of Entudenin for sustenance. That panic soon had spread to the other provinces of
Roland, because many of the Or-landan dukes had holdings and financial interests in Yarim.

When the benison was unable to summon the life back into the Wellspring with his prayers to the
Patriarch, much of the population of Yarim began reverting from the monotheistic practices of the religion
of Sepulvarta, the Patriarch, and his benisons back to the pagan polytheism that had been their creed
before the Cymrians came. Sacrifices, both public and private, benign and malevolent, were offered to
the goddess of the Earth, to the Lord of the Sea, to the god of water, to any and every possible deity that
might have taken offense, in the hope that whatever divine entity would listen might call off the curse of
thirst. The pleas fell on deaf ears all the way around.

Finally the finger pointed. Word swept through the town that it was the Shanouin who were to blame;
Entudenin's handmaidens had displeased her, had caused her to withdraw from her people. The
water-priestesses and the rest of their clan escaped Yarim Paar by night as the brushy scrub for their
pyres was being collected. But even with the departure of the Shanouin, Entudenin still remained
unmoved, still refused to open her heart.

When murderous rioting broke out over control of the drying cisterns, the city of Yarim Paar, under
the hand of the duke, settled back into sullen silence and contemplated how it would survive now that the
water was gone. A halfhearted attempt at well-digging was made, then quickly abandoned; no one alive
had ever undertaken such a task, so no one knew how, having lived all their lives with Entudenin tending
to their water needs like a generous wet-nurse. In addition, even if they had known how to pierce the dry
earth, doing it in a place that would produce water was as likely as finding a specific grain of flax in a
ten-stone sack. What water there might be crept so far beneath the sand that it might as well be on the
other side of the earth for all the tunneling required to reach it.

At last it occurred to the duke that the Shanouin, while they might have displeased the Wellspring,
were the repository of knowledge about water in this arid climate. He sent forth his army to round up the
entire tribe and had them herded back to Yarim, where they then met in council with him, the magistrate
of Yarim Paar, the supervisors of the various mining camps, and the officials of the other Yarimese cities.

At this meeting the duke of Yarim promised the Shanouin free citizenship again, and the protection of
the Yarimese army, if they would find a way to bring forth water from the dry clay to sustain life in the
province's thirsty cities.

And so the Shanouin slowly regained their social status over the centuries, establishing successful
water camps that fed the province of Yarim, though never again as abundantly as it had been in its glory
days. Though they were now without the Artery that brought forth life from the heart of the Earth, there
were still any number of small veins running near the surface, which the former priestesses of Entudenin
were able to divine. The work was difficult and chancy, but somehow Yarim survived its apocalypse.
The once-glorious capital of Yarim Paar withered in the heat, drying out in the sun and cracking as it did.

As for Entudenin, it continued to stand, stalwartly rising toward the sky, but silent now. The great
marble basin around it dried out as well and crumbled away. The obelisk baked in the heat, losing its
luster, its colors, until finally it was as dry and red as the rest of the clay that had built Yarim. It was
visited from time to time by pilgrims from across the desert, who stood at its base, gazing up at the
carcass of the dead Fountain Rock, shaking their heads either at the overwhelming sadness of its loss, or
the exaggeration of the stories they had heard about it in the first place.
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When darkness fell each night, however, just as twilight was leaving the sky, someone watching the
ancient formation might note the tiniest glimmer of gold, the silvery sheen of fragile mica, forever forged in
the heat into the dark, spindling rock, pointing the way to the stars.

«J take it Ashe never brought you to this place when the two of you visited Yarim?"
"No. Why?"

Achmed stared up at the tall, thinning shaft of the towering obelisk. "I would think this giant phallus
would only reinforce his feelings of inadequacy. Justifiable feelings, I might add."

Beneath the veils of the pilgrim disguise that shielded her face from sight, Rhapsody smiled but said
nothing. Instead she waited until the three elderly women, draped as she was in flowing white ghodins
with their faces shielded behind veils, finished their prayers and moved on. She then moved closer to the
ancient formation.

Entudenin was smaller than she had envisioned, and thinner; it had the appearance of frailty to it. They
had, in fact, walked past it twice, because it stood in the midst of the central town square like an
unappreciated statue, while oxcarts and cattle caravans rumbled past and around it as if it were not there.
The three women who had just walked away were the only people in all of the busy traffic of Yarim Paar
that had stopped to look at the obelisk that morning.

The deposits of mineral sediment that had once formed it now had solidified into hard red rock,
pocked and scarred with deep gouges and holes. Rhapsody observed that it looked vaguely like a
dismembered arm balanced on the ground, missing the hand as well.

She cast a glance around the busy town square, then quickly averted her eyes as a cadre of Yarimese
soldiers, distinguished by their horned helmets, rode past. When she could no longer hear the sounds of
the horses' hooves, she looked back at Achmed. He was staring off toward the south.

"What do you think happened to the water? Why did Entudenin go dry?"

Achmed smirked. "Are you mistaking me for Manwyn just because we're in the same city?"

'Hardly. She's ever so much more pleasant than you are." Rhapsody shuddered, remembering the
Oracle's hideous laughter, her unprovoked taunting of Ashe, her ugly prophecies.

,'tee an unnatural child born of an unnatural act. Rhapsody, you should beware of childbirth: the
mother jhall die, but the child dhall live .

Ashe had been furious at his aunt's words. When he demanded an explanation, Manwyn had thrown
puzzling words at him as well.

Gwydion ap Llauron, thy mother died in giving birth to thee, but thy children 'j mother dhali not die
giving birth to them.

There had been something else, but Rhapsody could not remember what it was, almost as if it had
been plucked from her memory.

She blinked and found Achmed's mismatched eyes staring at her. Rhapsody shook her head to drive
the memory away.
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'If I wanted to ask a Seer about what happened to Entudenin, it would have to be Anwyn," she said.
"She's the one who sees the Past. I think I'll pass, thank you. I'd rather ask you, even if you can only give
your opinion. What offense do you think was committed that caused the Fountain Rock to run dry?"

Beneath his veils she could tell he was smiling. He turned and stared up at Entudenin. "The offense of
a mineral clog, or a shifting of strata within the Earth."

'Really? That's all?"

"That's all, at least in my opinion. Have you ever noticed, Rhapsody, that when something miraculous
and good happens it's a gift from the All-God, but when something baleful or terrible takes it away, it was
man's fault? Perhaps everything that happens, good and bad, is just random chance."

'Perhaps," she said hastily. She pulled out the journal and began thumbing through it. "Rhonwyn said
the child's location wasTarim Paar, below Entudenin , didn't she?"

Achmed nodded, not looking away from the fossilized geyser. "Listening to you pry the names, ages,
and locations of those demon brats out of that lunatic Seer was torture."

L-

Rhapsody chuckled. "I'm sorry. It's not easy to get information from someone who can't remember
who you are from moment to moment, because she can only see the Present. A heartbeat later the
Present becomes the Past and she can't remember what she said, let alone whatyou said. And if you
think Rhonwyn was bad, be glad you didn't meet Manwyn." She leaned forward and tried to peer over
the domes of the buildings toward the Oracle's crumbling temple, but could not see the minaret. "The
fountain square is the direct center of the city. Do you think 'below' meant south of the square?"

The Firbolg king shrugged, trying to concentrate. The heartbeats were muffled now, swallowed by the
hum of human traffic, the whine of the winter wind through the narrow alleys, the haggling of the women,
the cacophony of merchants in the marketplace shouting their wares. Added to this was the muftling of
the veils that were worn by almost everyone in Yarim to keep the blowing dirt from the eyes and nose.

His chest was still aching from the shock of the arrhythmia, the jolt of dissonance that his heart's
rhythm had experienced when the second pulse had ricocheted off it. He understood what Rhapsody
meant about name-songs, songs of one's self; the way that she could attune her music to something's true
name. Her musical lore worked in much the same way that his tracking ability did, locking both of them
to the unique vibrations that each individual emitted. He had always known how vulnerable he was when
matching his own heartbeat to another's. It made him wonder what her exposure was as well.

He could still hear both rhythms, distantly. There was such an infinitesimal amount of blood from the
old world in the makeup of the children that he hardly should be able to hear it at all. One of the

heartbeats was fainter and more intermittent than the other.

'One of them—the first one—is at the southeastern edge of the city," he said finally. "As for the other
one, it could be anywhere."

Rhapsody adjusted the veil in front of her face nervously. "That doesn't inspire great confidence."

T'm sorry."
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'Don't be angry. It's just that your ability to track these children is the only hope we have of finding
them."

Achmed took her elbow and drew her away from the dry fountain. He led her to a sheltered alcove in
a side alley, and after checking to be certain they were alone, leaned close to her ear.

'l should have explained this to you long ago," he said in a voice so low as to be barely above a
whisper. "You do not understand the difficulty in what you are asking.

'On the Island, I could find and follow any man's heartbeat easily. Like finding my way through a
familiar forest, there was uncertainty, there were perils, but I knew where they were, and how to cope
with them. That ability vanished, and with the exception of those who were also born on Serendair, I can
no longer do that. I can match heartbeats with you, and Grunthor, and a handful of First Generation
Cymrians. That's all."

His voice dropped even lower. "Hunting F'dor was always more difficult and rare; as you know, I've
never held a real one in thrall before. It's a combination of my blood-gift, and the racial ability of the
Dhracians, that may—I repeat,may —allow me to do it this time, assuming we can extract the demon's
blood from these children.

"Whenever a F'dor spirit came forth from its broken vault within the Earth, it took an initial host. It had
to be a fairly powerless one, like a child, or a weak man, because it can only subsume a host weaker
than itself, or at best as powerful as it is, and when it is first out in the air of the world it is weak. Blood is
spilled—perhaps just a drop, but there is a bond of blood each time. It needs that blood to tie it to a
living entity. That blood becomes the demon's own. Even as it grows, that blood remains its own, though
it is mixed and tainted and diluted with the blood of each new host it takes on.

"The F'dor who fathered these children was a spirit from the old world. It doubtless had many hosts
on Serendair. We know it has had even more since it has been here." He stopped, and they both turned
their heads at the sound of giggling. A group of children, mistaking them for lovers nuzzling in a back
alley, stared for a moment, then scattered at the ferocious look in Achmed's eyes, the only of his features
visible. He scowled, then returned his lips to her ear.

'Given how powerful we know it is now, it has doubtless masked what might have begun as one drop
of blood with the blood of hundreds, perhaps thousands of other hosts. Then it made the Rakshas. It
mixed the blood of feral animals with that of its human host. The Rakshas impregnated the mothers of
these children, diluting the content of the F'dor's blood even further.

'So understand—to me, the signature of the F'dor's blood in the veins of these children is like a whiff
of perfume I have smelled only once before. You are asking me to find that odor in the air of this town,
amid all the other scents here. And the person who wore that perfume wore it a month ago."

'Well, he probably hasn't bathed in the intervening time, if that helps," Rhapsody said lightly. Her green
eyes sparkled, then grew solemn. "I'm sorry to put so much weight on your shoulders. What shall we do
next?"

Achmed sighed and leaned away, standing upright again. "We'll head southeast, and see what we find.
And if we can't find this child, or any of the others, we'll have to make do with the one or ones we can
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find, even if'it's only the baby we know will be born in Tyrian nine weeks hence. You have the exact
time, date, and place for that one. All I need is a small amount of pure demon's blood."

'And abandon the others to their damnation? To the Void?"
Achmed didn't blink. "Yes."
"You would really do that?"

'In a heartbeat, so to speak. Now, come. Our chance to find this thing grows slimmer with every
moment that passes." Achmed put out his hand, gloved in a thin leather sheath, and Rhapsody took it.
Together they crossed the alley and disappeared into the depths of Yarim Paar.

TILE FOUNDRY, YARIM PAAR
Omet did not like the new apprentice.

Under normal circumstances, Omet was busy enough that he would be hard pressed to have even
noticed the new apprentice. As an apprentice himself in the tile foundry, two years away from his
journeyman's year, work was endless and life sleepless. He didn't have time for opinions, or sentiments,
or anything else that might distract him from remembering to check the temperature of the slip as it
cooked, or getting up every two hours to stoke the fires of the ovens through the night with peat and
coal, dung, and, sparingly, wood.

The red clay of Yarim had been of little use for raising crops, but it made wonderful tile. In its heyday
Yarim had produced most of the utilitarian drainage and paving stones that built the great Cymrian cities,
as well as the mosaics and ceramic tiles that decorated them. Yarim had adorned itself in the grandest
pieces, from the glistening fountainbeds that surrounded the duke's palace to the walls of the Oracle's
temple. Even now, in its declining years, with the availability of the water necessary to make it limited,
Yarim still produced both tile and pottery for export.

The enormous foundry was the city's largest building outside of the various government facilities and
the temple of the Oracle. It stood, partially empty, at the outskirts of the city to the southeast, near the
largest interprovince thoroughfare. Caustic black smoke from the fires that burned night and day hung
heavy in the air above and around the building and the nearby streets, making it difficult to breathe, so
there were few other buildings, and no residences near it.

When Omet's mother had apprenticed him to the proprietor of the tile-works, she had known full well
the life to which she was sentencing her son. The foundry's owner, a diminutive woman of mixed human
and Lirin blood by the name of Esten, was known by sight or name or reputation not only through all of
the province of Yarim, but west in Canderre and south in Bethe Corbair as well.

Esten's small physical stature was in direct opposition to her social one; publicly she was the owner
and operator of Yarim's largest foundry. Even more commonly known was her position as chief of the
bloodthirsty Raven's Guild, a coterie of blacksmiths, thugs, and professional thieves that ruled the dark
hours in Yarim.

Despite her ferocious reputation, Esten's face was a pretty one, an exotic countenance with angular
lines and high cheekbones, probably owing to her Lirin blood. That anyone had even seen it at all was a

Page 28



testament to her status in and of itself, since most women in Yarim took the veil. Most striking of all that
face's features were the eyes, dark and inquisitive like that of the bird her guild had been named for.
Those eyes always held a hint of amusement, even when they were black with anger, and were more
piercing in their stare than an ice pick. Omet had decided at the meeting where he was chosen as an
apprentice that he would always avoid their gaze if at all possible. The few seconds he had been the
target of it had made him fear he would lose his water onto the floor at her feet. It was of little surprise to
him that his mother had not come to visit him once in the five years since then.

For the most part he had managed to avoid Esten's notice. She came every new moon to check the
progress of the tunnel, and when she did he made certain he was busy feeding the slave children or
stoking the ovens so as to eliminate any encounter but a chance one.

Perhaps his decision to remain away from her notice had been an error in judgment. Ever since
Vincane, the new apprentice, had been pulled from the tunnel and promoted to work beside Omet and
the others, he had gone out of his way to endear himself to Esten, to curry her favor in a dozen slavish,
obvious ways that had turned Omet's stomach. Those antics had seemed to have turned Esten's head as
well; now she favored Vincane, brought him small treats and tousled his hair, laughing and teasing him.
There was something in Vincane's eyes, something dark and inquisitive that mirrored Esten's own, and it
served to place him in a position as her pet.

It was not this favored status that bothered Omet. Rather, it was the cruel streak that Vincane
displayed without reprimand, occasionally toward Omet and the other apprentices, but mostly toward the
slave children.

For the most part, no one saw much of those children. Food and water were handed down the shaft
several times a day, always as a reward for making their quota of clay. Fifty buckets of clay came up,
one pail of water was lowered down. One hundred buckets of clay came up, one box of food went
down. Up, down, up, down. Such was the life of a fifth-year apprentice, hauling the hook-stick up out of
the well, dumping the clay, tossing the pail back down again, occasionally bestowing a little bread and
broth on the small dark beings that scrambled like rats at the bottom of the shaft and in the tunnel
beyond. In between they handed down the hods of finished tiles and mortar, all the while minding the
furnace and the ovens, checking the huge vats of clay slip as it baked in the sweltering heat, ringing the
bell to summon the journeymen from the separate annex in which they lived and worked when their
special firings were finished.

Vincane had been one of those slave children himself until recently. A ragtag orphan like all the others,
purchased or stolen from wherever he had come from, he had shown remarkable stamina in the digging,
and more—he had a resistance to pain that seemed almost inhuman. Omet had seen him once put his
hand directly into the kiln itself and pull forth a rack of greenware tiles without flinching as his hand
grasped the red-hot wire. That, and a willingness to betray the small secrets of his fellow slaves—they
had widened the tunnel a few hands' widths for extra sleeping room, they had hidden the broken pieces
of a trowel instead of turning it in—had endeared him to Esten, and had given him the singular
opportunity to escape the tunnel and come to work for her as an apprentice.

At first the journeymen had feared the slave children would begin turning on each other to see if they
could obtain the same promotion, and that chaos would disrupt the digging, but Esten had nipped that
possibility in the bud easily. Any uproar whatsoever would result in Vincane coming back down into the
tunnel, she had announced sweetly during the slave children's monthly airing. And he would be allowed to
bring some of his toys. The slaves had eaten their meal even more quietly than the moment before she
spoke, their all-but-blind eyes glimmering in terror.
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Omet felt no particular compassion toward the plight of the slave children—his own life was nothing
to be envied, after all—but even he was appalled at the cruelties Vincane employed. A pallet of food
would be handed down, eagerly clutched at by two dozen filthy hands, to be discovered to contain only
two hard rolls and scraps of rope left over from the packing area. Vincane's high, shrieking laugh at the
bloody riot that ensued had caused Omet to go cold, even in the reflected heat of the ovens.

It seemed whenever Vincane was responsible for hoisting the hods that dragged the diggers up for
their monthly feeding and airing, at least half of them would be bloodied in the process, battered against
the tiled walls of the well or accidentally dropped out of the hod and stepped upon. Anguished wails or
fisticuffs would break out whenever he was in the midst of passing out the monthly rations, to Vincane's
wide-eyed protestations of innocence, followed by self-righteous accusations. It bothered Omet greatly
that Vincane's eyes glittered even more excitedly while watching the accused slave child being thrashed
after his indictment, bothered him so greatly in fact that he sometimes considered knocking Vincane
backward down the shaft when the new apprentice was off his guard.

Vincane had even gone so far as to cut Omet's hair as he slept as a joke; he had tossed in the throes
of horrific dreams all the long night, visions of Vincane hovering over him with a knife, grinning, to wake
in a loose mane of his own hair, slashed in uneven swaths across his pate. Omet had thought about giving
Vincane the beating he deserved, but decided that, even if he were to emerge victorious, it would attract
Esten's notice, and that was something Omet sought never to do. So he swallowed his fury and shaved
the rest of his head completely bald, finding it cooler in the heat of the furnaces anyway.

The only misstep he had seen Vincane make was the time he had chosen to urinate in the drinking
water bucket before handing it down, thinking this to be great fun. He had his back to the doorway, and
had not noticed that Esten had arrived early for her monthly inspection of the tunnel. The wasting of water
was a crime in Yarim Paar, and though Esten chose to disregard a number of common laws herself on a
daily basis, apparently this was one about which she felt strongly.

She had seized Vincane by the ears from behind and twisted them violently, almost ripping them free
of his head in the process, following the action up with a resounding box on both sides of his bleeding
head. Vincane had learned from that experience and had not repeated his joke, at least as far as Omet
had noticed, though he had not seemed to even notice the pain.

Even those things that could be seen as positive attributes about Vincane somehow or another always
turned fetid. Unlike the other apprentices, Vin-cane had no compunction about hauling out the bodies of
the slave-child miners who died in the tunnels, dragging them out of the hod and back to the furnace in
the wing of the foundry where the journeymen slept.

Esten had decreed that the secondary furnace, the journeymen's furnace, would be used as a
crematorium since the unfortunate day when one of the slave boys had made the mistake of attempting
escape during the monthly airing. Esten had hurled him into the largest main kiln and slammed the door
shut. The stench afterward had been minimal, but the slip had been affected by the additional moisture;
six racks of tiles were ruined, and so from that time on Vincane would use only the furnace in the far wing
for disposal of slave-child bodies. Omet had once gone back to see what had taken him so long, and had
retched upon discovering what Vincane's ritual before cremation had been.

Blessedly, only one of the current crew had died recently; this batch appeared to be fairly hardy. No
one spoke of the tunnel; it was forbidden, under pain of death, to do so outside the tileworks. The

tileworks itself was merely a front for the digging, which took place all hours of the day and night.

The front of the foundry, known as the anteroom, held a small forge and some ceramic kilns for firing
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the tiles and pottery which was sold throughout Yarim and Roland. The first- and second-year
apprentices served there, learning to mix and measure the slip, to trim the molds and shovel the heavy
pallets of tile from the smaller furnaces.

The real work took place in the rear, behind the great double doors, in the firing room where the
larger ovens and vats were. The third-, fourth-, and fifth-year apprentices lived and worked in this place,
pouring and baking drainage tiles and paving stones. The more artistic work was done in the foundry's
wings, where the journeymen lived and worked. Sixth-year apprentices, as well as sevens in their
journeyman year, spent their days serving the end of their training under the masters of the craft, learning
the delicate intricacies of architectural drawing and hand-painted porcelain.

For a brief time in his fourth year, Omet had served an overseer's rotation among the first- and
second-year apprentices, supervising their work. Quickly he had learned the most important lesson of
supervision: put the whip to those lower than you on the ladder. It had been an easy few months, and he
looked forward to returning to the indolence of supervision when his journeyman year was over. Once
the profession in which he was training had been a vocation, an artistic calling. Now Omet hated tile,
hated the hard work of pouring and baking, trimming and hauling, hated the red clay that stained his
hands and arms the color of dried blood.

And Omet hated the new apprentice.

C*-sten's voice reverberated up from the well shaft.

'Done."

Omet continued to gather the battered tin plates from the filthy hands of the diggers, watching silently
out of the corner of his eye as two of the journeymen dashed to the well and lowered down the
hook-stick.

S-

Esten's head appeared a moment later; one of the journeymen offered her a hand and hauled her over
the edge of the well shaft. She brushed the loose clay from her dark clothing, the same plain black shirt
and trousers she always wore on her monthly inspections, and shook her long, black braid. Her face
molded into a glittering smile as she turned to the small group of a dozen ragged souls, huddled against

the far wall of the foundry, surrounded by the armed journeymen.

'Well done, boys; you're doing very well," she said soothingly. The eyes of the children, the only thing
visible in the fireshadows from the open kilns, blinked in their dark red faces.

She strode to the bag she had left by the door, snatched it up, and returned to the group. Almost
every thin limb retracted as the boys recoiled at her approach. Esten opened the sack and dug deep, then
drew forth a handful of sweetmeats and tossed them into the trembling crew. Instantly cacophony
erupted, and she laughed in delight.

'Aren't they sweet?" she said to the journeymen, then crouched down to get a better look at the
individuals of the group. "Omet, where's Tidd?"

Omet felt his throat go drier than Entudenin. "Dead, mum," he said. The words came out in a croak.

'Tidd, dead? Dear me." The glittering smile vanished, and Esten surveyed the group more closely.
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"What a shame. He had a fine sense of direction. Hmmm, now, who can we make chief?"

A forest of sapling limbs shot up and began waving desperately, accompanied by thin cries for
selection. Esten's smile returned, and she stood.

"That's my boys! Such an enthusiastic lot. Let's see, Haverill, Avery, no, you're blind as a bat, aren't
you, dear? Jyn, Collin, no; Gume, hmmm, not you, either; you're always doing everyone else's work;
much too softhearted. Hello, Vincane, who have we here?" She stopped in front of a small, yellow-haired
boy, with large eyes and an angled face, trembling violently, his arms wrapped around spindly bent
knees.

"That's Aric," Vincane crowed importantly. "He's new—in for Tidd."

"Well, you weren't much of a trade, were you, lad?" Esten turned again and smiled down at a tall boy
whose hair had once been white-blond, but now bore the same red filth as the others. "Ernst—what
about you? Would you like to be crew chief?"

The tall boy smiled broadly, showing the few remaining teeth he had. "Yes, mum."

'Good, good! Then come, lad, and we'll go back to the tunnel and discuss the direction I want you to
take this month."

After Esten had returned from the well shaft, and the child miners had been lowered back in, she went
to the door and took her coat from the peg rack near it, then left through the double doors without a
backward glance. Omet caught fragments of her parting words to the journeyman in the anteroom.

'Have you seen how tall Ernst has gotten? What are you feeding him?"

"

'Same as the others. They scrap for it. We don't dole it out or nothin'.

"Hmmm. Well, that might be a problem soon. Tell the apprentices to be certain to guard that well shaft
and to keep listening. We'll decide what to do next month—if we haven't broken through yet." Her smile
glittered in the dark shadows of the firing room. "I suspect it's a moot issue. Have the journeymen
summon me immediately when the time comes."

"Yes, mum."

In the distance Omet heard the door open, and the whine of the winter wind that lingered after it
slammed shut. After a moment, he realized that the soft keening was no longer the voice of the wind, but
came from the well shaft. Then it was gone.

a distance it was difficult to tell whether the tile foundry was in full operation or all but abandoned.
Smoke rose from the open chimneys near the center of the building, but after two hours of observation,
no one came or left the complex. As night began to fall the furnaces continued to fire, but still no one
came.

'Strange," Rhapsody commented from behind the broken wall where they had set up their
observation. "Do you think it's a foundry run by ghosts?"

Achmed waved her to silence, trying to follow the pattern of the tainted heartbeat within the
brick-and-mortar building. Though he could only feel it intermittently, he could sense that it was slowing
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somewhat, as if preparing for sleep.

The sky was dark now in the grip of winter; the wind had grown cold with the coming of night.
Rhapsody pulled the edges of her ghodin closer to keep them from flapping in the high breeze.

Smoke from the fires still rolled heavily in the air, but now dispersed somewhat, chased by the
insistent wind. The cloud-covered sky reflected the light of the fire which flickered now in distant inner
windows.

Achmed rose from his crouch and unslung the cwellan. "Stay here. I'm going to scout around. Remain
watchful." He waited until Rhapsody nodded her understanding, then disappeared into the nickering
shadows.

C,'he anterior wing of the building was dark and silent. Achmed edged his way along the southeastern
wall, the side of the foundry that did not abut the longer wings. Slatted windows whose use was solely
ventilation were the only openings in the long mudbrick wall.

There was a small service door on the other side of the building, closer to the long wings. Achmed
eased through it quietly and closed it quickly behind him.

The anteroom of the foundry was unoccupied. Two large kilns stood, open and cold, with racks of
fired bisque pots and bowls. Long tables, thick with ceramic dust, bore other pottery in various stages of
completion. Vats of paint and covered barrels of lacquer filled the room with an unhealthy stench.
Achmed could tell without difficulty that the wares in the room could not possibly be the sole output from
the constantly burning furnaces.

Carefully he skirted the heavy tables, being vigilant not to leave footprints in the dust that covered the
floor, and sidled up to the heavy brass-bound door he had seen in the shadows at the back of the
anteroom. The door was solidly closed; Achmed rested his hand on the roughhewn wood and felt heat
beyond it. Light flickered in the space beneath it.

Achmed took off one of his gloves. His fingers studied the heavy iron hinges in the dark and found
them corroded and heavy with rust. They will undoubtedly groan upon opening , he thought. He leaned
against the door and exhaled.

The path lore he had gained crawling within the bowels of the Earth had given him a second sight of
sorts, a disorienting vision of the given direction he was seeking. He had not made the attempt to use it to
track a heartbeat until now.

Achmed closed his eyes and loosed his second sight. The room around him appeared in his mind's
eye, the tables covered with greenware and fired bisque, the pots of paint gleaming dully in the dark.

The heartbeat of the demon-spawn swelled in his ears and throbbed in his skin. His stomach
clenched, nauseated, preparing for the jolt as his vision sped away, turning from the room, and through
the door, tilting at a strange angle as it did. The search did not take long.

His inner sight blazed into the room beyond the door, a cavernous chamber, obviously a firing room,
with three enormous ovens, burning low and steady, before which rested numerous wire racks, empty
now. A sizable cast-iron bell was attached to the wall past the open door. With a shuddering lurch the
vision stopped.
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Achmed inhaled shakily, trying to hang on to the vision. The shadows from the open kilns spun crazily
around and about, flickering over the landscape of the room. The floor beyond the doorway was littered
with pails and poles with hooks, coils of rope, molds and various tools. The vast room held five
enormous vats of thick liquid, each suspended between stone columns and bubbling over piles of
firecoals, next to which were mounds of red dirt. Near the vats were three cots, on which, under
blankets, lay three bodies, spent in sleep. One was in the process of rolling over.

The vision jolted again, and the color of blood filled his mind as the alien pulse that his own now
matched rose to a heavy crescendo in his ears. As if his head and shoulders were being turned by
invisible hands, his perspective shifted to the cot to the left of a dark alcove, and moved in closely to see
a dark head beneath a thin blanket, as the thudding grew louder. The color of blood appeared before
him, dousing his view in a red haze. Then the vision vanished.

Weakly Achmed mopped the beads of cold perspiration from his brow, took several deep breaths,
then crossed the room silently and slipped back out the door into the night.

cXhapsody studied his face as he drank from the waterskin for a moment, then rummaged in her pack
for her tinderbox. She struck the flint and steel until it sparked, then lighted a short wick, which she held
up before her eyes as she looked him over.

"You don't look well. Are you all right?"
Achmed wiped the water from his lips. "Yes. Are you ready?"
"Yes. I've got some anise oil; it should soothe those angry hinges."

He capped the skin and returned it to his pack. "There are ropes you can use to tie up the
apprentices—if that's what they are. Get the spawn first. He's the one on the cot to the left of the alcove
in the back, the one with the black hair. I'll take care of the other two—the blond brat and the one with
no hair." Rhapsody nodded. "And Rhapsody—if he causes you a moment's danger, kill him, or I will.
That was the bargain. Is it still understood?"

'Yes."

Achmed studied her face for signs of distress, but saw none. It made him breathe easier than the
moment before. Ever since the death of Jo she had seemed more reserved, more pragmatic, as if the role
of the Iliachenva'ar, the bearer of the ancient sword of starfire, was beginning to weigh less heavily on
her. Still, there was something behind her eyes he could not fathom, almost as if something was missing.
He pulled up his hood and unslung his cwellan.

He was still feeling weak from the vision, possibly even from the arrhythmia, but he had to get through
this, had to finish it, for all their sakes.

At the slight nod of his head, Rhapsody pulled up the hood of her cape and followed him into the dark
foundry.

C.'he door into the back section opened without a whisper of sound. Rhapsody had oiled the hinges
and whispered the name of silence in a soft roundelay as Achmed lifted the latch and eased the heavy

wooden panel into the chamber.

The fires of the kilns roared in greeting, shining off Rhapsody's face. The leaping flames cast sheets of
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bright light around the room for a moment, illuminating its contents.

Racks of tiles and sacks of grout stood against the walls. There were shelves of supplies and
foodstuffs in the far corner, forming a labyrinth of shadows in the room. A deep alcove was recessed in
the wall at the back, behind the cots of the three apprentices.

Rhapsody held up the length of cloth Achmed had given her to use as a gag, signaling her readiness,
and received a nod in return.

Like quicksilver Achmed glided through the flickering shadows to the cots of the two apprentices who
slept to the right of the alcove. A coil of rope lay near the beds; he whisked it from the floor, slashed it
into pieces and tossed one to Rhapsody, then turned to the task of binding the sleeping boys.

He bent over the first, a tall, thin lad with wiry blond hair, and pressed a finger against the artery in his
neck. As the boy's eyes flew open and he opened his mouth in a gasp for breath Achmed wedged the
gag in, pushing it roughly but not enough to cause choking. Before the apprentice could exhale his hands
were tied behind his back.

'Don't move," Achmed murmured to the other apprentice, a bald boy whose eyes had opened at the
sound from across the room. He was concentrating on finishing his task, but could tell from the noise
behind him that the demon-spawn was giving Rhapsody some difficulty.

'Ow! Hold still, you brat—augh! Youbit me!" Achmed whirled in time to see Rhapsody, struggling
with the ropes as the boy on the cot scratched at her, pull back and deliver the haymaker blow that
Grunthor had been the admiring victim of once before. She used it with similar effect now; the
dark-haired apprentice fell back onto the cot with anuuumph ! as a sickeningcrack rent the air. The boy
Achmed was binding cringed.

Rhapsody was rubbing the side of her hand. "If you want to keep your teeth, don't try that again," she
said through clenched jaws.

Achmed took her hand, pulled off the glove and examined it in the inconstant light. "Did he draw
blood?" he asked in Bolgish.

"No, but I believe I did." They glanced back at the apprentice on the cot, sneering through a bleeding
mouth.

"Don't spill that—I need it," Achmed said, still in the tongue of the Bolg. Rhapsody smiled as she put
her glove back on.

The bleeding apprentice struggled to rise, and as he did, Rhapsody belted him again, then sat down
on him as she finished tying the ropes.

"Hog-tie—like this," Achmed called as he bound the blond apprentice's hands and feet together
behind him.

Rhapsody winced. "Is that really necessary? It looks painful."

"Yes. I've seen all three of them glance at that bell more than once. Undoubtedly it would summon
reinforcements."
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'What's in the alcove?" Rhapsody asked as she finished binding the demon's child, struggling to ignore
the deadly look in his piercing black eyes.

Achmed put his finger against the throat of the other apprentice, who was trembling like a leaf'in a
high wind.

"What's in the alcove?" he asked in the Orlandan tongue.

The bald boy struggled to speak, but nothing came out. He swallowed and tried again.

"The tunnel," he whispered.

"Tunnel to where?"

'I—I don't know." The boy went white at the expression on Achmed's face.

T think he's telling the truth," Rhapsody interjected hastily, seeing that the pressure on the boy's neck
artery had been increased. "The tones in his voice suggest that he is. Here, let me finish tying him and you
can look into it."

Achmed rose in disgust as Rhapsody bent down in front of the bald apprentice. He walked slowly
into the dark alcove, empty except for an enormous disk of contoured metal that was propped up against
one of the walls, and looked down the hole in the floor.

It appeared to be a tiled shaft, like a that of a well, as deep as two men and narrow, perhaps as wide
around as his outstretched arm-span. At the bottom was a dark hole in the southern wall, from which a

small intermittent stream flowed. Broken pallets and buckets littered the wet floor. He could see little else
in the reflected fires of the open kilns.

Rhapsody bound the apprentice's hands as gently as she could. "What's your name?" "Omet."

"'Who would come if you rang the bell, Omet?" she asked. The boy's expression went slack as he
examined her face; then he blinked. "The journeymen. They live in the next wing."

She nodded. "Why is there a tunnel in your workroom?"

"It's where the slave boys dig."

'Slave boys?"

Her question went unanswered as Achmed dropped woozily to the floor.
Jvhat happened? Are you all right?"

Achmed reached up and shoved Rhapsody aside impatiently, clearing his line of sight to the child of
the Rakshas. The dark-haired apprentice was still hog-tied, glaring furiously, struggling in his bonds.

'"Don't turn away from him, even for an instant," he snarled.
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Rhapsody looped the rope length in her hand, then snapped it suddenly with a whiplike action. It
struck the struggling apprentice on the bare leg and elicited a muted howl of anger. The apprentice's body
jerked under the snap of the rope, then lay still.

"What happened?" she whispered again.
"The other heartbeat is down there."
'In the well?"

"No, deeper within." Achmed mopped his brow, his face gray in the reflected light of the kiln fires.
"This vertical shaft, the well, is just an en-tranceway. There is a long horizontal tunnel at the
bottom—tiled, more than half a league long, a catacomb of some sort. Heads northwest." He had loosed
his sight, and it sped along in the dark, confined space, the vision making him feel claustrophobic, but not
as much as the sight of what he had seen at the end of the tunnel.

"Lie still," Rhapsody ordered the demon-spawn. The child struggled within his bonds, hissing and
making gargled threats. She ignored him and walked to the edge of the well. "Why the secrecy? What
are they doing?"

"There are human rats down there, undoubtedly the'slave boys' that one just mentioned. One of them
is the other tainted heartbeat, but it's hard to distinguish between them because they are swathed in mud
and up to their ankles in water. I would guess they are digging the tunnel themselves; probably laying the
tile, too." He turned to the blond apprentice, whose eyes stared in wide terror above the gag in his
mouth. "What do you think? Does that sound plausible to you?" The boy nodded, glassy-eyed and
terrified. "What a cooperative young whelp you are. I think I may let you live after all."

'But why are they tiling the tunnel?" Rhapsody asked, leaning down in the attempt to peer into the
horizontal hole at the bottom of the shaft. "And if they are merely digging for clay to make into slip for the
tileworks, wouldn't it make more sense for them not to build so narrow a tunnel? Have less distance to
haul the clay?"

"Perhaps our new friend here can tell us," the Firbolg king suggested. "Any thoughts?" The apprentice
shook his head violently, shrugging his shoulders in exaggerated motions. Achmed exhaled in disgust.
"They are deep in, Rhapsody—some of them asleep halfway up the tunnel, more of them at the terminus
half a league away. You won't be able to see anything from up here."

'How many are there?"

Achmed blotted the sweat from his forehead with the back of his arm. Slowly he eased his arrhythmic
pulse to disconnect from the heartbeat of the glowering apprentice who still struggled in his bonds,
glancing from the two of them to the bell beside the open kiln. "Hard to say. They're masked by water.

Y ou know how much Ilove water."

Rhapsody nodded and stepped away from the alcove. Achmed watched as her face went suddenly
pale in the flickering light of the ovens; the kiln fires roared to sudden life as terror came over her face.

'Gods," she whispered. She walked quickly over to Achmed and spoke softly in his ear. "Water.
Below Entudenin. That's what they're doing here—they're tunneling to the artery that once was Entudenin

n
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Achmed cast a glance at the enormous metal disk leaning against the alcove's wall.

Tt's a well—an aqueduct," he said. "They're building an aqueduct to harness the water from the
wellspring that once fed the geyser. A sensible idea; should be incredibly lucrative if they plan to sell the
water, though I can't imagine that the duke would allow such a thing."

"Which must be why they are doing it in secret," Rhapsody added, glancing nervously over her
shoulder at the bound apprentices; the blond boy and Omet looked at her hopefully in return, while the
demon-spawn snarled and spat around the edges of his gag.

Tt might also have something to do with the fact that they are employing slave children to do the
digging," Achmed said curtly, rolling the dark-haired apprentice over on his face with a swift kick. The
demon-spawn only grew more angry, spitting and cursing at the floor. "No one else would undertake the
project; much too risky."

Rhapsody was trembling. "Once they break through to the artery, those children are dead," she said.
"The force of Entudenin was said to be strong enough to shatter a man's back on the first day of the
water cycle; imagine the power it will have blasting through the first crack in the clay."

Achmed walked back over to the alcove and peered down into the well shaft. "If there's water now,
then they've already broached the water table. They were fortunate to find it in its fallow part of the
cycle—whatever it was you said the lore called it, the time of Slumber. When the Awakening happens
again, the water will roar forth. It could happen at any time, judging by the waterflow down there already.
We'd best get the other child out now, then."

'Child? You meanchildren . Achmed, we have to get all of them out of there."
The Firbolg king rolled his eyes. He drew his long, thin sword of Seren steel and handed it to her.

'Gag the bald one. If any of them move so much as a hairsbreadth while I'm gone, cut their throats,"
he said in the Orlandan vernacular to be certain each of the apprentices understood him.

waited until he was certain that Rhapsody was watching all three apprentices at the same time before
lowering himself into the well shaft. The tiles were smooth and slippery, and Achmed had to fully extend
both legs, then both arms, bracing himself against the sides of the shaft, inching down the vertical tunnel
with agonizing slowness.

At the bottom of the well shaft he gingerly removed one foot, then the other, from the walls, and
dropped carefully into the debris of broken pallets and mudfilth that coated the tiled floor. He bent and
stared into the dark horizontal passageway that tunneled away into even blacker darkness.

A few moments later he hoisted himself back out and came back to where Rhapsody stood in the
pulsing light of the kiln fires. The logs under the huge vats of clay slip were burning down to coals,
unattended, and now the slip was beginning to thicken in heavy clumps within the viscous liquid.

"There's nothing to be done; I can't fit down the aqueduct," he said, brushing the mud from his cloak.

He watched her face carefully in the inconstant light, knowing what she would say.
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'Can I fit?"

"You can." His voice was quiet, his words considered. "It would be much like crawling along the Root
again."

He had expected her to shudder, but instead she just nodded and began to remove her pack.
"Narrower, perhaps," he added.
T understand. Can you lower me down? My arms aren't long enough to climb down as you did."

Achmed cast a glance around the firing room of the foundry. The demon-spawn had settled into
seething quiet, and was still lying facedown on the dirt floor, his countenance contorted by the twisting
shadows cast by the firecoals beneath the cooling vats of slip. The other two apprentices lay near him,
frozen with fear, watching Achmed apprehensively. He pointed at the nearest vat of hot slip.

"If you ever wanted to be the subject of a statue, just move."

He turned and picked up a pole with a hook on it that was obviously used to lower and raise up
buckets of clay from the bottom of the well shaft. Achmed held it at an angle and Rhapsody stepped on
to the hook, grasping it with both hands. Her eyes were calm, though they were shining brightly.

'Are you certain you want to do this?" he asked quietly in Bolgish.
'"Is there another option? Besides, I'm the Iliancheva'ar. It's my duty to bring light into a dark place."
Achmed snorted and began to lower the pole into the shaft.

'"Perhaps you should wedge your blade squarely inside my head, then. There has been no illumination
burning in there for a long time;; it's been utterly absent of reason ever since I allowed myself to get caught
up in this ridiculous crusade of yours. Hurry. And remember, if there's a moment's hesitation, or threat,
kill the little bastards. That was the agreement."

"Yes. That was the agreement." Her smile shone as brightly as her eyes for a moment, then
disappeared into the murky blackness at the bottom of the well shaft.

A moment later the dark vertical tunnel filled with a brilliant pulse of light, and a hum that rang like a
silvery horn being sounded. Achmed glanced over the edge of the tunnel. Rhapsody stared up at him
from the bottom of the well shaft, Daystar Clarion in her hand. The sword of melded element fire and
starlight burned brightly, sending glistening waves of illumination over fetid water on the shaft's floor. She
smiled again, then waded to the tiled hole in the well-shaft wall and crawled inside the horizontal tunnel,
holding the sword before her like a torch.

Achmed watched as the blazing light from Daystar Clarion receded into a faint glow inside the tunnel.
He turned around just in time to see the child of the Rakshas lurch to the side, rolling into the firecoals
that burned beneath one of the steaming vats of hot slip.

cAchmed lunged with the hooked pole, but it was too late. A shower of burning coals sprayed at him
as the demon-spawn, now free of the leg ropes that had incinerated in the fire, kicked the coal logs and
burning dung out from under the vat, scrambling beneath the hot metal of the cauldron's base to the other
side. He could hear the apprentices' muffled cries behind him, probably more from fear than pain, as the
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sparks hit the dirt floor and burned out in puffs of dusty smoke.

Beneath the vat he could see the boy plunging his hands into the fiery coals, burning free of those
bindings as well. Then the apprentice retreated even farther behind the cauldron of slip, apparently
unharmed by the fire.

Achmed swept the long pole under the vat, trying to catch the leg of the boy, but barely had time to
leap clear as the child pulled the chain on the cauldron, upending the enormous vessel and sending its
boiling contents spilling out in a great steaming mudslide onto the floor of the room.

Swiftly Achmed swung the hooked pole at the nearer of the two apprentices, the bald boy to the right
of the alcove, catching the ropes by which his hands were bound and hauling him clear of the river of hot
mud. The other apprentice, directly in the pathway of the boiling slip, was buried in the ton of slag within
seconds; the blond wisps of his hair disappeared into the steaming dirt as the muddy liquid swallowed his
body, filling his mouth, then nose, then eyes in fragments of a second, drowning him instantly.

With a violent shake Achmed loosed the trembling apprentice from the end of the pole, leaving the
bound boy gasping in fear behind a stack of broken pallets. He turned back in time to see the
demon-spawn, now standing on the far side of the tipped vat closest to the ove” hurl a mold at the
cast-iron bell. The heavy weight collided with the bell and reverberated loudly; the ripples of sound tore
across Achmed's skin and eyelids, sending waves of pain through his body to the roots of his hair.

He swallowed his fury, leapt across the space between them, and lunged, slamming the hooked end
of the pole into the boy's shoulder as his arm was coming down from tossing the weight. He could hear
thecrack as the collarbone snapped; the black-eyed apprentice gasped aloud, the first time Achmed had
witnessed him experience pain, though a moment later he determined it might just have been shock. The
boy glanced in the direction of the journeymen's wing, then turned back and stared at him, readying a
lunge, but he barely had time to parry a second swing of the staff. The heavy iron hook shattered his wrist
and pushed him off balance.

The insolent look in the demon-spawn's eyes had cleared, leaving nothing behind but panic. His arms
and legs stiffened for a moment; then he dashed toward the empty wire racks, desperately searching for
cover. But Achmed was too fast for him; he arced the pole in the other direction, catching the apprentice
in the ribs with sufficient force to break the shaft. The Bolg king drove the end of the pole into the boy's
shoulder again, then shoved him, full force, into the base of the open kiln. Before the boy could catch his
breath, Achmed was upon him, grabbing his rope belt and singed shirt to lift and heave him through the
opening. The broken wrist and shoulder offered little resistance. Achmed firmly closed the door and
wedged the latch closed before he brushed the still-hot ash and embers from his gloves.

He listened. A moment later he could hear them coming, footfalls and sounds of alarm approaching
from the journeymen's quarters.

Achmed looked quickly around the room, gauging the shadows. A deep one hovered near the
farthest kiln, next to which stood rows of pottery in various stages of firing, forming a dark labyrinth. He
ducked into the shadow as the pounding of boots drew nearer.

Into the room spilled a cadre of men, more than a dozen, many heavyset, most of them trying to
adjust sleep-blind eyes to the destruction in the firing room. Those at the head of the group exclaimed in
shock at the upended cauldron and the oozing hill of hardening slip that had been dumped onto the floor.
From their initial exchanges Achmed could tell that they believed they had been summoned because of
what seemed to be a disastrous accident.
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Then they discovered Omet, bound and gagged behind the broken pallets.

During the pause that followed while the journeymen, now armed, searched the room, Achmed
reached behind his back and silently drew his cwellan, the asymmetrical crossbow-like weapon of his
own design, loading it with disks without a sound. He slid quietly along the wall near the maze of shelves,
wanting to be in position as soon as the cadre realized he was there.

It took longer than he expected. Almost a full minute passed before the muttering came to an abrupt
halt, and one of the thinner men made a dash for the bell.

Achmed stepped out of the shadow and fired, sending three razor-sharp disks, thin as butterfly wings
but made of serrated steel, through the back of the would-be messenger's neck, severing his spine and all
but decapitating him. The body spun in a half-circle to the ground, the blade he carried clattering against
some of the stone molds on the dirt floor. Two more of the journeymen died a moment later, felled by the
deadly disks. Then Achmed stepped back into the shadows once again.

Like rats when a lantern is suddenly unhooded the journeymen scattered, fleeing to all corners of the
firing room. Achmed counted them silently; he had seen thirteen come in, and had dispatched three. Ten
remained for him to deal with.

Odds he liked.

He crept quietly through the shadows that writhed on the wall leading up to the alcove, passing the
place where the bound apprentice still remained behind the pallets. Achmed paused long enough to stare
down at the boy, still hog-tied—the journeymen had not bothered to release him—and held a finger to
his lips. The apprentice did not move or cry out, but merely blinked, signaling his understanding.

Slowly Achmed circumvented where the boy Rhapsody had called Omet sat, stepping around the
broken pallets and the outer reaches of the new hill of mud. The shadow of a man with a long knife
lurked in the opening of the alcove, waiting for Achmed to pass so he could stab from behind.

Achmed leaned against the outer wall, listening to the ragged breathing of the journeyman on the other
side of it. He measured the shadows from the fires of the four remaining vats of slip and the two open
kilns, waiting until one particularly bright one flickered against the wall. As the light surged he passed his
fist through it, casting an elongated shadow into the alcove.

As he expected, the journeyman lunged, taking a wide swipe at the shadow, missing any solid target
but encountering Achmed's swift kick in the shins instead. The man stumbled, then teetered on the edge
of the well shaft, his eyes bulging wide. His arms circled wildly; then, losing his battle against the forces of
gravity, he toppled headfirst into the well shaft. A shriek embarrassingly void of male characteristics
followed him down, ending in an impressive crescendo of clattering pails and shattering pallets.

Rhapsody's voice echoed up the well shaft, distant.

"What's happening up there?"

Achmed pivoted and fired the cwellan into the far corner by the double doors, sending silvery disks
spinning through the fireshadows, catching the light. A heavyset body slumped in the doorframe.

*'Dropped something," he called down the well. "Sorry. Keep going."
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"Try to be quieter," the faraway voice echoed. "Someone will hear you."

Achmed stepped back over the bound apprentice and took cover behind the second kiln's open door
near the labyrinth of shadows where he knew more of the journeymen lurked.

"'Wouldn't want that," he said under his breath.

A growl of anger erupted behind him. Achmed ducked and dodged the charging man's attack,
knocking him unconscious with a blow to the head.

He crouched behind a wire rack, waiting, stilling his breathing until it was almost nonexistent. These
opponents posed so little challenge that he turned his mind to avoiding the waste of supplies. He would
wait, patient, until the remaining seven were all positioned in simultaneous view.

One round for the rest of them, at the most two, he thought.Conserves disks that way .

en Rhapsody first crawled into the tunnel she felt no harkening back to their passage along the Root at
all. Unlike the dank darkness of Sagia's sheath, which was uneven in its height and full of stringy, hairlike
minor roots called radix, the catacomb had been carefully and evenly tiled, more closely resembling one
of the aqueducts in Canrif, part of the enormous ventilation and water-collection system Gwylliam had
designed and built into the mountain. In addition, the warm glow of Daystar Clarion's flames, burning low
and steady above the murky water through which she was crawling, made the tunnel walls shine as bright
as day.

She pushed all thoughts of confinement and depth out of her mind, concentrating instead on the
ethereal light below the flames of the sword. So focused was she on the sword, so intent on keeping her
panic in check, that she barely caught sight of the two glittering eyes in the distant darkness up ahead.

As soon as she saw them she stopped; the flames of the sword, deeply bonded to her through her tie
to elemental fire, roared to life with her excitement.

A shriek of pain and fear echoed up the catacomb as the slave child, night blind from digging and
living in the endless dark, covered his eyes and scurried away, sobbing in horror.

Quickly Rhapsody sheathed the sword, dousing the light, feeling remorse for not realizing what dread
the glowing radiance might be bringing to those who lived in this place of endless night.

Tt's all right," she called softly up the tunnel. "It's all right. I'm sorry."

Only silence and the sound of trickling water answered her.

Now blind herself, she felt along the died floor, conscious now of the rats that skittered along the edge
of the tunnel, the snakes that swirled in the deepest parts of the flow, the worms. In the absence of the
light the vermin began to return.

The smooth skin of a snake that darted over her hand put her in mind of the sluglike, carnivorous

larvae that infested the root of Sagia, calling forth a deep shudder from within her memory. Rhapsody
swallowed and crawled forward, struggling to see in the absolute blackness. Ahead of her she heard
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scuffling movements, larger than rats, she thought, but perhaps not just large rats.

Her internal bond to the sword, now housed in its scabbard of black ivory, seemed tentative, distant.
Black ivory was an impenetrable material; no vibra tion passed through it, preventing anything held within
a vessel made of the material from being scryed upon, an important measure of safety for the
Ili-achenva'ar. The disadvantage was that the power of the sword did not reach her, did not tie its
strength to her, as it did when Daystar Clarion was unsheathed in her grasp.

Tentatively Rhapsody passed a hand through the murky water on the floor ahead of her, shuddering
inwardly again, and pressed forward. The walls of the tiled tunnel began to feel closer, tighter than they
had in the light; in her ear she could hear her own voice whispering her confession to the giant
Sergeant-Major, then a stranger, now one of her dearest friends, in the dank tunnel along the tree root.

I'm Lirin. We don't do well underground.

01 can see that.

Her stomach rushed into her mouth, and she fought down her gorge as the world around her began to
spin.

How did it feel to you? Elynsynos, the ancient dragon, had queried in her sonorous, multitoned voice.
Were you, Lirin as you are, comfortable there, within the Earth, separated from the sky ?

Her own reply came out in a whisper now, as it had then.

It was like a living death.

Her arms began to tremble. Balanced as she was on her hands and knees, her elbows shuddered
under the strain, then buckled for a moment, causing her to lurch forward and splash, chest-first, into the
fetid water, banging her chin on the wet tunnel floor.

Hurriedly she righted herself again. She wanted to shout to Achmed, as she had when the sword was
still lighting the passageway, just to hear his voice, but realized immediately that she could not panic and
call for help. The slave children hovering somewhere beyond her in the dark tunnel were still, for the
moment, perhaps as frightened of her as she was of the catacomb, the snakes, the rats. One sign of
weakness on her part, however, and they might take the opportunity to attack her as a group, pressing a
clear advantage on this home turf; this dark land that they inhabited. She had no doubt that they were
hard, brutal, toughened by the cruel life they were forced to lead.

They could tear her to pieces.

Her heart began to race. She thought desperately of Grunthor and his tie to the earth, wishing
mindlessly that he were there.Child of Earth , Manwyn's prophecy had declared him.

The Three jatle come, leaving early, arriving late,
The lifeage of all men:

Child of BL o, Child of Earth, Child of the Sky.

If their speculation was right, and she, Achmed and Grunthor were the Three in the divination, then
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she was the Child of the Sky—the term Lirin used to describe themselves.It's wrong, wrong for me to be
here , she thought woozily, fighting growing nausea. She should be out in the open air, beneath the stars,
singing her aubades and vespers to the sky.

Death was in the air; she could feel it hovering, squalid, thick. Had a child died in this place, perhaps
many of them, succumbing to the backbreaking work, the vile conditions, the lack of air? Or was it her
own death she could feel coming for her? She could sense the children closer now. Had they summoned
the courage to come for her?

Coward, she thought as her trembling grew stronger. Thelliachenva'ar, the bringer of light into
darkness. Struggling to keep from curling up like a babe in the womb. Mama—my dreams are
chasing me. Come to my bed; bring the light .

The words of the Liringlas aubade, the morning love song to the sky, found themselves in her mouth.
Shakily she began to sing, softly chanting the words her mother had taught her, words she had sung for
many days with Oelendra, her mentor, words born in a place deep in her soul that was old as the ages.

In that deep place she felt a flicker of warmth, a pulse of light, as if she had physically touched the
bond she had to the sword. The thought gave her courage, and she began to sing a little more strongly,
loud enough to hear the notes echo slightly off the black tunnel walls ahead of her.

Then, a moment later, she heard another echo, softer than the first, and in a different voice, a voice
that was familiar but not recognizable. A high voice, a frightened voice.

A child's voice.
Mimen?

The word rang in her ears; it had come forth, spoken haltingly in Ancient Lirin, the language of the
Liringlas, her mother's people. Its meaning was unmistakable.

Mama-?

Rhapsody raised her head up. In the tunnel ahead of her she could almost make out the silhouette of a
head, shoulders—thin they seemed; scraggly. Or perhaps it was just her imagination; the darkness was
so complete that her eyes could not focus. She felt a great exhalation of air come out of her, breath she
had not known she had been holding.

'Nay," she said softly. "Hamimen."Grandmother .

'Hamimen?"

'Aye," she replied, louder, a little more clearly, still in the ancient tongue of the Liringlas. "What be
your name, child?"

'Aric.”" The outline of the head vibrated in the dark.

'May I bring the light, Aric? Dimmer this time?"
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A scuffling sound; the head retreated.

Nay! Nay!"

Beyond him, in the tunnel ahead, a rustle of movement.

'Aric, wait! I've come to take you out of the darkness—all of you."

Silence.

Desperation was beginning to claw at her throat. "Aric?"

There was no reply.

Rhapsody slid her hand over the hilt of the sword. She gripped it tightly, then gently pulled, loosing the
blade from the scabbard just a little. She exhaled slowly, gathering control of herself; with the return of
her calm, the sword burned evenly, and only the slightest of flickers issued forth from the scabbard.

The nightmares of the tunnel receded, leaving just the tiled aqueduct once more in dimmer light than
before. Up ahead at the edge of the glow, two even smaller tunnels branched out, no doubt the area in
which Achmed had said the children were sleeping.

She inched forward slowly, keeping the sword by her side, and peered into the branching tunnels.
They ended in alcoves, where dirt)' scraps of cloth, perhaps used at one time for blankets, now floated in
the filthy water. Rhapsody tried not to recoil from the overwhelming stench of sewage.

Huddled at the end of the alcove was a yellow-haired child, long of bone and translucent of skin,
trembling in fear. Rhapsody's throat went dry in memory; it was the same ethereal complexion, the same
slender angles that had once graced her mother's face. And yet there was something more, something
almost feral, a hint of his inhuman father.

'Aric," she said gently, "come to me."

The child shook his head and turned his face toward the wall.

Rhapsody crept forward another few paces, then looked down at her arms. The water on the floor of
the tunnel was now up to her elbows.

Impatience, spurred by fear, took over. "Aric, come now!" The child only quivered more violently.

A thought suddenly occurred to her. She pulled back out of the alcove and began to move backward
on her hands and knees; once she was a short way away she began to sing a children's song from
Serendair, a tune with which she had once jokingly serenaded Grunthor.

Wake, Little Man

Let the sun fill your eyes

The day beckons you to come and play

She continued to back away, weaving her call into the lyrics and tones of the traditional song.
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Come hither, come whither, come follow! Come hither, come whither, come follow!

At the edge of the tiny sword flame's glow, Rhapsody could hear movement, could see a few faces
appear. She nodded slightly and kept backing away, still singing.

Run, Little Man,
To the end of the skies
Where the night meets the cusp of the day

Come hither, come whither, come follow! Come hither, come whither, come follow!

Deeper down the tunnel more faces appeared, haggard, like the wraiths that sometimes stalked her
dreams, blinking in the weak light. She continued to crawl backward, singing her song of summoning.

Play, Little Man,

Before you grow wise,

Chasing your dreams while you may

Come hither, come thither, come follow! Come hither, come thither, come follow!

By the time Rhapsody reached the well shaft, a small herd, perhaps a score in all, of ragged boys, all
heights, all thin, had crawled along after her, filling the tunnel until she could not see anything past them,
Jjust more heads, more faces, sallow beneath their smeared masks of red dirt, bulging, cloudy eyes, all but
naked—human rats, Achmed had called them. She had had no idea how apt the name was.

A ramp of a sort had been constructed in the well shaft to take the place of the hook—she wouldn't
find out until later that it hid the body of the journeyman who had fallen down the shaft headfirst—from
broken pallets and other debris of the firing room. Achmed's face glared down at her from above. He
took one look at the seemingly endless line of filthy children, exhaled, picked up a nearby rope, and
threw one end of it down the well shaft to her.

"What's taken so long? Here, start passing the brats up; we have to get out of here."

Rhapsody took hold of the dirty Liringlas child, who shrank from her touch but didn't pull away, and
grabbed the rope that Achmed had tossed down to her.

'Did you have any trouble with the demon-spawn?" she asked as she looped the rope around Ark's
waist and helped him onto the ramp, holding on to him until Achmed began to haul him out of the shaft.
"Only a bit," he said nonchalantly. "He's in the kiln." Rhapsody whirled around from sorting out the other
slave boys and stared up the well shaft. "In the kiln?"

'Sit there," Achmed directed the first child, pointing to Omet, still hog-tied but back on his cot. He

leaned over the well shaft again. "Yes, in the kiln. Like you, and some other accursed minions of his
demonic father, he appears to be impervious to the effects of fire; has quite a tolerance for pain as well.
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But he should be all right, as long as his air holds out."

With a new urgency Rhapsody pulled the next youth forward and looped him with the rope. "How
long has he been in there?" she asked nervously.

Achmed yanked on the rope, dragging the child rapidly up the ramp. "A while. I'd hurry if you want to
get him out before he turns into a vase."

One by one the children, utterly silent, ascended the ramp. Finally, when the last one was out,
Achmed tossed the rope down one last time and hauled Rhapsody back up the shaft and into the alcove.

"What on Earth happened?" she said, looking around the firing room in dismay at the mountain of
hardening slip and the neat stack of bodies by the outside wall of the alcove. Her voice dropped to a
whisper. "Couldn't you at least have hidden those? Look at how frightened the children are."

'Good; that was the point. You'll notice none of them bothered me or made any noise while I was
hauling you out." He sliced through Omet's bonds with his dagger, then came next to her and pointed at
the doorway through which the journeymen had come. "There are close to one hundred more where
these came from, sleeping in shifts in the barracks beyond that entrance. In addition I would suspect that
someone is watching this place very closely, given how near they are to their goal. We have no time to
sort these children out—they're witnesses, and [ would guess whoever owns this place is not going to be
particularly pleased with our emancipation of them.

"Now that you know our situation, let me suggest that you pull the demon-spawn out of the oven—he
should be nicely browned by now—and we'll leave with all due haste. The chance of any of us making it
out of here alive grows slimmer with each passing second. And I mean that, Rhapsody—you know I am
not given to hyperbole."

Rhapsody nodded and hurried to the closed kiln, pulled the bolt, and swung the door wide open. The
demon-spawn was slumped at the back, unconscious, breathing shallowly. Those slave children whose
eyes had adjusted to the flickering light watched in amazement as she climbed into the red-hot oven,
seized the boy, and pulled him by his feet out of the kiln. She checked him perfunctorily, then dragged
him over to Omet's cot, where the slaves were huddled together.

'Don't touch him unless you need to; he's hot and you'll burn yourselves, at least until he cools down,"
she said to the boys in the Orlandan dialect. "But if he moves at all, please jump on him, all of you, and sit
on his back." She looked back at Achmed. "How are we getting out of here?" she asked in Bolgish.

"The same service door through which we came. We can go down the inner alley—there are no
windows on that side of the building—and get out of the city through the backstreets. We can take them
to the northern outposts of Ylorc—" He raised a hand to silence her protest. "We can argue about this
later. There's no time now."

'Agreed. But [ have to do one more thing before I can go—I have to close the tunnel. Otherwise
they're just going to round up a new group of slaves, and send them down again, until they break through,
if they haven't already. I don't want them to get away with drowning a bunch of boys for their own selfish
purposes."

Achmed walked over to the demon-spawn, bent down, and gauged his body temperature. He
roughly bound him hand and foot, ignoring the dangling wrist and uneven shoulder, then picked him up
and slung him over his shoulder.
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'And exactly how do you propose to do that? Grunthor's not here."

T know. Give me exactly five minutes—I promise that's the longest I will take."

Achmed shook his head as he beckoned to the slave children, who leapt from the cot and lined up
next to him.

'We may not have that long."
"Then go—I'll catch up to you. Go."

She ignored the hard look he gave her, then ran to the door and spoke the word of silence again. The
door opened without a sound. The passage of the slave boys through it was equally silent, but that was
due to the terror that the look on Achmed's face was apparently inspiring in them.

Once they were all out into the antechamber of the foundry, Rhapsody went back into the firing room.
She stared for a moment at the carnage before her, then strode to the first of the four remaining vats and
upended it, dumping the contents onto the floor, where it ran like a muddy river into the alcove. She then
went to the next vat, and the next, pulling the chains grimly, staying clear of the landslide of burning mud.

When enough had swelled into the alcove to fill the well shaft to the brim and more, she drew her
sword. The flames of Daystar Clarion danced in the shadowy darkness, shining with a firm authority,
burning a million times brighter than the fires that had now reduced to sleepy coals beneath the great vats
in the firing ovens.

Rhapsody closed her eyes amid the lakes of slip, searching her soul for her bond to the sword, for her
tie to elemental fire, now the core of her being as it had been ever since she passed through the wall of
fire at the heart of the Earth. She concentrated on the well shaft, now gurgling with its burden of slip, and
raised the sword slowly until it pointed where she knew the alcove was.

"Luten," she said with a ringing authority.Bake .

An arc of flame shot forth from the sword, blasting the alcove with a heat far more intense than the
kilns, hotter and brighter than the light of the sun. Rhapsody felt a thrill run through her as the fire soared
into the alcove, firing the clay solid in a matter of seconds, filling the shaft with an unyielding plug as hard
as the ceramic columns of Manwyn's temple. The top of the well shaft glowed red, then settled into the
dull color of fired clay.

That's the most I can do, she thought as she sheathed her sword, hurrying to catch up with Achmed
and the boys.For the boys, and for Entudenin .

When they slipped out of Yarim Paar that night, past the Yarimese guards in their horned helmets,
through the alleys of a city that slept like a drunken wastrel or a hibernating bear, she took a moment in
their flight and cast a glance back at the dry fountain, the dead wellspring obelisk.May you return to life
one day , she thought,and make Tarim bloom again .

Though she was many street corners away, she was certain she saw, in the dull red clay, a momentary
shimmer, like a wink from a star.
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ON THE KREVENSFIELD PLAIN, SOUTHERN BETHANY

holy man stood with his face to the sun, on the edge of winter and the Krevensfield Plain. The
mountains of Sorbold had receded into the southeastern distance like a grim nightmare. Now an endless
vista of low, frosty plateau lay at his feet, the sky stretching out to the blue edge of the horizon all around,
no longer broken by fanglike mounds of earth.

Night was coming earlier with the advent of the season of the moon; a red sun burned at the world's
rim, bathing the edge of the meadows in bloody light that spread slowly eastward as it set. He smiled.
How prophetic.

His retinue of guards was encamped around a small fire in the frozen grass some distance away,
preparing their supper. He had begged their indulgence and walked slowly to the edge of a deep swale,
presumably to take the air, and now stood alone, undisturbed, watching the western horizon grow ever
more crimson in the grip of coming night.

For almost three hundred years these lands lay fallow, a wide, fertile stretch of pastureland dotted in
later centuries by the occasional farming community. These intrepid homesteaders came in groups
consisting of four to six families, braving the bitter winds of winter, the brushfires of high summer, to live
beneath the endless sky. Without exception those homesteaders were new-landers, immigrants from the
south or west that did not share a drop of Cymrian blood between them. For if they had, they would
never have even thought to put the first stake into the ground here, let alone build their homes and rear
their children on this haunted soil.

Time had erased most of the visible scars of the Cymrian War. In Tyrian and Sorbold, great battles
had devolved into heinous slaughter and reckless carnage, streaking the earth red beneath the bodies of
the innumerable fallen. With the passage of the centuries, however, the forest had reclaimed in Tyrian the
places no Lirin soul would have thought to rest his head in sleep. The song of the wind in the new trees'
leaves had drowned out the whispers of battlefield ghosts, except on nights when the breeze was high.
Then Lirin fathers drew their progeny around the warm hearths of their longhouses and told them stories
of war hags, spirits of widows long dead who walked the slaughtering grounds still, eternally mourning
their soldier spouses, even longer dead.

In Sorbold to the south, the mountains had taken back the battlefield passes as well. It was said that
in the north the blood of the dead had stained Yarim's clay its rubeous hue, had made its river run scarlet
with gore. Anyone surviving from the First Generation knew this to be a myth. Yarim's soil and river had
always been red in the memory of men, colored by the runoff from great deposits of manganese and
copper in the foothills of the northern Teeth. In all the lands that ringed Roland, it was neither Anwyn nor
Gwylliam but Time that had been victorious. Time had at last covered the memory of grim

pandemic death, even if other scars, the wounds of souls and memory, remained.

But here, in the bowl of the continent, the center lands betwixt the sea and the mountains, the blood of
the multitudes who had died in that glorious war had pooled, had sunk into the ground, making the soil
fertile and the pall of death heavy in the air, so heavy that even the strongest wind, the most driving rain,
could not wash it away. This truly was the realm of ghosts, irrespective of the fact that the Bolg had
purloined that name for Kraldurge, their own place of restless spirits within the mountains.

It was almost time. A few more sunsets, a few more days, a season, maybe two, and it would finally
be at hand. After all the centuries he had waited, his patience was about to be rewarded.
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Soon he would have the army. Then he would take the mountain. Then he would have the Child.
Once he possessed her, the ultimate goal was assured. The rib of her body, formed as she was from
Living Stone, would open the vault deep within the Earth, the prison in which his kind had been held since
the Before-Time. The thoughts of destruction that raced through his mind had to be reined back, or he
would give himself away in his excitement.

The day was coming soon. All in good time.

He glanced over his shoulder casually at the guards, who were laughing and passing a flask between
them, then turned westward again with a smile.

With a sudden violence he bit down hard on the back of his tongue, puncturing the surface and
drawing blood into his mouth. He then opened that mouth ever so slightly.

The holy man inhaled the evening air, stinging his nostrils with chill and the scent of dried grass in fire.
Softly he began to chant into the wind, keeping his voice low so that it had no chance of being overheard
by the drunken oafs who called themselves his escort.

Had his retinue been paying attention they would have heard the cleric whispering the names of
ancient battles, moments of carnage frozen in time, inhaling their names into his mouth and breathing them
back out again, coated with the taste and vibration of blood. But the day had been long and uneventful,
as had the rest of the journey thus far, and the soldiers were too engaged in their banter, too involved in
their games of dice and throw-spikes to notice.

In fairness to the guards, they felt safe here, the holy man noted in the back of his mind. After all, there
was virtually no chance that they would be attacked, here in the middle of the endless meadow, with the
plain stretching for leagues to the horizon. There was no place for an enemy to hide in all that space, no
opportunity for surprise.

He chuckled in amusement at the inaccuracy of supposition.

The wind grew colder. As he spoke the words formed evanescent clouds of frozen steam and
hovered before him in the crimson sky, as if too heavy with grief to rise on the breeze now.

The raid, on Farrow's Down, he whispered.The siege of Eethe Corbair. The Death March of the
Cymrian Nain, the burning of the western villages. Kesel Tai, Tomingorllo, Lingen Swale . One by one, a
litany of death and disgrace, spoken softly into the wind. The slaughter at Wynnarth Keep, the rape of the
Tarimese water camp. The assault on the Southeastern Face. The evisceration of the fourth column. The
mass execution of the First Fleet farming settlements .

Only the snow answered him, and even it did not appear to be listening. Flakes of ice blew about in
the stiff breeze, masking his words and the frosty breath that uttered them.

He felt the flush of excitement begin to creep over him, starting in his groin and radiating outward with
each beat of his failing heart. The spirits of the dead called out in the wind, as they had for centuries, the
anguish of their cries vibrating over his skin in delicious ecstasy. It was the sound, or more accurately, the
feel, of brutal suffering, of violence, that remained in the earth and the air, dissipated only slightly over
time when the memory was recalled, like blood pooled at the bottom of a deep bowl. Even those without
his unique abilities could feel the noise of it, could sense the agony that was extant in the place, and
hurried to be away from here. He, of course, could more than feel it. In a way, he could take credit for it.
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The holy man inhaled the vibrations of suffering from the wind, tasted the death in his mouth, savoring
it. His inner demon shouted for the joy of it, roiled in the orgiastic pleasure of the destruction that had
occurred here, and would occur again soon. It was all he could do to keep from being carried away on
an orgasm of bloody memory.

Now, Mildiv Jephaston, he whispered into the wind. "Y our Grace?" The lieutenant was standing
directly behind him. He spun quickly around, struggling to mask his annoyance. "Yes, my son?" "Is
everything all right, Your Grace?"

He struggled to set his features in a smile. "Yes, of course, my son," he said, sliding his hands into the
sleeves of his robe. "And how kind of you to be concerned. Is the fire going well?"

'Fairly well, Your Grace," said the young soldier as the two began to head back. "The wood's a trifle
wet to really catch thoroughly."

The holy man smiled as he returned with the young armsman to the camp. "Perhaps I can be of
assistance," he said. "['ve always had a touch with fire." 1Oy the time they reached the rocky swales that
lay east of the city of Yarim Paar it was clear to Achmed that the lives of the slave children had been
purchased at the cost of gathering at least one of the additional demon-spawn. Given his dislike of people
in general and children in particular, he was not particularly aggrieved at the development, but he
suspected that Rhapsody would be.

Nine living brats of the Rakshas and one yet to be born, scattered all the way across the continent—it
would be a daunting task in a season without snow, when time was not working against them. Now,
entering winter, with but nine weeks before the birth of the last child, and taking on this new problem, her
plan to obtain all of them seemed very much in doubt.

He did not know how many tainted children it would require to extract the necessary amount of blood
for him to find the F'dor, or if this insane quest for it would even work at all.Blood will be the means Jo
find that which

hides from the Wind, the ancient Dhracian prophecy had said. Rhapsody had interpreted it, had set
the plan in place, arranging with her Lirin mentor, Oelendra, to take the children in as they found each of
them, and guard them until all had been found. Then Rhapsody would take them, assuming she could find
it, to the Veil of Hoen, a place she said was legendary for healing.

With each passing day Achmed had grown more impatient, more uncertain, both of the plan's
potential success and of the likelihood of their own survival. Rhapsody was certain that the Lord and
Lady Rowan, the mysterious figures who dwelt beyond the Veil of Hoen, would be the ones to separate
out the blood without killing the children. They healed Ashe when his soul was torn asunder , she had
argued.The Lady is the Keeper of Dreams, the Guardian of Sleep, Tl Breudiwyr. The Lord is the Hand
of Mortality, the Peaceful Death, Tl Angaulor. They are the only ones I can think of who can take out the
demon's blood without killing the children. It's the place to do this, I know it is. If I can just make it there
in time —time passes differently in that place; I know, because Oelendra told me. If anyone can help it is
they.

He had not had time to discuss the change of plans with her; it had been a mad race to escape before
dawn broke over Yarim Paar. Behind them in the distance he could hear the faint ringing of alarms, or at
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least he thought he could—perhaps it was more a matter of imagination and fear. After all, they had only
stolen slave children who were being illegally used. And what thief reports the theft of his own stolen

property?

Those of the ratty children who were willing to endure human contact had gravitated to Rhapsody as
they fled; the others had tried to stay as far away from both of them as would be allowed. Twenty-two in
all; some of them took turns riding in pairs on the horses, while others preferred to walk the entire
journey. Two pairs had had to be tied together to keep them with the group but away from the frailer
boys and the apprentices, whose maltreatment of them in their captivity was deeply resented. It made for
excruciatingly slow traveling, but Rhapsody did not seem to mind.

She spent a good deal of her walking time talking with the bald apprentice named Omet, and most of
her resting time comforting the yellow-haired child whose mother had been Liringlas, whose leg was
infected, bordering on septic, singing her healing songs and music to keep the children compliant,
applying her medicinal herbs. Now, as they made camp at sunset, breaking open the rations intended for
the longer journey to feed so many starving mouths, Achmed looked east, musing silently.

It was another two days' travel to the Bakhran Pass, the second northernmost Firbolg outpost in the
Teeth. They had agreed to leave the children there, in the hands of the Bolg army garrison, all but the two
demon-spawn. Every child they had rescued except the apprentice was an orphan, and Omet had
assured Rhapsody that he was leaving behind nothing in Yarim Paar.

Seeing Rhapsody now, sitting near the crackling flames of the campfire with the boy named Aric in
her lap, Achmed felt a shiver of a sort pass through him. The child, like Rhapsody herself, was rosy of
skin with golden hair; there were definite racial similarities. Still, there was a fae air to him that

Zil=

made him seem alien, a feral aspect that made Achmed nervous. It was almost as if Rhapsody were
cuddling a blanket-wrapped badger in her lap, cooing over it as if it were a Liringlas baby, oblivious of its
deeper, threatening nature. It did not bode well in his mind for the times ahead.

LY Vvany leagues to the south, at the northernmost edge of the mountains of Sorbold, the watch had
just changed. The third column of the Western Face had returned only half a sun's span ago from
maneuvers in Otar, a distant city-state famous primarily for the linens of Otar'sid, the capital.

It was had been a fairly light rotation, guarding the underbenisons who were making their annual
pilgrimage to Sepulvarta to deliver new white robes to the Patriarch for the Blessing of the Year
ceremony that would take place half a year hence, at the vernal equinox.

The mission had been completed without event, and now the soldiers were encamped along the lee of
the Western Face, their campfires beginning to catch in the thin, cold air, forming a bright sea of
ground-torches in the growing darkness. Morning would find them, after a brief march, back in base
camp at Keltar'sid. The ground forces were especially eager to return to the city-state of soldiers, looking
forward to further training with the strange weapons of Bolg manufacture that they had been outfitted with
before departing for Otar. Mildiv Jephaston, the column leader, was coming off watch, preparing for
supper and sleep, when he heard the voice, warm on the winter wind, tickling his ear.

Now, Mildiv Jephaston.

The soldier shook his head; he was accustomed to hearing strange things in the wind, especially after
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a long march, but never before had the breeze spoken so clearly.
And it had never before called his name.

He stopped in his tracks, rubbed his ear, shook his head again, brushing the imaginary summoning
aside, and sat down by the larger of the two camp-fires, taking his plate of stew from the column's cook
as he passed by. He was almost comfortable, almost ready to eat, when he heard it again, softer.

Now, Mildiv Jephaston.
Warmer and softer than he could have said it in his own head himself.

Jephaston looked around at the column, encamped by unit—five hundred sleeping, three hundred on
watch, with all one hundred twenty of the cavalry quartered in the field with their mounts. "Who is calling
me?" he asked the other commander, sitting next to him. The man looked up over his stew, glanced
around, then shook his head.

The column leader listened once more, but heard nothing. He decided to ignore it and returned to his
supper.

Perhaps it was the sound of his own mastication, the grinding of his teeth, the clatter of the spoon
against the metal plate, the crackling of the fire, the conversation of the men, the hooting, cheering, and
cursing that cut through the night at each toss of the bones. Perhaps one or more of these noises was
responsible for the masking of the change, camouflaging the silent words that crept into his brain through
his ear and found a connection there, lying dormant, planted but a short time ago, awaiting the arrival of
the demon's command.

And while the change was a subtle one, he did feel it, even if he was unaware of what was occurring.
Like waves it came over him, endless waves of the sea, waves of pulsing heat from a fire, waves of blood
from a beating heart, lulling him, sinking into him, absorbing only into the surface of his soul, because
there had been no blood pact, no permanent bond; he was not bound to the demon eternally.

But, unlike the others who lay about their own fires, succumbing to their own waves of heat, their own
internal summonses, Mildiv Jephaston had given the F'dor his name.

He was perfectly comfortable with the new elongation of focus, so that all objects, whatever their
distance, were equally clear, as if the world had flattened. His own arms and legs appeared comfortably
distant, and the aches in his back relaxed and slipped away. He felt intensely light, and strong, as if he
were drawing air and warmth from all around, and ineffably calm.

And as the command ensnared his conscious mind, it spread unconsciously to those who had sworn
fealty to him, who followed his commands without hesitation.

So when he decisively stood up, packed his gear, mounted his war horse, and issued the call for the
column to fall out, there was never even an eyebrow raised, not a single question considered. The column
mustered out and followed him, in two divisions, four-fifths of the soldiers in the first, the remainder in the
second riding a day behind them, battle-ready, down from the Western Face, into the biting wind of the
Krevensfield Plain.

On their way to Navarne.
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BORDER, EASTERN YARIM, NORTHERN YLORC

The Firbolg soldiers manning the guard post in the northern wastes of the Bakhran Pass took the slave
children into their custody without comment. The slave children were bundled up with Firbolg army
blankets and packed aboard a pair of wagons scheduled to depart for Canrif with the second-week
caravan, which arrived in time.

Achmed gave lengthy instructions to the Bolg soldiers who were to guard the slave children until they
were delivered to Grunthor. The children would be cared for in Ylorc until he and Rhapsody returned,
when they would either be allowed to remain or travel to Navarne to live. The boys were in high spirits;
one look at the strange weapons and armor of the Bolg had caused excitement to roar through the group
like wildfire. Only the bald apprentice seemed reserved, eyeing the Bolg soldiers apprehensively.

As the caravan prepared to depart for the Cauldron, Rhapsody took Omet aside.
'Will you be all right?"

The apprentice smiled wanly. "I hope so. I don't expect I'd make much of a meal, being on the thin
side."

"The stories about cannibalism are greatly exaggerated," she said, running her fingertips affectionately
over the fuzz that was beginning to darken his pate. "You will be safe among the Bolg. Ask to see
Grunthor, and tell him I said to put you to work. Look him in the eye and stand your ground—he'll
respect you for it. Don't limit the uses of your skill and imagination. I believe that you could become one
of the great artisans of the Rebuilding."

"Thank you."

'But if you are uneasy, or you find living within the mountain is not to your liking, when I return I will
see that you are escorted to wherever you wish to go." Omet nodded. "In the meantime, please look
after the boys for me."

Twill."
She turned him toward the southeast, where a trace of pink was just cresting the blue horizon.

'Somewhere in those mountains greatness is taking hold," she said. "You can be a part of it. Go carve
your name into the ageless rock for history to see." Omet nodded, then climbed into the wagon with the
slave boys, and rode away over the rocky snow amid a tumble of waving hands and shouted goodbyes.

s"usk found the travelers, four now in total, camped on a bluff overlooking the banks of Mislet
Stream, a red tributary of the Blood River. The water was frozen now, cloudy pink in the coming
darkness.

The campfire crackled in the bitter wind, filling the cold air with sparks. Rhapsody drew her winter
cloak around her, seeking to hold the wind and the desolation at bay.

How much longer will it be like this? she wondered, stirring the fire with a long, thin reed, dry and

cracked from winter's cold. How many more nights must I spend wandering? When will it end ? Willit end
?
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Nine living children of the F'dor, and one yet to be born. They had two. In a little more than eight
weeks the baby would be born south of Tyrian.How can we possibly find them all in time ? Rhapsody
struggled to keep the panic from gripping her as her stomach knotted. The knowledge that Oelen-dra
was waiting for them at the border of Canderre to take possession of the children they had found, and
had been for three days, only made the queasy sensation worse.

A light, shaking sigh matched the whine of the wind, and she looked up from her contemplation. Aric
had chosen to sleep near the horses, away from the adults and Vincane, who now dozed in herb-induced
slumber near the fire. Rhapsody rose, feeling the cold in her bones, and went to the child, bending beside
him to check his festering leg. She crooned a soft tune, aimed at easing his pain in sleep, then came back
to her place near the fire beside Achmed.

He was staring into the western distance, his face shielded, his eyes clouded with thought. Rhapsody
waited for him to speak. It was not until the bottom of the sun had sunk below the rim of the horizon that
he did.

"We can't make it to the carnival, or to Sorbold now before the birth of the last child."

Rhapsody exhaled. As always, Achmed was giving practical voice to her thoughts. The oldest child of
the Rakshas was a young man, a gladiator in the nation of the Sorbold, in the northwestern city-state of
Jakar. Achmed had never been thrilled with the prospect of attempting a rescue of this child, but
Rhapsody had been insistent, and finally he had granted the possibility as long as the timing allowed. Prior
to their diversion back to Ylorc, had they followed the schedule, the gladiator, whose name was
Constantin, could have been found outside Sorbold, at the winter carnival of Navarne. By the time they
got there now, however, the carnival would be over and Constantin would have returned to Sorbold. It
seemed the rescue of the additional slave children had been bought at the price of the gladiator's
damnation.

"The baby is due to be born in the Lirin fields to the south of Tyrian forest," she said mildly, watching
the sunset herself. "We'll be in the area. We could go to Sorbold after Oelendra takes the baby off our
hands."

"No." Achmed tossed some frozen grass into the fire. "It's too much of a risk. If I'm caught while in
Sorbold secretly, stealing as valuable a commodity as a gladiator, it will be an act of war. This mission, as
I've told you from the beginning, was to gather these children for the blood we could get out of them, not
to save their souls."

"Perhaps for you." Rhapsody's gaze didn't move. "How ironic," she said, with a bitter tinge in her
voice. "I suppose that means we are no better than the Rakshas, tying children up like swine and
slaughtering them in the House of Remembrance. I guess blood is the means, whether you are
well-intentioned or not."

'Perspective is everything, Rhapsody."

I'm going after him," she said mildly, still not moving her eyes from the vanishing sun. "I appreciate all
that you have done, and will do, but I am not abandoning him. I understand your predicament, and I can't
ask you to risk your kingdom for this. But I'm going into Sorbold, even if I have to go in alone."

Achmed exhaled. "I'd advise against it."

'l can ask Llauron for help."
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'T'd advise against that even more."

"You're not leaving me many choices," Rhapsody said, searching the sky for the earliest stars, waiting
for their appearance to begin her evening devotions.

'Leave him. When this is over I will hunt him down and put him out of his misery; you know as a
Dhracian I cannot abide anything tainted with F'dor blood being left alive."

"You'll be damning him to the Vault of the Underworld." Her comment was rote; they had argued
unproductively about this many nights before this one.

Achmed shrugged. "If you like I will sprinkle holy water on the cinders of his corpse for you."
"Thank you, no."

"Well, there's always Ashe. He could round up the rest of them. You called him on the wind once, and
he came."

Rhapsody shuddered. "Yes, I did, but I was standing in the gazebo at Elysian, which is a natural
amplifier. I don't know if it would work in the open air. Besides, you know very well that I don't want to
tell Ashe about these children until I'm back from the Veil of Hoen."

Achmed's fists clenched more tightly, but his face did not move. "He doesn't deserve the protection
you are always wrapping around him like a child's blanket," he said bitterly. "Perhaps it would do him
some good to fight his own battles, to be responsible for wiping his own arse once in a while. It is making
me ill to watch you be his arse-rag."

The light of the setting sun filled her eyes, making them sting with memory. "Why do you hate him?"
Achmed didn't look at her. "Why do you love him?"

She stared silently over the endless fields to the horizon, darkening now. The rosy glow of sunset was
deserting the clouds, leaving only hazy gray where a moment before there had been glory. Finally she
spoke, her voice soft.

"There is no reason for love. It just is. And when it's there, it endures, even when it shouldn't. Even
when you try to make it go away. It's hard to make it die. I've learned it's also unnecessary—and unwise.
It only lessens you for it. So you accept it. You lock it away. You let it stay. You don't deliberately kill
love. You just don't act on it."

She glanced his way, noting his eyes fixed beyond the rim of the world, his folded hands resting on his
lips, lost in thought. "But hate is different. If you're going to hate, you should at least have a reason."

Achmed inhaled the cold wind of the coming night, then let his breath out slowly.

T don't hate. I have given up hate. But I disdain Ashe's promises, his misplaced loyalty, his
weakness."

Rhapsody ran her hand over a dry stalk of highgrass, blanched and frozen, that jutted forth from the
SNOW.
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'He's no longer weak. I've seen what he's endured, Achmed. Even in his agony, his isolation, he spent
his time protecting the innocent, struggling to find the very demon that held his soul captive. He's whole
now. He's strong."

"You misuse the word; I thought Namers were more selective in their use of accurate language. He's
been mended. Mending him did not make a god of him. He will betray you again, fail you, lose his grasp
while you hang in the balance, arrive moments too late. I have seen it before." He glanced at her and their
eyes met. "So have you."

She pulled the stalk of grass from the frozen ground. "You don't know what you're talking about."

'l believe I do."

The grains of the seedpod slid between her fingers, then scattered onto the snow. "It's easy to criticize
something you think of as a weakness, something you've never had. But if you've never been in love
yourself, never had to balance it against duty, never been totallylost in it, you can't—

'Stop!" The word came forth violently enough to make Rhapsody drop the remains of the grass stalk.
"How do you know what I have had? How do you know I can't understand from personal experience
how weak love can make you? How dare you presume that [ would condemn anyone, even him, without
having walked those paths myself?"

Achmed's eyes finally turned on her, and they were blazing with dark light. "I know everything about
the promises of youth. I know that stupid surrender, that need to save the unsavable that love makes you
believe is possible. That's what I despise most about Ashe—that he has made you expect that he can
save you, or you him. That he has made you believe you need saving. Thathe was worth saving at the
cost you paid to do it."

He broke his gaze away and stared out into the new darkness at the horizon's edge. Rhapsody
watched him for a moment, then looked westward herself.

"Who was she?"

The Fibolg king exhaled, then lowered his gaze. "Please. This is lore that will remain lost. Consider
this my own Sleeping Child, better left alone." Rhapsody nodded. "Does Grunthor know?"

'He knows all, because he doesn't judge, or remind. You could ask his opinion of Ashe if you really
wish to have an objective analysis."

She rose and stretched her arms. "I don't. It doesn't matter. He's gone." "He'll be back."

"No, he won't. He's off to propose to a First Generation Cymrian woman, someone the Patriarch's
ring of wisdom confirmed as a good choice for his Lady."

Achmed leaned back and stared into the fire. "Proof again of what I said earlier about his weakness
and misplaced loyalty."

T don't think his loyalty is misplaced," Rhapsody said. "We knew from the beginning that this was his
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destiny. He was born to be the Lord Cymrian, Achmed, whether he wants it that way or not. He needs a
noble bride. I knew it before I fell in love with him—I knew itwhen I fell in love with him. I know it now.
Nothing has changed. He has gone to fulfill his destiny, just like we will one day fulfill ours."

"Well, that's good to hear, but I still suspect we'll see him again eventually."

"It still doesn't matter. It's over." She scanned the deep blue of the sky, looking for the evenstar, but
mist clouded the horizon, making it hard to find. "At least he gave me that." "What?"

'An ending. It's what I want more than anything with these events that have been unfolding ever since
we met, you and L. I'm tired, Achmed." She turned and looked at him, and her eyes had lost their inner
spark, fueled now only by weariness. "I'm tired of looking for a hidden demon. I'm tired of living in
anticipation that each person we meet could be the host of the F'dor. I want to know who it is, and to kill
it, once and for all, with you holding its spirit in thrall so that it can't escape." She turned away toward the
setting sun again. "I'm tired of the nightmares. [ want to finish this; [ want it to be over. I want to sleep
peacefully for once."

A choked laugh went up in the darkness behind her.

"That won't happen. I'm sorry."

"Why not?" A cold wind blew through her hair, chilling the sweat that had appeared at his words.
Achmed's voice was soft.

"You do know that if we aren't destroyed outright there is a good chance that we will never die—at
least not for thousands of years? You, Grunthor, and I—Ilike the First Generation Cymrians, we seem to
have cheated Time with our little trek within the Earth. That lovely blessing of immortality comes at a
cost.

"You want it to be over—it will never be over, Rhapsody. Just as the Grandmother stood for
centuries guarding the Sleeping Child, ours will be lives of endless vigilance. After you've seen what
hibernates within the Earth, and know that there are demons out there that seek nothing more than to
release it, how can you ever sleep peacefully again? Only the ignorant and the oblivious sleep well. Only
the hopelessly naive believe it will ever be over."

With a sudden, angry sweep she drew the sword; Daystar Clarion roared forth, blazing, from the
scabbard of black ivory, burning deeply in the cold air, reflecting its pulsing light off the snow. Rhapsody
turned to face him.

'Fine. Then I'll be ignorant and oblivious; I'll be hopelessly naive. I don't think you understand,
Achmed. I have to believe it will one day be over. I have to, or I can't go on."

She turned away and walked to the crest of the nearest swale, searching the sky again. The evenstar
winked from behind a frosty patch of cloud. Rhapsody cleared her mind and began to sing her evening
devotions.

Achmed smiled slightly as the clear notes caught the wind.

"Trust me, you'll find you can," he said, more to himself than aloud.
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ON THE BORDER, NORTHWESTERN BETHANY, SOUTHEASTERN CANDERRE
Rhapsody heard Oelendra before she saw her.

Achmed had declared that their earlier misadventure made it hazardous to travel long through Yarim,
and so they rode back through the province as quickly and minimally as they could. They found
themselves after three days in the somewhat more wooded terrain at the northern tip of Bethany and
eastern edge of Canderre's lush farmlands.

Achmed, who had traveled the entire journey with his strong, clawlike grip on the back of Vincane's
neck, nodded at the end of a long day of riding, reining his horse to a gentle halt at the middle rise of a
softly sloping hill. Rhapsody dismounted quickly and put her arms out to Aric, lifting the child carefully
from the saddle to avoid hurting his sore leg.

The sun was beginning to set as they made camp; a single star appeared in the patch of sky above the
leafless trees. Rhapsody stood and brushed the dirt from her trousers, looking around for a place to sing
her evening vespers. Just as she did, she heard a voice in the distance begin the ancient chant.

It was a voice of the ages, warm and ragged in its tone, singing with the power and pain of one who
had seen worlds end and begin, who had lived through the worst of nightmarish battles to still rise,
victorious but not triumphant, continuing on with the light of each new dawn.

Tears of excitement sprang into Rhapsody's eyes. She grabbed Achmed's arm.
'Oelendra! That's Oelendra!"

Achmed nodded curtly, and continued to truss Vincane to a tree in a position where the
demon-spawn could be seen at all times, but still have access to food and warmth. He already knew she
was there; he had followed the ancient Lirin warrior's heartbeat to this place. She was one of a few
thousand living souls born on the Island of Serendair he could still track with his blood lore.

'She's near enough. Perhaps you should go to meet her."
He glanced back over his shoulder. Rhapsody was already gone.

Che glade of trees in which they were encamped grew thinner to the east, stretching up the side of the
large hill. Rhapsody ran to the top, ignoring the slippage of snowy dead leaves underfoot, the crumbling
rock and roots of the hillside, spurred on by an urgency deep within her heart.

At the crest of the hill she stopped, frozen by the sight of her mentor singing, arms outstretched before
her, palms up in supplication to the stars. The tears of excitement blurred into ones of poignant fondness;
in the gray light of dusk, and from the side, Oelendra looked for all the world like her own mother,
singing the lauds she had taught her a lifetime ago. Rhapsody had not been able to see her mother in her
dreams for a long time; she swallowed and joined in singing the lauds, blending her voice in a high
harmony.

Oelendra turned as the devotions ended and smiled. Rhapsody no longer saw her mother but her
friend and mentor, the Lirin champion, still in fighter's trim with shoulders as broad as Achmed's. Her
long, thin braid of gray hair was tied neatly up at the nape of her neck, and her large silver eyes lit up with
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a fond light as soon as she saw Rhapsody.

The two women, the present Ilianchenva'ar and one who had carried Day-star Clarion a lifetime
before, embraced on the windy hilltop.

"You are tired," the Lirin champion observed, brushing a lock of golden hair out of Rhapsody's eyes.
Rhapsody smiled. "I am also late," she replied, smiling. "And sorry for it."
Oelendra nodded. "What delayed you?"

Rhapsody put her arm around her mentor's waist. "Come with me and I'll show you." cAchmed had his
back to the women as they approached. Night had come into its fullness, and the sky was dark as they
sheltered Oelendra's mounts, two roan mares, beneath a small copse of trees near Rhapsody and
Achmed's horses.

Rhapsody's eyes were shining as she brought her mentor over to the fire to meet her friend.

'Achmed, this is Oelendra. Oelendra, His Majesty, King Achmed, Warlord of the realm of Ylorc."

Achmed rose slowly and turned in the fireshadows, his two-colored gaze coming to rest fully upon the
Lirin champion, who met it serenely. A moment later the look in her eyes hardened somewhat, then

relaxed again, keeping an aspect of reservation.

For his part the Firbolg king looked the Lirin champion over cursorily, then turned away. He reached
down with his gloved hand and pulled a pot from the campfire.

'Hungry?"

Oelendra continued to study him. Rhapsody's glance traveled from one to the other as the silence
deepened. Finally she took Oelendra's hand.

'Well,  am. Why don't you ladle it out, Achmed?" She led her mentor to the other side of the fire,
where the young Lirin boy cowered, and bent down beside him. "This is Aric, Oelendra. Aric, Oelendra

is my friend—she won't hurt you."

She turned to the Lirin champion, who was staring intensely at the boy. "Yes," Rhapsody said, reading
her thoughts. "His mother was obviously Lir-inglas."

'Aye." Oelendra ran a hand over her mouth. "Do you understand what this means?"

"That there are other Liringlas here on the continent that you and Rial were not aware of?"

"Perhaps." Oelendra stared into the fire for a moment. "Or it could mean that the Rakshas crossed the
sea to Manosse, or perhaps Gaematria, the Isle of the Sea Mages—there are Liringlas there, or at least

there were. If that's the case, who knows how many women he has impregnated?"

Rhapsody shuddered, but shook her head. "No—Rhonwyn said that there were but nine living, and
only one yet to be born. And the Rakshas was dead by the time we asked her."

Oelendra exhaled. "Good. I'd forgotten that. Good." A slow smile came over her face and she looked
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thoughtfully at the child. "Hello, Aric," she said in the Liringlas tongue. "Have they treated you well?"
The child was trembling. "Aye," he whispered in return.

Oelendra turned to Rhapsody. "He knows the language of our people, and yet he was obviously not
raised by Liringlas. What does that tell you?"

Rhapsody patted the child's head. "Do you think he is a natural Singer?"

Achmed handed both women tankards of soup, and a battered steel mug to Aric. Oelendra nodded
her thanks, then lifted it to her lips. She took a long sip, then studied the child again.

"Y ou would know better than I," she said at last. "But it seems the likeliest answer."

"Well, there's one way to find out," Rhapsody said. She sat down, cross-legged, next to the child.
"Aric, would you please pull down your stocking and show Oelendra your leg? She won't touch it, I
promise," she said hurriedly, watching the panic come over the child's face. Oelendra nodded in
agreement.

Slowly, with faltering hands, the boy pulled back the knit sock. In the firelight the festering leg was
black, with healing skin visible around the outer edges, and smelled faintly of thyme.

T've been applying herbs since we got him, so it's beginning to improve; it was gangrenous at first,"
Rhapsody said to Oelendra. She turned back to the boy. "Can you sing your name for me, Aric?"

"Pardon, miss?" the young child asked nervously.

'Pick any note that sounds right to you, and sing your name, like this." Rhapsody intoned his name:
Aric .

The boy swallowed, then complied.Aric , he sang softly.

Rhapsody looked at Oelendra.aSol,xshc said. "His Naming note issol , the fifth note of the scale. He

probably has older siblings somewhere. If he were firstborn, like you are, Oelendra, the natural note for
him would have beenut.n She did not glance back at Achmed, who was also a firstborn. Oelendra

nodded grimly.

'So somewhere on this continent there are other Liringlas children, now motherless."

Rhapsody exhaled. "Yes." She looked closely at the leg; it had not changed. "Try again, please, Aric.

Just think about wanting your leg to be better."

The child sang the note again, to no noticeable avail. Oelendra shrugged. Rhapsody sighed silently;
then a thought occurred.

'His mother probably didn't live to see him," she said quietly to Oelendra. "The children of the
Rakshas are all orphans, their mothers died at their births. Perhaps Aric isn't his true name."

'Perhaps. But how can you know what the true name is?"
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Rhapsody patted the boy and sat back, letting the fire warm her shoulders.

'Discovery of such a thing is a long and arduous process if the person doesn't know what name they
were given," she said, musing. "It would take far more time than we have, and involves a good deal of
trial and error. I'm not even certain the mother would have named her baby—she may have given birth
alone, or died before she could name him."

'Alas, you are probably right. He may have been named by a Filidic priest, or a Liringlas Namer, if
there are indeed any still alive. Or a passing stranger, even an enemy, since he ended up a slave."

The heat that radiated across Rhapsody's back reminded her of childhood baths before the roaring
hearth. She closed her eyes, trying to picture her mother's face, failing.

'Perhaps she would just call him 'baby,' since she may have been too weak to even have known if the
child was a boy or a girl." She finished her soup, waited for the boy to finish his own, then leaned forward
again.

'Aric, will you sing another word for me?" The child nodded. "Good! Listen to the word I am going to
say, and then sing it however it feels best to you. Here it is:pippin ." She gave the child an encouraging
smile, and saw the warmth reflect in his clear blue eyes.

Aric inhaled deeply, wincing with the pain, then sang the wordpippin on the notesol .

Oelendra and Rhapsody listened raptly; after a moment they examined his leg intently, then looked at
each other. There was no visible change.

The Lirin champion patted the child's shoulder gently and began to rise, but Rhapsody signaled her to
wait.

"That was very good, Aric. I'm going to take my sword out a little bit—it's all right," she added hastily
as the child's clear blue eyes clouded over with fear. "Just a little, so that I can touch it. I promise it won't
be any brighter than the campfire. Agreed?"

The child, entranced with the light in her green eyes, nodded again, as if hypnotized. Rhapsody
gripped Daystar Clarion's hilt just below the cross-piece, and slowly slid it out of the black ivory
scabbard, willing herself calm and sending the same thought to the sword.

The tiny flame that came forth licked quietly, burning low in response to her command. The elemental
bond of fire deep within her blazed, and she was one again with the sword; its song filled her soul as her
mind cleared.

She looked at the child again, trying to imagine his tragic birth, the hasty exit of his mother's tortured
soul to the light as his came forward, some eight or nine years before, if she had gauged correctly. Tears
of sympathetic anger sprang to her eyes and she imagined the woman writhing in the grip of the agony she
no doubt felt, an agony that had begun with her violation a year or more before, and had no doubt been
with her through each day of the fourteen-month Liringlas gestation.

Her hands began to tremble, though she didn't know why, and she heard the harsh, multitoned voice
of Manwyn speak in her ear yet again.
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I cean unnatural child born of an unnatural act. Rhapsody, you should beware of childbirth: the mother
dhall die, but the child dhall live.

What did the wyrmkin mean? Rhapsody wondered hazily. Was this the child? Or was it the Lirin
baby not yet born? Or did Manwyn's prophecy have something to do with her?

Concentrate on the child before you.

Rhapsody shook her head, clearing it instantly. In the depth of her being she had heard a voice, one
she had never heard before. Perhaps it was the voice of the sword itself; Oelendra had told her many
months before, during her training, that when she bore the sword it had a voice, a voice that was silenced
when the sword and Seren, the star it was formed from, were parted forever. Perhaps, however, it was
just the voice of her own reason speaking to her, refocusing her.

She smiled at Aric again. "One more? Will you try one more for me, Ark?"

'Aye." His voice was almost inaudible.

'Good. Now, sing this for me: Y pippin."My baby .

T pippin, the boy sang, his voice breaking.

Both women examined the leg again. At the edge of the festering wound, where the skin had been
red, the inflammation receded before their eyes, the pus-filled center clearing to a darker red, the black
changing to pink. The wound was still there, but even in the weak light of the campfire it was obvious that
it was better than it had been.

"Well, would you look at that," Oelendra murmured.

Tknew he was special when we first found him," Rhapsody said fondly. "Proof that out of the most
evil of moments, good can still come."

Oelendra patted the child and stood abruptly. She stared across the fire ring to the tree where
Achmed had tethered Vincane.

'And what do we have here?" she asked.

"Two whores and the ugliest bastard in the world," the boy replied with a sneer.

With exaggerated slowness Oelendra walked across the clearing and crouched down in front of
Vincane, leveling her gaze into his eyes. The muscles of her back rippled with threat as she studied his
face. Even from where she stood Rhapsody could see Vincane wilt under the Lirin champion's stare; she
chuckled, having been the recipient on more than one occasion of that martial glance, a deathly calm,
intent look that pierced to the soul from gray eyes that had seen more destruction than the imagination
could allow.

'Pardon me," Oelendra said steadily. "I'm afraid I didn't hear you. What did you say?"

The boy tried to scoot back even farther into the tree, his insolence gone, panic taking hold.

"Your name," Oelendra said.
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'Vincane," the boy said; his voice cracked a little.

"'Well, how very nice to meet you, Vincane. [ am sure we are going to make fine traveling
companions. I trust [ will not have to take you to task during our journey, now, will I?"

"No," the boy said hastily.

T thought not." She returned to the fire, where Rhapsody was tucking a camp blanket around Aric,
and nodded toward Achmed, who joined them after checking Vincane's bonds.

"You are off to get the others, then?" Oelendra asked. "Yes," Rhapsody replied.

'As many as we have time for," Achmed interjected, shifting into ancient Lirin after a meaningful glance
at the captive. "We had hoped to capture the gladiator at or after the winter festival, but that is impossible
now." Oelendra nodded. "Where are you off to next?" Rhapsody cast a glance at both children; Aric was
fast asleep, and Vincane appeared to be dozing lightly, but it was hard to tell if he was merely pretending.

"The Hintervold," she replied. "Rhonwyn said that there were two children there, and one in Zathiel.
The others are in Roland and the Nonaligned States, closer to you. We should be able to get all of them
but the oldest before the baby is born; we'll determine what to do to obtain the gladiator after that."

Achmed exhaled in annoyance. He spoke little Ancient Lirin, but he had been expecting her words.

"'We may not even get all the others. Winter is deepening daily. A few more complications like we had
in Yarim, and we will have to abandon one, possibly more."

"No," Rhapsody said firmly. "We are going to get them all. We have to. Someone has to. They're just
children."

"They are not children, they're abominations," Oelendra interjected. Both Rhapsody and Achmed
looked at her in surprise. "I cannot believe this is not clear to you, Rhapsody. Look at them—whether
they are sweet and shy, or nasty and brutish, they are half-demon—can't you see it?"

Achmed smiled slightly. "Thank you." He turned to Rhapsody. "Perhaps now that you have heard this
from someone other than me you will listen."

Tm dumbfounded," Rhapsody murmured after a moment. "This is something I've come to expect
from Achmed, but never from you, Oelendra. How can you curse these children with the association of
their father, any more than they already are cursed? They're just children, like they would be if their father
were a thief or a murderer. Look at Aric. He'sLiringlas , for gods' sake!"

'His mother was Liringlas," Oelendra said seriously. "Heis an abomination with Liringlas ancestry;'tis
not the same. Somewhere in the veins of both those children runs the blood of the demon, Rhapsody, a
F'dor. You apparently do not grasp what this means.

'In the old days there were far more F'dor, but their numbers were finite. A whole pantheon of them
existed, with the most powerful of them even being catalogued in old manuscripts by name and
tendencies. Upworld, or in the vault of the netherworld, if they were killed by a Dhracian while in
corporeal form,'twas one fewer to plague the world.
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"Now, however, one very clever F'dor has found a way for its blood to reproduce without having to
diminish its power by breaking open any of its own to do so. Tis a most disturbing turn of events.
Through the Rakshas the F'dor has perpetuated its demonic line, which opens a very dangerous door to
the future, and what we may have to face one day very soon.

'T know when you look at them you see children. You must learn to look deeper, and see what is
really there, lurking beneath the surface, even in the sweetest of them. Otherwise you may be caught
unaware."

Rhapsody exhaled. "Please tell me I am not making a mistake entrusting them to you," she said, her
voice calm but her eyes shining with intensity. "We need to stay the course, to follow the plan. If we can
get them to the Lord and Lady Rowan, and if they can separate out the demon blood, we will not only
have the means to find the demon, but the children should be freed from whatever evil taint they now
carry. They will be saved from the damnation of the vault, of being eternally demonic. But I need you to
be honest with me, Oelendra; can you keep a cool head about this? Because if you can't,  need to come
up with another plan. I will not allow your hatred of the F'dor to jeopardize their safety."

Anger burned in the Lirin champion's eyes. "Am I to imagine that you just questioned my ability to
keep a cool head?" Rhapsody exhaled and crossed her arms.

Oelendra pressed again, her body tensing. "Say what you mean, Rhapsody."

T just did," Rhapsody replied tonelessly. "You hate the F'dor to the exclusion of all other motivations.
I need you to see your part in this as not just assisting Achmed to find the demon, but to help shelter and
protect these children as well. They may be demon-spawn, but they were born of innocent women, and
they have immortal souls. I need you to remember that. You cannot allow them to be the target of your
hatred of their father. Elsewise we are no better than the demon itself." A humorous twinkle entered her
eyes. "There is my answer to your question. If it would help you hear it better I could set it to music and
play it on my lute—oh, wait. Now, what happened to that lute again?"

Oelendra blinked, then winced, then succumbed to a guilty chuckle, remembering how she had
smashed the instrument into kindling in a rage over the demon. Rhapsody laughed and put her arms
around her mentor. "Forgive me?" she asked as she embraced Oelendra. "For speaking the truth?"
Oelendra replied. "No one, especially a Namer, should apologize for that. And you have my vow,
Iliachenva'ar—I will protect them with my life."

'T know you will," Rhapsody whispered in her ear. She gave Oelendra's broad shoulders a final
squeeze, then turned back to Achmed as Oelendra went to ready her horses. "Did you feed Vincane?"
"To what?" "Not humorous. Oelendra needs to leave forthwith, and we have to be on our way as well."

'He wasn't particularly cooperative, but he has inhaled soup through various holes in his head. I was
tempted to make a few more."

"Well, it probably won't hurt for him to be hungry until Oelendra makes camp again."
While Achmed tied the apprentice across one of the roans' saddle, Oelendra came back to Rhapsody
and handed her a small cage made of reeds. In it a black winterbird fluttered, then settled into a curious

stare.

'Here's another avian messenger for you. I will bring one to you at each meeting place, so you can tell
me where you will be."
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"Thank you," Rhapsody said, embracing Oelendra again. "Please know that I do appreciate all that
you are doing to help us, and regret the danger in which we are putting you. But you were the only one |
knew that would be able to accomplish this successfully."

'T am honored by the trust of the Iliachenva'ar," Oelendra replied, smiling as Achmed hoisted Aric
over her own mount to ride with her, far away from Vincane. "Look after yourself, Rhapsody—I fear
that there may be eyes on these children."

"There are. And they are the best eyes that they could ever wish to be watching over them. Travel
safely. I will notify you when we have the next two."

Oelendra nodded, then looked up into Achmed's face again. They stared at each other for another
moment; then Oelendra nodded, mounted, and rode off; holding the reins of Vincane's horse tightly as
she went.

'By the way," she called to Achmed over her shoulder as she left, "once this is over I expect you to
repay me by sending her to help unite the divisive factions of the Lirin kingdom again. We will need every
Lirin soul ready for what is to come."

Achmed hid a smile as Rhapsody waved back. What the Lirin champion did not know was that he
had already repaid her a lifetime ago by not accepting any of the multitudinous contracts on her life he
was offered back in the old world.

THE OLD CYMRIAN FORGES, YLORC

Gunthor rounded the bend in the dark corridor with his two aides-decamp, whistling cheerfully. He
was in fine fettle on this particular morning; the watches had all gone well, the recruits were coming nicely
to heel, the reinforcements in the Hidden Realm and the great watchtower of Griwen Post were
performing to expectation. He was on his way to his last stops on his morning inspection tour, the two
enormous forges where the weapons were produced for export and for the armament of the Firbolg
army.

The former was the first stop; this was a commercial smithy, and the product it put forth was confined
to the less sophisticated designs that he and Achmed had decided were safe to allow into the hands of
their trading partners in Roland.If they were anything that resembled a threat I might not have considered
giving them access to even these crude weapons , Achmed had recounted to him and to Rhapsody over
a bottle of wine provided by Lord Stephen as a gift to celebrate the trade agreement last spring.But as far
as I can see, Roland won't pose a problem until it unites, and, even then, they'd break themselves on the
mountain before we'd have to teach them another lesson. Putting these inferior weapons into the trade
stream may make them overconfident, give them a false idea of what we are capable of making . The
king had spun his wine in his glass, then downed it.No, I'm not worried about Roland , he had said,
gazing through the glass at the fire.Sorbold, on the other hand, will always worry me .

The better of the weapons, those made in the second forge, were Achmed's original designs: a heavy
but well-balanced throwing knife with three blades; short, compact crossbows with extra recoil for use in
the tunnels of Ylorc; split arrowheads and heavy darts for blowguns, balanced and designed for deeper
penetration; midnight-blue steel drawknives which were really razor-edged hooks that replaced the
makeshift close-combat weapons of many Bolg; and of course the disks of his own cwellan, the strange,
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asymmetrical weapon he had crafted back on the Island of Serendair and had used to ply his trade of
assassination very successfully so long ago.

Grunthor smiled at the blast of heat that slapped his face as he came into the first of the weapons
foundries. He looked up with pride at the half-dozen tiered galleries of anvils and fires. Long-dead
Gwylliam had designed the smithy complex as if he thought to work there himself. The forges were
attached to a central ventilation system that drew the soot gently rumbling through the cacophony, high
toward the peaks where the heat was made use of elsewhere before it escaped. The damper system
allowed the individual forges to be controlled by teams of only two or three workers each, supported by
some few dozen water carriers and coal-hod bearers. In addition to the natural bellows of the flume,
each forge had its own crank bellows, the action of which also drew cooler air for the general circulation,
and made the place seem less like an inferno and more like the practice hall for some genius if lunatic
orchestra.

The forgemaster handed him the inventory records, and watched anxiously as Grunthor reviewed
them, then checked the lines of artisans who were smelting and hammering, filing and tempering. He
counted each of the finished weapons against the inventory list, and found all accounted for. In addition,
the number of culls had dropped considerably from where it had been during training; they were learning.

Satisfied, he returned the inventory to the forgemaster and turned to the craftsmen.

'All right, gents, good work. Keep it up, eh?"

He returned the salute of the forgemaster and strode off with his aides-de-camp, singing a tavern song
as he left. His ringing bass echoed up the mountain hall before him, warning the next group of smiths of
his imminent arrival.

She 'as eyes as big as two fried eggs

And skin as green as the sea

If you open your coin purse, she'll open her legs,

She's my girl in Ter-i-lee.

As the sound of his voice drifted away, three of the Bolg forge handlers exchanged a quick glance,

then returned to their work in the flickering shadows of the pure, intense fire that came directly from the
heart of the Earth.

NIMETH, NORTHWESTERN SORBOLD

bell that signaled die back door had opened jangled sharply. Old Ned the tinker had closed up shop
several hours before, and had settled down before the fire grate with a pint of stout and a bowl of lamb
stew. Immediately he reached next to the fire for one of his hammers. He rose with a creak and patted
the hammer before hiding it within die folds of his stained leather apron; Old Ned was in his twilight
years, but still possessed of muscular arms and a strong grip.

"Who is ye? Who be there?"
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In the weak fireshadows cast by die coals in die grate two faces appeared near the back door. Even
in the dark they appeared hirsute and coarse, though not as coarse as one might have expected die faces
of Bolg to be, or at least so Old Ned diought. They stared at Ned thoughtfully, as they always did,
serious but not threatening.

Old Ned smiled and put down the hammer.

'Well, good evening, my lads," he said, rubbing the chill from his hands. "Reckon'tis been at least a
month since last you came. Have ya brought me the last of the goods?"

The men exchanged a glance without taking their eyes off him, then pulled forth an oilskin sack tied
with string from the darkness between them. They dropped it onto the planks against the back wall that

served as a counter, then retreated to a safe distance back into the shadows.

Old Ned hobbled nimbly over to the counter, undid the string, and pulled the sack open eagerly.
Impatient, he upended it onto the planks and cackled aloud with glee at its contents.

A strange, circular, three-bladed throwing knife, similar to the small ones they had brought a few
months before but much heftier; a pair of long, broad swords with splayed, layered metal tips; and a
shiny disk, thin as a butterfly's wing but sharp as a razor.

Weapons of Bolg manufacture.

'Ha!" shouted Old Ned, unable to contain his excitement. "Beauties, boys, beauties! They'll fetch a
fine price indeed." His eyes were glowing with avarice as they searched the shadows to find the dark
faces once more. He picked up the whisper-thin circle.

Tl need but two more of these, and then we will have a bargain fulfilled, yes we will."

"No." The word spat forth from one of the shadows deeper in the room than he expected; Old Ned
turned and saw the eyes in one angular face glaring back at him. "Now. Give."

Old Ned drew himself up to his full height and picked up the hammer again. He focused on the eyes in
the dark, staring the man down like a stag or a rat in the gutter.

'Sod off," he snarled. " set the price, andl decide when it's eno—

His voice choked off as a blade, thin as a ribbon and curved, was pressed against his neck from
behind by the second Bolg.

'Geep-auck-" Old Ned sputtered. "Please-"
'Give now," his captor intoned in a harsh voice. "You have weapons. Give now."
"Yes!" Old Ned squeaked, coughing raggedly. "I will! T will! Let go!"

He lurched forward as the Bolg released him, then staggered to the counter, which he gripped with
both hands and leaned his head over, panting.

"It's—it's back here," he muttered, walking behind the counter. He reached beneath it, making sure to
be able to see both Bolg, then drew forth a battered metal pot, plain of design, with a broken handle. He

Page 68



tossed it weakly to the Bolg who had held him captive.

"

'Don' know what ya want it fer," he mumbled. "Ugly as sin. Not worth nothin'.

The Bolg who held the pot examined it quickly, checking the inside, then nodded quickly to the other.
They slipped into the shadows, making no sound with the jangling chimes as they disappeared out the
back door.

Old Ned muttered a fine string of curses as he rubbed his neck, then turned his attention to the Bolg
weapons. He could not imagine for all the world why anyone would be willing to trade such unique, finely
made armaments for a pot that was no more than a piece of rubbish.Proof of what is said about the Bolg
, he thought as he held the shiny disk up to the dying fire's light.

Not a grain of sense among them, but they sure make fine weapons.

WINTER FESTIVAL, HAGUEFORT, PROVINCE OF NAVARNE

Che line of carriages outside the rosy brown gates of Haguefort stretched for as far as the eye could
see. A great convergence of wagons choked the entrance to Haguefort, squeezing in between the two
slender bell towers that marked the beginning of Stephen Navarne's lands, slowing the coaches to a
crawl.

The holy man sighed inwardly and sipped his cordial.Patience , he reminded himself, glancing out the
carriage window at the billowing banners of colored silk that adorned the bell towers, flapping merrily in
the icy breeze. His constant admonition to his inner demonic voice, wheedling and restless.

Patience.

He had chosen to remain in his wheeled coach, rather than switch to one of the sleighs proftered at
the eastern border of Navarne by the duke's servants, under the theory that Stephen's well-maintained
roads and thoroughfares would provide swifter passage to Haguefort than the thin snowpack crusting the
fields and rolling hills. He had misjudged the temperature, which had remained warm through a full day of
intense snowfall followed by rain, and then dropped overnight, freezing the fields of the province into a
sheet of glare ice that would have been well suited to a horse-drawn glider.

Now he was caught amid a great mass of carriages, wagons, and foot traffic. The braying of animals
being brought to the carnival along with the clamor of human voices raised in excitement was enough to
make him gulp his brandy in the hope that it would drown out the cacophony of merriment all around him.
Patience .

Soon all things would be set in motion. Soon his wait would be over.

Soon his patience would be rewarded.

Stephen Navarne squinted in the sun, then shielded his eyes and followed the outstretched finger of
Quentin Baldasarre, the Duke of Bethe Corbair. Baldasarre was pointing from where they stood at the

hillside height of the castle gates down the vast lines of sight to the road below.

"There! I think I see Tristan's coach—it's logjammed in the middle there, right between your two bell
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towers out front," Quentin said, dropping his arm when Stephen nodded in agreement. "Poor
bastard—I'll wager he's trapped in there with Madeleine."

'Gods. Poor Tristan," said Dunstin Baldasarre, Quentin's younger brother.
Stephen suppressed a smile. "Shame on you both. Isn't Madeleine your cousin?"

Dunstin sighed comically. "Too true, I'm afraid to say," he said, shielding his face in feigned shame.
"But please, gentle lord, do not judge our family too harshly for producing her. No one save the All-God
is perfect."

"Though some of us are less so than others," said Quentin, draining his mug of spiced rum.

The carriages were discharging their passengers slowly now to keep them from being trampled by the
wagons of townsfolk. Stephen motioned to Gerald Owen, his chamberlain.

'Owen, send the third regiment to see if they can direct some of the wagon traffic to the forest road
and through the western gates," he said. He waited until Owen had nodded his understanding and
departed, then turned to the Baldasarre brothers.

'If Tristan has his way, one day Madeleine will be our queen," he said seriously. "Perhaps it is best not
to joke so much at her expense."

"My, we're a grumpy old sod today, Navarne," said Dunstin thickly. "You apparently haven't had
enough of this lovely mulled wine."

"That's because you finished off a legion's worth all by your rotten self and there's none left for another
living soul," Quentin retorted before Stephen could say anything. "Next time perhaps we should just fill a
trough with it and let you guzzle with your snout in the trench. Souse."

"Well, Cedric is here, at last," said Stephen hastily as Dunstin gave Quentin an angry shove. "His
carriage is unloading now, along with the ale wagons of the count."

'Huzzah!" bellowed Dunstin. "Can you see which one is Andrew's?"

Stephen looked into the sun again and spied a tall young man, lean and darkly bearded, directing a
quartet of wagons loaded with wooden barrels. "The one in the front, taking to the forest road
now—there, can you see him?" He waved to the man, and received a quick wave in return. Lord
Stephen smiled.

Cedric Canderre, the Baldasarres' uncle and father of Madeleine Canderre, the Lord Roland's
intended, was duke and regent of the province that bore his name. Though his lands were not as
politically powerful as most of the other provinces, Cedric's arrival was always anticipated greatly at the
winter carnival.

The reason for this was twofold. First, Cedric Canderre was a merrymaker of great reputation, a
portly, jolly man with an appetite for all of the finer things in life and the excesses they could lead to.
When Madeleine's mother was alive, some of those appetites had been a source of great consternation
and occasional embarrassment to the family. Her untimely death had left the door open for Cedric to
delight in his indulgences, and he did so now with a vigor that was enjoyable to be around, especially at a
festival.
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The second, and probably more pressing, reason was the bounty of his province that came with him in
the wagons. Canderre was a realm that produced luxury items, amenities that were known throughout the
world for their unsurpassed quality, in particular various types of alcohol, wines, cordials, brandies, and
other distillations. Cedric's merchants charged high prices for these goods, and paid no tariffs to his
interprovincial trading partners, so the free distribution of these rare and pricey treasures at Stephen's
carnival was always anticipated with great excitement.

Sir Andrew Canderre, the Viscount of Paige, the northeastern region of Canderre that lay at the
borders of Yarim and the Hintervold, was Cedric's eldest son and primary councilor, and a good friend
of Stephen Navarne.

Count Andrew was the diametric opposite of his father; where Cedric was stout and moved with a
portly man's gait, Andrew was lean and nimble, often working long hours beside the merchants and
carters of his province. He was also known to participate in the manual labor that sustained his holdings;
the stables and barns of the nobleman were legendary for their cleanliness. Where Cedric was
self-indulgent, humorous, and quick-tempered, Andrew was wry, generous, and patient. Between them
the House of Canderre was well regarded, in Roland, across the sea, and around much of the sea-trading
world. Stephen shielded his eyes again as his smile broadened; Sir Andrew was making his way toward
them, having arranged his caravan's passage through the keep's gates.

"Looks to be another good one, Stephen," he said, extending his hand. "Well met, Andrew," Lord
Stephen answered, shaking it. "Well, there he is, the Ale Count, the Baron of the Brewery, the Lord of
Libations," slurred Dunstin, extending a tankard to him. "Impeccable timing, as always, Sir Jrew. You're
just in time to spare us from this inferior swill of Stephen's. Have a swig and you'll see what I mean."

'As always, a pleasure to see you as well, Dunstin," said Sir Andrew dryly. "Quentin."

'Jrew, you're looking well; good winter to you," said Quentin. "How's your intended, Lady Jecelyn of
Bethe Corbair?"

'Good health to you, sir, and may next year's solstice find you the same," replied Andrew. "Jecelyn is
well, thank you. Stephen, may I impose on your time for a moment? I want to make certain the carters
deliver the casks to where you want them."

'Of course. Gentlemen, please excuse us." Stephen bowed politely to the Baldasarre brothers, took
Andrew's elbow, and led him down the path to the buttery of the keep where the forest road entered.

"Thank you," he said to Andrew as soon as they were out of earshot. "My pleasure."

, the Invoker of the Filids, smiled as he watched the Patriarch's benisons exit their carriages to the
lilting strains of Stephen's court orchestra carried on the wind. The various Blessers had arrived as much
as five hours apart, yet some had remained in their carriages all that time in order to ensure that they
made a proper entrance. Word from Sepulvarta had indicated that the Patriarch was in his last days, and

rumors were flying hot and fierce among the nobility and the clergy alike as to who the successor would
be.

The first to leave his carriage was Ian Steward, brother of Tristan Steward, the Lord Roland. He was
the Blesser of the provinces of Canderre and Yarim, though his basilica, Vrackna, the ringed temple of
elemental fire, was located in the province of Bethany. Bethany, the capital seat, sent some of its faithful
to worship in the basilica of the Star, Lianta'ar, the Patriarch's own basilica in the holy city-state of
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Sepulvarta.

Despite Tristan's influence, it was unlikely in Llauron's opinion that the Patriarch would choose Ian as
his successor. While a likable man of seemingly good heart, lan Steward was fairly young and
inexperienced to be given such a tremendous responsibility. Still, he might be the Patriarch's choice just
for that youth. Several of the other benisons were almost as old as the Patriarch, and would bring an
inescapable instability when they themselves passed on to their rewards in the Afterlife a few years hence.

Two of the best examples of this problem were the next to disembark, and they did so together,
leaning on each other for support. Lanacan Orlando, the heartier of the two, was the Blesser of Bethe
Corbair, and held services in his city beneath the holy bell tower in the beautiful basilica of Ryles
Ced-elian, the cathedral dedicated to the wind. Quiet and unassuming, L.anacan was known as a talented
healer, perhaps as talented as Khaddyr, but he was nervous around crowds and not particularly
charismatic. Llauron did not judge him to be a likely successor, either, and was fairly certain that Lanacan
would be relieved to see himself off the list as well.

Colin Abernathy, the Blesser of the Nonaligned States, to the south, who leaned on Lanacan as they
made their way across the icy path, was older and frailer than his friend, but more politically powerful. He
had no basilica in which to hold services, a fact that often occurred to Llauron as he ruminated on who
the host of the F'dor might be. A demonic spirit would not be able to stand in a place of blessed ground,
and each of the basilicas were the holiest of blessed ground. The five elements themselves consecrated
the ground on which they were built. Even a F'dor of tremendous power should not be able to stand in
such a place.

But Colin Abernathy didn't have to. His services were held in an enormous arena, an unblessed
basilica, where he tended a congregation of many diverse groups of followers—Lirin from the plains,
Sorbold citizens too far from their own cathedral to make the pilgrimage, seafarers in the fishing villages
ever farther south, and a general population of malcontents.

Abernathy had been the second choice to succeed the last Patriarch, losing out to the current one,
and so was long known to grumble about the leadership of the church. If he was the F'dor's host, he
would be looking around to find a younger host body soon, Llauron knew. But the Invoker was more
inclined to believe that the beast clung not to a member of the clergy, but to one of the provincial leaders,
which opened the possibility of it even being his dear friend Stephen Navarne.

The fourth benison chose a moment of great fanfare to disembark from his carriage. Philabet
Griswold, the Blesser of Avonderre-Navarne, who held sway over the great water basilica Abbat
Mythlinis, was younger than either of the two elderly benisons, while still old enough to claim the wisdom
of advanced years. He was pompous and self-important; Llauron found his arrogance alternately
infuriating and amusing. Griswold had made no secret of his desire to be Patriarch, and had waited until
the holy anthem of Sepulvarta was being played to alight from his carriage. His timing was impeccable; it
seemed as if the anthem were playing in his honor.

The dark face of Nielash Mousa, the Blesser of Sorbold, resembled a thundercloud as he stepped out
of his coach a moment behind Griswold. Their rivalry for the Patriarchy, long kept secret for political
purposes, was now all but an open contest for the clerical throne of Sepulvarta. Mousa had come up
from his arid land, braving the snow and bad traveling conditions for the opportunity to gain exposure at
the winter carnival. His basilica was the only one of the five elemental cathedrals not within the territory of
Roland; Ter-reanfor, the temple of earth, lay deep within the southern Teeth in Sorbold, hidden within the
Night Mountain. His candidacy for the Patriarchy was an uphill battle, and Llauron knew it. The contest
between Mousa and Griswold was shaping up to be a bloody one.
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'Ah, Your Grace, I see you've arrived safely! Welcome!" Stephen's voice carried tones of genuine
pleasure, and Llauron turned, smiling, to greet the young duke.

'Good solstice, my son," he said, clasping Stephen's hand. He surveyed the festival grounds, with their
bright pageantry set against the pristine field of virgin snow under a clear blue sky. "It looks to be a
marvelous fete, as always. What is the official snow sculpture this year?"

"They've done a scale model of the Judiciary of Yarim, Your Grace." Llauron nodded approvingly. "A
beautiful building, to be certain. I shall be fascinated to see how they managed to make the snow hold up
in minarets."

'May I offer you a brandy? Count Andrew Canderre has brought a fine supply, and a special cask in
particular." Stephen held out a silver snifter. "I saved you some of the reserve."

The Invoker's face lit up, and he took the brandy happily. "Bless him, and you, my son. Nothing like a
little warmth in the depth of winter."

'l see your chiefs are here as well; very good," said Stephen, waving to Khaddyr as the healer came
into sight from behind the white guest tents. "Is it possible that I actually see Gavin among them?"

Llauron laughed. "Yes, indeed, the planets must be aligned this solstice, and Gavin's schedule allows
him to be here; amazing, isn't it?"

'Indeed! There he is, behind Lark. And Ilyana, there with Brother Aldo. I'm so glad you all could
make it."

Llauron leaned forward and whispered conspiratorially into Stephen's ear. "Well, the place iscrawling
with benisons. I had to bring all the Filidic leaders just to prevent a possible mass conversion away from
the True Faith."

C,'ristan Steward extended his hand to his fiancee and assisted her gently down from their carriage,
struggling to keep from losing control and tossing her, face-first, into the deepest snowbank he could find.

I've died, and the Underworld looks exactly like this one, only I am doomed to spend Eternity in the
constant presence of this soul-sucking witch, he thought wearily. What damnable evils could I have
possibly committed to deserve this ? He had learned a new skill, the skill of half-listening, on the trip from
Bethany to Stephen's keep, and since Madeleine's endless nattering had shown no sign of abating, even
as she descended the steps of the coach, he employed it now.

He glanced about the ground of Haguefort and the fields beyond, glistening in the fair light of
midmorning. Nature and Stephen had done well by each other. Sparkling jewels of ice, left over from the
storm of the previous night, adorned the branches of the trees that lined the pathways of the keep, frosted
with cottony clouds of fresh snow. Stephen, in turn, had decorated Haguefort's twin guardian bell towers
with shining white and silver banners proclaiming the symbol of his House, and had dressed the tall
lampposts that were carefully placed throughout the keep's courtyard and walkways with long spirals of
white ribbons, which spun slowly like sedate maypoles in the stiff breeze. The effect was enchanting.

In the distance the fields had been groomed for the sleigh races and other contests of wintersport,
with large tents erected to house the cookfires and the thousands of common folk from outside the
province. Bright banners in every color of the rainbow adorned the rolling fields down to the newly built
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wall that his cousin hoped would offer protection to his lands and subjects. Tristan could see the
enormous bonfire pit being stocked with dry brush for the celebratory blaze that would take place on the
last evening, a conflagration for which the festival's host was famous.

The bite of the fresh winter wind stung his nose, and he caught the scent of hickory chips burning. It
was a smell that reminded him of childhood, and the festivals of Stephen's father. As boys he and his
cousin and their friends, Andrew Canderre, the Baldasarre brothers, Gwydion of Manosse, dead twenty
years now, and a host of others had looked forward to the solstice each year with an excitement
unmatched by any other event. His eyes burned with the poignant memory.

More painful than any other in their sweetness were the memories of Prudence. His childhood friend,
his first lover, a laughing peasant girl with strawberry curls and a wicked sense of humor, his confessor,
his conscience. In the days of his youth she was part of the Wolf Pack, as he and his friends were called,
participating with them in the sled races and the tugs-of-war, the pie eatings and the snow battles.
Matching them, besting them. Stealing the hearts of his mates. Prudence. How he had loved her then,
with a young boy's innocence blossoming into something deeper.

Tristan's throat caught as he and Madeleine passed Haguefort's main portico, the place where in those
days Prudence had waited for him at night to slip away from his family's guest rooms within the keep,
where the nobility stayed. He could always spy her from the balcony, a glint of shining red-blond curls in
the torchlight, waiting for him, and him alone. Even years later, when the dukedom passed to him, and
she was his servant, she still awaited him in the portico, watching furtively, giggling madly when he finally
slipped away to her, finding a hiding place to make secret love among the thousands of drunken revelers,
celebrating their youth, their bond, their lives.

How he loved her still. Her brutal death at the hands of the Bolg had taken the joy out of him, joy he
had never realized really always belonged to Prudence, that he was merely borrowing. Without her his
days were filled with melancholy and guilt, because it was his own selfishness that had brought about her
death. He had sent her into the jaws of the monsters, and she had never returned.

None of his friends and fellow dukes, not even Stephen, believed that her murder was the work of the
Bolg, no matter how hard he had tried to convince them.But that will be over soon , he thought grimly.
Soon the arguments would end.

"Tristan?"

He blinked, and forced a smile as he looked down into Madeleine's unpleasantly angular face.

"Yes, dearest?"

His fiancee exhaled in annoyance. "You haven't heard a thing I've said, have you?"

Rotely Tristan lifted her gloved hand to his lips and kissed it.

'Darling, I've been hanging on your every word."

Q) or all that the elite and influential of Roland utilized Stephen's festival to make public shows and

secret bargains, it was the common folk for whom it was actually held. Winter was a harsh and difficult
time in most of Roland, a season in which the average citizen withdrew into his dwelling, having battened
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it down as much as possible, and struggled to survive the bitter months. The carnival gave them an
opportunity to celebrate the season before winter gave them reason to rue it, as it did every year.

Stephen counted on the annual pattern of weather to allow the carnival to take place at the mildest
part of early winter, and with one exception in twenty years, he had been successful. His friendship with
the Invoker of the Filids, the religious order that worshiped nature, granted him access to their
information about upcoming storms and thaws, freezing winds and snowfalls, so their impressive ability to
predict the weather ensured a successful event. Indeed, it was commonly believed that the Filidic order
not only studied and predicted the weather, but had it in their power to control it as well, especially the
Invoker. If that was the case, they exercised a good deal of largesse on Stephen's behalf, judging by the
consistently fine weather his solstice festival enjoyed.

The first two days of the festival were marked by the pageantry of it, with games and races, contests
and performances, dancing and merrymaking fueled by excesses of fine food and drink.

The third and final day was the religious observance of the solstice, with ceremonies in both canons. It
was here that the religious posturing went on, Filid against Patrician, all very subtle, and worse since the
Patriarch had begun to decline. In years when the Invoker predicted a storm or harsh weather before the
solstice and better weather following it, the order of events at the carnival was switched, and the religious
observances were held first, with the festival in the two days following. When this occurred the carnival
was invariably spoiled, so Stephen was pleased that the weather had cooperated this year, allowing the
festivities to happen first.

Now he sat on the reviewing platform with Tristan, Madeleine, and the religious leaders, who were all
talking among themselves, watching the various races and games, occasionally joining in one himself.

His son, Gwydion Navarne, had proven adept at Snow Snakes, a contest where long smooth sticks
were launched through icy channels hollowed out in the snow. Stephen had abandoned royal protocol
and had danced excitedly at the fringes of the competition, hooting and cheering Gwydion through the
semifinals and consoling him at his loss in the end. The boy had not really needed any consolation; he had
broken into a sincere smile at the announcement of the winner, a redheaded farm lad named Scoutin, and
extended a gracious hand of congratulations.

As the lads shook, it was all Stephen could do to hold back tears of pride and loss.How like
Gwydion ofManosse and me they look , he thought, thinking back to his childhood friend, Llauron's only
son. He glanced behind him at the Invoker, who must have been sharing the thought by the smile and nod
that he gave Stephen.

He was now anxiously awaiting the outcome of Melisande's race, a comical contest where small
sleds, on which a fat sheep was placed, were tied to the participants' waists with a rope. The object of
the race required both child and sheep to make it across the finish line together, but this afternoon the
sheep had other plans. Melly's merry giggle was unmistakable; it wafted over his head on the steamy air
as she toppled into the snow yet again, then set off back toward the starting gate, chasing a bleating ewe.

She came reluctantly into her father's arms and was swathed in a rough wool blanket handed to him
by Rosella, her governess.

'Father,please ! I'm not cold, and we're going to miss the making of the snow candy!"

'Snow candy?" Tristan asked, smiling. "That brings back memories, Navarne." Madeleine raised an
eyebrow, and the Lord Roland turned her way. "You must try some, darling, it's marvelous. The cooks
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heat enormous vats of caramel sugar to boiling, then drizzle it in squiggles onto the snow where it hardens
in the cold; then they dip it in chocolate and almond cream. It becomes quite the melee to see who can
get some of the first batch."

'On thesnow?" Madeleine asked in horror.

"Not on the ground, m'lady," said Stephen quickly, tousling Melisande's hair in the attempt to shake
the look of surprise at Madeleine's reaction from her face. "Clean snow is gathered and laid out on large
cooking boards."

"Nonetheless, it sounds repulsive," Madeleine said.
Stephen rose as Tristan looked away and sighed.

'Come along, Melly. If we hurry we might get some of the first batch." He tried to avoid Tristan's face;
he couldn't help but notice that his cousin wore the look of a man who had lost the whole world.

On this, the feast of the longest night of the year, darkness came early, and none too soon. As the light
left the sky the merrymakers and revelers moved on to the celebratory dining, an event in and of itself.

Rosella stood in the shadow of the cook tent, watching the festivities with delight. Melisande and
Gwydion were chasing around beside their father near the open-air pit where four oxen were roasting
over the gleaming coals, filling the frosty air with merry laughter and joyful shrieking. While the children
were in his company the duke had dismissed her from her duties, suggesting she take in some of the
glorious sights of the festival. She had obeyed. Standing hidden, she was observing the glorious sight that
most delighted her heart.

From the day four years ago when she had been brought to Haguefort in her late teens to tend to the
children of the recently widowed duke, Rosella had been enamored of Lord Stephen. Unlike Lord
MacAlwaen, the baron to whom her father had originally indentured her, Lord Stephen was kind and
considerate, and treated her like a member of his family rather than as the servant that she was. He was
distantly pleasant at first; his young wife, the Lady Lydia Navarne, had been brutally murdered a few
weeks before, and Lord Stephen wandered around for a long time in a daze, tending to the
responsibilities of his duchy and family with the efficiency of one whose mind is engaged but whose soul is
elsewhere.

As time passed, the duke became more alive, as if waking from a long sleep, spurred mostly by the
need to be an effective father to his motherless children. Rosella's fondness for him continued to grow as
she witnessed his affectionate ministrations to Melisande and Gwydion, whom she loved as if they were
her own. Her daydreams were filled with the silly romantic impossibilities of class warfare, of the
unspannable chasm between lord and servant crumbling away, leaving a shining bridge between their two
lives. The fact that Lord Stephen was oblivious of her feelings allowed her the freedom to imagine as she
would, free of the guilt that a different reality might bring.

'Good solstice, my child."

Rosella started and backed into the fluttering fabric of the cook tent at the sound of the sonorous
voice. The rich scent of roasting meat filled her nose, along with a sour hint of burning flesh in fire.
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'Good solstice, Your Grace." Her heart pounded desperately against her ribs. She had not seen the
religious leader step out of the firepit's shadows. It was almost as if he had been part of the dancing
flames the moment before he had made himself known to her.

Lord Stephen's close ties to the religious leaders of both faiths, the Patriarchal canon and that of the
Filids, had made the presence of holy men common around the keep. Rosella, raised from childhood as a
Partriarchal adherent, was equally uncomfortable around both types of clergymen.

The holy man smiled, and put out his hand. Almost as if her hand had its own will, she felt her palm
rotate upward and her fingers open slowly. She could not tear her gaze away from the glistening eyes that
reflected the flames of the cookfire.

A tiny bag of soft cloth was dropped into her open palm.

T assume you know what to do with this, my child."

Rosella didn't, but her mouth answered for her.

"Yes, Your Grace."

The holy man's eyes gleamed red in the firelight. "Good, good. May your winter be blessed and
healthy; may spring find you the same."

"Thank you, Your Grace."
'Rosella?"

Rosella looked down to see Melisande tugging impatiently at her skirt. She glanced toward the
roasting oxen where the duke of Navarne and his son were watching her quizzically.

'Come, Rosella, come! The ox is ready to be carved, and Father said to invite you to sup with us!"
Rosella nodded dumbly, then turned back to where the holy man had stood, but he was gone.

Che campfires crackled in the darkness, sending tendrils of smoke skyward, mixed with the raucous
sounds of drunken singing and merry laughter echoing across the frosty fields of Haguefort. The noise of
celebration, wild and chaotic; it scratched against Tristan Steward's eardrums like a nail. He shook his
head, leaned back against the cold wall of the dark portico in which he was sitting, and took another swig
from the bottle of reserve port Cedric Canderre had slipped to him after the singing competition that
evening.

Once the orgiastic sounds of the winter festival had been sweet music to his ears. There was a sense
of sheer abandon that filled the air during the solstice, a heady, reckless excitement that stirred his blood.
Now, without Prudence there to share the thrill, the passion of it, it was nothing but cacophony. He was

drinking the port in great gulping swigs, hoping to drown out the din, or at least reduce it to a dull roar.

More than the noise of celebration, he was trying to silence the voice in his head. Tristan had long
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been unable to escape the whisper, or identify the one who had first spoken the words to him.

He vaguely recalled the day he first heard it. He thought it might have been after the awful meeting in
summer when he had summoned all the Orlandan clergy and nobility together in the vain attempt to
convince them to consolidate their armies and wreak vengeance on the Bolg, ostensibly for their attack
on his guards, but in truth retaliation for Prudence's brutal death. His fellow regents had thought him out
of his mind, had refused unanimously

—to support him, even his cousin, Stephen Navarne, who was as close to a brother as Tristan had
ever had.

It seemed to him that after that meeting someone had sought to console him—Stephen perhaps?No ,
he thought as he shook his head foggily.Not Stephen . Someone older, with kindly eyes that seemed to
burn a bit at the edges. A holy man, he thought, but whether he was of Sepulvarta or Gwyn-wood
Tristan had no idea. He struggled to make his mind bend around the image, to fill in the spaces around
those disembodied eyes, but his brain refused to listen. He was left with nothing more than the same
words, repeated over and over again whenever he was lost in silence.

You may be the one after all.

Tristan felt suddenly cold. It was a sensation he had remembered when he first heard the words, a
chill that belied the warmth in the holy man's eyes. He drew his greatcloak closer to him and shifted on
the cold stone bench, trying to warm his chilling legs.

The one for what'? he had asked.

The one to return peace and security to Roland. The one to have the courage to put an end to the
chaos that is the royal structure of this land and assume the throne. If you had dominion over all of
Roland, not just Bethany, you would control all of the armies you sought in vain to bring together today.
Tour fellows, the dukes, can say no to the Lord Regent. They could not refuse the king. Tour lineage is
as worthy as any of the others, Tristan, more so than most.

Acid burned now in the back of his throat, as it had then, the bitter taste of humiliation, of rejection.
Tristan took another swig from the bottle, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.

,'am not the one in need of convincing, Tour Grace , he had replied sourly.In case this morning's
fiasco didn't prove it, let me assure you that my fellow regents do not see the clarity of the succession

scenario that you do .

The eyes had smiled.Leave that to me, m'lord. Tour time will come. Just be certain that you are ready
when it does. And m'lord ?

Yes?
You will think about what I said, hmmm?

Tristan remembered nodding numbly. He had been true to his word; the voice had repeated itself
endlessly in his mind, in his dreams, whenever he was alone or in silence.

They could not refuse the king.
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Tristan took another blind swig, wiping the spillage off with the back of his greatcloak's coarse sleeve.

In the distance a woman laughed; Tristan looked up dully from his inebriated reverie. He could see
across the courtyard a pair of lovers running from pillar to post, hiding, laughing softly, crazily, shushing
each other in tipsy merriment. The woman's blond hair gleamed in the lamplight for a moment, then
disappeared with them into the shadows.

Like a fever breaking, the voice fell silent as Tristan's thoughts turned to his other obsession. He had
been bitterly disappointed when Stephen told him that none of the invited guests from the Bolglands had
come. The one respite from the torturous reality of having to spend the festival with Madeleine had been
the knowledge that Rhapsody would be there, too. Heat flushed through him, tightening in his groin and
spreading to his sweating palms, as he thought about her, leaving him almost sick with disappointment
that he had been misinformed.

Whenever his thoughts turned to her, the voice fell silent. It was almost as if she had claimed his mind
first, had set her imprint into his brain, staking it as her own. Whatever later spell had been cast upon him,
forcing him to constantly consider the softly spoken words, had not been powerful enough to overturn his
longings for her.

Slowly Tristan rose from the stone bench and stepped unsteadily out of the portico. Dawn would
come soon, and with it the early festivities of the carnival's second day. He left the empty bottle on the
bench and hurried out of the chill night air into the smoky warmth of Stephen's keep to his sleeping
chambers.

The wind howled around him as he left.

1Peep past the part of the night when any reveler still stood, two robed figures separately slipped out
to the fields. Hooded, the elder waited at the edge of the huge shadows cast by the waning bonfires. Also
hooded, the other man was forced into a vigorous walk, drawn to the meeting, a meeting of two holy
men on a holy night for an unholy purpose.

Clouds flickered overhead, doubling the darkness where neither moon nor firelight shone. At the edge
of Stephen Navarne's territory the light from the distant fires cast long shadows over the snowy field,
illuminating the woods. The eyes of the first cleric, the man who had stood waiting, reflected a similar
light, with a hint of red at the rims. He waited patiently while the other man caught his breath.

"My words resonated with you, I see. Thank you for meeting me, Your Grace."

The other man nodded.

"Until now you have not understood what you have been asked to do. You have merely followed the
compulsion, hmm?"

The second man's whisper was hoarse. "Yes."
'But now, now you are ready to understand, aren't you, Your Grace? Ready to participate in your
own destiny? I am so pleased that you have decided to accept my offer. And you are doing so of your

own free will? You understand what I am asking, and what I offer?"

'l believe I do, Your Grace." The words were thick.
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"Now, now, Your Grace, I meant no offense. I merely mean to ensure that you are aware of the
power that awaits you, in this world and the Afterlife."

"Yes." His voice had dropped to a whisper.
The reply was a whisper as well. "Unquestioned authority. Invulnerability. And Life unending."

"Yes."

'Good, good." In the darkness the tiny blade glittered.

The second man swallowed heavily and pulled back the sleeve of his robe, his eyes shining as brightly
as the blade.

'Just a drop to seal the bargain; then your position at the head of your order is secured."

The second man nodded, trembling, but not from the cold. The thin, needle-like blade punctured the
skin of his forearm swiftly, causing no pain. A crimson drop appeared, tiny at first, then welled to the size
of a bead of rain.

A gray head bent over his arm, and he shuddered as the first man placed his lips, warm and eager,
against the flesh of his forearm, then greedily inhaled the drop of blood. He felt a surge, a flash of fire that
rolled through him like a sexual climax, something that he was forbidden by the rules of the order.

The pit of his stomach had been boiling all night. The burning acid in his stomach abated miraculously,
leaving him dizzy and light-headed with relief. The sensation that had been twisting his stomach dissipated
out through his skull, leaving him feeling excited and strangely alive.

The first holy man smiled warmly.

"Welcome, my son. Welcome to thetrue faith. Once we have removed any impediments, you may do
with it as you will."

C _'he slaughter began just at the moment when the prizes for the sledge races were being awarded.

One of the most prestigious and hotly contested events of the winter carnival, the sledge races pitted
the sheer brute strength and speed of four-man teams against each other for the coveted prizes of a

full-cask of reserve Canderian whiskey, a salted roast ox, a hammered gold medallion, and bragging
rights throughout Roland.

Teams for the event were usually comprised of family members, and were awarded their booty
personally by Lord Stephen in a humorous ceremony full of pomp and pageantry, capped with a
grandiose procession around the festival grounds. The winning contestants sat in the place of honor atop
their heavy sledge, which was pulled by the members of the losing teams, to the triumphant strains of a
ceremonial march, amid tremendous fanfare, up to the base of the reviewing stand, where the winners
received their prizes.

The sledge races had long been one of Stephen Navarne's favorite events, and he stood now,
whistling and cheering along with the masses, as the winners tormented their opponents by hurling snow
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and hay from their lofty perch at the losers as they dragged the sledge around the festival grounds. A
good-natured snow fight had broken out at the turn, and Stephen laughed uproariously as the losing
teams began rocking the sledge back and forth, toppling the winners into the snowdrifts.

There was something immensely freeing to be watching an event outside of his new ramparts for the
first and only time during the carnival, Stephen decided. The wall had hampered the festival, had ensured
that the snow within the sheltered lands had become packed and tramped under the thousands of boots
that had trod upon it. The sledge races had required more room, and fresh snow, so the attendees had
ventured outside the wall through the eastern gate, and now stood in a wide, loose oval, encircling the
pristine snow of the back lands, the area past the wall. The freshness of the place was the perfect venue
for this last event. Once the prizes had been awarded the crowd would return inside the ramparts and the
feast would begin, culminating in what would surely be the best of his famous bonfires.

As he listened to the merry laughter of his children blending into the delayed roar of the crowd's mirth,
Stephen looked down for a moment at the medallion in his hand. The gold caught the light of the winter
sun and sent it reflecting around the vast open arena, coming to rest for a moment on Melisande's hair,
making her tresses gleam brightly. His eye was drawn to the medal once again, and then to the roasted
ox, wrapped in heavy burlap, smelling of rich spice and hickory smoke. A minor wave of surprise rippled
through him. The full-cask of whiskey was missing.

The duke cast a glance around for Cedric Canderre and spotted him, laughing, his arm draped loosely
around the waist of a local tavern wench. He shook his head and searched for Canderre's son instead.

'Andrew!" Stephen shouted to the Ale Count. Sir Andrew heard and turned from watching the
revelry. "The full-cask—it's not here."

Sir Andrew glanced up to the reviewing stand from his place nearby where he had been watching the
games, then nodded his understanding. He turned back to summon one of his manservants to fetch the
cask, but saw they were shouting encouragement to the snow-fight participants, whistling and hooting
with glee as the sledge capsized, tossing the head of the winning clan face-first into the snow. Unwilling to
interrupt their revelry, Andrew smiled and started toward the front gate of Haguefort to the east-west
thoroughfare, where the alewagon had been left.

Satisfied that the prize was on its way, Stephen turned his attentions back to the snow war unfolding
between the winners and losers of the sledge-race competition and their extended families. He rested his
hand on Melly's shoulder, winding his fingers through her bright curls, unknowingly savoring the last few
moments of her innocence.

ie, Jrew! Wait!"

Andrew sighed. Dunstin's voice was heavy with the sound of drink—ale, from the high tone of it,
calling to him from across Haguefort's inner courtyard.

Keenly mindful that the festival's host was about to award a prize that he didn't have in his possession,
Sir Andrew kept up the trot he had been maintaining, and waved to the younger Baldasarre brother.

'Can't, cousin," he shouted in return. "I have to get Stephen's prize for the sledge race."

"The full-cask?" Dustin called back as he struggled in vain to keep up, sliding on the slippery
courtyard. "Wait up! I'll help you! You can't lift it alone."
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Sir Andrew smiled to himself but didn't slow his pace. Despite his slight build he was strong and
hearty, fit from the heavy lifting work he routinely did in his own stables and cellars. He could hear
Dunstin, more used to a life of leisure as the wastrel brother of a duke, puffing behind him as he hurried
on.

"Wait, you sod!" the younger Baldasarre bellowed, causing Andrew to slow to a walk as he came to
the central gate, exhaling with irritation. "What's the matter—you're worried I'm going to liberate your
prize whiskey? You blackguard! Do I look like a highwayman to you?"

"No, Dunstin, you look like a petulant, drunken brat," Andrew replied, knocking the snow off that had
wedged about the heels of his boots. "It grieves me to know how much of my fine ale is sloshing around
in your fat belly at this moment."

Dunstin's red face showed no sign of being stricken by the soft-spoken count's unusually harsh words
as he came to a halt beside him in the gateway. "I amnot petulant," he said, resting his hands on his knees
and bending over slightly to catch his breath. "And itis fine ale, I'll grant you, too fine to be wasted on the
likes ofthat."" He inclined his head behind them to the east where the once-boundless vista of Navarne's
fields was black with the thousands of festivalgoers and grinned. "Let them drink Navarne's bilgewater,
or perhaps Bethany's. You should be saving the Canderian liquor for the nobility anyway."

'Only if that nobility is the winner of the sledge race, which I believe actually went to a family of smiths
from Yarim," Andrew retorted, starting down the long, wide set of stairs that led down to the
thoroughfare beyond. He nodded to the guards as he passed through the gate. The keep and its
surrounding battlements were all but empty, with the entire population of the duke's holdings in the back
lands, watching the races with much of the rest of Roland. "And by the way, Dunstin, if another of my
stablehands complains that you have been fornicating his adolescent daughter I will give him my blessing
to skewer you with the burning end of his branding iron. I may even hold you down while he does it.
Family loyalty can only tolerate so much, and you are a far ways past the limit."

'Ah, I understand now," said Dunstin, trotting down the stone stairs behind the count. "Lady Jecelyn is
still keeping you at bay, is she? Well, don't fret, old boy. The wedding isn't too far off—in fact, aren't you
planning it for just before Tristan's, a month or so hence?"

"Yes," said Andrew shortly. He came to a halt at the bottom of the steps and stared off to the south,
then shook his head and continued to cross the wide field that was the threshold of Stephen's keep.

"What is it?" Dunstin asked, finally beside him now, keeping pace. They had reached the alewagon,
unguarded except for the solitary driver.

Andrew shrugged.

T thought I saw something at the southern horizon, but it must have just been t