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Chapter One

Home, at last, Bard Alaire thought as he rode his mare through the open gates of Silver City. The
searing summer heat wrapped its arms around him even now, as the sun set behind the gresat capital of
Althea. Despite the bandana wrapped around his head, swest dripped onto his aready
perspiration-drenched clothing.

Shade and water will come soon enough, he thought, as the closing gate's shadow passed over
him.

Exhausted and thirsty, aswas his mare, he made for the nearest well. Alaire shared a bucket of
water with her before proceeding to the palace, wishing the news held gathered for his brother, King
Derek of Althea, had been more helpful than it was. It did little for his spiritsto deliver more evidence of
the Althean drought, as the kingdom aready had other problems.

Better to present my report now and get it over with, Alarethought grimly.

The Bard led hismare to a stable and started off towards the palace, an ominous, square structure
dominating the horizon. Merchants and tradesmen waved greetings but did not attempt conversation.

The guards a the front door bowed as they recognized him, alowing him to enter the palace
unchallenged. But, as Alaire had feared, King Derek wasin conference with someone. His temper short
and his patience fragile, he might have barged in unannounced if hed known who the king was spesking
with. But to do so would only have embarrassed himself; familiarity with the king, even when he was your
big brother, was something better expressed in private.

He sat on alumpy, padded bench in the galery and tried to relax. The summer heat had seized the
palace and ahot, muggy blast blew through the gdlery's open windows. Thiswas not the sort of summer
Alaire or anyone elsein Althea had expected, and it was certainly not one the Bard enjoyed.

"King Derek will see you now," ayoung servant said from the open doors of the roya chambers.
"Pleaseforgive thewait,” the boy said. "With the Situation asit is, we have been rather busy today.”

Bard Alaire nodded. He understood fully. "That isquite dl right,” he replied, starting for the door.
"I've seen firsthand what the problem is.”

Alaire recognized the two noblemen, representatives of the Farmer's Guild, asthey |eft theking's
chambers. Their long facestilted toward Alaire respectfully before they took their leave of the gdlery.

And | am nowhere close to finding a solution to the problem, Alarethought morosely ashe
entered his brother's chambers.

Two years of rule had added linesto Derek's face. When their father, King Reynard, had died after
alongillness, Derek was well prepared mentally for taking over the duties of the King, as he had beenin
training since he was thirteen. Emotionally, as Alaire recaled, Derek took moretimein adjusting to the
loss of their second parent; Grania, their mother, had died ayear earlier. Alaire's seven brothers had al



assumed the roles they'd been trained for, including war lord, seneschal and priest. Of these positions and
others, Alaire reasoned, the role of king would have to be the most difficult. Derek's sudden aging, and a
new swath of gray in his hair supported this,

"Dear brother," Derek said warmly, turning from the open window of his chambers, dong which
was along marble table with a pewter pitcher and tankards. "'l was expecting you back afortnight from
now," he added, with an audible touch of anxiety. Unsurprisingly, hisermine cloak hung from the gilded
throne, and he wore only atan silk shirt, light breeches and boots. The king's beard, usualy trimmed
negtly, had grown bushy lately, and Alaire suspected he might even consider shaving it off atogether if
this heat kept up. Derek's smile seemed forced as he embraced Alaire; the Bard had heard, since arriving
inthis part of Althes, that the king had been up a al hourslately, caming his staff and placating the
nobles. Alaire had assumed this had been arumor, but seeing his brother in person confirmed it.

And the news | bear will not improve the situation, Alarethought, forcing asmile of hisown.

"I saw what | needed to, on the Fox River," Alaire said, though what he had found was no river, but
atrickle of water running across along bed of mud. "The Stuation is as reported. The eastern region,
around the Fox in particular, has seen little rainfal since spring. The few crops that managed to sprout are
dying." Alaire paused, wondering how much detail he should go into. "The harvest will be very blesk; if
thereisoneat al."

Derek'sface fdl more, which Alaire would not have believed possible amoment before.

Alaretook aseat on along marble bench, which was not as cool as held hoped. Derek looked
forlornly out the window, asif the intensity of his gaze would bring the much-needed rain to Althea.

"| found twenty abandoned farms on theway," Alaire continued, knowing that however negative the
report was, the king needed to know precisely what was going on in hisland. "Deed cattle, withered
crops. Some farms are managing with wells, but these are growing shallower with each passing day.
Springs are drying up. The Fox River itself wasamere stream.” Heleft out the part about the dying,
rotting fish, with anotion to mention it later if it turned out to be important.

"S0 unlesswe seerain soon, there will beafamine,” King Derek said softly. He turned dowly and
fixed his brother with a hopeful, pleading look. "Can you do anything about it?'

Which meant, could his Bardic magic bring therain?

"l don't know," Alaire said, though heredly did. "Famineis not inevitable. We do have Suinomen to
the north. News from their tradersindicates their harvests have been bountiful thisyear.”

Derek shook his head, as Alaire expected. When will he learn thereis no disgrace in seeking
help? "I don't want to depend on Suinomen to keep Althea dive, dear brother.”

"For one season?’ Alaire countered. "If not thet, then what?"

"What will wetrade?' the King argued. "Our coin does not spend very well in Suinomen markets™

"Barter, of course," Alaire countered. "Our gems from our mines..."

Derek groaned. "Y ou know aswell as| do that spending gems on the market devalues them. No,
brother, there must be another way. We still have ahopefor acrop, if rain comes soon.”

Alare avoided mesting hiseyes. How do | tell him that what he asksis next to impossible?

The Bard took the harp off his shoulder and regarded it asif it were an oracle. Thiswas hisolder
harp, the one with which hetrained under his Bardic master, Naitachad. It was sturdier and more suitable
for travel than his newer harp, which heid left in his quarters. What would the Dark EIf do in this
situation? Would his opinion be so colored by familial ties as mine seems to be right now?

Alaire shook hishead dowly, but resolutely. "Derek, | don't know how to tell you this" he began
hesitantly. "Bardic magic hasits placein heding, in spell-cagting, in other thingsaswell. | am good, but |
am not ameaster, and may never be one. What you are asking is nothing less than the total upheava of the
worlds climate." He paused, regarded his harp briefly, as his own spark of hope came and went. Can
Bardic magic bring rain?

"Y ou don't haveto tailor your words for me," Derek said. "'l know that what | ask is probably
impossible. But we must try something." He yawned expressively, and rubbed his eyes. "It need not be
magor. Just alight rain at least, to break up this oppressive heat.”

Alarereented. "1 will try, brother. But not now. | need water, abath and rest, in that order.



Tomorrow | might be able to attempt something.”

"Why didn't you say s0?' Derek said, reaching for the pewter pitcher and pouring clear water into a
tankard.

"| thought it waswine," Alaire said, taking the tankard of water thankfully.

The king chuckled. "Not this afternoon, little brother. We're thirsty enough today without the spirits.”

A knock sounded at the chamber's door. Alaire drained the tankard, grateful for the water, paying
only dight atention to the interruption.

"Enter," Derek said, in adeep baritone voice.

The young servant who had admitted Alaire entered sheepishly, evidently under ordersto interrupt
only when necessary.

"Your Mgesty," the servant said. "Thereisamessenger from Suinomen. Just arrived, Sr. Heclams
to have urgent news for you, which he must deliver personaly.”

The King frowned, but didn't hesitate to say, "Show himin, then."

The servant mumbled something unintelligible to someonein the gdlery, then arider, wearing the
uniform of the Suinomen army, entered and bowed gracioudy. He clutched aflat leather pouch and had
evidently shed certain parts of hisuniform, no doubt because of the heat, giving him adisheveled,
road-weary appearance. The Suinomese generally enjoyed cool temperatures, even in the summer, and
no doubt the messenger had been sent without regard to dress.

"1 beg forgivenessfor my ignorance of your language,” therider said, in aheavy, Suinomese drawl
that sounded rehearsed. "King Kainemonen has sent word to you about your ambassador.”

Derek's eyebrowsraised. "Isthat so," he said, taking the pouch, but the rider only bowed.
Apparently, these were dl the Althean words the messenger had memorized; hislook was blank as he
handed the message over.

King Derek carefully unfolded the parchment and gazed down at it asif it weretinged with poison.

"Dear gods," Derek said softly, as his complexion turned a horrid shade of gray.

Alaire wastoo tired to react; he remained seated, holding the tankard, as the messenger remained
standing, however nervoudy. The Bard recalled another time, with another messenger, in another place
far to the north, when a message had led himsdlf and his master, Naitachal, on arather eventful trip to the
country of Suinomen.

Atrip | very nearly didn't return from, hereminded himsdlf, when | spent those terrible days, or
weeks, or moments, in the Prison of Souls. Alaire shuddered at the memory. My dear mother, gods
rest her soul, isthe only reason | escaped.

"Our ambassador to Suinomen, Sir Erikson, has been assassinated,” the King said woodenly ashe
collapsed on histhrone.

Alaire stood up, the tankard clattering to the tiled floor. The messenger jumped at the sudden noise,
then bowed to Alairein embarrassment. The Bard waited severa long momentsfor his brother to
continue. "He was stabbed to death in hisdeep,” Derek continued. "What they have sent," he said,
holding up the parchment, "is an gpology, aswell as astatement that the Suinomen government had
nothing to dowithiit."

Then who did? Alaire wondered, but waited for Derek to recover from the news.

"|sthe message from Kainemonen himsdlf?* Alaire asked.

"Yes" Derek replied. "It bears his sedl. But who would want to see our ambassador dead?' The
hand holding the message dropped limply to one Side, and Derek stared forward at nothing Alaire could
see.

"May | read it?' Alaire ventured, and Derek absently handed the parchment over to him. The note
had been composed by a scribe, complete with al the fancy calligraphy and seals mandated by aroya
message. The information was brief, and to the point.

Your Majesty, King Derek of Althea,

We so very much regret to inform you that your Ambassador to Suinomen, Sr Erikson of
Gnarwald, was found stabbed to death in his chambers at mid morning. We cannot express the
grief we feel today, and we fear this message will not convey sufficient apology. | can say with



absol ute certainty that none in the Suinomen government is responsible for this ghastly deed, and
we will spare no expense or resource to get to the bottom of this crime. As King of Suinomen, |
respectfully request that you send two most capable emissaries, Bard Alaire and Master Bard
Naitachal. | am acquainted with them both and would be honored by their presence, even under
these |ess than favorable circumstances.

Yours Sncerely, and most regretfully,

King Kainemonen

Ruler of Suinomen

Alaire's gaze wavered from the message to the man who brought it. Not much older than the
messenger who brought the other news to Naitachal and myself, six years ago. And he looks
wor se off than | do.

"Comewith me," Alaire said, and led the young messenger to the gallery where the servant was
waiting with obvious anxiety.

"Give him the best guest room in the palace,” Alaire said quickly. "And abath and amedl.”

"Yes, gr," hereplied quickly. "Yes, indeed." He bowed and excused himsdlf, |eading the messenger
quickly down the halway.

Alaire returned to his brother's chambers and collected the tankard he'd dropped to the floor, and
poured himsalf more water. The King hadn't moved from the throne and continued to stare vacantly.

"l believe" Alaire said dowly, "that the King of Suinomenisteling usthetruth.” The Bard pulled a
chair up near the throne, to better speak with his brother, who did not look very well at the moment. He
aso didn't look as though he was hearing anything Alaire said, but the Bard knew better. He's listening,
and thinking.

"Y ou know Kainemonen," Derek said after alengthy pause. "And you've been to Suinomen before.
What do you think might have happened?’

Alaire studied the tankard, the water doshing around inside. "Kai's government is not to blame,”
Alare sad with certainty. "He might know, or suspect who did it, but he wouldn't have included that
information in the message.”

Derek roused himsdf from the douch held descended into and rubbed histemples. "Any chancethis
noteisaforgery?'

Alairelooked at the parchment. "Possible, but doubtful. The only reason for anyoneto send a
forgery would beto incite awar between our two countries, or at the very least strain our relationship.
But it would take more than amere forgery to accomplish that."

"Aie, it would," Derek agreed. "Then we should assume the worst. He asked for you and Naitachal.
If I recall, both of you went up there to straighten something out.”

"Yes, wedid, and we very nearly didn't return,” Alarereplied. "Up until then, Altheabarely
acknowledged Suinomen.”

"Well, we never traded with them,” Derek said. "And they don't have nearly the population we do."

"Y ou might be surprised,” Alaire said, remembering the Sze of Rozinki, the capitd city. "Rozinki was
amgor port before we even began trading. For centuries we missed the boat, asit were, in trade with
them. Anyway, | wastraining under Naitacha in Fenrich, which wasn't far from the border.”

The memory of the enigmatic Dark EIf brought asmileto Alairesfeatures.

"You misshim, don't you?' Derek said, with asmile of hisown.

"Of coursel do," Alairereplied. "Ever since | became aBard, he's been off wandering by himself.
Occasionaly traders coming through Silver City tell stories about him. Hes been al over Altheaand
Suinomen, two or threetimes over."

Alairewondered what Naitachal found o interesting about travel—but then, trying to figure out any
Dark Elf usudly led to frustration. That this particular elf had become aBard only added to the
confusion—Necromancers tended to remain Necromancers, and Naitachal had done aradica about
facein his career when he became aBard. "Kai, of course, probably wouldn't know that Naitachal is off
doing Bardic thingson hisown."

But evidently Derek's mind had wandered off, as he stared off into nothing again. "When you and



Naitacha were up there, you interrupted a coup of sorts.”

"“That iscorrect.”

"Carlotta had attempted to seize the throne... again. And you destroyed her, | believe.”

Alaire nodded, "When we left for Suinomen, | had aready assumed Carlottawas dead. The Stories
passed around the family, aswell asthe overheard conversations, had suggested as much. Y et, the Sster
of our long ago king proved to be more resilient than we thought. Not only had she survived the origina
attack from bardling Kevin, she disappeared for many years. Later, she surfaced in Suinomen and began
manipulating Sir Jehan, anobleman of the Suinomen court.”

The king took along drink of water. "We had wondered what happened to you up there." Derek set
the tankard down, and fixed Alaire with adirect, somewhat accusng look. "Areyou certain Carlottais
dead?'

Alaire might have taken offense at this question, which cast doubt on hisown ahilities. But Derek
was king, and Alaire himsdlf had wondered whether or not the fairy-human hybrid had survived
Naitachal's attack.

"It was ahorrible thing to behold,” Alaire said softly, remembering the unmaking spell Naitachd had
woven. When the Dark Elf finished, there was nothing left of her except the limp remains of her clothes.
"But yes, | am certain of her demise. And no, | don't think sheisbehind Sir Erikson's assassination.”

"What of... certain dements, left over from the previous coup attempt?”

Alaire had to think about that one for amoment. "The political struggle resulted in Archenomen's
overwhelming victory. The only thing holding the opposition forces together was Carl ottals magic, and
once she was dead, the coup dissolved. All that was|eft was the resultant mess, which consisted of a
confused rabble of Carlottals pawns, who hadn't fully redlized they were being used.”

"Possiblethen, but unlikely,”" the king supplied. Alaire nodded.

"Wewon't know anything until we go up there oursalves" Alaire said, but even as he uttered the
words he dreaded the prospect of more travel. Particularly across the parched countryside of Althea.
Gods, not again, not already...

His distaste evidently showed on hisface. "Perhaps a seagoing vessd, to take you there. There are
regular routes between Silver City and Rozinki," the king suggested.

He hadn't considered going by ship; the prospect changed the complexion of things atogether.

"The weather would be much more agreeable,” the King pointed out. "Plenty of water. Y ou could
even usethetimeto rest up.”

"That isagplendid idea," Alaire said, though he questioned how well he could degp on amoving
ship.

"Inview of thefact that you were nearly subdued the last time you travel ed to Suinomen, how many
troopswould you like to take as bodyguards?*

"Soldiers? Don't beslly," Alaire said, but even as hereplied, he noticed ady smirk on theking's
tired features. "1 know Kainemonen quite well," he continued. Perhagpstoo well; hewasalittle
embarrassed at the familiarity he had with the King of Suinomen. Is he really the king now? hethought,
remembering the drunken crown prince hed met while pretending to be Naitachd's "secretary,” and the
sudden and drameatic change in him when they were both nearly killed. Becoming the king was the last
thing Kai wanted, and he found himself on the throne sooner than anyone had expected.

"It would be very troubling, brother, if any remnants from the coup attempt remained,” Alaire said.
"If such folk had been lying low for thislong, that would suggest atrue dedication to tirring up trouble.”

"Soyoull go, then,” Derek said. "I mean, if | ask..."

"Of coursel'll go," Alarereplied. Did he think | would refuse? "1 need to get out of thisstifling
heat somehow, and what better way than to go north, whereits cold.”

"Excelent," Derek replied. "Who then, will you take with you?"

Alairedidn't have to congder thisfor long. "Reykir, my apprentice, of course.”

"May | make asuggestion?' The king'stone hinted that Alaire might not like the suggestion. To
Alare's hesitant nod, the king continued. "Do you think brother Craig would be a suitable traveling
companion?'



The question, a first, sunned him. That drunk? But why would Derek even suggest...

"I know, | know. Irresponsible, evenif heisyour older brother."

"All my brothers are older brothers. I'm the baby, remember?’

Derek shrugged. "He hasn't been doing much redly. I'm embarrassed to have him on the council, as
he usudly shows up drunk. And the women..."

Alaireheld ahand up. "Y ou don't haveto tdl me. | know that heisabit... free, | might say, with the
womenfolk. Of al classes" He frowned, considering an unpleasant possibility. "If he went, would we not
be running the chance of embarrassing Althea?’

The king looked ready to disagree vehemently, then sighed. "It has occurred to me. But the possible
benefit of hisgoing dong may outwegh that risk.”

The Bard was confused. "What benefit?"

The words came with visble difficulty. "The king of Suinomen was once abit of wastrel, wasn't he?
And now..."

So that was it. Teach by example. Particularly when everything el se has failed.

Theking continued, asif tofill the air with words, to prevent Alaire from objecting. "I can seeto it
that the ship does not stock wine. So at least he will be sober when you reach Rozinki."

"Atleadt," Alaresad, liking theideaof taking Craig dong, if not dtogether certain why. "l seea
good ded of merit inthe plan. Kal, if anyone, will understand what it'sliketo be aroya drunkard. He
might even have some suggestions.™ Even though it took a near-death experience to get Kai's
attention six years ago.

"Cralg isnot very dependable, true, but heisyour brother,” Derek said. Alaire heard the anxiety
behind hisvoice. "'l will extract asolemn oath from him that he will do nothing to humiliate the family, the
crown, or Althea”

"And?"

"1 will direct him specificaly to keep hishands off the native girls.”

"And?" Alarewasenjoying this.

Derek held hishands up in frusiration. "What, keep his manhood |locked away in abox while he's
avay?'
"Hmmm," Alaire said. He hadn't considered that. " That would eliminate about half our problem. But
no, | think that would be a bit extreme.”

Derek tried to bite back agrin, but was unableto hold it in, and he broke down in afit of laughter.
"We can dways threaten him with that |ater, if he doesn't behave.”

"And speaking of not behaving..." Derek said, histone indicating a clear change of subject. ™Y our
student, Reykir. Thelad isnot well bred, that istrue, but do you think you can get him to leavethe
kitchen girls aone? There have been... complaints.”

"Oh? From the girls or jeal ous boyfriends?* Alaire said, trying to sound innocent. Yes, Reykir. |
should have known he would find some sort of mischief while | was surveying muddy rivers.

"Areyou certain you don't want to take afoot soldier or two adong... 7" Derek was serious again.

"Towhat, dedl with acouple of rowdy boys?' Alaire sniffed. "I think | can manage.”

"| certainly hope so," the king said. Hislack of faith was disturbing to Alaire.

After all, it hasn't been all that long since | was a randy youth. As he considered this, he
frowned. Has it?

Chapter Two

But | can't swim! the bardling thought, alarmed at the prospect of going to sea. Heforced his



expression into neutraity as Alaire, his master, watched him with growing curiosity.

"Yes, Reykir?' Alaire asked as he opened awardrobe, a piece of heavy, wooden furniture that
looked asthough it was a part of the palace. "I's there something wrong with traveling north by ship?’

Damn, Reykir thought. Alaire either read my face or my mind. | can never figure out which!

"Oh, nothing," the bardling said, and wondered if he should St to make himself look less nervous.
"It'sjust that it's been so long since I've been on aship. I've had my land legs for quite atime now."

"Hmmm," Alairereplied, not looking, or sounding, convinced.

Reykir was appaled at taking passage aboard a sailing ship, but he was not about to let his mentor
know it. He had grown up in the streets of Silver City, first asa hustler and athief, then asa hustler and
fredlance musician. At notimedid helearn how to swvim.

"Youll be getting out of thisgtifling city,” Alaire pointed out as he went through hiswardrobe and
tossed clothing into alarge wooden chest. "And you'll be seeing anew land.”

"Oh, that | know," Reykir said. As Alairés bardling trainee, he had a smdler room adjoining Alaire's
quarters. The suite had originally been designed for amaster and a persond servant. Not that Reykir
minded his mentor or his quarters; Alaire was agood teacher and friend, and living in the paace,
anywhere in the palace, best living on the Street.

"Thenwhy," Alaire asked, as he tossed apair of breechesinto the chest, ""do you look so reluctant?”

Think fast, Reykir thought to himsdlf. Tell him the truth, or tell him something far more
interesting?

"Itsjust th-that," Reykir sammered, aterrible habit he fell into when he was about to lie. "' wanted
to...Canl...?

"What?" Alaire asked.

"Take Rak dong?' Of course. Why didn't | think of her right away?

"l don't seewhy not," Alaire said, after amaddening pause. "It's only a one week trip, at the most.
There are ports dong the way, | suspect well be going ashore at least once during thetrip, if you want to
let her hunt fresh food."

Reykir made a point of looking relieved. "Oh, she can get by for days on jerky, if needed,” the boy
said, patting hiswaterproof |eather pack. "1've got enough for both of us." When Alaire had mentioned a
voyage, food wasthefirg thing Reykir had packed. Asit was daytime, Reykir knew that Rak, his hunting
owl and closest friend, human or non, was probably adeep in the rafters of the King's stables. He knew
she was safe there; since becoming Alaire's student, Rak had become awelcome fixture. Rats and mice
had become only aminor nuisance, and no longer fouled the grain supply. Knowing his owl could come
along did indeed make the trip more paatable. Aslong as 1 don't fall overboard, everything will be
just fine.

Despite having soothed his gpprentice, Alaire looked troubled, perhaps by something other than the
nation of Althea's ambassador. Reykir had amild talent for telepathy, and adightly stronger one
for empathy; but reading the Sgnsin histeacher required neither. He must be tired, or else there's more
about this journey he's not telling me, Reykir thought.

"Who will betraveling with us?' Reykir inquired. Alaire had mentioned nothing of traveling
companions, but he had a hunch this might be part of the problem.

"My brother. Craig," he said, with asigh. "Derek seemsto think thistrip might do him some good.”
Histone, however, indicated that he didn't agree.

"Do you think s07" Reykir asked. It till felt odd to be talking about the King of Altheain such
familiar terms. To do so with Alaire was acceptable, but he had to watch his tongue around everyone
else, particularly the servant boys. They were jed ous enough of his sudden, dramatic risein socid
position. In one day he had gone from living the life of agutter child, culling the streets garbage for food,
to becoming aforma student of Bardic magic, with the king'sown brother as histeacher.

Reykir knew better than to shove the other boys nosesin his amazing stroke of fortune. He might be
rubbing ebows with Althean royaty, but he was still outnumbered and small for hisage. HEd learned
long ago the hard lessons of the street, and avoided trouble whenever possible.

The bardling stopped short of referring to Craig's drinking habits, which were wel known in the



kingdom. Then he began to see why Alaire was so concerned.

"Craig might find apogtiveinfluencein Ka," Alaresad. "I think that'swhat Derek thinks."

"Who'sKa?'

"Prince, | mean King Kainemonen. We became acquainted before he ascended to the throne of
Suinomen. Hewas ahit of adrinker himself, getting into trouble, getting me into trouble, whileal around
him his subjects were conspiring againgt him.”

Alaire opened adrawer filled with fancy objects Reykir couldn't begin to identify, and looked over
the contents. "The two of uswalked right into aplot. It took Naitacha and me awhileto figure out what
was happening, but it took Kai longer, and he was on home ground. He was so drunk most of thetime
that he didn't know what was going on around him."

"So what changed him?" Reykir said, Stting on an odd chair that didn't match any of the other gaudy
furniturein the bedroom.

"A close brush with death," Alairereplied. "I hope Craig does not have to go through that aswell.
Perhaps some of Kal will rub off on him.”

Ordinarily, Reykir would have pressed his master for details of the story, but Reykir's gift let him see
that Alairewas unwilling to go into further detail.

"At any rate, we set sal at dawn. | strongly suggest that you get plenty of rest. | have afeding this
voyageisnot going to be easy."

Just after daybresk, Alaire and Reykir arrived by carriage at the port of Silver City, whichwasa
short distance from the paace. Alaire had grumbled something about Craig being dong later, but again,
didn't seem to want to talk. Shortly after awakening Reykir recalled hearing raised voices, one of them
Alairés, but he didn't pry. Instead he found himself getting excited about the trip; hisfirst concern about
swimming had evaporated when he remembered hearing that there were sailors who had been to seafor
yearswho couldn't swim either.

At Alaire's suggestion he had chosen smple, comfortable clothes for embarkation. Over his
breeches he wore the shortest, briefest tunic he owned, with theintention of going shirtlessif the heat
became what it promised to be. Alaire, on the other hand, apparently having to keep someroyal face,
wore ashort, high-neck houppelande with baggy deeves. Reykir noticed that the fabric was sheer, giving
theilluson of thicknesswhile being quite airy. Alaire dso wore ajewe ed dagger which, the Bard
explained, was for good luck; it had accompanied him on hislast journey to Suinomen.

Rak sat perched on Reykir's shoulder as he climbed out of the carriage, stirring from foot to foot
whenever the boy moved. Asthe owl wasanocturna bird, shewasrather groggy whenever the sun
came out and would normaly be settling down to deep at thistime.

:Hood. Now.: Rak whispered in hismind. :Bright.: Earlier, Reykir had offered the owl alight hood
to shield some of the sun out, but Rak had declined. Now, in the direct morning sunlight, she'd apparently
reconsidered.

"Sure, sure, Rak," Reykir soothed out loud. He reached for his belt pouch and fished out a soft,
suede hood. Meanwhile, dockworkers scurried to pick up their bags. Alaire had his chest and asingle
canvas bag, and over his shoulder hung his harp. Reykir had only his pouch and leather pack, and his
wooden flute hung from a thong around his neck. With some trepidation he regarded the dock, along
foundation of rock, shale and timbersthat stretched into the bay like along oak branch, from which hung
asmdl amadaof tal sailing ships. Instead of the usua beehive of activity Reykir was used to here, he
found an eerie sllence, punctuated with idle sailorstak. With the drought, there wasllittle produce to
export, and whatever had been imported must have evaporated from the docks the moment it arrived.
The spice and tea trade with the western coast of Althea seemed to be the only market making good this
Season.

The nearest ship was small, with two masts bearing triangular sails, but men were loading netsonit.
There didn't look as though there would be enough room to even stand, much lessfind aplace to deep.
The ship behind it was even smaller, and beyond that one Reykir saw the outline of avast sailing ship by
peering through the masts and lines of the other, lesser vessels.

"Our ship will bethe only one crewed by Arachnia,” Alaire said, peering across the dock.



"What's the name of our ship?' Reykir asked.

"Itsan Arachnian vessdl," Alaire said evenly. "They don't namether ships. They're... superdtitious
about that."

"Oh," Reykir said. Then he saw an Arachniaon the dock. HEd seen the humanoid insects before,
doing everything from bookkeeping for counts to farming land, but he had never dedlt with one. The huge
praying mantis made its way towards them, ambling in alopsided gait on one good leg and awooden peg
leg. It was astall asaman, and its shell looked as tough as armor. The two huge forelegs had three
jointed sections, and were attached to the top of avery long thorax. The two front sections of the
forelegs were piked, and looked uncomfortably as though they were useful for grabbing—or killing.
Both fordegs were partidly tucked up closeto its body, but Reykir guessed that, fully extended, they had
quite areach. He knew that flecks of white appeared on Arachnians chitinous shells as they reached
advanced age, and this one was covered with them. He certainly would not toy with this creature; in fact,
he would go out of hisway to avoid it inadark dley.

Alaire ventured afew stepsin the Arachnias direction. Theinsect looked up with itsorblike, black
eyes.

"Greetings,”" the Arachniasaid, in ascratchy, whispering voice. Its head cocked to one side asit
regarded them. ™Y ou must be our passengers,” it said after afew moments of study.

"Aye, and you must be our captain. | am Bard Alaire" He extended his hand cautioudy, and the
Arachniatook it gently with ahooked claw. "And thisis my apprentice, Reykir."

The Arachniagave him a passing glance, which sent chills down the boy's spine. "And | am
Su'Bdtor, captain of our vessd, " the Arachniareplied. " She's docked at the far end. The only one going
to seatoday.” The captain glanced back up the dock. "Did you not have athird passenger aswell?'

Alareexpeled along sigh. Reykir didn't know if Craig was coming or not, after the row held
overheard earlier that morning in the paace.

"Hewill bedong shortly,” Alaire said. "But we will not wait."

Reykir peered down the dock, but the ship in question was the large one behind the other two and
not easily seen, except for the front of the hull which protruded over the dock. On the nose of the bow
was awooden carving of an Arachnia.

"We are bound for Rozinki," Alaire said. "How calm are the waters?'

The Arachniaeyed him strangely, the ova head rotating gracefully on athin neck, itseyeslarge and
rounded, but definitely insectoid. "They are calm enough. Further north, who'sto say? We won't be far
from shore, whatever happens.”

The assurance was more disturbing to Reykir than comforting; he doubted he would be able to
makeit to shoreif hislife depended onit. But now was not the time to bring that up. His pride would not
alow him to reved hisweaknessto this seasoned, nonhuman sailor, or to his master and teacher.

"And what manner of creature have you there?' the captain asked, directing his attention to Reykir's
owl. "A bird? A parrot?'

"Anowl," Reykir said proudly, but nervoudy. " She's not, how should | say, amongrel or pest,
ether. Sir."

"Oh, that | believe. A well-trained pet, eh?' the Arachniasaid.

The dockworkers hurried on ahead of them with their luggage, and the captain guided them towards
thevessd. "We spent dl of yesterday loading wares for tradein Rozinki," the captain said. "Had your
emissary not contacted us late last night, we might have aready embarked. He's paid us good coin. You
have a guaranteed passage to Rozinki and back, provided you don't stlay more than afortnight.”

"Then it'sagood thing we moved when we did," Alaire said, and Reykir noticed that he kept his
stride even with the captains. "1've been traveling for some weeks now and | wasn't looking forward to
another overland trip.”

"l see" the captain said, leaving it at that.

When they reached their ship, a change in mood was clear. Unlike the rest of the deepy dock, this
part bustled with activity. A dozen Arachnia scrambled up the masts, checking rigging and sails, which
were dtill furled on the booms and yards. Reykir saw why the Arachnia made excellent seamen, at least



on aship that was sill docked; the insectlike beings crawled and skittered up and down the masts with
ease, in afraction of thetime it would be likdly to take a human.

"Sheisasecure ship,” the Arachnia chittered as they crossed the boarding plank. "A hundred years
old, and as watertight as an iron kettle. She's been around Althea more times than | can remember, and
has transported a kingdom's worth of goods.”

"A hundred years?' Reykir breathed, but Alaire didn't seem too concerned about the ships age.

The human workers stood by their luggage, which they'd set on the deck. Alaire gavethem each a
copper, and they scurried off, gpparently wanting to spend aslittle time as possible on the Arachnian
vess.

"Y our quarterswill be on the poop deck, near the mizzenmagt," the captain continued, pointing with
aclawed hand towards the rear of the ship, on which was built agallery of three decks. "We can be
underway soon, if the other passenger..."

Asif on cue, asmall carriage pulled up at the end of the dock. A sullen fellow, wearing dark clothes
and awide brimmed hat, sulked off the carriage. He too carried asingle bag and regarded the dock and
shipswith vishle digaste.

"Lookslike Craig decided to join us after al," Alaire said softly. "Captain, where did you say we
were going to be berthed?'

"Follow me," the captain said, and led them to atiny, cramped room with three beds, one being a
pulldown. The place smelled of fish, saltwater and swest, but even Reykir knew these were plush
accommodations for asea-going vessel of any size. "Wewill sat sail promptly,” the captain added,
leaving them to get settled.

"Would you show Prince Craig wherewe are?' Alaire asked. "I have afeding hesgoing to want a
bed soon.”

"Aye, Bard," the captain said. "Oh, and would it beimposing,” the large Arachniaadded, pausing a
the door, "to ask you to play afew tunesfor us, once we are underway? It is not often that we have
Bardsfor passengers.”

"Noimpostion at dl," Alaire said as he tossed his bag on one of the beds. "It will be my honor.”

The captain closed the cabin door behind him, and Reykir heard his wooden leg thumping down the
gdlay.

Reykir reached up and pulled down the top bunk, which squeaked loudly from hinges badly in need
of grease. The bed waslittle more than awooden box with a canvas sack of straw. Oh well, Reykir
thought. I've slept on worse. As long as the straw isn't moldy.

As he poked through the sack, something small and furry skittered away.

Rousing from her dumber, Rak arched her body in response to the sound. Reykir quickly removed
her hood and watched.

:Mouse!: Rak'sthoughts echoed in his head. Rak hopped onto the bed and quickly cornered and
subdued the rodent in atalon. With two quick thrusts of her beak, the mouse was dead.

"Doesn't look like foods going to be a problem for your owl,” Alaire said as he examined his straw
mattress. "Wonder where that damn fool brother of mineis?’

Reykir leaned over and peered out of asmall wooden holein thewall of the cabin, asimple opening
with asmal set of shutterswhich aso squeaked loudly when he opened them. Gulls kited lazily just off
the edge of the dock, and a sudden blast of sdty air surged in through the porthole. A crewman'’s shadow
passed briefly across the opening, and Reykir saw that the window opened onto awakway. Above
them he heard skittering feet and shouted Arachnian orders.

"Sounds like we're getting underway,” Alairesaid. "I'd liketo see this"

They were headed for the cabin door when it opened and Craig appeared. Asfitted his apparent
mood, hewaswearing al black. His clothing was rumpled, asif hed deptinit.

"Isthisit?" Craig snorted, glancing down at the beds. His skin was pale, his eyes sunken and
bloodshot. "I have to deep on those? I'd rather deep with the horsesin their stables!™

Reykir caught a strong whiff of Craig's breath, which smelled like bad wine.

"Which could probably be arranged,” Alaire pointed out. "Theres till time to change your mind.”



Thefloor lurched violently beneeth them, and Reykir and Alaire exchanged looks. "If you changeiit
quickly."

Craig cameinto the cabin and tossed his bag on the nearest bed. The leather sack clinked when it
fel.

"So when did you go to bed last night, anyway?" Alaire said.

Craig whedled around and glared at his brother. "Who said I've been to bed?"

The ship lurched again, and Craig toppled over on the bunk. "If you don't mind, | think I'll stay here
forawhile" hesaid. A moment later, he was snoring.

"The best thing for him,” Alaire said, hisdisgust evident. "Come, let's go watch thisbeast set sail.”

They |eft Craig to deep off hisdrink. Rak, still devouring the mouse, remained with himin the cabin.
Down anarrow corridor they found an even narrower ladder leading to the upper deck. When they
emerged into daylight, the ship's crew wasin full motion. In front of the ship, down in the water, were
two long rowboats. In each boat about ten Arachniarowed feverishly, pulling taut thelong line
connecting the rowboats to the bow of the ship. With greet effort the Arachniatowed the great ship awvay
from the docks;, the progress was dow but steady, and with each pull of the oarsthe boy felt adigtinctive
lurch under hisfeet.

Those rowboats are pulling a thousand times their weight, Reykir guessed.

The rowboats struggled to pull the ship's bow to the left, and momentslater Reykir saw why. The
wind was coming up hard from the starboard, and as the ship crept itsway into the bay, the wind struck
it broadside. The deck began to tilt, much to Reykir's alarm, but the crew didn't seem concerned, so the
boy made do with grabbing arail on the deck and holding on tight.

Arachnia skittered towards linestied to huge pegs on the main deck, untied them, and pulled the
huge booms around at ashdlow angle.

The captain barked an order and four sailors began pulling the rowboats in. Beneath them, the ship
creaked and protested, reminding Reykir of its advanced age. The boy didn't redizeit at first, but his
heart was pounding hard at hisribs, and he was grinning from ear to ear. In that moment he had aflash of
ingght, answering his own long-asked question of why sailors did what they did, why they married the
sea

And the saillsweren't even out yet. The Arachniawho had been rowing the boats climbed aboard
with ease, using the skimpiest of rope laddersto reach the deck. The crew winched the boats up the
sides of the ship and stowed the oars. The captain barked more orders and the masts blossomed to life.

Arachnia scrambled down from the three main masts as the sails unfurled. One by one, the sals
popped taut with the wind, and Reykir felt the ship leap forward beneath him.

Behind them, on the deck close to the stern, was an Arachnian steersman operating alever
protruding from the deck. As he moved thislever, which was astall as hewas and swung like an inverted
pendulum, the ship moved. The steersman watched the sails change shape and tension, and with the lever
trimmed the direction of the ship to make up for it. That must be attached to the rudder, Reykir
thought. And the rudder for this ship must be huge.

Alaire put ahand on his shoulder, and when Reykir glanced up at his master, Alairelooked as
though he wasin heaven.

"Bregthethat air,” Alaire said, and Reykir did. Fresh air, without the stink of the city, cooled the
swest on hisback, giving him goose bumps. | think I'm going to like this trip.

"Too bad Craig isn't up hereto seethis" Alaire said, but Reykir heard resignation, not regret, in his
mastersvoice.

| had no idea Craig was such a drunkard, hethought, but caught himsalf before he uttered the
words. Craig isaprince, and | cannot speak ill of him. Alaire can do that for me. For the both of
us.

"If we explore the ship, we must be careful,”" Alaire said. "See that rope over there?' he asked,
pointing to apile of rope neatly coiled on the deck. "If you step in that, you might end up suspended from
the top of the mast.”

"I'll keep that inmind,” Reykir said uneasily. Aie, yes, there were probably quite a few dangers on



this ship.

He looked back towardsland, and felt a bit of early homes ckness as he watched the dock grow
gmadler. Slver City spread across the horizon, the spires of the palace glinting in the morning sun. The
boy looked over the side, watching the water whoosh past as the waves |apped againgt the hull.

"We're going straight out to sea," Reykir said. "Weren't we going to stay near the coast?'

Alaire shook himsdlf from adistant thought. "Well be near the coast, but we must be far enoughin
the open seato avoid hitting reefs. Also, the winds are better further from land” He glanced over with a
smile. Y ou're not getting nervous about thistrip, are you?'

"Oh, no," Reykir said, but he knew some of hisfears probably showed.

After giving aseries of cryptic orders, the captain climbed up to their deck and stood with the
steersman, watching the sails and the water. Apparently satisfied with the ship'strim, the captain joined
them a therall.

"Aye, weve got agood strong wind thismorning,” the Arachniasaid, sounding asif he was having
trouble shifting from his own language to the humans. "If we can avoid sorms, we might even arrivein
Rozinki before schedule.”

"That would be agreat help,” Alairereplied. "Asmuch as1'm enjoying the voyage so far, the sooner
we arrive to conduct our businessthe better."

The captain studied something out at sea, then idly scratched behind hisright eye with aclaw, an
amazingly ddlicate task for aforeleg that large. "1 suppose then, Bard, that you wouldn't remember the
last time you nearly set sail with us? We were crewed by humansthen, as | was having trouble a home
finding hands, and had to rely on what | could find at Silver City."

Alairelooked puzzled. "Thelast time?' He thought this over amoment. "I've sailed three times
before, but not on avessd thislarge, I'm certain of it."

The Arachniaturned hishead at a curious angle; though hisfeatures were essentidly unmoving, the
mandibles angled in aclose gpproximation of asmile.

"l said nearly. Y ou wereinterrupted before you boarded.”

Alairelooked the vessal up and down, then regarded the captain with cool bemusement. " Of course.
Rozinki."

The Arachnianodded. "My men were in the water, ready to row us out. At the Rozinki port there
was adiff current astone's throw from the dock, and we would have been off like thewind if we'd had
the chance.”

Alaire shook his head, his expresson not especially pleasant. "Then Sir Jehan jumped us."

"Master, what are you talking about?' Reykir asked, unable to hold his curiogity in anymore. Was
this when Alaire and his master, Naitachal, got involved with that power struggle in Suinomen?

"So this wasthe ship," Alaire said, sounding asif he didn't believe he was standing on her. "Reykir, |
told you about my first encounter with Suinomen. My master and | sumbled into aplot to overthrow the
king, but by the time he knew we were in trouble, | was away in the tavern didtrict pretending to have a
good time with Kai. Two assassinsjumped us, tried to kill me, and struck afata blow to the prince. |
had to use Bardic magic to bring him back. The spell worked, but in so doing | managed to break a
serious law of Suinomen. To make along story shorter, Ka went back to the palace to tell the king
about the plot, but was thrown into the dungeon for histrouble. Naitachal escaped with the help of the
captain of the guard, who had aso arranged passage for us. On thisvery ship, it ssems.”

"l remember it dl," the captain bragged. "Would have had you out of herein no time. The dock was
buttoned down tight, but we would have gotten you out of there, we would.”

"What happened?' Reykir asked. He had a pretty good idea, but the story was too good to let pass.

"Sir Jehan, the noble who was trying to seize the throne—and did, for ashort time—had alittle
wel coming committee for us. His men were dl over the place, on other ships, on shore, everywhere. We
didn't have achance."

The captain made a rude snorting noise that passed for aretort. "If I'd had my men..."

"If you'd gotten involved you would have dl been killed," Alaire said smply. The casua words
chilled Reykir; it sounded like an insult, in away, though he obvioudy spoke the truth. "They had arrows,



bows and crossbows. True, your Arachniawould have won handily if it had come down to hand-to-hand
combat. Doubtful it would have gotten that far, if you want to know the truth. The crossbowswould have
taken you out the moment you advanced.”

The Arachnia shrugged. "L ong time ago, that was. Things have changed in Rozinki since then. That
new king, Kainemonen, he knows what he's doing. We've been trading with Suinomen for years, and
everyone has prospered. If not for this thrice damned-drought.”

"Yes, indeed," Alaire said thoughtfully. "In the very near future, that trade might well increase.” But
he didn't get any more specific than that.

The captain looked as though he was about to ask for elaboration, but gpparently thought better of
it. Reykir looked back at the shore, now athin line on the horizon.

Chapter Three

The captain didn't ask about Craig. Good, I'm not in the mood to discuss my drunken brother
with anyone, much less with the captain of this ship! Alaire thought, hoping the captain wasn't
keeping them company on deck out of politeness; there were probably a hundred things the Arachnia
needed to attend to.

One of the seamen was lowering arope, with knots tied severa paces agpart, over the side of the
ship.

Alareinquired about this, and the captain replied, "That's how we measure the ship's speed.” He
paused, glancing upwards into the sky, then down at the warterline. "1 know we're traveling around ten
knotsright now. | cantell from just looking. But the linewill tell usfor certain.”

Alarewasnt familiar with the unit of measure, but he did know they were traveling rather swiftly for
alarge merchant ship. A moment later the seaman called up in the Arachnian tongue. The captain
ghrugged. "Eleven knots, isit?' The Arachniaseemed disgppointed. "I'm starting to dipinmy old age.”

The captain offered Alaire and his student atour of the ship. Reykir seemed eager to explore, and
that he waswilling to do this under the direction of the captain was agood sign that the boy intended to
stay out of trouble. At least, for the time being. The Bard had to admit that he was curious about the
ship'sworkings belowdecks.

Benesath the poop deck, the captain showed them the stern, where the ship's rudder extended into
the sea. Here a bar from above, where the steersman had been, connected with thetiller, which turned
the rudder. The captain explained how this new invention, the whipstaff, made steering much easier.
Before the whipgtaff, the steersman was below decks, guiding the tiller without being able to seethe salls,
responding to shouted commands from above.

One of the sailors came over to the captain and told him something, then scurried off. The captain
turned to them and said, "1 am needed above decks," he said. "Fedl free to explore the ship, but
wherever you go be careful.”

Alaire nodded towards the captain, but he was aready following the seaman above.

These Arachnid move quickly, hethought, with awe. | wonder why we've never employed them
in numbers to be mercenaries? They would be quite formidable in a war.

"Let'sgo see what's down here," Reykir said, and started towards the bow of the ship. The place
was dark except for afew places where the ports were open. Alaire followed him, with half an eye wary
for any trouble the boy might get into. He acts just like me when | was that age, hethought witha
ggh. That's probably what worries me the most about this voyage.

They found large stacks of cargo, barrels of what was probably water, and something they weren't
expecting. While mogt of the crew was above decks getting the ship underway, ahdf dozen or so



Arachniawere berthed down with the cargo. Well, the sailors for the night watch have to sleep
sometime, Alairethought, wondering if they'd inadvertently wakened them. But with dl the creaking and
rattling of the ship'stimbers, he doubted anything short of a hurricane would wake these crewmen. A row
of several hammocks, some occupied, some not, hung from the deck above.

"Whoops," Reykir whispered. "Maybe we'd better go back.”

"Perhapsyou'reright,” Alaire said, but when he stepped back he spied an Arachniagazing at them
from ahammock. Their eyes met and locked. The Bard had trouble reading him; eveninthedim
surroundings, this Arachnialooked darker and somehow different from the others. But Arachnia are
only one breed, one race, hethought. Aren't they?

The Arachnia chittered something in his native tongue that sounded uncomfortably like annoyance.
Alaire and his apprentice withdrew faster, the Bard sensing they had violated someone's space.

Before they had gone more than afew paces, the Arachnia skittered about in the darkness behind
them, then appeared in front of them. He wasn't exactly blocking their way, but it wasn't easy to get past
him, either. Alaire eyed the crewman's claws uncomfortably, acutely aware they could snap his neck with
ease.

Reykir looked as though he was going to dart off in another direction, but Alaire gently touched his
shoulder, signding him that thiswould be amistake.

:You,: the Arachnias voice thundered in Alaire's head. The unexpected psychic contact surprised
him so much the Bard staggered backwards. : You are the singer, the one who is going North,: the
Arachniasaid. Reykir glanced quickly from his master to the Arachnia, then back again.

"What is—" Reykir started to say. Alaire held apam up, slencing him.

:Yes, | am,: Alaire sad, attempting the same mode of communication in return, hoping he wasn't
shouting in the crewman's mind. They stood in aswath of light cast from aport, and Alaire saw the
Arachniaclearly.

Hewasindeed black instead of the usua gray-green, with an odd pattern of dots on his chitinous
shell. But none of thiswas as nearly out of place, and out of character, as the crewman's ability to
communicete telepathically. Thiswas smply not something Arachniawere known for being able to do.

.1 will not harmyou,: the Arachniasaid. : But my brothersto the north may.:

Alaire shrugged, trying to grasp the visua image he sensed coming from the crewman. :What
brothers? Of your family, or your race?:

The Arachnialooked around furtively, asif he were afraid someone might overhear him.

:1 come from a different hive: the crewman said, :than the others on this ship. The hive mother
guards the ocean, and | am here by mistake. My kind know this, but make little of it.:

Alaire knew the Arachnians hatched from eggs, which incubated in protected hives, but beyond this
heknew little.

:Guards the ocean?: Alaire asked. :Explain.:

The Arachniahesitated, acting asif held said too much aready. :My family grew up with the
water,: the crewman continued. He seemed to have difficulty defining life on land as opposed to lifeon
the sea. :We live on the sea. We—

A clatter from above distracted them as another Arachnia came below. The new arrival looked
around the deck for amoment before picking up asmall barrel of fibrous materia, and stopped dead
when he saw the two humans and the Arachnia

:Another time, singer: the Arachniasaid, and turned away, moving towards his hammock. :1 am
weary, and we must speak in private.:

:Another time, then,: Alare agreed. "Reykir, let's see how Craig's getting on," he said. Reykir took
the hint and followed his master to the nearest |adder.

* % *

"Now that wasweird," Alaire said softly as soon astheir cabin door shut behind them. "Did you
pick up any of that?"



Reykir checked on Rak, who looked contented, dozing with afull ssomach. "Y ou were speaking
tele-pathicdly," Reykir said. "But | could not listen in. What was he saying?”

Suddenly weary from the day's activities, Alaire sat on the bunk opposite his brother's. Craig
continued to deep soundly, not having so much as stirred when they entered. "That I'm till trying to figure
out. But there seem to be two races of Arachnia."

"Two? But therésonly onerace." He hesitated, then continued with less conviction. "Isn't there?!

Alairelay back on the lumpy hay mattress and put his hands behind his head. "That's what we
thought. But didn't you notice his color? And he had different markings.”

"Wl inthe dark it was hard to make anything out. | must admit, I'm not that familiar with Arachnia,
of whatever race." Reykir withdrew hisflute from histunic. Alaire frowned, snce he preferred his student
to concentrate on the harp. But Reykir had steadfastly refused to relinquish hisflute, sinceit had provided
so0 much companionship, and busking income, when he was running loose in the ghettos of Silver City.
Besdes, Reykir had pointed out convincingly, what was wrong with learning two instruments?

"The Arachniawe know cannot communicate tele-pathicaly, for onething,” Alairesaid. "Thisone
did, and quite well. He managed to block you out, which is difficult for any being to do." Alaire closed
his eyes, reviewing the entire exchange dll over again. It was a warning, but against what? His own
kind?

"Whatever it was, he didn't look too comfortable discussing it around that other crewman, even
telepathicdly,” Reykir said, in between practice scales on theflute. "Do you think he's an outlaw?"

"Perhaps, but unlikely,” Alaire replied. "Maybe on another ship, but not this one. My brother had
this ship checked out thoroughly before making any deals with Captain Su'Beltor. He knew who | was.
That | wasaBard."

"Isthat S0 odd? Is your identity a secret on this ship?' Reykir said, then launched into a complicated,
lively tune on theflute.

"l suppose not,” Alairereplied. What did he say, exactly? His brothers to the north may harm
me. What in the seven hells was that supposed to mean? He glanced over a Reykir, and adisturbing
thought cameto him. Was the Arachnia mistaking me for Reykir? ™Y ou don't have any Arachnian
enemies, do you?'

The music stopped. "Me, master? Certainly not. I've never met an Arachniauntil today." He
returned to his song, looking abit disturbed nonetheless.

"Jugt athought,” Alairesaid. Only asking. You have a shady past, young one, but that doesn't
mean | don't trust you. Those who lead such a life tend to accumulate enemies whether they want
to or not.

Craig rolled over and opened asingle eye, gazing at his brother in evident pain. "l wasn't adeep long
enough,” Craig said, looking and sounding much older than his twenty-nine years. "When do we eat
around here, anyway?"

"Good question,” Alarereplied. "1 would think that after last night, your hunger would be abit
subdued today."

Reykir continued to play the flute, alittle softer now, atechnique Alaire knew he used to listenin on
conversations.

Craig sat up, looking pae and gaunt as ever, till smelling strongly of wine, but with alittle more
energy. "Don't start with me, brother,” Craig said. "Only drunks get hangovers. I've never had ahangover
inmy life, and I'm not about to get one now."

That's because you've never sobered up long enough to have one, thought Alaire, kegping the
jibeto himsdlf. No need to start a fight here in front of Reykir. He probably got an earful already,
after our row this morning.

"l have an appetite,” Craig ingsted. Alaire said nothing, wishing the conversation would changeto
another topic, or cease atogether. "When do wedine?'

"The captain never mentioned the eating schedule, so | assume around sunset.” He glanced out the
porthole, noting the shadows outsde. "It's not even noon yet"

"Here," Reykir said, tossng apouch over. "Have some jerky.”



"l guessit will haveto do,” Craig said, but when he opened the bag he recoiled in disgust. "Aaargh!”
he said, throwing the bag to the floor.

"Ooops," Reykir said, reaching for another bag. "1 gave you the bag of fresh quail. Here, this isthe
jerky." Asif to proveit, he pulled out afew strips and tossed them over.

"Thanks" Craig said, without much enthusiasm, and began gnawing.

Alaireredized hed managed to get very comfortable even on thisrather lumpy mattress, and found
drowsiness overcoming him. Even this early in the day anap sounded good; he hadn't quite recovered
from hislong overland voyage, and the king had promised him an opportunity to rest up. So he closed
his eyes and took advantage of the soothing movement of the sea.

A young, smdl Arachniacameto their cabin sometime later and informed them that dinner would
be served in the captain's cabin, one deck up. Alaire didn't know how long he'd dept, but noticed the
shadows had lengthened substantially. A few hours, a the very leadt, he figured. Besides fedling renewed
from the nap, he now had an appetite which must have matched his brother's earlier one.

Asthey climbed up the ladder to the next deck, the Bard a so observed that the ship was pitching
and ralling more than when they'd | eft; after one particularly heavy lurch Sdeways, Reykir gavehima
worried look.

"l suspect werefar at sea,” Alaire said, in answer to Reykir's unspoken question. "Where the sealsa
little rougher," he guessed.

Craig remained rather quiet as they ascended to the captain's cabin. When he passed by an open
porthole, Alaire saw agreenish color in his brother'sface. He did not look well, and the Bard wondered
if thiswasthe beginning of seasickness. If so, then all the better, Alarethought, with abit of
satisfaction. If he getsill on this voyage, he'll have to sober up. This might even be the best way to
doit.

The captain's cabin was alavish galery, with along table down the center with settings for sixteen.
The table itself was anchored firmly to the floor with wooden pegs. Even so a servant was cleaning up a
broken dish that had fallen to the floor. Ten or so Arachnia had already seated themselves, each dressed
for aformd dinner. Alaire noted wryly that the Arachnia had tried to imitate human dress, having donned
elegant robes and doublets trimmed with fur and lace. The effect was comica on the gathering of insects,
particularly when he noticed a codpiece on one. The Arachnian sex organs remained amystery to Alaire,
but he knew there was nothing where the codpiece was. Perhaps, he guessed, they dressed in this
fashion in deference to their human guests, and wiped off whatever trace of asmirk had appeared on his
face.

"Bard Alaire," the captain said, seated at the far end of the table. "Please, be seated, honored
guests." Asthey sat the ship pitched again, and Reykir ssumbled.

"Y ou should have your sealegs by the end of the day,” the captain offered. "Until you do, | suggest
that you use railswhenever possible." The captain glanced a Craig, who had managed to seat himself
without incident, but said nothing. In the full light of the gdlery Craig's queasnesswasvishble, and Alaire
wondered if it had been amistake for him to cometo dinner at all.

"The seas seem to be abit rough this afternoon,” Alaire said conversationdly as the servant poured
wine in wooden tankards. The tankards were bottom heavy, apparently to make them stable on moving
surfaces. "We're not anticipating astorm, are we?"

"Storms are dways possible at sea," the captain said solemnly. "But yes, we've hit some rough
water. In the distance we see the beginnings of astorm, but our navigator believesit is moving avay from
Us"

"It issswhat'ss |eaving the rough seass behind,” an Arachniagitting acrossfrom Alaire said. His
grasp of the human language was not as deft as the captain's, but the words came through clearly, in spite
of hiscuriouslisp. "It'ss nothing to worry about."

"We should be past it tonight,” the captain said curtly, but even though he was an Arachnia, with
dif-ficult-to-read intonations, Alaire sensed sometension in hiswords. The Bard recdled that Arachnia
were very sendtiveto criticism, so he decided not to mention the weather again. He might read that as
a comment on his nautical abilities. Better not to rock the boat, asit were, hethought.



The servant appeared with the appetizers, shrimp and clams, with a plate of black goo Alairedidn't
identify at first. But when he saw the Arachniareach for it immediately, he remembered thiswasa
favorite delicacy of theirs: alight sauce made from beetles.

Tasty, I'msure, Alarethought, holding back hisown revulsion. For Arachnia. | wonder if Craig
would like some?

One glance at his brother suggested thiswould not be agood time to offer it. His shade of green had
deepened, and he reached for his tankard with a shaking hand.

During thefirst course, thunder rolled across the sea but the Arachnia seemed to ignore it. Reykir
hungrily consumed the shrimp, but fortunately didn't make anuisance of himsdlf. Alaire had Craig, who
was downing tankard after tankard of wineto rely on for that.

| should have told the stewards not to keep filling his mug, Alaire thought, distressed. Oh well,
too late now. If | say anything now, Craig will cause a scene, and with this storm coming up I'd
much rather not create any distractions for the crew. At any rate, the wine seemed to be helping
Craig's queasiness, at least on the surface. He looked |ess green now, and even managed asmile or two.

When the servant brought the main coursein, along tray of big, red lobsters, he whispered
something to the captain in the Arachnian tongue,

"If you will excuse me," the captain said, standing. " A matter has arisen that needs my persona
atention." The navigator and one other Arachnia stood hafway, before the captain spoke a brief
sentence to them in Arachnian, and waved them back to their seats.

"Nothing to worry about,” the captain said. "Please, continue dining. We should be through the
storm soon.”

The captain moved quickly through the gallery. Alaire glanced over a Reykir, who was heartily
devouring alobster. The Bard glanced a his own shellfish, wondering where to begin. Hed never had
lobster before and didn't know how to get through the shell, and the remains of Reykir'slobster did not
offer many helpful clues. With the knife he began prying pieces of the shell back, and forked at the tender
mest ingde.

"Aye, tisgood wine, thisis" Craig said, with arosy glow resonating behind hisvoicethat Alaire
recognized al too readily. " Servant, would you pour me another?"

Alare cringed. He'd barely touched his own wine, finding it abit coarse for histastes, and much to
the Bard's approva, neither had Reykir. The boy had never been one for drinking, at least not in front of
Alaire, and for this he was grateful. Asrowdy and mischievous as Reykir dready was, he did not need
the extraencouragement of spirits.

It would be like pouring lamp oil on afire.

They finished supper quietly without the captain, and one by one the Arachnians excused
themselves. Thunder boomed through the ship, raitling the walls, shaking the lanterns, sounding as though
it was getting closer.

"I'm off to go see what's going on above decks," Alare said, sanding.

"I'm going with you," Reykir said, joining him. Both he and Alaire turned back at the sametime, first
glancing at thefull carafe of wine on thetable, and then a Craig, still whittling away at hislobgter. Alaire
didn't much like leaving the carafe and his brother alone, as he knew the wine would be gone in moments,
but he saw no effective way of getting it away from him without fuss.

"Youdl goon," Craig sad, hisvoice booming asloudly asthe thunder. "I'll be dong.”

"Aie, yes" Alaire said with aresigned sigh, as another blast of thunder rocked the boat. They
climbed aladder to the next deck up, and atrickle of water came down over them.

"Good gods,” Alaire said, when he looked above the deck. Rain was coming down in afine mist,
but directly ahead of them he saw the fiercest, blackest thunderstorm held ever seeniin hislife. It wasa
wall of cloud, reaching from the sky dl the way to the sea, pierced by frequent lances of lightning.

"l want to see," Reykir said, scurrying up beside Alaire. "Oh, no | don't,”" he said, when he saw what
was confronting the ship.

"This doesn't look good, young friend," Alaire said. "Maybe we should go back below."

Around them the Arachnian crew scrambled to adjust the sails. It looked to Alaire's untrained eye as



though they were trying to turn the ship towards the starboard, where off in the distance he saw apatch
of clear ky. But the storm continued to grow. The thunder became louder, and followed the lightning in
ever shorter intervals. The dampness of the air bore down on him like abad cold, and his ears popped

with asudden change of air pressure. The Arachnian crew caled out in their native language, and while
Alaire spoke none of it, he heard the urgency behind the Arachnian words. For thefirst time during the

voyage he thought that maybe, just maybe, this might be dangerous.

Their cabin was down the corridor from them, and Reykir said something about Rak and started in
that direction. The corridor was dark, but Reykir found their room with no trouble and opened the door.
Weak light diced into the corridor. Reykir went to Rak, who was standing rigid at the far corner of the
upper bunk, fluffed up like ascared chicken.

"There, there," Reykir cooed as Rak stepped delicately up on the boy's hand. The bardling held the
owl closeto him, opening up his coat and sheltering the bird insde. "Its only astorm,” the boy said, but
even Alare heard uncertainty in hisvoice. "Gods, what astorm,” Reykir said, hisvoice trembling now as
he cuddled hisbird. "This ship can take t, can't she?'

"Of course she can,”" Alaire said, peering at the sorm through the porthole. " Stay here," Alaire said,
suddenly concerned for hisbrother. "Craig will probably need help getting back here.”

Only after Alaire lft the cabin again and started up aladder did the storm truly hit.

Rain pounded at the deck over him, and what had to have been awal of wind dammed against the
sde of the ship. Timbers groaned and creaked around him, and the sudden roll threw Alaire againgt the
corridor wall. Above him an Arachnian crewman screamed as something heavy dropped on the deck,
splintering the planks above the Bard's head. He struggled to hisfeet and started back towards the
gdlery, where he had last seen Craig.

When he reached the dining room he found it a shambles. The table had overturned, having shaken
free of the pegs holding it down, and the few lamps that were lit when he left had blown out. Rain was
gpraying into the galery from open ports, so Alaire quickly closed the shutters against the storm. Before
closing thelast one he noted that the storm had blotted out the evening sun, shrouding the ship with gray,
and rain which, in the brief flashes of lightning, blew horizontally. By design or accident, the ship was now
pointed downwind, with the sea churning past at a dizzying rate of speed.

Alaire staggered out of the gallery, dong afloor which refused to hold till, and dodged three
Arachnian crewman who skittered past. Two carried buckets of thick fibrous materia, the other a set of
smple carpenter'stools.

I hope that damn fool child stays where heis, Alarethought, briefly wondering if he meant Craig
or Reykir. Craig and a carafe of wine was a dangerous combination, and he prayed only that his brother
stayed out of the way of the crew, and remained out of danger himself.

Then the captain came below, and looked like he would have walked past Alaire without spesking if
he hadn't stopped him.

"Captain, tell me, what isgoing on?" Alaire asked, feding rather stupid. Of course | know what's
going on, we'rein a bloody storm, that's what's going on!

"Found abit of weather, we have," the captain said sourly. "Nothing to worry about. Go on to your
cabin now."

"But captain, thisstorm...”

"Never you mind. Think of it thisway. With awind to our tern like this, consder the time well save
getting to Rozinki! Now, off with you!" the captain snapped, and followed a crewman down another
ladder to the deck beneath them.

Something about this Stuation disturbed Alaireimmensely. Firgt, the crewmen with the hammer, saw
and nails, and the bucket of other stuff, had gone below. Then the captain had followed them down for a
look, when now, of dl times, he should have been supervising the sailing of hisvessd through the sorm.

Againg his better judgment, Alaire waited amoment longer, then followed the captain down, to see
what was wrong down there.

I'mgoing to regret this, hethought franticaly, aswater splashed over hishead, prompting a
moment of panic. But no, the water stopped before flooding the entire deck, managing only to soak him



completely. What's more, the water wasice cold, chilling him to the bone.

Carefully seeking sound footing as he descended to the lower level, he dropped into wet, dank
darkness. Then he saw what the problem was.

Yes, | regret coming down here, all right, he thought dismaly. Something had pierced the hull of
the ship, making a hole big enough to put two fistsin. Crewmen tried desperately to patch it with wood,
straw, anything that was available. By itsdlf, this probably wouldn't sink the ship; even so, hewas
standing ankle deep in water that became noticeably deeper as he watched.

The captain called out ordersin Arachnian, and proceeded down the length of the ship, splashing
inelegantly through the lake that had formed. The creaking and groaning was more pronounced down
here, and with some darm the Bard redlized he was well below sealevel, with only afew inches of wood
separating him from the chaotic waters.

Wasting no time, he decided he wanted to be above sealevd right then, evenif it would mean littleif
the ship sank.

I've got to find out where Craig is, hethought. He might have made it back to the cabin....

But he hadn't. In the cabin Reykir sat with hisowl, shivering in the cold that had falen on them.

"Alaire, what'sgoing on?' Reykir said thinly, but histone suggested he didn't redlly expect an
answe.

"Weve hit ahdl of astorm,” Alarereplied anyway. "I'm going to keep looking for Craig.”

He left the cabin, swearing benesth his breath at his brother. Now, of all times, he decides to get
drunk and wander off! Leave it to himto find a secret place to get soused in the middle of an
ocean!

He went back up to the hatch again, only thistime rain hammered againg it. Cautioudy, he opened
the hatch and climbed to the deck.

Wind and rain stung against him as he found his footing on the poop deck, the raised platform at the
rear of the ship where two more crewmen had joined the steersmen in wrestling the whipstaff. The bar
fought them as the ship jammed through the waves, but the crewman struggled to keep an even kedl. The
ship pitched violently to port, and Alaire grabbed onto arail to keep from falling over. One of the crew
scrambled over to the hatch, closed it, and shouted something at Alairein Arachnian.

Wherethe hell is Craig? Alarethought. If he had come up here he certainly would have gone
overboard by now. Great waves of green swept over the bow, for afrightening moment appearing to
submerge the ship dtogether, blanketing the deck with foam. An ingtant later the ship rose from the sea
asit rode another massive wave, which seemed to carry it al the way to the sky; Alaire was soaked and
chilled to the bone, and he shivered from cold and fear as he watched their vessal bob around in the sea
likeacork. Hefelt powerless, truly indggnificant in an ocean that seemed to be toying with them.

I'm getting below, Alaire thought, looking for the hatch that had admitted him to the deck. He had
to wait as another huge wave surged past, while Arachnian hands clutched lifdines as the searolled
above them. Before he reached the hatch he heard a commotion, adozen Arachnian voices shouting over
the storm, coming from the bow of the ship.

On the foremast, which supported the first main sail, aboom had broken clean off, and the sail was
fluttering helplesdy in the wind. Crewmen scrambled to secure the renegade sail, but it seemed dl they
could do was to keep from being washed overboard. The Bard saw one brave Arachnia climbing up the
mast, but the great wind that surged up forced the foresail even further back.

Alarewatched the ship fal apart, amazed at his complete lack of emotion. Then, with amighty
crack asloud as a cannon, the foremast broke off with the Arachniaon it, faling backwardsinto the
second sail, then collgpsing in atangle of ropes. Thefaling sail had jarred the main sail, ripping arow of
belaying pinsfrom the deck. The ship careened out of control, spinning in wide, nausesting arcsin the
sea

This ship isn't going to make it, he thought with sickening clarity. He scrambled for the hatch, but
another wave came over the deck, washing him over to the main deck below, where the sails had falen.
Alaire struggled out of the spider webbing of rigging held falen into asthe ship rolled far to port. Alaire
thought she was going to capsize, but then she righted hersdlf.



The horrible sound of splintering wood reached his ears. The smaler mizzenmast which rosefrom
the poop deck snapped like a stick, sweeping the steersmen into the seawith it. Beneath him the ship
trembled, asitshull screamed at the sea. A jagged fissure of planks and frame opened near him.

The shipisbreaking in two! hismind screamed, once he comprehended what he was seeing. The
ship had impaled hersalf on arocky reef, Alaire saw asthe wavesrolled past, and the kedl was straddling
it likeascae. All waslog, Alaire knew, but before he could think another massive wave rolled across
the deck, capsizing what was | eft of the great ship.

Then thewater closed in over him.

Chapter Four

Reykir held hisowl closer to him, but Rak began to struggle. The bardling tried to let the bird fly
about in the pitching, rolling cabin, but Rak clung painfully to the boy'sleft fist, gasping and panting. He
had never seen hisbird so frightened before.

Thisship isfalling apart, Reykir kept thinking. The ship isfalling apart, and when it does, | will
drown. He held Rak closer. Rak will fly away before | die, at |east.

It was easier for him to concentrate on the bird's fear than his own. Since Alaire had left to go
searching for his brother, the ship's motion had become even more violent, if such athing were possible
without cgpsizing.

The ship rolled hard to the right side; fear gripped him, and Rak hopped off hisfist to perch on the
highest point in the cabin, the upper bunk.

Without breathing, without thinking, Reykir waited for the ship to roll back, asit had to. For a
perilous moment it held position then, maddeningly, it continued theroll in the same direction.

Rak squawked asthey both fell off the bunks and landed against the opposite wall, beneath the
porthole. Granted, it was a short journey but an unexpected one, and the boy grunted as his shoulder
struck thewall.

Seawater poured into the portholein torrents.

Biting back a scream, Reykir struggled to reach the porthole, splashing hisway through salty water
which stung his eyes. With trembling hands he shut the shutters, ending the flood. The ship had findly
begun to sway back in the other direction, and in the semidark-ness he saw the owl fluttering around the
cabinin panic. Hetried to reach her with hismind, but the bird's terror shut him out.

And hisown terror was garting to surface aswell. The cabin remained flooded, athough the ship
had stabilized for amoment. Water lapped at his knees, and somewhere in the darkness, something
svam.

Reykir hdd 4ill, terrified thet if he moved, that something swimming might take abig chunk out of
hisleg or other vital portions of hisanatomy. Drowning, now, seemed adistant threst. The something
splashed about in the water. Frozen in place, Reykir considered his next move.

The storm still raged outside, by far the primary threet to hiswell-being, but he knew that the sscorm
was astorm, and he ill had no ideawhat it was.

Then it brushed againg hisleg, something sharp and spiked.

A moment later the cabin's door flew back on its hinges as Reykir charged through it. Water poured
into the corridor from his cabin and drained towards the rear. Soaked, Rak fluttered out of the cabin
after him, having gresat trouble flying with wet feathers.

Reykir looked down at the something which had rubbed againgt hisleg. He only saw avague dark
shape, flapping and writhing on the floor.

Heran in the opposite direction, towards the belly of the ship, then stopped again a anew noise.



Rak plummeted into his back, and let out a sharp squawk. But other sounds were echoing through
the vast body of the ship, sounds which were far more frightening to him than a seamongter tickling his
ankles.

Two sharp snaps reverberated through the craft, followed by muffled Arachnian shouts. Then the
ship's hull screamed out beneath him. As he watched, the deck buckled, asif agreat earthquake was
gplitting the ship in two. He didn't know which way to run, and he was beginning to wonder if it mattered
anymore,

There must be a way out of here! hethought. The lifeboats. There must be...

But he knew he would never have time to reach them. The crack in the ship's deck continued to
spread, and suddenly he was|ooking up into open sky, with the front haf of the ship tumbling off into the
sea

:Fly out of here, Rak!: Reykir mindshouted as he flung his owl up through the opening. Rak
struggled againgt the rain, gaining dtitude with a sudden gust of wind. Then shewas out of Sight.

For amoment he stood there, on the edge of the splintered deck; as the waves rolled away, he saw
the Arachnian crew struggling in the water by arocky reef, now completely at the sea's mercy.

Reykir consdered praying, then remembered that during histransent life he had never learned how.

I'll just stay here, hethought, but immediately saw a problem with that plan. He stood on a deck
held together by little more than friction, and another big wave would probably sweep the ship'sremains
into the surging ocean. He thought he had caught aglimpse of Alaire svimming past, but the waves were
too violent for him to be certain.

The bardling was looking around madly for something buoyant when another huge wave pushed the
ship off thereef. Without thinking he started climbing to the highest point on the wreck. The hull did a
dow turn, like adead fish going belly up.

Please, don't et me drown, he thought, crazed, unsure who exactly he wastaking to. Then he
looked up and screamed as a huge wave rolled over him and the wreckage, sweeping him into the dark
ocean.

Icy water chilled hisbody quickly, but the panic brought on when he started to sink jolted himinto
action. He clawed his way to the surface, took in adeep gulp of air, and grabbed onto a piece of floating
debriswhich looked suspicioudy like the remains of one of the longboats. The ship's wreckage, what
remained above water, made adow spird asit sank, and Reykir prayed he was far enough away from it
that the undertow wouldn't pull him down withiit.

He clung to his makeshift raft, bobbing roughly with the waves. Rain continued to fall in torrents,
limiting hisview of the disaster, and he had no ideahow far they were from land. He saw nothing but
angry sea, the flash of lightning, and the continuous downpour. Cold spread through him, and fegling soon
left hishandsand arms.

Reykir closed his eyes and held on tighter, savoring each breath of air he took in. He did not know
how long he drifted on the wreckage; time passed dowly for him as the storm above diminished, but the
storm within the sea, the rolling waves which seemed to take forever to pass, continued. Eventudly on
the horizon along, rocky cliff appeared, but it seemed incredibly far away. With rief, he saw that it was
getting closer, that perhaps he might live through this after all.

An Arachniafloated past him, its body giff intheicy satwater. The sght reminded him that he might
yet diein these cold waters. They must have traveled some distance north in order to find thisfrigid sea.
Reykir suspected that the rocky cliff he drifted closer to was Suinomen, and not Althea

| can't feel my legs, hethought. | can't feel... much of anything.

For what seemed like years, the waves swept him towards the coast. He closed hiseyesfor a
moment, and felt himsdf faling into an endless, dark tunnd. When he cameto what felt like acentury
later, saltwater was burning the back of histhroat, but his feet were touching sand. He rode the last few
waves onto the beach and staggered ashore, too exhausted to think, much lessfed grateful that he'd
meadeit to firm ground.

Reykir woke from anightmare of drowning. He had falen into the sea and the waves had covered
his head, but instead of floating to the top something grabbed him from below, something that stabbed his



leg asit pulled him into darkness.

The darkness turned to light, and he awakened in the prison of hisflesh. His body was amass of
aches. Lungs burned, and when he coughed, water gurgled out. As hislungs kicked out the saltwater, he
thought he would lose his dinner. Eventudly his sscomach settled down as he lay on the sand, chest
heaving.

Good gods, I'm alive, he thought, with more surprise than was comfortable. The piece of wreckage
he had used as araft lay nearby. By the angle of the sun he guessed it was midmorning, and the sky
blazed with ahot, naked sun. No sign of the storm remained, except alingering scent of rain. Hetried to
St up, but hisbody smply would not alow him. Reykir was so exhausted he wasill, and he lay back ona
patch of white sand warmed by the sun, and closed his eyes. The flute fill hung around his neck, and he
touched itsfamilar roundness.

He reached out to Rak with hismind, but no onereplied.

She's either too far away, or slegping, hethought. Or she didn't make it.

Pushing thislast thought away, he fdt hisbody for injury, finding a particularly nasty bruise on his
right knee, and athrobbing in hisright ankle. Sprained or broken, he did not know, and for the moment,
didn't care. All he wanted to do was to deep the day away, and wake up in anice, warm bed.

A shadow passed over his closed eyelids. Somewhere between deep and wakefulness, he sensed
someone standing over him.

With agtart he opened his eyes; for amoment al he saw was a huge blob silhouetted against the
blinding sun. It moved abit, shutting the sun out completely, and Reykir got hisfirst good look at the
vigtor.

It was not aman, but an animal. From the size of it he guessed at first that it was ahorse, but there
was something rodentlike about its skull, and it had large growths visible over its shoulders. Its head was
certainly asbig asahorse's, but longer and more narrow with whiskers sprouting from its snout.

Thething opened its mouth in afair gpoproximation of asnarl, reveding long, ratlike incisors.

Thisisno horse, Reykir thought, forcing himsdf to stay cam, but his heart raced out of control
anyway. He scrambled away from it, crawling backwards like a crab, and found temporary refuge
behind the remains of arowboat.

Even though he was €tiff and sore, he moved with agility that amazed even himsdlf. Hisright leg hurt
like hdll, but at least the ankle wasn't broken, or he doubted held be ableto walk oniit.

"Good gods from above," he said, leaning againgt the wreckage and peering over it. "What isthis

Whatever it was, at least it didn't seem to bein any hurry to turn him into amedl. The beast was big,
larger than any stalion held ever seen, and gazed at him with a hard expression that managed to convey
intelligence.

Reykir had no ideawhat classfication of beast thiswas until it sarted moving, dowly at firgt, with
brief but quick ratlike scampers Sdeways to keep Reykir in view.

The creature regarded the boy; the boy regarded the creature, wondering just how fast the thing
could run. Then he saw clearly for the first time the growths on its back, and decided they must be wings,
folded up likeabat's. It had no feathers, just afine layer of fur over the thin membrane that draped over
the bony frame. It held them tucked in, so he couldn't tell what kind of wingspan it had, but if it used them
to fly they would have to be enormous.

Reykir didn't know whether to run or stay put. The thing looked fearsome but was making no move
to attack; it was watching him as warily and cautioudy as he was watching it. When their eyes met,
Reykir sensed that this creature was much smarter than the average sewer rat.

Then images and feglings popped into his head, an unclear message with aclear emotion behind it.
The words came asimages and fedlings, agenerd inquiry asto who Reykir was, what he was.

"I'm... Reykir. From the south,” the boy verbalized. The creature did not look like it understood,
tilting its head in astrangely human gesture of incomprehension.

Reykir replied again, thistime by putting the words into thoughts. Heimagined an image of himsdlf
and Alaire, with his master teaching him the harp. This seemed to interest the rat immensdly. The boy



summoned al the emotions connected to being astudent, the frustration, the humility, aswell asthejoy in
mastering anew song, and therelief of recelving praise from his master.

Therat's eyes softened, asif it understood what it was like to be a student. No, not a student. A
servant. Reykir thought, as the images blurred. The connection broke off, and the rat looked away, asif
contemplating a thought too painful to share.

Reykir walked closer to it, but not too close, and phrased another question with images.

:Where did you come from?: Reykir asked.

The rat paused, looked past Reykir, then raised afront paw. With asingle digit, it pointed &t the sea
behind him.

:Fromover there. A long distance,: therat replied. :Did the storm bring you also?:

Astheir communication continued, Reykir relaxed, confident now that his new friend was not going
totry to eat him.

"I must bein Suinomen,” Alaire said to the cliffs towering above the beach. "Althea's beaches are
smooth, with no greet barrier intheway.” The diffsdid little to shield the sun, which wasfinewith Alaire,
ashewas il chilled to the bone. Though his clotheswere mostly dry, the seaclung to him in agritty vell.

He hadn't redlly thought he would live through the ordedl, and when the waves closed in over him
half ahundred times, he had thought he was done for. At some point, he'd passed out. Moments | ater,
he'd rolled onto a beach, where he had struggled to crawl through the huge waves that threatened to pull
him back into the sea. Then he had collapsed, uncertain if he was safe but too exhausted to moveif he
wasnt.

The sun greeted him when his eyes fluttered open again. For the first few moments he wasn't certain
what had happened; then he heard the waves |apping at the beach, miniature versions of the monsters
that had wrecked the ship, and he remembered everything. Nothing remained of the ship except for
debris strewn in both directions on the beach.

Then he saw a portion of the once mighty ship far out to sea, perched on what had to be a
submerged reef. There was no sign of life on the wreck, which looked asif the next big wave would
sweep it off its temporary foundation.

No sign of Craig. No sign of Reykir. They must have... He stopped short of assuming they'd
drowned. True, their chances didn't look good, particularly Craig's, who was drunk at the time of the
wreck. But Reykir was ayoung, strong lad.

If 1 lived, certainly Reykir madeit, but the totdity of the ship's destruction did not provide much
hope. Tired, exhausted, and saddened by the disaster, Alaire picked adirection, north, and started
walking. As he trudged through the sand around a collection of boulders, he felt a soreness throughout his
entirebaing.

There must be survivors.

Once he made it around the boulders, he saw another vast expanse of sand and a <till, human form
lying facedown. As he drew closer, he saw that it was Craig, and he didn't look as though he had
survived the orded very well.

Alaire knelt down and gently turned his brother over, expecting the worst. But as soon as he was
moved Craig started coughing and spitting out water. He till wore his dark attire, complete with cloak
and boots. Next to him was agtill-wet chunk of timber. 1t looked as though he'd only recently washed
ashore.

"Seven hells" Craig muttered as he sat up. "Whered the ship go off to?'

Alaire heped himto sit up, and plopped down next to him. "Well, brother, it's here, and there," he
said, gesturing towards the debris. "And abig chunk of it isstill out there, at sea.”

Craig squinted to see thewreckage. "That'swhat's|eft?' He started fedling his chest and shoulders,
asif to make sure he was il attached to them. "Did we die?"

"Not quite," Alaresaid. "You'rethefirst survivor I've found.”

Craig coughed up more seawater. "Then what the bloody hell happened to us?!

Gods, he probably doesn't remember any of it, Alairethought, checking hisanger. He had very
little patience | eft, and Craig was stretching it.



"We need water. And food,” Alaire said, while hoping water was the only potable that had washed
ashore. The last thing they needed to find on the beach was akeg of wine.

"Aye," Craig said, then leaned back on the sand and promptly went to deep.

Just aswell, Alarrethought. He needs to sleep the drink off before he'll be any help, and now is
just as good a time as any. We're not going anywhere soon. And if a keg did wash ashore, it will
give me a chance to dump it before brother dear findsit.

Alaire started off towards the north again. After hislast trip he hadn't thought he would ever pray for
sun, but the seawind that rose chilled him. He walked some distance before he encountered another
rocky barrier, seeing nothing on the beach that looked remotely usable. The sand ended at the base of
severa boulders. He would either have to swim or climb over them. Since he wasjust starting to get
warm, he began climbing.

Halfway up the mound, he came to an abrupt stop.

There's something magical on the other side of these boulders. Something magical, and evil.
He sent atentative probein the genera direction of the magical source, to seewhat, if any, threat it was.
In addition to the magical source, he sensed someone else. Reykir! Thank the gods you madeit. The
boy, however, was clearly frightened.

The Bard cautioudly peered over the top of the boulders.

What he saw on the beach was nothing he would have ever guessed or imagined, even in hiswildest
nightmares. His exhausted condition made it more difficult to comprehend what hiseyesweretelling him;
for atime he even thought he'd hit his head on something, very hard. He shook his head, cleared hiseyes,
and looked again. The giant winged creature was as it had been, only thistimeit waslooking a him.

Their eyesmet. Alairefdt himsdf pulled into them, and saw right away that thiswas no mere rodent.
The thing wasintelligent, perhaps as smart as a human. Then he noticed the leather collar around its neck,
stones and crystals attached to it. He felt the power emanating from them: the ornaments were not a
decoration, they were on the collar for magica reasons.

Ah, not the beast himself, he thought, relieved, though he had no logical reason to relax. This
creatureisa servant or slave for whoever is harnessing the power of those stones and crystals. He
looked again at the collar, trying to identify the stones as best he could. At that distance, he could only tell
that they were powerful, and must be the tool of awizard or wizards with a staggering grasp of the
magicd arts.

The two continued to gaze at each other. Reykir waved, but made no move to reach his master.
While Alaire considered approaching the beast, sinceit didn't seem to be preparing to attack either of
them, the creature spoke.

Not verbaly, but directly to Alaires mind, with images and fedlings, not words. The message
became an assault on the Bard's senses, amessage of fear and a bit of rage. Alaire had to filter out some
of the more intense fedings to understand what the creature wastrying to tell him. Theimages came
quickly at first, but then the creature must have sensed he was going too fast, and the images dowed, the
emotion dimmed, the anger faded.

Alaire saw atunnel, through which he saw the creature flying through the sky. Rain stung its hide,
and Alaire sensed panic, afamiliar fear of drowning. Finding land was the most important thing to the
creature, for without solid ground it would have nowhere to land, and would plummet into the ocean
when the exhaustion became too much.

Alaire caught Sght of the ocean, very far below. He flew through clouds, strong wings beating
againg thin air, and two other winged rats flew adongside. They too wore the collars with the stones and
crystas. The tunnel widened, the images shifted, and he felt the scene changing to an earlier time, before
the wingrats began their voyage over the ocean. Hordes of dark Arachniawith strange markings
corraled large herds of the flying ratsin pens. The collars kept them from flying away, from disobeying,
from rebdlling againgt the Arachniain any way. Alaire took note of this new breed of Arachnia: they were
larger, darker, and had a pattern of white dots on their pincers. They wielded magic in ways Alaire had
never imagined possible by the insects, using it to bend the will and spirits of the wingrats. When the
magic failed, the Arachnia beat and tortured the wingrats. In extreme cases their wings were ripped from



their bodiesin amassive tug-of-war by adozen or so Arachnia. They bled to death quickly whilethe
otherswatched, their last function serving asagrim reminder to theres, if they ever forgot their place, as
to who was the master, and who wasthe dave....

Alarefdt agreat rage, turning to sadness. Hefdt this happening in adaily cycle. The wingrats knew
nothing else.

As he became aware again of his own surroundings, he saw that he now stood on the beach, severa
paces from the wingrat. Its expression was as sad as the story it had conveyed.

Ashis contact with the wingrat faded, Alaire ventured to send aquestion in the same way the
cresture had contacted him.

‘What is your name, and why are you here?: Alaire sent. For amoment, the wingrat looked
confused, then it replied with a set of images. In anight sky, amoon rose from the horizon. : Your name
isMaoon... no, Low Moon,: Alaire corrected himsalf, and he received an affirmative emotion from the
wingrd.

Then, evidently as an answer to the second part of his question, he saw the image of three wingrats
risng from alargeidand. Alarefigured thisidand was far out to sea, as no other land mass appeared in
the image. With sudden clarity, he saw what their task was.

They are reconnaissance for the Arachnia, hethought. But why? What interest do these other
Arachnia have in Suinomen? In theimage he found not only the magicd collars, but aseries of
reinforcement spells used to keep them under control at long distances, and to insure that they returned to
their masters once they'd accomplished their mission.

The storm, Alaire saw, and he knew it was the same storm that sank their ship. The storm had
disoriented them, and the other two wingratsfell to the ocean, unable to handle the terrible downdrafts
they encountered. Low Moon survived by changing direction and going with the downdraft, instead of
fighting it; though it lost Altitude, it survived where its brethren had not. By changing direction, it found its
way out, and rose on equally violent updrafts. Otherwise, it would have perished.

Exhausted dl over again, Alaire dropped to his knees. The sand had warmed considerably in the
time held spent in contact with Low Moon. He felt someone at his side, and when he looked up, he saw
Reykir.

"Madter, youredive," Reykir said, giving him ahand up from the sand. They embraced each other
likelogt friends, with surprising intensity. Alaire hadn't redized how glad hewasto see him until their
pal mstouched, and his presence became tangible.

"Thank the gods you madeit,” Alaire said before they separated. "Are you hurt?'

"Not enough to matter,” Reykir replied, looking up at Alaire. "Master, you don't look well," he
added, casting nervous glances from his master to the wingrat. "What in the seven hdlls is this creature?”

"Thisisnew to me, too," Alairewhispered. "Areyou picking anything up from him, anything a al?'

At the use of the mae pronoun, Alaire felt an urgent tugging a his mind. Helooked up a Low
Moon.

.l amnot a he, | ama she,: Low Moon sent.

"Forgiveme. She." Alaresad. "lt—she communicates with thoughts. Images.”

Reykir looked at the wingrat, then at the horizon of the sea. "Like that Arachnian on the ship?”

Alaredidn't know what he was talking about at first. Then he remembered the crewman they had
encountered belowdecks. The memory flooded back with al the subtlety of abucket of ice water.

"Good gods, of course," Alaire said. The Arachnia on the ship. The species of the island. They
wer e the same. What was that poor creaturetrying to tell me? Alairelooked up and down the beach
to seeif there were any other survivors. He saw none. Then he remembered that the Arachnia, with their
hard, chiti-nous shells, didn't swim very well.

"Precisdly," Alaire said, and turned to his gpprentice. "These winged rats, they arefrom anidand, far
off to the east. Another species of Arachnia, like the one we saw on the ship, livesthere aswell, and has
been breeding these creaturesfor..." It occurred to Alaire he didn't know what their purpose was, so he
asked.

:Unclear,: Low Moon replied. :We learn to fly with mastersriding us,: thewingrat continued.



Alaire saw an image of Arachniariding aherd of wingrats, twenty or so, but it seemed to be a sort of
training exercise. The method of riding them didn't appear to be perfected yet, but it looked asif they
werewd | on their way.

:Areyour masterstrying to fly to thisland?: Alaire asked. He received an affirmative.

:Fly to, or invade?: the Bard continued. : Seeking war with us?:

Thewingrat looked ready to reply, but a pained, tortured expression came over her face. Alaire
sensed that she wanted to tell him, but something, a spell from the collar, was keeping her fromit.

"The storm must have weakened their magic,” Alaire said to Reykir as he regarded the now-clear
sky. "A gtorm like the one that brought us here would be difficult to penetrate with any magic, particularly
at the distance this creature appears to have flown." He looked into Low Moon's mind again, and
perused the images she offered. The storm had weskened the spdll, but in addition to itslingering effect,
there were also psychologica bindingsto her masters. She didn't seem to know what to do now that she
was without orders. The strangeness of the new land frightened her, dthough she had taken time out to
roll around in the warm sand, something she didn't have at her idand home,

Thereisa struggle here, a desire to return because she doesn't really know how to take care
of herself, and a stronger urge to put as much distance between her and her captors as possible. It
looks like the urge to be free iswinning. But for how long?

"Wemust get rid of that pdll," Alaresaid. "Eventudly | think it will draw her back to her home.
And | don't think the Arachnia have our best interestsin mind.”

"How do you mean?' Reykir asked, fingering hisflute still hanging on its cord from his neck.

"| think thereisan invasion in the works, and our new friend here was part of the reconnai ssance
team,” Alaresad. "We must raise some Bardic magic." He caught himsalf hesitating, without redly
redizing it; hewas gill accustomed to magic being off-limitsin Suinomen. Indeed, breaking that law had
nearly cost him hislife. But those days were far behind, and magic was now welcomed in this kingdom.

" Shouldn't we be looking for food and water?' Reykir asked.

"If wefree our friend here of her magica bindings, she can help usin that endeavor. More efficiently
than we can," Alaire pointed out.

"I havemy flute," Reykir said hopefully. Alaire frowned, admitting to himself that his prejudices
againgt the instrument were unreasonable. He knew he had a definite bias towards the harp; after dl, it
waswhat he had learned his Bardic skillson, and it was the musica instrument with which hed
performed hisfirst Bardic spell—the one which saved the life of the present ruler of Suinomen.

Reykir looked over the strewn ship's wreckage on the beach. "I think | lost my harp in the
shipwreck," he said. "By the way, master, where did your harp go?"

Even though Reykir had his back turned to his master, Alaire knew he was smiling at him. The Bard
grumbled areply.

"What?' Reykir said, turning to face him, with an expression of innocence. "What did you say?"

"l said," Alaire said, checking hisanger, "'l must havelost my harp, too." He shrugged. "It lookslike
we must make do with what we have. WEll try voices alonefirgt, then your flute, Reykir, if we must to
raise what we need.”

Alaireturned to the wingrat, who now seemed to understand something was up. The Bard conveyed
to her what he intended to do; it must have taken amoment for her to redize what this meant.

:Yes, freedom,: Alairesad. :We can free you of this spell. If that is what you want.:

Thewingrat took on acontemplative, human expression, asif she were consdering what life would
be like without the spell. She seemed to hesitate, and Alaire detected fedlings of loneliness.

:After all, there are no others like me here. The others perished, out there, at sea,: shetold
Alaire, pointing a clawed hand towards the ocean. :I am by mysalf.:

Alaire understood. He considered working the spell anyway, so as to deprive the enemy of one of
their trained creatures. But there was something inherently unethica about the move. The choice must be
made by the one mogt effected, Alairésinner voice told him. Low Moon would haveto give her
permission for him to proceed.

"What's the problem?' Reykir said, apparently sensing the hesitation.



"She'snot certain,” Alairesaid. "Give her amoment.”

It didn't even takethat long. :Remove it. The collar. The spell. Everything.:

Reykir offered hisflute, but Alaire politely declined. My voice will work for this, hethought, noting
hisown frayed nerves. The last thing | want to hear is that thrice-damned flute piercing my head.

Alare began asmple spell of dismissd, finding the deep, lower range of hisvoice easer toinvokein
his state of near exhaustion. He wove the spell around a housecleaning ritual, one held used to purify
newly-built houses, or refurbished roomsin the paace; only with this one he added protection on top of
the cleansing. Going on thefly likethis, he knew his chancesfor successweredim. If hefailed, hed
samply try again later, when some of hisenergy had returned.

Despite his doubts the spell seemed to be working. The collar fell to the sand. The wingrat jumped
back in surprise; apparently, there had been something magica keeping it in place.

Alairetouched the spdll with his naked mind and recoiled at the bitter, evil flavor it had, then
extinguished it with hisown magic.

Thewingrat did not seem to know how to react. First shefelt her neck and shoulder area, rubbing
the fur with her claws. With gestures that |ooked almost human, she massaged her long, horsdike jaw,
vigoroudy scratching the hairless band where the collar had been. Then she began rolling around in the
sand, frolicking in the sun.

"Shelooksrather pleased that the thing is off her," Reykir said, sanding next to hisMagter. "Do you
think she's ever been without it?'

"l don't think s0," Alairereplied. "She certainly actslikethisisthefirst time she's been free.”

Soon Low Moon stopped her anticslong enough to send Alaire amessage. :1've never known
what it's like to be without the bindings,: Low Moon sent. :1 don't know how to thank you.: She
regarded the beach, the wreckage, and the sea, her joyful mood quickly subdued. :How might | help
you return to your home?:

"Well," Alaire said, moreto Reykir than to his new friend, feding as though held been shaken froma
dream. "We do have our responsibilitiesin Suinomen to tend to." Then, remembering how he had to
communicate with Low Moon, he sent, :We need food and water. As do you, | suppose. Will you help
us?:

Low Moon sent an eager affirmative, spread her wings and began begting at the air. Alaire and
Reykir stepped back, more to avoid the sand that her wings hurled up than the sudden gust of wind.
Then she was off, with the grace of a seagulll.

"Lookslikethis creatureis going to comein handy after al,” Reykir said. "Perhaps we should start
looking for survivors," the boy added, though little hope showed in hiswords.

"Crag'sover there, degping,” Alaresad. "l don't have much faith anyone ese made it. We would
have seen the survivors by now." Alaire scratched hisarm, which, long with the rest of hisbody, was
becoming itchy with the drying sdt weter. "What of your owl?*

Reykir turned away, saying nothing, and started walking forlornly down the beach. Hisfdlen
shoulderstold the Bard everything.

There's always a chance, Alairethought, turning his attention to the winged rat thet circled in the
sky. Anything can happen in this land.

Chapter Five

They found Craig still deeping soundly, agull pecking at hisboot. The bird flew off at their
approach, kiting away on the cool, ocean breeze. Alaire leaned down and shook Craig's shoulder. Craig
sat up awkwardly in the rough sand as afit of coughing seized him.



"Damn," Craig said, when he was able to speak. "That was either agiant bat or acow with wings|
saw aminute ago.”

Alaire and Reykir exchanged looks.

"Youreseaing things" Alaresad. Yes, he is seeing things. Things that, thistime, arereally
there. "We need to find out where we are, so we can decide which direction to travel. | suspect that
storm carried us agood distance towards Rozinki."

Reykir was snickering, and Alaire had a pretty good ideawhy. "Low Moon might be ableto help
us. Since we did her the service of removing thet collar.”

"Who?" Craig said, as he struggled to get up.

The question remained unanswered, and Craig didn't push for areply. Once Craig was on hisfeet,
they searched the beach onelast time, thistime finding an oilskin bag that Alaire recognized. "'l don't
believeit,” hesad, pulling out his harp, till damp from the sea, but potentialy savageable. "I may be able
to put thisto use again.”

Craig grunted something unintelligible as he poked at a smashed barrd with a piece of driftwood. "1
don't suppose any of our shipmates made it, brother?”

"Doubt it. The Arachnians can't swim too well," Alarereplied.

They spent a brief time looking for survivors aong the beach, but when the wreckage ended, so did
their hopes. We're alone out here, Alarethought. Perhaps, if we find that road Naitachal and | took
on our last trip to Suinomen we might find some help.

The Bard watched Low Moon flying in the distance; if Craig saw her, he pretended otherwise.
Okay, enough is enough, Alarethought. "Craig, we have something to tell you."

Reykir gave his master adisgusted look. "Oh, why spail it?"

"Thisisno game," Alairesaid. "Wearein alittle bit of apickle, in case you didn't notice. But we
have afriend, Low Moon, who isin avery good position to help usfind our way around here."

The three had made their way from the beach up agradua dope, where they could see the edge of
aforest. Craig had begun to perspire, Alaire noticed, and probably needed a drink.

"Whois Low Moon?" Craig asked impatiently. "Isthisaghost or something that we've acquired
whilel wasn't looking?'

"In amanner of speaking,”" Reykir replied evenly.

Craig opened his mouth to reply, but as ashadow fell over them al, the sentence frozein histhroat.

Thewingrat had sllently glided into a position above them, passing across the sun as she descended.
Two strong bests of her broad wings cushioned her landing amere five pacesin front of them. She stood
up, tucked her wings, and regarded Craig cautioudly.

:Who is?: sheasked Alaire.

"Craig, let meintroduce you to our new traveling companion. ThisisLow Moon, and sheis
friendly,” Alaire said. Craig stared, open mouthed.

:ThisisCraig,: Alaresent. :He'son our side.:

Reykir seemed to be enjoying the sSituation immensdly, but thankfully said nothing. Anything to get
his mind off hislost pet, Alairethought. Losing Rak must be bothering him more than he's
admitting. Over the course of their friendship Alaire had noticed atendency in the lad to hide his
fedings, or cloak them in some other emotion, like amusement. If he wants to make fun of my brother,
who so justly deservesit, then so beit.

A long moment passed before Craig shook himself and asked, "Wha-what in hell's name is thet
"What... thing, Craig?| don't see anything,”" Reykir said, before Alaire gave him awarning look.
"Thisisacreature that blew in on the same storm that, well, blew us over,” Alaire began. "Sheis

quite friendly, and can communicate with us. She'stelepathic.”

"l supposeI'veseenit dl, now," Craig said, a crooked smile creasing his otherwise sour expression.
"It'sarat the 9ze of acow. How charming.” He bowed extravagantly, but he staggered allittle. "Rat, nice
to meet you. I'm Prince Craig."

It wasthefirg timein many monthsthat Alaire had heard him use histitle. Alaire directed amessage



to Low Moon. :What did you see while you were flying?: he asked. :Isthere a city nearby?:

Thewingrat wrinkled her nose at Craig before turning her attention to Alaire. :He should stay away
fromme,: Low Moon warned. :I get a very bad feeling from him.:

Alaire sghed, resigned to her reaction. Everyone got a bad feding around Craig, it seemed, and he
didn't know what to do about it. :Heismy brother. We are... related.. Alairesent, tryingto framethe
image with aminimum of description. :He can be trusted.:

Low Moon did not answer, and Alaire assumed thisto mean skepticism. Not the least of our
troubles, anyway, the Bard thought.

:Thereisa dwelling nearby,: she sent, and Alaire saw from aviewpoint far above the ground, a
thatched roof with smoke coming from achimney. He caught aglimpse of what might be afield or
pasture next to it, but he wasn't certain. : That way. Some distance,: she said without being too specific,
pointing with a paw off to her right. Then, :1 haven't found much food. | must forage more.:

Alare sent an affirmative, then replied, :We will approach the house first, and if we proceed, we
will head north.: Then he added, : Good luck.:

Low Moon spread her wide wings again, thistime flapping with greater intensity. The great thrusts
sent forceful walls of wind their direction. Craig teetered backwards, nearly faling.

Once Low Moon had gained some dtitude and disappeared behind aline of trees, Reykir uttered a
low whigtle. "I wonder if you could ride something like that," he wondered out loud.

After regaining hislogt footing, Craig exclaimed, "1 wouldn't trust that thing for asecond.”

Alaire gtarted walking in the direction indicated by the wingrat. And the feeling is mutual, Craig,
Alaire thought to himsdlf.

Until Alaire mentioned Low Moon's report on the house, Reykir hadn't known they had a
degtination. When Alaire had started off into the woods by himsdlf, clearly annoyed with Craig, he
thought they were just going to start walking until they found something interesting.

Rak's disappearance till tore at him. He didn't want to believe the owl had died, though he'd seen
no evidence that she had survived. If that wastrel can survive the storm, Rak must have as well, he
thought. Again, for the hundredth or thousandth time, he sent out the loudest message he could muster in
his present exhausted state; chagrined at his own desperation, he listened to the psychic echo of his
mindshout, which returned as a bare murmur. He felt his shoulders douch in disgppointment and
conscioudy straightened his posture, then plastered a smile across hisface.

They trudged through the sand, which gradually gave way to red, sturdy soil and vegetation. The
sand did not relinquish its hold willingly, the boy noted as they stepped through scrub brush and frail
grass. If Rak survived, where would she go? he wondered. Ahead was aline of trees, which might
mean smdl game. Perhapsin there, he thought hopefully. Perhaps, perhaps.

"You're not picking any of that up, then, areyou?' Alaire asked. "L ow Moon's communicetions, that
is"

Reykir shook himsdlf from his own thoughts. Those images | saw earlier, that must be how Low
Moon communicates, he considered. That's how the beast has been speaking with Alaire. But the
images, they're muddled. Asif the wingrat didn't want anyone listening in.

"Nothing | recognize," he admitted findly, alittle peeved that the creature chose to takeits cuesfrom
his magter instead of himsdlf. Not that he would have done any better job diplomaticaly; it wasjust an
autometic reaction he had when ignored. I've been ignored all my life, hethought. There's no reason
for that to change now.

Then, he caught himsdf. I'mtired and cranky, and | know it. Would | want to be the leader of
this group? He glanced over a Craig, who was walking with alimp, and whose face had turned an
unpleasant shade of green. Reykir answered himself with aresounding NO.

“I'm only picking up pieces of what she's saying to you," Reykir clarified.

Alaire paused and then sniffed theair. "I smdl civilization."

Reykir wasn't certain what Alaire was talking about until they reached the top of arise. Here he saw
achimney atop athatch roof, and smoke coiling fromit. A fire. Hesniffed. And baking bread, it must
bel



At the scent of fresh bread, his stomach roared, loud enough to turn Alaire's head. Despite his best
effortsto restrain himsdf, his pace quickened at the sight of the cottage.

"Careful, Reykir," Alaire cautioned. "Before we go storming up to the front door of that house, think
of how we must appear. Not the kind of company good country folk would expect.”

Reykir regarded himself and his companions, who looked as though they had just stepped out of a
brawl in aseedy tavern. Aie, yes, we do look a mess, hethought.

"Perhaps you should go talk to them first," Craig said, making himself comfortable by leaning up
againg afeled log. "Whilewewait here.”

"For once | agree with you, brother,” Alaire said. "Of the three of us I've managed to retain some
semblance of civilized garb.”

Reykir wanted to disagree, but remembered that, despite his disheveled appearance, Alairewas his
master. Alaire strode up to the cottage and knocked on the door. Moments later, it opened, with an
audible cresk. Another moment later, Alaire waved for them to proceed.

Craig groaned and dowly followed Reykir to the cottage; apparently he was ready for another nap.

A rugged farmer and histimid, pregnant wife invited them insde with hand gestures. The farmer was
tall and wiry with the thick, calloused hands of a hard worker. Despite his rough appearance he looked
friendly and eager to help them. Reykir wanted to suggest that Craig remain outside to have his nap, but
the couple seemed determined to be hospitable, and invited them all in. Reykir seated himself on abench
at agmpletable, painted in blue with stresks of marbling. The farmer was younger than himsdlf, Reykir
noticed, perhaps only seventeen. Already with a pregnant wife, hethought, grateful that hewasnot in
the same Stuation. I'm not ready to give up my freedom just yet!

As soon as the young father-to-be spoke, he knew they were in Suinomen. He spoke the language
of the Suinomen folk, none of which Reykir understood, except the garbled utterances of "Althea’ and
"Suinomen” and other place names. Alaire spoke some of the language, but it was evident from his halting
gpeech that it wasn't very much. On the dirt floor Alaire drew ajagged line, which Reykir didn't recognize
a first. Only when his master drew the border between the two countries did he recognize it asamap.
More haggling over place names. Silver City, down here. Rozinki, up here. Alaire pointed to the farmer
and the cottage with a questioning look. Where are we? hislook seemed to ask.

Understanding passed over the farmers featureslike alit fire, then he pointed to aspot just south of
the Suinomen capitd.

Alairewhigtled. "That sorm blew usalot further than | thought,” the Bard said. "Not only arewein
Suinomen, we're maybe two days from Rozinki!"

Reykir didn't know if he should take that as good or bad news. "I don't much like traveling in
unfamiliar territory in our condition,” he pointed out. "But | guesswe don't have much choice.”

"That'sright, we dont,” Alairereplied. "At least it's not winter. That will help. Though the nights do
get cold here”

The wife gpproached Reykir cautioudy, holding her skirt just above her feet, waddling just alittle
with her ample, pregnant belly. The boy didn't know what she wanted until she touched the flute hanging
around his neck. Then she smiled, and said something to her husband.

"l think," Alaire said, getting up off the ground, "that she wantsto hear some music. Why don't you
play them afew tuneswhile | seewhat kind of shape my harp isin. It might persuade them to feed us."

Paying for his dinner was nothing new to Reykir, but hisfingerswere sore and his heart wasn't redly
into it. Still, even though his dance tune came out sounding like afunerd dirge, the couple seemed
delighted with the performance. The wife pulled aloaf of bread out of the oven and broke it on awooden
dab, offering Reykir alarge, seaming chunk for histrouble.

Ashehit into the bread, amovement by the window caught his attention.

:Feed yoursdlf first,: avoice seethed in hishead. :Worry about me not!:

"Rak!" Reykir said around the mouthful of bread. He hurried over to the owl, who stood fluffed up
on thewindowslll. "Y ou've lost somefeathers,” Reykir whispered, holding his hand out. The owl stepped
up on hishand, limping dightly. "L ook who'sherel” hesaid to Alaire. "Thislittle pest madeit after dl."

Alairelooked pleased. "Ask her why shetook so long to find us. | think | already have anidea”



The owl seemed to be astep ahead. :Large thing. Gone?:

Reykir was uncertain what she was talking about, then he remembered their new companion. Of
course. The wingrat. No wonder she stayed away!

"Shewas afraid of Low Moon," Reykir said. ""Probably thought shewould eat her."

Alairelooked amused. "We don't know yet if shewouldn't. Well haveto tell Low Moon about
Rak."

"True," Reykir admitted, then turned to Rak. :Large thing. Wingrat. Comrade. Friendly.: The
boy sent as many hospitable fedings and images to the owl as he could come up with, but in spite of his
efforts Rak didn't look convinced.

"Thismay take sometime," Reykir said, sounding only alittle discouraged. Training the owl had
required patience, which thankfully he had plenty of. "Rak has never seen awingrat before." He brought
Rak over to thetableto introduce her to their hosts, and finish his bountiful meal of fresh bread.

The farmer kindly alowed Alaire, Reykir and Craig to deep in the barn, and when the three
awakened the next morning their host and hiswife served them afine breskfast of sausage and fried eggs.
Alaire noted that their thin leather boots, designed for city life, were far from appropriate for long hikes,
but there was nothing to be done for it. He was not about to ask these kind folk for more, since they
were, when it came down to it, peasants and could ill afford what they had aready provided. Alaire
thanked them as best he could with hand gestures and made a promise to himself to somehow repay
these kind people as soon as he returned home.

"If we Stay closeto the shore, we should find the road | remember,” Alaire said, trying to lift his
brother's spirits. Asusual Craig was sullen thismorning, and Alaire wasn't looking forward to his
company on thelong trip to the Suinomen capitd.

For most of the morning they followed the farmer's directions to what they hoped was the road to
Rozinki, encountering a creek aong the way wherethey dl drank their fill. Apparently hungry after the
few candlemarks of travel, Reykir examined abush covered with berries, pronounced them edible, and
garted picking them for lunch.

"I'm not hungry,” Craig said when offered berries. He hadn't esten much for breskfast, which was
the norm, but Alaire knew that if he was going to keep up with them he would have to at least eat
something to keep hisenergy levelsup. Even if it means shoving food down the damn fool's throat!

"Craig, let meexplainit to you thisway," Alaire said carefully. "We'relooking at two, perhapsthree
daysof travel. As| have beenin thisterritory before, | know that food will become even more scarce the
further north we go. We have no weapons to hunt with, though it may be necessary to stop and construct
asnareif hunger getsto betoo much of aproblem.” He hesitated before mentioning Rak, uncertain if she
could find enough meet for the three of them. "If you eat now, that problem will not be on us as soon.
Which meanswewill arrive at Rozinki sooner. And once we arethere | can guarantee excdllent food.”

"Then perhaps | am hungry after dl," Craig said, seeing the wisdom in his brother'swords. He
reached for the bush. "These berries, they look like little grapes.”

"Stay away from the green ones,” Reykir warned. "Not ripe yet."

The Bard had seen no sign of Low Moon that morning. The creature still puzzled him, asdid the
revelations about the other race of Arachnia. | have other things to worry about, Alare reminded
himsdf. | have a murder to solve. After all, the death of our ambassador iswhy we're on this
ill-fated journey. Asbest he could, Alare put al of these worries out of hismind. Their immediate needs
for surviving the passage to Rozinki would require dl their concentration.

After gathering and gorging on as many berries asthey could, the party of three proceeded inland.
Heretheterrain started to look alittle more familiar to Alaire, and when they came across the coasta
road held taken on hisfirst visit, he knew they were heading in theright direction. Mountains rose on the
horizon in the west, and beyond the ridge they had just negotiated lay the ocean which had so ruddly spit
them onto land. The road was considerably more rutted than he remembered, probably because of the
increasein overland trade since Alaire and Naitacha had established diplomatic tieswith the northern
country. With any luck, they might find transportation to where they were going.

At least we're not walking around in circles, Alairethought, feding hisown spiritslift at the



familiar aghtsaround him.

Chapter Six

A small caravan, awagon drawn by dieren and asingle mounted horse, appeared on the road
behind them. Alaire sgnded for Craig and Reykir to stop, evidently hoping to persuade the newcomers
to give them transportation.

The dieren were large domesticated beasts with cloven hoofs and enormous branching horns; they
were the work beasts of choicein the north. Reykir had only heard descriptions, asthey wererarein
Althea, but as soon as saw the beasts he knew what they were.

Reykir was grateful for free trade between the two countries, particularly after he learned the identity
of the other travelers. The caravan turned out to be agroup of friendly Althean traders, and they were dll
too happy to help the Bard Alaire and his party once they were convinced of Alairesidentity. The boy
noted that Alaire had failed to mention Craig'stitle, perhaps out of embarrassment for himself and his
brother.

"Ah, you are indeed the Bard Alaire, brother to the king," the swarthy, older trader and apparent
leader said. "I recall somework you did earlier thisyear. It'sa shame Bardic magic did so littleto help
the drought.”

Reykir fdt his magter's mild humiliation at the remark, to which he didn't immediately respond. After
al, itwastrue.

"Aye" Alarefindly said. "It's one of the reasons we've made thisjourney. Thereis powerful magic
in Suinomen | may be ableto use."

Thetraders eyesraised at that last comment. "So thereis," he said, sounding surprised. "Please, ride
with us. Thereisroom in the back of the wagon.”

Indeed, there was. The wagon was much larger on the inside than it looked and was not fully
loaded. As Reykir crawled aboard Rak objected to being moved from her comfortable perch on his
shoulder, then settled down to doze on the edge of abarrel. Once Alaire and Craig Situated themselves
they were underway, and the boy, lulled by the rhythm of the rattling wagon, fell fast adeep.

Later, when Alaire woke him, Reykir thought that night had just falen. He was Sarting to get
annoyed, wishing his master would have let him deep the night through, when heredized he had dept the
night through. Thedim light at the end of the wagon was arising, not asetting, sun.

"l wanted you to seethis,” Alaire said, pointing to arisein the road in front of them.

Reykir didn't know what he was talking about until they reached the top of a hill which doped
sharply downto abay. A great city spread out aong the shores on the opposite Side.

Rozinki.

The city's size struck him speechless. Until then, he had believed Silver City to be not only abig city,
but the only big city in the world. In this bay were hundreds, perhaps thousands of small boats moored to
an intricate network of docks. The city was built on severd hills, with what had to be the roya paace
built on an enormous outcropping of rock. Somewhere down there a church bell rang, and above them
seagullsglided lazily inthe dill morning ar.

The caravan rolled down the hill and stopped at the edge of the bay, where along ferry was moored
and taking passengers. As Alaire conferred with the trader, Reykir caught aglint of gold changing hands.
Presently, his magter returned to the wagon.

"Thisiswherewe get off," Alaire said. "The trader has business € sewhere, and because his wagon
won't fit on the ferry helll have to go dl the way around the bay. Another day'stravel, easily.” Alaire
amiled. "He'slent us some coin to pay the ferryman.”

Craig groaned as he got up, and dowly climbed off the wagon. Reykir marveled at how he managed
to look hungover each morning without having so much asadrink the night before. Rak stirred as her
master returned her to his shoulder, then fluffed up in contentment once she was back to her familiar



perch.

Asthey madetheir way to the ferry, Reykir noticed Rak's crop wasfull.

‘Hunt? At night?: he asked.

:Mouse. Mousg, rat,: Rak replied. She did not understand the concept of numbers, and
communicated amount by repetition.

:Good. You're eating better than we are,: Reykir said, then said verbaly to the bird, Y ou pig."

The passage on the ferry was uneventful, but Reykir noticed the other passengers keeping their
distance from them. Asthe ferryman poled the craft across a shalow portion of the bay, the boy caught a
mixture of Althean and Suinomen language among the passengers. Their nationality did not seemto be
the reason for the others aoof attitude.

When he mentioned thisto Alaire, the Bard shrugged and said, "I suspect it's because we haven't
had a bath in sometime. I'd be keeping my distance aswell.”

"How are we going to convince the palace guards of who we are then? We have no papers, no
baggage, not even decent clothing.”

Alairefrowned and looked thoughtful. "That will be difficult. We don't exactly look, wdll, royd."

"That'sfor certain,” Reykir said. | looked more royal when | lived on the streets of Slver City!

Alaire continued, "First, snce we are here a the docks, we should find an Arachnian vessdl. We
need to tell someone what happened to our ship, and an Arachniais more likely to know of her."

The docks were bustling with activity when they landed, and the other passengers quickly
disembarked and went their separate ways. Some of the sailors and deckhands he saw there were
dressed no better than they were, so the Bard's party of three blended in nicely with the crowd.

On one pier done, Reykir counted twenty-two vessals, in various states of preparation for sailing.

"Ah, therésonenow," Alaire said. The ship looked much like their own, and was probably built in
the same yard. Arachniascrambled in her masts, checking lines and making sure the sails were secure.
The sight sent apang of grief through the boy as he remembered the lost crew which had been most kind
and graciousto them.

Alaire spoke with one of the crew, who quickly referred him to ahuman sailor. Evidently, these
Arachniawerent asfluent in human languages. Asthe salor listened to Alaire's account hisface gradudly
darkened. He asked Alaire aquestion or two, to which the Bard sadly shook his head.

"He knew our ship, and he knew Su'Beltor, the captain. He will passthe word dong.” He glanced
back at the grief-stricken sailor, who dowly turned back and approached an Arachnian sailor, thisone
dressed alittle more elegantly than the others. "I don't envy histask,” Alaire said. "Apparently, SuUBeltor
was thought highly of in the Arachnian clan. He was known as the Father of Arachnian sailing, according
to the bloke | just spoke with."

Reykir's remembering the disaster triggered severd dark thoughts. How in the world did we
manage to survive? Craig was drunk. And 1 can't even swim!

But on aday as bright and comfortable astoday, his spiritslifted. The air was cool, like early spring
inAlthea. It must have been downright cold last night, hethought. And | was too sleepy to even
notice.

Alaire had no trouble finding the proper route to the palace, since he had been here once before; this
was fortunate because here, in the city'sinterior, nobody spoke Althean. At least, he heard no familiar
words, just the harsh, gutturd tongue of Suinomen. Reykir imagined that asking directions would have
been, at best, afrusirating exercise in pantomime.

The palace at Rozinki was even more dark and ominous than it had appeared from across the bay.
A wall surrounded the palace, with two red and green Suinomen flags flanking the gate. Before reaching
the gate, however, two guards approached them with drawn swords. Since Reykir had no weapon, and
neither did histraveling companions, the group of three ood where they were and raised their handsin
unison.

The young guards wore gray uniforms of adesign that was a once dien and striking. Reykir guessed
the guards were near his own age, and despite their ominous sword waving he found himself admiring
them. One said something sharply in his native tongue, to which Alaire shook his head.



"Weare Althean," the Bard said loudly in hisfull Bardic voice. "Sent by my brother Derek, King of
Althea"

The guard, ahulking blond with blazing blue eyes, stepped back. "Althean, then,” the guard replied,
in hating monotones. "But not roydty. Look at you," he added. The other started to laugh.

Asif we should have expected anything eke, Reykir thought. At least they haven't run us
through yet.

"Aye, that istrue, we do look like bandits," Alaire added hadtily; he evidently thought it safe to lower
hisarms. Reykir and Craig followed suit. "As| think anyone of roya blood would if they had endured
what we have."

The mention of roya blood seemed to make the blond one alittle nervous. His mouth twitched as he
sad, "It'strue, we are expecting vistorsfrom Althea. But not so quickly.”

Alaire crossed hisarms mockingly. "And yet herewe are.”

The guard now looked serioudy doubtful, perhaps regretting his hasty judgment of thetrio.

Reykir caught aglimpse of Alaire'sexpresson, and bit back alaugh. The Bard'seyesrolled ashe
continued, "Redly, now. Perhgps you will recdl that thrice-damned storm afew nights ago.”

The guards exchanged worried looks but nodded. "Y our ship waslost?!

Alaire snorted and Reykir winced at the rudeness. "Now we are getting somewhere. Y es, in order
to get here by speediest route possible we e ected to travel by ship—and encountered that storm. All
perished, except us. We've managed to secure aride from some of our countrymen who happened aong
the way. But we have had little to eat, and the overland journey we have just completed, without benefit
of coin or wardrobe, hastried my patience to the very end." Anger dripped off the Bard's tongue, and
Reykir thought his master was about to strike the blond guard. " As you two are doing now. Summon
someone a onceto verify who we are.”

Theguardsdidn't answer right away. They seemed to be gauging whether or not Alaire was bluffing.
Which, Reykir redized with some uneasiness, hewas not. Alaire was about to explode, no acting
involved.

"Did you have aparticular diplomat in mind?"

"Well," Alaire said, offhandedly. " Since our ambassador has been murdered, don't you think it
would be appropriate that | see King Kainemonen himself? We are, after al, good friends.”

A white palor fell over the blond guard; ahazy shade of green overcame the other. "No—no onein
Rozinki knows about the ambassador. Good gods, | think you might just be who you say you are.”

"Might?'

"I'll return shortly,” the guard said, and started off at abrisk trot towards the palace's main entrance.

Whilethey waited, Alaire said to the other guard, Y ou seem to be more reasonable than your
partner. | suppose | would be as cautiousif | werein your position, what with al the riffraff that I've seen
inthis country. And it was only afew short years ago that a coup in this palace nearly succeeded in
saizing the crown from Archenomen, Kainemonen'sfather." He looked the guard over briefly. "But |
think you would be too young to remember that. It was, after dl, Sx yearsago.”

The guard shrugged. Whether or not he understood what Alaire said, Reykir didn't know. At any
rate, Alaire seemed to be enjoying himsdlf. If he was venting his frustrations on the guard so asto better
present himself to Kai, he was doing agood jab of it. There would be purpose in the mockery, if only to
make alasting impression on the guards. Alaire seldom did anything without purpose.

The huge twin doors, severd paces away, dowly swung open. The guard and astriking young man
appeared at the gate, heditating.

Even at this distance, Reykir saw that he was dressed as aking should be. A black-and-purple
velvet doublet hung over hisdight frame, giving it more bulk than he'd guessad the king probably had.
The dark jerkin waslaced up the front with silvery cord, and around hiswaist was ablack belt with a
huge golden buckle, with astylized "K" in the center. Black breecheswhich looked to be of silk clung
tightly to hislower frame, but despite the thinness of hislegs, he saw wiry muscle. Theking stared at the
ragged looking trio, then started towards them.

"Alare, isthat you?" the king said in perfect Althean.



Alaire shouted back, "At least | think so. Theré's not much left after what we've been through!™

Theking cameto astop in front of them. "Good gods, it is you." He smiled, but not as broadly as
Reykir would have expected. | thought they were good friends? And they haven't seen each other in
six years. | would have expected a warmer welcome, even if he is the king. Gods, Alaire helped
save their kingdom from being overthrown from within!

Alaire aso seemed subdued, but thislooked as though it was in response to his cool reception.
"Good to seeyou, Your Magesty," Alaire said, bowing dightly. Reykir didn't know what the protocol
was between aking and afriend, and gpparently neither did Alaire.

Kanemonen gave him astrange, nearly warning look. "That isthe last time you will addressme as
'your Mgesty,' " he said, atwinkle of mirth coming into hiseyes. "It'sKa, to you, asit dways has been."
Kainemonen extended his hand, and they shook warmly.

"“Tel me, old friend,” Kai said. "What happened to your ship? Weve had ho news."

Alaretold him, and an angry storm cloud, harsh asthe one that had sunk their ship, darkened his
face.

"That isahorribletragedy. Are you the only survivors?'

"Asfar as| know," Alaire said. "The others never washed ashore, but with Arachnians, you can
never tell. They sometimes have morelivesthan acat.”

"Andtdl me" Ka sad, gpparently noticing Reykir and Craig for thefirgt time. "Who are your
friends?'

"My brother, Prince Craig Reynard,” Alaire said as Craig stepped forward. He seemed surprisingly
polite, given the circumstances, and afforded Kanemonen the respect due aking.

"l am honored,” Craig said, with adight bow. "Thisismy firgt vist to Suinomen." He glanced
around, taking in the road they'd just traveled, the houses and shops. "Thisisavery beautiful city.”

Ka seemed genuindy pleased. "Why, thank you," hereplied. "And | hopetherest of your vist to
our country is more sedate than what you've aready experienced.” The King glanced at the sky. "I
remember that storm, afierce one, that blew through here three nights ago." He regarded them with
sympathy. "I had no ideait nearly killed dl of you."

Kanemonen stepped closer to Reykir, who bowed deeply. Of those present, he was probably the
least royd of them all, including the guards, and he let his gesture of respect reflect that.

"Thisismy apprentice, Reykir of Reynard. And Rakvd, who is, well, acompanion,” Alare said.
They had discussed his parentage early in histraining, and while it wasimpossible to know who Reykir's
family was, it was proper and fitting, particularly when living in the palace, for him to have some kind of
lineage. Adoptionsinto the roya family were uncommon but acceptable, and they had treated this one
more as aformdlity than an actud fact. Rakve, aswas her custom during daylight hours, dept soundly
through the royd introduction.

"And avery greet pleasure to meet you," the king said. "I hope that you become every bit the Bard
your master is" Hewinked at Alaire as he added, "He did, after al, save our kingdom with hismagic.”

"Mysdf and my master, Naitachd," Alaire hagtily said.

"And what of the Dark Elf?" Kainemonen asked.

"Alive and well. After | became aBard, he took to wandering the countryside, working hismagic.”

"Well, enough of introductions," Kainemomen replied. "We can become properly acquainted
tomorrow. For now, | believe you have awell deserved rest on your agenda.” He dismissed the guards
with awave of hishand, a gesture which seemed to gratify Alaire no end, and led hisgueststo the
palace.

The king showed them their quarters, amain bedroom with two antechambers, one of whichledto a
courtyard outside. The roomswere lavishly furnished, but smelled asif they'd not been occupied in a
while. The main room had atal, four-posted state bed with heavy linen hangings.

Kainemonen stood in the center of the room and addressed al three.

"l hope these rooms are acceptable,” he said. "When we asked that you cometto... investigate your
ambassadors murder, we had these prepared for you." He shrugged apologeticaly. "The room you had
onyour last vist was not very well appointed.”



"But then, you weren't expecting us," Alaire said politely. "Dear friend Kainemonen, after what
we've been through, a spot on the floor next to the servant's fireplace would be heaven!™

Reykir felt alittle chill run down his spine at the mention of murder. Hed managed to forget their
purpose for coming here during the ordeal.

"Let'swait until tomorrow to discuss my investigation,” Alairesaid. "1 am patient, but I'm in no mood
to ded with assassinationsthis afternoon.”

"Of course,” Kainemonen said, looking relieved. Helooked at Alaire and his features softened, asif
he were beholding along lost brother. "Alaire, it is so good to findly see you." The king approached the
Bard and they clagped arms. Evidently, Reykir mused, male affection was more appropriately expressed
in private. Alaire towered over the younger man, and in that moment they indeed looked like siblingswho
had been separated for years.

"From what I've seen, young friend,” Alaire said, "you have donewd | asaking."

"| thank you, Alaire. The events surrounding your last visit forced meto grow up rather rapidly.”

From the hallway came aloud metdlic clank; when Reykir turned, he saw an army of servants
bringing in three copper baths, towds, soap, and adozen steaming kettles of what promised to be
glorious hot weter.

"Ah," Alaire said as his eyes siwept over the offering. "Thisistoo good to be true.”

Kanemonen started for the door. On hisway out, he said, "While you are having your baths, | will
seewhat | can do about appropriate clothing. What you have on has seen, shall we say, better days?"

"I'll say. | waslooking forward to a soft, comfortable ride aboard a ship and we packed
accordingly," Alarereplied, but his eye was on the nearest copper bath, into which servantswere
pouring steaming weter.

Asthey sat luxuriating in their baths, saying little except for the occasiond groan of pleasure, other
servants came in with an assortment of upper-class clothing. There were garments and accoutrements
Reykir couldn't begin to identify; Alaire picked out someitemsfor him, whispering under his breeth thet it
wouldn't hurt to dress on the same level aseveryone esein the pdace, at least while they were
conducting their business there. After the bath and athorough toweling by yet another servant, Reykir
dipped on acomfortable robe. Apparently they were supposed to rest up here, which Reykir had no
objection to. The orded had |eft even hisyoung congtitution drained, and he was till aching from the
wagon ride.

Alaire had picked out a short, high-neck houppel ande with baggy deevesfor Reykir to wear. The
shoes, which came to an annoying point, were sewn with thousands of little stitches and such skill that
they seemed to be made from a single piece of suede. The clothing was far more stately than Reykir was
accustomed to, but he did not object, given the circumstances. Do as the natives do, and you are more
likely to survive.

"Quitetheroyd treatment, isn't it?" Alaire asked. "Even if we are here under such ominous
circumstances.”

Of course, Reykir didn't mind one bit. A year ago, he had been deeping on the street and wherever
€lse he could be secure for an evening; now he was being dressed in royd finery that would make a
prince envious.

As he was contemplating hisfinery, a cart on wheels appeared in their room. On it was spread a
banquet of beef, bread, cheeses and vegetables of northern origin he wasn't familiar with. The sght, and
the magnificent odor coming from the cart st his ssomach rumbling.

No, | don't mind at all!



Chapter Seven

After agood night'srest, Alaire was up at the crack of dawn and looking over the garmentsthe
servants had |eft in their room. While debating over awell worn doublet that might have belonged to
Archenomen, and along tunic of more modern design, a hard, firm knock sounded at his door.

He reached for aweapon in reflex; in the same moment, he realized he had no wespon.

"Yes?' heasked thevidtor. "Whoisit?'

"Who do you think, you arrogant southerner? Are you going to spar with me today, or is some other
commitment going to conveniently get intheway?"

The Althean was broken, but understandable. And it could only be from one person.

"Captain Lyam!" Alaire exclaimed as he opened the door. "I thought they would have put you out to
pasture by now!"

The sght of the Suinomen captain of the guard brought back aflood of memories, some pleasant,
most not. It was reassuring to see yet another familiar face. Though alittle grayer at the temples, Lyam
gtill looked as rough and solid as Alaire had remembered. The captain was an enormous man, filling the
doorway, with aface that had seen many aknifefight, and suffered for it.

"No such luck for you, my boy," Lyam said, entering the room. Asusud, he towered over Alaire,
but the Bard found nothing intimidating about him. "'I'm here to escort you to our morgue,” he said, his
voiceturning somber. His eyes met with Alairésdirectly, asif to show he had nothing to hide.

Alairefound the gesture comforting. Lyam, as usual, is on our side. But what is the other side
thistime?

"Who is—" Alaire heard from behind him. Reykir stood in the doorway joining their two rooms.

"Captain, | would like you to meet my gpprentice, Reykir," Alaire said. "My brother is here with us,
but | don't believe hewill bejoining ustoday.” At least, | hope not.

"My pleasure, Captain,” Reykir said. "Rak is deeping on achair in the other room. | wrapped a
towel around the back of it so shewouldn't scratch it.”

"We have a... moment, before | take you to the morgue,” Captain Lyam whispered. Alaire stepped
closer, while Reykir pretended to be disinterested. "There are someissues I'd like to discuss with you in
private, while | havethe chance." Alaire glanced at his gpprentice, and the captain hastily added, "No, |
think this should befor dl those loya to our two respective crowns.”

"1 would trust Reykir with my own life," Alaire said, again grateful that his brother was nowhere
around. But Craig might be listening.

Alaire checked the other room and found his brother snoring loudly. Setisfied of their privacy, he
returned to Lyam.

"Ka hasbeen amogt cgpableruler,” Lyam began, "far exceeding my expectations.”

"I've been impressed,” Alaire said, stopping short before saying, and surprised, too. "Isthere
something going on here that might not be obvious to the casud observer?'

"l think s0," Lyam said. "As| did shortly before Sir Jehan showed histrue colors.”

Alaire sighed, and took a chair. Lyam seemed content to remain standing. "I thought that messwas
cleaned up years ago,” Alaire said, quietly making apromise to himsdf to vist Suinomen some day when
there wasn't trouble brewing.

"For the most part it was, thanks to you and your master, the Dark Elf. If not for you we quite
literally would not have akingdom to rule”

Alarefdt himsdf blushing. "Thank you, but | took my bows for that one years ago. What do you
think isgoing on now?"

"I'm not certain. Until the ambassador was murdered, | didn't think anything was amiss.”

"What about your spy network?' Alaire asked, remembering the excellent information Lyam had
provided before.

"Still in place, but after we exposed Sir Jehan's plot our secrecy was compromised. We dso had a
few molesfrom Sir Jehan's camp in our organization, which did not help.”



"But after Sx years... 7'

Captain Lyam was thoughtful for amoment. "'Perhgpsit wasmy fault that | didn't aggressvely
maintain my secret eyes and ears. Please remember, our spy network was origindly fueled by adistrust
of Althea. Once we established trade with your country, many other wallsfel, including travel
restrictions. We focused on developing our new marketsin the south.”

Reykir appeared to be trying to take thisdl in, but hisface didn't register much. Later, | will
explain, Alarethought, returning his attention to Lyam.

"It would seem to bethe thing to do,” Alaire agreed. "1 hope you're not here to tell me that another
group istrying to overthrow Ka."

Lyam shrugged, agesture which turned Alairesblood toice.

"Surely not,” Alairesaid.

"l don't know," Lyam said. "I do know that your ambassador is deed, killed within the walls of this
paace, the very place where he should have been the most protected.”

"Have you traced the murderer with magic?'

"We have, and it appears magic was used to cover the murderer'stracks.”

Thiswasal beginning to sound alittletoo familiar. "1t must be easier to secure good wizards now
that magicislegd.”

"Onewould think so. But remember, we are behind Altheaiin that area. What might seem smpleto
you might prove to be very difficult to one of our mages. Our strength was in being able to control magic,
and for the last Six years magic has been deregul ated.”

"l see" Alairesaid, but hewasn't redly certainif hedid.

"Thetrail isgll fresh, and we are searching diligently for any clue that would lead usto atraitor. But
we could use some help.”

Alare nodded, wishing he found this more assuring.

"Well, they'll be expecting usdowndairs," Lyam said. "Shdl wejoin them?”

The further they descended the steep, narrow stairwell, the cooler the rock floors and walls became,
until Alaire's breath fogged before him. He caught the stench of something rotting. If Reykir smelled it
too, he said nothing about it. The boy had become quiet, perhapsintimidated by the anticipated presence
of theking. Alaire made anoteto find out later how his gpprentice felt about the Stuation. The boy's
street smarts had often shed adifferent light on a problem and, with murder involved, Alaire wondered if
Reykir might see something everyone el se had missed.

Torches every severd paces cast adingy yellow light for them to see by, and the Bard had a flash of
dgavu, remembering the passages beneath the Association Hall which led to the Prison of Souls. It was
the same kind of rock as this, herecdled with ashiver.

The morgue was achamber not much larger than the guest room. The cloying smell of death was
much stronger here, and there was no doubt asto its source. The ambassador's body lay on atable of
gone dabs, with asingle white cloth covering him to hiswaist.

Ka waswaiting for them as a servant, who seemed surprisingly aloof to the body, lit more torches
and strong cedar incense.

"Alare" Ka sad, turning to greet him. "I hope you dept well. | haveto admit, | didn't.”

Alairewasimpressed to see the king with them at this early hour. He remembered how much
Prince Kai liked to deep in after anight of heavy drinking, which he used to do every night—at least
while Alaire was present. He is reformed, the Bard reminded himsdlf. That's still going to take some
getting accustomed to.

Not wanting to spend any more time down here than was necessary, Alaire stepped closer to the
body. "Wdll, lets have alook."

Y es, Alaire remembered this man. Erikson, of house Turonen, had been afaithful subject of King
Reynard, and had gladly accepted the position here as his ambassador. Erikson was aso King Reynard's
closefriend, and had accompanied the roya family on numerous outings. Alaire remembered thelittle
gifts Erikson had brought to him when he was achild, some of them musical instruments. Erikson was
one of hisearly influences, and had probably been the one to plant the seed of Bardly ambitionsin the



young Alaire.

"What killed him?" Alaire asked tonelesdly.

Pasty and white, the elderly ambassador gaped lifelesdy at the ceiling with ahorrified expresson.

"We have dready done an examination,” Kai said. "He was found in his chambers by the
housekeepers. The gash, there in his neck, seemsto be what killed him."

A jagged incision reached from Erikson's | eft ear down across the windpipe. Whatever made the cut
had |eft a crooked tear in the skin. Either the knife was dull, or the perpetrator hesitated before
making the kill, Alairethought. Then, Suicide?

The ambassador's taking his own life was the last thing Alaire expected, but if he had learned
anything from his master, Naitachd, it wasto be thorough.

"Kai, when was the last time someone spoke to him?' the Bard asked. "If anyone knows."

Kai'slook wavered momentarily, and helooked embarrassed. " The servants saw him walking to his
room. He said nothing to them. And they didn't notice anything remarkable about him."

Ka wasleaving something out. "Does anyone know what frame of mind hewasin?"

"The last person to speak with him was mysdf," Ka said, after apause. "We were discussing the
drought in Althea, and how King Derek might seek some sort of trade agreement to make up for the
famine he was expecting.”

Alareraised hiseyebrows at thisrevelation. Was he, now. True, Erikson was the ambassador,
but that was information we were wanting to keep to ourselves for a while. Or so | thought.

"Asde from the problemsin Althea, the ambassador was in good spirits. For aman his age, he had
more energy than | did, and he certainly enjoyed hiswork. Only last week he mentioned that he was
looking forward to serving another year."

That much was common knowledge. Erikson had been ambassador for years, and Derek had said
on numerous occasions that he was very satisfied with his performance. The ambassador commanded a
great ded of respect without raising theire of the younger generation around him, arare talent not found
in many senior diplomats. Alaire knew that Erikson was not easily replacegble, if he was replacesble at
all; and nothing had darkened the ambassador's record to suggest hisdismissal. Overal, Erikson wasthe
perfect man for the job, with no suggestion from anyone, in Althea or Suinomen, to the contrary.

"Thismakesno sense" Alaire said.

"Y ou're not suggesting the ambassador took hisown life, areyou?' Ka asked.

Alaire sighed. Thiswas not the impression he wanted to give, but then anyone could see where his
questions were leading.

"Excuse me," Reykir said, joining Alaire at the table. "Was the ambassador right- or left-handed?”

Alaire had to think about this one for amoment, but not for long; one didn't usualy notice
right-handedness, as it was so common. L eft-handedness was something else atogether. The Bard
remembered when Erikson had brought alute for Alaire. Erikson had mentioned that, to makeit a
left-handed instrument, he would have to rearrange the strings.

"Hewasl|eft-handed,” Alaresaid. "Why?"

Reykir leaned closer to the body. "Well, look wherethe cut is. If he were left-handed and had cut
his own throat, wouldn't the cut be on the other Sde?’

Alairelooked at the cut again. "Indeed,” he said. "I suppose that rules out suicide.”

A thin, wispy voice spoke behind them. ™Y our Mg esty, perhaps you should show them the other
wounds."

An Arachniastood in the doorway for amoment before entering the room, moving with the grace
and slence Alaire had come to associate with the insectoid race.

"Prince Alaire, may | present my secretary, Su'Villtor," Kal said.

The Arachnianodded ever so subtly, but did not offer a claw; the Bard had noticed atrend in
etiquette lately between the two races that made the "handshake" optiona. The Arachnianswere never
comfortable with the gesture, and neither were most humans, particularly when the pincers could snap
fingersoff inamomen.

"Y our reputation precedesyou,” the Arachnia chittered. "The kingdom of Suinomen isin your debt,



to be sure”

"Thank you, Su'Villtor," Alarereplied. He was starting to find the praise for something he had done
sx years before alittletiring, but being the patient prince he was, he hed histongue. "1 would have
preferred that we met under better circumstances.”

SuVilltor's head tilted to one Side, an expression Alaire knew was the equivalent of asigh.

Reykir helped the other young servant turn Erik-son's body over. The apprentice gasped in surprise
and stepped back, and the servant rearranged the cloth over the body.

"What in heaven's name are those?' Alaire asked, after amoment of slence,

On Erikson's upper back were two more wounds, but not gashes like the neck wound. They
appeared to be punctures, made at the sametime as the fatal wound.

"What do you make of these?' Alaire asked Kai.

The king shook his head. "No one has been able to determine what did that. Captain Lyam did an
inventory of al the weaponsin the training arena, and nothing even came close to matching those
wounds."

"What about the kitchen?" Alaire asked, suspecting this angle would also be adead end.

Captain Lyam cleared histhroat before addressing Alaire. "We're not entirely certain the weapon
was metal. The punctures, too, are jagged, like the neck wound. A stone weapon, perhaps, or awooden
one”

Srange, Alarethought. "Those are the only marks?'

"Webdieveso," Ka sad. "If you wish, you may examine further."

Alarehdd ahand up. "That won't be necessary,” the Bard replied, redizing hisintense desireto be
out of there. The odor, which had worsened when the body was turned over, was becoming quite
unbearable.

"Very well, then," Kai said, turning with Alairefor the doorway. "1 wish there was more | could tell
you."

They dl ascended the sairs and gathered in the palace's main hallway.

"After the assassination,” Alaire asked Kal, "who did you question?"

"Why, SuVilltor questioned dl the guards on duty,” Kai hastened to answer. "All servants were
accounted for in their quarters by midnight. The assassination, we believe, happened well after that."

Alaire puzzled over this. While he didn't want to miss anything that might provide an important |ead,
he dso didn't want to offend the king by suggesting impropriety or laxness on his saff's part.

SuVilltor spoke up, looking asif he were ready to depart. "If you will excuse me," the Arachnia
sad, "l have ameseting with the Merchant's Guild to attend. Will you be needing my assistance?’

"No, Su'Villtor, go ahead," Ka said absently. "I think we can takeit from here.”

Alarewatched the secretary walk gracefully away on hisdtiltlike legs, noting how heturned hisfront
clawstowards his body when he walked. Something about what he saw in the Arachnia's movements
nagged at him, but he wasn't certain what it was.

"Your Mgesty, didn't Galdur use truth spellsto extract information from the guards on duty that
night?" Captain Lyam asked.

"Wéll, yeshedid," Kai replied. "He turned nothing up. I didn't fed it was worth mentioning.”

In responseto Alaire's raised eyebrow, Captain Lyam continued, "Galdur is our head wizard. He
assumed his post shortly after the coup attempt.” The captain looked momentarily puzzled. "Y our
Magesty, wasn't he supposed to accompany us this morning in the morgue?”

"Hetold melast night hewould,” Kai said. "But he never did show up, did he? He probably
overdept. Those wizardfolk keep strange hours." And with awink to Alaire, added, "Like | used to.
Remember?'

Alaire could not help but grin. Y es, Kainemonen, | do. Things have changed, now that you are
ruler.”

"For the better, | hope,” theking replied. "Y es, well Galdur should have been with us. But | doubt
he would have provided any new information.”

No, perhaps not, Alarethought. But his absence raises suspicions.



King Kainemonen and Captain Lyam excused themsdlves to take care of some urgent Suinomen
business, but before they Ieft, the king invited Alaire, his apprentice and his brother to the noon medl. The
Bard was glad the king had not included breskfast on their agenda; after dedling with Erikson, he
doubted he would have had the scomach for it.

Before the king and captain left, Alaire asked, "Would you mind if | asked your head wizard afew
questions?'

Towhich Kai replied, "Certainly not. Infact, | think that's an excellent idea. Where would he be
now, captain?'

"Mogly likely inthe Association Hall," Lyam said, and gave Alaire asomber look. "Yes, | know,
Alare. Therearealot of bad memoriesthere. But believe me, weve cleaned up theriffraff in this
kingdom. Thewizardsyou will find therewill belegitimate, and on our sdethistime.”

"Aig yes" Alaresad. "l am certain of that." But privately, he wasn't so certain.

Someone killed the ambassador, and Suinomen's magic users had yet to determine who it
was. | must look into every possibility.

Alaire remembered dl too well where the Association Hall was. The short, squeat building itself had
changed little, the exception being a coat of white paint on the stucco. But the vegetation growing around
it had cometo life; where it was barren and desolate with dead trees before, there was a deep green
forest, overrun with oak and wildflowers. True, it was now summer, not winter, but the Bard sensed
more at work here than just asimple change of seasons. It seemed that with the demise of Carlotta,
which had happened in the basement of this very building, nature had sighed in relief.

Alaire rapped on the door and waited. The door had been refinished since hislast visit, but ill gave
alow, resonating tone to the knock that comes only with well-aged wood. Reykir looked nervous as
well, perhaps because of the reputation the building already had; Alaire had told his apprentice about the
Prison of Souls more than once during his lessons.

A nervous, mousy little man opened the door and peered up at them. He wore the familiar gaudy
robe Alaire recaled seeing on Suinomen magiciansthe last time held been here; for an uncomfortable
moment, Alaire thought thiswas Soren, the magician who had played akey rolein the coup. But this
magician was younger, and smdler. Still, the resemblance rattled him.

"Yes?' themouse sad. "What do you want?"

"l am Prince Alaire, of Altheg," the Bard said. "And thisismy apprentice, Reykir. | came to speak
with Galdur, the magician. Ishein?"

The magician stepped back and gestured for them to enter. Inside, torches burned on the walls,
giving somelight to amostly dark interior. Alaire noted that the ingtalation of windowswould have
provided more light than the torches, but evidently this hadn't occurred to the magicians here.

"l am Gadur,” thesmal man said at last, sounding asthough Alarésvist wasthe last thing he
wanted this afternoon. "'l assume you've come to question me about the nation."

"l have," Alaire said, as Reykir closed the door behind them. "Thiswas, after dl, our ambassador.
Aswell asaclosefamily friend. Hisloss grieves me persondly.”

Gadur's expression softened, and in that moment he looked more like Soren. Isthis Sorenin
disguise? Alaire wondered, but refrained from probing the wizard for glamories.

"Of course," Galdur said. "How may | help you?"

"l was hoping to see you in the morgue thismorning,”" Alaire said, relaxing his shoulders and | etting
hisarmsfdl limply to hissde, a stance that he hoped would hel p put the magician at ease. Hewas going
to be asking some direct questions, and the less defensive Galdur wasin advance, the better. "But we
studied the body anyway. It was a most distressing sight, seeing the ambassador dead like that. After al
Althea has done to help preserve the Suinomen crown.”

Although he delivered the statement in acalm, soothing tone, Galdur flinched visibly.

"l am wdl aware of the attempt by Sir Jehan to seize the throne," Galdur began, looking asthough
he was checking hisanger. "And | am equally aware of the role played by the magiciansthen in power.
My uncle, in particular." Galdur dso relaxed, but the motion only made him look more nervous. "But that
was long ago. Thisisnot the same Association you would remember.”



"Indeed," Alaire said quietly, but hismind was racing. "Who was your uncle?’

Gadur looked doubtful, then resentful. Did he reveal something he didn't want to? Alare
thought, but it was obvioudy too late for the wizard to backtrack.

"Sorenismy uncle,” Galdur admitted. "He was the head magician at the time of the coup. And yes,
before you ask, he wasinvolved in therevolt.”

Alaire cleared histhroat politely. "Yes, | am aware of that. | was present during those troubling
times" Need | tell him that Soren also incarcerated me in the Prison of Souls? That he was
probably the second most significant figure in the coup? Why in the seven hells didn't Kai have the
traitor executed? For whatever reason, Galdur seemed to be obliviousto Alaire's near brush with the
Prison, and the Bard saw no redl reason to bring it up now. Perhaps feigning some ignorance of this
place might put him off guard.

"That isinteresting,” Alairesaid. "I remember Soren. What finally happened to him, after al was
resolved?'

"In spite of my unclesrolein Sir Jehan's plan, King Archenomen pardoned him. Although Sir Jehan
was defeated, there were ill the many magicians who had conspired against the crown aswell. Soren
helped turn this element in to the proper authorities." Galdur stepped forward, hisarms open in agesture
of frankness. "Without his help, there would have always been the possibility of some other ement rising
from Sr Jehan'sorganization.”

But that still doesn't explain what happened to Soren, Alarrethought. Answers come to those
who wait.

"Theking was not without his gratitude,” Gadur continued. "He gave my uncle apost in one of the
outer provinces. That iswhere heis now."

"l see" Alaresaid. Thisis starting to sound more like an exile than an assignment. "Whereis
this province, | wonder?"

"It'sto the north,” Galdur said reluctantly. " On the coast At least, one might call it acoast during the
ummer.”

Soren's fate was gradudly taking shape, and Alaire was doing his best not to burst out laughing. |
know of this province. It is covered with snow year-round, and is only accessible during a few
weeks out of the summer! How fitting to exile Soren to that ice ball!

"l am certain Soren's skills are not going to waste," Alaire said, trying, and failing, to keep the
sarcasm out of hisvoice. Now, back to business. "I understand you questioned the guards on duty the
night of the nation. Might | ask where you werethat night?'

"In bed, adeep,” Gadur said immediately.

Too easy, Alarethought suspicioudy.

"I had spent the entire day inventorying our herb supply,” Gadur continued. "To see what we
needed to plant now to carry usthrough the winter. | was very tired and knew nothing of the
assassination until the next day.”

"And you heard nothing?' Thiswould makeit obviousif Galdur wastdling thetruth. The
Association Hall wasfar enough away from the paace that ariot would not be audible at this distance.

"Nothing," Galdur replied. "Bard Alaire, | must ask you. Am | under suspicion of something?'

The question caught Alaire off guard, but for only amoment "Oh, of course not,” the Bard replied. "
am only trying to piece together what took place that night. Any information would be hel pful .

The Bard declined to mention that he didn't think someone as small and apparently weak-minded as
he would be capable of such agruesome crime. His dander is already up. Time to smooth the
feathers.

"I might aso mention,” Galdur said, "that during the coup | remained loyal to theking. True, | was
only astableboy at thetime, but at no time did | take up arms against the crown.”

"l am certain you wereloya," Alairereplied. "Y our dedication to Suinomen isnot in question either.
Anditiscertainly not my place, asaprince of Althea, to question the decisions of another ruler.”

Again, Gadur flinched visbly at the mention of histitle, even though there waslittle chance Alaire
would ever beking of Althea.



"When you questioned the guards, what did you turn up?'

Galdur seemed pleased for the subject to change from hisloyalty to the nation. "Absolutely
nothing. The guards in question were stationed outside the palace. Two at the gate, two near the stable,
and four waking patrol on the grounds. No one heard or saw anything. My truth spell made certain of
that. There have been no incidents on the palace grounds since the Sir Jehan incident, o security isnot a
priority. Y ou might do better to question Captain Lyam about that"

Alaire considered this. "There are no guards on duty within the paace at dl?"

"Not to my knowledge, no."

"And no one came, or |eft, during the evening?"

"No one."

Which implied only one thing: the murder was committed by a member of the Palace staff. Perhaps,
even, ahigh-ranking officid of Kai's cabinet.

"l see" Alaire said, making anote to ask Captain Lyam more about this. "Thank you for your time,
and your help.”

Gadur took his hand and bowed gracioudy. "If | can be of any further help, please let me know."

Alaire and Reykir left the Association Hall and started towards the palace. A bell tolled nearby,
twelve chimes, indicating noon.

"Isit timefor lunch yet?' Reykir asked. "l am alittle hungry.”

At the mention of food, Alaires somach roared. "Yes, | believeitis. Tothedining hall."

"Lead theway," Reykir said good-naturedly. "I'm gtill new to this place.”

En route to the dining room, Alaire caught aglimpse of Craig at the far end of the main hallway,
talking to the Arachnian secretary, Su'Villtor. As hishunger was more overpowering than his curiosity, he
did not pause to think about thisright away. Probably just making some inquiries, the Bard thought as
the glorious aroma of potatoes and cooked pig wafted past hisnodtrils. I'll have to ask him about that
later.

Servants escorted them to the king's table, where Kainemonen and Captain Lyam, who seemed to
gtick closeto hisside, greeted them warmly.

"I hope you have had a productive morning,” Kai said after they had situated themselves.

Alaire hestated about bringing up theissue of Galdur and his questionable family ties. Best to save
the matter for after dinner, Alaire decided, and proceeded to devour the feast before him.

When lunch was over, Kainemonen invited them to his private chambers. On their way there, Alaire
remembered that his brother, Craig, had not turned up at the dining hal. Probably not even hungry, he
thought. Come to think of it, neither did Su'Villtor.

Alare mentioned thisto Kal, who replied, offhandedly, "Oh, SuVilltor usualy doesn't eat with
humans. Hefindsit, shal | say, offensve?’

Still, something seemed odd about his brother's encounter with the Arachnia. Craig doesn't like
strangers, even less the nonhuman ones. Where have they gone off to?

Before the Bard could puzzle over his brother's whereabouts too long, King Kai led them into his
chambers.

"l would offer you wine," Kai said apologeticaly, "but | don't keep it in the chambers, even for
vigtors"

"Isit dill atemptation?' Alaire said, hoping thiswas not an insult. He seated himself in aheavy oak
chair. A tal window opened onto the garden, and awarm afternoon breeze wafted past the king. Reykir
took asmaller, less ornate seat, and promptly blended into his surroundings. The boy must work some
magic to make himself invisible, Alarethought.

"Yes, | dodtill goforit,” Kai replied. "But assoon as| do | remember thelast time | was drunk. The
night those two "bandits jumped us. And | dmost didn't survive."

He hasn't had a drink since then? Alaire thought, abit ashamed that the revelation astonished him
0. True, Ka had matured into aman, but his iff attitude made him seem so unlike the Kai Alaire knew
that the Bard thought he was someone ese.

"l remember,” Alaire replied. "But that was so long ago. We should discuss the problem at hand.



My brother Derek wishes to know what happened. And sodo I."

Kai looked grim. "Of course," he said. "We are doing what we can to find the perpetrator. But we
have turned up nothing." The king met the Bard's eyes directly, and he added, in a softer voice, "Do not
worry about offending me. | am terribly saddened and embarrassed by thiswhole affair.”

"Altheaisnot blaming you," Alaresaid hadtily. At least, not yet. "There must have been areason
for this™

Ka sat down behind a huge wooden table, looking far older than his twenty-three years. "I've had
doubtsfor ayear now. Since we purged Suinomen of Sir Jehan's followers, | had assumed we had done
so thoroughly.”

Alarewaited for him to continue, hisinterest piqued.

"Then one of our secretaries, an assistant of Captain Lyam, was murdered in much the sameway as
your ambassador.”

"When wasthis?'

"About this sametime last year. The secretary was ayoung man, about the age of Reykir here. He
had been studying old Arachnian texts, which Su'Villtor had in his study."

Now this was most interesting.

"I know you're probably thinking, SuVilltor might be the likely suspect. But he waswith me,
persondly, when this murder apparently happened.”

Aie, yes, but is there any way to prove that? Alarethought franticaly, sill not wanting to voice
his doubtsto hisfriend.

The Bard waked afine line between friendship and pursuing hisrole asinvestigator, and he didn't
want the two to clash, at least not thisearly in the game.

"l don't think Su'Villtor killed either the secretary or your ambassador,” Kal said.

"Arethere... other Arachniasin the palace?' Careful, now.

"Su'Villtor has an apprentice, Su'Quon, sent by hisfamily to train under him. Su'Quon isardative of
some kind. | don't even pretend to try to figure out relations among Arachnians.”

"And what of this gpprentice?'

"Accounted for," Kai replied, but Alaire thought he detected abit of doubt in the ruler's voice.
"Su'Villtor vouchesfor him, or her. I'm not certain of the apprentice's sex.”

So. Now we're back to the beginning. "A moment ago you mentioned Sir Jehan'sfollowers. Do
you think perhaps some were not discovered?”

Kai expelled aloud bresth. "Gods, | hope not. That's the last thing | need. But it would help to
explain the ambassador's death.”

"Did you not find the secretary's murderer?!

"No," Ka sad. "I'm afraid not."

An uncomfortable silence filled the room. Alaire brokeit by saying, "I spoke with Galdur, your head
wizard. What do you know of him?"

"l had questioned hisloydtiesaswell,” Ka admitted. "Even though he assisted in cleaning up the
grand mess Soren |eft behind.”

Alaire chose this moment to bring up the suspicious relationship between Galdur and Soren. "Are
you aware that Soren is Galdur's uncle?"

"Of course | am,” Kai replied. " Soren has been assigned to another province. Far to the north. |
thought it ajust punishment, given that he helped us bresk up the conspiracy.”

Did he, now? Probably in order to save his own skin. | cannot imagine Soren doing anything
unless he had something to gain fromit.

"Gadur isbeyond suspicion?" Alaire asked.

Kai shook hishead. "Nobody is. But | don't suspect him myself. Captain Lyam has brought up the
question of Galdur'sloydty severa times. But then, Lyam issuspicious of dl magicians.”

Not all, Alarrethought. He does seemto trust me.

The mesting broke up when Ka announced he had another meeting to attend. The Bard had
decided that Kainemonen might be a capable ruler, but if there was a congpiracy to dethrone him, the



boy would probably not seeit until it wastoo late.

Reykir went to tend to Rakvel, and Alaire went to the gardens to contempl ate the fine mess they had
been sent to clean up, arriving a no real conclusions.

"All things come to those who wait," Alaire whispered, remembering thelyricsto an old balad. He
pulled out his harp and played through the song afew times, finding the patience he sought.

Give it time, hethought. Sooner or later, the guilty parties will make a mistake, just like they
did last time around.

Chapter Eight

For what seemed an eternity, Reykir stared up at the enormous canopy over his head, trying to
figure out why he could not deep. It wasn't asif his bed were uncomfortable. On the contrary, the silk
pajamas, sheets and goose down pillows were the ultimate in comfort. He had to admit, he was not yet
accustomed to upper-class living, having lived at the very lowest rung most of hislife. Hewas ill
exhausted from the trip, so deeping should have not been a problem, particularly in such opulent
accommodations. But it was.

The bedroom window opened onto the courtyard, and an occasiona cool breeze brushed past the
curtain. From outside he heard guards making their rounds, which became less and less frequent asthe
evening progressed. He had turned Rak 1oose to go hunting, and she had been gone agood part of the
night. It wasn't concern for hisowl that kept him awake. When she was done feeding and wanted to
return, Rakvel would find the correct window easily enough by tuning into Reykir's thoughts.

In the other room Craig snored loudly; he/d managed to get completely drunk at dinner, dong with
severa merchants who had arrived that afternoon to discuss new accounting laws with the king. Though
they shared no common language, except for the language of drink, they seemed to have had agood time
together. And, fortunately, Craig did nothing obvioudy embarrassing.

If Alaire had been bothered by his brother's behavior, he didn't show it. Asthey prepared to retire,
the Bard seemed to be quite worn out by the day's activities, duein no small part, Reykir guessed, to the
frustration of not coming up with asingle lead to the ambassador's murder.

It bothered him that he couldn't deep; he knew what condition he would be in the next day if he
didn't deep, and thiswould not be agood thing. Since Craig would most likely be fairly worthless
tomorrow, Reykir felt responsible for being aert for both of them.

And thisisnot to beif | lie here awake all night! he seethed. The last time | had trouble
deeping...

Ah, yes. Thelast time. It was some years ago, but he remembered it well. Hewas deeping in abarn
somewherein the northern part of Silver City, tossing and turning much as he was doing now, for no
apparent reason. Then athief had entered the barn, knife drawn, and Reykir pretended to be adeep.
That is, until the thief tried to cut histhroat. Reykir had drawn hisown knife, hiding it under his cloak,
which hewas using as ablanket. The blade entered just above the thief's somach, below therib cage,
and an amazing amount of blood had poured from the wound. Reykir had carefully cleaned hisblade,
relieved the thief of the coin he had on him, and crept off into the night.

Only later had he realized what had happened. If | had slept, | would have died. My magical
sense saved my life by keeping me awake.

Lying in the ate bed, surrounded by luxury, the boy began to wonder if the same thing was
happening dl over again.

Ifitis, thenitisasurprisefor usall. | doubt a palace can sound more asleep than thisone....

Suddenly, Rak swooped in through the window, circled the room once, and landed on the edge of



the bed.

‘Wake! Up! Up!: the owl mindscreamed. : Attack!:

Reykir sat bolt upright. :What are you talking about?:

Before he could ask more, he heard a shout, a scream, and the unmistakabl e clatter of arrows
agang the pdacewals.

"Attack?' Reykir asked. :\WWho?:

Shifting franticaly from foot to foot, the owl replied with agarbled image of wingratsand
Arachnians. That makes no sense, Reykir thought. But whatever Rak had seen, it had scared her
sensaless. Shewas so puffed up she was practically aball of feathers, asight that would have been
comicd if not for the imminent danger that had provoked it.

Alaire gtirred in the adjoining room. "Reykir? Are you up?' he caled.

"Aye" the boy said, rushing to hisfeet. Already he was hopping out of the silk pgamas and
throwing on somethick breeches.

"What'sgoing on outsde?' Alaire camein, partialy dressed, clutching ashirt and a sheathed knife,
and looked a Reykir. "What isit?"

From outside came another shout, followed by the sound of something big swooping past the
window.

Alareseyestold him held heard it too. "What in the seven hells..." hebegan, rushing to the
window. Reykir joined him, casting anervous glance back at Rak, afraid for her sanity, afraid for dl their
safety.

"L ook, over there," Reykir said, pointing to a darkened area of the grounds. Two guards had rushed
into a shadow, swords drawn. Two more guards, perhaps the ones who had been on patrol, ran under
their window towards the commotion.

"We're going outside,” the Bard said, tying the large knife and sheath to hisforearm, then throwing
the shirt on. "Did Rak see anything out there?"

"Wingrats and Arachnia," Reykir said, then studied his pet again. : Arachnia riding Wingrats?
That's what Low Moon told us... :

No timeto think on that. Reykir instructed Rak to stay in the room and followed Alaireto the
courtyard. On hisway out he grabbed a sheathed knife and stuck it under his belt.

Before they had reached the courtyard, Reykir knew something mgjor was going on. At least ten
guards, some of whom looked asif they'd just wakened, filed down the hallway before them.

"Follow them," Alaire said. "They've got bigger wegpons than we do."

Reykir and his master took a position behind alarge, opened door, giving them aview outsde. The
apparent source of the ruckus was out in the corner of the courtyard. Two large shapes thrashed in the
darkness, severa paces away. More guards swarmed towards the disturbance, swords drawn.

"Probably athief found hisway over thewal," Alaire said, but he sounded more hopeful than
convinced.

Reykir sensed a presence immediately behind them, and whirled around. Hisright hand was around
the hilt of hisknife before he saw that it was Su'Villtor.

"What isssthiss?' The Arachniasaid, some of hiswords dipping into a heavy Arachnian accent.
"Invaderss?'

"We don't know yet. Maybe wed better..." Alaire began, but Su'Villtor brushed right past them.

They turned their attention to the Situation outside. Two of the guards had produced lit torches,
whichilluminated awide ova in the courtyard.

"Lyam'sout there," Alaire said, asthetorchlight fell on the captain. Reykir focused on the largest of
the assembled guards, and indeed it was their friend. With him was ayounger guard with a crossbow,
which was aimed at the thorax of an Arachnia. Theinsect was darker and larger than Su'Villtor, who had
approached the scene but kept a respectabl e distance, and wore an elaborate system of |eather armor.
Something that crossbow would penetrate in a flash, Reykir thought, transfixed by the scene. Two
other guards were examining what at first looked like afallen horse behind the captain's group. Asthe
torchlight flickered over the still form, he saw it was no horse, but awingrat.



"Low Moon," Reykir whispered, and started for the door. Alaire clutched his shoulder before he got
too far.

"It'snot Low Moon," Alaire said. "Different color. Still hasthe collar on." He squinted at thefdlen
animd. Its belly faced them with a pair of arrows extending fromit. "And it'smale. Nevertheess, we
should investigate. That Arachnian soldier resembles the one we encountered on the ship.”

Of course, Reykir thought, now knowing why the bug looked so familiar. Even with the armor he
saw that it was darker than Su'Villtor.

No other officials from Kai's office were present besides Lyam and Su'Villtor. Once they were
closer to theinvader, Reykir saw an arrow projecting from the Arachnias claw, apparently rendering it
usdless. Asthey approached the scene they heard aguard explaining to Lyam what had happened.

Reykir didn't understand the Suinomen language, but he was able to follow the gist of what had
happened. The guard had spotted three or more wingrats and their Arachnian riderslanding just insde
the palace walls. As he had never seen such creatures before, and the visitors had made no hostile
moves, the guard thought this might have been aniill-timed and ill-aimed rest stop, and tried to hail them.
In return, the visitors had started shooting with bows and arrows. Other guards, who had been observing
the intruders, began shooting at them from the wall. One arrow caught one of the wingrats, and asit
plummeted to the ground another arrow struck it.

Thewingrat lay onitssde, its chest heaving, face pinched with pain. The Arachniawho had ridden it
didn't seem concerned for it, indeed, it only seemed concerned for its own hide. Surrounded by
crossbows, it didn't look asthough it could do much of anything besides stay whereit was.

"Alare, what do you make of dl this?' Lyam asked as he gestured towards the wingrat, sounding
completely baffled. "I've never seen abeast like this. That it can be used for assaultsfrom the air... that is
very disurbing indeed.”

"They arewingrats" Alarereplied. "Saves of these Arachnian masters.”

The captain eyed him suspicioudy. ™Y ou know of these creatures? Why didn't you mention them
ealier?’

Alaire shrugged, and approached Lyam, speaking only ashort distance from hisear. Even with his
voice lowered, Reykir heard what he was saying. "We encountered one of these creatures after our ship
sank. They are quite intelligent, but evidently have been endaved by this other race of Arachnia”

Lyam shook his head. " Other race? Y ou mean there are two races of these..." Lyam said, but
looked up as Su'Villtor drew closer.

"l waswaiting for abetter opportunity to discussthiswith you," Alairesaid. "'l would prefer to spesk
in private, if you understand,” he added, nodding toward Su'Villtor.

"Indeed | do," Lyam replied, but hiseyeswere on Su'Villtor, who without hesitating approached the
captured Arachnian. Standing side by side, Reykir saw their differences clearly. The captive waslarger,
though this might have been anillusion caused by the armor. The two insects began spesking in
Arachnian.

"You, SuVilltor, stay away from that prisoner!" Captain Lyam bellowed, but the secretary ignored
him.

Without warning, the captured Arachnialunged for Su'Villtor. Reykir stepped reflexively
backwards, they moved with incredible swiftness, and in an eyeblink the two were locked in adeath
struggle. The guards nocked and aimed their arrows.

"Hold!" Lyam shouted. The other guards stirred anxioudy, but with the two insects moving as
quickly asthey did, with their bodiesintertwined, it was difficult to tell the two apart.

Asthey watched helplesdy, the prisoner suddenly froze, then fell backwards. Its thorax, though
shielded with leather, was pierced. In moments, two arrows pierced the Arachniathrough the head,
followed by athird. Theinsect continued to quiver, but for all intents appeared to be dead. Nevertheless,
Reykir kept hisdistance.

"Stay back," Alaire said needlesdy. "It'slikely to strike out at anything now."

Su'Villtor approached the captain, and bowed just the dightest bit. Asthey were probably equalsin
rank, the gesture suggested an apology of some sort.



"What in the seven hells happened?' Captain Lyam demanded. "What did you say?"

Su'Villtor cast abrief glance back at the falen Arachnia "It issomething | have feared for sometime
now, Captain Lyam," Su'Villtor replied. Asthe secretary spoke, more guards surrounded the dain
Arachnia, which continued to twitch.

"What, then?' Lyam said, hisvoice lowering. "Who isthis creature and why do they dare attack the
paace?'

Su'Villtor paused, asif catching his breath. In spite of his recent struggle, the secretary appeared to
again have full possession of the human language. "This Arachniaisfrom adistant hive caled the
Roksamur. We know very litde of them, except that they dwell on adistant idand, far at sea. They have
never been in contact with our hive."

Interesting, Reykir thought. If they've never been in contact, then how do you know of them,
'Villtor?

Alarelooked asthough he wanted to question the secretary, but held histongue. Asvisiting
diplomats from Althea, Reykir knew thiswas not their place. Also, he suspected he would learn more by
eavesdropping. Su'Villtor acted as though he didn't see Alaire or Reykir. Perhaps he wants us to hear
this.

"We have been enemiesfor an eternity,” Su'Villtor continued. "Thisiswhy the prisoner attacked
me"

Too neat, Reykir thought. Su'Villtor, what are you hiding?

"They do not trust our hive, particularly those who work for humans, as| do. They find this...
disurbing.”

Captain Lyam rubbed histemples. "Are you saying these invaders cameto kill you, and not attack
the palace?"

Su'Villtor nodded, "Indeed, Captain. | doubt the palace has anything to worry about." He paused,
glancing into the dark night sky. "They would have been the only ones sent. Their hive wouldn't risk
more."

Lyam gazed fiercdly & the Arachnia, hisdisbelief evident. "Su'Villtor, how do you know so much
about them if they live on adigant idand?’

"l am Arachnian,” SuVilltor sad smply, asif that should explain everything. "1 think | should prepare
my report for the king." The Arachniabowed. "If you will please excuse me.”

Su'Villtor turned and walked back to the palace. Lyam shook his head.

"l dont likeit," the captain said. "Su'Villtor seemsto know an awful lot about these creatures.”

"l agree," Alaire said, glancing to the sky. "And | am not ready to believe there are only three, as
uVilltor dams™

"Nor |," the captain said firmly. "1 think | will put the entire guard on dert. | don't like the sméll of
thisonebit."

Alaire ventured closer to the dead Arachnia, who had now ceased moving completely. The creature
lay in acurled pogtion, with portions of itsleather armor flayed and missing. The Bard studied the body
for some time, then suddenly looked up.

"Captain,” Alaresad. "Comelook at this."

Lyam approached the body. "It'sadead bug,” he said, after amoment of study.

"But look how hedied," Alaire pointed out. "Two ragged tears. One behind the neck, and the fata
wound across the thorax. Or, on a human, that would be the throat. When did we last see awound
gmilar tothis?'

At firgt the burly captain looked puzzled. Then his expression turned to anger. " The ambassador,” he
sad. "SuVilltor killed him?*

Alaire shrugged. "Perhaps." He looked again to the night sky; a quarter moon hung just above the
palace, providing some light to see by, but not much. "It would be agood night for an invasion,” Alaire
sad findly. "Killing the ambassador must have been adiverson,” he added.

"Theking," Lyan sad. "We must—"

"I'll goto Kai. We need you to organizethearmy.” He glanced again at the sky. "A perfect setup. If



| hadn't noticed those wounds—"
"Aye" Lyam said. "I'll cal my officers. Go to Kai, now! He must be told what's happening.”

* % %

"I should have known, dammit, | should have known!" Alaire fumed aloud, only vaguely aware of
Reykir following him. While they had discussed matters outside with Lyam, servants had begun lighting
lanterns and candlesin the paace. Apparently, this was going to be an early morning for everyone.

Guardslooked nervous, all pretense of deep now forgotten. Word that the palace was under attack
must have traveled quickly; that, or the guards thought it adrill. With all the ruckus outside, it would
have to be a pretty realistic drill to get me stirred up!

"Thereyou arel” Galdur caled, approaching them franticaly.

Does he know something we don't? Alaire wondered.

"Y ou must go to the king now," Galdur sputtered. Helooked asif held been running through the
palace, and was quite out of breath. "He requests your attendance immediately.”

"That's precisely where I'm going now," Alairesad. "If | recdll, the king's chambers..."

Galdur shook hishead. "He'sin asecret place,” Galdur said. "Down below. It's aspecid fortresswe
keep for emergencies.”

Alare gared a him. "Gadur, what's going on? What aren't you telling us?"

Thewizard took Alaire'sarm and began leading him to a set of stone sairs. "It would be much
easer to show you," hesaid, but Alaire pulled away from him.

"l would like to know now," Alaire said. "The guardsintercepted an invader on the grounds. An
Arachnian invader. Whereis SuVilltor, by theway?'

"He'swith theking," Gadur said quickly. "Pleasg, if you'll follow me. It's very important.”

Alaresghed. "So beit Reykir, go to our rooms and rouse Craig. If you can. Stay there until | get
there”

"Yes, magter," Reykir said, and scurried off.

"Okay, Gadur," Alairesad patiently. "Let'sgo.”

"Thank you," Galdur replied, sounding relieved. Relieved over what? the Bard thought. At any
rate, the answers, whatever they may be, are waiting for me below.

"Rak. Rak?" Reykir caled out as he entered their rooms. "Where are you?'

He was too panicked to use mindspeech, knowing that if he did, his question would come acrossto
Rekvel asadesafening scream. Standing in the middle of his quarters, he saw nothing.

Reykir jumped at a sudden movement from under the bed. A beak, followed by around face of
feathers, peered at him from under the edge of a blanket.

:Safe?: Rakve queried.

"Don't know," Reykir said, holding his hand down. The owl took this as an affirmative and hopped
on, then the boy transferred her to his shoulder.

"Craig," Reykir muttered to himsdlf. "Gottaseeif Craig...”

Onelook in Craig's bed told him everything. He's nowhere around. Reykir sat on the edge of the
bed. Think, think, now where could he have gone...

On his shoulder, Rak hissed. Reykir looked out the window, and blinked.

Oh dear gods, no, hethought. This must be a nightmare.

Knees shaking, Reykir went to the window to get a better look. He wished he hadntt.

A swarm of wingrats, hundreds of wingrats, with mounted Arachnia, flew towards the pdace. Down
in the courtyard abell rang loudly, and throughout the pal ace grounds Reykir heard an army rising to
fight. Thefirst wave of invaders swooped towards the guards manning the wall, spearing them and
knocking them over. The soldiers down below seemed just as stunned as Reykir was, the sight of so
many flying creatures with armored Arachnian mounts froze agood many of the guards where they
stood.

We're doomed, Reykir thought morosdly as he stared out the window, unable to move.



The stairwell to the underground chamber was at the other end of the palace. Alaire didn't
remember this particular passage, though he had discovered afair number of secret tunnels throughout
the palace grounds the last time he was here. It |eft him wondering how many hidden passagesthere
were inthisplace,

"Down here," Gadur said, but Alaire had paused beside atall, narrow window. It was obvioudy a
much older part of the palace, as the stone looked much more streaked with soot and grime. The style
suggested adesign at least a century old.

"Look, out here," Alaire said. The window |ooked over anarrow section of the grounds between
the palace and the main wall. Dark shadows passed through the sky. First one, then afew. Flapping,
flying creatures swarmed the sky.

Wingrats. The palace isunder attack!

Gaddur waswaiting for him by the stairs. "Down here,” the wizard whispered urgently. Alairetore
himsdlf away from the window and followed the wizard down the Sairs.

"Gadur, why did you move the king down here?" Alaire asked, picking hisway carefully over the
stone. Parts of the steps had crumbled, leaving a hazardous path of 1oose rocks for him to negotiate. "Did
you know something was going to happen tonight?* Asthey descended into the darkness Alaire began to
suspect he might be walking into atrap.

Not again, heresolved, remembering hislast experience with Rozinki wizards.

"Just a precaution,” Galdur replied, but the answer left more questions than it answered. "Theking
can answer your questions better than | can.”

The wizard paused at alarge wooden door, pounded on it three times, then pulled the huge wooden
handle. Torcheslit the room brightly, blindingly, so that Alaire had to shield his eyes. The Bard followed
Galdur ingde, and the door dammed shut behind him.

Alareblinked as his eyes adjusted to the brightness.

What is my brother doing down here?

Craig gppeared to be in degp conversation with Su'Villtor, but as soon as Alaire entered, both
looked up. Alairedid not like the expression he saw on his brother'sface, amixture of surpriseand glee;
at hisfeet was an uncorked bottle of spirits.

"Ah, brother," Craig said, approaching Alaire. The smdll of acohol carried clearly acrossthe room
as hisbrother spoke. "Good of you to join us."

Alarewasin no mood for polite conversation. " Craig, whet the hdll isgoing on?"

Craig replied with astupid grin.

Alareignored him. "Su'Villtor, what do you know of this? We're under attack!"

SuVilltor shrugged with an expression of incomprehension.

Exasperated, Alaire continued, "Galdur said the king was down here? Where is he?"

"Why," Craig replied innocently, "he's stting over there. Say hello to your friend Alaire, would you?

Alaire looked deeper into the shadows beyond the torches, afraid of what he would see. As soon as
his eyes adjusted and he saw the dark shape lying there, an urge to run came over him. Kai lay shackled
and unconscious, wearing only apair of breeches and aheavy fur mantle.

Hewhirled around on his brother, who had stepped back. Alaire wanted to strangle him. Time to
get out of here, hethought. I'm outnumbered.

As he turned to leave the chamber, something sharp jabbed hisrear end. It wasn't aknife or an
arrow, or even asword,; but it was, he knew immediately, something equally familiar.

It was the same now asit was then, when the Swords of the Magicians paralyzed him with apoison
dart. Only thistime Galdur had evidently shot him with it. Alaire collapsed, turning towards the door as
he did so, catching aglimpse of Gadur and the little reed used to launch the dart.

It's the same poison, hethought, his mind darkening. In momentsthe paralysistook over, and his
vision faded to black.

Reykir stared out the window at the invading forcesfor only a moment, suddenly aware of Rak
digging her clawsinto his shoulder.

We're not getting out of this, hethought. At least not now.



Holding hisfist up to Rak, he said, "Up." The owl stepped onto hisfist, panting with awild look,
nearly turning her head completely around. She's our only hope, Reykir thought.

He looked into the owl's eyes directly, willing the cresture to relax, sending her calming, tranquilizing
thoughts. Soon the panting dowed, and Reykir had her full attention. : Fly. Home now: he sent.

For amoment Rak's expression was strangely sad and human, asthe redlization seemed to sSink into
her that Reykir might not survive.

Reykir fought back tears. :Go. Now!: he ordered in amindshout, taking Rak over to the window.
The harshness of the words seemed to prod the bird into action. : Fly home now. Tell King Derek what
happened!:

Rak hesitated, and Reykir leaned out the window. :Home! Now!: the boy commanded, pushing the
owl into the sky.

The gesture left apainful scratch asthe owl tore off hisfist and launched herself into the night, but it
accomplished the god. Hefelt athin line of blood drip down hiswrist as he watched hisfriend sivoop
away into the night, amid the wingrats and Arachnian soldiers who continued to pour in from the sky by
the hundreds.

:Fly, my friend,: Reykir sent, but Rak did not reply.

He watched for severa long moments as Rak vanished around the corner of the palace, having no
way of knowing if she madeit beyond the paace grounds or not. She can't help me now. | must deal
with my present situation by myself, hethought. What did Alaire tell me to do? Stay here until he
returns? With the enemy swarming over the area, that seemed to be the wisest move.

In the room was a large wardrobe with two large doors adorned with intricate wooden scrollwork.
Inside hung some of the clothing given them by the king, but that wasn't what he was|ooking for.

"Not aweapon anywhere, except for this damned knife," he muttered aloud, touching the hilt of his
dagger. He was torn between joining the battle and saving his own skin. Being Alaire's apprentice had
taught him some bravery and a sense of responsibility; they were under attack by awell armed and well
trained army, who were making mincemeset of anyone who defied them. At that moment, he saw nothing
brave about walking into a battle with only adagger to inflict damage. Stupid, perhaps. But not brave.

Reykir opened the doors and pushed past the clothes, finding a place to stash himself. Then he
pulled the doors shut behind him, and began the long process of making his body and spirit completely
gill.

Alaire opened his eyes, the only motion he was capable of. He had been dreaming about the Prison
of Souls, the crystd jail cell his soul had been stored in; as he woke, he felt the walls of acoffin at his
sde, but thiswas only apart of the fading dream. He lay on his ssomach, hisface turned to theright, his
cheek pressed againgt a cold, damp stone floor. Kai lay next to him, his eyes open, hiswrists bound in
shackles. He might have been unconscious, or not. The drug the wizards here seemed to favor had
subtle, yet overwheming effects.

Somewhere above and behind him, he heard movement, and voices.

"We have captured the palace,” an unfamiliar voice said. "Except for the west wing. Thereis some...
resstance there.”

West wing? Is that where Reykir was? he thought, hoping the boy had listened to him and stayed
in the room. Perhaps he would find a place to hide, and perhaps he would escape. | pray to the gods
that he has. Derek must know what's going on! Once these Arachnia capture Suinomen, if they do,
then Althea is certainly next!

"Very wel," someonereplied. Alaire flinched inwardly when he recognized the voice. Craig.
"SuVilltor, what do you suggest now?"

A rustle, followed by an uninteligible Arachnian chitter, then, "I think we should move the prisoners
as soon as possible. We may have the palace, but we do not yet have the city."”

At the sound of hisbrother'svoice, Alaire withered insde. If there was any doubt about hisloyaties



before, hislast satement laid it to rest. Why is Craig betraying us? And where the hell are they
taking us?

Alarefdt somefeding return to hisfingers, and he moved them tentatively. Asthe feding spread, he
sensed that his arms were bound behind him in shackleslike Kai's.

"He'swaking," Gadur hissed.

"We must keep him down,” SuVilltor said. "Dose him again.”

A pause, followed by asharp painin hisright leg. In moments, the darkness returned.

The wardrobe made astuffy hiding place a firgt, but asthe boy willed his breathing to dow, his
musclesto relax, he became aware of adraft coming in from beneath him. Soon he was comfortable, and
discovered he would be ableto St there indefinitely.

As cam as he made himsdlf on the surface, hefdt asthough he was on the very edge of hysteria
Though muffled, the sounds he heard coming from around him in the palace were not encouraging. At
firgt it was afrantic scraping, as though someone was dragging asword down the hall, followed by a
flurry of pecking noises. The floor vibrated with the motion, and he had to concentrate further to ill
himsdlf. When he heard Arachnian shouts, he realized the odd sounds were Arachnians, searching.

He resisted an urge to bolt out of the wardrobe and run like afrightened rabbit. Thiswould not
make sense, he knew, even though the enemy was so close.

| must remain here. If for no other reason then because Alaire told me to stay here! When
logic fails, submit to ahigher authority. Hed heard that somewhere, but could not quite remember where.
It had made no sense when he heard it, but now, as he sat on the bottom of the wardrobe, trying to
become one with the wood, he redlized the quote was the only thing keeping him sane.

Someone entered the room, and then came the thud of something big and heavy fdling over and
breaking.

For amoment, Reykir stopped breathing, until the wardrobe doors flew open.

Two armored and well armed Arachnians stood regarding him for amoment, then chittered away a
each other, sounding amused. Their suddenly relaxed stance indicated he was not the threeat they had
anticipated, and he didn't know whether he should be relieved or insulted.

A claw reached out and plucked the dagger from his belt, then tossed it aside. "Human. Come with
us," the Arachniasaid. If they recognized him as a prince's assistant, they didn't show it. And why would
they? I'mjust another human so far as they're concerned!

They stepped around the large thing that had fallen over—the state bed. The canopy lay in splinters
and the mattresslay in acorner. Arachnians, Reykir concluded, could toss heavy furniture aseasily as
they could asaucer. He cast awary eye towards his dagger, which had fallen beneath the window, but
saw no way to retrieveit. Not that it would do me much good, hethought. If anything will help me
now it will be my head, not my blade.

Asthe Arachnia marched him down the stairs, he saw more of the invaders, but no humans. They
seemed to have seized the palace, apparently without much resistance.

Craig was nowhere to be seen, and neither was Alaire; but then, he had said he was going to the
king. Whether he had made it there or not remained a mystery, unrevealed by what he saw in the great
hall. Servants, children, women and afew wounded soldiers had been herded there. They looked up
hopefully when Reykir entered, and just as quickly, their eyesfell.

Thisannoyed the boy more than anything. Hmmmph. | haven't even tried to help yet, and they
think I'm useless! Well, I'mnot! He glanced at their captors, clusters of three or four Arachnians
ganding a dl the exits, each wielding a crossbow. Asif, Reykir thought wryly, we would try to get past
those claws.

Ashelooked over the captives, he saw how scantily most of them were dressed, due in no small
part to being wakened in the middle of the night. However, he wore rather expensive looking breeches
and shirt, and even though these items looked as though they had been thrown on, he il felt asthough
he looked conspicuoudy noble.

And nobleis probably not a good thing to be at this point, he thought, and looked about for
waysto rectify the Stuation.



He moved past agaggle of maidservants, tittering away in their Suinomen tongue, and started
looking behind the dining tables for what he needed. The room had been swept and cleaned after dinner,
but the invasion had changed the negt appearance of the hall. On the floor, near a pile of spilled dinner
plates, he saw what he needed.

The apron was soiled and dirty, with what looked like hog's blood on it. The messier the better, he
thought, hoping some of the blood would stain what he was aready wearing. The gpron wasfor alarge
man, and it reached nearly to his ankles, wrapping him completely around the back. The shirt till looked
atad gaudy for aservant, but it would have to do until he found something grungier. In the meantime, he
moved among the other prisoners, who cast nervous looks at the Arachnian guards.

The speed with which the Arachnians had taken the paace surprised Reykir, and on the surface it
seemed asif history were repesting itself; from what Alaire had told him, Sir Jehan, the traitor who had
nearly succeeded in taking the throne six years before, had worked as quickly.

But Sr Jehan was on the inside, hethought. Is there... The thought stopped him cold. Su'Villtor?

Chapter Nine

Low Moon stirred from the nest of weeds and branches she had made for herself in the thickest part
of the forest she could find. Asnight fdll, lights came on in the vast human city downinthevalley. At first
she had thought it was on fire but no local animals were upset; then she remembered the lanterns used by
the Arachniaat home, and guessed thiswas just a more expanded use of the same.

Before nesting, she had found more game, and had enough left over to eat the next day. Low Moon
hung the game from atree, but even this was not enough to discourage scavengers, she had warned three
wolves off before she curled up to deep.

Now she woke because of something else, adistant sound chasing away the fragments of adream,
amemory of her home. She dreamed of brothers and sisters, of collars and Arachnia. Home again, she
felt the prison circling her neck, changing her thoughts, guiding her actions. For atime it was acomforting
feding, asit was meant to be. She did not have to take care of hersdlf, the masters did that for her; they
fed her, and when she was in season they provided amate to Sire her litters—if she obeyed.

As shewokein her nest, she remembered the flight from Roksamur, the storm, the freedom, the
humans who helped her, the human city below. And rose from her nest with agtart.

Shesniffedthear. Ssters?

The scent of her clan was undeniable, overwheming and everywhere.

Low Moon peered into the sky, uncertain for amoment what she was seeing. A storm cloud
seemed to have alife of its own, and moved with great speed. But there was no wind; infact it was a il
night, the sounds of insectsloud and resonating. She smelled no rain, just the strong odor of other
wingrats, male and female, young and old, with the underlying scent of Arachniain the background. The
scent of the latter stirred fear in her, reminding her that she had not been free for long.

Can they reclaim me? she wondered, terrified at the prospect. The hair on her back rose, and her
wingsrosereflexively, ready for flight. Are they...

Then she saw that thiswas no storm cloud. It was a swarm of wingrats, so many that they filled the
sky, blotting out the moon and stars. The only sound was the beating of their wings, alow thrumming that
sounded like distant rain. Low Moon ducked benegath atree, hoping it would conced her, and watched
the swarm pass overhead.

Thisiswhat they planned, shethought. Thisis why they sent me. Low Moon knew this shouldn't
surprise her, but the sheer numbers of her kind stunned her. Sheld never seen that many wingratsin one
place; in fact, she hadn't even known that many existed. There must have been colonies elsewhere on



Roksamur, away from the rest. Whole clansin training. How can the Arachnia control so many?

Her speculation startled her. Contemplating the power of her masters was not something she would
have done while imprisoned by them. She knew their spells prevented independent thought, turned her
kind into mindless followers. While bound, they were focused only on their dutiesto their masters and the
dim rewards dispensed when they obeyed. With sartling clarity she saw what an injustice had been done
to her race. The humans had liberated more than her body. Her spirit was now reborn as she took in the
entire picture.

The others must be freed, she thought, but the sheer numbers of wingrats staggered her. How?

Afraid of detection, but more afraid of doing nothing to help the others, she reached out with her
thoughts. She found afamiliar shield surrounding each wingrat she probed, ablack curtain supported by
the collars each wore. Also, there were curious inquiries from some of the more adept Arachniawho
knew their defenses were being probed. Fortunately, they were more concerned with theinvasion at
hand, which, from what Low Moon could read, seemed to be on the threshold of certain victory.

Out of the sea of beating wings, she picked up apair of wingrats without riders, carrying bundles
underneath them. They were flying in the opposite direction, away from the city. She concentrated on
these, probing for cluesto their identities and destination, and found only the dark, concealing curtain.

But the bundles undernesth were not shielded, and they were, Low Moon discovered quickly,
humans

Not only were they humans; one was the human who had freed her. He seemed to be confused and
not as sharp as when they first communicated.

What are they doing with them? she thought, her wings once again flexing. Are they taking
them...

Then she saw where they were going, the only other place they could go.

They'rereturning to Roksamur, shethought. | owe that human my freedom, and now that
human is imprisoned by my former masters!

Shetook to the air, and flew after them, grateful that much of her strength had returned and that she
now had atask to perform again.

| must go after them, even if it means losing my freedom again....

The moment Alaire woke from the darkness, he knew that someone was carrying him somewhere;
but his awareness stopped there. He drifted in and out of deep, wavering between the comfortable
darkness of drugged dumber, and aless agreeable windy chill which cut through it. In time the drug wore
off, leaving anumbing cold which diced through his body.

Herecdled alucid dream concerning the Prison of Souls, the cold having summoned those distant
memories. The experience was imprinted on his soul, for his soul was what had been imprisoned and
separated from his body. Those soul memories surfaced during the dreams, clear images of the crystal
that had become his new home. Cold, numbing cold crystd...

No! he thought, coming wide awake now. Hetried to Sit up, but found himself wrapped in
something, ablanket, or, from the scent of it, leather. It felt like ahammock, suspended between two
trees, only he knew he was moving, theicy wind whipping through the leather like it wastissue. His hands
remained bound in front of him, but now with lesther bindings, which turned out to be as effective as the
iron shackles without as much discomfort. Rough and chafing, at least they were not carving away at his
wrigs asthe shackleshad, and in thisfrigid cold he was at least grateful for that.

I'm awake now, he thought, though not entirely convinced that heredly was. | still feel the drug.
Distant, fading, but | still feel it. He yawned, asif to emphasize thefact. If they think I'm awake,
they'll just dose me again. Better to feign sleep, and keep my ears open, than to not be able to
hear anything.

But he heard no people, no Arachnia, no horses or dieren, not even the sounds of a palace being
taken over. Only aloud wind. Occasiondly, he was jostled | eft, then right, asif his captors were carrying
him up mountains. He heard what sounded like flgpping, dong with the wind that blew deafeningly against
him. Most likely he was nowhere near the palace. But where? Out to sea?

He sniffed the air, but smelled no sdt or ocean; the air was actudly quite thin, and only smelled



strongly of the leather which bound him. It was not cowhide or even dieren, but it must have been from a
large beadt, asit seemed to be mostly of one piece. That, or it had been so skillfully assembled that he
couldnt tdll. But the smell, hed smelled it before.

The leather. Smells like rodents.

The hammock he hung suspended in was more like a cocoon, and as he ran his bound wrists along
theinsde hefelt wool and leather reinforcements lining it. The cocoon sagged in the middle, as evidenced
by his giff back. Above him was acluster of five holes, probably ingtaled to dlow air in what might have
been an airtight lesther bag; it was aso the source of the biting cold.

WEell, better to be cold than to suffocate, he reasoned, working hisway towards the holes and,
hopefully, aglimpse outsde.

Ashewriggled towards the holes, he felt the cocoon shift, and the wind came from another
direction. If his captors objected, or even noticed that he'd moved around, they said nothing. Or they
were not... concerned.

Wherein hell am1?

Hisface drew closer to the light, the chill biting into it as he moved. Tears ran down his cheeks as
the wind invaded his eyes, drying them so fast that blinking once or twice didn't help; but he kept moving.
He had to get alook at the outside.

Ashisright eye moved over ahole, which was just big enough to put hisindex finger though, he
found himsdf looking out.

At firgt he saw only awide area of greenish gray, and for amoment he thought there might be a
second layer of fabric surrounding the cocoon. But as he kept watching the dingy green, he saw, here
and there, the whitecaps of waves. They were enormous waves, he realized, but seemed small because
of the great height the bard had found himself at.

"Egads!" Alareshrieked. I'mflying above the thrice-damned ocean!

Then the scent of rodent began to make sense. As did the wind and the flapping he'd been hearing.

I'mbeing carried by a wingrat!

Cautioudy, heturned his eye away from the ocean far below, and looked up through the other
holes. Indeed, he saw what had to be the fittings for aleather harness to which his cocoon had been
attached, securefittings, he noted with some relief, with awide patch of brown fur beyond that could
only belong to awingrat. To either Sde he saw the great wings which carried him to his unknown
degtination; long, graceful wings, their motion resembling that of a soaring seagull. But then, it would
make sense to glide as much as possible, saving energy, making use of the wind.

Alaire evauated his arrangement with cold caculation, trying not to panic or scream. Evidently they
wanted him alive, or they would have killed him dready. He looked for, but didn't see, another wingrat
with asmilar cocoon. That would have been Kai, he thought, but even though he didn't see one that
didn't mean much with hisrange of vison limited to fivelittle holes.

Somewnhat regretful that he had bothered to look, he dithered back down in hisformer position; he
had afew other things to worry about now.

Like... where are they taking us?

For a horrible moment he thought they had intended to dump him in the ocean. The cocoon he was
inwould be perfect for getting rid of their bodies, particularly if weights were attached to either end. But
thefear came and went. Whatever they had in mind, it did not involve killing them.

At least not yet.

Then he saw what should have been the obvious reason for taking them.

Ransom.

The memory of Craig and Su'Villtor, making aded, left him feding cold and empty.

He needed something to hit, hard, but nothing suitable came to mind as he hung suspended only the
gods knew how far above the ocean.

He remembered the cryptic conversation Craig was having with the Arachnia Su'Villtor when Alaire
had arrived in the chambers. Though Alaire's recent past was fuzzy, blunted by the wizard's knockout
drug, the scene burned vividly in hismemory.



After atime, hefdt the angle of the wingrat's flight change drastically. He got up and worked his
way to the airholes. Hafway into a banked turn, he saw, far below, what had to be their destination. It
wasonly anidand, but alarge one, which jutted upwards from the sea like the bow of asinking ship. An
entire range of mountains, topped with snow, made up most of theidand, and instead of agradua
descent to the shore, the terrain made a sudden drop to the water. Enormous cliffs faced the entire side
of theidand. Now he saw why they had to fly.

There's nowhere to dock a ship.

Then Alaire noticed something odd about the mountains, one of them was billowing athin stream of
smoke. This made no sense to the Bard, who began to wonder if it was aforest fire, or if hiseyeswere
playing tricks.

Not that it much mattered anymore; they were going down faster now, close enough to the ocean to
hear the waves. Helooked up, and flinched. The cliff wall was coming straight at them, and it looked as
though they weren't going to clear it. At the last second he felt the wind rush beneath them, urging them
up and over the cliff. Thewingrat glided into avalley, deep and green with few trees and a blanket of
grass and wildflowers. Wind rose here aswell, and the ground dropped away; they were up again, but
thistime over solid land. Alaire didn't know if he should be relieved or not.

The valley wove through mountain passes, which became steeper, tdler, and narrower. He looked
down at adistant river, twisting through what had become a canyon, with only the brown and white of
rock and sand. The air also became thinner, and Alaire suspected they were climbing again to some
higher point, perhaps atop the mountains themselves.

Then suddenly, the wingrat began backflapping rapidly, and Alaireé's somach lurched as he watched
them drop down to arocky mesa, asmooth field of granite that seemed to go on forever. The cocoon
scraped the rock dightly before they came to acomplete hdt; the wingrat walked, or rather waddled, a
short distance. Then the lesther bindings came loose, and the cocoon dropped free of its carrier. Now a
prisoner of gravity, Alaire dropped, smacking his head on the hard rock benegth.

Assuddenly asthe wingrat had landed, the Bard watched it take a brief run, then launch itself once
moreinto theair.

Alairelay on the hard stone surface, uncertain if he should move or try to get out of hisleather
prison.

When he decided to move, he found he could not; hislimbs and joints were numb with cold.

The only portion of hisanatomy that seemed to be working was his ears. Even they told him little,
only that thewind blew up here aswell, and that there didn't seem to be any bird life. A few moments
passed, and as he lay prone on the rock, hefelt heat issue through the leather, warming his scomach,
chest and legs. In another moment he was able to move, and rolled over, warming his backside.

Though the wind blew hard, it was not as cold as what they had flown through, and carried awide
range of organic scents he wasn't accustomed to. He reached up with his bound hands and started
working at the top of the cocoon. While the bindings were on the outside, he was able to loosen the
noose that tied the cocoon shut, and blessed air and sunshine poured into his prison. Only to be
interrupted by the largest, darkest Arachnia Alaire had ever seen.

Theinsects head filled the opening; then the Bard saw that it was not a head, but only one of its
eyes. Ashe gaped a the creature, something pulled at the cocoon near hisfeet, and in secondsiit
dumped him inelegantly onto the warm stone. Alaire scraped his padms as herolled, banging forearms
and elbows, and rapping the back of hishead, again, on the stone. Even so, solid ground felt good, and it
was arelief to be out of that cocoon.

Alaire peered up at the Arachnia, who was considerably larger and taller than Su'Villtor, or the
captain of their ill-fated ship, who had been alarge critter himsdlf. Another Arachnia, evidently the one
who had dumped him out of the leather sack, stood at hisfeet. The two giant insects regarded him for a
moment before one of them spoke, in broken Althean.

"Y ou will comewith us, prisoner,” he said. "If you try to escape, we will cut youin half."

To demondrate, the Arachnia reached down with aclaw, and clamped around Alaire at thewal<.
The cresture exerted just enough pressure to let him know he meant business; Alaire's knowledge of



those claws convinced him that they could snip him in two with very little effort.

Bad newsin any language, Alarrethought, holding hisbreeth.

"Youwill obey," the Arachniasaid.

Alaire nodded dightly, but apparently the Arachnian wanted amore substantia reply.

"You will obey!" the Arachniasaid, and with awave of the massive claw knocked Alaire aside; he
tumbled onto the warm stone, and lay there a moment, waiting to see what else the creature had in mind.

"Youwill... obey," it repeated.

Now Alaire understood this to be a question, which he had not properly answered thefirst time.

"Yes, | will obey," he said, and dowly climbed to hisfeet. Asif | had a choice...

Standing between the two Arachnia, Alaire noticed, off in the distance, another leather cocoon. A
amilar pair of Arachniastood near it, and dumped its contents out much asthey had Alaire's.

Alaire recognized the fallen, crumpled form. Kai!

Theking didn't move. Frozen to death, or just under the dart?

The Arachniaclosest to Alaire tied arope about hiswristswith the other bindings, and gave the
other end to his companion.

"Comewith us," the Arachniasaid, tugging at therope asif it were aleash, and he was no more than
apet.

The two giant insectsled him across the featurel ess mesatowards a cluster of boulders, jerking his
rope for no apparent reason, except maybe for sheer annoyance.

They're toying with me, hethought. It will take some work to get to me.

Alaire glanced back to see that the others were carrying Kal, rather clumsly, between two of them.
Either the king was truly drugged, or was acting the part very well; the Bard remembered that he'd had a
low tolerance to the drug before.

Amid the boulders at the edge of the mesawas the mouth of atunnd, leading down at a sharp angle.
Inside he saw ahint of light, but for the most part they were entering darkness.

If hewas going to escape, now would be the best time. If | summon Bardic power now, | might
be able to free us. But Kai is unconscious and unable to run. We are outnumbered. And if | got
away now, where would we go?

Hisurgeto flee lessened. With difficulty he walked down the steep dope, sstumbling twice on rocks,
feding warm, moist air waft past him. When his eyes adjusted he found glowing green and yelow lichens
clinging to the rock above them, which became more dense and numerous as they descended.

At least there's something to see by, Alairethought, hazarding another glance backwards. He saw
no othersfollowing them, and wondered if they planned on keeping him and Kai together, or separated.
Thelichens light was soft and dull, but much better than nothing. His captors didn't seem to have any
trouble navigating by it.

WEell, these Arachnia would have little to fear on thisisland, the Bard thought dismdly. It's not
like the Suinomen army will be knocking at their doors anytime soon. | don't even think Kai's
kingdom knows of thisisland, and if they did, they don't know thisis where we are.

The passageway made asharp right turn, and on their right was a series of hollowed out roomsor,
the Bard thought more likely, cdlls. They came upon alarge chamber with an opening secured with stout
wooden bars, made from the trunks of trees, with crossbars to match. It waslit by a concentration of the
luminescent lichens and he could see. Insde were atable, chairs, and apile of straw in one corner. It was
thefirgt furniture Alaire had seen since entering the Arachnian lair, so he thought it likely that thiscell had
been provided specificdly for humans. But Alaire could see no way into the chamber. Then the leading
Arachniamoved ahuge, flat boulder aside, revealing adoorway leading into the cell.

"Wewill send for food presently,” the apparent leader said. "Tend to the other human. It doesn't
look very hedthy."

Alaire watched the two Arachnians carry Kai in and lay him on the hard stone floor. Without
another word, they left the cell, and the leader replaced the enormous boulder over the opening.

Wonderful, Alarethought, leaning over Kai. Just bloody wonderful.

"Ka," Alareventured, lightly dapping hischeek. "Timeto get up.”



Theking groaned dightly, raised hisarms over hisface. "Isit morning yet?'

Alarelooked around thedimly lit cdl. "That'skind of hard to say."

"Huh?' He moved some more, but not very enthusiasticaly. "Oh, drat. Let me deep. | don't want to
be king today."

Alaire sat on one of the crude chairsand crossed hisleg. "1 would say that is pretty much in the
cards, given our circumstances.”

Kai rolled over, threw hisarms over his head again, and appeared to be attempting to go back to
deep.
"Shoo the servants away,” Kai said dreamily. "I'll have breakfast in my chambers. Tell Paavoto
have my shoes polished....”

Alaresghed. Out of it. Totally bloody out of it. How much did they drug the kid, anyway?

"Yes, Your Mgesty," Alarereplied somberly. " Oh, and will you be receiving this afternoon?”

"Hmmm." Ka seemed to be consdering it. "Let medegponthat...."

In moments, Ka was snoring.

Whichisjust aswell, Alairethought. He should go ahead and sleep it off, then | can break the
unpleasant news that we are in the enemy's dungeon, not curled up all comfy cozy in the palace.

Alaire dragged him over to the straw and made him as comfortable as possible. Seeing Kai lying
there reminded him of their first night out on the town, when Prince Kai got roaring drunk, and Alaire
had to help him out of the carriage.

Alaire scratched his chin thoughtfully; now Ka was every bit the dignified king he was supposed to
be. A bit overboard with the formalities, he had to admit, but still, much reformed. Perhaps he has
stopped drinking. Alaire cringed, remembering how difficult Kai wasto handle when drunk.

No, not difficult, he amended. Impossible. The boy didn't have a responsible bone in his body
when he was drinking, and once he started, he didn't stop until every drop in sight had been
consumed.

Ka dtirred, moaned, said something uninteligible. Alaire went over to the barsto see how well they
were being guarded. Just outside the cell stood not one but two Arachnian guards, complete with thick
leather armor.

| suppose that means we're not going anywhere for a while, Alaire decided.

"Paavo! Bring memy teal" Kainemonen shouted from the hay. Alaire heard rustling and returned to
hisfriend'ssde.

"Ka, areyou up yet?' Alaireinquired, pulling achair up besde the pile of straw. "I have something
important to tell you."

Kai's eyesflickered open. Sowly, helooked over at Alaire, and brought both hands up to massage
histemples.

"Alare" hesad, sounding confused. "Whet are..."

Then he sat up suddenly, wincing at the sudden headache that must have resulted, and |ooked
around.

"We're not in my chambers" Kai said. "Where are we? The dungeon?"

Alareshrugged. Thisis going to come as quite a shock. Here goes. "Wdll, yesand no."

To Kai's confused ook, he continued, "Y es, we are in adungeon. No, it is not yours."

"What do you..." Kal began, then looked down, at the floor.

"Kal, what can you remember of the evening?”

The boy crossed hislegs, evidently to make himsalf more comfortable, but it didn't look like he
succeeded. "Firgt the servants came with word that an intruder had been arrested on the palace grounds.
| didn't think it was anything important, so | went back to deep.”

"Theintruder was an enemy Arachnia," Alaire sad. "Anything after that?"

"The sarvants came a second time. Galdur—" He stopped there, his eyes widening.

| think he's starting to remember, Alarethought.

"Damnthem dl to the seven hells! Su'Villtor had me kidnapped! "

Alairenodded. At least | don't have to convince himwho our enemies are.



Ka wason hisfeet now, fuming, pacing inthe smal cell. A brief ingpection of the barsthat held
them in, and the two guards outside, seemed to convince him that they were, indeed, prisoners.

"SU'Villtor has been afaithful servant for years. How can he do thisto us?' He pounded at the bars
with hisfigs. "Alaire, where arewe?" he asked, looking up a the glowing lichensthat illuminated their
cdl. "Wha manner of growth isthis?' he asked, peding abit of thelichen off.

"Roksamur,” Alaire said woodenly. "Were on theidand of Roksamur.”

Kai flicked the piece of lichen acrossthe cdll. "No, | mean, really. Where are we?"

"l told you," Alairereplied, and met hiseyes.

"How did... what ship..." Kai looked confused, but apparently was willing to believe what Alaire
told him.

"We didn't take aship. Weflew. Wingrats..." Alaire began, then listened to his own words. He
won't believe this. "Wingrats flew us here. We landed on theidand, and Arachnian soldierstook us
down here."

"When you say ‘wingrat' what precisdy are you talking about?’

"Well," Alaire began, "wingrat isredly just our description of them. They arelarge creatures, the sze
of ahorse, only they resemble rats. Rodents."

"Y ou are serious about this?' Kai said, his voice mocking, but his eyes betrayed another emotion:
fear.

"Quite," Alairereplied. "They havelarge wings with which they fly, and are used as beasts of burden
by these Arachnians. They are adifferent race, these Arachnians, from the race we are already familiar
with."

"Sothelegendistrue,” he muttered. "I thought it wasamyth.”

"l am not manufacturing any of this" Alaire said.

"Oh, | don't assume for a second that you are," Ka said, and took a seat in one of the chairs.
"Roksamur. Y ears ago my great-grandfather returned from along seavoyage. | never knew him, but my
father told me he had encountered alarge idand, surrounded by severd tiers of reef. He saw the remains
of severd ships on the shore, and did not attempt to land himself.”

"There must have been survivors,” Alaire said. That would explain their apparent familiarity
with humans and their needs. Chairs, tables. That's a human thing. These chairs are too small for
them anyway.

"If there were, they never left theidand,” Ka said. "There have been legends of a giant race of
Arachnia," he said, casting awary look towards the front of the cell. "And of dragons, flying above the
idand.”

"The dragons have brought us here," Alaire said. "And they are not amyth. Back at the paace they
drugged me, too. But when | awakened, | wasin flight, over the damned ocean.”

A hint of humor passed over the king's face. "That must have been disturbing.”

"Other words come to mind to describe my fedlings at that moment,”" he said.

"Su'Villtor must have been behind it,” Kai said. "And Galdur, he's the one who led me down to that
room."

"That'swherel wasled aswell," Alaire sad, and hesitating for amoment before going on. "1 think
my brother Craigisinvolved, too."

"Nothing surprises me anymore,”" Ka said, stretching. ™Y ou don't think thisis something he had
planned earlier, before you arrived in Rozinki, isit?'

"Who'sto say?' replied Alaire. "But | doubt serioudy he knew anything of the invasion before we
arrived. In case you haven't dready noticed, my brother likesto drink. Including him might have been a
second thought.”

"Inwhat? A coup?'

Oh, damn. He doesn't know. "Y es, a coup. Arach-nians, mounted on wingratsinvaded Rozinki.
Took the palace. Asnear as| could tell, the takeover was complete by the time we were subdued. |
caught aglimpse of some of them. Too numerousto fight."

"Inonenight,” Ka said, "my kingdom istaken. By rodents," he spat. "Alaire, hasit occurred to you



that when we're together, we spend more time in trouble than out of it?”

Alare wanted to say that all was not logt, but after thinking about thet, he redized al was lost. For
Kal, anyway. And what is this army's next move? Althea? Most likely.

"Thereisthe chance," Alaire ventured, "that Reykir has gotten word to Althea. They might havetime
to set up adefense.”

Kai did not respond.

Then again, Alarethought morosdy to himsdf, there is the chance that the both of us will
sprout wings and fly home our selves.

Midway through Low Moon'sflight to Roksamur, the wingrat redlized, too late, that she had made a
serious mistake.

The wind currents which, despite the storm, had aided her voyage to the other land were now
blowing againgt her. Whilein superb shape when beginning the journey, well rested and well fed, she had
depleted most of her energy far sooner than expected. Her masters had taught her that if she fatered
while over the sea, she would not survive; her kind were designed for flying, not svimming.

In pain and terror now that she saw her fate, she studied the two wingrats she pursued; they were
mere smudges in the moonlight, their wings now dim flickers, pausing to glide more often than not.

She didn't understand why, while she bordered on exhaustion and certain death, these othersflew
without gpparent difficulty. They had flown the same distance as she, and had no time to rest or feed,
while she had. Also, she flew unencumbered, while the others were burdened with passengers. While not
large beings, the humans were no light packageto carry.

Gradually, asthe others drew further away from her, her hope aso dipped away.

Why are they succeeding, while ... her dazed thoughts began. Then she noted where they werein
relation to hersdf. They are higher. They... fly with little wing strokes, while | struggle to stay aloft.

Low Moon squinted to see the others, barely dotsin the night.

The wind currents, shethought. They change....

With everything she had | eft, Low Moon pounded the air with her wings, reaching for up insteed of
ahead. The sudden flurry of activity numbed her back muscles, and stretched her wing membranes
painfully. But she knew she had no choice, it wasthisor dying a sea.

When she thought her life had burned itsalf out, she felt a subtle change in the wind. The headwind
weakened, then shifted; renewed with hope, she reached further for up.

Wind changes, shethought, excited and renewed with the prospect of surviving. Wind is...

Soon she saw why the others flew with such speed. While il giddy with exhaustion, she sensed
uncertainly that the wind had shifted completely, giving her adight push. That, or it wasanillusion,
caused by the sudden absence of resstance. While the wind was thinner and dryer up here, sheflew with
ease. In time she gained on the others, and had to adjust her speed to stay behind them.

| may survive after all!

Finding the winds more navigable, shefdl into the rhythm of long flight. Instead of focusing onthe
pain in her wings, she allowed her consciousnessto drift just beyond her body, so that her physical
awareness was secondary.

Once in the rhythm, time passed quickly. The dawn of anew day broke as Roksamur appeared on
the horizon.

The sight both comforted and intimidated her. While saved from drowning, her fate from her former
masters was more uncertain. Would they become her masters again, and punish her for defying their
laws, by alowing othersto remove her collar?

I must replace the collar with something else, something that appears to be the original, she
thought. In time. First | must see where these brethren take the humans.

Thewingrat followed her brethren over the dliffs, taking advantage of the stiff updraft that rose from
the seadong the dliff wall.

Only onevaley from this direction provided passage to the interior; awide area of grass gave way
to abare canyon, carved deep into the mountain range. The winds picked up here aswell, and low
clouds obscured the way. But by now, she knew where they were going.



This place was far from the training grounds, where the middle class Arachnianslived. Thiswasthe
paaceitsdf, the home of Saurboar, queen of Roksamur. A place where no servants, wingrat or
Arachnian, were alowed.

I must go, | must follow, Low Moon thought, surrendering again to her fate, that of reendavement,
punishment, or death. It didn't matter, she owed her life to these humans. Freedom equaled life, and for
thefirgt time, Low Moon knew she would rather die than be imprisoned again.

The fear sharpened her senses; around the next curve in the canyon, she saw amesa, above alarger
plateau. She flew towardsit, landed, and folded her wingsin.

Where are they? Ah, there they are, shethought, looking down on the expansive plain. Two
wingrats landed, deposited their leather baggage, and flew off. As well they would have to. Wingrats
are not permitted anywhere near Saurboar. They must have adjusted the boundariesto allow
them even thisfar.

She watched the two leather bags, looking much like seed pods | ft to germinate. For afleeting
moment, she considered swooping down there and collecting the bags, and secreting the humans
elsawhere on theidand. One of the methods used to train them for longdistance flight wasto fill long
leather bags with rocks, and transport them from mountain peak to mountain peak. These bags looked
like the very onesthey had used, and even if she didn't have aharness, she might be ableto carry...

Her musings stopped short when four Arachnians appeared. They were of thewarrior class, and
one, she saw from the amulet around histhin neck, was awizard. Even if she reached the humans before
they did, they would see her, and if the wizard didn't strike her from the sky with his powers, he could
summon an army of wingrats who would. She watched hel plessly asthe warriors carried the humans
away, and disappeared in what had to be the entrance tunnel to Saurboar'slair.

For what seemed like forever Low Moon listened to the wind whistle against the rocks. Her head
pounded, and her nervous exhaustion came back, with avengeance. Without fully realizing what she was
doing, Low Moon curled up beside the boulders and dropped into a deep deep.

Low Moonwoke at nightfall, having dept the entire day. Her wings were tiff and sore, aswasthe
entire mass of muscle along her back. It was tempting to consider walking as opposed to flight, but she
remembered that her present perch was reachable only by air.

Tentatively, she flexed her wings, shrieking as pain shot through them. She had never flown thisfar
beforein her life.

Where to go? shethought. The humans are imprisoned in Saurboar's palace.

Torn between her debt, and her desire to stay free, she considered hiding on Roksamur until she
waswell enough to fly. But there was no food up here, or anywhere else on theidand. Arachniaguarded
thefields carefully, usng food asaway to control the wingrats. Her choice now was only to raid them at
night. Which, she noted with somerelief, was upon her.

Firgt, food, shethought. The fields are below. | may glide all the way there.

Shetook to theair, just asthelast of the sun dropped beneath the horizon. In the not-yet-night,
there was some light to see by. Using the mesa as areference point, she sought the landmarks that would
guide her to food.

Momentsinto her flight, she sensed she was not alonein the sky and glanced behind her.

A mounted wingrat, with asmal Arachnian rider, flew into the fading light of the day. Higher inthe
sky, the sun hadn't yet set on them. The other flyer shone brilliantly in the sky, and Low Moon redlized
that they were probably students, flying thislate in the evening, and to be that Size. It wastraditiond for
beginning ridersto be paired with young wingrats; this taught young Arachniahow to control their steeds
by participating in their training. Low Moon hoped shewasinvisblein her position. A lonewingrat flying
in thislocation would be suspiciousindeed. If the Arachniasaw her, hewould be likely to investigate.

She glided aslong as possible, knowing that any wing movement would attract attention. Low Moon
thought she might escape detection until she saw the other shift direction suddenly, and fly directly for her.

At the edge of her awareness, she fdlt the Arachniatrying to cal her. But without her collar, the
words came through weak and garbled.

They will want to know why | have no collar, shethought in panic. If they learn the truth, they



will execute me for certain.

Pretending not to see them, Low Moon dove deep into the canyon. The updrafts were tricky here,
she knew, but not so much that she couldn't handle them. Therider hesitated. Uncertain if | amrogue,
or if | simply didn't hear the call. His command of mindvoice might be questionable. Right now he
must be deciding which course of action would get him into the least amount of trouble.

To her surprise, therider plunged into the canyon after her. For severd moments she lost sight of
them, but after afew turns she saw them, much closer now.

At the end of this canyon lie the training grounds, she remembered. Now that they've seen me,
| must pretend that | am returning from my mission! But will they believe me?

A cover gory for her long absence would have to come later. First, she had to find the training
grounds, and as soon as possible, afake collar. I she returned without her collar her master's suspicions
would be great. A minor bit of magica probing into her recent past would be al that was necessary to
betray her.

Past the canyon, in avaley thick with trees, she saw the outlines of her training grounds. Seeing her
former prison made her wings freeze in position while she fought back an urgeto fly in the other direction.
Shewas dtill tired, and while the students following her were less skilled, they were probably far from
tired. Outflying the pair would only delay her recapture.

| must have a collar, shethought, wondering if any Arachnians down there had seen her yet. As
she made her approach to the southern field, she caught a glimpse of the pursuers, now much further
behind. Taking a steep dive, to save energy as much astime, she swooped to the field. Backflapping
renewed the agony in her wings, and she fought with her own pain to keep from making any sounds.

The field was desolate, but nearby, in round huts, were the workshops where they made the
harnesses. The collars were made elsewhere, then sent to awizard to be bespelled. But the harness shop
might provide agood imitation of what was once around her neck.

Insde thefirst hut she found nothing usable, just raw hidesin the process of being tanned. Now that
shewas no longer under the Arachnians spell, shefelt the horror of what the hides represented. The
leather laid out before her was the skins of wingless rats used as pack animals. Though stupid, dow, and
incgpable of flight, they were relatives. Anger fueled her actions as she turned from the skins and found
her way to the next hut. Here she found harnesses and severd finished collars hanging on the wall.

The unspelled collars would not pass close ingpection. Y et, she had no choice. One of thesewould
have to work.

She sdlected the most ornate collar, and after |etting out some of the dack, put it on. It fit
comfortably in the notchesin her fur, left by her previous collar. She left the hut, a place where shewould
never have been permitted to go in thefirst place.

The rider was close to landing now, but they appeared to have lost track of her. | must find the
overseer, shethought. | must make up a story....

In addition to the Arachnian masters, each training camp had adetail of overseers, whosejob it was
to maintain order and to watch for any predators which might feed on the young wingrats. Training was
conducted by masters, who dept elsewhere. An overseer would not be as sengitive to magic, and would
be easier to convince anyway.

Beyond the huts she heard other wingrats landing. Low Moon chose the opposite direction, down a
path which she thought lead to the overseer's quarters.

That the training ground seemed more or |ess abandoned seemed odd; normally, at nightfall, the
grounds would be bustling with wingrats and young Arachnian students.

Of course, they might have flown in the invasion, she reasoned. Still, some of the less skilled should
have stayed behind.

A dark swarm passed overhead, answering her questions. Hundreds of wingrats and Arachnian
ridersflew asaunit to the landing fields, where the | ess experienced wingrats with riders could land with
space to spare. Among the swarm was a master and two overseers; the rest of the riders were students.

I must join them at the field, she thought, with some regret. Any other actions would be
suspicious.



The collar reassured her to some extent, but she was still worried about what the other rider had
seen. Was | out of the hut before they landed? Did they see me leave? She had no choice but to find
out.

As she gpproached the landing field, the students were still making their avkward landings. The
master watched closely, no doubt making the fledgling wingrats, aswell astheir riders, more nervous.
Low Moon remembered these training flights well, as she wasn't too far removed from them hersdlf.

This magter, an older Arachniawho had thought training students benesath him, was one she had
hoped she would never encounter again. The Arachniastood solemnly, with hishighly trained mount
standing without motion next to him, watching with obvious distaste as one wingrat after another made a
lessthan tidy landing. Low Moon knew that the master was ca culating who would be denied rations that
night; she recalled that some of the more inept had starved to death under histutelage.

The master turned dowly towards Low Moon, showing only one of his huge, multifaceted eyes. His
claws, crossed before him, dowly unfolded as he seemed to recognize Low Maoon.

The look turned her toice. In that moment, she thought she was certain to die. He knows the collar
isfalse.

For many long moments the master said nothing, looking asif he were deciding what form her
punishment, or execution, should take. Then, the truth cameto her.

He doesn't recognize me.

Never would amaster admit that. To do so would show aweakness, all masters, and al Arachnia
for that matter, were perfect, with perfect memories.

:Master,: Low Moon offered tentatively. :1 have returned from the voyage. To the other land,
across the sea,:

Then adow babbing of the Arachnias head indicated recognition. Low Moon didn't know if she
should berelieved, or if she should try to make arun for the mountains.

:Long time it has taken you to return,: mindspoke the master. : Where have you been, this
moon?:

Low Moon quickly tallied the six days she had been gone, and constructed alie to account for them.
The story was mostly the truth, seen from a certain viewpoint.

:A great storm cast me south,: she sent, conjuring her actua memories of the lightning and hail,
leaving out how the lightning muddled the spell. She had nearly perished in the storm, and sent the
gppropriate images to convey this, emphasizing what had actualy happened, knowing it would be easier
to convince the master of the truth. She was new &t thislying game, and didn't trust her expertisein
manipulating falsehoods just yet.

:Did you seethe great city?: the master sent. :Report!:

She bowed her head sullenly. :No city. Saw some humansin little huts, but the city, | saw not. |
must have been blown off course.:

The master did not look convinced. :You reported back not promptly. Are you hiding
something?:

:1 hide nothing,: shesent. :I returned as soon as | could. Please, allow me to redeem myself!:

The master's claws snapped twice, making her flinch. Sheld seen those claws clip through wings, an
unusua but not forbidden form of punishment among the masters. Eventudly, thewingrat died from
shock; it was not a painless death.

:You have shamed yourself. You have failed in your mission, and you dare insult me by
spending twice the allowed time to return.:

Low Moon took a tentative step back, ready to run. If the master knew her obedience spellswere
no longer in place, he kept thisrevelation to himself. Not that she stood a chance of escaping. The best
she could hope for was an instant death by spear or arrow, rather than the prolonged agony of aclipped
wing.

:You will work among the human slaves as your punishment. You will not be allowed to fly.
You will learn to obey when out of spell range. You will know your place, and you will never forget
ours::



Low Moon hung her head low, but her mind was assessing what the master had said. So the spell
does weaken with distance! shethought, careful to keep her mind shielded. And he doesn't know | am
unbound, even though | am standing before him. If the master thought that sending her to go work
with the human daves was punishment, then so beit. She perceived it as an opportunity to help the
humans who had helped her. If that is where they send the two humans.

Acting appropriately chastened, Low Moon bowed her head even lower, |etting her wings droop
accordingly.

:Yes, master,: Low Moon said, with as much sadness as she could summon.

Chapter Ten

Reykir redlized too late, that despite finding an apron and ridding himsalf of some of hisfiner
clothing, his plan to blend anonymousdy with the rest of the kitchen staff had amagjor flaw.

Hedidn't speak Suinomese.

Soon after the invaders had herded the palace saff into the great hdl, they began interviewing them
in the kitchen. They were looking for someone, and that someone might very well be himself. He ill had
no ideawhere Alaire and Kai were, but he suspected they had been lured into some sort of trap, and
were now being held captive somewhere. At any rate, the Arachnians would discover him as soon as
they began asking whatever questions they had; unless he played an idiot. Which probably wouldn't work
ather, and would in fact attract more unwanted attention. Remaining invisible was becoming more difficult
with each passing second.

How many Altheans can there be in this group? he wondered. Once they determined his
nationdity, it would only be ameatter of time before they figured out what role he played in the Althean
court.

I'm the assistant and student of a Prince of Althea, hethought morosdy. In other words, an
excellent hostage.

Helooked for ways out of the great hall, but each exit was covered by Arachnians. Hisonly other
hope had been to find dliesin hisfellow prisoners. But once they had learned he was from Althea, and
therefore aforeigner, they quickly withdrew.

Three of the staff and Reykir were the next to go in; an Arachnia pushed them roughly into the
kitchen'sinterior. Torches cast harsh light on atable where two Arachnians and one human sat. Guards
stood on ether side of them.

"So herésthelittlerat Alaire brought with him," came aloud voice from thetable. " 'S about time we
found him!"

Craig.

The prince sat between the two Arachnia, one large and impressive, with military decorations of
somekind. The other was Su'Villtor. A large, opened jug of wine sat before Craig.

Now there's a surprise, thought Reykir. Is there ever a time when that sot isn't drinking?

Reykir observed something peculiar: alesther collar around Craig's neck similar to the onethey'd
found on Low Moon, complete with jewels and glittering stones. A thick aura of magic surrounded the
collar, which Craig seemed obliviousto.

"I'll have you know, you little cockroach, that your master, Alaire, is safe and sound. On another
continent. Y ou, on the other hand, are in amuch more dangerous position.” He turned to Su'Villtor,
whispered something, and the Arachniareplied in kind.

"Comewith me," Craig said, venom dripping from hisvoice. "We have avery great ded to tak
about! In private, of course." The Althean prince pulled along sword from its sheath, and gestured



toward Reykir. "After you, my littlerat.”

With the ad of two Arachniaguards, Craig led Reykir into the great hall, under the watchful glares
of theremaining prisoners. Hetried hard not to sneer at them,; finally, with asword at his back, hewas
able to show them that he was ontheir sidedl adong.

The room they took him to was not the king's chamber, but very closetoit, in proximity and
furnishings. With ajug in one hand and the sword in the other, Craig took a seset behind alarge, ornate
desk and promptly propped hisfeet onit.

"You may leave" Craig said. "We must spesk in private.”

Evidently the guards spoke Althean, or had enough of agrasp to know when they were being
dismissed. Reykir sat in asturdy oak chair facing the desk. Behind Craig was alarge bay window
looking over the palace grounds, visible now in the early dawn.

"1 will ask the questions, and you will answer them,” Craig said, taking along pull from the jug and
putting it on the desk. He continued to hold the sword, but unsteadily. Reykir wondered if he might be
ableto jump him. "Firs," Craig said, wiping his mouth with the back of hisdeeve. "Whereisthat
thrice-damned harp of yours?'

"The harp?' Reykir answered, confused. "Well, it waslost at sea. Don't you remember?”

Craig looked pained, then annoyed. "Of course | do. That was Alaire'sinstrument we destroyed,
not yours."

So they found and destroyed Alaire's harp, Reykir thought. Not that he was in any position to
useit.

The boy ressted an urge to reach up and fedl the wooden flute he still wore around his neck. Under
the shirt it wasinvisible, and he wanted it to stay that way. | can still make magic with it, hethought. If
| had time to play a sleep spell before Craig impaled me with that sword, | would.

"Thisdecison to turn coat,” Reykir said cautioudy. "Isthis something you planned on by yourself, or
isthismerdly the collar around your neck speaking for you?'

Crag'sface glazed over, asif hewere staring at something behind Reykir. He opened his mouth to
say something, then he smiled sardonicaly.

That collar is controlling him, Reykir guessed, seeing the faintest trace of astrugglein the prince's
face. He doesn't even know he hasit on!

"Y ou know, you seem like afairly intelligent boy," Craig said. Reykir winced inwardly at theword
boy, but kept hisirritation to himsdf. "If | remember correctly, you were once a street urchin, wereyou
not?"

Reykir shrugged noncommittaly. Clearly, Craig wasintent on discussing anything but the new item
of ornamentation the Arachniahad given him

Craig continued, "Why would a member of the roya family decide to take you under hiswing,
hmmm? Had it occurred to you that Alaire had his own private agenda when he took you on? That
maybe he would want to use you, in some fashion, once you were aBard?'

The boy considered the words carefully, then looked beyond them, to what he thought Craig was
redly trying to tel him. Is he making me the same offer the traitors offered him?

"l never redlly gave it much thought," Reykir said, doing his best to look uncertain. "Granted, | wasa
nothing when Alairetook mein. | had perhaps alittle talent.” He fixed Craig with what he hoped was a
convincing look of suspicion. "I dwayswondered about that. Were there not other, more qudified
youngsters of noble birth who aso wished to study under him?”

"That iscorrect,” Craig said, hisface alight with success. "And he would have teken them on as
students, had they been more, well, maleable? The sons of noblemen have strong families behind them,
each with their own ambitions. Y ou, on the other hand, had none. All you wanted was to be aBard; you
had no one of importance to fal back on."

Discussing his past in such demeaning terms angered Reykir more than he would ever admit, even if
he weren't held captive by atraitor, in the middle of what was, so far, acompletely successful coup.

If 1 look the stupid street child, he'll think he can use me, hethought. Can he be that simple?
He glanced at the jug which, judging by the angle Craig held it to hisface, was nearly dry. Yes, | think he



can be that simple. With the help of what used to be in that jug. What if the wine is making the
collar'sjob that much easier?

Craig shifted upright, setting the jug down loudly. "These warriors, who have not sailed but flown
from adistant idand, have overwhelmed the entire Suino-men army in less than a candlemark. The city of
Rozinki doesn't even know what is going on, and when they learn of the invasion, what will they do
againg arace of giant Arachnians?"

Reykir pretended to consider this. "Probably not much. These Arachnians, given their size, could
probably take on the entire armed population of Rozinki."

"Precisdly,” Craig said. "The army of Roksamur doesn't intend to stop here. Their god isthe entirety
of the Lored Lands."

Feigning shock, the boy said, in atrembling voice, "Y ou mean they're going to attack Althea?' He
dumped back in the chair. "They're doomed,” he said, in aweak voice.

"Yes, Altheais doomed. But we are not."

Craig let that last bit hang inthe air, apparently for dramatic effect. Reykir took his cue, " So what
areyou saying?'

"When they take Althea, they will put mein charge of the kingdom. I will have the throne, youslly
boy. Do you know what that means?'

The boy summoned the most stupid look of confusion he was capable of.

Craig dapped his hand on the desktop, hard. Thejug did alittle jig beforeit cameto arest. "I will
be the king. Perhaps I'm aready the king. Galdur, the wizard, had been promised a position, but when
SuVilltor became aware of me, they eiminated himin favor of me. He'sdead, like haf the soldiersin the
palace!”

He must be a fool if he trusts someone who turns so easily, hethought. He aso found himsdf
unableto grieve over the wizard; Reykir had distrusted him from the beginning.

"Y ou have an opportunity to secure for yourself an important position in the new regime, if you play
your cardsjust so."

Reykir folded his arms and studied Craig, whose glance wavered, from drink or exhaustion, or both.

"What guaranteesdo | have?'

"Guarantees?' Craig sounded amused. "Who said anything about guarantees? What | am offering,
my littlefriend, isaplace by my sideif we succeed in taking Althea. To do that, we will need your help.”

The spell must be clouding his thinking. If it isn't thinking for him, Reykir decided. "What do
you want from me? | mean, what can | possibly provide for you?"

"Y ou forget S0 soon,” Craig said ailily. "What you are. Althea knows nothing about thislittle venture.
Nothing!"

"Not yet. But soon. Sotell me" Reykir said. "What did you havein mind for meto do?"

"Y ou mean, we flew in on one of those?" Kai exclaimed, pointing a one of two wingrats perched at
the end of along tunndl.

"No, we each had one of our own," Alaire corrected.

"l don't think one could carry two humans. Not the distance these did.”

Two Arachnian guards escorted them to thelong, tall tunnel, saying nothing asthey led them through
acomplicated network of tunnels and passages. The tunnels apparently made perfect senseto the
natives, but left Alaire completely confused. Not that he would want to, but he doubted he could find the
cdl they had been in, much less the entrance where they had comein.

Their passage widened after asharp turn and they suddenly found themselves facing the Queen of
Roksamur in her throne chamber. From atop an elevated mound of polished stone she glared in the
direction of the two humanswith the usua unreadable Arachnian expression. She had to be the largest
ArachniaAlaire had ever seen, even at this distance. She wore along robe of purple, with asiver amulet
hanging just over her thorax, but gave no indication that she'd noticed them yet. Y et, with her
multifac-eted eyes, he doubted she was missing anything.

Longiciclesof rock hung from the celling and jutted up from the floor. On these was athick coat of
luminescent lichens, these being adeep, blood red. An unsettling color, Alaire had to admit, given the



circumstances.

Standing on elther side of the queen were two wingrats. Compared to the queen's massve size, they
looked more like pets than guards. Each wingrat wore agaudier version of the collar they had removed
from Low Moon; remembering their friend back in Rozinki made him fed alittle sad.

But when their escorts prodded them sharply, urging them towards the queen, Alairebeganto fed a
lot afraid.

| don't really want to have this conversation with the queen right now, Alairethought. For a
fleeting moment, he wondered if they were being offered as some exotic snack for her royal highness.

Alaire saw no purposein having the wingrats there, unlessit wasto give a sense of perspectiveto
the queen'ssize. They drew nearer the queen, who rotated her head dowly towards them. Another
Arachnian appeared from behind a cluster of polished boulders, this one wearing a black robe covered
with odd symbolswhich could only be magica runes.

Ah, Alarethought. An Arachnian wizard. The one who put the obedience spells on Low Moon?
And all the others, for that matter. Consdering the number of wingrats he had seen pouring into the
palace grounds before, his admiration for the wizard's abilities moved up a notch. The power must be
coming from somewhere. He resisted an urge to probe for the powers then. Doing so would only adert
the wizard.

"You will stop there," said the Arachnian wizard. Alaire didn't know if he should knedl or bow. He
felt assured they would correct him if he did something wrong. "1 will trandate for the queen. She does
not speak your filthy human tongue, and she never will." The words came out smooth and languid, more
polished than Su'Villtor's had been.

Where in the worlds did he learn to speak Althean? This queen is starting to sound hostile
already, and she hasn't even said anything, Alaire observed. He did his best to keep hisface a
solemn, emoationless mask.

Thetrandator chittered something to the queen, who chittered something back.

"You are aprisoner of Queen Saurboar of Roksa-mur,”" the trandator said. "Y ou will refer to her as
'My Queen.' Isthat understood?’

"Yes, your..." Alaire said. "Who did you say you were?'

"My nameis not important,” the trandator replied. He sounded, despite his awkward accent, abit
annoyed.

Kai stepped forward a step and spoke directly at the queen, whom he had to look up to. "My
Queen," Kai said, hiswords soaked in sarcasm. "I demand to know why you have invaded our land
without aforma declaration of war! And why, my Queen, we have been taken hostagein this
godsforsaken place!”

"Silence!" the trandator said, stepping forward. He dapped Kai back with theflat of his claw.

Alaire caught him as Ka stumbled back and whispered franticaly, "Kal, thisis not the time to assert
your authority!"

"Spesk for yoursdlf," Kai said softly, standing upright.

Thetrandator said, ™Y ou will speak only when spoken to. And when you speek it isto be with the
utmost respect.”

"As much asI've been afforded, I'm sure," Kai said under his breath, but the trand ator apparently
didn't hear him.

"Kal, | think you should reconsider your attitude,”" Alaire whispered, but the words didn't seem to be
having any effect. Kai seemed determined to get them in deeper than they dready were, if that was
possible.

Thetwo Arachnias chittered briefly.

"Which of you isthe king of the humans?' thetrandator findly said.

Thetwo humanslooked at each other.

"What?' Ka asked.

"Which of youisking?' thetrandator repested.

Ka stepped forward, cautioudy. "l am Kainemonen, King of Suinomen, the country which you have



S0 rudely invaded. The humansdon't have aking..."

"Yes, wedo," Alareinterrupted. "Kal, trust me," he whispered, out of the corner of his mouth. "Our
king israther modest,” he continued. "He rules usdl with such wisdom, he hesitates before taking full
credit for hisaccomplishments.”

"S0," the Arachniasaid. " You are the king. | might have known, given your lack of respect.”

Ka shrugged, "If you had arranged adiplomatic visit instead of this asurd invasion and kidnapping,
my behavior might have been alittle different.”

Alaire observed the queen, uncertain what kind of reactions, if any, hewaslooking for. Her large,
bulbous head tilted, but with distinction and grace.

"The queen admires your bravery. May | remind you that you are here on our terms, not yours," the
trandator said, after a series of sharp clicks from the queen.

"What termswould those be?' Kai shot back.

"Ransom, of course," the trandator said.

"What are you asking?' Alaire asked. "What isthe ransom?'

If the Arachniawas pausing for effect, he could not have timed it better. "Y our kingdom, of course.”

Ka and Alaire looked at each other.

"Our queen isthe hive mother. From her al life comes. We require agreet dedl of vegetation which,
on our rocky land, is becoming scarce. We have multiplied fourfold in thetimes| remember and arein
need of moreland.”

"Isthat dl?' Ka said increduloudy, sounding alittle relieved. At what, Alairedidn't know. "Well, in
that case, we can work something out, I'm sure.”

"Mogt excdlent,” the trandator said. "Will you instruct your subjectsto hand over your kingdom?'

Kai replied evenly, "No, | will not, but certainly..."

"It would seem,” Alaire said conversationdly. "That this race has not yet mastered the concept of
sharing.”

"Tothe contrary,” the trandator replied. "We understand the concept of cooperation, but only with
beings of equa stature. Y ou humans,” he said, in an acid tone, "are mere animals.”

Alaire saw Kai'sface turn red, but was grateful he didn't act on hisanger. Thankfully, the king said
nothing inreply.

"We have two more females of bearing age," the trandator continued. "We intend to establish more
hives. Wewill swarm throughout thisworld.”

Two more egg layers? Good gods, Alarethought. We'd better stop this now, before they get
really populated. Unlessit's too late for that.

"Wewill send you to the human colony on Roksa-mur,” the trandator said, and started moving them
back away from the queen, towards the entrance. " There you will find food to your liking. Here, in the
royd section of theidand, we stock only for the hive."

"More humans?' Ka said. "Who do you..."

"The ships" Alairereminded him. "The ones that have wrecked over the years. | knew they must be
somewhere." Kai didn't reply.

"Some of the humans have become good daves,”" the trandator said. "The rest, we have esten.”

"That's good to know," Alaire said. Kai had turned white. Perhaps he's finally seeing the depth of
thetrouble we arein.

"The only path off Roksamur is by wingrat, and they will obey only us. If you attempt to escape, we
will kill you. But | don't think you will have that opportunity.”

| get the idea, Alairethought. The other two guards appeared and directed them to yet another set
of tunndls. These, Alaire noted hopefully, tended to angle up.

Fresh air wasthefirst sign of liberation, at least so far as being kept underground was concerned.
They left theroyd "paace” from acompletely different exit, this one opening on asmal valey, with no
sgn of the vast plain of granite in sight. The sky was overcast with ssorm clouds, which wasjust aswell,
ashiseyeswere sengtiveto thelight. If it rained, it might even give them an informa shower. The Bard
had noticed aripe smell coming from them both, and abath of any kind would be likely to help their



morde,

Waiting for them was a crude cage on whedls, made of bars of the same stout timbers astheir
underground cell. The whedls were hewn from asolid piece of wood and mounted on an equaly smple
axle. Alaire groaned, anticipating an extremely bumpy ride. The two Arach-nian drivers, each without
armor but till formidable in gppearance, ingtructed them to climb in through a door facing the front of the
wagon. Before complying with thislast command, Alaire studied the two beasts of burden who would be
pulling thismongtrogity. Giant rats, smilar to awingrat, but without wings. They were harnessed to the
wagon with acrude yoke. Next to the driver's seat was along pole with a sharp point on the end. To get
the rats moving, Alarefigured.

The Arachnians said nothing more as they secured the door, and the driver prodded the beastsin
front of them sharply, as anticipated. The wagon lurched forward, and both Alaire and Ka tumbled to
the back of the cage. What might have been Arachnian laughter chittered from the trandator, who stood
in the road, watching them pull away.

"That knot doesn't look too hard to undo,” Kai said. The Arachnians had tied the door shut with a
length of rope.

Alaire consdered. "They would see us the second we jumped out. | don't think we'd have a chance
to get away."

Ka looked grim, and in that moment suddenly seemed ten years older.

"Besides, thereésfood and other people where we're going. It would be best to ask them about this
idand before wetry to escape, don't you think?

Ka didn't answer right away. He shifted around until he was cross-legged and looked relatively
comfortable. "Why don't you use Bardic magic to get us out of here? Even without the harp, you can

ang

Alaire consdered. "l suppose | could. Then what?' He looked outside at the dismal surroundings,
devoid of any vegetation. "How long do you think we would last out there? And more important—how
long would it take for afew of those Arachnians and their wingrats to see us? | see no cover anywhere."

Kal sighed. "l supposeyou'reright.”

Alaireleaned againgt the back of the cage. "But that doesn't mean | won't use Bardic magic. If the
right time happensaong, | will useeverything | have."

Chapter Eleven

"It will be quitesmple" Craiginformed him. "Y ou shall be my lieutenant. Y ou will carry to Silver
City our ultimatum. The prince's ransom shd| be his brother's kingdom.”

"That'saclever plan,”" Reykir said, though he didn't see anything clever about it, at least for Craig.
But he's sending me to Siver City. | can warn them of what's going on.

"You haveaded, Your Mgesty," Reykir said. "Thank you for this opportunity to better mysdf. |
aminyour debt."

He got up and bowed, as deeply as he could, while stifling aped of laughter that threstened to dip
through hislips.

Craig looked ready to pass out. His eyes fluttered shut for abrief moment, then snapped open.

"Into that next room," he said, getting dowly to hisfeet. "I must meet with my colleagues.”

"Aye" Reykir agreed. It may take time to assure him of my "new loyalties." Better to
cooper ate than give my true intentions away.

Reykir went willingly into what looked like a servant'sroom. It was asmal room, with basic
furniture. It must be some sort of study, he guessed, for the working class of the paace. Craig dammed



the door shut behind him, and a sound which could only have been his sword diding through the door
handle raked noisily. He had expected tota darkness, but from a skylight three stories up morning light
pouredin.

The boy put his ear againgt the door, expecting to hear Craig's retreating footsteps. Instead, he
heard his snores. Guessing by the direction his snoring was coming from, Craig had decided to take a
nap on thefloor just outsde the door.

A quick survey of the room revealed no other doors or windows. A hole in the plaster towards the
rear revealed that the walls were solid rock.

Hetried the door, which didn't budge. However Craig had wedged that sword, the door was
securely locked.

Craig'ssleeping. I'mtired. Maybe | should do the same, he thought, and curled up on awooden
bench. For awhile he listened to the Arachnians skitter through the palace, but after awhile, the place
wasslent.

Cam now, Reykir let hismind wander, then urged it gently towards the sky.

He considered sending amessage to Rak, but that would have required far more energy than he had
at hisdisposa. A subtle contact would tell him much, and et him know where Rak was.

Reykir fell degper into trance, drifting to the very edge of deep. He thought his efforts would be for
nothing, until, suddenly, he wasfree of his body and looking down on aforest from some great height.

The sensation wasjarring, and when he had first tried it, the effect had been so disturbing it had
shaken him from the trance. Practice had tempered hisfear. Hight was a natural thing now, as he rode
Rak's mind, seeing what the owl saw, feding what she felt.

Coadtline. Shefollowed the line of sand south, the only certain landmark she had, besidesthe
winding dirt road that connected the two countries. Reykir redized her eyeswerein pain, as she was
flying in the daylight, an unnatura environment for anocturna beast. But she knew she had to carry her
message home, to the human her master had directed her to. Exhaustion pulled deeply at her, and Reykir
knew she would have to rest soon.

Aslong as she's alive, Reykir thought, relieved. He didn't know where exactly she was, but she
was going intheright direction, at least. There's till hope she'll make it.

Helet histhoughts drift, and his own exhaustion soon took over. Easing from Rak's mind, hefell
deeper into his own darkness.

Despitethe increasing sunlight, Alaire was getting colder. It was not as numbing aswhat he had felt
inflight, but here, in the open cage, he was |ess protected from the force of the el ements than he had
been in the leather cocoon. The path their wheeled cage followed tended towards the high roads, and as
they passed ahdf dozen vdleys, it became clear that they were climbing higher into the Roksamur
mountains,

Each jarring bump sent pain shooting from histailbone through his spine. Kai had somehow
managed to deep during short intervas, but each mgor bump had roused him. Alaire hoped that the
humans who lived at these atitudes would have appropriate clothing, and enough to share. Thetwo
Arachnian drivers, from what little they could see of them, didn't seem to be bothered by the cold, even
though they didn't have the thick lesther armor held seen on the invaders.

Ka dtirred, then sat up. They were negotiating a particularly rough stretch of "road.” If anyone
could sleep through this, they'd be dead, Alare thought. He moved around himsdlf, to take some of the
dressoff hisspine.

In front of them the rats plodded on like oxen, the Arachnias sharp spear urging them up some of
the steeper inclines.

"Any sgn of where were supposed to be going?' Kai asked groggily. He looked around him with
the most extreme look of annoyance Alaire had ever seen on a person.

"Not yet," hereplied. "But wherever we're going, it seemsto be up. Theair'sgetting thin again.”

"Thearsgetting cold," Kai corrected. He sniffed the air. "What isthat smell?"

Asthey ascended the mountains, Alaire had noted thick fog—or clouds, more likely—and an
unfamiliar acrid smell. They'd passed severa hissng steam springs, which the Arachnians had carefully



avoided. Alairewould rather have gone alittle closer, to benefit from some of the warmth, but their
captors had other ideas. He caught afew glimpses of the mountain peak ahead of them, and from itstop
spiraled thick gray smoke. He hadn't the first clue what caused the smoke, but he suspected that was the
source of thesmell.

"Themountain'son fire," Alaire replied without enthusasm. "Hells, | don't know." He was getting
grouchy, and he knew it. Who wouldn't?

Ka wasn't paying much attention to him; instead, he was glancing somewheat fearfully a theterrain
outsde. They were negotiating a particularly narrow stretch of road which ran aong the edge of a steep
dope. Down below, over the edge, was asmadl, rocky valey. The whedls of their wagon cleared the
edge by ahand'slength.

Whiletaking intheir precarious Situation, Alairefet atugging on the edge of hismind, asif someone,
or something, weretrying to contact him.

Throwing caution to the wind, he dropped his mental shields and opened his mind to whatever was
trying to reach him. As soon astheir minds met, he knew who it was.

Low Moon.

Therear of their cage gave him aview of aridge of hillsthey had just passed through. Above these,
inalayer of cloud, Alaire saw the vague shape of awingrat kiting in behind them.

Ka looked where Alaire had, squinting to see what was so interesting. His eyes widened suddenly.

"Quiet," Alairewhispered. "It'sLow Moon."

"Who?'

Alarewaswatching her sall towardsthem. "A friend." Her presence here was welcome, if
somewhat bewildering. The Bard reached through the thin cloud cover with hismind, probed tentetively.
:We're captured. Taken from our home. Help us?:

Low Moon sent back an affirmative. :Wait. Must distract Arachnians.: Then, sironger, :1 carry
weapons.:

Which is what we both need right now, Alarethought to himsdf. The weapons had better be
big ones, to deal with these two.

Alarewatched in slence as the wingrat glided towards them. Beneath her she carried along sack,
like the ones used to kidnap them from Rozinki. The wagon continued to trundle on, and its driver, given
the lack of Arachnian speech coming from up there, had evidently not seen Low Moon. Yet.

Low Moon released the sack moments before sailing over them. No, Alaire thought, asthe bag
struck the sde of the valey, and began rolling downwards, out of sight. From the resounding clank thet
came from within, he could tell it held swords. And they had fallen where he could not reach them easlly.

Alaire had only amoment to consider this before Low Moon "distracted” the drivers.

A piercing Arachnian scream shattered the reltive sllence. The wagon dammed to asudden hdlt,
and Ka and Alairedid forward, to the front door. Amid Low Moon's powerful backflapping, and the
raging scream of the Arachnians, Alaire caught sight of what had happened. Low Moon hovered above
an Arachnian, writhing in agony, apparently blinded. Gray maiter dribbled from one eye. The Bard saw
how the shimmering surface of the Arachnian eye would make an excellent target for an aeria hunter.

Therats pulling the cart began to panic. A wingrat flapping wildly overhead was apparently not
something they were accustomed to. The yokes harnessing them to the wagon didn't allow for much
peripherd vison, so when they tried to look around, the entire wagon shuddered.

"Alaire, we're about to..." Kai began. Then he saw what they were about to do.

The wagon rocked back and forth as the rats reared up, emitting their own dull roar, which vibrated
through the entire cage; Low Moon backed off from her attack and soared off. Hovering like thet, Alaire
suspected, took alot of energy. But in that short span of time, she had apparently done precisely what
was needed.

Theinjured Arachnia continued to scream, while the other tried in vain to get the beasts pulling the
wagon to calm down. The rats seemed determined to panic, and their fear apparently overrode whatever
training they had. The rocking motion increased, and Alairefelt awhed dip off the edge of the road.
Sowly, the entirewagon, ratsand dl, tumbled into the valey.



"Hold on!" Alaire screamed, but it was useless advice.

They tumbled over each other as the wagon bounced down the valey. In one moment, hewas
looking at sky. The next, he was face to face with an Arachnia as the cage rolled over it, the ruined,
rounded eyes poking through the bars. Then he heard aloud craaack, asthe wagon shattered. Amid the
splintered debris, Alairerolled, and cameto arest against alarge boulder. Then everything was silent.

For sometime Alairelay stunned, the sharp edge of the boulder jabbing him sharply in the back. It
was thisimmediate pain he reacted to; awkwardly, he rolled over onto wagon wreckage, which was
worse.

He heard something moving nearby, but he didn't know if thiswasKa or an Arachnia. Then, a
muffled groan, which could only have come from ahuman.

Above, Low Moon flapped and then landed nearby.

Clank clank drag. Clank clank... draaaag. Alairelooked up, and saw that Low Moon was
dragging the swords over to him. There's an Arachnia or two around here. Where—

Then he saw where. Rising from under one of the big wagon whedls, an Arachnia checked itself for
damage.

Alaire grabbed the sword, hisfirst reflex. Then he wondered if it were even possible for ahuman to
day an Arachnia

As he hefted the sword, he looked around for Kai, who was lying still, too still, some distance away.

:Battle. Now!: Low Moon shouted, and took to the air.

No timeto check on Kai. The Arachnia standing was not the one with the damaged eyes.

Too bad, hethought. Where is the other one?

Alaire and the standing Arachnia squared off. The Bard noticed that this Arachnia hadn't escaped
injury either. Itsright claw tilted at an angle, probably broken. Good. Now maybe we'll be even.

Alaire hed the sword up and charged the Arachnia. Not as quickly as hewould have liked, but it
was gpparently not the reaction the Arachniawas expecting.

The creature negtly deflected the blade with itsremaining claw, but didn't pressthe attack. Alaire
stepped back and reassessed the Situation, just in time for Low Moon to strike again.

Again, she camein from behind, and Alaire guessed thiswas an Arachnian blind spot the wingrats
knew of. He raised his sword again, mostly as adistraction, and backed away to hisright. A moment
later, Low Moon hit, thistime without as much success, the large insect staggered but remained upright.
One of itslegs appeared to be injured or broken, asit favored the other. Alaire searched for an opening.

I wish | knew what was vulnerable in these thrice-damned things, Alaire thought as he dodged
the creature's claws. He had never been on the opposing side of onein afight. Nor, before thistrip to
Rozinki, had he expected to. He struck, then struck again, his blade glancing off the thick shell. That's
not going to work, Alairethought, and he began consdering an dl-out retreet.

I'm never going to get a better chance... he thought, quickly discounting the notion of withdrawal.
If we leave this bug behind, he will only notify the others as to what happened.

Behind some wagon debris Alaire saw movement, followed by the glint of ablade.

Kai? Alairethought, and watched as his friend tried to get to hisfeet, using the blade as a crutch.

Theinsect whirled around, apparently derted by the sounds behind him. Low Moon circled, high
above.

Attack. Again?: Alare sent, but thewingrat didn't reply. Probably preoccupied at this point, he
thought, looking again &t the unsteady insect, which continued to regard the two humans asif they werea
very red threet. It probably has no idea how banged up Kai is, Alairethought. If | can turn that to
our advantage...

Low Moon dove, and in the instant her shadow passed over the Arachnia, it turned to face her.

Thewingrat'stwo rear claws swiped at the Arach-nias face, one of them connecting with a
multifaceted eye. Theinsect screamed, its clawswaving wildly at the air. Low Moon hovered
momentarily, struck again, missed, then flew off.

Before the bug could turn around, Alaire struck with his sword, hard. Thistime hisblow had enough
forcetotoppleit over. It fell Sdeways, writhing in acloud of dust.



"Kai, strikeit!" Alaire caled out. Kai made afew steps forward until it was within striking range.

The Arachniarolled towards Kai, who released his raised blade. The blow missed the creature's
head atogether, blade snking into the ground.

Alaireran around to the other side, failing to negotiate around the injured claw with enough
clearance; it struck out with amazing swiftness, and closed around hisankle.

The Bard screamed as the pinchers closed around hisleg; he had no choice, he had to kill thisthing
now, or he was going to die from a severed foot.

He hacked madly at the Arachnian's head, connecting with the large eyes with agratifying splootch;
his blade, as he withdrew it, dripped with more of the gray goo.

The creature shrieked again, and the Bard was certain his foot was about to be snapped off at the
ankle. He struck at the beast's head. Blade and shell met; shell cracked, then blade penetrated. Leaning
with al hisweight, he pushed, and with a smooth, diding mation, the blade sank completely into the
Arachnids head.

Alairerolled off, now aware that the claw had released hisfoot. Now, for some distance between
us, hethought, crawling away fromit.

The Arachniadtill lay squirming, its claws and body quivering, making no apparent effort to remove
the blade from its head. Soon the motion ceased altogether, except for an occasiond, random spasm.

Alaire's chest was heaving in the thin air. He felt light-headed, now that the immediate danger was
past. Kai lay nearby, apparently suffering from the dtitude aswell.

"Thing looks dead,” Kai managed to gasp. He lay on his back, but had looked over towards the
creature, then got up on hisside. "What about the other one?’

"There were two of them, weren't there?' He saw no motion as his eyes tracked across the wagon
wreckage. Then hiseyesfdl on the other insect, unmoving, evidently dead, pinned beneeth the debris.

Low Moon backflapped into alanding near the wreckage, and after studying the other Arachniafor
amoment, loped over to Alaire.

:We must leave, now. Otherswill come soon.:

The Bard nodded, but not liking the prospect of negotiating thisterrain with damaged bodies.

"Ka. Ka?" Alarecdled.

The king had managed to get to hisfeet, and hobbled dowly in awide circle around the Arachnia
He was bleeding, but not as badly asit had first seemed.

"Now we can make our escape,”" Alaire said. "And wed better get moving before they start
wondering what happened to these two."

The sound of the sword diding from the door handle woke Reykir abruptly; the door swung open,
and Craig stood, framed in the doorway, holding the sword to one side. He looked as though he'd just
awakened.

"There you are," Craig said.

Reykir sat up on the wooden bench, uncertain of Craig's mental state. Either drunk or sober. Most
likely somewhere in between.

"Thisway," Craig said, waving the sword.

"Asyouwish," Reykir said, yawning. In spite of having dept on ahard bench, he felt renewed. He
doubted Craig felt the same way, given his bloodshot eyes.

Their destination was the palace grounds near the front gate. There Reykir found alarge, hedthy
looking dieren loaded down with supplies. Therest of the place was aswarm with Arachnian soldiers,
resting, eating the vegetation, poking about what had to be an dien environment to them: ahuman palace.
Thewingrats, hundredsif not thousands of them, were gathered sedately on anearby hill.

"Go to Derek and inform him that we will kill Alaireif he doesn't surrender hislands” Craig said. "'l
hope | cantrust you, littlerat. However, if you do turn, | will smply kill you when we take Silver City by
force”

"Your Majesty," Reykir said, looking hurt. "I have every intention of remaining loya to you. | have
little to gain by helping Derek and everything to gain by throwing in with you." Reykir shrugged, agesture
of acceptance. "But | supposeit will take timeto convince you. Time, of course, will tell.”



"Very well," Craig said, with awry grin. "Perhaps you do see the truth, after al." He looked up at
the dieren. "Ride hard, my littlerat. | shal see you when we invade our former home."

Reykir bowed before Craig again, thistime alittle stunned that the man was actually going to let him
ride out of here. The bespelled collar must make himthink he is so powerful he can turn loyalties
with ease.

From atop the tall riding beast he looked down on Craig, who looked every hit the part of aman
who thought he was in complete control of the Situation.

Evidently so...

Theredity, Reykir knew, was that he was a drunk making adrastic mistake.

Chapter Twelve

Rak dtirred briefly under the hedling spells power, stretched, and struggled to her feet. With obvious
gratitude, the owl accepted the bit of meat offered by the court wizard, Nechtan, and gobbled it down
hungrily.

King Derek sighed with relief. Perhaps this creature's flight wasn't for naught, after all.

There waslittle the wizard and king could do now, except nurse the owl back to health through
mundane means, the remains of supper'sturkey carcass sat on aslver plate near the owl's new bed, a
small wine keg that had been sawed in two and lined with pelts of fox fur. Outside, athunderstorm raged,
asit had for thelast day and ahdf, shaking the shutters with each pedl of thunder. Altheals drought had
broken with avengeance.

No small miracle this owl managed to fly through this storm, the king thought. At first, the owl's
return had astonished the King, as soon as he recognized who it belonged to. Then, astheimplications of
Rak'sarriva hit him, the king began to worry. My brothers were at sea during this storm, he couldnt
sop thinking. And now, this owl, who was on the ship with them...

As soon as she had arrived, Rak collgpsed in the wizard's hands. Nechtan had immediately brought
the shivering, soaked creature down here to his workshop and began the healing spells which had revived
her.

"Can shetdl uswhat happened, do you think?' the king asked impatiently.

"Perhaps," Nechtan said, scratching hislong gray beard thoughtfully. "Thisyouth, Reykir. He didn't
bespd| her in any way, did he?"

Derek consdered this a moment, then shook hishead. "1 don't believe so. They communicated
without words, or so Alairetold me. Reykir was an gpprentice, but hadn't been granted full Bard status.
Alarewould never let his students practice the art unless he knew for certain they knew what they were
doing."

The old wizard gazed at the bird evenly, and for severd long moments said nothing. Rak didn't
appear to be paying any attention to this human's attempt at communication, but then the king knew this
didn't dways mean much.

Sowly, Nechtan'sface fell from amask of concentration to an expression of sorrow, or fear.
Dammit all, why doesn't he tell me what he sees? Y et theking knew that to hurry the wizard might
require that he start over from the beginning.

"Sire" Nechtan said, after along, painful pause. "Thisis... disturbing.”

"What?" theking demanded.

"The ship sank at sea. The only survivorswere your brothers, and the apprentice Reykir. And, of
course, thisowl."

Theking exnded asigh of relief. "The Arachnians are excdlent seamen. But, aas, they cannot svim



very well. What became of Alaire?’

The wizard had returned his attention to the owl, and carefully scratched under her chin. "They
encountered traders, who gave them trangportation to Rozinki. | saw images of King Kainemonen and
his palace, the guest rooms they'd provided our emissaries.”

The king noted he'd avoided the use of the word "ambassador.” He must know | still grieve over
Ambassador Erikson. "If they madeit safely to Rozinki," the king said, "then why did they send Rak
back to us?'

"After their arriva, the pdace was invaded,” Nechtan said solemnly.

"Bandits?' the king asked, but he knew there were no bands out there powerful enough to
overthrow a kingdom.

"Not... exactly,” thewizard replied. "Thisis going to be rather difficult to believe, but | assureyou,
this bird saw what she saw. Theinvasion was carried out by an army of Arachnians.”

Derek looked down at the owl, who had begun to doze. "That is surprising,” he replied,
remembering how peaceful the Arachnians tended to be. Granted, they would protect their hiveif called
for, but he did not see how an invasion of Rozinki would help them. "Why in the world would they want
human lands?'

"Y ou are assuming, Sire, that the Arachniansin question are oneswe are dready familiar with. From
theimagesthisbird gave me, | don't believethisto bethe case.”

Derek frowned. "Go on."

"Thisisanother race of Arachnians. They are larger than the ones we know of "

The king was getting impatient, and he no longer cared if it showed. "And?"

"Their mountswere flying creatures,” thewizard said. Theking stared a him. "The invading force
was aswvarm of these creatures. Furred animals, with wings."

"Hying?' Theking couldn't bdieveit.

"The owl doexnt lie" the wizard indgsted. "Within anight, they conquered Rozinki. They're not just
under attack, Sire, the palace has fallen.”

"Gods," theking replied, hiding hisfacein hishands.

"There must be another reason,” he said, to no onein particular.

"They sent the owl to warn us."

Thewords hung heavily in theair, and the king's eyes narrowed.

"Theimages, the wave of flying creatures, the armed Arachniansin armor,” Nechtan continued.
"They may not sop in Rozinki. We may be next."

"It doesn't matter if they attack usor not,” the king said. "Suinomen isour aly. We must cometo her
defense, send forcesto Rozinki. If nothing else we need to find out what is going on. Gods, what a
mess"

"A generd dert throughout the kingdom might bein order,” the wizard offered carefully. "Until we
know more."

Derek nodded. "Y es, of course. And it sounds asif these flying invaders might be formidable
opponentsindeed.”

Since Low Moon's successful raid to free them, Alaire and Kai had followed abarren, rocky valley.
Ka'sinjurieswere painful, but mostly bruises with no broken bones. Alaire wasn't so lucky. Hisankle
had swollen consderably, and he was unsure if the bone was broken, or if hisankle was just sprained.
Either way, it was painful going, even with the piece of splintered timber he used asawalking stick. He
might havetried ahedling spell, but he was uncertain if the magicians on thisidand were sengitive enough
to detect it; the relief wasn't worth therisk of giving away their [ocation.

Thewingrat had pointed them in the generd direction of the human settlement, which was not very
far away; she had waited until they were amost there before attacking, to make the distance they would
have to cover shorter. Her plan had been to hide the wagon and release the rats. The former had been
taken care of when the wagon crashed into athousand pieces, which was not part of the plan. The
beasts of burden who had been pulling the wagon had been turned loose from their yokes and were freg;
Low Moon communicated with them with a series of whistles and grunts. Whatever they were saying, it



didn't sound asthough it was very complicated. Though related, the wingrat was clearly the more
intelligent of the two species.

Low Moon had returned to her magters, after explaining to Alaire that she thought she could trick
the ruling Arachniansinto thinking she was still bespelled with obedience magic, usng aplain collar as
cover. Her only choice, she had explained, wasto blend in with her brethren, or else she would be
discovered. Before leaving, she reassured them that she would see them soon, as she had been
reassigned to Fastur, the human colony, as punishment for her poor performance during her
reconnai ssance of Suinomen.

The locdls expected them and would meet them at the edge of the settlement. Low Moon had
apparently set this up beforehand, but before Alaire could probe for details, she had bid them farewell
and taken to the sky.

"That must be the human colony," Kai said once they had cleared the top of aridge. "Low Moon
wasright."

Alaire gritted histeeth againg the pain in hisfoot. Down below, in ashalow valey, he saw asmdll
village

Humans.

There were roughly thirty mud-and-stone homes, roofed with thatch. A handful of emaciated cattle,
sheep and goats huddled together in afenced-in area. Alaire and Kal stood near the edge of alargefield
of an unknown crop. Ten or so people were working the field, with little more than smple sticks.

Beyond the village, on ahill that overlooked it, was another group of buildings, which at first looked
like large boulders. Then an Arachnialeft one, and Alaire redized they were mud structures, like giant
wasp nests.

"More of the damned bugs, over there," Kai pointed out. To the right of the cluster there was
another wasp nest, taler and pointed, vaguely resembling a church. The Arachnians milling about wore
black robes. A religious temple? Even though the Arachnians Alaire knew back home had aways been
abit mygerious, it wasdifficult to imagine this particular tribe as having anything asintrospective asa
reigion.

"Well, what now?" Kai asked. " Should we wait until the welcoming committee arrives, or do we
march in and present ourselves?’

"Good question,” Alaire said as he eased himsdlf down on the ground. The Bard noted that Kai was
very much in chargein his own kingdom, but once they were both beyond it, he deferred the decision
making to Alaire. For the time being he was content just to take the weight off his ankle, and postpone
any decison making for somefuturetime.

A shadow crossed over them. Alaire turned to see what had stepped in front of the sun, and saw the
outline of someone slhouetted brightly by an orange halo.

The two regarded the newcomer with bemused interest; though not sure who thiswas, Alairefet no
threat from this gpparition. For one thing, it was human. For another, it was small.

Asthe boy came closer, Alaire made out features. Y es, aboy, perhaps fourteen, with long matted
hair reaching down to his chest. He wore a crude tunic made of skins, and boots that had been sewn
together from coarse leather strips. He looked wary, but for the most part seemed unafraid of them.

"Thislooks like our contact,” Alaire said, getting to hisfeet. The boy said nothing, smply gestured
for themto follow him.

The boy led them past the fields, paying little heed to their injuries. They struggled to keep up, and a
times, the best they could do wasto smply keep him in Sght. Alaire saw the workerswere dressed in the
same coarse | eather tunics, and asthey hobbled and limped past, some of the workers looked up. Just as
soon as they spied the two newcomers, they cast nervous glances back towards the Arachnians camp,
which was not quite visble herein the humans village.

They must know what's going on, Alaire speculated, but there redly wasn't enough to go on.

Soon, they came to amud hut, larger than and set apart from the others. The boy pushed aside the
hide covering the door, and led them in.

A smdll firein the center of the hut pierced the darknesswithin. As his eyes adjusted, Alaire became



aware of others Stting around thefire, some visible in the orange light, some lurking quietly in the
shadows. One of the figurestossed a branch onto the fire, and abright flame plumed, fully illuminating the
hut'sinterior. The sudden hest felt good, reminding him how cold he had been outside.

The old men numbered eight, Alaire guessed, as his eyes passed from one to the other. They al
dared a him and Kai with an intengity which &t first felt like anger. Then, asthe moments passed, and no
one had spoken, the looks seemed to change to admiration. They wore the same legther tunics asthe
othersthey had seen, these trimmed with fur, with stones and bones woven into their hair and hanging
around their necks on thongs. Each had along beard, in varying shades of gray. Alaire shifted hisweight
on hisleg momentarily, and moaned when his ankle throbbed.

:Please, Sit. You are guests.:

The sudden message thundered in Alaires mind; Kai had gpparently heard it aso, given his
surprised expression.

"Give meahand, would you?' Alaire said, dropping the stick. Kainemonen helped ease him down
on athick palet of furs Stuated againgt one of thewalls.

One of the men, who had been sitting in the center of the group, came over to Alaire and examined
his ankle. He wore more ornamentation than the rest, with an intricate pattern of woven bonesin his
tunic. From the deferential stance of the rest, Alaire guessed thisto be the leader of the group, perhaps of
theentirevillage.

"Reg," the leader said. "'l will hedl thisleg." Alaire was o stunned by hisuse of Althean that he
forgot to reply. And there was something about the man's demeanor that put him immediately at ease.

The elder went to work, first by removing the boot, which came off with extreme difficulty. I'd like
to know what they think they can do to heal this! he wanted to scream.

"An Arachnian claw," Kai supplied, asthe elder briefly studied the marks on the boot.

"So weve beentold,” the elder said. Y ou will both be quiet now. Do not interrupt.”

The eder placed his hands directly on the swollen ankle. Alaire flinched. With awarning look from
the elder, heforced himself to relax. The old man closed his eyes, and, in moments, awarmth spread
from the hands to the ankle. At first, the pressure felt like he was squeezing the sprain, but when Alaire
looked down, he saw that the swelling was shrinking and that the direct pressure from the elder's hands
wasonly dight. Flaments of light danced through hisfingers.

Thismanisa healer, Alairethought, pleasantly surprised. His work shouldn't attract unwanted
attention. They must be used to him by now.

Though tender, Alairé's ankle quickly felt better. He was even tempted to put some weight on it to
test it, but the eder gave him aseverelook, asif he knew what Alaire was contemplating.

"Later," theeder said. "It still needsrest.” The old man sat back and crossed hislegswith afluid,
graceful motion. "My nameisKonnongur and | am high priest of Fastur, the human colony you have
found yoursdf in."

"Thank you, Konnongur," Alaire managed. "Thisis Kainemonen, King of Suinomen. And | am
Alaire, Prince of Althea."

Konnongur nodded dightly; though asmall gesture, it carried with it the full dignity of adeep bow.
"So our friend hastold us”

"Low Moon? Thewingrat?' Alaire ventured.

"The same," Konnongur said. Then, with adistant, sort of whimsica look, added, "Althea. The
kingdom of my ancestors.”

Konnongur seemed to be waiting for aresponse. ™Y our people,” Alaire started. "In this place,
Fastur. Did you come from our lands?"

"Long, long ago,” Konnongur said. "'In shipswhich had the misfortune to stray near Roksamur. The
idand is surrounded by massive reefs, too numerous and expansive for any ship to navigate safely. The
seaisawaysrough, aswe arein the direct path of amagjor current. Most perished in the reefs, but afew,
avery few, madeit safely to shore.”

Ka looked like he was having trouble getting comfortable in the furs. "My kingdom has been
invaded by these Arachnia," Kal said. "Mounted on the wingrats. Isthere any way to defeat them?”



Konnongur shrugged. "They are an impressive force, the combination of weapon-bearing
Arachnians and flying beasts. Once they mastered the wingrat mutations, they worked spellsto control
their mounts. If thereis aweakness, it would bein those spells.”

"Impressive, and fearsome,” the elder continued. " Amber would have been impressed with their
progress.”

"Y ou remember King Amber?' Alaire blurted, and immediately redized thefoolishnessin such a
Satement.

"No, no, young one. My ancestor, King Amber."

Asthe statement dangled in the air, theimplications sunk in.

"You arerelated to Amber?'

Then, we are related to each other.

Through the thick beard and long hair, he saw the family resemblance. The eyes, in particular,
reminded him of hisfathers

" Ambers nephew, Duke Fionbharr, was exploring the northern coast of Suinomen. His ship
encountered a storm, which swept the vessdl off course and blew it to Roksamur.” Konnongur's eyes
gleamed, asif he wererecdling persond history, instead of relating the story of an ancestor. "Inthe
confusion of the storm he thought he was gpproaching Althea and set a course directly for its shores.
When he struck thefirst of the reefs, it wastoo late for him to turn back. He lost half his crew, and those
who survived did so by clinging to wreckage as it washed ashore.”

The story sounded familiar; Alaire wondered how different his own fate might have been if he had
landed on Roksamur instead of Suinomen when their ship wrecked.

"What of the other people here?" Alaire asked. "Are they subjects of Altheaand Suinomen?’

"Alaire, tha means—" Kanemonen began, then cut himsdlf off.

"That is correct," Konnongur replied. "Of course, we're not al descended from royalty. Most who
landed here were common folk, sailors who managed to swim ashore.”

Kanemonen shook his head. "All those vessdls, reportedly lost at sea. All perished, it was assumed.
For centuries?'

"Welve... lost track of time, here in Fastur. Four generations, at least, | can account for."

"Amber wasalong time ago," Alaire said, remembering the long tales his own father would tell them
of theroyd line.

The others remained silent during the entire discussion, though one seemed to be getting restless. He
looked as though he wanted to say something, but seemed unwilling to interrupt the high priest.

"Y our father isnow King of Althea?' Konnongur asked Alaire.

"My brother, Derek. My father passed away some years ago and passed the crown on to his eldest
son." Alaire managed alaugh. "l never wanted to rule. | awayswanted to beaBard." Alaire mentioned
thislast reluctantly, unsure what connotations the word Bard had assumed here in the last few centuries.

"A Bard," Konnongur said, sounding awestruck.

"Seel" therestlessonefinaly blurted out. "Thereit isl The prophecy.”

The others murmured excitedly, and Alaire had the uncomfortable feding that somehow he and Kai
were associated with this new revelation.

"The prophecy,” Konnongur said, "has been told for generations.” He said it asif thiswere some
childish story, something which mature adults would not indulge in. "Humans and beasts dike, the winged
beasts who brought you here, we are dl daves of the Arachs. Or, in the old tongue, Ar-ach-nee-ans.”

"Saves," Ka spat. "Why doesn't that surprise me?”

"So what does this prophecy have to do with our present circumstance?’ Alaire asked. Heflexed his
ankle, and was amazed by the lack of pain.

"Everything. Or, perhaps, nothing. | am not as firm abeliever in the prophecy asthe others,”
Konnongur said, with an air of apology. "I've become complacent in my old age, having lived an entire
lifetime under the Arachs. Their trestment of us hasimproved over the years, since they began making the
flying beegts”

"Wingrats," Alaire supplied. " call them wingrats. We've never seen them before. When did they



dart 'making them?'

Konnongur stared off at something that wasn't in the hut. "When | was ayoung man," he supplied.
"Many, many moonsago."

"And prophecy,” Ka said, steering the conversation back.

"The prophecy tells of the day of our liberation,” Konnongur continued. "We are to be freed one
day, by ahuman from the old land, ahuman magician.”

The group murmured their excitement, whispering to one ancther, casting hopeful, nearly worshiping
lookstowards Alaire.

"A human... Bard."

The murmuring grew, until alow chant began. Konnongur looked annoyed and waved them to
Slence

| don't believe this, Alairethought. First | go to bed, then an invasion wakes me up, then a
wizard trainee pops me in the behind with a drugged dart. I'm flown by a flying rat across the sea
inatrail bag. And now I'm someone'sidea of a hero. Helooked at the others, who had alook of
conviction in their eyes, an expression which made him shiver.

"You areamagician, are you not?' Konnongur asked.

'Well, yes," Alaire began, looking down. "But | have no meansto harnessit.”

"Y ou do have your voice" Ka sad, and Alaire gave him alook which gpparently cut off everything
else the king was about to say.

Konnongur continued, "The prophecy describes the breaking of the magic which keepsthe beasts
endaved. We have, to alesser degree, the same spell placed on dl of us. If an Arach commands usto do
something, the spell makesit difficult to not doit.”

"How does this prophecy say to accomplish this?' Alaire asked. He tested his ankle again by dowly
crossing hislegs, first one, then the other, tucking them carefully. Hefdt adight twinge of pain, but no
more. "Or rather, how does this magic work? Certainly you understand some of it, asyou have just
hedled my ankle, and remarkably well. Where doestheir power come from?'

"Their power," Konnongur said, with atouch of sadness, "is ground energy, earth energy. They
track the ley linesfrom the flowing mountains, and it gathersin the valley. They protect it, under their
temples. | am not strong enough to control much of it."

"What of the others?' Ka said, gesturing towards the othersin the room. "Do they have the gift?"

"Some, to alesser degree,” the priest admitted. "But the Arachs have the temples guarded. Only a
magician, atrue magician, can break through the barriers.”

The others grunted in agreement, nodding. Alaire was beginning to see where thiswas leading. He
wanted a private conference with Kal, but he was afraid that requesting one might be an insult; after al,
these people wererisking dl by hiding them.

"Uh, Alaire," Kai said. "Something just occurred to me. If thisiswhere we were being taken
anyway, what purpose did Low Moon'sraid serve?'

Alaire had been wondering that himsdlf, even though killing the Arachnians had been rather
gratifying.

"That deserves an answer," Konnongur said. "The raid you speak of was my doing. The Arachs
were going to imprison you in a separate building, aplace reserved for humans who have not surrendered
tothar will."

"A prison," Alaire supplied. "Much like the onewejust left, | suspect.”

"Indeed," Konnongur replied. "They will tel you that they want to keep you from escaping. Thetruth
is, the Arachs cannot tell one human from another. Keeping you separated like that istheir only way of
knowing your precise location.”

Ka scratched his head thoughtfully. "Now that's useful informeation,” he said. "In what way, I'm not
entirdy sureyet.”

The boy who had led them to this hut came bursting into the room. Therest of the edersdidn't pay
attention to him but Konnongur dowly looked up.

"Arachs. Searching the village," their guide said, out of breath. "They'relooking for... them." He



pointed at Alaire and Kai.

The high priest dowly stood and gestured for Alaire and Kai to do the same.

"Thiswasinevitable. We have made the gppropriate plans,” the elder said camly.

The elders dressed their chargesin native clothing and burned the civilized garb they had worn into
town. Even the stick from the smashed wagon that Alaire had used as a cane went into thefire. It wasno
longer needed for hisinjury, and it would, according to Konnongur, betray them immediately.

"Tothefidds" Konnongur said brightly. "We have plowing to do, asit is. They'll never think to look
for you out there."

Chapter Thirteen

Captain at arms Sr Romont responded to the call like the true professional heis, King Derek
thought from atop hisriding mare. And that's a good thing, as we have made the Suinomen border in
record time.

The scout had arrived with the news that the border was amere stones throw away, and was
unguarded as it had been for many years. Derek had hoped to find a Suinomese soldier to confirm the
information Rakvel had provided, but it didn't matter. He trusted Nechtan's ability to draw the truth from
animals minds, and the wizard had made it quite clear that what he saw was avery red threst.

The day after Rakvel'sarriva, an entire army had been assembled, and athough Romont had done
S0 in haste, the results were more than satisfactory. The king had decided to take the potentia threat
from the air serioudy, and had requested over athousand archers to complement their division of foot
soldiers. Not knowing if they would have to breach the walls of Rozinki once they had arrived, Romont
had recommended fifteen cannon to travel with the army. For the most part, the weather had held,
another favorable omen for the venture. They used the road that wove above the seashore dlong a series
of cliffs, the scent of the ocean blowing over them with a cool sea breeze. Now the army passed quietly
into Suinomen without incident.

Rumors had passed throughout the army that they were en route to combat dragons, and the king
had put an end to that by making an announcement the night before in avalley where they had set up
camp. As hewasn't sure what they would be fighting, he didn't want to make light of the opponent.
Captain Romont assured him that no matter what they found camped in Rozinki, they were prepared to
fight with everything they had.

The captain rode d ongside the king, with adivision of cavary, armed and armored, |leading the way.
Romont was commenting on the lack of wild game on their route, when the king heard acommotion
some distance ahead of them. King Derek ordered the army to halt, and the captain rode ahead, to see
what was going on.

Battle already, the king thought, drawing hissword. If thisis where they want to engage, then so
beit!

Y et the commotion didn't erupt into sounds of battle; instead, he heard what might have been
celebration. Then Romont appeared with adieren-mounted youth, aboy who looked familiar.

Reykir! the king thought, sheathing his sword.

The boy rode up to the king, dismounted, and bowed. "Sire," Reykir said. "I bear news of your
brothers, Alaireand Craig." He said thislast with abit of trepidation, asif it might be bad news.

"Captain,” the king said to Romont as he climbed off of histal horse. "I proposearest, here. Itis
midday, efter dl.”

"Indeed,” Romont said, "Thisislikely the best place wéell find for sometime." The captain rode off
to inform hisarmy to make itsalf comfortable while the king and Reykir sought aprivate place to tak.



A short distance from the main road was atrickling spring. Beyond thiswas agrove of trees, within
which the king took a seat on afelled oak.

"Your brotherslive" Reykir said, evidently unable to hold the good newsin. "Did Rakve survivethe
voyage to your court?’

"Indeed shedid," the king replied, loosening his boots. " Sheis safe and sound, recovering in
Nechtan's workroom. For the distance she must have traveled, she wasin remarkably good shape.”

The boy looked relieved, but seemed unwilling to Sit in the king's presence. Derek noticed this.
"Please, rest. Tell me the whole story. Come, there's enough room on thistrunk for the two of us.”

The boy's hesitation reminded the king of the youth's background. It hadn't occurred to him that
Reykir might not fed equa enough to sit with aking, having lived the life of agtreet urchin. Timidly, the
boy took the king up on his offer.

"Then you understood Rakvel ?* the boy said after a pause.

"Indeed,” the king said. "Disturbing news of thefdl of Rozinki. Brought on by the unlikely
combination of flying ratsand Arachnia

Theking let his eyes wander to the line of foot soldiers, who were taking advantage of the creek
upstream from the horses. It had been a hot day, but nothing like the searing westher Althea had
experienced earlier this month. The storm had broken the drought aswell asthe endless heet, but may
have, the king mused, introduced another complication to their lives. Did these invaders ride the storm
in, like migrating geese?

"Itistrue" Reykir said, meeting the king'seyes. "1 saw them mysdlf when they attacked the palace.
Large beadts, larger than horses, with broad wings the length of ahouse. Arachniarode them like weride
horses, and they were armed with arrows and spears. They took the palace before sunrise. Nobody was
prepared.”

Theking nodded, knowing that had they chosen Silver City asther target, their fate would have
probably been identica. Who would have expected an attack from the air? The Stuation might have
been amusing, had the consequences of the attack been any less grim to their brothersin the north.

"So tell me, young friend,” the king asked amiably. "Where do these mysterious foes come from?
Certainly we would have known of them had they lived on our lands.”

"True, we would have," the boy replied. "But they are not from our lands." He glanced back over
the road, towards the ocean, where athin diver of blue was visble on the horizon. "They are from other
lands, acrossthe sea”

Theking kept hisface emotionless, while suppressing alittle shiver of fear. Mythsfrom hisown
youth, told by hisfather, Reynard, came flooding back to the present. Perhaps they were not myths at
all, hethought, remembering the seafaring tales of ddlirious sailors, men who had seen dragonsflying
over the unapproachable idand of Roksamur. No, certainly not dragons.

"Continue," theking said. "Thisis most interesting.”

"Alaretold meto hide while he went to inform the king of Suinomen of what was going on. That
was, | fear, thelast | saw of him." Reykir's voice had softened, and the king had to strain his ears to hear
hiswords. "The Arachnia, they were adifferent kind. They were larger, and darker, than the oneswe
know here”

"And congderably morewarlike," the King added sardonicdly.

"I hidinawardrobe. | thought they wouldn't find me, then they did and put me with the rest of the
prisoners. They brought me before the leaders of the attack.” The boy looked away. ™Y our brother,
Prince Craig, was among them."

"Asaprisoner?' theking asked.

"Asa.. asan accomplice.”

The king stared at the boy, who had managed to meet his eyes despite the gravity of his news.
"Certainly not," he said. "How do you know?"

Reykir proceeded to tell him of the brief conversation with Craig. Certain key phrases, words that
Craig wasfond of using, crept into the story, convincing the king that what Reykir spoke of wastrue.
"The Arachnian wizards have placed bespdlled collars on their mounts," Reykir added hatily. "They had



such acollar on your brother, and | believe it was through this they were manipulating him. | don't believe
hewas awilling accomplice.

The king said nothing as he stood abruptly. He paced over to atree, then back to the trunk, then to
the tree again. He looked directly at Reykir. "Y ou are telling me the truth?

"Yes, Your Mgesty," the boy said sincerdly. "I am. Forgive mefor being the bearer of such bad
news"

The king looked past Reykir to the army strewn aong the road, out of sight. Am | going to slay my
own brother this year? Then helooked again at the dieren Reykir had ridden, ahedlthy stalion with a
Suinomen-style saddle, with large leather bags. He became suspicious.

"How did you get away?' the king asked. "With such afine mount, and supplies?'

"Craig convinced... or rather, | convinced Craig that | had pledged allegiance to him. He offered me
apodgtionin hisnew kingdom if I would do thisonejob for him."

"And thistask was?'

"Totdl youthey areholding Alarrefor ransom.”

"Confound it dl...." Theking fumed and resumed his pacing. Sir Romont cast worried looksin their
direction.

"They have taken Prince Alaire and King Kainemonen to theidand. To Roks—"

"Roksamur," Derek finished. "Dammit to the seven hdllgl"

The boy shrugged and looked down. The King thought, He's probably afraid | will punish him for
being the bearer of bad news. Best to alleviate that fear now. "Thank you, young Bard, for your
truthfulness. | wouldn't have expected anything less from one of my own soldiers.

Reykir beamed proudly, then frowned. "Y our Mgesty, | am not aBard yet. | am only an
apprentice.”

Theking rolled hiseyes. "If thisstuation is anything like the last problem we had in Suinomen, you
probably will beaBard by thetimethisisresolved.”

Alareand Kai carefully loaded the smple wooden cart with rocks, trying hard not to look obvious
asthey cast surreptitious glances at the party of Arach-nianswho were wreaking havoc in the village.

"They don't look pleased,” Kai commented as he picked up asmal boulder, dropped it, then tried
again with Alairéshelp. Thefield they had been sent to "plow" had turned out to be littered with rocks
too large for their plain wooden toolsto negotiate. Which was just aswell, Alaire noted, as picking up
the rocks dlowed them more movement and a better view of the goingsonin thevillage.

Shortly after Konnongur had sent them with the boy to the field, three Arachnians appeared. They
had apparently ridden in on mule rats, which weretied to alone tree some distance away. They reminded
the Bard of the cart they had destroyed and the Arachnians they had killed; he wished at that moment he
could render himsdlf invisible.

Don't know any Bardic magic for that feat, hethought forlornly. These fur tunics will just have
to do.

"They're not coming over hereyet," the boy informed them, but Alaire saw that for himsalf. "But
when they do, keep working. Do something, but don't look at them. They don't like that.”

"I'll remember that," Alaire said, not caring much for his use of theword "when."

The party of Arachnianswent from hut to hut, turning the inhabitants out while Konnongur followed.
The high priest ssemed to be trying to say something to the gpparent leader of the group, but they all
ignored him. One Arachnia pulled awoman from one of the huts, tossed her violently aside, then seized a
man, likewise throwing him onto the ground. Even at this distance Alaire saw he bore adight
resemblance to himself; blond hair, with a somewhat broad build. But his face was bearded. The Bard
felt his own face, which was thick with stubble, then turned to the boy.

"Dodl the adult men have beards?'

"Mog, but not dl," he said. "Okay, look out. They're coming over here."

Alairelooked up, and indeed, they were coming right for them, with Konnongur immediately behind
them.

"Just keep working," the boy said.



Finding more rocks to haul away became rather important, and Alaire, Kai and their young
companion went about their task with renewed enthusiasm.

At the edge of the field were four other hands, who were doing the actud tilling. Asthe Arachnians
approached, they stopped what they were doing and looked to Konnongur expectantly.

Without warning, one of the Arachnians struck one of the humanswith aclaw, sending him flying.
The young man landed on his back, hard. When he sat up, blood was beginning to pour from ahead
wound.

A new anger came over Alaire, the deep, red-faced kind that brings forth all sorts of violent
scenarios. His knuckles turned white as he clutched alarge rock.

Ka noticed thisand came closer to him. "'l think you should reconsder, Alaire," he said softly. "That
pebble you have there would probably just bounce off their shells.™

"You'reright," the Bard agreed. "But | don't like watching them just tossing people about like
refuse”

Ka seemed ready to reply, then held histongue as the Arachnians came over to them, kicking
through the rows of tilled soil.

"They are more workers," Konnongur said. "Pleasg, if you would just...”

"Silence, human,” one of the Arachniasaid in arasping, grating accent. His armor, more decorated
than the others, probably indicated a higher rank. "The escaped humans came thisway, and thereisno
other place they could be."

Some of Alaire's anger turned to fear asthey stopped afew paces away from him. Their presence
reminded Alaire of their much larger size; these, in particular, were mongters. They regarded the humans
with unreadable bug expressions.

"And who arethese?" the leader said.

"Two of Treg'ssons," Konnongur said evenly. "The boy ismy grandson.”

"Animals,” the bug rasped. Alaire waited for its claw to come crashing down on him. Insteed, it
reached over and grabbed the edge of histunic with aclaw, then roughly pulled Alaire over to him. It
chittered something to his colleagues asit examined the tunic, then Alaireésface. The Bard hoped hewas
appropriately dirty to passingpection; it was, he suspected, why Konnongur had sent them here to work.

It released him suddenly, turned, and led the other two back to their mounts. The leader seemed to
be speaking to Konnongur, who was gesticulating in amost placating way. Whatever the priest had said
to them, it must have worked. The Arachnians mounted up and rode out of the camp.

"That wasabit close," Kai commented. "L ooks to me like wejust saved our necks by burning our
clothes”

"I would agree," Alaire said, looking down at the full cart. "Why don't we take thisto the pile? It
lookslike it won't be able to handle much more.”

Even though the Arachnians were gone, they continued to work until the sun set. Alairefdt
energetic, and he was grateful to these people of Fastur for hiding them in generd and to Konnongur for
healing hisanklein particular. Ka didn't seem to mind the work ether, and by the time they were done,
thefiedld was clear of the large rocks.

Konnongur advised them to avoid the others, or at least to use caution, as some of them were more
vulnerable to the obedience spell than others and might turn themin to the Arachs. All Alairenoticed in
the other humans was a heightened interest in them, a natural enough phenomenon, but he decided to
take the priest up on hisadvice. They were provided with their own small hut near the elder's shelter. At
dusk Konnongur and the elders shared dinner with Alaire and Kai, a pig daughtered in their honor.
Newcomers and old-timers got caught up on history. They were fascinated as Alaire described hisfamily
and hisBardic path in life. Murmurs of the prophecy surfaced again.

"Comeoutside,” Konnongur said when dinner was finished. "There's something | would like you to
watch."

Alaire, Kai and the boy, whose name was Fion, followed the priest outside. It was quiet; most of the
other humanswereinsde their respective huts. The setting sun had left ared canvas behind, with clouds
off in the distance beyond the mountains. The air had aso cooled. Alaire shivered and pulled histunic



closer. He had seen leather cloaks and mantlesin the hut they'd been designated to use, and now knew
why they werethere.

Konnongur squinted at the sunset, then pointed. "There. Y ou can see them, coming in from the
wes."

"Those birds?' Ka said, looking like he was having trouble seeing whatever the priest had pointed
to.

"They're not birds," the priest replied.

Thetiny winged dots grew into wingrats, then wingrats with mounts. Konnongur didn't seem
particularly darmed at the sight. They cut a path across the sky, away from Fastur, towards one of the
mountains

"Itisadmost afull moon,” Konnongur informed them. Alairelooked for, but didn't see the moonin
guestion, which had not risen yet. "Each moon they begin theritua, five days before fullness. Arachnian
priestsfrom dl over the idand come on mounts, and congregate on yon mountain.”

"Isthissomekind of religion?" Kai asked, but Alaire already had his own idess.

"Thisis how they enforce the obedience spdlls" Alaire said, though he wasn't sure how he knew
this. "Whét is on that mountain, anyway?'

Konnongur gave him apuzzled look. "It is not atrue mountain,” he said. "Liquid rock pours out of it
every few years, burning everyone and everything inits path. Thisland of Roksamur came from these
mountains, or so myth tellsus. Y ou see smoke billowing from it, which usualy only happens around the
full moon. We don't know why, but it has to do with the magic they make, the spellsthey cast.”

Fion tugged on the elder's deeve. Konnongur leaned down while the boy whispered something in his
ear, then the priest shook hishead. "No, no, young Fion. It is not because of what the prophecy tellsus.”

"What does the prophecy have to say about the liquid rock?" Alaire asked.

Konnongur looked gpologetic. "The prophecy tellsusmany things, but itisalie, | think, that certain
of the Arachnia have put into our headsin order to placate us. When the magician from afar comesto
liberate us, and we take to the air on the freed wingrats, the mountains explode and shower the land with
burning rock. This destroysthe Arachnia The humansflee, and escape thefind fire. Itisdl amyth.”
Then, abit softer, "Itisachild's story.”

Alaire nodded. "Perhaps we should go see thismagicmaking in the process,”" he said. "It may tdll us
something about these people.”

Konnongur shook his head. "No, no, you must not go there," he said, sounding very sad, and at that
moment, defested. "Y ou will dieif they see you. They will discover who you are and then they will kill
you."

"But thevdley," Fion sad. "The prophecy..."

"All lies"" Konnongur said gternly. " Some day you will understand, young one."

Alaire counted around twenty wingrats, some coming from the west, others from the north and
south. It did look like a serious gathering. On the mountain atiny fire blazed, but to be seen at this
distance it must have been abonfire. Thisreally intrigues me, Alairethought. Prophecy or not, this
gathering might explain, or show, how we can escape this place. He glanced over a Konnongur.
But will this old man let us go?

Alaredlently debated the issue with himsdlf, and decided, at least for the time being, to set it aside.
So sooninthelr reationship did not seem agood time to push an issue which might causefriction, or
worse, between them. Besides, he wastired after the days exertion. Perhaps tomorrow night, he
thought. I might even work some Bardic magic to et him see things my way.

Alare spent many long minutes saring at the hut's crude celling, while Kai snored loudly next to him.
He was bone weary, and normally wouldn't have had any trouble getting to deep, but for some reason
tonight was going to be an exception.

What isit about that mountainside that is so intriguing? He couldn't explainit, and in frustration
had |ooked out the front door of the hut, which faced the mountain; the tiny firewas now fully visblein
the darkness. Asyet, the moon hadn't risen, leaving the night dark, the stars bright, and the gathering of
Arachniaon the distant mountainsde dl the more interesting.



He must have dozed off a one point, because the sudden appearance of someone standing over him
gartled himinto full wakefulness

"1 will show you how to get to the temple,” Fion said in the semi-darkness. Moonlight poured into
thetiny hut, framing the boy in silhouette. " They practice the magic til dawvn. We havelittletime.”

"Agreed," Alaire said, getting to hisfeet. Kai was still sound adeep, and for amoment the Bard felt a
brief twinge of envy. What | would give for rest right now, hethought, feging the beginnings of aching
muscles as he stood up. He considered waking Kai, but realized he would nat, in his exhausted state, be
quiet company when they would be likely to need quiet the most. And if | don't wake up myself, I'll be
stumbling around making enough noise for the both of us.

Silently, Fion led Alaire out of the smdl village where there was not so much asahint of life.
Everyone, eldersincluded, seemed to be very much adeep. A bright, nearly full moon cast adull white
light over everything. The boy led him down to asmal ravine, which at first looked like adry creek bed.
But at the bottom of thetiny canyon Alaire sensed the stirrings of magic.

Ley lines, hethought, sensing the thin tendrils of power flowing down the middle. The stream of
magic led towards the mountain, and became stronger as they progressed.

The source of this power iswhat they are using, Alarethought asit became clear they had begun
the ascent of the mountain. The ravine degpened as they climbed, and the Bard suspected the boy had
chosen this path for precisaly that reason. It was proving to be excellent cover.

They stayed in the raving's shadows, following atwigting and turning peth; in timether trail evened
out, and Fion, who until now had scampered quickly ahead of him, cameto afull crouch and held a
gnglefinger to hislips. Alaire heard adistant murmur, smilar to the chirping of crickets, but consderably
deeper and louder. 1t took him no time to determine that the sounds came from Arachnians, not little
bugs

The Bard caught afamiliar whiff of manure. Wingrats.

A fire's crackle punctuated the murmuring. The ravine was deep, and to look over the edge required
ahit of climbing. Alaire saw places where smple footholds had dready been made.

Apparently Fion has been here before. He peered over the edge, dowly, following Fion's cues.

"The prophecy," the boy whispered, and pointed toward the gathering.

Twenty or so Arachniawith robes had assembled around alargefire that had burned down to cods.

In the moonlight, Alaire had aclear view of theritual. The robed crestures sat in the circle, chanting
alow melodic hum, gpparently obliviousto everything going on around them. Alaire dropped back down
in the ravine, on his haunches, stunned by a sudden revelation.

They're using Bardic magic!

From his crouched position he listened to the chant, sudied it, tore it gpart. The melody wassmple,
even crude, but there was no doubt in his mind that they were employing the same kind of magic he had
dedicated hislifeto. He glanced down at the ley line and saw adull red glow pulsating with the chant. He
closed hiseyes and sank deep into atrance, carefully shielding histhoughts and being while reaching out,
then down, to the source of the power.

Beneath them Alaire sensed a dense knot of power, along with intense heat, hot enough to melt
rock. The two powers, magic and heat, seemed to be connected. He remembered what Konnongur had
said about the rituals coinciding with the burning of the mountain.

As he touched the power with hismind herecoiled at its strength. The Bardic magic from the
Arachniawas strong, but was not even grazing the surface of what was available. The chant guided very
little of the energy to their purposes, which, he saw clearly now, was the imprisonment of wingrats and
humans with the obedience spdll. Carefully, he withdrew from histrance.

I've seen what | needed to see, hethought, sanding.

"Fion, we must go now," he said urgently to the boy, whom he found sitting next to him. "Or I'm
likely to try something right now | might not liveto regret.”



Chapter Fourteen

"Fifteen Arachnians dead within the paace wallsin the past two nights" Su'Villtor hissed. "And you
arethe only human among us. Can you give usagood reason not to imprison you now?"

Craig didn't know how to respond to Su'Villtor's venom, which he didn't fully understand. The
human had been sound adeep in the palace when the Arachniahad roused him, rather roughly, with his
claw. Something about Arachnians dying in the palace. Well, what do they expect? They're at war!

There was something about Su'Villtor's urgency that suggested their arrangement might have
undergone some changes while he was passed out. The Arachnialed him through the palace corridors,
poking him occasiondly with thetip of the claw, which made him fed more like a prisoner than apartner.

Whatever is about to happen, | had better start doing some fast talking.

SuVilltor led him to what had become the staging areafor the new command, the great hdl. Tables
had been moved aside, and various Arachnians sat on the tiered benches. He noted with some
discomfort that he was the only human present.

SuVilltor addressed the gpparent leader in their chirping Arachnian language, then turned to Craig.
"Su'Kanguer would like to know where the crossbow is."

Craig was dumbfounded. One of thefirst things the invaders had done was to search the palace
thoroughly for weapons. Even the kitchen knives had been confiscated, aong with some of the sharper
smithing tools. The remaining soldiers had been imprisoned in the fighting arena. Once Craig had seen
Reykir off to parley with Althes, his attention had turned to locating more wine. Thisdidn't takelong. The
wine cdllar waswell stocked and easy to find.

"I'm sorry, Su'Villtor, but | don't know of any weapons. | hope you don't think | am responsible for
these deaths?' He was Hill alittle unclear about the situation; were these soldiers dying of old wounds
acquired during the origina raid, or wasthis something entirely new?

"We doubt your sincerity,” SuVilltor said. "But as you are spending your time drinking, we doubt
you would have the ability to kill adog, much lessan Arachnia."

"That'strue," Craig replied, even though he knew he was capable of agreat many things, while
drunk or sober. Best to not let them know of this, hethought to himsdf. "I assureyou, | know nathing
of this. | have an interest in your success, asyou well know," he said, in the vague hopes it was till the
case. They had better give me the crown of Althea! It ismy birthright!

SuVilltor and SuKanguer exchanged more Arach-nian, then Su'Villtor continued, " The humans of
thiscity are not putting up much of afight. Ther fighting forces, which we have put out of commission,
seem to have been the only obstacle. Why, then, are our people dying within the very walls of this
paace?!

Craig shrugged, and tried to come up with away to answer the same question differently. " Perhaps
adiseass?’

SuVilltor replied shortly, "They werekilled by arrows, which were ripped out of them when the
assassin |eft. There are no other traces. If you have no other information, we should waste no more of
SuKanguer'stime." "Forgive me, | know nothing,” Craig continued. And for once, he wastelling the
truth. Why won't they believe me?

Captain Lyam stood in the cramped passageway, holding asmall candle cupped in hislarge,
caloused hands. The passageway had narrowed further, requiring him to remain here while his son, Erik,
continued ahead. Though he was eighteen and every bit aman, his son was till dender of build and
capable of negotiating the tighter spaces of the labyrinth of secret passageways located throughout the
palace grounds.

Waiting for him to return from this particular expedition had alowed Lyam plenty of timeto think.
Which was fortunate; as captain of the guard, he had plenty to think aboui.

It happened so quickly. And with no warning. When the invading Arachnians swept over the



palacewals, he and hismen had put up agood fight, particularly against an invasion so unexpected, and
an enemy o0 dien. The Arachnianswore leather armor over their dready hard shells, acomplication
Lyam had solved, if abit too late. Damn them all, if we had known we might have beat them, he
fumed, even now, three days after the invasion. Bolts shot from longbows and crossbows bounced off
the armor harmlesdy, at adistance. For up close fighting, daggers, knives and swords had been the
wespon of choice. But in this battle, these had proven to be usdless. Only towards the end, when their
forces had succumbed to the invasion, had Lyam and his men discovered an effective way of subduing
the enemy.

A crossbow, when fired at close range, penetrated the armor and shell with ease. A longbow had
the same effect, but was an awkward wegpon indoors. The large body of an Arachniamade the easiest
target, while an arrow through the head caused instant death. There was abit of wiggling and crawling
after that, but those were only the death throes. Thelife had, they had learned through tria and error,
aready been extinguished.

Alas, they had made this discovery too late to be of any immediate benefit. The Arachnians had
overwhelmed and occupied the palace in an eye blink, and Lyam, with as many men as he could gather in
amoment'stime, had hidden in the secret tunnelslocated throughout the palace and grounds.

King Maergach the First, who had ruled Suinomen athousand years ago, had built his palace with
certain featuresin mind. At the time, the kingdom was besieged by bands of barbarians which had
overrun Rozinki more than oncein itsfirst few decades of existence. To provide a safe retreet for the
royd family should this happen again, he had an extensive network of secret hdlsingtaled throughout the
palace. Over the centuries peace became the norm, and the passages had dowly faded from memory.
Until Sir Jehan's attempted coup six years earlier, the tunnels had been al but forgotten. Jehan and the
Swords of the Magicians, the dlite group of wizards who were alowed to conduct magic at that time
were familiar with them. King Archenomen had heard myths of the passageways, but hadn't thefirst clue
asto where they were or how to access them.

Then, Six years ago, an assassin had tried to kill the Dark Elf, Naitachd, the Ambassador of Althea
He used the tunnelsto attack, then to escape. It wasn't until Sir Jehan's coup had failed that the tunndls
had become common knowledge, revealed by a horde of crooked wizards eager to get on
Archenomen's good side. Captain Lyam had explored them extensively, but, other than afew skeletons,
he found little of interest; the passages did, however, make eavesdropping on certain rooms quite easy.
Now, with the Arachniansin control of the palace and Rozinki, the tunnels were Suinomen's only hope.

Hisfirst task had been to locate King Kainemonen and Prince Alaire, but thishad proven futile. As
near as he could figure, they were aive but being kept somewhere else. The drunken sot, Prince Craig,
had spoken of them asif they had been moved to another land. This didn't make sense, and he didn't
know what to make of it. The palace appeared to be the center of the invading forces. What better place
to keep the king and prince?

At firgt the captain was puzzled that Craig was not imprisoned with the rest of them, but afew
overheard conversationswith Su'Villtor had explained everything. The bastard turned against us, and
against his own kingdom!

The Arachnians had seized dl the Guard's weapons, with the exception of afew crossbowsthey'd
had hidden in various places. With the help of his son, he had searched the palace for three days, looking
for the cache, with no results.

A foot scuffle deep in the darkness roused him from his thoughts. He stood to peer down the
narrow space. Momentarily, Eric gppeared with alarge canvas bag full of something.

"Got another one," the young man said, at about the same time Lyam noticed his crossbow was
empty.

"Did you find weapons?' Lyam asked, reaching for the bag.

"No, but something dsewe arein short supply of," replied Erik.

Lyam looked into the bag at about fifty candles and stubs. The captain tried not to let his
disgppointment show. "Aye, we need these, that'sfor sure,” he sald, trandferring the flame from his
dwindling stub to alonger candle. "What news have you, son?"



"The command isdill in the greet hall. They were questioning Craig asto the dead bugs.” He
paused, the candldight catching awry grin of satisfaction on hisyoung features. "Have weredly killed
fifteen of the demons?'

Lyam considered this, then nodded. "At least. Do they have any clues asto what's going on?"

They started back down the hallway, towards the wider of their passages, which would take them
towardsthe fighting arena viaan underground tunndl. Erik shifted the bag on hisbroad shoulders. "They
were accusing Craig. Nothing said of passages. | don't think they suspect these tunnels exist.”

Lyam grunted. "That's the first good newsweve heard." Asthey descended aflight of narrow
wooden gtairs, the captain noticed an arrow in Erik's belt, dripping with Arachnian blood. Arrowswere
also in short supply, and they had to retrieve each and every one they used, when possible.

A clatter of stone aerted them to someone, or something ahead. Silently, Erik set the canvas bag
down, and nocked the crossbow.

A candleflickered into view; then, its bearer raised it three times. Waited, then lifted it again. Lyam
returned thesignd.

"Must be Geoff," muttered Lyam. "What is he doing down here?'

A large man loomed into view, carrying what looked like an empty canvas bag, followed by three
more men. Lyam recognized them as part of the group imprisoned in the arena.

"Geoff. Y ou had better have agood reason for coming down here" Lyam said evenly. "l |eft orders
that no onewasto follow us. What if they do a head count? What then?"

None of these objections seemed to bother Geoff. He was grinning broadly, like awolf who has just
egten hisfill of chickens.

"We know where they're keeping the crossbows," Geoff said. "And perhaps more. One of the
servants, who is il in the pal ace serving the thrice-damned bugs, sumbled across them while fetching
something.”

Now, that's a good reason to disobey an order.

"Tdl mewhere" Lyam said, "and if we can, well reach them through these tunndls.”

"Thelarder,” Geoff said. "The main pdace larder.”

Lyam frowned. "But weve aready been there."

Geoff shook his head. "They just moved them today. They intend to burn them at dusk." He held up
severa empty canvas bags. "That'swhy | brought these."

"Aie, yes" Erik said. "Father, we'd better move now. 1sn't there atunnd that leads to the kitchen?"

"It'srisky," Lyam said. "The great hdl, that's where the most of them are.” But even ashe was
finding reasons why such an expedition would be too dangerous, he thought of as many, or more,
reasons why they should go.

Presently Lyam's party of five found itself at anarrow doorway and an even narrower door. Lyam
listened carefully for what might be taking place on the other Side; satisfied that the way was clear, he
looked for and found the wooden pegs that kept the pand shut. Being the only one of the five small
enough, Erik dipped through, once the pand was open. In amoment he returned with an armful of
crosshows and arrows. The booty changed hands with amazing speed, until every last weapon had been
retrieved. Erik dipped back in, and his father moved the panel back into place and secured it with the
pegs.

Indl, Lyam counted forty crossbows, with an ample supply of arrows. The bagsfilled quickly, and
what wouldn't fit went over their shoulders.

"Now, we must get back,” Lyam said. "And soon, we must decide when we are going to take back

our kingdom."



Chapter Fifteen

Alaire and Kai roseto newsthat the Arachniawere searching the village again for them. Again,
Konnongur didn't seem to be particularly worried for them, but his mood this day was decidedly grim.

"Since they haven't found you," Konnongur said, as he led them, with others, to the field to do more
work, "they will bein arather foul mood."

Somehow Alaire knew thiswas an understatement, but declined comment. The Bard was grateful
for thediverson, asit would alow him the privacy he needed to tell Kai about the evenings adventures.

With their smple sticks, they went to work turning soil, watching five Arachniago through the
village. Konnongur dowly shook hishead. As hewalked away, he said, "Y our only saving gracetoday is
that nobody knowswho you are.”

Alaredidn't know what that meant, but whatever his meaning he doubted it was good news.

"Wonder what he meant by that," Ka said, just as Alaire spied two Arachnia pulling ahuman out of
ahut.

"l don't likethe look of this" Alaire said, and tried not to stare, turning his attention to the task
before him.

Despite his best efforts to avoid being conspicuous, Alaire couldn't help watching the unpleasant
scene unfold. The Arachnians dragged the man, by afooat, to the center of the village. Ten or so humans
came out of their huts, evidently to see what the ruckus was about. Konnongur hurried over to the
Arachnians, and while hiswords were inaudible, his gestures clearly showed some gdlant attempt to
placate the beasts.

"If | had alongbow, I'd kill them all," Alaire heard Kai seethe beside him. " These people must be
free of thisdavery!"

"Actudly, I'mworking on that. | may have asolution,” Alaire said, jabbing at the soil. But Kal didn't
seem to be paying any attention.

Alaire had asckening feding that the Arachs had come to the end of their patience. Konnongur
continued to plead with bis hands, othersin the village came over, then promptly looked away; whatever
was about to happen seemed to be anticipated by everyone.

Not the first time something like this has happened, isit? Alare thought, wishing he could take
hiseyesaway. But it wasimpossible.

"l can't watch this" Kal said.

An Arachnia held the human up by an ankle. The man struggled momentarily, then suddenly stopped
moving. The other Arachnialooked over the humans briefly, and without warning pierced the dangling
humans abdomen with aclaw. Blood spilled, and the man fdll to the ground, without motion or any sign
of life

"Dammit dl to hell, Alaire, he killed that man,” Ka said. "Wheat did he do?"

"Probably nothing," Alaire replied, with an amaz-ing lack of emotion. "Jugt setting an example." But
despite his deadpan ddivery, hefelt the blood drain from hisface. "We must act tonight,” Alairesaid, and
Kai looked up. "Or we're al dead.”

"What did you havein mind?' Ka asked, somewhat sarcadticdly. "Arm wrestling?'

"Not exactly," Alaire said. "Do you remember what they said about a'prophecy? Well, last night
Fion woke me and led meto amagica scenethat | can only describe as Bardic in nature....."

"They will kill one of useach day until they find you," Konnongur explained to them when they
returned from the field. Alaire felt the beginnings of a sunburn on his shoulders and arms, but he didn't
care; the plan had saized hisimagination, stirred his adrendine. Ka was whistling an Althean folk ballad
that had been popular at the Rozinki taverns.

"They will, will they?' Alaire said. " Someonein Fastur must have noticed us. Why haven't they
turned usin?'

"Everyone believesin the prophecy,” Konnongur said sadly. "They believeit to be true, and that you
aretheinsrument of the prophecy. The mythsjust happen to fit the circumstances.”



They waked abit further, tossed their sticks on the pile of smilar tools, and paused, watching the
spectacular sunset. Konnongur looked up, and stopped in histracks when he saw Alairesface.

"Konnongur, you don't seem to be abeliever in this prophecy, and to tell you thetruth | have my
doubts aswell. So for now, let's set myths and legends aside. L et's stay with what we know isred, and
what we know isred is magic."

"Aye," Konnongur said, squaring his shoulders. "Y ou called me on that one. | don't believeinthe
prophecy, as my father, and hisfather before him, passed the story down asaway of giving us hope.
Fdse hope, granted, but aglimmer of hope that no onein this village would have had otherwise. But
magic, yes, | rely onit." Hiseyes narrowed, and adight smile creased his aging features. "l suppose
you've had abit of timeto think things over, out therein thefield."

"Wehave" Alaire said, then proceeded to tell him about histrip to the mountain with Fion the
evening before. "They are working aform of Bardic magic, crude and primitive, but on alevel | can use”

Konnongur looked away, to the horizon as Alaire outlined his plan. Thefirgt of the mounted wingrats
was making its sedate way from the west. Beyond it, another.

"Canyou doit?" Konnongur asked, not taking his eyes off thewingrats.

"1 will not know until | try," Alairereplied. "I will need the help of the elders. | cannot do thisalone.”

Konnongur gradudly turned hisface towards Alaire. "When?"

"Tonight," Alairereplied. "Before any more of your people die.”

"So beit," Konnongur whispered, and started walking dowly towards the elders hut.

Alaireled the group of edersand, a Konnongur's urging, some of the younger men and women of
the village who had shown magical aptitude, to the edge of thelong, jagged ravine.

Ka stayed behind. Thiswas no commentary on what Alaire was about to do. He just didn't feel he
could contribute. Some of the other elders stayed behind, for the same reason.

The group Situated itsdlf at the end of what Alaire had at first perceived asadry creek bed. This
was, in actudity, the edge of amassve field of underground power, aspider-webbing of ley lines. Alaire
had only explored afraction of it the night before. Directly beneath them was amgjor stream of this
power, ariver of energy sweeping down from the mountain.

"Wewill begin here," Alaire said. He had instructed the group to not mention the prophecy, by name
or by thought. He was afraid this would contaminate what he was trying to do here, which wasto wrest
the power away from the Arachnians, who were congregating upsiream on the mountain. These peoples
belief in him was dl he needed to work Bardic magic in agroup. They would create astrong vessdl; he
would be the carsman.

Please, gods, don't let me muck up, hethought asthe villagers gathered around him. Some of the
promising mages were bardly in their early growth, and some of the young men, he positioned closeto
the center. They would be working with raw power, and their raw youth, he believed, would aid in
guidingit.

"Another," someone whispered, and al eyesturned to the sky. The Arachnia above didn't ssem to
notice the group of humans congregating beneath it, asits mount's wings beat softly a the sky.
Konnongur had been keeping count of the wingrats as they flew overhead; meeting Alaires eyes, he
nodded, indicating thiswas the last one who would be gathering on the mountainside.

Alaire closed his eyes, feding for the soul of theidand. The ground had anew fed to it, asif this
idand had not existed for very long, and the newnessfelt powerful. The ground in Altheahad beenin
exigence for millennig; this ground was much younger.

Then he saw why: The land he stood on had leaked from the ocean itsdlf, from deep below in the
heart of the planet, like ableeding wound. He stood on the cooled scar tissue of that wound.

Alaire nodded to Konnongur, hissignal for the group to begin raising its power, then closed his eyes.
Hedidn't know precisdy how his Bardic skills and their earth magic would mix; provided the two were
directed toward the same goal, in a positive manner, he doubted there would be a problem. Perhaps they
would even complement each other.

We must try, Alarethought, asa chant rose around him with its native sound.

Nam-mu, Nam-mu, Nam-mu, NIN-ma., Nam-mu, began the chanting, and Alaire tuned into the



direction their power was going, down, down into the rough, gray soil. Theley line glowed brightly now,
and hefollowed its path up, towards the Arachnian wizards he had seen the evening before, to the cluster
of smilar linestheir circle had been established upon. He saw them now, around their dimmed fire, their
multifaceted eyes focused on the glowing cods, adim reproduction of the true power flickering benesath.
Their power was crude, not just smple, but crude; that he could sense. They knew nothing of the spy
now looking over their work, or what Alaire and his group were about to do.

The song was old, centuries old, as old as the prophecy itself. Konnongur had produced it once
Alaire had decided to make this attempt, knowing the magician needed something with which to focus.

When the Arachnians magic had reached its pegk power, Alaire beganto sing...

Bindings of the thousand born,

Onto thisland of Roksamur. Tied and caged to masterslay

Allow the bound to fly away.

Alaretook in what the others were chanting, its pitch increasing, matching his song.

O-mah, O-mah, O-mah, O-mah, Nin-o, Nam-muuuu...

Then he felt the power lurch beneath him, turn from ariver of fireto arestless snake; theley line
writhed, asif tortured with fire. It wanted to be free. The Bard continued his song...

Burning stream of flame benegth,

Flowing sunlight underneath. Bend and break the spellsthat keep,

Our spiritsreigned, our souls adeep.

A ripple of surprise echoed through the group, distracting Alaire. He ventured a glimpse of his
surroundings, then opened hiseyeswidein surprise. A thunderstorm had formed on the horizon, atal
black anvil of athunderhead that flickered with threads of angry lightning. A cool breeze siept down
from it; then astrong, loud wind smashed into them. Alaire sumbled, regained hisfooting. We must
continue....

Break the chains, cut the ropes

Turn usloose and let us see. Freedom for our highest hopes

Transcends the moon of Prophecy.

A flash of lightning pierced the last phrase of the chant. A long, red glow pulsated from the ground,
led up the mountain. His group remained ditting, but he saw their fear; this was what they wanted, this
meagic, but it il frightened them. Even Konnongur seemed well out of hismagical depth.

"Begone! Begone!" Alaire shouted. "Befred™

The group took up the chorus, repesting the words in a dozen different voices. The wind stopped,
and the sky, once clouded with storm, was now clear.

Alaire knew the spdl had worked. He felt adrastic shifting of power, falling like broken shackles,
mixed with the vague confusion of the Arachnian wizards far up the mountainside, whom he sensed were
only now fedling something amiss.

"Back to thevillage," Alaire shouted, uncertain why they had to be there. The rest of the clan was
there, true, but there was something else, some urgent need to be with the others. Halfway there, Alaire
knew why. The ground roared beneath hisfeet. In the quasi-darkness, Alaire saw ripplesdong the
ground, like waves on a pond, moving away from the mountain.

We don't need to be in the village... we need to be away from the mountain....

The ground continued to shake and the group started to run. He caught glimpses of their faces,
Konnongur'sin particular, as they ran across the shifting ground. Exhilarated, not afraid, even the high
priest seemed caught up in the moment, this victory of the prophecy.

Ka waswaiting for them at the edge of the village, with ahundred or so of the people. Konnongur
went through the village, making certain everyone was out of their huts. The shaking ground was certainly
going to bring the flimsy structures down.

Someone shouted, then pointed to the sky. A group of wingrats, carrying their Arachnian wizard
riders, was begting a hasty retrest away from the mountain. At first Alaire thought the spell wasdl for
nothing, that the wingrats here were clearly imprisoned in the same spell they had been for their entire
existence; then one of them began to fater, and the wingrat flew away from the others, flying in wide,



crazy circles. Suddenly it turned sideways, then completely over, and the Arachnia, claws and legs
flailing, fdl free of the wingrat and plunged to the ground below.

A cheer went up asthe Arachnia smashed into the ground. The other wingrats began to fly
eraticaly aswell, making wide, twigting loopsin the sky, moves which their riders were clearly
unaccustomed to and unable to negotiate. One by one the Arachniafdl to their deaths, breaking apart on
impact, splashing brown on boulders. Nothing living remained below.

Thewingrats circled around, swooped in low over the village, then backflapped into an eegant
landing. Tenin al, they regarded the group of humans with what looked like wry amusement.

One of them looked directly at Alaire, then mind-spoke.

:S0 you are the bringer of the prophecy,: it said, sounding pleased.

Low Moon fdt theripple of change through the pads of her feet, after watching Alaire and his group
walk to the edge of the mountain from a distance. She knew the magic was happening, felt the bindings of
thewingrats around her fall. The few Arach-nians nearby seemed completely unaware of what was
happening.

:Now isthetime,: Low Moon spoke to her stable-mates, once she sensed their obedience spells
hed fallen away. :We must spread out, tell the othersto cometo Fastur. We are free, and so are the
humans. It istime for usto leave this place.:

They took to the sky exuberantly, flying away in different directions.

After theinitid trembling, Alairefdt the grounds shaking diminish somewhat. Still, therewasthe
occasional tremor, and two of the vacant huts had collapsed during the worst of it. He hadn't expected
the earth to shake at al, much lessfor thislength of time.

Thewingrats who had landed remained where they were for some time. Alaire remembered Low
Moon'sinitia reaction to being free, the trangition that she had to undergo. He suspected these creatures
were going through the same thing. Best to let them adjust at their own pace, hethought.

"Themountainison fire" someone said camly, pointing to the horizon.

Indeed it was. Clear in the night sky, Alaire saw acrown of bright orange form at the top of the
mountain; from thistrickled rivers of light, flowing down the sde of the mountain like spilled honey. The
Bard hadn't the first clue asto what this substance was, but he didn't like the looks of it one bit.

Ka was watching the mountain too. "Was that supposed to happen?' he asked. "Whatever that
is?" Alairewished he could answer him. He looked around for Konnongur for answers, but he was
nowhere to be seen.

"Alare" Ka sad, pointing to another part of the sky. "What isthat?"

At firg Alaire thought he was talking about the orange, full moon which had just risen on the horizon,
whitening asit ascended into the sky. Then he saw what Kai was pointing at, the flying creatures framed
againg the full moon. A swarm of what at first looked like birds, then bats, asthey drew nearer, he saw
what they were, the only thing they could be.

"Morewingras," whispered Alaire.

"How many?' Kai asked.

The Bard shrugged. "Lookslike all of them."

"The prophecy," someone said, and otherstook up the chant. "The prophecy, the prophecy, the
prophecy..."

Alarefdt afamiliar tugging at the edge of hismind, avoice he knew.

:Humans. How many?: she asked, sounding frantic. Alaire glanced around at the crowd of
humans.

:Many. Many. Why?:

A pause. :You don't know? The prophecy. We all leave now!:

"Of course" Alaire said, regarding the others around him triumphantly. *1 knew that.”

Presently, Low Moon flew into view and was the first of the hundreds of wingratsto land. The
beating of their wings was loud and windy but did not drown the exalted roar of victory that tore through
the crowd. At firgt, Alaire was puzzled, as he watched the humans dowly approach the wingrats and, one
by one, salect one and then mount. They act as if they were born into this, Alarethought. Something



cold and wet nudged his elbow.

Low Moon. :On. Now,: she sent. :Before theriver of fire catches us.:

The what? Alaire thought, then he saw what shereferred to. Thetrickle of orange that had been
dribbling down the mountainsde had become araging river.

Alaire climbed up on hisfriend and held on tight. Kai had selected his own wingrat and was crawling
precarioudy on top of it. There were till some leather straps left on Low Moon'stack, which he clung
to, but as he settled on her back he found that hefit neatly between her wings, asif wingrats had been
designed for humans, not Arachnia. The moment they were airborne, Alairefdt the intense heat from the
river of fire, and as he looked back at the eerie Sight he redlized how fortunate they all wereto be dive.
Theriver of firewidened quickly, and great pools of bright liquid heat already lapped at the far edge of
the village. Asif they had been born to ride wingrats, the humans of Fastur quickly mounted and hung on,
following Alaire and Low Maoon into the night sky. Once they had gained some dtitude, Low Moon
circled back and made another pass over the village. Theriver of fire had now consumed half of it, but it
looked as though al the humans had made it safely to wingrats and were now airborne. He caught a
glimpse of Kai flying in the distance, clinging for dear life to the back of alarge femae, not even daring to
look up.

:Formation. Now.: Alaire caught Low Moon's sending to the other wingrats. The Bard saw there
were actudly many more wingrats than humans, perhaps thousands. Sowly, groupsformed in the
moonlight, then spread out in afamiliar "V" shape. After counting thirty or so formations, helost track
and turned his attention to Low Moon. Her vigorous flapping when they had taken off had settled down
into adow rhythmic besting.

It felt as though this was the bare minimum of effort to keep airborne.

:We're leaving now,: Low Moon mindspoke. : Roksa-mur ison fire.:

Alaire glanced down and saw that the entireidand seemed to bein flame. In the darkness he hadn't
been certain, but from this height he saw there were more mountains spewing the liquid flame. Asthefire
reached the seg, great hissng geysers erupted asfingers of seam barely visiblein the moonlight.

Alare thought about al the Arachnians down there, now without their flying mounts. Will anything
live through that? He thought not. He hoped not.

Thefull moon glowed brightly in the night sky, illuminating the formations of wingrats and the
occasona human riders. The Bard looked away from the moon'sintense glare and tightened the | esther
straps around hiswrists, and settled in for the long ride back to Suinomen.

Chapter Sixteen

King Derek didn't like leaving the cannon behind, not one bit. A wave of thunderstorms had soaked
the road ahead of them, making travel by wagon difficult. Some of the heavier artillery sank quickly inthe
mud, and the lighter pieces made progress dowly, holding the rest of the army back.

"Sire," Captain Romont had said, "we have two choices. Wait until the cannons are freed, which
might, | may add, take weeks. Or the rest of the army can proceed and let the artillery catch up later.”

The king saw Romont's point. Whatever was happening in Rozinki would not likely be held up by
anything, good weether or foul. "Can we spare the men?' the king asked.

"The second company can wrestle with the cannon, while the rest of usmove ahead. Thisisthe
course of action | recommend.”

King Derek had to agree, Romont's plan made sense. The "second company” he referred to were
militia, butchers, armorers, carpenters and farmers called up in the emergency.

"So beit," Derek said, and Romont ordered the second company to dea with the cannon and



trangport them to Rozinki as soon as possible. Wagons carrying powder and shot stayed behind aswell,
to keep the ordnance with the firepower. Romont conferred briefly with the lieutenant in charge of the
second company, to discuss precisaly where they should mest.

The merchants who had visited Rozinki from Althea had made excellent maps, to which Derek's
army referred. The cannon would be transported to avalley south of the bay the pal ace overlooked.
Here there wasthick forest in which to hide, and while strategy involving aflying enemy was new, both
Derek and Romont agreed that cover from the air would be important in concedling their heavier pieces
of wegponry.

Reykir had continued to ride with the army, but his position, particularly with Romont and the other
officers, was unclear. He was not royalty, asoldier, or even amilitiaman; yet hewas crucid to the
mission, for information and ingght to this new enemy. King Derek fet aresponsgbility for him, ashewas
his brother's apprentice and had gone to gresat lengths to inform them of the Stuation in Rozinki, including
the near sacrifice of hisowl, Rakve. But hewas still aboy, wearing Suinomen clothesand riding a
Suinomen dieren; it was easy, even for the king, to forget he was one of their own.

After ashort rest, with awater break and brief meal of dried rations, King Derek's army proceeded
north along the coastline road, which ran aong aridge overlooking along expanse of beach. He had little
choice in the routes he could take, asto the west was an extensive marsh which wasimpenetrable, and to
the east was ocean. The king had considered sailing to Rozinki, but the merchant ships he would have
requisitioned were not available. Later, some of these shipswould sail with suppliesto aid the army once
they had arrived in Rozinki, but that would be days away. The capital of Suinomen waslessthan aday's
ride away, according to the maps. Knowing their god was close, the army moved with anew urgency.

Reykir was riding dongside the king when somethingoff the coast caught his attention. King Derek
looked, but saw nothing at sea. It was midday, and the sun overhead was trying to break through a
cloud-covered sky, giving the seaand the sSky aboveit agrayish hue,

"What isit?" the king inquired, gazing towards the sea.

Reykir didn't answer right away. Instead, his eyes narrowed, asif he were ingpecting a distant cloud.

"It'sAlare" hesad, findly. "Hesreturning from Roksamur.”

Derek gazed at the sea. "By ship?' He saw none.

"By rat," hesad. "Look, you can seethem.”

Theking saw only aflock of birdsoff in thedistance, flyingina"V" formation. At first thisdidn't
make much sense. Birds migrated from north to south, not east to west. And it wastoo early inthe year
for them to return.

"Those aren't birds," Reykir said. "Please, tell your men not to fire. Alaire has escgped from
Roksamur. And he's brought some interesting company.”

He's in communication with something, the king thought. He has no reason to lie. He summoned
Captain Romont and told him to hold al fire until further notice.

The contingent of wingrats flew past dawn, and rode an early morning breeze towards their
destination. Low Moon nudged Alaire mentally, and told him land wasin sight.

A flood of relief came over him as he made out the distant outline of what was probably the
Suinomen coast. According to Low Moon, they had not drifted too far south, and they would put down
somewhere aong the coastline road. The Bard was beginning to wonder if they were al going to makeit;
some of thewingrats, unfamiliar with such long travel, showed signs of fatigue. Some had even
transferred their human riders, with some difficulty, to unencumbered wingrats. The procedure occurred
without mishap, but Alaire was glad he wasn't the human who was dangled temporarily in midair whilea
third wingrat swooped in and deposited him on another mount.

:Humans, ahead: Low Moon sent. :One is the boy human, Reykir. Many humans, moving
towards the palace. Boy human knows we're here.:

Alairereached, trying to tuneinto his apprentice's thoughts. That must be Derek's army. If not, we
might find ourselves in some brand new trouble. Thedigtraction of flight made contact difficult. Then
thedigtraction of landing madeit impossible.

Sand and water rose towards them at afrightening rate. Suddenly, they were on the beach. It wasn't



until Alaire had flipped over Low Moons head that he redlized they'd landed a bit too roughly; he landed
on hisback in sand, which knocked allittle bit of wind out of him. He turned around to see Low Moon
Qgetting to her feet and shaking the sand off her wings.

All around him, wingrats were dropping out of the sky. Some landed on dl fours, most not; some
tumbled, somerolled. Others migudged the distance dtogether and ditched in the water, just shy of the
shoreline. As exhausted asthey al must have been at that point, the Bard wasn't surprised to seethe
awkward landings. Of dl the wingrats landing on the beach now, Alaire suspected Low Moon wasthe
only onewho had made thistrip before.

Hundreds of wingrats continued to drop to the beach, until the entire areawas blanketed with
frightened humans, beating wings, and the occasiona grunt of someone hitting the sand alittle too hard.
Through the confusion, Konnongur found hisway over to Alaire.

"The brothers have madeit,” Konnongur said. Alairetried to answer, but he hadn't yet recovered his
wind.

The old priest turned and regarded the scene victorioudly.

Low Moon dowly looked over the others, in various states of recovery from the landing, then turned
her long, rat snout to the sky and let |loose with the loudest bellow Alaire had ever heard. It approximated
that of an adult dieren, but was deeper and louder.

Asif in reply the wingrats nearby began bellowing aswell, as Low Moon continued her own song.
The phenomenon spread throughout the beach, until the air wasfilled with wingrat bellows and howls, at
times sounding like wolves baying at the moon. Though the sound was frightening, Alaire heard the
celebration behind it.

"What are they doing?" Alaire said to Konnongur, after summoning enough wind to form words.

"Thisisthe concluson of the prophecy,” Konnongur said. "'l didn't believe it would ever happen, but
it has. We are free, as we have never been free before." He looked to Alaire, with atear running down
the sde of hisface. "And we have you to thank." Saying nothing more, Konnongur took Alaire's hand
and kissed it.

While thewingrat howls continued, the humans ran around in circles, hugged each other, rolled inthe
sand, and kissed the soil they stood on. With the enormous beasts baying at the sky, the humans literdly
jumping around in ecstasy, the Bard contemplated the strange scene with adetached joy; after thelong
voyage and the lack of deep, his mind was having trouble focusing on what was hgppening. None of it
seemed redl.

In the chaos, Kai managed to find hisway to Alaire, looking winded and considerably pae. "Alaire,
do not let me get on one of thosethingsagain! If | SO much asget near one, shoot me between the eyes
with acrossbow."

"You didn't enjoy our littleflight?" Alaire asked, holding in alaugh. "Would you have rather stayed
behind?"

"Well..." Ka sad. "At least were home." His eyes wandered across the beach, then up, to the dliffs.
"Any ideawhose army that isup there?' he said casudly.

Beyond the beach was a ridge, a ong which a sizable army had assembled, and was looking down
on them. Alaire scanned the foot soldiers and cavary, whose uniforms were difficult to see. Then hiseyes
fdl on the banners of the Althean royd family.

"It'smy brother," Alaire said, though he didn't redlly know if Derek wasthere. "Reykir isup there
somewhere.”

Gradually the melee on the beach subsided as dl eyesturned to the forces gathered above them. An
uncomfortable slencefdl, but the mood was one of confusion, not fear. Of course, they're confused.
They've never seen a human army before.

The cavalry ranks parted, alowing three horses and a dieren through; two of the horseswere
without mounts, and were led down to the beach by the two riders.

The procession fdlt rather solemn, but when Alaire saw his brother Derek and his gpprentice,
Reykir, he knew the pomp was for ceremonid purposes only, to show consideration to the new arrivals
on the beach. Alaire understood his brother's predicament; here he was, with awell equipped army,



confronted by amob of barbarians. Then he considered his own appearance, then Kai's, the king of this
country. Dirty, unshaven, wearing animal skins. Derek;, if you laugh at us, | will kill you!

Alaire, Kai and Konnongur stepped forward. Derek rode to within speaking range, and stopped.

"Hdllo, brother,” Alaire said sheepishly. "So much for my restful trip to Suinomen, hmmm? May |
present Kanemonen, King of Suinomen?"'

Derek dismounted and bowed subtly, as aking should to another king, and offered the reignsto one
of the horses. "It's my deepest honor to meet you, King Kainemonen. Perhaps it would have been more
agreeable under better circumstances.” Kai took the reigns of the horse and offered his hand.

"| seeyou have taken theliberty of bringing your fighting forcesto our aid,” Kainemonen said. "And
| thank you. | trust you know of our predicament in Rozinki?"

"All toowdl, I'm afraid,” Derek replied. "First, Reykir'sowl told us. Then Reykir himsdlf, once he
arived.”

"Thisis Konnongur, leader of these people,” Alaire said, and Konnongur bowed avkwardly. "Heis
adescendant of the nephew of King Amber. We arerelatives, of adistant sort.”

Derek raised an eyebrow at this. "Redly? The nephew who was lost at sea?”

"Lost and shipwrecked on Roksamur,” Konnongur said. "But | am no longer the leader of these
people.” Heturned to Alaire, and put an arm on his shoulder. "This man is, according to the prophecy.”

"Excuseme?' Alaresad. "When did this happen?'

But King Derek had started to laugh. "Leaveit to Bard Alaire. Sent off on adiplomatic mission, and
he returns triumphantly asking of his own people!™

Before the stuation had gotten completely out of hand, Alare had gppointed Konnongur temporary
ruler of the people of Roksamur, arolein which he had much practice already, and had promised to dedl
with hisnew "kingdom" once the situation in Rozinki had been dedlt with.

"l fill don't believeit," Alaire groaned, urging his horse dong the well trod path. Reykir rode beside
him, dong with King Derek, King Ka and Captain Romont. A full legion of cavary advanced before
them asthey made their way to Rozinki, with ingructions to Kon-nongur to follow wel behind the army.
The people of Roksamur seemed dl too willing to lend ahand to theinvasion, and had quickly proven
much better hunters than the soldiers had been. One of Romont's lieutenants took thirty volunteers back
to the mired cannonsto help get them through the mud; perhaps, if they hurried, they might eventudly
catch up to the bulk of theforces.

Around ten wingrats stayed close to the army, governed by Low Moon, while the others | eft for
other regions of Suinomen to gather food. Their dietary needs were considerable, and unless they spread
out they would certainly starve. The wingrats staying with them were the older, better trained of thelat,
while the rest were young and immeature, and would have been more trouble than they wereworthin a
pitched battle. Kai had given the beasts free run of hiskingdom, provided they left farmers cropsand
beasts d one when they were scavenging for food. Low Moon assured them that they knew the
difference between wild and domesticated food.

"Even asruler, it sounds asif you might be able to appoint someone else, in your place,” Derek said
good-naturedly. "Those are the strangest beasts | have ever seen. Do they think? Arethey intelligent?' he
added, casting occasional |ooks back to the wingrats.

"Oh, quite," Alairereplied. "Low Moon, their leader now, in particular.” The remaining wingrats
chose to march with the army insteed of flying. According to Low Moon, their wings were quitetired and
they needed to use their legs after the long flight. Once the army was convinced the creatures were on
their side, the soldiers were fascinated with them, and no longer seemed to consider them athreat. "We
must give them timeto adjust to their freedom. It is something they've never had.”

Derek nodded, and scratched his beard. "They will make vauable dlies, oncethisbattleisover.”

"Youforget," Alaire said, guiding his horse over a particularly muddy section of road. "The forces
we are going to encounter have many more of these beasts than we do, onestrained for war."

Derek frowned deeply at this news. Captain Romont gazed ahead of him, seemingly lost in thought.

"However," Alare added, "there may be away around this problem.” He explained to his brother
how he had first freed Low Moon of the obedience magic, then applied this knowledge to freeing the



entirewingrat population of Roksamur. "They will not be expecting a counterspell in Rozinki. | may be
able to work the same magic here, with as much success” Alaire wondered if hisinterference with the ley
magic in Roksamur had aready weakened the spells on the beasts here. | won't know anything until |
get there. And asit is, I'mabout to fall asleep on this horse.

At sunset, they made camp in adense forest and sent a scout ahead to determine their proximity to
the palace. Kai seemed as dead tired as Alaire felt, and collapsed on a bed of pine needles dongside the
Bard. Alaire was vaguely aware of atent being erected for them, but was also aware they would
probably not be using it that night, unless someone carried them toit.

When thefirgt of the wingrats had rebelled againgt their Arachnian masters, Craig suspected he
might have made avery unwise move by throwing in with Su'Villtor.

Theincident had taken place the previous evening, when the Arachnian |eaders were gathering the
wingrats on the hillsde for a short scouting expedition into the adjoining farmlands. They did not move
with their usud speed and efficiency, and Craig had astrong impression that they had changed. Two
wingrats remained in the pasture, and when two Arachnians pursued them, they actually tried to take
flight to evade them. But the Arachnians chased them down before they could, and took hold of their
reins, the one piece of tack Ieft on when the wingrats were a pasture. They resisted the bugs attempt to
pull them in, and when one actualy gnashed at them with those enormous rodent tusks, acompany of
Arachnians rushed the two and began firing arrows into them, until they bristled with the shefts. They |eft
the carcassesto rot, aswarning to the rest. But Craig knew that something was going terribly amisswith
the creatures for that to have taken place at al. The Arachnianswere visibly rattled by the episode but
disclosed nothing to Craig directly.

Then came the discovery of the jeweled leather collar, which he had apparently been wearing for
days now al unawares. He had no clue asto why it had been placed on his neck until he removed it.
Once he had the collar off he sensed he had done something horribly stupid, but he wasn't certain what it
was. With shame turning to rage, he flung the collar at the nearest wall. Asthe stones shattered, so did his
desireto Sde with theinvaders.

He started considering ways he might be able to escape the palace altogether, if the need should
ever arise, without the Arachnians knowledge. Every road leading out of the city was controlled by the
Arachnians, and so were the docks. The easiest course of action, hefinally decided, wasto wait and see
what happened. The Arachnians were il in power, and nothing in Rozinki threstened that balance. HEd
begun the day's jug of wine and had quickly put thoughts of leaving out of hismind.

Then SuVilltor had stormed into "his’ study a candlemark later. The annoying bug had taken along
look at what Craig was doing and had shaken its bulbous head. Craig resisted an urgeto fling the jug a
the creature, mostly because it was the last of the stock he had brought up from the cdllar and he would
have go al the way back down thereto retrieve more. Those stairs were getting awfully difficult to
negotiate.

"Jugt as| thought," Su'Villtor said, reprovingly. " The quantity you humans can drink amazes me."

Craig stared at the bug, trying to look fierce, but he was having difficulty focusing.

The Arachnian continued, " Su'K anguer would like to know what has happened to the crossbows
kept in the pantry?

Craig knew they had gathered up al the wegponsthey could shortly after the invasion, but had not
been told where they were being kept. "How can | possibly know where they have goneif you never told
me where they were?'

"Y our behavior isbecoming suspicious,” Su'Villtor continued, asif Craig had said nothing. "The
weapons have gone somewhere and, until now, you have had the freedom to move about the palace.”

"What about the prisoners?’ he asked. An entire company of Arachnians stood guard outside the
fighting arena, where Captain Lyam and his men were being kept. What if they had stolen the
weapons? "Have you checked their quarters carefully?’

SuVilltor stepped closer and looked down, disgpprovingly, at Craig. "Do not insult us, human. They
have been closely watched. Y ou have not.”

Something the bug had said bothered him and it took him amoment to determine what. "What did



you say about freedom to move around in the palace?"

"You have none," SU'Villtor replied, with afindity that Craig knew was going to beimpossibleto
argue with. The Arachnia noticed the smashed jewels and the limp collar lying on the floor. "Who gave
you permission to remove that?"

Craig sood ungteadily, and gazed angrily at the Arachnian. "Permisson?’ he asked increduloudly.

The Arachniamade anoise that resembled laughter. "Y es, permission. Now you have made the
decision for us. You are a hostage in our game. Y ou will be held for ransom just like your brother!”
SuVilltor turned and walked towards the door with his usud swiftness and agility, then paused. "If you
try to leave, wewill kill you.”

The Arachniapulled the door closed and something hard dammed acrossit. Craig looked out his
window and saw three Arachnians standing guard. Sowly, ever so dowly, Craig began to suspect that
whatever he had done while under the influence of the collar, he was going to start paying for it now.

Chapter Seventeen

Alaire woke to the unfamiliar sounds of an army camp gearing up for war, dong with the pleasant
aromaof wild game cooking over afire. Besde him, Kai stirred but showed no immediate sgns of
coming back to life; the Bard understood, and wasn't certain if his own mind and body were working this
morning. The wingrat ride had chafed hislegs where the leather bindings had nibbed, and his back was
horribly sore from hunching over Low Moon during most of the journey.

He brightened with a cheerful thought. We have a war to fight today.

But since this was a battle over possession of Suinomen, he thought it only appropriate that itsking
be avake for the proceedings. Alaire poked him in the ribs and moved back, narrowly avoiding the wide
swing of Kai'sright arm asit sought contact with whatever had jabbed him.

"Timeto get up. Weve got abattleto seeto,” Alaire said, and Ka managed to St up. Dressed in
the anima skins, with severa days of beard and acompletely uncivilized look in his eye, Kainemonen
looked like his distant cave-dwelling ancestors must have.

"Not dressed like this we're not,” Kai said resolutely. "1 trust there might be some real clothesto
pare.” Y awning once, he climbed dowly to hisfeet. "You owemeasd, if | recdl.”

"Ah, yes" Alaire replied, sounding considerably more cheerful than hefdt. "It would hardly doto
take back your palace dressed like that."

His brother wasn't too difficult to find, asthe King of Altheawas one of the few in the camp who
had atent. Nearby, Captain Romont was sharpening a sword and gave them a brief nod asthey passed.
The ten wingrats had gathered under alarge oak tree, making Alaire imagine a pack of wolvestaking a
break. Low Moon was among them, curled up like acat, adeep. Most of the army had apparently dept
in the open on bedrolls and was now lined up for breakfast at the cooks wagon.

"So you've decided to join theliving," Derek greeted them. At his campfire was the game Alaire had
smdled earlier, dong with the glorious scent of brewed kaffe. "We would have moved you, but you both
seemed quite content where you were. We did post aguard throughout the night who, incidentaly, is
seeing to your horses as we speak. Did you deep well ?*

"Aswadl as can be expected,” Alarrereplied. "That kaffeisgoing to save my life."

King Derek had arranged for someone to gather additiona clothes for them, and while they changed
he briefed them on what he had learned of the Stuation in Rozinki. "Our scouts returned early this
morning with someinformation you might find interesting,” he began. "The Arachnian invadersare quitea
curiouslot. Whileit isclear they have looted the city for food, they have actualy done very littleto
incarcerate the citizens, other than imprisoning the military and police forces somewhere on the palace



grounds.”

Alaire pulled aboot on, frowned at the snugness, and began |oosening the straps. "Asthey are much
larger than humans, they may not see the townspeople as athrest."

"Therewas no militia," Kainemonen said sadly as he buttoned up apair of breeches. "After the coup
Six years ago, we discouraged the possession of swords and daggers. Given the Size of the invaders, that
they would not put up much resistanceisno surprise.”

"Their main concern,” Alaire said, "seemsto be possession of the pdace. Were there any of the
enemy patrolling the city itsdf?'

"Few, aswe weretold. There were agreat many at the beginning of the invasion, but aday or two
ago most of these pulled back." The king moved to the spit, then plucked the cooked rabbit from thefire
for them.

"Interesting,” Kai commented. "Y ou don't suppose they're preparing to mobilize?

The king shook his head, and offered the rabbit on aplate. "If they are, then we would have no way
of knowing. The one thing the scouts were able to confirm isthat they are guarding the palace gates
cdosdy.”

"Any information about Craig?' Alaire asked, and Ka looked up inquisitively.

"None," the king said, then looked at Kainemonen directly.

"It gppearsthat our brother might have been involved in thistakeover. If thisturns out to be true, we
will turn Craig over to you when we recapture the palace. In my opinion, he deserves whatever
punishment you seefit.”

"Wedon' yet know the extent of hisinvolvement,” Kainemonen said, looking uncomfortable. "And
asit gands, it isthe Arachnians who have invaded, not Althea. | do not hold your kingdom responsible.
After dl, it was the murder of your ambassador that tarted this whole thing. It wastraitorous forces from
within our own court, like the last time, which were primarily responsible for betraying me and the people
of Rozinki."

"SuVilltor," Alaresad.

Ka nodded slent agreement, and looked down at the ground.

"Oh, | forgot something else that might be important,” Derek said, ducking into histent. He returned
with anew, cherry wood harp and handed it to Alaire. "Thismight be useful,” he said with asmile, then
turned to Kai. " So, Kainemonen, what suggestions have you for taking your palace back?'

"Well, I've had sometimeto think about this." On the ground Kai drew adesign with agtick. Alaire
resisted an urgeto tune the beautiful instrument immediately and set it down carefully and turned his
attention to the diagram. With rocks and pebbles Kai designated various points, the city of Rozinki and
the palace. King Derek caled Captain Romont, who had evidently finished sharpening his blade.

"Thepaaceisvery old, and isbuilt into the Sde of ahill which isaccessble only by oneroad. If the
gateisheavily guarded, we will have considerable trouble getting inside.”

"l see" Romont said. "Our cannon should arrive by tomorrow. That is, do we have permission to
usethem?'

"Well, | prefer to keep my castleintact, but if there isno other way to get to the invaders, then yes,
of courseyou do," Kai said quickly. "We can aways rebuild." He glanced back at the army which filled
the nearby woods. "What exactly isthe makeup of your force?"

"Since we knew we would be fighting an airborne enemy, we brought alarge number of archers. A
divison of mounted men, athousand archers, and four hundred foot soldiers.”

"Y ou mentioned artillery?"

"Fifteen cannons, capable of firing twenty-pound bals" Romont said, not taking his eyes off the
crude map. "Each with acrew of five. Then the monster, which may or may not makeit thisfar, it being
the one which bogged down the worst. It can discharge hundred-pound balls or a combination of lead
shot and rock."

"Which iswhat we would need to takeawall down,” Kai said. "May | make thefollowing
recommendation? We may yet achieve the element of surprise. | think we should secure the city, store
our supplies out of Sght and set up an offensiveline here,” he said, drawing aline just before the palace.



"At the foot of the hill isagood supply of large rocks, with bouldersthat can concedl cannons. Thewalls
facing the seaare the thickest. Those againgt the city are rather thin, in places. Also, thisiswhere our
roadsto the farmland intersect. We may be able to completely resupply your army after taking the city."

"We have supply shipsen route," King Derek said. "They will have food and powder, and are
scheduled to put in up here,” he said, drawing an " X" some distance to the north of Rozinki.

"Why can't we comein from the north?" Alaire asked, between mouthfuls of rabbit. Six years had
blurred his memory of the paace grounds. Was there anything on that side?

"Unapproachable,” Kai said. "A sheer dliff. It'swhy the palace was built there."

Alaire consdered thisfor amoment. "That route may not be asimpaossible as you might think," he
sad. "We do have the means of getting to the top of that hill with very little effort.” He gestured towards
the wingrats relaxing under the oak tree. "They can take us up there.”

"For what purpose?’ Derek asked.
"They won't be expecting anything from above. Also, | think it would be an idedl location to cast the

sodl.

Derek scratched the back of his head, then gave his brother a doubtful look. ™Y ou would be
vulnerable”

"Not with archers," he said. "From that vantage point, we would have agood shot at the palace
grounds. And at anything that might fly at us."

"Perhaps,”" Derek sad, then turned to Kai. "For the time being, | suggest we make use of King
Kane-monen's suggestion that we take the city firgt."

"We would have the advantage at night," Kainemonen said. "It would be difficult for the flying beests
to attack usin the dark."

"Yes, yes, yes," Alare agreed. It just might work.

"Tonight itis, then," King Derek said.

Throughout the day, King Derek sent out more scouts to determine where in the city the enemy was
concentrated. The tavern district seemed to be their favorite haunt.

"Which might,” Kai had pointed out, "help us defeat them. | know that maze of sreetswell. That is,
after all, where | once spent agood dedl of time."

A scout had also backtracked to check up on the artillery's progress; dl but the one large cannon
should arrive by sundown. The lieutenant in charge of the operation sent all the powder and ordnance
wagons ahead with the rest. Once a crude ramp had been built to roll the large cannon out of a creek
bed, which would take another haf day, they would have dl their artillery.

"By sunrise," Derek said confidently. "We will have what we need.”

The Althean army marched at dusk, well rested, well armed, and well versed in the weak spots of
Arachnia. All cannons but the one hundred pounder had arrived, with the help of Konnongur's people.
Alaire saw that his brother appreciated having the extra hands, even if they weren't that astute in the art of
modern war. They seemed more than receptive to orders and obeyed them without question, particularly
if backed up by Alaire, their new "king."

Kainemonen led a hundred cavary and archers directly to the tavern district, taking back streets that
the king knew dl too well. Alaire rode with him, while Romont and King Derek spread out over the rest
of the city looking for the enemy. The penetration happened quickly, quietly, and so far as Alaire could
tell, undetected. As expected, very few of the resdents were out at night, and the few who saw them
cheered the soldiers on. And just as enthusiastically, Kai motioned for them to be silent.

"We should split up,” Kainemonen told the company. They did, Alairetaking one haf of theforces
and Kal the other. The street had an eerie, familiar fed toit. Alaireredized thiswasthe very street he
and Ka had been on when they were jumped by assassins. In the summer hest, without the thick layer of
snow, the digtrict had a different, volatilefed to it.

One of the scouts, alad of about seventeen who had been doing afair amount of running between
Rozinki and the Althean army, rushed up to Alaire. "They're in the Dead Dragon Inn, mostly,” the boy
said, out of breath.

"Do they sugpect anything?" Alaire asked.



"They've been doing this every night,” the boy said. "At sunset they give up their patrols and head to
theinns. The ownerstry to close up but they just let themsdvesin and help themsdvesto thede.”

Wouldn't take much, | suppose, Alaire thought. "Pass the word, keep to the shadows," he
whispered to the nearest foot soldier.

Alaire was distracted by a shape coming out of one of the bars. Two Arachniawere walking, none
too steadily, down the street. From the shadows, a crosshow went twang, then another, and another
after that.

One of the Arachniafel over with an arrow sticking out of its head. The other clutched at a shaft
that protruded from its midsection, this one letting out a blood-chilling chitter.

"Watch the doors," Alaire said, but aready afair number of Arachnia, in various states of
drunkenness, were rushing out in response to the scream.

"Shoot at will!" Alaire shouted, and the archers quickly advanced and took positions acrossthe
street, one row knedling, another standing. The Bard led ahandful of archersto one of the dark dleys, at
the end of which was the back door of the Dead Dragon Inn. The moving shadows that fell acrosstheir
path indicated anything but order inside. The twang twang twang of archers and bows from the street
played an interesting counterpoint to the sudden claiter of felled tables and gibbering Arachnian.

"Take postions,” Alaire said. The archers arranged themselves in the shadows, and when the
Arachnians spilled into the dley, they let loose their arrows. At firg the insects seemed confused. Then,
asif homing in on the arrows source, they looked directly at Alaire and his group.

The Bard made a chilling discovery. These bastards can see in the dark! Too late to move now.
The archers continued firing shaftsinto the charging bugs, striking somein the midsection, othersinan
eye. One unaffected by the barrage charged directly for Alaire and hisline of soldiers.

The Arachnia had no wegpon, save for the massive claws which now snapped around the middle of
one of the archers; the young man let out a scream, asound which came to avery abrupt end asthe claw
closed around him.

Alaire swung with his sword, sinking it hafway into one of the creaturée's eyes, then began hacking
away a the head. The other claw snapped in hisgenera direction, but being smaler and more mobile,
Alaire managed to dance clear of it. Once blinded, the Arachnia seemed to loseitswill to fight and
released itsfirg victim, then staggered free. The archersfinished it off and then were busy with two more
Arachnianswho had charged out of theinn.

It's hard to know when they're dead, Alaire thought, remembering the other Arachnianshed dain
on Roksamur. Aswith those, there was cong derable squirming and writhing, this one making athin trilling
noise asit died. Itsblood had lesked al over the dley, making for dick footing.

Alaire checked the falen soldier, finding him quite dead. He was the only one of their group to have
falen sofar, and Alaire hoped Kai was having as much luck.

Once certain dl their opponents were dain, Alaire and his group advanced to the rear door of the
inn and looked in. Empty. Just beyond the front door he saw falen Arachnians and, beyond them, flying
arrows. Better not go that way.

They charged to the end of the dley and turned left. A row of crosshowsraised in their direction
momentarily, then tracked back to the action on their street. Kainemonen's group was busy finishing up a
pair of Arachnianswho had madeit through that line.

"How do you know when these damned things are dead?"' Kainemonen shouted when he saw
Alare

"Blind them," he shouted back. "If they're not deed, they can't do much.” Kainemonen followed his
suggestion, and began carving away pieces of the creatures bulbous eyes.

In the middle of the cobblestone Street, Alaire counted nineteen fallen Arachnians, and what ooked
like as many dead Altheans. Not agood retio, but given the enemy's advantage in size and natural
wesponry, he was glad the count wasn't higher. In the gutters, athin river of Arachnian and human blood
mixed and ran down to the sewers. Kai started organizing the men for atavern by tavern search for more
of the enemy.

They swept through severd city blocks, finding an Arachniahere and there, but no redl



concentration. Alairésimpression was that an attack of this nature wasthe last thing on their enemy's
minds, very few Arachnians were actudly down herein the city and those who were, wereintent on
getting drunk. When Alaire and Kai's forces met up with Derek's, they heard the same observation.

"Wewill send details out to collect the dead at dawn,” King Derek said solemnly. "Fifty dead. Fifty
more than we should have logt, but Hill..."

Privatdly, Alaire knew his brother was pleased with the outcome. Now that the city was secured,
their work had just begun. Derek turned to Kai. " Show me where you wanted that line drawn up.”

Behind him, Alaire heard the rattle of awagon. When he turned, the biggest cannon held ever seen
was struggling up astreet. A child could climb into its barrd, it was so enormous. Five wingrats pulled at
yokes, loosened to fit around their larger heads. Apparently, the dieren had given out.

Kai led the army to the edge of town to asmall rise overlooking abridge, which in turn led to the
paace gates. A full moon illuminated the areabrightly.

"Well assemble here," Derek said, and proceeded to divide the artillery into two groups. One,
which included the big gun, was aimed toward the part of thewall Kai had inssted was the weekest part
of the structure. The other group set up near arow of shops, where it had a clear shot at the main palace
gate. Theterrain of the entire areawas very hilly, not at al favorableto foot travel. This could well prove
aproblem, Derek confided to Kai and Alaire, but it was nothing they could address now.

"We should attack now," Kainemonen said. "We ill have the advantage of surprise.”

"I'll haveto agreewith Kai," Alaire said. " So far, we've been lucky. We've won because, quite
frankly, they've been too drunk to fight." He looked up at the palace, adark monolith devoid of any light
or vigblelife. "Wewon't be so fortunate at daybreak, when they realize what's happened.”

"I tell you, there's something going on out there," Erik said desperately, as he shook hisfather
awake. "There was adisturbance a the gate. The Arachniathey let in was wounded."

Inthe fighting arena, Lyam and his people had been trying to deep through the night. His son Erik
had been pulling double guard duty, watching the palace grounds from the eaves of the arena, where he
had an excdllent view of the gate.

"Probably just another drunken..." Lyam said, as he got up. "Guards out front?"

"They'rethere, but impatient. There's something going on, they don't get thisway in the middle of the
night.”

Lyam noted his son's youthful excitement and wondered for abrief moment if he ever had that much
energy when he was eighteen.

"I'mfor thetunndls,”" Erik said. "There we can hear what's going on."

Captain Lyam had to agree. The disturbance had wakened afair number of the human prisoners
being kept in the building. Lyam held ahand up, which slenced everyone, then sdected four men to take
with him. Then they descended into the secret passages.

The cache of crossbows and arrows was near the arena entrance. Lyam and his men selected
weapons. If there is something to this, they're likely to be discussing this in the king's chambers,
Lyam thought, as they made their way as quietly as possible through the tunnels.

"Here," Lyam said at a sharp turn, which was as close to the chambers as the tunnelswent. A small
vent, covered with agrate, led to the other side, where Lyam saw the hint of a candle flame. The captain
motioned for the rest to be silent, then held his ear to the vent.

"... noway Althea could have madeit here," he heard Craig saying. "The people must have
rebdled.”

"With cannons?' an Arachnia, most likdy Su'Villtor, said. "With cavary? With archers? That soldier
died to bring usthisinformation! And you'retelling meit was agroup of shopkeeperswho annihilated our
city forces?'

Silence, followed by along string of Arachnian, dl of which sounded quite agitated. Erik's eyes
widened at the mention of Althea. Perhaps we are under attack by Althean forces. We can only
hope.

Su'Villtor continued, "If the king of Altheaisat our door with an army, | will persondly seeto your
desth."



"Y ou can dways use me asahostage,” Craig said, sounding drunk, as usud. "That wasthe origina
plan.”

"Ale, yes, itwas," SuVilltor replied. Another exchange in Arachnian, then, "Thereisan army
outsde, and they are not from the local population.”

"Then | must have been mistaken,” Craig said. He sounded as though held given up and didn't redlly
care what happened.

Good gods, Lyam thought, grinning from ear to ear. Althea is at our gates!

"Back to the arena," Lyam whispered. "It'stime to start distributing the rest of the crossbows.”

When thefirgt light of dawn touched the horizon, Alaire knew that the decision to attack had been
made for them.

"If it doesn't work, don't wait for me to come back down. Fire on the palace immediately,” Alaire
said to hisbrother. They both looked up at the steep path which, with the lightening horizon behind it,
seemed much narrower than Alaire had remembered.

Word arrived from a scout that the enemy was beginning to mobilize within the palace grounds.
Arachnians were gathering and arming wingrats, and werein agenerd state of dert.

"If you're going to do thisthing, you'd better do it now," Derek said. "It soundslike you're going to
have company up there soon."

Moments |ater, Alaire was mounted on Low Moon, with his harp dung over his shoulder; on the
other nine wingrats were Konnongur and some of the other village elders, with two of Althesals best
archers.

:To the top of that hill,: Alaire sent to Low Moon, who in turn passed the direction on to the other
wingrats.

Low Moon best at the air with her huge wings, then took to the sky. Alaire considered making a
pass over the grounds, but decided against it; he had a specific job to do, and he had to be on solid
groundto doiit.

Airborne, Alare caught thefirst rays of morning. A light mist blanketed the town. At thisheight he
saw Althea'sarmy in full, laid out in neat, geometric patterns. The cavary, archers, and artillery made a
griking display of force.

Alareand hismount circled over the hill once; their destination seemed incredibly smdl, like the
head of anail, before they put down onitsflat surface.

Low Moon tucked her wingsin and sniffed the air. :Wingrats,: she sent. :Down... there:

The archers quickly dismounted and took up positions on either side of the group. They had aclear
view of the palace grounds from up here, partiadly hidden by the palace itsdlf. Indeed, Arachnianswere
preparing hundreds of wingrats for battle.

:We must hurry,: Low Moon sent, and Alaire understood her concern. If they didn't bresk the
obedience spell before the fighting began, the Althean army would be forced to fire upon the wingrats as
well asther Arachnian riders. We must avoid killing the innocent, Alaire knew. Konnongurs people
dismounted, and the wingrats cleared space for them. The magicians sat in acircle, with Konnongur at
the opposite sde from Alaire.

Agan, Alaire reached for the earth power he suspected might lurk in this hill; though it was nothing
likethe ley lines hed manipulated in Roksamur, this magic was old, and familiar. Thiswas what the Bard
was accustomed to using.

Alare met Konnongurs eyes, asigna for the othersto raise their power. Bard and Fastur magicians
fdl into the same pattern, and the magicians began to chant.

Nam-mu, Nam-mu, Nam-mul...

From the palace grounds, Arachnians on wingrats rose to the sky. The archers sat poised, arrows
nocked and ready. But the Arachnian forces below were ignoring the hill. Instead, they seemed intent on
attacking the Althean army.

Then the Bard became aware of another force, the wingrats adding their own power to the spell.
The phenomenon surprised him, but when he saw the Sgnatures of their magic, he knew thiswas going to
improvetheir chances. The imprisoned wingrats will recognize the source, he thought.



Now isthetime....

Aided with the harp, Alaire began singing the song of Prophecy.

Bindings of the thousand born,

Onto thisland of Roksamur ...

A hundred or so wingrats had taken to the air, and Alaire watched as he sang, weaving the spell,
making the magic. Low Moon and the other wingrats continued supplying their own power, with alittle
more urgency, now that the Arachnian forces were approaching their army.

Break the chains, cut the ropes

turn usloose and let us see....

Findly, an Arachnian spotted Alaire and his group on the hilltop, circled, then flew up towards them.

"Begone! Begone!" the group shouted. "Be free.”

Ason Roksamur, the power shifted suddenly, and dl around him Alairefdt adrastic change take
place.

Thewingrat and rider rose up to them, paused, hovered. The Arachniawas raising abow; the
archers on the hill aimed, but Alaire motioned for them to hold. Then the flying creature began biting at
the Arachnia, turning it'slong rat snout towards the rider. The Arachniadrew back and the wingrat
caught astrap of the leather harness, biting hard, cutting it negtly.

Thewingrat flew off aways and made along, |aborious|oop, while the Arachniatugged ineffectudly
at thereins. Then thewingrat turned over suddenly, spilling Arachniaand harness.

Just like before, Alairethought triumphantly. Low Moon turned her snout to the air and howled; the
othersfollowed suit.

Alaire dismissed the magic, now that it had clearly worked, and Konnongur stood by him.

"It's happening again," Konnongur said. " The prophecy continues.”

Captain Lyam had counted around one hundred prisonersin the fighting arena, and once the forty
crosshows had been passed out among them, he instructed the rest of the men to protect the archers with
whatever they could find.

Unitil that time, twenty Arachnians had stood guard over the arena; now it was starting to look as
though the good behavior of Lyam and his men was going to pay off. The number of guards dwindled to
ten, then five. Evidently they didn't think the humans were any match for Arachnians.

Unarmed humans wer e probably not a concern, Lyam considered as he peered through the
shutter dats. Humans with crossbows, now that's a different story.

Beyond the five Arachnian guards, the rest of the invading army was preparing for war. Hisson's
hunch was proving to be accurate. A group of wingrats had been herded down from the field that had,
over the course of the invasion, become their temporary home.

"The bugs are getting reedy to fly off," Lyam said to his men. "When the numbers are alittle more
even were going to attack."

The guards were getting nervous, as evidenced by their agitated movements. It was clear to Lyam
that they were being left to ded with dl the remaining prisoners, and it didn't look as though they were
comfortable with that.

Aswell they shouldn't be... Lyam thought, then signaed for his men to get ready.

Then from outside the arena, four crossbows released their arrows smultaneoudy, piercing one
guard in head and midsection; before the other guards reacted, Lyam and his men had forced the arena
door open and began shooting at the other four. A river of men poured out onto the palace grounds,
catching al the Arachnians unprepared.

"Tothe gate!" Lyam shouted, and led a contingent of men in that direction.

Thewingrats continued shedding themselves of harnesses and riders, and Arachnians plummeted to
certain death on the rocky ground below.

The cheer that siwelled up from the army was audible to Alaire on the hill; within the grounds,
wingrats not yet airborne turned on Arachnians, then made their escape. Movement down near the
palace caught Alairés eye. Down near the fighting arenawas a commotion.

"What the—" Alaire said, before he saw precisaly what was taking place.



"Thegate," Alaire muttered. "They're going for the gate...."

A group of Arachniansran after them, but were soon overrun by their former wingrat daves. Some
men took firing positions; others went for the bar which blocked the gate. Soon the massve gates swung
open and the former captives began waving wildly at the forces outside. Their gestures seemed to be
saying, all isclear, enter at will.

"We should et Derek know about this," Alaire said as he swung aleg over Low Moon. "We may
not have to destroy Kai'swalls after dl!"

Alairetook Low Moon back down to the ground and rejoined his brother, while the other wingrats
and their Fasturian riderstook refuge behind the front, deep in the city of Rozinki.

"Therewasarebdlioninthe paace! Don't fire!" Alaire shouted as he gpproached Derek, dinging
his harp over his shoulder. "The gates are open.”

"Hold your fire," Derek ordered, and the cannon crew extinguished the flame that was about to fire
the hundred pounder. Captain Romont assigned a company of archersto follow Kainemonen, Alaire and
the king to the palace gate.

After the paace gates swung open, the Althean cavary charged through. Alaire and Kai stayed
close together, looking for away into the palace.

"Your Mgesty!" he heard someone shout, and when he turned he saw Captain Lyam with agroup
of men, shooting down Arachnians with crossbows.

"Captain,” Kainemonen said, asthey approached Lyam's group. "Take usto Su'Villtor!"

"Condder it done," the captain said, his men gtill shooting arrows. The Arachnians were spending as
much timefighting their own mounts as they were the humans;, most gave up and fled back into the
palace, while the newly freed wingrats took to the sky without them.

"They're retreating into the palace," Kai said. "Can we get past the main doors?"

"Theres abetter way, Your Mgesty," Lyam said. "Follow me."

Chapter Eighteen

Lyam led theking, Alaire, and twenty of his men back to the fighting arena, then down into the
labyrinth of tunnels connecting it to the paace.

"For sx years| have sudied these passages,” Lyam said as they made their way through the dank
underground, holding asingle candlefor illumination. "Theentry pointsare dl in the halways, not in the
rooms themsalves, which is one reason they are so hard to find."

He stopped at awood-panded corner and put his ear againgt thewall. "Here. We can enter. It
soundslikeit'sclear.”

Lyam pushed a pand, then another; suddenly the wall pivoted open, revealing a palace hdlway.

Alaire heard the fighting clearly at the other end of the hallway, but it had yet to reach thisfar into the
palace. Lyam assigned ten archersto cover their rear before pushing forward.

Before they'd gone more than afew paces, three armored Arachnians stepped into view.

"Shoot!" Lyam shouted, and crossbows |oosed their arrows. One of the Arachniansfell immediately,
while the others staggered momentarily, then charged forward.

Alaire had his sword drawn and swung; a claw grabbed t it, then clamped down onceit had gained
purchase. Two arrows whizzed past Alaire's ear before he stepped back, giving the archers a better shot.
Ka swung at the other one, but his sword glanced off the hard leather armor. "Lyam, shoot!" he
ordered, and amoment later an arrow pierced the Arachniaseye. It let loose aloud, screaming chitter as
it stepped back, and Kanemonen ducked. Arrows continued to fly, striking Alaire's opponent twicein
the midsection, the shafts burying themsdlves halfway into the armor. It released Alaires sword asit fl



backwards; the Bard retrieved his weapon and proceeded to hack its eyes out.

The party stepped carefully past the fdlen, writhing Arachnians. Alaire didn't know if they were
dead, but they were certainly out of commission.

"Thechambers Alaresad. "Ka—"

They froze the moment they stepped into the doorway of the king's chambers. Su'Villtor stood
againg thefar wdl, holding Craig with one of hisclaws at histhroat. Another Arachnia, thisonewith
decorated armor, agenera of some kind, stood next to him.

"You will drop your wegpons or this human will die" Su'Villtor announced. "All of you, now!"

Alaire and Ka exchanged looks. "Do you think we should do asthey say?" Alaire asked.

"Do you?' Kainemonen replied.

Alareturned to Captain Lyam, "What's your opinion, Captain?"

The captain seemed to congder this serioudy for amoment. "I think they should all die" he said
findly.

Alairewas prepared to agree, but something stopped him. He stood there watching his brother
grain againgt the claw. | see no obedience collar on him! he thought angrily.

"They bespelled me!" Craig shouted. "L ook at the floor!™

"Slencel” the Arachniashouted.

Alaire saw agtrip of leather on the floor, with what looked like shattered stones. One stone was il
intact, and Alaire advanced to pick it up. The Bard felt the residue of the broken spell, which wasthe
same as the magic worked on thewingrats. It worked so well on Craig because he was intoxicated
all thetime.

Part of Alaire gave like athread bresking.

He's still my brother.

"Let them go," Alaresaid, laying hissword on the floor. "Killing them will serve no purpose.”

"Alare, what are you doing?' Kai asked. "Thismanisatraitor!”

Alaire decided to gpproach thisfrom adifferent angle. "Why did the Arachnians of Roksamur
invade Suinomen? What do your people want?'

"Y our kingdoms," Su'Villtor said. "Which we will yet take for our own, evenif wefail today."

"If you fal today, you'll have nowhereto go," Alaire said evenly, taking a step forward.

"We have Roksamur and we will take Althea, too!" Su'Villtor said.

Alaire shook his head. "Roksamur isno more. The idand was covered by fire. Do you not know of
the prophecy?'

"All lies" Su'Villtor said. "Wewill return to what was ours, and we will rebuild our forces and take
thisland for our own!"

"Alaire, step back!" Lyam shouted.

An arrow shot past Alairesright ear, and the Bard ducked ingtinctively. The arrow buried itsdf in
Su'Villtor'sright eye, and the Arachniascreamed asit pulled the sharp tip of its claw over Craig's neck,
cutting it open.

"Craig!" Alaire shouted, as he ducked and rolled out of theline of fire. Hisharp fell off his shoulder
and clattered againgt the wall. Lyam's archers rained arrows on the remaining Arachnia, reloaded, and
fired again. In moments, the bug bristled with arrow shafts and was pinned against the wall.

Alaire rushed over to Craig, who was now lying in apool of hisown blood. The Bard pulled him
clear of the writhing Arachnia, then leaned over to examine the wound.

The cut was deep, down to the windpipe. An artery had been severed. Craig lay limply in Alaire's
arms, dead, or nearly so.

Kainemonen stood over hisfriend and his dying brother. Alaire looked up, not sure what to say, or
fed, right then.

Instead, Kainemonen did the talking. ™Y ou're not going to give up now, areyou?" the King of
Suinomen said, holding Alairés harp out to him.

For amoment, the Bard didn't know what he was taking about. Then he remembered the time he
had saved Kainemonen'slife by performing Bardic magic. The king's wounds had been far more severe



than his brother's. He had not performed that particular Bardic spell sncethat day in winter, but ashis
brother's blood leaked over his hands, he remembered the spell, every word, every nuance, in detall.

With red hands, he took the harp. Then, taking a deep breath, he reached deep into his soul and
sarted to play.

The song returned to him eadily, though he hadn't practiced it in years. The music conjured memories
of Kainemonen lying in asnowbank, crimson with blood. Alaire hoped he wasn't too late to save Craig.

The song ended, and his brother continued to lie motionless.

"Agan," Ka whigpered. "Try it again.”

Alaire went through the song again, thistime putting allittle more enthusiasm into the music. He
hadn't dept much in too many days and was bone weary, but it had become important to save his
brother, traitor or not. The song ended with no sign of lifefrom Craig.

What am | doing wrong? Alaire thought desperately. Then his masters words echoed in hismind.

The essence of Bardic magic is the ability to make, and unmake.

Closing hiseyes, he began the song again, thistime finding the power he needed; heimagined his
brother's wounds closing, hedling. He opened his eyes, and saw acloud of light encircling his brother's
neck. When the cloud disappeared, the neck wound had healed.

"Brother..." Alaire whispered, leaning back against thewadl. "Areyou... 7'

Craig coughed, once, before Alaires vision turned to black.

Thedeep Alairelgpsed into felt asthough it lasted an eternity. Memories of his master, Naitachal, of
his childhood, of hisfather, Reynard, drifted in, then out. He became aware of pain throughout his body
ashiseyesflickered open.

Hisvison wavered momentarily, before he was able to focus. Hewaslying in alarge bed with a
white canopy. Others werein the room, but the pain was too much to alow him to turn his head.

"He'sawake," he heard Kainemonen say. Then Kai leaned over him. "How areyou doing, Alaire?

"Horribly," he said, struggling to at least St up. Propped up on an ebow, he took in the room, which
was the very room Ka had assgned them on their arrivdl. "Theinvasion?'

"Crushed,” Ka said solemnly. "The Arachnians, they didn't want to surrender. They forced usto kill
every lagt one of them.”

The Bard fdt neither relief nor regret. He felt little of anything, except confusion.

"Y ou went into shock,” Kanemonen told him as he helped him arrange afeether pillow behind his
back.

"How long?" he asked, in awhisper.

"Four days," Kai replied.

Alare stared a him, uncertain if held heard him correctly. "Konnongur camein to help you hedl, on
thefirst night. That waswhen you... died.”

Finally, something he understood. Degth. This explained why hefdt theway hedid. | died. | sure
fed likeit.

"Physicdly, you were exhausted. Y ou hadn't dept enough in days. Then, you worked the spell, the
prophecy spdll. All those wingrats, suddenly free. That power went through you, whether you redlized it
or not. Then you did the healing spell, which saved your brother. It was too much, we weretold. Y our
body and soul gave out.”

"My complimentsto Konnongur," Alaire said weakly. "He's more advanced in the heding artsthan |
gave him credit for."

"Uh, Alaire. Konnongur didn't heal you. He said you weretoo far gone. He gave up, that first night.”

Alaire rubbed his eyes, massaging the deep out of them. "Shame on him, then,” hesaidin jest.
"Evidently he gave up too soon. Then tell me, friend, who did the honors?’

"Reykir."

Alaire's gpprentice stepped into sght, on hisleft holding hisflute triumphantly. "Didn't do me much
good,” he said, with asmile. "Y ou hadn't shown me how to protect myself. Very nearly did usboth in.”

"Undergandable," Alaire said. Reykir worked the magic? Bardic magic, that saved my life?
With that damned flute? "I wasn't avare you were that far aong, Bard."



"l wasn't aware either,” Reykir said, then hiseyes met Alaires. "Bard?’

"Yes, Bard," Alaresaid. "Only aBard could have pulled this off."

"But I'm..."

"Don't argue. Y ou graduated,” Alaire said, sounding irritated despite his best efforts not to.

"Yes, ar!l" Reykir said, with asmile that threatened to split his head open. "Isthere anything | can get
you?"

Alaire considered thisfor only abrief moment. "Y es, thereis. Would you please fetch me acup of
kaffe?'

The End



