One

Kara lay asquietly as he could, keeping his breathing even to avoid jarring his head.. He kept his
eyes closed againgt the light, hoping that the snow pack across his brow would eventualy ease his
throbbing headache. It was hard to think through the pain that stabbed from both temples and seemed to
meet just above hisnose. Hewas only vaguely aware of the rest of his body, muffled asit wasin
blankets, with hot stones packed al around to keep him from getting cold. The Shin'ain who tended him
seemed particularly concerned that he not take a chill from the clammy stone floor or the snow packson
his head. If this had been VValdemar, or even Karse, there would have been other recoursesto ease the
fiery lances stabbing through his temples-but unfortunately it wasn't. This half-melted ruin of an ancient
tower held no such amenities as Healers or herbal pharmacopoeias, and he was going to have to make
do with whatever their Shin'ain alies could come up with, at least for the present. That meant willow tea
and snow packs, and hope for the best.

| can always hope for the best. It could be worse. How much worse, though-that was something
he was not prepared to contemplate at the moment.

It was a headache of monumental proportions, which was only to be expected, considering that he
had personally been the nexus-point for al of the energies of aweapon so powerful and unpredictable
that not even the Great Mage who had ended the Mage Wars had dared to useit. It had required a
magic-channd, aliving channd. Either no onein Urtho's contingent of mages happened to be a Channd,
or elsethe Mage of Silence hadn't wanted to risk the life of such a person in the use of thisweapon-in
ether casg, it had remained unused with awarning plague advisng againgt its use.

Or else he couldn't get any volunteers. Not that Karal could blame anyone for not volunteering.
Hisfirgt experience a being a Channel had been singularly unpleasant, but the second had been of a
different order of magnitude altogether. He honestly didn't remember too much of what had happened to
him, once the weapon had been activated. Both the Hawkbrother Adept Firesong and the half-Shin'ain
An'desha had assured him that was al for the best, and he believed them.

When both An'desha and Firesong agree on something... He had the shivery fedling that heredly
didn't want to know exactly what had happened. If he knew, he'd have to think about it, and that gave
him avery queasy feding.

It was much easier to liein hisbedroll and ded with pain than to think.

Occasionally the sounds of the others, moving about in their daily chores, made their way past the
pain, oddly muffled or magnified by the strange acoustics of the place. An'deshaand the Shin'din shaman
Loishaweretaking softly, their voices blending together into ameaningless murmur, as oddly soothing as
wind in leaves or the whisper of water over rocks. Someone, probably the Kaled'din kestra'chern
Silverfox, was cleaning cooking utensls; soft metallic clinks punctuated the soft sounds of conversation.
Nearer at hand, the Hawkbrother Firesong sang absently to himsdlf; Firesong was probably mending
something. Firesong dways sang when he was mending something; he said it wasto keep him from
saying something he would regret. He didn't much care for mending, or for any other chores-the
Tayledras Adept had been used, dl hislife, to being waited on. Having to fend for himself wasan
experience that Firesong was not enjoying. On the whole, Kard was of the opinion that he was bearing
up well under these pressures and added responsibilities.

So much for the human members of the group. And asfor the ones who were not human-well,
Kard knew where Altrathe Firecat was. The furry, vibrating blanket covering him from neck to knee
was Altra, not some arcane Shin‘ain cover let. Somehow, unlike mortal cats which would inexplicably
increase their weight when lying on ahuman, the Firecat had decreased his, making himsalf no heavier
than athick woolen blanket. Only the steady radiating warmth and the deep, soothing purr betrayed his
presence.

Somewhere beyond the chamber where Kara was lying, one of the horsdlike creatures known to
the VVademarans as a Companion, the one called FHorian, listened attentively to An'deshaand the
shaman. If Kard opened hismind alittle, hewould "hear” the voicesthat were only avague music to his



real ears, but he would hear them through the senses of the Companion. The bonds between himsdlf and
the Companion and Firecat were stronger now than only weeks ago. He had only to think of them to
sense the whigper of their thoughts, and he was aware of their presencein his mind as a constant warmth.
Something had happened during the time he could not remember that bound the three of them even more
firmly together. Anything they saw, heard, or felt, he could experience himsdlf if he chose. He didn't know
if the reverse wastrue, but he rather thought it wasn't. He was the one who'd been changed, not them.

That was another thing he didn't want to think too closaly about. The Firecat was not entirely a
morta cresture, and the Companion, while mortal enough, like the Firecat was a human reborn into a
body of magica nature. So if something had happened that bound him to them-and so very tightly that
he no longer had to work to reach their minds-

He shivered, and the cold he felt had nothing to do with the snow pack on hishead. Oh, no. | can't
have changed that much. Thisis probably just temporary, something that will go away when I'm
stronger .

He redirected his thoughts and noticed that at least now he could think coherently.

That's an improvement anyway.

Now where was everyone else? He kept his eyes closed and listened carefully, trying to locate them
al by sound aone rather than take a chance that opening his eyes would wake the pain again.

The remaining nonhumans, the two gryphons, were busy packing up their few belongings. They
muttered to each other with little hisses and beak clicks, and their talons scraped againgt the |egther of the
saddlebags they had borrowed from the Shin'ain for their journey north. They had decided that they had
been away from their twin offspring long enough, and no one in the group was heartless enough to ingst
that they stay. Thethrill of walking where the fabled Black Gryphon had once walked was probably
beginning to pal in the face of being away from their beloved little onesfor far too long. And with the
Gates down, it would be along trip back, even for cresturesthat flew.

And it could very well be that coming as close as we all did to getting seriously hurt, Treyvan
and Hydona have decided that they don't want to leave their little ones as orphans. Who could
blame them for that?

Y es, he was definitely able to think more coherently now.

Coherently enough to notice my neck muscles are in knots. Hardly a surprise. Kara sighed a
little, and rel axed tense shouldersinto the embrace of his shegpskin-covered pack, which was now
serving himasapillow. It's a good thing that | have clothing in there instead of books. The snow
pack was working after al; if he noticed that his shoulders hurt, that meant the headache wasn't
overwhelming everything else.

Grand, so now | get to enjoy how much the rest of me hurts!

But asthe pain behind his eyes eased, 50, too, did the tension in his muscles, which were probably
contributing to the pain of the headache in thefirgt place. So annoying how dl these things managed to
feed back on each other!

Well, I'd be a poor Sun-priest if | couldn't make myself relax, now wouldn't 1? Such relaxation
techniques were part of every novice'straining. Y ou couldn't pray if you weren't relaxed; how could you
keep your mind on the glory of Vkandisif you were being nagged by acramp? He patiently persuaded
his rebellious body to behaveitself, getting muscles unknotted that he hadn't even known weretight. As
he did so, the achein his head ebbed further, thus proving his guessthat part of the headache was dueto
muscletenson.

That's better. That's much better . If hishead would just let him be, he might actudly beginto
enjoy thisinvaid Sate, at least alittle. For once he felt completely justified in lying abed and letting others
take care of him; the depleted state of his entire body had convinced him that he had actudly earned a
rest.

And after dl, it wasn't every day he had a Tayledras Healing Adept waiting on his every wish. How
many people could boast of that? He couldn't even sigh without having Firesong ask himif he needed
anything, arather odd turn of events given that Firesong was the one used to being waited on.

Hewasn't at dl certain what prompted Firesong's attentiveness-there were others who would



certainly have played nursemaid if the Adept hadn't insisted on taking the duty-but the Hawkbrother did
make avery good and considerate nurse.

| certainly wouldn't have expected that from him. It just doesn't seem like him at all.

Widl, maybe it wasn't much like the Firesong he knew, but such athought was as shdlow asthe
flippant surface that was dl the Hawkbrother would ever reved to him, given achoice. Heimmediately
chided himsdlf for that thought.

That was unworthy as well as unkind. Thereisfar moreto Firesong than | will ever see. We
are all trying to cope with extreme situations, and if that is the way he chooses to cope, he hasa
right toit.

Just a the moment, even when his head wasn't splitting, Karal was in no shape to do anything other
than wonder and enjoy the attention. He could hardly move his hand without tiring himsdlf, and smply
getting to hisfeet to go to the privy arealeft him so exhausted, he could only liein hisbedroll and doze
for marks afterward. That worried him; unless he regained his strength soon, he would not be able to
travel. If he couldn't travel, he wouldn't be able to |eave with the others when they returned to Vademar.
The impatient gryphon parents were not going to wait for the others, but the humans could not wait much
longer either. If they didn't leave now, they might be caught and trapped here by winter storms.

On the other hand... it might already be too late. The Gate that brought us hereis down, and
if | were a mage, | wouldn't chance reopening it. We might be stuck here until spring. Even under
the best of conditionsiit's going to take an awfully long time to walk back.

So long, infact, that returning home might be the very worgt thing that they could do at this point.
The solution to the problem of the mage-storms he had depleted himsdlf to provide was, once again, a
temporary solution only. This might be the very best place for them to work on a permanent answer.
They certainly had resources here at their disposal that they wouldn't find anywhere else.

For one thing, the ancient weapon that they had used to cancel the Storm-waves had been only one
of severd availableto them, and it hadn't been anyone'sfirst choice, only the one they understood the
best. Perhaps one of the others would provide a better chance. The Kaled'ain had promised to provide
ahigtorian, aspecidist in their own languages and the ancient writing they aone had preserved out of the
Cataclysm. Perhaps when he arrived, he would be able to provide better trandations than the gryphons.

We haven't even begun to explore this place, yet this was the heart of the Mage of Slence's
stronghold. He is said to have been the greatest there has ever been, with vast resources. Can we
really assume that we have seen all there is? There might be other rooms here, roomsthey hadn't
found yet, that might hold more answersto their problem. Maybe they would be much better off by
staying here and looking, or studying the remaining weapons. It was an option no one had suggested yet,
but he wondered if they dl weren't thinking about it, much as they would prefer to return home,

Themain problemas| seeit is that we don't have anyone with us from the mathematicians
and the Artificers. That aoneworried him; the last two stopgap measures had been created, at least in
part, by Master Levy'sgroup of clever logicians. With the help of these scholars, dl of them had been
able to examine the problem from an original perspective. We need them. Firesong might not like
them, but we need them.

He knew that with certainty; asif Vkandis Himsdlf had placed that certainty in hisheart, hewas as
positive of it ashewas of anything in hislife. Thiswas not a problem that could be worked through unless
al of the minds available contributed to the solution.

He sighed, and as he lifted a hand to move the snow pack off his eyes, he heard Firesong cometo
takeit for him. The cold, damp weight lifted away. "Would you like anew one?' the gpparently
eterndly-young mage asked.

He opened his eyes and shook his head-only alittle, so asto avoid undoing the good that had been
done. Firesong didn't look very much like anurse; the incredibly handsome young mage had managed to
pack afull wardrobe of hisintricately styled, brilliantly decorated slk clothing into hissingle pack. Kara
could not imagine how he had done it. At the moment, hewasal in muted silver-blueswhich, at leadt,
made it possblefor Kard to look at him without pain. From his precisely styled, silver-white hair to his
immaculate leg wrappings, he was every inch the exotic mage and not a al servile. Theamused smile he



wore reassured Kard; if there had been anything redly wrong with him, hewasfairly certain Firesong
would not be amiling.

"Not at the moment, thank you," he said, surprised at the rasp in hisvoice, asif he had been
screaming until hisvoca cordswereraw. "Y ou redly don't-"

Firesong chuckled, surprising him. " Oh, theré'sareason behind dl of this" he replied with asmile.
"You'reridiculoudy easy asapatient, and if I'm tending you, | don't have to do any of the more tedious
chores." His voice took on the merest touch of arrogance. "I'd rather keep putting snow packs on your
head than wash dishes, | assureyou."

Karal had to laugh weakly. Now that sounded more like the Firesong he knew! "Oh, good,” he
sad. "l was afraid that you'd suddenly been filled with the spirit of self-sacrifice, and | wasn't certain |
could bear that for very long."

Now Firesong laughed, and tossed hislong silver hair over his shoulder. "Keep your tender
sentimentsto yoursdlf, Kargte," he said mockingly. " Out of my own sdlf-interest | want you to stay an
invaid aslong aspossible, and if you keep saying thingslike that, I might be tempted to do something to
keep you that way."

"Y ou promise, but you never follow through,” Kard retorted, surprisng himself with his enjoyment
of the exchange. "'l think my tender hideis safe from you."

"Y ou doubt?" Firesong's brow rose, and he raised his gaze to a point somewhere past Kard;
probably listening to Florian, the Companion. His next words confirmed Kard's guess. "Wel, maybe
you'reright. A hoofprint in the middle of my face would not improve my looks" He dropped his gaze to
meet Altras brilliant blue eyes. "-and | don't like the way thet cat of yoursisflexing his claws either.”

.1 wouldn't hurt you where it showed,: Altrasaid dryly, into both their minds. : Slverfox might
object to my alterations, however. But you would make a charming girl.:

Firesong's silver eyeswidened in mock fear, but there was atinge of respect in hislook aswell.
"Remind me never to anger you, Altra. That'sabit vicious even asajoke.”

:1f I thought for a moment that you were serious, it wouldn't be a joke.: The Firecat
deliberately raised one paw and licked hisflexed talons. Since Altrawas the size of most large dogs, and
his paws were correspondingly huge, those talons were wicked looking indeed.

That's not very subtle, cat, Kard thought warningly, knowing Altrawould hear him.

‘1t wasn't meant to be subtle,: the Firecat replied in hismind only. : There was a time when he
contemplated injuring you. If he ever straysin that direction again, | want him to have something
to think about.:

Kara kept hisface sraight as Altraimparted that choice bit of information, so he did not reved a
reaction. That was certainly newsto him.

And now everyone seems determined to protect me! But Firesong waswaiting for him to say
something, so before the mage could ask what it was that made him look so odd, he raised a shaking
hand to rub his eyebrow. "Cats. Y ou can't live with them, and the fur'stoo thin for arug.”

Altragave an exaggerated snort of disgust as Firesong laughed aoud. "Y ou are feding better,” he
sad, thistime without the mockery. " Good. Maybe tonight you'll be able to somach something besides
that tastel ess dop the shaman has been feeding you. Just try not to get well so quickly that I'm forced to
wash my own plates again any time soon.”

Before Kara could reply, Firesong rose to hisfeet to take away the dripping snow pack. He turned
his head dowly to look in the direction of Florian and the others.

Sure enough, alittle way past the chamber's entrance, Florian stood with his head just above
An'deshas shoulder, looking at something the shaman was drawing on the floor.

Hecould, if hejust relaxed alittle, see everything from Florian's point of view. He didn't want to
relax that much, honestly.

I just want my headache to stop. | want to be able to get up and do things like the others. |
truly do want to stop being a burden. It isn't the place of a priest of Vkandis Sunlord to be the one
given comfort, it isthe priest's place to give comfort...

He closed hiseyes, and tried to find some meditation technique that would at least enable him to



deep despite the pain. If hefell adeep, at least he wouldn't be quite so aware of what anuisance hed
become.

Without any warning footsteps, he felt atouch on hisarm. His eyes popped open, al he could
manage in theway of adtartled reaction.

Hefound himself looking up into apair of extremey blue eyes, amused eyes, in atriangular face with
golden skin. The eyes and the face topped a body wearing Shin'ain garments of unornamented dark
sable-brown; the color, he now recalled, that Swordsworn usualy wore when they weren't engaged in
one of their rare but vicious blood-feuds.

The Swordsworn had another name. Kal'enedral . The ones Sworn to the service of Kal'endl, the
Warrior . He knew more about them now than any Karsite dive. The person stting lightly on"his' heds
would be one of the Swordsworn who had guided them here and guarded them on the way; who had,
with the aid of k'Leshya, excavated away into the Tower. He couldn't tell if this person was mae or
femae; with the Swordsworn, it hardly mattered, snce they were not only vowed to chastity and
celibacy, but were by their bond to their Goddess, rendered incapable of asexua impulse. That wasa
gate that had no parallel in the Sunlord's hierarchy; athough Sun-priests were not encouraged to wed,
they were not denied that state elther.

"Well, this was not what we intended when we opened our secret to you, young outClansman,” the
Shin'din sad, in aclear, dightly roughened tenor voice that could have belonged to aman or awoman.
The Sworn One spoke with very little accent in remarkably good Vademaran. Karal wasrelieved; his
Shin'alin was rudimentary at best. "We thought you would be here and gone again-"

The Shin'din paused then, asif suddenly aware that the "gone" very nearly had been " permanently
gone.”

Kara shrugged. "Thiswasn't our plan either, Sworn One," he said politely.

The Shin'din laughed. "True enough, and | think not even your God could have predicted this
outcome. Certainly our Goddess did not! Or if Shedid, She saw fit not to grace us with the information.
But now-wdll, given that the Gate that brought you hereis gone, and our winter sormsareclosng in, we
have determined that we will have to become true hosts."

At one point, Karal would have been shocked by the reference to adeity other than Vkandis
Sunlord-more shocked that such adeity asthe Shin'din Star-Eyed was spoken of in the same breath as
He. Later, he would have been able to accept that, but would also have been driven speechless by such
acasud referenceto adeity, asif the person speaking had a persond relationship with Ka'end.

Now he knew better; these Swordsworn did have such arelationship. She had been known to
speak with Her specid followerson aregular basis, and even occasiondly intervenein their lives. Which
was, after dl, not entirely unlike the reationship V kandis had with the Son of the Sun.

"l have been told that affairs were at such aturning point that any and al outcomes were equally
likely," he said carefully, squinting around his headache. " Perhapsthat iswhy She gave you no indication
that we were to be unexpected tenants rather than guests.”

"Well said!" the Shin'din replied warmly. "Well, then. Tenantsyou are, dwellers among our tents,
and as such it becomes necessary that we provide you with something better than the hasty arrangements
of aforetime. First, | am Chagren shena Lihdirden, and | am to be your Hedler. Loishaisagood man
and afine shaman, but his Healing skills are rudimentary at best. | am better suited to helping you, trust
meintha."

Kara could not help but show his surprise; a Healer among the Swordsworn? Chagren saw his
expression and chuckled.

"Given our task of serving asthe Guardians of the Plains, does it not seem logica that we must need
aHealer now and again?| was aHeder before | was Sworn, and Swore mysdlf in part because | was
one of those who joined the battle with Ancar, and | vowed | would never again find mysdf unable to
defend those who | had cometo Hedl. | petitioned. She accepted. Not all of uswho cometo serve Her
s0 closaly havetragic tales of great persona |oss behind them.” Then his expression changed, becoming
serious for amoment. " Though there are many. Those who have seen too much to endure and remain
sane often petition Her and are taken into Her ranks."



Those who have seen too much to endure- Kara glanced involuntarily at An'desha, and Chagren
followed his glance. Helooked back down at Kard. "Interesting. Y our thoughts on that one?"

Kara blinked at the Shin'din's directness. "I sometimes wonder if there is any place for An'desha,
after dl he hasendured.”

Chagren logt that amused smile entirely, and his eyelids dropped momentarily to vell hiseyes. "There
is" he sad after apause, "if he choosesto takeit. Among usthereis no tale so strange that we cannot
encompassit. Not among the Swordsworn, | think. but among the Wise, those who wear the blue of the
night sky and the day's ending. They are Sworn to Wisdom rather than the Sword, and | think it isamong
their numbers he would fed he has come home. But that isfor him to decide.”

The smilereturned. "Meanwhile, it isfor me to ease some of your discomfort, while my fellowsbring
the wherewitha to make thisinto ahome for aslong asmay be. So. Y ou have been Hedled before?!

"Not really," Karal confessed. "The one Vademaran Healer | saw decided that al | needed was
herbs and potions, not real Hedling."

"A wise Hedler knowswhen to Heal and when to let time do the Healing," Chagren replied with
gpprovd. "Wdl then; thistime you shdl be the recipient of true Hedling, such as, | believe, some of your
Sun-priests are known to practice. | require of you only that you close your eyes and relax, and that
when you sense my spirit, permit it to touch yours. That should be easy enough, yes?

"l think s0," Kard replied as the headache returned with a vengeance. Any reluctance he might have
felt vanished at the ondaught of further pain. He closed his eyes asindructed, and waited, dowly willing
each muscle to release its built-up tension.

The moment he "sensed Chagren's spirit" he knew exactly what the Shin'alin had meant; he felt
something very akin to the sensation he had when hefirst communicated with Florian. And ashe had
when FHorian had requested that Kara "let him into hismind," he let down thoseinternal barriers he
hadn't realized existed back when he had been plain Karal of Karse.

But thistime, instead of thoughts and sensations flooding into his mind, awarm, soothing wave
washed over him, and where it had passed, the pain was gone, leaving behind comfort and reassurance.

He opened his eyes; he thought it was only amoment later, but Chagren was gone. In his place
stood ameta pitcher and cup, and in his chamber and the rooms beyond, new comforts and afew new
figures had appeared asif conjured.

There wasasmal cast-metal stove at hisfeet, and he had been heaped with more woven blankets.
Severd long, flat cushions arranged like a more comfortable bed than the one he currently occupied lay
beside that. On top of the stove, there was a steaming pot.

Beyond hisroom, he saw at least one more stove and reckoned that there were probably more.
Better bedding had appeared, and more amenities. Firesong appeared and glanced in the door to his
chamber, and when the mage saw that he was awake, the Hawkbrother walked unhurriedly and
grecefully to hissde.

"Y ou've been adeep through al the excitement,” Firesong told him. "More of those Ka'enedra
appeared with a veritable caravan of goods, and this placeis now almost civilized." He smiled, and there
was no mistaking the fact that he was pleased. "They even promised none of uswill have to cook
anymore, though we will till haveto do thework of hertag, | fear. That isjust aswell, since | do not
believe | could have eaten another of my own meals, eveniif | died of Sarvation.”

Kard croaked a chuckle, and discovered to hisdelight that it did not make his head hurt. "My
headacheisgone!" he exclaimed with glee.

Firesong nodded. " That fellow Chagren said it would be. | will probably be helping him the next time
he Hedls you. He told me what had caused your aching skull, and once he explained it to me, it was
obvious-" He held up ahand, forestdling Kard's questions. "-and | will explainit dl to you in detail, some
time later, when we have the time for me to explain how and why amage or aHeder is able to do what
he does. Sufficeit for now to say that you have misused that part of you that channels magic, asif you
had bruised it by battering arough stone around inside your skull, and that was why your head hurt. He
was able to take care of the bruises, so to speak.”

Kard tried to lever himsdf up, and found to his profound disappointment that he was still asweek as



anewborn colt. "Too bad I'm not completely back to normal, but | suppose Chagren can't Hedl
everything at once," he answered with asigh, as Firesong caught his ebow to help him.

"Obvioudy, he cannot,” the mage replied reasonably. "There are some things, such as strength and
endurance, that time will restore as much as he. Now, if you will move thus, and so, we will get you onto
this more comfortable bed, and then you must drink what he left you, and eat, and then deep again. For
the next couple of days, making your way to the privy and back will be al the exercise yourefit for.”

With Firesong's aid, Kard moved over to the pile of flat bed cushions, which turned out to be even
more comfortable than they looked. The mage piled dl of his blankets, rugs, and furs back on top of him,
then handed him the meta cup. It proved to contain another herba potion, but this one had a pleasantly
fruity, faintly sweet taste, with arefreshingly astringent aftertaste that quenched a deep-lying thirst no
amount of water had been able to satisfy. At Firesong's urging, he drank a second cup, and while he
finished that, An'desha appeared with a bowl and spoon.

"Chagren promised that you would at least be able to feed yoursdlf, so that is your task for the day,"
An'desha said, handing him both. The bowl held real soup, not the tasteless grudl that Lo'ishahad been
feeding him. Although his hand shook alittle, he managed not only to feed himsdlf, but to finish every
drop in the bowl. An'deshaand Firesong sat watching him like apair of anxious nursery attendants al
during the medl, and An'deshatook back the empty bowl with agrin of triumph.

"Soon enough you will be sweeping and washing with the rest of us," An'deshasaid asherose.
Karal leveled asober gaze on Firesong as the young Shin'din left the chamber.

"| fed asif | should be sweeping and washing for both of you, you and Silverfox together,” he said
with guilt he could not conced. "'l am taking up so much of your time, and contributing nothing.”

"Now," Firesong replied sternly, “that says nothing of what you have donein the past, or will doin
the future. And you are taking up very little of my time, snceyou deep agreat ded. Whichis, by the by,
what you should be doing now; degping, once you have another cup of this excellent beverage.”

Obediently, Kara drank down athird cup and closed his eyes again, athough hefelt no rea urgeto
deep. But evidently there was something in the drink, or he needed deep so badly that his body would
take any opportunity to seize some, for no sooner had he closed his eyes and begun the first stages of his
ritua of relaxation, than hewas fast adeep.

Firesong waited until he was certain young Kard was degp in dreaming, then gathered up the
now-empty pitcher, bowl, and cup and carried them off to be washed. The chamber through whose
outer wall they had entered the Tower had been dedicated to cleaning-everything from pots to people.
Judicious use of magic on Firesong's part had driven a pipe to the surface; at the surfacewasa
black-enameled basin connected to the pipe that the Shin'din kept filled with snow. No magic melted the
snow shoveled into the basin, just the sun supplemented by a smple horsedung fire. The pipe danted
down into the chamber where it was closed by a stopcock taken from awine barrel, and smply turning
the stopcock gave them water enough for about any purpose. Waste water went into a second pipe
going down into the earth set just outside in the tunndl. So far, it had been sufficient.

Silverfox was a the washing basin, used both for dishes and clothing, and he fet astab of guilt of his
own that the kestra'chern should be wasting histime and talents on so menid atask as cleaning dirty
dishes. This seemed as unreasonable atask asto ask afine sculptor to shovel snow, yet there hewas,
serendy working away the soil of camp lifewith hisdender fingers.

But the handsome Kaed'ain looked up and smiled at his gpproach, and said lightly, "Would that all
troubles are so easly washed away asthese! All things considered, | have actually been enjoying mysdlf
onthislittlejaunt. | could dmost fed that | am on holiday herel”

Firesong handed him the disheswith agroan. "Why do | suddenly have the sinking fegling that you
are one of those benighted individuals who thinks that taking himsdlf off to the utter wildernessfor a
fortnight or more congtitutes a holiday ?'

"What?' the kestra'chern replied innocently. "And you do not?' His blue eyestwinkled ashe
continued. "Think of the splendid isolation, the uncrowded vidas, the joy of doing everything for yoursdlf,
knowing you need rely on no one else! Sdf-sufficiency! Feding yoursdf unconstrained by dl therules



and customsthat can come to smother you!"

"Think of thelack of civilized conversation, the dearth of entertainment, the deprivation of decent
food, hot baths, and reasonable deeping accommodations!” Firesong retorted. "1 had rather endure a
bored little provincia courtier babble for an hour than listen to abrook do the same, while my toes are
cold and my nose even colder, and thereisn't a cushion to relax upon. And | do not particularly take joy
from washing dishes and mending clothing, | promise you. Those are tedious tasks at best, and wasteful
of vduabletime at worgt!"

But Silverfox's clever, sharp features softened for amoment. "For you, perhaps, but unlessheisina
circumgtance like thisone, a kestra'chern is never free of the needs of others. For you, thisplaceisan
exile, but for me, aholiday inthewild isan escape.”

Now Firesong suffered another twinge of guilt, and he sat down beside the washtub. "And even here
you are not free of demands," he said, reproaching himself. " For there are my demands on you-"

But Slverfox only laughed, and shook hislong black hair back over his shoulders. "No, those are
not demands, ahela, those are mutua desires. | could say that my demands on you are asimprovident,
but | won't. But thereisthis-for once, | can act on my own desiresrather than concentrate on the needs
of another to the excluson of anything | fed."

Firesong fdlt the guilt for this, at leadt, lift away from him. "I... make you fed morefree, amply by
being as| am? In that case, perhaps| should be more demanding!”

The kestra'chern laughed, as the two gryphons, loaded with their travel packs, poked their besks
into the cleaning chamber with curiogity. "Why al the rrreverrry?* Treyvan demanded. " Arre potsss ssso

"That depends on who is cleaning them, old bird," Silverfox replied. "Are you ready to depart yet?

The fema e gryphon, Hydona, nodded vigoroudly. "Now that morrre help hasss come, yesss. If |
werrre young and unpairrred, | would ssstay, but-"

"But nothing," Firesong said firmly, reacting to the anxious tone of her voice, sensing shewas afraid
that he would demand that she stay. "Y our little ones need you far more than we do. Not that we aren't
grateful.”

"When the kegper of hissstorry comesss, we will be sssuperfluousss anyway." Treyvan admitted.
"Hewill be ableto rrread the old wrritingsss here much morrre clearrly than we."

It was obvious to Firesong that the gryphons were chagrined at their inability to decipher the ancient
textsthat had been found here, and they took their failure persondly. They had dl made an incorrect
assumption about clan k'Leshya. They had assumed that the last clan that could truly have called itself
Kaled'a'in rather than Shin'din or Tayledras had apurer form of the origina tongue than either splinter
group. Given that, the gryphons should have been able to decipher the ancient texts. And they had dso
assumed that since k'Leshyahad come to dwell among the Haighlei, a people who shunned change, their
language would obvioudy have remained as pure as it was the day that they al went through the Gatesto
escape into the West.

But while the Haighlel shunned change, the Kaled'ain had not, and their language had drifted from
the ancient tongue asinevitably as had Shin'din and Tayledras. Perhapsit had not drifted so far or so
fast, but nevertheless, it had drifted, and in adirection that rendered the ancient writings as vague to the
gryphons asto Firesong or Lo'isha.

However, providentially enough, there was among the pioneers of k'Leshyaan individua who had
not only come aong to record what trangpired in their new home, but one who had made a hobby of
studying the most ancient scripts. While this historian was not the expert that atrue scholar of the earliest
days of White Gryphon would have been, he had volunteered to come and assist the party at the Tower,
and he should prove more of an expert than the two gryphons.

That was the theory anyway. Very little in this strange Situation had gone according to theory.

"1 will be sorry to seeyou leave," Firesong said sincerely, "Y ou both have been very patient about
this, but even | cantell that gryphons aren't comfortable underground.”

Hydonadidn't say anything, but Treyvan shivered, dl of hisfeathers quivering. "It hasss not been
easssy,”" he admitted. "And al that hasss kept me here at timesssisss the knowledge that the grrreat



Ssskandrranon walked thessse sssame chamberrsss.”

Firesong nodded with understanding; not that long ago, he would have said the samething in the
same reverent tones about visiting the Heartstone Chamber in the Palace at Haven where hisown
ancestor Vanyel had once worked. That, however, had been before he had been kidnapped by that
same ancestor and shoved, willy-nilly, into the affairs of the Kingdom of VVademar. Being conscripted by
astubborn spirit to the aid of a place and people that were hardly more than misty history to him had
given him adightly more jaundiced view of "honored ancestors' than most folk had.

Oh, I'll leave themto their illusions. Skandranon is not likely to stick his beak into our affairs
now, thank the gods; if he was going to show up the way Vanyel did, he'd be here already. If that
was all it took to help them bear the feeling of being buried alive here, their illusions are valuable.

Besides, Skandranon had died peacefully, in extreme old age, surrounded by avast flock of
worshipful grandchildren and great-grandchildren. There were no stories of a haunted forest in which
uncanny things happened connected with hislegends, and hislong line of descendants had legends of
their own.

But Firesong couldn't help but wonder now and again just what his own ancestor Vanyd was
planning. HE'd given no indication that he planned to-asit were-move on, once the dud thrests of Ancar
and Fal consbane had been dealt with. By now he must have recovered from the effort of taking down the
Web-and Vanyd at full strength had been powerful enough to wrest away control of a Gate he had not
erected to transport five humans, four gryphons, a dyheli, two Companions, and two bondbirds dl the
way from asite at the edge of the Dhorisha Plainsto the heart of the Forest of Sorrows beyond
Vademar's northern border. There was no telling what he might still be capable of.

I think I know why he didn't confront Falconsbane directly-but | would not have given odds
in favor of Falconshane if Vanyel-and Yfandes and Sefen-had been given leave to deal with him
themselves.

"Do wetakeit that you arrre ssstaying, then?" Treyvan asked.

Both Firesong and Silverfox nodded, but it was Slverfox who answered. "That's why that caravan
of Swordsworn showed up with al the new equipment. Wejust now told Kard, but that is only because
he hasn't been awake long enough to listen to anything complicated. The Kd'enedral pointed out that we
were [ucky that we didn't encounter any winter scorms coming in, but we can't count on our luck holding.
If we're caught, we would have to do what the Shin'ain do-dig in, hope we don't freeze to desth, then
stleinfor therest of the winter. Oncethetrail out is obliterated by a storm, there's no reestablishing it.
If we're going to be stuck, 1'd rather be stuck here, where we can continue to research what Urtho left
behind. I'm looking for secret doors, or concealed rooms, while the rest figure out what the effect of the
cancellation wave we sent out will be, and how long it will last.”

"l think you arewissse," Treyvan said gravely. "1 do not think that Karrra would sssurrvive the
trrrip, much lessssagrreat sstorrm.”

"Nor do I, and that waswhy | voted to stay," Firesong said, then added with asigh. "Evenif it
meansliving likeabrigand until spring.”

Treyvan gryph-grinned at that, and gave him amock cuff with atightly fisted claw. "Peacock!" he
chuckled. "Y ou arrre jusst dissscontented becaussse therrre isss no one herrre but Sssilverrrfox to
admirrre yourrr handsssome face!™

"No, | am just discontented because | am not especialy fond of sewing split ssams and scrubbing
pots, which is a perfectly reasonable attitude,” Firesong retorted, and made shooing motionswith his
hands. "Be on your way; I'm sure you can't wait to get back to cries of 'but Papa said we can!’, 'But
Andrals mamalets her!', and 'do | have to?"

When he wished to exercise that talent, Firesong could be awicked mimic, and he so accurately
rendered a childish whine that both gryphons eartufts went back in aarm.

"Perrrhapsss Hydona could go ahead of me," Treyvan ventured, then ducked ashis mate leveled a
killing gaze on him, "orrr perrrhapsss not. Well, why not; we faced Ancarrr, we faced Fal consssbane, we
faced the Imperrrid Arrrmy and the mage-ssstormsss. What arrre two merrre childrrren againssst that?!

"Worsethan dl of them put together, because they'll dways get what they want?' Firesong



suggested, and Hydonaturned her deadly glare on him. "Of course, my opinionishardly vaid!" he
amended hadtily. "After dl, | don't have children!™

Hydona snorted, but looked mollified, and Firesong wisdly opted to keep the rest of hisopinionsto
himsdf. "Well dl missyou,” he said instead. "But you've done more than your duty, and children need
their parents. Fly safdly, friends.”

"Thank you," Treyvan sad smply.

Even though the Shin'ain had labored to open the hole in the outer wall to give them al awider door
into the tunnel, it was still asqueeze for the gryphonsto get through, burdened with their packs asthey
were. Asacourtesy, Firesong sent a mage-light on ahead of them, though Treyvan was perfectly capable
of making hisown. Not that they were going to get lost in astraight tunnel, but the light might make the
tunnd itsalf seem less confining.

Silverfox sat looking after them for awhile after they were gone. "Y ou know," he said finaly, "they
werethe only creatures| ever envied when | wasyoung.”

"Gryphonsin general?' Firesong asked. "Or thosetwo in particular?”

"Gryphonsin generd," Siiverfox replied, turning back to his dishtub. "The main thing was that they
canfly, of course, but besidesthat, they arejust marvelous creatures. They grow their own wonderful
costumes of feathers, they are armed better than any fighter with those talons and that beak, and they can
take on virtualy any task except those that require unusualy fine dexterity. They can even become
kestra'chern! So | envied them.”

"And now?" Firesong asked.

"Now I'm old enough and experienced enough to have seen the price they pay for dl those gifts.

Y ou'd be amazed a how ddicate their digestion is, they are devastated by certain diseasesthat are only
an inconvenience to ahuman, and their joints tend to stiffen up and get quite painful asthey age. I'm il
of divided opinion about whether or not the drawbacks are worth being agryphon,” he added, "but | no

longer envy them.”
"l never did," Firesong said softly. "I only envied mysdlf," and lft it at that.

* k% *

"... and the Mage of Silence brought al of the armies back to his stronghold here, in Kavenusho,"
Chagren said, pointing with his charcoa stick to the appropriate place he had drawn on the floor. Kard
nodded, and concentrated fiercely while Chagren related the rest of the history of the Mage Wars. HEd
heard it dl once from Lo'isha, of course, but Chagren had actudly experienced a compressed version of
thishistory. That had been during aspecia moment in histraining, when he went to Katasshin'ain and
entered aholy building that housed something he caled the Webs of Time. Kard's grasp of language was
not quite good enough to give him aclear idea of what physical formsthese Webswerein, but Chagren
sad that they held the memories of those who had made them, and that under certain specific conditions,
those memories could be awakened and experienced. Karal was disposed to believe him; after al that he
had seen. what was one more supernatural marvel?

The gryphons had dready given him their own version of the story, more heavily weighted with the
heroism of the Black Gryphon, of course. Even Silverfox had adightly different tale, as handed down
among the Kaled'din kestra'cherns from Amberdrake, Tadrith Wyrsabane, and the generations since
them.

"... S0 that iswhy this place was hallowed for us, even before we know there still were working
weapons here," Chagren finished. "Mind, | said hallowed, not holy. We of the Plains do not count any
human 'holy," not even Her Avatars or the Kd'enedral. The Mage of Silence was agood man, afine
man, and flawed as al men are. What made him different from most other men wasthat he saw his
weaknesses and spent al hislifetrying to keep them controlled, so as not to harm others with them; that
he devoted alarger percentage of hislife to the well-being of othersthan most ever even think of doing.
What made him dangerous were the things he never troubled to contral: his curiosity and hisdesireto
meddle and change things for the sake of changeitself.”



Kara digested that; it wasinteresting to hear the various versions, not only of the story of the
Cataclysm, but the way the three cultures viewed Adept Urtho. To the gryphons, at least, Urtho wasthe
ultimate Great Father, which was hardly surprising, since they knew he had crested them; to Siiverfox he
was both afamiliar figure of history and afigure of semi-veneration, lessthan agod but far more than
human. To the Tayledras, he was afigure of the misty past, and they recaled very little of him; most did
not even know hisname, and caled him only "The Mage of Silence.” To most Shin'‘din he was not even
that-

Except to the Ka'enedra. To them, he was aman; powerful, good of heart and soul, but one who
could not resst meddling in things he should never have touched. Without adoubt. that was because their
versgon was flavored with their own form of preudice againgt magic. Even Chagren was not immune from
that prgjudice, though he suffered from it less than some.

The Shin'din had been assigned the guardianship of the Plains by their Goddess Hersdlf, dthough
mogt of them were not aware that there really was something here that needed to be guarded from
interlopers. Certainly, being a Goddess, She could smply have removed the weapons and dangers
entirely had She chosen, but deitieswork in ways that are often not obvious even after centuries of
scrutiny. It must have taken adirect edict from the Shin'‘din Goddessto get her chief servants, the
Kad'enedra, to open the Plains and this Tower at its heart to strangers. He could hardly imagine what
their reaction must have been to learn that they would be opening the Tower to mages.

Their faith must be very great, he thought, with wonder. Look how long it took me to accept
that Heralds and Companions were not demonic-they gave over their fearsin a much shorter time

Or if they had not given up their fear, they had certainly worked past it. He had encountered no
hodtility from these peaple, only the wariness he himself fdlt, faced with strangers from astrange people.

Then again, perhaps the Kd'enedra had been very careful about which of their folk were permitted
to ad theforeigners.

"I could do with alittle less change mysdlf,” he said with awesk laugh. "But the mage-orms aren't
giving usmuch of achoiceinthat.”

Chagren grimaced, his aquiline features making the express on more pronounced. Y et another
mischance that some would lay at Urtho's door. Had he not made the choices he did, some would say
that none of thiswould be happening now."

Interesting choice of words. Could it be that Chagren istaking a wider view of things? "But
not you?' Karal asked ddlicately.

Chagren looked for amoment asif he was not going to answer, then shrugged. "But not me. | am
not certain that Urtho's great enemy Maar would not have unleashed worse upon the world; after al,
look what havoc Falconsbane and Ancar wrought, who were lesser mages than Maar. Then again, my
leshy'a teachers had... experience with mages.”

Now that was a new word; he thought he vaguely recognized the root. Something about a soul.
"What kind of teachers?' he asked, to test his guess.

"l suppose you'd call them 'spirits athough they can be quite solidly redl if Shewishes," Chagren
replied matter-of-factly, asif he spoke with ghosts every day. Well, perhaps he did.

"At some point in the lives of most Swordsworn they encounter one or more leshy'a Kal'enedral .
There have even-" He broke off hiswords, and stared past Kara for amoment, and half-choked. His
eyeswidened, and he gave adight bow of hishead. "I believe, Outlander,” he said in an entirely different
and very respectful voice, "that you are about to find out for yoursdlf."

Kara turned, to find that another of the Swordsworn was standing in the doorway; this one was
very clearly awoman, but also very clearly awarrior in every fiber. She was dressed entirely in black
from head to toe, and wore avell or scarf across the bottom half of her face. A sword and long knife
hung from her belt, and she bore the weight easily, negligently. In two paces she had crossed the
chamber and stood at the Side of Kara's pallet, looking down at him.

She could have seemed frightening, intimidating from her clothing done, and yet there was nothing
menacing whatsoever about her. Competent, yes, certainly imposing-but Kara would have had no



hesitation in trusting her. Her blue eyes above the black vell were both amused and kind, and he sensed
that shewas amiling.

"Forgive methat | can't riseto greet you properly, Lady,” he said with deepest respect.

"Oh, not a all,” shereplied, and her voice had avery odd, hollow qudlity toit, asif shewere
gpeaking from the bottom of avery deep well. "As| understand it, you're rather indisposed at the

He narrowed his eyes, as he began to see, or sense, that there was something unexpected about her.
Shereminded him of something very familiar; in fact, there was some indefinable aura about her that was
like-like-

unlord! She's-not-

"l must presume,” he said carefully after adeep breeth, "that Swworn Ones such as you who choose
to ingtruct further generations do not bother to take a physical vehicle such asaFirecat or a
Companion.” She'sa spirit, that's what sheis! Like An'desha’s Avatars, only more here. More real.
Hefelt postively giddy a hisown daring, looking a spirit right in the eyes like this, and speaking to her as
anequa!

"Say rather, are chosen rather than choose, and you haveit rightly, young priest,” the spirit replied,
ahint of achucklein her hollow voice. "Though | have to admit that She hastoyed atime or two with the
notion of Black Companions. Or perhaps, Black Riders."

Since Kard could well imagine FHorian'sindignant response to thet idea, he had to stifleasmile of his
own. Black Companions? Oh, the Heralds wouldn't like that at all!

"l believe you've met akinswoman of mine," the spirit continued. " She left her mark on you, which
leads meto think that she regards you favorably. She's ahard oneto please.”

Hetried wildly for amoment to think of who the Ka'enedral could mean. "Ah-you-Querna?’ he
hazarded, trying to imagine how that rather aloof lady could have Ieft any kind of amark on him.

The spirit laughed aoud at that. "No, young Clan-friend. Kerowyn. | seeyou've lined up anything
that could serve as aweapon, hurled or otherwise, so that you can reach everything in the order you'd
need it. That'sthe sort of 'mark’ | mean. She'strained you so deep it's a habit.”

Startled, he looked down involuntarily and saw held done just that, with the things hed have to
throw at the farthest point of hisreach and his dagger right at his elbow. He flushed. What must Chagren
be thinking now, that he distrusted them al? That they had let a potentiad assassin into their midst?

"Oh don't be embarrassed, boy," the spirit chided gruffly. "That's one of the best habitsto bein.
What if someone unfriendly got in here? Wheat if one of our more fanatical brethren decided that She hed
been deceived by you lot, and you dl had to die? Don't you know what we say? Know where all the
exits are. Never sit with your back to the door. Watch the reflections. Watch the shadows. Keep
your hands free and your weapons loose."

Qunlord! hethought desperately, 1I'm being bombarded with Shin'a'in proverbs! What a terrible
way to die!

He meant that lightly, but it seemed that the Kd'enedra intended to continue until she had recited
every proverb on the subject of salf-defense that the Shin'din ever invented. "Never sit down to eat
with your sword at your side-strap it to your back for a faster draw. Better an honest enemy than
afeigned friend. When-"

"Who iswisest, saysleast," heinterrupted, desperate to cut through what |ooked to be an unending
stream of proverbs. Were Shin'din dl like that? Even Kerowyn tended to spout Shin'ain proverbs a the
drop of ahint. And aspirit Ka'enedral probably knew every proverb ever composed!

The spirit laughed doud again. "Well said!" she gpplauded. "Keep that sense of humor, and you
might just survive this. Chagren, take specid care of this one; he's degper than he looks.”

Chagren bowed low. "Asyou say, teacher," he replied.

Karal wasn't prepared for the spirit's departure; he barely blinked and she was gone. A chill ran up
his backbone, but he was determined not to show it.

"If you see a Swordsworn in black with aveil,” Chagren said dowly, "it is leshy'a. There have been
some few here among the rest of us. We think they come to ensure your safety... or ours. It's debated



which."

"Itsmorelikely both," Kard said, feding abit dizzy. "Kerowyn'skin to her ?'

Chagren shrugged. " So she says. That is something new to me, but the leshy'a are not inclined to
talk about their pasts. Often we do not even know their names. Sheismy first teacher of the sword, and
cameto me the night that | was Sworn-" He broke off what he was saying to shake hishead. "'l am
babbling. And you, young outland priest, can consider yourself as having passed akind of examination.
None of the Sworn are likely to question your right to be here ever again.”

With that rather surprising statement, he turned and left the chamber leaving Karal donewith his
thoughts, which were, to say the least, very complex.

Although there was one thought that was not at al complex.

So my right to be here will no longer be questioned. That's all very well for me, but what
about the others?

Firesong sighed as he regarded his much abused shirt with afrown. His favorite sorts of garments
were not meant for rough living and a camp existence.

"Glaring at it won't put the hem back up," Silverfox remarked around amouthful of pins."Y ou might
aswdl give up and do it the hard way."

Firesong growled under his breath, but took up needle and thread grudgingly. "All very well for you
to say," he complained, "but you've been able to trade off sweeping and scrubbing the deeping room to
An'deshain return for cleaning his dishes. And you've traded L oishamassages for cleaning and airing the
bedding. | haven't got anything anyone wantsto trade for! Vademar, barbaric asit was, islooking better
dl thetime!”

Silverfox chuckled. "It could be worse; we could still be eating your cooking. | believe that our
kin-cousins are being very generousin taking over the larger portion of thework."

Firesong growled again. "Y ou only say that because you can do things even the Kd'enedra are
interested in. I'm a mage, that'sal | know, and they don't want athing | can do for them!™

Silverfox put down hisneedleto look up at him with sympathy. "Y ou aren't just amage. You area
lover, but you are o exotic to them that they could more easily entertain fantasies of bedding clouds. If
thereis really something you detest, would you please tell me and let me doit, or barter amassage or
something to one of the Sworn and have him do it? Y ou are amage, ashaka, and | fed in my bonesthat
soon enough you will have more important things to worry about than hems and ripped seams.”

Firesong started to reply, then shook his head and laughed at himself. "Why isit when you say things
like that, you manage to deflate my sdlf-importance rather than inflating it, and smply fill me with dread?'

Silverfox merely tilted his head to one side, and replied, "Do 17"

Let's change the subject, hethought. | can do without too much introspection. "Magicis
working more reliably now that the counterforce is evening out the Storm-waves. It isstill ahorrid mess,
but | think | can get a Gate up to the rim of the Plains soon; if | can do that, we can at least ask for afew
more things to make life tolerable around here. How much would k'L eshya be willing to part with in the
way of amenities, do you think? | haven't had ared bath in weeks and neither has anyone e se. A big tub
would be very welcome, even if itsred intention was to water horses. A copper boiler to heat water
would be even morewelcome.”

Silverfox looked thoughtful . "There might be afair amount they could send us, both of |eftover
Tayledras gear and some of our own. And you know-if we could get a Gate open, we could get some
hertas volunteersto come through. They can't crossthe Plainsin winter without agreat ded of hardship,
and | wouldn't ask it of them. But they could come through a Gate, provided they were sure we could
keep them warm enough over here.”

Firesong closed his eyesfor amoment in longing. Oh, how he missed hislittlearmy of hertas
helpers! If he had just one or two, he wouldn't have to do another tedious chore for himself again. They
loved to do exactly the sorts of things he wanted to avoid here, and could probably show even the
natives some lessonsin organization.

"Before we try that, we ought to see if we can find out what Sgjanes and the rest back in Haven



have found out about Gating," he replied, after another moment of cautious thought. "Not that | wouldn't
bewilling to give up alot for acouple of hertas, but | wouldn't want to put them at any risk. It'sone
thing to tossatub or a sack of med through; it's quite another to-risk aliving being.”

Silverfox nodded, and bit off histhread. " Should we send Karal back if we can get a Gate up that's
safefor aliving creature? Held be better off with k'Leshya”

Once again, Firesong hesitated. Now there's a question. He would be better off in a place where
he could be properly cared for, but-how many more of the devices here need a Channel? What are
we going to have to do in order to counter that final Storm, the one that's the reverse analog of
the original Cataclysm? "Y ou can ask An'deshaand Lolishaif you like, but | have the sinking fedling
we il need him. If he decides he'swilling to stay here, we should let him." Hetook afew more stitches
and knotted off hisown thread. "I think he'sgoing to insist on it. Sometimes that child makes me fed!
ashamed of mysdlf. | sit here wailing and moaning because | haveto pick up after mysdlf, and he'sfretting
because he's too weak to help." He shook his head.

"Maybethat's why helsapriest and youre not,” Silverfox said gently. "He seeksto give of himsdlf
even when there's nothing left to give. It hurtshim, but it dso makes him fed effective. Wecan't dl turn
out that self-sacrificing. Lady knows I'm not-"

Hewasinterrupted by the sound of someone running. "Heyla, you two!™ An'desha poked hishead
into their chamber. "Cometo Kard's room. Altramade a Jump to Haven and he's back with word from
Sganes!”

Both of them dropped their mending and got to their feet, hurrying toward Kard's chamber-which
once held the "weapon" that had discharged al of its formidable power through him. Firesong hadn't
mentioned that to Kard yet; when they had €l ected not to move him, he had deduced that since al the
chamberslooked dike, Kara probably wouldn't notice which one hewasin. I'm not sure how he'd
react. He might not care-or it might make him very nervous and unhappy, being in the same room
where he nearly died.

When they arrived at the chamber, they found Lo'isha, afew of the Kd'enedrd, Florian, and
An'deshadready waiting there, with Altraon Kard's lap and an unopened message tube beside them.

Firesong blinked, and redlized that after all the time of working with the mages and Artificersback in
Haven, held been unconscioudy expecting to see more people. So it's just us now. | don't know if |
like that. | hate to admit it, but those Artificers had some good ideas.

"l hope this message iswritten in Vademaran, but it probably isn't,” Kara said. "I know enough of
Imperid tongueto trandate, though, if you want meto."

"Go ahead,” Firesong said, motioning to him to pick up the tube. "1 don't even read Vademaran that
wdll; you're the best reader we have except for Forian."

"And | can just picture FHlorian trying to unroll the paper!" Karal chuckled, though Firesong noted
that Florian cameto look over Karal's shoulder, probably to help with the trandation.

If only Aya could read foreign tongues! hethought with envy. We could each specializein a
language; it would be so convenient!

Karal broke open the tube and extracted aroll of paper; he unrolled it with an accompanying
crackling sound.

Evidently it wasin Vaddemaran; Kard's frown faded and he began reading immediately. Probably
Horian was prompting him.

The letter began abruptly. " Greetings, and do not attempt to make or use a Gate. We have
already tried and the results were Unfortunate. That'swith a capital ‘U’ by the way."

Firesong winced. | was afraid of that.

"Things must be more unsettled than we thought,” An'deshasaid with darm. "My little magics have
been working so well | thought certainly that the larger ones must surely beal right.

"That might smply be afunction of wherewe are," Firesong reminded him. "For all we know, there
are upper shields on the remains of the Tower, strong enough that we could do almost anything in
here and not be affected by what's gone on outside.”

Karal cleared histhroat to get their attention again. Firesong turned back to him and



nodded, and the young man continued. "I fear this means you are exiled for the duration,
colleagues. We built a small local Gate as soon as we could after you unloosed the power of your
Device, and we attempted to transfer a few small nonliving items through it. I am glad now that
we opted for caution and made those items of a nonliving nature, for the result on the other side
was rather messy. Parts were recognizable, and that is the best | can say. Many suffered from
desiccation, aging, or physical compression. Altra's Jumping seems to cause no such problems for
the moment, even when he 'carries someone with him, but he reports that it is becoming more and
mor e difficult to lump as time passes.”

At this, Altrahimself raised his head and spoke up. :1 find that the distance | can Jump decreases
astime passes. | am afraid that within a few weeks | will not be able to Jump across a given
distance any faster than a Companion could run acrossit.:

Firesong let out the breath held been holding in. | wonder if I ought to go back to k'Leshya after
all? I'mnot sure | can continue to live like this and not begin to lose my temper, if not my sanity.
"Well, that's not welcome news," he said as casudly as he could. "Isthere anything else?!

Kara scanned the letter quickly. "Once the bad newsis out, he gets alot more forma and technical;
the short verson isthat Altra can probably bring one or two people from Haven to here before he can't
Jump anymore, but that we need to work on away to communicate with Haven-maybe using scrying
Magic that doesn't transfer or move anything physica seemsto work better than magic that does. | just
hopethat if there are shields protecting this place, they wouldn't interfere with scrying, too.”

He handed the | etter over to Firesong. "Here, you can get dl the details yoursdlf later; most of what
he says only partidly makes senseto me.”

"I'll udy it later,” Firesong promised. "The question now is, what are we going to do? If werre going
to have Altra bring someone over, wed better do it soon.”

"If we can get them,” An'deshasaid dowly, "I'd like both Sejanes and Master Levy here”

Firesong rolled hiseyes up a that, but had to grudgingly agree. "If they'll put up with the
unpleasantness of Jumping, they would be the best choices." he sighed. " Sgjanes has an entire magic
disciplinethat isforeign to us, and Magter Levy-" He paused for amoment, reminded himself to be
charitable, and chose hiswords carefully. "Master Levy hasavery unique way of looking at our
problems. If not him, then we should have at least one of the Master Artificers here. Even | have to admit
that we could not have accomplished anything here without their help.”

An'deshaand Kara both nodded vigoroudy in agreement, which made him fed abit sour, but he
had to admit that without the Artificers, they would be working without aresource as valuable asthe
presence of an Adept. We need that utterly different viewpoint here. And Master Levy might even
be asintelligent as he thinks heis.

:Master Levy and Sgjanes have already volunteered,: Altraput in unexpectedly. :1 was just
waiting to see if you would welcome them here. | can go back for them now, if you'd like,
although it will take a few days to get there and back with them.:

Now Firesong was startled. A few days? Altra's Jumping distances had been severdly curtailed! "If
it'sgoing to take you days, | think you had better start back now," hetold the Firecat." | don't want to
think how much faster the Situation could deteriorate if wewait.”

The Firecat nodded, and vanished from Kard's lap. Only Loishalooked at al dubiouswhen Altra
was gone.

"What'swrong, shaman?' Firesong asked politely, seeing Loishastroubled gaze.

The Shin'din shrugged. "I am only wondering if we should have asked permission of our hosts
before we brought more folk in. Hopefully, they will not be offended by the addition of two more
drangers.”

Curioudy, that dight objection had the effect of hardening Firesong's decision. "If wed had them
herein thefirst place, we might have a permanent solution insteed of atemporary one," he said
stubbornly. "I, for one, want them here. Wind and wegther, Lo'isha, if you're worried that they might
somehow overpower us and escape with secrets of Urtho's forbidden magic, Master Levy doesn't know
thefirgt thing about practica magic, and Sganesis so old that if you spoke aharsh word to him al his



bones might break under theforce! They're hardly athreat, Sngly or together”

"Oh, | agree, but it isnot my opinion you must have," Lo'isha began, then shrugged again. "Or, well,
perhapsit is. | suppose | have as much authority here asthe Kal'enedral." He grimaced. "Much as|
didiketaking on authority, | supposeitistimethat | did s0."

Sinceit was Firesong's opinion that it was more than time that he did so, he smply nodded and held
histongue.

Karal looked fatigued, and Firesong stood up abruptly. "1 am going to search for another hidden
room. | have the fedling that this place hasn't even begun to divulgeits secretsto us. Anyone careto join
me?'

Urtho may have been one of the most brilliant and compass onate mindsin history-but his architects
were no small geniuses themselves. Firesong aready had found one smdl, hidden room by carefully
probing the floor of the "washing" room when he noticed that water, dripped in aparticular place, drained
away through cracksinvisible to the unaided eye. it hadn't held anything-in fact, it had probably
performed the task of smple storage-but now he knew that there might be more such places under the
floors here, and he had the feding that if he just looked hard enough, he might find more than just storage
aress.

"Il help,” An'deshasaid unexpectedly.

Heamiled. "Comeadong, then," hereplied. "I'm trying the skull chamber next.”

The"skull chamber" was the one in which they had discovered a bizarre contraption that looked like
the leavings of half adozen Artificers and shamans dl jumbled together with the remains of afew feadts.
The centerpiece was a highly ornamented cow skull, and none of them could even begin to guesswhat
the device was for. They would have been afraid to dismantleit, except that the delicate construction had
dready fdlen apart in severa places aready, and the shock of their magica working had madeit fall
completely to pieces without any other ill effect.

Rather than use magic, since the chamber itself reeked of mage-power, Firesong was using perfectly
ordinary senses; taking a cue from the water drainage, he had askin of water with abit of ink init to
make it morevisible, and he dribbled it over the floor, watching to seeif it moved or vanished.

With An'desha hdping, the two of them were alot more effective than he was by himsdif. It was
very boring work, and he had expected An'deshato start a conversation, but he had not anticipated the
subject.

"Y ou're thinking about going back, aren't you?' An'deshasaid. "To k'Leshya, if not your home
Vde"

Hedidn't reply at first; he pretended to be paying close attention to the water on the floor. "I'm not
used to thissort of living," he said, refusing to answer directly. "It's harder on methanitison you."

"l won't debate that,” An'deshaagreed. "And | hope you don't think 1'd put any blame on you for
leaving. The gryphonsdid.”

"But they have two children who need them," he snapped. "'l don't. | haven't any excusefor leaving
except wanting to be comfortable again!” Hefdt irrationally irritated at An'deshafor voicing dl of his
excuses, asif hewere so trangparent that An'desha had no difficulty in anticipating what he wanted to do
and hisrationdizations.

The trouble wasthat every time he looked at Karal, he felt ashamed of himsdif.

"It'snot asif you haven't done more than most people would have dready," An'deshasaid gently.
"First you faced down Falconsbane-"

"Mornelithe Fal consbane was a chalenge, but no more than that," he replied iffly. "It'snot asif |
wasdoneinfacing him."

"It'snot asif you had any redl reason to,” An'desha pointed out inexorably. "Vademar wasn't your
home. Falconsbane didn't threaten the Vaes. Y ou'd done your duty in training Hera ds to be mages, and
then some. Y ou could have gone home once you'd done that much."”

"L eaving whom to face Falconsbhane?" Firesong demanded, hisface flushing. "One of those
half-trained Hera ds? Elspeth? Darkwind, perhaps? None of them could have freed you. I'm not certain
even Need could have freed you and dedlt with Falconsbane.”



An'deshasmply nodded quietly. "But when it was over-you could have gone home then. Y ou could
even have taken me with you, and things might have turned out differently. Y ou've long sSince gone past
anything anyone could call your duty, Firesong. No one would fault you if you weretootired of dl thisto
goon."

"And how am | going to compare to someone like Kard if | do that?' he demanded, flushing till
further. "Too tired? How would | ook, quitting now, next to someone who literdly put hislifein jeopardy
over this?'

"Y ou make him sound like awould-be martyr,” An'deshachided. "Kard isquite afew things,
including stubborn, occasondly bigoted, and now and then incredibly naive, but he's no martyr. And
neither are you, nor any of us"

"S0?" Ayamust havefdt hisdistress; the firebird sailed in the chamber door, adroitly avoided the
snare of wires and junk, and landed on his shoulder. He petted the bondbird reflexively in ablind search
for comfort. "If he's not amartyr, then-" He stopped, aware that his voice was getting high and strained.

He took two or three deep bresths. "An'desha, | don't know why you're baiting me thisway."

Then, inamoment of blinding ingght, he did know.

He's forcing me to think things through, so that | come to areal decision, instead of letting
some unfinished business and an entire bundle of emotions sway me back and forth.

An'deshanodded, asif he saw all that written on Firesong's face.

| can't make a decision because I'm trying to demonstrate that 1'm somehow better than
Karal. And | can't make it out of guilt either.

So why am | staying?

"What Kara doesisup to Kara, but-well, I'm not too old to take ayoungster like him as agood
example." He smiled weakly. "Y ou al need me, just as you need Sganes or Master Levy, or Altra. I'm
staying because even though I'm tired and | hate living here, it would be wrong of meto go off and leave
you without my skills. I don't want to diein the cold and filth, but if | must, | will. It would be wrong to
abandon al those people who are hoping well find asolution to the fina Storm. 1t would be wrong to
break my word to the people | promised | would help. Are those reasons good enough for you?”

An'deshalaughed at that. "Don't think to bait me, Firesong; | was coached by an expert to Steer you
through your own thoughts and motives.”

He scowled at that. "Are you happy with the result?’ he growled.

"The question is not whether I'm satisfied, it'swhether you are,” An'desha countered. "And if you
are, itisnot for meto object. If your decison will interfere with other concerns, then that must be dealt
with then.”

He stood up and moved over to another section of floor. Firesong felt an imp of perversity rise
insgde him, and he knew he had to have thelast word.

"And | didn't mention the best reason of dl yet," he said silkily. Surprised, An'deshaturned back to
facehim.

"What reason isthat?' he asked, asif the words had been pulled from him unwillingly.

Firesong smiled. "Silverfox wants meto stay,” he replied. "Can you think of abetter reason?”

Two

Elspeth sghed, her breath streaming out in afog of ice-crystals, and pulled the ends of the scarf
wrapped around her neck alittle tighter. Once again she sent alittle thought of gratitude back over her
shoulder toward Vademar and thetirdess k'L eshya hertas who had fashioned her current costume. The



little lizard-folk who had arrived with the bargel oad of envoys from Clan k'L eshya had taken one look at
her winter wardrobe and taken it upon themsalvesto refashion it, asif they didn't already have enough to
do. The hertas of k'Sheynahad dready made her Herald's Whitesin the style of the Tayledras, but
those had dl been of summer-weight fabrics. These new hertasi had remade her Whitesin woal, fur, and
leather, layered in sk according to patterns designed for her by Darkwind. These had been her
Midwinter gift from him to her, and awel come surprise they had been indeed, for they were certainly
needed. Winter Fiedld Whites had been designed for harsh wesather, but not as harsh asthe
unprecedented westher currently holding Hardorn iniitsicy grip.

And Hardorn was where she, Darkwind, and asmall group of mixed Vademaran Guards and
Kerowyn's mercenaries found themsalves headed shortly after Midwinter Festival.

There hadn't been much choice; it was clear that VVademar was going to have to send some form of
envoy overland to Grand Duke Tremane, once it became impossible to put up any more Gates. Elspeth
had been present when that last Gate had been attempted; the mangled crate that had come through had
looked asif it had been turned insde out, and nothing in it was recognizable. It wasjust agood thing that
the crate had only contained afew thingsfor Sejanes and that they had been cautious enough to test the
Gate with mere cargo before sending anyone living through.

But travel to and within Hardorn was not easy by any standard, even those of one who had
journeyed from Vademar to the Dhorisha Plains and patrolled the weirdling lands being cleansed and
protected by aHawkbrother Vale. In al of her life she had never seen snow this deep. The road they
followed into Hardorn had been kept clear for traffic, but only enough to permit acart pulled by two
horsesto pass. And even then, the wheels of the cart would scrape the walls of snow now and again.
Every ten leagues awider place had been cut, so that carts going in opposite directions could pass, but
otherwise the snow was piled up on either side of the road until it reached shoulder-high on ahorse. In
places where the snow had drifted deeper than that, it could be taller than arider's head. And the cold,
the wind-In many ways, she was grateful that those tall snowbanks were there, because without that
shelter they'd be facing awind that bit as crudly as any blade, and carried right down to the bone.
Hertas -designed tunicswith fur linings and riding coats of shegpskin with the wool turned insde were
the only things that made thisjourney bearable. She was quite grateful that the mysterious, industrious
lizard-folk had been able to outfit the entire company with such coats before they dl I€ft.

"Why the sgh?' Darkwind asked, his bresth puffing out in frosty clouds with each word. His
bondbird Vree clung to the padded horn of his saddle, with no sign of discomfort whatsoever-except that
his feathers were puffed out al over hisbody and his head was pulled down tight against his shoulders, so
that he resembled afat bal of wool with abeak. But then, Vree was aforestgyre, and Darkwind had
oncetold her that they had come from stock adapted to harsher climesthan this. Darkwind himsdlf cut an
odd figure, and not just because of his Hawkbrother costume or the bondbird on his saddlebow;
Darkwind's mount was neither a horse nor a Companion, but a creature asintelligent and asforeign to
Valdemaran eyes asagryphon. It was a dyheli, awhite dyhdi at that, and the representative of hisown
raceto Vademar. His name was Brytha, and he had brought Firesong from k'Trevato k'Sheyna, then
from k'Sheynato Vademar, and now consented to bear Darkwind on this current misson. Why? She
didn't know; Darkwind didn't know either, and the dyheli seemed disinclined to explain. They were both
grateful to him; athough not the equa in endurance and speed of a Companion, the dyheli was better
suited to this mission than ahorse, more sure-footed and vastly more intelligent. Therest of their party
rode tough Shin'‘din-bred horses, especialy selected for endurance, shaggy as dogs with blunt, blocky
heads.

"I'm sghing because I've decided that the onething | will never say againisto say 'never again,” she
replied with a crooked smile. "Because assure as| say it, I'm forced to repeet the act | swore never to
repeat.”

He chuckled ruefully, without needing any explanation. Neither of them had ever thought they would
be riding back into Hardorn again. Their previous vist, dthough memorable, had not been particularly
pleasant, either for them or for the Hardornens. When they had finished, mad King Ancar and his adviser
Huldawere dead at their hands, mage-caused storms were lashing the countryside, the capital wasin a



dtate of tota chaos, and the Imperid Army (taking advantage of the moment) was pouring over the
Eastern border. And athough very few Hardornens were aware of the fact, Elspeth and Darkwind were
directly or indirectly responsble for most of the damage and chaos they |eft behind them.

Not that the Imperial Army was our fault, but that's just about the only thing we can say we
didn't have a hand in.

And after the invasion came the red mage-storms, triggering incredibly vicious westher and
unleashing red horrors on the unsuspecting countryside. Those were not the fault of anyoneliving, but
they did make life in Hardorn even more miserable than anyone had ever dreamed possible. Soriding
into Hardorn didn't seem particularly likely or sane afew moons ago.

But that had been before Duke Tremane offered dliance; before it dawned on everyonein this part
of theworld that the mage-storms were a grester menace than anything mere humans could unleash on
each other. Now things that wouldn't have occurred to anyone as possible scenarios were being hastily
put into motion.

"Have you noticed something? The weather might be vile, but the land isn't suffering anymore,”
Darkwind observed. "It's not exhausted and ill anymore, it'sjust deeping, waiting for spring. | don't know
about you, but that was one of the reasonswhy | didn't want to ever come back here again.”

Elspeth nodded, and so did her Companion Gwena, the bells on her bridle chiming crisply in the
shap, icy ar. :Without Ancar draining the land of its power, things are returning to normal,:
Gwenareplied. : The land, and presumably the people, are no longer sickening. And much as | hate
to say it-the blood and life-energy of all those poor folk killed in the invasion may have sped that
recovery.:

"That's ahorrible thought,” Darkwind observed with a shudder, for Gwena had made certain to
include him in her Mindspesking.

Elspeth shivered; intelectualy she knew it was probably true, but it was horrible dl the same. "That
just sounds entirely too much like something Fal consbane would have come up with," she said reluctantly.
"But then again, Falconsbane smply perverted things that were perfectly norma and good. And |
supposeit would be even worse to think that al those people died and their life-energy went for nothing,
or worse, was used by someone like Fal consbane.

:Mages and those with earth-sense have known for centuries that thisis the reason why the
countryside blooms after a war,: Gwena observed dispassionately. : 1t isn't just that things seem
better, and it isn't just that the people are ready to greet any positive signs with enthusiasm. It's
because the lives lost go back to the land, and when the war is over, the land can use them to heal
itsalf.:

"We can at least be grateful that Grand Duke Tremaneis apparently moreinterested in dlowing the
land to hedl than in using that power for hisown means," Darkwind replied, as he turned for amoment to
gare off into the east. He said nothing more, and Elspeth thought she knew why.

They had only the word of three youngsters and Tremane's own people that he wasto be trusted at
al. Just a the moment, apparently wasthe only word any of them could use with regard to the leader of
the Imperid forces. Those few facts that they had about Tremane were not much comfort.

Tremane had been sent by his master, Emperor Charliss, to conquer aweak and chaotic Hardorn
for the Empire of the East. This assignment wasto prove him worthy (or not) to be the Imperial Heir. The
Imperia Army had taken roughly haf of Hardorn before it stdled, held in place by Hardornen fighters, in
mostly uncoordinated groups ranging in Size fromtiny bandsto smal armies, united only in their
determination to oust the interloper. Since they were fighting on their own ground, they had the advantage
oncethe front lines stretched out and the Imperia forces were thinned by distance. Nevertheless, if
nothing had changed, Tremane would probably have been able to reorganize, regroup, and complete the
conquest, possibly even carrying it into Vademar.

But things did change, and in away that no one could have foreseen; the change had come from a
direction no one would have looked, for it had come out of the distant past.

We never do consider the past, do we? But we should have. Wasn't Falconsbane a revenant
of that past? And shouldn't that have warned us to turn our eyes and thoughts in that direction?



But then again, how can we truly plan for everything, every possibility? Even if we knew all of the
threats at any one moment, the defenses for half of them would negate the preparations for the
other half. We are better off being resourceful than omniscient, | think.

Once, before there had ever been aVademar, in atime so distant that there were no records and
only the vaguest of hintsabout it in the great library of the Herads, ancient wars had ended in an event
known only asthe Cataclysm. And until Elspeth had met with the Tayledras of legend, the Shin'din of the
Dhorisha Plains, and the lagt, lost Clan of the true Kaed'ain-progenitors of both the Hawkbrothers and
the Shin'din-that was all thosein Vademar had known. Now, though, with the help of histories both
arcane and mundane, the full story had been put together.

Elspeth consdered that story as she did every time she had the lelsure to do o, intent on extracting
the least bit of useful information from it. Despite the huge amounts of power involved, there were il
human motives and actions behind what had happened so long ago. Even madmen would act according
to their needs, so the more that one considered events of history the more one could deduce what those
needs had been-and once one understood the needs and motivations of the people involved, one could
expound upon what € se might have happened, or realize that an obscure detail was actudly something
ggnificant in context.

There had been two Adepts back then, perhaps the most powerful that the world had ever known,
caled Urtho and Mdar. Maar, the scion of barbarian nomads, had been infected with the maniafor
conques, at first for noble reasons of uniting clansto keep them from annihilating each other. Urtho, the
epitome of civilization and scholarship, had resisted him. But despite the best efforts of civilization, Maar,
Adept and Blood-Mage, had triumphed-

But only for amoment. In the very hour of Maar's victory adying Urtho had brought defest to his
very door, with apair of devicesthat released the bonds on al magic within their spheres of influence.
One hetriggered in hisown Tower; one was sent to Maar. The devices acted within moments of each
other, and the results were both devastating and utterly unpredictable.

When it was over, there were two enormous craters where Urtho's Tower and Maar's palace had
gtood. The first became the Dhorisha Plains; the second, Lake Evendim. And the interaction of the two
series of shock waves created terrible mage-storms that had raged over the land for a decade or more,
rasng mountains and flattening them, disrupting magic, causing living creatures to change and warp out of
al recognition, even trangplanting entire sections of countryside from one part of theworld to another.

Eventudly the Storms faded, to be forgotten in the ensuing centuries, assumed by al to have been
gone forever. But the forces released by the Cataclysm were stranger and stronger than anyone guessed,
and now the mage-storms had returned, echoing back across time from the other side of theworld,
growing stronger with every new occurrence.

That waswhat had changed the Situation Tremane had walked into, changed it out of al recognition.
The stuation in Vademar had been bad, but not a complete disaster. Vademar had only newly
rediscovered true-magic, and did not depend on its power for anything. The other effects of the
mage-storms, the vicious and unpredictable westher, the warping of living creatures, and so forth, could
al be dedlt with in one way or another. But for Tremane's forces, dependent on magic for everything
from communication and supply lines to the means to scout the enemy and cook their food, it was a
disaster asthey found themsdlves completely cut off from the Empire, effectively blind and hungry asa
fighting force. Asfor what was going on in the Empire itsdf, that was anyone's guess. Tremane had
initialy assumed that the Storms were anew wegpon unleashed by the Alliance of Vademar, Karse,
Rethwellan, and the Shin'ain/Tayledras clans. He had reacted accordingly-and in adirection entirely
typica of the Empire, where treachery and assassnation were o commonplace that children were given
bonded bodyguards as cradle-gifts. He had sent an assassin to break up the Alliance.

That was the single act that Elspeth and any other Vademaran found so difficult to think past.
Vademar had not attacked Imperia forces. Neither Vademar nor any of her dlieshad shown any sign
of aggression other than increasing the guard on the borders and covertly helping to supply the
Hardornen loydigts. Tremane had no reason-except for the obvious fact that Vademar was not suffering
from the Storms as badly as the Imperials were-to think that this was an attack by Queen Selenay or her



alies. Nevertheless, he had treated it as one, and had sent a covert operative armed with magic weapons
to kill anyone of any importance at or in Selenay's Court.

The man had succeeded only insofar as murdering the envoy from Karse and the one from the
Shin'din, and wounding severd others. That was bad enough, but was sheerest good fortune that it
wasn't worse, and no one made any mistake about that. If the assassin had waited until the predawn
hours when people were deeping in their beds, he would have succeeded in killing everyone from
Sdlenay down to the gryphons.

Herein lay the heart of Elspeth and Darkwind's current problem. Now they were supposed to trust a
man who used ns againgt those he only suspected of aggressive action.

Elspeth found it difficult to think beyond that fact, even though Tremane had won over to hissdethe
last person likely to ever forgive him-young Kard, the secretary and protégé of the envoy of Karse,
Sun-priest and Mage, Magter Ulrich. Tremane had even somehow convinced Solaris, Son of the Sun
and High Priest and ruler of Karse, of his sincerity and his wish to make amends, though only the gods
knew how he'd done that.

WEell, he hasn't convinced me, and he hasn't convinced Darkwind, she thought stubbornly.
Whatever spell of words or personality he put them under, | hope it's going to be more difficult to
work the same "magic" on us. | know mind-magic, and Darkwind is so foreign to Tremane's
experience that he might as well be another species altogether. And what's more, | wouldn't bein
the least surprised to discover that Kerowyn slipped half a dozen special operativesinto our
escort. Two sides can play the assassination game, if it comesto that.

She hoped that it wouldn't, but she had enough experience now to make her plans around pessimism
rather than hope. She didn't officially know that Kerowyn had planted her own agents, but she knew the
Skybolts, and they were, oneand dll, "irregulars.” Their skillswere not those of straight-on fighters,
athough they could act and fight as a disciplined skirmishing unit and had in the past.

On the other hand... Solaris has Hansa, the other Firecat. If she wanted to kill Tremane, there
isno way he could stop her. So maybe that fact alone will make him behave himself from now on.

That was certainly something elseto consider. The Firecats possessed the ability to " Jump”
themsdalves and anyonein physica contact with them from one location to another, and Elspeth was not
entirely certain what their range was. Certainly it was good enough that Altraand Hansaserved as
messengers between Solaris and Selenay, and between the party in the remains of Urtho's Tower and the
mages and Artificersin the Vademaran capita of Haven. Solaris was perfectly capable of placing an
assassin of her own right under Tremane's privy to poke aknife up into himif she so desired, and for that
matter, there was no reason why Hansa himsalf could not kill aman if he chose. Although Firecats had
the ability to look like common catsif they wished to, in their true form they were the Size of enormous
hounds, and their claws and teeth were correspondingly long and sharp.

Elspeth blinked at the images that thought conjured up. My thoughts are certainly taking a grim
turn today. Maybe I'm concentrating on spilling blood as an antidote to all this whiteness. Dear
gods, it's cold-and we haven't seen another human soul since our guides left us.

They'd been lucky when they'd reached the Vademaran Border. A couple of Hardornen
exiles-vouched for by Kerowyn's agents-had cautiously decided it was safe to return and acted as guides
up until this morning in exchange for two pouches of currency and two packs of supplies. Now, though,
they would have to go on without guides, because the husband and wife had gone as far asthey intended.

Lasgt night the party had reached the village from which the couple had origindly fled. Even thoughiit
proved to be deserted, abandoned, like the other villages they had passed on this road, the two wanted
to say; even in thick white desolation they had adream of atimein the future when there would be
children running and playing in averdant town square.

Their journey thus far had been an unnerving one, riding through alandscape devoid of humans.
Elspeth could only wonder what had happened. The land might be healing, but where are the
people? True, Ancar had decimated the population, but why hadn't they met with anyone on this road?
Why were dl the villages they passed through completely deserted?

The abandoned villages raised more questions than were answered, for everything had been taken



except the heaviest of furniture, and there was no sign of violence. Wasthisthe result of systemeatic
desertion or systemétic looting? Who was cleaning off the snow? Were the Hardornens hiding from an
armed and possibly hostile group? Given the fact that thiswas a nation racked by war, that was possible.
But why, when there was aHerad of VVademar riding conspicuoudy in the front?

Perhaps because at a distance there's no reason to assume | really ama Herald. It's not that
hard to get a white horse and a set of white clothing.

"What are our plansfor stopping tonight, or do we have any?" she called back to the leader of the
troop. They hadn't provisioned themsalves for camping, though they had brought al their own food,
assuming that rations might be short given the horrible mage-wesather Hardorn had endured. It wasa
good thing they had, or they'd have had a choice between starving and (literally) eating crow.

"In theory there's atown ahead that used to have aweekly market and five big inns" the leader
replied, his voice muffled by the scarf swathing hisface. "Whether or not it's till tenanted-" he shrugged.
"'Someone's been keeping the road clean for traders, and I'm hoping it's them.”

So was Elspeth, fervently. She was not looking forward to spending another night in an abandoned,
derelict building. There was aways one building that could be made to serve, and there was certainly no
shortage of firewood, but she had always been glad of the presence of the others around her. Shed
found it hard to deep at night, with her shoulder blades prickling asif unseen eyes watched her. No one
had actualy seen or heard anything that could be taken as a ghost, but such places felt haunted.

She couldn't begin to imagine how Rus and Severn could bear to stay back there in what was | eft of
their village. Granted, there was plenty of materia to make more than one of the houses sound and
wesether tight again. And granted, they were well-equipped to do just that. But the aching emptiness of
the abandoned village would have sent her screaming for Vademar within aweek.

It was more than she could bear to think about right now. I've done a great deal that people think
is brave, but I'm not that brave.

But that was also assuming that the land around the village was as deserted asiit looked. When the
mage-storms created killing weather and murderous monsters, would it have been safer and smarter to
fortify the farmsteads and stay where the food was, or to comeinto the village and trust in numbers and
weapons but chance the food running out? It wasn't a decision Elspeth had ever needed to make, and
she hoped it was one nobody in Vademar would be forced to face.

For that, al their hopes rested with that tiny group in the middle of the Dhorisha Plains, in the ruins of
Urtho's Tower. If anyone could find an answer, it would be them. Although Elspeth and Darkwind were
both Adept-class mages, Elspeth was relatively untutored and Darkwind had abandoned magic for so
many years that despite his considerable prowess he still considered himsdlf out of practice. As mages,
they were of no help to the researchers who had gone to the Tower. They might be of some use with the
Imperids, and they would be of great use as envoys.

She knew that Queen Selenay had debated long and hard before deciding to send Elspeth and
Darkwind as envoys from the Alliance to Tremane. The Queen hadn't wanted to send Elspeth, but
Elspeth was the only logical choice-she could make autonomous decisions, she had been trained both as
aHerad and to wear the crown hersdlf-she was the next best thing to Selenay when it cameto being
ableto think for Vademar. Elspeth had proven that she had good judgment, and because she was no
longer the Heir since her abdication, shewas of little value as a palitical hostage. Moreover, she had been
trained by Kerowyn to defend hersdf againgt assassins; she could take care of hersdf in an ambush or an
even fight, and she was as suspicious as even that redoubtable woman could have wished.

Then there was magic, in which she was an Adept; Tremane was no more than aMagter, though of
afar different magica discipline than the one she had been trained in. Very few of the Heralds of
Vademar were mages at dl, much less Adepts, and dthough their Companionswould be ableto help
them to some extent in matters of magic, it was no subgtitute for being mages themselves.

All that might not have been enough, except for Darkwind; he was an Adept aswell, and of longer
standing than she. He had been a Tayledras scout, which made him something of afighter aswell. He
would have refused flatly to accompany anyone else; he was not aHerad, and hisloyaltieswereto her,
not Vademar. Whereas she would hardly have gone anywhere without him, of course, and together they



were aformidable pair.

Between her own qudlifications and Darkwind's, there Smply wasno one as "right” to go on this
mission as Elspeth, and if she had been anyone e se&'s daughter, Selenay would not have hesitated for a
moment to send her.

To give Mother credit, she didn't hesitate long. Elspeth was actudly abit pleased at that; Selenay
had been treating her less as adaughter and more as-as an adult, and Elspeth had gotten the fegling,
more than once, that when the Queen forgot to think of her as her daughter, she acted naturaly. Ina
way, given the Queen's behavior of late, Elspeth had been alittle surprised that her mother had given
second thoughtsto the mission. | wonder if some of what has made her hesitate in the past was
more guilt than anything else.

Could it have been? Elspeth and her mother had never been comfortable with each other. No
matter how hard she tried, she always saw my father in me. In so many ways, | was more Talia's
child than hers. Now Sdelenay had the twins, children she could give her whole heart to; could she be
feding guilt that she didn't have that same materna bond with Elspeth? Wasthat why she had dways
overreacted when Elspeth did something that might put her in jeopardy-because shefdt asif she should
have been more worried, more emotionally involved than she was?

An interesting theory, and one I'll never learn the truth of. | certainly couldn't ask her that,
and the only other person who would know will never tell me. Talia would never betray anything
she learned of Mother's heart, and rightly so. Elspeth gave hersalf amenta shake. Did it matter ? Not
really. Except that-if that was indeed the case, she wished she could convince her mother that it didn't
meatter. Thelast thing that the Queen of Vademar needed was one more thing to fed guilty about. She
aready carried enough guilt for twenty people.

And | would rather be Queen Selenay's friend and fellow Herald than her daughter.

But the thought did present one explanation for some of Selenay's contradictory behavior, and it was
certainly worth keeping in the back of her mind. She could watch for evidence of her own, and it would
be interesting to act on that theory and see what happened.

Meanwhile, therewas along and difficult job ahead of her, and there was adanger they might al
freeze to death before they even got to it if they didn't find some Hardornens soon.

"How much farther do you think thistown is?' she called back over her shoulder. She glanced back
to see-what was the Guard-Captain's name? Vallen, that was it-to see Valen shrug, the movement
barely visble beneath his multiple layers of fur, shegpskin, and wooal.

"Soon, | think, but that isjust aguess,” he replied. Despite the scarf he wore about hisface, his
words came clearly over the muffled hoofbests of their various mounts, over the creaking of the packed
snow benegath those hooves. He gave his horse anudge with his hedls, and took the lead position as
Elspeth and Darkwind moved asideto let him by.

Elspeth stood in her gtirrups for amoment to peer up the road ahead, but if there were any signs of
habitations such as plumes of smoke that could have been risng from chimneys, they wereinvisble
againg the uniformly gray-white sky. The sun was nothing more than afuzzy, lighter spot about halfway
down to the horizon.

She settled back down in her saddle; the way the road wound about, it wasn't possible to see very
far ahead, and they only got aview of the countryside when the snowbanks alowed. We could be right
on top of this town and we'd never know it, shethought.

Minutes | ater, the road gave another turn and dropped away in front of them. The snowbanks
themsalves inclined down to about waist-height. Asif conjured up in ascrying crysta, the watched-for
town gppeared ahead of and below them, down in ashdlow valey, the houses sticking up out of the
snow like so many tree ssumpsin the snow-covered forest.

Thiswas not the first time atown had appeared before them, but now, for the first time, there were
sgnsthat the place wasinhabited. Some of the houses were nothing more than snow-covered lumps, but
some had been cleaned of their burden of white. Thin smoke wreathed up out of about haf the chimneys,
to be snatched away by the wind before it climbed up to form aplume. There were afew figures moving
about on the road near the town, and it was clear from the purposeful way that they moved that the party



had been spotted, if not anticipated.

The place looked margindly better than the deserted villages they had dready passed. Perhaps half
the buildings were in disrepair; one or two had collapsed roofs, and it was hard to tell under the snow
how badly some of the others had suffered. She had to guessthat only the buildings with smoke rising
from them were actudly lived in, and she caught her bresth at the thought that Ancar and dl the other
troubles visited upon Hardorn had literdly cut the population in haf. Maybe more, she reminded hersglf.
How many deserted villages did we pass through?

Were conditionslike this everywhere? If so-well, she did not envy any leader thetask of trying to
bring this country back from such devagtation. If Tremane can get the Hardor nens to accept him, he
has more work ahead of himthan I'd care to take on.

A group of about a dozen people had formed up ahead of them on the road, barring them, at least
for the moment, from entering the town. They were as bundled up in clothing as Elspeth's group was,
making it difficult to tell anything about them, including their sexes; but in spite of that handicap, she
thought that their stances showed amix of fear and belligerence.

Fear? When had anyone ever feared her? They weren't so deep into Hardorn that the natives
should be unaware of what a Herald was and what one stood for. How could they fear aHerald? Had
Ancar created that fear in them so strongly?

She sensed the fighters behind her surreptitioudy loosening their wegpons, placing hands casudly on
hilts, and increasing their watchfulness. So it was not her imagination; they sensed hodtility, too. Valen
reined in hishorse and dlowed her to take the lead; Darkwind signaed the dyhdi to drop back with his
head even with Gwenas flank. Elspeth brought them all to ahdt about alength away from the
"welcoming party” by gesturing with an upraised hand.

"We are peaceful travelersfrom Vademar,” she said in their own tongue, pulling her scarf down so
that they could see her entire face-though she did Wonder if they'd believe the "peaceful” part with so
many wegponsin evidence. "Whoisin charge here?'

Two of the figures|looked at each other, and one stepped forward, though he did not reved hisface
as Elspeth had. Now that Elspeth was closer to them, the ragged state of their clothing was painfully
evident. Their coats were carefully mended, but with patches that were not even a close match for the
same maeriad astheorigind.

"Me. I'min charge, as| reckon,” the foremost man said gruffly, and he folded hisarms clumsly over
his chest. He had no weapon in evidence, but Elspeth did not take that to mean that these people were
helpless. If she'd been in charge, she'd have archers with drawn bows at every window.

She did not look up to seeif her guess was correct.

"What're you herefor?' the man continued. His armstightened and his posture Straightened. His
voice rose, angry and strained. "If you think you peoplein Vademar are going to comein here and take
usover, usand our land-"

"No," Elspeth interrupted, cutting him off more sharply than she had intended. The man's nerves had
infected her, and she took a deep breath to steady hersdlf. "No," she repeated with lessforce.
"We-Vademar-has no intention of taking one €l of Hardorn land. Until Ancar attacked us, we were
awaystheloya friend and dlly of Hardorn, and we intend to return to that status now that Ancar is
gone.”

He laughed, but it was not a sound of humor. "Hal" he jeered. "Y ou say that, but why should we
bdieveyou?'

"l swear it on my honor asaHerad!" she countered quickly. "Y ou must know what that means, at
least! Surdly you have not logt faith evenin that!"

Thisall had thefedling of ates, asif what she said here would make dl the differencein how they
would be trested from this moment on.

Do they have some way to communicate with other communities still? She couldn't imagine
how anyone could cross this frozen wasteland faster than they were dready doing, but the party of
Vademarans was confined to the road, and perhaps the natives had some way of cutting across country
to spread news. Perhaps the old signal-towers were still working.



That could be the answer. And it could be how they knew we were coming.

"| swear it asaHerad, she repeated. "And asthe envoy of the Queen. Vademar has no designson
Hardorn, nor do any of the other partiesto the Alliance.”

-though Solaris had to restrain a few hotheads in Karse. Or rather, Vkandis did-

"Were only traveling," she continued smoothly. "We'd appreciate your hospitaity for the night,
though we did bring our own provisions. We know how difficult things have been for you, and we didn't
want to strain anyone's resources.”

Therewas along silence, during which the man peered at her closely, and findly nodded, asif
satisfied with what he saw. "That outfit's kind of outlandish, but you've got the horse, blue eyesand dll,
and that can't be faked." He shrugged, then, and made a gesture that she suspected told those hidden
archersthat dl waswell. "I guesswe gtill believe in Heralds-mostly since Ancar tried so hard to make us
think you was some kind of witchy crew that had traffic with demons. I'll take your word as bond for you
and therest of thislot, but you better remember that you stand persond surety for them.”

She nodded, trying not to show how unsettled hiswords made her fed. Thiswas, literdly, thefirst
time she had ever encountered anyone this close to the border of Vademar who didn't accept and
welcome aHerald with trust. What had happened to these people to make them thisway?

:Ancar iswhat happened to them, dear. They will be long in trusting anyone ever again,:
Gwenasad quietly. : 1t may be that this generation never will.:

"So where are you going, then?' the man asked, still wary.

"Tdl himthetruth, ke'chara," Darkwind said softly in Tayledras. "Don't dissemble. We might aswell
see now. what kind of reception we're going to have while we gtill have the provisonsto turn around and
go home. We can't afford to fight our way across this country to get to Tremane.”

She nodded dightly to show that she'd heard him; he wasright, of course. If they couldn't get to
Tremane's headquarters without fighting, there was no point in going on. "We're on our way to atown
caled Shonar," she said carefully, wondering how much or little he knew.

He knew enough; the man rocked back a pace. " ou're going to Tremane?' he demanded. "The
Impie Duke?"

She couldn't tell if he was angry or not, but she was aready committed to the truth, so she nodded.

"We're the Vddemaran envoy to Tremane," shereplied. "He-he wantsto join the Alliance. Things
that we have learned make usinclined to trust him to be honorable.”

We hope.

There were murmurs from the group behind the man, and Elspeth took heart from the fact that they
didn't sound angry, just thoughtful. The man himsdlf considered them for amoment, then waved his
followersasde. "We need to talk, Herald from VVaddemar," he said with atouch of formality. "And there's
no point indoing it in thiscold. Come dong; theinn'still in repair and heated, even if the innkeeper's
gone, and if you've got bedrollsto deep in, there's beds to put them on. If you can tend to yourselves and
feed yoursdalves, we can give you fair shelter for the night.”

That was the most welcome statement sheld heard yet on thisjourney, and she dlowed Gwenato
fdl in obediently behind the man as heled theway to theinn.

Theinnwas in good repair, as promised, and so were the stables. The group dismounted in the
innyard and led their mounts and the pack animasinside a stout building with a surprising number of
animasintheddls.

They must be keeping all of the horses and poniesin the town here, sherealized after alook
around. That makes more sense than scattering them, one and two to a stable.

The Hardornens quickly st to, throwing down straw from the hayloft to make up the remaining
ddlsfor thevistors. Asit turned out, they aso had hay, though no grain to spare; that was fine, though.
The Vademarans had brought a string of chirras with them, loaded down with their supplies. The chirras
did perfectly well on the hay adone, and there was plenty of grain in the suppliesfor the horses, Gwena,
and the dyheli, Brytha.

Everyonein the party pitched in to help in the stables; Elspeth's cardind rule, learned from
Kerowyn, wasthat the welfare of their beasts came before the needs of the humans, and no one



disagreed with her.

With the horses, chirras, Brytha, and Gwenawarmly bedded down and fed and the sun setting
behind the veil of gray cloud, they dl trudged into the inn carrying their baggage.

Onceingde, they stood in atight group for amoment, looking carefully around. The common room,
alarge chamber with ahuge fireplace at one end, stout wooden floor and walls, and smoke-blackened
beams supporting the roof, had none of the air of neglect and decay that Elspeth had feared.

She guessed that the villagers had turned the place into their informa meeting house, for the place
was too clean to have been swept out just for their benefit. The other door, the onethat led into the
street, kept opening as more and more people camein, and it looked to her asif most of the adultswere
gathering in the common room. They had dl brought firewood with them aswell, which relieved one
question in Elspeth's mind-it would have been difficult for the Vademaransto supply firewood for
themsdves

Thefellow in charge had not yet pulled off his coat, but he had removed the scarf from hisface. He
pushed to the front of the crowd, and waved a mittened hand at the staircase, and his westhered,
careworn features were kinder than Elspeth had expected.

"Rooms are upgtairs, take your pick," he said. "When you've settled yourselves, come down here
wherewe can talk.”

Severd of those waiting came up the wooden staircase with their guests, bringing firewood to leave
beside each hearth before returning downgtairs. They didn't say anything, but Elspeth got theimpression
that was more because they were taciturn or shy than that they were hogtile. With fireswarming the
chambersthat had fireplaces, and bricks heating up to warm the cold bedding of those in chambers that
didnt, the Vademaransfindly trickled downstairs to meet the eyes of their erstwhile hosts.

Elspeth took the lead, the rest following her. The natives watched Elspeth with covert curiogty, but
the moment that Darkwind descended the staircase, they gave up any pretense of politeness and just
stared, mouths agape with amazement. The corners of Elspeth's mouth twitched, but she managed not to
laugh out loud at their expressions.

| doubt they've ever seen anything like my Darkwind. He must seem like something right out
of aminstrel's ballad to them.

Darkwind redly was quite asght, with hislong slver hair, his strange, exatic clothing, and the
enormous bondbird on his shoulder. When he reached up ahand to Vree, casudly lifted him off his
shoulder, and cast the forestgyre into the air so he could fly across the room and take a perch on abeam,
every Hardornen in the place ducked, and severa looked asif they were afraid the bird was going to
attack them.

For his part, Vree was on his best behavior, perching where there wasn't going to be anyone sitting
directly beneath or behind him. That was extremely polite of him, for if hefell adeep, hisinstinctswould
overcome histraining if he had to "dice." And abird the Size of Vree could produce an amazing amount
of hawk-chak.

Shewaited for Darkwind to reach her sde, and took hishand in hers. "Thisis Darkwind k'Sheyna,
aHawkbrother from one of the Hawkbrother Clansin the Alliance," she said, as matter-of-factly asif she
had said, "Thisis Thom, afarmer from the next valley." Their eyesbulged at that, and she didn't blame
them. Even in Vademar, up until recently the Hawkbrothers had been nothing more than avery spooky
legend-what must these Hardornens think?

"Heismy fdlow envoy, my partner, and my mate," she continued. "Representing the Hawkbrothers,
the Shin'din, and other interests. As| said, we are traveling to Shonar, to Grand Duke Tremane, as
officid envoysof Vademar and other members of the Alliance.”

The fellow who had taken charge of the meeting nodded. He had by now divested himsdlf of his
coat, and wore the clothing of a craftsman-a blacksmith, if Elspeth was any judge, by the scorch marks
and mended places that might have been burn marks. He looked much shabbier than any blacksmith
Elspeth had ever seenin Vademar, where they tended to be the more prosperous citizens of atown.

Perhaps he is the most prosperous man here. What a thought! If he's as shabby as a beggar,
how are the others faring?



Thefact that he was the blacksmith would be the reason that Ancar had not “recruited” him for the
army, given that he was able-bodied and neither too old nor too young to fight. A town thissize
depended on having ablacksmith, and the local smith would need to have more skill than an apprentice.

"I'm Hob," the man said, and gestured to one of the tables. If hed been fed aswell as he should
have, hisface would have been round, like an old, westhered ball. He was not starved-looking, but his
bones were showing; just ahint that these people had seen bad times, asif she didn't aready know that.
"If some of your people want to go fix up your food, wed like to talk with you and your-your mate,
there”

"Wed be happy to share what we have," Elgpeth began, flushing alittle with guilt, but he shook his
head.

"Weve got enough to hold us, so long as spring don't wait to midsummer,” he said. "And you'll need
every bit you've got to get to Shonar. Thanksto, ah, some good advice, most folk between here and
there have enough, but there's none to pare. | doubt you'll find anyone that can sell you so much asa
sack of oats, and even if they would, it wouldn't be for money."

Elspeth looked back over her shoulder to Vallen; he nodded, and with a gesture sent four of the
guards off to the kitchen. The rest took seatswith, and carefully around, Elspeth. Darkwind remained at
her right hand, and she was not in the least deceived by his casua pose. If anyone so much asraised his
voicein away he consdered threatening, the offending party might find himsalf facing the point of aknife
or being held in the bonds of amaost uncomfortable tangle-spell or racking paradysis.

And that's assuming | didn't act on a perception of threat first, for myself.

Hob sat across the table from Elspeth, and rubbed his nose, asif wondering how to begin. Findly he
just set his shoulders and blundered in. "Y ou say you're going to Shonar. How much do you know about
this Tremane?'

Not long on tact, but | doubt he's used to being the leader of these people. He probably hasn't
had much occasion for tact. Elspeth shrugged. "What we know isthis; he's brought in hisentireforce to
Shonar, and he's broken off dl hostile actions with Hardornen loydists. From what we've been told, he's
going out of hisway to avoid conflict with loyaist groups, which, you'll admit, in thisweather isn't exactly
difficult.”

Hob snorted in agreement.

"Not only has he expressed an interest in joining the Alliance, heloaned us severd of hismagesto
help uswith-" she hesitated. How much would he understand if she told him about the mage-storms?
"-with the magica problem that's at the heart of al the weird things that have been happening.”

"The mongters? The weether? Them circles?' Hob's eyes widened and he grew quite excited.
"Tremane helped you with fixing them-"

"Hedid, and he continuesto," Elspeth replied. "It'sabigger problem than you may redize. It isnt
just Hardorn that's been plagued by al these calamities. It's Vademar, the Pelagirs, Rethwellan, Karse,
the Dhorisha Plains and, were guessing, just about everywhere elsg, right out to the Empire. The
Alliance, with Tremane's help, managed to fix things temporarily, in the area covered by the Alliance
nations." She decided that it might be best not to mention Solaris persond interview with the Grand
Duke; after dl, she only knew that it had occurred, not what had been said. "Asfor the rest that we
know about Tremane, we have been told that the citizens of Shonar and the surrounding areahave come
to look upon him astheir protector. We have heard that he has been doing good things for them.”

"Aye" Hob said dowly. "Weve heard the same. We've heard that them aswas fighting against him
have come over to hisside, that he's been acting like-like we was his people. And now he's helping you
inVademar?'

She nodded. He pursed his lips and exchanged glances with some of hisfellow villagers. They
weren't very good at hiding their expressions, what she was telling them agreed with some of what they
had heard, and they were surprised to have an outsider confirm what they'd clearly thought were hopeful
but unlikely rumors.

"Weve heard as how things are pretty fat in Shonar, dl things consdered,” he sad findly. "Weve
heard that it's because of Tremane. Weve heard he set his men out helping with harvest, building walls



around the town, doing other thingslike that 'sides taking down monsters.”

She spread her handsin a gesture he could read as he chose. "Weve heard the same things," she
said. "I don't know yet how much truth isin what we've heard, but I'm certain that your sources are
completely different from ours. | cantell you this, not al of our sources are Tremane's people.”

"And when two people say the samething... aye." Therewasagreat ded of murmuring behind him.
He chewed on hislower lip. "All the same-"

"All the same, it's possible that heis putting on agood face for us, hoping to lure usinto accepting
him," she said, as bluntly as he would have. "We don't know, and we won't know until we get there.”

Hob traced the grain of the wood of the table with hisfinger and avoided her eyes. "All the same,
lady-we need aleader. Theré's nobody |eft of the old blood; damned Ancar saw to that.”

"And people have been talking about accepting the Duke?' That was more than she had expected
to hear, on thisside of the former battlelines. "A foreigner? An Imperid?"

"The Duke, not hisbloody Empirel” someone said in the back. "We heard his Emperor left him
hanging out to dry when the troubles started; we heard he's not Charliss dog no more.”

"Héell, he couldn't be, could he, if he'scomin' to you with his brass hat in his hand, looking to get into
the Alliance," Hob said, looking hopeful. "He's proving himsdlf for Shonar; if he proves himsdlf for
Shonar, why not for Hardorn?"

"But what if he doesn't just want to be your leader?' Elspeth asked softly. "What if he wantsto be
your King?'

Hob hesitated a moment, then shrugged. "That's al cake or calamity tomorrow, isn't it?* he said
philosophicaly. "We got to get through the winter first." He favored Elspeth with ashy smile. "'l cantell
you this, there's one way weld take him."

"Even asaKing?' Darkwind asked quietly.

He nodded, dowly. "Even asaKing. Hed have to swear on something we'd trust that he wasn't
Charliss man. Then held haveto swear to Hardorn. And held have to do what Ancar, hisfather, even
what his grandfather never did." He paused for effect. "He'd have to take the earth, in the old way."

Elspeth shook her head. "That's nothing | know of," she replied.

Hob smiled again. " The earth-taking-that's old, lady. Older than Vademar, or so they say. What's
old issure, that'sthe saying anyway. They say them astakesthe earth can't betray it. Thereés ill apriest
or two about that knows the way of earth-taking. If this Tremaned take the earth and the earth takes
him-well, there's no going back. He's bound harder and tighter than if we put chainson him.”

Elspeth kept her fedings of skepticism to hersdlf. After al sheld seen, there was no tdlling whether
Hob wasright about this"earth-taking" of hisor not. "Well, you can believe that Vademar has no interest
in taking the rule of Hardorn away from the people; what you do about it isyour business," Elspeth said
carefully. "Our busnessisto seeif what we've been told istrue, and to advise the Allianceif it isnot.”

He nodded, and did not add the obvious question of how she expected to get herself and her party
out in one piece if Tremane turned out to be playing his own game. That wasn't his problem, and she
couldn't blame him for not volunteering to hdp if things got difficult. The people of Hardorn had al they
could do to survive, and they had nothing to spare for foreigners out of VVademar.

Comforting aromas of cooking food emerged from the kitchen, and Hob took that gratefully ashis
escape from the conversation. "L ooks like your people have your food ready; well go leave you in peace
with it. Y ou can leave in the morning when you choose-and-ah-" he flushed alittle "you'll have better
welcome farther long. Signal-towers are still up, and therés ill afew asknow the old signals. Well be
passing aong that you're al right, that you're going on up to Tremane. Nobody'll hinder you; therere
enough places with four sound walls and aroof that you'll get shelter at night.”

As he stood up, Elspeth remained seated, but raised a hand toward Hob. "And does the Grand
Duke know that the towers are till working?' she asked.

He laughed, which was dl the answer she needed. So Tremane was not aware of thisrapid means
of passing news aong. That could be useful, if it turned out he was playing adeeper game than they
thought.

Hob and the rest of his peoplefiled out, leaving the Vademarans alone, and Elspeth turned first to



Vallen asthe kitchen crew put bowls of stewed dried meat and preserved fruit, and plates of travel
biscuits onto the table. "Well?" she asked. "What do you think?"

He sat down across from her in Hob's place and picked up a biscuit and abowl before answering.
"This matcheswhat we'd heard and didn't redlly believe," he said dowly, dipping hisbread into hisgravy
and eating the biscuit with smal, neat bites. "Tremane sounds too good to be true. Altogether an
admirable and unsdfish leader.” There was afaint echo of mockery in hisvoice.

"So does Selenay, if you look at things objectively.” Darkwind reminded him. "And yes, | know,
Tremane has no Companion to keep him honorable, but I'm not sure one would be needed in this case.
At least for now, he'sin a precarious Stuation. With the way things have falen out, his position and his
level of personal danger aren't that much different from the average craftsman in Shonar. He needsthem
as much asthey need aleader; if they fdl, it won't be long before he does, too. If they rebel, he hasno
population base to support histroops. This summer, they werefighting againgt him, and it wouldn't take
much migirestment to make them turn on him.”

Elspeth nodded, agreeing with him, athough Valen gppeared abit more dubious. "He has armed
troops, loya only to him," Vdlen pointed out.

"Hell have ahard time feeding those troops without farmers,”" Elspeth replied. "And he can have dl
the silver he needsto pay them, but if they haven't anywhere to spend it, their loyaty will start to erode.

Y ou can't kegp an army under Sege, sarving, and far from home without losng it."

Vallen speared a bit of meat and blew onit to coal it. "All | can say isthis," the Guard-Captain sad,
after hed eaten the bite. "It'snot al that difficult for acharismatic leader to sway the people immediately
around him with wordsinstead of deeds. It'salot more difficult to do that with people out of the reach of
his persondity. They'reinclined to look for something to corroborate what they've heard, and if there's
nothing there, they forget him."

"But you're surprised at what you're hearing from Hob," Elspeth stated.

Vallen nodded. "Very. And not the least because afew months ago, these people would have fought
with everything they had |eft to get rid of the man. Now they're consdering accepting him as aleader.
Doesn't it sound asif they've heard and learned something very compelling over the past few months?1
just hope that what they've heard has more substance than twice-told tales.”

Elspeth sghed and nodded, as she and everyone e se gpplied themsalves to their food. Thiswasthe
first warm medl they'd had dl day, and their supper last night had been hastily prepared over asmoky fire
in the remains of a haf-ruined house, not cooked in a proper kitchen. Asthe gnawing hunger in the pit of
her ssomach eased, and the warmth from their dinner filled her, she became aware just how tired she
was. When she glanced around the table, there wasn't anyone except Darkwind who wasn't [eaning his
head on his hand as he ate. She felt the same way; worn down by the cold, and quite ready to go to bed
as soon as shefinished the last bite. Darkwind seemed in his eement, and she would not have hesitated a
moment in trusting the entire expedition to him.

Some of the others looked quite ready to fall adeep over their plates. "It'sthe cold,” Darkwind said
quietly. "Don't worry thisisnormal. 1t's being in the cold from dawn until dusk, without a chanceto warm
up, then going to bed in cold beds and unheated rooms. Tonight will make a difference, with agood hot
meal and warm beds; tomorrow everyone will end the day without being quite so exhausted. If we can
get shelter likethisfor the rest of thetrip, our peoplewill reviveinnotimeat al.”

He ought to know, and she should have remembered. Then again, perhaps she was not at fault for
forgetting; when she'd worked beside him as a scout and border-guard at k'SheynaVale, they'd lived in
the Vae. They'd return from their shifts on patrol to an ekele in the midst of agarden spot, aswarm asa
midsummer day. Before that, held refused to live insde the Vae, and there might well have been times
when he'd returned home to a chilled ekele, or might even have remained overnight camping inthe
wilderness. Just because she had never personally experienced such hardship, that didn't mean he hadn't.

"Let'sgoto bed," Valen said abruptly, after jerking his head up suddenly for the third time as he
nodded off in spite of vaiant effortsto stay awake. "I can't keep my eyes open anymore.”

"I'll clean up; I'm good for that," Elspeth volunteered, and smiled at the look of surprise from Vdlen.
What, did he think she considered herself above such chores? Or had he forgotten thet at the last severd



stops, sheld taken her turn at gathering fodder from the ruined barns, putting together makeshift stallsfor
the horses and chirras, and gathering clean snow for water?"'| was aHerad-trainee once, or don't you
recall? I've scrubbed my share of potsin my time, and | think | can manage without breaking anything.”

Darkwind picked up empty bowls, knives, and spoons without comment other than awink.
Sometimes they both forgot the way other people saw them. She caught Vallen aring after Darkwind
with an even greater look of surprise than heldd shown when she volunteered to clean up.

Does he think Hawkbrothers magic their plates clean? Oh, well, he probably does, and it
doesn't occur to himthat it would be harder work to clean a pot by magic than to do it by hand.

She gathered up what Darkwind couldn't carry, and both of them went into the kitchen.

This had been aparticularly fineinn once, with a pump supplying water to the kitchen; the cooking
crew had |eft water heating on the hearth. Both the regular Guards and Kerowyn's mercenaries were
used to every aspect of thiskind of misson; when it came to cooking, they were nothing if not efficient. It
didn't take long to clean the bowls and cutlery and the two pots they had used for heating the food.

"1 keep having second thoughts about thistrip,” Elspeth said quietly.

Darkwind nodded. "'l can understand why you would fed that way, but | believe we are doing one
of many thingsthat could be the right path,” he replied, carefully wiping out apot and putting it away. It
was atypicaly Tayledras response. "We must remain in contact with Tremane; that much | am certain
of. How we do that-well, thisis one way. There would have been others, but thisis the way we chose,
and | do not think we have chosen amiss."

"At least in this case, well have our own eyes and earsin Shonar, she sighed.

He amiled. "And tongues aswell! We can dso advise, if Tremane choosesto listen to us.”

The pots, bowls, and utensils had al come with them, and she repacked them in the bags with the
supplies. "Given the way things have been going so far," she observed, "it'sonly too likely, | suppose, for
something entirely unexpected to happen out here. And in that case, the Alliance had better have people
in place to observe and reassure...”

Darkwind dipped hisarm around her shoulders, turning his hug into away to turn her toward the
door to the common room. "And to fix, transform, leverage, and otherwise turn thingsfor the better.
Tremane, according to Kerowyn, comes from a culture in which treachery isacommonplace," he
reminded her. "If anything unexpected were to occur, that would be the first explanation that would come
tohim."

She shook her head, and let him draw her toward the door. If she hadn't been too tired to think
properly, she might have been able to make some kind of rational discussion out of this. Asit was-

"Y ou know, | dmost fed sorry for Tremane,”" she admitted reluctantly asthey mounted the Sairsto
their room. Rank did have privileges, and she had laid claim to one of the roomswith ared bed and a
fireplace; it had probably been one of the expensive chambers when thishad still been aninn. Shewas
looking forward to deeping in abed, warmed by ahot brick at itsfoot.

Well, maybe not sleeping, at least not for a little while. | do have Darkwind here...

"1 do fed sorry for him," Darkwind said unexpectedly, "And | believe | know why young Kara
forgave him. just because he has been forced to deal with daily treachery does not make him a
treacherousindividud. We do not know what heisredly like, except that we may guess somewhat
through hisactions.”

This speech had taken them up the stairs and to the space just outside the door to their room.
Elspeth opened the door, drew him inside, and stopped the rest of the speech with her lipson his.

"1 have had quite enough of Tremaneto last me until morning,” she said firmly, as he responded as
she had hoped he would, by pulling her closer and smultaneoudy closing the door to their room. "1 think
we can afford not to think of him, for alittle while, at least.”

"Oh, at least," he agreed, and then said nothing more with words for quite sometime,

Hob was as good as hisword. From that time on, they began to see and interact with the people of
Hardorn-those that remained, at least-and were given the limited hospitaity that this sad land could
afford. Elspeth continued to be surprised at the suspicion with which the Vademarans were met. It didn't



make any senseto her that the natives should persist in considering them the harbingers of another
invasion. If they had been ared invading force, they would have had asmdl army at leest. If they had
been the advance scouts of an invasion, they wouldn't have come so openly.

She gradudly decided that the reason had nothing to do with logic. Ancar had aready poisoned his
people's minds about the Va demarans, and some of that poison il lingered. At the very beginning of his
war with VVademar, when his people had not yet been aware of the kind of man he redlly was, he had
told them that hiswar wasjudtified, that the Vademarans were responsible for the murder of hisfather
and most of the High Council, and that the Queen of Vademar intended to annex Hardorn as a subject
state of her own land. Later, of course, Ancar proved even to the most naive of his countrymen that he
was never to be trusted, but some of hislies still remained in the back of peoples memories. Perhaps
they no longer even recalled it was Ancar who had spread those liesin thefirst place.

And to folk who themsalves were never warlike to begin with, and who were now suffering
privationsworse in their way than even their life under Ancar, an armed force like hers-obvioudy
well-trained, well-fed, well-armed, and in top condition-must ook very much like an army. These folks
hadn't yet seen the Imperid Army; they'd only heard rumors of it, how large it was, how incredibly
professional . Away from the conflicts at the border, they had never seen anything larger than the
garrisons Ancar bivouacked in their villagesto insure their cooperation and to collect taxes. Perhapstheir
imaginations couldn't encompass the idea of an army, how large one had to be. Y et here was her force,
quite large enough to take over every town in its path, and they didn't have to imagine what it was like,
for it wasred, and right in front of them.

The natives usudly came around after a short meeting, such as she and her troop had had with Hob.
At that point, the Vademarans were treated like travelersinstead of conquerors. Villagerswould recall
the old, hospitable customs, and would usudly open theinn, the temple, or aGuildhall to them. Then
there were warm beds, warm rooms, and oncein awhile, abit of fresh meat to add to their own rations.
There was no trouble with finding firewood thiswinter-not with haf (or more) of the buildingsin any
given community standing empty, and falling down. Sengbly, the survivors had moved into the best
homes and kept them in repair, and were using the rest for materias and firewood. They might be on
short rations, but they were going to spend the rest of the winter in warmth.,

And that, Elspeth redlized, (as she and her party continued to brave the cold that penetrated even
the warmest of clothing and left them aching by day's end), was what would save these villagers. They
could get by on lessfood, aslong as they were warm enough. They might emerge when the snows
melted as gaunt as spring bears, but they would be dive, for the cold would kill more quickly than short
rations.

But the nearer they got to Shonar, the more people seemed cautioudy impressed with Tremane, or
at least with the stories they were hearing about him. Once the terrible, killing blizzards caused by the
passing waves of mage-storms had subsided into more"normal” winter westher, he had begun making
tentative overtures toward those who lived out past the area he had secured for himsalf and hisarmy. He
had sent his men out to clear the roads and keep them clear; he had encouraged such small trade asthere
might be in the dead of winter. If the rumorsweretrue, he had dso sent hismen ranging in alimited
fashion on mongter-killing expeditions.

Supposedly, anyone within athree-day range of Shonar could come and request his help with killing
amongter, provided that they knew either where it denned or what its range was. The Grand Duke
evidently had no intention of sending parties of his soldiers off to wander about in the snow, trying to find
amongter, and possibly making targets of themselves. Tremane would send out ateam of twenty of his
trained soldiers, dl armed to the teeth and experienced in fighting mage-born aberrations, and dl the
natives had to do was lead them to the monster or to where it might be trapped or cornered. The soldiers
did the rest; the natives got the privilege of deciding what happened to the carcass. Often, if it looked
remotely edible, they would ask the Heder who traveled with the group to determineif it was safe to eet,
and the Hedler invariably obliged.

In addition, once the monster or monsters were disposed of, the group would remain long enough to
conduct ahunt of fera stock, which was generaly not al that difficult to find. Half of what they killed they



took back to Shonar; the remaining half they |eft to feed the natives. Since thiswas dways more than the
locals had before the hunt began, no one protested when Tremane's men claimed the " Imperid share.”
And in addition, while the huntsfor monsters or ferd cattle were going on, the Healer who dways
accompanied the expedition would tend to any illness or injuries among the natives.

In short, when the Imperia group returned to Shonar, they left behind a stockpile of much-needed
mest, people who had received medical attention the like of which they had not seen since Ancar took
the throne, and land that was now safer, if not as pastoral and tranquil asin generations before. If any
new monsters appeared, the natives had only to request help again, and the entire scenario would be
repeated.

Tremanewould not give aid against wolves, bears, or bandits; the first two, it was said, he had
decreed were perfectly well within the means of the nativesto ded with. And asfor the third-he claimed
that he could not tell the difference between bandits and "patriots,” and he was not going to try. Thiswas
abit hard on the Hardornens who were suffering from the depredations of fellow humans, but perhapsit
gave them incentive to track down those who had once been their neighbors and reintroduce them to a
law that had been long absent from Hardorn.

All of thiswas very impressvein tale and rumor-more impressive in that the stories were remarkably
cons stent-but Elspeth waited to see what was being said nearer to Shonar.

Findly, they came within that three-day sphere of Tremane'sinfluence, and they saw for themsalves
that the stories of Tremane's " philanthropy” were true.

Unexpectedly, they had stepped from aroad cleared just enough to let asingle cart pass, to one
which had been completely shoveled free of snow right down to the earth or gravel of the roadbed-and
one which obvioudy was kept free of snow. They saw for themsalves the trophy heads (or other parts)
from the monsters that Tremane's men had tracked down and killed. And they heard from the natives
who had been fed and Healed out of Tremane's bounty just what a good and just leader he was.

No one was mentioning theword "King" yet, but Elspeth sensed that it was not far from anyone's
thoughts. How could it be, when in the face of the worst times that Hardorn had ever experienced, this
man was dowly imposing order and sanity on the face of the land? And it wasn't the arbitrary sdlfish
order of atyrant, either; they'd seen enough of that under Ancar to recognizeit if they saw it. Thiswas
law and order that they could live with and be at peace with.

Elspeth couldn't help but contrast their lot with that of their fellow countrymen who did not have the
advantage of living within three days of Shonar. Reluctantly she had to admit that if shewerein their
boots, she'd have fdlt the same way.

More than that, she found herself agreeing with most of what hed done and ordered here. A few
things represented laws or customs from the Empire that she wouldn't have imposed, but the rest-it was
just the hand and the mind of someone who was concerned about the welfare of the people and knew
how to derive the greatest good from alimited amount of resources.

The day before they were to meet with Duke Tremane himsdlf, Elspeth and Darkwind were
approached by a solemn group of Hardornens asthey ate their evening medl. Thistime the innkeeper il
tenanted hisinn, but it had been along time since he had actually served guests. He had offered a chance
for Elspeth and Darkwind to have a quiet dinner together, without the company of their escort, and the
prospect was too enticing to turn down.

He put them in asmadll, private dining room, with the troop seated in the larger room outside. Elspeth
had not realized how much she had missed being able to talk to him without worrying about the ears of
others. There were things she had wanted to discuss that needed to wait until they were alonein their
room-if they were aone, sincethey often shared their degping quarters with the others.

They lingered over their last drink, making the most of this private time-and that was when the
innkeeper interrupted them.

"Town Council would liketo talk, sr, lady," he said diffidently, poking his head into the room.
"Alone here, if you please?’

Elspeth sighed. Shedid not please, but there was no point in saying so. "If they must,” shereplied,
alowing some, but not dl, of her annoyance to show.



Theinnkeeper vanished, and the delegation must have been waiting right outside, for they trooped
through the door immediately.

"We won't take up much of your time, Envoy," said the best-dressed of the lot, afellow who till
boasted the velvets and furs of earlier progperity. "It's just something wed like you to-to say for us, to
Duke Tremane."

"Not acomplaint!" added a second, only dightly less elegant than hisfellow. "No, not acomplaint!
Something he might want to hear, maybe-"

"Therésbeen talk,” the first interrupted, with aglare a the second. "We've heard thetalk. Oh, | was
Guildmaster for the Wool and Weavers Guild for thiswhole region-"

Which explains the finery, Elspeth thought.

"-and Keplan here was Master for the Leather and Furrier's Guild. So, as| say, there's been talk,
and people have come to us with it. Duke Tremane's proven good for us, and there are some that want
to make him our leader.” The Guildmaster waved his hands expangvely. "Somewho are even
saying-King."

The second interrupted hisfellow Guildmaster. "Now, weve sent out word, looking for some of the
old royd blood of Hardorn. We've got ways of sending word out farther and faster than you'd believe.
And theré's no one, not one person of the old Roya Family |eft dive.”

"| can't say that amazesme," Elspeth told them dryly. "Ancar wasn't oneto tolerate rivals. And he
wouldn't et alittle thing like the age or sex of a possible pretender siop him from removing someone he
wanted out of the way."

The Woolmaster coughed. "Ah. Aye. And woe betide anyone that got in the way back then." He
looked up hopefully to seeif Elspeth agreed with this attempt to exonerate himsdlf for not attempting to
interfere. By that, sheinferred that at least one opportunity had occurred, and he hadn't even tried.

But who am | to judge? | wasn't there, | don't know what happened. If he took the coward's
path, his own guilty conscience may be punishing him enough by now.

"Y ou were saying that there isn't anyone of the old roya blood I€eft," she prompted. " So?"

" So-well-there's some consensus that we might offer Duke Tremane the Crown. With conditions.”
He held his breath and waited for her reaction.

"Aninteresting proposd,” Darkwind said quietly. "1 presume that the conditions would be unusud,
snceyoumentionthemat dl.”

The Woolmaster switched his attention from Elspeth to Darkwind. "They could be," he said.
"it'swell, it's something our old Kings hadn't done for generations. It's-"

"Held have to take earth-binding,” the furrier burst out. "We've got apriest of the old beliefs, one
that knows the ceremony and can make it stick. He'd have to bind himsdlf to the earth, to Hardorn, so
that anything that hurt the land would hurt him!"

The Woolmaster stared at his fellow, appaled, but Elspeth only shrugged. "It sounds like asensible
precaution on your part,” shetold them. "And if the opportunity presentsitsalf, wewill convey your
message to the Grand Duke. But we can't promise anything, and we certainly can't promise that helll
agreeto any such thing.”

"That'sdl we ask, Envoy!" the Woolmaster said, waving at hislittle group and backing up himself,
with agreat ded of haste. "That'sdl! Our thanks!"

As he spoke, he herded the others out in front of him, and with the last word, he shut the door to the
dining room behind him.

Darkwind looked a Elspeth, and she grimaced. "Well," she said, into the heavy silence. "That was
certanly interesting.”

"And it leavesthe question begging,” he replied, with arueful smile. "Just how would one present
such aproposition to Tremane?"

" think that we can wait until werideinto Shonar itsalf, and we get achance to see what the Empire
represents-as molded by the hand of Grand Duke Tremane,” shereplied. "That in itself will tell us
whether or not theres any point.”



Despite theicy wind cutting through her coat, Elspeth sat back in her saddle and stared until her
eyes hurt from snow glare. "'l can't believe they raised dll thisin asingle season,” she muttered.

:And without magic,: Gwenareminded her, shifting her weight in tiny increments to keep muscles
warm. :Granted, they did have a great deal of incentive-the possibility of hostile Hardornen troops
attacking, and the certainty of monsters-what did that fine young man call them?:

"Boggles," Elspeth replied absently, taking in the redity of atwo-story-tall wall, and not awooden
palisade, mind, but a brick wal. This edifice circled not only the entire city of Shonar but the much larger
camp and garrison of the Imperids, and an open sward that had once been the town's grazing commons
aswell. A monumenta task? Without a doubt.

Then add to that the equaly monumental task of constructing barracks buildingsfor the Imperid
forces before the snow fell, and it became ajob to stun the mind in its scope. How had he gotten all that
built? Where had he found al the |aborers?

"We're very proud of our work, Sara," said the "fine young man" in Imperid uniform who had met
them haf aday out of Shonar and escorted them in. Sara was evidently the generic title of respect
gpplicableto either sex that the Imperia military used when the person doing the addressing did not
know thetrue rank of the one being addressed. It was probably the equivaent to "sir;" mercenaries
generally addressed their officersas"sr" regardless of gender, a perfectly sensible approach of which
Elspeth approved.

"We all worked on thewalls and the barracks, every man of us,” the young soldier continued, his
cheeks flushed in the cold. " Except when some of us went to work on the harvest, and then we traded
work with townsfolk. However many it took to make up the work that one of us could do, that's what
Duke Tremane traded, so thewalls and the barracks could keep going up.”

:Sensible. Did you notice? The boy says that Tremane "traded" work for work, not that he
conscripted workers.: Gwenas head was up as she made her own survey of thewalls. :Granted, it
wouldn't have been very smart to conscript workers for a wall you're building for your own
protection, but that hasn't stopped rulersin the past from doing things equally stupid.:

Elspeth nodded; no point in confusing the poor fellow by answering someone he couldn't hear. The
Imperias were dready confused enough by her indstence on specid treatment and housing for Gwena
and the dyheli Brytha, athough they had agreed to such acondition before asingle Vademaran set foot
on the road to Shonar.

Darkwind cleared histhroat gently. "Asimpressive asthesewalls are, | suspect our fellow travelers
areascold as| am, and we are not growing any warmer for standing here.”

The young soldier snapped to immediate attention and ssammered an gpology. "Of course, Sara,
forgive me! Well be on our way at once!"

He nudged his own horse awkwardly with his hedls, sending it ambling toward the gate ahead of
them. He obvioudly (at least to Elspeth's eyes) was not used to riding, and the horse was certainly not a
cavary mount; thick-legged, jugheaded, and shaggy, it probably belonged to afarmer who didn't have
any need for it in this season. He was probably grateful he hadn't had to ride out too great adistanceto
meet them; he handled the reins asif afraid the steady old gelding was going to rear and bolt at any
second. The horse had no intention of doing so, he wasjust perfectly happy to be heading back to the
city, awarm gal, and agood feed. She wouldn't hurt the poor boy's fedings by laughing at him, but she
was very glad for the scarf wrapped around her face, concedling her mouth.

The guards patrolling the top of the wall looked down at them with interest as they approached,
though with no sign of darm. There was some nudging and pointing when those nearest caught sight of
Darkwind's dyhdli, but that was to be expected.

For her part, Elspeth saw absolutely nothing to make her ingtinctsissue an darm. Except for the
uniforms, these men could have been any forcein any of the Alliance nations watching the envoy of one
of the other Alliesridein. There was no show of hostility from them, and no sense of entrapment on her
part. They went through the gate without a chalenge, and followed their guide through the main street of
the city. It was strange, after dl these weeks of not hearing their mounts hooves do more than thud dully
on the creaking snow, to ride once again to the peculiar music that Gwenas silver hooves made asthey



chimed against the cobblestones once they passed the wall, punctuated by the staccato clicking of
Brythas cloven toes. Townsfolk, evidently warned of their coming, gathered aong the sSide of the street
to cheer and wave welcomes and stare at Darkwind. She was reminded of the way they had last entered
townsin Hardorn, as part of atraveling Faire. They hadn't tood out then in the midst of so much
outlandish, gaudy, somewhat tarnished finery; probably onlookers had assumed that the dyheli had been
an ordinary horse or pony in disguise. Now Darkwind had everyone's undivided attention, and to his
credit, he seemed just as nonchaant asiif there was no one gaping at all.

They passed severd good-sized inns, and severa more buildings that might have quartered them,
and came out on the other side of the town. They were heading in the direction, not of the moundlike
barracks buildings, but of astone edificerising at least four storiesin height in the main, with towers of
five or Sx stories above that. It seemed they were to be quartered in thisfortified manor Tremane had
appropriated as his headquarters; Elspeth wondered how many clerks, officers, and other underlings had
to be reshuffled to make room for them. She was not going to be parted from her escort, and she
doubted that Tremane was going to be foolish or naive enough to expect anything different, and that
would mean displacing afair number of people.

"The previous owner had avery smal stable actually insgde the manor,” the young soldier said, as
they approached a second set of walls about the manor. "The entrance is on the courtyard, and it is
stuated beside the kitchen. The Duke's Horsemaster said he thinks it wasfor very vauable maresin fod.
There are four loose-boxes, and it'swarm enough for peopleto deep in at need. Will that do for
your-ah-mounts?'

Helooked questioningly at Brytha and Gwena, asif he dtill didn't understand what dl the fusswas
about.

For her part, Elspeth was just grateful that they'd not only found a decent place for the nonhuman
members of the delegation, but that it was gong to be within the same building complex. "That should be
perfect.” Now it was her turn to hesitate. "We're going to want to see to them before we are taken to our
own quarters, or even meet with Grand Duke Tremane for thefirst time. | hope hewill understand.”

The soldier's nod madeit clear that he didn't think Tremane would understand, but that he was
prepared to put up with the peculiarities of the Vademarans.

Gwena chuckled in Elspeth's mind. :Never mind, dear. The only person we have to persuade of
my intellect is Tremane, and that won't take long. And it can wait until tomorrow, he's going to
have enough shocks today asit is. Frankly, I'm more interested in a nice warm mash and arest in
a warm place than in meeting Tremane anyway.:

Gwenasurely was easier to live with these days. Or maybe I've finally grown up! Elspeth
chuckled to hersdlf, dlowing hersdf to reax thetiniest amount. If there had been anything untoward,
Gwenawould probably have sensed it.

The walls about the manor were much, much darker than the walls around the city. These had been
made of cut stone, like the manor itsalf, adark gray that somehow stopped just short of being
depressing. There were more guards on the top of these walls aswell, but again, their manner was
casud. While these men were professional, and ready to act on amoment's notice, their manner led
Elspeth to think they did not consider themsalves to be under any particular threat.

They entered agate with an iron portcullis, but instead of passing under thewallsinto the yard
between the walls and the manor, they went into an arched tunnel which actualy passed under thewalls
of the manor. Torches dispelled part of the gloom, but not dl of it. Elspeth did not miss noting the
murder-holesin the ceiling above them, nor did anyone esein their party. The holes were spaced so
closdly that if the gates on either end of the tunndl were dropped, there would be no escaping boiling oil
or other unpleasantness coming out of those gpertures. Thiswould have made her agreat deal more
nervous had the manor not predated Tremane's arrival.

Not that he wouldn't use them, he just had not put them therein the first place. The nasty mind that
came up with them was a native Hardornen.

Possibly one of Ancar's ancestors...

The delegation split exactly in haf once they werein the courtyard. Half of Valen'stroop took the



luggage to what was going to become their ambassadoria quarters, and the other half remained with
Darkwind and Elspeth while they saw to the comfort of their mounts. Elspeth wasjust alittleirritated at
the too-obvious guardians, but she was experienced enough to redlize they were anecessity. Until they
really knew the situation here, it was better to be too cautious and formal, and reinforce the Imperias
perceptions of herself and Darkwind as people of diplomatic importance-which, of course, they were.

Her irritation was short-lived, for Valen and his people made themselves useful instead of
decorative, and things were soon settled in the stables to the comfort and satisfaction of everyone. One
of the Imperials had remained to take them to their quarters, and with their own guardstrailing behind,
she and Darkwind followed him across the cobblestoned courtyard to one of the many entrances opening
onto it.

"Weve given you thistower," he said diffidently as he led them to astaircase, his Hardornen stilted,
and painfully correct. "Duke Tremane hopesit will suffice your needs.”

"l believeit ought to," shereplied, asthey climbed to thefirst resdentid floor. The half of their
guardsthat had gone on ahead were aready making themsalves at home. Thiswas quite a spacious
room, furnished with beds and chests and not al that dissimilar from barracksin VVademar. The second
floor wasidentica to thefirgt, but untenanted at the moment.

They continued to climb the staircase which wound around the outside wall. " These will be your
quarters, Sir and lady.” said their escort, asthey reached the third level.

They were standing in a public reception room set up on the third floor, with atable and chairs
suitable for conferences, with writing tables and an arrangement of three comfortable chairs beside the
fireplace.

"Y our bedrooms and a study are on the fourth floor, and thereis astorage room on thefifth,” their
escort said. "'l am one of Duke Tremanesaides, and | will be at your disposal.”

As Elspeth and Darkwind explored their persona quarters, he explained very serioudy that they did
not really want to use that top floor for anything except storage; it had no fireplace and was exposed to
thewindsin every direction. After poking her nose up there and seeing athin layer of frost on the stones,
Elspeth agreed.

Tremane gave them a decent period of time in which to get settled and into presentable clothing.
Elspeth very much missed the comforts of the Palace at Haven; ahot bath here meant heating water over
thefirein kettles, and pouring it into a tub the servants brought into the bedroom. Therest wasjust as
primitive, and she wrinkled her nose a the sight of the chamber pot. But the alternative could be worse...
and it wouldn't be the first time she and Darkwind had made do.

Finaly, when they were presentable, Tremane sent another of hisaidesto invite them to dinner with
him.

As good a time and place to open relations with him as any. When Darkwind gave her alittle
nod, she accepted for both of them, and they followed the young man down the gair and into the main
body of the manor. They traveled down adark and faintly chilled halway for sometime, with their only
light coming from lanterns mounted in brackets a intervals dong the wal. Findly they reached another
gair, and the aide led them up into what was clearly another tower. Infact, if thistower held Tremane's
quarters and waslaid out in asimilar manner to theirs, they could probably ook right into his bedroom
from their own.

An interesting thought, and one which showed ameasure of trust from Tremane. If one could look,
one could also shoot...

They discovered, asthe aide ushered them into aroom that corresponded to their own reception
room, that thiswas to be an informal meeting. The table was set only for three, with asingle aide standing
by asideboard full of covered dishes. Tremane was dready waiting for them, and Elspeth scrutinized him
carefully, even as he was looking both of them over with the same care.

Shewould not have taken him for the brilliant military |eader he was supposed to be. He didn't look
anything like a professond soldier-but then, neither did haf of Kerowyn's best fighters. Hewaslosing his
mouse-brown hair, and what remained was going gray. Hisintdlligent face showed sgnsof ageand strain
both.



Tremane embodied contradiction. His shoulders were firmer and broader than any clerk's, but there
wereinkstains on hisright hand. He wore asword as one for whom it was a standard piece of attire, but
there werelines at the corners of his gray-brown eyesthat people got when they habitualy squinted,
trying to read in dim light. On the one hand-scholar. On the other-fighter.

He stood up after amoment, asif they had surprised him by arriving sooner than he had expected,
and extended his hand. Elspeth found his expression impossible to read; closed, but somehow not
secretive. A gambler'sface, perhaps, the face of aman unwilling to give anything away.

But what hisface might not reved, other sgns might. His clothing was avariation on the Imperia
uniform, but with none of the fancy decorations she normally associated with someone of high rank.
There was just a badge with a coronet and another with what might be his own device. Nowhere was
there evidence of theimperial Seal or Badge, athough the badge of a crossed pen and sword looked as
if it had been sawn in place of alarger badge.

Come to think of it, no one I've seen wear s the Imperial Badge. That, more than anything else,
told her hereally had given over hisalegiance to the Empire. Soldiers set agreat dedl of store by what
device they fought under; if the Imperia Sedl was gone, so wastheir loyalty to what it represented.

The lack of decoration, though-military men took pomp and decoration for granted. What did that
lack of decoration say about Tremane? That he was modest? Or that he wanted to appear modest?

Tremane extended his hand to her, and she clasped it, returning his clasp strength for strength. He
didn't test her, but his clasp was firm and so was hers. "I am pleased to meet you at last, Princess,” he
began. She shook her head, and he stopped in mid-sentence, tilting his head alittle to the sde in what
was probably a habituad gesture of inquiry.

"Not Princess, if you please," she corrected. "I renounced that title sometime ago in favor of other
responsibilities. 'Envoy' will do, or ‘Ambassador,’ or even'My Lady," dthough | do ill hold landsand
title that are the equivalent to yours, Grand Duke. No onein Vademar even consdersmeasbeinginline
for the throne anymore.”

Must not let him think he's being slighted by having someone sent to himwho is of lesser
rank.

"My partner and spouse, Darkwind k'Sheyna, is an Adept; his people do not have any equivaent
titles specifying nobility," she continued, "But we judged his status as amageto be sgnificant in place of a
title”

Tremane nodded, released her hand, and took Darkwind's. The two men gazed measuringly into
one another's eyes before releasing their grips.

"l am very pleased to meet you both at last, and | would deem it an honor if you would dispense
with titlesand smply refer to me as Tremane,' as my peoplein my homelandsdid,” the Grand Duke
replied, softening hisforma manner with adight smile. "Would you teke asest? | fear you will find my
fare somewhat plain, but these are not the times for overindulging.”

It was Darkwind who replied, as he held out a chair for Elspeth. "I could not agree more, Tremane,”
he said. "But it does appear that the folk under your command are prospering better than most in
Hardorn."

Tremane waited until both of them were sested before he took hisown chair. "That isasmuch a
matter of luck asanything ese," hereplied. "Luck, in that we have one resource that Hardorn
lacks-manpower. There is enough to be scavenged if you have enough able-bodied men.”

Tremane's aide offered Elspeth asimple dish of vegetables baked with cheese, and she nodded in
acceptance. As he finished spooning aportion onto her plate and turned to Darkwind, she took up the
conversation. "Nevertheless, you have impressed those natives here who live within your sphere of
influence”

Tremanetook asip of hiswine. "One of the virtues of the Empireisthat itsleaders are well-trained,”
he said, after amoment. "Itsvices are many, but it iswell-governed. At the best of times, its citizens had
littleto complain of "

"And a theworst?' Darkwind asked bluntly.

Tremane bowed his head for amoment. " So much power iseasily abused,” he said finaly, and



gpplied himsdf to hisfood, ending the conversation for the moment.

When it resumed, they spoke of inconsequentid things. Tremane was adecent conversationdis,
though not abrilliant one. He was not acourtier, or at least, not someone who devoted most of histime
to such pursuits. But he was aso too careful to be blunt, too practiced to say anything that might cause
him or his people damage. He was a survivor of avery dangerous Court, and he had learned hislessons
in that Court well.

When they bid their host acordid, if guarded, good night, Elspeth knew only one thing for certain.

Grand Duke Tremane was aman who kept his own council, and it would be difficult to penetrate
the wals he had built about himsdlf. He would clearly protect his honor by maintaining silence a judicious
times, and practicing deflection when possible. Anyone who attempted to divine this complex man's
deeper motiveswould find themselves with anearly impossible task, yet that was precisaly the task
Elspeth and Darkwind faced.

Three

Emperor Charliss sat enrobed in his heavy velvets of State, amid the grim splendor of the panoply
surrounding his Iron Throne. He endured the burden of the Wolf Crown pressing down upon his brow,
ignored the content of the peoples chatter, and watched his courtiers vainly attempt to conced their
jittery nerves.

Outwardly, this Court was like any other, except in degree. Gossip, flirtations, negotiations,
assignations, betrayds, confidences-the highborn, ranked and wedlthy, al danced their dancesjust as
they had for years, asthear fathers had, and astheir grandfathers had. Over the yearstheir forms of
jockeying and presentation had gone from custom to manners to mannerism, tempered by fashion and
fear. Today, each attempted to hold their clothing and their overly expensive accessoriesin their
practiced ways, but their true state showed in their stilted movements, the nervous glances toward his
dais, and in thefaintly hysterical edgeto their voices asthey murmured to one another. His Court had
always been noted for flamboyance of dress, but fewer and fewer of his courtierswere taking thetime
and care needed for truly opulent displays, which showed more clearly than any other outward signsthat
their minds and energies were directed elsawhere. They were afraid, and people who were afraid did not
concern themsdves with inventing a new fashion or impressng an enemy with their wedlth.

Below the dais, people milled in the patterns dictated by rank and custom, but he was acutely aware
of the holesin the patterns. The Court itsdf held little more than half the usual number of attendees. How
could it be otherwise? Those who could leave for their estates aready had, despite the fact that the
Season waswdl | underway.

Thiswaswildly contrary to custom; no one who pretended to power or importance | eft the Court in
winter. Summer was the time when the highborn of the Empire retired to their estates, not winter. Winter,
that time of the year when snow and ice barricaded the isolated estates, one from the other, wasthetime
to take oné's place at Court and engage in revery and endlessintrigue, while one's underlings dedlt with
the tedium of estate caretaking, and become immersed in the round of socia intercourse known asthe
Season. Those with youngstersto marry off brought them here to display them to the parents of other
youngsters or potentia older spouses. Those who wanted power jockeyed for position; those who had it
campaigned to keep it. Those who pursued pleasure came here to pursueit. Only theimpossibly dull,
preoccupied, or solitary remained in their homes during the Season.

But not thiswinter.

When thefirgt of the mage-storms had come sweeping out of nowhere across the Empire, disrupting
or destroying dl the magic in its path except that which was heavily shielded, the Emperor had been



angry, but not serioudy alarmed. Such a powerful work of magic could not have been easy to create, and
he had not expected that the senders would be able to repest it at any time soon. Granted, it had taken
down every one of the Portals that were the fundamental means of long-range transportation acrossthe
Empire, but it had been possible to set them back up again in ardatively short period of time. The Storm
had caused inconvenience, but no more. He had never had any doubt that the mages of the Empire
would restore conditions to norma, and then he would deliver a punishment to the foolswho sent such a
thing. This punishment would send terror not only through their ranks, but into the hearts of anyone else
even peripherdly involved.

But then, without any warning, the second Storm had passed over the face of the Empire. That had
been impossible, by the rules of al magic as he knew it. And then came athird. And after that Storm had
passed, till more, and the intervals between them kept decreasing, even as the magnitude of the damage
that each wrought increased.

The courtiers might not have been aware of the damage that was being donein the Empireasa
whole, but they were certainly aware of theimpact on their own lives. Mage-fires heating their rooms and
baths no longer functioned. Mage-lights vanished, and had to be replaced by inferior candles and
lanterns, normally only used by laborersto light their hovels. Medls, even in Crag Castle were often late,
and frequently cold. One could no longer commandeer aPortd to bring something from one's home
Edate. There were servants enough that discomforts were rectified to a certain extent-but not entirely.
Thosein the Court that had no truly pressing need to be here, and who had the intelligence to see what
might happen if conditions continued to deteriorate, found reasons and the meansto get home.

By now it was next to impossible to maintain anything of amagical nature without exhaustive work
on shields, and every time another Storm-wave passed, those shields were so eroded that they required
intengive repair. Trangportation within the Empire was a a standstill, and communi cation sporadic at best.
Physical constructions such as buildings and bridges that had incorporated static magicsinto their
construction had crumbled. Every structural disaster created more disruption and fear, and sometimes
involved great loss of life. Nor wasthat the only physica effect of the Storm-waves, greet pieces of land
had been changed out of all recognition, and bizarre monsters were appearing asif conjured out of the air
itself. Migrating birds had dtered their patterns, or flew entirely lost. Wide-leafed plants astal asmen,
stinging to the touch, grew inexplicably from stonework and soil dike, and dl over the capitd and nearby
provinces, vines strangled horsesin the night. Carcasses of cregtures that |ooked like nothing of this
world were brought in as proof that these Storms were only making their world stranger and more
horrifying with each passing day.

By thistime anyone who stood the dightest chance of reaching his or her Estate by purely physica
means had |eft the Court. At home, a courtier would at least have reasonable foodstocks at hand, and
many had Estates that relied on old fashioned, nonmagica, purely physical sources of hest, light, and
sanitation. One irony was that the poorer and less pretentious of the courtiers, who had not had the spare
means to spend on magical amenitiesin their estates, were now the least uncomfortable of their peers. As
perilous aslife on the Estates could become now, with monstrous crestures attacking without warning or
provocetion, the wise and forethinking knew it was not only possible, but probable, that life in the capita
would become far more dangerous. How long before food riots set the disaffected against the wealthy?

Charliss gazed upon his courtiers through narrowed eyes, and his normally inscrutable face betrayed
some of hisannoyance. He wondered if these who were left redized just how perilouslife here could
become. There were aremarkable number of very foolish people here now; people he had heard saying
some amazingly silly things. "I come here to the Season at Court to forget the world outside these wdlls,”
onewoman had said testily in hishearing. "'l don't care to hear anything about it while the Seasonison; |
have more important things to think about-I have balsto attend and five marriageable daughtersto
dispose of!"

But the world outside the walls of Crag Castle was vanishing, even as that woman danced and
displayed her offpring, and no amount of willful ignorance was going to change that. Already those
outlying provinces of the Empire that had but lately come under the rule of the Iron Throne had revolted,
regaining their independence. Charliss did not know, in most cases, what had become of the imperia



forces that had been stationed there. Some few had made their way back to lands that were still within
Imperid sway, but others had vanished into the silence. Perhaps they had revolted aong with those they
were supposed to rule; but more likely they had been daughtered, or had merely surrendered and were
now prisoners. He did not know, nor did anyone else. Reluctantly, he was forced to admit to himsdlf in
recent days that his Empire, powerful and vast, had one particular fatd flaw. It was entirely optimized
toward controlling any and al thrests from insdeitsdlf-from riotsto politica intrigue-to civil war-but was
pathetically unprepared for outside disrupting influences such asthese Storms.

Within the Empireitsdlf, with transportation reduced to the primitive level of horse and cart, matters
were degenerating much faster than he could prop them up. Food was the mogt critical item, usualy
imported into the cities adl winter long from the Estates that supplied it, foodstuffs were running short as
even Imperia storehouses were emptied. Food was getting into the cities, brought by individual farmers
or cartersadedgeload at atime, but there were not only distancesto consider, but the dreadful winter
sormsaswell. Pricesfor perishable itemswere trebling weekly, with the cost of staplesfollowing suit,
though more dowly since he had ordered Imperial stockpilesto be put on the market to stabilize prices.
In some cities food riots had aready broken out, and he had ordered the Imperial troopsto moveinto
quell the unrest by whatever means necessary.

At least on the Estates, which were used to supporting themselves. there was plenty of food in
storage, and most nobles had their own personal forces to maintain order. There would be more
cooperation than competition among their dependents and underlings, if alord or lady wasawise
governor of hisor her property. If not, well, they would get what was coming to them.

There had dready been extensive rioting in those cities where mgor public agueducts, maintained by
magic, had collapsed, leaving the entire city with no source of fresh water. He had been ableto repress
news of those riots, but he was not certain just how long he would be able to repress news of food riots
if they became widespread. Somehow, when news was bad, it dways managed to spread no matter how
difficult the circumstances.

It was not the weight of the Wolf Crown pressing down on his brow that made his head ache, it was
the weight of the misfortune.

Why am | the Emperor upon whom all thisis visited? Why could it not have waited for my
successor?

One bizarre effect of these disasters on the citizens of the Empire-asif there were not enough bizarre
effects dready-was that strange religious cults were springing up al over what was | eft of the Empire. It
seemed asif every city had its own pet prophet, most of them predicting the end of the world-or at least
of the world asthe citizens of the Empire had known it. Every cult had its own peculiar ritesand
proposed every possible variation on human behavior asthe "only" means of savation. Some preached
compl ete asceticism, some complete license. Some advocated asingle deity, some attributed spiritsto
every object and natural phenomena, living or not.

Some sent the most devoted out to sacrifice themsalves to marauding monsters in the hopes of
appeasing whatever had sent those monsters-but of course nothing was ever appeased but the appetite
of the particular monster, and that was only atemporary condition. Needlessto say, those cults did not
long survive, for ether their followers grew quickly disiliusioned and abandoned their leaders, or they
grew quickly angry and fed their leaders to those same mongters.

The cults neither worried nor redly concerned Charliss, even though many of them had recruited
untaught or illtaught mages, and were raising impressve, though shortlived, power. Heleft it to hisown
corps of magesto dea with that power or drain it. He left the day-to-day emergenciesin the hands of his
underlings, mostly from the military. He had more persond concerns, most of his attention these dayswas
taken up with his own well-being, even his own surviva, both of which werein greet jeopardy. He had
depended on rdliable and consistent magic to maintain those spells keeping him aive and hedthy after
two centuries of life, and magic was neither reliable nor consstent anymore.

He could die before he was ready, and he had come chillingly closeto it more than once. That,
above dl, was something he wanted no oneto learn.

Many of his courtiers were mages, and he wondered how tempting it would be for one of them to



take advantage of his precarious Stuation. He was under no illusions about the ultimate loyaty of his
courtiers; he had once been one of them, and like them, his ultimate loyaty had been only to himsdlf.
Therewere two sorts of folk out therein the Great Hall now; those who were still here because they
were fools, and those who were gtill here because they saw opportunities. The latter were drasticaly
more dangerous than the former, and he never forgot that.

He had been able to keep his own existence from being eroded by keeping the heaviest of shields
upon himself, but he required an increasing number of lesser magesto do that, and he lost more ground
every time another wave of Storms passed. Not even his corps of mages knew just how delicately hislife
was hanging in the balance.

At the moment, he had managed to keep the fact that there was even the dightest thing wrong with
him a secret. His courtiers did not seem to notice any difference in his gppearance, but it wasonly a
matter of time before some sharp-eyed individua-or one with agood network of informants-learned that
al was not well with the Emperor by assembling al of the smdl hintsinto one concise answer. The
moment that happened, the panic in the citieswould be replicated in miniature in the Court, unless
Charliss could quickly exert total control over every courtier here. How could he do that, when every
goareiotaof time and energy was spent bolstering hisfailing reserves? Hefdt events dipping like sand
between hisfingers, and hisvery helplessnessraised arage in him that was as powerful asit wasfutile.

My Empireis disintegrating beneath me. Soon | may not have an Empire; | may consider
myself fortunate to still retain a Kingdom-or a city-or my life.

But he did not despair. Despair was an emotion for weaklings and failures, with no place in the heart
of the one who wore the Wolf Crown. Anger, acold firein hisbelly, rosein him until hefelt he had to
find adirectionfor it or burn away.

Theredization of how his anger should be channeled rolled in and struck like athunderbolt in his
mind. He knew precisaly where to place the blame for this Situation, and his anger pointed likea
poisoned arrow into the West and the home of his enemy.

Valdemar .

There could be only one source for histroubles, for the mage-stormsand all they had wrought.
Nothing like this had ever happened before he sent Tremane to finish taking Hardorn and consider taking
the Kingdom of Vademar which lay beyond Hardorn. Vademar did not have magic asthe Empire knew
it, and yet they had defended themsalves successfully againgt dl of Ancar's magica atacks. Therulers of
Vademar had prevented his own agents from penetrating its borders for decades with great success,
only ahandful had obtained any intelligence, only three informants had ever gotten into the Court itself.
Two of the three had not been mages, which had serioudy hampered their effectiveness, and the third
had been forced to forgo magic while she remained within the borders, which had the same effect.
Vademar had dlied itsdf with foreigners asweird as any of the monsters currently springing up
everywhere-with the grim Shin‘ain and the dien Hawkbrothers, with the monotheistic fanatics of Karse.
Vademar would be the only power to have come up with so completely unpredictable aweapon. The
fact that-at least at last report-Vademar and her Allieswere not suffering the effects of the Storms only
confirmed his"reveation." Surely only the people who had sent out such an encompassing weapon would
know how to defend againgt it affecting them aswell.

Besides, Vademar had murdered his agents and envoys. That, he had persona proof of, for they
had falen through the Porta from Hardorn with daggers bearing the Roya Seal on the pomme-nuts. His
advisersdiffered in their opinions on whether or not this had represented a ddliberate provocation, an act
of war, or smply achalenge, but there was no difference of opinion on whose hand had done the deed.
It had to be someone actually in the Roya Household, either the Helr or the persond agent of the Queen,
not just any provocateur or Herald.

Tremane, parked on the. very doorstep of VVademar, had agreed with that assessment, but the
measures that he had taken to disrupt the Alliance had gone serioudy amiss.

Or had they?

It could be that he had never taken those measures at dl, that he had concocted the story of his
tame assassin out of whole cloth. Had he been planning to defect to the Vademaran Alliance dl dong, in



the hope that they would give him a Kingdom, when he saw that he could not win the war with the
Hardornen rebels?

That would make very good sense, consdering that Charliss had made the promise of the position
of Imperia Heir contingent on whether or not Tremane won Hardorn-the whole of Hardorn-for the
Empire.

Given the choice between coming homein disgrace-bardly retaining his own Duchy-and winning
himsdf aKingdom, it could have been an easy decision.

All thiswas speculation, of course, but Charliss did have certain facts to guide him. Without
guestion, Tremane had revolted, looting an Imperid supply depot, declaring to his men that the Empire
had deserted them, and making common cause with the Hardornens he had been sent to subdue.
Chances were that the VVademarans had persuaded him, perhaps had even given him theideato revolt in
thefirgt place. Tremane had been the best choice Charliss had from among those to whom he had
offered the opportunity to earn the Heir's Coronet. Tremane was no fool, but nothing in his makeup had
given Charlisstheimpression that he could be induced to revolt. He was intdlligent, but not particularly
imaginative. Y et one agent who had made hisway across country against impossible odds had painted a
very clear picture of Grand Duke Tremane's traitorous words and deeds.

That betraya was as bitter as any experiencein Charliss long life and reign, and it would not go
unpunished. It was a pity that Tremane had left no potentia hostage in the form of awife or child at
Court, and that his Estate was so far away on the borders of the Empire that reaching it to despail it was
about as practica as going after Tremane himsdf. Of course, Charliss could and would assign it to
someone e se, but that was an empty gesture, and both he and the recipient would be well aware of that.
No onewould be able to get there until late spring at best, and if the Empire continued to fall apart, they
might aswdll not try.

Still, agesture would have to be made, hollow or not. These people below him, fools though they
were, would have to be shown once again that he was the Emperor, and he was not to be trifled with.

He sgnded to his mgjordomo, who rapped his staff three times on the marble of the floor to gainthe
Court's attention. Nothing disturbed theicy tranquillity of the mgordomo's demeanor; men had been cut
down by theimperial Guards at his very feet and he had not turned ahair. Arrayed in asplendor of
purple velvet and gold bullion embroidery, and bearing the wolf-headed Imperid Staff which stood taller
than he was, no mage-made homunculus or clockwork manikin could have been more controlled than he.

So completely did his office subsume him that Charlissdid not even know hisname.

Slencefdl immediatdly with thefirst rgp, so that the next two echoed down the hall with the impact
of Death himsdlf rapping on adoor. All eyesturned a once to the Iron Throne, and Charliss stood up to
facethem dl, his heavy robes dragging at his shoulders. He braced his calves against the Throne, grateful
for theinvisible support.

He could have had the mgjordomo make the announcements, but that would lessen the impact, and
it might give theimpression that he was no longer vigorous. He could not have that, especialy not now.
He must appear to be as powerful now asthe day he took the Throne.

His voice echoed portentoudy out over the crowd of courtiers, amplified and rendered more
imposing by clever acoustical design around the dais. "Intelligence has reached Our earsthat gravely
grievesand angers Us," he said sternly into the silence. "We have received news from an unimpeachable
source that Tremane, Grand Duke of Lynnai, has turned traitor to the Empire, to his vows, and to Us."

The gasps of surprise that rippled through the Court were not feigned, and only confirmed Charliss
impression that those courtiers till remaining were for the most part not among his brightest and best. He
scanned for afew particular faces, men and afew women who were numbered among his advisers-and
there was no surprise or shock registering there.

Good. It's agreeable to know that | haven't chosen any complete idiots.

"There can be no doubt of hisintent or histhoughts,” Charliss continued, as the gasps and murmurs
died down again. "He has orchestrated the looting of an Imperia storage depot for his own profit,
including the contents of the exchequer there, moniesintended to pay the faithful soldiers of the Empire
their just and well-earned stipends.”



He cast aglance at the ftiff figureslining thewdls. Ah, my own guards are looking black at that
one. Good. Word will spread through the rest of the Army, and may the Hundred Little Gods help
himif he shows his face where a single Imperial soldier can find him. Of al thetruthsin the Empire
guaranteed to preserve life, limb, and prosperity, thiswasthe truest: Pay the Army, pay it well, and pay
it on time.

Charliss permitted atouch of hisanger to show on hisface and in hisvoice. "He has declared his
alegiance to the Empire a an end, and has subverted histroops, entrusted to him, to renounce their oaths
aswell. He has broken off hostilitieswith the rebels of Hardorn, has entered into unlawful and traitorous
dliance with them, and isacting in dl waysto have sat himsdf up asKing of that benighted land.”

Shaking heads and avid lookstold him that every one of the power seekers ill gathered here was
hoping for profit from Tremane's downfal. Wdll, in thevoid left when agrest treefdl, little trees could
climb to reach the sun. Even in these strange days, that might still cometo pass.

Now, however, was the time to dert these idiots to their danger. "Worst of al, he has entered into
dliance with the vile and duplicitous monarch of Vademar, which nation has sent unprovoked assaults by
magic lately againgt this, our peaceful Empire." He paused for a breath, steadying himsdf againgt the
Throne under cover of hisrobes. That last was only supposition, but even those with intelligence
networks the near-equal of his could not be certain of that, and really, would not care. Tremane had no
friends here; those who had been nomindly hisdlieswould be scrambling for new men to attach
themsdves and their fortunesto. And proving that the current misfortunes had arecognizable origin might
consolidate some of theseidiotsinto acohesive whole. There was nothing quite like acommon enemy to
make aforce out of disparate and bickering parties.

Now to show them that the old lion had teeth. He put on his most dreadful look, the one that | eft
even hardened guards with trembling hands and quaking knees, and made his next words thunder out like
the pronouncement of some barbarian god. "We therefore declare Tremane of Lynna atraitor, histitle
and landsforfeit, and his name anathemal We pronounce upon him the sentence of degth, to be executed
by any that have the means and opportunity! Let no loyd citizen of the Empire aid him, on pain of that
same sentence; et his name be stricken from therolls of hisfamily, and let the House of Lynnai diewith
hisfather! Let his name be chiseled from monuments of battle, be erased from the records of the Empire,
and let it be asif he never was born!”

That was the harshest sentence possible to pronounce within the Empire, and no few faces below
him turned pale. For most of these people, this erasure was worse than a sentence of execution, for it
extended Tremane's punishment into the Hereafter. If and when Tremane did die, he would have no
immortality, for without some record on earth of who and what he had been, his soul would vanish & the
moment of hisdeath, or would wander aimlessly in the cheerless, empty limbo between earth and the
afterlife, without any knowledge of who it had once been...

Or soit was bdieved. When acitizen of the Empire believed anything. he believed in theimmortdity
of records, when he worshiped anything, he dwaysincluded his ancestors. To remove someone from his
rightful place among his ancestors was to remove a piece of the very cosmos.

Charlissamiled grimly. Now they know | haven't gone soft, just because | was prepared to
name a possible Heir.

He allowed his expression to soften. "We know that this has come as a great shock to al Our loyal
subjects, the more especidly as the Nameless One had been put forth as the potentia Heir to the
Imperial Crown. Such abetraya harmsyou aswell as Us, by threatening the security of the Empire. We
would not see Our children distressed by thetaint of betraya mingled with uncertainty. Therefore, We
now do name Our successor, and bestow on him al those lands, goods, and titles that were oncethe
property of the Nameless One."

Thelooks of greed and avidity were back-though only briefly, and quickly controlled. At this
moment, no one knew who Charlisswas going to name, least of al the recipient. Once Tremane had
been designated, Charliss had taken painsto show no partidity to anyone €l se; he had wanted to give
Tremane asfair aplaying field as possiblein a Court asfilled with intrigue as thisone. And besides, by
not showing favor to any one person. he had virtually opened up the field-if Tremane failed to conquer



Hardorn-to anyone. The scrambling and jockeying had been most anusing when held had the leisure to
take note of it. Every one of his advisers had the potential to be named Heir asfar as anyone knew, and
severd of hismages aswell. Those who thought themselvesin the running were moving up through the
crowd, dmost without redlizing that they were doing o, attempting to place themselves nearer the
Throne, where he could see them better.

But his thoughts were wandering, the suspense was about to send one or two out thereinto afit of
gooplexy.

He had to end the suspense, athough there would be severa who were shocked or affronted at his
choice. Nevertheless, Mdles had been his second choice before he sent Tremane off to conquer
Hardorn, and Méles had remained in that position all dong. "We therefore do name as successor and
Heir, the most worthy and knowledgesble adviser and most loyd servant of the Empire, Court Baron
Mdles"

He had just named Tremane's most fervent and implacable enemy. And if anyone was going to put
in the astounding effort it would take merely to attempt to execute the Imperia death sentence on
Tremane, it would be Méelles. There was real hatred between the two of them, a hatred more powerful
than Charliss had witnessed in avery long time. There was not much room for hatred in the Imperia
Court; it was better to keep emotions superficid, for today's enemy might be tomorrow's aly.

Mélles had been standing just to one side of the dais, visible, but unobtrusive, aswas hisnorma
habit. Hewas adightly better-looking version of Tremanein some ways, thinner and not as muscular,
with none of the physical attributes of afighter. He was not bading; his hair was darker, and he was two
or three years Tremane's junior. Otherwise, though, they could have been cut from the same cloth and
sewn by the sametailor. Both of them had cultivated the art of being ignored and overlooked, though
Charliss suspected that their motivesfor this differed greatly. He knew what Melles motives were; now,
in retrogpect, he could guess at Tremane's.

Mélles was not a hereditary noble like Tremane; he was a Court Baron, aman with atitle but no
lands, as hisfather had been before him. Méelles wedlth came from trade, as did the wealth of most of the
Court nobles, dthough the commaodity that Melles bought and sold was quite unlike that of his
livestock-brokering father. 1t was no secret that an ambitious tradesman with enough ready cash could
buy a Court title for himsalf, and with further gpplications of hiswealth could arrange for thetitleto be
inherited by his son. There was no shamein this-though many of the Court nobles were extraordinarily
touchy about their titles, and many of the landed gentry made no secret of the fact that they considered
the Court noblesto be purest upstarts. There was some friction between the two factions, athough it was
quite astonishing how quickly that friction vanished when afamily with title but no fortune was presented
with the heir or heiressto afortune with no title asamatrimonial prospect.

Was that how the enmity had begun between Tremane and Méles? Had Tremane, or Tremane's
father, snubbed Mdles or Médlles father? It seemed unlikely that such hatred could spring from so trifling
acause. Oddly enough, Charliss could not imagine Tremane being rude to anyone, not even to someone
he held in contempt. Tremane had aways been too clever to make such enemies casudly.

Wadll, it didn't really matter now. whatever the cause, it served the Emperor's ends.

Barron-now Grand Duke-Meélles moved forward out of the knot of courtiers at the very foot of the
stepsleading to the dais. He stood aone for amoment, then walked with solemn deliberation up the
three steps permitted to one of his new title, bowing his head and going to hisknee at the fourth. Charliss
motioned to the guard at his right to bring up the coronet of the Heir from the niche a the Sde of the dais
whereit had resided since Charliss himsdlf had resigned it to put on the Wolf Crown.

Although the acts of this ceremony appeared spontaneous, it was anything but. 1t was another
dance, the steps dictated by the custom of ages past, every move choreographed centuries ago. Only the
participants in the dance changed, never the steps themselves.

Even the guard who brought the coronet to Mdlles had rehearsed just this action athousand times,
even though there was no telling which guard would be directed to retrieve the circlet, nor who it would
be given to. It was smply apart of an Imperia Guard's duty, rehearsed adong with every other part.

The guard performed flawlesdy, handing the circlet to Meles, who in accordance with tradition,



solemnly crowned himsdlf, just as hewould crown himself with the Wolf Crown when Charlissdied.
Power and authority in the Empire came from within the man, and were not bestowed by the hands of
priests, and in token of that, every Emperor and Heir bestowed the trappings of power upon himself.

Once crowned-not that the coronet was all that imposing, just aniron circlet in the shape of a
sword, with atopaz matching those in the Wolf Crown set as the pommel-nut-Melles stood up, and
bowed to his Emperor. Charliss surveyed him with satisfaction, thinking that he probably should have
chosen Mdlesin thefirg place. Unlike Tremane, Méelles was a powerful Adept who could, with afew
decades of practice, be Charliss equal in magic. Given that, and despite current conditions, it wasjust
barely possible that Melles would contrive to bring back Tremane's head.

Charliss mentdly resolved to resign on the spot if Mdles managed to pull that one off. Not that he
consdered it likely, but such diligence would deserve areward, and there wasn't much else Charliss
would be ableto give him.

And if he can do that, he'll be strong enough to take the Wolf Crown from me. It would be
better to resign it with grace, and concentrate on keeping myself alive.

No matter how powerfully his enemies among the courtierswould gladly have plunged daggersinto
Mélles heart at that moment, not one of them would betray himsdlf. "Go and take your well-deserved
congratulations from Our Court," Charliss directed with cool approva. "Wewill discuss your new duties
and privilegeslater."

Méelles bowed, and backed down the steps. There was no throne for the Heir, nor any specia place
for him a Court ceremonies. Emperors of the past had not deemed it necessary or advisableto give their
Heirstoo much power or the appearance of it lest they acquire an addiction to it and crave more. As
Méllesturned at the foot of the steps to face those thronging to greet him, Charliss decided that the
Emperors of the past had been very wise. Mdles could certainly be one of those who would crave more
than hisjust due.

Charliss decided to keep him on a short leash, as he watched the dance of power begin swirling
about this new center.

One Tremane was enough, after all.

Méelles had often thought, of late, that there had been so many upheavasthat there was nothing that
could evoke the feding of surprisein him anymore. And athough hisintelligence network was
extraordinary-in fact, it had been one of his spieswho had brought word of Tremane's defection back to
Crag Castle-he really had not expected to be named Charliss Heir.

According to hisown caculations, he wasn't thelogica candidate, even though there were persond
congderationsinvolved. Since the onset of the mage-storms and the consequent disasters spread over
the entire Empire, it had seemed to him that the Emperor would have to name someone who had
absolutely no enemies at Court whatsoever. Whoever came after Charlisswould have to cope with a
much-reduced Empire, revolt everywhere, apossbly hostile Army; he would have to somehow convince
the worst of enemiesto act together and forge aliances until the Empire was stable again. Méelles had far
too many enemies who would rather die than work with him in any way; Tremane was not the only one,
nor was he even the most deadly. Mdles was aman who made enemiesfar more easily than dlies. On
the whole, he preferred enemies, for it was much easier to manipulate them than allies, and there was
never therisk of dislluson when they redized they had been manipulated.

Friends were quite out of the question; afriend was a potentia holein one's armor, and he had not
permitted himsalf such aweakness since he became aman. Then there was the matter of his position and
duties under Charliss, which did not endear him to anyone. He could not think of a single person who
liked himin the entire Court. Many feared him, some admired him grudgingly, otherstolerated him asa
necessary evil, but no one liked him.

But there they all were, flocking to fawn on him asif they couldn't wait to become hisbest friend.
Some of them, in fact, might very well have plansin that direction, foolish as such plans might be. He
was, after dl, surrounded by fools; they wouldn't be here now if they weren't.

He smiled and accepted their congratul ations with an expression that suggested that he would be



eager to become their best friend. Why not? Even fools had their uses, and just like the Emperor who
had bestowed his new title, he had never been the kind who threw away a potentid toal.

The men thronged about him firgt, jostling one another in their eagernessto say something that he
might remember later, reminding him of past favorsthey had donefor him, offering favorsfor the future. It
was quite astonishing, the sort of thingsthey considered to be "favors;" he could not for amoment
imaginewhy anyone could think that invitationsto incredibly boring socid getherings featuring
meaningless entertainments would ever be sought after.

And the women! They were worse than the men! If they were unmarried, they were pressing about
him with looks and poses that were just short of open invitations to do as he pleased with them. If they
were anything other than blissfully, happily married (and there were damned few of those at Court,
especialy now!) they were behaving the same. If they had daughters of anything resembling marriageable
age-and plenty of these women had very liberal ideas about what condtituted " marriageable age’-they
were dluding to their daughters admiration of him, and dangling invitations on their behaf.

Asif any of them had the faintest notion who | am or what | look like-

No, that was unfair, Not all of these people were here because they were blind idiots who wouldn't
have their Season spoiled by afew petty disasters. Some were here because they couldn't get back to
their Estates, others because of their positions as Imperia Advisers, and some because they had no
Edates. There were young girls-and not so young girls-who knew very well who he was and what he
looked like, asthey knew the identities, properties, and titles of every unwedded man expected to be at
Court this Season. That was part of their duty, asthey and their parents went about the serious business
of husband hunting. He might not have been very high ontheir list of desirable matches until now, but they
knew who hewas.

And if he made an appearance a a private party, amusical evening, or other entertainment, each of
them would proceed with grim determination to try to convince him that nothing would make him happier
than to take her as hislawfully wedded soon-to-be-Empress.

That no lessthan an hour ago most if not dl of these maidenswould have cheerfully confessed that
the idea of wedding him made themill was of no conseguence now.

Look how these same women throw themselves at Charliss the old mummy! It isn't his
handsome face that makes them act like shameless cows in season around him. Furthermore,
Melleswaswell awarethat if he had evidenced any preference for young men hewould still be under
siege from these women and their parents. After al, he would still be expected to try to produce an Heir
of hisbody. Thefact that only about half of the Emperors of the past had been the physical offspring of
their predecessor didn't matter, he would still be expected to try.

And if some of what I've read in the private Archivesis true, some of them went to some
fascinating extremesin trying...

Wadll, that didn't matter either. He wasn't alover of men or boys, and not of little girls either. But he
would wait until he wore the Iron Crown himself before he took awife, and when he did, hisfirst choice
would be an orphan with no living family left whatsoever, just for spite!

"Yes, of course," he murmured to one of the women-after being certain that he was not agreeing to
anything of importance. It would be agrand joke on dl of them if he selected his bride from among the
common citizens. It would certainly be easy to find an attractive orphan there!

He whispered an aside to one of the other advisers, aman who had been adisinterested dly inthe
past. Thisisall going to my head. There will be time to think about women later, now is the time
to concentrate on consolidating my base of power, and determining what can best be done to get
the Empire through thiscrisis.

Pleasures of al sortswould have to wait until the Empire was stable. Perhaps sometime in the future
there might even be an opportunity to execute the Emperor's sentence of death on Tremane. But that time
was not now, and he would wait for it to come to him. Hatred was an emotion that brought him agreat
dedl of energy and entertainment, and he enjoyed it.

It was not for nothing that his enemies often compared him to a spider stting in the middle of aweb.
If there was one virtue he possessed, it was patience, for patience was the only virtue that eventualy



brought rewards.

Now that the dance of courtiers and Court was over and the business of the Empire had been
disposed of in Council, Méeles got his private audience with the Emperor. Private? Well, not precisdly;
the Emperor was never done. But no one of any pretense to weath or rank in the Empire ever really
noticed servants or bodyguards-

Unless, of course, that person was Mélles, or someone like him. To the Emperor, without a doubt,
they wereinvisible. To Mdlesthey were possible spies.

The subject of conversation, as befitting the position and duties of the new Heir, was the state of the
Empire. Mdleswas not particularly surprised to discover that Charliss had lessinformation on this
subject than he did. The Emperor had not been concerned with the day-to-day workings of his Empire
for decades; he had been able to leave that to his underlings.

In Méelles opinion, he no longer had that luxury. "My Lord Emperor,” Mdlessaid patiently. "It
seemsto methat you have been insufficiently acquainted with the desires and needs of the common man.”

They compare me to a spider in its web, Mdlesthought dispassionately, as he watched the old
man glare a him over the expanse of ahighly-polished black marble table. They should see him when
heis not playing hisrole. He looks like an ancient turtle deciding whether or not to stick his nose
a fraction more outside his shell.

Insde the sheltering back and arms of the Emperor'sthronelike chair, that was precisdly what
Charlissresembled. And, like the turtle, Melles suspected that the Emperor redlly did want to pull himsdlf
back into hisshell entirely.

He did not seem disposed to learn, or dedl with, the basic changesin the Empire, and that fit with
Méles plans. So what | need to do is to persuade him that not only is that a good idea for him, but
also that he can trust power in my hands. Melesadready had agreat dea of power; he had beenin
charge of dedling out whatever punishments the Emperor deemed necessary for many years now. Not
quite an Executioner, and considerably higher in status than a mere lawkeeper, when something
unfortunate occurred to amember of the Court and the Emperor took special notice of it, everyone knew
whose hand had been behind seeming accidents or twists of fate. Mdles valueto the Emperor lay in
making certain that it wasimpossible to prove anything when such accidents occurred.

The"accidents’ weren't lways supposed to befatal, or at least not fatal to the physical body.
Sometimes ruin suited the Emperor better than death, whether it be the ruin of areputation or of a
fortune. A ploy that Melles particularly favored was to contrive romantic liaisons that were entirely
disastrous; it was amazing what people would do to prevent their follies from becoming widely known
when that folly involved sexud favors, infatuation, or acombination of the two.

"Just what exactly do you mean by that?' the Emperor asked queruloudly.

Mélles spread his handswide. "1 mean, Lord Emperor, that the common man is an extremely smple
cregture. Y ou are thinking of him now in terms of the mab, which isabeing with many armsand legsand
no head, and as a consequence behaves in ways no rational man can predict. | am thinking of himasheis
before he devolvesto that mindless, intractable state.” Hetilted his head to one side; that had been a
much longer speech than he usualy gave to the Emperor, and he had learned to make certain that the
Emperor dways had openingsin which to insert his own comments.

"So what is the so-called common man, when heisn'tinamob?' the Emperor mocked.

Meélles was not abouit to let his own mask of serenity dip. Such mockery was as much atest as
Tremane's assignment had been.

And I amnot likely to be lulled by the illusion that | am the Emperor's only executioner. If he
perceives me as afailure, | will not live long enough to rebel.

Heinclined hishead alittle; not quite abow, but enough to acknowledge his subservience even as
he "corrected" the Emperor'signorance. "As| said, Serenity, heissimple. What he needs-desires-those
thingsarejust assmple. First of al, he wants the roof over his head to be sound and the food on his
plate to be abundant. He wants that food to arrive every day. He wants to be left done to pursue his
work and the pleasures of hisbed, home, and table. If you give him these things, heis not inclined to



argue overmuch about the means required to deliver them. If heis deprived of them, heislikely to
welcome whatever measures are taken to restore them.” He raised a single finger to emphasize his next
point. "Mog, if not dl, of your common citizens have been so deprived, and see only a steedy declinein
the qudlity of their lives, but if measures could be taken that will restore many of their comforts, those
thingsthey consider so important to their lives...."

"l seeyour point,” the Emperor replied, with no more mockery in hisvoice. He sat in silence, only
the movement of his eyes betraying his dertness. He could have been a grotesque statue, if not for those
glittering eyes. The Emperor did not fidget, did not visbly shift hisweight in his chair, or perform any of
the other tiny, unconscious movements of lesser beings. Partly it was a matter of training, for such utter
stillness enhanced hisimage of supernatura power; partly, or so Melles suspected, it was smple good
Sense, to conserve hiswaning energy and resources.

Finaly, the Emperor spoke, hisvoice low, degp, and grating. "Y ou want meto give you the
authority to order whatsoever you think is necessary to restore order at the level of the streets.”

Melles nodded, very dowly, asthose powerful eyes, blazing with the deadly life of afindy-honed
blade, pinned him to his seat. He could not, dared not, return that glare. He was not here to challenge the
Emperor, he was here to get the old man to share out some of his power. But he also wouldn't get
anywhereif he didn't admit what he wanted. It was an interesting observation by one of histutorsthat
there were only three classes of people who could afford to speak the unvarnished truth-the very bottom,
the very topmost, and children. Thelowest classes could afford it because they had nothing to lose, the
highest because there was no one who could call them to account for it, and children because they held
no power and hence were no threat. Melles had never forgotten that observation, nor did he forget the
implications of it. The Emperor could spesk pure truth; Melles could not. When the Emperor asked a
direct question, Melles had better be careful how much of the truth he told.

But there was another factor here. At the best of times, when the Emperor had beenin hisprime, he
hadn't had time enough for everything. No great ruler did; that was why they had underlingsand
delegated their authority to those they thought could be trusted with it. Now, the Emperor was old, his
powers waning, and he had the very personal and pressing matter of preserving what was left of hislifeto
concentrate on.

Thered question, the one Méelles had no answer to as yet, was just how close to the end the
Emperor was. That would tell him how reluctant Charlisswould be to give up power to hisHeir. Would
he clutch his powers and possessionsto him, or releasethem to clutch at life itself?

Those sharp, chill eyes measured him, and missed nothing in the process. "Very well." Thevoice
was as cold asthe eyes. "Have the orders written, and | will sign and sedl them, granting you authority
over city guards, militias, and authorizing you to make use of the Army in quedlling locd disturbances. That
will be enough to seeif you have theingght into the common man that you clam.” A thin, humorlesssmile
stretched the Emperor'slips. "If you succeed, | shal consider granting you more."

He waved ahand at the Emperor, in mute disavowa of wanting any other powers. "That will be
sufficient, my Lord Emperor, | assure you. | wish only to restore order; without order, these seeds of
chaoswill spread to engulf usdl.”

Charliss only made awheezing grunt full of cynical amusement. "I doubt that you intend to limit your
grasp. But thisisal you will get for the present. Go to the clerks and draw up the orders.”

That was clear dismissal, and he took it as such. He stood, bowed with careful exactitude, and
walked backward until he reached the door. The Emperor's eyeswere on Mélles every step of the way,
and the dight smile on the Emperor'slips would have chilled the blood of alesser man.

He reached behind him and opened the door without looking at it, backed through it, and closed it
without taking his eyes off the Emperor. Asthe door closed, the Imperia eyeswere il fixed on him, il
measuring, still watching him for ahint of insubordination.

Asthe door shut with adecisive click, Méleslet out hisbreath, dowly. That went better than |
had any reason to hope. He's still sane; if he stays that way, | can handle him. Heturned and
saked slently down the cold gray marble halway with its high ceilings and austere decorations of
captured weaponry from ages and wars long past. Like the room he had just l€ft, the halway was chilly



enough to make him wish he had worn heavier clothing. Ogtensibly, it was dueto afalurein the
enchantments of heating, but in fact it was ddiberate, to discourage loitering. The halway was meant to
impress onewho walked it with his own insgnificance, and its acoustics underscored the message well.

Here, s0 near to the highest seats of Imperia government, the Audience Chamber, the Council
Chamber, and the great Court Hall, one necessary adjunct to so much power was a highly-trained cadre
of Imperid clerksto make decisonsinto orders. Nothing could function without written orders. Articles,
commands, and doctrine, no matter how seemingly small, had no officid life until they were quantified as
documents. These pieces of paper were so vitd to the working of the Empire, they were like water,
food, or air to asoldier, and an officia document would carry more power in itswords than any courtier
posturing and spouting Smilar verbiage.

And of course, there was such agroup of vita clerks, asmall army of them, ensconced in the one
comfortable chamber on thisfloor, between the Court Hall and the Council Chamber.

An efficient Empire was one dependent on (though not run by) clerks, though they might not know
it; their masters did, and aways had, and took care to ensure the comfort of these al-important workers
inthe hive of Imperid rule. Large windows, screened against insects, let in cooling breezes during the
heat of summer. And athough the heating-spells hed failed e sewherein Crag
Cadtle-legitimately-measures had always been in place in case of such afalurein the Clerks Chamber.
There were three great fireplaces on the wall shared with the Council Chamber, and two more on the one
shared by the Court Hall, al of them burning merrily. Charcoa footwarmers sat under desks, and those
al-important fingers kept warm and supple with metal handwarmers on each desk. Each clerk had his
own oil lamp to read and write by, and there were pages assigned to this room only, to bring food and
drink whenever cdled for.

Some-dways among the"new" nobility who were not yet acquainted with the way things
worked-grumbled at thistrestment of "mere" clerks. What they were not aware of was that these clerks
weren't "mere’ anything, and most of them were higher in rank than the grumblers. Here the of fspring of
the noblest familiesin the Empire paid their service, even those intended eventudly for the Army. They
were accustomed to preferential and comfortable treatment, but that did not mean they did not earn it by
their labors. There was never an hour when there were not at least Six clerks on duty here, and there
were twenty between dawn and dusk. Only the most skilled and most discreet served here, and their
ability to remain closemouthed about what passed over their desks was legendary.

To open the heavily-guarded door and enter this haven of heat and light was adecided rdlief; Méelles
felt tight muscles rlaxing under the influence of the gentle warmth. It was still early enough in the day that
al twenty clerks were in attendance; Melles scanned the rows of desks, and went straight to the first
unoccupied clerk he saw.

Theyoung man he chose st like dl therest, at alarge wooden desk with everything he required
arranged neatly on top of it. A stack of rough draft paper, asmaler stack of Imperia Vellum, inkpots
containing red and black ink, blotting paper, blotting sand, glass pens, and his handwarmer were all
arranged in a pattern he found personally the most efficient. Off to one side was the book he had been
reading, which he had immediately laid aside when Mdles neared him. The only sign of individuaity was
asmadl egg-shaped carving of white jadein amotif of entwining fish.

The clerk himsdlf was nondescript, unmemorable, asdl of them were. They were taught how to be
forgettable and sdlf-effacing before they cameto this duty. Here, they were apair of handsand abrain
full of specific skills, interchangesble with every other clerk in theroom. Meles done among his
acquaintances had never taken aturn in thisroom, but that was because he had been serving Empire and
Emperor by learning another set of skillsentirely.

Whilethe clerk made rapid notes, he dictated the orders; the clerk first made a rough copy,
checking it word for word with him, then from the corrected rough, made afina copy on Imperid Velum
incorporating al the changes. Mdleswas being very careful in how he phrased these orders, giving
himsdlf precisdy the amount of authority that the Emperor had specified and no more. Three more clerks
were summoned to make copies at this point, for atota of five copiesinal.

Asyet, obvioudy, the orders were nothing more than paper. When he had finished, the clerk



summoned a page from the group waiting and chattering on abench beside the fire and sent him to the
Emperor with the finished documents. The page would not wak down the corridor that Melles had just
left; he would use a specia passage between this room and the Emperor's chambers reserved only for
the pages, so that he could not be stopped and questioned or detained.

Méllesdid not go with him; he was prohibited from doing so, nor would the Emperor's guards
permit him to gpproach with documents to be signed in hand. Thiswasto prevent him from somehow
coercing the Emperor into signing and sealing them, or being tricked into doing so before he had read
them. All these convoluted customs had their reasons.

At length, the page returned, and the glitter of the Imperia Seal on the uppermost document told
Médlesthat al had gone wdll; the orders were gpproved with no changes. Had there been changes, the
page would have returned with one copy, not five, which would have had the Emperor's revisons written
on it. The rest, one of the Emperor's guards would have burned on the spot, so that the Sedl could not
have been counterfeited on them.

Meélles accepted his copies with abow of thanks, and left the room. The chill of the halway struck
him with a shock, despite being prepared for it, but he didn't hesitate for even amoment. Now hisfirst
priority wasto get one copy of the ordersinto the hands of the Commander of the Imperid Army. The
cooperation of the Army was needed before he attempted any of his ambitious plans.

He had been careful to phrase his ordersin such away that the Commander's authority was not
being subsumed by his own. Thelast thing he wanted was to make an antagonist out of Generd Thayer.
The Generd made avery bad enemy, one who never forgot and never forgave. The orders as he had
dictated them gave him the authority to coopt regimenta groups or smaler, depending on need, but only
if they were not currently deployed on some other duty. If | can't quell ariot with less than a
regiment, | won't quell it with anything larger. That's not a threat to Thayer, and it means | won't
be countermanding any of his standing orders to the Army as a whole.

With luck, he wouldn't need to use Imperia soldiers very often, but luck had not been with anyone
of late. He dready knew that he would have to disperse at least oneriot in each City by giving the
soldiersordersto kill. It would be the first time in centuries that Imperia soldiers had been used against
civilians, and it would come as a tremendous shock. He hoped that the shock would be great enough that
he would not need to repest the lesson. Theloss of civilians meant loss of taxpaying workers, and at this
point the Empire could not afford to lose much in the way of taxes.

The Imperial Commander had quarters herein Crag Castle, as every Emperor since the Third had
preferred to have the Commander of his Armieswhere he could keep awatchful eye on him. The Third
Emperor had originally been the Imperiad Commander, and he had not approved of the Second
Emperor's choice of Heir. He had taken mattersinto his own hands the moment that the Second
Emperor was dead, and had decided not to give hisown Imperial Commander the kind of opportunity
that he had taken advantage of. The rest had followed hiswise example.

AsMéeles moved down various corridors and staircases, he passed through narrow zones of warm
ar dternaing with much more extensive zones of chill to positively frigid air. Since the denizens of Crag
Castle were now relying on fireplaces and other primitive providers of warmth, heating was unrdligble
and often unpredictable. There would beillnessin the Castle before the year turned to spring; illnesses of
the kind more often associated with poorer folk.

Thetimesare... interesting. And likely to become more so before the end.

The corridors themselves never varied in decor, only in Size and height; they continued to be built of
the same gray marble, and continued to feature only captured weaponry as decoration. Once Mélles | eft
the area of the Emperor's Quarters and the officia chambers of government, the hallways he traversed
became much narrower, and the cellings dropped to anorma level, but that was the only way to tell that
he was not within the quarters of the Emperor himself.

Thelmperid Commander was one of the highest-ranking officialsin the Council, so his chambers
were correspondingly nearer to the Imperia Chambers. Only those of the Heir-which Mdlles servants
were currently engaged in arranging to suit him-were nearer. The Commander's persond bodyguards
stood at attention to either side of the door, showing that the, great man himself wasinsde, as Mélles had



expected. Méeleswould shortly have apair of those guards outside of his own chambers, now that he
wasthe designated Heir. They were not just to protect the life of those they were assigned to, they were
meant as protection for the Emperor. The Imperia Guards were an elite group, trained and spell-bound
to the service of the Emperor. No force on earth could turn them against Charliss, and if either the Heir

or the Imperial Commander proved troublesome, well... only the details of burid would prove
troublesome once their guards were finished with them. It was possible to bresk the pells seding them to
the Emperor, and it was possible that the Storms themselves had already done so. The only way to be
sure would be to approach them on the question of éiminating the Emperor, and if the spellswereintact,
that could be afatd mistake.

Tremane had managed to leave his pair of Imperid Guards behind him when he went off to
command the conquest of Hardorn, probably because the Emperor had not expected trouble from him
away from Crag Castle. Perhaps, if Charliss had inssted that Tremane take dong his watchdogs, things
might have turned out differently.

Or perhaps not, except that the Guards would have solved our problem by dispatching
Tremane for us, and | would still be Heir. Therewould till be mage-storms to contend with, the
Empire would still befaling to pieces, and dl e se would be following much the same paths. The only
change would be that they would have one less danger to worry about-Melles knew, asno oneesein
the Court did, that it was by no means certain that Tremane had dlied himsdf with Vademar. In point of
fact, he hoped fervently that thiswas not the case. These mage-storms were bad enough, random and
untargeted as they seemed to be; if the mages of Valdemar had at their disposa an expert, one who
knew everything there was of any importance about the Empire, what would happen then? What if the
Storms could be targeted accurately, to cause the most disruption and damage? If Tremane really were
to dly himsdf with Vademar, that might be what they would have to ded with.

Asfor what such arevelation would do to the Emperor-

When he was fit and not beset by so many problems, he would simply have been angry, gotten
over it, and would dismiss his anger until someone brought him Tremane's head. Now, | cannot be
sure, because it is possible that he, like the Empire, is disintegrating, and his sanity will crumble
along with his physical body.

He nodded to the two guards, who sal uted and stepped aside for him as he displayed the Imperia
Seal on the documents he carried. He knocked once on the door, then opened it and stepped inside.

He entered an anteroom, lushly carpeted, with battle-bannerson dl of the wals, but holding only a
monumental desk, three comfortable chairs, and asingle servant dressed in acompromise between
military uniform and private livery-who was obvioudy one of Thayer's secretaries.

"I have Imperid ordersfor the Commander,”" hetold the bland individua behind the desk. "And if
the Commander hastimefor me, | should like to discuss them with him."

Conciliate, be polite and humble. It costs nothing, and keeps the peace.

The secretary immediately roseto hisfeet, and held out his hand for the orders. "1 will ddliver the
ordersto him directly, High Lord Heir," he said smoothly. "Please take a sest. | believe | can assureyou
that the Commander will dways have timeto discuss matters of the Empire with you, for heleft ganding
orderswith meto admit you to his presence regardless of other circumstances.”

AsMeélles suppressed his surprise, the secretary took the paper from his hand and exited quickly
through the doorway behind his desk. Méelestook aseet, examining the fingernails of hisright hand
minutely as acover for histhoughts. He had been aware since he became amember of the Council that
Thayer was an astute politician, but he had not known how astute. Most of the other advisers were ill
scrambling to decide how to handle Méles now that he was officialy the Heir. That Thayer had left
gtanding orders with his underlingsto admit Mdles at any and dl timeswas an interesting devel opmernt,
and Méelleswondered if it meant that the Commander was prepared to cooperate with the new Heir on
al levels. If so, that would make Médlles tasksincalculably easier.

To have the Commander of the Imperial Army in my pocket... half the power of the Empire
will be divided between us. And the rest, well, that can wait.

The secretary returned before Melles needed to find some other object to examine. "Please follow



me, Great Lord," the young man said as he bowed deeply. "The Lord Commander is eager to speak with
you without ddlay.”

Méllesroseto hisfeet and followed the secretary into the next room of the suite, this one very
smilar to the antechamber. The Commander had excellent taste; he had carpeted over most of the floor
with one of therich, plush rugs of the Biijd tribes of the Eastern Idands, some of the more attractive
captured battle-banners hung on the walls, and there was agood fire going in the fireplace. Like the
antechamber, thisroom held littlein the way of furniture, just another monumental desk, severd
comfortable chairs, and two smdler tables. Oil lamps served for illumination in place of the mage-lights
that would ordinarily have been here; with darkness falling, these had been it and burned brightly.

Generd Thayer waswaiting, the Imperial Ordersin his hand, standing beside his desk rather than
gtting behind it. In the sillent protocols of the Empire, he was receiving Mdles as an equa rather than
Mélles arriving as asupplicant. Thiswas another good sign; Thayer was not going to challenge his
authority at dl.

The Genera could have taken his place in the ranks of his own forces; though hishair wasasgray as
granite, hisbody was as hard and tough as that stone. The very few foolswho had challenged Thayer to
sngle combat over one pretext or another had not survived the experience. Enemies and friends alike
compared him to awolf-enemies compared him to aravening, insatiable hunter, friends to the powerful
pack leader. Gray asawolf hewas, and histeeth and wits were just as keen.

That sharply chiseled face wore afriendly, welcoming expression today, however, and athough
Mélles knew the Genera to be an astute politician, he dso knew that Thayer wasno good at dl at hiding
hisfedings. Assurdy ashismind was agreat asset, hisface was agreat handicap in the game of palitics.
To counter that handicap, Thayer made every attempt to play the game in writing and appeared in person
only when policy permitted truth.

The Genera extended hisfree hand toward Melles with asmile as the secretary bowed himself out,
and Mdlestook hishand with an answering smile.

"By the Hundred Little Gods, | was hoping you'd come to mefirst before any of the rest!" Thayer
grated. A hilt-thrust to histhroat as ayoung man had left him with apermanently marred voice.
"Congratulations, Méelles. The Emperor finaly made agood choice. Tremane was alittle too popular with
his own men to make me entirdly easy in my mind about him."

"Whereas | am so equaly unpopular with everyone that you find me more acceptable asHeir?'
Mélles raised one eyebrow ddlicately, and Thayer barked alaugh.

"Let'sjust say that when the Commander discoversthat one of hisgenerasis popular, it makeshim
wonder why that generd is cultivating popularity.” Thayer bared histeeth in asmile as Méelles nodded his
understanding. "Sometimes it happensthat popularity is an accident, but more often than not it's been
deliberately sought. Y ou, however-"

"1, who am known as 'Charliss Executioner' need not trouble himsalf about such trifles as
popularity." Méelles softened the comment with awry smile. "1 would rather have respect than popularity.”

Thayer answered that sdlly with alifted brow of hisown. "In that, asin other things, we are
like-minded. The Emperor, may hereign long, is not the only one who needs to worry about underlings
with ambition, and | am glad enough to see Tremane eiminated. So, about these orders-your idea?'

Méelles nodded, carefully gauging Thayer's reactions before saying anything. He need not have been
concerned; it was clear that Thayer could not have been more pleased had he dictated the orders himself.

"Damned good ideal Come Sit down so we can talk about thisin detail.” The General waved him to
one of the chairs beside the fireplace, and took another, tossing the orders onto the desktop but making
no move to place himsdlf behind the desk. Méelestook his seat, and the Generad moved his own chair
nearer to that of the Heir before sitting init. "Damned good idea! " he repeated. "Declare martid law, and
you'll havethe citsup in arms and starting arevalt in the streets, but bring in the Army without actudly
calling it martid law, and they'll fal inline without awhimper if you can restore order." He coughed.
"Givethem back their easy lives, and they'll call you agod and not care how you managed it."

"My ideaisto use the smalest number of soldiersthat | can to crush disturbances absolutely,”
Méllessaid cautioudy. "1 don't want people to begin muttering that we've called out the Army on them; |



believe that is one thing the citizens of the Empirewon't tolerate. If you'l look at those orders, you'll see
I've been given direct command of city guards, congtables, and militia. Theway | seeit, if | usethose
forcesin the front ranks, and only use the Army regularsto back them up and add strength to their line,
I'll get the effect that | want without it looking asif the Army istaking over."

"Good. Sound strategy,” Thayer confirmed. "Out in the provinces they expect the Army to put down
trouble, but the citsthink they're above dl that. Put down thefirg riots efficiently, kill afew of theworst
troublemakers, and | don't think you'll have any trouble reestablishing order. | was hoping someone
would figure out that werein for aspot of domestic trouble and would plan on deding withit.”

And of course he didn't dare suggest it himself. Charliss would see that as a direct threat to
his own authority, and | would have been asked to find General Thayer a-retirement. Thayer
knows it, too. He nodded, and leaned back in his chair, feeling much more confident with Thayer asan
open dly. "It's not common knowledge, but there have already been small disturbances, and | expect
larger ones asfood runs short and hardshipsbuild up,” he said easily. "If we're ready-and ruthlessin
suppressing the troubles to come-1 think the citizens will accept what we do as a necessary evil.”

"Yes, asweve sad, find away to get them their meals and peace and the cits will accept anything
short of burning down the city," Thayer retorted with contempt. "Now, how exactly do you want meto
help? Y ou want a specia regiment detached to go wherever it's needed, or-" Thayer paused, looking
eager, but abit reluctant to put forth hisown ideas. "Wdl, I'm amilitary man, | don't have any experience
inriot control, but-

"Y ou have an ideaof your own," Mélles said, leaning forward with interest. "Please. I'd like to hear
it

"Weve il got limited communication mage-to-mage with dl the military bases, and you know
therés at least one near every large city,” Thayer told him. "Now, if | were to move a certain number of
men, acompany, say, into each city-if you were to get the militias and city guards and so on organized in
the way you want beforehand-well, as soon asariot started, your city militiawould naturally go teke care
of it, and just as naturdly the captain of the company would offer hishep. Y our militia captain would
accept it, and why not, they're both in military brotherhoods, asit were. With the backing of the Army, |
don't see any reason why we couldn't squash any riot. And technicaly, since| doubt every hothead in
every city would takeit into his head to riot on the same day, you wouldn't be exceeding the number of
men you asked for." He grinned dyly. ™Y ou see, they'd only be under your command for the duration of
theriot; after that, they'd come back under my authority.”

Méellesdlowed himsdf adry chuckle. General Thayer was obvioudy apast master a the fine art of
manipulating loopholes, and his Strategy was an application of the very ordersthat he had written that he
himsalf had not considered.

But then, | didn't have any reason to suspect that Thayer would make quite such an eager
ally.

"That, Generd, isabrilliant plan; quite perfect for al our purposes,” hereplied, dlowing gpprovd to
creep into hisvoice. The Genera smiled, asmilewith just as much sted in it aswarmth.

"Good. We're agreed on it, then." Thayer nodded decisively. "Now, in return, 1'd appreciateit if you
could do something about some domestic orders for me-not exactly requisitions, more like assgnments.
It al till comes under the heading of restoring domestic order.”

"I'll dowhat | can." Mdles had expected this; trading favor for favor was the accepted way of doing
businessin Imperid politics. He wouldn't commit himself until he'd heard precisaly what Thayer hadin
mind, but Thayer knew that aready.

"Put the Army in charge of dl intercity transportation of supplies.” Thayer looked him straight inthe
eyes. "Asit is, suff'sbeing moved inefficiently, what gets moved israndom, and carters are getting fat no
matter what. The Army's suffering, because we're having to pay through the nose, just like the cits are.
Conscript the carters, take over the Cartage Guild, make 'em subject to Army discipline, and well cure
what's causing some of your riotsin short order. Every dog in the Empire knows what's going on, and
they'll be happy to see the Cartage Guild get what's coming to them. The citsare astired of the
profiteering as| am.”



And you and your officerswill get fat on the profits, instead of the Cartage Guild. Méellessaw
right through that one, but Thayer was right about severd things. Trangportation was a hit-or-miss matter
right now, and the profits that the carters were making were obscene. Putting the Army in charge would
reduce profiteering to an acceptable level, and get transportation organized. And there had been unrest
over the profiteering; at least one of the riots had destroyed a Cartage Guildhal and the buildings near it.

No, therewill be no weeping if | conscript the carters, their beasts, and their vehicles.

The question was, could he get away with that assgnment, as an interpretation of the orders that
Charliss hed just Sgned?

He unrolled one of hisown copies and scanned it quickly, then looked up into Thayer'sflat brown
eyes. "l think this particular set of commands gives methat authority,” he said, knowing that the Emperor
wouldn't care so long as he could keep anyone from lodging complaints againgt it. And since Thayer was
going to have pressing reasonsto prevent complaints.... "When | send out copies of the original orders,
I'll seeto it that this particular amendment is added.”

Thayer smiled with satisfaction. "I'll have my mages get to work," he promised. "By tomorrow night,
therelll be companies picked; by the next day I'll have them moving into barracksin the cities. Don't
worry; I'll send ordersto select steady men, veterans, men who won't panic, won't shoot unlessthey're
ordered, and won't exceed their orders. I'll send captains who have every reason to keep peace, steady
men, not sadists who enjoy breaking heads."

Army efficiency, he thought envioudy. It's a beautiful thing to see working. "My orderswill have
to travel by signal and sometimes courier, but they'll get to most of the Empirein afortnight,” he replied,
and stood up. "It will be a pleasure working with you, Lord Commander," hefinished, holding out his
hand as the Genera stood up.

Thayer took it in another firm handclasp. "An equd pleasure here," he said. "And adamned sight
better than working with one of theinferna groat-counters, let metell you!" Hefollowed at Mdles
elbow, quite pleased to accompany hisvigtor to the door.

Mélles knew what he meant; severd of the possible candidates for Heir were men less of vision than
of caution. Few of them would have the imagination to foresee the riots he knew were bound to come,
much lessto plan how to quell them. " Just remember-we want our actionsto be as unobtrusive as
possible-so that the citizens welcome the Sght of soldiersin the Sreets rather than fearing it."”

Thayer opened the door to the antechamber for him, nodding vigoroudly. "Exactly. I'll draw up a set
of riot ordersfor you; you look them over and tell me what you want changed." He waved Melles
through. "Grevas, seethe Lord Heir out, would you? Lord Médlles, | can't thank you enough for coming
hereyoursdf.”

"Think nothing of it; | am glad that we could reach an understanding so quickly." Melles passed into
the antechamber where the secretary received him with a deep bow of respect, then hurried to open the
door for him. He waved histhanks at the underling, and entered the cold hallway feding asif he had done
agood day'swork indeed.

Now, what else? Ordersto requisition food if it's necessary, and it will be. And ordersto
requisition extra beasts and vehicles from the Estates, placing themin the hands of the Army.
Have to specify rules about requisitions; taking a farmer's only cart and horse is only going to be
counter productive. Put one of my secretaries on it. Mertun-he was a farmer's son. That would be
enough for now; too many ordersdl at once, and it would cause more unease and unrest than aready
exiged.

And | need to consolidate my personal position. That, fortunately, was mostly amatter of
reinforcing his own standing ordersto his specia operatives. Those operatives would act as needed, and
bring him the information he required. And insofar as power in the Council of Advisers and the Court
went-well, most mouths would smile and utter compliments, and he would accept them. Action would
speak theredl truths, and his operatives would ferret out what those same mouths said in private.

Therewasasingle exception to dl of that. If the Army could manage to keep their lines of
communication open, it meant that they were able to get some magicsto work. Probably those of short
duration; and that may be the secret. That, and a great deal of power forcing the magics through.



| have power, and | have more than one mage in my own pay. | simply hadn't thought to apply
great power to small goals, but maybe those goals are not so small after all, now.

He hurried down the corridor to his new quarters, only ashort distance from the Generd's, and
found his own Imperia bodyguards waiting at the door for him. They opened the door for him with great
ceremony, and he was greeted on the other sde by his own servants, who surrounded him and began
fussng over him immediatdly with great ceremony and alittlefear.

Impatiently, he waved most of them away. His new quarters were fundamentdly identical to hisold,
except that the rooms were abit larger, the furnishings (those that were not his persona gear) more
luxurious, and the suite itself was Situated better with regard to conveniences. In the time held spent
conferring with the Emperor and Genera Thayer, his servants had removed al sgns of the former
occupant, and had made it seem asif he had aways lived here. His own carpets were on the floor, his
tapestries and maps on the walls, his books in the cases and on the tables. He went straight to his desk to
draft the orders-or rather, eaborations-that were to be appended to the Imperia Orders he had with
him. When he had finished, he handed the rough drafts to his own secretary-along with the four copies of
the Imperia Orders he ill retained.

"Take care of these-and have Mertun specify under what conditions aman's beast and vehicle are to
be exempt from requisition,” he ordered. His secretary bowed and took the papers out. Only then did he
permit himsdf to rdax, putting himsdlf into the care of hisvalet. His secretary would see that three sets of
the Orders got into the hands of the Imperid Clerksfor distribution and dissemination. One set would
remain here, for use as areference.

Hewalked into his private chambers at the direction of hisvaet; with hisown furniture here, inthe
same pogtionsasin hisold rooms, he could almost convince himself that nothing had changed.

Almog. It's begun. | have started the avalanche; there will be no stopping it now. He alowed
hisvalet to extract him from his stiff coat of heavy, embroidered satin and help him into amuch more
comfortable robe. Within a short period of time he was settled in achair beside afireplace, with food and
drink and abook on the table at hisright hand.

He stared into the flames, amused and bemused by everything that had happened today. It had
certainly been an eventful day, and one he would remember for along time.

Nevertheless, hisday was not yet over. He rang for his valet, and when the man appeared,
murmured a certain phrase that meant his operatives were to be contacted and cdled in, one at atime.
My agents will have to watch for some new things now, as well as the old. My mages-well, if the
Army can accomplish communicative magics, perhaps there are a few things that we can
accomplish, too.

It occurred to him that although vengeance on his old enemy Tremane was probably out of the
guestion, at least he ought to be sure just exactly what Tremane was up to. Scrying was another magic of
limited scope and duration, and it was just possible that enough could be learned by means of scrying to
warn him if Tremane was actualy adanger to the Empire.

He settled back, sipped hot spiced wine thoughtfully, and waited for thefirst of his spiesto appear.
No, much as he would like to, he could not dispose of that annoying Tremane-but he could not ignore the
man ether.

Andinthekind of war he waged, the best and most reliable weapon was knowledge.

It wastime to widld that particular weapon, and with more finesse and care than he had ever
exercised before.

Four



The cavernousinterior of Urtho's Tower was remarkably quiet with the gryphons gone. An'desha
hadn't quite redized until now how much sound the gryphons produced-like the constant click of talons
on stone, the windlike bellows-sound of their breathing and the rustle of feathers. He'd gotten used to
those whispers of sound, and without them, his own voice seemed unnaturaly loud despite the
sussuration of other activity.

"Look here, it'sredly quitelogicd,” An'deshasaid, with onefinger under theline of characters-the
same words, written in three different languages. Kara peered at them, his forehead creasing with
concentration. "Thisisthe Hawkbrother, thisis the Shin'din, and you can see how smilar-"

A muffled thud interrupted him, followed by the sound of darmed and complaining voices. Sartled,
he looked up, past Kara and into the central room of the Tower.

He knew those voices, athough he had not expected to hear them today. He got up and moved to
the doorway, just to seeif he was somehow mistaken.

He wasn't. The aged Imperid mage Sganes, in hisrobes of oddly military cut, was astrange
contrast to Master Artificer Levy in hispractical, yet luxurious, black slk and leather. Both of them,
however, looked pae and ill and much the worsefor their travel. Walking ahead of them was Altra.

"By the Hundred Little Goddl" said Sganes, every hair on hisgray head standing straight out. "I |
never haveto travel thisway again, it will be too soon!”

Master Levy swalowed, looking to An'deshaasif he were fighting to keep his somach from
revolting. Hisface had agreenish tint, and the knuckles of his clenched fissswere white. "1.... quite agree
with you, Sganes," he said in astrangled voice. "I believe that, given the option, | will wak home.”

Altralooked at both of them with unconceded contempt, stalking off into Kard's side room to
bondesdy flop down onto the foot of Kard's palet. An'deshafollowed him. An'deshadidn’t "hear” the
Firecat say anything, but Kara pulled his mostly-untouched bowl of stew over to the cat, who gratefully
inhaled it asif he hadn't esten in weeks.

Meanwhile, Firesong, Loisha, Silverfox, and two of the Shin'din hurried over to greet the aged
mage and younger Magter Artificer. There wasn't much in the way of furniture here, but Silverfox brought
both of them folding stoolsto sit on, and they sagged down onto that support with evident gratitude.
An'deshadidn't blame either of the newcomersfor their reactions; he knew from personal experience that
they were not exaggerating their exhaustion and illness.

An'desha had traveled once in the care of Altrathe Firecat, in the creatures bizarre
distance-devouring method of transportation called " Jumping,” and he would not particularly careto
experience it again. The Firecats were somehow able to cross grest distancesin the blink of an eye, and
could take with them whatever or whoever was touching them. The experience was a gut-wrenching one,
similar to a Gate-crossing, but repeated over and over with each Jump. The closer together the Jumps
were, the worse the effect was. The amount of cumulative effect varied with each person, but from the
look of thesetwo, Altra hadn't paused much between Jumps and thislatest journey had been quitea
rough ridefor them.

An'deshawatched for amoment, but Firesong, Silverfox, and the rest seemed to have the Situation
well in hand. Sgjanes clearly needed to go lie down, and Master Levy to sit down and have something to
Settle his stomach. After abrief rest, both of them were taken into the vacant side chamber that had
earlier served asthe gryphons nest. Kard, meanwhile, was fussing over Altra, who, for thefirst timein
An'deshas experience, was looking rather shopworn. Evidently the trip hadn't been easy on him ether.

He remembered what Altrahad said about the fact that even Jumping had become much more
difficult. "Areyou feding dl right?' he asked the cat, as Kard hovered over him anxioudy.

' have felt better,: the Firecat replied dryly. :But | believe that with a short rest and food, |
shall be fine. The currentsin the energy-fields are vicious. It has become very dangerous to Jump
even a tenth of my usual distances. | do think that from hereonin |, too, would prefer to walk
where | need to go, given the choice.:

The clacking of hooves on the floor sgnded the arriva of the Companion FHorian. : Oh, don't be
ridiculous, Altra,: the Companion said mockingly. : Of course you won't have to walk. You'll
convince one of usto carry you.:



Altraignored him, pretending to concentrate on the vital task of licking the bowl clean. That didn't
take too long, and as soon as the last hint of gravy was gone, he curled up in such away that he wouldn't
beintheway of Kard'sfeet if the young Karsite needed to rest. :1'm going to sleep now,: the Firecat
said with greet dignity, and he closed hiseyesfirmly, dill ignoring Florian'sjibe.

Florian made awhickering sound that was so like a chuckle that there was no doubt in An'desha's
mind what the Companion was thinking. "Oh, leave him adone, FHorian," hetold the Companion. "At least
for now. Y ou can't deny that he has done more than his share for sometimeto come. If Gating is
dangerous, how could Jumping be less than hazardous?'

: True enough,: Forian replied equitably. : You are correct, An'desha, and | am at fault here.
Altra has served heroically, and | should not have teased him, especially not when heisas
exhausted as his passengers. | beg your pardon, cat.:

:And | grant it, horse,: camefrom the seemingly-deeping Firecat.

Florian stepped over and touched his nose to the Firecat's fur in aconciliatory gesture, then backed
off to the chamber entrance. He stood with one eye cast toward the main chamber, and the other
watching over Altraand hisfriends, before findly quietly clopping off.

"Well. We have everyone we need," An'deshasaid to Karal, "Except perhapsthat Kaled'ain
scholar we have been promised. We can certainly resume investigating the other deviceswe found.”

"I keep thinking that there are more rooms and chambers we haven't found yet," Kard replied, lying
back down on his pallet, taking care to not to disturb Altra.

"There probably are," An'deshatold him. "Weve found signs of at least four more places where
there might be storage chambers or even apassage to alower level. The problem isthat we haven't been
able to get them open. Perhaps Sgjanes or Master Levy will be able to help there.” He smiled at his
friend. "To tel you thetruth, | suspect it will be Master Levy; | have the feding that the tricks to getting
these hatches open are purely mechanica.”

Kara smiled back. "I think you may be right. That would fit well enough with what Treyvan was
ableto tell me about the Mage of Silence. It would be like him to put amechanical catch in a place of
magic, knowing that anyone who came here intending mischief would probably be expecting magic and
not be prepared for mechanics."”

An'deshachuckled. "And that would certainly put Firesong's nose out of joint. Poor Firesong! At
every turn, it ssemsasif hisgreat powers as an Adept areless and |lessimportant!™

Kara nodded and rubbed the back of hisneck in thought. "It must be awfully difficult for him to face
each day. Just look at what has happened. He went from being the brightest star in the skiesto... finding
his powers unreliable and lessened, with new methods to do what he used to do coming up every day.
Some of them are even contradictory to what he hasknown asfact dl hislife

An'deshafrowned and nodded. "Sometimes | fed like cheated him out of hisglory by being who
and what | am, but | know that none of us dictated or could have predicted the way things would unfold.
| owe him my life, by the Star-Eyed's grace, and | am grateful to him, but | wish that he could fed the
happiness now that he used to enjoy in the Vaes. And asfor things being contradictory-you've been
experiencing much of that yourself, spiritudly. So haveweadl, | think." He paused, fingerstented ashe
carefully considered his next words. "Still-Master Levy saysthat al thingsin our world, no maiter how
illogica they may seem, are dill congistent under unseen laws. The spirits | have spoken with on the
M oonpaths have implied much the same-that magic in al itsformsworks under those laws as surely as
rain, wind, and beasts do. Perhaps Firesong, and al of us, are learning new aspects of the laws we have
been subject to dl our lives."

"With Magter Levy hereto confound usal with histeachings on universa laws, you'll need mefor a
secretary again,” Karal said as he smoothed down hiswarm robes, brightening considerably. "I'll be glad
to be useful again.”

An'desha nodded with sympathy; he knew how idleness, even enforced, had fretted hisfriend, and
he would aso be glad to see Kard fedling asif he were contributing his share. Redidticdly, Kard was
not ableto help at al with brute-force physical tasks, but the role of secretary was perfect for him.

He would have said something, but he noticed that Karal seemed very tired, and it occurred to him



that the two of them had been working quite steadily on comparing Shin'din, Tayledras, and Kdedain
writing ever since breakfast. Menta work could be just as exhausting as physicd labor, even for those,
like Karal, who had aknack for it.

"Why don't you look after Altrafor awhile," he said, cleverly using the Firecat as an excuseto get
Karal torest. "I'll go seeif our hosts want to know anything about Sganes and Master Levy."

Karal nodded, and caressed Altrawith one hand while he closed his eyes. An'desha collected the
empty stew bowl and made amenta note to get something more suited to Altras tastes from the
Shindin.

Heleft Kard beginning to doze, Altra aready adeep, and Florian watching over them both, and
went out into the main chamber in the center of the Tower. Master Levy dready recovered, was
examining the floor of that chamber on his hands and knees. Helooked up as An'desha entered.

"Has anyone looked at the floor here?' he asked.

"We looked, but we didn't see anything," the Shin'ain replied.” Why? Have you found something?"

"Perhaps.” Magter Levy got to hisfeet. "When | was still sudying, | used to earn spending money by
designing and helping to build hidden doors and chambers for wedthy or eccentric clients. | think there
might be something here.”

"Huh." An'deshalooked closdly at the floor, and had to shake his head. "I'll take your word for it.
Do you think you can get it open-if thereis anything there?"

"Perhaps" Magter Levy repested. "I'll have to examineit later, when I'm not exhausted. Thisisal
sheer nervous energy, you see, plus arather stupid wish to seemin better physical shape than old
Sganes, and it'sdl about to run out. I'm going to get abowl of that stew | smell, and then | am going to
deep for aday.”

An'deshalaughed, as Master Levy shrugged ruefully and with self-deprecation. Asthe Master
Artificer drifted in the direction of their little charcoa stove and the bubbling stewpot atop it, he started
back toward Kard. But halfway there, he turned, alittle surprised, as a soft voice hailed him.

It was one of the few black-clad Kad'enedral, and with him was another wearing dark blue. The one
in black he knew; Ter'haa, an old man whose blood-feud would technically never be completed,
because the one who murdered his oathbrother had been Mornelithe Falconsbane. It was doubly ironic
that An'deshaand Ter'haahad become friends over the past few days. Ter'haaknew who and what he
had been, of course. An'desha, understandably nervous, had asked him why he continued to wear black;
Ter'hdahad laughed and said that he was used to the color and too old to change.

"Terhda" An'deshagreeted him. "Who isyour friend?’

The Kd'enedra sketched asdute of greeting. "Thisis Che'sera, young friend. He wished to meet
you."

An'deshabowed dightly. "I am aways honored to meet one of the servants of the Wise One," he
sad politely, though he could not for the life of him imagine what had brought so many of the reclusive
"Scrollsworn”-as he called them, to distinguish them from the true Swordsworn-out of Katashin'ain and
their stronghold there. "We are dl truly grateful for the hospitality and tolerance you have shown to us."

| wonder if the reason is that we've just added two more meddlers to the group, and one of
themis a mage from a completely unknown land, he thought, though he kept his thoughtsto himself.
Not that | blame them. We're the interlopers here; the Star-Eyed gave them the keeping of this
Tower and its secrets, not us.

Che'serareturned hisbow. "l am pleased to meet you, An'desha,” he replied, his voice so carefully
neutra that An‘desha could not read any second meaning into thewords. "It is not often that one of the
Panswho goesto become amage ever returns again.”

"It isnot often that the shamans permit him to return,” An'deshareplied, ascamly and carefully ashe
could, athough he could in no way match the lack of inflection in Che'seras voice. "Until only recently,
mages have been forbidden the Plains, even those of the People.”

"Well, and you can certainly seewhy," Che'sera countered immediately, gesturing a the Tower
remains about them. "Thiswould al have been a great temptation. Can you say, had you become amage
of the Tal€'edras, that you would not have been tempted to try to use one of these weapons againgt the



onethey caled Faconsbane?'

An'desha shuddered. He till had far too many of Falconsbane's memories of the life he had led
using An'deshas body for comfort-and behind those memories, marched others, a seemingly endless
parade of atrocities stretching back into adim past as ancient asthis Tower.

"I would," he admitted dowly. "1 would have been tempted by anything that might have brought the
monster down. Anything that would have saved others from the horror he wrought.”

Che'serashrugged. "And yet it took how many of you, working together, to smply use the energy of
one of these weapons rather than the weapon itself?"

"And yet you permit us here now." An'deshaalowed one eyebrow to rise.

"We do, and that isin part why | wished to speak with you," Che'seratold him. "May we speak
privately, you and I, for alittlewhile, Shin'dinto Shin'ain?'

Now An'deshawas considerably more surprised, and not at al certain what Che'serahad in mind.
Thiswasthefirgt timein hisreckoning that any of the Shin'din here had addressed him in such afashion;
most seemed uncomfortable with the concept of a Shin'ain who was aso amage, and some seemed of
the persona opinion that his haf-foreign blood made him more dien than Shin‘ain. "Certainly, if that is
what you wish." He nodded toward the degping chamber. "My friend Kard isadeep in there; hewill not
hear us, and if we speak quietly, wewill not disturb him. | fear that isthe most privacy | can offer, asitis
in somewhat short supply here despite the vastness of the place.”

Chée'seranodded. "That will do,” he said, and gestured to An'deshato lead him onward.

An'deshadid so, walking with great care past Karal and Altra, athough neither stirred, nor in fact
gave any indication that they were dive except for their seady breathing. At the moment he was suffering
from mixed feglings, he was both curious and apprehensive to hear what Che'serawanted to say that
required privacy.

He gestured at his own pallet, waiting until Che'seratook a seet at the foot before seating himsalf.

"S0," he said, wondering what he was letting himsdlf infor. "What isit you wish of me, Sworn One?"

When Che'seraleft him at last, he sat back againgt the gently-curving stone wall and smply thought
of nothing for awhile. Hefdt asif Che'sera had taken hismind, had turned it upside-down and shaken it,
examined it, poked and prodded it, turned it insde out, and then, when he was finished, put it al neatly
back in place with the ends tucked in.

He had probably been the most skillful interrogator that An'deshaor any of Falconsbane's many
incarnations had ever encountered. You know, | suspect that at this point he could predict my
reaction to virtually any situation, and do so with more accuracy than | could!

Although his questions had covered virtualy every subject, Che'sera seemed particularly interested
inthe Avatars. That was the one thing that hadn't surprised him, since virtudly al of the Sworn had
wanted to know about Dawnfire and Tre'vaen sooner or later. Some of them here had actually been
present when Dawnfire, trapped in the body of her bondbird, had been transformed into an Avatar in the
first place. It had occurred to An'deshathat asfar as he was concerned, such atransformation was a
poor substitute for returning Dawnfire to her proper human form. But then again, perhaps that had not
been possible; granted, the Star-Eyed had been able to undo most of the changes Fal consbane had run
on An'desha's own body, but that wasin the nature of restoring something to itsrightful state, not
changing it into something else dtogether.

Perhaps all that She would have been able to manage would have been transformation into a
tervardi, one of the bird-people, and that might have been a truly cruel "reward" for her, since
thetervardi arefrail and not very humanlike. At least this way, sheis still fundamentally herself
and sheis anything but frail.

He also sensed that there were other complications to the story that no one had told him about. And
there was, of course, the factor that Dawnfire had been mourned for dead, and her human body buried
when the bond to it was snapped by Falconsbane. It didn't necessarily do for a deity to resurrect people;
the question would inevitably arise: "Why this one and not my father, mother, sibling, lover." Better, on
the whole, not to do any such thing. Look at al the effort that the Companions went to in order to



preserve the secret of their own nature, and they weren't even returning as humans!

Just such philosophica questions had arisen in the course of Che'sera's questioning-though on his
part, rather than Che'sera's-and the Sworn One had negtly deflected them. Perhapsit had been because
Che'serawanted him to think of possible answers for himself; there had been that kind of feding asthe
conversation progressed.

And in all of that, | didn't learn a thing about Che'sera himself. Now that was truly unusud,
since Fa consbane had been arather skilled interrogator and some of that expertise was available to
An'desha. Given the proper occasion, that was one of Falconsbane's abilitiesthat An'deshadid not mind
coopting, but he had not been able to insert so much asasingle persona question of his own the entire
time the two of them spoke. Che'serawas most unusua, even for the Sworn.

An'desharubbed histemples, feding asif he should have a headache after al that Che'serahad put
him through, even though he did not.

Activity, that was what was called for. There were dishes to wash, there was clothing to mend, and
there were al manner of thingsto be done. Or perhaps he ought to go look at the food suppliesthe
Shin‘ain had brought, and see if there was something more that could be done with them than the
seemingly endless round of soups and stews they had been presented with thus far. He wasn't precisely a
grand cook, but he did have experience in dishesthat no one else here did.

He rose and went in search of something useful to do.

The clothing and kitchen work had aready been taken care of, but asit turned out, there was
something new he could concoct in theway of dinner for them dl. There was fresh meat, brought in by
Shin'din hunters; there were beans and afew other winter vegetables such as onions, and there were
spices and dried peppers. That particular combination reminded him of arecipe Kara had made up for
him once, when they'd been too late to catch dinner with either the Court or the Herddic sudents. He
diced some of the meat and hot peppers and browned them together, added onions, beans and sweet
spice, and st it dl to cook dowly. While all of those ingredients had been used before, no onein the
group had ever used them in that combination. It would definitdly be different from anything the Shin'din
had been cooking, and that was what he was looking for.

It had taken along timeto dice the meat asfinely asthe recipe called for, and having his hands busy
alowed hismind to rest. His mind wasn't the only thing resting, however, and dthough Kard was il
deeping, others were awake again. At about the time he finished with his concoction, Master Levy was
out in the main room on his hands and knees, looking intently at the floor, and prying at invisble cracks
with some very tiny tools he took from apouch at his belt.

An'deshawashed up the utensils he/d used for his preparations, dried his hands, and went out to join
him, though no one else seemed at all interested in what he was doing. "Is there anything | can doto
help?' he asked, sitting on hishedsjust behind the Master Artificer.

"Well, there is something here, dl right,” Master Levy replied in an absent tone. "Thisisamovable
stone, and | would guess that it drops down and fitsinto adot carved into the rock. It may takemea
whileto figure out the release, though. Tell me something, do you have any idealif this mage thought in
patterns, in numbers of things? Asin-oh, the Karsites think in terms of one, seven, or eight-if they build a
device with acatch, it will either have asingle trigger-point or seven. That's because they haveasingle
God, but in the usud representations of Vkandis as the sun rising, there are seven rays coming from it and
in the ones of the sun-in-glory there are eight rays. The Rethwellans dmost aways usethree, for the three
faces of their Goddess. Most Vademarans use three or two, three for the same reason asthe
Rethwellans, or two for the God and Goddess. It's not a conscious thing, it's just the kind of patterns that
people establish asvery smdl children.”

"Y ou might try four,” An'desha said, after amoment of thought. "Urtho shared the Kaleddin faith, if
he shared anything religious with anyone, and that's the same as the Shin'ain. Except whereit's
free-flowing and curvy, theré'sagreat deal of square and diamond symmetry in the decorations around
here"

Master Levy grunted what sounded like thanks, and seemed to widen his scope of examination a
bit.



Finaly he sat back on his haunches, stretched dl hisfingers and shook his head. "Shall we seeif
we're supremely lucky and were not dealing with arandom placing?' he asked An'desha, his saturnine
face showing rather more humor than An'deshawas used to seeing from him. "If your guessisright, |
think I've found al four trigger points; if mineisright, thisfar insde his Tower Urtho would not have
bothered to beterribly clever about hiding his additiona workrooms and the catcheswon't be difficult. |
don't suppose you've got a clue about an order in which to push four trigger-points, do you?'

"If you're not supposed to push al of them at once, you mean?' An'deshathought again. "East,
South, West, and North. That's the order in rituals, with the Maiden being in the East and the Cronein
the North."

"That sounds as good a guess as any. Let's see what happens.”

Master Levy reached out with one of histools, but An'desha shot out a hand to stop him. "Wait a
minute!" he sammered. "'If you do thiswrong, isanything likely to-well-go wrong? Will the celling fal in
and crush us, or poison gas start seeping in here, or something?”

Magter Levy paused. "Thereisthat possibility,” he began, and laughed at An'desha’s expression.
"Oh, for Haven's sake, it's not very likely held put something like that in the floor now, isit? Whereiit
might be triggered by accident just by people standing on it?"

An'deshaflushed, embarrassed. "I suppose not,” he replied, letting go of Master Levy's hand.

The Master Artificer continued hisinterrupted task, depressing asmadl spot in the stone of the floor.
An'desha noted with fascination that it remained depressed so that if one had placed a coin on the spot, it
would be flush with the rest of the floor. Master Levy then touched a second, and athird, both of which
also remained depressed after he touched them, and athough An'desha had not been able to spot the
second place, once he had the distance between the first and second, he was able to deduce the
locations of the third and fourth spot before Master Levy touched them. An'deshaheld hisbreath in
anticipation when the Master Artificer pushed on that |ast place.

Nothing happened for along moment, and An'desha sighed with disappointment. Master Levy
however, had his head cocked to one side, and as An'desha sighed, he stood up, looked fixedly at a
place in the pattern of the floor shaped like an octagon, then stamped sharply down on one corner of it
with hisboot hed!.

With arductant, grating sound, the stone moved atrifle, dropping down by about the width of a
thumb.

Magter Levy stamped downward again, and the stone moved abit more. "It's stuck. Old, you
know," he quipped. He continued urging it with carefully-placed blows of his hed asit dropped down
about the distance of aman's hand measured from the end of the middle finger to the wrist, then began to
dide sdeways. Once there was adiver of agap between the octagona stone and the rest of the floor, he
got down on hands and knees again, and peered &t it.

By now, thanks to the sounds of stamping and the grating of stone-on-stone, he had attracted the
atention of everyonein the Tower who was not adeep. "Will you look at that!" Silverfox exclamed, as
the curious gathered around. "We never guessed that was therel™

"l am looking at it. | think I'm going to need something to pry with," Master Levy replied. "The
mechanisms are rather stuck, which shouldn't be too surprising considering their age. I'm afraid once | get
this open, it's not going to shut again.”

"| don't see a problem with that," Firesong said, dropping down on his heelsto peer at the stone
himsdlf, besde Master Levy, while Siverfox went off to get apry bar from aPlainsman. "If theré's
anything down there worth bothering with, we wouldn't want to closeit, and if thereisn't, well clean out
thetrash and useit for deeping quarters or something.”

Magter Levy grunted and nodded his head as he felt along the crack with greet care, then put his
nose to the crack to sniff at it gingerly. "I don't smell anything that shouldn't be down there," he said after
along moment while he concentrated on the scent with hiseyes closed. "And | dways did have the best
nose in my year-group. When the students were experimenting, my Alchemy Master dways used to
count on me to know when to evacuate the workroom if something went wrong."

"Comforting, cong dering there might be amechanism to rel ease poisons into the room below, if not



thisone" said Sganes, coming up to therest with hishair al rumpled from deeping. Siverfox arrived at
that moment with the pry bar and shook his head at the Imperid mage.

"Not Urtho, and epecidly not in hisown Tower," the kestra'chern said decisvely. "Hewasa
compass onate and considerate man, safe and resourceful but not vengeful. He would only create wards
to protect things, not to punish. He wouldn't have taken the risk that a curious hertas or some other
innocent might set such athing loose.”

Sqanes |ooked skepticd, but didn't say anything. Silverfox, however, read the look correctly.

"Y ou're not dealing with the Empire, Sgjanes,”" he said. ™Y ou're not dedling with people looking to
gaininrank by whatever meansit takes. Urtho's personal servants and close friends were loya enough to
diefor him-and many did, to his sorrow. Herein the heart of his persond stronghold, he would not have
used safeguards that could harm his own people aswell asintruders.”

Magter Levy inserted the tongue of the pry bar in the crack, and pulled.

The stone grated, and moved dightly, then kept on moving for alittle after Master Levy stopped
pulling. Now the gap was about aswide as alarge man's palm.

"Do we want to investigate before we open thisany further?' the Artificer asked Silverfox. "I defer
to your judgment, since you seem to know more about the master of this place than anyone ese here.”

Silverfox looked pointedly at An'desha, who shook his head in answer to the silent question. "My
knowledge istainted, snceit comesfrom hisenemy," he said a once. "Maar isfar more likely to have
underestimated afoe he considered sentimenta and soft.”

"It wouldn't hurt to drop alantern down on astring,” Silverfox said to Magter Levy. "Then at least
well be able to see what we're dedling with. For al we know, thisisjust awell, and not any kind of a
storeroom or workroom."

"A source of water other than melted snow from the surface would be welcome,” Lo'ishamurmured
quietly. Master Levy heard him, and nodded in answer to both statements.

Thistimeit was An'deshasturn to go off and rummage for alantern and some gppropriately strong
gring. They hadn't needed lanterns since they arrived here, although the Shin'din had brought some, just
in casethe magicd lightsfalled. The magic lamps hanging from the center of the ceiling of each room had
been quite enough to serve their needs and showed no signs of being harmed at dl by the mage-storms
that made magic problematic outside the Tower. An'desha dug one of the lanterns out of apile of articles
no one had found ausefor, and got some string from the kitchen area. Hefilled the lamp with ail,
trimmed the wick with thread clippers from a sewing kit, and lit it before bringing it out to the rest.

Master Levy made the handle fast to the string and |owered the lantern down into the cavity while
the others crowded around. An‘desha couldn't see anything from his vantage, and neither could most of
the Shin'din.

"Well?' caled Che'sera. "What'sthere?"

"Stairs, modly," Master Levy replied. "So thisisnt awell. | believe | see something like furniture at
the bottom, but the light doesn't go very far down."”

"It'snot dimming in bad air, isit?" An'desha asked anxioudy, vague memories of tomb openings
intruding from one of Falconsbane's previouslives. "Even if there are no poisons, the air could have gone
bad from what's been sealed insde.”

"No, it's burning brightly enough. It'sjust along way down to the next floor and the light is between
me and what's down there," Magter Levy replied. "It isan issue of contrast and visud acuity. Well, no
help for it. Back to hard |abor.”

He inserted the tongue of the pry bar and continued to lever the stubborn stone out of the way, while
at least acouple of the observerslooked at each other, wondering why the Artificer used such flowery
termsto say he couldn't see well. Suddenly, with no warning whatsoever, the frozen mechanism gave
way. The stone did beneath the floor into hiding, and Magter Levy, taken completdly off guard, fell over
backward, the pry bar dropping out of his hands and clanging end-over-end down the staircase.

Only An'desharemained to assist the winded Artificer to hisfeet; the rest of the spectators made a
rush for the stair with Firesong in the lead. In mere moments they had descended out of sight; then
Firesong spoke asingleword, light poured up from below, and muffled exclamations were drifting up



through the holein the floor.

"Y ou might say ‘thank you!" Master Levy cdled after them, and sighed, rubbing his hip where he
had landed. "We may aswell go find out what they've discovered. | only hopeit isn't Urtho's treasury;
thereisn't agreat ded of good that gold and gemswould do usin thisStuation.”

"Urtho's treasury would have books, not baubles,” An'desha assured him. "But we ought to go
down, too, beforethey al get carried away in their enthusasm.”

Madter Levy went with An'desha following him, taking the stone stairs carefully, for they were quite
steep. They also went down farther than he expected, for the stone floor of the room above was at least
asthick as his hand was long, perhaps alittle thicker, which accounted for the fact that it hadn't rung
hollow and had sounded like solid stone to their footsteps. It looked asif thisroom had actualy been
hollowed out of the bedrock after the Tower itself had been built.

Although the air was a bit stuffy and very dusty, with ahint of strange metalic scents, it wasnot at al
damp. Nor was the room as gloomy and ill-lit as An'desha had anticipated. There were more of those
magica lights everywhere, and as An'deshalooked around, he had no doubt at al just what Urtho had
used thisroom for. It was aworkshop, with everything necessary for an inveterate tinkerer who was
interested in literaly everything.

Needlessto say, the room was very crowded, despite the fact that it was just alittle smaller than the
main room above. Thiswas not amage's classica workroom, a place where only magic took place, and
few if any physical components were needed. Thiswas a place where anything and everything could be
worked with, played with, investigated. Here was a bench with an array of glassware and rows of jars
that had once held chemicals both liquid and solid-most of the former long since evaporated, leaving only
dust or aily resduein the bottoms of their bottles. There stood another bench with asmal lathe, clamps,
avise, and tools for working wood and ivory and beside it asimilar bench with the tools for shaping soft
metals, and athird bench with the tools for cutting and polishing lenses, glass, and crystal. Looking
incongruous beside that was a potter's whedl and glasshlower's pipes, and along the back wal werea
forge, akiln, aglassmaker's furnace, and asmeter. They probably had once shared achimney, long
since blocked up by the destruction of the Tower above. There were more benches and work spaces set
up, but from the staircase An'desha could not tell what they were, only that most of them had been in use
up to the day of the Cataclysm.

An'desha smply stood and stared as the others wandered about, looking, but not touching. Master
Levy on the other hand, looked supremely satisfied by what he saw, as he surveyed it dl from the
daircase.

"Now thisis much morein my way of doing things" he said, folding hisarms across his chest and
looking over the workshop with approva. "I believe | could have liked this Urtho."

On dll of the benches-all of them-were projectsin various states of completion. It was difficult to tell
what some of them had been intended to do, if anything. There were pages of notes arrayed neatly
beside each of these projects; it gppeared that, in hisworkplace at least, Urtho was atidy and
methodical man. Firesong stood beside a particular bench laden with some very odd equipment indeed.
He gazed on these pieces of paper with longing, athough he forbore to touch them.

"Thisismaddening," he complained, hovering over asmall shesf of scrawled manuscript. "I'm afraid
even to breathe on these thingsfor fear that they'll fal to dust, but | think | may dieif | can't read what's
on the next page!"

But something about the way the "paper” looked stirred echoesin An'deshas degpest memories; he
descended the last few stairs and made hisway over to what appeared to be asmall jeweler's
workbench. There was a hdf-finished brooch there, nothing magica or mechanicd, obvioudy just apiece
of jewdTry in the shape of ahummingbird to be inlaid with amosaic of tiny agate-piecesformed into
stylized feethers. "Wait," he muttered. The origina design lay next to it, and after a close examination of
the sheet, An'deshapicked it up.

Silverfox stifled agasp, and Firesong bit off a protest. He waved the intact and flexible drawing at
them to prove it was not hurt by handling.

"Pick up what you want," he urged, "It's not paper. Or rather, it isn't like the paper we know and



use now. It'saspecia rag-paper treated with resins so it wouldn't disintegrate. Y ou canwriteonitin
slverpoint, crayon, or graphite-stick, but not ink; ink just beads up and won't penetrate.”

"Redly?' Master Levy walked to the bench nearest him and picked up another piece of the paper.
"Very useful around chemicals, | would guess.”

"Very useful around anything that might ruin your notes," Firesong observed, snatching up the papers
he had stared at so covetoudy. "oh-now this-oh, my-" He held the papers up so that Silverfox could
peruse them, too, as between them they tried to decipher Urtho's notesin ancient Kaled'din, using the
Hawkbrother tongue Firesong knew and Silverfox's modem Kaed'din as guides.

Ché'seralooked at them curioudy, but Lo'ishalaughed at their immediate absorption. "Oh, we have
logt them for atime," he said indulgently. "I know that look. The weaver isone with the loom!™

"Not entirdly," Firesong responded absently. "But | will be very pleased when this scholar of
Silverfox's shows up, so he can help uswith this. If these notes are right, this may be the answer to our
isolation here." He waved ahand at the bench and what looked to be apair of mirrors serving asthelids
to amatching pair of boxes. "These are completed, or al but some cosmetic frippery-and they're
supposed to act like apair of linked scrying spells, except they don't use true-magic, they use
mind-magic. Apparently it can work over unknown, incredible distances. Somehow they amplify it so
that it only needs one person with mind-magic to make both boxeswork, or so | think this says.”

That made every head in the place turn toward the Adept, and he finadly looked up from the notes
he was sharing with Silverfox, shaking hishair out of hiseyes. "Got your attention then, did 17" he asked,
withady smile,

:1f these devices use mind-magic, they won't be disrupted by the mage-storms,: commented a
mental voice from above, and Altraflowed gracefully down the staircase, taking a seat on one of the
steps at about head-height to the humans. : That would be more than merely useful. If we learned
how to use them, | could take one to Haven; if we learned how to make them, | could take
another to Solaris. And | certainly have enough mind-magic to make them work, no matter who
wishes to use them.:

"| thought you said that you didn't want to Jump anymore,” Firesong said sardonically. An'desha
chuckled.

.1 don't want to, but devices like these could replace that aspect of my duties as well as give
us the resources of all of Master Levy's colleagues at Haven,: the Firecat replied with immense
dignity. : For that matter, if we could concoct a third device, | would not necessarily have to Jump
it to Solaris; Hansa could come and get it instead.:

An'desha hid asmile at the unspoken implication behind Altras statement, an implication that Altra
felt his colleague and fellow Firecat had been getting off abit too easily in the transportation department.

:Our ability to Jump is partly true-magic, partly mind-magic,: the Firecat continued, for once
without any hint of irony or mockery in hismind-voice. :1t is growing hazardous for passengersto
Jump with us, as Master Levy and Sgjanes discovered. It isno longer comfortable for us to Jump
very long distances, and | was not exaggerating earlier about how | felt when we arrived. | was
exhausted and drained, not a common occurrence until now. | can predict a time very soon when
it could become actually inconceivably dangerous for us to Jump. But if we have a way to
communicate with Haven and Kar se-such a thing would be beyond price.:

"l had deduced that for myself, thank you," Firesong replied with atouch of acid. "If you can just
conjure up that Kaled'ain scholar, we have a chance of learning how to use these things before thetime
comes when you can't take one back to Vademar."

"The scholar will be here soon,” Che'seraput in, looking up from the glassware bench. His
dark-blue clothing reflected richly from the surface of the dusty glassware. " The main problem has been
that snce hisassstant isawhat do you cal the lizard-folk-?"

"Hertas," Silverfox interjected. The handsome kestra'chern's facelit up at Che'seraswords. "Ah,
it is Tarnwho iscoming! Oh, thet isvery good, he may befrail, but heisthe finest scholar in the
ancient verson of our tongue outside the lands of White Gryphon, and agood being aswdl." Silverfox
seemed immensely relieved by what Che'serahad said, and that in itsalf made An'deshafed asif they



were al beginning to make some progress at last.

"Yes. It seemsthe problem has been to find away to bring both of them in a gryphon four-harness
carry-basket and still keep the hertas warm without magic.” Che'seraleft the glassware-bench, and
moved back toward the Saircase. "When | left, ameans had been devised, and they were planning on
arriving within two or three days of when | expected to be here. They had only to manufacture this
device, whatever it was, and then they could leave. | would havetold you earlier, when | first arrived, but
you al seemed quite busy, and | had business with An'deshathat | wished to conclude before | dealt with
anythingdse"

"That is even better news!" Now Firesong seemed much happier aswell, so much so that he forbore
to comment on that last statement. "l vote that if we can't, on superficid examination, find anything more
important to investigate than these devices, well concentrate on those for our immediate god. If we can
communicate with al of the mages and Artificerson aregular basis, it will be as good as being at Haven
with al the advantages of being herein the Tower to implement what we deduce.”

He looked around at the rest of the party, most of whom shrugged with indifference or bafflement.
"Y ou and Sgjanes should be the onesto decide. I'll be of very little use without atrandator in any event,”
Master Levy said with great candor. "At the moment, | have nothing really to work on, as| believe we
need to develop anew set of theoriesto match the changed conditions. Those, | fedl, must come from
things we can learn by studying the Cataclysm itsdf and Urtho's own methodologies. So until the
trandator arrives, what | can and will do, isattempt to find out if this place holds any more secretsin the
floor."

"Very little usa!" Firesong actudly snorted. "After you were the one who found this place! No fase
modesty, thank you, Master Levy!"

"l may be of some dight assistance here below,” Che'serasaid, with great caution. "I shal examine
those objects that seem to partake of the nature of the shaman, and seeif | may make something of them.
We Shin'din lost some things when the Cataclysm destroyed our land and sundered the Clans. | may be
able to rediscover some of what waslost, and that may be of some help.”

Hah! An'deshathought with triumph. Now | know what you are, o mysterious one! Both Svorn
to the Old One and a shaman! Now, isit a need to keep an eye on all these mages that brings you
here, or was it the hope of keeping us from finding things that the Clans would rather we didn't
learn? Isit an interest in what you might find within the walls of this Tower, or isit something else
altogether? Myself, perhaps?

It could be, but he was not going to have the hubris to assume that the latter was the case. There
were plenty of reasons for the Kal'enedral to want a shaman here; most of the Sworn were not leshy'a
with adirect link to the Star-Eyed, though they could dl wak the M oonpaths when they chose. Although
An'desha had seen more than one or two of the Velled Ones about, they had never stayed for very long,
and he had the fedling that they were not "permitted” to take a physica form for too long-perhapsjust
long enough to serve some specific need, or bein themsalves akind of message.

The Moonpaths... perhaps | ought to go walk them myself. | haven't seen or spoken to
Tre'valen and Dawnfire since we burned out that weapon of Urtho's.

Firesong looked up, asif distracted for amoment, and cast a speculative look at An'desha. "Y ou
know," he began, "it isal too fortuitous, that we find these things.”

An'deshasmiled alittle as he noticed Che'seralooking a himin asimilar way. He heard himself
saying, "It isthe way of the Star-Eyed to provide such opportunities for those who will help themselves.
If I wereyou, I'd be careful with these new finds, for Sheisunlikely to hand over easy answers. The
mind that controls the hand must use the tool wisdly, and al tools can harm their user.”

Firesong grunted, and actually looked for amoment asif he could be considering those wordsin the
way a Shin'ain would acknowledge the cryptic advice of ashaman as being worthy of meditation. Then
the Adept shrugged alittle and made off with the shesf of notes.

An'deshalooked about the workshop to see what the others were doing; Che'sera cracked adight
smile and rgoined Lo'isha, huddling together over aworkbench'streasuresin the far corner. Sganeswas
examining the bench with some of the equipment that An'desha could not immediately identify. Firesong



and Silverfox were hafway up the aircase in no time, with their papersin their hands, chattering to one
another and ignoring everything else about them. Master Levy was dready back up on what An'desha
was now thinking of asthe"ground” floor, and Kard was probably still adeep. There might or might not
be other Kd'enedra besides Che'seraabout; they preferred to spend much of their timein the camp on
the surface, and since he had arbitrarily taken care of dinner preparations, there was really no need for
any of them to beinside the Tower at this point. Thiswould be as good atime as any to walk the

M oonpaths undisturbed.

He went up the stairs as quietly as he could, nodding to Altraon theway. The Firecat nodded back
with immense dignity, then turned to follow Firesong and Silverfox, tail waving like ajaunty banner.
Evidently he wanted to hear what they were up to, probably because they were the most interesting
cresturesin the Tower at this, moment.

An'deshaturned his stepsin toward the deeping chamber. Karal was, indeed, still adeep. He
noticed as he paused in the doorway that Master Levy wasin the side chamber where An'desha and
Karal had found indications of another trapdoor. The Artificer was back down on his hands and knees
and peering at the pattern in the floor. Florian was beside him, occasionally tapping ahoof on the sone at
hisdirection.

An'deshatiptoed past Kara to his own degping place. You know, if | look more asif I'mtaking a
nap, I'mlesslikely to be disturbed. He pulled off hisboots and curled up in hisbedrall, arranging
himsdlf in what he thought was a very natura-looking position.

It occurred to him as he closed his eyesthat he was being very secretive about this, when there
really was no reason for him to do so. On the other hand, | don't think | want Che'sera to know
everything I'm doing until I know more about him. If Che'seraturned out to be asrigid and inflexible
as Jarim first was, or as hidebound as the shaman of An'desha's home Clan, it would be easier to keep
away from him and his demandsif he wasn't aware of everything An'deshaknew or could do. All I've
told himisthat the Avatars appear to me, not that | can go look for them. | think I'll keep it that
way for now.

He settled himself comfortably, then dowed his bresthing and began the combination of relaxation
and tension that marked a M oonpath trance. This, for those who were not trained in the technique, was
more difficult than it sounded; too much tension and the trance state would never be reached, too much
relaxation brought on anap rather than atrance. Once he hovered on the edge of trance, with al of his
attention focused, and nothing from the "red” world intruding, he sent hismind going in, and then out, in
the pattern that Trelvalen had shown him, that felt like so very long ago.

Hefound himsdlf, in hisvison, standing on a path made of slvery sand that sparkled with asubdued
glimmer, in the midst of an opaescent mit that swirled dl around him. Or rather, he seemed to be
standing there; thisbody was an illusory one, and he could change it to another form if he concentrated
onit. Thiswas acomfortable form, one he didn't have to think about to maintain, and it didn't seem
reasonable to waste time and energy changing it to something ese. He till was not certain if the
Moonpaths themsaveswere an illusion; he had never bothered to test his surroundingsto find out. The
mist had no scent, and was neither cool nor warm; the sand beneath hisfeet neither so soft asto impede
his steps, nor so hard as to be noteworthy.

"Trevden?' he cdled out into the migt, hisvoice echoing off into the distance in away that had no
counterpart in the red world. "Dawnfire?' The mist swirled about him, following hiswords with eddies of
faint colors that faded within moments.

He had no answer immediately, but he didn't expect one. The Avatars were not in existence to serve
and please him, after dl, and hewaswell aware of that. Instead, he moved out aong the path of soft
sand, occasondly calling the names of hisfriends quietly into the mist. Eventualy, if they were not
occupied with something more important, they would cometo him.

And so they did. They came winging through the mist in their bird shapes, forms the shape of a
vorcd-hawk, but the size of ahuman, and with the sparkling, fiery, multicolored plumage of afirebird. He
knew they were coming before they arrived, for they lit up the mist in the far distance like lightning within
athundercloud asthey flew toward him, their flight paths spiraing around each other, leaving adouble



hdlix of light through thefog in their wakes.

Herethey did not need to backwing to alanding asthey would if they had taken "red" hawk-forms
intheworld. They smply dowed, then went into a hover above the path, then flowed into the vaguely
avian-human shapes they normally wore to speak to him. Trevalen was dressed asthe Shin'din shaman
he had been before he became the Star-Eyed's Avatar; but Dawnfire, though clearly Tayledrasrather
than Shin'ain, wore asmpletunic that could not be readily identified as coming from any particular
culture. Her long slver hair moved dightly, like the mist that swirled dowly about her. They both seemed
to be completely ordinary humans-except for their eyes.

Not eyes, but eye-shaped windows on the night sky... the darkness of all of night spangled
with the brightest of stars. So beautiful....

It was said that Kal'enel Hersdlf had eyeslike that; in thisway She marked these two asHer
Avatars, away that could not be mistaken for anything else.

"Y ounger Brother!" Trevaen greeted himwarmly. "It isfar too long since we have seen you, but |
pledge that we have not beenidlein that interva!”

"Not al that long for amere mortal," he corrected with asmile, "but agreat deal has been happening
tousaswell. | wasnot certain if you knew about what we have uncovered and learned, and besides that,
| wanted to make sure that you two were al right after the Working."

Not that | could have done anything if they weren't.

Dawnfire shrugged fluidly. "Poor young Kard bore the brunt of our Working, and we two were only
alittle drained,” she said, and extended a cool hand to him, which hetook in brief greeting. "It sounds as
if you have not been idle either-you in the Tower."

That confirmed one of his guesses, that the Avatars, for al their power, were neither omniscient nor
omnipotent. They were bound by some physica laws at least. Was that because they were not redlly
physically "dead," asthe spirit-Kal'enedral were? Or wasit because they had been granted wider powers
by the Star-Eyed?

"Would you like to tell me what you can, or hear what news| havefirst?' he asked.

"Y our news, | suspect that much of what we haveto tell you will be mere confirmation of what you
aready know," Trevaden told him. "We have been ranging far in theworld and in the VVoid, to see what
changes the Working wrought on the energy-patterns of the Storms, and how far-reaching those changes
were. | fear | bring no startlingly good news.”

An'deshanodded, and detailed everything that had been happening since the "Working" of which
Kara had been the channdl; from the effect that being the focus of so much energy had wrought on the
young Karsite priest, to the departure of the gryphons and the arrival of Sgjanes and Master Levy, to the
comings and goings of so many Kd'enedrd, to Che'serasintense interest in him. Lastly, he described the
events of the afternoon, the opening of the hidden trapdoor and the discovery of the workshops below.

They both listened with concentration and apparent interest-and surprise when he described the
workshops. So, the existence of the workshop is something that the Star-Eyed did not tell them,
though Her agents have certainly been about. Interesting.

"There may be answersthere,” Trevaen said at |last, and for afleeting moment, hisface took on that
"listening” expression that Karal wore when either Florian or Altra Mindspoke him. An'deshawondered
if the Star-Eyed might be speaking to Her Avatar at that instant, and his next words might have been a
confirmation of that. "Certainly Firesong should pursue the investigation of the mind-mirrors; they should
not be difficult to revive nor to duplicate, and they will serveyou al in the daysto come.”

Oh, my; even more interesting. Perhaps my intuition about the Sar-Eyed's providence was
well-founded.

Dawnfire placed onelong hand on Tre'vaen's shoulder and, with arueful expression, admitted, "This
isthe only concrete advice we can give a the moment. Would it were otherwise, but the futureis ill
trackless and without a clear path. And even our Goddessis bound by congtraints She cannot bresk, so
that we may al work out our futureswith afree will."

An'deshasighed, but saw no reason to doubt her. "So we are till muddling our way through a point
when there are many futures possible? | had hoped after the Working that we would at least have gotten



our feet on aclear path again!”

Trevaen looked uneasy. "The danger has only been postponed, not negated, but luckily the forces
involved have not worsened,” hetold An'desha. ™Y ou knew that the Working was not a solution to the
mage-storms, only areprieve, and that has not changed.”

"We have been tracking the results of the Working since theinitial release of the energy contained in
Urtho's weapon.” Dawnfire took up the thread of conversation. "The effect isadl that one could have
wished over Vademar, the Peagirs, Karse and Rethwellan and even Hardorn. The wavesthat you sent
out are canceling the waves of the mage-storms, but-only to a point.”

"What point?' he asked ingtantly, sensing that thiswas important, athough he did not know why yet.

"Just beyond the border of Hardorn in the East,” Trevaen told him. "Also South, just a the borders
of the Haighlei Empire, and around White Gryphon and its environs, but they know how to ded with the
effects. And in any case, the Storms are weak there. North, well into the Ice-Wadl Mountains. To the
West, well, that is Pdagir-wilds and the Stormswill hardly change that. It is East that concerns us, for
the Empireisthe recipient of the worst of the Storms, and they are causing great havoc there, among
those who depend so much upon magic.”

An'desha gave that some thought. "That could be good for us, or bad,” he said findly. "Given what
the Emperor did to us, I'm not at al sad to hear that they are having troubles. I'd rather that the Empire
was 0 busy trying to hold itself together that they had no timeto think of us, but Duke Tremane thought
we were the source of the Storms, and what if the Emperor's people assume the same and retaiate?’

Trelvaen nodded. "Precisely. Warn your friends, An'desha, and when the mind-mirrors are working
and in place, use them to warn Vademar. Such things could be possible.”

Could be possible, he says. Yet if | understand the constraints the Avatars labor under,
pointing out something specifically as possible may be the only warning they are allowed to give
of a future they have seen. Or perhaps not...

Despite the unpleasant information, An'deshafet awarm glow of satisfaction. The Avatars avoided
giving direct advice mogt of the time, but he was getting better at deducing what they wanted him to think
about, and what information was the most critical to the current Situation.

"What about the Storms themsdlves?* he asked. "Eventudly, they're going to become strong enough
to overcome the counter-Storm we sent out, aren't they? That's why we knew what we did was only
going to be temporary-" He watched Trelvalen'sface carefully and took his cuesfrom the faint changesin
expression, as he suspected he was supposed to do. "-so eventually, what happens? Were getting a-a
reversd of the origind Cataclysm, am | right? That was why we used this spot for the Working, because
it'sthe place where the waves converge. Eventualy the Storms are going to overcome the Working, and
build up to something very bad?' He swallowed uncomfortably as Trevaen'sdight nod told him hewas
on the right track. " So then what? Obvioudly, the Stormsthat got set off aren't going to-go back into the
weapons and things they came from. Do we get the Cataclysm al over again?'

Trelvaen shook hishead, but not in negation, and Dawnfire spread her handswide. "That isjust
what we do not know," she admitted. "And | confide in you-neither does She. There are too many
possibilities, and some of them rest on very subtle factors. We do not yet know what the mages and
Powers of the Empirewill do, and that will have an effect. There are many thingsthat you could do here,
al of them effective, but in different ways and with differing results. Probably there will be another, lesser
Cataclysm, unless you here manage to do one of the thingsthat could avert or absorb it. There are many
things you could do; you could do nothing whatsoever, aswell, and from any action that is taken there
arethe possihilities of prosperity or ruin in varying degrees. Whatever happens, thet isal we cantell you
for certain.”

He groaned. "That is not much comfort!" he complained. "But | supposethat it gives me enough to
tell the othersfor now."

Trelvalen managed aghost of asmile. "We never pledged to bring you comfort, younger brother,”
he chided gently. "Only enough help that you need not make your decisions blind, deaf, and ignorant.”

"L et me ask about something closer to home, then,” An'deshareplied. "Che'sera. What is Chelsera
to me, or | to Che'sera? Sooner or later he will deduce the source of my information, whether or not |



actudly say whereit comesfromin hispresence.”

Trevaen's expresson softened with affection. "What is Che'serato you? Smply enough-ateacher,
if you should decide, for yoursdlf, that you wish to learn what he has to teach. And what are you to
Che'sera? Largely, affirmation. He has been searching for someone to pass his knowledge on to, and he
hopes that you will be that person. But it must be your decision, and he will not urge it upon you. Heis-a
good man, and much in the same way of thinking as Master Ulrich was, Kara will belike him, one day."

So. Thereit was, out in the open at last; hisinvitation to become a shaman. And not, perhaps, just
any shaman, but one Sworn to the Goddessin her aspect as Wisdom Keeper. He sighed, wishing that he
could be as certain of what he wanted as Karal was. But at least now he knew that Che'serawas neither
afanatic nor inflexible. That took afew worriesfrom his shoulders, at least.

"Youwill be seeing more of usin daysto come," Dawnfiretold him, her sweet face full of
seriousness. "I promise you, An'desha, we will tell you and help you al that we can; we see no good
reason to leave you without aids and guidesin this-"

Trelvaen looked out into the mists suddenly.

"-and right now, we must go," Trevaen interrupted her. "There are more things we must investigate
and watch for you. Farewdll, younger brother! Timeisrunning, and it isnot on our sde.”

And with that, An'deshafound himsdlf aone again on the Moonpaths, asif the Avatars had never
been there. With no further reason to remain, he sent his awareness dropping owly back into his
physicd sdf, going down, then out-

Ashe dowly woke his senses, he heard Karal girring at last, and smelled the ditinctive scent of the
meat and bean mixture he had prepared earlier. His somach growled, and he opened his eyes.

"1 brought you some dinner,” Kara said, looking at him intently as he handed An'deshaa bowl.

"Y ou were with them, weren't you?' Karad hooked his thumbs together and made flapping gestures with
hisfingersby way of definition.

He saw no reason to deny it, and nodded as he sat up dowly, and accepted the bowl and spoon
from Kard. "They didn't tell me anything we didn't dready know, or at least not much. I'll let Firesong
and Sganes know as soon as I've eaten.”

Karal looked better than he had in days, and An‘deshawondered if that was dl due to the work of
the Shin'din Hedler, or if the Avatars had ahand in it. He suspected the latter, and not for the first time
wondered what the link between Vkandis and the Shin'ain Goddess was. The Avatars seemed quite
drawn to Karal, and he to them.

On the other hand, they are very compassionate by nature, and he certainly deserves
compassion and sympathy.

"Forian and | are going out for some fresh ar. Do you want to go with us?' Kard invited
nonchaantly. "I'm tired of being down underground like a hibernating bear; | want to see the sun before |
go mad." He shook hishead. "I can't imagine how that mage was able to stand being cooped up in here.”

"Y ou may seethe sun, but you won't fed it," An'desha cautioned.” It's o cold that if you pour out a
cup of water it'll beice beforeit hitsthe ground.”

"So I'll bundle up,” Kara shrugged. "I'vefdt cold before. Karseisn't exactly a pleasure gardenin
winter, and up in the hills, there's snow on the ground for haf the year. I'm beginning to sympathize with
the gryphons; if | don't see some open sky, I'm going to start babbling.”

"Then I'll gowith you." It didn't take An'deshavery long to pull on aheavy tunic, asecond of the
sameweight, then hisquilted Shin'din coat over it dl, but Karal needed alittle more help getting al that
clothing on. He was quite steady on hisfeet, however, which An'deshatook to be agood sign of his
recovery.

By now, Master Levy was deep in his prodding and poking of the floor, and he jotted down
measurements and diagramsin one of his notebooks. Silverfox and Firesong were Sitting on their hedls,
the pages of notes neatly stacked in front of them, regarding another sheaf of their own noteswith some
dubiousness. "Where are you two going?' Silverfox called as the three of them passed by.

"Were going out for somefresh air,” Kard replied. "Why don't you join us? Well go frighten the
Shin'din into thinking what you found in the workroom turned us al into monsters.” He made a hideous



face and Silverfox laughed.

"Fresh air? Not abad idea." Firesong raised hishead as Karal tendered hisinvitation. "We aren't
making much more out of these notes. Maybe alittle sun will wake up my mind. Go on out, well catch
up with you."

An'desha noticed at once that their hosts had been at work on the tunndl to the surface-the opening
they had made into the side of the Tower waslarge and quite regular, without any debris of broken
masonry to trip over. The tunnel was aso wider, though no higher, and there had been some extensive
work donein shoring it up since the last time held come through it. It was still claustrophobic, but on this
trip he no longer had the feeling that the tunnel was going to collgpse and trap him a any moment.

He sent asmall mage-light on ahead of Kardl; he couldn't see past Florian's rump, so amage-light
was hardly of much useto him. Altrahad declined to come, saying that he had seen quite enough of
snow, and was planning another nap in Karal's bed.

He scented the outside before he saw any indication they were nearing the entrance. Although the air
bel ow remained remarkably clean, and the scents that lingered, thanks to some small magics on his part
and Firesong's, were dl pleasant in nature, there was a fresh quality to the outside air that nothing below
could duplicate. Some of that was due to the cold, but not all.

The other thing they could not duplicate below wasthelight. As he sumbled out into the late
afternoon sunlight, he squinted and put out ahand to steady himself againgt Florian'sside. Therewasn't a
sngle cloud in the sky; the great bowl of the Ky itsalf was an intense and blinding blue, and with dl of the
glare reflected off the snow, there was as much light coming from below as above.

Kard stood to one side, taking in huge gulps of air, his pae face taking on more color with every
breath. Florian trotted off and kicked up his hedsfriskily.

Seen from the outside, the Tower itself was hardly more than a snow-frosted stub of melted-looking
rock protruding from a snow-covered, rolling hill; the only projection above the otherwise flat Plains at
al, not prepossessing except for its size. Because they had dug along, danting tunnel to reach the wall of
the Tower below, the entrance came out quite some distance from the remains of the Tower itsdlf, and it
was at the foot of the Tower, precisaly above the point where they had broken into the walls, that the
Shin‘ain had pitched their tent-village. The round fdlt tents, white and brown and black, made a very
orderly and neat array againgt the snow, s0 neat and orderly that it looked like amodd rather than a
place where people were actualy living and working.

"Whoof!" Firesong exclaimed from behind An'desha, as Florian frisked and gamboled in the snow
with Karal laughing and throwing snowballsfor him to dodge. "Very bright out here! 1 shouldn't wonder if
you could get aworse sunburn than in high summer!”

Silverfox ducked as Kara turned and |obbed a snowbal at them. Kara laughed, and the
kestra'chern pelted after him, swearing vengeance, while Firesong looked on indulgently.

"S0," the Adept asked quietly, while Karal and Silverfox took shelter behind facing snowbanks, and
hurled missiles a each other. "What did your Avatars have to say for themselves?'

An'deshaflung him agtartled glance, and Firesong chuckled at his expresson. "Y ou have acertain
quiet glow after you've gone vidting them,” the mage told him. "It's not terribly obvious, but it'sthereif
you know wheét to look for. So? What did they have to say? Anything useful 7'

"Mogly that nothing has changed that much. We've successfully bought some time for ourselves and
our friends, things outs de the areas we protected are deteriorating quickly, and eventudly even our time
will run out,” An'desha said, wishing his news was better.

Firesong nodded, unsurprised. "And when our time runs out, well get-what? A replication of the
Cataclysm? After dl, everything is supposedly converging here.”

"Maybe. Even They don't know for sure." An'deshasighed. "If She hasany idea, She's not saying
anything. If you want my guess, the gods are doing what They aways do-unlessand until dl lifeis
threatened with catastrophe, They'll seeto it we have the tools and the information to find our own
solutions, then leave us doneto find them. The Avatarsthink the things were finding in the Tower will
help us, but-"

"'But there's no clear 'future to see or even guess at.” Firesong looked surprisingly philosophical.



"I'm determined to see this as an opportunity; for oncein my lifethereisn't agod or aspirit or the hand of
fate or prophecy or anything else demanding that | trace acertain pattern on the pages of time. We're
going to make our own future here, An'desha, and nothing is going to interfere with usto make it go some
other god-ordained way. There's a certain satisfaction in that, you know."

"l suppose s0," An'deshareplied; he would have said more, but Silverfox suddenly broke off the
snowball fight to peer into the north, and point.

"Look!" he exclaimed with glee, as Kara dropped hisfind snowbal without throwing it to squint in
the direction heindicated. "Gryphons! Y es! They have acarry-basket, and | think they've brought
Tam!"

An'desha shaded his eyes and narrowed them against the glare, and finally made out four sets of
flapping wings with a half-round shape beneath them. He couldn't think what € se would have that
particular configuration except four gryphons and alarge carry-basket.

"Comeon!" Silverfox crowed. "Let's go meet them!™

He st off at arun; Florian loped up and haf-knelt beside Karal, who pulled himsdf onto the
Companion's back. The two of them quickly overtook Silverfox; Firesong cast an amused glance a
An'deshaand indicated the otherswith afinger.

"Shadl wetrundle dong behind?' he asked.

"It would only be palite," An'desha pointed out. "And besdes, the Shin'din have cleared aperfectly
fine path between here and there. It would be a shame not to use it.”

They followed in Silverfox's wake, though a amore leisurdly pace. By thetimethey arrived a the
Shin'ain tent-village, the gryphons and their passengers had aready landed and been taken into one of
thetents. It was easy to tell which one; there was only one that was large enough to hold four gryphons at
once, and only one whose pallet of snow had been churned by gryphon claws.

Dark-clad Kal'enedral nodded as Firesong waved to them, then went about their own business.
An'desha pulled the entrance flap aside, and he and the mage entered the tent, being careful tolet inas
little cold air as possible. It took quite abit of timefor An'desha's eyes to adjust to the darknessinsde
the tent after al the snow glare outside; he stayed where he was while he waited, listening to the chatter
of at least half adozen creatures al speaking at once.

He looked around as soon as he could make anything at al out; he didn't recognize any of the
gryphons, but he hadn't expected to. They were al arranged at one side of the tent, and it came asno
surprise to see that they were eating-or rather, gorging. Not only would they have to recover from the
stress of carrying their passengersall theway from K'Leshya Vae, but they would have to recover from
the stress of dealing with the cold aswell.

Kard was conversing with the gryphons, occasionally hel ping them where the quarters were too
cramped for them to move themsalves. Silverfox, however, was engaged in a highspeed conversation
with agray-muzzled, but jaunty-looking kyree.

This odd creature, vagudly wolflike as to the head and coat, but dso vagudly catlike in body shape
and proportions, was easily the size of asmal calf. An'deshaknew more about kyrees from persona
experience than from Fa consbane's memories, as Morndithe Falconsbane in dl of hisincarnations had
very little to do with the crestures. An'desha, on the other hand, was quite familiar with Rris, the kyree
representative to the Kingdom of Vademar and the Alliance. Rris might look like this old fellow many
years from now; his muzzle was quite white, and his head wasliberally sdted with paer hairsamong the
black. He wastired, but clearly in good spirits, and he chatted with Silverfox likethe old friend he
probably was.

Or to be more accurate, Silverfox chattered; the kyree, who could only Mindspeak, nodded and
made repliesin hisown inaudible fashion. Until Tarrn choseto "speak” in the "public* mode, no one
would hear him except those he chose.

With him, bundled in so many layers of quilted clothing he resembled aroll of brightly colored
Kaedain bed coverings, was a hertas . Hewas practicaly stting on abrazier, sncethelizard-folk were
very susceptible to cold. It wasn't that they were cold-blooded, precisdly, it was that they were not able
to control their own body temperatures very efficiently. Opinions were divided on whether hertas hed



been created by Urtho or by an accident involving magic, but in either case their physiology had some
flaws, and thiswas the mgor one. The poor thing could very easly loselimbsto the cold, or would go
involuntarily into akind of hibernation. Layersof clothing would not necessarily help this, especidly not
during along journey in bitter cold, hence the brazier now and whatever other measuresthe Kaled'ain
had taken. All that could be seen of this hertas was the end of the snout and apair of dert, bright, and
apparently happy eyes peeking out of the depths of the hood.

A great deal more of Tarrn wasvisible. An'deshaknew kyree from his acquaintance with Rris, but
he had not had much opportunity to get to know any hertasi. A few had come with Silverfox and the
Kaedain delegation to Vademar, but he hadn't had much to do with them. And of course, Falconsbane
was universaly despised by both races, in dl hislives, so he would hardly have had any congresswith
them.

At just that moment, the hertas spoke up; the hertasi associated with the Kaled'ain tended to
vocalize far more often than they used Mindspeech, the exact reverse of the habits of the ones associated
with the Hawkbrothers.

"l believe | am thawed enough to make the dash for the Tower," he said, in ahigh-pitched voice
with hints of awhistling sound underlying the tone.

:Excellent, Lyam,: the kyree replied. : They tell me our baggage is already there, waiting for
us. If we truly make a dash, you won't get too much of a chill.

"Horian says hell be happy to carry Lyam, if Lyam thinks he can cling on," Karal spoke up. "Florian
can get him to the tunnel mouth faster than he can get there on foot." He turned toward the hertas, polite
but alittle uncertain in addressing such an odd creature. "A Companion's gait is very smooth, and I've
never heard of onelosing arider, and you should see onerun!”

"l have never tried riding, but if | can get from White Gryphon to here without the loss of limb or tall,
| think | should be able to survive an attempt on a Companion's back," the hertas said with warm good
humor. "And dmaost anything isworth not having to walk through snow mysdf!”

"We ssshdl ssstay herrre overrrnight,” one of the gryphons said. "Thisssissss verrry comforrrtable,
and we do not want to go underrrgrrround even to sssee the Towerrr!™ The others nodded with
agreemen.

"It issswonderrrful to be wherrre the grrreat Ssskandrrranon once wasss, but he did not have to
crrrawl underrrgrrround,” said another, flicking hiswings nervoudy. "I do not know how Trrreyvan and
Hydonaborrreit."

The kyree didn't shrug, but An'desha had the impression that if he could have, he would have. " Suit
yourselves, you will have to make do with my descriptions, then.”

"Y ourrr dessscrrriptionssswill be asssif we werrretherrre,” the first gryphon said firmly. "I will fly
the ssssky that Ssskandrranon flew, and that will be enough forr me.”

Tarrn stood up, and shook himsdlf thoroughly. : One more dash, then, and we will be where no
kyree or hertas has set foot in thousands of years!: He seemed to relish the prospect with
scarcely-restrained glee, and the air of acreature aquarter of his apparent age. :Well, friends, let us
take these last few paces at the gallop!:

Firesong, who had known many kyree and hertas in hislife, was comfortable with these two
immediately. Tarrn had dl of the warmth and wisdom of Irrl, one of Firesong's academic teachers, and
Lyam had agresat desl more assertiveness than most of the normally-timid Vaes-bred hertas . Although
Firesong loved to be petted and made much of by hisown hertasi, he had always found the shyness of
theVde hertas something of an irritation. Someone once suggested that their manner was reflective of
the deep traumathey had suffered during the Cataclysm, and that worried him deeply; if that was so, how
would they react to another such event?

They'll cope, | supposg; it's the thing they do best. | don't know how they manage.

Both kyree and hertas were at heart cave- and den-dwellers, and both of the new arrivalswere
obvioudy comfortable in the Tower. They settled into the same room shared by Kara and An'deshawith
every evidence of content. They had not yet moved in their luggage, but the Shin'din had brought



appropriate bedding materia for both of the new guests-and extrawarming pans for both beds. Asfar as
persond beongings went, the two had traveled much lighter than he had expected. Their main luggage
conssted of boxes of very specia writing materias; books of tough paper with waterproof metal covers
that locked over the contents like protective boxes, and ink that would never run onceit had dried, even
if water was spilled directly on it. Tarrn was ahistorian; not atraditional kyree historian like Rris, who
memorized and recited from memory-but the kind of historian like the Chronicler of Vademar, who
attempted to personaly view as much as possible of epocha events, and to note the honest and bare
factsin record-books called Chronicles. Only when those hard facts had been listed would Tarrn then
make his own interpretations of the events, written separately in Commentaries. Tarrn was very serious
about his cdling; hewould rather have the fur pulled out of histail until it was as naked asarat's than put
apersond interpretation in the Chronicles.

Actudly, that wasn't precisely true. Tarrn would dictate, for, having no hands, he could not write,
Lyam would do the actud writing. Lyam was Tarrn's third secretary in along lifeasahigtorian, and his
relationship with the kyree was obvioudy based on affection and mutua respect. Normally it was Lyam
who cared for the kyree's needs, but with Lyam just now the one who wasin need, Tarrn was seeing to
itinaquiet and dignified manner that Lyam got fird priority.

Lyam needed warmth more than anything else, and Karal volunteered to take care of him. Firesong
had an ideathat he knew why, too. At heart, Karad <till considered himsdlf to be the young secretary who
had ridden to Vademar from Karse, and he must be fedling agrest dedl of empathy for Lyam.

That's good; they are both strangersin strange places, and it will do them good to have a
friend with the same-outlook? Status? They have a lot in common, anyway.

Tarrn, however, was quite ready for work, and looked it. He had been consulting with Silverfox dl
the way here from the tent-village. Firesong could not imagine where he was getting the energy.

He approached Firesong with Silverfox still in tow as soon as Kara took Lyam off to be wrapped
up in warmed blankets and given something hot to drink.

"Firesong, Tarrn wantsto speak with you privately, before we get to work," Silverfox told him, with
aquizzica expresson. "He says he has something for you, but he can't tell mewhat it is.”

The kyree nodded his head as Firesong turned to look down on him with surprise. :Indeed,
Firesong kK Treva,: Tarrn said with grave courtesy. :1 have. Would you come with me to where they
have brought our belongings?:

"Certainly," Firesong replied with equal courtesy. "Would you prefer that | Mindspoke with you?"

:That will not be necessary, but thank you,: Tarrn replied, turning and waking dowly toward the
hegp of bundlesthat the Shin'din had |ft just inside the main room of the Tower.

It isnot that thisis a secret matter,: the kyree continued. : It is simply that | have not been
given permission to say anything to anyone else before | discharged my obligation.:

"Oh?" Thiswas getting odder with every moment. Firesong couldn't think of anything or anyone
among the Kaled'din of k'Leshya Vaewho would have had anything to send to him.

Tarrn stopped beside the pile of belongings. :1f you will please remove the three bags of Lyam's
clothing there-: heindicated the drab bundles with hisforepaw. :-you will find what | brought you
beneath them. It iswrapped in blue wool, and it is very long and narrow.: Firesong easly moved
the three packages, reveding along, narrow packet wrapped in blue wool cloth and tied with string.
Firesong picked it up.

And it Mindspoke to him.

:Hello, boy.: Thegrating, decidedly female voicewasdl too familiar to him, athough it was not one
he had expected to hear ever again.

"Need?" he gasped, as he tore at the wrappings, trying to free the blade within. Lyam must have
wrapped it; the string was tied in a complicated knot-pattern only a hertas or a kestra'chern could
admire. Hefindly pulled off the string, the fabric fell away, and there was the ancient spell-bound sword.
She looked precisdly as she had the last time he saw her, strapped to Falconsbane's "daughter” Nyaras
Side as she and Herdd Skif rode out of Vademar to become Selenay's envoysto the Kaled'din and
Tayledras, and possibly to the Shin'din aswell.



"Need, what are you doing here?' He hadn't been taken so completely by surprise since-since hed
been kidnapped by his ancestor Vanyd!

:Nyara doesn't require me anymore; she's better off on her own,: the sword said to him.
:There's nothing at k'Leshya that she, Sif, or the Kaled'a'in can't handle. You, on the other hand,
are dealing with very old magics. | amvery old magic, and | still recall quite a bit. | helped you
once before, and I'm hoping | can help you again.:

Firesong held the sword in both hands, and stared at it. It was very disconcerting to be
Mindspesking with what should have been an inanimate object. A sword didn't have afaceto read, eyes
tolook into, and it was difficult to tell if it could read his expressions.

But there's something about all this that doesn't quite make sense yet.

"l find mysdlf wondering if there is something more to thisthan just an urgeto help ushere" he said
findly. ™Y ouve never put yoursdf in nonfemale hands before.”

‘Hmm-let's say I've never done it deliberately, but it has happened, and it was usually with
lads who had the same taste in men as my "daughters.”: The sword chuckled, but he sensed there
was till alot more than she wastelling, and he decided to press her for it.

:Try again,: hesaid sternly in Mindspeech. : You're avoiding my question.:

A sword could not sigh, but he got that sensation from her.

:All right. | could tell you to work it out yourself, but why waste time? You've got
mage-storms disrupting magic; you've managed to get them canceled out for the moment, but we
all know thisis only a temporary respite, not a solution. I'm magic. I've managed to hold myself
together thislong, but each Storm gets stronger, and sooner or later I'm going to lose to one. |
don't know what will happen when | lose, but it's going to happen.: She paused for amoment.
:Worst caseisthat I'll go up in fire and molten metal, the way the sword was made. Best caseis
that the magic will just unravel, and there won't be anything here but a perfectly ordinary sword.:

He had never once thought that Need might be affected by the Storms; she had aways struck him
as being so capable, so impervious, that it never occurred to him that she might have beenin trouble.

Thisbothered him. :1 can't promise anything,: he said soberly. :1 don't even know if we're going
to survive the end of this ourselves.:

To hissurprise, the sword laughed, though rather sardonicaly. : You think | don't know that? If |
go pfft, I don't want little Nyara to see it happen. She had enough troublesin her life and she
shouldn't lose an old friend and teacher in that unexpected a fashion. Besides, if I'm going to go, |
want to do it while I'm trying to accomplish something. How could | miss a chance at getting my
hand in on what you're trying to do-1t's complicated, it's dangerous, it's challenging, it's
irresstible.:

"If you say s0," he said aoud, but strapped the sword on anyway, for she required his presenceto
be able to see and hear clearly. Without a bearer, it took incredible effort for her to perceive anything,
and a that it was only dimly. He didn't often carry ablade, and shefdt very odd, dung across hisback in
Tayledrasfashion. "An‘deshawill probably be happy to see you, but you're going to have to explain
yourself to the rest. They don't know anything about you."

And the gods only know what the Shin'a'in are going to make of her. Yes, Kethry had carried
her, and Kerowyn after that, but gill-she was yet another creature of magic indgde the heart of the Plains.
How much more were they going to be willing to allow?

.1 can't wait,: Need replied, with abit lessirony than he expected. : There's something rather
amusing about the reactions people get thefirst time | talk to them.:

Amusing? Oh, gods. Firesong buried hisirritation & this particular complication in an aready
complicated Stuation; after all, Need was right about her abilities. She did know much older magicsthan
anyone here, and that included An'desha. That might be crucia at this point, for there could be something
ancient and long-forgotten that would give them al the clues they needed to solve this Stuation. She was
apowerful mage in her own right-something near to an Adept, or she never could have made the magics
that bound her human soul to aniron blade. He, An'desha, and Segjanes were the only true mages here,
having Need with them gave them afourth.



And if sheisright, and the mage-storms overwhelm her along with the rest of us, she won't
have to worry about how she unravels. If she dissolves into flame and melted steel, we here
among all these dangerous machines of power will have far more to worry about than her.

On the other hand, dedling with Need'sirascible personality was not going to be easy. He rubbed
histemples, feding another headache coming on.

She Mindspeaks; perhaps | can get Tarrn interested in her. When he is not trandlating for us,
wouldn't she be fascinating for a historian?

He could only hope that was the case, because he had the fedling that Need was not going to give
him a choice about becoming her bearer. In this al-mae enclave, he was probably the closest she was
going to come to an acceptable bearer, for by now, even the fema e Companionsthey had ridden here
on had begun the long journey back to Vademar.

"Well, we might aswell get thisover now," he said aoud, as Tarrn watched him with interest. "I
assume, Sir, that you have made the acquaintance of my metal friend, here?!

.1 have, and | hope she will continue to impart her tales of the past to me here, when our
work permits,: Tarrn replied gravely, which made Firesong fed alittle more cheerful about the Situation.
At least he wouldn't be burdened with Need's presence and persondlity all thetime.

"Well, most of my other colleagues here don't even know she exists, so we'd better introduce her to
them before she startles one of them into dropping something critical by mindspeaking to him without
warning." Need remained slent after that little sally, which either meant that she agreed with him, or that
she wasinsulted and was plotting revenge.

:An excdllent plan,: Tarrnreplied. :Carry on.:

He gathered them all together by the smple expedient of going into the central chamber, clearing his
throat, and announcing, "Excuse me, friends, but something rather-unexpected-has come up that you
redlly ought to know about.”

That certainly brought everyone who understood Vademaran boiling out, and the few Shin‘din who
didn't know the language followed the rest out of sheer curiogty.

Silverfox wasthefirst to arrive, and stared at him asif hed grown atail. "Firesong,” the
kestra'chern began increduloudy, "whét are you doing with asword?”

He removed Need from her shegath, just in case the leather and silk hampered her ability to
Mindspesk at dl, and held her out in front of him, balanced on his pams, asthe othersarrived. "Well.
that'swhat | wanted to tell you dl about,” he said, flushing alittle. "It seemswe didn't get two additionsto
our little group here, we got three. I'd like you all to meet Need, those of you who haven't already
encountered her."

"Need!" An'deshahad only just emerged from the deeping chamber, but there was no doubt that he
was glad to see the mage-blade. "What is she doing here? Thisiswonderful!”

Firesong's expression must have been abit sour, for An'deshatook onelook at hisface and
laughed. "Oh, it'sthat way, isit? Y ou're the chosen bearer?' He looked down fondly at the blade.
"Hresong is much too certain of hisown expertise, dear lady; | trust you can teach him that there are
other people here who are just as expert in their crafts as he. | warn you though, he looks much better
thisway than in adress”

:Don't be so hard on him, boy,: the blade replied, anused. : Leave that job to me. I've got more
experience at it.:

By now dl the rest had gathered around, and were staring with varying degrees of fascination and
puzzlement at the sword. "What isthis?' Sgjanes asked, brows knitted.

"Isthisby any chance the famous sword called 'Need' that the ancestress of Ta€'sedrin Clan once
wore?" asked Lo'isha, asthe other Shin'din gathered in aknot behind him, murmuring. "The one carried
by our Clan-sib, Herald Kerowyn?"

"The same," Firesong dl but groaned. "To answer you, Sganes, Need isamagically made sword
with the soul of its maker bound into it, and sheis unbelievably ancient. Either she or Tarrn can probably
tell you the story of why she did such adaft thing-"

:Hardly daft. Reckless, yes, and probably less than wise, but at the time we didn't have many



options, and all of those were worse than what | did. Of course, | could have just folded my hands
and done nothing at all, but-let's just say that went against my conscience and my nature.:

Those who didn't know what she was went wide-eyed with startlement at the sound of her
projected mind-voice.

"The point is, she'sfrom atimethat actually predates the Mage Wars and the Cataclysm, at least so
far aswe can tell and that makes her an expert in magics much older than the ones we know," Firesong
said, noting as he spoke that An'desha's eyes were unfocused, which probably meant he wastalking
privately to her. " She has volunteered to come help us, since her last bearer no longer requires her
tutdlage.”

Master Levy rubbed his chin with one hand as he looked down on the sword with speculation.
"What happensif and when the mage-storms overwhelm us here?" he asked. "If sheismagicaly made-"

: Then unless | can manage to shield myself, which I'm not certain | can, | either go quietly or
dramatically, and | don't know which it will be,: Need replied bluntly. : These Storms disrupt the
patterns of magic so deeply they may as well be spells of Unmaking. But that would happen
whether | was here or somewhere else, and I'd just as soon be trying to accomplish something. |
told you, I'm not one to sit with folded hands, even if | still had handsto fold.:

"Wait aminute," Sglanes objected, speaking directly to the sword, glimmering with reflected light
from above. "If you predate the Mage Wars and the Cataclysm, how did you survive them?'

:In a shielded casket in a shielded shrine in the heart of the triply-shielded Temple to Bestet,
the Battle-Goddess,: shereplied promptly. : And when the Cataclysm was over, the shields on the
shrine and the casket were gone and | felt asif I'd been drained to the dregs. It took me yearsto
recover, and by then I'd been moved to the armory since no one could figure out why I'd been put
in with the Goddess regaliain thefirst place. If | were inclined to such things, I'd have been
indignant.:

Sganes nodded. "It would be difficult to find such asituation again,” he observed, stroking hischin
with one hand. "Indeed, it is quite surprising that you were in that Stuation during the first Cataclysm.”

:The only reason they had shields like that was because of the war with Ma'ar. | don't know
of any Temples now with that kind of protection,: Need went on. :Or to be more honest, | don't
know of any that would offer me shelter. | might as well be doing something useful, and | just
might be able to save myself while doing it.:

"Do you fear death so much?' Karal asked softly. Light rippled across the surface of the sword, asif
Need reacted to that question.

Firesong expected asarcastic reply, or none at al, but was surprised by both her answer and her
sober tone.

:1 don't fear death, youngling,: she said, with great honesty. :What I'm afraid of is more
complicated than that. | don't want to vanish without fighting, | don't intend to just lie down and
accept "death" passively. Thereisthe possibility that | could meet my end violently, and if that is
the case-:

"Then it would be better here," Sganes said with findlity, asachill crept up Firesong's spine. "If
thereisasecond Cataclysm and the effect penetrates this place, your demise will beinsgnificant
compared to the violence that will be unleashed.”

Light rippled dong the surface of the blade again. : Good. You'd already considered that.: Need
sounded relieved. :1'd hoped | wouldn't be the bird of ill omen forced to point that out to you.:

| would rather hope we can pull this off right to the very end, thank you. "No, just the one
who forced usto think about it alittle earlier than we wanted to," Firesong Sghed.

Now she gave him one of her typica sardonic chuckles. :Consider it incentive to find a solution,:
shetold him.

Now, of course, those who had never met Need wanted to spesk with her; Firesong handed her
over to An'deshafor that, athough he was quite aware that she was not going to change her mind about
her choice of abearer. Somewhat to his surprise, Kard separated himsalf from the group for amoment
and approached him.



"I'm not quite sure what to say, except that | know it isn't going to be easy or very entertaining to
have Need literdly on your back while wework our way through dl this" Kard said quietly. "I've had
teacherslike her. They were very good, but not easy to live with, and you have my sympathy, for what
itsworth."

"Thank you, Kard," he replied with some surprise. The last thing he had expected was sympathy or
understanding from the Karsite!

"Just trying to-oh, | don't know." Kara smiled crookedly. "Bdieveit or nat, | like and admireyou,
Firesong. We rritate each other sometimes, but who doesn't? And | never properly thanked you for
what you did for me."

Firesong found himsdf blushing hotly, something he hadn't done since boyhood. "Oh, please”" he
replied, for once a alossfor words. "Don't thank me, we all-"

Kara shook hishead. "I know very well what al of you did, and | won't mention thisagain sinceit
obvioudy makes you uncomfortable. | just want you to know that it's appreciated and you are
gppreciated. And-well, | think I've said enough.”

Congdering that Firesong didn't think he'd be able to flush any hotter, Karal was probably right.
When the Karsite rejoined the group talking to Need, it was adecided relief.

:Ahem:

Thistime the mind-voice was Tarrn's, and Firesong was very glad to hear it.

"Can | hep you, Sr?" he asked, looking down &t the kyree, who wasin turn looking up & him with
amused golden eyes. The white hairs of his muzzle contrasted strangely with the youth in those eyes.

:Since virtually everyone else isinvolved with speaking to our metallic friend, why don't we
go have a look at those notes Slverfox says you are so concerned with? If this device iswhat |
believe it to be, then the trandation will be a simple one, and we may have some answerswithin a
quarter-day.:

"Redly?' Firesong's eyebrows rose.

:Mind you, thisis likely to be the only case where the trandation will be so easy,: Tarrn
cautioned, : And that is only because | am familiar with similar devices used by our gryphons. |
think thisis probably an improvement on those devices, allowing visions as well as thoughts and-:
He stopped, and shook his head until his ears flapped. :-and we really ought to just see for ourselves
before | make too big a liar of myself. Shall we?:

Firesong got the notes and spread the pages out on the floor in one corner of the main chamber. He
and the kyree bent over them in intense concentration, with Lyam taking notes beside them, and before
very long, Tarrn was able to determine that the device was nothing more than an improvement on
something he cdled a"tdeson.”

At that point, Silverfox joined them again, and by the time supper came and went, they had worked
out not only the way to activate the devices, but also how to make more.

Provided, of course, that there were sufficient partsto do so. There were some esoteric components
that needed to be prepared beforehand, and Firesong wasn't certain whether or not there had been any
of those components among the partsin bins on the workbench. Both Tarrn and Silverfox were of the
opinion that, athough the Kaed'ain could probably make more of these components eventually, it would
take agreat ded of tria-and-error to do so, given the vagaries of the way the language had changed over
the centuries.

"Well, let's confine ourselvesto activating the two we have," Firesong said at lagt, Sitting back on his
hedl's and stretching muscles that had cramped in his shoulders and back. "'If they work, then we can see
if we can make athird and get it to work. With communication open back to Haven, that will give us
more than we'd hoped for; open it to Sunhame, and we're doubly advantaged. We can worry about
being able to build more of these devices from scratch later, when we have the leisure.”

"That seemsagood plan to me," Silverfox concurred, rotating his head and neck to stretch out
cramps of hisown. "Let me go and get one of the devices and bring it up here, and that way we can
actudly test it over alittle distance." Helooked around. "Well need someone with Mindspeech up here.
That would be Tarrn, | suppose.”



: That seems reasonable,: the kyree said agreeably. :We will also need a mage-Sgjanes,
perhaps-to activateit.:

"And I'll go down to the workshop and activate and man the other device down there," Firesong
said, getting to hisfeet. He and Silverfox descended the stairs down into the workshop; Silverfox took
one of the two devices from the bench and carried it carefully up the Staircase again.

Theingructionsfor activation had been quite unambiguous and equaly smple, phrased in language
that not even the passage of time had altered. Even a child, had he both true-magic and Mindspeech,
would have been able to follow the ingtructions. It was obvious from the notes now that the reason these
devices had not been put into use by Urtho was that anyone could "eavesdrop” on conversations held
with their ad. That rather negated their value in atime of war. Urtho's notes had made it very clear that
Maar had many folks Gifted with Mindspeech in hisranks, and that he used it as hewould any other
tool.

Firesong only hoped that communications sent through these telesons would not be forced into the
minds of those with Mindspeech; if that were to be the case, their use would be severely limited. Having
to maintain ordinary shields was one thing; having to put up shields againgt something like coercioniin
order to block these communications out would be very uncomfortable. And for those who were
untrained and unaware of their Gift, it would beimpossible.

| don't want to drive people mad by having them suddenly forced to listen to strangerstalking
intheir heads!

Wéll, there was only one way to find out for certain.

A very little magic was needed to help activate the device, and none to maintain it once it was active.
There was nothing for mage-stormsto disrupt; the device took Mindspeech and amplified it, usng some
resonance of an arrangement of crystals. Thetrick was, even those who normally would not be
consdered to have Mindspeech would be able to use it aso; it only needed one so Gifted on one of the
two telesonsin order for thetrick to work.

That would mean that Master Levy could talk with one of hisfdlow Artificersthrough the
intermediary of aHerad, or amage so Gifted could speak with Sganes, who was not.

Hmm. And if the device isn't urgently needed, young Karal can talk with Natoli. Theidea
ddighted him; now and again he had the urge to matchmake, and this was one of thosetimes. It might be
the strangest courtship ever on record, but if it worked-

Worry about that when you can get this ancient construction to operate! he scolded himsdlf,
and bent his concentration to doing just thét.

A moment later-well, it seemed to be working. So far as he recalled the notes, it looked asif he had
activated it. But-

:FIRESONG?: If it had been ared voice and not a mindvoice, the shout would have deafened him.
Asit was, it was excruciatingly painful!

"Aiii!l" he shouted, clapping hishands over his ears, even though he knew that wasn't going to make
adifference.

:Sorry.: That wasamore normad "volume," athough there was no sound involved. :1s that better?:

He didn't recognize the mind-voice; it certainly wasn't Tarrn. It lso "sounded” rather odd, and he
couldn't tell why. :Who isthis?: he sent back cautioudy, so as not to blast their minds.

:Sgjanes. | must say, thisis an interesting way to speak.: Firesong blinked for amoment, both to
clear histhoughts and to try to pinpoint just why the mind-voice fet so strange. The mental images-

Wait, that'sit. There are no mental images! There's no emotional flavor, no images, no
leaking over of other thoughts! Thisisjust like speaking, not like Mindspeech at all.

And that, for those who were not Gifted and not used to sorting through the wedlth of additiona
information that came aong with Mindsent "words," would beagood thing. :I believe we have a
workable Pair of prototypes,: he sent back with glee.

His elation was matched by the others. After making certain that both devices were working
according to the notes, and that al of the components were well-seated, the consensus was that they had
earned ared respite.



But before they took that well-earned rest, everyone, Gifted and not, had atry at the teleson pair.
The notes were correct; so long as one of the operators was Gifted, the result was the same, crisp, clear
Mindspeech with no overtones of anything se. If both were Gifted, then the results were different;
precisaly like "norma™ Mindspeech. To Firesong'srdief, therewas no " spillover” from the devicesto
those who were Gifted, although, as Urtho had indicated, the Gifted could "listenin” with perfect ease
when the deviceswerein use.

Right now, that might be an advantage. It certainly wouldn't hurt to have more than two people at
each Mindsent conference.

Altrahad recovered enough from hislast Jumpsto take the device to Vademar immediately, and
inssted on doing just that, then and there. He saw no reason whatsoever to delay, and every reason to
make all speed.

:With every mark that passes, it is more difficult to Jump,: hesad firmly. : Why wait? It will be
easier to Jump with an inanimate object, but "easier” does not mean "easy." | want to get this
over with!:

There were no dissenting voices, so as soon as the mindmirror teleson had been wrapped in a
cushion of quiltsto keep it from any possibility of damage, Altraleft, saying that he thought he would
returnin four days.

"Well know if the device still worksor if it works at the distances that Urtho claimed in two days, of
course," Sganes observed asthey al prepared for deep. Not that any of them really thought he would
get much deep after al the excitement that day. "In two days hell bein Haven, and then it will just bea
matter of getting one of the Herddsto try caling us."

He crept into his own bed-the only one that was abed, sSnce it was not possible for him to get into
and out of apallet on thefloor.

"Or one of uscan cdl them," Karal pointed out, and yawned. He was dready in hisbedroll, with
Florian curled up at hisback, taking the place of Altraasaliving bedwarmer. "Y ou know, | wasredly
excited a couple of marks ago and | thought I'd never be able to get to deep, but now-" He yawned
again, and looked puzzled. "-now it seemsasif thisisan anticlimax.”

Firesong had the answer to his puzzlement. "Well, we're al worn out-it's been avery busy day-but
therésmoreto it than that." He tied up hislong hair to keep it from knotting up while he dept.

:Permit the old pessimist,: Need interjected. :1t's not an anticlimax, child, it's that this hasn't
been the climax you think it should be. We have a new tool, and nothing more. If those devices
hadn't worked, we would have gone on without them. We will find the answers here, if there are
answer's to be found, but the teleson is not one of those answers, and that iswhy it feels asif what
we accomplished with themis only a minor addition to our work and not a major part of it.:

"Ah." Kard'sface wore a sober expression of understanding. "'l see what you are saying. Were not
at the end of our work, just the beginning, and it's not even close to the point where we can celebrate.
Widl. That'salittle disgppointing, but at least we haven't falen back."

"Exactly,” sad Firesong. "Which isdl the more reason why you should get agood night's deep.
Well need everyonein the morning." He leveled asober look at Kard. "Especialy you. | think well have
work enough to make you and Lyam wish there were four of you."

"I'll be glad to get back to work," Kara said, with aweak smile, and on that note, Firesong
extinguished the lights with aword, and it was not long before even he was fast adeep.

Five

What isthe Shin'a'in saying? Darkwind asked himself, as he watched Duke Tremanetrying to



make out careful plansfor the time when the mage-stormsfinaly overcamethe latest effortsto stave them
off. Ah, | remember. "The best plans never survive the first engagement with the enemy.” How
has the Empire done so well when they insist on having detailed plans for everything?

The three of them sat around asmall tablein the Grand Duke's personal quarters, atable currently
quite full, what with papers, glasses of water, and maps strewn acrossit.

"What do you two think?' Duke Tremane asked, setting aside the plans he and the Va demarans
had been discussing, and leaning over thetable. As helooked up at them, his gray-brown eyes seemed
anxious. "My scholars haven't been able to unearth any more information about the Cataclysm, and my
mages have not been able to predict anything that these mage-storms have done.”

Elspeth grimaced. "1 don't know that much either, I'm afraid,” she replied honestly. She glanced over
a Darkwind, who shrugged dightly.

"l can only tell you of the effects the Cataclysm had, according to our records and traditions,” he
told the Grand Duke. "Those effects were widespread and al-encompassing. All magic was disrupted,
from the lce-Wall Mountainsin the north to the borders of the Haighlel Empirein the south, and in an
equal distance east, and west of what are now Lake Evendim and the DhorishaPlains. If any shields
survived the Cataclysm, | am not aware of it, but | must add that the Kaed'din groups my people are
descended from had none of the greater mages with them.”

"So shidds might survive?' Tremane perdsted, fiddling nervoudy with apen.

Oh, how he wants to have some way to get his sort of magic back! Now that this area of
Hardorn was buffered from the worst effects of the mage-storms, Tremane had given orders for some
judicious use of magic to take some pressure from scarce resources-mostly burnables. The barracks and
headquarters were dl heated and lit with mage-fires and mage-lights now, and about haf the time food
was cooked using mage-firesin the stoves. It did make things more comfortable, especiadly inthe
barracks, which had been hested with dried dung, and were hardly illuminated at al. But Darkwind and
Elspeth could both tell how much the Grand Duke wanted to be able to use magic for dl of the things he
was used to; the only trouble with that ideawas that it just wasn't possible to do so. For one thing,
magica energy ran thin and low here; Ancar had depleted it sorely, and it would take along timeto
recover. There was enough for lights and fires-but not for something more complicated, such asblind
scrying, or creating mage-wallsto keep the "boggles’ out. For another Hardorn was only buffered; there
were il dight effects, and those were increasing, alittle at atime, with every passing day.

Darkwind spread his hands wide, shaking hislong, silverstreaked hair back over his shoulders as he
did s0. "That, | cannot tell you. The people to ask would be the k'L eshya, and they are somewhat
difficult to reach at the moment.”

He caught Elspeth's face taking on that dightly vacant look that meant she was Mindspesking to
Gwena, and hewaited for her to say something. Tremane was aways forgetting that Gwenawas
"present” in pirit, if not dtting at the same table, and the Companion would hardly forgo achanceto
remind him.

"Gwena saysthat she can relay an inquiry to Skif's Cymry at k'LeshyaVae, and get the answer
back in acouple of days," Elspeth said, her dark eyes crinkling at the corners, telling Darkwind that she
was holding back laughter. Gwena had probably said far more than that, probably about Tremane and
hisfaulty memory, but this was a diplomatic mission and such things would not be diplomatic to relate.
"There are enough mages there that surely someone will know the answer. And she saysif not, then she
can relay on to Florian at the Tower and see if An‘deshaknows anything.”

Not every Companion had that ong-distance capability; in fact, there were only two in al of the
world asfar as Darkwind knew. One was Gwena, and the other was Rolan, the Companion of the
Queen's Own. They were specid; "Grove-born,” the Heralds called it, and claimed that instead of being
physically brought into being in the norma way, they smply appeared, full-grown, out of agroveinthe
middle of Companion's Field. They had unusualy powerful abilitiesin mind-magic, and through most of
the history of Vademar there had never been more than one Grove-born Companion at once. But then
again, thiswas, by al accounts both sacred and secular, acrucid point in the history, not only of
Vademar, but of thisentire part of theworld, and if ever there was the need for a second Grove-born



Companion, thiswasthetime.

Tremane chewed on hislip, and ran ahand over the top of hisbading head. "Y ou know," he said
cautioudy. "The fact that those weaponsthey arelooking at in the Tower survived at dl might indicate
that some shields held, wouldn't it? Surely there were very powerful shields on that Tower at the time of
the Cataclyam.”

"And it might only indicate that things at the heart of the Cataclysm had some natural protection, like
thingsin the eye of awhirlwind," Elspeth reminded him, twisting a silver-threaded chestnut curl around
onefinger. "l wouldn't count on that. | so wouldn't count on any of us, singly or together, being ableto
replicate shields created by the mages who lived back then. These were people capable of creating
living beings-gryphons, basilisks, wyrsa-and | don't know of anyone living now who would even attempt
suchathing.”

Darkwind cleared histhroat softly to regain their attention. "To get back to your question about the
effects of the origind Cataclysm-afterward, the natura flows of magic energy in those areas changed
completely, and we can only assume that the same thing will happen again. And asfor the physica
world-wdl, we Hawkbrothers are still healing the damage that was created in the wake of the origina
Storms. If you think the monsters that you've seen so far are bad, wait until there are hundreds,
thousands of them, when the number of warped and changed creatures equals or exceeds the number of
normal creatures." He drummed hisfingers on the table for amoment as he made some quick
caculations. "To give you an ides, it has taken us something like two thousand yearsto clear an area
gpproximatdy haf the size of your Empire of dangerous creatures and even more dangerous magic.”

Tremane brooded over his stack of paper for amoment. " So your suggestion would be...?"

Elspeth and Darkwind exchanged another look, and it was Darkwind who replied. "I our group at
the Tower can't do anything-warn everyone you can reach, create what shields and sheltersyou can,
assumethat they won't hold, and endure. Make your plans after you see what the effects are thistime.”

The Duke made a sour face, but did not respond. Elspeth tried some sympathy.

"Duke Tremane, | know thisisdifficult for you, but at least you are in command of an areain which
much of the magical energy has been drained away, and which never relied on magic to get thingsdonein
thefirst place" she pointed out. ™Y ou can count on most buildings staying up, most bridges stlanding firm,
count on fires heating your barracks asthey aways have, candleslighting the darkness, and food cooking
properly in awell-made oven. Hardorn is prepared for everything except what the final Storm will do to
the physica world-and in away, you can even prepare for that, smply by knowing what the last
Caaclysmdid."

Tremane sighed, and rubbed one temple with hisfingers. "Yes, | know this, and | dso know that this
isnot going to bethe casein the Empire. Things were falling to pieces so badly that when | mounted my
raid on that Imperia warehouse complex, the men there hadn't heard from their superiorsin weeks, and
now-1 can't even imagine the state of chaosthe Empire must bein. It'sjust that things were difficult for us
before, and the one comfort | had wasthat | couldn't envision them getting any worse. Now | haveto,
and plan for it, somehow."

Elspeth shook her head emphatically. ™Y ou can't plan for this, Tremane. All you can do isto warn
people of what they might expect, and put thingsin place that will give you information once the worst
happens. The signa-towers, for one thing. They work amost as well as Companions, and you ought to
make it apriority to get them manned by people who know how to use them. Y ou ought to makeit a
priority to get more of themin placeif itisat dl possble! If every little village had atower, the way every
village has accessto aHerad, you'd be able to get help to people long before a messenger could have
reached you."

Darkwind nodded. "Don't plan for specific events; doing that will inevitably prove to be an exercise
infutility.”

"Plan for flexibility, you mean?' The Duke considered that for amoment, and nodded. "All right, |
can seetha.” Then he sighed. "And plan for communication, put ways of bringing ininformeation in place
whilewe gtill can. That's good, as long asthe trouble spots are places where there are till peopleliving.
But if they aren't, there could be anest of something brewing, some monstrous crestures, say, and we



wouldn't know about it until the crestures had wiped out an entire town. Maybe not even then.”

He rubbed hisforehead, and Darkwind saw the shadow of physicd painin hiseyes, inthetense
muscles of hishomely face. "1 just wish there was away to watch the land,” he said fretfully. "1 used to be
able to get my magesto scry entire stretches of countryside, and that'swhat 1'd give my arm to have
working again."

Darkwind exchanged another ook with Elspeth. :What do you think? This is the best opening
he's ever given us.:

:1f we can make him believe in earth-sense,: shereplied, with some pessmism. : Stll, you're
right. It isn't just the best opening, it's the only opening he's ever given us.:

:You, or me?: he asked.

:Mefirst, just to open the subject. I'mthe local royalty, the local Herald, and the local expert
in mind-magic. | could be expected to know about these things, and know if the Hardornens were
just making something up. You pick up if you see an opening to insert something you know.:

He folded his hands on the tablein front of him as she cleared her throat. "Duke Tremane," she said,
"I may have a solution to that particular problem, and oddly enough it isa part of aproposition that the
Hardornens outside your domain wanted me to make to you on their behalf." She smiled apologetically.
"| think you probably were anticipating that the loyaists might ask usto serve astheir envoysaswell as
envoysfor the Alliance. We promised we would put their proposal before you at an opportune time, but
we promised nothing ese; that seemed harmless enough.”

Helooked up sharply, and alittle suspicioudy. "A proposition? What sort of proposition?”

Elspeth bit her lip and looked down &t her strong, well-muscled hands for amoment. They were
hardly the hands of apampered princess, and Darkwind had a suspicion that Tremane had noticed this.
"Well... itsarather interesting one. It seemsthat they've been watching how you manage things here, and
you've frankly impressed them. There seemsto be agenera consensusthat under certain very specific
circumstances, they would not only be happy to arrange atruce with you, but they would be willing to
offer you the crown of Hardorn itsdlf.”

He looked asif she had hit him in the back of the head with aboard. It wasthe first time he had ever
actualy shown surprise. "The crown? They'd make me their King? What about their own claimants?'

"Therearen't any," Darkwind said crisply. "Ancar was very thorough when it cameto diminating
rivals. We weretold that there weren't even any claimants on the distaff side; apparently hedidn't in the
least see any reason to exclude his femae rdlatives from the purges, nor children, nor even infants. From
al anyone can tdll, he went back to the fourth and fifth remove of the cousins. By the time he was
finished, well, you have as much right to the throne as any of the natives, that's how thin theroya
connectionsare.”

We learned most of that when we were here last, but | don't think it would be politic to
mention that little trip.

Tremane didn't exactly pale, but he did look alittle shocked. "And | thought that politicsin the
Empire were cutthroat,” he murmured, asif to himsaf. Then he blinked, and collected himsdlf. " So, just
what are these specific circumstances you were talking about? And how will dl thisgive meinteligence
about what is happening to the land?’

Elspeth toyed with her glass of water. "Thisiswhere | am going to have to ask you to stretch your
imagination abit, Tremane," shereplied. "Y ou know that mind-magic exists, now that you've seen the
members of our party useit.”

He nodded cautioudly.

"Y ou dso have your own Heders who use Hedling magic, which issimilar to, but not identica with,
mind-magic,” she continued, "And you know that neither are affected by the mage-sormswhich are
disrupting what wein Vademar cal true-magic.”

"I'mfollowing you so far," Tremane said with anod.

"'WEell, as near aswe can tell, there is another form of magic which is like mind-magic and like
Heding-magic, but isn't exactly elther of them,” shetold him, leaning forward earnestly. "It'scdled
earth-magic, and it seemsto have entirely to do with the land, the health of the land, and restoring that



hedth. We think that's what hedge-wizards and earth-witches use, rather than true-magic; people who
aretrained in those disciplines-so they tell me-aso refer to their power as earth-magic, and they cal what
you and Darkwind and | are accustomed to using by the name of high-magic.”

:Right. So you tell him about Hawkbrother Healing Adepts while | figure out how to segue
thisinto the earth-binding ritual.:

Darkwind nodded very dightly and caught up the conversationd ball. "We Tayledras have
specialized Adepts, called Healing Adepts, who have the ability to sense the poisoned places, the places
where magic has made things go wrong, and fix them again,” he told Tremane, who was Sitting back in his
chair with an odd expression that Darkwind could not read. "And if you need evidence of how well this
works, itisin the fact that we have restored so much of the land to the pre-Cataclysm days. The specid
ability that makesthis possible-Elspeth's people would cdl it a Gift-issomething wedl cdl the
eath-sense”

"It'snot just Tayledras Healing Adepts and earth-witches that use this. Both the King of Rethwellan
and my stepfather Prince Daren have earth-sense, in fact,” she said, taking the narrative back. "It seems
that the Gift has dways been in the Rethwellan royd line. They haven't needed it for generations, but it's
obvious how useful it iswhen you know that even though Daren was not familiar with Hardorn and not
ritualy tied to theland here, he could still sense what Ancar had doneto it when he came hereto help
Vademar drive Ancar out. That actualy proved to be of tactical vaue, Snceit gave us an ideaof where
Ancar wasfinding dl the power he needed.”

Tremane nodded, his brows knitted intently, and seized on the phrase that they had both hoped he
would. "Ritudly tied to theland?' he asked. "Just what does that mean?’

"The monarchs of Rethwellan-and | presume, of Hardorn-have always taken part in avery old ritua
known as earth-binding," shetold him. "Because wein Vademar do not have that particular ritud, |
can't even begin to tell you how it works, or why, but when it isover, every mgor injury or changeto the
land isingtantly sensed by the monarch. Ancar obvioudy never participated in that ritual, or he could not
have done the things he did-1 suspect that, asin Rethwellan, the earth-binding is part of the Hardornen
private ritesthat take place just before the public coronation. Ancar crowned himself, without the usual
rituals, so-" She shrugged. "My stepfather says that those who even have earth-sense latently can have it
aroused by such arite.”

"The point hereisthat the people of Hardorn have found some of the priests of the old wayswho
know that ritua," Darkwind continued, as she glanced at him to cue him to take up the narretive. " They
think that if you wereto be tested for earth-sense and had it even latently, that would qudify you for the
Hardornen crown. And if you were to undergo the earth-binding ritud, thus awakening the earth-sense
and binding you to Hardorn, you would be a-a safe monarch for Hardorn, because you would be unable
to harm, abuse, or misuse your land theway Ancar did.”

"Because harming the land would hurt me." Helifted one eyebrow skepticaly.

:Is he going to laugh?: Elspeth sounded dubious, and Darkwind didn't blame her. Thiswas such a
primitive, unsophisticated concept-for someone from the Eastern Empire, so sophisticated in the ways of
magic that its power was used for practicaly everything, this must seem incredibly savage and crude.

But he didn't laugh, and in fact, he seemed to be thinking the concept over. "Can you tel me
anything else about this earth-sense? Just what doesit entail? How do you learn to useit.”

"Among my people, it isn't very complicated,” Darkwind told him. "Y ou don't o much learn to use it
asyou learn to keep it from using you. It'srather like Empathy in away, or extremely strong
Mindspeech. Y ou actudly learn how to shut it out so that it doesn't affect you dl thetime.”

"Interesting. | can see how it would be inconvenient to be affected adversely by the very condition
you are attempting to remedy." His brows creased in thought. " And doesit go the other way? Does the
physica condition of the King affect the land?

"Havens, no!" Elspeth exclaimed. "For one thing, the King is not exactly as-as monumenta asa
country! It would be like afleastepping on ahorse. For another, it'sonly asense, like the sense of smell,
and..." Shetrailed off in confuson as Darkwind shook his head.

"l hate to have to contradict Elspeth, but that's not entirely true, Duke Tremane," he said, fedling the



need to be totdly frank. "Under certain very specific circumstances, the hedlth of the King who isbound
to the land can affect theland. He can, in fact, sacrifice himsdf-give up hisown life-to restore the land to
itsformer hedlth. Thisis something that my people know, and that the Shin'din not only know, but have
even, very rardly, practiced. | must aso say, however, that | personally do not believe that the
Hardornens ever practiced that form of earth-binding. Aswith al crafts, there are scores, even hundreds
or thousands of waysto do them, and nothing that they told us gave me any indication that they even
know such apossibility exists. And | must so point out that to be vaid, to have any chance of working,
the sacrifice must be a self-sacrifice, entirdy voluntary-and indeed eagerly sought by the sacrificia
victim." Hemanaged athin smile. "Hauling oneés King to the stone of sacrifice and spilling his blood upon
the ground only serves as a sort of gruesomefertilizer to theloca grass; it won't change anything else
without that will to be sacrificed.”

Tremane's brows crept hafway up hisforehead as Darkwind imparted that choice bit of information,
but he made no comment. After amoment, he stood up.

"I'd liketo go think about thisfor alittle” he said. "l assume you have away of contacting someone
if | makeadecison?'

"I can find a contact,: Gwenasad firmly in both their minds.

"Wedo," Elspeth told him.

"Then give me-about amark," hereplied. "I'll send for you, if you have no objections.”

Sinceit had been avery long time since breskfast, and thiswould provide an excellent excuse to
send their Imperia aide in search of food, Darkwind had no objections whatsoever, and neither did
Elspeth. With apolite exchange of bows, they retired to their own quarters, leaving him stting back in his
chair, staring at the duca ring on hisfinger, clearly deep in thought.

They were about hafway through asolid, if uningpired med of bread and cold diced meat and
pickles, when Gwenaannounced that she had found the contact she had promised. : Go to the Hanging
Goose Tavern after dark,: shetold Darkwind. :It will have to be you, since | don't think that
Elspeth would be welcome in this particular tavern, and if there are two of you, he might suspect
atrap.:

Elspeth exchanged awry glance with Darkwind and shrugged, applying herself to her food.

:You want to speak to the bartender who dispenses the beer, not the one who handles the
harder drinks,: she continued. : You tell him, "I drink my beer very cold." He is supposed to reply,
"That's an odd habit," and you say, "l picked it up in the West." He'll nod and ask you what your
message is. He has a perfect memory, he'll passit on word for word. If Tremane decides to take
the gamble, | suspect you'll have your delegation, priest included, within a few days. Maybe
sooner. They might have moved someone into a village nearby, hoping you would be able to offer
him the proposition soon after we arrived.”

"| rather suspected that the loyalists had agentsin the city,” Elspeth said, as she atethe last bite. "I
couldn't imagine how they knew so much about him just from 'hearing things' But this sounds asif the
network has been wdl in place for sometime. It takes along time to find someone with a perfect
memory who is trustworthy enough to act as a message drop. It makes me wonder if thistavern wasn't a
contact point for... other things." She smiled suggestively a Darkwind.

He chuckled. "I am just a poor Hawkbrother scout with no knowledge of you city dwellers and your
ways," he protested. "What other things?'

"Smuggling, maybe. Possibly intriguing against Ancar. And I'll bet the reason Gwena doesn't want
meto go thereis not because | wouldn't be welcome done there either.” She grinned at something
Gwenasaid only to her. "l thought s0." She reached out and patted Darkwind's hand. "The ladies
working in thistavern will be selling more than just strong drink and food, my poor, uncivilized
Hawkbrother. | suggest that you make it very clear to them that you aren't interested in their wares, or
you might bring something inconvenient and uncomfortable home with you that would require aHedler's
help to clear up.”

He grinned back at her, and was trying to think of a clever retort when Tremane's aide cameto fetch
them.



The Grand Duke was waiting for them when they arrived, looking no different than when they had
left him. They took their seats and waited for him to spesk.

"Frankly, | am not entirely convinced that this earth-sense you told me about redly exists" hesaid
after amoment. "'And | honestly do not think, if it exigts, that | happen to haveit. It just seemsall too
very pat and too coincidentd that out of al the people who might have been sent here, | would happen to
have this sense which is needed at this particular time." He frowned alittle. "It'srather too much like
something atae-sdler might make up.”

"Possibly," Darkwind replied. "But you might congider it before you dismissthis proposition
out-of-hand. If you take as your premise that earth-sense does exi<t, and that the extreme form of it
could only be... induced, let ussay... by thisritud, then the lesser, or latent formswould be very useful to
anyonewho wasin apaogtion to rule even asmdl area Having such athing could explain why some
landowners are more successful at managing their property than others-why some landowners have an
uncanny ability to gauge what is going on with their property and people, and why some have remarkable
hunches that always prove correct.”

"l can seethat," Tremane acknowledged.

"S0, given that, it islogical to assume that those landowners whose lines were so Gifted would be
more prosperous than others. would accumulate more property, and would eventually rise to higher and
higher positions of power over the many generations,” Darkwind perssted. "And in short, it would
actually belogica to assume that aman who had been aruler of property or even aKing would be so
Gifted, because his predecessors could not have prospered so well without it."

Tremane laughed out loud; it wasthe first time that Darkwind had ever heard him laugh, and he liked
the sound of it. He often judged aspects of peoples character by their laughter; Tremane's laugh was
open, generous, and not at al salf-conscious.

" think that if you had not been born among the Hawkbrothers, you would have become a
diplomat, acourtier, or apriest, Master Darkwind,” he said findly. "Y ou certainly can turn afine
argument. Now, hear me out, if you please.”

Darkwind and Elspeth both nodded, and Tremane et forth his own reasoning.

"Y ou must know, and they must know, that with or without this earth-sense, if my menand |1 can
recreate order here-as we dready have done, you might note-people will come to my banner without the
title attached to it. That isthe great secret of Imperia success. We wait until aland is disorganized and
demordized, and then we move in, offering peace, order, and prosperity. Usudly people welcome us.
Then, when they see the high level that Imperial prosperity represents, word spreads, and the lands we
move on generdly are haf-conquered before the Army itsdlf ever reaches them.”

"That makes rather too much sense" Elspeth put indryly.

He nodded his acknowledgment and continued, tapping hisindex finger on the table to emphasize
each point. "Y ou must makeit very clear to these people that no matter what happens, | intend to go on
holding this particular piece of Hardorn from now on, for myself, my men, and those Hardornenswho
have accepted my rule and my order without any of this earth-binding business.”

"| think they are dready well aware of that, Tremane," she answered just asfrankly. "But | will make
sure that arrangement is openly acknowledged on both sides. To be honest with you, thereis no way that
you can be didodged with the few resources these Hardornen loyadists have at their command. That
would take an army. The only armies large enough are those commanded by the Allies, and we are here
representing the Alliesin agesture of peace and goodwill, so | don't think you need concern yoursalf
about losing your hold on thisplace.”

"Good. just so that we're all clear on that." He toyed with a corner of a piece of paper for a
moment. "I can't say that | redly carefor theideaof subjecting mysdf to thisritud. It al soundsterribly
primitive, somehow. But perhaps even if | don't believe | have this so-called earth-sense, the priest will
be convinced that | do, and will let me go through with thisritud evenif it ismeaningless. Frankly, if that
happens, it would be the easiest and quickest way to get al of Hardorn under my wing, and it would be
done with absolutely no bloodshed.” He smiled; an oddly shy amile, and Darkwind had the feding that it
wasarare smile, asif Tremane had even lessto smile about than to laugh about. "How could | possibly



turn away that kind of opportunity?’

"Inyour position, | certainly would not," Darkwind told him. "Well, isthat the whole of your
message?'

Tremane nodded. "And if you'll excuse me, | have matters regarding my men to seeto. My aide can
escort you back to your quarters, and if thereis anywherein the city you need to go, he can give you the
proper directions.”

: That won't be necessary,: Gwenasaid.

"Thank you," Darkwind replied, without giving any indication that he would take Tremane up on his
offer.

Once again, after apolite exchange of bows, they departed for their own quarters. Elspeth had a
thoughtful look on her face, but waited until they were aone again before saying anything.

She stood with her back to the cast-iron-and-brick stove holding the mage-fire, warming herself a
it. A red fire dso burned on the hearth, and between the two, their rooms were as comfortable asany in
Vademar. But the hallways of thisfortified manor were till cold, despite the addition of such stoves, and
they both tended to get chilled going from their quartersto Tremane's.

There was no doubt that thiswas one of the worst winters that Hardorn had ever experienced, even
without the effect of the magestorms. The main differencein the weather now that the mage-storms had
abated, according to their aide, wasthat now there were only snowstorms, not killing blizzards, every
two weeks or s0. With theincredible blanket of snow covering the ground, the sun couldn't even begin to
melt it before another layer fell.

The modified Herdds Whitesthat the hertas had designed for her seemed particularly well-suited
to theicy landscape outside. He wondered what the Imperid soldiers thought when they saw her; did
they believe that her costume was meant to reflect the season, as Tayledras scout gear did?

"You know," Elgpeth said findly, in Tayledras. "This Stuation has someinteresting paralelsin the
history of Vademar-the Founding, specificaly.”

"Oh?' Darkwind joined her, hands outstretched to the warm stove, wishing that there was something
like aHawkbrother hot spring or soaking pool about. It never seemed possible to be entirely warm
except in bed. He responded in the same language. "'l wasn't aware of that.”

"'Wéll, Vademar was fleeing the Empire rather than serving it when he and hisfollowers trekked out
inthisdirection, but when he got to the point where Haven is now and started building, he actualy built
besde an exigting village," Elspeth replied, turning to face the stove and rubbing her hands together. "The
locasthere were not entirely thrilled with having aforeign power moving in, although they never actudly
opposed him. But once they saw the advantages of coming under his protection-and the way in which his
own followers were treated-they began to act the way the Hardornens are with Tremane. And
eventudly, of course, they ingsted that he call himsdlf aKing." She chuckled. "That wasredly rather
funny; it seemed that every little petty ruler for leaguesin every direction was caling himself a'King, and
his own people were embarrassed to be led by amere Baron. They had acrown made up, caledina
priest to concoct a ceremony, and had him crowned before he had a chance to object. | gather that he
wasrather sartled by it al.”

Darkwind laughed. "That may bethefirst timeI've ever heard of someone being tricked into
becoming aKing," he responded. "But you'reright, | do seethe paralelsthere.”

She stared at the stove, frowning. "1 think we can assume that Tremaneis going to be offered the
Crown, no matter what."

"| think that isaforegone conclusion, yes, lover"" Dark wind admitted. "Even if he doesn't have
earth-sense, the priest may perform the binding anyway, just to make him digible. | think he wasright
about that."

She sighed and nodded. "The next question may be how we arrange for there to be the same cheeks
on theKing of Hardorn that there are on the Son of the Sun, the King of Rethwellan, and the Queen of
Vademar. Solaris hasto answer to Vkandis, Faram has both the earth-binding and hisfamily's sword to
contend with, and Selenay has her Companion.” She chewed her lip. "Then again-we may aready have
those checks partidly in place. Solaris did curse him with spesking only the truth, after al.”



"Y es, but not thewholetruth,” he reminded her. "There are ways of lying smply by not telling all of
thetruth."

She grimaced, and turned away from the warmth to pace the room as she often did when she was
thinking. Y ou may think I'm going mad, but I'm beginning to agree with young Kard; | think thisman has
abasicdly good nature. That entire interview about the assassns when wefirg arrived...."

Darkwind nodded, for he had come away with the same impression out of that interview; that
Tremane was aman who would bear the dreadful burden of indirectly ordering the deaths of innocent
people, and hewould feel guilt about that for the rest of hislife. Real guilt, not feigned. And it didn't
meatter that he had good reason at the time for his actions; what mattered was that he himsdlf had changed
over the course of these several months. What had been acceptable to him before no longer was.

But Darkwind aso was aware that the man could be avery good actor. Most rulerswere, to a
grester or lesser extent.

"| dill have some reservations,” he said after amoment. "What occurred in the past isimmutable. He
has done terrible things to us, and without any provocation. Perhaps he has regrets now. but | find myself
wondering if he might not revert to his old ways under pressure.”

Shedghed. :1 think we'd better continue this conversation in a way that can't be overheard,:
she cautioned.

:Good idea. Sgjanes had some magical way of learning Valdemaran and other tongues; there
might be someone else here who can do the same thing.: Granted, there might not be enough
mage-energy for them to do so. but why take the chance? : We Tayledras are more suspicious than
any other race, | think, but | wish I knew if it was Tremane's better nature that had been
subverted by the expediency of the Empire, or his expedient nature that has chosen to disguise
itself as a good heart for-well-!:

‘He'sin a position to do everyone more good than harm right now,: Gwena pointed out, joining
the conversation.

:Gwena's right; and in fact, that's exactly what he has done,: Elspeth seconded. :Look at his
record: granted, he coopted the best structure in the area for his headquarters, but other than
that, he lives a relatively lean life for someone who is basically the uncrowned king of this area.
He eats exactly the same food as his men, he isn't wasting precious resources on extravagant
entertainments for his own benefit; in fact, he's pouring a lot of those resources back into the
community here. He never asks his men to do anything he wouldn't, and he's usually out there
leading them in person.:

:He thinksfirst of his men, then of the local folk, then of their land and their beasts, and then
of himsdlf,: Gwenaput in. : That is the pattern that I'm seeing, and honestly, while some of that
might be expediency, it can't all be explained by that.:

Darkwind chuckled. :1'm glad he's not handsome; 1'd be jeal ous. He's managed to seduce both
my ladies away from me.:

Elspeth picked up an inkstand and pretended to throw it at him; he ducked.

:Consider yourself kicked,: Gwenaretorted.

:Honestly, kelchara, | would like to give him the chance to prove himself, and the way he
handles the next crisis-which is going to be very, very bad, | think-will tell uswhat he'sreally
made of," Elspeth replied.

Darkwind chewed on that thought awhile before replying, wondering if they weredl making a
terrible mistake. He wanted to believe in Tremane, and in the ideathat the man wasfinaly dlowing
himself to behavein amora fashion rather than a calculated one. How must it have felt, to spend most of
oneslife having to plot each and every action without regard to whether or not it was ethicaly right? If he
himsdlf had been in that position, held have been driven mad.

:All right,: hesaid at last, :but | have one proviso.: Hisjaw tensed as he hardened hismind. :1f he
proves treacherous, and a danger to the Alliance-if he is going to cost more lives-we take care of
the situation ourselves.:

:You mean, kill him.: Elspeth nodded, very dowly. :1 don't like it-but | don't want another



Ancar, much less another Falconsbane. He's used to using magic, and it would be very tempting
to resort to the blood-path to get the power he's used to having.: She shivered, and so did he; they
had both seen far too much of the results of that path. :\We've done this before, and 1'd rather the
blood were on our hands, | suppose, than find that even more innocent blood had been spilled.:

It was anasty moral trap; when was murder acceptable? But that was the mora trap that the
Tayledras had aways been in. Darkwind himsdf had faced it many times-warning trespassersthree
times, and assuming that if they did not heed the warning, they were in Hawkbrother lands for evil
purposes. How many would-be endavers of tervardi and hertasi, mages hunting for yet more power for
the wrong purposes, and would-be murderers of Hawkbrothers had he eliminated over the years?
Enough that he had lost count.

Elspeth only had a handful of desths on her conscience, but she was prepared to add another if the
need was there.

:And with any luck, we'll all discover that our pessimismis unfounded,: Gwenasaid cheerfully.
:I'll tell you what; | will seeif | can tell whether or not Tremane has earth-sense, while you make
contact with the loyalists. Darkwind, my dear, we need to rummage through your wardrobe and
find something in it that will not scream foreigner to every person in the town.:

:What do you mean, we, horse?: he asked her.

Darkwind found his messenger-and Gwena's careful probe of Duke Tremane uncovered only a
verdict of "maybe." Four days later, their aide knocked tentatively on the door to their quartersjust after
they'd finished breakfast. "Excuse me, Envoys?' he said, when Darkwind opened the door to him. "'l
don't want to interrupt, but theré's areligious gentleman below who saysthat you caled for him?"

Elspeth turned in surprise. Despite Gwena's assurance, she hadn't really expected an answer to their
message this quickly. The man redlly must have been fairly close by; that argued for certainty on the part
of the Hardornens that they had made Tremane an offer hewould find irresstible.

"We have been expecting him, Jem," Darkwind told the young man. "We just didn't know when he
would arrive. If you are reasonably surethat it is safe to do so, please show him the way up. Otherwise,
if you are not happy with a potentia breach of security, we can arrange to meet himin the town.”

Jem flushed. "Oh, no. He'sjust an old man-it won't cause any problems. | just didn't know if you
wanted to be bothered with him, if he might be a charlatan or-" He flushed even redder, redlizing that he
might have inadvertently insulted dl of them.

"That'sfine, Jem. Please show him here, and arrange for something hot for al of usto drink. And
perhaps more food, he might not have broken hisown fast yet," Elspeth said, in her kindest tones.

The aide bowed alittle, till red with embarrassment, and left quickly. Tremanesaideswere far
more used to military Situations than to the diplomeatic ones they now found themsalves hip-deep in.
Elspeth found it rather charming, actualy; military men were, in genera, much easier to ded with and
much more straightforward than civilians.

The old man and the second breskfast arrived at the same time; Elspeth privately thought that she
wasn't too surprised Jem had taken him for a possible charlatan. There was nothing at al remarkable
about him. His hair, gray and atouch on the shaggy side, looked asif he had not put ascissorstoiit lately.
His build wasthat of along-time clerk whose parents may have been merchants or tradesmen of modest
means. Hisface, square, with asmall beard, was lined with care, yet had smile-creases bracketing his
mouth and eyes. His robes and cloak were clean and serviceable, but hardly impressive, he wore no
liturgicd jewds, and his manner was unassuming and cheerful. All of which, in her experience, meant that
he was probably avery good priest; good priest, like good leaders, gave moreto their followersthan
they kept for themsalves, and were not particularly conscious of appearances.

They introduced themselves and offered the old man, who caled himsdf Father Janas, their
hospitality. As Elspeth had anticipated, he hadn't esten, and he applied himsdlf to the food with a hearty
appetite. They kept conversation to aminimum until he had finished; once he had taken his cloak off, it
wasfairly obviousthat, like most Hardornens, he had been sharing in the hard times. He wasn't
emaciated, but he was thin enough that he had probably been on the same short rations as hisfollowers.



"Oh, that waslovey," he said at last, when he had finished, and leaned back in hischair cradling a
cup of hot tealaden with honey. "I'm afraid that my besetting sinisthat | cannot resst good food.” He
laughed. " Since we are supposed to be concentrating on the spiritua world rather than the secular world,
| suspect | shdl be chided for my failing sooner or later by those to whom | must answer.”

Darkwind amiled at that. "I would rather say that you were showing proper joy and respect for the
bounty of the earth,” Darkwind replied, and the old priest chuckled, atwinklein hiseyes.

"Well, shdl we ded with the reason that | am here, rather than engage in rationaizing my
shortcomings' he asked, after taking asip of histea "As| assume you suppose, | have cometo test
Duke Tremanefor earth-sense, which will mean that | will awakeit if it isthere; and once | have done so,
| will bind him to Hardorn. Now, nothing | have been vouch-safed has given me any indication that he
does or does not have the Sense, and | am quite sure that he has no ideawhat is going to happen, do
ether of you?'

Elspeth shook her head. "We don't use that Gift in Vademar, or, rather, if wedo, it isn't used by
Herdds, Bards, or Hedlers. And those are the only oneswhose training I'm familiar with,” she said. "My
sepfather hasit, but we've never discussed it much, and he was never formally bound to Vademar. I've
heard of other |atent Gifts being awakened as atheoretical possibility, but no onein my lifetime has ever
tried such athing.”

Darkwind shrugged, asthe priest turned to him. "The Tayledras Heding Adepts al develop
earth-sense along with their other abilities,” hereplied. "It doesn't come on them dl at once, and if anyone
hasit latently, welve never bothered to awaken it. | haven't any idea how someone would react in such a
circumstance.”

Father Janas raised an eyebrow. "It can berather dramatic,” he said cautioudly. "Assuming that one
hasit latently, rather than having avery weak version of the Sense, that is. We have dways conducted
this particular ceremony severd days before the actua coronation of our kings, precisely because of that.
It sometimes takes the recipient agood ded of timeto get used to his new ability, if heretoforeit has only
been latent and when actuated provesto be very strong.”

Elspeth nodded. "Rather like suddenly being ableto see, | suppose,” she offered. "Well, that isal
very well in theory-but you are here to put theory into practice. How soon would you care to see Duke
Tremane? Are there any preparations you would like to make, any vestments you need to changeinto
before you are presented?’

Father Janas smoothed down the front of hisrobe self-conscioudy. "Much as| wish | could present
amoreimpressive picture, | am afraid that | am wearing my best-indeed, my only vestments." Helicked
hislips and looked apologetic. "Ancar did not persecute priests and clerics directly, but he found many
ways of doing soindirectly. | do not think you will find asingle religious organization in dl of Hardorn
surviving at better than a subsstence level, and many smply vanished atogether as old members died and
no new ones came to replace them.” He shook his head sadly. "At any rate, it isal moot; | have no
preparations to make, and | should prefer to see the Duke as soon as possible, as soon as he hasthe
timefree”

Darkwind rose to request their aide to take a message to the Duke. Elspeth had some other idess,
however.

She wrote a short note while Darkwind was talking with Jem, and asked the aide to take the
message down to Tremane's chief of supply on hisway back from delivering their request for an audience
to the Duke. Jem looked baffled, but agreed; he was obvioudy not going to question why the envoy
wanted to send a note to the supply sergeant.

"Just what are you up to?' Darkwind asked her, asthey closed the door behind his retreating back
and returned to their guest.

Elspeth seated hersdf before replying. " Tremane told me that he and his men had virtualy gutted an
entire Imperia warehouse complex,” shetold him, aswell astheir guest. "Now, given how the Empire
likesto regiment things, even though thereisno official Imperid rdigion, | am betting that somewhere
among dl the uniforms brought back are at least afew standard imperid Army Chaplains robes, or
something of that nature. And I'm al so betting that they ook pretty much like every other priest's robes



I've ever seen, precisaly because an Imperial Army Chaplain would have to be able to conduct therites
of severd religions, hence the uniform robe will be as bland and as general aspossble.”

"| follow your reasoning so far,” Darkwind said, still puzzled. "But why should the supply sergeant let
us have one of these uniforms, if they exist?"

She grinned. "I've been talking to the townsfolk. | know that it is Tremane's standard procedure to
sl anything in storesthat is not immediately useful to hissoldiersif acivilian wantsto buy it. Youll find a
lot of townsfolk outfitted in surplused uniforms of some of the odder auxiliary disciplines, if you know
what to look for. | asked specificaly if | could purchase a set of chaplain'srobesif there are any, and
asked him to send them up as soon as he found them.” She turned to the priest, who was alittle flushed.
"Well have plenty of timeto ater them into something gpproximating your own vestments before
Tremane hastimeto seeus”

Father Janas |ooked even more embarrassed. "Redlly, that's too good of you-"

Sheinterrupted him with acautionary hand. "Y ou're being generous and forgiving; | know that this
was a bit high-handed of me. But we may be more anxious to settle this than you are, and I'd prefer not
to leave anything to chance. The Grand Dukeisn't even certain that he believes earth-sense exigts; |
suspect hisatitude is more that he is humoring us than anything ese. We al want him to agreeto go
through with something he already considers to be mummery, and we want him to agree to do it now.
The better the impression your appearance will make on him, the more likely heisto do that.”

Darkwind nodded thoughtfully. "Actudly,” he put in, "using an Imperid uniform may serve us better
than if you had come with your own vestments. He has lived with the chaplains. Heis going to respect the
uniform and what it represents without realizing heis primed to do so0."

Father Janas uttered afaint laugh in self-deprecation. "Well, it is certainly true that most peoplerely
on one's outward appearance for their impressions, and | am afraid my appearanceis hardly likely to
ingpire confidence."

His admission only deepened his obvious embarrassment, and Darkwind quickly changed the
subject to that of the conditions over most of Hardorn. The priest was only too willing to talk about the
hardships people dl over the country had and were suffering, and the spirit with which they were
enduring those hardships.

"Everything you saw asyou journeyed hereis representative of conditions everywherein thisland,”
he said, with real sadness. "People are not starving, but they are hungry. They are not freezing to degth,
but they are cold. Thereisnot asingle soul in this country that did not lose at least one member of his
family to unnaturd degth in the last five years, and as you saw, entire towns and villages have been
emptied. Temples and other places of worship are deserted, or tended by afew old men like mysdif.
Wors of dl, we havelost most of ageneration of young men, and no matter how much better things
become, how can we possibly replace them?Who will be the parents of our next generation of citizens?'

There are several thousand young men, none of whomwill ever be ableto return to the
Empire, camped right here, Elspeth thought. And most of them would be perfectly happy to become
the parents of the next generation of Hardornens. | wonder if he's thought of that-1 know
Tremane has.

At length Jem returned with the answer from Duke Tremane, he would be free immediately after
lunch to receive the priest, and if necessary, could clear agood portion of the afternoon for the interview.

"That would bewise," Father Janas said, as Darkwind deferred to him. "Please return, tell him this
would be very much to my liking, and ask him to do s0.”

Jem went back with the reply. Not long after he left, one of the many locas who had been hired to
run errands within the Imperial complex arrived with alarge, neat package and a handwritten bill. Elspeth
accepted both, made aface at the mildly extortionate price the supply officer was charging, but
rummaged in her belt-pouch for the correct number of silver coinsanyway. They were Vademaran
rather than Hardornen or Imperia, but the price had been quoted in silver-weight and not a specific
coinage. Given the circumstances, she doubted that anyone would care whose face was stamped on
them so long as the weight was true. Those she sent back with the errand boy, as Darkwind handed the
package over to Father Janas.



Just as she had suspected, the officia uniform of an Imperia Chaplain was, once the rainbow of
specific accoutrements for various religions and liturgica eventswere set aside, virtudly identical incut to
the threadbare robe Father Janas dready wore; it was even avery smilar gray in color. He retired to the
next room to change, and returned looking much trimmer.

Darkwind surveyed him with acritical eye. "Just what form does your deity-or deitiestake?' he
asked the priest. "Forgive me, but | think we need to make you look alittle moreimpressive.”

The priest looked confused but answered readily enough. " The Earth-father and Sky-mother are
usually represented by the colors green and blue, and by acircle or spherethat ishalf white and half
black, but-"

Darkwind had dready turned to the pile of multicolored stoles and other accessories, sorting through
the plethora of plain and appliqued fabrics, and came up with one stole that was green, and one blue.
Quick work with his knife gave him four haves, two of which he handed to Elspeth. She had aready
divined what he was up to, and had gone into the other room for her sewing kit; afew moments later, she
draped astole about Father Janas neck that was green on hisright side and blue on his|eft.

But it was till too plain, and she took it back from him. While she cut haf-circles of black and white
fabric from two of the other stolesto applique to the ends of the new one, Darkwind |eft for their
bedroom and returned with abit of his persona jewdry. "This probably isn't much like something you
would ordinarily wear," he said gpologeticaly. "But it will probably do for now, and Tremaneisn't going
to know the difference between Hardornen and Shin'ain work."

He handed a copper medallion on atanned leather thong to Janas; Elspeth recognized it at once as
the sort of token the Shin'ain carried to identify themselves or their dliesto Tayledras. She had once
carried asmilar token, meant to identify her to Kerowyn'skin, aswell asto any Tayledras she might
have encountered. This one was engraved with a swirling, abstract pattern on one side, and a deer on the
other.

But aleather thong smply would not do. Now it was Elspeth's turn to go back to the bedroom and
rummeage through her jewdry.

Copper. What do | have that is copper?

When they had €ft, she had Smply tossed everything she owned into a bag, including some of the
pieces meant to go with the costumes that Darkwind himself had designed for her. A glint of copper a
the bottom caught her eye, and she untangled an interesting belt made of aheavy copper chain entwined
with alight one. She purloined the light chain to hang the medallion from, then as an afterthought,
suggested to Father Janas that he use the heavy chain for the original purpose of abelt. That wasthe fina
touch that he needed, for the robe had been just abit long on him; now with the new robe, stole, belt,
and meddlion, Janas presented quite adifferent picture from the man who had arrived.

He seemed to fed the change as well; he seemed less weary, stood alittle straighter and with
confidence matching his natura cheer. All in dl, Elspeth reckoned that they had put in agood morning's
work.

"Itisn't precisdly canonica,” Janastold them, "But asyou said, no one hereis going to know that,
and it does look-well-much more respectable, in the sense of worthy of respect. | can't begin to thank
you enough.”

"Thank usif dl of thisbearsfruit," Elgpeth replied firmly. " And spesking of which, herésour lunch.”

Asusud, it wasrather plain fare, but there was plenty of it. Jem seemed startled by Father Janas
transformation, but treated him with more deference than he had shown initidly, thus confirming Elspeth's
feding that the effort of reclothing the priest was more than judtified. Jem lingered while they ate, which dll
of them read as an indication that Tremane wasimpatient to have the interview over with quickly.
Spurred by that, they made quick work of their medl.

:1 think we should let Janas take the lead in this now,: shetold Darkwind.

.1 agree; it will establish his authority from the beginning. After all, officially, we're only
involved in this peripherally. We were never more than the informal intermediaries,: Darkwind
replied.

Elspeth sgnaled the priest with adight nod as she set her cup aside. Heread the hint as adroitly as



she had thought he would.

"| think we are ready to see Duke Tremaneif heisready for us," Father Janas said to the aide,
standing up and settling his new vestments with an air of brisk competence.

"Heisready for you, sir,” Jem responded with al of the respect that any of them could have asked.
"If youwould careto follow me?'

He then looked for amoment with confusion at the two envoys, asif he had, for that ingtant,
forgotten that they were involved. Clearly he was uncertain whether they should be properly included in
theinvitation.

Father Janas solved his problem. "I have asked the Alliance envoys to accompany me,” he said
smoothly. "If Duke Tremane has no objection.”

Jem'sface cleared as Janas took the question out of his hands, and he bowed dightly to al of them.
"Certainly, gr. If youwould dl please come with me?’

All during the quick walk to the Grand Duke's private quarters, Elspeth was conscious of an
increasing fedling of irrationd excitement. Something was going to happen; she wasn't quite certain what
it was, but this visit was not going to pass without an event of some sort.

| wish there was something more of Foresight in my family than just an ability to get an
occasional hunch, shethought fretfully. It would be nice to have some warning when a mountain is
about to drop on us.

At last they werefindly closeted with Tremane, seated across from him in three chairs arrayed
before his desk. Thiswas not to be the lessforma (Tremane was never informal) sort of meeting that she
and Darkwind had been having with him of late; he had arrayed himsalf asthe Grand Duke, the
Commander of the Army, and thelocal Power. He wore his uniform, minus the Imperia devices, but with
all of the other decorations and medals to which he was entitled. He had both a crackling firein the
hearth and amage-fire in astove, imparting a generous warmth to the room and a fragrant scent of pine
resntotheair. Sunlight streamed in through the windows whose heavy velvet curtains had been pulled
back to let in as much light as possible. He had a choice of chairsto use here, and he had selected the
heaviest and most throndlike for his use; the desk separated them from him like afortresswall made of
dark wood.

She was very glad now that she had gone out of her way to dress Father Janas appropriately. If he
had entered thisinterview looking as shabby as he had when he had arrived, he would have begun on an
unequal footing with Tremane. As Darkwind had speculated, she could see Tremane responding to the
implied authority symbolized by a"uniform™ he recognized, and Fether Janas assumed hisrightful pogition
asan authority equd to his.

Asfor Elspeth, she was acutely aware of everything around her, her senses sharpened by her
anticipation. Her fedling was so strong that it was amazing to her to see that Duke Tremane was
concedling a certain amount of polite boredom under a smooth and diplomatic courtesy.

If Janaswas put off by Tremane's attitude, he didn't show it. "Duke Tremane," Father Janas said,
"you know why | am here. Those who have led the struggle against Imperid subjugation have heard of
your defection from the Empire, seen how you have governed and protected the people here, and have
come to the conclusion that you, at least. are not necessarily an enemy to Hardorn.”

Tremane nodded at this recitation of the obvious, and waited for him to continue. Behind him, aknot
in thewood on thefire cracked explosively; no one jumped.

Janas had clearly rehearsed his speech many times, until he was comfortable enough with it that he
didn't haveto think about it. “The consortium of loyd fighters believesthat, since there is no one man who
has been able to become their clear leader, and since no one in Hardorn commands the resources that
you do, you may be the appropriate person to take up the defense of thisland against outsiders and
current adversity.” He smiled thinly. "I will not mince words with you, Duke Tremane. These men are
willing, given other conditions, to alow you to purchase the rule of Hardorn with the resources and men
that you command.”

He seemed a bit surprised by Father Janas bluntness. "That would seem reasonable,” he replied
with care. "And | am certainly willing to put those resourcesinto Hardorn."



Father Janas nodded. "So | have been sent here by those men to discover if you are both fit and
willing to lead this nation and hel p to defend it against those who would subject it to the rule of aforeign
power-including the Empire." Janastilted hishead in inquiry. Thefire popped again, scattering sparks,
as he waited for an answer.

Tremane'sreply was brief but polite. "1 would welcome the opportunity to prove my worth, but |
would like to point out that | am not, and never have been, atraitor to any cause. It was the Emperor and
the Empire who abandoned us here; we broke none of the oaths that we had given. But now that those
vows are broken, we see every need to hold fast to the oaths that we gave to each other. And if, in
keeping those vows, we aid the people here, that isdl to the good. Times are perilous, and whenever
loyaty isfound, it should be rewarded with loydty." Hisface hardened. "But any new responsibilities that
| assume must work with my vowsto my men.”

"Therewill be no conflict." Janas nodded, and there was agreat ded of satisfaction on hisface. "In
keeping with our traditions, the ruler of Hardorn must be possessed of the quaity we know as
earth-sense, and be bound to theland if he has that quality. In order that your consent to betested is
informed, | shall explain precisdy what that means."

He went into amuch more detailed explanation than Elspeth or Darkwind had done, and in Elspeth's
opinion, Tremane was a bit too cavaier about the entire thing. She had not been certain until this moment
that the test for the earth-sense involved actudly awakening it if it waslatent. And Tremane was clearly
preoccupied with some other thought as the priest explained that if he showed the symptoms of having
the earth-sense, he would be expected to undergo the earthbinding ritua immediately.

Perhaps his own statements to Janas had reminded him of things he needed to deal with among his
own people; perhapsit was only that he was not inclined to spend histime on something even
peripheraly connected with religion. She had the fedling that Tremane was a man who gave secular
respect to religious authority, lip-service to therituas, and otherwise gave no thought to the subject. And
he considered the entire business of earth-sense and earth-binding to be essentially religiousin nature, a
meatter of faith rather than fact.

:He has already made up his mind that nothing is going to happen,: Darkwind commented, as
he watched Tremane's attention wandering. :He is good enough at reading people to know that Janas
thinks he can be a good |leader for Hardorn, and | suspect he thinks that is the only "test" he
needed to pass. | think he has decided that Janas will make a couple of mystic passes, then declare
he has the earth-sense, mumble a few phrases, and say that he is bound to Hardorn, all without
anything he can detect actually occurring.:

.1 think he's making a mistake, if that's the case,: Elspeth offered. ;1 wish he'd listened a bit
more closely because | don't think he really knows what he might be getting into.:

Well, it was dready too late to say anything, for Tremane nodded with relief when Janas finished,
and said, "Please, | am quiite ready if you can begin now."

And Janas was not going to give Tremane a chance to change hismind, for the priest stood
immediately.

"If I may cometo your side of the desk, sir?" Janas asked, and at Tremane's nod, moved around the
desk until he stood behind Tremane's chair, and placed the tips of hisfingers on Tremane'stemples
before Tremane had a chance to object.

The priest closed his eyes and opened his mouth before Tremane could pull away from the
unexpected touch. Elspeth started, literally jumped, as what emerged from Janas's mouth was not a
chant, but asingle, pure, bell-like tone.

The sound resonated through her, filling her ears and her mind, driving every thought from her head
and rooting her to her chair. She couldn't have moved if the room had suddenly caught on fire. She
couldn't even be afraid; the tone drove out al emotion, including fear. It had exactly the same effect on
Darkwind, who stared at Janas with round, vaguely surprised eyes.

But it did not have that effect on Duke Tremane.

Beneath Janas hands, the Grand Duke stiffened, and his own hands came up to cover the priest's,
but not asif hewastrying to tear Janassfingers away from his head. His eyes closed, and his hands were



clearly holding Janas's handsin place. His own mouth opened, and a second tone, harmonizing with the
firgt, emerged from his throat. The effect of the two tones together wasindescribable, and even as
Elspeth experienced it, she was unable to analyze it. She was suspended in time and place, and nothing
existed for her but the two-note song that resonated with every fiber of her body and soul. In fact, every
sense was involved; colorsintensified and became richer, and there was a scent of growing things and
spring flowersfilling the air that could not possibly have been there.

How long that went on, Elspeth could redlly not have said. It took no time at al, and it took forever.
The moment when it stopped was as dramatic as that when it had started, for suddenly Tremane's eyes
opened wide, then rolled up into his head; his mouth snapped shut, cutting off the tone. He let go of
Janas hands, and he collapsed over hisdesk asif hisheart had suddenly given out.

Elspeth was il frozen, unableto stir. Janas stopped his singing-if that waswhat it was-the moment
Tremanefdl forward. For amoment he stared at the Grand Duke in something like shock, shaking his
hands asif he had touched aburning cod.

"Wel," hesadfindly, "he certainly has earth-sense."

Before either Elspeth or Darkwind could move, the priest pulled Tremane back up into the support
of hischair, and shook him gently until he awoke.

"Is-" Darkwind began, half standing. Janas waved him back.

"Duke Tremaneis Smply suffering from the confusion of having avery powerful new ability thrust
upon him," the priest said in a preoccupied voice. "But there is nothing wrong with him, | promiseyou. In
fact, he may well be more right than he has ever been beforein hislife”

Tremane was clearly still dazed, as Janas reached for aletter opener on the Duke's desk, seized one
of hishands, and stabbed thetip of hisindex finger with it. He was s0 dazed, that he acted asif he hadn't
even felt the point of the blade piercing his skin.

Janas held onto the Duke's hand so that Tremane couldn't pull it away, and reached into a pouch on
his belt, pulling out atiny pinch of earth. He inverted Tremane's maltreated finger over the bit of dirt, and
sgueezed until asingle drop of blood fell and mingled with the soil.

"In the name of the powers above our heads and below our feet, | bind you to the soil of Hardorn,
Tremane," heintoned, letting go of Tremane's hand and seizing his chin ingtead. "In the name of the Great
Guardians of the people, | bind you to the heart of Hardorn,”" he continued, and took up the pinch of
mingled blood and earth. "In the name of Lifeand Light, | bind you to the soul of Hardorn, and by this
token, you and the land are one."

He held out the bit of blood-soaked earth to the Duke's mouth. Tremane opened hislipsto receive
it, and fortunately, he swallowed it rather than spitting it out, which would probably have been avery
unfortunate gesture and aterrible omen.

Janas stepped back, watching the Duke narrowly, and Tremane blinked owlishly a him for a
moment. Then, without any warning, he made an odd little mewling cry and clapped both handsto his
head, covering hiseyeswith hispams.

Now Elspeth started to rise, but the priest waved her back aswell. "It'squite dl right," he said, with
immense satisfaction. "1 can't begin to tell you how well thisis going. He has the strongest earth-sense that
| have ever seen in someone for whom it was latent until now-and just at the moment, he'sa bit
disoriented.”

"Disoriented?" the Duke said from behind hishands. "By the Hundred Little Gods, that is far too
mild adescription!” He sounded bresthless, asif he had been running along and grueling race. "I fed-I
fed asif | have been deaf and blind, and suddenly been given sight and hearing and | haven't the least
notion what the things | am experiencing mean or what to do with them!"

He brought his hands down away from his head, but it was quite clear from the bewildered
expression he wore and the dazed ook in his eyesthat he was undergoing sensations he had never
experienced before. "'l think | may beill," he said faintly. "1 fed terrible. I'm going to be very, very sick in
amoment.”

"No, you don't." Janas soothed. "That's not your own body you're fedling, it'sHardorn. Theland is
sck, not you, sick and weary. Separate yourself from it; remember how you felt when you woke up this



morning? That isyou, and therest isthe land'sills."

"That's easy for you to say, priest,”" Tremanereplied fedingly. " You aren't in my head!"” Hewas pae
and sweeting, and his pupils were so wide that there was scarcely any iris showing.

But Janas had aready gone to the door and had called for Tremane's aides. "The Duke is not fedling
wdll," hetold them. "He needsto be taken to his bed and alowed to deep. | think it would be wiseto
cancel any appointments he has for the rest of the day.”

Both aides |ooked darmed at the state of their leader, and one put ahand on the hilt of hisweapon
and cast adoubtful glance at Janas, suspecting, perhaps, that the priest had somehow poisoned the Duke
or inflicted adisease on him.

"It'sdl right,” Tremane reassured them. | think I've just been overworking. It's nothing serious.”

Asif that had been acoded phraseto tell the aides that nothing the visitors had done had caused his
condition, both aides relaxed immediately and went to assist their leader to stand. ™Y ou know that the
Hedlers have been warning you about overworking yoursdlf," one of them scolded the Duke in awhisper
that the foreigners were probably not supposed to hear. Thiswas an older man, the Duke's age or even a
few years senior to him, and the aide clearly considered it hisresponsibility to take Tremaneto task.
"Now look what's happened to you! Y ou can't work yoursdlf half to death and not expect to pay for it!"

"I'll bedl right, | just need to deep,” the Duke said vaguely, and although he was not paying a great
dedl of attention to his surroundings or hisvigitors, he no longer seemed quite so disoriented, at least to
Elspeth. it seemed more asif he had focused his attention inward, in a state of partid trance.

Histwo aides hel ped him into the other room, and Janas nodded at the door. Taking the hint,
Elspeth and Darkwind rose and followed the priest out.

"Don't you need to bewith him, to give him some kind of ingtruction?' Darkwind asked anxioudy as
they made their way along the cold corridors back to their own quarters.

The old man shook his head; he il had that air of greet self-satisfaction. "No, he aready hasthe
ingruction; that waswhat | was giving him at the beginning. It'sall there for him to use, he just needsto
sort things out while he degps. Don't worry-we've been doing things thisway for centuries, not just with
our monarchs, but with priestswhose earth-senseis aso latent. But | must say, thisis probably the most
successful ritual | have ever done!™ He rubbed his hands together with unconcedled glee. "Now well
have to get word across the country what has happened, plan for a coronation, find something like a
crown-oh, there are ahundred arrangements well have to make."

He shook his head, interrupting himsdlf, asthey reached the door of their quarters. "1 hopeyou
won't think merude, but | am going to have to leave immediately. Thereisjust too much | haveto do,
and not agreat ded of timeto do it in. Well be sending important people here soon, asliaisons with our
new monarch. Inthe meantime, | think | can count on both of you to help him through the next day or
two."

"l can certainly help explain what heisfeding," Elspeth replied, but with alittle doubt, opening the
door and waving him inside ahead of her. "I suspect it might be like thefirst time | was-ah-blessed with
Mindspeech.”

"Exactly, exactly!" Janas said, as he gathered up his old robe and madeit into aneat bundle. Then
he looked down in confusion at the clothing he was wearing, and for amoment, certainty was replaced
with uncertainty. "Ah-1-"

"Congder the new vestments agift from the Alliance," Darkwind said, divining his question before he
could ask it. "And pleasefed freeto approach usif any of your other liaisons might need smilar
outfitting."

Janas turned, taking his hand and shaking it with gratitude. "Thank you, thank you for al your help!"
he said, brimming with so much effervescent pleasure that Elspeth could not help but smile back at him.
"'Now, | redly must be off, there is absolutely not amoment to waste!™

He hurried to open the door to the halway; fortunately, one of the sentries at the door intercepted
him and offered to find an aide to escort him out. He accepted absently as he pulled his shabby cloak on
over hisnew finery, and the last that Elspeth saw of him, he was explaining to the aide some of the
preparations that would need to be made to get ready for Tremane's coronation as the new King of



Hardorn.

Elspeth closed the door behind them, and joined Darkwind who was sprawled bonelesdy on the
couch. She suddenly felt asif she had been running an endurance test, and collgpsed beside him.

"Wel," hesaid findly. "I confess| am a alossfor words."

"I haveafew," shetold him, putting her head on his shoulder. "But mostly, | can't beginto tell you
how relieved | fed."

She turned her head so that she could see hisface, and he smiled into her eyes. ™Y ou know how the
Shin‘ain are dways saying to be careful of what you ask for," he chided gently. ""And you did ask for
some sort of cheek on Tremane's behavior asaleader.”

"l did." Shetook adeep breath, and let it out dowly. "I can't say that I'm at dl unhappy about how
this hasfdlen out. This means the probable end of conflict insde Hardorn. They'regoing to have ared,
competent leader. Heis going to be incapable of misusing the land or the people, and | have the oddest
feeling that he won't even be able to think about going to war with anyone unless Hardorn is threatened
fire.”

Darkwind kissed her forehead, then rested his head back againgt the back of the couch, staring up
at the calling. "At the moment, | fed agreat deal of sympathy for him. Thismay not be a punishment
commensurate with what he did to our people, but heis going to be suffering real and sometimes serious
discomfort for quite sometimeif | am any judge of these things.”

"'Because of the state of the country you mean?' she asked.

He nodded. "Absolutely. Y ou heard Janas, Hardorn is sick, injured, and only now beginning to
recover. He getsto experience dl that, until the land is hedled again. What's more, when the mage-storms
dart up again, whatever they doto theland, hell fed asif it's happening to him!™

She chuckled, alittle heartlesdy. "1 wonder what having bits of the countryside plucked out and
trangplanted e sewhere will fed like?"

"Nothing | would careto share," Darkwind said emphaticaly.

She contemplated the prospect, and it didn't displease her. And she knew someone else who would
find the new stuation very much to her liking.

"l wonder how long it will take to get word of thisto Solaris?* she mused aoud.

:Not long, trust me,: Gwenareplied. : And, oh, to be a fly on the wall when it does!:

Asthe officid-unofficid liaisonsto Tremane on behdf of the rest of Hardorn, Elspeth and Darkwind
found themselves dedling with a dozen requests the next morning that were the direct result of Father
Janas work the previous day. "Y ou know, it isjust agood thing that al thisis happening in the dead of
winter," Elspeth remarked to her mate, as she dedt with yet another request for "Royal Patronage” from
amerchant in the town. "If we werein the midst of decent westher, we'd have haf the country trying to
get herefor this coronation Janas wantsto arrange.”

Darkwind had handed most of the correspondence over to her, for the Hawkbrothers had no
equivaent to royalty and the pomp and display that went with such personages. He shook his head. "I
fed aslogt asatiny frog in the midst of Lake Evendim. Or aforest-hare in the middle of the Dhorisha
Pains" hesaid ruefully. "Now | know what your people mean when they spesk of fedling like a'country
cousin.' | haven't any ideawhat half these people want from Tremane."

"Frankly, neither havethey," shereplied dryly. "Roydty israther like atouchstone to those who are
accustomed to kings and queens and the like. One judges one's own worth by one'sworth to the king,
whether or not the king is himself aworthy person. All these people are attempting to gather about
Tremanein the hope that some of the glitter will rub off."

She would have said more, but at that moment, there came aknock on their door. When Darkwind
went to answer it, much to her surprise, Tremane himself stood in the doorway, guarded by his older
alde, and looking a bit wan.

"Might | comein?" he asked. "Something in these memories of mine saysthat you might be ableto
help me. Sort thingsout, that is."

Darkwind waved him in; the aide remained behind, but with alook that said he would station himsalf



at the door and not move until Tremane left again.

The Duke took a seat on their couch, and Elspeth made a quick assessment of him. For once he
was hiding nothing; she suspected that at the moment he smply was unable to. He was ill quite
unsettled, disoriented, and distinctly wild eyed. She handed him afragrant cup of kav, abeverage the
Imperidsfavored that she had aso begun to enjoy, as much for the effect it had of waking one up asfor
theflavor.

"Y ou know," he began plaintively, "when you came here, | told you that | accepted this mind-magic
of yours, but to tell you the truth, | didn't entirely believe init. Y ou could have done everything you
clamed smply by having two well-trained beasts and aclever set of subtle sgnds. Spirits, putting one's
thoughtsinto someone e se's head-that was dl so much nonsense and only the redly credulous would
have given it much credence....”

Hisvoicetrailed off, and Elspeth nodded. "Now, for thefirgt time, you arein the grip of something
you can't explain. Right?" she asked.

He nodded, looking oddly vulnerable and forlorn. "Magic is supposed to be athing of logic!" he
protested. "It haslaws and rules, they are dl perfectly understandable, and they bring predictable results!
Thisisal so-so-intuitive. So unpredictable, so messy-"

Darkwind started to laugh, and the Duke looked at him suspicioudly. "I don't seewhat isso
amusng.”

"Forgiveme, gir," Darkwind choked. "But very recently afriend of ours, who truly and with al of his
heart believed that magic waswholly athing of intuition and art, having nothing to do with laws and logic,
was confronted with the need to regard magic as you and your mages do. And he sounded just likeyou
do now-the contrast isjust-" He choked, trying to swallow his laughter, and Elspeth, who recalled quite
well how Firesong had sounded, had to work very hard not to join him. That would not have done
Tremane's pirit any good at the moment.

"When you have gotten used to this, | think that you'll find it hasits own set of rulesand logic, and
you'll be ableto ded withiit in apredictable manner," she soothed. "Thisissimply asif-asif someone had
dropped all of the rules of mathemeatics and geometry into your mind, and expected you to ded with
them. Y ou're overwhemed with information, and | promise you that will change.”

Darkwind managed to get himsalf under control, and took a seat next to the Duke. "I'll help you as
much as| can," he pledged. "I am probably the nearest to an expert, until Janas or someone like him
comes back here."

Tremane let out asigh, and began dowly trying to ask questions for which the vocabulary was as
new to him as the concepts. Elspeth listened carefully, adding what she could, and relaying when Gwena
had any ussful information to add.

:Poor man,: she said to Gwena, though not without atouch of faintly vindictive amusement. : The
only thing more unsettling to him right now would be for the ghosts of his ancestors to come back
to haunt him, or for a Companion to Choose him.:

:Oh, now ther€'s a thought,: Gwenareplied, and a Elspeth's reaction of darm, sent achuckle of
amusement of her own. :Don't worry. The only way that Tremane would ever be Chosen would be
for most of the population of Hardorn and Valdemar to be swallowed up by the earth, and even
then, | wouldn't put high odds on it.:

:At least now he'll believe us when we say you've said something.: That wasasatisfying
redization.

Then something else occurred to Elspeth. :Darkwind,: shetold her mate, :1 think thisis best
treated as something like Empathy. Janas may have put the rules for dealing with it in his mind,
but if the Gift is so very strong, he may be so overwhelmed by the sensations that he can't actually
relate them to what is happening. Try taking him through ground and centering, then shielding,
just as you would someone with strong Empathy.:

He nodded dightly, and changed hisangle of attack on the problem. To Elspeth'sway of thinking,
thiswas actudly going to be easier than dealing with someone with Empathy; there would be no changes
in what he sensed as people around him underwent emotional changes. Since what he felt from theland



was quite steady, with no sudden increasesin intensity, once he learned to shield he would not have to
learn to strengthen or weaken his shields.

In fact, he wouldn't want to; he needed to know when the land was harmed, and he couldn't do that
if his shieldsweretoo strong.

She watched the two of them as Darkwind coaxed him through hisfirst exercises. She cameto the
conclusion, watching hisrapid progress, that there was more to what Janas had given him than mere
ingtructions; once he had agrasp of the technique Darkwind was showing him, it didn't take him long to
apply the technique correctly.

: Too bad we can't teach every young Herald the way Janas "taught" him,: she remarked wryly
to Gwena.

.1t would take an ability most Heralds haven't got,: Gwenareplied frankly, and abit envioudy.
:For that matter, most Companions haven't got it either. | didn't realize until now just how
remarkable old Janasis.:

Oh, really? That made her reexamine the priest and hismission in an entirely new light, and wonder
just what hisred rank in the hierarchy of hisreligion was. Something equivaent to the Son of the Sun,
perhaps? Probably only someone like Solaris would be ableto tell for certain.

The only conclusion she could make was that the Hardornens had |eft nothing to chancein this
venture, and had gambled agreat ded.

But shekept al of thisto hersdlf; it wouldn't matter one way or another to the Situation, and
Tremane had enough on his hands right now with this new ability and the responsbility of becoming a
King.

Becoming a King. What a strange idea that is. | can't think of any ruler in this part of the
world who has been picked by his people since-since Valdemar. The paralelswere coming closer dl
thetime.

Tremane absorbed al that Darkwind showed him like dry ground absorbing rain; dowly the lines of
anxiety and strain left hisface, and the signs of disorientation and illness eased from his posture and
expresson. Findly, he sighed and closed his eyeswith relief.

"| fed-normal," he said, asif he had never expected to fed that way again.

He opened his eyes, and Darkwind smiled with satisfaction. "That is precisely how you should fed,"
the Hawkbrother told him. ™Y ou shouldn't have to think about those shields for them to be there, snce
you are dready acquainted with setting magica shields. They should remain in place until you take them
down or weaken them yourself. Now the only things you will fed will be when something happensto
Hardorn for good or ill; you'll sense the change as soon asit happens.”

Tremane colored alittle, and coughed. "'l seem to recall some injudicious wordsto the effect of
wanting an ability that would give methat information.”

Darkwind's smileturned ironic, but he didn't say anything. He didn't have to.

Surely every culture has a variation on the saying, " Be careful what you ask for, you may get
it."

"Well, sometimes the Hundred Little Gods display an interesting sense of humor,” Tremane sighed.

"They've displayed it more directly than | think you redize," Darkwind told him. "Are you aware that
thanksto this'gift' that Janas bestowed on you, that you are literally bound to Hardorn? Y ou can't leave,
at least not for long."

Tremane shot him askeptical glance. "Surely you are exaggerating.”

Darkwind shook hishead. "I am not. Y ou will not be able to go beyond the borders of thisland for
very long. Janas was not spesking figuratively as we both assumed when he made his explanationsto
you. | know enough of magical bindings to recognize one on you, and | doubt that anyone can break it.
Thisisthe magic of avery primitive religion, meant to ensure that aruler could not get wandering feet and
go off exploring when he should be governing.”

Elspeth watched Tremané's face; though normally opaque, this experience had left him open-not as
open as an ordinary person, but open enough for her to read his expressions. "What you're saying is, this
earth-binding they put on me ensuresthat there is no possibility of going back to the Empire.”



Darkwind held his hands pam up. "The most primitive magics tend to be the strongest, the hardest
to break. Perhaps a better word would be primal . | suspect this one may date back to the tribes
wandering this area before the Cataclysm. It was afascinating piece of work to watch; no chants, no real
ritua, just atona component as aguide for invocation, and of course the mental component. Simple but
powerful, and that arguesfor a piece of work that is very old, and so proven by timethat it is, infact, a
benchmark by which later magics could be judged.” As Tremane sat there, with adazed look in hiseyes
and anumb expression, Darkwind warmed to his subject. "It redly does make sense. If you have atribe
that has recently settled, given up nomadic, hunting and herding ways and gone into agriculture, it tands
to reason that your best leaders, the oneswho are likely to be the most successful a defending your
settlement from other nomads, are the people most likely to want to go back to the unsettled ways. If you
want to keep them where they belong and give them a powerful incentive to hold the land in trust and not
plunder and ruinit, you'd bind themto it."

"| get the point, al too clearly,” Tremaneinterrupted dryly. "Seeing as| am the one blessed with this
particular application of primitive magic, and now am prisoner in an al too clear way." He rubbed his
head with his hand, absently. "No disrespect to you, Darkwind k'Sheyna, but speculation about the origin
of thishit of rdigious arcanais moot, and it can probably wait until the happy day when everythingis
settled again and you and Janas can argue about history to your hearts content.”

Darkwind was not a dl embarrassed. In fact, he graced Tremane with the expression of ateacher
whose student has missed the point of thelesson. But al he said doud was, "Duke Tremane, if you wish
to know how and why amagic works the way it does, you must learn or deduce its origin and purpose.
In complex spell-work, the causes, triggers, paths, and effects are not ways obvious, and are often
fragile. In more prima spell-work, the variables may be fewer, but they are not necessarily any more
obvious. Y ou cannot unmake a thing-supposing you should choose to do so-without knowing how it is
mede."

"Supposing | should chooseto do so..." Tremane's voice trailed off, and he stood up to go look out
thewindow. "I am not, by nature, areligious man,” he said, with his back to them.

"We rather gathered that, Sir," Elpeth put in, her tone so ironic it made Tremane turn for amoment
to give her asearching look.

"Thereis not much in the Empire that would make one bdieve in gods, much lessthat they have any
interest at dl in the doings of mortals™ he said, looking straight into her eyes. "Tangible effect is the focus
inthe Empire. Results and tasks of the day take adistinct precedence over thoughts of divine influence or
the spirit world. The closest thing to areligion of stateisaform of ancestor veneration, which takesits
higher form as the honoring of previous Emperors and their Consorts, who are collectively known asthe
Hundred Little Gods. Not that there are exactly ahundred, but it'sanice, round figure to swear by."

"1'd wondered about that," Darkwind murmured.

"Nor have | in the past been oneto put credence in either predestined fate or omens. Nevertheless,”
he continued, "'since arriving here, | have been confronted, time and time again, with situationsthat have
literdly forced meinto the path | am now taking. | find myself beginning to doubt the wisdom of my
previous position regarding destiny.”

Elspeth could not resist the opportunity. "If you would care for some further proof that your previous
position on thedivineisfaulty,” she offered, "I am sure that High Priest Solariswould be happy to
arange for amanifestation of Vkandis Sunlord.”

It waswrong of her, but after al that Tremane had been responsible for, she could not help but take
acertain amount of vengeful pleasure in the way that hisface turned pae at the mere mention of Solaris
name.

"That won't be necessary” he said hadtily.

"Asyou wish," she murmured, with an amused glance a Darkwind.

‘Well, talk about fire to the left and torrent to the right-not only does he have Solaris' curse of
truthfulness on him, but the Hardornen earth-binding.: Gwena sounded unbelievably smug, but for
once, Elspeth wasin full agreement with her. :1 do believe that Grand Duke Tremane is going to be
very cooper ative with the Alliance from now on-because if heisn't, he hasn't got the option to



escape and he knowsiit.:

:And | just thought of another good reason for putting the earth-binding on your King,:
Darkwind Sent slently, as Tremane turned back to the window. :1f you bind himto a place so that he
can't escape fromit, he has to rule well, because he certainly can't ignore what heisimmersed in.:

:Let's hope that's one of the things he's thinking about right now,: Elspethreplied. :Heisa
skilled leader and an intelligent man, and heis certainly a pragmatic one. It should dawn on him
soon just how deep in heisright now, and then he will have to accept it and deal with the tasks at
hand. For the sake of the Alliance as well as of Hardorn, | want him to know he has no other
option but to rule wisely and honestly. We can't afford anything less.:

Six

Paper rustled quietly, the only sound in the cold, cavernous room. Baron Mdles read the last page
of Commander Sterm's report with asmile of satisfaction on hislips. Jacona, the throne city, was now
effectively secured. Although the capita of the Empire was not precisely under martia law, hissoldiers
shared the streets and the patrols with the city constables, and both were happy to have the situation that
way. He had tried his plan out here, where everything was directly under his careful supervision, and his
ideas had all worked. They had not worked perfectly, but he had never expected perfection; they had
worked well enough that he and Thayer were both pleased.

As he had predicted, the price of staple food supplies had increased as the availability had
decreased, to the point where the average person either could not find or could not afford two out of
three meals. That was enough to trigger food riots, hisfirst shoot-to-kill order, and his second tier of
plans. Jaconawas aready divided into precincts, with an elected officid, the precinct captain, responsible
for arranging local matters such as street repair with the city. That made organization much eesier. The
citizens of Jaconawere now under strict rationing, with SO many ration chits per commodity per week
each, asarranged and administered by their precinct captains. Price controls went into effect with the
rationing. No one was starving, and prices, while high, were no longer as extortionate as they were. Food
supplies from the surrounding countryside had been assured, and those ration chits guaranteed that
everyone would have accessto aminimum diet. The chitsdid not cover luxury items, only staples,
permitting those with higher incomesthe ability to buy what they chose.

Naturally, there would be some citizens who would choose barter away their own chits and even
those of members of their familiesfor cash or other commodities, such asacohol. And naturaly, the
Empire officialy took no stand on this, so long as those who were involved were adults.

A child was different, and precinct captains were on orders to watch for children begging for food.

If they found achild starving, and if its parent could not produce itsration chits or enough food to cover
the household, the child (and its ration alocation) would be taken away and put in an Imperia orphanage.

That would be the end of that; once taken away, a parent could not retrieve achild, and it became
the ward of the State. Onceit turned fourteen, if maleit would go into the Army; if female,
underdevel oped, or sickly, an Army auxiliary corps or aworkhouse-unlessit showed extraordinary
ability and qudified for higher training. But that was child wdfare, and had nothing to do with rationing.

Naturaly, there were luxuries and larger rations available for cash, and the Empire took no stand on
this, either, so long asthe commoditiesfor sae on the gray market were not purloined from Imperid
stores. Medls and services continued normally in the homes of the wedlthy, athough household expenses
had doubled in the past few weeks. From what Melles had learned from his agents, prices on the gray
market had stabilized, which meant that the wed thy would smply have to work alittle harder to maintain
their wealth. Many of them had aready begun investment in cod, wood, and other fuels, or speculationin



food items. There were afew with new-built fortunesin the city, because they had seen the trend of
things and had moved accordingly. There were afew who were ruined, because their stock-in-trade
consisted of smdl itemsthat depended on magic, or because they were dedersin itemslike Festival
costumes that no one wanted to buy under the current conditions. But so far as Meles could see, aside
from these few unlucky or clever individuds, nothing much else had changed.

There were no moreriots after the first serious one that gave Mellesthe excuseto issue his
shoot-to-kill order, and which had resulted in the death of a dozen fools who happened to be leading it.
There were occasiona demonstrations, and a great many speeches on street corners, which were
officidly ignored. There were also no more collapsing buildings, or loss of service because magic had
failed. Thiswas because there were no more services eft-or buildings till sanding-that depended on
magic.

There was plenty of work, though, and the one large change was that unemployment simply did not
exist anymore. Those who demonstrated or made speeches did so when their working hours were
over-unless. of course, they happened to be one of the few wealthy eccentrics who did not need to work
to have an income. Where magica agueducts no longer supplied water, and there were no communal
wells, brigades of otherwise unemployed citizens with buckets brought fresh water from reliable sources
to fill newly-constructed below- or above-ground cisterns. An entire newly-formed corps of citizenswith
handcarts now collected garbage, cinders, and ashes from fires, and anima waste from the streets and
yards. Fortunately, the sewers were nonmagica in nature, and still functioned rdligbly.

Lifeinthe city was not back to the way it had been, and never would be again until these
mage-storms were over, but the ordinary citizen went to work, received his pay, ate regular meals, and
dept securely at night. If hewas colder thiswinter than last, or alittle hungrier, well, that wasthe case for
all of hisneighbors, too. But not only were his streets kept clear of dangerousriots, they were also kept
clear of vagrants and beggars-for vagrants and beggars swiftly found themselvesin Imperia workhouses
or work gangs, cleaning the streets and carrying water for the good of the ordinary citizen. This made the
ordinary citizen happy. What made him even happier wasthe fact that Imperia workersweretoiling day
and night to find waysto restore more of the thingsthat he had come to take for granted in the days of
reliable magic. Already some things had been replaced-safe stoves that could burn avariety of fuds, from
dried dung to coal, were now being made available at a moderate price from Imperial workhouses.
Imperia bathhouses and laundries had been established, so that if aman could not afford to heat water
for regular baths and laundry, he could ill have those baths and get his clothing clean for afew copper
bits. The average citizen could look forward to eventually regaining the kind of comfortablelife he had
log.

Andif he had to give up some of hisfreedom to get that life back, well, al but afew ma contents
thought that was an acceptable loss. Some folk even welcomed these new workhouses and work gangs,
and were happy to see soldiers patrolling the streets and sweeping up those with nothing better to do
than to make trouble. It was true that crimes like assault, robbery, rape, and burglary had dropped to
amost nothing after the deadly-force patrols had been deployed on the Street level.

WEell, assault, robbery, rape, and burglary by citizens against citizens have dropped to almost
nothing. No onein hisright mind is going to report a soldier or constable for such a crime. And if
thereisno report, there is no crime, and hence officially no problem.

Sofar, everything that he had set in motion in Jaconawas working well or would be with afew dight
adjustments. Now was the moment to plan the next steps. He put both elbows on the desk, tented his
fingerstogether and rested them lightly over hislips, thinking.

He stared at the flamein the oil lamp on his desk that replaced the mage-light that had once burned
there. The desk itself had been placed near to the antiquated fireplace, which held a better, more
improved version of the officid stove, a contrivance of ceramic and stedl that burned cod rather than
wood. More Imperia cleverness, that; cod fires burned hotter and longer than wood, and athough the
smoke coming from them was dirtier and might cause a problem one day, this new "furnace” invention
would get them through the winter. All the firesin the Pdace and in most of the homes of the noble and
weslthy had these furnaces, and the coal mines, which once produced only fud for the smelting furnaces



for the metd trade, now sent huge wagonloads into the city on daily deliveries. A variation on thisfurnace
heated the boilersthat once again ddivered hot water into the bathing rooms of Crag Castle and other
edifices-and aso supplied the hot water for the Imperia bathhouses and laundries. Interestingly enough,
this entire Situation was proving to be surprisingly profitable for the Imperia coffers, for not only wasthe
Empire collecting more tax money, since taxes were based on profits, but the Empire was aso something
of amerchant, selling heating- and cook-stoves and the services of the bathhouses.

Theft of cod was punishable-like al theft-by being sent to awork gang. So were the crimes of
inciting to riot, participating in ariot, looting, chronic public drunkenness, vandaism, vagrancy, and
delinquency. Any crime againgt property rather than against a citizen now bought the perpetrator astint in
hard labor rather than jail or the Army. The new policy made for quiet streets.

Tremane would never have ordered dl of this, Tremane didn't have the vision or the audacity, and
perhaps not even the intellectual capacity to mastermind such sweeping plans on such abroad scae at
such short notice.

Mélles continued to stare a hislamp flame, but nothing in the way of inspiration occurred to him. He
reached for another, much shorter report, and leafed through it again. Perhaps before he thought more
about the next stage of his plans, it wastimeto ded with his covert operations.

All indl, once the food riots were quashed, there had been fewer complaints than he had
anticipated, and very little civil unrest. That came as something of a surprise, because he had assumed
therewould be ahigher level of resstance to his new laws than there actualy was.

So, dl that meant was the good citizens of Jaconawere being very good, going where heled like
proper sheep.

Therewere, of course, afew wild goats out there still-the inevitable underground "freedom”
movement, which he had aso anticipated. How could there not have been? There were dwaysthose
who would not be hoodwinked into accepting restrictions on their freedom, no matter how one disguised
those restrictions.

The Citizens for Rights group correctly identifies you as the source of all of the new edicts
and punishments, the report, written by the head of his network of low-level agentsin the city, read.
They assume that the Emperor knows nothing, and that with enough work they will be able to
draw his attention to your abuses and have you ousted. Failing that, and assuming that you
somehow have the Emperor under your personal control, they plan on a general citizens uprising
to overthrow the entire government.

That was aso precisely what he had anticipated; not only did it not larm him, he was actualy rather
pleased that he had predicted the devel opment so accurately. His agent was not particularly worried, but
he wanted more instructions about what to do now that he had identified the movement, itsgodss, and its
members.

He picked up apen and took a clean sheet of paper from the tray at the side of his desk. Hewrote
in code without having to think about the trandation; held had enough experience & it that he could write
directly to any of hisagentsin the correct code. This was a content-sensitive code, rather than an
encoded |etter; to all appearances, this missve was a perfectly ordinary letter about commonplaces, from
aservant in the Pelace to ardative in the city.

What it redly said, however, was something else entirely.

Do nothing to openly disrupt the movement against me. As for the general citizens, continue
to feed them misinformation; concoct tales of my helplessness in the face of the Emperor's
growing tyranny. Make them think that | amtrying to stem the Emperor's excesses and that
Charliss himself is directly responsible for everything they object to. What | want is to hear that
even the members of the Movement are starting to call me "The Peoples Friend." Continue to
identify all new members of the Movement, and if any really effective leaders emerge, identify
their weaknesses and find ways to handicap them without actually removing them. Keep me
informed at all times.

He started to sed up the envel ope, then thought of something else and added a second page.

There are always bureaucratic mistakes, men taken up in a street-sweep who were actually



on their way to work, outright victims of some soldier's personal feud. These people will know of
each and every one-send me the particulars so | can arrange for investigations and turn a few
loose with restitution. If any of them have young children suffering hardship without their father,
mark them especially.

Now he sealed and addressed the letter and put it in the tray for his house agent to take to the
appropriate drop. That last addition was nothing less than inspiration; dl he would have to do would be
to have one of the clerks deal with the paperwork to free the man, and send the family alittle money,
some luxury food items, and a basket of sweetsfor the children, and Medleswould be ahero on the
street. And he needn't trouble himself about petitioners plaguing him either. Now that he was officidly the
Emperor's Heir, the layers of bureaucracy between him and the citizen on the street were so many, so
complex, and so labyrinthine that the average citizen would die of old age before he completed dl of the
paperwork required for an audience with him. Thiswould only generate alittle more work in the way of
petitions, and there were plenty of low-level Imperid civil servantsto take care of additiona petitions.

Perhaps another man might have sent soldiersto arrest every member of the Movement-but another
man did not have the depth of experience that Melesdid. Aslong as he knew who belonged to these
organizations, who were the redl leaders and workers, and what their failings were, he was better off
leaving them dl in place. Intimeslike these, insurrectionist movements were like cockroaches; squash
one and a hundred more would hatch behind the wallboards. Rebels actudly tended to thrive on acertain
level of persecution, Since persecution validated their cause in the eyes of others. In fact, many of them
absolutely required fedling persecuted-and speaking loudly of it-in order to vaidate their own meager
existence, since obvioudy only a Great Good would be opposed by a Great Evil. What made this even
funnier, in acripple-pitying sort of way, was that they would only proclaim their oppression to those
peersleast likely to disagree with them.

Méelles, of course, played one facet of the same game on amuch higher, more sophisticated level.
Peopleinvariably polarized their views when they were given little information about astuation's
complexities. If someone was not for your cause, then they must be againgt your cause; if not black, then
white; if not day, then night. While the perennialy-oppressed would use this tendency in human behavior
to generate sympathy from others, M les used it to steer public reaction. his actual plans and coups were
more complex than could be briefly discussed by any layman, and he used fronts-like the labor groups
and the police-to act as buffers and visible representations. He created s mple concepts for laymen to
absorb and react to, while giving little information about the greater, more complex goings-on. Thus, even
the most clever leaders of rebel movementswould be basing their actions upon incomplete information at
best, low-end rumor at average, and utter fabrications at worst. Worst for them, anyway; for Mdllesit
was smply human behavior according to schedule.

No, he would watch them, occasiondly nurture them, frustrate and thwart them, and use them, but
abovedl, hewould let them have their little " committee meetings' and make speeches and inflame one
another. That kept them quiet and mostly harmless. The more they ranted about being suppressed under
improving conditions, the less anyone would listen to or believein them.

It was better to remove the occasional competent and dangerous member than to go after the entire
group. If he could not manage to do so in any other way, the really dangerous oneswould tragically die
while defending themselves againgt a street thug or a house robber. Then, before the person could be
martyred, various carefully-contrived "secrets' about them would turn up during "investigation” of the
desth-evidence that they were child molesters, for instance-to spoil the probable public outrage there
would otherwise have been, and that distaste would carry over to be associated with any of the person's
movement. It would only take ten or twenty such instancesfor the generd citizenry to fed relieved that
these troublemakers were gone.

Onthe whole, he enjoyed the amateur "freedom fighters' as ddightful entertainment, and if no group
had sprung up, he would have had to start one just to have an organization to attract the resl
troublemakers. The most dangerous would be the very few individuals who redlized that groups were
obvious targets, and determined to undermine the authorities on their own. If he could catch someone like
that, it would be by accident.



But the insurrectionist groups had their uses, not the least of which wasthat they gave the hotheads a
place to vent their spleen. When they were making speeches, they were not setting fire to a storehouse of
records, counterfeiting and giving away food chits, or breaking into awork camp and freeing prisoners.

Better athousand fools ineffectud speechesthan asinglefood riot.

He moved that report from the "pending” tray to the "completed" tray, and turned his attention to the
nextin line. If conditions had not been so dire, he would have been positively gleeful; never had he
possessed so much power over so many, and the sensation brought an intoxication he had not expected.

Report after report, from the heads of his speciaized covert operations rings around the city,
indicated that events were proceeding with as much smoothness as anyone could reasonably expect. The
only things that could not be planned for were the effects of the mage-storms, and he hoped he had made
enough alowance for the chaos those could cause. The precinct captains were political crestures, and
athough they were eected, he could replace them at his discretion. They could and would lieto save
their jobs. The Imperial Commander waslesslikely to lie, yet still might shade the truth to concedl
problems. His agents, however, were carefully picked and trained and they never reported anything but
the facts, no matter how unpleasant. That wastheir job; he rewarded the truthful and got rid of those who
were not-sometimes permanently, if they had been in addicate or sengitive position. These reports
confirmed hisimpression that the city was his. pacified, and lying quietly in the pam of hishand.

That was good, because he had no intention of leaving the capita, and he wanted it secured so that
he could turn his attention to the Empire beyond without worrying about his personal safety and comfort.
The power that gave him his authority was here, and although by now he could carry out his plansif the
Emperor changed his mind and made someone e se the Imperid Heir, it would be much more difficult to
do so. He had the Army, but that might not be the case if the Emperor appointed anew man-and to
subdue the rest of the Empire, he needed the Army.

Now that he knew what was working with Jacona, he knew what would work outside the capital.
He returned to the longer report that he had set aside; this was the condensed version of what was going
oninthe Empireitsef.

In the immediate vicinity, the countryside could reasonably be declared "pacified” aswell. The
sources of disturbance were those of chaos rather than man's intention-terrible weather and roving
mongters rather than rioters. Within the smal towns and villages, people werein no danger of going
hungry-but they were terrified. Physica storms could sweep down at any moment, bringing snow that
could bury avillage to the eaves, windsthat could rip abuilding apart, blizzards combining the two that
lasted for days at atime. That was bad enough, but in the midst of the storms, terrible, malformed
Ccregtures came ravening into their very streets, monsters that no one recognized or knew how to kill. On
the estates, things were sometimes even worse, for most nobles did not keep many retainers who were
trained to fight; this close to the capital, kegping asmall private army was generdly frowned upon. So
there had aready been acase or two of astorm burying an estate, and before the servants could dig it
out again, abloodthirsty creature had gppeared that kept them al penned inside-and in one case
decimated the entire estate.

One less annoying minor noble to endure.

The Army was handling that Stuation with dl the efficiency that anyone could ask for. Mdleswas
both pleased and surprised to learn that General Thayer had deployed squads of monster hunters before
ever implementing the requigtion ordersthat M less secretary had drawn up. With scores of monstrous
beasts hanging from hooks on display in village squares and estate courtyards, people had not only been
happy to "donate’ the items the Army requisitioned, they had even come forward with additiona help.
Some truly antique equipages had been made roadworthy-but also some very clever work had been put
into the hands of the Army aswell. Some genius of avillage blacksmith had come up with away to fasten
runners on the whedls of carriages after locking those whedlsin place, so that instead of having to wait
until snow had been removed from the roads, carts could skim over thetop of it. Practically spesking,
what that meant was that the Army supply trains bringing food into the city could use roadswith asingle,
narrow track cut for the horse or mule rather than needing to clear the entire road.

Pity that the wicker snowshoe for horses didn't really work, then we wouldn't have to clear



theroadsat all, or even usetheroads. It isironic that the poor are turning out to be the saviors of
the wealthy, for only they had the knowledge of how to do things in completely nonmagical ways.

Other than that, life in the countryside was not at dl bad; certainly better than in the city. Firewood
wasimmediatdy available. So wasfood, in agreater variety than the citieswere seeing now. Lifeon the
estates was even better, and Melleswasfairly sure that those nobles who had fled back to their
possessions were by-and-large congratul ating themsel ves for having had the wisdom to do so.

So much for lifein the immediate vicinity of the capital. Now for the other large cities...

With afew variations, it seemed that what had worked for Jaconawould work for any large city in
the Empire. He had to make allowances for loca religion in afew places, and for one brand new cult in
Deban that had virtualy taken over the entire city, but for the most part, there were not too many
changes he needed to make.

Finaly, hefinished thelast of the replies he needed to make to Thayer and to his own agentsin the
field. His hands were cramped by the time he was done, and one of the servants had comein to check
thefire and add cod twice. Despite thefire, the roomwasicy; for al itsluxuriousfittings, it was less
comfortable than awarehouse.

Perhaps a sheepskin cover for his desk chair would help, and a charcoa brazier for under the desk.
Better ill, he ought to have hisvaet bring in the same kinds of amenitiesthat the Imperia clerks used.
Heflexed hisaching fingers and rose, feding the cold in every gtiffened joint. He knew with grim certainty
that his battle with the encroachments of age wasfailing. Before dl this nonsense with the mage-storms
had begun, he had started on his own minor rejuvenation magics. He resented the fact that they had failed
him now, at atime when he most needed hisbody to bein perfect health. He smply could not afford any
digtractions, yet what were al these aches and pains but irritating distractions?

Reminders of mortality?

He went to the heavy gilded and carved sideboard where the blown-glass decanters of liquor and
specid, cut crystal glasses were stored. His nose and feet were so cold they were numb; perhaps adrink
would restore circulation and make him fed warmer. He was well aware that the warmth that came from
liquor was afase, fugitive thing, but he wanted the comfort of it just now, and the pain-deadening effects
that would ease hisaching joints.

Hisvalet entered, impeccable and correct in hislivery of black and purple, just as Mdles poured
himsdf asmall glass of potent, doubly-distilled brandy. The liquor gleamed in the glass with the deep
glow of finerubies, asMédleshdd it up to the light, admiring its color. The vaet waited until Mdles
acknowledged his presence with anod before speaking. "His Imperid Highness has called aCourt, Lord
Heir," the man said smoothly, one arm aready draped with asuit of court robesin anticipation of the fact
that Meleswould need them. "Would you care to change your clothing here, or in your more private
quarters?'

Mélles sighed. Thiswasthe last thing he needed right now; he wastired and cold, and redlly wanted
amoment or two to warm up and rest before he dedlt with another criss. But Bors Porthas would not
have interrupted hisworking hoursif this had been some bit of socia nonsense; no, thismust be
something serious, and he had better stedl himself to meet it.

"Herewill do." No onewas going to walk in on him unannounced, and Porthas, bland, self-effacing,
incredibly competent Porthas, would have brought everything Mdleswould need with him. The balding
little man with the thin, expressionless face was amiracle of efficiency, but that wasn't too surprising. HEd
had plenty of practice in more demanding service before Méelesretired him to this, hisown retinue. In
fact, there were agreat many of the higher nobles of the Court who would have recognized Porthas face
asthat of their own valued personal servant, forced by suddenillnesstoretire... A fair percentage would
have been shocked into speechlessness, and afew would have gone pale, recdling that they had sent
flord tokensto the funerd of this particularly faithful servant.

Porthas |ooked remarkably healthy for aman who had been dead at |east three times, and rendered
forever incapable of leaving abed on another five occasions. He looked ageless, in fact, and Meleswas
aware that not only could Bors Porthas perform every possible duty that would be asked of avadet, he
could also till meet and beat many men younger than hein about of swordsmanship. Asfor hisother



talents-he was the only person Meleswould entrust with certain jobs besides himsdlf. That trim body
was as efficient asthe mind that was housed init, and just aslithe.

Melles sometimes wondered if, after dl the years of serving asMéelles agent, thelife of a"mere’
va et was dultifying. But then again, Porthaswas no "mere"’ valet, any more than Meleswasa"mere’
courtier; he wasthe coordinator for al of Melles agents, in the city, outside of the city, and most
importantly of al, within Crag Castle. He and Méles alone knew the real names and identities of dl of
Mélles agents. And in the rare event that Melleswould need to have a"removd" performed with
precision and absolute secrecy, if he could not for some reason perform it himsalf, he would entrust it to
Porthas. There was no one e se besides he who was anywhere near Méellesin level of expertise a their
mutua professon. And he actualy seemed to enjoy being avalet. Perhaps, after dl hisother activities,
serving asavaet wasrestful and amusing.

He was certainly nimble enough at asssting Méellesinto the cumbersome court robes he despised. In
sartorial matters, Porthas was not Mdlles equal; he was Mélles acknowledged superior, and Méelleswas
only too happy to give way to his expertise. When the last fold and crease had been arranged to Porthas
liking, Mdlesthanked him-without overdoing it, but making sure that the man knew that his service was
noted and valued. With asmile of satisfaction, Porthas gathered up the discarded garments and retired to
Mélles private chambers.

Thelong walk down the castle corridors, accompanied by the silent and ever-present Imperid
Guards, dlowed himto rid himsdf of some of hisirritation. He knew that there was something inthe air
when he entered the Throne Room; nervous whispering did not cease at his entrance, asit often did, and
the Iron Throne itsalf was vacant.

Meélles made hisway up to the foot of the Throne and his own proper place as First in the Court.
Genera Thayer was dready in attendance, with afrown on hisface that told Meles he had no moreidea
than anyone ese why the Emperor had called this particular Court into session. The Generd wasdsoin
full regaia, ceremonid breastplate gleaming over the somber livery of Imperid Army full-dress uniform,
his ceremonid hdmwith itsjaunty crest of purple horsehair tucked under hisleft arm, from which position
he could fling the useless piece of pot-metd at awould-be attacker while he pulled his not-so-ceremonial
sword with hisright hand. On one occasion, the General had actualy stopped his attacker with the
helmet before the man ever came within reach of hissword.

"Have you heard anything?' he asked Meles under his breath. Ml les shook his head, and the
Genera swore severa pungent oaths, hisface darkening. "1 don't likethis," he said. " Charliss never used
to call full Courtswithout notice. He's been closeted with amessenger or an informant-and now hecdlsa
full Court. HEs not acting rationaly anymore, and the Hundred Little Gods only know what he can inflate
out of tiny rumors. If he's heard something-"

"It won't be about us," Méelles said smoothly. "We are proceeding splendidly, and the law-abiding
citizens of the Empire are very happy with us, and with the Emperor. Look at the reports-look at the
streets! And he signed every law, edict and change to procedure we've ingtituted with his own hands.
Whatever he has heard, it will concern someone else's activities, and not ours.”

At just that moment, Emperor Charliss gppeared, draped in his own ceremonia robes, moving
dowly toward the Iron Throne flanked by two of his guards, with four more following. Mdleswas
shocked at his appearance, dthough he doubted that anyone other than a highly trained Adept would
noticethelevel of deterioration in Charliss protections and rejuvenation magics. It only showed in smdll
things-in the careful way that Charliss moved, and in the sgns of pain and illness around his mouth and
eyes-but it was very clear to him that Charlisswaslosing his persond battle against age and the
mage-storms. And as Thayer had said, only the Hundred Little Gods knew what that deterioration was
doing to hismind.

In the past, the Emperor's mind had been the very last thing to go; al of the Emperor-Adepts had
died with their minds clear even astheir eyes closed for the last time. But that wasin the past, with magic
working properly; what if the reverse was happening, and Charliss mind was decaying faster than his
body?What if the poisons of age were pouring into his brain, acting like ingdious drugs on histhinking
processes?



The Emperor surveyed his Court with cold eyes, then placed himsdf in the chill embrace of the Iron
Throne, and regarded his assembled Court again, asif searching for sgns of insurrection. Finaly he
gestured, and asingle, weatherbeaten man in the garb of an Imperid soldier stepped out from behind the
screen of guards, moving down the stairsto stand below the Iron Throne.

"One of Our agents has returned from the west,” the Emperor rasped. "And meanwhile, there have
been petitions and questions brought before this throne. Some among you doubt the wisdom of Our
declaring asecond heir, saying that the rumors concerning the Nameless One are only that, and that We
should wait until We had real proof before We acted. We have brought you al here to witnessthis
report, so that you may see that the Emperor rules over you because he iswiser than you.”

The man stepped forward, went on one knee before the Throne, and began reciting areportina
dispassionate and unaccented voice. Hisreport was virtually identical to everything that Melles aready
knew, and he didn't pay agreat dedl of attention to it. Granted, he had not realized that Tremane had
looted the Imperia supply depot in Fortalan quite so thoroughly-the man had practicaly taken the very
walls of the place, and Méelles had to give him credit for the sheer audacity of the undertaking-but it was
gill hardly what hewould cal news. Charliss himsdf had known al of this; hed madeit public when hed
declared Mélles as his new heir, and there should have been nothing in these words to cause the Emperor
to fed the need to call aforma Court just SO everyone could heer it.

In fact, there was something odd about the fact that Charlissfelt the need to address the petitions
and questions of Tremane's few friendsin the Court. Charliss had aways ignored such voices of dissent
inthe past. It wasn't at dl like the Emperor to behave in such afashion, anymore than it was normal for
him to St and listen to areport he'd dready heard severa times over. Nevertheless, Charlisswas clearly
agitated by what he heard. and grew more so with every word the agent recited.

Then the man reached the part of his report that was actualy new information-a speech that
Tremane had dlegedly given to histroops, the contents of which were very clearly treasonable. Mdles
wasfairly certain that the speech was accurately reported, in no small part because the agent kept
referring back to notes he had taken, held in asmall book that he took from his belt-pouch.

Melles paid very close atention to that speech, once he redlized this was the reason that Charliss
was s0 agitated. Asthe man spoke, the Emperor's hands clutched the arms of the throne, and he leaned
forward with his eyes narrowed, cold rage in every nuance of his posture. Thiswas a problem; the old
Charlisswould never have betrayed the fact that something angered him, but this was not the old
Charliss. If the Emperor lost histemper violently in public, it was possible that his competence might be
cdled into question. If that happened, his choice of Heir might also come under fire. The last thing that
Mélles needed right now was a Court on the verge of deposing the Emperor and finding anew and more
tractable Heir.

Supposedly, Tremane accused the Emperor of violating his own sacred oathsto the Army. He
accused Charliss of being the one who created the mage-storms, as amad experiment in weaponry of
mass destruction. Hetold histroops that Charliss ddliberately sent them dl out to beleft in the area of
effect of this new weapon, just to see what would happen to them. He claimed that Charliss had then
deserted dl of them, leaving them to face mage-storms. and hostile enemy troops on their own, with no
supplies, no pay, and no reinforcements. Lastly, he declared that they would have to make their own
way, for the Empire no longer cared what became of them.

A gtrong speech, and one that Tremane might well have believed himself. Certainly, with no clear
source for the mage-storms, one could make a case for them coming from the Empire rather than the
inggnificant little nation of Vademar. Given that the Empire had centuries of tradition of magic use, and
Vademar, so far as anyone knew, had none, it would be far more logical to assume that combat-mages
within the Empire had originated the mage-storms. In fact, if Charliss had actudly possessed such a
weapon, he might very well have used it in exactly the way he was accused. The Emperor was guilty of
such callousness so often that agreat part of hisanger might stem from the fact that he had been accused
when for once he was actually innocent.

Then the agent dropped red news, rather than just relating a speech. By working ateam of mages
together, his group had managed to get a clean scrying on Tremane until the last mage-storm had passed



through. They had proof, besides the speech, of Tremane's perfidy. He had made common cause with
Vademar and her dlies against the Empire. He had joined the Alliance, and would soon be crowned the
new king of Hardorn, the land he was supposed to have taken for Charliss. And one of the stipulations
that the Hardornens had inssted on was that he and his men, Imperia soldiers, would defend Hardorn
agang any further attempts by the Empire to invade and conquer their land.

It was at this point that Charliss exploded with fury, hating the recitation in mid-sentence.

Mélles and Thayer exchanged a startled glance, for neither of them had ever seen the Emperor react
in thisuncontrolled afashion. And the moment that the Emperor paused for breath-which was, thanksto
his poor physica condition, after no more than adozen rage-filled words-they both stepped up onto the
daisand flanked him.

"I will handle Tremane, Lord Emperor,” Mdles said before Charliss could start again. "That iswhy
you chose me, and believe me, he will live just long enough to regret his actions.”

"And | will dedl with thetraitorswho decided to cast their [ot in with him," Thayer rumbled. "They
are Imperia soldiers under my command, and as such, they will be executed by Imperid hands.” Charliss
looked up at them both, face ill contorted with rage, and Sarted to rise.

Melles again exchanged glances with Thayer, and nodded at the side door that led from the daisto
the Imperia quarters. Meles moved his head in agreement, and each of them took one of Charliss arms
to help himto hisfeet.

"The Emperor wishesto confer with us as to the gppropriate punishment for thesetraitors” Melles
proclaimed, asthey got Charliss up and standing between them. It wasn't agood answer, but it was
better than saying nothing, and far better than |etting the courtiers make something up for themselves.
Before Charliss could say anything ese, they had him moving, and once they had him started in theright
direction, he continued until he was back in hisaugtere, gray marble, high-ceilinged, private chambers.
Wisdly, the guards did not hinder them, perhaps because they knew that if Charlisswent into a spitting,
foaming ragein public, it would not do anyone any good except the rumor mongers.

Once Mdlesand Thayer got Charlissinto a seat, however, the temper tantrum they had prevented
from occurring in public broke out in private.

Charliss hissed, spat, pounded the arms of hiswhite-leather chair, and probably would have thrown
thingsif held had the strength to rise. Flecks of foam dotted his withered lips, and the pupils of hiseyes
were dilated. The guards stood at the door, eyes straight ahead, pretending to be desf.

Most of what he babbled was incoherent, and it was painfully clear that Charliss had completely lost
control of hisformidable temper and of his ability to think. If it had not been for the fact that he was so
angry he couldn't even control hisvoice, his shoutswould have informed everyonein Crag Castle just
how out-of-control he actualy was.

But between hisrage and his physicd state, his voice didn't get much above ahoarse growl, and
much to Mélles relief, he aso could not get out of his chair to pace-or to destroy the contents of his
chamber, as he had once or twice in the past decades. He could only beat impotently on the padded
arms of the chair as he cursed Tremane's name and lineage back to the days of the First Emperor.

He and Thayer took turns trying to soothe the Emperor with promises of persond revenge and
Imperid justice, not that any of those promises had any likelihood of being fulfilled. The agent had medeit
quite clear that there were no more "loya™ Imperiaswith Tremanes troops, for one reason or another
they had dl defected over to him. The only way to get at Tremane now would be to send amagical
assassin-and that would take the combined abilities of savera mages. Inlight of al of the other pressing
needs there were for the little magic that could be made to function, amagica nwould bean
extremely stupid thing to waste time and energy on.

Whileit was Thayer'sturn to distract the Emperor, Melles sent one of the guardsfor his physicians,
and looked around for something that might serve to blunt the Emperor's anger-or at least anesthetize
him. Thiswas afairly public room, filled with gray or white-leather chairs arranged in small groups, with a
white desk of bleached wood that was too clean to be used very often off in acorner, and rugs made of
bleached sheegpskin scattered about on the white-marble floor. There was asideboard of gilded gray
marble to Mdlles right that was even more impressive than the onein Mdles rooms; it was loaded down



with crystal decanters of liquors he recognized and those he did not. What, in the name of the Hundred
Little Gods, would adrink as yellow as abuttercup or as blue as a berry taste like? Or one as green as
new spring grass?

Or did he readly want to know?

Probably not. If Charlisswas used to entertaining the minor rulers of his possessions here, hewould
probably keep astock of every vile concoction that every pelt-wearing barbarian ever invented in the
name of "something to drink." Over the years, Mdles had sampled afew of these, and he was not eager
to renew his acquaintance with any of them. There were some things man was not meant to know-or
imbibe.

By carefully sniffing the necks of each of the likely bottles, he found a decanter of the same potent
brandy he himsalf had been drinking when the formal Court had been caled. He poured a much larger
portion than he would ever have drunk himself, and took it to the Emperor.

Charlisssaized it in aclawlike hand and downed it without even blinking, then threw the glass across
the room, whereit hit thewall and shattered, leaving sparkling shards and a few ruby-red drops of
bloodlikeliquid on the whitefloor.

Mellesraised an eyebrow at Thayer, who shook his head. Evidently the Generd figured he had the
Stuation in hand and didn't need to turn the Emperor over to Mdlesjust yet. Meles nodded, got another
two glasses of the wine, kept one for himsalf and brought the other to Thayer. Then he stood back until
Thayer needed him.

His enforced idleness gave him plenty of timeto think about the Imperia agent's report. Tremane
had shown more intelligence and initiative than Meleswould ever have given him credit for, and on the
whole, Méelles wasimpressed. He would never have gotten the troops to stand by him, if he had not
come up with astory to convince them that it was the Emperor who had deserted them. It was an adept
use of polarity. And to somehow manage to make peace with the Alliance and convince the very people
he had been fighting against to make him their new ruler-well, that was nothing short of amiracle. Mdles
would have given agreat ded to know how Tremane had managed that particular feat.

Despite the fact that he hated Tremane with an unholy passion and would happily have seen him
dowly drawn and quartered over the course of alengthy dinner, Meles knew that in Tremane's position
he would have done exactly the same things. For al the faults that Tremane had, stupidity wasn't one of
them. Hewasn't asbrilliant as Médles, but he was not stupid either. He was lucky, though, and he had
used al of the facts he had to make some reasonable conclusions. Melles had accessto al the Imperid
records, and he knew for afact that Charliss had not given Tremane support or orders for months before
thelooting of the Imperid depot. Once Tremane's magics began to fail, he would have found himsdlf
fighting an unsupported war in unfamiliar territory-surrounded by enemies. He would have had no
advantage over the enemy without magic to help. By the time the winter ssorms began, it would have
been impossible to retreat across country to the Empire. So just what did Charliss expect Tremaneto do
a that point? Diein place, likealoya fool out of the old Chronicles? Men like that had gone extinct in
the days of the First Emperor, probably because they kept doing stupidly loya thingsthat bought them
early graves. Charliss could not have concocted a better schemeto get rid of Grand Duke Tremane if
he'd tried-except, of course, if he had appointed Mellesto do away with him.

Not that Mdleswould have minded at al if Tremane had been such aloya foal, but the fact was
that he was loydl, like most men, only to apoint. And after that point, he saw no reason to repay betraya
with more loyaty. And hisluck must be phenomenal, for he had managed to pull an amazing victory out
of awell that looked to hold only the bitter water of defest.

But then, Tremane always had been unaccountably, inexplicably lucky. Fortune dways smiled on the
man and doubled the effects of his adegquate competence. That was part of the reason why Médlles hated
him.

The liquor had enough effect on Charlissto get him to stop babbling; he fill pounded the arms of his
chair, but now hefocused on Thayer, detailing the excruciating punishments he wanted Tremane and his
men to endure before they died. Thayer did not bother to point out that Tremane and his men were quite
out of reach of any Imperia punishments;, he Smply nodded gravely, pretending to pay attention, whenin



fact he was probably just hoping that Charliss Healers would arrive before the Emperor erupted into
incoherence again. Findly the physiciansdid arrive, and in amoment they had taken over from Thayer,
swvarming over the Emperor, pressing medicines on him, urging him to cam himsdlf. Since Charliss
energy had been fading as the strong dose of liquor took effect, he wasfindly ready to listen to advice, to
take those medicines, to dlow his servantsto take him to his bedroom and put him to bed. Thayer and
Meéllestook the opportunity then to make their escape.

Thayer wasin no mood to talk. "1 was dragged away from writing out orders for troop movement in
the provinces," hetold Mdles brusquely. "And | need to get those orders out, whether or not Emperor
Charliss has other duties he needs mefor."

Mélles nodded, hearing and understanding the things that Thayer had not said. It would be best to
get asmany orders out as possible, quickly, while Charliss was otherwise occupied. It was al too clear
that the Emperor was no longer entirely sane or stable. The problem was not that he was disintegrating;;
Mélles and Thayer between them could very easily take over if he dropped dead thisvery night. Theredl
problem was that he was not disintegrating fast enough.

Until he either abdicated or died, the Imperial Guards would make sure he remained the Emperor;
that wastheir duty, and not only were they trained and sworn to it, they were geased to it. He would not
be the only Emperor to have gone mad in the last few months of hislife; the Empire had survived such
rulersbefore, and truth to tell, with the difficulties facing the Empire now, being ruled by amadman was
the smallest of its problems. At the moment, his obsessions were harmless enough. Aslong as heinssted
on pursuing the twin goas of the destruction of VVademar and the punishment of Tremane, Méelleswould
be perfectly content. If dl that happened was an occasiond interruption of work, it would beasmall
priceto pay to have the Emperor harmlessy occupied and out of the way of redl business. Charlisswas
an Adept, and he did have an entire corps of mages who answered only to his demands-and it was
entirely possible, if he decided to sacrifice dl attempts to keep his anti-senescence magics working, that
he could find someway to destroy Tremane, Vademar, or both. Granted, such powerful magics would
probably kill him and most of his mages, but that was to be expected, and it wouldn't bother Méelesin the
least. He did not intend to worry about anything as far beyond practical reach as Tremane, and Vademar
was even farther than thet.

Thered danger to Mellesand dl he needed to accomplish was that Charliss might recover his
senses and his priorities enough to decide to meddie in what Melles had planned. That would mean
nothing short of disaster, for the Emperor had his own nets of agents and spiesthat rivaled the ones
Méelleshad in place, and he would know very soon just what Melleswas doing, overtly and covertly.
Most of it, of course, was Smply good Strategy, but there was that tiny fraction designed to make
Charlissinto avillain and Mdlesinto ahero, and Charliss would probably not care too much for that.

Charlisswould aso have his own plans-which would not be abad thing, if the Emperor was il
sane. But he wasn't and the Situation was only going to get worse astime went on. If he began to meddle,
he could easily undo everything that Mdles and Thayer had worked so hard to establish.

Something would have to be done to keep that from happening.

All that flashed through Melless mind as he stood in the frigid halway with General Thayer. He
nodded dowly. "We both have work to do," he replied. "We need to get our structure too solidly in
placeto didodge by any force."

That was an innocuous enough statement, but a brief flicker of his glance toward the closed door of
the Emperor's quarters brought an answering glimmer of understanding to Thayer's eyes. " Jaconas under
control," Thayer replied. "It'sthe rest of the Empire that we need to think about now. And with your
permission, I'll get to my part of it."

Mélles clapped him on the shoulder. "And | to mine; after dl, what is the Empire but soldiersand
civil servants of variousrank?"

The Genera nodded in agreement, and the two of them went their separate ways, Médles hurried his
stepsto his own apartments with the determination to get enough in place that no matter what mad
schemes Charliss came up with, it would make no difference.

He returned to his suite to find the ever-attentive Porthas waiting, ready to removethe



uncomfortable court robes and replace them with loose, fur-lined lounging robes and shegpskin dippers.
When heraised an eye a that, Porthas shrugged.

"] assumed that my lord would be working late into the night and would not wish to be disturbed. |
had arranged for amedl to be brought here, and declined invitations on my lord's behaf for acard party
and amusical evening." Even as Porthas spoke, he asssted Mdlles out of the heavy over-robe.

The moment that Porthas mentioned the card party and "musical evening'-the latter of which would
probably be someidiot'swife, unmarried ssters, and unbetrothed daughters, al performing popular
ballads with varying degrees of success-he shuddered. The card party wouldn't have been much better;
when he played cards, he played serioudy, and it would be a dead certainty that he would have been
paired with an unattached female who either bet recklesdy or wastoo timid to make abid.

"Y ou were correct, Porthas," he replied, asthe valet eased him into the comfort of loose robes
heated on arack in front of thefire. "And | do have agreat deal of work to do.”

Charliss actionstoday had given him the spur that he needed to make some fairly bold moves. That
long report on the state of the rest of the Empire had left him with uncertainty earlier, but it was clear now
that he had no time to waste.

Firt, the Empire; second, the Court. Thayer would have no part to play in that second act of
consolidation.

He sat down behind his desk, and pulled paper and pen toward him. As he had aready anticipated,
locdl leaders throughout the Empire had aready secured their immediate territories wherever possible. In
places where the situation had not yet been secured, he had only to expand his existing arrangements,
and he wrote out those ordersfirst. The drafts would go to Thayer before they went to the clerks for
copying, just to make certain that they weren't going to step on each others feet, but the planswere
smply extensions of what was aready going on around Jacona.

Porthas placed a cup of hot mulled wine at his elbow; the fragrance of the spicesin it drifted to his
nostrils. He reached absently for it and sipped it, holding it with one hand while he wrote with the other.

Thered chalenges would come in dedling with those local |eaders, people who had made
themsalves the top wolf in their own little territories, and would not care to hear from abigger, tougher
wolf than they were. Somehow he would have to persuade them that he had authority and power,
perhapsin excess of what he really had, and that it wasin their best interest to begin taking ordersfrom
him.

If he couldn't achieve that objective, he was going to have to eliminate them without direct
confrontation, and put someone more amenable to authority in their places.

He put the cup down, out of the way, while he contemplated his options.

Thered trick would be to get rid of them in ways that would not be traced back and connected with
him. Getting rid of people was never difficult. It was doing o without leaving any tracks or Sgns pointing
to who was responsible that was the hard part. Those clever, perceptive, and skilled enough to trace
blame were few but devastating, and dl plans had to be made with the assumption that such adeuth
would be investigating, though the odds were dim.

As with cards, duels, and death sports, look at the odds-but consider the stakes.

He picked up the report, leafed through it, and scanned the list of those local |eaders and their brief
dossiers again; his agents were good, and it was possible to get some idea of who would cooperate and
who would not just from the thumbnail sketches of their personditiesthat had been provided to him. He
had ashort list of assassinsto chose from, "specia agents' who were adept at making deathslook like
accidentsor illness. It was going to be difficult to get them into place, given the current conditions, but it
would not be impossible. With the help of the Army, he ought to be ableto get any individud to theright
location within afew weeks.

It would probably be agood ideato place hisbest agents on hismost likely targetsimmediately,
rather than waste time attempting to persuade some provincid idiot with an overblown sense of hisown
competence. If the blow came before he even contacted agiven foal, it definitely wouldn't be connected
with him. That would |leave the agent free to take on asecond target if aat persuasion of someoneworth
saving falled.



He switched ink and paper, to the specia colors of both that would tell these operatives that he had
ajob for them. The note he sent would be commonplace greetings, of course; no specia agent would
ever trust primary ingructions that came written. Thiswas agamble on his part, for many of these people
were free-lance workers. When they heard what he had to say, they might even turn him down; athough
they would be paid more for these targets than any of them had ever gotten for ajob before, getting to
their targets through the miserable conditions that existed now could be areal problem. And again, that
was the privilege of an agent who was as good as these were; you couldn't persuade an artist to make a
measterpiece by standing him in front of an easdl and threatening him with death. It might be possible to
pick off one or two of these provincia leaders with ordinary ns, and if he came up short on the
number of agents he needed, that was what he would do.

But heredly would prefer it if al of these operatives found the jobs enough of achallengeto take
them on. They were very good. He, above all, should know; he used to be one of them, as did Porthas,
and he had even trained some of them in technique.

Therewas nothing like being able to call on old schodl ties...

Ashewrote out hisligt of "invitations" it occurred to him that he actudly did have away to fulfill the
Emperor's demands and "bring Tremaneto justice,” provided that the "justice’ camein theform of a
swift, sure blade or the sharp bite of poison. There were three of these ns-four, if he counted
Porthas, though he did not intend to do without that worthy's talents right here, who could and possibly
would go to Hardorn and eliminate Tremane. Magica nation being out of the question, physica
nation would take ayear or more, but it could be done.

He paused to consder it, even though the idea did not appear to be a particularly good one. There
was a certain amount of persond satisfaction to be had if he could somehow kill Tremane. How had the
man managed to wheedle hisway into the hearts and minds of the Hardornens? It did not seem fair that
his old enemy should come through a Situation that should have destroyed him, only to be made aKing.
Granted, he would never see his home again, and granted, Melles was going to be an Emperor, not a
mere King. Neverthdess, the prospect was gdling. It would have been satisfying to bring him down
atogether.

Porthas took away the cup, and |eft afresh one and a plate of diced fruit, bread, and cheeseinits
place. Thiswas a subtle hint that he should est something. He took the hint, and ate without tasting any of
it.

Heweighed al the considerations. Given that the agent sent out would be brilliant, crafty, and given
every resource, thelikelihood of anyone from the Empire reaching the center of Hardorn was remote.
Successwould be remoter till, for an agent of the Empire, without the magical aids that would enable
him to study the people and conditions surrounding his target, would be operating blind in aforeign land.
Hewould stick out likeasinglered fishin aschool of greenfish.

Inaway, it was possible to sympathize with the Emperor's obsession. Tremane should be dead at
this point. Normally, he did not give in to his own emotions, but there was asick anger in the bottom of
his ssomach that twisted and bit asif he had swallowed aviper, and it would probably never give him
rest. He wanted Tremane dead, and he wanted to do whatever it would take to get him there.

But even when he had been an operative himsdf, he had known that there was apoint past which it
was inadvisable to pursue your target, no matter what your employer said or offered. Thiswas one of
thosetimes.

He got up from his desk and poured himsalf another drink, ignoring for the moment the cup of
mulled wine; not brandy thistime, but athick cordid with no acohol init, made entirely of syrup and
stomach-soothing and gut-deadening herbs. He went back to his seet, let himself down into the embrace
of the chair, and tried to convince his heart of what his head knew were facts.

When the enemy is "dead" to the world one inhabits, he might as well be dead in totality.

That was something histeacher had told him, and it was as true now as it was then. Tremane might
aswell be dead; hislands and possessions were confiscated, his name erased from the records, and he
could never return here again. He would have to be content with a petty kingdom in aland of barbarians.

Pursuit of Tremane was awaste of resources, which were in very short supply, especialy good



operatives. There was no point in wasting a man who could serve Melles better esewhere. It wastimeto
bury the past vendettas with Tremane's name.
There was no point in following the Emperor into madness.

Every time amage-storm washed over them, anyone with any pretensons at being amagician fdt it;
there had even been clever daylight robberies timed to coincide with the onset of amage-storm, when the
owner of abuilding would be incapacitated. The Storms were bad enough when they came during the
daylight hours, but when they occurred at night, when everyone was adeep, they were worse, for they
became part of one's dream and turned those dreamsinto nightmares.

Mélleswoke up in aswest, clutching his blankets, out of anightmare of tumbling through empty
gpace. But thewaking redlity was no better, and he hung onto his bedding with grim recognition of what
was behind the dream. Compl ete disorientation, nausea, the fegling that he was on the verge of blacking
out and yet could not have the rdlief that unconsciousness would bring-this was amage-storm to him, and
he was profoundly grateful that Porthas and his guards were not mages and did not fedl these effects.

At that, his own bouts with the Storms were not as bad as those of some of the other mages he
knew, though he had not ventured to ask the Emperor how he weathered these things. He had atheory
that the amount a mage suffered was directly proportiond to the amount of magic he had tried to work in
theinterva between the Storms. If magic wastied to its caster, and the Storms disrupted magic, it sood
to reason that when the Storms hit, they would give trouble to mage and magic together. Asa
consequence, he had tried to keep from working any magic at dl, even giving up hisown rgjuvenation
magics when they had not survived disruption.

When the Storm finally passed, and his dizziness and nausea vanished asthey awaysdid, helet go
of the covers and tried to relax back into his goosedown mattress. With any luck, the Emperor would be
"indigposed" today after hisbout with the storm, and with further luck, the mage-storm would send his
mental and physica state plummeting again. It was too much to hope that the Storm had killed him, but it
was certainly possible that thistime he might wind up bedridden.

That would be an excdllent thing, for then Melles would have to stand proxy and spesk for him. It
might even be possible to frighten him into stepping down and making Melles the Emperor. He would not
hope for it, and he would not urgeit, for the Emperor might well take such suggestions very badly. It was
afine dream, though, and one he was|oath to give up.

He closed his eyes and tried to relax in hope of resuming his dumbers, but it was of no use. He
could not get back to deep again. He opened his eyes and stared up at the canopy of hisbed, or rather,
at the darkness within the sheltering curtains of the bed. No light penetrated those thick velvet curtains,
nor would it until morning, when the servants pulled back both window and bed curtainsto wake him.
Now that there was no magical way to hesat Crag Castle, one needed those heavy curtains around the
beds to keep the drafts out, just as one needed goosedown comforters and featherbeds, and many
blankets. Even then, he often woke with acold nose.

He was not aheavy deeper, nor along one, and never had been. Some would say that a guilty
conscience kept him awake, or the memories of dl of hisvictims, but the truth was smpler than thet.
Seep, in his profession, was a dangerous necessity, the one time when he was completely vulnerable and
had to entrust his safety to others. He had trained himself to wake completely at the dightest disturbance,
and once he was awake, his mind legped into activity whether or not there was any need for it. Once he
was that wide awake, it was difficult to get back to deep again.

He wondered what time it was. If it was near enough to dawn, it was hardly worth fighting to get
back to deep only to be awakened again.

He shifted hisweight, and a scent of pungent herbsfilled the il ar. Porthas had ordered the
servantsto add those herbs to the bedding, in anticipation of problems when the vermin-repelling spells
faled. That was yet another example of Porthas foresight; he'd seen some of the Councillors scratching
surreptitioudy at the last meeting of the Grand Council, and suspected fleas, since these were some of the
same courtiers who kept dogs or other pets and inssted on having them here at Court. Vermin spread,
with or without pets to spread them, unless one took precautions.



Fleasat Court! Wéll, they were not the only bloodsucking vermin here, only the most honest about
it. In someways, Mdleswould have preferred fleas to some of the other vermin he had to deal withon a
daly bass.

That led histhoughtsimmediately to the current problem facing him: the Court. He had dways
known there would be some opposition to him as the Emperor's Heir, but he had not thought that al of
his enemieswould forget their own differencesto unite againgt him.

Hisonly solid aly was Thayer; in Thayer he had the Army-but not the Imperial Guards. Those were
answerable only to the Emperor, and led by Commander Peleun, who was not agreat admirer of
Mélles. How Peleun had managed to climb to the heights he had while till retaining afair number of
illusons about honor and fiddity was quite beyond Melles, but he had, and he was already causng some
trouble. He didn't care for theideaof aformer chief assassin as an Emperor-athough Medleswas
following in along and distinguished, if not openly acknowledged, tradition. He had preferred Tremane,
who at least pretended to honesty, and had afine career in both the civil service and the military behind
him.

More important than Peleun, however, was Councillor Baron Dirak, who wasin charge of the
Imperia Civil Servants. He had been one of Tremane's staunchest dlies, still defended him openly at
Court, and was not at al pleased with Méelles rise to power. Hed had some hope of wedding asister to
Tremane, and was very hitter about losing that chance for power.

Either of these men done could have caused him some small difficulty, but with both of them dlied,
things could become serious. And if his sources were correct, they were maneuvering to get Councillor
Serais, head of thetax collectors, into their corner.

He had to consolidate his power in the Court. There were other candidates for the Iron Throne,
many of them just as qudified asMédlles. It was entirely possible that someone could send an assassin out
after Mdles. Peleun probably would be horrified at the thought, but Dirak would consider it, and there
were others who knew how to contact the samelist of "specia agents’ that Melles used. Mdleshadn't
been able to contact them dl, and that meant there were at least afew top-leve assassins unaccounted
for. Peleun could use his power asthe head of the Imperid Guard to alow anyone hewished in to see
the Emperor a any time, and given the right set of circumstances, the end result of such aninterview
could be abrace of guards arriving to put Mdles under arrest. With the Emperor's mind so unbalanced, it
wouldn't be too difficult to persuade him that Mdleswas not enthusiastic enough in his pursuit of
Tremane. That done would be enough to get him arrested and replaced.

If he was arrested, his enemieswould have the leisure to concoct as much evidence asthey pleased
to prove whatever they wished, and he would not be able to interfere. It was possible, of course, that
Porthas would take up the reins and act in his absence, but Melles preferred not to count on such
enlightened sdf-interest. It wasfar more likely that Porthas and al of his specia employeeswould offer
their servicesto what they perceived to be the winning side.

He was securein the city; Jaconawas quiet, and entirely his. He had issued his orders and sent out
his ns and negotiators aong with Thayer's troops, within afew weeks he would know how
successful he had been at taking the rest of the Empire under hisrule. Now, while he was waiting for
word from the countryside, would be agood time to consolidate the Court. That was one thing that his
enemies never counted on; that he would continue to work on another aspect of his projectswhile
waiting for results from the previous phase. They dways started on a phase and waited to see what
would happen before going on to the next, but that was a costly way to operate.

Asfor the Court-he would order no nations, at least not yet, and only useit asalast resort. If
anyonedied in the next few weeks, even if it was completely an accident, he would bethefirst to be
suspected of initiating foul play. But he had always used the knife asatool, not an end, and the skillsthat
had made him the Emperor's most successful agent included blackmail, information brokering, and-of
course-rumor creation. He didn't need to kill anyone to be effective. It was more effective to keep a
small but omnipresent fear of death in peoples mindsthan to actually deliver the blow itself.

Peleun, Dirak, and Serais; he would concentrate on those three, who were outwardly his enemies.
Thelittle fish were probably waiting to see who came out the victor, and the bigger fish, the equas of



those three, had not yet openly taken sides.

Peleun'sweakness was hisfortune, or rather, hislack of one; he didn't have asolid financid Stuation
and he had been speculating lately in commodities. He had been doing very well, in no smal part because
he knew just what commodities were going to be in short supply, thanksto his contacts with the Army.
The Army, of course, had taken over the Cartage Guild, and although the Army did not own or profit
directly from the cargoes carried, there were Army records of what had just come in that Peleun could
eadly get accessto before the goods ever came on the market. Everything had to go through inspection,
weighing, and taxation before so much asagrain of whesat could be sold, and that took several days,
enough time for Peleun to purchase goods that were going to be scarce before anyone else knew that
supplieswere going to temporarily dry up until the next cargoes camein. That was agreat weaknessin
the current market Situation, for there was no telling what might come in besides staples. Therewas no
way to effectively communicate back to the farms and estates, so a some point, it might beimpossibleto
find an gpple, and at another, there was nothing in the way of fruit in the market but apples. All Mélles
had to do would be to see that Peleun saw the wrong records, or completely falsified records, and within
afew weeks hewould be aruined man.

Dirak was avery nervous gentleman, timid and atogether afraid of his shadow; perhaps that was
why he had goneinto civil servicein thefirst place. The current situation had him gulping handfuls of
cdmativeson adally bas's, surdly there was something that Meles could do to further destroy his nerves.

And asfor Serais-did he but know it, he was the most vulnerable of al. Some quick work among
the Imperid tax records, and hundreds of thousands of gold piecesthat had never existed in the first
place would "vanish" from the treasury. Of course, the errors would eventualy be uncovered, but it
would take agreat dedl of work and require referring to al the origina tax receipts, and Serais
reputation would be completely ruined by the time it was over. With any luck, he was probably skimming
alittle off the top anyway, and when Mdlles was through, that would have been uncovered aswell.

That wouldn't be enough to keep the Court completely under histhumb, though. He had to give the
mal contents within the Court another target than himsdlf, just as he had done for the ma contentsin the
city. It could not be atarget for blame, however, but atarget of profit and reward. It would be very
dangerousto blame the Emperor for anything, and there was no point in spreading rumors accusing
anyone dse of wrongdoing, when thase rumors might well be turned on him. No, with dl the uneasiness
in the Court, offering people hope and profit would be far more effective.

What would happen when the mage-storms were over? What, exactly, would the Empire need?
How could those courtiers who remained here profit from the end of the Storms? If he could give them a
direction-even an entirely specious direction-that would get them too busy to concern themselveswith
him.

Last of dl, he and Thayer should work together to at least make his position look unassailable.
Perhaps by tempting one of histhree targets to attempt to persuade the Emperor to do
something-something that Melles could come out against-something that Meleswould know the
Emperor would never even consder. Reliable rumorsthat the Emperor was actudly in favor of the given
action would spur the target onward. By urging something the Emperor was againgt, the target would
label himself as atroublemaker and potentia traitor in the Emperor's eyes.

He smiled to himsdlf. And what better action could there be than urging clemency for Tremane?

Hefdt hiseyes growing heavier, and his body relaxing. He had a plan. In the morning& he would
implement it.

Now he could deep.

Meélles smiled and nodded gracioudy as one of Viscount Aderin's six unmarried daughters blushed
and dedicated her performance on the great-harp to him. He watched her attentively-which had the effect
of making her fumble her fingerings-as she labored through arendition of an old chestnut entitled "My
Lady'sEyes.”

Musicd eveningswere the best cure for insomniathat he knew, but attendance at this one was
important. If onewas going to plant information, this sort of gathering was the place to do so-aroom full



of very minor nobility, al of them hungry for advancement, dl of them so eager for acrumb from the
tables of the great that they would listen to and believe practicaly anything. They would never divulge
where their information originated, in the hope that those they imparted their choice bitsto would think
that it originated with them and give them credit for enormous cleverness.

And none of them could be directly linked to him. He did not mix with them socialy, except at
extremely large gatherings like this one, which he had been urged to attend by the Emperor's Minister of
Protocol. He was not related to any of them. No one had any reason to assume that he had any reason
to give them information. For al intents and purposes, he was here to survey Aderin's daughters as
possible marriage fodder, not to chat with Aderin'sfriends.

In fact, the girlsweren't that bad. Three of the Six were discreet and submissive, ableto entertain
without embarrassing him, unlikely to try to put themselves forward, attractive enough to satisfy him, and
tractable enough to smile and ignore any little excess of hisown. He could do worse, and very well knew
it. Thiswas probably why the Minister of Protocol had suggested the gathering, at least in part. There
was some nervousness among the Ministers about the fact that he was not yet married and showed no
signs of wanting that particular state. There had been asingle Emperor in the past who had been
uninterested in the opposite sex, and there had been trouble during hisreign that he could have resolved
with amarriage of state but had not done so. This had eventudly led to a costly minor war, and at the
moment, the Empire could not afford a cheap minor war.

Of course, he could aways make the ministers happy by doing what the Sixth Emperor had done.
With hisreign starting on ashaky note, and unwilling to offend anyone by picking one girl over another,
he had handpicked the daughter of amere Squire, avery plain, very quiet child, and had educated her to
be the perfect Empress. She had offended no onein his Court, because she had deferred to everyone;
she had every skill needed in an Empress. Even the fact that she was plain had been vauable, because it
was quite clear to everyone that she was the Emperor's place-holder and hostess, and nothing more. The
Emperor had been able then to gppoint dozens of royal mistresses over the course of hisreign, dl of
them enjoying the same status, and he had threaded hisway through many intrigues on the basis of which
mistress he chose to favor at any onetime.

That might be the best solution of dl. And if he had to make a state marriage eventudly, well, the
Emperor could divorce hiswife and remarry within aday and anight, and an insgnificant place-holder
would have no family to make trouble later. In fact, such agirl would probably be very happy to retire
from Court with a generous settlement.

As he caught himsdlf playing with the various possibilities of such an arrangement, he sternly brought
his attention back to the real reason why he was here. He was going to plant rumors, and he had better
get about it before people began indulging themsalves alittle too heavily in the mulled punch to properly
remember what they heard.

Before the evening was over, he had started awhisper-campaign about Serais and the "missing” tax
money, had suggested severd lines of profit to be pursued when the Storms were over, and had hinted
that when he was Emperor, those who confined their attention to conservative ideas and relied on "what
awaysworked before" would take second place to those with innovation and crestivity. Since these folk
were among the lesser nobility, they had less access to rejuvenative magics, and hence the average age
here was much lower than for the Court asawhole. Méelles knew that the one thing he could do to attract
the support of little fish like these was to suggest that he would be more receptive to fresh, new ideas
than his predecessor. Thisindicated that there was room at the top-and that some old, tired titles might
find their Council seats and Minigterid offices taken by those who had been languishing in their shadow.

It had been a profitable evening. And in addition, he had managed to deflect any accusation that he
was actudly pleased at Tremane's downfal by pretending to alow leve of disappointment in "hisold
childhood friend," thuslending another layer of obscurity to his motives. Now therewould be a
substantial number of people with the impression that he and Tremane had been friends for most of their
livesrather than rivals. So when helaid thetrail to suggest that the Emperor might be willing to consider
clemency for the Grand Duke, there would be people ready to believe the suggestion since it came from
him.



Thisvery evening, abright young fellow who'd brought himself to Porthas attention by hisbrilliance
with both forgery and "fixing" account books had been smuggled into the tax office and was ensuring
Serais downfdl. Peleun had invested everything he had to spare, and some that he did not have, in
smoked ham, bacon, and fancy sausage, certain that the cargo that had just arrived from Tiva was frozen
fish, not meat. Tomorrow the double caravan of smoked ham, bacon, and fancy sausage that had arrived
from Tiva would go on the market, and Peleun would be very lucky if he could hold onto hishousein the
city.

And asfor Dirak, well, Mdles had something very specia in mind for him. Besides being nervous,
Dirak was devout-or perhaps it was better to say that he was superstitious. He was about to be the
recipient of agreat many omens of bad fortune, together with many minor mishaps that might lend further
credence to those omens. If Dirak did not collapse with nervous exhaustion before the end of afortnight,
Mélleswould be very much surprised.

Melleswas feding pleased enough with the way that things were going that he dismissed Porthas
early when he returned to his rooms. Porthas had been responsible for setting up most of what Melles
had planned for histhree enemies, and he was looking abit worn, at least to Mdlles critica eye. "'l can
take care of mysdlf for once," hetold the man. "1'm going to work for afew more hours, then go straight
to bed.”

"I would argue with you," Bors Porthas replied, rubbing his hand across his eyes, "but I'm too tired.
| know my limits, and I've just reached them.”

Mélles uttered a short bark of laughter. "Good! | was beginning to think you had no limits, and | was
wondering when you were going to set yourself up asmy rival." Hewas only half joking about that; it was
something anyonein his position had to consider.

Porthas snorted. "No fear of that, my lord. You are atarget. | am not. To my mind, my postionis
the better one. Please deep lightly and put an extra guard on your door, my lord. And don't try to dress
yoursdf until | arrive to select your robes for the day. | do not want arepetition of the day you wore the
sgpphire tunic with the emerad trews. | would not be ableto live down the shame.”

Mélles acknowledged the advice with awave of his hand, and Porthas bowed himsdlf out.

Since he would be doing without his valet's sllent attendance, Melles set his desk up with everything
he might need to work before he ever sat down. A servant would comein to mend the fire, but otherwise
he would be left done at his own orders until he choseto go to bed.

He had been working steadily on follow-up ordersfor his agentsin Jaconainvolved with the
freedom movement, and smilar, but more genera ordersfor smilar agentsin other cities of the Empire.
He had noticed that the room seemed to be getting colder, and had been about to ring for the servant,
when the servant findly camein, bearing ameta hod of codl.

He started to turn his attention back to his work, when something about the young man's posture
sounded amentd darmin hisingincts.

Hewas dready out of hischair and had dipped free of the cumbersome outer robe as he dove
toward the floor, when thefirst knife hit the back of the chair and stuck there, quivering.

Herolled to hisfeet beside the fireplace and snatched up afireplace poker asthe youngster threw a
second knife that he dropped down from ahidden sheath in hisdeeve. Mdlles easily dodged that strike,
too, and hislip curled with contempt. Arm sheaths-that was atrick for sophomores and sharpsters! And
agang him! What kind of foolswere they sending after him anyway?

"Y ou might aswel| hold ill, old man," the young one whispered, pulling another knife from
somewhere behind the back of his neck as he went into alithe crouch. ™Y ou're going to die anyway, so
you might aswell makeit easier on both of us"

Old man! Who did thisyoung idiot think he was? But the stupid speech-so melodramatic and such a
waste of breath-told him the kind of n hefaced. He had to ded with nuisanceslikethisoneat least
once ayear; youngsters who thought they were better and faster than the old masters, and would use any
excuse to take them on. He would have to kill this cretin; he had no choice in the matter. If he didn't
make an example of thefooal, otherslike him would think he'd gone soft and keep coming at him. Killing
the boy would mean that the otherswould leave him aone for about another yeer.



But anger boiled up deep in his gut, and not just because some young freglancer, ill-trained and
without even anodding acquaintance with discipline, had decided to show that the master had lost his
touch. No, this boy would never have come hereif he had not been brought into the palace by someone
who belonged here. That meant he/d been hired.

And that was an insult that was hardly to be borne. How dared someone send arank amateur
againg him? Did they think his reputation, was inflated? Did they think he could no longer hold hisown
againg even aboy likethis one?

Were they that contemptuous of him?

They were about to discover that it was not wise to tease the old basilisk; they would learn that it
was only pretending to deep.

He rushed the boy, startling him into skipping backward; he was used to the flickering shadows cast
by flamesinstead of mage-lights, but the boy obvioudy was not. As he passed his desk, he feinted with
the poker and picked up the tray of sand he used to dry theink on his documents. The boy's attention
was on the poker, not on Méelles other hand. Before he could get out of reach, Mélles flung the contents
of thetray into his eyes, then threw thetray itsdf a him. The boy deflected the tray clumsly with one
arm; it hit him and clattered to the floor. He could not deflect the sand.

So far neither of them had made enough noise to attract the attention of the guards at the door, and
Mélles had no intention of caling for help. If the guards came, they'd kill the fool before Mdleshad a
chanceto find out who had sent him.

Blinded and in pain, the boy till had afew tricks|eft; with his eyes watering, he threw the dagger he
held at the last place Mélles had been standing, and rubbed at his face with one hand while groping
behind his neck for another blade. Of course, Meleswasn't where the boy thought, but had dropped
down below theleve of athrown blade. He lunged forward before the boy could register where hewas,
and swept the poker out in a savage backhanded blow at knee-height.

He shattered the boy's |eft kneecap, and the boy went down with astrangled cry.

"Who sent you?" he hissed angrily, as he stood up dowly, absently pleased that he was not at al
winded. The daily workouts with Porthas had been more than worth the effort.

The boy responded with a curse about Melles's sexua preferences, rolled out of the way of another
blow, and got hisfourth knife into his hands a the sametime.

"No matter what you've heard, | don't take any pleasure in that particular pastime,” Melles said
coldly. By now, his eyes had watered so much that the boy could see again, dthough his eyeswere
bloodshot and swollen. Meleswas in no mood to take chances, even though he was facing a partially
disabled foe, so he watched the young fool warily. The boy did not writhe or take his eyes off Melles,
though the pain from his shattered knee must have been excruciating. "l suggest you tell me who hired
you, and save yoursdlf agreat ded of pain.”

The boy inched away, diding over the dick floor, while Mdles moved cautioudy toward him. This
time the curse was a bit more colorful and less accurate. Melles sighed, and shook his head, asthe boy
got into astanding position with the help of achair. What did he expect to accomplish from there? He
couldn't walk; hisleg wouldn't hold him. And if he couldn't walk, his balance would be off. Didn't he
know that? Was he so desperate held try anything, or did he redly think he had a chance to escape?

Mélles backed up, keeping his eyes on the boy at al times, until he reached his desk. Without
needing to look to see where it was, he pulled the boy'sfirst knife out of the back of the chair, weighed it
in hishand for amoment to get the balance, and threw it.

It hit precisdy as he had intended, in the boy's gut with awet thud; the boy dropped to the ground
again with agurgle, unableto twist out of the way in time, as his own knife clattered to the floor. Perhaps
thefool had thought he was going to try for the trickier hand shot. That was stupid of him, if he had. A
gut wound hurt more and wouldn't kill immediately.

Méelleswaked over to the boy and stood looking down at him, with the poker held loosely in one
hand. The boy had both hands on the hilt of the knife, trying to pull it out, his breath came in harsh pants,
and his eyeswere glazing with agony. "Who hired you?"' he asked again.

The boy looked up, and spat at him.



He sighed. He was going to have to spend more time than he wanted on this, squandering time that
could have been better spent on his orders, but there was no help for it. Y ou're going to tell me sooner
or later," he said, without much hope for sense from thisarrogant idiot, who il didn't think he was going
todie. "Youll be better off with sooner.” Thistime the boy responded with asuggestion for an
unpalatable dietary supplement. Mdles brought the poker down on his other knee, and proceeded
dispassionately to inflict enough pain to extract the information he wanted.

In the end, he managed to get what he wanted without too much of amess, and the answer made
him even more disgusted than he had been at the beginning of thefutile exercise.

Duke Jehan. Anidiot with just about aslittle sense asthe cretin hed hired.

And it was not for any great ideologica reason, nor because Jehan was avenging Tremane, or trying
to put one of the other candidatesin the Heir's suite. No, it was because Jehan had somehow gotten the
impression that if he managed to nate enough candidates, he would manage to be put on the
throne because he was Charliss second cousin!

Apparently held thought that if he used assassinsto do hiswork for him, no one would connect him
with the deaths! Méelles had no ideawho Jehan thought would get the blameif Mdleshimsdlf was gone,
but perhaps this would-be King of Assassins had gotten his order of targets reversed and had gone after
thelast onthelig firg.

Hefinished off the mewling thing on the floor with asingle thrust of the boy's own knife, threw the
knife down next to the body, and wiped his hands with angpkin, contemplating his next move. It
wouldn't be enough to make an example of this boy, or Jehan would think he'd gotten off undiscovered
and try some other way of ridding himsdf of hisrivas. Mdles had acquired immunity to most of the
common poisons, but that didn't mean he wouldn't get sick if someone dipped adose to him. That would
cogt gill more vauabletime, and might incapacitate him long enough for one of hisreal rivastogetinto
the Emperor. No, he was going to have to give Jehan ared fright, and make him into an example for
anyone elseat Court idiotic enough to try something likethis.

Intheend, it took dl of hisskill to pull the job off-not to get into Jehan's quarters without arousing
anyone, but to get past his own guards. The nurse who was supposed to be watching in Duke Jehan's
nursery was easily incapacitated with a needle dipped in a poison that sent oneinto a deep deep rather
than death. Jehan's oldest son, dightly more than ayear old, sat up in his crib and looked with wide eyes
at the stranger who cameto lift him out and place him on the floor. He didn't do anything more than
babble, though, when the stranger gave him severd pretty toysto play with.

Melles dropped the body, wrapped in abloody sheet, into the crib in place of the child, and |ft the
child himsdlf dtting on the floor, happily absorbed in the blade ess daggers that had been intended to kill
Melles

That was asomewhat melodramatic gesturein and of itsdlf, but Melles had the feding that anything
lesswouldn't get Jehan's attention. He'd considered leaving the daggers whole rather than snapping the
blades off, but if the baby was as stupid asits Sre, it would probably have managed to kill itself with one
of them. While that would have been no lossfor the Court or the world, Jehan would have been so
overwrought that the lesson would be completely lost on him. And killing babies, or alowing them to be
killed, was bad for oné's public image.

Mélles dipped back across the palace and into his own rooms again, fegling drained and no less
disgusted. He had lost most of the working hours of the night-and thislate, although he had easily gotten
the blood off the stone floor with the sheet, he/d used up al the hot water in his suite to do so. HEd have
to wash himsdlf in cold water; one more mark against Jehan.

He put himsdlf to bed, chilled and angry, but at least he was physicaly tired enough to deep.

And hopefully, hislittle present would prevent Jehan and severa othersfrom deegping for many
nightsto come. It wasn't much in theway of revenge, for him, but for now it would do.



Seven

"Amazing!" Silverfox shook his head and stepped away from the teleson crystd, tossing hislong,
black hair tooneside. "If | had not seen this, | would not believe it was possible.”

"l couldn't agree more," Karal said. He had been watching over Silverfox's shoulder asthe
kestra'chern spoke with Treyvan. The round crystal lens mounted on top of the teleson had held a
perfect image of the head and shoulders of the fascinated gryphon, and athin but distinct echo of his
voice emerged from the matte-gray metal box that held the crystal cradled in a quarter-moon-shaped
depression on its surface. This was even more impressive than the time An'desha had done long-distance
scrying on Grand Duke Tremane..

Thiswasadigtinct improvement over the origind sets. A little fiddling and the addition of the crystds
on each set aswell asthe mirrors-smple polished lenticular lensesthat any glassworker could make-had
made it possble to have images and the audible voices of the two users. All that had been in the notes
that Lyam and Firesong had interpreted, but the crystals had never been ingtaled. Perhaps that was why
the sets had been on the workbench.

Kara gazed wigtfully at the device, which was now being used by Segjanes and one of the new
Mage-Gifted Herdds. "Thisis quite amazing. | wish you didn't have to have Mindspeech to useit.”

"But you don't-" Silverfox began. "Or at least only one of you does."

Kard only sighed, very quietly. Silverfox looked at him askance, with aquestion in his blue eyes, but
it was Sganes who guessed what lay behind Karal's comment.

"You'd liketo use thisto spesk to that young lady of yourswithout any of us eavesdropping,
wouldn't you, lad?' he said shrewdly. Kard blushed and didn't reply immediatdly, trying to think of an
answer that was noncommittal enough without being an actud lie.

"Wl you need to useit to confer with the others back in Haven," he said, nodding in the direction
of Sganes, Firesong, and Master Levy.. "That'simportant.”

"And you arent. Isthat what you're saying?' Sgjanes graced him with askeptical 10ok.

"What you are talking about isimportant,” Kara replied, knowing that any declaration of how
unimportant he was would only be met with a counterargument. "I dle chatter with Natoli isnt. It'snot asif
| really need to hear about what scrapes our friends are getting into, or who's passed to the back room at
the Compass Rose."

Sganes didn't counter that particular response. Instead, he provided a different answer. "Wewon't
be using thisdevice dl thetime. Persondly, if thereisaway, | don't see any difficulty with you usingit to
catch up on newswith the young lady." Hetilted hishead at Firesong, An'desha, and Master Levy in
unspoken inquiry. All three of them nodded their heads, completely in agreement with him.

"Weall know that you would giveit up to one of usif we even looked asif we thought wemight
want to useit, Kard," An'deshatold him. "If you could think of away that you can make it work without
an eavesdropper, there's no reason why you can't useit, too. It's not asif you're going to wear the thing
out, or useit up.”

:Pish. I can Mindspeak. And so can Florian.: Altrawrapped himsalf gracefully around Kard's
legs and looked up into hisface. :For that matter, so can Need. We certainly wouldn't embarrass
you, would we?:

"The Firecat saysthat he, Need, or the Companion could hold the connection for Kara," Firesong
told dl of them.

Kara started to protest, then shut his mouth, redlizing that he waswrong on al counts and he might
aswell be quiet. The otherswouldn't need to use the teleson dl the time, Altraand Florian aready shared
most of his secret thoughts so why not these, and there could not be any harm in talking alittle to Natoli
now and then. His cheeks and the back of his neck grew hot. "Aslong as you don't mind," he said
diffidently.

A snort from Firesong was the only reply to that statement, as aHerald in the teleson watched and



listened with polite interest.

"Shall | seeif Natoli can be found later 7' the far-off Herdd asked. " If there's no one at the
device, one of the Mindspeakers can project to you until Need, the Firecat or the Companion can
come hold the connection.”

:1 would think that would be quite satisfactory,: Florian told Karal : And | think you ought to
tell himthat, so that he can arrange for Natoli to come as soon as the mages are finished.:

"Ah, Florian thinks that would be agood ideg," Kard said, trying to control hisblushes. "Thank
you."

He hurried away to find something to do before he got himself into any further embarrassing
gtuations

Themost useful thing he could do wasto servein his proper place asa secretary, and right &t this
very moment the only person who needed the skills of asecretary was Tarrn. The kyree wasdowninthe
workroom, carefully describing everything before Firesong and An'deshatook it al to pieces. Lyam had
aready made scale drawings of each workbench, and now he was making notes while Tarrn dictated.
He gratefully gave up his place to Kara, even though the notes would now bein Vademaran rather than
Kaeddin. Tarrn didn't miss abest, changing his Mindspeech from Lyam to Karal as soon asKara held
the notepad and graphite-stick. Karal rubbed his nose to keep from sneezing; they had stirred up quitea
bit of dust just in walking about. It was amazing how much dust found itsway down here oncethe
hatchway was open.

"Why areyou doing this, r?" Karal asked, when they completed one bench and moved on to
another. "I'mjust curious.™

A number of reasons,: the kyree replied pleasantly. :Later, if we are trying to put together
another device, we will know what pieces were laid out on which bench in what order. We will
have a historical record of how the workshop looked if we ever wish to reconstruct it. In this way,
if for some reason the contents of the workbenches are ever jumbled together, we will know what
tool goeswith what project. It is not always intuitively obvious.:

Karal nodded, and made another note on the identity of an object. All of that made perfect sense,
but it would never have occurred to him to make such detailed drawings, or to measure the distance an
object was from the edge of the bench.

:Ina caselike this, young scribe, records are always important,: Tarrn said. : The more, the
better. Once anything is moved, it is changed forever; perhaps that might not be important, but at
the moment, we can't know that. The thing is to make drawings and notes on everything, and
several exact copies of the documents we find:

Kard laughed, which seemed to surprise the kyree. "It isagood thing that Urtho was a neat man, or
you would be copying foodstains, | think, along with diagrams.”

The kyree opened hismouth in awide grin. : 1t would not be thefirst time. | ama mere
historian; how am to know what is a diagram and what was a long ago spill of wine? Perhaps a
semicircle of dark brown may not in fact be a ring from the bottom of a mug, but rather a
notation of where a teleson lens should go?:

Lyam, now freed to go make more of those exact copies of the documents and notes they had
discovered resting on the benches, trotted up the stairs. Kara had been amazed to discover just how
much he had in common with the little lizard-creature over the past severd days. Lyam was
good-natured, patient, uncomplaining, and about the same age as Kard. Like Kara when he had first
arrived in Vademar, Lyam never expected to be anything more than a secretary. Lyam was probably
right, but if anything wasto happen to Tarrn, it would be Lyam who would apply the things he learned
from the historian to complete a given task.

Tarrn, on the other hand, was alittle easier to work for than Ulrich had been, largely because what
Tarrn wanted and needed were smple things. It was quite possible for Kard to anticipate Tarrn's
descriptionsjust by looking at the bench, athough Tarrn often had a more succinct way of describing
something than Kard would have come up with. And Tarrn, dthough he did have an air of quiet
authority, was not as intimidating as Ulrich had been. Since he was physically much shorter than Kard,



and since helooked like afriendly, shaggy sheep-herding dog, it Smply wasn't possible to be intimidated
by him, no matter how intelligent and knowledgeable he was. On the other hand, he seemed just abit
wary around Karal, which was not too surprising. The Karsites had areputation for being extremely
insular people, and it would be logicd to assumethat Kara harbored certain prejudices about fourlegged
"people.”" Tarrn could not have known about the Firecats, of course; very few people outside of Karse
even knew such things existed.

Thework went dowly but steadily. Tarrn had refused to allow anyone e seto carry away anything
after Firesong had taken the telesons and their notes. Since there wasn't anything down here that was
needed immediately, the others had given in to his demands with good-natured humor. Since then, the
meticulous description and drawing had been going on every day. Tarrn permitted people to remove
articlesfrom the benches only after he had finished with them, but Since it wasn't ways obvious when he
was done with abench, so far no one had moved much of anything.

Now they were down to the final bench, and Tarrn seemed very pleased with all that had gone
before. Thisbench was virtualy empty except for afew pots of dried-out paint and ink and some
brushes and pens. : A scribe's bench, | would guess,: Tarrn speculated. :Look at the height of the
stool-how close the inkwell and the pots are to the front of the bench. Urtho never sat here, I'll
wager ..

"I doubt that any human did," Kard replied, noting the distances down on the diagram. "Thisisa
backless stool, where dl the other seats are tal chairs, and to me, that says that whoever used this bench
might have had atail. The seat tilts dightly forward and has an angled, rounded cut-in toward the back,
30, I'd say it was a hertas that sat here. Probably Urtho's personal scribe or secretary.”

:Impressive deduction. | suspect you are correct,: Tarrnreplied. : And thisis good, sinceit
means Lyam can use this bench for his copying work instead of taking an awkward position on
the floor. Well, that is all we need from here. Do run up and tell the others that they can come loot
to their hearts' content, would you please? Then if you would, tell Lyam about all of this, and
could you help him move his supplies down here?:

Tarrn gavethe order carefully, phrased asavery polite request, asif trying to avoid giving insult.
Kara would have obeyed him no matter what his attitude had been, but Tarrn probably wasn't taking any
chances about hurting hisfedings sincethey dl had to live together in avery crowded environment. Lyam
was very happy to transfer hiswork from the floor upstairs to the bench downstairs, and Karal helped
him carry his effects. AsKara had thought, the backless stool was at the perfect height for thelittle
lizard.

"Thiswill begood,” Lyam said, hissng hisshilants atrifle as he tested the seat. "The stoal is
perfect.” The brushes proved to havefailed to withstand the rigors of time; Lyam examined them,
pronounced them usdless for scribing, and added that nothing had changed much in the art of
brushmaking over the centuries. It did give Karal a sense of aweto hold in his hand something that had
last been held so long ago, but Lyam was right; the brush could have been made last week except for the
fact that the bristleswere crumbling.

"l admit to having aspecid regard for thetools of my trade,” Lyam confided. The paint andink in
the pots were usaless as well and were consigned to part of another bench to await their fate. Lyam and
Kard cleared the top of the scribe's bench and set it up to Lyam's satisfaction. It did not escape Kard's
notice that the graphite-gticks, silverpoint sticks, ink, pens, and brushesthat Lyam arranged werein
nearly the same places as those that had once served that long-dead scribe. Together they swept and
cleaned out the corner, so that there would be no dust or dirt to smudge Lyam's new-made copies.

"Ah!" Lyam findly said with satisfaction, stretching histall out and flexing his subby hand-talons.
"Thisisgood, good light, and agood position! | can be very happy here, | think! Thank you, gesten.”

"You're very welcome. Redlly." Kara paused amoment asit struck him again, in amoment of
astonishment, that he was chatting amiably with what could be loosaly described as an intelligent dog and
itslizard secretary, in the ruins of a magic-blasted tower once ruled by alegend. His musings were
interrupted asthe lizard secretary held up an ancient brush so that the tarnished ferrule shone dully in the
workshop'slight. ™Y ou know, smply by virtue of where this brush has been found, it could be worth



enough in trade to feed my family for a season, but its highest vaueisin what it makes usthink of when
weseeit."

The kyree looked over at the hertas with alook of pure pleasure, saying nothing. Lyam held the
old brush reverently in both hands and continued. "An artifact of Urtho's own workshop. Thisishistory
itsdlf, Kard, asgreat as any carved monument or temple. History isin the small items as much asthe
huge ones. When we see an edifice, we see what the ancients wanted usto see, and that isimportant, but
we find out so much more from what was so familiar to them that they thought little of it. And one day,
perhaps historianswill ook back at our clothes, our brushes, and our everyday things, and learn who we
were, too!"

:Now you know why | enjoy Lyam's company so much, Karal. Heistruly a brother in spirit!:
Tarrm's mind-laugh wasjoyous.

"Oh! I-well. It iseasy to be overcome by dl of this. It iswonder itsdf we areimmersed in here,”
Lyam muttered, embarrassed, as he gingerly set aside the brush that had been the focus of his oratory.
Karal and Tarrn exchanged knowing looks with each other. Even acrosstime, species, and cultures, the
enjoyment of history's"wonder itself" could be shared.

Kara left Lyam bent over yet another copy of the ancient notes; this batch seemed to be the jewelry
designs. He would have offered to help, but dthough his drafting ability was up to making sketches of
benchtops and their contents, it was not up to making copies of intricate jewelry patterns.

When he went back upgtairs, Tarrn came with him, and immediately engaged himsdlf in conference
with Firesong and An'desha over another copied set of notes. Firesong and An'desha were chattering
away, with odd breaksin the conversation asthey listened to Tarrn's Mindspoken replies. Master Levy
had replaced Sejanes at the teleson, and was talking to someone Kara did not recognize, but who wore
Trainee Graysingtead of Herdd Whites. Sganes, who was standing behind Master Levy, smply
watching the conversation, turned at the sound of Karal's footsteps and waved him over.

"l understand from Firesong that you were the Channd for thelast effort here," Sgianes said, when
Kad waswithin earshot. The old mage looked at him expectantly, motioning him to follow as he moved
away from the teleson and Magter Levy'sintensdly technica conversation.

Karal nodded, wondering what Sgjanes wanted. "Not that | have any idea of what a Channel isor
does, gr," headded. "I'm afraid | put my faithin what | wastold, that Channdling isingtinctive." He fdt
very diffident, telling such an experienced mage that he had no idea of what he had been doing. He hoped
that Sganes wasn't going to be annoyed a him for mucking about with things he didn't understand.

Sganes pulled on hislower lip thoughtfully. "That'struein alimited sense” hefindly replied. "You
could perfectly well go on that way; many Channels prefer not to know anything about what causes what
they're doing. But there are things that can be learned that would make the experience easier for you, and
perhapsless frightening. | could teach you, if you wanted to learn; that'swhy | asked about it. It could
make an important differencein how you fed afterward.”

Kard's mouth went dry, and he swalowed as atremor of fear passed through him. How could he
tell this old mage that the very last thing he wanted was to have anything to do with more magic? On the
other hand, Sejanes seemed to understand how horrible it had been for him, and if therewasa " next
time," wouldn't it he better to undertake it fully prepared?' Wdll, ar, if | had achoice-I've doneit twice,
and I'd redlly rather not ever do it again. But if | have to, anything that would make things easier would
probably beagood idea. So | guess| ought to take you up on your offer."

The old man chuckled at hislack of enthusasm and patted his shoulder, asif to reassure him.
"Thereésno shamein that reaction,” hetold Kard. "I've never Channdled, mysdlf, but I've spoken to
those who have and they would probably agree with you on both counts. | can't blameyou abit. Yet if
we're going to start, | suspect we ought to do so before you lose your nerve about it. If you have some
time to spare, we could begin now."

Kara shrugged with anonchalance hein no way felt. "I'd rather not put it off and take a chance that
| might need to channel power in the next few hours. Theway my luck runs, | would need what you
might have taught meif | hadn't delayed because-"

He stopped himself before he admitted how frightened he was, but Sgjanes saw it anyway. He left



his hand on Kard's shoulder amoment longer. "I told you, it is no shameto be afraid, young one,” he
said in alow, reassuring voice. "Channels hold power as great as any Adept, and sometimes greater; the
only difference between them isthat Channdls don't actually use what they carry. And perhapsthat is
what makesit harder for them. They are used by the power, rather than using it. What sane creature ever
gives up contral if he does not have to?'

Karal shuddered; he wouldn't ever want to use dl that power. It would be more responshbility than
he ever cared to handle under any circumstances, no matter how dire. "That's-that's quite athought, Sir.
We-we of the Sunlord give up control to Him as ameatter of faith. But we are till afraid sometimes, and
He only helpsthose who try hard to deal with difficultiesthemsdves. And I'm afraid | don't know much
about magic at dl, if it comesright downtoit."

"Good. Then you havelittle or nothing to unlearn. And, yes, your faith will help you." Sganesled the
way to the chamber they were using for storage, purloined a couple of empty buckets and apair of
folded blankets for cushionsto Sit on, and took Kara over to aquiet corner. When they had made rough
stools out of the upturned buckets and rested the cushions upon them, he began. Kard experienced a
disconcerting sense of familiarity and an equaly disconcerting sense of disconnection; Sgjanes sounded
like every good teacher he had ever studied under, but the surroundings were nothing like the classrooms
of the Sun-priestswhere he had done dl that study. And if he closed his eyes, Sganes sounded so much
like Ulrich except for the accent that it was uncanny.

"Mage-power, as we know and understand it, is an energy that is given off by living thingsin the
sameway that fire gives off heat and light in the act of consuming wood,”" he said, his manner easy and
casud, histone exactly the same asif he were describing the weather and not a power that could wreck
kingdoms. "It tends to want to gather together, and tendsto follow well-worn paths. In that, it ismore
likerainwater than fire."

"And mages can seethis power?' Kara asked, though his mouth was dry with nervousness.

"That's what makes someone amage,” Sejanesreplied. "l can seethat power any time | makethe
effort to-and someone like Firesong has to make an effort not to seeit.”

Kara glanced over at Firesong, who looked no different from any other absurdly handsome
Hawkbrother, and shook his head. Seeing power all thetime... wasit like seeing things with an extra
color added? Wasit like seeing particles and waves swirling dl around you like swimming underwater?
And when the power got too strong, did it blind you, like looking into the sun?

"Now, the power itself obeysrules," Sganes continued. "When the threadlike paths, or tiny streams,
merge together enough to make them of adifferent magnitude of strength, we call them ‘ley-lines.’ These
tend to be straight, at least in the short term, and that, besides strength of power, iswhat makes ley-lines
different from thetricklesthat feed them."

"Isit the strength that makes them straight?’ Kard hazarded.

Segjanes|ooked pleased. "We don't know for certain, but that isthe theory,” he said. "It makes
sense; atrickle of water will meander more than a powerful river. Wethink that after a certain point, the
power can cut through the world taking the shortest distance which, as Master Levy will tell you, is
dwaysadraght line"

Kara nodded; no wonder Sganes and Master Levy got on so well!

"Now, sooner or later, Since power is attracted by power, these lines will meet. The placeswhere
two or more ley-lines meet forms something caled a'node,’ where power collects.” Sganes|ooked at
him expectantly.

Kard hazarded another question. "It can't collect indefinitely, though, can it?"

Sglanes|ooked very pleased. "No, it can't, and it will either be used up or drain away into the VVoid,
and we honestly don't know what happensto it after that."

Kara seemed to recall An'deshatelling him something about a third option, something that the
Hawkbrothers used called a Heartstone, but that was a complication he didn't need right now. First,
learn the rules, and worry about the exceptions later .

"Now-about using power," Sglanes continued. "Mages can use the power that they themselves
produce. Mages can use the power given off by thingsin their immediate vicinity. Mages can also store



power for later usein reservoirs, those can be available only to asingle mage, or can be agroup effort,
built by group contributions, for aslong asthe group lagts.”

"Everybody?' Karal asked, more than a bit darmed by the notion of a barely-trained Apprentice
being able to use such power.

"Oh, no!" Sganes chuckled. "No, fortunately, lack of training and practice provides some control.
The common titlesfor levels of ability refer to what power they can tap, and not their absolute skill. As
with any venture, some people are more skilled than others, but | digress. Apprentices can only usetheir
own power or what isimmediately available around them below the leve of aley-line. Journeymen can
useley-lines. Masters can use those reservoirs. If amageis part of aparticular school, heis given the key
to the reservoir built by the mages of that school at the time he becomes a Master. At that point, part of
his duty every day isto feed the reservoir as much power as he hastimeto gather. Eventualy, over the
years, with these reservoirs being filled more often than they are drained, they are ready for anything the
Masters might need, but that power istame, like water in astill pond.”

"Becauseit isn't flowing anywhere?' Karal asked, and was rewarded by Sganess nod. "But what
about nodes?!

"That," Sgjanes said with ashading of pride, "iswhat only Adepts can do. Adepts don't need to
bother with the reservairs, though they sometimes do smply because they are o dtill-for very ddicate
work, for example, such as Hedlings. Adepts can tap into and use the raw power of the nodes. The
stronger the Adexpt, the larger the node he can control. Ley-line power is harder to control than reservoir
power or ambient power, because, asyou guessed, it is'moving,’ so to speak. But node power fightsthe
user, because it ismoving swiftly, sometimesin more than one direction and iswild and unconfined. Have
you understood me so far?'

Karal nodded; so far thisal seemed very straightforward. Perhaps Altrawould aso be ableto help
him with this, since the Firecat seemed something of amage.

"Last of dl of those who handle mage-power come the Channels.” Sgjanes nodded at Kardl. "As|
sad when | began, the one thing that dl life-path mages have in common isthat they have what the
Vademarans cal the Mage-Gift, and that ability enables them to actually see magic power. Channels,
however, usualy do not have Mage-Gift, or if they do, it isn't very strong.”

"Why?' Karal asked.

Sqjanes rubbed the sde of hisnose. "I don't know if thereis areason. Thereis some speculation
that thisis partly a protection for them, and partly a protection against them. The ability to sense magic
power might be blinded the first time a Channd was used by very powerful magic. And if you can sense
something, you can useit, o it might be better for al of usthat anyone who can handle power stronger
than any Adept would even dream of touching cannot actudly usethat power himsdf."

Again, Kara nodded. If you went on the basic assumption that any Karsite would-which was that it
was Vkandis who granted such abilities-such a system of checks and baances made complete sense.
Vkandis would not have placed extraordinary power within the capacity of mere mortals without some
curbs on the system.

The explanation might also smply be that the act of attempting to actually use that much power
rather than just direct it could befatal. If mages who were aso Channels died before they could wed and
bring forth children with the Gift, such acombination wouldn't last for long. Look what happened to those
with mind-magic in Karse. They'd been gathered up and given to the Firesfor generations, and asa
result, just before Solaristook power, there were so few such "witches' and "demons' that there hadn't
been more than four or five Firesayear, with asingle victim apiece.

Sganeslooked down at his hands for amoment, gathering his thoughts. "Think of afunnd; thewide
end catches scattered drops of water or small pieces of matter, and focuses it down into asmal, directed
stream. That'swhat a Channel does, and roughly how a Channel doesit. And because a Channdl actudly
forces the power going through him to flow through a'smaller space,’ he increases the force of that flow
and its'speed,” if you will. So what a Channel needsto work perfectly is someone to guide the power in,
however wild it may be, and someoneto direct it asit goes out again. Remember that directing
something-much like shunting astream afew degrees-ismuch eesier than using it."



Kara nodded numbly as Segjanes continued.

"Magicismuch likewater, Kard, but it isfar more versdtile. It can be manipulated by force of will,
by natura aptitude, by specidized devices, and by other ways. Water, essentidly, can only get things
‘wet,' if | may use acrude andlogy. Magic, however, can get things wet, turn thingsto dust, set them
ablaze, make them into stone, give them life, put them somewhere dse, and so on. But magicinitswild
formsworksin very gradud and subtle ways. It isnot until magic is manipulated by someonethat it has
‘quick’ effects. Without mages, magic takesits natura course.”

"Likeariver," Kard offered. "And mages make water wheels and dams and bridges.”

Sganes|eaned back, apparently impressed. "That," he said dowly, "isessentidly it. Yes. That is
what we do."

Kard bit at hislower lip and offered, "And what happened here, isthat long ago therewas an
explosion in the magic that-scooped a hole out. And the water-1 mean, the magic-is rushing back to fill
thehole"

"Close," Sganesnodded. "Very close. You are a bright young man, Karal. Now, back to just what
you are. A Channel. For whatever reason, a Channdl collects power that is brought 'to' him, and directs it
inamore purely directed, less stormy fashion.”

"That'sdl thereistoit?' Kara exclamed. "1 am afunnd?'

Sganesamiled. "That's dl the theory," he chided gently. "But now comes the practice that will help
you keep parts of yoursdf from interfering with or even fighting that stream of power. And it will bedl
the harder because you will be dedling with something you yoursdf can only sensedimly, like playing
blind-man's bluff with an unruly stalion. And to continue that andogy, I'm not going to show you how to
catch and ride the beast, because it will kill you if you try. Instead, I'm going to try to teach you how to
keep 'yoursdf' out of itsway."

At the end of the lesson, Karal was quite certain that Sganes analogy of agame with an angry
horse was the correct one. Theinside of his head felt bruised, somehow, though certainly not as bad as
he had felt after the first time held acted as a Channel. The lesson was over when Sejanes clapped him on
the back and told him that he had done very well for hisfirst attempt.

"You aren't the worst Channd |'ve ever seen, and we tend to use them more than you Westerners
do," the old mage said cheerfully. "I don't know if the ability occurs more often in the Empire or if we
Imperial mages are S0 lazy that we'd rather use Channels than focus power oursalves, and so we make
an active effort to look for the ability. But you aren't the wordt, that's for certain, and you've cometo the
lessonslatein your life, so that's encouraging.”

:Faint praise, but better than none, | suppose,: Altraobserved, wrapping himsdf around Kard's
legs. :Natoli iswaiting to talk to you.:

"I'm going to assumethat since my lord Altrais here, that your young lady isready to spesk to you,”
Sganes observed. "Go on, off with you. By the by, you'll toughen up as you practice; this should bethe
wordt training sesson you'l ever endure.”

:You'll notice he said training session,: Altraobserved, as Kara got up from his stool and
followed the Firecat. : That doesn't say anything about the real thing.:

That hadn't escaped Kard's attention, but he really didn't want to dwell on it, not when he was
findly going to get to see and talk to Natoli.

Kard took his place on the empty stool in front of the teleson; Altradraped himsdf over Kardl's
feet, and the Herald in the crystdl winked, and stepped away. A moment later, Natoli moved into the
place he had vacated.

Shelooked asif she had recovered from the boiler explosion. Her hair was alittle longer than it had
been when he left, and shelooked at him asif she had forgotten why she was there. Suddenly he felt very
gy.

"Hello, Natoli,” he said awkwardly. "Y ou look in good hedlth.”
Hewinced as he listened to himsdf; wasthat any way to speak to agirl heredly wanted to be able
to kiss?



"You dont," she said bluntly, peering a him. "Y ou're too pale, and too thin. What have you been
doing to yoursdf?'

That was so very typical of her that he had to laugh, and rdlaxed immediately. "Asto thefirst, weve
been living underground, and we mostly don't get to see the sun. And as to the second-have you ever
tasted Firesong's cooking?' He shuddered mel odramatically, and she laughed in return. " Serioudy. We're
mostly eating asthe Shin'din do; it's not that bad, just alittle odd.”

"And you don't often see afat Shin'din," she said shrewdly. "Things were quiet until Altrashowed up
with this contraption. We Artificers al wanted to take it gpart, of course, but when we were told that the
first person to try would be skinned, we gave up on theidea." She grinned. "Well have to make do with
trying to duplicate it from those manuscripts. If we can, well send one by fast Herad-courier to Solaris,
and then you'll get to talk to her on aregular basis.”

"Must 17" he asked weakly. He was not ready to face Solarisjust yet. He wasn't sure he would be
for quite awhile, actually. Her Radiance was not a comfortable person to spesk to, face-to-face. For
that matter, she wasn't acomfortable person to communicate with, |etter to |etter; he dways had the
feding that he was reading something intended for an audience rather than apersond |etter.

"Frst we haveto duplicateit,” she pointed out, and smiled. ™Y ou know, I'm very glad to seeyou
again. Sometimes, in the middle of the night, I'd wake up, and I'd wonder if you were-quite red.”

Oddly enough, he knew exactly what she meant. "It's hard to imagine someone being real who's that
far away," he agreed. "It's asif they never existed except in your mind.”

She flushed alittle, and looked away for amoment. "Anyway," she continued awkwardly, "weve
been busy, though it doesn't have anything to do with the important things." She sounded wistful. "Theré's
just nothing we can do right now to help with what you're doing, so we're back to the old projectslike
bridges and steam boilers.”

"There's nothing wrong with that," he countered. "Don't these things have to be done no matter what
disaster might be looming?' He managed a crooked grin. "If everything esefals apart, your bridges will
be there to get people acrossriversthat can't be ferried or forded. Surely that's worth something.”

She shrugged but looked pleased. "At least what we're doing is useful,”" she admitted. "It's odd,
though. The folk around and about Haven have the funniest attitude; you can tell them and tell them that
the protection weve given them from the mage-stormsis only temporary, but they act asif it's permanent.
They aren't doing anything to prepare themselves for the worst, they aren't even thinking about it." Now
she sounded and looked very frustrated. "When you ask them why, they just shrug and can't give you an
answer, or they say something stupid, fatdistic, or both.”

"l think," he said dowly, "thet ordinary folk just can't imagine anything awful happening to them. It
aways happensto someone e

"Well, you'd think after years of war and bandits and all they should know better," she replied
acidly. "At any rate, now that things have settled down, they aren't at dl interested in asking us about
things they can do when the Storms come again, they just want to know how long it isgoing to take
before abridge will be up. Or if the steam bailer islikely to explode again.”

"l hope you're on bridges," he said, trying not to show aarm. "And not steam boilers.”

"Actudly, I'm on metdl stress" shereplied, running her hand through her hair absently. "'l get to
make some very interesting and loud noises. We're trying to make tougher aloys, but | don't want to
bore you with what were doing. | spend some time in the forge, because at the moment, work on steam
boilersis stdled until we can find a better way to make the boiler itsdf.”

He sighed, resting his chin on his hands. "It wouldn't bore me, but I'd be logt," he admitted. " Sgjanes
istrying to teach me some specific kind of exercisesfor working with magic, and those would probably
mean about as much to you.”

"Probably." The conversation died for amoment. "Still, | hope you aren't-1 mean, | don't want you
to think that-" her face twisted with frustration. "Jug, if you're doing something dangerous, don't take
more on yoursdf than you can carry al right?!

He amiled. "Aslong as you promise to do the same," he replied, and she laughed.

"Grainfor the gander isgood for the goose, hmm?Well, I'll promiseto try but my judgment is



sometimesfaulty.”

"Soismine, o don't hold it againgt me." His amiletook on anironic edge. "We can't dl beinfdlible
Sons of the Sun.”

"Oh, even Solarisadmitsto falibility,” she chuckled. "Believeit or not."

"Solaris?' he chuckled. "That would be an entry in the annds, especidly if she admitted that shewas
fdlibleto you polytheigtic barbarians.”

"But shedid!" Natoli protested, and as he continued to regard her askance, she looked surprised.
"Oh! I'll bet no onetold you, any of you! Y ou will not believe what has happened with Grand Duke
Tremane!"

As she outlined the astonishing developments in Hardorn since the arriva of Elspeth and Darkwind,
Kard fdt hiseyesgrowing larger and larger. No one had seemed to think that any of thiswas significant
enough to pass on to any of the other members of his party-

Which is probably because they all have their own preoccupations and not a one of them
thinks anything is important outside those preoccupations! But you'd think someone would have
said something to Sgjanes!

"We have aHerald and a Companion stationed down in Karse in Solaris-court, | suppose you cal
it-" she added.

"Conclave," he corrected.

"Conclave, then. We sent him down so that we could get information to her by way of his
Companion and Taias Rolan.” She laughed. "Actualy, it'snot just a'Herdd,